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For Mum, who told me stories before I was even born.
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It was called Nimble Lane because nobody ever knew exactly where it was going to be. Some people claimed they’d been led to its entrance by a strange drift of music. Others said the trick to finding it was to stand at the corner of Bell Street and Bread Street and wait for the wind to change.

It was clear to Ista Flit that none of those people had ever been there.

Lucky them, she thought, turning away from the river that unfurled in the afternoon light like a wide grey tongue. Nothing good came of a visit to Nimble Lane at the best of times, and the timing of this particular summons was far from ideal. The Tide was coming in, sending tingles down Ista’s arms and sighing in her ears. Mist was drifting in too.

She gave a shiver that had nothing to do with the chill.

Magic, mist and darkness – that was what the monsters liked.

At least High Tide was over half an hour away, and dusk further off still. Nevertheless, if it had been up to her, Ista would have hurried indoors before the magic climbed any higher. But a blue handkerchief had been pinned to the awning of the eel-shack, and that was the signal, so instead she set out through the honeycomb of streets to the south of Shipwrights’ Square, pausing every few paces to take a deep sniff of air so cold it made her shudder despite the thickness of her oversized black coat.

The lane was a sneaky thing, but it was around here somewhere. She could smell it – smoky and brackish all at once, as if someone had blown out birthday candles beside a silty tide pool. A sharp nose, her aunt had once said, not so very long ago when Ista’s life had still included such uncomplicated things as aunts and birthdays. You’ve a sharp nose for trouble, girl, and your sharp tongue will do little to get you out of it. Which was probably true. Yet, funnily enough, it was Ista’s actual nose, a slightly longer than average one that conspired with her raggedy limbs to make her look like a startled heron, that led her into trouble these days.

Well, that and the talents the Tide brought her.

She took another step. Another sniff. There. At the very edge of her peripheral vision – where a split second earlier there had been nothing but an unremarkable row of merchants’ houses – an impossible pathway came into view, like a dark throat opening. The mouth of it dripped with shadows, and a voice at the back of Ista’s skull whispered, as it always did when she found Nimble Lane, that this was all a very, very bad idea.

Another more practical part of her, however, knew that she didn’t have any choice. There were not many things left that she cared about, but one of them was down there, and so was the person who was holding it hostage.

Ista squared her shoulders and walked into the gloom. The path widened; cobbles sprang up under her feet and dark-beamed buildings crowded in on either side. A door creaked open as she passed, closing again with a snick when she turned to see who was there.

At the end of the lane stood the Shrieking Eel inn. Tide-lanterns lit the way to it, their blue glow strengthening by the second in the rising magic, casting a watery sheen over the wonky timber frames and limewashed walls. Over the porch, the rusty sign squeaked on its pole, as if rocked by an invisible hand. The front door was completely bare: no handle, no bell, no knocker, no letter box. No hidden latch or pull cord or even a keyhole. Anyone who didn’t know better would have assumed it only opened from the inside.

Ista did know better, though. She placed her palm on the wood. Above her fingertips, a faint line appeared, like the scratch of a well-sharpened claw. The line lengthened, curving to form a jagged circle around Ista’s hand. When the circle was complete, the door swung inward, a low voice rumbling in greeting.

‘Welcome, wanderer. Enter and make your choice.’

Inside the stone-floored entrance hall, two lift carriages waited, their safety grilles formed of ornately patterned metalwork shaped into snake-like river weeds and curling tentacles. Next to each lift was a brass plaque: one engraved with an arrow pointing down and the word BUSINESS, the other with an upward arrow and the word PLEASURE.

The only other object in the room was a hooded leather porter’s chair. A large white cat dozed on the seat. He opened his green eye – he only had the one – to squint at Ista as she bent to offer him a stroke.

‘Hello, Terrible,’ she said, because Terrible was the cat’s name and she always had the sense that he liked to be spoken to. ‘No prizes for guessing which option I’ll choose.’

Terrible raised his chin, granting her access to the thick fluff at his throat. Ista allowed herself a few seconds of his purring and warmth, then straightened and turned to the lifts. She had never set foot in the carriage on the right, which supposedly led upward to food and music and rooms for weary revellers who needed a place to lay their heads.
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In the carriage on the left there were no buttons to press. The grille and doors swished closed, sealing her in. You had to be desperate or dangerous to come to the Shrieking Eel on business – everyone in Shelwich agreed on that.

I am dangerous, Ista thought fiercely as the carriage rattled downward. I am dangerous. I am dangerous.

She emerged into a hallway lit by a single shivering Tide-lantern that swayed from a chain. Ahead was a door. I am dangerous, she told herself again. But deep down she knew it was desperation that had brought her here.

Before she could knock, a breeze swept up, blowing the door open and carrying her across the threshold as easily as a wave carries a piece of kelp to shore. The room in which she landed could have been labelled a study, a library or even a workshop, depending on who was doing the labelling. Under different circumstances Ista might have said it was cosy. The space was crammed with ancient-looking books and mismatched furniture and shelf after shelf of what she thought of as Curiosities – all kinds of trinkets and gadgets, from chutney spoons to microscopes to a whole menagerie of mechanical animals.

Ista edged through the clutter, careful not to knock anything. ‘You summoned me.’

At times like this, it was as though someone else was controlling her mouth. Someone older and much, much braver. They must have had control of her hands too, because she didn’t wipe her clammy palms on her coat or flatten the tuft of her short brown hair that was sticking out at an angle – no matter how much she wanted to.

The reply came from the shadows on the far side of the room. ‘Hello, little thief. I have an errand for you.’

There was nothing cosy about Alexo Rokis. He was fox-faced and wolf-eyed; sharp all over, particularly at the chin and elbows. Everything else, from his age to how long he’d lived in the city, was slippery, but it was generally agreed that he had a finger in every black-market pie in Shelwich and a knack for letting silences stretch uncomfortably long, just as he did now.

Ista felt his smirk like a burn. She kept her own face blank – or at least she hoped she did – and after a few slow ticks of the clock, his voice curled out to her again.

‘I want you to steal me a telescope. Only a small one. It’s on display at the Moon Tower. In the Hall of Maps.’ He peeled away from the wall, the smirk widening into a hard slice of smile. ‘Governor Hettle’s making a speech tomorrow night. In the Great Hall, a few corridors away. You’re going to be one of the guests.’

Ista did not smile back. She trusted him least of all when he was in this kind of mood, handing out orders as if they were tickets to adventures.

‘Who?’ she asked. She hoped the guest was someone around her own age this time. It was tricky acting like a grown-up. They hardly ever said what they meant.

Alexo just grinned as he stood before her. He held out his hand, palm to the ceiling.

Magic scuttled down Ista’s spine.

An inch above his fingers, a marble-sized bubble blinked into being. It hung in the air like a tiny moon. Then it began to grow, its surface misting over, swelling bigger and bigger, until it was as large as the globe that balanced precariously on a nearby stack of books. Through the mist, leaf-like shapes swirled then snapped together, lengthening into the outline of a figure.

Alexo clenched his hand into a fist. The bubble cleared. The figure was a boy, captured perfectly, as if they were looking at him through a window.

‘Oh,’ Ista said. For a moment, it was all she could say. ‘But that’s Jarmak Hettle!’ Disbelief lifted her voice embarrassingly close to a squeak.

Alexo nodded. ‘The governor’s son. What better cover?’

No. The word sparked in Ista’s throat. As if he’d heard it, Alexo raised an eyebrow, then threw a glance at a glass-fronted cabinet near the hearth.

Ista tried not to follow his gaze but failed. Behind the glass, locked away with a key that Alexo wore strung on his belt, was a clarinet case. Her pa’s clarinet case – with her pa’s clarinet inside it. The only piece of Pa that she had left.

She swallowed. ‘If I get caught …’

‘They’ll chain you up in Shipwrights’ Square and leave you for the grilks? Yes, probably.’ Alexo’s smirk was back. ‘But you won’t get caught.’

Ista fought a shudder. As a rule, she didn’t let herself think about the time she had seen a grilk up close, but the memory crashed over her now. Wings like torn sails, sword-sharp teeth and the wide black void of the creature’s mouth opening behind them. Worst of all, the awful feeling of her magic draining away.

That had been her first night in the city – and were it not for Alexo, she would never have escaped. The rescue was such a blur in Ista’s mind that she couldn’t say what had happened exactly, but somehow his arrival had scared off the grilk, and in the process he had taken her pa’s clarinet. Run a few errands for me, he’d said when she’d realized and demanded that he return it to her, and you can earn it back.

He’d saved her and then stolen from her, almost within the same breath. And Ista, frayed with exhaustion and fear, had seen little choice but to shake his hand. Only afterwards did she think to ask what he’d meant by ‘a few’. Let’s say twenty, he’d said, shrugging. He was most likely planning to sell the clarinet if she didn’t prove useful. He hadn’t known then what she could do.

‘Well?’ he said now.

Ista returned her attention to the boy in the bubble. She’d seen Jarmak Hettle from a distance before and knew that he was about her height, although a fair measure broader, but this was the first time she’d observed him up close. His features were soft, his hair a little longer than Ista’s short crop, slicked back from his face, and his skin was a rosy pinkish white with a small birthmark on his right cheek.

Not that the details mattered. Magic pulsed in her fingertips and whispered in her blood. The Tide was racing towards its peak. It would do the work for her.

She closed her eyes – and changed.

As it always did, it started with a prickle at the nape of her neck and ended with a twitch of her toes. When she finished, her head felt too heavy and her feet felt too flat and she knew that if she glanced into the gilt-edged mirror on the wall she’d see an exact copy of Jarmak Hettle staring back at her.

‘That’ll do.’ Alexo waved his hand.

He could sound a pinch more impressed, Ista thought, scowling at him as she changed back.

A Tide-blessing, people called it – any gift that came in with the Tide.

And hers turned him a handsome profit in stolen valuables.

She examined her nails. ‘I’ll need smart clothes.’

‘I’ll send them.’ Alexo turned away.

The bubble shrank in on itself and vanished, leaving behind nothing but a faint whiff of snuffed candles and salt.

That’s me dismissed, then, Ista thought, meeting her own brown eyes in the mirror. She let her gaze stray to the clarinet case once more, just for a heartbeat, before she left.

Twenty errands. That was the bargain they had made. Tomorrow would be nineteen.

She only hoped he would keep his word.
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The difficulty with pretending to be someone else was that you had to keep track of where the real someone was. Fortunately, Governor Betrika Hettle was a stickler for punctuality. As the sundown chimes rang out across the city, a black sol-car cruised up the wide central avenue of the park, its roof panels gleaming in the dwindling winter sun.

Ista, snug in the crook of a chestnut tree, wriggled forward to get a better view. Long ago, so she’d heard, in the time before the Tide, vehicles like that used to queue all the way from Shipwrights’ Square to the Great East Bridge. Now, spare parts were so scarce that only the wealthiest could afford tech like that, let alone the enhancements needed to keep such engines running when the magic rose. So it was carts, bicycles and pedal-cabs for everyone else – or the trundle-track, if you had enough coins in your pockets, which Ista never did.

She was better off walking in this case, though. The park was on a steep slope, with the Moon Tower at its crest, marooned like a shipwrecked galleon against the sky. There were countless routes up, but the quickest was a narrow set of steps. Dropping lightly from her tree, Ista loped across the grass towards them, the sack she carried bumping her hip with each stride.

By the time she reached the top, the first guests were trickling in – some in carriages, others from the nearby trundle stop. The sol-car whooshed past, pulling up inside the main gate. Ista watched through the railings as the governor climbed out, her high-collared evening robes billowing behind her as she strode towards the building.

Jarmak Hettle trailed after his mother, looking thoroughly bored. Ista supposed he must have to attend a lot of events like this – especially lately, with the election coming up. She wondered what his Tide-blessing was. The governor’s, as everyone knew, was that her eyes could change colour, from pale grey to bright blue, but Ista had never heard anyone mention Jarmak’s magic.

Not that it mattered. What did matter was that his robes were made of the exact same purple cloth as the robes in her sack. (Alexo had contacts with every tailor on Pin Row.)

Still, she liked to guess at the blessing when she borrowed a face. Pa had taught her to be respectful, to not be nosy about people’s minds or bodies when she copied them, but it was fun to wonder about their magic. The Tide brought almost everyone something. The ability to sing an exceptionally high note, or to levitate ever so slightly off the ground. People said the Tide’s magic was growing stronger every year, giving the younger generation far more powerful blessings than their parents and grandparents possessed, although Ista had never met anyone with a gift like hers.

Alexo didn’t count. His influence stretched all over the city, but his magic was tethered to Nimble Lane. That was why he needed Ista. Her magic was everywhere. In the sky and in her bones. A hum and a drumbeat and a high-pitched whine. Sometimes she thought it would snap her in two.

She turned away from the Moon Tower, looking out over the city. It’s beautiful here, Pa had said in his last letter. And it was, especially on evenings like this when the sinking sun blazed orange and pink through the mist, and the high-rise ruins of Glass Island loomed across the estuary like ancient giants. Beautiful, but cold. Ista’s breath plumed in the air, and she was grateful for her layers of thermals. Pa hadn’t warned her about how much colder Shelwich winters were compared to winters at home.

He hadn’t warned her about the monsters either. She guessed he hadn’t wanted to scare her.

‘Just over half an hour to High Tide.’

A voice drew her attention back towards the tower. Guests streamed through the main gate. Most of them made a beeline for the columned portico, but several people had paused to consult a noticeboard that had the week’s Tide forecast pinned to it. The magic rose and fell twice every twenty-four hours, its highs and lows shifting a little later each day, so there were charts like this all over the city to help everyone keep track of what to expect.

She never needed Tide-tables. She could follow the rise and fall of the magic almost as easily as reading the time on a clock. Right now, power fizzed in her veins.

‘And it’s Moon Tide tonight,’ someone else muttered, frowning. ‘I don’t know what the governor’s thinking. We’d all be better off home in our beds.’

Ista was inclined to agree. The Tide climbed to an extra high peak every new moon and full moon – hence the name Moon Tide. It was particularly risky, being out on a night like this, not because magic flooded the city just as the river rose so high it sloshed up on to the harbour walkways, but because … well, everyone in Shelwich knew the rhyme.


When the magic sparks upon your skin,

And the mist is high, and the night creeps in,

Stay inside, lock the door,

Or you’ll be lost for evermore.



Her mind flew back to her first night in the city, to the feeling of her magic unravelling like a cotton reel as the monstrous creature loomed over her. No one knew anything about the grilks, except that they came in darkness and in mist, and always when the magic was high, and once they’d got you, you were never seen again. She was the only person she knew who had managed to escape them.

As for Pa …

But she mustn’t think about that. Mustn’t dawdle, out at Moon Tide with the light fading fast. Soon, all that was missing would be the mist, and that often swept in without warning.

Ista stayed on the park side of the railings, hurrying to the next gate along. This was the staff entrance. A short, stern-looking woman checked names off a list. She peered enquiringly at Ista over the top of her half-moon glasses.

‘I’m from the Grebe and Gimlet laundry.’ Ista’s voice was calm, but her heart was in her mouth. Alexo’s schemes were intricate webs of detail. She feared that one day she’d fall through a gap and go plummeting into trouble.

The woman frowned at the sack, then at the list, then at the sack again. Her fingernails kept changing colour, from purple to red to gold to green, as if an invisible brush was painting and repainting them. ‘You’re very late. Table linens, is it?’

Ista nodded. If it came to it, there was one tablecloth on top of the robes.

The woman’s eyes narrowed, but she stepped aside. ‘On you go.’

Beyond the gate was another courtyard, less grand than the one at the front of the building, overrun with moss and ivy. The flagstones had been salted, and Ista’s boots crunched as she walked. The Moon Tower, as well as being the city’s observatory and archive, contained many grand rooms that were used for all kinds of concerts, exhibitions and ceremonial events. Pa had mentioned playing here. This was the way he would have come. She could almost see him, his clarinet case in one hand, his hair (which, like hers, had a tendency towards rebellious tufts) slicked down with pomade.

‘It won’t be much longer,’ he’d promised. ‘I only need to save a little more, then I’ll find us a proper flat and you can leave Aunt Abgill in peace and join me here.’

A new life. That had been the plan. Instead, Pa’s letters had stopped. And then the clarinet had arrived, along with a very different letter – from Mikkela, Pa’s trumpet-player friend, saying Pa had vanished. Vanished, as if he was a recalcitrant cat or a misplaced sock. And Ista’s aunt had just accepted it, saying Pa had often wandered off from time to time when they were younger and that he’d turn up again soon enough. Ista still burnt with fury at the memory of that – as if Pa would leave her. She’d begged Aunt Abgill, begged her, to bring her to Shelwich so they could search for Pa together.

When her aunt had refused, Ista had taken matters into her own hands. But Pa had vanished, as surely as if he had been plucked from the pavement and flung off into the ether. After one hundred and four days of searching, memories were all Ista had left of him – and the clarinet, if she got it back.

Not if. When. Soon.

Ista focused. The smell of well-spiced stew wafted towards her. Go in past the kitchens, Alexo’s instructions – delivered with the robes – had read.

Two girls blocked the porch, struggling with a stubborn-wheeled cart. Sisters, judging from their matching grimaces and identically styled braids.

‘… going to be so late,’ the older one, who looked about Ista’s age, was saying. ‘Push properly, Saf.’

The younger girl – Saf, Ista supposed – glared. ‘I am pushing. You aren’t pulling hard enough. This is sinking silly, Ruby. The magic’s up. I don’t see why you won’t let me use my b–’

‘Blessing’ she must have been going to say but, before she could, Ruby’s voice lashed out. ‘Do you want them to get you? As if your stunt the other day wasn’t bad enough.’

‘That was at lunchtime!’ Saf shot back. ‘There’s never been a single attack in daylight.’

‘It’s almost dusk now, though, isn’t it?’ Ruby said with practised patience. ‘The governor must have decided she cares more about votes than about people’s safety now that the election’s only four days away.’ She noticed Ista loitering and snapped on a smile of standoffish politeness. ‘Yes?’

Ista shrugged at the cart. ‘Want a hand? Easier with three.’ If she didn’t help, they might be stuck out here all night.

‘Yes,’ Saf said quickly. ‘Yes, please.’

A protest budded and died on Ruby’s mouth. ‘Fine,’ she said, glancing back at the woman on the gate. ‘But we should shift. Tide’s teeth, it’s freezing out here.’

The cart had other ideas.

‘What have you got in here?’ Ista’s breath huffed with effort. Something made of glass, she thought; it tinkled under the waxed cloth cover.

‘Pickles,’ said the sisters, straining in unison.

‘And preserves,’ added Saf as one corner of the cloth fell back to reveal rows of jars with a duck logo stamped on the lids. ‘You name it, we bottle or jar it. Gran’s recipes, passed down from her grandma’s grandma. Our pepper sauce is the best in Shelwich. You should come to the shop and try it sometime.’

‘She doesn’t need the pitch.’ Ruby rolled her eyes fondly, reaching round to open the door. ‘We had a last-minute order for the event tonight,’ she explained to Ista as warmth flowed out to greet them. ‘More trouble than it’s worth, if you ask me.’

Party noise filtered down a stone-floored passage, while kitchen smells and clatter drifted through a doorway to the right. A line of tunicked servers glided out, bearing jugs of greengage wine and platters loaded with tiny, fiddly skewers of fish and miniature cheese-topped tarts. Ista left the sisters without a word, slipping into the procession and staying with it until the passage joined a more elegant hallway that marked the boundary between the part of the building that was for staff and the part that was for show.

Opposite was a door, papered in the same cream-on-mint spiral pattern as the walls, making it practically invisible to anyone who wasn’t looking for it. A disused storeroom, according to Alexo.

She ducked inside, not bothering with the light switch. No generator worked at Moon Tide. Even oil lamps sometimes faltered, which was why Tide-lanterns were dotted throughout the tower this evening. In the dark, magic scuttled over her, thrumming behind her knees and under her arms as she pulled the robes over her own clothes. It was almost too strong. Normally her power was like a bowstring, taut and ready to release when she chose. Tonight, the full moon seemed to make her control slip slightly, and the transformation began a fraction sooner than she intended, like a musician coming in a beat too early. She ended up in a tangle, a straggle of hair caught in the embroidered collar.

Thankfully, being Jarmak’s hair, it fell neatly into place when she wrenched it free, and his feet just about fitted in her boots. Still, Ista’s heart hopped wildly as she inched the door open. The next part of the scheme was all should and supposed to. A single misstep would crack it in two. The guests, including Jarmak, should be congregating in the Great Hall for the governor’s speech. She was supposed to go the other way – and this she did, taking careful strides as she adjusted to Jarmak’s extra bulk.

So far, so straightforward. Nobody barred her path. The main staircase curled off to one side, just as it should, dancing round and round up towards the tower’s central dome. It’s the south wing you want, Alexo’s note had said. The one with the sky in the walls.

Sure enough, the wallpaper of the next corridor dimmed to a deep-night blue, sugared with paler blue flecks of Tide-pearl that shone like tiny stars. Keep going, all the way to the end. She could almost hear Alexo’s voice in her mind.

But there were other voices ahead. Real ones, coming from round the corner: the first defiant but streaked with indignation; the other two dripping with malicious laughter.

‘That’s mine! Give it back.’

‘Ooh, give it back, he says.’

‘Give what back? This? Aren’t you a bit old for toys?’

Kids from the fancy houses up near the heath, Ista guessed, based on their smoothed-out vowels. They must have been invited with their parents, which meant they were supposed to be – she felt the word supposed splinter beneath her – on the other side of the building. Yet here they were. In her way.

She could backtrack. There was a second, more roundabout route to the Hall of Maps (there was always a second route where Alexo was concerned), and the whole point of her being disguised as Jarmak was so that she could move around freely without anyone challenging her.

‘Give it back,’ the first voice said again as she turned to go. ‘Please.’

Ista stopped. She shouldn’t interfere. It certainly wouldn’t do for ‘Jarmak’ to make a scene. But something in the please strummed deep inside her, like a minor chord on a vespalin. She knew all too well what it was like to have something precious taken from her, with no certainty that it would be returned.

‘Oh, please, is it?’ snickered one of the thieves. Their accomplice laughed too, low and long, as if they had all the time in the universe for games like this.

Sink it, Ista thought. I am dangerous. Dangerous.

Thinking it twice didn’t make it any truer, but it was too late for doubts; she was already propelling Jarmak’s legs round the corner.
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‘Well, well, well.’ Ista spoke and Jarmak’s voice rolled out with the same pebble-polished accent as the three robed figures who leapt apart at her interruption.

This section of corridor was wide but windowless, the dark-blue wallpaper studded with more fragments of Tide-pearl. The three figures made an eerie tableau against it. Two of them were tall and broad, hulks of shadow in the half-light. The third was a short, twig-limbed boy, who shrank back from the other two even as he glowered up at them.

Two rooks and an injured wren, Ista thought. Pa had taught her the names of all the garden and woodland birds. He used to get cross with the rooks for swooping in and chasing the wrens from the nuts and seeds he left out for them. In the end, he’d fashioned a special feeder with holes that were too small for the rooks’ beaks – and scattered more food a little way off on the grass so that the rooks wouldn’t go hungry either.

She wished Pa were with her now. He’d have found a way to defuse this situation too. As it was, she was on her own.

‘Oh, hello, Hettle,’ drawled the taller rook. He smiled, but something nervous scuttled, crablike, behind his eyes. Not friends, him and Jarmak, Ista could tell. Not quite, anyway. Rivals, perhaps.

‘What’s going on here?’ She tried a smile too, although Jarmak’s mouth didn’t seem to like it.

The second rook shrugged. ‘Nothing, really. We found Shah sneaking around.’

‘I wasn’t sneaking,’ the smaller boy snapped.

‘Yes, you were, you dropless runt.’ The ringleader added a sneer to his drawl. ‘Just like you’re always sneaking around at school, watching people and scribbling in your little notebook.’ The book was in his possession now, of course. He held it up, strumming the pages with his thumb. ‘You want to watch him, Hettle. Your name’s in here.’

The short boy darted a glance at Ista. He’d clearly been up to something, but she needed to unpick this knot, and questions would only tie it tighter.

‘How interesting,’ she said with an indifferent shrug. ‘But we should all get back or we’ll be missed.’

The short boy set his jaw. ‘Not without my things.’

The other rook, Ista noticed, had one hand hidden. At her sigh, he brought it out, displaying an extremely sorry-looking toy mouse, one button eye missing and one cloth ear coming loose at the seam. He sent it arcing through the air with a flick of his wrist.

The short boy scrambled to catch it, but someone’s magic spiked – Ista felt it crackling over her skin – and the mouse stopped dead just beyond his reach. He made a grab for it. It moved again, leaving him clutching at air.

‘Say please again,’ said the boy holding the notebook. He didn’t even look up, just leafed idly through the pages, although he clearly wasn’t reading them.

It was his magic, though. That was plain from his smug little smile. Ista clenched her fists. To have such a clever blessing and use it to pick on someone. She could feel the sting of the short boy’s humiliation.

‘No.’ She levelled a stare at the tall boy. ‘That’s enough. Give him his stuff back.’

He snapped the book shut, his eyes sharpening. Unease trickled down Ista’s spine. There was suddenly danger in the air, a static fizz under the magic. Jarmak might lead a soft life, but strength coiled in his muscles like a fuse waiting to be lit. It centred between his shoulder blades, throbbing with a strange cold tingle as the Tide lapped nearer.

‘Whatever, Hettle.’ The tall boy rolled his eyes, and all the tension evaporated. ‘No need to be so dramatic,’ he added, earning a snicker from his friend. ‘It was just a bit of fun.’

Not to the short boy, Ista thought.

He flinched as the cloth mouse hit the parquet floor. The notebook sailed across to meet it, landing with a slap.

The rooks strolled away, wearing coordinating smirks.

‘Thank you,’ the short boy murmured once their footsteps had faded.

Dropless, they’d called him. Untouched by magic. Ista had never met anyone without a blessing before – and the boy was old enough that the Tide would have spoken to him if it was going to. He looked perfectly unremarkable, more marsh owl than wren now that she observed him closely, with brown skin, wide-set dark-brown eyes and thick, grumpily slanted eyebrows. How must it feel to have that emptiness inside him?

She could hardly ask. He was already staring at her as if the shred of kindness she’d displayed had been completely out of character for Jarmak. Her heart gave a squeeze. The ringleader rook had implied they all went to the same school. She hoped there were some other, friendlier students there too.

But she had to press on. She swept an arm in the direction the others had gone. ‘You’re welcome. Now get lost.’

The boy nodded, as if this dismissal was far more in line with what he expected from Jarmak, and hurried away.

Ista hurried too, in the opposite direction. The corridor widened like the river running into the estuary, and the Tide-pearls multiplied, studding the ceiling and floor as well as the walls, so that she seemed to be moving through a tunnel of stars. Ahead, a doorless archway beckoned.

The Hall of Maps is impossible to miss, Alexo had promised.

He hadn’t lied. A vast space swelled before her, a great glass dome soaring up to greet the sky, so the false stars on the walls dripped into the real ones. The effect made Ista’s stomach lurch. She paused, breathing in the smell of polish, anchoring herself to the details of the room. At the centre, an enormous telescope, much too large to be her target, stood on a plinth, its eye gazing vacantly skyward. Beyond it was a fleet of brass-handled cabinets, which must have been where the maps were housed. A long table, presumably for people to view the maps on, stretched towards a narrow doorway that was the only other entrance.

Near that doorway, on a pedestal and protected by a glass dome of its own, was another, far smaller telescope.

You’ll know it when you see it, Alexo had written. It’s about as long as your arm.

Perfect, in other words, to hide up the loose sleeve of an evening robe.

Ista had been clumsy when she’d arrived in Shelwich more than three moons ago. Now she walked as if she had paws. The only sound as she crossed the floor was the groan of the Tide at the back of her skull.

Alexo usually wanted Curiosities he could take apart and reassemble, as if he was trying to understand how they worked before he sold them on. Human ingenuity is a puzzle matched only by the inner workings of the human heart, he’d explained once when Ista had found him surrounded by the bolts and springs of a typewriter he was in the process of deconstructing. However, she didn’t think this telescope would occupy him for long. It was a shabby, underwhelming object: three wooden tubes of increasing size that looked as though they would slot into each other. Still, it merited being covered by the dome, so there must be value to it.

The glass was secured to the pedestal by a hook. Ista reached for it … and froze. Half hidden by the twist of metal was a Tide-pearl. This one had a thin black stripe through the middle, winking at her like a tiny feline eye. Ista stared at it, trying not to let her panic take flight.

It was just a Tide-pearl, after all. Just a tiny fragment of magic-touched pebble or grit washed up by the river and left behind when the Tide went out again. The pearls gave off a blue glow whenever the magic rose, and people used them for all sorts of things. Pearl-combers gathered them by the bucketful at Low Tide and sold them to the lampers, to be fashioned into Tide-lanterns or decorations like the fake starlight in the walls of the corridor. People wore them as jewellery too. Some folk even claimed that having the pearls next to your skin would enhance your blessing, although Ista thought there was as much chance of that as of increasing your magic by drinking the river water – and enough fools had learnt the hard way that that only made you sick.

A Tide-pearl with a streak of black through it, though … Alexo had warned her to stay away from those, especially if she found one concealed under a handle or fastening. That’s an old magic, little thief. It’s called a Tide-lock. Only the maker can undo it.

Was this it? Nineteen errands in, was there a flaw in one of Alexo’s flawless plans?

At Low Tide, he’d told her, breaking a Tide-lock would ‘merely’ burn your fingers or set off a loud noise to summon a guard. When she’d asked what happened if the magic was up – and oh, it was up now, ringing and stinging between her ears – he’d given her a dark look and said, If the Tide’s high, make sure you get well clear of the pearl before it lands. If someone else is nearer to it, so much the better. It’ll go for them instead.

And what then? Ista had asked.

Trust me, little thief, you don’t want to know.

But if she left without the telescope … She thought of Pa’s clarinet.
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