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			Charlie Hemlock already had enough on his mind without having to deal with a nasty bastard like Jarris.


The dull red glow of Ruby Moon struggled to cut through the fat dark clouds spilling endless sheets of warm rain onto the Labyrinth. With his coat soaked through, his hair plastered to his scalp, Hemlock ran through the eastern district, slipping and sliding on wet cobbles, desperately fleeing towards the very outskirts of Labrys Town. 


Reaching the end of an alley, he took a few precious moments to catch his breath. Furtively, he peered out onto a narrow road of crooked residential dwellings. It appeared deserted. No sign of pursuit. But appearances were always deceptive in this town.


 The trouble with having someone like Jarris on your tail was that she was very good at her job - as subtle as a breeze in the night, but as deadly as tasteless poison in your food. Besides Old Man Sam, there was no better bounty hunter in Labrys Town. Not many people could afford her services, but Jarris was at her most dangerous when she was working for herself, and Charlie Hemlock was something of a project of hers. For the better part of six months, he had managed to avoid her, but tonight he sensed his luck running out. 


 Hemlock checked the road was clear again. The worst thing he could do now would be to lead Jarris to the merchandise, but he didn’t have the time to waste throwing her off his scent. He had to keep moving, and pray for the best.    


 Taking a steadying breath, mustering his courage, Hemlock made to sneak from the alley. He froze when he heard a high-pitched whine coming from behind him: the tell-tale sound of a power stone priming a handgun.


 “Hello, Charlie,” said a low, female voice. “You know, for someone so stupid, you’re surprisingly difficult to track down.” 


 With his hands in the air, Hemlock turned around slowly. 


 Jarris wore dark clothes. The wet tangles of her hair were silhouetted against the glare of streetlamps shining from the other end of the alley. She aimed the gun at Hemlock’s chest. The violet glow of the power stone set behind the revolving chamber partially illuminated her face. Her slight smile might have been amused, but was altogether dangerous.  


 Hemlock held his hands before his face, and closed his eyes. “Please,” he begged. “Don’t-”


 “Shut up, Charlie,” Jarris snapped. “If I was here to kill you, I would’ve put a bullet through the back of your head. I just want to chat.”


 Not feeling particularly relieved, Hemlock lowered his hands and frowned. Chats with Jarris never ended well.


 “I hear you’ve got something big going on,” she said, the aim of her gun steady. “A nice juicy deal with a mysterious new boss.” 


 Hemlock feigned bemusement. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Jarris. I haven’t had any work for weeks.”


 “That’s not what Fat Jacob told me.”


 “Shit,” Hemlock whispered, and he managed a bitter smile. “Fat Jacob should learn to keep his fat mouth shut.” 


 “You’d think he would, wouldn’t you? Especially given what you’ve been up to. Jacob told me all about this deal of yours, Charlie. And I want what I’m owed.”


 Hemlock could’ve bemoaned the fact that he’d had no choice about working with Fat Jacob, even though everyone knew that Jacob was just about the worst business partner in the history of the Labyrinth; but Hemlock had to concede that the current situation might be entirely his own fault. It was possible that, not so long ago, he had inadvertently screwed Jarris out of money – maybe on two occasions. Not his brightest idea in hindsight.


 “Listen, Jarris,” said Hemlock. “You’re right. I do have a job going on – and, yes, it’s big – but my new boss . . . you don’t mess around with him, trust me. I’ll get you your money when-”


 “I want fifty percent of what you’re making.”


 “Fifty percent?”


 “Say another word, and I’ll make it sixty.”


 “Forget it!” 


 Jarris was also quick. Before Hemlock had finished his exclamation, she had closed the gap between them, gripped the collar of his coat, pulled him close, and jammed the barrel of the revolver into the underside of his chin. 


 “That’s sixty percent, Charlie,” she hissed. “And if you even think about screwing me over this time . . . well, I found you once, I can find you again. Only then, I won’t let you know I’m around.” 


 “All right, all right!” Somewhere beneath his panic, a part of Hemlock’s brain acknowledged that he was probably lucky to be alive as it was. But he simply didn’t have time for this. “It’s a deal,” he said miserably. 


 “That’s a good boy, Charlie.” Jarris was smiling again. “Now, who is your new boss? Fat Jacob doesn’t know anything about him, and it’s been a long time since something big went on in this town.”


 “I can’t tell you,” Hemlock said truthfully. “And, believe me, you don’t want to know, anyway.”


 “Don’t I?” She tightened her grip on his collar, and pressed the gun harder against him. “I’m not politely enquiring, you arsehole. Tell me what you know, before I . . .”


 As she trailed off, Jarris seemed confused at first, but then her face screwed up in pain. A soft moan escaped her lips. She let go of Hemlock, dropped her gun, and fell backwards. Her head cracked against the cobbles. Lifeless eyes stared into the falling rain.


 If Jarris had a weakness it was that she believed – as so many others did – that Charlie Hemlock was helpless vermin, a disloyal and venal rat, happy to steal scraps from the tables of other vermin while running from his own shadow. She believed that, even when cornered, Charlie Hemlock was too cowardly to stand up to a seasoned killer like her. Of course he wasn’t brave enough to use the knife he kept hidden in the sleeve of his coat - a knife with a blade so thin and sharp that Jarris wouldn’t feel it pierce her skin, slide between her ribs, puncture her heart – he was Charlie Hemlock.


 The knife’s small, silver hilt protruded from Jarris’s chest. There was no blood. No mess. No time to hide the body. 


 Hemlock pulled the thin blade free, cleaned it on the bounty hunter’s clothes, and then continued on his way through the rain.


 Feeling sick, desperation driving his feet, Hemlock made his way to the very edge of the eastern district, to the sheer, hundred-foot-tall boundary wall that surrounded Labrys Town. He followed a narrow lane that ran between the wall and the backs of buildings into an area where no one ventured anymore. He didn’t stop until reaching an old and abandoned lock-up.


 The first thing Hemlock noticed was that the lock-up’s sliding door was already opened a crack, the pale light of a glow lamp spilling out onto the wet cobbles; the second thing was the voices coming from within. With the rain drumming upon him, a sense of dread chilling his insides, he crept up to the door, and took a peek inside.


 Two men stood in the lock-up, a glow lamp on the floor between them. One of them was a big and battered bruiser called Ash, and he was supposed to be there. The other was Dumb Boy Clover, an unfortunate sort of man, who was supposed to be elsewhere. They stopped talking as Hemlock stepped into the lock-up, slid the door closed, and gave them both a baleful glare while shaking water from his hands.


 “What’s going on?” he demanded.


 “Oh, hello, Charlie,” said Dumb Boy in his nasal voice. His clothes were soaked through, and he smelled of onions. “You ain’t here, are you?”


 Hemlock blinked. He looked at Ash, who scratched his stubbly face and said, “He just turned up,” with a deep, unconcerned chuckle. “He doesn’t seem to know why.”


 “I see.” Hemlock jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “Why is the door unlocked, Ash?” 


 “I needed some fresh air. I was outside having a smoke when Dumb Boy arrived.”


 “That’s right,” Dumb Boy happily confirmed. “He was.”


 “Right . . .” Hemlock rubbed his forehead. “And where’s the key for the door?” 


 Ash produced it from his pocket, and Hemlock held out his hand. With a frown, Ash passed it over. 


 “Dumb Boy, you shouldn’t be here,” Hemlock said, gripping the key tightly. “Go and wait for me outside.”


 Dumb Boy seemed uncertain. “But it’s raining.”


 “Well, you’re already wet, so-” Hemlock bared his teeth “-go and get wet some more, you bloody imbecile!” 


 With a vacant expression, and a maddening lack of urgency, Dumb Boy Clover left the lock-up without further word. Hemlock closed the door after him, prayed for calm, and then turned to Ash.


 “You do understand who we’re working for, don’t you?” he said with strained patience. “I mean - you remember what kind of person the boss is, right?”


 Ash shrugged. “Relax, Charlie.”


 “Relax? Ash, this job is already turning sour. If we get caught, there’ll be no walking away from the trouble we’ll be in. Some very serious people are about to get involved in this, and even if I was allowed to tell you who they are, you wouldn’t believe me. I need you to stay focussed.”


 Ash’s square and pitted face split into a grin. “You should calm down before you have a heart attack. I’ve got this, Charlie. No one’s going to find us here, and the merchandise hasn’t been out of my sight.”


 “Yeah. About the merchandise . . .” 


 In the shadows at the back of the lockup, a small and young woman lay on her side on the floor, facing the wall, with her knees drawn up to her chest. She wasn’t wearing much, and her hands were tied behind her back. Her slow, sleeping breaths sighed peacefully around the room; strange, considering the last time Hemlock had seen her she had been full of fear and begging for her life.


 “Ash, what did you do to her?”


 The big bruiser rocked his head from side to side. “I might have given her a little something to make her sleep. All that begging and crying was getting on my nerves.”


 Hemlock stared at his accomplice, and then threw his hands into the air. “Are you insane?” 


 “What’s your problem?”


 “We need her awake, you idiot!”


 Ash drew himself up. His expression was flat, but his nostrils flared, and there was anger in his eyes. “Just because you arranged this job, Charlie, don’t think for a minute that I won’t slap the gob off you.”


 “All right, I’m sorry,” Hemlock said quickly. “I didn’t mean to shout, but . . .” He glanced at the small form sleeping by the back wall. “Ash, the boss needs this woman because he knows that she keeps a secret. But before we can use her, you need to find out what that secret is. You’re not going to do that if she’s unconscious, are you?”


 Ash eyed Hemlock for a moment, and then shook his head. “Charlie, we’ve had this girl for nearly three days now. We’ve starved her, threatened to kill her, and I’ve made sure she’s more frightened than she’s ever been in her life. If she really has this secret the boss needs so bad, she would’ve given it to us by now.”


 Hemlock really didn’t have time for this.


 “She has it, Ash – trust me. The boss is never wrong, and the clock is ticking.” 


 With another glance at their captive, Hemlock dipped his hand into his deep coat pocket, rummaged around, and then pulled out a small ampoule. He shook the clear liquid inside. It gave a brief sparkle of magic.


 “Look, the boss says this’ll loosen her up.” He held the ampoule out to his accomplice. “Use it, Ash. And if it doesn’t work, then strangle the bloody secret out of her. Because . . . Because time is running out, and the boss is waiting. Understand?”


 Ash took the ampoule and studied it. “Whatever I have to do, eh?” he said with a lazy grin.


 “Just get it done,” Hemlock replied. “I’ll deal with Dumb Boy.” 


 Wondering what he ever did to deserve the curse of such a wayward crew, Hemlock left Ash to it and stepped from the lock-up, knowing in his heart that he had bitten off way more than he could chew with this job. He slid the door closed, and stared at it for a moment. Warm rain splashed upon his head and shoulders. The door was made of metal, two inches thick. Four sturdy iron rods served as its locking mechanism. He looked at the key in his hand.


 Charlie Hemlock would refer to himself as a pragmatist. Others wouldn’t be so kind in their terminology.


 Taking a deep breath, he pushed the key into the door’s lock. Carefully, as quietly as he could, he turned it until he felt the iron rods slide into their housings. 


 “What are you doing, Charlie?” 


 Dumb Boy Clover stood out in the rain, stepping from foot to foot, wringing his hands nervously. There was a pained expression on his face.


 He added, “If you’ve got the key, how can Ash get out?” 


 From inside the lock-up there came a whimper, followed by the muffled menace of Ash’s voice.


 “Dumb Boy,” said Hemlock, “Do you remember the instructions I gave you?” 


 “Yes, Charlie. You said to wait at home until the boss needs me.”


 “So why are you here?”


 Dumb Boy’s mouth worked silently for a moment. “I ain’t heard from anyone, and I was worried that-”


 A piercing scream shattered the night air. Dumb Boy flinched. Hemlock faced the lock-up, his heart thudding. Someone was thrashing around inside, and it wasn’t Ash. The scream became a series of pitiful cries that began to sound like coughing that began to sound like barking. 


 “Charlie!” Ash shouted. He was banging on the door, trying to open it. “Let me out!” 


 The barking stopped, replaced now by a low, rumbling growl.


 “Oh shit!” Fear had cracked Ash’s voice into a hopeless sob. “Charlie, please . . . she’s a magicker. She’s a-”


 Vicious snarling mingled with Ash’s screams. It didn’t last long. The wet sound of gnawing and tearing replaced the silence of sudden death. Throaty growls came from the other side of the door. 


 Dumb Boy tried to speak, but he choked on his words. Still wringing his hands together, he was walking backwards, slowly, his fearful eyes looking from the lockup to Hemlock. 


 “Go home,” Hemlock ordered. “Keep your mouth shut, and wait for the boss.” 


 There was a single bark, as loud as thunder, and then something thumped against the lock-up door. Dumb Boy Clover turned and ran down the lane, quickly disappearing into the gloomy downpour.


 Hemlock’s breath caught, and he backed away from the lock-up, as a long, bestial howl came from inside.


 “Keep running, Dumb Boy,” he whispered. “You really don’t want to see what happens next.”
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			In the long game, defeat was only part of the strategy.

			Alone and beaten, Fabian Moor strode across a narrow bridge of stone. Cold purpose drove each of his steps as his path arced over a chasm so deep that light itself was swallowed into an endless void. He looked up at the luminescent stalactites that hung from the ceiling of a vast cavern like the spires of an inverted cityscape, glowing with a violet radiance. With a surge of intolerance, Moor gritted his teeth as he glimpsed something moving among the shadows there. A silhouette, dark and sleek against the pale light, left the cover of a stalactite and sailed down towards him with the slow beating of huge wings.

			Without breaking his gait, Moor thrust out a hand. A point of light, no bigger than a pebble, shot from his palm and streaked upward. It hit the silhouette with a flash of silver-blue that illuminated a creature three times the size of any man. The creature recoiled, great leathery wings folding forward, a bellow of pain coming from a gaping maw manifestly designed for rending flesh. As the light faded, a bitter wind moaned around the cavern, followed by the sound of dull creaking. In the gloom, the creature’s frozen body hit the bridge several paces ahead of Moor and shattered into a thousand glassy shards which glittered like jewels as they tumbled and spilled into the abyss. 

			Icy remnants crunched under Moor’s boots as he continued onward. 

			The bridge ended at a promontory, where, before the rough and sheer cavern wall, a stone golem stood sentinel. A thick neck and broad shoulders supported its boulder-sized head. The wall of its chest tapered to a marginally thinner waist; massive fists dangled from powerful arms and hung down past the knees of tree-trunk legs. Hulking, easily twice Moor’s height, the stone golem didn’t move, but its eyeless sockets seemed to glare a challenge to the man standing before it.

			Moor sneered up at its chipped and worn face. ‘Well?’ he said intolerantly. ‘Let me in, you fool!’ 

			The golem shifted its bulk, its joints rasping with the grind of stone on stone as it turned to face the cavern wall. Raising both massive fists, it punched out at the rock. The hard surface accepted the blows, turning to liquid, as if cowering in the face of a greater might. It then solidified, fusing the golem’s arms to the wall at the wrists. The golem leaned back and heaved. With more grinding, the stony sentinel wrenched free a great section of the wall as easily as if it were pulling out a plug. Its footfalls were heavy as it bore the hunk of rock back a few paces to reveal a round opening.

			Without a word, Moor stepped through the opening. A dull boom confirmed that the golem had resealed the way behind him.

			Moor entered a circular chamber whose wall and floor were as smooth as if scooped out of the rock. Above, the domed ceiling was coated with a luminous substance that bathed the chamber in a warm, golden glow. A large round table of stone occupied the centre, around which four people sat. All of them stared at the new arrival, but not one uttered a word as he took his chair among them.

			Only when he was seated did Moor acknowledge the pain from the injuries he had suffered to his ribs, and the deep fatigue overwhelming his body.

			He felt eyes upon him. Each of these people was well-known to Moor, though he would hardly call them friends. They had all been summoned to this council chamber before, and always in secret, but never under such circumstances as these. Their dark cassocks were ripped and stained as Moor’s own, and all but one carried visible wounds. 

			To his right sat obese Viktor Gadreel; the old man held a bloodied cloth to his left eye, and shallow cuts and bruises decorated his bald head. To his left, Hagi Tabet’s glassy eyes stared off into some unknown distance, a thin line of blood running down the side of her face from a head wound partially hidden by her short, matted hair. Further along, Yves Harrow was shaking, gritting his teeth against the pain of raw facial burns.

			The one person present who displayed no obvious injuries was Mo Asajad. She sat calmly opposite Moor. Her long, raven hair was straight and neat; her gaunt, porcelain face was blemished only by a patch of scarring on her forehead – the same ritual scarring each of them bore with pride.

			‘Where is Lord Spiral?’ Moor demanded of her.

			‘We do not know.’ Asajad’s thin, colourless lips gave him a cold smile. ‘How goes your part in the war?’

			Meeting her dark eyes with a chilly gaze of his own, Moor remained silent.

			‘Come now, Fabian,’ she said. ‘There’s no shame in defeat.’ Her smile grew thinner and colder. ‘Even my own troops were destroyed today at the Falls of Dust and Silver. I thought I was to die, too, but then I was manifested here.’

			Viktor Gadreel grunted. ‘It is the same for us all, Fabian.’ He removed the cloth from his face and looked at the blood upon it. His left eye was nothing more than red pulp. ‘I lost over a thousand today, dead to a man at the Burrows of Underneath. I should have fallen with them.’

			‘So many dead,’ Hagi Tabet whispered. With each passing moment, she seemed more and more lost. Whatever wound she had sustained, it had clearly addled her mind. ‘It all happened so quickly …’ 

			‘We didn’t stand a chance,’ added Yves Harrow. He closed his burnt eyelids and continued to shiver.

			‘So you see, Fabian,’ Asajad purred, ‘each of our armies suffered defeat in battle, and with synchronised precision, it would seem. But you didn’t lead an army, did you? Your part in the war was of a more clandestine nature.’ She gave him a pitying pout. ‘I am assuming, by your presence, your mission to the Great Labyrinth was not a success?’

			‘What do you know of my mission, Asajad?’ Moor’s tone was ­guarded. 

			‘Enough to make an educated guess that the little magickers of the Relic Guild proved too strong for even Lord Spiral’s most trusted assassin.’

			Moor rubbed a hand across his bruised ribs and averted his gaze.

			‘Oh, poor Fabian.’ As Asajad’s unhelpful amusement deepened, she looked at each person seated around the table. ‘A sorry lot for sure,’ she sighed. ‘Yet, even in failure, our lord and master has seen fit to spare us from death, to bring us safely to this place. We must indeed be favoured.’

			‘But are we few all that remain?’ Gadreel said. ‘Did Lord Spiral save others?’ 

			Before any could speculate further, there was a deep click and a square section in the middle of the round table began to rise. 

			Moor watched as a glass tank was revealed, slowly rising with puffs of dust and steam. Within the tank stood a small and withered man, his body and limbs wrapped in strips of black cloth. He was bald and pale-skinned. His eyelids were sown together with twine and his lips were fused around a glass tube that connected to a box held in his thin-fingered hands. The box was diamond-shaped and dark, but the symbols carved into its surface glowed with a dull purple hue. A second glass tube ran from the box and disappeared into the withered man’s temple. Thick fluid travelled along both tubes. 

			A second click was followed by a long sigh, and the man in the tank spoke. ‘Greetings.’ His voice, stony and emotionless, came from all places at once. 

			Viktor Gadreel was the first to reply. ‘Where is Lord Spiral?’ he demanded.

			The answer was matter-of-fact. ‘I am to instruct you in the Lord Spiral’s absence.’ 

			Moor looked around the table. They all knew the abomination in the tank, and knew him well. His name was Voice of Known Things, and not one of them would dare refute him, for he had been created by Lord Spiral to speak the truth. Voice of Known Things was incapable of mistake or lie, and his word was the word of their absent master.

			‘The war has reached its conclusion,’ the emotionless voice continued. ‘The Timewatcher’s army has proved too strong, and Her Thaumaturgists have pressed their advantage. Our allies among the Houses of the Aelfir have been broken and scattered. Even as I speak, the Lord Spiral’s enemies are clinching the final victory.’

			‘Then the war is lost,’ Tabet whimpered. Her eyelids fluttered, struggling to stay open. ‘Lost …’ Blood dripped from her earlobe onto the shoulder of her cassock.

			Gadreel growled defiance. ‘No. I will not accept that.’ He jabbed the bloodied cloth towards Voice of Known Things. ‘The Great Labyrinth can still be ours – I refuse to sit idly by while our lord falls.’

			Harrow, his facial burns weeping and ugly, hissed between chattering teeth, ‘Yes. Better to die in battle.’

			Moor remained silent. Only he understood there was more to this situation than his comrades realised – or so he thought until he noticed Mo Asajad, smiling at him through the glass tank. The other three had not grasped the obvious: none of them would have been saved if it did not serve some greater purpose in the war. 

			‘You will do only as the Lord Spiral commands,’ Voice of Known Things said. It was simply a statement: the truth. ‘The war for the Great Labyrinth is lost, but your master does not lose hope in the face of ­defeat. Never again will he bow to the rule of the Timewatcher and Her Thaumaturgists, and nor will his generals.’

			A moment of silence passed before Asajad said, ‘How then can we serve our lord in these times of despair?’

			Fluid gurgled along the glass tubes, and Voice of Known Things replied, ‘No despair can last forever.’ He turned his head to Moor, as though those ruined eyes could see him. ‘History will record that each of you died during the final days of the war. That is as intended. That is as it should be.’

			He allowed a further moment of silence to pass, and the glow of the symbols upon the diamond-shaped box in his bony hands intensified. ‘The plans of your master have not changed, and your orders remain the same.’ It seemed his words were directed at Moor alone. Then, ‘Your flesh is the sacrifice, but your souls are reserved for the Lord Spiral’s will. In this matter you have no choice.’

			‘And never could we conceive of refusing him,’ Asajad said. Her voice had become whispery, excited.

			‘Indeed,’ Moor added. 

			He felt a thrill that banished his pain and fatigue. Gadreel, Harrow and Tabet seemed perplexed as they stared at the abomination in the glass tank, but Moor understood where they were being led, as he had always known. For the first time, he returned Asajad’s mirthless smile through the glass tank. 

			Once again the stony, emotionless Voice of Known Things spoke from all places at once. ‘You are the vanguard of the future. You are the last of the Genii.’

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter One 

			 

			The Great Labyrinth

			 

			 

			Marney glanced up at the sky as she ran. A thick blanket of clouds obscured the stars and blurred Ruby Moon to a smudge of dull red. The stench of mould filled her nostrils. The air was warm and humid, dampening her skin, promising heavy rain. Already a fine mist of drizzle had slicked the cobbles beneath her boots, and glinted as it clung to moss growing on the black bricks of the high walls flanking her. Surrounded by miles of intersecting alleyways, with only moonlight and shadows to guide her, Marney blocked the pain of her burning leg muscles and headed deeper into the Great Labyrinth. 

			Tonight, she searched for a denizen lost among the alleyways: a young woman with bad people on her tail, assassins more accustomed than their prey to the kind of danger lurking in this monstrous maze. The girl would only find despair in the complexities of the Great Labyrinth. However, on this occasion, her would-be assassins had more to deal with than a straightforward killing. They had an empath on their tail. 

			As the alley came to a cross junction, Marney paused in the shadow of a buttress. The alleyways of the Great Labyrinth did not differ from each other much: roughly five paces wide, twisting and curving in seemingly impossible ways, with pairs of opposing buttresses every fifteen paces or so. Usually, cobbled ground and mossy brickwork were all that could be seen for miles on end; but across this junction, standing further down the opposite alleyway, were the remnants of a makeshift camp. 

			A canvas sheet, damp and covered in mould, had been fashioned into a crude bivouac. The top edge was studded to the brickwork. It stretched diagonally down to roughly the centre of the path, where it was held to the ground by heavy weights. There were a few metal storage containers close by, piled on top of each other, rusty and full of holes. Beside them lay a glow lamp, smashed and useless. 

			A few rats scurried around the improvised camp and into the ­bivouac’s triangular opening. Marney could see the dark shapes of heaped bundles inside. She knew it had once been the shelter of a treasure hunter, someone who had died of his own greed and stupidity, probably decades ago. The camp appeared deserted, but maybe deceptively so … 

			Marney summoned her empathic magic. 

			Her awareness shifted, falling out of sync with the world of dark, cloudy sky and misted night air. She could no longer smell the damp of her hair and clothes. Detached now from her intuition, Marney focused on a single moment, a single space, and her magic reached out. 

			The mossy bricks of the alley walls and the slick cobbles became insubstantial as her senses searched for revealing signs: the emotions of an assassin hiding around the treasure hunter’s camp. But the only emotive response was the otherness of rats existing within their simple-minded routines. No ambush awaited her. Marney didn’t know whether to feel relieved or offended. 

			These rodents weren’t the only kind of creatures dwelling in the Great Labyrinth; there were monsters too, especially here where the maze twisted and turned like the arteries of a black heart. If she had a mind to, Marney could be the worst monster of them all, yet the assassins had left no trap. Perhaps they didn’t perceive her as a serious threat. She was only one old woman, after all …

			Marney stopped searching. Her restored awareness once again registered the damp air and foul-smelling alleyways. She took the left alley at the cross junction, leaving the camp behind, and resumed running.

			The girl Marney was trying to rescue was known as Peppercorn Clara. Barely eighteen, she was a whore rumoured to have a libido as spicy as it was insatiable. The story was that Clara had killed a client halfway through a job. The man had been a disreputable sort who wouldn’t be missed, and according to Marney’s information, Peppercorn had been forced into a corner and had no choice but to defend herself. Marney believed that somebody, somewhere, had benefited from the murder of Clara’s client. These assassins were on a clean up job.

			Marney cut a right and then a quick left. She skidded on damp moss, righted herself and sped down a long alley that stretched straight ahead into the gloom.

			Time was running short, and Marney was behind in the chase. Clara was too far away to contact mentally, but her fear left emotional footprints that led clearly through the alleyways. Unless Marney could head her off, and fast, Clara would flee too deep into the Great Labyrinth, to the places where assassins would be the least of her problems. 

			Between the alley walls, in the little niches and hidden corners of the giant maze, there was a peripheral place that both inhabited the real world and did not. The denizens of Labrys Town called this place the Retrospective; and there pockets of dead time existed – remnants of long gone civilisations. These epochs were a treasure house of forgotten artefacts and secrets, or so it was said. But only the greed of treasure hunters, or insanity, could drive a person to search for the Retrospective. For within that twilight realm dwelt many terrible things.

			Manifested as a horde of ghosts, they snaked and weaved through the very fabric of the Great Labyrinth, like tendrils of dark history, remorseless aspects without good or reason; monsters, phantoms from nightmares with names only mentioned in whispers, or upon the pages of secret books. The wild demons of the Retrospective slept with one eye open, always ready to swallow the unwary.

			And Peppercorn Clara was heading straight for them.

			As the light of Ruby Moon shone brightly through a gap in the clouds, Marney reached the end of the alleyway and cut a sharp right. Somehow, she didn’t see the assassin until it almost was too late. 

			Boldly, he stood further ahead, in the middle of the alley, dressed in a dark, flowing priest’s cassock and wide-brimmed hat. The violet light of thaumaturgy glowed from the power stone set behind the chamber of the pistol in his hand.

			An instant before the power stone flashed and the pistol shot its deadly slug with a low and hollow spitting sound, Marney leapt aside, ramming her shoulder into a buttress, and pressing her back flat to the alley wall. The assassin’s bullet cracked the brickwork a few paces to her right with a spray of stone. A sharp, high-pitched whine was immediately followed by a whirl of icy wind. The noise scrambled Marney’s empathic senses, but she retained control and heard a creaking, deep and dull sounding. 

			Ice was forming where the slug had hit the wall. It spread out over the brickwork, creeping towards her like frosted breath on a windowpane. In an instant, the ice reached Marney’s right shoulder. She gasped and gritted her teeth as the cloth of her jacket began to freeze. Just as she thought she would have to break cover, the ice ceased spreading and mercifully began to melt. 

			Magic: that bullet was designed to capture not kill. A direct hit would have preserved Marney’s body within a cocoon of ice. But magical ammunition was rare in the Labyrinth, and no one – no one – packed that kind of power into a bullet unless they were damn sure of their skills, unless they were … well connected. What kind of enemies had Clara made? 

			The assassin still loomed in the alleyway. Marney tried to engage with his emotions, to manipulate him into obeying her command, but he was shielded from her empathy. More magic. There was no way she could get close to him while the gun remained in his hand, so she unzipped her jacket and carefully slipped it off. A baldric of slim throwing daggers was fastened around her torso like a girdle. She slid out a single blade. The silver metal felt cool and smooth in her hand. 

			Marney waited several heartbeats, and then threw her jacket into the alley. Immediately, the power stone in the assassin’s pistol flashed and released a burst of thaumaturgy. The ice-bullet fizzed into the jacket, freezing it in midair. It fell, shattering to shards of ice upon the cobbles. Marney spun into the alleyway and threw the dagger. It sliced the air with a sigh before thudding into the face of her adversary. His head snapped back, dislodging the wide-brimmed hat, and the pistol fell clattering from his hand. The violet glow of its power stone faded and died. 

			Marney wasted no time. She let fly with two more daggers; one took the assassin in the throat, the other in the chest. He stumbled, but did not fall. Marney readied a fourth blade, but paused before throwing it. 

			Something was wrong. 

			Beneath the black cassock, the assassin’s body was misshapen, top heavy. His back was hunched and his chest sunken. His limbs appeared overly long and painfully thin. There was no hair on his head, and his face was grotesquely deformed. The hilt of the first dagger protruded from his eye socket; it reflected red moonlight, but there was no blood, not from any of his wounds. 

			Silently, he began convulsing. There came a hissing sound and the alley was filled with the hot and acrid stench of dispelling magic. Violent spasms shook the assassin’s body, bending his already twisted form to hideous angles. The hissing was replaced by a multitude of dull cracks, as if every bone in his body was breaking. Still, he emitted not one single cry of pain. Finally the assassin collapsed to the ground where his heaped bulk lay unmoving on the cobbles. 

			With the dagger still in her hand, Marney moved forwards cautiously. She inspected the remains. A knot formed in her stomach. 

			The souls of the dead could still talk, but even the most adept necromancer would get no information from this assassin. The creature had once been human, she was sure, but now it was not even made of flesh and blood. The cassock lay as rags upon the alley floor, and within its black folds the assassin’s body had shattered into small pieces of powdery stone. Not enough of the face and body remained intact to suggest that they had ever been part of a humanoid shape.

			They said that empaths could never forget, though the Timewatcher only knew Marney had tried. The situation suddenly smacked of something from a long time ago. The assassin’s emotions had not been shielded to her senses; it no longer had any. Her magic was useless against creatures such as these. She could not feel them coming …

			Her basic instincts kicked in. Spiky pulses of warning rushed up Marney’s spine and stabbed into her head. From the corner of her eye she caught the swish of a cassock and the violet glint of a power stone as a second inhuman assassin rounded the corner into the alleyway. Marney rolled to one side and the dagger flew from her hand just as the assassin’s handgun spat out its bullet.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter Two 

			 

			Retrospective

			 

			 

			Samuel had spotted the assassin, passed close enough to see the flash of a power stone and hear the vague spitting sound made by the killer’s handgun, but he did not stop to see if Marney had lived or died.

			Some fifteen feet above the Great Labyrinth’s cobbled ground, he ran along the ramparts atop the alley walls: slick, moss-covered walkways, flanked on either side by low and crenellated barriers. Breathing hard, his hair matted with sweat and drizzle, Samuel pushed his ageing legs with all the strength he could muster.

			Samuel was an old bounty hunter and he understood well that those who allowed sentiment to dictate action did not last long anywhere in the Labyrinth. There were no loyalties, no bonds of friendship and ­honour in this place – not anymore. He had made headway in this chase, and wasn’t about to surrender it. Marney’s business was her own. Old friendships were dust to him.

			In his hand, Samuel carried a spirit compass. The needle ticked and turned and steered his direction true as it tracked the life energy of his prey. The mark was a whore, young, barely eighteen. Oh, she had a name, but that meant nothing to the old bounty hunter; she was a murderer, and the reward for killing her was almost too good to be true. That was the only important detail.

			With Marney out of the running, the night’s work should have been child’s play for Samuel. But someone must have issued a second contract on the whore; there were a bunch of amateurs running around the alleys playing at assassins. Samuel still had the advantage. Here and there, narrow bridges formed shortcuts through the Great Labyrinth by connecting one rampart to another. Like a maze upon a maze, the bridges led to places where those on the ground could not go. While the attention of these amateurs was focused on the ground, they had no reason to suspect that Samuel shadowed them from up on the ramparts – and nor would they, until it was too late.

			He came to a halt as the rampart stopped at a T-junction. Down below, the alleyway on his left side came to a blind end; down on the right, the cobbled pathway led to a contained courtyard. There were no bridges at this intersection, and the rampart split into two paths. But which should he follow – east or west? Evidently, the spirit compass was also undecided. Its needle spun and shivered as it remained locked onto the whore’s spirit and adjusted navigation inconclusively.

			As Samuel waited, the drizzle turned to full rain, and he let it splash against his upturned face. In the humid glow of Ruby Moon, the raindrops felt refreshing against his skin. 

			In the distance, Samuel could see a ghostly glow hanging over the Great Labyrinth, as though the lights of a far away land shone through the mist. It was only a trick of the night, he knew; for there was nothing out there except the alleyways that continued on forever, or so it was thought. But there was a place, a fabled haven that all the Labyrinth’s denizens wondered about, dreamed of reaching. Far beyond the mists, in the deepest regions of the maze, there was a doorway that led to a paradise named Mother Earth. And there, the Timewatcher waited with open arms to welcome all lost souls. Every denizen dreamed of Mother Earth … 

			Samuel felt a sudden pang of weariness. 

			Old Man Sam they called him. He was a legend among bounty hunters; the deadliest man alive, some said. In truth, Old Man Sam was one of the last vestiges of a past generation. It was difficult for him to remember the strength of his youth, to remember a time when his actions had carried a sense of duty. He imagined the whore, out in the alleys, praying she could somehow escape this mess, find her way back to Labrys Town at the centre of the Great Labyrinth. Did she dream of returning to the sanctuary of her whorehouse, surrounded by the comforting glow of streetlamps and the protection of friends? 

			Samuel gritted his teeth and closed his eyes against the rain. 

			His prey tonight would never see Labrys Town again. Even if she survived Old Man Sam’s gun, she was utterly lost. Sooner or later, she would stumble upon the Retrospective, and then the wild demons would have their fun with her. Better to be shot. Better to die a quick death than face the Retrospective. At least then her soul would reach Mother Earth.

			The compass gave a solid click in Samuel’s hand, and the needle shivered on a definite north-westerly direction. In the distance the glow of the mist, the promise of a far away paradise, somehow seemed to mock the bounty hunter. 

			Old Man Sam they called him …

			He took the left turn at the T-junction. After a short distance, he crossed a bridge to a new rampart. From there, a quick series of bridges and walkways followed. Head down against the rain, Samuel zigzagged across the Great Labyrinth, and the chase continued. 

			By the time he caught up with the whore, some amateur assassins already had her trapped in a courtyard. Samuel crouched behind the rampart wall and furtively peered down at them through the crenellations. 

			The mark was clearly exhausted. She was dressed in clothes so oversized they barely stayed on her waiflike frame. Her large eyes were round with fear, and her short hair, streaked with red dye, was lank from rain. Fatigue and panic creased the pointed features of her gawky face.

			Down to Samuel’s left was the mouth of an alley. It was the only way in or out of the courtyard, and an assassin guarded it. He wore a priest’s cassock and a wide-brimmed hat covered his face. His body was clearly deformed beneath his dress; his arms were so spindly they barely looked strong enough to carry the silver pistol in his hand. Away from the assassin, closer to the girl, stood a short, grubby man whose clothes were scarcely better than rags. Samuel recognised him and a twinge of anger flared in his chest.

			Charlie Hemlock: perhaps the most venal, untrustworthy bastard in Labrys Town. More than once this snake had crossed Samuel, but lived to tell the tale. His involvement came as no surprise. 

			Samuel slipped his short rifle from the holster on his back, its power stone covered for stealth.

			Down in the courtyard, Hemlock made a grab for the girl, but, despite her obvious exhaustion, she clearly wasn’t ready to give up the fight. She screeched, clawing at Hemlock’s face, dragging her fingernails down his cheek. As she broke free of him, Hemlock clutched his face and stamped his foot, uttering a stream of curses. 

			‘Bitch!’ he shouted for a finale.

			The girl backed away.

			The assassin remained by the alley mouth offering no help to his friend. Motionless, almost statuesque, he seemed content to watch Hemlock struggle with his lacerations. Why were they toying with their victim? 

			Suspicious now, he looked back to the mark.

			Samuel’s employer had told him a rumour about this girl – that she was a magicker, a human born with a specific magical gift. She was a changeling, and could shift her form into that of a wolf. Samuel was sceptical of such tales – nothing like a changeling had been seen in the Labyrinth for a couple of generations at least. But that Hemlock and the assassin had not yet killed the girl got him thinking: changeling blood was a potent catalyst in the art of spell-craft, and any mundane magic-user would give his right arm to procure it, however much damage his lackey took in the process. But there weren’t supposed to be any magic-users left that Samuel didn’t know about, and no matter what he thought of them, the ones he knew wouldn’t stoop this low.

			Whoever had employed Hemlock obviously wanted the whore captured alive, for some reason. Even if the rumours were true about her, she was clearly too exhausted to defend herself with any metamorphosis into a wolf. Samuel guessed that the assassin’s pistol was loaded with some kind of magical ammunition designed to incarcerate her, and that was what triggered his suspicion. The assassin had a clear view of the whore, the power stone on his weapon was primed and glowing, yet he hadn’t taken the shot. Even a child couldn’t miss from that distance. Why was he waiting?

			In his long years in the Labyrinth, Samuel had witnessed many strange and terrible things, and nothing was ever as it seemed. Whatever orders Hemlock and the assassin were under, the instructions for Samuel’s contract were clear: kill the whore. Destroy her remains. 

			Hemlock had recovered somewhat from his pain, but four deep gouges lined his cheek. He began goading his captive. 

			‘Don’t be like that, Peppercorn,’ he wheedled. ‘We don’t want to hurt you, honest.’ The lie dripped from his mouth like bile.

			‘Just let me go,’ the girl said, in a shaky voice. ‘I-I can pay you.’

			Hemlock chuckled with smug satisfaction. ‘Why would I want that? We’re all friends here. You should be more trusting.’

			The girl retreated until her back was pressed up against the wall opposite Samuel’s position, thus making herself a perfect target. Samuel slid the barrel of his rifle through the crenellations. With his thumb, he primed the power stone set behind the barrel. It gave a small whine, and its violet glow struggled to shine through the thick metal gauze covering it. Old Man Sam peered down the sight at his target.

			‘Don’t be shy,’ Hemlock said. ‘We could have some fun.’ 

			Samuel’s weapon was a police issue rifle. Ordinarily its power stone held such a high-grade thaumaturgic charge that it could spit out a thumb-sized metal slug with enough force to take off a man’s arm. But Samuel had loaded his weapon with ammunition that packed a little extra something, certainly not police issue: fire-bullets. One round would incinerate the mark entirely. Proof of kill would be a box of ashes. 

			‘Leave me alone!’ the girl sobbed.

			The magazine only held four rounds, and that allowed Samuel one miss. Four shots, three kills: the girl, the assassin, and Charlie Hemlock he would save until last. The fire magic would destroy all evidence.

			With steadying breaths, Samuel began squeezing the trigger.

			‘I haven’t done you any harm!’ the whore pleaded. 

			Hemlock laughed. 

			Samuel’s finger relaxed. 

			Strange: the inclination to honour his contract was dulling like the passion of an argument regretted in the cold light of day. All he had to do was pull the trigger, release a burst of thaumaturgy, and the bounty was his. But when he tried again, he still could not summon the will to shoot the girl, and he grew angry with himself. 

			Nothing was ever as it seemed … 

			Then, as smooth as spider silk, a voice whispered inside Samuel’s head: Leave the girl alone, Old Man. 

			Marney!

			Samuel recognised her voice as easily as his own. Alive and well, the empath was somewhere close, tampering with his emotive reactions. 

			Her tones, clear and strong, filled his mind once again: There’s more to this situation than you want to acknowledge.

			Samuel whispered a curse.

			Down in the courtyard, Marney appeared from the alley mouth. Dressed in simple black jersey and trousers, she crept up behind the assassin, silently. Around her torso was her baldric of throwing daggers – one was already in her hand. She threw it at the assassin. It stabbed into the base of his skull. The man gave no cry of pain or alarm, but instead made a hissing noise as he began to jerk spasmodically. There came a series of dull pops, and to Samuel’s astonishment, the assassin collapsed with a stony sound as if he had broken apart. His cassock lay heaped on the floor as though his body had fallen through a trapdoor.

			Stay where you are, Old Man, Marney’s voice said. Whatever happens, whatever you see, do not show yourself. 

			Samuel did as he was told. Not that he had a choice; Marney had his emotions in the palm of her hand.

			All this time, Hemlock had not reacted. He was apparently unsurprised by Marney’s arrival, and amused. He smiled at the crumpled ruins of his companion, and then at the empath. The girl had hunkered down on the floor, trembling against the wall. Samuel did nothing but watch them all.

			‘Hello, Marney,’ Hemlock said. ‘For a moment there I thought we’d lost you.’

			‘Shut up, Charlie,’ Marney snapped, coming to stand within a few feet of him. ‘I know who you’re working for.’

			‘Good for you.’ 

			Hemlock held his ground, but Samuel could tell his easy manner was a façade. The snake was stalling for time. His shifty gaze darted around the courtyard, as if looking for something that should be there. 

			‘You know, I’m sure you want some explanations,’ he said to Marney. He touched a hand to his cheek wounds and looked at the blood on his palm. ‘Make it worth my while, and maybe I’ll help.’

			‘I already have what I need.’ Samuel detected a touch of desperation in Marney’s voice. ‘You have no idea who you’re involved with, Charlie. This is low, even by your standards.’ 

			‘You think so?’ Hemlock shrugged. ‘I’ve been lower. Besides—’

			He never finished the sentence. Marney sprang forwards and rammed the palm of her hand into his face. There was a spark of empathic ­energy, and Hemlock fell flat on his back, his senses scrambled. 

			The girl had risen from the floor by this time. She looked confused and scared, but she did not shy away as Marney approached her. In voices too low for Samuel to pick up, they spoke. 

			The old bounty hunter suddenly remembered the rifle in his hands. The grip was coarse and familiar against his skin, the black metal cold, the power stone glowing beneath its cover. Whether Marney’s influence over him still lingered, he could not say, but he remained hidden up on the rampart, just as she commanded. 

			What had she discovered?

			After a few moments, Marney stepped forwards and, to Samuel’s surprise, pulled the whore into a kiss. There was another, softer, flash of energy, and the girl gasped, staggering backwards. Several heartbeats passed, and then Marney let the girl flee the courtyard. The slaps of her bare feet on slick cobbles disappeared into the gloom – along with Samuel’s bounty.

			Marney looked up at the ramparts. Her expression was challenging. Even though Samuel knew it was too murky for her to see him, somehow her eyes still burned into his.

			It’s been a long time, Samuel, her voice said in his mind. How are you? 

			It seemed pointless now to continue the conversation mentally, but Samuel obliged the empath’s wishes. He did not, however, deactivate the power stone on his weapon.

			That whore is a murderer, he thought back angrily. 

			That whore has a name, Marney countered, just as hotly. Clara. Remember it!

			What are you doing, Marney?

			I could ask you the same thing. Clara’s a changeling. She’s a magicker, Old Man. Did you know that?

			Get to the point, Samuel snapped. 

			Marney shook her head and moved to Hemlock’s unconscious form lying on the courtyard floor. She checked him over, and then sat on his chest, looking down at his face. 

			Do you ever think about the old days, Samuel?

			What?

			Do you remember life before the Genii War, before the Aelfir dis­appeared? Marney slipped a dagger from the baldric and toyed with it between her fingers. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about that as well as your duty.

			Her voice carried a measure of dark mirth. Samuel did not care for the way it felt in his head.

			Where are you going with this, Marney? 

			Charlie Hemlock, she replied and held the slim dagger as though it were a pencil. He has a new paymaster. Nothing surprising there, I suppose – whoever’s paying the most with Charlie, right? But this time he’s bitten off more than he can chew.

			And what has this to do with me?

			Everything. You see, Samuel, Charlie’s been employed by an old friend of ours. 

			Marney then leant forwards and used the dagger to cut something into Hemlock’s forehead. Even with younger eyes, it would have been impossible for Samuel to see at that distance what she had carved into Hemlock’s skin. 

			In Samuel’s pocket, the spirit compass ticked as it continued to track the whore’s life energy.

			What have you found? he demanded. Who’s Hemlock working for?

			When she replied, Marney’s anxiety scratched the inside of Samuel’s skull. The Genii War spawned so many myths, stories that faded like echoes until the truth was utterly forgotten. But I remember the truth, Old Man, and I remember the promises we made. Perhaps you should too.

			She sat back and admired her handiwork. Hemlock’s face was smeared with blood that ran down the side of his face. 

			Samuel felt a shift in the air, a sudden temperature drop.

			We sacrificed so much to win the war against Spiral, Marney said, but if we’d lost, it would have been much, much worse. She rose and stepped back from Hemlock’s body. I want Charlie Hemlock to understand that. I want him to know what his new employer is capable of. 

			The temperature continued to drop, dispelling the humidity of Ruby Moon. Samuel’s breath began to rise in clouds. On the courtyard floor, Hemlock’s body shimmered, darkening as if drawing the very shadows to it. A breeze picked up bringing with it a sense of hopelessness and the stench of corruption. Samuel understood then that Marney had carved a sigil into Hemlock’s forehead, a symbol of summoning. 

			What madness is this, Marney?

			He deserves no better, Samuel, she said calmly. I’m giving Charlie to the Orphan.

			Samuel’s grip tightened on his rifle. 

			Of all people, Marney understood what terrible things dwelt within the Retrospective. The Orphan – the blood harvester. Summoning such a demon could see them all swallowed into oblivion. But the darkness was already gathering; Hemlock’s facial features were now indistinguishable, as if shrouded. There was no stopping the summons. The Retrospective was coming. 

			I won’t be part of this, Samuel told Marney angrily. 

			You already are! Marney snapped. She thrust out a hand, pointing to the heaped bulk of the dead assassin lying by the courtyard’s exit. That thing isn’t human, Samuel. It’s a golem!

			What? 

			That made no sense to Samuel. Golems were facile servants, human victims whose flesh and blood and bone had been converted to stone by the darkest of magics. But a magic-user skilled enough to create a golem hadn’t been seen in the Labyrinth for decades, not since … 

			No. Samuel’s thought was as chilling as the snake that slithered around his spine. That’s impossible, Marney.

			Remember your promise, Old Man, she said. Follow Clara. You need to keep her close. 

			The air behind Marney shimmered and distorted, and from the distortion shot a flash of light that slammed into Marney’s back. She fell to her knees with a cry. There was a sound like the howl of bitter wind, and Marney’s voice was choked off as her body hardened to ice.

			The distortion shattered in the air like glass, collapsing to reveal a square portal, a doorway to somewhere else from which sterile light spilled onto the cobbles of the courtyard. Four disfigured golems dressed in cassocks stumbled from the portal and grabbed Marney’s frozen body. 

			Behind the golems, Samuel saw a man bathed in the light of a silver chamber, standing before what looked to be some kind of tree. With long, white hair and pale skin, he too was dressed in the black cassock of a priest. He watched with dispassionate eyes as his servants carried the empath back to him. 

			Samuel stood on the rampart and aimed his rifle. But he was too slow. The golems had already taken the empath through to the silver chamber, and, before he could fire, the portal closed with a swirl of distorted air. Marney was gone.

			Samuel stared into empty space, not quite believing what he had witnessed. 

			He flinched as a small, child-like form on the courtyard floor caught his eye. A little boy had appeared, crouching over Hemlock’s body, short fingers clawing at his clothes. The boy and Hemlock quickly dissipated, turning to shadow that seeped into the cobbles like oil drawn into cracks in the ground. 

			The Retrospective had been and gone, and the Orphan had claimed its prize. 

			The night’s humidity returned and pressed in on Samuel. In his pocket, the spirit compass vibrated. He fished it out. The needle was still locked onto the girl. There was only one option left to Old Man Sam now. 

			He followed her.

			 

		

	
		
			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter Three 

			 

			Labrys Town

			 

			 

			People disappeared in the Great Labyrinth, out in the deep maze where the Retrospective roamed. Wild demons hid between the alley walls like spiders waiting for the tingle of flies on their webs. The demons always welcomed fresh meat, and once they had picked the bones of their victims clean of flesh, they reserved the spirits as offerings to the lowest age of the Retrospective: Oldest Place, where Spiral, the Lord of the Genii, was said to feast upon the souls of the dead.

			Out in the Great Labyrinth Clara had thought she would die – if not from an assassin’s gun, then by the teeth and claws of wild demons. She had feared her soul was destined for the fire and poison of Oldest Place, and the endless hunger of the Genii Lord Spiral. She had given up hope of ever reaching the paradise of Mother Earth – until she had been kissed by a guardian angel.

			By the time Clara left the alleyways, the rain was constant, humid and warm. She felt light-headed and disorientated. Exhaustion numbed the burning in her leg muscles, and nauseating pangs of hunger griped at her stomach. Her throat was parched and cracked; her feet were bare and bleeding.

			She entered a wide and square courtyard where two stubby pillars of stone rose from the floor like broken fangs. On the far side of the courtyard, the high boundary wall loomed over her. A hundred feet tall, sheer and impossible to scale, the boundary wall surrounded Labrys Town entirely, and kept it segregated from the Great Labyrinth, protected it from the Retrospective. From where she was, there appeared no way through to the civilised sanctuary on the other side. Clara tried to steady her breathing and gain some focus. 

			She looked around the courtyard, then focused on the two stubby pillars positioned barely ten feet apart. Clara had learned enough about the old days to know that at one time the pillars had connected to form a tall archway. Forty years ago, long before she was born, this courtyard had been a checkpoint, and the archway had been a portal that led to the doorways of the Great Labyrinth through which the denizens journeyed to the Houses of the Aelfir.

			There were many such checkpoints located around the boundary wall, but the entrances to them all had been sealed shut, back when the Genii War ended. Each of the portals had been broken, smashed, and all paths to the realms outside the Great Labyrinth had been destroyed. 

			Standing in the shadow of the boundary wall, Clara could just make out where the entrance to this courtyard had once been. The bricks were a lighter shade of black, forming a square – large enough for a tram to pass through. The tracks cut into the cobbles were rusty from disuse and disappeared beneath the wall that was undoubtedly solid and seemingly impassable. 

			As warm rain soaked her, a strange calm descended on Clara. She knew what she had to do next, though she could hardly fathom how she knew it.

			Feeling almost as though her actions belonged to someone else, she stepped forwards and placed a hand against the wall where the former entranceway had been. Immediately, she felt heat against her palm that was at once alien yet familiar. Beneath her hand, the mortar between the bricks began to emit a dull purple glow that spread to form a maze-like pattern. Clara felt a vibration, as though mechanisms were turning deep within the brickwork. The purple glow receded and, with a low rumble, a section of the wall depressed and slid to one side, revealing a slim but open doorway. 

			Her skin prickled. She had heard rumours that there were secret entrances to the Great Labyrinth hidden in the boundary wall, but she had never thought they were real. Until now.

			Clara licked her lips nervously and stepped through the opening. 

			She stood on a narrow path which ran along the boundary wall, skirting the backs of terraced buildings. Directly ahead of her, and crossing the path, the tramline continued along a fat alley that led out onto the streets of Labrys Town. The slim doorway rumbled shut behind Clara, showing no sign that it had ever been there. At last she felt in control of herself, as though she could breathe for the first time. 

			She turned her face up to the rain and closed her eyes.

			The distant noise and scents of life stroked Clara’s heightened ­senses: music and buzzing voices whispered in her ears; a vague stale and dank smell filled her nostrils. She had escaped the dangers of the Great Labyrinth’s alleyways. She had been saved by an old woman – a stranger called Marney, a magicker, an empath – and her kiss had shown Clara an impossible way home. Though what home now meant was anyone’s guess.

			Body drenched and foot sore, she followed the alley ahead, happy to discover she had arrived in the northern part of Labrys Town. Clara took a furtive glance from the alley entrance to ensure the way was clear, and then stepped out onto the rain-soaked cobbles of Head Street.

			She began walking, her footsteps uncertain. Above, the clouds parted to reveal the full orb of Ruby Moon. The night was still young. There were at least another few hours before Silver Moon would chase its sibling away with blue-grey light. Then the humidity would begin to freshen, grow cooler, colder, until the dawning sun brought the warmth of the day. 

			Head Street was divided by two shining tramlines. Along its pavements lampposts spilled violet light onto the ground. But like much of Labrys Town it was mostly asleep. The terraced stores and businesses were darkened, the lights of their signs dead for the night. On the opposite side of the street was the confined passage of Elder Lane which cut between a baker’s and a confectioner’s, and led to the back alleys. Clara stopped to stare down it.

			The clouds obscured Ruby Moon once more, and the rain fell harder than before – heavy droplets that splashed upon the street and ran down Clara’s face. She heard the rumble of an approaching tram, saw its lights cresting a rise, glaring through the downpour, heading towards her. Hiding in the gloom of a butcher’s doorway, Clara was suddenly aware of how disgusting she smelt. Somehow it completed the night’s misery. Her over-sized clothes were no better than rags. They were torn, soaked by rain that had only partly flushed away the blood encrusted in the thread – these clothes belonged to a dead man, a man she had slaughtered. 

			The taste of his blood still lingered in her mouth, the ghost of his screams echoed in her ears, yet she had never even known his name.

			Lights glared. The rumbling reached a crescendo. The tram trundled by with sparks of purple thaumaturgy snapping from the power line above it. Clara saw a few nondescript passengers seated inside the carriage, and then the tram had gone. The power line swayed gently in its wake. Stillness returned. Breaking cover, she stepped out into the downpour and, quickly crossing Head Street, ducked into the gloom of Elder Lane. 

			It was safer to remain unseen, and the back alleys of Labrys Town afforded the best places to hide. But staying unseen in this town wasn’t easy. Elder Lane wove between tall and twisted shop buildings, as dark now as those on Head Street. Every so often, Clara passed hemispheres of clear glass fixed to the walls. These observation devices, simply called ‘eyes’ by most people, were filled with a milky fluid that gave them the appearance of rheumy eyeballs. They were scattered throughout the streets, lanes and alleys, and there was no telling when the eyes were watching you. In Labrys Town the way to remain unseen was to not draw attention to yourself.

			Clara moved as fast as she was able. As fast as she dared. 

			She turned off Elder Lane into Market Square and headed across the open ground towards the other side. The metal shutters of storage lock-ups were closed and locked for the night, the skeletons of empty barrows and stalls stood in front of them. Clara glanced nervously at a stone pillar standing proud at the square’s centre, with a wooden bench surrounding its base. Around the top of the pillar were five eyes capable of seeing every angle of the square. Cautiously, she jogged past and headed out into a narrow lane that had no name. 

			A figure lying prone on a shop doorstep did not stir as she passed. A dim light shone from within a dispensary, but no one could be seen working inside. 

			A wave of nausea and dizziness threatened to swamp Clara. She placed a hand against a shop window to steady herself and took several deep breaths.

			Ahead of Clara, a Chapel of the Timewatcher lit the dimness with soft blue light. The doors to the chapels and churches of Labrys Town were always open to both the faithful and those seeking sanctuary. Clara was tempted to slip inside its welcoming entrance, to sleep till morning under the protective gaze of the Timewatcher. But this was not the time for rest. 

			Marney’s kiss had altered Clara. Somehow, it had transferred a map of the Great Labyrinth into her head, shown her how to navigate the twists and turns of its alleyways. But the empath had left something else behind, too, a presence of some kind … a message? Clara could feel it, drifting, dormant in her mind like a locked box without a key. A box of secrets? Clara didn’t understand why Marney had saved her, or what she had done to her. Clara needed a safe haven to rest and make sense of everything – somewhere more familiar than a random place of worship. 

			Her dizziness passing, Clara continued on, leaving the Chapel of the Timewatcher and the promise of its sanctuary behind. 

			She cut through a plaza full of gambling houses and weapon-smiths, and then across a communal garden where she paused to drink cool water from a fountain. She flinched as the angry shouts of a brawl, not too far away, reached her ears. Thankfully, the shouts did not come from the direction she was headed.

			After passing a row of lodging houses, she turned left into another alley and slowed to a walk. Reaching the end of the alley, Clara furtively peered out onto Green Glass Row, the busiest street in Labrys Town – especially at night. 

			The beat of music and the buzz of voices spilled from the open doors and misted windows of clubs and taverns. The smell of sweat and alcohol was strong and bitter in the air. Though rain had lessened the activity on the street, several denizens had gathered under umbrellas and darted through the downpour, eager to be somewhere drier. A tram stopped, and a group of young men disembarked. They laughed and joked and jostled one another as they passed the scrutiny of the big doorman of a nightclub called the Lazy House. Having ushered them in, the doorman then resumed his conversation with two girls who were sheltering under the club’s awning. 

			The five-storey Lazy House wasn’t just a nightclub; it was also a whorehouse, and Clara was one of its employees. Clara knew the doorman, Roma, at least as much as she wanted to. She vaguely recognised the girls he spoke with, but they were streetwalkers, not employed by Clara’s boss. 

			It had been three days since Charlie Hemlock had first kidnapped her; three days she had been missing. There would be repercussions, questions she couldn’t answer, waiting inside the Lazy House. Exhausted, mentally and physically, Clara could only deal with one step at a time. Step one – she must get to the safety of her room, where she could think and make sense of the night, her own private sanctuary where she could find a little peace of mind. However, she needed to get there without being seen by Roma, without having to walk across a busy bar and dance floor. She ducked back into the shadows as a couple, giggling beneath an umbrella, hurried past. 

			The door to the Lazy House opened, and someone inside spoke to Roma. While he was turned away from them, the streetwalkers moved off, and Clara seized her chance. She left the alley, ran across Green Glass Row and down the side of the nightclub building to the rear. To her relief she found a back door open and unattended. She slipped inside to a darkened hallway, and crept up the stairs which vibrated from the sound of music pounding through the walls.

			Up on the second floor, the telltale sounds of whores plying their trade came from behind closed doors. The place reeked of alcohol and sex. Clara headed for her room, praying that no one would hear her, that no door would suddenly open to catch her with a bright glare of accusing light. But there was already a streak of illumination on the hallway carpet coming from one door that was open just a crack. With caution and a thudding heart, Clara sneaked up to it and peered through. 

			She saw two policemen standing in the bedroom beyond. Obviously not here for pleasure, they wore the dark uniforms of the street patrols. Short rifles hung from their shoulders, and long batons were holstered at their waists. Their helmets completely concealed their heads and faces in bowls of black glass: receptor helmets, attuned to the eye devices on the streets.

			One of them spoke, his voice muffled. ‘You know why we’re here?’

			‘Yeah,’ replied a girl’s voice. ‘I know why you’re here.’ 

			Although Clara could not see the speaker, she recognised the voice as that of her work colleague, Willow.

			The other policeman took over, ‘We’re going to ask you some questions, and I needn’t tell you the seriousness of withholding information.’ 

			‘Withholding information?’ Willow chuckled dryly. ‘I was there when you arrested Fat Jacob. You think I want to be treated like that?’

			Fat Jacob arrested? He was the owner of the Lazy House, and a vicious master whom all the girls did their best to steer clear of.

			Willow continued, ‘Good riddance is what I say. I hope it’s as bad as it gets for that fat bastard. I hope you took him to the Nightshade for the Resident to deal with.’

			‘Miss Willow,’ said the first policeman, ‘you’ve confirmed Miss Clara has been missing for three days now. Any further information you might have will help our search.’ 

			‘I’ve only heard the rumour,’ said Willow. ‘Fat Jacob sold her to that arsehole Charlie Hemlock. It must be true or I don’t suppose you’d be here.’

			‘Quite. Do you know why she was sold?’

			Willow’s only response was a snort.

			Clara understood why. Willow knew as well as any that Fat Jacob’s contempt for his employees showed itself in the acts he sometimes forced them to perform. Selling off one of his girls would mean nothing more to him than extra beer money in his pocket.

			‘Have you any idea of Charlie Hemlock’s whereabouts?’ 

			Willow scoffed. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

			He’s dead in the Great Labyrinth, with any luck, Clara thought. 

			The policeman continued, ‘Then do you have any information on who he is working for?’

			‘Whoever pays the best,’ Willow said with finality. ‘This is Charlie Hemlock we’re talking about …’

			Clara had heard enough. She moved past Willow’s room and slipped into her own.

			The lights of Green Glass Row glowed through the window like an early morning haze and illuminated the chaos of Clara’s room. When people disappeared in Labrys Town, they rarely resurfaced. The other whores of the Lazy House obviously thought Clara would never return, and her room had been turned over by scavengers. What remained of her clothes and belongings lay strewn across the floor. Her colleagues had helped themselves to everything that was worth selling, it seemed. But they were welcome to it all – apart from the one thing she needed now. 

			Clara stepped through the mess of clothes and books, and onto her bed, careful to limit the creaking of the springs in the mattress. Reaching up, she pulled free the grille of a vent above the bed, pushed her arm inside and searched around until her fingers closed on a small tin taped to the vent’s ceiling. Clara took it out and stepped back down onto the floor.

			The tin was filled with little white tablets. She took one and popped it into her mouth. The taste was bitter as she chewed; her tongue and throat prickled as she swallowed. Almost immediately, a sense of calm descended, and Clara felt a little strength returning. Her thoughts became less cloudy. She closed her eyes and felt a little safer.

			Peppercorn Clara: she was a wild ride, they joked; only a real man could survive a night with her. Clara’s clients never realised how close they were to the madness of magic; that only her medication prevented a monster escaping its cage—

			‘What are you doing in here?’ 

			The ceiling lamp glared into life, bathing the room in light. Clara wheeled around to be confronted by a patrolwoman. She stood in the doorway, the black glass of her receptor helmet glinting like the eye of a giant insect. Clara slipped the medicine tin into the pocket of her ill-fitting trousers, fully aware of the baton in the patrolwoman’s hand. 

			‘Name?’ the officer demanded.

			‘Uh – Rosa.’ The lie came quickly. ‘I was just – you know – seeing if there was anything left in here worth taking.’

			The patrolwoman was quiet for a moment, and Clara prayed she would find nothing suspicious about her drenched and oddly-matched clothes and bare feet. But she obviously knew the Lazy House catered for most fetishes, and finally said, ‘We’re investigating the activities of your employer, Miss Rosa. You might want to make yourself available for questioning.’

			‘Oh, no problem,’ Clara said brightly. ‘I’ll be downstairs if you need me.’

			The patrolwoman allowed her to leave the room. But as Clara hurried towards the stairs, the door to Willow’s room opened and the other two policemen emerged, followed by Willow herself. 

			Willow blinked. ‘Clara!’ she blurted. ‘You’re alive …’

			Clara bolted down the stairs.

			Shouts and heavy footfalls followed her.

			The backdoor was now blocked by a fourth police officer. Clara dodged his grabbing hand and burst through the door to the main nightclub instead. Pounding music and flashing lights hit her as if she had run into a wall; the humidity, the stench of bodies, like a thick fluid to swim through. 

			The Lazy House was in full swing. 

			Dancers, drunk or high on drugs, swore at Clara, pushed and slapped her, as she clawed a path through the bodies to the other side of the club. As she ran up a wide staircase she saw two of the patrolmen behind her, struggling to follow her through the dancing sea. Then she was through the entrance doors, across the foyer, out onto Green Glass Row … and straight into the wide chest of Roma.

			‘Clara?’ The doorman caught her by the arms. ‘I thought you were dead.’ 

			‘Another time, Roma,’ Clara panted. ‘I have to go.’

			‘Hey!’ he gripped her arms tighter. ‘The police are asking about you. Fat Jacob’s been arrested. What’s going on?’

			Through the doors to the Lazy House, Clara could see receptor helmets entering the foyer. Her panic rose. ‘Well, it’s like this, Roma—’ and she kneed him hard in the groin. 

			The big doorman groaned as he doubled over, and Clara ran into the rain, onto Green Glass Row, with no idea where she was headed.

			She hadn’t run very far when the patrolwoman appeared from the side of the Lazy House and smacked a baton into her legs. Clara yelled in pain and collapsed onto the wet cobbles in a skidding heap. The patrolwoman pounced, pinning Clara to the ground, roughly cuffing her hands behind her back.

		

	
		
			 

			 Forty Years Earlier 

			 

			Hunting Treasure

			 

			 

			The war against Spiral had been raging for two years, during which the Merchants’ Guild of Labrys Town had suffered greatly. But Mr Taffin was doing better than ever. 

			It wasn’t as though he was without concern or sympathy for the situation – far from it. He was thankful that Spiral’s Genii, and the legions under their command, had thus far been unable to reach the Great Labyrinth; but he regretted that while the threat of them doing so remained, the Labyrinth in its entirety had been isolated and all trade with the realms beyond the boundary walls had ceased. However, unlike most other traders, Mr Taffin did not rely on the import and export industry shared with the Houses of the Aelfir. His business was to provide a service for the merchants of Labrys Town themselves.

			When the tram on which he rode arrived in the western district, Mr Taffin disembarked and immediately summoned a rickshaw. The driver was a tall and fit-looking youth, who seemed eager to serve as he pulled his cart over to his client. Mr Taffin climbed aboard, sighing as he sank into the plush, cushioned seat. 

			‘Linker Lane,’ he ordered, giving the footrest a tap with his crystal-­topped cane. ‘Make good time, my lad, and there’s a tip in it for you.’

			‘Yes, sir!’

			Mr Taffin smiled as the driver’s young muscles bunched, and the rickshaw set off at a pace. 

			Some denizens would have it that Mr Taffin was a greedy profiteer, and worse besides. But he paid no mind to the insults of jealousy. He could not help it if the war had been kind to him, and his particular business had flourished because of it. What was he supposed to do? Apologise? Close down? No, Mr Taffin would ride the good times as he had the bad. War had not made him so rich that he could afford apartments here in the plush west side of town, among the wealthiest merchants; but it had sufficiently elevated his social standing that he could sit in the rickshaw, unashamedly proud, and with his head held high. 

			The streets of the western district were busy under the afternoon sun, much busier than they would have been if not for the war. Rich merchants, with little else to do these days, strolled with their children and wives, pretending that all was well in their world. Many of them glared at Mr Taffin as he passed. Mr Taffin acknowledged their disgruntlement by tapping a finger to the brim of his hat and offering a knowing smile. 

			Let them stare at him, the greedy profiteer from the back alleys of the northern district, in his fine, tailored suit, carrying a crystal-topped cane; let these fellow traders, with their crumbling empires and ­dwindling riches, see him travelling among them as an equal. Let them think what they wanted. When the morning came, many of them would come crawling to his doorstep, seeking business under the cover of the early hours. Mr Taffin would feel no shame at his good fortune, even if he had been given a helping hand by those who outranked even the most loftily positioned merchants.

			When the rickshaw reached its destination, Mr Taffin handed the driver twenty Labyrinth pounds and took particular pleasure in the young man’s reaction when he declined to take the change due. The rickshaw set off in search of a fresh customer, and Mr Taffin walked down Linker Lane with a jaunty stride. 

			His cane ticking against the cobbles with each step, he passed quaint tearooms and boutiques, and walked on until he reached the grimy exterior of an apothecary’s called Master Remedies. A bell jingled when Taffin opened the door. Inside he was greeted by the sickly-sweet smells of potions and medicines that cast a heady atmosphere throughout the room. The shop was small and dingy, the sun struggling to penetrate the thick dirt on the windows. Mr Taffin was pleased – though not surprised – to find he was the only customer present.

			‘Ah, my good Master Gene,’ he said brightly to the shopkeeper standing behind the counter. ‘I trust the afternoon finds you well?’ 

			‘Mustn’t complain, Mr Taffin,’ Gene said in that usual lacklustre way of his. He stared at Mr Taffin through wire-framed spectacles, making no attempt to enquire after his sole customer’s well-being or to further the conversation in any way whatsoever. Then he added, ‘We make the most of what we have during such times.’ 

			‘Indeed, indeed, Master Gene – the sun still rises in the morning, and all of that.’ 

			‘Ah, but it shines brighter for some than others, eh?’

			Mr Taffin tapped his nose and smiled knowingly, but the shopkeeper resumed staring at him. 

			A small and elderly man, Gene the apothecary always presented a bedraggled appearance. His shirt was never quite white, his waistcoat a little threadbare, and the wisps of his thinning hair always seemed in need of a cut or a good combing. Truth be told, the elderly apothecary was a miserable wretch who set Mr Taffin’s teeth on edge; so, as his grey eyes continued to stare out through his wire-framed spectacles, Mr Taffin looked around at the display of ornate bottles filled with colourful liquids, and cleared his throat before getting down to business.

			‘Master Gene,’ he said, licking his lips, ‘I was led to believe that our – ah – benefactors have left a package with you for my attention?’

			A tight smile appeared on Gene’s wrinkled face. ‘If you would be so kind, Mr Taffin, please lock the door.’

			‘Of course.’

			Mr Taffin kept a sour expression at bay as he turned to lock the shop door. It might have been a mystery to some how one so miserable as the apothecary, and his shabby little shop with its dirty windows and dusty floor, had managed to stay in business in such an expensive area as the western district – especially when he showed so little interest in his clientele and struggled to express even the smallest of civilities. But to Mr Taffin there was no mystery. He supposed – though he was loath to admit it – that he and Gene were fellow opportunists, and their common employers had ensured the war had been kind to both their businesses. 

			With the door locked, and the shop sign turned to ‘Closed’, Mr Taffin stepped up to the counter with a fresh smile. From the inside pocket of his suit jacket he produced an envelope, bulging with money, which he placed upon the countertop and slid towards Gene.

			‘For your efforts,’ he said with a wink. 

			Gene looked at the envelope, but did not move.

			‘Count it, if you wish,’ Mr Taffin chuckled. ‘But I assure you, Master Gene, it is all there, as usual.’

			Without a word, the apothecary took the envelope, stuffed it beneath his waistcoat, and then flipped back the hatch in the countertop. ‘You remember the room?’ he said, standing to one side.

			‘How could I forget?’ Mr Taffin said, and stepped through. ‘Thank you.’

			Glad to leave the miserable old apothecary behind, Mr Taffin walked through a door behind the counter and entered a short hallway. The first door on his left opened on a stuffy and dim storage room, where boxes of ingredients and bottles of liquids decorated the shelves. It smelled as sickly-sweet as the shop. There he found the man waiting for him, a man sitting upon packing crates. He wore a long coat and a wide-brimmed hat that concealed his face so completely in shadows that Mr Taffin could not make out a single feature. But what was easy to see was the short rifle lying across the man’s lap, power stone primed and glowing. 

			‘A pleasure to meet with you again,’ Mr Taffin volunteered, a little nervously. ‘I trust you have been well?’

			The man remained silent, and Mr Taffin’s gaze moved on to where a flat and square package wrapped in brown paper rested upon a crate. Mr Taffin’s eyes lingered upon it. 

			‘Is that for me?’ he asked, knowing full well that it was. ‘It is, perhaps, a new consignment of the merchant’s poison of choice?’ He rocked back on his heels, chuckling at his witticism. 

			‘Shut up, Taffin,’ the man snapped, ‘before I smack that smug look off your face.’

			There had been many occasions on which Mr Taffin had met this man with the shadowed face. As always, his blunt manner convinced Mr Taffin to grip his cane tightly and look at the floor.

			‘Now,’ said the man. ‘You say you have new information, so let’s hear it.’

			‘Ah – yes …’

			Dealing with the agents of the Relic Guild was a dangerous business. They were a tricky bunch, as humourless as they were merciless. No one knew their real identities, but every denizen of Labrys Town under­stood that you didn’t mess with the Relic Guild, and you gave its agents a wide berth – if you could. Mr Taffin’s business was not exactly legal, and not all his clients were wealthy merchants. He often dealt with seedier characters from the underworld, and, from time to time, he heard them speaking of interesting things. Of course, they would kill him in a second if they knew he was an informant, but the Relic Guild served the highest authority in Labrys Town, and they ensured Mr Taffin’s risks were very well recompensed. 

			‘I have a client,’ he told the shrouded agent of the Relic Guild. ‘He is an alchemist who has fallen upon hard times since the war began. He often comes to me for … escape. Yesterday, I overheard him speaking about a job that has come his way. You have, perhaps, heard of an infamous treasure hunter named Carrick?’

			‘Yes, I know him,’ said the agent.

			‘It would seem this Carrick and his team of treasure hunters recently procured passage to an Aelfirian House, and—’

			‘Wait!’ The Relic Guild agent sat forward, but still his face remained hidden in the shadows cast by the brim of his hat. ‘They left the Labyrinth?’

			‘And returned, or so I’m told.’

			‘The portals are guarded, Taffin. No one’s supposed to get out into the Great Labyrinth. How did they manage it?’

			‘I thought you might ask that,’ Mr Taffin replied, ‘but sadly I cannot say. My client did not seem to know.’

			The man was quiet for a moment, and then sat back with a grunt of displeasure. ‘Go on.’

			‘From what I can gather, when Carrick returned, it was with an Aelfirian artefact of some value. What it is, I do not know, but I can tell you that a buyer has already been found for it, and this buyer has employed my client, the alchemist, to validate the artefact’s magical properties.’

			‘Details, Taffin,’ the agent demanded. ‘The transaction. When and where?’

			‘Ah, that I do know. Tomorrow night, during the first hour of Silver Moon, the sale is due to take place at Chaney’s Den, a tavern in the eastern district.’

			Another quiet moment passed, and the agent tapped the barrel of his rifle against his thighs. ‘I want names,’ he said. ‘Every denizen involved with Carrick’s team.’

			‘Here again, I cannot be of much help,’ Mr Taffin replied. He smiled. ‘But it hardly matters – from what I’ve heard, Carrick was the only member of the treasure hunters to survive the excursion.’

			The agent scoffed. ‘And I suppose you don’t know the name of the buyer, either?’

			‘I have told you everything I know,’ Mr Taffin assured him. His eyes flickered to the brown paper package again.

			‘I doubt that,’ the agent growled. He deactivated the rifle’s power stone with his thumb and slid the weapon into a holster upon his back. ‘But for your sake, I hope you’ve told me enough.’ He then snatched up the package from the crate beside him and threw it at Taffin, who caught it clumsily. ‘Now take your drugs and get out.’

			‘Much obliged,’ Mr Taffin said, giving a quick bow. He turned to the door, relieved that he would soon be out of the Relic Guild agent’s company, and he clutched the package to his chest, protectively, triumphantly.

			‘Oh,’ he said from the doorway. ‘Please relay my gratitude to the Resident, won’t you?’

			But the shadowed agent had disappeared. 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter Four 

			 

			Nightshade

			 

			 

			Inside the police building in the northern district of Labrys Town, Clara sat alone in an interrogation room. It was a cold room, intimidating – its floor, walls and ceiling all made of smooth grey stone. Clara faced a door that was closed and locked, and lacked windows. A single eye was fixed to the wall to her left. The milky fluid stirred gently inside it: a sure sign that the eye was active, watching Clara with a piercing stare.

			She sat on an uncomfortable metal chair before a metal table. Her hands were in her lap, her wrists bound by thick cuffs, and rain water dripped from her ill-fitting clothes. On the opposite side of the table were two more chairs; these were made of wood with padded backs and seats. Deliberately set up like an unwanted guest, Clara kept her expression neutral for the eye on the wall, though she rubbed at the ache where the patrolwoman’s baton had bruised her thigh. 

			She had only wanted to get her medicine, to change out of a dead man’s clothes, and then to try and make sense of the last few nights’ events. Instead, in the space of an hour, she had escaped the Great Labyrinth only to be caught by the police. Where was her mysterious guardian angel now? 

			Marney’s kiss still tingled upon Clara’s lips.

			At least she had got as far as taking her medicine; at least she had some control over the inner monster … for a while.

			The door opened. A man and woman entered the interrogation room. The woman was street patrol. Stocky and broad, she carried her receptor helmet under one arm. Her hair was shaved close to the scalp, her eyes were dark and humourless. Clara recognised her scent – she was the one who had accosted her outside the Lazy House. The baton hung at the officer’s waist, but she carried no gun. 

			The man, however, had a pistol holstered at his hip. His receding hair was slicked back, and he wore round glasses, the lenses of which were tinted enough to hide the colour of his eyes. The skin of his angular face was as tight and smooth as the press of his pristine uniform. He carried an air of authority, and Clara knew who he was: Captain Jeter, the head of the Labrys Town Police Force.

			Clara clamped her jaw and squeezed her hands into fists in her lap. She had endured plenty of run-ins with the police in her time, but never had she gained the attention of the captain.

			Jeter slipped Clara’s medicine tin from his pocket and rattled the tablets inside before placing it on the table with a crisp snap. He then took a seat while the policewoman remained standing beside him. 

			‘Peppercorn Clara,’ he said. His voice was low, soft almost. ‘You have quite the reputation.’ 

			‘So I hear,’ Clara said as casually as she could. 

			Jeter offered a small, cold smile. The policewoman simply stared at Clara, almost certainly contemptuous of her profession.

			Jeter tapped the medicine tin with a finger. ‘Would you mind telling me what these tablets are for?’

			‘My prescription,’ she said. ‘I have … seizures.’ 

			‘Really?’ His tone was dry, unconvinced. 

			Clara looked up at the policewoman, and then back at the captain. She had to be careful. It was obvious that Jeter didn’t know she was a changeling; if he did, she would already be dead. But Charlie Hemlock had somehow discovered she was a magicker. It would probably only be a matter of time before Jeter did, too.

			‘The remains of a man were discovered,’ the captain was saying, ‘in a house on the east side of town. This man was a known associate of Charlie Hemlock, and he had been … well, to say brutally murdered would be putting it mildly. And what remained of his body had been stripped naked, Clara.’ 

			Jeter paused to make an obvious show of studying the over-sized clothes that Clara wore; the rips and tears and dark stains that decor­ated them. ‘You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?’

			‘No,’ she lied quickly, instinctively.

			‘Are you sure?’ The captain’s face was stony; his dark glasses like hollows in his face. ‘You had no reason to run from the police?’

			Clara shook her head and kept silent.

			Jeter sighed. ‘We know you were sold to Charlie Hemlock, and you’ve been missing for three days. But why sneak back to the Lazy House? Why not go straight to the nearest police station?’ 

			There was no way Clara could answer that honestly. She stared down into her lap.

			‘Well?’ Jeter snapped.

			Clara flinched. ‘I-I panicked, I suppose. I just wanted to be somewhere familiar.’ It was mostly the truth, but even to her the words sounded unconvincing. 

			‘I see.’ Jeter looked up at the policewoman, who was still glaring at the prisoner. 

			‘I’m easily bored, Clara,’ Jeter continued. ‘So let’s try coming at this from a different angle. Fat Jacob sold you to Charlie Hemlock, but Hemlock has never been the brains behind any operation. So for whom was he buying you?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Clara said truthfully. ‘He never told me who he was working for.’ 

			‘All right – I’ll believe that for now. For what reason were you purchased?’ 

			Clara opened her mouth, but no words came out. 

			Charlie Hemlock was a sick bastard. There was nothing he wouldn’t dirty his hands with for money. But Jeter’s question was a good one; Clara had never discovered the specific reason why he wanted her.

			With a quick glance at the milky eye watching her from the grey wall, Clara shrugged at the police captain. ‘Perhaps you should ask Fat Jacob.’

			‘I’ll be sure to do that.’ Jeter stared at her for a moment, and then he picked up the medicine tin, rattling it once more. ‘So when did you last see Charlie Hemlock?’ he asked.

			Clara licked her lips. Her mouth began to work, but again she dared not answer.

			‘You whores should really learn when to help yourselves,’ Jeter said with a sigh. ‘I have a murder victim, Charlie Hemlock is as elusive as ever, and his mysterious employer has purchased a whore. You are the one link that connects them all, Clara, yet you really believe you can convince me that you know nothing?’ 

			He leaned forwards and clenched his teeth. ‘It’s a ridiculous belief – especially as you were seen tonight, emerging from the Great Labyrinth.’

			Clara’s breath caught. 

			‘I somehow doubt you managed to climb over the boundary wall, Clara. So it would seem that you have knowledge of these secret entrance­ways that are rumoured to exist. Tell me I’m wrong.’

			What was she supposed to say? That Hemlock somehow got her inside the Great Labyrinth? That she left him there at the mercy of an empath; that she only escaped because of magic? Clara desperately willed Marney’s box of secrets to edge open in her mind and show her the way out of this mess. It didn’t happen. From all directions, it seemed, she was in deep trouble.

			Clara recoiled as Jeter slammed his hand down on the table.

			‘How did you get into the Great Labyrinth?’ he shouted.

			‘Hemlock took me there,’ Clara blurted. ‘I don’t know how. I-I got away from him. He’s still there as far as I know. That’s the truth.’

			‘Is it? Because I have to wonder, Clara – are you in league with demons?’

			‘What?’ 

			‘Did you feed Hemlock’s soul to the Retrospective?’

			‘No!’

			Jeter sat back in his chair and clucked his tongue. ‘You’re in serious trouble, Clara, and if you insist on telling me lies, then I shall have to draw my own conclusions.’

			‘I’m not in league with demons,’ she whispered.

			‘Perhaps that’s the truth.’ Jeter slipped the medicine tin into his pocket, and then checked the time on his pocket watch. ‘I should warn you,’ he said, rising from his chair, ‘I’m not the only one to take a personal interest in this case.’

			Clara’s throat tightened as Jeter pointed to the eye on the wall.

			‘The Resident is watching you.’ 

			Clara’s heartbeat quickened, but she dared not look at the eye. The Resident … the governor of Labrys Town …

			‘Think on that for a while,’ Jeter said. ‘Perhaps the promise of being taken to the Nightshade will loosen your tongue.’

			The police captain turned and headed for the door. ‘Lock her up,’ he told the policewoman as he stepped out of the room; the woman took obvious relish in grabbing Clara and yanking her to her feet. 

			 

			 

			In a small communal garden opposite the police station, Samuel hid in the shadow of a tree. The rain had lessened, and the smell of flowers and fresh cut grass was as thick as the drizzle that misted the air.

			Though it was humid, Samuel kept his coat on. There were few townsfolk roaming the streets that time of night – most of those that did were enjoying themselves in the clubs and taverns down Green Glass Row – but a gun-wielding bounty hunter would still be easy to spot, and his coat provided good cover. But Samuel’s mood was sour, and not just because of the stifling atmosphere of Ruby Moon.

			The needle of the spirit compass pointed directly ahead at the police station across the street. Through the glass door, Samuel could see a duty sergeant sitting behind a desk, talking to two constables. The building wasn’t particularly big, not like the police headquarters in the central district. Like so many official houses in Labrys Town, it looked almost bland, with so few windows in its grey stone walls. 

			A couple of hours ago a whore with a huge bounty on her head had been in Samuel’s sights. Now she was safely protected from his guns, though in no less of a predicament. She had been arrested, and there was no way Samuel could just walk into the station and deal with her. Even Old Man Sam wasn’t good enough to take on the Labrys Town Police Force. 

			She’s a magicker, Marney had said, did you know that, old man? Of course he did. He just hadn’t cared. 

			But he cared now.

			Bounty hunters kept their ears to the ground, always listening for the next contract – the client didn’t find you, you found them – that was how it worked. Samuel was good at hiding himself between jobs, but this time someone had tracked him down. His employer had remained anonymous, as was often the case in the Labyrinth; dirty deeds were always safer if the ‘dirt’ was on another’s hands. Samuel’s employer had sent an avatar, a ghostly presence of blue light. This avatar had discovered Samuel’s hideout, and had come offering a generous contract for, as it turned out, killing a changeling. 

			If there were any practising magic-users left in Labrys Town, they would keep themselves well hidden through fear of discovery, arrest, execution. Samuel’s employer had to be a magic-user; no one could conjure an avatar unless they were an adept. But things were no longer making sense to the old bounty hunter. 

			The girl was a changeling, and, as such, to any magic-user who had managed to stay hidden so far, she was worth much more alive than dead. The blood of a changeling was an efficient catalyst for creating powerful spells, yet Samuel had been employed to kill Clara, not harvest her blood. It just didn’t add up.

			From the shadows of the tree, Samuel watched as two patrolmen walked along the street towards the police station. The violet light from streetlamps gleamed off their black, bowl-like receptor helmets. They entered the station, removed their helmets, and conversed briefly with the duty sergeant before wandering off further into the building – probably ending their shifts for the night. 

			Samuel was caught by indecision, an unfamiliar state for him. He knew what he had to do next, but it was difficult for him to accept it. He struggled to believe what he had witnessed. Perhaps he was mista­ken. He closed his eyes and once more replayed events in his head. 

			Marney was shot by an ice-bullet. Golems claimed her frozen body and dragged it through a portal. On the other side of the portal, in a chamber bathed in silver light, a man stood watching. There was some kind of plant or tree behind him. He wore a dark cassock. His hair was long and white; his skin almost as pale as an albino’s. In Samuel’s memory, his face was serious, but there was a smile on his lips, as slight as it was grim. He appeared ageless, looking exactly as he had when he had last been seen in Labrys Town. He was absolutely the man Samuel remembered from a long time ago. But it just couldn’t be him. That man had died during the Genii War.

			A snapping sound fizzed in the damp air, accompanied by the squeal of metal on metal. The old bounty hunter opened his eyes to see a tram pulling up outside the police building. It had a large square of dull silver riveted to its side. As Samuel looked at the symbol, he felt his resolve hardening. 

			The trams of Labrys Town were uniform, their bulky bodies painted a bland cream colour. But this tram was sleek and utterly black. Its windows were tinted so dark that it was impossible to see inside. The silver square on the side was the only decoration, and Samuel knew well what it represented.

			A door slid open. A lone man disembarked and closed the door behind him. He stood before the police building. He was a small man, ­elderly, dressed in a smart suit and tie. He looked over in Samuel’s general direction and gave a sardonic smile. Samuel swore and stepped further behind the tree. The elderly man then entered the police ­station, and the duty sergeant jumped to his feet as though he had been shocked. 

			Samuel looked at the spirit compass in his hand. With a calming breath, he screwed on the cap and slipped the device into his coat ­pocket. He no longer needed it to keep tabs on the girl. 

			He knew exactly where she was headed next. 

			 

			 

			Clara was hungry and her throat was parched. She had thought about asking for some food and water, but she doubted she could keep it in her stomach even if the guards obliged her. Still in handcuffs, she sat in a cell upon a thin mattress on a bunk. Her clothes were drying, but they smelt rank and musty. 

			The only light in the cell was the dull red glow of the moon coming through a small barred window, high on the wall. It looked as though the sky was clearing. 

			On the opposite wall was a second bunk. A large figure lay beneath the covers, difficult to make out in the cell’s gloom and shadows. The reek of stale alcohol was strong. Clara didn’t know if this person was a man or a woman, but whoever it was, they were good at snoring – and farting – in their sleep.

			Clara wanted to wrap her arms around her body, but the cuffs prevented it. Anxiety clawed at her. Her palms were clammy. She would need to take her medicine again soon, but Captain Jeter had kept it with him. She cursed Fat Jacob; she cursed Charlie Hemlock; but most of all Clara cursed Marney for saving her life only to then leave her high and dry. Where was the empath now? What had she done to Clara?

			At least she knew why Jeter had taken such an interest in her, though this knowledge brought no comfort. The Resident is watching you … Clara’s hunger churned her stomach, and she fought the urge to gag. The promise of being taken to the Nightshade loomed over her like the threat of the Retrospective itself. 

			At that moment, her cellmate moaned, rolled over and noisily vomited onto the floor. Clara groaned and lay down on the bunk, clutching her knees to her chest, as her cellmate rolled over again with a creaking of springs, and the sound of snoring once more filled the air. 

			From somewhere outside, another inmate in another cell shouted some abuse at a guard, and was told to shut up. The argument grew louder and more intense. Clara covered her ears and squeezed her eyes shut, too exhausted to sob, too anxious to sleep.

			The Nightshade was the home of the most powerful man in Labrys Town: the Resident. And the Resident was the law. He controlled every district, ruled over every denizen. His name was Van Bam, but few had ever seen him. It was said Van Bam’s eyes were always watchful. Did he know she was a changeling? Did he, too, think she was in league with the wild demons of the Retrospective?

			If Jeter’s threat of sending Clara to the Resident was genuine, she would probably never see the sun again. Just as they did in the deep maze of the Great Labyrinth, people disappeared in the Nightshade. 

			The hunger, the humidity, the smell of vomit and stale alcohol, the pointless shouting raging outside – the entire situation swirled and slashed at Clara’s senses and finally took its toll on her. Hurriedly, she moved to the edge of the bunk and gagged and retched, bringing up nothing more than bile. When she was done, she wiped it from her chin with the back of a shaking hand, and took several steadying breaths. 

			She stared at the thick chain that connected the metal cuffs around her wrists, wondering how strong it was. 

			If the effects of her medicine wore off and the metamorphosis occurred, here and now in this cell, if the magic in her veins activated and changed her into the wolf, could she escape? Could she break down the cell door and fight her way through unknown numbers of armed police? Did it matter? Clara blacked out when the wolf came. She never had any clear memory of being the monster – just flashes of images and sensations. She had no control over it. Chances were, if she changed, she would fight and slaughter until someone shot her dead. Clara almost welcomed the idea, wished it to happen: a clean end over a miserable alternative.

			Was that what Marney wanted?

			It was then she realised that the shouting between the inmate and the guard outside had stopped. And it wasn’t due to a natural conclusion to an argument. It seemed to Clara as though something had interrupted, brought their exchanges to an abrupt halt. It was like a vague ringing had been left in the air, and the change in atmosphere was palpable to Clara’s heightened senses.

			Voices came from beyond the cell, muffled, whispered. The peep hole in the door slid open and then slid shut. The clunk of a key turning in the lock followed, and the door opened, spilling bright light into the cell. 

			Blinking, Clara moved further onto the bunk until her back was pressed up against the wall. A young police guard led a small, elderly man into the cell. The latter then waved the former away. As the guard left, the elderly man looked in disgust at Clara’s cellmate and the puddle of vomit on the floor.

			Clara had never seen him before. He was dressed in a smart three-piece-suit and tie. Grey, shoulder-length hair was swept back from his face, and a tuft of beard sprouted from the point of his chin. He smelled slightly of flowers. With a welcoming air, he offered Clara a sympa­thetic smile. He moved towards her with a small key in his hand, which he pointed at the cuffs about her wrists.

			‘Let’s get you out of those,’ he said kindly, ‘and away from this disgusting cell, shall we?’ 

			Clara hesitated, but she sensed nothing to fear about this man. He did not force the issue, did not demand anything of her, and waited ­patiently with the little key. Clara raised her hands to him. He unlocked the cuffs and threw them and the key onto the bunk.

			‘Thank you,’ Clara mumbled, rubbing her wrists.

			‘You’re most welcome,’ said the man. ‘Now, your chariot awaits, yes?’ 

			Clara frowned up at him, and he smiled at her again with the kindest smile she had ever seen.

			‘The Nightshade is expecting you, Clara.’

			She desperately wanted to object; she wanted to scream and claw and fight her way out of the building. But all she could manage was a quick choking sound before the elderly man placed a hand on her head and she immediately began slipping towards unconsciousness. From a distance, she heard him say ‘Sleep,’ and then there was nothing. 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter Five 

			 

			The Resident

			 

			 

			On the west side of Labrys Town, in a cemetery where grand mausoleums formed a cityscape of the dead, the white and grey stone glowed eerily beneath the hue of Ruby Moon. All was quiet among the statues and ornamentations crafted by the hands of master stonemasons. The lights of streetlamps and houses illuminated the near distance. Rain clouds were clearing from the night sky, and the wind had stiffened enough to flutter the cassock and long white hair of a solitary man standing before a moderately sized crypt.

			He had been drawn to the cemetery by an alien signal, magic that did not originate in the Labyrinth. The source of the signal came from within the crypt, but it was weak, vague, barely detectable. It was almost as if the magic was fading, destined to be as dead as the corpses in the graves. It was not a favourable sign, and the man was not best pleased.

			With gravel crunching beneath his boots, he stepped towards the crypt’s entrance – tall double doors of stone set between white pillars that were cracked with age. Above the doors an ornate carving of the Timewatcher, supposedly watching over the soul inside, did not much impress him. With a grim expression on his pale face, he extended a hand. Energy rushed from his palm. The entrance shuddered inwards; shifting stone ground as if the crypt was drawing a ragged breath. 

			He stepped inside, ignoring the dust and cobwebs the wind swirled around him. The faded tapestry hanging on the back wall, the words of memorial engraved into the stone to his left and right, were wasted on him; he cared nothing for whose resting place he disturbed and wasted no time in descending the steep stairs that led to the crypt’s vault. 

			There, a sarcophagus sat at the centre of the floor. Its lid was carved to resemble the man lying inside. The signal was a little stronger around it, but still not as strong as it should have been. 

			With his displeasure growing, the white-haired man barked a single word at the sarcophagus. The intricately carved lid cracked and broke into a thousand pieces which rose, slowly, hanging in the air for a moment, before he sent them flying away, like lethal projectiles, to shatter against the far wall. 

			He looked into the sarcophagus, feeling mild surprise that no skeletal remains lay inside; that there was no bottom upon which a skeleton might lie; that there was nothing to see except the deepest of shadows. 

			Jumping down through the hole, the man landed smoothly in a secret chamber beneath the vault.

			The dark meant nothing to him; he could see perfectly well. The secret chamber was formed from hard-packed earth and was utterly empty. The only aspect of note was a crude hole dug in the floor. He crouched over it. It was a few feet deep and also empty. The source of the signal had at one time lain at the bottom of the hole, and the magic he could now sense was only the residue of its presence. He suspected some years had passed since the source had been removed.

			The man leapt out of the secret chamber, up through the bottomless sarcophagus in a single bound, and ran up the stairs of the vault. Exiting the crypt, he stood in the cemetery and sniffed the air. He jumped up onto the crypt’s roof. There he cast a spell, a simple incantation that altered his vision, allowing him to see the wind. Like fine grey smoke, it whipped around him. 

			The very foundations of Labrys Town were imbued with magic. A network of energy lines flowed beneath the ground and in the air, travel­ling like blood through veins. The network connected every district and every building. It provided homes with energy, kept trams running, and charged the little crystals that the denizens called power stones. If one were skilled enough, it was possible to feel the network, see it, use it, and to detect within it the presence of magic that did not belong to the Labyrinth.

			White, luminescent lines crisscrossed through the misty wind, like an intricate spider web. But interwoven into these lines were four tendrils of dark purple: four signals from alien sources that snaked between the currents of the Labyrinth’s energy. Three of the tendrils held a strong colour, vibrant and alive; but the fourth was undeniably weak, sickly. It rose from the crypt he stood on, struggling to exist as the wind threatened to scatter it in all directions. But it held its form, just, and weaved away into the distance, towards the lights of streetlamps and houses – and its source. 

			The man smiled grimly. Three signals were strong; they could wait, for the time being. The weakness of the fourth demanded attention before its time ran out and it disappeared completely. 

			He jumped down from the crypt’s roof and began following the flagging purple tendril that twisted away deeper into the western district.

			 

			 

			She was strong, unafraid, and Peppercorn Clara was a distant memory.

			She was the wolf.

			She ran through the dense forest, thorn and branch snagging her silver pelt. Leaf and dirt felt soft and damp beneath her calloused paws. The gleam of the moon was bright and fresh, glaring through the canopy to light the way as she weaved between trees and vaulted over roots. The scent of earth and mould filled her nostrils.

			She was the wolf.

			Her pack bayed loudly as it ran proudly with its leader. Hidden by foliage, the wolves kept a respectful distance as she led the hunt. A challenger had come to the forest, one who sought dominance over her territory. The challenge had to be met, defeated. The trees were alive with the voice of her family. 

			She was the wolf …

			 

			… A sweet aroma filled her nostrils. Her body lay upon a soft mattress. She gathered clean, silky sheets into fists as the dream faded to nothing. Other memories drifted up lazily to replace it …

			A chase through the alleyways. A man in a cell. A kiss …

			Clara jerked upright, confused and blinking against bright light.

			She sat on a bed in a small room. Above, a prism shaped like a pyramid protruded from the ceiling, giving off clean and brilliant illumination. Her eyes struggled to gain focus. The walls were a bland cream colour, but decorated with a repetitive square pattern that looked like tiny mazes. There were hundreds of them, one after the other, in uniform lines. 

			There was no door. 

			Clara had no memory of leaving the police station or being brought to this room. But she remembered the elderly man in the three-piece-suit well enough. He had seemed so kindly, back in the cell. Clara knew he could not have been the Resident himself, but then who was he? The Nightshade is expecting you, he had said. Was she inside it now?

			Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, Clara rubbed a hand through her short, greasy hair. A simple white gown had replaced the oversized rags she had been wearing and her feet had been carefully bandaged. She still stank like sewage.

			Clara noticed a small scab on her forearm, no bigger than a pinprick, surrounded by the onset of a light bruise. She rubbed at it and smeared a tiny streak of blood across her skin. 

			This had to be the Nightshade. 

			Curiously, all Clara’s anxiety and fear had gone. The silence in this doorless room was so total it was like being inside a sound-proofed cocoon, a safe bubble that calmed and soothed her senses. Was the Nightshade where Marney wanted her to be?

			Clara’s mouth watered at the sweet aroma in the air. It emanated from a table in the corner of the room, which had a thin cloth draped over its contents. Clara slipped off the bed, hobbled over on sore feet and peeled back the cloth to reveal a silver platter of various fruits and a glass jug of water. 

			Her stomach growled.

			Three days had passed since she had last eaten – at least in her human form – and suddenly her location fell to the back of her mind, along with assassins and chases, kidnappers and empaths. She crammed a fig into her mouth greedily, washing it down with a glass of chilled water that she drained in one go. She ate a second fig, poured a second glass, and then picked up some sugar-coated lemon segments. Nothing had ever tasted better. She gorged herself. 

			Fresh fruit was hard to come by in Labrys Town; it was usually dried or preserved. Was this quality of food available to the Resident on a daily basis? Van Bam was the best-connected person in the Labyrinth.

			Clara often heard the older denizens talking about Labrys Town and what it had been like before the Genii War, before the Retrospective came. They said there had been countless doorways out in the Great Labyrinth, each leading to realms and kingdoms beyond imagination. There, in these realms, the Aelfir had lived, and their Houses had coexisted in peace. The Aelfir were good friends to the denizens, and the Labyrinth was their common ground, the one House that connected all Houses, where they visited and traded, and life had been rich. 

			The Genii War ruined so much, it was said. At its conclusion, the doorways to the Houses of the Aelfir were sealed shut, and the endless shadows of the Retrospective began roaming the alleyways of the Great Labyrinth. No one had seen or heard from the Aelfir for forty years – no one save the Resident, of course. Only he still traded with the Houses. He procured all the materials and food stocks on which the denizens of Labrys Town survived. 

			Clara had to wonder, as she feasted on the fresh fruit, how many other privileges of his position Van Bam enjoyed; what luxuries that were denied the people he governed? 

			She checked herself. Here she was in the home of the most powerful man in Labrys Town, and she was worrying herself about food and history? All her life she had been taught to fear the Nightshade, but this didn’t feel like a bad place. Even the wolf, that constant threat within her, felt sleepy in her breast, and it was not purely because of the effects of her medicine … 

			Clara paused with a lemon segment halfway to her mouth. Her medicine! Did Jeter still have it?

			At that moment a click startled her and she dropped the lemon segment to the floor. She backed away, both fearful and fascinated, as the outline of a door appeared on the wall opposite the bed. The door-shaped section swung inwards, and the small and elderly man stood on the threshold. His smile was as kindly as it had been at the police station. 

			‘Ah, good, you are awake,’ he said genially. ‘I trust you have refreshed yourself?’ 

			Words failing, Clara simply nodded. 

			The light was much brighter in this room than it had been in the cell, and she could see that his eyes were soft green, and that there was a patch of scarring at the centre of his forehead, starkly white against his olive skin.

			‘I’m Hamir, chief aide to the Resident. And you are possibly wondering what in the Timewatcher’s name is going on, yes?’

			Again, Clara didn’t respond – she didn’t know how to. She was no one, only a whore from the streets of Labrys Town, but this aide, this Hamir was welcoming her to the Nightshade as if she was a respected guest.

			‘Of course you’re confused.’ Hamir’s tone was gentle, understanding. ‘I apologise for accosting you so crudely at the police station. Sometimes explanations are best left until later, I’m sure you’ll agree.’

			Clara wondered for a moment if she was still in some bizarre dream. Why wasn’t she scared? Perhaps the tiny scab on her arm was due to an injection of some strange, euphoria-inducing drug. 

			She pointed to the pinprick. ‘What’s this?’

			‘Nothing of concern,’ Hamir answered quickly. ‘Now, if you will follow me, the Resident is ready to receive you.’ 

			Clara hadn’t moved and was staring at Hamir. He chuckled lightly at her hesitation. 

			‘Come,’ he said. ‘You’ve no cause for concern.’ 

			He led Clara out of the room to a corridor. Though her bandaged feet were still sore, she hobbled after him without complaint. The door closed behind them; the outline disappeared leaving no sign that it had ever been there. 

			Clara said, ‘I had a tin—’

			‘Don’t worry,’ Hamir said. ‘Your medicine is quite safe,’ and he set off at a brisk pace.

			Clara followed. She noticed immediately that the cream walls of the corridor, like the room, were decorated with that same repetitive pattern – hundreds of tiny mazes, thousands. Hamir led her into a new corridor, and then another, and then another, each appearing much the same as the last. They ascended and descended various flights of stairs, some long, some short, and cut through antechambers into more corridors. At no time did they pass another person; at no time did Clara see a single visible door, and the pattern of tiny, square mazes never changed on the walls.

			The types of people who usually came to the Nightshade fell into two categories: those who held high social positions, and those who were brought in for punishment. The former was not exactly the caste Clara mingled with; the latter were simply never seen again. Into what category had the Resident slotted her?

			Van Bam was a mystery. He rarely left the Nightshade; he was almost never seen walking the streets he governed. He was the iron fist, the unseen watcher, and the denizens of the Labyrinth knew as much about their Resident as they did about the Retrospective. Every inch of Clara knew she should not be feeling so peaceful. She was struck suddenly by a sensation, a warm glow in her thoughts. Marney’s kiss, the box of secrets in Clara’s mind, somehow radiated satisfaction, as if letting Clara know she was supposed to be here. 

			Hamir led her out of the corridor into an antechamber, and Clara stopped and stifled a gasp. It was not the surprise of seeing someone other than Hamir that startled her; it was the nature of the person that stood in the antechamber. 

			It was dressed in a white gown, identical to hers, and it was hard to tell if this was man or woman. Clara doubted it was human. The dark brown skin of its hairless head was mottled with patches of grey. But the discolouration did not detract from its sense of grace and eerie beauty; it was almost as if this creature had been untouched by age or anxieties. Its ears, nose, and mouth – they were perfect features for a perfect head. However, its lack of eyes jarred against that perfection; smooth skin grew over the sockets, as if it had been born that way.

			Clara kept her distance. The thing did not move, just stood before her, motionless. Its expression was impassive, but Clara knew that somehow it could see her, even though it had no eyes. 

			Hamir took her arm. ‘Don’t be frightened,’ he said as he steered her around the creature. 

			‘What is it?’ she whispered.

			‘An aspect – one of the Resident’s servants. It cannot harm you. Come.’

			Hamir continued into the corridor beyond the antechamber, and Clara looked over her shoulder as she followed. The servant had turned, as if to watch her leave. With a shiver, Clara kept pace with the elderly aide.

			By the time they reached their destination, they had taken so many twists and turns it would have been impossible for Clara to retrace her steps back to the room she had woken up in. The Nightshade, it seemed, was every bit as complex as the deep maze of the Great Labyrinth itself. They reached a dead end, and Hamir pressed one of the mazes on the wall. It depressed with a click. Again the outline of a door materialised, and it swung inwards. Still gracious, still kindly, the old man led Clara into a room. The door closed and disappeared. 

			She took a few steps forward. Hamir stood close behind her. 

			If the Nightshade had thus far been a pleasant surprise for Clara, then this room revived her original concerns. 

			The only light source came from a glow lamp sitting on a desk where papers and books lay strewn. The edges of the room were steeped in darkness. Upon a long workbench sat implements for experimentation, strange looking things made of wires and tubes that passed fluids from one bell jar to another. There were magnifying glasses, and contraptions of sharp, twisted metal. Above the bench, shelves were filled with ­bottles and jars, the contents hidden in the gloomy light.

			There was a smell in the room, a smell Clara did not care for. 

			She noticed her medicine tin sitting on the desk like a paperweight.

			‘This is my laboratory,’ Hamir said. ‘And there is someone here I believe you know.’

			At the back of the room, a ceiling prism glared into life and shone down onto a square glass tank. It was no more than four-foot high, wide and deep, filled from top to bottom with murky water. The naked body of a man was trapped in the water. Twisted and contorted, his fat was pressed up against the walls of the tank. His face, unshaven and flabby, stared out at Clara, cross-eyed and vacant, his nose flattened against the glass. It was a face she knew all too well. 

			‘Fat Jacob,’ she whispered. 

			Hamir cleared his throat. ‘If you have any lingering doubts as to who sold you to Charlie Hemlock, Clara, then you need not doubt any longer.’ 

			Clara’s hands began to tremble. ‘Why are you showing me this?’

			Hamir brushed past her to stand before the tank and spoke with his back to her. 

			‘I have been trying to ascertain who Charlie Hemlock is working for,’ he said. ‘Who is it, Clara, that purchased you from your former employer?’

			Clara swallowed, shook her head, but made no reply.

			Hamir continued. ‘Unfortunately, Jacob here also says he does not know who employed Charlie Hemlock. However, he has told me an interesting story about a spectre. Jacob claims he was recently visited by a ghost made of blue light, and this ghost told him that you were … special, shall we say?’

			Special? Did Hamir know she was a changeling?

			‘Does that mean anything to you, Clara? Have you seen any ghosts lately?’

			What was he talking about? ‘No,’ she said, but it sounded more like a grunt. 

			‘Ah, then the mystery remains.’

			In the tank, Fat Jacob suddenly flinched and his eyes gained focus. He looked at Clara, and the recognition in his eyes was full of panic, full of pain and hatred. His body shook, and pink, slug-like fat splayed as he tried in vain to escape his prison. Bubbles streamed from his mouth, but his scream was muffled by water and glass.

			Hamir’s chuckle was frightening in its amiability. ‘Jacob feels quite ready to die, but until he decides to be more cooperative …’ He clucked his tongue. ‘Well, I can keep him on the brink of death for as long as I choose. I can keep filling his lungs with air, giving him false hope that he might just live yet, and then drown him again. A thousand times over, if I so choose.’

			Fat Jacob’s eyes rolled back and he shuddered as water again filled his lungs. 

			The owner of the Lazy House was a heartless bastard, but Clara could not have wished such torture on anyone. 

			The ceiling prism darkened, and the tank fell into shadows once more. Hamir turned to face Clara. Although his expression remained impassive, the bright green of his eyes swirled and darkened as if ink had been dripped into them. The scar on his forehead practically glowed in the dimness. 

			‘Waste no sympathy on your former employer, Clara. However, I sincerely hope that you are feeling more cooperative than you were in Captain Jeter’s interrogation room.’

			Clara had heard stories about necromancy and the magic-users who liked to play with death. But the Resident, the governor of this town, practising death magic in his home? Allowing this aide to perform it? In that moment she feared for her life. The blood in her veins was the blood of a changeling; it was a priceless substance to magic-users, perhaps most especially to necromancers. She looked at the scab on her forearm. Evidently, Hamir had already taken some. 

			‘Why have you brought me here?’ Clara’s voice was tight. ‘What does the Resident want with me?’ 

			Hamir bobbed his head in a quick bow. He backed away a few paces and his eyes returned to their bright green colour. He smiled at Clara as a new voice spoke from the room’s shadows. 

			‘A magicker is an illegal presence under the law of Labrys Town,’ it said. 

			Clara swung around, but could not see anyone else in the room. 

			The voice continued, deep and resonant, confident and precise. ‘For the time being, you have been allowed to enter the Nightshade under amnesty. This, you understand, is at the behest of a mutual friend. Yet I wonder – why should I trust you?’ 

			The shadows wavered and an imposing figure stepped into the room, carrying a cane of deep green glass. Tall and broad, he was dressed in a loose shirt and trousers that shimmered and flowed as if reflecting the night sky. The dim light shone off the dark brown skin of his shaven head. On his strong face, two dull metal plates covered his eyes. Seemingly fused to the bone of the sockets, they glared with reflected light. 

			Somewhere deep inside her head, Clara felt Marney’s lingering presence. But it gave no comfort as the dark, imposing man towered over her.

			‘Van-Van Bam?’ she asked meekly.

			He cocked his head to one side and held his green cane across his thighs. ‘Welcome to my home, Peppercorn Clara.’

			 

			Halfway across the northern district of Labrys Town was the street known as Resident Approach. Wide and long, it ran southward in a straight line all the way to the central district. The southern region of Resident Approach accommodated shops and eateries, communal gardens and markets providing a place for work and pleasure alike – a source of life. 

			But the further north it stretched, the more desolate and lonely Resident Approach became. The gardens and buildings fell away. Tramlines ran along a section of the street which narrowed to half its original width and sloped downwards, cutting a gorge through the stone, creating a valley which flattened out some fifteen feet below street level, and the walls that loomed either side were smooth and grey. 

			Denizens did not linger here. There were no lamps, walkways or pavements, only lifeless statues lining the high walls. Eight feet tall and grim-faced, these statues were of past Residents, memorials to the former governors of Labrys Town that dated back a thousand years. 

			The clouds had cleared and the temperature was cooling as Samuel made his way along the northern reaches of Resident Approach. The night sky was on the cusp of changeover as Ruby Moon faded and Silver Moon began to rise. Samuel felt exposed, conscious of the taps and scratches of his footsteps, of the rasps and sighs of his breathing as he walked the deserted valley. The only cover offered him were shadows cast by the former Residents. He felt the gazes of those long deceased men and women upon him, as hard as the stone from which they were carved, judgemental, accusing. In the hands of each effigy was a milky eye device. There was nowhere to hide along Resident Approach.

			Samuel’s hand flexed, as if needing to hold something comforting in its grip; but the old bounty hunter resisted the urge to draw the revolver holstered to his leg.

			As he neared the northernmost part of Resident Approach, he stopped and considered. The valley ended at a wall, as high as those flanking it, which would have formed a blind end had it not been for the fat tunnel burrowing into it. The tramlines converged into a single track that disappeared into the tunnel. Beyond it, a building was dimly highlighted under the fading glow of Ruby Moon. Constructed out of dark stone, the building rose high behind the wall, above the valley; its perfect square shape was shrouded slightly by the night’s mist. It was a monumental building, by far the largest in Labrys Town: a giant cube that loomed, brooded, over Resident Approach.

			The Nightshade.

			Samuel didn’t need to check the spirit compass in his pocket to know that the girl was inside. After all, he had seen Hamir, the Resident’s aide, collect her from the police station. 

			Throughout the Labyrinth’s history, the Nightshade had been home to the Residents, the governors of Labrys Town. Briefly Samuel looked back along the valley of Resident Approach, at the statues stretching off into the gloom. Each statue embodied a legend, had a story to tell.

			Samuel turned back to the giant cube of the Nightshade. Another statue stood to the right of the tunnel cut into the wall. Samuel sighed, then made his way towards it.

			Towering over the old bounty hunter, the statue’s face was thin and angular with an expression as stern as the others. Samuel looked straight at the eye in its hands, and then down to read the name engraved into the plinth: GIDEON THE SELFLESS. 

			Samuel snorted.

			Gideon had been the direct predecessor of the current Resident. He was called ‘the Selfless’ because he had given his life during the Genii War. Single-handedly, they said, he had battled Spiral’s demons and saved the lives of every denizen in Labrys Town. And the denizens were eternally grateful for his sacrifice.

			Allegedly. 

			The statue was a good likeness of the flesh. Samuel sneered his contempt up towards Gideon’s face before walking into the tunnel.

			The tram track ran right through to the other side. Dirty lamps fitted to the ceiling above the power line provided a sickly and dim light. Samuel felt his way along. The bricks of the walls were slick with moss. Water dripped. The tunnel ended at a set of iron gates that were already open, almost invitingly. Samuel hung back in the shadows. 

			Through the gates was a large forecourt where the sleek black bulk of the Resident’s personal tram was parked. Beyond it, the wall of the Nightshade served as a vast backdrop. The dark stone was mostly smooth but engraved in places with square maze patterns. The Nightshade stood at the most northern edge, as if it were the head of Labrys Town; and behind it, beyond the mighty, hundred-foot-tall boundary wall, began the endless alleyways of the Great Labyrinth that completely surrounded the town and stretched away into the unknown.

			The Nightshade had no doors or windows or obvious entranceways at all; you did not enter this building unless it wanted you inside. There was no checkpoint at the gates, no armed guards roaming the perimeter, for they were not required. 

			In the forecourt, upon pedestals rising from the ground like evenly-­spaced stalagmites, sat eye devices. Unlike the eyes on the streets of Labrys Town, these eyes were full, head-sized spheres, seemingly dead in the dull, fading glow of Ruby Moon. But Samuel knew that these pedestals surrounded the Nightshade and he had only to step into the forecourt to activate the eyes; the milky fluid within them would flicker into illumination, and he would be seen. 

			Would he be welcomed?

			For nearly forty years Samuel had been a bounty hunter. Violence and death had always been his trade, but there had been a time when he’d known a sense of loyalty and duty. Times had changed, and by reputation alone he was now a marked man. In Labrys Town good bounty hunters were always in competition for work, but these days a bounty hunter would hunt and kill his fellow kind simply for being competition. And no scalp came bigger than that of Old Man Sam.

			Samuel’s list of friends had dwindled over time; there weren’t enough alive now to occupy the fingers of one hand, and those who were left he had spent long years avoiding. He belonged to a past generation, and was sick to the stomach of living his life with one eye looking over his shoulder. How long before someone younger and stronger caught up with him? It was only a matter of time.

			Long ago, things had been very different. The Houses of the Aelfir had made life good, interesting – free. But with their departure, the Labyrinth had become isolated. The only things now waiting outside the boundary wall were the wild demons of the Retrospective. The denizens already had all they would ever get. And the man responsible for the change, the source of the nightmare, had returned tonight … and Samuel had let him take Marney.

			The Nightshade and its law loomed before him like a gigantic puzzle box, bland but deceitful. Inside were secrets – secrets and monsters. Van Bam was the current Resident, and few denizens knew much about him at all. But Samuel knew, and he knew well. 

			Flexing fingers, his face grim, Samuel took a breath and stepped from the tunnel’s shadows, through the gates, and into the Nightshade’s forecourt. One by one, the eyes on the pedestals flickered and hummed and bathed Old Man Sam in bright light.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter Six 

			 

			Secrets & Monsters

			 

			 

			‘You recently killed a man?’

			The bluntness of the question stung Clara and she could not meet the metal plates covering Van Bam’s eyes. The light they reflected seemed to glare, as if the Resident could see directly into her thoughts. Her gaze flickered to the tin of medicine sitting on the desk, to the tank into which Fat Jacob was stuffed – dead but not dead – and she didn’t dare speak. She looked to the floor and noted the Resident’s feet were bare.

			Hamir was no longer present. Van Bam had dismissed him from the laboratory; but before he left, the Resident had said that Fat Jacob was no longer of use, and that the aide was free to do with him as he pleased. Clara didn’t know what that meant. She didn’t want to know. She didn’t even want to guess.

			Van Bam tapped his green glass cane against the floor. ‘Clara,’ he said, ‘I am not Captain Jeter. Silence will not buy you more time, and I will tolerate nothing but the truth here. Now – you recently killed a man, yes?’ 

			‘I had no choice,’ Clara mumbled. Her throat felt dry. ‘I was forced. I’m no murderer.’

			‘But you are a changeling,’ Van Bam countered. 

			Clara was surprised to feel a flash of anger. She looked up and met the Resident’s metal eyes. His dark brown face was inscrutable.

			He said, ‘I suspect you are an innocent party, Clara, or at least to some degree. If it were otherwise, Marney would have left you to Charlie Hemlock.’

			Clara frowned. 

			The Resident continued. ‘You are a victim of the dubious business conducted by Hemlock and the man you call Fat Jacob. But can you tell me who it is that Hemlock is working for?’

			Clara shook her head. 

			‘Then do you know why he wanted you? It was for your blood, perhaps?’

			‘I … I thought that at first, too.’ Clara rubbed the scab on her arm. ‘But no, Hemlock wasn’t interested in my blood at all.’ 

			‘Then what?’

			‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged. ‘Fat Jacob hired me out for a home visit. It was just another night’s work, or so I thought. But when I arrived at the address, Hemlock was waiting for me with an accomplice …’ She closed her eyes and relived distasteful memories. 

			‘And then?’ 

			‘They tied me up,’ she told Van Bam. ‘They said they’d kill me if … if I didn’t change.’

			‘Change? Into the wolf?’ 

			Clara nodded. ‘They wanted to tire me out, they said, so I wouldn’t be so much of a threat.’

			‘And they obviously succeeded.’

			‘I blacked out,’ Clara continued, ‘but I … I can almost remember killing him—’ slaughtering him, ripping him apart, enjoying the taste of his blood …

			Van Bam pursed his lips. ‘But that was not Hemlock.’

			‘No – his accomplice. I never knew his name.’

			‘Go on.’

			‘There’s a blank spot on my memory. When I woke up, I was in the Great Labyrinth. I don’t remembering going there. I was wearing the dead man’s clothes.

			‘Hemlock was nowhere to be seen at first. I-I tried to find my way out, but I was lost. When Hemlock caught up with me, he was with men dressed as priests. They had guns. I just ran. If Marney hadn’t shown up, I-I don’t know what would have happened.’

			‘Nothing good, one would presume.’ Van Bam banged the tip of his green glass cane on the floor like a gavel striking a block. ‘Clara, you should know that Marney and I were friends of old, but I have no real reason to trust her now. You will explain to me why she saved you. What instructions did she give you?’

			Clara blinked several times. That glass box into which Fat Jacob’s body was squashed seemed to be taunting her from the back of the room.

			‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Marney didn’t really say anything. She just let me go.’

			This time, Van Bam’s metal eyes followed Clara’s gaze as she looked at her tin of medicine on the desk.

			‘Perhaps you are innocent, Clara. Perhaps you are not. Either way, if you want your medicine, I would be more forthcoming if I were you.’

			Clara licked her lips, as if to sample the lingering taste of the ­empath’s kiss. ‘I don’t know what to tell you. Marney did something to me. She … she kissed me—’

			The conversation was interrupted by a click, and the door to the laboratory opened. Hamir stood on the threshold. He bobbed his head respectfully. 

			‘Excuse the intrusion, Van Bam, but I thought you should know that the security eyes have activated in the forecourt. Someone has approached the Nightshade.’

			Still facing Clara, Van Bam cocked his head to one side. ‘Marney?’

			‘No. It is another old friend.’

			‘Ah …’ 

			Van Bam was silent for a moment, and Clara looked from one man to the other. 

			‘Then have the servants bring him inside, Hamir,’ said the Resident. ‘Show him to my study.’

			‘As you wish.’ 

			Hamir smiled at Clara, and she shuddered. He continued smiling at her as Van Bam strode out of the room, saying over his shoulder, ‘Come, Clara.’ 

			Confused and disturbed, Clara struggled to keep up with Van Bam’s long strides. Each of his steps was punctuated by a tick of his green glass cane on the floor. He walked with the confidence of one with full sight. The endless, repetitive corridors and stairwells of the Nightshade had an hypnotic effect on Clara; she almost walked into the back of Van Bam as he stopped suddenly and opened another hidden door in the wall. 

			He led her into his study, where it was immediately evident that the Resident of Labrys Town had little time for personal comforts. 

			The study was as brightly lit as the corridor. The walls were the same cream colour, but they were devoid of the ubiquitous maze pattern, and Clara’s eyes relaxed slightly. There was an ornate wooden desk at one end, with two matching chairs on opposing sides. To the right of the desk a full-length mirror stood in the corner, set in a silver frame. And that was it; no cabinets or bookcases, no paintings or plants – nothing that indicated any kind of taste or pleasure. 

			Van Bam closed the door, and it became indistinguishable from the wall. Taking Clara’s arm, he led her gently over to the mirror and positioned her with her back to it. He gripped Clara’s shoulders, and once more she got the impression that the metal plates covering his eyes were searching her face. In the bright light of the study, Van Bam looked much older than he had appeared in the shadows of Hamir’s laboratory. 

			‘You are young,’ he said, ‘and there is much you claim not to know. Yet I wonder, Clara, how much does Marney trust you?’

			‘I don’t know what you mean!’ Was he angry with her? ‘I never knew her before tonight, I still don’t—’

			‘You have heard of the Relic Guild?’

			Clara looked puzzled. ‘Yes, of course.’ 

			‘But was Marney trusting enough to tell you the truth?’

			‘I don’t understand.’

			Van Bam cocked his head to one side, as if listening to something. ‘A friend has come to see me,’ he said. ‘He must not know of your presence. You will stand here, before this mirror, Clara. Remain quite still and you will not be noticed. Understand?’

			His tone left no room for refusal or further questions, and so Clara nodded. 

			As Van Bam stepped away, he tapped his cane against the floor and whispered a word Clara didn’t catch. The cane’s glass flashed green. There was a low hum and the air surrounding the mirror shimmered. The rest of the room wavered, as if veiled by water. The sound of Clara’s own breathing was loud in her ears, as if she was trapped within a ­bubble. 

			Clara looked back at the mirror; she cast no reflection in its dull and faded surface. 

			Magic!

			Van Bam had taken a seat at his desk. He sat facing the invisible door to his study, his glass cane lying on the desktop before him. The more Clara looked at this man, the more familiar he seemed: his smell, the sound of his voice, the way he cocked his head to one side … but she had never seen him before in her life. Had she? 

			In that moment, Clara felt warmth inside her head and breast, as if Marney’s box of secrets had cracked open a little. It reassured her that Van Bam meant her no harm, even if he was a magic-user, even if his aide had scared her half to death. Even if he did speak in riddles.

			All her life Clara had heard the tales and legends of Labrys Town from before the Genii War. Back then, treasure hunters ran an illegal but booming trade. They snuck out into the Great Labyrinth and travel­led through the doorways to the Houses of the Aelfir, searching for artefacts and magical relics which they could steal and smuggle back into Labrys Town. The black market had been a serious problem for the Resident and the Aelfir in the old days, as wealthy collectors would pay vast sums of money for stolen Aelfirian antiques.

			There were still some denizens nowadays who liked to call themselves treasure hunters. Nobody took them seriously, not even the police; after all, even if they found a way past the boundary wall, the only place left to search for treasure was the Retrospective, from which no one returned. However, before the Genii War, treasure hunters had caused so much trouble for the Resident that a special organisation was created, a group of agents whose purpose was to counteract the illegal trade in Aelfirian artefacts, to recoup the stolen merchandise and deal harshly with those involved. These agents were the only humans permitted to use magic; their identities were kept secret, and they were known as the Relic Guild. But like so much else, the Relic Guild had disappeared after the war. No one had heard from them for decades.

			Why had Van Bam mentioned it? What truth?

			In his chair at the desk, the Resident shifted. ‘Remember, Clara,’ he said, his voice clear and insistent inside the mirror’s bubble, ‘make no sound. Do not move.’

			With a faint click, the door appeared in the wall. It swung open, and a man stepped into the study. Through the bubble, Clara’s view of him was distorted. Then the water effect shimmered and shifted, finally smoothing to allow Clara a clearer view of the room and Van Bam’s visitor. 

			A little shorter than the Resident, the man had broad shoulders, and was dressed in simple black garb and a long brown coat. His face, though strong and not unhandsome, was heavily lined with age and sported a white goatee beard. His lips were drawn into a grim line. 

			Though Clara had never seen the man before, she found his face familiar. Just as with the Resident, it was almost as if she had dreamt of him. 

			Beneath his coat, the man had a heavy utility belt, and a handgun was strapped to his left thigh. Over his shoulder protruded the butt of a rifle that was holstered upon his back. Clara knew intuitively that this rifle had at one time been aimed at her. 

			‘This is an unusual pleasure, Samuel,’ Van Bam said, as the door closed and disappeared. ‘Please, take a seat.’

			Rubbing a hand through his white, close-cropped hair, the man took the chair opposite Van Bam. His expression as he stared across the desk gave nothing away. 

			‘Can I offer you some refreshments?’ Van Bam asked. 

			‘No.’ The reply was curt. Samuel looked over at the mirror, and his pale blue eyes seemed to bore straight into Clara’s. ‘You’ve had contact with Marney recently,’ he said, looking back to his host. It was a statement. 

			‘I will not deny that,’ Van Bam replied. 

			‘It concerned a girl. A whore.’ 

			Van Bam sat back in his seat and a ghost of a smile danced on his lips. ‘This girl means something to you?’

			After a moment’s silence, the newcomer responded. ‘I was offered a bounty contract.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘For her death.’

			Clara stifled a gasp. There was a bounty on her head?

			‘Yet your quarry eluded you?’ Van Bam said.

			‘Marney stopped me.’

			‘I see. Then I suppose this girl can boast of being among the lucky few who have escaped the attentions of Old Man Sam.’

			Old Man Sam …? Clara’s insides froze. It was said that this bounty hunter had killed more people than anyone else alive. He was a legend, and many believed he had died years ago. But Clara was convinced she knew him from somewhere, somewhere other than his reputation. 

			‘I am curious,’ Van Bam said. ‘I did not commission, or agree to, a standard bounty on this girl. Was your contract issued in the formal way, Samuel?’

			Samuel shook his head. ‘I’m pretty sure it was a bogus offer.’

			‘Then could you give me the name of the one who employed your services?’

			‘I was hoping you could tell me. The contract was offered by avatar.’

			‘Avatar?’

			‘Yes. It was just an image of blue light.’

			Van Bam nodded slowly as if Samuel was making perfect sense.

			What had Hamir told Clara? Something about Fat Jacob being visited by a blue ghost?

			‘I don’t know how it found my hideout,’ Samuel continued, ‘but the avatar seemed to know all about me.’

			Van Bam took a breath. ‘Samuel, if you believe the avatar’s bounty contract to be fake, then that begs the question of why your interest in this girl is continuing.’

			‘Because of promises we made.’

			‘Ah.’ The Resident steepled his fingers and bounced them lightly upon his lips. ‘Then we must speak openly. I received a message that Marney would steer a young girl in my direction. I have taken the girl in, but I have yet to discover for what reason Marney saved her.’

			‘She’s a magicker, Van Bam. What other reason do you want?’

			‘What other reason indeed.’ 

			Clara couldn’t figure out if these two men liked or loathed each other, but it was obvious that neither was comfortable with this conversation. 

			‘Tell me,’ Van Bam continued. ‘Where is our empathic friend now?’

			‘That’s a good question, but it doesn’t have a good answer.’ 

			‘She is in trouble?’

			Samuel paused. ‘The girl was bait. She was part of a trap.’

			‘For Marney?’

			Samuel nodded. 

			Clara’s chest fluttered. Her wolf stirred. Van Bam appeared calm and assured as he waited for his guest to reveal more. Clara held her breath. 

			Samuel seemed tired, weary to the bone. ‘Marney was kidnapped, abducted by someone I prayed to the Timewatcher I’d never see again.’ He lowered his pale eyes. ‘Van Bam, it was Fabian Moor.’

			Something unspoken passed between the two men. If it was fear, Clara didn’t blame them. Fabian Moor was an infamous name, known throughout the town, a legend. He was a demon that had terrorised Labrys Town during the Genii War. But Fabian Moor had been killed by Gideon the Selfless, long before Clara was born. What was going on?

			‘You are certain it was Moor?’ Van Bam said levelly. 

			‘I couldn’t be mistaken,’ Samuel replied. ‘I saw him with my own eyes. Marney … she didn’t even try to defend herself, Van Bam.’ He rubbed his face. ‘Look, there’s a chance I can find her, but I need to see the girl.’

			‘She knows where Marney was taken?’

			‘Not quite …’ Old Man Sam’s pale gaze turned pointedly to the mirror. ‘But she knows a man who does – don’t you, Clara?’

			 

			 

			In the western district of Labrys Town, Briar’s Boutique had long held a reputation as an esteemed seller of quality antiques. It was a reputation of which Briar was proud, and his pride never allowed his standards to slip. He was courteous and patient with his clients, but he was shrewd, with a keen understanding of business. The wealthier antique collectors of the western district were easy with their money when something old caught their fancy; and Briar’s prices were always reassuringly high.

			He was an elderly gentleman approaching his mid-seventies who appreciated the value of a good night’s sleep. But in the cold early hours of Silver Moon, he was surprised to have his rest disturbed by the ringing of the bell which sat upon the counter in the boutique below his living quarters. He remembered full well that he had locked the shop door before retiring for the night.

			Wrapping a floral design gown over his nightshirt, sliding his feet into velvet slippers, Briar took an antique pistol from his bedside ­cabinet, before creeping down the stairs as the bell rang for a second time.

			The glow lamps had been switched on in the boutique, and a gentleman stood before the counter. He was pale of skin, almost an albino, but his dark eyes scoured the antiques tastefully displayed around the shop. Briar watched from the shadows of the doorway behind the counter. The gentleman did not look or act like a burglar, and he wore the black cassock of a priest. Although seeing this garb gave Briar a sense of relief, he found it a little strange that his visitor’s hair was white and long, and not the customary short style worn by the priests of the Timewatcher.

			‘Do I have to ring this bell for a third time,’ the priest said in calm, even tones, ‘or will you finally stop hiding in the shadows?’

			Holding the pistol behind his back, Briar stepped through the door and into the boutique. He smiled from behind the counter. 

			‘Forgive me, Father, but I’m surprised to find one of the cloth here at this time of night. Perhaps you could explain?’

			The priest narrowed his eyes. ‘It is almost time for the Sermons of Silver Moon. I was on my way to my church when I noticed that your lights were on and your door was open.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Does that give you cause enough to shoot me?’ 

			Briar paused for a moment, and then a chuckle escaped his lips. ‘Please excuse me, Father,’ he said. ‘Old age must be catching up with me. I could have sworn I closed up properly for the night. I’m rather afraid I mistook you for a burglar.’ He placed the antique pistol on the countertop. ‘An empty threat, I assure you,’ he explained. ‘Even if the pistol was loaded, its power stone no longer holds a charge.’

			‘Ah,’ said the priest.

			‘I must thank you for your concern, sir, and bid you a good night. Enjoy your sermons, and may the Timewatcher go with you.’ 

			The priest’s smile became decidedly thin. It did not reach his dark eyes. ‘Before I go, perhaps you would indulge me. I am led to believe that you are selling an item that is of particular interest to me.’

			‘Oh?’ 

			‘Yes. It is a small jar, plain, made of terracotta.’

			Briar thought for a moment, and then made a small noise of surprise. ‘Yes, I believe know the piece you mean, but—’

			‘I do not see it on display.’ 

			‘No. It is stored in my backroom. I haven’t had that jar on display for many years now. How did you come to hear of it, Father?

			‘Well now …’ The priest paused and seemed amused. ‘It is a long and interesting story. Would you like to hear it?’

			Briar kept his professional smile in place. ‘Most certainly, Father, but perhaps at a more sociable hour? If you would like to come back—’

			‘Please –’ the priest held up a hand – ‘I get so little time to indulge my fancies in my work. May I beg to see the jar now? You won’t regret it – my story is fascinating.’ 

			Briar was tired and wanted nothing more than to go back to bed, but the pride of his professionalism kicked in; he did not want his reputation tarnished by the news that he had turned away a priest of the Timewatcher after benefiting from his neighbourly deed. 

			‘Of course,’ he said with a well-practised smile. ‘One moment, please.’

			Briar left the boutique and entered his storeroom. The small terracotta jar sat at the back of a top shelf, long discarded and forgotten. With a grumble, Briar climbed a short stepladder and pulled it down. It was a small piece, about the size of the jars used to contain preserves. He blew away cobwebs and wiped clear a thick layer of dust to make it presentable. The terracotta was veined with many cracks upon its other­wise smooth and plain surface. It had no lid, and inside was a shallow layer of grey ash. 

			‘I have to say, I’d completely forgotten I owned this piece,’ he said as he took the jar into the boutique and placed it upon the counter. ‘It gained so little interest from my customers that I stored it away years ago. I’m rather surprised to hear you enquire after it, Father.’

			The priest stared at the jar for a long moment. ‘May I ask how you came by it?’

			‘Let me see,’ said Briar. ‘Ah, yes. It is a strange tale. A wealthy merchant family, here in the western district, fell upon hard times after the war. But they claimed they were rescued from their monetary plight because of a visit from a ghost.’

			Dark eyes fixed upon Briar with keen interest. ‘A ghost?’ 

			‘Yes, of all things. It informed the family that beneath the crypt of a relative there was a hidden chamber full of riches. A dubious story, I’m sure you’ll agree. Personally, I suspect that they had concocted a convenient – although implausible – explanation for an illegal windfall. But the chamber was real enough, and someone had filled it with many relics and antiques. All of which I purchased from the family and sold on many years ago.’

			‘All except this jar,’ said the priest.

			‘Quite correct, sir.’ Briar sighed. ‘I have always assumed it is the urn which holds the ashes of the dead relative. There is not much interest in such things among collectors, but it is of interest to you?’ 

			‘Yes.’ The priest stepped forwards and picked up the jar. He studied the cracks on its surface, and then peered long and hard at the ashes inside. 

			‘If I might ask, Father – how did you hear of it? You said you had a fascinating story to tell?’

			The priest wasn’t responding, and Briar frowned.

			‘I’m afraid I haven’t thought of a price,’ he began. ‘Perhaps you would care to make an offer?’ 

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ the priest said. He looked up with a strange expression on his pale face. ‘The magic is fading. The spell is all but dead.’

			‘Excuse me, sir?’ 

			‘It makes no difference, I suppose. The other signals are strong.’

			The priest seemed to be talking to himself. Briar gave a nervous chuckle. ‘My apologies, Father, but you’re not making much sense.’

			‘This is not yours to sell,’ the priest said, holding the terracotta jar aloft. ‘It is not some trinket to decorate the shelves of your pathetic little shop.’

			‘I’m … I’m sorry?’

			‘You humans really need to learn your place.’ The priest sneered at the boutique owner. ‘I’m sick of the stench of you.’ 

			He waved his hand. The light from every lamp in the room died. A snap filled the air as the shop door locked.

			Nothing before in his long life had given Briar cause to scream as he did then.

			 

			From the study, Van Bam had taken Clara and Old Man Sam to a conference room within the Nightshade. Hamir the necromancer was absent, and the three of them sat at one end of a long conference table, with the Resident positioned in the head chair. Clara sat to his left and stared across the table’s polished wood at Samuel. Samuel held her gaze evenly, and she felt her anger brewing. 

			The old bounty hunter had already explained what had occurred out in the Great Labyrinth after Clara had fled the courtyard; how Marney had summoned a wild demon to take Charlie Hemlock away, and how she herself had then been abducted. Van Bam had listened attentively, making very little comment. After Samuel had finished, no one had ­spoken for several moments. Both the old bounty hunter and the Resident confused Clara: in the study they had acted like enemies, but now they seemed less cagey with one another, as if they were comrades who had shared a long history. Their attitudes towards Clara had also changed. She no longer felt like an unwanted guest; less like a victim and more like a discovery, a catalyst for a situation she did not understand. And these changes in attitude had occurred with the mere mention of one name; a name that cast a long shadow from the Labyrinth’s past.

			Clara looked to the Resident. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked, surprised by how calm her voice sounded. ‘Marney can’t have been taken by Fabian Moor.’

			Van Bam turned his metallic eyes to Samuel. They looked at each other without speaking. 

			‘The dead stay dead,’ Clara stated.	

			‘Clara,’ replied Van Bam, ‘I suspect that once you truly comprehend with whom you have become embroiled, then ignorance might just seem the preferable option.’ 

			When Clara replied, her voice was resolute. ‘I’ll tell you what I understand. Marney saved my life tonight –’ she looked pointedly at Samuel – ‘twice, it appears. I don’t doubt she had her own reasons, but people don’t exactly stick their necks out for me very often. If she’s in trouble, I want to help.’

			Samuel and Van Bam shared another look, and then Samuel rose from his chair and bowed his head at Clara. He walked behind the Resident, around the conference table, and came to her side. 

			‘You’ve suffered tonight, and you don’t know why,’ he said. ‘You want answers, and that’s only right. But if you want to help Marney, Clara, you need to trust us. Trust me.’ He took a seat beside her. ‘Give me your hand.’ 

			Clara stiffened. ‘What?’ 

			Samuel unclipped a small kit bag from his utility belt and unzipped it. ‘Tonight, out in the Great Labyrinth, you scratched Charlie Hemlock’s face,’ he produced a slim scalpel and a tiny glass phial from the bag, ‘deep enough to draw blood. Let me see you hand, please.’ 

			The only thing Clara offered the old bounty hunter was a glare. 

			‘Clara,’ Van Bam said coolly. ‘If Charlie Hemlock was employed by Fabian Moor, then he has information that is of vital use to us. If there is any hope of helping Marney, Hemlock needs to be rescued from a demon. Time is a factor. Please, do as Samuel asks.’ 

			‘Fine,’ she snapped. 

			Though grimy, her hand seemed small and delicate when placed in Samuel’s worn and calloused palm. 

			‘Now tell me,’ she said, ‘how can Fabian Moor still be alive? He was killed by Gideon the Selfless.’

			‘And that is true, in a manner of speaking,’ Van Bam said. ‘At least, that is what I believed until tonight.’ 

			He sat back in his chair, holding his cane across his lap, his face thoughtful. ‘Clara, do you know why the Genii War began?’

			As Samuel inspected her fingernails with the scalpel, Clara answered with a shrug. ‘Spiral rebelled against the Timewatcher. He tried to enslave the Aelfir.’

			Van Bam nodded. ‘That is the truth, more or less.’ He sighed. ‘There was a time when the Labyrinth was the one place throughout all the realms that connected every House of the Aelfir. Spiral saw Labrys Town and the Great Labyrinth as a seat of power from which he could invade the Aelfirian realms, conquer them, bend them to his rule and raise an army large enough to defeat the Timewatcher. He almost succeeded in this when he sent his assassin to our town.’

			Clara watched as Van Bam’s grip tightened on his glass cane. She kept quiet as he continued. 

			‘There are not many left alive who actually knew Fabian Moor, Clara, but those of us who did remember him as a phantom, a lingering nightmare that reminds us of the frailty of existence within the Labyrinth.’

			‘He was bad news,’ Clara said. ‘I don’t need a history lesson.’

			‘Yes, you do,’ Samuel said as he dragged the scalpel along the underside of her fingernail. ‘Myths and legends, Clara – they have a habit of diluting the truth.’

			‘Fabian Moor was a demon,’ Clara said, as if there was nothing else to say. ‘Spiral sent him here to spread a plague among the denizens.’ 

			‘Yes, Spiral did send him here during the war,’ Samuel said, and Clara winced as he dug out some dark matter from beneath her nail – dried blood and skin that had once belonged to Charlie Hemlock’s face, she hoped – and scraped it into the phial. ‘But he was much more than some demon spreading disease.’

			‘Fabian Moor was Spiral’s most trusted general,’ said Van Bam. ‘He was a Genii, Clara.’

			Clara’s mouth worked silently for a moment. What was this rubbish? She was no expert on the Genii War, but she knew about the great magickers who had fought alongside Spiral, and it was well known that the Timewatcher had protected the Labyrinth – town and maze – from the Genii and prevented them from invading it. In fact all the fighting, every battle, had taken place in the realms of the Aelfir, and the denizens had seen nothing of the war at all. That was why Spiral sent a demon to spread a plague. Such a low creature went unnoticed when it smuggled itself into Labrys Town, hiding in the stolen cargo of treasure hunters. Or so the story went.

			She scoffed. ‘But he can’t have been,’ she said, and then winced again as Samuel scraped more dark matter from under her fingernails. She pulled a sour expression. ‘The Genii never entered the Labyrinth. The Timewatcher prevented it.’

			‘There is much that will confuse you at this time, Clara,’ Van Bam said. ‘For now, let us suppose that Fabian Moor was not the demon that legend has led you to believe, that he was a Genii who indeed found a way to enter Labrys Town, and that he most certainly did not come here solely for the purpose of spreading a plague.’

			‘Then why did he come?’ Clara said, irritated. 

			‘It gets complicated,’ Samuel replied. ‘We always supposed that Moor was trying to supplant the Resident and take control of the Nightshade for his master.’ He shrugged. ‘It was logical. Without control of the Nightshade Spiral couldn’t hope to command the doorways of the Great Labyrinth, which he needed to subjugate the Aelfir.’ 

			‘But we never discovered the full extent of Moor’s mission,’ Van Bam said. ‘We killed him before he could carry out his orders, or so we believed.’

			‘We?’ Clara whispered. Something tingled inside her head, as if Marney’s box of secrets was vibrating, encouraging her to see the obvious in this situation. ‘You killed him?’

			‘That’s right, Clara,’ Samuel said. ‘Gideon wasn’t the only one to fight Fabian Moor.’ His voice became bitter. ‘And he certainly wasn’t the only one to die.’

			Butterflies flittered in Clara’s gut. The buzzing of Marney’s lingering presence spread through her body. The notion that this was not the first time she had met these two men struck her with renewed force. She peered closely into Samuel’s face as he finished filling the little phial with dried skin and blood and pressed a cork into the end. 

			‘What’s going on?’ she said, feeling suddenly hot, clammy. ‘I know you – both of you.’ Her voice was feverish. ‘Why am I here?’

			Samuel frowned at Clara’s intense, frustrated expression, and then looked to the Resident.

			‘Tell me,’ Clara hissed. ‘What am I to you?’

			‘It is your right to know the truth,’ Van Bam told her. ‘Though I suspect Marney has already given you some indication of the company you are presently keeping.’ 

			‘What?’ Clara demanded. ‘What has she told me?’

			Van Bam’s metallic eyes seemed to stare straight into her soul. ‘You have heard stories of us, Clara, perhaps more, even, than the legends of the Genii War. Samuel, Marney and I, we are the last of a clandestine organisation. And forty years ago Fabian Moor ripped us apart …’

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Forty Years Earlier 

			 

			The Relic Guild

			 

			 

			There had been a time, in the distant past, when the Houses of the Aelfir were feudal and war-torn. Their cultures, steeped in history, rich in resources, had been undermined by doubt and mistrust, scarred by battles that raged across the realms. None of them could remember the cause of the disharmony, none of them could answer why it was they continued to fight. Yet as generations passed the feuds grew ever more bitter, as each House fought for domination of its neighbours. So blinded had the Aelfir become by their nameless hatred, they refused to see there could never be a victor. For their lust for dominance had reached an impasse centuries ago.

			Yet salvation was at hand.

			In the far and ineffable realm of Mother Earth, the Timewatcher’s all-seeing eye had been drawn to the stalemate. She found shame in the conduct of the Aelfir – that not one House among them could even consider so alien a concept as peace. So stuck were they in their ways, they did not recognise the bright future they could so easily fashion; the strong alliances they could form, the ancient cultures they could share, and the trade and immense riches they could enjoy together. So the Timewatcher, terrible in Her power, generous with Her kindness, journeyed from Mother Earth to show the Aelfir another way. 

			She brokered a fragile truce by creating for them a new realm that served as a neutral ground where all the Houses were welcome. She called this realm the Great Labyrinth, and to this place She summoned every House chief. For the first time in centuries, the Aelfir engaged in dialogue. Encouraged by the Timewatcher, they listened to each other, and started to understand the futility of their feuds. It was not an easy period, but the Houses slowly began extending hands of friendship.

			Of all the Timewatcher’s children, Her most beloved were the Thaumaturgists, mighty and proud creatures of higher magic. The love and devotion the Thaumaturgists gave their Mother was without compromise, and never did they question Her word. She charged them with the duty of watching over the Aelfir, to protect them, to guide and nurture, but never to rule over and dominate them, for that was not the Timewatcher’s plan. With gentle benevolence, She bade the Thaumaturgists to not interfere as the new friends built their bright future, and to never seek personal gain. There was to be no other benefit than ensuring harmony throughout all the realms. 

			Lastly, on each House of the Aelfir, the Timewatcher bestowed the gift of a doorway. Through these doorways, whenever they chose, each House might enter Labrys Town, the new common ground at the centre of Great Labyrinth – to meet and trade, to grow rich and strong. And the Timewatcher left them to make of themselves what they would.

			For a thousand years the Aelfir met in peace at the Labyrinth. 

			But there came a day when one arose among the Thaumaturgists who dared to question the Timewatcher’s directive. His name was Spiral, and he was revered among the creatures of higher magic. He could not accept that the Aelfir should be allowed to make their own laws and systems of government. Why should they reap all that they sowed, grow fat on their riches, while offering nothing back to the Timewatcher who had given them everything, who had saved them from such a miserable existence? The Timewatcher told Spiral, in no uncertain terms, that the love given by the Aelfir to Her, and Her Thaumaturgists, was reward enough. He was not to forget that. Or question Her again. The Aelfir and the Thaumaturgists were equals, She said.

			Something changed in Spiral that day; his faith in his Mother waned, his love was compromised by resentment. And he turned his darkening thoughts to the Great Labyrinth. 

			The common ground, the meeting place, the realm that linked all realms – the Great Labyrinth was intrinsic to the status quo. But had the Timewatcher given custody of such a powerful House to creatures of higher magic? Or were the greatest and wisest Aelfirian politicians given rule of Labrys Town? No, She had given the House to humans, the lowest of all castes. Only Spiral seemed to recognise the deep insult of bestowing upon them this lofty position. 

			If the Great Labyrinth was ruled by the Thaumaturgists, they would be able to reach out with an iron fist, touch every House at once, and bend the Aelfir to their rule. They would punish ingratitude and greed by imposing servitude and taking the riches they were rightfully due by force. As for the humans … what part could they play in any plan?

			The Timewatcher’s eye was all-seeing, it was said, but She was blind to Spiral’s growing hatred. She did not foresee that others among Her Thaumaturgists sympathised with him; She did not know there were Houses among the Aelfir harbouring anger and envy for their richer neighbours. Only when a great divide had split the Thaumaturgists in two did She see the truth; only when Spiral named his renegade followers the Genii did She feel the sting of betrayal; only when the Genii rose up against Her with an army of Aelfirian rebels a hundred thousand strong at their backs did She know despair.

			And it was said that on the day Spiral declared war on his Mother, the sound of the Timewatcher’s weeping could be heard across the skies of every realm …

			 

			 

			Marney pulled her coat tighter around her body. Her breath frosted in the air. The night was fresh, and the sky was clear and bright now Silver Moon had outshone the humid red glow of Ruby Moon. She stood half way down a narrow and deserted side lane in the heart of the east side of town, facing a small and crooked tavern called Chaney’s Den. It was squashed into a long line of terraced residential houses and, although a faint glow came from behind the grime-smeared windows, there was no sign of life inside. It was a sad and unwelcoming sort of place.

			‘Are you frightened?’ asked Denton.

			Marney looked at the tall and burly man standing beside her, and she shook her head.

			‘Good,’ he said with a wink. ‘Then neither am I.’ 

			She managed a nervous smile. 

			Pushing eighty, standing well over six feet tall, Denton had the appearance of a gentleman giant. The waistcoat of his rumpled suit might have only just covered his large girth, his long overcoat might have been old and patched, and his wide-brimmed hat had definitely seen better days; but somehow Denton always managed to carry himself as though he belonged among the wealthy denizens on the west side of town. His round face carried a perpetually welcoming expression, and he had the energy of one thirty years younger. And he was wise, wiser than any teacher Marney had ever known. He was an empath, and her mentor. 

			He took out his fob watch and checked the time. ‘What’s keeping him?’ he muttered. 

			As Denton slipped the watch back into his waistcoat pocket, Marney resumed staring at the sad little tavern. 

			Life had changed so much since this war had begun. Marney was only eighteen, had only been an agent of the Relic Guild for a little under six months, but it seemed like such a long time ago that she had been a simple student with aspirations of becoming a history teacher. She was part of a secret organisation now, for better or worse, and the Relic Guild was fighting its own war that the denizens knew little about. 

			‘Ah,’ said Denton. He smacked his lips as though tasting the air. ‘Here he comes.’

			Marney sensed it too, a moment later, a simmering presence that was heading their way. She switched her gaze to a slim, tunnel-like walkway on the left side of the tavern. A man in his late twenties emerged from the darkness and made his way towards the two empaths. He wore his long brown coat open and carried a short rifle in his hands, its power stone glowing. The swish of his coat revealed a revolver holstered to his thigh. His hair was close-cropped, dark brown; above pale eyes, his brow, as ever, was deeply furrowed. 

			‘You took your time, Samuel,’ Denton said jovially. ‘I assume you found something that arrested your attention?’

			‘Not especially,’ Samuel replied humourlessly. ‘There’s no backdoor, but I did find the entrance to the cellar. It’s chained shut.’

			‘Did you see or hear anyone?’

			‘Nothing.’

			Denton cast an appraising eye over the tavern. ‘Samuel, this place obviously closed for business some hours ago. Are you sure your information was correct?’

			‘Chaney’s Den,’ Samuel said with a nod, ‘the first hour of Silver Moon – this is definitely where it’s happening.’

			‘Then perhaps the time was changed,’ Denton said. ‘Perhaps we are too late and our efforts are wasted here.’

			Samuel huffed, and Marney could sense his irritation.

			‘Or maybe we should stop messing around and just go and wake up the landlord,’ he said.

			‘An excellent suggestion, Samuel,’ Denton replied cheerily. ‘We’ll take the back way, I think.’

			Shaking his head, Samuel headed back towards the walkway, his rifle in hand. 

			Marney and Denton followed, and she smiled at the mischievous glint in her mentor’s eye. Samuel wasn’t the easiest person to get along with, and Denton enjoyed trying to lighten him up. 

			Despite Denton’s joviality, Marney was struggling to quell a feeling of apprehension. True, she hadn’t been a Relic Guild agent for very long, but she had gained experience enough to know that however deserted Chaney’s Den appeared, when dealing with Aelfirian artefacts, nothing was ever as it seemed. 

			Behind the tavern was a small courtyard enclosed by a wall. Crates of empty bottles and old beer barrels lay discarded. The doors to the cellar were a pair of heavy wooden flaps set into the cobbled floor. A thick chain was looped around their handles, secured by a heavy padlock. 

			‘I could freeze the lock and break it,’ Samuel suggested, tapping the revolver at his thigh. 

			Denton gave him a disapproving look and shook his head. He produced a little phial from the inside pocket of his coat and, stepping past Samuel, crouched his impressive bulk before the cellar doors. 

			‘Whenever applicable,’ he said to Marney, ‘the subtle approach is prefer­able to open aggression.’ He nodded towards Samuel. ‘Occasion­ally even the more established agents of the Relic Guild need reminding of this.’

			‘Just open the bloody doors,’ Samuel growled. 

			Marney stifled a nervous chuckle.

			Denton uncorked the phial and dripped several drops of liquid into the padlock. The metal hissed and steamed as the acid began eating through the locking mechanism. After a few moments, the padlock snapped open, and Denton removed the chain. 

			His expression now serious, the old empath nodded at Samuel who returned the gesture and aimed his rifle at the cellar doors. Denton then motioned to Marney. Together they grabbed a handle each and lifted the wooden flaps.

			‘It’s clear,’ Samuel said a moment later, and he led the way down a set of stone steps leading into the cellar.

			Marney’s stomach turned. In the light of wall-mounted glow lamps, beneath dusty cobwebs and surrounded by ale barrels and racks of wine bottles, were three dead bodies. Two were skeletons, sitting with alarming normality at a table by the far wall, their bones stripped clean and white as though bleached. The third was a man, still in possession of his flesh, lying face down upon the cellar floor. The back of his head was a pulped ruin. His blood pooled on the flagstones beneath him. 

			Samuel stepped up to the body and used his foot to roll it over. There was a neat bullet hole in the dead man’s forehead. Scorch marks on his blood-drenched white shirt, indicated where he had been shot twice more in the chest. His face was craggy, grey and desiccated, as if the moisture had been sucked from it. Thin black lines streaked out from a ragged wound on his neck. 

			‘This is him,’ Samuel grunted. ‘This is Carrick. He’s the treasure hunter.’

			‘Ah,’ said Denton. ‘Then we have our seller –’ he turned, pointing over to the skeletons at the table – ‘and one of these must be our buyer.’

			As Denton moved over to inspect the skeletons, Marney controlled her fear, just as Denton had taught her. Her mentor had already mastered his emotions and he gave off nothing that she could sense. She could sense Samuel’s alertness, however, and it was strong, finely tuned, despite his stoic exterior. 

			‘Look at this,’ Denton whispered.

			The skeleton he was inspecting appeared human enough, except for the face. The nasal cavities and jaw were small, but the eye sockets were large and round, much bigger than any human’s, giving the face an oddly triangular shape.

			‘This skeleton belongs to an Aelf,’ Denton said.

			Samuel swore and moved for a closer look himself. ‘Can you tell which House it comes from?’

			‘Could be any one of a hundred.’ The old empath pursed his lips, clearly confused. ‘An Aelf? I wonder what he was trying to buy.’

			Samuel walked around the table to inspect the second skeleton. This one was definitely human, a denizen. Its claw-like hands were placed either side of a simple contraption comprising a square dish of metal and four metal rods that rose from each corner of the dish to meet and form the frame of a pyramid. 

			Marney knew this skeleton belonged to an alchemist, and alchemists were always present at the sale of magical artefacts. The contraption between its hands was a testing device, used to authenticate the merchandise. The artefact would be placed in the dish upon a bed of iron filings. The rods would siphon a little of the artefact’s energy, and whatever substance it transformed the iron filings into indicated how powerful its magic was.

			Samuel studied the contents of the dish. He puffed his cheeks and said, ‘Whatever was on sale was powerful.’ He looked at Denton, and Marney felt Samuel’s deep surprise. ‘The filings have turned to glass dust.’

			And that, Marney also knew, was as strong as magic got.

			Samuel’s look went to the sprawled corpse of Carrick the treasure hunter, and then returned to the skeletons. ‘What happened here, Denton?’ he said. ‘I’ve seen these kinds of deal go bad before, but nothing like this.’

			Denton’s brief pause betrayed a little of his uncertainty. ‘Hard to fathom,’ he said. ‘I can detect some residual emotion, which only tells me these people were alive a few hours ago. It seems, unsurprisingly, that their last response was shock … but it’s strange. There’s something else I can’t quite put my finger on.’

			Marney felt a little detached from the conversation. In the gloom of the cellar, she gravitated towards a flight of stairs against the left wall. She stared up them, at the door at the top that led to the tavern. She was nowhere near as skilled as Denton in empathic magic, and she could not feel the residual emotions as he could, but she could sense that elusive something he couldn’t put his finger on. It was coming from above, but it was vague – there but not there – and it was almost human.

			‘I wonder where the merchandise is now,’ Denton said.

			‘Maybe the landlord took it,’ Samuel replied bitterly. ‘He probably had one look at this mess, grabbed what he could, and ran for it.’

			‘No,’ Marney said peering intently up the stairs. ‘I think he’s still here.’

			She flinched as Denton placed a hand on her shoulder. He too looked at the closed door at the top of the stairs.

			‘Yes,’ he said, nodding approval. ‘Well detected, Marney.’

			Led by Samuel and his rifle, the group left the carnage in the cellar and ascended the stairs. At the top, the door was locked. Denton used his phial of acid to open it, and they crept into the tavern. 

			Marney supposed that at any other time Chaney’s Den might have been described as a homely place – in a rundown sort of way. The bar area was a rectangular shape, though not particularly wide or long. The carpet was worn and threadbare in places, its pattern eroded by years of passing feet. Time and tobacco smoke had not been kind to the paint on the walls; and the varnish on the small, round tables and their chairs was in need of revamping. 

			The wall-mounted glow lamps were on, but down low. There was an open fireplace, but it had not been cleaned, no fresh kindling and wood had been laid, and the fire had been left to burn to dead ashes. A few empty tankards lined the bar top, and the ashtrays on the tables had not been emptied. Chaney’s Den appeared abandoned, but not to the senses of an empath. 

			There was a muffled thump from above. Marney worked to calm her anxiety as the group made its way through a door behind the bar, and then up more stairs to the tavern’s living quarters. When they reached a landing, Samuel motioned for Marney and Denton to wait. He disappeared through an open doorway. A moment later the glow of the rifle’s power stone signified his return, and Samuel beckoned his fellow agents in after him.

			In a musty and cluttered living room, a middle-aged man sat in an armchair. At first Marney thought he was dead. But in the glow of Silver Moon that shone through a window, she could see his chest rising and falling in slow, sleeping breaths. His unshaven face was pale and coated with a sheen of sweat. His features twitched as though his dreams were bad. At his feet was a leather satchel. The flap was open and it was filled with Labyrinth pounds. 

			Marney and Denton kept a safe distance as Samuel passed the satchel back to them. Then he stood before the sleeping man, aiming his rifle at his face.

			‘Wake up,’ he demanded, kicking the man’s foot.

			The man flinched and snorted, blinked open his eyes, and frowned at the barrel hovering before his face. 

			‘Are you Chaney?’ Samuel asked. 

			The man’s gaze found the three people behind the rifle and he nodded vacantly. 

			Marney sensed emotions within the tavern landlord, but they were so vague it was almost as if they were fading in and out of existence. He smelt bad, too, with a hint of rotting vegetables. 

			She frowned at Denton beside her. Even though the old empath kept his troubled gaze firmly on Chaney, the sound of his voice filled her head.

			Don’t be alarmed, he said, I can sense it, too.

			What does it mean, Denton?

			I don’t know yet, but while his emotions are phasing like this, we can’t control him. Stay focused. Keep your distance.

			‘I know who you are,’ Chaney said. His throat sounded dry. ‘I suppose you had to come.’

			Denton spoke next and his voice was kind. ‘Tell us what happened here, Chaney.’ 

			The landlord gave a hoarse chuckle that ended in a coughing fit. ‘This happened,’ he said, tapping a terracotta jar that sat on a table beside the armchair. 

			He didn’t try to prevent Denton stepping forwards and taking the jar. The old empath stepped back to Marney’s side, and she leant in for a look as he studied the artefact. 

			It was a simple looking thing, around the same size and shape as those used for jams and marmalades. It was empty, though evidence of a wax seal remained around the lip. It was plain and undecorated, but Marney didn’t get much more of a look before Denton slipped the terracotta jar into his coat pocket. 

			Chaney took a shuddering breath. ‘I didn’t ask any questions. Carrick said he had some big sale going on and he’d make it worth my while if he could use my cellar as a meeting place. I don’t know what was in the jar, but it’s put a curse on me. I’m sick.’

			His words were slightly slurred and he fought to keep his eyes open. Marney felt his emotions pulsing weakly, like a heart struggling to beat.

			‘Tell us what you know and we’ll do all we can to help you,’ Denton said, but Marney knew it was a lie. 

			‘Help from you lot?’ Chaney tried to give a weary chuckle; he seemed all too aware that his number had been up from the moment the Relic Guild disturbed his slumber. 

			He wiped sweat from his pale face. ‘I don’t know what to tell you. There was screaming. Never heard men scream like that before. Then it was quiet. Took me a while to pluck up enough courage to go down and see what had happened. Wish I hadn’t now … it was all so quiet …’ His head nodded back towards sleep.

			Samuel kicked his foot again. ‘What happened down there?’

			Chaney’s head snapped upright. ‘Two were already nothing but bones. But Carrick – he’d gone mad. Like a bloody animal, he was. Three times I shot him, and he didn’t go down until I took off the back of his head. What else could I do?’

			‘You defended yourself, as you had the right to,’ Denton said softly, but his tone carried a subtle inflection that caused Marney to shiver; it was the tone of one addressing a dead man.

			‘Old Carrick still managed to take a chunk of me with him, though …’ With some effort, Chaney rolled up the sleeve of his shirt, exposing a crude wound on his arm from which dark lines spread out over his skin like black veins. ‘Bit me like the animal he was.’

			‘Chaney, I need you to focus,’ Denton said. ‘Did Carrick tell you where the artefact came from?’ 

			‘Maybe.’ Chaney shook his head, and Marney felt his emotions wane. ‘It’s hard to remember.’

			‘Did you see who was buying it?’

			‘I told you I can’t remember,’ Chaney hissed. ‘Please help me. Whatever cursed Carrick is in me now. I can’t control myself at times, I—’

			A thump made the three Relic Guild agents tense. It came from the back of the room, behind a closed door. There was a second thump, and then silence resumed. 

			‘Who else is here?’ Samuel demanded.

			‘Oh,’ Chaney said. ‘That’s Betsy – my bargirl. She was here when everything kicked off. I … I think I bit her. She locked herself in the bedroom. Hasn’t come out since.’

			Can you sense anyone in that room, Marney? Denton thought to her.

			No, she replied.

			Neither can I.

			Chaney groaned and his eyes rolled back in his head.

			Samuel looked at the empaths over his shoulder. ‘Move,’ he whispered.

			At that moment Marney felt Chaney’s every emotion fall flat, and even the vaguest of pulse of feeling disappeared. The black veins that splintered out from his bite wound had now snaked up his neck, creeping up the side of his face. The smell of rotting vegetables grew more pronounced. 

			Denton grabbed Marney’s arm, and they backed further away from the landlord. Samuel remained standing over him, coolly aiming his rifle.

			Chaney’s breathing was shallow. He grinned, revealing long white teeth in receding gums. ‘I know what’s supposed to happen now,’ he said, and to Marney’s senses, his voice carried the undercurrent of a scream. ‘But you won’t take me to the Nightshade. I’ll have your throats first!’

			Chaney leapt up from the armchair with a roar of fury. 

			Samuel pulled the trigger. The power stone flashed and the rifle spat.

			With a rumble like distant thunder, the fire-bullet took the landlord in the chest. A hot wind whipped around the room as the magic began incinerating his body from the inside out with the intensity of a furnace. Within seconds, blistering, orangey-red flames reduced Chaney to ashes, bones and all. Dry heat and the smell of burnt flesh filled Marney’s nostrils. She felt Denton’s empathy helping her to control her panic. 

			The armchair was covered in scorch marks and ash. A patch of carpet was burning. Samuel stamped it out and waved smoke from the air. 

			At the back of the room, the banging began again at the bedroom door, more violently this time, and it was accompanied by a bestial grunting.

			Samuel turned to Marney with a sneer. ‘Sometimes, open aggression is the only option. You should remember that, too.’ He then strode across the living room towards the bedroom.

			‘Samuel, wait!’ Denton snapped. 

			As the banging continued, Samuel paused at the locked door. He looked back at the old empath with a harsh expression. ‘What?’

			‘Chaney’s illness has obviously spread,’ Denton said firmly. ‘Perhaps you should try to capture something for Hamir to study, something more substantial than a handful of ashes.’

			Without a word, Samuel slid his rifle into its holster on his back and drew his revolver, thumbing the power stone. He leaned back and kicked the bedroom door open. 

			A second passed, which to Marney felt like an hour, and then a shadowy figure sprang from the room, lunging for Samuel with clawed fingers and long, gnashing teeth. With a flash of thaumaturgy and a low, hollow spitting sound, the revolver fired. A bitter wind moaned. The figure of a woman fell to the floor at Samuel’s feet, frozen to ice. 

			 

			 

			Back at the Nightshade, Marney stood next to Denton in a corridor, and together they stared through a tinted window into a quarantine room. They watched as Hamir studied Betsy, the young bargirl from Chaney’s Den, who was now thawed and struggling weakly against the thick straps that secured her to a metal gurney. Two other agents of the Relic Guild had been called in to assist Hamir: the apothecary Gene and the healer Angel. The three of them wore grey protective suits, though the hands of Angel and Gene were not covered by gloves. 

			Behind them, the back wall of the quarantine room was lined by five tall glass tanks. Three were filled with preservative fluid in which the remains of the dead floated. The skeletons of the Aelf and the alchemist were curled into the foetal position, slowly turning in the fluid. But the lifeless eyes of Carrick the treasure hunter seemed to stare out of the tank, across the room, through the tinted window, almost to glare accusingly at Marney. The bullet wounds in his chest and forehead were dark and ugly.

			Next to Marney, Denton ran a hand through his silver hair. His expression was pensive and, although his emotions were shielded, she could tell he was troubled by the way he began crumpling his hat in his hands. Samuel was absent, having been summoned to see Gideon, the Resident. Marney felt tired, drained, but she had come to accept in recent months that sleep was often a luxury the Relic Guild could not afford. Besides, the events at Chaney’s Den played heavy on her mind, and she was in no hurry to discover what dreams they might inspire.

			On the gurney in the quarantine room, Betsy’s skin, mottled with ice burns, had turned a sickly, clammy grey. There was a crude bite wound on her neck from the teeth of the tavern landlord. Black veins slithered out from the wound, snaking across her face and body and limbs. As the last of the effects from Samuel’s ice-bullet thawed from her, she struggled against her restraints with increasing strength, gnashing her teeth at the agents around her; but the tight strap across her forehead ensured she could bite no one. Her eyes, a dirty yellow colour, rolled in their sockets as if she had no control over them.

			Hamir watched impassively as Angel touched her hands to the bargirl’s chest, and then felt down her torso. Angel was in her late forties, a doctor at Central District Hospital by day. Seen through the clear visor of her protective suit’s hood, her face was lined with concentration. Wherever Angel touched the girl’s body, her hands gave off a light flare, her skin tone brightening with the soft radiance of healing magic. 

			After a few moments, Angel said, ‘As best I can tell, her internal ­organs have stopped working.’ Angel’s voice seeped through the walls of the quarantine room and sounded as clear as if she stood in the corridor next to Marney. ‘How her body can still be functioning is a mystery,’ she continued. ‘It just doesn’t make sense. Her heart’s not beating. Her brain isn’t conscious. She’s not even using her lungs.’

			Hamir looked at the other Relic Guild agent in the room. ‘Gene?’ 

			Gene was a slight, elderly man, around the same size as Hamir. Not quite as old as Denton, but not far behind, the apothecary wore small, round, wire-framed glasses and a serious expression. He always ­presented a bedraggled and put upon appearance. He walked to the head of the gurney where he pressed his hands to the patient’s neck. Slowly, carefully, he pushed both his index fingers through her skin as easily as if they were sharp needles. 

			Marney was disturbed by how young Betsy was; perhaps even ­younger than her. Marney looked to the dead bodies in the tanks at the back of the room. The terracotta jar they had found with Chaney was now with Gideon, and Marney found it hard to believe that such a simple looking artefact could be responsible for such terrible things.

			‘This is strange,’ Gene said as he extracted his fingers from Betsy’s neck. ‘I’m pumping her full of antitoxins, but this virus is killing them before they can enter her system. I can’t get a handle on what it is.’

			Hamir nodded. ‘She is petrifying.’ The necromancer’s normally unreadable expression became resigned. ‘However, the process is incomplete. While the virus is still active, there is a slight chance we could reverse its effects.’

			Hamir took off the gloves of his protective suit. ‘Angel, if you would, please focus your magic around her heart and try to restart it. Gene, concentrate your efforts there also. I will try to hold the virus back and give the heart a chance to pump your antitoxins throughout what’s left of her bloodstream.’

			As Hamir and the two agents started to work, Betsy screamed, and the sound was amplified through the very walls of the Nightshade. It shredded Marney’s nerves. She felt Denton’s empathy encouraging calmer emotions within her. It felt like a comforting arm around her shoulders.

			‘I don’t understand,’ she said to her mentor. ‘She’s dead but still living?’

			Denton nodded. ‘The terracotta jar contained a spell, Marney, magic designed to turn a living person into a facile servant.’

			‘A golem, you said?’ 

			‘That’s right … eventually. At first, the spell acts like a virus that slowly destroys all humanity, driving its victim mad, giving them a hunger for blood—’ 

			Betsy’s scream pierced the corridor once again.

			‘– as you are now witnessing,’ Denton added.

			Marney shivered.

			The old empath sighed. ‘In the end, the spell will turn its victim’s flesh and blood, hair and bone – all organic matter – into stone. It ­creates a slave, an abomination, neither alive nor dead, but stripped of all memory of who they once were, and incapable of thought or reason – a golem, Marney.’

			Marney looked at the body of Carrick floating in the tank. ‘And the virus passes from victim to victim through saliva?’

			‘Or blood, I suppose.’ 

			‘Have you seen this kind of magic before, Denton?’

			‘No, but Hamir has experience of it.’ The old empath was thoughtful for a moment. ‘A golem has no other reason to exist than to serve the one whose magic created it. And trust me, Marney, whoever contained that spell in the terracotta jar has a far greater understanding of magic than we of the Relic Guild.’

			Marney’s eyes darted to her mentor. ‘Spiral?’

			‘Or one of his Genii, yes – it seems likely.’

			Marney bit her lower lip. It was no secret that Spiral loathed the ­denizens, and if he took control of the Labyrinth there would be no mercy for any of them. A magical virus such as this would spread like a plague if it escaped into Labrys Town, not just eradicating every denizen, but also turning each of them into golems: a million servants, all loyal to Spiral. And it could so easily have happened had the Relic Guild not contained the virus at Chaney’s Den.

			Marney frowned. ‘But if this jar carried magic so powerful, how did Carrick smuggle it into the Labyrinth unnoticed?’ She shrugged, with a casual smile she didn’t really feel. ‘The Genii can’t reach us here. We’re protected.’

			‘Nothing is infallible, Marney,’ Denton replied. ‘True, the Time­watcher’s barrier prevents creatures of a higher magic entering the Labyrinth, but this was a spell that was well concealed within a small artefact. As for how Carrick managed to bring it here … well, if I’ve learned anything it is that treasure hunters can be a resourceful lot, though I doubt Carrick ever really knew what he had found.’ Denton sounded calm, but Marney could sense he was unconvinced when he added, ‘The jar was probably a hopeful strike by the Genii.’ 

			Marney stared through the window, past the gurney where Hamir, Gene and Angel were trying to save Betsy’s humanity, to the tanks where the skeletons floated in preservative fluid. 

			‘What about the Aelf and the alchemist?’ she said. ‘They weren’t infected by this virus. Something else happened to them.’

			‘Hmm …’ 

			Denton twisted the fabric of his hat in his hands. Perplexed expressions were not often seen on the old empath’s round face, and Marney was unsettled by the one that appeared there then.

			Hamir’s voice seeped through the wall of the quarantine room. ‘We’ve failed,’ he said. ‘All we have done is encouraged the virus to take its full course.’

			On the gurney, Betsy had ceased her struggles and screams, and now laid quite still and calm. She seemed to be staring up at the ceiling, though she no longer had eyes; just empty holes where they should have been. Her head was bald and lumpy, her face twisted into a grotesque mask. Even as Marney watched, the bargirl’s limbs stretched and became painfully thin; her stomach shrank and her chest sank. The bite wound was gone, as were the black veins that snaked from it, and her skin was now the deep, clammy grey of soft stone. 

			She was a golem. 

			‘What’ll happen to her now?’ Marney asked, but Denton didn’t answer.

			Gene removed his hood, took off his glasses, and pinched the bridge of his nose. His brow was beaded with sweat. Angel swore and also removed her hood. Her long black hair was streaked with moisture. Hamir, however, appeared as unaffected as ever. He looked at the two empaths standing in the corridor outside until the tint of the observation window darkened into a solid black rectangle in a cream wall decorated with tiny maze patterns. 

			‘Poor Betsy,’ Denton whispered in the following silence. ‘I wonder if she had family.’

			Marney tried not to think about that, but the idea was already in her head. 

			Thankfully, the moment was broken as the tall and broad figure of a young man strode down the corridor towards them. He was dressed in loose-fitting garb, his feet bare. His cane of green glass stabbed the floor with every step. Van Bam reached the empaths, his deep brown eyes showing concern. 

			‘How is the girl?’ he asked in deep, precise tones.

			‘Gone,’ was all Denton said.

			Van Bam nodded. His expression gave nothing away, and Marney refrained from reading his emotions.

			‘Gideon wants to see you,’ he said to Denton, and then he looked at Marney with an apologetic expression. ‘But not you.’

			‘Ah,’ Denton said. He smiled lightly as he looked from Van Bam to his protégé. ‘The Resident calls, and so I shall leave you two in each other’s company.’ He placed his crumpled hat on his head and set off down the corridor. 

			‘Oh, Marney,’ he called back. ‘I’d not bother going to bed, if I were you. I suspect our day is only just beginning.’ 

			 

			 

			Marney and Van Bam shared a long kiss. He towered over her and his embrace was strong and engulfing. She ran a hand over his smoothly-­shaved head, down his neck, and felt the muscles of his shoulders and back. Van Bam placed one big hand gently upon Marney’s cheek and with the other he pulled her tighter against his body. His passion was evident, but Marney was an empath, and she could sense that his mind was not fully focused on this stolen moment, the here and now, in her private room within the Nightshade.

			She broke the kiss and frowned into Van Bam’s brown eyes. ‘What’s wrong?’ she said. 

			Van Bam sighed, and Marney allowed him to manoeuvre them to her bed, where they both sat. 

			‘Is it the others?’ she asked. ‘Does someone know about us?’

			Van Bam shook his head. ‘If anyone does, they have not revealed it to me.’

			‘Then what, Van Bam?’

			He took her hand into his. ‘You have had a difficult time tonight,’ he said. ‘How are you feeling?’

			Marney narrowed her eyes, feeling half-amused and half-irritated. 

			Van Bam’s concern was genuine. Marney was an inexperienced agent of the Relic Guild, true enough, but he knew better than to try and mollycoddle her. He was deflecting, trying to circumnavigate something – a point he wished to make subtly, without upsetting her. But even an illusionist couldn’t hide his emotions from an empath. She felt exactly what he was thinking now.

			‘You’re not staying, are you?’ she said disappointedly.

			Van Bam chuckled and kissed her hand. ‘No. Gideon has given Samuel and me a mission. He wants us to investigate the movements of Carrick prior to his death.’

			‘Now?’

			Van Bam nodded. ‘As soon as Samuel is ready to leave.’

			‘Why do you have to go? Samuel prefers his own company anyway.’

			‘There is truth to that, I suspect,’ Van Bam said with a smile. ‘But you know how Gideon is, Marney. His orders cannot be questioned, and duty always comes first.’

			‘Yeah, I know,’ she said moodily. 

			And the truth was Marney really did understand how the Relic Guild operated, and she accepted it. But she was tired with controlling her emotions, of blocking what she felt. The night’s work played heavily upon her, much heavier than she had allowed herself to yet acknowledge. She had hoped so deeply to be able to let her guard down while in Van Bam’s arms – maybe to cry, maybe to laugh, or to just feel his body next to hers and know there was something other than the war against Spiral in her life. 

			Van Bam, apparently sensing how she felt, cupped her face. ‘You saw what the contents of the jar did, Marney.’ 

			She nodded.

			‘You know it was likely Genii magic.’

			She pressed her forehead to his and squeezed her eyes shut. ‘I know.’

			‘We have to know the identity of this Aelf that Carrick was dealing with,’ Van Bam said warningly. ‘There could be enemies of the Time­watcher within Labrys Town’s walls.’ 

			‘Just go,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be all right.’

			‘Do not be so hasty.’ He kissed her. ‘You know, I had a surprise planned for you tonight.’

			Marney felt his affection and managed a small chuckle. ‘What surprise?’ 

			‘Ah, it is a secret that will now have to wait until we see each other next. For the meantime …’ He gave her a mischievous grin. ‘I think Samuel will be a while yet.’

			And he kissed her again, more soundly.

			Marney could feel the rising heat of Van Bam’s passion and she ­wanted nothing more than to share in it, to feel his skin against hers, and find the respite she craved from these dark days. But she could feel another presence now, standing outside the door to her chamber. Someone was eager to enter, but embarrassed to interrupt a private moment. 

			Marney broke the kiss. ‘Too late,’ she said. 

			Mentally, she thought to the loitering presence, You can come in now, Denton. 

			Immediately, there was a click, and the outline of a door appeared on the wall. Van Bam jumped to his feet and grabbed his green glass cane as the door swung inwards, and the big empath stepped into the room. 

			His voice entered Marney’s mind. Sorry for interrupting, and then he addressed Van Bam aloud. ‘Samuel’s asking for you,’ he said seriously. ‘He’s ready to leave.’ 

			Van Bam nodded. He gave Marney a quick, disappointed look, and then strode from the room.

			Marney pursed her lips at Denton. He was crushing his hat in his hands more than usual. Evidently, the meeting with Gideon had exposed extra cause for concern, and, just like Van Bam, he was struggling to find the right words to tell her. But unlike Van Bam, his emotions were cloaked and undecipherable.

			‘And what’s wrong with you?’ she asked with a sigh.

			Denton pulled a face – a subtle approach to whatever he was withholding was impossible. 

			‘Gideon has a mission for us,’ he said. He shrugged, put his hat on and patted it down. ‘Get your coat, Marney.’ His grin was full-toothed. ‘You’re going to meet a Thaumaturgist.’

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter Seven 

			 

			In the Cold Light 

			of Silver Moon

			 

			In the Nightshade’s spacious forecourt, Samuel stood beside the Resident’s black tram. The rain had stopped and the clouds had cleared. Silver Moon hung in the sky among stars, its blue-grey light gleaming down, cold and clean. The atmosphere was refreshing, but the temperature would continue to drop, and soon Samuel’s old bones would ache from the chill. Clara was still inside the Nightshade, but she would join him shortly, as soon as Van Bam had found her more fitting attire than a simple gown. For the time being, Samuel was glad for the moment of solitude.

			The last time Fabian Moor was seen in Labrys Town, Samuel had been in his late twenties, Van Bam a little younger, and Marney scarcely older than Clara. They had been considered the rookies of the Relic Guild, the youngsters of the group. Gideon had been the Resident, of course, and the Resident always led the guild. Van Bam had not been blind back then, but Samuel struggled to remember what his eyes had looked like. Now, standing before the Nightshade, beneath the cold light of Silver Moon, Samuel could remember the agents who had died because of Fabian Moor, and it made him shiver. With stark clarity, he could see their faces and hear the sound of their voices.

			Only he, Van Bam and Marney left now. This night was the first contact Samuel had had with either of them in almost forty years. The last three survivors of the Relic Guild … were they really so old?

			Shrugging off his reverie, Samuel fished the spirit compass from his coat pocket. He crouched and laid the compass upon the wet cobbles of the Nightshade’s forecourt, and then produced the phial containing the dried blood and tiny pieces of skin that he had scraped from beneath Clara’s fingernails. 

			As he was laying the phial down beside the compass, Clara appeared. Now dressed in black leggings, a thick, hooded jumper, and heavy, calf-length boots with silver buckles down the sides, she carried a cloth satchel that hung from her shoulder. She stopped beside Samuel, but didn’t acknowledge him. Her expression was distant, lost to thought, as she stared down the tunnel that led out of the forecourt to Resident Approach. 

			Samuel said nothing to her at first. Still crouching, he watched as Clara produced a small and dented tin from which she took a little white tablet which she popped into her mouth. As she chewed, she ran a hand through her short, red-streaked hair. Then her attention was caught by a monument on the far side of the courtyard. 

			It was a large stone archway, standing fifteen feet high and twenty feet wide. It was situated several feet from the forecourt wall, a standalone structure, dull, lacking aesthetic character. Yet Clara was mesmerised by it.

			‘It’s a portal,’ Samuel told her. ‘The last one standing in Labrys Town.’

			As if realising for the first time she wasn’t alone, Clara looked down at Samuel with a start.

			‘A portal to the Aelfir?’ she said.

			Samuel nodded. ‘And our sole remaining link to them. They use that portal to send us rations and supplies. If it wasn’t for their charity, Clara …’ Samuel didn’t finish the sentence. 

			After a short pause, he stood, and motioned to the satchel hanging from her shoulder. ‘Is that for me?’ 

			She looked at the satchel as if she had never seen it before, and then shrugged it off into Samuel’s hands. 

			‘Van Bam said we’d need it,’ she said.

			He loosened the straps of the satchel, exposing several glass balls filled with liquid. He picked one out and shook it. The liquid glowed with faint green light.

			‘What are they?’ Clara asked.

			‘Everything and nothing,’ Samuel replied, replacing the glass ball back in the satchel. ‘As the mirror in his study suggests, Van Bam is an adept illusionist.’ He handed the satchel back to her. ‘Those are spell spheres.’ 

			‘Of course they are,’ Clara said sarcastically. The satchel clinked as she looped it over her shoulder again. Then she shook her head wistfully. ‘You’re the Relic Guild – or what’s left of it. You’re all magickers, and not as dead and buried as people believe you to be.’

			Samuel didn’t reply.

			Clara rubbed her eyes. She seemed tired. ‘I don’t know how, but I remember you, Samuel. I remember Van Bam and Marney, too … There are others, but it’s all so vague, I …’

			‘Clara,’ said Samuel. ‘About what Marney did to you tonight—’

			‘Van Bam has already asked me, Samuel!’ she said, frustrated. ‘I don’t know what Marney did to me.’

			‘And I can’t pretend to, either,’ Samuel admitted. ‘But that kiss is something to be grateful for. In part, I’m guessing Marney wanted to help you, to make the transition a little smoother.’

			‘You mean the transition into the Relic Guild,’ Clara scoffed. ‘So being a changeling automatically makes me an agent?’

			‘It certainly makes you dangerous enough to be a candidate.’

			‘But do I have a choice, Samuel? Can I say no?’

			‘I suppose you could. But then Van Bam would never allow you to leave the Nightshade.’

			Clara’s eyes flashed yellow, exhibiting some of her inner wolf ’s anger. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			Samuel sighed. ‘Magickers are a danger to Labrys Town, Clara, and if you’re not serving the Relic Guild then … well, you’ve met Hamir the necromancer, right?’ 

			Clara shivered, her anger dissipating. She looked up at the moon and stars in the clear night sky. 

			‘When I was a child,’ she said, ‘I was told so many stories about you – us, I suppose. The older denizens still reckon the streets were safer before you disappeared.’ She looked down at Samuel. Her face was sad. ‘Van Bam told me how everything changed after the war, after Fabian Moor. Not exactly catching the Relic Guild at its best, am I?’

			‘No,’ Samuel said softly, ‘you’re not,’ and he crouched again, returning his attentions to the compass on the floor.

			Back in the old days, the duties of the Relic Guild had been straightforward. If a treasure hunter brought a magical artefact onto Labrys Town’s black market, the Relic Guild would hunt it down and deal with the seller and buyer. But now … 

			The Relic Guild had never been officially disbanded, but since the doorways to the Houses of the Aelfir had been closed, there had been nothing for them to do anymore. Samuel couldn’t remember the last time a magical artefact had come onto the black market, and no new generation of magickers had been born to replace the agents who had died. But now there was Clara. Now Fabian Moor had returned. Now the Relic Guild had purpose again, even if most of its agents were dead.

			‘So,’ Clara’s voice startled Samuel. ‘Charlie Hemlock is the only source of information we have.’ She pointed at the compass and phial on the forecourt floor. ‘And we’re going to rescue him from a demon by using bits of his face and a fob watch?’ 

			‘This isn’t a fob watch, Clara,’ Samuel replied. ‘It’s a spirit compass.’

			So saying, he took the compass and unscrewed its cap, revealing the face within. 

			Clara bent down for a closer look.

			‘It works with any organic material,’ Samuel explained. ‘Hair, skin, blood – anything – and it’ll track the spirit of the donor.’ Samuel pressed the compass face. It gave a click and sprang up on a hinge. ‘It was how I was able to track you.’

			Beneath the compass face was a hollow interior, like a tiny, flat-­bottomed dish, and curled inside was a long, silver-grey hair, thick like twine. Samuel pulled the hair out and offered it to Clara. Tentatively, she took it and frowned. 

			‘It’s yours,’ Samuel told her. ‘A hair from the wolf. I found it on the remains of the man you killed.’ 

			Her expression unreadable, Clara pulled the hair taut between her fingers and studied it. ‘I’ve never seen it, you know,’ she said, her tone strange. ‘The wolf, I mean. I never remember … not clearly …’ She released the hair and watched it fall away on the chilly breeze. Her lip trembled. ‘I-I don’t think I’ve ever killed anyone before, Samuel.’ 

			Samuel said nothing, uncorked the phial, and began tapping its contents into the hollow interior of the compass.

			‘I have to ask,’ Clara said, her voice small. ‘Tonight, out in the Great Labyrinth, if Marney hadn’t stopped you—’

			‘I would’ve shot you dead,’ Samuel replied unhesitatingly. 

			He looked up at Clara. His blunt answer had obviously offended her. He felt a flush of shame, but saw no point in dressing things up for the young changeling. 

			‘I’m two years away from my seventieth birthday,’ he said, ‘and I don’t expect to reach that age. I’ve been a bounty hunter since the Genii War ended, Clara. It’s how I get by, and I’ll give you no apologies or excuses.’

			She looked to the floor. 

			‘Clara, you’re an agent of the Relic Guild now. We may be shrouded in secrecy, but there’s nothing but loyalty to our duties. From here on out, we trust each other.’ 

			‘What’s done is done, eh?’ 

			‘Exactly.’

			She nodded, looking like a scolded child. Samuel could see Clara was doing her best to shrug off lingering doubts. He didn’t have the heart to tell her they never went away, and resumed filling the compass with dried blood and skin. 

			‘So,’ Clara said, ‘the spirit compass will lead us to Hemlock.’ 

			The phial empty now, Samuel clicked the compass face back into position, got to his feet and offered Clara a closer look. 

			‘Sounds like magic to me,’ she said. ‘Where did you find it?’

			‘A good question. It doesn’t exactly belong here, if you follow me.’

			‘It’s a relic?’

			Samuel nodded. ‘A genuine artefact of the Aelfir.’

			Clara’s face flowed through a mixture of emotions, but finally she seemed to settle on awe.

			Samuel continued. ‘Usually, these relics were returned to their ­proper owners, but we never did discover which House this compass was stolen from.’ Samuel allowed her a small smile. ‘I like to think of it as a perk of the job.’

			‘A perk? What does Van Bam think of that?’

			‘Our Resident could hardly object,’ he scoffed. ‘Where do you think that cane of his came from?’ 

			Clara laughed then, with genuine humour. It was good to see it on her young face. 

			‘Tell me something,’ she said. ‘Van Bam is an illusionist, Marney an empath – and how magic touched me certainly isn’t a secret anymore – but how did magic touch you, Samuel?’

			Samuel didn’t answer. The compass was vibrating in his hand. 

			The needle ticked around the face slowly, and then spun anti-­clockwise in a full circle. It stopped, shivering, pointing directly south down Resident Approach. It was a strong reading.

			‘Got him,’ Samuel said. He looked at the sleek black body of the Resident’s personal tram sitting on its track in the forecourt. ‘Let’s go.’

			 

			 

			The Resident of Labrys Town received few visitors. Most of those who came to the Nightshade did so on official business – the heads of the merchant and industry guilds, gambling and entertainment councils – and these visitors could never hide their discomfort when seeing the metal plates covering their governor’s eyes. They wondered how one weakened by blindness could attain such a lofty position as the Residency. They did not realise that there was more than one way in which a man might see, and the Resident of Labrys Town saw everything.

			Van Bam stood alone in his observatory, deep inside the Nightshade. The room was alive with wispy imagery and spectral visions that filled his inner sight with myriad shades of grey. On the streets of Labrys Town, the ubiquitous eye devices took in streams of information at all times. The police used the eyes to watch the hidden corners of town, but ultimately all audio and visual information was fed to the Nightshade for the attention of the Resident. 

			Van Bam observed Samuel and Clara, and it was almost as though he stood out in the forecourt beside them. But the young changeling and the old bounty hunter were unaware of the Resident’s presence. He watched as they boarded the Nightshade’s official tram and set off through the tunnel, heading south towards the central district. Van Bam followed them, jumping through the eyes held in the hands of the statues lining Resident Approach; and then he overtook the tram and travelled across the world he governed. Drifting, flying almost, he weaved through the streets and back alleys as a phantom, the unseen watcher.

			Labrys Town held a population of close to a million denizens. It was divided into five districts and covered two and a half thousand square miles of ground. The town was boxed in by the sheer boundary walls, a hundred feet high on all four sides. Beyond the boundary lay the endless twists and turns of the Great Labyrinth, where the Retrospective roamed, where even Van Bam’s vision could not see. There was no escaping this place, not anymore. Labrys Town was all the denizens had, all they would ever have, and they knew they were being watched. 

			The districts were all but deserted in the cold early hours of Silver Moon. The streets were wet and few people walked them. To Van Bam’s inner sight, all was as it should be. He continued to follow the eyes southward until reaching the central district and a plaza known as Watchers’ Gallery, located at the exact centre of town. Inside the plaza stood a square building that was the headquarters of the Labrys Town Police Force. Impressive in size, it was still much smaller than the Nightshade. Van Bam’s vision entered the building, jumping through the eyes inside, until he reached the upper level and the office of Captain Jeter.

			Jeter sat as his desk, working through a mountain of paperwork. He looked tired. Three empty cups before him were evidence of the coffee that was helping to keep him awake. The office now filled the observation room of the Nightshade as though Van Bam stood there before the desk, but it was only imagery, and he ensured that Jeter could not see him. 

			With a mental command, Van Bam activated the audio function. ‘Working late, Captain?’ he said.

			Jeter started to his feet. He saluted his Resident, though in actuality the gesture was aimed at the eye device fixed to his office wall. 

			‘Yes, sir,’ the police captain said.

			‘It is good to see the denizens are in such dedicated hands. Please, be seated.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’ Jeter took his chair again, but his body language remained stiff and formal and the dark lenses of his spectacles were concealing his eyes. Van Bam pursed his lips.

			‘I wish to speak with you, Captain, but first be so good as to remove your spectacles.’

			Jeter did so hurriedly. Without their aid, his small, hazel eyes blinked and strained for focus. 

			Van Bam said, ‘That’s better.’

			If one knew what signs to look for, the human face could give away much of what a person truly thought, of what they did not say – the eyes most especially. And who better to read those signs, to understand and detect the masking of what was real, than an illusionist? 

			‘Do you have anything to report?’ Van Bam continued.

			‘No, sir,’ Jeter said. ‘Our search for Charlie Hemlock is continuing, but we’ve hit nothing but dead ends so far.’

			‘That is hardly surprising, Captain. You may call off your efforts now. Charlie Hemlock is no longer your concern.’

			Jeter frowned. ‘And Fat Jacob, sir?’

			‘He will not be returning to the Lazy House.’

			‘Understood. I’ll have the entertainment council terminate his license.’

			‘Thank you, Captain.’

			‘Sir, if I might, can I ask about the whore, Peppercorn Clara—’

			‘The matter is closed,’ Van Bam responded sternly. ‘Is that clear?’

			‘Yes, sir …’ 

			Jeter was a model denizen, an excellent choice as head of the police; but whenever he was addressed by his Resident, his uncertainty displaced the confident arrogance he usually displayed before others. His frustration was evident now, though he dare not argue with Van Bam. How could a matter the Resident had deemed so important just a few scant hours ago be concluded so suddenly without explanation? Jeter’s face was alive with micro-expressions, easily read by Van Bam.

			The Resident said, ‘You are wondering at the reasons for my decision, yes?’ 

			Jeter lowered his eyes. ‘It’s not my place to question you, sir.’

			‘No, it is not. Put your frustration to one side, Captain. A matter has arisen of which we must speak.’

			Jeter looked up, his expression professional once more. ‘Of course, sir.’

			Van Bam paused, choosing his words carefully. ‘A wild demon has entered Labrys Town.’

			Jeter’s expression fell, almost imperceptibly. His Resident’s revelation was clearly a problem he did not need in these early hours. ‘Under­stood,’ he said. ‘I’ll organise a search and destroy party immediately.’

			This was standard procedure on the rare occurrence of a wild demon venturing from the Retrospective and managing to pass through the boundary wall into town; but Jeter did not appreciate that this time it was no ordinary demon his Resident was talking about. 

			‘No,’ Van Bam said. ‘You will double the street patrols, and police watchers will monitor the eyes at all times. I will coordinate the hunt personally.’

			‘Sir?’

			‘Captain, this demon is peculiarly gifted in magic. It will be hard to track and even harder to destroy. For that reason, I am reinstating the services of the Relic Guild.’

			‘The Relic Guild?’ Jeter’s surprise was obvious. Less apparent were the subtle shades of fear that opened his eyes fractionally wider. 

			‘You heard me, Captain,’ Van Bam said. ‘You and your officers will pay every courtesy to my agents. You will not stand in the Relic Guild’s way, but you will stand by as reinforcements should you be ordered. Do you understand?’

			‘Y-Yes, sir.’ 

			‘Good. You will watch and protect the denizens as always. Anything of the unusual is to be reported to me immediately. We must not under­estimate the threat this demon poses.’

			‘Of course, sir.’

			‘Then you have your orders, Captain, and I bid you good night.’

			Jeter jumped to his feet and saluted again. Van Bam said nothing further and withdrew his focus from the office, the police building and the plaza in which it stood. Once more his vision flowed through the eyes of Labrys Town.

			Streets and buildings passed through his observation room, but Van Bam didn’t know where he was heading and travelled in random directions across two and a half thousand square miles. Observing the town like this gave the Resident a sense of clarity and inner focus, and there was much on which he needed to meditate.

			The dead stay dead, Clara had stated – if only that were true. The Relic Guild had stopped Fabian Moor once before, but things had been different back then, the organisation much stronger. Marney was missing, perhaps dead already; and that left two old men and an inexperienced young girl with the unenviable task of hunting Spiral’s most dangerous general, the last of the Genii. 

			As he continued to travel across Labrys Town with this daunting thought in mind, a man’s voice suddenly spoke inside Van Bam’s head with cold, pernicious tones.

			Are you feeling lucky, my idiot? 

			Van Bam sighed, but didn’t reply, and the voice added: Are you roaming the streets hoping you might catch Fabian Moor enjoying a night off? Doing his laundry, perhaps? 

			Van Bam felt his direction veer to take a new route through the eyes. He was not in control of this change, and not from choice did his motion stop halfway down a wide street on the outskirts of the central district. 

			He stood outside a four storey hospital. Inside, a receptionist spoke with an orderly. The lights from windows shone down onto the wet cobbles. Van Bam felt a moment of sadness, remembering Angel. Many years ago, in this hospital, she had doubled as a doctor, using her gift of magical healing to help where she could.

			The voice spoke again inside Van Bam’s mind, and the cold tone was clearly amused: Brings back memories, doesn’t it? 

			Why have you brought me here? Van Bam thought, but the voice didn’t answer at first. 

			In the street before the Resident the figure of a man slowly material­ised. His hair was short, and his gaunt face was shaded by stubble. He grinned lopsidedly, laconically, and his sunken eyes gleamed with menace. 

			This man did not truly stand in the street; he did not stand anywhere. He was the voice in Van Bam’s head, the ghost that haunted the corridors of the Nightshade, the spirit who had at one time been the Resident of Labrys Town. He was forever remembered as Gideon the Selfless, and he appeared to Van Bam exactly as he had the night he had been killed, forty years before.

			‘Why didn’t you tell Captain Jeter the truth?’ the ghost of Gideon demanded. ‘Why not tell him that a Genii has returned?’ 

			‘You know why,’ Van Bam replied. ‘The very mention of Fabian Moor would send the denizens into a panic.’

			‘And rightly so.’ Gideon watched as two nurses emerged from the hospital, ending their shifts for the night. They walked through Gideon, briefly disturbing his image, and he turned to watch them leave, un­ashamedly admiring their figures.

			He turned back to Van Bam with lust in his eyes. ‘But I think inducing panic will soon be the least of everyone’s worries, don’t you, my idiot?’ He chuckled unkindly.

			For forty years Van Bam had tolerated Gideon’s voice in his head, and the ghost rarely made his point quickly. It was far easier to accept his incongruous manner than to battle against it.

			He sighed and took a few steps closer to the former Resident. ‘Gideon, there is something I do not understand.’

			‘Oh?’ 

			‘Fabian Moor is a Genii, a creature of higher magic – what possible use could he have for a magicker? Why did he abduct Marney instead of killing her?’

			Gideon shrugged as if he didn’t much care. ‘Your guess, I suspect, is as useless as mine. Though we have always had our theories about Moor.’ 

			Van Bam nodded. ‘Let us hope that Charlie Hemlock will provide some definite answers.’

			‘If he’s still alive.’ A look of dark mirth came over Gideon’s sharp ­features. ‘Oh, by the way, I like Clara. She’s a little ugly for my tastes, but when a whore earns the name of Peppercorn …’ His grin was unfriendly. 

			Van Bam held in check a sudden and unexpected need to protect the changeling.

			Gideon said, ‘Do you think she is up to the task, my idiot?’

			This gave Van Bam pause to consider. He exhaled heavily. ‘Clara is strong, and we can be thankful that Marney has helped her to accept her predicament.’

			‘What, with a kiss?’ Gideon snorted. ‘Marney never did anything without reason – you know that, my idiot. Who can say what she did to the whore out in the Great Labyrinth tonight.’

			‘Regardless,’ Van Bam said testily, ‘Clara will have to learn fast, but at least she is in good hands.’

			‘Good hands?’ Gideon’s laughter was scornful. ‘Are you really so sure?’

			With that the ghost disappeared, and Van Bam felt a dizzying lurch as he was swept away from the hospital where an old friend had once worked, and his journey across Labrys Town was resumed.

			Again, the streets and side lanes passed through the observation room. Faster and faster he travelled, the lights of streetlamps streaked and blurred, but Van Bam didn’t try to stop Gideon leading him across the districts. Within seconds he reached the lower regions of Resident Approach, where a sleek and black tram was just heading into the central district from the north. Van Bam caught up with his personal tram, and then its interior filled the observation room.

			He stared down the length of the carriage. Two bench seats lined either side. Samuel and Clara sat opposite each other. Samuel studied his spirit compass, and Clara looked down at the satchel of spell spheres in her lap. They did not speak; the atmosphere in the tram was clearly uncomfortable.

			Gideon had materialised sitting next to Samuel. Van Bam ensured that he and the ghost could not be seen or heard, and pursed his lips as Gideon sneered into the old bounty hunter’s face.

			‘Look at him,’ he hissed. ‘Always so proud. Always so … irritating. You should have died years ago, Old Man Sam.’

			Van Bam didn’t comment. Gideon, even as a ghost, was a latent psycho­path. When he was alive, his passion for confrontation was legendary among the agents of the Relic Guild. But he had been the Resident and his ways were tolerated. Except by Samuel. He and Gideon had shared a mutual hatred, which often boiled over, and on a few occasions they had needed to be separated. Van Bam had never discerned the specific reason why they loathed each other, but no one had ever dared suggest they reconcile their differences, not even old and wise Denton. 

			Gideon peered at Samuel’s face. ‘Oh, Samuel,’ he said. ‘I wonder, given your time again, would you still stand by your comrades in the Relic Guild? If you were the man you have become today, then I think not.’ 

			Behind Gideon’s caustic words, Van Bam could detect the point he was making, and it ran deeper than his hatred of an old bounty hunter. It was something that could be ignored no longer.

			‘Samuel concerns me,’ the Resident said.

			‘And with good reason,’ Gideon replied. He looked across the carriage at the young changeling sitting opposite. ‘Clara is touched by magic,’ he continued, ‘the first to be born so for many years, as far as we know. She represents a new generation of Relic Guild agents. Marney knew it, and so did Samuel.’ 

			‘Yet he intended to kill Clara for the sake of a bounty,’ Van Bam said, and he moved down the carriage to sit next to the changeling.

			Samuel knew the duties of the Relic Guild, no matter how many years had passed. He should have been as keen as Marney to save Clara. The bounty contract was a mystery – undoubtedly bogus, perhaps a means to gain Samuel’s attention – but what had it offered that could convince Old Man Sam to act so dishonourably, so foolishly? 

			Gideon passed a ghostly hand through Samuel’s face and said, ‘Who was it that offered this old fool a contract to end the life of a changeling whore?’

			An avatar, Samuel had said; a ghost of blue light … 

			‘You will have to watch him,’ Gideon warned. ‘Samuel is not the man you once knew, my idiot.’

			‘Perhaps,’ Van Bam replied. ‘But I do not believe Samuel to be a ­danger to me or Clara. Not now. He can be trusted. I can depend on him.’

			‘I certainly hope so.’ To Van Bam’s vision, Gideon’s eyes flashed with sparkling colours. ‘Because we all know what happened the last time Fabian Moor was around.’

			With a sudden jolt, Van Bam found himself once again outside the black tram. He remained silent as Gideon steered him southward, deep into the southern district of Labrys Town. He passed recycling plants and water reservoirs, and then a landscape of storage warehouses shifted through the observation room. Van Bam floated through the yard of a metal-works and drifted down a lonely street, where nondescript ­houses lined either side in terraces. Down this street, all movement ceased, and Van Bam was left staring at damp cobbles reflecting the violet glow of streetlamps. 

			The ghost of Gideon once more materialised before the Resident. He pointed to the ground at his feet. 

			‘I’m standing on the exact spot where I died.’ His grin was broad. ‘Did I ever tell you what it was like to die, my idiot? The pain and the emptiness I suffered?’

			‘Frequently,’ Van Bam replied sourly.

			‘I’ve been thinking – since Fabian Moor has returned, my death seems a little in vain. Do you think they’ll strip me of my “Selfless” title?’

			‘What is your point, Gideon?’

			The tone of Gideon’s reply suggested he was talking to an imbecile. ‘What will you do if Charlie Hemlock is alive? If he can answer every one of your questions, how will that help you stop a Genii?’ He sneered, and his tone returned to its cold and bitter state. ‘These are not the old days, my idiot. There are no mighty friends watching over us anymore.’

			Van Bam had to concede the truth of this, though it froze his soul to do so. 

			With a heavy sigh, he dispelled the spectral visions received through the eye devices. The imagery faded and swirled like fog caught in the wind until he stood in the dim glow of an inactive observatory within the Nightshade, surrounded by the dull walls, decorated with small maze patterns. 

			The ghost of Gideon remained in the room with him. His expression was as amused as it was expectant. 

			‘You lead the Relic Guild now, my idiot, but your list of allies isn’t exactly long anymore, is it?’ He grinned. ‘The denizens are all alone with a Genii in their midst.’

			Van Bam remained silent.

			‘What to do, my idiot, what to do …’ The lights of Gideon’s ghostly eyes shone manically. ‘The Timewatcher abandoned the Labyrinth forty years ago. Her Thaumaturgists haven’t been seen since the war ended. Who will you call on for help this time?’

			With that statement hanging in the air, Gideon’s ghost faded and disappeared, leaving Van Bam in the observation room alone. But in his head, Gideon’s voice whispered: Does anyone out there remember us at all?

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 Chapter Eight 

			 

			Wild Demons

			 

			 

			At the end of the Genii War there had been a mighty reckoning. No one knew why the Timewatcher abandoned the Labyrinth, but they said that, along with millions of Aelfir, the war had killed Her compassion. The retribution She vented upon Her enemies was as furious as it was merciless. For Spiral, the great and terrible instigator, She created a distant realm called Oldest Place, a prison of endless torment and suffering in which her gravest enemy was incarcerated for eternity. The Genii, those Thaumaturgists who had turned their backs upon their Mother to serve Spiral so loyally, were tossed screaming and writhing into the Nothing of Far and Deep, where their souls were lost forever to its primordial mists. 

			But it was reckoned the Timewatcher’s greatest act of retribution was reserved for Spiral’s armies, those Houses of the Aelfir who had joined the Genii in their malicious crusade.

			The Timewatcher created a space, a gap between the fabric of existence and the emptiness of non-existence. Into this gap, She poured dead time, every second of every atrocity committed during the Genii War, and it became a vast realm of damnation, perversion, abomination. She called this place the Retrospective. 

			The renegade Aelfir were banished to the Retrospective, along with their lands. The decay of dead time corroded their realms into an uninhabitable wasteland. Their bodies were corrupted into the forms of hideous creatures, while their minds were torn and damaged beyond redemption. The hundreds of thousands of enemy Aelfir who had survived the war, whose Houses had once been great and wise, were reduced to nothing more than blood-thirsty animals, without a shadow of good or reason, left to scavenge upon each other in a landscape of poison and ashes.

			There was no reprieve from the Retrospective, no chance of escape. Its doorway was set to drift aimlessly through the endless alleyways of the Great Labyrinth, as lost as the souls beyond it. It served as an ­example, a warning, an eternal deterrent for any denizen seeking passage to the Houses who had remained loyal to the Thaumaturgists and their Mother. The Labyrinth became a forbidden zone, and the cruelty and torture of the Retrospective bespoke a promise of what it meant to be an enemy of the Timewatcher. 

			Only the boundary wall kept the denizens safe from the Retro­spective, and Clara shivered to recall the tales she had heard of the wild demons that dwelt within that damned House of dead time.

			Under the bright glare of Silver Moon, the official tram of the Nightshade drove through the central district. It weaved through the main streets. The occasional purple spark of thaumaturgy snapped from the power line and flashed against its sleek black shell. Inside, Clara clutched the satchel of spell spheres in her lap with white-knuckled ­fingers. She fidgeted nervously beneath the violet light of a ceiling prism. Across from her, Samuel sat studying his spirit compass. He had not said a word since they had left the Nightshade’s forecourt.

			Clara had never seen a wild demon herself, but she had once had a client who claimed he had been attacked by one. His left leg was missing from just below the knee; three fingers on his right hand had been bitten off; and gouge marks and scars had decorated his body and face. Clara desperately tried not to think of what manner of monster could inflict such wounds.

			Through the tram’s tinted windows she watched the buildings and streetlamps passing by outside, along with a few denizens either making their way home or walking to work to begin an early morning shift. Mostly, the central district was quiet at this time. 

			Who drove the tram was a mystery. Clara had seen no driver, and the carriage ended at a smooth metal wall devoid of a door that might lead to a driver’s compartment. But on that wall was an eye device. Public trams had no eyes fitted inside them, but the rheumy stare of the one fitted inside the Resident’s tram made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Was someone watching them?

			Judging by Samuel’s composure, the tram was somehow in sync with his spirit compass, and they were headed in the right direction. But the right direction was leading them to Charlie Hemlock and a showdown with a wild demon of the Retrospective.

			Deciding that breaking the silence was the best way to ease her nerves, she asked Samuel, ‘Have you ever seen a Thaumaturgist?’

			The old bounty hunter looked up from the compass and gave her a deep frown.

			Clara added, ‘I mean, back in the old days. They came to Labrys Town, didn’t they?’

			‘Sometimes,’ Samuel said. ‘Other times denizens were taken to see them.’

			‘Like who? Relic Guild agents?’

			Samuel paused for a moment. ‘The Thaumaturgists are long gone, Clara, and I won’t speak of them,’ he said irritably. He returned his attention to the compass. ‘Now let me concentrate.’ 

			Clara didn’t know why the compass demanded such attention, but she did know that Samuel was an easy man to dislike. 

			The old bounty hunter blew hot and cold, but always an air of arrogance surrounded him. It underlined his every word, his every action, as if his authority simply could not be challenged. But there was sadness too, something deep, something bitter. Clara suspected that Old Man Sam carried the weight of his experiences. She found him strange and uncomfortable company, and wished it was Van Bam travelling with her now. 

			Undeterred by Samuel’s dismissive attitude, she said, ‘Have you ever left the Labyrinth, Samuel? Did you ever travel to the Houses of the Aelfir?’

			This time, when Samuel looked up, he did not glare at Clara or seem irritated. He stared past her, as if into some distance beyond the tram’s window, beyond the central district and the Great Labyrinth itself. 

			‘Yes,’ he said. It was a simple statement.

			‘What about now?’ said Clara. ‘Aren’t there any doorways still open? You know, secret ones that normal denizens don’t know about?’

			‘Clara …’ Samuel’s voice was level as his eyes fixed onto hers. ‘Just because we’re agents of the Relic Guild, doesn’t mean we have any special dispensation. The doorways of the Great Labyrinth are closed to all of us.’ 

			‘What about that portal outside the Nightshade?’

			‘It connects to the Aelfir directly and not to a doorway, Clara.’ The hardness of his voice jolted her. ‘The Timewatcher left it open so we didn’t die. And it only goes one way. The Aelfir use that portal to send us provisions, but we can send nothing back, and no living thing can pass through. I doubt even Van Bam knows which House is on the other side. Be assured, no one gets into the Labyrinth, and no one gets out. Not ever.’

			‘Fabian Moor did.’

			Samuel sucked air over his teeth, struggling to find patience. ‘Marney has put all kinds of thoughts and questions into your head, child, but now is not the time for answers.’ 

			There it was again – that odd mixture of arrogance and sadness. Clara sat back. Silence returned to the carriage, and the tram passed out of the central district and headed into the west side.

			Clara had spent so long fearing her magic, scared of the day when the authorities would discover she was a magicker, or when the wolf freed itself of her control and … killed someone … Clara shook herself. Now the day she feared had arrived, she had been made to feel like her magic was to be celebrated, not condemned. She was no criminal, no out of control murderer, but part of some greater plan that she barely understood. Would she be required to kill again?

			The effects of Marney’s kiss still lingered inside her. It stripped away the fear, gave her courage and determination, and prepared her for the Relic Guild. She was beginning to feel that she had finally found a place where she might fit in. Samuel had been in Clara’s position once; he too had learned there was a higher purpose for magickers in the Labyrinth. Why then was he being so intolerant of her? 

			As if pondering this very question himself, Samuel sighed and looked at her with a softer expression. 

			‘Everything in its right place, Clara,’ he said. ‘I appreciate how confused you must be right now, but I think you understand what we’re about to do, don’t you?’

			Clara felt a cold pang. ‘Rescue Hemlock from a wild demon,’ she whispered.

			‘Exactly. Focus on that. Save the questions for later. Take one step at a time.’

			It wasn’t long before the tram came to a stop. Samuel rose and slid open the door of the carriage. Clara followed him onto the street outside. 

			They had arrived at Web Street in the western district. The impressive buildings of Western University ran along the entire length of the street, on both sides. The school was four storeys high, and from a few of its tall windows light spilled onto the cobbles. Samuel set off without a word, following the compass in his hand. Clara adjusted the satchel strap on her shoulder and caught up with him. The black tram remained where it was.

			‘I take it you’ve done this kind of thing before?’ she asked, struggling to keep up with him.

			‘Once or twice,’ Samuel replied. ‘Wild demons did exist prior to the Genii War, Clara. But they were much rarer. Before they found a better home in the Retrospective, they lurked in the Nothing of Far and Deep and, occasionally, they would sneak into Labrys Town. They liked to hide in the cargo imported from one House or another. The Relic Guild would hunt them down. Nowadays, it’s a job for the police.’

			‘But we don’t want the police involved this time,’ Clara said.

			‘No. It is no ordinary wild demon that has Charlie Hemlock.’

			‘The Orphan,’ Clara whispered. She stopped walking as nerves fluttered in her stomach again. Samuel disappeared into an alley that cut through the school building to the left. She hurried to catch up with him.

			‘Some demons are more intelligent than others,’ he continued. ‘The Orphan, though no less a monster, is a demon of habit and purpose. And this isn’t its first visit to Labrys Town. This way …’

			He led Clara out of the alley and into a large square recreational courtyard, with benches around the outskirts and a pillar of eyes at the centre. As they headed towards a gate on the opposite side, Samuel explained further.

			‘Back in the old days, Marney and I encountered the Orphan at a house in the eastern district.’

			Clara swore under her breath. The east side of Labrys Town was mostly a residential area, full of families – mothers, fathers, children – and she shuddered to think of a demon lurking among them.

			‘There were reports from the east side of missing people, random bouts of violent psychosis – all the signs of a wild demon’s presence. The Resident sent us to investigate. We found the Orphan and the family it had stored for food.’

			‘Food?’ Clara was repulsed.

			‘The Orphan feeds on blood, and it takes a long time harvesting what it likes to eat. But to Marney and me it was just a wayward demon that needed sending home.’

			‘Why didn’t you just kill it?’

			Samuel gave Clara a quick glance, before saying, ‘I’m not even sure it’s possible to kill a wild demon, Clara. Not really. Magic can affect them mentally, but not physically. The best you can hope for is to disrupt its connection to this realm, stamp on its fingers so it loses its grip, so to speak.’ He gave her another quick look. ‘But to do that, you have to get close, within touching distance. Point blank trauma to the head usually works.’

			‘Usually …?’

			Samuel carried on through the gate, out of the courtyard, and into the school gardens. Clara stuck close to him.

			The smell of flowers and freshly cut grass filled her nostrils. In the light of Silver Moon, she could see the silhouettes of trees, boughs full of leaves. She followed the old bounty hunter down a stone path that cut through the gardens.

			‘So how did you get rid of it last time?’ she asked.

			‘Marney,’ he replied. ‘She wasn’t very experienced back then, but she somehow managed to convince the Orphan to go back to whatever sanctuary it came from. And it … just did as it was told – a simplification, but that sums it up. As you’ve learnt, Clara, Marney can form an emotional bond with whomever she touches with her magic.’ 

			Samuel stopped suddenly and looked up at the night sky. ‘But I honestly never believed she could form such a strong connection with the Orphan as to actually summon it back from the Retrospective like she did tonight.’

			‘But she did,’ Clara said, ‘and now it has Hemlock.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Then let me get this straight – we don’t have an empath to control the Orphan, we can’t kill it, and we have to be within touching distance to send it home. Please tell me you have a plan.’

			‘Of sorts,’ Samuel replied. ‘By summoning the Orphan, Marney has bought Hemlock – and us – some time … What’s wrong?’

			A scent on the breeze had jolted Clara away from the conversation. She sniffed the air and caught an aroma that carried a salty, rusty taste. 

			‘I can smell blood,’ she whispered.

			Samuel checked the spirit compass, and then looked straight ahead. 

			At the end of the stone path was a Church of the Timewatcher. Warm light glowed through stained glass windows onto the grass of the gardens. It looked peaceful enough, but the building gave Clara a bad feeling. Unintelligible voices came from within, desperate, fearful, angry—

			The doors to the church burst open and a small figure ran into the gardens, screaming. It was an altar boy. His white smock was stained with blood, black under the light of Silver Moon. His face was covered with small cuts and creased with panic. He ran, wailing, directly towards Clara and Samuel.

			Clara made to help the boy, but Samuel gripped her arm and pulled her into the shadow of a tree. 

			‘The boy isn’t our concern,’ he growled into her ear. ‘Stay focused.’

			Clara swallowed as the altar boy ran past them. She didn’t know whether to feel disgusted at Samuel’s resolve or terrified.

			The old man headed doggedly towards the church, and Clara followed. They approached the door, and Samuel drew them to a halt. Some­one was shouting – a man. Samuel opened the door a crack and took a peek into the church. Then he opened the door wide. He and Clara stood on the threshold, witnesses to a grim scene. 

			Another altar boy lay dead at their feet, his throat cut and his limbs twisted. On either side of him, a few denizens sat on rows of bench seats. Initially there to listen to the early morning sermons that gave thanks to Silver Moon, these denizens now rocked back and forth like simpletons, drooling and murmuring as though drugged. 

			‘Demon sign,’ Samuel whispered.

			At the front of the church, a priest stood before the altar with his back to Clara and Samuel. His arms were outstretched, encompassing a stained glass window that depicted the Timewatcher – a purple cloud with a golden sun burning at its centre – as She banished Spiral, the Lord of the Genii – a shapeless mass of poison shadow – to the depths of Oldest Place. The priest’s black cassock was dirty and torn.

			‘There is no afterlife,’ he shouted. ‘Our souls will never be delivered to the paradise of Mother Earth and the loving arms of the Timewatcher. For She has abandoned Her children in the Labyrinth!’

			The priest turned to face Clara and Samuel revealing blood on his hands and more smeared over his face. Clara fought the urge to gag. It looked as though the priest had clawed his own eyes out. 

			Beside Clara, Samuel drew his revolver from his leg holster. The power stone whined as he thumbed it, and began to glow.

			‘We live in a festering shit-hole!’ the priest screamed. ‘We are mere crops, food to feed the hunger of demons.’ He began stumbling towards the agents. ‘Our souls are already condemned. The Retrospective awaits us—’

			Samuel’s pistol flashed. He shot the priest in the chest. There was a moaning like bitter wind, and the flames of candles on the altar fluttered and died to swirls of smoke. The priest dropped to his knees and his body hardened to ice. 

			Samuel walked further down the aisle.

			Clara stepped over the dead altar boy, but was reluctant to go any further. The few denizens sitting on the rows of benches seemed un­aware of what had occurred, and continued to rock and drool mind­lessly. Clara watched them and struggled to catch her breath.

			‘Clara,’ Samuel said. ‘The police can clean up this mess, and they’ll probably be here soon. Now come on!’ 

			The strength in his voice gave her a little mettle. She skipped around the frozen priest and joined the old bounty hunter beside a door behind the altar. He opened the door to reveal a shadowed stairwell leading down.

			‘These stairs go to the catacombs,’ he said. He was emptying his revolver of bullets that glowed with a faint blue light of magic within their glass casings. He put them into a pouch on his utility belt, and then produced eight regular slugs from a separate pouch. ‘Can you sense anything down there, Clara?’

			As Samuel reloaded his gun, Clara stuck her head out into the stairwell, trying to ignore the thud of her heart in her ears as she listened.

			‘I can hear … it sounds like a child humming.’ She sniffed the air, and then swallowed heavily. ‘Someone’s bleeding down there.’

			‘Give me the satchel,’ Samuel said, holstering his revolver.

			She passed him the satchel, and he took out two of the spell spheres, holding one in each hand as if weighing them.

			‘Keep still,’ he said, and then broke a sphere against Clara’s chest with a tinkle of glass. 

			She gasped as a shock ran through her body. 

			Samuel then broke the second sphere against his own chest. He then faded slowly and disappeared. Clara looked down, but could not see her hands or body or legs …

			‘We’re invisible,’ she said in awe.

			‘Illusion,’ Samuel’s disembodied voice explained. ‘It’ll fool the Orphan, but not for long. We have to move quickly.’

			Clara felt him take her hand, and he pulled her through the door. They crept down the darkened stairwell. It seemed to take a long time to reach the bottom, where they came to an archway that led into the catacombs.

			Candles burned everywhere, at least a hundred of them, of varying thickness and length. They flickered in dark niches between tombs, upon mantels and statues, dripping hot wax down stony faces onto the dusty floor. On the far wall hung an old tapestry, once a monument to someone, now faded and torn.

			At the centre of the room, side on to the archway, Charlie Hemlock was hanging by his wrists from a rope. The rope was threaded through a ceiling pulley and secured to a metal ring on the floor. It creaked as Hemlock’s body swayed gently. His eyes were closed, his expression was vapid. His face was smeared with blood that also stained the front of his clothes. His lips were split and swollen; Clara’s fingernail marks scored his cheek, and it looked as though a blade had been taken to his forehead.

			A thin metal tube had been inserted into each of Hemlock’s legs, just above the ankles. His blood dripped from them, slapping wetly into a small copper cauldron. And before the cauldron a child sat cross-­legged, rocking back and forth as it hummed something akin to a nursery rhyme. 

			Samuel gave Clara’s hand a reassuring squeeze before he released it. 

			She found it hard to believe that it was a wild demon from the Retrospective that had Hemlock at its mercy. The Orphan appeared to be a young boy of nine or ten years old; its limbs and body were thin, its belly slightly bloated, and golden curls crowned its head. 

			Samuel pressed the hilt of a knife into Clara’s hand, and his lips brushed her ear as he whispered, ‘I’ll deal with the Orphan. As soon as it’s distracted, you cut Hemlock free and get out as fast as you can. Don’t wait for me. Don’t look back.’

			Clara nodded, though it was impossible for Samuel to see the gesture. She heard the faint chink of glass on glass and knew that Samuel was retrieving more spell spheres from the satchel. 

			The demon stopped its humming. For an agonising moment Clara thought it had heard the chink of glass too. But the Orphan only leaned forwards to pick at the end of one of the tubes that was inserted into Hemlock’s leg. No doubt it was dislodging congealed blood. Satisfied, it sat back, sucking its finger clean. The humming resumed, as did the little slaps of blood slowly filling the cauldron.

			‘Get ready,’ Samuel whispered.

			Clara heard the light swish of material, and a spell sphere appeared in midair. It arced across the room and smashed on the floor close to the Orphan. Green mist swirled and spiralled up to form a perfect duplicate of Samuel aiming his revolver at the wild demon’s head. 

			The Orphan rolled backwards and jumped to its feet. The façade of an innocent boy vanished. White eyes with thick red veins glared at the figure of Samuel. Long black nails sprang from its fingertips, and its mouth was filled with sharp, glass-like teeth. It hissed and flicked out a long, blood-red tongue. Muscles bunching, it made to lunge forward, but the image of Samuel pulled the trigger. The power stone flashed, and the Orphan jumped back, raising its clawed hands to protect itself. 

			But the weapon and the man that fired it were merely illusions that disappeared after the shot, and no bullet had hit the demon. 

			A second spell sphere arced through the air and smashed at the back of the catacombs. This time a joint of meat appeared, skinless, still on the bone and wet with blood. The Orphan pounced on it hungrily. The instant it sank its teeth into the bloody meat, the joint exploded into a cloud of angry insects that swarmed over the demon and sent it writhing and screaming to the floor. 

			‘Go!’ Samuel shouted.	

			Clara ran for Hemlock. She willed her hands to stop shaking as she sawed through the rope where it was connected to the floor ring. The rope parted with a dull twang, and Hemlock fell to the ground in a bone jarring heap. He stirred and groaned as Clara yanked the tubes from his legs. 

			‘You don’t deserve saving, you bastard!’ she hissed into his ear. ‘But if you want to live, move!’

			Hemlock became more alert then. He struggled weakly to get to his feet. Clara helped him and put his arm over her shoulders. He stank. They stumbled towards the archway, knocking the cauldron of blood over in the process.

			The insect swarm had now dispelled, and the Orphan was back on its feet. Its red-streaked eyes widened at the upturned cauldron and the red meal going to waste on the floor. It then glared at Clara and Hemlock.

			With sudden alarm, Clara realised the illusion spell had worn off. She was no longer invisible.

			The Orphan screeched at her. The voice of reason in her head told Clara to drop Hemlock and run, but her body would not react. She was frozen to the spot. The Orphan stepped forward. Clara whimpered.

			Then Samuel materialised, holding his revolver an inch from the demon’s temple. And this was no illusion.

			With a low and hollow spitting sound, the power stone released a burst of thaumaturgy. The Orphan slammed sideways to the floor. Its blood, black as night, bubbled into a pool around its head. There was a hissing sound, and the demon’s body began to steam. Slowly it dissolved, as though made of ice and melting. The Orphan became a puddle of ­shadow, which was drawn into the ground until it dis­appeared ­completely.

			Its grip on this realm severed, the demon had returned to the Retro­spective.

			Clara dropped Hemlock, and collapsed heavily on the floor beside him, breathing hard. Samuel gave her no respite. With a grunt he grabbed Hemlock and hauled him up onto his shoulder. Hemlock murmured and passed out again. 

			Samuel offered a hand to Clara. She grabbed it and allowed him to pull her to her feet. 

			The old bounty hunter clapped her shoulder. ‘Let’s get out of here before the police arrive.’
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