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Prologue:

When stealing a man’s soul, the correct preparation is essential. Therefore, it was, depending on your views on soul theft, a bit of a disappointment that Adesina, seeress, sorceress and She Who Walks With Shadows, was more concerned with the state of her split ends than with the essential work at hand. 

“Appearances are important, Hugo,” Adesina snapped, narrowing her eyes at the mirror glass and her reflection trapped within it. 

Her companion shadow, Hugo, said nothing. His silence was not part choice, part self-defence. But his irritation was obvious. Had Adesina not spent most of her twenty-three years of life ignoring his moods, she most certainly would have felt his ire quite keenly. 

“It’s all well and good stealing a man’s soul. It’s not like he’s using it, or will notice it’s gone,” – Adesina announced to the mostly empty room in the manner of one who expected the emptiness to listen with rapt attention – “A man’s heart, on the other hand? That takes guile, wile, and the correct shade of lip paint. This,” – she held up a small bottle of lip lacquer to the mirror glass – “or this?” she held up a second bottle in her free hand. 

One shade of lip lacquer was an alluring mulberry: the deepest, bruised purple with just a hint of brown to add depth. The other was a vivid, glossy red; shallow but eye-catching. Hugo dutifully condensed his vaporous form a little tighter about him, manifesting more strongly in the physical realm, and pointed toward the mulberry with one spectral finger. His shadow reflected hazily in the mirror glass behind Adesina, and while he had no face to speak of, somehow, he still managed a hangdog expression. 

Adesina’s smile was beautiful even without a drop of lacquer coating her generously full lips. “Excellent choice. I wholeheartedly agree! The mulberry gives off a hint of mystery. A dash of panache. It says: ‘I can have you if I want. But maybe I don’t’.” She paused, expression falling slightly. “I shouldn’t want him to think me too eager,” she said, mood shifting as quickly as a hummingbird flitting from flower to flower. Her brow stitched in concern. She poked at the crease in irritation, smoothing it away. She could not so easily smooth away her anxious thoughts, which she quite naturally expressed to the room. “It would not do at all for him to think me needy,” she said. “As if it was I, and not he, who was in most need of support and guidance.” 

Hugo hovered in the air, unsure what was required of him, or rather, unsure what to do when he knew that he could not provide the reassurance his mistress craved. It was not simply a matter of lacking verbal speech. His mistress understood his thoughts and Hugo could make himself heard by all if he really needed. The difficulty was that Hugo could not promise her that she was not the needy one when he knew his mistress to be, in actuality, in a fair quandary at the moment.  

His mistress had been charged directly with a delicate undertaking, involving the soul of a hero, by the Goddess of the Starless Night Herself. It was a precarious situation; one wrapped in destiny and tugging on the strings of fate. The Starless Goddess’ machinations were always complex, labyrinthine and, regularly, nonsensically capricious by the standards of most mortals. Much like the goddess Herself. 

Only the Night Dark Queen would simultaneously work to break a curse she Herself placed upon two bloodlines, and at the same time create the exact conditions that would make said breaking impossible. But that was Her way. Hugo, a being perched somewhere between mortals and deities but belonging to neither group, could appreciate the goddess’ right to her fun even as he failed to understand the joke. He only worried what would happen to his mistress, and by extension, himself, should Adesina fail to impress the Goddess with her efforts to fulfil the destiny set before her. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” his mistress said slyly, watching him through the mirror glass. “Your lack of faith in me is noted, dearest Hugo.” Her grin was feral, tidy white teeth bright against mulberry lips and rich brown skin. “Remember, dearest, I can do away with you as easily as I can whisk away Nadil Shiny Scale’s soul.” Her tone was arch, her look haughty, and her threat as meaningless as the exact shade of lip lacquer she chose to wear when she confronted the hero Nadil.  

All told, Hugo was far more worried about his mistress’ lack of preparedness for her upcoming date with destiny than he was of his chances of being banished should she fail. She would need him even more then.  

Adesina huffed irritably. “You are entirely too confident, my friend,” she sniffed. “The trick with Shiny Scale is getting him to stand still long enough to rip out his soul. But you are right here, bound to me by pledge and spirit. You, dearest, have nowhere to run.” Adesina feigned scratching at the air with her long, painted nails in the mirror’s reflection. 

Recognising that he had, ironically, become too transparent in his thinking for his mistress’ liking Hugo allowed his form to dissipate, part of his consciousness sinking, gratefully, back into the Nether. He knew the reprieve would be short lived. His mistress was never short of inane demands on his time, but for now, Hugo could float between the realm of the living and the dead. 

Pushing away from the vanity table, Adesina surveyed her dressing room with a critical eye. In her revered mother’s day, this room had been a solemn place where curses were wrought, scrying was done and fates and destinies broken or mended, depending on the great witch’s whim. 

But Ifeoma was long dead now, her spirit taken to the Starless One’s side, and Adesina had transformed her mother’s alchemy station into a vanity table, replaced her herbs, poultices and jars of roots and minerals with a suspect cornucopia of cosmetics bottles, brushes, powder pads and odd twists of wire to be woven into her hair. Ifeoma’s pestles and mortars now crushed face powders not the sifted bones of recently burned heretics, and her ancient herbs and recipes now loitered in a cupboard fighting for space amid an ever-growing collection of very pointy shoes.  

The once bare walls of the windowless room were now festooned in spangled lace and colourful tulle drapes, stitched with little facets of glass and glittering beads that caught the candlelight and refracted it around the room. The once clean swept mud floor was now tiled with springy rush matting and softened with woven rugs. Ifeoma’s scrying fount remained, but its cold stone lip now trailed brightly coloured silken streamers that added absolutely nothing to the efficacy of the magic wrought within, no matter what Adesina claimed to the contrary. Hugo had never been sure if his mistress’ redecorating efforts were to suit her vanity, or a deliberate attempt to slight the memory of the mother who had left her with a terrible burden to carry. 

Hugo watched his mistress waft around the room in fluttering silks, bangles jangling around her arms as she searched her mother’s shelves and efficiently gathered the ingredients she would need to complete the task ahead of her. Though she might like to hide the fact, Adesina was every bit the sorceress her mother had been. It was not her craft that Hugo questioned, but instead her comment to her task. She would not be the first mortal to find the Starless Queen an impossible mistress to follow. The fate of those who failed the goddess did not bare thinking on and Hugo shuddered further away from the mortal realm to avoid the need to think at all. 

Adesina’s voice brought him closer once more. She stood examining a large jar that had once contained a great quantity of pickled rollmop herring. Holding the jar up to her face, Adesina turned it one way and then the other. “I don’t know,” she mused aloud. “This seems like a rather low-class vessel to contain my future paramour’s soul.” 

Hugo thought very loudly that he had told her to acquire a grander urn several weeks ago. She had, in usual fashion, failed to heed him. 

“I heard you just fine,” Adesina insisted. “And I had a vessel all picked out. And very fine it was too. The burial urn of some long dead Peaks king. I forget his name. You know the one. His burial palace is made of the loveliest pink marble?” 

The king she was referring to was one of Green Peaks greatest rulers. Three hundred years past, Heronditus III had defeated the allied invading armies of Horse Flesh and the Meadow Lands, ensuring the continued freedom and prosperity of his kingdom for generations to come. 

“Yes, but what’s he done recently?” Adesina asked irritably, irked that he felt the need to remind her of the man’s deeds once again. 

In truth, Heronditus III had been dead for over two hundred and fifty years. He had, admittedly, done very little in that time. As a creature somewhat more dead than alive, himself, Hugo found this behaviour a bit shabby. 

“Exactly!” Adesina leapt upon his scant agreement declaring, “It’s time his burial urn was put to grander use than holding the dusty remains of a centuries long loafer. Heronditus has rested on his laurels, and in his urn, for far too long.” 

That may be so, but Adesina had not followed through on her plan to take the urn. 

“I was going to,” she insisted, “but then Noemie told me Callo Modeen was opening a new salon in the city and, obviously, I had to go. Hugo! You know I did. There is nothing quite like a grand opening!” 

Heronditus III’s remains had endured for two centuries. They endured now. Callo Modeen’s grand opening event had lasted six hours – of which his mistress had lasted only three before declaring the offerings not to her taste – at any time between leaving the salon and now she could very easily have desecrated the great king’s burial palace and taken what they needed.

“Well, yes,” Adesina admitted. “But then I thought that stealing the urn might attract a bit of attention, although really, it’s not like anyone visits old Heron-dot-face anymore. Still,” she rallied to her own defence, “With my beloved visiting the city I thought it best to maintain a low profile until it was time to strike.” 

Hugo considered this logic. He then compared the admittedly reasonable sounding justification with Adesina’s true activities over the last two weeks. She had visited thirteen restaurants, eight salons, hosted three dinner parties in a Peaks villa she had inveigled the use of from a bespelled Green Peaks noble man, and then gone on to curse two young socialites, one of whom now thought she was a bad-tempered goose and ran around the streets of Valley Good aggressively pecking at people while making an unpleasant honking noise. 

In short, there was no one in the Green Peaks capital who did not know the Sorceress Adesina was in town. 

Adesina thunked the herring jar down on one of the few surviving worktables with more force than was warranted. She was not pleased. “Mama was much worse than I,” she said. 

True. For a given value of ‘worse’. Ifeoma, She Who Mastered Shadows, handmaiden to the Goddess of the Starless Night, witch of renown, and once, briefly, lover to a besotted lord of White Surf, had been equally free with her magic. There was little profit to be made for a circumspect witch. Every curse laid, every labouring mother saved, every child nursed back to health and every braggart humbled, was a form of self-promotion. 

But where Ifeoma had clung to the mystique of the aloof sorceress who lived in the wilds in a mud floored shack, dispensing cures and curses by request or provocation, and properly disdaining society, Adesina embraced the life of gadabout Sorceress around town. 

It was a dangerous line to dance upon, especially in Green Peaks, a land at once enchanted by magic and deeply cruel to those who possessed it. Every ball, every gala, every soiree Adesina attended could be her last, should she fail to dazzle and delight. The warm glow of candlelight halls could turn so very swiftly into the devouring flames of the pyre. 

Ifeoma had burned. Adesina, the youngest of her three children and inheritor of her greatest gifts of magic, had been only ten years old when she had. The girl had taken nothing seriously ever since. Not her life, nor the capricious appetites of her adopted home, nor the destiny thrust upon her by the goddess. 

“On the contrary, dearest, I take my destiny very seriously,” she corrected him, attaching teardrop pearl earrings to her ears with deft fingers. “You are being very maudlin this eve, Hugo,” she chided him, “I do not care for it.” 

Crossing the two steps from the worktable to the scrying fount she held her hand over the bowl. Immediately the basin filled with bubbling black vapour that resembled steaming water. A smell like concentrated silt and brine tainted the air and Hugo basked in the feel and aroma of the Nether as it seeped into the mortal realm. There were ghostly echoes in the ether, the voices of the dead and the dying, mumbling unintelligibly. It was said that hearing such murmurings for the uninitiated could drive a mortal mad. To Hugo it simply sounded like home. 

Adesina, her long dark hair wound atop her head in a snake coil knot, leaned into the vapour, peering down into the bowl. She flicked her hand to clear away the ether steam, lips moving in silent command. The voices grew silent. The ether shifted direction, flowing toward the living once more. Adesina flicked her hand in the other direction, moving it back and forth quickly over the surface of the bubbling ether like a bored reader flicking through the pages of a very dull book. 

Except it was not the pages of a storybook she was flipping through, it was the unfolding, ever branching, story of the living world, scrolling over the surface of the scrying pool before her eyes. 

“There he is,” she hummed with satisfaction. “And look! He has my worthless brother with him. Isn’t that nice?” she asked no one in particular.

The rhetorical nature of her inquiry was just as well, as Hugo gave no response. He felt none was warranted. The presence of Ifeoma’s oldest child at Nadil Shiny Scale’s side was not so much ‘nice’ as it was mandated by fate and therefore foretold. Ifeoma’s son was exactly where destiny decreed he ought be, and that was no more noteworthy than snow falling in Icicle Country, in Hugo’s opinion. 

Adesina shot him a withering look over her shoulder. “You’re a real killjoy, Hugo.” 

This was blatantly false, to Hugo’s best knowledge, he had never once killed joy. He was not sure how one would go about the task of killing a feeling. 

Adesina ignored him. Returning her attention to the scrying mirror, she perked up immediately. “I can’t wait to meet my best and most darling beloved,” she declared, attempting a swoon by clasping her hands together tightly and squirming on the spot. “I have the absolute perfect dress picked out!” She clapped her hands happily. “I’m going to look absolutely scrumptious when I consign Nadil Shiny Scale’s spirit to the Nether Hells.” 
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Chapter One:
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In the Kingdom of Green Peaks, Nadil Shiny Scale, renowned saviour of Three Rivers, unofficial heir to the High Throne and celebrated war hero, was about to cause a scene. 

In a plaza, much like any of a dozen other beautiful diamond tiled plazas in Green Peaks’ Capital Valley Good, a man was beating another man in broad daylight. The plaza with its magnificent carved fountain and quaintly expensive bistros was far from deserted, but while the two men attracted attention, none of the diners or strollers intervened. 

The man doling out the punishment wore his sun-bleached hair in fancifully oiled waves, as was the style in Valley Good, his decorative girdle jangling with a goodly weight of gold plate accessories as he slammed a wooden paddle onto the back of the other man. Older, thinner, less well dressed, the other man was folded double with his arms covering his head. The meaty sound of wood hitting flesh was the only sound other than the burble of fountain water. 

Nadil knew what he was seeing. The man taking a beating was an Accursed. The forked tail twitching between his legs gave that away. He was likely the distant descendant of a union between a mortal and a being from the Timeless Realm, perhaps even a minor deity, but more probably a demon. Demonic Accursed were usually an aggressive lot, but this one had had the fight paddled out of him long ago. 

His life was soon to be beaten out of him as well, if fate didn’t intervene. There was already blood on the stone tiles at the man’s feet. Fortunately for the man, fate saw fit to throw Nadil into his path. 

“Oi,” he shouted crossing the plaza in bounding strides, fists swinging at his side. 

The man holding the paddle paused, mid-swing. He clocked Nadil coming but either the sun was in his eyes or he was one of perhaps five near-sighted hermits in all the Lands of Magic who did not recognise Nadil Shiny Scale on sight. His lip curled. “Stay out of this, foreigner, it does not concern you,” said the man in one of Green Peaks three official languages. 

Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on how one looked at it, he happened to speak in the tongue Nadil did understand. “I am actually very concerned, as it happens,” Nadil told him. “You see, it looks to me like you’re trying to murder this man.”

The Peaker looked astounded, but not, sadly, because he had somehow been unaware of the grievous bodily harm he was causing. “This man is Accursed,” he said pointing his paddle at the tailed man. 

“Uh huh,” Nadil stepped between the two men. “But you’re the one with the paddle.”

“This monster swindled me,” said the man.

“How so?” Nadil asked. It didn’t really matter, Nadil was reasonably well acquainted with the laws of Green Peaks and he knew they’d stopped chopping the hands off thieves, oh, at least five years ago and public beatings in the fashionable part of town were not at all the fashion. Of course, the alleged swindler was an Accursed...and that did change things. 

“I employed this man to dig a trench for me...” 

“And he didn’t do it?” Nadil guessed. 

The Peaker man looked surprised. “He attempted to extort me for money,” he said, sounding affronted. 

“Oh,” said Nadil. “Was this some kind of secretly seditious trench, then?” he asked. “Was he blackmailing you, threatening to expose the existence of the hole to the world? Did he ask for money for his silence?” 

“What? No. He wanted me to pay him for the work!” 

“I thought as much,” Nadil nodded sagely, stroking his hairless chin. “Tell you what, how about you pay the man what you owe plus damages for the damage you inflicted on him and we’ll call it even.” 

The man stared at him. “What are you talking about? This...mongrel is the guilty party. I was merely exactly just correction. I gave the man bread and water while he worked. He deserves no better.”

“And is that the going rate for excavation work around here?” Nadil asked.

“Of course not, but he’s Accursed, as I keep telling you.” 

“So am I,” Nadil told him brightly, favouring him with a toothy grin that was slightly sharper than it had been before the conversation began. “And as I was saying, pay the man what he is owed plus damages or I’ll take out of your hide what you’ve beaten out of his. But And I’ll do it with claws.” 

The Peaker man looked as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing but, all the same, feared it was true. He drew back and waved the paddle a little higher. Nadil knocked the paddle out of his hand with a deft movement of his arm so quick the man was left gaping uncomprehendingly at his suddenly empty hands. 

“I’ll have you arrested,” said the man, looking over his shoulder and frantically waving to someone on the far side of the plaza. 

Nadil’s smile broadened. “Diplomatic immunity,” he said.

“What?” squawked the man. 

“Oh, that’s right,” Nadil feigned surprise. “I forgot to introduce myself, didn’t I? I’m Nadil Shiny Scale. Yeah, that one. From Three Rivers. Uh-huh. Yeah. And you see, it’s embarrassing, as I like to keep a low profile, but the fact is, I could kill you on the street right now and Peaks Intelligence would help me hide your body and lie to your relatives.”

“Ahem,” a pointed female cough interrupted the little tete-tete. 

Nadil politely shuffled out of the way, careful to nudge the Accursed man out of the way with him as he did so. The Accursed had done the smart thing and kept his head down and his mouth shut during Nadil’s conversation with his attacker, and Nadil intended to give him the cover he needed to build up the courage to run, assuming he had it in him. 

The cough belonged to a woman in the uniform of Peaks Intelligence, her jaunty hat set at a regulated angle on her head. She was small and dark and sharp eyed like a sparrow. She looked the Peaker man up and down and said, “I know you, Ardik Vilius, we’ve had complaints about unpaid bills from your creditors. You ‘borrowed’ the services of your neighbours indentured Accursed and beat them too. Your neighbour says you owe him for the medic’s bill.”

“Lies and slander,” insisted Ardik Vilius.

The intelligence officer smiled. It was a particularly dangerous smile because it was so very bland. It was a smile of such studied emptiness it could mean anything or nothing, but almost always meant: “You’re under arrest”. Nadil, who was a connoisseur and expert practitioner of the empty smile, was impressed. 

Ardik was lucky this time, the officer was interested in bigger fish than him. “Be off with you, Vilius, before I decide to bring you in on charges of defaming the honour and integrity of an officer of the law.” She gave him a mean little look. “I assure you, sir, I do not lie.” 

This was completely untrue. Nadil happened to know that Lieutenant Anka Abed lied very well on the job, but the coin had finally dropped for Ardik and it looked like he realised that Lieutenant Abed was his salvation. He turned promptly on his heels and took a lunging step in the ‘away’ direction. Abed called him back: “Don’t forget your bat, Vilius, unless you want me to take it in as evidence?” 

Awkwardly, Vilius swooped down to retrieve the bat without breaking stride and scuttled away like a beetle unexpectedly exposed to the light. 

“You should have arrested him.” Nadil watched the man run. “He beat a man.” 

“He beat an Accursed,” Abed corrected him. “Our laws are not your laws.” She drew herself up and decided to plunge right into the reason she had come to the plaza. “The Chief Inspector would like a word with you, Shiny Scale.” Lieutenant Abed did her best to growl. Considering the woman was not an Accursed shapeshifter, it was still a pretty good attempt. 

Nadil, who was distracted by the delicious aroma of pulled pork wafting across the plaza, blinked innocently back at Lieutenant Abed. “Why?” he asked. 

Anka Abed rolled her eyes. “Do you see an extra pip on my shoulder?” she grumbled irritably, jerking her chin toward the chevrons on her uniform. “The Chief doesn’t explain herself to me,” she added tiredly. 

Nadil grimaced. “What’s your best guess?” 

Somehow Lieutenant Abed managed to look even more annoyed with him. “Two words: Killean Onryn.” 

Yeah. That was a name to put a frown on anyone’s face. Nadil sighed. There was no choice. He had to double down on the innocent act if he had any chance of escaping a futile, aggravating conversation with a government functionary that would only waste his time. “What does Killean have to do with anything?” 

“Chief Coroda was hoping you could tell us that,” Abed replied tartly. “You know there are active warrants for his arrest here, don’t you?” 

“Yes, but he isn’t he so...” 

“He shouldn’t be anywhere,” Abed snapped before adding under her breath, “Save maybe swinging on the end of a short rope.” 

Nadil bristled a little. He hid it. It wasn’t like he could argue the case, but Killean meant more to him than Lieutenant Abed did, considering they’d grown up together and only recently begun to renew a kind of friendship that involved slightly fewer moments of extreme violence than their previous existence as sworn enemies. 

But it wasn’t just sentiment. Officially, Three Rivers had made peace with the former rebel leader, and as an official representative of the crown, Nadil had to keep up the party line. 

“If your government has a problem with King Torvin’s decision to release Killean they should really take it up with him,” he began. “I’m here to—”

“My government has tried,” Abed interrupted him. “Your king won’t answer. Now you turn up in the city like nothing has changed and we have questions.” 

Okay. So, she had a point but... “I’m really not privy to, uh, kingly policy so...” 

Abed’s brows were now so low, deep wrinkles had formed over the bridge of her nose. There was the distinct possibility that should he annoy her any further her entire face might collapse under the strain of her incredulity. “You. Are. His. Heir,” she bit out slowly, as if speaking to a simpleton. 

“Not officially,” Nadil reminded her. The ambiguous nature of his standing in regards the throne had been a constant his entire life. He saw no reason not to use it to his advantage sometimes. “There are other candidates. And, if I am the heir to Three Rivers throne don’t you think you should be a little nicer to me?” He tried for a winning smile. It usually worked. 

Abed snorted, but her expression looked a little less dire and she unfolded her arms from across her uniformed torso. Nadil chalked up another win for his unfailing charm. 

“The Chief sent me because we’ve worked together before,” she admitted. “She thought you might let something slip easier with a friend. I don’t have the rank to tell her how bad an idea that is,” she added drily. She gave him the kind of flat, level, look she’d used on countless enemies of the state during interrogation. “Raising the dead is easier than trying to get a serious, honest answer out of you,” she said. 

Harsh. Nadil should be offended but the smell of pork was really distracting. Nadil was beginning to salivate. He’d flown to Green Peaks from Cockle Shore in the Barley Lands as the crow flies. Literally. Hundreds of miles north-eastward, on small, feathery wings. An ordinary crow would have dropped dead from exhaustion before reaching the border with Past Tiger. Nadil was still fighting fit, but he did have a monster of an appetite. 

“We’re friends?” he asked Abed, catching the most important part of what she’d said. 

“What?” she stared at him.

“You said we were friends. I’m flattered.” He grinned. 

“I also said you were an obstructive, obfuscating sod,” she told him.

“Nooo,” he drawled. “I don’t think you did. I’d have remembered that.” He had a good memory for insults, having heard a lot of them growing up a royal bastard. 

Abed rolled her eyes again. “My meaning was strongly implied.” 

“Uh huh.” Nadil nodded quickly before asking plaintively, “Will you please feed me? I promise to explain what I can if you buy me lunch.” 

Abed’s lips twitched. She pushed a curling lock of dark hair behind her ear, upsetting the sit of her cap as she did so. “This sounds familiar. I distinctly remember lunch being a precursor to that mess with the cyclops last year,” she told him, cocking one of her overworked eyebrows. 

Nadil kept his grin. “You got a promotion out of that mess.” 

“And got saddled with the unofficial job of babysitting you,” she grumbled. “Alright,” she said decisively. “I’ll feed you. But you’d better give me something good to take back to the office. There is a lot of heat coming down from the palace. If we can’t get the truth out of you, the Royal Guard just might.” 

Not likely. Green Peaks Royal Guard were mostly mages, and impressive ones too, but Nadil could turn into a dragon, so he wasn’t all that worried. There was very little magic he couldn’t shake off. It was kind of his special trick. Killean could hurl around fireballs. The ex-tyrant Dadarro had had a closet full of magic spells handy, but Nadil’s dragonshifter gift was a resistance to magic that was second to none. He could shake off a death curse like a dog shaking out his wet coat. Which was handy, because there were no shortage of people cursing his name. And some of them had real power to back up the vitriol. 
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Chapter Two:
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Anka took him to a bistro off the beaten path. He trailed her through narrow winding streets that climbed Valley Good’s many Poplar dotted hills, before descending sharply via perilously narrow stone steps. The path levelled off into another identical back street, framed by clay brick walls and expansive bougainvillea frothing over the facades of small, whitewashed buildings. 

Valley Good was a very old city, centuries older than Delta City, but this part of town was relatively youthful, only a century and change in age. Like much of the sprawling ‘new city’, more clay brick buildings grew up over the horseshoe curve of rocky hills that framed Valley Good’s eponymous valley on three sides. He wondered if the Green Peaks capital would ever stop growing. 

Nadil liked the newer parts of the city best. There was something unsettling about parts of Old Town with its sprawling Accursed barracks, designed more like a prison than a training grounds, still in use today to house the fighters who fought in Valley Good’s famous – or perhaps infamous – amphitheatre arena. The city centre with its grand mosaics and delicate towers was beautiful, sure, but if you knew where to look it was impossible to miss Accursed indentured servants – little more than slaves – scuttling through shadowed doorways, or the pock-marked holes in ancient walls caused by magic hurled by Accursed during any number of failed uprisings. 

Nadil knew he was safe walking Valley Goods streets. He could roll up on the palace and expect a bed for the night and a good meal, if not an immediate audience with the king and queen, but he couldn’t quite shake the itch between his shoulder blades reminding him that if not for a quirk of luck that saw him born in Three Rivers, he could have grown up a Green Peaks slave, his magic coveted, his freedom stolen. His life only seen as valuable so long as he proved himself either useful or entertaining to the crown.   

Useful or entertaining to the crown, huh? Maybe Three Rivers wasn’t so different after all. But no. That was a stupid thought. True, his father’s rejection had made life harder for him than it would have been had he been raised a true prince, but he’d still had a good life full of opportunity. He had nothing to complain about compared to Accursed unlucky enough to grow up in Peaks. Nadil promptly banished the ungrateful thought from his head, feeling vaguely guilty for having had it in the first place. 

The bistro, set in its own covered gardens, a cheerful fountain gurgling away happily in the centre of the tiled patio, was quiet, filled with big leafy plants and blessedly cool. Abed led him to a table on the patio shaded by the portico roof. The spot was well chosen, hidden away from view as it was by a shoulder high partition wall etched with hundreds of little cut out stars. 

She didn’t start in on him with questions until he’d devoured a helping of garlic flatbread and demolished most of the plate of oily green and black olives flecked with some kind of spicy pepper and dusted with crumbly white cheese that had a chalky, salty taste he couldn’t get enough of. 

“I forgot just how much you can eat,” she marvelled, not sounding entirely approving. 

“What? This,” Nadil looked up. “This is nothing. A mere snack. Not that it isn’t delicious,” he added quickly when her expression darkened. “I’m just saying, back home, I eat maybe five full meals a day. Depending.”

She stared at him, a seasoned spy, her expression said she didn’t want to ask but knew her duty. “Depending on what?” 

Nadil grinned voraciously. “Depending on whether I caught anything on the wing or not,” he said. 

Anka smiled like she thought he was joking. Everyone always did. Smile that is. And think he was joking. It amused him. Everyone knew he was a dragonshifter. Everyone knew he could transform into just about any animal he wanted alongside turning full scale, but still, when they looked at him, they saw only a man and not the hungry beast, with a hungry beast’s appetite, he truly was. 

“We were told you were here to check on the border with Past Tiger,” Anka said getting down to business. She frowned at him. “We maintain round the clock patrols of the border. The Tigers have been quiet and peaceable for months.”  

Nadil swallowed his mouthful and took a gulp of iced tea. “Good,” he said with feeling. Anka narrowed her eyes at him. Nadil took pity on her. “There’s a new player in the game intent on stirring up trouble,” he said. “We don’t know much about them. I’m not joking. We don’t even know who they are, or if they’re one person or many. We have a name: Sapphire. But it’s definitely an alias so...”

“And you think this Sapphire has a connection to Past Tiger?” Anka asked, fully becoming Lieutenant Abed once more, very much on the job. 

Nadil hesitated, then shrugged and decided there was no harm in tipping off the Peakers to the truth. “We think Sapphire plans to cause trouble in Past Tiger,” he said. 

“What kind of trouble?” she asked, all but ignoring her food. Nadil winced at the waste of good flatbread. 

“The kind that, if we don’t squash it before it starts, could give everyone a real headache.” 

“Stop being vague and spit it out. Who’s the target? What’s going to happen?” 

“We don’t know. Sapphire likes to meddle and stir things up. They had a hand in the tension between Jumping Carp and the Blue Crab pirates,” he said. 

“Aha!” Anka slapped her hand down on the enamelled tabletop. “We knew there was something fishy going on when the Carp up and allied with Three Rivers.” 

Nadil looked around, leaning back in his chair to peer around the low wall and check on the scattered handful of patrons on the patio. None of them appeared to be taking any notice. But that didn’t mean anything. Anka might be part of Green Peaks Internal Affairs Department – otherwise known as Peaker spies – but the Department behaved very differently to Three Rivers own intelligence agents, a few of which Nadil was very close to indeed. 

There was nothing covert about it for starters. These were secret police in name only and their job was less about keeping secrets than it was rooting out those kept by the citizenry, sometimes by very unpleasant means. The Peaks crown wanted every citizen to know when they were being watched and by whom. Anka’s job wasn’t so much sniffing out insurgency as it was standing loud and proud in her peacock green uniform and acting as a deterrent to anyone who even thought of rebelling against the crown. 

Nadil wasn’t sure how he felt about that. On the one hand, there was nothing particularly upstanding and scrupulous about hiding in plain sight and waiting to arrest troublemakers as they plotted. But at least Three Rivers agents waited for their targets to prove their guilt before coming down on them. Green Peaks used Internal Affairs agents to scare the population into behaving and the difference might not seem that great on paper but in practice it was the difference between the appearance of freedom and actually being free. 

Then again, it did mean Anka could be as loud and indiscreet as she wanted and no one listening would dare repeat a thing they heard. Nadil could see the advantages in that. 

She took a rather savage and triumphant bite of her cold flatbread before saying, slyly, “King Harkiv of Tiger is Onryn’s ally.” 

“Was,” Nadil said. “During the war. There’s nothing going on with those two now,” he added staunchly. 

“Because Onryn has something going on with Three Rivers?” Anka asked keenly. 

Nadil huffed. “There’s nothing going on except a totally aboveboard truce, a copy of which was sent to all of Rivers’ allies.” 

Anka looked incredulous. “Torvin gave him his own kingdom,” she said flatly. “The very thing you all fought a war to prevent six years ago.” 

“Actually, we fought a war to stop Dadarro Onryn from turning into a deranged god-king and subjugating the continent,” Nadil corrected her. “Ilin could have turned his coat anytime during the war and we’d have locked him up for a time and then given him what he wanted so long as he agreed to fight for us after,” he admitted.  

“That’s refreshingly honest for you, Shiny Scale,” Anka said looking surprised and sounding almost impressed.

Nadil shrugged modestly. “I try.” 

“You try my patience,” Anka told him, but her lips were smiling. “You know we have the boy, don’t you?” she asked. 

Nadil gave another of his patented innocent blinks. “What boy?” 

“The kid who was with you and Onryn when you assassinated Sea Lord Sikuzo and took that traitor Carp scientist into custody. He told us the whole story,” she added cheerfully. 

Yeah. Clearly. Nadil knew exactly who Anka was talking about: Ashinue Rogu. Ash. A boy from Green Peaks who got caught up in a complex Three Rivers operation to thwart Sapphire’s plans. 

Ash was just a kid. Fourteen years old and vengeful. Grieving the family he’d lost in the war, and armed with a magical relic that had once stolen a portion of Killean’s magic – best not to ask exactly how, Nadil had certainly made sure not to – he’d been intent on taking Killean’s life. That had worked out about as well as it ever did, but at least Killean had demonstrated a smidgen of the decency Nadil knew he had in him and spared the boy’s life. In fact, Nadil thought Killean had taken a shine to the kid, because not only had he let the boy go, unscathed, he’d let him keep the Essence Drinker gauntlet as well. 

Of course, he’d tricked the kid into giving him back his stolen power so he could break the curse King Torvin had put on him first, but maybe that was the reason Killean had been feeling generous. He did tend to get smugly complacent when his schemes paid off. Complacent enough that he’d thought nothing of letting the kid who wanted him dead walk off with a powerful relic that could steal the magic of a dragonshifter. Knowing Killean, he’d probably expected the kid to run off and get himself killed long before he needed to worry about Ash getting good enough to be a threat to him. 

Quietly, Nadil asked, “Did Ash tell you all this willingly?” 

“Oh yes.” Anka laughed. “He could barely contain himself. At first, we thought he was making it all up. Then we got word that the Crab was broken and half the fleet were now sailing under Onryn’s colours.” She scowled at him. “No one was laughing then,” she added. “We have warrants out for the Blue Crab too, you know.” 

Well. It was good to keep busy. Nadil sighed. “Half the fleet is an exaggeration,” he said carefully. “And those ships are now legitimate trading vessels doing legitimate trade for West Barley Lands. You haven’t had any reports of bombardment and pillaging, have you?” he demanded. 

“No. But we have the fleet captain of the other half of the dead crab sitting in one of our cells,” she told him, sounding smug. 

“You caught Cactus?” Nadil asked, genuinely surprised. 

“Really? That’s his actual name?” Anka shook her head disgustedly. “I thought it was a bad alias.” 

“It might be?” Nadil suggested timidly. “I never asked,” he admitted. 

Recruiting the ex-quartermaster of the late Sea Lord Sikuzo had been one of Torvin’s ‘big’ ideas. He seemed to really enjoy recruiting their enemies and charging them with delicate, complex missions that could blow up in Three Rivers face should anything go wrong. Letting him go after the job was done had also been Torvin’s idea, although Nadil suspected it was less an idea and more an oversight as Torvin had nothing in particular he wanted his piratical spy to do. This also happened quite a bit, a fact that Mishka, his spy mistress and daughter, found incredibly aggravating. Not only because she kept losing her staff, but because it meant there were any number of former agents wandering around with Three Rivers secrets on the lips. 

“I swear its like he thinks I don’t have enough work as it is,” Mish had complained to him over lunch. “What’s the point of having a secret service if nothing we do stays secret?” she lamented.   

Watching the broad grin spread over Anka’s face, Nadil had to agree with his sister-in- all-but-blood. “He’s one of yours, isn’t he?” she murmured sounding pleased, like he’d just proved a suspicion. 

Nadil thought about trying out another blink but settled for taking a sip of tea instead. “Not exactly,” he temporised. “The arrangement between Cactus and Three Rivers ended with Sikuzo’s death.” 

This was basically true, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have unfinished business with the pirate with the stupidest name upon all the high seas. Cactus had once put a gun to Mishka’s head and the only thing that had stopped him pulling the trigger was Sikuzo’s treachery. Mishka had shrugged off the attempted murder the way she always did these kind of things – you didn’t become Three Rivers preeminent spy going weak at the knees at a bit of danger – but Nadil hadn’t forgotten. He didn’t like it when people tried to hurt his family. Which made things tricky because a lot of the people he called family had at one time been sworn enemies. It was refreshingly simple to resent Cactus, who was neither friend nor foe, nor family.
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“You’re telling me you don’t want the pirate back?” Anka asked him, sceptically. 

“Not especially,” Nadil said cheerfully and completely honestly. “I’d happily take Ash off your hands, though.” 

Anka’s answering grin was as broad as a cat’s. “I bet. But the boy is a Peaks citizen. You don’t have any jurisdiction over him.” 

Yeah. That was a sticking point. A pretty thorny one, at that. One that had caused a fraught exchange with Torvin when Nadil had first suggested a trip to Green Peaks to fetch the kid out of lock up. Because, of course, Mishka being as good as she was, Three Rivers knew exactly what had become of Ashinue Rogu. 

“What about the Essence Drinker?” he’d demanded when Torvin blocked all his other appeals, arguing that Peaks business was Peaks business, and if Ash had wanted asylum he should have stuck around to ask for it. 

“It is indeed a powerful magical weapon,” Torvin had agreed sanguinely. “One that belongs to the Green Peaks royal family and was likely stolen by the boy in the first place. I can hardly ask King Ishma to give it to me, just because,” he said reasonably. 

“It has Sikuzo’s shadow stuck in it,” Nadil argued. “That shadow doesn’t belong to Green Peaks.” 

Sikuzo and his half-brother Cactus both possessed an unusual magic that wasn’t Accursed, nor was it deity given. They both had living shadow familiars. Dangerous creatures that looked like human silhouettes at least some of the time, the shadows served their master’s every command. In the raid on Sikuzo’s hideaway that had resulted in Killean slitting his throat, Ash had ended up absorbing Sikuzo’s shadow into his gauntlet, which was the last anyone had seen of it. 

“The enchantment isn’t Rivers magic, either,” Torvin shot him down. “I have my suspicions where it does come from, but the machinations of a long dead witch are hardly reason to upset our allies with unnecessary demands right around the time they’re bombarding me with the same.” 

Torvin had not looked pleased as he eyed the missives and official documents littering the floor of his private room. Most of which bore the Green Peaks seal, and almost certainly contained carefully worded inquiries into whether or not Torvin had completely lost his mind, making peace with the notorious war criminal Killean Onryn. 

The short answer to that was: no. Torvin was still very much in possession of his faculties and not a bit pleased that an uncursed, fully empowered Killean had strongarmed him into giving him at least part of the lands he’d fought for years ago. Then again, Torvin had raised Killean, he should have been prepared for his scheming considering Killean learned most of his duplicitousness from Torvin in the first place. 

But just because Torvin had been hoist by his own petard didn’t mean he was willing to bend to his other adopted son’s very reasonable requests – though giving his recent hoisting, bending was probably not so easy. 

Nadil had learned, growing up with Torvin, that it was a waste of time arguing with him. He wielded cold, hard, logic like a blade and didn’t hesitate to cut you down with it when it suited him – and simple stubbornness when it didn’t. 

What did work, Nadil had found, was pretending to capitulate, or even agreeing with him, then biding one’s time until an opportunity to do exactly what one wanted popped up in a different guise. An opportunity Torvin couldn’t argue with. This little trip to Green Peaks was such an opportunity. He really was supposed to be poking his nose across the border into Tiger, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t rescue the kid while he was in Valley Good. 

Torvin knew it too. “You’re going to barter for the boy, aren’t you?” he’d asked tiredly when he gave Nadil his marching orders. 

Nadil had grinned and shrugged. “Hey. If you’re going to send me on a pointless mission to check on an opponent we know isn’t planning anything, then I don’t see why I can’t get some real work done in the process.” 

“We don’t know Harkiv isn’t involved with Sapphire,” Torvin had sniped back irritably. 

They really kind of did. Sapphire had the most fun sending them on wild goose chases, trying to unravel his false flag schemes. Didn’t mean Nadil resented the mission. It still needed to be done. “I think Peaks will give up the boy in exchange for a prize,” he said. 

“A prize we don’t have,” Torvin pointed out acerbically. 

“I dunno. I think Sapphire might do. I’ve heard King Ishma likes shiny things.” 

Torvin shot him a hard look. “I don’t want Green Peaks knowing about Sapphire.” 

“That’s a shame, because thanks to Ash they know just about everything else,” Nadil replied breezily. “Face it, the Sapphire is out of the bag at this point and the Peakers are going to be all over me as soon as I arrive. I’ve got to give them something.” 

Now, Nadil would be the first to admit logic wasn’t his first weapon of choice, but growing up as Torvin’s ward had at least taught him fair form. He could handle a duel of wits well enough when he needed to. 

“You can’t tell them we have the Sapphire Clam,” Torvin insisted, irritably. The keenness of his gaze revealing just how important this one point was. 

“No,” Nadil agreed patiently. Sometimes he worried he really was too good at playing the affable idiot. Even those closest to him seemed to believe it. The Sapphire Clam was one of Myron’s Relics, a set of three magical artefacts so powerful wars had been waged to possess them. Mishka had retrieved the Sapphire Clam, a relic that could open portals to other realms, from enemy agents and they all wanted to keep its acquisition a secret from friend and foe alike. 

Smiling peaceably Nadil had explained, “I thought I’d do my usual thing. Keep it vague, pretend to be a friendly fool and let Peaks Intelligence tell me all their secrets instead.” 

People tended to do that a lot, if only out of exasperation. Nadil had found that a vacuous smile and a vaguely apologetic air was the master key that could open even the tightest lips. 

Torvin had looked at him hard. “Be careful lad,” he warned. “Charm can only get a man so far.” 

Proving that he had to be right, even when absent and definitely not aware of the context, Nadil’s charm offensive hit a snag when after a few rounds of friendly back and forth, where more lies than truth was exchanged by both sides, Anka admitted that Ash was no longer in department custody. 

“What? You didn’t execute him, did you?” Nadil scowled. 

Anka gave him a flat look and said crisply, “He escaped.” 

Nadil sat back in his vaguely uncomfortable metal dining chair. “You’re kidding.” 

Anka’s unhappy expression said she was not. “Something was stuck inside the Essence Drinker when we retrieved it from the boy. We tried to cast it out, but it escaped and freed the boy from his cell.” 

“Huh,” Nadil was truly surprised this time. “Okay. I did not see that one coming,” he admitted honestly. “That shadow belonged to Sikuzo. We think the witch Ifeoma either made it or summoned it from somewhere to protect her children. Cactus has a shadow too.” 

Now it was Anka’s turn to sit back sharply in her chair. “We’ve seen no sign of it,” she reported. 

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t get too comfortable. Jadek – that’s the shadow’s name – is one mean customer. If he’s hiding, it means he and Cactus are biding their time. How long has he been your prisoner, anyway?” he asked. 

“Two days,” Anka replied flatly. She tapped her fingers over the pretty tabletop. “You said this Cactus is a child of Ifeoma?” she inquired. 

Nadil nodded. “Does that name mean something to you?” 

Anka hesitated and then came to some kind of decision. “There’s a woman in the city who claims to be Ifeoma’s daughter,” she said. “She’s a powerful witch. We’ve been watching her, but the queen finds her amusing so...” Anka trailed off, shrugging uncomfortably. 

Nadil frowned unhappily. Sometimes, the royal family would take a shine to a mage or even an Accursed who was particularly unique, charming, or interesting, or whose magic was any of the three. The lucky magic user would find themselves elevated above the rest of society and given freedoms most mages in Green Peaks could only dream of. Some grew rich. Some secured favourable positions in court even after their fame wore thin. But the others? They were tossed into the arena to fight it out with the rest of the magical slaves. 

Nadil cocked his head and suggested, “Maybe I could talk to Cactus? I wouldn’t want an ex-agent of Rivers to come to Peaks with ill-intentions.” 

Anka’s answering smile was slanted and sardonic. “What a good idea. Let’s go now.” 

It took a while for Anka to get him through security when they reached her station house, and then a little longer to sneak him through the office before the Chief Inspector could waylay them. Nadil had to hand it to the Peakers, they knew how to build a classy cellblock. While the dungeon in the palace back in Delta City cleaved close to tradition with its narrow brick corridors, windowless cells and nightmare dealing head jailer, the cell block in the basement of the Internal Affairs station house was spacious; the walls patterned with pretty white and turquoise mosaic tiles and the floor laid with clean white blocks. 

The cells had no windows but the bunks were wide and each cell came with an upholstered chair and small table as well as tasteful murals of idyllic mountain scenes painted on the three walls. Green plants with long trailing leaves hung from hanging baskets suspended from the ceiling of the cellblock corridor and the air smelled sweetly and faintly of mint. Considering Peaks less than humane record, it was strange how well kept the cells were. 

Cactus was in the middle cell in a row. He was sitting cross legged on his bunk, chin cupped in his large hands and elbows on his knees. His long, braided hair was still dyed every colour of the rainbow and his sharply sculpted, almost gaunt looking face, was as impassive as ever as he looked up through the bars upon Nadil’s arrival. 

Nadil gave him a quick wave. “’Lo, Cactus. What are you doing here?” 

“Ask the woman,” the ex-pirate spat. “She arrested me.” 

“He was caught loitering,” Anka defended herself. “And his description fitted that of a known pirate.” 

Nadil exchanged a look with Cactus through the bars before turning back to Abed. “So you arrested him for existing?” he asked, thinking that all-in-all business must be slow around the department.  

“He is a pirate and spy,” Abed defended her position. 

“I am no spy,” Cactus corrected her stiffly, managing to sound offended. 

Nadil studied him thoughtfully. “Why did you come to Valley Good, Cactus?” 

Valley Good was not a coastal city. The last Nadil had heard of Cactus he had taken what was left of Sea Lord Sikuzo’s pirate fleet as his own and was actively trying to maintain the Blue Crab’s hold on Shipwright Island. If he’d needed something from Green Peaks it would have made more sense for him to sail into Summerlee to the south. The port city was a far more permissive place than Valley Good. 

Cactus was a haughty beggar. He sat up straight and crossed his arms. “I have no interest in telling you that.” 

“That’s too bad,” Nadil said, half-way meaning it. “I’m much nicer than the Peaks’ interrogators.” 

Cactus’ lip curled. “I completed my service to your king, ‘shifter, I owe you nothing more.” 

Why did everyone always go banging on about what was owed and by whom? Not everything in life had to be meted out like a miser resentfully paying his dues. Cactus had earned the noose for his piracy. He’d earned worse for holding a gun to Mishka’s head, but Nadil had put that aside to work with him. He’d treated the man with respect and hoped that maybe Cactus might improve his outlook on life. And, yes, he had nursed his grudge against the man, but he hadn’t acted on it. Looked like he’d wasted his curtesy on this one. 

“Anka tells me you have a sister,” Nadil said. “Maybe I’ll track her down and ask her what she knows, eh?” 

He’d hoped to unnerve Cactus or at least surprise him. Instead, Cactus unnerved him when he burst out laughing. He laughed so hard he had to drop his feet to the floor and unfold his arms. 

“Aye,” said the pirate when his guffaws had quietened down. “You do that ‘shifter. Go and find my sister.” His grin, picked out with the occasional gold tooth, was off-putting, mostly because it was wildly out
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