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CHAPTER 1



A thief is a lot like a wizard. I have quick hands. And I can make things disappear. But then I stole the wizard’s locus magicalicus and nearly disappeared myself forever.
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It was a late night in the Twilight, black-dark as the inside of a burglar’s bag. The streets were deserted. A sooty fog crept up from the river, and the alleyways echoed with shadows. Around me I felt the city, echoing and empty, desolate and dead.

The cobblestones under my bare feet were slick with the evening’s rain. No luck that day for my quick, pocket-pick hands, and I hadn’t managed to filch my supper or a bit of copper to buy it with. I was hollow with hunger. I might have tried somewhere else, except that the Underlord had a word out on me, and his minions would beat the fluff out of me if they could. Keeping an eye out, I lurked in an alleyway.

Now it was late. The rain started up again, not a hard rain, but a cold one, just enough to get into your bones and make you shiver. A good night for misery eels. I hunched into my lurking spot and thought about warm dinners.

Then I heard it. Step step tap. Step step tap. I edged back into my alley shadows to wait, and along he came. Old man, I thought. A bent, bearded, cloak-wearing old croakety croak leaning on a cane. Climbing the steep street toward me. Muttering to himself. His purse, I decided, would be paying for my dinner, though he didn’t know it yet.

I was a shadow, a breath of air, light-feather fingers and—quick hands—I ghosted up behind him, dipped into his cloak pocket, grabbed what I found within, and was gone. Away clean.

Or so I thought. The old man went on, not noticing a thing, and I slipped back into my alley and opened my hand to see what I’d got for my trouble.

Even in the shadows, the thing I’d stolen was darker than dark, and though it was small, a stone no bigger than a baby’s fist, it was heavier than the heart of a man on his way to the gallows tree. It was a magical thing. The wizard’s locus magicalicus. As I stared down at the wizardly stone, it started to glow. Soft at first, with the red warmth of coals in a winter hearth. Then, a sudden fierce flash of lightning and the alley was alive with dancing, flashing light, the shadows fleeing like frightened black cats.

I heard the wizard coming back. Step step tap. Step step tap. Quickly I fisted the stone and shoved it down deep into my pocket. Darkness fell again. As I turned, blinking the brights from my eyes to look, the old man came tip-tapping around my corner, and, reaching out with a big hand, grabbed me by the shoulder.

“Well, boy,” he said. His voice was strong and gravelly.

I stood still. I know trouble when it grabs me.

The old man looked down at me with keen-glancing eyes. Silence for a long, dark moment. In my pocket, the stone weighed and warmed. Then he said, “You look hungry.”

Well, yes. I was. Carefully, cautiously, I nodded.

“Then I will buy you some dinner,” the old man said. “Roast pork, perhaps? Potatoes and pie?”

I swallowed. My head was telling me this was not a good idea. The old man was a wizard, clear as clear, and what kind of fool sits down to eat dinner with a wizard?

But my empty-since-yesterday stomach was telling me even louder that it wanted pork and peppered potatoes and pie. It told me to nod and I did.

“Well then,” the old man wizard said. “The chophouse on the corner is still open.” He let me go and started step-tapping down the street, and I went with him. “I am Nevery,” he said. “And your name?”

Telling wizards your name is generally not a good idea. I didn’t answer. Just walked along beside him. The wizard seemed to be looking ahead to the chophouse on the corner, but I caught a glimpse of his keen-gleam eyes, watching me from under the brim of his hat.

The chophouse was lit by a coal fire in the hearth and was empty except for its keeper. “Dinner,” the wizard ordered, and held up two fingers. The chophouse keeper nodded and went to fetch the food. We settled at a table, me with my back against the wall, Nevery blocking my way to the door.

“Well, boy,” the wizard said, taking off his hat. In the brighter light I saw that his eyes were black and his hair, beard, and eyebrows silver gray. Beneath his dark gray cloak, he wore black trousers and a black frock coat with a velvet collar and an embroidered black waistcoat, all of it just a bit shabby, as if he’d once had more money than he did now. He leaned his gold-knobbed cane against the table. “A cold, wet night for travelers, is it not?”

A cold, wet night for anyone, I thought. I nodded.

He looked at me. I looked back.

“Yet you seem healthy enough,” he said, as if talking to himself. “No ill effects that I can see.”

Ill effects? What was he talking about?

“You never did tell me your name,” he said.

And I wasn’t going to, either. I shrugged.


Nevery opened his mouth to say something else, when the chophouse keeper delivered our food, plunking down full plates before us.

The pork chops were fragrant and crisp, the potatoes swimming in butter with a sprinkling of black pepper over their shiny brown backs. The chophouse keeper returned briefly and added a plate of pie oozing with berries and dusted with sugar. The wizard said something, but I didn’t hear him. I picked up my fork and cut open a potato. I let butter soak in for a second and then took an enormous bite.

“I said,” the wizard said, staring at me, “that my locus magicalicus will likely kill you, boy, very soon. I’m astonished it hasn’t done so already.”

I gulped. My bite of potato slid like a lump of lead down my throat and I heard the echo as it dropped into my empty stomach.

Kill me, did he say? The locus stone would kill me? I slid my hand into my pocket. And then I watched myself pull out the stone. It lay in my palm like a soft-edged bit of night.

I blinked, and the stone swelled, and a heavy, night-dark mass filled my hands. The firelight flickered out.

In the distance, I heard the chophouse keeper scream. The wizard snatched up his knobbed cane and leaped to his feet.

In my hands, the stone’s warmth turned to ice. It grew larger, and though I tried to put it down, it wouldn’t let me go. The freezing heaviness grew and expanded until it was all around me, dragging me down into a seething black pit where the wind stabbed me with needles of ice and roared with a voice that rumbled in my bones.

I peered up through the lashing darkness.

The wizard Nevery loom-doomed up before me.

“Tell me your name!” he shouted.

I shook my head. The wind shrieked and tore with icy fingers at my hair and clothes.

Nevery shouted again; I could barely hear his voice above the wind. “If you don’t tell me your name, fool, I cannot save you!”

The wind whipped around me. Cold air flowed from the stone, reaching out with icy fingers, pulling me in, and I pushed it away and shouted my name, “Connwaer!”

In the distance, I heard Nevery’s strong, gravelly voice shout my name along with other words, a magical spell. Then I felt his hand, warm, solid, close over mine and take the stone.

The wind died. The air warmed. All was quiet.

After a while, I opened my eyes to find myself lying on the wooden floor of the chophouse, the fire flickering in the fireplace and Nevery at the table taking a last bite of berry pie. He wiped his mouth on a napkin and leaned back in his chair, looking down at me.

The stone was nowhere to be seen.

“Well then, boy,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “My locus magicalicus ought to have killed you the moment you laid your thieving fingers on it. But it did not. And because you are not dead, you interest me.”

I blinked and climbed shakily to my feet. On the table, my plate of pork chops and potatoes waited for me. And the berry pie dusted with sugar. I could have made a run for it, then. He couldn’t have caught me. Quick-dart for the door and back out into the steep, rain-dark streets of Wellmet. But I didn’t. Because I interested the wizard.

The thing is, I make a good thief, me and my quick hands. But I’ll make an even better wizard’s apprentice.
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Arrived back in this accursed city after nightfall. Dratted city guards tried to arrest me. Prison if I’m caught here. Used remirrimer spell, eluded them. Forced to retreat to Twilight, west of river.

Dangerous place.

Banishment from Wellmet a long misery, travel from city to city, my grimoire lost, my magic weakened. Would not have come back but for letter from Brumbee.

 

My dear Nevery,

 

I know that when you left you swore never to return to Wellmet, but dire events are taking place in the city. We have been monitoring the magical levels and have made an alarming discovery. The level of magic in Wellmet is ebbing. This has been going on for years, but lately the level has fallen rather alarmingly and abruptly, and we magisters can discover no reason why this should be so. The duchess is no help, of course. You must return and aid the city in its time of need. Please tell no one that I have written to you.

 

Really, Nevery, I do not know what to do. You must help.

 

Very sincerely yours,

Brumbee, Magister,

Master of Wellmet Academicos, &c.

 

Letter did not mention fact that I have been banished from Wellmet for past twenty years. Typical of Brumbee. Man’s too worried to think about consequences of inviting me back to city.


 

To do:


	Find accommodation in Twilight.

	Meet Brumbee

	Meet with Underlord Crowe

	Hire muscle. Benet?


After arrival in Twilight, went in search of dinner.

Note to self: check locus magicalicus for adosyncratichi, be sure it’s unaffected by tonight’s adventure.

Was not planning on taking on servant. Will probably not keep him, as most likely not worth trouble. Boy thief is wrapped up in a blanket on the hearth, sound asleep. From here, looks like bundle of rags with dirty bare feet sticking out one end and shock of dirty dark hair out the other.

Only time for short entry tonight. Am weary from the journey and must think on what is to come.
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CHAPTER 2



On my first apprentice morning, the wizard Nevery woke me up.

He stood all-tall, wearing his gray wizard’s robe, and nudged meagain with his foot.

“Get up, boy.” He pointed with his cane at a basin of water on the table. “Wash yourself and join me in the chophouse for breakfast.”

[image: image]

Breakfast!

As he left the room, I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and rolled myself out of the blanket.

Wash up, the wizard had said. I went to the table, to the basin of water. Stuck my finger in. Brrr. Cold as cobbles.

I went downstairs for breakfast and found the wizard at the same table we’d shared the night before. Nevery sat with his knob-headed cane propped against the wall beside his chair, drinking tea. His cloak, I noticed, had a patch on the sleeve with a picture of an hourglass with wings on it, stitched in dark blue thread.

“Did you wash?” Nevery asked.

I shrugged, looking past him at the table. There were hot biscuits and bacon and porridge and tea. I started for my seat but stopped when he grabbed me.

“You washed?”

Well, no. Not yet. I shook my head.


He pointed toward the stairs. “You wash. And then you may eat.”

And if I didn’t make it quick, he’d eat all the bacon, no doubt. I ran up the stairs to the room. I stripped off my shirt and splashed up some water and scrubbed my hands and face. Shivering, I went down again.

Nevery nodded.

I sat down and reached for the biscuits.

The wizard stared at me while I ate. He was looking at me, but he was thinking about something else.

All right with me. I had porridge with butter to deal with. The chophouse keeper brought more things to eat. At last I finished the last crumb of pie left over from the night before.

“Had enough?” Nevery asked.

I nodded.

“I should think so,” he muttered, getting to his feet and taking up his cane. “Come along, boy.”


He headed for the door, jamming his flat-topped, wide-brimmed hat onto his head and pausing to settle up with the chophouse keeper, then striding out onto the street.

Not one to stand about talking, was he?

“Where we going?” I asked, catching up.

He gave me one of his keen-gleam glances and strode on. I kept up, having to run a few steps now and then to stay with him.

Nevery turned onto Strangle Street, then down Fleetside, glancing at the falling-down houses and dark shops as he passed, looking for something. At last he stopped before a tavern, the kind of smokehole you have to take two steps down to get inside, the kind of place people go to make dark deals.

“Wait here, boy,” Nevery said, and swept-stepped down into the tavern.

I leaned against the brick wall outside. The wind blew down the street, stirring up the trash in the gutters, poking cold fingers down the back of my shirt. The cobblestones were like ice under my feet. Out around me, the city felt shivery and empty. I hugged myself to keep warm.

After a while, Nevery came up out of the tavern, followed by a thick-necked, tall man with spiky hair and a face like a bare-knuckles brawl. Muscle, minion, man of the hench. He wore a plain brown suit with a knitted red waistcoat under it and a wide, brass-buckled belt and, from the looks of it, kept a knife and an almost-empty purse string in his coat pocket. He’d be working for Nevery, I guessed, so I wouldn’t try to steal them.

He hulked up the steps, folded his huge arms, and glared down at me. “This him, sir?” His voice was deep and growling.

Yes, the wizard’s apprentice, I opened my mouth to say, but Nevery beat me to it.

“It is,” Nevery said. He paused to thread a few copper lock coins onto his purse string.

“I’m Conn,” I added.


The new muscle leaned down and spoke in a low voice, so Nevery couldn’t hear him. “Stay out of my way, you.” He showed me his fist.

All right, I got the message. I edged away from him.

“Come along,” Nevery said. He went off down the street, swinging his cane, and the hired muscle went with him.

I followed, trying to listen in on their discussion, but they kept their voices low.

We ended up at Dusk House, where one of Wellmet’s worst lived. Crowe. Underlord. Are you sure you want to go here, Nevery? I wanted to ask. But I kept quiet.

From the outside, Crowe’s place wasn’t too bad. Big iron gates out the front, high wall with spikes on top. Inside, a tall stone mansion house. Hard place to get into, hard place to get out of. Not someplace I wanted to go back to. But I reckoned being with Nevery would be protection enough.


Nevery had a word with the two minions at the gate, who let us in. Then he had a word with the four minions at the front door, who let us in.

“We’ll take you to Underlord Crowe,” one of the minions said. “But the muscle stays here.”

“Very well.” Nevery sounded calm. But I saw how hard he was gripping his cane. “Benet, wait here.” He turned to go with the minion, and I started after him. He paused, looked down at me. “You stay too, boy.”

I watched him go off down the hallway, the cane going tap tap on the shiny black floor. At the other end of the hall, he and the minion went through a tall, black door, which slammed behind them.

I looked around. One of the minions had gone with Nevery. Two had gone back to their guard-room by the front door. That left one watching me and Nevery’s new muscle man. Benet stood with his feet braced, arms folded, glaring at the minion, who stared back at him.

Keeping my head down, I sat on the cold floor with my back against the wall.

At that, the minion shifted his glare to me. His eyes narrowed. “Here now. I know you, don’t I?”

I sat very still.

The minion nodded. “You’re that lockpick. Crowe has a word out on you.”

Drats.

The minion came over and, with hard hands, gripped me by the shoulders and yanked me to my feet. I shot Benet a glance, but he stood with his arms folded. No help.

“My master will want a word with you,” the minion growled.

A word was not what the Underlord wanted from me.

All at the same moment, I kicked out at the minion’s shin and twisted my shoulders and I was free. Ducking under his reaching arms, I raced down the shiny stone hallway toward the door Nevery had gone through.

“Here, you!” the minion shouted. Then he called for the other minions and lumbered after me.

I went through the door into an empty hallway. The second door I came to was unlocked, so I darted through and slammed it closed. I was in another hallway.

I needed to find Nevery. My bare feet made no noise as I ran down the hallway, pausing to try each door. Locked, locked, locked. The hallway turned; I crouched down to peer around the corner. If a guard is looking out for intruders, he looks at his eye level, not down near the floor.

In one direction, nothing but empty hallway. Down the other, two minions outside a door. Crowe still used it as his office, I guessed. Nevery was in there. I backed away from the turning and tried the nearest doorknob, a bumpy brass thing with a big keyhole. Locked. I peeked through the keyhole, checking for light: none. Put my ear against the door: silence.

I fished my lockpick wires out of my pocket and picked the lock, clean. Easing open the door, I slid inside and pushed it shut again. The room was dark, but I could make out another door in the shadows at the other end.

I crossed the room, quick-quiet to the other door, and did the thing with the lockpicks again. Still clear. Went through the next room, to the next door.

Along the bottom of this door was a line of light. I crouched down and peered through the keyhole. Couldn’t see much. Flickering werelight, maybe a shelf of books, the corner of a gold-gilt picture frame.

Then a sound. Click-tick, click-tick, click-tick-tick-tick. I knew what made that sound. The Underlord. A long time ago I’d done something stupid—picked Crowe’s pocket to see what he carried around with him. And what had I got for my trouble? The click-ticker. It was a little hand-sized metal device holding four bone discs with notches on them. Crowe used it for counting, for calculating, and each time a number came up, the device went click-tick.

From inside the room, Nevery said something in a deep growl. He sounded angry.

As I turned away from the keyhole, I realized that the room had a third door.

I went over and crouched down to peer through the ornate keyhole. A man was standing directly opposite the door, shouting at someone else. The man was a white-haired wizard, but not Nevery; he wore a black robe with gold trim and had a locus magicalicus hanging from a gold chain around his neck.

“—without the slowsilver!” he shouted. “I must have another measure of it at least, or—” He lowered his voice and I couldn’t hear exactly what he said, but it sounded deadly, like sharp knives in a dark alley. Scowling, he pointed toward the corner of the room and I heard another door open and slam shut. Then the wizard turned his back and went to a bookcase. He looked around, and then pressed a panel beside the top shelf. The bookcase swung open to reveal a dark doorway. The top of a stairway, I realized. The wizard went down. The bookcase-door stayed open.

What was he up to? Wizardly things, maybe, and as a wizard’s apprentice, I should follow him and find out. Quickly I pulled out my wires and got to work on the lock. It was fancy, but it was a good one, with flanges, studs, and crenellations. Finally—calm breath, quick fingers—I got the wires to click into place and the lock turned over. I eased the door open and peered into the room. Empty.

I crossed the room to the stairway; it gaped like a pit, dark. I went down a few steps and listened, then went farther, down and down, deeper into the darkness. The stairs were narrow and steep, and I kept my hand on the wall to steady myself. At last, I came to a turning. I peered around. Nothing, just the dim outline of another turning ahead, with lights beyond it. I crept down.

When I reached the next turning, I crouched in the darkness on the step and peered around the corner. Quickly, I pulled back. Bright lights, movement, a big space. Too many people down there to go any farther. I heard clanking, the sound of metal hammering on metal, a grinding of gears, a man’s voice, cursing. An acrid smell, like burnt metal, hung in the stairway and prickled in my throat.

I listened for a few more moments, then heard steps coming up from below. Holding my breath, I skiffed up the stairs and out the bookcase-door, then across the room and into the dark room beyond. I swung the door closed and used my lockpick wires to lock it again.

Something was going on. Crowe had a workshop or something down there, and who knew what else. He and this white-haired wizard were up to something, clear as clear. I’d have to figure it out.

But now it was time to get back to the front door.


Quietly, checking the doors as I went, I skiffed back to the hallway, then back to the entryway.

I slithered through the door. Just Benet-the-Muscle at the other end, no sign of Underlord minions. I cat-footed it back down the black shiny stone hallway.

As I coasted up, Benet reached out with one long arm and grabbed me, then gave me a swat across the face. I’d gotten worse, but I wasn’t expecting it, so I went crashing off into the wall, banged the back of my head, and bit my lip.

Benet didn’t say anything, just folded his arms again and stared down at me.

My ears were ringing from the blow as Nevery and the minion came through the door at the end of the hallway. Tap tap tap went Nevery’s cane on the polished stone floor. I was glad to see him. Not everybody walks out of a meeting with the Underlord. Nevery gave me one of his keen-gleam glances as he came up but didn’t say anything. The minions with him glared at me, but they didn’t say anything, either.

Staying as far from Benet as I could, I followed Nevery as we left Dusk House. From the sound of the wizard’s words with Benet, the meeting had not gone well.

I hoped Nevery knew better than to deal with Crowe. Only one thing ever happened to anybody who crossed the Underlord. And it involved weights and chains and the river on a dark night. Made me shiver just thinking about it.
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From Nevery Flinglas, Wizard to Her Grace, Willa Forestal, Duchess of Wellmet.

 

Your Grace,

Recently, I was made aware that Wellmet has been suffering from a decline in its level of magic. I decided to visit the city to see if this is true. Since my return from exile—yes, I am here—I have noticed the decay and desolation that, according to my readings on the subject, is characteristic of magical decline. Many houses lie empty and rotting, the streets are desolate, the people listless; the very fabric of the city is unraveling. No doubt, you have magisters working on the problem. They are incompetent fools, as you well know.


I am here; I offer my services. If you will lift the order of exile—if you deem that twenty years banishment is enough—I will put all of my energies into identifying the cause of the magical decline and then act to correct it.

You may send a response with my man, Benet, or send a letter to me at the chophouse on Half-Chick Lane in the Twilight.

 

Yours sincerely,

NEVERY

 

Post Script: Willa, if you choose to again force me from the city, I will leave and you may deal with the problem yourself.


 

From Her Grace, Willa Forestal,
 Duchess of Wellmet,
 To Nevery Flinglas, Wizard.

 

Nevery,

I am quite aware of your return. And I readily admit that Wellmet has a problem and that the magisters have done little, or perhaps nothing, to discover what is wrong. As always, I place the city’s needs above my own, and so I am lifting the order of exile. However, one wrong step, Nevery, and I will see you cast out again. No pyrotechnic experiments. Do not try my patience.

 

On this fourth day of Nonembry,
 I am
 Duchess Willa Forestal, &c.
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Duchess has responded to letter; however, must tread carefully, as she could easily change her mind, have me arrested. Letter from duchess means I can move back into Heartsease. House is surely falling to pieces, but best place for my purposes. Tomorrow, first thing: leave chophouse, put servant boy and Benet to work making place habitable.

Once settled there, must discover magisters’ position.

Likely boy useless as servant. And more trouble than he is worth. His breakfast alone cost four copper locks:

Three biscuits

Bacon

Four eggs

Two cups tea

Cup of milk

Bowl of porridge with:

Butter


Brown sugar

Nuts

An apple

A cold potato

Leftover berry pie

 

Boy does look better for it, true.

Sent him off to buy paper, pen, and ink. Half expect him to take money and disappear. Might be better for him if he did.













CHAPTER 3



On the morning of my second day as Nevery’s apprentice, I woke up wrapped in my blanket, snug before the coal fire. My eye hurt a little from the day before, when Benet had thumped me, but it wasn’t too bad. I could still see out of it.
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Except for me, the room was empty. I wriggled out of the blanket and headed for the door. Benet and Nevery were probably in the chophouse eating all the bacon. I headed downstairs.

Nevery and Benet were just gathering up their things. Oh, no. Had I missed breakfast? I skidded to a stop at the bottom of the stairs.

The wizard gave me one of his keen looks. Benet ignored me.

“All right, boy,” Nevery said, sitting down again. “Eat quickly. I’ll have another cup of tea.” Then he spoke to Benet. “Pack up the things, and we’ll leave straightaway.” Benet nodded and went off up the stairs.

The chophouse keeper brought stale biscuits from the day before, and some other things. I made a sandwich out of biscuit, jam, and cheese, and took a big bite.

Nevery poured himself more tea. Then he poured me a mug, too, and I took a drink, washing down my bite.


“Where we going?” I asked, and ate more biscuit sandwich.

He didn’t answer right away. He was holding a piece of paper, a letter, which he tapped a few times on the tabletop. Then, “Heartsease.”

I opened my mouth to ask what that was, but he waved me silent. “Just eat, boy. I’ll answer your cursed questions before you ask them.” He drank his tea. “Heartsease is a large mansion on its own island in the river. It is my home, but no one has lived in it for twenty years.”

I opened my mouth to ask another question.

“Don’t ask why it’s been empty that long,” he said. “I ran into some trouble here in Wellmet some time ago, let that be enough.”

That was enough, for now. I nodded and took another bite of my breakfast.

“You may not have noticed,” he went on, “but this city is facing a crisis. The level of magic has been dropping. Only ebbing, for years, but lately, I am told, the level has dropped more precipitously. If it is not stopped, Wellmet will fall into decay.”

“What’re we going to do about it?” I asked.

He raised his bushy gray eyebrows. “We? I am going to demand leadership of Magisters Hall so I can research the problem and then deal with it.” Nevery studied me for a moment. “It could be dangerous.”

Well, I’d already figured that out. The magisters were unchancy enough, and he was dealing with Underlord Crowe, too.

He went on to explain how the balance of power worked in Wellmet. I knew it already but listened and ate while he explained. He got it mostly right. As I see it, the duchess, with help from her elected council, rules the city; she lives in the Dawn Palace on the east side of the river, what people call the Sunrise. Most of the fancy neighborhoods, rich people, and fine shops are over there. Wizards keep it spelled and looking nice. You look like me, you don’t go there in the daytime unless you want to spend some time in one of the duchess’s fancy jail cells.

Then there is the Twilight, on the west side of the river. It’s much smaller than the Sunrise because it’s squeezed in where the river bends. In the Twilight are the mills and factories and warehouses. The Twilight is run by the Underlord. Crowe likes power and money, and he has minions to enforce his orders. He’d kill his own family to get what he wanted. Every thief, bagman, pickpocket, smokehole tavern owner—everyone—pays part of their takings to the Underlord. Kind of like taxes, except that the duchess’s tax collectors don’t bash you with clubs if you can’t pay.

And in the middle of the river that winds through Wellmet are a chain of islands, and these are ruled by the magisters—the wizards.

Most of the time, three powers—magisters, duchess, Underlord—balance one another. All in all, not a bad system. If you live on the Sunrise side of the river.


Nevery was still talking, explaining Wellmet politics, while I finished my biscuit sandwich. I nodded to show him I was listening. As long as he kept talking, I could keep eating. I eyed the biscuits. Maybe one with butter this time. Mmm, and pickle. Sadly, there wasn’t any bacon left.

“Are you paying attention, boy?”

I looked up from my plate. Nevery frowned, like he was about to turn me into a toad. I held my breath.

But then Benet came stomping down the stairs with his arms full of baggage. The wizard got to his feet, picked up his cane, and put on his wide-brimmed hat. He said to Benet, “Give a few of those to the boy to carry and come along.”

I grabbed my buttered biscuit and went to the stairs to get the baggage from Benet. Ignoring me, he dropped two bags to the floor and followed Nevery from the room.

I looked at the bags: one for each hand. That left no hand for my biscuit. The chophouse door slammed—Nevery and Benet wouldn’t wait for me, sure as sure. I took a big bite and shoved the rest of the biscuit into my pocket, picked up the bags—what did he have in there, rocks?—and ran out to the street.

Chewing, bag-dragging, I raced after Nevery and Benet. They turned a corner, and I had to run to catch up, headlong down Strangle Street, the bags bumping against my legs. It felt as though there was a big hand at my back, pushing me to catch up. With me panting after, we hurried through the Twilight. The air stank of open sewers and coal smoke and, as we got closer to the river, of dead fish and mud.

Nevery followed Shirttail Street down the hill until we got to the river, which might have a real name, but mostly people just called it the river. Here was the Night Bridge, which led over the river to the Sunrise, the duchess’s part of the city.

The Night Bridge had houses built on it that looked like fat ladies hitching up their skirts as they crossed a brook. The brook, of course, was the river, and it roared beneath the ladies’ skirts as it rushed along.

Nevery led the way onto the dark roadway between the tall houses. Halfway across the bridge, he turned down a narrow passageway between buildings.

Still lugging the bags, I followed Nevery and Benet down a covered stairway. I figured we’d come to the river, but we didn’t; the stairs kept going down, ending at an arched stone tunnel.

Which led, I realized, to the magisters’ islands in the middle of the river. A secret way! The tunnel was dark and smelled damp and fishy, like the river, and the stone-slabbed floor was wet and cold under my bare feet. Nevery held up his locus magicalicus and whispered a word, and his hand, holding the stone, burst into blue flame. I followed Nevery’s flaming hand, which made shadows stalk along the arched stone walls. His cane made a muffled tap tap as we went along. After a short while we came to an iron gate that stretched across the passageway. Nevery spoke a few quiet, echoey words. The locus magicalicus sparked white for a moment, extended a finger of flame to the lock, and the gate clicked open.

One of these days, I decided, I would get myself a locus stone.

Nevery, Benet, and I went through, and the gate clicked closed behind me.

On we went through the twisty tunnels, until we came at last down a long, dripping passageway to another gate. Nevery raised the locus magicalicus. In the flickery blue light, I saw that this gate was rust-dusty and had cobwebs hanging from it. Something was chiseled in the stone under our feet; I could feel wet runes with my toes.

Nevery muttered a word. A key spell, like before, to open the gate. The locus stone sent out its finger of white light to the lock.

Nothing happened.

Nevery frowned and repeated the word again. Nothing.


My arms were tired. With a sigh, I dropped the bags onto the floor and sat on one of them.

“Be careful with those bags, boy,” Nevery said, not looking at me, but at the gate.

Right. But the bags hadn’t been careful of me, had they? I opened one up and peered inside. Books. No wonder.

At the gate, Nevery knelt, looking closely at the keyhole.

I happened to be very good at picking locks. Well-known for it, actually. But the gate’s keyhole was a funny shape, and I figured this kind of lock wouldn’t open for me until I’d had more proper wizard training, so I didn’t say anything. Nevery placed the locus magicalicus right up against the lock and shouted the opening spell.

An arrow of greeny-blue light shot from the keyhole, knocked the stone from his hand, and burst into a shower of sparks that fell to the floor and sizzled in the puddles. With a long drone-groan, the gate opened, scraping across the stone floor.


“Come along,” Nevery said, after picking up his locus magicalicus. Tap tap, off he went down the passageway, Benet right behind him. I heaved up the bags and followed. The gate groaned closed after us.

The tunnel went on until we met a long stairway leading up. Nevery led us to the top, where he pushed a pile of browny-gray brambles out of the way and climbed out into the wintry gray light. Benet stopped at the top of the stairs, blocking me, so I squeezed around him to have a look.

Heartsease. It might once have been a grand, wide mansion house with rows of sparkling windows and columns out front, but that was a long, long time ago. Now it was a pile of soot-stained stone with dark, crack-paned windows, and a gaping hole that looked like somebody had taken a huge rock and dropped it right in the middle of the house where the double-wide doorway should be.

Two parts of the building were still standing, one on either side of the big bite taken out of the middle. Each one was four stories tall with a row of tiny windows just under the gap-tiled roof; chimneys stuck out the top like a row of snaggled teeth.

I loved it at first sight.

From the look on Nevery’s face, he loved it, too, though I doubted he’d admit it. Benet just looked blank.

A courtyard lay before the house, filled with brambles and young trees sprouting right up through the cobbles. In the middle of the courtyard stood a huge, black-branched tree, but instead of leaves, the tree was crowded with coal-black birds. They perched, silent and still, along the branches, watching us with bright, yellow eyes. I had the feeling they’d been sitting there for a long time, waiting for something.

Nevery set off across the courtyard toward one of the parts of the mansion house left standing. As we approached the tree, the birds stirred and cackled quietly, talking about us. Nevery ignored them.


At the house, we were faced with an arched door hanging off its hinges. Nevery gave it a push with his hand and it creaked open. Within was a large, dark room stacked with dusty boxes and barrels and old broken furniture.

Nevery stood in the doorway, looking it over. “Very well then,” he said. “We’ll start with this part of the house, Benet. My study first, then the rest of it. We’ll have to clear all this out of here.” He glanced at me. “Make yourself useful, boy.” He held out his hand. “And give me the books.”

Gladly. I handed over the bags and Nevery picked his way across the room to a narrow stairway and went up, brushing cobwebs out of the way with his cane, each footstep raising a little puff of dust.

Leaving me with Benet. The muscle heaved up his luggage and started after Nevery. I followed, but at the bottom of the stairs Benet stopped and turned to me. I edged back out of his reach.

He pointed at the junk-filled room. “Clean it.”


Well, I certainly wasn’t going to argue with Benet. Following Nevery, he went up the stairs.

I looked over the jumble of junk in the room. Might as well get started. Boxes first, and then I’d haul the old chairs and tables and things outside, see what could be used and what was past saving.

I pulled the rotting wooden cover off one of the boxes and realized at once why Nevery had wanted me, his apprentice, to do this particular job.
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Have moved back into Heartsease.

Eastern quarter of house is sound; four floors of it, at least.

Boxes of magical paraphernalia, books, even furniture in relatively good condition. House needs more work to be made livable, but good progress today.
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CHAPTER 4



The box was full of magical things, all wrapped up in dusty silver paper. Another ten or eleven boxes were just the same. I wanted to unwrap them and find out what they were, but I figured Nevery would want to do it himself.

So I cleaned out the rest of the ground floor, dragging empty boxes and broken barrels out to the courtyard, and I found a mouse-chewed broom and started sweeping the spiderwebs and mouse droppings from the walls and floors; the ceiling was too high to reach.
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Then I went upstairs to find Nevery. He was on an upper floor, sitting in a dusty chair in a very dusty room reading an even dustier book.

“Nevery,” I said.

He looked up and snapped closed the book. A little cloud of dust flew up and he sneezed. “What,” he said crossly, rubbing his nose.

“There’s boxes of magical stuff downstairs. D’you want me to bring them up?”

“No,” Nevery said. “Benet will do it.”

He went back to reading his book. I looked around the room. The high ceiling had plaster flowers and curlicues in the corners, all dust-crusted. The room contained a few other chairs, covered with faded, ripped cloth, and a long table with a scarred surface and heavy, carved legs. A threadbare carpet lay on the floor.


Leaning against one wall was an oil painting, about half as long as I was tall, with a tarnished gilt-gold frame around it. I crouched down to have a look. The paint was crusted over with dirt and smoke; maybe it had hung over a fireplace. I wiped away some of the spiderwebs and dust that covered it.

“What is this, Nevery?”

“A painting,” he said without turning around.

Well, I could see that. “A painting of what?” I asked.

“A dragon.”

I stepped back to look over the picture. “It’s a kind of animal?” I asked.

Nevery closed his book. “You are ignorant, boy.”

I was, true.

“The dragon was a species of giant reptile,” Nevery said. “Winged, horned, and crested, often with the ability to breathe fire.”

As he spoke, I saw, in the smoke and grime, the kind of creature he was talking about, just its outline.

“Dragons are extinct,” Nevery said. Before I could ask him what extinct meant, he said, “It means they’ve all died out, boy. You won’t ever see a dragon.” He opened his book again and nodded at the bookshelves that lined one wall of the room from floor to ceiling; they were all crammed with books and dust. “Dust the shelves. Quietly. Let me read in peace.”

I found a cloth and got to it. The books were old and moldy. I opened one to see what it looked like inside, and it made a crackly-crack sound that made Nevery look over at me and scowl. Carefully, I closed the book again, wiped it down, and put it back on the shelf. The cloth got dirty after a few minutes and I was covered with dust from my hair to my feet. But I kept working at it.

Finally Benet came back from whatever job he’d been doing and Nevery sent him down to fetch the boxes full of magical things.


“Put them here for now,” Nevery said, and Benet set down the box he was carrying and went downstairs for the rest. I went over to watch.

Nevery started by opening each box and handing me the tops, which I dumped in a pile by the door. Then he pulled one of the silver-paper-wrapped objects from the first box and unwrapped it.

Inside was a glass globe about the size of a fist. He held it up. In the grayish light, its surface glimmered with rainbows, like oil on water.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Scrying globe,” Nevery answered. “You’ll keep it polished. Use only wormsilk cloth or it will become clouded and unusable.”

I nodded. Right. I’d keep it polished. Good job for an apprentice.

Carefully, Nevery set the globe on the carpet beside his chair and unwrapped three more, each one larger than the next. I knelt down and peered at them. Scrying globes? “What do they do?”


“Escry,” Nevery said.

That was not a very good answer.

He picked up the largest globe and examined it closely. Unlike the others, its surface was scorched black, as if somebody had toasted it with flames. He handed it to me. “Useless,” he said.

Its surface felt gritty. I polished it on my sleeve, but it didn’t get any cleaner. I wanted to look at it more carefully, but Nevery was unwrapping another object, a bowl made out of a turtle shell. Then he unwrapped a little tarnished silver knife in a leather sheath. After looking closely at the blade and testing it with his thumb, he tossed it aside, pronouncing it useless, so I picked it up and put it in my pocket. Next was a box of metal parts, tiny gears and pistons and springs, all of them rusty. “Hmmm,” Nevery said. He handed the box to me. I put it next to my scorched scrying globe and gathered up an armful of crumpled silver paper and dumped it with the other junk by the door.

The first box empty, Nevery moved on to the next. The first thing he brought out and unwrapped was a small, dead alligator, stuffed, with glass eyes and yellow teeth. He regarded it for a moment, then handed it to me. “Junk.”

I put it with the rest of my things. By this time I was hungry, and I pulled out the biscuit I’d stashed in my pocket and gnawed at it, watching as Nevery unpacked the rest of the boxes. Finally, he sat in his chair in the middle of the room, covered with dust and surrounded by magical things, empty boxes, and crumpled silver paper. He held a huge book from the last box.

The book had a worn leather cover and raggedy-edged pages and bulged with paper markers, dried leaves, diagrams in faded ink, fragments of maps—all bound together by a thick leather strap with a lock in it.

“Well, well,” Nevery muttered to himself. “I thought they would have burned this.” He pulled out his locus magicalicus, whispered a spell word, and, with a little pop, the lock opened.


I leaned forward to watch, my biscuit forgotten.

My movement distracted Nevery, and he glanced over at me. “You have work to do, boy. Go do it.”

Jumping to my feet, I shoved the half biscuit into my pocket, grabbed a cloth, picked up a book from the shelf, and wiped it down.

“Not in here,” Nevery growled. He nodded at the door. “Out.”

I went.

We spent the rest of the day cleaning and moving into Heartsease. By nightfall, we were all tired and cold. Benet had found a chest full of moth-eaten blankets. I pinched a few of them, bundled up my burnt scrying globe, the box of gears, the stuffed alligator, and the painting of the dragon, and headed up to the top of the mansion house.

The ladder up to the attic was missing half its rungs, but I managed to climb to the top. I shoved my stuff up and poked my head through the trapdoor in the floor. The attic room was smaller than the others below, with a low, sloped ceiling and little windows with no glass in them, but it was snug enough. I climbed up and looked around. Except for me and my stuff, the room was empty. A thick layer of dust lay on the floor, and cracked plaster covered the walls. The room smelled of dust and dry rot.

I made a bed out of my blankets and snuggled up inside, nibbling at my biscuit. It had been a good, long day, and I was tired. I ate the last crumb and fell asleep.
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Note to self: Boy’s filthy rags make him look like gutterboy sneak thief. Which he is. But won’t do to have servant of mine looking like that. Boy probably crawling with vermin, lice. Must give him few copper locks for new clothes and louse comb.

Weather cursed damp. Have caught nasty cold.













CHAPTER 5



I woke up on my third day as Nevery’s apprentice hungrier than a pack of rats.
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The air blowing through the windows in my attic room was icy cold. I wrapped myself in one of the holey blankets, climbed down my ladder, and headed downstairs. The marble steps were freezing on my bare feet, and I was shivering by the time I made it to the second floor. Benet was there, building a wood fire in the wide fireplace.

He gave me a glare as I came in and pointed to a bucket standing by the stairs. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to—I knew what he wanted me to do.

I grabbed the bucket and scurried down the stairs and out to the well in the courtyard. The birds in the huge black tree watched me without stirring from their perches. After filling the bucket, I started to head back to the warm kitchen. Drats. Nevery would notice if I hadn’t washed.

I went back to the well and, putting my bucket down, used the water in it to wash my face and neck and my hands and feet. Brrr. Even with my blanket wrapped around me, my teeth were chattering as I dipped the well bucket down, filled it again, and hurried back to the kitchen. There, Benet pointed to a kettle on the hearth, so I poured the water in, then huddled up next to the fire to get warm.

“Is there any breakfast?” I asked.

Benet didn’t answer.

After a while, I got warm enough to look around. The room was not meant to be a kitchen. Maybe once it had been a drawing room, because it had tall windows and wallpaper and plaster flowers, just like Nevery’s study upstairs. The fireplace was framed by white plaster ladies in draperies holding up a marble mantelpiece. Benet had moved in kitchen furniture—chairs and a sturdy table with a knife-scarred top and, by the hearth, a kettle, an iron trivet, and a three-legged stool. A closet door stood open; I guessed we’d use it for a pantry.

The kettle boiled. Benet took it off the fire and put it on the trivet, then added, from a small box on the table, a handful of tea leaves. When that had steeped for a while, he poured out the tea into a cup with a chipped gold rim and flowers painted on it. He gave me a glare and pointed up.

I got it: take the tea up to Nevery.

Leaving the blanket by the hearth, I brought the cup upstairs to Nevery’s study. He was sitting in his dusty chair reading the fat book he’d found the day before.

I waited in the doorway until he looked up.

“Here’s your tea,” I said.

“Well, bring it here,” Nevery said. He sneezed. The magical things were still scattered across the floor, so I picked my way across the room to his chair and gave him the tea. He took it and inhaled the steam rising up from the cup, then sneezed again and wiped his nose with a handkerchief. I went back to the door but hesitated before going out.

“What, boy?” he asked.

“Should I dust some more?” I asked.

He frowned at me.

“So you can stop sneezing,” I explained.

“I’m sneezing, boy, because I’ve caught a nasty cold.”


“You’re sick?” I asked.

“Obviously I’m sick,” he said crossly. “Surely you’ve had a cold once or twice; you know what it’s like.”

A cold? I was cold all the time in the winter, but I’d never had a cold. I shook my head.

“Hmmm,” Nevery said. “Ever had a stomachache? The runs? A fever?”

“No,” I said.

“You’ve never been sick, then. Odd. Very odd.” He set down his teacup. “Come here.”

I picked my way back across the room and stood before him. He pulled my head down and looked through my hair.

“No vermin,” he said to himself. “Hmmm.”

I stepped back.

Nevery looked me over. “You’re probably wondering about breakfast, boy.”

Yes, indeed I was.

“Go with Benet into the city. He will buy supplies and you will help carry them back here.”

All right. No breakfast because there was likely no food in Heartsease. I nodded and shivered back down to the fire in the kitchen. I only had a moment to get warm before Benet was ready to go. He led me down to the ground floor, stopped to put on a warm coat and stuff a string of copper locks in his pocket, and we were off.

I wondered how we were going to get through the magical gates, but Nevery had thought of that. Benet pulled from his pocket a small stone wrapped in a piece of cloth. It wasn’t a locus magicalicus, because Benet wasn’t a wizard, but something else not as powerful. He put the stone up against the lock and it clicked open.

We went on down the tunnel and through each of the gates, one after the other, until we came to the stairs leading up to the Night Bridge. Benet led the way and I followed, out onto the bridge and the busy morning traffic.

He turned left, toward the Twilight.

“We going to Sark Square?” I asked. Benet would be able to buy supplies there, cheaper than anyplace else in the Twilight. As we went along the dirty cobbled streets, I kept my eyes open. Underlord Crowe had a word out on me, which meant his minions would take me off the streets if they could get their hands on me.

But I didn’t see anything that made me jumpy. Maybe it was too early in the morning for minions to be about.

I followed Benet up a twisting side street. Suddenly, he stopped, and I bumped into him. Glaring, he pulled out the string of copper locks Nevery had given him, pulled off a few coins, and held them out to me.

I put my hands behind my back. What was he up to, giving me that much money?

He spoke without looking at me. “Master Nevery says you’re to get some new clothes.” He pointed at a shop door. “Make it fast.”

New clothes! I grabbed the coppers and skiffed into the shop. It was a used clothing place, jammed full of bins of odd socks, stained petticoats, and patched shirts. Blinking in the dim light, I edged up to a rack of coats and pulled one out, holding it up to myself. Too big.

A hand came down on my shoulder. I looked around. The shop lady stood there, scowling. “What d’you want here, boy?”

“Got anything else like this?” I asked, holding up the coat. “But a little smaller?”

“Get out. I know your kind. You’re a gutterboy.” She grabbed my arm, pulled me toward the door.

“No, I have money, see?” I jingled the coins in the palm of my hand.

She paused. I shook the money again. It made a bright sound in the dark shop. She shook her head. “All right, long as you’ve got money.”

Then she found me some warm trousers and socks and a shirt to go with the too-large coat, a woolen scarf, and a cap. And boots, I told her. Good stout boots for walking fast in. So I could keep up with Nevery.

The shopkeeper wanted to haggle, but I didn’t have time—Benet had said to hurry. So I paid her price, took off my old rags, put on the new warm clothes, and laced up the boots. Stowing my knife and lockpick wires in my new coat pocket, I ran out to meet Benet.

He was standing outside the shop looking impatient.

The new clothes made me feel different, and not just less frozen. When I was dressed like a gutterboy, I felt like a gutterboy and sneaked around in the shadows. But wearing new clothes, it seemed like walking around in the daylight wasn’t such a frightening thing. Well, I was the wizard’s apprentice now, after all.

I still had one of the copper locks from the money Benet had given me, so when we got to Sark Square, I stopped at a stall to buy—not steal!—a sausage in a biscuit, then ran to catch up with Benet.

“Want some?” I asked, holding out my breakfast. I was half afraid he’d take the whole thing, but he just ignored me, as usual.

We walked through Sark Square’s market stalls and tents and their meager pickings. A few people, wrapped in rags and shawls, were shopping. At the end of one row of stalls stood an Underlord’s minion holding a club, keeping an eye on things. My feet twitched and wanted to run, but my new apprentice clothes tricked him and his gaze slid right past me. I kept my head down, munching my biscuit, and followed Benet.

Using money Nevery had given him, he bought supplies, loading them into a wheelbarrow he paid a copper lock to rent.

I was curious about the keystone he’d used to unlock the gates in the secret tunnel, so when he was busy arguing with a stallkeeper about the price of eggs, I picked his pocket—quick hands—to have a look at it. The stone was gray and smooth, about the size of a thumbnail, and didn’t seem magic in any way. I wondered how it worked. I wondered if it would open other locks, not just magical ones. I slipped it back into Benet’s pocket as we walked to the next stall.


When the wheelbarrow was full, we headed back toward the Night Bridge. Fleetside Street snaked down to the river, and from the top of the steep hill I could see out across to the east side of Wellmet, the Sunrise, where the duchess ruled, and the streets were clean, and where I’d only been a few times, at night, to pick locks for burglars.

From where I stood I could also see out over the river to the chain of islands where Wellmet’s wizards lived. The largest island, where the academicos was located, was just upstream from the Night Bridge. The academicos was a huge building topped with spires and towers. The next island was where the magisters had their meeting hall, which was fortified with a stone wall just above the waterline. Nevery’s Heartsease was the most northern island in the chain. I pushed the hair out of my eyes to see better. The big hole in the middle of the mansion house’s columns and windows looked like a bite out of a piece of cake.

I ran to catch up with Benet, and followed him back to Heartsease, I helped him drag the wheelbarrow up the stairs to the island; we were both panting with the effort by the time we got it to the top.

Benet unloaded the wheelbarrow, handing me things to carry up to the kitchen. After several loads, we were done and the kitchen was full of bags and boxes and packages. Benet stood looking at it all with his hands on his hips.

“Are we going to have dinner?” I asked.

Benet looked over at me and growled. I edged farther away from him in case he decided to thump me.

“You want to eat?” he said.

I nodded.

He pointed at the supplies. “Then cook.”

Hmmm. I’d never cooked anything before. But I bet I could learn.
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Weather turning colder. Early snow possible; could mean cold winter. River likely to freeze. My cold worse today.

Sent Benet and boy to Twilight for supplies. Heard them return. Had been studying grimoire, relearning embero spell. Went down to kitchen. Boy cooking dinner. Unsliced lump of bacon in a pan and potatoes charred in the coals. Potatoes half cooked, bacon raw in the middle. Tried a bite, then took pan from boy, sliced potatoes and bacon, and cooked them until properly done.

Boy asked how to make biscuits. Told him, but if they’re anything like his potatoes, will be inedible.

Magisters meet tomorrow. Will send servant boy to spy on them, assuming embero spell works properly. Afterward, if he becomes too much trouble, will send boy away.
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CHAPTER 6



The next morning, I mixed some biscuits the way Nevery had told me the night before. Flour, water, riser, a little butter, and salt, all beaten up really well with a wooden spoon and plopped into a pan, which I put down into the fire’s coals. Then I got out the other pan and the bacon and got that started, and checked the kettle for water and swung it on its hook over the fire.
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After a while, the biscuits turned browny black, so I took them off the fire. I tried one. It was like an egg. Hard and crusty on the outside, soft and runny on the inside. Not bad! I ate another one, with honey, and then had some bacon and some tea.

Benet came grumbling up the stairs. His hair was sticking up all over his head and he looked ferocious, like a bear. I stayed out of his way while he made himself tea. He put together a tray and took it up to Nevery in the study on the third floor.

When I’d finished my tea and gotten warm enough by the fire, I went up, too, and peeked in the doorway.

Nevery, looking fierce and red-nosed from his cold, was pacing before the hearth. He and Benet had been talking, clear as clear, and Benet, standing by the window, didn’t look happy.

“Come in, boy,” Nevery said.

I went in. He hadn’t eaten the biscuits, I noticed.

“The magisters meet this morning,” he said.

Right. I nodded.

“Are you willing to be my spy at the meeting? It will require risking the embero spell.”

I nodded again. It was time for me to start doing wizardly things.

“I cannot predict what you’ll become, boy,” Nevery said. “The embero will change you into a creature characteristic to your nature.” He looked me up and down. He was, I could tell, trying to imagine what kind of animal I’d be.

“I’m not afraid, Nevery,” I said.

Benet, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, made a growling sound.

I wondered if the change spell had been tried on him, and if it had, what kind of creature he’d become.


“Hmph,” Nevery grunted. “We’ll try it, then. You may go, Benet.” The muscle left the room, giving me an extra serving of glare before he went.

Nevery went to the table, where he studied a page in his grimoire for a few moments, muttering something under his breath, then slammed the book closed. After wiping his nose with his handkerchief, he reached into his pocket for his locus stone. “Come here, boy,” he said. I went to stand before him. “Do not resist the spell as it effects. It will hurt a little.”

A lot, he meant. But I wasn’t worried.

“Now, keep still.” Nevery took a deep breath. Carefully, he laid the night-black locus magicalicus against my forehead. It felt soft and warm. Everything else in the room fell absolutely silent. Pressure built; my eardrums felt as if they were going to crack.

Then Nevery’s voice rang out, spiraling through my ears and bouncing around in my skull. As he intoned the spell, the locus stone began to glow; he raised it over my head and sparks scattered, dash-flashing, surrounding us with a curtain of glittering light.

His voice grew louder, the words tumbling faster and faster from his mouth. My skin felt like paper lit on fire and my knees grew weak. I fell onto the floor. I saw a flash and heard a brief clap of thunder, and suddenly felt nothing at all.

 

After a while, I opened my eyes. Then closed them again. The room had gotten very tall; the chairs loomed overhead. Magic, sure as sure. Footsteps approached. Nevery’s. I cracked my eyes open again. The wizard was bending over me, huge, reaching an enormous hand toward my head.

I yowled and leaped away; he, startled, fell backward onto the carpeted floor. I almost laughed, he looked so funny knocked back like that. But why was he so big?


He got to his feet. “Boy,” he said. “Come here and look at this.” He turned and brought a large flat square from the high table and set it on the floor.

I padded over to have a look.

Well. And I’d been afraid that my characteristic creature would be a cockroach or a mangy pip-mouse. Clear as clear, Nevery had thought so, too.

But in the mirror I saw a midnight-black, skinny young cat with sparkling blue eyes and a quirked tail. It looked just like me. But furrier.

“It is you,” Nevery said, lifting the mirror away. He sat in his chair and looked down at me. “The embero spell effected remarkably easily, boy.”

Only half listening, I raised a paw and flexed, and sharp claws sprang out.

“The magisters’ meeting is in an hour,” Nevery said.

I turned my head to examine the tail curving over my back. Amazing.


“Use that time to get acquainted with your new form. I have work to do.” He turned away and busied himself with papers at the table.

I remained still for a few moments. I practiced twitching my tail and swiveling my ears at every ristle-rustle of a turning page. A few dust motes sifted down from overhead and I felt a fierce urge to capture them and bear them squeaking and squirming to my den. I pounced, four-footed. My balance felt so sure; I couldn’t fall if I tried. I leaped around the room, testing. It was the tail! It kept me perfectly balanced at all times. What fun! I practiced prowling, making no sound. My black fur blended easily into the shadows at the edges of the room.

Oh, what a wonderful thief a cat would make!

I made another whirlwind tour of the room.

At the table, Nevery slammed down the book he had been reading. “Perish it, boy, can’t you keep still?”

I crouched down on my haunches and stalked his foot. Pounce!


He pulled away, frowning. “Stop messing about. It’s almost time for the meeting.”

He found his cane, put on his gray robe, and picked me up. As we walked through the dark, damp tunnels, he whispered instructions on what to look for and listen for. When we got to the Magisters Hall island, he opened the gate and set me down, nudging me with his foot to start me on my way. I twitched my tail and scampered off to steal some information.

Keeping to the shadows along the edge of the passages, the stone floor cold against my pawpads, I slunk into Magisters Hall. The meeting room was at the end of a long hallway, just as Nevery had said. But the door was closed. I padded up to it and crouched, listening. Voices, but no words. Drats.

I couldn’t get in.

 

I slunk away and four-footed it back to the tunnel gate, and waited for Nevery. Soon he was there, wearing his gray robe and pacing. He scooped me up and swept-stepped back to Heartsease and up to his study.

As soon as the door closed behind him, he threw off his robe and wide-brimmed hat, pulled out his locus stone, and clapped his hands. Sparks flew. He grabbed up two handfuls of sparks and dumped them over my head. I felt the tingle, saw the flash of light, and heard the thunder.

Sometime later, when I opened my eyes, Nevery was standing over me. I sat up. I raised my hand. No more fur, no claws; I looked over my shoulder. No lovely quirked tail. I stretched and stood up, almost falling over. I missed the tail already.

“Now, boy, tell me about the meeting.” He sat down at the table and picked up his pen, ready to take notes.

Oh, he was not going to like this. “Well, Nevery,” I began.

“Well, boy?”

I took a deep breath. “I couldn’t get in.”


He threw his pen onto the table; ink spattered. “Curse it, boy. You’ll have to go again after lunch.”

I nodded.

“And I expect you to get in, one way or another.” He pointed toward the door, scowling. “Go tell Benet to give you something to do ’til then.”

As I went out, I heard him mutter, “Useless.”

Hearing him say that gave me a hollow, empty feeling in my stomach.
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Blasted boy. Sent him to listen in at Magisters Hall, came back with nothing.

Embero spell had odd effect, though.

Note to self: must read Sarpent’s historical grimoires to see if he notes this kind of effect. Generally, undergoing embero not a pleasant experience. Last attempted this spell on Benet. Disaster. Boy seemed to enjoy it.

Consider possibility that because boy has touched locus magicalicus, it has developed an affinity to him? Odd sort of adosyncratichi. Warrants further investigation.

Note to self: Do not allow boy to cook; have Benet do it.













CHAPTER 7



When we finished lunch, I lugged up some water for washing and joined Benet in the kitchen. He’d made tea and a basket of muffins for afters. I sniffed at the basket. “Smells good,” I said.

Benet sat with his chair tipped back against the wall. He held knitting needles and had a pile of black wool next to his chair; the needles went tick-click-tick. He didn’t answer.
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Oh, well. “D’you want another?” I took one of the muffins and held the basket out to Benet. He ignored it.

Putting the basket down, I bit into my muffin and washed it down with a gulp of tea.

Benet watched me but didn’t speak. His knitting needles flashed, quick and silver in the black wool.

I ate the last muffin and drank more tea. Then I picked up the crumbs from the bottom of the empty muffin basket and ate those.

“What’s it like, then, you,” Benet said, “being a cat?”

I froze. Benet had spoken to me. I looked at him, but he didn’t seem angry: not a glare to be seen. “Well,” I said slowly, “it’s…hard to explain.” I wasn’t sure I could even explain it to myself. “The tail is amazing.”


“Didn’t hurt?” Benet asked. “The spell?”

No more than changing clothes hurt. “No.”

He gave me a glare, just a little one. “Reckon you’re lying.”

I looked at him. So he’d been hurt when Nevery’d tried the spell on him.

“Could use a cat around here,” Benet said. “Storeroom’s full of mice.” He put the snarl of black wool and his knitting needles on the floor and got to his feet. “Master Nevery wants you.”

I jumped up. “I’m ready.” I followed Benet upstairs to the study. The remains of Nevery’s muffins and tea lay on the table and a merry fire burned in the hearth.

Nevery himself sat at the table, his grimoire open before him. When I came in, he narrowed his eyes and frowned. Yes, I knew I had to get the information he needed or I’d be in big trouble.

Nevery got to his feet. “All right, boy,” he said, and held up his locus magicalicus. I stepped forward. He checked the grimoire one last time, placed the stone against my forehead, and did the thing with the sparks and the ringing incantation.

This time I listened more carefully so I could remember the words of the spell. That’s what a wizard’s apprentice is supposed to do: learn spells. But I didn’t get all of it before everything went black and silent.

When I woke up, Nevery was seated at the table, working. I stretched. Then I took a padding tour of the room. When I got around to Nevery, I sat in front of him, curling my tail over my paws. He ignored me.

I sighed and lay down to wait.

Finally, Nevery stood up. “The magisters should be done with their lunch by now.” He picked up his cane and put on his wide-brimmed hat. “And this time, boy, you’d better come away with more than a closed door.”

Yes, all right. He put on his robe, I leaped up into his arms, and we left.

 


As I had that morning, I padded down the stone passageways to the meeting room. This time the door was opened, and I went in.

In the dim room, the magisters sat around a long table, a fat wizard at its head. None of them noticed me sneak in. I crouched at the base of the fat wizard’s chair, in shadows, and pricked up my ears. They were talking about the weakening flow of magic to the system of werelights that lit the eastern part of the city, the Sunrise.

The fat magister’s name was Brumbee. He had a round, rosy face and was dressed in bright yellow wormsilk and velvet robes over a plain black suit and waistcoat. The sleeve of his robe had a patch with a fat black-and-yellow-striped bee embroidered on it. With my paw I patted his pocket. He kept a locus stone in there, and a ring of keys. I couldn’t get them out to look at them because cats might be good prowlers, but they’re not very good at picking pockets.

I was just settling into the shadows beside his chair for a good listen when Brumbee’s big, gentle hands reached down, picked me up by the middle, and set me on his lap. I struggled, but he held me tightly by the scruff, then gave me a scritch behind the ears. “Nice kitty,” he murmured in a soft voice.

He was all right, then. I sat down, tail-over-paws, ready to pick up some information to bring back to Nevery.

At last the magisters finished their discussion of the werelights.

“Very well then,” Brumbee said. He reached into his other pocket and pulled out a delicious-smelling napkin. Then he unwrapped it—a sandwich left over from his lunch!—and fed me a sliver of chicken. I ate it and licked my whiskers. “I am afraid that I must again bring up the problem of the decay of magic in Wellmet.” Brumbee looked down the table at the other wizards. “The duchess expects us to act to deal with this situation. And we don’t want things to spin out of our control.”


“I agree that the situation is becoming alarming,” said a lady wizard with gray hair piled in a messy bun atop her head. “And that we need someone to focus his or her attention on dealing with this crisis. What about you, Brumbee? Would you do it?”

The fat wizard shook his head. “No, no, Periwinkle. I don’t want to do it. What about you, Sandera?”

A keen-looking, youngish woman at the other end of the table shook her head. “Oh, indeed no, Brumbee. Not I. But we do, as you know, have another choice.” She looked around the table.

“Not Pettivox,” the gray-haired Periwinkle said.

Brumbee shook his head. “Certainly not. I purposely did not invite him today so we could consider the matter without him. Pettivox would not be suitable.”

“Power hungry,” Sandera agreed. “Therefore he is a danger, don’t you know. And he spends too much of his time traveling to the desert city. But there is still one more to consider.”

A tall, sharp wizard banged his bony fist and glared down the table at Brumbee. “We cannot name Nevery!”

Brumbee raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t mention Nevery.”

“Well, you were thinking of him,” the sharp wizard said. “I could tell. Now, we all know he’s managed to get the order of exile repealed and has returned to Wellmet. And we all know why.”

The gray-haired wizard nodded her head. “True enough. Nevery has returned. But I don’t see that asking him to lead us magisters through this crisis would be such a bad thing. Better than Pettivox, certainly.”

The sharp wizard groaned. “Nevery is dangerous. He pays absolutely no attention to the laws governing the use of magic in the city. He will lead us into trouble. He’s already dealing with the Underlord, I hear.”


The fat wizard gave me a reassuring stroke. “Not to worry. I think everyone realizes that in such times as these, we need a wizard like Nevery. He is the only one who can balance the Underlord and the duchess. And despite his hastiness, he’s the finest wizard this city has ever seen.”

“I agree, Nevery would be best,” said Periwinkle.

“I concur,” added the keen lady, Sandera.

“Well, Trammel?” Brumbee asked.

“Oh, all right,” the sharp wizard answered. “But don’t think I’m going on my knees to Nevery’s ghastly old mansion to beg him to lead us.”

“That’s all right, Trammel,” Brumbee said. His fingers tapped me twice on the head. Pay attention, he seemed to be saying. I sat up. “I have a feeling that Nevery will come to us.” He nodded. “He will meet with us soon. And, I think, that concludes the meeting.” The other wizards began to rise, talking, shuffling papers.


Right. I had what I needed. I got ready to spring from Brumbee’s lap, to race to tell Nevery the news. The wizard’s big hand stopped me. “Off you go now, kitty.” The man smiled and gave me another rub under the chin. In spite of myself, I purred. “Run back to your master, as fast as you can.”

I leaped from the wizard’s lap and tore out of the magisters’ meeting chamber.









CHAPTER 8



Back at Heartsease, Nevery changed me into a boy, and I told him what the magisters had said. That they were worried about the ebbing magic crisis, that the wizard Pettivox wanted the job of leading them, but that the magisters knew Nevery was in Wellmet, that they wanted him to lead them instead. “All you have to do is ask,” I told him.
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“I can draw my own conclusions, boy,” Nevery said sharply. He got up from his chair and paced across the room, then back again. “And they all agreed not to support Pettivox?” he asked.

I nodded. “Sandera said he was power hungry.”

“Pettivox is a decent wizard. But he’s a terrible leader. Hmmm. Things must be worse than I thought for them to offer it to me so readily. I wonder if I was too hasty, going to the Underlord.” He put his hands behind his back and paced some more, muttering into his beard.

Coming to a turn in his pacing, he noticed that I was still there. “Well, go on out, boy.” He gestured for me to leave the room.

I took two steps toward the door. Then stopped. “Nevery?” I asked.

He paused in his pacing and scowled. “What, boy?”

“I was just wondering when I’m going to learn tricks like that.”


“Tricks? What are you talking about?”

“Well, Nevery, I am your apprentice. I’m supposed to learn the embero spell, right? I’ve got all of it except for the end, and I need the rest.”

Nevery shook his head, and his scowl deepened. “Don’t be stupid, boy. You are not my apprentice. I took you on as a servant, nothing more.”

Not his apprentice? I stared at him. Something strange was happening to my stomach, like the bottom was falling out of it and a giant black pit opening up. Not his apprentice, after all. His servant.

I wasn’t sure I could be a servant, not even for Nevery.

Without saying anything, Nevery got up and went to the table, fetched his grimoire, and sat down again. He opened the book and marked a spot on the open page. He cleared his throat. “All right, boy. Tell me the embero spell.”

I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “It goes tumbriltumbrilulartambefranjevaneekhoutenfranjelickavanfranjelocar”—I paused to take a breath—“franjelilfraajellumiolendilarterkolil—”

“Tarkolil,” Nevery corrected, looking up from the book.

“Right, tarkolil,” I said, “lilotarkolilotar-kennan…” I stopped. “That’s all, then everything goes black.”

There was a long silence. Finally, Nevery nodded and closed the grimoire. “The spell won’t effect unless the magic is focused and released with a locus magicalicus. But that’s all of it, boy.”

Oh. Well, it didn’t matter now.

Might as well get it over with. “I wouldn’t be a very good servant, Nevery. So…so thanks for turning me into a cat. And showing me Heartsease.” I stared down at my feet so I wouldn’t have to look at him. I turned to leave the study.

“Wait,” Nevery said. I stopped with my back to him. “You’d rather go back to thieving on the streets of the Twilight than serve me?” He sounded angry.


I thought about it. I was a good thief, and an even better lockpick. Most of the time I did all right. Most of the time I managed to avoid being noticed by the Underlord and his minions. But sometimes, no matter how hard I scrambled, things got bad. I’d go hungry for a few days, or the weather would get cold and I wouldn’t have a copper lock for a corner in a crowded cellar to sleep in, or I’d have to fight off a stray misery eel, or somebody would steal my shoes.

Working for Nevery would be easier. I wouldn’t mind sweeping and polishing scrying globes and fetching water if I were his apprentice. But I couldn’t do it as his servant. Not even if it meant going back to the Twilight.

I shook my head and headed for the door.

“Wait,” he said again. I stopped, but I still didn’t turn around. “All right.” He sighed. “Maybe I do need an apprentice.”

Suddenly everything looked a lot brighter. I turned back to him.


“All well then, boy?” Nevery asked.

Outside, at that moment, the sun came out and shone straight in the window, and a beam of light splashed me right in the face. I blinked, dazzled. The room was flooded with afternoon sunlight, thick as honey, but brighter, sweeter. Dust motes danced in the air like tiny stars. I realized that I was grinning. “All right, Nevery,” I answered.

“Yes, all right, boy,” Nevery said gruffly. “Go and get yourself some dinner.”
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Never had an apprentice, never wanted one. Still don’t want one. Not a good teacher, for one thing, and don’t want apprentice underfoot. Boy very likely to be more trouble than he’s worth.

No locus magicalicus (serious problem)

Habitual liar, thief, etc.

Eats cupboards bare

Aggravates Benet

 

On the other hand, boy’s abilities of interest. Can’t think of any wizard who could have repeated a twice-heard spell as difficult as the embero, but boy did it. Very surprised. Also, odd that boy has never been ill, despite living on streets as gutterboy. Possibly has some affinity with city’s magic. Though no precedent for such a thing.

Note to self: Send Benet out for materials to build gauge for measuring ambient level of magic. Must determine whether, as has been claimed, the rate of magical decay is increasing.

List for Benet:

Copper wire, springs

Optical lenses (panvex, pancave)

Slowsilver (as much as he can get)

Verity crystal (dark one, if possible)

Dock pendulums (three)

Burnishing powder

Partelet

Nuts, bolts, screws of various sizes

And more food. Boy eating pantry bare.













CHAPTER 9



I’d never been into Nevery’s workroom before. It was where he prepared his magics. He’d had Benet rip down the tattered wallpaper and whitewash the walls, and he kept were lights burning in a crystal candelabra hanging from the ceiling, so it was bright in there, and clean, but not tidy. In the center of the room was a high table covered with alembics and copper coils, dirty teacups, scrying globes, bits of silk cloth, and papers. And in the middle of the table, a jumble of brown-paper-wrapped parcels.
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In the morning, when I came in the door with tea and a plate of biscuits and honey, Nevery was perched on a high stool at the table. He looked up at me and lowered his bushy gray eyebrows into a scowl.

“Knock first, boy,” he said. “You made me spill the slowsilver.”

Sure enough, a few flowing silver balls snailed their way down the table and oozed to the floor.

“I’ll get them!” I put down the tea and biscuits, grabbed a glass jar from the high table, and went after the slowsilver.

“Stop!” Nevery roared, leaping up from the stool. I froze. He leaned over and snatched the jar from my hand. “Look, boy.” He showed me the jar. Greenish crystals crusted the inside. “Tourmalifine,” he said. “Slowsilver cannot mingle with tourmalifine.”


I looked at the jar, then at the slowsilver snails on the floor. “Why not?”

“Because when mingled they explode.” He polished a different jar with his sleeve and handed it to me. “Now, pick up the slowsilver. Carefully. It’s cursed hard to come by, and I need every drop.”

I went down on my knees under the table and chased the slowsilver around while Nevery sat on his stool drinking tea and eating his breakfast. Slowsilver was tricky, I found, because I couldn’t actually pick it up. It squirmed away from my fingers and split into tinier snails. The best way to collect it was to blow on it to get it oozing along, then scoop it up with the glass jar. Of course, then the slowsilver I’d already caught tried to get out again.

I wondered what slowsilver was for, since the white-haired wizard at the Underlord’s mansion had wanted more of it.

“Nevery,” I said, coaxing a shiny-bright snail into the jar. “Why can’t slowsilver and tourmalifine mingle?”


“I already told you, boy. They explode.”

“Yes, but why?” I caught the last bit of slow-silver and crawled out from under the table. Standing, I put the glass jar on the table, but far away from the jar of tourmalifine. I leaned over to look closely at the slowsilver. It looked like a shiny puddle of mirror, swirling gently, peacefully. “What is it about slowsilver and tourmalifine? When they’re alone they don’t explode. So why do they when they’re together?”

Nevery finished off his tea and put down the cup. He nodded, pulling on the end of his beard. “Yes. It’s not a bad question, boy.” He stood up. “Come with me.”

I followed him out of the workroom and down to the study, where he pulled from a shelf a fat book bound in red leather.

“Here.” He put the book into my hands. “Read the fifth chapter, which will answer your question, and then I will test your understanding of it.”

“But—”

Nevery scowled. “One thing you’ll have to learn, boy, if you’re to be my apprentice. You don’t argue with me. Just do as you’re told.” With that, he swept out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

I went to the table, sat down, and opened the book. Hmmm. The pages were brittle with age and brown around the edges. The ink was bright, though, and diagrams in different colors decorated almost every page. I closed it and got up to walk around the room for a while.

Clear as clear, Nevery was busy with something in his workroom and didn’t want to be bothered.

Well then, I wouldn’t interrupt him. Ever since we’d come to Heartsease, I’d been wanting to explore the other part of the mansion.

I left the study and went outside. In the courtyard, the wind was blowing and, overhead, dark gray clouds raced across a lighter gray sky. The clouds were full of rain. Not snow; it wasn’t quite cold enough.

Picking my way through the brambles, I went around the side of the house until I came to a place where I could climb through a window to get inside. The window was about twice my height from the ground, but a thick vine of ivy grew up the wall and around it, so I climbed up that way. The panes were broken. Clinging to the vine with one hand, I reached in, unlatched the window, pushed up the sash, and slid inside.

It was a workroom. I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the dim light, and saw that rain had gotten in the broken window; the curtains and the carpet were damp and rotten. It smelled of mildew. It had a high table and stools, and walls lined with shelves. On the table were lots of glass jars and alembics, all clouded with dust and spiderwebs.

And some sort of little metal machine about as big as my hand, with cogs and pistons that looked melted, like it had been struck by lightning. I put it in my coat pocket to show to Nevery.

And then I found the interesting things.

At one end of the room was a wooden desk, fancy and carved. Underneath it was a locked chest, banded with metal, dusty and spiderwebby.

I dragged out the chest from under the desk and used my coat sleeve to wipe it off. The lock looked basic, a simple four-pin double crick-twister. I pulled out my lockpick wires. I knew—knew—I should wait for Nevery to open it. But I couldn’t wait. I had to know what was in there.

Kneeling before the chest, I bent the wires into the right shapes and slid them into the lock. Quick fingers, and the wires clicked right into place and the lock turned over. Easy. Almost like it wanted to be opened. I pulled the wires out of the lock, put them in my pocket, and opened the squeaky lid of the chest.

It was full of rocks.
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From Nevery Flinglas, Wizard, to the Wellmet Magisters.

 

My former colleagues, you are no doubt aware that I have returned to Wellmet; I am able to inform you that the order of exile that banished me from the city twenty years ago has been lifted, by order of Her Grace, the duchess.

The city, I judge, is suffering from a magical decay; I expect you have noticed.

My assessment is that the wizards of Magisters Hall need someone to guide them first toward an understanding of the situation and then in creating a plan to deal with the decay of magic. I offer my services and hereby volunteer to serve as your leader during this crisis.


When you have discussed my offer, you may reply to me at Heartsease.

 

NEVERY FLINGLAS













CHAPTER 10



The rocks I’d found were laid out on trays covered with faded blue velvet, the trays stacked five deep to the bottom of the chest, where I found a book covered with cracked leather and stamped with gold runes and an hourglass with wings at its sides. I’d seen the same hourglass before, carved into the stone floor by the gate leading to Heartsease, and on the patch on Nevery’s robe.
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I set the book aside, then lay the trays around me on the floor and inspected the rocks. The first one was gray, flat, and rounded, a river stone about the size of my palm. When I touched its smooth surface, it felt warm and strangely welcoming. I closed my eyes and a picture flashed into my mind of a tall, slender, gray-haired lady in a gray gown. She raised her hand, which held the gray, flat stone, and then faded away.

The next rock was a rough black lump with chunks of cloudy crystal embedded in it. I picked it up and saw a burly, bearded man who reminded me of Nevery. He scowled at me, and I put the rock down on its bed of velvet.

The next was a slim shard of bluish crystal. I touched it and caught a glimpse of a young girl with blond hair and a quick, shy smile, who turned and flitted away, out of my vision.


Sitting on the moldy carpet of the workroom, I examined every one of the stones. Some were empty, as if every drop of magic had been poured out of them like water. Some made the tips of my fingers tingle, and some gave a single warm throb and went still and quiet again, as if falling back to sleep.

The last stone was wrapped in a scrap of yellowed wormsilk tied up with a frayed ribbon. When I picked up the little package to unwrap it, it felt light, as if nothing was inside, though I could feel the smoothness of stone beneath the silk. Carefully, I untied the ribbon and the stone rolled out of the cloth and into my palm.

As it dropped into my hand, a cold wave of sickness rolled out from it, washing through me, making my stomach turn over and dark spots dance before my eyes. The stone shoved me, away. Dropping it, I scrambled backward until I crouched in the doorway, shivering.

It lay there on the floor. I gripped the doorframe and caught my breath. From where I was, the stone looked like a polished gemstone, about the size of a baby’s fist. I crept closer to see it better, kneeling to look it over, but not touching it. The stone was deep purple, like a black eye, but as I looked closer I saw that it was covered with fractures that went right through it. Really, it was more cracks than stone. I’d have to tell Nevery about it.

Leaving it on the floor, I put the other stones back into the chest, keeping the book out to show to Nevery. As I was closing the lid of the chest, I caught, out of the corner of my eye, something moving in the room.

I whirled around to look—thinking the bruise-colored stone had decided to attack me again.

But it wasn’t the stone. It was a cat.

She sat just inside the doorway, looking at me with yellow-green eyes. Her face and tail were striped with dark gray and black and the rest of her was white, as if somebody had held her by her tabby ears and tail and dipped her in bleach. She looked sleek and well fed.

The tip of her tail twitched. I knelt down beside her and gave her a scratch in the soft fur between her ears. She gave me a purr and rubbed her little face against my hand.

“D’you want to come with me, Miss?” I asked.

I fetched the cracked-leather book, which I put in my coat pocket, along with the strange melted-metal machine, and headed to the window. The cat followed me up onto the windowsill, where I crouched, looking out.

Outside, the rain had started, a chill downpour, a gray curtain across the courtyard. I jumped down, my boots squelching as I hit the ground, and the cat went primly down the vine.

“Well done, Lady,” I said. “D’you want me to carry you so you don’t get wet?” I bent down and picked her up, sheltering her under my coat.

I ran across the courtyard, pelted by the rain, splashing through puddles. Near the storeroom door stood a huge, wet pile of firewood; Benet must have chopped it. I ran past that and into the storeroom.


Dripping wet, I went up to the kitchen. Benet was there, at the table, cutting up a chicken with a long knife.

He paused as I came in. “He’s looking for you,” he said, pointing with the knife at the ceiling.

I nodded and put the cat down. She sneezed and stalked away from me. Maybe she thought the rain was my fault. “Her name is Lady,” I said. “She’s very good at catching mice.”

Benet grunted. “And he isn’t happy.”

No, I wouldn’t expect him to be.

Slowly I went up the stairs to the study. As I came in the door, Nevery looked up from a book, then stood up. He slammed the book down on the tabletop. I froze with my hand on the doorknob.

“I gave you an assignment, boy,” he growled, “to read the fifth chapter, and you disobeyed.”

“No, I didn’t,” I said. Well, I hadn’t. Not really.

“Have you read this?” He pointed at the red leather book, which was still sitting open on the table.


“No,” I said.

Nevery looked like mingled slowsilver and tourmalifine. “You haven’t read it.”

I took a deep breath. He wasn’t going to like this. “Nevery, I don’t know how to read.”

The wizard stared at me. Shook his head. Muttered something under his breath. Then he asked, “You’ve had no schooling at all?”

I stared back at him. I’d grown up in the Twilight, he knew that. Where would I have had schooling?

Nevery sat down again. “Well then, boy. I don’t have time to teach you to read. You’ll have to go to the academicos.”

To school?

Nevery lowered his eyebrows. “Don’t argue, boy.”

No, I wasn’t going to argue. I was going to school.









CHAPTER 11



I gave Nevery the book I’d found in the other workroom and told him about the chest full of stones. I also showed him the little melted-metal device.

He turned it over in his hands, poking at its springs and frozen cogwheels.
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“What is it?” I asked.

“Magic capacitor,” he said, setting the device on the table.

“What’s a capacitor?”

He shot me an impatient look from under his eyebrows and picked up the device again. “See this bit, here?” He flicked at a finger-wide tube that opened like a grinning mouth. “Intake valve. Ambient magic is sucked in, there.” He poked at a plump metal bulge. “And stored here. Slowsilver restrains the magic. A wizard can then examine and test the stored magic before releasing it again, through this valve, here.” He poked at a little flywheel, then handed the device to me.

It was heavier than it looked. I didn’t like it.

“You’re cursed nosy, boy,” Nevery said. After growling at me a bit more for going into the other part of the mansion, Nevery handed out his punishment for what he called nosiness and I called ordinary curiosity: he made me carry the pile of wood Benet had chopped into the storeroom, where it would be out of the rain and easier to fetch in the mornings when Benet needed wood for the kitchen fire.

When I finished that, I went back into the study. Nevery sat in his chair, reading the book with the wingèd hourglass on the cover.

“I’m all done with the wood,” I said. While I’d worked, the rain had continued, so my clothes were wet, and I was cold and a little tired. I edged closer to the hearth, where a fire burned merrily.

He didn’t look up from the book. “Good. Now go and find something else to do.”

“Actually, Nevery,” I said, holding my chilled hands before the flames, “I wanted to talk to you about the stones.”

He closed the book with a snap. “The stones you found in the workroom.”

I nodded and sat down, cross-legged, on the hearth. “They’re locus magicalicus stones, aren’t they?” I said.

“Of course they are,” Nevery said. He paused for a moment. “The wizards who possessed them are all long dead.” He held up the book. “This is my family chronicle. Their names and the descriptions of the stones are recorded here.”

“Oh,” I said. I stared into the fire. So the scowling, bearded man in the rough rock and the shy girl in the sliver of blue crystal were gone.

Nevery gave me his keen-gleam look. “Well, boy? I suppose, given your nosiness, you examined the stones.”

“Yes.” I sighed. “I liked the gray lady best.”

“The gray lady,” Nevery repeated.

“The one in the flat river stone. She had a good smile.”

Nevery leaned forward in his chair and grabbed me by the chin, turning my face toward him. “Are you lying to me, boy?” he asked fiercely.

I blinked and tried to pull away, but he held me tightly.

“Are you?” he repeated.

“No!” I said.


He let me go and sat back in his chair, glaring down at me.

I scrabbled away, just out of his reach.

“You didn’t read about the stones and their bearers in the book, did you?”

“No, Nevery,” I answered. “I saw them when I touched the stones.”

“Hmph,” Nevery said. “Did you. Very interesting. Tell me about them.”

All right. I told him about every one of the stones, and what I’d felt or seen when touching each one. He interrupted me a few times to consult the book, then nodded and told me to continue. I told him about the bruise-purple jewel stone, how it had attacked me.

“I’m not at all surprised,” Nevery said, “given what it was. My great-great-aunt Alwae’s jewel stone. You were lucky it didn’t do worse.”

I’d finished telling about the stones. We sat in silence for a while, me looking at the fire, him paging through the book.


Nevery cleared his throat. “As you have probably gathered, the locus magicalicus reflects the nature of its bearer. A weak wizard has a soft stone, easily broken, and will go to great lengths to protect it. The stone of a strong-willed wizard is hard.”

Ah. Nevery’s stone, I remembered, was very hard and smooth, polished, almost like a mirror. And very, very dangerous. Its ice and wind had almost killed me after I’d stolen it from Nevery’s pocket.

He paused and glanced at me. “Are you listening, boy?”

I nodded, and he continued.

“Sometimes a wizard’s stone is no more than a common pebble picked up from the side of the road. Sometimes it is a fine jewel like Alwae’s stone, but such a stone appears only very rarely and with dire consequences. The locus magicalicus, after the wizard has possessed it for some time, can take on aspects of its bearer. And after the wizard’s death, the stone remains imbued with his or her nature.”

“Can a stone ever be destroyed?” I asked.

“Hmmm. It could, yes. If the wizard attempted magic greater than the stone could bear. In that case, the wizard would certainly die as well.”

It was all very interesting, and he was telling me these things because I really was his apprentice now. We sat quietly for a little while. Lady came in and, after sniffing at Nevery’s foot, climbed into my lap. I stroked her and stared at the fire, leaning against the side of Nevery’s chair. The room was warm, and the chill I’d gotten from shifting the wood had been all baked out by the fire. All I needed now was some dinner, but I couldn’t be bothered to move to get it. Lady purred.

“What’s this?” Nevery said, closing the locus stone book.

What? I looked up, blinking. Had I fallen asleep? Lady climbed off my lap and stretched.


Nevery pointed at her.

“A cat,” I said.

“I can see that,” Nevery said. “What is it doing here?”

“She lives here,” I said. He frowned, so before he could decide he didn’t want Lady around, I said, “Benet said we need her for the mice.”

“Hmmm. Perhaps we do.” He set the book aside and got to his feet. “Well, boy. You will have to find yourself a locus magicalicus. The sooner the better. And tomorrow we go to the academicos.”
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Boy has interesting ability. Very sensitive to locus magicalicii. Can read stones. Saw my mother in her stone; called her the gray lady.

No response yet from magisters to my letter. No doubt they are debating the wording of the first sentence—and having accomplished so much, will go on to discuss what to have for supper.
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CHAPTER 12



Nevery decided to take me to the academicos the next afternoon because he’d heard the magisters were meeting later in the evening.

“They won’t be expecting me already,” he said, picking up his cane and jamming his wide-brimmed hat onto his head. “Best to keep them on their toes. Come along, boy.”
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He swept out of the mansion and, me following, went across the puddled courtyard, then down the stairs to the tunnel and the gate. Without hesitating, he raised his locus magicalicus and spoke the opening spell. After a sputter and spark, the gate swung open and he strode through it, me running to keep up.

“Nevery,” I said, wanting to ask him about how to find a locus stone and also about going to school. They were going to teach me to read, of course, but what else?

“Listen, boy,” Nevery said, pausing to give me one of his keen-gleam looks, then striding on.

I nodded to show him I was listening.

“You must call me ‘Master,’ not ‘Nevery.’”

I didn’t get it. Nevery was his name, wasn’t it? “Why?” I asked.

“It’s a sign of respect, boy.”


“I respect you,” I said. It was true; I did.

He shook his head. “It shows that you respect that I possess knowledge, experience, and abilities that you do not, boy. That I am your master.”

I thought about that while Nevery opened one of the gates. “But I possess knowledge, experience, and abilities that you do not, Nevery.” And at least I didn’t call him old man the way he called me boy.

“Perhaps. But I am your teacher,” Nevery said.

“Well,” I said, running a few steps to catch up with him, “I could teach you what I know, if you like.”

“Could you indeed?” He shot me another look. “What, for example?”

“Like picking pockets and locks, learning the secret ways in the city, walking in the shadows. It’s worth knowing.”

He looked like he was about to answer, then he closed his mouth and strode on, his cane going tap tap tap on the damp cobblestones of the tunnel. He let us through another gate, polished and more ornate than all the other gates. “Hrm,” he said. “This is the academicos gate. Come along.”

He led the way up the stairs to the academicos island. The stairs opened onto a wide flagstone-paved courtyard thronging with chattering students and teachers. The school itself was a huge central building with four spired towers that were flanked by four-story wings that reached out like embracing arms.

As Nevery strode across the courtyard, me hurrying behind him, people stopped and stared and gathered in little groups to point him out as he passed along. He ignored them; knowing Nevery, he didn’t even notice. When we reached the wide steps leading up to the academicos front door, he tap tapped toward the door, then turned aside, seeing someone he recognized.

Oh, no. I recognized him, too. The fat wizard from Magisters Hall. I felt suddenly afraid that he wasn’t going to want me at his academicos.

“Brumbee,” Nevery said with a nod.


Brumbee, who wore the same dark suit under the bright yellow robes I’d seen him in before, looked surprised. “Nevery!”

“The magisters meet this evening, do they not?” Nevery asked.

“Yes, we do.” Brumbee blinked. “Perhaps we should go into my chambers to, ah, discuss it?”

“No,” Nevery said. “I have a few things to do before the meeting.”

“Oh! Then you’ll be joining us?” Brumbee asked.

“Yes,” Nevery answered. He pointed at me. “This boy here is my, hrm, apprentice. He needs a place at the academicos.”

“Your apprentice?” Brumbee asked. “But you’ve never had an apprentice before.”

Nevery scowled. “Well, I’ve got one now. Can you take him?”

Brumbee spared me a quick glance, then looked again, more carefully. “Yes. Yes, I think so.”

“Good,” Nevery said. He looked down at me. “Behave yourself, boy, and see if you can learn a thing or two.” He turned to leave.

Brumbee reached out and grabbed his sleeve as he turned away. “Nevery!”

“What?”

“It’s just…” The fat wizard lowered his voice. “We need you here. Thank you for returning to Wellmet.”

At that, Nevery looked surprised. Then he grasped Brumbee’s pudgy hand and gave it a brisk shake, and strode off down the steps and away.

Brumbee watched him go, then turned to me. “Well, well. Nevery’s apprentice, are you?”

I nodded.

“Come with me, please.”

I followed him into a high-ceilinged, echoing gallery. A double stair led down from a second floor balcony, and the floors were paved with slippery black stone. We crossed the wide hall, reaching a door, which stood open. Brumbee led the way through.


“My chambers,” he said. “My office is here, and a workshop and study. Very convenient.” He shut the door. “So we won’t be disturbed.”

The room was decorated in a darker yellow than Brumbee’s robes, and contained a gleaming, carved wooden desk with a comfortable chair behind it, a few benches and bookshelves against the walls, a dark blue rug spangled with stars on the floor, and a few other chairs. A fat black cat was curled on a chair, and a tabby looked up from its perch on the windowsill. I stood just inside the door, and Brumbee crossed to sit behind his desk.

“Well then,” he said, folding his fat hands and looking at me. “I believe we have met before. Despite the fact that the embero spell is highly illegal, Nevery used it, I think. You were the cat, were you not?”

Drats. He was going to throw me out for spying on the magisters. I thought about lying to him, but there was no point. I nodded.

“Hmmm.” He pointed at one of the chairs. “Would you like to sit down?”

The chair looked comfortable, but I felt like staying by the door. I knew—knew down in my bones—that I was supposed to be Nevery’s apprentice. But I was afraid that Brumbee was going to punish me for spying on the magisters by sending me away or telling me I was too stupid to come to his school.

Brumbee was looking through his desk drawers, pulling out paper and pen and ink. He slipped a metal nib onto a pen. “What is your name?”

“Conn,” I said. That wasn’t my whole name, my true name, but it was enough to start with.

“All right.” Brumbee dipped his pen in the ink and wrote something down on the paper. Then he looked up at me. “And your age?”

I didn’t actually know the answer to that question. I shrugged.

“Hmmm,” Brumbee said. “How many years of schooling have you already had?”

I didn’t say anything. This was a big mistake. I’d be better off going back to Heartsease and trying to persuade Benet to teach me how to read.

Brumbee put down the pen. “Are you going to answer my questions, Conn?”

I took a deep breath. Nevery wanted me to do this, so I would do it. “If I can,” I said.

Brumbee looked at me, where I stood by the door. “Hmmm.” He nodded. “I think I understand.” He was silent for a moment, thinking. “Ah, I’ve got it,” he said to himself, then spoke to me. “How did you meet your master?”

Now there was a question I could answer. “I tried to steal his locus magicalicus.”

Brumbee’s eyes widened. “You did what?”

“I did steal it, actually,” I said.

“And it didn’t kill you?”

I shook my head and stepped closer to the desk. “It tried to, after a while, but I stopped it. Nevery thought that was interesting, so after he took the locus stone off me, he made me his apprentice.”


“Really!” Brumbee said.

“Well, not exactly,” I said. I sat down in one of the comfortable chairs. “He took me on as his servant at first, but then he realized that I was supposed to be his apprentice.”

“My goodness,” Brumbee said. “And so—let me see if I’ve got this right, Conn—he needs the academicos to teach you some things so you can get on with being a good apprentice.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Mainly, I need to know how to read.”

“Ah. Yes, I see,” Brumbee said. “To read. We can, of course, teach you that here.”

I felt a sudden relief. He wasn’t going to throw me out, after all. “Can I start today?” I asked.

“It’s a bit late for today. But tomorrow, certainly,” Brumbee said. “You understand that most students, both the apprentices and the regular students, start at the academicos when they are quite a bit younger than you are?”

I nodded.


Brumbee spoke to himself, fidgeting with his pen. “But I don’t want to put you with the youngest children, do I?” He shook his head. “No, I don’t think that would work. Hmmm.” He fell silent. Then he asked me, “What have you learned already, Conn?”

“A little bit about locus stones. And not to mix tourmalifine and slowsilver.” I thought back over the past few days. “And the embero spell, and all the key words for the gates leading to Heartsease, and a spell for making light.”

“Good!” Brumbee said, smiling. “Would you mind showing me your locus magicalicus?”

Oh. “I don’t have one yet,” I said.

Brumbee stopped smiling. “Of course you do. You must. Or Nevery would not have taken you on as an apprentice.”

“Well,” I said, “he did.”

“This is most irregular,” Brumbee said. “Without a locus stone, how does Nevery—” He cut himself off. “I shall speak to him about it. He’ll have to help you find a locus stone—we have quite a large collection at the academicos; they tend to gather here. And he’ll have to present you at Magisters Hall. It is traditional for any wizard’s apprentice to be recognized by our governing body.”

I nodded. I’d seen the magisters at work; I wasn’t afraid of them.

“As for the reading,” Brumbee went on, “I think it would be best if you join a class of older students and receive tutoring on the side. You’ll have to work very hard to catch up.”

That was all right. I would work hard, and I would catch up.
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Frustrated by meeting with magisters.

They had received my letter and would have spent next few weeks discussing my choice of paper and ink if I hadn’t arrived when I did.

Fools.

Yet in the end, despite Pettivox’s protests, magisters agreed I should lead them through crisis.

 

Note to self: Send Benet to Sark Square for slowsilver. Must ask Brumbee if magisters have any to spare. Never known it to be so hard to come by.













CHAPTER 13



The next day, Nevery told me I would be presented to the magisters so they could approve me as his apprentice. Then I’d be able to start school.

On our way to Magisters Hall, Nevery seemed distracted. He walked fast through the tunnels, and I had to run to keep up with him. I knew better than to ask him any of the questions bubbling around in my head. What were the magisters going to ask me? Did they know I’d spied on their meetings? Would they care that I couldn’t read yet? Would they want to know about my locus magicalicus? Could they tell if I lied to them?
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What if they wouldn’t accept me?

We arrived at Magisters Hall, and I followed Nevery down a long, echoing hallway. When we got to the big double doors at the end, he said, “Wait out here, boy, until you’re called for.”

Before I could answer, he’d already swept into the magisters’ chamber, slamming the door behind him.

I shouldn’t have been too nervous. But I was shivery with it. I jittered before the door for a while, waiting for it to open and one of the magisters to drag me in for a wrangle. But no one came. I sat down on the floor to wait.


Finally, the door creaked open and I jumped to my feet. The wizard named Periwinkle stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips. I peered at her through the ragged fringe of hair hanging in my eyes. She wore the same gray robes as before, with a patch on the sleeve with a blue flower stitched on it, over a plain dark blue dress; she was broad and strong looking with gray hair in a messy bun.

She looked me up and down. “You’re Nevery’s boy?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Well.” She didn’t look happy. “You’re not what I expected.”

I wondered what she had expected. Somebody taller, maybe.

“Curse Nevery, anyway,” she muttered. “Boy looks like a gutter rat.”

I looked down at myself. “But I’m wearing boots,” I said. And my brown coat, a mostly clean shirt, a woolen scarf, and trousers with patches on the knees, not holes.


“Hmmm. Never mind, lad. But tell Nevery to give you a haircut. Now. One thing, before you go in.” She lowered her voice. “Nevery is not—” She paused and looked at the ceiling, rubbing her chin. “He is not universally popular among the magisters. Because of that, some of our members may seek to withhold approval of your apprenticeship.”

Politics, she was saying. Some of the magisters might reject me in order to get at Nevery. Even so, I was Nevery’s apprentice, whether the magisters liked it or not.

She narrowed her eyes. “Do you understand? Tread carefully, if you can.”

Right, I understood. I nodded.

“Very well.” She turned, pushed the door open wider, and motioned for me to go into the meeting chamber.

The room was as I remembered it, except not as big as it had seemed to the cat me. The table ran the length of the room and had lots of empty seats, as if there had once been more magisters than there were now. On the walls were grimy oil paintings in tarnished frames and a few bookshelves crammed with dusty books that looked like nobody ever read them. At the other end of the room was a wide fireplace with no fire in it.

As I walked into the chamber, the wizards around the table stared at me. They’d been arguing; I could tell by the smoke coming out of Nevery’s ears and the snarl on the face of the wizard sitting opposite him at the table.

This had to be Pettivox. He was very tall, taller even than Nevery, and broad, with white hair and beard, gleaming white teeth, and red lips.

And I’d seen him before. He was the wizard I’d seen at the Underlord’s, the wizard in the secret underground workroom. I swallowed down my surprise and tried not to stare.

Pettivox wore black wormsilk robes with rows of gold braid at the cuffs and the collar, and a patch on the sleeve with gold-threaded runes stitched on it; he also wore heavy gold rings on his fingers, and had a cloudy white crystal about the size of a thumbnail hanging from a gold chain around his neck. His locus magicalicus. Interesting that he wore it right out in the open like that. Must be proud of it, wanting to show it off.

I didn’t like him. He didn’t like me, either. He looked at me like you’d look at the bottom of your shoe after you’d stepped in something squishy and smelly.

“Stand over there,” Periwinkle said, pointing to the end of the table. I obeyed, and kept still while the seated wizards inspected me. Nevery gave me a quick glance and looked away, scowling, as if he didn’t like what he saw. Periwinkle sat down beside him.

Around the rest of the table sat Brumbee, plump and comfortable in his yellow wormsilk robes; the keen-looking lady, Sandera; the sour, sharp one, Trammel; and, sitting beside Pettivox, a small skinny wizard who looked like a bat.


Brumbee cleared his throat. “Ah, Nevery?”

Nevery, still looking furious, gave a curt nod. “All right, Brumbee, we’ll do this according to the forms.” He pointed at me, but glared across the table at Pettivox. “I, Nevery Flinglas, present to my fellow magisters for their approval this boy, who would be my apprentice.”

“Very good,” Brumbee said quickly, looking nervously around the table. “This is just a formality, obviously. Can we move to accept Conn as Nevery’s apprentice?”

“I reserve the right to pose certain questions,” said Pettivox. Even though he was a big man, his voice was high-pitched and sharp.

Brumbee sighed. “Of course, Pettivox.”

Of course, I thought. Pose away.

Pettivox leaned forward, vulturelike, his hands folded on the table. “So. Tell us, Conn, where you lived before coming to your master.”

Hmmm. Not the question I’d been expecting. “In the Twilight,” I said.


“I see. And you had people looking after you?”

I shook my head. What was he getting at?

Pettivox gave me a false smile. “Then how did you earn your living in the Twilight?”

I thought about the answer before I gave it. Pettivox was working with Crowe, I guessed, so he might know more about me than he should. Maybe he wanted me to lie so he could catch me out. “As a thief, mostly,” I said. “Sometimes I picked pockets, but I’m better at picking locks.”

The magisters didn’t like that answer. Periwinkle frowned, and Brumbee fidgeted with his pen. But they would have liked it even less if I’d lied to them.

Pettivox leaned back in his chair and gave Nevery a triumphant look. “A thief, Nevery? Only you would dare introduce such a person as an apprentice.”

Nevery folded his arms but did not answer.

Sandera spoke up for the first time, her voice clear. “Isn’t it likely, Pettivox, that this boy has already demonstrated his ability to Nevery, which is why he took him on, and why we should accept him?” She looked kindly at me. “Will you show us your locus magicalicus?”

Drats. I’d been hoping they wouldn’t ask about a locus stone. “I haven’t found one yet,” I said.

Pettivox snorted. “This is ridiculous.” Brumbee, who already knew that I didn’t have a locus magicalicus, shook his head. Periwinkle’s frown deepened.

Go on, Nevery, I thought. Set them straight.

But Nevery didn’t say anything. He sat with arms crossed, scowling down at the tabletop.

Pettivox said, “Well, Nevery?”

Nevery remained silent. I shivered and clenched my hands to keep myself still. He was going to change his mind about me.

Finally, he looked up and nodded, as if coming to a decision. “I do accept him. And you will have to accept him, too, on my word. Or deal with the consequences.”


Pettivox slammed his fist onto the table. “A threat! Typical! What can Nevery possibly achieve by forcing us to accept as an apprentice a boy thief who has no locus magicalicus and is probably reporting everything he learns to the Underlord.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Brumbee said hurriedly. “Conn is not a spy, I don’t think.” He shot me a quick glance. “Not for the Underlord, at any rate. I think we ought to give him a chance, for his own sake, and not just because Nevery asks us to. I propose that we accept him as an apprentice—”

Pettivox opened his mouth to protest, but Brumbee went on quickly, “Conditionally. If he can find a locus magicalicus in, shall we say, thirty days? Is that enough time, Nevery?”

Nevery nodded. “It will have to be.” He pointed to the door. “We’re finished with you, boy. Wait outside.”

He didn’t have to ask me twice. I skiffed out to wait in the hallway.


I closed the door behind me and leaned against it because my knees were shaking. It hadn’t gone too badly, had it? The magisters had accepted me, sort of. I just had to find my locus magicalicus. I had thirty days. But where was I going to start?









CHAPTER 14



After the meeting with the magisters, Nevery and I walked home to Heartsease through the tunnels. I kept quiet, having a lot to think about. Thirty days should be long enough to find a locus magicalicus, shouldn’t it? And what about Pettivox? He was a magister. What was he doing working with Crowe?
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“Well, boy,” Nevery said, striding along. “You have provoked my curiosity. I wonder how you survived the Twilight.”

“I have quick hands,” I said. “And I was lucky.”

“Hmph,” Nevery said, pausing to open a tunnel gate. “Maybe so. But that’s not all of it. Luck and thievery didn’t raise you from a baby. Who did?”

Oh. “My mother,” I said.

We reached the gate leading to Heartsease. Nevery opened it and went through, and I followed him up the stairs to the courtyard. I stopped at the tree and looked west. In the branches above our heads, the black birds stirred, like leaves in a breeze. The sun had just gone down, and, in the distance, the sky over the Twilight was stained with yellowish streaks. A few dim lights shone, like stars through clouds.

Nevery tapped his cane against the cobblestones. “Well, boy? Tell me about her.”


And he called me nosy! “Her name was Black Maggie,” I said. “She had black hair and black eyes, and she taught me how to pick locks.” Maggie had taught me how to calm my breath and make my fingers still and quick, no shaking, and she’d taught me how to lift a purse string from a pocket with a feather’s touch.

“She’s dead?”

I nodded. Killed dead. Crowe had done it. Not himself, he paid minions to do it, to break Maggie’s legs so she couldn’t walk and then, after a while, she had died. I wasn’t going to mention Crowe to Nevery, though, because I didn’t want Nevery putting me and Crowe together in the same thought.

“How long ago?” Nevery asked.

The wind gusted. I hunched into my coat, shivering. “It was the same summer we had all the rain. And the river flooded and all the docks were washed away, remember?”

“No,” Nevery said. He started across the courtyard to the house, whose warm windows were looking out at us. “I’ve been banished from Wellmet for twenty years, boy. But there was an exceptionally wet summer about seven years ago, in all of the Peninsular Duchies. Does that seem about right?”

I thought about it. Seven years ago. And I’d been old enough to take care of myself when Maggie had been killed. When she had died. I nodded.

But I didn’t want to talk any more about my mother. “Nevery?” I asked.

“What,” he said over his shoulder.

I ran a few steps to catch up. “I’ve seen Pettivox before.”

“Have you? Where?”

“At the Underlord’s.”

We reached the door to the storeroom, and Nevery stood on the step, looking down at me. “Explain yourself.”

“I had a look ’round while you were talking to the Underlord,” I said.

“Your cursed nosiness will get you into trouble, boy, if you’re not careful,” Nevery said.

Probably. “I think Pettivox is working for the Underlord,” I said.

Nevery scowled. “And Pettivox happens to be the magister most set against you becoming my apprentice.”

“That’s not it, Nevery,” I said.

Nevery turned away, crossed the dark storeroom, and headed up the narrow stairs. “Listen, boy,” he said, removing his broad-brimmed hat. “I suspect Pettivox of many things but not of colluding with the Underlord. He is a magister; it is not in his interest. If you did, in fact, see Pettivox there, which I doubt, it was because he was consulting with the Underlord about the decay of magic in Wellmet. He is as concerned with the loss of magic as any of the magisters are. Now, do not speak of this again.”

All right. I wouldn’t.









CHAPTER 15



The next day, Nevery was in a hurry to get to Magisters Hall. He had called a meeting with the Underlord, he said.

“You’re asking the wrong person for help,” I said.

“Stay out of it, boy,” Nevery said, sweeping along the tunnel to the academicos. “You have other things to worry about. I can’t help you look for a locus magicalicus. You’ll have to find it yourself.”
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I had thirty days. Twenty-nine, now. Plenty of time. Still, I wasn’t sure, exactly, how I was supposed to find my locus stone. Would it just appear one day? Would I bump my foot on it and just know that it was mine? Would it come to me, or would I have to go out into the world to find it?

When we arrived at the academicos, Nevery stopped at the top of the staircase. A student was there, waiting.

“Greetings, Magister Nevery,” she said with a bow. “Magister Brumbee sent me to meet you here, sir. He said you have an apprentice who needs tutoring?”

He nodded. “This boy, here.” He pointed at me.

The girl seemed older than I was—she was taller, anyway, and she had catlike gray eyes and bright red hair cut short like she’d hacked it off with a knife. Right from the start, I didn’t like her.


“Very well, sir,” the girl said. To me, she said, “Follow me.”

“Nevery—” I began. I didn’t want to go with her.

“Don’t argue, boy,” he said. “And don’t give anybody any trouble.” He glared down at me, then went tap tap tap down the stairs, on his way to Magisters Hall.

The girl stood looking down her nose at me. “Hurry up,” she said, walking quickly across the courtyard, ignoring the other students, who stared at me. Following her, I stared back at them. Like the girl, they all wore gray robes over their regular clothes, but they had different color patches on the sleeves; hers was green with yellow letters.

We went inside and down a hallway to a study room. The girl slung her bag onto the floor, sat down on a bench facing me, and leaned back against the table. Beneath her gray robe, she wore an embroidered black wormsilk dress down to her ankles, and black lace-up boots. She took a few moments to look me up and down.

“What’s your name?” she asked. “I suppose you do have one, besides ‘boy.’”

“Conn,” I answered. “Connwaer.” Now why had I done that? Nobody knew my own true name, only Nevery. And I’d gone and told this horrible girl.

“Connwaer,” she said, looking up at the ceiling. “It’s a kind of bird, isn’t it?”

Yes, and she’d better not say anything more about it.

“Black feathers?”

I nodded.

She gave me a glinting look, all sly and sharp. “Suits you.”

I blinked, surprised. Maybe she wasn’t so bad, after all.

“I’m Rowan. I’m a regular student, not a wizard’s apprentice, but I sit in on the apprentice classes. Magister Brumbee told me you need to learn how to read.”


“That’s right,” I said.

She bent to pull some things out of her bag: paper, pencils, a couple of books. “I’ve never taught anybody to read before. I have no idea why Magister Brumbee gave me this assignment.” She waved me over.

I went and sat next to her on the bench. “Maybe he’s mad at you,” I said.

“Hah,” she said, and gave me the glinting look again. “I think he wants to teach me patience.”

She seemed like an impatient person; that might be the reason.

Rowan opened one of the books, which had big runes written across the pages. “This is a rune book, obviously, from the babies’ class.” She quickly told me the names of the runes, then shoved the book along the table to me. “There. Look at them for a while yourself. I’ve got some studying of my own to do.” She opened the other book.

I flipped the pages back and looked at the runes again, then paged forward until I came to the words. If I put the runes together, they made patterns—words. I worked at that for a while, until Rowan closed her book and pulled my book away from me.

“All right, that’s enough,” she said. “I’m going to drill you on your runes.”

“What d’you mean?” I asked.

She blew out a sigh. “I’m going to test you, to see if you know which runes are which.”

I didn’t get it. “But I already know that.”

She put her elbow on the table and her chin on her hand and looked at me. “You learned the runes?”

“And how to put them together to make words.”

“Right. Show me.”

I took the book back from her and put together some of the words.

She gave me the down-the-nose look she’d given me before. “So you did know how to read before.”


“No, I didn’t,” I said.

She shook her head. “You’re lying.”

“Why would I lie about something like that?” I asked. I could think of much better things to lie about.

She stared at me for a while. “I guess you wouldn’t. But you learned that awfully fast.” She gave a sudden, bright smile, which made her sharp, proud face look much friendlier. “Maybe I’m just a really good teacher.”

At that moment, the door flew open and a group of gray-robed students burst into the room. Rowan’s face went back to looking proud and sharp, and she snapped the rune book closed.

“Oh, sorry, Lady Rowan,” one of the students said, breathlessly. “We didn’t know you were studying in here.” They started to back out.

Rowan shoved the papers and her book back into her bag. “No, it’s all right,” she told the students. “We’re all finished.” She gave me the rune book. “Here. Study this tonight, and we’ll go on with your lessons tomorrow.”

As she got to her feet, I noticed the patch on her sleeve. In the middle was a slender tree, stitched with green and yellow thread. Below it was a line of things that I now knew were runes. They made words. Rowan’s patch said T-R-E-E and L-E-A-F.
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Underlord came to Magisters Hall, rowed across river with three bodyguards. Underlord not a big man, speaks quietly, but fills room with his presence. Powerful.

Underlord very calm.—I share your concern, Magister Nevery, he said.

Doubted it. Not a wizard, how could he?

—I realize I have a bad reputation east of the river, Crowe said. He put his hand into his pocket, followed by odd clicking noise.—But Magister Nevery, I am just a businessman trying in hard times to keep the factories open so the workers can earn their wages.

Very likely this true. Why would Crowe work to reduce the level of magic in city if it meant factories would no longer operate? Makes no sense.

—At the same time, Crowe said,—my calculations indicate that the crisis has been exaggerated.

—Why so, I asked.


Underlord shrugged, very smooth. Then sound of odd clicking noise again.—The werelights in the Sunrise still light that part of the city. The factories are running. They run thirty percent slower, but they are running. I see no reason for panic.

Underlord folded his hands on the table and leaned forward.—What, precisely, are the magisters doing to remedy the problem? he asked.

—We are studying the situation, I said.—And have little to report.

This actually true, unfortunately.

After more pointless discussion, Crowe left.

Hadn’t met this Underlord before return to Wellmet. Crowe civilized man. Still, not to be trusted.
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CHAPTER 16



I spent six days going to school with Rowan, while keeping an eye open for my locus magicalicus. The reading was going well. The searching was not.

On the seventh day, Rowan met me at the academicos steps. She had her book bag with her and looked impatient.
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“You’re late, Conn,” she said, turning to lead the way into the main entry, the two-story gallery with the staircases and shiny stone floor. “No lesson today.” She paused and pointed toward Brumbee’s door. “The magister wants to talk to you.” She shot me her glinting look. “You in trouble, young man?”

I hoped not.

“Well,” she said, “good luck.”

Thanks. I nodded at her and crossed the hall to knock on Brumbee’s door.

“Come in!” his voice called. I opened the door and edged inside. “Ah, Conn,” Brumbee said. He sat behind his desk, which was piled with papers and books bristling with page markers. He waved at one of the comfortable chairs before his desk; his two cats sat in the other one. “I’m not due at Magisters Hall for half an hour. That should give us a little time.”


Good. I needed to talk to somebody about my locus stone problem. I went over to the chair and sat down.

“How are the lessons with your tutor?” Brumbee asked.

“All right,” I answered.

“Are you learning your runes?”

I nodded. I didn’t really want to talk to Brumbee about schooling. And I could tell he didn’t want to talk about anything but my schooling.

“Good!” He beamed.

“Brumbee,” I said, before he could ask me if I’d learned to spell C-O-N-N. “How do I find my locus magicalicus?”

“Ah.” He shifted in his chair, then opened a drawer of his desk, as if looking for something. “Well, you know, Conn, that is for Nevery to help you with.”

“He doesn’t have time,” I said.

“Yes,” Brumbee said unhappily. “I know. This situation with the magical decay. It’s a very serious problem, and we are relying on Nevery to figure out what’s going on.”

I nodded. I knew it was serious. Nevery had been very distracted, spending hours tinkering with devices and magical calibrations in his workroom, or staying up all night to pore over books, searching for precedents to the situation in Wellmet, or meeting with the other magisters. From the looks of it, he hadn’t found any answers, and he was frustrated and short-tempered as a result.

“It’s awkward, Conn. Do you understand?”

I didn’t, really.

Brumbee went on, fidgeting with a pen he’d taken from a drawer. “The thing is, my boy, it’s very odd that Nevery has taken you on before you’ve found your locus stone.”

A sinking feeling gathered in my stomach. He didn’t think I should be an apprentice. “I am a wizard, Brumbee,” I said. “And I only have twenty-three days left to find my locus magicalicus,” I said.


Brumbee sighed and nodded. “And Nevery is too busy. Very well, then. I will help you, Conn, as much as I am able.”

I took a deep breath of relief.

Brumbee stood and bustled toward the door. “Come with me. We’ll start with our collection here and see what happens.”

He led me into a dark, dusty back room of the library. “Ah, here we are. Let me just fetch us a light.”

I waited in the darkness until he returned carrying a stand with six candles on it. He pulled out his locus magicalicus, which was round and brown, like an egg. He used it to light the candles, whispering a word and touching the stone to each wick, which sputtered and then blossomed into light.

As the room brightened, I saw that it was full of wooden boxes, all labeled and stacked neatly on shelves.

“Yes, very good. In these boxes,” Brumbee said, pointing at the shelves, “are locus magicalicus stones, carefully cataloged. They wash up here at the academicos, and we collect them and wait for their wizards to turn up. Sometimes they do and sometimes they don’t; we have lots of stones and not many wizards, you see. We keep the stones, just in case.”

I nodded. But I reckoned people from the Twilight didn’t show up often to claim a stone.

“Here’s what you must do,” Brumbee went on. “Go through the boxes carefully. Touch each stone but be sure to put it back just where you found it. If your locus magicalicus is here, it will call to you.”

Right. “What does the call sound like?”

Brumbee pursed his lips. “It is different for every wizard. For some, the call can be nearly undetectable, like a whisper. For others, it is a kind of tingling connection. In some rare cases, I’m told, the call of the locus stone is overwhelming, like being caught up in a gigantic wave of magic.” He shook his head. “At any rate, if your stone is here, you will know it is yours when you touch it.” He smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “Now, I must go to Magisters Hall. I will leave you to it, shall I?”

“Thank you,” I said.

“You’re welcome, my lad,” Brumbee said. “Best luck.” He went out, and the candle flames jumped in the breeze from the door closing as he left.

I looked at the boxes, tidy, labeled rows of them, piled from floor to ceiling. Going methodically through them would take days.

And my locus magicalicus was not here, I knew it already.
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Too much to do. Device construction going very slowly. Can’t get cursed verity crystals properly aligned. Hardly a drop of slowsilver to be found in city. And spent fifteen hours in academicos library, still have thousands of pages to read, notes to transcribe, collate.

Need secretary. Absolutely certain boy hasn’t temperament for secretarial work. Asks too many questions. And his handwriting is terrible. Will ask Brumbee for advanced student at academicos to assist me.

Left library late, close to midnight. Walking through tunnel toward Heartsease, came to locked gate. Boy curled up in corner shadows, asleep.

Had forgotten about him. Cursed nuisance. Nudged him with foot to wake him up.

Pulled out my locus magicalicus, said the opening words.—Well, boy, I said.—You’ve been waiting all this time. Why didn’t you just pick the lock to get through?


He stood up stiffly, followed me through gate when it opened.—I tried to, he said.

Imagine the lock singed his thieving fingers for him.

Walked through tunnels to Heartsease without speaking further. Went up to kitchen. Benet asleep, so told boy to make tea while I warmed my fingers before the fire. Cursed academicos library cold and damp has gotten into my bones.

Note to self: Must get Benet stove for cooking.

Boy brought cup of tea and a biscuit. Very quiet.

Come to think of it, boy often quiet. Not a chatterer. Fortunate because will not tolerate chattering. Drank tea, warmed up.

—Well, boy, I said.—You are a master lockpick, are you?

Boy nodded.

Finished tea, went up to study, where I keep several locked boxes. There, boy taught me to pick locks. Not as easy as one might think.

Some of boy’s instruction:

Keys have flanges.

Trick is to insert wires into lock to replace flanges.


Easy to do when key has just one flange; wire turns lock like a bolt and, as boy says, YOU’RE IN.

Some keys have flanges all around barrel. These, boy says, are TRICKY.

Other keys have crenellations or studs, and some have flanges, studs, and crenellations, and these, boy says, are REALLY INTERESTING.

Locks are like puzzles, according to boy. But good lockpick can open even trickiest puzzle lock in under a minute.

 

Boy also advises that lockpick should carry at least two sets of wires, and one should be hidden in case he’s taken up by city guards. Picked up one of Benet’s knitting needles from table, said it could be useful to lockpick. Says a little knife is good to have as well, because a lockpick with, as he calls it, QUICK HANDS, can use it to pick easy locks.

Don’t believe there is any such thing as EASY LOCK.

Giving it a try, managed to lock myself out of study, boy inside warming himself by fire. Wouldn’t let me in, curse him. Finally picked lock, got in.

Expect picking pockets more difficult skill to learn.













CHAPTER 17



Twenty days left.

I hadn’t bothered going through the academicos collection of locus stones. As a result, Brumbee was disappointed in me.

“My locus magicalicus isn’t in there,” I said.

“But how can you be sure?” Brumbee said. “You haven’t looked carefully.”
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“It just isn’t.”

He shook his head and sent me away. He couldn’t, he said sadly, spare me any more attention if I wasn’t going to make an effort.

 

Eighteen days.

Rowan had told her teachers that I was ready to join the other students in the apprentice class. For some reason, she was in the class, too.

“Ordinarily,” she’d explained, “regular students don’t need to know much about magic. But I’m interested.”

“Even though you’re not an apprentice?” I’d asked.

“Even though, Connwaer.”

But Rowan wasn’t always in class. When she wasn’t, I missed her.

The apprentice class was held in a long room with a high ceiling and lots of windows to let in plenty of light. Dust floated in the air, sparkling like tiny stars in the beams of weak winter sunlight.

Only five students, plus me, were in the class, and that day we sat in three groups of two, passing a spelltext back and forth, reading the spell out loud in quiet voices. The words must roll smoothly from the tongue, Periwinkle told us—she was our teacher—without hesitation or error, in order to invoke the magic.

Because I was the worst student, Periwinkle had put me with the best student. Keeston was a bigger boy who was very proud of his locus stone, which was shiny black like Nevery’s, but splintery looking. The patch on his robe had a stone arch embroidered on it. He was also proud of his looks; he was tall and strong, and had wavy fair hair and dark blue eyes. He was Pettivox’s apprentice, and he was proud of that, too.

He wasn’t happy about working with me. I still couldn’t read very well out loud. I was slowing him down, he said. Keeston sneered every time I had to stop and put the runes together to make words.

And then we came to a spell I knew something about. The embero, the spell Nevery had used to turn me into a cat. Keeston had the book, and was reading the embero spell out loud. Then he made a mistake.

“It’s tarkolil,” I said, interrupting him.

Keeston gave me the eyeball. “It is not, new boy. It’s terkolil. Says so in the book. Can’t you read?”

“Yes, I can,” I said. “The book is wrong. It’s tarkolil.”

Keeston sat back in his seat and gave me a scornful look. “Magister,” he called.

Periwinkle, her gray hair straggling from its bun, came over. “You have a question, Keeston?”

“Not really, Magister,” Keeston answered. “The new boy thinks the embero spell has the word tarkelel in it.”

He’d gotten it wrong again. “Tarkolil,” I said.


“Look, Magister,” Keeston said, pointing at the book, which lay open on the table. “The new boy is being stupid about this.”

Periwinkle leaned over to peer at the book. “Ah, yes.” She cast me a silencing glare and straightened. “Keeston, you are correct and Conn is in error.”

I stared at her. I knew I was right.

Keeston smirked.

“Now, apprentices,” Periwinkle said to the class. “You may each open your books again and study the next chapter.” Then she leaned over to speak softly to me. “And you, Conn, will forget everything you know about the embero, if you know what’s good for you.”

“The book is wrong,” I whispered back.

Periwinkle glanced up at the ceiling, blew out a breath, and looked back down again. “Of course it is. The book is intentionally in error. Our students would have no good reason to use the embero, which is a particularly dangerous spell. So it was written down with a mistake in it, just so students don’t effect it by accident and turn themselves into toads.”

Right, I got it. But I didn’t have to like it. “That’s a stupid thing to do with the magic. Why teach them spells they can’t use?”

“Hush,” Periwinkle said, pointing at my book. “Keep quiet and read.”

Frowning, I opened my book and started reading.

Rowan came in late, then, and slid onto a seat beside me. “What did I miss?” she whispered. She was out of breath.

“Toads,” I said quietly. “Where’ve you been?”

She shrugged and opened her spelltext. “Affairs of state, my lad.”

Ha-ha. I showed her the page we were on and went back to piecing together the larpenti spell, for turning water into other liquids. I wondered where the mistake in the spell was, and if Nevery would teach me the real larpenti spell.


After class was over, I said good-bye to Rowan, slung my bag full of books over my shoulder, and headed for the stairs to the secret tunnels to wait for Nevery. I was thinking about where I was going to look next for my locus magicalicus when Keeston and three of his friends, a boy and two girls, appeared in front of me.

I started to walk around them, but they moved to block my way to the stairs.

“Magister Nevery is your master, is he?” Keeston asked.

Nothing wrong with that question. I nodded.

“But you don’t have a locus magicalicus. So you can’t be sure you’re really a wizard, can you?”

I knew for sure that I was a wizard, but I didn’t have to prove it to Keeston. I shrugged.

Keeston stepped closer. “Can you?”

“I’ll find a locus stone.” Eventually.

Keeston stepped closer. “My master says he’d have you beaten, sneak thief, if you were his apprentice.”


I put my bag down, to keep my hands free. Only one way this kind of conversation was likely to lead. “What for, footlicker?” I asked.

“For disrespect, among other things,” Keeston sneered.

That didn’t make sense. “But I respect Nevery.”

“See, right there?” Keeston glanced aside to his three gray-robed friends, and they nodded. He looked back at me. “You called your master—” He couldn’t bring himself to say Nevery’s name.

The other apprentices were frightened of Nevery. I saw how they quivered like jelly on a plate whenever he was around. I’d heard them tell stories among themselves; they’d heard them from their masters, I reckoned. Like that twenty years ago Nevery had been banished from Wellmet for attempting to kill the duchess, which I didn’t believe, and for trying to burn down the Dawn Palace, which, knowing Nevery, could be true.


At any rate, Keeston was still worked up about it. “You call your master by his right name,” he said.

I nodded.

“You should call him ‘Master.’”

I nodded again. “Yes, he told me that, too. But we agreed that if I taught him to pick locks, I could call him Nevery.”

Keeston drew himself up and spoke triumphantly. “See there?” His friends, lined up like little dolls in a shop window, nodded again. “Right there. My master would have you beaten for that, gutterboy.”

“Like he beats you, crawler?” I asked.

And then he went for me.

I wasn’t expecting it yet, so he got in one punch, right in my face.

Keeston was bigger than I was, but you don’t last long in the Twilight without learning how to fight. Shaking off the blow he’d given me, I ducked under his next swing and gave him a sharp elbow under the ribs. As he bent over, gasping for breath, I kicked him in the collops. He fell to the ground, howling.

His friends, if that’s what they were, backed away, eyes wide.

Drats. I’d probably get in trouble for this. And my face hurt where Keeston had hit me. Oh well. I heaved up my book bag, walked around them, and headed for the stairs.

 

That night, before supper, Nevery and I sat in the study, he in his chair at one end of the table, me at the other end with my books and papers. I had a lot of reading to do, and Rowan had insisted that I work on my handwriting, which she said was atrocious.

I got right down to it, putting my elbows on the table, propping my head in my hands, and working through a history book. It was very interesting stuff, about the origins of magic in the Peninsular Duchies, of which Wellmet was one. Each city was part of a loose…


I had to stop and take the word apart. Con-fed-er-acy. I got up and fetched the lexicon from the bookshelf and brought it back to my place at the table. Looked up the word. Confederacy: An alliance of different groups or people for a common purpose. What was that purpose, I wondered. I kept reading to see if I could find out.

Wellmet, the text went on, was one of a loose confederacy of cities, each built on a magical node. A magical node, the lexicon said, was a place where, for some reason yet to be determined, magic gathered. Between the nodes, in places where there was little or no magic, were vast wildernesses and deserts and, closer to the cities, farmland, mines, and forests.

I’d never thought about any of these things before. Before coming to Nevery, I’d never really thought about anything beyond finding enough to eat and a warm place to sleep. It was fascinating. Magic was the life of a place, and attracted people, so the cities grew up on magical nodes. It made perfect sense.


“—Are you listening, boy?” Nevery asked loudly.

I looked up, blinking. What?

He pointed at my face. “You’ve been fighting again, have you? Benet?”

Oh. I felt the place where Keeston had hit me. A bruise, probably nice and purple by now, under my eye. “No,” I answered. “Keeston. A boy at the academicos.”

“Hmmm,” Nevery said. “Pettivox’s apprentice, I think.”

I nodded.

He gave me a stern look. “I won’t tolerate fighting, boy.”

“I know. But I don’t like him.”

Nevery raised his eyebrows. “Really.”

“Really,” I answered. “Look, Nevery, it doesn’t bother me that Keeston calls me gutterboy and sneak thief, because that’s what I am. But he jumped on me when I called him what he is.”

“Indeed.” Nevery leaned back in his chair and pulled on the end of his beard. “And what is that?”

“Footlicker and crawler.”

“Ah.” He looked at me, lips twitching. “And he blacked your eye for you.”

Yes, he had.

“Well, boy. Don’t let it happen again.”

Typical Nevery comment. Did he mean don’t let Keeston black my eye again? Don’t fight with him again? Don’t let him call me gutterboy again? Don’t call him crawler again?

I bent my head over my book, but I couldn’t concentrate. I kept going over the fight—and it hadn’t been much of a fight, really—and thinking about what Keeston had said and why he had said it. Hmmm. Maybe Keeston hadn’t jumped me because I called him a crawler, but because…

“Nevery?” I said.

He looked up from his book. “What, boy?”

I thought about it for a moment. “I think Keeston’s master beats him.”


Nevery studied me. “Are you worried that I’d have you beaten for something?”

The thought hadn’t even occurred to me. I considered it. “No.”

“You wouldn’t stand for it, would you,” Nevery said.

Not even from Nevery, no. I shook my head.

Nevery nodded. “That is why you, boy, are not a gutterboy or sneak thief.”

Ah. That made perfect sense. Still, I decided, I’d keep my eye on Keeston. I wasn’t so sure he was a bad sort. I’d likely jump on people, too, if I had a master who beat me.

Of course, if I didn’t find my locus magicalicus soon, I wouldn’t be an apprentice anymore. I wasn’t sure what I’d be. Nothing, maybe.
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At dinner, after evening of studying, boy asked about nature of magic.

Question every apprentice asks, eventually.

Explained Micnu’s theory on magical emergence.

—Micnu wrote a treatise explaining that magic most likely emerges from some kind of geological and atmospheric convergence.

—Atmospheric convergence, boy repeated slowly.

Explained further.—GEOLOGICAL, having something to do with the way the ground below our feet behaves, and ATMOSPHERIC, having to do with the air above, including the weather. You need to read more widely, I said.

—I don’t have time, boy said.

—Make the time, boy. Now, Micnu’s theories are widely accepted, but they are not the only ideas about the nature of magic. Carron’s writings, which are over five hundred years old, argue that magic underlies the land as water does and wells up in some places.

Boy nodded.—What would Micnu and Carron say about the magic leaving Wellmet?

A good question.—What do you think? I asked.

Boy thought for few minutes. Benet served out fish and stewed greens, passed biscuits around. I ate and waited.

—Right, boy said.—I figure Micnu would say there’s been a change in Wellmet’s weather or maybe an earthquake, and that’s changed the con…the convergence. And Carron would say that the well is running dry.

I nodded. Essentially, this correct.

—But, Nevery, boy said.—I don’t think that’s it.

Benet, adding more biscuits to basket, snorted.

—Well, boy, I said.—What is it, then?

—I don’t know, boy said. He took a bit of fish from his plate, fed it to his cat, under table. Sat up, said,—I need to think about it some more.

Need to think about it, too. Interesting conversation. Tend to agree that neither Micnu or Carron’s ideas explain what is happening to Wellmet. After dinner, took boy to study, gave him first book in Carron’s annals and Micnu’s treatise to read.

 

Meet tomorrow with advanced student from academicos; someone likely to have skills to assist me.













CHAPTER 18



Sixteen days left. I’d been wasting too much time being a student and an apprentice. From now on, I needed to spend all day, every day, searching for my locus magicalicus.

We were eating breakfast at the table in the kitchen, me and Nevery and Benet.
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“Nevery,” I said, after taking a bite of porridge and wiping my mouth.

“Use your napkin, boy, not your sleeve,” Nevery growled.

I looked at my sleeve. What did he mean?

Nevery held up his napkin, then used it to wipe his mouth.

Oh, that’s what it was for. I used my napkin and then went back to my question. “Nevery, I need one of those password stones for the tunnel gates.”

“You need a haircut, is what you need,” Benet said.

I didn’t have time for haircuts. “Can I have one, Nevery?”

“A keystone?” Nevery said, taking a drink and setting down his teacup. “Why, boy?”

The bite of porridge I was eating turned to ashes in my mouth. I swallowed it down. “I need to go out into Wellmet and search for my locus magicalicus,” I said.


“Yes, all right.” He pointed at me with his spoon. “But you go to the academicos every day.”

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t going to go to school. I didn’t have time.

 

I was from the Twilight. So, I reckoned, I’d find my locus magicalicus in the Twilight.

And if I was going to search in the Twilight, I had to look like I belonged there. If I went in wearing my coat and hat and woolen scarf, and my stout boots, somebody—some thief or bagman—would jump on me, drag me into an alley, and pluck me like a chicken.

So after stepping onto the west side of the river, I found the nearest alley, where I took off my warm clothes and boots and hid them in a dry hole under a flat stone, and rubbed dirt on my face and in my hair and on my bare feet. Takes a while to work up a really good layer of grime, but it would do.

Then I went out and searched.

I started down by the river, sticking to the shadows in the warehouse district, slinking past the docks and the dockside taverns. Nothing. Farther south, the docks ended and mudflats lined the river. When I’d lived in the Twilight I’d gone mudlarking, because you could find, washed up in the mud, metal to sell, and sometimes a copper lock or two on a rotting purse string, or a bundle of old clothes.

Mudlarking for my locus magicalicus was hopeless. All I got for my trouble was cold. And muddy.

 

Ten days.

I moved on from the riverside and tried the workers’ tenements in the Steeps, but found nothing. Then I tried the area around Dusk House, the Underlord’s mansion.

Late in the afternoon, I was searching in an alleyway, digging through a pile of garbage—rags and rotting wood, broken bottles and a dead rat—when I looked up and saw a man in a black wizard’s robe stride past the mouth of the alley. Pettivox!

If he was going to see the Underlord again, he was up to something, sure as sure, no matter what Nevery said.

I edged out of the alley. As he climbed the street, I followed, keeping to the shadows.

He veered off, cutting down a side street, toward the river, then down a steep set of stairs until he came out at one of the factories along the river. I lurked in a doorway until he went inside.

Tricky following him in there. But I had to find out what Pettivox was up to.

The factory was a huge building built of soot-stained brick, with belching chimneys and narrow windows painted black. I slid in the doorway, not far behind the wizard, glad it was dark and dusty. And noisy with the clatter-rattle of millworks; it was a factory for making cloth. Workers, coming and going past whirring machines for spinning thread, looked like sooty black ghosts. At the machines themselves, powered by magic brought in through huge, pulsing pipes overhead, rows of children bent their heads, threading spindles with quick fingers. Their hair was shaved short so it wouldn’t be caught in the machines and yanked off their heads. They didn’t even look up as I passed.

Pettivox stood at the end of a row of whirling bobbins. Another man, a factory boss dressed in a black suit, spoke with him. They shouted to be heard above the rattling machines, so, even lurking deep in the shadows, I heard most of what they said.

“Can you get some more?” Pettivox shouted.

The factory man shook his head and muttered something.

Pettivox scowled. “…must have more slow-silver! If you don’t get it, the Underlord will—” He leaned over and snarled something right into the other man’s face; the man flinched away. Then he nodded.

At that, Pettivox whirled away and stalked down the dim-dark millwork rows, and I followed him out into the day, which, gray as it was, seemed bright after the factory.

Pettivox headed up the steep street again, me not far behind him. He turned a corner—still headed toward the Underlord’s—and I hurried to catch up, but he was striding along quickly.

Too far ahead, he turned another corner. I raced up the street and pelted around the corner into an alley, and he was there, waiting.

“Hah!” he said, and grabbed me. His eyes narrowed as he realized who I was. “You!”

Still gripping me by the arms, Pettivox shoved me deeper into the alley; I looked over my shoulder and saw, behind me, that the narrow alley led to a brick wall. Dead end. Trapped.

“Nevery’s boy,” Pettivox said. I twisted out of his grip and backed up a step, trying to catch my breath. He stepped after me, forcing me deeper into the alley. “You were following me,” he said. “You’re poking your nose in where it doesn’t belong, thief. You should be careful a blackbird doesn’t come along and snip it off.”

Underlord Crowe, he meant.

Pettivox gave me a nasty smile, his white teeth gleaming. “What would Nevery think if his little spy went missing? I wonder.”

He’d think I’d run away, was what he would think. I couldn’t let Pettivox drag me in to see the Underlord, because I’d never get away again.

As he reached out to grab me, I ducked under his hands and dove to the ground, rolling out of the alley. He turned, shouting something, but I was already on my feet, racing down the cobbled street. He didn’t follow, but I kept running, around corners, down steep alley steps, until my breath was tearing at my lungs and my legs felt quivery and weak.

Finally I reached the alley where I’d hidden my coat and boots. Gasping for breath, I leaned against the brick wall. Stupid, almost getting caught like that. Stupid. I’d have to be more careful.

 

“Any luck?” Nevery asked when I brought him tea late that night.

I shook my head. “Nevery, I saw Pettivox in the Twilight.”

“Not now, boy,” Nevery said. “And you didn’t put any honey in the tea.”

Without saying anything, I took the tea down to the kitchen, put honey in, and brought it back up. Nevery said an absentminded thank-you, his nose deep in a fat book, some long-dead wizard’s grimoire he’d borrowed from the academicos library. Clear as clear, he didn’t want to be bothered with anything else. I left quietly and went up to my attic room. By the light of a candle, I read Micnu’s treatise. When it got late enough, I blew out the light and wrapped my blankets around me. But I couldn’t sleep.

 

Nine days. Eight. Seven. Six…

I spent all day, every day, wandering through the cold, damp streets of the Twilight, searching for my locus magicalicus. I hoped that I’d be walking along and I’d accidentally kick a rock and a tingle of recognition would run through me, and I’d feel compelled to pick up the stone, and it would be mine—my locus stone, proof that I was a wizard, my reason for staying at Heartsease with Nevery.

But as the days passed, I got nothing except bruised toes.

 


Five days.

I came back late to Heartsease, dirty, cold, and hungry, slinking from the secret tunnel and across the dark courtyard, trying not to wake the birds in the black tree. I didn’t want to hear them scold. The mansion stood tall, a ragged shadow against the night, except for the warm golden glow of the windows.

I went inside and climbed wearily up to the kitchen, tired down to my bones. Benet was there. His knitting, a snarl of black yarn, sat on the table. Nevery had gotten him a stove, so he was busy setting it up, angling the stovepipe so it would carry the smoke out a window. He’d knocked out a pane and stood on a chair, trying to plug the gaps between the window frame and the pipe so the cold air couldn’t come in. Lady sat watching him, her tail curled over her paws, and a bright fire burned in the hearth.

Benet glanced at me as I came in. “Anything?” he asked.

I shook my head.


“Huh,” he grunted, and turned back to the window.

I sat down, folded my arms on the table, and put my head down to rest, just for a moment.

I woke up with a crick in my neck and Benet poking my arm. He pointed at the ceiling. “Tea.”

Right. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. It was late. Nevery would be wanting tea.

Benet handed me the tray. There were two cups on it, a teapot, and a plate of bread and butter. I looked blankly at it. “He’s not going to have time to drink tea with me, Benet,” I said.

“It’s not for you,” Benet said gruffly.

Not for me. Who, then?

“He’s taken on a secretary,” Benet said. “Student from the academicos. To help him with the reading and writing.”

A secretary, right.

I trudged up the stairs to the study and went in with the tea tray. Nevery was there with his new secretary.


Keeston.

I stopped inside the door, frozen. Keeston and Nevery were sitting at the table surrounded by books and papers. A fire burned in the hearth. Very companionable and cozy.

Keeston looked up from his work and gave me a nasty smile. “Your servant has brought tea, Magister Nevery,” he said.

I thawed out enough to go in and carefully pushed aside a few books to put the tray on the table. “I’m not his servant.” Crawler toady.

Nevery looked up. I didn’t expect him to add anything, but he did. “He is my apprentice, Keeston.”

“Yes, of course, Magister,” Keeston said quickly, turning a little pale.

I turned to leave.

“Wait, boy,” Nevery said. I turned back. He pointed at Keeston. “Go down and tell Benet we’ll need more tea later. It’s going to be a late night.”

“Yes, Magister,” Keeston said, scrambling to his feet and hurrying from the room.

As the door closed behind him, Nevery turned his gaze on me. “Well?”

“He’s Pettivox’s,” I said. And I was certain, now that I’d seen him again in the Twilight, where he had no business going, that Pettivox was working for the Underlord.

“We’ve spoken of this before, boy. Pettivox is a magister, as I am, and he has done well to offer me his apprentice’s services.” Nevery scowled. “We are working together to solve the crisis facing the city.”

“The Underlord has something to do with it,” I said.

Nevery gave me an exasperated look. “This has nothing to do with Underlord Crowe.”

I had a feeling that it did have something to do with Crowe, and with his underground workshop, and with Pettivox. But Nevery didn’t want to hear about it. And I was too tired to argue. Couldn’t seem to think straight about anything.

“Now, boy,” he said, pointing at the door. “You’re obviously exhausted. Go to bed.”


To bed, right. I stumbled toward the door. Paused. “Just be careful what you tell Keeston.”

“I am not a fool, boy,” Nevery said. “Keeston is useful to me.”

And I was not, he was saying. Drats.

I went to bed.

 

Four days left.

Still nothing.

I decided to stop off at the academicos to see if Brumbee had some maps of the city. I was just about finished with the Twilight and was going to have to face crossing the river to search the Sunrise, the duchess’s part of the city.

I used the keystone to pass through the tunnel gates. The air was cold and damp, the walls dripping with slime, the floors covered with a shallow film of water. Slippery. Like being on the inside of a snake.

As I reached the academicos gate, I saw a dark, hunched figure; somebody was sitting on the bottom step of the stairs leading up.


Rowan. She got stiffly to her feet, arms folded, looking impatient. “What are you up to, young Connwaer?”

I wondered how long she’d been sitting there. A while, maybe; she looked cold. “Hello, Rowan.”

“Yes, hello and all that,” she said crossly. “I’ve waited for you every morning, and you never come. You’ve stopped coming to school, have you?”

I nodded. “I need to talk to Brumbee.”

“About coming back to the academicos?”

“No,” I said, stepping around her. “About finding my locus stone.”

She stepped to the side, blocking me. “Yes, Magister Brumbee told me about that. And you’re almost out of time, are you?”

Hearing her saying it out loud like that made my stomach leap up and wrestle with my throat for a minute.

I must have turned pale, because she went on, hurriedly, “Surely it’s not more important than going to school.”


“It is,” I said.

She put her hands on her hips and glared. “You’re being stupid, Conn. You’ll find your locus magicalicus eventually. Until you do, just work for Magister Nevery.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not? It seems the obvious solution.”

I just couldn’t do it. I shook my head.

“Very well,” Rowan said. In the dim light, her red hair looked like a banked fire and her eyes flashed with annoyance. She spun on her heel and stalked away, up the stairs.
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Have found precedent for city’s loss of magic. Secretary came across crumbling old text in academicos library. Account of destruction of Arhionvar, lost city of the Fierce Mountains.

According to text, Arhionvar was thriving crossroads of trade on potent magical node, when suddenly, magic drained from city. Without lifeblood of magic, Arhionvar died. Text speculates that death of Arhionvar not a natural phenomenon. Troubling.

Have not yet felt sense of urgency, but suspect we should be more alarmed. Possible boy’s ideas have some merit: loss of magic in Wellmet could be human-caused problem. Wouldn’t blame Underlord for such a thing, as boy is so quick to do, because Crowe is not a wizard, and because Crowe would not benefit if magic were lost. But must think further on it.

Secretary proving useful. Organized. Neat handwriting. Follows orders. Doesn’t plague me with questions.













CHAPTER 19



Today was the last day.

In the kitchen, Benet greeted me with a glare. “Listen, you. Stop messing about,” he growled. “Find the stone and be done with it.”

I didn’t answer, just grabbed the bucket and went out for water. When I got back, I left the bucket by the hearth and went down to fetch more wood for the fire. By that time, Benet had breakfast ready for Nevery and Keeston; two cups, a steaming teapot, and a basket of muffins. He pointed to the stairs, and I took it up. They weren’t in the study, so I went up to the workroom. Knocked.
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“Breakfast, Nevery,” I said.

After a long moment, he answered, his voice sharp. “Leave it outside the door, boy, and go away.”

I put down the tray. Then I leaned my forehead against the door. Maybe he’d lost count of the days. Right. He probably didn’t remember that this was the last day. I wanted to talk to him before I left. But I couldn’t go in there while he and Keeston were working on some experiment that couldn’t be interrupted.

I went back downstairs to the kitchen.

Lady was there, purring before the fire. I crouched beside her to get warm before heading out to search. What I really wanted to do was go back to bed. I was tired. I was starting to believe that I wasn’t going to find a locus magicalicus. Maybe I wasn’t a wizard after all.

“Here, you,” Benet said, interrupting my dark thoughts. I looked up. He was elbow deep in bread dough; he raised a floury finger to point at the table.

I went over to see. A black, high-collared woolen sweater. Warm looking. Benet had knitted it.

“See if it fits,” he said.

I took off my coat and put on the sweater. It was too big; the sleeves hung down over my hands. But it was warm. I put my coat on over it, and my scarf.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Hmph,” Benet grunted. “Take a biscuit with you.”

“Thanks,” I said again. I took a biscuit and some cheese and shoved them into my coat pocket. “I’ll be back later,” I said, and left.

I’d be back when I found my locus magicalicus, is what I meant. And if I didn’t find it, maybe I wouldn’t come back at all.
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Secretary Keeston has no initiative, no ideas, no curiosity about magic. Does what he’s told and nothing else.

Sent him to fetch books from academicos library. Need to check calibration for partelet because blasted thing not set correctly.

After secretary had gone out, Benet came in with tea, set down plate of biscuits.

Which reminded me.—Tell the boy when he comes in that I want to speak to him, I said. Wanted to tell him to read the treatise on Arhionvar, and then see what he thought about it.

Benet glared.—Don’t know that he will come back at all, Magister.

Became aware that secretary had come quietly up stairs and was lurking outside door, listening.

—That is all, Benet, I said. As Benet went out, secretary came in.


Annoyed. Don’t like sneaking.

Keeston sat down at the table and took biscuit.—Magister Nevery, I happened to overhear you and your servant talking about your apprentice. You might be interested to know, sir, that Conn hasn’t been attending the academicos for some time. I hear he’s been seen going into the Twilight, which must mean, sir, that he’s gone back to thieving.

—Get out, I said.

—But sir, squeaked Keeston.

—Out! I stood and pointed at the door.

Keeston scurried out.

Curse it, had forgotten date. Stupid, careless. Checked journal, realized today is thirty days since boy’s introduction to magisters. Possible Benet is right, boy will not return to Heartsease.

Curse the boy, anyway. Weather worsening, snow last night, more snow likely. No doubt he is out in the city somewhere, getting himself into trouble.













CHAPTER 20



After I left Heartsease, using the keystone to pass the gates in the tunnels, I came out onto the Night Bridge and turned east. It was about midday, and, as I came out from the bridge and into the city, the Sunrise was bustling.
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The streets were clotted with mud and horse manure, all churned with the snow that had fallen the previous night into a dirty, icy slush. My feet were wet within a few steps, and even with Benet’s sweater under my coat, the wind was biting. I pulled my scarf up over my face—all the better to hide from the city guards, I reckoned—and headed deeper into the Sunrise.

Most of the buildings in this part of the city were built of gray stone, and the streets were paved with black cobbles. Shops lined the roads, their signs jutting out over the street and creaking in the wind. People, bundled to their ears in warm coats, rushed through the streets, but the richest people traveled in carriages or in hansom cabs pulled by high-stepping horses, whose breath steamed in the chilly air.

I decided to start near the river and work my way up, toward the center of the city, the hill the Dawn Palace was built on, where the duchess lived.


I paced streets and alleyways for the rest of the day. As I had before, I tried to keep myself open to the merest hint of a call from my locus magicalicus, but I felt nothing. I wasn’t sure, anyway, how to keep myself open for the call. Was it like listening? Would I just know? Would it be, as Brumbee had said, like getting washed away by a wave of magic?

My feet were numb and my socks wet inside my boots, and an icy wind from the river kept knifing me in the back as I trudged along. As the night drew on and wizards came out to light the werelights along the streets, I found a house with a coal hole leading down to a cellar. I pulled my knife out of my boot and used it to pry open the window. Climbed in and found a dark corner to sleep in.

Except that I didn’t sleep. I lay there all night, shivering and staring at the darkness, trying to make my thoughts stop whirling around. I still had the biscuit and cheese in my pocket, but I couldn’t eat it.

As the light turned gray with morning, I climbed out of the cellar, smudged all over with coal dust. Headed out into the city again.

Trudged. Up one street, down another. The cobbles felt like blocks of ice under my feet. The wind stuck cold fingers down my neck. Overhead, the clouds lowered and snow began to fall, icy pellets like little needles. I felt completely hollow. If somebody had hit me, I would have echoed.

Toward evening, the snowfall grew heavier and I headed up the hill to the center of the city.

I had my head down, scanning the snow-covered cobbles, with my scarf over my face. A big hand came down on my shoulder.

“Here, you.”

I looked up. A guard. I pulled my scarf down, just a little, to speak. “I’m running a message.”

“Oh, are you? Let’s see it.” The guard held out a gloved hand.

“It’s in here,” I said, pointing to my head.

“Where you going to?” the guard said, suspicious.


“The Dawn Palace.” Drats. But it was the only place in the Sunrise that I could think of, hollow as I was.

The guard frowned. “They’re not going to let the likes of you in,” he said.

“Still, that’s where I’m going.” Actually, now that we were talking about the Dawn Palace, I realized that I really did want to go there. Up the hill. Yes. A very good place to go.

The guard shrugged, evidently believing me. “Get on with you, then.” He took his hand from my shoulder and I skiffed off up the street.

I hadn’t eaten anything the previous day, not even the biscuit and cheese, which had disintegrated into crumbs in my pocket, and I hadn’t slept during the night and only a few hours the night before, but for some reason I suddenly felt just fine. The worry that had been gnawing at me for the past thirty days took its teeth and went elsewhere. What a relief.

As I went up the hill toward the Dawn Palace, twilight fell and a cloaked wizard with a locus stone went along the street before me making the werelights lining the streets flicker on. The lights gleamed in the growing darkness, making the snowy streets and the gray buildings glow pink. Several carriages passed me as I walked, the horses’ breath steaming in the air, their hooves kicking up clots of muddy slush, the wheels rattling over the cobbles.

At last, at the top of the hill, I reached the Dawn Palace, where the duchess lived and governed the city. The carriages had been heading here, too: the duchess was having a party.

At the front of the Dawn Palace was a low wall about half my height topped with a tall, black-iron fence. I gripped the bars, looking in. The palace was a huge rectangular structure built of stone colored the rosy pink of dawn. All along the front were pillars and frothy carvings; it looked like a cake, frosted and ready to eat. The carriages rolled down the snow-covered drive and pulled up before the front doors, which were reached by going up a broad flight of stairs decorated at the sides with pink stone statues. Werelights flared in sconces at the front, and in their glow I saw fine fur-wrapped ladies and frock-coated gentlemen scurrying from the warm carriages, up the icy steps, and into the warm palace.

My thirty days was up. I would never find my locus magicalicus. I wasn’t Nevery’s apprentice anymore. I would never be a wizard.

Which meant I was a thief.

Where there were fine ladies and gentlemen, I reckoned, there would be fine jewels and gold and pearls. I would have to find a way in and steal some of them.

Also by the front door were guards, outfitted in thick, dark green woolen uniforms and high leather boots; a few more guards stood at the gates at the head of the driveway, and I was starting to attract their attention, hanging around the fence as I was.


So I eased off down the street to find a nearby alley to wait in until later, when the night would be darker.

I leaned against a wall in an alley for a few hours. Fat snowflakes sifted down from the sky and settled on the ground, and every once in a while a blast of wind came along and stirred the snow into a whirling white frenzy. I jittered while I waited, bouncing up and down, talking to myself.

“I’ll go ’round the back,” I told myself. “And peek in the windows. The guards won’t see me. I’ll find somebody wearing jewels. And I’ll steal them when they aren’t looking.”

It seemed like a very good plan.

At last I could wait no longer. It was late, close to midnight, I reckoned, and the party would be in full swing. I crept out of my alley and climbed up the hill to the Dawn Palace.

Away from the front gates, the palace wall got higher and was topped with metal spikes, each spike wearing a little cap of snow. Following the wall around a corner, I found myself in a quiet alley about two paces wide made by the palace wall and a brick building with no windows. A perfect place; no guards in sight. The wall was made of big stone blocks with nice cracks between them. I took off my boots, tied the laces, and hung them around my neck, then climbed up.

At the top of the palace wall, I crouched for a moment, clinging to the spikes, to survey the other side. Blinking snowflakes from my lashes, I saw what looked like a formal garden with snow-covered lumps that were probably hedges and flower beds and winding paths. Across the garden was the side of the palace. All the windows were lit up; it looked like a bright ship sailing on a foamy ocean.

I swung down to hang from my fingertips from the top of the wall, then let go, landing with a crackling of branches and a whump of snow in a bush. Quickly I climbed out, brushing the snow from my coat, and crouched behind the bush, putting my boots back on and tying the laces. Ready, I peered out. Silence, except for the faint sound of music and voices coming from the palace.

I was facing a wide terrace with a low stone wall around it. Along the ground floor were doors made of small windows, which opened right out onto the terrace. The windows were steamed up, so I couldn’t see much but bright lights and colors, and movement. It looked warm, inviting.

I crept closer to see.

One of the windowed doors cracked open. A wisp of bright, happy music leaked out and was muffled again as somebody slipped out the door and closed it behind her.

Rowan?

She didn’t see me at first. Even though she was only wearing thin slippers, she scuffed through the snow to the terrace wall, where she brushed off the snow and sat down with a tired sigh. She wore a deep green velvet dress with long sleeves and lace at the collar and cuffs. On her hair she wore a wide green velvet band, and she also wore a pearl necklace and eardrops.

I didn’t consider even for a moment stealing her jewelry.

I climbed up the wall and dropped onto the terrace in a little cloud of snow.

“Hello, Ro,” I said. “You look nice.”

She looked startled for a moment, and then she gave me her down-the-nose smile. “Connwaer. How lovely to see you.”

It was good to see her, actually. I grinned back.

“I suppose I ought to ask you what you’re doing here,” she said, her breath steaming in the freezing air.

I shrugged and sat beside her. “I could ask you the same thing.”

“Mmm, I expect you would, Conn.”

“It’s a very fancy party,” I said.

Rowan gazed at the bright windows. “Very fancy.”


“Lots of fine ladies and gentlemen,” I said.

She shot me a sharp sideways glance. “What are you up to?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Just curious.”

“Oh, I imagine so. Would you like to see better?”

I definitely would. I nodded.

Rowan got to her feet. Snowflakes had settled on her flame-colored hair and on her dress. “Over here.”

She led me across the terrace to a long window at the end, which wasn’t as steamed up as the others. I peeked in. Chandeliers, whirling couples, green trees in pots, garlands of flowers.

And then, across the ballroom, on a necklace worn by a woman sitting on a carved, fancy chair, I saw it. A jewel, green and sparkling. The most perfect jewel in the entire world.
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Secretary and I in workroom, adjusting cursed partelet on gauge. Distracted. Boy’s dratted cat yowling about the place.

Too much to do, not enough time. Must determine whether loss of magic is natural or not.

Sent Benet to find boy so cat will be quiet and I can get some work done.
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CHAPTER 21



Even from outside and across the room, I could see it absolutely clearly. The jewel was about as big as the palm of my hand, leaf shaped and leaf colored, and faceted all over so that it glittered in the light.
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“Are you ever coming back to the academicos?” Rowan asked.


The jewel was the centerpiece of the lady’s necklace, which looked like it was made of diamonds and smaller green jewels, but I didn’t care about the other stuff, only the one that was mine, the leaf jewel.

“Conn?” Rowan asked.

What? Oh, the academicos. “I don’t know,” I said. “D’you see that lady over there?” I pointed. The woman was sitting on a fancy chair, speaking to some people gathered around her. She wore a dark green dress similar to Rowan’s, and my jewel glimmered against the green, almost as if it was calling to me.

Rowan leaned over to follow where my finger was pointing. “Yes, I see her.”

“D’you know where she lives?” I could sneak into her house, wherever it was, and steal the jewel after she’d gone to sleep. Easy.

“She lives here,” Rowan said. She looked at me with a half smile on her face. “She’s the duchess.”

Oh. Right. Well then, I wouldn’t have far to go, would I? All I had to do was wait for the party to end, and in I would go. It’d be risky, but it’d be worth it to get the jewel.

At the other end of the terrace, one of the windowed doors opened. “Lady Rowan?” a deep voice called, accompanied by light music and laughter from the party.

Before he saw me, I ducked behind Rowan, then went over the low wall, where I crouched in the shadows.

Up on the terrace, Rowan scuffed around. Erasing my footprints, I guessed. “Yes, I’m here, Argent,” she said. She sounded annoyed. “I needed a breath of air.”

“You should come in. The night is exceedingly cold.”

It wasn’t that cold.

Rowan murmured something in response, and they went in, the door closing with a polite click behind them.

The night felt suddenly very empty. Snow wafted down from overhead, and the party windows shed their bright lights across the shadowed garden.

I needed someplace quiet and dark to wait until everybody went home and the Dawn Palace went to sleep.

The wall where I’d come in was as good a place as any. Staying close to the shadows, I crept through the garden and back to the wall, where I settled behind a bush.

The night deepened. The snow stopped falling and the clouds drew off, leaving the sky velvet-black and pricked with stars. The cold seeped into my bones, but I couldn’t manage to care about it. The lights from the party went out, one by one, and the faint sound of music and laughter faded away. I got to my feet and paced back and forth behind my bush, my hand on the wall to steady myself. Every part of me tingled with excitement, like tiny needles pricking over my skin, making my hair stand up on end and my fingers twitch.


It was time.

I took off my coat and scarf because the black sweater Benet had knitted for me would blend more easily with the shadows. Quick-quiet, I eased from behind the bush and ran lightly across the garden, and then up onto the terrace to the windowed doors. I crouched there for a moment. Nothing moved in the garden. Stars glittered overhead. Beyond the palace, the faintest touch of gray stained the eastern sky; morning wasn’t too far off. No matter. I’d be in and out in minutes. I knew exactly where the leaf jewel was.

I tried the door, but it was locked, so I pulled out my knife and stuck it in the lock. It turned, smooth as butter, and the door clicked open. I slid inside, closing the door behind me.

I was in a ballroom, huge and dark and echoey, smelling faintly of sweat and leftover flowers from the party. I took off my boots and socks and put them next to the door where I could pick them up on my way out. Keeping to the edge of the ballroom, I barefooted to a dark doorway, which led in the direction of my jewel, and paused to listen.

Nothing, only silence.

I eased into the shadowed hallway and wound my way deeper into the palace. I turned a corner, then another, and went up a flight of stairs. I met no one, saw no lights. I came to yet another corner and peeked around, finding a long, carpeted hallway lit by a single werelight turned low; halfway along the hall was a door, which was blocked by a huge, alert guardsman wearing a green uniform and holding a pike. As I snuck another look at him, he turned his head to survey the hallway, and I drew back into the shadows, holding my breath.

Drats. That guard was a lock I could not pick.

But the leaf jewel was behind that door. Which meant I had to get in. Find a window, maybe, and go in from outside? Try to distract the guard? Hide and wait for daytime and hope the door would be left unguarded?


No, I couldn’t wait. The jewel wanted me to come and get it now.

Then my problem was solved for me.

In the distance, from outside the palace, came a faint shout. It was answered a moment later from inside.

Peering around the corner, I saw the guard stiffen and grip his pike. The noises from below grew louder: shouting, then someone ringing a bell. From the other end of the hallway, another guardsman poked his head in and called the guard in front of the door. “All clear, Jas?”

The jewel’s guard stepped away from the door and faced the other guard. “Clear. That you, Merik? What’s going on?”

In my hiding place around the corner, I crouched, ready to go. Just one more step, guard, and I’d have enough space to reach the door. Just one more step…

The other guard answered. “Gate guards found footprints in the snow by the garden wall. Captain Kerrn has called an alert. We’re searching the grounds and the palace now.”

Drats. I’d forgotten about footprints. Stupid.

The door guard took a few more steps toward the other guard. “Well, everything’s quiet up here—”

That’s all I needed.

Quick as thought, I darted from around my corner, down the hallway, to the door. I had the knife in my hand and jammed it into the lock as the guard turned; the lock flicked open, and as he lunged to grab me, I was in, with the door slammed behind me and the knife snicking the lock closed again.

I whirled, panting, and surveyed the room. Dark, curtained windows, stone floor, gilded pictures, padded chairs, and a desk.

And standing beside a canopied bed was the duchess, her eyes wide, her gray-streaked red hair in two braids, a lit candle in one hand and a knife in the other.


“Who are you and what do you want?” she asked sharply. The candle flame flickered, sending shadows reeling across the walls and ceiling.

She said something else, but I could hardly hear her. The jewel’s call was so loud.

From behind me, the door thudded with the guards’ blows. One of them shouted for help.

My eyes were drawn toward a carved wooden box on a table across the room.

Yes, of course it was there. Its call washed over me like a crashing wave.

I crossed the room to the box. It was locked. I didn’t have time for this. “Keys?” I asked.

The duchess, who had not moved from beside the bed, looked down her nose, proud. “I will not give you the keys.”

Oh well, the knife had worked fine so far. I stuck it into the keyhole and it didn’t so much turn the lock as explode it, as if the jewel inside wanted to get out as much as I wanted to get in. The lid of the box burst open. Behind me, the duchess’s door shuddered with the guards’ efforts to get in.

Inside the box, the necklace was arrayed against a lining of dark green velvet. And in the center of the necklace, the leaf-green jewel glimmered as if it was lit from within. I reached in and cut it from the necklace with my knife, prying it from its setting. It came into my hand as if it was part of me. I was meant to have it.

From behind, the door splintered open. The guards bulled into the room, shouting.

“He’s got a knife!” somebody yelled.

As I turned, a heavy weight hit me and I crashed to the floor with a guardsman on top of me. The knife—and my jewel—flew out of my hands and skittered across the polished stone floor. The guard held me down, and I struggled, kicking and twisting; I bit a guard’s hand and his grip relaxed for a moment and I squirmed away.

Then there was a flash of light, a pain in my head, and I was out.









CHAPTER 22



When I came to, the call of the jewel had faded so that I could barely feel it. But it was nearby, so I figured I was still in the Dawn Palace somewhere. Just not in the nice part.

I was sitting in a hard chair with my hands chained behind me. My head hurt. I opened my eyes. Damp, gray stone walls. No windows. A werelight in a metal lantern cast flickering shadows across the room. Two fierce-looking guards.
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I was in big trouble.

One of the guards, a big man with a bristling gray and black beard, noticed that I was awake. “He’s up,” he said. “I’ll give him the phlister. Call Captain Kerrn.”

“Right,” said the other, and left the room.

The remaining guard went to a table, where he poured out a mug of water, to which he added a powder from a vial. He stirred it with a finger, then carried it over to me.

“Drink this,” he said.

I eyed the water. It looked greasy, with a film of powder on the surface. I was thirsty, but I wasn’t drinking this stuff. I shook my head.

The guard grabbed me by the scruff of my neck. “You drink it,” he growled, “or I force it down your throat.”

Which is what he managed to do, eventually. I came out of it gasping and choking and wet down the front of my sweater, and he got his shins kicked.

I expected the phlister to be bitter, like poison maybe, but it didn’t taste like anything except water.

After a short time, which I spent contemplating the lock on the door and testing the manacles on my wrists, the captain arrived.

She was tall—all the guards were tall; they must have a height requirement—and had blond hair in a braid down her back and hard gray-blue eyes like chips of ice. She wore the same dark green uniform as the other guards, with a gold stripe stitched on one sleeve. “Has he had the phlister?” the captain asked.

“I could pick that lock with a couple of wires,” I said, pointing with my chin toward the door. “And I’ve got two wires in the collar of my shirt.”

Now why had I told them that?

The guard and the captain looked at me. “I see he has,” Captain Kerrn said. “Wait outside.” Her words sounded funny, the r’s all gargled in the back of her throat and the s’s pronounced “sh.”


The guard nodded and went out, the door locking behind him.

The captain stood with her arms folded, glaring down at me.

“You can glare all you want,” I said. “But I’m used to it. Benet does it all the time.”

“What is your name?” the captain asked.

“Conn,” I said promptly. “Connwaer, actually. It’s a kind of bird with black feathers. I don’t usually tell people that.” I gave her a suspicious look. “Did the phlister make me tell you?”

“I ask the questions,” Kerrn said. “You answer them. Why did you try to assassinate the duchess? Who are you working for?”

I blinked and stared at her. “Why would I want to kill the duchess?”

“You tell me, Connwaer.” The captain leaned forward and spoke in a soft, menacing voice. “Why would you want to kill the duchess?”

I considered the question. “Well, maybe if I was crazy I would. Or maybe if I thought she was truly evil?” I shook my head. “Even then, I don’t think I’d actually try to kill her.”

Captain Kerrn narrowed her eyes. “So you were not trying to kill the duchess.”

“No!” I said. “Why did you think I was?”

The captain relaxed ever so slightly and leaned against the table. “You were captured in her chamber, with a knife.”

I nodded. “That’s right. I had to get the jewel.”

At that, Captain Kerrn straightened. “You mean the ducal regalia.”

“No,” I said. I shifted in the chair, which had gotten harder. “I mean the jewel. The one that glimmers green, like a leaf in the sunlight? It’s beautiful. D’you know the one I mean?”

“Yes, I know it,” Kerrn said. “Go on.”

“It’s mine,” I said.

“No,” the captain said. “It is part of the ducal regalia.”

“No,” I said firmly. “It’s mine.”

“Who asked you to steal it? Are you working for the Underlord?”

“Nobody asked me to, Kerrn. It’s mine.” I shook my head, frustrated. “Clear as clear, I have to tell you the truth because of this phlister stuff. So why don’t you believe me?”

The captain scowled. “Because you are asking too many questions.” She turned and paced across the cell and back. “The phlister is not working,” she said to herself.

“It’s working,” I said. “You’re just not asking the right questions.”

Kerrn took two quick steps across the room and grabbed me by the front of my sweater. “Then tell me the right questions.”

I thought about that for a moment, while Kerrn released me and folded her arms, waiting. The right questions.

“I haven’t even asked myself the right questions,” I said slowly. “Conn,” I asked. “Why did you break into the Dawn Palace?”

“To find the jewel,” I told myself.

“But why?” I asked.

And the answer washed over me like a flood of sunlight filling every crack and corner of the damp, dim room. Of course. How could I have been so stupid? I looked up at the captain, the happiness bubbling up inside of me.

“I had to find the leaf jewel, Kerrn. It really is mine. I’m a wizard, and it’s my locus magicalicus.”
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Brumbee came, worried about boy, who hasn’t been going to school. Stayed for dinner.

Benet came in. Said guard had come to Night Bridge with message: boy’s been arrested at the Dawn Palace, Magister Nevery is called for.

First thought was relief. Boy not dead, at least. Brumbee asked what the boy had done.

—Arrested for stealing a jewel from the duchess’s regalia, Benet said.

Brumbee.—Oh, I’m so sorry, Nevery.

Stared at him.—For what?

Brumbee dithered. Then,—Conn’s returned to thievery, hasn’t he?

Thievery? Highly unlikely. Far better explanation for his actions than thievery.

—Brumbee, I said.—My apprentice has finally found his locus magicalicus. Are you coming?

Yes, he was.













CHAPTER 23



Captain Kerrn decided that the first dose of phlister hadn’t worked. I told her it had, but she didn’t believe me. So they gave me another.

This time they tied my feet together, so I got a bloody lip and wet down the front of my sweater again, but nobody got kicked.
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Then Kerrn and the bristle-bearded guard, whose name was Farn, took turns asking me questions. The same questions, over and over, for hours.

I told them the truth, and they continued to not believe me.

I didn’t mind about any of it. I’d found my locus magicalicus. “I really am a wizard,” I told them, and soon Nevery would come and explain everything, I’d get my locus stone, and I’d go home to Heartsease. I’d go to the academicos, Brumbee would be plumply pleased, Lady would purr, Benet would bake biscuits, and Rowan and I would be friends again.

“I don’t want to hear any more about the damn biscuits,” Farn said to the captain. “We’re not going to get anything else out of him, Captain. We’d better bring in this Magister Nevery.”

Kerrn nodded. “Get the lockpicks out of his collar, Farn, and stay with him just in case.” She stalked out of the cell, slamming the door behind her.


At first the guard was close-mouthed, but after I told him how to find the wires sewn inside my shirt collar, he got more talkative. When I asked how long I’d been there, he told me a day and a half. He said that yes, there was a height requirement for palace guards. He also said that the punishment for attempting to kill the duchess was death by hanging, but I explained that I hadn’t, in fact, tried to kill the duchess, so I wasn’t worried. He said I should be.

After a while, I was starting to feel stretched very thin. I hadn’t eaten in days, or slept.

I found myself talking about Benet’s biscuits again.

“All right!” Farn said. “I’ll get you something to eat.” He stood up and went to the door. “Anything to get you to stop talking.”

And out he went. As soon as the door closed behind him, I brought my chained hands from behind my back, under my legs, and up to the front where I could get a better look at the manacles. The lock was a simple twisted plunger; I had just the thing for it. I felt down the seams of my trousers to where I’d hidden another set of lockpick wires. After bending them into the right shapes, I picked the manacle lock and had my hands free. Then I untied my feet.

Getting up from my chair, I went to the door and listened. No one on the outside, it sounded like. The door gave me no more trouble than the manacles had, just a quick-snick, and the lock clicked over. Time to go get my locus magicalicus. Its call had grown more insistent; it knew I was nearby, and it wanted me to come and fetch it.

I cracked open the door and peered out.

The guard Farn stood in the room outside with a tray of food and a jug of water, looking over his shoulder at Captain Kerrn, who was entering the room through an arched door. And behind her came Benet and—

“Hello, Nevery!” I said, pushing the door wide and stepping out of my cell.


Nevery gave me an exasperated look—I knew it well—but before he could say anything, Farn dropped the tray with a crash and Captain Kerrn strode across the room, grabbed me by the collar, dragged me back into the cell, and chained my hands in front of me. Then she threw me into the chair and stood glaring down at me.

Nevery came to the doorway. Benet loomed up behind him, also glaring. Not at me, for a change, but at Kerrn.

“I knew you’d come, Nevery,” I said. I started to get up from the chair, but Kerrn shoved me back again.

“Sit down,” she growled.

I grinned at Nevery. “They said you wouldn’t come, but I told them you would. ‘My master will come and get me,’ I said.”

“Oh, so I’m your master now, am I, boy?” He spoke to Kerrn. “He is my apprentice, Captain. Release him.”

“Nevery, they arrested me because I tried to steal a jewel from the duchess’s necklace—”

“Be quiet, boy.” Nevery pointed at the chains on my hands. “Go on,” he ordered the captain. “Take them off.”

Kerrn shook her head. “Not without an order from the duchess.”

“—Nevery,” I interrupted. “I don’t think you should let me out of here, because if you do, I’ll try to steal it again. I know I shouldn’t, but that’s what I’ll do, sure as sure.”

“What’s the matter with you, boy?” Nevery asked. He studied me, frowning. “You’re chattering.”

“Phlister,” said Captain Kerrn.

“It makes people tell the truth all the time,” I said.

“Hmph,” Nevery said. “You were given phlister? That would seem to be redundant.”

“What d’you mean?” I asked.

“I mean that you tell the truth already.”

“No I don’t, Nevery. I lie to you all the time.”


“Be quiet, boy.” He turned and spoke to Benet, behind him. “Go see what’s taking Brumbee so long.”

“Yes, Master,” Benet said. He paused and looked me over. “You all right?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m very glad to see you, Benet.”

“Don’t listen to him,” said Nevery. “Just go.”

“Nevery,” I said. “I have lied to you.”

“Oh, really,” Nevery said. “Name once, boy. Maybe thinking about that will keep you quiet for a while.” He pointed at the door and said to Benet, “Go!”

Benet left. After a quick glance at me, Nevery leaned on his cane and stared at the floor, and Captain Kerrn moved to stand blocking the door. I tried to count the number of times that I had lied to Nevery.

And I couldn’t think of a single instance. In the Twilight I had been a thief, which basically meant liar. But ever since meeting Nevery, though there were some things I hadn’t told him about, I had never lied to him because I hadn’t needed to lie about anything.

As I was about to explain this to Nevery, Benet returned, Brumbee trailing behind him, looking worried.

“Hello, Brumbee!” I said.

“Yes, hello, Conn,” Brumbee said. “I’m glad to see you’re all right. We’ve been very worried about you.” He turned his attention to Nevery. “The duchess requires that we all appear before her. I tried to explain about the”—he lowered his voice so only Nevery and I could hear—“about what Conn claims is his locus magicalicus, but I’m not sure she believed me.” He shot me a worried look. “Nevery, I’m not sure I believe it. No wizard has ever possessed a locus stone of that size and quality.”

Nevery shrugged. “If the duchess wants it proven, then it shall be proven.”

Oh, so Nevery had figured out about my locus magicalicus. I didn’t have to explain. I opened my mouth to say more about my locus stone, but Nevery interrupted.

“Be quiet, boy, if you can.” He gestured to Brumbee. “We’ll speak to the duchess, and you”—he pointed at Captain Kerrn, who scowled back at him—“will bring the boy up in a few minutes. Wait outside the door until you are called. Let us go.”

And he swept-stepped from the room, his cane going tap tap on the stone floor. Brumbee and Benet followed him.

After they’d gone, Captain Kerrn practiced her glare on me, and Farn joined her at it, standing in the doorway with his arms folded.

I ignored them. Which wasn’t hard, because my locus magicalicus was telling me very strongly that it didn’t want to wait much longer for me to find it. Before, I’d wondered what the call of my locus stone would sound like. It wasn’t like a call at all. More like a kind of intense pull, a deep drumming hum in the heavier bones of my legs and in my skull, and a light and tingling buzz in the small bones of my fingers and toes.

Sitting still in the chair was very difficult.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to sit for very long.

“It has been long enough,” Captain Kerrn said. “Bring him, Farn.”

I jumped up and Farn grabbed me by the back of my sweater and shoved me out, following Kerrn. I would have gone myself, because the pull from my locus stone was getting stronger, and we were going in the right direction. They brought me to a double door with a green-coated guard standing in front of it. The call from my locus stone was making my whole body vibrate. “Can you hear that?” I asked Farn, who still had a grip on my sweater. He scowled and didn’t answer.

One of the double doors swung open and Brumbee stuck his head out. “You may bring him in now,” he said, and opened the door wider.

Farn and I followed Captain Kerrn into the room, an office, it looked like, crowded with chairs and tables with lace doilies on them and trees in pots; the captain nodded to the duchess, who sat in a chair carved of dark wood behind a wide, polished desk piled with books and papers. Rowan stood beside the duchess’s desk. Nevery was there, too, leaning on his cane and looking annoyed, and Benet and Brumbee, along with a few more tall palace guards. Farn shoved me before the duchess and kicked the back of my leg to make me kneel. From the stone floor, I looked up at her. She leaned across the desk and stared down her nose at me, pale and icy cold and very beautiful.

The duchess straightened and said something. Nevery’s gravelly voice said something back. I shook my head, trying to hear, but the stone’s call grew louder. I started to get up, but Farn put his hand on my shoulder and held me down. The stone was in the corner, behind one of the duchess’s guards. Somewhere over there. I squirmed, but Farn tightened his grip on me.

Then somebody said something, and he let me go.


Call call call, went my locus stone. I wobbled to my feet. “All right, I’m coming,” I said. I crossed the room, past the staring duchess and Rowan, past Nevery and Brumbee, and ducked around a guard. There, in the corner, behind a table.

I went down on my knees and lifted up the edge of a fringed rug, and there it was. Even in the dark corner, my locus magicalicus glowed against the stone floor, just as I’d remembered it—leaf shaped, leaf green, faceted, and glimmering. When I picked it up, it felt glad, coming home, heavy and solid in my hand.

I got to my feet and turned around, and they were all staring at me. Nevery was trying to hide a smile in his beard.

“I suppose that proves it,” Brumbee said.

Captain Kerrn looked ready to boil over. “It was a trick. Magister Nevery signaled to the thief, told him where the stone was hidden.”

They all turned to the duchess to see what she would say. But she stared across the room at me. Her face was proud and pale, and as she looked me up and down, the curl of her lip told me she didn’t like what she saw. I knew what I must look like to her: tangled hair, bare feet, smudged with coal dust, the jewel from her necklace in my chained hands. A thief.

But then she slowly shook her head. “Magister Nevery did not know where the jewel was hidden. This boy found it himself.”

“And his affinity for the stone is easily proven,” said Nevery. He nodded at me. “Do some magic.”

Magic, right. I’d seen Nevery do the light spell plenty of times, so I held up the stone and called out the spell: “Lothfalas!”

The magic burst forth in a flood, cresting through me and then crashing out, filling the room. My locus stone blazed like lightning frozen in the moment of striking; the bones of my hands glowed red, clenched around the stone. The manacles burst open and exploded into a swarm of sparks. The rest of my body lit up with white-bright flames that flickered and danced, but didn’t burn. The others in the room flinched away, covering their faces.

Nevery took a step toward me, raising his hand to shield his eyes.

I caught my breath. “How do I stop it?” I asked. My voice sounded squeaky and a little bit frightened.

“Just will it to stop, boy,” he said calmly.

Right. I closed my eyes against the flames and light and willed the magic back. And it went.

When I opened my eyes, the brightness had receded; the locus magicalicus was just a leaf-shaped, spring-green jewel in my hand.

The others were blinking the brights from their eyes to stare at me. The duchess looked shaken and Rowan’s eyes were shining.

“Well,” said Brumbee. “That answers that question, doesn’t it, Nevery?”

Nevery was looking at me with an odd smile on his face. “It does, indeed,” he answered. To me, he said, “That was quite a display, boy.”

I gave Nevery a shaky grin. I was a wizard, clear as clear.
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Boy has claimed his locus magicalicus. Quite a remarkable display.

Afterward, Benet and I brought him home. Sat him down on a stool in the kitchen, still chattering, clutching his locus stone, talking to the cat, to Benet, and mostly to me.

Benet brought tea. Asked,—He going to stop soon?

I watched boy.—Wait for it, I said.

The boy ate three biscuits with butter, then jumped up to pace around the room, telling Benet and me that he hadn’t realized that Rowan was the duchess’s daughter, when he stopped dead, as if he’d run into a stone wall. A look of utter surprise and confusion crossed his face.

Benet glanced at me. I nodded.—Catch him.

The boy’s eyes dropped closed and he swayed where he stood. Benet stepped up and caught him as he toppled over.

—Put him to bed, I said.













CHAPTER 24



In the morning, I woke up as usual in my attic room, snuggled in blankets. The room was freezing. The air went into my lungs like shards of ice and came out again as puffs of white steam. My nose was cold. A layer of ice crystals covered the blankets. If I’d spent a night this cold on the streets of the Twilight, I would have woken up huddled and frozen in a doorway. Or not woken up at all. It was good to be home.

[image: image]

Outside, the wind shrieked around the corner of the house, and the sky, what I could see of it through my windows, was gray.

And my locus magicalicus was lost in the blankets somewhere. I rooted around until I found it. Then, hugging the blankets around me, I sat up, leaned against the wall, and held the stone up to the light. It glowed from within, a shifting, dappled warmth like sunlight shining down through the leaves of tall trees.

No other wizard had ever had a locus magicalicus like this. Most jewel locus stones were smaller, Nevery had told me. Large jewels were dangerous; hadn’t he said that, too? Sure as sure, my locus stone was the most valuable jewel in the city, maybe in all the Peninsular Duchies. Why had it come to me? It didn’t make sense.


Maybe Nevery would know.

Oh, well. Time to get up. Untangling myself from the blankets, I felt a little stiff and sore from the past few days, and the back of my head hurt a little from where the duchess’s guards had bashed me. But nothing too bad, considering.

To my surprise, my coat and black sweater were folded neatly on the floor, my boots and socks lined up beside them. The last time I’d seen them, I’d been sneaking into the Dawn Palace. Shivering, I put them on, put my locus magicalicus into my coat pocket, and went downstairs to the kitchen.

Benet wasn’t up yet. I raked up the banked fires in the stove and the fireplace, added wood, then grabbed the bucket and went out to fetch water. I paused on the threshold to wrap my scarf around my face and to pull the sleeves of my coat over my hands.

As I stepped out the door, the wind raced ’round the corner of the house and struck with icy daggers down into my bones, almost knocking me off my feet. Tiny flecks of snow, whipped by the wind, scudded across the courtyard. In the tree, the birds balanced on the branches with their backs to the wind, looking ruffled and annoyed.

Catching my breath, I set off toward the well. The birds caught sight of me. With a sudden cackling and cawing, they leaped from the branches, spattering the ground with their droppings, shedding feathers, which spun away in the wind. In a clackety-rackety black cloud, they raced across the courtyard to where I stood holding the bucket and swirled around me, chattering loudly, brushing me with the soft tips of their wings. I dropped the bucket. They whirled up like a fluttering funnel of black rags, and then flew back to the tree, where they settled onto the branches.

I stood staring at them and they stared back, cackling quietly, fluffing their feathers.

I’d never heard of birds acting like that. Strange. With an eye on their tree, I picked up the bucket, went to the well and fetched water, then went back to the house and climbed the stairs to the kitchen. Benet was there, sitting at the table with his hair standing up in spikes all over his head.

“G’morning,” I said, and carried the bucket to the stove, where I filled the kettle.

Benet glared at me, which made me happy. I took off my coat and started to get the tea ready.

“Can I see it?” Benet asked.

My locus magicalicus, he meant. I went over to my coat, fetched out the jewel, and put it on the table, then went back to the stove to pour hot water into the teapot.

When I brought Benet his cup of tea, he was studying the stone, but not touching it. “It dangerous?” he asked.

I fetched a chair and sat down next to him. I picked up the stone. It felt cool and just a little prickly; if it were a cat, it would have its back arched and its fur on end, but it wouldn’t hiss or scratch. “I don’t think so,” I said. When I’d tried to steal Nevery’s locus magicalicus, it had attacked me, and I figured that if anybody tried to steal mine it would probably kill them. But it wouldn’t hurt Benet.

“Hmph,” Benet grunted. He rubbed his hands through his hair and then took a drink of tea. “Wood,” he said.

Right. I got up, put my locus stone in my pocket, and fetched more wood for the stove and the fireplace. When I’d finished that, Benet had woken up enough to make biscuits, and when those were done I ate three of them with jam and cheese.

Then I took tea and biscuits up to Nevery.

I peeked into the study and he was there, a fat book open on the table before him.

“Breakfast, Nevery,” I said, setting the tray on the table.

He glanced up. Frowned. “Have you washed?”

I grinned at him. “No.”

He pointed at the door.

After washing and dressing in my attic room, I picked up the empty water bucket and went downstairs to the kitchen.


Keeston was there. He was sitting at the table watching Benet fry bacon and potatoes on the stove. He’d put his feet up on one of the other chairs and had a book propped on his knees, and he had butter on his fingers from the biscuit he was eating.

I went in and put the empty bucket by the door.

“Shouldn’t you fetch more water?” Keeston asked.

I looked at Benet.

“Kettle’s full,” Benet said.

I sat down on the floor beside the fireplace, and Lady climbed into my lap, purring.

“So you decided to come back,” Keeston said. He closed his book and set it on the table amid a scattering of biscuit crumbs.

“I always wanted to,” I said.

“I hear you’ve been going to the Twilight,” Keeston said.

Now where had he heard that? From Pettivox? Drats. Sure as sure, Keeston was spying for his master. Which meant everything he heard was going straight to the Underlord.

So I didn’t say anything to Keeston, just shrugged.

Benet clattered a pan on the stove. When I looked up, he glared at me, then jerked his chin at Keeston.

He wanted me to tell about my locus magicalicus. I wanted to show it off to Keeston, make his eyes bulge out with surprise and envy. But it might be better, I reckoned, if he didn’t know about it. Because then Crowe wouldn’t know about it.

“I went to the Twilight,” I said, “because I was looking for my locus stone.”

“And did you find it?” Keeston asked. “Bring me a plate of that bacon you’re cooking,” he said to Benet.

I nodded.

Keeston blinked, then recovered his sneer. “A common pebble, I suppose.” He fingered his own locus magicalicus, the shard of shiny black rock he’d hung from a gold chain around his neck, just as his master did. “Something you found on the roadside.”

I shrugged, not yes, not no.

Benet slammed the pan on the stovetop, then dished out three plates of potatoes and bacon, handed one to me where I sat by the fire, thumped one down before Keeston, and sat down with the third at the table.

Keeston picked up a fork from the plate and took a bite. Then he spit it out with a curse. “Ow! It’s hot!” He shot Benet an accusing look.

Benet ignored him.

Setting down his fork, Keeston looked over at where I sat before the fire. “Well, I suppose it’s a good thing you found your little locus pebble. It may not be very powerful, but at least you’ll be of some use to your master.”

I nodded and fished a bit of bacon from my plate. After blowing on it to cool it, I offered it to Lady. She sniffed at it, then uncurled herself from my lap and padded away, so I ate it.

When I looked up, I realized that Nevery was standing in the doorway. “Well, boy,” he said mildly. “Eating all the bacon, are you?”

“Most of it,” Benet growled.

At the table, Keeston sat up straight and alert. “Are you ready to begin working, Magister Nevery?”

Nevery looked thoughtfully at him. Under his gaze, Keeston drooped. “I have business at Magisters Hall,” Nevery said after a moment. “You will stay here and continue collating and numbering my notes.” He switched his attention to me. I was eating fast, because I knew Nevery was not going to wait around, and I liked bacon almost as much as I liked biscuits. “And you, boy,” he said. “When you’ve finished eating all the bacon on the island, fetch your books. We’re going to the academicos.”









CHAPTER 25



Nevery and I left the house. “You didn’t tell Keeston about your locus magicalicus,” he said. He held onto his hat with one hand and steadied himself with his cane as we slipped and slid across the snowy courtyard, buffeted by an icy wind.
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I shook my head and pulled my scarf down to answer him. “I didn’t think it was a good idea.”

“Because you still suspect Pettivox.”

I nodded.

“Well, boy, you do cling tightly to an idea once it enters your head.”

So did he.

We went down the tunnel stairs, out of the wind. Nevery paced on, me beside him, until we reached the Heartsease gate. In the faint light from the mouth of the tunnel behind us, I could see the carving in the stone beneath our feet: the wingèd hourglass.

Nevery shot me one of his keen-gleam looks. “You’ve seen me open the gates before, boy. Do you remember the opening spells?”

I nodded.

“Then open it.” Nevery pointed with his cane at the gate.

I dug the locus magicalicus out of my pocket. In the dimness of the tunnel, it glowed, shreds of greenish light leaking out from between my fingers. I raised it and called out the opening word: “Sessamay!”

A beam of white-bright light exploded from my locus stone and, trailing green sparks, crashed into the lock. The gate burst open, leaping back on its hinges, rebounding with a clang from the tunnel wall, and slamming shut. Bluish sparks ran twinkling up and down the bars and the lock spat out a few glowing embers.

The tunnel fell silent as the echoes faded away. Nevery shook his head. “Hmph,” he said. “Try again.”

I took a deep breath, told the magic to behave itself, and spoke the opening spell. As before, the bright lights, the crashing, the sparks, but this time, Nevery stuck his knob-headed cane through the opening before the gate could slam shut again.

We blasted through all the gates along the tunnel to the academicos. At the stairs, Nevery leaned on his cane and looked down at me. “Now, boy. Go to school. I have a meeting to attend at Magisters Hall.”

Right. He swept away, the tap tap of his cane on the stone floor echoing down the tunnel. I went up the stairs to the academicos.

Rowan was waiting for me at the top, wrapped in a warm black coat with her gray student’s robe peeking out from underneath it. Her head was swathed in a gray-and-green-striped woolen scarf, and the tip of her nose was red.

“G’morning, Ro,” I said.

She nodded and fell into step beside me. The freezing wind blew fiercely across the academicos courtyard; beyond the island, chunks of ice bobbed by on the surface of the rushing black water of the river. We put our heads down and pushed on; my hands and face felt frozen solid by the time we reached the entryway of the academicos and went in.


The gallery was crowded with gray-robed students, gathered here instead of out in the freezing courtyard, waiting for the first class of the morning to begin. A few of them glanced our way, then returned to their chattering conversations.

Rowan was unwrapping her scarf. “Do you have it with you?” she asked quietly.

My locus magicalicus, she meant. I nodded.

“What are you going to do about it?”

Leave it to Rowan to get right to the point. “Not tell anyone,” I said.

She nodded and unbuttoned her coat.

“Is she very angry?” I asked. “Your mother?”

Rowan looked away. “I don’t know. Sometimes it’s hard to tell.”

Around us, the groups of students started to break up and leave the gallery; the first class was about to begin. A student bumped into Rowan and apologized. We couldn’t talk here.

Rowan shrugged and we walked together to the apprentices’ classroom, where Periwinkle taught us a spell for lighting candles. I figured I’d be able to use it if I ever needed to turn a candle into a smoldering puddle of wax.

 

When we came out of the classroom, a worried Brumbee was waiting. The duchess, he said, had sent for me.

“I’ve contacted Nevery, but he is busy at Magisters Hall and asked me to pass on to you a few words of advice. The first one I’m not sure I understand. He says to tell you that the duchess is like a puzzle lock.”

Tricky, Nevery meant. Be careful, and don’t trust her. I slipped my hand into my coat pocket, just to check on my locus magicalicus, though I knew it was there.

“His second, ah, request is that you don’t do any magic. And next, don’t tell her anything.”

“I don’t know anything, Brumbee.”


“Ah, well, perhaps Nevery thinks you do.” He wrung his hands. “And last, he said to come home to Heartsease when she’s finished with you.”

It sounded like he thought the duchess was going to eat me for dinner.
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Arrived at Magisters Hall, went in to meeting. Pettivox not present. Just as well, as man annoys me to no end. Magisters asked about my research on magical decay.

Told them about possible precedent, the lost mountain city of Arhionvar.—We have found textual evidence, I said.—The loss of magic in Arhionvar was precipitous; the city was abandoned in a matter of weeks.

Told them that when I have completed my gauge, I should be able to report further on the situation and what, exactly, we might do about it.

Much work to do before then.

Note to self: Must remember to speak to boy about dangers of jewel locus stones.
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CHAPTER 26



On the way up the hill to the Dawn Palace, I thought about why the duchess might want to see me.

Did she think I could help deal with the decay of magic? I wanted to help, but as Nevery would be the first to point out, I had no abilities beyond opening gates, making light, and turning myself into a cat, which I wasn’t even sure I could do yet, though I wanted to try it.
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The next thought turned my stomach cold, as I walked through the front gate before the Dawn Palace, my feet crunching through crusted snow. The duchess disliked Nevery enough to banish him from the city for twenty years. Was she after Nevery, then? Did she think I would tell her something about Nevery’s work?

I shook my head and paid attention to where I was going. When I’d been here before, it had been night and snow had been sifting down from a sky made pink and soft by flickering werelights. Now the snow-covered drive leading up to the front steps of the Dawn Palace had been trodden into a slippery, icy path. I slithered up the front steps, which had been shoveled and sanded, to the double front doors, where two green-coated, leather-booted guards stood with pikes.

“That him?” one of the guards said.

The door handle turned easily, but before I could push the door open and go in, a heavy hand came down on my shoulder.

“Here, you,” said a guard.

I looked up. Tall and bearded, but not one of the guards from the cells below the Dawn Palace. “I’m supposed to see the duchess,” I said.

“I’ll take him,” the guard with the grip on me said to the other. He opened the door and pushed me inside. “Come quietly.” He pulled me along by my arm through the main hall, turning left into a carpeted hallway, then into another, stark stone hallway, one I recognized.

He wasn’t taking me to the duchess. I tried to squirm out of his hands.

“Keep still,” the guard said, tightening his grip. “Captain wants to talk to you.”

I didn’t want to talk to her. Sure as sure, I didn’t.

The guard pulled me down the hallway to a door banded with metal; he opened the door and pushed me inside.

Captain Kerrn was there, sitting at a table in what looked like a guards’ common room. Swords and pikes stood in racks against the walls, and a long table with benches ran the length of the room. Other guards, including the bristle-bearded Farn, sat around the table, some playing cards, others cleaning weapons or oiling their boots.

They all looked up as we came in. When they saw it was me, they all scowled except for Farn, who stood up and went to stand blocking a door in the opposite wall. Kerrn set down a dagger and a whetstone.

I glanced around the room; the only other way out was through the door we’d come in, and the guard behind me would grab me if I tried to get out that way.

Kerrn got up from her bench, and her ice-chip eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down. “The duchess is expecting you, so we will keep this short,” Kerrn said in her funny sounding voice with its sh’s and gargled r’s. “I have heard a report on you since yesterday. You may have fooled the duchess and those wizards, but I know what you are. You come from the Twilight, and you are a well-known pickpocket and thief.”


“I used to be,” I said, edging away from her. “But I’m not anymore.”

“You made us look bad,” Kerrn said, “sneaking into the palace, stealing the duchess’s jewel.”

“You made yourselves look bad, not catching me,” I said.

Kerrn came around the table, moving fast. I backed toward the door, but before I got there, Kerrn grabbed me by the front of my coat and bent down to snarl into my face. “Listen well, thief. Every guard in the city knows what you are and what you have done.” She gave me a shake that made my teeth rattle. “You put one foot wrong and we will have you.”

She released me and I staggered back, bumping into the guard who had brought me in. All the guards in the room gave me their best menacing looks.

I got the message.

Captain Kerrn turned away. “Take him out of here.”

The door guard grabbed the back of my coat and hustled me out the door. We quick-walked through the hallways, up the stairs, to the carpeted hallway with the double doors at the end.

My guard knocked at a door, then opened it. Inside, the duchess was sitting behind her desk with a pile of papers before her. As the guard shoved me in, she looked up, removed a pair of spectacles, and raised her eyebrows.

The guard bowed and kept hold of the scruff of my neck.

The duchess rose from behind the desk. “It’s all right, guardsman.” She motioned toward the door. “You may go.”

“But Your Grace,” the guard protested, “Captain Kerrn ordered me to watch him until he leaves.”

“Really, guardsman. Go. Call for my advisors to join me shortly.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the guard said and, with another stiff bow, left the room.

The duchess sat down again. “Now then. Conn, is it?”


I nodded. I wondered what she thought of me. A thief, as Kerrn thought? A wizard, as I’d shown her the day before?

She gestured gracefully toward a chair, a comfortable one before her desk. “Won’t you sit down?”

I took off my coat and sat down.

She spent a minute examining me, and I returned the favor. I’d really only seen her a few times before, and then I’d been distracted by the call of my locus magicalicus. I could see her resemblance to Rowan. She was tall and slender and had a pale, thin, beautiful face with lines around the eyes and bracketing her mouth. Her red and gray hair was braided and pinned into a crown atop her head. She wore a dark green dress with a green velvet collar and her family crest—tree and leaf—embroidered on each sleeve. Her long fingers were stained with ink, and she wore her spectacles on a gold chain around her neck.

Finished looking me over, she leaned back in her chair. “Have you my jewel with you?” she asked.


I nodded.

“Mmm.” She looked down her nose at me. “I see that Nevery has not claimed you.”

What was she talking about?

“You do not wear the wingèd hourglass, his family crest,” she said.

“I’m Nevery’s, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said.

“I would not be certain of that if I were you,” she said sharply. “You’d be wise to be careful. Nevery is dangerous and is not to be trusted, by anyone.”

I wondered what she’d do if I told her Nevery had said the same thing about her.

“Do you know the history of this city, Conn? Does your education go so far?”

“I have hardly any education at all,” I said.

“Mmm. Twenty years ago, in a magical pyrotechnic experiment, Nevery blew up parts of Heartsease and the Dawn Palace. Did you know that?”


I shook my head. I wanted to hear more, but the duchess said, “Ask your master about it.” She leaned back and pulled a tasseled rope set into the wall. “Now, you look as if you might like some tea.”

I nodded.

A moment later, the door behind me opened and a servant entered. “Tea, with biscuits,” the duchess said. The door closed. Her eyes narrowed just a bit. It might have been a smile. “I hear you like biscuits.”

“I do,” I said. And I was hungry. Maybe she wasn’t so bad. She was Rowan’s mother, after all.

She leaned her elbows on the desk and rested her chin on her hand. “You interest me, Conn. My daughter claims you as a friend, and she does not make friends easily.”

The door opened again, and the servant entered on soft feet, bearing a tray of silver tea things and a plate piled high with fluffy biscuits, lightly toasted and dripping with butter. Mmm. The servant put the tray on the duchess’s desk, bowed, and silently left the room.

The duchess went on talking while she poured a cup of tea and leaned across the desk to hand it to me. “I wonder, Conn, about the significance of the fact that the center jewel from the ducal regalia has turned out to be a locus magicalicus.” From a little pitcher on the tray she added a few drops of milk to her tea. “You agree that it is significant?”

I nodded, and swallowed down a bite of buttered biscuit. I could guess what she was going to say next. “And you wonder why me.”

She looked at me over the rim of her cup, her face softened by steam rising from the hot tea. “Indeed. Why did the finest stone in the ducal regalia come to you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. And I didn’t. I had to think about it some more.

I took a quick drink of my tea. And I reminded myself to be careful; as Nevery had warned, the duchess was like a puzzle lock. She seemed kind, giving me tea and biscuits, but it didn’t mean she was actually kind.

The duchess set down her teacup. “Well, I think the fact that your locus magicalicus came from my regalia is an indication that my family must reconcile itself to magic. Were you aware, Conn, that years ago it was common for the ruling house of Wellmet to have a court magister, a wizard who was given chambers here in the Dawn Palace? Such a wizard would need to have a strong connection with the ducal house.”

What was she saying, exactly?

“I know your master very well,” she went on. “Nevery certainly never wanted to take you on as an apprentice. He would be happy to be relieved of your care. I think you would be wise to leave Nevery’s damp and drafty old mansion and come live here, in the Dawn Palace.”

Where she could keep an eye on me, she meant. And even though she was mostly right about Nevery—sure as sure, he hadn’t wanted me as an apprentice—I wasn’t leaving Heartsease. I shook my head.

“Very well,” she said.

I eyed the plate of biscuits. Better not have another one. I needed to ask her the right questions. “Duchess,” I said. Was that right? Duchess? Or was I supposed to call her something else?

She raised her eyebrows, waiting.

“What d’you think is happening to the magic in Wellmet?” I asked.

She didn’t even blink at the change of subject. “I am told by my advisor that it is a natural ebbing. The problem will eventually reverse itself. I have been assured that the city is not in any danger.”

That didn’t make sense. My locus stone was rare and strange, and it showing up when it had made it clear that something big was happening. “But you can see that the magic is leaving us, can’t you?” I said. “Without it, the city will die.” I hadn’t thought about it that way before, but as I said it aloud I realized that it was true: if the magic died, then Wellmet would die. Soon.

She gave me a level look. “I am sure you are just repeating Nevery’s alarmist ideas.”

“No,” I said, getting frustrated. “Nevery agrees with you. He doesn’t think the city is in danger. But you’re both wrong.”

“Really.” She shook her head. “And what, exactly, do you think is happening?”

“I don’t know.”

The duchess, looking past me at the door to her office, repeated, “I see that you do not. Perhaps my liaison to the magisters can share with you his thoughts on the matter.”

Oh, no. I turned in my chair and, sure enough, Pettivox himself stood in the doorway, tall and broad, his locus magicalicus a thumbnail-shaped gleam of white against his black waistcoat. He strode into the room.

I grabbed my coat and felt in the pocket for my locus stone, but I didn’t take it out.


“Well, Magister?” the duchess said.

Pettivox bowed. “Your Grace.” Without looking at me, he went on. “What is Nevery’s failed apprentice doing here?”

“Going away,” I said, scrambling to my feet. I looked at the duchess. “Is Pettivox the one who has been telling you not to worry?”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to; I already knew the answer to that question.

As Pettivox turned his glare on me, I edged around him and skiffed out the door. Avoiding the guards, I found my way out of the Dawn Palace to the werelit streets of the Sunrise.

Time to go home to Heartsease. But drats. The duchess would surely tell Pettivox about my locus magicalicus, and Pettivox would tell Crowe. And Nevery was not going to be happy with me.
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Headed home from Magisters Hall. Gates through tunnels still on their hinges, assumed boy hadn’t returned yet from meeting with the duchess.

At Heartsease, went up to kitchen. No sign of Benet.

Went up to workroom, heard sound of banging from upstairs, attic, where boy has made his lair. Climbed crumbling ladder.

Benet there. Had set a lantern on the floor and by its light was making some kind of frame out of wood. A window frame; he had glass and putty set aside, and a few nails. He nodded as I came up.—Been meaning to get to this, Master, he said.

Attic room freezing. Good man, Benet, thinking of putting glass in the windows.

Looked around at boy’s room.

Nest of holey blankets against the wall

Pile of books beside it, stacked neatly


Saucer with stub of candle in it

Painting of dragon, propped against wall

Arranged on the floor, a collection of junk:

Burnt scrying globe

Box of rusted gears

Stuffed alligator

 

Examined hearth, peered up chimney, which was blocked with sticks and bird droppings; something had built its nest in there.

—Where is he? Benet asked. With the hammer, he tapped a nail into the corner of the window frame.

—The duchess sent for him, I said.

Benet didn’t comment.

Went down to study, stirred up fire, read. Secretary had tabulated notes, as ordered. Did a decent job of it.

Boy came in at last, looking chilled, tired. Went to the fire to warm himself.

—Well, boy? I asked, setting aside papers I was reading.

He was quiet for a moment, thinking.—You were right, Nevery. She’s tricky.

—What did she say? I asked.


Boy gave quick grin.—She said you’re dangerous and not to be trusted.

Curse the woman, anyway.—What did she want with you? I asked.

Boy silent again for a few minutes. He sat cross-legged on the hearthstone; the cat came in and climbed into his lap, purring.—Pettivox was there, he said.—He’s been advising her about the magical decay.

Not Pettivox again.—Listen, boy, I said.—Pettivox is the duchess’s advisor on magical issues. It is his job to keep her informed about the magical decay. Now, what did the duchess want with you?

Boy yawned and rubbed his eyes.—She had one question. Why did her jewel come to me?

Ah. Typical of the duchess, to get straight to the salient point.—And what did you answer? I asked.

—That I don’t know.

Expect he doesn’t. But if I know boy, it’s not for lack of thinking about it.—Anything else? I asked.

—Not really, boy said.

—Well, boy? I said.

He shook his head.













CHAPTER 27



When I came down for breakfast the morning after my meeting with the duchess, Nevery and Keeston were sitting at the table, eating, and Benet sat with his chair tilted back against the wall, knitting something with red yarn.
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Keeston had, clear as clear, spoken to his master, Pettivox, who had told him about my locus magicalicus. He stared as I stepped into the kitchen, pulling my sweater on over my head and combing my hair with my fingers.

Benet pointed toward the stove, where a warm plate of biscuits and bacon was waiting for me. I hung my scarf and my coat, with my locus magicalicus in the pocket, on a hook beside the door, then fetched my plate and joined them at the table. Keeston watched my every move.

“G’morning, Nevery,” I said, taking a bite of bacon and biscuit.

He glanced up from the book he had open on the table beside his empty plate. “Hmph,” he said, looking me up and down. “Benet is right; you do need a haircut.”

“After supper,” Benet said. His knitting needles went click-tick.

I ate for a while, thinking, trying to ignore Keeston’s fascinated stare. I’d woken up curious about something. “Nevery,” I said. “That guard captain from the Dawn Palace. Kerrn?”

Nevery nodded while continuing to read his book.

“Why does she talk funny?” I asked.

Nevery looked up. “What do you mean, boy?”

“She said ‘phlister’ like this: phlishterrrr.”

“Ah.” Nevery nodded. “Because she’s from Helva, in the far south, beyond the Peninsular Duchies.”

I didn’t get it. “Why would that make her talk funny?”

“Because in Helva they speak Helvan, which leaves that accent when she speaks our language.”

Our language? “Helvan?” I asked. “You mean they have different words for everything?”

“Yes, boy,” Nevery said, going back to his book. I could tell what he was thinking: I don’t have time for stupid questions. But I’d never met anyone before who spoke a different language. Not all that surprising, since most people traveled away from Wellmet, not to it.


Language. Different words for everything. The new idea washed over me like a wave. “Magic spells,” I said. Of course!

“What, boy?” Nevery said sharply.

“Magic spells are another language. When we say ‘lothfalas,’ it means ‘light’ in the language of magic.”

From across the room, my locus magicalicus, responding to the spoken spell, burst into flame, blindingly bright even through the cloth of my coat pocket. Keeston flinched away.

“Put the light out, boy,” Nevery said, blinking.

I did.

“Now,” he went on, “before you make any more wild claims, you must read more magical theory. It has been proven that magical spells are simply a string of linked word parts that focus the wizard’s mind so he or she can, with the locus magicalicus, tap into the city’s supply of magic and effect the spell.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so, Nevery. The spells are a language, and we use it to tell the magic what to do.” It made perfect sense.

Nevery was shaking his head, frowning. “Nonsense. Read Jaspers’s essay on the subject, boy, and then tell me what you think.” He snapped his book closed. He started to tell Benet to look for more slowsilver when he went to the marketplace at Sark Square that day.

I didn’t listen, eating my biscuit and drinking tea, and thinking about magic and language and magical nodes and Wellmet. If magical spells truly were a language, whose language was it? What, or who, did the spells speak to? Was a magical node not an atmospheric convergence or an upwelling but a living, thinking being?

Oh, Nevery was going to hate this idea. He was going to grumble and tell me to read some treatise and some other book and to stop talking about things I didn’t understand.

But I was sure as sure, down in my bones, that I was right about the magic.

“Well, boy?” Nevery said, interrupting my thoughts. I looked up, blinking. He, Benet, and Keeston stood beside the table, waiting for me. I realized that I was sitting with my cup of tea in one hand and the biscuit in the other, staring at the wall.

Nevery shook his head. “You and Keeston will go to the market with Benet and help him carry the supplies back.”

I nodded and gulped down the rest of my tea and biscuit. After Keeston had put on his apprentice’s robe and I’d put on my coat and wound my scarf around my neck, we went down the stairs and joined Benet, who was dressed warmly and had a truncheon in his belt.

When we stepped out the door, the wind attacked us with icy teeth, tearing at our clothes. Shivering, we crossed the courtyard. In the big tree, the birds hopped up and down on their branches, talking excitedly.

Benet led the way down the tunnel stairs. The tips of Keeston’s ears were pink from the cold.

When we got to the gate, we stopped. I waited for Benet to pull out his little gray keystone. But he didn’t; he folded his arms and waited, without saying anything.

Keeston glanced nervously at me. “Don’t you want to open it?”

Oh. “I can do it if you want, but I’m not very good at it.”

“One of you do it,” Benet growled.

Keeston wore his locus magicalicus on its golden chain outside his gray apprentice robe. Quickly he grabbed it, pointed it toward the lock, closed his eyes—concentrating—and pronounced the opening spell. Nothing happened. He gripped the stone even tighter and tried again. After a sullen moment, the lock turned over and the gate creaked open.

We went on through the damp and chilly tunnels and up the stairs to the Night Bridge.

I glanced aside at Keeston, at his locus stone on its fancy chain. “You’d better put that away,” I said.


“Why should I?” he said. He was feeling proud of himself for opening the gates, and the sneer had crept back into his voice.

“Why d’you think?” I said.

We stepped from the bridge and into the Twilight. Fleetside Street twisted up the hill before us, covered with packed-down snow and ice, lined on both sides with dirty, broken-down tenement houses and trash; the air smelled of smoke and open cesspits; ragged people watched us from dark doorways.

Quickly Keeston shoved his locus magicalicus on its chain inside the collar of his shirt and buttoned his robe up to his neck.

We started up the hill, trudging into the wind. Benet went first, his hand on the truncheon at his belt, and Keeston and I came behind. I put my head down and shoved my hands into my coat pockets.

Questions and half-thought ideas swirled around in my head. If the spells were the magical being’s language, could I learn to speak to it through my locus magicalicus? Would it listen? Could it talk back, tell me what was going on?

I thought back to the question the duchess had asked me the day before: Why had the jewel come to me, a gutterboy and a thief?

Nevery had asked me once about how I had survived the Twilight. I had told him that it was because I had quick hands and I was lucky, and because my mother didn’t die until I was old enough to take care of myself. But that didn’t really explain it.

Maybe, all along, when I was growing up in the Twilight, the magic of Wellmet had made sure I didn’t get sick or end up drudging in a factory or fighting off misery eels in a damp cellar or freezing to death in an alley. The magic had protected me, and when I was ready, it had led me to Nevery, and then to my locus magicalicus.

I knew, sure as sure, why the magic had done all this. It had chosen me. It had saved me so I could save it. I had to do something about the magical decay.

Keeston said something, interrupting my thoughts. “What?” I said. We were just turning onto Strangle Street, cutting off the worst of the wind. I stepped around an icy pothole.

“I asked you how you dare talk to your master like that,” Keeston said.

“Like what?” I knew Keeston didn’t like me calling Nevery by his right name, but we’d already been through that.

“You interrupted him reading and he snapped at you, but you weren’t afraid, and then you contradicted him. ‘I don’t think so, Nevery,’ you said.” He swallowed. “If I’d said that to Magister Pettivox, he would have beaten me until my bones ached.”

I shrugged. “Nevery wouldn’t.”

“How do you know?” Keeston looked truly interested. “Everybody’s terrified of Magister Nevery, even the other magisters. He’s got this”—he lowered his voice—“this brutal mercenary bodyguard working for him. And he was banished for blowing up his mansion, and he’s very fierce.” He shivered.

“He just wouldn’t.” I shrugged. “Not me, and not you, either.”

Keeston shook his head.

“And Benet’s not so bad,” I added.

A pace ahead of us, Benet looked over his shoulder and snorted.

And then we were attacked.
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Completed gauge to measure magical level last night, made some initial measurements. Findings not entirely unexpected. Magic level in Wellmet is no longer decaying. Level is absolutely steady, unchanging. But very, very low. Dangerously so.

Reread Micnu’s treatise. Low magical levels could be related to extreme cold; the node Wellmet is built upon could simply be frozen, and once the thaws of spring arrive, magic will begin to flow again.

Yet Arhionvar is an example that must not be ignored.

May propose to magisters that we reduce use of magic until spring thaws.
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CHAPTER 28



Benet, Keeston, and I turned off Strangle Street into an alley that would take us to Sark Square, when four burly men loomed up before us. Minions, I realized; they had that oversized, mean-eyed look, and they carried clubs and knives. Drats. I’d been stupid. Crowe had always had a word out on me, and now that I had the jewel locus magicalicus, he’d want me for himself more than he ever had. He must have every minion in the Twilight on the lookout.
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Benet stopped, Keeston and I behind him. “Run,” he said quietly.

Not likely. I looked over my shoulder. My heart jolted with fright. Two more minions stepped across the mouth of the alley; we were trapped. “Two more behind us, Benet,” I said.

He cursed and pulled his truncheon out of his belt.

All at the same time, the six minions closed in around us. Benet stepped forward and, ducking a swung club, bashed one of them in the jaw; another minion shoved Keeston to the snowy ground, and four of them grabbed me. I struggled as hard as I could, kicking and biting and trying to twist out of their grip, but they were too strong. “Benet!” I shouted as the minions started dragging me out of the alley. One of them clapped a hand over my mouth; I bit him and he cursed and cuffed me on the side of the head.

Roaring, Benet bulled through the two minions he was fighting and punched in the face one of the minions holding me. I wriggled out of a minion’s grip, but another one grabbed my arm.

Keeston sat on the ground where he’d been pushed, staring at the fight, his mouth and eyes wide. “Do some magic!” I shouted at him, elbowing a minion in the nose. Keeston pulled his locus stone from inside his robe and held it in shaking hands. “Do it!” I shouted again.

“I c-can’t remember any spells,” he squeaked. One of the minions rounded on him, and he shrieked and scuttled backward into a snowdrift, away from the fight.

Benet cracked his truncheon across the hand of the minion holding me, and I wrenched myself away, groping in my pocket for my locus magicalicus. “Benet, cover your eyes!” I yelled, and as he threw his arm across his face, I shouted, “Lothfalas!”

As I pulled the stone from my pocket, the magic surged through it and blazed, white-bright and blinding, filling the alley with a wave of light. The minions flinched away. I put the light out and shoved the stone back into my pocket. “Clear,” I gasped, and while the minions blinked the brights from their eyes, Benet bashed one of them on the head and turned to grapple with another.

The one I’d elbowed wiped blood from his nose, pushed me aside, and, pulling a knife from his belt, slashed at Benet’s arm. Benet grunted in pain. Panting, we backed away from the three minions left; two of the ones Benet had bashed were just getting to their feet, and another lay on the ground, moaning. The snowy ground was spattered with droplets of blood.

“Get ’em,” one of the minions said grimly, wiping blood from his face, and they were on us again.


Benet swung his truncheon, connecting with a crack crack crack. His other fist was a hammer, and the minions were nails. A minion stumbled past me, blood fountaining from his nose. Another fell to the ground, groaning. But still, the others kept coming.

I only knew one other spell, and I didn’t want to use it. But I had no choice. Darting behind Benet, I clenched my hand around my locus magicalicus, chanting the embero. Tumbriltumbrilulartambe…One of the minions came after me and I dodged him, slipping in the snow, still reciting the spell. Then a cudgel whooshed through the air before me, missing Benet and striking me a crashing blow on my chest. I gasped for breath, fell to my knees, and continued the spell. Please, magic, I thought, still pant-chanting. Don’t turn Benet into a bear, because he hates it. And not Keeston, either. Just the minions, please.

With the last of my breath, I finished the spell—lilotarkolilotar-kennan!

With a crackle of blue sparks, the embero spell exploded across the alleyway, flinging me back against a brick wall, then to the icy cobblestones. As the spell struck, the air cracked apart where the minions had stood, then slammed back together with a muffled boom. Blue sparks danced in a whirlwind. Four clubs and a knife clattered to the ground.

Where the minions had stood were three rats with scaly, naked tails, a rooster, a black snake, and a little hairy man with a long tail, shivering and looking dazedly around. One of the rats snarled and leaped at Benet’s foot; he kicked it and it squealed and skittered off down the alley. The others followed.

Across the alley Benet, himself unchanged, leaned against the wall, holding his ribs with one arm, the other arm dangling at his side. Blood dripped from his fingertips onto the snow. Keeston stood gripping his locus stone with both hands, staring at the black snake, which was slithering after the other animals.

“I’m sorry,” I said, climbing to my feet, aching in my bones. “It’s the only spell I know.”

“It’ll do,” Benet said. He nodded in the direction the rats and other animals had gone. “More where they came from.”

We needed to go, to get out of the Twilight. Benet, wincing, glanced at the slash on his arm, then gripped it with his other hand to stop the blood. “Come on,” he growled.

We headed down the hill, the wind behind us, to the Night Bridge, then down the steps to the secret tunnel to the islands. I tried to walk carefully, because my ribs ached with every step; my face throbbed where a minion had hit me. Finally we reached the first gate, where I pulled out my locus stone and spoke the opening spell. The gate flash-crashed open; Benet shoved his booted foot in the way to stop the gate slamming closed again.

Keeston’s eyes grew wider as we blasted through the rest of the gates to Heartsease. When we went through the last gate, I said to him, “Run and tell Nevery we’re coming,” and without even hesitating he dashed away.

At the bottom of the stairs, Benet paused. His face looked green, and blood seeped between his fingers. I waited with him until he nodded, and we went up the stairs.
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Was writing up conclusions about magical decay.

Heard door downstairs slam open; secretary dashed up the stairs into study, eyes wide, panting. Said they’d been attacked in the Twilight.

As they came up stairs, boy looked well enough, but Benet’s arm wounded, dripping blood; had his hand on boy’s shoulder, steadying himself.

Cleaned and bandaged nasty gash on Benet’s arm, checked egg-sized bump on the side of his head. He shook me off, pointed at the boy.

—He got clubbed, Benet said.—Ribs.

Boy protested, but got him to take off his sweater and shirt. Had nasty, seeping bruise the size of a saucer, but rib bones not cracked or broken. While he got dressed again, brewed tea, added painkilling herbs and gave them each a cup.

Not a mark on secretary, from what I could see.













CHAPTER 29



“Benet,” I said the next day.

“Keep still,” Benet said. He was cutting my hair with scissors. I sat on a stool in the middle of the kitchen, and Keeston was at the table with a pile of papers Nevery had set him to reading.

“What d’you think happened in the fight?” I asked. I thought I knew, but I wanted to see if Benet thought so, too.
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“Got the fluff beat out of us,” Benet said. “You did magic, we got out of there.”

I nodded.

“Keep still, you,” Benet said again. He snipped for a while.

“Not too short,” I said. Snip snip snip. “Benet, I think those minions were after me.”

“Hmph,” Benet said. “Think so?”

“Do you think so?” I asked.

“Yes.”

From the table, Keeston looked up from his papers. “I think they were after you, too, um, Conn.”

Benet growled. He was still angry that Keeston hadn’t helped us fight off the minions.

Keeston trembled under Benet’s glare. “T-two of them went after Benet. Four tried to grab you, Conn, and they ignored me.”

I nodded. That’s how I remembered it, too.

And I remembered, with a little jolt, that Keeston was probably reporting everything he saw and heard to his master, Pettivox. Drats. I had been starting to like Keeston.

Well, I’d just have to watch what I said around him.

So the minions had been after me; even Keeston agreed. Nevery wouldn’t believe it. But the attack was one more reason to be sure as sure of two things. One, that Pettivox had told Crowe about my locus magicalicus, and two, that Crowe thought I was a threat to his plans, whatever they were, and was trying harder than he ever had before to pick me up off the streets.

I had to find out what they were up to. And now that I knew the Underlord’s minions were looking for me, I’d have to be very careful every time I left Heartsease.

“It’s a little lopsided,” Keeston said.

Benet and I turned to stare at him.

He pointed at me. “The haircut. It’s longer on the left side than the right.”


Benet growled at him and he flinched and went back to his papers.

Then Benet cut the left side shorter.

 

Later that day, I was reading in Nevery’s study, books piled on the table all around me. Nevery had told me to read a treatise about some lost city, but I couldn’t be bothered. I wanted to find out if any other wizards had written about magic spells.

Keeston sat at the other end of the table, collating more of Nevery’s notes. Nevery himself was at Magisters Hall preparing to present his conclusions about the magical decay—I wasn’t sure what he would tell them.

The air outside was perishing cold. The tall windows were covered with ice crystals and the wind howled around the outside of the mansion. Despite Keeston’s company, I felt desolate and empty inside. The magic had faded; I couldn’t feel its warm presence anywhere. I kept shivering and wrapping myself in more blankets.

Hearing Benet come up the stairs, I looked up from my book. He came into the room, followed by Rowan.

“Hello, Ro,” I said.

Keeston jumped to his feet. “Lady Rowan!”

“Hello, Keeston, Conn.” She took off her coat and student’s robe and her scarf and went to the fire to warm her hands. “I had a few guards row me over. The river is freezing,” she said. “I don’t know how much colder it can get.”

She hadn’t come to talk about the weather. I closed my book, shed my blankets, and got carefully to my feet. I was still sore from getting bashed in the ribs and had a bruise on the side of my face. She raised her eyebrows. “I suppose you’re going to tell me what happened to you.”

“D’you want to see the attic?” I said.

“Oh, more than anything,” she said brightly. Keeston made a move, as if he might come with us, but she said, “I’m sorry to have interrupted your work, Keeston. Do continue. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

We went out together and up the stairs to the fourth floor, then scrambled up the ladder to the attic.

“Your room?” Rowan asked.

I nodded and handed her a blanket. I wrapped myself in a blanket and sat on the floor with my back against the wall, where she joined me.

“So?” she asked.

“Benet and I were attacked in the Twilight,” I said. “We’re all right.”

“Indeed.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

I shrugged.

“Something’s going on,” she muttered.

“What?” I asked.

She looked up at the sloped ceiling. “My mother meets every day with that nasty magister, Pettivox.”


I perked up at that. “D’you know what they talk about?”

Rowan gave me her glinting sideways glance. “Are you asking, Connwaer, if I spy on my own mother?”

Well, yes. I nodded.

“Mmm.” She huddled her blanket up around her shoulders. “It’s cold in here. Freezing.”

It wasn’t so bad. Better since Nevery had asked Benet to put in windowpanes. I waited.

“I think Pettivox is watching her,” Rowan said. “To see what she’s going to do, or maybe to keep her from doing anything. My mother is not stupid, Conn. She knows something is going on.”

I nodded.

“Well?” she said, impatient. “What is it? Somehow I feel certain that you are at the center of it, whatever it is. And I assume it has something to do with your latest black eye.”

I took a deep breath and thought about it for a minute. I couldn’t be sure her mother wasn’t working with Pettivox and the Underlord. But I knew I could trust Rowan. “Ro, what d’you think the magic is?” I asked. She’d had apprentice classes, so she must have thought about it.

“Well…” She looked at me, then away. “I’ve always heard that magic is dangerous. I’m studying magic so that I’ll know what kind of regulations are needed for the city to be safe.” She shivered and wrapped herself more tightly in the blanket. “I’ve read Micnu and Carron on magical nodes, of course. I suppose magic is something like what they say it is, a natural force that gathers in one place.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not. Magic is a living being. And Wellmet’s magic, the being”—I shook my head—“it’s in danger.”

Rowan stared at me, eyes wide.

I went on quickly. “The magic chose me to find the leaf jewel.” I reached under the blanket and into my pocket and pulled out my locus magicalicus. It glowed spring green in the dust-dim room. “I’m the one who’s supposed to help it.”


“Help it? This magic being?” Rowan asked. She shook her head.

“To save it.”

She shifted a little away from me and looked me over, her eyebrows raised.

She didn’t believe me. But I might as well tell her the rest of it, anyway. “Nevery thinks the magical level is just ebbing, but I think the Underlord is doing something to the magic. I’ve seen Pettivox at Dusk House and in the Twilight, which means Pettivox is helping Underlord Crowe. I have to figure out what they’re doing and how to stop them.”

“Mmm-hmmm,” Rowan said.

“Yes,” I said. Drats, I didn’t want her to tell me I was being stupid. We sat without talking for a few minutes. The room had gotten so cold that I could see my breath in the air. Outside the frosted-over windows, the sky was darkening.

“Pettivox asked my mother about you,” she said at last.


Not surprising. The duchess had probably told him all about the thief who’d stolen the largest jewel from her necklace.

Rowan gave me a sharp half-grin. “She told him that she asked you to serve as the ducal magister.”

She had, sort of. I shrugged.

“Connwaer,” Rowan said, impatient. “My mother, who hates magic, asked you”—she pointed at me—“the very young, former thief, apprentice of her worst enemy, to be her magister. I told you she’s not stupid. She knows something is going on and she knows you’re involved.”

Oh. Well, good. “D’you believe me about the magical being?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s a—well, it’s typical of you, isn’t it? It’s a very strange idea. I have to think about it.”

All right.

“What are you going to do?” Rowan asked.


I wasn’t sure. But I couldn’t stay here and wait for something to happen. When he got back, I would have to convince Nevery that it was time for us to go out into the city, to find out what was really going on.
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Preparing to present findings tonight to magisters. Notes collated, precedents listed, charts drawn up. Yet am uncertain about conclusions. Magic level remains extremely low.

Find there has been corresponding fall in temperature. Weather worsening. Coldest I’ve ever seen it; river frozen almost all the way across.

Yet cold weather is not enough to explain such calculated drops in magic level. Not sure the magical decay is natural.
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CHAPTER 30



Despite the new windows, the air in my attic was freezing. An icy draft blew down the chimney and swirled around the room. Even wrapped up in my blankets and all my clothes, I was too cold and empty to sleep. Finally, I took my blankets and went down to sleep in the study, on the hearth.
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In the middle of the night I woke up to Nevery standing over me, nudging me with his foot. It reminded me of my first day as an apprentice—though I hadn’t really become Nevery’s apprentice until later. It seemed like a long time ago.

Nevery took off his hat and cloak and flung them on a chair. Then he stepped around me and flung a shovelful of coal onto the fire, which snapped and hissed as it flared up.

I yawned and sat up, my blankets still wrapped around me, and leaned against the wall beside the fireplace. He must have just returned from the meeting at Magisters Hall. From the looks of it, the meeting hadn’t gone well. “What did you tell the magisters?” I asked.

Nevery paced to his chair and, shoving his hat and cloak out of the way, sat down. “Interesting that you should ask that, boy. If I told you about the meeting, who would you report to?”


I blinked. “Nobody.” I unwrapped myself from my blankets and climbed stiffly to my feet.

“I have realized, boy, why you are so keen to convince me that Pettivox is involved with the Underlord.”

“Because he is involved with the Underlord.”

Nevery looked angry, his brows drawn, frowning down. “At the meeting, Pettivox told me of something I should have realized before.”

Oh, no. A feeling of dread started to gather in my stomach.

“First,” Nevery said, “Pettivox admitted that he has been going to the Twilight. But that is because he is the magister assigned as liaison to the duchess, and the duchess sent him to keep an eye on the Underlord. And he told me something else.”

The room was silent for a long moment. In the fireplace, little flames licked over the pile of coal; outside, the wind moaned.

“Your name,” Nevery said, finally. “It is a true name.”


I nodded. Connwaer. It made me think of black feathers and bright, yellow eyes.

“Crowe. Also a true name.”

The feeling of dread spread from my stomach and down my legs and arms, and I started to shake. “Nevery,” I said, and my voice was shaking, too.

Scowling, Nevery got up from his chair. “Pettivox told me that long ago Crowe identified you, his nephew, as his successor, that you lived in Crowe’s house and were trained by him in spying and sneaking. Can you deny it?”

I shook my head. No, I couldn’t.

Nevery scowled and jabbed his finger toward the door. “Get out. You are no apprentice of mine.”

“Yes I am,” I said, clenching my fists.

“Out!” he roared.

I went out, slamming the door behind me.

Heading down the dark stairway, I realized that my knees were shaking, so I sat down on a step and put my head in my hands.

So Nevery had finally realized that the Underlord and I shared a true, family name. That was enough for Pettivox to convince him that I was a liar and spy. I hadn’t been Crowe’s for a long time, but Nevery would never believe that. Meanwhile, Nevery and the other wizards were going to study the situation and wait for the magical levels to improve. But that wasn’t going to happen. I had a feeling that things would get worse very soon.

Hearing footsteps, I looked up. Somehow, tears had gotten onto my cheeks, so I wiped them quickly away.

Benet was coming up the stairs, carrying a tray and candle. “What,” he said.

I shifted aside so he could get past. But he stopped a few steps below me, waiting.

I wasn’t sure what to tell him. I trusted Benet completely, but he was Nevery’s man.

“I have to go out for a while,” I said. Nevery wouldn’t believe anything I said, so I would find proof. I could get into the Underlord’s mansion. Crowe and Pettivox were up to something there. If I spied on them, I’d have the proof I needed.

“Out?” Benet said. “Into the city?”


I nodded.

Benet glared. “Don’t be stupid, you.”

“I’ll be careful,” I said.

Benet shook his head and went on up the stairs.

 

When I used my locus stone to go through the tunnel gate, the magic arced into the lock and sputtered, and the gate creaked open and stayed open. No sparks, no crashing and slamming.

In the dark tunnel, I inspected my locus magicalicus. Its glow seemed dimmer than usual. The magical level must have dropped very low. The night felt empty, and colder than ever. I didn’t have much time.

The streets of the Twilight were dark and deserted. A freezing wind shrieked down the steep, empty streets, driving snow before it. The factories by the river were silent and still. As I crept through the cramped, twisty back alleys, closer to Dusk House, I kept my eyes and ears open but saw nothing, heard nothing, just the wind.


Finally I was close enough. I found a dead-end alley piled with trash and slick with ice; in the corner farthest from the street, I knelt down and dug a little cave in a dirty snowbank. The freezing air bit at my bare fingers as I pulled my locus magicalicus from my pocket and placed it into the little cave.

Then, after checking that the alley was still empty, I put my hand on the jewel and whispered the embero.

The spell seeped out of my locus magicalicus and crept into my hand. With a pop, everything went black.

I opened my eyes; the alley had grown large. I got shakily to my four feet, the icy cobblestones cold under my paws. The wind ruffled my fur. I checked on my locus magicalicus. The spell had melted the snow around it, and it sat in a little puddle of water that was quickly turning to ice. With a paw I patted it, then headed out of the alley, toward the Underlord’s mansion.
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Confronted boy with his perfidy; he has run away. Expected it. Reporting to Crowe, no doubt, that he has been found out.

Didn’t want apprentice in the first place. Should have remembered from the start what he is—thief. Liar and spy. Stupid of me to forget that. Curse him.













CHAPTER 31



Blending with the night, I slunk through the alleys until I arrived at Dusk House.

Even though it was the middle of the night, the barred windows were bright with lights. The air felt like it was full of invisible needles; it pulsed and hummed and made my fur stand up on end. Something was going on in there, sure as sure.
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I padded up to the gate and slid through the bars, then went down the edge of the graveled drive and around the back of the mansion, where I found a cluster of sheds and a small, dirty courtyard. A door opened and closed, and I heard footsteps crunching across the frozen snow. Another door creaked; somebody visiting a privy, I guessed. I slunk closer. When the person—a minion with a knife in his belt—crunched toward the back door again, I followed him inside. He didn’t notice me.

I headed down the dark corridors, slinking through open doors, glad for my black fur, which kept me hidden in the shadows, until I came to the room with the bookcase and the stairway, the room where I’d seen Pettivox when I’d spied during Nevery’s visit. The room was empty, the bookcase propped open. Behind it loomed the dark doorway.

I padded across the room to the top of the narrow, dark stairs. I paused at the opening. My whiskers twitched; I smelled something bad, something wrong. If I really were a cat, I might have known what it was, but all I knew was that the smell made my tail bristle and put my ears back.

But I had to get down the stairs. I crouched on the edge of the step, my tail twitching, and peeked over. Nothing but darkness. I hopped down three steps and paused. From below, I heard clanking and the scrape of gears. Men shouted. The air pulsed. Then came a roar, like wind and thunder in the middle of a storm, and then a crack like lightning striking. My paws trembled against the stone steps. What were they doing down there? I had to go on, to find out. I jumped down a few more steps and peered into the darkness below.

Two red points of light, low to the ground, looked back at me. All my fur stood on end. I went down another step.

From out of the gloom, dragging itself up the stairs, came an enormous rat, bigger than I was, with a scaly, naked tail, ragged gray fur, and sharp teeth. The rat lowered its head and hissed. Its red eyes gleamed.

It was a minion, I realized; one of the Underlord’s men who had attacked Benet and me in the alley. Did it know who I was, that I had changed it from a man into a rat?

The rat climbed up another step until it was just below me. Then, in a whirl of snarl and lashing tail, it leaped.

As it came at me, its teeth bared, I rolled onto my back and raised my four clawed paws. We tangled together, slash-gnashing, and bumped down two steps. I swiped a paw across its snout and it lunged at me, hissing. I darted out of its way, landing on four paws, crouched growling, my tail whipping back and forth.

It came at me again, slashing at my side with its sharp teeth, but I ducked past it and sank my own teeth deep into its tail—it tasted terrible. The rat whirled to rake me with its claws. I spat out its tail, leaped onto its back, and swiped my claws across its red eyes, then I sprang off. Squealing, shaking its head, the rat backed away, blinded.

Watching it carefully, I eased away. It crouched on the step, pawing at its eyes, hissing. Quietly, I hopped down a step, then another.

My fur settled and I went on down the steps to the first turning. I looked back, but the rat had not followed. I slunk around the corner, then down to the second turning in the stairway. The sound of clanking and gears had gotten louder, almost deafening. I sat on the step and peered around the corner.

Like when I’d been here before, I saw a huge, bright space, men, glinting metal gears. I pulled my head back and blinked, then looked again, more carefully.

The workroom, which was huge and cavernous, had been dug out of the rock. It was lit with flickering werelights set along the rock walls and hanging from the ceiling. I saw men hunched over papers—diagrams or plans—at a long table, and other men wrestling with a fat, pulsing hose. Along the edge of the room were more tables covered with glass jars and vials and copper odds and ends, tubes and wires and boxes of screws.

And in the middle of the workroom, taking up most of the space, looming up to the ceiling, squatted a huge, sprawling, gleaming geared device. Its middle was a huge tank, stitched across with rivets and bristling with tubes and dials. On one side it had a series of gears, gnashing together; on the other were copper coils, swollen hoses, and crystal tubes dripping with slowsilver. The device pulsed and heaved.

As I watched, a long piston near the floor groaned forward and an immense gear turned; the men shouted, steam hissed out in smoky clouds, and there came a crush-rushing of wind, of something being sucked in toward the device. A vent in the side gaped. Gears shrieked, thunder crashed, and the lights went out, and deep inside I felt a sudden empty, lonely ache.

The lights flickered on. A few men went to the machine to check the dials; other men went back to looking at the diagrams. The air settled and the machine hummed.

I backed away from the turning and went up a few steps. Then I crouched down, shivering. In the darkness, on the step, I realized what they were doing. They were sucking in all of Wellmet’s magic and storing it. The device was a capacitor, like the melted machine I’d found in Heartsease, but huge. A prison for the magic. What would they do with the magic, once they had it all? Would they kill it?

I licked my paw and washed it across my face and whiskers. Enough worrying. I had the proof I needed; now I had to get out, change myself back into a boy, and tell somebody what was going on. It wasn’t too late.

I raced up the stairs, past the place where I’d fought the rat. After reaching the top of the stairs, I got halfway across the room before I realized that I was surrounded.

The rat, its snout bloody and its teeth bared, was waiting for me, and it had brought help: two more rats.

Three against one. Not a fight I could win. I didn’t pause, just leaped for the door. Squealing, the rats scrabbled and leaped after me.

I pelted down a hallway, skidded around a corner, and found myself faced with three closed doors, a dead end. The rats swirled ’round the corner and stopped. Snarling, they paced closer, lashing their tails. One of the rats bared its fangs and then leaped forward; at the same time, the other rats swarmed over me, biting. I bit back, and clawed, and squirmed away as teeth slashed my foreleg. I rolled onto my paws and darted away.

I raced down the corridors and around corners, the rats right behind me, until I got to the main entryway. My paws skidded on the slick stone floor as I raced for the front door.

A minion was coming in, just closing the door; he stared as I raced toward him and darted between his legs and outside, into the cold, dark night. Behind me, the door slammed, closing the rats inside.

I tumbled to the bottom of the front steps and crouched on the freezing ground, shivering, trying to catch my breath. The slash on my front leg burned, and I had rat bites on my back and sides. Limping, I crept away into the night.
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Stayed up late monitoring magical level with gauge. Several times, level fell abruptly. Alarmed. Almost no magic left in city.

Went to study to check notes. Read until early morning. No new conclusions. Tired. Benet came up with tea.

—Conn isn’t back yet, sir, Benet said.

Told him cursed boy isn’t coming back at all. Benet asked why. Told him boy is spy for Underlord.

—No he isn’t, Master, Benet said.

Told him I had proof: boy and Underlord share a family name.

Benet looked interested.—Do they? Then he shrugged.—Still, Conn’s not a spy for Crowe.

—How do you know? I asked.

—He wouldn’t, Benet said. He stood in doorway with arms folded. Seemed very certain.—Sir, when we were attacked in the Twilight, it was Crowe’s men. They were after Conn.

Why would Crowe send men to attack his own spy? Not sure what to think.













CHAPTER 32



I went straight back to the dark alleyway where my locus magicalicus was hidden. The cave of ice had frozen around it, so I had to paw it out of the snow onto the ground. Then I put my front paws on it and thought the reversed embero spell.
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In the darkness, my locus stone gave a feeble glow; almost all the magical being was imprisoned in the Underlord’s device. I thought through the reverse embero again. Slowly, I changed back, part of me cat, part of me boy. I said the spell over and over again until every claw and whisker had disappeared. And the tail.

When I looked up, morning had come. On my arm was a long, bloody gash from one of the rats’ teeth. It stung, but it hadn’t bled much. Stiff from crouching, I got to my feet and put my locus magicalicus in my coat pocket. Overhead, clouds hung low and gray, and flecks of snow blew down the street beyond the alley. I peered around the corner. Nobody was about.

I wasn’t sure what to do. The best thing would be to go to Nevery and try to convince him that I’d seen the device. But Nevery…

I took a shuddery breath. Nevery was furious with me, and he wouldn’t believe anything I told him. I didn’t have time to argue with him.


I could try going to Brumbee. But what could he do? He’d wring his hands and worry, and then he’d call a meeting of the magisters. And besides, Pettivox had told the other magisters that I was Crowe’s spy. Drats.

Then I remembered what Rowan had told me. Her mother, the duchess, was clever. She knew something was going on. I had a feeling she would listen to me if I told her about the Underlord’s device.

That decided, I headed for the Dawn Palace.

 

I ran as fast as I could from the Twilight, across the Night Bridge, and up the hill toward the Dawn Palace, stopping now and then to catch my breath, then running again.

It was early morning and barely light, and the streets were deserted. Too quiet. The magic level had gotten so low, even people who weren’t wizards could feel it, and they’d shut themselves up inside their snug houses, frightened of what was happening outside.


Finally I got to the Dawn Palace. As I crunched down the icy driveway, my breath steaming in the air, the two guards on duty at the main doors caught sight of me.

One of them was Farn, the guard from the cells, the one who had given me the phlister.

He started down the steps toward me.

I stopped.

Farn called over his shoulder to the other guard. “Tell Captain Kerrn that the wizard’s thief is here.” He ran a few steps, then reached out to grab me.

The duchess wasn’t expecting me this time, I realized. Curse it, Kerrn had warned me not to come back, or she’d throw me in the cells again. She’d chain me up and force me to drink phlister. She sure as sure wouldn’t let me talk to the duchess.

I ducked under Farn’s reaching hand. He lunged after me, slipped on the ice, and fell. “Come back here, you,” he grunted, getting to his feet. Two more guards burst out of the front door of the palace and hurried down the stairs.

I backed away. “Tell the duchess to send men to the Twilight,” I shouted. “The Underlord is stealing Wellmet’s magic!”

I didn’t have time for more. Farn lurched after me again and the other guards reached the bottom of the steps.

They chased me out the front gate and down the hill, shouting. One of them split off from the others to cut down another street.

I pelted down the hill as fast as I could. Went ’round corners, down alleyways, still heard the shouting. They had plenty of men to call on, and they knew this part of the city better than I did.

Finally I got clear and ducked into a cellar coal hole. Trying to catch my breath, I crouched in the darkness. My legs quivered with tiredness from all the running. Outside, the chase faded into the distance.

After a while, I climbed up out of the coal hole and into a deserted alleyway. I had to get back to Heartsease. Maybe Nevery would listen. Keeping my head down and my scarf wrapped around my face, I eased along a street of closed-up shops. I turned a corner, and someone grabbed me and yanked a black bag down over my head.
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Trying to work. Distracted. Benet so certain that boy not a spy. Benet a good man, not easily fooled.

Decided to try scrying for boy. Expected to see him with Crowe.

Scrying globes sensitive to presence of magic. Boy’s locus magicalicus, magical abilities, should make him appear bright as a shooting star against a night sky within scrying globe. Polished largest globe with wormsilk cloth, set it in bowl of warm water, said anstriker spell.

Nothing. Not enough ambient magic for spell to effect. Scrying globe stayed dark, useless.













CHAPTER 33



Captured. Not by Kerrn’s men, though. They weren’t black bag types.

I struggled, but the men who’d jumped me gave me a couple of thumps, wrapped a rope tightly around the bag, then one threw me over his shoulder. I tried shouting, but the bag muffled my voice. And the streets were empty, so nobody would hear.
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They went quickly through the streets, me with my head hanging down, bumping up and down in the bag. It was completely dark and the cloth pressed up against my face smelled moldy and a little like rotten potatoes.

The one carrying me paused for a moment, then stepped up. I heard the sound of a door opening and then closing.

“Want me to take him?” a deep voice said.

The man carrying me answered. “Nah. Doesn’t weigh anything.”

“He’ll be here in a moment,” another voice said.

They stood around waiting. I tried wriggling, and the man carrying me set me on my feet, but kept a tight grip on my shoulders.

Someone else came into the room. He walked with a heavy tread. Silence. Inside the bag, I felt prickly, like somebody was looking me over.

“Are you sure it’s him?” he said. Pettivox. I recognized his high-pitched voice at once.


“Yes, sir,” one of his men answered. “The lockpick. Underlord’s had a word out on him. We know him.”

“Good. He will be very pleased.” Pettivox paused for a moment. “I think we shall put him in one of the storage rooms, downstairs. He will want to have a look at him later. Don’t let him get away; he’s slippery.”

Who was “he”? Underlord Crowe? That was someone I definitely didn’t want to see. I wrenched myself out of the man’s grip. But the rope was wrapped too tightly around me, so all I did was topple over. One of the men laughed.

They picked me up again and carried me down some stairs, then along an echoing corridor. They unwrapped the ropes, pulled off the bag, and before I could find my feet, they shoved me into a dark place. The door slammed behind me and locked.

 

After a moment catching my breath, I picked myself off the floor, pulled my lockpick wires out of my pocket, and felt over the door for the keyhole. Found it. It was gritty, maybe rusty. Still, if a key could open it, so could I. Just as I was probing the lock with the wires, I heard the scrape of a boot on stone. A guard was stationed outside the door.

I put the wires back into my pocket. The room was completely dark, without a glimmer of light. I paced across it with my hands raised until I got to a wall. I felt in my pocket for my locus magicalicus and brought it out; it glowed very faintly, a soft-edged bit of dawn in my hand. The light wasn’t enough to see much by.

The room was small, maybe three paces across. Low ceiling, no windows. The walls were clammy stone that radiated cold. Not the kind of biting cold that takes your breath away, but the kind of damp cold that seeps down into your bones and makes you miserable.

For hours I paced, gripping my locus magicalicus, pausing once in a while to listen at the door for the guard. I had to get out. The magic was in trouble; if Pettivox and the Underlord were going to do anything, they were going to do it soon.

I bounced off one wall and whirled to pace, step step step across the cell to the door. Outside, two deep voices were talking. Then, right at the door, I heard the jingling of keys in the lock.

I backed away from the door, a hand in my coat pocket holding my locus stone, and put my back against the cold, clammy wall. The door cracked open, swung wide. A dark shadow stepped into the cell.

Click-tick. Click-tick-tick.

A minion came up behind the shadow and opened a lantern.

I put up my hand to shield my eyes. When I blinked the brights away, I saw him as he stepped closer.

Underlord Crowe.

He looked just the same as he always had. Ordinary. Not tall, not short; not handsome, not plain; not old, not young. Neat black suit, cloak with a fur collar. Combed and oiled dark hair. Pale gray eyes like locks, like gray locks with a keyhole in the middle showing only emptiness. He looked me over and his face stayed still and blank.

He had a hand in his cloak pocket, where he kept his clicker device.

The cold from the wall seeped through my clothes and into my bones. I shivered.

“You. Connwaer,” he said, his voice flat.

I nodded.

Without taking his gaze from me, he spoke to one of the minions in the doorway. “Has he been searched for lockpick wires?”

“Ah, no, sir,” said the minion. He shifted, and the lantern light wavered across the damp cell walls.

“See that it is done,” Crowe said. “Check his hair, the collar of his shirt, his boots, and the seams of his clothing. Do not touch the locus magicalicus when you search him.”


“Yes, sir,” the minion said.

Crowe nodded. A silent, dark moment. “Your locus magicalicus, I am told, is exceptional,” Crowe said. “And my man Pettivox says you have shown an interest in our affairs. Not very intelligent of you, was it, to draw my notice when you have tried for so long to avoid it.”

I stayed quiet. I wasn’t going to talk to him at all if I could help it.

“Your new skills make you worth even more to me.”

I didn’t answer.

“You are just as stubborn as you ever were.” He paused. Click-tick. “You will not join me; that is clear enough. So it follows that you must be dealt with.” Crowe shifted a little, and I edged away from him, along the cold, dank wall, into the corner of the tiny stone room. “We will not seek to harm you. You will simply be left here.” Click-tick-tick-tick, tick-tick. “Four days, possibly five depending on the variables. And you will cease to trouble my plans, just as your mother did.” The way he said it wasn’t a threat, he was just informing me of what would be. He was completely cold, colder than the iciest wind off the river. He looked me up and down; his keyhole eyes calculated how much I was worth, which was nothing.

He turned on his heel, his cloak flaring around. “See to it,” he said to the minions, and left.

The minion holding the lantern set it down in the doorway and crowded into the cell, with the other minion right behind him, blocking the door. “Now, keep still,” one of them said. He reached out for me, and I ducked under his hands, pulling out my locus magicalicus.

“Watch the stone!” one of the minions shouted; the other one grabbed me by the collar of my coat and slammed me hard against the wall; I lost my grip, and my locus stone flew from my hand and went clattering across the stone floor. Before I could go after it, the minion put his forearm across my throat. I gasped for breath. “Keep still,” he growled. I kept still.

While he held me against the wall, the other one searched me. He found the lockpick wires in my pocket right away. “Keep looking,” the minion holding me said. He loomed over me, breathing stinking breath down into my face while the other minion checked my shirt collar, ran his fingers through my hair, pulled my boots off and checked them, and finally found the other set of lockpick wires in the seam of my trousers.

Without speaking, they took the lantern, backed from the cell, and locked the door.

In the darkness, I groped across the floor until I found my locus magicalicus, which had stopped glowing, and put it into my pocket. Then I found my boots and put them on again.

I sat down with my back against the wall. I felt suddenly very tired. Nevery wasn’t going to come and get me out, as he’d done before, when the duchess’s guards had caught me in the Dawn Palace. Without lockpicks, I couldn’t open the door.

A creeping dread seeped into me, along with the cold from the wall and the stone floor. You will simply be left here, Crowe had said. Left here to die, he meant, though that would take a while. Four or five days. I edged into the corner and curled up with my head on my knees, my arms wrapped around me.

The stone room was completely dark and silent. Hours passed. I grew colder and colder. Nevery would not come. The Underlord had left me here while he killed Wellmet’s magic. There was nothing I could do about it. My shivering turned to shaking.

Something touched the top of my head. I looked up, clenching my teeth to hold the shivers in. Nothing, just silence. Then something soft and bitterly cold brushed along my cheek. I jerked away, my eyes wide, seeing nothing.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my locus magicalicus. “Lothfalas,” I whispered. The light flashed, and died down to cast a thin glowing circle around me. In the glow I saw, hovering above me, right below the stone ceiling, a writhing mass of shadows. As I watched, a long, black shadow, rippling like a silken scarf, unraveled from the mass and probed down toward me. I scrambled away, but felt its radiating cold and dread.

Misery eels. A whole nest of them.

“Lothfalas,” I said again, louder. The light from my locus stone pulsed and then contracted. The mass of eels flinched away from the light, then spread across the ceiling. A few rippling shadows snaked down the walls; others gathered in the corners.

I clenched my locus magicalicus. The light dimmed. The eels writhed beyond the dim circle of light, waiting. The light dimmed. “Lothfalas,” I said, my voice sounding wavery and scared. A faint glow seeped from the stone. The eels pressed closer, closer.

Lothfalas. Lothfalas. Lothfalas.
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According to gauge, magic level extremely low. Worried. Feel something is about to happen. Tried scrying globes again, still nothing. Did boy go to Crowe? Or is he up to something else?

After dark, Keeston came in. Pale, shaking with cold. Teeth chattering.—I saw him, Magister. I think it was him. Keeston paused, trembling.—It had to be him, sir. They had a bag over his head.

—What are you talking about? I asked.

—M-magister Nevery, my master sent me to work for you so I could report to him everything that happened here. I didn’t want to do it, sir, but I had to. I’m very s-sorry.

—So you are a spy, too? I asked. Getting angry.

Keeston looked confused.—Too, sir?

—My apprentice has been reporting to the Underlord, I said.


Keeston dried tears.—Conn? No, sir, he would never spy on you.

—You are mistaken, I said.—He is with Crowe at this very moment.

Keeston shook his head.—No he isn’t, sir. Or if he is, he doesn’t want to be. That’s what I came here to tell you. Pettivox’s men captured Conn and locked him in a storeroom. The Underlord was coming; I think they’re going to k-kill him.

Drat the boy. Benet is sure, and now Keeston. Want to believe them. Only one way to be certain.













CHAPTER 34



I was being stupid.

“Lothfalas,” I said again, and got to my feet. The light from my locus magicalicus grew even fainter, a glow that lit only my hand, making it look green and pale. The rest of the cell seethed with darkness. A misery eel dropped down from the ceiling and settled on the back of my neck, a cold, bitter weight. Shuddering, I reached back and touched it with my locus stone and it dropped off, but another one oozed up from the floor and twined around my leg. Kicking it away, I lunged for the door. In the faint glow of my locus stone, I saw the lock, rusty, the dark keyhole in the center.
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I placed my locus magicalicus over the lock; with my other hand I pushed a misery eel away from my face. “Sessamay!” I shouted, and followed with every single gate opening spell I knew. Open! I told the lock. These were not the right spells; the magic might not understand what I was asking for. But if the magic wanted me to save it, it would have to help me get away from the eels, out of the cell.

Nothing happened. Not even a flicker or flare of magic. More eels dropped down from overhead, a dead, cold weight; others rippled from the floor, up my legs. An icy scarf flowed around my neck, tightened. I caught my breath, slammed the stone against the lock, and gasped out the opening spells again.

The glow from the locus stone flicked out; the misery eels tangled around me. Then the magic gathered itself. The locus stone spat out a burst of sizzling sparks, which shot into the lock and exploded. I threw myself against the door, turning the knob, and, trailing misery eels, fell out of the cell into the hallway.

Nevery was there. The door opening knocked him backward onto the floor; lockpick wires and his cane went flying. He’d been trying to pick the lock to get me out.

Keeston stood beside him, eyes wide, clutching a lantern. I landed on the floor, eels swarming over me.

“Curse it, boy,” Nevery said. “What are you doing?”

“Watch out for the eels!” I shouted. Reacting to the lantern light, the misery eels covering me oozed away. A shadowy mass of them gathered in the cell doorway.


Nevery saw them. He snatched up his cane and got to his feet. “The light should hold them,” he said. “Are you all right, boy?”

“Yes, fine,” I said, my voice shaking. I scrambled away from the door. An eel reached out into the corridor, testing. Keeston flinched.

“Don’t drop the light, Keeston,” Nevery growled.

We’d be dead if he did.

Nevery straightened and scowled at me. “Why didn’t you answer when I called?”

From outside the door? “I didn’t hear you,” I said. The eels must have muffled the sound.

“Hmph,” Nevery said. “Well, come along.” He whirled and went tap tap tapping down the hallway, Keeston and I following. The lantern light made a bubble of safety around us, and we left the misery eels behind.

We went up the stairs to the ground floor of Pettivox’s house, which I hadn’t seen before because I’d had a bag over my head. It was dark and echoing and empty.


Keeston went ahead of us with the lantern. Nevery dropped back to walk beside me. “Well?” He frowned down at me.

“Nevery, I’m not Crowe’s,” I said.

“I have realized that, boy.”

“Here’s the front door,” Keeston said over his shoulder.

Benet was there, standing guard over two of Pettivox’s men, both gagged and tied up with ropes. Benet nodded when he saw me. “Found him?”

“Yes,” Nevery said, pausing to button up his cloak. “Take him and Keeston back to Heartsease.” He headed for the door.

“No, Nevery,” I said.

He stopped and looked back at me. “Come along, boy,” he said impatiently. “You’ve caused enough trouble and confusion already. The magic level has fallen drastically during the past two days; I have a meeting to attend at Magisters Hall.”

I shook my head.


“What, boy?” Nevery said. Benet stepped closer to hear, and Keeston stood beside us with the lantern.

I clenched my hands. He wasn’t going to believe me. “The Underlord and Pettivox are stealing the magic tonight, Nevery. Right now. We have to stop them.”

“Boy,” Nevery began. “I do not—”

“Nevery,” I interrupted, getting desperate. “I went to Dusk House today. Last night, I mean. I saw the machine.” I shivered, remembering its pulsing and crashing and the empty hole it had left in the night when it had sucked in the magic. “The Underlord and Pettivox built a prisoning device. A capacitor. They’ve captured almost all the city’s magic. If we don’t go now and stop them, they will steal it all and Wellmet will die.”

“You claim you saw a machine?” Nevery asked. “Some kind of device?”

I nodded. “It was huge.”

“In the Underlord’s mansion? How did you get inside?”


I opened my mouth to answer.

“Never mind,” Nevery said quickly. “I don’t want to know.” He stared down at me, pulling on the end of his beard.

“I’ll go by myself if I have to, Nevery,” I said.

“You would go and do what, boy? Stop the Underlord? Destroy this magical device?”

I nodded. The magic had chosen me for this; I wasn’t going to let it die without trying to help it.

For a moment, all was still. I held my breath, waiting. Nevery could decide I was a liar and a thief, or he could trust me.

“Hmmm,” Nevery said. “A prisoning device. I suppose such a thing is possible.” He looked down at me. “All this time, boy, and you’ve never lied to me?”

I shook my head. I never had.

Slowly, Nevery nodded. “Well then. We will go together.”









CHAPTER 35



When we stepped out of Pettivox’s house, it was night again. I’d spent the whole day in the basement room.

“We need to warn the duchess and ask her to send guards to Dusk House,” I said.
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Nevery paused at the bottom of the steps. “Benet can go.”

“Keeston would be better,” I said. He was all right, and we needed Benet with us.

Nevery raised his eyebrows. “Would he?” He looked over at Keeston. “Well, Keeston. Can you be trusted?”

Keeston, still gripping the lantern, gulped, then nodded. “Yes, sir. I swear it. You can trust me, I promise, and—”

“Yes, all right,” Nevery interrupted. “Run to the Dawn Palace and tell the duchess what is happening. Tell her we’ve gone ahead to the Twilight, and that she must send as many guardsmen as she can. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Keeston said. He spun and raced off, slipping a bit on the snow.

“Let’s go,” I said, and Nevery, Benet, and I headed toward the Night Bridge, to cross into the Twilight.

The streets were deserted and dark; the werelights had gone out. The night felt desolate, empty. I put my hand in my pocket to check on my locus magicalicus, and it felt empty, too, and dead. The magic was gone.

We rushed down the hill like three black shadows, our feet crunching on the icy street, until we reached the Night Bridge. Ahead, the road led into the narrow way between the buildings on the bridge.

“Hold up,” Benet said suddenly, and grabbed Nevery and me by the arms to stop us. We stood, our breath steaming on the frigid air. Ahead, the bridge was completely dark, like a cave.

“What’s the matter?” Nevery asked.

Benet shook his head. “Too quiet. Underlord might’ve posted guards.”

“Benet, we can’t wait,” I whispered.

Benet pulled a truncheon out of his belt. “Follow.”

He led the way onto the dark bridge. Our footsteps sounded very loud in the silence.


Then, from out of the shadows, five dark shapes emerged. Minions. They didn’t stop to warn us off, they just leaped at us, wielding clubs.

Benet stepped up to meet them, truncheon swinging. “Go!” he shouted over his shoulder. He ducked a punch.

Nevery and I backed up, our way across the bridge blocked. Three of the minions followed, until Benet threw his truncheon. It whirled through the air and clipped a minion on the back of the head; he fell over like a chopped tree. Benet leaped on the others. “I’ll deal with these,” he shouted. “Just go!”

We turned and hurried away. I turned and looked over my shoulder and saw one of the minions wrench himself from Benet’s grip and start after us. We went faster.

We didn’t speak; the minion following us didn’t shout. I heard my own panting breaths, and Nevery’s, and the tap of Nevery’s cane, and the crunch crunch crunch of our feet and the pursuing feet on the icy road.


We put on a burst of speed and rounded a corner, Nevery’s cloak flaring as he spun around. He pulled out his locus magicalicus. “Remirrimer,” he said, and started muttering a spell.

Not enough magic. The minion was getting closer. I pulled on his sleeve. “Come on!”

Nevery cursed, and we started off again. “This way,” I said, and pointed down a street that led toward the river.

In the Sunrise, the riverbanks were walls built of stone, with stone stairways leading down to wooden docks. We paused on the riverbank, catching our breaths.

The air was absolutely still and brittle cold; if somebody hit it, it would shatter into a thousand sharp-edged pieces. There was no sound of rushing water.

I pointed at the river. “It’s frozen. I think we can cross on the ice.”

“Yes,” Nevery said, straightening, and then the minion was on us. He was big and brawny; he shoved me out of the way and swung a fist at Nevery.

Nevery grappled with him and they went rolling down the nearest set of stone stairs, down to a dock. I raced down after them, leaped from the bottom step onto the minion’s back, and bit him on the ear. It tasted worse than the rat’s tail. The minion shook me off; then Nevery swung the gold knob of his cane into the minion’s face. “Hah!” he shouted.

The minion staggered back, blood streaming from his nose.

I scrambled to my feet. “You all right?” I asked.

“Yes, boy,” Nevery gasped. Behind us, the minion put his hands to his face and shook his head. Drops of blood spattered around him.

I turned to survey the river. It was laid out before us, still, frozen, the ice clean and smoothly black. To the left loomed the Night Bridge; no lights shone from the opposite shore.


Carefully, I stepped out onto the ice. Without speaking, Nevery followed.

We set off, sliding our feet along, skff skff, Nevery using his cane to balance himself. The riverbank receded behind us. Overhead, the sky was black and stars shone down as bright as daggers.

Halfway across, we paused. My breath puffed out in white clouds before my face. I looked back across the ice. The minion was coming.

“Keep going,” Nevery said.

Under my feet, the ice trembled. “Wait,” I whispered. I bent down and put my hand flat on the surface. The cold burned. And I felt the river rushing by, just below my fingers.

Slowly, I stood up. The ice creaked. It was thin, barely covering the water. “We’ll have to go around,” I whispered.

Nevery nodded, and we edged around the thin ice, and then headed for the dark Twilight bank again.

I looked back over my shoulder. The minion, a dark shape against the dark ice, thought he could catch us by going the short way across—he reached the thin ice and went on. “He’s going to fall in,” I said.

As I spoke, the ice beneath the minion gave way and, like a stone dropping into a puddle, he plunged into the river, cursing and thrashing. I glanced at Nevery.

“Keep going,” he said grimly.

We kept going, expecting the ice to crack under our feet and send us into the freezing water, too.

As we neared the Twilight bank, I saw that the tenements and warehouses were all dark and still. At the very edge of the river, we climbed the rocky bank and up onto a rutted path that led along the side of a warehouse.

We paused for a moment, catching our breaths, then I started off again.

“Wait, boy,” Nevery said.

“We can’t wait, Nevery,” I said. “It might be too late already.” I started walking, fast, and Nevery strode along beside me. We came around the corner of the warehouse and headed up the nearest steep street, which was edged with tumbledown tenement houses.

“Too late for what, exactly?” Nevery asked.

I shook my head. I hadn’t really had time to think it all through. “The Underlord built the device to capture all the magic.”

“If that is what the device is for,” Nevery said, “it would appear that he plans to hold the city hostage.”

Right. Magic wasn’t just for running the factories or keeping the werelights lit, it was the lifeblood of the city. With the device, Crowe’s calculations told him, he would control all the magic, and the people would have to pay him for it. He would rule the city, all of it, not just the Twilight. But the Underlord was wrong. “Nevery, the magic can’t stay inside that prison device. It will die.” And soon, if we didn’t let it out.


“Boy, the magic isn’t alive.”

I wasn’t going to argue with him about it. But if we didn’t hurry, it would be too late.

We climbed the streets until we reached Dusk House. We peered in through the barred gate. The building was still, dark, and silent, but the air felt wound tight. Waiting.

“We ought to wait for the duchess’s guards,” Nevery said softly.

I shook my head. The guards would have to fight through the minions on the Night Bridge, and that might take too long.

“I don’t suppose you have a plan,” Nevery said.

No, I didn’t. “I think we just have to go in, Nevery,” I said.

“This is why you get into trouble, boy,” Nevery muttered.

“Come on,” I said.

Staying in the shadows, I led Nevery through the gate and around to the back of the Underlord’s mansion, to the door I’d gone in when disguised as a cat. It was unguarded.


We made our way through the dark hallways, stopping now and then to listen, hearing nothing. The minions were all off blocking the bridge, I realized. They hadn’t expected anyone to cross the ice. Sure as sure, though, they hadn’t left the device completely unguarded.

Finally we came to the room with the entrance to the underground workshop. The bookcase-door was closed, the room dark.

“The bookcase opens,” I whispered to Nevery. I led him across the room, then reached up to push the panel that opened it. The bookcase swung open and the stairway gaped like a pit before us.

Without hesitating, I led Nevery down the narrow stairway to the second turning, and peered around. The lights in the cavernous workroom were dimmed; in the center of the shadowy room squatted the prisoning device, swollen and shiny, like a giant leech well fed on blood. Its gears and pistons were still, and the slowsilver was frozen in its crystal tubes. The riveted storage tank in the middle bulged. The magic was caught in there. Down in my bones, I felt a squealing hum, the magic straining at the prison, trying to escape. I also felt a faint tingle in the air; a very little bit of the magic was left, lingering outside the device where the rest of it was trapped.

Down in the pit, a few minions were lounging around in the shadows, and, by one of the chart-covered tables, Pettivox sat writing something by the light of his locus stone.

I put my hand into my pocket to check on my own locus magicalicus. A stone could be destroyed by magic, Nevery had told me once, and its wizard with it. I took a deep breath. The magic had chosen me for this, I reminded myself. I couldn’t go off and let it die. I marked out a path from the stairs to the device. I had to try, at least.

I eased around the corner.

“What are you doing, boy?” I heard Nevery whisper, but I kept going, creeping down the stairs.

One of the minions shouted, his voice echoing in the huge workroom. At the sound, Pettivox glanced up from the table. Seeing me, he stood bolt upright, his chair crashing to the floor behind him. “You!” he shouted. I got to the bottom of the stairs and started to run.

The minions closed in; I kept going, across the stone floor, toward the device. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when I got there. If I got there.

A minion made a grab at me; another one caught at my sleeve, but I eeled away. Pettivox strode across the room, shouting, his words lost in the echoes. I whirled away from another minion, and Pettivox was there, seizing me by the hair, lifting me off my feet. Two minions grabbed me. I twisted and wriggled like a worm on a fishhook, but they had me.

Pettivox let me go, drew his hand back, and struck me a crashing blow across the face; if the minions hadn’t been holding me I would have fallen. “You,” he snarled again.

I shook my head. One of my teeth was loose and I had blood in my mouth. Black spots danced before my eyes. From where I stood, the minions gripping my arms tightly, I saw the device looming overhead, the dim light glinting off its gears and wires.

Pettivox leaned over me, teeth bared. “You’re dead, thief. The Underlord will return shortly, and he will kill you himself.” He drew back his fist to hit me again. I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth.

But then came a shout. “Pettivox!” Nevery bellowed. My eyes popped open.

Down the stairs Nevery strode, his gray cloak swirling. At the bottom, he swung his knob-headed cane and slammed it into a table cluttered with leftover copper parts; they clattered to the ground.

Pettivox jerked up and around.

The minions holding me stared, but their grips didn’t loosen.

Striding across the floor, drawing on the magic left outside the device, Nevery began a spell, a river of words that flowed from his mouth and swelled to fill the room, echoing from the walls. Just beneath the ceiling, way overhead, wisps of fog appeared, then gathered into clouds, gray and plump with rain. The giant workroom grew dark.

Nevery shouted the last word of the spell and the clouds rumble-rolled together. Lightning flashed down. With a shriek, Pettivox leaped out of the way, and the bolt scorched the ground where he’d stood. The minions holding me staggered back. Thunder growled.

Nevery started another spell; Pettivox was shouting a spell of his own. Their voices echoed from the walls.

Overhead, the clouds’ bellies swelled, then exploded. Bolts of lightning zinged in all directions, ricocheting from one stone wall to the other, and then crashing into the device. Sparks leaped from its rivets and gears, but the magic stayed locked within.

A sizzling blue bolt whizzed just over my head. The two minions holding me flinched. That was all I needed.

With a twist of my shoulders, I pulled myself out of the minions’ hands, kicked one of them in the shins, and sprinted toward the device. The minions shouted and followed, right on my heels.

Reaching the device, I scrambled up the stone base it rested on, then climbed onto a piston. The metal sparked under my fingers. One of the minions, coming after me, jumped for my foot, but I reached up to a gear and pulled myself out of his reach. I climbed higher, over tubes, clinging to hoses, until I reached the bulging storage tank.

Out in the workroom, Nevery and Pettivox were shouting at each other, their voices echoing off the stone walls. Thunder crashed again and the clouds opened, releasing a torrent of freezing rain.

Blinking water from my eyes, I climbed higher. The rain hit the device and turned to ice; I hung on with numb fingers. A minion climbed up from below me. Another one shouted and threw a bottle; it shattered just over my head, and I shut my eyes as shards of glass rained down.

Opening my eyes, I pulled my locus magicalicus from my coat pocket. The jewel glowed in the stormy light.

I didn’t know any spells for this. I rested my forehead against the freezing copper skin of the storage tank and gently tapped my locus stone against the tank. It made a tinny chiming sound.

Come out, I told the magic. Just come through the stone.

Inside its prison, the magic strained; I felt it, confined, desperate, dying.

Another bottle shattered beside my head. The minion climbing up from below grabbed my ankle and pulled. I slipped and almost dropped my locus stone, then gripped an icy cogwheel with my other hand and held on. The minion pulled harder; I kicked him, and then I kicked him again. Screaming, the minion fell away, bouncing off the side of the device before crashing to the floor.

I pulled myself back up to the storage tank. With shaking hands, I moved my locus magicalicus over the surface of the tank and held it against one of the riveted seams. “Come out,” I whispered. “Here’s a good place.” Again I tapped my locus stone against the seam. The magic strained against the tank. The riveted seam creaked and bulged, but held.

“Here, magic,” I whispered again. Within the tank, the magic stilled, shifted, and focused itself on my locus magicalicus, on me. It was like looking up at a night sky full of stars and having the stars suddenly look back.

I closed my eyes. Calm breath, still hands. I thought my way through my locus stone and into the device, and opened the lock. Here. Come out.

The room held its breath. I heard no shouting, no thunder or wind, no sizzling bolts of lightning. Just a black and velvety silence that filled my head and stilled my breath.

The riveted seam along the side of the tank bulged, then, like cloth ripping, split. With the crash of thunder and lightning striking at the same time, the magic burst from the device and through my locus stone, roaring through me. It filled my sight, a wave of flashing, crashing light, sparks, blazing white flames, a thousand stars. I clung to my locus magicalicus, and the magic kept coming, pouring out until it filled the workroom, then exploding upward, blowing the top off the device, smashing through Dusk House, fountaining out into the dark night. In my hand, my locus magicalicus disintegrated into a puff of sparkling dust. I was flung away like a leaf in the wind.

I expected to be dead.

But instead everything went still. Inside my head, the magic said something, its words a deep, rumbling hum inside my skull and down in the heavier bones of my arms and legs. I floated, wrapped in a warm and welcoming blanket of light.

And then everything went dark.
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Device destroyed now, and we can hope to never see its like again in this world. Destroyed, at cost of boy’s locus magicalicus, possibly his life.

After boy released the confined magic and Dusk House was razed, found myself at the bottom of gaping pit in darkness, a few small fires burning, debris everywhere, dust sifting down, rubble settling. Not a trace of the device; it had been utterly destroyed.

Managed to kindle bit of light with lothfalas spell and searched ruins for the boy. Found him wedged in a narrow crack that had opened in one stone wall, as if he’d been set there for safekeeping. Way in blocked by debris. Thought boy was dead. Pale, cold, unmoving. Covered with fine, scintillant dust—the remains of his locus magicalicus. A loss too great to bear.

Duchess’s guards arrived then, and Benet, who helped me pull the beams and rubble away from boy’s body. Had him out, finally. Placed my hand on his chest, found he was still breathing.

Wrapped him in my robe and Benet’s coat, took him home to Heartsease, put him to bed.

Had Trammel in to look at him. Not a mark on the boy, Trammel said. No apparent injury. He is simply cold and exhausted. Needs to sleep. Keep him warm and wait for him to wake up.

So now we wait.
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CHAPTER 36



I woke up. Even with my eyes closed, I knew where I was; I recognized the musty-dusty smell of my attic room. But I was lying in a bed covered with blankets, and the room was warm.

My locus magicalicus was gone. I had a hollow, dark, echoing place inside me where it had been. But the magic was safe, at least. I felt it in the air, all around me, even warmer than the blankets.

[image: image]

I opened my eyes. Yes, my room. I was in a bed, and a fire burned in the hearth. Bright sunlight shone in through the windows and lay across the floor, shining on my dragon painting. In a chair beside the bed sat Nevery, his head tilted back, asleep.

Carefully, I sat up, my back to the wall beside my bed. That was enough; the room spun around me and I felt like I might fall over.

My movement woke Nevery. He tipped his head down, blinking, and rubbed the back of his neck. Then he looked over at me. His eyes widened. “Well, boy?” he said. His voice sounded rusty.

I nodded. The room wavered, and I closed my eyes. I felt Nevery’s hand under my chin. I opened my eyes again. Nevery frowned down at me. “I’m all right,” I said.

He looked me over, then let me go and sat back down in his chair. “Do you remember what happened?”

Talking was better than nodding. “Yes,” I said. Actually, no. “What happened to Pettivox? And to Underlord Crowe?”

“Hmmm. You should have told me from the start that Crowe is your uncle.”

Yes, I should have. But I didn’t want to talk about it.

Nevery waited for a moment, then went on. “Pettivox disappeared after the device was destroyed and is presumed dead. Crowe is in the duchess’s prison cells, awaiting her justice.”

Oh. I wondered if she’d send him to the gallows tree. I doubted it. She preferred to exile people. I felt suddenly very tired.

“Benet is well,” Nevery went on. “And Keeston.” He said something more, but my eyes closed and I started falling sideways. Nevery stopped talking and caught me, and gently eased me down.


The ladder up to my room creaked and I heard Benet’s deep voice.

“No, he’s asleep,” Nevery said.

And then I was.

 

When I woke up again, the room was dark except for a dying fire in the hearth, and Keeston was the one asleep in the chair beside my bed. And I felt a little better.

I sat up and the room didn’t spin. My lost locus magicalicus was still an empty, aching space inside me. But I didn’t want to think about it. I was thirsty. In the shadows across the room was a small table with Benet’s knitting on it, along with a few teacups and a jug, which might have water in it. I swung my legs out of bed and stood up. A mistake. The room started swirling around, and then I found myself getting a close-up look at the floor.

Keeston sat up with a jerk, and I heard someone climbing up the ladder. The trapdoor opened and Benet bulled his way in, holding a candle.


“I’m all right,” I said. “I just fell over.”

Benet set the candle on the table, then stomped over, picked me up, and put me back into bed, ducking his head to keep it from bumping the sloped ceiling. Then he glared at Keeston. “You were told to watch him.”

Blinking, Keeston gripped his locus magicalicus. “S-sorry,” he said.

Benet swung around to glare at me. “You hungry?”

Yes, I was. Ravenous.

“Stay in bed,” Benet ordered. He pointed at Keeston. “Watch him.” Then he went down the ladder.

I sat up and leaned against the wall.

“You’re supposed to stay in bed,” Keeston said, nervous.

“I am in bed,” I said.

“No,” Keeston said. “You should be lying down.”

I shrugged. “I feel better sitting up.” Which wasn’t exactly true, but I’d need to sit up anyway when Benet brought food. I looked Keeston over; he seemed tired and twitchy. “Are you all right?” I asked.

He flinched. He was still clutching his locus magicalicus. Right. I knew what he was afraid of. His master’s master was in the duchess’s prison; maybe he thought he would be arrested, too. “Don’t worry,” I said. “Nevery will tell everyone that you helped us. And he knows you didn’t know what Pettivox was up to.”

Keeston stared at me. “But I did know.”

“Not everything,” I said. “You didn’t know about that device.”

He relaxed just a little. “No, I didn’t.” We sat in silence for a few minutes. The candle flame flickered, sending dark shadows wavering over the walls. Then he asked, in a rush, “Do you think Magister Nevery would let me come and be his apprentice?”

The question dropped into the hole inside me that my locus stone had left and echoed around. I wasn’t a wizard anymore; without a locus magicalicus, I wasn’t even an apprentice. I swallowed down a lump of unhappiness. “I don’t know,” I managed to say. “Nevery didn’t like having me as an apprentice.”

“Yes he does,” Keeston said. “Will you ask him for me?”

“You should ask him yourself,” I said. He might even say yes.

At that moment, Benet climbed into the room, carrying a tray, which he set down on the table after pushing aside the teacups and jug. He’d brought another candle, too, so the room was brighter.

He gave me a biscuit and a cup of tea and I ate them, but they didn’t fill up the hole inside.

 

After a few days, I was well enough to look after myself. Late in the morning, I got out of bed and put on my clothes, and, carrying my boots, made my way downstairs to the kitchen. Benet was there, cutting up apples.

“You’re up,” he said.

I nodded. Lady uncurled herself from the hearthstone and padded over to me, purring. I set down my boots and sat beside the fire so she could climb into my lap.

“You going to put those on?” Benet said. I looked up. He was pointing at my boots.

“They’re too small for my feet,” I said. The black sweater fit better, too; I must have grown while I was in bed.

“You’ll have to have new ones,” Benet said. He set aside his bowl of apple slices and started rolling out pastry.

So Benet thought I would be staying at Heartsease. I wasn’t so sure Nevery would agree. Without a locus stone, I couldn’t be his apprentice anymore, and he knew I wouldn’t be a servant. And I wasn’t a thief or a lockpick; I couldn’t go back to living on the streets of the Twilight.


“Master Nevery said if you were up today, you should find him at the academicos library.”

But I wouldn’t be able to get through the tunnel gates to reach the academicos. Drats.

“He left a keystone for you.” Benet pointed with a floury finger at my coat, which hung from a nail beside the door. The stone was in the pocket, I guessed.

“Thanks,” I said. I pushed Lady off my lap and got to my feet and, after putting on my coat, went down the stairs and outside. The sun shone brightly and the air smelled fresh, though it was still chilly. All the snow had melted. The big tree across the courtyard was empty of birds, but the twigs at the ends of its black branches were tipped with red, swelling buds. Winter was over, at last.

Which was a good thing. I wasn’t used to being barefoot. Crossing the courtyard, the cobbles felt cold and wet under my feet.

I walked slowly through the tunnels, using the keystone to get through the gates. The magic leaped from the stone to the locks, fresh and sparkling. The magical being was feeling better, I figured.

Before climbing the stairs to the academicos, I had to rest, leaning against the tunnel wall. I got to the top of the stairs and stopped to catch my breath. Across the courtyard, gray-robed students were standing in groups, talking and playing games, basking in the end-of-winter sunshine. Rowan left a group and came over to me; she was wearing her gray student’s robe and carrying her book bag.

She gave me a hug. She was only a little taller than I was, I realized; I really had grown. I rested my head on her shoulder for a moment.

She stepped back and looked me over. “I see you’ve decided not to wear your shoes, Connwaer.”

“My feet are too big for them,” I said.

“Mmm-hmmm,” she said. “My mother would like you to come and see her.”

All right. But now I had to find Nevery in the library.

We turned to walk across the courtyard to the academicos. As Rowan and I passed, the students stopped what they were doing and stared. I put my head down and kept walking; Rowan raised her chin and looked proud and sharp, like the first day I’d met her.

We went up the stairs and inside.

Brumbee was standing before his office, speaking with Periwinkle. When he saw us, he left her and came over.

“My dear Conn,” he said, smiling. “So glad to see you’re feeling better. We were all quite worried.” He looked down at my feet. “I see you’re not wearing any shoes…?”

“My boots are too small,” I said.

“Ah. Well, I’m sure Nevery will see to it. Now, as soon as you’re well enough, we expect to see you back in your classes again.”

He did?

“I have class now,” Rowan said. “I’ll have somebody row me to Heartsease later to catch you up on what you missed, all right?”


“Thanks,” I said. Rowan smiled, hefted her book bag over her shoulder, and left.

Brumbee beamed. “Good! Now, Nevery is up in the library, if you’re looking for him.”

As I climbed the stairs to the library, the academicos students started streaming in from the courtyard for their first class, chattering, filling the gallery with noise.

I opened the door to the library, went inside, and closed it. Nevery was at a table near the window. At the sound of the door closing, he looked up and nodded.

I waited by the door while he gathered up his knob-headed cane and a canvas book bag, buttoned up his robe, put on his hat, and came across to meet me.

We stepped out into the hallway. A few students edged past where we stood, shooting us curious, sideways glances.

Nevery leaned on his cane and frowned down at me. “Well, come along,” he said. He turned and started down the stairs, step step tap, step step tap.

I followed, but didn’t say anything.

We came to the front entry of the academicos and went out and down the steps to the wide courtyard. All the students had gone in.

Nevery dropped the book bag at his feet and cleared his throat. “You look like you should still be in bed.”

I wrapped my arms around myself. Even though the sun was warm, the breeze from the river was chilly. “I’m all right, Nevery,” I said.

“So you keep saying, boy. But I don’t think you are.”

I looked down at my bare toes.

Nevery sighed. “You lost your locus magicalicus.”

I nodded.

“And your boots, apparently.”

“I’ve grown out of them,” I said.

“Yes, I expect you have,” he said. With his cane, he poked the bag at his feet. “Look in there.”


I went down on my knees and rummaged in the bag. “This?” I held up a book.

“No,” Nevery said. The breeze gusted, and he clapped his hand to his head to keep his hat from blowing away. “The robe.”

Every wizard and apprentice wore a robe; all the students at the academicos had one, too, like Rowan, gray with a patch on the sleeve which indicated their family or house. In the bag, among the books, a wax-stoppered bottle, and a few stray papers, was a robe. I pulled it out, stood, and handed it to Nevery.

He handed it back to me. “It’s for you, boy,” he said. “You’re a student and an apprentice. You need a robe.”

Oh. I took off my coat and slipped the robe on over my sweater. Its gray wool was moth-eaten and spattered with scorch marks, and the ragged hem brushed the ground. On one sleeve was a patch, embroidered in faded blue thread with the same hourglass with wings symbol that was etched into the stone before the Heartsease tunnel gate and stamped in gold on the front cover of Nevery’s chronicle of locus stones.

Nevery leaned over and touched the patch. “The wingèd hourglass. My family’s crest.”

The robe had been his when he was a student.

Carefully, I buttoned the front of the robe and rolled up the sleeves, which hung down over my hands.

“One thing I’m sure as sure about, Conn,” Nevery said, his voice gruff. “You are a wizard, and you will find another locus magicalicus.”

I took a deep breath. Yes. Yes, Nevery was right.

I was a wizard. I would study at the academicos and learn every spell I could, and I would try to convince the magisters that the magic was a living being. And one day, if I didn’t find a locus magicalicus in Wellmet, I would go out into the world to search for it.

“Well, my boy,” Nevery said. “Let’s go home.” He set off across the empty courtyard, and after a moment I followed.

I ran to catch up. “Nevery,” I said, “I think I’m going to need a room to work in.”

He strode on. “A workroom, boy?”

I nodded. I had a lot of work to do. I didn’t have a locus magicalicus, so I’d have to figure out a way to get the magic’s attention so I could talk to it and it could talk back to me. “I’m going to need slowsilver, too. And tourmalifine.”

Nevery paused at the top of the stairs leading down to the tunnel and shot me one of his keen-gleam looks. “But when tourmalifine and slow-silver mingle, boy, they explode.”

I grinned. Yes, Nevery, I know.
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PEOPLE




[image: image] BENET—A rather scary-looking guy, but one who loves to knit, bake, and clean. His nose has been broken so many times, it’s been flattened. If he were an animal he’d be a big bear. His hair is brown and sticks out on his head like spikes. You wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley, but you would want to eat his biscuits.

 

[image: image] CONNWAER—Has shaggy black hair that hangs down over his bright blue eyes. He’s been a gutterboy for most of his life, so he’s watchful and a little wary; at the same time, he’s completely pragmatic and truthful. He’s thin, but he’s sturdy and strong, too. He has a quirky smile (hence his quirked tail as a cat). Conn does not know his own age; it could be anywhere from twelve to fourteen. A great friend to have, but be careful that you don’t have anything valuable in your pockets in reach of his sticky fingers.

 

[image: image] NEVERY FLINGLAS—Is tall with gray hair, a long gray beard, shaggy gray eyebrows, and sharp black eyes. He’s impatient and grumpy and often hasty, but beneath that his heart is kind (he would never admit it). Mysterious and possibly dangerous, Nevery is a difficult wizard to read, but a good one to know.

 

[image: image] PETTIVOX—Very tall and broad, with white hair and beard, very white teeth, and red lips. He’s Keeston’s master. Conn dislikes them both.

 


[image: image] ROWAN FORESTAL—A tall, slender girl of around fifteen, with short red hair and gray eyes. She is very intelligent with a good, if dry, sense of humor. She is the daughter of the Duchess. She is also very interested in studying swordcraft.


 

[image: image] THE DUCHESS—Willa Forestal is Rowan’s mother and they are physically similar. She is a woman who bears a lot of responsibility, and it shows. She is highly intelligent but doesn’t have a sense of humor, as Rowan does. The Duchess controls the Sunrise area of Wellmet, and she dislikes magic (though she realizes its necessity to the survival of Wellmet).



















PLACES


[image: image] ACADEMICOS—Set on an island in the river that runs between the Twilight and the Sunrise, the Academicos is a school for the rich students and potential wizards of Wellmet. Conn enrolls there after becoming Nevery’s apprentice.

 

[image: image] DAWN PALACE—The home of the Duchess and Rowan. The palace itself is a huge, rectangular building—not very architecturally interesting, but with lots of decorations crusted on it to make it fancy.

 


[image: image] DUSK HOUSE—The home to Underlord Crowe. This fortresslike building is oppressive with narrow windows and a massive underground labyrinth. Dusk House is guarded by hulking minions. To enter without an invitation is a death warrant.

 

[image: image] HEARTSEASE—Nevery’s ancestral island home. The middle of the house was blown up by Nevery’s pyrotechnic experiments twenty years before this story. So the two ends of the house are left standing and the middle looks like it has a bite taken out.

 

[image: image] MAGISTERS HALL—Seat of power for the wizards who control and guard the magic of Wellmet. It is a big, imposing gray stone building on an island with a wall built all the way around it at the waterline.






WELLMET RUNIC ALPHABET





In Wellmet, some people write using runes to stand for the letters of the alphabet. In fact, you may find some messages written in runes in THE MAGIC THIEF.
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BENET’S BISCUITS

2 cups all-purpose flour

½ teaspoon salt

4 teaspoons bee’s wing (baking powder)

2 teaspoons sugar

½ cup butter

2/3 cup milk

[image: image]

Preheat oven to 450°F. Mix dry ingredients together in bowl. Cut in butter until fine and crumbly. Make a well in these ingredients and pour in milk. Knead with your fingers only until blended—do not overwork or biscuits will be hard and flat. Roll to one knuckle thick and cut in rounds. Place on greased pan, and bake until golden brown (12 to 15 minutes). Best eaten hot, with butter and honey.








CONN’S BISCUITS

Put in bowl:

Some flour

A bit of water

Riser

A pinch of salt

A hunk of butter or lard
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Mix up very well with wooden spoon. If it’s watery, add more flour. Mix some more. Plop into pan, put pan in coals to bake for a while. Best eaten hot, with butter and honey.
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“Sarah Prineas’s vivid descriptions made me feel as if I was walking right next to Conn, her young resourceful hero.”
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CHAPTER 1



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

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

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

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

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

That was a very good question.

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


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

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

Had I ever been late for supper? No.

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

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

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

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

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

I held my breath and bent closer to see.

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

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

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

The slowsilver reached the tourmalifine. They mingled.


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

At the same moment, the mingled elements exploded.

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

Then, silence.














To the Magisters,

Magisters Hall, Wellmet.




Because you are clearly unwilling—or unable—to understand what happened when Dusk House was destroyed, I will explain it to you yet again. The explosion at Dusk House was not—I repeat, not—a pyrotechnic experiment gone awry. Pyrotechnics had nothing to do with it. Underlord Crowe and the wizard Pettivox, who betrayed us all, built a device—a massive capacitor created, using large amounts of slowsilver, to attract and then imprison the city’s magic. The reason, magisters, you have found no evidence of the existence of this device is because it was completely destroyed in the explosion, which also destroyed Dusk House and killed Pettivox.

My apprentice and I have speculated on the reasons why Crowe attempted this magic thievery. Perhaps it was a move to seize control of the city; perhaps he had plans to weaken our magic for some other purpose. We know that they succeeded in almost depleting the entire city’s magic. As you know, Crowe admitted nothing, and has been sent into exile; his reasons, therefore, would seem to be lost to us.

On to magical issues. My fellow magisters, you have made it absolutely clear that you cannot believe my apprentice’s theories about the magic of Wellmet. I repeat them to you now: The magic is not a thing to be used, but a living, sentient being which—or perhaps I should say who—serves as a protector of the city of Wellmet. The spells we use to invoke magic are, in fact, the language of this magical being. Our locus magicalicus stones, my fellow magisters, enable us to communicate with the being. Much research remains to be done on the being’s actual nature, to discover why it is here in the city, whether other cities are inhabited by similar beings, and to determine what the magic intends for us, the humans who live here.

Whether you believe this theory or not is of no consequence. Do note, however, that as a result of Conn’s actions, the city and its magic have been saved from almost certain disaster. The magical levels of Wellmet have stabilized, though I am concerned that the levels remain lower than they were before. Yet despite the fact that Conn sacrificed his locus magicalicus to save the city, you argue that because he no longer has a locus magicalicus he should no longer be considered my apprentice. That is for me to decide, not you.

It is said that only a fool stands in the way of a new idea; I trust, magisters, that there are no fools among you.




Yours sincerely,
 NEVERY FLINGLAS
 Magister
 Heartsease, Wellmet
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CHAPTER 2



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

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

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

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

I shrugged.

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

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

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

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

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

I did, more slowly this time.

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

I nodded.

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

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

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

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

“Hello up there,” I called.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hmph,” Nevery said. “Come along.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Damrodell…

Odesseldesh…

Ellarhion…

Varliarden…

Liesh.


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

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

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

“Nevery?” I said.


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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


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

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

“You’re being stupid!” I’d shouted.

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

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

I went in and handed him the letter from Nevery.

He spelled it open and read it, shaking his head. “Oh, dear,” he muttered. He waved his hand at me, still looking at the letter. “You may sit down while I write a reply.”














My dear Nevery,




When you took Conn in as your apprentice last year, I thought you were doing a good deed, saving a gutterboy from the streets of the Twilight, but now I am not so sure.




His ideas about the magic are simply shocking. The magic a living being? Spellwords a way of communicating with this being? Nevery, you must stop him from thinking about such things. We have enough to worry about at the moment with these strangers lurking around the Dawn Palace and these unexplained attacks on the people of Wellmet. You know as well as I do that something magical must be afoot, for people to be turned into living statues covered with dust! I have spent the last weeks poring over the historical records, seeking a precedent for this kind of magical attack. I have found nothing. It is a very great concern.




But about young Conn. I can see that he feels badly for causing us so much unease with his strange ideas, and with the Underlord troubles last year. He is standing very quiet and subdued beside the meeting room door, waiting as I write this to you; I offered him a chair, but he refused to sit.




I am afraid we cannot readmit him to the academicos at this time. His ideas are too unsettling to the other students. My new apprentice, Keeston, for example, has been talking in most alarming ways about the nature of magic. We cannot allow Conn to take classes with the other apprentices. And even if we do readmit him, he has no locus magicalicus and will never become a wizard.




It’s a shame, really. He seems a good boy, despite his odd ideas and the trouble he caused us last year.




Yours,
 Brumbee A., Magister,
 Master of Wellmet Academicos









CHAPTER 3



I gave Brumbee’s letter to Nevery and he spelled it open.

“Hmmm,” he said, reading. “He won’t readmit you to the academicos, Conn.”

Oh. I didn’t say anything.

Nevery gave me a keen look from under his eyebrows. “Well, boy?” he asked.
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Not really well, no. I wasn’t a gutterboy anymore, and I needed to be going to school.

“I will give you lessons,” Nevery said.

All right.

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No,” I said.

“They’re still upset with you, then.”

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

“I have to make some explosions.”

“Indeed,” Rowan said.

“Small ones,” I said.

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


“No, I don’t,” I said.

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

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

She pulled off her other boot. “Pyrotechnics?”

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

What was she up to?

“I’ll give you the money,” she said, showing me a heavy purse string, which she put into her pocket. “But I’m coming with you.”














 

Brumbee correct. Boy’s ideas about magic shocking. But though boy is stupid about some things, is not stupid about magic. Is likely correct that magic is living being, protector of city, spellwords its language. Magic certainly protected boy when he was living on streets of Twilight. Boy was never sick, had no vermin, did not freeze in the winters; only explanation is that magical being has some kind of bond with him. What that bond is, I do not know.

Twenty years ago, when I conducted my own experiments to see if pyrotechnics enhanced magical spells cast with a locus stone, explosion ripped Heartsease in half. At time, did not understand how I survived. Now think likely that magic protected me as it protected boy when Underlord’s device exploded. Wrote treatise at the time about magical effects, sounds heard when explosion occurred. Wonder if it was magic trying to speak to me.











CHAPTER 4



Once Rowan and I had snuck out of the Dawn Palace, we headed down the hill toward the Night Bridge. “Pyrotechnics is illegal,” I said. “We’ll have to go to the Twilight to get what I need.”
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Rowan’s eyes brightened. “I’ve never been there before.”

“Really, never?” I asked.

“My mother says it’s too dangerous.”

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

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

Attacks? No. I shook my head.

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

I had been busy, true.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

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

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

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


—and somebody picked my pocket.

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

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

“Get anything?” I asked the gutterboy.

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

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


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

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

“Uh-huh,” he said.

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

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

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

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

“Now yours,” he said to me.

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

“Give me one copper, then,” he said.

“I don’t have any money,” I said.

“You have to give me something, too.”

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

He looked at it. “Don’t want it.”

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

He stared blankly at me.

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

He nodded.

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

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

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

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

Beside me, Rowan laughed.

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

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

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

He nodded again. “Sparks makes sparks.”

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

“I could show you,” the boy said.

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

“Here,” the gutterboy said. He pointed at a long, windowless shack with a tar-paper roof and flapping tar paper tacked to its outside walls, and a front yard full of weeds and a scraggly apple tree.

“Thanks,” I said. If I’d had any money, I would’ve given him some; he looked hungry.

“Yah,” he said, and turned away. Then he turned back. “Watch out for the Shadows.”

Shadows? Is that what he was calling the dark lurkers? Rowan glanced at me with her eyebrows raised. “What d’you mean?” I asked.


He shrugged. “The bad ones,” he said, then spun and raced away, down the rutted road toward the busier streets of the Twilight.

Shadows. Bad ones. Crowe’s former henchmen, sure as sure. His minions. The gutterboy was right, then. I’d better watch out for the bad ones.









CHAPTER 5



“So the lurkers are in the Twilight, too,” Rowan whispered.

“It’s probably the old Underlord’s minions, Ro,” I whispered back. We stepped up to Sparks’s house. The front door was a ragged blanket hung across the doorway. I pushed the blanket aside and peered in.
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Inside was dim-dark. A long workbench was pushed up against one wall. The only light came from a candle stuck in a bowl of water, so the shack wouldn’t burn down if it tipped over, I figured. Along the back wall were small barrels piled one on top of the other, and bulging canvas sacks, and scales for weighing things.

Perched on a stool at the workbench was a boy who looked a bit older than Rowan. He was thin and had black hair and was smudged all over with soot, and his skinny-stick legs hung limply down from the stool; they didn’t work properly, I guessed. His arms were wiry and strong, though, and, using a pestle, he was pounding something in a wide stone dish. Pound, pound, pound. He looked up when Rowan and I came in, scowled, and kept pounding, while staring at us.

From the shadows beside the door came an old woman wearing an ash-gray woolen dress covered with scorch marks. “What d’you want?” she said in a cracked and ragged voice.

“Are you Sparks?” I asked.

She gave me a gap-toothed grin. “Yerrrs, I’m Sparks.” She glanced at Rowan, who was looking around the room with wide eyes. “Howsabout a cup of blackpowder tea?”

All right. I nodded.

“Good for chilly days, blackpowder tea. Be right back, kettle’s on the boil. Go an’ talk to Embre.” She bustled out of the room.

Leaving Rowan by the doorway, I went over to the boy, who was still pounding. With a name like Embre, he was probably Sparks’s grandson. “Hello,” I said. “I’m Conn.”

Pound, pound, pound. He paused and looked me up and down. “I know who you are.”

He did? I shrugged and pointed toward Rowan. “She’s Rowan. What’re you doing?” I nodded toward the stone bowl.

Pound.

“What’s it—” Pound. “—look like?” Pound.


I leaned closer to see. It looked like he was crushing black sand into smaller bits of black sand.

He stopped pounding. “Colophony and charcoal. It’s part of an explosive. The smaller the grains”—he pointed at the stuff in the stone bowl—“the better it mingles with the saltpeter and the sulfur, and the more powerful the explosion is.”

Ah, I’d read about this in Prattshaw. “What ratio would you use if you wanted a slow explosion?”

He sneered. “As if I’d tell you.”

Trade secret, I guessed. When I made my own blackpowder, I’d have to check the books and then experiment until I got the right amount of each ingredient.

Sparks bustled back into the room holding a tray with chipped teacups and a teapot on it, which she put down on the table. Her hand, I noticed, was missing two of its fingers. From mixing blackpowder ingredients, I guessed.


“Here you are, love,” she said, pouring out a cup and passing it to Embre. He took it without looking up and set it on the table.

“And for you, miss.” Sparks handed a steaming cup to Rowan, and then one to me.

I wondered if the tea really had blackpowder in it. I took a sip; it tasted like ordinary tea, but with pepper added. “Thanks,” I said, and took another sip. Behind me, Rowan sipped her tea, then coughed.

“Whatcha need?” Sparks asked.

“Something to make small explosions I can control,” I said.

“Explosions, is it?” Sparks cocked her head. “Whatcha need with explosions?”

“I’m a wizard,” I said.

“Are you! From the Twilight and all?” she asked. Embre, I noticed, had put down the pestle and was watching me closely.

I nodded. “But my locus magicalicus was lost.”

“Lost?” Embre interrupted.


“Yes. Destroyed. I need to get the magic to talk to me, and pyrotechnics is the only way to do that.” Now they would tell me I was crazy. But they needed to know, or they might not let me have the ingredients to make blackpowder.

“Huh,” Sparks said. “What d’you think?” she asked Embre.

Embre looked me up and down again. “Twilight needs a wizard,” he said. “If that’s what he really is.”

“Is that so?” Sparks asked, glancing over at him.

He shrugged, then picked up a pencil and started writing on a piece of paper.

“Righty-o, then,” Sparks said. She went to the other end of the dark room and rummaged around for a while, then weighed something on the scale.

Rowan stepped up to whisper in my ear. “Are you the Twilight’s wizard, Conn?”

“I don’t know,” I said. And I didn’t. Unless I figured out how to make the explosions work, I wasn’t anyone’s wizard.


Sparks came back with two canvas sacks. “Half noggin of saltpeter, quarter noggin each of sulfur and charcoal and colophony,” she said, setting the bags carefully on the floor. “And you work out the ratios.”

Embre folded the paper he’d been writing on and tapped its edge against the table. “No, I’ve written down the ratios and instructions.” He held out the paper. “For regular explosions and for slow ones, like you want.”

I blinked. “Thanks,” I said. I took the paper and put it in my pocket.

Sparks grinned widely, picked up her cup from the table, and slurped at her tea.

“What about slowsilver?” I asked. “Can you get me some?”

“Ah!” Sparks said. “Was a big call for slowsilver, much as we could find, ’round about a year ago.”

Because of Pettivox and the giant magic capacitor device he and Crowe had made in his scheme to steal all the city’s magic. I nodded.


“Had to send all the way to Desh for it,” Sparks said.

Desh? I turned to Rowan. I hadn’t gotten around to studying geography yet.

“A city far to the east of here,” Rowan said, answering my question. “It’s across a desert, and it was apparently built on sand and a huge slowsilver mine.”

“Yerrrs,” Sparks said, rubbing her three-fingered hand up through her ashy hair. “But they aren’t trading for slowsilver anymore, the Deshans, least-wise not to Wellmet. There’s none to be had.”

Embre gave a tiny nod, like he was deciding something. “They could look themselves. For slowsilver.”

“They could, yes. I can’t get down in there,” Sparks said to me. “And Embre can’t, o’ course. But you could, and so could your friend here.” She saw that I didn’t understand. “Down in the hole, where the Underlord’s Dusk House used to be. Where the explosion was last winter, eh?”


Of course! Why hadn’t I thought of that? Pettivox and the Underlord had used a huge amount of slowsilver in their prisoning device. And maybe, after Nevery and I had destroyed the device, some of the slowsilver had been left behind.

Rowan took out her purse string and paid for the blackpowder, and Sparks shoved us outside. The rain was still coming down, and the air smelled like dead fish and mud.

“Go off with you, then,” Sparks said. “And be careful of the Shadows.”

“We will,” I said.









CHAPTER 6



We’d been warned twice about the bad ones, the Shadows, but I wasn’t careful enough.

As we were turning off of Strangle Street, a tall, wide man with an ugly, lumpy face stepped across the mouth of the alley.
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“Look out,” I said. Rowan’s hand went to her sword hilt.

I spun around to go back the way we’d come, and another, uglier man blocked us. Minions. Drats. Had Crowe returned? Had he sent them after me? I put my back to the wall as they closed in, and set the canvas sacks of blackpowder materials on the ground.

Rowan drew her sword. “Stand off,” she said fiercely.

“Business isn’t with you, girl,” one of the minions said. He pointed his thumb at me. “It’s with him.”

Rowan stepped in front of me and raised her sword. “Then your business is with me.”

The minion spoke to the other minion over his shoulder. “Get her out of the way, Hand.”

The other minion, Hand, stepped forward and, before Rowan could slice at him with her sword, grabbed her by the collar of her coat and flung her against the brick wall of the alley across from me; she bounced off the wall and slumped to the ground.

“Ro!” I started toward her, but the minion grabbed me and pinned me to the wall. I kicked him in the shin and tried squirming away, but he thumped me back against the wall until my head spun.

“Keep still. Want a word with you.”

I caught my breath. Just a word?

“You’re the lockpick,” the minion said.

I nodded, watching Rowan. She sat on the ground, propped against the wall, her eyes closed. She moved, putting her hand to her head. Her sword lay in the mud next to her feet.

“Little friend of ours told us you were around.”

The gutterboy, he meant. I should’ve expected it. When I’d lived in the Twilight, most kids without family to look after them earned their bread and bed working for the minions, carrying messages and spying; I’d never done it because the Underlord’d had a word out on me, and because he’d killed my mother. But the gutterboy I’d met earlier didn’t have that problem, clear as clear.

“Message for you,” the minion said, stepping closer.

I nodded again. Would it be a message delivered with words or with fists?

“Your name’s Connwaer, is it?”

“Yes,” I said.

“A connwaer’s a kind of black bird?”

I could guess where he was headed with these questions. I nodded.

“Group of us, Crowe’s men, want to talk to you. Warn you off. You figure you’re Crowe’s right heir, do you?”

I blinked. Crowe was my mother’s brother. For a while, when I was a little kid, Crowe had tried locking me in his Dusk House and training me up to be like him. But he’d killed my mother and I’d escaped, and then I’d never had any more to do with him than I had to, and he’d been exiled from the city last winter. “No,” I said. I looked past him, at Rowan. “Ro, are you all right?”

She had her head on her knees, but she flapped her hand at me. All right, then.

“Pay attention,” the minion said to me. “What’re you doing in the Twilight?”

I shrugged.

“Right,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “We reckon you’re making a bid to be Underlord. Stirring things up.”

“No, I’m not,” I said.

They waited.

“That all you’ve got to say?” he asked.

That was all. I nodded.

To my surprise, the minion gave a little bow and stepped aside. Looked like I was going to get off without the minions beating the fluff out of me. My shoulders hunched as I stepped past him, toward Rowan, and sure enough, he grabbed me, his hand heavy at the scruff of my neck.

My heart pounded. “Is he coming back?” I asked. Crowe, I meant.

The minion let me go. “Not your business, is it?” He leaned over to whisper into my ear, his breath hot. “But we’ll be watching you, little blackbird.”

 

Rowan had a bruise on her face and a bump on the back of her head from hitting the wall, but she was all right. She even seemed excited by our run-in with the minions. We headed down the hill toward the Night Bridge, walking fast.

“Those were your Shadows,” I said. I’d slung the sacks of blackpowder ingredients over my shoulder again.

Rowan thought for a moment, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think they were, Conn. The Shadows come out only at night, Captain Kerrn says.” She touched the bruise on her cheek with the tips of her fingers. “What did those men want with you?”

I shrugged. Old business. She didn’t need to worry about it.

After I walked with Rowan back to the Dawn Palace and promised to take her with me the next day, when I went back to Dusk House to look for slowsilver, I went home to Heartsease. I waved to the black bird in the tree, put the bags of blackpowder ingredients in my workroom, then sat at the table in the kitchen, where Benet gave me tea.

“What you been up to?” he asked. He stood at the table, elbow deep in biscuit dough.

“Nothing much,” I said.

Benet snorted.

He kneaded; I drank my tea.

“Currants,” Benet said.

I got up from the table and fetched him a jar of dried currants from the pantry; he added a handful to the dough.

I sat down again and drank more tea. Something about our run-in with the minions wasn’t right. The gutterboy had told us to watch out for the Shadows, and then he’d gone and told the minions where they could find me. Even for someone as stupid as the gutterboy, that didn’t make sense. Maybe Rowan was right and the Shadows weren’t minions after all.

“Benet,” I said, “have you heard of anything strange going on in the Twilight?”

“Like what?”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure. Bad ones or Shadows?”

Benet shaped the dough into biscuits, put them on a pan, and slid the pan into the oven. “Ask Master Nevery.”

Maybe I would. But first I had to talk to that gutterboy again.








CHAPTER 7



The next afternoon Rowan met me on the Night Bridge. The bruise on her cheek had darkened, but her eyes were sparkling. “Good afternoon, Connwaer,” she said, with her usual sideways smile.
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I grinned at her.

“What adventures await us today, my lad?” she asked.

The smile fell off my face. We had to go to the Dusk House pit. And we had to find the gutterboy.

If he was anything like I’d been when I was a pickpocket, he had his favorite lurking places.

I led Rowan to where the gutterboy had picked my pocket before, the alleyways around Strangle Street. As we went along, I kept my eyes open for minions. The weather was cloudy and a little cold, and I shivered and wished I’d put on the black sweater Benet had knitted for me.

We found the gutterboy after not too long. He was wearing my coat, leaning against an alley wall not too far from Sark Square.

When he saw me and Rowan, he twitched like he might run away, and I got ready to chase him, but he stayed put, his hands in his coat pockets.

“Hello,” I said.

“Hello,” Rowan said.


He stared at us with his scared, watery blue eyes. “You can’t have the coat back,” he said to me.

“I don’t want it back,” I said. That wasn’t completely true—I wasn’t sure Nevery would give me another coat, but I wasn’t going to take it back from the gutterboy, either. “You hungry?” I asked, knowing that he was.

He nodded.

I turned to Rowan. “Can I have three copper locks?”

She nodded and fished out her purse string, and handed me the coins.

“Watch him,” I said and, keeping an eye out for minions, went over to a stall in Sark Square, used Rowan’s money to buy food for us, and came back. I handed him and Rowan a sausage in a biscuit.

He took an enormous bite. Rowan nibbled at hers and then put it in her pocket. I leaned against the wall beside the gutterboy and ate some of my own. “My name’s Conn,” I said.

He glanced aside at me, chewing. “Yah, I know. Connwaer, the black bird. I’m Dee.” He took another bite.

“Tell me about the Shadows,” I said.

Dee gulped, and coughed as a bit of food went down the wrong way. “Shadows?” he gasped.

I nodded. “You told us to be careful of the Shadows,” I said. “And you weren’t talking about the minions, either.”

“Minions?” he said.

Right. I’d forgotten how stupid this gutterboy was. “The men who used to be the Underlord’s men, the ones you told where to find us yesterday. Not them.”

“I didn’t tell them where to find you,” he said quickly.

He was lying. “I don’t care if you did,” I said. “The Shadows?”

He eyed me for a second, to see if I was going to beat the fluff out of him, which I wasn’t. Then he took another bite of sausage and biscuit and chewed it noisily. “They’re bad,” he said.


Yes, I’d gotten that much. “D’you know what they do?”

“They”—he pointed into the shadowy alley—“they hide in dark places.”

“They come out only at night?” Rowan asked.

Dee nodded. “Never in the day.”

“Have they hurt anybody?”

“Yah,” Dee said. “The men that used to be the Underlord’s men? They’re worried about ’em. If the Shadows touch you, you turn to stone and then you die. They tried to get an old croak sleeping in an alley outside a smokehole. He fought ’em off with a knife, and they bled black smoke and disappeared.”

That did sound like magic, not minions. “Anything else?”

He shrugged, ate the last of his sausage and biscuit, and licked his fingers. “No. That’s all. Where they go, they turn things to stone.”

Rowan gave me a sideways glance, her eyebrows raised.

Hmmm. Rowan gave Dee a couple of coppers for the information and he skiffed off.

“So it is these lurkers, these Shadows, who are responsible for the attacks,” Rowan said. “Captain Kerrn wasn’t sure.”

I wasn’t sure Nevery knew about them, either.

We headed toward the top of the hill where the Underlord’s mansion, Dusk House, had once stood. I looked over my shoulder. A shadow flitted away into an alley.

Not a Shadow. Dee. The minions had put him onto us, sure as sure.

I hadn’t been to Dusk House since Nevery and I had snuck in and I’d helped the magic break out of the terrible device Crowe and Pettivox had built.

“Is this it?” Rowan asked.

I nodded. Before us were the broken and rusting iron gates, and the raggedy edges of the pit where the mansion had been. The ground around it was covered with chunks of brick and stone and twisted bits of metal. Thinking about the house that had once stood there made me shiver. It’d been a hard place to get away from, but the magic had destroyed it and now it was gone forever.

From behind us, I heard sneaking footsteps, crunch crinch…crunch on the gravelly ground. He wasn’t very good at this.

“Hello, Dee,” I said, without turning ’round.

Rowan turned to look. “Oh!”

Dee came up, blinking his scared, watery eyes, stealing quick glances at Rowan. “What’re you doing?” he asked.

I wasn’t about to tell him; he’d report straight back to the minions. I shrugged.

Rowan looked at me and raised her eyebrows.

Oh, all right. “We’re looking for slowsilver,” I said.

Dee blinked. “What’s slowsilver?”

“It’s a contrafusive,” I said, “when it’s combined with tourmalifine.” It was late afternoon and the sun was setting beyond the Twilight. The tumbledown buildings on the steep streets looked like rotted teeth taking a bite out of the light. I took a few steps to the edge of the pit and looked down. Walls hacked out of the stone, a floor far below, scattered with blocks of stone and mortared bricks, and in the corners and cracks, gathering darkness. The shadows looked darker than shadows should, and creepy. Because the prisoning device had been built down there, I reckoned. The magic wouldn’t come anywhere near this pit. I didn’t want to come anywhere near it either, but I needed the slowsilver.

“Wizards use slowsilver to do magic,” Rowan said to Dee. “It’s hard to find, so we’re looking for some here, in the pit.”

Except that we weren’t going to look now; it would be dark soon. “We’d better go,” I said to Rowan.

“Are you coming back tomorrow?” Dee asked.

“Maybe,” I said.

“To look for slowsilver?” he asked.

I shrugged. Sure as sure, he’d run and tell the minions that I was coming back, and I didn’t need them lying in wait for me when I did.


Rowan glanced at the setting sun. “Captain Kerrn will worry if I’m not home soon.”

Leaving Dee, we headed for the Night Bridge and the entrance to tunnels leading to the wizards’ islands, walking fast to get there before dark. I kept looking over my shoulder because it felt like we were being followed, but Dee had gotten more careful; I didn’t catch a glimpse of him.

Rowan and I went through the tunnels, me opening the gates with my keystone, then I left her at the academicos gate and ran back to Heartsease. I was going to be late for supper!














 

Home from meeting. Benet said boy and duchess’s daughter off somewhere. Growing dark. Worried, curse the boy. These dark lurkers apparently active at night.

Finally, boy came into kitchen, coatless, breathless from running. Should have known boy wouldn’t miss supper. Benet had made chicken pie in pot, gravy, carrots, onions. Boy ate seconds, then thirds.

—Well, boy? What have you been up to today?

Boy shrugged.

Benet snorted, handed me teacup.—He was asking yesterday, sir, about Shadows.

Shadows, is it? As good a name as any for these dark lurkers. So the boy has stumbled into it. Magisters trying to keep it quiet, avoid alarming city, but boy very keen. Told him to report. He has found, in Twilight:

Ex-Underlord Crowe’s former henchmen nervous

People wary

Shadows seen

“They turn people to stone”

“They bleed black smoke”




Note to self: Must discover whether Twilight has new Underlord, invite to meeting.
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CHAPTER 8



After talking to Nevery about what I’d been up to without really telling him anything, I went down to the kitchen.

Benet set aside his knitting and got to his feet. “Water,” he said. So he could clean the dishes.
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I fetched the bucket and went down the narrow stairs to the storeroom door, then outside. Night had fallen. I crossed the cobble-courtyard to the well. Heartsease loomed up behind me, a ragged shadow against the night sky. Beyond the island, the river rushed quietly past, and beyond that, the lights of the Sunrise part of the city twinkled like diamonds against black velvet. The people who lived there were rich and could spend money on lights. The Twilight was dark at night.

Before me, the tree was another dark shadow. I wondered if the black bird was up in its branches, sleeping with its head under its wing.

At the well, I set aside the well cover and dropped its bucket down on its rope. Splash, way down in the deeps, and I pulled the bucket up again and poured the water into my own bucket.

As I straightened up, I heard a whisper of wind sliding over the cobblestones. A black rag of shadow hurtled past me; I ducked and turned, water from the bucket slopping down my leg, and saw the bird from the tree, claws out, flapping in the face of a piece of night darker than dark.

It wasn’t a man at all, just a man-shaped shadow, swirling and ink black. Where its head would be was a glow of an eye—one blazing eye like a purple-black flame, staring at me.

A Shadow!

It raised a shadow-arm and swept the bird away from its face. Another whisper of wind and a second one was coming ’round the side of the well, a thing made of smoke and shadow, moving smoothly as if it glided on oiled wheels. Black smoke swirled around it. It swooped at me and its long, shadowy fingers brushed against my arm. I flinched away. Its touch made my arm go numb and heavy, like stone. The smoke flowed over me—no, not smoke but black dust, drier than dead bones.

The Shadow reached again and I whirled around and swung the bucket, which went right through the middle of it, sending rags of shadow swirling. The other one came at me, and I swung the bucket again and let go so that it sent a plume of water flying through the air. The water turned to stone as it struck the Shadow, and fell to the ground with a thud. They came at me again, gliding over the cobbles, their purple-black eyes flaring. I stumbled back toward the house, tripping over a loose stone.

Behind me, the storeroom door opened.

“Benet!” I shouted, scrambling away. “Shadows!”

I heard a crash, then Benet bulled his way past a Shadow, grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, jerked me to my feet, and pushed me toward the lighted doorway.

“Get Nevery!” he shouted as he turned back, and with a stick of firewood swung at one of the Shadows.

A third Shadow lunged out of the darkness.

“Go!” Benet shouted, and swung the stick again.

I whirled and ran for Heartsease.


Storeroom, narrow stairs, through the kitchen, up the broad stairs to the third floor, and I burst through Nevery’s study door.

He was at the table reading, and he looked up as I came in.

“Shadows!” I panted. “Benet’s fighting them!”

Nevery leaped to his feet. “Where, boy?” he asked, pulling his locus magicalicus from his pocket.

“Courtyard!”

I raced to keep up with Nevery as he strode down the stairs and swept out the storeroom door. Holding up his locus stone, he shouted a few spellwords and then, his voice a booming roar, “Lothfalas!”

A wave of light crashed out from his locus stone, washing brightness into every corner of the courtyard. Twinkling blue sparks raced along the branches of the big tree and showered down onto the cobbles.

Across the courtyard, three dark figures were crouching over Benet, who lay still on the ground; as the light washed over them, they flinched back, then reeled away, disappearing with a flutter of black dust down the steps to the tunnel.

Nevery shouted another spellword and a wind leaped out of the air and chased the Shadows, whooshing down the tunnel after them.

Blinking the brights from my eyes, I started across the cobbles to Benet.

He was stone-still.

“Quick, lad,” Nevery said as he came up, shoving his locus stone into his pocket, plunging us into darkness. “Get his feet.”

Nevery heaved up Benet’s shoulders and I picked up each of his heavy legs, and we trundled him into the storeroom and up to the kitchen.

“Fetch blankets,” Nevery ordered, “and my grimoire.” I set down Benet’s legs and ran for my room, grabbed the two blankets off my bed, then stopped to pull two more blankets from a wooden chest on the stairway landing. I brought them down to Nevery, then raced back up to his study for the grimoire. His spell book was fat, held closed with a lock because it was bursting with paper markers and dried leaves and interesting bits of maps.

Nevery snatched the grimoire from my hands and spelled it open. “Let me see,” he muttered. Then he found the page he was looking for. Glancing at a spell in the book, he laid his locus stone against Benet’s forehead and muttered spellwords.

I caught a look at Benet’s face. It was gray, and his lips were darker gray, and he was still as stone. He was stone. Nevery kept saying the spell, and I laid blankets over Benet.

Then I crouched beside Nevery. “Will he be all right?” I asked. I wasn’t sure Benet was even breathing. I picked up his hand. It was stiff and heavy.

“I don’t know, lad,” Nevery said softly. “I used a spell that animates stone. It is meant to make statues dance, for entertainment. I do not know if it will work for this purpose.” He rested his hand on Benet’s forehead.


Benet lay still for hours. I brought up wood from the storeroom and we built up the fire. Nevery sat in a chair and I stayed next to Benet, holding his stone hand.

“They were not human,” Nevery said, looking up from his book.

The Shadows, he meant. No, they hadn’t been.

“Creatures of magic,” Nevery said.

I nodded.

Then we were quiet, waiting.

Finally, with the sound of one stone grinding across another, Benet took a deep, shuddery breath. His eyes cracked open, then closed again. He started to shake and shiver as the stone magic wore off, his teeth clickety chattering.

“Tea,” Nevery said.

The kettle had a little water in it, so I added a few sticks to the stove to make the kettle boil, then got out the teapot and leaves. When the tea was ready, I poured out a cup and brought it back to Nevery.

“Hold it for him,” Nevery said, and raised Benet’s head.


I brought the cup to Benet’s gray lips so he could get a sip, then gave him another, and another. He kept shaking and didn’t open his eyes.

“I need to check something,” Nevery said. “Watch him carefully, boy.”

I nodded; I would.

Nevery swept-stepped out of the room, his locus magicalicus flaring into light as he spoke the lothfalas spell.

Benet lay shivering, and I held his hand, which was still heavy as stone.

After a long time, the storeroom door slammed and Nevery came upstairs. First he came to the hearth to check Benet, and then he sat down at the table. “Tea, boy,” he said.

I laid Benet’s hand down and went to the stove, poured tea into a cup, put it on a saucer, and brought it to Nevery.

“Are they gone?” I asked.

“Yes,” Nevery answered. He took a long drink of tea. “Put some honey in this.” He held out the cup.


I added honey and brought it back to him.

Nevery tasted it and nodded. “I’d like to know why the Shadows came here and how they got through the Heartsease gate.”

I shook my head. Then I stopped and thought about it. The creepy feeling I’d had at the Dusk House pit. Maybe it wasn’t because of the device and Pettivox and the Underlord. Maybe it was because the Shadows had been hiding there, watching us.

That meant they could’ve found Heartsease by following me and Rowan back from the Twilight. And it meant the Shadows Nevery had chased off could be heading back to the pit. And if they were hiding in the pit, then they might’ve found—

—Dee.









CHAPTER 9



“I have to be sure he’s all right,” I said. Sure as sure, Dee was stupid enough to stay at the Dusk House pit after dark.

“Who is all right?” Nevery asked.

“Dee. The gutterboy. We left him at the pit where Dusk House used to be. I think the Shadows are hiding there.”
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Nevery lowered his bushy eyebrows. “What were you doing at Dusk House?”

Oh, he was not going to like this. “Well, Nevery, I was looking for slowsilver.”

“Curse it, boy!” Nevery shouted. He glanced over at Benet and lowered his voice. “You are not to do any more pyrotechnic experiments.”

“But what about Dee?” I asked.

Nevery nodded. “I see why you’d want to protect this gutterboy, but if the Shadows are laired in the remains of Dusk House it’s far too dangerous.”

“I can take care of myself, Nevery,” I said.

“I’m sure you can, but these Shadows are creatures of magic and you are not equipped to deal with them. I must alert the magisters; we will deal with it. And I cannot go with you; Benet cannot be left as he is.”

“What if I go in disguise?” I asked. “You could do the embero spell. I’ll be safe enough as a cat. I could make sure Dee’s all right and then come home.”


Nevery set down his teacup. “No.”

“Then I’ll go as I am,” I said, and started for the door.

Nevery stood up and slammed his fist on the table; his teacup jumped in its saucer. “I said no, boy! I will lock you in your room if I have to.”

I turned to face him. “If you do that, Nevery, I’ll pick the lock to get out.” I started for the door again.

“Stop!” Nevery roared. He glared.

I glared back at him.

Then he sat down, as if he was suddenly tired. “Curse it,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Very well. I will cast the embero.”

Nevery fetched his grimoire and opened it to the page with the embero spell written on it in tiny, neat letters. For a while Nevery studied the spell so he could say it smoothly, and I stood before him, jittering a bit with impatience.

The embero spell was very good for sneaking. Nevery had used it on me before, to turn me into a cat for spying on the magisters, and I’d used it myself to sneak into the Underlord’s mansion. The best thing about the embero, though, was that when I turned into my characteristic creature, a cat, I had a quirked tail.

“Very well,” Nevery said at last, and closed the grimoire. “Keep still, boy.” He placed his locus magicalicus against my forehead and started the embero.

The magic burned out from his locus stone, flashing through me and throwing sparks before my eyes. The room tilted, and I crashed to the floor and everything went dark.

And then, just as suddenly, it went light again. I hopped to my feet. While I’d been out, Benet had woken up. He sat propped in a chair, hunched over and shivering, and staring at me.

Nevery was staring, too, and pulling on the end of his beard. “Very odd,” he said.

“D-d-d-did you change the sp-p-pell, sir?” Benet asked, his teeth chattering.


“No,” Nevery said. “It should have been exactly the same as before.”

I tried to give my tail a twitch—it felt funny—and then pounced at Nevery’s foot.

And I went sprawling, no quirked tail keeping me balanced. No four paws, either.

Oh, no.

“You’d better have a look, boy,” Nevery said, and got up from his chair to fetch a mirror. He brought it down to the floor for me to look into.

Drats.

A black bird, not a cat. The embero spell wasn’t supposed to work like this. I cocked my head to see better, first one eye, then the other. The embero had turned me into a connwaer, a scruffy one, with black feathers, a ruffled black crest, and bright blue eyes. I lifted a wing and the feathers fanned out.

Hmmm. Wings might be as good as any cat’s tail.

Nevery lifted the mirror away. I eyed Benet’s shoulder, high above me. I might be able to fly to it. Hop, hop, jump, and I flapped my arm-wings up and down and went tumbling, beak over tail feathers, across the floor.

Nevery gave a snort of laughter. I hopped to my feet and shook my feathers back into place. Try again.

Up I jumped, and this time I scooped at the air with my wings and made it to Benet’s blanket-covered knee, then scooped again and flapped to his shoulder. My balance was off, and I clung tightly, flapping a little and flipping my tail feathers.

“Mind the c-c-claws,” Benet said. Through my bird feet I could feel him shaking.

I relaxed my grip and settled, folding my wings.

“Well, boy,” Nevery said. “You’re going?”

I dipped my head. Yes.

“Go and look for this friend of yours, then, and come straight home.” Nevery bent and held out his arm and I hopped onto it, clinging to the black cloth of his coat sleeve. “I’ll take you outside.”

He carried me down the stairs, through the storeroom door, and, after kindling his locus stone, went out into the night. When he reached the middle of the courtyard, he asked, “Ready?” and before I could open my wings he swung his arm, tossing me into the air.

My bird bones were so light that I tumbled away from him, then caught the air with my wings and wobble-flapped into the air, higher and higher, until I reached the courtyard tree. Leaves and twigs lashed at me; I ducked and flap-flopped and landed on a wide branch using my tail to catch my balance.

“You all right, boy?” Nevery shouted up.

Yes, I called back. It came out as “Awk!”

Down below, Nevery looked small; he shook his head, turned, and swept-stepped across the courtyard, back into Heartsease, taking the locus light with him. I clung to the branch with my clawed feet and looked around. My connwaer eyes could see far into the sharp-edged shadows. Two branches away perched the other black bird, the one the magic had been using to watch me, I guessed. I saw its yellow eye, glinting in the darkness.

Grawk, it muttered.

I wasn’t going to sit around chatting with it.

I hopped up from branch to branch until I got to the top of the tree, a launching place. Trying not to think about what I was doing, I threw myself from the branch and tumbled down, then caught the air with my wings and flap-flapped until I’d straightened myself out. I aimed my beak toward the dark, steep streets of the Twilight.

 

My wings were growing tired by the time I got to the Dusk House pit, a deep, shadowy, darker place in the ground.

I glided in a rough circle to the edge of the pit, where I skidded to the ground in a swirl of feathers—I wasn’t good at landing yet—and then hopped up to perch on a chunk of stone. Cocking my head, I listened.

The night was completely still. Behind me, streaks of gray lightened the dark sky; dawn was coming. I shifted, and a pebble rolled away and bounced down into the pit, echoing.

I leaned forward, opened my wings, and jumped, and felt the rush of wind lifting me. Slowly, I spiraled toward the bottom of the pit, down into the darkness. I splat-landed on a brick.

Silence. No sign of the Shadows. The stone walls of the pit loomed all around. Way overhead the sky lightened to gray. I hopped to the ground, onto the cracked stone that had been the floor of the Underlord’s workshop, where he and the wizard Pettivox had built the prisoning device. I took a few hopping steps, then stopped to listen again. Nothing.

The dawn light hadn’t reached this far into the pit; the cracks and corners were still deep in shadow, but my connwaer eyes could see into them, and saw that they were empty.

But the Shadows had been there.

At first I thought it was a bundle of rags. Then I recognized my coat.

My bird heart fluttered. I hop-flapped closer.

Dee.

He lay curled up like he was asleep, with my coat over his shoulders as a blanket, but he was too still. His skin was gray. Overhead the sky turned pink. A beam of light from the rising sun crept down one wall of the pit. I hopped onto his bare foot. He didn’t move. I hopped up to his face and with my beak, pecked at his hardened skin. His lips were gray and cold.

The morning light crept across the floor, and high above, the warm sun peeked over the edge of the pit.

But Dee stayed cold. He was dead.








CHAPTER 10



By the time I got home to Heartsease, my wings ached with tiredness. In the brightening day, Nevery stood in the courtyard, watching the sky. As I spiraled raggedly in, he raised his arm, a landing place. I back-flapped, perched, and lost my balance, tumbling to land splat on the cobblestones.
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“All right, lad.” Nevery crouched down beside me and smoothed my feathers, then brought his huge hand, holding his locus magicalicus, up to my bird-face. His voice murmured the reverse embero. The spell crashed into me, and I went out.

When I opened my eyes, Nevery was standing beside me and the sun was shining. “Come inside,” he said.

I followed him in, trudging up the stairs to the kitchen. Benet sat wrapped in his blankets, still shaking.

“You all right?” I asked.

“Fine,” he said, and picked up his knitting with stiff hands.

Nevery handed me a cup of tea; I went over to sit on the floor beside the fireplace.

“Well, boy?” Nevery said, taking a seat at the table.

I put my teacup down on the floor. “Dee’s dead.”


“The Shadows?”

My voice caught in my throat. I nodded.

We sat without speaking. Benet’s knitting needles went c-c-clickety-tick. My tea got cold.

Nevery sighed and got to his feet. “You rest, boy, and I will use my scrying globe to call a meeting. Then we will go to Magisters Hall.”

 

I went up the stairs to the fourth floor, then climbed the ladder to my attic room. The sun beamed in through the three small windows that looked out over the courtyard, and west toward the Twilight. My bed was just a bare mattress; I’d left my blankets down in the kitchen. I lay down and tried to sleep. Every time I closed my eyes I saw the swirl of black dust or the purple-black glow of the Shadow’s single eye.

The day before, on our way back from the Twilight, Rowan and I had talked about Dee.

She’d started out talking about Embre. “Poor Embre,” she’d called him.


“What d’you mean?” I’d said.

Rowan shook her head. “He lives in that broken-down shack, and he can’t use his legs.”

“He does all right,” I said. No, Embre did better than all right. He was smart, he had Sparks, and he knew his business.

“And poor Dee, too,” Rowan had said. “Before this, I didn’t quite understand what it meant to be a gutterboy.”

Dee did have a hard time of it, I’d thought. But he was working for the minions, and that meant they’d be looking after him, and one day, if he grew big enough, and mean enough, he’d become a minion himself.

Except that now he wouldn’t.

“He was wearing that coat,” Rowan had said. “The one you gave him. It made me realize—you were like Dee, weren’t you?”

“I was nothing like Dee,” I’d told her.

I lay in my bed with tiredness covering me like a prickly blanket and looked up at the sloped ceiling, the cracked white-gray plaster, the spiderwebs in the corners. The air smelled of the ashes left in the hearth; from outside I heard the faint sounds of Benet in the courtyard chopping wood, and the rushrushrush of the river.

When I’d lived in the Twilight I had been just like Dee. I’d never thought about anything except where to find something to eat or a warm corner to sleep in, or how to keep the minions from beating the fluff out of me. If the magic hadn’t been protecting me, I would’ve ended up like Dee, too—frozen on a doorstep, maybe, too stupid to have picked a wizard’s pocket and become a wizard myself.

Now Dee was dead and—I had to face up to it—it was partly his own stupid fault, but it was my fault, too.

 

Tap tap tap.

I opened my eyes. The sun still shone brightly into my room; I hadn’t slept for very long.

Tap! Tap! I sat up in bed, blinking. TAP! TAP! Nevery, banging with the knob of his cane on the trapdoor that opened into my attic.

“Are you awake, boy?” he called.

I went over to the trapdoor and opened it. At the bottom of the ladder Nevery peered up, looking cross.

“I’m up,” I said.

“Well, come along,” Nevery said. “The meeting begins soon.”

“Coming,” I said, and went to the trunk at the end of my bed to get my black sweater, the one Benet had knitted for me, and pulled it on over my head. When I climbed down the ladder Nevery had already gone, so I ran down the stairs after him. As I passed through the kitchen, Benet handed me a biscuit.

“Thanks!” I said, and raced after Nevery. He was already halfway across the sunlit cobbled courtyard, heading for the tunnel.

He gave me his keen-gleam glance as he strode along. “Well, boy?”

Not really well, no. I shoved the biscuit into my pocket. We got to the stairs and went down.


“Now, this meeting,” Nevery said.

I nodded.

“Keep quiet unless you’re spoken to. Don’t ask any questions. Do not bring up your ideas about the magic. Don’t cause any trouble.” Nevery muttered something else into his beard, but I didn’t hear what he said.

 

Nevery was right to be worried about the meeting. Captain Kerrn was there, looking fierce, and the duchess, and the magisters, who, when they saw me follow Nevery into the meeting room, argued that I shouldn’t be allowed in.

Nevery ignored them and started the meeting. When he told me to, I stood at the end of the table and told them about Dee, that the Shadows had turned him to stone.

They didn’t believe me. Trammel said, “This Dee person was a gutterboy. How can we be sure he didn’t just die of a fever?”

I told them I knew what stone looked like, and argued with them until they were shouting at me, and then Nevery stepped in. He told them about how the Shadows had attacked me, and then Benet, in the courtyard outside Heartsease, and how the lothfalas spell had defeated them.

“Then you have actually seen these—these Shadows?” Brumbee asked in a shaking voice. “And they are not ordinary men?”

“I have seen them, yes,” Nevery said. “I posit that the Shadows used magic to get through the Heartsease gate. I am certain that they themselves are creatures of magic, and not men at all.”

“Well then,” said Brumbee, “what could they possibly be?”

“I do not know,” Nevery said, shaking his head. “They seem to be made of smoke and shadow. I have never heard of anything like this.”

“Might we have an enemy from outside the city?” Trammel asked.

“We must!” Brumbee said. “No one from within the city could send such terrible creatures against us.”


“Wellmet is under attack!” the bat-faced magister, Nimble, said. “What will we do?”

“Oh, dear,” Brumbee said. “We shall have to study the situation further, of course, before we do anything.”

The duchess stood up from her seat at the other end of the table. She wore a dark green dress with a high collar, and had her red-gray hair braided in a crown on her head. As she looked sternly around at the magisters, they quieted. “If Wellmet is under attack, we must defend ourselves. Magister Nevery, your use of this light spell to deter them seems to corroborate what the unfortunate gutterboy told Connwaer, and what Captain Kerrn has suspected: the Shadows fear light and thus come out only after dark. We must, therefore, institute a curfew.”

Kerrn nodded. “My guards could enforce a curfew. We would have everyone off the streets of the Sunrise before dark.”

I took a deep breath. Nevery had warned me not to make trouble. “What about the Twilight?” I asked.

They all stared. They’d forgotten about me, standing at the end of the table.

“Shouldn’t you make a curfew in the Twilight, too?” I said. “Dee might not’ve been killed if he’d been told to get off the streets. And people in the Twilight work shifts at the factories at night. They’re in danger, too.”

The duchess nodded, though when she looked at me she frowned. “This is true.”

Kerrn said, “We would need to coordinate a curfew with the Underlord, but no Underlord has arisen to take Crowe’s place.”

“Do what you can with the guards you have,” the duchess said. “Now we must turn our attention to other solutions. I wish to discuss with you diplomatic missions to our neighboring cities, to see if they are having similar problems.”

From his seat halfway down the table, Nevery caught my eye and nodded toward the door. Time for me to go out.

 

Kerrn followed me out into the hallway; two of her guards were there, too, waiting for the duchess. As soon as the meeting hall door closed behind her, Kerrn grabbed me by the front of my sweater, dragged me down the hall, and shoved me up against a wall. Her guards came and stood behind her, arms folded, scowling.

“The Lady Rowan’s safety is my responsibility,” she growled into my face. Her long blond braid hung over her shoulder like a rope and her ice-chip blue eyes glinted. “You took her unguarded into the Twilight, thief.” With her strange accent, she made Lady Rowan’s safety sound like Lady Rrrrowan’sh shafety.

“She was safe enough,” I said. And I hadn’t taken her; she’d taken herself.

“Safe?” Her grip tightened. “You say safe? She left her guards behind. She was with that gutterboy just before he was killed by Shadows. She came home with a bruise on her face. She was not safe enough. The duchess agrees. She gives me a message to give to you. Stay away from the Lady Rowan—do not speak to her or write to her.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “And I have another message, thief. From me. Stay away from the Dawn Palace. If my guards catch you, they will lock you in one of my cells and not even your master Nevery will be able to get you out.”

Down the hall, the meeting room door opened and people came out, talking. Then step step tap, step step tap. Nevery, coming along the hallway, his knob-headed cane tapping on the stone floor.

“Do you understand?” Kerrn whispered.

I nodded.

“Good.” She thumped me once against the wall, then let me go, straightened, and, followed by her guards, strode away toward the meeting hall door to meet the duchess.

Nevery came up, leaned on his cane, and gave me one of his keen looks. “Well, boy?”


I shrugged.

“Talking with Captain Kerrn about the weather, were you?”

“Nevery, if I ever go missing come look for me in Kerrn’s jail cells,” I said. Just in case.

“Hmph. Come along.”

Nevery and I passed down into the damp tunnel under the river, the light from his locus magicalicus flickering on the dripping walls. He spoke an opening spell and we went through a gate, heading for Heartsease. “That was well done, Conn,” he said, “to remind us of our responsibility to the Twilight.”

Maybe. But reminding wasn’t enough. “Nevery,” I said. “There’s something I have to do.”

“Very well,” Nevery said. “Be back before dark, boy.”

I would try.

 

On the Twilight side of the bridge I headed straight for the marketplace. In the Sunrise part of the city, where the streets were wide and well-lit and everybody got enough to eat, the guards were making sure the people were safe in their houses. Here in the Twilight, shadows were gathering in corners, and the blank, broken windows of the houses watched me as I walked up the steep streets.

Sark Square was almost deserted, only a couple of stalls open. I remembered the biscuit in my pocket, the one Benet had given me before the meeting, and I pulled it out and took a bite, leaning against a wall, the bricks still warm from the day’s sunlight. The biscuit had butter and jam on it.

Across the square, I saw a ragged kid say something to a man, who looked where the kid pointed and saw me. He nodded and headed off down a side street. I ate the last of my biscuit and watched the sun dip behind the houses; the sky turned orange, then darker red.

I was just straightening up from the wall, ready to head home, when the two minions who had jumped me before came into the square, saw me, and came over. Part of me wanted to run away, but I stilled my twitching feet and stayed put.


“You want to talk to us, blackbird?” the uglier one said.

I nodded. “What’re you called?” I asked.

The minion narrowed his eyes. He waited for a moment, then nodded at his friend, who was holding a burlap sack. “He’s Hand.” He showed me his fist. “I’m Fist.”

Fist, right. Good name. “You know about Dee?” I said.

Fist nodded. “We know.”

“He was killed by the Shadows,” I said.

“Figured,” Fist said; behind him, Hand nodded.

“You know the Shadows only come out at night. Over in the Sunrise they’re making a curfew. No one’s allowed out after dark, for safety.”

“An’ you come to tell us that you think the Twilight needs a curfew?” Fist asked.

I nodded.

“You see anybody around, little bird?” the minion said.

Now that he mentioned it, the streets were empty; everyone from the marketplace had gone home. The minions had set their own curfew. And the sun was just about down; I needed to get back to Heartsease.

“Right, good,” I said quickly. I edged away from Fist.

“Hold up,” he said, moving to block me.

Drats. Now they were going to beat the fluff out of me for coming back to the Twilight after I’d been warned off.

Fist nodded at Hand. “Give it to him.”

Whatever it was, I didn’t want it.

“No harm,” Fist said. “We found this on him.” Hand pulled something out of his sack.

On Dee, he meant. My coat. Brown, with black buttons, patches on the elbows, and frayed edges along the hem. Hand held it out to me, and I took it.

I put it on. Dee had rolled up the sleeves; I rolled them back down again so it fit me, and put my hands into the pockets.

The pockets were full of dust.














 

Interesting clue to Shadows. Boy found black dust in pockets of coat worn by gutterboy when killed. Have analyzed dust. Very fine, light, almost oily in texture. Not found anywhere in Wellmet. From outside.

Need to find expert on geography to consult, discover where dust comes from. Have called meeting with magisters, will bring dust, see what they think.










CHAPTER 11



While Nevery was at another meeting, I went up to the study to look at some more grimoires to see if I could find the spellword the magic had spoken to me. It might be something about the Shadows, so I needed to figure out what it meant sooner than soon.
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I pulled one dusty, thick book off the shelf, and heard a papery crackle. Standing on tiptoes, I peered into the space where the book had been. Something was in there, shoved into the space behind the other books. I reached in and pulled it out. Two bundles of dusty papers, one tied with string, the other tied with a faded red ribbon. The one tied with string was a sketch of a map with things called dragonlairs labeled on it in old, swirly script. I set it aside to look at it later. Then I untied the ribbon-tied bundle and unrolled the papers. A treatise. Nevery had written it; I recognized the tiny, neat handwriting.

 

An Examination of the Enhancement of Magical Effects Through the Application of Pyrotechnics

 

Well, that could be interesting.

I didn’t want Nevery coming back to find me reading it, so I went to my workroom. My bags of blackpowder ingredients were next to the door. The floor was still sprinkled with crumbs of glass and shredded papers from my pyrotechnic experiment. The air smelled smoky. I crunched over to the window and opened it, and lifted the table onto its four legs. Then I pulled the chair over, sat down, and started reading.

After a while, the black bird from the courtyard tree flew over and perched on the window frame.

Nevery’s treatise was about using pyrotechnics along with a locus magicalicus to do magic. He’d done experiments with the lothfalas spell and had found that if he set off a tiny explosion while saying the spell and holding his locus magicalicus, the resulting light was brighter. He spent pages and pages calculating how much brighter; I didn’t see much point in that. At the end he’d made notes about what he called odd pyrotechnic effects, like the fact that he’d heard unexplained sounds during the explosions. The magic talking back to him, clear as clear, but he hadn’t realized it.


I set the papers aside and eyed the bags of blackpowder ingredients by the door. With the Shadows’ attack on Dee and the meeting with the magisters, I hadn’t had time yet to test Embre’s recipe.

I fetched my apprentice robe from its hook beside the door and put it on. Then I set the noggin of saltpeter at one end of my worktable, the noggin of sulfur at the other end, and the noggin of charcoal across the room on a bookshelf. I didn’t want the magic knocking them over and making them mingle.

The bird hopped off the window frame onto the tabletop, then hopped up to perch on top of the noggin of sulfur.

“Be careful,” I told it.

It cocked its head and looked at me with its yellow eye. Grawwwwwk, it muttered.

I got out the paper Embre had written for me. His handwriting was neat and straight.














 

Blckpwder Expl.

Use highest quality materials.

Warning: MUST keep materials apart or will spontaneously combine & combust.

Keep charcoal dry.




Sulfur emulsion:

In saucer cmbn two spnsful dry fine charcoal, one spn sulfur.

Hold saucer over low candle flame to count of twenty, mix with glass rod, add pinch colophony, hold to flame count thirty, mix with rod. Cool. Result: emulsion clear black. If clouded, do over, be sure saucer clean, charcoal dry.




For slow explosion:

Stir emulsion. Add one cupful saltpeter.

Ratio 15:3:2, alter slightly for diff. rate.

Good luck.
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I got to work. The charcoal was dry, and every time I measured some out, it stuck to my fingers and to the spoon I was using to measure it. The sulfur smelled awful, and the saltpeter smelled even worse, like a back-alley cesspool in the Twilight. When I put the sulfur and the charcoal together, they didn’t want to mingle properly.

I cleaned off the spoon and started again.

After a while, footsteps came up the stairs to my workroom. Not Benet or Nevery. With a flutter, the black bird left its perch and flapped away, back to the tree, I guessed.

“Hello, Conn,” Rowan said from the doorway.

I didn’t look up. I wasn’t supposed to talk to her.

“I’m not supposed to talk to you,” Rowan said. “But I wanted to see what you were up to.” She paused. “Conn, I’m very sorry about Dee.”

I nodded, and swallowed down a lump of sadness.

Rowan came farther into the room. “What are you working on?”


I pointed at the saucer. The emulsion I’d made was cloudy; I was going to have to start again.

“What is it?”

I handed her Embre’s recipe. While she read it, I set aside the cloudy emulsion and used a rag to clean off a new saucer.

“I see,” Rowan said, setting the paper on the table. “Pyrotechnics again? What, exactly, do you hope to accomplish, aside from blowing your fingers off?”

I shrugged. I wasn’t sure. Even before my pyrotechnic experiment, probably since the Shadows had come to Wellmet, the magic had felt different—it felt frightened, and it made me feel jittery, too. I had to find out what it was afraid of. The Shadows, sure as sure, but if they were creatures of magic, somebody else had made them, and the Wellmet magic was afraid of that, too.

I knew how to find out what it was. If the magic could talk to me during a pyrotechnic explosion, then maybe I could talk to it. I could say magical words, and it would know I was trying to help it, even if it couldn’t understand me.

Rowan was quiet for a few moments. “You’re not going to talk to me, are you?”

I shook my head.

“Mmm. My mother was very angry. I tried to explain that going to the Twilight was my idea, but she blames you for taking me there. She’s starting to think that the magisters are right about you, and Captain Kerrn is trying to convince her that you should be arrested.” She pointed at the saucer of sulfur emulsion. “You need to be careful, Conn. You should stop doing these experiments.”

I shook my head again.

“Don’t be stupid!” she said.

I opened a book and stared down at the page, not seeing the words. Rowan didn’t know what it was like to lose a locus magicalicus. Or to have the magic talk to her and not be able to answer back. I closed the book and set it aside. My hands were shaking; I bumped the saucer of sulfur emulsion, and it slopped onto the tabletop. Drats. I blotted it up with the sleeve of my robe.

Rowan stood there for a moment, watching. Then she said, “Well, I can see you’re busy, and guards are waiting for me in the courtyard.”

I didn’t answer.

“I’d better go, then.” She paused. “Connwaer, your arm is smoking.”

I looked down. The sulfur emulsion had eaten a hole in my sleeve, and a thin line of gray-black smoke trickled up. Drats! I pulled off my robe and threw it to the floor, then stamped out the smoke. When I looked up, Rowan was gone.









CHAPTER 12



That night after supper, Nevery and I were at work in his study—he was reading a book, and I was trying to keep my eyes open long enough to check one of the old grimoires for the spellword the magic had spoken to me during the explosion. Lady the cat sat on the table, curled up on an open book.
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Downstairs, the storeroom door slammed and heavy footsteps came running up the stairs.

Benet burst into the room. “Message from Captain Kerrn,” he said. “The Dawn Palace is under attack!”

I stood up, blinking the sleep out of my eyes.

“Shadows. No one else could get through those defenses,” Nevery growled, getting to his feet. “My robe and cane, Benet, at once.” He frowned across the table at me. “I don’t suppose there’s any point in ordering you to stay home.”

I didn’t see much point in it, no.

We got ready and headed out the storeroom door, Nevery striding across the cobbled courtyard with his cane and locus stone, Benet with his truncheon. Me with…

“Nevery,” I panted, running to catch up with him.

“What,” he said, not sparing me a glance.


“I have to get something from my workroom.”

Nevery stopped. “Make it fast, boy.”

Right. I raced across the courtyard to the other end of Heartsease and up the stairs to my workroom. It was dark; I knocked over a chair, then bumped into the table. I felt over the tabletop until I found what I was looking for—a stoppered vial of sulfur emulsion—and put it in my coat pocket. Then to the bookshelf, where I’d put one of the noggins. I reached in and grabbed a handful of saltpeter and shoved it into my other pocket.

Now I’d be ready to fight Shadows.

 

We came through the gates of the Dawn Palace. On the wide front steps, a line of guards and a magister—Trammel—fought a darting, swooping crowd of Shadows. Trammel’s locus magicalicus cast a circle of weak light around the guards, who carried swords and pikes.

As we came nearer, the Shadows surged forward like boiling black smoke, and the guards on the steps fell back toward the front doors. A guard had fallen, and one of the other guards dragged her by the collar away from the Shadows.

“Stay with me, boy,” Nevery said. Followed by Benet, he strode toward the fight.

I hung back.

This wasn’t right. I knew how to get into the Dawn Palace, and it wasn’t by attacking the front doors.

It was over the wall and through the glass doors at the back of the palace. A guard ran past me, shouting; I looked in the direction he was going and saw Nevery, striding into a swarm of Shadows, swinging his knob-headed cane, and Benet with his truncheon.

Lothfalas! I heard Nevery shout, and his locus stone flared into light. The Shadows fell back, and then they attacked again.

He was busy.

I headed away from the fight. The sound of the guards’ shouts faded as I came ’round the corner of the palace and into the formal gardens at the back. The windows were all dark; the garden was dark; I saw humps that were bushes, and the faint glimmer of white gravel on the pathways. I stayed on the grass so my feet wouldn’t crinch-crunch on the stone. Over the low wall to the terrace, and up to the glass doors.

All was quiet. I tried the door; it was locked. They hadn’t come this way, then. I let out a breath of relief.

I was turning away, when my feet grated over something. I bent down and found a pile of dust, fine and oily under my fingers.

They had come this way!

I brushed the dust off my hands and reached back into my shirt collar for my lockpick wires, had them out in a moment, and snick-picked the lock. I slid in through the door and skiffed through the ballroom to the dark hallway beyond. No Shadows leaped out at me; all was silent.

Like a shadow myself, I raced through the hallways and up the stairs to the duchess’s chamber. A werelight should have burned in a sconce in the hallway, but it was dark.

On quiet feet I eased up to the duchess’s door. My foot bumped up against something hard; I bent and felt cloth, a body, hardened into stone. Standing, I reached into my pocket and brought out the vial of sulfur emulsion; with my other hand I reached into my other pocket and scrabbled up a handful of saltpeter. With my teeth, I pulled out the stopper on the vial and spat it out. The door was open; I pushed it wider and edged in.

A candle had fallen to the floor, but it still burned; by its wavery light I saw a Shadow looming over the duchess, who lay across her bed, her arm hanging down, limp. A swathe of shadow went up, holding a shard of glittering stone.

“No!” I shouted.

The stone knife plunged down, stabbing the duchess. Then the Shadow whirled away from her and flowed over the bed toward me, ink-black smoke swirling around the glow of its eye.

I wasn’t ready; it moved too fast. Its shadow-hands snaked around my neck; I gasped, and my breath came out as a puff of dust.

I dropped the vial. The glass shattered and the emulsion splashed across the floor. Then I dropped the saltpeter.

The blackpowder elements mingled.

The slow explosion started, with a muffled whumph and a cloud of gray smoke.

Across the room, the candle sputtered out and the room went dark. A heavy, stone feeling spread from my neck into my chest.

“Lothfalas!” I gasped. If the explosion didn’t get the magic’s attention, I was dead.

The magic heard the spell! From the floor, white-bright embers exploded, washing upward, swirling around the Shadow; it flinched away from me and, as the light burned through it, burst apart with a muffled puff into a cloud of black dust. Its glowing purple-black eye hung in the air. I reached out and snatched the eye as it fell.

Then the wave of light flung me back against the wall and I went out.

 

I clutched the Shadow’s eye, my fingers stiff as stone so I couldn’t put it down. The eye struck spears of heavy numbness up my arm and into my bones. This must’ve been what Dee had felt just before he’d died.

I blinked away the blackness to find myself lying against the wall in the duchess’s room.

Someone had come into the room; the candle was burning again, over by the duchess’s bed.

My face was pressed into the floor; I felt the grittiness of dust under my cheek and smelled the smoke from the explosion. Through the hair hanging down into my eyes, I saw the dust-covered stone floor, a rug scuffed into a corner, shards of blackened glass from the vial of sulfur emulsion.

Feet in black leather shoes crunched over the dust, a cane tapped; I saw the hem of a magister’s robe. Nevery. He crouched down and brushed the hair out of my eyes. I was too frozen into stone to speak.

“What happened here, my lad?” he said quietly. He rested his hand a moment on my stone forehead—I couldn’t feel his fingers. Then he stood and strode to the door. “Guards!” he called in his deep voice. He came back in, cast his eyes around, then crouched beside me again, fingering the black dust that lay all over me and the floor, picking up the shards of the vial. “Ah, I see.” He swept up all the shards and put them into his coat pocket. Then he went over to the window and opened it.

Coming back over to me, he took off his robe and wrapped me in it, then—“Quietly now, boy”—picked me up and carried me out to the hallway. He paused, looked around, and carried me farther, to the stairs, where he set me on a step, propped up against the wall.

A guard came rushing up the stairs. “Yes, Magister?” he panted.

“A Shadow has attacked the duchess,” Nevery answered. “A guard is dead. Get Trammel up here at once.”

The guard hurried away, and after a minute two more guards raced up the stairs, followed by Trammel, holding a burning locus magicalicus in his hand.

“Stay here, lad,” Nevery said, and swept up the stairs with Trammel to the duchess’s room.

I wasn’t going anywhere.

After a minute, Captain Kerrn went by, taking the stairs two at a time, not noticing me.

I closed my eyes and hunched over, feeling my heavy, stone heart beating slowly inside my chest. My fingers felt frozen around the Shadow’s eye, and heavy numbness flowed from it, up the bones of my arm.

A guard carrying a werelight lantern went by, followed by Rowan, who wore a sword in a scabbard belted around her waist over a white nightgown.

As she passed, Rowan saw me. She came and crouched on the step below mine and peered into my face. “What happened?”

My teeth were clenched by the stone spell. Even though I wasn’t supposed to talk to her, I needed to tell her to go on upstairs, to check on her mother.

Rowan turned to the waiting guard. “Mira, go find some blankets.”

The guard went off. Rowan sat on the step beside me. People passed us, hurrying up and down the stairs.

She took my hand. Not the one with the eye in it. “You’re cold.” She moved closer and put her arm around me; I rested my head against her shoulder. She felt so warm, like a glowing fire on a winter night. I closed my eyes.

Tap step step, I heard, coming down the stairs. “How is he?” Nevery asked in a rumbly voice.

“He’s very cold, sir,” Rowan said. Her breath on my cheek felt like candle flame.

Rowan’s guard came up then with a blanket. Rowan put it around me, then put her arms around me again.

“N-n-n—,” I said, and shook my head. I couldn’t move my mouth to speak. I wanted to tell Nevery about the Shadow’s eye in my hand.

He leaned down and put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right, lad. Tell me later.”

“What happened?” Rowan asked.

“One of the Shadows attacked him,” Nevery said. “Outside your mother’s room.”

Outside? He’d found me inside, hadn’t he?

Another set of footsteps came down the stairs and stopped a few steps above us.

“Lady Rowan!” said a deep voice. Her friend Argent, the one who gave her swordcraft lessons.

She looked up.

“Your mother, the duchess, was injured by the Shadows, Lady Rowan,” Argent said. “Did you know?”

Rowan stood up abruptly. “She was hurt? Will she be all right?” She gripped the hilt of her sword.


“Magister Trammel is with her,” Argent answered. “I don’t know if her injuries are serious. I will take you to her.”

As Argent and Rowan hurried away up the stairs, I heard Argent’s voice ask, “Who was that?”

I leaned against the wall, already missing Rowan’s warmth.

“Can you walk, boy?” Nevery asked.

I nodded. The stone feeling was bad, but I could feel the Wellmet magic protecting me from the worst of it. Stiffly, I started climbing to my feet.

As I fell over, Nevery caught my arm and steadied me. “Home to Heartsease,” Nevery said. “I don’t want Kerrn catching sight of you, boy, and asking awkward questions.”

Even if she did, I couldn’t answer them.








CHAPTER 13



Nevery found Benet, and between them they got me home and wrapped in blankets in front of the fireplace in Nevery’s study. Then Nevery did the dancing statue spell on me, and sent Benet down to the storeroom for more coal.
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I sat in the chair and coughed up dust. Lady climbed into my lap and lay there like a warm pillow.

“Dust all over the floor,” Nevery said. He paced in front of the hearth. “Glass shards. A smell of smoke. My guess is that you defeated a Shadow using a blackpowder explosive.”

I jerked out a nod.

“Boy, you set off a pyrotechnic device in the duchess’s chamber. You may have saved her life, I grant you that, but no one can learn of this, especially not the magisters.” He shook his head. “You do have a talent for getting yourself into trouble.”

I wasn’t sure it was a talent.

Benet came in carrying a bucket of coal.

“All well?” Nevery asked him.

“Yes, sir. Before we left, Captain Kerrn said to tell you the Shadows retreated. One guard killed, six wounded.” He added more coal to the fire and nodded at me. “He all right?”

“He will be,” Nevery said. “Tea.”

Benet went out.


I wormed my arm out of the blankets, lifted my hand, still clenched around the Shadow’s eye, and rested it on the table. One by one I pried my fingers open, and the stone rolled out of my hand and onto the table. It lay there glowing purple-black.

“What is that, boy?” Nevery asked, coming over to the table.

“Sh-sh-sh—,” I said.

“Curse it,” he muttered. He reached for the eye.

“No—,” I gasped out. It might turn him to stone, too.

Nevery paused, staring at me. “Don’t touch it, you mean, lad?”

I nodded.

“Very well,” Nevery said. He pulled the blankets over my arm again and sat down at the table, looking closely at the stone. “Ah,” he said, glancing over at me. “This was inside one of the Shadows, was it? The one you destroyed in the duchess’s room?”

“Yss-s-s,” I said.


Benet came in with tea. He poured a cup and set it on the table before me. “Manage that?” he asked.

I nodded and dragged my arm out of the blankets again. The teacup felt hot to my numb fingers. I leaned forward and took a drink, my teeth bumping the edge of the cup. The tea scorched a path down my throat, into my stomach. The stone inside me started to melt.

Benet sat down, tilted his chair back to lean against the wall, and picked up his knitting.

Nevery had fetched his magnifying glass from a shelf and leaned over the table, peering at the Shadow’s eye. “Hmmm,” he muttered. “I’ve seen this before, haven’t I?”

Setting down the glass, he went out of the room, up to his workroom, I guessed. In the silence, Benet’s knitting needles went clickety-ticky-tick. After a few minutes Nevery came back.

“Look at this, boy.” He set a pot on the table. It was about as big as his hand, made of smooth, red clay, with letters in black, swirling script along the side. “I bought slowsilver in this pot. Hmmm.” He leaned back in his chair and stroked his beard. “The same kind of writing, faint and fine, is etched on the eye. Slowsilver. The markings on the stone. I believe I know where the Shadows came from. They came from Desh, the desert city.”

Desh? Oh, how could I have been so stupid. The magic’s spellword. It had the word Desh in it. The magic had known about the Shadows and where they had come from. But I’d been too stupid to understand it.

 

In the morning I woke up bundled in blankets, lying on the hearth, with Nevery nudging me with his foot. He added a shovelful of coal to the fire. “Well, boy?”

I creaked up and leaned against the wall beside the hearth. Even with the blankets and the warm fire, I still felt the ache of cold stone in my bones. “Better, Nevery,” I said. “Is the duchess all right?” In my sleep, I’d dreamed the Shadow raising the stone knife, then plunging it down. And I’d dreamed Dee, too, with Shadow dust swirling around him.

“It is very early morning,” Nevery said. “I haven’t yet received a report from the Dawn Palace.”

I climbed up to my chair and sat at the table. The Shadow’s eye was gone. In its place was a shiny, hand-sized puddle, as if a bit of night had spilled onto the scratched tabletop. I leaned closer to see.

Nevery joined me. “Yes, it is odd, isn’t it.” He held out his hand. “Give me a lockpick wire.”

I reached into my pocket and brought one out and handed it to Nevery. He poked the end of the wire into the puddle. A black-dark bead stuck to the end of the wire; he tapped and it dropped onto the table, formed into a snail, and oozed back into the puddle. It left a sizzling trail of steam behind it.

“Slowsilver?” I asked.

Nevery shook his head. “Something else, I think. Darksilver. Certainly it has magical properties.”

“How’d it make the Shadow come alive?”

“I suspect it was used to contain a bit of magic, which animated the Shadow and allowed it to carry out its orders.” He sat down. “It is of very great concern.”

“It’s from Desh?” I asked. I remembered Rowan telling me about Desh. A city built on sand and slowsilver mines, she’d said.

“Mmm,” Nevery said. “I visited the city of Desh during my years of exile from Wellmet. The city is ruled by a sorcerer-king, Lord Jaggus. A very powerful wizard, though young.” He glanced at me from under his bushy eyebrows. “His locus magicalicus is a large jewel stone.”

Like mine had been. “D’you think Jaggus sent the Shadows?” I asked. The magic hadn’t said the sorcerer-king’s name, though, so maybe he hadn’t.

“Possibly. I cannot imagine what he hopes to accomplish if he did. The Shadows are spies, perhaps, and are certainly murderers and assassins. Such aggression from one city toward another city; it makes no sense, and it is almost without precedent. There must be an explanation.” Nevery shook his head. “I expect the duchess will send an envoy to Desh in order to discover the truth of the matter.”

Yes, she would. “Nevery, I have to go with them. The magic warned me about Desh, and I think it wants me to go there.” I didn’t want to leave the city, but if a group from Wellmet was going, I needed to go, too.

Nevery leaned back in his chair and pulled on the end of his beard. “Hmmm. Perhaps,” he said.

He said perhaps, but he knew I was right.

 

Nevery was right about the duchess. She summoned him to the Dawn Palace the next day.

I went with him, putting on my black sweater and my apprentice robe, so they’d know I was a wizard.

As we walked up the front steps of the Dawn Palace, the guards at the door gave me a squinty-eyed look, but Nevery swept-stepped past them, me right behind him. We went up to the duchess’s rooms. Outside the door, Trammel whispered to Nevery that the Shadow had struck the duchess with a stone blade that was spreading stone inside her, and that he should make his visit short.

“He should stay outside,” Trammel said, pointing at me. “She doesn’t need to be upset.”

“Well, boy?” Nevery asked, pulling at his beard.

I stayed outside; Nevery went in.

The guards outside the duchess’s door glared at me, but I ignored them. I sat down with my back against the wall and closed my eyes. My neck felt numb where the Shadow had touched me.

Hearing hurrying footsteps, I opened my eyes.

Rowan, with a guard.

She stopped. “Hello, Connwaer. You don’t look much better than the last time I saw you. What are you doing here?”

I looked up at her. Her mother was right in the next room, and Kerrn’s guards were an arm’s length away; I wasn’t going to talk to Rowan here.


Rowan waited for me to answer. “Still not talking to me, then?” she said after a few moments.

I shook my head.

“My mother,” she said with a sigh. “I know.” She reached down with her hand; I took it, and she pulled me to my feet. “You can come in with me,” she said.

But the guards wouldn’t let me past the door. Rowan shrugged and went in, and I went back to sit against the wall and wait.

After a while, she came out. I got to my feet.

“Well,” Rowan said. “You aren’t talking to me, but I’m going to tell you my news anyway.” She smiled and her eyes sparkled. “Conn, I’m being sent as an envoy to Desh to meet with the sorcerer-king, to try to find out if he sent the Shadows, and to bring back proof of it if he did.”

She was going to Desh? Drats. The duchess would never let me go if Rowan was going. I shook my head.

Rowan frowned. “I’m leaving as soon as possible. Will you come see me off?”


I shook my head again. Why couldn’t she just stay here?

Rowan straightened, and suddenly she looked older, more like her mother. “I thought you would be excited for me, but I can see that you’re not. I am my mother’s heir, Connwaer. One day I will be duchess. I’ve been trained for this; I’ve been taught diplomacy and policy and sword fighting for a reason. I will go to Desh and I will find out if they sent the Shadows, and I will make it right.” With one last glare, she turned with a swish of her skirts and stalked away down the hallway, followed by a guard.

The duchess’s door opened and Nevery came out, looking grim. He put on his wide-brimmed hat. “Come along, boy,” he said, sweep-stepping down the hallway. I followed.

In the tunnels on the way back to Heartsease, I asked him about his talk with the duchess.

He strode along, his cane going tap tap against the slippery slate floor of the tunnel, the blue glow from his locus magicalicus lighting our way. He paused to open a gate and we went through. “We spoke about the envoyage to Desh,” he said at last. “I suggested to the duchess that you be allowed to go along, but she would not allow it.”

Of course she wouldn’t. So I’d be staying in Wellmet. That wasn’t such a bad thing. Leaving Wellmet and the magic would be like walking away from a warm fire into a howling snowstorm; I didn’t really want to do it.

“I wanted you out of the city,” Nevery said. “It didn’t escape my notice, boy, that you did magic using pyrotechnics in the duchess’s chamber. The lothfalas spell, I assume?”

I nodded and kept quiet. He didn’t look happy about it.

“The magisters are watching you,” he said. “Captain Kerrn is watching you. They’re both waiting for you to get into more trouble.”

“But Nevery, if I do pyrotechnics, I think I can talk to the magic,” I said.


Nevery stopped suddenly, bent, and stared straight into my eyes. “Listen, boy. Whether that is true or not, it is far too dangerous. You must not do any more pyrotechnic experiments.” He gripped my shoulder. “Do you understand?”

I understood. But if I didn’t do pyrotechnics, I was no use to the magic at all. I didn’t answer Nevery. I didn’t want to lie to him.

 

Rowan and the rest of her envoyage left the next day. Only one main road came to Wellmet, and it led from the Dawn Palace, through the city, and then east, to Desh eventually, I guessed.

Crowds of people, mostly from the Sunrise, had gathered along the street, standing under umbrellas in the drizzly rain, watching Rowan’s envoyage leave. A few people cheered; a few more people worked the crowd, picking pockets.

The envoyage went past. First a group of guards in uniform, walking in quick-step through the puddles, then a wagon loaded with supplies with a waterproofed canvas spread over it, then a shabby carriage, full of servants, most likely. Then another carriage; I saw Nimble sitting inside. So they’d sent a wizard along. That was a good idea.

Then came Rowan. She rode a gray horse; its hooves clopped on the cobbled street. She wore dark green trousers, high boots, and an overcoat embroidered in green, and in the gray light her hair burned red, like flames. On one side of her rode Captain Kerrn in her green uniform; on the other rode her friend Argent on a fierce-looking black horse.

Rowan looked tall and noble and a little cold in the chilly wind. As she passed where I was standing, she looked down at me and then away, straight ahead, and rode on.














 

Rowan Forestal

My mother has asked me to write a journal, to note my observations. She says that writing things down will help me to “articulate my experiences and thereby to understand them.” I suppose she is right about that. One thing I do not need to articulate any further is the fact that it was raining when we departed Wellmet, and continues to rain as I write this in my tent. The rain is articulated quite clearly in my wet coat, my wet boots, and the wet firewood that made the task of starting dinner rather difficult for our cook.

We need to hurry to Desh,, so I insisted that we put in a long day of travel right out of Wellmet. Argent looked very fine in his blue frock coat, mounted on tall Midnight, but I noticed that he climbed stiffly out of the saddle when we stopped to make camp. We will soon be travel hardened. The road to Desh is a long one, and we must travel it swiftly.


Desh will be a challenge. The magister my mother assigned to accompany us, Nimble, thinks it is unlikely the sorcerer-king of Desh, Lord Jaggus, is responsible for the Shadow attacks. But Nimble strikes me as a fool. He makes me wish Conn had come with us. I have taken enough apprentice classes to suspect that Conn knows more about magic than all the other magisters combined. I don’t know how he manages to make them, and my mother, and Captain Kerrn, so furious with him. Well, I suppose I am furious with him, too. It must be his particular talent.

In any case, this envoyage will be my chance to prove to my mother and her council that I have learned my lessons and am perfectly capable of carrying out the mission they have given me.
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CHAPTER 14



In the middle of the afternoon, I waited until Nevery’d left for a magisters’ meeting and Benet was scrubbing the kitchen, and snuck over to my workroom.

On the table were books, Nevery’s treatise on pyrotechnics, dirty teacups, an unlit candle, a saucer of sulfur emulsion, almost ready, and a cup full of saltpeter.
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The black bird perched on the back of my chair; every once in a while it hopped onto my shoulder and peered down at what I was doing, keeping an eye on me for the magic.

I knew I wasn’t going to find another locus magicalicus. But I also knew the magic wanted to tell me something, something about the Shadows and Desh, I guessed, and the only way I could hear that something was by doing pyrotechnics.

I cleaned off the glass rod I’d nicked from Nevery’s workroom and stirred the emulsion in its saucer. The bird hopped down to the tabletop and poked its black beak into the saltpeter. “Stop that, you,” I said, and pushed it away. It ruffled up its feathers, then flapped away to perch on the windowsill.

The blackpowder was just about ready.

Right.

It would just be a small explosion. Nevery wouldn’t even notice it.


I cleared everything off the table, except for the saucer of sulfur emulsion. With the glass rod I gave it a stir, making the shiny black emulsion swirl around. Then I picked up the cup of saltpeter—the right amount, according to the ratios Embre had written out. Taking a deep breath, I dumped the saltpeter into the saucer.

I took a step back from the table.

The saltpeter soaked down into the swirling emulsion. It crackled; bits of light sparked on the surface; smoke gathered around the edge of the saucer.

On the table and on the floor, tiny motes of dust started jumping around like fleas on a dog. The walls shivered. Glass vials and bottles rattled off the shelves and shattered on the floor. The dragon in the picture on the wall seemed to writhe in a cloud of smoke, winking at me with its red eye.

With a whumph, fire and smoke billowed from the saucer. Bolts of white light flashed from one end of the room to the other; books floated from the shelves; papers whirled around. The walls vibrated; the ceiling cracked across. Under my feet, the floor heaved. The magic had to listen. These weren’t the right spellwords, but I had to make it hear. I took a deep breath. “Tell me,” I shouted at the magic. “I can’t go to Desh. What d’you want me to do now?”

As the word left my mouth, I was hurled backward. I should have slammed into the workroom wall, but I didn’t. Sparks spun in front of my eyes; I fell through the air; huge blocks of stone hurtled past me, arrows of light shot upward then away. I blinked, and saw the black bird, its wings spread wide, swoop around me once and then tumble away, into the light.

The magic spoke. Like a giant hand it surrounded me. Its voice vibrated in my bones and in my teeth like deep music. It said the same thing it had said before, but this time building from a low note up to a high shriek, three times, faster and faster, Damrodellodesseldeshellarhionvarliardenliesh—deshdeshdesh!

The magic held me for another moment. Then it dropped me, and I fell.









CHAPTER 15



Down I crashed, lashed by twigs, bouncing off branches, until a bigger branch caught me and held me like a big bony hand.

In the fall, my arm bone popped out of its shoulder joint; the pain of it speared into me. I blinked red flashes out of my eyes. I was in the courtyard tree. My apprentice’s robe was caught on a twig just above me, my body and legs were held by a spreading branch, and my head hung out over open space. I moved, my shoulder sending jabs of pain into me, and the branches holding me shifted. I kept still, trying not to breathe, because my breaths hurt going in. I closed my eyes.
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A fluttering noise came from just above, then grawwwk. I opened my eyes. The black bird had perched on a branch above me and pecked at my apprentice’s robe. Peck peck peck. The cloth twitched off the twig; my weight shifted, and the branches let me go.

I bounced off another branch and splatted onto the cobblestones.

My shoulder popped back in. And I went out.

 

I woke up in a bed, my bones aching. White plaster walls, a tiled floor, and a high window; next to my bed, a table with a brown bottle and spoon on it. The medicos, I guessed.

The door opened. Nevery came in. His face was grim, like it was chipped out of stone. He stood at the end of my bed and looked down at me. In his black suit, with his stone face, he was a stern, black column. He opened his mouth, about to speak, then he clenched his teeth, turned, and left the room.

Oh, no.

Slowly, creaking, I sat up and swung my feet off the bed. I was still wearing my clothes, but my feet were bare. My head hurt. My shoulder ached. My ribs on the same side hurt even worse.

The door opened again and Trammel came in, wearing a white apron with blood spattered across the front of it.

I stared at the blood spatters. They were dark red against the snowy white. Nevery stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

“Stand up,” Trammel ordered.

I stood slowly up. The tiled floor felt cold under my bare feet.

“Raise your arms,” Trammel said.


Ow. My ribs twinged. The shoulder that had popped out of its joint only let me raise that arm halfway.

“Does this hurt?” Trammel asked, pressing against my side.

Like being stabbed with a knife. I nodded.

“And when you breathe in?”

I nodded again.

“Hmmm,” Trammel said. He turned and put his back to me, talking only to Nevery. “Dislocated shoulder, but it’s back in its socket. Cracked ribs. Keep him quiet for ten days. If you can. Now I have another patient to see to.”

Trammel left the room, and without speaking to me, Nevery followed him out.

Under my sore ribs, my heart was pounding. My pyrotechnic experiment had gone wrong, clear as clear, and Nevery was too angry even to speak to me.

I found my boots and socks under the bed. Aching as I bent over, I put them on. I headed for the door and peeked out. The medicos hallway was empty.

Every step sent a jolt of pain through my ribs and into my shoulder, so I walked carefully out of my room and down the hallway. The door of the next room was open a crack. I peeked in.

Nevery was there, sitting beside a bed, his head in his hands. Trammel stood beside him, holding a grimoire and his locus magicalicus, doing a healing spell.

Lying in the bed was Benet.

Benet?

His eyes were closed, his skin was paper white, and his head was wrapped in bandages; a patch of blood had seeped through in one spot. One of his arms lay on top of the covers, splinted and bandaged.

I pushed the door open.

Nevery looked up. When he saw me, he scowled. He got slowly to his feet and pointed at the door. “Get out.” I had never heard him so angry.


His words hit me like a blow across the face. I stumbled back and leaned against the wall outside.

Benet in the bed, hurt, maybe dying.

What had happened?

After a moment Nevery came out into the hallway, closing the door behind him. His face looked like thunder and lightning ready to strike.

My heart shivered in my chest. Benet with his head wrapped up in bandages…“Is he going to be all right?” I whispered.

“I don’t know. Trammel has spell-knit his bones, but he doesn’t know.” Nevery clenched his hands into fists. I expected him to hit me, but instead he turned and stalked away. Then he whirled and came back and shouted, “His skull is broken, curse it!”

My stomach felt cold, as if I’d swallowed a misery eel. I stared up at him. Was it my fault?

The door behind him opened and Trammel poked his head out. “Quiet, please,” he said in a sharp voice. “He must not be disturbed.”

Nevery nodded, then turned back to me. This time he whispered, but it was worse than shouting. “Go to Heartsease and see what you have done.”

I went.

 

It took me a while to make my way through the tunnels and back to Heartsease. The ache from my ribs and shoulder jabbed through me with every step and every breath, so after every gate I went through I had to stop and lean against the wall with my eyes closed.

At the Heartsease stairs I stopped to rest, hunched over on the step with my arms wrapped around my ribs, trying to hold them together so they would stop hurting. It didn’t work.

Trying to take small breaths, I got to my feet again and climbed the stairs. At the top I stopped.

Across the courtyard, Heartsease lay in smoking ruins. My workroom was gone, as if it had been scraped off the island, leaving nothing behind, just bare rock. And the rest of the building, Nevery’s study, the kitchen, the storeroom, my attic room—nothing but tumbled piles of bricks, scorched and splintered wood, chunks of sand-colored stone. Smoke spiraled up from the shattered walls where the storeroom had been.

Benet had been in there when I’d done the pyrotechnics. The magic had protected me well enough, but it hadn’t protected him.

While I’d sat on the steps the sun had set; the air smelled of the muddy river and of smoke. From the east, fingers of darkness reached across the sky.

Inside me something strange was happening. Since becoming Nevery’s apprentice I’d built the thought of a home where I was safe and had enough to eat and a place to sleep. And inside me the idea of home crumbled into smoking ruins. It left behind a gaping, dark, empty space. Our home. My fault.

Benet. My fault.


The darkness inside me joined with the night outside, and everything went black.

 

I woke up in the morning lying under the tree in the courtyard. When I opened my eyes I saw the black bird perched on my chest. It cocked its head and blinked one of its yellow eyes at me.

“G’morning,” I croaked.

Krrrrr, it said.

I let my head fall sideways, to look toward Heartsease. The tumbled stones were rosy in the early morning light.

In the gray shadows something moved, then crossed the courtyard toward where I lay.

Lady, the cat. A little of the dark emptiness inside me went away. She padded up and sat down, eyeing the black bird. It hop-flapped down to my feet and perched there, ruffling its feathers. Lady came and put her paws on my arm, purring.

I started lifting my hand to pet her, then let it fall again. Ow. All the pain from the day before had stiffened and set into my bones; I felt like an old man who’d been run over by a cart. I would just lie here for a while, I decided. I closed my eyes.

From down in the tunnel came the sound of the Heartsease gate opening and closing, then heavy footsteps coming up the stairs and step step tapping across the cobbles. I opened my eyes.

Nevery.

As he came nearer, I edged up so I was sitting against the tree trunk. The black bird flew up to perch in a branch over my head.

Nevery stopped beside me, looking out over the ruin of Heartsease. He held a canvas knapsack. “He is no better this morning,” he said. His voice was flat and cold.

I wrapped my arms around myself, then got slowly to my feet.

Nevery dropped the knapsack. I expected him to shout at me some more, but he didn’t say anything, just stared frowningly at me.

Across the courtyard, the piles of broken stone smoked. A chilly breeze blew off the river and across the ruins, bringing with it ash and dust.

He’d told me not to do pyrotechnics, and I had.

“I’m sorry, Nevery,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

Then he shook his head. “It is too late for that. Now you must do what you must.” He turned and step-step-tapped away toward the ruins. Lady followed him. Clouds gathered across the river, over the Sunrise. Far away, thunder grumbled and rain began to fall.

I picked up the knapsack and looked in. Food wrapped in brown paper packages. Plenty of food.

I took a deep, shuddery breath, and my ribs stabbed me in the side.

Nevery would never forgive me for destroying Heartsease. Never. It was his home; he’d grown up here. And Benet. He wouldn’t forgive me for that, either. He shouldn’t.

My hands were shaking; I clenched them around the straps of the knapsack. Clear as clear, the magic had told me what it wanted. It wanted me out of Wellmet; it wanted me to go to Desh. I should have gone before, even without the envoyage. Staying here had been stupid.

And now look what I’d done. The magisters and duchess would meet, and they would issue an order of exile. Nevery had warned me this would happen; he wouldn’t try to change their minds. He wanted me to go. The magic wanted me to go.

So I would leave Wellmet.

 

I’d never left the city before. As I headed slowly toward the eastern road, where I’d watched Rowan leave a few days before, my heart felt heavier than a bucket full of rocks. A grizzle-gray rain fell.

The black bird came along with me, flying ahead and perching on something, and watching me creak-walk along the puddled streets with the knapsack on my back.

At the edge of the city the houses ended, and the cobblestoned street ended, and a rutted muddy road began, leading down a steep hill and into a dark forest. I stood with my feet half on cobbled street and half on road. The bird flapped to a low stone wall beside the road and perched there, cocking its head to fix me with its yellow eye.

Right. Time to go. I gritted my teeth against the sadness and lifted my foot to step forward, out of Wellmet.

As I brought my foot down, the magic of the city washed up like a giant hand, pushing me from behind, and down I fell. I tumbled, my ribs stabbing me, all the way to the bottom of the hill.

I lay there covered with mud, and looked up at the gray sky. Raindrops fell onto my face. My ribs ached. I didn’t feel like moving. What if I just lay there and didn’t go to Desh at all?

I lay there for a while. The mud soaked into my clothes. The rain came down harder. I got colder. And hungrier.

This was stupid. I didn’t have a home anymore, so I’d have to go on. Creaking, I sat up and wiped the rain out of my eyes, then stood. The knapsack had fallen off me a few paces away, so I trudged over, picked it up, and put it on.

I looked back up the hill. The black bird sat in the middle of the road, where the cobbled street began. It hopped up, fluttering its wings, then settled down again. Awwwwwk, it called. Go away.

“All right, I’m going,” I said, and I turned my back on the city and walked away.








CHAPTER 16



At the bottom of the hill, the forest began. In the gray rainy light the road looked like a tunnel leading into darkness. Brown-leafed bushes crowded up to the road, and over them loomed trees with knobbly bark, twisted branches, and dark leaves. Vines hung down between the trees, and a milky fog lay close to the ground. The air smelled of rotting leaves and mold. I walked slowly along, my boots muddy, the pack heavy.
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As I left Wellmet I felt the magic of the city getting farther away. It was like walking away from a warm fire. As the magic faded into the distance, the rain felt colder; my stomach felt emptier; the ache from my ribs and shoulder got worse with every step.

The tunnel through the trees grew darker and darker until I realized that I could barely see the road under my feet. Time to stop. I walked along the edge of the road until I found a good place to sleep—a bush full of brown, rustly leaves, with a dry spot underneath, out of the rain. I crawled in, dragging the knapsack behind me, and crouched, leaves rustling around my head and twigs poking into my back.

I opened the knapsack to see what Nevery had packed. A knife in a leather sheath. A packet of biscuits, one of cooked bacon, three apples, five cooked potatoes, a lump of cheese wrapped in waxed paper, and a canteen filled with water.

The night had grown completely dark. It was never this dark in Wellmet; even on a rainy night, the werelights from the Sunrise reflected off the clouds and made the night glow pink.

By touch, I brought out a biscuit and two pieces of bacon, made a sandwich, and took a bite.

What was Nevery doing right now? I closed my eyes. He was across the table from me. He was eating chicken pie and pointing at me with his fork, telling me not to wipe my face on my sleeve. Use your napkin, boy, he said. Later we would go up to the study and I would ask him about the papers he’d written on pyrotechnics, the ones I’d nicked from his study. Lady would curl up on my lap and purr. Benet would bring up tea and then sit with his chair tilted back against the wall, knitting.

I chewed at my bite of biscuit and bacon and finally swallowed it down, but the lump of sadness in my throat wouldn’t let me eat any more. Carefully, I wrapped up the biscuit again and put it back in the knapsack.

I lay down to sleep, using the knapsack as a pillow, shivering because my clothes were damp. The leaves of the bush rustled, and drops of rain pattered down nearby. My eyes stayed open, and I stared at the black night. High above, the wind blew in the treetops. It sounded like somebody sighing, far, far away, alas, alas, alas.

 

The next morning when I woke up, I felt awful. Not because I was tired, but because of something else. The inside of my neck hurt and my head felt watery and strange, like it was going to fall off and roll across the ground.

I knew what it was. I was sick with a cold. In Wellmet I’d never gotten sick, ever, because the magic had protected me. But it couldn’t protect me way out here on the road to Desh.


I sneezed and crawled out from under my bush. The rain kept up all day, just a drizzle that made everything damp but not wet. Wellmet’s magic felt very far away, just a warm spark in the distance. My cold got worse, my head aching with every step. My shoulder hurt. The road grew muddier. It led on, straight through the trees. If I followed it, I reckoned, and walked fast, I would catch up with Rowan and her envoyage. I wasn’t sure Rowan would let me join her, but one way or another I would get to Desh.

I walked all the rest of the day, sneezing and sniffling and wiping my nose on my sleeve. Finally the night crept through the trees. Like the night before, I found a bush to sleep under, this one farther away from the road.

I couldn’t feel the magic at all anymore, not even a glimmer in the distance. My ribs aching, my head aching, I crawled into the bush; even under its rustly leaves the ground was wet, but I wasn’t going to find anywhere drier. I’d spent wetter nights in the Twilight. After eating a potato and some cheese and telling my growling stomach it wasn’t getting any more, I lay down to sleep.

The night was empty, and darker than a cellar with the door closed. Nearby I heard rustling, twigs cracking, scurryings. What was it? Little animals, I guessed. Maybe rats. There were always plenty of rats around in the Twilight. Sometimes, if you slept in a dark cellar, they’d creep out during the night and nibble at your hair.

My eyes fell shut and I went to sleep.














 

Went to survey damage. Heartsease utterly destroyed. Nothing salvageable. Grimoire lost, curse it. Will have to rebuild from ground up.

Benet has not yet woken. Trammel grows more worried, fears his brain injured when skull was cracked.

Met with magisters. Discussed Connwaer’s exile. Order of exile issued. Discussed Shadows. Magisters grow more worried every day.

Staying in Brumbee’s apartments in academicos. Uncomfortable; don’t like it. Can’t sleep. I fear something is deeply wrong, more than we know.
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CHAPTER 17



Four more days of walking as fast as I could through the mud with my sore throat and my ribs aching, and sleeping under bushes. I ran out of food on the third morning, after eating the last crumbs of cheese and a half potato for breakfast. Living with Nevery and Benet, I’d forgotten what it was like to be hungry. My stomach felt hollow, and by the next morning my head did, too.
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Eventually the night came on. Instead of looking for a bush to sleep under, I kept walking, plod, plod, plod down the road in the dark.

 

I caught up with the envoyage the next day. It was still early morning; the sky overhead was dark gray, and a light rain drifted down. My cold was a little better, but my head spun, from hunger and from relief. I stopped to look over the camp. It was a cluster of white canvas tents in a grassy clearing just off the road. A couple of fire pits were scattered around; the horses were tethered together and the wagon and the carriages were pulled up next to the road. I saw a few people, guards and servants, carrying firewood and buckets of water.

Rowan was in the biggest tent, I reckoned. I walked into the camp.

I’d only taken three steps when somebody grabbed me and jerked me off my feet. She spun me to face her.

Kerrn, with one of her guards. Drats.

“Rowan!” I shouted. Kerrn clapped her hand over my mouth. I struggled, my ribs twinging, but she and the other guard picked me up and carried me into another tent, at the other end of the camp. They set me on my feet, and I made a dive for the tent flap to get outside.

“Ro—” I got out, and then Kerrn had me by the collar and twisted, choking me.

The tent had a central pole holding it up. Kerrn slammed me up against it; she searched me, and came up with my knife. She held it up in her other hand. “Well, well. What are you doing here, little thief?” she asked. She twisted my collar tighter and thumped me back against the post.

I gasped for breath. Dark spots flashed in front of my eyes.

Someone else came into the tent, ducking under the flap and standing just inside. He said something, and Kerrn let me go.

I bent over, holding on to the pole, catching my breath.

“We caught this thief sneaking into the camp with a knife,” Kerrn said.

“Ah, I see. But Captain, I believe Lady Rowan knows him,” said the man. I looked up. Argent. Rowan’s friend, the one who taught her swordcraft lessons.

“I need to talk to her,” I said to him. “And I wasn’t sneaking,” I said to Kerrn.

“Be quiet, thief,” Kerrn growled.

Argent was tall, looked a few years older than Rowan, and had blond hair neatly combed, blue eyes, and a long nose for looking down. He looked down it at me and snorted. “I suppose she will have to see him, Captain.” He turned to leave.

Kerrn grabbed my shoulder—my bad shoulder, ow—and pushed me after Argent; I followed him out of the tent, trying not to stumble.

Dragging me by the collar, Kerrn brought me to a fire, where one of the servants stirred a pot of something that smelled delicious. Porridge, I guessed. With raisins in it.

Argent ducked into the big tent nearby, and after a short while came out again with Rowan.

She saw me and raised her eyebrows. “Well, Connwaer,” she said.

“Hello, Ro,” I said.

“So you’ll talk to me now, will you?”

I nodded.

Kerrn still held me by the collar.

“Captain, you may release him,” Rowan said.

“Are you sure, Lady Rowan?” she asked. “We caught him sneaking into camp with a knife.”

“I am quite sure,” Rowan said. She was annoyed, I could tell. Kerrn let me go.

At the fire, the servant started dishing out bowls full of the porridge. They were frying bacon, too. My stomach growled.


“Are you listening, Conn?” Rowan said.

I turned back to her. “Sorry,” I said.

“I asked why you are here.”

I opened my mouth to tell her, but the pyrotechnics, Heartease, Benet, Nevery—it was too much to explain. I shook my head.

Rowan’s eyes widened; she could see that I was in trouble. “All right. You’re coming with us, though?”

I nodded. Yes, all the way to Desh. And what I would do once I got there, I wasn’t sure.














 

Rowan Forestal

This morning Conn walked into camp.

My mother told me I would face challenges on this journey, and that I must “assert my leadership.” One challenge is to decide what to do with Conn. I asked Magister Nimble to take him on as an apprentice until we return to Wellmet. Nimble said, Absolutely not. Meanwhile Captain Kerrn wants to arrest Conn—for our own protection. She warns very darkly that Conn will land us in trouble unless he is chained up.

Then during our ride, Argent asked if he could have Conn as his servant. I suppose Argent’s idea is better than turning Conn over to Captain Kerrn. Knowing Conn, he will not like being a servant, but he must be given something to do or he will get into trouble. Argent will keep him out of Kerrn’s way.

We don’t have time for these distractions. A broken carriage wheel slowed us down yesterday, and I was half-tempted to leave it behind. We must get to Desh as soon as possible. While we are on the road, who knows what terrible things are happening back home in Wellmet. I cannot get Conn to speak of them. I am worried about my mother, too, and the wound she suffered. Magister Trammel said she was improving, but she seemed so weak and pale before we left.
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CHAPTER 18



The first thing I did was steal my knife back from Captain Kerrn. And I nicked one of her knives, too, because I’d be better off with two. I hid them in Rowan’s bags, so when Kerrn grabbed me and searched me she didn’t find them.
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As Kerrn stalked away with steam coming out of her ears, Rowan came up to me. We’d been traveling all day; after eating a big breakfast I’d taken a long nap in the cart with the baggage, resting my shoulder and ribs, which were still sore. Rowan had ridden her horse alongside Argent and Kerrn. Now we’d camped in a forest clearing.

“Conn,” Rowan said, shaking her head, “you’re going to get into trouble. You need something to keep you busy.”

No, I didn’t. I had plenty to do, just traveling to Desh.

“And as the leader of this envoyage, I’ve decided what that something will be.” Rowan folded her arms and gave me her sly, slanting look. “Several somethings, actually.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“You don’t need to glare at me, my lad,” she said. “The first thing is, I want you to write to Magister Nevery and tell him you’ve joined us and that you are well.”

I shook my head. If Nevery got a letter from me, he’d just throw it in the fire.

“The second thing,” Rowan said, “is that you will serve Argent.”

“No,” I said.

“No one else will take you on, Conn. It’s Argent or nobody.”

“Nobody, then,” I said.

Rowan shook her head. “Argent is a very good friend; he will treat you well, don’t worry.” Argent himself was passing by, and she called to him. He set down the horse’s saddle he was carrying and came over.

“Yes, Lady Rowan?” he said, with a little bow of his head. He ignored me standing there.

Rowan smiled at him. “Argent, this is Conn, your new servant.”

“I didn’t agree to this, Ro,” I said.

“Hush,” she answered. “It’s for your own good. You will serve him until we get home to Wellmet.”


Except that I wasn’t going home to Wellmet. I knew this, but every time I thought of it a new misery eel hatched in my stomach. Then I thought about Benet and a whole nest of eels hatched. I kept quiet.

Argent bowed. “Thank you, Lady Rowan.”

“I think you will get along well,” Rowan said, “if you give each other a chance.” She pointed at me. “Conn, if you want to travel with us, you must make yourself useful.”

Argent bowed again, and Rowan walked away, smiling.

For just a moment I hated her.

Argent looked down his long nose at me. “It is quite clear to me that you are not a proper servant. You are scruffy, and Captain Kerrn says you are a thief, and you talk like a gutterboy.”

Because I was a thief and a gutterboy. Stupid Argent. He’d be scruffy, too, if he’d slept under a bush for the past six nights. “I am not your servant, Argent,” I said.


His lip curled. “Apparently you are. The alternative is that.” He pointed at the forest. I’d have to leave the envoyage, he meant, unless I served him. Drats.

“I feel it is my duty to teach you better manners. To begin, boy, you will refer to me as Sir Argent.”

“And you will refer to me as Conn,” I said. Only Nevery called me boy.

 

That night I was sleeping under a tree at the edge of the camp, wrapped up in a blanket. It was either that or share a tent with Argent, and he snored.

In the middle of the night, something woke me up.

The clouds had thinned and the moon hung behind them. It was quiet. No leaves rustled, no twigs snapped, no wind blew in the treetops. The silence pushed against my ears.

From far away, I heard a rushing sound, getting closer, coming along the road, heading toward Wellmet. Before it came a wave of dusty air. Coughing, wrapping the blanket tightly around me, I crawled over wet grass toward the edge of the road.

I crouched behind a tree trunk and peered out. Overhead, the trees swayed, the leaves tearing off their branches and whirling away in the wind.

Along the road, they came. As I ducked back behind the tree to hide, I caught a glimpse of purple-black light and the fluttering of black shadows, and I heard the rushing of them coming closer.

The rushing suddenly stopped and the night grew still as still. The air felt heavy, like in a Wellmet cellar. Around me I heard tink, tink and then patterings on the ground. Leaves were turning to stone and falling off the trees. From the road came a purple-black glow.

Shadows.

I wrapped my arms around myself and put my head down on my knees.

From the camp came a shout. First one of the guards—“’Ware!”—then Kerrn calling the rest of the guards to arms. I heard the sound of swords being drawn and Nimble shrieking out the lothfalas spell, but there was no magic here so the spell didn’t work. The camp stayed dark.

“At the road!” Rowan shouted from over by her tent.

With a sudden whoosh, the Shadows moved. The wind shrieked. The trees thrashed. Then silence.

They were gone, away to Wellmet.









CHAPTER 19



Another day of trudge-travel through the forest. Everyone was twitchy because of the Shadows, worrying that they were headed to Wellmet, or that we’d be attacked if they came back.
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In the late afternoon, when we’d set up camp, Rowan led Argent and me to a smaller clearing in the forest. She put her hands on her hips and looked around. “We need to be ready if those Shadows return. Argent?”

He nodded. “Fetch the practice swords,” he said to me. “They’re in the baggage.”

“Fetch them yourself,” I said. My bones ached from walking all day.

He glanced at Rowan, who raised her eyebrows. “Do as he asks, Conn,” Rowan said. She leaned down to touch her toes, then stood and stretched.

I didn’t say anything. But I went and fetched the practice swords, which were made out of wood with leather-wrapped handles. As I was pulling them out of a bag, Kerrn grabbed my arm.

“What are you doing, thief?” she asked.

I showed her the swords. “Rowan and Argent are going to practice.”

“Ah!” she said, and let me go. She followed me to the clearing.

I handed Rowan the swords, and she gave one to Argent.

I went across the clearing and leaned against a tree, watching her shake out her arms, getting ready. Sword practice. I’d never seen anyone practice before. I’d seen fights, sometimes with swords, but more often with broken bottles and knives or truncheons, and somebody always got hurt. This might be interesting.

“All right,” Rowan said. “Ready?” She bounced on the balls of her feet.

“Ready,” Argent said.

“Commence.” She took up a ready position and tapped his wooden blade. He tapped back, and they fell into a regular pattern. “Quarters,” she said, and the pattern changed. “To eight,” and it changed again.

It seemed a very polite way to fight. I slid down the tree trunk and sat on the damp, grassy ground. Tap, tip, tap went their blades. I nibbled on grass stems and watched their back and forth.

“Enough!” Rowan said after a while. She was panting and smiling; her red hair was tangled up like flickering flames. She glanced over at me. “Now it’s your turn, Conn.”

Me? I spat out the grass I was chewing and scrambled to my feet.

Rowan handed me her practice sword.

“I don’t know how to use this,” I said. The sword was heavy, and the grip felt warm and sweaty-damp. I gripped it tightly.

“Even wizards need to know swordcraft.” She motioned for Argent to come closer. “We’ve encountered Shadows once already. Argent can teach you to take care of yourself in a fight.”

But I already knew how to take care of myself in a fight.

“We’ll start with the very basics,” Rowan said. “Stand at the ready.”

Across from me, Argent showed his teeth, raised his sword, and crouched. He looked very ready. Ready to slaughter me.

Rowan frowned at him. “Just the first position.”

Argent relaxed, but just a little. I raised my sword. My sore shoulder told me to lower my hand, and my ribs twinged.

“Tell the thief to keep his guard up,” Kerrn called from the edge of the clearing.

“Keep your guard up, Conn,” Rowan said, stepping back. “And loosen your shoulders. Now, engage.”

Argent’s blade tapped mine. I tapped his back. He tapped again, more firmly, and I felt the vibration in my fingers, up my arm, and into my sore shoulder. His eyes narrowed and he tapped again, hard enough to push my blade out of the way, then reached out with the point of his sword. I flinched and felt the blow brush past my sore ribs. He went into the ready position again and advanced toward me. I backed away.

“Put your blade up again,” Rowan said.

“This is a bad idea, Ro,” I said. I switched the sword to my other hand, on the side without the sore shoulder.

“No, this is serious,” she said. “Knowing how to wield a sword could save your life.”

No it wouldn’t. Because I wouldn’t be carrying a sword in the first place.

Argent advanced toward me again, moving smoothly, the point of his sword steady. He was, I realized, a very good swordsman; he’d been practicing nicely with Rowan, but he planned something else for me.

His blade tapped mine. As before, I tapped back. Tap-tap. Tip-tap. And again he lunged toward me, only this time I was too slow. The blunt tip of his sword slammed into my shoulder, right where it hurt most; I dropped my sword and stumbled backward. Ow. I rubbed the knot of pain.

“You’d be dead,” Argent said, eyes narrowed.

Rowan, who’d been following us closely, picked up the sword and handed it to me. “And again,” she said.


No, not again.

This time, after the tap-tap and tip-tap, when Argent attacked, I was ready.

He batted my sword aside and came at me like a hurled spear, blade extended toward my heart.

I scrambled out of the way and threw my wooden sword as hard as I could at his head. Then I ducked his swung blade, and flung myself into a bush at the edge of the clearing. Twigs snagged my sweater and leaves brushed against my face as I crawled farther in.

Leaves rustled; Argent poked his sword into the bush. “Come out of there!” he shouted.

Not likely.

He poked again, closer, then again. His wooden blade plunged into the leaves beside my head; I grabbed its blunt tip with both hands and pulled hard.

Argent shouted as he overbalanced and fell into the bush. Cursing and thrashing, he climbed out again.


I crouched, gripping his sword. My shoulder throbbed where he’d hit me, and my ribs ached.

All was silent for a few moments. I shifted to get clear of a branch that was jabbing me in the leg.

Then I heard Rowan’s voice talking quietly to Argent.

“All right,” he grumbled.

She spoke more loudly, and I could tell she was trying not to laugh. “You can come out now, Conn.”

She’d calmed him down, then. Pushing branches out of the way, I crawled out and got to my feet.

Argent stood with his arms folded, glaring. He had a bloody scratch on his face and leaves in his hair. I glared back at him. My shoulder hurt. Rowan, hiding a grin, stepped between us. “The sword, Connwaer?” she said, holding out her hand. At the edge of the clearing, Kerrn was smiling.

I realized I was holding the sword tightly, ready to throw it at Argent if he went for me again. Loosening my grip, I handed it to her. She, in turn, handed it to Argent.

“Thank you, Lady Rowan,” he said, still glaring at me.

“We’ll have to try this again tomorrow,” Rowan said.

Argent and I turned to stare at her.

She smiled. “I think you can both learn a lot from each other.”








CHAPTER 20



Another day of traveling. As we went along, me walking at the back as usual, the trees grew smaller and farther apart until the road came out of the forest into a wide plain with waving, high brown grasses as far as I could see. Birds swooped through the air and perched on the bending grass to sing; bugs in the grasses went chrrr-chrrr-chrrr. The clouds had cleared off and the sky arched overhead and down to the edge of the land all around, like a wide, blue bowl. I kept stopping to look over my shoulder to see if something was sneaking up on me through the high grass. It was too wide open, with no trees and no buildings.
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After dinner I lugged buckets of water from a stream for Argent’s horse, and helped set up our tent and bedrolls, and washed dishes, and cleaned every speck of dust off of Argent’s horse’s saddle. Then, more swordcraft lessons.

We had the lesson in a patch of trampled-down grass, with Kerrn and a few of her guards watching and Rowan telling us what to do.

After Rowan and Kerrn had shouted at me to keep my guard up, and Argent had bashed me in the ribs five times, they decided that I’d lost enough fluff, so I got to collect the swords and put them away, fetch more water for the horses, and clean Argent’s boots. Then I had to write the letter to Nevery, Rowan said.

We sat on folding chairs at a camp table set up in Rowan’s tent with a candle and a bottle of ink between us. She squinted down at her paper, writing fast, in neat, straight lines, an entry in her journal.

I sat there with the blank page in front of me.

“Write, Connwaer,” Rowan said without looking up.

All right. I dipped the metal nib of the pen into the ink.
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No, I couldn’t start my letter that way. I tore off the written-on strip of paper from the top of the page and started again.
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Stupid. Now that I’d left Wellmet, he wasn’t my master, was he? I tore off more paper and tried again.
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I looked it over. A good beginning. But my handwriting was terrible. Nevery hated it when he couldn’t read my writing. I tore off another strip of paper.
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Inkblots. Messy. Tear off paper, start again.

To Nevery, I printed. What next?

Drats. I’d run out of paper.

I put down the pen, leaned back in my chair, and looked up at the curving white ceiling of the tent. Candlelight flickered; Rowan’s pen went scritch-scritch. Then it stopped.

“You’re not making much progress,” she said, putting a new piece of paper on the table in front of me.

I would have shrugged, but shrugging hurt my shoulder.


“I’m sure Magister Nevery would like to receive a letter from you, Conn. Otherwise he’ll worry.”

I wasn’t sure of that at all.

After a few silent moments Rowan went back to her journal, and I watched the shadows flicker across the tent ceiling.

“Get on with it,” Rowan said, turning her paper over.

All right. I picked up my pen and got to work.














To Nevery,

Rowan asked me to write to you. I joined her envoyage to Desh. I am very well.

I hope Benet is better. Please say hello to him for me and tell him I miss him and I am very well.

I am very sorry, Nevery.

From,
 Connwaer












 

We went on across the grassy plain, under the blue-bowl sky.

When we left the forest, we left the rain behind. The air was dry here, and warmer. The road was two narrow wagon-wheel tracks with a strip of grass in the middle.

In the middle of the day Kerrn got off her horse by a wagon and handed the driver the reins. Then, as the wagon and her horse went on, she waited for me to catch up. She held her sword, unsheathed.

I stopped in the middle of the road. What was Kerrn up to? She wasn’t going to attack me with the sword, was she? Or grab me and search me? I had my knife in my coat pocket and her knife hidden in my boot. I wiped dust out of my eyes with my sleeve and got ready to run.

“You should not allow Sir Argent to riposte,” she said.

Riposte?


“When he parried your blade and touched you with his. A riposte.”

Oh. She wanted to talk about swordcraft.

“I will show you something.” She held up the sword; it glinted in the sunlight. “‘Keep your guard up’ means you must position your arm and hand like this.” Standing on one of the hard-packed wagon-wheel tracks, she showed me.

I nodded. Why was she telling me this?

“Now you,” she said. She handed me her sword. It was heavier than the wooden ones we used in practice.

I stood as she’d shown me, arm up. The dust from the wagon and horses settled.

“I noticed, at the first lesson, that you started with your right hand and then switched to your left,” Kerrn said. “That was not good. You must hold the sword in your right hand.”

I shook my head.

“Why? It will be easier for you this way.”

I handed her the sword and started walking again, to catch up with the wagon. “I hurt my shoulder and my ribs on that side,” I said.

Kerrn, walking beside me, shrugged. “He did not hit you that hard.”

“Not Argent,” I said. “I got hurt in Wellmet.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You got into trouble in Wellmet, I think. What did you do?”

I didn’t answer. She’d hear about it soon enough. As soon as Rowan got a letter from her mother, I guessed.

When she saw I wasn’t going to tell her anything, Kerrn stalked back to the wagon, got on her horse, and rode back to the front of the line.

 

That night after supper, when it was time for my swordcraft lesson and Rowan held the practice sword out to me, Kerrn stepped in and took it.

Then she beat the fluff out of Argent.














 

Letter from former apprentice. Almost cast it in fire. Would have, but Benet awake, lucid. Asked why Conn had not visited him yet. Told him boy gone to Desh.

Benet asked—He coming back, sir?

Told him about order of exile.

Benet said nothing more.

Shadow attacks continue, worse than before. Half the factories in Twilight shut down. Sunrise locked up tight every night. Even so, people go missing. Report from acting-captain Farn, Kerrn’s second, that stone corpses seen in boats on river, passing below the Night Bridge.

Went out this morning, black birds flew onto my shoulders, tugged at beard with beaks. Odd behavior for birds. They always seemed to like the boy. Perhaps they miss him.










CHAPTER 21



At last, after a stay at a posting inn at a crossroads and three more hot, dusty days in the desert, we reached the city. We went up and up, over a pass and ’round the side of a low mountain, and there it was. Desh.
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I stopped on the road to look at the city while the rest of the envoyage went on. In the middle of Desh, at the top of a rounded hill, was a gleaming white palace shaped like a star. Square pink clay-brick houses spiraled from the palace down the sides of the hill. Smudges of white and gray smoke came up from thousands of chimneys and drifted into the cloudless sky. The city was surrounded by a low, clay-brick wall, and outside of that was a wide band of burnt-dry fields.

Except on the far side of the city, where the fields ended and the land was scorched and black and pitted with wide holes and rusty machinery. What was it? Had an explosion happened there?

No. It was a mine, I realized. A slowsilver mine.

 

I followed the envoyage down to the city. Desh was bright with light reflecting from the pink-washed walls of the houses. The main streets were wide and lined with stalls made of faded, ragged cloth, and crowded with small, furry horses and dogs and people who stared at us and looked quickly away if we stared back. As we went along we saw empty fountains covered with cracked, colored tiles, and tall trees with naked trunks and dried-out looking feathery leaves high above. The air smelled of spices and hot bricks. Leading off from the busy main streets were narrow, shadowed alleys. The city’s magic buzzed in my ears, just the faintest sound like the hum of a gnat. The magic felt thin and faint, not like the warm, protecting magic of Wellmet.

Somehow, the envoyage got away from me. I was looking at a little lizard on a whitewashed wall, and they’d gone on along the road. I walked fast, looking around, until I caught up to them in the courtyard outside the white palace.

A servant led us inside.

We went from the brilliant-bright courtyard through an arched doorway into a long, cool, arched hallway, then out into another courtyard, this one filled with cactuses and pink rocks and a fountain that sent water spraying up into the air and splashing into a wide, tiled pool. That might be a good place to wash in the mornings. The servant led us inside again, and up a narrow, whitewashed stairway.

Then he brought us into the rooms. They had high ceilings and shuttered windows, which he threw open. The windows looked out over the city and let in the setting sun. Another one of the lizards clung with sticky toes to the wall next to the door.

“Now!” said the servant, clapping his hands. Other servants dressed in white robes appeared from the hallway. The lizard skittered away. “You are tired from the journey! You must rest, and wash, and dress, and you will be taken to be greeted by Lord Jaggus himself!”














 

Rowan Forestal

We have settled into our rooms in the very glorious and luxurious palace of Lord Jaggus. Argent, Magister Nimble, and I met him the day after we arrived in Desh. The city’s lord greeted us very graciously in a cool sitting room full of green plants and comfortable chairs. In one corner was a pile of pillows covered with what looked like a blanket of furs. When I looked closer I realized they were white cats with sharp pink eyes and long, snaky tails. We drank cold tea out of silver cups and ate plums and sweet cakes.

Lord Jaggus is a very smiling man, and he is young, only a year or two older than Argent. Like many people in Desh, he wears his hair in many long braids pinned up in loops on the top of his head, then wrapped up in a gauzy cloth. Though he is so young, his hair is white, just like his odd cats. His eyes are blue and look very bright; he wears a long, flowing coat embroidered with silver and gold thread. He has a kind of contained energy. This may be a wizardly trait. Conn is the same way, as if he might burst into flames at any moment.

When I asked him about the tiny lizards that are everywhere in the city, he grimaced. Horrid creatures, he said. Then he looked over at his pile of cats and smiled.

I tried to ask Lord Jaggus about magical troubles, but he smilingly said that we must not discuss anything serious until we’d been properly welcomed. By that he means that he will give us a lavish ball and supper in a few days. I wonder if he is trying to delay me on purpose. Despite his oh-so-kind welcome of us, I do not trust him. He is all surface and no substance, and I don’t like his cats.

I fear for Wellmet, but I must do it his way, for now.










CHAPTER 22



I stayed in Argent’s rooms and read two of his books and ate plums and drank cold tea. One book was about horses, and the other was about swordcraft.

I didn’t think you could learn about horses or swordcraft from reading about them. But I had nothing better to do. Reading was better than thinking about Heartsease and missing Nevery and worrying about Benet, and feeling sick-certain that an order of exile had been passed by the magisters, and wondering if the Shadows had reached Wellmet yet. I was in Desh, but what did the magic of Wellmet expect me to do here?
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After a few days, Rowan and Argent were invited to a fancy ball.

While they danced to the Desh music and talked to the sorcerer-king, who smiled a lot, I leaned against a wall in a passage outside the ballroom and looked at the floor. It was covered with tiny colored tiles that made a picture of a dragon, just like the dragon in the painting in my workroom at Heartsease.

My workroom at Heartsease before I’d destroyed it.

The dragon was made up of flame-orange tiles with paler yellow tiles on its belly and a bright red glass eye. It had a long, snaky neck and wings folded against its back. The dragon in my picture had been black, though it might’ve only looked black because the painting was so sooty and dirty. I remembered what Nevery had told me about dragons. They are extinct, boy. That means you will never see a dragon.

My stomach growled because I hadn’t gotten any supper, and I was tired of plums. One of the little lizards crept along the top of the wall like a spider, then crouched in a corner. They were everywhere, the lizards. Like the black birds of Wellmet, maybe, watching things for the city’s magic.

After a while Rowan came from the ballroom holding Argent’s hand. Rowan laughed and gave him her slant-sly look and said something—asking him to fetch her a raspberry sherbet. He bowed and went off. She wore a dress made out of green wormsilk. Her red hair was combed down and parted on the side, and she wore a tiara made of polished grass-green adamants and diamonds wrapped in silver wire.

Rowan looked up and spotted me leaning against the wall. “Hello, Connwaer. Why are you lurking out here in the shadows?”

“Hello, Ro,” I said. “It’s a nice tiara.”

She slanted me a glance. “Of course it’s nice. It’s jewels and silver; I’m not surprised you noticed.” She stepped a little closer. “Do you remember the ball at the Dawn Palace? When you stole your locus magicalicus from my mother’s necklace?” She smiled.

I shrugged. “Ro, I’m not going to steal your tiara.”

“I know that, Conn,” she said.

I stayed leaning against the wall. From the ballroom came the music and the smell of spices on the warm breeze.

Rowan tapped her foot on the dragon-tiled floor. “Do you know how to dance?”

“No.”

“As part of my training in diplomacy I learned other cities’ dances.” She did a few steps along with the music. “Would you like me to teach you?”

I shook my head.

“Hmmm.” She folded her arms and looked me over. “I believe you’re homesick.”

I was. The sadness of missing Nevery and Benet and the warm kitchen at Heartsease bubbled up in me. I looked down at the floor, blinking to keep the tears from gathering in my eyes.

Rowan stepped to the middle of the hallway, standing on the dragon’s tiled head, and held out her hand. “Then I’ll teach you a Wellmet dance. How would that be?”

I swallowed down my homesickness and pushed myself away from the wall. “All right,” I said. I took Rowan’s hand; it was callused from gripping a sword, and strong. “What do I do?”

She took my other hand and put it on her waist; then she rested her other hand on my shoulder. “This is the partner dance we do at the balls at the Dawn Palace. The smaller partner takes the lead,” she said. “In this case, that’s you.”

“No it isn’t,” I said.

She stepped out of my arms and looked at me, straight into my eyes. Then she stepped back and took my hand. “Very well, then. First you step out with the forward foot.” She slid one of her feet forward, and I did the same thing. “And now cross, and one-two-three.”

I tried to follow, but I wasn’t very good at it, and the music was wrong.

Rowan shot me a narrow-eyed glance. “I lead, Connwaer.”

At that moment, Argent got back with the sherbet. “Lady Rowan?” he asked. His voice had a good edge on it, enough to cut bread, at least.

Rowan let me go; I wiped my sweaty hands on my shirt. “Hello, Argent,” Rowan said brightly. She gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Thank you for the dance, Conn.” She turned to face Argent and smiled at him, taking the little dish and silver spoon that he held out to her.


As they headed back into the ballroom, Argent looked back at me over his shoulder and scowled.

I stood and listened to the music for a little longer, and then went up to Argent’s rooms. They were dark, so I went to the window and opened the shutters. Outside, the moon hung huge and bright overhead, making the pink buildings of the city glow in the darkness. The moonlight spilled into the room. It was bright enough to read by. I fetched a book and pushed the table up to the window and sat down.

For a while I sat there looking at the book, but not reading it. A lizard crept out onto the page and sat there without moving. The moon climbed higher. A cool breeze blew in the window. From below, I heard the sound of laughing and music from the party.

I needed to figure out what I was going to do. All I really wanted to do was go back to Wellmet to help Nevery deal with the Shadows, but the magic wouldn’t let me come back until I’d done whatever it wanted me to do here. I put my head down on my folded arms to think about it.

After a while, a fluttering sound came from the window. I lifted up my head and saw a black bird, even darker than the night, land on the sill. Moonlight glinted off its wings. It cocked its head and looked at me with a keen eye. Then it looked down at the book, where the lizard was sitting.

“Hello,” I said, scrubbing my sleeve across my eyes.

The bird folded its wings and hopped inside. It looked like the same bird that had followed me in Wellmet. But what was it doing here?

“Is that you?” I asked.

It hopped closer, and I saw that it had a tube like a thick quill tied to its leg. The bird held still as I untied the tube. A paper was rolled up inside. A letter.

My hands started shaking. It was for me, and it was from Nevery.














Connwaer,

I have received your letter.

You asked after Benet. He is better, though he still suffers from headaches and his arm has not mended yet. Benet’s recovery does not excuse what you have done, but it makes the magisters think somewhat less badly of you.

As you must expect, an order of exile has been passed. You are not to return to the city until this order is raised.

You cannot return here; yet you can serve Wellmet. The attacks by the Shadows continue, worse than before, and the people are frightened. We need whatever help is available. Report on what you have discovered about the Shadows, about the state of the city of Desh and its magic, about how Lady Rowan’s negotiations with the sorcerer-king go on, about Jaggus’s use of magic. If you have received this letter, it means my attempt with the bird has been successful. I expect to receive from you at least one letter every five days, sent by the bird.

—Nevery












 

I flattened out the paper against the tabletop and read it again. The moonlight made the letters look black-dark against the white paper. Benet was better, he said. A big part of the dark emptiness inside of me went away.

Report on what you have discovered, Nevery said. But I hadn’t discovered anything. I’d been so busy feeling sad that I hadn’t been paying attention. How could I have been so stupid?








CHAPTER 23



I decided to start discovering things for Nevery right away. If I’d had a locus magicalicus I would’ve done the embero spell and turned myself into a cat, because as a cat I made a very good spy. Instead, as the night had gotten cooler, I pulled on my black sweater and took off my boots. Leaving the bird perched on the windowsill with the lizard, I eased out into the dark hallway and down the stairs.
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I was in luck. The fancy ball was breaking up. At the ballroom, the sorcerer-king stood in a wide doorway talking in a low voice to another man. Three guards waited for Jaggus, standing stiff as pokers in long-skirted white coats with red trim and white trousers with red boots. And swords. They stayed behind Jaggus, which meant I had a good view of him from the hallway where I crouched in a patch of shadow.

The sorcerer-king didn’t wear his locus magicalicus on a chain or a necklace outside his clothes. He had one hand thrust down into a pocket of his long-skirted white coat. Maybe the stone was in there. If I could get past the guards it wouldn’t be hard to pick his pocket to have a look at his locus magicalicus.

In the doorway, Jaggus glanced toward me and I turned to stone until he looked away again. He hadn’t seen me.

He finished talking to the other man and I eased back behind a giant clay pot as he passed down the hallway, followed by his three guards. I cat-footed after them, keeping to the shadows. They wound around deeper into the palace until they came to a door painted red with a brass handle and lock.

Jaggus opened the door with a key he pulled from his pocket. A triple-flick count-two lock, from the sound of it. That was odd.














To Nevery,

I am very glad Benet is better. Please tell him that I am sorry.

You said I should discover everything I can and report it to you, one letter every five days, so that’s what I’ll do. It’s a long, long way to Wellmet. I wonder how the bird flies there and back here so quickly. Maybe it’s got a piece of the magic in it.

Something is strange about the sorcerer-king. Maybe he sent the Shadows to Wellmet, but I can’t tell for certain if he did or not. The strange thing is that he has his rooms locked up with a key and a lock.

Nevery, wouldn’t a wizard use a spell to lock up his rooms, especially a workroom? Just like you use a spell to lock your grimoire and the magisters use spells to lock the gates to the islands?

He doesn’t wear his locus magicalicus on a chain the way Pettivox did. I wonder if he doesn’t carry it on him at all. I’ll try to find out. Even though his rooms are locked with a puzzle lock, I can get in if I know when he’s going to be away.

That’s all I could discover so far, but I’ll keep looking around as much as I can, and then I’ll write and tell you.

From,
 Connwaer
















 

Rowan Forestal

Dealing with the sorcerer-king is frustrating. He is hospitable and friendly, but he will not give a clear answer to any of my questions. Magister Nimble reports that Lord Jaggus answered every one of his questions about the magic of Desh, which means Nimble is satisfied that our host is not responsible for sending the Shadows to Wellmet.

I am becoming more certain that Nimble is a fool.

I can’t be certain of anything until I have proof. The question is, how to get it?




A packet of letters from Mother arrived today. She asks how our meetings with Lord Jaggus go on, and describes further Shadow attacks in the Sunrise. She also wrote that she and the magisters have issued an order of exile against Conn, which means he cannot return to Wellmet until it is lifted. I’d suspected something had happened to force him to leave, but I didn’t realize it was this bad: Heartsease destroyed, Nevery’s manservant severely injured, the magisters in an uproar. Mother advises me that I shouldn’t have permitted Conn to join the envoyage, and that now that we have reached Desh, I should order him to leave.

I absolutely refuse to obey her. Heartsease was half destroyed already. Conn was just finishing what Magister Nevery started twenty years ago. Has nobody thought of that? And while the damage done is appalling, it makes perfectly clear what Conn has been saying all along, that he can somehow do magic with pyrotechnics, which means he may be right about the magic itself. I half believe they have exiled him simply because his ideas are dangerous and they are afraid.

No wonder he has been so quiet. He is quiet anyway, but since he joined the envoyage he’s hardly said a word. I thought he was being sullen, and I should have seen that it was because he is desperately unhappy. I feel like a poor sort of friend for not realizing this before.

I have tried to find him, but he’s disappeared, though Argent says he comes back in late at night to sleep before slipping away again. Next I will ask Kerrn, because I suspect that as guard captain she has been keeping a close eye on Conn.










CHAPTER 24



The next night, after the usual dinner party had ended and the palace had quieted down into the night, I sat on the floor in the hallway outside Jaggus’s rooms in the shadow of a giant clay pot, trying not to fall asleep. He’d gone in hours before. An oil lantern burned low beside his door.
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Down at the other end of the dark hallway, a bit of shadow broke off from the rest of the shadows and hopped over the tile floor, coming toward me.

I sat up and blinked, and saw that it was a black bird. It had a quill strapped to its leg, and the quill went tick tick against the floor every time the bird took a hop.

Keeping an eye on Jaggus’s door, I went to meet the bird and carried it over to my hiding place. It let me take the quill off its leg. A letter from Nevery.














Connwaer,

I know you well enough, boy, to understand your cryptic references. In your letter you wrote that you will “try to find out” if Jaggus carries his locus magicalicus on him. And “I can get in” to his workroom. You mean you’re going to pick his pocket, boy, and pick the lock of his workroom. This is far too dangerous. If you were caught, Lady Rowan would have no reason to protect you, as she knows by now that you have been exiled, and I could do nothing from here. Also, you know well enough the effect of evil magics on a locus magicalicus. You remember prying into my family collection of locus stones and touching my great-aunt Alwae’s stone. It made you sick, did it not? If Jaggus is responsible for creating the Shadows, his stone will be even more corrupt than Alwae’s.

Be careful, boy, and don’t be stupid.

The situation in Wellmet grows worse every day. I rely on your information.

—Nevery
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It wasn’t very good advice. I couldn’t learn anything just by watching. Still, I watched Jaggus’s workroom door for the rest of the night. Sitting against the wall in the dark quiet, I thought about Nevery’s letter. He’d called me boy. Maybe he wasn’t quite so angry with me anymore. And he sounded worried. He didn’t need to worry; I wouldn’t get caught picking a pocket or a lock. And what did he mean by the situation in Wellmet? The Shadows, clear as clear, but what were they doing?

Just before dawn, Jaggus came out of his workroom. He stepped out the door and looked both ways down the hall, but he didn’t see me in my hiding place. Then he turned to snick-close the lock and paced softly away. I started to follow him, when I noticed something.

On the floor by the workroom door. Something glowed a little against the tiles. I went down on my knees and peered at it.

Just the heel of his footprint, outlined in something purple-black and glowing. After a moment, it disappeared with a sizzle of acrid smoke.

Darksilver.

 

The next night, during the dinner party, I decided to have a look in Jaggus’s rooms while he was away, just to see what he had in there.

After he’d gone out, I snick-picked the lock and crept in, locking the door behind me. Oil lanterns had been left burning but turned low, so the rooms were full of shadows and bits of light glinting off all the gold draperies and glass tiles. But I wasn’t interested in finery.

I slunk through the rooms, finding nothing, until I came to a library.

Here was Jaggus’s treasure. I found a lantern and prowled through the shelves of books and scrolls and stitch-bound treatises. He had books full of the swirly, Desh writing. He had a copy of both of Jaspers’s writings on pyrotechnics, written in the same runes we used in Wellmet.

I could read fast. It would only take a little while, and he’d be gone until dawn. I grabbed the treatise off the shelf and found a lexicon, and sat down with the lantern at the long table that ran down the middle of the room between the rows of shelves.

A long time later I looked up because I heard the rustle of cloth and the soft scuff of a slipper on the carpet. Someone had come up behind me and stood looking over my shoulder.

“Ah, I must have left my door unlocked!” he said.

Jaggus, I realized. Drats. Why hadn’t I heard him come into the library? He must have a secret way in. The back of my neck shivered. He knew very well that he hadn’t left the door unlocked.

“What do you read?” he asked. He spoke with an accent, almost like his tongue was a knife and it sharpened the words so they sounded pointed and prickling.


I turned the book and held it up to show him the title stamped in gold on the front cover.

“Ah!” The sorcerer-king moved to the side, where he could see me better, and where I could see him. Even though he had to know that I’d picked the lock to get in, he was smiling. Pretending to be my friend. “You have an interest in pyrotechnics?”

“Yes,” I said.

He leaned over and tapped the book. His fingernails were painted gold. “This is the second treatise of Jaspers. My own rare copy. Have you read the first treatise?”

I nodded.

“And I assume you have read the Prattshaw book.”

I nodded again.

“Hmmm! Who are you, precisely?”

“I’m Connwaer,” I said. No point in lying about it.

“Ah!” He rested his finger on his lips, then pointed at me. “A true name, one that is meaningful to the magic. It means black bird, I believe.”

Is meaningful to the magic, he said. Did he know the magic was a living being, just like I did, and that spellwords were its language?

“Here in Desh, Connwaer also means black shadow,” he said.

I blinked.

“Many words, as we use them, have two meanings, so that we mean two different things when we say them.” He smiled, and when he did, I realized that even though his hair was white, he wasn’t much older than I was. “You do remind me of a black shadow,” he said.

I looked down at myself. I was wearing the black sweater Benet had given me, and my hair had gotten shaggy again and hung down in my eyes. But I had a feeling he meant that I looked dark, like a shadow, and that he’d seen me watching him.

“I am the lord of this city, Jaggus,” he said, settling into a chair. “Also a true name.”

I wondered what Jaggus meant; I glanced toward the end of the table, where I’d left the lexicon.

“Now, my shadow, you have not yet answered my question.”

I thought back over our conversation. Who are you? he’d asked. Oh. “I’m from Wellmet.”

“Yes. A servant of the Lady Rowan’s companion, Sir Argent?”

I took a deep breath. “Yes,” I answered, hating the taste of the lie in my mouth.

“Pyrotechnics seem an odd interest for a servant.”

I shrugged. Drats. I needed to not talk to him anymore. He was too sharp.

“And from Wellmet. I know a man from Wellmet who has an interest in pyrotechnics. Perhaps you know him, too? His name is Flinglas.”

Nevery, he meant.


“Do you know him?” Jaggus asked.

I nodded.

“He is a friend, then?”

I looked down at the book, at the gold letters stamped on the cover. “No.”

“Ah. Not a friend. But not an enemy, either, I think. He is, perhaps, your master?”

I shook my head.

“I see.” Jaggus got to his feet. He blinked, and in his eyes the black pupils widened like a window opening up on the blackest night sky, no stars. He stared at me for another moment, then, on silent feet, he crossed the carpeted floor and went out the door.

I see, he’d said. I wondered what he saw with his strange eyes. I had a feeling he already knew who I was and what I was up to.

I got up and went to the end of the table, to the lexicon. Jaggus. It meant destroy. But its second meaning, in small type, was broken.

I wasn’t sure what to think of that.








CHAPTER 25



After leaving Jaggus’s rooms in the gray light of morning, I crept up the stairs toward Argent’s rooms. Rowan was lying in wait for me.

She sat hunched on a step, wrapped in a robe over her nightgown, with a lantern next to her.

“Hello, Ro,” I whispered.
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She looked crossly up at me and rubbed her eyes. “What are you up to, Connwaer?”

I sat on the step next to her. “I have to find out what Jaggus is doing.”

“I believe that is my job,” she said.

“Are you getting anywhere?” I asked.

She rested her chin on her knees and stared down the dark well of the stairs. “I can’t tell,” she said at last. “Though I agree with you that he’s up to something. I must try talking further with him.”

But talking was taking too long.

We sat quietly. I leaned my shoulder against hers. The light from the lantern flickered golden against the whitewashed walls.

“He’s not going to tell you anything,” I said at last. “Tomorrow night I’ll have a look in his workroom.” He had a secret door in that library somewhere, and I could find it and get in.

At that, Rowan sat up and glared at me. Her hair hung in tangles around her face. “No!” she said.

Her voice echoed off the walls. The door to the right of the top of the stairs creaked open, and Argent peered out. He came down a few steps, blinking, in bare feet and a spotted blue nightgown. “What is the matter, Lady Rowan?” he asked.

She didn’t even glance at him. “What if you’re caught, Conn? Have you thought of that?”

I shrugged.

She gritted her teeth and made a noise that sounded like grrrr. “I could order you, as a member of the envoyage, not to do it.”

“I’m not a member of your envoyage,” I said.

“Do as you’re told, boy,” Argent said.

I glanced over my shoulder at him. “I’m not your servant, Argent,” I said.

Rowan stood up and glared down at me, her hands clenched. In the lantern light, her eyes gleamed silver and furious. “So you’ll just do as you please, Conn, is that what you’re saying?”

I stood up to face her. “Ro, things in Wellmet are getting worse. We have to do something.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Argent,” she said. “Please allow Conn and me to continue this conversation in private.”

“Of course, Lady Rowan,” he said. He bowed and went back into his rooms.

Rowan opened her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “You’re right. My mother’s letters have not been specific, but I suspect things in Wellmet have gotten very bad. We have to get on with it.”

Good. “Then I’ll sneak into Jaggus’s workroom to see what he’s up to.”

“No, you won’t,” Rowan said. “I need to try one more time to talk to him, to see if I can figure out why he’s sending the Shadows against us. If it is him.”

“It’s him,” I said. The darksilver footprint proved that.

“Maybe.” She shook her head slowly. “I need one last chance to try diplomacy.”

I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure, exactly, what diplomacy was.

“All right?” Rowan said.

All right, if she really wanted me to wait. I nodded.














 

Rowan Forestal

I have insisted that Lord Jaggus give me a tour of one of the slowsilver mines, and to my surprise he agreed. Oddly, he suggested that I bring Argent and also Argent’s servant. By that he means Conn, which means Conn isn’t as good a spy as he thinks he is.

I thought carefully about my request. Slowsilver is associated with magic. And Desh is the supplier of much of the Peninsular Duchies’ slowsilver. Yet that supply, according to the pyrotechnist Sparks, has dwindled. I suspect that something is wrong with the slowsilver mines, something that will explain the nature of Wellmet’s danger.
















Dear Nevery,

You were right about lockpicking Jaggus’s door. He caught me at it. I didn’t realize that you knew him. He talks like he knows you, anyway.

I haven’t gotten a look at Jaggus’s locus magicalicus yet, and yes, I’ll be careful when I try for his pocket, and when I check his workroom. The only proof I have so far of anything is a darksilver footprint. He’s up to something, sure as sure, but I don’t know what, and I don’t know what Wellmet has to do with it. I will find out.

The magic was right to send me here, though. Hello to Benet.

—Conn
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CHAPTER 26



I was at the table in the room I shared with Argent, finishing up a letter to Nevery. One of the city’s lizards, the same one, I suspected, peered into the inkpot and then, making footprints along the edge of the paper, came to sit next to my hand.
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Across the room, Argent lay on his bed eating plums and reading his book about swordcraft. He had his boots off, and his feet smelled like moldy cheese.

“Go fetch me a pot of tea, boy,” Argent said, and took a juicy bite of plum.

I ignored him. When the ink on my letter was dry, I tipped the lizard onto the table and folded the paper. A bird would be along soon, I expected.

Knock-knock-knock at the door.

“Go and see who it is,” Argent said.

I folded the paper again and rolled it into a tight tube so it would fit into the bird’s quill.

KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK!

“Go see who’s at the door!” Argent said loudly, and when I didn’t he picked up his boot and threw it at me. I ducked, and it flew past me and out the window.

Rowan flung the door open. “Neither of you could be bothered, I suppose,” she said. She glared at me. “What are you laughing at, Connwaer?”

“Stupid fool,” Argent grumbled.

“You’d better go get it,” I said to him.

“I’ll send a servant for it,” Argent said.

Not me, then.

“Diplomacy,” Rowan muttered. “Patience.” She shook her head. “I was going to ask if you two wanted to join me on a tour of a slowsilver mine.”

I stood up so fast that my chair crashed to the floor. Yes, I wanted to join her.

“Does he have to come?” Argent asked, getting to his feet.

“Lord Jaggus invited him,” Rowan said, giving me a raised-eyebrows look. “I’ll meet you outside.” She left the room, slamming the door behind her.

So the sorcerer-king wanted me along. Sure as sure he knew what I was up to. Maybe he wanted to keep an eye on me. Still, I wasn’t going to miss seeing a slowsilver mine.


As I cleaned my pen and capped the bottle of ink, the lizard crept to the edge of the table and looked up at me with its sharp black eyes. “D’you want to come, too?” I asked. As an answer, it leaped off the table, landing on my sleeve, clinging with its sticky toes. I picked it off and dropped it into my coat pocket. Safer in there.

 

To get into the mine we climbed into a big bucket on a chain that lowered us down into a dark shaft like a well but without the sparkle of water at the bottom.

The air was hot and sooty. Creak-rattle-creak and we went lower and lower and the dark grew thicker. We stayed quiet, me and Rowan and Argent, two white-coated guards, Jaggus, and the minekeeper, a fat man with a beard and jingling bracelets on his wrists.

“So!” said the minekeeper. His voice echoed in the darkness. “We go down a bit farther and a short way farther into the mine and we will show you the slowsilver extraction facility.”

Creak-rattle and down we went for a long way, until we stopped with a jerk. I could feel the others close by in the bucket, and hear the rustle of their clothes and their breathing, but the dark pressed up against my face like a dusty pillow.

“Ah,” muttered the minekeeper. “Here we are.” I heard stone striking stone, saw a spark, and then a candle flared. The keeper unchained the gate and we got out of the bucket. The candle flame pushed back the heavy darkness, and we stood blinking in a faint circle of light.

“Why don’t you use werelights?” I asked, and —ights, ights, ights came back as an echo.

They all stared at me. Jaggus’s eyes grew wide and dark, then turned blue again.

“Oh, no,” the minekeeper said. The bracelets jingled on his wrists. “Werelights are unsafe in the mine. Use of magic is strictly forbidden here. The magic, ah”—he glanced aside at Jaggus and paused—“it ah, makes the mine very, very unsafe. I have an oil lantern just here, and it will give us more light.” Taking the candle with him, he went to fetch a lantern.

As good a chance as any. In the darkness, Jaggus was just a shadow, his two guards looming up behind him. I edged closer and—quick hands—dipped into the pocket of his long-skirted coat. Empty. Drats. I reached around him and tried the other pocket. Nothing. He didn’t have his locus magicalicus on him.

The keeper came back with a lantern. By its light I could see that we were in a tunnel with soot-blackened walls and a rock ceiling that slanted down over our heads.

“This way, if you please,” said the keeper.

We went through the tunnel, the keeper, Rowan and Jaggus, then the two guards, then me and Argent.

Up ahead, the lantern light flickered against the walls. A faint thump, thump, thump came up through the ground, making my legs tremble. In the distance I heard the echoey sound of metal grinding on metal. It reminded me of the workroom under Dusk House—and of the device Crowe and Pettivox had made to imprison the magic. It wasn’t the same thing, but something about the mine wasn’t right. In my pocket, the lizard was trembling. And the high-pitched buzzing sound of Desh’s magic was gone. I’d gotten used to the buzz, just as I was used to the warm presence of Wellmet’s magic. But the minekeeper was right—the magic did not belong in the mine. Something was wrong here, but I didn’t know what.

Beside me, Argent paced along with his hands shoved into his pockets and his head down.

“You all right?” I asked.

He flicked a look up at the ceiling and hunched his shoulders. “Be quiet, boy.”

I shrugged.

“Just a bit farther,” the keeper called from ahead, and—arther, arther, arther came the echo.


“What is slowsilver for, anyway?” Argent muttered.

For magic, I was about to say, when we came out of the tunnel and into the mine itself.

Lanterns were hung up on wires along the walls, which arched up to a dark ceiling way above. To our right, built into the stone walls, was a huge rusty-metal device, all gears and pistons and steam; it groaned as a giant metal wheel turned ’round, then stopped. Water gushed from a pipe taller than I was; then the flow slowed to a trickle-drip. So this is where all the city’s water was—running the mine’s machinery. A few workers stood around the machine, their faces black with soot. They watched us; they’d shut down the machine while we were there, and would start up again when we left.

Before us was a black pit so wide I could see the lanterns on the other side of it as tiny points of light like stars. A narrow path went around the edge of the pit, spiraling down into the darkness. Workers carrying packs loaded with stone plodded up the path; more workers with empty packs headed down.

The minekeeper pointed at the pit. “This was once filled with slowsilver,” he said. “Imagine it if you will, like a silver lake here under the ground, with streams of slowsilver flowing through the cracks in the rock. So beautiful.” He kept talking, telling about other mines and other lakes beneath the city, and underground rivers of slowsilver.

The lizard poked its head out of my pocket; I lifted it out and put it on my shoulder so it could see. I could imagine the lake the keeper was talking about. But it was gone, leaving behind an empty, echoing hole. The rivers of slowsilver had all run dry.

What is slowsilver for, Argent had asked. I remembered a line from the Prattshaw book: Slowsilver is a contrafusive which is purposed for attracting and constraining or, that is to say, confining the magic.

Pettivox had used slowsilver in the prisoning device to keep the magic in.

To keep the magic in. Slowsilver attracted magic. Was the magical being of Desh tied to this place because of its slowsilver? And if the slowsilver was being stripped away by mining—wouldn’t the being’s connection to the city weaken? I shook my head. It didn’t make sense. Why would Jaggus, a wizard, want to weaken the magic of his own city? Surely he’d want it to be stronger, because that would make him stronger.

Jaggus stepped up beside me. “It is an amazing operation, I think. What do you think of it, my shadow?” he asked.

“I don’t understand it,” I said. “Why are you doing this?”

He smiled and stroked one of his long white braids. “It is a mystery, is it not?” His eyes shifted and he saw the lizard on my shoulder. “Horrid creatures,” he said. “Little spies, always watching.” With quick hands he snatched the lizard off my shoulder, dropping it onto the stone floor. Before it could skitter away, before I could stop him, he lowered his foot and slowly pressed down. I heard the crack of tiny bones.

No! I stared at him.

He gazed back at me, his eyes gone wide and dark like the pit. He ground his foot harder against the rock floor. In my head, the buzz of the Desh magic gave a high shriek, then quieted. Then he scraped off the bottom of his shoe and walked away to where Rowan and Argent stood with the minekeeper.

I stared down at the smear on the rock floor that had been the little lizard. A shivery chill crept down my neck. He’d killed one of his own city’s lizards. That would be like me or Nevery killing one of the black birds of Wellmet. We wouldn’t, not ever. The air in the cavern grew thicker. I stepped to the edge of the pit and stared down. Was there just the smallest sparkle of slowsilver down there in the darkness? I leaned forward to see better. No, it was just dark.

I straightened and stepped away from the edge of the pit. Jaggus was killing Desh, his own city, the same as he killed the lizard. I didn’t know why. But I would find out. And I would stop him if I could.








CHAPTER 27



I’d have just one chance.

After we got back from the mine, Jaggus went to dinner with Rowan and Argent, which meant I had time to sneak into his rooms and find his hidden workroom. Maybe his locus magicalicus would be there. Maybe I’d find a clue about why he was killing his own city with the slowsilver mining—and sending his Shadows after my city.
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Keeping an ear out for guards, I picked the lock to his rooms and eased the door open, then closed it behind me and relocked it. Through the rooms to the library, where Jaggus had snuck up on me.

The secret door was easy to find, once I knew to look for it. Behind a tasseled, gold curtain was a low door. It wasn’t even locked. I turned the knob, ducked my head, and, bringing my lantern with me, went in.

Jaggus’s workroom was long, narrow, and high-ceilinged. I couldn’t see down to the back wall of the room; it was too dark. Dust was scattered across the stone floor. I looked for Shadows but didn’t see any.

On a table were four wide glass bowls, each with a curving lip around its inside edge. In three of the bowls was slowsilver, swirling like melted mirrors. Pieces like snails broke off from the shiny surface and crept up the sides of the bowls like they were trying to escape, but they couldn’t get past the lip and flowed back down again.

In the fourth bowl was something else. The glass had darkened, as if it’d been smoked. I leaned over the table to peer in. In the middle of the bowl was Jaggus’s locus magicalicus.

It was a jewel stone, like mine had been, but round and polished, and the deep red of old blood. It sat in the middle of the bowl in a puddle of sizzling purple-black darksilver. In a ring around it was slowsilver, pulling away as if repelled by the stone, and straining toward the edge of the bowl. As I watched, a slowsilver snail was sucked away from the ring and pulled in toward the locus magicalicus. When it touched the surface of the stone, it shimmered and tried to writhe away, and then darkened to tarnished black. After a moment, it oozed into the sizzling puddle and started to glow purple-black.


He was making darksilver.

At the edge of my vision, I caught a glimpse of something, and I looked quickly up. At the other end of the room, Shadows rose up out of the darkness and hovered there, watching me. Clouds of dust seethed around them. I stared back at them and held my breath. Their purple-black eyes pulsed. But they stayed back, like they were behind a glass wall. No orders, I guessed. Or maybe afraid of the locus magicalicus.

So he was making Shadows, too.

This was proof, then. He was using magic to come after Wellmet, maybe after he finished off Desh. No more diplomacy. I had to do something, and do it now.

Trying to ignore the Shadows, I peered more closely at Jaggus’s locus stone. Its surface was smooth, but at its center was a black, rotted heart.

Without a locus stone, Jaggus couldn’t make any more Shadows to send to Wellmet.


Taking a deep breath, I reached down into the bowl and snatched the locus stone out of the puddle of darksilver.

A wave of sickness flowed out from the stone and up my arm. I dropped the stone, and went down on my knees, dizzy and retching. Black spots swam before my eyes.

Good thing I hadn’t had any dinner. I wiped my mouth and looked ’round for the stone. It had rolled into the middle of the floor.

I got shakily to my feet. This was a powerful stone, and I knew I couldn’t destroy it now.

I’d have to steal it. I searched the room until I found a drawstring leather pouch full of shredded leaves. After emptying out the leaves, I brought the pouch close to the locus stone where it lay on the floor and opened its mouth wide.

Taking a deep breath, I picked up the locus stone and dropped it into the bag. Then I had another round of coughing up my stomach.

After the dark spots had cleared away and my stomach decided to go back to its usual place, I got to my feet.

I had to get out of there quick, before Jaggus came in. And then away from Desh as fast as I could.














Rowan—

I know you didn’t want me to do it, but I stole Jaggus’s locus magicalicus, and I’m leaving Desh tonight. I had to, Ro. The magic of Desh is very thin and faint. I think Jaggus plans to use his locus stone to destroy Desh, and Wellmet will be next, sure as sure. He was using his locus stone to make darksilver for the Shadows, I saw them in his workroom.

I am going south, away from Wellmet. You need to leave Desh as soon as you can. Go back to Wellmet and warn them about Jaggus.

—Conn
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CHAPTER 28



In the darkest part of the night, I set off into the desert wearing a sand-colored robe over my shirt and trousers, a head scarf wrapped over my face, my knife in my pocket and Kerrn’s knife in my boot, a couple of copper locks on a fraying purse string that I nicked from Argent, and a canteen slung over my shoulder. I didn’t have time to steal any food.
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I put the leather pouch with Jaggus’s locus magicalicus in it into my pocket.

I didn’t head down the road toward Wellmet, figuring that would be the first direction Jaggus would search. Instead, I went through the dried, brown fields and then onto a rutted caravan track leading away from the city, toward the south.

Desh fell away behind me, its lights getting fainter as the sky above me turned gray. Before long, the sun leaped up into the sky.

The sorcerer-king would send trackers after me, sure as sure. They would come this way eventually. But I couldn’t go off the road or the thorns would cut me to pieces. I walked fast. And I tried not to think of what Nevery would do if he could see me now. I hadn’t gotten a chance to send my last letter. He’d be furious when it didn’t arrive on time. More trouble than you’re worth, he’d say. And Rowan. She would be even more furious, and she’d be right to be angry. But I hadn’t had much of a choice.


At midday, I stopped to rest in the shade of a tall cactus and drank half of my water. As I sat there, a black bird swooped down and landed on the ground next to me.

“Hello,” I said.

It didn’t have a quill strapped to its leg.

“Thirsty?” I asked.

It hopped up to perch on my bent knees, gripping the cloth of my robe with its claws, and drank water from my cupped hand, dipping its beak in and tipping its head back. It hadn’t brought a letter, but it was a Wellmet bird, sure as sure. Maybe it was the magic’s way of saying that I’d done the right thing, stealing Jaggus’s locus stone.

I went on with the bird on my shoulder.

After a few hours of head-down trudging, I came to a tiny village made of mud and palm leaves and set on a crossroads. The sun was setting, a gold coin hanging over the distant mountains, and long shadows lay across the village square. I walked across the dry, packed ground to the public well, a covered hole in the ground with a leather bucket on a rope sitting next to it. The black bird fluttered off my shoulder to the ground beside the bucket. I shoved the cover aside and dropped the bucket down, then pulled it up and scooped up a palm full of water, then another.

Something bumped against my fingers—smooth, cool skin. I tilted the bucket to get a better look at whatever it was.

“Two coppers to drink, young sir,” said a creaky voice.

I looked up. An old person wrapped in brown rags stood beside the well. She—I reckoned it was a she—poked a wrinkled old claw of a hand out of her tattered robe.

I nodded at the bucket. “Is that a frog in there?”

She cackled. “This is Frogtown. Frogs in the water is good luck. Two coppers to drink.”

I dug my purse string out of the pocket of my robe. I had four copper locks; well, I had nothing else to spend them on. “If I give you four, will it buy some food?” I pointed at the bucket. “I’m so hungry, I could eat that frog.” In a pot pie with gravy and carrots and peas, like Benet made.


The water-crone cackled again. “Hah!” She cocked her head, and I saw a beady blue eye peeking out of the shawls covering her head. “Somebody after you?”

Sure as sure, somebody was after me. My feet were getting itchy, needing to go on.

“Trackers?” she asked.

I shrugged.

“Hah.” She whirled and scuttled away, across the dusty square, to one of the mud houses. I crouched by the well and drank more water, and filled my canteen. I held out more water to the bird, and it drank.

After a short while, she came back. “Here.” She handed me a little package made of palm leaves; peeking inside, I saw flat bread and goat cheese and a few plump green olives threaded on a string.

I nodded thanks and handed her the coins.

“Four more,” she said, stowing the money in her ragged robe, “and I’ll tell the trackers I didn’t see you.”

“That’s all I’ve got.” I stood up, looking toward the horizon. The sun had gone down behind the mountains and the shadows were turning purple. Time to get going.


“Full moon tonight,” the water-crone said. “Good traveling.”

“Thanks,” I said. The bird flapped up to perch on my shoulder.

The old woman turned away. “Frogs in the bucket is good luck,” she said over her shoulder.

I hoped they were. I put the packet of food in the pocket of my robe with my knife and my empty purse string, and headed out of the village, into the growing darkness.

I walked all night, until morning came, soft and rosy. By midday, I got to a place where the road narrowed and pressed up against an overhang of the soft, orange stone. On the other side of the road, a bare rock face sloped downward to a cliff, which in turn dropped away to a ravine far below. If I slipped off the road here, I’d slide straight to the edge and then fall to the bottom of that cliff. As I walked, one hand on the rock wall to guide me, pebbles slid beneath my feet and fell tumbling down the slope. I shook the tiredness out of my head and went on.

At last, as the sun was setting in a bonfire over the distant mountains, I followed the caravan road out of the orange rocks and back onto the desert floor. I went on, limping, as the sky grew darker. The flat bread and olives were long gone, and I was hollow with hunger. I missed Nevery and Wellmet. I imagined that each step took me closer to home, that I was walking through the dark tunnels to Heartsease, that I would come up the stairs and across the courtyard and into the kitchen, where Benet would have biscuits and bacon waiting for me.

Then I fell.

My hands were in my pockets, so I fell straight onto the road, bumping my chin. Ow. The bird tumbled to the ground with a squawk. I closed my eyes and rested my face against the cooling sand and pebbles. It felt like the most comfortable bed.

Behind me, a perfect traveling moon rose over the desert. The trackers were coming. The bird pecked at my shoulder and at my face. But I didn’t care. I didn’t even bother moving off the road. I just closed my eyes and went to sleep.














 

Rowan Forestal

Curse Connwaer to the very ends of the world. Kerrn was not surprised. He is a thief, she said. Stealing is what he does.

That is true. But Conn has proof of Jaggus’s danger to Wellmet, and he is right that we must return at once so we can plan how to act against the sorcerer-king.

Meanwhile, I can’t let Conn die in the desert, or be captured by Jaggus’s men.

I took Captain Kerrn aside and asked her to track Conn down and bring him, and the jewel he stole, quietly to the posting inn on the way to Wellmet. I’ll meet them there with the rest of the envoyage.

Whatever happens, I told her, don’t let Conn fall into Jaggus’s hands.

Kerrn set off at once.
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CHAPTER 29



I woke up with the rising sun in my face and the heat pressing down on me like a heavy hand. My mouth felt like Nevery’s study: dusty and full of paper. The bird was gone. I wondered where. I sat up, creaking in every bone, and looked back toward the orange rocks, far in the distance.

I saw a dark spot there, wavery from the heat rising from the ground. I shaded my eyes with my hand and squinted. The dark spot jiggled up and down on the road.
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A man. Riding a horse. Tracker.

Drats.

I jumped to my feet and, the fear jolting through my legs, ran a few steps.

I stopped. I was being stupid. The tracker was riding a horse. I wasn’t going to outrun him. Catching my breath, I gulped more water from my canteen, then paced along the road, looking for a likely spot.

There—an opening in the thorny scrub. Going back along the road where I’d walked, trying not to look at the black spot, I found a branch with a few dried leaves on it and, walking backward, used it to wipe out my trail until I came to the opening. I backed into it, still brushing out my footprints, and went along a short way.

Then I doubled back again, threw the branch away, and crouched in the bushes, hidden.


At first, the desert around me was silent, then I started hearing scratchings like little clawed feet scurrying over sand and rock, and faint slitherings, and the chirping of birds. The air smelled of hot sand—and of my own sweaty smell; I hoped the tracker didn’t have a good nose or my plan wouldn’t work.

At last, I heard the shuff shuff of horse hooves on the sandy road, not far away. They went past, but I didn’t move. If the tracker was any good, he was not going to be fooled by the brushed-out footprints.

Sure enough, after a few minutes, the sound of hooves came back. Then the creak of leather and two human feet crunching onto the ground. The tracker ventured onto the side trail.

Slowly, I lowered my head onto my knees, closed my eyes, and then kept as still as a mouse under the eye of a hawk. The desert fell silent. The tracker’s footsteps went stealthily past the bushes where I was hiding. I waited ten breaths, and then I slithered out of my hiding place and raced down the trail, toward the road.

Behind me, I heard the tracker shout, but he wasn’t going to catch me. I burst out onto the road—there was the tracker’s horse, all saddled and ready to go, its reins wrapped around a thorny branch.

Perched on its saddle was the bird.

It had led the tracker right to me, the traitor.

Pushing it out of the way, I grabbed at the reins and put a foot in the stirrup. The horse shied sideways and the bird flew up with a squawk. With a shout, the tracker raced out onto the trail, lowered his head, and bulled into me with his shoulder. We both went sprawling onto the ground. I rolled away and gave him a kick in the ribs, then scrambled up and went for the horse again.

I clutched its mane to pull myself up, and it shook its head; the tracker grabbed me from behind and threw me to the ground, then leaped on me. I went for my knife; I was just wrestling it out of my pocket when the tracker knocked it from my hand and held his own knife to my throat.

“I will use it,” he growled. “Keep still.”

No, he wasn’t going to catch me that easily. I wriggled and groped after the other knife in my boot. The tracker ripped off my head scarf and held his knife under my chin. The blade’s sharp edge drew a line of blood on the skin of my neck.

I kept still.

The tracker loomed over me, knee on my chest, breathing hard. In the struggle, the head scarf had come off, and a blond braid like a rope hung down. Not a tracker, I realized. A friend. I felt a sudden flare of hope. “Kerrn!” I gasped.

She didn’t answer, and her ice-chip blue eyes stayed cold. She took her knee off my chest and hauled me to my feet and over to the horse, which had its reins still tangled in the bush. She reached into a saddlebag and pulled out several lengths of thin rope. Not speaking, she took my hands, looped a piece of rope around them, and tied it off.

I stared at her. “What’re you doing?”


Her eyes narrowed. “Stay quiet.” Using another, longer length of rope, she tethered my tied hands to a loop of leather on her saddle. Then she turned back to me. “Show me what you stole, thief.”

Oh, no.

Kerrn had always thought of me as a thief, not a wizard, and I had stolen the jewel, that was true enough. But I couldn’t let her touch Jaggus’s locus magicalicus. It would kill her, sure as sure. I shook my head and stepped back, but the tether rope brought me up short.

Kerrn lunged toward me, grabbed me by the front of my robe, and backed me against the horse, which stood calmly still. I tried to squirm away while she searched me, first one pocket, tossing the empty purse string on the ground, then the other, where she found the leather bag. Letting me go, she started to open it.

“No!” I shouted, and with my bound hands knocked the leather bag from her hands. It flew through the air and landed with a soft thunk on the sand.

In one stride, she reached the bag and bent to pick it up.

“No—don’t touch it!” I strained toward her, held back by the tether.

Kerrn stopped with her hand just above the bag. “You stole a jewel, just as you did last year, in Wellmet. The Lady Rowan sent me to bring you, and it, to the posting inn on the road to Wellmet. I must be certain that it is in here.”

I licked my lips; they were dry and chapped. “It’s in there, Kerrn. If you touch it, it’ll kill you.”

She studied me for a few moments, her eyes cold. “Very well,” she said at last. Carefully, she picked up the bag by its string and held it above her saddlebag. “Will it be safe in here?” she asked.

I nodded.

Kerrn opened the saddlebag and dropped the leather bag inside. Then she picked up my knife from where I’d lost it during our fight, put it in the pocket of her robe, and swung up onto the horse. In the saddle, she unhooked one of her canteens and took a long drink. “You are thirsty?” she asked.

I nodded, suddenly tireder and hungrier and thirstier than I’d ever been in my entire life.

Kerrn held up the canteen. “I know you, thief. You are trouble. Give me any problems and I will keep you dry. Understand?”

I nodded.

She leaned over to hand me the canteen and I drank deeply. The water went into me like rain onto dry ground—I soaked it in. “Thanks.”

Kerrn frowned down at me. “We are not far from the canyon lands.” The orange rocky place, she meant. She hung the canteen from her saddle. “We will walk as long as we can before camping for the night.”

“I’ll walk, you mean,” I said as I rewrapped my head scarf, awkward with bound hands. “Me and the horse.”

Kerrn nudged her horse into a walk. Pulled by the tether, I fell into step behind them.

We walked in silence under the bleached-blue sky. Plod, plod, plod, toward the road to the posting inn, and to Rowan. Or, more likely, I realized, to Jaggus’s trackers. He wouldn’t let me, or his locus stone, go that easily. We needed to be going in the other direction, away from Desh. I’d have to watch for a chance to steal the jewel back from Kerrn and make an escape.

But not right now. I was too tired.

Right about when I didn’t think I could take another step, we stopped, and camped for the night.

 

The next morning, Kerrn scanned the sky. The clouds over the mountains had come closer and looked heavy with rain.

Kerrn frowned at the clouds. “We must move fast,” she said, tying my tether to the horse’s saddle. “We need to get through the canyon lands before the rains.”


We reached the canyon lands by mid-morning. The clouds hung gray and threatening over our heads.

Even though I’d slept all night, I was already tired, tripping over my own feet, and hungry—we’d only had a little dried fruit for breakfast. The bird flapped from one perching spot to the next along our trail.

Kerrn reined her horse to a stop. “We must move faster,” she said, looking down at me.

I pulled down my head scarf. “I don’t think I can go any faster.”

She stretched a hand down to me. “You can get up behind. But do not try to escape.”

Without answering, I grasped her hand, put my foot atop hers in the stirrup, and let her pull me onto the horse’s back. It sidled, but Kerrn patted its neck and spoke calmly, and it settled. We set off again at a faster pace.

The twisted orange rocks around us glowed in the gloom-gray light. The horse picked its way through ravines and switchbacks, Kerrn’s hands steady on the reins. The clouds grew lower and darker; at last, the wind picked up and drops of rain splatted onto the dusty ground. Kerrn nudged the horse into a faster walk. We were nearly at the end of the canyon lands. The rain, icy cold, fell more heavily, until it was coming down in sheets. I shivered and held on to Kerrn’s robe so I wouldn’t slide off the back of the horse.

We came to the dangerous place, where the road edged along the rock face that sloped down to a steep cliff. Kerrn guided the horse onto the narrower trail.

We were halfway across when the storm’s first burst of thunder and lightning struck nearby, a blast of light and ear-pounding sound that sent the horse whinnying and rearing with fright. I fell off at the first buck, flat on my back on the hard road, my hands still tied by the tether to the horse’s saddle. Kerrn hung on for a moment longer, and then went flying, landing with a thump on sloping rock made slick by running water. She slid down, toward the edge of the cliff.

The horse shied to the side, dragging me with it; I scrambled to my feet and grabbed its reins, patting its neck as Kerrn had done to calm it. The horse stilled, but its flanks twitched as if it was still frightened. I was frightened, too; my heart pounded and my knees were shaking.

Rain slammed down all around us. I peered through the curtain of water, looking for Kerrn. At the very edge, far below, where the slope ended in the cliff, she clung to the rock face, her feet dangling over empty space. Pebbles and rainwater rattled down the slope past her, but she didn’t move.

Because if she moved, I realized, she’d go over.

Right.

I’d been waiting for a chance to escape; now I could take the horse and get away. I bent and pulled my other knife from my boot and used it to cut the ropes tying my hands. I took up the horse’s reins and got ready to climb on. Then I took a deep breath and leaned my forehead against the saddle. Raindrops poured down on my shoulders and on my head. The horse stood still, waiting.

Drats. If I left Kerrn, she would slide off the cliff and die on the sharp rocks below. I couldn’t do it.

There was plenty of rope in the saddlebag. I tied one end tightly around the saddlehorn; then I knotted the other around my ankle. The horse stood steady as I got down on my knees and then flat on my stomach and crawled onto the slope, staying off to the side of where Kerrn had slid to a stop below.

The face of the rock was seamless and slick with rainwater. I slithered downward. My hair hung in wet rattails in my eyes. Pebbles I knocked loose rattled by Kerrn and fell down into the ravine, but she didn’t move.

The rope was a little too short; I’d reached the end of it, the knot tight around my ankle, and I was still an arm’s length above her.

“Kerrn,” I croaked.

She didn’t look up.

“Captain Kerrn,” I said again, louder.

Moving in tiny increments, she tilted her head up, face pressed against the rock, peering through the pelting rain. Maybe she hadn’t heard me coming, the rain was so loud. Her eyes widened. Slowly, she moved her hand higher up the rock face.

Beneath her, a few pebbles shifted, and she slipped a hair closer to the edge. She stilled, and her fingers whitened with the strain of clinging to the rock. She closed her eyes. The rain began to ease up; I heard a flash flood racing through the ravine below us.

I stretched as far as I could reach. “Kerrn, take my hand.”

She didn’t move, but she opened her eyes again. If she reached up, she’d just about be able to touch my fingertips.

“There isn’t enough rope,” I said.


“I can see that,” she answered through gritted teeth.

“It’s tied to my ankle,” I said. “You’ll have to grab my hand and then climb over me.”

“I cannot move, or I will go over.”

“If you don’t move, you’re going to go over anyway,” I said.

She tilted her head up a little more, and focused on my hand. “How did you get your hands free?”

I half laughed. “I had another knife, all right? Will you just reach out and take my hand?”

She took a breath to answer, and started to slide.

“Kerrn, hold on!” I shouted.

With a desperate lunge she flung herself toward my hand; I grasped her wrist tightly and grabbed her other hand. “Go!” I gasped.

Without hesitating, she climbed over my back, careful where she put her feet, and used the taut rope to pull herself up the rock face. I got myself turned around and pulled myself up to the top, where I sprawled next to Kerrn in a mud puddle, panting and soaking wet, and covered with scrapes and scratches. Beside us, the horse was quivering, but held its ground. The black bird perched on the saddlehorn, shaking water off its feathers. A few drops of rain pattered down around us, and the sound of rushing water echoed from the ravine.

Kerrn got to her feet. Her white robe was covered with orange mud; her head scarf hung over one shoulder and trailed on the ground, and her unraveling blond braid hung over her other shoulder. She gave me a curt nod; I figured she meant “thanks.”

I grinned and sat up, and started to work on the rope knotted to my ankle. I wondered if she’d let me have the horse so I could make better time. I’d be able to outrun trackers with a horse. Or maybe she’d want to come with me. We could send a letter back to Rowan, telling her that we couldn’t go near Desh with the locus stone, that we’d gone on to another city.


Kerrn went to the horse and untied the rope from the saddle. She pulled the knife from her belt and used it to slice off a new length of rope.

I looked up at her, swiping the wet hair out of my eyes, and held out my booted foot. The water had made the knot swell, and I couldn’t get it off. Without speaking, she cut it from my ankle. Then she offered her hand. I took it, and she pulled me to my feet.

And she didn’t let go of my hand. Before I could pull away, she looped the new piece of rope around my wrist, grabbed my other hand, and tied off the rope. “Where is the knife?” she asked.

I stared at her. She wasn’t going to let me go?

“The knife?” she prompted.

I didn’t answer.

She pushed me up against the rock wall and searched me. When she found the knife in my boot, she glared at me. “My knife,” she said. Right, the one I’d nicked from her on the road. With the knife, she cut another length of rope for a new tether and tied one end to my hands, the other to the saddle. She picked up the horse’s reins and led it along the muddy trail, and I stumbled along behind her.









CHAPTER 30



After camping, we traveled most of the next day, me keeping my eyes open for trackers. We waited out the afternoon storm in a hut at Frogtown, sitting on the packed dirt floor while rain poured down outside. Kerrn sat cross-legged, inspecting the hem of her robe. The light was dim; I didn’t think she could see much.
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I sat with my back against one of the mud walls, looking up at the ceiling, which was made of cactus ribs and dried palm leaves woven together. The rain falling on the roof made a pattering sound, like thousands of rushing feet. The bird stood in the doorway, looking out at the rain. My stomach growled.

I leaned my forehead against my bound hands. Explaining all of this in my next letter to Nevery was going to be tricky. And when we got to the posting inn, if we got there, Rowan was going to be very unhappy with me.

I looked out the open door, past the bird. While we’d been talking, the storm had eased off; the silver-gray curtain of rain opened to reveal the desert beyond the village, sparkling with raindrops which gleamed golden in the setting sun.

Kerrn hefted the saddlebags and, holding the end of my tether, headed out into the golden light, pulling me with her. Waiting for us was an old lady wrapped in rags and shawls.

“She caught you, did she?” the water-crone asked me.

As an answer, I held up my bound hands. The bird flew up and landed on my shoulder, gripping me with its clawed feet while it folded its wings.

Kerrn scowled down at the crone. “You said he did not go that way.” She nodded toward the road we’d come in on. “And I paid you five coppers for that information.”

The water-crone darted to the side and thrust something into my hands. “Frogs is good luck!” she said, and then scuttled away, into one of the mud huts.

I opened the package she’d given me—palm leaves wrapped around flat bread, olives, and rancid white cheese. My empty, hollow pit of a stomach told me to bite off a chunk of the bread. “Want some?” I asked Kerrn, my mouth full, offering the package.

She didn’t answer, instead stalking across the village square to the horse. I followed at the end of the tether, splashing through puddles and eating green olives off a string. Not as good as Benet’s biscuits, but enough to satisfy the hunger that had been gnawing away at me with little sharp teeth ever since I’d left Desh. I held up a chunk of bread for the bird to peck at.

Kerrn mounted up and nudged the horse into a walk; munching the last of the bread and cheese, I followed. I guessed we were going to walk through the night to make up the time we’d lost to the rains.

Frogtown was on a crossroads. We were just starting onto the road that led around Desh, toward the posting inn, when three men riding horses galloped up to us.

Krrrrr, the bird said in my ear.

The men were dark shapes against the setting sun. As they got closer, reining in their horses, I saw that they wore the uniform of the sorcerer-king’s guard.

Their horses stood, blocking our way down the road. “What do you want?” Kerrn said, putting her hand on the hilt of her sword.

The leader held up his hand. His four fingers were short, as if they’d been sliced off at the first knuckle. “I am Half-finger, captain of my lord Jaggus’s guard.” He nodded at me. “I am sent for that one. And the jewel he carries.”

Kerrn stared down at me, frowning. I stared back at her. If she cut the rope tying my hands, I could help her fight them off.

Half-finger nudged his horse closer. He leaned forward. “Our lord merely wishes to speak to him and then will return him to his friends.”

My heart started pounding. The guard was lying; Jaggus didn’t just want to talk to me. I’d stolen his locus stone. He’d want to squash me, like he’d squashed the little lizard. “Kerrn, don’t let them take me,” I said.

The two other guards nudged their horses so they were behind Kerrn, surrounding her.

Kerrn glanced at them, then back at me. She nodded.


With one hand, she tore off her head scarf so she could see; with the other, she pulled out her sword and swung it ’round at Half-finger’s head.

The bird flew up, off my shoulder. I ducked to get out of the way, but I couldn’t duck too far because my tether was tied to Kerrn’s saddle. From overhead, I heard the clang-clang of sword on sword and a shout from Half-finger. Kerrn’s blade swept down and cut the tether rope.

I crouched down and grabbed up a double handful of sand, spun around to find a target, and threw it at one of the guards. He shouted and swung his blade at me. I ducked behind Kerrn’s horse to get away, and it shifted sideways, knocking me over. From down on the sand, I looked up and saw a guard, a dark shadow against the orange sky, pull something from his boot, then lean forward and plunge it into Kerrn’s back.

Kerrn’s breath huffed out, and she tipped off her horse, falling like a sack full of stones down onto the sand beside me; her sword fell next to my head. I scrambled up onto my knees, going for Kerrn’s sword, but Half-finger reached down from his horse and grabbed the back of my robe, jerking me away. I fell down onto my back on the rocks and sand, and Half-finger lowered the point of his sword until it hung before my face.

Catching my breath, I turned my head and saw Kerrn, lying a step away, staring back at me. Her breath gasped in and out, and her eyes were wide.

“Stand up,” Half-finger said.

Slowly I got to my feet, my hands still tied, the end of the tether trailing in the dust. I looked around for the bird, but didn’t see it. Half-finger cut a new length of rope and tethered me to his own saddle.

The other guard reached over to Kerrn’s horse and rummaged in the saddlebag until he found the bag with the locus stone in it. He held it up by the drawstring to show his captain, who nodded. Half-finger kicked his horse into a walk.

I looked back over my shoulder.


In the growing darkness, Kerrn lay on her back in the middle of the road. As I watched, the bird circled down and landed on the ground next to her. Then the tether jerked, and the sorcerer-king’s men took me away.









CHAPTER 31



Stumbling after Half-finger and his two men, I looked down the road. It led toward the mountains where the sun had just set. The sky darkened to purple. “What’s down this road?” I asked at last.
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“The sorcerer-king’s fortress,” Half-finger said.

His fortress?

I gulped down a lump of sudden fright. I darted forward a few steps and, with my bound hands, seized Half-finger’s half-fingered hand where he held the reins. “Don’t take me there,” I said.

He shook me off. “Be quiet.”

Overhead, the sky darkened; the night air was suddenly chilly, and I shivered. I’d have to try to escape and get to Rowan—even if it meant leaving the locus magicalicus.

“Please,” I said, leaning on his arm again.

This time, when he shook me off, I brushed my tied hands against his uniform and nicked his knife right off his sash, sliding it up the sleeve of my shirt, inside my robe. I slowed down until I was at the end of my tether again. We walked for a while in silence. Half-finger glanced over his shoulder at me; in the growing darkness, I doubted he could see much. His two men rode silently beside him. When he looked away again, I slid the knife down to my hands. Holding it between my palms, I bent my head—hoping he wouldn’t turn around—and, taking the handle of the knife in my teeth, sawed at the rope. The guard captain kept his knives sharp. Slice, twice, and my hands were free. I held on to the end of the tether and looked up. Half-finger and his men faced forward, noticing nothing.

Taking a deep breath, I dropped the end of the tether, whirled, and tripped over a stone. Drats! I scrambled to my feet and started running. Behind me, a guard shouted.

At that very moment, the moon popped up over the horizon; the road before me lit up like a river of milk. I ran on, looking for a side trail, but all I saw was a swirl of shadows and thorny bushes. If I could hide and then get back to Frogtown, maybe the water-crone would help me. Kerrn might be all right and we could make our way to the posting inn together. I raced onward—then something grabbed my foot and I went sprawling, landing hard on the rocky road. I rolled over and reached down, touched rope, and went for the knife to cut it. Horse hoofs crunched over the road, and another loop of rope dropped over my arms, then cinched tight.

I looked up and caught my breath. Each one of the guards held the end of a rope. Between them, Half-finger, bathed in moonlight, looked like a statue made of slowsilver.

“Drop the knife onto the ground,” he said. “And then stand up and move away from it.”

I thought about it, then did as he ordered.

He dismounted and, keeping his eyes on me, picked up the knife. “Turn around.”

Slowly, I turned around. Was he going to stab me in the back, like one of his guards had done to Kerrn? I hunched my shoulders.

“Put your hands behind your back,” Half- finger said.

I did it, and he tied them, the rope burning where it rubbed against the raw skin of my wrists. I kept quiet. At least he hadn’t stuck the knife in me.


He dropped another loop of rope around my neck, but let it lie noose-loose. Then he went back to his horse, tied the new tether to the saddle, and mounted. He pointed to the road. “You walk ahead.”

I walked ahead. Leading them toward the sorcerer-king’s fortress.

 

We walked for a long time, the moon tracking high above us in the purple-black sky. Once we stopped and Half-finger watered the horses, but he didn’t give me any water. I swallowed down dust and stood quietly, with my head down, trying to think. Jaggus wanted me brought to his fortress. Why? To kill me?

And why did he have a fortress outside Desh? His power came from the magic, and the magic was in the city, not out here in the desert. It didn’t make sense.

I thought about Kerrn, back at the crossroads. The knife had gone into her back, but she was still breathing when they’d taken me away. She might be all right after a while, and she had her horse, and the bird. She might be able to get to the posting inn and tell Rowan what had happened. But even if she did, what could Rowan do about it? She was angry with me; she might not want to do anything. She might go back to Wellmet without me.

Half-finger and the guards mounted up again and waited for me to start walking, then nudged their horses into a walk, following.

On we plodded, through the night. I walked slowly, and even the horses looked tired, hanging their heads.

Something was ahead, I could feel it in my bones. It wasn’t magic, I didn’t think, because it felt heavy, like dread, or a nest of a thousand misery eels. As we went on, the feeling grew stronger, like it was pulling me in.

Finally the sky lightened to gray—and stayed gray, because storm clouds hung low over our heads. The feeling of dread faded as the sky grew lighter.


I stumbled and looked ahead, down the road.

The fortress. It was built of polished white stone, with high walls all around the outside, square towers on each of five corners, and one tall, thin tower in the middle, like a bony white finger pointing at the sky. As we came closer, a ray of sunlight broke out of the clouds and glinted off the tower, and it glittered white, like old, polished bones.

The dread feeling had come from the fortress. I stopped in the middle of the road. Half-finger didn’t say anything; he and the guards just rode past me until the rope around my neck tightened and I had to stumble along after them.

We came up to the high walls, which were so thick the gateway was a dark and clammy tunnel. We passed through that and into a courtyard.

It was empty. Ahead was the fortress, a huge block built of white stone, with narrow slits for windows and a huge front door, shut tight and banded with metal.

Behind us, back down the tunnel through the wall, another door closed with a clanging boom, and I heard the rattle of chains and locks.

Half-finger climbed down off his horse. He held my neck-noose tether, so when he started walking I had to follow him in a side door, across a wide, white, dusty hall, and up some twisty stairs. We went up and up, into one of the towers, I guessed. Was Jaggus up there, waiting for me? My heart pounded, and I panted, trying to keep up with him.

He stopped at a doorway just off the stairs and jerked me closer to him with the tether. Then he took out his knife. Before I could squirm away, he used the knife to cut the rope from my neck, and the one from my hands. Then he opened the door and shoved me inside.

The door slammed and locked behind me, a puzzle lock from the sound of it, with a trick-barreled key and double-click flange.

I took a deep breath and looked around.

Dear Nevery, I thought as I examined the room. I’ve gone to stay at Jaggus’s fortress for a while. The room was big—maybe fifteen paces across—and empty, except for dust, and made of white stone. The air was cold and dry. It was dim—the only light came from the narrow slit of a high window. I went and jumped and caught the edge of the window with my fingers; I pulled myself up, resting my chin on the stone sill to look out. The walls were thicker than my arm, so I could only see a narrow slice of desert and, in the distance, mountains. I dropped to the floor again, raising a little cloud of dust. My room has a good view, I added to the letter in my head. I examined the smooth, white walls. And the stonework is very fine.

I slid down the wall and sat on the dusty floor. My bones ached with tiredness. I leaned my head back against the wall and closed my eyes. They weren’t going to kill me, at least not right away. If that had been the plan, they would’ve done it right after they’d taken me from Kerrn. So they were saving me for something else.


I slid farther down, to lie with my back against the wall. Even though I was worried about what Jaggus planned for me, I was too tired to stay awake. My eyes fell closed and I went to sleep.

When I woke up later, the room was dark and I heard the lock turn over. The door swung open and a gust of dusty air blew into the room. I creaked to my feet and leaned against the wall. Half-finger came in, carrying a lantern that burned with sickly green werelight and a tray with bread and a jug of water on it. In the darkened doorway lurked a Shadow, watching me with its glowing eye.

“Take off all your clothes,” Half-finger said, “and put these on.” He tossed a shirt and trousers onto the floor. A little cloud of dust puffed up and settled.

I looked at the clothes, then up at Half-finger and shook my head.

He took a half step forward. The green werelight flared. “If you don’t do it yourself,” he said softly, “I will have this one help you.” He nodded at the Shadow behind him.

No, I didn’t want that kind of help. I pulled the sand robe over my head and dropped it on the floor.

“Show me your hands,” Half-finger said.

I raised my hands, which were empty.

He nodded and watched very carefully as I stripped off the rest of my dirty, smelly clothes and my boots, and put on the ones he’d brought in. They were too big. I rolled up the sleeves of the shirt and cinched the drawstring belt on the trousers, but they still hung loose.

I bent over to pick up my old clothes.

“Stop,” Half-finger said; he put his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Back away.”

I straightened and did as he’d ordered. The Shadow stayed in the doorway, watching.

Half-finger went to my pile of clothes and nudged it with his foot, then bent and picked up my shirt. It was ragged and filthy. It took him only a moment to find the lockpick wires sewn into the collar. He nodded to himself and scooped up the rest of my clothes and boots, and carried them out of the room. The Shadow flowed after him. The door slammed behind them and locked.

Drats. They’re taking very good care of me, Nevery, I added. I won’t be leaving here anytime soon.








CHAPTER 32



The bread was hard as rocks, but after soaking it in the water, I ate and drank. I was tired enough after that to go to sleep, but first I had to try to get out.

I tried the door. The lock was impossible without lockpick wires. The hinges were on the other side, so I wouldn’t be able to work on them, either.
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Then I tried the window. The walls were as thick as I was tall, and the window was just a narrow slot. If I lay sideways, I might be able to squeeze far enough out to see what was what. Maybe the wall outside would have some nice cracks in it; maybe I could climb down and get away. I jumped up and caught the windowsill and pulled myself up. I squeezed myself in on my side, wriggling forward. Outside, I heard the hiss, hiss of wind blowing past the tower.

I wriggled farther into the window slot until I put my chin over the rough edge of stone and looked down. The wall was slick and smooth, just like inside. And it was way too far to jump. I wriggled back out again and dropped to the floor of my cell.

Drats. I was stuck.

I lay down with my back against the wall to sleep. My eyes were just closing when I heard a fluttering at the slitted window.


A bird sat there, folding its wings and fixing me with a sharp, yellow eye.

“Hello,” I said, sitting up. My voice sounded thin in the empty room.

Awk, said the bird.

“D’you have a letter for me?” I asked.

It did. It swooped down from the window to the floor and let me take the roll of paper from the quill tied to its leg. A letter from Nevery.














Connwaer,

It has been ten days since your last letter. I must conclude that either you have broken your promise to report your progress, or that you have gotten yourself into some sort of trouble in Desh and cannot write. Your previous letter leads me to believe that Jaggus has something to do with it. I trust that the Lady Rowan is safe; she, at least, knows how to look after herself.

When you have received this, write at once.

—Nevery












 

I had nothing to write with, but Nevery was going to be furious if he didn’t hear back from me. I looked over his letter again.

I did have something to write with, of course. Carefully, I tore a few scraps from the paper, scraps with words written on them. With my teeth, I ripped the edge of my sleeve, then picked free a rough thread and bit it off. I took the paper scraps that read Rowan is safe and tore cannot in half for not and in Desh, rolled them together, and tied them with a length of thread. Then I put together another message—Connwaer and into some sort of trouble and Jaggus has something to do with it—and tied it with another bit of thread. Both the notes I slid into the quill tied to the bird’s leg.

“Off you go,” I said. Nevery would know what the notes read; and he’d have no difficulty believing I’d gotten myself into trouble. I wasn’t sure what he could do about it, though.

The black bird flapped up to the wide windowsill and perched there, then it hopped forward and launched itself out into the gray day.

I hoped it would hurry. Then I went to sleep.

 

I woke up when I heard the jink-clink-kajink of the key slotting in and the puzzle lock turning over, and then the door swung open.

“Lothfalas,” said a voice with a sharp accent, and the room filled with brilliant light.

I blinked the brights from my eyes. Jaggus stepped in, holding his locus magicalicus. He had a big, furry lump on his shoulder. Half-finger stood in the doorway behind him, and in the hallway outside, I saw Shadows flinching away from the light.

“Ah, here you are,” Jaggus said. “My black shadow.”

I wasn’t his. I got to my feet and leaned against the wall and didn’t say anything. Maybe he’d tell me why he’d brought me here.

“Bring me my chair,” he said without taking his eyes off me. Behind him, Half-finger nodded at somebody. After a moment a chair appeared; the guard captain set it inside the room, then stepped back to fill the doorway.

Jaggus settled himself on the chair. The light from the locus stone stayed bright, filling the room with sharp shadows. The lump on his shoulder turned its head and I saw that it was a white cat with a flat face, sharp, raked-back ears, keen pink eyes, and a long white tail.

“My Shadows have been watching you for a long time,” he said. “I know who you are, Connwaer. Not a servant of the Lady Rowan, but a spy and thief. I venture so far as to guess that you are the young wizard responsible for the disruption of our plans last year in Wellmet.”

Our plans? “What d’you mean?” I asked.

“You had not realized?” He smiled. “The wizard Pettivox and the Underlord Crowe. They did not know the role they played, but they served our purpose. We supplied them with slowsilver and with the plans for their device. They were weakening the magic of Wellmet, making it ready for me. And they would have succeeded if not for you.”

I shook my head, trying to get the new thought into my brain. Crowe and Pettivox, and their device. That had all been part of another plan—Jaggus’s plan? “Why?” I asked. “I mean, why did you attack Wellmet’s magic?”

“I can think of a better question,” Jaggus said. His long, thin fingers stroked his locus magicalicus, which looked like a clot of blood in his hand. “Why were you brought here, my shadow? That question will exercise your clever brain, will it not?”

That question was already exercising my brain; I didn’t need Jaggus to ask it.

“Well, I will tell you,” Jaggus said. “I did not bring you here. It did.”

It?

On his shoulder, the white cat watched me with sharp eyes. Jaggus gave a small, secret smile. “Arhionvar brought you,” he said.


I stared at him. What was he saying?

“You understand, don’t you, little black shadow?” he said. “Arhionvar is a magic, just like the magic of your city. Arhionvar is here. It has chosen you, just as it chose me.”

Oh. The dread I’d felt outside the fortress. It was a magical being, he was saying. But magic without a city? That was wrong. It couldn’t be right. I didn’t understand, no matter what Jaggus said.

“Now, because Arhionvar wants you,” Jaggus said, “we will help you. To begin with, we will help you find another locus magicalicus.”

Another locus stone? I straightened up from the wall and stared at him.

Jaggus smiled. “Ah, I see that this interests you.”

It did.

“Pyrotechnics is your current method, I believe, as you have no locus stone. I will give you slowsilver. And tourmalifine, and whatever other materials you need. You may use my workroom.


I will teach you a finding spell, and you can use pyrotechnics to cast it.”

A finding spell? That was a very good idea. I didn’t know any finding spells; I wondered if Nevery did.

“We will find your locus stone. Wouldn’t that be nice? And then you can join us.”

I shook my head. Finding my locus stone would be more than nice. But I wasn’t going to join Jaggus and his dread magic.

Jaggus frowned. “Well, then.” On his shoulder, the white cat yawned, showing off long, sharp teeth. “I will give you a night to think about it. Arhionvar will persuade you.” He got to his feet. “Have a pleasant night, my little shadow.”

Taking the bright locus light with him, Jaggus and the guard captain left the room. The door swung closed and locked.

 

By the time they left, I was so tired my thoughts were whirling around inside my head.


So was the spellword the Wellmet magic had spoken to me.

Damrodellodesseldeshellarhionvarliardenliesh.

The dread magic’s name was Arhionvar. Arhionvar. Another part of the spellword. The magic of Wellmet had known about the dread magic all along. This was why it’d sent me to Desh. I was supposed to deal with Arhionvar.

I fell asleep thinking about magical beings without cities and finding spells and Jaggus’s strange cat.

I woke up in the blackest, darkest part of the night. The dark pushed up against my eyes.

Something was in the room with me. I could feel it, pressing down on me like cold stone until my breath came short. I sat up and backed into a corner and opened my eyes wide, straining against the dark, trying to see. Misery eels? I waited for the soft, icy touch of a misery eel on the back of my neck. Nothing happened; they didn’t come.

The air grew heavier, and the feeling of dread gathered in my stomach and spread outward into my arms and legs and up into my head until all I could think of was dread. I heard my own breath, gasping in and out, and behind it the roar of the room’s quiet. Was there a Shadow in the room with me?

No, not a Shadow. It was Arhionvar.

I curled into a ball in the corner for a long time, my eyes squeezed shut and my teeth clenched to keep from crying out loud. The dread magic watched me, and it waited. I felt like I’d been turned to stone.

Slowly, the watching dread went away, like a heavy hand being lifted from the top of my head. After a while, I caught my breath and stopped trembling, and sat up against the wall. The long slit of a window had turned gray—morning had come.









CHAPTER 33



In the dusty, gray light of morning, I heard the key in the lock and got to my feet.

It was Jaggus and his cat. He looked me over with a keen eye. “A bad night?” he asked.

I shrugged.
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“Were you persuaded?” he asked.

I shook my head. No.

Jaggus ordered his chair again and sat down. He held his locus magicalicus in his hand. In the dim room it looked dull and dark. Darker than before, I thought, as if the rot in its center had spread. It meant Jaggus was rotting too, weak and ready to crumble. “A fine jewel,” Jaggus said. “Just as your locus magicalicus was.”

I nodded. Except that my stone hadn’t had a poisoned, rotten center.

“See?” Jaggus said. “You and I are just alike.”

I blinked. “No, we’re not.”

“Try not to be stupid, shadow boy. We are the same. Let me prove it to you. I have received reports. Your Lady Rowan has left you behind and fled back to Wellmet. You have been exiled from your city by the very people who should be your colleagues and friends. Your own master has disavowed you. You are alone, are you not?”

I shrugged.


Jaggus frowned. “Before you became a wizard. You were alone then, were you not? The most miserable, lonely person in your entire city?” He nodded. “When Arhionvar came to Desh, the magic of the city was weak from years of slowsilver mining. Arhionvar knew it could take the city, but it needed a wizard to do its work in the world. It chose me above every other wizard in the city because my family sold me into the service of a master whom I hated. Your Wellmet magic chose you, shadow boy. Not because you were a great sorcerer, but because you are just like me. You are alone.”

While he spoke, my heart started pounding and I leaned back against the wall because my knees were shaking. He was right. Before I’d picked Nevery’s pocket on the streets of the Twilight, I had been, sure as sure, the most alone person in all of Wellmet.

“And now your own magic has cast you out,” Jaggus said. The darkness grew in his eyes, blotting out the blue, and his voice got deeper. “You are alone again. But Arhionvar wishes to take you up. Join us, and you can be a sorcerer. You will not have to be alone anymore.”

I shook my head. “Wellmet didn’t cast me out. It sent me.”

“You are lying to yourself if you think so,” said Jaggus. “You have no locus magicalicus. You are useless to your magic.”

I gulped down a sudden surge of fright. “I won’t join you, Jaggus,” I said.

He leaned forward, his eyes empty windows. “I can see, my shadow,” Jaggus said, “that you must think further on this. Arhionvar will visit you for another night or two. I will come back when you are persuaded.”

 

That second night alone in the dark was worse than the first. I was like a wet cloth, and the dread magic picked me up and wrung me out until I was dry, and then stretched me out and carefully tore me into rags. It got into my head and made me think of all the bad things that had ever happened to me. Exile from Wellmet, Heartsease a ruin, Benet hurt. Dee dead and cold. The cell full of misery eels under Pettivox’s house. Nevery saying he didn’t need an apprentice. Shivering in cold doorways with nothing to eat. Being led into a room with a bed in it and seeing Black Maggie, my mother, lying still and white and cold. Leaving me alone.

No. The bird was on its way to Nevery. I was not alone. I pushed away the rags and bits of memory and fixed my thoughts on the bird. The connwaer, a black shadow swooping over the golden, thorny desert. Then over the grasslands and through the dark forest, pausing to perch on a high branch to rest. Then on to Wellmet. It flapped up to a window at the academicos and went tap-tap-tap with its beak against the glass. The window cracked open and it hopped inside.

Morning came at last. I uncurled myself from my corner, stiff and aching in my bones. I didn’t know if I could last another night like that one.


The day got later and later. I couldn’t stop thinking about the dread magic. What would happen if I gave in and let it have me? I’d be like Jaggus, was what. My own dread grew and grew. I went to the door and checked it, but it was locked, and then I paced around the room and checked it again. Still locked. Curse Half-finger for taking my lockpick wires.

 

Night was coming.

I sat with my back to the wall with my arms wrapped around my knees, and watched the window slit. The sky outside, the narrow slice of it that I could see, grew darker, but it was too early for night. Then I heard a rumble of thunder, far away, and rain started. It came down hard, like a waterfall, and even in the high-up tower room I could smell the wet desert. The dry dust in the room settled.

At the window came a flap and flutter, and the black bird tumbled in. It hopped to its feet and shook a spatter of rain off its wings. Then it flew down to the stone floor.

Its quill was longer this time. My hand shaking, I untied it carefully, turned it upside down, and tapped it. A roll of damp paper fell out, and also two wires bent in half—lockpick wires.

The letter was from Nevery, of course, but the rain had gotten into the quill, leaving the letter nothing but smudges. That was all right. I could guess what it said.









CHAPTER 34



I had the whole night before anyone would come looking for me. As soon as the sun set, I brought the lockpick wires over to the door. I’d heard the lock open and close enough times to know exactly what it looked like inside. Quick hands, steady hands, I picked the lock. I eased the door open and peered out into the hallway. It was empty and dark. After slipping out the door, I slunk down the hallway, quick-quiet on my bare feet. Then down some stairs, across another hallway, and down again, until I got to the ground floor.
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Nobody was about. I felt the heaviness of the dread magic gathering. I wondered if all the human guards hid themselves away at night when the magic came out. I wasn’t sure about the Shadows, though.

My legs were shaking, and I couldn’t quite catch my breath. Not enough to eat and not enough sleep. I stayed close to the walls in case I stumbled, and crept through empty stone rooms on the ground floor until I found a small doorway at the end of a passage that let out at the edge of the courtyard.

Every thief knows, when planning to steal something, that the first thing you do is find another way out of the place you’re sneaking into. That way, if the job goes wrong, you may not nick the thing you came for, but at least you don’t get caught at it.

Jaggus still had his locus magicalicus, and he and the dread magic were planning some kind of attack against the Wellmet magic. They must have tried weakening the Desh magic with slowsilver mining, just like they’d weakened the Wellmet magic with Crowe’s prisoning device. I had to stop them if I could. But first I needed an escape route.

I opened the door onto the courtyard and looked out. The rain had cleared off, and the clouds had thinned enough that the moon, a little off full, shone through, making the night shadowy, not completely dark. A good night for creeping around.

I crept across the courtyard until I came to the wall, and then I followed it away from the main gate, hoping I’d find a smaller door, one less likely to be guarded. Sure enough, I found one, down at the end of a passageway through the thick wall.

The lock on the outside door was a simple lock. After picking it, I put the lockpick wires into my pocket and cracked the door open.

The door was jerked out of my hand and swung wide.

A shadow loomed up before me. “Be still,” growled a deep voice, and then a cold sword edge rested against my neck.

I stayed still. Why did they have guards on the outside?

“Wait,” said Rowan’s voice. “Conn, is that you?”

I laughed. I’d thought she’d be halfway to Wellmet by now. “Hello, Ro.”

Argent was the one holding the sword; it glinted in the faint moonlight. Rowan was just a shadow behind him. She pushed Argent’s sword arm down, swept past him, and grabbed me into a fierce hug.


“You’re all right?” she asked, letting me go.

I nodded.

“Don’t ever do anything like that ever again, Connwaer,” she said.

Argent muscled in between us and grabbed me by the scruff of the neck. “I should cut your throat right now,” he growled, “for all the trouble you’ve caused.”

“He has caused us trouble,” Rowan said. “But he came to meet us. That’s something, Argent. Let him go, and we can be off.”

Argent let me go.

“Ro, did you bring the guards with you?” I asked.

Her face looked pale in the moonlight. “Conn, we’re all here. We’ve been searching for a way in for hours. But we didn’t have anyone who could pick the lock on this door.” She gave me her slant-smiling look. “We’re leaving Desh, and we came this way because we guessed you might be imprisoned here. Come along.”


I shook my head. “I can’t.”

Argent growled. He still had his sword out. Kerrn stepped up beside him.

“Hello, Kerrn,” I said, glad to see her. “You’re all right?”

“I am well enough,” she said. “No more talking; we must go.”

I stepped back into the doorway. “I can’t leave,” I told them.

They were silent, staring at me.

“You don’t have to come,” I said quickly. “But I have to find Jaggus and destroy his locus magicalicus, and if I can’t do that, I have to steal it again.” That was the only way I could think of to deal with Arhionvar as the magic of Wellmet wanted me to. Without Jaggus and his locus magicalicus, Arhionvar wouldn’t have a wizard to do things for it, like order the mining of slowsilver in Desh to destroy its magic or make Shadows to attack Wellmet.

More silence. Then, “I suppose you have a good reason to do this,” Rowan said, her voice shaking.

I nodded. “The same reasons as before. You could wait out here. I’ll try to hurry.” I thought of something. “Can I borrow a sword?”

Kerrn huffed out a breath that sounded like a laugh. Then she winced. “I will come with you, thief, if the Lady Rowan permits it.”

“All right,” I said. “Let’s go.” I felt the dread magic swirling around. We needed to hurry.

“We’ll all come,” Rowan said firmly.

“What is the guard contingent?” Kerrn asked.

I thought back. “At least three guards, and one of them is Half-finger, the captain. There might be more that I didn’t see. And some Shadows, I’m not sure how many. We have to get past them to get to Jaggus.” I decided not to tell them about Arhionvar; it would take too long to explain.

Argent went to bring up the guards. Rowan stepped up next to me and handed me a sheathed sword on a belt; she wore her own sword at her waist.

“Would Magister Nevery approve of what you’re doing, Conn?” Rowan asked quietly.

She didn’t know about the birds or my letters from Nevery. “He would, Ro, sure as sure,” I said. My stomach growled. “D’you have anything to eat?”

She gave a half laugh. Kerrn gave her something, and she passed it along to me. A bag with food in it, cheese in a roll of bread. I took a big bite. She held out her canteen. I took it and had a long drink. Much better.

I heard the shuff, shuff of footsteps on sand, and Argent came up with seven guards. He’d left three with Nimble, he said, who refused to come along.

“You lead,” Kerrn said.

I gulped down the last of the roll and cheese and hung my sword belt over my shoulder. “Be as quiet as you can,” I said, and led them back into the fortress.


 

The guards wouldn’t have made good thieves because their footsteps echoed on the stone floors and they kept whispering questions to each other, and to Kerrn.

Jaggus, I guessed, would have his workroom in the tall tower in the middle of the fortress. It would likely have only one door in, and if any guards were around they would be there.

We rattled around the ground floor rooms for a bit, like noisy shadows, until we found a wide staircase leading up. A lone werelight turned low glowed from the top of the stairs. I headed toward it.

I got to the top step and paused; the guards and Rowan and Argent waited on the stairs behind me. At the top of the stairs was a wide landing. The werelight lantern hung from a hook beside a door, casting a small circle of greenish, wavery light onto the floor. Everything else was dark.


The door led to Jaggus’s workroom, sure as sure. He couldn’t have left it unguarded. It’d be locked, anyway. I felt in my pocket for my lockpick wires.

“Wait here,” I said over my shoulder.

Leaving Rowan, Kerrn, Argent, and the guards at the top of the stairs, I bare-footed across the landing to the door.

I crouched down to have a look at the lock, putting my sheathed sword on the floor next to me. Taking out a wire, I probed inside to see what I was dealing with. Steady hands, and then a faint, oily click.

Drats. Quickly I pulled out the wire. A fretlock. It had a set mechanism inside, and if I tripped it, the lock would realign itself and I’d have to start over again. This would take some time.

I glanced back toward the stairs. I couldn’t see the others. Outside my circle of greenish light, shadows flowed. A finger of clammy, dusty air stroked across the back of my neck. “Shadows!” I whispered. I caught a glimpse of a purple-black eye and boiling black shadows.

I heard the sound of bootsteps rushing up the stairs and the hiss of a blade being drawn from a sheath. “On your guard!” Kerrn shouted.

I shoved the lockpicks into my pocket, grabbed up my sword from the floor, and leaped to my feet. Three Shadows gathered at the edge of the light, reaching toward me with long tendrils of darkness.

I fell back against the door and wrestled the sword out of the sheath and swung it one-handed ’round at the Shadows. The blade sliced through one of them, and it dissolved into black rags of shadow that swirled, then re-formed around the pulsing eye.

From the stairs, I heard more footsteps rushing up, and shouting—Half-finger and his men had snuck up on the others from behind. Another werelight flared. In the faint greenish light, the landing was full of swooping Shadows, and a swarm of fortress guards with swords, fighting with the Wellmet guards.

“Conn!” Rowan shouted. She was in the middle of the fighting. Her sword flashed in the dim light as she parried a thrust by a fortress guard. With her other hand, she reached out and yanked his head scarf over his eyes, then reversed her sword and clubbed him across the back of the head. He crumpled to the floor. Another fortress guard lunged at her and she whirled to catch his blade on her blade.

Yet another guard attacked her, and Argent leaped to her side, his blade slashing across the man’s chest, spattering the floor with blood. The guard groaned and fell backward. Two more fortress guards attacked them.

I couldn’t hide in my bit of light while Rowan and Argent did all the fighting.

With a quick lunge, like Kerrn had taught me, I poked my sword into one of the Shadows. The blade went right in, then I pulled it out with a pop. Dust crumbled along the sharp edge. The Shadow swooped down on me again, and this time, when I swung the blade around, it sliced through its darkness, hitting the darksilver eye with a clang that vibrated up my arm. The Shadow exploded into black dust, and darksilver rained down around me, burning where it touched my skin.

Brushing off the steaming drops of darksilver, my bare feet sliding over dust, I stepped out of the circle of light, heading for Rowan and Argent, where the fighting was thickest. They stood back-to-back, their swords flashing, defending themselves from three fortress guards.

Keep your guard up, I told myself. I gripped my sword and plunged into the fight. A guard swung his blade at me, and I ducked out of the way and swiped back at him, but missed. Rowan caught my eye and nodded, then said something over her shoulder to Argent, who glanced my way.


A swathe of shadow reached from behind me and tightened around my neck. I spun around, slashing with my sword, but it cut right through the shadows. The numb-stone feeling spread. I gasped for breath. Then a sword plunged past me and straight into the Shadow’s staring eye.

The Shadow blew apart into a cloud of dust, releasing me.

I whirled back and caught Argent’s nod as he brought his blade back around to block a thrust from a fortress guard.

Another guard came at me, his blade feinting and glinting in the dim light. I flailed out with my sword, just missing Argent. “Careful!” he shouted, blocking my wild swing.

“Sorry,” I gasped.

The fortress guard came at me again. I ducked to the side, and then somehow his blade cut around, slashing toward my head.

I brought my own blade up in a desperate parry. The guard ducked as I swung wide; then my sword slipped from my grip, spinning ’round until its tip sliced across my arm, right below the elbow, tearing a ragged gash through the cloth of my shirt. The sword clattered to the stone floor and spun away. I scrambled after it, ducking another blow from the fortress guard.

“Get out of the way!” Argent shouted, doing some fancy footwork to keep from tripping over me.

He was right; I wasn’t any use to them. I needed to get back to the door. I grabbed up my sword and tried to get my bearings.

“Conn!” Rowan shouted. She kept her eye on two Shadows, hovering just out of reach of her blade.

“Here!” I answered, from behind her.

She spun around and grabbed my arm, right where my own blade had cut me. Ow. It hadn’t hurt right away, but I could feel it now, a nasty gash cutting deep into the muscle.

“To the door!” She dragged me away from the fighting and over to the circle of light by the door. “Do what you have to do,” she ordered, and let me go. Her hand came away covered with blood. She looked at her hand, then at me, with wide eyes.

“I’m all right,” I said, and went to crouch by the door. I dropped my sword onto the floor and pulled out my lockpick wires.

I closed my eyes, feeling my way into the fretlock. The sharp end of the wire brushed over the set mechanism. Two tumble-bolts, I thought, and a spring-set puzzle ratchet, and in front of it, the fretwork. Right.

Closing my ears to the sounds of fighting, I took the other wire from my mouth and probed into the lock, listening for the snick of the set. There. Steady hands, and I flicked the other wire into place.

An oily click, and the lock reset itself. Curse it!

“Hurry!” Rowan said from behind me.

“Ro, I need you to hold this,” I said.


I heard a swish of cloth, and she was crouched beside me. “What?” she said.

I took the wires out of the lock and steadied my hands to try again. “Hold the wire when I say,” I said.

She nodded.

Careful, careful, past the fretwork and bolts and ratchet. Then the second wire.

“All right, hold it,” I said.

Rowan reached out and held the end of the wire. Her hand stayed absolutely steady.

I probed the fretlock. Then a quick twist and a double flick, the lock turned smoothly over, and I was in. I glanced aside at Rowan. “You’d make a good lockpick,” I said. She gave me a quick grin and leaped to her feet.

My ears opened again to the sound of fighting, and I glanced back over my shoulder.

Half-finger and a Shadow were headed for Rowan.

“Can you hold them?” I asked.


“Go!” Rowan shouted, and brought her blade up.

I grabbed up my sword and leaped through the doorway, slamming the door behind me.








CHAPTER 35



The stairway was completely dark. With the door closed, the sounds of fighting were muffled.

I had to hurry. Rowan and the rest were outnumbered, and if Jaggus brought the dread magic to bear on them, they wouldn’t last long.
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My bare feet silent on the stone steps, I raced upward. The stairs twisted ’round and ’round, higher and higher. My legs grew tired and my breath tore at my lungs. Blood from the gash dripped down my arm.

As I climbed, the dread magic grew thicker in the air, pressing down on me. Arhionvar knew I was coming. I took deep breaths and made myself go faster, step, step, step through the darkness.

The door at the top of the staircase was open; white-bright light blazed from the doorway. I slowed down, catching my breath, waiting for my eyes to adjust. The air was thick with the dread magic; it made every breath heavy; it made my bones shaky. I’d gotten this far, and now I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. Still, I climbed up the last two steps and stood in the doorway.

The room was at the very top of the tower; it was clean and full of sharp-edged shadows, and set in each of the four walls was a tall, wide-silled, open window looking out at darkness. White-bright flames flickered along the edges of the ceiling and floor, and light blazed from Jaggus’s locus magicalicus, which rested in a dish full of sparking darksilver in the middle of a high table. Three white cats lay on the table around the dish. Jaggus himself sat on a stool, staring into the locus stone, carrying another cat on his shoulders. I wondered what he was looking for.

“Ah, Connwaer,” Jaggus said. “We knew you would come back to us.” He turned slowly to face me. The pupils of his eyes were huge and blank-dark, like the windows.

The dread magic was in his head, clear as clear. Was it looking out at me through his eyes? Did it make his thoughts heavy and numb?

“Are you going to attack us?” Jaggus asked.

I’d forgotten I was holding the sword. Slowly I bent and put it on the floor. As I straightened, drops of blood from the gash in my arm spattered onto the white stone; the blood looked black in the bright light. “I don’t want to fight you, Jaggus,” I said.


And I didn’t. He was right. He and I were just alike. We’d both been alone. I wasn’t alone anymore, not with Nevery and Benet and Rowan for friends. But Jaggus was alone except for Arhionvar in his head all the time, using him, and his loneliness. Now I understood his true name. No wonder he was broken.

“You did not come to attack us?” Jaggus said.

“No,” I said. “I’m not a guardsman, I’m a thief. I came to steal your locus magicalicus.” On the table, the stone rested in the sparking dish of darksilver. It was darker than before; the poisoned part in its center had grown. It was nothing but rot.

“To steal it?” Jaggus pushed away the cats and picked up the dish, holding it with the tips of his fingers, as if it burned. Darksilver smoked and sizzled all around the locus stone. Even from where I stood, I could see how deeply rotted it was. “You cannot steal my locus magicalicus. If you hold it in your hand, Arhionvar will take you, and you will be ours. Here it is.” He held out the dish.


I took a deep breath and stepped forward.

Slowly I raised my hand and reached into the dish and picked up the sorcerer-king’s locus magicalicus.

Like a thick, black wave, Arhionvar surged through the stone and into me. I gasped for breath as it wrapped around me, prying with fingers like knives into the darkest corners of my head. It was far stronger coming through the stone than it had been when I was alone in my cell.

“You will belong to it, just as I do,” Jaggus whispered. His eyes were wide and dark.

The dread magic howled around me. I struggled, and it squeezed tighter. Pain slashed into me, blazing into my bones. Darkness came with the pain, pressing down on me heavier and heavier with dark dread. Arhionvar had attacked Jaggus the same way once, and Jaggus had let it take him.

With every scrap of strength that I had, I pushed the magic away. “No!” I cried out loud.


As I pushed, the darkness all around me became the fluttering of black-feathered wings. It became the black yarn of the sweater Benet had knitted me, and the black silk dress Rowan had been wearing the first time I’d met her. It was Nevery’s black eyes, glaring sternly at me. Get on with it, boy, he said.

Right.

I opened my eyes.

Jaggus stood staring at me. “We knew you could not resist. Now you will join us.”

“No,” I said sadly. “You are going to join me.”

I was a wizard with no locus magicalicus. And Jaggus would be, too. I held up the red jewel stone. I could see the soft, slimy rot at its center. I didn’t need to be a wizard to do this. I closed my hand and squeezed as hard as I could. With a muffled pop, the locus stone burst apart like an overripe plum, then turned to dust in my hand.

Jaggus stared at me, his mouth wide, then stared at the dust falling to the white floor. The black windows in his eyes snapped shut, he blinked, and his eyes turned blue. The cat leaped from his shoulder and dropped to the floor. “No,” he whispered.

He fell onto his knees and, using his hands, started sweeping up the dust that had been his locus stone. “No, no, no, no,” he said. He scrabbled up two hands full of dust. It leaked out between his fingers.

He looked up at me. His braids had loosened and hung in his face like white cat tails; his blue eyes were wide and streaked with blood. “Arhionvar!” he screamed.

The words echoed against the white walls. The magic couldn’t hear him, not without a locus stone. I knew how he felt; I’d lost a locus stone once, too.

“Don’t leave me,” Jaggus moaned. He climbed to his feet.

Then he whirled and staggered across the room to one of the tall windows and stepped up onto its wide sill.

I knew what he was going to do, to prove his tie to the magic. But Jaggus was nothing to Arhionvar now.

“No!” I shouted, starting after him.

“Arhionvar!” Jaggus shouted, and he stepped out of the window.

I flung myself after him, flat down on the sill, reaching down with my hand.

I caught him. His hand was like a claw. “Hold on!” I gasped.

He stared up at me, his eyes wide. Blood from my arm dripped down onto his face.

“Don’t let go,” I said.

“Let me go,” he whispered. “Arhionvar will not let me fall.” He jerked himself upward and dragged his fingernails along the gash in my arm. His hand slipped out of mine.

Jaggus hung in the air for a moment; he stared up at me, and his laugh was a high, scared sound. Arhionvar held him, and then it let him go. Jaggus’s laugh turned into a scream. Down he fell, turning over and over like a leaf in the wind, until the blackness swallowed him up. He was gone.














 

Rowan Forestal

Argent and I fought the remaining fortress guards and the Shadows to a standstill, and then we raced up the winding stairs of the tower to the room at the top. We found Conn there, hanging half out of one of the room’s windows.

I feared that he was dead, he was so still and pale.

We wrapped him in a blanket, and Argent carried him out of the fortress. We found Nimble, Kerrn brought up the rest of the guards, and we fled across the desert.

I looked back at the fortress. The desert sand blew around it, and I saw Jaggus’s guards fleeing it, on horseback and on foot. The wind whirled, sucking up sand until the fortress was hidden by a huge, swirling vortex of sand and wind and black clouds.

We didn’t stay to watch any further.

When we arrived at the crossroads, I had Nimble take a look at Conn, who was still unconscious. Soon after, Conn woke up long enough to drink a little water and mutter something about Arhionvar, and then he fell asleep.

He slept in the wagon until we reached the posting inn. When he awoke, I asked him how he had defeated the sorcerer-king. He looked unhappy and said, I didn’t. He defeated himself. He refused to say any more about it. Then he asked for something to eat. I assume this means he will be all right.










CHAPTER 36



At the posting inn, I woke up long enough to eat and to write a long letter, which I sent off with a connwaer.
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Dear Nevery,

We’re all well. I’ve figured out what’s going on.

Our magic knew all along that the trouble came from Desh. Nevery, I really didn’t use that much explosive material when I blew up Heartsease. The magic was trying to tell me, and I didn’t listen.

Our Wellmet magic is afraid, and it can’t do anything but wait. It trusts us to help it. Our magic knows about the dread magic because the dread magic helped Pettivox and Crowe with the prisoning device, and it sent the Shadows as spies to see if our magic had gotten weaker and as attackers to make the Wellmet people weaker, and more afraid. I don’t know what it wants to do. Maybe kill our magic, but I don’t know why.

The dread magic is terrible, Nevery. Its name is Arhionvar. We have to stop it.

I am coming home soon. Please tell Benet that if he makes biscuits, I will eat every last one.

—Conn
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We passed slowly from the posting inn through the grasslands and into the forest, the days getting colder and the nights even colder than that. Rowan had brought my black sweater with her from Desh, and she found me new boots and socks at the posting inn, so I was all right, though as we got closer to Wellmet I wished for a coat.

As I walked along at the back of the envoyage, I thought about what had happened in Jaggus’s fortress. I wondered if the Wellmet magic really had chosen me because I’d been alone. I had a feeling Jaggus had been wrong about a lot of things, but he was right about that. He knew what it was like to be completely alone. He’d said his family had sold him into service. His master must have been very cruel for him to turn to Arhionvar instead. I had Nevery and Benet and Rowan and Wellmet’s magic protecting me; he had been alone and empty, and his magic had poisoned him. I wished I could’ve helped him.


During our travels, Kerrn watched me like a hawk watches a mouse. She gave me and Rowan and Argent swordcraft lessons. I still got the fluff beat out of me every time, and Rowan teased me about dropping my sword in the middle of the fortress fight and about almost cutting my own arm off.

She’d ended up that night with a sword cut across her cheek, and it scabbed over and left her with a pink line of a scar.

 

I knew we were getting close. The rain started up. I walked along at the back, but I wasn’t plodding or thinking bad thoughts about the rain. From ahead, I felt the magic of Wellmet. When I’d left, it had wanted me to go so much that it had pushed me down the hill and made the bird scoff at me. But now it pulled at me, wanting me to hurry home.

I looked up. At the top of the hill, ahead, I saw where the road led into Wellmet, and on the buildings alongside the road perched hundreds of black birds, all rustling like leaves in a breeze. More birds flew in wide circles overhead, calling awk, awk.

Ahead of me, the envoyage headed off the dirt road and onto the cobbled street, into the city, but Kerrn got down off her horse and stood at the side of the road, waiting for me to catch up.

I grinned at her—I was glad to be home and couldn’t help it.

The birds perched on the houses grew still, watching. I was just about to step into the city, when Kerrn stepped in front of me and put her hand on my chest. “If you take another step, I will arrest you.”

I stared at Kerrn. Her face was blank.

“Did you expect anything else?” she said. “You are exiled.”

Oh. The same way I was a wizard, Kerrn was a guard captain. Of course she had to do this.

I heard the sound of hooves clattering on cobbles, then Rowan rode up and stopped. She leaned over to speak to us. “Captain Kerrn, what’s going on here?”

Kerrn’s face stayed still, like stone. “Lady Rowan, it is my duty to enforce the laws of the city. This boy”—she pointed at me—“is under an order of exile. If he sets foot into the city, he will have broken the law, which means I must arrest him.”

Rowan straightened in her saddle and gave Kerrn her best commanding look. “Captain Kerrn, you know this is ridiculous. It is only thanks to Conn that we were able to deal with the sorcerer-king, and we need him to help prepare the city for a possible magical attack.”

Kerrn didn’t answer; she didn’t even glance up at Rowan. She lowered her hand from my chest. My choice, then.

I stared right back at her. Then I lifted my foot and stepped forward, into the city.









CHAPTER 37



In the guardroom at the Dawn Palace, Kerrn and her guards searched every stitch of my clothes, from my boots to my black sweater. They even checked my hair.

They found my lockpick wires and a knife. Then they gave me back my clothes and boots and marched me down to one of the prison cells under the palace. As we went down the steps, the air got heavier and colder, and smelled of old stone. They shoved me into a cell and slammed the door. The keys turned in the lock, a heavy plunger with two flanges, from the sound of it.
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I’d picked that lock before. I could pick it again if I had the tools. The cell was the same one Kerrn had put me in after I’d stolen my locus magicalicus from the duchess’s necklace. It was cold and shadow-dark; the only light came in through a barred window that opened on an air shaft. A table and chair were pushed up against one of the stone walls, which had patches of dripping mold on it.

Drats. I’d been spending too much time lately locked into places I needed to get out of. I had to talk to Nevery. Arhionvar was done with Jaggus. It had filled up his emptiness and aloneness with poison, and then it had tossed him aside. It needed a new wizard now, and it wanted me for that. Arhionvar was done with Desh, too, and it would be coming for Wellmet, now that the magic was weakened and the people afraid. We had to get ready to defend the city.

Cold seeped from the damp walls and into my bones, making me shiver. To keep warm, I paced the room, five steps across, five steps back. Would Nevery come? Maybe he didn’t want to see me. Somewhere in the palace, up above, Rowan was arguing with her mother about the order of exile. I hoped she would win the argument, but I didn’t think she would.

Hours passed.

I was tired, but I couldn’t sleep.

At the sound of keys jingling in the lock, I whirled to face the door. It creaked open, and a dark shadow stepped into the doorway. The shadow spoke a word, and a locus magicalicus burst into flame.

I ducked my head away from the light.

“Well, boy?”

I blinked the brights out of my eyes and saw that the shadow was Nevery, stepping into the cell and looking around, frowning. Kerrn stood behind him in the doorway, her face blank.

“Very well, Nevery,” I said. Now that he was here.

“Hmph. I see you’ve gotten yourself into trouble again.”

Not again. This was my old trouble, just working itself out to its end. “I had to come back,” I said. “Wellmet’s magic’s in danger.”

He stared at me, pulling on the end of his beard. “Yes. I received your letter.”

“Can you get me out of here?” I asked. Could he get the order of exile taken back, is what I meant.

“No,” he said.

Oh.

Nevery reached into his bag and pulled out a bundle of cloth, which he held out to me.

Before I could reach out to take it, Kerrn stepped out of the doorway. “What is that?” she demanded.


Nevery scowled. “You put my apprentice into this freezing cell, Captain. I brought him a coat so he won’t be cold.” He held out another packet. “And biscuits,” he said to me, “from Benet.”

“He’s all right?” I asked.

“He is,” Nevery said.

“I will examine those things,” Kerrn said.

“Very well,” Nevery said.

Kerrn opened the packet of biscuits and broke them open. She shook the coat and checked the pockets. Then she handed the coat back to Nevery and put the biscuits on the table.

Nevery held out the coat again, and I took it.

He turned to leave.

“Nevery—” I took a step after him, then stopped myself from trying to follow him out.

He turned back and put his hand on my shoulder; I leaned my head against his arm and took a deep, shuddery breath.

“All right, my lad,” Nevery said, his voice rough. For a moment he rested his other hand on the top of my head. Then he let me go and turned away again, and left the cell.

Kerrn, looking unhappy, followed him out.

After the door slammed closed and the keys jingled in the lock, I unfolded the coat. Nevery must’ve gotten it from a used clothes shop. It was black, with a shabby black velvet collar, and it smelled a little moldy. I put it on and rolled up the sleeves.

No, Nevery had said. He wasn’t going to try to get me out, then. I shivered and huddled into the coat.

No, wait. I was being stupid. I knew Nevery. He wouldn’t leave me locked up in here.

I took off the coat again. I felt along the sleeve seams. Nothing. Then in the hem. Nothing. The buttons were ordinary buttons. There was nothing hidden in the lining. Then I found it, a slit at the edge of the shabby velvet collar. I poked around with my fingers, and then I found them.

I pulled them out, two long, thin wires.


Thank you, Nevery.

Nevery was a wizard, but he knew how to think like a thief.

He’d brought me lockpicks.
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PEOPLE

[image: image] ARGENT—A noble young man with a sense of honor but no liking for former thieves and gutterboys. He is an expert swordcrafter and has been giving lessons to Rowan, but lately she’s been improving and might even be better than he is.

 

[image: image] BENET—A rather scary-looking guy but one who loves to knit, bake, and clean. His nose has been broken so many times, it’s been flattened. If he were an animal he’d be a big bear. His hair is brown and sticks out on his head like spikes. You wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley, but you would want to eat his biscuits.

 


[image: image] CONNWAER—Has shaggy black hair that hangs down over his bright blue eyes. He’s been a gutterboy for most of his life, so he’s watchful and a little wary; at the same time, he’s completely pragmatic and truthful. He’s thin, but he’s sturdy and strong, too. He has a quirky smile (hence his quirked tail as a cat). Conn does not know his own age; it could be anywhere from twelve to fourteen. A great friend to have, but be careful that you don’t have anything valuable in your pockets in reach of his sticky fingers.

 

[image: image] DEE—A gutterboy, he is thin and dressed in rags. He has blond hair and watery blue eyes and his front teeth stick out. He never gets enough to eat. He sneaks and spies for the Underlord’s minions; one day, if he grows big and strong enough, he will become a minion himself.

 

[image: image] EMBRE—A young man about eighteen years old. He is very thin and has a sharp face with dark eyes and black hair, and he might have smudges on his hands and face from working with black powder. Everything about him is sharp, including his intellect.

 


[image: image] JAGGUS—The sorcerer-king of the desert city of Desh. He is young but has white hair that he wears in cat-tail braids all over his head. His eyes are blue; he likes to wear white clothes with gold and silver embroidery on them. He keeps cats as pets. He has a sad history.

 

[image: image] KERRN—The captain of the Dawn Palace guards, Kerrn is tall and athletic; she wears her blond hair in a braid that hangs down her back and has sharp, ice-blue eyes. She is an expert swordfighter. She speaks with a strong accent because she comes from Helva, far away from the Peninsular Duchies.

 

[image: image] NEVERY FLINGLAS—Is tall with gray hair, a long gray beard, shaggy gray eyebrows, and sharp black eyes. He’s impatient and grumpy and often hasty, but beneath that his heart is kind (he would never admit it). Mysterious and possibly dangerous, Nevery is a difficult wizard to read but a good one to know.

 


[image: image] ROWAN FORESTAL—A tall, slender girl of around fifteen, with red hair and gray eyes. She is very intelligent with a good, if dry, sense of humor. She is the daughter of the Duchess of Wellmet. She is also very interested in studying swordcraft.












PLACES

[image: image] ACADEMICOS—Set on an island in the river that runs between the Twilight and the Sunrise, the academicos is a school for the rich students and potential wizards of Wellmet. Conn enrolls there after becoming Nevery’s apprentice.

 

[image: image] DAWN PALACE—The home of the Duchess and Rowan. The palace itself is a huge, rectangular building—not very architecturally interesting, but with lots of decorations crusted on it to make it fancy.

 

[image: image] HEARTSEASE—Nevery’s ancestral island home. The middle of the house was blown up by Nevery’s pyrotechnic experiments twenty years before this story. So the two ends of the house are left standing and the middle looks like it has a bite taken out.

 

[image: image] MAGISTERS HALL—Seat of power for the wizards who control and guard the magic of Wellmet. It is a big, imposing gray stone building on an island with a wall built all the way around it at the waterline.

 

[image: image] JAGGUS’S FORTRESS—The sorcerer-king’s secret fortress is built of bone-white stone and stands alone in the middle of the desert.












WELLMET RUNIC ALPHABET

In Wellmet, some people write using runes to stand for the letters of the alphabet. In fact, you may find some messages written in runes in The Magic Thief: Lost.
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BENET’S CHICKEN POT PIE WITH BISCUIT CRUST
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      4 tablespoons butter

      ½ cup flour

      2 cups chicken broth

      1 ½ cups milk

      Chicken, cooked, cut into cubes

      ½ teaspoon nutmeg

      A little lemon juice

      A little white pepper

 

Melt butter in pan. Add flour, stirring. Remove from heat, add chicken broth. Stir. Add milk. Stir over low heat until simmering. Remove from heat and whisk vigorously until smooth; return to medium heat for one minute. Turn off heat, mix in chicken, nutmeg, and lemon juice and white pepper to taste.
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Next:

      2 tablespoons butter

      1 chopped medium onion

      1 ½ cups chopped carrots

      ¼ cup chopped celery

      ¾ cup peas

      3 tablespoons fresh parsley, chopped

 

Melt butter in pan. Cook vegetables until soft. Add vegetables to chicken mixture. Put in baking pan. Preheat oven to 400°F. Add biscuit crust; bake.









BENET’S BISCUIT CRUST
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      1 recipe biscuit dough:

      2 cups all-purpose flour

      ½ teaspoon salt

      4 teaspoons bee’s wing (baking powder)

      2 teaspoons sugar

      ½ cup butter

      ½ cup milk
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Mix dry ingredients together in bowl. Cut in butter until fine and crumbly. Make a well in these ingredients and pour in milk. Knead with your fingers only until blended—do not over-work or dough will be hard and flat. Roll to one knuckle thick. Cut and lay out biscuit dough in squares on top of chicken and vegetable mix. Brush top with beaten egg to make it brown during baking (not required). Bake at 400°F for 25 to 30 minutes.









CONN’S FROG POT PIE WITH BISCUIT CRUST
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A lot of butter

Two handfuls of flour

About two cups of milk

Lots of pepper

 

Melt butter in pot. Add flour and milk and mix up really well with a spoon.
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Frogs, cooked

Whatever kinds of vegetables you can find.

Potatoes and carrots and beans are best.

Also turnips.

Chop them with a knife and cook them with butter.

Mix frogs and sauce and vegetables.

Put in pot.

Make biscuits. Put on top of pot.

Bake in a hot oven until it is done.
















SOME NOTES ON SWORDCRAFT
 BY ROWAN FORESTAL

(learned from Kerrn, captain of the Dawn Palace guards)

 

Swordcrafting is the art of fighting with the sword.

Though swordcrafting is an art, it is not for dueling and not for show. It is for fighting. If you are not prepared to fight, then you should not take up swordcrafting.

The four elements of swordcrafting are distance, perception, timing, and technique.

Quickness can defeat strength.

Cleverness can defeat strength.

Strategy is one thing. Tactics are something else.

 

SOME TERMS

EIGHTS High parries.

 

KEEP YOUR GUARD UP The sword is a defensive weapon as well as an offensive one; every defensive move and every offensive move comes from a basic position of readiness.

 

PARRY A defensive move; a block; moving your opponent’s blade aside with your own. Three notes on parries: One, parry with the flat of the blade, not the edge. Two, parry to deflect your opponent’s blade, not chop it in half. Three, the best parry is the beginning of an attack (see riposte).

 

PELL A training post made of wood; a target.

 

QUARTERS Low parries.

 

RIPOSTE An attack made immediately after a parry.

 

SALLE A training room.

 

STOP-THRUST An attack made into the opponent’s forward motion.

 

WASTER A wooden practice weapon; a practice sword.
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CHAPTER 1



A wizard is a lot like a thief. If a wizard has quick hands, he can make things disappear. He can even make himself disappear.

[image: image]

I lurked in my alley shadows, waiting for the wizard. Winter was just beginning, and the air had a sharp edge of cold. The night was thick with river fog and factory soot, and it was quiet, nobody about. A good night for minions and misery eels.

I shivered and hunched into my coat. What was taking him so long?

Then I heard it.

Step step tap.

Step step tap.

Nevery, wizard and city magister, was coming up the steep street toward me. He paused, peering into the shadows with his keen-gleam eyes. Fog smoked around him.

He couldn’t see me. For melting into shadows I wore dark brown trousers and the black sweater Benet had knitted for me. My black, shaggy hair hung down in my eyes. Over it all I had on my black coat with the shabby velvet collar, the one Nevery’d given me when I’d been in the Dawn Palace jail cells, a place I’d spent too much time in lately. He’d hidden lockpick wires in the collar, and I’d used them to escape. That’d been almost ten days ago.

On Nevery went, step step and then tap with his cane past my dark alley.


As he passed, I darted feather-foot out of the shadows and—quick hands—lifted the purse string out of the pocket of his cloak, then stepped back into the alley. His locus magicalicus was in his pocket, too, but I knew better, now, than to nick it.

He went on, and I padded after him, sticking to the edge of the street where I could duck into a doorway to hide if he looked back. He went ’round a corner onto Half-Chick Lane and stopped. The tumbledown houses on each side of the street were dark shadows leaning against each other, with slices of dark narrow alley between them.

“Well, boy?” he said, his voice loud in the quiet street. “Aren’t you going to pick my pocket?”

I stepped out of the shadows. “Nevery, I already did.”

He whirled around and leaned on his cane, scowling at me.

“You were distracted,” I said. “You have to pay attention.”

“Curse it, Connwaer,” Nevery said. “Now, give the money back.”


“If you want it back, you’ll have to pick it from my coat pocket.” Carefully, so he couldn’t see, I slid his purse string up inside the sleeve of my sweater. Distraction, that was the key.

“Learning to pick locks was easier,” Nevery grumbled. He’d been better at it, too. He was a wizard, but he was good at thinking like a thief. I’d taught him lockpicking back when we’d lived together at Heartsease, his mansion house. He handed me my knapsack, which he’d been carrying. It was full of food, biscuits from Benet, packets of bacon and cheese, apples, and wax candles.

I nodded toward the street where it led down the hill. “I’ll walk with you back to the bridge, all right? And you can try me on the way.”

“And you’ll be distracted, will you, boy?”

I grinned. “I’ll pretend I am, Nevery.”

I slung the knapsack onto my back and we headed down Half-Chick Lane and turned onto Strangle Street. I kept my eyes on the shadows just in case anyone was following us.


“Hrm,” Nevery said after a short while. “Have you, ah, read that treatise about Arhionvar?”

Arhionvar, the dread magic. I didn’t need to read about Arhionvar—I had enough experience with it. At the same moment, I felt his hand grope in my coat pocket. Good try. I stepped sideways and glanced at him, shaking my head.

“Curse it,” he muttered.

We turned another corner, onto Shirttail Street, which led straight down toward the bridge. From here, as we walked, we had a view across the rushing black river to the Sunrise, the nice part of the city, where the rich people lived and the streets were lit up with werelights, and the Dawn Palace glowed pink against the night sky.

“I gave you the Arhionvar treatise back when we were having those troubles with Underlord Crowe, boy. I suppose you didn’t bother to read it,” Nevery said.

I didn’t answer him. He knew I hadn’t.

A chilly wind blew off the river, bringing with it the smell of mud and dead fish. Nevery paced alongside me, his cane going tap tap against the cobblestones.

“Watch out for that pothole,” he said, bumping my arm and then dipping into my empty pocket.

“You’re not very good at this,” I said, pulling away. “What you need is an incentive.”

“Indeed?” Nevery said.

“Yes,” I said. “If you’re a gutterboy and you don’t pick a pocket, you don’t get dinner, but if you try it and get caught, you end up in a guard cell or somebody beats the fluff out of you. So you have to get very good at it.”

“I see,” Nevery said. He cast me a sharp look. “And you are very good, are you, boy?”

“I have quick hands, Nevery,” I said. But I had gone hungry often enough, and I’d gotten caught more than once, even apart from the time Nevery had caught me stealing his locus magicalicus. After I’d picked his pocket, everything had changed. I wasn’t a gutterboy anymore; I was a wizard.


We came down to the bridge across the river; the houses built on it were closed up night-tight. Nevery paused. From behind us I heard the skff skff of footsteps sliding along an alleyway, then silence. Drats. We were being followed.

Nevery leaned on his cane. “Don’t forget, boy. We’ll meet at the chophouse in four days.”

I wasn’t likely to forget that. Arhionvar, the dread magic, was coming, and the city was in terrible danger. Arhionvar had been behind the device that the traitor-wizard Pettivox and the former Underlord, Crowe, had built to confine Wellmet’s magic, and Arhionvar had preyed on the desert city of Desh until that city’s magic had nearly been destroyed. Now it was coming to Wellmet. We had to be ready when it got here, or our city and its magic would die, sure as sure.

Nevery had a plan, one based on his long-ago experiments with pyrotechnics, the ones that’d blown the middle out of Heartsease. He knew that setting off an explosion while doing a magical spell enhanced the effect of the spell. He’d been doing research in the academicos library, looking at old grimoires to find the right spell to enhance, something that would force Arhionvar to leave Wellmet alone. We thought a banishing spell might work, if we set explosive traps all around the city to make it stronger. My part of the plan was to help with the pyrotechnics and to scout the city for good places to set the traps.

“All right, boy?” Nevery asked sharply.

“All right, Nevery,” I said.

“Well then, good night,” he said, turning toward the Night Bridge.

Not a very good night, no. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a quick-look of a darker shadow in an alley, then another scuff of a footstep from the street behind us. Not Dawn Palace guards on this side of the river. Minions, then. They’d warned me off the streets of the Twilight, and if they caught me they’d beat the fluff out of me, or worse.

“I will send a bird tomorrow,” Nevery went on, “with a copy of the Arhionvar treatise, if I can lay my hands on it.”

I didn’t answer. If I could get into the alleys I might be able to get away from them. “’Night, Nevery,” I whispered, and ran.










 

 



To: Willa Forestal, Duchess of Wellmet, Dawn Palace



Yes, I received your letter about the cursed order of exile that has again been passed against my apprentice. No, I will not tell you where he is hiding. And you may tell Captain Kerrn that I have no further comments about Conn’s means of escape from the Dawn Palace prison cells. I would be appalled by your stupidity on this subject, except that I already know your opinion of magic—and those who practice it.

It is thanks to my apprentice that we know the nature of the dire threat facing us. The predator magic, Arhionvar, was indirectly responsible for creating the device that weakened our magic, nearly destroying the city last winter. Because my apprentice defeated Arhionvar at Desh, it is surely seeking its next prey—Wellmet. Willa, it is coming. If we are not ready to defend ourselves, Arhionvar will devour our magic and the city will be destroyed. Pretending this threat does not exist will not make it go away.

The other magisters are fools and will not act. With some assistance, I have been preparing defenses for the city.

Wellmet is approaching its darkest hour. I know you have been ill since the Shadow attack, and I am sorry to hear it. Yet I ask again for your help.



NEVERY FLINGLAS

Magister
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CHAPTER 2



I skiffed off Shirttail Street and headed into the maze of twisty, narrow streets that made up the Deeps, the part of the Twilight that rubbed up against the mudflats south of the bridge. Down in the Deeps, the alleys were clotted with mud and trash, and patches of chill fog hung in the air.

[image: image]

I stumble-ran through the alleys, hearing pounding footsteps from behind. Then a shout from off to the left, and I took the next right, turning ’round a corner and racing up a stone stairway between two tall, dark buildings. At the top I paused to catch my breath and heard, from the darkness below, another shout and footsteps coming up the stairs. Drats, they kept coming!

If I was lucky, I could make it to my hiding place in Rat Hole, the worst part of the Twilight, where the houses were in rot-ruins and nobody lived, except me. They’d never find me in those dark and tangled streets.

I rounded a corner and stumbled into wide, cobbled Sark Square, the marketplace. Curse it, they’d herded me in this direction; out in the open was not where I wanted to be. The square was empty and dark, the cobblestones slick and wet.


“Got him!” a man shouted, and ahead of me dark figures burst from the mouths of the streets and alleys that led into the square.

I skidded to a stop and whirled ’round to go back the way I’d come. More men came from that direction, closing in, shouting. I flung myself at an opening between two of them, and a big hand grabbed me by the scruff of my neck.

I struggled and kicked, and then a bag came down over my head.

 

The minions shoved me ahead of them down a stone stairway; I took two steps, tripped, and bounced the rest of the way down. Ow, ow, ow. I wriggled out of the bag and crouched in the middle of the room, catching my breath and looking around. I knew at once where they’d brought me, to the cellar of a building on Clink Street that had once been a guard station. But the guards didn’t bother with the Twilight anymore, so the minions had taken it over.


The room was long, with a low ceiling and shadows and spiderwebs lurking in its corners. Along one wall were flickery lanterns hung on nails, and along the other were prison cells, heavy doors with barred windows and pickable locks, where guards had once kept the bagmen and pickpockets they caught on the streets of the Twilight.

I got stiffly to my feet. The room was crowded, minions leaning against the damp walls, giving me their best menacing looks. One of them tossed my knapsack onto the floor. I started toward it, and the minion glared at me and showed me his fist.

I recognized him. He was big and burly, with a bumpy nose and just one eyebrow. His name was Fist. Standing beside him was his partner, Hand.

“Warned you off once,” Fist said.

He had, true.

Fist took a heavy step forward; I stepped back, away from him. “An’ now here you are again,” he said.

Hand came around behind me and grabbed my shoulders; I tried to squirm away, but he held me too tight.

Fist stepped forward again and, moving slowly, rested the rough knuckles of his fist on my face, right under my eye. I held my breath.

“What’re you up to, little blackbird?” he growled.

I didn’t say anything. Fist and the minions thought I was making a bid to be Underlord, like Crowe, my mother’s brother, to run the Twilight, the rundown, rotten side of the city. But being Underlord was the last thing I wanted.

Fist grabbed me by the front of my coat and drew back his fist to hit me.

“I’m not up to anything!” I gasped, and gritted my teeth, ready for the blow.

“You’ve been warned off,” Fist said again, leaning over me. His breath was hot and smelled like fish. “Why’d you come back to the Twilight?”

Because I had nowhere else to go, that was why. I couldn’t stay with Nevery and Benet because the Dawn Palace guards were watching all the time. I was under an order of exile. If Kerrn, the captain of the Dawn Palace guards, caught me, she’d drag me back to one of her prison cells and fill me up with truth-telling phlister until I told her what I was up to. And then she’d throw me out of the city.

But Fist wouldn’t care about any of that, so I kept quiet. The flames in the lanterns flickered, sending little shadow mice scurrying along the edges of the floor.

“Nothing to say?” Fist asked. He gave me a little shake and let me go and, behind me, Hand let me go, too. I ducked around them both and skiffed toward the door. I got two steps and felt Fist’s big hand on the scruff of my neck.

He jerked me back. “Not done with you yet,” he growled. Keeping his grip on me, he nodded at a short, big-eared minion with a bushy mustache. “Tell what you found in his place.”

Big-ears nodded. “Papers with writing on ’em. Books with writing in ’em. Things for writing with.”

Drats, they’d found my Rat Hole attic room.


“What’re you up to, little bird?” Fist asked.

Right. I took a deep breath. “I’m a wizard,” I said.

The minions lined up against the wall growled at that. “He’s a lying gutterboy, he is,” one of them said, shaking his head.

“Crowe’s,” said another minion.

“I’m not Crowe’s,” I said.

“Maybe you are, and maybe you aren’t,” Fist said. He looked down at his rough-knuckled hand. “Maybe you’ll end up at the bottom of the river tonight, blackbird, and maybe you won’t.”

I clenched my teeth to hold in a shiver of fright. What did he want with me, anyway? “Fist, I really am a wizard,” I said.

He nodded. “Twilight needs a wizard,” he said.

I stared at him. I’d heard that once before, when I was buying blackpowder explosives from a pyrotechnist called Embre. Had Fist been talking to Embre? “What d’you want, exactly?” I asked.

“Something’s going on,” Fist said. Along the walls, the minions nodded; a couple of them looked twitchy, as if they were afraid.

“What?” I asked.

“You say you’re a wizard,” Fist said. “You’re going to tell us. Something’s happening. Something with the magic.”










 

 



Asked boy again where staying in Twilight; would not say, curse him. Have sent Benet to look for his bolt-hole, but boy very good at hiding, and Twilight slums difficult to search.

On way home from Twilight stopped at Heartsease to check rebuilding project. Despite cold, workers have set new foundations, walls, steps leading to door. Window glass goes in tomorrow. Boy’s cat there, prowling around the island.

A distraction. Must focus on essentials. Tests show magic of Wellmet remains weak—damaged, we now think, by the Underlord’s prisoning device. Prey, as boy says, for Arhionvar. Must also continue research to find appropriate spells for defense of city.

No reply from duchess. Will make last appeal to magisters, but expect more waffling. They cannot believe that the magic is a living being; they still think it is simply a substance to be used. In this way the magisters are like thieves, stealing the substance of the magic, controlling it with a few spellwords, without considering the consequences of their actions. Because they feel safer ignoring the truth about the magic, they continue to deny that Arhionvar is threat. Fear boy and I must act alone. At dinner tonight at Twilight chophouse discussed Jaspers’s second treatise on pyrotechnics, which boy read in sorcerer-king’s library. Implications for defense of Wellmet.

[image: image]












CHAPTER 3




The minions didn’t bother checking me for lockpick wires; they just tossed me in one of the basement cells and set two men to watching me all night. I did have wires. I also had Nevery’s purse string. I felt up my sweater-sleeve for it. Nothing; it was gone. Had the dratted minions taken it off me?

[image: image]

I thought back. No, clever-Nevery had. He’d picked his purse string out of my sleeve when he’d bumped my arm and pretended to pick my pocket. He was probably laughing at me right now. Wrapped in my coat, I lay down on the cold stones and went to sleep.

In the morning, Fist and Hand dragged me out of the cell and up to the streets. The sun was barely up. The rain had stopped, and a fog had risen up from the river and hung in the air like a sooty, yellow curtain. I hunched into my coat and shivered. We headed up the hill, then through Sark Square, which was just stirring, a few shops opening up.

I followed them onto Wyrm Street, which snaked up through the steepest part of the Twilight, where the houses had once been the most grand but were now falling to pieces. Only one place this road would take us.


Dusk House. Where the Underlord Crowe and his wizard, Pettivox, had built their device. It’d been a terrible machine built to imprison all of Wellmet’s magic. The device had almost succeeded and now the magic was weaker than it’d been before.

When Nevery and I had destroyed the device, Dusk House had been blasted to pieces. Out in front of its ruins was a shattered stone gateway, the iron gates rusting and hanging off their hinges, and a jagged stone wall like a row of broken teeth. Inside the wall were big chunks of stone, scattered about from when the house had exploded. Snakes of fog slithered around them. Our footsteps sounded loud on the gravelly ground, crunch, crunch.

Fist stopped at the edge of the pit where Dusk House had once stood. “Here,” he said, pointing down.

The pit was steep-sided, hewn out of the rock. Down there was where I’d lost my locus magicalicus. It’d been destroyed, blown into sparkling green dust when I’d released the magic from the device.


I looked down into the pit. It was half filled with sooty fog. “I don’t see anything,” I said.

“Wait for it,” Fist muttered, and backed away from the edge of the pit.

I waited. My stomach growled and I told it to be quiet. Behind me, one of the minions shifted; stones grated under his shoe.

Then everything fell silent. In the pit, the fog rose higher, like a cup filling up with milk, until it overflowed past me, up to my knees, and then it was all around me, damp and smother-white and silent.

I blinked, and the fog was gone. I looked down. Where the fog had been, darkness was filling the pit, shifting and velvety black. The air tingled, stretched like a rope pulled too hard and about to snap. Silence pushed against my ears. Tiny bolts of lightning crackled at the edges of the pit. The blackness welled up, rushing all around me, and my skin prickled as if I was filled with pins. My feet left the ground. I held my breath and looked at the magic all around me, and it was like looking into a night sky full of stars.

The magic knew me. It’d always protected me, even before I’d become a wizard. It’d chosen me because it knew that I would protect it, if I could. What d’you want? I shouted at it.

But I didn’t have a locus magicalicus, so it couldn’t hear me. The magic felt wound tight, frightened—it was worried about Arhionvar, I figured. I’m doing all I can, I wanted to tell it. But it wouldn’t understand.

The velvety, star-filled blackness held me for another long, waiting moment. It turned me, like it was examining me, trying to figure out what I was. In my bones I felt a deep, rumbling hum. Then the giant hand of the magic dropped me and I crashed to the ground. Like water rushing down a drain, the magic swirled away into the bottom of the pit.

The air went pop and I could hear again. Fog settled into the pit.

I got to my feet and looked over my shoulder. Fist and Hand stood near the smashed Dusk House gates, watching me. Time to get away.

Running as fast as I could, going ’round the edge of the pit, I got halfway to the back gate leading away from Dusk House before Hand caught up to me and tripped me. I went down hard, then rolled over.

“Still not done with you, blackbird,” Fist said, catching his breath. He reached down and jerked me to my feet, then pushed me toward the front gate. His hand gripped my coat collar. “It picked you up,” Fist said. “Never seen it do that before.”

I shrugged.

“It’s strange, right?” he asked.

It was more than strange. Wellmet’s magical being was worried, clear as clear. But why was it in the pit where Dusk House had been?

“There’s somebody wants to talk to you about it,” Fist said; behind him, Hand nodded.

Who? I wondered.

They led me down the hill and along the rutted road past the mudflats and along the curve of the river to a shack way outside the city.

I’d been there before. Sparks, the pyrotechnist, lived there with her nephew, Embre.

Well. I’d been wanting to talk to Sparks, anyway, and Embre, too. Once Nevery and I figured out what explosive devices we’d use for the traps, we’d need pyrotechnic materials, and we’d have to buy them from Sparks and Embre.

Their shack was long and had tar paper nailed up all over it, and a scrawny apple tree grew beside the front door. Behind it was a backyard that looked like a mud farm—furrows with a white, limey crust on them, like snow.

Sparks was there, digging.

Embre was there, too. He was a boy a lot older than I was, with black hair, dark eyes, and a sharp, pale face covered with soot smudges from working with blackpowder ingredients. He sat at the end of a mud row in a wooden wheelbarrow with a ragged blanket covering his stick legs.


I squelched through the mud to Embre’s wheelbarrow.

“Hello,” I said.

He scowled at me.

“Hello, Sparks,” I called.

She bustled back along the row, and when she reached us she leaned on her shovel and grinned. She wore a holey gray dress and had her ashy hair tied up in a kerchief; her face was red from working hard. “Here,” she said, handing her shovel to me. “Have a go at this.” She nodded at her mud garden. “Just turn the dirt.”

Turn the dirt, right. I went down the row to where Sparks had left off, stuck the shovel in, and lifted. As the dirt came up, so did the sharp-sour smell of old cesspools. I turned the dirt and dug up another shovelful, then another; as I worked my way down the row, Sparks stayed beside me, watching.

“Steady as you go,” she said.

“What is this stuff?” I asked. The dirt was wet and smelly and had straw mixed in with it.


“Niter beds,” Sparks said. She gave me her gap-toothed grin again. “Piss and straw, wood-ash and horse manure. We make our own saltpeter, we do, for the pyrotechnics.” She pointed with her chin at Embre, down at the other end of the row in his wheelbarrow. “Come to talk to Embre, have you?”

I shrugged. Had I?

“Better come inside, then, before he takes a chill.”

Down at the house, while Sparks bustled off to make tea, Embre climbed out of his wheelbarrow, dragged himself across the floor to his high stool at the table, and pulled himself up.

I stayed by the doorway. “What d’you have to do with the minions?” I asked him.

“Nothing,” he said. He fixed me with his dark stare. “Why’d you come back here?” he asked. “From what I hear, the minions warned you out of the Twilight once, but you didn’t listen. Are you making a bid to be Underlord?”

“No,” I said. “They think I am, but I’m not.”


Embre narrowed his eyes. “They don’t believe you. Your name, Connwaer, is a true name, a blackbird name, just like Crowe’s. You’re his nephew. And he trained you to become Underlord after him, didn’t he?”

He’d tried to. But I’d run away from Dusk House to live on the streets of the Twilight. “I was never Crowe’s,” I said. “I’m a wizard.”

“If you really are a wizard, maybe you’re making the magic do strange things in the Dusk House pit,” Embre said. “You’re making people afraid so they’ll accept you as Underlord.”

I stared back at him. “Embre, this has nothing to do with Crowe, or any Underlord business. The magic’s doing strange things because it’s afraid. The city’s in danger. Both sides of it, the Sunrise and the Twilight.” The minions had done me a favor, I realized, bringing me to see Embre. Maybe he would help me and Nevery.

“What kind of danger?” Embre asked.

“A bad magic is coming here,” I said.


He frowned. “Bad magic? You’re going to have to do better than that.”

Right. I’d have to start at the beginning. I went to the table and sat down on a stool, across from him. “Remember when I got pyrotechnic materials from you?”

Embre nodded. “You and your friend, that red-haired girl. Sparks sold you blackpowder materials and I gave you a recipe for controlled explosions.”

“That’s right,” I said. “I needed the blackpowder so I could do magic, because I don’t have a locus stone.” Most wizards hadn’t figured out what, exactly, pyrotechnics and magic had to do with each other. Neither had I, but I did know that the magical being of Wellmet liked it when things blew up, and that I could do magical spells if I created a pyrotechnic explosion at the same time. “When I did the controlled explosion, it didn’t work. I blew up Heartsease.” My home, and Nevery’s home. I’d hurt Benet, too, and even though he was all right, and Heartsease was being rebuilt, I still wasn’t sure as sure that Nevery’d forgiven me for it.


“I know about this,” Embre said. “You were exiled. And now you’ve come back because you want to be Underlord.”

“No!” I shook my head, frustrated. “When I was exiled I went to Desh, the desert city. It was being attacked by a magic called Arhionvar, and now that magic is coming here, to Wellmet.”

“What d’you mean, coming?” Embre said.

“It’s like a—” What was the word? “When an animal hunts another animal to eat it, you know?”

Embre gave me a sharp smile. “A predator.”

“Right. Arhionvar is a predator magic, and Wellmet’s magic is its prey. But we can’t get anybody to believe us about how dangerous Arhionvar is. The duchess is ill and won’t do anything, and the wizards can’t understand what the magic really is.”

“What is it, then, really?” Embre asked.

I nodded. It was a good question, one I wished the magisters would think more about. “The magic is a being. It lives here. Every city is built on the place where its magical being lives, and the magic helps the city and protects it.”


“Except for this predator magic, Arhionvar,” Embre said.

“Right,” I said. “Arhionvar tried to kill the Desh magic, and it’s attacked the Wellmet magic before. If it comes here and we don’t defend the city, I think it’ll kill Wellmet’s magical being and the city’ll be destroyed. It will die.”

Embre’s gaze sharpened. “The people will die?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Some of them might. They won’t be able to stay here if Arhionvar takes over.” I paused. “We’re trying to stop it, me and Nevery. He’s a wizard, and I’m his apprentice. We might be able to use pyrotechnics to set some traps, but we’ll need a lot of blackpowder and slowsilver.” I leaned across the table. “Wellmet’s in big trouble, Embre. Will you help us?”

He looked down and rubbed at a patch of soot on the palm of his hand. “I don’t know.” He frowned. “Maybe. Maybe not. I’ll think about it.”








CHAPTER 4




On the way back to my attic room in the Rat Hole, I thought about skiffing off to pick a pocket or steal something to eat, but every time I started down an alley or tried to turn onto another street, a minion stepped out and glared at me. Right. Straight back to my room, it was, with no stops for anything else. The minions following was their way of saying they knew where to find me, that I was free only because they let me stay free, and I still had my fluff because they’d decided not to beat it out of me yet.
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The alleys grew narrower and more rutted; the houses on either side were soot-stained brick, with empty, broken windows or missing roofs, or front doors hanging off their hinges. Nobody lived here in the Rat Hole anymore. It was the oldest part of the city, the area where the artists and potters and glass-blowers and carpet weavers had lived a long time ago, before the factories were built and the workers had moved into tenements to be close to their work.

I turned off the alley into a dark space between two brick buildings only as wide as my shoulders. Then through a backyard full of rotted barrels and rusting metal hoops, and across another alley to my hiding place.

Once it’d been a tall town house in a row of town houses like books lined up on a shelf. I went up the narrow stone steps to the front door, which was missing. The doorway was framed by stone door-posts shaped like dragons, but worn down so they were barely recognizable. But I knew what they were. A dragon was etched faintly into the stone doorstep, too.

I stepped in. Beside the door, under a piece of plaster that’d fallen from the ceiling, I’d stashed a candle and a striker. Rat Hole was full of misery eels, not just in the midnight-dark cellars, but in the rotted houses, too. The light would keep them away if they came after me. The candle had little toothmarks on it; rats had been at it. I struck a spark and lit it.

The building was just one room wide. With a faint circle of light around me, I went through the dark, empty downstairs, creaking over rotted floor-boards to a rickety stairway, and up three more floors. I’d found a ladder and used it to climb up to the attic because the stairs there had rotted all away.

I pulled up the ladder behind me. Safer that way.

My room was narrow, with two windows in the slanted ceiling, both of them patched with brown paper and stuffed with rags around the frames to keep out the wind and rain. Rats lived in the walls. The air was chill and damp and smelled like mold and rot and smoke.

When I’d left, my room had been tidy.

In the flickering candlelight I looked it over. The minions wanted me to know they’d been there. My bed-blankets were kicked into a corner, my pile of books and grimoires had been thrown around the room, and some torn-out pages were stuffed into the fireplace. My shelf of food—biscuits and half a sausage wrapped up in paper—was empty. They’d thrown a jar of jam against a wall; it looked like a jam star splashed across the cracked plaster.

Drats. I took a deep breath and went to the hearth to pull the pages out. One by one, I flattened them on the floor and piled them together. Most of them weren’t burnt, just crumpled and smudged with ash.

Fist had taken my knapsack of food, so I had nothing to eat. My stomach felt hollow with hunger. I dug around in some of the things the minions had thrown against the wall. My teakettle, dented, and in the corner, a cracked teacup. I found half a biscuit, too, dusty and rat-gnawed.

I went down to the pump in the house’s kitchen, climbed back up, and made tea from the scraps of tea leaves I swept up from the floor.

Drinking dusty tea, eating the half biscuit, and wishing for a better breakfast, I thought about what Fist had told me. Something going on with the magic, he’d said. I knew the Wellmet magic was frightened of Arhionvar. Even without a locus magicalicus, I could feel the magic hanging over my head like a storm cloud. The magic’s watchers, its black birds, watched me all the time and flew down to sit on my shoulder and say krrrr, krrrr into my ear.

The magic wanted me to do something. It knew as well as I did that Arhionvar was coming. The knowing made me feel like mingled slowsilver and tourmalifine—about to explode. But what more could I do than I was already doing?


Tap, tap, tap at one of the slanted windows in the ceiling. I creaked up out of my blankets, still sore from falling down the stone steps in the minions’ place, went over to the window, and cracked it open.

A black bird hopped in, shaking drops of misty rain from its wings.

“Hello,” I said to it. A quill was strapped to its leg, a message from Nevery. The letter was written on a long, narrow piece of paper rolled up tight and tied with a piece of thread. Not a letter, I saw when I unrolled it, but the treatise on the lost city of Arhionvar.

I’d read it, but first I had a note to write back. While the bird hopped around on the floor, I dug around in the mess the minions had made. They’d taken my paper and pens and ink bottle, and all my notes about pyrotechnics, but I found a rat-nibbled stub of pencil to write with and a blank space on one of the pages the minions had ripped out of a book.

I tried to write neatly, because Nevery hated it when he couldn’t read my handwriting.










 

 



Nevery,

I need to talk to you, and to Rowan, if you can get her. The magic is doing something strange in the Twilight. If you send Benet with the boat we can meet at Heartsease tonight.

—Connwaer
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I folded up the torn-out book page and slid it into the quill.

“Off you go,” I said to the bird, and opened a window so it could fly away. It flapped off into the fog.

After it was gone, I stuffed rags back into the cracks around the window frame and started cleaning up the mess the minions had left. It didn’t take long. Then I sat down against the wall, wrapped in my damp blankets, and read the Arhionvar treatise.

Nevery’d told me about this treatise before, when I’d first become a wizard, but I’d been too distracted by Crowe’s device to read it.

According to the treatise, Arhionvar had once been a city far away in the southern Fierce Mountains. For some reason the city had died. All the people had fled. It wasn’t in the treatise, but I could guess the rest: The city’s magic had left the mountains and had become a predator magic—a magic called Arhionvar after the city where it’d lived. I didn’t know why it had left its proper place to wander around attacking other cities, as it’d attacked Desh, and as it was about to attack Wellmet. It’d already partly succeeded against Wellmet; the magic was weaker now than it’d been before the device, Nevery said. Prey for the predator.

After a while, the bird came back, tap tap tapping at my window. I creaked it open and the bird hopped onto my shoulder. In the quill, a message from Nevery.










 

 



Not tonight. Meeting with magisters later. Meet Benet at Tryworks warehouse dock tomorrow night just after dark. Don’t be late.

And don’t tear pages out of books to write on, boy. If you need money for paper, ask for it.

—N
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Drats. I wrote him a quick note back saying I would meet Benet where he said, and that I had received the Arhionvar treatise he’d sent, and then I sent the bird off again.








CHAPTER 5



Late in the afternoon, as the clouds crowded in over the city for the night’s rain, I heard the clump-clump of heavy feet coming up the stairs. The footsteps stopped under the hole in my floor where the stairs had been.

[image: image]


“Hoy there, blackbird!”

The minion Fist. No point in pretending I wasn’t there. I put down the roll of paper with the Arhionvar treatise written on it, climbed out of my nest of blankets, and went over and lay down on my stomach so I could look through the hole in the floor.

“You’re here, are you?” Fist asked, looking up at me.

Where else would I be? I nodded.

“Got something for you.” He held up a big, square package wrapped in brown paper. “Come down and get it.”

Unless it was food, I didn’t want it. I shook my head.

“No harm,” Fist said. “Just some books.”

“Leave them there,” I said.

Fist shrugged and, very gently, set the package on the floor. Then he turned and clump-clumped back down the stairs.

I waited until I heard him go out of the house, then got the ladder and skiffed down for the package and lugged it back up to my room. The light had gotten too dim to see much, so I lit a nub of candle, set it on the hearth, and unwrapped the stack of books. A slip of paper was wrapped up with them. I recognized the neat handwriting; it was a note from Embre.










 

 



These books were found last winter in a cellar in the Twilight. You might find them interesting.

Embre












 

 


The books were old and spotted with mildew, and they had titles like Pyrotechnics for Industrial Purposes and Further Notes on Explosive Ratios. The book on the bottom of the stack was covered with crumbling black leather, and even though some of the letters had flaked off, I could make out the title, printed in gold:
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My hands shaking a little from excitement, I opened the book. The binding cracked, and more bits of leather flaked off the cover. The pages inside were yellowed, and the tiny, messy handwriting had faded to gray. Holding the book closer to the candle, I peered at the words. Magic spells and strange ideas about pyrotechnics, it looked like.

I started reading. In the second chapter, at the top of the page, was written Some Notes on Finding Spells w/Absolute Stoichiometrical Pyrotechnic Effect.

Stoichiometrical. What did that mean, exactly?

One of my torn-up books was a lexicon. I looked up the word, but it wasn’t there. Nevery would know, though. I went back to the book.

 

A long time later, my last candle guttered and went out. I sat up, blinking. The room was completely dark. The book. It was full of information. I didn’t understand any of it.

Except that in chapter two were special pyrotechnic instructions and a spell for finding a locus magicalicus. A finding spell!

I stood up and stretched. Carefully, I felt my way to a shelf and set down the book so the rats couldn’t get at it. Words from the book swirled around in my head.

Magical interference effects.

Metal jelly.

Absolute stoichiometric control must be maintained!

Solution will be vertuminous blue.

Hot filament ignition.

I was too excited to sleep. This was a lot more complicated than making blackpowder, or combining slowsilver and tourmalifine. But the results! What if I could do this spell? I might find a new locus magicalicus in a few days! Then I’d be able to do a lot more to protect the Wellmet magic from Arhionvar.

For the rest of the night I paced in my black-dark room, listening to the rats scrabble in the walls, waiting for daylight so I could see to read. As soon as the sky turned glimmer-gray, I stood by the window with the book open, reading.

All day I read, getting hollower with hunger, but filling up with ideas.


When I finished the book, I lay on the floor and stared up at the slanted ceiling. Rain pattered on the roof and leaked in through the windows. So many instructions. And a list of ingredients, and things called solutions and reagents. Words that weren’t in my lexicon. Maybe Nevery would understand it.

The sky outside my attic window was dark gray.

Dark gray.

Meet Benet at Tryworks warehouse dock tomorrow night just after dark.

Drats, I was going to be late.

Quickly I put on my coat. One of its pockets was ripped on the inside, so I slid the book in so that it went down through the pocket into the lining of my coat, where it would be safe.

As darkness fell over the Twilight, I ran through puddles until I arrived at Ten Crane Street, panting, my head spinning from having nothing to eat except half a biscuit for two days. Down here the air smelled like the river, fishy and muddy. Thunder grumbled overhead and the rain got heavier, running down my neck like cold fingers.

There, the Tryworks warehouse, looming out of the mist and rain like a barge on the river. ’Round the back on the side nearest the river was a doorway where I could wait for Benet. As I rounded the corner, a big hand reached out from the shadows and grabbed me by the scruff of my neck.

“You’re late,” a rough voice said.

I caught my breath. “Hello, Benet.”

Benet was Nevery’s bodyguard, and his cook and housekeeper. He was big and broad, with bristly brown hair, a face like a fist full of knuckles, and a scar across his forehead. He wore a plain brown suit and a red waistcoat he’d knitted himself.

He kept ahold of me, glaring. “What’re you up to?”

I grinned. “I found a spell in a book.”

“Spells, is it?” He let me go. “Come on, you. Boat’s tied at the end of the dock.”

I followed him out to the dock and into the rowboat he’d tied up there.


“Underneath,” he said, pointing with an oar.

I crawled under a sheet of canvas to hide, just in case anybody was watching from shore. It was dark under there and smelled like rotten fish, but it was out of the rain.

The boat jerked as Benet pushed us away from the dock, and I heard him drop the oars into the oarlocks, and the squeak and splash as he started to row. We had to go upstream for a while to get to Heartsease.

I settled down against the curve of the boat, my warm coat wrapped around me, and closed my eyes. As long as I was with Benet I was safe. The river wavelets lapped against the boat, and the rain went patter-pat on the canvas just over my head.

 

I woke up with Benet poking my shoulder with the oar. He stood on the rocky shore of Heartsease island, glowering down at me.

I rubbed my eyes and sat up, then stood up, the boat tipping as I stepped onto one of the slippery black rocks that lined the island. For just a second my head felt light, with hunger most likely, and I wobbled a little. Benet grabbed my arm and pulled me to shore, then gave me a sharp look. “Come on, you.”

Once Heartsease had been Nevery’s home, and the home of his family for years and years. But I’d blown it up. The explosion was where Benet had gotten his scar. Nevery was trying to rebuild Heartsease to be a home again. Maybe it’d be my home again, too, someday.

I could see that the workers had put up a foundation and four brick walls with rows of tall windows.

“In here,” Benet said. He led me through an empty doorway into a room scattered with piles of brick and canvas bags of dry mortar, and slabs of slate for the floors, and builders’ tools. In one corner Benet had rigged up a canvas roof, and in the new hearth he’d lit a fire.

Nevery was there, a shadow in the firelight, sitting on a barrel of nails. “There you are,” he said. “You’re late.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I was reading.”

“Ah.” Nevery nodded. He understood how hard it was sometimes to stop reading.

Benet set down the lantern and leaned against a wall with his burly arms crossed. I sat down on the dirt floor with my back against the wall. “Nevery, d’you have anything to eat?” I asked. I’d been hoping for a pan of bacon sizzling in the hearth, three or four fried eggs with pepper, maybe some biscuits dripping with butter.

“Set aside your preoccupation with food, boy,” Nevery said. “What is the trouble with the magic you had to tell me about on this miserable night?”

Drats. My stomach gave a hopeless growl. “The magic’s at Dusk House,” I said. I stared at the glowing-gold embers in the hearth. And Embre. I needed to tell Nevery about the book Embre had given me.

“And?” Nevery said.


Right. “It’s at Dusk House,” I said. Had I said that already?

“Boy…,” Nevery began.

“Should’ve realized, sir,” Benet said, from where he was leaning against the wall. “He looks peaky.”

“Hmmm,” Nevery said, and then he reached down and took my chin in his hand, turning my face so he could see me. “Benet is right, my lad. What’s the matter?”

I shrugged.

Nevery knew me well enough to wait for an answer.

“I’m having a little trouble with the minions,” I said.

“Curse it,” Nevery said fiercely. He let me go and looked across at Benet, who nodded and went out. “What kind of trouble, boy?”

“They found out my hiding place,” I said.

Nevery muttered angrily into his beard.

“They showed me the magic thing,” I said.


“Magic thing?” Nevery asked. “At Dusk House, I assume.”

I told him about the magic welling up from the pit and lifting me off the ground, then draining away.

“Hmmm,” Nevery said, and stared into the fire. “Extraordinary. Never heard of magic behaving so strangely. Not a pyrotechnic effect, clearly. Nothing to do with a locus magicalicus. Very odd.”

A chilly wind from off the river swirled through the open door. I edged closer to the fire. Inside the lining of my coat the book Embre had given me bumped against my leg. I pulled it out. “Here, Nevery,” I said, holding it out to him.

He glanced at the title, then opened the book to the first page. “Where did you get this, boy?”

“From Embre.”

Nevery shot me a glare from under his bristly eyebrows. “A friend of yours?”

I wasn’t sure if Embre was a friend or not. “He’s a pyrotechnist in the Twilight. His aunt’s name is Sparks.”

“Ah.” Nevery nodded. I wondered if he knew Sparks from when he’d done his own pyrotechnic experiments. He turned a page. “Hmmm,” he muttered, and turned another page.

“Look at chapter two,” I said. Then I put my head down on my knees and closed my eyes.

 

“Hello, Connwaer,” Rowan said.

I looked up. Rowan was tall and had a proud face, gray eyes, and red hair that was sparkling with raindrops and floating around her head like wild fluff. Across her cheek she had a thin scar, fading from pink to white, got from her fight with the sorcerer-king’s Shadows and guards. She was the duchess’s daughter and she was my best friend, and, except when she was furious with me, I was hers. She wore an embroidered black wormsilk dress with a green woolen cloak over it and black button-up boots. She stood beside Nevery, who glanced up at her, nodded, and went back to the book.

“I can’t stay long.” She sat on the floor next to me and rested her elbows on her knees. “Argent rowed me across from the Sunrise. He’s tying up the boat now.”

Argent. Or Sir Argent, as he liked to be called. Rowan’s friend.

Nevery looked up from the book. “This finding spell,” he said, tapping the page.

“Can you make sense of it, Nevery?” I asked.

He nodded, pulling at the end of his beard. “I can, yes. But I am not sure that working with pyrotechnics is a good idea at this particular moment.”

Because of our other pyrotechnic preparations, he meant. But we had to do the finding spell. We had to. “I can fight Arhionvar a lot better with a locus stone than without one,” I said.

“You’re talking about doing a pyrotechnic spell to find your locus magicalicus?” Rowan asked. She leaned forward, her eyes gleaming in the firelight. “Don’t be stupid, Connwaer. It’s too dangerous. What if you’re caught? You fought Arhionvar in Desh, and you did it without a locus stone.”

True, I had. But the dread magic had almost gotten me then. It wanted me to be its wizard, to take me over as it’d done to the wizard it’d found in Desh—Jaggus. The sorcerer-king had been lost to Arhionvar because he’d been alone, with no one to turn to for help. Arhionvar had corrupted Jaggus until he’d attacked his own city’s magic. Arhionvar wanted to do the same to me so it could attack Wellmet’s magic. I’d fought it off once because I knew I had friends and I wasn’t alone, but I’d need a locus magicalicus if I was going to face it again.

“Nevery—” I said. My voice shook a little bit.

“All right, boy,” Nevery interrupted. “But you won’t be able to work this spell in some Twilight attic. We’ll have to use a workroom.”

We, he’d said. So he would help me.

“Some of the techniques described here…” Nevery shook his head. “Stoichiometry, hmmm,” he muttered. “Hot filament ignition. Have to tune the dock pendulum.” He went back to the book.


“What exactly is a finding spell?” Rowan asked me.

I turned to her. “A spell I can use to find my locus magicalicus. Nevery can’t cast a finding spell for me because it’s my stone we have to find. I have to do it.”

“I see,” Rowan said. “And your locus stone is somewhere in Wellmet?”

I glanced at Nevery to see what he would say.

“It is, almost certainly,” Nevery said without looking up from the book.

“It won’t be one of my mother’s jewels again, will it, Connwaer?” Rowan asked, smiling.

“No,” I said. Probably not. Hopefully not. A wizard’s locus magicalicus called to him or her. It could be anything, a pebble on the road, or a rounded river stone, or a piece of gravel. My first locus stone had been a leaf-green jewel, the center jewel in the necklace of Rowan’s mother, the duchess of Wellmet. To get my hands on it, I’d stolen it.

This time, finding my locus magicalicus was not going to land me in trouble, or in jail.










 

 



Rowan Forestal

Captain Kerrn’s guards are watching me all the time, waiting for me to lead them to Conn. Kerrn has asked me several times if I know where to find the thief. I don’t know where he is staying, so I can say with perfect truthfulness that I do not. I think she suspects me of helping Conn escape from the Dawn Palace. I didn’t, but I wish that I had. I have tried to tell my mother and Kerrn that Conn had to return to Wellmet from exile, that in defeating Arhionvar he showed more bravery than any palace guard, but they both still see him as the thief who stole the most valuable jewel in the city from the ducal regalia.

Sneaking out of the palace tonight wasn’t easy, but I got out, through the Sunrise, and down to the river without being seen. Argent was at the riverbank with a boat and a flask of hot tea. He was trying very hard to be noble about waiting in the rain.

Poor Argent; he does not know what to make of Conn. He sat uncomfortably on a pile of bricks while we talked, and then he grumbled all the way home about Conn’s terrible manners. It bothers him that Conn does not call me Lady Rowan. Then Magister Nevery’s manservant cooked up potatoes and bacon in a pan, and Conn fell on it like a pack of ravening dogs, eating with his fingers because the servant, Benet, hadn’t brought a fork. Argent has a point about the manners.

While Argent sat scowling, Conn and Magister Nevery and I talked about the Wellmet magic and the threat of Arhionvar. Conn told us about the strange behavior of the magic at the Dusk House pit. Magister Nevery said he did not know what it meant, and Conn said maybe Nevery should go and try to get the magic to talk to him. After that, they argued about magic and talked about magical spells in great technical detail. Conn seems wound very tightly. I think he is more worried about Arhionvar than he lets on. He’s always been quiet. I expect that’s because he spent so much of his childhood alone, on the streets of the Twilight, so he’s not used to telling people how he feels. But when he’s worried about something, he gets even quieter.

Conn asked about my mother. She isn’t any better. I’m afraid she is worse. She sits in her chair, so still and silent, like a pale marble statue. When I kiss her cheek, her skin is like cold stone. Magister Trammel says it is the wound given her by the Shadows that pains her. He works healing spells, but they don’t seem to make a difference.

This morning at breakfast I tried to tell her about the magic in the Dusk House pit, but she wouldn’t listen. Instead, she told me to cancel my swordcraft lesson so I could attend a meeting with the factory owners, then another meeting with her council, and then yet another meeting with the leaders of the city’s chimney swifts.

While she is ill she is asking me to take over more and more of her duties. I’m glad she trusts me, but I’m afraid it means she is not going to recover from her wound.













 

 



Connwaer,

As discussed, we must do finding spell right away, get your locus magicalicus, then continue with preparations to defend city from Arhionvar.

For finding spell will need following materials:

Magnetic rust (very little amount) (difficult material to work with; store in folded paper sealed with wax)

Rock salt (crushed, one small sackful)

Ingredients for blackpowder (ratio 15:4:3)

Atriomated water (several cups full) (must be boiled before distilling, note)

Viperic acid (one small-ish bottle)

Mineral spirits (one small bottle sealed with wax) (do not open bottle, boy!)

Copper wire


Cannot buy materials myself in Sunrise; magisters, palace guard watching, will be seen as suspicious activity. However, will prepare abandoned workroom in Academicos for our purposes.

—Nevery
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Nevery,

Can you send Benet with more money? I can meet him in the morning at Sark Square.

I got the rock salt and the blackpowder ingredients and the copper wire from Embre. He wants two more silver faces to pay the man who makes the atriomated water, and he says he can’t get that much viperic acid for any price.

Nevery, are you sure you should do this if the guards are watching you? I want to find my locus stone, but I don’t want you to get into trouble. If you tell me what the words mean, I can do it myself.

—Conn
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Boy, I can adjust the stoichiometrics, so we can do with less acid. Get as much as you can. What about the mineral spirits and the rust?

—N













 

 



Nevery, I’m going to need more money. Embre says the man who makes the atriomated water wants four silvers now. Sparks says the rust has to be scraped from a lightning-struck rock a day’s walk outside the city, so she’s going to fetch it tomorrow, unless it’s too rainy. I’m not having any luck with the mineral spirits.

Nevery, what is stoichiometry?

—Conn













 

 



Dear Nevery,

Even though it was raining, Sparks got the rust and she is trying to dry it, but it keeps sticking to things. Embre is making the viperic acid himself but he says he needs more snakes, so I have been hunting them by the river. Thank you for the money.

Is stoichiometry something about the mixing?

—C

[image: image]













 

 



Boy, stoichiometric control has to do with the meticulous measurement of materials needed for the spell. It also has to do with patience, which you don’t seem to have developed yet. This pyrotechnic finding spell calls for exactly 495 grains of blackpowder at that ratio, and 53 flakes of magnetic rust, and so on. Also, the timing and order in which the materials are combined must be precisely controlled, hence need for dock pendulum, carefully calibrated.

My preparations here are almost complete.

Write when you are ready.

—Nevery
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N—

I’m ready.

—C












CHAPTER 6



Benet came to Sparks’s house to fetch the materials for Nevery. That night he came back for me, rowing me across to the academicos. I scrambled out of the boat and waited for Benet to climb out onto the dock.
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“Not staying for this part,” Benet said.

I didn’t blame him; the last time I’d done pyrotechnics, Benet had gotten his skull cracked open.

“Be careful, you,” he said gruffly.

“I’ll try,” I said. But if I was too careful, I’d never find my locus magicalicus.

With an oar, Benet pushed off from the dock and floated into the darkness.

I turned to look at the academicos. It was a shadow against the lighter night, a big central building with four square, spired towers at its corners, and four-story wings flanking a slate-paved courtyard. Only a few wizards and magisters had rooms here, so it was mostly dark; two lights shone from windows on the ground floor, where the school’s master, Brumbee, lived.

I headed across the courtyard toward one of the side entrances. Then I stopped. Strange shadows like dark lumps were clustered on the windowsills and on the wide stairs leading up to the double front doors. The shadows shifted and rustled like leaves blowing in the wind.

Not leaves. They were black birds, the magic’s watchers. Waiting to see what would happen when I did the spell, maybe. One of them swooped down from a windowsill, circled ’round my head, and flapped back to perch with the other birds.

I went on across the courtyard, picked a lock to get in a side door, and went cat-footed up the dark stairs to the room Nevery’d told me to go to. Not his own room, just in case, but the workroom of a wizard who’d died a long time ago.

I knocked softly on the door. After a few moments, it cracked open and Nevery peered out. Without speaking, he opened the door wider to let me in, then closed the door.

“Were you seen?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“You have the rust?”

I pulled the paper packet out of my pocket to show him. My hands were shaking just a little.

Nevery studied me. “You’re very quiet, boy, even for you. Nervous?”

I nodded. I had a lump of worry stuck in my throat, stopping my voice. What if this didn’t work? What would we do then?

“Hmph. I need some time before we begin.” Turning away, Nevery went to the table and peered down at his grimoire, muttering. He’d recopied the finding spell and the directions and had to read it over again before we started.

I looked around the room. It was more like a study than a workroom. Werelight glowed from lanterns set on the table. Books and papers were piled against a wood-paneled wall, and some more furniture was pushed into a corner and covered with bedsheets. Dusty velvet curtains were pulled across the windows. Nevery’d nailed up rugs and blankets on the walls, to muffle any sounds, I figured.

On the table were the things we needed to work the finding spell. At one end stood a polished dock pendulum, gleaming in the werelight; next to it was a saucer of sparking blackpowder emulsion, a couple of glass stirring rods, some clean rags, two mortars with crystal pestles, a metal bowl full of crushed rock salt, a brass trivet, a fat candle with three wicks, and stoppered vials of measured atriomated water, viperic acid, and mineral spirits.

“You’ve read over the notes I sent you, boy?” Nevery asked, glancing up from his grimoire.

I cleared my throat. “Yes, Nevery.”

“Getting the timing right is absolutely crucial in a stoichiometric spell,” he said.

Yes, I knew that. Nevery’s notes, written on one long, narrow roll of paper and sent with one of the black birds, had listed everything we had to do, step by step, before I said the finding spell. One thing I was good at was reading something once and then remembering it. I wasn’t going to forget anything.

Nevery nodded toward the door. “Put that on.”

My ragged, scorch-marked, gray-wool apprentice robe hung on a hook beside the door. I put the robe on over my black sweater, then went back to the table. My breath fizzed a little as it went down into my chest. If this worked, I would find my locus magicalicus tonight.


“Fifty-three flakes of the magnetic rust, Connwaer,” Nevery said, still looking at his grimoire. “In a mortar. Wipe it out first.”

I rolled up the sleeves of my robe, then cracked open the wax-sealed paper. The rust was greeny-black, the tiny flakes clinging together in a crease of the paper. I pulled over a mortar and wiped it out with one of the clean rags, then fished in the collar of my shirt for a lockpick wire.

The rust stuck itself to everything. With an end of the wire I teased out a greenish flake, then tapped it from the wire into the mortar. One.

Nevery closed his grimoire. He came to the table and used his locus stone to light the three wicks of the candle, then he moved the trivet over the flames and set his mortar on it. “Almost ready, boy?” he asked.

I nodded. Forty-nine, fifty…

“Good,” Nevery said. He leaned across the table and drew the dock pendulum up to its calibration. He glanced at me and raised his eyebrows.


Fifty-three. “Ready,” I said, and my voice cracked.

“Begin,” he said, and let the pendulum fall.

 

While Nevery measured and mixed the aqueous solution, I dissolved the magnetic rust in a threefold concentration of viperic acid, mixing with a glass rod. While it bubbled, I took out the rod and cleaned it off and waited.

“Count two,” Nevery said, watching the pendulum. It ticked over twice. “Now.”

Quickly I added a fizzing drop of mineral spirit. A puff of blue smoke swirled from the surface of the mixture in my mortar.

Nevery stirred his mortar, watching the pendulum. “The atriomated water should be boiled off in five,” Nevery said. “Be careful, boy; the smoke is poisonous.”

I nodded, watching the pendulum. Ten more counts and my mixture would turn to metal jelly.

“Has it turned blue?” Nevery asked.

I leaned over to peer at my mixture. Yes, it was turning blue-green around the edges, and starting to bubble.

“Stir it,” Nevery said.

Right. I cleaned off a pestle and poked the jelly; it bubbled up, and I poked it down again. Bubble-poke, bubble-poke.

Nevery lifted his mortar off the trivet, set it into the bowl of rock salt, and started to stir it. “Is your solution ready?” he asked, watching the pendulum.

Almost. The jelly crackled; in a few swing-tocks of the pendulum it would dissolve into a red powder in the bottom of the mortar.

But it didn’t. Instead, the pestle cracked in my hand and a thick cloud of choke-black smoke billowed up from the mortar. It went into my lungs like a breath full of feathers; I backed away from the table, coughing. More smoke billowed up and spread out over the ceiling like a thick layer of clouds on a rainy day. Nevery, coughing and holding his arm over his face, jerked aside the curtain and flung the window open.


As a damp breeze blew in from outside, the smoke swirled around below the ceiling and grew thicker, then clumps of sizzling black soot started falling like black snowflakes. A soot-flake landed on my hand, and it burned like a hot ember. More soot-flakes drifted down.

Still coughing, I scrambled under the table. Nevery crawled in after me.

“You all right, boy?” Nevery asked.

I caught my breath. “Yes”—I coughed again—“Nevery.” I coughed the last of the black feathers out of my lungs, then we sat watching the soot-flakes pile up on the slate floor, sizzle, and then cool.

“One of your reagents must have been tainted,” Nevery said, frowning. “The rust, perhaps, though that doesn’t seem likely. Perhaps one of the stirring rods.”

Tainted? Oh. How could I have been so stupid? “Nevery, I counted out the magnetic rust with a lockpick wire.” And I hadn’t cleaned it first.

“Curse it,” Nevery muttered.


“Can we try again?” I asked.

“Strict stoichiometric control, boy,” Nevery said. Brushing soot-flakes out of the way, he crawled out from under the table and got to his feet. “It means exact measurements, exact timing, and absolutely pure materials.”

Coughing up the smoke, I’d coughed up the knot of worry in my throat. “And stoichiometry means patience, right?” I said. That’s what he’d told me, anyway. I crawled out and stood up. The soot covered everything in the room like a fall of new snow, except black.

“Yes, boy,” Nevery said, looking at me and pulling at the end of his beard. “Patience. Something I never needed until you became my apprentice.” He turned to survey the room. “Well, it’s not too late, and we have enough materials. We can clean everything and try again.”









CHAPTER 7



By we can clean everything Nevery meant that I could clean everything. I was the one who’d made the stupid mistake, he said. Then he pulled a sheet off a comfortable chair, got a book from the pile of books by the wall, and sat down to read. While he did that, I closed the window, brushed the soot-snow off the table, set out the materials again, and carefully cleaned every speck of soot from the mortars and the stirring rods. When I was almost finished, Nevery put his book aside and came to the table to take the dock pendulum apart and recalibrate it.
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We prepared the spell again. This time, when I stirred the metal jelly, it dissolved into a pile of red powder so fine, it swirled like blood in the bottom of the mortar.

Nevery’s aqueous solution had turned to powder, too. Now we had to wait fifty counts for it to cool. The dock pendulum ticked over, tock, tock, tock.

According to the description in the book, the finding spell would manifest and point the precise location of the stone, so that the wizard must be prepared to pursue, and thus discover it. “Nevery?” I said. I wasn’t sure what manifest meant, exactly.

“What, boy?” He picked up a length of copper wire and held it to the candle flame.

“How will the spell, um, manifest?”

Nevery glanced at me, then back at the wire. “You only think to ask this now?”

Stupid, I knew. “Well, Nevery—”

“Yes, yes, I know, boy,” he said. “We’re at twenty-five counts.” Without taking his eyes off the candle flame, he went on. “The spell should manifest as a beam of light, which will extend from this room to the place in the city where your locus stone can be found. You know to be ready?”

“I’m ready,” I said.

“Count of five,” Nevery said. “Four, three, two—”

I picked up my mortar—it was heavy—and dumped my red powder into Nevery’s mortar full of blue powder. Even without mixing, the two powders swirled together, repelling each other. Setting the mortar down, I gripped the edge of the table, suddenly nervous again.

“Steady, Connwaer,” Nevery said. The end of his copper wire glowed.

I waited.

“Now,” Nevery said, and thrust the hot wire into the mingled powders. Hot filament ignition.

The book had called what would happen a glowing red wave front, but I knew a pyrotechnic explosion when I saw one. The mortar filled with ember-gold light. I started the spell. “Alasanliellielalas—”

“Louder, boy!” Nevery said.

The light burst out from the mortar. I shouted more spellwords—“eventiensilaollentinumintia—” The room filled with white-bright fizzing stars.

Nevery, holding up his hand to shade his eyes, went to the window and pulled aside the curtain. “Finish it!” he shouted.

The end of the spell was my name. “Connwaer!”

The finding spell gathered itself into a crackling, spinning flower of light just below the ceiling. Vials and the dock pendulum and the mortars were swept off the table and shattered against the walls. Faster and faster the light-flower spun, flinging off sparks; then it slowed, finding its way. Slower, slower…


“Be ready, boy,” Nevery whispered.

I was ready.

The light-flower drew in its petals, gave a blinding flash, and blasted through the window; shards of glass flew outward, sparkling in the darkness.

Nevery and I leaped for the windowsill to see where the spell pointed.

It blazed a trail from the window, shedding sparks as it flew through the night. South. I got ready to follow it.

“Wait,” Nevery said. He grabbed my arm. “It’s gone wrong.”

The finding spell was supposed to point like a giant finger made of light. But this wasn’t a beam of light, it was a blazing knife that sliced through the dark city, cutting a wide scorch line south, through the wizards’ houses on one island, through the middle of Magisters Hall on the next island, boiling through the river water and then cutting through the Night Bridge. The spell kept going, blazing a path across a corner of the Sunrise and out of the city.


I saw a glow in the distance as the spell sped away. Then darkness.

For a moment, all was silent. Beside me, Nevery stared out at the city. Then came shouting, and lights blazing up in the sliced buildings. From the first floor of the academicos came the sound of doors slamming, and more shouting.

Nevery went to the door and flung it open. “Lothfalas,” he muttered, and at the sound of the spell his locus magicalicus flared. He glanced at me over his shoulder. “Go, boy,” he whispered, and swept-stepped away, his locus stone filling the stairway with light.









CHAPTER 8



Nevery went down; I went up.
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The stairway was wide and built of soft stone worn down in the middle of the treads from academicos students going up and down to their classrooms. I ran on feather-feet, hearing shouts and running feet from below. Only guards from the Dawn Palace were that noisy; Captain Kerrn must have them stationed nearby.

Up one floor, and I’d need to cut through to another stairway to get off the main level and into one of the towers. I came to a landing lit by a werelight lantern turned low. A door leading off it was locked. I snick-picked the lock and went through. Shelves of rolled-up papers—I was in the scroll room of the academicos library.

I was halfway across the dark-dim room, heading for the door on the other side, when somebody opened it and stepped in.

Plump, wearing a yellow robe, holding an egg-shaped locus magicalicus flaring with light. Brumbee.

I skidded to a stop and stared at him.

He stared back at me. “Oh, dear,” he said. “Is that you, Conn?”

Drats!

I whirled and raced back the way I’d come, slamming the door closed and locking it, then standing on the dim stairway, listening. I expected to hear Brumbee shout for the guards, but he didn’t.

Quick as sticks I skiffed away, up a narrow, round stairway that snaked up to the very top of one of the four towers on the four corners of the academicos building.

When I reached the roof, I eased the trapdoor closed and stood up, catching my breath. The sky was just turning gray with dawn over the Sunrise part of the city. Where I stood was a flat, square roof covered by lead tiles, with a low wall and clusters of stone spires taller than I was all along its edges.

A black bird perched at the top of each spire.

“Go away, you birds,” I whispered. Captain Kerrn knew the magic’s birds followed me around. She’d know exactly where to look for me if she saw them up there. I waved my arms at them, but the birds didn’t move from their perches.

I edged into the shadows beside one of the spires and crouched down to wait. If I kept quiet, Kerrn and her guards might not find me. I peered around another spire and looked out over Wellmet.

There, the spell-line, a wide burnt-black slash that led from the workroom in the academicos, across the courtyard, and through the islands and the city like a fat line drawn on a map with black ink, headed straight south. The spell-line still smoked.

Across the roof from where I hid, the trapdoor creaked open.

I held my breath.

A pair of black birds spiraled down and landed on the spire I was hiding behind.

“I know you are here, thief,” said a low voice.

Captain Kerrn. I pressed myself farther into the shadows.

I heard her climb out the trapdoor and the sliding skff skff of her footsteps on the roof.

I glanced quickly around. Nowhere else to hide. Unless…

Yes, at the very edge of the tower, between the spires and a five-story drop to the paved courtyard, was a narrow ledge.


Moving slowly, holding tight to the stone spires, I edged from behind my spire hiding place and out onto the ledge; it was just as wide as my foot.

Clinging to the spire, I looked down over my shoulder. The ground was very, very far away. I saw guards crossing the courtyard, and there was small, fat Brumbee in his yellow robes, and small Nevery with guards. None of them looked up.

Part of being a thief meant being good at climbing. I wasn’t going to fall.

A black bird landed on the ledge beside me. I kicked at it with my foot and wobbled a little.

Awk, said the bird.

Drats, Kerrn was going to find me. I didn’t want her chaining me up in a prison cell and giving me phlister; I had to go find my locus stone.

Over the Sunrise part of Wellmet the very edge of the sun peeked up, sending beams of golden light across the city. The beams looked like long arms, reaching out from the sun.

Carefully I turned around until the spire was at my back. My heels were on the ledge, but my toes rested on nothing but air. I looked down. Way below, the wide courtyard was empty now, except for Nevery. The guards and Brumbee had gone in, probably searching for me. Nevery stood still, gripping his cane, staring up at me. Then he pulled something from his cloak pocket—his locus magicalicus. He held it up, his lips moving, saying a spell, I guessed. He pointed the stone at me, and a flash of white light darted from the stone and over me, then reflected back to Nevery. He turned and pointed the stone at the courtyard stones and said the rest of the spell. An image of me, dark like a shadow, sprang up next to Nevery. He said another word, and the shadow-me started running across the courtyard toward the tunnel entrance.

At the same moment, Brumbee and the guards burst from the academicos door. Seeing the shadow-me, they waved their arms and shouted, and a couple of the guards started across the courtyard.

I heard footsteps clatter across the lead-tiled roof, then just along the ledge from me, Kerrn poked out her head. If she turned just a little bit, she would see me. I held my breath. The bird on the ledge beside me didn’t move.

One of her guards shouted, and the shadow-me disappeared down the tunnel steps.

“Flaet,” Kerrn said, a curse word in her own language, I guessed, and then she was gone, her footsteps pounding across the rooftiles and the trapdoor slamming closed behind her.

Down in the courtyard, Nevery shoved his locus magicalicus into his cloak pocket and headed toward the corner of the building. He was going ’round the back.

Quick as quick I slid off the ledge so the guards wouldn’t see me if they looked up, and cat-footed over to the trapdoor.

I skiffed through the shadowy hallways and stairways and classrooms of the academicos to a window on the ground floor, unlatched it, and climbed out, and there was Nevery.


We were at the back of the academicos, a narrow strip of deserted courtyard leading to the steep stone bank that ran all around the edge of the island.

“Brumbee saw you, boy,” Nevery said.

I caught my breath. “I know.”

“I’ve signaled Benet.” Nevery’s cloak swirled as he turned away and started toward the stone bank.

“Nevery, d’you know why the finding spell didn’t work the way it was supposed to?” I asked, running to catch up.

He didn’t answer. “Hurry, boy,” he said. His cane went tap tap on the paving stones.

We came to the edge of the island. The stone bank where we stood was about Nevery’s height above the rough, gray water. Below us, Benet waited in the rowboat, holding on to an iron ring that was set into the side of the wall.

Nevery nodded at the boat. “In you go.”

I dropped down into the boat.

“Steady,” Benet said. He looked up at Nevery, standing above us on the wall. “Tonight? Dory-down dock?”

“Yes. Make haste.” Nevery looked over his shoulder, back at the academicos.

“Nevery, aren’t you coming?” I asked, getting to my feet. The boat sloshed, tipping me back onto my seat. Benet pushed us away from the wall and set his oars in the oarlocks.

Nevery didn’t answer; he turned around and swept-stepped away, back toward the academicos.

What was he doing? He needed to come with us or he’d get into trouble. Brumbee had seen me. They’d know Nevery’d been with me. I stood up again.

“Get down,” Benet growled. “He can deal with ’em.” He pointed with his chin at the canvas tarp I’d hid under before, and took a stroke with his oars. We shot away from the island, headed downstream. I scrambled under the tarp and pulled it over my head. Hidden.








CHAPTER 9



Benet tied the boat to the last falling-down dock in the Twilight before the mudflats began. The air smelled of mud and dead fish, and of dirty drains. He put the oars together and lay them in the bottom of the boat. I started to climb out from under the tarp.
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“Stay there,” Benet said. He checked his coat pocket, pulled his truncheon from under one of the boat seats, and climbed onto the dock. He glared down at me.

All right. I pulled the tarp back over my head and settled down in the bottom of the boat to wait. I didn’t want to be there. My feet kept twitching. I wanted to be off, following the finding spell. But Benet had told me to stay, so I would stay.

There was nothing in the boat to eat. The edge of the seat poked into my back. Just after midday the clouds drew in over the city and it started to rain. Not a misty rain, but a hard, straight rain like a curtain across the river. I was glad of my black sweater and apprentice’s robe. I huddled under the canvas tarp, staring at the rain-flattened, gray surface of the river and the mudflats, getting wetter and hungrier. After a while I fell asleep.

When I woke up it was dark and not raining. Benet had tossed a couple of sacks into the boat—whump—and climbed in after them. “You all right?” he asked. His coat had big wet patches on it.

“Yes,” I said, pushing the tarp off me. “You?”

“Wet,” he said. “You hungry?” he asked.

I grinned at him. “I’m never hungry, Benet.”

He gave half a laugh, then put the oars in the oarlocks and untied the rope. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a package wrapped in damp, brown paper, and handed it to me.

As he rowed us out onto the darkening river, I opened the package. Mmmm. A sandwich made of bread and bacon and butter. “Want some?” I asked.

“No,” Benet grunted. He looked over his shoulder and took a stroke with an oar to straighten out the boat.

I ate the bread and bacon. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“That captain’s got her guards out looking for you,” he said. “Twilight’s crawling with ’em.”

“Is Nevery all right?”

“Dunno,” Benet said.

While waiting for Benet I’d had plenty of time to think about what might happen. Nevery’d set it up so we’d done the pyrotechnics in an unused workroom. So even though Brumbee had seen me and he’d told Kerrn that he’d seen me, Kerrn might suspect Nevery was helping me, but she wouldn’t know. I hoped Nevery was staying quiet. He didn’t need to get into trouble over this.

Full night had fallen when Benet rowed us to a shadowy dock on the Sunrise side of the river. He didn’t tie up the boat, just held to the side of the dock, ready to push us off if somebody came along. I knew better than to ask what we were doing.

The night grew quiet, the only sound the river wavelets lapping against the side of the boat, and the seat creaking when Benet shifted himself. A fog rose up off the river, surrounding us. I stared at the bank, waiting.

There—a flash of white-bright light cutting through the fog, then another one. “That’s the lothfalas,” I whispered to Benet; as I pointed, the light flashed again.


“Come on,” Benet said. He grabbed the sacks and climbed out of the boat onto the dock, and I followed him. When we reached the street, which was lined by closed-up, dark shops, Nevery was waiting for us, holding a knapsack.

“Ah, good,” he said quietly. “Come along.” Off he went, step step tap along the cobbled street, me and Benet right behind. He led us along the misty, puddled street until we came to the park where Sunrise people came on sunny days to ride their horses and walk on the paths and get their pockets picked. We crunched along one of the gravel paths until we came to an iron-bar fence with a gate in it.

“Lothfalas,” Nevery whispered. In his hand, his locus magicalicus flared brightly; he whispered another word and it dimmed until it shed a faint circle of light around us. Fog swirled at its edge.

Nevery’s eyes were bright. He pointed at the gate. “Pick the lock.”

Right. I reached into the collar of my shirt and pulled out my lockpick wires, then crouched in front of the gate. A simple double-down plunger. One-two and a snick-flick, and I had it open.

“I don’t know, boy,” Nevery said.

I stood and faced him. He didn’t know what?

“I don’t know why the finding spell effected the way it did,” Nevery said, answering the question I’d asked hours ago. Nevery pulled at the end of his beard, his eyes keen-gleaming down at me. “It is clear that you have some kind of connection to the magic of this city; I suspect that anytime you do a spell, it may have unintended consequences.”

Unintended consequences. Trouble, that meant. I’d have to be careful, then, every time I did magic. Once I got back to Wellmet with my locus magicalicus. “Nevery, I need to go,” I said. I could feel the spell-line not far away, leading south. It pulled at me like a string.

“Yes, all right, my lad,” Nevery said. “Be careful.”

“Nevery, I’m always careful,” I said.

Benet snorted. He’d taken the knapsack from Nevery and packed it with the stuff from his sacks; he handed it to me. A blanket was rolled up and strapped to it, too.

“Here,” Nevery said. He had my coat, the one with the shabby velvet collar. I took off my apprentice robe, handed it to Nevery, and put on the coat instead. Benet handed me a scarf, one he’d knitted. It was long and nettle-green and had a keyhole shape knitted into each end and a long fringe, and he’d stitched my name on it in runes. The edges were thick enough to hide lockpick wires in, I reckoned.

“It’s perfect,” I said, stroking the soft wool.

Benet nodded.

“Look, boy,” Nevery said. “Stay on the spell-line and it will pull you straight to your locus magicalicus. It cannot be too far away from Wellmet; you’ll only be gone for a few days. Send a bird when you’ve returned and Benet will fetch you, and we’ll decide what to do next about that cursed Arhionvar.”

I nodded. He was right. I needed to hurry.










 

 



Rowan Forestal

I simply do not understand how someone as clever as Conn can be so continually stupid. He’s been trying to hide from Captain Kerrn and the guards, yet he has called the worst kind of attention to himself. The Dawn Palace has been in an uproar as the guards have searched the city and come in to report. The magisters sent Nimble to complain about the damage done by Conn’s latest pyrotechnic spell, and Magister Nevery stormed in and shouted at my mother behind the closed door of her office until she summoned guards and had him taken away.

Then there was the hearing this morning to determine Conn’s punishment for casting a pyrotechnic spell. I don’t understand why they call it a hearing when no one listened and Conn wasn’t there to speak for himself.

I detest the hearing room; it is full of echoes and dark corners. The magisters, dressed in their colorful robes, were sitting at a long table; my mother, wrapped in furs yet still cold as stone, sat at the middle of the table, and I stood just behind her. Magister Nevery sat to the side on a hard bench, with Captain Kerrn standing behind him.

Magister Nimble began. I have never liked Nimble, and now I hate him. He has a precise voice with a whiny edge, and in this horrid voice he went on about Conn’s so-called crimes, how he practiced illegal pyrotechnics and constituted a threat to the safety of the city and all who reside here. Then he ranted about Conn’s latest pyrotechnic spell. No one was injured or killed, thank goodness, but several buildings have been damaged and the Night Bridge was sliced in two.

Then Magister Nevery, glaring fiercely, got up from his bench and reminded them all that the dread magic Arhionvar, which had preyed upon Desh, was coming after Wellmet next—had they forgotten that?

The magisters shouted him down—they will not believe, as Conn believes, that the city’s magic is a living being, and so they cannot conceive of Arhionvar as a threat. They said Magister Nevery was exaggerating the danger posed by Arhionvar in order to consolidate his own power. They don’t believe that Arhionvar was behind either Jaggus’s or Underlord Crowe’s attacks on Wellmet; they think they both acted alone, for human reasons, not magical ones. Nimble also accused Nevery of bringing up Arhionvar in order to deflect criticism of his criminal apprentice. Then he accused Nevery of being involved in Conn’s latest pyrotechnic disaster.

Nimble is quite right about that, of course.

But Magister Nevery refused to speak further on that subject.

Then Magister Nimble and the other magisters pretended to consult, and Nimble whispered their verdict against Conn into my mother’s ear. I protested, but she told me very coldly and stiffly to be silent. Then she pronounced the verdict.

I will never forgive her. Never.











CHAPTER 10



In the morning I woke up under a bush with my stomach growling and frost covering my blanket. The sky was gray, tinged with pink off to the east, and Wellmet was a couple of hours back along the muddy path. The air felt thin, empty of magic.
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If I followed the path toward the south it’d cross the spell-line, I figured, and then I’d follow that, instead, until I found my locus magicalicus. It’d only take a day or two, as Nevery’d said.

I crawled out from under the bush, rolled up the blanket, strapped it to the pack, and put the pack-straps over my shoulder and set off. I’d walk for a bit, and then stop to eat some breakfast. I kept Benet’s scarf wrapped warmly around my neck.

I’d seen maps—Rowan had shown them to me. Wellmet was far away from most of the other Peninsular Duchies, the other cities of the land. Right outside Wellmet to the north were fields and pastures; here, to the south, were forests. I’d been out of the city before, when I’d gone to Desh to meet Arhionvar. That muddy road had led through gray, dead forest.

The forest here felt more alive. Winter had begun, and in the morning sunshine the air stayed cold, but the frost sparkled like thousands of jewels on the ground and bare tree branches. Ahead of me I felt the spell-line; if I closed my eyes, it was a silver thread in the darkness, leading from the warm glow that was the magic of Wellmet off into a darker distance.

I walked faster to catch up to it.

At midmorning I stopped to eat. Next to the path was a flat gray rock the size of a door. I climbed up and opened the knapsack to see what Benet had packed for me. Brown-paper-wrapped packages of food, a small canteen full of water, a toothbrush wrapped up in a washcloth, and a flat wooden box with a sheaf of thin paper and three pencils in it. For writing letters.

And a small book that Nevery must’ve put in, covered with cracked brown leather, a little larger than my hand. An Advanced Spell Practicum, it was called. I opened it. The pages were yellow, with black mold spots on them. On the first page was a list of chapters, each one for a different kind of spell.

Transformative

Simulative


Refractoratory

Luminative

Directive

I flipped through the pages to “Simulative.” There it was, the remirrimer, the spell Nevery had used to make the shadow-me to distract the guards at the academicos.

I went back to the beginning of the book, and reading the introduction, I ate a biscuit and bacon and some dried apple. When I was done I sat for a minute with my eyes closed. The spell-line was very close. I felt it humming, calling to me.

I packed everything back into the knapsack, hopped off the rock, and headed down the path. Overhead, the sky was bright blue and cloudless. Even though the pack was heavy, and even though the thought of Arhionvar lurked in the back of my head, I felt lighter than a spark given off by a pyrotechnic spell. With a locus stone, I’d be a wizard again, and able to talk to the magic and help protect it, and the duchess and Captain Kerrn and the magisters would see that I belonged in Wellmet and shouldn’t be exiled. I’d get to live in the rebuilt Heartsease with Nevery and Benet, where I belonged.

Up ahead, the path curved ’round the base of a low hill covered with bare-branched trees. I followed the path, the tingling from the spell-line getting stronger. Then I saw it.

The finding spell had burned a wide line over the hill, cutting trees in half, leaving branches hanging in tangles. The line rolled down off the hill and, ahead, went across the path. There, three black birds, like black lumps, perched in a tree, watching.

The knapsack bumping on my back, I ran along the path until I reached the spell-line. The black birds flew up squawking. I slung my pack on the ground and crouched down to look.

The spell-line was about as wide as my two arms spread apart, and it’d scorched the ground black like burnt toast. I looked along where it led. Into the forest, away from the path, burning through brown-leafed bushes and trees and snaky vines hanging down. Wide enough for me to walk along.

Testing, I rested my hand on the spell-line.

It was like putting my hand into the river after a heavy rainfall. The line pulled at me and shot tingles of excitement up my arm and into my head. I tugged out my hand and the spell dripped off of it like silver water, shining in the sunlight. I blinked the brights from my eyes and got to my feet.

I looked up into the sparkling blue sky, then into the forest where the spell-line led. “All right, locus stone,” I said. “I’m coming.”

I picked up my knapsack and got ready to step onto the spell-line.

Then, from behind me, around the low hill, came the jingle-clop sound of horses and voices talking.

Someone was coming.










 

 



Rowan Forestal

Very early this morning I went to the guardroom to see Captain Kerrn.

You must be very happy, I said to her. You’ve been waiting to get rid of Conn. You’ve always hated him.

Captain Kerrn looked troubled and said, I do not hate him. Not at all. But he is a danger to the city.

I do not understand this. Captain Kerrn was with us in Desh, she went to the sorcerer-king’s fortress, and she knows about Conn’s fight with the dread magic. She must know that we need Conn here in Wellmet to help fight against Arhionvar. Swords alone cannot defend us against magic, and the magisters are no help—Captain Kerrn knows that very well.

She had no answer for this.

My mother will not listen, either; she has been miserably ill for the past few days. She is convinced that Conn is dangerous.


Perhaps he is. He has certainly caused enough trouble to be thought dangerous. But he’s faced danger, too, to protect Wellmet. We will need him in the city, when Arhionvar arrives. If we do not defend ourselves against Arhionvar, the dread magic will destroy our magic and, with it, our city.

I have decided what I must do.
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CHAPTER 11



Better to hide than meet somebody I didn’t want to see. I ducked behind a clump of bushes and a fallen log. One of the black birds spiraled down and perched on a tree branch right over my head.
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“Go away,” I whispered.

Awk, it said.

The sound of horses came closer, the clop-clop of hooves on the path and the jingle of bridles. I kept still.

A deep voice said something. Then it said, “I do not know, my lady.”

I knew that voice. Drats. And I knew who it was talking to.

I stood up and stepped out from behind the bush. At the same moment, the bird hopped off its branch and flapped in a circle just over my head, squawking.

Rowan reined in her horse and looked down at me from the saddle. She wore a sword in a scabbard on a belt around her waist and had two other horses tethered to her saddle. “Hello, Connwaer,” she said. She didn’t give me her usual smile. “I thought we’d find you along here somewhere.” Her horse shook its head, and she patted its neck.

Argent brought his horse up beside Rowan’s. “You don’t jump out at horses like that, boy,” he said, looking down his long nose at me and curling his lip. He looked like a horse himself, doing that.


“Hello, Ro,” I said. I glanced at the other two horses. One of them had a saddle on it, and the other was loaded with sacks and leather bags. So they were going on a journey.

Rowan pointed at the spell-line. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked.

“Probably,” I said.

“Your finding spell?” she asked. “The one you were talking about with Magister Nevery?”

I nodded.

She climbed down out of the saddle and, holding her horse’s reins, stepped up to the spell-line. “It just looks like a burnt path.”

“There’s magic here, too. It’s calling me.” I pointed down the burnt trail. “The spell is leading to my locus magicalicus, Ro. That’s where I’m going.”

“All right.” She glanced aside at Argent. “We’re coming with you.”









CHAPTER 12



I stood in the middle of the spell-line and felt it pulling at me like a river current, bright and shining and icy cold. It was the call of my locus magicalicus, wanting me to come and fetch it. For its call to be this strong, my locus stone had to be close. I took another step along the spell-line.
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Night was coming on. But we could walk at night, couldn’t we? I needed to get my stone and get back to Wellmet.

Behind me, Rowan said something, but I didn’t hear her. All I could hear was the call in my head.

I felt a rough hand on my shoulder, and then Argent spun me around and grabbed my arm. “Lady Rowan said we must stop,” he said.

I squirmed out of his grip. “Just a little farther,” I said, and headed down the trail again. They could stop for dinner and then catch up.

“It’s the spell-trail, Argent!” Rowan called from behind me. “Pull him off the spell or he’ll never stop!”

Again the strong hand on my arm, and Argent jerked me off the spell-line and into a prickly bush. It felt like being pulled from a pot of honey; the spell-line held me, and then I popped out of it. The magic dripped and sparked off of me.

“Lady Rowan told you to stop,” Argent said to me with a disgusted shake of his head, then turned and walked back to Rowan.


Off to the west, behind the trees, the sun was going down. A cold mist floated low among the trees.

Right. We needed to stop.

I made my way back to Rowan and Argent and the horses. They’d stopped at a clearing covered with damp leaves and wiry yellow grass. A good place to camp for the night. Three black birds perched in a tree at the clearing’s edge. Rowan was tying the horses’ reins to rope strung between two trees, and Argent was unloading the packs.

“Go find some firewood,” he said, without looking at me.

Right, firewood. I headed back into the forest, picking up twigs, stomping on dead branches to break them into pieces.

Somehow I found myself at the edge of the trail again.

Darkness had crept in among the trees; the spell-line rolled out into the night like a wide, black ribbon.

I dropped my armful of wood. I closed my eyes. The spell-line sang in my head. I’d go just a little farther. Rowan and Argent could catch up to me in the morning.

As I stepped into the spell, the night lit up around me. The spell-line glowed like a bright tunnel through the night-dark forest; the call of my locus magicalicus thrummed through my bones and tingled in my fingers.

I’m coming, I told it.

A moment later I felt a hand on my arm and found myself standing in a bush beside the spell-line with magic dripping off me. I blinked the spell-brights out of my eyes. “Idiot,” Argent said, panting. “If the trail is pulling at you, then you have to stay off it when we stop for the night.” He scowled down at me. “And we are stopping for the night.”

 

We made camp and had dinner and tea, and I read in The Advanced Spell Practicum about transformative spells while Rowan did swordcraft drills with Argent, and then we rolled out our blankets to sleep. The fire died down to glowing red embers. The evening mist had faded away, and the night was cool and clear.

I lay in my blanket and looked up at the sky, full of stars like diamonds against black velvet. The sky was never this dark in Wellmet. Off to my left, the spell-line sang to me.

I sat up and pushed my blanket off me.

“Stay off the trail, Connwaer,” Rowan said from the darkness, her voice sleepy.

Right. She was right.

The night had gotten colder. I huddled my blanket around me and edged up to the fire, where I threw on another pile of sticks. The embers flared. Beside the firepit, Argent was a long, dark lump with a tousle of blond hair, dead asleep.

Not far away, Rowan sat up from her blankets, rubbing her eyes. “Can’t sleep?” she asked quietly.

I shook my head. “The spell is singing to me.”

She yawned. Then, clutching her blankets around her, she came and sat beside me.

We were quiet for a while. In the forest, the leaves rustled, and I heard the scurryings of little animals in the underbrush.

“What is it like?” Rowan asked softly. She pointed behind us, at the spell-line.

Hard to explain. “It’s very strong,” I said.

She gave me her sideways slant-look. “Clearly. Does that mean we’ll find your locus stone soon?”

“I hope so,” I said, and held my hands up to the fire to warm them.

She moved a little closer, to lean against my shoulder. “I hope so, too.”

We sat staring into the fire.

“Conn, there’s something else I have to tell you about,” Rowan said at last.

I looked over at her.

Rowan used to have short hair, but it had grown out, and she wore it in a stubby horse tail tied at the back of her neck. Some of the hair was still short, though, and got out of the tail to hang down in her face. She pulled on one of the hair ends and nibbled on it.

“Are you listening?” she said.


I nodded.

She sighed. “The magisters and my mother and her council know that you were responsible for the finding spell.”

Brumbee had seen me at the academicos after the spell. Of course they knew.

“You’re in trouble for it,” she said.

Well, that was no surprise. I was always in trouble with the magisters, and with the duchess. “How much trouble?”

Rowan blew out a breath. “A lot. The magisters and my mother have sentenced you to death if you return to Wellmet.”

Oh. That would make things complicated when I went back to the city. I thought about it a bit more. “Ro, d’you know if your mother knows you came after me?”

“What do you think, Connwaer?”

I thought the duchess didn’t know. That might make things complicated, too.

“I came after you so that when you go back to Wellmet you’ll be with me,” Rowan said. “You’ll be under my protection. I think that will make things all right.”

Maybe it would.

We sat for a bit longer. Then Rowan said she had to sleep, so she woke Argent, tied one end of a rope around his ankle and tied the other end to mine. She understood how the spell-line worked; she knew that if I stepped onto it I wouldn’t stop until I reached my locus stone.

Argent wasn’t happy about being woken up in the middle of the night. He snorted around like a big yellow horse, then lay down again with his rope-tied ankle sticking out the end of his blankets.

“I’m a light sleeper,” he said. He pointed at the rope. “You’d better not wake me up.”

I didn’t. But I didn’t sleep, either. Rowan was worried about the death sentence, and she was right to be. But when I found my locus stone I would go back to Wellmet, no matter what. I would never abandon the magic. Never.








CHAPTER 13



The next day, Rowan said I’d have to ride a horse. So I wouldn’t get too tired from walking, she said.
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And she wanted to get me off the spell-line, I figured. Going along the trail might be easier if I was high up on the back of a horse instead of right in the pulling river of the spell.

Rowan handed me the horse’s reins and told me to get acquainted with it while she finished packing a saddlebag.

My horse was a plain mud-brown color with a mud-brown mane and a splash of white across its nose, like paint. What I knew about horses was that you stayed away from the back end so you didn’t get kicked. If you were holding the reins you tried to stay away from the front end so you didn’t get bit. The mud-brown horse shook its head, making its bridle jingle. I backed away, and it clopped forward, following me.

“Stop it, horse,” I said.

“Mount up,” Argent said, swinging onto his tall black horse. I put my foot in the stirrup the way Rowan had shown me, and climbed up into Mud-brown’s saddle. Then we set off along the trail.

The blackened spell-line was a long way down from where I sat, sloshing around in the saddle, gripping the horse’s mane and the reins so I wouldn’t fall off.

Argent rode just behind me. “Sit up straight, boy,” he said.

I slouched a bit.

“Keep your elbows in,” he said.

Shut up, stupid Argent.

“You ride like a sack of potatoes,” Argent said.

I glared at him over my shoulder.

“With wings.” He flapped his elbows.

Right, elbows in.

We rode all the morning, stopping for lunch and to rest the horses. When I got down from Mud-brown’s saddle my legs felt stiff, but not too bad. We started off again after lunch.

After a little while, Mud-brown stopped in the middle of the trail. Rowan and Argent were ahead, and they kept going.

“Go, horse,” I said.

The horse bent its head and snatched at a clump of brown grass at the side of the burnt trail.

“Rowan!” I called. “This horse is done walking!”

“Just give her a little kick with your heels!” Rowan shouted back.

“Go,” I said again, and gave it a little kick.

Mud-brown shook its head but didn’t go.

I climbed down out of the saddle. As soon as my feet touched the burnt-black ground, the spell swirled up over my ankles and started pulling at me. I brought the reins over the horse’s head, then pulled on them to get it to move. It locked its knees and leaned backward.

I pulled harder, the spell pulling at me. “Come on, horse.”

It took a quick step forward and pushed me with its nose. I stumbled back, then fell onto the spell-line. The magic washed over me like a shining wave.

I got to my feet. Never mind the stupid horse. It could catch up by itself. Ahead, Rowan and Argent had ridden on. I walked fast.

As I walked past them, Rowan looked down at me from her horse’s saddle. “Conn?” She glanced over her shoulder. “You left your horse!”

That horse was too slow.

Rowan said something to Argent, and he turned his horse and headed back along the spell-line. I kept going.

Rowan let me walk for the rest of the day, leading them along the trail. As the sky darkened, they stopped.

Before Argent could pull me out of the spell, I started running, but his legs were longer than mine. He caught me and jerked me off the path.

The moment my feet touched the ground beside the spell-line, I felt the tiredness of a night without sleep and a day of walking and riding. I stumbled, and Argent grabbed my arm to keep me on my feet.

“Idiot,” Argent said.

 

We traveled like that for four more days through the forest followed by the black birds. My locus magicalicus kept calling me, but it didn’t get any stronger. We should’ve reached it by now. Time was running out—I had to get back to Wellmet!

Rowan was worried about being away from the city for so long. “If you rode,” she said, “We could go faster.”

True. But I didn’t like that horse. So I walked, and walked, and walked.

 

One evening, after studying the spell-book and memorizing more of the spell-language, I wrote a letter with pencil on one of the papers Nevery’d put into my knapsack.


.












 

 



Dear Nevery,

I haven’t found my locus magicalicus yet. It must be farther away than we thought. This is taking too long. Have you seen any sign of Arhionvar yet? Are you working on the pyrotechnic defenses? I will come back as soon as I can.

Rowan’s here, too. She brought horses, but they don’t work very well.

Rowan told me about the death sentence on me. I’ll be careful when I get back. Did you get in trouble because of the finding spell?

Hello to Benet. Thank you for the book. I have been learning the spellwords.

—Conn
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I rolled up the paper and tied it with a bit of thread, then tied that onto one of the black bird’s legs. It’d fly straight back to Wellmet, to Nevery.

“D’you want to send a letter to your mother?” I asked Rowan.

“No,” she said.

“The bird can carry a letter to Nevery,” I said, “and he’ll send it on.”

Rowan folded her arms. “I don’t want to write to her.”

“She’ll worry if you don’t,” I said.

“Let her worry,” Rowan said, and walked away.

I gave the bird a few biscuit crumbs and sent it flapping toward Wellmet.

 

Nevery’s answer came the next day.










 

 



I know about the death sentence, boy, and it is a problem, I agree. We must be circumspect.

The aftermath from the finding spell is nothing I cannot manage. Captain Kerrn may suspect all she likes, but she can prove nothing, nor can the duchess or the other magisters, who are fools.

I am more concerned at the moment with Arhionvar. You are right to worry about being gone from the city for so long. The dread magic could arrive at any time.

Make all haste.

—N.












 

 


Nevery was safe, then. That was good.

I wasn’t sure what circumspect meant. Very, very careful, I figured, or I’d end up swinging from Wellmet’s gallows tree.








CHAPTER 14



Rowan had a map. She kept it folded inside a square of oiled leather so it’d be dry in case of rain.
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Nearby, the burnt-black spell-line cut across a wide trade road, which led through a clearing edged by tall, straight pine trees. Rowan pulled out the map to have a look at where we were. “I think we’re about here,” she said. She’d put the map on the pine-needly ground and squatted down, pointing. Her gloved finger rested on a line leading to a dot with the word Torrent next to it. A city.

“Have we traveled that far south already?” Argent asked, kneeling next to her.

“I think so.” She shot me a sideways glance. “We’ve been making very good time, for some reason.”

Because they had to drag me off the trail every night, she meant, and catch up to me in the morning because I’d set off, munching on a biscuit, as soon as the sun came up.

“I didn’t think we’d be gone this long,” Rowan said. “We didn’t pack enough supplies, so we’ll have to get more.” She stood and, after squinting down at the map once more, folded it into its leather envelope. “We’ll follow this road into the city, stock up, and come back to the spell-path.”

Leave the spell-line, did she say?


Rowan looked at me and raised her eyebrows. “All right?”

She was right. We needed supplies; we were out of bacon. But leaving the spell-line…

“All right,” I said slowly.

We mounted up, me on Mud-brown, and pointed the horses down the rutted road toward the city of Torrent. As we clip-clopped away, the spell-line hummed and tugged at me as if it was the line and I was the fish, caught.

I pulled back on the reins, and the horse plodded to a stop. Call, call, call, went the spell. I climbed down off of Mud-brown’s back.

Rowan turned her horse and brought it to stand next to me. “Can’t do it?” she asked.

I shook my head and handed her Mud-brown’s reins. “I could wait for you,” I said, backing up a step toward the spell-line.

Rowan nibbled her lip. “No, I don’t think you can.” She stood up in her stirrups and called over her shoulder. “Argent!”


Argent rode back to us. “Yes, Lady Rowan?”

Rowan pointed at me. “Conn can’t come along. You’ll have to stay here with him.”

“Lady Rowan!” Argent protested.

She gave me her sideways smile. “I suspect that as soon as we’re gone he’ll jump back into the spell, and we’ll spend the next four days trying to catch up to him.”

She was probably right.

“That would be four days without him,” Argent muttered. “We should just let him do it, if he wants to. Or tie him to a tree until we return.”

Rowan gave him her most duchess’s-daughterly smile. “Oh, I don’t think we’ll do that. You’ll stay with Conn. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Argent tried to tell her she wouldn’t be safe going to a city alone, but since she had her sword and was better at swordcraft than he was, he lost that part of the argument. I left them to it, heading back toward the spell-line.

Before I reached it, Argent caught up to me, riding his tall black horse and leading Mud-brown by the reins. Without speaking we went back to the place where the spell-line cut across the road, a wide clearing in the middle of straight, dark pine trees. We took the saddles off our horses, tied their reins to a tree branch, and I put my knapsack and scab-barded sword on the ground.

Argent took out his own sword and started doing practice lunges in the clear area beside the road. I wanted to go over to the humming spell-line, but he stayed between me and it. I went and sat down against a pine tree and watched him parrying an invisible blade and skewering an invisible opponent that I bet looked a lot like me.

After a while he got out of breath. He fetched my sword, then came to where I was sitting and glared down at me. “Come and spar,” he said, tossing my sword onto the ground beside me.

With him? With real swords? Not likely. He’d beaten the fluff out of me before, trying to teach me swordcraft.

“Coward,” he said. He lifted his sword and pointed at me, sighting down the blade. “You are not fit company for Lady Rowan. You’re nothing but a mannerless gutterboy.”

“I know what I am,” I said.

“Oh, of course.” Argent snorted and lowered the blade. “You’re a wizard.”

Right. I nodded.

“You are a wizard’s servant boy. If you were a wizard yourself, you would have a locus magicalicus to do magic.” He curled his lip. “Go ahead, wizard, do some magic.”

I got to my feet. Only one way this was going to go, but I didn’t want to fight with him. I pointed at the spell-line. That was magic I’d done.

Argent narrowed his eyes. He turned away, walked over to a saddlebag, and took something out, which he held behind him. Then he came back to where I was standing. Slowly he brought up his sword, resting the tip just below my throat. I backed up until I was pressed up against the tree.

“My other idea was a better one,” Argent said.

Before I could jerk away, he dropped his sword, grabbed me, and spun me around, then pressed my face into the rough bark of the tree with a hand on the back of my head. I squirmed a bit to get away, and he pushed harder, mashing my nose. “Stop it,” he said. Was he going to slice me open with his sword? I kicked backward with my heels, and he put his leg across my legs to hold them against the tree. He caught one of my hands and, leaning against me to keep me still, tied an end of rope around my wrist. Then he flipped me around, and tied my arms behind the tree.

I blinked bits of pine bark out of my eyes and caught my breath.

“Little squirmer,” Argent said, backing away from the tree and dusting off his hands. “Like putting a worm on a fishhook.”

I glared at him.

“Wizard your way out of that, boy,” he said. He went across the clearing and saddled his horse, then came back and fetched his sword and kicked my sword farther from the tree so I couldn’t reach it. Then he swung up into the saddle.

“I am going to join Lady Rowan,” he said. “And you”—he pointed at me—“will be here when we return.” He kicked his horse into a high-stepping trot down the rutted road.

As he rode away, I heard him laughing.










 

 



Am beginning to think I made a mistake allowing boy to leave city. Magic is behaving oddly. Spells are working erratically or not at all. Magisters a quivering mess. People of city nervous. Duchess unresponsive. Have visited Dusk House pit; the magic seems to be focused there. Why? Gathering its strength? In hiding? Can Arhionvar be closer than we realized? I do not quite understand this conflict between magics. The boy has proven well enough that the magics are beings that live—if “live” is truly what they do—in our human cities, but I have not carefully considered what this might mean, and why a living magic such as Arhionvar would seek to kill another city’s magic.

I wonder, too, where the magics came from, what they truly are. Must look into historical grimoires, see if I can find further information. The more we know, the more likely we are to find some way to defeat Arhionvar.
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CHAPTER 15



When Argent had tied me to the tree, he’d left a length of rope between my wrists so my arms weren’t pulled back too badly. I edged down the trunk until I was sitting on the soft, pine-needly ground.
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Across the clearing, Mud-brown was still tied by the reins to a tree branch. The horse stood quietly, ignoring me. In a tree over the horse’s head sat the three black birds.

“Come down and peck at these ropes, birds,” I called. At the sound of my voice, Mud-brown twitched an ear. A bird sailed down from its branch and landed on the grass beside my leg, then hopped up to my knee.

Awk, said the bird. It cocked its head and looked at me with its yellow eye.

“The ropes,” I said.

Awk-awk-awk, it said. Was it laughing at me?

It fluffled its feathers, then hopped off my knee and flapped back to its branch. The other two birds moved over to give it room. They sat there like feathery black lumps, watching me.

Bits of pine needles and bark were stuck in my coat and prickled against my back. I had a lockpick sewn into my shirt sleeve, but that wasn’t going to help with knots. I pulled at the ropes for a bit with no luck getting them loose.

Drats. I’d just have to wait until Rowan came back.


I leaned my head against the bumpy bark of the tree, closed my eyes, and listened to the singing of the spell-line. After a while, I fell asleep.

 

I woke up hearing the cackle-crackle of the birds across from my tree. They muttered to each other and hunched into their wings, looking at the sky.

The sun shone orangey-gold through the trees. Late afternoon. Rowan would be back soon, wouldn’t she? My arms were getting stiff.

The birds’ chattering grew louder. The horse lifted its head and snorted. In the distance I heard a deep rumble-hum, and then a grating shriek racing up the spell-line toward me; I was halfway to my feet when it slammed into me and echoed around in my skull, making my teeth hurt. I slid back to the ground. A swift black shadow passed over the clearing.

Quick I shook the shriek out of my head and looked up to see what had made the shadow.

Nothing, just late-afternoon sky.

A cloud?


No. No cloud moved that fast.

I pressed my back against the pine tree. Across the clearing, the horse snorted again and lifted its head, looking around with wide eyes. The birds had disappeared. Everything was silent and still.

From the direction of the road came the sound of clopping hooves; after a moment, Rowan rode into the clearing, looking around. Seeing me tied to the tree, she shook her head. She got down from her horse and tied it next to Mud-brown, then headed over toward me and my tree. “Argent told me what he did,” she said, taking off her gloves. “He thought it was funny. I sent him on to Torrent to get supplies. I suppose I should have expected it.”

Never mind stupid Argent. “Did you see it?” I asked, staring up at the sky.

Rowan frowned. “No. See what?” She pulled her sword from its sheath, to cut the ropes, I guessed.


The spell-line hum-shrieked again, making me squeeze my eyes shut and hunch my head into my shoulders.

When I opened my eyes, something huge and winged, blazing with flames and heat, hurtled across the sky. Then it turned.

Down it swooped. Coming for me.








CHAPTER 16



It roared down over the forest, snapping off the tops of the pine trees as it flew, banking on huge golden wings.
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With a crash that shook the ground, it landed in the middle of the road. Its four taloned feet gouged deep ruts into the dirt.

I knew what it was. Nevery’d told me they were extinct, but I’d seen pictures.

Dragon.

It was as if the sun had fallen down from the sky. The spell-line keened a high song. The dragon was as big as a house, with red-gold, liquid-looking scales covering its broad back and muscled legs and tail, smoothing out over its chest and belly. Its head was mostly muzzle and long teeth; it had horns and a spiked crest that ran in a double row down its back to the end of its tail, which ended in a bristle of spikes.

It folded its golden wings and turned its head, glaring around the clearing with flame-bright eyes.

Across from me, Mud-brown the horse was jerking at its tether and making a high whinnying sound, almost like screaming; so was Rowan’s gray horse. The dragon cocked its head to look closer, and Mud-brown shrieked and tore loose its reins, then galloped off into the woods followed by Rowan’s horse, its tail flying like a flag.

The dragon let them go.

“Conn, is that a dragon?” Rowan whispered. She stood ten paces away from me, gripping her sword, her face white, her eyes wide.

Trying to move slowly, I got to my feet. If the dragon wanted to eat me, I couldn’t do anything about it, not with my arms tied behind the tree. Not with them free, either, even with my sword in my hand.

As soon as I moved, the dragon’s big head swiveled around and it stared at me, lowering its head, moving closer. I stared back. Its eyes were the deep red-gold of embers in a banked fire. It shifted to the side, its scaled tail sliding over the ground, and raised one of its taloned feet, then brought it toward me. The talon was a curved knife.

Closing my eyes, I pressed myself against the tree, then felt the heat of the talon getting closer.

“No!” Rowan shouted.

My eyes popped open again.


Rowan leaped between me and the dragon, her sword drawn. Her hair had come loose and floated around her head like long, flickering flames. With a quick, silver flash, her sword leaped out and hacked at the dragon’s talon. The dragon loomed over her; its claw flinched back. She jumped back, closer to me, and raised her sword again.

“Leave him!” she shouted.

The dragon shifted, then its claw came swooping down to brush her out of the way. Rowan leaped aside, her sword slashing. The blade cut through the dragon’s scales, but they healed up again, like water flowing over the wound. She whirled and slashed again. The claw drew back; Rowan watched it, breathing hard, her sword ready. The dragon shifted; I saw it bringing its tail ’round.

“Ro—watch out!” I shouted. Too late.

The dragon’s tail slithered from behind, knocking Rowan to the ground, then pinning her there, lying across her chest like a heavy log. Her sword lay a pace away from her hand.


She stretched her arm, reaching for the sword. “Conn,” she gasped. “Stay still. Don’t draw its attention to you.”

But the dragon swung its head back to me and raised its claw. It brought the talon forward again. My heart pounded so hard, it was making my whole body shake. The talon went past my face and ’round behind me. A quick slice and it’d cut the ropes tying my hands. I fell forward on my knees onto the pine-needly ground.

I looked up, and the dragon was standing over me, its front legs like two pillars to either side. Before I could scramble away, it lifted a claw and knocked me onto my back, then lowered the claw. One of its talons gouged into the ground next to my neck; the other went through the shoulder of my coat and sweater. I squirmed to try and get away, and the dragon leaned forward, pressing me into the ground.

“All right,” I gasped. “I’ll keep still.”

With its other taloned foot it poked at me, first at my feet, then my shoulder, pushing aside my coat and pulling down the neck of my sweater with a sharp talon-tip.

“Conn, what does it want?” Rowan asked from where she lay under the tail.

It was looking for something. Oh. I was a wizard; it wanted to see my locus magicalicus. “I don’t have one,” I said softly.

At the sound of my voice, the dragon’s head reared back. The talons closed around me, snatching me up, gouging chunks of dirt from the ground. The dragon’s other foot grabbed my knapsack. With a thunder-clap of wings, the dragon leaped into the air.

“Conn!” Rowan screamed.

I felt the lurch of the ground pulling at me, and a wild rushing of wind. The dragon beat its wings again, an echoing whumph; the land let me go and we whirled upward.

Away we flew, straight toward the dazzling sun.

 

The dragon circled over the pine forest. I felt when it tracked onto the spell-line leading straight south; we shot away, faster than falling, the finding spell humming in my bones.

One of the dragon’s talons was still stuck through the shoulder of my coat. Just over my face was its foot, like the palm of a giant hand, but covered with smooth scales. I caught my breath and reached up and rested my hand against it. The scales were warm. My hand trembled against them. The dragon’s talons went around under my back, holding me tight, the way a bird’s foot holds on to a branch. It wasn’t going to let me fall. I twisted around to have a look at where we were going.

To the west, at the edge where the land met the sky, the sun was falling down behind low hills. The sky on the other side was turning deep velvet blue, pricked with stars. Below, the land was darkening. I saw a greeny-black blanket of pine forest, then a lighter brown ribbon—a river. Beside it was a wide, soot-smudged clump of houses and streets and towers glinting in the setting sun, the city of Torrent. And straight below us, the scorch-black spell-line.


Rowan hadn’t been hurt, that I could see. What would she do when Argent got back with the supplies? She might realize that the dragon was heading down the spell-line. She might try to follow. Or they’d turn and go back to Wellmet.

The sun flung a few last beams of light across the sky, then sank out of sight. The land below grew dark. An icy-cold wind whistled past, but the dragon’s foot kept me warm. I leaned to the side and looked up between the talons that curled around me. The stars hung down so low and bright, I could have reached up and brushed them aside with my hand to see into the deep, velvet-black sky.

 

The dragon flew straight through the night. I had time to tease out the knots and get Argent’s rope off my wrists. And to think about what the dragon wanted me for.

Clear as clear, it’d come down the spell-line, and it was bringing me back up the spell-line. It could’ve killed Rowan, but it hadn’t; I didn’t think it meant me any harm, either. It might have some other reason for coming to fetch me, but we were flying toward my locus magicalicus, and that was reason enough for me.

“Fly faster, dragon,” I said.

It wouldn’t hear me, even if it did have ears among all the spikes on its head.

I lay still and listened to the wind rushing past and the whumph-whumph of the dragon’s wings beating overhead. When I got cold, I curled against the hearth-warm foot and watched the darkness flow by outside my talon-cage.

What would Nevery think if he could see me now?

Curse it, boy, he’d say. Be careful.

Right, Nevery. I’d be as careful as I could.










 

 



Magister Nevery,

Conn said one of these black birds would carry this message to you. We were attacked by a dragon, which has taken Conn away with it. It flew along the finding spell-line. We think it must be taking Conn to his locus magicalicus, but we cannot be sure. Sir Argent and I are returning to Wellmet as fast as we can ride, for I have been away too long.

Sir, if you can, will you tell my mother to expect my return? She will be very angry with me. I followed Conn, hoping that if he returned to Wellmet with me he would not be punished for returning from exile. I know Conn well enough to know that he’ll come back to Wellmet, no matter what.

Magister Nevery, I have been taught that dragons once lived in the Peninsular Duchies but that they’ve been extinct for hundreds of years. Something very strange is going on. I suppose neither of us should be surprised that Conn is at the center of whatever it is.

I am making all possible haste.

Very sincerely yours,
 Rowan Forestal
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CHAPTER 17




Morning came. First the sky turned metal-gray, then lighter at the eastern edge. The air was thin and icy cold; I shivered in my sweater and coat and huddled closer to the warmth of the dragon. I peered down between the talons to see where we were.
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I’d never seen mountains before, but Rowan had shown me pictures, so I knew what I was seeing. We flew over mountains with shadowy pine forests around their knees giving way to broad snowfields glimmering pink in the dawn light, then steep walls and crevices thrusting up to peaks so high that clouds streamed from them like gray-white banners.

The dragon flew among the peaks, deeper into the mountains. The morning sun gleamed off the jagged rock faces; the valleys stayed dark.

The dragon banked, making my stomach lurch, gliding ’round the shoulder of one mountain, and I caught a glimpse of the tallest cloud-wrapped mountain yet, straight ahead of us, and then the dragon folded its wings and plunged down.

The wind screamed past, and I clung to a talon with both hands. Outside was a whirl of gray rock face, a flash of bright blue sky, and then a snowfield racing past just below me, smooth and white.

With a clap of its huge wings, the dragon made a sharp turn, flinging me against the side of my claw-cage; then the claw opened and I dropped like a bundle of sticks through the air and—flumph—landed in the snow.

I heard something else fall into the snow not far away, and then I ducked my head as the dragon swept up its wings and climbed back into the sky.

Lying in the snow, blinking ice crystals out of my eyes, I watched it go. Up the slope it flew, then ’round the side of the mountain, the sun gleaming off its ember-gold scales.

I sat up and looked around.

After the rushing of wind and pumping of dragon wings all night, everything seemed very quiet. I heard the wind whispering across the snow. And something else.

Shedding snow, I stood up, blinking away the white-bright light, and shaded my eyes with my hand to look. All I could see was a snowfield sloping up to a rock ridge that led like a staircase up and around the side of the mountain, where the dragon had gone. I turned and saw the tree line far below, pine trees and piles of gray rocks. I closed my eyes against the dazzle-bright snow and listened.

Yes, coming from higher up the mountain, the singing of the spell-line.

The other flumph sound had been the dragon dropping my knapsack. I clumped through the snow, picked it up, and slung it on my back.

The snow was cold, creeping into my boots and making my toes numb; the wind rushing over the snow was cold. But the morning sun lay warm on my black coat.

The spell-line wasn’t far away.

I headed toward it. Toward my locus magicalicus.

 

From far away, the stone stairs leading ’round the side of the mountain had looked like ordinary stairs, but when I got up close I saw that they weren’t. I stood at the bottom of the staircase, knee-deep in snow, and looked up. The stairs had been cut out of the side of the mountain, and each step was as high as I could reach. Steps for giants. They led to the spell-line.

I took off the knapsack and tossed it up onto the first step. Standing on my toes, I got my fingers over the edge and pulled myself slowly up, finding cracks for my feet in the stone. I picked up the knapsack and tossed it to the next step, and the next, and the next, and climbed up again and again, until my arms were quivering with tiredness and I had a scrape on my chin and bruised knees from trying to scramble up the rock face. Catching my breath, I stood and looked back, over the snowfield to jagged snowy peaks and brilliant blue sky.

The spell-line was pulling at me, but it was far enough away that I could take time for a rest. I sat down on the stone step and checked my knapsack. Four stale biscuits as hard as rocks, a packet of dried apples, a canteen half full of water, my pencils and paper, a tin cup, a block of cheese about as big as my fist, and the spell-book Nevery’d given me. Enough to eat for a few days, anyway. I ate a few pieces of dried apple and, still chewing, lay down. The stone was like the old, pebbly, wrinkled skin of the mountain under my back. I closed my eyes and felt the sun on my eyelids. The air was cold, but the rock beneath me felt warm.

A shadow passed over the sun; I felt it on my face and heard a whoosh of wind. I opened my eyes and sat up.

The flame dragon. It crouched four steps above me, its wings outspread, watching me.

I felt like a mouse about to be pounced on by a hawk.

“All right, I’m coming,” I said, getting to my feet. Keeping an eye on the dragon, I picked up my knapsack and threw it onto the next step. My fingers were cold and scraped from clinging to the rock. My neck was warm, though, wrapped in the scarf Benet had knitted for me. I started pulling myself up the step when the dragon dropped from its perch, flying right over my head in a rush of wind. It banked and went around the shoulder of the mountain, where the stairs led.

 

I climbed until the sun was perched on the mountains to the west, and the snowfield was rosy-gray with the coming night, and the wind off the peaks had grown teeth that nibbled at the back of my neck. The air felt thin, making my breath come in quick gasps. I’d come ’round the side of the mountain. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the blackened path, where the finding spell had burned its way through the snow, leading from Wellmet, far away, to this place. Ahead the spell-line joined the stone stairs and scorched straight to an opening in the side of the mountain that looked like a wide, dark mouth. A cave.

Over the cave perched the flame dragon, clinging with three of its clawed feet to a spire of rock. It gazed down at me with its fire-bright eyes.

On the next step, I climbed into the spell-line.

It wrapped itself around me so I couldn’t feel the wind or my tired arms. The spell dragged me up the last few steps until I stood with my knapsack at my feet on the wide stone step before the cave, where the scorch-mark ended.

The call of the spell-line flickered like a guttering candle and went out.

Everything was quiet. The sky had turned dark blue-black and the full moon had risen behind the mountain, sending sharp shadows and milky white light down to splash across the cave’s doorstep.

The finding spell had led here. Sure as sure, somewhere in that cave was my locus magicalicus.










 

 



Lady Rowan—

During the past two days I have sent two letters to my apprentice and have had no response; now you tell me about this dragon. As you say, dragons were thought to be extinct. But where Conn is concerned, I have come to expect the unexpected.

It is very urgent that you return with all speed to Wellmet, and if you find my apprentice, bring him with you, whether or not he has found his locus magicalicus. You are both needed here immediately.

—Nevery F.
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CHAPTER 18



I picked up my knapsack and stepped into the dark cave. The stone under my feet trembled. Or maybe it was me trembling with tiredness from a whole day of climbing up the side of the mountain.

[image: image]

I knew how to find my locus magicalicus. I took a deep breath. “Lothfalas,” I said. The word fell out of my mouth and landed splat on the floor. Nothing happened.

“Lothfalas!” I shouted, and lothfalas went deep into the cave and bounced back to me—falas—alas—alas…

Nothing.

Maybe there was no magic here, so my locus stone, wherever it was in the cave, wouldn’t light up when I said the lothfalas spell. But that couldn’t be right. I could feel magic here. Not the same as in Wellmet, not that warm, protecting feeling, and nothing like the cold, stony dread of Arhionvar, but the prickling at the back of my neck and the watchful feeling of the cave felt like magic. Like a magical being was here.

Maybe I was too far away from my locus magicalicus.

The cave was black-dark. I shuffled farther in, my hands held up to stop me from bumping into anything, sliding my feet just in case the ground fell away. My feet kicked small stones that went rattling away over a floor that felt rough, but not too bumpy.

“Lothfalas,” I said. The dark stayed dark.

My foot knocked against something else. I stretched out my hands until they found a tumbled heap of stones, all the size of my fist or smaller. My locus magicalicus might be in the pile. “Lothfalas,” I said again. I climbed onto the pile and pushed aside some of the stones.

Late into the night I climbed that pile of rocks and then other piles, saying the lothfalas spell until my voice got hoarse.

 

I woke up in the morning sprawled out on a pile of stones, my knapsack under my head for a pillow. The ground had been shivering again. A cold breeze trickled in from outside. I sat up, rubbing my eyes, squinting at the morning light. I looked around at the cave.

It was even bigger than the courtyard outside Heartsease, maybe as big as the whole island, a huge hollowed-out space inside the mountain. The walls and ceiling were lost in the dim darkness, but they seemed patchy and shiny in places, as if water was dripping down. The air was warmish, but it made goosebumps prickle on the back of my neck. The air smelled, just a little, of the smoke after a pyrotechnic explosion. The cave floor was flat, chiseled out of the mountain just as the stairs had been. The floor was covered with stones; stones glittery and pebble-dull, big and small, scattered and heaped up in piles; thousands of stones.

I looked down at the pile of stones I’d been sleeping on. It was as high as my chest and as wide as a street in the Twilight. The stones were jumbled together. Some were smooth and brown like river stones; others were weatheredy-gray like the mountain and bigger than my fist; some were shards of shiny black rock; some were lumpy gray gravel. They hadn’t all come from the mountain. They must’ve been gathered here.

“Lothfalas,” I said loudly. None of the stones lit up. I dug into the pile, shoving the rocks and stones out of the way. They went tumbling and rattling onto the cave floor. “Lothfalas,” I said again. Still nothing.

I didn’t have time for this. I needed to find my stone and get back to Wellmet.

My stomach growled. Right. I did have time for breakfast.

I opened my knapsack and dug inside. Water canteen. Packet of cheese. One, two, three biscuits. Hadn’t there been four? Maybe I’d miscounted. I poured some water into the battered tin cup and dunked one of the rock-hard biscuits in to soften it. I ate that, and a piece of cheese, then wrapped up the food and put it away.

Then, leaving my knapsack, I went back to searching. The mouth of the cave grew brighter as the midday sun shone down on the cave’s doorstep. Inside stayed dark-dim. I gave up on the pile I’d slept on and moved to the next pile. I climbed onto it and started pushing some of the rocks aside, when I caught a glimpse of something glitter-bright. There, right under two plain brown stones. I picked it up and polished the dust off it with the hem of my sweater. It was about as big as a hen’s egg, and deep blue.

I caught my breath. “Lothfalas,” I whispered.

The stone lay quiet in my hand. Drats. I’d know my locus stone when I found it, and this wasn’t it.

I tossed the jewel stone aside. It tumbled down the side of the stone heap and dribbled out onto the floor. I stared down at it, shining softly in the late-afternoon light from the cave mouth.

Oh. I was being stupid. The blue stone was a jewel. Just like my first locus magicalicus had been. I looked around the wide, dark cave, at the piles of stones all over the floor. They wouldn’t respond to the lothfalas spell because they weren’t mine, but all of these stones were locus magicalicii, weren’t they? What were they doing here? Had they been collected here? Why?

Not something I could answer now. I got back to my search.

When my voice was hoarse from saying lothfalas over and over again, my empty stomach told me it was time for something to eat.

I shuffled through the stones scattered across the floor, picked up my knapsack, and scuffed over to the cave mouth. I looked out. The sun had gone down behind the mountains. Cold air breathed in from outside; I shivered and hunched into my coat. My stomach growled.

I dug through the knapsack, looking for the packet of dried apples. I took a drink of water from the canteen, which was almost empty, and pulled everything out of the knapsack to look again.

The apples were gone.

Just like the biscuit, in the morning. I hadn’t miscounted; I’d never miscount biscuits.

The cave must have rats, just like in Rat Hole, where I’d lived in the Twilight. Those rats had nibbled at everything, even soap and books and candles, even the bristles of my toothbrush.

I looked around the cave. A little leftover sunset shone in, but it was almost completely dark except for the glimmer of silver water on the cave walls, way across from me.

“Stay out of my bag, you rats,” I said.

No scurry of feet or squeaking.

Oh, well. I broke a biscuit in two and ate one of the halves and put the other half in my coat pocket; then I slung my knapsack onto my back. They were good thieves, these rats, but they couldn’t steal my food from under my nose.

I went back to searching until I fell asleep.








CHAPTER 19




In the morning I woke up with the knot of worry in my chest getting tighter. This search was taking too long. It’d take me days to walk all the way back to Wellmet, and I’d be starving by the time I got there. Arhionvar might be in the city by that time, and I had no way to tell Nevery I was all right and coming home as soon as I could. Sure as sure Rowan would tell him about the dragon, though.
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My knapsack was under my head like a pillow. When I checked inside it, another biscuit had gone missing.

“Curse it!” I shouted. I was going to run out of food before I found my locus magicalicus. My pencil and paper were gone, too.

I got out the canteen and the tin cup and, carrying the knapsack, went outside to collect some snow for water.

I stood on the cave doorstep and looked out. The sun was just coming up, and the snowfield and steps before the cave mouth were deep in the shadow of the mountain. I crouched at the edge of the doorstep and scooped up some snow in the tin cup. Thirsty, I ate some mouthfuls of snow, then set the cup down. When the sun came ’round the mountain, the doorstep would get warm and the snow would melt and I’d have water to drink.

As I was standing up, a swoop-whoosh shadow passed overhead. I crouched down, covering my head, my heart pounding. Then I got to my feet and looked in the direction the wind had gone.

Clinging to the spire of rock over the cave mouth with all four claw-feet, its tail wrapped around the spire for balance, wings outspread, was the flame dragon, with the sun dazzle-bright behind it.

“Hello, dragon,” I said, shading the sun out of my eyes to see it better.

It shook out and folded its wings like a man shaking rain off an umbrella and stared down at me.

“Can you understand what I’m saying?” I asked it.

It kept staring.

Like a guard. It had brought me here. “Dragon,” I shouted. “Why’d you bring me here?” Did it want me to find my locus magicalicus? And why should it care if I did? What if it wanted me for something else, and I just didn’t know what, yet. Would it let me leave again, once I’d found my locus stone?

It had to let me leave.

Testing, keeping an eye on the dragon, I moved slowly to the edge of the doorstep and lay on my stomach, ready to slither down to the first step.

On the spire, the dragon half-opened its wings and clenched its claws, ready to pounce on me.

Right. I eased myself back onto the doorstep. I couldn’t leave yet, anyway. Not until I found my locus stone.

 

I spent the entire day digging through the piles of stones. Lothfalas, lothfalas. No light, no luck.

Just before sunset I checked my knapsack for something to eat.

All of the biscuits were gone.

I’d been wearing the knapsack all day; how had the rats gotten into it? Cursed thieves!

Kicking stones out of the way, I went out to the doorstep. The flame dragon was gone from the spire above the cave mouth. I sat down on the edge of the step. The snow in the tin cup had melted down to water, which had a skin of ice on it now that the sun was setting and the air getting colder. The half-biscuit was still in my coat pocket, but I’d save it for later. I ate the last of the cheese and drank the water and stared out at the sky, burning flame-red behind the mountains where the sun was going down.

A bundle of black rags fell out of the sky and landed on the step next to me. No, not rags, a black bird.

“Hello, bird,” I said. It hopped onto my knee, cocking its head to look me over with its yellow eye. Its feathers were ruffled; it’d come all the way from Wellmet. A quill was tied to its leg. A note from Nevery written on thin paper.










 

 



Boy, when you receive this letter you must return at once to Wellmet. Respond to inform me that you have received this and are coming.

In haste,
—N












 

 


Return at once to Wellmet? But I hadn’t found my locus magicalicus yet. And the flame dragon wouldn’t let me leave.

As I was rereading the letter, another black bird flapped down to land on my knee; the first bird hopped off with a squawk. The second bird had a letter-quill, too.










 

 



Conn, if you have sent a letter I have not received it. The situation in Wellmet has changed; you are needed here as soon as possible. You will need at least ten days to travel back down the finding spell, and even that may be too long. Hurry. Wait outside the city, send a bird with message that you have arrived. Write to say you have received this.

—Nevery
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Drats. I couldn’t go back to Wellmet without my locus magicalicus.

I rummaged inside my knapsack until I found a few biscuit crumbs, all the thieving rats had left.

“Here, birds,” I said, giving them the crumbs.

I couldn’t write to Nevery to tell him I wasn’t coming yet, because the rats had stolen my pencils and paper.

Leaving the black birds to peck at the crumbs, I read Nevery’s note again, squinting to see the letters in the gray light. The situation in Wellmet has changed, he’d written. What did that mean, exactly? It couldn’t mean Arhionvar had arrived in Wellmet, because sure as sure he would’ve said if it had.

I thought about it while the sky darkened to black and the stars lit up like werelight lanterns. In a while, the moon would come up from behind the mountain.

Out of the darkness came a rustle of wings and a darker shadow. Another bird. It landed on the step and hopped over to me. I untied the quill it carried and pulled out the third note. The paper felt smooth and cool under my fingers.

I sat with the birds perched next to me on the step, waiting for the moon to come up so I could see to read. A breeze blew across the cave mouth, making a hollow, moaning sound, hooo, hoooo.

Finally the moon peeked up over the edge of the mountain, shining down over my shoulder. I held up the note. The black letters stood out on the bright-white page.










 

 



Curse it, boy, where are you? I have received a letter from Lady Rowan, who says you have been taken away by a dragon. Think she must be mistaken, as dragons have been extinct for hundreds of years.

During the past few days, Wellmet has become infested with white predator-cats, like the ones you said accompanied the sorcerer-king everywhere. You know as well as I do the meaning of this: The cats are agents of the dread magic, which means Arhionvar is approaching the city. I have visited the pit where Dusk House once stood; the magic there is behaving erratically. Have tried communicating with it, as you say is possible, but magic does not respond. The duchess’s health is failing. The magisters are in disarray. The only defense is the pyrotechnic traps we’ve been working on. I have contacted the pyrotechnists, Embre and Sparks, and we have made some progress in assembling explosive traps at various points in the city. But you, Conn, are our connection with the magic. You must return at once, with or without your locus magicalicus.

—N.












 

 


I dropped Nevery’s third letter to the stone doorstep and stood up. Arhionvar was almost in Wellmet. I had to go home.

Grabbing up my knapsack, I headed for the stone steps. Down one, skinning the palm of my hand on the rock; down the next, and the next.

I glanced back over my shoulder. The mountain peak loomed like a black shard across the rising full moon. Clinging to the spire above the cave mouth was a darker shadow and two points of flame—the eyes of the dragon, watching me. I heard the umbrella whoosh of its wings opening.

“No!” I shouted. The flaming eyes swooped down toward me. I flung myself down onto the rock, then scurry-climbed down to the next step. It wasn’t going to catch me.

Another swoop of wind, and the flame dragon dropped down right onto my step, knocked me over, and grabbed me up in its claw. A great thunderstorm of wings, and we hurtled back toward the cave mouth. The dragon banked and flung me away. I went tumbling into the cave, sliding into a pile; rocks and stones went rattling across the floor.

Ow. Right. I wasn’t leaving yet.









CHAPTER 20



“Lothfalas,” I said for the thousandth time, my voice hoarse.
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Half the night was gone; I hadn’t seen even a spark of lothfalas light. The cave darkness pressed around me like when I pulled my black wool sweater over my head. By feel, shuffling my feet along the floor, I made my way across the cave until I bumped into the next pile of stones. “Lothfalas.”

I sifted through the pile.

Drats! I didn’t have time for this.

The sweater-black cave lightened to gray; the sun was coming up on the other side of the mountain.

“Lothfalas!” I shouted.

From the corner of my eye I caught a quick glimpse of light. I whirled around and said the light spell again. From high up on the wall of the cave, another glimmer. The light brightened, dazzle-bright, and the call of my locus magicalicus washed over me.

I jumped from the pile and slithered to the floor, stones rattling down with me, then scuffed a path through the stones to the wall and looked up. Almost at the ceiling, behind a row of spire-spikes, I saw the glow of my locus stone like the sun behind a cloud.

I looked for a way up. Now that I could see them up close, I realized that the cave walls were strange. They weren’t curved like the inside of a bowl the way a cave was supposed to be. They bulged. A rough path was cut into the wall, starting down low, halfway around the cave from me and sloping up toward my locus magicalicus. With one hand on the wall to guide me, I started to follow the wall around to find the place where the path got close enough to the ground so I could climb up.

Now that I was right next to it, with the cave mouth turning pink with the morning, I saw that the wall wasn’t wet with dripping water, as I’d thought. It shone in patches, but was covered with moldy black, like tarnish on silver. I stopped and scratched at the tarnish with my fingernail.

Yes, it was shiny underneath. I lay my hand flat on the wall. It felt smooth and warm. Was it vibrating, just a little?

I peered closer at the wall. A long time ago I’d gone snooping in an abandoned workroom in Heartsease, and I’d found a jar full of slowsilver that had gotten so slow that it’d been frozen, like a mirror. This was just like that.

Was the wall made of slowsilver?

I shook my head. Locus stone.

I went on until I got to the place where the rut-path came closest to the cave floor. Leaving my knapsack, I climbed up. The black tarnish was thicker here, like the mildew I’d seen in cellar corners in the Twilight.

My locus stone was up there; I could feel its call as a string pulling at my chest. I started climbing. The path grew wider and, as it led upward, rougher, not stairs but a long row of pointed teeth.

Higher and higher I climbed, scrambling over the path-teeth, the call of my locus magicalicus getting stronger. My breath came in short gasps and my hands started to tingle where they touched the path, as if they were being pricked all over with needles. My feet tingled even through my boots.

The path took me to the very top of the cave. I stopped to catch my breath. The air felt thinner up here; it went into my lungs and popped, like bubbles. On either side of the path a line of spire-spikes grew up like a row of tree trunks, each spike twice as tall as I was, brushing against the rock ceiling. The air was dark. From ahead, down the path between the spikes, came a glow.

I gulped down a bubble of excitement and started toward it.

The path grew brighter. There—my locus magicalicus, glowing softly, resting beside one of the spires.

The light went out.

“Lothfalas,” I said.

The stone started to glow again. I stepped closer. It wasn’t like my first locus magicalicus, not a jewel stone, but a chunk of rough, greenish rock the size of a baby’s fist.

From out of the darkness behind the spire, something crept out and crouched next to the stone. I stopped and bent down to see better. A little animal. Was it a rat?

No, it had wings, a long tail, a face full of muzzle and teeth—a dragon. A tiny one, not quite as big as Lady, the cat that’d lived with us in Heartsease. It rested its front claw-paws on top of my glowing locus stone.

“Hello, dragon,” I said.

It looked just like the flame dragon but leaf-green, the same color of my first locus magicalicus, shading to gleaming gold on its wings.

I edged a little closer.

The dragon snatched up the stone and hopped backward, twitching its tail.

Oh. “You’re the thief!” I said. It hadn’t been rats. The dragon had been stealing the biscuits and other things out of my knapsack. Well, it wasn’t going to steal my locus stone.

The dragon cocked its head and looked at me with a bright red eye.

I leaned closer and reached for my locus magicalicus.

The dragon opened its mouth like a cat, showing me its needle-sharp teeth.

Oh, no.


It popped my locus magicalicus into its mouth and gulped it down.

“No!” I shouted, and leaped for the dragon. I caught it, grabbing it around the neck. It thrashed its wings and whipped its tail and I held on; it brought its head around and bit me. Ow! I dropped the dragon and it scuttled up the nearest stone spire and jumped from it to the ceiling. It clung there, upside down, like a bat.

Curse it! I stood staring upward; it stared back, twitching its tail like an angry cat. Blood dripped off my hand where it had bit me.

Ah, I knew how to get it down. “Lothfalas!” I shouted.

The dragon blinked, gulped, then burped out a gust of light. Its claws let go of the cave ceiling and it tumbled down.

“Got you!” I said. But just over my head, as I leaped up to grab it, the dragon caught itself with its wings and wobble-flapped away, farther down the path. I started after it.


The path shifted and down I fell. Getting back to my feet, I kept my eye on the dragon. It hopped farther away.

The path shook again, harder this time. I landed hard on my knees, then scrambled after the dragon. It led me all the way down the rough path along the cave wall to the cave floor. It hop-flapped across the floor to one of the piles of stones and perched on it, opening and closing its mouth.

I jumped down from the path and started toward it. “Did you think my locus stone was a biscuit?” I said. Reaching the pile, I leaped, grabbing for it, but the dragon hopped away like a grasshopper, landing on another pile.

Drats. I wasn’t going to catch it like this.

“Lothfalas!” I said.

The dragon coughed out a gob of light. While it shook its head, I crouched down and crept toward the pile of stones it perched on.

“Lothfalas,” I said again. The word left my mouth and hung in the air.


The cave echoed the spellword back to me.

LOTHFALAS

The spell roared around the cave like a wind, swirling along the walls and the ceiling, and every locus magicalicus, every stone in the piles and scattered across the floor, burst into flame. The light arrowed into my eyes.

I flung myself down on the floor with my arms over my head. The ground trembled, making my bones shiver. I heard stones falling from the piles and settling. Then silence. Slowly, carefully, I opened my eyes, blinking away the brights to see.

I looked up—and up. The cave. The walls were shifting, gleaming patchy silver in the dimming light. Dust sifted down from the ceiling. I felt a low humming in my bones.

A rumbling noise started, like huge stones rubbing against each other. Something shifted in the darkness at the other side of the cave. Looming slowly out of the shadows came a dragon’s head as big as the Dawn Palace. Its eye was bigger than the double door leading into the palace. I could’ve walked through the long, narrow slit in its pupil. It was looking at me.

The cave walls weren’t walls at all. They were dragon.









CHAPTER 21



The dragon was so huge, it took up the whole top of the mountain. I’d climbed partway up the dragon’s tail to find my locus magicalicus. It’d said the lothfalas spell, and all the locus magicalicus stones had lit up.
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Wait. All of its locus stones. Dragons kept hoards, didn’t they? But why locus stones? What did a dragon have to do with magic?

I crouched beside the glowing pile of stones and gazed up into the dragon’s eye. It was like looking into the night sky, deep black and full of stars.

Like a great double-wide door opening and closing, the dragon’s eyelid slid across its eye, then back, a giant blink. The floor shook, and with the sound of boulders rolling, the dragon moved its head across the mouth of the cave, a stormcloud moving across the sun. It shifted; the floor shook, knocking me off my feet, and slowly, the dragon rested its head on the ground. Its huge eyes blinked shut. Dust billowed up and locus stones rolled across the floor.

The dust settled. The last stone rattled to a stop. The lothfalas light dimmed and went out.

Trying not to make a sound, I got to my feet. The cave mouth was almost completely blocked by the dragon’s head; just a sliver of light shone at its edge.


I stood, staring across the cave at the gap between the dragon and the cave wall. It wasn’t very wide. I could squeeze through it if I didn’t mind sneaking right under the dragon’s nose.

Other thoughts nibbled at the corner of my brain. Had the dragon gathered all the locus stones here? Was there magic here? There must be, for the lothfalas spell to work. Why were the dragon’s scales made of slowsilver? It was far too big to fit through the cave mouth, so how had it gotten inside the mountain, and how did it get out? Was the thief dragon the cave dragon’s baby? And the question that had bothered me before—why had the flame dragon brought me here?

I shook my head. I could think about those things later. First I needed to get my locus stone out of the thief dragon, and then escape from the cave and from the flame dragon and get back to Wellmet. My stomach gave a hollow growl. And except for half a biscuit, I didn’t have any food to help me do it, either. The rock floor trembled. I had a feeling that I needed to get out of the cave, and soon.

Off to my left, I heard a tck-tck-tck sound like little claws on rock. The thief dragon. Probably looking for something else to steal. I crouched down behind a pile of locus stones, then crawled around it.

The light was dim, but I could see a faint golden gleam reflecting from the thief dragon’s wings. It crept along the floor until it came to a pile of stones, then started up it, stopping to shake its head and stretch open its mouth. Maybe it had a stomach-ache. The call of my locus magicalicus came from it, faintly. The dragon could hide from me, but I’d always know where it was.

Still, I wasn’t going to catch it by trying to leap on it.

I crawled back behind my pile of locus stones. The only thing the thief dragon hadn’t stolen out of my knapsack was the spell-book Nevery’d given me. I took that out, and pulled the half biscuit from my pocket. The dragon liked biscuits, sure as sure.

I sprinkled a few biscuit crumbs on the rock floor, then put the half biscuit into the knapsack and put it on the floor with the top flap half open. Quietly, trying not to step on any locus stones, I crept ’round the pile and crouched in the shadows, waiting.

After a while I heard a rattle of stones and the tck-tck-tck of claws on rock. Slowly, carefully, I crawled out of my hiding place.

The thief dragon crouched next to my knapsack. With one little claw-paw it pulled aside the top flap, then stuck its snout inside. I’d stuffed the half-biscuit deep into a corner. The dragon crawled farther in, its tail twitching.

Now! I burst from my hiding place and dove on the knapsack, pulling the top flap tight and buckling it down. The tiny dragon thrashed around inside, but it was good and caught. “Hah,” I breathed, getting the last strap snugged tight.

Now to get out of the cave. I got to my feet, holding the squirming knapsack in my arms. The walls were shifting again, but it wasn’t the cave dragon moving. The ground trembled, just enough to make my feet itch. The locus stones scattered around the cave started to glow, faintly.

The tiny dragon kept struggling to get out of the knapsack. “Shhh,” I whispered to it.

One thing thieves are good at is creeping without making noise. I started toward the sliver of space between the cave dragon’s head and the cave wall.

I glanced over my shoulder. The walls shivered and shone in the lothfalas light. The slowsilver scales were moving, I realized. As I watched, a lump of slowsilver like a giant teardrop flowed down the dragon-wall. Was the dragon melting? The floor stopped trembling and started shaking.

Inside the knapsack, the tiny dragon went very still. A deep hum-thrum rumbled through the cave.

Right. Time to get out, and I didn’t need to be quiet about it.

Kicking stones out of the way, I ran across the cave to the sliver of doorway. The dragon lay with its eye closed. A smudge of smoke, like a fire going out, trickled up from its huge nostril. Up close, I could see that its slowsilver skin was tarnished here, too, and crack-wrinkled. The cave dragon, I guessed, was very, very old. Maybe it’d grown old inside this mountaintop, and too huge to squeeze out the cave mouth it’d come in, long ago.

I turned sideways, the knapsack in my arms, and edged into the gap. It was a tight fit, tight enough to scrape buttons off my coat, but I wasn’t leaving my locus magicalicus behind. I squeezed past a sharp tooth twice as tall as Nevery, its surface pitted and yellow. A wind tugged at my clothes and hair—the dragon’s breath, hot, and with a smell like exploded pyrotechnics. Past another tooth.

And then free, standing on the doorstep, the sun bright in a clear blue sky, the air cold and fresh.

The cave dragon spoke. Its voice rumbled up through the stone step and into me.

TALLENNAR

Inside the knapsack, the tiny dragon squeaked—Pip!

A gust of wind burst from the cave mouth, and I heard the pattering sound of raindrops—slowsilver drops, I guessed, raining down from the dragon. I threw the knapsack over my shoulders and raced for the stone steps. Behind me, the mountain rumbled. Down another step, and another, and five more steps, my breath gasping.

I glanced over my shoulder. Rocks tumbled off the mountain peak, and as I watched, the spire over the cave mouth cracked and tipped over and smashed onto the doorstep, right where I’d been standing. I’d stolen one of its locus stones. The cave dragon was coming after me.

A jagged boulder as big as a horse came leaping down the side of the mountain and bounced down the stone steps toward me. I pressed myself against the stair wall and it crashed past, cracking the stone step where it landed and then flying off into the snowfield. More rocks rained down.

Keeping my head low, I scrambled down another step.

From behind, I heard the whoosh of wings. I looked over my shoulder and flung myself onto the next step. The flame dragon, coming for me. It swooped down in a rush of wind, and without even pausing, snatched me up from the stone step.

I struggled, kicking, pushing at the claws that held me, but it just gripped me tighter. NO! It couldn’t take me back to the cave, not now.

My stomach lurched as the dragon banked to the side, dodging a hurtling boulder, then it dodged again, its wings pounding, whump-whump, lifting us higher.

I braced myself, ready to be tossed back into the cave, but the flame dragon arced away, leaving the rumbling mountaintop behind, gliding over a deep, shadowed valley to another mountain. It circled, then dropped down to a sharp spire of rock and perched there, clinging to the spire with three claws, holding me tightly with the fourth one.

I caught my breath and took off my knapsack to hold it in my arms. The thief dragon kept still. In the tight clutch of the flame dragon I squirmed forward so I could peer around a talon.

Far across the valley, dark gray stormclouds gathered around the dragon mountain. Silver lightning flashed in the clouds’ bellies and crackled around the mountain’s sharp peak. A rumbling sound like distant thunder echoed from the other mountains all around.

More rocks tumbled from the dragon mountain; great swaths of snow slid from the snowfields and crashed into the treeline below, sending up clouds of ice crystals.

The noise stopped like a held breath. The mountain shivered, then stilled.

The tiny dragon found a gap in the top of the knapsack and poked out its snout; it gazed toward the mountain.

In a shimmering blaze of light, the entire top of the mountain rose up into the sky and hung there. Stormclouds raged around it; lightning flashed. In a whirl of pyrotechnic flame, the mountaintop burst apart.

The sound of the explosion reached us, a rumbling roar, and then a freezing wind full of grains of rock, and rocks as big as my fist, and rocks the size of the flame dragon, but they all hurtled past us to fall in the snow or shatter on the side of the mountain. The cave dragon. Had it just died?

The tiny dragon made a sad, keening sound.

And then I knew. The hoard of locus stones. The slowsilver. I knew what slowsilver was for; it was for keeping magic in. If the dragon’s scales were made of slowsilver, then inside the dragon must be magic.

I stared at the clouds and smoke and the shimmer of slowsilver raining out of the sky.

The cave dragon wasn’t dying. A magic was being born.








CHAPTER 22




The flame dragon shot through the fading day. Heading toward Wellmet, I hoped, because that’s where the finding spell had come from. I reached up and rested my hand against the flame dragon’s claw. Its scales gleamed like liquid flames and felt warm under my fingers. These scales were slowsilver, too, just not silver-colored yet because the dragon was still young.
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Outside the flame dragon’s claw, the wind shrieked past, cold and thin. Inside the knapsack, the thief dragon was shivering.

I loosened one of the straps and peeked inside.

“Hello, little Pip,” I said softly.

It curled in the bottom of the bag and glared at me. The tip of its tail twitched. When a cat twitched its tail it wasn’t happy.

Pip was a magical being inside its dragon scales, just as the flame dragon was. Maybe it couldn’t understand me unless I spoke its language. From my studying, I knew enough of the spellword language to tell Pip not to be afraid, that I was its friend. But when I reached my hand in to touch it, it snapped at me, then bared its needle-sharp teeth, ready to bite.

Drats. I buckled the bag tight to keep Pip in, then I put the knapsack up under my sweater to keep it warm. I thought I knew why the flame dragon had brought me here. The finding spell had led it to me; it had fetched me because of my locus magicalicus. And, maybe, also so I would find the tiny dragon and take it away before the cave dragon gave up its dragon body and became pure magic.

I curled against the warm claw holding me and thought about the cave dragon. Tallennar, it had said after I’d escaped from the cave. I’d learned a lot of words from the spell-language, but I didn’t know that one. Maybe I could find the word in a grimoire when I got back to Wellmet.

Dragons. Nevery’d hardly believe it. Or if he did, he’d want me to write it up as a treatise. The dragons were magic, and their slowsilver scales held the magic in. That’s what slowsilver did: It confined magic. I’d read that in Jaspers’s treatise. The magic itself never really died; it just got too old and too large for the slowsilver to confine it, and it left its old dragon body behind.

The cave dragon. Its slowsilver scales would seep into the ground, I guessed, holding it there in that place, and the magic would draw people, and a city would grow up there, on the shattered half of a mountain. And all the locus stones the cave dragon had hoarded. Would wizards come and find them, and be the wizards of the city?

If the magic was dragon, it meant Arhionvar had been a dragon once. So had Wellmet. Maybe a long time ago. Knowing that might help us defeat the dread magic. Nevery might know how. “Fly faster,” I said to the flame dragon. We needed to get home to Wellmet.

 

The flame dragon flew all through the night and into the next day until my ears felt battered by the wind rushing past and my stomach was hollow with hunger. I shivered and pulled my coat up over my head and curled around Pip in the knapsack, keeping us both warm.

Then the whumph-whumph of the dragon’s wings stopped and we went into a glide. I pulled down the coat and peeked out.

Way down below was Wellmet, looking like a city on a map. Dark and smudged on the Twilight side, light and neat on the Sunrise side, with the river winding like a brown snake through the middle of it.

The dragon banked, and we dropped down, and down, circling lower and lower until I could see the black slash that’d been my finding spell cutting across a corner of the Sunrise; and I saw people in the streets looking up at us with their mouths open, screaming maybe, pointing at the flame dragon flying over their heads, and a line of carriages rushing up the hill toward the Dawn Palace, and guards gathering. The dragon circled the palace once, then hovered at roof level, its wings making a sound like thunder.

Nevery wasn’t going to like this. It wasn’t circumspect.

Down below, the guards drew their swords, and I saw Kerrn’s long blond braid as she swung around and stared up at the dragon.


With a swoop of wings, the dragon dropped down into a space in the middle of the palace courtyard. I heard screaming and Kerrn shouting orders, and the dragon opened its claw and dropped me onto the gravel drive. The dragon swept up its wings in a swirl of dust and wind, and climbed back into the sky.

I got to my feet and watched it go. The sky was flat and white with clouds, and the dragon shone against it like a flickering candle flame. The dragon glided in a wide circle over the Dawn Palace and the Sunrise, then climbed higher and headed away. Not toward the mountains. Maybe it was going to make its own lair and hoard of locus stones somewhere else. And one day, maybe not for thousands of years, it’d shed its slowsilver scales and become a city’s magic.

Still holding my knapsack with Pip in it under my sweater, I turned to face the Dawn Palace. Guards with their swords drawn were lined up before the steps leading to the wide double front door; behind me, a row of carriages rattled into the courtyard.

Somebody broke free of the crowd on the stairs and, followed by four guards, crunched over the driveway toward me. Rowan.

She stopped a few paces away, catching her breath. She looked pale and had dark circles under her eyes, as if she hadn’t slept. The four guards made a circle around us with their swords drawn.

Rowan held up her hand, keeping them off. “Well, Connwaer,” she said. “The dragon brought you back, did it?”

I grinned at her.

She glanced at the sky, toward where the dragon had gone, then back at me and looked me up and down. She frowned. “Are you all right?”

“Well, I’m hungry,” I said.

“You’re always hungry. Is that why—” She pointed at my stomach.

Oh, it looked like I was clutching a lump under my sweater. “It’s just Pip.” I lifted my sweater and pulled out my knapsack.

Behind Rowan, more guards came across the courtyard, Captain Kerrn in her green uniform striding ahead with her sword drawn. I heard footsteps from behind and looked over my shoulder. Magisters—Brumbee, Trammel, Nimble, and—

“Nevery!” I shouted.

He pushed a guard out of the way and gave me a quick hug.

“Watch out for Pip,” I said.

“Hmph,” he said, stepping back and pulling on the end of his beard. “Traveling by dragon now, are you, boy?” His bushy eyebrows twitched. Like a cat’s tail, that was; it meant he wasn’t happy. “Took your time getting home, at any rate.”

“Nevery, I—” found my locus magicalicus, I wanted to say, and I wanted to tell him that Arhionvar, Wellmet, and Desh had once been dragons, but then Kerrn shouted an order and two palace guards took Nevery’s arms and dragged him back, and Kerrn had her sword edge at my throat.

“Do not move,” Kerrn said, her eyes colder than ice.

I froze.

“Captain!” Rowan protested.


Ignoring her, Kerrn reached forward and grabbed the knapsack out of my arms.

“What is this?” Kerrn asked. “Some sort of pyrotechnic device?” She nodded at one of her guardsmen, who pointed his sword at me. She lowered her sword and started unbuckling the knapsack straps.

“No, don’t—” I started, and felt the guard’s drawn sword prick me over the heart when I strained forward.

Too late.

Pip burst from the knapsack in a swirl of lashing tail and needle teeth and golden flapping wings, leaping for the sky.

Kerrn swung her sword up and around, slashing at Pip, but the tiny dragon leaped higher into the air. It wobble-flapped over the courtyard, up higher until it reached one of the flagpoles on the top of the Dawn Palace. It perched there, glaring down at us with its red eyes.

“Get archers,” Kerrn snapped.


“No!” I shouted; I pushed the blade away from my chest and started toward the palace, and then two guards grabbed my arms and jerked them behind me. I struggled, and one of them elbowed me in the stomach. I bent over, coughing.

As I looked up, Pip launched itself from the spire, tumbled, then caught itself and flapped away, toward the river.

I heard Nevery shouting angrily, and the worried protests of Magister Brumbee, and Rowan’s sharp voice arguing.

But the guards held me tight and dragged me across the courtyard and into the Dawn Palace, Kerrn striding along next to the guards holding me. As we went through the double doors, Kerrn leaned over to speak to me.

“Where did it go?” she asked. Pip, she meant.

I couldn’t see Pip, but I knew where it was. I would always know. But sure as sure I wasn’t going to tell Kerrn.










 

 



Rowan Forestal

When I got back to Wellmet I thought my mother would punish me for going after Conn, but she was too ill to speak. I am afraid she may be dying. Magister Trammel won’t say, but she is as cold and still as stone. I sat by her bed and held her hand, and she didn’t seem to know I was there.

If she dies I will have to be the duchess. I will be alone.

I hope she doesn’t die.












CHAPTER 23



Captain Kerrn took me to the usual cell. Chair, table, damp walls, not much light.
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The guards took my coat, then shoved me in and left; I heard the click of the lock after they slammed the door behind them.

Drats.

I sat down in the chair and rested my arms on the table, then put my head down on my arms, tired and dizzy from dragon flight and from not eating for too long.

I needed to talk to Nevery, and to the other magisters. To Embre and Sparks, too, because they could help with the pyrotechnics. Most of all I needed to talk to the Wellmet magic. Desh’s magic wasn’t bad, and neither was the cave dragon. Why was Arhionvar different? Maybe our magic could tell me. It was gathering itself in the Dusk House pit. Maybe that’s where its lair had been, when it was a dragon. I had to get out of this cell and find Pip, and then get over to the Twilight.

Arhionvar wasn’t in Wellmet yet. The city’s magic felt unsettled, but I couldn’t sense the dread, cold feeling of Arhionvar, the feeling I’d had in the sorcerer-king’s fortress. It must be close, though.

After a while, Kerrn unlocked the door and came into the cell, followed by her bristle-bearded second. Farn, his name was; he was the guard who’d given me phlister the first time Kerrn had caught me.

She stood staring down at me with her ice-chip eyes.

“I’m very hungry,” I said.

Kerrn glanced at Farn and gave him a sharp nod; he set the werelight lantern he was carrying on the floor, then left the cell. Going to get me something to eat, I hoped.

“Get up,” Kerrn said.

I stood up.

She reached around me, dragged the chair in front of the cell door, and sat down, leaving me standing before her.

Time for questions.

“No phlister?” I asked.

“Be quiet,” Kerrn said. “I ask the questions.”

“Kerrn, we don’t have time for this,” I said. “Arhionvar is coming. You know what that means—you were in Desh, and in the sorcerer-king’s fortress. I need to talk to Nevery and the other magisters, and to the duchess.”


Kerrn shook her head. “I ask.”

All right. I climbed onto the table and sat with my legs crossed.

Kerrn scowled. “What was that lizard?”

Lizard? Oh, Pip, she meant. “It’s a dragon.”

“It was thought that no dragons were left in the world.”

I shrugged. She’d seen the flame dragon well enough, when it’d landed in the courtyard.

The lantern flickered, reflecting bits of light from the water seeping down one of the cell walls.

“You are a thief,” Kerrn said quietly. “And a danger to the city.”

Maybe I was a thief. But I felt the city’s magic around me, warm, with a tingle of fright in it. “I’m a wizard, too, Kerrn,” I said.

Kerrn folded her arms and leaned back against the chair. “If you are a wizard, then where is your locus magicalicus?”

“Pip ate it,” I said.

She raised her eyebrows.


“The dragon,” I explained. “The dragon is my locus magicalicus.”

“A dragon cannot be a locus magicalicus.”

“Well, it is,” I said. It really was. Unless Pip could cough up the stone, which it would’ve done before now if it could, and unless I was willing to cut open the dragon to get at my stone, which I wasn’t, then Pip really was my locus magicalicus.

“You are not a wizard,” Kerrn said.

“I was always a wizard,” I said.

She shook her head. “You cannot be a wizard without a locus magicalicus.”

I knew what she was thinking. Gutterboy. And thief. “Kerrn, if you lost your sword, would you still be a guard?”

She didn’t answer. But she frowned, like she was thinking about it.

Then Farn came in with the food. Water, bean soup, and a piece of bread without any butter on it. With one last glare, Kerrn turned and walked out with Farn, slamming the door shut.


After eating, I fell asleep at the table with my head on my arms.

 

A hand on my shoulder woke me up.

“It is time,” Kerrn said.

I blinked and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes, stiff from sleeping at the table. Time for what? For breakfast, I hoped. And then Nevery and I would have to convince the duchess and the magisters that Arhionvar was coming. I needed to find Pip, too. The faint call of my locus magicalicus pulled at me from off in the direction of the river.

Kerrn and Farn led me up the stairs and into the hallways of the Dawn Palace. We came to a double door; Kerrn opened it and poked her head in. “Are you ready?” she asked somebody inside.

“Wait a moment,” said a voice. It sounded like Nimble.

Kerrn closed the door and stood beside me with her hands clasped behind her back.

“What is this?” I asked.


“Hearing room,” Kerrn said, staring at the closed door.

Good. I could tell what I knew, and whoever was in there would hear it. I straightened my black sweater and with my fingers combed the hair out of my eyes. They were more likely to listen if I didn’t look too scruffy.

“Is Nevery coming?” I asked.

Kerrn shook her head. “He is not. He was arrested last night and imprisoned. He is likely to be exiled from the city.”

Well, once they heard what I’d learned about Arhionvar, they’d know we needed Nevery to stay here. And if I knew Nevery, he wasn’t in the cell they’d put him in. I’d taught him how to pick a lock and get himself out.

The hearing room doors opened and we went in.

The room was long and had a polished stone floor that sent the sound of our footsteps echoing off the walls. The ceiling was high, held up by stone pillars carved like tree trunks, for Rowan’s family, I guessed, the Forestals.

At the other end was a wide table, where the magisters sat staring as we crossed the room.

Another clump of chairs was set off to the side; some city councilors and rich merchants and other wizards sat there. As we came closer, they shot quick glances at us, whispering. More palace guards stood along the walls. The duchess wasn’t there. I didn’t see Rowan, either. A little twist of worry tightened in my stomach. Rowan needed to be here.

With a hand on my shoulder, Kerrn stopped me before the magisters’ table. The magisters examined me.

Bat-faced Nimble sat in the center chair looking red-nosed and cranky. After giving me a good glare, he glanced down at some papers piled on the table before him. Also at the table was Brumbee, looking worried, and Trammel, sharp and sour as always, and Periwinkle, and the keen Sandera, all the magisters of the city. Except for Nevery.

I glanced over at the clump of chairs. Argent was there, dressed up in his fanciest clothes. “Hello, Argent,” I said, my voice echoey and loud in the silence.

Argent didn’t answer, just gave me a wide-eyed look. Not his usual down-the-nose sneer. The last time I’d seen him, he’d tied me to a tree. Maybe he’d thought I was dead. He probably wished I was.

At the table, Nimble cleared his throat. “We shall begin.” He nodded at Kerrn. “Captain, we’ll need phlister for the prisoner.”

The prisoner. That was me. “I don’t need any phlister,” I said.

“We want the truth,” Nimble said. “Get phlister.”

“I won’t lie,” I said.

“If I might interrupt,” Brumbee said, from the row of magisters, “I—ah—have never known Conn to lie; he has always been truthful. Rather alarmingly so, I should say.”

“Oh, very well,” Nimble said, wiping his red nose with a handkerchief. “We can dispense with the phlister.” He turned to me again. “Who do you name to speak for you?”


“I can speak for myself,” I said. Nobody knew as much about Arhionvar as I did; it didn’t make sense to have somebody else speak for me.

At the table, Brumbee whispered something to Periwinkle, who shook her head.

Nimble sniffed. “Very well. We will begin. Do you, Connwaer, admit to collecting pyrotechnic materials, including”—he took a piece of paper from the table and glanced at it—“magnetic rust, atriomated water, and blackpowder?” He handed the list back. “Possession of which is against the law of the city?”

Oh, so they wanted to talk about the pyrotechnics first, and then we’d get to Arhionvar. “Yes,” I said.

“So noted,” Nimble said with a nod. “You admit to breaking into the academicos in order to use a room there to conduct a pyrotechnic experiment?”

“Yes,” I said. No point in denying it; Brumbee had seen me.

“So noted,” Nimble said in his dry, high voice.

He was about to say more when the double doors at the other end of the room burst open and crashed against the walls. I whirled ’round to see. Roaring, Benet bulled into the hearing room. He had a guard hanging on each arm and another leaping on him from behind.

He flung one of the guards off and pulled his truncheon out of his belt and slammed it into another guard’s face; she went down with blood spraying from her nose. Benet caught sight of me and headed across the room.

The magisters at the table jumped up, shouting.

“Guards!” Kerrn ordered.

The guards stationed around the hearing room were already moving, drawing their swords.

“No!” I shouted, starting toward Benet. Farn grabbed my arm and held it tight. “Kerrn, no!”

Kerrn glanced at me.

“No swords!” I said to her.

She gave me a quick nod and, shouting orders at her guards, ran across the room.

Benet gave a roar that echoed off the walls and swung his truncheon, but two more guards grabbed his arm and another snaked an arm around his neck.

“Benet!” I shouted.

He shook his head like a bear, sending a guard flying, and caught sight of me. “Get out of here, you!” he bellowed.

Then the rest of the guards were on him. They wrestled him to the floor, two to each arm and leg, and he was dragged out, struggling. Other guards helped up the guard with the broken nose and took her out, leaving only a patch of blood on the stone floor.

Kerrn closed the door, shutting out the sound of guards fighting with Benet in the hall.

Farn let me go; my arm hurt where he’d been holding me. My breath came fast. Benet wanted me out of here. He’d come in just to tell me that, and gotten himself into trouble for it. What was going on, exactly?

At the magisters’ table, Nimble cleared his throat. “Well. Thank you for dealing with that disturbance, Captain.”

Kerrn, coming to stand beside me again, nodded.

Nimble glanced down at his notes.

My hands were shaking. I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling shivery cold.

“Ah,” Nimble said. “We left off here. Did you do the pyrotechnic spell?”

They already knew I’d done it. I nodded.

“Answer aloud,” Nimble said.

“Yes.” My voice shook. “I did the finding spell.”

At the table, Brumbee put his head in his hands; beside him, Trammel looked angry, and Periwinkle gazed down at the table.

“And your master, Magister Nevery Flinglas, assisted you?”

I stared back at Nimble. I wasn’t going to answer that question at all.

“You refuse to answer?”

“You’re not asking the right questions,” I said.

Beside me, Kerrn took a sharp breath. I glanced aside at her. She was thinking of the time I’d been caught stealing my locus stone from the duchess and she’d given me phlister and asked all the wrong questions.

“Well, he’s not,” I said to her.

She frowned and shook her head.

I looked back at Nimble, then along the line of magisters at the table. “You should be asking about Arhionvar.”

“We have looked into the question of Arhionvar,” Nimble said primly. “Arhionvar was a city far to the south in the Fierce Mountains, but it was destroyed many years ago. There is no other Arhionvar than that.”

“Yes there is,” I said. “Nimble, there was magic in the city of Arhionvar, wasn’t there? D’you think it just disappeared when the city did? Arhionvar is a magical being, and it is coming. It’ll be here very soon.” I looked around at the other magisters, willing them to understand. “Arhionvar isn’t like our magic. It won’t protect us. We saw what it did to Desh. It’ll do the same thing here, if we let it.”

“The magic is not some kind of being!” Nimble said loudly.

“We have to figure out what to do once it gets here,” I said. “Nevery and I have a plan.” They weren’t going to like the part of the plan that had pyrotechnics in it. Or the part where the magic had once been a dragon.

“Be silent,” Nimble ordered. “Your delusions about magic have no bearing on this trial.”

Trial? What did he mean, trial?

“It is quite clear,” Nimble said. “The accused has readily admitted his crimes. I see no reason not to proceed with the execution.”

With the what? “Kerrn, what is he talking about?” I asked.

Kerrn glared at me, her gray-blue eyes like ice in her pale face. “You should not have returned to Wellmet.”

I stared at her. When I spoke, my lips felt stiff. “But I had to come back. Kerrn, what execution is he talking about?”

“The sentence for return from exile is death by hanging,” she said flatly. “To be carried out immediately.”








CHAPTER 24



The guards took me to their commons room. One of them jerked my hands behind my back while the other fetched manacles, then put them on my wrists. Then they shoved me down on a bench to wait.
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I sat, my thoughts whirling. This couldn’t happen. Rowan had told me about the order of execution, but I hadn’t believed they’d actually do it. I had to do something. I jumped to my feet, and the guard shoved me down again.

I gulped down a sudden surge of fright. Benet had tried to get me out of the hearing room. Where was Nevery? In a cell, or escaped into the city, hiding?

They were being stupid! If they hanged me, how would Wellmet defend itself against Arhionvar?

The door opened, and Kerrn strode in but didn’t look at me.

“You can’t do this, Kerrn,” I said, getting to my feet.

The guard shoved me down onto the bench.

“They are ready,” Kerrn said to the guard.

Rowan. She could help me. “Kerrn, can I talk to the duchess?” Once she heard about the dragons and Arhionvar, and Rowan told her I was telling the truth, she’d have to change her mind about the execution.


“The duchess is too ill to see anyone,” Kerrn said, still not looking at me.

Oh. So that’s where Rowan was.

“Now,” Kerrn ordered.

The guards hauled me to my feet and, pulling on my arms, dragged me out the door, through the hallways of the palace, and out to the wide front steps.

In the middle of the Dawn Palace courtyard a gallows tree had been built out of wood, a high platform with steps leading up and a noose hanging down from a beam.

They must’ve been working on it all night. The hearing hadn’t been a hearing at all; they’d already decided what they were going to do with me.

A crowd had gathered, thousands of people turning to stare as they saw the guards, with me, coming out of the Dawn Palace. More guards surrounded us and I was pulled down the stairs. They pushed through the silent crowd to the steps leading up to the gallows.


Nimble was there. “Has he been searched?” he asked, looking me over.

“Yes, he has,” Kerrn said shortly, from behind me.

No I hadn’t. I glanced quickly at her as she stepped up beside me, but her face stayed blank, like chiseled stone.

“Very well,” Nimble said, adjusting the cuffs of his robe. “Take him up.”

The two guards took me by the arms and, with another guard following, marched me up the wooden steps to the platform where the noose was hanging, with a wooden box below it for standing on.

At the top of the stairs I stopped, and the guards dragged me to the box and lifted me onto it. I tried to climb down, and the guards stepped to the side and held my arms so I couldn’t move.

As I struggled against their holding hands, the third guard reached up and grabbed the thick-roped noose. “Lift your chin,” he said. The two guards kept their grip on my arms.

I put my chin down.


One of the guards grabbed my hair and jerked my head up. I saw the sky, white and blank as a piece of paper, with smudges of cloud ink on it. Then the rope came down over my head, resting heavy around my neck.

I caught my breath and scanned the courtyard. The air was cold. I’d been away so long, winter had settled in over the city. Frost lined the black branches of the trees near the front gates of the Dawn Palace. A cluster of black birds sat in the trees and perched on the iron spikes on the walls around the courtyard, looking cold and bedraggled.

My locus stone called with a low thrumming in my bones; Pip wasn’t far away. Maybe the dragon was hiding in a tree with the birds.

I heard footsteps on the wooden stairs, and Kerrn, holding a folded piece of paper, joined us on the platform. “Get on with it,” she said gruffly.

The guard snugged the thick-roped noose ’round my neck, turning the knot so it rested just below my ear. The guards let go of my arms and stepped away.


I looked out over the crowd filling the courtyard. The people stood silently, watching. A group of scowling minions stood at the back. Along the front, sitting in a row of comfortable chairs, were the magisters and the duchess’s council, but no Rowan, that I could see. At the edge of the crowd I saw a gutterboy waiting for his chance to pick a pocket. If he was smart, he’d wait until the guards pulled away the box I was standing on and people were distracted.

My breath came short. This was happening too fast. They weren’t really going to do it, were they? Nevery would be furious if I let them hang me.

Kerrn stepped up to the front of the gallows platform and unfolded the list of my crimes; the crackle of the paper sounded loud in the silence. She started to read the words.

She hadn’t searched me for lockpick wires. She had to know I had them on me. Twice before I’d used lockpicks to escape from the jail cells below the Dawn Palace. If I got the manacles off, I might be able to get down from the gallows and escape into the crowd.


It was a chance. Carefully, trying not to jingle the manacles, I felt up my shirt sleeve for the lockpick wire sewn into the seam.

“…and for willful flaunting of the city’s laws proscribing the deployment of pyrotechnic magic…,” Kerrn’s flat voice said.

I pulled at the lockpick wire, the stitches holding it in place gave way, and it dropped into my hand, a thin strip of metal. The manacles were made with a simple twist plunger lock. With my fingers I bent the wire into the right shape.

“…and wanton destruction of property both private and public…,” Kerrn went on, her voice starting to shake, still reading my list of crimes. But she was reading very slowly, giving me time.

I gripped the lockpick wire.

Quick hands.

Steady hands.

With the wire, I probed the lock. There, the plunger. I slotted the wire into place and gripped it tightly to flick it open.


As I turned the wire, a sudden cold weight settled into me. My fingers slowed, stiffened. The lockpick wire dropped from the lock, falling to the box I was standing on.

I gasped. At the sound, Kerrn whirled around, then glanced down to see the lockpick wire at my feet. She muttered a curse under her breath.

“Kerrn, it’s here,” I whispered.

She stared at me, her hand on her sword.

“Captain, you must proceed,” Nimble called from the row of chairs in front of the gallows.

I looked up at the sky. It was flatter and whiter than before, like the lid of a pot pressing down. The air was completely still. I turned to Kerrn, my heart pounding. “Arhionvar is here,” I said, louder this time.

Kerrn stood still as stone, her mouth half open, about to give the order. A guard bent down and took the corners of the box, ready to pull it away. The rope wrapped tight ’round my neck like a snake.


Kerrn raised her hand. The guard paused.

Way off in the distance I heard a faint roaring sound. A wind coming.

Kerrn cocked her head, listening.

The roaring got louder. The banners on the corners of the Dawn Palace started flapping, flowing in the wind like slithering snakes. The tops of the trees outside the gate stirred. In the crowd, people looked up, or off to the east where the roaring sound was coming from. A few hats blew off in the growing wind.

“Hang him, Captain!” Nimble shrieked from the row of chairs.

Kerrn pointed at the guardsman. “Do not touch that box.”

“Yes, Captain,” the guard said.

In the crowd, somebody screamed. I heard another scream that came from the front of the Dawn Palace; it sounded like Rowan. A prickle of dread ran up my neck like cold fingers.

From where I was standing, I had the best view. Behind the Dawn Palace, a wall of roiling black clouds, surging, flashing with lightning, boiled up out of the east. The wind rose, whistling through the spires on the Dawn Palace roof.

The whirl of wind and cloud widened along the eastern edge of the city; the air darkened. Nimble, his robe flapping in the wind, stepped up the gallows stairs.

I felt a tug at my hands. I looked over my shoulder.

Kerrn, putting the key into the manacles.

“Hurry,” I said.

She gave a quick nod.

The black clouds rose higher, looming over the city, cresting, about to break, to drown us all. Then it did crest, and a black wave of dread crashed down, washing through the courtyard. People screamed and started to flee. At the base of the gallows, the magisters cowered and clung to their locus stones. They didn’t know any spells that could stop Arhionvar. The dread gripped me so tightly that I couldn’t move.

It was too late. We weren’t ready. The city would be lost.

Then the Wellmet magic fought back. From the direction of the Twilight a burst of sparkling starlight and blackest night fountained up from the Dusk House pit, surging across the river, arcing across the white sky in bolts of silver and midnight to crash against the boiling clouds of Arhionvar. The dread magic flinched back. Thunder rolled out, shaking the ground.

The manacles dropped to the floor. I reached up, trying to get the noose off my neck. Too tight. “I can’t get the—”

Kerrn pushed my hands out of the way and loosened the knot, then jerked the rope over my head. “Go!” she shouted.

I jumped off the box, my legs shaky.

Nimble reached the top of the stairs. “Captain Kerrn!” he panted, pointing at me.

Kerrn drew her sword. “Go!” she said to me again, and she swung the sword around until it was pointing at Nimble’s chest. “You fool!” she shouted at him. “Do you not see he was right? The dread magic has come. You are a wizard! Do your duty!”

I stumbled, then ducked past Nimble and darted down the stairs. People were still running out of the courtyard. The wind howled. Dread pressed down from overhead. I joined the crowds, fleeing as a blanket of blackest night and dread fell over the city.










 

 



Rowan Forestal

I stepped out of my mother’s room for a breath of air. Two guards were there, and Argent, who looked frightened. The guards wouldn’t let him in, he said. He told me Conn had been put on trial for returning from exile and sentenced to death by hanging, and that the sentence was being carried out right then.

They’d acted too fast—I wasn’t ready.

I dashed to my room to get my sword, then ran through the palace to the front doors. When I got there, I saw, over the heads of the crowd, Conn on the gallows, facing away from me. They’d stood him on a box and put a noose around his neck. He was standing very straight and still, and he looked so alone. I screamed at Captain Kerrn to stop—she was too far away to hear—and started pushing my way through the crowd. I had my sword; if a guard had tried to stop me I would have killed him. I feared I would be too late.

Then Arhionvar arrived. I tried to get back into the Dawn Palace to save my mother, but Argent grabbed my arm and pulled me away, and we were caught up in the fleeing crowds. The city’s magisters were fleeing with them.

I must find Magister Nevery, and find out whether my mother is still in the Dawn Palace, and I must be sure Conn got down safely from the gallows.












CHAPTER 25




The darkness of Arhionvar’s arrival in the city lasted all the rest of the day and into a heavy, black night without stars or moon. The magics battled at the edge of the river, Arhionvar pushing into the Twilight, the Wellmet magic surging up to push it back over the Sunrise, but not strong enough to push it out of the city altogether.
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As night fell, Arhionvar attacked with tendrils of blackest dread that snaked up the Twilight streets, and with fiery rocks that smashed down out of the sky and burned whatever they touched. From outside I heard people screaming, and the howling of wind, and deep rolls of thunder.

I crouched against a wall in a cellar in the Twilight, the cold dread of Arhionvar pressing down on me. The other wizards of the city must feel it, too. No wonder the magisters had run away; they hadn’t believed this kind of magic was real. Arhionvar was searching for me. It wanted to use me, as it’d used Jaggus, the sorcerer-king, to finish taking over the city.

During the darkest part of the night, I heard a tk-tk-tk on the stone stairs leading down into the cellar. Pip. As the dragon got closer, I felt better, stronger.

“Lothfalas,” I whispered. My voice sounded hoarse and thin.

At the bottom of the stairs a soft greeny-gold light glowed—my locus magicalicus inside Pip—and then Pip opened its mouth and breathed out green sparks that spun in a tiny whirlwind up to the low ceiling.

I caught my breath. Near the floor, easing away from Pip’s light, hung a snarl of misery eels, twining around each other like ribbons of black smoke. They faded back into a dark corner, not moving. Waiting.

I shivered. If I’d fallen asleep, the misery eels would’ve had me.

Pip eyed the corner full of eels like a cat eyeing a mouse. Its tail twitched. It crouched, then, breathing out another puff of sparks, it leaped into the middle of the nest of eels. They scattered from Pip, flowing up the walls, oozing into cracks and corners. Pip scrabbled after one of them, crawling straight up the wall, trapping the eel in a corner, where it thrashed. Pip crept closer.

The light was getting dim. “Lothfalas,” I said again.

Breathing out light, Pip leaped. A spark caught.


Flaming, the misery eel fell from the corner to the floor, twisting and fizzling like a bit of paper flaring up, then burning down to a blackened strip of ash.

Pip hopped down from the corner and stalked along the wall. Looking for more eels, I guessed.

“Thanks, Pip,” I said.

It ignored me. After a while it flew up the stairs, away.

I closed my eyes and tried not to feel the heavy dread of Arhionvar or the empty echo of my stomach, and waited for morning.

 

After a long time, the sound of the wind died, the dread lifted, and gray light seeped into the cellar.

The coming of the light meant that it was time to do something. I uncurled myself from my dark corner. My stomach growled.

I climbed out of the cellar, blinking at the light. I was in an alley off of a street called Needles and Pins in the Deeps, the part of the Twilight not far from the mudflats. Pip was somewhere nearby, tied to me by the string of my locus magicalicus.

I went to the end of the alley and peered out from the shadows. Needles and Pins Street led uphill from the Night Bridge, and it was more crowded than usual, people walking in groups of two and three, leading crying children, carrying sacks and packing cases, and throwing frightened looks over their shoulders.

Overhead, the sky was flat white, as it’d been the day before, and the air was cold. I looked toward the east and saw a line in the sky where a black bank of clouds hung over the Sunrise, ending just at the edge of the river. Arhionvar. Wellmet had fought off the dread magic, but Arhionvar was gathering its strength. It’d go back on the attack as soon as night fell. Then it’d come for me. It needed a wizard, and it wanted me because I had a connection to the Wellmet magic, and it could use me to do even worse things to the city.

I looked toward the north, where the factories lined the river. No clouds of sooty smoke; the factories were closed. Bricks and shards of glass and broken shutters, torn off houses by the wind during the night, were scattered in the street. A pale sun hung behind the clouds, shedding a greenish-gray light. The air was still, no wind, but it tingled like a storm about to break.

Right. I had a locus magicalicus and I knew where the Wellmet magic was, gathering its strength, I hoped. I’d been needing to talk to the magic since the very first time I’d done a pyrotechnic experiment, and now I could. I headed up the hill, toward the Dusk House pit.

 

I paused in an alley, looking out at Sark Square. Here the crowds were thicker. People were filling the square; they’d fled with everything they could carry on their backs, or stuff into a carriage, or pay a drover with a wagon to carry for them. Sunrise people. Most of them had never been to the Twilight before. The Twilight people stood in doorways or, like me, lurked in alleyways, watching them come. I wasn’t sure what the Twilight people would do. If I’d still been a gutterboy, I might’ve been working the crowds, picking pockets or stealing things off the back of a wagon to sell to a swagshop. But the city was under attack, and the Sunrise people needed help, not thievery.

I caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye, a flash of white slinking into an alleyway. I followed.

There, hovering in the shadows beside a pile of rags and garbage. A cat, sleek and white, with a flat head and raked-back, sharp ears. Seeing me, it crouched, its tail lashing, and snarled.

Predator-cat. I’d seen a cat like that one before. The sorcerer-king had kept one as a pet. It was a watcher for Arhionvar, just like the black birds were for the Wellmet magic.

With a screech, a black bird plunged out of the sky, landing on the cat. It hissed and swiped a needle-clawed paw at the bird, which fluttered, pecking at the cat’s narrow eyes.


I could help; I knew a flame spell from the book Nevery’d given me. Pip—I needed Pip. I glanced wildly around and caught a glimpse of greeny-gold wings, Pip flying up to perch on the edge of a roof.

As I opened my mouth to call Pip, a heavy hand came down on my shoulder and spun me around. The minion Fist.

Drats. I didn’t have time for threats and sacks over my head.

“Little blackbird,” Fist said. His partner, Hand, loomed up behind him.

“Fist, I have to get to the pit where Dusk House used to be,” I said. And get that cat away from the bird.

“You have to get where we’re taking you, is what,” Fist said, grabbing me by the scruff of my neck.

The black bird and the white cat were still fighting when they dragged me away.









CHAPTER 26



The minions brought me to the old guardhouse on Clink Street, down the narrow stone steps to the cellar with the empty cells and the cobwebs in the corners.
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When they’d brought me here before, the room had been empty except for minions, but now a padded armchair stood at the other end next to a desk. An oil lantern was set on the desk along with an ink-stand and piles of papers.

Sitting in the chair was Embre.

What was he doing here?

At the bottom of the stairs, Fist gave me a shove toward the other end of the room; then he and Hand went back up the stairs.

I went across the room and stood before Embre. “Hello,” I said.

He looked me up and down, his black eyes sharp. He looked like a bundle of sticks wearing a too-large black suit and waistcoat. He wasn’t smudged with soot as he usually was. “You nearly did the rope jig yesterday,” Embre said.

The hanging, he meant. I nodded.

From the direction of the stairs came the tk-tk-tk of claws on stone. Pip. It crouched at the bottom of the stairs, not coming any closer.

Embre saw Pip and looked at me with his eyebrows raised.

I shrugged.

“I assume this is the arrival of the bad magic you told me about,” Embre said.

“Yes, it is,” I said. “Arhionvar is here. I have to go talk to the Wellmet magic.”

The lanternlight flickered in Embre’s dark eyes and made them gleam. Then he spoke quietly. “For a long time I was trying to decide whether to have you killed,” he said.

I blinked. Have me killed? By who? And why? “What d’you mean?”

Embre shook his head and gave a half smile. “I thought you wanted to be Underlord. It’s what he wanted you for.”

What Crowe had wanted, he meant.

“Isn’t that right?” Embre asked, leaning forward. “Crowe wanted you to be Underlord after him?”

I nodded. But I didn’t want to talk about it.

“I couldn’t figure you out,” Embre went on, sitting back again. “If you were Crowe’s, why’d he have a word out on you? Why were you living on the streets like a gutterboy? And then you met up with that wizard and started telling people you were a wizard yourself.” He shook his head. “I thought you were lying, especially after Crowe was exiled. I thought you’d try to take over as Underlord then. I was ready to have Fist and Hand knock you on the head and drop you in the river. But instead you came asking me and Sparks for pyrotechnic materials to do magic. It didn’t make any sense. Who would want to be a wizard when he could be Underlord?”

I stared at him. He was the one who didn’t make any sense. Who’d want to be Underlord when he could be a wizard?

Then I thought about it. “D’you want to be Underlord, Embre?” I asked.

His smile sharpened. “I am the Underlord, Conn.”

Oh. How could I have been so stupid? Of course he was.

“My true name is Embre-wing,” he said.

An embre-wing was a kind of black bird with a patch of red and gold feathers like embers on its shoulders. I’d seen embre-wings perched on reeds along the river near the mudflats.

“You’re Crowe’s?” I whispered. He had to be, with a black bird name. It meant he and Crowe were family.

Embre’s face sharpened. “No. Not his.” He nodded down at his stick legs. “Crowe did that to me. He broke my legs so I couldn’t walk.”

I stared at him. My mouth felt dry, full of dust. Embre’d had his legs broken by Crowe. Just as my mother, Black Maggie, had. She’d died of it, and then Crowe had taken me into Dusk House to train me, because my name was a black bird name, too. A connwaer was a black bird with a ruffled black crest. But I’d run away, and every time Crowe brought me back and had the minions beat the fluff out of me, I’d run away again until I got better at melting into shadows and he couldn’t catch me anymore.

I hadn’t known anything about Embre. Embre-wing. I swallowed down some of the dust. “Crowe was my mother’s brother,” I said.


Embre nodded. “He was my father.”

“Why’d he break your legs?” I asked.

“By his calculations, I was too weak to become Underlord after him. He broke my legs to get rid of me.” Embre watched me carefully. “To make room for you.”

Embre must hate me, then. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself.

“D’you see why I thought about having you killed?” Embre asked.

I nodded.

“He would’ve done it,” Embre said.

He was right; Crowe had hurt people to get them out of his way, or to make other people do what he wanted.

“But I’m not like him,” Embre said suddenly.

I hoped he wasn’t. “What’re you going to do?”

Embre gave me a dry smile. “I’m going to do what the Underlord is supposed to do,” he said.

Get minions to beat the fluff out of me, that meant. I hunched into my sweater.


“I’m going to protect the Twilight, Cousin.” He gave his half smile again.

Oh. Embre was right. That’s what an Underlord did. A good one, anyway. Cousin, he’d called me. A sudden bubble of happiness rose up in my chest.

Embre returned my smile. “I am the Twilight’s Underlord. And you, as the Twilight’s wizard, are going to tell me what the Underlord and his pyrotechnic materials can do to help fight off this Arhionvar magic. Are you ready?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m ready.”

 

Before Embre and I made plans, the minion Hand brought another chair and a pot of tea, and a plate of boiled potatoes and carrots with butter, and a roast chicken, and a dish of stewed apples for afters, and while Embre drank tea, I sat at the desk and ate all of the food except for half the chicken, which I took on the plate to the corner where Pip was hiding in the shadows. The dragon skittered away from me, so I put the plate on the floor and went back to Embre.


“He doesn’t like you?” Embre asked.

“It’s an it, not a he,” I said.

“Your locus magicalicus, or so I’m told,” Embre said.

I nodded.

He laughed.

But it wasn’t funny.









CHAPTER 27




When I’d finished telling Embre what Nevery and I had been doing to prepare the city for Arhionvar’s attack, I told him that I had to go to the Dusk House pit, and he let me go.
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The day was getting later. I left Clink Street and ran up Wyrm Street as fast as I could. No people were around.

Over the pit the sky was flat and white with rags of darker smoke drifting across it. The air smelled smoky; fires were burning in the Twilight from the rain of fiery rocks during the night. Embre had minions working with the Twilight people to put them out.

Catching my breath, I crouched behind the shattered stones that had been the gateway leading into Dusk House and peered in. The area around the pit was deserted. The magisters should’ve been here helping the magic. But they were somewhere else, probably in the cellars below Magisters Hall, cowering and wishing Arhionvar would go away. The air felt thick with the magic, not protecting me as it usually did, not warm, but wound tight with fright. Pip perched at the top of the gate post, drawn by the magic, I guessed.


I got to my feet, crunched across to the edge of the pit, and looked down.

Swirling stars and darkness filled the steep-sided pit. The magic was here. It’d fought off Arhionvar last night, and maybe it was gathering its strength again, but it couldn’t hold out for much longer.

Pip flapped over and landed on the ground nearby. That was enough to get the magic’s attention. It heaved up from the pit, washing over me, picking me up as it’d done before, and picking up Pip, too.

This time I knew how to talk to it. It could hear me because of my locus stone, in Pip, and ever since I’d become a wizard I’d been reading enough grimoires and spell-books to know what to say.

I shouted spellwords. The magic talked back, spellwords that hum-thrummed in my bones, deeper than my ears could hear. I couldn’t understand them all, but I understood enough. The blackness and bright stars whirled around me until I had to close my eyes and listen.


For a moment, behind my closed eyes, I saw the city as the magic saw it. A rolling black plain with a line of glowing slowsilver running through the middle of it where the river was, and patches of warmth and life—that was the city and its people. The magic knew people lived in Wellmet, and it wanted to protect them. It couldn’t tell one person from another; they were just points of warmth in the darkness. Only the wizards stood out like twinkling stars in a black sky, noticeable to the magic because of their locus stones. Before I’d found Nevery, I’d been a patch of cold to the magic because I’d been more alone than anybody else in the city. Maybe the magic had found me after my mother’d been killed and Crowe’d had a word out on me, when I’d been trying to sleep in a freezing doorway in the Twilight. Maybe it’d known I was a wizard, and it had saved me, so I could save it.

The magic was alone, too. All the other magics in the world were far away, at other cities. It was sick and weak, too. It’d been weak even before Underlord Crowe and Pettivox had built their device to imprison it. A city shouldn’t be like Wellmet, healthy and whole on one side and rotten and empty on the other. It wasn’t balanced. I should’ve seen it a long time ago.

The magic was barely holding out against Arhionvar. It could fight for another night, maybe two, and then Arhionvar would have it.

The magic told me what I had to do.

I didn’t want to do it.

But I would.









CHAPTER 28




My cousin, Embre, had called me the Twilight’s wizard. And I was. I would do what the magic needed me to do, but first I had to talk to Nevery. When I saw the city as the magic saw it, I’d seen a cluster of locus stones glowing on the islands that ran through the river. One of the glowing spots had to be Nevery. He was at Heartsease, busy preparing our defenses. He must’ve escaped from the Dawn Palace before Arhionvar arrived.
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As I left the Dusk House pit, I heard a flutter of wings, and a black bird fell out of the sky and landed at my feet. I crouched down and set it on its feet. It ruffled its feathers.

I took a scrap of paper from a quill tied to its leg. Just one word in Nevery’s handwriting.

Heartsease

Yes, Nevery, I knew.

Slinking through alleys, I headed for Fleetside Street and then the Night Bridge.

As I reached the bridge, the heavy, red sun sank behind the dark tenements of the Twilight, making shadows reach out like long, dark arms. The air was icy cold and still. The streets were deserted; people were hiding from the coming of the night.

The bridge was empty, too. All of the Sunrise people had come across during the day, then. The shuttered houses built right on the bridge leaned over me, cutting off the light.

I heard a sound like the distant whine of factory machines. A dusty breeze sprang up and brushed past me, plucking at my sweater.

The darkness at the other end of the bridge was moving.

From behind me, I heard pip! and then Pip darted into the narrow crack between two houses.

The factory noise got louder, and from out of the shadows came a whirling column of wind twice the height of a tall man, clogged with dust; it wobbled from one side of the road to the other, bumping up against the houses, ripping off shutters and gutters and chunks of brick, howling toward me.

I scrambled aside into a doorway, crouched down, and put my arms over my head. The shriek of the whirlwind grew louder.

Peering under my arm, I saw the whirlwind spin closer. Then I felt a surge of Wellmet magic rise up like a wall. As it met the wall, the column of wind lifted up like a long finger, and then its winds shredded, flying off like bits of dusty rag. Bricks and nails and shards of glass and splinters of wood spun out and rained down into the road.

Dust swirled in the last eddies of wind. I got to my feet and stepped out of the doorway.

Arhionvar was making an attack on the Twilight. I turned to keep going across the bridge, but the road between the leaning houses had turned white. In the greeny-black light, it seemed to move.

I blinked. The road ahead was flowing with white predator-cats, slinking along close to the ground. They paced closer, their eyes glowing.

Right, I couldn’t go this way. I turned and ran.

 

So many people had rowed across the river from the Sunrise that finding a boat was easy. I wasn’t good at rowing, but I could do it well enough. While I rowed I looked over my shoulder, watching the bank of clouds over the Sunrise lower until the Dawn Palace on its hill disappeared in a black fog, and the werelights along the streets winked out one by one.

After a while, the boat bumped against the black rocks along the waterline of the Heartsease island. I set the oars in the bottom of the boat and climbed out onto the rocks.

The new Heartsease was almost finished being built, with windows in place and stairs leading up to an arched front doorway. The builders had stopped their work before finishing the roof.

The ground floor windows glowed with pinkish werelight. Nevery. And Benet, I hoped.

Pip was still in the Twilight, near one of the warehouses along the water. My locus magicalicus pulled at me. I stood waiting for Pip under the big tree in the courtyard, jittering a little, looking out over the dark water.

Pip didn’t come. It’d have to come eventually; it couldn’t resist the pull from me to my locus stone for too long.


I turned and went across the cobbled courtyard, trying not to make any noise. The werelight was coming from the ground floor, what would be the storeroom and Benet’s room when Heartsease was finished. I cat-footed up to one of the arched doorways and crouched beside it in the shadows. I peered in.

Since I’d been here last the floor had been finished, blocks of slate scattered with bricks and bent nails. Somebody had gathered boxes to use as chairs, and planks were set across two barrels for a table. Sitting on the boxes were Brumbee and a few of the duchess’s council members, and Argent. The bristle-bearded guard Farn leaned against one of the walls, along with six other Dawn Palace guards. Nevery stood beside the plank table looking down at a piece of paper spread on it; beside him stood Rowan, wearing her sword, pointing at something on the paper; behind Rowan was bat-faced Nimble in his brown magisters robe.

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Nevery was saying.


Rowan leaned closer to the paper—a map, I guessed—squinting to see better, and traced her finger along a line. “What about this way, Magister Nevery?”

Nevery frowned. “Hmmm.”

Nimble spoke up with his high, whiny voice. “We cannot send the few trained guards we have on a mission that could well be useless. We need them here, protecting us.”

Rowan whirled to face him. “Useless?” She opened her mouth to say more, then closed her eyes for a moment and clenched and unclenched her fists. After taking a deep breath, she said, more calmly, “In the absence of my mother, I am the one who must make these decisions.”

Across the room, the guard Farn nodded. “Until we find Captain Kerrn, we report to you, Lady Rowan,” he said.

Rowan nodded. “Thank you, Farn.” She put her hand on her sword. “I will lead the mission myself, with Sir Argent, and the guards will come with us. We could use a wizard, too.”

Nimble gave a shiver. “No wizard with any sense would go to the Sunrise at such a time. And if you are acting for the duchess, Lady Rowan, then you are too valuable to risk on this mission.”

Mission? What were they up to? In the absence of my mother, Rowan had said. Was the duchess still in the Dawn Palace? I didn’t see Benet. He’d been arrested; was he trapped there, too?

I got to my feet.

At the table, Nevery caught sight of me at the edge of the doorway. His eyes widened, then he gave a slight nod.

Come in, that meant.

I stepped into the room.

Nevery said something in a low voice to Rowan; she turned and saw me.

“Conn!” she said. Her face was pale and soot-smudged; her hair was tied back into a tail with a piece of string. She wore a green wormsilk dress with dirty lace cuffs and a torn ruffle along the hem and had her swordbelt buckled around her waist.

“Hello, Ro,” I said.

The others in the room turned to stare as I came farther into the room.

“That is the criminal who was to be hanged!” one of the councilors said, getting up from her box-chair, pointing at me.

“He brought that huge dragon here!” said another.

“Guards, arrest him!” Nimble said.

Farn didn’t move; Rowan raised her hand and everyone fell silent. She really was in charge.

“Well, Conn?” Rowan asked.

I glanced down at the plank table. The paper was a map of the Sunrise, all the streets drawn in and the Dawn Palace carefully labeled. All under the cloud of Arhionvar.

Rowan saw where I was looking. “Conn, my mother was trapped in the Dawn Palace after Arhionvar arrived, and she’s—” She gulped and went on more quietly. “She’s been very ill.”


I looked across the table at Nevery. “Is Benet there, too?”

“Yes, boy,” Nevery said.

They weren’t going to like this. But sending guards in didn’t make any sense. “I’ll go to the Dawn Palace,” I said.









CHAPTER 29



After some shrieking and shouting from Nimble and the councilors, Nevery and Rowan took me aside, to give me a talking-to, I figured.
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“All right, my lad?” Nevery asked, and put his hand on my shoulder.

I nodded.

“Conn, Nimble overstepped himself,” Rowan said. “I didn’t know what he was doing. Argent tried to get in to tell me,” she went on. “I was with my mother.”

“Ro, what’re you talking about?”

“You were nearly hanged!” she said.

“Oh, that,” I said.

Nevery gave me a quick, keen-gleam glance.

Rowan shook her head. “You can’t go alone on this mission to rescue my mother,” she said.

“Kerrn’s there, too?” I asked.

Rowan nodded.

I knew Kerrn. While the rest of the guards and wizards had been running away from Arhionvar, she’d done her duty, went to protect the duchess, and got trapped in the Dawn Palace for it.

And Benet, locked in a prison cell.

The magic needed me to do this thing, and I would do it, but I had to get Benet out first. And Kerrn and the duchess.

“Farn will go with you,” Rowan said, “and six guards.”

I remembered how noisy the guards had been sneaking into the sorcerer-king’s fortress. “Ro, Arhionvar’s magic. The guards won’t be any help.”

Nevery shook his head. “We have no idea what you can expect to find in the Sunrise, boy. I have been reading every grimoire I could get my hands on. I’ve found nothing to help us.”

I knew what to expect. White predator-cats, dusty whirlwinds, and creeping dread.

“I don’t like the idea of you going alone, either,” Nevery said.

“You should stay here to help Rowan,” I said. I didn’t want him coming with me. It’d be too dangerous, and I couldn’t stand it if something happened to him.

“I know that, curse it,” Nevery growled. “This is how you get into trouble, Conn. Inadequate planning.” He glanced at Rowan. “Still, if he needs to fight his way out again he’ll have Captain Kerrn and Benet to help. Lady Rowan, I think Conn alone might have the best chance of getting to the Dawn Palace.” He switched his glare back to me. “As long as he doesn’t do anything stupid.”


I didn’t answer. Going to the Sunrise was exactly what I needed to do—if I was going to do what the Wellmet magic wanted me to. I didn’t know if that was stupid or not.

 

The rest of the magisters and guards and councilors, led by Nimble, went through the tunnels to Magisters Hall to sleep and find supplies.

Nevery and Rowan and Argent, with Farn and another guard, pulled the box-chairs up to the hearth in the shell of Heartsease to wait for morning. One of the guards built a fire to keep the night off. I leaned against the wall beside the hearth, where the guard boiled water for tea. The other guard brought us stale bread and cheese to eat. Lady-the-cat came and climbed into my lap and lay there purring.

I scratched Lady behind the ears and told Nevery and Rowan about the flame dragon and the cave dragon and the slowsilver scales, and the top of the mountain exploding and my ideas about how the dragon gave up its body to become a magical being.

“The magic’s original form is dragon, then,” Nevery said. “Hmmm. Interesting.” He was quiet for another moment and said, “Then every city was built on a dragon lair. And pyrotechnics. Clearly dragons have an affinity to smoke and fire, an affinity that must persist even after they have turned into pure magic. Very interesting indeed.”

I nodded. Then I told them about how the thief dragon had eaten my locus magicalicus.

“It was not a jewel stone?” Nevery asked.

I shook my head. No, it’d been ordinary.

Nevery looked thoughtful and pulled at the end of his beard. “Hmmm. Anything else, boy?”

Yes, there was something else. “Embre’s my cousin,” I said. “And he’s the new Underlord.”

Rowan leaned forward. “You mean Embre the pyrotechnist?” She’d only met Embre once, when we’d gone to him for blackpowder ingredients.

“He’s the Underlord, is he?” Nevery said, his eyes gleaming. “While you were gone, Connwaer, I worked with Embre on the pyrotechnic traps.”

Right, well, the traps might still be able to help us, but not in the way Nevery expected. He didn’t need to know that, though, or he’d get suspicious about what I was up to. “Embre’s making preparations to defend the Twilight from Arhionvar,” I said.

“Good,” Nevery said. But he gave me another one of his keen-gleam glances. He knew that I always told him the truth, but he also knew that I didn’t always tell him everything.

“Then Magister Nevery can deal with the pyrotechnic materials,” Rowan said. She gave him her sideways look. “I believe he knows a thing or two about pyrotechnics. See what you can prepare to help with the defense of the city. Conn, you take care of your mission to bring my mother out of the palace. Nevery and I will work with this new Underlord.”

That’d be a first, the Underlord and the duchess’s daughter working together. But it’s what the city needed.

After a while, Rowan told me to be careful, and she and Argent left for the Twilight so they could meet with Embre.


 

Nevery should’ve gone with Rowan, but he stayed behind to talk to me.

I stared into the fire, my eyes getting heavy with sleep. Lady had gone off to hunt mice. I could sense Pip on the banks of the Twilight side of the river. The pull of my locus magicalicus made my bones itch. Thinking about what the Wellmet magic wanted me to do made my insides feel shivery and scared.

Nevery got up to throw some chunks of wood onto the fire. He sat back down on his box-chair and studied me. “You’re up to something.”

I was, true. But I didn’t answer.

“Don’t be stupid, boy,” Nevery growled.

“I won’t, Nevery,” I said.

“Curse it,” Nevery muttered. “It’s risky for you to go into the Sunrise, boy. After what happened in Desh, the predator magic will be drawn to you.”

He was right. When I didn’t answer, he glared at me.

“Nevery, it tried to get me in Desh, and I didn’t let it. Now I’ve got Pip with me. It’ll be all right.”

“Pip?” Nevery said. “Is that what you’re calling your dragon?”

“It’s not mine,” I said. I remembered something. “Nevery, d’you know what the spellword tallennar means?” The word the cave dragon had spoken.

“Tallennar. No.” His eyebrows bristled. “Pay attention, boy. The dragon is your locus magicalicus, you say.” He leaned toward me, lowering his voice. “Can you do magic?”

I shrugged. If Pip got close enough I could.

“I don’t like this,” Nevery muttered.

Neither did I. But I was the only wizard who knew how to melt into shadows, and under Arhionvar, the Sunrise was nothing but shadows. I could get Benet and Kerrn and the duchess out. They would go back across the river, and I’d stay in the Sunrise to deal with Arhionvar.








CHAPTER 30



After a couple of hours, Nevery left to meet with Embre about the defense of the Twilight, and I went out of Heartsease.
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It should’ve been morning, but the sky was still dark. The air was cold; my breath puffed out in steamy clouds before my face. Rubbing my arms to stay warm, I went across the cobbled courtyard to stand under the big tree. A few black birds perched there with their heads under their wings.

Pip was there, too; it’d come over during the night. The little dragon glared at me as I went past the tree and out to the tumbled black rocks that lined the shore of Heartsease.

The river was dark and still. I turned my back on the Sunrise and looked across at the Twilight. From here the steep streets seemed empty, desolate. The wind and flame from the first night hadn’t come back. Arhionvar was waiting until tonight, I figured, saving its strength so it could finish the Wellmet magic once and for all. I didn’t have much time.

I climbed into the rowboat and dropped the oars into the oarlocks. I looked back at Heartsease, a ragged, dark shadow against the black clouds.

Good-bye, Nevery.

The river rippled silver under the gray-black sky. I rowed myself to one of the docks that led to stone steps that went up to a street along the river.

Black clouds pressed down from overhead; the air was thick with yellow-black fog. Even though it was morning, it was as dark as twilight, but with no stars. The air was cold and still. Even my breaths sounded loud. Prickles of dread picked at me with icy fingers.

I stood on the dock, waiting for Pip, and then felt the pull of my locus stone getting stronger. From Heartsease came a golden blur, skimming over the waves. Pip landed at the end of the dock and perched there, lashing its tail.

Right, time to go. I went up the stone steps and onto the Sunrise street. It led along the riverbank; I turned and headed up a wider street that led uphill, toward the Dawn Palace. As I climbed higher, seeing nobody, hearing nothing, the air grew colder. I was glad for my black sweater.

It was too quiet. The sky grew darker, and the dread pressed down on me; the air grew thick and hard to breathe. The houses on either side of the street were empty, their doors hanging open from people fleeing as fast as they could run from the Arhionvar dread.

I wondered if Arhionvar could see me, a bright point in the darkness, and if it was waiting for me.

I paused and looked back toward the Twilight. Oh, no. Black clouds crept across the sky, crossing the line of the river through the city. As the clouds spread, fingers of whirling wind poked down from them and went skipping across the Twilight side of the river. Wherever they touched, fire leaped up. Nevery was over there somewhere, and Rowan. And the Wellmet magic, readying itself in the Dusk House pit. Arhionvar had made darkness in the daytime; this was its attack. I’d run out of time.

 

I pushed on through the darkness and dread, seeing nothing and no one, until I reached the Dawn Palace. I paused at the gate, peering in. The gallows tree stood in the middle of the courtyard, the noose hanging down. The air was still, icy cold and stifling at the same time, but overhead the black clouds churned with silent wind.

On cat feet I crept across the courtyard and up the steps to the front doors, and went in. My footsteps echoed as I went through the wide hallway there.

I needed to find Kerrn first. She’d know where Benet was. The duchess’s rooms, then. I raced down a dark hallway and up three sets of stairs, then along another carpeted hallway. Pip followed.

There, the duchess’s door. It was shut. And locked.

I knocked, the sound faint in the thick air. “Kerrn,” I whispered. She’d never hear me. “Captain Kerrn!” I shouted.

The keys jangled in the lock and the door flew open. Kerrn stood there with her sword drawn. Her braid had come unraveled and her face was pale and smudged with soot.


“You all right?” I asked.

She jerked out a nod.

“We need to hurry,” I said. “Where’s the duchess?”

Kerrn stared at me, her teeth clenched and eyes cold. When she spoke, her accent was very thick. “It is too late.”

Oh. Oh, no. Poor Rowan.

Kerrn pointed farther into the room. On the duchess’s bed was a long, covered shape—her body.

“She has just died. She has turned to stone,” Kerrn said quietly. “We must leave her here. We can go through the streets?”

I nodded. “We have to get Benet first. D’you have keys?”

“I have them,” she said.

We hurried down through the palace to the prison cells underneath it.

They’d put him in the same cell they always put me in. When we opened the door, Benet bulled out, swinging a broken-off chair leg. Kerrn dropped the keys and went for her sword; then Benet saw me and stopped.

“You’re not dead,” he said.

No, I wasn’t. I shook my head.

Benet reached out with a big hand and grabbed me by the scruff of my neck. He bent down and growled into my face, “Next time be more careful, you.”

“I will, Benet,” I said. My voice sounded squeaky.

“You’d better,” he said, and let me go.










 

 



Boy is off on mission to lead Duchess, Captain Kerrn, Benet out of Dawn Palace.

Conditions in Twilight worsening. People frightened, growing desperate enough to flee city. All supplies cut off; food already growing short. Winds and fires making organization difficult.

Have met with Lady Rowan and new Underlord, Embre-wing. Can now see family resemblance between Connwaer and his cousin. Embre has set up tents in Sark Square for Sunrise people, organized patrols by minions, set gutterboys and guttergirls hunting down and trapping white predator-cats, spies of Arhionvar. Lady Rowan has sent Twilight and Sunrise people to work in fire teams, with buckets of water in case of sparks.


Went to Dusk House pit. Air there alive with magic.

Have returned to Heartsease. Am preparing pyrotechnic traps. We can set them at various points in the Twilight. Resulting explosions will strengthen our defense, make our weakened magic’s spells stronger.
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CHAPTER 31



Kerrn and Benet and I headed down the hill from the Dawn Palace toward the bridge. Across the river, fires burned in the Twilight.
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“How’re we getting across?” Benet asked. Kerrn had been leading us toward the bridge.


“Not that way,” I told her. “I’ve got a boat at a dock off High Street.”

“This way, then,” Kerrn said, turning right down a narrow alley. She went first, then Benet with his broken-off chair leg, then me.

As we came out onto a wide street, a whirlwind swept out of an alley ahead of us, blocking our way to the bridge. It spun in place in the middle of the street, flinging off shards of glass and splinters; a shard slashed across Benet’s face, drawing a line of blood. Then another whirlwind appeared, and as one they turned and roared toward us.

“Get back!” Kerrn shouted. Her sword made a ringing sound as she drew it from its sheath. The whirlwind sent out a tendril of wind like a reaching arm, and Kerrn slashed at it with her sword until it dissolved into dust and stray breezes.

The other whirlwind hurled a chunk of brick, and Benet batted it aside with his chair leg. Benet turned and shoved me back into the alley. “Stay out of the way, you.”


Right. I backed away, looking wildly around for Pip. I could help if I did some magic.

There, across the alley, perched on a third-story windowsill, far overhead. Too far for a spell to work very well.

“Pip!” I called.

The dragon cast me a glance and hopped off the windowsill, then flew higher to perch at the very edge of the roof.

At the mouth of the alley the fight with the whirlwinds went on; I heard a clang as a sword struck something, and then Benet shouted.

Wait. This was it. Benet and Kerrn were distracted. Time for me to do what I’d come here to do.

I stood in the alleyway, looking up at Pip. I needed it to come down and help me. “Pip, you’re being stupid,” I called. It didn’t need to try so hard to stay away from me. I needed it with me while I dealt with Arhionvar. I wasn’t going to hurt it.

Was I?

Oh. No. I was the one being stupid. The little dragon crouched on the gutter, shivering, curling its tail around itself.

What if I’d been stuffed into an old knapsack and stolen away from my home, and knew that Nevery was gone forever? What if I had to stay with somebody because of a locus stone; what if that person kept using me to do magic? What would I think of the stranger who did that to me?

I’d hate him, was what.

“I’m sorry, Pip,” I whispered. The little dragon looked so alone, perched up there.

Alone…

The Wellmet magic had chosen me because I’d been alone, because I could understand what that meant.

But I hadn’t really understood.

The Wellmet magic had been a dragon. It was the only one of its kind here, but it had a city of people to protect, and we comforted it. Arhionvar didn’t have anything. Its city had been destroyed, and all its people had fled. It was a predator because it was a wanderer, trying to steal a new city for itself, so it wouldn’t be alone anymore. It was more alone than I’d ever been, even when I’d been a gutterboy sleeping in winter doorways in the Twilight.

“Arhionvar,” I whispered.

I heard roaring inside my ears. Arhionvar pried at me with fingers made of stony dread. Black spots swam before my eyes. I shook my head and blinked the black away to see.

I just had to tell Kerrn and Benet to go on without me, and then I could deal with Arhionvar.

 

In the street, Kerrn swung her blade around and sliced the whirlwind in half. Bricks and wooden shards rained to the ground as it fell apart. The other whirlwind spun into an alley and disappeared.

Kerrn sheathed her sword. Benet swung around and spotted me in my alleyway.

“Come on,” he said.

I kept my head down. “You go ahead,” I said. “I’ve got something to do here.”


I backed away a step, ready to run into the alley to get away, when Benet lunged forward and grabbed me by the shoulder.

“No you don’t,” he growled. “You said you’d be careful.”

“Benet—” I said.

“Master Nevery wouldn’t like it,” he said. Keeping hold of my arm, he nodded at Kerrn.

I didn’t say anything. Benet and Kerrn hurried us away, down the hill to the docks where we’d left the boat. We piled in and Benet set to the oars.

I felt Arhionvar’s attention on me the whole way, in the dread pressing down and in the shadows that kept creeping in at the edge of my vision. I crouched in the bottom of the boat, shivering.

When we got to Heartsease, Benet dragged me out of the rowboat and across the cobblestones to find Nevery.

He was there, in the unfinished storage room. Barrels and sacks of blackpowder materials were piled around the room; on the plank table he’d laid out the ingredients for a slowsilver fuse like the one I’d read about in the Jaspers treatise. He sat on a box-chair at the table, measuring out a vial of tourmalifine crystals.

He glanced up, then looked back at the measuring. “Ah, Benet,” he said. “Good. Just a moment.”

I stared down at the floor. Arhionvar pulled at me, hanging over my head like a cloud of dread. My breath came short.

A clatter of footsteps on the cobblestones outside, and Rowan burst in the door. She spied me and came over.

“I saw Kerrn outside,” she panted. “Where is my mother?”

I didn’t look up.

“She’s dead, Lady Rowan,” Benet said.

At the table, I heard a clink as Nevery set down the vial, then heard him get to his feet.

Rowan stepped away from me. I stole a quick glance through the gathering darkness; her face was white.

“Conn?” Nevery said.


Arhionvar pulled at me, making it hard to think. “All right,” I said. The words felt strange as I spoke them. Arhionvar was here, surrounding me with tendrils of shadow. “Nev—” My mouth felt frozen, like it was turning to stone. “Set—off the—pyrotechnic—traps.”

Nevery reached out for me. I saw his lips moving, but couldn’t hear him through the gathering dread.

They needed to get away. “Now!” I shouted, and my voice boomed out like a crash of thunder.

At the sound, the unfinished roof of Heartsease blew off, bricks and shards of wood spraying out into the night. Deepest black and silver against the clouds, magic arced down and slammed into me. Another bolt of magic followed, trailing sparks like a shooting star, wrapping me up in a blaze of light.

I threw my head back and looked up, into the blaze of stars and blackest, deepest night that was the magic. It drew me up; my feet left the ground; sparks rained down all around me.


Something pulled at my feet. I looked down through the magic.

Nevery held one leg; Rowan and Benet held the other, anchoring me to the earth.

“Connwaer!” Nevery shouted.

He knew my name, like all true names, had power; it smashed through the magic, weakening Arhionvar’s hold on me.

I looked down at Nevery and Rowan and Benet. Wind whipped their clothes and they squinted against the bright light surrounding me. They held on to my feet tightly.

If I stayed with them, I couldn’t do the thing I needed to do. I’m sorry, Nevery.

I kicked my feet free and let the magic pull me out of their hands. I saw a flash of glimmer-gold wings, and Pip shot past me, straight into the heart of the magic. Arhionvar pulled me up, and away.








CHAPTER 32




The magic held me like a dragon holding me in its claw. Black clouds boiled around me; wisps of cloud fluttered in the wind; stars like sparks whirled past and then away. In the middle of the whirlwind, where I floated, it was black and silent and still. Pip hung in the air near me, its wings stretched wide, its eyes flashing red.

[image: image]

The Wellmet magic had told me what to do next. From the larpenti spell and the embero spell I’d learned the word for change; from the finding spell I knew how to ask a question; from the spells in the book Nevery’d sent with me, I pieced together enough words to ask Arhionvar what it wanted. I shouted the spellwords as loud as I could; they went through my locus magicalicus and Pip, and the magic heard them.

It didn’t answer in spellwords; it answered by showing me.

Slowly the black clouds opened. Through a gap like a window I saw a shining city in the mountains, surrounded by snow and white clouds and silence. The city of Arhionvar, as it’d once been. The picture shivered, and a crack opened in the middle of the city; I saw people on the streets with their mouths open, screaming, running away, but they didn’t make any sound. Then half the mountain slid away, silently crumbling into boulders and clouds of snow, the people going with it, falling down into the darkness.

Dust and snow crystals billowed up, glinting in the sunshine. The slowsilver under the mountain drained away. The surviving people climbed down from the mountain and went to other cities. The Arhionvar magic was left alone, longing for its city full of people, desolate and empty. It wandered for a long, long time, searching, getting emptier and more alone. It wanted what Wellmet had, a city full of people, and to get that it needed a wizard to work its will. Me. It wanted me. Once it had me, it’d devour Wellmet’s magic and use me to take over the city.

The cold, dead feeling of stone spread through me. My skin numbed; dread got into my chest and left me gasping for breath.

Then, I felt a prickle. Slowly my head turned. There was Pip, floating beside me, its teeth bared. On my hand, a bleeding bite mark, like drops of blood on white snow.

At the same moment, the warmth of the Wellmet magic flowed into me, pushing back the heavy dread of Arhionvar. Spellwords rattled through my bones, too loud for my ears to hear. Warmth flowed around cold stone. As the magics struggled, like dragons snapping and swirling together, whirlwinds spun down into the city. Fires blazed in the Twilight, sending black smoke-smudges into the sky; buildings crumbled in the Sunrise; the river raged and boiled, washing away the docks along its edges.

The dread stone feeling grew worse. Arhionvar was stronger—far stronger—than weakened Wellmet.

I couldn’t let Arhionvar destroy Wellmet.

Then, from the Twilight, far below, I felt the first pyrotechnic trap explode. Nevery’d set it off. Then another, and another—blackpowder explosions that echoed and crashed and roared through the magics. I knew a banishing spell; I knew the spellwords for exile. With my help and the pyrotechnics, Wellmet could force Arhionvar out of the city. I opened my mouth to shout the banishing spell; I felt it gather in my throat, loud as thunder.

No.

Arhionvar had been a dragon just like Pip; it was a magic just like the magic of Wellmet. It couldn’t be left to wander alone.

With the dread magic flowing through me and the warmth of the Wellmet magic swirling around me and Pip, I looked down at the city, spread out like a map below me. I needed the slowsilver for this spell.

There!

I spoke words and called on the magics, and the river lifted out of its banks, fat and full of fish and trash and mud, hanging above the city like a huge, brown, dripping snake, writhing and flowing in its own wind.

Left behind, in the river’s channel through the rock Wellmet was built on, flowing around the wizards’ islands, was the city’s slowsilver. It was another river, shining like a silver ribbon.

I reached down with the magic and the river of slowsilver flowed from its banks, rippling up into the sky in a glowing arc and into my hands. Both of the magics yearned toward it. I gave one end of it to the Wellmet magic and the other end to Arhionvar, sealing the magics to the city and to each other. Like pyrotechnic materials combining, the magics crashed together and the slowsilver ribbon dissolved into a million shining droplets, hovering in the air, surrounding us.

One breath. Two breaths. Three breaths.

The spell needed one more thing to be completed.

I’d been chosen by both of the magics. I’d given up my first locus magicalicus for the magic, and I’d given up my home, Heartsease. I only had one more thing to give up.

Nevery, I’m sorry.

I gave the magics me.

The spell completed, the slowsilver rained down and collected in the channel, binding the two magics to the city. The river crashed back down into its place. The whirlwinds spun themselves out and the Twilight fires flickered and died.

The last thing I saw was Pip, diving toward me, a streak of green and glittering gold wings.

And then I was gone.










 

 



Tried scrying globe yet again. No sign of boy. Winter nearly over. Grow more certain he will never be found.

City now has two magics, Arhionvar in the Sunrise and the old Wellmet magic in the Twilight, overlapping at the wizards’ islands. Thus far, the magics seem at peace. City seems balanced in a way it has not, before.

Still, may leave Wellmet, travel. Duchess needs decent magister while city recovers and adjusts to new magic, and Heartsease nearly rebuilt, but cannot bear to stay here.

I miss him.
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CHAPTER 33



I woke up huddled in a doorway in a Twilight alley, blinking at the early-morning light.

[image: image]

A cold wind blew down the alley, pushing snow fine as dust before it. The sky overhead was gray. I shivered and got to my feet.

I looked down at myself. I had on a black sweater with too-long sleeves that hung down over my hands. Nobody’d stolen my shoes; I was wearing good stout boots and knitted socks.

I hunched into the sweater and headed down the alley. My stomach was hollow with hunger. Maybe I could find a pocket to pick or I could steal a bit of bread from a Sark Square stall.

I peered out of the alley. The street was busy, full of people walking, a chimney swift and his boy carrying their brushes, a girl selling broadsheets, a woman working to fix a pothole.

The Twilight wasn’t usually this busy, was it?

I skiffed back down the alley and headed up the hill toward Sark Square.

The market was busy, too. The air smelled like fish and bread baking. Beside one of the stalls a brazier was set up with magic fire burning in it; a few people stood around it, warming their hands. If I was lucky, one of them might have a pocket I could pick, and then I could buy a sausage in a biscuit for breakfast.

I edged up to the brazier and held up my hands. The magic fire burned without crackling, giving off a wave of soft warmth like a blanket.

One of the other people at the fire looked up. He was a big man with a wide, ugly face. He nudged the man standing next to him, who was even bigger and uglier, with a lumpy nose and just one eyebrow.

“What, Hand?” the uglier man said.

The man called Hand pointed with his chin toward me.

The uglier man looked, and his eyes widened. “That you, Blackbird?” he asked.

Oh, no. The men were minions, weren’t they? I stepped away from the fire.

The two men started around the brazier, coming after me.

As the uglier one reached for me, I ducked under his arm and slipped and fell on the icy cobblestones. I scrambled to my feet and backed away.

“No harm,” the man said. “Underlord’s been looking for you.”

The Underlord? No, I didn’t want to see him. I turned and raced away, heading for an alley to hide in.

“Hoy, Blackbird! Come back!” the man shouted.

Not likely. I ran and hid, and they didn’t catch me.

 

The next morning I woke up shivering in a doorway in Rat Hole, the deepest, darkest part of the Twilight. When I opened my eyes, I saw a little monster like a lizard, greenish-gold, with wings and bright red eyes, sitting in the middle of the alley watching me.

I jerked myself to my feet, ready to run away from it, but the little lizard hopped back, then flapped its golden wings and flew away. It landed on a step leading up to a burned-out tenement house and perched there.

I went to find something to eat. As I headed out of the twisty, dark Rat Hole streets, workers passed me, heading in, carrying ladders and toolboxes, talking loudly. I heard the sound of hammering. Was somebody fixing up the Rat Hole houses?

A good place to find something to eat was a yard behind a chophouse, where the keeper sometimes put out pots and pans with scrapings and crusts of food in them. It was early enough that the chophouse wasn’t open yet. I crept into the yard and over to a big kettle half full of soapy water. The back door of the chophouse creaked open.

I looked up, frozen.

The chophouse keeper, a stained apron wrapped around her belly, put her hands on her hips and looked down at me. “Here, now,” she said. “Aren’t you the wizard’s boy?”

I shook my head, no.

“Well, you don’t need to scrounge for food. You clean those pots for me, and I’ve got a plate of yesterday’s stew you can have. C’mon in when you’re done.” She tossed me a rag and bristly brush.

While I worked, a black bird with a patch of white feathers on each wing flew down and perched on the edge of a pot, watching me. Another black-and-white bird flapped down and perched next to the first. Grawwk, it said.

After I’d finished rinsing the pots at the pump outside and had gotten wet down my front for my trouble, I went into the dark, low-ceilinged kitchen. The keeper pointed to a stool beside a stove, then handed me a bowl of stew and a spoon.

The keeper went to a table and started chopping up carrots. “What’s your name?” she asked, tossing a carrot top into a swill bucket at her feet.

The minions had called me Blackbird, but that wasn’t right. I took a bite of stew and thought about it. Boy. That was my name.

The keeper shrugged when I didn’t answer.

I ate the rest of the stew, and left.

 

The next night was colder, but I found a good sleeping place in a tall house in the deepest part of Rat Hole, an attic where the stairs had rotted away, but there was a ladder leading up to it. Somebody’d lived here not too long ago; I found ashes in the grate and blankets piled in the corner and rags stuffed into the cracks in the window frame to keep out the cold. And rats scrabbling in the walls. Except for the rats, it was a good place to come back to after picking pockets or stealing a bit of food.

I’d been staying there for a while and was coming back with an empty stomach at the end of a day filled with minions who seemed on the lookout for me on every corner. I climbed the stairs. At the bottom of my attic ladder was a package wrapped in brown paper.

The landing was empty, except for shadows.

I crouched beside the package and opened it. Biscuits. With bacon! Without thinking, I grabbed one and took an enormous bite. Then another. A moment later the biscuit was gone. My stomach gave a happy gurgle. I picked up another biscuit.

From a doorway leading off the landing came a noise. Getting to my feet, I spun around, and a huge man grabbed me by both arms.

I dropped the biscuit and squirmed, and kicked out at him, but he held me tightly, then gave me a cuff on the head.

“Keep still, you,” he said. He had a hard face like a fist full of knuckles; he wore a brown suit with a knitted red waistcoat under it.

Still gripping me by the arms, he brought me through the streets to a tall, stone house down near the bridge. He went inside, past minion-looking guards, up stairs and down cold, stone hallways, to a door. Outside it was the minion who’d almost caught me at the brazier in Sark Square. He nodded at the man holding me. “Benet,” he said.

“They waiting?” the man called Benet asked.

The minion nodded and opened the door.

The room inside had a table in the middle of it with a map of the city of Wellmet spread on it, with notes scribbled on the map in red ink. Beside the table, in a comfortable armchair, sat a very thin young man with black hair and a sharp face. At the table, squinting down at the map, stood a tall girl with red hair caught up in a braid that hung down her back. She wore a green velvet dress that had a tree embroidered on the sleeve.

The red-headed girl looked up and nodded when she saw us. “So it worked!” she said. “Well done, Benet. Biscuits?”

The big man nodded and let me go. I headed for the door, but he pushed me away and went to stand in front of it with his burly arms crossed.

The thin young man said something to the girl.

“I don’t know, Embre,” the girl said sharply.

“We could keep him here,” the man named Embre said. “There are cells in the basement.”

They wanted to lock me up? I eyed the tall windows. Maybe I could get out one of them.

“Not in the cells,” said the big man by the door.

“Benet’s right,” the girl said. She looked at me and smiled. “I’m very glad to see you, Conn.”


“So am I, Cousin,” said Embre, adding a sharp smile of his own.

I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure what they were talking about.

The girl who’d called me Conn sighed. “Nevery still doesn’t know?” she asked.

Embre shook his head. “We weren’t sure it was him, or if we could catch him.”

“I’ll take him, Duchess,” said the big man by the door. “Master Nevery’s at the academicos.”

The girl nodded. “Yes, I suppose that would be best.”

“Just don’t let him escape,” said the boy. “He’s hard to catch.”

I’d be even harder to catch if they let me get away.

The big man grabbed me by the arm again. “Come on, you,” he said.

 

He took me to the river and put me onto a boat and, after tossing me a blanket to keep warm with, rowed us across the choppy waves to a building on an island. He tied the boat to a dock and climbed out.

Leaving the blanket, I followed.

He kept his hand on the scruff of my neck, leading me into a wide gallery, past people in robes who stared and whispered when they saw me, and up a curved staircase to a door. We went in.

It was a library, full of books and two long tables.

Across the room, at the end of one of the tables, sat a gray-bearded old man, reading a book. He looked tired and stooped; a knob-headed cane rested against the table beside him and a gray robe was thrown over a chair.

The big man gave me a push. “Go talk to him,” he whispered.

All right. I walked down the room, my feet quiet on the carpeted floor.

As I got closer, the old man looked up. When he saw me, his eyes widened and his face went very pale. He got to his feet, staring at me, holding on to the edge of the table. “Well, Boy?” he said softly.

Boy, he’d called me. Did he know me?

He pushed aside his chair and took a step toward me. I flinched back. His bushy gray eyebrows lowered, as if he was angry.

I glanced toward the door. The big man was gone.

“Where have you been all this time, my lad?” the old man asked. “I thought I’d lost you.”

What did he mean by asking where I’d been? I’d been in the Twilight, hiding from the minions, until the big man had caught me with his biscuit trap.

The old man narrowed his eyes. “What’s the matter with you, Boy?” He took another step toward me, and I skiffed toward the door. I could’ve made a run for it then. Quick-dart out the door and back out into the steep, snow-cold streets of the Twilight. He couldn’t stop me. The big man was out in the hallway, though, sure as sure, making sure I didn’t get away.

I paused with my hand on the doorknob. “My name is Boy,” I said, half asking. My voice sounded rusty, as if I hadn’t talked to anybody for a long time.

“It is not,” the old man said. He watched me carefully. “You don’t remember, do you?”

No.

“Curse it,” the old man muttered. He went back to his chair and sat down as if he was very tired. “You don’t know who you are,” he said. “I am who I am,” I said.

The old man leaned back in his chair and pulled at the end of his gray beard. “Yes, boy, that’s true. I suppose you are.”

 

The old man’s name was Nevery. He told me about the other me, Connwaer, which meant black bird. He took me to a tall brick house on an island called Heartsease, where he said I lived with him and Benet. It didn’t seem like any place I’d ever been before, not like the Twilight. Nevery said that was because Connwaer had done pyrotechnics and had blown up the other Heartsease and then it’d been rebuilt.

The other me must’ve gotten into a lot of trouble.

Nevery was a wizard. He said Connwaer had been a wizard, too. “I’m not a wizard,” I told him. “I’m a gutterboy.”

“You used to be a gutterboy,” Nevery said. “But you’re not anymore.” He fetched a mirror and told me to look at myself.

I looked like I always had. Except I had a patch of white in my black hair. I didn’t remember that.

Nevery said I should study books called grimoires, and maybe I would remember. That was all right, because I liked to read. Most of the words in the grimoires were in a magical language that Nevery said had once been spoken by dragons. The words sounded strange and wonderful, but nothing happened when I spoke them.


The little lizard, which Nevery said was a dragon, kept following me around. I’d look up from a book I was reading and it’d be perched outside on the windowsill, shivering in the cold, but when I went over to let it in, it’d fly away.

 

One day, the wizard took me to see the red-headed girl, whose name was Rowan. She was the duchess and lived in the Dawn Palace. She had an office crowded with a desk piled with papers, and chairs and tables with lace doilies on them, a warm fire in the hearth, and trees in pots. On a cushion set on a chair was a white cat with splotches of black on it, curled up asleep. The cat looked like a predator, with a flat face and sharp ears. It opened one eye, looked me over, and then went back to sleep. The girl wore spectacles with gold rims.

“Hello, Connwaer,” she said, getting up from behind the desk and taking off her spectacles.

I didn’t answer.

She glanced at Nevery and he shook his head.


“Can I show you something?” she asked me.

I nodded.

She led me through the wide corridors of the palace. She and Nevery walked ahead, talking quietly; I followed, and then came two guards in green uniforms. One of the guards had a long, blond braid down her back and watched me with sharp gray-blue eyes.

I turned and walked backward to see what she was doing. I wondered if she’d known Connwaer.

“I have got my eye on you, thief,” she said, but she gave a half smile.

She had, then. I turned back. She was probably watching to see if I got into trouble.

The Duchess Rowan arrived at a double door and waited for me to catch up, then threw it open.

“See?” she said, going in.

I followed her. The room was very fine, a study with a polished wooden table, a patterned red rug on the floor, and lots of shelves stuffed with books. It opened to another room, a bedroom, and a library, and a dressing room.

“These are the rooms of the duchess’s magister,” Rowan said. She gave me a sharp, sideways glance. “That’s you, Conn, once you remember that you can do magic.”

Nevery shot her an angry glare, but she just raised her eyebrows and looked duchess-ish.

 

Nevery took me back to Heartsease.

After dinner, he went to Magisters Hall for a meeting, and I went up to the study to read another grimoire. Benet brought tea and then went away again.

I stared into the fire while the tea got cold in my cup.

It was warm here, and I got plenty to eat, and the books were interesting, but I didn’t belong in this place. They all wanted me to be Connwaer, to be a wizard and the duchess’s magister, and to eat biscuits. Every time the wizard Nevery looked at me, he was wanting to see Connwaer. It made them all sad that I wasn’t him.

Maybe tomorrow I’d go into the Twilight and find a hiding place. I was good at melting into shadows. They wouldn’t be able to find me, and after a while they’d stop looking.

I heard a scrtch-scrtch at the window.

I went over and opened it, and the tiny dragon, along with a puff of freezing air, hopped in, settling on the windowsill. I closed the window, the latch cold under my fingers.

“Hello, dragon,” I said.

It crouched on the sill and wrapped its tail around itself. A line of gray smoke trickled from one of its nostrils.

I went back to the table, to the grimoire I’d been reading. The dragon stayed on the windowsill.

The spell written on the page was a long one. The annotation said it was a spell for protecting a house from burglars.

The dragon language flowed across the page. And then I came across a word that I knew.


Tallennar.

I’d heard it before, hadn’t I?

“Tallennar,” I said aloud.

On the windowsill, the tiny dragon cocked its head and fixed me with a bright red eye. Then it twitched its tail. With a rustle of its greeny-gold wings, it hop-flew from the window to the table, landing with a scrabble of claws.

It crouched at the edge of the table, watching me.

Slowly, carefully, I reached out, and the dragon closed its eyes, leaned toward me, and let me lay my hand on its back, between its wings. Its scales felt warm and silver-smooth under my fingers.

Pip, the little dragon said.

My hand on its back grew warmer, and then a sudden flash of magic burst from the dragon and flowed over me, wrapping me in sparks and flame flowing with memories like banners in the wind, glimpses of places, people, the sharp smell of pyrotechnic smoke, birds with black feathers, a chophouse in the Twilight, Rowan swinging a sword, the old Heartsease with the bite out of the middle, Benet, Nevery, everything.

Slowly the sparks faded. I sat back in my chair, blinking the brights from my eyes, and caught my breath. Pip squirmed out from under my hand and crept to the other end of the table.

I remembered where I’d heard the spellword before. I closed my eyes and saw the dazzling blue sky overhead, and breathed in the thin, cold mountain air. I held Pip in the canvas knapsack. I felt the cave doorstep tremble under my feet as the word rumbled up through the rock.

The cave dragon might’ve been talking to me, Connwaer, when it said the word. I opened my eyes. “But it might’ve been talking to you, Pip,” I said.

The little dragon twitched its tail. It crouched lower on the tabletop. For a moment I thought it was going to fly away. Then it edged closer. I stayed very still, holding my breath. Using its claws, Pip climbed up my arm and perched on my shoulder, clinging tightly to my sweater, and wrapped its tail around my neck like a scarf.

Maybe the cave dragon had been talking to both of us when it’d said the word.

Tallennar.

I knew what it meant. It meant thief.

Well, that was all right. Because a thief really was a lot like a wizard.










A GUIDE TO PEOPLE AND PLACES


 







PEOPLE



[image: image] ARGENT—A noble young man with a sense of honor but no liking for former thieves and gutterboys. He is an expert swordcrafter.

 

[image: image] BENET—A rather scary-looking guy but one who loves to knit, bake, and clean. His nose has been broken so many times, it’s been flattened. If he were an animal he’d be a big bear. His hair is brown and sticks out on his head like spikes. You wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley, but you would want to eat his biscuits.

 


[image: image] CONNWAER—Has shaggy black hair that hangs down over his bright blue eyes. He’s been a gutterboy for most of his life, so he’s watchful and a little wary; at the same time, he’s completely pragmatic and truthful. He’s thin, but he’s sturdy and strong, too. He has a quirky smile (hence his quirked tail as a cat). Conn does not know his own age; it could be anywhere from twelve to fourteen. A great friend to have, but be careful that you don’t have anything valuable in your pockets in reach of his sticky fingers.

 

[image: image] THE DUCHESS—Willa Forestal, the duchess, rules the wealthier part of Wellmet, the Sunrise, from the Dawn Palace. Rowan is her daughter. The duchess doesn’t have much of a sense of humor, even less now that she’s been attacked and wounded by the Shadows. The wound is still troubling her; it’s slowly turning her to stone. Fortunately, she is highly intelligent and foresighted and has trained her daughter well to take over as duchess if necessary.

 


[image: image] EMBRE—A young man about eighteen years old. He is very thin and has a sharp face with dark eyes and black hair, and he might have smudges on his hands and face from working with blackpowder. Everything about him is sharp, including his intellect.

 

[image: image] KERRN—The captain of the Dawn Palace guards, Kerrn is tall and athletic; she wears her blond hair in a braid that hangs down her back and has sharp, ice-blue eyes. She is an expert swordfighter. She speaks with a strong accent because she comes from Helva, far away from the Peninsular Duchies.

 

[image: image] NEVERY FLINGLAS—Is tall with gray hair, a long gray beard, shaggy gray eyebrows, and sharp black eyes. He’s impatient and grumpy and often hasty, but beneath that his heart is kind (he would never admit it). Mysterious and possibly dangerous, Nevery is a difficult wizard to read but a good one to know.

 


[image: image] NIMBLE—A magister and rather weak wizard, Nimble was a colleague of Pettivox but was cleared of any wrongdoing after the destruction of the Underlord’s device. He looks like a bat and is a pen-pushing, officious man. He dislikes Conn very much.

 

[image: image] PIP—As Conn says, Pip is an “it,” not a “he.” Pip is a small dragon, no bigger than a kitten, but it has a very big attitude. Pip does not trust Conn at first—and why should it? Conn stole it from its cave in the mountains, after all. Still, one thief should be friends with another….

 

[image: image] ROWAN FORESTAL—A tall, slender girl of around sixteen, with red hair and gray eyes. She is very intelligent with a good, if dry, sense of humor. She is the daughter of the Duchess of Wellmet. She is also very interested in studying swordcraft.









PLACES



[image: image] ACADEMICOS—Set on an island in the river that runs between the Twilight and the Sunrise, the academicos is a school for the rich students and potential wizards of Wellmet. Conn enrolls there after becoming Nevery’s apprentice.

 

[image: image] DAWN PALACE—The home of the duchess and Rowan. The palace itself is a huge, rectangular building—not very architecturally interesting, but with lots of decorations crusted on it to make it fancy.

 

[image: image] DRAGON MOUNTAIN—Far away from Wellmet, in the very highest of the Fierce Mountains to the south, is a strange mountain with a huge cave right at its peak. Do dragons live there? Is it a place of magic?

 


[image: image] DUSK HOUSE PIT—The place where the Underlord’s Dusk House used to stand. It’s a pit now because the house was destroyed—blown to bits when Conn freed the magic from the Underlord’s evil device. Now the city’s magic gathers its strength in this pit, maybe drawn there by the slowsilver left behind when the device exploded.

 

[image: image] HEARTSEASE—The old Heartsease, the mansion house with the big hole in the middle, was destroyed in a certain pyrotechnic experiment, so Nevery is building a new Heartsease. When finished, it will have plenty of room for Nevery and Benet and Conn to live there. Conn might even get his own workroom!

 

[image: image] MAGISTERS HALL—Seat of power for the wizards who control and guard the magic of Wellmet. It is a big, imposing gray stone building on an island with a wall built all the way around it at the waterline.









WELLMET RUNIC ALPHABET



In Wellmet, some people write using runes to stand for the letters of the alphabet. In fact, you may find some messages written in runes in The Magic Thief: Found.
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BENET'S MAGIC THIEF LOCKPICK SCARF



Benet’s scarf has keyholes at both ends and a checkered pattern in the middle.

Materials:


      Yarn: 2 skeins nettle green (300m/100gm each) DK weight (Benet used Shilasdair luxury DK in nettle green [color 209])

      Needles: 5mm (US 8)

      Scissors

      Darning needle to weave in ends

      Crochet hook for tassels



Gauge: approx 20 sts = 10cm (4 in) in main pattern

Terms


      BO = bind off

      CO = cast on

      K = knit

      P = purl

      Inc = knit into front and back of stitch

      K2tog = knit two together

      P2tog = purl two together



Keyhole Panel


      CO 32 stitches

      Row 1 to 4: knit

      Row 5: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * till last 3 sts, K3

      Row 6: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 7: Repeat row 5

      Row 8: Repeat row 6

      Row 9: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * five times, BO 6 sts, *K1, P1 repeat five times, K3




You will be working both sides with separate balls of yarn.


      Row 10: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * to end. Attach a new ball of yarn past the bind off and *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 11: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * to end. *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 12: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * to end. *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 13 and 14: Repeat rows 11 and 12

      Row 15: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last stitch before end, inc1. Inc1, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 16: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * five times, P1. K1, *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 17: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * five times, K1. P1, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 18 and 19: Repeat rows 16 and 17

      Row 20: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * five times, inc1. Inc1, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 21: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * six times. *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 22: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * five times, P2tog. K2tog, *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 23: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * four times, K1, P2tog. K2tog, P1, *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 24: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * four times, P2tog. K2tog, *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 25: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * four times, K1. P1, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 26: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * four times, inc1. Inc1, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 27: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * five times, inc1. Inc1, *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 28: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * five times, inc1, CO3, join two sides, inc1, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3


      Row 29: K3, *K1, P1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 30: K3, *P1, K1 repeat from * to last 3 sts, K3

      Row 31 and 32: Repeats rows 29 and 30

      *If you don’t want a keyhole, just repeat rows 5 and 6 for 26 rows



Main checkered pattern


      Row 33: K2, K7, P7, K7, P7, K2

      Row 34 to 39: Repeat row 33

      Row 40 and 41: knit

      Row 42: K2, P7, K7, P7, K7, K2

      Row 43 to 48: Repeat row 42

      Row 49 and 50: knit across

      Repeat row 33 to 50 until scarf measures approximately 150cm (60 in)



End panel


      For keyhole: repeat rows 5 to 32

      For plain end without keyhole: repeat rows 5 and 6 for 26 rows

      Knit four rows

      BO all sts



Tassels:


	Cut 60 strands of yarn 30 cm (12 in) long

	With three strands fold in half

	Pull loop end through a stitch at end of scarf

	Pull cut ends through loop

	Repeat for ten tassels at each scarf end



The scarf can be fastened by looping one end through one of the keyholes.



Use gold or silver yarn to embroider the runes for your name at one end.



Thick pattern at each end of the scarf is perfect for concealing lockpick wires.









A Treatise on Dragons



by

Arista Spyke

Senior Magistress

Torrent City

Peninsular Duchies

 

After consulting the historical grimoires (found in the great library of Free Ennis), and after translating and transcribing the notes of the wind-mages of the far south, it is possible to draw some conclusions about the creatures known in other parts of the world as

 

Firedrakes

Wingéd-lizards

Wyrmes

Dragonets (or Dragonettes)

and

Serpentes da magi

 

And to us as

 

Dragons.

 


It is well-known that dragons have been extinct for hundreds of years. According to the crumbling tomes unearthed in forgotten shelves of the library, written a thousand years ago by nameless scribes, dragons were once common in the Peninsula and coexisted peacefully with humans. If these tomes are to be believed, dragons ranged in size from small (the size of a rat or a cat) to quite alarmingly large (the size of a building, or larger). Their colors varied significantly, one dragon displaying scales the deep blue of the ocean, the next as gold as the lost city of Tar-Mentir, the next greener than the finest adamant stone.

One historical source, a scroll faded with age, asserts that dragons’ scales were made of some substance impenetrable to conventional weapons (swords, axes, arrows). (If, as another source claims, dragons and humans lived at peace with each other, it is not known how this conclusion could have been reached.)

Dragon lore tells us that dragons were known to be fire-breathers, but no commentary on this ability was found in the sources consulted. One source, a barely legible pamphlet by a writer with the initials L.A.W., notes that “firedrakes” (as she calls them) were often associated with fire, sparks, smoke, and even explosions. It is not noted whether the dragons themselves caused these explosions, or were simply attracted to them.


The dragons’ means of reproduction remain unknown. No mention of dragon eggs or offspring has been found. Footnotes in a wind-mage journal mention that dragons were solitary and did not live in family groups.

According to the one drawing of a dragon found—a poor sketch made in the margins of an ancient book—the dragons did fly, yet they were not aerodynamical. If their wings were actually able to lift them into the sky, said wings would require a musculature anchored to a keelbone far larger than that which the sketch indicates. It is possible that dragons fly through the operations of magic, though it is impossible to guess how. It is not possible to conclude that dragons themselves were creatures of magic.

One finding is perplexing. An ancient map of the Peninsula was examined, marked with places called Dragonlairs. Strangely, these Dragonlairs correspond exactly to the places where cities exist now.

I can draw no conclusion from this strange finding.
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The Magic Thief: A Proper Wizard

To: The Senior Wizard Connwaer

Heartsease House, Wellmet

 

To my respected Colleague:

As a fellow Wizard I write to you, Connwaer, having heard of your great wizardly Deeds and having read your Disquisition on the draconic Nature of Magic. For our great City of Danivelle has been suffering from an alarming and perhaps even dangerous magical Condition, of which none of the senior Wizards in the City can discover a Cause nor a Cure.

We grow most Desperate and implore you to assist us in this Matter. Thus, Connwaer, we Wizards of Danivelle send to you one of my most junior Apprentices, Verent, who can most easily be spared at this terrible Time. Verent is a rather bumbling and not-at-all promising Apprentice, so you must treat him not as a proper Wizard, but simply as a simple Messenger. He has been instructed to describe to you our City’s mysterious Affliction and carry back to us your Letter describing what we must do to address the Problem.

Most sincerely, in great Haste and unease of Mind,

From: The Senior Wizard Sans-tête Poulet
Lagrand Place, City of Danivelle





 

Verent wasn’t sure why he’d been chosen for this mission. As an apprentice in his last year of schooling, he’d been ordered to go to Wellmet, a cold, rough, industrial city of the north, to meet with the wizard Connwaer, one of the great magisters of the age, who had written a revolutionary paper on the true nature of magic. Verent’s master thought that this wizard Connwaer might be able to help their own city, Danivelle, with a particularly sticky magical problem. Verent wanted to think he’d been chosen because he was the only one who could be trusted to complete the mission. But he suspected that wasn’t the reason. He knew his master thought he was a bumbling oaf of an apprentice.

Well, this time he would not make any stupid mistakes. No, this time he would prove his competence. Even if he really was just a messenger boy, he would bring back the solution to his city’s magical problem—he would save the day.

Wellmet itself didn’t make him feel very hopeful, though. As Verent stepped out of the boat that had ferried him from his ship to the dock, he surveyed the wharfs and warehouses of what seemed to be a very rundown, dirty part of the city. It stank of old fish and of . . . unmentionable things. Carefully Verent pulled a scented handkerchief from the pocket of his velvet apprentice’s robe and held it to his nose. He kept his other hand in his other pocket, gripping his coin purse. No doubt there were nasty pickpockets and thieves about.

Wellmet was very different from his own city, Danivelle, with its mighty towers, its wide bridges and clean, tree-lined streets. The magic here was promising, at least. Though Master Poulet had convinced him that he was a poor excuse for an apprentice, Verent was a wizard, and he could feel it, a doubled magic far more powerful than the magic of Danivelle. Powerful and possibly dangerous, just like the great wizard Connwaer. Verent shivered in the chilly wind.

Not to worry. Master Poulet had sent a letter ahead of him. Verent didn’t know what it said, but he knew he was expected. Also he was wearing a brand-new suit, his shoes were polished to a shine, and he was wearing a most elegantly scented cologne. He was determined to make a good impression.

The wizards of Wellmet, he knew, lived on islands in the river. It didn’t take him long to find a man with a boat willing to row him and his trunk of clothing and books and other magical supplies from the filthy docks to Heartsease.

“You’re a big fellow!” the boatman exclaimed, as Verent awkwardly lowered himself into the rowboat.

His size was perfectly obvious, Verent thought, and the man should speak more respectfully. Anyway, he wasn’t particularly large, for a man of Danivelle. It was just these Wellmet people were so small. Underfed, probably, given how poor and rundown the city was.

With a shrug, the boatman finished strapping down Verent’s trunk and settled in at the oars.

“Wizard, are you?” the boatman asked, looking over his shoulder to check their course.

“Yes,” Verent answered, not bothering to explain that he was really just an apprentice. He pulled back his velvet robe to reveal the locus magicalicus pinned to his coat. The stone was polished, as was the style in Danivelle, a hard green rock flecked with red.

“Been lots of wizardly doings here of late,” the boatman went on.

“Yes, I am aware of that.” Verent had heard many stories about the wizard Connwaer’s amazing magical feats. It was enough to make him nervous, the prospect of meeting a wizard of such eminence, such power. “Mind your oars, boatman,” he added crossly.

It didn’t take long before they arrived at Heartsease, the boatman casting worried eyes on the water slopping over the sides of the boat. Both Verent and his trunk were really too much cargo.

“All right and tight,” the boatman said with a relieved grin as Verent hauled himself onto the shore of one of the wizards’ islands. Verent paid the man—with a carefully calculated tip—and surveyed Heartsease. The island itself consisted of a tall, narrow, newly built house, a cobblestoned courtyard littered with building materials, and a huge black tree covered with black leaves. Verent shook his head. No, they weren’t leaves but sinister birds. He squinted. The birds, he realized, were watching him.

Leaving the trunk for one of the wizard Connwaer’s servants to fetch, Verent strode across the courtyard and, ignoring the birds, went up the stairs. After straightening his robe and making sure his hair was lying down flat instead of sticking up, as it tended to do, he knocked at the front door of Heartsease.

After he’d knocked again more loudly and impatiently, and waited a short while, the door was opened by a servant boy three or four years younger than he was, wearing a high-necked black sweater, overlong in the sleeves and unraveling along the bottom edge, brown trousers with a hole in one knee, and red woolen socks. One shoulder of the sweater, Verent noted, was shredded, as if something with sharp claws liked to perch there. A bird, perhaps. The boy’s dark hair needed cutting, and his eyes, which were bright blue and shadowed, as if he didn’t get enough sleep, regarded him questioningly.

“I am here to see the greatest wizard of your city,” Verent announced grandly.

The boy opened the door wider. “C’mon in. You’re Verent? From Danivelle?”

“I am he,” Verent said with what he hoped was a dignified nod. The boy led him down a short hallway and into a study with two wide windows letting in plenty of late-afternoon light, sturdy, comfortable chairs, a thickly carpeted floor, and a fireplace at the opposite end where a bright fire burned. Against the walls were shelves crammed full of books and magical devices. Verent didn’t see anything that looked like a grimoire—a wizard’s spellbook. Before the fire sat a white-and-tabby cat, which regarded him solemnly and then turned its head away. Everything, except the cat, was overlain with a collection of books, papers, dirty teacups, half-empty bottles of ink and what looked like slowsilver, and magical paraphernalia, bits of machinery, and boxes of screws and rusty gears.

Untidy, Verent thought. He swept his robe from his shoulders and held it out for the servant boy to take. “Here,” he prompted.

The boy stared blankly at the robe for a moment, then took it and tossed it over the back of a chair. “D’you want some tea?” he asked.

A Wellmet ritual, Verent was beginning to think. He’d been offered tea on the ship, as well, and at the docks when he’d gone into a shop to hire a boat. “Yes. I thank you,” Verent said. The climate here was cold and damp; maybe they needed frequent doses of hot tea to fortify themselves. Careful not to bump anything, he cleared room on a side table and set down his hat and gloves and, moving a few books from a chair to the floor, sat down. “If you please, will you tell me about him?” he asked.

The boy had crossed to the hearth. Pulling his sleeve over his hand for a pot holder, he took a steaming kettle off a trivet and carried it to the table, where he poured boiling water into a teapot. “Tell you about who?” the boy asked, replacing the lid of the pot.

The boy must be stupid, Verent thought. “I speak of the greatest wizard of our time, of course. What is he like?”

“Oh.” The boy returned to the hearth, where he crouched and set down the kettle. He seemed to be considering the question. “Well, some people are afraid of him.”

Verent swallowed. He shouldn’t be surprised, considering what he’d heard about the great wizard. Even Master Poulet spoke of Connwaer in awed tones. Connwaer, it was said, had singlehandedly defeated a plot to hold hostage Wellmet’s supply of magic. The villains, Verent had heard, had created a terrible device that, without Connwaer’s magical expertise, might have destroyed the practice of magic in Wellmet and beyond. Then, it was told, Connwaer had foiled an attempt by another magical being to feed on the magic of Wellmet and had bound both magics to the city, thus revealing the connection between magic and dragons. Now wizards across all the cities were debating his discoveries. Meeting the wizard responsible for such deeds made Verent nervous. “You’re afraid of him, you say?”

“Well, I’m not,” the boy answered. He went to the table and inspected a dirty teacup, which he polished with the hem of his sweater, then filled with hot tea from the pot. “But people who don’t know him are. He’s tall and stern, that’s one thing. And he’s got that old gray-bearded croakety-croak look, you know?”

“No, I do not,” Verent said stiffly. How impertinent. His own master, Senior Wizard Poulet, was very strict and stern, and he had a gray beard.

The boy grinned. “And he shouts a lot because he’s impatient. Sugar?” He held up a sugar bowl.

Verent nodded. “Yes, please.”

“Benet’s at the market. There isn’t any milk until he gets back.” The boy carried him a steaming cup—no saucer, Verent noted.

Carefully taking the tea, Verent nodded his thanks.

“But he loves doing magic, and talking about it, and he’s really very kind,” the boy said, filling his own cup and then sitting cross-legged on the hearthstone. The cat uncurled itself and climbed into his lap. “Be careful, Lady,” the boy said to the cat, “or I’ll spill tea on you.” With one hand he held the teacup; with the other he stroked the cat.

Verent took a sip of his own watery tea. “He is kind to you, then? Do you like serving him?”

“I’m not his servant,” the boy said flatly.

“Oh,” Verent said. “I beg your pardon.” The boy’s accent was lower class. It was a reasonable mistake.

The boy shrugged. “It’s all right. I used to be his apprentice.”

Oh, so the boy was a magical practitioner. But used to be, he had said. Most likely, Verent thought, he had failed his exams. He didn’t seem very bright.

The door burst open. Verent turned to see a girl with long braided blond hair, wearing an apprentice’s gray robe over a neat dress, poke her head into the room. “Aletho!” she said, excited. “And dimmertil, almost. Are you coming up?”

The boy put down his cup, set aside the cat, and got to his feet. “As soon as Pip gets back, Bre. Keep an eye on it.”

“Right-o,” the girl said cheerfully, and left.

Odd, Verent thought.

The boy had crossed to the table, where he rummaged in a box of springs and bits of metal parts. “D’you want to see what we’re working on?”

“Ah, no,” Verent answered. “I will wait here for the wizard Connwaer.”

The boy turned from the table, his eyes wide. “Oh. You think you’re waiting for Connwaer?”

“Yes, of course,” Verent answered. How rude. The boy ought to be calling him “sir”—Verent was an apprentice, after all, as his robe and shiny locus stone made clear—and then there was the girl apprentice popping in and out of the room like that. Really, the wizard ought to keep his people in better order.

“Drats,” the boy said. “Greatest wizard, you said. I thought your master’s letter must have been meant for Nevery instead. I’m Conn.”

The room spun around Verent, and he set down his teacup with shaking hands. This scruffy, scrawny boy in the holey sweater was the greatest wizard of the age? No, not possible. “You are Connwaer?” he asked.

The boy nodded.

Verent shook his head. “You can’t be. You’re lying.”

“I don’t lie about things like that,” the boy said.

“You expect me to believe that you wrote the disquisition on the draconic nature of magic?” Verent said in a choked voice.

“Yes,” Connwaer said. “Nevery helped, but the ideas in it are all mine.”

Verent pointed with a shaking finger. “I came all this way, and you are supposed to help us?”

Connwaer shrugged. “If I can.”

There was a knock on the door, and a huge, fierce-looking man stepped into the room, his bulk filling the doorway. “Magister Nevery should be done meeting with Duchess Rowan,” he said. “They’re expecting you at the Dawn Palace for dinner.”

Connwaer shot the big man a grin. “Think they’re serving biscuits, Benet?”

The man called Benet snorted. “Don’t be late, you.” He went out, closing the door behind him.

“Probably not,” Connwaer said to Verent, who could only stare blankly back at him.

Then the wizard . . . the boy . . . the whatever-he-was Connwaer went to one of the windows, opened it, and leaned out to shout one word, “Pip!” Seeing Verent’s confusion, he added over his shoulder, “My locus stone. It’s been out hunting pigeons all afternoon.” As if that explained it. “Pip!” he called a second time.

The door burst open. The same girl apprentice stood in the doorway. “Sorry to interrupt again, Conn,” she said. “Aletho’s just going off. You’re going to miss it if you don’t come at once.”

Connwaer closed the window. “Oh. Keeston is around here someplace. In the library, I think. Run the rest of the experiment yourself and talk to him if you get into trouble.”

“Are you sure?” the girl asked.

Connwaer nodded.

“Righty-o, I’ll give it a go!” she said, and left, slamming the door behind her.

Verent gathered his gloves and hat into his lap. This was simply intolerable; he’d traveled all this way for nothing. Master Poulet was going to be furious.

“I have to meet Nevery,” Connwaer said. He rubbed his eyes as if weary. “Have you read Prattshaw’s treatise?”

Verent blinked. “No, I have not.”

“Right.” Connwaer went to the door, where he took a tattered gray apprentice’s robe from a hook and put it on.

Hah. That was proof the boy was not a proper wizard. “If you were a senior wizard, you’d have a finer robe,” Verent challenged.

Connwaer looked down at himself. Then he looked up, studying Verent, who sat up straight in his chair, feeling proud of his own neat suit, his shined shoes, the gleaming locus stone pinned to his coat.

“D’you think the magics care what kind of robe I’m wearing? Or if my sweater has a hole in it?” Connwaer asked. Without waiting for Verent to answer, he went on. “Read the Prattshaw for tomorrow. You’ll have to know a bit more about pyrotechnics before I can help you.”

But—pyrotechnics meant blowing things up. That was illegal in Danivelle!

Before Verent could protest, Connwaer had opened the door and called up a set of stairs, “Kees!”

After a moment, Verent heard a door open and another voice answer, “What?”

The boy stepped out into the hallway. “Can you look after Verent? The visitor from Danivelle? I have to meet Nevery.”

“Yes, of course,” the other voice said.

As Connwaer turned to face Verent, another wizard clattered down a set of stairs and joined him in the doorway, a tall boy with neatly combed blond hair and blue eyes, wearing a brown-and-black-checked robe. His accent was reassuringly upper-class, Verent noted. “This is Keeston,” Connwaer said. “He’ll look after you, and Benet’ll find you a place to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.” He turned to leave, then paused to address Keeston. “D’you have a copy of Prattshaw for him? And the Jaspers, too, if you didn’t lend it to anybody.”

“I’ve got copies he can use,” Keeston said. Then he pointed at Connwaer’s feet. “Shoes?”

Connwaer looked down at his red fuzzy socks. “Drats.” Then he darted back into the study and grabbed a pair of scuffed boots from under the worktable.

“Off you go,” Keeston said.

With a wave, Connwaer left.

There was an awkward silence.

Verent stood up from his chair. “Actually—Keeston, is it? I do not think I shall be staying.”

Keeston raised his eyebrows. “No? You’ll at least have to stay the night, won’t you? It’s too late to get a boat now.”

Verent paused in pulling on his gloves. One night wouldn’t hurt. “Very well,” he said. “My trunk will have to be fetched from the shore.”

“Benet will help you with that later,” Keeston said. “Now, come with me and I’ll show you what we’re working on. I expect you’ll find it interesting.”

With a shrug, Verent followed him into the hallway and then up a plain stone stairway. As they climbed, Keeston pointed out doors. “That’s Nevery’s room, and the library. Conn’s is at the top. We use it for a workroom.”

They reached the top of the stairs and went in. Connwaer’s room had a bed and bookshelf crammed into one corner; the rest of it was used for magical work. The girl with the blond braids looked up from a sturdy table as they entered.

“Aletho’s gone off, Kees,” Bre said. “It’s hopeless without him.”

“I know,” Keeston said. “This is Verent. From Danivelle. Sent to get help with a magical problem from the great wizard Connwaer. But he doesn’t want to stay. He thinks, what?” He glanced at Verent for confirmation. “That Conn is too young?”

Verent nodded. “Indeed.”

“Too young to know anything,” Keeston said. “He was expecting somebody with a gray beard. And what else? Too scruffy?”

“Too short?” Bre added.

“He’s taller than you are,” Keeston shot back.

“He has the wrong accent,” Bre said. “Lower-class.”

Verent nodded. All those things were true. The students were looking at each other, grinning.

“What did he ask you to read?” Bre asked.

“Pyrotechnics,” Verent said disdainfully.

“Prattshaw,” Keeston added. “And the Jaspers treatise.”

The girl groaned. “You’d better read it.”

“Carefully,” Keeston added.

“Memorize it,” Bre said.

Verent looked down his nose at them. “Oh, is he going to test my knowledge of the text? He is years younger than I am. I am an apprentice at the finest academicos in Danivelle. I have been taught by the best teachers in the Peninsular city-states. Surely I am a more qualified wizard than he is.” He didn’t add that he’d barely passed his own exams, and that Master Poulet regularly berated him for his clumsiness. They didn’t need to know about that.

“Oh, you’re in for trouble,” Bre said.

“Indeed?” Verent asked.

Bre nodded. “He’s read an amazingly lot of books, and he remembers everything.”

“An amazingly lot?” Keeston repeated, eyebrows raised.

Bre stuck her tongue out at him.

Grinning, Keeston hoisted himself onto one of the high stools at the table. “Conn has some very strange ideas about magic. It makes the city’s magisters furious. You should hear the shouting at their meetings.”

Bre asked, “Did he ask you to join him in the morning?”

Verent nodded.

“Be ready before sunrise, then,” she said. “I don’t think he ever sleeps. He certainly works us hard when we’re here.”

The wizard Connwaer sounded precocious and awful, Verent thought. “You must hate him very much,” he said. He hated most of his strict teachers at the Danivelle academicos.

The other two stared at him. “No, not at all,” Keeston said.

“He studies things the other wizards are afraid to even think about,” Bre said. “I’m not his apprentice, and neither is Kees, but he helps us with magical experiments that our regular teachers would never allow.”

Keeston shrugged. “You’ll see, if you decide to stay.”

If? Verent shook his head but kept his thoughts to himself. As soon as he could arrange it, he was leaving this dirty, uncivilized place and going back to Danivelle. Yes, it would mean he’d failed his mission, but that’s what his master was expecting, wasn’t it?

 

Still, the next morning Verent found himself wide-awake before sunrise in a bed that was too short for him and creaked every time he turned over, so he got up and finished reading the pyrotechnics book. Then he dressed in his finest suit, polished his locus stone, neatly combed his hair, and buffed his shoes.

D’you think the magics care what kind of robe I’m wearing? the boy had said the day before.

The magics probably didn’t care, Verent had to admit. Still, he needed to look his best. If he looked presentable, maybe they wouldn’t notice how clumsy and stupid he was. Ready, he went down to the kitchen where he’d had dinner the night before with the surly manservant, Benet.

They’d had biscuits. He’d eaten six of them, with butter and jam.

As he hesitated in the kitchen doorway, Benet, at the stove, gave him a glare; at the table, an old, gray-bearded man looked up and narrowed his eyes. “Verent, is it? I am Nevery.”

“Ah. Uh. Good morning, sir,” Verent stammered. Collecting himself, he gave a careful bow. Unlike Connwaer, Nevery looked like a proper wizard.

Nevery nodded at the other chair. “Sit.”

Verent sat. The kitchen was warm and smelled deliciously of bacon frying. Verent’s stomach gave a hungry rumble.

The servant, Benet, set a cup of steaming tea before him with a clatter.

“Thank you,” Verent said, but Benet ignored him.

“Hmph,” Nevery said, and went back to his book.

Verent sipped his tea and then dared to speak. “Um, Senior Wizard Nevery,” he began. “Sir, I have come all the way from Danivelle for help with a magical problem that is troubling my city. I am wondering if perhaps you could—”

“No, I could not,” Nevery interrupted. “Benet,” he said sharply. “Has the boy been down yet?”

“No, sir,” the servant answered. He turned from the stove and set a tray on the table; on the tray was a teacup and teapot, a basket of muffins wrapped in a napkin to keep them warm, a plate of fragrant crispy bacon, and another plate of hot fried eggs. “Here,” he said. “Breakfast.”

“Thank you,” Verent said, feeling brighter. The big man could bake; he knew that much. If the muffins were as delicious as his biscuits . . .

“It’s not for you,” Benet growled, turning away.

Nevery nodded at the tray. “Bring it up to Conn. Top floor.”

Verent was used to taking orders from his own master. “Yes, sir!” he said, lurching to his feet, bumping the table, earning another glare from the old wizard when tea slopped from his cup. Quickly he picked up the tray and left the kitchen, climbing four floors to the top of the house, where Keeston had shown him the wizard Connwaer’s workroom the night before. Balancing the tray with one hand, he knocked at the door.

There was no answer.

Verent leaned in and put his ear against the door. He heard nothing.

Hah. The so-called wizard Connwaer was probably sound asleep in his bed. Time to catch him lazing the morning away. Seizing the knob, Verent flung open the door and strode into the room.

The boy, wearing the same holey black sweater he’d had on the day before, sat with his back to the door, staring at something on the tabletop. “Shhh,” he whispered.

Verent froze. The air smelled of acrid smoke and of something sharp and metallic. Some sort of experiment. From his late-night reading of the Prattshaw treatise, he knew enough to guess that it had something to do with pyrotechnics.

At the table, Connwaer bent to peer into a mortar. He seemed to be counting under his breath, and he held a glass rod ready, as if to stir whatever he was cooking. The room felt thick with magic. A stuffed toy dragon about the size of a kitten, with green scales and glittering glass eyes, rested on the tabletop. Next to it was a saucer of what looked like slowsilver and a glass vial of green crystals.

Verent held his breath. Despite his best intentions, he was curious. Still holding the breakfast tray, he edged closer to the table. Peering over Connwaer’s shoulder, Verent saw a mortar full of a bubbling thick green liquid. “What are you doing?” he whispered.

As he spoke, the stuffed dragon on the table moved, turning its head to fix Verent with a flame-bright eye. Startled, Verent bumped the table; the mortar wobbled and burped out a puff of black smoke streaked with purple that rolled up to the ceiling and burst into a shower of blue and red sparks.

Verent gasped and staggered back but managed to keep the muffin basket and teapot and plates of bacon and fried eggs from spilling off the tray. An eye-wateringly foul smell filled the room. Coughing, the wizard Connwaer went to the window and opened it, and then returned to the table, where he checked the now-empty mortar. Then he looked at the ceiling, which was slightly scorched.

“Well, that could’ve been worse,” he muttered, and turned to face Verent.

Verent stared as the dragon climbed up Connwaer’s arm to perch on his shoulder, wrapping its tail around the boy’s neck like a scarf. “What—” Verent stuttered. “What is—” He pointed.

“Pip,” Connwaer explained. “My locus magicalicus.”

“Ah—I—ah . . .”

“Dragon,” the boy added, with a grin.

“I—I see,” Verent got out. None of the stories he’d heard about the wizard Connwaer had mentioned that his locus stone was a live dragon, of all things.

“Breakfast?” Connwaer asked.

“Yes, of course,” Verent said quickly. With a clatter, he shoved the mortar and the glass vials out of the way and set the breakfast tray on the table. Then he turned to leave.

“Wait,” the boy wizard interrupted. “Benet sent enough for both of us. And I want to talk to you about the magical problem in Danivelle. It sounds interesting.”

Slowly Verent approached the table again. He brushed down the front of his fine coat and straightened his collar, and then heaved himself onto one of the high stools, trying not to bump the table again. Connwaer nudged the baby dragon so that it hopped from his shoulder to the tabletop; then he poured Verent a cup of tea and fetched himself a dirty teacup from the clutter on the tabletop, cleaning it on the hem of his sweater before pouring his own tea.

The tiny dragon inspected the breakfast tray. A wisp of smoke drifted up from its nostrils.

“You hungry, Pip?” the wizard Connwaer asked. He scooped a fried egg onto a plate and set it out for the baby dragon. It put its front paws on the edge of the plate and slurped up the egg.

“Senior Wizard Connwaer,” Verent began, keeping an eye on the dragon. It was small, but it looked dangerous. “I don’t—”

“Just Conn,” the boy interrupted. “Did you read the Prattshaw?”

Verent blinked. “Yes, I did. Pyrotechnics is against the law in Danivelle.”

“It’s against the law here, too,” Conn said. “Sort of. Have a muffin.” He took a piece of bacon and held it up. “D’you want bacon, Pip?” he asked.

The dragon looked up from its plate, egg yolk dripping from its snout. It gave its scaled tail a twitch.

Conn added the bacon to its plate. Then he climbed onto a stool. “Your master wrote in his letter that you’re having magical troubles in Danivelle. What’s been happening, exactly?”

Verent hesitated. To answer was to admit that this extremely strange boy might actually be able to help him, and Danivelle. Maybe he should stay silent. But he’d come all this way . . .

While he thought, he ate a muffin—a particularly delicious muffin—and then dusted the crumbs from his fingers. When he’d washed it down with a long drink of tea, he started describing what had been happening in Danivelle for the past few months. The odd gaps in the city’s magic—random werelights going dark, a street corner where all magic-powered vehicles rolled to a stop, certain rooms in certain houses where no magic could be found. “As if, in these small areas, the magic has disappeared,” Verent concluded. “Then, after a while, it returns again, and disappears somewhere else.”

Conn was listening intently. He set down a half-eaten muffin. “How big are the dead spots, d’you think?” he asked.

Verent shrugged. “Oddly, they are all about the same size. A few feet across, perhaps.”

“In random places around the city?”

“As I said,” Verent said. It was highly unlikely that this boy wizard would be able to help.

“I think I know what the problem is,” Conn said. “You know how the magic of any city was once a dragon, right?”

“Yes, I have read the disquisition on the draconic nature of magic,” Verent answered. The one this boy claimed to have written.

“Well, dragons are living creatures like any others, and they can have the usual sorts of problems that living creatures have.”

“What is your point?” Verent asked, growing impatient.

Conn grinned. “You have fleas.”

Verent frowned. The very idea! He took a bath every single day! “I do not!”

“Not you,” Conn said. “The magic of your city.”

On the table, the baby dragon eyed Verent and then, deliberately, lifted a hind leg to scratch its ear. Verent’s own ear suddenly felt itchy, and he forced himself not to scratch it. “Fleas?” he asked.

“Well, not fleas, exactly,” Conn said. “It’s a kind of magical thing like a flea that sucks small amounts of magic out of the magical being of your city.”

Verent leaned forward, his breakfast forgotten. “Like a kind of parasite, you mean?”

“Right,” Conn said, with a nod.

Verent shook his head. “It sounds serious. Could these parasites drain all the magic from Danivelle?”

“Not any more than a couple of fleas could drain all the blood from a dog. They’re just a nuisance. We should be able to figure out something to help.”

“We’ll do experiments with pyrotechnics?” Verent asked, feeling a surprising jolt of excitement. His master would scold him for such interest, but he couldn’t help it.

Conn grinned at him, his eyes sparkling. “Yes, pyrotechnics. But,” he said, looking around his workroom, “not in here.”

 

After Conn had handed him an armful of supplies to carry, Verent followed him down the stairs and out to the courtyard that lay before Heartsease. The cobblestones were slick with rain and dotted here and there with muddy puddles. It smelled of murky river and of baking biscuits from Benet’s kitchen.

“That’s the Sunrise over there,” Conn said, pointing with his chin, as his arms were full of bottles and a sack. The tiny dragon clung to the boy’s shoulder, further shredding his knitted sweater with its claws.

Verent saw, on the east bank of the river, a set of neatly laid-out city streets leading to a fine palace on a hilltop.

“And the Twilight over there,” Conn added.

Ah. A much smaller and darker part of the city, on the other bank of the river. That was where his ship had landed. “The Twilight is full of thieves and other riffraff, I suppose,” Verent said with a sniff.

For some reason, that made Conn smile. “And pickpockets, sure as sure,” he said. He looked up at the tree that spread its black branches over their heads and set down the things he was carrying. “This is a good place.” The little dragon hopped to the cobblestones and cocked its head, watching.

Being extra careful not to drop anything, Verent set down the wooden box he was carrying. Then he laid one of his scented handkerchiefs on the cobblestones and knelt on it—to protect his trousers from the damp and mud. “Why must we do the experiment out here?” he asked.

Connwaer was pulling vials and bottles from the box. “Oh, well.” He paused. “I blew up Heartsease.”

“Blew it up?” Verent repeated, aghast.

“More than once,” Conn said, with a wry shrug.

“That’s terrible,” Verent said. The doubts were rising again. A proper wizard would never take such dangerous risks, would he?

The boy’s keen blue eyes were studying him again. “D’you think wizards never make mistakes, Verent?”

Verent blinked. “I wouldn’t think— I mean . . .”

“Your master never makes any mistakes at all?” the boy went on.

Verent thought of stern, gray-bearded Senior Wizard Poulet, who scolded every time Verent put a foot wrong. “No,” he said bleakly. “I don’t think he does.”

“Well, then he doesn’t ever do anything interesting,” Conn muttered.

“My master is a very great wizard,” Verent said stiffly. Trusting this young scamp with the health of his city—it was not a good idea. He knew what Master Poulet would say: This was a terrible idea, and Verent was being an incompetent fool—as usual—for going along with it.

“Hold this,” Conn said, and handed him a glass vial. Verent inspected it. Inside the vial was some kind of black liquid, or extremely fine powder, and the slightest movement sent it swirling into smoky eddies. “And this,” Conn said, handing him another vial that was icy cold to the touch but filled with what looked like purple sand.

“Right,” Conn said, sitting back on his heels and surveying the pyrotechnic materials he’d set out on the cobblestones. “This could be interesting.”

What did he mean, exactly, by interesting? “I’m—I’m not sure—”

“Don’t worry,” Conn reassured him. “We’ll be careful.”

Careful, was it? From a boy who’d blown up his own house more than once? Still, even though he knew his master would not approve, Verent watched with growing interest as Conn assembled the pyrotechnic spell, trying to follow the boy’s explanation of what he was doing. They wanted a small explosion, he said, precisely controlled, just enough to get the parasite’s attention, and then a banishing word—but not enough to alarm Danivelle’s magic in any way. It was all highly esoteric and difficult to follow. Verent pulled a small notebook and pencil from the pocket of his apprentice’s robe and started jotting down hurried notes, his handwriting worse than usual. Hopefully he’d be able to make sense of it later. “You put the shadowbane in next?” he asked.

“No!” Conn said, and gave Verent a wide-eyed look. “That would be, well, not a very good idea.” With scarcely a pause for breath, he rattled off a paragraph of explanation that was, Verent realized, straight from the Prattshaw book on pyrotechnics. The other wizard Keeston was right—he really did have it memorized. “And don’t worry,” Conn added quickly. “I’ll write it all down for you.” He paused. “Or maybe Keeston will do it.”

With a sigh of relief, Verent put his notebook away.

“Ready?” Conn asked, and held up the vial full of purple crystals. “D’you want to add the last ingredient?” He pointed to a silver bowl on the cobblestones, where the rest of the pyrotechnic materials bubbled and smoked.

Verent blinked. “Well, I suppose . . .” He was only pretending to hesitate, though. This really was interesting, and he did want to try it. Master Poulet would never trust him to complete a spell like this.

“Good,” Conn said, handing him the vial. “Just a—”

As he spoke, Verent tipped the vial, emptying a stream of scintillant crystals into the silver bowl.

“—just a pinch!” Conn shouted.

But it was too late. The purple crystals hit the pyrotechnic materials, and an enormous flash and a percussive boom rolled out along with a wave of heat that scorched up Verent’s nattily suited front, singeing off his eyebrows and the front of his neatly combed hair, then flinging him back onto the muddy cobblestones. A tight column of smoke and flame beamed from the silver bowl, cutting a narrow swath through the black branches of the tree. Beside him, Conn covered his face with his arm while his dragon clung to his hair with its claws.

Blinking the smoke and flame from his eyes, Verent saw Conn shouting magical spellwords, and abruptly the roaring of the explosion stopped, and the smoke and flame died back into the bowl as if Conn had put a magical lid on it. A sudden silence fell.

Coughing, Verent got to his feet. He felt bruised all over. His face felt red and scorched. His eyelashes had been singed off, too. His suit and robe were covered, front and back, with ashes and mud puddle. He checked and—yes, his hair was sticking up straight on his head.

Oh, what a fool he was! If he’d done such a careless thing at home in Danivelle, Master Poulet would be shouting at him, telling him he’d never be a proper wizard and threatening to take away his locus magicalicus. He knew, because he’d made mistakes before. Not as bad as this mistake, but bad enough. Steeling himself, expecting the worst, he faced the wizard Connwaer.

Instead of shouting and scorn, Conn was getting to his feet, rubbing a bit of ash from his face. He looked up at the column of broken branches over the silver bowl. His dragon locus stone hopped from the top of his head to the shredded shoulder of his knitted sweater. “Mind the claws,” Conn said absently, and crouched to examine the silver bowl.

“I’m—I’m very sorry about that,” Verent stammered.

Without answering, Conn picked up the bowl and tilted it, as if trying to see something better. “That’s strange,” he said.

Verent felt a twist of dread. Connwaer was going to write his master a letter, complaining about his clumsiness, his ineptness, his basic wizardly incompetence. How was he going to explain the failure of his mission?

Suddenly Conn leaped to his feet, still holding the bowl. “That should not have happened.”

“I know,” Verent said miserably. “I can only offer my most abject apology, and—”

“No,” Conn interrupted, with a flashing grin. “I mean it’s brilliant, Verent. The residue here. See?” He held up the bowl and tilted it.

Leaning closer, Verent peered into it. Sure enough, inside the curve of the bowl was a thin sheen of glistening dust.

“It shouldn’t be there,” Conn explained. “I think you’ve discovered a completely new pyrotechnic material.”

“I—I have?” Verent stuttered. “Will it work to stop the magical fleas in Danivelle?”

Conn shrugged. “The spell will work for that, I think. But this is different, and it’s a lot more interesting.”

Verent was starting to realize what Conn meant by interesting. “You mean dangerous?”

Conn’s eyes gleamed. “Maybe. We’ll have to do some more experiments to find out.”

We, he had said. “You want me to join you?” Verent asked hesitantly.

“Of course I do,” Conn answered. “It was your discovery.” He crouched to set the bowl on the ground, and his dragon leaped from his shoulder to sniff at it. “Don’t eat that, Pip,” he warned. He glanced up at Verent. “All right?”

Verent’s heart pounded. Did he dare? Should he agree to help Conn with his experiments? Or would that be a mistake? He knew what Master Poulet would say: Don’t be any more of an idiot than you already are, Verent.

Conn got to his feet. “Let’s have lunch and we can talk it over. I’ll write out the experiment for you, but I have to warn you. My handwriting’s terrible.” He gave a wry grin. “Nevery’s always complaining about it.”

“My handwriting is terrible too,” Verent confessed, falling into step with Conn as they crossed the courtyard to Heartsease. “Master Poulet scolds me most harshly about it.”

“Oh, I’ll bet he does,” Connwaer muttered, and he frowned down at the cobblestones as they walked. Then, suddenly, he stopped. “Look, Verent. Wizards make mistakes all the time,” he said. “Sometimes I make really huge ones that I feel terrible about after.” He glanced at Heartsease—the building he’d blown up more than once, he’d said. “But some of the things I’ve done turned out to not be mistakes at all. D’you know what I mean?”

Before, Verent would not have understood what Conn was asking. But the pyrotechnic explosion had rattled something loose in his brain. Maybe . . . maybe you couldn’t tell a proper wizard by his fancy robe or by his age or by how long or how gray his beard was. Maybe a wizard couldn’t be too careful; a wizard needed to try things that were interesting and maybe dangerous, and sometimes that meant making mistakes.

Oh, how Master Poulet would scold if he could see Verent now. He’d call him an oaf and say that Verent was just about to make the biggest mistake of his entire life.

But he didn’t care. “Yes, Conn,” Verent answered at last. “I do know what you mean. And . . . and I do want to help you with your pyrotechnic experiments.” He couldn’t wait to go back to Danivelle and tell stern Senior Wizard Poulet and the other graybeards that Danivelle’s problem was that its magic had fleas. And that they’d have to do pyrotechnics to get rid of them.

Conn nodded. “Good.” They turned to continue across the courtyard. As they walked, the little dragon swooped past them, then banked and, with a flutter of its golden wings, landed on Conn’s shoulder, clinging with its sharp claws.

“You . . .” Verent began. “If you put a leather patch on your sweater, it wouldn’t be shredded by the dragon’s claws.”

Conn blinked, and then shot Verent a quick grin. “You mean I’d look more like a proper wizard and less like a pickpocket from the Twilight? Is that what you’re saying?”

Verent started to nod, and then he stopped. “Well, no. Maybe a wizard could look a lot like a thief.”

For some reason, that made Conn burst out laughing. The dragon on his shoulder lashed its tail.

Smiling widely, Verent looked down at himself. His new suit was muddy and scorched, and the hem of his robe was torn, and his shoes had lost their shine. He sniffed at his sleeve; it smelled like smoke. “You know, Conn, I am never going to be a proper wizard,” he admitted. “But I am going to be a wizard that makes excellent mistakes.” Then he started laughing too.

And he and his friend, the not-at-all-proper wizard Conn, went into Heartsease and had biscuits and tea for lunch.
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CHAPTER

1
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A thief is nothing like a fine gentleman.

A wizard isn’t, either.

“I know who I am, Ro,” I said. “And I’m not somebody who goes to meetings.”

But there I was in a meeting room, even though I didn’t want to be. At least it was mostly empty, just Rowan and me. The room had shiny marble floors, tree-shaped pillars against the walls, and high, arched windows. One of the windows had a stained-glass tree built into it, and when the light from outside came through it, the room turned green. Sitting at the end of the table, with the green light shining over her and making her look a little green herself, was Rowan, my best friend, who happened to be the duchess of our city, Wellmet. She wore a green velvet dress and had her red hair in a braid down her back; she also had on her gold spectacles and an impatient look.

“I know you know who you are,” Rowan said crossly. “You are the same Conn you ever were. And,” she went on, “I need you to attend this meeting. It’s important.” She got to her feet and came over to me, where I stood by the door. “All right?”

Before I could say no, a polite little knock interrupted us.

“What is it?” Rowan called.

The door opened and a tall, paper-thin woman edged into the room. She had on a green dress like Rowan’s, but with neat white cuffs and collar, and had her gray hair scraped back into a tight bun. Her mouth was scraped into a tight smile. “Duchess,” she said in a scrapy voice, “I am so exceedingly sorry to intrude, but it is past time for the meeting to begin. You know how important it is to be punctual.”

Rowan sighed. “Yes, all right, I know.” She nodded at the woman. “Conn, this is Miss Dimity, my new secretary.” She pointed at me. “Miss Dimity, Conn is . . . um . . . a rather special wizard.”

Miss Dimity looked me up and down, and her eyes bulged, as if she didn’t like what she was seeing. She sniffed and turned to Rowan. “Duchess? May I show them in?”

Rowan said yes, and her councilors and advisors—and a couple of magisters—trooped in. Most of them frowned when they saw me and went to settle in their places at the long table.

“Hello, cousin,” said Embre, the Underlord who ran the Twilight part of the city, as he rolled past me in his wheeled chair. He was a thin young man a bit older than Rowan, dressed in black trousers and coat that matched his black hair.

Rowan, looking duchessly, went to sit at the head of the table.

The chair at her right was empty. She pointed at it—my seat.

Kerrn, the captain of the palace guards, was taking her place at the other end of the table, and she gave me a sharp glance with her ice-chip blue-gray eyes. I knew what she was thinking: I have got my eye on you, thief.

Nevery had come in, too, and was smiling and pulling on the end of his beard.

“Won’t you sit down?” Rowan said, watching me carefully.

“Ro—” I started.

“Conn,” Rowan hissed through gritted teeth. “Sit down.”

Oh, all right. I walked ’round the table to the empty chair. Whispers followed me. Why has the duchess invited him? The gutterboy? What’s Nevery’s cursed apprentice doing here?

“Well, boy?” Nevery whispered to me as I slid into my chair.

“Why does she want me here?” I whispered back.

“Hmm,” he said, no answer. “You ought to have your locus magicalicus with you. Where is it?”

Pip, he meant. I shrugged. The dragon Pip was about the size of a kitten, but much more fierce. Its true name was Tallennar, but when I wasn’t doing magic I called it Pip for a nickname. When I had found my second locus magicalicus stone, Pip had swallowed it, and the stone was still inside it—so now I needed Pip with me if I wanted to do any magic. It was probably off hunting pigeons. It liked to eat them whole, spitting out the feathers.

Beside me, Rowan cleared her throat. “I have called this meeting today for two reasons. One is because, as we are all aware, we now have two magics—magical beings, I should say—settled in our city, a change that I am certain will affect us all in some way. As Magister Brumbee has informed me, there is no precedent for such a thing. Isn’t that right, Brumbee?”

“Ah, yes.” Brumbee, a plump wizard sitting down the table from me, nodded. “The two, ah, magics. We do not know yet how they will work together, or indeed, even if they will. A concern, indeed.”

On the other side of the table, Magister Trammel leaned forward, scowling. “The two magics are converging over the hospital on the medicos island, and our healing spells are effecting in unexpected ways. Look at this.” He pointed at the man sitting next to him. An old, mournful-faced man, wearing a tall black hat. “Just this morning we treated this man for a headache, and look!” Trammel reached over and took off the man’s hat. Where his hair should have been, a crop of flowers sprang up, bright yellow and white. The old man nodded sadly, and the flowers bobbed on their long stems.

“Daisies!” Trammel complained. “Sprouting from his head! It’s terrible!” He shot me an angry glance.

Another magister, the bat-faced, bat-eared Nimble, spoke up in his whiny voice. “We all know who to blame, too, don’t we?”

I slouched lower in my seat. The city had two magics because I was the one who had given the Arhionvar magic a place here, instead of banishing it forever. The magisters blamed me for the upset that occurred when Arhionvar had first arrived: There had been whirlwinds and flaming rocks raining down from the sky, and parts of the Twilight had been burned down or blown away, and the magics still hadn’t worked themselves out. They were two huge creatures yoked together, but they were pulling in different directions. I could feel how upset they were—any wizard could feel it if he or she paid attention. It was like an uneasiness in the air, like that moment right before lightning strikes in the middle of a towering thunderstorm.

Was this why Ro wanted me at the meeting? So I could listen to the magisters growling about the problem of having two magics in Wellmet?

Brumbee nodded. “The magics are entangled in some way over the academicos, too. Or perhaps entangled is not the right word. Overlapping? Linked in some way?” He leaned over to glance at Trammel, down at the other end of the table. “What do you think, Trammel?”

“Completely and incomprehensibly ruined, I should say,” Trammel answered sharply.

“Oh, dear,” Brumbee said. “Ruined is too strong a word, I think. Yet I cannot quite know what to expect whenever I take out my locus magicalicus to do a spell. The apprentice students find it most alarming.”

I nodded.

Rowan saw. “You have something to add, Conn?”

Not really. “No,” I said. But I’d start working to figure it out as soon as I could. The magisters were sort of right. I’d given the Arhionvar magic a place here, with the old Wellmet magic, and so the two-magic problem was my responsibility. But the two magics were very different from each other. The Wellmet magic was much older, and it felt warm and comforting, but it was weak, too. The Arhionvar magic wasn’t evil, it was just much stronger; it felt like a mountain, cold and stony, but it could be like a solid, protecting wall, too. It’d been alone for a long time, searching for a city so it wouldn’t be alone anymore. I wasn’t sure what I’d have to do to get them both settled here in Wellmet.

Nevery gave me one of his keen-gleam looks.

I know, Nevery. But if I said anything, the magisters would just get angry—angrier—and that wouldn’t help anything.

Rowan sighed. “I repeat. I am sure you know more about the magics than anyone here, Conn. You have something to add?”

I sat up straighter. All right. “You know that the magics aren’t just”—I shrugged—“not just clouds of magic floating around. They’re beings that were once dragons.”

“Not everyone agrees with that radical notion,” Nimble whiningly interrupted.

“It doesn’t matter if you agree with it or not,” I shot back. “That’s what they are. The magics are huge and powerful. They’re drawn to the city because there are people here, and it means they’re not alone, and they do want what’s best for us, but they can’t understand us. We’re tiny to them, so tiny they can hardly perceive us individually. Only a wizard with a locus stone can speak to them so that they’ll hear.” I looked around the table. Most of them were staring and it was clear as clear that they weren’t really understanding.

Nevery, though, was nodding. “Go on, Connwaer,” he ordered.

“Right, well, we can’t control them. I don’t know what it means that we have two magics now. They might be twice as powerful. They might work together, or they might not. Everything about the magics could stay the same, or it could change.”

Nimble whined about that, and Trammel banged his fist, and Brumbee said, “Oh, dear,” and then they argued about the magic problem for a long time, with nothing decided except to form a committee to talk about it some more, and two subcommittees for what they called related issues.

This was why I didn’t go to meetings.

“And now,” said Rowan at last, “the second reason I called today’s meeting.” She smiled brightly, but she wasn’t fooling me. She was nervous. “I’m pleased to inform you all that I am hereby naming Connwaer”—she pointed at me—“the new ducal magister.”

I sat up straight in my chair. What?

“What!” shouted Trammel, leaping to his feet. “That gutterboy?”

“Unthinkable!” shouted Nimble from across the table, and the councilors and advisors exclaimed and shook their heads.

“Oh, dear.” Magister Brumbee wrung his hands and looked worriedly ’round the table. “Oh, dear me.”

My cousin Embre was grinning across at me, his black eyes sparkling. Rowan sat there looking duchessly, waiting for the bubbling and boiling to die down.

Beside me, Nevery was smiling.

“You knew she was going to do this,” I accused.

His smile broadened. “It’s a very great honor, boy,” he said, speaking loudly to be heard over the noise.

A very great honor, he called it? Not likely. The ducal magister was the most powerful wizard in the city. That wasn’t so bad, but the ducal magister had to wear fancy clothes and go to lots of boring meetings, and he had to live in gold-encrusted rooms in the Dawn Palace instead of at home where he belonged.

If I was the ducal magister, the other wizards would always look at me funny; they’d never trust me—as far as they were concerned, I was either a gutterboy thief or I was the dangerously radical wizard they blamed for the two-magic problem.

At the head of the table, Rowan raised her hand, and after a few moments the people around the table quieted down. “I can see there is some concern—” she began, and the hubbub boiled up again.

Right at that moment, I heard a tap-tap-tap at one of the tall windows. Pip, back from hunting pigeons, wanting to come in out of the rain.

I got up and opened the window. In a whirl of golden wings and emerald-green scales, Pip tumbled into the room, shedding raindrops. Catching the air with its wings, it flapped to the table and landed in the middle of it, lashing its tail.

All of the magisters and councilors and advisors stopped talking and stared.

Then, its claws leaving scratches on the shiny tabletop, Pip crawled over to my place. It fixed me with an ember-bright red eye, opened its mouth, and dropped something on the table in front of me.

A shiny black shard of rock on a golden chain.

“Is that—” Brumbee said, craning his neck to look.

“A locus stone!” exclaimed Trammel.

Brumbee peered more closely at it. “My goodness! That’s the locus stone of my apprentice, Keeston. It went missing last night!”

I recognized it, too. Without thinking, I reached out and picked it up.

The other wizards at the table gasped; Brumbee ducked behind his raised arms. Beside me, Nevery snatched up his cane and leaped to his feet.

The stone and its length of chain lay in my hand. I felt a buzz from it, a tingling that ran up my finger bones and itched in the bones of my arm.

I shouldn’t have been able to touch someone else’s stone at all. True, I’d stolen Nevery’s locus stone when I’d been a pickpocket gutterboy, and the stone hadn’t killed me, but that’d been strange enough that he’d taken me on as his apprentice afterward. Anybody else in the city would die if they touched a wizard’s locus magicalicus. Even a wizard would die if he or she touched another wizard’s locus stone.

That meant if this stone had gone missing, only one person in the city could have taken it.

The other magisters knew this. They were all staring at me, and Captain Kerrn at the other end of the table was glaring, and it was clear as clear what they were thinking.

Thief.
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“Thief!” Magister Trammel shouted, jumping to his feet, jabbing a finger at me. “You see? He is not fit to be the ducal magister! Captain Kerrn, arrest him!”

Kerrn stalked around the table toward me.

I did what any thief would do when somebody accuses him of stealing something—whether he’s stolen the thing or not. I dropped Keeston’s locus stone and ducked under the table, scrambled to where Embre’s thin legs hung down, and poked my head out.

“Conn?” I heard Embre say.

There, the door. I crawled from under the table and went quick-dart out the door and down the hallway, my running footsteps echoing on the marble floor. Pip shot after me.

From behind, Kerrn burst from the meeting-room door. “Stop him!” she shouted. At the other end of the hall, two guards stepped out, blocking my way.

Drats! I skidded to a stop, and Pip flew past me, then banked with a flutter of wings and dropped onto my shoulder, gripping my sweater with its claws. I whirled back, and Kerrn was there, scowling.

My heart was thump-bumping in my chest, and I backed away from her.

No, wait.

I was not the ducal magister but I was a wizard with a dragon locus stone, so she couldn’t grab me by the collar and slam me against a wall. Still, I could tell she wanted to. She clenched her fists and made a sound in the back of her throat that sounded like grrrr.

Behind Kerrn, Rowan stuck her head out of the meeting-room door. “Did you catch him?” Seeing me, she came all the way out. “My office, Captain Kerrn, and you too, Connwaer,” she ordered. “Now.”

“Yes, Duchess Rowan,” Kerrn answered, without taking her eyes from me. She put her hand on the pommel of her sword. “Will you come?”

I backed up a step. On my shoulder, Pip lashed its tail.

“Or do I put you in chains first?” Kerrn growled.

Oh, all right. “I’ll come,” I said.

 

In her office, Rowan sat behind the desk and an angry-looking Nevery was just sitting down beside Embre, who was in his wheeled chair. The office was crowded with lace-doilied chairs and dusty trees in pots, and piles of books and papers.

“Duchess Rowan,” Kerrn said, and gave me a push. “Here is the ducal magister.” She said ducal magister the way she might say poisonous viper.

“I’m not the—” I started, before Rowan silenced me with a sharp glare.

“Thank you, Captain,” she said, and gazed at me over her golden spectacles. For a moment she reminded me of her mother. “Sit, Connwaer,” she said, pointing at the other padded chair before her desk.

Instead of going to sit there I stayed by the door, leaning against the wall with my hands in my pockets. Pip dropped off my shoulder, then flapped across the room to the windowsill, where it crouched watching us, its eyes glowing red like coals in a winter hearth. Raindrops ticked against the windowpanes outside.

Before anybody said anything, there was a loud knocking at the door; it opened and Rowan’s secretary, Miss Dimity, poked her head in. “Duchess Rowan—” she whispered.

“What is it?” Rowan asked, straightening.

“I’m so very, very sorry to interrupt, but several council members are demanding to see you, Your Grace. They insist that the, um”—she bulged her eyes at me, and it was clear as clear that she wasn’t seeing a ducal magister—“that this young person should be arrested for thievery.”

“Duchess Rowan?” Kerrn said, waiting for orders.

At her desk, Rowan shook her head. “Oh, curse them, anyway,” she said with a sigh. “Tell them to wait, Miss Dimity.” The secretary nodded and went out. Rowan frowned at me. “You’ll have to do something about this thieving dragon of yours, Connwaer.”

“Pip’s not a thief,” I said.

“Really,” Rowan said, her voice dry.

Well, Pip was a thief. Its true name, Tallennar, meant thief in the dragon language. But it wouldn’t steal locus stones. Would it? Maybe it would. It had stolen my locus stone and swallowed it. But why steal Keeston’s stone?

Rowan was shaking her head. “It’s not exactly an auspicious start to your term as ducal magister.”

“Ro, I’m not the ducal magister,” I said.

“Yes, you are,” Rowan insisted.

“No, I’m not,” I insisted right back at her.

“All right then, Conn.” Rowan leaned forward and put her elbows on the desk. “You said you know who you are. So tell me.” She waved around the room at Embre and Kerrn and Nevery. “Tell all of us. Who are you?”

That was easy. “I’m Nevery’s apprentice.”

Nevery shook his head. “You know more about the magical beings than I do, boy.”

That was true. “I’m a wizard, then,” I said.

“The other magisters don’t think so,” Rowan said. “They think you’re a troublemaker.”

Drats, that was true, too.

“Once a thief, always a thief,” Kerrn put in.

“I’m not a thief,” I shot back.

“Well, then?” Rowan said, sitting back and looking satisfied, as if she’d proven something. “What are you?”

I glared at her.

“You see?” she said. “I’m right. And I think that will be all,” she said. “Conn, you stay for a moment.” She nodded at Nevery. “Magister Nevery, will you settle the magisters?”

“If they can be settled.” Nevery got up from his chair. “Which I doubt.” He bristled his eyebrows at me. “We’ll discuss this further when you get home to Heartsease, Connwaer.”

I shrugged. He could talk if he wanted to. I didn’t have any more to say about it.

“Well, boy?” Nevery asked sharply.

I glanced up at him. He was studying me with his keen-gleam black eyes.

I knew what he was thinking. Not very long ago, when I had tied the two magics to Wellmet, the magics had taken what was me, but left my body behind. For a long time I’d been lost, like a walking, talking puppet-boy. Ever since I’d found myself again, Nevery had been keeping a closer eye on me. Maybe he thought I would disappear again if he wasn’t paying attention.

“You’ll come straight home, my lad?” he asked.

“Yes, Nevery,” I said, because I knew it would make him not worry.

Nevery nodded, then strode from the room, his cane going tap-tap on the stone floor.

Embre smiled at Rowan. “You’ll keep me informed?” he asked her. He leaned forward and brushed the back of Rowan’s hand with his fingers.

She blushed, then jerked her hand away and gave him an annoyed nod. “Of course, Underlord.”

Captain Kerrn followed Embre as he wheeled himself out. Sure as sure Kerrn would wait outside the door, then hustle me out of the Dawn Palace when Rowan was done with me.

The office door clicked closed.

Just me and Rowan. My best friend. Who wanted me to be someone I really couldn’t be.

A tappity-tap on the door. “Duchess Rowan?” Miss Dimity. “I implore you to forgive me for interrupting,” the secretary said. “But I must remind you, Your Grace, that according to our daily agenda, it is time for you to change into your formal gown for this evening’s musical gala.”

“Yes, I’m coming,” Rowan answered. “I just need a moment. Please wait outside.”

“You don’t want to be late, Your Grace,” Miss Dimity reminded, and with a sniff, went out and closed the door.

Rowan blew out a sigh. “Musical gala. It’ll be harps again, I expect.” She turned briskly to me. “Look, Conn, I know you’re happy as you are, and I really am sorry to insist, but the ducal magister has to be you.”

“Why?” I asked.

She was barely holding on to her patience, I could tell. “It has to do with power,” she said. “The duchess, the Underlord, and the ducal magister. We each do our jobs and the city stays . . .” She held her hands palm up. “Balanced. Do you understand?”

I understood that, but why me? “Nevery’d be better at it.”

Rowan took off her golden spectacles and tossed them onto her desk. Then she came ’round and flopped into one of the padded chairs. She glanced at me, then studied the tips of her black shoes. “Conn, I’ve been training all my life to become duchess of this city. I’ve had lessons in swordcrafting, diplomacy, government, budget management, etiquette, architecture, city planning, and in magic. But”—her voice quavered a little—“my mother died before she should have. I’m the duchess, but I’m only sixteen years old.” She sat up straight and pointed in the direction of the Twilight, where my cousin Embre, the Underlord, lived. “And Embre is nineteen. Both of us are very young for our positions. Nevery is much older and very powerful.”

And so he threw off the balance. I got it.

Rowan pointed at me. “You, on the other hand, don’t overbalance me and Embre. You’re the right age, and, like us, you’re still discovering the reach of your power. It has to be you. Especially now, with the magics settled here so precariously.”

I didn’t think she was right about that. I didn’t say anything.

“And, well,” Rowan went on, looking at the tips of her shoes again. “I’m so busy right now, trying to become a good duchess, as my mother was. I work all the time and it’s—well, it’s lonely.” She gave a tired sigh. “You’re my friend. I want you here.”

Maybe, even with all that training she’d done, and even though she was good at it, she didn’t like being the duchess. Still, I couldn’t be the ducal magister, not even if saying no to Rowan made my heart hurt a little.

It wasn’t just about not wanting to go to meetings or live in the fancy rooms in the Dawn Palace. I could do those things if I had to, even if I didn’t like them. The problem was that ducal magister was a title, but it wasn’t what I was. Too much of me was still gutterboy; too many of my ideas were too dangerous for the other wizards to understand; too many people didn’t trust me, for a lot of reasons, and Nevery was right that I wasn’t really his apprentice anymore. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was—what my role in Wellmet was supposed to be. But ducal magister was not it.

Pip had crawled up the wall to hang upside down on the ceiling, where it puffed out smoke like a little teakettle. “Come on,” I called to the little dragon, and turned away.

“Conn!” Rowan called after me.

I didn’t answer, but I slammed the office door behind me.

No, it meant. No.
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After Kerrn followed me to the front doors of the Dawn Palace, her eyes drilling little eye-shaped holes in my back, I headed out into the wide, puddled streets of the Sunrise. Pip didn’t mind the rain, so it hopped off my shoulder and flew ahead, perching on a step or a sign over a shop doorway, watching me, then flying ahead again.

I went along to the Night Bridge, then to the wizards’ tunnels, going down the slippery-steepery steps to the first gate. In the chilly darkness, I leaned against the tunnel wall with my hands in my pockets, waiting for Pip. All around, I could hear the faint rush-rush of the river, and the sound of water dripping. After a while, Pip came crawling along the tunnel ceiling. “Lothfalas,” I said, the light spell, and the little dragon started to glow. It dropped from the ceiling and landed with a splat in a puddle.

“Tired?” I asked, picking Pip up and holding it up to the gate. I said the opening spell. Giving me a cross-eyed look, Pip put its snout against the lock, which clicked open. We went through all the gates until we got to the last gate that led to Heartsease. Pip opened the lock, then flopped out of my hands to the stone floor of the tunnel.

I grinned down at Pip. “It’s your own fault, if you really did spend the afternoon thieving,” I said to it.

Pip burped out another swirl of sparks. The lothfalas spell wore off, and the tunnel went dark.

Shaking my head, I climbed the stairs. At the top, I stopped. Way across the cobbled courtyard, Heartsease was waiting. Home.

When I’d settled the two magics in the city, Heartsease—the house I lived in with Nevery and his bodyguard, Benet—had had its roof blown off. Not for the first time, either. So now the top floor was being rebuilt. Most of it was done, but the cobblestoned courtyard in front of the house was scattered with piles of bricks and barrels of nails, and a huge pile of roofing slates.

It was a narrow building, five stories tall. Each story had three windows across, and the ones on the first floor—the kitchen—were bright with lights, and so were the ones on the next floor up—Nevery’s study. His workroom and bedroom were on the third floor, the ground floor was the storeroom and Benet’s room, and the top floor, the one without the finished roof, was mine. I started toward it. Maybe Benet was making pot pie for dinner. Mmm, the kind with gravy and a biscuit crust.

From behind me came the faintest skff-skff of footsteps sliding over cobblestones. I felt a prickle on the back of my neck, like I was being watched. I stopped. Rain pattered down. A sooty mist crept along the ground. I glanced over my shoulder. Nothing, just the dark river and the faint lights of the Twilight beyond it.

When I turned back, a man-shaped shadow stood between me and the safe, warm windows of Heartsease.

“This him?” a deep voice asked.

“It is,” a deeper voice said from behind me.

I opened my mouth to shout for Pip, when a fist crashed into my face. “Pip!” I gasped out. I staggered back and the man behind me caught me, spun me around, and punched me hard in the ribs.

Then he grabbed me by the front of my sweater. “You’re coming with us, wizard boy.”

Oh, no, I wasn’t. I gave him a sharp kick in the shins and tried to squirm out of his grip.

He pulled back his fist to hit me again, and I felt Pip coming, a sharp bolt of fire, and then the little dragon was there, shooting like a golden arrow from the mouth of the tunnel and into the face of the man. He dropped me with a muffled shout and raised his hands to defend himself.

I fell onto the hard cobblestones, black spots whirling in front of my eyes. Over my head I heard Pip hissing and spitting puffs of flame, and the men trying to fight the dragon off.

A spell—I needed a spell to keep the men from dragging me away with them. I gasped out the first few words of the embero spell—it was all I could think of and it would change the attackers into animals—when one of the men whirled away from Pip and kicked me in the ribs. I gasped and grabbed at his foot, and as he tumbled down Pip was on him, its claws raking at the man’s face.

As the man lumbered to his feet, I scrambled away and Pip hovered over my head, its wings flapping furiously.

The two men, hulking shadows in the darkness, backed away from us. “Curst dragon,” I heard one of them mutter.

“We can’t get ’im now,” the other one said back. “Let’s go.” And they faded into the darkness and were gone.

My head spun, the excitement of the fight faded, and I tipped over and found myself sprawling on the ground. Cold from the courtyard cobblestones seeped into my bones. Pip landed next to me and stalked around, hissing and lashing its tail. From where I lay I could see the warm lights from the kitchen windows.

Right. Well, it could’ve been worse if Pip hadn’t come. Slowly I creaked up until I was sitting. I pulled up my knees and folded my arms on them, then rested my aching head on my arms. My face hurt and I could feel the blow I’d gotten spreading into a bruise. Blood leaked from my nose and split lip and onto the sleeve of my sweater. Nothing broken though, I didn’t think.

Pip crawled up my leg, then onto the top of my head, clinging to my hair.

“Ow,” I said. My voice was muffled in my sweater-sleeve. I shivered, getting cold. Pip hopped down to perch on my shoulder, then edged closer, curling its tail around my neck.

“Minnervas,” I said, a spell.

The minnervas was supposed to be a warming spell.

But the magisters were right about one thing—the two magics were not working the way they were supposed to.

As the spell effected, Pip started to glow, which felt nice at first, but then the spell went wrong and its warmth turned hotter until its belly burned red-hot, and I was dizzily scrambling to my feet while pushing Pip off my shoulder.

Ow. I rubbed at the burned spot on my sweater.

On the ground, Pip snapped at its belly, which glowed like a hot stove on a winter day. Quickly I stopped the minnervas spell. Pip glared at me.

“Sorry,” I whispered, and shook my aching head, trying to think.

Right, the magics were a problem, I knew that already. They really were like two dragons, both trying to fit into one dragon’s space, and even a simple spell like the minnervas was enough to make them twitchy.

But now those men had tried to kidnap me. Wizard boy, they’d called me. Who were they? What was going on? Why did they want me?

And were they going to try again?
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Getting across the courtyard took a long time because I had to keep waiting with my eyes closed until my head stopped spinning, and then going on without tripping over a pile of lumber or extra bricks.

I needed to get upstairs without Nevery and Benet seeing me and making a fuss. And I needed time to think.

I had been a thief; I was good at sneaking. I crept into Heartsease and up the stairs, past the kitchen, where I heard Benet clattering pans on the stove. A stair creaked.

“That you?” Benet called. Like Nevery, since I’d been lost and then found again, Benet wanted to know where I went and that I’d gotten home safely.

I coughed, and kept my voice steady. “Yes, it’s me,” I answered.

“Dinner soon,” he said.

I kept going up the stairs, past Nevery’s study, where I didn’t hear anything, and up to my room.

Before putting on a light I paused, wondering if the spell would work. Steadying myself and closing my eyes, I reached out and sensed the magics. They felt more settled now. Maybe they’d been twitchy before because Pip had been defending me from those kidnappers. Might as well try it. “Lothfalas,” I whispered, and Pip breathed out a puff of light that drifted across the room and settled in a glass-globed lantern on a shelf.

On one side of the room I had my worktable, boxes of books that I hadn’t unpacked yet, a high stool, and bare wooden floors. A ladder leaned against one wall, and there was a pile of broken roof slates next to it. On the other side of the room was my bed with another box of books beside it, the fireplace, a warm red rug that was still rolled up, and a box of clothes. Everything had a coating of sawdust on it, and overhead the roof was half finished and half canvas stretched over wooden beams. It was enough to keep the rain and damp out, mostly. It was home, completely.

Leaving the lantern on the shelf, I creaked over to the bed and lay down on top of the blankets. Pip curled on the pillow next to me, one of its claw-paws resting against my face. I let the light go out and closed my eyes.

After a while I heard heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. From outside the door, down a couple of steps, Benet called, “Dinner.”

In the dark I dragged myself off the bed and over to the door and opened it a crack. “I’m not hungry, Benet,” I said. The words came out stiffly because of my split lip.

I held my breath until I heard him grunt, then stomp away, down the stairs.

I went back to bed.

After a short while, I heard other footsteps on the stairs. Nevery. He knocked on the door, then pushed it open.

As he muttered the lothfalas spell, kindling a light, I pushed Pip away and pulled the pillow over my head.

“Don’t be ridiculous, boy,” Nevery said. “Of course you’re hungry. You’re always hungry. Come down now; I want to talk to you about being the ducal magister, and about this locus-stone-stealing dragon of yours.”

“I’m just going to sleep,” I said, from under the pillow.

Nevery stopped. “Something’s wrong,” he said.

Just go away, Nevery.

His footsteps came across the room, and then he lifted the pillow off my head.

I cracked open my eye, the one that wasn’t swollen shut, to see. He stared at me, his face turning to chipped stone. “Who did this?” His voice was low and angrier than I’d ever heard it, and I knew he wasn’t angry at me.

Heavy footsteps from the stairs interrupted us. “Here, you lot,” Benet said, coming in the doorway. “Dinner’s getting cold.” Then he saw me.

“A fight?” Nevery asked me.

Benet bulled across the room, then stared down at me, his burly arms crossed. “No. That’s professional work, that is. Who?” he asked.

“It’s not so bad,” I said, sitting up stiffly. I’d had the fluff beaten out of me before; it really wasn’t.

“It’s bad enough, boy,” Nevery said.

Benet came closer, peering into my face. “You tell who did this. Now.”

All right. “I don’t know who did it.” Drats, they needed to know more than that. I looked up at Nevery and tried not to shiver so he wouldn’t see how scared I’d been. “They were waiting for me. Outside in the courtyard.” I didn’t mention that the men had tried to kidnap me. I knew they’d worry even more if they found out about that part of it.

“Curse it,” Nevery growled.

Benet clenched his fists and looked ready to squeeze the life out of the fluff-beaters if he got his hands on them. “What did they want?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered.

“It can’t be a coincidence.” Nevery narrowed his eyes and studied me. “A locus stone stolen and now this. What are you up to, boy?”

“Nothing, Nevery!” I protested.

“It must be something,” he growled.

No, really! I wasn’t up to anything!

 

During the night I woke up sure as sure that the two men were lurking by the door of my room. Shivering, I sat up and stared into the shadows, listening for the skff-skff of stealthy footsteps and waiting for a heavy fist to come crashing out of the dark.

Instead, all I heard were raindrops pattering on the canvas overhead.

Why had those men been after me?

Then I felt Pip curled against my side and the Wellmet magic’s warmth and Arhionvar’s stony protection wrapped around me. I was safe, even if those fluff-beaters wanted me to think I wasn’t. Knowing that, I closed my eyes and went back to sleep without any more dark dreams.







 




BENET’S TO-DO LIST

 

Talk to Fist and Hand about professionals working out of the Twilight.

Beat the fluff out of professionals, if found.
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Make soup.

Bake biscuits.
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Buy extra bacon.

Fix stovepipe.

Bake the scones with berries that Kerrn likes and take them to guard barracks at Dawn Palace.

Buy fingering yarn (blue?), four double pointed needles. Knit socks.
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Keep a closer eye on the kid and his lizard.
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The kidnappers had scared me, but I was not going to crawl into a hole and hide. I had things to do out in the city. At the meeting the day before, the magisters had been complaining about the instability of the two magics. I thought maybe it was getting worse, too, because I was more sensitive to what the magics were doing than anyone, and I hadn’t noticed it being so bad before.

As I’d told the magisters at the meeting, there was no knowing how the two magics would work together. They might not. If they settled peacefully and worked together, they’d be hugely powerful. But now they were struggling, pushing and pulling at each other, entangled over the city, and it felt like they were on the edge of panic.

I needed to figure out how to help the two magics. And I couldn’t do that from my safe, cozy room in Heartsease.

Going out into the city to deal with the magics meant the kidnappers might come after me again. But I wasn’t a defenseless gutterboy anymore. I was a wizard, and I needed to come up with some spells to protect myself. Spells that would work in the middle of a fight. If the magics worked, that is.

I got up and, leaving Pip to snooze in the blankets, fetched a couple of old grimoires off the bookshelves, carried them over to the table, and got to work, squinting with my good eye at the pages.

Hmmm.

Magic spells were really the language of the magical beings—the dragon language. Most wizards didn’t know much of the spell language, but one thing I was very good at, besides lock picking and thievery, was remembering, so I could hear a magical spell once and repeat it back exactly. That meant I understood the magics’ language and I could speak directly to them. Really, any wizard could do it, too, if they thought about it, but none of them had ever tried it.

I thought through all the spellwords I knew. The new spells would need to be short, just a few words so I’d have time to say them if some- body was coming after me. Something like the lothfalas spell, but more focused. I paged through the grimoires until I found a white-bright-light spell, and changed some of the words.

“Come here, Pip,” I said. The little dragon snorted in its sleep and didn’t move, so I went over to the bed and put my hand on the smooth spot between its wings; then I said the new dazzler spell.

As the spell effected, Pip burst from the blankets, its eyes wide and whirling; a gout of white-bright sparks flashed from its mouth and slammed into my eyes. Then the dragon scrambled with sharp claws up my front and onto my hair, spitting out more sparks as it crouched there.

Squinting through the sparks, I saw its tail lashing before my eyes. Whoops. More proof that the magics were unsettled. Poor Pip!

The little dragon hopped down from my head and crouched in the blankets, still lashing its tail. “Sorry,” I said. It gave me a glary glance and curled itself up to go back to sleep.

As tricksy as the magics were, I still thought the spell would work to blind an attacker for a few moments. After a while, the sparks faded and I could see again. I rubbed my good eye and read some more, figuring out a spell that would prick somebody all over with needles if he tried hitting me. No need to try that one out—I didn’t want to prickle myself, or Pip.

There. I felt safer already. But I really did need to go out into the city to get a better feel for what was going on with the magics.

See? I wanted to tell Rowan. I don’t have time for meetings and ducal magistering. I have more important things to do.

Trying to be careful of my bruised ribs, I put on my black sweater and my coat. I picked up sleeping Pip and put it on my shoulder.

As I slunk down the stairs past Nevery’s study, I met Benet coming up.

“Here, you,” he said. “Where’re you off to?”

I shrugged and tried to edge past him. Important wizard business. No fuss, if you please.

“No you don’t,” Benet growled, and grabbed me by the arm; he opened the door to Nevery’s study and dragged me inside.

Nevery was sitting in his usual chair; standing around the table were Magister Brumbee, looking plump-rumpled and worried, and Magister Nimble, the bat-faced wizard who didn’t like me. What were they doing here?

Benet let me go. “Caught him sneaking out, sir,” he said.

“I wasn’t sneaking,” I said. Not really. Only a little.

Nevery gave me a narrow-eyed look. “Going out? Where?”

I shrugged. If I told him what I was up to, he’d worry, and I didn’t want that.

“And he hasn’t had his breakfast yet,” Benet said from beside me, and folded his arms.

Oops. Very suspicious, me sneaking out before breakfast. “I won’t be gone for very long.” I glanced at Benet, then at Nevery, and they were both scowling. Brumbee looked even more fretful; Nimble just looked smug, as if he knew something I didn’t. “What’s the matter?” I asked.

“Hmm,” Nevery growled. “Brumbee and Nimble have just brought the news. Another locus stone has been stolen.”

What? “Whose?” I asked.

“Mine!” Magister Nimble said in his whiny voice. “And I know who stole it!”

Oh, no. I knew what he was going to say. “It wasn’t me,” I said quickly.

“Connwaer.” Nevery was giving me his most keenly-gleaming look. “What has your dragon been up to?”

I glanced aside at Pip, asleep on my shoulder. “Nothing, Nevery.”

“Oh, dear,” Brumbee said.

“Are you certain, boy?” Nevery asked.

“Sure as sure, Nevery,” I said. “Pip’s been with me all night. It wasn’t out stealing Nimble’s locus stone. We had nothing to do with it.” I held my breath. He had to believe me.

Nevery nodded. “Well then,” he said, turning to Brumbee and Nimble. “You will have to look elsewhere for your thief. It wasn’t Conn.”

“He’s lying!” Nimble shrieked.

Nevery got loomingly to his feet, gray and threatening as a stormcloud. He glared thunder and lightning at Nimble. “Conn does not lie.”

Nimble gulped and went wide-eyed and silent; Brumbee wrung his hands and muttered his usual oh dear me’s.

“Now,” Nevery said, still glowering. “Go away.”

I ducked out of Benet’s grip and headed for the door.

“Not you, boy,” Nevery said, using his exasperated voice. “Them.” He pointed.

Benet opened the door, and the magisters scuttled out and down the stairs.

Nevery settled behind his desk again and looked me up and down. “Trouble, and somehow you’re in the thick of it again. I don’t know what to do with you, boy.”

“You don’t have to do anything, Nevery,” I said. On my shoulder, Pip woke up and puffed out a cloud of smoke.

“Have a word with the captain,” Benet said, from behind me.

“Ah. A very good idea, Benet. I shall. Fetch my hat, cloak, and cane.”

“Yes, sir,” Benet said, and left the room.

A word with the captain, Benet had said. “A word with Captain Kerrn?” I asked. “Why?”

Nevery glanced at me from under his bushy eyebrows, but didn’t answer. Instead he got to his feet and went to the door. Benet met him on the stairs and handed him his things.

Benet gave me a buttered biscuit.

“Come along, boy,” Nevery said, putting on his wide-brimmed hat.

“Where’re we going?” I asked. I put the biscuit into my coat pocket. Pip cocked its head, as if it was waiting to see what Nevery would say.

Nevery said something in a low voice to Benet, then put on his cloak and swept-stepped down the stairs. “You’ll see when we get there,” he said.

Oh. I followed Nevery down the stairs and out into the cobbled courtyard. The rain had stopped, but the sky was thick with gray clouds, and a morning fog hovered over the river, making the Twilight and the Sunrise banks invisible. Brown leaves covered the big tree in the middle of the courtyard, and a few black-and-white birds perched in the highest branches, like lookouts.

I dodged a pile of roof slates and ran a couple of steps to catch up to Nevery. “Why are you going to have a word with Kerrn?” I asked.

“You will be living in the Dawn Palace. Captain Kerrn must be told to keep an eye on you.”

“Nevery!” I protested. That was a terrible idea. Kerrn hated me! She’d put a guard on my every move! And I was not going to live in the Dawn Palace.

“Listen, boy,” Nevery growled. “We’ve got locus stone thefts and a crowd of idiot magisters who think you are the thief. Something is going on, and you’re involved in it, somehow.” He swirled to a stop. “And there’s this attack,” he said, pointing at my bruised face. He lowered his voice, as if talking to himself. “I will not lose you again, Connwaer.” Then he glowered at me from under his bushy eyebrows. “If it means sending you away from Heartsease, then so be it.”

 

Nevery kept a keen eye on me as we crossed the bridge and headed to the Dawn Palace, which sat at the top of the hill like a huge, pink-frosted cake. A chill wind from the river followed us, ruffling my hair and making Nevery’s cloak swirl around him. We crunched down the drive and up the wide front stairs, where two palace guards stopped us. We waited just inside the door while one of them went to fetch Rowan.

“I hate this, Nevery,” I growled.

“It’s to keep you safe, boy,” he growled back.

To me, safe meant never doing anything interesting.

At the sound of footsteps, I looked up. Rowan, followed by Miss Dimity, who carried a stack of papers.

Seeing my bruised face, Rowan’s eyes widened. “Oh, Conn!” she said.

“It looks worse than it is,” I said.

She stepped closer and put her hand to my cheek. “It looks awful. What happened?”

I shrugged and listened as Nevery told her about the attackers in the courtyard outside Heartsease. “He’ll be safer in the Dawn Palace,” Nevery said.

Rowan gave me a quick hug. “Yes, we’ll take good care of you here, Conn. Miss Dimity has arranged the ducal magister’s rooms, so they are all ready for you. I haven’t had time to see them, but she says they are quite splendid.” She and Nevery turned and set off down the hallway, followed by the secretary. “I’ll assign servants to look after you, too, Conn.”

I scowled, trailing behind them. I still hadn’t agreed to be the ducal magister. And I didn’t need looking after.

“Excuse me, Your Grace, Magister,” Miss Dimity interrupted then.

She was very good at interrupting, I’d noticed.

Rowan paused at the bottom of a wide, carpeted staircase. “What is it?”

“I do apologize most sincerely, but you have a meeting now with the stonemasons league.”

“Isn’t that tomorrow?” Rowan asked impatiently.

“No indeed,” Miss Dimity said, and her eyes bulged. “See here, on the agenda.” She waved a sheet of paper.

“Yes, of course.” Rowan turned to me. “Conn, I have to attend this meeting, but Miss Dimity will show you your rooms, all right?”

No, it wasn’t all right. I glared at her.

“You must hurry, Your Grace,” Miss Dimity put in. “It simply wouldn’t do to keep them waiting.”

Rowan closed her eyes for just a moment. “I don’t have time for this,” she muttered. Opening her eyes, she said, “Will you just go, Conn?”

Yes, all right. I gave her the slightest nod. She whirled and snatched the pages that Miss Dimity shoved into her hands and then hurried away down the hall.

“You seem to be well settled, my lad,” Nevery said to me. He rested a hand on my shoulder. “As it happens, I have a meeting to attend as well, so I must be going.”

It didn’t matter what I said, because clear as clear he wasn’t going to listen to me, any more than Rowan had. So I stayed quiet.

Nevery shot me one last behave yourself look and left.

“Well then!” Miss Dimity said, and scraped her lips into something that was supposed to be a smile, but wasn’t really. “Come along.”

She led me up a wide stairway, then down a long, carpeted hall to a set of double doors with bronze handles and what looked like a puzzle lock. Tricky to pick a lock like that.

Miss Dimity threw the doors open. “The ducal magister’s chambers,” she announced.

The main room was very fancy, a study with a few knobbly-looking wooden chairs and wobbly small tables with lace doilies on them, a patterned rug on the floor, and lots of shelves covered with more lace doilies and fancy dishes and silver statues instead of books.

“You see?” Miss Dimity pointed at the walls, where gilt-framed oil paintings of old men and women hung. “The former residents of these rooms, ducal magisters all.”

I could tell exactly what she was thinking. A gray-bearded old man or a wrinkly old woman was her idea of a proper ducal magister, not scruffy me.

She was right about that, too.

I stepped farther into the chilly room, looking around. Pip hopped off my shoulder and flapped to one of the high-backed, uncomfortable chairs set next to the hearth. The little dragon landed on the back of the chair, and its claws scratched a gouge in the wood. I glanced over my shoulder to see if Miss Dimity had noticed. She stood near the doorway, watching me with her bulgy eyes. Captain Kerrn had joined her; she said something to the secretary, but kept her eye on me.

Miss Dimity gave me another one of her false smiles. “Do you approve of your rooms, Ducal Magister?”

Not really, no. They were too grand. “I’m not staying here,” I said.

Ignoring that, Miss Dimity walked over to another door and threw it open. “This is your dressing room.”

I didn’t have enough clothes to need a dressing room.

“Do you see?” She pointed at a row of fancy-fine clothes on hangers, and three brand-new, shiny silk magister’s robes. “Magister Nevery says that his manservant is bringing your things.”

For some reason, Kerrn’s cheeks turned a little pink. “Benet is coming here?”

Miss Dimity’s nostrils flared. “If that is his name, yes. But, Ducal Magister,” she said grandly to me, “as you can see, you won’t need any of your old clothes.”

Oh, yes I would. I was not going to wear those primp-proper ducal magister robes.

Out in the main room, Miss Dimity glanced at the empty hearth. “Servants will be sent to attend to the fire.” She gave a sharp sniff. “Yes, I think that is sufficient.” Without another word to me, she hurried out.

I stood in the middle of the room. The frothy plaster and gilded ceiling arched way above me; the windows stretched up the walls; the empty hearth gaped like a wide mouth; the oil-painted wizards on the walls stared disapprovingly down at me.

Rowan hadn’t seen these rooms, but Miss Dimity had told her they were splendid. They’d probably make a real ducal magister feel important and powerful.

They made me feel small and cold.

I went over to the window. Drats. The ducal magister’s rooms were on the third floor, and there was no ivy growing up past the window, no nearby tree to climb down. I wouldn’t be able get out that way when I needed to leave.

When I turned back to the room, I noticed Kerrn still standing in the doorway, hands on her hips. “I know what you are thinking,” she said.

She probably did.

She put her hand on the pommel of her sword and spoke like she was giving me an order. “My guards will be watching you. If you wish to go out into the city, you must inform me first, and be accompanied by me or a guard.”

Accompanied? Followed and spied on, more likely.

She waited for me to say something. When I didn’t, she turned and stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

I looked around the room. It was fancy, but it was a prison, and I was not going to stay locked up in it.







 




Rowan, Duchess of Wellmet,

to Underlord Embre-wing

 

Magister Nevery just brought Conn to the Dawn Palace. Apparently Conn was attacked outside Heartsease. He looks terrible, his face all bruised, and moving stiffly, as if his ribs hurt. Conn and his dragon managed to fight off the attackers, but Nevery is worried—rightly so, I think—that they will try again.

As if that wasn’t enough to worry about, my councilors and the magisters remain upset about the stolen locus stones and the unreliable magics, and want to blame Conn for all of it. I’ve just come from a meeting with several of them, who are insisting that Conn be arrested and imprisoned—for the good of the city.

I am, as I am sure you must be, quite concerned. Conn is moving into the ducal magister’s rooms in the Dawn Palace, where he will be under the protection of my guard. I thought it best to keep you informed.

 

Sincerely,

Rowan, Duchess

Dawn Palace, Wellmet, etc.

 

P.S. I wondered if all in the city seems quite well to you. Apart from this trouble with Conn and the magical beings, have you noticed anything else strange going on?














Rowan—

Anything strange? Why do you ask? Have you?

—Embre
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CHAPTER

6
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Benet brought my things, clothes, and some equipment from my workroom, and the box of books from beside my bed, but I didn’t bother unpacking them except a few of the books. I wouldn’t be living in the Dawn Palace for very long.

There was a knock at the door. As I walked across the carpeted floor to open it, Pip leaped from the back of the knobbled chair where it’d been perching and landed on my shoulder. I opened the door. The hallway was dim-dark.

After pausing to check that the magics were calm enough, I said the lothfalas spell, and Pip burped out a puff of pink sparks that floated up to hang over my head. In the glow of the spell, I saw one of Kerrn’s guards standing stiff and straight beside the door, and a man wearing green livery, flinching away from the light.

“What?” I said. Pip leaned forward, snorting smoke from its nostrils.

The man edged away, his eyes wide and fixed on Pip. “A, ah—”

“It’s not going to hurt you,” I said. Pip wasn’t, I meant. “What d’you want?”

The man pulled a piece of paper out of his coat pocket. On my shoulder, Pip lashed its tail, and the man jumped back. “A note for the ducal magister,” he said quickly. Oh, he was a servant. Still backing away, he held out the paper.

I stepped forward and took it, and the man turned and fled, casting a glance over his shoulder as he went.

The guard beside the door gave me a quick look, checking the bruises on my face, I could see.

“If I go out, are you supposed to follow me?” I asked her.

“To accompany you, yes, Magister,” she answered stiffly.

Hmmm.

I went back into the ducal magister’s rooms and closed the door. The paper was thick and cream-colored, with Rowan’s house crest on it. The handwriting was sloppy, as if she’d been in a hurry when she wrote the note.







 




Conn, join me for dinner later, just me and some friends. A servant will fetch you. Your dragon is welcome, too. You’ll have to tell me what it eats.

—Rowan
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Pip ate pigeons and blackpowder. Sure as sure, Rowan wasn’t going to have that at her dining table.

Right.

I looked around the room again. It felt like Rowan and Nevery and even Benet were trying to put me into a box that I didn’t really fit into. I could feel the walls of the box pressing against me, turning me sort of square-shaped, and I didn’t like it.

Well then, I’d better do something about it.

I had two problems facing me. First, figuring out how to settle both magics here in the city. Second, finding out who’d sent the kidnappers and what he or she wanted with me.

Three things, really, because there were the stolen locus stones to think about, too, but those had nothing to do with me, even though the magisters thought they did.

Once I’d worked out the problems, I could get out of the ducal magister’s rooms and go back to living at Heartsease, and maybe Nevery would stop worrying about me all the time.

So, the kidnappers. I’d been wondering what kind of person sent men with fists to beat people up and then grab them, somebody who knew a lot about thieving, and I had a cold, snaky feeling in my chest that was telling me who that person might be. Somebody from the Twilight who wasn’t supposed to be here in Wellmet.

Crowe, maybe.

When I was a little kid, Crowe had killed my mother, who was his sister, and he’d tried to turn me into his heir, the next Underlord. Instead of letting him do that, I’d run away and hidden in the streets of the Twilight, trying to keep out of his minions’ hands, because every time they caught me they beat the fluff out of me and then dragged me back to the Dusk House. Then Crowe used his clicker-ticker, a palm-sized counting device made of metal with notched bone discs, to calculate just what I’d hate most as a punishment. Click-tick-tick with the clicker-ticker, and that would be three days locked in a dark room with nothing to eat. Just thinking of Crowe made a misery eel hatch and squirm around in my stomach.

There was only one way to be sure if it was him. Magic. The finding spell was big and complicated, and I couldn’t do it here, not with a guard outside the door and servants all over the place, so I’d need to get out of the Dawn Palace and out of the Sunrise. My cousin Embre had as much to do with Crowe as I did—more, even—so I was sure as sure he’d let me do what I needed to do at Dusk House. The trick was getting over to the Twilight without any guards following me.

Digging through the books that Benet had brought, I found an old wizard’s grimoire, one with lots of spells written in tiny, neat black letters, and looked up the remirrimer spell, which I could use to make a kind of shadow version of myself. Then I looked up the anstriker, a finding spell, which I also knew about but had never used.

I read over the spells until they stuck in my memory, then dumped everything out of a canvas knapsack that Benet had brought from Heartsease and refilled it with some magical things. I got to my feet and put the knapsack over my shoulders. “Pip!” I called.

The little dragon flew over from the windowsill and perched on top of the knapsack.

“Careful,” I said. I’d put two glass scrying globes in there, and they would shatter if they got bumped too hard.

The guard was waiting outside the door. “Where are you going, Ducal Magister?” she asked, as I set off down the hallway.

I ignored the ducal magister part of her question. “To the library.” That wasn’t a lie; I really was going there first.

Rowan had once shown me the Dawn Palace library. The academicos library just had books and scrolls about magic, but the palace library had books about lots of other things, every book ever printed in Wellmet, plus other books from other cities. It took up half of the second floor of the palace, a big room with rows of tall book-stuffed shelves and long tables in the center. A good place for reading; an even better place to give a palace guard the slip.

Assuming the magics didn’t do something strange when I tried the remirrimer spell, that is.

Followed by the guard, I went in the library door, past some tables where a few people were reading quietly, and toward the rows of bookshelves. At the end of the alley between two long shelves, I paused. “I have to look at a book,” I said to the guard. “Will you wait here?”

She nodded and folded her arms. Very alert.

Pretending to examine the books, I walked slowly through the narrow way between the two shelves. Here, all the way at the other end, where the light was dimmest. This was a good place. I stopped and stared straight ahead at a book set on the shelf. A Young Person’s Guide to Fighting Cephalopods, the book was called. Slowly I reached up and put my hand on Pip’s claw-paw where it clung to one of the knapsack straps.

All right, you magics. Let’s do this right.

Whispering, I said the remirrimer spell. When I got to the end of it, Pip gave a little shiver and coughed out a fist-sized ball of writhing light and shadow. It hung in the air right by my shoulder.

Krrrr, Pip said.

So far, so good.

I held my breath, hoping the guard wouldn’t see what happened next.

As I stepped aside, the shadow expanded, taking shape and gathering substance, until a shadow-me stood beside me. It wore a knapsack and a scruffy black sweater, and had a crest of black hair shadowing its face, and it stared straight ahead at the kid-fighting-squid book on the shelf.

Then, with a whumph, all the doors and windows of the library flew open and then slammed closed again. At the other end of the bookshelf, the guard whirled away to look. From the other people in the library came shouts of surprise. The books shivered on their shelves.

With a rush of power, the magics poured into the shadow-me, and he started to grow. First he was just tall, and then he grew bigger and bigger until he was looming over the shaking bookshelves. He stood with his hands on his hips, grinning, his blue eyes flashing, and he really did look like me, only he was huge and zinging with magic. The shouts in the library turned to shrieks; the room grew dim as the shadow-me grew even larger, blocking the light. A wind leaped up and swirled around him, carrying bits of paper and dust.

“Ducal magister?” shouted the guard, her eyes wide, staring up.

It wasn’t what I’d planned, but as a distraction it couldn’t be any better.

I ducked from between the wobbling bookshelves and took off in the other direction; Pip clung to my shoulder. I darted around the end of the shelf and peered back to check on the guard. She had drawn her sword and was backing away from the giant shadow-me. Laughing, I skiffed across the passageway to another alley between shelves, then ’round a corner, through a room full of map books, and out into the hallway.

I heard the sound of shouting and running feet. Quick as sticks, I headed in the opposite direction.

I got away clean, out of the Dawn Palace and into the rainy city, sticking to alleys and backstreets, through the Sunrise. At the bridge I saw a pair of guards, but I hid Pip under my sweater and kept my head down, and they didn’t notice me.

Finally I stepped off the bridge and onto the puddled streets of the Twilight.

Good! Now I could do the magical spell and find out who’d sent those kidnappers after me.





CHAPTER

7

[image: images]

My cousin Embre had worse memories of the former Underlord Crowe’s house than I did, so when he’d taken over as Underlord he decided to leave the pit and ruins of the old Dusk House to rot, and a street away had built a new Dusk House of sand-colored stone, all on one level so he could get ’round it in his wheeled chair. His legs didn’t work because Crowe had had minions break them when he’d been Underlord and he’d wanted Embre out of the way, even though Embre’s true name, Embre-wing, was a black bird name, and he was Crowe’s own son.

I walked up to the double-wide front door. No guards were posted, but somebody was watching, because the door opened before I could knock. Pip flew up and landed on my shoulder, and a silent minion brought us down a wide, slate-paved hallway to Embre’s office.

He was there, sitting in his wheeled chair beside a warm fire and small table with a tea tray set on it. Seeing me, he frowned. “A bit worse for wear, aren’t you, cousin?” he asked.

“I’m all right,” I said, wiping the rain off my sore face with my sleeve.

Embre’s aunt, the old pyrotechnist Sparks, sat opposite him, holding a teacup in her three-fingered hand. She wore her usual gray, scorch-marked dress, and her ash-colored hair was cut short. “Whatcher, wizard boy,” she said to me with a grin.

I grinned back at her. I was just as interested in pyrotechnics as she was.

“Magic’s been tricksy lately,” she said.

“I noticed,” I said. Hmmm. As a pyrotechnist, Sparks collected slowsilver, and made blackpowder and other things that would explode if you combined them. Because they’d once been dragons, the magics loved anything that had to do with smoke or fire, and explosions like the ones Sparks did drew their attention and got them all roiled up. That would not be a very good thing for the city right now. “Sparks,” I said slowly. “It’d be a good idea to not do any pyrotechnics for a while.”

“Figured,” Sparks agreed. “Been experimenting with tea lately, instead.”

Pip dropped off my shoulder and flew across the room, landing on the arm of Sparks’s chair.

“Want a sip of my blackpowder blend, do you?” Sparks said to the dragon. She held out her cup.

Pip stuck its snout into the cup and took a drink of her new tea. It looked up at Sparks, breathed out a puff of smoke, then took another gulp.

Sparks gave a gap-toothed grin, then set her cup on the table and got to her feet. “All right then?” she said to Embre.

He nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll give the ducal magister some tea if he wants it.”

“Righty-o!” Sparks said, and bustled out of the room, leaving me and Embre to talk.

“Would the ducal magister like some tea?” Embre asked, picking up the teapot.

“I’m not the ducal magister, and I don’t want any tea,” I said. “I want to do some magic.”

Embre raised his eyebrows. “And you had to come here to do it?”

I nodded. “Rowan and Nevery moved me into the Dawn Palace.”

“I know,” Embre said. “The duchess wrote me a note about it. She said you were attacked outside Heartsease. Go on. What does doing magic have to do with that?”

Right. “I was thinking about the fluff-beaters who attacked me. It could’ve been Crowe.”

Embre’s face went paper-white. “D’you think Crowe’s come back?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s how he does things, though.” I held up my fist.

He nodded. Crowe had been sent into exile for his crimes. But people had come back from exile before, and maybe Crowe had, too.

Embre frowned down at his hands. “I’ve had this feeling that something’s wrong in the city,” he said quietly. “Rowan’s felt it, too; she mentioned it in her note. It might be because we’ve got two magics here and they’ve yet to be properly settled, but I’m not certain that’s it.” He looked up at me. “Maybe it’s because Crowe’s returned.”

“Maybe,” I said. “The anstriker spell will tell us if he has or not.”

I pulled the small table into the middle of the room, where I put the tea tray on the floor, then took the rag-wrapped scrying globes out of my knapsack. Pip stuck its nose into the knapsack and snuffled around, its tail twitching.

Embre leaned forward in his wheeled chair so he could see what I was doing.

I unwrapped the smaller of the scrying globes. It was a glass ball about the size of a fist, but perfectly round. I gave it a polish and set it on the table. Its surface swirled with rainbow colors, so it looked like a soap bubble.

“I’m going to need some slowsilver,” I said to Embre.

He nodded, and while I unwrapped the other globe, he rolled his wheeled chair to the door, opened it, and gave an order to a minion waiting outside, then wheeled back over to the table. “What do they do?” Embre asked, pointing at the fist-sized globe.

“Escry,” I said. That wasn’t a very good answer, so I added, “This one can see all of Wellmet.” The second globe was the size of Pip, when the dragon was curled up and sleeping. I flicked it with my fingernail. It made a chiming hum. “This bigger one can see the parts of the Peninsular Duchies nearest Wellmet.” If it didn’t crack under the spell, which the grimoire said could happen.

Embre gave a sharp nod. “We’ll be able to see if Crowe is here, then?”

I nodded. If Crowe was in Wellmet or nearby, we could be sure as sure that he’d sent those men to beat the fluff out of me and try to kidnap me, and I figured we’d know who was responsible for the locus stone thefts, too. Pushing Pip aside, I dug a set of nested metal bowls out of the knapsack and put them on the table.

The minion came in then with a glass beaker half full of slowsilver, which he set on the table. Embre sent him out again.

Carefully I set out the metal bowls and poured a bit of slowsilver in each. Then, holding them with the wormsilk cloth so I wouldn’t smudge them with fingerprints, I set each scrying globe in its puddle of slowsilver. The spell could be done with water in the bowls, but using slowsilver made it stronger and gave a clearer picture, the grimoire said. That made sense—the slowsilver had once been a dragon’s scales, before the dragon turned into a magical being, so the slowsilver attracted the magic’s attention.

“Tallennar,” I said, Pip’s true name.

Pip popped its head out of the knapsack, then crawled up to my shoulder. I rested my hand on the dragon’s back, on the smooth place between its wings. Before starting the spell, I glanced across at Embre.

“You’d better go out for this part,” I said.

He raised his eyebrows. “Why, Cousin?” he asked.

Because spells didn’t always work the way they were supposed to when I did them, was why, and the two-magics problem could make it even worse. “It might be dangerous,” I said.

“I’ll take my chances,” Embre said. “Get on with it.”

All right.

I moved the smaller scrying globe in its dish to the edge of the table so Embre could see. Keeping one hand on Pip, I touched the globe with the tips of my fingers and started the anstriker spell. As I spoke the spellwords, the surface of the globe swirled with rainbow colors, like oil on water. The inside of the globe darkened until it was the shadowy black of a Twilight alleyway.

Under my fingers, the globe tingled. The darkness inside it brightened slowly, revealing a view of the city, but small, a tiny version of Wellmet shaped to the curve of the glass globe. We saw the narrow, steep streets, the tumbledown houses, and the factories of the Twilight with tiny wisps of smoke coming from their chimneys. Then the river twisting through the city like a little brown snake, and then the bright Sunrise on the other side.

I glanced up at Embre. “Ready?”

He nodded. He leaned forward to see, gripping the arms of his chair.

Because Crowe was a true name, as soon as I said it out loud, the globe would escry for him.

I took a deep breath. “Crowe,” I whispered.

A tiny spell-spark flared up inside the globe. It started its search at the Dawn Palace and raced downhill from there, through the wide streets and stone houses and parks of the Sunrise. At a street near the river, the spark slowed down, as if sniffing out some faint scent, but then it went on, zooming over the bridge and into the Twilight, racing along the river and the mudflats, through the factories, through the Deeps and the Steeps. Embre and I leaned close, watching the streets and houses flicker past. We saw the old Dusk House pit, and then the new Dusk House. The spark flared, shadows swirled, and the inside of the globe turned black.

Embre grabbed my sleeve, his hand like a claw. “Well?”

I lifted my fingers from the globe. “The spell slowed down in the Sunrise, did you see?”

He nodded, still staring at the globe. “Does that mean he’s there?”

I wasn’t sure. “I don’t think so,” I said slowly. “The spark would’ve stopped and flared up if he was, and there’s no way to hide from the anstriker spell.” No way that I knew of, anyway.

“Good,” Embre said. “Now be sure he’s not coming here or lurking somewhere outside the city.”

I pushed aside the smaller globe and pulled the larger globe in its bowl of slowsilver to the edge of the table. I did the thing with the anstriker spell and the true name.

This time the globe showed a dragon’s-eye view of the lands around Wellmet and beyond, a long, wide stretch of ocean-edged land with tiny cities and trade roads and vast green forests and rivers that glinted like silver threads, and mountains that scraped against the inside of the glass. The spell-spark began at the dark spot that was Wellmet and circled outward, slowly at first, like a bee circling a flower. The spell-spark grew larger, and flew faster, a ball of sparks whooshing past the desert and the city of Desh, then swirling over a carpet of forest and darting among tall mountain peaks, burning more and more brightly.

For just a second Dusk House faded away and I felt the two magics overhead, shifting like two huge, impatient dragons, tied together, yet straining against each other. I strained just as hard to hold on to the spell.

It slipped away. Under my fingers, the surface of the glass globe buzzed like a thousand angry wasps. The sparks burst into flame; the flames expanded until they filled the entire globe. The glass grew warm, then sizzling hot.

I jerked my hand away from the globe and leaped back. The rainbow glass darkened to molten red and the slowsilver in the metal dish bubbled and boiled. Flames crackled on the inside curve of the globe. Then, right in its center, a new, white-bright light blossomed and expanded.

As I shouted a warning, Embre pushed his wheeled chair away from the table, covering his head. I threw myself to the floor. A sharp crack and crash, and the scrying globe exploded, shards of burning glass shooting like arrows through the air, shattering against the walls and ceiling. Sparks swarmed around the room. A thick cloud of gray-black smoke billowed up and swirled. Pip crouched on the table, blinking.

From out in the hallway came the sound of running feet, and then two minions flung open the door and rushed into the room. Their feet crunched on the shattered glass. “Underlord, are you all right?” one of them asked.

Embre had ended up across the room against the wall. He coughed and waved smoke away from his face. Blood seeped from a thin cut on his cheek. “I’m fine,” he said sharply. “Thanks for coming so quickly. Go wait outside.”

The minions nodded and went out.

The room fell silent. The smoke drifted up to the ceiling and hung there. Overhead, the magics settled again, but I could still feel their uneasiness. I got up from the floor.

Embre coughed again. “So,” he said, after another silent moment. “He’s not here.”

I shook my head. Crowe wasn’t in Wellmet, and he wasn’t anywhere near the city, either.

Embre let out his breath and rested his head on his hand, which was shaking. He’d been a lot more worried about Crowe than I’d realized.

“You all right?” I asked, stepping closer.

“Yes.” He wiped the blood off his face. “Ow.”

“Sorry about that,” I said.

He looked at the smear of blood on his hand, then gave me a shaky grin. “Well, Cousin, I am the Underlord, but I’m also a pyrotechnist. I’ve seen explosions before.”

True, he had.

“And you did warn me,” he said.

Yes. I had.

“I’m glad Crowe’s not here,” he added.

A shudder of dread crept up my back, thinking of Crowe. “So am I.”
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After collecting as much of the slowsilver as I could coax back into a glass beaker and then wrapping the scrying globe in its wormsilk cloth, I said good-bye to Embre and left.

At the front door of Dusk House, Sparks was waiting for me.

Pip, seeing her, twitched its tail. “No more blackpowder tea for you, Pip,” I said.

Sparks grinned at me and Pip; then she edged closer. “Got a bit of information you might like to know, eh?”

Information? “What?” I asked.

“One of them magister wizards has been asking ’round the Twilight for pyrotechnic materials.”

That was strange. The magisters hated pyrotechnics; once they’d banished me from the city and almost hanged me as punishment for doing pyrotechnic spells. And now that we had two magics in the city, the risks of setting off explosions were even bigger. “Who was it?”

“Dunno what his name was. Scrawny.” Sparks pointed at her head. “Big ears.”

Magister Nimble, it sounded like. That didn’t make sense at all; Nimble hated me, and pyrotechnics, more than any of the other magisters. And he’d had his locus stone stolen, he’d said. Strange. But there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. “If you hear anything else, tell me, all right?”

“Righty-o!” Sparks said, grinning.

I said good-bye to her and stepped out the front door of Dusk House and stopped. We’d spent the afternoon on the anstriker spell, and now it was night.

Oh, no. Rowan was expecting me for dinner.

The streets were dark and empty, and my hurrying footsteps sounded loud on the wet cobblestones. Pip dropped off my shoulder and flew ahead, pausing to perch on shop signs and on piles of trash in the street, then flying ahead again. As I turned a corner onto a street that would lead me to the Night Bridge, I caught a glimpse, out of the corner of my eye, of shadowy figures. Following me.

My heart jolted with fright. The kidnappers! I looked around for Pip. “Tallennar!” I whispered. A rustle of wings and Pip was there, scrambling up my leg and onto my shoulder, where it crouched, lashing its tail. I stared into the street behind me.

Two dark shapes loomed up. I flinched back and got ready to run and shout my new dazzler spell at the same time.

“No harm, Blackbird,” one of the shapes said, a deep, gravelly voice.

I let out my breath. Not the men who’d beaten the fluff out of me, then. Fist. One of Embre’s men. And beside him, his partner, Hand.

“What d’you want?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Fist said. Beside him, Hand nodded.

“What’re you doing, then?” I asked.

“Underlord told us to keep an eye on you, little bird,” Fist said. “When you’re in the Twilight. You see the men what did that”—he pointed at my face—“and you give us the nod, right? We want a word with ’em.” He held up his fist to show what kind of word it would be.

Embre had sent his men to watch me? To protect me when I was in the Twilight?

Curse it. More fuss and worry. More looking after.

 

With Pip clinging to my coat with its claws, I stepped off the Night Bridge and into the Sunrise part of the city. Captain Kerrn was there. Scowling, she stepped in front of me. Behind her, the wide street, lit by werelights, led up the hill. Kerrn reached out to grab me by the front of the sweater so she could slam me against a wall and growl at me, but then she jerked her hand back and rested it on her sword pommel.

“Where have you been?” She bit off her words and spat them out. Angry.

I shrugged. I was coming off the bridge; clear as clear I’d been in the Twilight.

When she saw I wasn’t going to answer, she whirled and started stalking up the street. “You have missed dinner with the duchess. And another locus magicalicus has been stolen.”

Oh, no. Not another one. I’d lost my locus stone once; I knew what a horrible, empty, desperate thing that was. I hurried a little to catch up with her. “Whose stone?”

“One belonging to another magister. Sandera. Taken from her workroom.”

Big trouble, then. Kerrn probably thought that’s what I’d been off doing during the afternoon, stealing Sandera’s locus stone.

We headed up the street, passing the tall stone houses and shops and the werelights, which cast pink light across the stone pavements.

“Tell me what is going on,” Kerrn said suddenly. “You can trust me.”

I blinked. I trusted her to toss me into a prison cell if she thought I belonged there. “I didn’t steal the locus stones, Kerrn,” I said.

“No,” she said. “I do not mean the thefts. You were attacked. You are in trouble of some kind. Your safety has been entrusted to me. You must tell me what is going on.”

“I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. She wouldn’t believe that, sure as sure. Maybe I could drink truth-telling phlister and tell her and then she’d believe me.

She stopped and pointed at my bruised face. “I will not allow you to be hurt again.”

Wait. She was worried about me getting the fluff beaten out of myself? “I’m being careful,” I said.

“Careful? Is that what you call it?” She leaned closer. “I will make sure you are more careful.” She glared down at me, then whirled and headed up the street.

So Kerrn was looking after me, too. Drats.

 

As we came into the Dawn Palace, there were more guards than usual at the front doors, and Kerrn had a couple of quick, brisk words with them. Then she “accompanied” me to the ducal magister’s rooms and left me there with two guards at the door. Pip prowled the shadowy edges of the room, its tail twitching, then came over and nosed at the window. I opened it and the dragon flew out. It didn’t like the Dawn Palace, either. And it probably wanted to hunt for pigeons. After closing the window, I shoved aside a couple of fringed, lumpy-laced pillows and sat on the window seat and looked out at the night. What I really needed to do was go out again so I could walk through the city and sense what was going on with the magics. But I was tired and I wouldn’t get past Kerrn’s guards, not tonight.

There was a knock on the door. Go away, whoever you are.

The door opened. Rowan.

She said something to the guard outside and came in.

Just inside the door, she stopped and looked around at the ducal magister’s room, frowning. “This is not what I was expecting.” She shook her head. “Curse it.”

Then she went to one of the tall wooden chairs beside the hearth, shoved it around so it faced the window seat where I was sitting, and sat down. She wrinkled her nose. “Connwaer, you smell like smoke.”

I raised my arm and sniffed at my sweater-sleeve. I did smell like smoke. From the anstriker spell gone wrong. She didn’t want to hear about that, though. “I was doing some magic,” I said.

She raised her eyebrows.

“I am a wizard,” I reminded her.

“Mmm. It’s cold in here,” she said, rubbing her arms. “The servants should have built a fire.”

They should have, but they wouldn’t come into my rooms. They were afraid of Pip, I guessed. My stomach gave an empty growl.

“You didn’t get anything to eat, did you?” Rowan said. “I’ll send the servants with dinner.”

I could definitely eat dinner. Maybe they’d bring hot biscuits and chicken pie like Benet baked. “Thanks,” I said.

She smiled. “You’re very welcome.” Her smile faded. “I’m very sorry about the rooms. I know you don’t like them. I told Miss Dimity to be sure they would be warm and comfortable for you, but she misunderstood. I should have seen to it myself.”

“You didn’t have time,” I muttered.

“That’s right.” She sighed. “I know this is hard for you, Conn, but you’ll get used to it here, and you’ll find that being the ducal magister isn’t so bad if you just give it a chance.”

It didn’t matter if I gave it a chance, and it didn’t matter if Rowan made the ducal magister’s rooms more comfortable. I didn’t belong here. Suddenly I felt a wave of homesickness for Nevery and Benet and the cozy study at Heartsease. I curled up and put my arms around my knees.

Rowan sighed again and rubbed her eyes. She looked tired. “At dinner we talked about the theft of the locus magicalicus stones,” she said at last.

I was glad I’d missed that, anyway.

“Neither one of them has turned up yet, as Keeston’s stolen stone did. As you can imagine, the magisters are in an uproar.”

“They’re good at uproar,” I said.

“Yes, I suppose they are.” Rowan got up from the uncomfortable chair and sat down on the window seat next to me. She looked beautiful in her green dress, with her hair braided and pinned up on top of her head. “Conn, they’re pushing me very hard to arrest you for this latest theft. Where have you been all afternoon? What magic were you doing? Why did you miss dinner?”

I scowled at her. “Ro, I don’t need all this looking after.”

“I’m not so sure about that, my lad,” she said. “I’m worried. There’s something strange going on. Not only the locus stone thefts. It’s a feeling, as if there’s a . . .” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Something wrong. Maybe that doesn’t make any sense.”

I stayed quiet. I had thieves and kidnappers to deal with, and the two-magics problem; I couldn’t do anything about this other something wrong.

“I’m not the only one who feels it. Kerrn has the guard on high alert. She’s on edge about it.”

If Kerrn had any more edge, she’d cut herself.

Rowan gave a brisk nod. “With all of that, and those attackers on the loose, and the magisters insisting that you be arrested for thievery, it really is a good thing you’re living here under my protection, instead of at Heartsease. You’ll be safer as long as you stay in the Dawn Palace.”

By safer she meant Kerrn and her guards following me around all the time. “But Ro, there’s things I have to do.”

“You have to be more careful,” she said.

“I am careful.”

She gave me an exasperated look. “Conn, today you tricked your guard and went into the Twilight alone, where you apparently did a magical spell that left you smelling like smoke. You are not careful.” She folded her arms. “You are the ducal magister now. You simply must learn to act like it.”

There she was, shoving me into the ducal magister box again. “Ro, I never agreed to that,” I reminded her.

She stood up. “All right. Fine. Any moment now Miss Dimity is going to pop in here to remind me that I’d better go to bed because I have an early meeting in the morning. So good night, Connwaer.” She headed for the door, then paused and pulled a heavy-looking bag out of her pocket and tossed it on the table. It made a jingling sound when it landed. “Oh, and here,” she said crossly. “It’s your pay for serving as ducal magister.”

Then she left, slamming the door behind her.
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I didn’t want any pay for being the ducal magister. Still, I went over to investigate the bag. It was full of money—silver locks and even some golden sun coins. More money than I knew what to do with. I hid it away on a shelf behind some books and went to the door to have a look at the lock.

I was just about to bring out my lockpick wires to see if I could open and close it—just to keep myself sharp—when the door was flung open, knocking me over, and Miss Dimity stepped into the room.

I scrambled to my feet, shoving the wires back into my pocket.

“The dragon is not here with the ducal magister,” she announced to the green-liveried servants behind her. “It is safe to enter.”

Some of the servants brought coal and started a fire; she waved the rest to a table near the hearth. After eyeing the deep scratches on the back of the chair Pip liked to perch on, she gave me one of her scraped-on smiles.

“Ducal Magister,” she said, with a stiff bow. “Your dinner.” She handed me a napkin and pointed at the Pip-scratched chair.

I sat in it. My stomach rumbled.

Servants trooped in and, casting cautious-curious looks at me, laid out plates and forks, and covered dishes, enough to crowd three of the little tables.

Miss Dimity swept the cover off the first dish. Something gray and wobbly. “Jellied eel with horseradish sauce,” she proclaimed. Another dish with a lump of bluish-white stuff in it: “Eggplant surprise!” A bowl: “Cabbage soup.” Another plate: “Piebald beans.” And last: “With candied fern-frond for dessert.” She pointed to a teapot. “Tea.” She nodded as a servant added a last plate covered with a white napkin. “And, as ordered especially for you by the duchess, biscuits.”

She stepped back and waited as all the other servants went out; then she left, closing the door behind her with a polite click.

I looked over the food. I’d start with the biscuits, of course, though I knew they wouldn’t be as good as Benet’s biscuits, hot out of the oven and dripping with butter and honey.

These biscuits were a brownish-gray color and were arranged on a plate around a little pot of greasy-looking butter and a sprig of some sort of greenery. I tried one. Hard and tasting a bit like ash. Even the biscuits I baked were better than this!

The cabbage soup sounded like the best of the rest of it, but when I tried a bite, it was cold. None of the other food was hot, either; it was all cold as cobblestones, and so was the tea. The kitchens were far away from the ducal magister’s rooms, I guessed. I dunked one of the ashy biscuits in the soup, which tasted like salted washwater, and ate a few bites, but didn’t feel like eating any more.

In the hearth, the fire roared. The servants had lit fires in the other rooms, too, because Rowan had ordered them to make it more cozy in here, but now it was getting stuffy and hot. The bedroom was hottest of all, so I took the blankets off the bed and slept on the floor in the main room with the windows wide open.

In the morning I woke up with the fire dead in the grate, frosty air pouring in the windows, and Pip crouched on my chest, glaring at me with its ember-red eyes.

“Hello, you,” I said, and my voice sounded rusty.

Pip opened its maw and dropped something onto my chest. I picked it up and used the edge of the blanket to wipe the dragon spit off it. Pushing Pip off me, sitting up in my blankets, I examined it. A stone. It fizzed in my hand, making my fingers tingle. It was deep purple, round, and rough, about the size of a quail’s egg. A locus magicalicus. Sandera’s stolen stone, sure as sure. I got to my feet and looked down at Pip, crouched on the floor next to me. “Where’d you get this?” I asked.

Krrrr, Pip said. It crawled onto my abandoned blankets, wrapping its tail around itself.

Busy night, clear as clear.

I crouched down next to the nest of blankets. “You didn’t steal it, did you Pip?”

The little dragon blinked, then closed its eyes.

Had Pip stolen Sandera’s stone? Maybe. More likely, the dragon had stolen the locus stone back from the thieves, whoever they were. Why else would Pip be bringing the stones to me? If it wanted the stones for itself, it’d just swallow them, as it had swallowed mine.

Getting to my feet, I set the locus stone on the table. Then I washed and found some clean clothes and got dressed.

I was pulling my black sweater on over my head when a knock came at the door, and a piece of paper, folded, slid under it. As I went to pick it up, I heard footsteps hurrying away, a servant too frightened to wait for me to open the door.

A note from Nevery.







 




Connwaer. The magisters have called a meeting for this morning to discuss the thefts of locus magicalicus stones. You must attend. DO NOT BE LATE.

—Nevery











 

The last thing I wanted to do this morning was go to a meeting where I’d be shouted at by the magisters. Especially with Sandera’s stolen stone on me. Still, if Nevery wanted me there, I had to go.

Not on an empty stomach, though. Because I had a ferocious dragon with me, the servants wouldn’t bring breakfast to my room unless they had a direct order from Rowan, so I settled sleeping Pip on my shoulder, slipped Sandera’s stone into my pocket, and went looking for food.

When I stepped out of my rooms, two guards were at the door. They both followed me while I found the kitchens. The cook shooed me and Pip out, but told me to wait in the hallway while she found me something to eat.

“Nothing fancy,” I called after her, as she went back inside.

She came out with a plate of hot rolls and butter and jam. “You’re that wizard boy, aren’t you?”

I had a dragon riding on my shoulder; who else would I be? I nodded.

The cook looked me up and down, hands on hips. “You are too thin. You should eat more. And what about that?” She pointed at Pip. “Does this . . . animal need anything?”

I grinned at her, and she backed away a step. “No,” I said. Not unless she had some pigeons flying around in the kitchen. I took two of the hot rolls from the plate and ate a big bite. Mmmm. “Thanks,” I said to the cook, who nodded and went back into the kitchen. I held a roll out to the guards. “Want some?” I asked.

They didn’t eat while on duty, they said.

Munching on breakfast, with Pip still asleep on my shoulder, its snout nestled against my neck, I headed out of the Dawn Palace. At the front gate, standing on the gravelly drive, I stopped and looked back.

“Ah, sir?” one of the guards asked.

I ignored him. The Dawn Palace. A fancy prison. Rowan wanted me to give it a chance, and I’d done that. I wasn’t coming back to live in those too-hot, too-cold ducal magister’s rooms, with the nasty fancy food, and closets full of silk-stiff clothes, and guards outside every door, and Miss Dimity bulging her eyes at me. If Nevery wouldn’t let me come back to Heartsease, well, I’d figure something else out.

That decided, I headed down the hill. The guards followed. The air was chilly, the streets bustling with people and carriages and hansom cabs.

When they saw I was heading for the bridge, one of the guards cleared his throat. “Sir?”

Him calling me sir was about the stupidest thing I’d ever heard. I ignored him and swallowed down the last bite of buttered-and-jammed roll.

“Ducal Magister Connwaer?” he said.

I stopped. “What.”

One of the guards stayed behind me; the other stepped in front, blocking my way. People passing us on the street stared as they walked by. It probably looked to them like I was being arrested. The guard said, “Magister, we’re supposed to report with you to Captain Kerrn if you attempt to go into the Twilight.”

It really was starting to sound like I was a prisoner. I glared at the guard. “I’m not going to the Twilight. I’m going to a meeting at Magisters Hall.”

“That’s all right, then,” said the guard behind me.

They let me go on, following me across the bridge and down the steps to the tunnel that led under the river to the wizards’ islands. We came to one of the tunnel gates. I plucked sleeping Pip off my shoulder and held it up to the gate’s magic lock and said the opening spell. Pip twitched and blinked, giving me a surly look, and then touched the lock with its snout. The lock clicked open. We went through the gate, then two more gates, then through the Magisters Hall gate and up the stairs to the building itself.

At the top of the stairs was a long, stone hallway, and it was filled with wizards and apprentices and magisters in their fine robes, all talking in little groups, waiting for the meeting to begin. When they saw me with the two guards looming up behind me and Pip on my shoulder, they stared, whispering. Stolen, I heard, and thief.

Annoyed, Pip lashed its tail and snorted out a puff of gray smoke. I put my hand into my pocket to be sure Sandera’s stone was still there.

I heard footsteps on the stairs behind me—step step tap—and then Nevery was beside me, leaning on his cane. “Good morning, Connwaer,” he said mildly.

I was annoyed, too. “Not really, Nevery,” I said, and I wanted to ask him if he was missing me, but he didn’t seem to be, so I kept quiet.

He snorted. “The morning is not going to get any better, either.” He started down the hallway. “Yet another locus magicalicus stone went missing during the night. Brumbee’s. Come along. It’s time to start the meeting.”

The other magisters headed for the meeting room, too, Brumbee in his bright yellow robe looking rumpled and worried, and sharp Trammel who ran the medicos, and Periwinkle with her gray hair in its usual messy bun, and bat-faced Nimble. Coming last was sharp, clever Sandera. They muttered to one another while we went into the meeting room, me shedding my guards at the door.

Here was my chance. Once I’d picked Nevery’s locus stone from his cloak pocket. Sure as sure I could do a reverse pocket-pick. On feather feet, I hovered behind Sandera. As she stopped beside her chair, I pulled her locus stone from my pocket and—quick hands—dropped it into the pocket of her magister’s robe. She sat down, not noticing a thing, and I went on, finding a seat about halfway down the table and slouching into it, my hands in my pockets. Pip hopped up to perch on the back of my chair. My heart pounded a little. I watched Sandera out of the corner of my eye, but she still hadn’t noticed anything.

Nevery was the leader of the magisters, so he sat at the head of the long table and, when everyone was sitting, started the meeting.

“Well, Brumbee,” Nevery said. “Report.”

“Oh, dear,” Brumbee said. He clasped and unclasped his plump hands, which were shaking, and looked around the table. “As you all know, another locus stone has been, ah, stolen. This time it was my own. And I hear no call from it at all. Nothing. It has simply disappeared.”

I frowned. That was strange. Even if his stone was gone, Brumbee should be able to feel where it was.

“What happened?” Trammel asked sharply.

Brumbee cast him an unhappy look. “Nothing happened. I was being careful, of course. The door to my bedroom was locked. No one could have gotten in. But I woke up this morning and my locus magicalicus was gone from the table beside my bed. Stolen.”

“Impossible,” Periwinkle said, shaking her head. “The stone would have killed the thief.”

Nimble leaned forward. “And my own locus stone as well—simply gone! And Sandera’s, as well.”

Sandera looked up, and then cocked her head, as if she was listening to something. I knew what it was—she’d just picked up the call of her locus magicalicus. In not too long she’d find it in her pocket.

Nimble caught my eye and gave a secret smirk-look, as if he knew something that I didn’t. “My fellow magisters,” he went on, “we do know one thief who has shown that he can handle another wizard’s locus magicalicus.”

Me, he meant.

“Oh, no,” Brumbee said. “We can’t possibly think—” He glanced at me. “He wouldn’t—”

“Yes he would,” Nimble said in his whiny voice. “He held the apprentice Keeston’s stone the other day when his little pet brought it to him. And he once stole Nevery’s locus stone, didn’t he? Picked it right from his pocket!” He stood up and pointed at me while pointing his smirk at Nevery. “Well, Nevery? Didn’t he?”

Nevery, scowling, opened his mouth to answer, when Nimble went on. “And his first locus magicalicus was a jewel stolen from the ducal regalia! Who else could it be if not him and his dragon?”

I sat up straighter in my chair. “It wasn’t me,” I said. And not Pip, either.

“Prove it!” Trammel shouted, jumping to his feet.

“He’s well known to be a liar and a thief,” Nimble said. “We should have hanged him when we had the chance!”

Scowling, Nevery started to answer back, and Brumbee pulled at Trammel’s sleeve, saying, “Do sit down, Trammel. Do.”

From the back of my chair, Pip made a low growling sound, then it leaped into the air and flew to one of the room’s narrow windows. It wanted out.

So did I.

Trying to ignore the shouts zinging from one end of the table to the other, I pushed back my chair and went to the window. Pip perched on the sill, which was about chest-high to me. I unlatched the window and pushed it open. Pip launched itself into the chilly air, flapping across the narrow courtyard that lay before Magisters Hall.

I glanced over my shoulder. Nevery stood leaning on the table, glowering at the other magisters. Brumbee sat beside him looking worried, and the rest of them were red-faced and angry, too.

Trammel stood at his place, smoke coming out of his ears. Beside him, Nimble smirked. He jabbed his finger toward me. “There’s your thief!”

Thief. It was always like this. They weren’t going to believe me no matter what I said.

Still . . . I knew how thieves worked. If I could get away from all the fuss and looking after and the ducal magister box that I didn’t fit into, I could get out into the city, and once I was in the city I could sneak and spy and find out who was really stealing the locus magicalicus stones, and deal with the two-magic problem too, if I could find time for it.

“We must call the guard and have him arrested!” Trammel shouted.

I turned back to the window. The meeting room was on the ground floor of Magisters Hall. Quick as sticks, I pulled myself up and crouched on the windowsill. I pushed the window wider open.

“Connwaer—” I heard Nevery’s warning shout.

A quick glance back at him—sorry, Nevery—and I turned and gripped the window frame, swung myself down, and dropped. Farther than it looked; I spilled onto the hard stone of the courtyard. Scrambling to my feet, I started to run. From the window behind me I heard shouts.

Near the front steps of the Magisters Hall was an entrance to the tunnels. I raced for it. “Pip!” I called. The dragon was nowhere to be seen. I reached the top of the stairs leading down to the tunnel; behind me, the front doors of the Hall burst open. The guards!

“Tallennar!” I shouted Pip’s true name, and pelted down into the tunnel, my boots pounding on the stone steps. I heard the guards shout, coming after me.

I reached the Magisters Hall gate. Closed. I whirled and saw the guards’ dark shadows at the very top of the stairs. Come on, Pip! I couldn’t open the gate without my locus stone!

With a flash, Pip shot past the charging guards, through the tunnel, and slammed into my chest. I turned and shoved the dragon up against the lock and shouted out the opening spell.

The gate crashed open. As the guards reached the bottom of the stairs and lunged after me, I leaped through, and the gate slammed closed behind me. I jerked away from it before the guards could grab me with their long arms.

One guard pounded at the gate, then shook at the bars. “Come back here!” the other shouted.

Not likely. Still clutching Pip, I turned and skiffed away.

Free!
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It takes a while to work up a good layer of grime. When I’d been a little kid living on the streets of the Twilight, I’d been grimy all the time. My hair had been stiff with dirt and grease, my face smudged with dirt, my hands and feet grained with dirt and under my fingernails black with it, my tattery clothes, layers of them in the cold months, stained and smelly.

If I was going to do what I needed to do, I needed to grime up again. Staying in the alleyways, I headed deeper into the Twilight, keeping an eye open for old rags and clothes in the piles of trash I passed. Not too far from Sark Square, I stopped in at a swagshop, trading my good stout boots and red knitted socks for a broken-down pair of shoes and a handful of copper locks. Too bad about the boots, really. But a good pair of boots would be a dead giveaway.

Carrying the bundle of rags I picked up along the way, and the old shoes, I headed for the worst part of the Twilight, the Rat Hole. Embre had been working to improve things in the Underlord’s part of the city, but he hadn’t changed much here, at least not yet.

I could still feel the comforting presence of the magics, though—the stony strength of Arhionvar and the warmer old Wellmet magic. Even though I was alone, I wasn’t really alone.

The streets grew narrower and clotted with mud and trash, the houses on either side boarded up or burned out, leaning against one another like old men drunk on redstreak gin. I made a couple of turns to be sure nobody was following, then edged down a dead-end alley. I sat down with my back against a rotting wooden wall to see what I’d come up with.

A man’s shirt with the collar and cuffs ripped off and suspicious-looking rusty-red stains down the front, and a slit over the heart where a knife might’ve gone in. Another shirt, yellowed, dirty wool, more moth-eaten hole than cloth. A sock with holes in the toe and heel. What had once been a gentleman’s waistcoat but was now a tattered vest stiff with dirt.

Well, all right. Better than any fancy-fine ducal magister clothes, anyway.

Along with the copper lock coins I’d gotten from the swagshop lady, I had a little knife in my pocket, a silver one good for picking easy locks. I pulled it out and used it to hack off the ends of my trousers, then pulled at the dangling threads to make them look more raggedy. I had a couple of lockpick wires in the seams of my trousers; I left them there. Picking up a clot of mud, I rubbed it over my bare feet and legs, and then I put on the one sock, then the shoes. They both had holes in the soles, so I’d feel the cold cobbles under my feet. Not such a bad thing, the holes. They’d remind me of where I was and what I was.

Next, the shirts. I stood up and pulled off my black woolen sweater. I set it aside, then stripped off my good shirt and pulled on the other two ragged shirts and the dirty vest. Then I scooped up more dirt from the ground and rubbed it all over my hands and the back of my neck, and up into my hair, and smudged it across my face, too.

Finished, I looked at myself. Gutterboy.

It was a strange, free feeling, being a gutterboy again. It meant I could do whatever I wanted to do, without anybody telling me where I had to live, and no bothersome looking after.

I glanced down, seeing the black sweater where I’d left it folded on the ground. Drats. Benet had knitted that sweater for me; I couldn’t just leave it in the alleyway. I took a shaky breath and steadied myself. No, I was free of all that and I had something to do, and I was going to do it.

“What about you, Pip?” I said.

The little dragon was perched on a broken-down box. I crouched, and it gave me a glary look with its ember eye.

“I can’t have a dragon following me around,” I said to it. People would notice that, sure as sure, and what I needed was to be not noticed.

Hmmm. With the magics so unsettled, this could be tricky. But something like the embero spell and the remirrimer might work. I closed my eyes and thought it through, putting the words of the other two spells together to make a new spell. The embirrimer spell. Very useful. Good for making a disguise for locus magicalicus dragons.

I opened my eyes, ready.

Perched on the box, Pip eyed me, half opening its wings as if it might fly away. Reaching out, I laid my hand on the smooth place between the dragon’s golden wings and spoke the new spell.

At first nothing happened—maybe the magics were so unsettled they couldn’t hear me. I frowned and tried again. This time the spell effected. Slowly at first. Pip’s eyes popped wide open; then it leaped up, did a flip in the air, and, in a shower of sparks, landed on the muddy ground. White-bright light flashed.

I flinched back, covering my eyes, and blinked the brights away to see. Then I laughed. Pip crouched on the dirt in front of me, its tail lashing, its ears laid back, its whiskers twitching. A cat. But with goldy-green fur and ember-red eyes.

“Come here, you,” I said, and made a grab for the Pip-cat. It yowled and scrambled away, then made an awkward leap into the air. Landing on its four paws again, it growled, then leaped again. Trying to fly.

“No wings,” I said.

Pip-cat paced in a tight circle, then snarled at me and bounded out of the alley.

“Sorry, Pip!” I shouted after it.

But I wasn’t, really. Being changed into a cat wasn’t such a bad thing.

 

The last thing I did was use a copper lock to buy a stub of pencil and a bit of paper from a rag-and-bone shop, and wrote a note.







 




Nevery,

I’m going to find out who’s been stealing the locus stones. Tell Rowan and Embre not to send guards or minions or anybody to look for me, because I need to sneak and spy and people looking for me will just get me into trouble.

Don’t send Benet after me either.

If I find out anything important, I’ll come to Heartsease and tell you.

—Conn





 

Then, after thinking for a minute, I added another line at the end.

 




Nevery, I think you’re right that something’s going on. It’s not just the locus stones, it’s something else.
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From the Duchess Rowan to Underlord Embre

 

I suppose you’ve heard from Magister Nevery that Conn has run away from a meeting at Magisters Hall. I am furious with him, of course, because it makes the magisters more certain that he’s the thief responsible for the locus stone thefts. I think we ought to be searching the city for Conn. It isn’t safe for him out there. The palace guards, led by Captain Kerrn, could search the Sunrise and your men can search the Twilight.

 

Duchess Rowan Forestal

Dawn Palace

The Sunrise











 




Dear Rowan,

Yes, I heard about Conn’s disappearance. My people are staying alert, though not searching. I should warn you that we might not have any luck. Conn hid from Crowe for years. He knows all the back alleyways and dark corners of the Twilight and will not be easy to track—assuming he’s here, of course, and not hiding somewhere in the Sunrise. Anyway, I think we made a mistake, before. I had people watching him, you had guards following him. We crowded him too much, and that’s why he’s run away. You must remember, Ro, that you can name him the ducal magister, but my cousin is still part gutterboy.

Rowan, you’re right that there is something else going on. Lately I’ve felt that something was wrong in my part of the city. During the past few days, it’s grown to be more than a feeling. There is a kind of secret gang at work here. Men who set fires, and sabotage the machines at the factories, and break into shops, not to steal anything, just to destroy. They strike at random and then disappear. My people have tried to track them, but have had no luck. Has anything like this been happening in the Sunrise?

Yours,

Embre

Dusk House











 




—From Duchess to Underlord—

 

Curse it, Embre, we have to find him.

And yes, this invisible gang, as you’re calling it, has been at work in the Sunrise, as well. The palace guards and Captain Kerrn are on high alert.

In haste,

Rowan, Duchess, etc.
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Predictably, magisters see boy running away as admission of guilt. Led by Nimble, they are howling for Duchess and Captain Kerrn to have guards comb city for him, lock him up.
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This morning, Benet brought up note, neatly folded black sweater, said they’d been left on Heartsease doorstep overnight. Boy wants me to tell Duchess and Underlord not to search for him. Tempted not to; rather, would do anstriker spell, then send Benet to drag him back home. Back to Dawn Palace, should say. Conn is good at hiding, though, especially if in Twilight. Searchers might cause more trouble for him, as he says. Curse it.

Also, problem of missing locus stones very serious, possibly more serious than we have yet given thought to. Sandera’s stone was recovered—that is something. But Brumbee and Nimble—their stones are missing and they hear no call from them. Means the stones have immediately been taken out of the city, or their call has been silenced, somehow. Why are stones being stolen? Are they being destroyed, or used for some other purpose? Is this some kind of attack on the wizards of the city? Have decided, reluctantly, that we must leave Conn to discover this, if he can. Meanwhile, the remaining magisters—myself, Trammel, Sandera, and Periwinkle—are taking special precautions to protect our locus stones.

Meanwhile, magics becoming more problematic. Trammel reports that he has stopped using magical spells to help his patients at the medicos. Brumbee reports that the apprentices at the academicos have been instructed to stop using them as well—practice spells keep effecting in unpredictable ways.

Am beginning to think all of these threads are connected—the thievery of locus stones, the attack on Conn, the unsettled magics, and the sabotage that both the Underlord and Duchess Rowan are reporting in their parts of the city. Have dire feeling things about to get worse. Very worried.
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After three days in the back alleys of the Twilight, I was grimy enough and hungry enough, and thinking street thoughts. I’d also noticed something. The people in the Twilight were nervous. There was a lot of lurking in doorways, watchful eyes, over-the-shoulder glancing. Something was going on—or it was about to happen—and the Twilight people were wary. Me, I kept an eye out for the kidnappers, but figured they were looking for the ducal magister, not for some grubby gutterboy.

I missed Nevery and Benet and the warm kitchen at Heartsease, and I missed having shelves of books to read and biscuits to eat. But I liked going where I wanted without being worried about, too. Anyway, I couldn’t go back until I found the locus stone thieves. They were around somewhere, sure as sure.

When I’d been a gutterboy, I hadn’t ever talked to the other gutterboys and guttergirls who lived on the streets of the Twilight. Half of them had been working for Crowe, the Underlord, and he’d had a word out on me, and they would’ve turned me in to him for a copper lock and a sausage in a biscuit.

But nobody knew better than gutterboys and guttergirls what was going on in the city. We saw everything and heard everything, and nobody noticed us coming and going. I just had to find some gutterkids who would tell me what they’d seen and heard about the locus stone thefts.

And I had to do it soon. The day before, as I’d crept through an alley, one of the black-and-white birds from the tree in front of Heartsease had spiraled down to land on a broken cobblestone at my feet. Tied to its leg was a quill, and in the quill was a note from Nevery, just a short one.

 




C. Another locus stone has been stolen. Trammel’s. Get on with whatever you’re up to.—N.
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Every gutterkid knew that a good way to make a copper lock or two was to go mudlarking down by the river. In the mudflats you could find things washed up, like old clothes or shoes with some wear left in them, or a drowned man with a string of copper locks in his pocket.

Pip was still annoyed with me for turning it into a green-furred, red-eyed cat. It followed me, staying hidden, but I knew it was nearby. I really needed to settle the magics properly, but without Pip I couldn’t do it. The magics would be all right for another few days, anyway.

With Pip following, I headed past the docks and warehouses, out to the edge of the city where the magics felt thin. The river curved here, and in the curve were the mudflats, a flat brown stretch dotted with clumps of river grass. Flocks of gulls circled overhead, and the air stank of mud and dead fish and open drains. A chilly wind blew off the river and the gray clouds overhead spat out an icy drizzle.

Hunching my shoulders against the wind, I followed a rutted path around the curve of the river at the edge of the mud to a windowless shack built of rotting boards with tar paper nailed up on its roof to keep the rain out. A smudge of smoke drifted from a stovepipe that stuck out of the roof. Somebody was inside, then. As I came up the path to the shack, its door creaked open and a girl stepped out.

She wore a ragged woolen dress too long for her and a holey striped shawl, and her bare feet were crusted with mud. Her long brown hair was tied back in a tail.

“What d’you want?” she asked, scowling.

I nodded at the shack. “Can I come in?”

She shook her head and pointed at the path I’d come up. “Take yourself off.” Then she whirled, stepped inside, and slammed the door behind her.

Drats. I didn’t have time for this. But I couldn’t force my way in. Sure as sure more kids were inside, and they’d fight me if I tried it. I sat down on the path to wait.

The rain kept up. Pip stayed crouched behind its clump of grass. I shivered as a drop of cold rain wormed down my neck and inside my shirt. The kids in the shack knew I was there. They’d have to open the door sometime. I kept waiting, looking out across the mudflats and at the Night Bridge.

That was the thing about being a gutterboy. It wasn’t all freedom. A lot of the time it was a hard life, and a lonely one, and it was also boring. When I’d been a gutterboy, I hadn’t thought about much except food and finding a warm place to sleep, and staying out of Crowe’s hands. I hadn’t even known how to read.

After a long time, just as the sky was growing dark and the werelights of the Sunrise were flickering on across the river, the door creaked open again.

The girl stepped out, and this time a bigger boy came with her. He looked like a minion-in-training, with a low forehead and just one eyebrow, and narrow, suspicious eyes. He wore rags, but over the top of them he wore a man’s frock coat, too big for him, but warm. He was the boss, then.

I got stiffly to my feet.

Boy-minion’s narrow eyes narrowed even more, peering at me through the dim light. “Got anything to eat?”

I nodded. I’d come prepared.

He muttered something to the girl. She said something back. They both turned and went into the shack, leaving the door open behind them.

Right, I was in.

 

Three other kids were inside the shack, besides minion-boy and the girl, a couple of them wrapped in ragged blankets, all of them sitting on the floor around a pile of stuff washed up from the river. The air inside was warm with drafts of cold slithering through it, and it smelled like dirty socks and dried river mud. Old rope was strung across the room, right below the roof, where rags and holey clothes had been hung up to dry. The orange glow of firelight came from a battered tin stove that crouched against one wall, and shadows lurked in the corners. The mudlark-kids watched me come in, their eyes bright in their dirty faces.

I sat on the dirt floor by the door, farthest away from the warmth of the stove.

The girl put the wood she’d brought in on the fire, and she and the boy sat down next to the stove and pretended to ignore me. The other kids peeked quick glances at me, then went back to what they were doing, which was sorting through the piles of trash they’d mudlarked. They’d sell the cloth to a rag-and-bone man, and other bits to junk sellers or swagshop owners. Had any of them ever been to school? Probably not. None of them knew how to write or read or think about much but mudlarking.

I pulled my knees up and rested my head on my folded arms. They’d get around to me eventually.

After a while, minion-boy got to his feet and came to glare down at me with his hands on his hips. “You got food?” he asked.

I nodded and dug into my pockets. I handed over what I’d brought, half a stale loaf of bread, a rind of cheese, and a couple of raw potatoes I’d nicked off a cart in Sark Square. Minion-boy took it all and went back to his place by the stove. The other kids gathered around him as he shared out the food while the girl stuck the potatoes into the coals of the fire to cook them. After all the kids had taken their food, minion-boy came back and handed me a chunk of bread. I ate it slowly. Then he came back with a steaming potato. He squatted next to me and split it, handing me half.

I held the half potato cupped in my hands, warming my fingers. “Thanks,” I said.

He nodded. “I’m Den.” He pointed at the girl. “She’s Jo. How come we never saw you before?”

“The old Underlord had a word out on me,” I said.

“Crowe, you mean?” Den said.

I nodded, trying not to shiver at the sound of his name.

He took a bite of his potato. “Rough lot, Crowe. We didn’t like him. But there’s a new Underlord now, a better one. Embre-wing. He after you, too?”

He probably was. I shrugged.

“Looks like somebody beat the fluff out of you not too long ago,” Den said. “You in trouble?”

I definitely was. I nodded.

The girl, Jo, came over and sat down beside big Den. “Not very chatty, are you?”

“Not usually,” I said. I took a bite of the potato. It wasn’t all the way cooked in the middle and the skin was charred black. Still, it was better than Dawn Palace food.

“Well, we can’t help you,” Jo said, frowning. “Whatever trouble you’re in.”

I swallowed down the last of the potato. My stomach grumbled, wanting more. “I just need some information,” I said.

“Yeah, I’ll just bet you do,” Den said, standing. He and Jo went back to their spot against the other wall. After a while, the other mudlark-kids quit picking through the trash, and rolled up together in their blankets, and Jo and Den wrapped up in their own ragged blankets, and the fire died down, leaving the small room dark with shadows.

I lay down on the dirt floor and went to sleep.

 

In the morning I woke up when somebody stepped over me and opened the door, spilling gray light into the room. Den. I got up and followed him outside.

The sky was covered with clouds that hung low and gray, but it wasn’t raining. Den stood in the path with his hands on his hips. “What’s your name?” he asked.

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “Conn,” I said.

“You a gutterboy?” Jo said from behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder. She stepped out of the shack’s doorway and went to stand next to Den. They both looked me up and down.

“He’s got a gutterboy name,” Den said slowly. “And he looks like a gutterboy.”

Jo shook her head. “But I don’t think he is one.”

“I am a—” I started.

And then I stopped. Because I wasn’t anything like a gutterboy anymore. I’d run away to get some things done that I couldn’t do if I was wearing fancy ducal magister clothes up in the Dawn Palace, and from the people who were trying to shut me into the ducal magister box.

But I missed those people, too, and I missed my books and the warm sweater that Benet had knitted for me, and I missed Rowan, though I knew she had to be furious with me, and I missed Nevery even though he’d sent me away from Heartsease.

“I . . . used to be a gutterboy,” I added slowly. “But I’m something else now”—I didn’t know what, exactly—“and I need some information from you.”

Den and Jo glanced at each other. Jo shrugged, then Den nodded. “Right, Conn,” Den said. “What d’you want to know?”

I let out a breath. Good. “D’you know anything about jewel thieves?” I asked.
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Den told me about a smokehole tavern on Strangle Street in the Twilight, a place where, he said, more than once he’d heard people whispering at a table in a corner about thievery and fancy jewels.

“But you don’t want to get mixed up with that lot,” Den told me.

I wasn’t going to get mixed up with the locus stone thieves, I was just going to spy on them, and follow them to their headquarters, and see if I could figure out why they were stealing locus stones from the city’s magisters. It was a strange thing for thieves to do, really, stealing locus stones. The thieves couldn’t sell them, and if they weren’t wizards they couldn’t use them. It didn’t make sense.

When it was late enough, I wound my way through the back alleys of the Twilight, followed by Pip-cat, to Strangle Street. There, I edged past a group of people gathered around a run-down shop with a broken front window, as if it’d had a brick thrown through it. Next to the shop was a burned-out husk of a house; the air smelled like smoke, as if the fire had happened recently. Trouble in the Twilight, but that was for Embre to deal with.

The smokehole was a tavern where people went to drink redstreak and black gin, and to make dark deals. I went down two steps and slunk inside the dim-dark room. Covering the floor was sawdust, scuffed up with damp patches. The walls were cracked plaster, and the ceiling was low. Along one wall was a counter, and behind that stood the tavern’s keeper, a red-faced woman with burly arms. Around the room were rough wooden tables and benches, mostly empty.

I sat down at a table with my back against the wall and a clear path to the door. After a while the potboy, a kid wearing a stained apron and carrying a tray, came up to me.

“You got money to pay for that seat?” he asked, then wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

I nodded. I’d saved back a couple of coppers from selling my boots to the swagshop.

“A’right,” the potboy said. “What d’you want?”

“Bread and cheese?” I asked.

“One copper lock,” he said, and waited.

I gave him the coin; he went to fetch the food.

When he came back with a slice of bread and a piece of cheese, I nodded at the bench across from me. He glanced at the tavern keeper, then shrugged and sat down.

“Want some?” I asked, offering the plate.

He grabbed up the cheese and stuffed it into his mouth.

I took the plate back and ate a bite of the bread. “I’m looking for jewel thieves.”

“Think you’re going to find ’em here?” he asked, his mouth full.

I nodded.

The potboy glanced over his shoulder again. Then he swallowed down the cheese and leaned closer, whispering. “The chimney swifts. They drink at that table, late.” He pointed at a table in the corner. “But you don’t want to go in with them.”

“Why not?” I asked.

He shrugged. “You just don’t.” He stood up. “And you can’t hang about in here until they come in.” He jerked his thumb toward the door. I left.

 

Chimney swifts! I should’ve thought of them before. They used their bristly brushes to sweep chimneys clean of soot, both in the Sunrise and the Twilight. And on the wizards’ islands in the river. A chimney swift would make a very good thief. He or she could get into any house, even if the doors were locked, and steal something, then climb right back up the chimney again and be away clean.

But a chimney swift shouldn’t be able to steal a wizard’s locus magicalicus, because the stone would kill him if he touched it. That part about it was strange.

While I waited in an alley, I thought more about what I was. Not a gutterboy. Not the ducal magister. Something else. I was a wizard, and I was somebody all the other wizards in Wellmet except Nevery didn’t like very much, and I knew the magics better than anyone. And I was Rowan’s best friend and Embre’s cousin, and they were the duchess and the Underlord, powerful people in Wellmet. What did all those things add up to, all together?

I thought about it, but I didn’t come up with any answer.

So instead I thought about something more practical, how to spy on the chimney swifts. A long time ago, when Nevery had wanted to spy on the magisters, he’d done the embero spell on me and turned me into a cat because a cat makes a very good spy. I had a cat, Pip, but after the spying I couldn’t turn Pip into a boy who could tell me what he’d seen and heard.

Hmmm. Maybe Pip could be my spy. Maybe I could do a spell so I could see through Pip’s eyes and hear through its ears.

“Tallennar,” I whispered. Pip-cat peered from around the side of the broken-down box it’d been hiding behind. After glaring at me for a moment, it padded over and crouched on the ground next to me.

“All right, Pip?” I said, and gave it a little scratch on the place between its ears. Its slowsilver fur wasn’t soft; it felt prickly and made my fingers tingle.

Pip-cat rubbed its face against my hand—friends again—then climbed up my front and onto my shoulder. Its cat tail prickled where it rested against the back of my neck.

After thinking about it for a while, remembering words in the spell language, I reached up and rested my hand on Pip’s back.

“Magics,” I said in the magical-spell dragon language. “Please make this work without . . . without . . .”

As I spoke, the magics shifted, and I felt it the moment they turned their attention onto tiny me—like looking into the night sky and having the stars look back. Immense, powerful, a little frightening. The air around me stilled and my ears popped. “Magics,” I went on, my voice sounding thin in the echoing silence. “Please make this spell work without hurting Pip.” I took a breath. “Or me,” I added quickly, and then I launched into my made-up eyes-and-ears spell.

The spell tingled in the air, hanging like a sparkling cloud in front of me, then the magics shifted and I heard a roaring thunder inside my head as the spell focused itself into a glowing blue spark bright enough to burn. The spark exploded in front of Pip’s eyes and then in front of mine, and crashed into Pip’s ears and then into mine, clattering around inside my skull as if it was scouring out my brain.

Catching my breath, I blinked the brights out of my eyes and shook my head. Everything looked ordinary—gray sky, muddy ground, brick alley wall at my back, Pip-cat crouched on my shoulder. Then, to finish, I added Pip’s true name to the spell, “Tallennar.”

The world spun and flashed and I closed my eyes quick—and everything changed. With my newly sensitive Pip-ears I heard the rush-rush-rush of the river, and the rustle of a pigeon’s wings on the roof far overhead, and the wind blowing across the top of a chimney, and a man talking to himself two streets over. Carefully I cracked open my eyes, squinting against the brightness. Pip looked down and through its keen eyes I saw the dirty cobblestones, every bump and crack outlined in glowing sparks. Pip turned its head and looked at me, and I saw myself, a gutterboy-wizard with a dirt-smudged face and wide blue eyes, and a cloud of crackling fire around him. So that’s what I looked like to a dragon.

“Connwaer,” I whispered. I watched the gutterboy’s lips move. A flash in front of my eyes and a roaring in my ears, and I saw and heard as my ordinary self again, the ordinary Pip sitting next to me.

I peered around. Nobody had noticed; I was still alone in the dim-dark alley.

Well. The spell had effected with more power than I’d ever felt before. It wouldn’t be temporary, either; I’d have the use of Pip’s eyes and ears anytime I needed them, just by saying Pip’s true name. It was a good spell. A very, very good spell.

 

I slept for a while in the alley, curled up behind a pile of trash. After midnight, I woke up and went back to the smokehole tavern. Seeing me come in, the potboy nodded, then pointed with his chin toward a dark corner. At a table sat three men and a woman, all wearing black clothes, all smudged with soot. From the doorway I looked them over carefully. None of them were the men who’d beaten the fluff out of me but they were chimney swifts, sure as sure. My plan was to sit at a table near them and use Pip to listen to their conversation, and then to follow them to wherever they lived.

One of the swifts was thin and small enough that he looked like he might squeeze himself into a narrow chimney and then get stuck, but the other two men and the woman were bigger and burlier, more like minions. None of them did go up chimneys themselves, I realized. Whenever you saw a swift in the streets, walking to a job, he always had a soot-smudged kid following him, a boy or girl dressed in black, carrying one of the bristly brushes or a bag. They were the ones who went up the chimneys. The kids were the ones doing the stealing, then, working on the swifts’ orders.

I could go up a chimney, couldn’t I? And I was a very good thief.

I knew what Nevery would say. Don’t be stupid, boy. He’d want me to be safe and careful. But careful wouldn’t get done what I needed to do. Sure as sure, this was a better way than sneaking and spying to find out what I needed from the chimney swifts.

Pip slunk under a nearby bench and I walked up to the swifts’ table. The four of them sat with their heads down, leaning forward, talking in low whispers. Seeing me, they broke off.

“What d’you want?” asked a long-faced man with red-rimmed eyes. He took a drink of ale and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, leaving a clean patch in his sooty face.

“Never mind what he wants,” said the woman, who wore a black woolen dress with a black shawl over her broad shoulders. “Take yerself off, boy.” She pointed at the smokehole door.

The four turned back to their conversation, but I stood there waiting.

They gave me narrow-eyed, sidelong glances, then the woman whispered something to the burly man across from her. He nodded, put his hands on the table, and pushed himself to his feet, then climbed over his bench and reached for me. Before he could grab me and throw me out the door, I ducked under his reaching hands and said, in a loud whisper, “Locus stones.”

The four of them stared at me, looking around to see if anybody else in the tavern had heard.

The burly man held me by the scruff of my neck, standing behind me like a wall. The woman grabbed me by the front of my ragged vest and jerked me closer to the table. “What d’you know about locus stones, gutterboy?” she hissed.

I couldn’t shrug because burly-man had a tight grip on me from behind. “I know you steal ’em,” I whispered. “And I could steal ’em, too.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you manage that?” she asked.

“I have quick hands,” I said.

The fourth man at the table, the skinniest one, leaned forward. “What d’you want, gutterboy?”

“What d’you think?” I asked.

From behind, burly-man gave me a rough shake. “Answer,” he growled.

Right. “I’m a thief,” I said. “I want to be a chimney swift.”

“Huh,” the woman said, and let me go. Burly-man kept his grip on my scruff. “You want to work for us, you mean?”

I nodded.

She looked past me at burly-man. “What d’you think, Drury?” she asked.

He let go of my scruff and grabbed my arm. “We take him to Sootle, is what.”

The others got up from the table and, dragging me with them, went out the door of the smokehole tavern and into the dark streets of the Twilight.

On the way out, I saw the potboy staring, and then shaking his head.

But I wasn’t worried. This was a very good plan.





CHAPTER

13

[image: images]

I figured Sootle, the chimney swifts’ leader, would be hiding out in the Twilight somewhere, but the four swifts hustled me through the dark and deserted streets and down to the bank of the river, where they shoved me into a rowboat. Two of them, the woman and the burly man, Drury, got in; the other two stayed behind on the shore. So did Pip. The cat-dragon would find me on the other side of the river. Hopefully Pip would come soon, just in case I needed to do the dazzler spell or the needle-prickler to get away from the swifts.

Drury rowed the boat across the river, past the dark and sleeping magisters’ islands. Heartsease was dark, too, except for one light shining from a window on the second floor. Hello, Nevery, I thought as the boat slipped silently past the island. He was up late, working in the study, reading a book or writing in his grimoire. If he could see me now he’d be furious, most likely, and so would Benet. So would Embre and Rowan and Kerrn, for that matter. They didn’t need to worry. Sure as sure I could look after myself.

On the other side of the river, Drury and the woman, whose name was Floss, led me down the Sunrise streets and ’round the back of a plain-fronted house and took me inside. They put me in a room and told me to wait, which I did for a long time. I listened to the tromping sound of feet in a room upstairs, and then I lay on the hard floor and fell asleep. Finally they came back and brought me down a long hallway and up some stairs and into a dim-dark room.

Three chimney swifts were sitting around a plain table with a lit candle on it. I looked carefully at them, just in case any of them were the men who’d tried to kidnap me from the Heartsease courtyard, but I’d never seen any of them before.

In the room, heavy curtains hung over the windows, and the rest of the room was empty, not even any pictures on the walls or carpets on the floor. A fireplace gaped like an empty mouth, no fire burning there. The swifts ignored us as we came in.

One of them pointed up at the ceiling. “He coming down again, Sootle?” he asked the man sitting at the end of the table.

Sootle was tall and very thin and he had a pointy nose and long, black, stringy hair with a bald patch on the top of his head; and, like the others, he was smudged with soot. “No, we’re done. The men he brought in will take care of the rest of it,” he said. “Take yourselves off. Looks like I’ve got some other business here.”

The other chimney swifts went out of the room, leaving me facing Sootle, with Drury and Floss standing behind me, blocking the door.

“Well?” Sootle asked. He looked me up and down with sharp, black eyes. “You’ve brought me a gutterboy, have you?”

“Says he knows about stolen wizard stones,” Floss said.

Sootle’s sharp eyes narrowed. “What d’you know exactly, gutterboy?”

I shrugged.

The sooty hand flashed out and he cuffed me across the face. “I asked you a question, gutterboy. Answer it.”

Shaking off the blow, I nodded. “I figured out about the stones. And I want to come work for you.”

“Do you, now? We’ll see about that. What’s your name?” Sootle asked.

“Pip,” I said. It was the first name I could think of that wasn’t my own.

“You afraid to go up a chimney, Pip?” asked Sootle.

“No,” I said. I didn’t think I was. “I’m a lockpick, too,” I added quickly.

“Are you, then?” Sootle drummed his long fingers on the tabletop. “What d’you think, Floss? Drury?”

Floss stepped back to look me over. “He’s too tall,” she said.

Sootle nodded. “He’s skinny, though. He might do. I might take him on myself. I could use an intrepid lockpicker charboy like this, especially after last night.” He got to his feet, then went to the hearth, where he squatted down, leaned into the fireplace, and looked up. “Flue’s open.” He stood. “Up you go, young Pip. Tell us about the view from the top.”

Up the chimney, he meant. All right. I went over to the fireplace and ducked inside. The brick walls of the chimney closed around me, burned black and a little wider than my shoulders. I looked up. Spiderwebs and darkness, and at the very top—way, way above—a square of dark gray, the night sky with morning coming soon.

How was I supposed to climb all the way up there?

“Get on with it, Pip,” came Sootle’s hollow voice from outside. “Or I’ll light a fire under you.”

I slid my hands along the walls. Flat bricks, gritty with soot, and then, just over my head, a brick sticking out a little farther than the others. A ledge. For climbing up! I looked and found some other ledges lower down. Kicking off my shoes and my one sock and leaving them at the bottom, I started climbing. My toes clung to the sticking-out bricks and my fingers gripped hard, pulling me up. The chimney closed in around me like a dark square tunnel, growing narrower as I went higher. Soot crumbled from the bricks and sifted down, and rubbed off as my shoulders and knees brushed the walls. I heard a rush-rush-rush of wind blowing over the top of the chimney and felt the air pull at me, just as it pulled the smoke up from the hearth.

I kept climbing, blinking to keep the soot out of my eyes, coughing when I breathed it in. At last, panting with the effort, I got to the top, where I pulled myself up, hooked my arms over the edge of the chimney, and looked around, catching my breath. Off to the east the sky was just turning the pink and gray of morning. The dark slate rooftops of the Sunrise lay all around me, chimneys sticking out of them like snaggled teeth, most of them leaking smudges of smoke. Some of them had birds’ nests built on them.

Wind whistled over the rooftops, ruffling my hair. I could see so far! The Dawn Palace loomed over the Sunrise from its hilltop, glimmering pink in the morning light.

I waved at the palace, at the ducal magister’s stuffy rooms and his closet full of fancy clothes and his cold cabbage soup, and his bag full of money. “Hello, Ro!” I shouted. With Rowan so busy, she was probably already hunched over her desk with Miss Dimity hovering over her like a vulture. I knew Rowan—she’d rather be taking a sword-fighting lesson than getting ready to go to another boring meeting. For a moment I felt sorry for her, stuck in her duchess box.

Below the palace, the city was starting to stir. I turned and looked in the other direction, toward the shadowy dark of the Twilight. In the dusty-dim light the river gleamed like slowsilver, flowing around the wizards’ islands, under the Night Bridge, and away. I took a deep breath and let it out. I felt like I could leap from the chimney and fly over the city like a black bird, free and light.

From the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of something moving, and jerked my head around to look. A cat, lurking.

“Hello, Pip,” I said, grinning. Pip bounded across the rooftiles, crawled up the outside of the chimney, and crouched next to me.

From below I heard a hollow shout. Oh, right. The swifts were down there waiting for me, and Sootle, who thought I might be frightened of climbing up a chimney.

Still grinning, I started down, skiffing from one brick-edge to the next, to the bottom, where I landed in a cloud of soot. I ducked out of the fireplace and stood.

“Well?” Sootle asked. He and Floss and Drury had been waiting, and not very patiently, by the looks of it.

I swiped at the soot on my face. “The sun’s rising,” I said. “And I could see all the way to the Twilight from up there.”

From the chimney came a scrabbling noise, and more soot sifted down. The swifts stared as Pip, covered with soot so it was completely black, dropped down into the fireplace and crawled out into the room. Its eyes gleamed red and it glared around, its tail twitching. Seeing me, it padded over, then climbed up to my shoulder.

“What is that?” Sootle asked, backing away a step when Pip turned its head to look at him.

“It’s a cat,” I said.

They stared.

Krrrr, Pip said.

“It’s purring, see?” I said. Pip opened its mouth in a yawn, showing a row of needle-sharp teeth. “It likes chimneys,” I said. And so did I.

Floss glanced at Sootle. “He’ll do, then?” she asked.

“He’ll do,” Sootle said. He looked me over again with his sharp black eyes. “And I’ve got just the job for him.”





CHAPTER

14

[image: images]

Before Sootle told me what just-the-job he had for me, he took me down to the house’s cellar to meet the other chimney swift kids, seven of them, one for each swift. They were called charboys and chargirls, and they looked like they’d been charred; they were dressed in black and covered with soot from their hair to their bare feet. They were just waking up, blinking in the light of the lantern that Sootle carried down the cellar steps. The cellar didn’t look too bad. It was damp, but every kid had a woolen blanket.

“You’ll sleep here, Pip,” Sootle said to me. Then we headed back up the stairs, the charkids following, to the kitchen at the back of the house, where he left me. Another chimney swift was stirring a pot of porridge. Eggs were frying in a pan on the stove. As the kids came in, the swift gave each one a bowl of porridge with an egg on top. He gave one to me, too. We sat down on the floor and ate it with our fingers and wiped our faces on our sleeves. Pip came and sat next to me and I gave it some of my egg to eat.

The charboys and girls didn’t say anything, they just watched me and Pip with their pale eyes in their sooty faces, slurping up their egg-and-porridge. They were like the gutterkids and mudlarks. All they thought about was chimneys and what they were going to have for dinner. They didn’t have anybody to look after them, I realized. Not like I did. These kids were so busy looking after themselves that they didn’t have time for anything else.

I’d been just like that before I’d picked Nevery’s pocket and become a wizard.

“D’you know how to read, any of you?” I asked.

One of them shook her head, the others just stared.

When we were finished, Sootle came back and brought me to the door. Taking out a purse string, he pulled off a couple of copper lock coins, which he handed to me. “Go to a swagshop, Pip, and get yourself some proper charboy clothes. Black.” He narrowed his dark eyes. Was he smiling? “So the soot won’t show.” He shoved me out the door. “Be back by midday.”

Right. I skiffed off. I’d get the charboy clothes, but I had some other things to do first.

 

Nevery was not happy to see me. It was still early morning when I snuck into Heartsease, and he hadn’t had his tea yet.

Leaving Pip-cat outside to hunt pigeons, I went into the study. From his chair, Nevery glared at me. “When was the last time you had a wash?”

I was filthy, true. I was very glad to see him, too. “I went up a chimney, Nevery.”

“Hmph,” he said. “I suppose you enjoyed that, my lad.”

I grinned at him. Sure as sure, it’d been better than any Dawn Palace meeting.

Nevery opened his mouth to scold me some more when Benet came in, carrying a tray with tea things on it. Seeing me, he stopped and set the tray down on the table with a thump. “You’ll need another cup,” he growled.

I remembered the errand Sootle had sent me on. “Benet, can I have my black sweater back?”

Benet grunted and went out.

Nevery poured me a cup of tea and I fetched it and went to sit on the hearth. Benet brought another teacup and saucer and my black sweater, then went out, making sure I got more glare before he left.

I took off the tattered vest and pulled the sweater on over my head. There, now I felt more like myself.

The tea was good and hot. I blew on it to cool it and took a sip. Lady-the-cat came in and, purring, climbed onto my lap. I sighed, happy to be home.

I knew, though, that this wouldn’t actually be my home again until I figured out what I was, me the gutterboy-wizard-apprentice-ducal-magister-magical-thief.

“Well?” Nevery asked impatiently, pouring out his own tea and adding honey. “What have you been up to, Connwaer?”

Right. “I found out who’s been stealing the locus stones.” While petting Lady, I told him about the chimney swifts and how they could go down a chimney, steal a stone, and climb back out again, easy.

“Chimney swifts?” Nevery asked, when I finished.

I nodded.

“Swifts,” he muttered. He got to his feet and went to the bookshelf, then pulled out a book and glanced through the pages. “Ah.” He set the book on the table. “Come here and look at this.”

I set Lady aside and went to the table. It was a book about birds. Nevery’s finger tapped the page, showing me where to look. The page said, Chimney Swift, known to nest in chimneys and on rooftops.

Then a picture of a black bird with sleek wings and a forked tail. I stared at it and my stomach turned cold. “A swift is a kind of black bird?”

Nevery sat in his chair again. “You didn’t know?”

No, I didn’t.

“Black birds, Conn,” he said. “The chimney swifts could have something to do with Crowe.”

Could they? My name, Connwaer, meant a kind of black bird, and so did Embre’s—he was really Embre-wing, a black bird with a bright orange spot on its wings. My mother’s name had been Black Maggie, or Magpie. We had those names because we were part of the same family. So was Crowe.

“Boy, I’ve had this feeling”—Nevery shook his head—“a feeling that some kind of plot is taking shape around us. I think it’s possible that Crowe has returned out of exile.”

Just the thought of that made fright shiver through me. Then I considered it. “No, Nevery,” I said. “It’s not him. Embre and I thought maybe Crowe sent those men who beat the fluff out of me, so I did the anstriker spell to look for him. Crowe’s not in Wellmet.”

“The anstriker spell, hmm? You’re sure? The spell worked, even with the magics in such disorder?”

I nodded. “Those two fluff-beaters who came after me weren’t swifts, either. It’s all right, Nevery.”

“It is not all right, boy.” Nevery frowned at me. “I don’t like this sneaking around.”

Oh, he was going to like this even less. “That’s not exactly what I’m doing,” I admitted. “I’ve joined the chimney swifts. Their leader has taken me on as his charboy.”

“Curse it!” Nevery slammed his fist on the table. His teacup jumped in its saucer and then tipped over, spilling tea across the tabletop. “Curse it,” he muttered again, and blotted up spilled tea with his sleeve. “This is too dangerous. You’ve identified the thieves; now it’s time to send in the palace guard to deal with them.”

That was a terrible idea. “But Nevery, I haven’t found out anything yet. I don’t know how they’re stealing locus stones without the stones killing them, and I don’t know why they’re stealing the stones in the first place.” Captain Kerrn’s guards wouldn’t find that out, either. They’d just go stomping around in their boots making a lot of noise, and most likely the swifts would get away and the stolen locus stones would be lost. “I need to be a charboy for a little longer, just until I find out what the swifts are up to.”

Nevery frowned at me from under his bushy eyebrows. After a long moment he righted his cup, poured himself more tea, and stirred in some honey. Tink-tink-tink went the spoon on the side of the cup. “Another locus stone went missing last night, boy,” he said. “Sandera’s—again. The thefts are a serious problem, some sort of attack on the magisters of the city.” He set down the spoon. “Conn, I do see the necessity in pursuing this. But you must be more careful.”

“Nevery, I am—”

“No.” Nevery pointed at me. “You’re not.” He sighed and rubbed his hand across his face. All of a sudden he looked weary and gray. What was making him look so old? “And the two-magic problem is getting worse,” he added.

I nodded. “You can feel it, too?”

He snorted. “Every wizard in the city can feel it, Connwaer. The thieves have stolen these locus stones at the time when the city most needs its wizards. The magisters have prohibited the use of magic by all the wizards in the city—with the magics this unsettled, spells may effect in more and more dangerous ways.” He lowered his eyebrows. “You know how bad things could get, my lad.”

I did. If the magics stayed like this for much longer, it’d mean worse than just a few spells gone wrong.

“The magisters blame you for all of this, of course,” Nevery said.

I knew that. “Don’t worry, Nevery,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll go out now and talk to the magics and see if I can help them.” It’s what I’d been meaning to do, until the chimney swifts had distracted me. It had to be me because none of the other wizards—except Nevery—truly understood that the magics were actual beings, not just power that was there to be used, and none of them had quite realized that their magical spells were actually the magics’ language—that by saying a spell we were talking to the magics.

“Will you, indeed?” he asked, leaning back in his chair. “Then I will go with you.”

I knew better than to argue. Once Nevery made up his mind to do something, he’d do it.

We could do it right here, at Heartsease island. Now that I thought about it, Heartsease was in between the Sunrise and the Twilight—the best place for dealing with the magics, really.

Outside, the cobbled courtyard was clotted with white, smoky fog mixed with the yellowish mist that crept up from the river and hung low to the ground. Nevery swept-stepped across the courtyard, and the fog swirled out of his way and closed in again behind us.

I reached out and tugged on Nevery’s sleeve. “Over here,” I said, and pointed past the tall, bare-branched tree. We came to the edge of the courtyard, climbed over a low tumble of rocks, and stood on the muddy bank of the river. The water was smooth under the fog, and lapping quietly against the shore; farther out it flowed swiftly and silently past. In the dim light I caught glimpses of the Twilight shore; I could see cranes poking out above the fog and the dark hulls of a couple of ships at anchor.

Nevery stepped up beside me, looking out at the foggy river. “Explain how we’re going to do this talking to the magics, boy,” he said, “and tell me, too, what you’re planning to talk to them about.”

I hadn’t had time to think it through. “Well, Nevery,” I said slowly, figuring it out as I talked. “When Arhionvar came here to Wellmet, we could have banished it, but instead we let it stay.”

“We, is it?” Nevery said, but he was pulling at the end of his beard, so I knew he wasn’t really angry.

“Well, I did,” I admitted. “What I did was, I used slowsilver to tie both magics to the city. The problem is that the Arhionvar magic is sort of young and strong and way more powerful than our old, tired Wellmet magic.”

He nodded; he knew that as well as I did.

“I think the magical beings are bound together by the magic that I did, and they’re fighting each other at the same time to be the magic of the city. So when a wizard here does a spell, they both try to effect it, and the spell turns out all wrong, or it turns out twice as strong as the wizard expected it to be.”

“Hmm. So how do you plan to fix that problem?”

I nodded. “I wonder if they’d both be happier”—I stopped because I wasn’t sure the magics even felt happiness the way we did—“if they’d feel more settled, I mean, if they each took a different part of the city for themselves. Arhionvar could have the Sunrise and the old Wellmet magic could have the Twilight.”

Nevery glanced sideways at me and pulled his locus magicalicus out of his cloak pocket. “Interesting, and it may work. Show me what to do.”

Nevery didn’t know the spellwords to do this. But his locus magicalicus, joined with mine, would make my voice clearer to the magic. “Pip,” I called.

Pip-cat bounded over from where it’d been poking its whiskers into a pile of riverweed and trash and climbed up to perch on my shoulder. I rested my hand on its paw.

Speaking slowly, I started the spell, saying hello to the magics and reminding them who I was and telling them that Nevery was here with me. In response, the magics gathered around us, making everything turn white-bright with flames and sparks. I smelled the dry, smoky smell of pyrotechnics, and my skin prickled all over. Nevery’s locus magicalicus gave a sudden bright flash.

“The magics know you,” I gasped.

Nevery gave a brisk nod and kept a tight grip on his locus stone.

I spoke a few more spellwords and the magics grew brighter, crackling through my bones and sparking off my skin. Then my ears popped and everything went silent, as if we were floating in a bubble. I blinked. We were still standing near the river, tall, gray-robed Nevery and small, ragged Connwaer with a bright spark of a cat-dragon on his shoulder, but overlaying my vision was the magics’ view. Everything looked tiny, far away, the city a dark, flowing plain, Nevery, Pip, and me blazing like bright stars at the edge of Heartsease island, the other wizards of the city duller sparks. The slowsilver that flowed beneath the river kept the magics attached to this place with a bone-deep pull.

The first time I’d talked to the magics like this, when I’d settled Arhionvar in the city, they didn’t want to let me go, and I hadn’t found myself again for a long time. This time, especially with Nevery with me, I had to be extra careful.

Keeping my hand on Pip’s paw, speaking slowly in the dragon language, I asked the Arhionvar magic if it would be the great wall and power of the Sunrise, and I showed it the river, a barrier that it could not cross. Then I told the Wellmet magic that it could care for the Twilight.

The magics talked back. We couldn’t hear them with our ears; their voices rumbled in our bones, surrounding us with light and sound. They were like the huge shadows of dragons, if shadows were made of pure lightning and thunder. Slowly, with the feeling of enormous stones shifting, Arhionvar gathered itself and settled like a blanket of brilliant stars over the Sunrise. Glowing softly, the Wellmet magic eased gently into its own place over the Twilight.

There. Done. Settled.

I spoke the last words of the spell.

The magics were supposed to let me go, then—that’s what the spell had asked them to do—but they kept their grip on me, swirling around me and pulling me away. They wanted me to be with them. At first, when I was a gutterboy thief, they had wanted me because I’d been alone, like them, and now, I guessed, they noticed me most because I had a dragon locus stone. They wanted me to become part of them, too huge and dragonish and too full of light to see or remember tiny Nevery or Benet or Rowan, or anyone in Wellmet. I gasped for breath against the pressure; my feet lifted off the ground.

Nevery’s hand came down solid on my shoulder, steadying me, and maybe himself, too. His deep voice rang out, speaking sharp, spell-ending words.

The magics clung to me for a breath, then another, then snap—they let me go. The heavy, pressing weight of Arhionvar lifted, and the warmth of the old Wellmet magic seeped away. The bubble of silence around us popped, and we were left standing on the muddy riverbank, cold mist swirling around our ankles.

I lifted my heavy hand off of Pip’s paw, blinked, and found Nevery holding tightly to my shoulder. Pip dropped off my other shoulder and landed splat on the ground. I staggered a bit and Nevery let me go, and I sat down. He leaned heavily on his cane. With a shaking hand, he put his locus magicalicus back into his cloak pocket.

I rubbed my hand across my eyes. That’d been close. Too close.

Nevery cleared his throat. When he spoke, his voice sounded rusty. “So that’s what happened when we lost you before.”

I nodded. When I’d brought Arhionvar into the city, the magics had taken me and hadn’t given me back for a long time. I shivered, remembering it.

Tendrils of cold crept in with the fog. I picked up Pip, who was shivering, too, and climbed to my feet; then I snuggled Pip up against my woolly black sweater. Might as well test to see that it had worked. “Minnervas,” I whispered, and the spell effected exactly as it was supposed to. The little cat-Pip started to glow with warmth, clinging to the front of my sweater with its claws. I breathed out a sigh of relief.

“Hmph.” Nevery turned and led the way back onto the courtyard. “Well done, my lad,” he said.

I glowed a little from his words, too. “Thanks, Nevery.”

“But you know, Connwaer,” he added over his shoulder. “It is not a bad thing to ask for help now and then.”

He paused and I caught up to him. “What d’you mean?” I asked.

“You don’t have to do everything yourself,” Nevery said. “Ask for help and perhaps you won’t get yourself into so much trouble.”







 




Duchess Rowan—

It is as we suspected. Conn has disguised himself as a gutterboy and has discovered who has been stealing the locus stones. He has joined the thieves in order to learn why, exactly, they are taking locus magicalicus stones. I fear Conn is putting himself into further danger, but short of having Captain Kerrn lock him up in one of the Dawn Palace cells, there is nothing we can do about it.

Now that Brumbee, Trammel, Nimble, and Sandera’s stones have been stolen, it has become clear that this is a targeted attack against the magisters. The apprentice Keeston’s stone must have been stolen as a trial run by the thieves. Though I am worried for Conn’s safety, he does have a point that, as both a wizard and a former thief, he is the best person to discover what is really going on. I recommend that we do as Underlord Embre suggested, and let Conn get on with it.

 

Nevery Flinglas

Magister, Heartsease, etc.
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That afternoon, Sootle put two bulgy burlap bags into a boat and rowed us over to one of the magisters’ islands. I carried one of the bags and he carried the other, and, followed by Pip, we went ’round the back of the house to the servants’ door, where the housekeeper let us in.

“Right this way,” she said, leading us down a long corridor. “The fires is all out, on account of you swifts coming today. The one in here’s been smoking something terrible.” She led us to a fancy bedroom, and I realized whose house it was. The carpet on the floor was spangled with little blue flowers, and a painting of a family crest—more blue flowers—hung over the fireplace. Periwinkle, one of the magisters, lived here.

Outside, Sootle had told me about the job. “We go in, we sweep the chimneys, we get paid, we leave. When you go up top, check the layout, be sure you can get in the chimney from outside.”

Then he’d handed me a piece of chalk and told me what to do with it.

In Periwinkle’s bedroom, Sootle pulled a wire-bristle brush from one of the bags and handed it to me, checked to see the flue was open, and sent me up the chimney. I was to go up top first, then sweep out the soot on the way down. The soot would fall into the hearth and Sootle would catch it in a canvas cloth he’d spread there.

Up I went. Pip came, too, crawling up the bricks ahead of me, sending ticks of soot down into my face. The chimney grew narrower as I went up, squeezing my shoulders. My knees got sore from pressing against the bricks as I climbed. At last, coughing soot out of my lungs, I reached the top. Something was blocking the way. I reached up and felt twigs and straw—a nest. No wonder the chimney smoked. I pushed it aside and poked my head out. The nest—a swift nest, it must be—was empty, so I let it fall onto the rooftiles. Pip perched next to me on the edge of the chimney. I looked out and saw another seven chimneys poking up from the sloped rooftop. Would I have to sweep them all?

Holding the brush with one hand, I groped in my pocket for the chalk, pulled it out, and reached over the side of the chimney and marked the bricks with an X.

On the way down, I brushed choking clouds of soot off the walls.

“Do it again,” Sootle said, when I reached the bottom and climbed out. “Not enough soot. You haven’t scrubbed it well enough.”

Back up I went, all the way to the top, and on the way down scraped even more soot off the chimney bricks. Then I did another chimney, and another one. Coughing up black soot, I reached the bottom of the fourth chimney, this one in a dining room, and Sootle was sitting in a chair unwrapping bacon and cheese in two slices of bread.

Oh, good. Time to eat. My stomach growled.

“None for you, Pip,” Sootle said. “You had a good breakfast, and we don’t want our charboys getting fat. You’d get stuck up there, wouldn’t you?”

I didn’t think I would.

Sootle took a bite of his cheese-and-bacon. “Back up with you,” he said, his mouth full. “And do it proper-like this time.”

I took a deep breath and headed back up the chimney.

By the time we got to the last chimney, the eighth one, my arms and legs were quivering with tiredness and my fingers and toes were rubbed raw from clinging to the bricks. My eyes burned and every breath felt clogged with soot. I sat on the doorstep and coughed while the housekeeper paid Sootle. He threaded the coins onto a purse string and handed me a bag to carry.

 

That job was done, but the just-the-job was still waiting to be done. In the dead of night I was asleep in the charkids’ cellar, Pip-cat curled next to me, when a bony hand shook me awake. “Up with you, Pip,” Sootle’s voice said. He held a lantern turned low. Blinking, I followed him up the stairs into the dark, empty kitchen. “We’ve got a chimney to sweep,” he whispered.

A chimney to sweep in the middle of the night?

Without speaking, we left the house, winding our way through the quiet, dark streets of the Sunrise to the river. Sootle rowed us out to the magisters’ island, to Periwinkle’s house. There he tied the boat, then led me ’round the side of the house, which was a dark shadow against the darker night, no lights showing. Nobody awake inside, then.

Two other chimney swifts, Drury and the skinny one from the smokehole tavern, were waiting there. Sootle whispered with them while I yawned and rubbed sleep out of my eyes. The river flowed past with a quiet rush-rush, and the stars shone down. Over the island I felt the magics of the city, the stone strength of Arhionvar pushing up against the warmth of the old Wellmet magic. Still settled. Pip-cat climbed up to my shoulder and crouched there, its prickle-fluff tail curled around my neck like a scarf.

Sootle pulled me by the sleeve and I followed him to the side of the house. A rope ladder hung there. “Up,” Sootle breathed into my ear. “And quiet as you go.”

I started up, Pip climbing the stone wall beside me. I felt the ladder jerk, and then Sootle started up, too. I glanced over my shoulder and saw him below me, a dark lump against the side of the house.

At the top, Pip and I crouched at the edge of the roof until Sootle joined us. He had a knapsack on his back. “Which chimney?” he whispered.

Which one had I marked with the chalk that day, he meant.

The eight chimneys stuck up from the roof like dead tree trunks, all of them the same. “I think it’s that one,” I whispered, pointing.

We climbed the sloping roof, the overlapping slate tiles cool and rough under my bare feet, to the chimney. Drats. No chalk-marked X on the bricks.

We checked another chimney, and then another, and found the mark, pale white in the starlight. My feet crunched on sticks, the remains of the swift’s nest I’d pushed off the chimney that morning.

“Shh,” Sootle breathed. He pulled me down to crouch next to him, right beside the chimney.

Right. Now what?

Sootle took off his knapsack and set it on the roof. “Here’s what you’re going to do, Pip,” he whispered. He pulled a long, rag-wrapped package out of the knapsack. “Torryfine tongs,” he whispered. “Use them to pick up the lady wizard’s locus stone. It’ll be next to her bed, or somewhere nearby. It looks like an ordinary river stone.” He gripped me by the front of my black sweater and pulled me closer, his voice hissing into my ear. “Whatever happens, don’t touch the stone. It’ll kill you dead if you do, and that wouldn’t do us much good, would it?”

I shook my head.

He let me go and pulled another package out of the knapsack and unwrapped it. A cage made out of wire mesh, about the size of my hand. In the starlight, the cage wires glimmered pearly green.

“It’s made of torryfine metal,” Sootle whispered. “Use the tongs to put the wizard stone in here, and it won’t hurt you. Then come back up.”

Torryfine? Tourmalifine, he meant. The little cage and the tongs were made out of tourmalifine.

That meant . . .

Oh, it was clever! Tourmalifine repelled magic; I’d read all about that. This was how the chimney swifts were stealing and hiding the locus stones without getting killed by them. Because tourmalifine repelled magic, the tongs and the cage protected the thief from the effects of touching a locus magicalicus. Had Sootle thought that up himself?

He put the rag-wrapped tongs and cage into the knapsack and handed it to me. “My other charboy lost his nerve,” Sootle said. “Nearly bunged things up last night thieving another lady wizard’s stone. He’s no use to me anymore. You going to be useful, my intrepid young Pip?”

I nodded.

“Right, then,” he whispered. “Off you go.”

Right. I slung the knapsack on my back and climbed into the chimney.

Down I went, my arms and legs aching from all the sweeping I’d done earlier in the day. As I went lower, the bricks grew warmer and the air grew thick with smoke. Looking down the shaft of the chimney, I saw below me the red glow of a dying fire in the hearth. A cough tickled in my throat, and I covered my face with my sweater-sleeve and choked it back down again. Pip climbed past me, flicking me in the face with its tail. I blinked the smoke out of my eyes and watched as Pip-cat climbed down to the hearth and then snapped up the dying embers, swallowing them until only ash was left and the smoke cleared.

Well done, Pip. I climbed the rest of the way down. At the bottom, I lowered myself quietly into the ashy hearth. I crouched there, surveying the room. Pip crouched next to me, its red eyes glowing.

The room was completely dark. The wide, canopied bed was against one wall, I knew, and there was a wardrobe and another chair somewhere around, and a small table that I didn’t want to bump into. I didn’t dare use the lothfalas spell to kindle a light.

Oh, but I did have a way to see better.

I rested my hand on Pip’s back and, my voice the barest breath of a whisper, said “Tallennar,” and blinked, and through Pip’s eyes the room was shining with light, everything in it edged with ember-bright flame. I heard with Pip’s ears, too, the wind rush-shushing over the top of the chimney, way overhead, and the soft huffs of the sleeper in the bed, breathing.

As I lifted Pip onto my shoulder, the room shifted and I saw the room from my level. There, the table beside the bed. Sure as sure, the locus stone was there. My feet feather quiet, I crept out of the hearth and across the room. On the table, a stack of books, a dark werelight lantern, and no locus stone. It was more a cabinet than a table, I realized. I crouched down. There, a door. In Pip’s fire-vision its keyhole sparkled.

I had just the thing for it. I fished my lockpick wires out of my pocket and—quick hands—picked the sparking lock. The door swung open, silent. Inside, on a little velvet pillow, was a locus magicalicus stone. It was a plain, rounded, gray river stone, but to Pip’s eyes it burned brighter than a star, a blaze of dazzling light in the dark cave of the cabinet.

I didn’t bother with the tourmalifine tongs. I already knew I could touch the locus stone without being hurt by it. I reached in to pick it up. Then I froze, my fingers not quite touching the stone, the light from it so bright I could see the dark shadows of my bones inside the glowing skin of my hand.

Should I do this? Steal a locus stone from a wizard? I’d done it once before, when I’d been a gutterboy and had picked Nevery’s pocket. Then, I hadn’t known what I was doing. Now I did. I knew what it was like for a wizard to lose a locus magicalicus.

It was awful. When I’d lost my first locus magicalicus, it’d been like being desperately hungry and never finding a bite of something to eat. A horrible, empty, aching feeling.

But I had to do this. My hand shook a little as I lowered it and picked up the stone. My fingers tingled, and the stone flashed, filling the room with sudden light. It was light that only Pip could see, and me, seeing through Pip’s eyes.

Blinking the brights out of my eyes, I paused, listening. The sleeper in the bed didn’t stir.

I pulled the tourmalifine cage out of the knapsack and unwrapped it. The wires felt cold. I put the locus stone inside the cage. As it touched the wires, the stone snapped and flared, giving off sparks and sizzles of magic. It didn’t like being in there. Quickly I wrapped it back up again. Then I crept back across the room to the chimney. After whispering the spell to get my own vision and hearing back, I climbed up, the knapsack scraping against the brick walls. At the top I climbed out.

Sootle was waiting. “You’ve got it?” he whispered.

I crouched next to him beside the chimney, and nodded. Yes, I had it. Periwinkle’s locus magicalicus. “What’re you going to do with it?” I asked.

Sootle gave me a keen look. “None of your business, is it?”

True, it wasn’t charboy Pip’s business, but it was wizard Conn’s. I kept hold of the knapsack. “Are you going to get money for it?” I asked.

His hand shot out and cuffed me on the ear. “Give me the bag, Pip, and no more questions.”

All right. I handed over the knapsack.

Sorry, Periwinkle. She wouldn’t like losing her stone. I would get it back for her. Sure as sure, I would.







 




Uproar at magisters meeting this morning. Periwinkle’s stone stolen during the night despite precautions. Guard outside her door, stone locked in safe place. Lock picked, apparently, and guard not alerted.

Certain Conn involved. Inspected Peri’s room this morning, noticed soot from chimney on floor. Brushed it aside with my foot, assume it was not observed by anyone else.

Am undecided about whether to have a further discussion with Duchess and Underlord about this.

Perhaps not. Will keep my own counsel for now. Must trust that Conn knows what he is doing.

My own locus stone the only one left. Except for Conn’s, of course. Means my stone will be the thieves’ next target. Must take extra precautions.
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I woke up in the cellar of the chimney swifts’ house, surrounded by charkids. A lantern was in the middle of the floor, and one of the kids was passing around their dinner from a basket. A swift must’ve brought it down; the thump of his feet on the stairs had woken me up.

After I’d stolen Periwinkle’s locus magicalicus, Sootle had rowed us back to the Sunrise. I’d only managed to snatch bits of sleep for the past couple of days, so when we arrived at Sootle’s house I stumbled down to the cellar and into my blanket. I’d slept the whole day away. My stomach growled.

I sat up with the prickly blanket wrapped around me. Beside me, Pip-cat uncurled itself, got to its four paws, and stretched.

Like me, the charkids were skinny and covered with soot, barefoot and dressed in black. One of the chargirls edged up to me and handed me a hard roll with cheese in it. “What’s your name?”

“Pip,” I said. “What’s yours?”

“Emm,” she said. “You Sootle’s new charboy?”

I nodded and took a bite of roll-and-cheese.

Another charkid came over, a boy with hair shaved short and eyes rimmed with red, as if he’d been crying. “He’s mean, is Sootle,” he said.

I shrugged. He wasn’t that bad.

“The boss is meaner,” said the girl.

The boss? “Sootle’s the boss, isn’t he?”

“Shhh,” whispered the boy, with a quick glance at the ceiling, as if somehow the boss could hear him. He shook his head. “The boss is somebody else.”

“Who?” I asked.

Emm glanced toward the ceiling, too. “He’s upstairs. In the attic. That’s where he stays.”

“They keep him in a cage,” the boy leaned in to whisper.

A cage?

“’Cos he’s so mean,” Emm said.

“No, it isn’t a cage,” another chargirl put in. “It’s a room, a metal room.”

“Whatever it is, he’s out of it now,” the boy whispered, “’cos they’re having a meeting up there.”

A meeting? I got to my feet, swallowing the last bite of my dinner. Maybe at the meeting they’d talk about why the swifts were stealing the locus stones and what they were going to do with them. I started toward the stairs.

The charkids stared. “We’re supposed to stay down here,” Emm said, grabbing at my ankle. “Drury said so.”

I shook her off. “I won’t be long,” I said.

With Pip following, I went up the stairs and padded through the dark kitchen, then up the even darker stairs, pausing to listen at each door. When I got to the door to the room where I’d first met Sootle, I heard the sound of low talking. I pressed my ear against the keyhole, but couldn’t make out the words. Hm. I’d have to take a chance.

Quick as sticks, I cat-footed back down to the kitchen, where I found a scuttle full of kindling, a striker, and a shovel and broom, and lugged it all back to the door. Taking a deep breath and keeping my head down, I went in.

The room was the same as before, blank walls and empty fireplace, and it was chilly. Six chimney swifts and Sootle were sitting around the table. They all stopped talking and looked up as I came in.

“Drury told you charkids to stay in the cellar,” Sootle said sharply.

I shrugged. “I was asleep.” I held up the scuttle. “D’you want a fire?”

Sootle glanced at the empty hearth, then nodded. “Be quick about it, Pip.” Then he hunched over the table and spoke in a low voice to the other swifts, and they leaned forward to listen.

I went to the hearth. Since the last time I’d been there and climbed the chimney, somebody had lit a wood fire and let it burn down to ashes. Slowly, keeping my ear on the conversation at the table behind me, I unloaded each piece of wood from the scuttle, then swept up the ashes in the hearth.

The swifts kept talking, but they kept their voices too low for me to hear. They kept somebody in a metal room upstairs? At my side, Pip twitched its prickly cat tail and then climbed up to my shoulder. Hmmm. If I did the seeing-and-hearing spell, Pip’s sharp ears would let me hear what the swifts were talking about at the table. I was about to whisper Tallennar when the door banged open.

The swifts at the table jumped to their feet. I stayed crouching by the hearth, and peeked over my shoulder to see. Two big men lumbered into the room. My heart gave a sudden jolt of fright. I recognized them. They were the men who’d beaten the fluff out of me at the Heartsease courtyard and then tried to kidnap me. The men stepped aside. A wizard came in the doorway—Nimble, smiling his secret smirk. Nimble? What was he doing here?

And then came the boss.

Oh. Oh, no.

The boss was Crowe.







 




From Duchess Rowan to Underlord Embre

 

It has been days, and no word from Conn.

Have you heard from Magister Nevery?

The magisters are alarmed, now that Magister Periwinkle’s locus stone has been stolen and Nevery’s stone is the only one left. They are certain that Conn is responsible, and they grow more impatient. Not as impatient as I am. Why won’t he send us a note, at least?

—Rowan F

Dawn Palace

The Sunrise
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Dear Rowan,

You, impatient? Truly, it is hard to imagine such a thing.

No, I haven’t heard from Nevery, or from Conn. My man Fist spoke to a potboy at a tavern who said a blue-eyed, black-haired gutterboy with a strange cat was there several days ago. But the potboy would say nothing about what the gutterboy wanted at the tavern. Can we assume the “cat” was Conn’s dragon and that Conn wasn’t at the tavern to drink redstreak gin?

I think we must trust Conn to know his business and leave him to it.

Yours always,

Embre

Dusk House

The Twilight
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Crowe, here in the city. My stomach clenched with icy fear. He had sent the minions to kidnap me. He was behind the locus stone thefts. The anstriker spell had gone wrong somehow, and he’d been here all along. I had to get away before he saw me.

Crowe stepped smoothly past his minions, past Nimble, his cold gaze probing the room.

I kept my head down. Let him not see me. Please don’t see me.

His gaze swept right past me at the hearth and came to rest on Sootle. “I see you’ve started without me,” he said.

His voice was just like I remembered from when I was a scared little kid. Flat, quiet. He made the room feel colder just by stepping into it. I risked a quick glance. He looked just the same. Middling height, not very big, not very old. Neat black suit and neatly combed and oiled black hair. He didn’t look noticeable, but everyone in the room knew he was there. As if he took up a lot more space than most people.

Maybe he wouldn’t see me at all. If I stayed crouched and quiet and looked like a charboy sweeping out a hearth. My hands shaking, I swept up a bit more of the ash from the fireplace and put it into the scuttle.

“We were just talking, sir,” Sootle said, stepping quickly aside from the head of the table.

“So I see,” Crowe said. He moved to the table and stood there. He had his back to me, but I knew Crowe, I knew he was aware of everything and everyone in the room. He crooked a finger and his minions stepped up beside him. Crowe whispered something. The minions nodded and went to stand in front of the door, burly arms folded across their chests. Nimble stood next to the table, still wearing his smirk; he’d glanced around the room, but he hadn’t recognized me, I didn’t think. Moving carefully, I got some soot from the hearth I was sweeping and rubbed it over my face. Not much of a disguise, really.

Sootle lifted the knapsack from under his chair and pulled out one of the rag-wrapped packages. “Here it is, sir,” he said, setting it on the table.

“Ah.” Crowe unwrapped the package. The tourmalifine cage with Periwinkle’s locus magicalicus in it. The wires of the cage glinted silvery green in the room’s dim light. “Very good,” Crowe said, handing the cage to Nimble, who stowed it in a pocket of his wizard’s robe. Crowe glanced at the minions at the door and nodded. Then Crowe turned away from the table and said something to Sootle in a low voice. Sootle nodded.

I edged deeper into the shadows by the hearth. Pip-cat crouched on my shoulder as if it was ready to leap on somebody. I kept my head down. My breath came fast and my hands were shaking. I clenched them into fists to make them stop.

Crowe’s footsteps sounded loud in the quiet room. They came around the table. Step, step, step.

Keep going. Walk past me, just walk past.

The footsteps stopped in front of me. Black leather shoes, black trousers. A hand reached out, grabbed my arm, and jerked me to my feet, and then I felt his cold fingers under my chin, lifting my head so he could see my face. His pale eyes looked me up and down. His minions loomed up behind him.

“It is a good disguise, Connwaer,” Crowe said in his cold, flat voice. “But as you grow up you look more and more like your mother.” He smudged his thumb across my cheek. “And the soot can’t hide that from me.”

I stepped out of his reach, my back against the fireplace. Pip, on my shoulder, snarled, and its cat tail bristled.

“Take him,” Crowe said over his shoulder to the minions.

As the minions’ big hands reached for me, I squirmed sideways. If I could just get to the door—

The minion came after me. I shouted the dazzler spell. The magic worked perfectly—a gust of sparks exploded from Pip’s mouth and whirled into the minion’s eyes; he flinched away and threw up his arm to block the light. The sparks buzzed around him like angry bees. The chimney swifts were shouting and running to block the door. The other minion lunged after me.

“Anafinaloth!” I shouted, the dazzler spell again. Pip leaped up, and a bolt of light shot into Crowe’s eyes.

“Shut him up!” Crowe said, backing away, his eyes streaming. “Don’t let him use the magic!”

The other minion leaped for me. He grabbed the front of my sweater and slammed me against the wall, and I gasped out the needle-prickler spell; he shrieked and let me go, slapping at his arms and legs as if he was being stung all over by wasps. I scrambled away from him and headed for the door.

Nimble, gripping his locus stone, blocked my way. Two swifts loomed up beside him.

Not that way, then.

As the swifts reached for me, I scrambled under the table, dodging reaching arms, and came out next to the hearth.

“Come on, Pip,” I gasped, and, kicking firewood out of the way, darted to the chimney. Swifts tried grabbing my legs, but I was too quick for them, climbing up the narrow chimney. Pip climbed after me, its cat paws clinging to the bricks. At the top, I stuck my head out and felt the cold air of night and saw the lights of the city and the dark sky overhead. Quickly I climbed out of the chimney and raced across the roof, Pip bounding after me. I got to the edge of the roof. A dark alleyway lay below, and then the roof of the house next door. A long way to jump, but not too far. From below, I heard the front door of Sootle’s house bang open, and a chimney swift’s shout.

Taking a deep breath, I jumped, landing with a splat on the slate rooftiles. I listened for a second, and didn’t hear a shout from below. On stealthy feet, I padded across to the next house and made the alley jump again.

When I’d been a thief, it had been easy to get into houses to steal things. I’d just find a gutter drain that led up to the roof, and then I’d climb in a high window, because often enough people left them unlocked. Soon I came to a house with a gutter drain, and shimmied down it to the ground. With the cobblestones cold under my feet and the sound of shouts and pounding feet behind me, Pip and I fled into the night.

 

Crowe, Crowe, Crowe, I kept thinking. Crowe here, in the city. Crowe after me. The thought made me run faster. I couldn’t let him catch me.

With Pip-cat bounding after me, I rounded a corner, my bare feet silent on the cobblestoned street. I ducked into a dark alleyway. Leaning against a brick wall, panting, I closed my eyes; the sound of chasing footsteps faded. Pip crawled up the wall beside me and clung to the bricks over my head.

I edged to the corner and peered around. Pip leaped from the wall onto my shoulder and poked its whiskery cat nose around the corner, too. A few werelight streetlamps glowed, but the houses and shops along the street were dark. All was quiet.

Grrrr, Pip growled.

I slipped back into the alley and slid down the wall to sit on the cold cobbles. “Come here, Pip,” I whispered. Pip hopped onto my knees and fluffed its tail. Time to turn it back into a dragon. Putting my hand on the prickly place between the cat-Pip’s ears, I whispered the reverse-embirrimer spell. As the spell flashed, I shoved Pip under my black sweater so the sparks and white-bright light wouldn’t show every minion in the Sunrise where we were hiding. I hunched over as the light flared out.

Pip squirmed. I lifted my sweater, and dragon-Pip crawled out, sneezing sparks and rubbing at its snout with its claw-paw.

“All right?” I whispered.

It cocked its head and gave me a glary look with its ember-red eye.

Step-clatter-step, I heard, the sound of running feet. I snuck a look ’round the corner. Chimney swifts, racing down the middle of the cobbled street, coming straight toward my hiding place. A hooded, cloaked figure glided along a few steps behind them. One of the swifts pointed. I ducked back into the dark alley, and with Pip swooping after me on its golden wings, skiffed away. I took a couple of quick turns until the sound of chasing footsteps faded.

I caught my breath. Now what?

It is not a bad thing to ask for help now and then, Nevery had said.

Right. He was right. I couldn’t fight Crowe alone. It was time to find help.

I headed for home.
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As I crept up the dark street toward the Night Bridge, I kept my ears and eyes open, but didn’t see anything that made me jumpy.

But they were there, waiting in the shadows. Two soot-smudged chimney swifts, who stepped out into the road as I started across the bridge. One of them shouted over his shoulder, and two more swifts emerged from the darkness.

They chased. I ran. Pip flew.

’Round a corner, down a narrow alley, through a park, then down another street, ’til I’d gotten away from them.

So they’d blocked the bridge. Of course they had. Crowe wasn’t stupid; he knew I’d head for Heartsease. Right. I was on the Sunrise side of the city, so the best place to try next would be the Dawn Palace. Coming in the middle of the night and looking like a charboy, I might have trouble getting to see Rowan, but sure as sure the guards would take me to see Captain Kerrn.

That decided, I headed up the hill.

As I rounded a corner, there they were again, two swifts and a minion. Catching sight of me, they chased me back down the hill. I ran silent as a shadow and gave them the slip, and fetched up on the riverbank, panting, with Pip flapping behind me, also panting.

A boat. They’d blocked the bridge, so I needed a boat.

In the distance I heard a shout, then running footsteps.

Drats! They were coming again.

Quick as sticks, I skiffed down stone steps to a dock, and I was in luck. A rowboat with oars set inside. I untied the rope and jumped into the boat; Pip jumped in after me and I shoved us off the dock. Heavy feet pounded down the steps, but we were away.

I rowed hard, thinking even harder. Sure as sure, Crowe’s minions would be waiting to jump me if I went to Heartsease, just like they’d jumped me once before. So I wouldn’t go there, I’d go to ground in the Twilight and make my way to Embre at Dusk House. Crowe would never catch me in the twisty streets of the Twilight; he never had before, anyway.

I beached the boat on a stretch of mud near a Twilight warehouse that loomed like a cliff face out of the dark, then climbed up to a rutted path. With Pip flying behind me, I skiffed along until I got to Ten Crane Street that ran along the river.

From down the street, shouts and a flare of light.

Curse it, they’d gotten ahead of me again!

I whirled and headed back the way I’d come. All right, all right. The back alleys. It’d take longer, but I could get to Dusk House that way. I started down another alley and heard running footsteps coming, so I headed in the other direction. ’Round another corner and across a wider street; I tripped on a pothole and went sprawling. Pip sprawled in a puddle beside me. Scrambling to my feet, I paused to grab up panting Pip, and raced away again.

Rounding a corner, I caught a quick-look behind me at the chasers. Swifts again, with that same hooded figure as before. A wizard. Nimble?

My legs quivered with tiredness as I pelted down one alley and up another. Rest. I needed a rest. I slipped into a narrow gap between two falling-down houses and ducked behind a pile of trash to catch my breath. Pip climbed up to my shoulder and clung there, its tail limp, its head drooping.

“Tired?” I whispered to it.

Krrrr, Pip breathed.

At the end of the alley, a flare of light. “He’s down this way!” Nimble’s whiny voice shouted.

Curse it! I jumped to my feet. It was almost like they were tracking me!

Wait. How could I have been so stupid? They were tracking me. Nimble had his locus stone—he was working with Crowe, so he must have lied about it being stolen—and he must have a scrying globe, too. He was using the anstriker spell.

I stumble-ran through the gap between the houses and right into the arms of two swifts.

“Finalelenon!” I shouted, the needle-prickler spell, and they shrieked as tiny spell-sparks stung them all over. I jerked myself out of their hands and ran.

Right, so Crowe would have his minions and swifts spread like a net all over the city, searching for me, tracking me. Time to do something he wouldn’t expect.

I headed for the mudflats.

 

I stumbled up to the mudlarks’ shack. A wind had started blowing and a couple of drops of rain pattered down. Thunder grumbled in the lands beyond the Sunrise.

Way behind me, at the head of the path along the mudflats, was a glimmer of lights. Followers. They were coming.

Bang-bang-bang on the door, and I leaned my head against the doorframe, gasping for breath. Come on.

The door creaked open.

“Lothfalas,” I panted, and Pip breathed out a glowing cloud of sparks that hovered over our heads. The light showed the mudlark Den in his warm coat and, peering over his shoulder, the girl Jo. In the shadows behind them, I saw the gleaming eyes of the mudlark-kids, sitting up in their blankets.

“What d’you want?” Den grunted.

I caught my breath. “I need your help.”

“Helped you once already,” Den said. “Now take yourself off.” He started to close the door.

Jo pushed past him. “No—wait,” she said. She looked from my face to Pip on my shoulder. “I know who you really are. You did magic there, with the light. You’re that wizard boy. We heard a story about you.” She nudged Den. “Remember?”

Den shrugged. “Maybe.”

Jo went on. “You’re the one who was a gutterkid, like us, and blew up that other wizard’s house and almost got hanged for it, and stole a magical jewel from the Underlord. That’s you, right?”

Not exactly, but it was too much to explain. “Right,” I said. I glanced back toward the city. The followers were closer, their lights bobbing up and down as they ran along the path. The rain pattered down harder.

“Yeah, I remember,” Den said. “The gutterboy-wizard. They coming for you?” Den wiped raindrops off his face.

Oh, he wasn’t going to like this. “It’s Crowe. He’s come back to Wellmet.”

“Crowe?” Den repeated. Beside him, Jo went pale. “And you led him here?” Den turned to speak to the other mudlarks. “Get up. We’re leaving.” Behind him, the kids were gathering their rags and blankets.

“Sorry,” I said. Drats, I should have thought of this. “I’ll lead them away if I can.” I talked faster. “But I need you to take a message for me. Will you help me?”

Den opened his mouth—to say no, sure as sure—but Jo interrupted. Maybe she was the boss, after all. “He’s a gutterkid like us, Den, even if he is a wizard,” she said. “And it’s Crowe he’s talking about. Crowe’s bad.” She spoke to me. “We don’t want him back here, sending his minions to beat us up if we don’t give him most of our takings. We’ll help. We’d better hurry.” She pointed at the mudflats path. “They’re getting close.”

“All right,” Den said to me. “What d’you need?”

In the distance I heard a shout. The lights moved closer. Torches.

“Will you take a message to the wizard Nevery, on Heartsease island?”

“To a wizard?” Den stared at me. Raindrops pattered down around us. Jo nudged him, and he shrugged. “Got to get them settled first.” He pointed over his shoulder toward the other mudlarks. “But once that’s done I’ll find this Nevery. What message?”

I steadied Pip on my shoulder and got ready to run. “Tell him it’s Crowe who’s stealing the locus stones.”

“Crowe stealing the stones,” Den repeated. “Right. What else?”

“Tell Nevery that Nimble’s one of them, and if he doesn’t hear from me soon he should use the anstriker spell to find me, and to look for Crowe.” What else? “Tell him Crowe’s using a house in the Sunrise, along the river.”

Jo pulled at Den’s sleeve. “Come on.”

I took a few steps away, then turned back. “Tell Nevery to be careful,” I added. “And I’ll help you later if I can.”

“Sure you will,” Den said. “Come on,” he said to the mudlarks, who had crept outside. They faded away into the rainy darkness beyond the shack.

I led the minions and swifts on a chase through the marshes and mud. Then, too tired to run any more, I hid.
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I crouched behind a clump of rattly dry grasses at the edge of the mudflats, panting, my heart pounding. Pip huddled at my feet. The minions and swifts surrounded us.

“Come on out, wizard boy,” one of the chimney swifts growled.

Not likely. The circle closed in. Trying to make a last run for it, I jumped up, shouting the dazzler spell, but somebody seized me from behind and clamped a hand over my mouth, and then the swift Drury was there, gripping my muddy legs, lifting me off the ground. I squirmed and thrashed. Pip launched itself at Drury’s face, hissing and clawing, but he ducked his head and held me tight. Then one of the minions, his eyes streaming from the dazzler spell, grabbed Pip by the scruff of its neck and stuffed it into a sack. Sootle brought another sack, one damp with the rain, and he and Drury shoved me into it. I shouted part of the needle-prickler spell and somebody thumped me, a punch right in my stomach that took my breath away.

“Quickly,” I heard Nimble’s voice say. “He’s waiting by the river.”

He. Crowe, he meant. I tried squirm-worming my way out of the bag, but somebody picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, and off we went, squelching along the mudflat path.

As we went bump-bump-bumping along, I caught my breath and, as loud as I could, shouted the needle-prickler spell. A couple of paces away, I heard Nimble shriek and drop the bag that Pip was in. It landed with a squelchy thud on the ground.

Then—thump—and ow, another breathtaking punch. “Stay quiet in there,” growled the minion carrying me. “No more spells.”

He jogged along for couple of long minutes, went over some rough ground, then paused.

“In here,” one of the chimney swifts said. “Hurry.”

The minion tossed me and I bounced off what felt like a wall and crashed onto the ground. Catching my breath, I pulled the damp sack off my head. The surface under me felt bumpy and cold. Light from the torches flickered off wire mesh. I reached out with my hands and touched more wires.

Had they put me into a cage?

I shook my head. Something was wrong. Usually I could feel the steady strength of Arhionvar and the warmth of the old Wellmet magic, but they had disappeared. I couldn’t feel my locus magicalicus, either. My head felt echoing and empty. “Pip!” I shouted.

“Quiet,” a swift said, and thumped the cage. Other minions and swifts were moving, dark shadows beyond the light of the torch.

“Get the cloth,” Sootle said. Rain dripped from the ends of his stringy black hair. Drury nodded and went down the bank to what looked like a rowboat beached on the muddy shore; he returned with a folded canvas and rope. With the rain still pelting down, they wrapped the cage in the canvas.

Inside the cage was dark, and the sound of the raindrops was a muffled pattery-pat on the cloth over my head. The cage was box-shaped, made of metal mesh, big enough that I could lie down in it if I curled up, and a little taller than I was. I used my damp sweater-sleeve to wipe the rain off my face. Without the magics, I felt cold and alone. Shivering, I crouched at the bottom of the cage.

I wasn’t dead, at least. If they wanted me dead, they’d have done it already. So they wanted me for something else.

After a moment I heard the sound of footsteps and low voices, talking.

“Put it in,” I heard Crowe’s cold voice say. A prickle of icy dread ran over my skin. So he was here, too.

A swift said something, and Crowe answered. “Yes, the other house. Hurry.”

The cage lifted and jounced along and was set down, right-side-up. The ground rocked. The rowboat, then. It rocked again, people stepping into the boat, and the slither of ropes as they tied the cage down, then a push and we were out in the river.

No, they were not going to take me that easily.

If I rocked the boat, they’d have to go back to shore. I got to my feet and hurled myself against the side of the cage. The boat rocked. I threw myself back against the other side and the boat rocked again. I heard splashing and a curse, and then a thwack that shook the cage, somebody hitting it with an oar, I guessed.

“Stop that,” hissed Sootle’s voice, and then another thwack.

Instead of stopping, I flung myself against the side of the cage again. The boat lurched and I heard more cursing and the sound of river water slopping over the sides of the boat.

“Stop,” Crowe’s sharp voice ordered. “Unwrap it.”

A few jerks and tugs, and the canvas was off the cage. I crouched at the bottom of it, water sloshing around my bare feet. Rain pelted down from overhead. I was in the middle of the rowboat, Sootle at the oars just behind me, Nimble in the front, with a tangle of rope and the sack with Pip in it at his feet, along with a werelight lantern.

Crowe sat on a wide plank seat. He wore a dark cloak, and in the dim light his eyes gleamed like silver locks with dark keyholes. Raindrops streamed down his face. He leaned toward me. “You’d like to go for a swim, Connwaer?” he whispered. He nodded at Sootle and pointed at my cage. “Put him in.”

“Yes sir,” Sootle said. He set aside the oars, swiped the stringy hair out of his eyes, and he and a nastily smiling Nimble gripped the cage and heaved it over the side of the boat, into the river.

Water flooded in, icy cold, over my legs, up to my neck. I gripped the top of the cage with my fingers, holding my head above the waves, gasping from the cold. I peered up through the darkness, through the lashing rain and the hair dripping into my eyes, at Crowe looking down at me from the edge of the boat, at Nimble and Sootle holding the sides of the cage.

“Lower,” Crowe said.

Down the cage went. I caught one quick gasp of air and the icy-cold water closed over my head. Everything went quiet except for the bump of the cage against the side of the boat and the faint hiss of rain hitting the surface of the river.

The cage came up. Water streamed from the wire mesh. I caught my breath.

Crowe’s face leaned down toward me. “So you wanted to upset the boat, did you?” he asked. “It follows that you must like water. D’you want some more?”

A wave sloshed over my face. I swallowed murk-muddy river water and coughed it out again. I shook my head. No, I didn’t want any more.

“Are you going to cooperate with me?” Crowe asked.

Oh, drats. “No,” I croaked out.

Crowe’s face set, and he jerked a nod at Sootle and Nimble. “Down.”

They lowered the cage and the water closed over my head. My hair floated in front of my eyes like riverweed. I clung to the wires at the top of the cage, my fingers numb with cold, staring up through the murky water but seeing only darkness. The water squeezed at my lungs, wanting me to breathe it in. Thunder roared in my ears and the blackness pressed in around me.

My fingers loosened their grip on the wires.

Let me up!
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Just as the last bubble of air in my lungs was popping, the cage lurched up.

I dragged in a choking breath, then another one, as Nimble and Sootle hauled the cage back into the boat. I coughed, my black sweater heavy with water, my hair dripping down into my eyes. Usually I’d have the magic to draw on for help. This time, I was alone.

I looked up, shivering.

Crowe stared down at me from his seat in the boat. He put his hand into his pocket and pulled something out. The clicker-ticker, his calculating device. Click it went as he turned one of the bone disks. Click-tick-tick.

“You were under the water for forty counts,” Crowe said, in his dead-flat voice. “I don’t think you can last for much longer than that, but we can try it and see. Will you come quietly now, Connwaer?”

As an answer, I dragged myself up, my legs shaking, and flung myself against the side of the cage. The boat tipped.

Crowe grasped the edge of the boat to balance himself. His face turned bone white. He narrowed his eyes. “Put him in again,” he ordered.

Nimble grabbed the edge of the cage. The swift Sootle hesitated. “It’ll be dawn soon, sir. We need to get off the river.”

Crowe frowned. “Yes. We do,” he said after a moment.

“Right, sir,” Sootle said. “We can have him out of there and give him a quick knock on the head.” He pointed at me. “He’d come along quietly then, wouldn’t he?”

“No,” Crowe said. “No knocks on the head. I need him functionable, for now.” He studied me. Click-tick. I could almost see the gears turning in his mind. “The dragon,” he said. “Give it to me.”

Nimble handed him the squirming sack with Pip in it. Crowe held it over the side of the boat, over the deep-dark water. His cold eyes watched me. Slowly he lowered the sack until it rested on the top of the water; then, leaning over, he shoved it under the surface.

I gripped the wire mesh of the cage, straining to see. “Pip!” I shouted. Under the water, the bag bumped and bulged, as if Pip was thrashing around, trying to escape. “Stop,” I gasped. “Let it up! I’ll come without a fuss, all right?”

Crowe studied me for a moment longer, waited a few heartbeats more, then he heaved the dripping sack from the water. He tossed it on the bottom of the boat; it landed with a soggy thud.

Pip? In the dim light, I saw the sack twitch. I let out a breath of relief. Pip was still alive in there.

“Interesting,” Crowe said. “Very”—click-tick—“interesting.”

 

I did as I’d promised, didn’t make a fuss as they wrapped up the cage again and rowed across the river. It was a quick trip. The boat bumped up against a dock, and Nimble and Sootle lifted the cage out and carried it up some steps and then into a house. A different house? They hadn’t walked enough steps for it to be the same house in the Sunrise they’d used before. Where were we?

Bump-thump and up stairs and more stairs, and the cage was set down with a thud and the canvas covering was taken off.

One of the chimney swifts brought a lantern into the room, set it on a table, and went out. Except for me in my cage, the room was empty. Outside the door, I heard voices, people talking.

I got to my feet and looked around. The cage was made of wire mesh that glinted green in the lanternlight. Tourmalifine? Just like the little box they’d put Periwinkle’s locus stone into. Under my bare feet, the wires felt cold. I stepped to the side and pressed my fingers against the mesh, and the cold from the wires seeped into them. I shivered in my soggy sweater and clothes and coughed a bit more of the river out of my lungs.

The cage stood in the middle of a big room. An attic, I realized, the top floor of a house. The walls were whitewashed and the floor uncarpeted wood. On one side the ceiling sloped down to meet the wall, which had a row of small windows in it. The sky outside was just turning the gray of early morning. A few paces away from my cage was the table where the swift had set the lantern, and on the table was another cage, just like mine but a lot smaller. Pip had been stuffed into it. The wires pressed up against its scaly sides, and where they touched sparks snapped, making Pip growl and cringe away.

Oh. Tourmalifine wires. Pip’s scales were made of slowsilver. According to the treatise I’d read about pyrotechnics, tourmalifine and slowsilver were contrafusives, and that meant—

—the cage was hurting Pip.

“Pip,” I whispered. The dragon snarled and bit at the wires. Sparks flashed.

The door to the attic swung open. Crowe walked in with Nimble, followed by two chimney swifts, Drury and Sootle.

“—and then we’ll deal with the duchess’s guards,” Crowe was saying to Nimble, who nodded. The swifts waited by the door. Ignoring Pip, Crowe and Nimble came to stand before my cage.

Crowe looked me up and down. He put his hand into his pocket. Click-tick, I heard. Click-tick-tick-tick. “So,” he said in his cold, blank voice. “You’ve delivered yourself into my hands. Not very clever of you, was it, allowing yourself to be captured?”

He was right. I was stupid. But not as stupid as he was for returning to Wellmet. “Why’d you come back?” I asked.

Crowe’s eyes narrowed. The old me wouldn’t have asked that question. He would’ve stayed quiet, the frightened kid who’d run away from Crowe and his minions to hide in the Twilight. Maybe Crowe still saw a poor street kid when he looked at me, but this Conn was a wizard, not just a gutterboy.

Crowe paused for a moment, calculating his answer. “Why did I come out of exile? Because my associate Nimble wrote me a letter. He told me that Wellmet was being run by children.” His lip curled into a sneer. “A child duchess and a child Underlord. I had to come back and see for myself.”

Oh.

“And I found it was true,” he went on. “Not only that, they’d appointed a boy wizard to be the ducal magister. I realized that after the hard times it has faced, Wellmet needs someone older and steadier to control it. Somebody with more experience.”

“You?” I asked.

“Who better to seize such a moment?” Crowe said. He gave a dry smile. “I sent my men to bring you in. You managed to evade me, and my plans were put into disarray. And yet now you put yourself into my hands. Thanks to you, Nephew, I am almost ready.”

Ready for what?

He gazed at me for a moment. “Almost,” he said quietly, “ready.” He reached out and tapped the wire mesh. I edged away from him until I was pressed into the corner of the cage. “You are going to work for me.”

No. I wasn’t. I shook my head.

Crowe glanced at the table where Pip was squirming inside its cage. Then he looked back at me with his cold eyes. Click-tick-tick went the calculating device in his pocket. “I’ll ask again later and see what you have to say then.”

“You can ask again if you want,” I said. “I’ll never work for you.” Never.

Crowe fixed me with a cold glare.

Then Nimble leaned over and spoke quietly to him. “We’ve got to get you hidden away again,” he said.

“My room has been made ready?” Crowe asked, turning toward the door.

“Yes,” Nimble answered, with a side-smirk at me. “Just downstairs.” Crowe and Nimble stepped out the door, taking the swifts with them.

The attic room was dim, lit only by the early morning light peeking in the windows and the flashes of sparks from Pip’s cage. I heard the dragon snapping and growling, but after a while its snarls turned to a low keening sound. It sounded hurt.

I had to get Pip out of there. With my fingers, I examined every corner of my cage but couldn’t feel a door or a lock, no weak spots. The wires radiated cold. Shivering, I curled up in a corner and tried to think.

Crowe had a room waiting for him, he’d said. But the charkids had said Crowe had been kept in a cage, hadn’t they? No, a metal room, they’d said. Why?

My cage was made of tourmalifine wire. Tourmalifine repelled magic.

Right.

I’d escried for Crowe and the anstriker spell had said he wasn’t here, but clear as clear, Crowe had been in Wellmet all along. Crowe must have a small room made of tourmalifine wires, and he went inside it to hide himself from any wizard who might be searching for him.

Very clever.

That meant while I was in the cage I was hidden from the magics, too. If Nevery tried the anstriker spell to look for me, as I’d told the mudlarks to tell him to do, he wouldn’t see me. He was worried about me already, and he’d get even more worried if I disappeared.

I put my head down on my knees and shivered, and listened to Pip keening in its cage. I felt empty, the separation from the magics and from Pip like a gaping hole inside me. After a while the sky outside the row of windows brightened and the light of day crept into the room.

From the rest of the house came muffled bumpings and thumpings, and low murmurings, as if it was full of people getting ready to do something and trying to be quiet about it. Where was the house? I wondered. And what was Crowe up to? He planned to take over the city, that was clear, but he was being stupid if he thought he’d succeed. Rowan had Captain Kerrn and the palace guards, and Embre had his men, and Nevery was the most powerful wizard in the city and still had his locus stone. What did Crowe have? A set of magisters’ locus stones that he couldn’t even use, Nimble, and a gang of chimney swifts? Not enough for his plans, I’d bet.

After a long time, hours I guessed, the door to the attic swung open. I got stiffly to my feet. Two swifts came in. Sootle carried a tray with a bowl and a mug on it. The other swift stayed by the door.

Sootle brought the tray up to my cage. “Food,” he said, and set the tray on the floor. “Don’t give me any trouble.”

Sure as sure I’d give him trouble, if I could.

“Back off,” he said, and pointed to the other side of the cage.

I backed off.

He pulled a thumbnail-sized gray stone from his pocket. A keystone. It had magic in it, for opening locks, even for people who weren’t wizards. He touched the stone to the side of the cage and it opened, like a door. With his foot, he shoved the tray into the cage.

I threw myself across the cage, trying to get out the door, but he was ready for me.

“None of that,” he said sharply, and shoved me back, slamming the cage door closed again.

Curse it.

Crouching, I looked up at Sootle, who stared down at me, scowling. Crowe’s man. “What d’you get out of this,” I asked, “helping him?”

“Shut up,” Sootle answered.

“I’m just curious,” I said. “He must’ve promised you something.”

Sootle folded his arms and nodded. “He’ll be the power of this city.”

Well, the real power of Wellmet was the magics, but they weren’t like people. They were huge and the city was theirs, in a way, but they didn’t want to rule, like Crowe did. I didn’t expect Sootle to understand that, though.

“Don’t bother saying Crowe’s promise don’t mean anything,” Sootle said. “We swifts will hold him to it.”

It didn’t sound much like they trusted each other. “What promise?” I pushed.

“Crowe takes over, we swifts become his right-hand people. Minions, like those others he brought in, running the city. We’ll be living up in the Dawn Palace like fine ladies and gentlemen.”

“It’s not as fine up there as you think,” I told him.

“Shut up,” Sootle repeated, and went to stand by the door.

I sat on the cage floor and ate the food he’d brought, cold tea, a couple of pieces of cold toast with jam that I’d stepped on when trying to get out, and a bowl of cold porridge with an egg on it. I gulped it down, wishing I could share the egg with Pip, as I’d done the day before.

I was drinking down the tea when Crowe walked in. The swifts, who’d been lounging against the wall while I ate, straightened and fell in behind him.

The food turned into a heavy stone in my stomach. I swallowed to keep it there, where it belonged. I hadn’t changed my mind. I wasn’t going to work for Crowe, no matter what he said.

Crowe paused at the table and examined Pip, then came to stand before my cage. “Your dragon doesn’t look very well, Connwaer,” he said in his cold voice.

I didn’t answer. I could beg him to let Pip out, but he wouldn’t. Unless it worked into his plans somehow.

The swift Sootle had put on heavy gloves. He picked up Pip’s cage and carried it closer, and put it up against my cage.

“Pip,” I whispered, and reached through the wire mesh and brushed its scales with my fingertips. Pip shivered and cracked its eyes open, then gave a low krrrr.

Sootle jerked the cage away.

“Are you going to work for me?” Crowe asked.

What? “No,” I answered. Of course not.

Crowe bent and stared straight into my eyes. “I will kill the dragon,” he said.

Sootle pulled out a long, thin knife and held it up to Pip’s cage.

My heart gave a sudden jolt of dread and fright. I gripped the wire mesh. “No!”

Crowe nodded at the swift, and he shook Pip’s cage. Sparks flared and Pip thrashed, making a high, keening sound. “I will kill it,” Crowe said again.

He would. I tore my eyes away from Pip. “Please, please don’t. Don’t hurt it.”

“You will work for me,” Crowe said.

Yes, anything. I’d do anything. I nodded.

“You do this job for me and I will spare the life of your dragon. You agree?”

“Yes,” I said. My voice sounded choked, and I realized I was crying. I rubbed the tears off my cheeks and took a shaky breath. Yes. I’d work for Crowe if it meant saving Pip’s life. He’d calculated that right.

“I thought you’d change your mind, Connwaer,” Crowe said. He turned and spoke to the other swift. “Get a pencil and paper.” The swift nodded and left the room.

Crowe examined me with his pale eyes. “First, Connwaer, you are going to write a note.”







 




No word from Conn for a few days. Then, on way home from meeting with duchess at Dawn Palace, sooty child dressed all in black thrust a note into my hand, ran away.

 




To Nevery,

Please meet me tonight at the chophouse on Strangle Street.

From Connwaer





 

Strange note. Will meet him, of course. He had better tell me what is going on.
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Crowe’s chimney swifts blindfolded me and led me out of the place they’d brought me and rowed me across the river to the dim-dark, damp Twilight. They took off the blindfold and stayed right on my heels as I left the dockyards and warehouses and climbed the steep streets.

I paused in the alley across from the chophouse on Strangle Street. It was good to be out of the cage, feeling the magics around me again. They were still settled in their places, but they both felt . . . prickly. Uneasy. I couldn’t do anything about it, now.

“This it?” the swift Sootle asked. He carried a knapsack.

I didn’t answer.

My men will go with you, Crowe had said. They will be listening, and they will know if you give the wizard some kind of signal. Get in, do the job, and get out. The dragon pays for any misstep on your part. Understand?

I understood. I wouldn’t try anything. I would do the job and I would go straight back to the house, back to Pip.

Still, Crowe hadn’t won yet. If the mudlarks had delivered my message to Nevery, he’d know something was wrong, that I’d written the note asking him to meet me here because Crowe had his hooks in me. He’d be careful.

But if the mudlark Den hadn’t delivered the message yet, Nevery’d be walking right into a trap.

Across the street, the windows of the chophouse glowed dimly. The cobblestones gleamed, wet with the day’s rain. Fog lingered along the edges of the falling-down buildings. My sweater was still damp from my dunking in the river, and I shivered. Nevery might wait for me in the chophouse for a long time.

The chophouse door swung open. Somebody stepped out into the street.

“That him?” whispered the swift named Drury, who loomed beside me.

I shook my head.

After a while, a group of factory workers coming late off a shift trooped past. They didn’t see us where we lurked in our dark alleyway. The street fell quiet again.

At last, the dim light in the chophouse went out. The door swung open and a dark figure stepped out.

Nevery.

He paused and adjusted his hat, then, without a backward glance, set off toward the river, his cane going tap, tap against the cobblestones.

Taking a shaky breath, I left the shadows of the alley and went after Nevery on feather-light feet, following him down the dark, steep street.

One thing a good pickpocket learns is tells, which is when people tell where they’re keeping something valuable. They don’t mean to tell, but they almost always do something to give it away.

Nevery usually kept his locus magicalicus in his cloak pocket, but when he’d stepped out the chophouse door, I’d seen his tell—he checked the breast pocket of his suit coat, patting it with his hand before he went on. He probably thought he’d put it there for safekeeping.

It wasn’t safe from me, though.

As he turned off of Strangle Street, I darted up beside him, no more than a shadow in the night, dipped into his suit pocket and—quick hands—snatched up his locus magicalicus.

He missed it at once and whirled, his cloak swirling around him.

I ducked away, but not fast enough. He saw me.

Sorry, Nevery. Sorry.

“Connwaer!” he shouted, and I was gone, melting into the shadows.

I heard the step step tap of him coming after me, and then I slipped into the alley where Sootle waited with his knapsack. He pulled out the tiny tourmalifine cage and I dropped the locus magicalicus into it. He snapped it closed. There. Nevery wouldn’t be able to sense where it was. To him, the stone had just disappeared.

 

My eyes blindfolded again, I climbed the stairs with a swift ahead of me and one just behind with his hand on my shoulder. They marched me up to the attic and took off the blindfold.

“Back in the cage,” Drury said, giving me a push.

Not yet. I stumbled to the table and bent to look into Pip’s cage. The little dragon lay on its side, panting a little. Its scales had turned dusty-dull. “Will you put it in with me?” I asked. Pip might do better if its slowsilver scales weren’t touching the tourmalifine wires.

The room’s door opened and Crowe came in. He saw me. “Put him back in the cage,” he said sharply.

Sootle touched a keystone to the side of the big cage and it swung open. Drury grabbed me by the scruff and shoved me inside. He closed the door behind me, sealing the cage, shutting me away from the magics again.

Crowe came farther into the room. “You have it?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Sootle said, and pulled the tiny tourmalifine cage from the knapsack.

Nevery’s locus magicalicus lay inside, a small stone so dark it was like a bit of swirling night against the glimmering green wires.

Crowe turned the box, examining the stone inside, and then set it on the table. “Good,” he said. “Now for the last magister’s locus stone.”

For once, Crowe had counted wrong. “You’ve got Nevery’s,” I said. “That’s all of them.”

“No it isn’t,” Crowe said, his voice cold and quiet. “There is one more. You’re a magister too, Nephew. The ducal magister. Had you forgotten?”

What? “But my locus stone is in Pip.”

“Yes,” Crowe said. “That is a well-known fact.” He turned away from my cage and spoke to the swift. “Take the dragon out.”

Sootle took a pair of leather gloves from his coat pocket and put them on. Then he touched the keystone to the side of Pip’s cage and it opened, and he reached in and pulled Pip out. Pip shivered, but didn’t fight. The dragon looked very small in Sootle’s gloved hands.

“Do it,” Crowe ordered.

With a quick glance at me, Sootle reached into his pocket and pulled out the long, thin-bladed knife.

What? “But I did the job!” I gasped out. “You said you wouldn’t hurt Pip.”

“So I did.” Crowe turned away. “Get on with it,” he ordered. “Cut the locus stone out of the dragon.”

Pip! I flung myself against the wire mesh and the cage rocked. No, no, no!

Frowning, Sootle brought the knife up to Pip’s chest and glanced at Crowe, who nodded.

A quick thrust, and the knife plunged into Pip, right up to the hilt. My own heart shuddered and shattered into a thousand pieces.

In the swift’s hands, Pip twitched and went limp. Sootle let go and Pip’s body tumbled to the floor.
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I crouched with my forehead pushed up against the cold wires of my cage.

Pip’s body lay crumpled on the floor, just beyond the reach of my fingers. It lay on its side, one wing crushed beneath it, the knife hilt sticking out of its chest. In a moment, Sootle would come and cut my locus stone out of Pip’s body so Crowe could use it for whatever he was planning.


Crowe, his back to me, was talking to the swifts, giving them more orders, but the words didn’t make sense, they just sounded like a roaring in my ears. I felt stiff and heavy and numb. I’d been stupid. I should’ve known better than to steal Nevery’s locus stone for Crowe. And now Pip was dead. Dead.

Pip’s body shivered.

I blinked. Had I imagined it? I scrubbed a hand across my eyes and then gripped the wires of my cage, straining to see better.

Pip’s wing stretched. Its ember-bright eyes blinked open. It shook its head and then scrambled onto its claw-paws and looked around, its tail twitching.

“Pip?” I breathed.

The knife hilt stuck in its chest quivered and then clattered to the floor.

At the sound, Crowe turned. He looked at me, then down at Pip, on the floor. His eyes narrowed, and he flinched back. “The dragon is alive,” he spat out.

Oh, how could I have been so stupid? Of course Pip was alive! It wasn’t made of flesh and blood and bone like a person or an animal. It was made of magic! A knife couldn’t kill it.

Sootle, still wearing his gloves, lunged after Pip, and the little dragon leaped backward, snarling.

“Catch it!” Crowe ordered. Sootle lunged again. The other swift picked up the small tourmalifine cage.

“Get out of here, Pip!” I shouted, jumping to my feet in my cage. Then I shouted it again in the dragon language.

With both swifts grabbing after it, Pip scrambled under the table and then crawled straight up the wall and crouched at the edge of the ceiling, snarling and lashing its tail. Sootle charged after it.

“Go!” I shouted again, then in the dragon language, “Valaré!”

Pip leaped, opening its wings, and like a flaming spear it shot across the room and blasted through one of the windows. Out into the night the dragon flew, trailing sparks and shattered glass.

 

After cursing at the swifts for letting Pip escape, Crowe and Nimble went out, muttering to each other, making new plans. They left Sootle on guard by the door. He had a werelight lantern turned low and the smaller tourmalifine cage on the floor next to his chair. Waiting to catch Pip in case the little dragon came back, I guessed.

I’d been stupid to think Crowe would keep a promise, but I wouldn’t be stupid again. I’d fight him with everything I had.

From inside the cage there wasn’t much I could do except try to escape and keep an eye on what was going on outside. This I could do with the seeing-and-hearing spell. It might work, even from inside the cage, even without me touching Pip. I’d cast the spell before the magics had settled, so it had effected with such power that all I had to do was say Pip’s true name, and the spell should effect again.

I crouched in my cage, feeling the cold from the wires seeping up through my bare feet, and a chilly wind blowing in from the window Pip had smashed. I closed my eyes, concentrating.

“Tallennar,” I whispered.

I blinked, but nothing had changed; I pricked my ears, but I still heard as a boy, not a dragon.

Try again. I stood up, facing the broken window, pressing my face up against the wire mesh of the cage. “Tallennar!” I shouted. My voice echoed in the attic room.

By the door, Sootle lifted his head, but he didn’t get up. “Be quiet, charboy,” he said.

I closed my eyes and felt the spell click into place.

When I cracked them open again, my Pip-eyes saw a dark rooftop and chimneys edged with a line of flickering flame and, far below, a courtyard and . . . something dark and ruffled. Was that water?

Wait. I knew where we were. Nimble’s house on one of the magister’s islands in the river. I could throw a stone from here and hit Heartsease, just about. Pip was outside, perched on the edge of a chimney. “Pip!” I called softly.

My Pip-ears heard my own voice leaking out from the smashed-open attic window. They also heard Sootle get up from his creaky chair and take a few steps toward my cage. “What’re you up to?” the swift asked.

Keeping my eyes closed, I crouched in a corner of the cage. “Nothing,” I answered him.

“Hmph,” he snorted, and went back to his chair and sat down.

“Go to Nevery, Pip,” I whispered. “Nevery Flinglas at Heartsease.” Sure as sure, Nevery was furious with me for stealing his locus stone, but if he saw Pip he’d know I was in trouble.

Pip crawled along the edge of the roof, then launched itself into the sky. My vision spiraled, and flame-edged chimneys and the roof flashed by, then, below, the river, dark and flowing, and then Heartsease loomed up. Pip shot past the big tree in the courtyard. Lights shone from the kitchen windows and upstairs, from Nevery’s study and workroom. Pip swooped over the courtyard cobblestones and up the outside wall of Heartsease and landed, clinging to the bricks. The window glowed just above it. Pip crawled up the wall and peered in, pressing its snout against the window glass.

Inside, a fire burned in the hearth. Nevery’s hat, cloak, and cane had been tossed in a heap on his chair. Nevery himself, dark and tall in his black suit, stood before the hearth. Benet waited by the door, his burly arms folded across his chest.

“—if you say so, sir,” Benet was saying. To Pip’s keen ears, his voice sounded loud, even from outside the closed window.

“I do say so,” Nevery snapped. “And bring up some tea. I’ll have the note ready in a moment.”

Benet went out. Nevery paced before the fire, frowning and pulling at the end of his beard. “Curse it, Connwaer,” he muttered. “What are you up to?” He went to the table, cleared off his chair, pushing everything onto the floor, and sat down to dash out a note.

Benet came in with a pot of tea, cups, honey, and a plate of biscuits on a tray, which he set on the table.

“Ah, good,” Nevery said. He handed Benet the note. “To Brumbee, as I said. Bring him and his apprentice straight here, no arguments.”

“Yes, sir,” Benet said. He headed for the door. Then he paused.

“What is it?” Nevery said.

“You think he’s all right?” Benet asked.

“I think he’s gotten himself into trouble, as usual,” Nevery growled.

“Must’ve had a reason—” Benet started.

“Yes, I know, Benet,” Nevery said. “To you he can do no wrong. But he’s stolen my locus magicalicus. A serious problem, I hope you agree.”

Benet nodded. “Yes, sir.” He didn’t move from the doorway. “D’you miss him, sir?”

Nevery got up from the table, still looking cross. “Yes, of course I do.” Then my Pip-ears heard him mutter something into his beard that sounded like stupid question.

“He might not know it,” Benet said.

“What?” Nevery asked.

“Did you ever tell him?”

Nevery stared at Benet, who stood stubbornly in the doorway with his burly arms folded. After a moment, Nevery spoke. “If we’re going to get the boy back”—he stopped to clear his throat—“back home, we don’t have any time to waste. Go and deliver the message to the duchess.”

With a glower, Benet turned and stalked out of the room. “Idiots, the both of you,” my Pip-ears heard him say as he hurried down the stairs.
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My Pip-ears heard Benet slam the door to Heartsease and hurry across the cobbled courtyard.

Nevery’s tea and biscuits got cold while he paced. He hadn’t gotten the message from the mudlark Den, that was clear as clear. He didn’t know what I was up to, or that I needed his help, and he had no way to find me.

I’m sorry, Nevery, I wanted to say. For stealing his locus magicalicus. I knew how empty he was feeling without his locus stone and his connection to the magics. Knowing he was angry with me made me feel even more shivery cold.

After a while Nevery fetched his grimoire down from a shelf and put it on his worktable; then he brought out a scrying globe and polished it with a scrap of wormsilk cloth while he read something from the book.

What was he doing? It looked like he was getting things ready for the anstriker spell. But he didn’t have a locus stone, so he couldn’t do any magic. Even if he had his stone the spell wouldn’t work, not with me shut into the tourmalifine cage.

Carefully Nevery set down the globe and found a shallow bowl. From a shelf he took a glass vial of mirror-bright slowsilver and poured it into the bowl. He checked the grimoire again and then went to the door to listen.

They weren’t coming yet. Pip’s ears didn’t hear anything.

“Curse it, Brumbee,” Nevery muttered. “Hurry up.” He paced across the floor and then back again.

After some more pacing, Pip’s ears heard three people hurrying across the courtyard. Nevery heard them when the door to Heartsease opened.

He met them at the top of the stairs. Magister Brumbee, puffing and red-faced, and looking desperately worried. With him and Benet was his apprentice, Keeston, who was wearing his wizard’s robe over a nightgown. Keeston’s blond hair stuck up on one side of his head and was flat on the other, and he still had sleep lines from his pillow on his face.

Brumbee caught his breath. “My goodness, Nevery!” he said. “It’s the middle of the night!”

“It’s important,” Nevery said. “My locus stone has been stolen.”

Brumbee gasped. “Oh, no. But surely you took precautions.”

“I thought I did,” Nevery growled. I knew what he was thinking—he hadn’t been expecting me to pick his pocket again. He went to the table and picked up the other two notes he’d written and brought them to Benet, by the door. “Take these now, Benet,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” Benet said, and left again.

Nevery pointed to Brumbee’s apprentice. “You, Keeston. You’ve got your locus magicalicus?”

Keeston blinked and stood up straighter. “Yes, sir, I do.”

Yes, he did. Because Pip had stolen it back from the chimney swifts. Now I realized the swifts must have taken Keeston’s stone first as a kind of test, to see if their tourmalifine tongs and cages would work. Thanks to Pip, Keeston was able to draw out his locus stone, which he wore on a gold chain around his neck. To Pip, the stone blazed, and the flames around Keeston burned a little brighter than those around Nevery or Brumbee.

“Good.” Nevery pointed to his grimoire. “Come here and take a look at this.” Keeston stepped to the table.

“This is all so simply awful,” Brumbee said, wringing his hands. “We still don’t know who is stealing the locus magicalicii or what they want with them. All the magisters’ stones, Nevery! Every single one!”

Nevery turned and studied Brumbee. “Not all, Brumbee,” he said. “Conn is a magister, and his stone has not been stolen.”

“Of course!” Brumbee said. “Conn. But don’t you think that’s, well, suspicious?”

“No, I do not,” Nevery said. He pointed at the table. “There’s tea and biscuits,” he said, and went back to the grimoire.

“Oh,” Brumbee said. He went to the other table, poured himself a cup of tea, and sank into a chair. He sipped at the tea and made a face. “It’s cold!”

At the worktable, Nevery and Keeston ignored him. “Do you see?” Nevery was saying.

Keeston gripped his locus stone. “Y-yes, sir. The anstriker spell. You’re sure the magics are settled enough, sir?”

“They are, yes,” Nevery said. “Can you do it?”

Keeston gulped. “I’ve, um, never done a spell this difficult before. Who are we escrying for?”

Nevery glanced aside at Brumbee and lowered his voice. “For Conn.”

“All right.” Keeston studied Nevery’s grimoire for a few minutes. Nevery paced impatiently while Brumbee took nervous bites of a biscuit.

“Ready?” Nevery asked Keeston, coming to a turn in his pacing.

Keeston looked up from the grimoire. “I think so, sir. The spell is far too difficult to memorize, but I think I can read it from the page.”

Inside my cage, I snorted. The anstriker wasn’t that difficult.

“Good lad,” Nevery said, and set the scrying globe in the bowl of slowsilver. Brumbee heaved himself out of the chair and crossed to the worktable to watch.

Keeston held his locus stone in one hand and rested the fingers of his other hand on the scrying globe. He started the spell, speaking slowly, reading from the grimoire. At the end he added my true name—Connwaer.

As the spell effected, the spell-spark searched, slowing when it passed over Nimble’s house, where I was trapped in my cage, but the scrying globe stayed dark.

“Conn’s not in Wellmet?” Keeston asked.

Nevery frowned. “He must be here,” he muttered. He took two quick steps away from the table, then turned and came back. “He’s hiding from the spell, curse him.”

I’m not hiding from you, I wanted to shout. I want you to find me!

“Do the spell again, Keeston,” Nevery said. “But this time escry for Conn’s dragon.”

Now that was a good idea.

“Does the dragon have a true name?” Keeston asked.

“Yes,” Nevery said. “Tallennar.”

“Tallennar,” Keeston whispered.

To Pip’s ears its true name sounded sharp and clear.

Keeston did the anstriker spell again and added “Tallennar” at the end. This time the spell-spark swirled over the city and then circled the tiny Heartsease island, landing right on top of the tiny house and flaring up brightly before flickering out.

“How strange!” Brumbee said. “The spell ended right here.”

Nevery straightened, blinking the brights out of his eyes. “Because the dragon is here.” He looked around the room. “Somewhere in Heartsease.” He saw the window. “Or outside.” He swept-stepped across the room. My Pip-eyes saw him, looming larger, and then Pip ducked its head as Nevery flung the window open.

“Ah, there you are,” Nevery said, looking down at Pip, who clung to the bricks outside. To Pip’s dragon vision, Nevery looked like a shadow surrounded by the embers of flames that had gone out—because of his missing locus stone. Nevery spoke over his shoulder to Brumbee and Keeston. “Thank you for your help. You may go now.”

“But Nevery!” Brumbee sputtered. “We—”

“Call a magisters meeting for midmorning,” Nevery said. He pointed toward the door.

Still sputtering, Brumbee went out, followed by Keeston.

At the window, Nevery stepped aside. “Well, little Pip. Come in.”

My view of the room changed as Pip crawled up and perched on the windowsill.

Nevery examined Pip. “Hmmm,” he said. “You don’t look very well.” He reached out a hand and Pip flinched away. “All right,” Nevery said. He took a step back. “Conn is in trouble, isn’t he,” he said quietly.

Yes, Nevery, I wanted to say. I need your help. I had never asked for help before—I’d always done everything on my own—but this was too big for me.

Pip edged closer to him along the windowsill.

Nevery looked out into the night, which was just lightening to gray morning. “Curse it, boy, where are you?” He glanced down at Pip. “Perhaps you can lead me to him, Pip. We’ll try—”

Bang, bang, bang!

I blinked, and the seeing-and-hearing spell faltered, and I was Conn again, huddled in the corner of the cage with my head down on my knees and the cold from the tourmalifine wires seeping into my bones, feeling sick-shivery with worry.

“What’s the matter with him?” a sharp voice said. Sootle. He banged on the cage again.

I lifted my head. “What d’you want?” I asked. My voice sounded rusty.

“Breakfast,” Sootle said. “Stay down there and I’ll put it in.”

Right. I watched as he used the keystone to open the cage, slid in a tray with breakfast on it, and closed the door again. Another swift, the woman Floss, was at the window, the one Pip had broken during the night. She held up a plank of wood and laid it across the frame and tapped in a nail to hold it in place.

On the tray was a bowl of porridge with two eggs on it this time, and an apple, and a cup of tea with curls of steam rising off it. I stared at it, stiff and cold and still getting used to seeing as Conn and not as Pip.

Nevery was being smart, trying to get Pip to lead him to me. That might work, if Nevery could get Keeston’s help and figure out the right spellwords to use. He might come soon. If he did he’d better get some help from the Dawn Palace guards, maybe Kerrn and Rowan with their swords.

“You all right?” Sootle asked.

I nodded.

“Eat it, then,” he said. With his foot he tapped the side of the cage.

I looked up at him. He hadn’t seemed so bad when he’d been the leader of the chimney swifts and I’d been his charboy. I’d even sort of liked him. But all along he’d been working for Crowe—and he was willing to kill for Crowe, too.

“Lied to us about your name, did you?” he said, narrowing his eyes as he stared down at me. “Not Pip at all, but Conn. Not a charboy at all, but a spying little wizard.” His long nose twitched. “As young a scrap as you are, you don’t look like a wizard.”

Sure as sure, he thought a wizard should look like the oil paintings back in the ducal magister’s rooms. I shrugged.

He frowned. “Eat your breakfast or I’ll take it away.”

All right. I uncurled myself from the corner and reached for the cup of tea.

Nevery would come. He’d come soon.







 




From the Duchess to the Underlord

 

Dear Embre.

It’s been days since we’ve heard from Conn. Don’t you care what happens to him? Are we supposed to sit around and wait while he gets himself into worse and worse trouble? All of these things happening at once—the locus stones missing, the troubled magics, the gangs in the city—it can’t be a coincidence, and somehow Conn is the key to it all. I feel like something is about to happen, as if there is a hammer poised above the city, and we are sitting here waiting for the blow.

I just wish I knew who was holding the hammer so we could do something about it. If I have to attend yet another meeting that produces no action I may scream.

 

Sincerely,

Rowan

Duchess

Dawn Palace, Sunrise
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Dearest of Rowans,

We are not just sitting around waiting, as you say. Well, I am by necessity sitting, but I am not doing nothing. My men are on high alert, though they report nothing of Conn. The gang that has been causing trouble both here and in the Sunrise must have a base of operations. I can assure you that it is not in the Twilight. Has the palace guard scoured the Sunrise for such activity?

I expect you’ve heard by now from Nevery that we are to meet with him later at the Dawn Palace. Yes, O best beloved, another meeting, but I trust that once we have discussed these troubles we will think of something that needs doing. Perhaps it will involve swords and fighting, which I expect would fulfill your rather Conn-like need to act.

Yours forever,

Embre
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Nevery didn’t come. Neither did Captain Kerrn and a troop of Dawn Palace guards, or Rowan wielding her sword, or Embre and a pack of his men.

Neither did Crowe.

I sat in my corner and shivered, watching the swift Floss finish boarding up the window. When she was done, she pulled up a chair in front of my cage. Crowe must’ve given her orders to keep an eye on me. I heard muffled voices and people moving around downstairs. Something was happening.

I tried to stay awake, to see if the noise would give me a clue about what was going on, but after a while I fell asleep.

When I woke up, it was late afternoon and the chimney swift was gone and the house was quiet. I pushed my face up against the cage again and said Pip’s true name: “Tallennar.”

The seeing-and-hearing spell showed me that Pip was perched in the corner of a big room. Seeing the room like that, from high up and bright with the Pip-eyes flames, made me dizzy and I closed my own eyes for a moment, then cracked them open again.

Desk cluttered with papers, tall windows, a dusty tree in a pot, comfortable chairs with lace doilies on them. Oh, I’d been there before. It was Rowan’s office in the Dawn Palace. Rowan herself, wearing her duchess uniform, a green velvet dress, with her red hair hanging in an fraying braid down her back, sat behind her desk. Nevery sat in one of the comfortable chairs, and Captain Kerrn leaned against a wall with her hand on the pommel of her sword. Next to the desk sat Embre in his wheeled chair. He was pale and had dark circles under his eyes, as if he hadn’t slept.

“He did what?” Rowan was saying.

“You heard what he said, Ro,” Embre said sharply.

Rowan shot him a cross look.

“It should not be unexpected,” Kerrn said. “He is a thief.”

So Nevery had told them about me stealing his locus stone.

“Thief or not,” Embre said, “he must’ve had a reason.”

Yes, I’d had a reason. Not a good one, as it’d turned out.

“He must have,” Rowan agreed. She took a breath and folded her hands on her desk. Calming herself so she could be duchess-like. “Magister Nevery, did Conn say anything when he picked your pocket?”

Nevery opened his mouth to answer, but a knock at the door interrupted him.

Miss Dimity poked her head into the room. “Duchess Rowan, I’m so terribly sorry to—”

“—to interrupt,” Rowan said impatiently. “Yes, I know. What is it?”

Miss Dimity’s mouth pinched with distaste. “There is a . . . ahem . . . a messenger here, and he insists on seeing Magister Nevery.”

Rowan raised her eyebrows and Nevery nodded. “Show him in,” he said.

Miss Dimity ushered the mudlark Den into the room, then stood behind him with her bony hand on Den’s shoulder.

When I’d met him on the mudflats, Den had seemed big, like a minion-in-training, but in Rowan’s office he looked grubby and hungry. He lowered his one eyebrow and glared around the room. His voice surly, he said, “I’ve got a message for a wizard named Never.”

Nevery nodded. “I am Nevery.”

Den shrugged Miss Dimity’s hand off his shoulder. “Nevery, right,” he said. “My message is from this piece of work gutterboy-wizard. Conn. D’you know him?”

Nevery leaned forward in his chair. “I do.”

Den cast a quick look around the room, at Rowan and Embre, catching sight of Pip up in the corner of the ceiling. “Conn said to go to Heartsease, right? But you weren’t there, were you? So I came here.” He shrugged. “Couldn’t get to you sooner. Had to get my lot settled first, and then she”—he nodded at Miss Dimity—“didn’t want to let me in here.”

Nevery looked like a kettle about to boil over. “What,” he said, biting off the words, “is Conn’s message?”

Den scowled at Nevery. “I’m getting to it.” He rubbed his nose. “Conn says Crowe’s in the city.”

Nevery’s eyes widened, then he nodded. “What else?”

Den shrugged. “He said to tell you it’s Crowe that’s been stealing the locus stones. And he said if you didn’t hear from him that Crowe’d probably got him.”

Rowan gasped, and Nevery went pale. Embre couldn’t go any paler than he already was.

Don’t worry, I wanted to tell them. I’m all right.

“He said Crowe would take him to a house in the Sunrise,” Den went on. He pointed at Nevery. “And he said you should be careful.”

“Curse the boy,” Nevery muttered.

“And,” Den went on, “he said to use the ’striker spell to find him.”

“Would that work?” Rowan asked.

“I tried it last night,” Nevery said, shaking his head. “It didn’t work. Clearly Crowe has figured out some way to hide from the spell, and to hide Conn from us.”

Ro leaped up from behind her desk and started to pace. “We must find Conn at once. We’ll start by trying to find that house in the Sunrise where they’re keeping him. Captain Kerrn?”

Kerrn stood alert and ready, her hand still on the pommel of her sword. “We will find him, Duchess.”

Suddenly Rowan stopped pacing, and her face went very pale. “Oh. Oh, no,” she whispered to herself. “We’re not thinking this through. Crowe has returned.” Rowan gnawed at a thumbnail. “All of the magisters’ locus stones have been stolen and Conn has been kidnapped, so we have no wizards to help us.” She glanced at Embre. “It’s quite clear, isn’t it? Crowe is making a move to take over the city.”

Embre was gripping the arms of his chair, his thin hands like claws. “We have to stop him.” His face was white and fierce.

Rowan gave a brisk nod. “Yes, we do.” She clenched her right hand, and I knew she was thinking about gripping her sword. Then she turned a bleak look on Embre. When she spoke, her voice shook. “We can’t send your men or the palace guards to search for Conn.”

“I know,” Embre said. “I care about him, too. But you’re the duchess. And I’m the Underlord. We have to protect the city first.”

In my cage, Embre’s words made me shiver as I realized something. I was the same as them. We were friends, me and Rowan and Embre, but the same way they had to put the city first, I had to put the magics first. It meant we could never be careful or safe; it meant we would always do what had to be done. If only I could talk to Rowan and Embre now, at this moment, I knew they would understand, and maybe Nevery would, too.

But I couldn’t. Instead I squeezed my eyes tightly closed and watched what was happening in Rowan’s office.

She and Embre both looked at Nevery, who’d gone to stand at the window. “I’m sorry,” Rowan said, her voice shaking. “We can see that you’re worried about him.”

To Pip’s eyes, Nevery burned less brightly, and his face looked lined and tired. He nodded, then said, “Leave finding Conn to me.” He pointed at Pip. “And to—”

Poke, poke, poke.

“Is he dead?” a sharp voice asked.

Poke.

“Dunno,” another voice answered.

I opened my eyes. A narrow finger reached through the wire mesh and poked my arm again.

“I’m not dead,” I said in a creaky voice. I lifted my head. My cheek was cold where it’d been pressed against the tourmalifine floor of the cage. Rubbing it, I sat up.

Outside the cage crouched Sootle. Seeing me awake, he got to his feet. “Brought your dinner and a blanket,” he said. “Don’t give me any trouble.”

I climbed stiffly to my feet. Trouble? Me?

Sootle reached into his pocket and pulled out the keystone and used it to open the cage door. Then he put the stone back into his pocket.

As he turned to fetch the dinner tray off the table, I shoved the door wider open and flung myself out of the cage. I got two steps into the room, and Sootle came after me, dropping the tray with a crash. He grabbed me. I kicked and struggled as he wrestled me back into the cage and slammed the door behind me. I crouched on the cage floor, panting. He glared down at me, then pointed at the broken dinner dishes. “No dinner for you, then, charboy.” He kicked at the cage. “No blanket, neither.”

“Leave him,” said the swift by the door. “It’s almost time.”

Time for what? From downstairs came more bumps and thumps and I heard Nimble’s whiny voice shout something. As Rowan had said, Crowe was planning to take over the city, and he was making his move tonight.

“Right,” said Sootle, and after kicking my cage again, he left the room, followed by the other swift.

I waited until their footsteps clattered away down the stairs.

Stupid chimney swifts. They knew I was a wizard, but they’d already forgotten about my quick hands. When he’d been wrestling me back into the cage, I’d picked the keystone from Sootle’s pocket.
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The keystone fit through the wire mesh, so I pushed it through with my fingers and pressed it against the corner of the cage where the door opened. Nothing happened.

“Stupid stone,” I whispered.

I pulled the stone back through the wires and clenched it in my fist. Crowe was out in the city making his move, whatever it was. I needed to get out.

“Tallennar!” I shouted for the hundredth time. I’d tried the seeing-hearing spell and saw only darkness. Was the dragon sleeping? Wake up, Pip!

I turned to the cage to try the stone again. Steadying my fingers, I slid the keystone through the mesh. A noise from out in the hallway made my head jerk up. The stone slipped from my fingers and dropped to the floor. It bounced once and rolled away.

“Oh, curse it!” I kicked the side of the cage. Then I crouched and poked my fingers through the mesh, reaching for the stone. Too far.

The door to the attic opened. Nimble came in. I jumped to my feet and put my hands behind my back. Had he seen me trying to get the keystone?

Nimble crossed the room to stand before my cage; he was carrying a burlap sack with something in it.

I snuck a quick-look down. The keystone was just a finger length away from his foot. If he glanced at the floor, he would see it.

“Caught like a rat in a trap, aren’t you, gutterboy?” Nimble said, giving me his smirk-smile.

Oh, so he’d come to gloat. I glared at him.

“Crowe and I have arranged it so that everything that happens to the city tonight will seem like your doing. All the work of one gutterboy turned wizard who we never should have trusted because he was plotting to take over the city for himself. In the chaos after the deaths of the girl duchess and that crippled boy Underlord, Crowe and I will step in and save the city by destroying the rogue wizard Connwaer. Clever, is it not?” Nimble said. “We—”

“How d’you figure they’ll think it was me?” I interrupted.

Nimble’s smirk widened. “I thought of it myself. It is well known that you are interested in pyrotechnics, and that you are the only wizard in the city who can touch a locus magicalicus and survive. Thus I have created pyrotechnic devices that are set off with locus magicalicus stones.” He raised the bag he was carrying and shook it. I heard the rattling sound of stones on metal—he had the stolen locus stones in a little tourmalifine cage. Sure as sure he had tourmalifine tongs in there, too, so he could handle the stones without actually touching them. “Crowe’s men put the devices in place yesterday,” Nimble went on. “Tonight he and I will set the locus stone fuses. The devices will destroy the Dawn Palace and Dusk House and various other strategic sites when they explode.”

Wait. Explosions? Pyrotechnics?

My stomach lurched. “You can’t do that,” I said.

“Oh, and who is going to stop us?” Nimble said, scoffing at me in my cage.

I gripped the wires, their cold burning into my fingers. “No, I mean you really can’t. I just settled the magics. Pyrotechnic explosions will set them off again.” The magics were so huge and so different from us that they didn’t even notice most of what we people did, unless a wizard got their attention with a locus stone and said a spell in the magic language. But, maybe because they’d once been fire-breathing dragons, the magics noticed pyrotechnics. With huge explosions going off all around, the magics might be unsettled enough to clash and roil again the way they had when Arhionvar had first come to Wellmet, when fire and rocks had rained down on the city, and winds had ravaged along every street. Crowe and Nimble were taking a huge risk with their pyrotechnic devices.

“Oh, you and your nonsense about magical beings,” Nimble scoffed. “The magic is simply a resource to be used.” Turning to leave, his foot nudged the keystone, pushing it closer to the cage. He stalked off.

“Nimble, you can’t use pyrotechnics!” I shouted after him. My heart pounded. “You could destroy the city!”

At the doorway, Nimble paused. “Truly, I am glad we did not hang you when we had the chance. You’ve been so much more useful to us alive. But not for long.” His smirk-smile turned even nastier. “Soon you will be more useful to us dead.” Then he went out of the attic and I heard his footsteps as he trotted down the stairs.

Off he went, to set his pyrotechnic devices. This was way worse than I’d thought. I had to get out.

Quickly I crouched down and poked my fingers through the wires, reaching for the keystone. Nimble had kicked it closer, but not close enough. “Drats, drats, drats!” I stood up. “Pip!” I shouted again.

This time, Pip answered. I heard a scrabbling at one of the low windows, and then one of the glass panes shattered and Pip poked its snout in and looked around, checking for chimney swifts, I guessed. Then it squeezed in the window and crawled down the wall and across the floor toward me.

“Pip!” I gasped. “I need you to get me out of here.” The dragon could pick up the keystone and use it to open the cage.

Pip stopped next to the stone and fixed me with one of its red glare-stares.

“The stone,” I said, crouching down and poking my fingers through the wires, pointing at the stone. “See the keystone right there?”

Pip blinked.

I said it again in the dragon language so it could understand better. Tallennar take keystone, open cage? I asked it. To anyone listening, it would’ve sounded like I’d just said a magical spell.

Pip leaned over and picked up the keystone in its mouth.

“Oh, please don’t swallow it,” I whispered.

Holding the stone, Pip edged closer to the cage. It put a claw-paw on the tourmalifine wires. Sparks flared up, snap-crackling, and Pip flinched away, dropping the stone.

Oh, no. I’d forgotten. Pip’s scales were made of slowsilver, so when the dragon touched the tourmalifine wires, it got hurt.

I gulped down a knot of desperation. “You don’t have to do it, Pip.”

Ignoring me, Pip picked up the stone again and, with sparks dash-flashing all around it, scrambled up the side of the cage and held the keystone against the corner. As the cage cracked open, Pip dropped the stone and fell to the floor in a shower of sparks, panting.

I shoved open the cage door and went to crouch next to Pip. “You all right?” I asked.

As an answer, Pip spat out a glimmering glob of light that charred the wooden floorboards it touched, then climbed up my arm to cling to my shoulder. I turned my head and lay my face against Pip’s warm scales. “Thanks for coming back,” I whispered.

Deep in its chest, the little dragon purred.

All right, then.

I got to my feet. Now that I was out of the tourmalifine cage, I could feel all around me the strong, stony Arhionvar magic and the softer, old Wellmet magic. They were still settled from the talking-to I’d given them, Arhionvar over the Sunrise, the old magic over the Twilight, meeting here on the wizards’ islands in the middle of the river. But the magics felt as if the slightest push would set them roiling and swirling against each other. Pyrotechnic devices exploding all over the city—that wouldn’t be a slight push, it’d be disaster. I raced down the stairs, looking for Nimble.

The house was empty.
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Outside Nimble’s house, the day was ending. Pip dropped to the cobblestones in the courtyard and glared at the flames and shadows cast by the setting sun.

“There he is,” I heard Nevery’s gravelly voice say, and then he swept-stepped around a corner of the house, Benet behind him gripping a truncheon. Nevery looked me up and down. “You’re all right, my lad?”

I took a shivery breath. The last time I’d seen him . . .

“Nevery, I’m very sorry about stealing your locus stone,” I said.

“Hmm, yes,” he said. “I expect you are. Crowe tricked you into it, did he?”

I nodded. He had, curse him.

“It’s all right, my lad,” Nevery said, and rested a hand on my shoulder.

I would make it all right. When I got his locus stone back.

“Anybody after you?” Benet put in, pointing at the house.

I shook my head. “They’ve all gone.”

“Good,” Nevery said. “Well done, little Pip.” Nevery nodded at Pip, who was crouched at my feet. “Your dragon led us to you, Connwaer. We would have been here sooner, but—”

“Never mind that, Nevery,” I interrupted. Quickly I told him what I knew, that Nimble had hidden his sneaky locus-stone pyrotechnic devices in the Dawn Palace and Dusk House, and in other places, too. Nevery raised his eyebrows when he heard that Nimble—another magister—was involved in Crowe’s plot, but he nodded at me to continue. “He’s using the locus stones as fuses,” I explained, and told him that Nimble had left not long ago to set the fuses. Crowe also had a houseful of minions and his chimney swifts to make trouble. He planned to blow up Rowan in the Dawn Palace and Embre in Dusk House and take over the city. “We have to hurry,” I finished. Night was coming, and that’s when Crowe would make his move.

While I explained, Benet led us to the dock where he’d tied the boat he and Nevery had rowed across in, from Heartsease.

“Wait,” I said, thinking of something that could save us time. “I have to look for something.”

“Boy—” Nevery began.

“I’ll come right back,” I promised, and with Pip flying behind, I raced across the cobbles to Nimble’s house, then up the stairs to the floor just below the attic. When I’d been in the cage, I’d heard Nimble shouting at people, Crowe’s minions and swifts probably, and it’d sounded like it’d come from there. “Lothfalas,” I said, for some light, and tried doorknobs. Four rooms were empty except for tumbled blankets and pillows and smelly socks and some other junk. Clear as clear, more than just a few chimney swifts had been sleeping in these rooms. Crowe must have snuck more minions into the city, too, and they’d been hiding out here.

The fifth room was locked. This had to be it, Nimble’s workroom. “Pip,” I called, and the dragon came closer, bringing the hazy glow of the lothfalas light with it. I got out my lockpick wires and—quick hands—picked the lock.

What I was hoping to find was a map of Wellmet, maybe with the locations of the hidden pyrotechnic-locus-stone devices conveniently marked on it.

Nimble’s workroom had a long table in it, and a desk piled with papers, and books piled on the floor in teetering stacks, and leaky boxes and bulging bags and vials with labels on them that said things like saltpeter and tourmalifine powder and sulfur.

This was where Nimble had been doing his experiments, where he’d made the tourmalifine cages, and where he’d been working out how to make locus-stone pyrotechnic devices.

Moving as fast as I could without bumping something, I went to the desk and looked through the papers. No map. Then to a sloppy pile of papers on the floor next to the desk. No map there, either.

Drats, I didn’t have time for this!

I tiptoed to the worktable and shuffled through the papers strewn across it. Nothing.

I was on my knees digging through a box of junk next to the desk when I heard a heavy step, step, step in the hallway, and Benet pushed his way in.

“Come on, you,” he growled.

I carefully set a jumble of tourmalifine wires on the floor. “Just stay over there by the door, Benet,” I said. “The room’s full of pyrotechnic materials.”

Benet had a very good reason for not liking pyrotechnics; he’d been hurt by them the first time I’d accidentally blown up Heartsease. He went still, and when he spoke, his lips hardly moved. “We can’t leave Master Nevery waiting. He’s been worried.”

“I know,” I said. I’d seen him through Pip’s eyes, though Benet didn’t know that. And I thought Nevery was more annoyed with me than worried.

“Ask him to tell you,” Benet said.

“Tell me what?” I asked.

“He knows,” Benet said, and I knew him well enough to know that he wasn’t going to say any more. “You coming?”

I nodded and pulled a rag-wrapped bundle out of the box. Tourmalifine tongs. They weren’t as good as a map, but they’d be useful for defusing Nimble’s pyrotechnic devices, if the devices worked the way I guessed they did. Keeping the tongs close to me so I didn’t knock over a vial of slowsilver and blow us both up, I got to my feet and edged out of the room. Benet and I hurried down the dark stairs and, followed by Pip, out to the boat where Nevery was not very patiently waiting.

 

The question was where to go first. The sun was going down behind the steep streets of the Twilight, and flames of light streaked the sky. Darkness was spreading from the east, over the Sunrise part of the city.

Nimble was out there setting the fuses in his pyrotechnic devices. I had to stop him, and I had to keep the devices he’d already set from exploding. But where had he started?

“Come along, boy,” Nevery growled from the boat.

I shook my head, still standing on the dock, gripping the tongs. Embre was at Dusk House; Rowan was at the Dawn Palace. They were both in danger; I had to get them both to safety. But where first?

I knew what I had to do. Ask for help.

That decided, I jumped into the boat; Pip flapped in after me. “We have to go to the mudflats on the Twilight side. And we have to hurry.”

A nod from Nevery, and Benet pushed the boat into the river’s current, gripped the oars, and started rowing.

“What’s your plan, boy?” Nevery asked, grabbing the side of the boat as a wave sloshed against it.

“Nevery, I can stop some of Nimble’s devices from blowing up by taking out the locus stone fuses,” I explained. Because unlike anybody else in the city, I could touch a locus stone and not be killed. I held out the tongs and Nevery took them.

He looked them over, frowning. “What are they made of?” he asked. Even in the dim light, the metal the tongs were made from had a greeny sheen.

As the dark bulk of Nimble’s house on its island receded behind us, I told Nevery how Nimble had used tourmalifine wires to hide Crowe—and me—from the anstriker spell, and how he’d made these tongs so he could pick up the locus stones. “Because tourmalifine repels magic. D’you see, Nevery?”

“Yes, I see,” he answered. “Very clever. I can use these tongs to defuse some of the pyrotechnic devices, by taking out the locus stones, is that what you’re thinking?”

I nodded. “You’ll have to be very careful, Nevery.”

He gave me one of his keen-gleam looks. “Really, boy.”

Really. But Nevery knew how to pick locks. I’d taught him myself. He had steady hands, and he could defuse a device without getting himself blown up.

“Do you know where Nimble’s hidden the devices?” Nevery asked.

I didn’t know, but I could guess. There would be one device for each magister’s locus stone that had been stolen by the chimney swifts. Not counting me, there were six magisters all together: Nevery, Sandera, Trammel, Brumbee, Periwinkle, and Nimble. My stone was in Pip, and Nimble wouldn’t have put his own stone into one of the devices. Five stolen locus stones; that meant five explosive devices. Sure as sure there were devices hidden in the Dawn Palace and Dusk House. That left three more devices. Where had Nimble put them?

“Just get the one in Dusk House,” I told Nevery. I would worry about the rest of them. Then I told him a little more about how I guessed Nimble had made the pyrotechnic devices and what Nevery would have to do to defuse them, and how dangerous they’d be to the magics if they went off, and by the time we got to the mudflats, the last of the sunset flames were dying in the sky. Benet beached the boat.

“Wait here,” Nevery said to him as we climbed out.

My bare feet sank deep into the smelly mud; I slopped through it with Nevery beside me steadying himself by gripping my shoulder. Pip flew ahead. We pushed through tall reeds to the path that led along the mudflats.

“Nevery, you won’t get to Dusk House without help,” I said, hurrying down the path. Crowe had been the Underlord before, and he had to hate Embre more than anyone; it made sense that he’d start his attacks in the Twilight. That part of the city would be crawling with Crowe’s minions and the chimney swifts, and Nevery didn’t have a locus stone to defend himself with.

As we came to the mudlarks’ shack, Pip flew up and perched on my shoulder. Smoke was trickling from the shack’s tin stovepipe. We were in luck; they were there.

Before I could knock on the door, it opened, and Den stepped out. Jo stood behind him, her face pale.

“What d’you want now, wizard boy?” Den asked, his narrow eyes flicking quick glances over me and Pip, and then over Nevery.

“You know Crowe’s come back,” I answered. Then I quickly explained how Crowe was making his move to take over the city tonight. “Nevery has to get to Dusk House,” I went on. “So he can save Underlord Embre and start fighting Crowe on this side of the river.”

Den hesitated, as if he was deciding.

Then, from behind, Jo poked him. “It’s the gutterboy-wizard asking,” she whispered. “He was like us, Den.”

“All right, we’ll help,” Den said. “We’ll fight Crowe and any of his minions he’s brought back with him.” He gave a sudden fierce grin. “Crowe’s a bad lot. He used to send men to beat the fluff out of us mudlarks when we didn’t pay him off. We don’t want him running the city again.” He poked his head into the shack. “Come on, you kids!” he shouted to the other mudlarks hiding there.

As the kids came blinking out of the dark shack into the last of the daylight, I stepped away, ready to head for Benet so he could row me over to the Sunrise. I could almost feel the sun pulling the darkness across the sky as it sank away. I had to get to Rowan at the Dawn Palace soon.

Nevery stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “From what you tell me, Connwaer, Nimble’s devices are extremely dangerous.”

I wouldn’t tell him I’d be careful. He knew I couldn’t be; not now, with the city and the magics in such terrible danger. “I’ll have Pip with me,” I said. On my shoulder, Pip gave a low growl. “I have to hurry, Nevery.”

He let me go. “As do I,” he said. “Go.”

I went.
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The guards at the front doors of the Dawn Palace tried to stop me as I sprinted up the steps.

I could hardly blame them. I looked like a gutterboy—barefoot, wearing rags and my black sweater, covered with mud and soot-smudges, panting from racing up the hill from the river. “I’m a wizard,” I shouted at them. On my shoulder, Pip arched its back, snorting out sparks and smoke, lashing its tail. “Out of my way!”

They got out of my way. I shoved open the double doors and raced inside. Rowan. I had to find her.

Striding down the echoing hallway came Captain Kerrn, two palace guards behind her. She snapped out an order to the guards and they advanced on me.

“No, Kerrn!” I shouted, skidding to a stop. Oh, please listen. “Rowan’s in danger.”

She held up a hand, and the guards paused.

“Where is she?” I panted.

“This way,” Kerrn said briskly. She led me down a hallway, pointing at a door at its end. I charged ahead of her and flung open the door.

Inside was a table with a few of the city councilors, palace guards, Miss Dimity, and Brumbee standing around it; Rowan stood at its head. On the table was a map of the city. They all looked up as I burst into the room; Miss Dimity gave a little shriek.

“Ro!” I shouted. “You have to get out of here.”

Rowan took off her golden spectacles and raised her eyebrows. The others at the table were exclaiming, and the guards put their hands on their sword pommels and scowled.

“What is it, Conn?” Rowan asked, crossing the room to me.

Kerrn shoved me around to face her. “Yes, what?” Her ice-chip eyes were fierce.

“Get everybody out,” I said. “Out of the Dawn Palace.” They both stared. Drats; I had to explain again. I caught my breath. “Nimble’s been working with Crowe. He’s set an explosive device in the palace. It could go off anytime.”

Rowan nodded. “Do as Conn says, Kerrn; get everybody out.”

Kerrn was already issuing orders; her guards were hustling the other people out of the room. More guards came rushing in, and Kerrn sent them to search the rest of the palace.

“Hurry!” I said, pulling Rowan toward the door.

“Yes, all right,” she said, and strode along beside me. She’d already started thinking it through. “Crowe is making his move tonight,” she said, as we hurried down the hallway to the main doors. “He’ll start with the Twilight. Is Embre all right?”

“I don’t know,” I answered. “There’s a device at Dusk House, too. Nevery’s gone to get Embre out.”

Rowan’s face went very pale. “Oh, no.”

As we stepped outside, with a view over the river to the Twilight, a blinding burst of light exploded from one of the wizards’ islands. Then another flash, white-bright against the night. Sparks blasted into the darkness. A roar of sound rolled over us.

One of the pyrotechnic devices had gone off.

Rowan gasped. People streamed past us, fleeing the Dawn Palace, some of them screaming, others babbling with fright.

Somebody bumped into me and Rowan, and then Kerrn was there.

“Captain,” Rowan said, as Kerrn hustled her farther away from the building, “ready what guards we have. We must defend the city.”

I stood on the steps, trying to see above people’s heads. In the distance, sparks were still flying up from the island, and a glowing cloud of smoke billowed up; flames flickered. It was Nimble’s house that had exploded, I realized. A cold feeling gathered in my stomach. I was supposed to be in there—if I hadn’t gotten out of the cage I’d have been blown to bits.

On my shoulder, Pip leaned toward the explosion, quivering with excitement. Smoke trickled up from its tiny nostrils. Overhead, I felt the huge magic of Arhionvar shift as it reacted to the pyrotechnics. It held its place over the Sunrise. But its hold was precarious. We couldn’t risk another explosion.

“Come away, Ducal Magister,” Kerrn said. She stood two steps below me. A few last people and guards hurried past us, fleeing.

I shook my head. “Wait,” I said. I knew where Nimble had hidden the pyrotechnic device. He wanted me to seem guilty; he must’ve snuck in and put it in the ducal magister’s rooms. “I have to defuse the device,” I said.

Kerrn shook her head. “You cannot risk your life for a building,” she said sharply.

It wasn’t the Dawn Palace I was worried about. For one thing, if the device exploded it’d take a magister’s locus stone with it. Nevery’s stone, maybe. I couldn’t let that happen. For another, I couldn’t let another explosion trouble the magics. “Keep everybody away,” I told her. Just in case. Then I turned and raced back into the palace.
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Nimble hadn’t even bothered to hide the pyrotechnic device. It was sitting on the patterned carpet in the ducal magister’s room, a plain wooden box with handles and a lid on it, small enough that I could have heaved it up and carried it in my arms.

But I didn’t want to do that.

Krrrr, Pip said into my ear. Hurry, it meant.

I crept across the room and knelt next to the box. The oil-painted magisters on the walls frowned down at me. “Lothfalas,” I whispered, and Pip breathed out a glowing ball of sparks that hovered overhead. Carefully—steady hands—I lifted the top off the box and peered inside.

It was as I’d suspected. The box was packed with blackpowder explosives. On top of the blackpowder, glowing bright green against the black, was a heap of tourmalifine crystals with a locus magicalicus sitting on it. Brumbee’s round, brown locus stone; it looked like a hen’s egg in a green nest. Near the heap of tourmalifine was a saucer full of slowsilver, shimmering like a liquid mirror in the dim light. That was the fuse. The idea was, the slowsilver would be attracted to the locus stone, so it would creep out of the dish toward the stone in its pile of tourmalifine. When slowsilver and tourmalifine mingled, they exploded. That smaller explosion would set off the huge blackpowder explosion.

The slowsilver had already crept partway out of the saucer; slowly it oozed toward the pile of tourmalifine crystals. Only a finger’s width separated them. When the slowsilver touched the tourmalifine—BOOM!

Taking a deep breath, I stilled my hands and reached into the box. Pip climbed up to perch on my head to watch, clinging to my hair.

“Pip, your tail is in my eyes,” I whispered. The dragon shifted so I could see, but still leaned toward the box.

Carefully, so carefully, I touched Brumbee’s locus stone. It felt cool and smooth, and I could feel the magic in it, too, a prickling in the tips of my fingers. With steady hands I eased the stone from its nest of tourmalifine crystals, then held it over each flowing bit of slowsilver, slowly coaxing it back into the saucer. When every silver-bright snail was inside, I put Brumbee’s locus stone down on the floor, then reached in and, careful not to spill a drop, lifted out the saucer of slowsilver and set it down outside the box.

I sat back and let out a shivery breath. There, I’d done it. The device was defused.

Pip started to hop down, going after the locus stone, but I snatched away the stone and put it in my pocket, grabbed Pip and stood, my legs shaking, then set off running through the echoing passages of the Dawn Palace and out the front doors.

The courtyard outside was deserted. I stood with Pip in my arms on the steps and looked out over the city. Night had fallen. In the dark distance where the river ran through the middle of the city, sparks and orange smoke still drifted up from the island where Nimble’s house had stood. Pip squirmed in my hands, so I let it go, and it dropped to the ground and glared up at me. The dragon was a magical creature; it had wanted that locus stone for itself.

“Sorry, Pip,” I said, and started down the palace steps.

Rowan, followed by Kerrn and Miss Dimity and a few more palace guards, hurried to meet me at the bottom. Rowan had gotten a sword from somewhere; she wore it belted over her green dress. “Conn!” she shouted. “Did you—”

“Yes,” I answered. I’d defused the device, I meant.

“What now?” Rowan asked. Beside her, Kerrn gripped her sword.

“My dear duchess,” Miss Dimity said, bulging her eyes at Rowan’s sword. “I really don’t think you should—”

“Quiet,” Rowan said, holding up her hand. “No interruptions.”

Miss Dimity looked as if she’d swallowed a frog.

I glanced toward the Twilight. No smoke, no fire. So Dusk House hadn’t exploded. Yet. “Nevery’s defusing the pyrotechnic device at Dusk House.”

Rowan gave a brisk nod. “Captain Kerrn’s guards are reporting that Crowe’s minions have been pouring into the Twilight. The first explosion was a signal to them, apparently.” She looked over her shoulder at the billows of smoke and sparks still coming from the island. “We have things under control in the Sunrise.” She turned back to me. “I need to help Embre.”

Yes, she did. I told her and Kerrn where to find Benet, who was waiting at the riverbank with the boat.

“Benet’s there?” Kerrn asked, brightening.

“Yes,” I answered. “He can row you over to the Twilight to join the fight.”

“Good,” Rowan said. “You’re coming with us, Conn?”

“No. I think I know where Crowe has planted one of the other pyrotechnic bombs. I have to go defuse it.” I turned to hurry away.

Rowan took my arm, stopping me, and she didn’t look quite so duchessly. “Listen, Conn,” she whispered quickly. “I’m sorry about making you the ducal magister, and then trying to make you stay safe inside. We all decided we knew what was best for you, even though you kept saying you didn’t want it.” She gave me a wry smile. “You don’t talk a lot, you know, so when you do, we ought to listen.”

“It’s all right, Ro,” I said. Because suddenly, it was.

“Friends again?” she asked.

“Friends always,” I said. “And I have to go.”

She nodded and opened her mouth to say something, but I answered for her. “I can’t be careful, Ro—you know that. It’s for the magics—and the city.”

She gave me a grim nod. “Yes, Conn, I know. Now go.”

 

I figured Crowe was trying to destroy the centers of power in Wellmet. If he wanted to strike at the wizards, he’d plant a pyrotechnic device at Magisters Hall, on one of the islands in the river.

With Pip clinging to my shoulder, I started down the wide streets of the Sunrise, heading for the Night Bridge. A few guard patrols were out, but the streets were mostly quiet and the houses were locked up tight. Everything was happening across the river.

At the bridge I slowed to see if any swifts or minions were about. The bridge had houses built on it, and the road ran through the middle of them; in the night it looked like the mouth of a tunnel leading into darkness. Keeping my ears pricked, I padded onto the bridge and, hearing nothing but my own quiet footsteps, hurried to the stairs leading to the secret tunnel that led from the bridge to the magisters’ islands in the river. Down I went, trying not to let my bare feet slide off the slippery steps.

“Lothfalas,” I said as I entered the tunnel, and greenish light flared around me and Pip. I made for the first gate, said the spell to go through, and raced along the dripping tunnel to the stairs leading up to the island.

When I reached the top of the stairs, I let the lothfalas light go out. No sense in telling Crowe and Nimble I was here in case they were here. The hallway I’d come out in was dark.

I searched the rest of the building, and it was dark, too, and quiet. I peeked into offices and meeting rooms, cellars and storage rooms, and found no strange boxes full of blackpowder and locus stone fuses.

Drats. This was taking too long!

I rushed out the front door of Magisters Hall to the slate-stone courtyard that lay before it. To the west, the Twilight was dark as a bruise, with points of light in the houses and, higher up near Dusk House, brighter smudges—torches. No explosion yet.

I had to see how Nevery was getting on. Maybe I needed to go there next. I had time, if I made it quick. “Pip,” I whispered. “Go spy on Nevery and then come back here.” I said it again in the dragon language. Then I said “Tallennar” to start the seeing-and-hearing spell again. The spell-spark flared and I saw and heard the world as Pip did.

Pip leaped from my shoulder into the air. A whirl of sky and stars, and then I saw the dark water of the river rushing underneath as Pip flew across the river, heading for the Twilight. To our right, the rubble of Nimble’s house on its island lit up the sky with a red glow; to the left loomed the dark bulk of the Night Bridge. My Pip-ears could hear, coming from the steep streets of the Twilight, shouts and screams and the sounds of running feet.

As Pip flew, I felt the Arhionvar magic overhead, pushing toward Nimble’s house, where the last explosion had happened; the softer Wellmet magic felt twitchy, like a horse getting spooked. They felt like they were just about to tip over into chaos.

Hurry, Pip, I thought.

Pip shot over the dark streets up to Dusk House. The house was lit up with torches; in their flickering orange light, I caught a quick glimpse of men and women fighting in front of its doors, the flash of knives and clubs swinging, Crowe’s chimney swifts and his minions charging forward, and Embre’s men pushing them back, helped by mudlarks and gutterkids; I saw the mudlark Den pry up a cobblestone from the street and hurl it at Crowe’s men. There was no sign of Crowe, but Embre was in the thick of it, gripping a knife and shouting an order to one of his men while his aunt Sparks tried to push his wheeled chair through the crowd, farther away from Dusk House.

Then I heard Rowan shout, “Embre!” She drew her sword.

As Embre heard Rowan and looked toward her, a chimney swift holding a knife lunged at him; with a shout, Rowan leaped between them, her sword flashing in the dim light. Kerrn followed, sword drawn, with Benet beside her, elbowing a minion in the face, then swinging his truncheon. The minions and swifts before them fell back.

Embre shot a wild glance at Pip as the dragon flew over his head and into the building. Pip darted down one corridor, then dodged into a side door and flew up to the room’s ceiling and clung there. A storage room, it looked like, full of boxes and barrels.

In one corner, Nevery, who was holding the tourmalifine tongs, and the mudlark Jo were peering into a big wooden box—much bigger than the one Nimble had hidden in the Dawn Palace.

“Ah,” I heard Nevery say, and he pointed at something in the box.

Go closer, Pip.

Pip crawled along the ceiling until it was right over Nevery and Jo and the explosive device. I got a good look at what was inside.

Oh, no. Get out of there, Nevery! I wanted to shout at him.

This fuse was much closer to exploding than the one in the Dawn Palace device. As before, a locus magicalicus—Periwinkle’s gray river stone—sat on a pile of tourmalifine crystals. But this time the mirror-bright slowsilver snails had almost reached the tourmalifine. Not a fingernail’s width separated them. Another second, and they would mingle and explode.

As I watched, Nevery reached in with the tongs, and—

BOOM!

I blinked and Nevery in Dusk House disappeared, and I had time to take a quick breath before a wave of wind and burning air slammed me to the slate stones of the Magisters Hall courtyard. Under me, the ground rumbled, and a huge gout of flames and smoke burst into the air, brilliant orange against the night sky. The roaring boom of an explosion rumbled over the city, followed by a hot, smoky wind.

Overhead, the Arhionvar magic shifted like giant stones getting ready to thunder downhill in an avalanche.

My heart gave a lurch. Oh, no. Not Dusk House, not Nevery.

The ground was still shivering as I got to my feet, searching the Twilight for the explosion. But no; this explosion had come from behind me. I whirled to look. Where the dark bulk of the Night Bridge had stood was now a raging ruin of fire, sparks, smoke. From that direction, I heard people screaming and the crackle of flames.

That was four devices accounted for: the one in Dusk House, the one I’d defused in the Dawn Palace, the one on the bridge, and the first one to go off in Nimble’s house.

That meant there was just one pyrotechnic device left to find. I could feel time running out as Crowe and Nimble set its fuse. But where was it? Where?

As I turned, searching the light-spangled darkness that was the Twilight, and then the Sunrise, I saw it. Across the water, the next island after Nimble’s. Lights were moving inside a building that should’ve been dark.

Crowe and Nimble. They were there, in Heartsease.

In my home.
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I had to stop Crowe and Nimble from blowing up Heartsease, and I couldn’t wait for Pip to get back from Dusk House to do it. And I couldn’t get to Heartsease through the tunnel gates, not without Pip to open the magic locks for me.

I needed a boat. Quick as sticks, I raced across the courtyard to the docks where rowboats were tied for people who weren’t wizards and didn’t use the secret tunnels. Grabbing the first boat I came to, I untied the rope and shoved out into the dark river water, then dropped the oars into the locks and started rowing toward the lights of Heartsease.

As I rowed, a storm gathered overhead. Slowly clouds started to turn like a giant wheel over the city, heavy green and black, pressing lower and lower. Behind me, a bolt of wind shrieked past; I turned to look and saw it rip over the water, leaving a froth of white waves in its wake. When the wind reached the Twilight shore, it smashed through a warehouse, and I heard the sound of windows shattering. Another blast of wind followed, and this time fire flared where it hit the shore.

The magics were reacting to the pyrotechnics—just as I’d warned Nimble. Time was slipping away. If another pyrotechnic device went off, controlling the magics would be like trying to stop a tornado by gripping its whirling end. The magics would sweep through the city; there’d be whirlwinds and flaming rocks falling from the sky, and the river would surge out of its banks. I wouldn’t be able to stop it if it got that bad.

Turning back to the oars, I rowed as hard as I could. The river water grew choppy from the howling wind, and I could feel the magics roiling overhead. Finally the boat bumped up against the black rocks that lined the Heartsease island and I leaped out, then ran past the dark-branched tree and across the cobbled courtyard, keeping an eye out for chimney swifts or minions. The branches of the black tree thrashed in the wind. Most of Heartsease was dark, but lights gleamed from the second floor. Nevery’s study.

Quick I skiffed up the stairs, then paused at the study door to catch my breath. From outside came the sound of the wind screaming around Heartsease. But no thunder, no lightning—it wasn’t that kind of storm. I had to hurry before it got worse.

Crowe had to be in there, and Nimble. They probably had swifts with them. Without Pip I didn’t have magic, but I was a good thief. I had quick hands, steady hands, and I could melt into shadows, and I could stop them—if I was careful.

Holding my breath, I turned the knob and eased open the study door, just a crack big enough to spy through.

Inside the room, I saw a sliver of bookshelf and wavery light coming from a single candle set on the long, wooden table that Nevery and I liked to work at in the evenings. The rest of the room was dark with shadows.

I pushed the door open a little wider. There, over by the fireplace. Crowe had his back to me. He was standing next to Nimble, who was bent over a wooden box with iron handles on it, for carrying. Its wooden lid was off. The pyrotechnic device.

And there—on the table behind Nimble. A glass vial full of mirror-bright slowsilver, gleaming in the dim candlelight.

So they hadn’t set the fuse yet. All I needed to do was get into the room, snatch the vial, and dump it out so they couldn’t use the slowsilver for their locus stone fuse.

Edging closer to the door, I scanned as much of the room as I could see. Had they come without minions or chimney swifts? I couldn’t see any big, burly men lurking in the shadows. Maybe they’d sent them to fight at Dusk House. All the better for me.

I pushed the door open wider, wide enough so I could slip through. Neither Crowe nor Nimble noticed; they had their backs to me and were focused on the pyrotechnic bomb.

“Hand me the tongs,” I heard Nimble say. The house shuddered as another gust of wind howled past the island. I couldn’t wait any longer.

As Crowe reached into a bag he was carrying, I darted inside and faded into the shadows at the edge of the room. On cat feet, I crept toward the table and the vial of slowsilver.

“Get on with it,” Crowe said. He put his hand in his pocket, and I heard the tick-tick-tick of his calculating device.

As I slipped closer and got ready to spring for the slowsilver, a bony hand clamped over my mouth and a snakelike arm went around my throat.

“Mfff!” I got out, and struggled, but the arms held me tightly.

Crowe and Nimble whirled to look.

“Caught a rat sneaking in,” the man holding me grunted. It was Sootle.

I kicked at him, and he lifted me off my feet, his arm tightening around my neck. Black spots swirled in front of my eyes.

“I thought you said he was dead,” I heard Crowe’s cold voice say.

“He is!” Nimble shrieked. “He couldn’t have survived the explosion at my house on the island.”

“Apparently he did,” Crowe said. “Put him down,” he ordered Sootle. “But hold him tightly. He’s slippery.”

Sootle set me on my feet and took his hand away from my mouth, and I gasped for breath. He kept his other arm wrapped around my neck and grabbed my arm and wrenched it behind me so I couldn’t move.

“Well, well.” Crowe stepped closer. “You do like to upset my most careful calculations, don’t you, Connwaer. But I don’t think you’re going to get away this time.” He gazed at me for a few moments, and then gave me a cold smile. “In fact, I don’t think you’re going to like this very much at all.” He glanced at Nimble. “Go down and fetch some rope from the boat. And be sure he didn’t bring anybody with him.”

Nimble set down the tourmalifine tongs he’d been holding and went out the door.

“Hm.” Crowe scanned the room, then looked back at me. “Where is your dragon, Connwaer? Has it abandoned you?”

I didn’t answer. Looking past him, I saw the vial of slowsilver, still sitting on the table. All I had to do was knock it over. . . .

I wriggled, but Sootle gripped me even more tightly.

Crowe gave a dry laugh. “You do like to struggle, don’t you?”

I heard footsteps on the stairs, and Nimble appeared carrying a coil of rope. “Bit of wind out there,” he reported, looking rumpled and pale.

“It’s more than a bit of wind,” I put in.

“Keep quiet,” Sootle hissed into my ear.

“It’s just a storm,” Crowe said shortly. “Did he come alone?”

“Yes, he’s alone,” Nimble said.

“Of course he is,” Crowe said, taking the rope. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about my nephew here, it’s that he’s exceptionally stupid about charging into dangerous situations all by himself.”

I wanted to protest—I was getting a lot better at asking for help when I needed it—but this was something I had to do to protect the magics. Nobody else could do it for me.

Crowe pointed at the box. “Finish setting the fuse,” he ordered Nimble. He motioned Sootle forward. “Bring him closer so he can see.”

As Sootle dragged me closer, I tried kicking out at the vial of slowsilver, but missed. Sootle jerked my arm higher behind my back. “You can’t do this,” I gasped.

“Keep still, little charboy,” Sootle hissed.

“Oh, he’ll keep still in a few minutes,” Crowe said gloatingly. “Very, very still.”

My heart started pounding harder. What were they going to do with me?

“I need the locus stone,” Nimble said, from where he was crouched by the box.

“You have to listen,” I said, as dread shuddered through me. “If this device goes off, it’ll destroy the whole city.”

Crowe had taken the box made of tourmalifine wires from his bag. Inside it, small and dark as a soft-edged bit of night, was Nevery’s locus stone. Crowe paused, and his cold eyes examined me. “What is he talking about, Nimble?”

“Don’t listen to him,” Nimble said in his whiny voice. “He’s a nosy gutterboy who doesn’t know the first thing about magic. Now, I need that stone.”

Crowe nodded. Carefully he opened the tourmalifine box, and Nimble reached in with the tourmalifine tongs. He picked up the stone and brought it to the bigger wooden box.

The box was packed with blackpowder that looked blacker than ink in the dim room. Just like in the other pyrotechnic devices, there was a pile of tourmalifine, shining green crystals in the middle of the inky black. Set around the tourmalifine were three empty saucers.

Holding the tongs tightly, Nimble set Nevery’s locus stone into its little nest of tourmalifine crystals. Then he put the tongs on the floor.

As he picked up the vial of slowsilver, his hands shook. He’d never make a good thief or lockpick.

“Get on with it,” Crowe snapped.

Slowly Nimble poured slowsilver into each of the waiting saucers. The slowsilver swirled and sparked. “There,” he said in his whiny voice. “The fuse is set.”

Crowe handed him the wooden lid, and Nimble put it carefully on the box; then Crowe turned to me. “Now, Connwaer, I want you to kneel beside the box.”

“No,” I said, and tried squirming out of Sootle’s grip, my shoulder shooting fire as he wrenched my arm back again.

“Don’t be stupid,” Crowe said, holding up a chiding finger. “If you struggle, you’ll bump the box, and set off the explosion.” He smiled. “You don’t want to do that, do you?”

No, I didn’t. I had no choice. With Sootle still gripping me by the shoulders, I knelt beside the box. It came up to the middle of my chest.

“Lean over the box,” Crowe ordered.

I did as he said, very careful not to bump it. Sootle’s hand clamped down on the back of my neck, keeping me in place. Crowe grabbed one of my hands and, using the rope Nimble had brought up from the boat, lashed my wrist to the iron handle on one side of the box. Then he did the same on the other side.

“All right,” he said, and Sootle’s hand let me go.

And there I was, tied to the pyrotechnic device. When it exploded, I would explode with it, and the magics would rip through the city until there was nothing left of it.

I heard Nimble gathering his things, and Sootle thump down the staircase, followed by Nimble’s lighter hurrying footsteps. When they opened the door, I heard the howl of the wind and then a shrieking crash as it slammed into a building in the Twilight. Ignoring the noise, Crowe stood in the middle of the room, watching me. “This has such a satisfying rightness about it,” he said, with a thin sliver of a smile.

“I could bump it right now,” I said. The box, I meant. Blow myself up, and take Crowe with me.

“You could,” Crowe said calmly, almost as if we were having an ordinary conversation. “But I don’t think you will. Because I know you, Nephew, and I know you’re always looking for a way out. Up to now, you’ve found it. But this time I think your luck has run out.”

Drats, he was right about that. For me and the magics.

Crowe bent so he was looking straight into my eyes. “Now, Connwaer,” he said. His hand went into his pocket, and I heard the tick-tick of the clicker device. “You don’t have much time before the device explodes, and you’ll want to cling to every second. You cannot do anything except stay very, very still.”

With that, he left.
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I stayed very, very still. The edge of the box dug into my chest. My arms felt stretched tight, and the ropes tying me to the handles bit into my wrists. I took shallow breaths so my breathing wouldn’t shake the box. Overhead, I felt the magics roiling together as they reacted to the other explosions. The air felt thick and heavy like the moment right before lightning and thunder strike at the same time. As soon as Heartsease exploded, the magics would whirl out of control. They would take the whole city with them, and I wouldn’t be there to settle them again. Even if I was there, it might be too late.

Inside the box, the slowsilver had to be snailing out of the saucers toward the pile of tourmalifine crystals, drawn by the magic in Nevery’s locus stone.

How much time did I have left? A quarter of an hour? A few minutes?

I rested my forehead against the wooden lid of the box. It was too late for anything. “Don’t come, Nevery,” I whispered. If he came now, he’d only arrive in time to be caught in the explosion. A crazy laugh trembled in my throat. Oh, wouldn’t Nevery be annoyed when I blew up Heartsease again?

Then I heard a thump from downstairs.

I held my breath.

Another thump, and a rush of heavy footsteps on the stairs, and somebody threw the study door open.

Nevery strode into the room, Pip clinging to his shoulder. Seeing me lashed to the box, he froze. “The fuse is set?”

“It’s going to go off any second,” I said. “You’d better get out of here.”

Nevery snorted. “I don’t think so, boy.” Swiftly, he went to the shelves beside the table and found a penknife. Kneeling beside the box, he sawed at the rope tying my wrist to the handle. “I saw Crowe and his people getting into a boat outside,” Nevery muttered to me. “But I didn’t expect to find you here, my lad.”

“You should have,” I muttered.

“Hah,” Nevery answered, and kept working on the ropes.

Pip dropped off Nevery’s shoulder to the floor. The dragon edged closer to the box and sniffed at it.

“Don’t bump the box,” I whispered.

“Shh,” Nevery said, and sawed through the last strand of rope. “Now the other hand.” He got to his feet and made a wide circle around the box, then cut me free of the other handle.

I sat back and took a deep, trembling breath. Pip swarmed up me to cling to my shoulder, panting.

“Now, get out,” Nevery ordered.

What? “But I have to defuse the device,” I said, getting shakily to my feet.

“No.” Nevery pointed at the door. “It is my locus stone. I will do it.”

But I was the one who’d stolen his stone! “No, Nevery!”

“Do as you’re told for once, boy,” he growled.

As an answer, I reached out and lifted the lid off the box.

Inside the box, silver-bright snails were flowing all over the blackpowder, coming closer and closer to the tourmalifine as they were drawn to the locus stone. Nevery stepped up beside me to see. We only had a second, maybe two.

We both started reaching for the stone. My hand trembled; Nevery’s was steady. “You do it,” I whispered.

Nevery didn’t answer. Quick hands, steady hands, he reached into the box and plucked his locus stone from its nest of tourmalifine crystals.

At the same moment, attracted by the slowsilver, and by the magic in the stone, Pip leaped off my shoulder and into the box.

“Pip, no!” I shouted.

And then the world exploded.





CHAPTER

31

[image: images]

The roar of the explosion slammed into me and flung me out into the night. I tumbled through the darkness, and Pip flew next to me, tossed like a leaf in the wind. I saw Nevery, too, spinning away, surrounded by sparks and flames.

“Nevery!” I shouted, and reached out for him, but he was gone.

All around me, Heartsease burst apart, bricks and chunks of wood and rooftiles and arrows of glass zinging past me and spiraling out into the night. A chimney sailed past, still trailing smoke, followed by the wooden table from Nevery’s study, tumbling end over end. There went all the books from my room, flapping their pages like wings. And all around me, the magics whirled out of control, sweeping in wider and wider circles, sending wind and sparks lashing around the island.

Farther off, a rowboat plunged away, riding the whirlwind, and I saw Nimble, Sootle, and Crowe crouched, clinging to the sides of the boat.

Pip flashed past again, and I reached out and snatched the little dragon from the wind’s grasp and pulled it to me.

“Tallennar!” I shouted, but I couldn’t hear my own voice; the wind roared too loudly in my ears. A slate from the new roof grazed my ribs; a shard of glass cut a line of pain along one hand; I ducked as Nevery’s favorite chair blundered past. I shoved Pip under my sweater for protection and looked wildly around for Nevery. He was tumbling farther and farther away.

I had my locus stone. No, I had two because I had Brumbee’s stone in my pocket. And I had the power of a pyrotechnic explosion, and I could use it to demand the magics’ attention. I had to do this before it was too late.

The magics rushed ’round the island again, making a towering vortex of sparks and thunderclouds and lightning, gathering up all the splinters and bricks and ruin of Heartsease, spinning and wobbling like they were going to fly apart and shatter into a million pieces.

Gripping Brumbee’s locus magicalicus, and clutching Pip, I shouted, as loud as I could in the dragon language, “STOP.”

I didn’t really expect the magics to listen, but slowly, like an avalanche coming to rest, the magics’ wild whirling slowed, steadied. I could feel all of their power and attention fixed on me. They were upset and wild; they needed somebody to help them, or they would destroy the city.

“Stop,” I told the magics again, and they spun down to a frozen silence. My feet thumped to the ground and I wobbled for a second and then found myself standing on the smooth-swept cobblestones of Heartsease island. The house was gone, and so was the black tree and all its birds. Beyond the island was only darkness. Above me, the magics waited, pressing down on me. So heavy.

I took a steadying breath. Pip crawled out from under my sweater and perched on my shoulder. I gripped Brumbee’s locus magicalicus.

I gazed up into the tangled magics. The last time I’d tried this, the magics had almost taken me away. But I had to do it. The magics loomed like a towering storm, alive with thunder and lightning ready to strike. Slowly I spoke the words that would settle them again. It was like untangling one of Benet’s snarls of wool—black strands all woven together, but once I got one strand unsnarled, another one would swirl into a new wild tangle. I shouted the spell louder, but my voice sounded tiny, disappearing in the huge rushing roar of the magics’ winds. The magics grew heavier and heavier, bearing down on me. I pushed back, and the effort had me panting and seeing double and stumbling over the spellwords. On my shoulder, Pip drooped. The tendrils of magic wrapped around me, tighter and tighter. It was like trying to keep a huge boulder from falling off the edge of a cliff. It was about to go over, and take me with it. I fell to my knees.

I couldn’t do this on my own. I needed help.

“Nevery!” I gasped. He was out there somewhere, caught up in the roiling magic overhead. “Magics,” I ordered. “I need Nevery.” I said it again, with all my strength, in the magic language. The magics knew him and his locus stone—they had to be able to bring him back.

A rushing sound, and “I am here, boy,” Nevery’s gravelly voice said from behind me. I jerked around and there he was, his hair and beard tangled, his feet settling onto the ground as if the magics had just set him there with a giant, invisible hand. “This is most interesting,” he said, looking around.

“I need your help!” I panted.

“Ah.” He bent and helped me to my feet. I swayed, and he put his hand on my shoulder, steadying me.

“Ready?” I asked, catching my breath.

“Yes, boy,” Nevery said calmly, and held up his locus magicalicus.

I took a deep breath and spoke to the magics again, and Nevery spoke with me. Our voices boomed out together, and this time the magics listened. I untangled one bit of the magic and Nevery held it while I unsnarled another bit, and after a long, tiring time we had Arhionvar looming over the Sunrise and the old Wellmet magic spread like a warm blanket over the Twilight. There was a feeling like a deep sigh after a storm, and the magics clicked into place. There, settled. The city would be all right, at least for now.

And then, just as quickly as he’d come, Nevery was gone from my side—the magics whirled him off, and he disappeared into the blackness.

“No!” I shouted.

They always wanted something in return, the magics. They’d taken my first locus stone, and they’d taken Heartsease, and they’d taken me, once. But they could not have Nevery.

“Give Nevery back!” I ordered the magics. “You can have Crowe instead. And Nimble and Sootle, too. But you have to give Nevery back!”

It was as if Arhionvar turned its huge, stony, uncaring back on me, ignoring my demand.

“Give him back!” I shouted. My voice sounded desperate and full of tears.

On its side of the river, the old Wellmet magic twinkled softly. Then, like the tide coming in, it washed up against Arhionvar’s strength. I held my breath. “Please, magics,” I whispered. “I helped you. Now I need your help.”

Silence for a long, dark moment.

Then a stone fell out of the sky and landed next to my foot. I flinched aside, then glanced at it. A brick.

Wait. A brick?

I blinked, and across the cobblestones from me, with a deafening whumph, the black-branched tree slammed out of the sky and back into the courtyard, its roots plunging into the ground. The cobblestones flowed out in a wave around the tree, knocking me to my knees again.

Bricks rained down all around me, piling themselves into walls. Wood arrowed out of the sky and arranged itself as floors. The chimney dropped into place, and the roof landed like a jaunty hat on top of it all. Windows slotted themselves into the walls, their glass flying in tinkling shards, then melting back into the frames. Books flew in the doorways and onto the shelves, and then the doors themselves bumped into place.

My feet settled onto the floor in Nevery’s study. The wooden table thunked down next to me, and a last book found itself a place on the shelf. I reached out and touched the bricks of the fireplace. They felt solid and real.

“And Nevery, too?” I asked the magics.

Nothing, just silence. Tears started up in my eyes. I leaned my head against the cold bricks of the fireplace.

Please, magics. Please. Just give Nevery back and everything will be all right.

Then I heard a gruff cough and, “I am here, my lad.”

I turned, and there he was, standing in the doorway. His beard looked a little singed, and he held to the doorframe to keep himself on his feet.

“Nevery?” I whispered.

He rubbed a sooty hand across his eyes, then smiled. “Yes, I believe so, boy.”
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Rowan decided that the city needed a ceremony, with medals and speeches. We were in her office, me leaning against the wall by the door, Nevery sitting in one of the comfortable chairs, Rowan behind her desk, and Embre beside her in his wheeled chair. Pip was out hunting pigeons. Rowan had sent Miss Dimity away so we wouldn’t be interrupted.

Everybody in Wellmet knew bad things had been going on. They’d heard about the locus stone thieves, and the gangs in the Twilight and the Sunrise, and about the chimney swifts and Crowe coming back. All the city’s people had felt the explosions and heard the fighting in the streets; they’d seen the ruins of Nimble’s house and the Night Bridge, and they’d been frightened.

“A ceremony is a way of showing everybody that we’re all right,” Rowan said. “We tell the story about what happened, and then none of the magisters can blame you”—she pointed at me—“for stealing their locus stones, and my councilors can’t whisper that you”—she smiled at Embre—“were secretly working with Crowe, or something stupid like that. Do you understand?”

Yes, I understood.

“I think,” Embre said, “that at the ceremony I’ll tell the part of the story about the duchess’s bravery.”

Rowan shot him one of her down-the-nose looks. “What are you talking about?”

“That chimney swift would’ve killed me during the fight at Dusk House,” Embre said, giving her a sharp grin. “You saved my life, Ro. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

She blinked. “I did, didn’t I?” she said. She looked down at the desk as pink crept up into her cheeks.

I’d already explained to Rowan and Embre how, after Nevery and I had settled the magics, I’d gone back out to the courtyard to look at Heartsease, to be sure it was back to normal. On the cobblestones I’d found Crowe’s clicker-ticker device, smashed into pieces. The magics had taken Crowe, that meant, and Nimble and Sootle, too, and with them gone forever, the city would be all right.

Now the Night Bridge was being rebuilt. Sandera and Trammel, the magisters whose stones had been destroyed in Nimble’s pyrotechnic devices, were planning to leave the city, to travel and maybe look for new locus stones, though they weren’t happy about it. With Rowan and Embre’s new friendship, or whatever it was that had her blushing whenever he was around, and the two magics settled on each side of the river, the city was more stable than it’d ever been.

Except for me. I was still out of place. I still wasn’t sure what I was.

For the two days since Crowe and Nimble had been defeated, I’d been staying in the ducal magister’s rooms in the Dawn Palace. The servants were still afraid of me and Pip, and the rooms were still too grand, and the food was cold, and guards waited outside my doors anytime I wanted to go somewhere.

“What about you, Conn?” Rowan asked, interrupting my dark thoughts.

“What about me, what?” I asked back.

She gave me her sly, down-the-nose look. “At the ceremony, how shall we honor the ducal magister?”

Oh, not this again. “Ro, I am not the ducal magister,” I said.

Ignoring my comment, Rowan glanced at Embre. “I think he should be awarded a medal.”

Embre nodded. “A big, shiny one. And he’ll have to give a speech, too.”

I stared at them.

“Oh, yes,” Rowan said, very solemnly. “A speech. A long one.”

“I am not—” I started, and then Nevery gave a bark of laughter.

Rowan and Embre were laughing, too.

Oh.

Still smiling, Ro got up from behind her desk and came around to give me a hug. Then she stepped back and leaned against her desk. “What reward do you want, Conn?” Embre wheeled around to face me, too. Nevery, in his chair, was watching me and pulling at the end of his beard.

What did I want? Not medals and speeches, sure as sure. “Ro?” I asked.

“Connwaer,” she said. Her lips twitched as if she was going to start laughing again.

“Well, Ro . . .” I tried again. Heartsease was my home, not the grand, damp, lonely Dawn Palace rooms.

Embre and Rowan exchanged a sparkling glance. “Oh, this must be important,” Embre said.

I shot him a glare. Be quiet, Embre. Right. I took a deep breath. “Ro, I’m not a gutterboy, I know that. I can’t live by myself in the Twilight anymore.”

“Would you even want to?” she asked, quirking her eyebrows at me.

“No, not exactly,” I answered. “I just . . . I don’t . . .”

“It’s hard for you to let anybody look after you, is that it?” my cousin Embre asked. “Because you looked after yourself for such a long time.”

I nodded. “Yes, that’s it.” I took a deep breath. “And I can’t live in the Dawn Palace. I’m not a gutterboy, but I’m not the ducal magister, either. I don’t want any reward except to go home.” I glanced over at Nevery, who nodded. “Back to Heartsease.”

“Hm,” Rowan said. “I’ll consider it, Conn. On two conditions.” She held up a finger. “One, you have to accept a reward.” She reached behind her and picked up a clinking bag from her desk, and held it out. More money, to go with the other bag she’d given me.

“Some of that is from me,” Embre put in. “You saved the Twilight part of the city too. Will you take it?”

I nodded, and Rowan handed me the bag of money. It was heavy. “What’s the other thing?” I asked.

“The second condition,” Rowan said, holding up two fingers. “Is this. If you’re not the ducal magister, you’ll have to decide what you are.” She looked suddenly serious. “It’s for the good of the city.”

I nodded.

Rowan went on. “You are very powerful, Conn, and your power affects all of us. You don’t fit properly into any category, and it makes a lot of people nervous, especially the magisters. We need to know what you are. Do you see what I’m talking about?”

I knew she was right. “Can I have some time to think about it?” I asked.

“You can,” Rowan said. “And yes, you can do your thinking in Heartsease.”

My heart lifted. I grinned at her. “Thanks, Ro.”

She grinned back, and suddenly she didn’t seem duchessly at all. “You’re welcome, Conn.”

“Hmph,” Nevery said gruffly, getting to his feet. “That’s settled, then. Come along, boy. Let’s go home.”

 

After supper, we sat in the study drinking tea, Benet with his chair tilted back against the wall, knitting something with blue yarn, Nevery reading in a chair pulled up to the fireplace, and me sitting on the hearthstone. Lady-the-cat curled up next to me, purring. Pip sat on my shoulder with its tail around my neck like a scarf, asleep.

Suddenly, with a startling thump, Benet tipped all four legs of his chair back onto the floor. “More tea?” he asked, getting to his feet and setting his snarl of knitting on the table.

“Yes,” Nevery said, still reading.

Instead of going down to the kitchen, Benet waited until Nevery looked up from his book. “Tell him now, sir,” Benet said, pointing at me. Without waiting for Nevery to answer, he went out, and I heard the sound of his footsteps thumping down the stairs.

Oh, right. Benet had said that Nevery had something to tell me.

“Well, boy,” Nevery said, and then fell silent.

“Well, Nevery?” I asked. It couldn’t be that important, not if he’d waited this long, whatever it was.

Nevery set his book aside and got up from his chair. Then he paced across the room to the table and back again. He folded his arms and looked down at me, where I sat on the hearthstone with Lady-the-cat and Pip. “Here it is, boy,” he said gruffly. “I made a mistake sending you away from Heartsease. I missed you while you were gone, and I was worried when you ran away to the Twilight. The thing is . . .” He frowned, but I could see that he wasn’t angry, it was something else. “It’s this, boy. This is your home. You know that.”

“Yes,” I said quietly.

Nevery sighed. “So apparently I must tell you the rest. It’s this. You’re as dear to me, Conn, as any son to his father.”

I stared up at him. My lips moved as I whispered what he’d just said.

. . . as any son to his father.

“Yes, boy,” Nevery said.

It hadn’t been easy for him to say. It wasn’t easy for me to say, either, because I wasn’t used to it. But I said it. “I love you too, Nevery.”

He smiled. “All well, boy?”

“Yes, Nevery,” I said, grinning back at him. “All well.”

“Good.” He sat down again in his chair and picked up his book.

And that was that. We were settled, just like the city’s magics.

After a while, Benet came in with the tea tray. He looked us over, then nodded and set the tray on the table with a clatter.

I got up and poured myself another cup of tea, then sat cross-legged on the hearthstone and set myself to thinking about Rowan’s condition. If I wasn’t the ducal magister, what was I, exactly? It made me remember when I’d first met Nevery, when I’d picked his pocket because the night was cold and empty and I hadn’t had anything to eat since the day before. Back then I’d been just like the gutterkids and mudlarks and charkids. Now I had plenty to eat, and shelves full of books, and people who cared about me—who loved me, like father to son. And bags of money I didn’t know what to do with.

“Nevery,” I said. “D’you think I could—” I set down my teacup, thinking.

“What, boy?” Nevery said, looking up from his book.

“You know when I was a gutterboy?” I asked.

Nevery shook his head. “You never talk about that time.”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing to talk about. It was boring, mostly. I never thought about anything interesting.” I glanced over at him. He was watching me with his keen-gleam eyes. “That’s the thing, Nevery,” I went on. “I was just a stupid gutterboy. I didn’t even know how to read.”

“You never had the opportunity to learn,” Nevery said quietly.

No, I hadn’t. “I would’ve wanted to,” I said. I thought about it some more. The gutterkids and mudlarks and charkids. All they thought about was mudlarking or thieving or sweeping chimneys, and finding a warm place to sleep and enough to eat. None of them knew how to read. “Nevery, d’you think I could use the money I got from Rowan and Embre to help the gutterkids learn how to read?”

“You’d like to open a school?” Nevery leaned back in his chair, pulling on the end of his beard.

Hmmm. Maybe I did. I gazed into the fire. I didn’t like people looking after me, and the mudlarks and the charkids and the other gutterkids in the Twilight were maybe the same way. They were used to being on their own. They didn’t want anybody telling them what to do. But sometimes being looked after wasn’t a bad thing. The gutterkids might come to a school to learn to read. They could have something to eat there, too, biscuits, maybe; that’d make them come, sure as sure. And they’d get warm now and then. I nodded. Yes, I wanted to start a school in the Twilight.

“It is a very good idea, Conn,” Nevery said.

We sat for a few moments, watching the fire flicker in the fireplace and listening to the click-click of Benet’s knitting needles.

“D’you know, Nevery,” I said, realizing something. “I think I know what I am.”

Nevery looked up from his book and raised his eyebrows.

“A wizard is nothing like a fine gentleman,” I told him.

“Oh, indeed, boy?” he said with a snort.

Indeed, Nevery! I wasn’t a fancy speech-giving, meeting-attending, fine-gentleman wizard. The city didn’t need a ducal magister like that, and neither did the magics. And I wasn’t a ragged gutterboy, either. I was Nevery’s boy, and I was friends with the duchess and the Underlord. Hmm. “The same way Rowan and Embre put the city first,” I said, “I put the magics first.”

Nevery nodded. “Yes, that is true.”

I laughed. Oh, this was perfect. “Nevery, I’m supposed to look after the magics!”

I would be a new kind of ducal magister—the magics’ magister. I would talk to the magics and protect them, and learn everything I could about them. I would help the old Wellmet magic settle into its place over the Twilight, and the stronger Arhionvar magic stay over the Sunrise. To do that I had to live in the middle of Wellmet, between the Sunrise and the Twilight, and that meant I would always stay right here in Heartsease with Nevery. The very center of the city.

Home.





A GUIDE TO

PEOPLE AND PLACES





PEOPLE

[image: images]

BENET—A rather scary-looking guy, but one who loves to knit, bake, and clean. His nose has been broken so many times, it’s been flattened. If he were an animal, he’d be a big bear. His hair is brown and sticks out on his head like spikes. You wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley, but you would want to eat his biscuits.
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CONNWAER—Has shaggy black hair that hangs down over his bright blue eyes. He’s been a gutter-boy for most of his life, so he’s watchful and a little wary; at the same time, he’s completely pragmatic and truthful. He’s thin, but he’s sturdy and strong, too. He has a quirky smile (hence his quirked tail as a cat). Conn does not know his own age; it could be anywhere from twelve to fourteen. A great friend to have, but be careful that you don’t have anything valuable in your pockets in reach of his sticky fingers.
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EMBRE—The Underlord of the Twilight. A young man about nineteen years old. He is very thin and has a sharp face with dark eyes and black hair, and he might have smudges on his hands and face from working with blackpowder. Everything about him is sharp, including his intellect.
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NEVERY FLINGLAS—Is tall with gray hair, a long gray beard, shaggy gray eyebrows, and sharp black eyes. He’s impatient and grumpy and often hasty, but beneath that his heart is kind (he would never admit it). Mysterious and possibly dangerous, Nevery is a difficult wizard to read, but a good one to know.
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NIMBLE—A magister and rather weak wizard. He looks like a bat and is a pen-pushing, officious man. He dislikes Conn very much.
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PIP—As Conn says, Pip is an “it,” not a “he.” Pip is a small dragon, no bigger than a kitten, but it has a very big attitude. Pip does not trust Conn at first—why should it? Conn stole it from its cave in the mountains, after all. Still, one thief should be friends with another. . . .
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ROWAN FORESTAL—The Duchess of Wellmet. A tall, slender girl of around sixteen, with red hair and gray eyes. She is very intelligent with a good, if dry, sense of humor.
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DAWN PALACE—The home of Rowan. The palace itself is a huge, rectangular building—not very architecturally interesting, but with lots of decorations crusted on it to make it fancy.
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HEARTSEASE—The old Heartsease, the mansion house with the big hole in the middle, was destroyed in a certain pyrotechnic experiment, so Nevery is building a new Heartsease. When finished, it will have plenty of room for Nevery and Benet and Conn to live there. Conn might even get his own workroom!
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MAGISTERS HALL—Seat of power for the wizards who control and guard the magic of Wellmet. It is a big, imposing gray stone building on an island with a wall built all the way around it at the waterline.





WELLMET RUNIC ALPHABET

In Wellmet, some people write using runes to stand for the letters of the alphabet. In fact, you may find some messages written in runes in The Magic Thief: Home.
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t© do things for us. For cxample, when wizards use the
spellword forhflas, we are not making light, we are asking
the dragon-magic to make light for us, which it always does.
T assume you will explain why the dragon-magic pegorns the
wizard’s requests?

T vt s T can xphain , very

When we wizards seem to be doing powerful magic,
then, we are really just speaking another language to a giant
beng ot o power ol ANy s

Lanstomation to what happens when o

"THE SECOND THING: SLOWSHVER tefly shts s .

‘When a magic-dragon is small, it looks like an ordinGH{
dragon with colorful scales. The scales are really like a shell
covering the real dragon, the magic, which s inside the scales.
As a dragon ages, it grows larger, and when it is huge—
it transforms.

the size of the top of a mountain or a city
Bis scales turn silver with age and then drop away, and the
magical being inside is released. The magic that cmerges is
stll dragon—it is sill a living thing—it’s justin a new form,
one that stays in one place because the slowsilver scales that
once confined it have pooled in that place and keep it settled
there. In Wellmet, the slowsilver flowed into the river that
runs through the city and is hidden under the water. We
can't see it, but the slowsilver is there, anchoring the city’s
magic to this specific place.
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strangely around pyrotechnics (when things blow up), bur
they didn't wonder about why that happened, either.
You know very wel, oy, that mst wisards want nothing to do
with pyrotechnics.

T koow, s, B4t T vt gring o s 1 et

Those wizards figured magic was just a resource to
be used, like some sort of sparkly cloud hanging over their
cities. Basically they were completely wrong and
about magic.
Conns, you canot sa e tht ll fthe wias aho le)
for hundveds of years were wrong and stupid.

Bt they WERE stupid! TF theq d orly thought st .

they'd have figured i ot long ago
That may be so, but you cannat wite it

Basically they were completely and mistakenly wrong
about magic. There’s plenty of evidence to prove that the
magics of each city are living beings that were once dragons
or still are dragons, just in a different form. Four things
make it clear as-eleas tha this is true.

THE FiRsT THING: DRAGON LANGUAGE

The first thing to consider is what magical spells really
are. Tn the past, th?<8ifid wizards thought the magical
spells were just words that when spoken aloud focused
the wizard’s mind so he or she could cast the spell. These
‘mistaken wizards thought they were DOING magic. Reall
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as your jewel stone &id. How do you explain that?
T do kntw hat Ths wagio chiss s b ot bscass T'm
spcial or havs any awaging talart, b becauss f wartsd s o
do samdthing for . Wagbs 1t know that T cidi? havs angbocly
Luaking ot for ws, 50 T b fres 1o lo he Things i wssced ws.
10 do. Wds the wagic abways walohss s huardbd stovs o
The peaphe 1 thinks wast ik T bl
So youre saying that wizards act in the world on behalf o the
magics?
T think se. Sunctanss. T have 1o hink about s stuns soers.
Vgt we ssrvs Y, and they sarvs us it the soms s
Maybe <. Fuscinating.

THE FOURTH THING: PYROTECHNICS

Even though the magics in their dragon forms look a lot
ke gant lizards,they aren' cold bloodge ke izl iy
are warm. Even their scales are Warm. o i fom pesonal eperinc

ThedragonsthatThave seen are warm. They breathe fire,
and their breath smells like fireworks. Maybe pyrotechnics
remind the magics of their former dragon-shaped selves,
because when explosions go off in their cities, the magics get
very, very interested, and sometimes even upset.

Yissry. shoudd T put i ers how T ssed pyechrics e ek T

the Vel >
No. Save it for anather disquisition.

Rnrther anl>
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If somebody were to take all the slowsilver out of a
city, the magic would leave that place, to, which is what
happened in Desh with the slowsilver mines. The Desh
magic-dragon was weakened and almost cut offfrom its ciry
when so much of the slowsilver keeping it there was mined
and sold to other places. Now the people who live i the city
of Desh are buying up the slowsilver they sold off before, and
the magic-dragon is settling there again.

THE THIRD THING: Locus STONES

165 well known that dragons hoard precious jewels
That's only partly right—a dragon hoards lots of differen
Kinds of ordinary stones and rocks, and only some of them
are jewels. When a dragon changes into its magic-dragon
form, it s still attracted to the stones and jewels that were
once part of its hoard. Basically a locus magicalicus is a fancy
name for any kind of stone that happened to be part of 2
dragon's hoard.

Really, wizards aren't any different from any other
people. Wizards don't have any special talents. Wizards are
regular people who have found a locus magicalicus, so the
magic can sort of hear them when they speak the dragon
language.

Conn, many of your readers wll be angered by thi claim.
s stild e
There remains the fact that locus stones do call to specific peaple,
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The Magic Is Really Dragons

You need a more formal title than this, Connwaer.

A Paper About How the Magic Is
Rea ragons
Look here, boy. [f you expect to be taken
seriously, you must begin with a serious title.

KSoiisue Seri D
Try this: A Disquisition on the Draconic
lature of Magic

A Disquisition on the Draconic
ature of Magic
All gt B>y
Duchies

For a long time, the wizards of the Peninsular Duehys
thought that the magic in their cities welled up from the
ground like wate or gathered in one place because of the
weather or nusual geological formations. The same wizards
Knew they necded to be holding a locus magicalicus to do
magic, but they didn't know why. They used spoken spell,
but they didn' think about what those words really meant.
They saw that slowsilver attracted the magic, but they never
Brire) oo bt i They sl Kaew thar the mia oot
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CONCLUSION

Why should such a mighty creature as a dragon serve
us, the human wizards who live in their cities? It sure as
sure a good question. The answer is that the dragon-magics
don'tserve us. To them, we are tiny ereatures—the dragons
don'teven notice most humans, only the ones holding a locus
stone and speaking their language (wizards),or getting their
attention with explosions (pyrotechnists). We exist to them
only as one part of a city, though a warmer, more welcoming
part. They like having us in their cities because we keep
them company, in a way, and so they protect us, and help us
when we ask niccly.

Connwaer, this paper is going to get you inio a good deal of
trouble.

That's ald right, Ysvery. Trouble is what T best at.

Hah. Znd magbe tht, boy, i why the magic of Wellnet chose
i
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Uppercase letters are made
by adding an extra line
under aleteer; for instance:
Uppercase A /0
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