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DEAD OR ALIVE

A NOVELLA OF SHADRAK THE UNSEEN
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WANTED!!!


In connection with the assassination of First Senator Mal Vatès and for the trafficking of husks across the Farfall Mountains:


SHADRAK THE UNSEEN

(former guildmaster of the Night Hawks)


Appearance: Approximately three feet tall. Pale skin. Pink eyes. Shaven white hair and clipped box beard. Last seen wearing a hooded cloak and sporting two baldrics, numerous blades, and “blasting sticks” that are believed to be relics from the time of the Ancients on Urddynoor.


This man is extremely dangerous. Do not approach him.


Any sightings should immediately be reported to the Senate of New Londdyr.


Should a tip-off lead to the capture of the suspect, a reward of one hundred golden denarii has been authorized (subject to clause 4, paragraph 25b of the Rule of Malfen, pertaining to, but not exclusive to, the Order of Maresmen). Tax will be applied at a rate determined by a select committee of the Senate at the time of apprehension.
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INTRODUCTION


A brief and potted history of Shadrak the Unseen


(Or, what has gone before in the Shader Trilogy and Legends of the Nameless Dwarf)



***Spoiler Alert!!!***



On his home world of Urddynoor, Shadrak the Unseen was among the elite of the Sicarii, the most feared guild of assassins. Injured during what was supposed to be a routine murder, he is shot with his own pistol, an Ancient tech weapon he found in the metal corridors of the Maze beneath the city of Sarum. 


Patched up by the disguised lich Dr. Cadman, Shadrak’s payment is to learn all he can about a mysterious artifact known as the Statue of Eingana, and in so doing, he becomes embroiled in the battle against the Technocrat Sektis Gandaw, who plots the end of all things. 


Shadrak travels by plane ship to the dream world of Aethir with the knight Deacon Shader and is instrumental in preventing the cataclysm known as the Unweaving.


During the last stages of the battle against Sektis Gandaw, Shadrak is badly injured beneath the Technocrat’s mountain. He returns to the city of New Londdyr with his fellow Sicarii, Albert the Poisoner. After Shadrak’s convalescence, they systematically take over all the guilds of the city, and Shadrak rules as lord of the underworld.


On the orders of a powerful being known as the Archon, Shadrak assassinates the First Senator, Mal Vatès. With the help of the Nameless Dwarf, he flees the city and subsequently aids the dwarf in his quest to free himself from the curse of the black axe that caused him to massacre his own people. 


A sorcerer named Bird reveals to Shadrak the truth of who he is: a homunculus from Aethir, spawn of the Demiurgos. As a baby, Shadrak had been threatened with death by the homunculi due to his imperfections: the pink eyes and pale skin of an albino. Bird rescued the infant Shadrak and arranged for him to be taken by planeship to the world of Urddynoor, where he was given into the care of an old Dreamer woman, Kadee.


The Nameless Dwarf is tricked by the Demiurgos, and returns to the ravine city of Arx Gravis to commit even greater atrocities than before, until Shadrak finds a way to stop him.


Shadrak later travels with the Nameless Dwarf to the death world of Thanatos in a desperate attempt to save the dwarf city of Arnoch from the attack of a five-headed dragon. Shadrak is reunited with his dead foster mother, Kadee, mysteriously kept alive on Thanatos. When Kadee sacrifices herself to save the companions, Shadrak is devastated, and bit by bit his world begins to unravel. 




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. It didn’t matter how long Shadrak remained on Aethir, he’d never get used to the frenetic sequences of its twin suns, the phases of its three moons. 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 Thogani. The thing gave him the creeps so much, Shadrak would have gladly handed it over, only there was a Stygian in Pellor expecting him to deliver it. Not only was Xultak Setis 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 Lownight, 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 New Londdyr, 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 Stygian 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.

New Llonddyr. 

The last place on Aethir Shadrak wanted to return to.

His scut of a day was set to grow a whole lot scuttier. Not only was Aethir’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.








AN INVISIBLE THIEF



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 New Londdyr. 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 New Londdyr.

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 Pellor and sold it for a tidy profit. Who was he to question what a Stygian wanted with a dubious artifact crafted by the Witch Queen? A mummified hag, so they said. The last ruler of Thogani, the Desecrated City, somewhere within the nightmare realm of Qlippoth.

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 Barraiya people back home on Urddynoor. 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.


***


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 New Londdyr, 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 Thogani. If the Witch Queen left things lying around, it was as bait. Shadrak had said as much to the Stygian who’d hired him, but Stygians 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 Urddynoorian, 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 Nanus Domini. He knew dominus meant lord or ruler—he’d been told that’s where the common word “dominate” came from, so it had stuck in his mind. But was domini related? 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 denarii. 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 New Londdyr 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 New Londdyr 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 New Londdyr on an air-raft of Magwitch the Meddler’s making, but unless the thief could fly, he’d never get over the Cyclopean 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.



ONE-TRICK PONY




Shadrak was in the shadow of New Londdyr’s Cyclopean 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 Urddynoor, 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 New Londdyr: 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 a pre-Ancient culture on Urddynoor.

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 New Londdyr’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 homunculus. 

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 Barraiya Dreamer to a creature formed from the very stuff of deception? How could he reconcile himself with being the spawn of the Demiurgos, 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, there was someone outside requesting permission to enter.

Shadrak’s mind was still preoccupied with what he was going to do, how he was going to apprehend the thief, or enter the city without the wizard eye seeing him, but before he could fret any longer the air in front of the gates shimmered, and a cloaked figure appeared.

He knew it. Knew the shogger was a one-trick pony. A wizard worth his salt would have flown here, or used some other means to enter the city unseen. But this one, this scrawny-looking pickpocket, had played his hand with the invisibility, and now he’d had to drop it in order to persuade the guards to let him in. If he was a mage, he was a piss poor one. No, he was likely just a thief who’d been loaned a spell, or a trinket more likely, to give him the power. Which meant he’d either stolen it, or he was in the employ of a wizard.

Shadrak focused the goggles on the thief: threadbare cloak fluttering in the breeze, crimson rather than the black or brown you’d have expected from a guildsman. The sort of thing you’d expect to see on one of those egg-head sorcerers at the Academy. There was something about the awkward gait, the stooped shoulders… If he could only get a look at the face… But even without it, he was getting the feeling he knew this man from somewhere.

Before the name reached his brain, a bird swooped down from the barbican, straight at the shogger’s back. Big bird, too. A hawk, maybe. 

The thief started to turn at the flutter of wings, but the bird was already on him. Only, it wasn’t a bird any longer. It was a woman in black leather, legs wrapped around his waist, one arm around his throat, the other applying pressure to the back of his head. The thief flailed weakly with both arms, stumbled in a tight circle, then toppled to the ground.

The woman rolled lithely aside, got down on one knee, and rifled through his pockets.

And Shadrak was running then. Running like the clappers toward the gate. No shapeshifting bitch was taking his ring, and especially not an ex-Dybbuk.

Because he knew her, even more certainly than he knew the man. He’d only seen her the once, as he gunned down her guild boss, Master Plaguewind. But once was enough with a memory like his.

He’d crossed barely half the distance between them, when Ilesa Fana glanced up at the eye in the sky she shouldn’t have been able to see. She nodded once, and then her black hair turned to feathers, along with the rest of her. A raven now, she soared into the air and disappeared over the top of the curtain wall.




UNSCALABLE




When Shadrak reached the thief’s crumpled form, he glanced up at the wizard eye. It juddered as it swiveled this way and that, relaying all it observed to whoever controlled it. With a curse he lifted his goggles and set them atop his head. It was too late for stealth now. He’d already been seen.

The thief had fallen on his back, but his cowl still covered half his face. A narrow chin tufted with soft stubble had the ring of familiarity to it, and coupled with the gait and the height, Shadrak was only surprised he’d not come up with a name. Maybe the somnificus had rotted his brain, ruined his perfect memory. It wasn’t till he yanked the hood up and over the face that he saw who it was, and kicked himself for not putting it all together earlier.

“Nils scutting Fargin. Son of the lousiest, whiniest dirtbag ever to disgrace the Night Hawks.”

He half drew a dagger to slit the unconscious lad’s throat, hesitated. Nils was barely out of boyhood, a man but not quite, if that made any sense. Shadrak cursed. He was growing as soft as Big Jake’s belly, and not for the first time he wondered if that was due to Kadee’s absence from his life. He used to hear her voice in his head, chastising him, more often than not; but these days, nothing. Maybe she didn’t need to speak any longer. Maybe he carried her with him now, in his desiccated heart. 

Bollocks! Who was he kidding? Kadee didn’t speak because she was dead, dissolved into oblivion, gone. You had to face facts, be realistic. The recognition filled his veins with fire, and stinging tears welled at the corners of his eyes.

Nils Fargin had just run out of luck.

A kick to the ribs, and the scut grunted, rolled to his side. One to the arse, and he whined like a petulant four-year-old. But when Shadrak crouched beside his head and poked him in the eye, Nils came to with a yelp.

“Tell me she didn’t take my ring,” Shadrak growled.

Nils didn’t seem to know whether to rub his eye or his throat, where Ilesa had choked him. He coughed and spluttered, tried to sit up, but Shadrak slammed him back down again.

“My ring.”

Tears spilled down Nils’s face from his poked eye. He tried desperately to blink the other into focus, even as he rummaged about in his pockets, voice shrill with panic. “Oh, shog, I’m dead. Shogging dead.”

“Shrewd of you to realize.”

Nils froze, hand still jammed in his pocket. A few more rapid blinks, and he was staring Shadrak in the face, one eye bloodshot and streaming, the other wide with horror.

“You followed me? How’d you—”

Shadrak whipped his dagger fully out, pressed it to Nils’s throat, atop the welt left by Ilesa’s arm.

“For the third and last time, my ring. I can’t count to four.”

Nils licked his lips, removed his hand slowly from his pocket. “Gone.”

Shadrak glanced up at the top of the wall, where he’d seen the bitch fly. “Scutting, shogging bollocks.”

“It weren’t you? Weren’t you that got my back?” Nils said.

“Are you a complete pillock?”

Nils frowned, concentrating, trying to remember. “They was bigger, and there was this smell, kind of musky. I’ve smelled it somewhere before.”

“In your shogging dreams. So, if you were her, where would you take it? Who’s buying crotch-creeping relics from the Desecrated City these days? Some reclusive scut in the Wizards’ Quarter? A noble with perverse tastes? An Academy wizard gone over to the dark side?”

Nils visibly blanched, tried to disguise it by sticking out his bottom lip and giving a shrug.

“Something you want to tell me, Fargin?”

“Me? Nope,” Nils said.

“No point stringing this out, then.”

Shadrak put pressure on the knife at Nils’s throat. The skin popped and blood trickled onto the blade.

“No, wait!” Nils squealed. “You know me, Shadrak. You knew my dad.”

“You really think that’s gonna make a difference?” Shadrak grabbed a fistful of Nils’s hair, then took the knife from his throat, and instead aimed its tip at the eye he’d poked earlier. His blood was on fire for the first time in ages. He’d forgotten how much he enjoyed this kind of thing. How much he used to crave it.

“Last I saw of you,” Shadrak said, “you were a scholar, teaching kids at the Academy.”

“I am. I was.”

“Oh?”

“I can’t say no more. I’m dead if I do.”

“You’re dead if you don’t.” Shadrak touched the tip of his knife just beneath the eyeball.

Nils squirmed and whimpered, but Shadrak held him firmly by the hair.

“All right,” Nils said. “I don’t teach no more. I was told not to.”

“You were fired? That why you went back to thieving?”

“I weren’t fired,” Nils said. “Other duties. I was gave other duties.”

“By whom?”

Nils’s chin began to tremble. “I can’t say. I can’t—”

“Stab!” Shadrak yelled. 

Nils screamed.

“Skewered eyeball. I know a Stygian in Pellor who’d pay a shogging shitload for a delicacy like that.”

“Arecagen!” Nils blurted out. “Master Arecagen.”

“The Principal?”—The most powerful mage at the Academy.

“He’s gone crazy, I tell you. Obsessed.”

 Shadrak released the pressure from the knife. “So, he got a sniff of the ring Jankson Brau unearthed and sent you to steal it?”

“I didn’t know you was after it, honest I didn’t.”

Shadrak waved him quiet. He was trying to think. The Stygian had detected the ring’s discovery, but he’d chosen not to say how. If it had lain hidden all this time, it figured something had to have changed. Maybe Brau had tried using it and given off the scent. Shog knows. Shadrak didn’t know the first thing about magic. If the Stygian had sensed the ring, it stood to reason the head of the Academy could too. But that didn’t explain the third interested party.

“How do you suppose Ilesa Fana knew about the ring?”

“Ilesa?”

“You know her, right?”

That brought the color flooding back to Nils’s cheeks. There was a moment’s pause as he dealt with whatever he was dealing with, then he put it all together.

“After Mal Vatès… when you left my dad in charge of the guilds, there was chaos. They was at war with the Senate, but mostly with each other. Dad… well you know what he was like. He didn’t last long. Big Jake ran things for a while after that, but—”

“He got out as soon as he could. Moved to Brink,” Shadrak said. That much he’d discovered when he fled to the shithole of a town with a posse of Maresmen on his tail, all because of a little husk trafficking incident.

“Guild lords came and went,” Nils continued, “most of them bobbing down the sewers before they could get anything done. No one had your gift for unifying the guilds, Shadrak, not until—”

“Ilesa? She’s running my Night Hawks?”

“What’s left of them. She took them out in a single night, they say. Claimed she was with the Dybbuks, even though they was supposed to have been wiped out. And that’s how it’s been since: the Dybbuks controlling everything, bringing the other guilds onside one by one, same as you did, only…”

“Only what?”

“Only, she’s better at it.”

Shadrak slammed the knife back in his baldric before he slammed it into Nils’s face. He could almost feel Kadee’s approval. Her voice in his head had been bad enough, but this was worse. She was yeast, permeating every aspect of his character and making it her own. But that was all right by him; he’d do anything for Kadee, even if it meant growing soft in her memory. Even if it got him killed.

“What I mean,” Nils swiftly said, “is no one’s got a clue where the Dybbuks have their headquarters, and she’s got eyes and ears everywhere.”

Shadrak threw a look up above the curtain walls. “In the sky?”

Nils frowned. Clearly he couldn’t see the wizard eye. “Everywhere, I says. Even at the Academy. She approached me once, about getting some dirt on Master Arecagen. She was angry as the Abyss when I turned her down.”

“Turned her down, why? You were scared?”

“Shogging right I was. Arecagen keeps threatening to turn me into all manner of things. I ain’t risking what he’d do if I betrayed him.”

“Like now.”

“Eh?” Then Nils’s expression grew alarmed. He’d cottoned on to the fact he was divulging his master’s secrets at this very moment, albeit under duress.

“How’s he gonna take to you returning without the ring?”

Nils dropped his chin to his chest. “I’m shogged.”

“I’d say,” Shadrak said. “But you help me find the shapeshifting slapper, and maybe I’ll take care of your little problem.”

“It ain’t little. Arecagen’s the greatest wizard in the city.”

“Good for him. How’s that gonna help when I blow his brains out?”

Nils looked up, a glimmer of hope in his good eye, the other too red to tell. “So, I help you, you’ll fix things with Arecagen? We have a deal?”

Shadrak offered his hand, and Nils took it. Not that such gestures meant anything among assassins and thieves, but it was the expected thing to do.

“Ho below!” came a holler from atop the barbican. “Prepare for inspection. Follow instructions at all times. The gates are about to open.”

Shadrak cursed. “They still have the street markets in the shade of the walls?”

Nils nodded.

“Meet me there. I’m shogging starving.” All he’d had to eat was the squirrel he’d shot on the trail. “I need to grab a turkey leg or something.”

“You’re not coming with me?”

Shadrak glanced up. “Over the top. I ain’t going through their checkpoints and bullshit ever again.”

“Over the walls?” Nils said, as the barbican gates began to grind open. “You can fly?”

“Climb,” Shadrak said.

“Yeah, right. That’s impossible.” Nils puffed out his pigeon chest. “Even I couldn’t do that, and I’m the best there is.”

Shadrak had heard the same thing a thousand times, how the Cyclopean Walls were unscalable, but he no longer believed that. He’d once climbed down the walls of the dwarven city of Arnoch, which made New Londdyr’s seem like a rugged rock face in comparison.

He set off at a jog around the side of the barbican and made for the buttress at the base of the curtain walls, angling a call back at Nils.

“Last one to the grub stall is a scut-sucking shogwit.”




BACK IN TOWN



It wasn’t the first time Shadrak’s size had worked to his advantage. The mockers could say what they liked, but at three-feet tall he had more options for entrance and egress, better chances of hiding, and slender, childlike fingers that could find a hold on even the tightest mortared walls. 

The chief problem with New Londdyr’s Cyclopean Walls was the size of the blocks they were comprised of, each as tall as a regular man and just as wide. Shadrak’s solution was the pair of punch daggers he’d picked up in Sarum back home on Urddynoor: stiffer than steel, unbendable, and possessed of a sheen that never tarnished. 

He’d not thought of it at the time, but ever since he’d found the thundershot in the tunnels beneath Sarum, he’d had a notion the daggers were also leftovers from the world of the Ancients, antiques that had passed from collector to collector until Shadrak broke the chain. 

He remembered dropping down a disused chimney, startling the fat scut of a merchant just sitting down to dinner, and catching him with a razor star before the man could reach whatever “equalizer” he was dashing across the room to get to. Turned out it was the punch daggers, encased in glass and mounted on the wall.

The twin blades penetrated the mortar of the Cyclopean Walls as easily as they did flesh. Hand over hand he went up one vertical seam, before strafing across to another. An itch on the back of his neck told him the feat wasn’t unobserved, though. Without the goggles on, he couldn’t see the wizard eye, but he’d no doubt it could see him, and that it relayed every last detail to whoever put it there. 

Something told him the eye wasn’t an aid to the soldiers manning the walls. If it was, they’d have been calling down to him now, threatening to dislodge him with spears, or taking pot-shots at him with crossbows. But the battlements remained empty. Even the barbican roof was devoid of activity; no one had moved there since the soldier had called down to him and Nils. Either New Londdyr was growing complacent, or the Senate had made cutbacks.

It was the same when Shadrak rolled over the top of the curtain wall and crouched low on the parapet. Nothing.

The scent of spiced beef and cider wafted up from the market stalls hundreds of feet below, nestled in the shade of the walls. There wasn’t much crowd noise—it was still early, but he knew from experience it wouldn’t be long before the place was teeming with smiths and smelters on their way to work in the industrial district. Not that he had a problem with that: the bigger the crowd, the easier it was to slip in among them and pass unnoticed. No, it was more a case of getting to a sausage stand while there were still sausages to be had.

Fifty yards along the parapet he came to an open door set into the turret of a guard tower. Maybe the soldier who was supposed to be on patrol had popped in for a piss and would be back any moment. Maybe he was taking an unofficial nap inside and had forgotten to close the door. Thing was, in the old days the towers had been hives of activity, the wall-tops perpetually patrolled. 

Shadrak returned the punch daggers to his baldric and slipped through the doorway. A guttering torch spewed black smoke from its sconce a little way down the spiral stairs. He covered his nose and mouth and crept through the smog till he passed beneath it. 

There were closed doors leading off the stairs at every level, but he saw no point opening them. Instead, he continued silently level after level till his knees burned with the effort.

At the bottom he came into a round chamber with a wide open door leading onto the street. A lone guard was leaning against the jamb, watching the the trickle of workers passing through the market stalls, spear propped against a chopping-block table, upon which were the remains of a meal and a pitcher of water. At least it should have been water, but with Shadrak’s sense of smell he couldn’t miss the scent of malted barley and hops.

He was halfway across the floor before some sixth sense made the guard turn. Shadrak lunged at him, grabbed both legs beneath the knees, and took him to the ground. The guard hit with a thud, but before he could cry out Shadrak rolled him, took his back, and choked him out with an arm round the neck, same as Ilesa had done to Nils.

It was only when he slipped out of the tower and kept pace with a group of workmen heading for the stalls that Shadrak realized what he’d done, or rather, what he hadn’t. He hadn’t killed the guard, cut his throat, ensured he couldn’t describe his assailant. That was the secret to being unseen: you couldn’t rely on stealth alone getting the job done; more often than not someone had to pay for your failure to go unnoticed. But this time he’d not even thought about it. 

Kadee again, it had to be, worming her way into his psyche, changing him before he even knew it. He consoled himself with the fact that it didn’t really matter; the wizard eye had already observed him entering the city. Would it really make that much difference if anyone else knew he was back?

Nils was waiting for him in front of a food stall, half-eaten bread roll stuffed with sausage and dripping grease in one hand, untouched one in the other.

“How much do I owe you?” Shadrak said, snatching what he assumed was his and biting into it. He couldn’t suppress the shuddering sigh of satisfaction as the grease hit his palate.

“On me,” Nils said.

Shadrak paused in his chewing. “Oh?” A thief giving out freebies? That was never good.

“I ain’t lost it,” Nils said, glancing nervously back down the street at a food stall he’d presumably nabbed the grub from.

Shadrak grunted and resumed chewing as he headed across the road to a narrow thoroughfare between two rows of crumbling brick buildings. Funny thing was, they were new-builds, compared with the original parts of the city that had been constructed by Maldark the Fallen and his dwarves.

“Where we going?” Nils asked, following with big awkward gangly strides. 

It was a shogging embarrassment, being robbed by an idiot with the grace of a hobbled cow. Shadrak glanced up at Nils, almost said something about how tall the lad had grown since the guild days, when Nils’s father, Buck, was just some lowlife who washed the dishes and took the garbage out; but that would have been one stage too familiar. Last thing he wanted was Nils thinking they were friends.

And as to where they were going… “That’s for me to know and you to discover when we get there.”

“Thought you wanted my help.” Nils stopped walking. “Look, I don’t have to come, you know.”

Shadrak slammed him against a boarded-up shopfront, held him there while he took another bite of his roll and sausage. After a second or two, he let go. There was no need to say, “Yes, you do.” Nils knew it. Shadrak could tell by the way the lad dusted himself down and continued to follow him like a puppy. There was no way he was letting Nils out of his sight till he had the ring in his possession once more. And if he didn’t find the ring, he’d take Nils back to Pellor with him and offer him to the Stygian by way of compensation.

They emerged from the alley onto an avenue teeming with carts and wagons and workers. There was still a fair glow coming from street lights topped with radiant balls of crystal, despite the suns already kicking out a steely light. Most of the city used oil lamps or torches, but they were within a half mile of the Wizards’ Quarter, and the Academy’s sorcerers had created a demand for this sort of thing.

Shadrak slung the last of his roll onto the cobbles. Instantly, a scrawny-looking dog darted out of a hole in the wall and dragged it from sight.

Nils ripped a poster from a shop window. It was browned over with age, curled at the edges, but the likeness sketched on it had weathered the handful of years that had passed since Shadrak last set foot in New Londdyr. Actually, it was a pretty good likeness, which was even more reason why he should never have come back.

“Wanted,” Nils said, like he was having a laugh. “Shadrak the Unseen.” He held the picture up beside Shadrak’s face for a comparison. “One-hundred denarii reward. That’s got to be tempting.”

Shadrak snatched the poster from him and tore it into pieces. “I’d find you, Nils. I always do.”

Nils licked his lips. “I was only joshing. You know I’d never shop you. We was both Night Hawks. Thicker’n blood.”

“Thick as two short planks, you mean.”

Shadrak set off along the avenue and crossed over to another alley, looking out for landmarks that had etched themselves permanently into his memory.

“They put the posters up as soon as you left,” Nils said. “Soon as you killed the First Senator.”

Shadrak shot him a glare. “One more word out of you…”

Nils covered his mouth, looked around to see if anyone had overheard, but there was no one else in the alley. “Sorry. I ain’t done this sort of thing for a while. Ain’t no need for secrecy at the Academy. Well, there is: academic jealousy and all that, but no rules like what we had in the guild. Shog, it’s only been a few years, and I’ve already lost it.”

“Not when it comes to sausages,” Shadrak said. “Not when it comes to picking pockets, either.”

“No. Suppose not. Just need to learn to keep my gob shut from now on.”

“That would be good. Oh, and Nils…”

“What?”

“How’d you do that invisibility thing?”

Shadrak stopped them where the alley intersected with a street.

Nils slipped his hands in his pockets, shrugged his shoulders like it was nothing. “Spell. A spell. Master Arecagen taught me it.”

“Words, physical buffers, that sort of thing?”

Nils nodded vigorously. “Yes, that’s about it.”

“What words?”

“Eh?”

“Tell me the words of the spell.”

Nils’s mouth worked, as if he were chewing gristle.

“Let me guess,” Shadrak said. “You’ve forgotten?”

“Uh…”

“He inscribed it in your memory, just one use, and then puff?”

“Yes,” Nils said. “How’d you know?”

“Just a hunch.”

“You calling me a liar?”

“You’re a Fargin, aren’t you?”

“I can do magic. Wanna see?”

“Not really.”

The lad was lying, and no demonstration of party tricks was going to convince Shadrak otherwise. Nevertheless, Nils pulled a crumpled piece of parchment from his pocket and straightened it out.

“I’m impressed,” Shadrak said.

“What? No, you plonker, that ain’t the spell. Look closely.”

There were handwritten words all over the paper. Shadrak took from his own pocket the page he’d found by the abandoned campfire when he’d been trailing the “invisible thief”, held it up beside Nils’s for a comparison.

“You’ve been writing out the same thing over and over. I’m in awe of your sorcerous power.”

Nils snatched Shadrak’s parchment, scrunched it up, and threw it into the gutter. “That was an old draft. This is the newest one. Now, watch.”

He muttered some incomprehensible words while he ran the flat of his hand over the page. When he’d finished, the writing had gone. Save for a few faint smudges, it was a virgin piece of parchment.”

“What else?” Shadrak asked.

“What do you mean?”

“What else can you do? ”

“I’m still learning.”

“That’s it? You’ve been at the Academy how long? And that’s all you can do? Erase ink from paper. I don’t like having to break it to you, Fargin, but you’ve been sold a bill of goods. You ain’t nothing but a dogsbody to those scholars. Arecagen’s been feeding you scraps just to keep you compliant. Eraser spell! No more than a cantrip. I take it you can reverse the effect, bring the words back again? I’d hate for you to have lost your story.”

Nils’s mouth fell open.

“You can’t? You’re not telling me that was your only copy?”

“Shogging bloody bollocks!” Nils said, ripping the parchment to shreds. “Do you know how long it took to write that?”

“Maybe you should have told me the story before you cast your poxy spell.” Shadrak tapped the side of his head. “One of the advantages of a perfect memory.”

 He gave a smug smile and continued on out into the street, chuckling to himself as Nils cursed and grumbled behind.




THE WIZARDS’ QUARTER




The Wizard’s Quarter hadn’t changed since Shadrak had last been there. It was still a hodgepodge of teetering townhouses buttressed like fortresses, and with precarious-looking jetties forming a misaligned canopy over the street. There were cones and minarets, saw-toothed crenellations, flags sporting pictures of animals or geometric designs. Windows were of stained glass or frosted, or blistered with whorls that refracted sunlight in prismatic bursts. The whole thing was an overgrowth from the Academy, a creeping contagion that warped whatever it reached, giving the impression the district was made of wax and melting.

The winding streets were empty, save for darting shadows that Shadrak kept his eye on, just in case they were more than a trick of the light.

“Don’t like it,” Nils grumbled. If he dragged his heels any more, he’d end up walking backwards. “Where is everyone?”

“Thought you worked at the Academy,” Shadrak said. “When have you known wizards to be up and about before the crack of noon?”

“Yeah, well I ain’t stupid enough to walk the streets at this time in the morning,” Nils said. “Normally, it’s bustling. I tell you, I don’t like it. Not that there’s ever anything to like about this district. Always makes me giddy, like I’m gonna be sick.”

He had a point there. The buildings looked distorted, twisted at unnatural angles. Just giving them more than a glance made Shadrak’s head swim. Anywhere else, they’d have collapsed into heaps of rubble, but not here. In the Wizards’ Quarter, things obeyed different laws, or if they didn’t, they had the appearance of doing so. That was the thing about magic: it was hard to tell the real stuff from smoke and mirrors. Often, the only way to know was when the illusory fist broke your jaw, or the phantom fire roasted your arse to a cinder.

He led Nils down a back alley just like any other: shaded, dank, and piled high with refuse. The fact that there were rats was just testimony that the wizards who lived there were too immersed in their work to notice. Either that, or they felt it added to the aesthetic.

When he reached the switchback iron staircase that led to Magwitch’s third-story apartment, he trod as silently as he could on the steps. Last thing he wanted was to give the meddling mage warning and have him slip away on his flying air-raft. Once they were face to face, Magwitch would be all smiles and offers of tea and truffles, but they both knew: the only reason Shadrak hadn’t already knifed the scut was because he was sometimes useful; and the only reason Magwitch hadn’t cursed him or rotted him or blasted him to the Abyss was that he was as incompetent as he was ingenious; the margin of failure was too great, and he knew what he could expect if he didn’t succeed the first time.

“You gotta be having a laugh,” Nils said, clanging up the steps behind him. “Magwitch the Meddler? You really think that old coot’s going to help you find Ilesa?”

“I don’t think it, I know it,” Shadrak said. He frowned down at Nils. “Thought you were a thief.”

“Yeah? So?”

“Then keep the shogging noise down.”

“Sorry.”

When they got to the top, Nils was wittering on about Magwitch owing him money for a sheet of scarolite his dad had smuggled in from Arx Gravis, the ravine city of the dwarves.

“Shut it,” Shadrak said. He was confronted with an iron door that looked like it could weather a blast from a hundred kegs of black powder. No doubt that was the point. Last time Shadrak had come calling, he’d blown the old door to smithereens and taken the mage by surprise.

“I was just saying—”

“Well don’t.”

Nils puffed his cheeks out and tried to look nonchalant. “What we got here, then? Last time I was here, the door was green-painted wood.” Before Shadrak could stop him, he knocked.

The resultant clang resonated like a gong that had been struck in a cathedral cavern. Shadrak covered his ringing ears and kicked Nils in the shin.

“Did I tell you to knock?”

“Eh?” Nils had his fingers in his ears.

Shadrak kicked him again.

The surface of the door rippled. First, an eye the size of a saucer appeared out of the metal, then beneath it, a mouth. The eye blinked rapidly, and in that moment Shadrak slipped to one side, where he hoped it couldn’t see. Nils, though, was too slow, and it locked him in its gaze.

“You knocked?”—A convivial voice, male, softly-spoken. Presumably the mouth.

“Uhm…” Nils said.

Shadrak rolled his eyes and signaled to Nils to say something before Magwitch got spooked and made a run for it.

“Magwitch,” Nils said.

There was an uncomfortable pause, Shadrak staring at Nils, wishing he could see through the lad’s eyes, know what was going on.

“No,” the mouth said. “I’m fairly certain you are not.”

“Not me, you plonker,” Nils said. “Inside. I’ve come to see him.”

“You have?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” the mouth said. “Excellent. And may I enquire as to who you are, Mr. …?”

“Tell him it’s Nils. Nils Fargin.”

“Mills?”

“Nils.”

“Could you please spell that for me?”

Shadrak tried to get Nils’s attention, but apparently the idiot couldn’t do two things at once.

“N-I-L-S.”

“N for nitwit?” the mouth said.

“Just ‘N’.”

“As in ‘numbskull’?”

Yes, Shadrak signed using the guild’s secret hand gestures. Nils glanced at him, and Shadrak mouthed, “Just shogging say ‘yes’.”

“‘N’,” Nils said testily. “As in ‘no’.”

“You mean, no it’s not ‘N’? So, it is ‘M’, then?”

Shadrak sighed through gritted teeth.

“N-I-L-S,” Nils repeated.

“Mills,” the mouth said.

And then Shadrak heard a creak from the roof, followed by a thud.

“You stay here,” he whispered to Nils. “I’m going up top. If Magwitch comes out, punch him in the face and hold him down till I get there. You can do that, can’t you? Punch without breaking your dainty little scholar’s hands?”

“Hello?” the mouth said. “Is there somebody with you?”

“What you saying?” Nils whispered back to Shadrak. “Writing ain’t all I use these hands for.”

“Yeah, I heard,” Shadrak said, grabbing hold of a cast-iron drainpipe and shimmying up toward the roof.

“Mills who?” the mouth said.

“Nils!”

The last thing Shadrak heard as the talking receded was the voice saying, “Bear with me one moment. I won’t keep you long.” And then came the sound of soothing music.




MAGWITCH THE MEDDLER




After the Cyclopean Walls, Magwitch’s drainpipe was a cinch. At the top, Shadrak rolled lightly to the flat roof. 

The mad mage had his back to him, over by the lone chimney, struggling to untie the rope that held his air-raft tethered. The air-raft swayed and bobbed in the breeze coming in from the Sea of Insanity a few score miles to the east of the city. It was little more than a door-sized sheet of scarolite impregnated with witchery and controlled, apparently, by Magwitch’s thoughts. Shadrak had ridden it once, when he’d fled New Londdyr after killing the First Senator. Never again.

There were sacks and satchels, boxes and crates piled around the base of the chimney. Clearly Magwitch was going somewhere. No doubt he’d seen Shadrak noticing the wizard eye and put two and two together. Thing was, what did he think he had to fear from Shadrak? It was common knowledge Magwitch was the main supplier of arcane surveillance and security in the city, and the guilds under Shadrak had used him all the time. Maybe something else had spooked him. Maybe something about the ring. Or perhaps he’d booked a vacation, and this was just a coincidence.

Shadrak inched toward the mage in a lizard crawl.

Magwitch was muttering ten to the dozen, irritable, scared out of his wits. He let out an explosive curse and gave up trying to unknot the tether. When he reached into his pocket, Shadrak drew still. With wizards you could never be too careful. 

Magwitch’s frustration grew as his hand got caught in his pocket, then, with a litany of cussing, he wrenched it free. Dark beads sprayed across the rooftop, the tattered remains of a paper bag all that remained in the mage’s hand. His cursing turned into panicked whimpers as he got down on his hands and knees and started to gather the beads up, shoving them in his pocket, popping the odd one in his mouth and chewing ravenously.

Not beads, then. Chocolate truffles. It was a longstanding addiction.

Shadrak came up into a crouch then sprinted straight at him. Magwitch turned, eyes agape, mouth crammed full of truffles. Before he could react, he was on his back, Shadrak on top of him, the keen edge of a knife covering his throat.

“Grrrmph,” Magwitch said amid a brown spray, jaw working overtime to clear enough room to speak.

Shadrak hit him in the face with an elbow, a glancing blow to get his attention. Next one would break his glasses, crush his nose. Magwitch went rigid, not even daring to breathe. They’d played this game a hundred times, and he might have been a lunatic, but he was no fool.

“You saw me, didn’t you?” Shadrak said. “At the city gates. That eye in the sky, that was you.”

Magwitch blinked, chewed once, and returned to staring dumbly back at Shadrak.

“That why you’re packed up and ready to go?”

Another chew. Chocolate oozed from the side of Magwitch’s mouth, streaking his white beard brown. 

“Get up.” Shadrak climbed off of the mage and made him stand. “Spit that crap out.”

Magwitch gave a hapless shrug, chewed harder, then swallowed with a gulp. He began to choke, thumped his chest, grunted and belched. But it was all a sham, a diversion. At his side, his hand was starting to glow. Before he could waggle his fingers or gesture or whatever it was wizards had to do to cast a spell, Shadrak jumped to get the height and delivered that second elbow with a crunching impact. Magwitch reeled away, blood gushing from his broken nose, glasses clattering to the rooftop, frames twisted, lenses cracked.

“It was a cleaning spell,” Magwitch whined. “My hands were sticky with chocolate.”

“Course,” Shadrak said. “And mine was an anti-bullshit elbow.”

Magwitch cupped his hands around his bloody nose. “Hitting me like that, it’s unconscious-able.” 

And there it was: the first malapropism of the day. Shadrak would have laughed if the stakes weren’t so high, if some scut-shogging Stygian in Portis wasn’t going to suck on his liver for losing the Witch Queen’s ring.

“So, you leaving because Nils Fargin’s knocking at your door?”

Magwitch blinked again. “Nils, yes, that’s right.” His voice came out muffled through his cupped hands. “Says I owe him for that.” He glanced up at the air-raft. “The idea! It’s abstentious. I paid his father what we agreed, and now Fargin junior has decided it wasn’t enough.”

“Bollocks,” Shadrak said, grabbing Magwitch by the coat collar and pulling a dagger, aiming its point at the mage’s crotch. “You telling me you just happened to have all this crap packed and ready to go?”

“Uhm…”

“It was me, wasn’t it? Like I said, you saw me outside the city through that eye in the sky.”

Magwitch lowered his blood-soaked hands from his ruined nose. He was still blinking, but Shadrak realized that was because he couldn’t see clearly without his glasses.

“I take it that’s a yes,” Shadrak said. “Problem is, why would you be afraid of me returning to New Londdyr? What’s it got to do with you? Unless…” He prodded with the dagger, and Magwitch winced.

“She made me do it!” Magwitch blurted out.

“The bitch?”

“What bitch?”

“Ilesa,” Shadrak said. “Ilesa Fana.”

Magwitch gave a miserable nod. No doubt he’d been threatened with what would happen if he gave her secrets away. That was normal, though. Shadrak would have done the same.

“Who else?”

Magwitch shrugged. “What do you mean?”

“You telling me that wizard eye is just for her benefit? Who else you spying for?”

“No one.”

Shadrak pressed the dagger a little harder.

“What’s going on up there?” Nils hollered from below. “Is someone gonna let me in. I’ve had it up to here with this shogging door!”

Shadrak spun Magwitch around and shoved him toward the trapdoor in the roof. The mage put his hands out in front of him, feeling about like a blind man.

“You got spare glasses?”

“Inside,” Magwitch said. “Old design. The lenses are much thicker, but I suppose they’ll do.”

“Put these on for now,” Shadrak said, handing him the goggles.

Magwitch slipped them over his head, cried out as they pressed on his nose. Shadrak showed him how to rotate the lenses to focus them, and the mage’s demeanor went from crestfallen to awed in an instant.

“I say! Now where on Aethir did you get these? This is Ancient tech, is it not? A reliquary or arty-fad of the rarest aquaciousness.”

Shadrak followed the mage down the stepladder into a back room of the house, where the floor was strewn
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