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			A Prologue

			Strange Creatures

			

			

			And then, for the longest time, he played the game alone.

			Fabian Moor had spent half a human lifespan isolated inside a cube of thaumaturgic metal, surrounded by silver light radiating from four close walls. A claustrophobic sanctuary fifteen feet high and wide and long. Mighty spells had been cast upon it by the greatest of all Thaumaturgists, Iblisha Spiral. The cube had been Moor’s haven – or prison; the hub for a universal portal which he had spent the last forty years using to search through the Nothing of Far and Deep for the House of all Houses.

			The Great Labyrinth.

			It was not meant to be this way. Spiral, the Lord of the Genii, had a grand plan that should have seen Moor returning to the Labyrinth at his master’s side. But forty years ago, the magickers of the Relic Guild had proved to be a bigger obstacle than anyone had anticipated. However, even with the help of the mighty Skywatcher Lady Amilee, the Relic Guild wasn’t powerful enough to destroy Lord Spiral’s plan, or Moor. They had only delayed the inevitable.

			At the centre of the silver cube, a strange tree-like creature grew from the floor. With a small degree of pride, Moor gazed upon its leathery, brown-green bark. Roots writhed like a nest of snakes at its base; branches grew from a solid trunk, coiling in the air and sliding over the ceiling. One of the serpentine branches pointed at Moor. He raised his index finger to meet its tip. The tree shuddered at the touch of its creator, but the branch withdrew when Moor held out the terracotta jar in his pale hands, recoiling from the forbidden thaumaturgy it held.

			There had been moments when Moor had wondered if he would ever see this jar again. It was one of four, plain and smooth, its lid sealed with wax, filled with the darkest magic. A lifetime ago, Moor had buried them in the foundations of the Labyrinth, where they had remained, waiting for the day of Moor’s return when he could reanimate the essences they preserved. 

			The last of Lord Spiral’s Genii, sleeping the long sleep, and it was almost time to wake them up. 

			There had been moments when the isolation of the long game had threatened to drive Moor insane. The Nothing of Far and Deep was a vast, thick cloud of primordial mist – unimaginably huge to lesser creatures – and the Labyrinth was the only House dwelling inside it. Or so others believed. Moor’s task might appear impossible to achieve, like trying to find a single diamond buried in a desert. But he had prevailed. Compromise, adaptation, patience – that was all Moor had required to carry Lord Spiral’s ultimate goal across the decades to a time when there was no one waiting to help the people of the Labyrinth. 

			The Genii War was long over, the Timewatcher and Her Thaumaturgists were gone for good, and the terracotta jar in Moor’s hands was the beginning of the future. The days of isolation were at an end, and the silver cube had almost served its purpose. Almost …

			The serpentine tree stirred and writhed as a presence filtered through the thaumaturgic walls, disturbing the stolid air. A curious sensation washed over Moor. Someone had summoned him – but not with words, more with feelings that rippled through the silver cube, carrying fear.

			Moor laid his hand on the glowing surface of a wall subtly unlike the others. Immediately the thaumaturgic metal’s state shifted, changing from solid to pearlescent liquid and finally to clear, shimmering air.

			A bedraggled man stood on damp cobbles outside. Behind him, an alleyway of the Great Labyrinth stretched away into misty gloom. He was small, his clothes and skin grubby, and his feral eyes were fixed on the terracotta jar in Moor’s hands. Charlie Hemlock, they called him. It was a good name for the poisonous sort of human he was. 

			‘Hello, Charlie,’ said Moor.

			Hemlock gave a quick nod in return. 

			Three golems stood in a line behind him. Deformed and withered bodies covered by black cassocks, grotesque faces hidden beneath the wide brims of their hats, these stone servants had lost every aspect of the humans they had once been. Subservient, incapable of speech or thought, they waited for orders. The power stones that energised the pistols in their hands glowed with violet light. 

			Moor said, ‘I trust everything has gone to plan, Charlie? Our prey has caught scent of the bait?’

			Shifty and nervous, Hemlock wrung his hands together and looked at a young woman lying unconscious at his feet. ‘It won’t be long before Marney comes looking for her.’ His voice was slightly distorted through the wall of air. 

			Moor studied the smooth surface of the terracotta jar. ‘Perfect.’

			The unconscious woman, the bait, unwashed and dressed in oversized clothes no better than rags, had short blonde hair streaked with red dye. Such a small and innocent-looking thing, but deceptive in her appearance. Her name was Clara, her clients called her Peppercorn, and she had been touched by magic. 

			‘Marney will be here soon,’ Hemlock stressed, anxiety lacing his voice. The prospect obviously disturbed him, as it should. Marney, an empath, one of the last magickers of the Relic Guild … and the keeper of secrets. She was dangerous and clever, concealing herself well among the denizens of Labrys Town. Moor had found Marney practically impossible to locate, but with Peppercorn Clara’s unwitting assistance, the empath had finally been enticed out of hiding.

			‘So,’ Hemlock said, eyeing the peculiar tree behind Moor. ‘If that’s everything, I’ll just take my money and be on my way.’

			‘On your way?’

			‘If it’s all the same to you.’ Hemlock spoke brightly, casually, belying the fear beneath. 

			Moor clucked his tongue. ‘I understand how you feel. I’ve shown you things that frighten you, and now you’re wondering if you have bitten off more than you can chew.’

			After a quick glance at the golems behind him, and the woman at his feet, Hemlock shrugged at the Genii. Moor resisted the urge to wrap his thaumaturgy around the venal idiot’s body and crush the life from him.

			‘We need to discuss the next phase of the plan, Charlie.’

			Hemlock licked his lips nervously. ‘I didn’t know there was a next phase.’

			‘Indeed. Come inside, please.’

			Hemlock didn’t move. ‘Look, I’ve done everything you asked of me, but I’m through with this now. I’m in over my head.’ He frowned at the serpentine tree’s coiling branches. ‘I’ll just take my money and leave.’ 

			‘No, no, no,’ Moor said. ‘The part you are about to play is surprisingly important, given that you are a human.’

			‘But—’

			Hemlock’s words choked off. Moor had used his thaumaturgy to pulse a command to the golems. In unison, they aimed their pistols at Hemlock. With a yelp, Hemlock skipped away from them, through the veil of shimmering air, into the silver cube. As soon as he had crossed the threshold, Moor commanded the golems to guard Peppercorn Clara and then returned the wall to its solid state. 

			His face paling, Hemlock stuck close to the wall. His eyes, wide and panicked, darted from Moor to the jar to the tree creature, and back again.

			‘Charlie, you are too young to remember the Labyrinth before the Genii and the Thaumaturgists went to war.’ Moor waited for Hemlock’s fear to acknowledge that he was being spoken to. ‘You think of the Timewatcher as an all-loving Mother, yet She abandoned you cold-heartedly. Abandoned us all. This is a dangerous time, for you and me both.’

			‘W-what do you want?’

			The Genii faced the tree. A few more of its leathery branches reached for him. He stroked each of them one by one.

			‘You know the tale of Oldest Place, yes?’ He returned his attention to Hemlock. ‘The prison House in which the Timewatcher incarcerated the Lord of the Genii?’

			Hemlock stared. 

			‘Marney knows the tale, too, Charlie. Better than most, you might say. She is very important to me. And to the future. But here’ – he held up the terracotta jar – ‘I want to introduce you to a colleague of mine. Her name is Hagi Tabet.’

			Confused, afraid, Hemlock said, ‘What?’

			‘Lady Tabet is to be the new Resident of Labrys Town.’ Moor ran his finger around the jar’s wax seal. ‘And I need you to deliver her to the Nightshade.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Hemlock whimpered. ‘No one can get into the Nightshade. Not even you.’ 

			‘That’s not entirely true, Charlie. I know of a way, you see. Unfortunately, it will cost you your life.’

			Hemlock’s simmering panic boiled over. Pathetically, he reached into the sleeve of his coat for a concealed weapon, but Moor stopped him in his tracks. The Genii bound the human in higher magic, rendered him immobile, strangled the voice from his throat. His eyes staring, body and limbs boneless as a rag doll’s, Hemlock’s feet slid over the cube’s silver floor as thaumaturgy dragged him forwards.

			Once he was close enough, Moor switched places with Hemlock, watching as the sinuous, leathery branches of the serpentine tree reached out and captured him. They coiled around his legs, removed his dirty, patched coat and ripped open his shirt. Popped buttons bounced off silver walls. Hemlock expressed a scream with his eyes as a branch slid around his midriff and two others encircled his wrists, holding him prone and defenceless before the Genii. 

			‘Calm yourself,’ Moor said. ‘You have a little time to live your life yet.’

			Holding up the terracotta jar again, Moor left it floating in the air, slowly spinning. Hemlock’s eyes welled with tears as Moor laid cold hands upon his chest and summoned his power.

			‘It’s a small mercy, Charlie, but you won’t remember what I’m about to do. For now, brace yourself. This is going to cause you agony beyond belief.’ 

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Prescience

			

			

			Samuel felt as though he was walking along a mile-high tightrope without a safety net beneath him.

			He led his Aelfirian colleagues along an old and abandoned tunnel beneath the mighty clock tower called Little Sibling: the parliament building in the Sisterhood of Bells, the Aelfirian capital House. Behind Samuel came Namji. Hillem and Glogelder brought up the rear. The light from Samuel’s lamp danced upon the tunnel walls; the power stone in his revolver glowed pale violet. 

			Van Bam and Clara were missing. The avatar, for reasons Samuel couldn’t fathom, had split them from the group, and who knew where they were now? Samuel felt lost without his fellow magickers by his side. Making matters worse, his magic had been anaesthetised; the shock wave from an explosion of anti-magic had sucked his prescient awareness from his body and he didn’t know how long it would take to return.

			In Van Bam’s absence, Namji had inherited leadership over the group. The occasional glassy chink came from the satchel hanging over her shoulder, filled with the paraphernalia of a magic-user. 

			In silence, the old bounty hunter led them out of the tunnel into a chamber of black-bricked walls, cold and gloomy, unused for years. Water dripped from the dark ceiling and slapped on the floor, making the cobbles slimy and treacherous underfoot.

			Tall and slim Hillem deactivated the power stones on his pistols and slid them into the holsters at his hips. Glogelder was less sure of his environment. As tall as Hillem but much thicker set, he kept his clunky spell sphere launcher in his hands. On his back he carried a duffel bag filled with spare weaponry and ammunition. 

			‘This must be the entrance to the dungeons,’ Namji said, standing over a trapdoor set into the floor. Hillem and Glogelder joined her.

			Samuel placed the glow lamp down. His eyes were drawn to the remnants of a staircase at the back of the chamber. At one time it had led up to a doorway set high on the wall, but the staircase was rotten and broken now and the doorway had been bricked up. Samuel shifted his gaze to the ceiling and felt a knot tighten in his gut.

			Soon, in the council halls of Little Sibling far above this chamber, an assembly of the Aelfirian governing bodies would occur. The Panopticon of Houses was convening to decide the fate of the one million humans living in Labrys Town; to decide whether or not it was time to destroy the last remaining portal to the Labyrinth. Without that portal, no supplies could get through to the denizens. Without that portal, the inhabitants of Labrys Town would die. But in reality, the decision wasn’t really up for debate or vote. It had already been made.  

			Manipulating the situation, pulling the strings behind the scenes in the Panopticon of Houses, was a covert, power-hungry band of hierarchs known as the Sisterhood. They blamed humans for the Timewatcher and Her Thaumaturgists’ decision to abandon the Aelfir after the Genii War. They wanted to cut the last tie to the Labyrinth, eradicate the Aelfir’s lingering faith in the Timewatcher. Destroying the last portal was their goal, and the Sisterhood always got what it wanted. 

			The one person standing between the machinations of the Sisterhood and the ruin of the Labyrinth was Tal, an elderly Aelf, a veteran of the Genii War and a discredited councillor. He was the Relic Guild’s agent in the Panopticon of Houses, a self-proclaimed champion of the Labyrinth, and he alone would take the voice of reason into the assembly. Samuel prayed that Tal could convince the Houses to spare the denizens, to make them see the truth – that the Genii had returned and planned to free Spiral from Oldest Place. But even if Tal was successful, it could still be a hollow victory. Unless the Relic Guild stopped the Genii the Labyrinth would fall anyway, and the Houses of the Aelfir would soon follow.

			Where in the Timewatcher’s name were Van Bam and Clara? 

			‘Samuel?’ 

			Namji was standing at the trapdoor between Hillem and Glogelder, dwarfed by their size. All of them were looking at Samuel. Their pointed ears, large eyes and small noses and mouths gave their faces the triangular appearance of the Aelfir. But where Namji’s face was subtly heart-shaped and Hillem’s expression always studious, Glogelder looked like a brute. Old wounds had left so many scars and craters on his hairless head and face that Samuel was reminded of a beaten moon. His broken nose had never been set and his ears were battered. 

			‘We need to carry on,’ Namji said. ‘We can’t afford to hang around.’

			Samuel joined the Aelfir. The wooden slats of the trapdoor were damp and rotten, appearing too unstable to bear any weight. This proved to be true when Glogelder grabbed its metal ring and tore half of the wood away with one yank. Throwing the rotten mass aside, he quickly removed what remained. 

			Hillem retrieved the glow lamp and lowered its light into the hole, illuminating the first few steps of a spiralling staircase of stone. 

			Unconsciously, Samuel slipped a hand into his coat pocket. His fingers closed around the big, black iron key that rested there and he pulled it out, turning it over in his hands. The bow was cast in a diamond shape. At the end of the long shaft were three blocky teeth. Uncertainty was an unfamiliar state for Samuel and he didn’t care for the way it felt. The key had been a gift from the mysterious avatar. It opened a cell in the forgotten dungeons far below Little Sibling, but what the avatar wanted the Relic Guild to find down there was anyone’s guess.

			Namji, Hillem and Glogelder were looking at him again.

			‘Samuel,’ urged Namji, ‘the Toymaker is still in the Sisterhood of Bells.’

			The Toymaker, Samuel thought bitterly. An assassin left behind by the Thaumaturgists who had been hunting the Relic Guild ever since they escaped from the Labyrinth. But you never saw the Toymaker himself, only his army of hand-sized insectoid automatons and the deadly thaumaturgic stings at the end of their tails. The same anti-magic that had anaesthetised Samuel’s prescient awareness had deactivated the Toymaker’s toys. But, again, for how long? 

			‘Has your magic come back at all?’ Namji said. ‘Do you feel anything?’

			Samuel could detect the first signs of his magic’s return but it was only a vague stirring in his blood, like the tiniest of embers still alive in a fireplace full of dead coals. It wasn’t enough to warn him of any danger lurking at the bottom of those spiralling stairs. 

			Stuffing the key back into his pocket, Samuel shrugged at Namji. ‘Unless you know some spell that can detect danger, we have to go down blind.’

			‘Speak for yourself,’ Glogelder half-joked, casting a wary glance into the dark stairwell. His battered face split into a grin. ‘Personally, I’m thinking of ditching the lot of you.’

			‘I do have my detection crystal,’ Hillem offered. ‘It won’t sense danger, but it will alert us if anyone’s down there.’

			‘No, I’ve got something better,’ Namji said. ‘But if we have to do this without prescient awareness, then I’m not doing it unarmed.’

			She motioned to Glogelder, who shrugged the duffel bag from his back. Dipping inside, he produced a slim box, roughly six inches thick, twelve wide and eighteen long. The big Aelf passed it to Namji. 

			Laying the box on the cobbled floor, Namji unclasped it and flipped back the lid to reveal two shallow, padded halves connected by three little hinges. Compartments cut out of the padding held the polished silver parts of a weapon. Namji began pulling the components from the box one by one, quickly and methodically connecting them together, each piece attaching to the next with a crisp click. 

			‘She’s not a fan of firearms,’ Hillem whispered to Samuel. ‘She won’t carry this thing unless it’s absolutely necessary.’

			At first, Samuel supposed Namji was constructing a handgun of some kind. The butt had a coarse grip, the trigger a circular guard; but instead of a barrel, the weapon had a length of flattened metal with a groove down its centre. And when Namji finished the piece by connecting a short prod with little wheels at its ends and a thin bowstring of steel cable, Samuel realised it was a pistol crossbow, ornately designed from silver metal, not much longer than his revolver. 

			‘Damn fine weapon, though,’ Glogelder said proudly. ‘I stole it for her.’

			Namji clicked a power stone into the weapon’s stock. It whined and glowed with violet light when she primed it. There was a whirr of mechanisms and then the bowstring snapped back into the firing position. Namji pulled the trigger. The bowstring sprang forward and then immediately returned to lock into the spring clip, as quick as a flash. 

			Impressed, Samuel watched as the Aelfirian magic-user removed the last two items from the box – cartridges of bolts, he assumed. Namji clipped one of them to her belt; the other she slapped into the underside of the crossbow. It was longer than the weapon was thick. With another mechanical whirr, the flight groove opened to allow the cartridge to push up a bolt. The groove closed again and the projectile nestled in place, ready to be fired. 

			It was a strange kind of bolt, thinner and shorter than a pencil, the shaft and flight made of metal, but the small pointed head was clear glass inside which fluid glowed with pale radiance.

			‘A spell?’ Samuel asked.

			‘Exactly the same as a magical bullet.’ Namji dropped her arm to her side, showing that even when the crossbow was held vertically, the bolt remained in the groove. ‘A magnetism spell,’ she explained. ‘It only lets go when I pull the trigger.’

			As Glogelder returned the box to the duffel bag, Namji rummaged around in the satchel hanging from her shoulder and produced a small spell sphere. Without much effort, she crushed the glass between her fingers and flicked the spell into the air. Samuel raised a hand against the white light of a tiny star that appeared before her. 

			She said, ‘If there’s danger around, the light should turn orange.’

			‘Should?’ 

			Namji smirked. ‘It’s been a long time since I last used one.’

			She walked forwards and the light preceded her. When Namji stopped at the edge of the hole in the floor, the star disappeared down into it, illuminating more of the spiralling stone steps. 

			‘Well then,’ Namji said, taking a breath and standing on the first stair. ‘Let’s go and see what the avatar wants us to find.’ 

			Hillem drew his pistols and thumbed their power stones. With the duffel bag once again on his back, Glogelder hefted his spell sphere launcher. 

			Samuel nodded at Namji, and the three men followed her down into the bowels of Little Sibling. 

			

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Awakenings

			

			

			Van Bam was dead.

			It was true; Clara had seen him die. As the wolf, she had watched, helpless and immobile, as the wild demons of the Retrospective ripped him apart and fed on his flesh. Van Bam was dead. 

			So why could she hear his voice?

			I am blind …

			It came from the darkness inside Clara’s mind, its deep tone disturbing the nothingness that had beset her being, reawakening emotions and memories and scars. 

			I cannot see where I am.

			There was a strained edge to the illusionist’s voice, as though he was speaking while his fingers desperately clung to a ledge above a great abyss. Yet somehow Clara knew he wasn’t talking to her. 

			Help me …

			Don’t be afraid, said a different voice. A woman. They didn’t get me. I’m still here.

			Clara recognised the new voice. It belonged to Marney, the empath. She had always been inside the changeling’s head. Hadn’t she?

			I cannot hold on, Van Bam said. Weak. Distant. 

			You’re not supposed to, Marney replied, soft yet stern. Trust me like you used to, Van Bam. I will find you.

			Clara heard a bestial screech from somewhere beyond the darkness in her mind. She began retching. And then pain rushed through her like white fire. 

			The wolf’s eyes snapped open and golden light filled them. She gagged and choked, coughing out viscous fluid as a cold length was yanked from her throat. Vision blurry, the stench of death filling her nostrils, she whined as a second cold length was wrenched from her head. Another screech came from close by. The wolf lay on her side, her eyes focused on a spike of green glass protruding from her stomach. Agony roiled her gut and she vomited blood. Magic flowed through her veins like molten metal.

			And the metamorphosis began.

			She growled and yelped as her stomach wound healed with ruthless magical contractions which pushed the spike of green glass from her body. It fell free and hit stone with a discordant chime. Her head throbbed as the hole in her skull closed. Clara half-barked, half-sobbed, thrashing while her skeleton reorganised its structure with a series of harsh cracks and jerks. Her silver-grey pelt shrank, each hair drawn back into her skin to leave behind the dark grey material of magically charmed clothes. 

			She was the human. 

			Lying upon the hard surface of a huge stone table, not quite understanding why she was there, Clara stared up into the face of a hulking, obese brute. His head bald, expression cruel, he glared at Clara with one dark eye. Viktor Gadreel. The name came to her like a slap in the face, along with another word: Genii. 

			Dressed in a priest’s cassock, Gadreel was holding a diamond-shaped box as black and polished as obsidian. Thaumaturgic symbols glowed upon its surface with purple light. Two glass tubes, smeared with Clara’s blood, sprouted from its sides. Known Things … The box was called Known Things. It contained a secret. It knew how to kill Spiral. 

			‘Still alive, little wolf?’ Gadreel said, his voice a rumble of thunder. His fat, slug-like lips were twisted, perhaps in amusement. Or maybe he was surprised, impressed, by Clara’s survival. ‘But not for much longer,’ the Genii added. 

			As he backed away from the table, the glass tubes lost their solidity, becoming flaccid, gelatinous tendrils that whipped the air as they were sucked into the body of the black diamond box.

			Known Things was the Relic Guild’s last hope. 

			Van Bam’s voice filled Clara’s mind again.

			What is happening to me?

			Isn’t it obvious? said Marney.

			The Genii strode towards a wide rent in the air. Like a wound in reality, it was alive with the swirling darkness of a portal. Without breaking his stride, Viktor Gadreel entered the portal and disappeared. The rent closed after him, sealing with a wet noise to become a thin crack which blew away like smoke.

			Clara managed to lift herself up on one elbow and saw the pack of wild demons Gadreel had left behind. 

			Beneath the golden glow of a domed ceiling, the demons fought and jostled over Van Bam’s remains. Their grey carapaces were smeared with blood and their long, knife-like fingers were picking the last morsels of flesh from a mound of broken bones, stuffing them into their gaping mouths. 

			Sobbing, teetering on the edge of unconsciousness, Clara knew she was too weak to summon the wolf again. She looked around the chamber for a means of escape. There! A circular hole in the wall. She remembered that beyond it, a bridge spanned a yawning chasm in a mighty cavern that led directly to a portal out of this place. But the hole was barricaded by debris and broken rocks. 

			The demons screeched.

			The Cathedral of Doubt and Wonder, Van Bam said. Was it a trap?

			No! Marney’s voice was impassioned. Events unfolded as they had to.

			Had to? Van Bam was angry, desperate, but his voice was fading. We gave the Genii the location of Oldest Place!

			You were supposed to, Van Bam.

			Clara noticed gaps between the rocks that filled the circular hole. She wondered if she had the strength to make a hole big enough to squeeze through, then outrun the demons to the safety of the portal. She tried to slip from the stone table quietly and gracefully, but only succeeded in falling to a heap on the floor. The green glass spike followed her down. It smashed into a thousand emerald shards, the impact resounding through the chamber like a small explosion. The remnants of an illusionist’s wand skittered and tinkled across the floor. And the pack of wild demons noticed her.

			Losing interest in what remained of Van Bam’s body, they crept towards Clara, their movements twitchy like insects’. Mouths filled with teeth and gore, rheumy, fishlike eyes rolling in their sockets, their hunger came for the changeling.

			Clara tried to scurry away from them, but unconsciousness called again and fatigue overwhelmed her panic. 

			Tell me why. Van Bam’s voice was growing fainter and fainter. Why were Clara and I sacrificed?

			Clara is still alive, Marney told him. And she needs you.

			I-I don’t understand.

			Have faith in me. I won’t abandon you, Van Bam … Van Bam?

			But the illusionist’s voice had gone, and the demons were almost upon Clara. Seven of them. One screeched and the others took up the call, anticipating the rush, the tearing and feeding, the promise of hot, fresh blood. They stank of hopelessness and death.

			Clara gave up. Perhaps if she closed her eyes, her mind would return to that dark place and she would feel nothing of what was about to happen …

			The demons stopped, their eyes searching the chamber as a scuttling sound filled the air. Accompanied by the ticks of metal on stone, violet light shone through the gaps in the barricade. Forgetting Clara, the demons faced the light, clustering together, hissing. 

			A single rock fell from the barricade and rolled across the floor. The violet glow intensified. The blades of the demons’ fingers clacked together. Clara yelped as the barricade collapsed and an army of insectoid automatons rushed into the chamber.

			The demons didn’t get the chance to mount a counter-attack. As Clara pushed herself away, the automatons – silver, hand-sized, at least a hundred of them – swarmed the monsters. Their lashing tails, tipped with the violet glow of thaumaturgic stings, pierced slimy grey carapaces, flashing as they administered deadly shocks of higher magic.

			You never meet the Toymaker, they said. Only his toys. 

			The demons fell, shrieking in pain and rage, buried beneath a writhing mound of silver. When the shrieks ceased, the automatons moved towards the changeling, leaving the corpses of the demons to steam and melt behind them. 

			Clara, said Marney, I need your help.

			A part of Clara wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the empath’s words. She wanted to say, I’m a little busy right now, being saved by the one thing that wants to kill me more than the wild demons do. But she had become transfixed by the Toymaker’s toys. They had stopped several feet from her and were coalescing, clambering on top of each other. With clinks and scrapes of interconnecting metal, the silver automatons grew into a humanoid figure six feet tall, broad across the shoulders. A framework man, formed from legs and tails and little silver bodies, a hundred violet lights glowing within it. The last toy scrambled over the face and clicked into place, leaving a smooth metal disc where a mouth might have been.

			The automaton approached the changeling.

			Clara’s eyelids fluttered. She struggled against the weight that was pushing her mind down but couldn’t stop her eyes from closing. Vaguely, she was aware that the Toymaker had reached her, but instead of feeling any pain there was only a curious sensation of rising, as though the automaton had gently lifted her into its arms.

			And in the darkness, Marney spoke again. Come with me, Clara. We have to find Van Bam. 

			

			

			Hamir had never enjoyed physical exertion, but the only way he could get Lady Amilee out of her dream chamber was by unceremoniously manhandling her.

			Waking up had been relatively easy for the necromancer; his mind had spent only a short time in the Skywatcher’s dreamscape, whereas Amilee’s had spent four decades there while her body remained in stasis. And now, high in the domed observatory of the Tower of the Skywatcher, Lady Amilee could not be woken. She was barely breathing. 

			The sarcophagus-like dream chamber was deep and Hamir was smaller, frailer than Amilee. He struggled to lift her into a sitting position before heaving her over the lip of the chamber. The limp weight of her body sent them both falling to a heap on the observatory’s dusty glass floor.

			Hamir worked quickly. He laid Amilee on her back, feeling for the beat of her heart. It was there, just, weak and slow. Through her diaphanous gown, Hamir could see the bones protruding from an undernourished body which had subsisted for too long on higher magic. Amilee’s chest rose and fell, but almost imperceptibly; her eyelids were open but her eyes had rolled to whites; the diamond tattoo on her forehead, deeply black, emphasised the colourlessness of her skin. Hamir had been around death long enough to sense its approach. 

			He summoned his necromantic magic.

			Swirls of black invading the green of his eyes, he placed his hands upon the Skywatcher, infusing her with the warmth of life, holding back the cold that had beset her. Hamir felt the remnants of her thaumaturgy flowing through a sluggish bloodstream like cooling magma from a spent volcano. He pressed his hands to the sides of Amilee’s head and searched for her mind. It was confused, lost, struggling to make the journey from the dreamscape it had created back to the real world. Hamir whispered words of magic that came from the grey place where he existed between light and dark, and he blew them gently into Amilee’s mouth.

			Instantly, a little warmth returned to the cold body. The approaching death receded a little more. A flame of recognition bloomed in Amilee’s mind, but it was not enough to wake her. Not yet. It would take a while for the Skywatcher to gather whatever strength remained to her.

			Breathing heavily, Hamir sat down. Pushing grey hair back from his face, he cast a pitying gaze over Amilee. They had once called her Treasured Lady of the Thaumaturgists, patron of the Labyrinth, one-third of the Trinity of Skywatchers. She had been glorious. It was a long time since Hamir last saw a creature of higher magic reduced to such a wretched condition. 

			He looked around the observatory. It was as dull and neglected as it had been before he entered the sleep chamber. High above, the domed ceiling that had at one time been filled with incalculable stars in a host of skies was now mostly empty space, except for the dot of a single sun struggling to shine. The sun blinked a few times and sputtered before its weak light died completely, and nothing but empty space filled the dome.

			Hamir noticed a table close by. It hadn’t been there before his journey into Amilee’s dreamscape. With a frown, he rose and walked to it. Upon the table lay a thick purple robe, neatly folded. The robe of a Thaumaturgist. Next to it was a stone jug of water with two glasses and a wax paper packet. He opened the packet to find slices of nutrition cake. 

			Pouring himself a glass of water, Hamir smiled wryly before draining it in one go, then picked up a slice of the cake. 

			‘Hello, Alexander,’ he said before biting into it. ‘Are you here to gawp or will you present yourself?’

			Alexander, Lady Amilee’s dead Aelfirian aide – his ghost was somewhere close by, observing, haunting the tower, loyal to the Skywatcher even in death. He didn’t reply to Hamir, but he did materialise.

			Dressed in a three-piece suit similar to Hamir’s, the ghost appeared in drab monochrome. His small mouth and nose and large eyes gave his face the traditional Aelfirian shape. His thinning hair made his pointed ears look overly long. Unblinking, eyes brimming with silver tears, the ghost of Alexander stared at the immobile form of his mistress on the floor. 

			‘She has to live,’ he said, his voice whispery. ‘She must not die.’

			‘What did you expect, Alexander? That your Lady would arise bright-eyed and bushy-tailed? You must understand that even for a Thaumaturgist, forty years confined to a sleep chamber takes its toll upon body and mind.’

			‘And what you must understand is that you have no idea what I sacrificed to keep her safe. Now, necromancer, will she live?’ 

			Hamir scrutinised the dead aide, then looked at the table and its contents which had so mysteriously appeared. ‘How did you provide these refreshments?’

			Alexander said nothing. 

			Hamir was aware that ghosts could make physical contact with the corporeal world, throw things, hurt people – he once knew a person who had been scratched by a ghost. But he had never encountered a spirit so strongly connected to the place it haunted that it was able to interact with its environment with the same tactility as a living, breathing being. Unless it had access to magic.

			‘Alexander, tell me how you died.’

			The ghost obviously heard the insinuation in Hamir’s tone. ‘What I did, I did willingly,’ he said with defiance.

			‘I’m sure you believe that.’ Hamir looked down at the Skywatcher’s face. ‘So many of us do when Lady Amilee is manipulating us. It’s a gift of hers.’

			‘Show respect.’

			‘I’m only speaking the truth. I’ve known our good Lady here far longer than you.’

			‘Yes. And she told me all about you, Lord Hamir, disgraced Thaumaturgist, murderer, creator of abominations.’

			‘The Progenitor – that is the name the Nephilim gave me.’ Hamir was already bored with the direction of the conversation and cast suspicious eyes about the observatory. ‘Where was your body laid to rest, Alexander?’ 

			The ghost stared at him.

			‘H-Hamir,’ Amilee whispered.

			Hamir was quickly at the Skywatcher’s side, helping her to sit up. 

			Amilee coughed. Her teeth chattered and shuddery breath rose from her mouth in frosty clouds. She clutched at Hamir, groaning as she attempted to stand, but slipped down onto the floor again.

			The necromancer tried to settle her. ‘Your body and mind need to adjust. Take your time, my lady.’

			‘No,’ Amilee said hoarsely. ‘There is no time. Tell me you have it, Hamir. The changeling blood. Clara’s blood.’ 

			Hamir pulled a phial from the inside pocket of his jacket. It was filled with Clara’s blood, and he had almost forgotten he was carrying it since escaping from the Labyrinth. Thinking that Amilee wished to drink the blood, to let its magical restorative qualities reignite her thaumaturgy, Hamir made to pop the cork with a thumb. But Amilee laid her hand over his and stopped him. 

			The Skywatcher stared at the ghost of her aide, her tawny eyes welling with tears. Alexander bobbed his head at his master, his expression a mixture of sadness and relief. 

			‘Follow Alexander,’ Amilee told Hamir. ‘He’ll show you what the blood is for.’ 

			

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Higher Magic

			

			

			When Sergeant Ennis came to, he was tied to a chair. Rope bound his wrists to the armrests and his ankles to the legs. More rope around his midriff secured his body to the back. And he had been gagged. 

			The last thing Ennis remembered was the Lazy House. He had gone there to find information on the Relic Guild agent Peppercorn Clara. He recalled being set up. He recalled being tricked, drugged and abducted by an ageing criminal and retired magic-user … Long Tommy.

			He wished the grogginess would clear; willed his instincts to return. He tried to work the gag from his mouth and wriggle his arms free but to no avail. Where was his abductor? 

			Ennis’s prison appeared to be a storeroom, workshop and office all in one. There were no windows. Random items which amounted to not much more than bric-a-brac took up one side of the room, stored on shelves and piled on the floor. On the other side, next to a closed door, a workbench stood against the wall. Tools were scattered upon it, along with a big magnifying glass and a collection of strange-looking metal contraptions. Directly in front of Ennis was a battered old desk. Whatever was sitting on the desk was covered with a stained dustsheet. 

			Ennis reasoned he was being held at Long Tommy’s junk shop, the façade he kept in the eastern district behind which he hid his criminal activities.

			The door opened and the man himself entered the room. Somewhere in his late sixties, dressed in a plain shirt, trousers and a worn woollen waistcoat, Tommy glared at Ennis with pale eyes. His grey, unshaved face and silver hair gave him an almost ghoulish appearance in the light of the wall-mounted glow lamp.

			Tommy stared at Ennis from behind his desk, his eyebrows knitted angrily. He then produced a snub-nosed pistol from a drawer. 

			‘I’ve been asking around about you,’ he said, his voice full of disdain. ‘Nobody seems to know you. My police contacts have no idea what you’re up to these days. But I’ve got my suspicions.’ Tommy thumbed the pistol’s power stone. It whined and glowed. ‘You’re off the grid, Sergeant Ennis. No one knows you’re here. So I’m going to ask you some yes-no questions, and if I smell any horseshit I’ll start putting bullets in you. Understand?’ 

			Serious … 

			Ennis nodded.

			‘You’re working undercover, hunting for the agents of the Relic Guild, right?’

			Again, Ennis nodded.

			‘You’ve been told that the Relic Guild wants to ruin this town. That they worship the Retrospective and want to feed the denizens to the wild demons, or infect us with this magical virus they carry. Either way, I’m right, aren’t I?’

			Another nod. 

			‘You believe our new Resident, this mysterious Hagi Tabet, is working day and night to keep her people safe?’

			Ennis made to nod, but faltered. 

			‘Ah, there it is,’ said Tommy. ‘You’re beginning to suspect that nothing is as it appears, aren’t you, Sergeant?’

			Ennis tensed as Tommy aimed the pistol at him. 

			Frightened …

			‘Did you know that the heads of the Merchants’ Guild were summoned to the Nightshade and no one’s seen them since?’ 

			Emphatically, Ennis shook his head.

			‘Then did you know that the Resident sent her aide and that bloody animal – the Woodsman – into the criminal underworld to carve up a few of the bosses?’ Tommy practically growled the last question, angrier about the fate of his fellow criminals than anyone in the Merchants’ Guild. 

			Ennis implored with his eyes. He had no knowledge of these events. 

			‘Our Resident is dismembering this society,’ Tommy said, closing one eye and peering down the pistol’s sight at the police sergeant. ‘And I honestly can’t make up my mind whose side you’re on, Ennis.’ 

			It was impossible to speak through the gag, though Ennis tried, straining against his bonds, willing his captor to not pull the trigger. 

			‘Damn it,’ Tommy whispered. He deactivated the power stone and placed the pistol on the table. ‘Your trouble is you’re too young to remember life before the Genii War. You don’t know what it means to be a magicker of the Relic Guild.’ 

			Desperate …

			Tommy stared into the distance for a moment before drawing a deep breath. ‘Sometimes the magic of the Labyrinth touches a denizen. It gives them a special gift but takes away their choices in life. It wipes out all those sticky obstacles like family and friends and makes damn sure that a magicker has no responsibilities other than duty to the Relic Guild. They make a promise. To protect the denizens of Labrys Town against horrors you’ve never seen in your life, Ennis, and the crimes of … people like me.’

			Tommy’s eyes fixed on his captive. ‘The magic of the Labyrinth chooses well. It doesn’t make mistakes.’ He snorted a bitter laugh. ‘The Relic Guild disbanded years ago, decades – that’s what you believe. You who are too young to remember the old days, the good days, before Spiral ripped everything apart and the Thaumaturgists left us trapped behind hundred-foot walls. Ennis, the Relic Guild aren’t responsible for what’s going on in this town, but you can bet your faith in the Timewatcher that they came back because we needed them to.’

			Dipping into the desk drawer again, Tommy produced an item wrapped in a handkerchief and placed it down beside his gun. He unwrapped the handkerchief, exposing a shard of grey metal in the rough shape of a diamond. 

			This metal was the reason why Ennis had gone to Long Tommy’s junk shop in the first place. The shard had come from the remnants of a destroyed contraption the Relic Guild had built in the cellar of a warehouse on the south side. A strange substance, light yet durable, soft and malleable yet strong. It had obviously held some magical property, and so Ennis had taken it to the old crook and magic-user for identification. Evidently, Tommy was none too pleased about what he had discovered. 

			‘Have you ever seen the Resident’s aide, Ennis – this … Lady Asajad?’

			Ennis nodded. 

			‘I’ve been told she has scarring on her forehead. Is that true?’

			When Ennis confirmed it, Tommy pulled away the dustsheet to reveal a small device sitting on the desk, simple but odd-looking. It was comprised of a square metal dish with four metal rods that rose from each corner to meet above the dish, giving the device the appearance of a pyramid’s skeleton. A powdery substance filled the dish, as white as talcum in the room’s dim light. 

			‘I haven’t needed one of these in years,’ Tommy said, staring at the contraption. ‘It’s an alchemist’s kit. In the old days, I used one to test the magical properties of the artefacts treasure hunters brought to me. Last night, I used it to test that.’ He pointed at the metal shard. Tommy sniffed. ‘If you want to know how powerful the magic held in a relic is, all you have to do is place the item onto a bed of iron filings.’ He pointed at the square dish. ‘The metal rods syphon a little of the magic, swirl it around a bit and then send it back down to the metal dish. The dish heats the iron filings and then releases the magic into them. Whatever the magic turns the filings into, that tells you how strong the magic is. And shall I tell you what your piece of metal turned them into?’

			Tommy licked the end of his finger and dipped it into the powdery substance. When he lifted his finger to the light, it sparkled like jewels. 

			‘Glass dust,’ said Tommy. ‘I bet you don’t know what that means, do you?’

			Ennis shook his head, struggling to swallow, his mind racing. 

			‘It means that what’s in that metal is as strong as magic gets.’ Tommy was angry; fearful, too. ‘I had one or two run-ins with the Relic Guild in the old days. And the last time they paid me a visit was because of … shit like this! That metal is holding higher magic, Ennis. It’s thaumaturgy—’

			Tommy broke off, disturbed by a blue glow shining in through the door. He snatched up his pistol, primed the power stone and took aim. 

			‘Who’s there?’ he demanded. 

			‘Just a friend,’ replied the calm, gentle voice of a man. 

			To Ennis’s incredulity, a spectre drifted into the room, a ghost in the rough shape of a person made of blue light. Its centre was the colour of twilight, surrounded by an aura of bright sky-blue and tendrils of light that waved in the air like strips of cloth underwater. 

			‘Ah. Looks as though I’ve arrived just in time,’ the ghost said amiably. 

			The pistol shook in Tommy’s hands. He licked his lips nervously and gave Ennis a quick glance. Ennis, wide-eyed, shrugged at his captor, just as perplexed.

			‘Now then,’ the ghost continued, ‘Tommy, if you would be so good as to remove Sergeant Ennis’s bonds, the three of us really need to talk. I’m afraid to say that something very bad is about to happen to Labrys Town.’ 

			In a chamber somewhere within the maze-like structure of the Nightshade, Hagi Tabet hung on a web of tentacles. The leathery appendages had sprouted from her back and pierced the floor, walls and ceiling, dividing the room in two, holding the Resident of Labrys Town aloft. Tabet’s eyes were closed. In her bony hands she held a records device, of a kind – the profound creation that was Known Things.

			Upon the smooth, black surface of Known Things, the language of the Thaumaturgists glowed with purple light. Two glass tubes extended from its diamond-shaped body. One had punctured Tabet’s temple, lancing her brain; the other went into her mouth and down her throat. Viscous fluid gurgled through both tubes. 

			Fabian Moor watched Tabet, waiting, flanked by the birdlike frame of Mo Asajad and hulking Viktor Gadreel. Moor shared the anticipation of his fellow Genii; the moment they had been waiting decades for had finally arrived. The air of impatience surrounding them was palpable.

			Moor’s eyes shifted to the creature standing in the corner of the room. 

			The Woodsman. 

			The wild demon’s hands rested upon the wicked head of its huge woodcutter’s axe. Seven feet tall and menacing, its impressive muscles were covered by a host of ugly red gashes crudely stitched with thick twine. Dressed in a leather jerkin and a kilt studded with rusty spikes, its face was a dark triangle at the front of a long, pointed hood. Upon its feet were calf-length boots made from fresh human skin. 

			The Woodsman cut an imposing figure, yet he was just one of countless other demons inhabiting the Retrospective, all of whom would soon be raised as a single, unstoppable army. But in that moment, Moor was irritated by the Woodsman’s presence and stench.

			Marshalling calm, Moor focused on Hagi Tabet and the diamond-shaped box in her hands. 

			Known Things. It felt churlish to refer to it as a mere records device. It had been designed by Iblisha Spiral: he who had been called First Lord of the Thaumaturgists until he rose against the Timewatcher and became Lord of the Genii. Known Things looked to be fashioned from obsidian, but its black, diamond-shaped shell had been crafted from unused time. Aside from the Timewatcher, only Spiral could manipulate the substance of time in this way. 

			To contain a personal slipstream, a secret timeline in which all of Spiral’s plots and plans were hidden – that was the purpose of Known Things. It had enabled Spiral and the Genii to slip the net, blind their Mother and fellow Thaumaturgists to the uprising until it was too late. But not even those great creatures of higher magic had understood just how deep Spiral’s plans went. Defeat in the Genii War had always been part of the strategy. 

			Tabet looked calm, at ease, as the fluid in the glass tubes fed her the information stored inside Known Things, including that which had recently been stolen from the mind of the changeling: the secret location of Oldest Place, the House in which the Timewatcher had imprisoned Lord Spiral.

			Impatience getting the better of him, Moor clicked his fingers at the Woodsman. ‘You. Come here.’ 

			Without hesitation, the Woodsman presented itself before the Genii, bowing its hooded head. 

			‘You will go into Labrys Town,’ Moor told it testily, ‘and you will gather food for the Resident. Now.’ 

			The Woodsman straightened, hoisted its axe onto its shoulder and strode from the room. Its subservience only further agitated Moor.

			‘Is something bothering you, Fabian?’ Asajad said in that coldly amused way of hers. ‘You sound a trifle vexed.’

			Ignoring her comments, Moor addressed Gadreel. ‘You claim the agents of the Relic Guild are dead, yet there were only two magickers present at the Cathedral of Doubt and Wonder.’ 

			‘The changeling and the blind illusionist,’ Gadreel confirmed. ‘The wild demons had their way with them.’ 

			‘Then one of the magickers is still on the loose.’ Moor clenched his teeth as bad memories of an arrogant, surly, gun-wielding human surfaced. ‘His name is Samuel, and he is perhaps the most cunning and dangerous of them.’

			Gadreel gave a dismissive grunt. ‘One human magicker is no threat to us.’ 

			‘A long time ago, Viktor, I believed the same thing. I was wrong.’

			‘Oh, Fabian, please get a grip on yourself,’ said Asajad. ‘Here we are on the cusp of victory and yet your thoughts idle on unimportant matters. This obsession you have with the Relic Guild is as pointless as it is tiresome, and I will listen to it no more!’ 

			‘Lady Asajad—’ Moor growled, but he stopped as Hagi Tabet inhaled a breath. 

			She shook on her web, her eyes flitting in their sockets as though caught in a dream state. Blood dripped from the glass tube in her temple. Tabet’s cracked lips worked at the tube in her mouth and her words came as a sigh from all places at once.

			‘I have it.’ Each word caused the symbols on Known Things to flare. ‘I know where Oldest Place is located.’

			The razor edge of his irritation blunted by desire, Moor addressed Asajad and Gadreel. ‘Do it now,’ he ordered. 

			Without argument, his fellow Genii faced each other and began speaking the quick, breathy language of higher magic. Together, they conjured a portal. It began as a crack in the air from which spilled a shadowy luminescence. Asajad and Gadreel used their thaumaturgy to widen the crack into an oval of churning night six feet tall, swirling in the space between them. As they maintained the spell, Moor used his magic to turn the oval until it faced Tabet.

			‘Give us the coordinates, Hagi,’ Moor demanded. 

			Tabet strained. One of her tentacles detached itself from the floor with a sound like a cork pulled from a wine bottle. It stretched towards the portal; the reptilian green-brown appendage snaked through the air, almost cautiously approaching the dark surface. Moor’s hand flashed out and caught the tentacle. With his other hand, he produced a scalpel and sliced off the end.

			Tabet hissed from all places. The stump dripped a brownish sludge as Moor fed it into the portal. A deep drone filling the chamber announced that Tabet was channelling the information of Known Things through the magic of the Nightshade, and she seized control of the thaumaturgy set in motion by her fellow Genii. 

			Asajad, her hair black and straight as a fall of oil, her smooth, porcelain-pale face expressionless, moved away from the portal; Gadreel, his fat lips twisted into an uncustomary smile, did the same. Together, they stood alongside Moor.

			How long had they been dreaming of this moment? 

			‘Now, Hagi,’ Moor whispered.

			The tentacle became rigid, as hard as iron, and stabbed into the black like a cable of energy. The droning rose in pitch as Tabet fed the portal with the coordinates of Oldest Place. Sparks and flashes of higher magic danced upon the portal’s surface. It crackled along the iron-hard tentacle to crawl over Tabet’s suspended naked body, and the symbols on Known Things blazed.

			Tabet groaned and swayed on her web. When the dancing sparks of thaumaturgy subsided, her voice came from everywhere. ‘It is done,’ she said and fell limp, exhausted, but clearly pleased with her work.

			Moor could feel Asajad’s and Gadreel’s gazes upon him, but he only had eyes for the gateway to Oldest Place. 

			‘Maintain the portal, Hagi.’ Moor’s tone had become breathless, excited. ‘It is time to bring Lord Spiral home.’ 

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Rogue Elements

			

			

			The star of white light hovered in the air ahead of Namji, banishing the darkness as the group followed the spiralling stairs down into the bowels of Little Sibling. Footsteps whispered around the stairwell. Samuel felt the absence of his magic keenly and wished that Clara were present; the wolf’s heightened senses would have made a welcome ally in this place.

			With one hand clutching the key in his pocket, the other holding his revolver, the old bounty hunter felt the weight of anxiety in his gut. He was inclined to trust that whoever controlled the avatar knew what they were doing – had to trust in that – but as usual there were no straight answers, no resolutions to the mysteries the Relic Guild had been dragging with them since escaping the Labyrinth. At least the key gave Samuel a little hope, a direction, a purpose, leading him to whatever secret was kept in the forgotten dungeons. 

			After a surprisingly long descent, the spiralling stairs ended in a cramped and damp corridor. Samuel stared into the gloom beyond Namji’s magical light. The way ahead felt so uncertain without his prescient awareness. Unknowable. Dangerous. 

			In this confined space, Glogelder swapped his spell sphere launcher for his pistol. ‘So what now?’ he said, his thick voice echoing. 

			Samuel pulled the key from his pocket, holding it as though clutching a protective talisman. 

			‘We find something to unlock,’ said Namji. 

			Leading with her pistol crossbow, she followed the light down the corridor, into the dungeons. 

			The cobbles on the floor were slick. Beneath the low ceiling, the bricks of the walls were thick with dirt. Moss grew in patches. The group passed darkened cells along the way. Decades ago, the dungeons beneath Little Sibling had been used to hold enemy officers captured during the Genii War. Prisoners had been interrogated, tortured, executed in the cells; but now the cells were empty and their doors were open. 

			After a short distance, Namji’s magical light hovered before a heavy door of thick metal bars stretching from wall to wall, blocking the corridor. Samuel went ahead of the group with the key in his hand. After a quick inspection which revealed no lock that the key might be used for, or hinges upon which a door might swing open, Samuel realised it wasn’t a door at all.

			‘It’s a barricade,’ he said.

			The metal bars were three inches thick, no more than six inches apart. The frame had been welded to metal plates fixed to the walls, floor and ceiling, and then reinforced with a host of heavy-duty bolts. But had it been constructed to keep people out, or to keep something in? Either way, there was no going back now; the Toymaker would be hunting them again soon. If he wasn’t already. 

			Samuel clanged the key against the bars. The metal was coated with rust, but solid. ‘I don’t have enough acid to create an opening,’ he told the group. ‘We could try ice-bullets – might make the metal brittle enough to break.’

			‘No,’ Namji said. With a hand gesture, she summoned the star of light, and it zipped back to hang above her head. ‘Get behind me,’ she told Samuel.

			Samuel stood alongside Hillem and Glogelder, watching as Namji aimed her crossbow. She pulled the trigger and the steel string snapped forward. The bolt sliced the air and its glass head smashed upon the floor at the base of the barricade, releasing a spell with the sound of a gale. 

			Magic created a ball of wispy energy like a storm. The ball wasn’t particularly big, reaching only halfway up the barricade and barely touching the walls, but the spell it contained was fierce. The bars began shuddering, and then the magic cut through them. The lower half started bending, folding, melting, as though collapsing under a pressure so heavy, so immensely dense, that it melted metal. The spell took a while to die. And when it had gone, so had the bottom half of the barricade.

			‘Vacuum magic,’ Hillem told Samuel. ‘It’s one of Namji’s own spells. Very effective. Very brutal.’

			Beneath the barricade, the spell had also cut a smooth bowl out of the cobbled floor, and in it molten metal steamed as it cooled.

			‘You don’t want to see what it does to a person,’ Glogelder commented with a shudder.

			‘Let’s go,’ said Namji.

			With the star of light once again leading the way, Namji ducked under what remained of the barricade and into the passageway beyond. Samuel went next, Hillem behind him, and Glogelder brought up the rear. More cells lined the walls, each one open and empty. 

			They continued until the star stopped and its colour turned from white to a deep, ominous orange. The group halted and raised their weapons. 

			‘Wait,’ Samuel said. He could see a vague colour touching the edges of the star’s warning light. ‘Put it out,’ he said.

			Namji clicked her fingers and the little star fizzed and fell to the floor as a dying ember. 

			Purple luminescence tinted the air in the corridor, weak, barely lifting the gloom. It came from the last cell on the left, through a viewing hatch set into the one door that was closed. 

			‘This must be it,’ Namji said.

			Samuel took the black iron key to the cell. The door was made from thick, sturdy wood and he was surprised to find it unlocked already. In fact, the lock was missing altogether. Where it should have been, a large, neat section had been cut out of the door, just below the viewing hatch, roughly a foot square.

			Confused, with the key still in his hand, Samuel pushed the door open with the barrel of his revolver. The Aelfir gathered behind him.

			Samuel swallowed. ‘Stay where you are,’ he said, voice tight.  

			The cell held a prisoner: a woman, naked, with her back to the door, sitting on the floor upon a circular platform of metal. Her body was emaciated, limbs withered, dirty skin stretched tightly over fragile bones. She was unnaturally still. She couldn’t be alive. She looked more like a preserved corpse. 

			Samuel found his courage and entered the cell.

			The purple light was radiating from symbols engraved into the metal platform, which formed a strange design of interconnecting shapes and patterns. Samuel had seen this kind of configuration before and a pang from the past formed ice in his gut.

			‘What is it, Samuel?’ Namji said from the doorway. ‘Who is she?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Samuel pointed at the source of the purple light. ‘But those symbols – it’s the language of the Thaumaturgists.’ 

			Namji walked into the room for a better look. Samuel raised an arm to prevent her from going past him. 

			‘This is a prison designed to hold a creature of higher magic.’ Samuel stared at the back of the emaciated prisoner. ‘The light is a thaumaturgic spell. Whatever you do, don’t touch the platform.’ 

			Samuel skirted around the big metal disc to the other side of the cell. The Aelfir joined him, and they all gained their first look at the prisoner’s face. 

			She looked as though she hadn’t moved or spoken or seen the sun for decades. Hands nestling in her lap, she stared up at the ceiling, the dead and dry milky orbs of her eyes coated in dust. A toothless mouth hung slack. The leathery skin of her stomach lay in folds. Breasts and ribcage had been removed and her skin had sealed around the missing square of the cell door, cruelly embedded into her chest, complete with an old, black iron lock.

			Samuel clutched the key in a fist, staring at the patch of scarring upon the woman’s forehead. 

			‘Genii,’ he whispered, mouth dry. 

			‘Bugger me.’ Glogelder aimed his pistol at the prisoner. ‘Tell me what to do.’

			‘Put your gun down and keep your distance,’ Samuel snapped.

			‘Oh, shit,’ said Namji. ‘What is going on?’

			‘Is she dead?’ asked Glogelder.

			‘She doesn’t look particularly alive,’ Hillem answered.

			‘How can we be sure?’ Glogelder sounded disturbed. ‘Maybe we should go back for a while, wait for Samuel’s magic to return.’

			Namji shook her head. ‘There’s no time.’

			‘I’m not sure it would make a difference, anyway,’ Samuel growled. ‘The last time I faced a Genii, my magic didn’t acknowledge the threat he posed.’

			There was a moment of silence, and then Hillem said, ‘How long do you think she’s been here?’ 

			‘You tell me.’ Samuel looked from the lock in the prisoner’s chest to the key in his hand. ‘This has to be—’  

			The Genii drew a ragged breath. The group jumped back as one, aiming their weapons.

			The Genii blinked rapidly and her withered eyes spilled tears down her hollow cheeks; her limbs and body shuddered into movement, bones cracking, skin rubbing on skin like ancient parchment. The Genii drew several more short, harsh breaths as though preparing to sneeze, but then she released a scream with the fury of a thousand wild demons.  

			‘Timewatcher save us!’ Glogelder shouted. ‘What is this?’

			The Genii’s scream died. She pinched her eyes shut, sobbing in pain. Her wasted form shook so violently that Samuel wondered if she would break apart. The shaking stopped abruptly and her eyes snapped open, black as night and deadly, glaring at the group. 

			‘You took your time,’ she croaked from her toothless mouth.

			‘What about now?’ Glogelder said. ‘Can I shoot her now?’

			The Genii huffed a laugh. She tried and failed to moisten cracked, colourless lips with a tongue as dry and rough as sandpaper. 

			Samuel pushed down the aim of Glogelder’s pistol and motioned for Hillem to do the same. 

			‘Who are you?’ he demanded with confidence he didn’t feel.

			‘What does it matter, human?’ She tilted her head and one of her hands moved to the lock in her chest. ‘Just give me the key.’

			Samuel glanced back at the others. Namji shook her head.

			‘This is why you’re here?’ Samuel said, gesturing at the Genii with the key.

			‘And I’ve been waiting for it since the end of the war.’ She looked confused. ‘How long has it been?’

			No one answered her.

			‘Give me the key,’ the Genii pleaded. ‘It’s the only way to release me.’

			‘Not bloody likely,’ Glogelder growled.

			‘I tend to agree,’ Hillem added.

			‘Why would I release you?’ said Samuel. 

			‘Because your journey ends here if you don’t.’ The Genii smacked her lips a few times and raised bony hands to her face, working jaw muscles that hadn’t been used for years. ‘There’s no going back. Only forward now.’

			Feeling more uncertain than ever, Samuel was glad when Namji moved alongside him.

			‘Who imprisoned you?’ she said.

			‘Who do you think?’ The skeletal face tried to pull an expression of disgust. ‘That self-righteous Skywatcher. Amilee.’

			‘Amilee?’ Samuel resisted the urge to back away. He shared a look with Namji.

			‘She trapped me here and spared me from execution at the end of the war. Nice of her, don’t you think? Wish she’d just let me die with the others.’

			‘Why did she do this to you?’ Namji asked.

			Beetle-shell eyes blinked at the Aelf. ‘If you can be this dim-witted in a simple conversation, I very much doubt you’ll survive what comes next.’

			Bewildered, angry, frightened, Samuel willed confidence to fill the void of his dampened magic. He summoned his experiences, drew strength from his long years of service to the Relic Guild; the stolen relics and artefacts he had tracked, the countless criminals he had interrogated, the host of unlikely situations he had escaped to complete a plethora of missions on the Nightshade’s behalf. And a calm settled on the old bounty hunter. Cold as winter.

			‘If you want this key,’ Samuel told the Genii in an even tone, ‘you’d better answer my questions. Why did Amilee put you here? What happens next?’

			The prisoner closed her eyes. Dust-filled tears struggled to run down her cheeks, silver in the purple glow of thaumaturgy.

			‘To forget who I was, but to know what I am, that’s why the Skywatcher keeps me here.’ She tried to cackle but resorted to huffing sobs instead. ‘I remember things sometimes … many things.’ She leaned forward, staring up at the magicker with an imploring expression, though her eyes remained emotionless black holes in her face. ‘At one time they called me Lady … but now I am the Icicle Forest.’  

			Samuel recoiled as though the Genii’s words had slapped his face with bad memories. ‘What did you say?’

			‘I am the doorway.’

			Samuel stared, his mouth working but his words missing.

			‘The Icicle Forest,’ Namji wondered. ‘I’ve never heard of it.’

			‘Nor have I,’ Hillem admitted.

			‘Shut up, both of you.’ Samuel’s teeth were gritted at the Genii. ‘What do you know about the Icicle Forest?’

			‘I know it will give me death.’ She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘The doorway is hiding inside me. Amilee put it there. Give me the key and I’ll let you in.’

			Samuel looked at the square of wood and the black iron lock that had been so cruelly set into the Genii’s chest; then he looked at the key in his hand. Doorway? Did she mean there was a portal inside her? Was that possible, even with higher magic?

			‘Why?’ Samuel said. ‘Why would we want to go there?’ 

			‘Because everyone dies if you don’t.’ The Genii twisted her gummy maw into a hideous rictus. ‘Only by going to the Icicle Forest can you help your missing friends to kill Spiral.’

			Samuel’s thoughts raced to Van Bam and Clara. ‘What does that mean?’

			‘The Skywatcher said that some truths are hidden from the skies. There is a rogue element, a missing piece to your puzzle. Unless you find it, you can never hope to use the secrets of Known Things.’  

			Another blade of winter stabbed at Samuel. ‘What do you know about Known Things?’

			‘I … I don’t remember.’ 

			‘Then what is the missing piece? What rogue element?’ 

			‘It is trapped in the Icicle Forest.’

			Samuel flushed with anger. ‘Speak plainly!’ 

			‘I can tell you no more, human, and your time is running out. Give me the key and I will open the door for you.’ 

			The key’s teeth bit into Samuel’s palm.

			‘Giving her that thing doesn’t sound like a good idea to me,’ Glogelder said. 

			Namji shushed him. ‘What do you think, Samuel?’

			‘Please,’ the Genii sobbed. ‘The Skywatcher’s message is all I have to give you.’ A line of drool dripped into her lap. ‘I no longer care about Spiral or the Timewatcher or anyone else … I just want release. Give me the key or you all die.’

			Samuel felt a nudge from his magic. 

			It wasn’t much, still only an ember of its usual fire, but enough to steer his gut instincts, to convince him that bad things would happen if the group didn’t move forwards. And there was only one way to achieve that. 

			‘No choice,’ he told the Aelfir, and he threw the key into the glowing prison.

			‘Samuel,’ Namji hissed.

			Too late. 

			The black metal sparked as it entered the thaumaturgic light and clanged onto the metal disc a few inches from the prisoner. Clawed fingers tipped with dirty, cracked nails grabbed for the key. A desperate sort of triumph came to the Genii’s face as withered arms lifted her prize and a trembling hand slid the head into the lock in her chest. She turned the key with a clunk that shook her frail body. 

			The Genii closed black eyes.

			A long breath gurgled from her slack mouth as she slumped. The light radiating from the thaumaturgic symbols shrank into the centre of the disc, intensifying, surrounding the prisoner in a column of purple that stretched from floor to ceiling.

			‘Get back,’ Samuel warned. 

			The others didn’t need telling twice. They followed the old bounty hunter’s example until each of them stood with backs flat to the wall, weapons aimed at the prisoner.

			Within the column of purple light, the Genii’s body collapsed in on itself, as though what little moisture remained to her had instantly evaporated. She crumbled like a dying golem, bones and flesh and muscle becoming a pile of dried organic matter in a few short seconds. The lock disappeared beneath her remains. The Genii’s face was the last part of her to collapse; and as it did so, her toothless mouth warped into what looked like a perverse smile of relief. 

			The Genii’s remains began to swirl within the column, slowly at first, then with increased ferocity as though caught by a violent wind. The storm moaned and howled then began to coalesce. The purple glow of thaumaturgy flared with violet light so dazzling that Samuel and the Aelfir had to cover their eyes. 

			When the light died, the symbols of thaumaturgy carved into the metal had ceased glowing altogether. But within the circle now stood a monument made from compacted organic matter resembling an archway of bone. Within the archway, thick white mist roiled with the sound of a lonely wind.

			Samuel stared into the Nothing of Far and Deep, the weight of his revolver in his hand giving him little comfort.

			‘Shit,’ he said, his fear returning, wishing more than ever that Van Bam was with him. ‘What is going on!’

			Although Samuel shouted the last word, his colleagues remained silent, tense, until Glogelder said, ‘Someone’s going to have to explain this to me.’

			‘Me, too,’ Hillem added.

			Samuel said nothing and glared at the portal.

			‘This is good news,’ Namji announced, gesturing to the Nothing of Far and Deep almost excitedly. ‘This is what the avatar wanted us to find. Lady Amilee left it here. The avatar’s master must be the Skywatcher. A Thaumaturgist stayed after the war. She’s been helping us.’

			‘Yeah … Lady Amilee,’ Samuel said, his voice hollow. ‘And she wants us to go to the Icicle Forest. I wouldn’t be so happy about that, if I were you.’

			‘Why not?’ said Hillem. ‘What is the Icicle Forest?’

			Samuel rubbed at the indent of the key still engraved on his palm. ‘Namji, do you remember how Fabian Moor got into the Labyrinth during the Genii War?’

			She was quiet for a moment. ‘Ursa,’ she replied.

			‘Moor did terrible things to himself to gain access to the Labyrinth,’ Samuel said for the benefit of Hillem and Glogelder. ‘His physical form was reduced to ashes, to his essence, and stored in a terracotta jar, where he was safely hidden from detection. A group of treasure hunters found that jar and brought it into Labrys Town, and an Aelf from Mirage called Ursa was stupid enough to open it. 

			‘Moor’s essence was reanimated by blood. By the same process he brought the last of the Genii back, and continuing to drink blood is the only way Moor and his cronies can stay alive now.’ Samuel looked at Namji. ‘But did you ever hear where those treasure hunters found the terracotta jar containing Moor’s essence?’

			Namji began to shake her head, but then she looked at the portal. ‘The Icicle Forest?’ 

			Samuel confirmed the answer with silence.

			‘So what is it?’ Glogelder asked. ‘A House?’

			Samuel shrugged. ‘I think only the Genii know for sure. There were rumours that Spiral created secret strongholds in the Nothing of Far and Deep, but they were supposed to have been destroyed during the war.’

			‘Evidently, at least one survived,’ said Hillem.

			‘So what if it’s one of Spiral’s strongholds?’ Namji said. ‘Amilee wouldn’t send us there if the Genii were still using it.’

			‘Listen to me.’ Samuel rubbed his forehead. ‘Years ago, Van Bam and I met one of the treasure hunters who went to the Icicle Forest. He was the only survivor of that trip. Just before he died, he said it was a savage place – evil – and you really don’t want to know about the wounds he sustained there.’

			Nobody spoke. Samuel’s heartbeat was loud in his ears. The lonely wind of the Nothing of Far and Deep moaned from the portal.

			‘You all heard what the Genii said.’ Namji’s voice sounded strong, resolute. ‘This is to do with Known Things. What if Van Bam and Clara are there, waiting for us? What if they are this rogue element?’

			With a noise of frustration, Samuel opened the chamber on his revolver and emptied it of ammunition. 

			‘I’ll tell you this much,’ he said darkly, replacing the regular metal slugs with fire-bullets from his utility belt. ‘There’s no way I’m walking into the Icicle Forest until my magic comes back.’ 
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