
		
			
			[image: Magicthief_cover]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Magicthief_inner.pdf]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: MAGICThief_TTP.pdf]

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				PRINCE ISLAND

				The fields belonged to us. Me and Essie. The sailors had the docks, with their ships, their ropes, their barrels of whale oil sweating in the sun. The islanders had the town, the wood-shingled houses and the gossip. The Roe witch had the cottage out on the rocks, and she kept it for her own. But the grassy fields in the center of the island, wide and wild and swaying like a second ocean of pale green – they were only ours.

				Most days I’d leave behind the town and she’d leave behind the cottage and we’d meet in the grass, standing up on tiptoes to look over the tall stalks that blocked our path and tickled our cheeks and ears and foreheads. But that day, the day we found out what I am, she met me at the border of the fields, the place where the grass just started to poke out, strangled and scraggly, from the sandy soil. She had something she wanted to show me, she’d said, and she held out her hand for mine.

				We were little back then, Essie just eight and me barely older, nine, maybe, although I didn’t really know and no one knew for certain. We took the little trails I’d shown her before, made by birds and rabbits and foxes and all kinds of small animals, and we walked carefully, our fingers twisted together, because the grasses were the place for those small animals to keep their homes and nests and eggs and secrets and we didn’t want to disturb anyone. This was our home, too, and we understood.

				She led me through the grass all the way to the center of the island, so far from the ring of ocean surrounding us that it was nothing but a line of blue in the distance, and when she’d looked around to make sure there was no one watching, she nodded at me and I grinned at her and we stomped down on the grass, pressed it down and cleared it out of our way and made it soft for sitting. Essie lifted her hands above her face and spun around, twirling so fast her braids streamed out behind her, her eyes closed and her face tipped to the sun. It looked like fun, so I spun right along with her with my arms tucked close to my chest and my eyes open so that everything tilted and whirled and blended all together – sea and sky and grass and clouds and sun – and when I finally stopped and collapsed on the ground, breathing hard, laughing, the world kept turning like a pot of stirred water.

				“Sit down,” I said to Essie, but she didn’t stop, her skirt puffed out like a bell around her, her face screwed up, determined, like this wasn’t a game at all. Her little feet danced quick and nimble on the grass and then she stumbled, she lost her balance and almost crashed into me but just managed to catch herself, heaving for air, on the ground.

				“There!” She let out a big breath. “Fifty spins and we’re safe.”

				“That’s a spell?” I asked, and Essie plucked a stray bit of grass from out of her braid and nodded.

				“’Course it is,” she said, and she would know. For a few minutes, we just sat together, catching our breath, the stalks of grass bowed over our heads, the sky a circle of blue above us. It was quiet here – or, no, it wasn’t quiet, really, with the little scurries of insects and animals and the scratch-crackle of the grass, but it was quiet the way islands, our island wasn’t: no wind. No ocean. Like we’d wrapped wool around our heads and blocked out the noise.

				“You could almost pretend we’re someplace else,” Essie whispered to me once. “Like this grass goes on forever. Like there’s no water at all.”

				Essie propped herself up on her palms and tilted her head at me.

				“What did you bring, Mal?” she asked, and Mal – that’s me – I pulled something out of my pocket: the fragile skull of some small creature. I’d found it by the shore of the slough, sticking out of the mud like a pale lump of wood, and I brought it to Essie because that’s what we did when we met in the grass: We brought something to share with each other, a secret or a story or a song, a bit of cheese nicked from the dairy or a broken toy plucked out of the trash bins behind the grand houses at the northern end of the island.

				Essie held out her hand and I tipped the little skull onto her palm.

				“It’s so delicate,” she said, running the tip of her finger over the skull, and she handed it back to me.

				The things I brought tended to be stolen or picked up out of the gutter or won in fights with other children, because how else was an orphan on an island in the middle of the ocean supposed to get his hands on anything? Not even my clothing belonged to me, not really, because it came first from other boys, boys with mothers who wanted to do a good deed and stopped by the priory with clothing tattered and patched and musty from sitting too long in cabinets and chests. “It’s for the poor orphan,” those women would say. “Surely he must be needing something.”

				And then I’d walk out in pants too short for my long limbs and shirts meant for the chubby bodies of the island boys, and I’d hear their taunts.

				“Look who’s wearing my shirt,” they’d say. “Look who’s stolen my cap.”

				Maybe they’d stop there or maybe they’d try to take their things back, but it didn’t matter either way. Nothing on this island belonged to me.

				Except Essie.

				“What’ve you got?” I asked her, that day in the grass, but I didn’t expect much. She didn’t live in town, like I did, but instead in the cottage way out on a tail of rocks at the very end of the island with her mother. And she was always only Essie’s mother to me, even though to the rest of the island and the rest of the world, she was the Roe witch, the famous witch, the storm-raiser, the water-tamer, the wind-binder.

				Essie usually brought stories, stories she made up herself or she heard from the sailors who came to the cottage every night, without fail, to visit her mother and buy from her the charms and spells and potions and powders meant to keep them safe at sea. So I was surprised when, instead, she reached into the tiny pocket sewn into her dress and pulled out a bit of rope, a cord no thicker than her pinkie.

				“Here,” Essie said, and she threw her braids back over her shoulders and put out her hand.

				“Here what?”

				“Give me your hand.”

				“What for?” I asked, but I held my palm out all the same. Even back then, my fingers were long, and I can remember my nails were broken where they weren’t black with dirt. Essie, who liked things clean and neat and proper, frowned at them a little.

				“What are you doing?” I asked. Essie had taken the cord and held it between her hands and whispered something under her breath and it looked like magic. That was what her mother, the Roe witch, was famous for: her magic. Even though Essie wasn’t anywhere near as good as her mother – “Yet,” she’d say, determined – she’d sometimes play with magic. All the children on the island did, from time to time, singing spell songs at each other and carrying around good-luck trinkets. It was a game to us, but to the sailors and the whale men, the magic was the only thing they could count on to keep them safe at sea. Every ship had spells burned into her masts. Every sailor had charms knotted around his wrists and neck. If Prince Island had a reputation for relying too much on magic, it also had a reputation for never losing its ships, for holds stuffed full of whale oil and a graveyard with real graves – not tiny stones set in rows and inscribed with the words lost at sea.

				“I’m practicing,” Essie said, running the rope in between her fingers, and then she looked up at me. “But don’t tell anyone – it’s a secret.”

				“Don’t tell anyone – it’s a secret.” That was Essie’s favorite thing to say and I heard it from her dozens of times, hundreds, maybe. It’s a secret, it’s a secret, and Essie was full of secrets, made up of them, breathed them and held them close. It didn’t matter if her secret was that she sneaked an extra roll at breakfast or that she hated her mother – they mattered to her and she tended them, kept them locked up like a cage full of birds. They made her feel full, I think. They made her feel rich.

				She looked back down at the rope in her hands without waiting to see if I’d agree to keep her secret, because, of course, we both knew that I would. I kept her secrets and in return, she didn’t look at me funny, the way all the other islanders did.

				“Where did you get those bright green eyes?” old women would ask me, and I can still remember how they’d grip my chin in their hands and twist my face this way and that, and if they had a friend with them, maybe they’d call over to her, “Have you ever seen such a pair before?” And maybe the friend would say back, tittering behind a handkerchief, “Perhaps back in the winter of thirty-two, but not in a long while since.” Then they’d both laugh, and I knew they meant I was an outsider, even if I’d been born here same as them.

				The first time I ever blinked at Essie she tilted her head at me and called my eyes different, and I got all ready to puff up at her, point out to her that it was rare to see a pair like hers, blue like summer sky on this island of grays, but then she laughed in a way that I understood “different” was a good thing. Different was what she was, too, and when we were together, alone, like we were that day, we were the same.

				Essie held the cord between her hands and wrapped it around my wrist, once, twice, not tight enough to dig into my skin but enough to feel it. Gently, she bent over to tuck a knot into the end of the rope, and as she leaned in, strands of her hair fell forward, tickling me.

				The string wound around my fingers until my hand looked like a cleat covered in rope, tethering a ship to the dock, and where the ship would be, Essie held on to the end of the cord, working slowly, gently. She wrapped the string, over, under, around, through, weaving a kind of glove, careful not to pull it too tight. I tried to flex, testing the cord, and she let out a little breath of exasperation.

				“Are you trying to do a spell?” I asked.

				“I’m con-cen-trat-ing,” she said, her face bent so low to my hand that her nose nearly brushed my fingers, and I didn’t say anything else.

				“There.” Essie sat back on her heels and watched me. “How do you feel?”

				“I feel the same. My hand feels funny.”

				“Funny how?”

				“Funny covered in rope. What did you do?”

				But Essie just tilted her head at me, studied me like a question, and then rose to her feet. “Can you stand up?”

				It was a little awkward, getting my balance with one hand, but I could. Essie frowned.

				“Take a few steps.”

				So I did, leaving our little nest to wade through the grass, the tops of my ears level with the stalks. I could hear the wind again, loud and white and constant.

				When I came back to Essie, she had her hand in her mouth and chewed on her finger, her face scrunched in thought.

				“Is the rope supposed to be a spell?” I asked, holding out my hand. I didn’t feel anything, but that didn’t surprise me. “Is it Roe magic?”

				“I can’t do Roe magic,” she said, which was true. The Roe witches tethered the wind. They controlled the waves. It was powerful, rare, and Essie would have to grow into it when she was older.

				She looked down at my hand and then took it gently between her fingers, turning it this way and that. “It’s rope magic. A common charm. I thought of it last night.”

				“You thought of it?”

				“I showed it to two sailors and it worked perfectly on them. I did it just the same now.”

				“What’s it supposed to do?” I asked, examining my hand, and she let out a sharp sigh.

				“Don’t you feel anything at all?” she asked, and when I shook my head, she stared at me hard, sucking at one of her fingernails. “I did it right.” She said it with certainty, her eyes narrowed at me like it was my fault the spell wasn’t working.

				“Here.” She reached into her pocket again and pulled out an iron disk about the size of a coin, with a hole punched out of the center. This one I recognized as a Roe charm, the kind that dangled from belts and necks and mantelpieces all across the island.

				“Hold this,” she said, but I’d been raised around enough magic to know not to take a charm if I didn’t understand what it did – magic could be dangerous, although most everyone agreed it was worth the risk. When Essie saw me hesitate, she picked up my hand – not the one covered in rope – and pressed the disk into my palm.

				“It’s just a simple charm. It won’t hurt you,” she said, and I opened my palm and studied it. This was the first time I’d ever held a charm. I’d heard witch’s magic made the skin tingle, but it felt like nothing more than a coin to me.

				I looked up just in time to see Essie take a little knife from her pocket.

				“What are you doing?” I asked, but I wasn’t scared because this was Essie, my friend, and even with a pocketknife bright between her and me, I trusted her.

				“I want to see something.” She held my rope-covered hand and looked up at me with a question and Oh, I thought, she wants to cut the rope. After I nodded, she took the point of the knife and dug it right into my palm, so quick and so hard that when I jumped back, red splashed against the white cord and left a cluster of crimson freckles.

				“What was that?” I asked, and I dropped the disk and dug into my pocket and pulled out my handkerchief and wrapped it around my bleeding hand. “You didn’t say you meant to cut me!”

				But Essie looked as though she hadn’t heard. She bent down and picked up the charm and stared at it. Stared at me. Back at the charm. And then the knife, the blade edged wet with my blood.

				“It’s meant to protect against knives,” she said, and she held up the charm and the knife and I took a step backward, but instead she raked the blade across the top of her hand. It glided over her skin as sweet as a ribbon and left not a cut or a mark. She blinked at me, and I stared back at her, and it didn’t make sense, any of it, any of what she had done or what had happened, and my hand ached and my head ached and she leaned in and whispered to me, “Magic doesn’t affect you.”

				“Yes it does,” I said, the words coming out of me rote, automatic, because of course it did. “Magic affects everyone.”

				“Not everyone,” Essie said. She gave me a strange look. It took several long moments before I realized what she was thinking, the word that was dead bad luck even to say aloud.

				Blank.

				That was what you called a person immune to magic, except they weren’t really people at all – they were monsters, inhuman devils who terrorized good, innocent folk and ate babies and destroyed families and spread their affliction like a disease, like all they wanted was to turn the entire world as dead and empty and lifeless as they were.

				She stared at me and I could see what she was thinking – You are a blank – but I couldn’t be one of them, I couldn’t. I was just a boy and I lived on this island, this island that near floated on magic. Someday I’d become a rope-maker or a canvas-sewer or a blacksmith, and every one of them relied on magic in their work. None of them would ever apprentice a boy immune to magic, and why would they? Black luck, associating with one of those monsters, one of those things.

				I couldn’t be one of them. I stared at Essie and tried to tell her this but I had no breath in my lungs and my head was swimmy and anyway, she was looking at me like she already knew. She was looking at me like I was a freak, an animal, a sickness that could spread, and I’d never seen a look like that on her face before.

				And somehow I was on my knees, and somehow the nest of grass felt like a cage, a black place, because Essie was a little girl made of magic and I was a monster and we weren’t the same after all. We were the worst kind of different. A hole opened up inside me, the edges jagged and raw, and within the hole was an emptiness so heavy I actually put my hand to my chest and tried to touch it.

				I looked up at Essie and she was still staring at me, and surely she was wondering what would happen if she touched a blank. Surely she was remembering all those days and afternoons we’d spent together and wondering if I’d infected her already, if I’d destroyed her magic somehow, just by being her friend. I wanted to apologize and I wanted to say I didn’t mean it and I couldn’t help it, and I wanted to tell her, Don’t go, please, please don’t go, but before I even opened my mouth, she was on her knees beside me, her arm around my shoulders, her mouth close to my ear, and she whispered to me, “Mal, it’s all right. It’s our secret.”

				She held me in her arms and whispered to me and sang to me and told me she didn’t care about what I was. I was Mal. That’s what she said. She said she wouldn’t tell anyone about it, and she did it with a smile, like she was happy to do it, happy to know something about me only we knew. We still belonged to each other. We kept each other’s secrets.

				“I’ll keep your secret,” she said, and she did. She kept my secret for four years exactly, and then, without warning or remorse, she turned on me, exposed me, and drove me from the only home I’d ever known.

				She did that with a smile, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				BOSTON

				I reach into my pocket and pull out my watch to check the time, even though I know it can’t have been more than a minute or two since I last looked. Eight minutes to nine, and another jolt of nerves ripples through me. I squeeze the little brass watch until my fingers tingle and go white, and then I slide it back into my pocket.

				Check the knife sheathed at my hip. Check the rope looped over my shoulder. Bounce a bit on my toes, shake out my hands, take a deep breath. Wait.

				It’s the waiting that always gets me, makes me feel like I have bees swarming through my veins, and I know I’m not good at it – keeping still, waiting – haven’t been able to do it, really, for ages now, for five years, ever since I was thirteen and I lost my only home and my only friend in the space of a few seconds. Ever since then, running, moving, going somewhere or leaving someplace behind has been the only thing that makes sense to me. It’s the only thing that calms me, keeps me stable and feeling sane. That’s why standing still – even for only a few minutes, even here on this street corner in Boston at night, the stink of mud and grass and animals from the Common drifting toward me like fog – has me nervous enough to want to bolt straight for the docks. I picture it: money in my hand and a smile on my face and my feet anxious for the feeling of rocking, swaying, motion.

				But Boone said to wait.

				So I wait.

				I hold off checking my watch as long as I can bear, long enough that I begin to worry I’ve missed the moment, but when I rip the watch from out of my pocket and see it’s only four minutes to nine, I let out a sigh so loud and sharp that a pair of gentlemen out strolling the streets glance my way, their faces pinched with suspicion.

				“You, boy!” one calls, leaning on his cane. “What do you think you’re—”

				“Leeet ev’ry old bachelor fill up his glass!” I sing at the top of my lungs, lurching toward the two men. “Vive la compagnie! And drink to the health of his favorite lass – join in! – Vive la compagnie!” I try to throw an arm around one of the gentlemen, but when I near them, they scuttle away, throwing dark glances over their shoulders and muttering to each other about the state of drunkenness in this city.

				I watch them go, singing the song quietly to myself until they disappear down the street, and then I sigh again and head back to the fence.

				From far away, the bong of a bell rings through the air, and every inch of me perks up, heats up, tenses like a spring.

				It’s time.

				Nine o’clock, just like Boone said, and I take a moment to glance around me and make sure the street remains deserted before I turn to the fence, slide my boots into the whorls of wrought iron, reach up, and climb.

				I catch sight of something etched into the top of the fence as I vault over: a curling design that looks like it’s there for more than just aesthetics. I’d bet anything it’s a spell to keep out intruders, but it won’t do anything to keep out me, and I’m on the other side of the fence in a matter of seconds.

				Now I can’t help the grin sliding onto my face, because if waiting is torture, then this is pure pleasure. This is what my body is made for, the thing I do best, and as I run across the grass to the handsome two-story building lit up like a lantern before me, my muscles and bones and sinews work so smoothly, so effortlessly that I feel like I could fly.

				When I reach the building, I pause, tilting my ear up toward the window just above me. Boone said the meeting would likely be held in the library on the southeastern corner of the building – and this is the northwestern. But he also said to be careful, to check every window just in case there’s someone watching, something we hadn’t foreseen, and what Boone tells me to do, I do.

				Quiet in this window, so I run to the next, pause just long enough to hear past the pounding in my veins that the room is silent, and then I keep running, my boots as light and quiet as the pads of a dog.

				“Little wolf pup,” Boone sometimes calls me, grinning, and I always smile back, because it’s a joke, mostly, the kind of joke only Boone could find funny. I’m a wolf pup because I’m quiet, because I can run fast, because I don’t scare easily, and because someday I’ll grow up and turn into a monster, get claws and teeth and go wild and unpredictable and maybe rip out someone’s throat. That’s what it means to be a blank, and Boone knows it, but he also knows it can be useful, my blankness, and that’s why I’m here tonight.

				Another quiet window, and that leaves just one more, bright and shining. I creep up to it, one hand fingering the rope around my shoulder. I can hear the muffled briskness of a man’s voice, and I reach into the small pack at my hip and pull out the long, curling ear trumpet Boone gave me two years ago on a job in Prague. It doesn’t work quite as well as a spying spell, but when I press the bell against the window and fit the end of the funnel into my ear, the indistinct noises on the other side of the glass clear.

				“…with the right kind of persuasion, it can be possible to achieve the desired results,” a man is saying. “Now, we will see if this mouse will grace us with an example of her singing.”

				Frowning, I pull away from the building and slowly look over the edge of the windowsill until I can see into the room. At least two dozen men of various examples of Boston elite – doctors and scientists, modern men and medical miracle workers – sit around a small dais occupied by a short, round man with a sand-colored beard; an ornately carved wooden table; and a tiny silver-wire cage, inside of which rests a small brown mound of quivering fur.

				The bearded man pulls a thin, evil-looking wand from his vest pocket and sticks it between the bars of the cage. Although the little mouse uncurls, blinking bright black eyes at the audience, she doesn’t seem to sing, and the man begins talking quickly about past experiments, mouse physiology. I bite back a groan. Either the tiny thing has stage fright, or it’s not really a singing mouse – the kind I see in the hunter markets, the kind that trill out high-pitched versions of sentimental songs and sell for fifty cents – but just a common house mouse, which is to say, a fraud.

				For the first time tonight, I wonder if Boone’s plan is going to work.

				“I’ve had a stroke of brilliance!” he’d said three days ago, and he pulled out the local society paper and opened it with a flourish. “There!”

				“‘This Wednesday evening, the Boston Society of Natural History will hold a meeting devoted to the discussion and exhibition of subjects exhibiting natural magical properties,’” I read out loud. “‘Any gentleman wishing to attend or present at this meeting is welcome to contact the Society’s secretary, Doctor Henry Kneeland.’”

				“Easy pickings, my boy!” Boone had said. “Eas-y pickings!”

				But if the best these distinguished gentlemen have to offer are singing mice – hoax or no – we’re wasting our time.

				“Yes, thank you, Dr. Gould!”

				I glance through the window and watch a man with a gold badge pinned to his lapel rise to his feet and begin clapping politely, the noise rousing a few audience members, who startle and blink and clap with dazed looks on their faces.

				As a red-cheeked boy about my age helps Dr. Gould and his terrified mouse from off the dais, the man with the badge gestures to someone just out of my view.

				“And now, for our final presentation of the evening, I will ask Dr. Dalton to take the floor and discuss the specimen he has brought with him.”

				Dr. Dalton strides up to the dais, followed closely by two well-heeled footmen, who pull along behind them a strange contraption. It looks a little like an oversized version of the kind of hook on a pole used to display wired skeletons in medical colleges, except the thing that hangs from this hook isn’t a skeleton but a monster: a three-foot-long, swollen, yellow-gray sack of meat shaped like a rotten silk balloon, hanging with thick ropes that twitch and sway with the movement of the pole so that it’s almost as though the giant thing is still alive.

				“Gentlemen!” Dr. Dalton doesn’t speak so much as bark, and between that and his specimen, the few audience members who looked like they were threatening to fall back asleep sit up in their seats. “What I have for you is a genuine example of the rarest of ocean creatures: the legendary kraken.”

				Eyes widen, spectacles are removed from or slid onto noses, a murmur of excitement vibrates through the glass, and I grin and pull the rope from my shoulder. A ruddy kraken. Boone knew what he was talking about.

				Krakens are powerful, potent – and priceless. A single arm or tentacle can go for twenty dollars, and the blasted things have ten of them. They can be cut open and dissected, their different organs used for a dozen kinds of spells. Kraken gills will give a man the ability to breathe underwater. Eat one of their stomachs, stewed in a broth of seawater, and you can drink from the ocean without going mad. Invulnerability at sea, protection from drowning, strength and speed and luck, sharper vision, keener navigation, and the ability to foresee changes in weather – the kraken can grant them all. It’s a bonanza if you can find it, if you can catch it, because the kraken lives in the deepest, coldest, darkest part of the ocean and typically only sees the surface in one of two ways: cut out of the stomachs of sperm whales tough enough to survive a kraken fight, or rising from the ocean to drown ships and pull apart sailors like an old lady snapping open peanuts.

				And now there’s one hanging from a pole not ten feet away from me, ready to be wheeled away and bundled and boxed and sold for a fortune.

				“You’ll know it when you see it,” Boone had told me this morning, when I asked him what he was after, and I’m looking at it right now.

				“Excuse me, Dr. Dalton.”

				Dalton pauses from where he’s lifting up one of the kraken’s tentacles with a long hook on a stick and frowns at the speaker, a thin man in a black jacket who looks about as out of place in that room as I do waiting outside this window. He’s got a kind of sharp intelligence in his face and features different from the stolid, stately look of the professors and doctors and scientists sitting in the audience, and he’s younger than them, too – maybe the youngest person in the room aside from the footmen and the red-cheeked college boy.

				“I’ll get to questions in a moment, ah, Mister—”

				“Doctor,” the man corrects, smiling broadly. “My name is Dr. Whitney.”

				“Yes, Dr. Whitney. As I was saying—”

				“I don’t have a question.”

				Dalton blinks at the man, the tentacle quivering at the end of the hook. “Pardon?”

				The man smiles again, almost patiently. “I said: I do not have a question.”

				Creaks and shuffles as the men in the audience all turn to look at him, their faces pinched with confusion. Dalton lowers the hook and puts a hand on a hip, leaning forward with an almost predatory frown.

				“Well then, state your business and I shall continue with the presentation.”

				The man nods and lifts his hands, almost like he’s asking the entire audience to join him in song. “All I have to say is this: Everyone in this room must shut their eyes, stuff their hands into their ears, and forget they have ever seen me.”

				There is a moment when silent surprise hangs in the air, and then, like mechanical dolls, the men spring to life to follow his directions, clapping hands to the sides of their heads, squeezing their eyelids closed, all while the man in the black jacket continues to smile politely.

				Watching over the windowsill, I grin.

				Time to get to work.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				By the time I hoist myself onto the windowsill, the man in the black jacket is there, opening the window for me.

				“You said nine o’clock sharp,” I say. “I had to listen to that man drone on about the bloody mouse for at least ten minutes.”

				Boone rolls his shoulders in a kind of full-body shrug as he steps aside to let me into the room. “There was a presentation on cursed gully snakes that went long,” he says. “Just be grateful you didn’t have to sit through the debate over the existence of fanged chickens.”

				I hand him the rope and examine the room. It looks much like any gentlemen’s library – dark wood shelves and glass curio cabinets – except instead of a fine stock of books, the shelves display tiny animal skeletons, chips of rocks, vials of violently colored powders.

				“Seas, Boone,” I say, crossing over to one of the shelves. “They’ve got a claw from a miniature cloud dragon!”

				“Forget it. The market bottomed out on dragon claws six months ago.”

				I’m about to turn away when I catch a flash of glittering red on a shelf, and I lean in to see an egg-shaped, ruby-colored stone nestled on a pillow, along with a tiny handwritten sign that says FIRE-FLESH ROCK OF BATAVIA. PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH.

				Fire-flesh? I lift an eyebrow and pluck the rock from its pillow, and it’s as cool as a river stone in my palm.

				“Mal – focus, and get over here.”

				I drop the stone into my pocket and turn back to Boone and the room full of dignified men, their eyes squeezed shut and their fingers pushed into their ears like a group of children playing a parlor game.

				“How long will they be like that?” I ask, and Boone gives them a dismissive glance.

				“Oh, however long they can stand it. The stronger-willed ones will be out a few minutes, at least, and I’d expect the weaker ones to be here all night.”

				“A few minutes?” I look up at the monstrous kraken, which emits a strong odor of brine, chemicals, and decay. “Will we have enough time?”

				Boone just smiles and walks over to one of the half-dozen curiosity cabinets that line the walls of the room. “I saw this coming in,” he says, opening the glass case and pulling out a small bottle filled with what looks like black ash. “Blesti dust.”

				He hands me the bottle and pulls out a white scarf, which he drapes over his mouth and knots tightly behind his neck, and then nods. I uncork the little bottle and pour some of the black powder on the floor, where it swirls and blossoms into a fist-shaped puff. Boone gives a little intake of breath, and I try to imagine what it is he’s seeing: a screen of black, rising like a menace and filling the room with darkness. But to me, it all looks the same. No cloud. No darkness. Just a pile of dust on the floor and a few sputtering wisps of ash.

				Boone’s eyes widen, his movements jerky and uncertain, and although I know the scarf should prevent the worst of the dust from getting into his lungs and temporarily blinding him, I still put out my hand and lead him over to the kraken, moving slowly and carefully as he navigates through the room.

				“How is it?” I ask, and Boone grimaces behind the scarf.

				“Ruddy dark. Let’s get this over with. Think we can wheel that thing down the hall?”

				“Of course,” I say, wrapping my rope around the kraken, but I frown up at it, nearly twice my size and easily three times my weight. “What in blazes are we going to do with it?”

				“This building used to be a medical college,” Boone says, groping for the rope and grabbing a tentacle instead. He drops it, shuddering, before I slide the rope into his hand. “There’s still a room for dissection in the cellar, and lucky for us, several members of the Society store their tools here at the ready. We’ll hack off the best pieces we can carry – no need to take it all. Ready?”

				“One moment,” I say, and I walk across the room to where Dr. Gould sits, blind and deaf and hunched over the silver-wire cage, where the little mouse races back and forth, squeaking out a pitchy rendition of “Take Your Time Miss Lucy.”

				“You little scamp,” I say. “You can sing.”

				“Mal?”

				I take the cage from Dr. Gould’s lap and open it before reaching in and picking up the little mouse.

				“Fancy yourself a pet?” Boone asks, squinting at me in a resigned way, but I set the mouse down on the floor to scamper away. “It’ll probably end up dinner for an alley cat.”

				“Singing valiantly until the end,” I say, watching it disappear under a bookshelf. “All right, let’s get this disgusting bag of money down to the dissection room.”

				Together we wrestle the kraken on its pole past the still-silent, still-blind gentlemen, me leading the way and Boone following behind, cautious and uncertain.

				“There,” he says, pointing down a short hallway to a door set into a wall. The kraken sloshes and shivers as we pull it to the door, which opens not to another room, as I expected, or even to a set of stairs, but instead to a kind of overlarge dumbwaiter.

				“For the cadavers,” Boone says cheerfully, and he grabs a lit lantern from a side table before shutting the door behind us and motioning to a pulley in the corner. “Down we go!”

				As I yank the rope, dropping us a few inches with every pull, Boone tugs the scarf off his mouth and blinks like a bat in sunlight.

				“That’s better!” he says, smiling, and he tilts his head at me. “You really didn’t see a thing?”

				But he knows I didn’t. He knows, more than anyone, maybe even more than me, the reaches of my blankness, just how much magic I can stand – or not. He asked me not long after I met him what I could do, but I was fourteen and scared and didn’t know, and so Boone, smiling that smile of his, said it was all right, we would figure it out together, and what it meant was that he would try to kill me with magic and see what I survived.

				He learned – and so did I – that I cannot be hexed or cursed or blessed or saved, not by magic. Fire conjured by a spell doesn’t burn me, but I can drown in a wave controlled by a witch. A sword imbued with a magical spell can still cut me, because it is a sword, but I can fight off a weak man with a charm for unbeatable strength. And I could stand motionless on a street corner when Boone, running from an angry boardinghouse owner out for rent money and blood, first knocked into me, grinned, and said, “Run back there, boy, and tell that furious man chasing me that you saw me run in the other direction.”

				I blinked at him and didn’t move, and the smile on Boone’s face flickered.

				“I said: Go back there and tell him I ran somewhere else.”

				“Do what?”

				Boone’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Interesting,” he said, and then he disappeared and left me with the familiar feeling that I’d just been unsuccessfully bewitched.

				He found me the next day and told me what I had already guessed: that he was a Silvertongue, someone who can say things to people and get them to do it – most of the time, so long as they aren’t too distracted or angry or strong-minded. He told me also that he knew I was immune to magic, and when I’d cringed and tried to dart away, he grabbed me by the coat collar and bought me lunch and explained that immunity to magic was something he’d been looking for in his line of work.

				He was a hunter, someone who made a living tracking down special things, magical things, trinkets and charms and fantastical ingredients for spells, the kinds of things that reeked with magic and sold for sacks of money. It’s dangerous work, and the biggest problem hunters have – and the one that made Boone the most nervous – is that half the things they’re contracted to find and sell are extraordinarily good at killing people: tongues of animals said to sicken whoever touches them, hidden jewels that have cursed centuries of owners, sand from the deepest part of the ocean that bursts into flames the moment it touches air.

				It helps, then, to have a partner who isn’t affected by magic. It helps to have someone like me (and there are whispers, here and there, of hunters actually buying and selling blanks, passing us along for certain dangerous jobs – although I’ve never met a hunter who admitted it). There’s danger in working with a blank, of course. The stories say blanks destroy magic, and they’re not entirely wrong. When I touch a weak charm, it won’t work properly, and even strong charms can lose their powers if they touch my skin for a while, so I’m always careful not to handle magical things for too long, slipping them into pockets or bags or handkerchiefs. It’s different with Others, who manufacture their magic; “It’s like fallin’ into a whirlpool!” a palm reader in Aberdeen told me once, taking her hand from off mine and staring at me in wonder. “Like gettin’ sucked by a leech!”

				But Boone just smiled from a distance. “We’ll be careful,” he told me.

				And then there are the rumors that blanks go mad at a certain age, lose their minds and lose themselves to the monster inside them. I don’t know if it’s true or not, if I’ll get older and feel myself slip away, or if it’s another old superstition, like how you can spot a blank by his burning-red eyes or how no horse will ever consent to carry a blank (neither true, at least in my case). But the madness…That I do feel sometimes, itching my skin, whispering to me at night, begging to come out, and the older I get, the stronger the feelings…

				But if Boone worries about my growing older, he keeps his worries to himself, and after all, I was just a boy when Boone took me on. Any danger in the future was worth it to him to be able to say, “Mal, reach into that pool and pull out that amulet,” and know that it wasn’t his hand that would be sheared off as though by a huge, invisible sword.

				He wanted a partner, and I wanted, I don’t know, something, anything that would give me a place and a purpose, and I saw it in his good shoes and broad smile and way of talking that made doors and skirts fly open. And when he said to me, “It’s hard out there for a man alone, Mal, my lad. Harder still for a boy without a last name or a pa or a friend in the world and I need you, boy, but you need me more,” maybe he was lying to me or Silvertonguing out of pure habit, or maybe his words had power even without magic, maybe he just knew what to say to a skinny boy with too-bright eyes and no notion of what to do with himself. But whatever it was, it worked, and I’ve been stuck with Boone like I’m stuck with my immunity, a part of me I couldn’t change even if I wanted.

				“There we are!” Boone says as I lower the dumbwaiter to the cellar. He lifts the lantern to reveal a smooth wooden table decorated with a variety of metal saws and files. Once we push the kraken into the dissection room, he looks it over and then counts off the body parts on his fingers. “Right. Two tentacles, the eyes, the gills, the ink sac, the heart, the fin, and as many of those little suckers as we can scrape off. We’ll put everything we can carry in those canvas satchels there. Ready, then?”

				I glance at the collection of bright saws and instead unsheathe the knife at my hip, and Boone gives me a look.

				“Something about a table full of foot-long bone saws that gets you a bit nervous, boy?” he asks, and I shrug.

				“At least I knew the fellows this knife’s been inside,” I say, and he smiles.

				“Can’t argue with that. All right now, no worse than cutting in a whale. Let’s get to it.”

				He grabs at a tentacle and hacks, and I slide a stool over from a corner to better get at the kraken’s head. It’s brutal, messy, smelly work, and in no time the floor is slick with oozy liquid, the air heavy with the scent of rotting fish, but we move quickly, efficiently, my knife slicing through the kraken’s tough skin and prying out the delicate organs, which Boone wraps in wet newspaper before sliding them into one of the satchels with all the love and care of a midwife bringing a baby into the world.

				“That’ll get us thirty dollars,” he says, tucking one of the eyes in next to the heart. He milks the ink from the sac into a glass bottle, and when it fills to the brim, he’s practically singing: “Eight dollars an ounce, at least!”

				By the time the kraken is a shredded mess and our satchels bulge with bits and pieces, Boone has calculated our total take to be close to a thousand dollars – more money than either of us has ever seen, let alone made on a job. It’s the kind of success that two independents like us, working as a pair without the support of one of the hunter confederations that span countries and include dozens of specialized hunters, could never bring in. It’s enough to make us famous. Enough to ensure that Boone won’t be buying drinks at the hunter bars for the next decade. Enough, maybe, to give us the kind of legitimacy to start our own confederation, get out of the dregs and the scuttle and organize an operation from the comfort and security of a four-floor mansion in Bowdoin Square.

				Boone describes it all to me, his voice full of love, of longing, and I smile less because I care about all that than because I’m happy he’s happy. Jobs don’t matter to me. Money doesn’t matter to me. But Boone picked me as his partner, and I need to prove to him that I’m more than just a blank, more than the bad thing, the dangerous one, but smart and successful and strong. When Boone claps his hands together and laughs and says, “We did it!” all I care about is that one little word: “we.”

				After we load the satchels onto our backs, Boone takes us through a hallway that leads to a set of narrow stone stairs and a back door. Carefully, he pushes it open, letting in a rush of fresh night air, and after a moment checking to make sure no one’s watching, he motions for me to follow him, outside and across the grass and back over the wrought-iron fence. He’s laughing before our boots even touch the cobblestones.

				“The heart alone could fetch a hundred dollars!” he says, grinning as we jog together down the street. “To never be beaten by an enemy at sea – whether man or beast or force of nature! Can’t you imagine a band of pirates killing for something like that?”

				“I can,” a voice answers from behind, and before I can turn to see who’s spoken, a pair of hands has grabbed me, thrown me off balance, and set a knife at my throat.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				FOUR

				I see a flash of forest green lit up in the glow of a streetlamp, and then I see nothing but the black sky as the knife in the hollow of my throat forces me to tip my chin up. There’s a noise, a kind of strangled gasp that I realize comes from me, and then I hear Boone let out an exclamation and begin to speak, before the man with the knife barks out, “Quiet!”

				Whoever’s attacking us isn’t from the Society – the voice is harsh, rough, lacking the soft affectation of the Boston elite, and with my back up against his chest, I breathe past the stink of the kraken to smell gunpowder, liquor, sweat, and salt air. He’s a hunter.

				“Put down the bag,” the voice says, and I try to see what Boone’s doing without moving my head too much. He sounded caught off guard earlier, but when I glance at him now, he seems cool, in control, his hands lifted as though he’s calming a skittish horse.

				“All right, now,” he says. “Just let him go.”

				I feel a ripple of something run through the man, a shudder that causes the knife at my throat to tremble and scrape along my skin, and the man sucks in a breath and hisses, “I told you to stay quiet.”

				A weight drops into my stomach as I realize this man has some sort of protection against Boone’s Silvertongue – a charm or a spell against magical deception. It’s the kind of precaution a skilled hunter would take before going out on a job, and it means one of our greatest weapons is now useless.

				Boone looks nervous, adjusting the straps of his satchel over his shoulder, and when he smiles, he does it without his usual smooth cool.

				“And what are the Drakes doing in Boston? I thought the pirate confederations headed to the Mediterranean this time of year,” he says, and he gives me a look that I recognize, a look that says Distract him.

				“Drakes, eh?” I say, and I try to sound as confident as possible given the steel tickling my throat. “I suppose you would be interested in the kraken. Can’t be easy keeping all those ships seaworthy.”

				“Enough, you,” the Drake says, but I just turn my head as much as I dare, trying to catch his eye.

				“What were you thinking?” I ask. “Wait for hunters like us to do the dirty work and then steal it?”

				The man laughs. “You’re the thieves. The Drakes have a deal with that scientist what brought the kraken here. I was supposed to wait until their meeting ended and then deliver it to the docks, but then I see you two running through the streets, flapping your gobs about hearts.” The knife presses deeper against my throat and my head feels swimmy with panic. “Now shut it, and slip that bag from your shoulders.”

				“All right,” I say, my voice all breath. Carefully, trying hard not to move my head, I reach up to move the straps of my satchel from my shoulders. As I slowly lower the bag to the ground, I slip one hand into my pocket and quickly pull out the red fire-flesh rock that I stole from the Society. Holding it loosely in my palm, I tilt my chin just low enough to catch Boone’s eye and give him a slight, slow nod.

				“You, too, skinny,” the Drake says to Boone, and his eyes flit from my face to the Drake’s before he smiles.

				“Well, now, let’s just hold on a moment,” Boone says, although he slides the bag off his shoulder. I can feel the Drake’s muscles tense behind me.

				“We’ve got at least a thousand dollars’ worth of goods in here.” Boone licks his lips, his eyes glittering. “What say we split it? You can’t be making more than five hundred dollars for this job!”

				The man laughs again, but he sounds less sure of himself now. “It’s worth more than five hundred dollars to stay good with the Drakes,” he says. “Didn’t you hear what they did to that hunter out off the coast of Spain? When they caught him tryin’ to steal a bunch of blessed canvas, they tied him between the masts of two of their ships and sailed them off’n opposite directions!”

				“That’s too bad,” Boone says, still dangling the satchel at the end of his hand. “I would have taken our offer, if I was you.”

				“What—”

				But before the Drake can get out another word, Boone shouts, “Now!” and I jerk my hand up and back, pressing the fire-flesh stone against the Drake’s face. The sizzle of his skin mingles with his scream, and he drops the knife, backing away from me, one hand to his smoking cheek. At the same time, Boone reaches into his waistcoat and pulls out a small bottle of some lime-green liquid. He throws it onto the street, where it shatters and erupts into a sickly-sweet pale cloud. The Drake, still distracted by his burned cheek, stumbles right into the cloud, and his cries grow suddenly sharp, panicked, his eyes wide and white with fear. Boone, his face tucked into the crook of his arm, bends down and snatches the satchel from the ground before jerking his head toward the street beyond.

				“Run!” he shouts, but I’m already moving, racing after him, ignoring the warm wetness on my shirt collar.

				“A fire-flesh stone!” he says, laughing, and I grin back at him.

				“And when did you get your hands on nip of nightmare?” I ask, but he just laughs again as the Drake’s cries of panic follow us. I can’t say I have much sympathy for a man who held a knife to my throat, but knowing what he’s going through right now, the potion transforming all his worst nightmares to reality, I feel a sudden rushing gladness that I’m immune to magic.

				A thought that completely vanishes moments later, when we turn a corner and nearly run into what looks like the rest of the Drakes, standing shoulder to shoulder with more guns, knives, and clubs than I can count, and I wish, not for the first time in my life, that I had a single protection spell on me.

				A coughing, sputtering Drake pushes from the back of the crowd and points at us.

				“That’s them!” he says, and from his slightly green-tinged skin and the egg-shaped red welt on his cheek, I recognize the man who held me at knifepoint – impossibly standing in front of us.

				“What in blazes…” Boone mutters. “You’re a Traveler!” And he is – one of those Others who can instantly travel from one point in the world to another: in this case, to his fellow Drakes to warn them about us.

				“The bags,” one of the Drakes says to Boone, tilting his gun toward us, and I tense, balanced on the balls of my feet.

				“Wait a moment,” Boone says, but he sounds different now, desperate, his hand clenched around the straps of both satchels slung over his shoulder. I see his other hand, the one closer to me, flutter to his pocket and pull out a short glass vial about the size of his pinkie.
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