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Sunder had once been a magical melting pot where the creatures of the world would fill its streets with their ideas, powers, cultures and cuisines, firing off each other like a box full of fireworks and mousetraps. Now it was falling under the command of a company who couldn’t be trusted. We’d handed over our future to a rich man with no morals, and people were too content and comfortable to see the cost.

I didn’t know what Niles was up to. It was a question too big to crack on my own, and every person in this city was too concerned with punching their timecards and begging for promotions to help me out.

I needed some way to snap them out of it. I needed to prove that there was still a way to change things back.
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Get up.

Get the fuck up, Fetch.

Get your ass out of bed and go fix the fucking world.

That’s what you said you were going to do, right? Isn’t that why you killed him?

So, get to work. Bring the magic back, you stupid bastard. Do some good like you said you would and get your ass out of the goddamn bed!

Clang!

Down on ground level, metal rapped against metal, and the sound resounded all the way up to the fifth floor. It was a pewter mug striking the outside stairs: Georgio’s way of getting my attention without paying the price of a phone call.

Clang!

Wiping the residual nightmares from my eyes, I dragged myself out of the sheets and over to the Angel door. The key was in the lock. I turned it and stepped out onto the fire escape; these metal monstrosities had been bolted to the front of every building on Main Street courtesy of the Niles Company and their city-wide redesign of Sunder City.

Every day she looked a little different. It wasn’t just the new paint or the neon signs. Not only the asphalt roads made to accommodate the multiplying automobiles, or the identical uniforms that strangled every filthy factory worker, blending them all together in an amorphous mix of grease, beer and obedience. It was more than the assembly-line firearms that dangled from the hips of cops, criminals and anyone who could afford them.

Her soul had shifted. Her smells and sounds. The way she moved. With every bite the Niles Company took from Sunder, the memory of her magic-filled glory days became harder to hold onto.

I stomped down every step, waiting for the day when I’d finally break through.

“Fetch, look!”

The silver-haired café owner waited on the street with his ever-present smile, crooked back, and a shiny brass plaque in his ancient hands.

“What is it, Georgio?”

He handed me the slab of brass. Etched into the front were the words:


Fetch Phillips: Man for Hire

Bringing the magic back!

Enquire at Georgio’s café



I held back the flood of sighs and eye rolls that attempted to pour down my face.

“What is this?”

“It’s a sign! If people come around and they need your help but you’re already off doing your investigations and your adventures and looking for clues, then they will come to me! I will take their information and you can call them when you get back!”

Georgio wielded his smile like a lance, sharp enough to pierce even my prickly disposition. His glory days as Gorgoramus Ottallus, pacifist adviser to wayward adventurers, were technically behind him, but he still managed to dispense his fair share of ancient wisdom over plates of greasy bacon and increasingly edible eggs. I’d humored him at first, then I’d learned to appreciate his insight, and I was getting dangerously close to relying on him as a friend.

Georgio’s nephew, Gerome, came out of the café and handed me a cup of coffee. A couple of sips brought some life back into my eyes and a more tolerant tone to my voice.

“Thanks for the sign, Georgio. I appreciate the thought. Though I could have done without the exclamation mark.”

“No! That’s the point! It must be done with gusto! No more talk, talk, talk.”

He laughed, and I had to laugh too. Georgio had spent many a generous hour listening to me yammer about all that needed to be done and how hard I was going to work to do it. He’d also watched me drink too much, sleep too late, and scrape my shoes along the sidewalk when I should have been running into action. He was right. There was no time for excuses. Not anymore. No more wasted days or half-cocked attempts at turning things around. If Hendricks had died so that this city, our magicless world and my dumb ass would have a chance at becoming something better, then I needed to spend every waking moment making it happen.

“Get a drill,” I said, “and let’s put her up.”

We screwed the plaque into the stone wall halfway between the revolving door of my building and the entrance to the café. It looked good, even with the overexcited punctuation mark.

Georgio, Gerome and I stood back to admire the sign, drinking more coffee and trying our best to believe that a few words etched into a slab of brass might make a lick of difference.

But they did.

It took a while, of course. Change doesn’t happen in a straight line; it’s a series of loops. Most of the time, you think you’re moving forward, but you end up right back where you began. Unless you work really hard. Then, when you loop around, you come back to a place that’s a few inches ahead of where you started. Then you do another loop and, if you keep working hard, that loop finishes farther ahead again.

That’s the most you can hope for, as ambitious as you need to be. If each time you come around, you’ve learned a little something, then you might wake up one day and find yourself doing the thing that you always said you were going to do.

And that’s when you’re really in trouble.
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“C’mon, pal. Be a hero.”

The panhandling Ogre was a foot taller than me and twice as wide. His jaw was strong, but his left eye was cloudy, and he probably couldn’t see out of it too well. If I had to hit him, I’d hit him right around there.

“No,” I said, but he’d been told that word too many times and had become inoculated to its effect. He shook his tin can in my face and I fought the urge to slap it from his fingers.

“Just a couple of bits, mate. For the parade. Year of the Phoenix!”

He proclaimed it loudly, as if I hadn’t heard him give the same pitch to every other table at the Beggar’s Bread, Sunder’s complimentary kitchen for those of us who weren’t making bank in the city’s recent boom. The Ogre had moved from bench to bench around the Sunder streetcar, saving me till last. Maybe he’d seen me sneer every time Year of the Phoenix passed his lips: a stupid, flamboyant title to celebrate the anniversary of the Niles Company bringing the fires back to Sunder City.

“I don’t have any money,” I told him.

He scoffed, and all the pretend-friendly tone fell from his voice.

“You’re eating here for free, mate. The least you can do is cough up some change.”

“Ask me again and I’ll have you coughing up all kinds of things.”

The Ogre flared his nostrils, and his head was just as empty as I’d expected. Inside my pocket, I slipped my fingers inside my brass knuckles.

“You want a hero?” I asked him, putting my weight on the balls of my feet. “I’ll give you a fucking hero.”

“Brothers!” A soothing voice interrupted us. “Both of you know that there are no conditions put upon a meal at the Beggar’s Bread.” The Ogre and I turned to find Brother Benjamin, one of the winged monks who cooked and served food from the old streetcar, waiting with a paper plate in each hand. Like the rest of the Brothers Hum, he had an unflattering bowl-cut hairstyle and wore a hooded red robe with holes cut into the back to expose his featherless wings. “Here you are. I’ve added some extra sausage because the stars have been kind to us today.”

The Ogre looked from my face to his free meal, and his stomach finally won out. He took his serving of bread over to a table where another grubby panhandler, a Gnome, sat staring at me with an ugly smirk across his face. I was about to ask him what his problem was, but Benjamin sat down opposite and slid the second plate under my nose.

“Eat, Brother Phillips. I feel it may be the first time today.”

He wasn’t wrong. It had been seven years since the Coda. When the magic first left the world, I’d found plenty of work helping creatures who were struggling to adjust to the change. It rarely made much of a difference but it paid me enough to get by. In the last few months, as more Sunderites surrendered themselves to a magicless existence, fewer clients were interested in enlisting my services. I wasn’t bothered. I’d collected enough loose ends and tantalizing rumors to keep the investigations ticking over on my own time, but it was easier when someone else was supplying the funds.

Luckily for me, the Brothers Hum hadn’t changed with the times. Every night, without fail, they served free food to anybody who turned up to claim it, and I’d become their most loyal customer.

I took a mouthful of the fried bread – made from restaurant scraps and grass flour – and thanked Brother Benjamin for his charity. As always, he waved away my words.

“I tell you every night that your thanks aren’t mine to receive.”

“And every night I tell you that I’ll give them anyway. But can you spare your thoughts on something?” The monk nodded sagely, and I opened up the little leather-bound notepad I’d made a habit of carrying around. “Things are going missing around town: artefacts, once magic, that we all assumed had lost their spark.” I flipped through the pages, showing off my amateur illustrations of ancient wands, jewel-encrusted ornaments, and other rare trinkets. “If someone’s gathering these things up, perhaps they know something we don’t. Dozens of items have gone missing in the last few weeks. Some have even been stolen from displays at the museum. The thieves are rarely seen, but there have been three reports: a red-scaled Reptilian teenager, an elderly Werecat gentleman and a Wizard with mutton chops. I think they must be some kind of collective: a gang of thieves, working together to steal ex-magical treasures.” I opened up the page where I’d drawn my impressions of the criminals, taken from the witness accounts. “Have you seen anyone like this around here recently?”

Benjamin’s smile pulled tight, and his eyes were patronizingly apologetic.

“Look around you, Brother. The Beggar’s Bread collects Sunder City’s most needy and its most misunderstood; those in the process of regaining their footing, as well as those who may never find their feet. There are no judgments here. No questions. The police know to leave this place alone so that anybody, no matter their situation, can receive our offerings without fear.”

“Yeah, but I’m not a cop.” Benjamin raised a questioning eyebrow. “I’m not.”

“You are known to work alongside them, though. You share information. But it matters not. Police officer, debt collector, estranged family member or overenthusiastic investigator, it is not my place to share the information of any of our guests. The bread must come with no conditions, lest our operation be compromised.”

“Benjamin, this is important. I’m not trying to arrest anyone or get them into trouble, I just want to know what they know. If these things are magic, they could be the key to fixing everything!”

Benjamin stood up.

“Then I hope you find them, Brother Phillips. Until then, enjoy your meal, but please respect the privacy of your fellow guests as I have always respected yours.”

I was about to enquire as to who might have bothered asking about me, but my eye was drawn to the table where the two panhandlers were waiting. Watching. The Gnome was talking at the Ogre, who was looking at me with his one good eye. I had a strange feeling that they were discussing some part of my history and wondered which chapter it might be. Was it the one where I defected from the magical alliance known as the Opus to join the Human Army? Or how that betrayal led to the invasion that turned the sacred magical river to crystal and killed all the magic in the world? Maybe they were talking about the time I found a mutated Vampire in a library basement, or perhaps the Gnome was telling the tale of the time I teamed up with the cops to squash a violent revolution, allowing Niles Company goons to take the city unopposed.

Whatever story it was, the Ogre didn’t like the sound of it. He was getting ready for a confrontation and it wasn’t a good idea to let him make the first move. I pushed back my seat and got ready to jump over the table.

“There you are.”

The glare from my gossiping neighbors was interrupted by the far more pleasant face of Eileen Tide: librarian, bartender, one-time Witch, and occasional accomplice in my quest to bring the magic back. It had taken her a while to forgive me for the part I played in burning down her old library, but we’d managed to patch things up over the previous few months; more because of her love of a good mystery than any of my pathetic attempts to apologize. She sat down, pulled her long braid into her lap to keep it off the filthy cobbles, and leaned over the table with a conspiratorial smile.

“I’ve got something for you,” she whispered.

“I hope it’s not another two-hundred-page tome of Dwarven history. Can’t you just give me a summary this time?”

“Don’t worry, this is something tangible. Maybe. I overheard a couple of customers at the bar talking about buying a rock of Hyluna.”

“And you believe them?”

“I don’t know, yet, but they gave me the number of the guy who sold it. I was thinking we could invite him down here and find out for ourselves.”

I agreed, and Eileen went over to the pay phone to put in a call. A rock of Hyluna was on my list of stolen artefacts. Only last week, I’d been at the apartment of an old Elven lady who’d had one pilfered from her mantelpiece.

I was distracted by the eyes of the panhandlers: twin death stares over gritted teeth as they did the math on how much trouble I’d give them if they decided to follow me home. They might be respectful enough not to start anything here, but once I’d left the relative safety of the streetcar, I was fair game.

I stared back, unblinking, and made a few calculations myself. They were too cheap to buy pistols, but they could have acquired them through less lawful means. Despite the early spring weather, they both wore bulky jackets capable of hiding an untold variety of weapons. If I waited for them to make their move, I’d be toast before the fight even started.

“Brother Phillips?” Benjamin was standing beside me with a jug of milky tea and a stack of cups. “I need to quench the thirst of our guests. Could you work the fryer in the meantime?”

Begrudgingly, I left my table and the gaze of my enemies and stepped up to the giant fryer that was fixed to the back of the streetcar. A nickel pipe ran from the mechanism beneath the pan to the nearest streetlight, stealing some energy from the lamps that lit up the night sky. I dipped a ladle into the bucket, spooned some mixture onto the sizzling surface, and watched it turn from slurry to a crispy, brown sheet of flatbread.

It didn’t take long for me to get agitated. I was wasting my time cooking kitchen scraps instead of focusing on the job that I was supposed to be doing. When Eileen returned from the phone, I tried to get her attention, but she went straight to sipping tea with a mangy Werewolf and didn’t even look over. I wanted to ask her if the seller was coming down here and who he thought he was meeting, but she was lost in some frivolous conversation and didn’t bother to fill me in.

There was no doubt that Eileen was helpful and that she’d saved my neck a number of times, but she didn’t understand the stakes. She liked playing the game, though I was pretty sure that she didn’t believe we could actually win. It was just something to pass the time. A way to keep her spirits up until something better came along. It wasn’t life and death. Not to her, and not to anyone else. There was only me, the last real soldier tasked with turning back the hands of time.

“You’re running hot, Brother Phillips,” said Benjamin, picking up a sizable spatula and sliding it beneath the bread. “Better flip it.”

He turned the portion over to reveal a blackened underside.

“Sorry.”

“No bother. The Gnomes like it like this. I’ll put this piece away for them.”

Embarrassed at failing such a simple task, I let Benjamin take over. He gave the frying pan every bit of his attention, rotating pieces, pushing them down, and then piling them onto the plate with the focus of a rogue disarming a bear trap.

As he moved around the pan, his wings dangled lifelessly from his shoulder blades. They looked heavy: thick spikes of cartilage webbed with featherless, pockmarked sheets of dry skin that flapped against each other in pathetic applause. In recent years, most flying creatures chose to have their wings amputated. Without magic, the appendages were nothing but a burden. The Brothers Hum ignored such customs and continued to wear their featherless wings as if nothing had changed.

Good, I thought. At least a few of these creatures haven’t given up completely. They might not be working to fix things like I am, but when I get the job done, at least these Brothers will be able to appreciate it.

“Fetch, he’s here.”

Eileen grabbed my arm and turned me toward a mustachioed Cyclops. He had the look of a sailor about him, someone who once made a living on the seas and still hadn’t adjusted to life on land. He wore big brown boots, a dozen leather pouches dangling from his belt, and a black jacket that had been waterproofed with beeswax, giving him the slick, wet shine of a walrus.

“You’re looking for a rock?”

We both nodded. Eileen clearly enjoyed playing the part of a dangerous, underground artefact merchant.

“Shall we go somewhere private?” she asked.

The Cyclops shrugged. “I’m fine here. Nobody’s gonna mess with us at the Beggar’s Bread.”

We sat down at one of the tables, Eileen and me on one side with the Cyclops sitting opposite. I waited for him to reveal his merchandise, but he just said, “Five silver leaf.” If I’d been drinking, I would have spat it all over him. “That’s a hundred bronze bills if you don’t have the big boys.”

“I can do the math,” I said, though I’d never had occasion to count that much cash before, “but it seems a little steep for a useless stone.”

The Cyclops groaned.

“If you want to see it in action, you only need to ask. But you’re not just here for a show, are you? You got the dosh?”

Eileen pulled a leather-wrapped bundle out of her jacket. She let the Cyclops admire the size of it before she tucked it away again. She was perfectly careful with her actions, as if it really was a fortune in bronze and not just a couple of small books wrapped in canvas.

“All right,” said the sailor, pulling a towel from his sleeve, “you better finish that drink. Wouldn’t want it spilling on the merchandise.”

Eileen slammed back her tea and placed the cup on a neighboring table. The Cyclops wiped down the surface, untied one of the leather pouches from his belt, and pulled out a bundle of waxed material. When he unfolded it, there was a little, brown, utterly unremarkable rock inside.

I resisted the urge to make some kind of slight, knowing that it would further reveal my ignorance. Eileen took the lead.

“Can I touch it?”

“Wipe your hands first,” said the merchant, handing her the towel. “Make sure they’re completely dry.”

Eileen did as she was instructed and then picked up the stone.

“I thought it would be lighter,” she remarked. The Cyclops shook his head; this was a conversation he’d had a hundred times over.

“They used to be. Ancient Dwarves enchanted these rocks to hold up the lake-top city of Hyluna: a platform that was as tough as granite but utterly unsinkable.”

“Then why can’t we get it wet?” I asked.

“Because the Coda screwed all that up. When the magic left the rocks, they stopped floating, and Hyluna sank to the bottom.”

“You wanna hold it?” Eileen asked me.

I wiped my hands on the towel and she dropped the rock into my palm. It was uneven, rough and … well, it was a rock. The rockiest rock I’d ever seen. I put it down on the table.

“So, it’s a stone that doesn’t float,” I said. “Should we call the papers?”

The Cyclops’s single eye squinted at me.

“You’re the one who wants to buy it, right?”

“I’m sorry,” interrupted Eileen. “This is my bodyguard. I don’t bother filling him in on all the details. He’s a simple fellow and too many facts will overwhelm his little head. Please, continue.”

The Cyclops returned his attention to the stone and Eileen gave me a twinkling smile. If I’d had this meeting on my own, I likely would have blown it to pieces several times already, so I was lucky to have someone more amicable at my side.

The Cyclops flattened out the material beneath the stone, licked his finger, wiped away some excess spit onto his sleeve, and pressed his fingertip against the little rock. Then he sat back and said, “Go on.”

Eileen grabbed the rock again.

“Shit.” She wrapped her fingers around the stone and pulled, but the rock of Hyluna remained right where it was. “It’s heavy.”

She laughed and removed her hand so that I could have a try.

I anticipated some kind of joke, like this whole meeting was an elaborate schoolyard prank and when I hoisted the thing up, expecting it to be heavy, I’d fall backwards with nothing but a pebble in my hands, giving everyone a good laugh. So, I was careful at first. I slid my fingers around the edge and tried to pry it off the table. It wouldn’t budge. I clenched it tight between my fingers and pulled harder and harder until I was leaning right back on my stool, but it stayed stuck on the table as if someone had nailed it down.

“Is this a trick?” I asked, panting.

The Cyclops chuckled, enjoying my confusion.

“No trick, just a twist of the old magicless magic.”

I stood up and really put my back into it. The rock slid to the side, and I could tilt it a little, but I couldn’t get the whole thing off the table at once.

“That’s incredible,” I said. “How does it work?”

“How should I know? Five silver leaf, take it or leave it.” He took a lighter from his pocket and waved the flame over the stone for a few seconds to evaporate the moisture, then wrapped it up in the waxy cloth again. He left the bundle on the table to tempt us.

Eileen wrinkled up her face, pretending to think it over. We didn’t have the money to buy it, of course, we were just gathering information. When the sailor saw that she was stalling, he shrugged and picked up the bundle.

I grabbed his wrist.

“Tell me where you got this,” I demanded, keeping my voice low.

“What are you doing?” He was more offended than afraid. “You think I came here alone? Take this any further and I signal my friends.”

“Do it. I’ve got questions for them too.”

Eileen’s hand gripped my leg under the table. This was not the plan.

“Fetch,” she warned.

“Tell me where you got it, or I take it from you.”

Our guest tried to pull his hand back.

“Let go,” he warned.

I pulled harder.

Maybe the rock wasn’t anything truly special – just the shadow of a miracle that used to mean something – but then I could follow this stepping-stone to someplace that mattered.

“This is something that I haven’t seen before,” I told him, “and I’ve been looking harder than most. Maybe the guy who gave it to you has something more interesting for me to look at. If a straight answer from you could bring me closer to what I want, then I’m not letting go of your arm until you give it to me.”

There was real fear in his eyes now. He was no longer trying to bluff a potential buyer; he was hoping to survive an encounter with a madman.

“This is the Beggar’s Bread,” he stammered. “You wouldn’t dare.”

A smile climbed my unshaven cheek.

“You’re holding magic, my friend. You think I’ll let that go rather than disturb somebody’s dinner? You think I care about being polite? After what I’ve done? No. I dare do more than you can imagine.”

Eileen released her grip on my leg and leaned back. Either she’d sensed that I’d gotten through to him or she was just too afraid to touch me. Likely, it was both.

The Cyclops nodded.

“I have a cousin who travels the trade roads,” he said. “Brought them back from Hyluna himself. The whole thing dried up and you can just pick them out of the lakebed. He brings a sack-full every time he visits.”

I leaned in.

“Bullshit. This is stolen. Taken from the mantelpiece of a little old lady on Lark Street by the same gang of thieves who’ve been lifting similar pieces all over the city. Who gave it to you?”

He looked to Eileen, hoping to find a friendlier ear.

“Please. I’m telling the truth.”

He kept his voice down; less afraid of my fists than the fact that I was willing to create a scene. This man’s business required a level of secrecy, and I was holding his reputation over the fire.

“I told you,” he said. “I got it from my cousin, but …”

He looked over both his shoulders. I jolted his arm to regain his attention.

“But what?”

“But … but I know what you’re talking about. The thieves.” He leaned right in and made his voice as quiet as possible. “Go to the Mess.”

Eileen and I looked at each other, and the sailor used the moment to yank back his arm and get to his feet.

“Next time you want a show-and-tell, you go to the museum,” he growled, loud enough for those around us to hear. “Don’t call a meeting if you don’t have the cash.”

He stuffed the bundle back into the pouch and moved off, playing the part of a busy trader who was frustrated with us for wasting his time. Even though he’d offered up some sort of clue, I hated the thought of him taking that miraculous little rock away from us.

I turned to Eileen.

“Do you believe him?”

“I don’t know. I guess we go look.”

The Mess. A whole block of market stalls and carts stacked with imported produce. Just the place to send some inquisitive pests if you wanted them out of your way.

“I’m going after him.”

“Fetch, wait!”

But I was already off, squeezing through the crowded tables. The Cyclops’s bald head bobbed its way up Main Street and he looked like he was about to turn east. I pushed past a group of Dwarves – and then my feet came off the floor.

The panhandling Ogre spun me around. He had both my lapels gripped in his thick fingers and his face pressed right up to mine.

“My friend told me something about you,” he snarled, sprinkling my face with beer-flavored spit. “He told me you worked for the Army. That you were there when the Coda happened. That it’s your fault.”

“If he was a really good friend, he would’ve have told you about that bit of spinach in your teeth. Let me get it out for you.”

I had my brass ready to go and his blind spot all figured out. My fist hit his temple before he felt me move. He growled in pain and dropped me. I landed, crouched, and came up under his chin with another metal-wrapped attack. Hitting Ogres with your bare hands will break your fingers, but brass knuckles do a good job of evening the odds. The panhandler grabbed the table for support and tried to shake the stars from his eyes.

The gossipy Gnome reached into his jacket for something. I didn’t wait to see what it was, I just kicked him in the chest so that he rolled off his chair onto the floor.

Then the Ogre’s arms were around my waist. He squeezed like he was trying to break my back, but he wasn’t as strong as he would have been in the old days and he hadn’t managed to pin my arms or legs.

I couldn’t land a good punch – he was tucked in too close – but my elbows were happy to take over. I’d marked his temple with a bloody cut, so I made it my target and struck him over and over. He dropped his head, so I introduced my knee to his chin, then used a perfectly aimed haymaker to turn out his lights.

He fell back, and the eyes of Benjamin, Eileen, and a few dozen other disapproving patrons tried to make me feel remorse. It wouldn’t work. I had a half-decent lead on my team of thieves and my heart was hot and beating.

“Let’s go,” I said to Eileen, and marched off towards the Mess.
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The sign said “Primrose Markets” but it had been called the Mess for as long as anyone could remember, and it only became messier with time.

The semi-permanent stalls on the outside of the square sold everything from clothing and paintings to herbal tea and indoor toilets. The center of the square was stocked by different sellers every day of the week. Some days it was fish, others it was fruit or spices or salted meat. They took turns, day after day, leaving behind the residual scraps that gave the Mess its name along with its unique aroma of rotten cabbage, shellfish, cinnamon and blood.

Eileen and I arrived to see the farmers loading up their remaining fruits and vegetables onto carts and harnessing them to donkeys and oxen.

“He screwed us,” I said.

“Not necessarily.”

“Or we heard him wrong.”

“We both heard him say the Mess.”

There was nothing useful here. In half an hour, it would be empty of everything but corn husks and horse shit.

“You go clockwise,” said Eileen, “I’ll meet you at the other end.”

She took off without giving me a chance to argue, moving swiftly around the outside of the vegetable stalls with her long braid of brown hair trailing behind her.

I grabbed the closest fruit-seller – a heavyset farmer with the facial tattoos of a retired warrior – and asked him if he knew anything about a hideout. He wrinkled up his face.

“Buddy, I’m just selling lemons. Three for a bit or two bits a bag.”

I ignored his offer and moved through the other stallholders, who all answered in much the same manner, then turned my attention to the more permanent stores on the outside of the square.

The first store was a cartographer. The door was locked and everything in the window was dark and dusty. The next store was a watchmaker and then a massage parlor; both lacked any signs of life. Two doors down, there was a little hut with wooden masks in the window: all kinds of different creatures, including costumed characters, a smiling Unicorn, and a cat burglar. I pushed open the door and was met with the hollow eyes of a hundred wooden faces balanced on pegs around the room. Behind the counter, a prune-faced Elf on a stepladder reached for a box on the top shelf.

“Excuse me,” I blurted. The Elf startled, lost his footing, and grabbed the cupboard for support. The store was just a rackety old shack, so the whole place wobbled, causing a couple of the façades to fall to the floor.

“Blast you,” shouted the mask-maker, still gripping the cupboard. “Don’t startle an old man like that.”

“Sorry. I’m looking for a thief. A gang of them, actually. Apparently, they’re hiding out in the Mess.”

The Elf came down from the stepladder, muttering expletives to himself.

“The only thieves around here are the landlords who just upped the rent for this termite-ridden wreck. I don’t know anything about any gang.”

He hunched over to pick up one of the masks and examine it for cracks, groaning and swearing under his breath.

“Sorry,” I said. “Didn’t mean to intrude.”

I went next door and knocked on the entrance to a shop that made oil lamps. The door swung open, but the place was abandoned. I didn’t spot any obvious entrances to sewers or basements, and there were no signs proudly announcing “Secret Thieves Club”, so I moved on. Everything else was closed. It was too late in the day. The Mess opened at sunrise and did its best business before noon. We were wasting our time.

I met Eileen at the opposite entrance and she hadn’t found anything more interesting than I had.

“What were you expecting?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe we get a higher vantage point. Stake it out and wait.”

“For what?”

“One of the culprits: a crimson Reptile, an old Cat or a Wizard with sideburns. Then we just—”

I stopped. While I’d been rattling off the descriptions, I’d seen the images of the thieves in my mind clearer than ever before. I could picture them perfectly: the lizard, Sorcerer and feline. The cat burglar.

“Come on.”

[image: image]
We stood outside the mask-maker’s workshop and Eileen, for a change, was impressed.

“There isn’t any gang of criminals,” she said. “It’s just one.”

There they were: all our thieves, waiting quietly in the window with their faces balanced on wooden pegs. There was no organized team of burglars, just the old Elf that I’d met inside a few minutes earlier, when I’d stupidly revealed that I was looking for him.

The door was closed. I tried the handle.

“He’s locked it.”

“We should call the police,” Eileen suggested, but I shook my head and took two steps back.

“He already knows we’re after him.”

“Fetch, think before you—”

Eileen jumped back as I ran my shoulder into the mask-maker’s door. The wood around the latch splintered and split. I shouldered it again and the door swung open. I stumbled inside.

I expected the mask-maker to be running. Trying to escape.

No.

He was waiting for me.

When I’d come around asking stupid questions, the thief had been careful not to show me his whole face. He’d kept his head turned away and his body hunched over in the shadows. If he hadn’t, I might have noticed that his lips didn’t move when he talked.

The mask was finely carved and expertly painted. It covered his whole face and wrapped around the sides of his head to adorn him with tall, pointed ears. When I’d found him on the ladder, he’d been wearing a wig. That was gone, and the top of the wooden mask now cut across his forehead, revealing pale skin behind it. The face was sculpted into an expression of despair but the eyes peering out from the sockets were full of fury.

“You’re nothing,” said the voice behind the mask, far deeper than the croaky one he’d affected when playing the elderly Elf. The thief stood up straight – his hunch forgotten – and drew a pistol from his belt.

I jumped back and pushed Eileen out into the square, dragging the door closed just in time to feel the shudder of two bullets embed themselves in the wood.

“Round the back,” I told her. “But be careful.”

I waited for her to move. She didn’t. She had her back against the wall and her eyes were glazed over.

“Eileen, you okay?” Her eyes found mine. She nodded.

“Yeah.”

“The back door. Quickly.”

Eileen took off, searching for a gap between the shacks. I drew my own pistol – the prototype machine that every other gun in the city was modelled on – kicked open the door and stepped to the side.

As anticipated, the thief’s third and final shot went through the open door and executed an innocent watermelon in the stall behind me. The owner of the melon screamed, and her startled horse kicked out the supporting beam of her neighbor’s berry stand. The commotion escalated as I ran inside, ready to tackle the mask-maker before he had a chance to reload.

A crowd was waiting for me: a wooden ensemble of strange faces staring with empty eyes, the unstable walls and floorboards made them shake like they were all cracking up at some great joke.

At the back of the room, there was a hallway with two doors off to the left and one that went straight out into the alley. That door was wide open. He must have just ducked out. I ran towards the hall, hoping that the thief hadn’t gone too far, when someone moved behind the counter.

Shit.

The thief hadn’t tried to escape; he’d been ducking down, waiting for me to do the exact dumb thing I’d just done.

That’s the problem, isn’t it? I can work harder, sleep longer and take better care of myself, but I still don’t know how to be any smarter today than I was yesterday.

I expected to see the pistol in his hands. Instead, he held two golden rods shaped like small rolling pins. They were engraved with swirling turquoise patterns and were blunt enough to appear quite harmless. They didn’t look like weapons. Certainly not weapons to be worried about. Then, the mask-maker clanged the rods together and the room turned upside-down.

I landed on the splintered floorboards, but I felt like I was dangling from the roof, then the wall. Someone had stuck the store in a giant tumble-dryer, but the thief didn’t seem to notice. He came around the counter – unaffected by the somersaulting room – then reached behind his mask and plucked the stuffing from his ears.

He said something that I couldn’t hear over the reverberation in my brain, and slammed the door shut. He thought I’d come alone. That I was trapped. If Eileen didn’t find the back entrance, he was right.

“I see you’re quite taken with the golden rods of Rakanesh,” he said, as the ringing started to abate. “They really take your inner ears for a spin, don’t they?”

The sound was dying out, but the unbalancing effect remained, making the world do another loop-the-loop. Stomach acid rose into my throat.

“Maybe I can interest you in a rock of Hyluna?” He leaned down close, looked me over with his hate-filled eyes, and dropped a pebble onto my chest. When I reached for it, he swatted my hand away. Nausea had turned my muscles to mealworms. “Doesn’t feel like much, does it?” He brought a finger up to the lips of his wrinkled mask and the tip of a pink tongue pushed through a slit. “But the smallest bit of liquid and …”

He prodded the stone with his wet finger, and it was like he’d put his knee on my chest. Not even his knee: more like the knee of a Giant. My breath rushed from my body and the floorboards creaked and bent beneath my back.

“Not all magic needs magic,” said the thief, his voice muffled by the mask. “To forge these artefacts, the creators used the talents of their time. The Coda may have killed the artists but the art itself is far more resilient.”

I tried reaching for the stone, or kicking him off me, but the thief grabbed my wrists, stood on my knees, and held me to the floor.

“If only we were so lucky, us creatures of the old time. All our powers, drained away. You’ve been lucky, though, haven’t you? Before the Coda, you were nobody. But me? I was everyone.”

A shapeshifter. I’d only heard about them in stories: cautionary tales of travelers who were led from their path by villains in disguise, or conspiracy theories about important men and women being replaced by doppelgängers.

“I lost a million lives when your kind took the magic. Now, I claim only what I am owed. You dare to try to stop me, Human? No. Despite your efforts, I will be whole again.”

My vision sparkled and blurred from lack of oxygen. I couldn’t make out much of the mask-maker’s true face, just the wrinkles around his bloodshot eyes, but it was enough to see that he was smiling.

“Maybe I’ll make a mask of you,” he said. “It can be useful, sometimes, to go out into the world as a nobody.”

I spat. Not at him – I’d been called far worse things than nobody – I spat at the little gray rock that was sitting on my chest.

The weight was unbelievable. If I had any breath left, I would have screamed, but my lungs were all wrung out. I heard something crack, prayed that it wasn’t my ribs, then summoned all the strength I could to lift up my elbows and slam them back against the floor.

The eyes inside the mask went wide as the floorboards caved in.

“No!”

The fall didn’t last long. I had just enough time to twist to the side. That way, when the rock of Hyluna hit the basement floor, my body was no longer beneath it. It was a small mercy in an otherwise unforgiving outcome. I collided with the sharp corner of a tall wooden box, scraped the edge of another box that was shorter than the first one but just as sharp, and landed upside down behind a heavy chest. The mask-maker was somewhere nearby, and both of us were groaning.

“Please, don’t get up,” I grumbled. “Let’s just stay here for a second and nurse our wounds before you make me chase you aga—”

The chest shifted as he got to his feet. The candle up on the ground floor gave me just enough light to see the shadow of the thief as he stumbled through toppled crates towards the staircase. I coughed out a lungful of dust and scrambled after him, shins and elbows finding every available corner. I tripped over some unknown piece of junk and grabbed the mask-maker on my way down, gripping him by the ankle. He came down hard and his bones rapped against the stairs like the world’s worst drum roll.

He kicked me right in the face. The thief might be light on his feet, but his legs were damn strong. I caught his foot on the second kick and pulled him towards me.

He stopped struggling. Never a good sign.

I looked up to see what he was doing, which, once again, played right into the mask-maker’s hands. He tore open a tiny parcel and pure white light flashed out of it, adding blindness to my growing list of artefact-induced ailments.

He kicked my forearms against the stairs, knocking both funny bones, and my fingers lost their grip. I reached out to grab him, and left myself open to another crack across the face.

My balance was all wobbly and I couldn’t see a thing, but I could hear his footsteps, so I felt my way upwards: sloppy and scrappy but managing not to fall on my face. Something must have slowed him down because when I got near the top of the stairs, I reached out and found a handful of cloth.

I pulled him into me; one hand around his throat, the other around his waist. He tried to pull away, so I brought us both down onto the floor – half on the stairs, half on ground level – and wrapped my legs around him. I had no idea how long it would take for the blinding effect to wear off, but all I had to do was hold on until Eileen arrived.

“Fetch …” said her voice from between my arms. “What are you doing?”

Shit.

I released my grip.

“Where is he?” I asked. “The mask-maker?”

“I don’t know,” said Eileen, obviously annoyed. “I ran in and you grabbed me.”

“Well, go look. I can’t see a thing.”

“Oh, right. I thought you’d just wanted a cuddle.”

She went off and I collapsed on my back, letting all the little aches turn into proper pains. When Eileen returned and told me he was gone, I was honestly thankful. She pulled my eyelids open, and I could just make out her bleached silhouette.

“What did he hit you with?”

“Some silver paper … thing. That was after the heavy wet rock and the golden sticks of … whatever.”

“The golden rods of Rakanesh? They were stolen from the museum. Did they work?”

“If by work, you mean did they make my stomach think the roof is the floor, then yeah, they work.”

“Oh. They used to control flying machines by creating points of temporary gravity. I wonder what else he—Holy shit!”

Her footsteps rattled down the stairs.

“Eileen, did you just step over me?” She was giggling. “What is it?”

Her giggle turned into full-on laughter.

“Treasure!”
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Eileen found more candles and placed them around the mask-maker’s basement. While the sparkles faded from my eyes, she opened up the crates, squealing with delight every time she spied some new piece of stolen loot.

“There’s more than we knew about,” she said. “A lot more.”

When the light had left my eyes, and I could finally see what she was talking about, I almost squealed myself.

Treasure. There was no other way to describe it: chests full of old coins and crates full of gemstones, jewelry, goblets and gold. There were jade figurines that glowed of their own accord, rings of polished stone, and a bracelet woven from the skins of tiny snakes. It wasn’t all pleasant to look at. One box was full of shrunken heads and jars of pickled fingers. Eileen opened a little red pouch, gasped, and dropped it on the floor.

“Teeth,” she explained, scrunching up her face.

Some of the pieces were familiar to me. I’d seen them at the museum during my regular visits to prod Baxter Thatch for information and advice, but they seemed different down here. When they’d been tucked away behind glass or pinned onto walls, it had looked like they’d always been there, just facsimiles of the real thing or props from made-up stories. Seeing them all bunched together in a candlelit basement made it feel like we’d discovered these wonders for ourselves.

It was an embarrassment of riches. Of course, plenty of them belonged to the city, and it wasn’t my style to steal things from Baxter’s museum. Other items had been stolen from individuals, but maybe not everything. There was a real possibility that some key item was sitting here amongst the ill-gotten gains.

“I suppose we should call the cops,” said Eileen.

She saw my reluctance. Detective Simms and I had been working on this case together, in the “off the books” manner we’d become accustomed to. Even so, I knew that our motives weren’t as perfectly aligned as we pretended they were. Simms wanted to keep Sunder safe and stable while I wanted to turn the world on its head.

“It’s the right thing to do, Fetch. Besides, we just ran around the Mess shouting our intentions and getting into a shootout. We couldn’t keep this under wraps even if we wanted to.”

She was right. I was tempted to tuck every piece away so we could investigate their powers on our own, but this case was too high profile and I’d carelessly given the game away. If I pushed back against Simms, I’d be putting us both on the wrong side of the law, and Eileen didn’t deserve that.

And yet …

“What if we go through the boxes first? Quickly?”

“And then what? Smuggle the best stuff out of here? I thought you trusted Simms.”

“I don’t trust anyone to go all the way. Especially not the police.”

“What do you mean, go all the way?”

I didn’t have the words to explain myself, and the look on Eileen’s face made me question whether it was worth finding them. If I wanted to keep myself involved in the case after the cops got here, my best option was to stay on their good side. I swallowed my desire to risk it all for the sake of some unknown stolen trinkets, and stepped back from the crates.

“I think there’s a phone upstairs,” I said.

The floor beneath the telephone had caved in. To use it, I had to straddle the gap with one boot on a shelf and the other on the edge of a broken floorboard.

It rang twice before a high-pitched voice answered. It was Sunder City’s most sickeningly polite police officer, Corporal Bath.

“Is Simms there?” I asked.

“Can I ask who’s speaking?”

“You can give it a try.”

There was a pause. I would have let it go on longer if my foot wasn’t cramping.

“Bath, it’s Fetch. Just let me talk to her.”

Eileen shouted from below.

“Fetch, look!”

She’d unwrapped something from inside a large piece of canvas.

“Just tell Simms to come down to the Mess.”

“The Mess? We had a report of somebody firing a pistol down there. Was that you?”

Of course. Even in a city as wild as Sunder, bullets fired into a fruit stall are bound to be noticed.

“I didn’t do the firing but I know who did. I’m in the basement of the mask-maker’s store with something Simms will want to see. Don’t tell anyone else, okay? This is for her ears only.”

“Sure. But—”

I hung up and rushed back downstairs to make the most of our last few minutes alone. Eileen and I were two kids unwrapping our birthday presents and we didn’t want to put down our toys for a moment.

Eileen was holding a wooden sword over her head like a character on the cover of a children’s story, with the tip pointing up through the hole in the floorboards into the room above. It was three feet long, made from dense, dark, knotted timber.

“It’s a Fae sword,” she said. “I’ve read about them in stories but never seen one for real.”

I ran my finger along the edge. It was kind of sharp, but not enough to cut my skin. I brought it near one of the candles to get a better look at the grain and saw that there were no joins or separations; the pommel, handle, crossbar and blade were all constructed from a single piece of wood. This sword hadn’t been carved, it had been shaped by a talented Wood Sprite; grown from a living organism by a creature who could sculpt with nature itself.

“I thought the Fae favored magic over wielding weapons by hand. Or—”

As I tilted the sword to examine the hilt, the blade tapped against the leg of a metal table. As soon as it made contact, the leg bent, then snapped. The table collapsed and the candle hit the floor, splashing hot wax all over us.

I was left stunned and confused, staring at the pieces of shrapnel lying beneath the broken table and wondering what had happened.

Eileen picked up the candle and lit it again.

“During the Third War, after Humans forged the first iron weapons, the Fae crafted these swords in response. You can’t kill anyone with them, but …”

The broken table was sideways on the floor. Eileen put the tip of the sword on another one of the legs and pushed down. The thick metal bent easily, like it had been heated up to an incredible temperature, then snapped in two. We both giggled in amazement.

“It works like it used to!” I said.

Eileen shrugged. “Not quite. In the stories, it shattered armor with the slightest tap and broke swords into millions of pieces. This seems to have diminished somewhat, but it might be handy around a construction site.”

She laid the sword down on the canvas and we kept searching the crates, hoping to find another rare treasure ripped from one of her stories. Gold and silver shimmered in the darkness. Some items smelled like distant oceans, others like old smoke or musty caves. We left Sunder City behind, adventuring out across Archetellos as it used to be: a world that was barely big enough for its own amazing creations, full of magic and danger, with unpredictable wonders tucked into every square foot.

We were so wrapped up in our discoveries that we didn’t notice the footsteps above.

“Hello? Mr Phillips?”

It was the courteous Corporal Bath. His pale face peered down from the hole over our heads.

“Hey, Bath. Is Simms up there?”

Another, deeper voice responded.

“She’ll be along shortly, Mr Phillips, but we can handle things for the time being.”

Goddamnit.

The sound of leather-soled shoes brought Thurston Niles down the stairs. His suit was tan, his shoes were spotless, and his eyes were as warm and welcoming as a shallow swamp.

“Well done, Fetch. Baxter will be pleased.”

When he looked to Eileen, she tensed, as if preparing to defend herself. I grumbled out introductions.

“Eileen Tide, this is Thurston Niles of the Niles Company. From his shit-eating grin, it looks like he’s here to try and take the recovered artefacts for himself.”

“I don’t try to do anything, Fetch. Just leave everything where it is and we’ll take care of it.”

“Some of these pieces belong to my clients.”

“Then they can file a claim with the House of Ministers and apply to get them back, but they’ll have to prove that they won’t be used for nefarious means.” He walked up to the closest box and examined a stone figurine of an archer. “We can’t just let things like these loose on the streets, can we?”

Eileen snorted.

“You’re the one who put killing machines in everyone’s hands.”

“Yes, but that’s fair. The pistols create an even playing field for all of us. It works the same, no matter who wields it. Something like this,” he picked up a golden bracelet and twirled it in the candlelight, “well, who knows what kind of trouble it might cause?”

He stood there, saying nothing, waiting for one of us to officially cross the line. I wanted to slap the treasure from his hands, chop off his fingers and crush them under my boot. Each item in the room had the potential to bring the world we lost out of the darkness, and Thurston Niles was determined to stop that from happening.

A year ago, I saved this city. It cost the life of my best friend to do it. Hendricks believed that if Niles could control this city, he’d use that power to take over all Archetellos, but I believed that the people of Sunder wouldn’t give him their souls so easily. I had faith that they could resist the easy comfort that Niles offered them, and find a way back to the world we all wanted.

I was wrong.

Every day that goes by, Niles digs his claws deeper into this city. Every day, fewer folks dream about ever going back.

Niles and I were in a race – I needed to prove to everyone that the magic wasn’t gone for good before Niles created a world where even a miracle wouldn’t matter – and Niles was way out ahead.

“Drop it,” I said.

Niles grinned, his mouth full of artificially whitened teeth.

“No,” he replied. No explanation. No defense. He didn’t need one. Thurston Niles owned Sunder City. He’d purchased it a year ago by bringing the fires up to the surface, heating homes, and filling factories with well-paid workers. He built houses on the outskirts to get people out of the slums, and mansions on the hill so they had something to aspire to. You couldn’t fight him. You might as well try to fight the sidewalk or the smog or the lanternlight.

But that didn’t stop me from trying.

“I said, drop it.”

One of Thurston’s lackeys came down the stairs in his charcoal suit. He stood behind his boss and tried an unconvincing scowl. I couldn’t tell any of those fuckers apart. They all had the same haircut, same charcoal suit, same black tie, and same slap-attracting face.

“Settle down, Mr Man for Hire,” said Niles, spinning the bracelet on his finger and adopting the patronizingly rational tone that all powerful men use when they want their opinions to come across as fact. “The police are upstairs, and this is all above board. We just want to make sure these valuables find their rightful home.”

He was goading me, and I was more than happy to take the bait.

I grabbed the Fae sword and brought the tip up to Niles’s throat. The point wavered under his dimpled chin, tilting his head upwards. The charcoal suit froze, his hand not yet on his weapon. Everyone in the room held their breath, for just a moment, before it all came out as laughter.

Niles first, then his lackey, then another charcoal suit on the stairs. Even Bath up in the bleachers had a chuckle.

“Whatever people say about you, Fetch, you certainly know how to paint a heroic picture.” Niles dropped his chin against the harmless tip of my weapon. “A lone man going up against the fully-armed might of a more powerful enemy with nothing but a child’s wooden sword. Your efforts are as ineffective as always, but I appreciate the symbolism.”

Fuck him. I pulled back my shoulder and bent my arm. The sword might not be sharp, but the wood was hard enough to hurt if it came down on his head. There was a hint of surprise in Niles’s eyes that pleased me, but the jackets of the charcoal suits slipped open, and three pistols were pointed in my direction.

“Stop!” screamed Eileen.

Shit. I’d almost forgotten she was there. I relaxed my arm.

“Now you drop it,” said Niles, who was no longer smiling. He was used to being ten steps ahead and resented anything unpredictable.

“Fetch, do as he says.”

The unmistakable lisp of Detective Simms dropped down from above, the words landing on my head like unhappy little raindrops.

Fuck this. Fuck her and fuck them all.

I dropped the sword. Niles found his shiny grin again.

“There’s a good boy.”

Between my feet, the rock of Hyluna sat in the divot it had made when it hit the floor.

“Fine, but I’m taking thi—” I tried to pick it up but the rock hadn’t dried all the way. “I’m taking this. For my – hnghh – for my …” It took all my effort to get it up to the height of my outer jacket pocket. “For my client.”

Niles was about to protest, but a ripping sound stopped him. The rock tore its way out of my coat and smashed back onto the floor, making another dent.

As they laughed, I wiped it with my sleeve – which made it slightly lighter – and kept it in my fist as I marched up the stairs. Eileen huffed for a few moments before following me.

“Lovely to finally meet you, Miss Tide.” Thurston’s smile didn’t make it past his top lip, let alone his eyes. “I hope you’re enjoying the new library we built for you. Education is so very important in a flourishing civilization.”

We left him with his room of precious treasures, and I wondered if there was anything in the world that had the power to change things now. Could any of those trinkets truly make a difference in a city where Thurston had brought his brand of prosperity to the streets? Even if they could, would anyone want to hear about it?

Simms was waiting at the top of the stairs: a thin figure in a black coat, hat and scarf, absently rubbing a loose scale on the side of her hand.

“What the hell, Simms? I called you, not Niles.”

The detective didn’t have a habit of apologizing, but her eyes were something close to sorry. She leaned in close and said, “Let’s take this outside.”
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“Eileen Tide, meet Detective Lena Simms.”

They shook hands. Eileen’s long fingers wrapped around Simms’s reptilian scales.

“Nice to meet you, Ms Tide. I’m sorry to be rude, but would you mind if I spoke to Fetch alone?”

Eileen nodded.

“As long as you’re gonna kick his ass for almost getting me killed down there. Next time you want to start a scrap with your boyfriend, Fetch, wait until I’ve left the room.”

Simms raised an amused eyebrow.

“Actually, this one can stay.”

“You’re kidding!” I looked between them, mouth hanging open. “Why the hell wouldn’t you back me up?”

“We can’t,” said Eileen. “The new library is funded by the Niles Company, and we all know the influence Thurston has with the mayor. Simms can’t be seen arguing with him in public.”

“So, I’m the only one who’s willing to put myself on the line?”

“Yes,” hissed Simms. “That’s the point of your whole Man for Hire act, right? Not having to answer to anybody?”

“No. The point is to find the magic again. Magic that could be down in that basement right now, but we’ll never know because neither of you has the guts to stick your neck out.”

“Fetch, you know I can’t …” Simms trailed off, with a side-eye to Eileen that sent a message.

“I should get back,” said Eileen, on cue. “Gotta be up early to open the library for the school kids.”

She swanned off down the street. Simms watched her go for a few beats longer than was polite.

“Damn Witches,” she said finally, and pulled the scarf away from her mouth. Her serpentine face was cracked, and her lips were dry and bloody. A year ago, she’d only ever uncovered herself around me as an intimidation tactic when she’d take me downtown to threaten me with things that never worked. Now she exposed her pockmarked checks and missing scales when she wanted me to feel like there wasn’t any barrier between us. It was a gesture of friendship, but I still didn’t know whether to believe it. “What happened in there?”

“You screwed me. That’s what happened.” I took out my pack of Clayfield Heavies, and Simms held out her hand. I passed her a twig and put another between my lips. “I called your office but Niles and his goons showed up instead.”

“He’s got security suits at the station now. Officially, they’re supposed to be representatives for the mayor, but since the mayor answers to Niles it’s all the same thing. From now on, you call me at home or get me to meet you at another location if there’s anything important you want to tell me.”

A couple of the charcoal suits came out of the mask-maker’s store and headed uptown. I sneered at their backs, liked the feel of it, then turned to sneer
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