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            NIGHT OF THE GUILDS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        City of New Jerusalem, Aethir

        Year of the Reckoning: 912

        (Four years after the defeat of Sektis Gandaw)

      

        

      
        ILESA

      

      

      New Jerusalem was burning.

      At least, the docks were.

      Black smoke mushroomed into the night sky, smothering the stars and choking up the air with acrid fumes. People were screaming in the distance, and someone was shouting out for the militia. Sad bastard. They weren’t coming; not tonight. Not in the middle of a guild war.

      The Senate were the first to admit these things needed to happen from time to time. Best policy was to sit it out and wait for the status quo to resume once the power struggle was over. It would either be the Night Hawks or the Dybbuks, this time round, and it didn’t matter which to them.

      Ilesa Fana breathed in ash carried on the wind, and coughed into her gloved hand. She glanced both ways to make sure she’d not been heard above the clangor of steel on steel, the cries of rage and pain. Then she slipped into the shadows of the buildings lining the water’s edge.

      The other Dybbuks up ahead had found what they were looking for: a two-story warehouse with the kind of doors you normally only saw on senatorial strongholds. They were steel-plated, riveted round the edges. It was something you didn’t get outside Malkuth’s principal city—that kind of workmanship left over by the first settlers from Earth—but Ilesa had seen her fair share these past few years. Enough to know the Dybbuks had lost this last desperate gamble.

      “No way,” she said, abandoning stealth and striding to the doors, where Master Plaguewind and the fat man were engaged in a hushed conversation. “No way we’re getting in there.”

      She wiped her sweaty palms on the seat of her britches, brought one hand to rest on the hilt of the sword at her hip, the other on the pommel of her dagger.

      The men—the ten they’d brought with them—were jittery, and one or two looked ready to run, or maybe make a move of their own. It had been a long time coming, this “Night of the Guilds”, and everything was up for grabs.

      Master Plaguewind turned toward her. He was like a particularly dense shadow in his ankle-length coat. There was fire in the glass eyes of his mask, reflected from the burning buildings on the fringes of the docks. The beak-like nose jutted at her like a dagger. If he had a mouth, it would no doubt be curled in a sneer, but none of his features were visible beneath the molding. There wasn’t even a mouth-slit. It was the tilt of the head to one side that told her what he was thinking before he gave it muffled voice.

      “You think we’d be here if we couldn’t open them?”

      The fat man took a crystal disk from his jacket pocket and inserted it into a slot at the edge of one of the doors. He glanced at Plaguewind, whipped out a handkerchief, and mopped the sweat from his glistening head.

      “That’s it?” Ilesa said. “Now what?”

      “Now we enter,” the fat man said. There was the hint of an accent, but mostly he sounded posh, like a lord or a senator. His clothes were posh, too: a charcoal-gray suit with hairline stripes, shiny black shoes, and a necktie shaped like a butterfly. She hadn’t liked the look of him since he’d set foot in their hideout the day before yesterday, apparently at Master Plaguewind’s invitation.

      A low drone started up, and the doors slowly slid apart. The fat man collected his disk and slipped in first, like he owned the place.

      Plaguewind’s head tilt this time reeked of smugness. He leaned on his staff and waved Ilesa in next.

      She paused in the doorway, looked up into Plaguewind’s glassy eyes while angling a glance at the fat man’s back. “You trust him?”

      “Much as I trust anyone.”

      “He’s a shogging defector.”

      Plaguewind threw his arm about her shoulder, and nodded for the men to go in.

      “We’re all defectors, Ilesa. One way or another.”

      That cut her to the bone. She knew what he was referring to, and it was a cheap move. She never should have told him about Portis, about what had happened, about how she’d abandoned her brother, Davy.

      In an instant, she relived the wolf-man’s slavering jaws gnashing at them, felt the change come over her. She could still taste the blood as she ripped out its throat; still smell its musty hide. She’d protected Davy that time, but those weren’t the only wolves. Second time round, she was too late. Sure, she’d made their bastard father pay for what he’d done to Davy, but the boy was ruined, and Ilesa couldn’t handle that. Still couldn’t, truth be told. That’s why she’d left him there alone.

      “You think you know me,” she said with venom. “But you don’t.”

      “What?” Plaguewind said. “What do you… Oh, Ilesa, it isn’t always about you. I meant in general, for the kind of work we do, the things we have to do to survive: jumping from ship to ship; going where the strength is.”

      “You even know who he is?” It was an effort to stay on track, because she was still seething. Trouble was, once the Davy button was pressed, it didn’t matter if she’d misread what Plaguewind was saying; it would take an age for the fire in her veins to burn off.

      Plaguewind seemed to understand that. In the time they’d known each other, he’d become a master of deflection.

      “Remember how Shadrak the Unseen took out the Pinchers?”

      Ilesa snapped her head back toward the open doorway. She could just about make out the fat man’s bald head amid the men going in.

      “No! That’s him? Albert the poisoner?”

      “Best there is,” Plaguewind said. “And now he’s working for us.”

      “You sure about that? I mean, why—?”

      Plaguewind stopped her by raising his hand. She’d grown so accustomed to taking his orders these past few years, she bit her tongue without even thinking about it.

      “Ilesa, you are my second, and I trust you.”

      That was unexpected. Praise from the master. Suddenly, Plaguewind went down a notch in her estimation. Didn’t help her confidence in the faith he placed in Albert. All it told her was he was a poor judge of character. Trust you! For shog’s sake, she was hard-pressed to trust herself.

      “Not absolutely, mind,” Plaguewind said.

      Least he wasn’t a total shogwit, then.

      “So, I’m your second, but you don’t trust me enough to explain why our arch-rival’s top man is probably right now leading us down the garden path. Is that it?”

      “I do have secrets, Ilesa,” Plaguewind said. “Even from you.”

      He wasn’t kidding. After all the hours he’d spent training her to hone her… ability, all the jobs they’d done together, all the times he’d watched her back and she’d saved his skin, she still didn’t know the first thing about him. Save for his body-language. There was no one better at reading each subtle inclination of his head, each minute hand signal, each shrug of his shoulders. But that was the extent of her knowledge. She still had no idea who or what he was beneath that mask. Some said he was horribly disfigured after a spell had misfired. Others that he was marred by the Demiurgos in return for the gift of magic. She’d even once heard he was a stygian from the nightmare realm of Qlippoth, somehow crossed over the Farfalls undetected by the Maresmen patrolling the border.

      “Trust me,” Plaguewind said. “I know what I’m doing.”

      He turned to enter the building, when an ear-shattering boom rolled across the water. Hot air blasted Ilesa against the warehouse wall, and her knees buckled. She felt Plaguewind’s hand on her arm, keeping her up.

      “Inside,” he said. His voice was mushy in her ears. She could barely hear him, yet he looked to be shouting. “They’re rallying!”

      Ilesa blinked her eyes into focus on the river. A barge was on fire, and there was fierce fighting on the far bank. Dozens of men were in the water, wading across, flaming torches held high, daggers glinting between their teeth.

      Plaguewind dragged her inside the warehouse, left her reeling on her feet. Her ears were ringing, and her nose and throat were thick with sulfur.

      “Shogging black powder!” Plaguewind said, singling out Albert. “You forgot to mention that, fat-boy.”

      “Black…?” Albert said, fanning himself with his handkerchief. “I had no idea. Honestly.”

      Plaguewind’s chin dropped to his chest. He was pissed off, but giving Albert the benefit of the doubt.

      “Seal the door.”

      “Good idea,” Albert said, fishing out his disk and scuttling over.

      “I know,” Plaguewind said. There was ice in his tone.

      “They’ll smoke us out,” Ilesa said. “Burn this place.”

      “No,” Plaguewind said, strolling to one of the crates stacked in rows all across the floor. “They won’t.”

      He slid the lid off and beckoned for Ilesa to look. It was crammed full with dried black and brown leaves, and gave off a pungent aroma, tinged with sweetness.

      “Somnificus?” she said. “In all of them?” There must have been more than a hundred crates. If they all contained somnificus, why, that would mean—

      “Millions of denarii,” Albert said, ambling back from the door. “If you know how to eke out sales and control the flow.”

      Plaguewind nodded, his beak-nose slicing the air, making him look like a demented bird. “He who controls the somnificus…”

      “Controls the guilds,” Ilesa finished for him. It was a cliché often spoken of, but no one really believed there was a stash like this. She looked from Plaguewind to Albert. “How…?”

      “The Night Hawks have been shipping it in from Portis for donkey’s years,” Albert said. “My job was overseeing the overseers, make sure none went missing. Shadrak’s idea. He’s what you might call a control freak.”

      Portis. Ilesa couldn’t think of it as home anymore. Too many bad memories. Too much left behind. Let those old wounds open up, and she’d likely bleed to death.

      “But he’d know,” Ilesa said to Plaguewind. “Shadrak. If fat boy’s got access to this warehouse, and now he’s gone over to the other side, then…”

      She trailed off when she recognized Plaguewind’s nodding for a conceited, “all part of the plan.”

      Albert was grinning like the cat that got the proverbial. “He’s no fool. They’ve been following me for days, waiting to see what I do.”

      “So it’s a trap,” Ilesa said, her sword already halfway from its scabbard.

      Plaguewind stopped her with a sharp look. “For Shadrak, not for us.”

      The rumble of voices came from outside, muffled by the steel door Albert had closed just in time.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Albert said. “No one sets foot in here save Shadrak and my successor.”

      “Who is?” Ilesa said.

      Albert sniggered and looked to Plaguewind, but the master had stiffened. Had he sensed something? Or was it just the thrill of being so close to what he had planned?

      “Buck Fargin, I imagine,” Albert said. “A nauseating little toe-rag who’s destined to one day lord it over the unified guilds of New Jerusalem.”

      “Was,” Plaguewind said, almost absently. “Was destined.”

      “Naturally,” Albert said. “Until your own stupendous ascension. My point is, there’s no way that flaccid little prick is going to risk his scrawny neck coming here in the middle of a guild war. So—”

      “Shadrak will come,” Ilesa said. Her breathing quickened, and she licked her lips. Was this the moment she finally got to see Shadrak the Unseen? His name was whispered everywhere. It was common knowledge he had the run of the Night Hawks and had moved in on all the other major guilds, save for the Dybbuks and Koort Morrow’s outfit. Master Plaguewind still had a tight grip, largely on account of the fear his sorcery engendered. They might be a bunch of thieving, backstabbing cutthroats, but the Dybbuks were far from ripe for the taking.

      Albert was nodding enthusiastically, but Plaguewind was all business. He had gathered the men together and spoke quietly with each in turn. They all produced glass bottles and started to uncork them.

      “Why doesn’t he wait?” Ilesa thought aloud. “Why not starve us out?”

      “Because of the other secret I haven’t shared with you,” Plaguewind said, coming back over. “One of several, actually.”

      Albert’s grin was starting to get up Ilesa’s nose. She’d half a mind to punch him. “But fat boy knows, clearly.”

      “We planned it together,” Plaguewind said. “No one knows Shadrak like Albert. No one knows his operations better, either. This… battle over the docks is nothing but a ruse. Oh, they’ve pushed us back, and we’ve lost a lot of men, but it’ll be worth it.”

      “It’s a diversion?” Ilesa said. “You always were a devious bastard.” He’d beaten her at chess more times than she’d care to remember; even cheated on occasion, she was sure of it.

      “Albert’s given us the locations of every Night Hawk stronghouse in the city. You wondered why I hadn’t been around much these past few days. Well, it’s because we’ve been to meeting after meeting, shoring up a last-ditch alliance to stop Shadrak from taking absolute control. While our forces have been clashing in the docks, and we made our way here, hundreds of assassins have been moving in on Night Hawk positions. But that’s not all. Albert knows Shadrak. Knows what he looks like, where he stays. Chances are, we won’t have to use those potions the men have, but it’s always good to have insurance.”

      “You mean, he could already be dead?”

      Albert nodded like a mad man, but Plaguewind lifted his glassy eyes and looked slowly around the shadows collecting in the corners of the warehouse.

      “What’s in those bottles, anyway?” Ilesa said. “What potions?”

      Plaguewind’s head snapped round. “Albert is friends with—”

      “Associate,” Albert said. “An associate of.”

      “Magwitch the Meddler,” Plaguewind said.

      “The mad mage?” Magwitch was the crazy the Senate used for all their security. His talents were legendary, but hardly anyone could afford his services. Many a guild master had tried coercion, but the magical backlash was enough to persuade them never to try again.

      The men were taking up positions all around the warehouse, each with nothing but a bottle in hand. Ilesa strode over to one, snatched the bottle from him and read the label.

      “Global Tech? Isn’t that Sektis Gandaw’s old company?”

      Histories were already being written, since the Technocrat had been brought down, and his plot to unweave all of creation had been thwarted. Quintus Quincy’s was the only one she’d heard, badly declaimed at the Dog’s Head, but there’d been just enough Earth history in among the bad poetry to keep it interesting.

      “Magwitch has a stock of them. Says they used them to win wars on Earth. One swig of that stuff and a man will grow twice as strong, twice as fast, and twice as aggressive,” Albert said. “Well, I may be selling it a bit short. Ten times would be more accurate.”

      “Gandaw used magic? But I thought—”

      “Science,” Albert said. “And quite the science at that. I’ve had a good look at them, being something of a chemist myself, and I have to say—”

      A shadow descended behind Plaguewind. Ilesa opened her mouth to warn him, but thunder cracked, and she averted her eyes from a blinding flash.

      Silvery motes lit up around Plaguewind in a sphere—his magical ward.

      The shadow landed lightly on the floor of the warehouse. Not a shadow, a cloak, fanned out like the wings of a bat. The hood fell back to reveal a face as white as bone. Pink eyes took in everything in the warehouse in a single sweep. In the same instant, Ilesa registered every detail, like it was burned forever into her mind: Small. Barely the height of a child. Shaven head, the stubble white; box beard, pallid hands, each of them gripping… a wand? One was smoking, the other coming to bear on Plaguewind’s sparking shield. It boomed, and the shield flashed argent and fizzled out.

      “My eyes!” Plaguewind cried, hands flying to his mask. “My eyes!”

      The other weapon bucked and roared, and this time Plaguewind screamed as he pitched to the floor, clutching his thigh.

      “Now you see me,” the assassin said, as he leveled both weapons at Plaguewind’s head. “Now you—”

      “Potions!” Plaguewind cried. He groped at the air, blinking frantically, and clearly seeing nothing. “Now!”

      The men knocked back the contents of their bottles without hesitating.

      The assassin turned one of his weapons on Albert, kept the other covering Plaguewind.

      “Shadrak…” Albert said, holding up his hands.

      One of the men clutched his throat and keeled over, his bottle smashing as it hit the floor.

      Plaguewind gasped. “What’s happening? What—?”

      Another man collapsed, and another, until all ten Dybbuks fell amid the shower of breaking glass.

      Shadrak dropped his aim on Albert. “Good boy,” he said.

      Albert let out a huff and made a show of mopping his brow with his handkerchief. “Anyone would think you didn’t trust me.”

      “You…” Plaguewind said, trying to locate him by the sound of his voice. “You betrayed me.”

      Albert shrugged and set about folding his handkerchief with great precision.

      “Ilesa?” Plaguewind turned his mask, trying to find her. The slump of his shoulders told her he knew it was over. “Change,” he said. “Change!”

      Into what? A rat, like the last time she’d shifted? A snake? That was all she’d achieved under his instruction. In Portis, she’d managed a mermaid to please Davy, and there was that one time that wasn’t under her control. A wolf-man like she’d become then could have ripped out Shadrak’s throat, but—she eyed the weapons that were once more both pointing at Plaguewind—even then, she’d have to get close enough.

      First, one weapon fired, then the other. Plaguewind slammed back against the floor, bright blood blossoming from his shoulder and guts. He tried to stem the flow with his fingers, even as Shadrak advanced to stand over him.

      “Change, you shogging bitch!” Plaguewind croaked, looking around blindly. “Help me!”

      “I can’t,” Ilesa mouthed, no sound coming out. She wanted to tell him she would if she could.

      Shadrak turned his pink eyes her way and put a booted foot on Plaguewind’s throat. “Mustn’t forget the bint now, must we?” he said. “Shame for you, darling, is that you saw me. Imagine the shogging inconvenience if I had to change my moniker. Can’t go round being called Shadrak the Seen, now, can I?”

      A shiver ran through Ilesa’s body, and she swayed as if she were aboard a ship on a stormy sea. She heard the boom of Shadrak’s weapon, winced against the pain, but felt nothing.

      “Shog!” Shadrak yelled. Suddenly, he seemed a giant, looming over her. “Where’d she go?”

      She’d scuttled halfway across the floor before she realized she’d changed without knowing it.

      Not a rat. Not a snake. Something even more appropriate, she thought as she found a crack in the wall and crawled through it.

      A cockroach.

      Plaguewind cried out once more, a plea that turned into a wail and was cut off by a final resonant boom.
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            BENEATH THE BASILICA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        City of Aeterna, Latia, Earth

      

      

      
        
        SHADER

      

      

      The fat orderly’s eyes glinted above his gray face-mask. He curled his gloved fingers around the ratchet handle and gave it another turn.

      Shader stiffened and winced. Every nerve in his body screamed. Tendons and ligaments were stretched to breaking point. His left knee popped, and then he screamed, too.

      “Finally,” the thin one said, like he’d just won a wager.

      The chains holding Shader’s wrists to the top of the rack pinched so tight his fingers were numb. The loops of rope cinching his ankles cut to the bone, but he could no longer feel the trickling ooze of blood from the lesions. He was naked, his clothes dumped somewhere on the floor along with his Liber.

      The Templum’s reverence for its holy scriptures apparently didn’t extend to the dungeons of the Holy Judiciary—at least not since the death of Ipsissimus Theodore. Exemptus Silvanus had succeeded him shortly after the Battle of the Homestead, and the Ancient World catacombs beneath Luminary Tajen’s Basilica had been converted into cells and torture chambers.

      The mere thought that such a place existed in Nousia was a contradiction as unpalatable as the one that used to define Shader, when he’d been unable to choose between the Monas and the sword.

      But he had chosen, eventually; and for the Templum, the timing couldn’t have been worse. The Sahulian armies of Emperor Hagalle were at the door, and Nousia needed knights, not pacifists.

      “I’ll tell the investigator,” the thin one said—it was the only way to distinguish between them, what with their uniform gray overalls, linen coifs, and gauze masks. Their appearance was designed to unnerve the impenitent. Shader knew that from the seminary, where they’d touched upon heresy and how to deal with it. Render the torturers inhuman, and beyond appeal. Hope gave a man strength, and so everything down to the last detail was engineered to evoke despair.

      As the thin one slid back the bolts on the iron door and went running for his master, the fat one stepped away from the ratchet handle, eased up his mask, and took a long pull on a waterskin.

      Shader’s lips were cracked, his throat parched. How long since they’d dragged him from his bed?

      “Ready to see sense, then?” the orderly said, pulling his mask back down and re-stoppering his waterskin. “Glad I could be of service.”

      Shader rolled his head away. It was the only movement he could make; maybe the only one he’d ever be able to make. Even if they slackened off the tension, even if they let him go—and who had they ever let go?—he had no idea if his overstretched muscles would work again. There was only so much give in the fibers, and then they’d never contract; and the tendons, the ligaments…

      Pain radiated from his left knee in pulsing waves. Only the progressive agony of the last hours made it bearable. A man could grow tolerant of a lot of things, not least of all suffering.

      “See,” the orderly went on, as if he were a teacher imparting wisdom to a favorite pupil, “it’s an easy enough thing extracting a confession. Most heretics are weak-willed turncoats, and they’ll turn again with enough of the right incentive. But try to get a man to go against his conscience…” He gave a low whistle. Shader heard him amble across the room and plonk himself onto the bench they used for rest breaks. “A man like you.”

      It sounded like respect in his tone. Awe, even. “Had quite a name for yourself back in the day. Mate of mine in the Elect used to harp on about Verusia, what the Seventh Horse did at Trajinot. Only wish I’d been there.”

      You don’t, Shader, thought. Even now, even compared with the torments of the dungeon, the war against the Liche Lord was the darkest of the horrors sealed away in his memory; something he never wanted to revisit. Darker even than what he’d seen beneath Sektis Gandaw’s mountain; things that would have made the Unweaving of all things seem a blessed relief.

      “Then, that business in Sahul.” The orderly hawked and swilled the phlegm around. He must have remembered he had a mask covering his mouth, because he swallowed thickly and cursed.  “They say the old Ipsissimus used to speak highly of you, what you done. Said they owed you. Said we all did; that we was lucky to still be alive.” He chuckled to himself. “So, cheers, mate. Just want you to know you had my respect. Shame you had to go and shog things up.”

      The door creaked open, then clanged shut. Shader craned his neck to see who came in.

      First was the thin orderly, who flopped down on the bench beside his colleague. They exchanged a few whispers, until the other man to enter speared them with a sharp look. There were a few moments of tense silence, then he turned his eyes on Shader.

      And what eyes they were: bloodshot, to the point the sclerae were almost pink. Pink, like Shadrak’s. Ain, how he could use the assassin’s help right now. The only difference was the yellow corona around each iris—irises so dark, you couldn’t see the pupils. The man wore a white chasuble fronted with a red Nousian Monas over an ankle-length black coat. Thin, oily hair hung in unkempt strands down to his shoulders from beneath a tall hat with a broad brim. It was almost a uniform among the Judiciary’s investigators, but Shader hadn’t seen the added chasuble before. They must have saved that for special occasions.

      “I do hope you haven’t maimed him too badly,” the investigator said. “What would be the point of bringing him round to our way of thinking if he can no longer wield a sword, no longer ride a horse?”

      The orderlies exchanged glances, eyes glittering above their masks.

      The investigator stepped up to the rack and peered down at Shader, lingering on his ankles, taking in his knee. Ain only knew what it must have looked like, but the pain was excruciating. The man’s smile was forced; a snaggletoothed smile that revealed the tip of an overly long canine. He arched an eyebrow and stared long and hard into Shader’s eyes, as if he were trying to assess whether he’d suffered enough; whether he was ready to give them what they wanted.

      Shader blinked to break the hold that gaze had over him, then shifted his focus to the face. There was something familiar about it; but whatever it was, it refused to come to the surface.

      “So, progress, I am told,” the investigator said. “I was beginning to think you’d die on the rack.”

      “Maybe I still will,” Shader croaked. The effort made him cough, and blood came out with a spray of spittle.

      The investigator stepped back, fanning his pallid hand in front of his face.

      “Maybe you will. I had hoped, however, you would have used this time to reflect upon the selfishness of the path you have chosen.”

      The voice. The way he inflected certain words.

      “His Divinity has been patient with you. Patient on account of your past services to the Theocracy. But even His Divinity is human. Even His patience is finite.” The investigator cocked his head, like a bird spotting its prey. “What is it? Why do you look at me that way? Do you think, perhaps, you know me?”

      “The…” Razors scratched the lining of Shader’s throat. He tried to go on; swallowed, but he had no spit.

      The investigator snapped his fingers, and the fat orderly came over with his waterskin, unstoppered it, and lifted it to Shader’s lips. Shader coughed and spluttered as half the liquid went down his throat, the rest splashing over his chin. Not water: wine; vinegary, and no doubt mixed with the orderly’s phlegm.

      “All you’re getting,” the orderly said, backing away to the bench, clutching the waterskin to his chest. “That’s good stuff, that.”

      “The way you speak,” Shader said. “Your face…” But not the eyes. Definitely not the eyes.

      “Yes?” The investigator leaned back in. “Glad he left some impression on you.”

      “He?” Shader frowned, trying to dredge up the memory. Where had he seen that face, heard that voice?

      “My father.”

      Shader stared blankly for a moment, and then he had it.

      “Bardol Shin. The man the Templum sent after me in Sahul.”

      The investigator drew in a sharp breath, and there it was again—both of them this time: canines like a dog’s, or perhaps even a wolf’s. Maybe he filed them; or maybe it was something else. Last time Shader had seen teeth like that was in the ranks of the Liche Lord’s armies.

      “I am Bartholomew Shin. People say I rose from my father’s ashes. People say far too much, in my opinion. He was an investigator, I am the Grand Investigator. It was not blood that got me where I am today; it was merit. The same sort of merit that could yet restore you to the Ipsissimus’s good graces, should you work at it.”

      “I didn’t seek discord with His Divinity,” Shader said. “But what he wants is impossible.”

      “Impossible?”

      “I can’t do it.”

      “So they say,” Shin said. “Far be it from me to criticize His Divinity’s predecessor, but a special dispensation? For an Elect knight to train for the priesthood?”

      “It was a mercy,” Shader said. “Ipsissimus Theodore knew I couldn’t go on.” How many times had he killed in the name of Nous? How many times had he violated the very principle the Templum’s religion stood upon? It had been there from the start, this war between peace and the sword. And it had taken him more time than it would a fool to work it out. Aristodeus had planted the conflict in him as a child; orchestrated everything about his upbringing to keep him in perfect tension, all so he could wield the Archon’s sword. All so he could succeed where the philosopher had failed, in taking down the Technocrat Sektis Gandaw.

      “The vows of an Elect knight are for life,” Shin said. “Granted, an Ipsissimus freed you from them; but now the new Ipsissimus requires your particular set of skills. Yours, and those of every other consecrated knight the Theocracy has brought to term from the womb of its benevolence.” He pressed his lips to Shader’s ear, whispering so that the orderlies wouldn’t overhear. “We cannot hold out, Shader. It is no secret the Sahulian fleet controls the Narala Passage. They have taken Numosia, and Aeterna is next. Nousia is too vast. We are too thinly spread. There simply isn’t time to marshal an effective defense.”

      “So, you don’t need me,” Shader said. “If it’s all over.”

      “Not all over. We will withdraw north, marshall our forces and strike back.”

      With what? Shader wanted to ask. The Templum’s losses had been staggering, and Hagalle’s forces grew stronger with each country he conquered. Not only that, Quilonia had entered the war on Sahul’s side, opening a bleeding wound right at the heart of Nousia. Quilonia’s independence had long been a thorn in the Theocracy’s side, but now the yoke of oppression had encouraged ambitions to fester, old scores to be settled. And with Quilonia’s betrayal, others had grown bold. Suddenly, no one wanted Nousian protection or enlightenment. The whole world was turning back to barbarism, as if it were somehow new and liberating.

      “The Elect will be our rearguard,” Shin said. “Even the retired are being recalled, such is the peril. And yet you…” He drew back and raised his voice once more. “You seek to hide behind the pretense of pacifism, and you place self-will above duty.”

      “How many times?” Shader said. “How many times will people like you, people like Silvanus, force me to be what I am not?”

      “You are a killer,” Shin said. “One of the best, so I am told. You are a name, someone the men will rally to.”

      Shader tugged against his bonds, regretted it, and let his head drop back in resignation.

      “He was fast, you know.”

      “What?” Shin said.

      “Your father.”

      There was a long pause. Silence hung like a threat before Shin said, “Evidently not fast enough.”

      That hadn’t been the problem. He’d been dazzling, Bardol Shin; maybe even the best swordsman Shader had ever faced. There had only been one deciding difference. Shin was a measured man, cultured and bound by rules. Shader, on the other hand, when it came to combat… He stopped the thought there; tried to tell himself it wasn’t true. He’d stayed his hand many a time, hadn’t he? Turned the other cheek, and all the other things a Nousian was supposed to do. Maybe as a child, like the time Brent Carvin had killed his dog; but as a man… well, he certainly couldn’t fault himself for trying; but when it came down to it, when it was him or the other person, or him against a horde of mawgs, he knew just how ruthless he could be.

      Shin turned his back on Shader, went to the shelves by the door that harbored all manner of cruel-looking implements. He took his time selecting something, and when he did, he cast a look back at Shader over his shoulder.

      “Don’t worry. This isn’t personal. My father was the finest swordsman I ever saw, but he was not a natural-born killer, like you. You faced him fair and square, of that I have no doubt. He knew the risks. No, this is not about him, or me. This is for Nous.”

      He spun round, a heavy-headed hammer in one hand, iron spike in the other.

      “And I will give my life for Nous,” Shader said. “Even on this rack. Even at your hands.”

      If priestly training had taught him one thing, it was that Nous was all that mattered. Yes, the scriptures and doctrines had been altered by Otto Blightey—even the name “Nous” was the Liche Lord’s invention, borrowed from the most ancient Graecian writings, so Adeptus Ludo said. But all Blightey had done was mask a truth. Stick with it long enough, Ludo never failed of telling the seminarians, and every now and again, you got to peek behind the veil. Not everyone was graced enough to find it, but it was there, buried beneath Blightey’s obfuscations: the Golden Thread. It was a mystery worth dying for.

      “Dying, I would have to explain to the Ipsissimus,” Shin said. “But His Divinity understands, no, condones, the use of the stick to bring a disobedient dog to heel.”

      Shader gritted his teeth as Shin stalked toward him. The two orderlies rose from the bench. One grabbed a wad of bandages and took up his place behind the investigator. The other stood at the head of the rack. He forced Shader’s mouth open and crammed a strip of leather between his teeth.

      It was futile, but Shader still thrashed on instinct. All it achieved was to heighten the pain.

      Shin waved the iron spike through the air, deliberating, until he settled on Shader’s injured knee. He glanced up at the orderly at the head of the rack. “Bit over-zealous with the ratchet, I see. Looks like I’ll be the bearer of bad news to His Divinity, after all. Even if he recants his position, he’ll be no good to the Elect lame. You’ll undoubtedly burn for it,” he told the orderly. “Unless we make it look like an accident, you know, thwarted escape; something like that. Still, if you’re going to get on the Ipsissimus’s bad side, might as well do it properly.” He positioned the spike over Shader’s kneecap and raised the hammer.

      Shader shut his eyes, muttered a swift prayer—

      —and the door clanged open.

      “That’s enough, Investigator Shin. I’ll take it from here.”

      Shader let out the breath he’d been holding.

      Ludo!

      Ludo had come for him.

      Shin almost roared as he whirled round. “This is Judiciary business, Adeptus. You’d do well to—”

      “Say that again,” Ludo said.

      “This is Judiciary busi—”

      “No, the bit about ‘Adeptus’. We are both men of the hierarchy, Brother. In my dotage, did I miss the relegation of my office and the ascension of yours?”

      Ludo sounded affable, as always, but Shin wouldn’t miss the implied threat. Even under Ipsissimus Theodore, the pecking order had been considered immutable, divinely ordained. Under Silvanus, the slightest hint of disobedience, the merest whiff of dissent, and you’d find yourself in a far worse position than Shader was in right now.

      Shin clamped his jaw shut and dropped to one knee. “Adeptus.”

      Ludo’s sandals slapped against the stone floor as he approached to loom over the investigator. He was a big man, probably the tallest man Shader had ever seen. He placed a hand on Shin’s head and closed his eyes. “The blessing of Our Lord Nous be upon you, Brother.”

      “And also upon you,” Shin said.

      Ludo lifted his hand, and Shin lurched to his feet, stiff and awkward. With a click of his fingers, he summoned the two orderlies to follow him, and then led them from the room.

      “Oh,” Ludo said, peering down at Shader’s bound ankles. “Do you think it would be too much to call them back? I’m hopeless with knots, save those on the prayer cord, of course.”

      Shader rattled the chains holding his wrists.

      “Ah,” Ludo said. “Now they are most definitely beyond me.”

      Shader grunted, and Ludo’s eyes bulged above the top of his eyeglasses as he noticed the leather strip in Shader’s mouth. He removed it gingerly with thumb and forefinger, looked about for somewhere to put it, and finally decided to just let go.

      “Over there, by the door,” Shader said. He coughed to clear his throat. “Must be something among the torture implements you could use.”

      “Well, I don’t know,” Ludo said, ambling over to the shelves. “I’m really not much good at this sort of… Oh, will this do?” He turned around, holding a pair of sharp-edged pincers in his shovel-like hand.

      Shader would have laughed under any other circumstances, but he felt so broken, body and soul, that all he could do was squeeze his eyes shut and thank Nous over and over again. Tears streamed down his cheeks; tears of relief, but in among them, the acid tears of shame. Not just shame: anger. The festering buds of revenge.

      With an iron will, he forced his eyes open; shut the door on that train of thought. He wouldn’t go there; not ever again. He had suffered in union with Nous. There was no sense turning a grace into a curse.

      Ludo cut him free and then gathered his clothes from the floor.

      “He was holy once, you know,” he said. “Bartholomew Shin. A fearless evangelist who took Nous to the darkest of places. After the Templum turned back the hordes of the Liche Lord, Shin traveled the length and breadth Verusia. Even devils, he said, could be converted. He came back a changed man.”

      Ludo struggled to dress Shader, getting very little help in return. He fastened the pendant around Shader’s neck, squinting through his spectacles at the image of the woman on one side, the inscription on the other. It had been entrusted to Shader by the Fish, the old man he had been imprisoned with in New Jerusalem. A man who’d endured even more than Shader, and yet still went to his death as trusting as a child sung to sleep.

      “Causa salutis,” Ludo said. “The cause of our salvation. Still have it, then. That’s good. Keep her with you.” He patted his heart. “The Immaculata. The Scourge of the Deceiver. I’m sorry I’ve not been able to come up with more. The Second Book of Unveilings hints at so much that has been lost. If only I had the key. There are very few people I’d like to slap, but if I ever lay eyes on Otto Blightey…” Ludo raised a hand, then shook his head and chuckled. “Even him. Even the Liche Lord of Verusia couldn’t incite this old bird to violence. You know, Brother, sometimes I envy you… I mean, what you once were.”

      He was joking, Shader could see that. Nothing would have horrified Ludo more than Shader returning to his old ways. It had been the adeptus who’d helped him to separate his conflicting natures; the adeptus who’d given him the tools and the example to succeed.

      “It’s important, Brother,” Ludo said, wagging a finger at the necklace. “She’s important. A standard, I expect. A model for what we should strive for, for what Nousia could be.

      “Now, best get you out of here. Silvanus is a stickler for the rules, but he’s a passionate man who sometimes acts rashly. Let’s not put temptation in his way. I have friends at the harbor who can get you out of Aeterna.”

      “Out of Aeterna?” Shader said. “But where? Hagalle and his allies control the seas between here and—”

      “Britannia,” Ludo said. He pulled Shader into a sitting position, then hefted him over his shoulder. For a priest, the man’s strength was prodigious.

      “It’s time you went home.”
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      Shadrak let out an appreciative whistle. “Look at the jugs on that.”

      Amid a shower of sparks and a billowing cloud of smoke, the near-naked Dame Consilia floated down from the ceiling above the stage. Well, not floated exactly; she was lowered from the fly floor. You could see two sweating stagehands paying out the ropes, if you knew where to look.

      Shadrak knew, but he wasn’t looking anymore. He couldn’t take his eyes from those swollen breasts, barely covered by a wisp of silk. A ruby sparkled in her navel with reflected light from the lanterns above the proscenium. Beneath that, strips of diaphanous gold did little to hide her womanhood, leaving her long, graceful legs smooth and bare. Atop her head, her platinum hair had been wound up into two devil’s horns.

      “Look, I tell you.” He kept his voice low; stuck well and truly to the shadows at the back of their box.

      Albert was looking, but not at the stage. He hoicked his paunch to the loge’s low, velveteen wall. Obviously, standing was proving too much effort. “You watch the jugs; I’ll keep an eye on the husband.”

      Shadrak followed his gaze.

      Koort Morrow was in the box opposite. If he’d noticed Dame Consilia’s dramatic entrance, he was hiding it well. He was engaged in hushed conversation with the goons either side of him. All business, Morrow. Shadrak guessed that’s what made him the greatest threat to the Night Hawks. Maybe the only threat left.

      Morrow held up a hand to the man whispering in his ear, long enough to take a bite of pie. Cherry pie. His favorite. Albert had it all filed away in his head, what people liked to eat, what they had a weakness for. That’s why he’d had some sent over to Morrow’s box, courtesy of Queenie’s Fine Diner.

      “Enjoy,” Albert said, rubbing his hands together, and making it all too obvious, as far as Shadrak was concerned.

      There was a flurry of movement up in the gods. Shadrak couldn’t see much without showing himself. Didn’t help there was a thick pall of weedstick smoke hanging overhead. Not just weedstick, going by the smell. He was sure there was a hint of sweetness mingled in with it; the pungent odor of somnificus.

      “What’s going on up there?”

      Albert took out his hanky to mop his brow as he glanced up, then straight back down at Morrow.

      “Mal Vatès is here.” He leaned forward over the edge of the box, blocking what little was left of Shadrak’s view with his pinstriped arse. “Probably had a few too many after the inauguration.”

      “Bit late, ain’t he? Seeing as this bollocks is for him.” Shadrak angled another look at the stage. Had to be better than what Albert was presenting him.

      Well, maybe not.

      Dame Consilia was dancing suggestively through a chorus line of muscular slaves, giving each a quick feel as she spouted some crap about the Abyss or something.

      “Not every day you get elected First Senator of New Jerusalem,” Albert said.

      Shadrak shrugged to himself. Guessed it was a big thing to most. Hadn’t been exactly unexpected, what with Vatès’ predecessor, Reegers, getting into bed with the guilds. Not that it was such a bad thing. There’d been an agreement between the Senate and the Night Hawks, who pretty much accounted for ninety percent of all the shit that went down in the city since the Night of the Guilds. Problem was, Morrow had gone and blown the whistle on Reegers, and that left the Senate with nowhere to go but back to the polls.

      “What is this shite, anyway?” Shadrak said, pressing himself back against the curtain at the rear of the loge. He noticed Albert’s hands clenching into fists and said, “Don’t look so eager. Someone will see.” Morrow had goons everywhere. Half the theater was his tonight; the other half filled with Vatès’ hangers-on.

      Albert sat back in his chair and stole a quick glance at the stage. Dame Consilia was approaching the ogling crowd at the front, bestowing a touch here and there on outstretched hands. Someone got overexcited and tried to get his face between her breasts. One of Morrow’s goons yanked him back and held him still while another broke his face. Stupid scut. But you had to admire his nerve.

      When the dame continued her speech without any indication she’d been ruffled, Albert finally got round to replying. “The Demiurgos’s Disciple.”

      “Never heard of it. What’s that, then? Quintus shogging Quincy?”

      “Bent Horrigan,” Albert said. “They love him in the provinces.”

      “Yeah, well, he can shogging stay there.”

      “This is the infamous soliloquy of the succubus,” Albert said. “It’s supposed to give you an insight into what the ladies want, though why anyone would care about such things, I’ll never know.”

      Shadrak strained his ears to catch what the dame was saying. Not that it mattered much, what women want, because they still wouldn’t want it from him. That was the trouble with being the height of a child. Didn’t help none he was white as a sheet, and most everyone found the pink of his eyes disturbing. Great for intimidation, but shit for all else.

      “Load of bleeding bollocks,” he muttered, looking back at Morrow’s box when he saw Albert stiffen.

      Morrow had turned green. His cheeks puffed up, like he was gonna throw. The two men beside him helped him from his chair and rushed him out the back of the loge.

      Dame Consilia glanced over from the stage. Only for a second. She was a real pro, and instantly snapped back into her role. Except she fluffed a line and stood there like a lemon till someone prompted, “And what big balls you have, sir dwarf,” from the wings.

      Murmurs rumbled about the auditorium, and all eyes shifted to Morrow’s empty box.

      Dame Consilia struggled on, but her cheeks were red, and she kept glancing off stage.

      “I’ll follow them outside, see if it worked,” Shadrak said.

      Albert spun out of his chair to face him. “And why would you do that?”

      “Just in case. You know…”

      “In case I got the dose wrong?” Albert clasped his hands over his belly and tapped his thumbs together, like he always did when he was pissed off.

      “I trust you, Albert. Really. It’s just the way I am. I have to check.”

      Never leave anything to chance. He wouldn’t have gotten where he was today if he’d not been so careful. He’d never have survived so long among the Sicarii in Sahul, never mind made it as boss of the Night Hawks and unifier of all the guilds in New Jerusalem.

      All but Morrow’s.

      And that was about to change.

      “Wait here,” he said, as he slipped through the curtain at the back of the box.

      “If I must.”

      The ruffle of the curtain was instantly followed by a swirl of dust motes in the corridor beyond. The air shimmered, and then there was another ruffle, this time from a brown robe that flickered into view, growing quickly denser, more solid. There was no face beneath the drooping cowl, just a blinding brilliance that made Shadrak throw a hand over his eyes. He couldn’t help it, and dipped his head, but his free hand still went to the grip of a flintlock, for all the good it would do.

      “What the shog do you want?” he asked, before he could stop himself.

      The Archon’s robe rippled, and flames erupted from where his face should have been.

      Shadrak stumbled back into the curtain and dropped to one knee. He hated himself for it, but what else could he do? Save wait, and learn from each time the shogger put in an appearance.

      “Leave your scheming and attend to mine,” the Archon said in his rustling voice.

      “Busy,” Shadrak said. “Can’t you see that?” He stood and made to walk past, but the air in front of him took on the solidity of a wall.

      “Our agreement is binding, Shadrak.”

      “Tell me about it,” Shadrak said. It was a contract that had been sealed with irresistible bait. “So, how’s my mother? How’s Kadee?” He suppressed a scoff, partly because the last thing he needed was to rile the Archon; partly because he knew there was nothing to scoff about. He’d seen Kadee—or her ghost—that first time the Archon had appeared to him in the Anglesh Isles. She was the carrot to the Archon’s stick, but if there was some chance she was really alive, some place he might find her, then he saw no choice but to play along. At least for the time being.

      “It is perilous,” the Archon said. “Always perilous where she endures. But fulfill our agreement, and piece by piece we will restore the rightful order and let the dead go back to being what they are.”

      “Shog’s that supposed to mean?” Shadrak said. Let the dead go back to being what they are! Dead is what they are. What Kadee was. He’d seen her waste away before his eyes. Every instinct told him what the Archon had shown him was some kind of trick, like the illusions in the wizard’s quarter. But he couldn’t help it. What if there really was some hope? Hope he’d see her again. Since she’d passed, he’d been nothing. Nothing save a hitman, and that wasn’t anything Kadee would have been proud of.

      “Give me more. More to go on, or I’m through.” It was tough talk, and Shadrak knew he was messing with fire, but sometimes you had to goad your enemy to find out what he had.

      Rather than the explosion Shadrak had expected, the Archon’s blaze retreated into the shadows of his cowl. He let out a long, sibilant breath and then nodded. “The creature that came for you on the rooftops, before you left for the Perfect Peak—”

      “The thing with the gun?” Even now, he often saw it out of the corner of his eye, started at the slightest movement from the shadows. It had been fast, so fast, and yet he’d beaten it. Just. That was the thing about years and years of killing. You became honed to it, took every glimmer of opportunity, even if it wasn’t exactly playing by the rules. Surprise had been on his side, but in a fair fight, he doubted he’d still be there to tell the tale.

      “A Thanatosian, captured by Sektis Gandaw,” the Archon said. “A harvester from Thanatos, the dark world, the stealer of souls.”

      “That’s where she is, Kadee? On this Thanatos? But how—”

      “The passage of the dead has been dammed since the dawn of time, by the formation of the Abyss. None of you go where you should when you pass from this world. The worst are held fast by the Demiurgos in the deepest strata of his realm, but those who resist his pull lie closer to the surface. There, they are vulnerable to the poachers. More than that, I do not know.”

      So, the Archon had limits. That was good to know.

      “In the way I measure time,” the Archon said, “Thanatos is a newcomer to this cosmos, and it had no existence in mine. It is… a mystery.”

      “But you’ve been there, right? You know how to get me there?”

      A round of applause came from the auditorium, and by the sounds of it, people were starting to leave.

      “Quickly,” the Archon said, “your target will be among the first out.”

      “Tell me about it,” Shadrak said. “He’s probably backstage feeling up that tart of a wife of his by now.” Truth was, Morrow was more than likely choking in his own vomit while his internal organs turned to soup, but he needed to see for himself.

      “Your real target,” the Archon said. “Mine.”

      The ruffle of the curtain behind him alerted Shadrak to Albert peering out with eyes as big as plates.

      “Oh,” Albert said. “Sorry.” With that, he slunk back inside the box.

      “Yeah?” Shadrak said, turning back to the Archon. “And who’s that, then?”

      “The man this play should have been named for.”

      “The Demiurgos’s Disciple?”

      “Indeed,” the Archon said. “The newly elected First Senator. Mal Vatès.”
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      “Hurry!” the Archon’s voice urged inside Shadrak’s head. “The timing is perfect.”

      Shadrak glided past the open doors of the dressing rooms, no more than a shifting shadow. The clink of glasses, the shrill giggles of chorus girls followed him. He caught more than one glimpse of bare flesh as they flung down their costumes.

      Perfect, my arse. Too much was down to chance. Nothing had been planned. The only way hits like this went was tits up.

      Dame Consilia rounded the corner in front of him, a thin man on one arm, fat man on the other. Both were dressed in lilac togas, and both kept tripping over their own feet due to their eyes never straying from the dame’s flushed face. She wasn’t looking where she was going, either; eyes all teared up, lips pouting, chin quivering.

      “Any news?” she said, loud enough that everyone in the dressing rooms would hear. “Koort. Take me to him.”

      Shadrak brushed past, and if they noticed, they probably took him for one of the freaks from the warm-up act. Just the thought of it fired his blood. If he’d had the time, he’d have knifed them for the slight, imagined or not. Snobbish shogwits.

      “Fellah,” Kadee’s warm voice spoke in his mind. Her presence was fleeting, no more than smoke in the wind. “It’s not them, it’s you.”

      Like you don’t tell me every two minutes. It was all him. Always was. He knew she meant well, but being told you’re a paranoid scut was as helpful as shite on a mop head.

      Course, there was no telling if it was Kadee or just his own shogged up thoughts. His brain hadn’t been right since she died. Maybe the Archon was playing on that. Thanatos! Yeah, right. Chances of her being there, if it even existed, were the same as for him being taken up into Araboth body and soul.

      But the Archon had mentioned the creature—Thanatosian, he’d called it. Not something Sektis Gandaw had cooked up, then. That had been real enough. Shadrak still had an ache in his shoulder to prove it.

      He pushed through the stage door exit onto the street.

      The road was packed with legionaries decked out in bronze galeas with horsehair plumes. They should have been stationed round the gleaming black carriage waiting by the front entrance, but they’d been drawn by the clutch of goons hovering over Koort Morrow’s twitching body. There was a frantic flurry of activity as a man knelt by Morrow’s head, rummaging through a surgeon’s bag. Froth spilled from the guild master’s mouth. His eyes were white and vacant.

      The crowds leaving by the main entrance were ushered to one side as Vatès emerged, a gray-robed aide on either side. They made a beeline for the carriage, and the door was held open for them by a big bald bloke in a leather jerkin. Hired muscle, no doubt, to keep well-wishers and the other sort at bay. Probably, he did a good job of it, normally, but with the commotion caused by Morrow’s poisoning, his eyes weren’t everywhere, like they should have been.

      Shadrak slipped past Morrow’s goons and strode for the carriage as Vatès and his aides climbed inside. Without pausing, he slid out a punch dagger and rammed it into the hired-muscle’s kidney, dropping him like a stone. He rapped on the side of the carriage as he stepped inside. The driver was as distracted as the rest of them, and sent the horses into a trot.

      Four pairs of startled eyes met his entrance.

      He stabbed an aide in the chest, flung a razor star at the second, catching him in the throat. As the man bubbled and foamed at the mouth, Shadrak snapped his kneecap with a kick, then, in one fluid motion, whipped out a dagger and stuck it in his eye.

      Vatès raised his hands and babbled of stream of pleading. Could have been a bribe in there, for all the good it did him.

      Shadrak wrenched his punch dagger from the aide’s chest and stabbed Vatès in the guts. As the senator doubled up, Shadrak ripped his dagger free from the other aide. The eyeball came away with it, skewered like a kebab. Had to wonder if it saw anything as it plunged down into the bald patch atop Vatès’ head and lodged in his brain.

      The carriage rattled and rolled along the street, causing Shadrak to throw out an arm to steady himself. His fingers were slick with blood; none of it his.

      A girl whimpered.

      The fourth set of eyes.

      She was staring up at him from the far side of the seat Vatès was slumped on. Must’ve been four, maybe five. Vatès’ granddaughter, no doubt.

      “Daddy,” she said on the crest of a sob.

      Daughter, then, the lusty old dog.

      He yanked his dagger free from Vatès’ head, and blood gushed out like water from a whale’s blowhole. The girl screamed and buried her face in her hands.

      “Shut the shog up,” Shadrak said, grabbing her hair and exposing her throat.

      “Shadrak…”

      “Not now, Kadee,” he growled. “I’m working.”

      “Shadrak!”

      This time, her plea cut him dead. He stood glaring at the girl for a long moment, then he let go her hair.

      “Fine. Shog it. Just keep your mouth shut, got it?”

      The girl’s face was whiter than his. Her lips quivered, and then she managed a nod.

      Sheathing his blades and reclaiming his razor star, Shadrak booted open the door and leapt out. As he hit the road and tumbled to his feet, the girl screamed.

      “Shogging little scut!” Shadrak muttered.

      The driver cried, “Whoa!” and the horses pulled up. As he climbed down from his seat to see what the noise was about, Shadrak took off for an unlit alleyway.

      “Oh, my bleedin’…” the driver said. Then, in a voice like a trumpet blast, he hollered, “Guards! Guards! Over here!”

      Dozens of legionaries broke off from the theater crowd and pelted toward the carriage. Worse still, another unit that must’ve been stationed farther along the road came pounding from the other direction.

      “That way!” he heard the girl shouting. “It was a gnome or a goblin. It stabbed my daddy.”

      Shog. She’d got a good look at him. Only person to have done so during a job that he’d not silenced. Damn Kadee. Why’d she have to go and prick his conscience?

      No, not damn Kadee. Damn the Archon for forcing him to take Vatès out with no preparation. Doing it at all was bad enough. The truce between the Night Hawks and the Senate would be well and truly over now. But like this, with so much left to chance. That was the last he was gonna have to do with that fiery-faced shogger, threat or no threat. Kadee or no Kadee.

      He reached the back of the alley and cursed.

      Dead shogging end.

      He started to climb the rear wall, but the footfalls of the soldiers were too near. He’d never make it. Dropping back to the ground, he spun round and flung himself into a pile of garbage, just as the first soldier entered the alleyway.

      It stank like a Dreamer’s crotch, but it was the best he could do. Rats gamboled in and out of the refuse, but Shadrak tried not to notice. He lay face down, cloak pulled tight about him. They’d not see him till they were right on top of him, and if they were stupid enough to get that close, they’d never know what hit them.

      Muffled voices came from the mouth of the alley. Shadrak peered out from beneath his hood. Two more soldiers had joined the first. They stood hesitantly, casting looks behind at the cordon of legionaries now encircling the carriage. He could hear the girl sobbing, the driver’s attempts at explaining what had happened.

      Shadrak stiffened as the three legionaries edged deeper into the alley. One of them looked toward the rubbish heap and prodded its base with his spear.

      “Shog, that’s rank,” he said.

      “Shogging disgrace is what it is,” another said. “If I was First Senator, cleaning the shite off the streets would be the first thing I did, I tell you.”

      “Yeah?” the third said. “Well, now maybe you’ll get your chance.”

      “I’ll vote for you,” the first said, though his voice was riddled with sarcasm, and something else.

      Fear, Shadrak realized.

      He couldn’t blame the man. Whatever the Senate paid them, it wasn’t enough to get your throat slit. He let out a sigh of relief. These were his kind of soldiers, the kind that made a show of doing all the right things, but then put down failure to factors beyond their control.

      “Come on, lads,” the wannabe senator said. “Nothing here. Reckon he’s long gone.”

      “Yeah,” the first said. “Bloody driver took his sweet time calling us. Either he crapped his pants, or he’s in league with the killer.”

      “You have to wonder,” the third man said. “It ain’t like Vatès didn’t have enemies.”

      As they retreated back toward the carriage, a brilliant white orb flared into life above the theater and began to scour the streets.

      Shadrak gritted his teeth and sighed. Magwitch the Meddler. He’d recognize the mad mage’s handiwork anywhere. It was no secret the Senate employed a raft of his security measures. The rate it was moving, he had fifteen, maybe twenty seconds before he was lit up bright as day.

      He slid from the refuse pile and found a foothold on the rear wall again. When he reached the top, he turned for a last look as the orb’s light spilled across the entrance to the alley. A shape stepped into its radiance: a silhouette, tall and slender, long arms drooping almost to its feet.

      Something tugged at Shadrak’s mind, slipped in between his thoughts, latched on.

      A psycher!

      Creatures of Sektis Gandaw the Senate held on to; used only in the most serious crimes. Unleash a psycher, and it would never give up, never let go. Once it had a taste of your mind, it was relentless.

      Shadrak dropped to the street on the other side of the wall. The pressure in his mind eased as he ran. Maybe the stories were wrong. Maybe you could shake a psycher, after all.

      “You have done well,” the Archon whispered. “And the balance has tilted once more in our favor. The secularist agenda has been stillborn. Already, Vatès and his supporters were looking to back to Gandaw’s reign as some sort of golden era.”

      “Shog you,” Shadrak managed as he pelted onto 101st Street and found a drainpipe to shimmy up. “You pushed me into this one too fast.” He paused for breath as he reached the roof. “Need time to plan. This’ll cost me. Cost the guilds.”

      “That is no loss,” the Archon said.

      “No shogging loss? Four years, it took me to take control. Four scutting years.”

      Something tickled beneath his scalp, and once more the pressure began to rise. He set off across the rooftop at a sprint, launched himself across the gap between buildings.

      “I allowed it,” the Archon said. “So long as you did my work.”

      “Did your murdering, you mean. What is it, afraid to get your hands dirty? You Nousian types are all the same.”

      “I cannot act directly. You know this.”

      “Yeah, well you’re gonna have to find someone else, because I’ve had it with you.”

      “The contract, remember?” the Archon said. He shimmered into existence and glowered down at Shadrak from the depths of his cowl.

      “Shog the contract. You wanna kill me for not sticking to it, go ahead. I’m right here.” His fingers twitched above the handles of his pistols. It was probably futile. The Archon had already said his old thundershot would have done nothing to him, but he was willing to give it a try. He’d had about enough of being controlled and manipulated. And besides, the faux flintlocks might have looked older than the thundershot, but when the plane ship had first given them up to him, he’d seen right away they were better: more powerful, and held more bullets.

      The white fire beneath the Archon’s cowl flickered. He was rankled, undecided. It wasn’t much, but it was another clue. Sooner of later, Shadrak would know enough about him to take him down. It was just a matter of time.

      “If not the contract, then what about Kadee?” the Archon said.

      Needles of pain stabbed at Shadrak’s brain.

      “It is close,” the Archon said. “The psycher. Hurry. You must survive this.”

      “Tell me,” Shadrak said as he lurched toward the far end of the roof. “Kadee. Tell me how to find her.”

      “One more kill,” the Archon said. “Then I will free you. Then I will lead you to her.”

      “That a promise?”

      The Archon glided closer and loomed over him. “That is a promise.”

      Shadrak put his hands to his head, winced against the pain. Fighting back a growing wave of nausea, he gauged the distance to the next roof, took a few steps back, and prepared to jump.

      “Fine. One more kill. Who is it?”

      He ran for the edge and threw himself across the void.

      As he caught hold of the guttering on the other side, the Archon’s voice was strong and clear in his mind.

      “A tool of the Demiurgos. The single greatest threat to Aethir and Earth.”

      Shadrak swung himself up onto the roof and glared out over the city. “Thought Shader already took Gandaw out,” he said, more interested in saving his skin than in the Archon’s next victim.

      Queenie’s was two blocks away. If he could get there ahead of the psycher, grab his things…

      “You mustn’t leave yet,” the Archon said, as if he could read Shadrak’s thoughts. “He’s already coming to you. He will ask of you a favor, and whatever happens, you must not grant it. There is no other way, Shadrak. You must kill him.”

      “Whatever,” Shadrak said. “So, you gonna tell me who it is, or is that some big shogging secret, like the rest of your scheming?”

      The Archon reappeared in front of him, a reddish hue to the flames bleeding from his cowl.

      “The Nameless Dwarf.”
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