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One who reveals the secrets of nature to the powerful seeks death.
Hermetic Door


He who has no ashes cannot make Salt suitable for our work, because it could not be done without Salt, because there is nothing but him who gives strength to all things.
Basil Valentine



Prologue

Bloodred Moon


No sane person would return to Clawfort, even if it were the last option they had.

Greg preferred to think he had no choice. No matter how many miles he traveled to escape that place, he could not help but feel its call. It was like a wail carried by the wind that came to him during the night, in a requiem that tore him from his sleep only to leave him, half-awake and disconcerted, to deal with a silent ceiling.

Night after night, the wail became a cry, and the cry soon became a command.

So, his feet were back on those streets mangled by carriage wheels and horses’ hooves. He walked carefully avoiding potholes and puddles, like a ghost from the past wrapped in a dark cloak to hide from the eyes of the city, from those windows fogged by cataracts, through which the stubborn glow of the last oil lanterns filtered.

A drop hit his nose and ran down to moisten his mustache. It carried an ancient, ironlike smell that reminded him of the words the neighboring Seadale citizens whispered when sinister clouds gathered on the horizon.

It doesn’t rain water in Clawfort.

Greg shivered. He had to get off the road—quickly.

A door creaked behind him. Greg ducked into his coat and pricked up his ears. Footsteps, light and disembodied enough to sound like a trick of the mind, echoed his own at a safe distance.

Greg surpassed an intersection, then another, and when the insistent tapping became incessant, he peered over his shoulder. An improbably human shadow followed him through the damp alleys, a long-hooded cloak hiding its face.

Unpleasant prospects loomed in Greg’s imagination. He turned into a narrow alley, lit only by the pale reflection of the moon on the banks of fog gathering on the street. He ran until his feet stopped on the same square stone as ten years before.

It was still there, where it was supposed to be. The square of the World Egg opened before him in all its gloomy splendor, its black and gray steeples scratching the sky, and its monstrous stone inhabitants guarding a massive red door so well carved that it would make the gates of hell jealous.

The last time he had stopped on that stone, the sanctuary was still under construction. Now, standing on that stone, he wasn’t sure why he was there. The deep notes that had called him from afar were now fading in his memory. Only a faint sense of expectation remained, as if something was about to happen that, for some reason, had yet to be written.

He moved across the deserted, rain-stained square when he heard a shuffling behind him. Before he could avoid it, the shadow of a man knocked into him.

Greg was about to fall, but the man grabbed him by the cloak and held him suspended midair as if he were weightless. The stranger’s breath, through his handkerchief, smelled of red wine, and his eyes were so deep they could pierce Greg’s soul.

Greg wriggled out of his grip. He got back on his feet and smoothed his coat with his hands. “S-sorry,” he said, breathless.

The man tilted his head and his eyes took shelter under his hood. When he spun around, Greg thought he saw a glint of silver between the folds of his cloak.

“Be careful,” said the stranger, hoarsely. “When the sun goes down, this city does its worst.”

No doubt the man was right, but there was also that shiny thing he was hiding below his cloak that looked so much like a rapier. Greg watched in silence as the stranger stepped out into the open square.

The twelfth hour struck. The low tolling of the bell bounced off the sleeping facades of the houses. The shriek of metal concealed the pounding of the rain and the stranger’s scurrying toward the old sanctuary door.

Greg hid out of sight behind a corner of the alley when the stranger stopped at the door to look around. Soon, he leaned out and watched the man disappear inside the church. Greg should have followed him to make sure he wasn’t up to something.

At that moment, the clouds in the sky parted to reveal a crescent moon, red and crooked in a bloody grin. That omen soon disappeared behind a curtain of clouds, ignored by Greg and the entire world.

Greg moved toward the sanctuary doors, filled with awe at the cosmogonic carvings that decorated them. The Pleiades shone in the constellation of Taurus, and beneath them, the Father and Mother principles united generated a prism containing Mercury. The rays of the stars passed through it, giving shape to seven pillars balanced between the Heavens. Over the stars, at the origin of everything, the World Egg stood out, bright and divine.

Greg raised a shaking hand and placed it on the golden wood handle. Then, he pushed it with all his strength.




The braziers poured an uncertain light into the central nave. The stained-glass windows were gray, and the clawed fingers of the night seemed to scratch through the glass to enter that sacred place.

Greg advanced in the shadow of the columns, as if he had experienced this moment in a dream dozens of times over. In the apse behind the altar was the World Egg, the sacred vessel from which the universe had originated, so powerful that it could free Matter from its original corruption.

Greg thought he heard music—a grave, melancholy organ song—playing only for his ears. He looked up. The organist’s seat above the presbytery was empty, the chair still. The chord faded to a discordant trill, and the silence fell like a deafening curtain. Not far, a whispering of two distinct people crept into him from the side aisle.

Greg approached, holding his breath. The tall stranger he had earlier collided with was kneeling at a confessional, his hands clasped over his masked mouth.

“Magister, his time is near,” the man said, clearing his throat to no avail. “You assured me that you would use all the resources at your disposal to pursue this goal, yet I couldn’t observe any improvement.”


The Magister spoke from behind the confessional grille, his voice deep and voluptuous, belying his role. “We are working tirelessly; still, the ways of Matter are mysterious. The results you require would come quicker if you allowed us to tread paths—so to speak—of pioneering.”


“What do you mean, Magister?”

“I am referring to the Dry Path, of course. It carries risks, and we certainly do not blame His Majesty for banishing it from the kingdom. Nevertheless, it may be the only option for operating in these unfavorable circumstances, where Time is our enemy.”

“Express your request,” the stranger commanded.

“We count on your influence to free us from the uncomfortable clauses of this unfortunate edict, so we can operate in harmony with our most ancient principles.”

“I will take care of this. Is there anything else?”

“Well, the Dry Path is undoubtedly expensive in terms of energy, resources, and ingredients . . . The current funds, however large, would not be enough to support its costs.”

The stranger stood up. “It will take time . . .”

“Which is a scarce ingredient,” the Magister continued. “Once lost, it is impossible to recover.”

The stranger was silent, then concluded: “Leave it to me.”


“Very well. May the Hourglass bend to the Work . . .”



“May the Compass perfect it.”


With a rustle of fabric, the stranger rose and headed for the exit.

Greg’s legs were shaking. That call was a cry for help, then! The city had called him to listen, and he had traveled over five hundred miles to intercept that forbidden conversation. He frowned. Why him? What could Greg Mulder really do to avoid a catastrophe other than walk away and forget about all that?

Run!

At that disjointed cry ricocheting in his skull, his feet ran back down the aisle, heading for the pair of stoups. The heels of his boots clicked on the floor like teeth in the cold. He should have noticed the silence falling on that sacred place, but every thought and every muscle was projected toward the exit.

A shadow slid out from behind a pillar and overlooked him. Greg screamed and covered his face with his hands. He stumbled on his cloak, his heel hitting one of the candelabra which overturned, clattering against the marble wall.

The stranger drew a rapier and pointed it at Greg’s throat, looking down at him from behind a curtain of damp dark hair.

“W-who are you?” Greg asked.

The stranger didn’t answer.

A hard object struck Greg in the temple, forcing a muffled groan out of him. Greg spun, the world gray and starry, and the granite floor hit him incredibly fast. The impact sent a shockwave from his head to the tips of his toes.

He brought a shaking hand to his temple, and his fingers returned to his vision, bathed in deep red. Greg placed his palm on the wound. The hot stream flowed in accordance with his heartbeat, showing no sign of stopping. He tried to stand up, but his foot slipped on the drops of blood and a groan left his lungs as he fell back to the ground.

The cold stung his chest. The rapier’s tip rested right below his clavicles, where his white shirt had come undone and his sternum bones jutted out from under his skin.

Greg looked up, his eyes heavier. The stranger was staring at him from beneath the cloth mask, flickering candles dancing in his inscrutable eyes.

“Stop. I beg you,” Greg whimpered.

But the blade had no intention of stopping. It sank into Greg’s chest as if it were made for him. Words were carved on it, but Greg’s eyes crossed before he could read them.

With a snap, the stranger pulled out the blade. Dense blood spurted out, and the life, cowardly, fled from him. Finally, he understood. The blade was for him from the beginning, and he was for the blade until the end.

His chest fell back to the ground, his eyes desperately trying to grasp the ceiling, the columns, the candles, and the two harsh, masked faces above him: the stranger and, now, the Magister.

Greg’s hand clutched at the Alchemist’s robe. The Magister pulled away as if the touch could infect him.


“Solve et coagula,” the Magister said gently.


A pleasant warmth radiated through Greg’s chest. The blood slowed until it stopped. Then, like lava flowing on an icy slope, the flesh of his chest opened. Knotted brambles burst from the hole left by the blade, tearing at his flesh for a way out.


His heart throbbed, chest shaking, then everything inside him went stiff, dry. One big tear fell from his eye and rained down through his chin onto his chest. Greg had dreamed about this moment. Greg knew that his steady blood now contained the lymph that nourished what he would become.


Greg opened his arms and let his bones and muscles become branches. His fingers filled with leaves, and he watched them, his eyes big with wonder, as the brambles grabbed every inch of his skin in a final, heartbreaking embrace. The thorns grabbed him, scratched him, squeezed him, and finally dissolved him.

Outside, hidden by a blanket of clouds, the moon quit smiling.

PART 1 ‒ Deadly Visions

Chapter 1

At Royal Fox


Alma danced around the tables, her cheeks red from the effort. Judging by the wide eyes of a woman under siege, the innkeeper’s wife had expected people that evening, but not that many. Nikolas, on the other hand, was not surprised.

Every time the heavens opened the taps, all of Clawfort would gather at the Royal Fox to scream in unison inside his poor eardrums. He couldn’t complain. His business was booming, thanks in part to the lousy weather. Soon, Nikolas would have to split the profits with those black clouds.

“Innkeeper. Innkeeper. Innkeeper!” Hungry patrons were screaming from all sides.

“Aaron,” Alma called. “Come give me a hand, you dullard!”

The woman looked for her husband and wrinkled her nose, perhaps encountering the same nauseating trail of spoiled cabbage that Nikolas had sadly noticed when he set foot in the inn. Luckily, he wasn’t there to eat.

Alma wiped her beer-sticky hands on her apron, clenched her fists, and headed for the kitchen with her usual general’s stride.

Nikolas took the opportunity to slip out from behind the column that hid him and head for the counter. He pricked up his ears and waited.

From the kitchen, he could hear Alma’s hectic cries. “Aaron! Help me. The clients are starving.”

Aaron’s words came to Nikolas softly and disconsolately. “This broth will scare them away, poor fellows, and they’ll never come back. Do you want to see me fail, you useless man?”

“I’m sorry, sir,” replied another voice. “The turnip was moldy.” He was supposed to be the cook.

“I can smell it myself, thank you. Oh, Lord . . . They’ll run away.”

“And it’s rent night,” Aaron whined. Then, referring to the cook: “Do it again, and this time, use a chicken, dammit!”

Nikolas smiled tightly. He wasn’t going to be the one to ruin their evening. He heard the creaking of the back door and the sloshing of hot soup spilling onto the stones of the alley; the neighborhood rats would be partying that night.

Alma came out of the kitchen, an arm around her husband’s waist. When she saw Nikolas’s fox-like eyes fixed on her, she jumped.

Nikolas leaned forward with his elbows on the counter, wetting it with his coat, and smiled back with his most affable smile, well aware that any attempt at kindness clashed with his lean, street-rat face. His black hair, of a blueish hue under the lamplight, fell in thick untidy locks over his eyes, and the jagged scar that curled his right cheekbone shone like a diamond on his wet skin.


Aaron slipped out of his wife’s embrace, adjusted his apron, and stepped into the open field ready to face him. “How can I assist you, Mr. Vesa?” he asked, his attempt to appear calm belying the tension in his stiff shoulders.



“I am looking for my servant, Dagmawi Kedir. He should be somewhere here,” replied the young man casually, peering over the couple’s shoulders. He lowered his eyes for a second, and the innkeeper swallowed when Nikolas’s amber eyes returned on him.


“Stop shaking, Aaron. I’m not here for the rent. I have better business to attend to,” the young man said, smiling in disgust. “Maybe you should get rid of the cook, or you’ll start a plague.”

Aaron pointed his thumb to the usual sheltered corridor, where colorful curtains barely hid the half-naked bodies bustling about just beyond.

“I see . . .” said Nikolas. “Thank you, Aaron.”

Nikolas continued alone. He pulled back the curtains and stepped into the suffocating gloom of the private room. The smell of humanity and sweat eclipsed the miasma coming from the kitchen. He crossed a thick fog of smoke, incense, and illegal substances. That was his domain; there was no doubt about it, yet he felt out of place tonight.

“Good evening, stranger.”

Nikolas straightened his back. He hadn’t noticed the guy sitting in the corner and hated being caught off guard. With a loud pop, the guy tore his lips from a young woman with a curvaceous back and aimed at him, barefoot, like Ares descending from Olympus. He wore a mask that held only two bright green eyes, heavily made up. His hair was frizzy, braided into black dreadlocks with the ends bleached with some imported lotion. His sculpted chest screamed through his vest, his brown skin still glistening from his last ride.

As the guy approached, the scent of sandalwood and honey reached Nikolas’s nose, and he suddenly became aware of his own stinging wet-dog aroma.

The guy ran his tapered fingers—familiar pickpocket fingers—across his chest. “Hey, darling . . . How about we warm up a little? The first round is on the house.”

“Dag . . .” said Nikolas.

“Niko?” the guy asked, now with both hands in Nikolas’s coat pockets.

Niko pushed him away with a friendly pat. Dag bounced back and, in one fluid motion, removed his mask. The two friends looked at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing.

“You’re embarrassing,” Niko said.

Dag was still braying. “I know. You should have seen your face! Come on, take a seat. The invitation is still standing.”

Niko smoothed his coat. “I can’t. I’m in a hurry.”


“And this matter can’t wait until tomorrow morning?” Dag asked, settling into a small sofa surrounded by a tableau of moving asses and tits. He pulled out a silver coin from somewhere and began to run it through his fingers.


“You can keep it,” Niko said. “Consider it a tip.”

The coin disappeared; a moment later, it had multiplied.

Niko grunted. A veiled woman rose to dance around him. Her pointed breasts peeked out from under a necklace of cheap gems. He didn’t even glance at her. He wasn’t a customer, after all.


“Cato got a lead,” Niko said. “Hot stuff, he said. His words, not mine.”


Dag leaned over a cupholder and plucked a bunch of purple grapes. He stuffed his mouth with a grape the size of an apricot, and stared into the distance.

“So we’re in trouble?” he asked.


“It’s risky, but if we succeed, we could live off the proceeds for the next ten years.”


Dag’s full lips stretched into a broad smile. “Then we’re in trouble.”


[image: A bag full of coins open on the table.]

Chapter 2

The Guild


Niko and Dag left their soaked coats in the entryway, ignoring the creaking wooden floorboards beneath their feet.

The attic and its slanted ceiling smelled like an old pantry stuffed with spoiled food. It had been a haute couture atelier—you could tell by the scraps of floral wallpaper hanging like dead skin from the walls, caressed by invisible drafts. The rain had given them no respite for weeks; even now, it pelted sideways against the industrial glass with its metal frames. Niko couldn’t see it, but he knew the mold was there. It was watching them from above, perched in its impregnable fortress of humidity, where the ceiling met the wooden beams chewed by borers.

When night fell, there was no light—that was the rule—and like every night, they found Cato in the dark, sitting like a ruined prince in his favorite armchair with tattered upholstery. His nest of blond hair and his unkempt beard gleamed like ectoplasm against the faded gray of the fabric. The others were little more than silhouettes sculpted by the yellow light of the streetlamps, sitting around the table for an improvised gambling den. Nikolas coughed on tobacco, the air heavy with misdeed and anticipation.

“There you are,” Cato said, getting to his feet at the pace of a person with all the time in the world.

“The house wins, dear ladies,” Finn shouted, slapping the cards and a cig on the table.

Siv ducked like a mole to check Finn’s cards, a curtain of brown hair falling over her eyes. “This is not an eight, you fool.”

Samal threw her cards into the air, pushing her long black braid over her shoulder. “You are impossible! I’m out.”

Cato turned slowly to face the trio, the judgmental magnetism of his eyes on the back of their heads silencing them instantly. With a sharp wave, he invited Niko and Dag to sit down as he settled back into his chair, legs crossed, and lit a cigarette.

“Come on. Spit it out,” Niko said.

Cato drummed his fingers on the armrests, rolling the cigarette between his fingers, mesmerized by the red glow consuming the tip.

“There’s a business meeting at Morgenstern’s Manor this Saturday,” he said, disappearing in a cloud of smoke. “High-risk hydrocarbon investments, they said. Don’t ask me what that means. I have no idea.”

“Sounds like a piece of cake,” Finn said, licking his lips. Siv ruffled his red hair, and the two started a fight.

“Kids . . .” Cato said.


“Wait, wait . . . Morgenstern, you say? That Morgenstern? But wasn’t he a magistrate?” Niko asked.


“I did some digging. Apparently, Mr. Morgenstern gave up his career in public service years ago. Now he invests in fuel,” Cato said, handing the cigarette to Dag, “and you’re not going anyway.”

Niko jumped up. “Of course I’m going. Siv, get me an invitation.”

Siv froze with one hand in midair. “Do I look like a housekeeper to you?”

“Maybe?” Niko said, flashing one of his charming smiles.

“No, I don’t.”

“That means you’re on your own, Niko,” Samal intervened, swaying in her chair.

“All right. I’ll take care of it.” Niko walked over to the coat rack, grabbed the top hat and placed it on his head. He walked around the mold-stained mirror and spread his arms like a splendid showman. “Where have you seen such an attractive housekeeper?”

Finn glared at him as he gathered the cards for a new round. “With such a butt face? It doesn’t ring a bell . . .”

Niko pointed a finger at him. “That’s who’s going without dinner tonight.”

“Come on!” Finn whined, and the cards clattered to the table.

Dag chuckled but coughed, choking on the smoke.

“You too, Dag.”

Dag wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stuck the cigarette back between his pouted lips.

Niko straightened and did a graceful pirouette in preparation for a grand escape. He opened the door, but it slammed shut in his face; Cato’s hand held it in place.

“I’m serious, Nikolas,” he said. “You’re not going. When it’s personal, shit happens.”


“You’re right, Cato. It is personal,” Niko said. “I hate the rich.”


Niko smiled, and Cato found himself disarmed of all arguments. By the time he found a valid one, Niko had already slipped out, disappearing into the shadow of the landing.


Chapter 3

The Morgensterns


Someone opened the curtains and a harsh ray of sunlight slid across Kilian’s closed eyes.

“Today is the big day,” Jans said, “and you will stay out of the way.”

Kilian propped himself up on the pillow, a long lock of green hair swinging across his forehead.

“Where is Irma?” he asked his brother.

Jans pretended to find something interesting in the rectangles of barren land beyond the window. He stood still for a long time, perched like a stork, with his stick legs and his hands clasped behind his back in an awkward and stretched imitation of their father. Kilian imagined tracing his profile with graphite, starting with his long, severe nose and going up to the hair that grew from his skull, like tufts of sunburnt grass.

“Irma has things to do. She had to do the laundry,” Jans said, watching him from the corner of his eye, not trying to hide his malice.

“Your vomit-stained shirts, you mean . . .”

As if in a fencing thrust, Jans lunged at him. He grabbed the collar of Kil’s nightshirt and yanked him so hard that his thoughts scrambled.

“Don’t you dare,” he hissed. His breath smelled like a terrible night spent moping with his face smeared on the bar counter.

“You don’t want to hit someone who can’t see?” Kilian’s cheeks pulled into a disgusted smile.

Jans opened his hand and Kilian fell back onto the mattress with a thud. Kilian leaned over to the nightstand. His brother took a few steps back, yet his red eyes wouldn’t let him go. His blurry figure ran his tongue over his lips, and Kilian could tell that Jans’s little head was busy sifting through some perverse fantasy to turn into torture. Kil put on the glasses and ran a hand over his neck-length hair.

“As I was saying before,” Jans said, curling up one corner of his mouth, “you will stay out of the way. You will mingle with the servants. You will serve tea to the guests, and if you open your mouth, I will make you regret being a little loafing monster.”

Kilian’s hands tightened on the sheets. “You only say that because you don’t understand anything about the law.”


In two stilt-walking steps, Jans was at the door. “Come in, Irma. The young master is awake.”


Kilian slipped from the bed as Irma entered hesitantly, holding a hanger with some clothes on it. She took two steps into the room and descended in a crooked bow, half to Jans and half to Kilian. She laid the clothes on the bed and whispered, “I couldn’t talk him out of it, Mr. Kilian.”

Kil stood there, stunned. The servant’s uniform lay flat on his bed, its red tailcoat cinched tightly at the waist and its cream-colored trousers pressed tightly, giving off a powerful floral scent. Irma placed his shoes at the foot of the bed and tapped them into place on the parquet boards. She straightened, sighed deeply, and nodded, grateful she didn’t have to witness this humiliation.

With a satisfied grin, Jans let her go. “I trust you can dress yourself. I’ll wait for you in the dining room in ten. Don’t be late, or there will be consequences.”

The door slammed shut and all the blood Kil had been holding in while he stopped breathing pooled in his cheeks. He gave a weak punch to his tailcoat—he would never let himself ruin Irma’s work. He looked up at the ceiling, then back down, his hair falling in face as he let out a long sigh.

He just had to do what Jans said and bite his lip harder once again; that umpteenth humiliation would be over in the blink of an eye. Jans would’ve been all happy and giggling for weeks, and he would’ve left him alone for a bit, like in a twisted script repeated ad nauseam.

Until the glorious day when he, Kilian Morgenstern, would become an influential man. And that day, he would wipe that damned smile off his brother’s face.

“You should have seen that poor dog’s look!” Aira’s laughter trilled again, and Jans’s eardrums couldn’t take it anymore.

“Aira, watch your tone, or you’ll bring the house down,” Mrs. Morgenstern said. “Jans, go get Conrad. I’m starving.”

Jans made himself more comfortable in the upholstered chair. “He’ll be here any minute.”

“It’ll be better for you,” she said, squinting. “Today is going to be a longgg day. Our guests must feel comfortable. Nothing unexpected must happen. Nothing at all. Do you understand me?”

Jans nodded, grunting, and Aira’s green curls swayed as she bent forward.

The door opened, letting in the food trolley filled with buttered pastries, jams, and honey. His mother’s nostrils flared, and a fleeting smile curled Jans’s lips briefly.

“Conrad! You’re late!” the lady said, turning slightly. A lock of gray hair slipped down her cheek and she was quick to tuck it behind her ear.

“Excuse me. It won’t happen again,” Kilian whispered, standing upright in his butler’s uniform.

Aira’s eyes widened, and Mrs. Morgenstern looked like she had swallowed a toad; Jans chuckled in delight.

“Conrad?” he said. “Please serve me a latte, a chocolate pastry, and vanilla biscuits.”

Without objecting, Kilian moved the trolley forward. He draped a dish towel over his arm and opened a hot milk bottle. He poured the coffee and creamy milk into a cup, set it in front of Jans, and handed him a small plate of pastry and biscuits.

Jans let him do it, unable to take his eyes off his mother, who was about to explode like a teapot. Once he had everything in front of him, he began to wolf down the pastry.

“Jans . . .” Mrs. Morgenstern hissed. “You can’t humiliate your brother like that.”

“I’m not humiliating him. Work ennobles a man. I wouldn’t want him to think he could act like a court lady one day.”


Their mother puffed out her chest. “Your brother—Come here, Kilian, darling, I’m starving—already works in your father’s law office.”


There was an awkward silence, broken only by the irritating creak of the trolley that Kilian parked next to his mother at the other end of the table.

Kilian couldn’t blame his family for Jans’s cruelty. Maybe he could have in the past, when he was a child, but now that he was an adult, he had begun to understand his place. As the thirdborn child, they expected Kilian to take care of Jans and his future family as well. If Kilian had disobeyed, Jans had the power to kick him out of the house and he knew it very well.

So, with his mouth shut and a distant look on his face, he served Mrs. Morgenstern an apple pie and a cup of tea. Raisin biscuits and milk to his sister, Aira. She gave him a pitying look but didn’t even open her lips.

“Where’s Conrad?” Mrs. Morgenstern asked, her mouth stuffed with pie.

“He caught a cold so I’ve given him the day off. Kil will be able to handle it for him,” Jans said, his eyes fixed on his little brother’s busy dancing.

Kil was about to sit in his rightful place next to Jans, but Jans kicked his chair and sent it crashing into the sideboard in the corner.

“You’ll be eating in the kitchen with the servants today,” Jans said. “That’s where you belong.”

“Jans!” Their mother jumped up. With a piece of pie still on her lips, she pointed a finger at her eldest son. “Don’t you dare.”

Jans raised his cup to his mouth and sipped the last of his latte. He left half a cookie on the plate for Kilian to care for and stood up. “When our father is away, I cover for him. Do you remember, Mother?”

Mrs. Morgenstern’s face turned from red to gray and Kil’s eyes opened in a silent plea. Her mouth curled down as she turned her head in disapproval.

Kil lowered his eyes and disappeared through the door. The battered wheels of the cart screamed across the kitchen threshold.

Aira squeezed her mother’s hand, and she responded by raising her glistening, guilty eyes. That was the signal for Jans to go. He snorted through his nose, dropped his crumpled handkerchief on the table, and stalked into the living room.

Aira’s voice came from behind him, barely a whisper. “Why did you let him do that?”

“Go get ready, Aira,” Mrs. Morgenstern replied. “The guests will be arriving soon.”

Mr. Edvard Morgenstern slammed the door. He spun around several times, kicking up muddy feet on the hall floor and splashing water from his soaked clothes. Mr. Dantoine followed with a fox and two hares in his hands.


“I’m home, darlin’! Conrad. Conrad! Where the hell are you when I need you? Where have you all gone?”


Kil strode out of the kitchen, wiping his mouth with a finger. He passed the living room door and caught Jans out of the corner of his eye, sitting in his father’s chair, his head surrounded by a cloud of smoke.

“Oh, there you are, Conrad! No, wait . . . For God’s sake, Jans! When are you going to stop torturing your brother like this?”

Kil grabbed Mr. Morgenstern’s coat by the shoulders, folded it, and slung it over his arm with a grace that revealed habit. His back was straight, his arch impeccable, and his neck was high, like that of a swan. Perfect manners that made his father smile with pride.

“Kilian, call Irma. This one’s going to the cleaners. It smells of horse. And the pants, too. Tell her I’ll leave them in my room.”

His father sat down on the bench in the hall. Kil bent down and helped him take off his boots. Mr. Dantoine was looking down at him, like a hanger full of game.


“Good boy. Give them a good scrub and a shine—and have someone clean these footprints, please. Jans!”


Jans peered out of the living room, dazed by the smoke, and laughed when he saw Kilian kneeling at his father’s feet. A cloud of nauseating smoke orbited around him and showed no sign of letting him go.


“I told you not to smoke my pipe. Where’s Conrad?”


Jans coughed to clear the phlegm from his bronchi. “I gave him the day off.”


Mr. Morgenstern puffed out his chest, and his dark gray mustache curled menacingly. “Nonsense. I saw him sneak out with you last night, covering up your escapades. You knew I needed him here today. Where is he?”


But his shouts couldn’t wipe the smirk from Jans’s face. “In bed with a fever, Father.”

Mr. Edvard puffed out his face too, eyes about to pop out. “Damn it, Jans! Help Mr. Dantoine out, or I’ll whip you. Kilian, son, come with me.”

Jans approached the guest reluctantly and took the game from his hands, except for one hare: his well-deserved loot.

“Goodbye, Mr. Dantoine,” said Edvard. “It was a pleasant morning. I hope you enjoyed the time together as much as I did. Bring my greetings to your wife and children.”

With a hint of smile curling his red mustache, Mr. Dantoine raised his hat in greeting and left the house.

Jans, hands full, glared at his brother, and Mr. Morgenstern stared daggers at him as his eldest son disappeared into the kitchen.

His father sighed and put a stubby hand on Kilian’s shoulder.

“Forgive your brother, Kilian. It’s a phase; he’ll get over it. You’ll be Mr. Conrad’s deputy today, son. You’ll be quiet and good, except for the ‘yes, sirs’ and the bows, but you’ll listen to everything and pay close attention. This is a major investment. If it fails, the whole family will suffer. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.” Kil nodded, a veil darkening his eyes.

“Good boy,” Mr. Morgenstern said. “Now go. There’s a lot of work to do.”


Chapter 4

A Business Meeting


Nikolas arrived at the Morgenstern mansion early in the morning. He had hired a carriage with the rent money that Mr. Aaron had delivered to him by the gaunt cook in a sealed envelope. Nikolas was sorry Aaron hadn’t had the heart to fire that incompetent employee.


He and his damned rotten turnips, Niko thought as he buttoned up the clothes he’d stolen from a drunken sailor near the dock, and pulled on a pair of jockey boots, which he had exchanged for a battered magician’s top hat.


Niko didn’t know how he could do it. His hands were in his pockets, and then, suddenly, he had more stuff than when he left the attic and had to be careful not to jingle as he walked.

Cato said it was a disease, and that he and the other members of the Guild were born with it. You couldn’t change it. That was their life, but Niko no longer wanted to terrorize anyone. Aaron and Alma were good people, and asking them for rent by inventing a deed out of thin air was a little beyond the moral line Niko had drawn around himself when he and Cato created the Guild.

A Guild of what, then? Thieves? Evildoers? Bad guys? He and Cato started it as a joke, but things had taken a strange turn. Cato had begun to raise the bar, saying they would save Clawfort from the advance of the red robes, mixing their indispensable vices with mystification and delirium.

“We operate following the paths that Fate has traced for us,” Cato said.

“You sound like a fucking Moonthorne,” Niko replied.

From there, slaps rained down, but Cato knew that Niko was right, or rather, Niko hoped so with all of himself.

The Guild stood on decaying stilts, held together by spit. The king’s guards would catch them sooner or later. They would separate them and throw them into the dungeon, maybe kill them. None of them would grow old; that was their only future.

Niko would wake up at night, soaked and stinking with terror. He’d light a lantern and wander around the attic to count his brothers and sisters, with whom he shared no bond other than business—and they were dirty too. If there were five of them, he would return to bed and begin snoring again. If there were fewer, he would take a bottle of wine from his secret pantry in a cavity in the wall, climb the stairs, and open the trap door that led to the terrace.

Cato was always there, his head like a swallow’s nest, perched on the roof, waiting for the rosy dawn. Sometimes, he’d be smoking like a chimney. There was no sound except the cries of the seagulls and the fishermen at the harbor, ready to set sail.

Niko would hand him the bottle and sit beside him on the soot-blackened tiles. They’d sit there for a while, no words shared. The conversation was already going on in their heads; letting it out wouldn’t change things. Each month, they were older, and the future before them was thinner.

“This city is cursed,” Cato had said. “All we can do is survive or die.”


A philosopher, Niko thought, a decadent philosopher for a ruined city.


They would watch the sunrise, dispelling the night, and as they thought about time only flowing forward, the weight on Niko’s heart grew heavier and heavier.

“Are we the good or bad guys in this story?” Niko had asked.

Cato continued to smoke, the disk of the sun reflected in his brown eyes. “We’ll find out.”

Nikolas’s thumb latched onto the doorbell, the ring bringing him back from his reel of memories.

When the door opened, Niko straightened in his navy blue velvet sailor’s jacket and pulled out the small bouquet, courtesy of Isis Meadows. A pretty head of green curls peeked through the door. Her large red-flecked eyes twinkled from beneath her bangs at the young man’s military appearance, belied by a mane of overlong hair and a jagged scar on his cheekbone.

“Welcome! I’m Aira Morgenstern, and you are . . . ?”

Niko examined her. She was the secondborn Morgenstern child and, judging by the color of her hair, a highbred.

“Floh Kotz. Enchanted,” Nikolas said before taking the girl’s hand and bowing low.

She returned the greeting, lifting her skirt with her fingertips and a too-wide smile that ruined her face. Niko quickly handed her the bouquet and she thanked him with a nod, the grin on her face worsening.

“Is there a problem?” he asked.


“No, nothing. Your name is . . . unrepeatable. Do you have an invitation?”



It wouldn’t have been enough for Niko to wipe the smile off the girl’s face. He wanted to destroy her and all her haughty relatives, but he had to stay calm.


Draw on your inner Cato, Nik.

He took a deep breath, put two fingers in the inside pocket of his double-breasted suit, and pulled out a beautifully handwritten envelope. Aira examined the envelope, opened it, and read it voraciously.

“My father is waiting for you in the living room.” Aira smiled, this time all for him.


His hostess welcomed him in, and Nikolas could feel the grime from his shoes littering the entrance to the mansion. The monumental white marble staircase to the left was breathtaking—so were the Persian carpets, the portraits on the walls, and the coffered ceiling frescoed with soft cherubs. Good heavens! There must have been millions of gold florins for every brush stroke and ornament. The damned Morgensterns didn’t deserve that splendor. He wanted to do it right under their noses. He had to take away a souvenir—a tiny object that he could hide in a pocket, like that little marble ashtray that was right there within reach . . .


Aira put the flowers in the colored glass vase by the entrance and opened the door to the living room, announcing him in a loud voice. “Mr. Floh Kotz!”

Nikolas jumped and shoved his not-yet-guilty hands into his coat pockets.

There was a collective laugh. Nikolas peered over Aira’s shoulder. The entire living room, with its couches and the old junk abandoned on them, was shaking, partaking in the fun.

Such a good name, Finn! I’ll strangle you as soon as I get back.

Mr. Edvard Morgenstern was the only one who stood up to offer him his hand. He had put on weight since Niko had last seen him and had begun to grow a horseshoe mustache, a style worn by pioneers investing in the Americas. Once green and thick, his hair had grayed and thinned to the shade of winter moss.

“I’m Edvard Morgenstern. Nice to meet you,” he said politely, but his red eyes vivisected Nikolas. “You’re just in time for ten o’clock tea. What did you say you do for a living?”

Nikolas reluctantly sat down in a damask armchair beside the eldest Morgenstern son, who didn’t seem to notice.


“I didn’t say it.” Nikolas smiled. “Goldsmithing, actually . . .”


The eldest son gave him a piercing look. Mr. Edvard swallowed.

Oh, tremble, you bastards! The past has come to collect.

“I’m Jans Morgenstern. Have we met before?” asked Edvard’s son, a thin hand lifting his chin.


“It could be . . . or maybe not. One day, I’m in Duskdale, another day, I’m in London, who knows?” Nikolas said casually. “Anyway, I stopped dealing with gold and silver long ago. Now, I want to invest in the energy of the future that will take me far away. In hydrocyanides, for example.”



“Hydrocarbons,” Jans corrected him.


The hour struck, marked by an oversized pendulum clock that stood like a decadent butler near the double doors of the living room. At that moment, the one who must have been the real butler entered through the same door with round spectacles resting on his thin nose, pushing a jingling food trolley full of biscuits, cups, and teapots. The maid followed him.

The butler bent to serve Mr. Morgenstern. Only then did Niko notice that he was twenty at most—far too young for the role—and that his hair was the same hue as every Morgenstern.

And there was the missing son: Kilian.

But Kilian was too busy to pay attention to him. He served everyone in the room, starting with his father and working counterclockwise until he reached him. When Kilian’s red eyes landed on Niko, he shivered.

“Would you like some blood orange marmalade, Mr. Vesa?” Kilian asked.

It had been a whisper, barely above a mumble, and no one but Nikolas had heard him, but his cover was blown, and that was enough to get out of the way. Nikolas leapt to his feet, knocking Kilian and the open jar of jam in his hand off-balance, which smeared thickly across his shirt and the carpet.


“Conrad!” Jans shouted. “You clumsy oaf! Clean up this mess.”


Nikolas grabbed Kilian’s forearms to keep him from falling, and the other stiffened, tiny in his grasp. Then, the improvised butler wriggled free and fled into the kitchen. The maid bent down and, disconsolate, began picking the bright red fruit chunks from the Persian carpet.

“It was my fault, Mr. Jans. If you’d excuse me, I need the bathroom,” Niko said. He would leave through the window—that was it—and no one would ever hear of him again.

Mr. Morgenstern, who froze without lifting a finger, pointed outward with his chin. Nikolas rose, bowed slightly, and left the circle of businessmen, his face flushing to his ears.

Nikolas left the room and turned right. He peered into the kitchen as he passed, but Kilian wasn’t there. A small wooden door was next to it, under the stairs that led upstairs. He opened it and found a red-tiled bathroom with two gold-trimmed ceramic sinks and two mirrors side by side. At the far end was a window opening on the invasive laurel bush that lined the house. Humid air and the faint sound of rain poured through the thin glass.

“Wow,” he said out loud.

Nikolas walked to the nearest sink and removed his jacket, placing it on the second sink, then he unbuttoned his shirt and began scrubbing at the blood-colored stain that had spread across the fabric.

Someone behind him coughed. Nikolas took out his pocket knife and whirled around, pointing it straight at the sound. Kilian stood still, looking at him over his small round glasses.


“Floh Kotz? Is that what you call yourself now, Nikolas Vesa?”


Nikolas put the pocket knife away. He sniffed and began to dress again, oblivious to the stain spreading across his shirt that would never disappear. “What gave it away?”

Kilian approached him. “The scar on your cheekbone, maybe.”

“I should have known,” Niko sighed.


“I know everything about you,” Kilian said. “I know what you do for a living. We don’t need your services here.”


Nikolas had no objections. He had dressed and was once again looking like a sailor on leave.

“I’ll walk you to the door.”

Nikolas pointed to the window. “Wouldn’t it be better if . . .”

Kilian judged him with his piercing red eyes. Forgotten flames glowed in them.

“Forget it.”

Kilian took his arm and escorted him to the front door. They almost bumped into the bouquet Niko had brought for Aira as Kilian opened the door, intent on throwing him out.

“You’ve learned some manners. You could have a brilliant career,” Nikolas chuckled.

“I don’t care,” Kilian said, ignoring the sarcasm.

Niko’s quick hands probed his own pockets and pulled out a crumpled cardboard.

“If you ever need the help of someone good at opening doors, I’ll be here,” Niko said, tapping his business card.

Kil took it in his hands, probing its texture with his fingertips.

“This is the second time you’ve come here without permission. The next time, I’ll greet you with a rifle.”

Niko was about to retort, but the door slammed shut on his face. He stood outside, alone in the rain pouring down from the gutter, thinking that Cato was right: Nikolas was the last person who should have been here right now.

“I hate those damned Morgensterns,” he said. And he started running, as if it were enough not to get wet.


Chapter 5

A Trip Overseas


It was easy to get rid of Nikolas Vesa. That rat had broken into his house way too many times, even with his accomplices, but Kil wasn’t sure if he intended to steal his family’s assets on his last visit. He was indeed planning a big score, perhaps a scam of legendary proportions. It had long been known that Vesa was pulling the strings of the city’s merchants, but had he successfully mingled with the bourgeoisie, he could have multiplied his investment opportunities exponentially. The gangs of Clawfort would have crowned him king of the slums, and that would have been just the beginning.

Vesa is hungry for glory and power.

Kilian smoothed his vest with his gloved hands and smiled to himself. He had caught the criminal red-handed and lucked out, but Vesa would be back. The feeling was like a fever in his gut, similar to the one he had felt when he had caught Vesa in his father’s office—the feeling of having a stranger in the house who, once inside, would never leave.

From that day on, Vesa has always been with him. He waited for him in front of the open windows, when the sun and the trees conspired to create suspicious shadows behind the curtains; he waited for him in the bathtub, between the soap bubbles and the steam of the hot water; he waited for him in bed, when Kil turned off the light to take refuge under the sheets after a day of tedious bureaucracy. Vesa was a scarred snake, with eyes as yellow as the Devil, and Kilian was afraid of him, as of everything he could not control.
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