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Chapter 1
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Chauncey’s news about my standing in the Trade put me on notice. He meant it to be reassuring. However, it meant I had more than one master to please. I’d also be a spoil of war if Damien lost his next skirmish with a rival. I deemed it best to be considered a valuable asset to be gained rather than a threat to be exterminated. That’s why I developed a productive rhythm for my work. I went to class in the mornings. In the afternoon, I made a steady stream of cash with the finder’s fee and past due notices schemes. At night, I relaxed at the game tables. Just when I thought I mastered my duties the calm was shattered one night. I came home to see a lighted skull at the doorstep. For one panic-stricken moment I thought that someone was trying to threaten the house. However, the wards wouldn’t have allowed an intruder to get onto the grounds. I saw that the Mastiff’s eyes glowed red, but it didn’t seem to have any objections to the skull. I wondered if this was a new decorating scheme of Damien’s. When I inspected it I saw that it had a telltale shimmer that meant it was not real but an illusion. Was one of Damien’s enemies trying to send a veiled threat?

When I got into the house I asked Damien, “Is someone trying to bespell the house?” He looked at me in askance. “There was an image of a lighted skull on our doorstep. At first, I thought it was real, but then I saw it was an illusion. Is that another way the wards have of telling us someone’s trying to use black magic against the house?”

Damien frowned. “No, it’s not. It’s the tricks’ gentle way of telling us it is time to pay their yearly due.”

“Due? Didn’t you already give them their yearly blood sacrifice?” I asked cautiously, thinking of that vagrant. I hoped not to remind him that he'd had to perform the sacrifice himself.

“That was for the cauldron of power. This is for the lesser tricks.”

“Oh,” I said nervously.

“Perhaps making you take part in a human sacrifice so early in your training was too much to ask for. It’s more common to start with an animal,” he said musingly, almost sounding sympathetic to me.

“But you must develop a strong stomach for your work if you'll be a minion. Placating the lesser tricks will be a good starter mission for you. You shall make a general sacrifice in their honor,” Damien said.

“I’m supposed to find some vagrant and slit his throat?” I asked.

“That would be the quickest way to do it,” Damien said in a tone of voice that I dreaded. The “I expect you to figure it out all by yourself and won't give you any help” voice.

“Is there another way of doing it?” I asked hopefully on the off chance he would tell me more.

“You need to shed enough blood in the tricks’ honor to satisfy them,” Damien said. “I’m giving you two weeks to do it.”

“And if I don’t?” I asked.

His reply came in a harder tone of voice. “If you don’t do it, I’ll placate the tricks by using your blood. My enemies will be quick to exploit my weakness if they think the tricks have turned against me. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep up a show of strength. Do you understand me?” he asked pointedly.

Not trusting myself to say anything I nodded “yes”.

“I hope you’ll succeed, Shelton. I’d hate to lose you just when you’re starting to become productive,” Damien said in a friendlier note to me. “Be careful not to do anything that can be traced back to you.”

Just when I’m making the cash flow better than it ever has before you mean. I thought with a roll of my eyes. I had checked out earlier entries in the ledger. It showed this was the most productive cycle there had ever been recorded in the book. Losing my money-making services would be a major crimp in his lifestyle.

To Tobias, Damien said, “And you better remember the rules I gave you the last time I gave Shelton an assignment. You are to neither hinder, nor help him. If there’s a chance he may succeed, I don’t want to lose a good minion to your interference.”

Tobias humphed annoyance to show that he thought Damien was being too soft with me. Luckily, my skill at money making had bought our master’s respect. I knew Damien saw giving me two weeks’ notice as an act of generosity on his part. Though he'd still bind me to an altar if I failed and slit my throat with no hesitation whatsoever.

***
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IN ORDER TO GET THE ideas flowing I went to Geoff’s Tavern to unwind. I couldn’t tell anyone at Geoff’s what my job as Damien’s minion entailed any more than I could in Quality society. However, there was less need for me to put on a show of civility here. I mulled over things in my mind. The most obvious solution to my problem was to find a low life. No one would miss them. I could slit their throat on an altar, but I didn’t want to do that.

My shying away from this option brought to mind what Damien had told me about dedications. Collecting the required blood from one subject would kill them but what if I used more than one subject? What if I dedicated a round of non-fatal bloodlettings to the tricks? I wasn’t sure if I was skilled enough to do the dedications right but it was either this or killing someone.

Apparently, Chauncey had developed a taste for slumming since I last saw him. He was present that night at the bar. Seeing the look on my face he came up to me and asked. “Has Rathschild given you a hard assignment?”

I nodded. There was no doubt in my mind he was here because he scented the chance to make some money. Though I didn't think he was entirely unsympathetic. “If I end up dying there will be no one paying him a fee.” I thought though I’d gladly pay him for his services if he could help me. Aloud I said, “Let’s find a private booth. I don’t want to be telling you the details in a public place.”

***
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I TOLD GEOFF I WANTED a room in the back.

“It isn’t free, Shifty,” he said, I took out two shillings and said, “I know.”

He gave me the strangest look. For one guilty moment I thought, He must know I’m up to something. Instead, he said, “You really must’ve risen up in the world if you’re able to toss money like that down so casual like. You used to only go into the room when someone paid to host a card game.”

I looked down at the coins I tossed down and realized he was right. In what I was viewing as the old days, what I had just tossed down would've been steep to me. I had to be a miser with my money back then. “Yeah, I guess I have,” I said with a shrug and led Chauncey to the back.

When we were alone, Chauncey asked, “Just what kind of work do you do for Rathschild? Black magic must pay even better than I heard. Are people willing to pay a lot for hexings?”

“I offer services and get people results. They don’t know how I do it,” I said with a shrug. “It makes more money than selling hexes outright.”

“So you’ve become a good producer. That covers a lot of sins, Shelton. Rathschild won’t be so quick to dispose of you. But if things are going so well you wouldn’t need me, would you? What does Rathschild want?” he asked.

“He wants me to perform a blood sacrifice. The tricks are demanding their due,” I said.

Chauncey got a look in his eye and I saw him try to glance around us casually.

“Don’t worry I’m not planning on killing you or anyone. I’m not that desperate yet. I just want to know how to do dedications. Do you know anything about them?” I asked.

Chauncey was somewhat relieved. “They’re like hexes. When you apply the magic to the link, you specify the harm you want to befall the target and limit it to bloodletting.”

“That part sounds simple. But how do I channel the energy released to the tricks?” I asked with a frown.

“You are their owner’s minion and proxy. The tricks are already focused on you. They’ll channel any energy you collect that is acceptable to them for themselves on their own. There is no need for channeling on your part,” Chauncey said.

“I could’ve found that in a book,” I said. Indeed, if it was that simple it was no wonder Damien had not told me. Unless it was advanced or exotic, he would expect me to research techniques and methods on my own.

Chauncey shrugged, “Maybe but would you have found it at the right time?”

I took out a banknote. “You saved me some trouble so you deserve something but I’m not paying a big fee for a mere tidbit.”

Chauncey sniffed but didn’t turn the note down.

“I’m paying for your advice and your silence, Chauncey, remember that. I want to make it profitable for you to keep quiet and collect fees.”

“How much time have you got? You'll need a lot of dedications to satisfy black magic tricks,” Chauncey said.

“I’ve got a plan.”

“I should warn you the dedications don’t hold too long either. A good dedication will only last a week,” he said.

I nodded. “All the better, I don’t want my targets permanently hexed.”

***
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I RENTED GEOFF’S BACK room for a week for card games and put up money for a pot that was sure to attract a lot of takers. Mere months ago the kind of money I was throwing around for this scheme would have been an unimaginable sum for me. It would have taken me months to raise it and I would have gloated and hoarded the amount like a miser. However, this expense was easily covered by one of my bigger fees. Not quite chump change to me but the expense wouldn’t bleed me dry either.

I wasn’t choosy about the participants. In this instance I preferred doing business with hucksters and people I didn't like. I played to win, but I really wanted was access to the participants’ personal possessions. I picked pockets but not for profit like I would've done in the old days. I didn't take valuables but personal objects they kept to themselves. Then I placed dedications on them during breaks. After the items were properly hexed, I put them back in their owners’ possession in the same night.

I caught Vince Gallows trying to use a cigarette lighter as a reflector. “I don’t think so,” I said with a smile as I took the lighter in my hand long enough to place a hex. He expected to be kicked out, but I merely gave it back to him and said, “Let’s play a clean game now.” Later on that night he tried to play the same trick on someone else. Someone who was really touchy. They pulled a knife on him that caused a gash deep enough to need stitches.

I paid all my gambling debts promptly with silver coins that I had hexed before I came to the game. Technically you can use any material for a hex, but some materials hold magic better than others. I was seeing why Damien considered silver the most precious of metals. The rest of the world considered gold more valuable, but no other material held spells better.

I made sure not to pay with the hexed silver to people I liked but there was still some unintended spillovers. People I didn’t intend to hex were getting hurt. I found out that some men used their winnings to pay debts. There was a rash of bloody accidents among tradespeople in the Harrows.

Damien showed me an article in the morning paper. It decried the lack of proper safety standards for workers. “That should help placate the tricks,” Damien said neutrally.

Tobias spoke to me. “You know there’s no need to tie yourself up with these dedications. One simple sacrifice will take care of the problem.”

“I gave him two weeks, Tobias. Let him find a method he’s comfortable with,” Damien said.

“He should use the most efficient method,” Tobias said. “His weak stomach is causing needless delays. It takes attention away from his other duties.”

Damien sighed. “You know it takes black magic practitioners time to develop the proper ruthlessness.”

“And you think Shifty can develop it?” Tobias asked in disbelief.

Damien’s answer was a shrug. “He may have been a stop gap measure when I first took him on, but Shelton has held his own for this long. He’s the best producer I ever had even if his magical skills are mediocre. I’m willing to put up with some squeamishness at this point in his training. Those already gifted with the proper ruthlessness are often sadists. They get led astray by their appetites. Shelton knows he has to produce by the end of the second week. Either he’ll find a way to sacrifice enough blood to appease the tricks, or he’ll be the sacrifice. It’s as simple as that.”

At least it was that simple for Damien but his demands complicated my life that week. I stepped up my games by offering a more generous pot and putting up with more cheating. However, I didn’t make it easy for the takers. I played hard and to my surprise I found that I was making a small profit out of the games. This was a relief to my money woes, but I was still left with the problem of the tricks’ bloodlust. By the end of the week I was running out of people I didn’t like, and they were still not satisfied. Every time I went home I could feel the tension in the air. The bad thing about magic is that it makes magic users broadcast their emotions. Though technically it was not, the emotions themselves I was feeling. It was the effect these emotions had on the magic. Either way I knew that it wasn’t just Damien who expected me to perform but the half living magical tricks.

Tobias noticed how tired I was getting and said with faux sympathy, “You’re looking rundown, Shifty. It must be hard work to raise enough blood to satisfy the tricks through dedications. You know there is an easier way to do this. If you find just one vagrant, you can slit his throat. Problem solved, and you can get back to your regular duties.”

Hearing that tone and those words from Tobias was enough to make me say, “Don’t tell me how to do my job.”

However, once I was away from him and the tricks I was feeling less defiant. I needed a safe place to think and went over my options. I was still determined not to have to resort to killing anyone. Though it looked like, I would have to choose innocent people to hex. Of course, innocent people had been getting hexed anyway from my unintended spillovers. What was the difference between that and hexing them outright? Just as long as it permanently injured no one. All I wanted was some blood-letting...

The sound of a fight intruded on my thoughts. I looked up to see Geoff use a club to disarm a man with a knife. Once the man got disarmed, Mark, the bouncer, threw the man out while Geoff told him. “Take this outside. You know I don’t allow this kind of thing in my bar.” I sighed. Thinking that the man’s broken nose was a waste of perfectly good blood. He was someone I hadn’t even hexed but there were some people more sensitive to black magic than others. Its presence made them touchy.

The black magic used in Geoff’s Tavern had led to an increase of fights among the patrons. Tempers were short, including my own. Luckily, for the world I wasn’t much of a fighter but it was all I could do to be civil to people of late. If I were different, I would've enjoyed the anger and violence released by the dedications. It was a good thing for the world, I wasn’t a violent criminal.

“Everyone seems to be cranky lately,” Geoff complained to Mark.

“I blame it on the Crow closing for renovations. We’re getting traffic from their regulars,” Mark said.

Geoff rolled his eyes, “I like the extra money, but sometimes the Crow’s regulars are more trouble than they’re worth. How much longer are they going to be closed?”

“They re-open on Friday night.”

The mention of the Crow made me perk up immediately. I started to smile, the Crow, why had I not thought of that place sooner?

***
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ACTUALLY IT WAS LITTLE wonder I hadn’t thought about going to the Crow right away. I usually avoided the place if I could, and it had been a while since I was desperate enough to go there. Damien may think Geoff’s Tavern was a dive, but the Crow has an even rougher clientele. Its regulars are made up of men who are thrown out of regular bars. They are really touchy and almost anything can set off a bar fight there. In the old days, I only went there when I had overfished my regular gambling pools.

To be on the safe side, I bought some clothes from the used clothing dealers in the Harrows. It wouldn’t be wise to go down to the Crow in even my simplest clothes. I didn’t want to look too prosperous at the Crow. It’d make me a tempting target down there. I carefully timed my visit before the crowd grew too rowdy but need not have bothered. The owner, Lester Price, was there, as well as some workmen but it was not open for business.

“Never thought I’d ever see you here again. I’ve heard you’ve moved on up,” Lester said.

“I’ve found work that keeps me busy nowadays,” I said. I looked past the doors and saw that the workmen were erecting a ring.

“Since the fights make the most money for me I thought the pit could use more work. I’ve been wanting to expand it a bit but had to put in more seating. I had to sacrifice some tables,” Lester told me.

In the old days this piece of news would have been disheartening to me. It would've meant less of the gambling I liked would take place here. However, this new development excited me. More fights meant more blood would flow at this place. “Well I hope you get your money’s worth out of the renovations,” I said.

Lester studied me with narrowed eyes. “You don’t look like much has changed for you, but you really must’ve moved on up. You don’t seem to care either way about the tables.”

“I didn’t want to look like an easy mark around here,” I said with a shrug.

Lester nodded.

I noticed that the Crow’s sign was faded. “You should get the sign freshened up while you’re renovating.”

Lester sighed. “I forgot to factor it into my budget. I’ll freshen it up when the money starts coming back in.”

I looked at the sign again as an idea formed in my mind. The sign was an opportunity, a link for a dedication. I smiled, “Why don’t you let me get it freshened for you? As a re-opening gift?”

Lester looked at me in surprise. Then his eyes narrowed, “How much will it cost me?”

“Nothing: like I said it’s a gift,” I said.

He peered at me. “Really?”

Seeing he wouldn’t let this go I shrugged. “I might ask a favor later.”

He relaxed a bit. “Fine, just don’t expect it to be a big one. I’d like to get the sign freshened up but it doesn’t matter to me if you do it or I wait a while to do it myself.”

“I’ll make sure it’s back here in time for the day of the re-opening,” I said.

“That’s this Friday night,” he said.

“It’ll be here,” I said and indeed it was. I paid twice as much to make sure they would repaint the sign good but fast. I told them to deliver it to me first though, so I could look it over before I sent it to Lester. As soon as it was in my hands I applied the most potent dedication hex that I could to it. Something that would incite the bloodlust of the fighters and the audience. Once I “approved” of the sign I ordered it sent down to the Crow before its reopening.

I was so confident that my plan would work I was almost ready to relax. I’d have to check things out tomorrow, but I intended to spend the night at the gambling halls.
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Chapter 2
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I almost canceled my plan to take a break at the last minute. The cast iron mastiff that guarded the door had become increasingly surly towards me of late. This time when I tried to leave it wouldn’t allow me to pass out without a few choice words. “It’s my duty to ward this house against intrusion from spells, scrying and intruders. In return for my service I ask for my yearly due. The Master shouldn’t have made this year’s blood sacrifice a training exercise for you.”

I thought it best to not antagonize the Mastiff since we depended on it to ward us against Damien’s rivals. “I have until the end of next week to collect enough blood for you. You’ll have some blood spilt for you tonight. If I don’t get it, Damien will take care of it.”

I didn’t add that Damien was planning to use my blood if I failed. I feared that the Mastiff would keep me confined rather than let me loose. However, the Mastiff knew Damien too well not to know how its master planned to take care of things. “You’re lucky I need the Master to have a successor as much as I need blood. I will allow you to pass, so you can find a suitable substitute. Get me food or be food,” the Mastiff said as it finally opened the door.

***
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WHEN I WENT TO MEET Tristan he had an extra guest with him. The guest turned out to be his cousin Brett Waters. As soon as I saw him I pegged Brett as a country rube. In the old days he would have been my natural prey, but it wouldn’t do to rip him off now. My finder’s fee scheme required me to maintain a good reputation in Qualitysociety. The days of cutting and running were over for me. That fact had shut me off from most of the schemes that relied on that technique. However, my experience at grifting came in handy. I knew how to keep country rubes entertained.

As I expected the gambling halls bored him. He played a few spins at the roulette table and then sat down for a series of drinks for half an hour. I suggested we go to a cockfight. He perked up at that suggestion, “They have such things around here?”

“Yes,” I said, “But it’s a little off the beaten path.” Tristan didn’t look all that enthusiastic about the situation. He didn't like being honor-bound to act as a host for his cousin. I led them to what was a slightly seedy section of town in Tristan’s eyes. Though I considered it one of my more respectable old haunts. He was nervous when we went into the place but relaxed when he saw there were sections with well-dressed men. I took the precaution of ordering a box seat in case the crowd grew too rowdy for Tristan’s tastes.

“Shifty?” Oswald, the owner, looked at me in disbelief when he saw me in my fashionable get up.

I handed him a banknote. “Remember to call me Shelton around these people. Get us a box and keep a running tab on the ale tankards.”

I sipped at a tankard to be sociable, but Brett was soon drunk. Tristan was too nervous to drink. Brett placed some bets on the best looking birds. “You’ve got to pick the ones that look like they’ve got some breeding. Blood tells in all creatures and men.”

“That sounds like something an old time Aristo would say,” I said.

“Everyone knew their place back then,” he said.

I smiled. “In the old days your place would have been working alongside the other peasants in the field. If the Aristos were still in power, our ancestors wouldn’t have been able to work their way out of serfdom.”

“Speak for yourself. The Waters come from landed gentry,” Brett said.

Remembering what I learned in those boring history classes I was undeterred. “Your people were country squires then. As far as the Aristos were concerned, they were little better than peasants. We’ve ruled ourselves for two hundred years and haven’t been more prosperous in our history. I don’t see anyone begging the Aristos to come back and save us from anarchy anytime soon.”

I remembered the paper they had forced me to write about in pre-Inquisition history. My teacher said my interpretation of the facts was too simplistic. Though he gave me a passing mark because he felt I got the gist of it right. Reading the books was enough to make any commoner’s blood boil. After the Inquisition the native Aristos tried to weasel their way back into power. Before the Inquisition we had a native aristocracy. They fled the land when Ilan was taken over by magic-using conquerors. The cowards left us peasants to fend for ourselves. The conquerors then set themselves up as the new aristocracy.
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