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Chapter One

Kat




Chapter Two

Alma

I’ll keep you safe. Always.

I’d told many lies, but that one haunted me most of all, the guilt gnawing ruthlessly at my bones, right down to the marrow.

I’d told her she could do anything.

I’d lied.

Lying, sinful bitch.

How viciously those words hissed through my mind now, making me flinch as my aching fingers dug into my temples, clawed nails biting into my flesh. Yet the pain was no match for the agony tearing at my chest. Terror like iron bars closing around me as I watched the late afternoon sun slip across Kat’s prone form, deathly still amongst the dark covers of Blackthorn’s bed. The blue tinge to her chapped lips, parted so the barest rattle of breath could escape. Too weak. Too slow.

He’s here. She’d screamed those words, nails digging deep into my forearms until I smelt blood. Her skin burning, the ruthlessness of her flame scorching my wrists with its wildness. She’d screamed my name. Then Emrys’s in desperation, as she thrashed and sobbed helplessly.

Magic had a price, I knew that, but I’d never been prepared to witness her pay it. Not like this. Reliving every horror alone, as she begged for her death. As galmoth venom ran through her blood. Torturing her into madness.

Please. That word had crawled up her throat the most. The one I hated more than any other.

Maybe this was my final punishment, for all I’d done. For all the secrets and lies. To lose her.

My only friend. The only love I’d known.

Another tremor moved through my fingers. The sharp sting of scales forming as I balled my hands into fists, rubbing raw knuckles against the coarse fabric of my skirts.

She hadn’t moved in days. Not even when useless healing incantations were cast or as I ran damp cotton across her dry lips.

I’ll keep you safe. The lie bowed me forward over my knees, a muffled sob threatening to leave my lips, but I swallowed it down, refusing to break. To accept the closeness of her death.

‘Alma?’ The soft voice lurched me around to see William standing at the foot of the bed. The fire behind him had been freshly stoked, drenching his worried face in warm light, making his obsidian horns appear tipped with gold.

‘William. I didn’t hear you come in.’ I wiped at my cheeks, ignoring the rough texture at my jaw.

‘It’s all right.’ He smiled, a smudge of dirt on his cheek. The potent smell of soil, mint tea and fresh bread greeted my oversensitive nose at his presence. ‘You should get something to eat and some fresh air.’

‘I—’ I shook my head, the mere motion making my neck hurt. ‘I had something earlier.’

My tired eyes fell back to Kat, hoping she’d react to our voices, but there was nothing.

‘Alma,’ William coaxed gently, his hand coming to rest on my shoulder. I tried not to flinch at the contact. An old habit as my eyes lifted to meet his. ‘That was yesterday.’

A horrid sinking dread made bile burn the back of my throat. Eyes darting to the window, to another darkening grey sky, bruised with an oncoming storm.

I hadn’t noticed.

I’d lost another day and I hadn’t noticed.

‘I’ll stay with her,’ William offered quickly, sensing my distress as he held up the book from beneath his arm like a small trophy. Golden script I couldn’t understand glinted in the firelight. ‘I thought she’d like the history of Greyland herbs.’

His warm grin didn’t touch the sadness haunting his eyes. He’d been reading to her. Ancient plants and herbs. Healing tonics and root remedies. I didn’t understand at first, but then I watched the relief it gave him. Hope I couldn’t find for myself.

That she was still here. That she was listening.

I nodded reluctantly, ignoring the fear that clung to the paleness of his skin as he bit his lip and avoided my gaze. It was an unease I’d seen before, one that chased away my grief and replaced it with sharp annoyance.

‘They’re fighting again, aren’t they?’ I demanded, gaining my answer from the boy’s small flinch.

Bastards.

‘Alma—’ He tried to call after me but I was already moving. Crossing the room and pulling at the cuffs of my dress in irritation. Ignoring the dark spots that danced in my vision, how my exhausted limbs protested with sharp shooting aches, like bony fingers prodding my muscles. Allowing anger to chase all other emotions away. As I’d always done.

The claws at my fingertips burnt as they lengthened, and I stepped into the darkness of the hallway, moving for the stairs. My steps only faltered as I caught sight of myself in a speckled mirror, almost hidden behind bunches of dried herbs.

A simple, tired girl with strange eyes looked back. Dull, dark curls sitting limply against wan cheeks, sharp green eyes filled with sorrow and deep bruise-like shadows beneath.

‘You always were self-destructive, Emrys, but this is taking it to another level!’

The voice echoed off the tiled floor in the hallway below, making my hand tighten on the banister before I moved down the stairs, ignoring the mocking glint in Lady Blackthorn’s eyes as I passed her portrait.

‘Of all the creatures you had to be entangled with – a Kysillian? I don’t think there is a being on this earth the darkness wants to kill more viciously!’

‘That’s enough, Gideon,’ came the terse tones of Blackthorn. The depths of the anger pressed into those words made a coldness streak down my spine. The lamps in the hall dimmed as if afraid of being noticed.

Then came the sharp, unamused and clearly deranged laugh from Gideon Swift, the rumoured Blackthorn bastard. The greatest healer of our time, and a dead man, if the Council records were correct.

What surprised me most about Gideon Swift wasn’t that he was alive. It also wasn’t that he was drunk or reeking of poppy smoke when Emrys dragged him rain-soaked through the portal days ago, forcing a cleansing tonic down his throat until he choked and vomited all over the entryway, much to poor William’s horror.

No, it was just how he looked absolutely nothing like Blackthorn – golden unkempt hair that fell onto his brow. A handsome, serious face. An intimidating nature to his height but not holding any of Blackthorn’s brawn.

The opposite side of a mysterious coin to the dark imposing form of Emrys.

No, Gideon Swift was the exact image of the portrait over the stairs behind me. The look of a witch.

Be wary of the witch. The children’s rhyme came to mock me as I moved to the study doorway, curling my fingers around the weathered wood frame. The study had stayed in place right by the stairs since Emrys had brought Kat back.

It was a nightmare I couldn’t unsee. The smoky copper scent of Kat’s blood – the drip as it hit the carpet. The wrongness of Blackthorn’s own scent. Different from before.

Then I’d seen that darkness curl beneath his skin. The pitch-black of his eyes that set off every instinct in me.

Verr.

My claws throbbed sharply with the memory. How easily they’d buried into his flesh. How my fangs had pierced my tongue with my scream. The taste of my own forsaken blood filling my mouth as I’d lunged for Emrys’ throat. For what he’d done to her.

Alma, stop!

The high-pitched scream of William. The stickiness of Blackthorn’s blood between my fingers as I went for my kill. Ruthlessly.

The bastard hadn’t even tried to stop me. As if he saw it a fitting punishment.

Alma!

William’s cries haunted me most of all. The desperation as he’d pressed himself into the space between us.

Emrys had reached for him to pull him away, but William had spread his arms wide. The boy’s pale cheeks chapped with his tears, wide eyes begging.

Then in a blink I wasn’t looking at William. I was looking at the small form of Kat. How she’d stood over me once. In nothing but her thin nightgown. How she’d taken the most brutal blows for it.

I’ll keep you safe.

I shuddered at the memory. Forcing myself back to the present. To the feel of the smooth wood of the study doorway beneath my palm.

The room beyond was the same disaster it had always been. Too many books and papers. No sense of any order. The only thing that had changed were the occupants.

Thean Page sat in the shadowed corner close to Kat’s desk, the voyav’s usual cruel, mocking smile absent as they nursed a glass of wine with little interest. Despite being in female form, they wore ill-fitting men’s clothes, as if they hadn’t noticed they’d shifted. The richness of the dark wine staining their full bottom lip.

A thick air of apprehension lingered around the voyav like pipe smoke. Another game they were playing and one I wouldn’t be fooled by. Nor the fact that they seemed to have become some kind of personal footman to Blackthorn, hunting down herbs, tonics and black-market remedies at his command. Night and day.

As if they cared. Cared about the madness that had consumed this house with grief.

The dark circles beneath their strange amber eyes were the only evidence of the burden of their tasks and the barely healed scabs over their knuckles from whatever resistance they’d endured.

‘The venom has entered her blood, Emrys.’ Gideon Swift slammed his palm down onto the desk, tension stiffening his back, as he ignored the items that toppled to the carpet. ‘She’s beyond my skill!’

‘Everything is these days.’ There was a harshness to Emrys’s words that matched his curled fists. His features were sharper in the dim fire’s light, his clothes crumpled, sleeves ink-stained and torn at the cuffs.

Unease crawled down my spine, making me glance at the voyav. Seeing how they watched the lord warily. Preparing for a building storm that would give no warning when it broke. Vicious and uncontrollable.

Then I noted the shadows creeping beneath Blackthorn’s skin at the base of his collar. How the same darkness danced between his fingers, the fire lying flat in the hearth like a scared beast in his presence.

Exactly how he’d been when he’d brought Kat back. A madness in his eyes, pitch-black with something else.

Verr.

I hadn’t believed it. Couldn’t. Despite the restlessness of the wild magic in my bones. Not until Kat’s wounds were healed and the venom swiftly took its course through her. When his mere touch had caused her to scream out in agony. Her magic sensing the ancient threat in him in those first hours as she’d viciously clawed at her own skin.

It had broken something in me to hold her down, to hopelessly try to comfort her. But it had broken something in Emrys too. I couldn’t ignore that.

He’d recoiled from her side. Hadn’t been near her since. Becoming nothing but some strange wounded shadow chasing the madness of theories, trying to find any hope.

I’d learnt long ago that hope was for fools. For little girls who devoured stories and were allowed to dream. Not for creatures like me.

‘Blood loss, galmoth venom, iron burns and magic sickness,’ Gideon continued, his words breathless with disbelief as his gloved hand raked through his dishevelled golden hair. ‘The cures for that venom are dead. Just as the creature that caused it should be!’

Each word of that truth struck like a blow. Each moment of the agonising last few days flashing through my mind. Only my own grief couldn’t compete with the sudden coldness in the room, how Thean lurched urgently to their feet, wine forgotten.

Shadows crept from every corner, long and lethal across the study’s floor like claws. Blackthorn’s anger made the room creak with unease, books on the table slamming shut of their own accord. Those warning bells from the back shelves of the library began to ring as if they trembled too.

‘Stop it!’ I snapped, feeling the sharpness of fangs against my lip and the tightness of claws at my nailbeds as I charged into the room. ‘This bickering isn’t helping her!’

Days. They’d been fighting for days.

The darkness eased, the fire returning to the barest glow as Emrys pushed away from the cluttered desk he’d loomed over, unable to look at me as he turned to the fireplace. I understood why.

I was another reminder of that night. Another reminder of her.

Gideon straightened, cool eyes assessing as embarrassment flushed his high cheekbones and his lips pressed into a thin annoyed line at my interruption. He assessed me with haunted, pale blue eyes. Eyes that appeared to have seen this world before and knew all the answers.

‘You’re wasting time.’ I moved closer to the desk, to where their failed remedies lay scattered with little care. Empty vials and bright powders stained the healing pages. ‘You said we were trying the clawfox venom next.’

‘There are no clawfox samples left. Not even the remaining black markets are peddling them.’ Gideon’s words were clipped with caution. His cold gaze pinned on his brother as if anticipating an attack.

‘Then we try the basilisk herb William harvested.’ I threw out my hand in frustration in the direction of the door.

‘She’s not strong enough to survive another fever.’ The healer’s voice was terse with impatience.

I shook my head. ‘There has to be—’

‘Miss Darcy.’ His tone was stern with authority, making my back rigid. Reminding me too vividly of all the masters that had come before. ‘The best we can do is keep her comfortable and—’

‘Comfortable?’ Emrys turned from the fire, the word sharper than a blade as it cut through the air.

That one word crushed the air from my chest more brutally than any man’s fist ever had, than any keeper or master I’d encountered, making it impossible to suck any more into my lungs with the tightness of my throat.

There was no comfort for her. Not when her screams still echoed in my ears.

Fear clawed at my ribs, deep painful lacerations that fuelled the vicious anger inside me.

No.

‘She’d find a way.’ I pressed the words through my lips. Feeling the sharpness of scales slip across my cheek before they slid away again, buried back within my blood. The beast inside coiling to strike, to find a way out of my meagre, mortal flesh.

‘There isn’t a way.’ Gideon’s voice softened, regret lightening his features as his eyes drifted to Emrys’s rigid form.

‘There wasn’t one out of Daunton either.’ The words escaped before I could think. My secrets protruding too easily from the shallow grave I’d buried them in. My voice didn’t sound like my own. Too cold and distant.

It was the first time I’d said that word, almost making my lips tremble, but I tipped my chin, letting the feral rage in my chest consume everything else. All my sadness. All my fear feeding the monster that lurked beneath.

‘No way out of the beatings, the bitterness of the cold or the unmarked graves they’d make us dig deep in those woods.’

I refused to waver, leering forward until one talon was pointed at the healer’s throat.

‘Kat found one.’

A muscle moved in Gideon’s jaw but his stern expression remained.

‘She found it for me,’ I spat, my clawed finger resting the barest inch from his pulse point. ‘So if you think I’m letting you stop, you’re very much mistaken.’

All the things she’d done for me. How she’d saved me over and over and I had nothing to give. No brilliance. No intelligence. Nothing.

‘You’re not finished.’ Fury made my spine sharpen and I heard the popping of stitches in my dress with the threat of a change, anger boiling in my blood. I didn’t know all the stories. Knew nothing. Everything to save her was impossible and I wasn’t smart enough to understand any of it.

I wasn’t a mage. I had no hope of ever being one. All I had were beasts beneath my skin.

‘We’ve been through every record. The samples we need haven’t existed for a decade, long before the uprising.’ Gideon’s voice was tight but those regretful, blue eyes pooled with sorrow. ‘That’s the problem with basing magic upon monstrous things.’

‘There could be more samples in the—’ Thean began but their voice faded from my ears. A smell turned my focus to the desk beyond the healer. Bitter, earthy but distant. Almost faded. Familiar enough to pick at a memory in the back of my mind like a loose thread as I stared at the books and papers scattered on the desk.

I focused on the desk – the vials of scales, feather clippings and the beasts that each page depicted, following the scent, moving closer until I could touch them. Smears of dark paint for shadow creatures, thick scales and golden stripes for eternal beasts.

They were hunted and they were killed for what they were worth.

Kat had told me that. Why most creatures were nothing but stories. How mortals longed for the magic in their blood, in their scales and fur. Buried in their very bone marrow.

The rattle of a chain, a feverish burn to my scaled skin and the sour smell of rotting straw. The darkness and the reek of damp. Memories I begged myself in the dark of night never to see again, only now I let them have me. Let their foulness tear at my heart.

What profit you’ll bring. The clammy touch of stubby fingers against my cheek. The inspecting glances. A vile caress and a spat curse.

I didn’t listen to the nightmare of those voices. No, I listened to my magic as it rippled over my skin with unease, lingering in the tips of my fingers and brushing my palm. Like a hand trying to guide me the rest of the way.

I moved closer to the source of that scent, the bickering voices of Thean and Gideon nothing but a distant mumble as I looked at the grey dirt in the vial on the table, barely glinting with the texture of the scale that remained. I turned it over to see the dark specks that endured, how they crumbled with the barest of motions.

Dead things are worth the most. Why is that, little rat? The Keeper had asked in the silky sweet voice he always used before the beatings. Before the performance.

‘They’re beyond value,’ I whispered to myself now, as my fingers curled around the vial. As I felt the curse buried in my blood sense it, hungry to change.

Only the dust in the jar wasn’t enough. It had regressed too far but that distant smell made a memory pierce through the pain of all the others.

Small fingers dragging over vials. The dusty rot of it clinging to the back of my throat, the sharpness of tobacco smoke in the shadows of forgotten places.

The promise of magic concealed within the vials. My skin almost burning with the urge to be cut, for blood to come free and release another monster from within.

‘What is this?’ I demanded, holding the glass vial out, silencing the room.

Gideon’s mouth was open from whatever insult he was about to throw back at Thean. He swallowed it, sharp eyes confused as they met my own.

‘The useless remains of what’s supposed to be a scale from the shadow drake. The closest thing we could find to the ravhorn.’ His answer was hesitant. ‘One of the suggested cures for shadow sickness.’

Ravhorn. I’d heard of that. Heard of it in one of Kat’s boring fucking lessons when I had better things to do. A dark remedy. Poison from the shadows of the world.

Liar. That voice hissed in my memory. No, I’d heard of that dark beast long before Kat had fed me the story.

I rolled my wrist, feeling the tightness of the scarring there, the shift from scales to fur.

If you know it you can become it. How the Keeper had repeated that most of all. Beat it into my very bones. Whispered like a gentle caress, pressed the words against my tear-stained cheek with his dry, tobacco-stained lips as fragments of creatures were forced against my bloody palm.

I was consumed by the memories I begged to forget. The scratch of the scales. The patches of fur still attached to bloody skin, the bitterness of the venom, the endless dusty pages that made my nose burn. The drag of my finger over the dry paper, feeling the creases and the skin it had been made from.

What crumbs of those creatures could remain? What little was left for my magic to feast on? The dry dusty stench of his collection.

Pathetic, useless beast.

No. I’d allowed myself to be useless. Hidden so carefully, like a rat in its nest.

‘That could bring her back?’ I demanded, taking another step towards Gideon, feeling the cold bite of Blackthorn’s magic, the deadly focus of it suddenly solely on me from where he remained in the shadows.

‘If the writings are accurate,’ Gideon offered, sending a cautious glance in his brother’s direction.

A chill shot down my spine in warning. The beastly instincts in me too close to the surface. Like my ear twitching with the barest whisper of a new sound. I turned towards the study doorway just as William appeared. Deathly pale with that book clutched to his chest like a shield.

‘Gideon.’ He swallowed, eyes shimmering with tears. ‘H-her tremors have started again.’

‘Fuck,’ Gideon cursed, turning to his desk and rooting through his things. That cold demeanour slipping away as the sharp determination of a healer took over. ‘We’re almost out of Longwood herb.’ He ran a hand through his golden hair before he remembered William.

He reached for the boy and spoke softly to him in comfort as William blinked tears from his eyes, fingers trembling where they held the book.

I should have gone to him, should have gone back to her, but something rooted me in place. The sharp bite of my magic against my palm where I held that vial. Telling me what I already knew. There were no answers in that bedroom. They lay here. Right before me.

‘I can look in the east fields,’ Thean offered without hesitation, all the voyav’s cruelness slipping away, their expression open and cautious as they looked at William, pale and lost.

‘No,’ I commanded, turning to Emrys, that poison still curled in my fist. I crossed the room to stand before him. Refusing to focus on the red marks my claws had made on his already scarred face and throat. The blooming bruises there, and how he hadn’t properly healed them.

Almost as if he hadn’t felt it. Or simply because he wished for the punishment of that pain. A horrid broken coldness lingering in the darkness of his eyes.

I swallowed down my shame. ‘Kat made that doorway take her to those woods. To Paxton fields. Can it go anywhere?’

Pain cut into the sternness of his face.

‘Within reason,’ he answered carefully, his focus moving to William. Then to the hallway behind him as if he could move for it at any moment. To her. How the shadow of that darkness still rippled beneath his skin.

‘I know where there could be samples.’ I held the vial under his chin, something about my desperation making him look back to me. ‘Like this.’

‘The underground traders don’t have—’ he began but I was already shaking my head, dark curls falling around my face.

‘Not the traders.’ I grimaced, an agitation taking hold of my body with the urge to move. To hunt. ‘The docklands of the west. The bone markets.’

Something in the room shifted at my words, the strange warm presence of Thean Page at my back, but I wouldn’t look at them. Couldn’t. Not to see the suspicion in their eyes. A rebel would know that place, but not the secrets I’d buried there. Beneath the ash and bone fragments.

Gideon frowned. ‘How would you know the bone markets? They—’.

‘A merchant worked out of the water cellars there. He dealt in dead matter. In things others couldn’t find. My—’ I wouldn’t say keeper. Wouldn’t give him the power of being remembered.

‘The town was levelled.’ Emrys’s words were guarded, but not with the tone of a challenge – with a sense of protection against a hope I was offering. One even I was too afraid to cling to. ‘They say a dark storm took it. A Verr summoning at the end of the war.’

‘They’re there. I saw them. Protected deep beneath the earth. They have to be there.’

It was a long shot but it was all I had. A memory of that horrid place. I saw Gideon’s eyes move to his brother, doubt creasing his brow. I couldn’t blame him. It sounded impossible even to my own ears.

‘I need to try,’ I pleaded. Hating the weakness of it. A madness, perhaps, but it was all I had. This one memory. This one chance.

Gideon’s lips parted as if to argue but Emrys spoke.

‘Then we’ll try.’ Firm, unwavering, as a light softened the darkness of his eyes. An olive branch between us. Between the secrets and lies.

Then he was moving across the room so he could lay a comforting hand on William’s shoulder.

‘Watch over her for me.’ Emrys’s command was gentle, but hoarse with pain. William blinked away his tears as a new resolve came over him with that order, his shoulders straighter, a soldier given new purpose.

‘Thean,’ Emrys instructed, sharp and lethal as he came back past me, striding deeper into the study, through those shelves the house moved without command.




Chapter Three

Alma

A dark wind pulled in from the east. Some say it was formed of nothing but putrid smoke, only no flames followed. Instead of thunder, there was nothing but distant screams contained in the storm winds, a storm so heavy and vicious it trapped the souls it killed. There was no relief when it broke, for its rains were nothing but blood, turning the canal waters red.

Whatever monster visited the bone markets was made of nothing but death, and all it left after its feast … was ash.

Council report from the eastern fields

I ran my palms down my creased skirts, trying to stop the sweat gathering against my skin. The rough nature of my hands snagged on the cotton. It didn’t matter how many times I changed forms, I couldn’t erase the callouses from my fingers. Couldn’t erase the past.

This mortal skin is just another disguise. One of many. Just another form to hide within, making me wonder if I was real at all, or just a ghost encased in flesh. A beast with no name.

A sharp shiver moved down my spine, the restless bite of my scales pulling me from my own pity as my eyes focused on the old Portium door before me, how the paint had begun to crack and peel at the edges. Something else that shouldn’t exist. A forbidden, dangerous thing.

Just like you.

‘You’ve chosen madness then?’ came Thean’s words over my shoulder, followed by their sharp scent. Rich cologne, brandy and a telling tang of blood.

Against my better judgement, I turned. A wild urge streaked through me in response to their small, teasing smile as the shadows cut across the striking feminine face they’d chosen and those amber eyes gleaming with devious intent.

‘I didn’t see you as one for loyalty,’ I challenged. Rebels didn’t do things for free. They also didn’t risk the wrath of their master for a Kysillian of all creatures. Not one beyond their master’s bounds.

‘I made a promise. Surely you of all beings understand that, darling?’ The voyav shrugged, picking at a stray thread on their sleeve. ‘Besides, your dear friend still owes me a favour.’

Thankfully, Thean’s latest taunt was interrupted as Emrys moved towards us through the dark, narrow shelves. A glowing crystal rested in his gloved palm, the white light reflecting in the pitch-black of his eyes.

‘You’re certain?’ He asked, an unforgiving shadow before me.

‘I can’t forget it.’ That was the only certainty I could give. ‘The trader didn’t trust anyone. He blindfolded his clients but I could smell the way. Then I was brought there. They wanted to steal what he had, but they ran out of time.’

My voice was distant, detached from that version of myself I’d once been. Scuttling and weak. Refusing to remember that my Keeper never had a chance, not when he’d been foolish enough to loosen my leash.

Whatever Blackthorn saw in my expression seemed to be sufficient as he held out the iridescent crystal to me. A portal stone. ‘Take this.’

‘I can change.’ I’d been a bird before and despite the fact the flight might hurt over such a far distance, I could get myself to safe territory, maybe even find my way back here.

‘This will bring you back here.’ He pressed the cold stone against my palm, clearly it wasn’t up for argument.

‘Do we all get one of those?’ Thean raised a dark brow as they ran fingers through their loose auburn hair with mild boredom. ‘Considering I’m being coerced into this madness?’

Emrys ignored them, turning to the portal door to rearrange another crystal in the compartment. Kat had explained to me how it all worked but I didn’t dare allow myself to remember.

Everything about her hurt too much. Like picking at a scab. So, I watched Emrys’s movements numbly as he let the door click and whirr before the knob turned on its own and the darkness of night greeted us. Stale cold air nipped at my cheeks and stole away the warmth of the house.

‘Charming,’ Thean sighed, their breath brushing upon the back of my neck, making scales ripple in the wake of that ghostly touch. Curious, perhaps.

I should have sent my elbow into their ribs at their sudden closeness, but fear had frozen me in place.

Welcome back, little rat, a ghost seemed to taunt in my mind.

Blackthorn crossed the Portium threshold, from polished wood floor to damp cobblestones into a cold grey night mist, forcing me to follow until we all stood in the shadows of the abandoned warehouses that filled the south side of the markets. Or what had survived the dark storm.

The crumbled remains of the old buildings pierced the shadowy night, as did the creak of the chains that still swung from the wooden loading cranes. The musty smell of the dank canal water filled my lungs as I noticed the rot from the abandoned wharf had shattered the wooden barrels lining the walkways. Ropes curled like waiting snakes turned green with time as weeds clung to the cracks in the stone.

This was what remained of the bone markets.

The reek of brine, stagnant water and bitter dead magic carried on the ruthless winter breeze. The horror of it all sent a shiver down my spine. I was unable to stop myself remembering how it had been before. I could hear the ghostly whistle of the barge workers through the mist. The cackling laughter of the night traders and calls of the street girls who had nothing left of value but their bodies. The sweet tang of sugar buns that would make my starved mouth water.

‘The rebels never wanted to cleanse this place?’ I whispered, turning to see that Thean was not considering the derelict streets beyond but looking down at me almost expectantly.

‘The creatures here resisted rebellion law.’ Their answer was careful, those amber eyes tracing every inch of my expression, seeking something unspoken from me. ‘This is justice in her eyes.’

Her.

The Countess.

The name sent a wave of nausea through me, even though Thean hadn’t spoken it aloud. How rarely it was said. As though speaking of her too often could summon her to your door. Just like all dark things in this world.

The leader of the rebellion. A blood witch hiding in her lair in the midlands.

Some said she was ancient, others young and vicious, only her cruelty was a commonality in the tales.

A murky memory threatened to surface. Small rodent eyes peering through cracks in stained floorboards, hearing a sharp cruel laugh as soft lamplight played through strands of inky hair.

Show me what you have. A dark purred command. The scent of marrow and iron. A memory I recoiled from as a shiver dragged down my spine like an unwanted caress.

I shook it away. There was enough horror before me without wallowing in the haunting agony of my past. The bone markets had been slums, taverns and brothels, but there were beings here who had no choice. Lost and poor. Left in the shadows of the world. Those the rebellion saw as having little value. Lesser fey and impoverished mortals.

A screech cut through the misty night.

Emrys’s arm forced me deeper into the safety of the shadows. The wildness in my blood sent a piercing pain into my temples, alerting me to a threat. My nails shifted into claws just as a grey silhouette cut through the fog barely feet away.

Its hunched, spiked back and long thin claws were too clear before it lurched into obscurity once more, patrolling the ruins for whatever it could scavenge. My breath stuttered in relief knowing the harsh wind had stopped it sensing us.

‘Croverns.’ Emrys’s voice was the barest puff of frosty breath.

Croverns. Shadow eaters and devourers of dead things.

‘Croverns eat remains,’ Thean observed quietly, slipping their shadow blade from the sheath at their thigh, their full attention on Emrys as they pressed closer to my side. ‘They shouldn’t still be here.’

Croverns feasted on dark magic.

Yet, all that was left beneath the debris was charred bone. The dark fires would have claimed any flesh. Any bodies that survived the chaos would have been devoured by scavengers years ago – their magic too.

Those croverns remained because they could sense there was more to devour. Just like the skelmor in Fairfax Wood.

Something was luring them here. Even after all this time.

Dark magic. The remains of it.

‘It’s here,’ I whispered, my focus on the darkened path beyond us where the moonlight made the shadows shift between the ruins.

‘Stay where you are.’ Emrys gave the barest nod, the command was quiet as he pulled a blade from inside his coat. He moved into the darkness and out of sight.

A strange coldness lingered after his departure. How easily he shed the demeanour of a lord. Like a snake being free of an old skin. Of course. He’d fought in streets like this for years. The fight against the Mage King hadn’t been held on a grand battlefield, but down cobbled narrow streets where the bricks were still chipped from the deadly spells they’d survived.

Emrys had once been Lord Commander. The most ruthless title to hold.

I should have focused on him and what direction he took – only there was something else on the wind, beneath the stagnant memory of death. Familiar and strange. Like damp earth, old scrolls and tobacco laced with hookers’ weed. That trader’s scent. Taunting me.

My skin almost burnt with the urge to change. To hunt.

I took the portal stone from my skirt pocket, not looking behind me as I forced it towards Thean’s chest, barely having a moment to think of how tangled our fingers became. Too consumed with that scent, how faint it was in the wind.

‘Alma,’ Thean barely had time to snap in warning. It was the first time I’d heard my name from their lips – and it almost made me stay.

My beasts had other ideas.

It was a painful rush, a biting sting over every inch of me, a sinking inside of my clothes. Then there was just the world through different eyes. Too small and quick. The filthy ground too close, reduced to a blur as my small limbs burnt with exertion across the uneven terrain, following that vague scent. The ghost of a memory loomed as I plunged through the sharp stone ruins, small claws racing over damp wood and shattered glass, frigid puddle water biting into my fur.

The screeching howl of the forsaken monsters haunting this place echoed around me, but I ignored that danger, nose twitching. The scent grew stronger and stronger, leading me through a maze of destruction and towards a trapdoor at the back of a dilapidated house. A rusted chain curled around the handles. Wooden planks had collapsed across it, blocking the way as weeds tangled with brambles. There was a crack in those doors, a hole just big enough. One I rushed for.

Then I was falling.

I felt the air open up – and then I changed.

The stinging rush returned as my bare feet landed on damp wood, the impact jarring my knees enough to force me into a crouch.

Bitter, dead air licked up my naked back, making spikes cut through the ridge of my spine in defence.

I panted, breath misting before me in the moonlight, looking into the shadows only to find a face looking back.

A scream caught in my throat as I jerked backwards into a shelf, the jars rattling against my bare shoulder blades. Dust danced in the needle-thin streams of weak light. The remains of a withered corpse coated in dust sat behind the desk opposite me, cobwebs woven between the gaps in his grey teeth. The mangled face still screamed out in agony as the head hung oddly off its shoulders.

The trader.

I looked down at the shattered jars at his feet, the luminescent glow still clinging to the murky glass. Poison. Jars he’d kept to deter thieves.

Killed by his own bounty.

Good. It was what he deserved. My eyes fell to the battered, dusty leather coat holding his bones together. I pulled it from the tangle of his remains without hesitation until a thick plume of dust filled the air, making me choke and spit.

I shuddered, pulling on the coat and ignoring the stench of decay as I knotted the belt. The old leather creaked in protest. I brought my balled fists to my lips, trying to warm my numb fingers with my short, panicked breaths. Looking up at the low beams, the webs tangled between them.

How small this space seemed now. How forgotten. I’d stood here before. Tired and hungry. Aching from another beating. The thick hand of my Keeper on my shoulder. The sweat-and-ale stench of him.

Now a scuttling from the darkness made my ears prick. Then I smelt the matted fur and filth. Faeces and rotting meat.

Another beast. Its beady eyes gleamed as it hissed from the hole it had gnawed into the wall, small furry body trembling with the urge to attack – to guard its territory.

There was a sharp ache in my jaw before I bared long, sharp teeth, a horrid growl tearing from my throat. The creature’s ears flattened as it sank back into its hiding place beneath the rotten boards and I jolted towards the shelves amidst rows and rows of dusty bottles and jars.

It was here. It was all still here.

A horrid weak sob burst through my lips. My clawed fingers dug into the soft rotting wood as a deranged, choked laugh escaped my lips.

‘I did it, Kat,’ I whispered.

A creaking of wood and a thump above made my hackles rise, turning me towards the remains of a crooked wooden set of stairs leading out of the basement.

‘Alma,’ a hissed curse, muffled, from somewhere above along with the scrape and drag of wood being moved off the trapdoor.

I used my cat-like sight to avoid the shattered glass hidden beneath the dust that carpeted the bare wooden boards.

‘I’m here,’ I coughed in response, scrambling up the rickety wooden stairs that led to the trapdoor, listening to them creak beneath my weight. Dust streamed down, burning my eyes as I heard the drag of chain against wood. ‘It’s chained this side.’

I squinted, the knot of metal above me a rusted mess where it was tangled around the handles. It was heavy as I unwound it and let it pool at my bare feet. Then came the stiff bolt. I slammed the heel of my palm against it three times. Hard enough to bruise but it did the trick. Then the door was thrown open with a crash, bright moonlight making me wince and move down a step.

The imposing form of Emrys was waiting, blocking out the light in an instant. Effortlessly, he dropped into the opening. Dark blood stained the cuffs of his shirt, a splatter marring the side of his throat. I could smell the foulness of it, as well as the rich potency of forsaken bark.

He gave me a quick, irritated assessment. Determining I was all in one piece, he sheathed his blade with one sharp motion back into his coat.

I waited for the reprimand, getting my fangs ready to bare at him. Only for him to duck past me down the narrow wooden steps and into the dark.

I didn’t have a moment to school my emotions before Thean followed Emrys with a grimace.

‘Wonderful,’ they sighed, taking in their surroundings with mildly contained disgust, that sharp predatory gaze landing on the now crumpled remains of the trader slumped in the corner. ‘A corpse.’

They dropped something at my feet, making me take another step down, only to realise it was my boots, my dress hanging carefully over their arm.

The voyav’s gaze remained stuck on the trader, the smooth beauty of their feminine face making it hard to determine if it was in anger or boredom.

I made quick work of tugging on my boots, not bothering with the laces.

‘There were jars of murgal worm venom. They must have shattered in the storm. He wouldn’t have stood a chance with—’ The words caught in my throat as I felt a gentle tug at my hair, only to see the voyav pull back their hand, a grey tangle of dusty webs caught in their fingers that they let drop in the damp air between us.

‘Murgal worm venom.’ They gave an irritated sigh, folding their arms and moving their focus to the shadowed form of Emrys investigating the darkness. ‘That isn’t alarming to anyone else?’

I ignored them. Especially their helpfulness in bringing my boots. It wasn’t kindness – my feet bleeding all over the place would only alert those dark scavengers. I moved after Emrys as he scanned the rows and rows of shelves in the endless dark.

‘The more valuable samples should be over there.’ I nodded to the back shelves strung with cobwebs.

He gave the barest nod before vanishing into another row of shelves, the clinking of glass echoing back the only evidence he’d begun his search.

I moved to the other side. Knowing that even if the ravhorn sample hadn’t survived – something would be here. Something useful. It had to be.

I tried to sniff it out, to depend on the beasts in my blood, but the scent of decay was overwhelming. Mingling together like an itch inside my nose. Frustration made a growl rumble in my throat.

Thieves’ instincts took over as I rummaged desperately, fingers tangling with thick dust webs. Labels curled and cracked with time on the murky bottles, flaking away from the glass with the barest motion. It was hard to read but I let the feral urges in my blood guide me. Anything that sparked hunger in my fingertips. I grabbed the small vials and pushed them deep into the trader’s coat pocket – extracts of herbs and scales I didn’t recognise. But they’d survived this long, the glass that encased them practic­ally vibrating with the magic they still contained, so they were coming with me. They shouldn’t be left to rot here. Shouldn’t be forgotten. Nor the creatures whose suffering they evidenced.

I was restless with my search, scales and fur rippling across my hands with irritation before a distant scream pierced the air. Wild and savage. Making my clawed fingers dig into the wood of the shelf. Pausing my plunder for the barest moment. One of those creatures had clearly discovered whatever Emrys had done to its companion.

‘We don’t have long,’ Thean observed dryly, hand moving to one of the shadow blades sheathed at their belt as those amber eyes remained on the trapdoor.

If anything caught us here, there was no way out.

Yet, fear didn’t accompany that thought. Not with the voyav standing there. Drenched in silver light. Reminding me of a knight from one of the ancient tales Kat used to tell to chase away the nightmares.

No. Not a knight. They were a rebel – and they were here for their own cause. One I was certain had nothing to do with valour.

Scales rippled across the back of my hand, aggravated by my dallying, wanting to fill my palm. Hungry. I followed the sensation into another row of shelves where larger vials sat, their corks more expensive, the wax seals blood-red in warning. One was covered in a dark film of dust, untouched longer than all the others. Right at the back.

Mortals do not play with what they fear. No, because cowardice was in their blood. Bred into them by the first who had come to these lands. By their bastard sacred saint.

I ran my thumb over the label, the uneven crumbling mess of what remained of the parchment. Trying to make my eyes focus. Trying to see the letters. To understand them. Only the longer I focused, the more the ink moved. Blurring and dancing into the cracks in the paper. Mocking me. The specs of gold and silver like winking stars in a night sky from where they threaded through what remained of the ancient scales contained within.

‘Alma?’ Emrys asked, suddenly at my shoulder. The forsaken bark scent of him was too hard to miss, stinging my nose with its potency. It should have been my first clue he was fucking Verr, and didn’t just have a strange preference for poisonous bark as cologne.

My unsteady clawed hand offered it to him. Too afraid to even breathe, never mind hope this could have worked, that I could have fixed anything.

‘What does it say?’ I demanded, swallowing down the taste of dust and decay. Trying to calm the thunderous beat of my traitorous heart, so alive with hope.

‘Velnock,’ he answered, a softness to his voice. The ancient Verr tongue sent unease rolling through me. His eyes were suddenly the lightest shade of grey. That darkness in him abating for a moment. ‘The ravhorn.’

I’d found it.
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