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        Darkness cannot be vanquished with steel. If you wish to conquer darkness, you must turn on the light of reason.

        THE MELIORA, FOURTH SUTRA

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Homo homini lupus. Man is wolf to man.

        FRAGMENT FROM THE SECOND DARK AGE, HELD IN THE TABULARIUM OF THE WESTERN CURIA AT NANTWICH
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      The baying of the Markhounds jolted the priest to wakefulness. Even after three years living next to their kennels, the eerie sound—frantic barking mingled with deep-throated howls—lifted the hairs on his neck and sent adrenaline coursing through his veins.

      Fra Alexei Bryce fumbled for a match in the darkness. An instant later, a wavering flame appeared. He touched it to the stub of candle next to his armchair and leapt to his feet, knocking a fat biography of the Southern Pontifex to the floor. A quick rummage through teetering stacks of books on law and psychology unearthed a pocket notebook of supple brown leather. Alexei jotted down the hour.

      11:17.

      Rain lashed the narrow arched windows of the Tower of Saint Dima, though the storm was nearly inaudible over the clamor in the courtyard below. The kennels held two dozen Markhounds and they were all going off at once. Alexei rubbed his shorn skull, fighting the desperate urge to close his eyes. He rarely slept, and never for longer than three or four hours at a stretch. The doctors had given him pills, but he’d only taken them once. The sedative left him groggy and he hadn’t touched them again.

      Sometimes, after drifting off in the armchair, he woke with the fleeting sensation that he had dreamt, the way he did as a young child, but this was impossible. Priests of the Curia did not dream. They’d been inoculated against such folly.

      The nights in Novostopol were never cold, but this one was certainly wet. He lifted a cloak from its peg and drew it on over his midnight blue cassock. The pockets held a pair of soft leather gloves and a coin-sized copper disc with a raven engraved on one side and his brother’s name on the other. Alexei absently fingered the disc—a good luck charm of sorts—before drawing on the gloves. He blew out the candle. For a moment, he stood in darkness, blue eyes searching the distant lights of the metropolis.

      Somewhere beyond the walls of the citadel, someone was descending the rungs of madness.

      Their Marks—intricate pictures inscribed on the skin using the psychic power called the ley—had suddenly flipped. Instead of suppressing a person’s worst impulses, inverted Marks had the opposite effect, erasing all inhibitions. Alexei had seen mothers drown their children, fathers do far worse. Strangers might be the first victims if the breakdown happened in a public place. Men tended to be more violent and women more cunning, but there were always exceptions.

      No one fully understood the condition, but it seemed to be triggered by extreme stress. A conflict simmering in the unconscious mind that finally erupted—often with no warning.

      As an ordained brother of the Interfectorem, it was Fra Bryce’s task to find and subdue these dangerous lunatics before other lives were destroyed.

      He strode to the oaken door and hurried down the winding stone steps, worn smooth as sea glass from a thousand years of priestly boots. Alexei raised his cowl and stepped into the rainy courtyard. Four Markhounds stood in a semicircle, coats glistening.

      They were bred from southern stock, dark brown with long, thin bodies and pointed ears, but the ley had made them into something more than hunting dogs. They could smell the moment a Mark flipped—thus the frenzied howls—and follow the trail to its source. Most people would glimpse a shadow from the corner of the eye, if they noticed the creatures at all. The thickest walls and stoutest gates would not stop a Markhound. A crevice wide enough for a tendril of fog sufficed for them to pass.

      As usual, the pack had not waited for him to open the kennel door. They’d come out on their own.

      The hounds fell silent the instant he appeared. Alexei had fought beside them back in the days when he was a knight in the church’s war against the rebel cities. He knew they would obey his commands. Yet there was still something viscerally unnerving about the dogs, which was why the kennels were in a wooded area distant from other buildings in the Arx—especially the touristy parts.

      The Markhounds watched him with alert eyes. The only sound was the steady drip of rain. Had his partner slept through the racket? Then headlights slashed the darkness. A sleek black car pulled up between Alexei and the hounds. Fra Patryk Spassov killed the engine and got out, a hand-rolled cigarette dangling from his mouth. It became instantly sodden. Spassov ground it underfoot with a grimace. He was a decade older, early forties, with a tired face that had seen its share of horrors. Like Alexei, his hair was shorn nearly to the scalp, concealing a receding hairline. His eyes were bloodshot and he smelled of cheap wine, but that was quite unremarkable.

      “They always pick the filthiest weather to go crazy, don’t they?” he remarked, climbing into the passenger seat.

      By long agreement, Alexei drove while Spassov smoked and provided moral support. At first glance, they made an odd pair. Alexei’s views were radically different from Spassov’s, who believed the insane to be better off dead. Patryk had no qualms about cracking skulls and considered himself akin to a refuse collector who was merely disposing of the trash.

      This was the prevailing opinion in the Curia, not to mention society as a whole, and the reason their order was a dumping ground for defectives—priests with the brute strength to wrangle maniacs into custody but inadequate social-emotional skills to function in loftier spheres of the church. Invertido were feared and despised, making the Interfectorem equally feared and despised by association.

      Alexei was a defective, no question about that, but a somewhat higher class of one. He was a war hero, after all. He was not a raging alcoholic like Spassov, the Pontifex bless his soul. And he did his best to arrest people without shedding blood. They were sick, not evil. Spassov thought he was naïve, but after years of heated arguments he had ceded some ground. At least he no longer stabbed first and asked questions later.

      Alexei started the engine. The hounds arrowed forward, racing for the Dacian Gate. Circles of blue fire punctuated the night, each with a raven in the center, symbol of the Eastern Curia. The conflict had ended four years before with the defeat of the heretics, but hundreds of Wards still blazed over every window and door, a final cordon against their enemies. No mage who wielded abyssal ley could pass these walls.

      Alexei floored the pedal, trying to keep the hounds in the headlights. The inner citadel was only a few square kilometers. Within a minute, they reached the broad Via Fortuna, flanked by bright yellow street lamps for its entire length. Candles and torches burned in every building despite the late hour.

      The promise of his faith.

      Post tenebras lux.

      Light after the dark.

      “I didn’t see you at supper,” Spassov said, rolling down the window to light another cigarette. The flame trembled in his cupped hand. “Or evening meditation.”

      “I was reading.”

      “Ah. Anything good?”

      “A biography of Luk.”

      The Via Sancta comprised four city-states, each governed by a Pontifex. Once it had been six cities, though two now lay in ruins, their clergy dead or excommunicated. Luk was the Reverend Father of the Southern Curia, a rocky peninsula southwest of Novostopol.

      Spassov gave a crooked grin. “The Wolf?”

      “He made the Markhounds. Evolved them, I mean.”

      “I heard that somewhere.” Spassov produced a silver flask and took a sip. “Ever been to Kvengard?”

      “No, have you?”

      “When I was younger. A delegation to commemorate Liberation Day. It’s a strange place. They don’t have telephones. Not even electricity. The taxis use horses! I wouldn’t want to live there.”

      Alexei switched the wipers to high. “They probably wouldn’t want to live here.”

      Spassov laughed. “Probably not. The weather in Novo isn’t for everyone. Not unless you have gills.” He tucked the flask away. “Hey, when we’re done tonight, let’s go to that place with the spicy noodles. They’re open late.”

      “The one with the pretty waitress?”

      “She likes me.”

      “Because you tip so much.”

      “No, no, because I make her laugh. Make a woman laugh and she’s yours forever.”

      Alexei refrained from pointing out that women did not grant favors to priests of the Interfectorem, and most would run swiftly in the opposite direction. Patryk knew it as well as he did. But it made him happy to pretend otherwise, and who was Alexei to deprive him of his fantasies?

      They sped past the Pontifex’s Palace and the Tomb of the Martyrs, followed by various ministries and the gilded dome of the basilica. By the time they reached the white marble arch of the Dacian Gate, the hounds were gone. They would run until they found their prey. Then, Saints willing, they would await the arrival of their masters, although Alexei always feared the dogs might get carried away and do something stupid.

      Unlike Spassov, Markhounds could not be reasoned with. On the front, he had seen packs bring down Nightmages and while the nihilim heretics were his enemies, the memory made him grateful he didn’t dream for he would surely have nightmares.

      Alexei squinted into the rain. The hounds had vanished, but phosphorescent paw prints revealed their passage in the blue surface ley that flowed in eddies and currents along the ground. The glow would fade within minutes but it was enough to follow.

      By long custom, the gates of the Arx stood wide open, embracing all who sought sanctuary inside. Alexei slowed to raise a hand to the guards, then sped up again as they entered the city proper. Raucous music spilled from cafes and bars. Taxis and trams clogged the hilly cobblestoned streets. Spassov grumbled about the traffic, as he always did. The trail led up and down through the ancient, crooked labyrinth of the city center. Alexei drove as fast as he dared, but there were people about. Most had been drinking and they staggered under umbrellas, unaware of the large Curia automobile barreling toward them. Alexei reluctantly slowed down.

      “Saturday night,” Spassov said in a resigned tone. “What did you expect?”

      “What time is it?”

      Patryk took out a battered pocket watch on a silver chain. It had belonged to his father and he carried it everywhere, just as Alexei carried the coin with the raven and name. Good luck talismans.

      “11:29.”

      Alexei’s hands tightened on the wheel. It had been twelve minutes since the alarm sounded. The Saints only knew what might have happened in the interim. Not everyone whose Marks turned became violent. Sometimes the descent was gradual.

      But sometimes it was very swift indeed.

      He jammed his foot down on the accelerator and took a hard left. Spassov made an unhappy noise as he was thrown against the door. The crowds thinned, then disappeared as they left the city center behind. The monotonous swish-swish of the wipers made Alexei’s eyes heavy. He unrolled his window and gulped in the night air.

      That was the most diabolical thing about insomnia. The acute, chronic kind that lasted for years. Exhaustion came out of nowhere, but when he tried to sleep, it would vanish. He would lie in his chamber, eyes wide in the darkness, thoughts whirling like the weathervane atop Saint Agathe’s Dome.

      So he’d given up trying, settling for quick catnaps here and there, usually upright in a chair, and hoping he didn’t go mad himself. Not even the doctors knew how bad it was. If they did, the Curia would retire him to some mindless desk drudgery, but Alexei couldn’t leave the Order until he found what he sought—the Nightmage who had destroyed his brother Misha.

      The storm grew worse. Sheets of water sprayed from beneath the tires. They entered a fashionable neighborhood of townhouses on the west side. One of the oldest parts of the city, and expensive despite the decaying infrastructure. The car rounded a corner and Alexei slammed on the brakes.

      Novostopol sat on top of ancient aqueducts of historic interest so it took forever to get permits to fix things. The plaza ahead was flooded, the adjacent canal having overtopped its banks. Paw prints shimmered under twenty centimeters of water, continuing up the hill on the other side of a washed-out bridge.

      Alexei smacked a palm on the wheel. He turned to Spassov. “I’ll go on foot, find a way across. Are you good to take the car? There’s another bridge at Pavlovsk Street.”

      Spassov gave him a mildly offended look. “I drive drunk better than you do sober, Alyosha.”

      “Meet me there.” His smile died. “We’re close. I can feel it.”

      Once Spassov had mocked these sorts of claims, but they’d proven accurate so many times, he just nodded. Alexei’s instincts had been honed to a fine point in seven tours of duty in the ruins of the rebel cities. A sixth sense about which burnt-out buildings held nests of mages, which blind alleys had been rigged with traps. As a result, he was still alive when most of his fellow knights were dead.

      Sometimes he wished it were the other way around.

      Spassov got out and walked around to the driver’s side. Rain soaked them both in an instant.

      “Take some steel at least,” Spassov said, sliding behind the wheel. “Don’t be a hero, Alyosha. Wait for me.”

      Alexei gripped Patryk’s shoulder. “Of course.”

      He walked around to the trunk and popped the latch. He stared at a sword for a moment, a blade blessed by the Pontifex Feizah herself, then reached past it and grabbed an umbrella. He rapped his knuckles on the side of the car, watching Spassov drive away in spreading ripples of rainwater.

      Alexei opened the umbrella and followed the fading trail toward the canal.
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      Six blocks away, and thirty-four minutes prior to the instant Fra Bryce unfurled his umbrella, an intimate dinner party was winding down.

      The host was a man named Ferran Massot. Plump and bearded with wings of white at his temples, Massot was the very picture of a respectable doctor. He wore a sober dark suit and pearl gray gloves. When he smiled, kindly crinkles webbed the corners of his eyes. Massot was smiling right now, at the young woman he had hired to read fortunes for his guests.

      “I’d say it was a smashing success, my dear, wouldn’t you?” he said, beaming at her.

      “I hope so, Doctor Massot,” she replied.

      “Please.” He laid a gloved hand on her arm. “Call me Ferran.”

      They stood in the vestibule, the last guests having just departed. The young woman, whose name was Kasia Novak, didn’t care for the way his hand lingered on her sleeve, nor for his smile. But she’d been taught to always be courteous, so she coughed and used the gesture to dislodge his touch.

      “Right,” she said briskly. “Let’s get down to business then.”

      Massot’s grin widened. “Direct, aren’t you?”

      One of us has to be, she thought. “How shall we proceed?”

      “Upstairs,” Massot said. “In the study.”

      “I’ll collect my cards.” Heels clicked as she strode to the drawing room and scooped up her cartomancy deck from the folding table the doctor had placed near the hearth. All in all, the evening had been pleasant. She wasn’t invited to eat with the guests, but the caterers fed her leftovers in the kitchen before packing up.

      There had been a famous actress, a semi-famous poet, and some sort of experimental glassblower who specialized in figurines of the Saints. Kasia read their fortunes, making sure to put a positive spin on things, and they had all expressed astonishment at her insights.

      Like the rest of the city, Dr. Massot followed the doctrine of the Via Sancta, which taught that all things, however mundane, must be beautiful. Fresh-cut flowers sat in vases at strategic intervals. The furniture was graceful and airy. Rugs woven from fine Nantwich wool graced the blond hardwood floors. If the place seemed sterile, Kasia chalked it up to the fact that Dr. Massot was a wealthy bachelor and no doubt had hired decorators to ensure all was in impeccable taste.

      She followed him up the stairs to the study on the second floor. Here, the doctor’s personal stamp was more in evidence. Framed degrees adorned the walls. A large oil portrait of Massot—ten years younger and fifteen kilos lighter—hung over the fireplace. It wore the same fixed smile.

      Kasia stayed in the doorway while the doctor lit a fire in the hearth, then strolled to his desk. It was a hefty, sober piece of furniture. He picked up a brass cylinder, the sort used to store documents rolled around a spindle. It was a message for Cardinal Falke, a very powerful man in Novostopol. Kasia’a best friend and flatmate, Natalya Anderle, sometimes acted as Falke’s courier, though she hadn’t been feeling well and asked Kasia to pick it up for her.

      “You came for this, eh?” Massot waggled the cylinder. “I’d expected Domina Anderle.”

      Kasia bit back impatience. She’d already explained this when she arrived. “Natalya fell ill so I came in her stead. I hope that doesn’t present a problem.”

      “Not at all, my dear,” he murmured, staring at her. “Not at all.”

      “Here.” Kasia dug into her jacket pocket and handed him a business card. “She asked me to give you this.”

      Massot scanned it and tucked it into his trouser pocket. “I’ll pay you for your services, naturally. And you may have the message for our mutual friend. But if you’d indulge me, I’d like a reading first.”

      Kasia frowned. “Now?”

      “Is the request so peculiar?”

      “You declined my offer earlier.” When the other guests were still here.

      “I changed my mind.”

      She glanced at the brass cylinder, then at the clock on the mantel. 11:04. “It’s getting late. And the weather⁠—”

      “I’ll summon a cab for you, of course.” He waved a hand. “Only a few more minutes, yes? I’ll double your fee.”

      Kasia studied him. She needed the money. “One reading.”

      Dr. Massot grinned. “I must confess, I find this cartomancy of yours most intriguing. Does it really use the ley?”

      “Of course.” A lie. In fact, most of the performance was pure guesswork. She was a keen observer and her clients often revealed secrets without even meaning to. But sometimes the cards did speak to her. Kasia didn’t know how this could be possible since she had no Marks of her own to channel the ley—only that it was true.

      “Fascinating.” He came out from behind the desk. “Let’s sit here, shall we? It’s cozier by the fire.”

      Kasia sank into one of the sleek armchairs flanking the fireplace, Massot across from her. A low table lay between them. Lightning flashed through the windows, followed by a slow roll of thunder. She shuffled the deck. “What sort of doctor are you, Domine Massot?”

      His brows rose. “You don’t know?”

      Kasia shook her head.

      Massot chuckled. “I am a student of that convoluted maze we call the human mind, my dear.”

      Kasia’s mouth formed a polite smile, her dislike of him deepening. The doctor managed to be both condescending and creepy. “Is there a particular question you want to pose to the ley?”

      “Why, yes. I have something of a professional dilemma.” He winked, but his voice sounded strained. “A very delicate matter that has troubled me for some time now. Confidential, of course.”

      “You needn’t tell me the details. Just hold the question in your mind.”

      Massot opened the top button of his shirt. “It’s warm in here, isn’t it?”

      He was sweating profusely. Kasia stared at the coffee table as she dealt a five-card spread, face down. It was rather hot. The fashion this season was military chic, with heavy embroidery and epaulets on the shoulders of a tight-fitting jacket, a long, layered skirt and boots with three-inch spiked heels. Not the most comfortable attire, but one had to make do.

      When she looked up, Ferran Massot had discarded his jacket. Wiry gray hairs poked through the collar of his shirt.

      Oh, fog it.

      “Don’t you have to take your gloves off?” he asked.

      Ley could only be drawn through the palms of the hands. She couldn’t use the power for her readings, but Massot didn’t know that—and she couldn’t let him find out. It would ruin her.

      Kasia peeled off her black lace gloves. Then she took the first card and turned it over.

      The Mage. Inverted.

      Which shouldn’t be possible since she was certain she had dealt them all right side-up.

      Massot leaned forward, eyes darkening. “What’s wrong?”

      Kasia forced a smile. “Nothing bad, don’t worry. The Mage represents the power of the ley.” And a Nightmage, when inverted. “Or it can indicate worldly power. Over other people or in the sphere of business. Just what I’d expect for a man like you. Let’s look at the next one.”

      The Slave. Followed by the Knight. The Fool. And the Martyr.

      All Major Arcana. Taken individually, they could signify a thousand things. Each contained layers upon layers of meaning. But together, in that particular order . . . Nameless dread pooled in her stomach. The feeling didn’t come often, and never so strongly, but something terrible would befall this man—and soon.

      Massot studied the cards with bright-eyed interest. How to break the news? Should she tell him at all?

      He wouldn’t take it well, they never did. Fog it, she should have begged off. She’d be in a taxi on her way home by now⁠—

      Kasia glanced up just as Dr. Massot tore a glove off with his teeth and reached across the table. Clammy fingers gripped her jaw.

      “Be a good girl,” he growled, sweeping the cards aside. “Just relax and I’ll give you what you came for. We both know you want it.”

      How could his hand be so cold when sweat dripped down his face?

      Ungloved. He was touching her ungloved.

      It was unthinkable. The vilest breach of custom and courtesy. Even the lovers she’d had over the years never took their gloves off. How dare he?

      Kasia raked her nails down his hand. Massot yelped in surprise and jerked away, knocking the table over. She grabbed his hairy wrist. Never had she been so angry. A red film covered her vision and Massot made an animal sound low in his throat. He shoved her hard. Kasia tripped over the table and landed on her rear. She scrabbled back, heels digging furls in the carpet.

      “Cardinal Falke—” she began.

      “Isn’t here and doesn’t care what I do.” Massot stood in front of the door. His pupils devoured his eyes. “You’re no one.”

      Kasia’s cheeks flamed. “Listen, we can forget any of this ever happened. Just give me the message. I won’t breathe a word⁠—”

      Massot raised a pale finger. Her skin crawled looking at it. His voice was toneless. “I’m sorry, Domina Novak. You’re right. I don’t know what came over me.” The doctor licked his lips. “You’re just very pretty, my dear.”

      Kasia stood. The coffee table lay on its side, cards strewn across the carpet. Her best deck, but she wasn’t about to bend over to collect them with the good doctor staring at her. She held out a hand and willed her voice to no-nonsense firmness. “The cardinal’s message, please.”

      Lightning flashed. This time, the shattering crack of thunder was instantaneous. Massot gave a strange, twitching shudder as if he was having a stroke. Then he lunged at her. He was blocking the door to the hall, so she leapt over the coffee table, wobbling in her boots, and darted behind the desk. Kasia grabbed a paperweight and threw it at his head. Massot dodged the missile, but it shattered the window behind him. A damp wind fluttered the long white curtains.

      “Help!” she shouted.

      The doctor feinted right, then hurled himself at the desk, teeth snapping like a rabid dog. Kasia threw herself at a door, hoping it might be another way out, and found herself in a tiny bathroom that smelled of lavender. She bolted the door and pressed her ear against the wood.

      Heavy breathing. A dull thud, as if a paunchy middle-aged body had slumped down against the door. The bathroom was pitch dark except for a thin line of light coming under the door. Kasia groped along the wall for a switch.

      “Domina Novak?” Dr. Massot’s voice sounded eerily calm.

      She hesitated, but it’s not as if he didn’t know she was right there behind a flimsy door. “What?”

      “They’ll be coming for him. Patient 9. They don’t know who he really is, do they? No, of course they don’t. They don’t have the slightest inkling.” A giggle. “But they’ll figure it out eventually. The only question is who will use him first.”

      What the hell was he talking about?

      Kasia found the switch. Light flooded the tiny bathroom. She looked around for something to defend herself, but there was only a bowl of potpourri and a bar of soap in a little ceramic dish.

      “He broke six of the Wards before I got him under control,” Massot continued in a whining voice. “Six! My master must be told. Oh, the punishment will be dreadful if he thinks I betrayed him.”

      Everyone had left, even the caterers. Massot had no live-in staff. Natalya was feverish in bed at their shared flat. She might not realize Kasia had failed to come home until morning. It had never occurred to either of them that something like this could happen. If Massot had been a new client, Kasia would have taken precautions, but he was a friend of the cardinal.

      “You already know all about it, don’t you?” His voice took on an angry edge. “They’ve been listening to my thoughts. They put an imp inside me. It reports to them. Tells them everything!” The doctor giggled again. “It likes the things I do, though. They didn’t expect that.” More maniacal laughter. “It’s a dirty little imp!”

      Kasia turned on the cold tap. She bent over the sink and splashed her face, wondering how she’d get out of Dr. Massot’s house alive. He had at least thirty kilos on her. And he was fogging insane.

      “Damn,” she muttered, leaning into the mirror. “I thought that was supposed to be waterproof.”

      Flakes of mascara ringed her eyes to ghoulish effect. It didn’t really matter, but Kasia used a square of toilet paper to scrub away the makeup. It gave her something to do while she waited for the doctor’s next move.

      “I’m too important to be trifled with in this way. They know. Everything is under control. He’ll see to that. I wrote it all down.” A heavy sigh. “It is no easy task to serve two masters who despise each other, Domina Novak. No easy task.”

      She heard Massot stand. Muffled footsteps crossed the rug toward the desk. She was about to make a run for it, but a moment later, the footsteps returned.

      “Come out,” he said. “I have something for you.”

      She pressed a palm against the door. “What is it?”

      “You’ll see.”

      How stupid did he think she was? “The thing is, I don’t trust you, Dr. Massot.”

      Tap-tap-tap. She could picture those pale fingers creeping along the door like a spider. “As well you shouldn’t, my dear.”

      “Listen, the cards told me something bad would happen to you, but you can still change it. The future isn’t written yet.”

      “Oh, but it is. In fact, I can tell you exactly what will happen to you if you don’t come out.” He kept talking, describing in detail the things he had planned for her. Kasia tried not to listen. She yanked open the drawers under the sink, finding nothing but spare toilet paper. The soap dish was a pathetic excuse for a weapon. Could she strangle him with a hand towel? Blind him with potpourri?

      “Come out, come out, Domina Novak,” Dr. Massot sang, tapping the door again. It sounded different this time. Like he was holding something.

      A letter opener?

      She’d seen one on his desk next to the paperweight.

      “Or I’ll come in, come in.”

      The scrape of metal on metal. An indistinct curse. More scraping.

      Ferran Massot was digging at the lock.
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      The rain never ceased in Novostopol.

      It cascaded from the mouths of gargoyles and raced through mossy canals. It dripped from umbrellas and lapped at the cobblestone streets, eventually emptying into an ancient system of aqueducts and flowing out to sea. If the city did not sit atop a series of hills overlooking the harbor, it would have been submerged long before.

      Alexei stood at the foot of a narrow bridge that had been cordoned off with sawhorses, a four-meter gap in its center. It looked like it had collapsed some time ago. The Saints only knew when it was scheduled for repairs.

      The hounds must have leapt across, but Alexei couldn’t follow, not that way. He gave a sharp whistle. A minute later, the four dogs came bounding back down the hill. They crouched on the opposite bank, indistinct shadows in the rain.

      He’d been right. They were close or the hounds would have taken longer to return.

      A sudden updraft seized the umbrella. Alexei struggled to close it, finally tossing the flapping thing aside and letting the wind take it. Any thought of sleep vanished. He felt the clarity of purpose that only came at these moments, when lives hung in the balance and a single minute could make all the difference.

      Alexei knelt down, water soaking his cassock. He removed one leather glove and laid his left hand flat on the sodden earth. Blue ley flowed along the surface, darkening to violet at the border with the red abyssal ley—the most powerful, but forbidden by the church. He drew on the liminal stratum, watching the ley darken as it rose to meet his palm. Power burned a trail up his arm and down his back, coiling around the muscles of his legs and flaring as it met his Marks.

      By the grace of the Pontifex and all the Saints, I need to cross. Find me a way.

      Blood pounded in his temples, an almost sexual pressure building. He didn’t choose the Marks that would answer his prayer. The ley chose for him. All that mattered was that his heart was pure, his intentions good. It raced across his flesh in lines of shimmering violet flame. On the left side of his chest, the Mark he called the Maiden opened her eyes. On his back, the Two Towers ignited. Others flared briefly, some flashing blue, others a darker indigo. Had Alexei not been swathed in layers of wool, his entire body would have given off a faint glow. Seconds later, the ley flowed out again. It sank back into the earth, joining the river of power that ran beneath the city.

      The wind died, though the rain fell as hard as ever. Alexei blinked away water, his cowl falling back. Floodwater churned through the canal, spilling over the stone embankment. He pulled his glove on and waited. The footbridge did not repair itself. The flood did not miraculously subside. He did not expect either of those things to happen. The liminal ley worked in subtler ways.

      The hounds paced the far bank, eager to rejoin the chase. One let out a mournful howl. Alexei had a sudden premonition that he was too late.

      It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Movement caught his eye. A downed tree came careening down the canal. Just as it passed, the bole was caught in an eddy. It spun sideways, jamming itself in place. Tree? More like a sapling, and barely strong enough to bear the weight of a child, but Alexei scrambled forward.

      One chance.

      He crawled down and tested a boot on the log. The current tugged hard, but it held his weight. Holding out his arms like a dancer, Alexei found his balance. He took one step, then another. More flotsam was already piling up against the branches. The roar of whitewater echoed in his ears. He kept his gaze straight ahead, moving as quickly as he dared. Ominous cracking sounds came from below. A thump. The log shifted. He pinwheeled his arms. Saints, it’s starting to roll⁠—

      With an ungainly leap, he skidded onto the far bank just as the tree snapped in half and was swept downstream. The hounds ran over and gave him a desultory sniff. The largest and most intelligent, a female named Alice, nudged his palm with a damp snout. She was his favorite and she knew it. Occasionally, he found her in his room, curled up on the bed. He never told anyone for fear they’d lock her up somehow. Alice left his blankets smelling of dog, but they’d hunted mages together in the war and he thought of her as a comrade.

      Alexei whistled again and they tore up the street, sleek bodies bunching and lengthening, ears laid back. He sprinted behind, trying to keep his footing on the slick cobblestones. Neat rows of townhouses with wrought-iron balconies flashed past. It was all uphill and his lungs burned by the time the dogs raced up to a well-kept house with two dormant Wards above the red-lacquered front door. Light shone from the upstairs windows. One was broken. Alexei unlatched the front gate and hurried up to the door. Locked. He pounded on it with a fist, three resounding blows.

      “Open up in the name of the Pontifex!”

      No answer.

      The hounds could cross the threshold, but he didn’t trust them inside without him present. There had been . . . accidents . . . in the past. Alexei crouched down, addressing the pack leader. Her head cocked.

      “Mane,” he commanded.

      Stand guard.

      Alice trotted off and sat at the gate, ears pricked.

      A tight alley led to the rear of the house. The other Markhounds followed him silently, too well-trained to alert whoever was inside. Glass doors led from the first floor to a canopied terra-cotta patio with ornate iron furniture. Also locked.

      Alexei scanned the garden, his eye landing on a heavy planter. Seconds later, it smashed through the doors. The noise was horrifically loud, but no one came rushing out to investigate. Alexei reached through the shattered panes and jiggled the latch. He eased the handle down.

      “Sede,” he commanded softly over his shoulder.

      Three sets of haunches hit the ground. Red tongues lolled.

      The planter had spilled wet earth across the rug of a large drawing room. The hearth was cold, but he smelled the ashes of a recent fire. A clock ticked on the mantle.

      11:39

      Dirty wine glasses and empty bottles indicated a party, but there were no signs of trouble.

      It’ll be on the second floor. In the room with the broken window.

      Alexei moved to the hall. A flight of stairs led up. The house was still quiet. He squeezed the copper coin in his pocket. Rubbed a thumb along his brother’s name. Three years he’d been searching for the mage called Malach and time was running out at last. Could this be the night?

      Alexei took the stairs two at a time, tearing his gloves off as he went.
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      Wood splintered.

      Kasia backed against the far wall. The tip of the letter opener slid through the crack, wiggling obscenely.

      Doctor Massot had been hard at work for some time, but he was finally making progress.

      Kasia had an exceptional memory and recalled every detail of the study. There was a poker next to the fireplace. If she could get to it before he stabbed her, she could break his arm. She could break his skull, for that matter. The bathroom door opened outward, which was good for her because it would be easier to get past him. She was bracing herself to kick the doctor in the balls when she heard a new voice. It sounded astonished.

      “Dr. Massot?”

      The letter opener withdrew.

      “Get away from me, you filthy rook,” the doctor growled.

      Kasia swore softly. She was grateful to be rescued, but not by a priest. She’d take anyone but a fogging priest. Kasia was one of the Curia’s rejects and the clergy was not her friend.

      “Step away from that door.” The voice was definitely male, measured and in control again. “Is someone in there? Hello? Are you hurt?”

      Kasia kept silent.

      “I won’t harm you, doctor, I promise. Just drop the letter opener.”

      A wordless snarl.

      “One of your Marks has inverted. You of all people know what that means. It’s why I’m here. To help you get better.”

      Oh, Saints. Kasia sank down on the toilet lid. Inverted. That meant the Interfectorem. She’d be investigated.

      Kasia Novak rarely thought about the past or future. She arrived late to appointments and failed to pay bills on time. If not for her talent as a cartomancer, she’d probably be digging ditches or some other menial labor. Lying came easily, which was fortunate since her whole life was a lie.

      As a child, she had failed the Curia’s battery of personality tests. The church had branded her an amoral sociopath, which meant she would never receive a Mark or be part of polite society. She’d managed to keep it a secret so far, but if this priest dug deep enough into her records . . .

      Kasia flexed her fingers, scowling at the chips in her freshly applied polish. Bruised plum was in fashion that season. She’d have to fix it when she got home.

      Outside the door, the priest was still trying to persuade Dr. Massot to drop the letter opener.

      “How long have we known each other? Three years? I’m not your enemy.”

      “Piss off, Bryce.”

      “Just come along with me now. We’ll go to the Institute. You’ll get the best care. My partner is on the way—” The priest cut off, realizing his mistake, but it was too late. Kasia heard scuffling and a loud smash. The priest let out a yelp.

      For a long minute she sat on the toilet lid, staring at the door.

      What if Massot knocked him out? Or killed him? Kasia had heard the stories. Inhuman strength. Men turned to savage beasts. It explained the doctor’s bizarre behavior, but she didn’t want to be trapped in the bathroom if he came out on top.

      She definitely didn’t want that.

      If the priest came out on top, she’d still have to answer his questions. Maybe even go down to the Arx.

      Kasia didn’t want that, either.

      The other priest wasn’t here yet. Maybe she could still run.

      She cracked the door.

      The two of them were rolling around on the rug. They both had their gloves off. She couldn’t see the ley flowing between them, but she knew they must be using it against each other. Not my business. Kasia started toward the door when she saw the two brass cylinders on Massot’s desk.

      One contained the message for Cardinal Falke. Kasia had no idea what the papers inside were, or why it was all so hush-hush, nor did she want to know. She steered clear of Curia business and only came as a favor. But if she returned without the papers, the cardinal would blame Natalya.

      Kasia strode to the desk. The two cylinders looked identical. Which one was intended for the cardinal? She hesitated, only for an instant, but the priest turned his head and saw her. He had thick dark brows and arresting blue eyes. They looked tired. Kasia stared back, challengingly. She couldn’t help it. Fogging priests.

      His gaze narrowed. Massot used the distraction to seize a handful of cassock and slam the priest’s head against the carpet. The priest threw an elbow into Massot’s face. They rolled away again and Kasia grabbed both cylinders. She stuffed them into her jacket and bolted for the hall, flying down the stairs.

      The front door loomed ahead, but she hadn’t forgotten what he’d said about his partner. She ran to the parlor window to check the street. A large black automobile was pulling up in front of the house. The kind with dark windows and acres of hood and a big chrome grill with a silver raven on the bonnet.

      Kasia stuck her head into the hall. The front door handle jiggled violently for about ten seconds, then stopped. She waited for a minute, then shot open the deadbolt and cracked the door. As she’d hoped, the second priest had gone around back. Rain fell in torrents. She stepped outside, gently closed the door behind her, and descended the slippery steps, the click of her heels echoing on the slate.

      She almost tripped over the Markhound.

      It sat at the gate, ears perked, watching the night.

      Kasia cursed her luck. There was no other way out. Back through the garden maybe, but she’d seen the wall out the kitchen window. Too high to climb. Rain trickled into her collar. How long before the front door opened and they came looking? She didn’t know much about Markhounds, but in theory . . . .

      It won’t notice me because I’m Unmarked. There’s nothing for it to sense.

      The Markhound snuffled. Kasia studied the creature, her pulse slow and measured. Markhounds were supposed to be invisible, but this one seemed solid enough. Gleaming dark fur with a tawny muzzle. Hip-high on her—and it was sitting down. The close-set eyes looked belligerent.

      Kasia stepped through the gate.

      

      Things were not going as planned.

      Alexei could feel the ley surging through his hands. He tried to use his own Marks to calm it, to make the doctor pliable, but the instant the power passed into Massot, it became wild and unruly. An ember spat from the fire and set the rug aflame, stoked by the breeze from the broken window. Somehow, he’d become tangled up in his cloak. From the corner of his eye, he saw Ferran Massot crawling for the letter opener. The doctor’s nose dripped blood. A tongue crept out and licked it. He made a smacking noise.

      “I’m going to cut your heart out, rook,” Massot said. “Then I’ll feed it to your dogs.”

      Alexei got a hand around his ankle. Massot kicked violently. His dress shoe came off, hitting Alexei in the forehead. An eye-watering stench came from the doctor, sweat mixed with urine and something worse. The seat of his pants was wet. He’d almost reached the letter opener.

      Alexei was about to give up and whistle for the hounds when the door flew open.

      Spassov burst into the study, a crossbow in his hands. His bluff face registered a look of surprise upon seeing Ferran Massot, but it didn’t slow him down. He aimed the weapon and Alexei dove at his partner’s knees. Spassov stumbled. The bolt flew wide, burying itself in one of the doctor’s framed degrees.

      “Don’t!” Alexei panted. “We need him alive.”

      Spassov rolled his eyes, but he walked to Massot and kicked the letter opener away from the doctor’s grasping fingers. Spassov planted a knee on his back. Massot writhed and spat, but he was pinned beneath ninety kilos of Curia muscle.

      “Glove him,” Patryk grunted.

      Alexei pulled out a pair of mesh-lined gloves and forced them onto the doctor’s hands, snapping thin metal circlets around the wrists to ensure they didn’t come off again. Massot stopped struggling. Alexei stamped on the rug, smothering the flames.

      “There was a woman,” he said, pulling his own gloves back on. “Did you see her?”

      Spassov shook his head. “Injured?”

      “I don’t think so. She was hiding in there.”

      They both looked at the bathroom door and the deep gouges around the knob.

      “Hold on,” Alexei said, sprinting for the stairs.

      

      Walking past the Markhound was not the most pleasant experience, but it was undeniably exciting. If she was wrong, the beast might tear her throat out. But its head never turned though it sat a meter away.

      Once across the street, Kasia started running. She wasn’t particularly athletic so jogging on wet cobblestones in spiked heels, at a steep downhill grade, required all her concentration. At the bottom of the hill, she caught her breath and looked back. No signs of pursuit. They must have their hands full with Dr. Massot.

      Then she hit the washed-out bridge at Kopeksin Square.

      It meant she would have to walk all the way through the dark, deserted campus of the Lyceum and cross the Liberation Bridge on the western bank of the Montmoray to get home. Unless she managed to find a cab . . . Kasia swore softly. Her purse was in the doctor’s study. She would have driven her own car if the rear tire hadn’t gone flat.

      At least she had the papers. The priests would track her down, but it would take them a while. In the meantime, she had only to walk four kilometers through the pouring rain with no umbrella. Kasia jammed her hands into her pockets. She felt naked without her gloves, which were also back in the study with her best oracle deck.

      A crooked smile played on her lips.

      All things considered, a small price to pay.

      

      The front door of Massot’s house had been left unbolted. A quick glance up and down the street confirmed that Alexei’s quarry was gone. Alice trotted to his side, gazing up at him alertly. He scratched her behind the ears.

      “How’d she get past you, eh?” The hound snuffled and nosed at his crotch. Alexei pushed her head away and gave her a gentle slap on the rump. “I trusted you,” he said accusingly. “Now I find you sleeping on the job.”

      Alice yawned.

      He’d only seen the woman for an instant. Middle to late twenties with long black hair and one of those jackets with epaulets on the shoulders. Very attractive, but it was the cold look in her eye that left an impression. Not fear, which would have been expected considering her ordeal. Alexei got the feeling it was him she was hostile towards.

      He headed back upstairs to the study. Spassov was still kneeling on the doctor.

      “She’s gone,” Alexei said.

      His partner arched an eyebrow. “We’ll find her. At least we made it in time. That’s a refreshing change, eh? Let’s get him into the car.”

      Dr. Massot had gone quiet, though his eyes glittered with malice. They walked him outside. The hounds started barking savagely when they saw him.

      “Sileo,” Alexei snapped. The dogs shot him baleful looks but fell silent. He pushed Massot into the back seat and secured his hands to Warded rings. Spassov tugged a glove off and gripped the rings. They flared with blue fire. Massot wouldn’t be touching the ley anytime soon.

      “You’ll be safe,” Alexei said. “The dogs won’t trouble you.”

      Massot didn’t reply.

      Once back inside, they performed a quick search. No one else was home. Alexei lingered in the study, collecting the cards scattered about. The pictures closely resembled Marks, painted with a skilled hand. Some of the figures he recognized. The white-robed Pontifex, for example. And the Knight.

      Others were inscrutable. A disembodied hand offering a gold chalice to a youth sitting cross-legged beneath a tree. A man with a bandaged head holding a stave. A nude woman pouring a jug of water into a pool beneath a black sky studded with stars. A heart pierced by three swords.

      “Ironic, da?” Spassov said, sticking his head into the study. “He’s the first one I know personally. I suppose we should be grateful it happened at home.”

      Alexei showed him the cards. “Ever seen this before?”

      Spassov shook his head. “A game?”

      “Maybe. I think they belonged to the woman.”

      Patryk shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “Probably not, but I’ll hold onto them anyway.”

      He took a quick look in the bathroom. No blood or signs of a struggle. His first impression that the woman was unharmed appeared correct.

      “Time?” he asked Spassov.

      Patryk took out his pocket watch. “11:53.”

      Alexei jotted it down in his notebook. “She lasted almost an hour.”

      “Lucky,” Spassov muttered.

      “Or smart,” Alexei said. “Let’s go.”

      Once outside, he whistled for the Markhounds. Alice, who possessed both dignity and discipline, had resumed her post at the gate. The others were trotting around, peeing on Massot’s shrubbery. Spassov slid into the passenger seat and unrolled the window to light a cigarette.

      “Ite domum,” Alexei commanded. Go home.

      The dogs gave a final growl at the car and vanished into the rainy night.
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      Invertido.

      Kasia had never expected to witness the moment a Mark turned. She didn’t know a great deal about it, only that the condition was rare. The cards had warned her, but by then it was already too late.

      As she hurried home through the rain, she reconsidered the cards she’d dealt for Dr. Massot. The Mage, upside-down. Well, that one was obvious. It signified forbidden impulses and secret desires. The Knight could be the priest. Half of them had fought in the war at some point. But the Martyr? It usually meant suffering for a cause, but Massot didn’t seem the type. She wasn’t sure about the Slave, either. Or the Fool.

      This last card intrigued her the most.

      The Fool was a wanderer, moving at whim between the civilized realms and the wilds of night. He liked to upset the established order, more trickster than jester. Some decks showed him with a small dog nipping at his heels. His temperament combined wisdom, madness and folly. Mixed correctly, these qualities could produce wonders. They could also lead to disaster.

      She couldn’t interpret more without Massot’s active participation and that wouldn’t be forthcoming. Kasia hoped the priest was unharmed, but his partner was only seconds away when she’d fled. She wondered what would happen to Dr. Massot.

      He’d seemed normal earlier in the evening. The famous actress, beautiful and with a biting wit, had been the center of attention at the party. Massot was a practiced host, affable and charming but never outshining his guests. Kasia had caught him looking at her several times but didn’t think much of it. Now his attention took on a sinister cast. She remembered the way he had greeted her at the door, an odd little smile on his face.

      He planned it all along.

      Kasia shoved the thought away, uneasy. It wasn’t entirely Massot’s fault. If the Interfectorem came, it meant his Marks had reversed. He wasn’t himself, was he?

      She froze at swift footsteps behind her, but it was just a young couple, holding hands and laughing under a shared umbrella. The distant tolling of bells from the Arx signaled midnight. A few blocks later, she reached the busier section of town, where the cafes stayed open until two and merry voices spilled from the open windows.

      Her flat was at the top of a six-story walk-up above a popular curry restaurant. By the time she reached her door, Kasia’s feet were begging for mercy. She knocked until she heard footsteps. Tumblers clicked and Natalya opened the door.

      “Kiska, you’re soaked!” Her bleach-blond curls were rumpled from sleep, though she looked a bit better. “What happened to your key?”

      “I forgot my purse.”

      “You walked the whole way?”

      Kasia nodded.

      “Why didn’t he call you a taxi? Never mind, I’ll get a towel.” Natalya headed for the bathroom.

      Kasia sank down on the couch. She unlaced her boots and rubbed some life back into her toes. Then she took the brass cylinders from her jacket and stuffed them under a pillow. She hadn’t the least desire to examine their contents, not even to figure out which was the right one.

      She wanted nothing to do with cardinals or priests ever again. Nor psychiatrists, either. But they had to be hidden. She was looking around the tiny, cluttered flat for potential places when Natalya reappeared.

      “Come on,” she said. “I’m drawing you a hot bath.”

      Another person would have asked about the papers first, but Natalya wasn’t like that. Kasia followed her friend into the bathroom and stood while Natalya toweled her hair.

      “How are you feeling?” Kasia asked.

      “The fever broke.” Natalya studied her in the mirror. “But you look awful.”

      “I know, my makeup ran⁠—”

      “Saints, I don’t mean your makeup. Did something happen?”

      “Massot attacked me.”

      The brisk rubbing ceased at once. “What?”

      “His Marks turned. When we were alone together.”

      “I can’t believe it!” Natalya held her at arm’s length, eyes wide. “Did he. . .?”

      “No. I locked myself in a bathroom.” Kasia stared into the mirror. She could still smell the cloying lavender potpourri. “And then the Interfectorem came⁠—”

      “Flay me! They rescued you?”

      “Just before the doctor broke the door down.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Natalya looked stricken. “This is all my fault.”

      “Of course it isn’t.” Kasia leaned on the edge of the sink. “I got the papers, Nashka.”

      “Oh, Kiska. I don’t care about that!” But her friend briefly closed her eyes, face flooding with relief, and Kasia was glad she’d stopped for them even though it meant the priest saw her.

      “How soon can we get rid of them?” she asked. “I’m afraid they’ll come looking for me.”

      Natalya hung up the towel. “Why would they do that?”

      “Because I ran.”

      Now that she was thinking more clearly, she realized just how stupid her actions had been. It made her look guilty. If she had stayed and answered their questions, leaving out Cardinal Falke, they would have let her go. She had a legitimate reason for being there. The other guests would confirm it. She could have said she went up to the study to get paid for her work that evening. The priests might even have called a taxi for her. But instinct was a powerful thing, especially when one had so much to lose.

      “Ah.” Natalya drew a steadying breath. “Well, you were scared. It’s quite natural to run.”

      “I wasn’t scared. I just didn’t want to be there anymore, so I left.”

      Natalya shook her head. “Well, you’ll say you were scared. They’ll understand when we explain it the right way. Now, how soon do you think they’ll come here?”

      “Massot could tell them my name, I suppose. He could tell them everything. But even if he doesn’t . . . .” She sighed. “I gave him your business card. And I left the deck you made for me.”

      “Soon, then.” She tested the water in the bath and shut off the faucet. “Was Dr. Massot coherent?”

      “Not really. They were fighting over a letter opener when I left.”

      “Saints!” Nashka bit her lip. “The cardinal said he would send a driver around in the morning to pick up the papers. We have only to keep them safe until then. Where are they?”

      Kasia led her back to the living room and showed her the two brass cylinders. “I’m sure it’s one of them because Massot showed it to me before he went mad, but he must have taken out another when I was hiding in the bathroom. We’ll just give the cardinal both and let him sort it out.”

      Natalya held them up. Each was about ten centimeters long and cunningly made, with etched vines and the Raven emblem of the Eastern Curia.

      “Don’t!” Kasia said sharply when Natalya tried to unscrew the top.

      “Why not?”

      “Because they’re trouble. We should stay out of it.”

      “Too late for that, kitten.”

      Kasia laid a hand on her wrist. “I’m serious. Massot said things. They made no sense, but I think they had to do with whatever the cardinal is involved in.”

      Nashka ignored her, fiddling with the tube, but it wouldn’t open.

      “Leave it,” Kasia urged. “We’ll hide them for now.”

      Her friend scowled, but gave a reluctant nod. “Where?”

      The flat had two small bedrooms, each with a closet already jammed to bursting. Nashka proposed putting them in a shoe box, which Kasia rejected. The living room was similarly bereft of hiding places that wouldn’t be discovered immediately. Kasia finally wedged the tubes into a crack behind the refrigerator. Then she took a bath and changed into a robe.

      “We have to tell Tessaria,” she said.

      Natalya winced. “Do we really?”

      “She’ll find out. She always does. Better it comes from me.”

      Natalya dropped to the couch and propped her feet on a stack of fashion magazines. “You’re brave.”

      “She means well, she’s just overprotective. I’ve had plenty of tongue-lashings from Tessaria Foy. They sting like hell, but they don’t leave a permanent scar.”

      “She has no right to be angry with you.”

      Kasia gave a mirthless laugh. “I’m supposed to keep her informed of our schedules, which I suppose is only fair since she refers most of our clients and doesn’t even take a cut.”

      “Don’t worry, I intend to take all the blame. But let’s put it off until morning. It’s too late to telephone now.” She gave Kasia a searching look. “Are you sure you’re all right? I’d be fogging mad if I were you. Bastard.” Natalya shivered and rubbed the Mark on her forearm. Kasia couldn’t see the ley, but she knew it was tamping down her friend’s anger.

      “It was an accident,” Kasia said wearily. “We mustn’t hate him for it. Hatred only harms⁠—”

      “Oneself.” Natalya sighed. “Yes, I know.”

      Nonviolence was the foundation of the Via Sancta. And for those who forgot this principle—well, their Marks would ensure they never acted on it.

      Kasia dug out a fresh deck of cards. She sat in an armchair they’d bought second-hand at a rummage sale. The upholstery was stained, but Nashka had draped it with a colorful shawl.

      “We must both be more careful in the future, though I don’t see how anyone could have predicted it.” Kasia shuffled the cards. “What do you know about Invertido? I mean, could I have triggered it somehow⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare!” Natalya sat up. “This is not your fault. It was just bad timing.”

      “I gave him a reading right before he turned.”

      Natalya leaned forward. “What did the cards say?”

      Kasia recited the spread. Nashka gave a low whistle. “They really do work for you, don’t they?”

      “Not always,” Kasia conceded. “But often enough.”

      “Next time you see anything like that, just run. Don’t stop to think.” Her friend gave an uneasy laugh. “I never believed in psychic powers before I met you, Kiska.”

      “You read the cards, too,” Kasia pointed out.

      “Yes, and I make everything up wholesale.” She grinned. “Fortunately, I have an active imagination. But you’re something else.” Natalya gestured to the cards. “What do they say?”

      Kasia gave a last shuffle. “Just one, for now. I’m too tired to interpret a full spread.”

      She closed her eyes and fanned the cards, letting her fingertips dance over the edges. Sometimes a card would practically leap out at her. Other times, she asked a question and made a deliberate choice. Now her fingers slid across the cards, touching and rejecting each in turn. Kasia realized she was uneasy. Perhaps even a little afraid.

      She started at the beginning again, letting her mind float free.

      This one.

      Kasia drew the card and set it aside. She opened her eyes.

      The back of this particular deck had a circular mandala with a border of flowering vines. There was no way to tell if the card was reversed, yet a chill trickled down her spine.

      “Turn it over,” Nashka said.

      Kasia flipped the card.

      A man and a woman embraced beneath a full moon. The woman had long dark hair and was only visible in profile over the man’s shoulder. Intricate Marks covered his back, though his face was in shadow.

      The Lovers.

      “What the fog?” she muttered.

      Natalya hooted. “I think your luck is changing, kitten.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Batavia Institute occupied a hilltop estate owned by an infamous baron named Von Oppermann until an angry mob tried to set it on fire. Owing to the wet climate, the blaze never caught and the limestone heap sat empty for centuries before falling into the hands of the Curia, which deemed the isolated location ideal for housing Invertido.

      Extensive renovations brought modern plumbing and electricity, soft lighting and inoffensive pastel watercolors. The outdoor theater where the baron had staged lewd performances was turned into a parking lot.

      Yet the exterior still looked like a gothic monstrosity, especially when viewed in the middle of the night through pouring rain.

      Alexei slowed at a gated arch set into a high stone wall. Active Wards shone blue the entire length of the wall, slowing the ley to a bare trickle within the grounds. He rolled down his window to wave at the guard inside the booth. The Interfectorem was a familiar presence and the guard buzzed them through without bothering to look in the back seat, which was obscured by tinted glass. Alexei felt relieved. Word would spread soon enough, but he wanted to keep it quiet for as long as possible.

      A drive cut through several acres of manicured lawn. He followed a curve to the rear and parked underneath a portico.

      “The doctor could have saved us the trip if he’d gone mad on a weekday,” Spassov remarked, flicking his smoldering butt out the window.

      Alexei shot him a
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