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“Anything you’ve seen before?”

I looked down at the cold body and then back to her, still confused about the whole situation and why I’d been brought in to share my non-existent expertise.

“Why are you asking me?”

The Detective came in close.

“Fetch, we know what you’re doing.”

“Really? Could you tell me?”

“You’re looking for ways to bring the magic back.”
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For everyone who ever let me crash on their couch.
Seriously.




Prologue

They say the cold won’t kill you if you can remember what it was like to be warm.

But when the hell was that? Back before we broke the world: when the streetlamps were full of fire and you didn’t have to search so hard to find the spark of light in someone’s eyes. Now there’s just darkness and death and—

No. Remember.

Shoulder to shoulder on the Sunder City streetcar, crammed between fur-covered creatures and dirty workers done for the day. Music and mulled wine in underground clubs, before it all went rotten and silent and—

No.

The Ditch, after closing, alone with a mop. Warmer than you might imagine. The air thick with the memory of pipe smoke, folk songs and bad breath. Windows fogged over and the kitchen ripe with onions, mutton and sage.

I wipe the tables, warmed by plates and heavy elbows; clearing peanut shells, tobacco crumbs, gristle and spit. Working from top to bottom, I sweep and then mop, thinning down the sickening mix of food scraps, melted snow and spilt beer.

I throw the bigger pieces into the fireplace: a cast-iron sculpture in the center of the room, topped with a thick chimney. I watch the flames eat the leftovers, spitting grease against the glass door. For a moment, that fireplace is the warmest thing in the building. Then the front door opens and Eliah Hendricks arrives.

“Fetch, my boy! You have got to try one of these!”

[image: image]

The High Chancellor stumbled into The Ditch with both hands wrapped around a leaky paper bag. Brown oil dripped down his ringed fingers on to my newly mopped floor. His copper-colored hair, sprinkled with snow, was bunched up in the collar of his riding cloak. I was flattered: the leader of the Opus had traveled for days to get to Sunder City and I was his first stop.

Well, second. He’d stopped to get snacks.

I wiped my hands on my apron and made a move towards the bag. Hendricks pulled it away like he was saving a baby from a lion’s jaws.

“Don’t even think about sticking those filthy tentacles in here. Open up.”

Hendricks reached into the bag and plucked out a sweet-smelling, crispy bundle. I opened my mouth and he pushed it onto my tongue.

“They call them Swine-o’s. Fried plums wrapped in thin strips of fatty pork.” I bit down slowly, feeling the mixture of fruit juice and animal fat fill my mouth. “Isn’t it just marvelous? This right here is the miracle of Sunder City. Most people on the continent can’t see it. They’re so set in their ways they don’t understand what’s so special about this place. This,” he pointed an oily finger at my full cheeks, “is a modern marvel. The old magic would never have conjured this up. Not in hundreds of years. I ought to know: I was there!”

He pulled another burgundy morsel out of the bag, held it under his nose, breathed deeply and shook his head in disbelief.

“Mizaki winter-plums, sweetened to perfection by the chilled winds of the north, cocooned in marbled pork-belly from the cocoa-bean-eating boars of Southern Skiros. An ingenious invention of Sunder City cuisine sold on a street-corner at midnight for the shocking price of one silver coin per packet.” He popped it in his mouth and kept on talking. “This is progress, Fetch! This is something worth fighting for!”

He dropped the oily bag on my clean table and I dragged over a couple of stools. Hendricks went behind the bar and began the well-practiced routine he performed every time we were together.

First, he slipped two bronze bills into the register. It would not only cover the booze we were about to consume, but also encourage Mr Tatterman to overlook my debilitating hangover the next day.

There was no point trying to do any work while Hendricks was around so I dragged the mop bucket out back, took off the apron, washed my hands, and helped myself to some leftovers from the kitchen that wouldn’t be missed: a quarter-wheel of hard cheese, a dollop of honey and some bread that was a day away from stale. When I brought out the plate, Hendricks had all his ingredients lined up like soldiers.

Burnt milkwood, like most cocktails, began its life as medicine. The sap of the tarix tree is cooked over an open flame till it melts into a bitter, caramel-colored syrup: good for sore throats and sinus infections but it tastes terrible on its own. Mothers with sick kids mixed in beet-sugar to balance out the flavors. Over time, more ingredients were added until the recipe became so rich that, if one was so inclined, it could hide a ridiculous amount of alcohol without anyone being able to taste it.

Most bars kept a pre-mixed bottle of tarix sap on hand, but Eliah preferred to make his own.

“My boy! How go the adventures of the biggest kid in Sunder City?” he asked, as he emptied a small vial of raw sap into a saucepan. “Still breaking hearts, banks and expectations?”

He always talked to me like that. For all our fondness of each other, I never quite worked out if he was teasing me about my struggles or whether he actually thought I was making good impressions around town.

“I’ve got a new room,” I said. “Sharing with an Ogre who snores like thunder. I have to get my sleep during the day when he’s working at the steel-mill but it still feels like I’m moving up in the world.”

“No need to move up, Master Fetch, just around.” He swirled the sap in the saucepan as he made his way over to the fireplace. “This is a marvelous city to play in but most people misunderstand the game. The beauty of Sunder is that it isn’t some ancient kingdom bogged down with bloodlines and crowns where the leaders spend all their time trying to cut each other off at the necks. It’s a market. A dance-hall. It’s a laboratory of unstable chemicals reacting to each other in beautiful and unexpected ways. Don’t look up. Look down! Take off your shoes and let the city squeeze between your toes. Wallow in it. Smell it and taste it until you’ve absorbed everything it has to offer.”

Hendricks sat down in front of the fire, wrapped his cloak around his fingers and grabbed the handle of the glass door. When he opened it up, the heat blew back his hair. He pushed the saucepan inside, slowly shaking it in circles as the flames caught the sap. I took a seat at the table and dipped a crust of bread into the honey.

“There’s not much time for wallowing when I have to work three jobs.”

He pulled the saucepan from the fire, blew out the flames that were burning too quickly, then slid it back in.

“I suppose that all depends on who you work for,” he said.

“It’s different every week. I’ve been working for Amari quite a bit.”

“Ah, yes. My Faery friend with her little Fetch wrapped around her finger. What does she pay you in? Batted lashes and hidden kisses?”

I blushed and ignored the question.

“Mostly, I’m just here. Sometimes I run errands for the apothecary or take one-off jobs from customers.”

The sap turned a deep caramel so Hendricks pulled out the pan and brought it back behind the bar.

“But who do you really work for? The sleepy oaf who runs this place? He’s the one who pays you and gives you your orders.”

He was mounting the back of another one of his speeches and I’d learned not to stand in his way when he took off.

“I suppose so.”

“Or are you really just working for the money? If so, then some would say that you’re actually working for the Sunder City Bank. Perhaps we all are! But does the city serve the bank or does the bank serve the city?” It wasn’t a question I was supposed to know the answer to, so I just shrugged. “Perhaps I’m underestimating you. Maybe it’s not about the money at all. In your heart, perhaps you work for the customers. When you polish the bar and mop the floors and clean the glasses to perfection” – in jest, he wiped a smudge from the high-ball he was holding – “do you actually think about the patrons themselves? Do you see yourself as being in service to them?”

He stirred in the other ingredients, balancing his attention perfectly between drinks and discussion.

“Well, I wouldn’t do it for free.”

“Wouldn’t you? If you didn’t need the money and this place couldn’t function without you, wouldn’t you help if they asked?”

“I suppose.”

“So perhaps the money isn’t really what matters. Perhaps the money is working in service of the city just like you. You both play your part. Two of the many moving pieces that this city needs to function, the same as the smokestacks and the cobblestones and the newspapers and the fire.”

He brought the two thick drinks back to our table and pointed at the fireplace behind me.

“Who does the fire work for? All of us? For itself? Does it care? It burns just as brightly no matter what purpose we bestow upon it.”

We tapped our glasses together and I took a sip. It was sweet, but unlike other cocktails (or the same one made by less skilled hands) the sugar didn’t kill the more complex flavors underneath.

“Fetch, you know what Dragons are, don’t you?”

“I’ve seen pictures at the museum. Big, scaly monsters, right?”

“They can evolve into all manner of creatures but yes, common Dragons are just like you say: scales, tails and wings. Miraculous creatures, each and every one of them. We do our best to protect them now but two hundred years ago, Dragon-hunting was a highly regarded profession.

“Unlike most warriors, Dragon slayers had no national allegiance. This freedom allowed them to work in any land, for any species, and become rich as princes if they were successful in their craft. Towns would hire slayers for protection. If an attack had already happened, they would pay for their revenge. On top of that, Dragon scales and bones were precious commodities that the slayers would sell for a small fortune on top of their fee. Above all this, their most valuable prize was fame.

“It’s hard to imagine now. Dragon slaying, like most mercenary work, has gone quite out of fashion. I take some responsibility: the Opus has made a concerted effort to cut down on the number of free agents out in the world, swinging swords for profit. There are so few Dragons left that killing one constitutes a crime but, back then, there was no career more heroic, exciting or profitable.”

Unlike Hendricks, who had spent three hundred years exploring every corner of Archetellos, I’d only seen two cities in my life. Weatherly, where I grew up, was surrounded by high walls that hid the outside world. Sunder was multicultural and ever-expanding but it wasn’t without its limitations. After three years in the one place, stories of the outside world were starting to make my feet itch.

“You’ve seen the way children here talk about sportsmen, or how ladies fawn over the troubadours singing at the playhouse. Well, Dragon slaying was all that rolled together and multiplied by ten. We knew their names, we traded rumors of their exploits and sung songs of their adventures. They had streets named after them and replicas constructed of their swords. They never paid for a meal, never paid for a bed, and rarely went to one alone. There was nothing else like it anywhere in the world. Every species and town had their heroes, but a Dragon slayer belonged to everyone.

“Of course, this brought an incredible amount of competition. As Dragon numbers dwindled, any rumor of a monster started a race without rules. Carts were sabotaged, meals were poisoned and swords were put through slayers’ chests while they slept. Many fighters became more concerned with beating each other than the Dragons they’d been trained to battle.

“Then, one night, a group of merchants arrived in Lopari. They claimed to have seen a burst of flame in the Sunderian swamps that lit up the sky and shook the earth. The rumor had barely been spoken before a young warrior named Fintack Ro was leaving town on horseback. It didn’t matter to Fintack that nobody was paying a bounty: his prize would be bones, scales and, most importantly, a boost to his reputation. Though there were hundreds of aspiring slayers in the world, only a handful had truly proven their worth. Fintack was younger than the others and he’d come to the game just before the Dragon population dropped.

“Older hunters could choose to retire: write a book, train princes for a ridiculous fee or open a tavern and bring in crowds by telling stories of their adventures. Fintack was still an up-and-comer. He needed that one great kill. He needed one of those tales that had wings of its own and flew from the tongues of travelers like a plague in winter.

“Fintack stocked up on rations, sharpened his weapons, and was the first warrior to arrive in Sunderia. He spent a whole week hunting through the swamps, his socks always wet and bug bites rising on his arms. He traveled during the day, slowly and dangerously, and at night he’d stay awake as long as he could, searching for fire on the horizon.

“To his frustration, the first signs of life came from the camps of rival slayers: other top-tier warriors who were stumbling around the swamps, equally empty-handed. Finally, one sunrise, Fintack woke to find the ground rumbling around him. He opened his eyes to see a ball of orange flame rising from deep in the mangroves. He grabbed his sword and ran right for it.

“He had learned how to navigate the reeds and puddles, knowing which mud would hold his weight and which would eat his shoes. His hands grabbed branches that were black with soot, and he sensed that the creature must be waiting up ahead.

“When he cut his way through a web of vines, another burst of flame erupted right in front of him, but he still couldn’t see the beast. He squinted through the mangroves, searching as he crept onward, but when he heard the others closing in on his position, he was forced to step out into the clearing and face …”

Hendricks took a long sip to extend the tension.

“… nothing. No movement, no tracks, no sign of any Dragon at all. Fintack searched in all directions as two other slayers joined him in the clearing: a Wizard named Prim and a Dwarf called Riley. All three warriors looked around, confounded and frustrated. Then, from the center of their triangle, a stream of fire shot out from the swamp and up into the sky.

“There was no Dragon. It was a decoy, made by the land itself. The slayers were frustrated. Angry. Tired. They called a truce and set up camp. Fintack killed a water-bird and attempted to roast it on the next burst of flame but Prim gave him warning: as a Wizard, he could sense the power beneath their feet. This wasn’t just some pocket of fiery swamp gas, it was a glimpse at something far more powerful.

“That night, the slayers didn’t tell tales of past battles or trade information on different types of Dragon. Instead, they pondered what it might take to bring that fire out of the ground and use it for fuel. The warriors had spent their lives traveling Archetellos. They’d seen families, caught without a home for the winter, frozen by the side of the road. They’d seen Satyr slaves up in the Groves collecting coal to warm the Centaur palace. They knew all about the Dwarven forges that were powered by lava and could only be worked while deep inside dangerous mountains.

“Until that night, these warriors had served nobody but themselves. You could not have found more prideful, ambitious cut-throats anywhere on the continent. But standing right here,” Hendricks stomped both his feet on the stone floor, “they saw an opportunity to make the world a better place. Those three slayers used their influence to build a city like nobody had ever imagined. They gave up everything that had previously defined them. They relinquished the prizes they had been working so hard to find and, in doing so, they changed history.”

Hendricks stared at me with that bright green glint in his eye and picked up his empty glass with a flourish.

“I’m ready for another,” he said. “Storytelling makes me thirsty.”

I reached for my half-filled cocktail too quickly and my cuff caught the table. I tipped over the glass and as I jumped up to grab it, my other hand swung back too far and hit the iron of the fireplace. I ripped my hand off as fast as I could but a piece of skin was left stuck to the metal, sizzling and bubbling and smelling like meat.

Hendricks had already jumped into action. He filled a bowl with water and some snow from out back and I rested my hand in it for as long as I could manage. He dried it, carefully, then took the honey from the table and spread it over the wound, telling me that there was nothing better for healing skin than a good coat of fresh honey.

“How is it now?” he asked.

“Better. Still stings a bit. I’m so stupid.”

He laughed at me the way he always did, with an indistinguishable blend of fondness and patronizing amusement.

“We all burn ourselves, Fetch. It’s the best way to learn from our mistakes. It’s only when some part of you freezes that you cut the fucker off.”

He cackled madly and made us another round of drinks. And another.

Soon, I was so plastered that I couldn’t feel my fingers or the cold or much of anything terrible at all.




1

I was as cold as a corpse in the snow. Cold as a debt collector’s handshake. Cold like the knife so sharp you don’t feel it till it twists. Cold like time. Cold as an empty bed on a Sunday night. Colder than that cup of tea you made four hours ago and forgot about. Colder than the dead memory you’ve tried to keep alive for too long.

I was so cold, I found myself wishing that someone would fire up the lantern I was sitting in and roast me like a chestnut. Of course, that was impossible. There hadn’t been fire in the lamp for over six years. The open-topped torch used to be one of the largest lights in Sunder City, shining brightly over the stadium during night games. Now, it was just a big ugly stick with a cup at the top.

The field had been built above the very first fire pit. During construction, it was an open chasm to the maelstrom below. Once they’d installed the pipes that carried the flames through town, they’d decided that it wasn’t safe to leave a gaping hole to hell right at the entrance to the city. They covered it over, and nobody was permitted to build on that plot of land.

Instead, kids used it as a sports field. It was unofficial at first, but then the city installed stands and bleachers, and it eventually became the Sunder City Stadium.

When the Coda killed the magic, the flames beneath the city died too. That meant no heating in town, no lights on Main Street, and no chance of fire coming up between my legs. I was huddled in the cone at the top of the pole with my arms wrapped around myself, ducking down out of the wind.

I hadn’t thought about the wind when I’d taken the job. That was stupid because the wind ruined everything. It pushed the cold down my collar and up my sleeves. It shook the lamppost back and forth so I was always waiting for it to bend, snap, and send me crashing to the ground. Most importantly, it made the crossbow in my hands completely useless.

I was supposed to be watching over my client, ready to fire off a warning shot if he gave me a signal that the deal wasn’t going smoothly. But firing into this gale, it would be either pushed down into the snow or flung up into orbit.

My employer was a Gnome named Warren. He was down below in his trademark white suit, blending into the snowy ground. The only source of light was the lantern he’d hung off the gatepost.

We’d been waiting for half an hour, him down between the bleachers, me up in my metal ice-cream cone. I tried to remember if this is what I’d planned for when I became a Man for Hire. I thought I was going to help those whose lives I’d ruined. Do things for them that they could no longer do for themselves. I doubted that covering a Gnome during an illegal exchange reached the noble heights I’d had in mind.

I’d chewed through half a packet of Clayfields, knowing it was a bad idea. They were painkillers, supposed to make me numb, but the cold had already killed the feeling in my fingers and toes, so numbing was the last thing I needed.

Finally, from the other end of the field, a figure crossed the halfway line. She was wrapped up far more sensibly than I was: thick jacket, coat, scarf, beret, boots and gloves. The metal case she carried at her side was about the size of a toaster.

Warren stepped out from the bleachers, holding his hat in his hands so that it wouldn’t blow away.

They stepped close to each other and it would have been impossible to hear their conversation over that distance even without the howling wind. I brought up my crossbow and rested it on the lip of the cone, pretending that my presence at the meeting wasn’t a complete waste of time.

Back when there was magic, I would have had access to all kinds of miraculous inventions: Goblin-made hand grenades, bewitched ropes and exploding potions. Now the only thing that could take someone down over distance was a bolt, an arrow or a well-thrown rock.

Warren reached into his jacket and pulled out an envelope. I had no idea how many bronze bills were inside. I didn’t know what was in the case either. I knew nothing, which put me on familiar ground.

The woman gave Warren the case. He handed her the envelope. Then they both stood opposite each other while she counted her cash and he unlocked the box.

When the woman turned and walked away, I dragged the weapon back from the edge and curled up into a ball, breathing into my hands.

Then, Warren was screaming.

When I looked back over, he was waving his hat above his head. That was the signal, but the woman was already halfway across the field.

“It’s bullshit!” screamed the Gnome. “Kill her!”

Let’s be clear about two things: one, I never agreed to kill anybody; two, shooting women in the back isn’t really my bag. But if I didn’t at least look like I was trying to stop her, I’d have to give up my fee and the whole night would be for nothing. I crouched down, aimed the crossbow a few feet behind the fleeing lady and fired.

I tried to shoot a spot in the snow that she’d already passed, as if I’d misjudged her speed. Unfortunately for me (and the fugitive) the wind changed direction while the bolt was in the air.

From out in the darkness, I heard a yelp and then a thump as she fell into the snow.

Shit.

“Yes! You got her, Fetch! Well done!”

Warren grabbed his lantern and ran off, leaving me in the dark while he cursed her and she cursed him and I cursed myself.

By the time I’d climbed down the ladder and made my way over to Warren, he’d already snatched back the envelope and was putting the boot in. I pulled him back, and he tumbled onto his ass. Since he was only three feet tall, it wasn’t much of a drop.

“Quit it. You’ve got your money back, don’t you?”

I’d hit her right calf. The bolt wasn’t in too deep, but a good amount of blood was dripping onto the snow. When she tried to turn over, it twisted the muscles around her injury. I put a hand on her shoulder to hold her still.

“Miss, you don’t want to—”

“No!” She span around, lashing me across the face. A line of pain ripped through my skin. Her claws were out, sticking through the tips of her fine gloves and shining in the lantern light. She was a Werecat. When I reached for my face, I felt blood.

“Damn it, lady. I’m trying to help you.”

“Aren’t you the one that shot me?”

“That was two whole minutes ago. Don’t hold a grudge.”

I crept closer again and, this time, she managed not to swat me. She looked Human, other than the claws and a glowing set of cat’s eyes. No fur or other obvious animal traits. Her hair was long, dark and tied back in thick dreadlocks.

“Hold still for a moment,” I said, pulling out my knife. She did as I asked, allowing me to slice the cuff of her trousers up to the point where the bolt had gone through them. The wind and thick material had slowed down my shot so that it only went a couple of inches into her flesh. I pulled out a clean handkerchief and my pack of Clayfields. “Anyone got any alcohol?”

Warren reached into his jacket and fished out a silver flask. I took a sip that warmed my insides.

“What is it?”

“Brandy. My wife makes it.”

I splashed it onto the bleeding leg and wiped it dry with the handkerchief. The Werecat gritted her teeth but thankfully didn’t attack.

I pulled one Clayfield out the pack and put it between her lips.

“Bite down on the end and suck. Your tongue will go numb but that means it’s working.”

Her eyes were yellow-green and full of loathing.

“I wouldn’t mind getting my ass out of this snow,” she said.

“Let me do one thing first.”

I crushed the whole pack of Clayfields in my fist. There were still a dozen twigs inside, so when I pushed the cardboard together and rubbed it, I turned them into a paste. The goo slid out of the packet, onto the wound, and I smooshed it around the bolt, trying not to get it on my fingers.

“Is that helping?”

She nodded.

I helped her up onto her one good foot, put an arm around her back, and we stumbled over to the bleachers. She laid down on her stomach while I sat on the bench below and went about removing the bolt.

“Warren, what was she selling you anyway?”

The Gnome was sitting away from us, sulking, but he opened up the case. Inside, there was something that looked like a crystal flower with multitudes of thin petals that spiraled into a sharp point. It was sitting in the metal box on a velvet cushion and I had no idea what it was.

“Some kind of jewel?” I asked.

“Not even,” said Warren. “Just glass.”

“Then why did you want it?”

“I did not want it! I wanted the real thing.”

“The real what?”

Warren slammed the box shut in frustration.

“Unicorn horn.”

I stopped working. The Gnome and the Cat sent their eyes to the floor, rightfully embarrassed.

The story goes that there was once a tree whose roots reached so deep into the planet that they touched the great river itself. One spring, the branches bore a crop of rare apples infused with sacred power. When a herd of wild horses passed beneath the tree, they fed upon that fruit and the magic caused spirals of purple mist to spin out from their foreheads.

They were rarely seen and universally protected. The idea that someone would hunt one down to take the horn from its head was barbaric. I looked down at the Cat-lady.

“You’ve come to Sunder to sell shit like this?” I asked. She didn’t say anything, so I poked my finger into her leg.

“Ecchh!” She pushed herself up on her hands and hissed at me. Her claws reappeared out the ends of her gloves, but it was only a threat. For now.

“Where are you getting Unicorn horn?” I asked. “And lie back down or I won’t be able to get this bolt out.”

She rested her head on her hands.

“I’m not getting it from anywhere. It’s just like the Gnome told you. I made it with glass. It’s a fake.”

At least she hadn’t actually been out in the wilderness slaughtering legendary beasts for a bit of bronze. But that was only part of the problem.

“Warren, what do you want with it?”

The little fellow was hunched over, grumbling away in his native tongue.

“Warren?”

He didn’t look up, but he spat out an answer.

“I am dying,” he said. The wind went quiet.

“We’re all dying, Warren.”

“But I am dying soon, and it is not going to feel so good.” He lifted up his hands in front of his face, opening and closing them like he was squeezing two invisible stress balls. “I can feel my bones. My joints. They are … rusting. Cracking into pieces. Doctor says there is nothing to be done. We little folk had magic in our bodies. Without it, something inside does not know how to work.” He put a hand on the case that held the false horn. “I found a new doctor who told me that there is power in certain things. He said that a horn is a piece of pure magic and if I bring him one, perhaps he can put some of that power back into me.”

I bit my tongue to stop myself from saying the obvious – that he was a gullible fool who was only making things worse for himself. If he was sick, then the last thing he needed was to be out in the cold on a night like tonight, looking for a piece of the impossible.

I couldn’t keep my mouth shut for long.

“Warren, you know that’s ridiculous, right?”

He didn’t say anything. Neither did the woman. I took out the bolt and tied up the wound so the woman could put some weight on it when we walked back to town. The Werecat and the Gnome didn’t say anything else, and I finally learned to do the same.

[image: image]

We were back in the guts of Sunder City around midnight. Warren paid me what I was owed and sulked home. Then it was just me and the Cat.

“How’s the leg holding up?” I asked.

“Lucky for you, it feels terrible.”

“Why lucky?”

“Because I have a swelling desire to kick you in the teeth.”

When we hit Main Street, she told me she’d be all right on her own. I guessed that she just didn’t want me knowing where she lived. I was fine with that. I was freezing and fresh out of painkillers, so I wanted to be fast asleep before the medicine wore off.

“Make sure you get a real doctor to look at that,” I said.

“No shit. I can probably catch an infection just by looking at you.”

She meant it as a joke, but she wasn’t too wrong. My building hadn’t had hot water since the fires went out. In winter, it takes a stronger man than me to wash every day.

“But thanks,” she added. “If I had to be shot by someone tonight, at least it was a guy who was willing to patch me up afterwards. What’s your name?”

“Fetch Phillips. Man for Hire.”

She shook my hand and I felt the tips of those claws rest against my skin.

“Linda Rosemary.”

The night had worked out about as well as it could have. She’d tried to put one over on us, we’d caught her out, she’d gotten an injury in exchange for our wasted time and we all got to go home to bed. It was fair, somehow. Fairer than we’d come to expect.

She walked up Main Street, one hand resting against the wall, and I thought she’d given me just the right amount of trouble as long as I never had to deal with her again.

But Sunder City makes a few things without fail: hunger in winter, drunks at night and trouble all year round.
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The piss in my chamber pot was frozen.

I hadn’t really been sleeping, just scrunched up, wearing every item of clothing I owned, pretending I was dead until the sun came up.

I slipped out of bed and forced my double-socked feet into my boots. When I first moved into my office/apartment/icebox, I’d liked the idea of being on the fifth floor. The view was high enough to make me feel like I was looking over the whole city, and the fall out the Angel door would be hard enough to kill me if I dived out of there head first. It’s just one of those little touches that makes a house a home.

Sunder was a sprawling city, though not particularly tall. That meant that my building made an impressive lookout, but it also caught the full force of the wind. The breeze came in through cracks around the windows and the gaps between the bricks. It even forced its way into the room below and came up through the floorboards. I was going to patch the place up when I had the time. Just like I was going to get a haircut and stop drinking and sew up the holes in my trousers before they completely fell apart.

The cuts to my face had been worse than I’d thought. The morning after my trip to the stadium, I’d asked Georgio, the owner of the café at the bottom of the building, to put in some stitches. His shaking hands only made the blood flow faster so I told him to forget about it. Four days had passed since then. Now, I had four red-brown lines down the right side of my face and was hoping they wouldn’t scar.

I didn’t have my own bathroom. Hence the chamber pot. I picked it up and opened the door to the waiting room and almost bumped into a woman. She was standing there, caught out, like she’d just changed her mind about knocking but hadn’t gotten away fast enough.

It was Linda Rosemary.

She was wrapped up in the same set of sensible clothes she’d been wearing the other night: red overcoat, houndstooth scarf and a black, woolen beret off to one side. The first time I’d seen her, it was night and she was covered in snow. I hadn’t noticed how tired and broken everything was. On her hands she wore thick, black gloves that favored warmth over dexterity, and there was a flush in her cheeks that complimented the mist coming out of her mouth. Her eyes fell on the cold block of ice I was holding out between us.

“You making coffee?”

I lifted up the pot, attempting to hide the contents.

“Yesterday’s. It’s gone bad.”

She wrinkled up her nose. “Smells like piss.”

My embarrassed smile revealed the truth in her statement. We both stood there for a second with awkward expressions stuck on our faces.

“You … want to come in?”

She took a long, painful beat. Her eyes wandered from my face to the chamber pot to the office behind me. My bed was still down from the wall, unmade. There were dirty glasses on the desk and a trail of ants passing crumbs across the floor. I’m not sure what they’d found because I hadn’t had a meal at home in weeks.

Linda stood rigid with indecision, like when you try to feed a wild animal from your fingers and it has to fight against all its natural instincts if it wants to take the food. Eventually she said, “What the hell,” to herself and stepped inside.

She limped a little as she entered, then wiped down the clients’ chair with a handkerchief. I ran around behind her, stuffing dirty underwear and tissues into my pockets.

“After the other night,” she said, “I asked around—”

“One moment.”

The Angel door was behind my desk. A remnant of the old days when the world was magic and a few lucky souls might arrive at your house by a set of wings instead of the stairs. I pulled it open and the wind hit me in the face like a hired goon collecting on a loan. I put the chamber pot out on the porch, wiped my hands on my coat and closed the door again. When I turned around, Linda’s face was full of regret.

“Sorry,” I said. “I rarely have guests so early.”

She pulled a pocket watch out of her overcoat.

“But it’s—”

“I’m sure it is. How’s the leg?”

“Stitched up like a sailcloth. How’s your face?”

“I think there’s still some of it stuck under your fingernails. Isn’t it fashionable to file those things down?”

She unwrapped the scarf from around her neck.

“I detest that custom. Werecats only trim their claws when they’re around other species. My ancestors made their home in the icy hills of Weir. We had our own kingdom. Our own rules. Now that the Coda killed all that, I’ve been forced to come here.”

I couldn’t stop my eyes from wandering. Her skin was smooth, and every movement she made was graceful. Her teeth, though she barely showed them, all seemed to be accounted for.

“If you don’t mind me saying, Miss Rosemary, you came out of the Coda pretty darn well.”

It wasn’t exactly a compliment and, from her expression, she didn’t take it as one.

“My sister died halfway through the transformation with her brain trying to be two different sizes at once. My father’s face was inside out. He lived for a week, silent, being fed through a straw till something in him snapped. There were twenty of us in our house. I cared for all of them, for as long as I could, till I was the only one left. I walked away from my home and eventually ended up here. I know that I’m one of the lucky ones, Mr Phillips, but I’m sorry if you don’t find me jumping for joy.”

There was a long pause as she let her story sink in to my thick skull. Outside, the wind picked up. The chamber pot scraped along the porch and slid off. A few seconds later, there was a clang down below and someone shouted a few obscenities to the sky.

Her expression never changed. When all was quiet, she continued.

“After the other night, I asked around about you. Heard some interesting stories.”

“Really? Nobody has ever accused me of being interesting.”

Not exactly true. The story of the Human who escaped the walls of Weatherly to join the Opus does have a few exciting moments. Not quite as juicy as the sequel, when that same kid handed the most prized magical secrets over to the Human Army. Then there’s the big finale, when the Humans used those secrets to drain the world of magic.

“I’ve been trying to work out what it is you do,” she said. “You’re not a detective. Not a bodyguard. Then someone told me that you investigate rumors of returning magic.”

I flinched.

“I don’t know who told you that, but they’re wrong.”

That rumor wasn’t just wrong, it was dangerous. Everybody knew that the magic was over and there wasn’t any way to bring it back. My job might be a strange one, but I certainly didn’t go around selling pipe dreams to dying creatures like she’d tried to do with the Unicorn horn.

“Apparently you found a Vampire a few months ago,” she continued. “A professor who managed to find his strength again.”

I wanted to lie, but the shock on my face had already given me away. Nobody was supposed to know about Professor Rye, the Vampire who turned himself into a monster, and nobody was supposed to come knocking at my door looking for answers.

“Not exactly.”

“I heard that the Vampire found a way to turn back the clock. He unlocked his old power and you’re the one who tracked him down and discovered how he did it. You know a secret that the rest of the world would kill for,” she put her hands on my desk, tapping her claws against the woodwork, “and I want to know what it is.”

My body tensed. The determined look on her face had hardened and, I have to admit, she scared me.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you that.”

We stared each other down and I hoped I wasn’t going to have to fight her. Then, I realized that it wasn’t hostility in her eyes. Not quite. It was something closer to desperation.

“I’m not here to cause you problems, Mr Phillips. I’m here to hire you. Whatever you know. Whatever you found out. I want you to use that information to make me strong again.”

I sat back in my chair, happy that I didn’t have to fight off a vengeful feline, but stumped about how to explain myself.

“Miss Rosemary, that’s not what I do.”

“Well, why the hell not? What are you saving up all your energy for? Helping little old Elven ladies cross the street? I want to be whole again, and I don’t know who else I can ask for help.”

I growled into my mouth and shook my head.

“It wasn’t magic that came back into the Vamp. It was something else. He gave in to the same temptation you’re feeling right now, and it destroyed him. I hate this new world as much as you do, but there’s no going back. You got out of it better than most. Hold onto that, and be thankful.”

She curled her fingertips, scraping eight little lines into the desktop, then lifted one hand up to her face.

“This isn’t me. Your kind killed me. Everything I was and everything I had. I am not this person. In this place.” She looked around, disgusted with where she’d found herself. “What even is this place?” A tear rolled down her cheek and the trail it left behind turned to ice. “You don’t understand anything, Mr Phillips. Not a thing.”

I tried to bite my tongue but after years of exercise it had learned to fight back.

“I know the magic isn’t coming back. I know that when people try, it gets them killed. Move on, Miss Rosemary. Find something else to look forward to.”

She looked like she was about to rip out my throat. Back in the old days, perhaps she would have. My soft Human flesh wouldn’t have stood a chance against a Lycum like her. But that strength was gone. It had vanished the moment the sacred river turned to glass. Instead, she picked up her scarf, got to her feet and walked to the door.

She looked at the sign that was painted on the window: Man for Hire. She read it out loud to herself, rolling the words around inside her flushed cheeks.

“Man,” she said, wrinkling up her nose. “I see what you’re going for. You’re a Human. You’re male. I’m sure it made sense to you. But look at how you live. Listen to the way you talk.” She didn’t bother turning to look at me, she just stared at the pane of glass and tried to break it with her eyes. “You’re a boy, Fetch Phillips. A stupid boy, playing with things that aren’t yours. Put them down before you hurt yourself.”

Then she was gone.

I looked for a bottle to wash her words out of my head. What did she know? She just wanted to be strong and she hated me for standing in her way. What was I supposed to do? Lie to her? Pretend I could go out on some quest and come back with magic that would make her whole? It was impossible. The magic was gone and the sooner we all accepted that, the better.

Ring.

I picked up the phone and heard the weary voice of Sergeant Richie Kites. There was some kind of commotion happening behind him, but he kept his words to a whisper.

“Fetch, can you get over to the Bluebird Lounge, up on Canvas Street? Simms wants your opinion on something.”

That was a first. Usually the cops tried to kick me out of crime scenes, not call me over so I could take a peek.

“Sure. Why the invitation?”

Richie whispered into the receiver. “We got a dead guy here with a hole in his head, and it wasn’t done with any weapon we know about. I don’t know what to tell you, Fetch. To me, it looks like magic.”
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I was having the kind of day that wasn’t supposed to happen. Beautiful women didn’t come knocking at my door before noon, cops didn’t call me up to ask my opinion, and nobody blasted anyone else with any kind of magic. Not anymore.

The Bluebird Lounge was a Human-only members’ club on Canvas Street in the inner west; a two-story granite building without any signage out front.

The entire Sunder City Police Department was crowded around the entrance. Usually, you were lucky to see more than a couple of cops at a crime scene. In our new, dark world, even murder had become mundane. So it was strange that these police were acting all excited instead of sad and half-asleep. Again and again, this day was different.

Sergeant Richie Kites stood by himself, leaning against the granite. His heavy Half-Ogre body looked like it could push the whole place over.

“What’s going on, Rich? You cops so lonely you have to travel in one giant pack these days?”

He shook his head, obviously annoyed by the crowd.

“When they heard the story, every asshole made an excuse to come on down and take a peek. Come inside. You’ll see why.”

Richie led the way, waving off another cop who tried to protest my arrival.

“He’s got clearance. Special request from Simms.”

I was just as confused as the cop but I tried not to show it. Some part of me suspected I was being lured into a trap and they were all about to force my hand onto a murder weapon and frame me for the crime. That seemed more likely than them asking me for help.

The walls inside the Bluebird were covered in wooden tiles with white marble inlay. It was a warren of narrow hallways that led to small, private rooms for two to six people. Everybody was whispering. The staff, cops and other “specialists” hovered in alcoves already working on the rumors that would soon take to the streets. The crowd was bigger at the end of the hall and I followed Richie into the room that was getting the most attention.

The booth could barely accommodate two velvet seats and a square, black marble table. There was one empty glass and another half-full, held by the man sitting on the other side. He was impeccably dressed in a three-piece woolen suit with a blue cravat and pocket square. His fingers, wrists and neck were wrapped in garish gold jewelry. His hair was plastered back with shiny product and his eyebrows were groomed into narrow arcs. He must have been quite handsome before someone opened up his face.

One of his cheeks was ripped apart, revealing the bottom row of teeth all the way back to the molars. His fingers were curled in tight hooks, one hand around the glass, the other at his side. The blood had pooled on his jacket above his collar bone, overflowed, and cascaded down his chest. His eyes were open, frozen in shock, and the whites were red and wet.

He was only a dead man. Far from the first, and unlikely to be the last. Even so, there was something peculiar about him. Something more unsettling than the blood or the ripped flesh or the rigor mortis. I was still trying to work out what it was when I heard a voice that sizzled like water hitting hot coals.

“It happened in an instant,” said Detective Simms as she sidled up behind me. “Look at the shock on his face. He didn’t even let go of his drink.”

She was right. Death, as we know it now, is slow. You get sick or too old or too cold, then you cling onto life for as long as you can until the darkness takes you away. Maybe someone beats you in an alley or you get stabbed in the gut and stumble around till your heart stops singing, but even then, you have time to take it in. This guy looked like he was halfway through a story when a bomb went off at the back of his throat.

It was just as she said: instant.

Detective Simms was rugged up in a thick coat, wide-brimmed hat and black scarf. It was the same outfit she wore all year round. Her yellow Reptilian eyes poked out from the dark material and, for a change, they weren’t filled with disdain and loathing. Instead, they were asking me for answers.

“Anything you’ve seen before?”

I looked down at the cold body and then back to her, still confused about the whole situation and why I’d been brought in to share my non-existent expertise.

“Why are you asking me?”

The Detective came in close.

“Fetch, we know what you’re doing.”

“Really? Could you tell me?”

“You’re looking for ways to bring the magic back.”

“I don’t know who’s been—”

“Shhh. We’ll talk about that another time. For now, I just want to know what kind of magic could have killed this guy in this way.”

There was no point arguing. Not here. And the answer was obvious: no kind of magic, because there is no magic and everybody knows that. But, since my role had been explained so clearly, it would have been rude for me not to play along.

First, I focused on the face. That’s where the story was being told. His mouth was open in two ways. First, at the front, the way you’d expect it to. Four teeth were missing. Two at the top and two at the bottom. The closest ones to the gap were all pushed back suggesting that the blast had gone into his mouth from the front. The second opening was through his cheek, jaw and even some of his neck. His lips were still together on the left side but the cheek was shredded, hanging open, and the back of his throat was a muddled mass of flesh.

Blood was splattered on the back wall like a celebration. A light spray covered all corners of the room but the reddest spot was right behind his head. There was blood on the table too. Less. Like he’d sneezed it out.

So, what happened?

I drew up a little mental checklist and tried to tick things off. Could it have been done with a weapon? Not a blade; the wound was too much of a mess. Anyone wielding a blunt weapon, like a baton or blackjack, would have brought it down on his head or the side of his face, not stabbed it through his mouth. Besides, it would have needed to be fired from a ballista to do this kind of damage.

I ran my mind through all the creatures I knew; those that had claws and talons, horns and tusks. I suppose it would be possible to strike quickly, so that your victim never saw it coming, but you’d need more than sharp fingernails to blow open a man’s face.

A projectile? There was no bolt or arrow to be seen and, again, it was too messy. Besides, if the person you’re drinking with pulls a crossbow out their pocket, you’d have to be tougher than a Dragon’s dentist not to let go of your cocktail glass.

I got inches away from the horror-show and saw that part of the victim’s collar was black and broken. Burned. On the table, between the blood and cutlery, there was a spattering of fine gray powder. Ash.

“Did either of them have a pipe?” I asked Simms.

“Can’t smoke in here. The host would have known.”

My list was getting frustratingly short. The only thing left was the impossible. So, I said the thing I knew they wanted me to say.

“Somebody summoned fire.”

Simms nodded to confirm that she’d come to the same conclusion, but her expression told me something else. She was shocked, yes. She was scared. But beneath all of that, she was excited. In her old, golden snake-eyes, I saw the giddy expectation of a young girl ready for adventure.

That terrified me more than anything.

“Let’s find somewhere quiet for a chat,” she said.

[image: image]

We went into another room, away from prying eyes and ears. Simms sat in a booth, I sat opposite, and Richie stood in the doorway to keep watch.

The Detective unwrapped her scarf and let it fall over her shoulders. Her lips were cracked. The bottom one was bleeding and she licked it with the tip of her forked tongue. Usually, Simms was rigid with authority and impatience. Today, she sat back in the booth and picked at the edge of the table as if she was waiting for an idea to fall into her head. Eventually, I was the one to get the conversation started.

“Who is he?”

Her head snapped up like I’d woken her out of a dream.

“Lance Niles,” she said. “New to the city. He’s been sniffing around town, buying up property and making friends. Nobody knows much about him but he has plenty of money and already owns a lot of land.”

That explained the jewelry on the corpse. Since the Coda, not many locals go around wearing polished stones or expensive suits.

“Any witnesses?”

“Only the host. Niles came in first. A few minutes later, a man joined him. He carried a cane and wore a bowler hat, black suit and thin mustache. They ordered drinks. The other man ordered a second. A few minutes later, the host heard a short, sharp explosion. When he came in, the scene was just like it is now, only fresher. The other guests say the same thing but with even less detail.”

The worst thing about the story was that it was almost normal. Six years ago, before the world got shot to shit, those events wouldn’t have seemed out of place. Two guys get into a drunken fight and one of them sets off a fireball in his friend’s face. It happened. But not in a place like this. Even back then, this club was for Humans. It was the last place you expected to see a bit of sorcery.

“What did the killer look like?” I asked.

“He had some facial scarring, apparently, but the staff can’t remember anything specific. No signs of magic: smooth ears, straight teeth, tight skin, flat shoulders, all his fingers in proportion. The staff here are trained to be discerning.”

“So, he was Human?”

“Or someone that could pass. Wizard or Lycum would have the most luck. After the explosion, he took off out the back door and nobody dared to follow. No idea which way he went, whether he had a horse, or if anyone was waiting outside. Niles made the reservation and had the membership so the killer never gave a name. We only know what he wore, and I doubt that it will get us very far.”

I nodded. It was nothing. Less than nothing. We were all picturing the outfit not the man underneath. Once he changed his clothes and had a shave, we’d be lost.

I finally had to ask the question that was tickling in my mind.

“Simms, why did you ask for me?”

She looked me over like I was the wrong food delivered to her table.

“Rumors move through Sunder like wildfire and you’re catching a lot of heat. Whispers about what you found in the library. Things you might know. You’re the new poster boy for magical mysteries.”

“And you believe that?”

Simms scoffed. “Fetch, if I thought you had real secrets, we wouldn’t be here. I’d have you tied up in interrogation with a hot poker between your balls. But if that story is on the streets, then people with rumors will find their way to your door. So, what have you heard?”

It was sound reasoning, I suppose, but a desperate move for a cynical detective like Simms.

“Nothing that would be helpful. Just misguided hope.”

“Anything that could be connected to this?” I shook my head. Simms didn’t seem surprised. “It was a long shot.”

“If I hear anything that fits, I’ll let you know.”

“You bet you will. Because now that you’ve seen this, you’re working for me. In an unofficial manner, of course.”

“I’m confused again.”

Simms chuckled, but I couldn’t find the joke. “You’re in a position to sniff around in places we can’t. People will come to you, thinking you’re the guy with answers to the questions we don’t ask anymore. And …” She threw a look up to Richie “And we’re gonna get hamstringed on this one. Lance Niles was making a lot of friends before he died. One of those friends was Mayor Piston. I’ve already been told to report everything about this case to his office. In a few hours, they’re going to tell me to leave it alone and by tomorrow he’ll have his own dumb thugs on the streets breaking down doors. When that happens, I want to have a dumb thug of my own.”

“But why? The Mayor has kicked cases out of your hands plenty of times. You’ve never worried before.”

She leaned in, and there was something in her face I’ve never seen before. It bordered on embarrassment.

“Because this looks like magic, Fetch. I know it can’t be but, if it is, I want to hear about it first.”

I nodded. I had to. She couldn’t have looked more naked if her clothes were off.

“I can’t pay you,” she said. “But there will be a reward. You find the guy who did this, or information that leads us to him, and I’ll make sure you get compensated. But come to me first.”

It was a strange proposal. As earnest as Simms looked, I couldn’t forget the dozen times she’d put her boots into my ribs. Then again, I was desperately out of work and it wouldn’t hurt to have a couple of cops on my side. But those reasons didn’t even matter. I was as curious as she was. After what I’d seen, I wouldn’t be able to help myself. I’d be digging around town anyway. If Simms wanted to pay me to do it, I had no reason to stop her.

“Consider me in your service.”

We shook hands and her fingers trembled against mine. I had a dozen tired lines I could have used on her. The same things I told every desperate creature who came knocking on my door hoping I could make them whole again. On top of that, I could have opened her eyes to the fact that only an insane person would see salvation in the bloody face of a dead man. I could have told her a lot of things. But I didn’t. I nodded, got up, patted Richie on the back, and made my way out onto the street.

The cops outside watched me exit the building like they expected me to make some big announcement, but it was the same story we’d been hearing for six years: death is an ugly son of a bitch and he comes for us all in the end.

Simms was kidding herself. I couldn’t prove that now but I would set her straight when I found the killer. The Human, non-magical killer.

Solving this case could fill up my wallet, get Simms on my side and put a murderous man behind bars, but most of all it would show everyone that I wasn’t trying to make my living pretending that magic was still out there somewhere. There would be a reasonable, scientific explanation for this murder and I was going to deliver it right to their door.
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I’d been avoiding The Ditch all winter. A few months ago, I got a whole group of Dwarves kicked out of their homes. In exchange, I was given the deed to a mansion with nothing in it but the frozen body of a long-dead Faery. It’s one of those choices that feels wrong every time I think about it but if you gave me another chance, I’d do the same thing again.

To make matters worse, the Dwarves were regulars at my favorite bar and I’d been too scared to show my face there since. They say that time heals all wounds, but that’s only if you sew them up first. Otherwise, when you come back, they’ll be septic, infected and angry.

I kept my head down as I entered and only spotted one of them. His name was Clangor. His red beard and unwashed hair were twisted into braids and he still wore his steel-worker’s uniform, even after years of unemployment. He was sitting at the bar, drinking the cheap dark ale that tasted like grease. He hadn’t seen me and I wanted to keep it that way so I turned left towards the back of the building where they kept the dartboards, payphone and booths.

The Ditch wasn’t warm anymore. Not without the fire. The patrons moved less than they used to. Laughed less. No dancing or folk music, just quiet customers drinking jars to block out the memories
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