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CHAPTER ©NE

henever the shop bell chimed, Eda liked to
guess: had they come to trade with their coin
or their soul?

She considered their newest customer as he stumbled in,
shaking rain from his fur-lined cloak. He hovered by the
door uncertainly. Wealthy, she decided. Skittish as a dog.

This was promising. :

‘Welcome to Shaws’ Antiques and Curiosities. Can |
help you?’

The gentleman stared at her. Eda snuled back. She was
used to smiling when she did not teel like it. Ben always said
a kindly face was difficult to mustrust.

‘1 ..’ The stranger swallowed. He looked around the
shop’s interior: the towering shelves that brushed the ceiling,
the low chandelier, the assortment of rugs strewn across
lacquered floorboards. Cabinets and brass globes and strange
pots littered the edges of the room, leaving meagre space to
wander. If Lawrie were here, he'd enthusiastically regale the
poor man with the origins of all their stock, right down to
the hinges on the doors.

Eda tried again. ‘Are you looking for something in

particular?’
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The man pulled off his brimmed bonnet to reveal tidy
chin-length hair. ‘Is there anyone else here? Any other
patrons?’

‘No, sir. You're our last customer of the day’

Not that there’d been many. A snub-nosed woman spent
an hour sniffing around their collection of antique tea
sets, and a pair of academics purchased a tome from the
Old Weslic collection. But no one else had crossed the
threshold.

Eda suspected this man wasn’t interested in teapots or
dusty books.

He approached the counter, splendid in buckled shoes and
velvet doublet. His face was nondescript — but the wild look
in his eyes struck her with eerie familiarity. She’d seen it
before, a hundred times in a hundred different faces.

‘I need a mirror with no reflection’

Eda’s pulse found a new rhythm, fast and flighty as a hare.
Her brothers did not share the passphrase lightly; if this
stranger knew it, they’d decided he was serious.

She stepped around the counter. “You know what you’re
asking?’

“Yes. [ — yes.

Eda peered through the bay windows. Blackbridge was a
dark, noisy smear of wet stone and oil smoke, lanterns bobbing
through the gathering night. Irregular bubbles in the crown
glass made it hard to discern anyone coming up the street,
but none of the distorted figures hurrying through the rain

seemed like her brothers.
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Never take someone to the mirror alone, Ben always warned.
If they come looking to make a Pact and neither of us are with you,
you must turn them away. We're safest in pairs.

In the glass, Eda’s reflection hovered like a pale-haired
wraith. She bit her inner cheek.

Ben would be furious. Lawrie would be disappointed,
which was even worse. But how long had it been since they
last found someone desperate — or stupid enough — to make
a Pact? Eda knew from experience that with too much tme
to think came the niggling whispers of common sense. If
she turned him away now, this man might talk himself out
of returning. He could run his mouth to the Faithhood,
unlikely though it was. What then?

Lawrie called them dealies. Those hopeless souls willing
to pay the ultimate price for whatever wretched thing they
sought. It had been months since the last.

And they were running out of time.

Eda set her jaw and flipped the sign at the door to cLOSED.
‘“What’s your name, sir?’

‘I’d rather not say’

Smarter than he looks. ‘He’ll need a name, I'm afraid. No
use hiding it She pulled the drapes along their rail, shutting
out the door and windows. In the flickering light of the
chandelier, shadows about the stranger’s eyes yawned wide:
empty sockets in a skull.

‘He?’

‘The demon you mean to make a Pact with!

He swallowed. Steeled himself. ‘I am Bartholomew. Your
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family name 1s Shaw, | presume?” He scanned her from head
to toe with a disdain common to noblefolk. “You are rather
young to be involved in . . . this sort of business.

‘T'm twenty, sir. And I've been involved in this sort of
business since the cradle’

That shut him up. Eda led Bartholomew to the back of the
shop, through the maze-like shelves as tall as hedgerows and
down two steps to a door in the back wall. She withdrew the
key from her pocket with a jolt of unexpected dread.

She'd opened this door many times, but never without Ben
or Lawrie present. Their absence was a phantom all its own.
Eda knew the shop as well as she knew herself — it was her
job to mind it while Lawrie ran errands and Ben worked —
but this expectant quiet was unfamiliar. Oppressive. She felt
it breathing down her neck.

The key rattled in the lock. Steady hands, Eda, you damned fool.

The door swung open.

Bartholomew’s breathing quickened. She’d interacted with
many dealies over the years, and guilt was a persistent
companion, but Eda had grown adept at smothering it. This
was necessary, and it needed doing quickly. Her brothers
were not here to stop Bartholomew if he tried to run.

She lit the sconces as they descended the twisting iron
staircase. The cellar was always cold, and the firelight did
little to conjure illusions of warmth. It smelled vaguely musty
down here, earthen and primal. She was reminded of tombs
and catacombs. Places where the living did not belbng.

Eda lit the final sconce before turning to Bartholomew.
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He gripped the stair rail with white knuckles, staring. ‘Is
that it?’

She followed his gaze. The Shaws’ cellar was entirely bare
of ornament, save for the lonely mirror propped against the
wall. “Yes, she murmured. ‘This 1s a Gateway

The mirror stood more than six feet in height and half as
wide. It was carved from a single block of thick obsidian.
All Gateways were made of it, centuries ago when no one
tollowed the teachings of the Faith or the Lordfather but
instead a pantheon of pagan gods. Now, such deities were
only worshipped by witches and heretics, it at all.

A wild age, she recalled Lawrie reading aloud from one of
his history books. A time when false divinities ruled and their
unenlightened supplicants crafted for them terrible tools of power
Blackest obsidian from the deep mines of the northern mountains,
where the veil between worlds is thin; this was their material. Blood
magicks to imbue the rock with life — this is how Gateways were made.

‘How 1n the Lordfather’s name did you get it?” Bartholomew
tentatively stepped closer. ‘And so well preserved. I thought
the Faithhood destroyed every last one in Wesland.

‘My father found this mirror. None of us know how he
managed it.” Eda’s nails bit into her palm. She had no desire
to speak of Oswin Shaw, least of all now. Better to move on.
‘Are you ready?’

Bartholomew’s voice quivered. ‘For what, precisely?’

Good enough.

She approached the Gateway. Its frame depicted a riotous

assortment of imagery, carved in such detail that each subject
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might have simply grown from the rock itselt — roaring mountain
lions, hissing serpents, thorned flowers. Hiding betwixt the
petals and vines were strange, less familiar creatures: the grinning
face of a hook-nosed imp, fearsome birds, a fanged horse. Atop
them all at the mirror’s apex, a group of naked figures knelt in
supplication.

Eda shuddered.

Despite the frame’s grandeur, it was the mirror itselt that
held power. Its surface bore no reflection: black as a starless
night, smooth as a sull lake. Unease danced icy fingers down
Eda’s spine no matter how many times she looked upon it.

She touched the crystallised rock. Warm, where no
warmth should exist. The cellar was frigid, but wherever lay
on the other side of the mirror was not.

‘Mr Night, I summon you’

The surface rippled like water about Eda’s hand.

Bartholomew made a wounded sound. “That’s its name?”’

‘The only one I know him by’

The mirror turned as glossy as a jewel and undulated
like tar. Eda retreated to Bartholomew's side, tried to calm
her quickening pulse. She knew, logically, that she had
nothing to fear. But her body never quite learned the same
lesson.

‘“Whatshappening? Why isit takingsolong? Bartholomew’s
upper lip was moist with sweat. He clutched his cloak about
himself as though he might disappear within it.

Eda grabbed his arm. He seemed to think she was simply

steadying him, which was well enough. She only feared he
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might make a break for it. ‘He’s not a dog, sir. He will come
when he’s ready’

‘It’s — 1t’s always the same one? I thought any demon might
be called through a Gateway’

‘The mirror you see before you also exists on the other side,
in the Otherworld. Most demons cannot keep a Gateway all
to themselves. She glanced sideways at him. ‘Mr Night isn’t
most demons.

This might have been the wrong thing to say, considering
Bartholomew’s stricken expression, but it hardly mattered.
The mirror’s surface turned suddenly iridescent, like an oil
slick beneath a gloaming. Through it stepped a man.

He wasn’t a man, of course. But he looked eerily close.

‘Eda’

‘Mr Night

A silly name, but one that stuck. Eda was a babe in arms
when he’d first walked through the mirror. Lawrie had been
tive. As Ben told it, the little boy had mustered a nervous
‘Good night, mister, every time the demon left them. The
nickname soon followed.

For whatever reason, Mr Night found it charming. They'd
used it ever since.

“This man would like to make a Pact.’ she said.

Bartholomew flinched.

Mr Night’s eyes — an icy grey — slid towards him. Eda
mmagined what it must be like for Bartholomew, seeing a
demon for the first ime. Mr Night’s skin was pale, his hair

even more so. [t fell halfway down his back in a luxurious
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snow-white spill. His clothes were just as fine: a black tunic
and matching silver-trimmed jerkin, so soft they appeared
more liquid than material. With his angular features and
curved, smiling mouth, Mr Night was undeniably beautiful.
There was nothing outwardly inhuman about him, yet
something was decidedly other in his manner. It made Eda’s
hair stand on end.

The demon prowled towards Bartholomew. “You may
leave us, Eda’

His tone was smooth as syrup, but she knew an order when
she heard one. Eda gave Bartholomew’s arm a reassuring
squeeze. ‘T’ll wait upstairs.

‘Tell me, then, Mr Night crooned as she retreated up the
stairwell. “What 15 1t you desire?’

She was not supposed to eavesdrop. Better not to know, Ben
would say. Their business is none of outs.

But Eda rarely denied herself the indulgence of morbid
curiosity. Lawrie called her pathologically nosy. Perhaps, but
Mr Night didn’t mind, and he always knew when she’d been
snooping. That was good enough for her.

Eda pulled the cellar door to — save a few inches — and
squatted down to peek. The back of Bartholomew’ head
was just visible through the stairwell. Clearer still was Mr
Night as he paced the room. He had an uncanny stillness
about him even in motion, not a single 1ota of exertion spent
without purpose, every step perfectly measured. His head sat
preternaturally still upon his neck. No matter which way he

turned, his stare never left Bartholomew. It reminded Eda of
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the way some portraits followed you with their eyes in dark,
haunted rooms.

Bartholomew said something in a thin voice. All she made
out was the word justice. Her mind spun with fanciful ideas.
Nothing so pedestrian as money, then. Revenge? She’d
eavesdropped often enough to know both were common
motivators. [f only more dealies dared speak of their Pact,
perhaps fewer would seek one out at all. Bargains such as
these rarely ended well.

Once, Eda recalled, a poor man had come asking for
gold — more than his children’s children could ever spend.
Mr Night turned stones into golden marks, which appeared
overnight in the man’s crowded boarding house, piled so
high they spilled from the windows into the street like rain.
Neighbours swarmed the place, snatching what they could
in a giddy fervour before the Order of the Blade arrived
to seize the rest. Rightly accused of Pact-making, the man
returned to Shaws’ Antiques, furious and desperate.

You failed to specify where and how you wanted your precious
gold, Mr Night told him. Now leave this place before I gut you
where you stand. Unless you wish to strike another bargain?

The Blades caught and hanged the man within a fortnight.

Sometime later, a young woman came weeping over her
taithless husband. I love him so, but his eyes wander. I fear I'll
lose him. Let him see only me. Mr Night gave her an enchanted
ring. By morning, her husband was blind. In his ruined
sight, he saw her alone — her gleaming ring, hovering like a

spectre no matter which way he turned. He called it a curse.
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Strangled her in their front room. The broadsides reported
on it for days.

Eda’s disgust warred with her intrigue as she considered
Bartholomew. She thought little of anyone foolish enough
to make deals with devils — resented that she must bring
them to Mr Night at all. But at least when they wished for
riches or beauty or power, her dislike felt justified. Greed
and vanity were easy to despise. But to come here begging
for revenge? To ease the pain of a broken heart or right a
terrible wrong?

She pitied them.

Mr Night stopped pacing. ‘My price, then.” He rubbed a
finger against his lip. “Twenty years’

Eda hissed through her teeth. Tiventy! It was not the
highest sum he’d ever demanded, but it was close. Clerics of
the Faithhood liked to talk about the perils of losing one’s
soul to a demonic bargain, but if souls were real, demons had
no interest in them. Human years, however . . .

“T-twenty? That’s absurd!]” Bartholomew was no longer
whispering. His voice rose in outrage.

‘No.” Mr Night’s eyes flashed. The sconces flickered.
Shadows rose up the walls, bleeding across the ceiling like
spilled ink. ‘It is exactly the right price. But if you are not
prepared to pay it ...

T... Tjust..’

‘Listen how the lamb bleats!” He laughed. ‘I, I, I. That is
why you come, isn’t it, you mortals? You want and you want

so shamelessly. But no matter. I would never pass judgement.

10
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Mr Night slipped behind Bartholomew and touched him on
the shoulder, as a friend might. ‘I can fulfil your most fervent
wishes. You need only offer me a little time in return. And
what is time, to you humans?” His tone gentled. “Your lives
are so easily cut short, regardless’

With a flourish, crisp parchment appeared as if from
nowhere in the demon’s hand. Eda recognised the familiar
heading scrawled atop it in bold, swirling letters: Binding Pact
of Mortal 'Tiade. The details were lost on her save for that
core stipulation common to all Pacts: should a demon fail
to tulfil their side of the bargain, the proposed number of
years would be taken from their lifespan instead. So far as Eda
knew, this was one of only two ways a dealie might see their
years returned to them.

The contract’s ruddy penmanship shone in the firelight.
Eda had never actually seen Mr Night bleed and often
wondered at the art of forging a Pact. Did he cut himself ?
Dip some fancy quill into an inkwell full of his precious
blood and sit scribbling away at a writing desk?

The thought was so silly she might have laughed. But Mr
Night was leaning over Bartholomew’s shoulder, mouth to
ear. ‘Sign here, sweet Bartholomew, and you will have your
justice.

The silence hung heavy. Flames crackled.

‘I've nothing to sign with.

Mr Night drew a small bone-white knife from somewhere
Eda could not see. He was practically embracing the man

from behind, blade and contract patiently proffered in each

II



