
[image: ]



For the silenced




BY THE SAME AUTHOR

The Pale Dreamer (novella)

The Bone Season

The Mime Order

On the Merits of Unnaturalness




The

Song Rising

Samantha Shannon

[image: ]



Contents



	Cover

	Dedication

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Contents

	Epigraph

	Map of the Republics of Scion England and Scion Ireland

	The Mime Order

	Prelude

	Part I: God in a Machine

	1. Underqueen

	2. Emergency

	3. Judgement

	4. Vance

	5. Back in Time

	6. Hourglass

	7. The Great Descent

	8. Counter Play

	9. The Cost

	Part II: Engine of Empire

	10. Manchester

	11. A Tale of Two Sisters

	12. Fortress

	13. The Ironmaster

	14. No Safer Place

	15. The Grand Smoke

	16. The Vaults

	17. Blood and Steel

	18. Vigil

	19. Offering

	Interlude

	Part III: Death and the Maiden

	20. Tomb

	21. Skins of Men

	22. Ultimatum

	23. A Priori

	24. The Crossing

	Author’s Note

	Glossary

	Acknowledgements

	A Note on the Author

	Also by Samantha Shannon

	Copyright Page






	By the Same Author

	Map of the Republics of Scion England and Scion Ireland

	The Mime Order

	Prelude

	Part I:  God in a Machine

	1    Underqueen

	2    Emergency

	3    Judgement

	4    Vance

	5    Back in Time

	6    Hourglass

	7    The Great Descent

	8    Counter Play

	9    The Cost

	Part II:  Engine of Empire

	10  Manchester

	11  A Tale of Two Sisters

	12  Fortress

	13  The Ironmaster

	14  No Safer Place

	15  The Grand Smoke

	16  The Vaults

	17  Blood and Steel

	18  Vigil

	19  Offering

	Interlude

	Part III:  Death and the Maiden

	20  Tomb

	21  Skins of Men

	22  Ultimatum

	23  A Priori

	24  The Crossing

	Author’s Note

	Glossary

	Acknowledgements

	A Note on the Author

	Also by Samantha Shannon








	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	vi

	vii

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373









	Cover

	Title Page

	1. Underqueen








Silence is all we dread.

There’s Ransom in a Voice—

Emily Dickinson




[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]

Prelude

2 November, 2059

The lights scalded my borrowed eyes. I was still inside a different body, standing on the same floor, but everything had changed.

There was a smile on his lips. That old gleam in his eye, like I’d just brought him good news from the auction house. He wore a black waistcoat embroidered with interlinked gold anchors, and a scarlet cravat was tied at his throat. One silk-clad hand grasped an ebony cane.

‘I see you have mastered possession at a distance,’ he said. ‘You are full of surprises.’

The cane’s handle was porcelain, shaped like the head of a white horse.

‘I believe,’ Nashira said, her voice soft, ‘that you are already acquainted with my new Grand Overseer.’

I let out my first breath since laying eyes on him.

He had tried to stop me. The scheming worm had silenced me for weeks, kept me from telling the world about the existence of the Rephaim. Yet here he was, looking as easy with them as he was with his own shadow.

‘Oh, dear. Have you swallowed that pilfered tongue?’ Jaxon let out a deep laugh. ‘Yes, Paige, I am here, with the Rephaim! In the Archon, wearing the anchor! Are you aghast? Are you oh-so-scandalised? Is this all a terrible shock to your fragile sensibilities?’

‘Why?’ I whispered. ‘Why the hell are you here, Jaxon?’

‘Oh, as if I had a choice. With you as Underqueen, my beloved syndicate is doomed to self-destruction. Consequently, I have decided to return to my roots.’

‘Your roots?’

His smile widened.

‘You have chosen the wrong side. Join this one, darling,’ he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘I can’t tell you how it hurts me to see you in the pocket of those despicable Rephaim who call themselves Ranthen. Unlike the Rag and Bone Man, I have always believed you could be saved from their indoctrination. From Arcturus’s . . . seduction. I thought you had more sense than to blindly obey the man who was once your master.’

I stared at him coolly. ‘You’re asking me to do that now.’

‘Touché.’ A fresh bruise stained his cheekbone. ‘To Terebellum Sheratan, you are a convenient pawn in an age-old game. Arcturus Mesarthim is nothing but her lure. Her bait. He took you under his wing in the penal colony on her orders, to entice you into the Ranthen’s net. And you, my darling – you fell for it . . . and everyone but you can see it.’

A chill warned me that something was wrong. Elsewhere in the citadel, someone had touched my body.

‘This is a fight you cannot win. Don’t mutilate the syndicate, O my lovely,’ Jaxon purred. ‘It was never meant as a weapon of war, and you were never meant to rule. Step back from the brink. All any of us in the Archon wants is to protect you – you, and the wonder of your gift. If we must pull off your wings to stop you casting yourself into the fire, so be it.’ His hand reached out. ‘Come to us, Paige. Come to me. All this can be avoided.’

He had shocked me. We both knew it. If he thought he could scare me, he would have to try harder.

Another shiver. I felt myself falling out of the stranger’s dreamscape, back into the æther’s embrace.

‘I’d rather burn,’ I said.

My brain was liquid, slithering out through my nose and down my front. I had to get out, get air into my lungs . . .

A hand took hold of my arm. Someone was talking to me, saying my name. I clawed off the oxygen mask, got the door open, and spilled out of the car in a jumble of limbs, gasping. The jolt peeled open the stitches in my side, wetting my shirt.

Jaxon Hall was many things, but I couldn’t believe he had gone to Scion. He had made his career out of living in their shadow, not their arms.

My wounds from the scrimmage flared, white-hot in my torso, deep and throbbing in my back. I pitched into the night, down the moss-slick steps to the Thames, and fell to my knees at the water’s edge, where I gripped my head between my hands and cursed my own stupidity. How, how could I have not foreseen this? There must have been some clue. Now he would be our most formidable enemy, a vital asset to the anchor.

I will find other allies, he had told me after the scrimmage. Be warned: you have not seen the last of me.

I should have killed him in the Rose Ring. The blade had been against his throat, but I’d been too weak to cut.

A very old ally, Nashira had said. One who returned to me . . . after twenty long years of estrangement . . .

A shout in the distance stopped time, or started it again. I hunched over the water, holding myself.

I have decided to return to my roots.

‘No,’ I breathed. ‘No, not you. Not you . . .’

He had been standing so comfortably alongside the Sargas. Not like someone who had only laid eyes on them for the first time a few hours ago. And there were other things I had brushed off, that I hadn’t seen from behind the blindfold. He had always been wealthier than other mime-lords. Absinthe alone cost a fortune on the black market, and he drank it almost nightly. How had he leapt from pauper to prince? Surely not just from his writing; there was no money in pamphlets. Then there was the fact that he had spearheaded my rescue from the colony with no exit plan – senseless. It wasn’t in his nature to go blindly into anything. But if he had left the colony once before . . . if he had known there was a way out – or if the Sargas had allowed him to take me away . . .

An old ally. Twenty long years. Those were the only words I needed to work out who Jaxon Hall had once been, and who he was. I had no absolute proof, but I knew – I knew, in my heart – that my instinct was right.

He wasn’t just a traitor.

He was the traitor.

The man who had betrayed the Ranthen twenty years ago to buy his freedom from the Rephaim.

The man who was responsible for the scars on Warden’s back.

The man who had left his fellow prisoners to die in the colony.

And I had been his mollisher. His right hand.

The crunch of footsteps broke through the white noise in my ears. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Warden sink into a crouch beside me.

I had to tell him. I couldn’t carry this knowledge alone.

‘I know who betrayed you twenty years ago,’ I said. ‘I know who gave you the scars.’

Silence. I realised I was shivering.

‘It is not safe out here,’ Warden finally said. ‘We can discuss this at the music hall.’

The thoughts tangled like barbed wire in my head. I was everybody’s puppet, caught in a thousand strings.

Nick ran to the railings above us. ‘Vigiles,’ he shouted. ‘Warden, bring her up here!’

Warden stayed where he was. I was afraid he would lack the ability to read my expression – that I might have to say the name myself – but as the moments ticked past, I watched it dawn on him, just as it had on me. A fire rose in his eyes.

‘Jaxon.’




PART I

God in a Machine
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1

Underqueen

War has often been called a game, with good reason. Both have combatants. Both have sides. Both carry the risk of losing.

There is just one difference.

Every game is a gamble. Certainty is the last thing you want when you begin. If you are guaranteed to win, there is no game at all.

In war, however, we crave certainty. No fool ever went to war without the cast-iron belief that they could win, that they would win; or at least, that the likelihood of losing was so small as to make the bloody price of every move worthwhile. You don’t go to war just for the thrill, but for the gain.

The question is whether any gain, any outcome, can justify the way you play.

27 November, 2059

In the heart of its financial district, London was burning. On Cheapside, Didion Waite, poet of the underworld and bitter rival of Jaxon Hall, was howling over the remains of a derelict church. Once a fixture of the capital, it was now a mass of charred and smoking rubble.

In his powdered wig and tailcoat, Didion was eye-catching even by Scion London standards, but everyone was too engrossed in the drama to take notice of one madman – everyone but those of us who had answered his call. We stood at the mouth of a lane, masked and shrouded, taking in what was left of St Mary-le-Bow. According to reports from local voyants, an explosion had obliterated its foundations around midnight. Now several of the nearest buildings were on fire, and graffiti had been sprayed across the street.

ALL HAIL THE WHITE BINDER

TRUE UNDERLORD OF LONDON

A sunset-orange flower had been painted beside it. Nasturtium. In the language of flowers, it meant conquest, or power.

‘Let’s get the poor man out of there,’ said Ognena Maria, one of my commanders. ‘Before Scion does.’

I didn’t volunteer to help. Didion had demanded that I come here in person, but I couldn’t risk speaking to him, not when he was in this state. He must expect me to compensate him for the damage from the Underqueen’s coffers, and I knew from experience that he would have no qualms about exposing me to the whole street if I refused. Better not to let him see me at all, for now.

‘I’ll go.’ Eliza checked that her hood was fastened. ‘We’ll take him to Grub Street.’

‘Be careful,’ I said.

She hurried towards Didion, who was now pounding the cobbles with his hands and screaming incoherently. Maria followed, motioning to her hirelings to come with her.

I stayed behind with Nick. We had taken to wearing the winter hoods that had come into fashion in recent weeks, which could be worn so they covered most of the face, but by now I was so recognisable that even that might not protect me.

After the scrimmage – when I had fought Jaxon Hall, my own mime-lord and mentor, for the right to rule the clairvoyants of London – Nick had quit his job with Scion and vanished from their view, only staying long enough to steal a few cases of medical supplies and take as much cash from his bank account as he could. Within days, his face had appeared on the screens alongside mine.

‘You think this was Jaxon?’ He nodded to the wreck of the church.

‘His loyalists.’ The heat of the fire baked my eyes dry. ‘Whoever’s leading them is starting to gather a following.’

‘It’s a tiny group of troublemakers. Not worth your time.’

His tone was reassuring, but this was the third assault on a syndicate landmark in as many days. The last time, they had raided the Old Spitalfields Market, scaring the traders and looting stalls. Those responsible considered Jaxon to be the rightful Underlord, despite his conspicuous absence. Even after I had told them the facts, they refused to believe that the White Binder, the glorious mime-lord of I-4, could be involved with Scion.

In the grand scheme of things, this was a minor nuisance; the majority of voyants did support me. But the message this attack sent was clear: I had not yet won all of my subjects’ hearts. That came with the territory, I supposed. My predecessor, Haymarket Hector, had been widely despised. Those who had obeyed him had done so out of fear, or because he paid them well.

Didion wailed as he was hoisted to his feet and led away by Maria and Eliza. He was drowned out by the siren of a Scion fire engine. It might be able to douse the neighbouring buildings, but anyone could see that the church was beyond saving – as was the Juditheon, the auction house beneath it. We retreated, leaving another part of our history to be swept away.

Once I might have mourned. I had whiled away many an hour at the Juditheon, shelling out extortionate amounts of Jaxon’s money for spirits Didion had no right to sell – but since the revelation of Jaxon’s true nature, all of my memories of life as his mollisher had gained a taint, a film of scum that smeared their surface. All I wanted was to scrape them all into a pit, close the earth on top of them, and build again on the new ground.

‘Nearest safe house is Cloak Lane,’ Nick said.

We slipped into another backstreet, away from the ring of heat around the church. I kept us clear of other people. Nick checked for security cameras. Since the scrimmage, we were no longer just unnatural criminals, but nascent revolutionaries, with ever-growing bounties on our heads. Even if we hadn’t yet made a move against Scion, they knew our objective.

I had to wonder how much longer we could survive in the capital. It was dangerous for us to be out this late at night, but when Didion had sent for me, I had wanted to come; to convince him that we were on the same side. He was, after all, Jaxon’s long-time adversary, which now made him a potential ally.

The Cloak Lane safe house was a studio apartment rented by an ex-nightwalker, who was keen to help the Mime Order in whatever way she could. Unlike most of our buildings, it had heating, a fridge, and a proper bed. The warmth was a relief after a long night on the streets. Over the last few weeks, the temperature had plummeted and snow had fallen almost every day, leaving London as thickly iced as a birthday cake. I had never experienced a winter so ruthless. My nose and cheeks were almost always a raw pink, and my eyes streamed every time I stepped outside.

When I refused it, Nick dropped on to the bed. He, at least, got a few hours’ rest. A hint of moonlight shone on his pale face, drawing out the crease that pinched his brow even in sleep. I lay on the couch in the dark, but I was too restless to close my eyes for long. The image of the burning church, a promise of devastation, was scorched on to my mind. A reminder that while Jaxon Hall was gone, he wasn’t yet forgotten.

In the morning, I took a buck cab to the Mill, an industrial ruin in Silvertown – one of several abandoned buildings we had recently occupied across the citadel. It was home to our largest cell.

Changing the structure of the syndicate, with the view to eventually turning it into an army capable of fighting Scion, had been far from easy. I had ended the traditional system of territory and dens, though I had tried to keep gang members together where possible. Syndicate voyants were now organised into cells. Each was based in one location, known only to cell members and the local mime-lord or mime-queen, who received orders through a high commander. Forcing my subjects to limit contact outside their cells hadn’t pleased them, but it was the only way we were going to survive. It was also the only way to evade Jaxon, who had known the old syndicate inside-out.

Now anyone who was captured would only be able to betray the whereabouts of a certain number of people to the enemy. We were going to war with Scion, and in war, we took no risks.

When I arrived at the Mill, I climbed the stairs. Leon Wax, one of the few amaurotics who worked with the Mime Order, was at the end of the upper hall in his wheelchair, handing out packs of essentials, like soap and water bottles, to two newly arrived soothsayers. Leon was sixty and losing his hair, and his skin was a deep, rich brown.

‘Hello, Paige,’ he said.

‘Leon.’ I nodded to the newcomers, who were staring at me. ‘Welcome to the cell.’

Both of them looked slightly awestruck. They must have heard plenty of talk about me: the mollisher who had stabbed her mime-lord in the back, the dreamwalker with allies from the æther. I wondered faintly how I matched up to their expectations – all they would be seeing now was a woman with dark circles under her eyes. My hair was back to white-blonde, with a single streak of black at the front. The only evidence that I had been in the scrimmage were my fading bruises and the conspicuous welt on my jaw, where my skin had been split open by a cutlass. Proof that I could fight and win, written on my face.

One of the newcomers – a pale redhead – actually curtsyed. ‘Th-thank you, Underqueen. We’re honoured to be part of the Mime Order.’

‘You don’t need to curtsy.’

Leaving them in Leon’s capable hands, I made my way to the top floor. My deepest injuries still throbbed, but we had just enough medicine to keep the pain under control.

The surveillance centre was eleven floors up. When I entered, I found Tom the Rhymer and the Glym Lord – two of my high commanders – eating breakfast and poring over a map of the citadel, which showed the positions of newly installed Senshield scanners: our latest concern. Numa were spread among the paperwork and laptops on the table: shew stones, keys, a knife, and a fist-sized crystal ball.

‘Good morning to you, Underqueen,’ Glym said.

‘We have a problem.’

Tom raised his bushy eyebrows. ‘Now, that’s no way to greet anyone at this time of the morning. I’ve not even finished my coffee.’ He pulled out a chair for me. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Jaxon’s supporters burned down the Juditheon.’

He sighed. ‘Maria told us. They’re small fry.’

‘Even so, it’s not something we can ignore for much longer.’ I poured a coffee for myself. ‘We need to consolidate the syndicate, and fast. A replacement for Jaxon would be a good start.’ I said it more to myself than to them. ‘How are you both getting on?’

‘New recruits are arriving daily,’ Glym said. ‘We need far more, of course, but I have no concerns at this stage. Many voyants seem to be taking to the idea of the Mime Order, and the more of them that join us, the more will feel emboldened to follow them into our ranks.’

Tom nodded. ‘We rescued a pair last night – mediums. They were caught by a Senshield scanner. I had a vision of it happening; Glym sent some of his people to where we knew they would be hiding.’ He cleared his throat and glanced at Glym. ‘They had an . . . interesting story. Said the scanner went off, but they couldna see it. They just heard the alarm.’

I frowned. Scion had started to put Senshield scanners in the Underground – an unwelcome development – but they were so big that it was fairly easy to avoid them. ‘They must have seen it – they’re huge. Where was this?’

‘I havena heard all the details yet.’

‘Send your mollisher to investigate. I don’t like the sound of it.’

I purloined a ginger bun before I left, causing Tom to gather the rest protectively into their box.

Downstairs, in the training room, daylight spilled through the broken windows, dappling the concrete and the disused machines. At some point, a cave-in had taken out most of the ceiling; you could see up to the pearl-grey sky. There were rings for cell members to train in physical and spirit combat, as well as a knife range.

At Terebell’s command, the Ranthen had taken to regularly visiting cells to help our recruits hone their skills. Pleione Sualocin was in the ring on the left side of the room, teaching spirit combat. The voyants around her were transfixed by their instructor.

‘When the spool makes contact with your opponent’s aura, the spirits will unleash a disturbing sequence of images, disorienting them. However, a weak spool can be deflected or broken. To hold true, spools must be tightly bound. In the fell tongue, we call this art weaving.’ She cast a gloved hand in front of her, lacing the spirits together. When she saw me, she let them go and said to her students, ‘There are enough spirits in this building for you to practise with. Go.’

The class raced off. Some of them mumbled ‘Underqueen’ as they passed me. Pleione watched them leave.

‘The sovereign-elect has asked me to inform you that she will be carrying out an inspection of the I Cohort cells tomorrow,’ she said to me.

‘Fine.’

The light in her irises burned low; she was hungry. I had forbidden all the Ranthen from feeding on the voyants in my care, forcing them to lie in wait for those who lived outside the syndicate. It hadn’t done much to improve their temperaments.

‘Terebell is disappointed,’ she continued, ‘that you have had no success in erasing the influence of the arch-traitor from London.’

‘Trust me, I’m trying.’

‘I advise you to try harder, dreamwalker.’

She gave me a wide berth as she left. I was used to it by now.

Mutual hatred of Jaxon was holding us together, but barely. All of the Ranthen knew now that he was the human who had betrayed them the first time they had revolted against the Sargas, the ruling family of Rephaim. I wasn’t wholly sure that I had been spared from guilt by association. After all, I had worked for the arch-traitor, their sworn enemy, for three years – it was hard to believe that I had never noticed anything, never learned his dirty secret.

There were voyants sparring nearby. An augur rolled a spool together and hurled it at the other Rephaite instructor, who was standing in the middle of the ring.

Warden. A quick motion of his hand shattered the spool and put the spirits to flight.

Arcturus Mesarthim is nothing but her lure.

His head turned slightly. I hung back, nursing my coffee.

Everyone but you can see it.

The augur sighed and retreated. After a moment, Warden beckoned two more voyants from the line.

First was Felix Coombs, one of the other Bone Season survivors. He stepped into the ring and filled a bowl with water for hydromancy. His opponent was Róisín Jacob, a vile augur, whose plaited hair was dark with sweat. Since I had ordered the release of the vile augurs from the Jacob’s Island slum, she had given herself, heart and soul, to the cause, training for hours every day. Warden stood with his arms folded.

‘Felix,’ he said, making him start – he was still jumpy around Rephaim, ‘you are slouching. I assure you, a Vigile will still see you.’

Felix squared up to Róisín, who was a head taller than him.

‘Róisín, strike true,’ Warden said, ‘but give him a chance to attempt the technique.’

‘A small chance,’ Róisín agreed.

Clearing his throat, Felix beckoned several spirits and spooled them. Warden paced around the ring.

‘Turn your backs.’ They did. ‘Now, take three steps away from one another.’ They did. ‘Good.’

He always made combat a duel, a dance, an art form. A train of observers wound around the outside of the ring. As Felix and Róisín waited for their cue, the audience called encouragements.

‘Three,’ Warden said, ‘two, one.’

Felix sliced his arm downward. The spirits wheeled after it in a smooth arc and dived into the bowl of water, making its surface tremble and the æther strain. I raised my eyebrows. As the spirits rose again, carrying a chain of sparkling droplets with them, Róisín put a sudden end to the grace period and sprang towards Felix. She knocked his arm upward with her fist and threw him against the ropes before her fingers bit into his shoulder. His body gave a violent jolt, causing the spirits to panic and flee. Water sprayed everywhere as he slid into a heap on the floor.

‘Yield, I yield,’ he yelled, to gales of laughter. ‘That hurt, Róisín! What did you do?’

‘She used her gift against you,’ Warden said. ‘Róisín is a talented osteomancer. Your bones responded to her touch.’

Felix recoiled. ‘My bones?’

‘Correct. They may be enveloped in flesh, but they will always answer an osteomancer’s call.’

Applause smattered for Róisín’s victory. I put my coffee down and joined in. With a little fine-tuning, Warden had transformed her osteomancy into an active gift – something she could use to defend herself. Even what Felix had done was nothing like the hydromancy I had seen before.

‘Told you we should never have released them,’ a whisperer hissed. Trenary, I thought his name was. ‘Vile augurs don’t belong here.’

‘Enough.’ Warden kept pacing around the ring. ‘The Underqueen has forbidden that sort of talk.’

Several people started. Rephaim, as it turned out, had keen hearing. Anyone else would have quailed at his tone, but the whisperer recovered quickly. ‘I don’t have to do what you say, Rephaite,’ he sneered. Felix swallowed and glanced at Warden. ‘I’ll take my orders from the Underqueen, if she ever shows up.’

‘Then listen to this, Trenary,’ I called. Heads turned in my direction. ‘We don’t hold with that attitude any longer. If you can’t let go of it, take it elsewhere. Outside, perhaps, where the snow is.’

There was a pause before Trenary stormed out of the hall, leaving Róisín to grind her teeth.

‘Warden, what can you teach me?’ Jos Biwott piped up, snapping the tension. ‘All I can do is sing.’

‘That is no small gift. All of you have the potential to use your clairvoyance against Scion, but my time is short today.’ Groans of disappointment rang through the hall. ‘I will return next week. Until then, keep practising.’

I watched them disband. On the other side of the hall, Warden reached for his coat.

It had been weeks since we had spoken more than a few stiff words to one another. I couldn’t put this off any longer. Trying to shake off my apprehension, I crossed the hall to stand beside him.

‘Paige.’

His voice had the same effect on me as wine. The heaving, clumsy weight behind my ribs was still.

‘Warden,’ I said. ‘It’s been a while.’

‘Indeed.’

I tried to appear as if I was observing the knife range, but I couldn’t concentrate. I was too aware of the eyes on us, of those who were regarding the Underqueen and their Rephaite instructor with open curiosity.

‘That was very impressive,’ I said frankly. ‘How did you teach Felix to use hydromancy that way?’

‘We call it fusion. An advanced form of spirit combat for certain types of soothsayers and augurs. You saw the Wicked Lady use it during the scrimmage.’ He watched as a medium allowed herself to be possessed. ‘Some voyants can learn to command certain spirits to carry their numen. The art can be used to manipulate fire, water, and smoke.’

This could give us a real advantage. Before the Ranthen had come along, soothsayers and augurs could only really use spooling against an opponent; it was part of why Jaxon thought them so weak.

‘That one has been speaking against the vile augurs.’ Warden nodded in the direction Trenary had left. ‘And, less openly, speaking in favour of Jaxon as the rightful leader of the Mime Order. Apparently he often quotes the more incendiary passages from On the Merits of Unnaturalness.’

‘I’ll ask Leon to keep an eye on him. We can’t have anything leaked to Scion.’

‘Very well.’

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence. I closed my eyes for a moment.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I have business to attend to. Excuse me.’

I’d already taken a few steps towards the door when he said, ‘Did I do something to insult you, Paige?’

I stopped. ‘No. I’ve just been . . . preoccupied.’

My tone was too defensive. It was clear to both of us that something was wrong.

‘Of course.’ When I was silent, he said, softer, ‘The company you keep is yours to decide. But you may always speak to me, if you ever desire counsel. Or someone to listen.’

Suddenly I was aware of the hard line of his jaw, the caged flame in his eyes, the warmth I could feel from where I was standing. I was also aware of the tension in my back. The flutter in my stomach.

I knew why it was there. What was keeping me from opening up to him. It wasn’t anything he’d done. He had accepted me as the woman who had spent years working for Jaxon Hall without realising who and what he was. Unlike the other Ranthen, he had treated me no differently. He had excused my ignorance.

It was the warning about him that Jaxon had given me. Words that still played on my mind. And I couldn’t tell him so; I couldn’t admit to him that Jaxon Hall, a serial liar, had poisoned my view of him. That Jaxon Hall had made me doubt that he was anything but a vessel for Terebell’s will.

‘Thank you. I know.’ Conscious of the interest we were attracting, I turned away. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

I spent the rest of the day taking stock of our supplies. As I left the Mill at dusk, Nick and Eliza were on their way in, looking for me. They had taken an urgent report from a mime-queen in II Cohort, who was convinced there was a Vigile squadron watching a phone box in her section.

‘She says a few of her voyants have been to make calls. Half of them never come back,’ Nick told me as we trudged through the snow. ‘When she tried it herself, she was fine, but she wants hirelings posted around it.’

‘Didn’t we have something like this last week, with the medium who went into a pharmacy and was never seen again?’ I said tersely.

‘We did.’

‘Did you go to the phone box yourself?’

‘Yes. Nothing.’

I lowered my head against the wind. ‘Don’t waste any more time on it, then.’

‘Right. Back to the den?’

I nodded. We had been out for too long today, and we needed to assess our finances.

We caught a rickshaw to the Limehouse Causeway and went on foot from there, keeping our heads down and our scarves over our faces. Partygoers were already out in force, high on Floxy and excitement, weaving past dockworkers from the Isle of Dogs. Oxygen bars were always busy in the run-up to Novembertide, especially the cheap ones that dominated this part of the citadel. Eliza stopped at a cash machine and covertly took out a pickpocket-ed bank card.

Stolen cards were useful, even if they only lasted as long as it took for their owners to realise they were missing. Terebell often refused my requests for money, something I was convinced she took pleasure in. Nick glanced over his shoulder, checking for observant passers-by, as Eliza fed the card into the machine and tapped her foot.

An alarm shrilled.

Nick and I stiffened; Eliza flinched back with a sharp intake of breath. The ear-splitting wail drew the eyes of everyone in the vicinity. For a moment, we just stared at each other.

I knew that sound.

That was the sound a Senshield scanner made when it detected the presence of a clairvoyant, a sound that portended arrest – but it was coming from inside the cash machine.

And that wasn’t possible. Senshield scanners were cumbrous, full-body contraptions. You could see one from the other end of the street. If you stayed alert, you might never encounter one. They weren’t hidden.

Were they?

I thought all of this in the split second it took me to react.

‘Run,’ I barked at the others. As one, we fled from the machine.

‘Unnaturals,’ someone shouted.

A hand snatched at Nick’s coat. His fist swung up, striking the man away. I looked back to see a squadron of night Vigiles swarming from the bank, flux guns at the ready, bellowing ‘halt’ and ‘get down’, their voices gnarling into a roar that made people scatter in panic around them. The telltale click-hiss of a flux dart made me drop into a roll and veer into the next street, hauling Eliza along with me. Shock had already ramped up my heartbeat; now terror carved my body, cutting my breaths short. I hadn’t felt fear like this in a long time, not since the day I had been captured and taken to the colony by Scion. The three of us were the highest-ranking members of the Mime Order – we could not be detained.

We sprinted in the direction of the dockworkers’ shantytown, where we could vanish into the close-knit labyrinth of shacks. Just as it came into sight, a van screamed into our path. We turned, like cornered animals, only to find ourselves face-to-face with the squadron. Their uniforms were a blur of black and red.

‘Oh, shit,’ Eliza murmured.

Slowly, I raised my hands. The others echoed my position. As the Vigiles formed a half-moon in front of us, shock batons glowed to life and flux guns were levelled at our torsos, no doubt loaded with the newest version of the drug. I glanced at Nick. His aura was changing, reaching farther into the æther.

I couldn’t dreamwalk. After overusing my spirit in the scrimmage, I was too rusty. Too slow.

That didn’t mean I couldn’t kick some Gillies to the kerb.

Nick’s gift exploded out of him. He blinded them with a torrent of visions; Eliza chased them with a string of spools. Complex weaves of spirits twisted all around them, trapping them in a gyre of hallucinations. In the confusion that followed, I clubbed my knuckles into an unprotected chin and snatched a flux gun with my other hand. The ballistic syringe sprang free, hitting the commandant between the shoulder blades.

We were fluid, working as a team, as we had in the past when we’d fought rival gangs. Nick made a grab for one of their shock batons and snapped his elbow into a nose. With a sizzle of electricity, a Vigile dropped to the ground. Eliza rammed her shoulder into another and ran, tossing one of our precious smoke canisters over her shoulder. As it broke open, swathing us all in a dense grey cloud, I fired off one more dart and raced after her, keeping hold of the empty gun. Nick’s footfalls soon caught up with mine.

One leap took me over a low wall. We crawled under the graffiticoated fence that marked the boundary of the shantytown, closed in on the first shack we came across and flung away the tarpaulin that served as a door. Even as we crashed through occupied dwellings, even as the dockworkers swore at us, we didn’t slow down. It was only when we emerged from the south-western end of the shantytown, on to an oily ribbon of sand beside the Thames, that we stopped. A stitch was biting into my side, but it was nothing in comparison to the abyss of dread that was opening inside me.

We had always been so careful, so sure of our ability to blend in. I had thought nothing could touch us. Yet we of all people had been taken by surprise – almost to fatal effect.

‘What the hell was that?’ Eliza said, between gasps. ‘A concealed Senshield scanner?’

I felt too shaken to speak. We had to move, but every bone and muscle protested my return to combat. Nick shook his head, panting. Finally, I gathered enough breath to say, ‘Come on. We have to warn the Mime Order. This could – this could end everything.’
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Emergency

I called a meeting at once. By the time we reached a hideout north of the river, the Glym Lord, Tom the Rhymer and Ognena Maria were already seated, bickering over the rest of the ginger buns. Opposite them was Danica Panić, the other member of the Seven Seals who had stayed with me after the scrimmage. I would usually have asked all six commanders to attend a gathering like this, but I didn’t want all of us under one roof.

When I entered, they stood. My ribs ached as I lowered myself into a chair beside Nick. The bitter cold wasn’t helping my injuries from the scrimmage.

‘What’s going on, Paige?’ Maria said. ‘Is this true? A hidden Senshield scanner?’

On the other side of the table, one seat was vacant.

‘Should we wait?’ Eliza asked, taking her place on my left.

‘No,’ I said curtly.

Terebell’s absence was beyond frustrating. She knew what time the meeting was due to start, and nothing could be more important than this. We had always expected Scion to increase the number of Senshield scanners – they had advertised their intention to install them – but we had also expected to be able to see them.

‘Thank you all for coming at such short notice,’ I said. ‘I’ll get straight to the point. Eliza just tried to use a cash machine, and an alarm went off. It seems a Senshield scanner was . . . built into it.’ I paused, letting them take it in. ‘We barely escaped.’

Breaths were drawn. Glym lowered his face into the palm of one hand.

‘The implications for the Mime Order could be catastrophic,’ I said. ‘If we can’t see the scanners, we can’t avoid them.’

‘In a cash machine.’ Maria scraped a hand through her hair. ‘Such an ordinary thing . . .’

‘This might explain the mysterious phone box,’ Nick murmured. ‘And the voyant who disappeared from the pharmacy.’

I had been too quick to brush off those reports. ‘This is the greatest threat to voyant-kind we’ve ever faced,’ I said. ‘Depending on how many hidden scanners have been installed, the first three orders – the only ones that can currently be detected – may have to go into hiding temporarily until our numbers are great enough to overcome the Vigiles. It could be too dangerous on the streets.’

‘No.’ Eliza stared at me. ‘Paige, we can’t just hide.’

‘As a fellow medium,’ Glym said, lifting his face, ‘I agree. Despite the danger, it would be impractical to freeze most of our foot-soldiers.’

‘It would also be impractical to allow Scion to capture them,’ I said. ‘We have voyants from the other orders to do the footwork.’

‘Not many.’

‘Enough,’ I said, but I could tell that they weren’t having this. Maria shook her head. ‘Fine. Then we’d better get damned good at avoiding the scanners. And it’s time we actually tackled the threat head-on. Hector buried his head in the sand about Senshield, but we have to face the facts about how serious this is. This is a god in a machine. An all-seeing eye.’

‘And you’re going to find it hard to blind it,’ Danica said.

She was sitting uncomfortably at the other end of the table with her arms folded. Her hair was a thatch of auburn frizzles, her eyes bloodshot from overtime. With her job in Scion’s engineering department, she was our best source of information on Senshield.

‘Dani,’ I said, ‘did you have any idea this was coming?’

‘I knew they planned to install the large scanners across the citadel, which is why I tried and failed to build a device to block our auras – we all knew that. We also knew that they would eventually target essential services. I did not know, however, that they had created a version that could be concealed.’

‘Let’s cut to the chase, then. Do you have any idea how we can get rid of them?’

‘Well, you can’t destroy or remove the large ones by hand. Aside from the fact that they’re clearly being watched, each scanner is welded in place.’

‘Do you know how they work?’ Glym asked Danica, tersely. ‘Do you know anything about them at all?’

‘Obviously.’

‘And?’

She shot him a dark look. If there was one thing Danica Panić hated, it was being rushed.

‘According to the engineers’ grapevine, the scanners are powered by a central source of energy, which they call the core,’ she said, with deliberate slowness. ‘I don’t know what it is, but I do know that every single scanner is connected to it.’

‘So if we get rid of the core, we disable the whole thing,’I said.

‘Hypothetically. It would be like removing the battery.’

Tom stroked his beard. ‘And where do we find it?’

‘The Archon, surely,’ I said.

‘Not necessarily,’ Danica said. ‘Senshield is a ScionIDE project, so it’s most likely in a military facility.’

ScionIDE. Scion: International Defence Executive. Scion’s army. I had encountered them once before, thirteen years ago, when they had broken into Ireland through Dublin.

‘ScionIDE,’ Maria repeated.

I looked at her. Wearing an odd expression, she took a leather cigarette case from her jacket.

‘I didn’t know Senshield was a military brainchild. That’s very interesting.’ She removed a cigarette and lit up. ‘A link to the army gives its increased presence an even more sinister touch.’

A tremor scuttled across my abdomen. We had security measures in place to protect us from Vigiles and enemy Rephaim, but I hadn’t seriously considered the army as a prospective threat at this stage. Most of it was stationed in Scion’s overseas territories.

‘I’m all for going after Senshield, but if we bait the beast, we have to be prepared for one hell of a bite,’ Maria said, ‘and that bite might well include a certain Hildred Vance, Grand Commander of the Republic of Scion and authority maximum of ScionIDE.’

Tom muttered some choice words.

Vance . . . I had heard that name before.

‘Vance,’ Glym said. ‘She spearheaded the invasion of Bulgaria.’

‘That’s the one. The mastermind behind Ireland and the Balkans.’ Maria blew out a fine mist of smoke. ‘She may well be sponsoring Senshield’s expansion. For military use.’

Eliza’s knee bounced. ‘What does it mean if she comes here?’

Maria drew on her cigarette again, eyes closed. ‘It means,’ she said, ‘that we will be fighting one of the most intelligent and ruthless strategists alive. One who is used to dismantling cell-based rebel groups.’

There was a long silence. Our movement wasn’t strong enough to deal with the army yet.

‘Well,’ I said finally, ‘whether or not it is linked to Vance—’

I stopped when Warden appeared in the doorway, wearing his heavy black overcoat. The commanders observed him with apprehension, taking in the ice-blue irises, the statuesque build.

‘Apologies for my lateness, Underqueen,’ he said.

The colour of his eyes betrayed the reason for it – he had stopped to feed.

‘Where’s Terebell?’

‘She is engaged tonight.’

I was aware of his every movement as he took the seat beside Glym. His eyes were unnerving, reminding me of exactly what he had to do to survive, but I couldn’t resent him for it. For his sake, I briefly explained again about the hidden scanners and the threat they posed.

‘We could use your advice,’ I said, ‘if we’re going to have any chance of disabling Senshield. You were close to the Sargas. What do you know about it? About what powers it?’

‘Knowing the Sargas, the core is likely a form of ethereal technology, which harnesses the energy created by spirits,’ Warden said.

Tom raised his eyebrows. ‘Technology that uses spirits? I’ve never heard of such a thing.’

‘Even most Rephaim know precious little about it. The Sargas are the only family to have spliced the energy of the æther with human machinery. Many of my kind consider it obscene,’ Warden said. ‘Unfortunately, I do not know the workings of Senshield’s core.’

I nodded slowly. ‘Do you think it might be in the Archon?’

‘I will ask our double agent if he has any idea, but I imagine that if it was, he would already have told us.’

Alsafi Sualocin, the Ranthen’s most valuable spy in the Archon. I had known him in the colony as Nashira’s brutal and loyal guard. It had been a shock to discover that he was Ranthen, working in secret to undermine her.

‘Although we do not know the location of the core, this may be the time to consider something we do know about the scanners.’ Warden glanced around the table. ‘As you are all aware, Senshield can currently only detect the first three orders of clairvoyance. Hard as they have tried, Scion has been unable to tune it to detect the higher four.’

Maria tilted her head. ‘How do they do this . . . tuning, exactly?’

‘No one knows, but I have long suspected that exposure to aura is involved. It would be logical for Senshield to recognise what it has already encountered.’ He paused. ‘It is possible that any of you could be used to improve its ability to detect aura.’

That was all we needed. If walking on the streets could not only get us arrested, but potentially increase Senshield’s power, then going into hiding had to remain an option, even if we only used it as a last resort.

‘On the subject of the core – do you think it can be easily replaced?’ I said. ‘If we destroyed it, would they just build another?’

‘Unlikely,’ Warden said. ‘Not being a Sargas, I am no expert in ethereal technology – but I know it is complex, volatile, and delicate. If you destroyed the existing core, I imagine it would take them many years to return it to its current operational state.’

I could hear in his voice that this was educated guesswork, but it was something to go on, at least.

‘Something else to bear in mind,’ he said, ‘is that an improved Senshield will pose a great danger to the Night Vigilance Division. If it can be adjusted to detect all seven orders, there will no need for sighted clairvoyant officers. They will be redundant, and would consequently be . . . disposed of by Scion in the same way as other unnaturals.’ He looked at me. ‘Some of them may well be willing to help you imperil the core.’

‘Absolutely not,’ Glym harrumphed. ‘The syndicate does not work with Vigiles.’

I had always thought Glym was a bit of a prankster, like Tom, but I had learned that he was quite the disciplinarian. He was taking the revolution seriously, at least, which was more than I could say for some of the Unnatural Assembly.

‘If you do not extend the hand of friendship,’ Warden said, ‘the night Vigiles will be eliminated.’

‘Good,’ Glym said.

‘They are traitors.’ Eliza pulled at one of her ringlets. ‘They chose to work for Scion.’

She received an approving look from Glym for this observation. It was a good one. ‘Warden makes a salient point.’ Maria shrugged. ‘They’re potential recruits. Why waste them?’

‘It would only be a temporary alliance,’ I said to Warden. ‘Once Senshield is down, there’s no risk to their jobs.’

‘A temporary alliance may be all that is needed.’

There was silence while I mulled it over. I could listen to counsel all I liked, but in the end, this would be my call. I was beginning to understand why my predecessor, Hector, had been able to abuse his power to such an extent: syndicate leaders were handed a lot of it. The voyants in this organisation bowed before strength, and in the scrimmage, I had proven mine. That didn’t make me an expert in starting revolutions.

My instinct had always been to steer well clear of Vigiles, but what they could offer might be worth the flak I would get for giving them a chance. It would also drain numbers from Scion’s ranks.

‘It’s something to bear in mind,’ I concluded. ‘If we find ourselves in a situation where help from the Vigiles would be vital to our success, we’ll reconsider the matter. Until then, I don’t think we should risk approaching them.’ Everyone seemed satisfied by the response. ‘For now, we need to decide on a course of immediate action. Dani, I want you to do your utmost to find out what Senshield’s core is – and where it is, more importantly. That’s our number-one priority.’

‘Hang on a second.’ Tom gestured to Danica. ‘Doesn’t the White Binder know that you work for Scion? And you’re still happy to work there?’

‘Yep,’ Danica said.

Nick looked troubled. ‘It’s strange, but he doesn’t seem to have given her away. I don’t trust him, so I left, but if he hasn’t said anything after three weeks—’

He trailed off.

‘Warden has already checked with the Ranthen’s double agent,’ I explained. ‘As far as we can tell, Dani isn’t being monitored. He’ll let us know if the situation changes.’

Tom’s brow relaxed out of its frown.

‘While we work out how to disable Senshield, I want all of you to inform your mime-lords and mime-queens of the threat of these hidden scanners, as a matter of urgency,’ I continued. ‘I want them sending reports to you about any they encounter. We need to work out which kinds of places have been targeted and keep the syndicate aware. I’ll have Grub Street distribute maps of all the known locations.’ I tapped the table. ‘We also need to deal with the few who still support the White Binder. Bring them to heel.’

‘They will forget any lingering fondness for him when I-4 has a new leader,’ Glym said.

‘No one has declared themselves to me.’

‘They think Jaxon’s coming back,’ Eliza said. ‘They’re all too scared to take his place.’

Of course. Even now Jaxon was gone, his shadow still lay across the citadel, as it had for decades.

Usually, the only way to change the leader of a section was if the current one was killed, and if no mollisher came forward to claim the title. There would be a power struggle within the section before someone declared themselves to the Unnatural Assembly.

I didn’t know if Jaxon had chosen a new mollisher before he left, and in truth, I didn’t care. I also didn’t want chaos while the syndicate tried to work out who was the best replacement.

‘One of you must have a candidate in mind. I’d like you to encourage them to present themselves at the trial tomorrow. So we can put an end to this.’ I stood. ‘I’ll send orders within a day.’

With murmurs of ‘goodnight’, the commanders left the hideout. As Nick and Eliza went to secure the building, I cleared away the papers.

Warden was the last to stand. For the first time in weeks, we were alone together. I kept my head down as he stepped towards the doorway.

‘Are you leaving?’

‘I must,’ he said. ‘To speak with Terebell about what you have learned.’

I couldn’t stomach this atmosphere between us. The golden cord – the fragile link that had connected our spirits for several months – was supposed to tell me what he was thinking, what he was feeling, but all I sensed was an echo chamber for the void inside me.

‘You must remove Jaxon’s remaining supporters, Paige.’ He had stopped. ‘It is Terebell’s desire. Fail to do this, and you risk dissatisfying her.’

‘You just heard me—’

‘I was not referring to his supporters in general. You know which two I mean.’

Zeke and Nadine. I glanced at him from behind my hair. ‘Have you told Terebell that I haven’t evicted them from I-4?’

‘Not yet.’

‘But you will.’

‘I may have no choice. She will ask.’

‘And you’ll tell her.’

‘You seem exasperated.’

‘Do I really, Warden?’

‘Yes.’

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. ‘Terebell is obsessed with the tiny minority who support Jaxon,’ I explained, calmer. ‘She needs to stop. I know she hates him – I know it’s personal for her, and for you – but having to think about it is distracting me from things we need to focus on, like Senshield.’

‘She views your unwillingness to replace him as a sign that you are secretly loyal to your old mime-lord. That you await his return. Your refusal to expel Zeke and Nadine will only increase her suspicion.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake—’ I shrugged on my jacket. ‘I’ll deal with it. Give me a few days.’

‘You have delayed the matter because of Nick’s feelings for Zeke.’

‘You might know Terebell’s mind, Warden, but don’t presume you have any insight into mine.’

He fell silent, but his eyes burned.

Heat fanned across my face. Before I could say anything more, I snatched up my bag and headed for the door.

‘You may think me subservient to the Ranthen. Perhaps my respect for duty disappoints you,’ he said. I stopped. ‘Terebell is my sovereign-elect. I owe her my service and my allegiance – but do not think me some mindless instrument of her will. I remind you that I am my own master. I remind you that I have defied the Ranthen. And still do.’

‘I know,’ I said.

‘You do not believe me.’

A long breath escaped me. ‘I don’t know what I believe any more.’

Warden’s gaze darted across my features before he lightly touched the underside of my jaw, lifting my face. My heart thumped as I looked him in the eye.

The contact awakened something that had lain dormant for weeks, since the night before the scrimmage. As we watched each other, linked by the barest touch of his fingertips, I didn’t know what I wanted to do; what I wanted him to do. Leave me. Talk to me. Stay with me.

My hands moved as if by instinct – smoothing up to the rounds of his shoulders, settling at the nape of his neck. His palms stroked down the length of my back. I searched him the way I might search a map for a path I had known long ago, chasing the familiar, learning what I had forgotten. When our foreheads met, my dreamscape danced with the flames he always set there.

We were quiet for a while. My fingers found the hollow of his throat, where his pulse tolled – and I wondered, as I had before, why an immortal being had need of a heartbeat. I willed it to calm me, but it only made my own run faster. His hands rasped through my curls; I felt his breath flit over them, felt warmth race and rise beneath my skin. When I couldn’t stand the separation any more, I wound an arm around his neck and closed what space was left between us.

It was lighting a fire after days in the rain. I pressed my mouth to his, feverishly seeking a connection, and he answered in kind. I tasted wine first, a hint of oak, then him.

The strain of staying away from him had almost snapped me in half. Now I was cradled to his chest, I had thought that strain would ease, but I only wanted him to hold me tighter, closer. We kissed with a hunger that was almost a hurt, an ache deepened by weeks apart. I felt for the door handle, found no bolt or key to protect us from discovery – but I couldn’t stop. I needed this.

His lips unlocked mine. Our auras intertwined, the way they always did. My heart pounded at the thought of Terebell or one of the other Ranthen walking in; the uneasy alliance being torn apart. ‘Warden,’ I breathed, and he stopped at once – but now I had him back, I couldn’t bring myself to end this. I brought him back to me, his hands back to my waist. As I caught my breath, his lips grazed over the scar on my jaw and turned my skin as delicate as paper. Gently, he opened the top of my jacket and kissed my throat, brushing over the pendant that rested between my collarbones. A low sound escaped me as a shiver worked its way down my body.

I only sensed the dreamscape when it was far too close. With a jolt, I broke away from Warden and threw myself into the nearest chair. Maria strode in a moment later.

‘Forgot my coat. Still here, Warden?’

He inclined his head. ‘Paige and I had a private matter to discuss.’

‘Ah.’ She grabbed her coat from the back of a chair. ‘Paige, sweet, you look . . . feverish.’

‘I do feel a little warmer than usual,’ I said.

‘You should see Nick about it.’ Maria looked between us. ‘Well, don’t let me keep you.’

She slung her coat over her shoulder and left.

Warden stayed where he was. My blood was hot and restless in my veins. I felt tender all over, like his touch had stripped off armour I hadn’t known was there. There was no one else close, no one else coming.

‘I almost forgot about the hazards of being in your company,’ I said, trying to sound light.

‘Hm.’

Our eyes met briefly. I wanted, needed, to trust that this was real – but I was frozen by the reminder of the danger, and by the memory of Jaxon, that mocking laughter in his eyes. Arcturus Mesarthim is nothing but her lure. Her bait. And you, my darling – you fell for it.

‘I should . . . get some sleep.’ I stood. ‘It’s Ivy’s trial tomorrow.’

Her trial for being part of the grey market; for helping the Rag and Bone Man sell voyants into slavery.

‘You will come to the right decision,’ Warden said.

He knew, somehow, that I wasn’t sure what to do with her. ‘Is Terebell sending someone to witness the trial?’

‘Errai.’

Great. Errai was about as friendly as a punch in the mouth. ‘Do not give me that look,’ Warden said softly.

‘I’m not giving you a look. I love Errai.’ My smile faded almost as soon as it appeared. ‘Warden, I— never mind. Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight, little dreamer.’

The other three didn’t ask why I had taken so long to join them. Nick knew about Warden, and I had a feeling Eliza suspected. I sometimes caught her looking between me and Warden, eyes astir with curiosity.

We set off into the blizzard. As we fought our way through the wind, I tried not to think about what had just happened. Maria had come so close to seeing the truth, and while I doubted she would have gone to Terebell, she wouldn’t have been able to resist telling at least one of the other commanders. Our secret could have been out. No matter how much of a weight off my shoulders it had been to be close to him again, it was just too dangerous.

But I missed talking to him. I missed just being near him. I wanted him – but what I wanted might be an illusion. It had seemed so much simpler before I had become Underqueen.

When we passed a pharmacy at the end of a line of shops, Eliza stopped dead. Nick and I turned to look at her.

‘It’s okay,’ Nick said gently. ‘Come on. We’ll keep away from—’

‘Everything?’

‘You’ll be fine.’

Eliza hesitated before pressing on. We walked on either side of her, as if our auras could shield hers.

We never stayed long in our safe houses, but my favourite was the neglected terrace in Limehouse we arrived at now, which overlooked the marina. Once we were locked in, Danica went up to her room while Eliza retired to the cellar. I made myself a cup of broth.

One side of my head was beginning to throb. I didn’t know what we would do if we couldn’t get rid of Senshield. The location of its core must be top-secret, and the information that would help us was unlikely to seep into Danica’s department. It was hard not to give way to dread.

When I drank the broth, I hardly tasted it. I was exhausted from doubting everyone and everything. Suddenly I realised that no matter what I did next, I had to resolve my relationship with Warden. For three weeks, Jaxon’s words had sunk hooks in my mind and spread a poison of misgiving there. I had started to question Warden’s motives. To wonder if he was manipulating me on behalf of the Ranthen. They had chosen me to lead their rebellion, but they needed me to be willing. Pliable. Perhaps they thought a love-struck human, overcome by emotion, would be easy to influence. Perhaps they thought that if I wanted Warden badly enough, I would do anything for him.

Now paranoia swelled at the back of my mind every time I caught sight of him. More than likely, this was just what Jaxon wanted; more than likely, I was playing into my enemies’ hands.

There was only one thing to do about it. I could come right out and tell Warden what Jaxon had accused him of. Give him a chance to defend himself. It would take courage, but I wanted to be able to trust him.

In the parlour, Nick was sitting before the fire, leafing through reports. I could smell the wine on him from the doorway. He had always refused to touch alcohol until recently.

‘You miss him,’ I said quietly, dropping on to the couch beside him.

His voice was hoarse when he replied: ‘I miss him every minute. I . . . keep expecting to look up and see him.’

My conscience had stopped me throwing Zeke and Nadine out of Seven Dials. I had sent them an offer of shelter, regardless of their feelings towards me, but received no reply.

‘Have you told Warden what Jaxon said to you?’

I glanced at him. ‘How did you know?’

‘Same way you knew I was thinking about Zeke. I always know.’

We exchanged tired smiles. ‘If only Rephaim were so easy to read,’ I said, sinking back into the couch. ‘No. I haven’t told him.’

‘Don’t leave it too long. You never know when the chance to say things will just . . . disappear.’

We sat together in the gloom. He stared into the fire like he was trying to find something. I’d always thought I knew Nick Nygård’s face, down to the dent in his chin and the way his nose dipped slightly at the end. I had memorised how his pale eyebrows sloped upward, giving him a look of perpetual concern. But when the light found him at this angle, I sensed the unfamiliar.

‘I keep imagining what Jaxon might have planned for him,’ he said. ‘Look how badly Jax hurt you in the scrimmage.’

‘Zeke isn’t trying to steal his crown.’

He grunted, but I couldn’t blame him for worrying.

‘Terebell wants them gone, doesn’t she?’ When I didn’t answer, he shook his head. ‘Why haven’t you done it?’

‘Because I’m not heartless.’

‘You can’t risk appearing to have sympathy for your old gang. Jaxon’s gang.’ His voice was softened, on the cusp of slurring. ‘Do what you have to do. Don’t take my burdens on to your shoulders, sötnos.’

‘I’ll always have room on my shoulders for you.’

Nick smiled at that and draped an arm around me. I didn’t know what I would have done without him on my side. If he had chosen Jaxon, his friend of eleven years, instead of me.

Neither of us wanted to be alone with our thoughts, so we stayed there, resting in front of the fire. Night had become a perilous time, when I sifted endlessly through paths I could or should have taken. I could have shot Jaxon in the Archon. I could have cut his throat in the scrimmage. I should have had the mettle to tell Warden the truth. I should have done better, done more, done otherwise.

I needed to consider what had been said at the gathering, but I was so worn out that I lost my train of thought and drifted back to sleep when I tried. Every time I woke, I thought Warden was with me. Every time I woke, there was less light in the fire.

Arcturus Mesarthim is nothing but her lure. Her bait. I remembered that long night when our dream-forms had touched for the first time. How easy it had been to laugh when I danced with him in the music hall.

And you, my darling – you fell for it. It felt real when he held me, but I might have been too trusting. Did he do it all on Terebell’s orders?

Was I a fool?

At some point Nick fell asleep, and then it was his words on my mind. I keep imagining what Jaxon might have planned for him.

I imagined, too. And so imagination became my nemesis; my mind created monsters out of nothing. I imagined how Scion would punish us if they found our nests of sedition. How Nashira would hurt those I loved if she ever got her hands on them.

I had sent people to check the apartment complex where my father lived. They had reported Vigiles outside. He might be in there, under house arrest. Or perhaps they were waiting for me.

A burner phone was in my jacket pocket. Carefully, I slid it free.

I hit the first key, lighting up the screen. My thumb hovered over the next number. Before I could press it, I replaced the burner and put my head down. Even if he was alive, Scion would have tapped his phone line. He had to forget me. I had to forget him. That was how it had to be.
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