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To my mom, thank you for everything. You truly are one of the best parents ever and I'm forever grateful to have you in my corner.










  
  
Author's Note




Before our tale begins, a gentle reminder that this story contains dark fantasy and horror themes, including fantasy violence, emotional/physical abuse, body horror, murder, self-harm, blood, gore, toxic relationship dynamics, discussions of grooming between a minor and an adult (mentioned), suicidal ideation, panic attacks (on page), reference to suicide attempt, depression, drug use, alcohol abuse, consensual sexual content (off-screen), drug addiction, post-partum depression (mentioned), hanging (not by suicide), forced institutionalization, grief, parental abandonment, bullying (on page and past reference), cannibalism (mentioned/organ, source not on page) and kidnapping (mentioned). Reader discretion is advised. 

Although inspired by events and culture from the Victorian era, this story is not historical fiction or historical fantasy, but a magical, reimagined world separate from our own. This book is not meant to serve as an accurate depiction of the aforementioned time period and should not be used as an educational source. To learn more about the historical Victorian era, please consult non-fiction sources and cited academic materials. 

Now, for those that are ready, onward to the monsters, magic, and madness… 
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Julia





“The hunter who seeks the deer also, in turn, seeks the wolf.” – Unknown, engraved quote beneath a statue of Saint Martin of Healers 

    
  In the sleepy town of Temmings, one warning was repeated more than any other: terrible things happen to those who aren’t careful. 

Standing in a field on the outskirts of town, far from the safety of the cobbled streets, crowded teahouses and second-hand dress shops she knew, those words ran through Julia Sheffield’s head again and again. A bead of sweat slid down her neck as the forest loomed like a living wall before her. Trees crowded its edge like teeth, their needle-like branches beckoning her where the sunlight dared not reach. 

She squeezed George’s hand. “Ready?” 

She looked down to see her youngest brother transfixed, lips slightly parted, as if captured by song. Panic tightened her throat. 

“George? You ready?”   

George blinked, shaking off whatever had held him. “Ready.”

“And you’re sure you trust Roger on this?”

George’s nostrils flared. “He swore it on his grandmum’s grave! He said Billie was right over there, near the forest edge. He’s out there, Jules and he needs our help.”

Julia wasn’t so sure. No one had seen Billie Moore in six days. He was small for his ten years, and the runt of her brother’s group of friends. Billie’s father, a whaler from Portyard, was out at sea more than he was on land, so Julia had often seen Billie helping his mum and sister at the Moore’s tailor shop on Blackwood Street. She recalled George telling her on more than one occasion Billie being the target of Marcus Campbell and his gang’s viciousness. The same ruffians that made faces behind Father O’Malley’s back and threw eggs (and on occasion filled inkpots) at horse cabs and ran away laughing. The same boys she’d overheard daring each other to go into the forest alone for sport. 

Maybe they had chased Billie into the forest and lost track of him, only to grow bored and forget about him later. But it’d been six days. If hunger hadn’t taken him, Julia was certain the wolves must’ve by now. 

George dug the toe of his boot into the dirt. “Wendall and Melvin were just too scared to come with me, but I trust Roger. He doesn’t lie.”

Everyone lies, Julia almost said, but held her tongue. What Roger Aberton said he saw—Billie Moore standing at the edge of the forest, whole and healthy—sounded like a lie. But Roger’s wide-eyed stupor and refusal to leave the house since the encounter spoke of a far more terrible truth. One most adults in Temmings were all too eager to leave out of their polite teatime conversation.

Billie was no different than Lovina Bauldry, Baxter Graham, Nan Smedley, or Timothy Winters. All children, Julia was told as she was growing up, that were naughty and wandered off when they shouldn’t have. Only years later, during a market trip with her mum, did eleven-year-old Julia learn from Lilah Roan, the local apothecary and town gossip, that they each had gone past the fields and were never seen again or returned a muted shell of their former selves.  

“The forest, it whispers things,” Lilah had told Julia while her mum was busy comparing tinctures. “It’s alive and all living things must consume. Never go near there, understand?”

Julia let out a shaky breath. She’d seen the white guiding candle burning in the window of Billie’s room for the past six days. The old wives in town claimed it to be a beacon to guide the missing home, but Julia and her friends knew it as a marker of loss.   

“When we go in there, you have to do everything I say, all right?” Julia kneeled so George was forced to look at her. She gripped his shoulders, her light blue eyes unblinking. “I’m serious, George. Run off and I’ll tell Da and Auntie you cut class to come here alone.”

“I promise, I won’t run off.” George crossed his chest. “But we’ll find him right, Jules?”  

As she was about to respond, the words of their older brother Frederick echoed in her mind. 

“Don’t lie to him, Jules,” he had warned her that morning. “It’s cruel, giving him hope like that. They searched the forest already. Billie’s gone.”

She knew Fredrick was right. Of course they wouldn’t find Billie, but she also knew George would never be satisfied until he saw the truth for himself. Wouldn’t it be crueler to deny him that chance? 

She grabbed George’s hand. “Come on, then.” 

As they crossed the field hand in hand, Julia looked over her shoulder. No one ran after them. No one called their names or tried to stop them. 

No one noticed more children slipping away.

    
  Julia and George crossed the field, feet unwavering, and entered the mouth of the forest. 

The warmth of the sunlight fell away and a thick, earthen mustiness permeated the air. In the speckled canopies above, birds chirped and tittered to each other. 

“Thanks again for coming with me,” George said as he brushed back a branch. 

He kept his eyes trained ahead, but Julia could see the traces of a smile. She marked the tree with a piece of chalk from her dress pocket and ruffled his short auburn brown hair, a shade deeper than hers, with her free hand. “Sure. Just stay by my side, all right?” 

George giggled. “Okay.”

Julia kept a lookout as she and George called out Billie’s name. Halfway into their search, a flash of orange darted past them and disappeared somewhere behind a cluster of trees.  George spun around, craning his neck to catch a glimpse of the creature, but the fox was long gone. 

“Jules, aren’t foxes supposed to be deeper in? Does that mean we’re close then?”

“No, we’re not.” Julia swallowed hard, tucking a long strand behind her ear. A bead of sweat trickled down her freckled cheek. “But it shouldn’t be running towards Temmings. That’s … death.” 

She turned back to the path ahead and let out a small gasp. 

“George, does something look different to you?”

George frowned. “No, why?”

“I mean, the trees … they look …” Like they moved. Julia gripped the piece of chalk tighter. “Never mind. Let’s go.”

Two hours later, the pair sat down against a gnarled tree with sagging branches. Julia sighed with relief to be off her feet. She stared up at the canopy, watching the sunlight dance behind the leaves. It was almost peaceful enough to forget they were in a place not to be trusted.

George took a canister from his pack and gulped down a mouthful of water. When he didn’t show signs of stopping, Julia snatched the canister away.  

“Oi, don’t hog it!”

“But I wasn’t done yet,” George moaned with a pout, wiping his mouth.

Julia managed a small swig before the canister emptied. “Brilliant. Now we have no more water.” She tossed it to the ground and shot George a nasty glare. “Way to go.”  

George tucked his chin between his knees. After a moment, Julia picked up the canister with a sigh, dusting off her dress. “Just as well. We need to head back before Da catches on we’re not at the market. Come on, we’re leaving.” 

“No, we can’t go yet!” George blurted. “Please, Jules. If we don’t find Billie by tonight, they’ll blow out his guiding candle and it’ll be too late! Just a little longer, please?”

Julia sighed. “We’ve already looked everywhere. He’s not here.”

George got to his feet, not bothering to brush off the dirt sticking to his threadbare shorts. “He’s here. He’s got to be. I bet he’s just hiding ‘cause he’s scared is all.”

Don’t lie to him, Jules. 

“George,” Julia said quietly, taking his hand, “it’s been six days. Billie would’ve come back to Temmings by now, don’t you think?”

George was silent for several seconds. 

“What if it was me?” He pulled his hand away and looked down at her with a mixture of hurt and anger. “Would you give up on me then, too? Huh? Like Billie’s parents? Like Mum?”

Julia flinched as if struck. Does he really think I’m like her?

“No, that’s not—”

The low howl of wolves reverberated through the forest. Julia was on her feet in an instant. She grabbed George’s arm and pulled him behind her. 

“Do you see anything?” she whispered, trying and failing to keep her voice steady.

George shook his head. She could feel him trembling beside her, or was that her own fear besting her?

Howls echoed through the forest again. It was coming from behind them now. Are we surrounded?  But how? Julia’s heart thrashed against her chest. George grabbed Julia’s hand and squeezed, jolting her back to her senses. They needed to move. Now.   

“Let’s go!” Julia hollered. They sprinted toward the nearest chalk-marked tree. Julia glanced over her shoulder but didn’t see their pursuers. 

Another howl. Closer this time. 

Too close.

George leapt to avoid a tree root, but Julia’s layered skirts and corset didn’t afford her the same limberness. Her boot tip caught a root and sent her toppling to the side. George skidded to a halt.

“Jules!” 

Julia raised herself up on her scrapped elbow and gasped.

Billie Moore stood behind them in his school blazer and shorts. Aside from a tear on his left jacket arm, his blond curls flecked with dirt and missing a shoe, he was as whole and healthy as Roger claimed.  

George broke the silence first. 

“Billie, i-it’s me. G-George.”

Billie didn’t say anything. Julia gawked at him. How had a ten-year-old survived unharmed in the wilderness for six days? Could he even hunt? And why wasn’t he reacting? Was he in some sort of shock? 

A rancid smell lingered on the still air like meat left out too long. Julia wrinkled her nose, fighting against the nausea threatening to overcome her.  

Billie tilted his head in one slow, wooden movement. “We can be mates.” He extended his hand to George and smiled. A thin line of amber sap trickled from Billie’s mouth but he made no move to wipe it away. “Come with me.”

“What? We’re already mates.” George took a step forward. “We came to take you home. Your mum and sister are really worried about you.” He turned to Julia with a wide grin. “See? I told you Roger wasn’t lying!”

Julia’s skin prickled. Something else was nagging at her …

Then it hit her. The wolves. Only minutes before they’d sounded so close, right upon them even, yet their howling had all but stopped. Even the birdsong and chittering of insects had died away. The forest had fallen quiet. No, not quiet. 

Waiting to consume. 

Julia’s gaze slowly fell to Billie’s feet. From where she sat, she noticed what George didn’t—Billie’s feet weren’t fully touching the ground. 

Julia screwed her mouth shut to bottle her scream. Save George, save George, save George. 

“Come with me,” Billie repeated to George, his brown eyes flat and unblinking. He paid Julia no mind as she slowly stood to full height. Because she was taller than them, she noticed a tree standing oddly by itself just to Billie’s right. One of its branches hung curiously low, which Billie obscured from view. On the other side of the tree hung another low branch, slender as an arm, with smaller sharpened branches sprouting from it like fingers. Branches that looked sharp enough to cut skin and slim enough to dig into the back of a young boy.  

Julia dove for George. She grabbed the crook of his arm and screamed, “Run!” 

The siblings sprinted over rotted leaves and detritus as the mimicry howls morphed into guttural snarls. Julia struggled to follow her chalk marks as fear surged like wildfire through her. 

No, no, not like this! We can’t die like this!

Finally, the field came into view. Julia ground her teeth together and pushed through the searing pain in her calves. George followed suit just as the snarls gave way to Billie’s impossibly measured voice repeating, “Come with me. Come with me. Come with me.” Heavy footsteps thundered behind them, tearing out roots and underbrush with each pounding step, sending a flock of birds screeching into the sky.   

“Jules!” George cried, wheezing. “It’s gonna catch us!”  

“Don’t stop!” she screamed. “Don’t look!” She wouldn’t let the forest have them. Not like Billie. Not like that. 

With one final sprint, they broke past the tree line and collapsed in the field. Every breath felt tinged in fire and spittle, but Julia didn’t care. They were alive. When she mustered the courage to look back, no one was there. The trees stood unmarked and the undergrowth undisturbed. All was well and calm, save for Julia’s wildly beating heart, sweat drenched skin and trembling hands. She gathered George in her arms and held him in a vice-like grip as their shaking sobs wove together into a terrible chorus. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered into his hair, squeezing her eyes shut. “I’m so sorry.”

This was her fault. She had let George believe he could still be the hero, still save his friend from an unspeakable fate. She’d worn the wrong mask. Told the wrong lies. Believed the wrong stories. 

After all, such terrible things happened to those who weren’t careful. 
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“Fear not the Zealot, for they know no better; fear not the Mad, for they believe no better; fear not the Heretic, for they want no better.” – The Reverend Vicaress Helena Vowl of Glasshern, By His Grace: Lessons of Our Saint Father

    
  On the ninth day of Billie’s disappearance, nearly the whole of Temmings crammed into the St. Kersey cathedral to attend the Moore vigil. 

A stagnant air hung over the attendees, thick with heat and breath. Even as Father O’Malley approached the pulpit, his ring of white hair limp with sweat and his pale, papery skin hanging as loosely as his robes, latecomers continued to shuffle in and wedge themselves against those standing in the back. The Sheffields had been fortunate enough to claim their usual service seats in the third row on the right, in no short part due to Aunt Agatha waking everyone shortly after dawn. 

“Really, it’s just distasteful,” Agatha whispered to her brother-in-law, Charles. Her lips pursed into a scowl. “Who arrives late to a vigil? Honestly, is there no decency left in this town?” 

Charles nodded, swallowing a creeping yawn. 

Agatha sat up straighter, opening her gilded copy of the Book of the True Word, the sacred text of Ascendism. “Julia, dear, straighten up. You’re slouching.” Agatha’s penciled brows furrowed. “Julia. Julia?”

Julia’s gaze broke away from the small wooden coffin at the foot of the pulpit wreathed in garlands of yellow and white pansies. She plastered on a smile and sat at attention. 

“Sorry, Auntie.”

She took a deep breath, but it did little to quiet the memory of Billie’s stolen voice. 

“Come with me. Come with me. Come with me.”

A small hand brushed hers. Julia jerked back, garnering a few curious stares. Federick nudged George. 

“Careful now, Georgie or she may faint,” he chided with a smirk. “Need some air, Jules?”

“No, thanks,” Julia replied with a mocking smile. She nudged George. “What is it?”

His downcast eyes held no focus. The brightness there only days before had waned into a vacant stare. 

“This isn’t right, Jules,” George whispered. “He’s still out there.”

“Not now.” 

“But—”

Father O’Malley cleared his throat and a collective hush fell over the crowd. 

“On behalf of Mrs. Moore and her daughter, Piper, I thank you all for being here today to join in collective remembrance of our very own Billie Adam Moore.” Father O’Malley let out a rattling, wet cough. Only after dabbing his mouth and tucking his kerchief back into the breast pocket of his dark robes did he continue. 

“Young Billie was a brilliant child loved by friends, family, and peers alike. It is on this day we come together to remember him and cherish his memory. He will continue to be loved and forever in our hearts, in peace always. It is during these times we are reminded to keep to the haven of Temmings and support each other.”

Father O’Malley joined his pointer and middle fingers together, crossing them into an ‘X’ above his chest to symbolize the crossing of the staffs, when the worthy entered Paradise and spoke the Saint Father’s true name to him. 

“Come with me. Come with me.” Julia’s fingers dug into the edges of the True Word. Crossing into the forest let madness in. The hunter’s madness. But despite the rumors, Julia had always been of the mind the hunter’s madness was simply a strange fungal fever. Monsters didn’t exist. Billie was dead.

It wasn’t real, Julia reminded herself. It wasn’t real. 

“And now, let us have a moment of silence for young Billie.”

As everyone lowered their heads, Julia lifted hers to the bronze statue of the Saint Father clad in simple robes. He stood positioned on an altar behind Father O’Malley holding the True Word in one hand and a jar of snake oil in the other. A large serpent hung limply around his shoulders—the basilisk of innovation, the first creature to be used to harvest snake oil and lead Halcyon into an industrial age. Inscribed in a bronze plaque above the statue was the quote: “The industrious shall know my name at the gates of Paradise and speak honestly this truth unto me.” 

A row of half melted white candles decorated the altar, their black wicks the last acknowledgement of Billie Moore. 

Monsters only lived in stories whispered by old crones in their soothsayer shops at the edge of town and retold by children behind cupped hands. Talk of blood draining duskborns, soul snatching raven-eyed, demon magic-wielding fateshifters, and moon cursed blood wolves made great spectacle for tourists looking to liven their countryside stays. No one told better tales than Lilah Roan, the local apothecary and town gossip.

“It was my great-great grandmum who would say to salt your doorways and windowsills to keep out intruders. Jotted it all down in her journals, she did,” Lilah told Julia once when she skipped class to wander the market. “She went on about keeping a bowl of water beneath your bed to anchor the soul at night. Light a white guiding candle for the lost for seven days and not a day more. Tie a stem of honeysuckle to your infant’s crib to ward off changelings until they can speak.” A scowl soured her weathered features. “Hmph, the good it did her. She died here in Temmings, you know. They accused her of being a fateshifter and burned her at the stake.” 

Julia never paid the stories any mind, but now looking upon Billie’s empty casket, a creeping sense of dread overcame her.   

You weren’t listening. You weren’t careful. 

When Father O’Malley let out another phlegmy, wet cough Julia nearly jumped out of her seat. 

“In honor of Billie Moore, I remind us of the journey of the Saint Father, fraught with danger and uncertainty in much the same way we now find ourselves. As verse three describes …”

Julia’s eyes glazed over the passage Father O’Malley began reciting. She noticed George wasn’t reading either. She followed his gaze to Billie’s coffin. 

It could’ve been anything out there, she reassured herself. We’re safe here. 

“… and so the Saint Father gathered his disciples during those fiendish days in the Age of Demons and laid down his walking stick before them at the edge of the Silver Sea. ‘My honored disciples, the way before us is not a simple one, but I beseech you to walk with an honest heart and an open mind. It is love that shall guide the worthy. Only those who have the courage to love can harness the power of the world.’”

We’re safe here. We’re safe. 

Quiet murmurs of agreement rippled through the cathedral. Julia nodded along, but her mind was elsewhere. Sweat pooled on the back of her neck and under her arms. As she absently scratched beneath the black cuffs of her mourning dress, she noticed Frederick was smiling. She followed his gaze to Regina Mathers, a pretty girl from Norchester in the next row up who was visiting her cousins for the season. Regina returned a coy smile of her own before turning her attention back to her reading. Julia took this to mean that Susanna Rivers was no longer the shiny penny of her older brother’s eye. In the row behind Regina sat Marigold Lanton, a tenth year at the Elmwood School. She exchanged whispers with fellow tenth year Lillie Posely, no doubt about Frederick’s newest fancy.  

And just like that, life was moving on from the world that knew Billie Moore as alive and well. 

    
  After the service let out, Julia caught up to her father. 

“Da, can I visit Charity’s? She’s hosting a gathering this afternoon for the Elmwood girls.” She lowered her gaze. “It’d be good to have that kind of support right now.”

Charles gave her a weary smile. “Of course, love. Your aunt and I are here for you if you ever need to talk.”

“Thanks, Da.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Off with you then. Proper manners at Templeton House, young lady.”

“Yes, Da.”

As she stepped away, Julia noticed Frederick bidding Regina farewell with a forward kiss on the hand. 

Saints, he can’t be serious.

Regina slid Frederick her calling card and he openly watched her leave. Julia rolled her eyes and waded through the dispersing crowd. 

“Really, Frederick? At a vigil?”

“What? I don’t recall my affairs being any business of yours, dear sister.”

Julia flashed a sickly-sweet smile. “You’re right, I could utterly care less what my ratbag of a brother gets up to and with whom. But I need you to do me a favor.”

“Is this about your little private prayer salon at Templeton House?” Frederick smirked. “Nice one there. Looks like little Billie’s helping us both out today, bless him.”

“Don’t be an ass,” Julia snapped, slapping Fedrick’s arm. 

“Ow, okay fine.”

“I need you to keep an eye on George. He’s not doing well.”

“Well, obviously. His friend did just die.”

“He’s missing.” The words tumbled from Julia’s mouth before she could stop herself. Fredrick raised a brow. “I mean—never mind. Just keep an eye on George, okay? I don’t want him doing anything stupid.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll watch him.”

“Thanks Fred.”

Julia broke away from the vigil crowd and left Dowry Street. She walked a short distance to Chanton Street, the only street in Temmings wide enough to accommodate carriages from the train station the next town over. Tendrils of ivy snaked along the honey-colored stone shopfronts, twining around gas lamps and flowerboxes bursting with the pinks, whites and yellows of late summer. Julia often wondered how the reek of horse manure mixed with the damp, earthy air Temmings was known for could be any sort of remedy—was the smog of the capital that terrible? 

A moment later, Julia recognized the weathered stone archway of Templeton House. A pair of crouching stone jackals perched on either side of the entrance as if guarding the sprawling manor from intruders. Julia cast a quick glance behind her. 

Most people were still milling around the cathedral, heads bent and eyes glassy. They clustered in groups, touching shoulders and arms in hopes of easing the pain of a child lost too soon. No one was looking for another to slip out of their sights. 

Julia disappeared down a narrow street between the courthouse and the courier’s office. Once safely on Milner Street, she strode past the entrance to the large, open-air market—closed for the vigil—and traveled down the cobbled bend past the Seven Hells pub. When she finally reached Bybrook Trail, a cleverly hidden path bordered by half collapsed stone walls pot marked with lichen, she was ready to unlace her boots and corset.    

On the other side of a cropping of trees, obscured from all but the most well-trained eye, she heard a group of girls chatting and giggling. As she got closer, she spotted them sitting beneath a large oak tree, lovely and untouchable. The Graces. Lake Promise was an arm’s reach away, its mirror smooth surface freckled with lily pads. 

Martha Malster, her blonde curls weaved into a loose braid halfway down her back, spotted Julia first.  

“You made it!” Martha kissed her cheek, her large doe eyes gleaming.

“Took you long enough.” Emily Colby cast her a playful smirk, her wavy, dark brown hair brushing her fair shoulders. She pulled a vial from her black gloves, revealing a warm amber liquid inside. 

“Did you nick that from your da’s bottles again?” Julia asked.  

“Maybe. I can’t believe he still hasn’t noticed. Or he feels bad mum only lets me see the sun for school and prayer,” Emily laughed, raising the vial to her lips. “Speaking of, tell me you didn’t actually go to that Elmswood prayer circle, did you?” 

Dorothy Atheron, a head shorter than the rest of the group, finished weaving a daisy crown and set it atop her halo of dark coiled curls. “That was her little brother’s friend, Em. Don’t be such a harpy.”

“Am not. I didn’t want our poor Jules falling in with the wrong crowd.” 

Martha, who was now laying in Emily’s lap, giggled. “You’re not really troubled are you, Jules?” 

Julia laughed it off. “Of course not. He wasn’t my friend.” 

She plucked the vial from Emily, who broke into a grin. “Oi, give it here, you thief!”

The sweet burn of whiskey coursed down Julia’s throat. She tossed the empty vial back to Emily with a wink. 

“You owe me,” Emily chided.

“Right on it, then,” Julia replied. “Dory, help me out of this thing, will you?”

Dorothy untied the knot of Julia’s corset and slowly pulled the laces loose. After a deep inhale and wide arm stretch, she shimmied out of her underthings. Emily, Martha, and Dorothy stared at her wide-eyed. 

“Oh saints, you wouldn’t,” Dorothy squealed.

Julia peered over her shoulder and flashed a wicked grin. She slipped out of her stockings and jackknifed into the water. The coolness slipped across her bare, sun-freckled skin and separated her long auburn hair into coppery tendrils. She hovered in the cradle of Lake Promise, suspended in its clear depths. 

Seconds, minutes, hours may have passed. It didn’t matter. She was far away from monsters and saints and mourners. A world away from the madness haunting the forest. She opened her eyes to the shimmering surface of the world she left behind. Feeling her lungs beginning to squeeze, Julia raised her arms and pushed herself upward in one stroke. 

When she broke the surface, she smoothed back her waterlogged hair and rubbed her eyes. A sudden chill sent goosebumps across her arms, but then Emily’s gaze found hers and warmth filled her once more. 

“Have yourself a good swim?” Emily asked as her fingers lazily played with Martha’s hair.

Julia grinned. “Best of the season.”

Dorothy, who had hiked her skirts and moved to sit at the lake edge, shook her head. “You’re absolutely mad, Julia Sheffield.” She kicked her bare, tawny legs and sighed. “This water is splendid though.” She closed her eyes and leaned back, unaware of Julia inching towards her. 

“Then you should come on in!”

Dorothy squealed, pulling back her legs just as Julia’s fingers brushed her feet. 

“Saints, Julia, I swear I’ll murder you if you drag me in!” she cried, half laughing as she kicked water at a giggling Julia.

“Come on, live a little!”

Dorothy stuck her tongue out. “Go prune already.”  

Julia chuckled as she pushed off, floating along the lake’s surface. She stared at the pale blue sky but inevitably her mind wandered towards her uncertain future. If her da and auntie had their way, it was a terribly boring picture: graduation, finishing school, a well to do marriage—very poor yet exceedingly handsome Harrison Goldwell’s face surfaced in her mind instead—children, and then housekeeping until the end of her days. She closed her eyes and sighed. 

How dull.   

“Oh, Dory that reminds me,” Martha interjected. “I need to borrow your clasp tomorrow. You know, the dark green one?” 

Dorothy sat up on her elbows and cast Martha a skeptical stare. “Is it because Mr. Harper is coming back from Hadderdale tomorrow?”

Martha smirked. “Maybe.”

“You’re not still on about him, are you?” Julia replied. “Honestly, Mar, he’s not worth the fuss.”

Emily curled a strand of Martha’s golden hair around her finger. “And you’re far too pretty for him,” she added. “Besides, his wife’s the niece of the Viscount of Rosedale. I heard he only teaches in Temmings out of pity for us poor, ignorant fools.”

“Says you,” Martha huffed. “He does fancy me, you know. He even said he’d bring me back a gift from his travels. And anyway, I hear his wife is a dull hag he was forced to marry. How dreadful is that?”

Dorothy ran her fingers through her curls, fiddling with her daisy crown. “I swear I’d rather drown myself in this lake than be forced to marry someone who didn’t like me.” 

No one said anything, but Julia heard the unspoken fear in their collective silence. As if we have a choice in who we’ll marry.

“He’s like your da’s age, Mar,” Julia finally said. “I’m sure he’s fancied other students before. You deserve someone special, not some creep.”

Dorothy and Julia exchanged looks. It was the closest she dared to reveal to Martha that she’d caught Emily making advances on Mr. Harper after class the day before his trip. Worse, the creep had played right into it. She’d sworn Dorothy to secrecy to spare Martha’s feelings, but it still rubbed her wrong. Emily knew how sensitive Martha was and still went ahead with her little game anyway. 

Because of course every toy in the box must belong to Emily. 

“What about you, Jules?” Emily’s face gave away nothing, but retaliation sharpened her tone. “Do you think Mr. Harper is handsome?”

Before she could answer, Dorothy spoke up first. 

“Julia only fancies Harrison.” She cupped her face in her hands, batting large doe eyes and making a kissy face. Emily and Martha broke into a fit of laughter, Mr. Harper soon forgotten. 

Julia glared at Dorothy, who smirked back at her. “Come on, Jules. Live a little.”

Julia scoffed and splashed Dorothy again, laughing as she shrieked and dove out of the way. Julia slipped back beneath the water and let herself drift across the surface, drowning out the Graces’ chatter. As she closed her eyes, the memory of Billie’s glassy stare greeted her.

“Come with me.”

Julia’s eyes flew open. Her body jackknifed upwards, and her feet kicked furiously beneath her. The Graces turned to look at her, eyebrows raised. 

“Jules?” Emily sat up straighter. “You alright?”

Julia nodded. “I’m fine. Just thought I felt something brush my feet.”

“So, you’ll be coming tonight then?”

“Tonight?”

Emily groaned. “Honestly, I love you to bits, but you’ve got a cloud for a head.” She walked over and kneeled at the shore. “The gathering tonight at the Gafton Manor. Just sneak out. Everyone’s gonna be there.” A smile pulled at her lips, sharp as a knife tip. “Including your beloved Harrison.”

Julia’s heart fluttered. She hoped the water would hide her creeping blush. It would be the perfect chance for her and Harrison to finally talk away from the prying eyes of the teachers or the always open ears of Elmwood’s halls. She would need to find a way to sneak out beneath her father and aunt’s notice, but she’d figure something out. She always did. She looked up at Emily, eyes alight. 

“Count me in.”








  
  

3

[image: ]

Tobias





“Have trouble sleeping? Try Lordhaven’s most popular tonic: Marley’s Sleep Oil! Certain to promote a healthy night’s sleep and boost immunity against scarlet lung!” – Marley Sleep Oil advert poster, Lordhaven, Halcyon

    
  High above Higdin’s pub, crumpled on the third-floor landing, Tobias Flemming finally regained consciousness.

A sharp ache shot through Tobias’s head even before he opened his eyes. His muscles seared with pain as he struggled to sit upright, finally managing to half crawl and half push himself against a nearby wall. Tendrils of yellowed wallpaper long peeled off raked against his bare back, eagerly sticking to his clammy, freckled skin and damp, russet curls. He leaned back and let out a deep sigh, the stagnant air coating his tongue.

“Bloody hell.”

Sunlight streamed through the grimy window across the landing. How long had he been out this time? No, it didn’t matter. Swallowing hard, he raised his right hand in front of his face. He had to see it for himself. 

The ropes he’d tied the night before had been severed. No, not just severed—torn. He stared at the frayed tails, the undersides of his wrists raw with rope burn.     

A creak of wood snapped him from his thoughts. Standing on the landing was Higdin’s owner, Hilda Cooke, fists balled at her sides. His headache immediately worsened. 

“You,” she snarled. 

She grabbed his arm and yanked him onto his feet, ignoring his cry of pain and the wallpaper flecks littering the floor.  

“It happened again, dinnit? Dinnit?”

“No, it’s not—” 

She squeezed his arm harder. “Don’t lie to me, boy. I already got enough of it from that ox of mine downstairs. I don’t need it from you, too.”

“I just was sleepwalking, is all,” he finally managed to say. 

“Sleepwalking?” Hilda scoffed, raising one of his bloody wrists between them. “You still think this is all just sleepwalking then, do ya?”

He rolled his eyes. “Damned if I know.”

A sharp sting spread across Tobias’s cheek. Hilda’s brackish brown eyes locked with his, her glare sharper than any blade. She rested one hand on her wide hips and pointed an accusing finger at Tobias with the other. 

“Oi, watch your tongue,” she snapped. “One word from me and your head rolls through Iron Square. Remember that.”

Tobias grinned despite himself. “And after the tale I’d have for the City Watch, yours’ll be followin’ right behind mine. We’ll have ourselves a bloody fine race, eh?”   

Hilda let out a long sigh as she reached into her pocket for a hand rolled kell and match box.  

“I know you hate listenin’ to me,” she said, the kell tucked between her thin lips as she struck the match, “but I’m tellin’ you now youth is a terrible blindness. I was sixteen once too, you know.” She took a deep drag and exhaled a cloud of smoke. The reek of acrid pine unique to kellweed filled the air. 

“Marcellus will only stretch his neck out so far for you,” she reminded him. “Me even less. A gang’s a business, love, in case you forgot. Those bloody coppers are always sniffin’ around. If they hear some Market Streeter living here is sick with wolf bite, kid or not, Higdin’s goes up in smoke and you’re flayed in the street for sport.”

Tobias’s jaw clenched, his normally sandy complexion blanching. 

“I’m not sick, all right?” 

Tobias hated the words even before they left his lips. He hated the hollowness and whine in them. But he had to say them. Someone had to say them. Otherwise, it left room for fear to grow. And he couldn’t afford that. Not if he and Lucy were to survive the coming winter. 

“One of these days it won’t be me here when you open your eyes.” Her face softened ever so slightly. “Your sister, she’s a clever one. You’re a fool to pretend she’s dull.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Tobias snapped.

Hilda ignored him. “This is the last time, Tobias. I’m done. When it happens again, you and Lucy can house up with Marcellus and his boys on Market Street.” 

The pain in Tobias’s skull throbbed anew. The hallway landing suddenly seemed too small, the damp air too thick. 

“You know I can’t take her there. It’s not safe. Please, Hilda I promise it won’t happen again.” 

Hilda shook her head. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Look, I’m a barkeep, not a nanny. Either sort yourself out or find somewhere else, but I’ll be damned if a couple of orphans bring me down with them.”

“Fine, I’ll go, ok? I’ll go, but just let Lucy stay here. Please.” Tobias tried to grasp some convincing argument, but his head was too jumbled from the night before. “She can help Ari with dishes. But nothing behind the bar. And no patron favors.”

Hilda was silent for a moment, then gave a curt nod. “Fine. She can keep to the kitchens for now, but the moment she’s of age she tends bar.” And sells hollium with each drink hung unspoken between them like a sword dangling over his sister’s future. 

“Deal,” Tobias said through clenched teeth, extending his hand, revealing the skull and coin tattoo marking him as a member of the notorious Market Streeters. He shoved down the thought of Lucy anywhere near hollium—or honey, as it was often called—the most addictive drug in Halcyon. 

I’ll get us out, Luce. I promise. 

Before she took his hand, Hilda added, “And I’m keeping my discounted protections around the pub courtesy of the Market Streeters. I expect no hassle from the Seadevils or the Barrel Boys. Make sure Marcellus gets word.”

“Better to not make promises I can’t keep, remember?” Tobias chided. 

Hilda’s lips curled into a mirthless smile. “This one you’ll want to strive for.” She squeezed his hand until his knuckles ached, but he refused to let the pain show on his face. 

“Be out before sundown.” Hilda spun around and headed back downstairs. 

Tobias shook out his hand. 

“Wench.”

Silence filled the void Hilda left behind. Tobias doubled over, squeezing his eyes shut and letting the clamminess of the hall cling to his skin. No one in Lordhaven of any proper standing spoke of blood wolves by name, but their bestial shape and hunger lingered in stories and rumor, leaving fear to fester in the minds caught outside after dark. Whether or not any of it was true Tobias couldn’t say.

What if the dreams are more than just sleepwalking? he wondered. 

Since being bitten, his dreams had escalated from dreaming of wolves to becoming one, running through the narrow streets of Lordhaven overgrown with gnarled black trees splitting through empty rowhouses and snaking through shopfronts. He peered down at his wrists again as a sinking feeling clawed at his stomach.  

“Saints, get it together, Flemming.” He shook his head and pushed off the wall, heading up the stairs until he reached the fourth floor. He took a deep breath before opening the door. 

The summer heat pressed against him first, cloying and viscous. Tobias crossed the small attic flat and pried open the single, newspaper-covered window. The cry of an infant, the shout of a constable and clattering hooves floated up from the street. The pungent, slightly sweet smell of burning snake oil mixed with the rot of pooling sewage slowly wafted in but Tobias didn’t mind. It was a small comfort to be reminded life trudged on, even if he remained rooted in place, pressed between one bad hand and another. He grabbed a thin spun white shirt from the floor and pulled it over his head as a noise erupted behind him.  

“Toby!”

Tobias’s head snapped up to see his sister, one leg outside and the other draped over the windowsill, the corners of her speckled hazel eyes, mirrors of his own, crinkled with delight. A tattered blue scarf was tied tightly across her chest. 

“The window was open, so I rushed back!” She swung her other leg inside and closed the window. Her two auburn braids whipped behind her, windswept and nearly undone. “Where did you go? I didn’t see you when I woke up.”

“I, um, had a bit of work to do with Ezra and Tavia this morning, but that’s all done now. It’s just you and me today.” 

“Really?” Lucy beamed. “You mean it?” 

Tobias nodded. “Aye, we can have a whole adventure.” He ran a hand through his matted, russet curls, only to feel a bump on the back of his head and winced.  

“Are you okay?”

Tobias dropped his hand. “I’m fine.” He nodded towards her scarf. “What’d you get there?”

She hurried over to the cot opposite his and untied her scarf. “Mr. Singh had this wonderful flatbread. It’s a bit old, but it’s really good! I got—” As he reached for the flatbread, he caught her staring at the frayed rope around his wrist.

Shit. He pulled his hand back and looked away, his fingers clenching the flatbread until it nearly tore in two. 

After a moment of silence, Lucy spoke up. 

“Did you have bad dreams again?” she said in a low voice.

“It’s nothing to worry about,” Tobias replied between chews, untying the rope ends and tossing them on the floor. 

“Is that why you left last night?”

“I said drop it, Lucy.”

She recoiled and shame boiled up inside Tobias, turning the flatbread in his mouth to ash. He swallowed hard.

“Saints, I’m sorry. It’s not your fault, Luce, okay? It’s not you. Just been a rough morning is all.”

“It’s okay,” Lucy said quietly. She put her small hand over his and smiled. “I have scary dreams sometimes too.”

Tobias grasped her hand and offered a shadow of a smile. “You tell me next time you do and I’ll chase ‘em away, all right?”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Lucy smiled and took a bite of flatbread. As she ate, Tobias relished the brief and quiet moment of sharing a meal with his sister.  His gaze lifted towards the window where, just on the other side, the capital city of Lordhaven dwelled, imposing and insatiable.   

I won’t let you take her away from me, too, Tobias silently cursed the city.

A pebble flicked against the window, pulling Tobias out of his thoughts. 

“Stay there,” he ordered Lucy as he crossed the room and looked out the window. Standing in the street was a young boy around Tobias’s age of sixteen with shaggy black hair that fell across his light blue eyes and three scars across his right cheek. 

“Oi, Toby! I’ve got news!” he hollered, then pointed to the alleyway.  

Tobias sighed and ducked back inside. “It’s Ezra. I’ll be right back. Stay here.”

“But I wanna say hello!”

Tobias crossed his arms. “Another time, promise. Now hurry on with that bread, hmm? We have the day together, remember?”

“Fine,” Lucy said with a pout, nibbling her flatbread, but her jubilant kicks gave away her excitement for the day ahead. 

Tobias slipped out the window and made his way down the rickety fire exit with practiced ease. The alleyway reeked of rot and urine. Roaches scurried through the cracks in the cobblestone and darted beneath tied waste bags. Clothing lines heavy with laundry crisscrossed between the crowded flats above, their quarters teeming with as many people as pests. 

Ezra Molyns grinned and threw his arm around Tobias. “There he is! So, how do you feel about getting a bit richer?”

Tobias rolled his eyes, certain another one of Ezra’s schemes was sure to follow. Tobias slid his hands deep into his pockets to keep his rope burned wrists hidden from view. 

“Look, Ez, I really got other things to get on with today—”

“It’s worth it, mate. I promise.”

Ezra’s clear blue eyes darkened as he leaned closer, lowering his voice to barely above a whisper. In Lordhaven, rumor ran that every rat had an open ear.  

“Burrows Medical College will be hosting a surgical demonstration tomorrow night. Problem is their freezers are a bit empty and the District Coroner left the city two nights ago. Took off for the summer horse races in Burlington.”

Ezra smirked. He pulled a folded slip of paper from his patchwork jacket and held it between his fingers. “Lucky for us, Burrows is only looking for one body. Fresh request this morning and now it’s ours.” 

“Let me guess,” Tobias ventured, “poor payout?”

Ezra frowned. “You know, you really do ruin all the fun.”

Just then, the sunlight caught Ezra’s face just right to highlight the three scars across his right cheek. Tobias’s throat tightened. His own scar—a punctured half-moon on his left calf—ached at the reminder. It’d been almost a year since the attack, but the memory of the man’s eyes was as vivid as if it’d been yesterday. 

Unseeing. 

Feral. 

Clouded by the throes of blood wolf madness. 

That’ll be me one day.

Tobias cleared his throat. “Who do we need to get this time?”

Ezra leaned against the faded brick wall, blocking a constable recruitment poster. “Male, mid-twenties to early thirties. Fit sort. No wounds, not counting a knock to the head if needed.” He winked. “Simple grab and run. We’ll be back before you know it.” 

Tobias ran the calculation he always did. One hundred and fifty sterlings for his and Lucy’s boat passage to the northern isle of Bronwen. Another five thousand for a one room cabin cliffside. From what he already had saved, freedom from Lordhaven and the Market Streeters was a little over three thousand sterlings away. 

“I’m in,” Tobias said. 

Ezra beamed as he pushed off the wall. “Aces! Meet me tonight at the belltower. We’ll strike the North Rim then.”
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Julia





“Iwill always remain vigilant to correctly diagnose and treat the patient before me. I enter each instance with the understanding that the dosage determines what is medicine and what is poison.” 

– Dr. Orwald Morosini, The Apothecarist Oath

    
  Tonight I’ll see Harrison. Me, tonight!

Thoughts of dancing and banter at Gafton Manor filled Julia’s head as she set the table. She had the perfect dress in mind—the green one from her birthday last year—and she knew enough dance steps to not embarrass herself if Harrison asked her to dance. Saints, would he ask her to dance? What if he didn’t?

“My, you seem in good spirits.” Agatha set down her famous dish of cottage pie in the center of the table, filling the cramped dining room with the smell of buttery potatoes, crisped beef and roasted vegetables. “Have a good time at Templeton House with your classmates?”

“Oh, yes it was lovely,” Julia lied. “A great help.”

“Splendid!” her aunt beamed, removing her oven mitts. “You’re lucky to count Charity Greerson as a friend. Honestly it would do you well to run in her circles. I heard the Greerson’s will be traveling to Pennyson end of the week after next. Perhaps you should suggest to Charity you both have tea at Walden Yard?”

“But we’re not going to Pennyson. The cab fare alone—”

Agatha sighed. “Really, Julia have you no creativity? Girls in your station must create opportunities for yourselves if you ever hope to keep out of the gutter when you’re older. If we don’t innovate, how can we ever hope to rise to worthiness?” She massaged her knuckles as she spoke, mindful to rub each joint. “Imagine if the Saint Father had never slayed that basilisk and discovered all the wonderous properties of snake oil for machinery and medicine? Halcyon would still be a backwater fiefdom at the mercy of hedge god cultists. Find your snake oil, dear.”

Julia held her tongue. She’d much rather take her chances in the forest again than have tea with Charity Greerson, let alone insert herself on their family trip in hopes of raising her social station, but appeasing her aunt’s scheming was by far the easier road to take. It meant less chatter at supper and the faster she could sneak off to Gafton Manor. As she set the last plate, it suddenly hit her whose seat she was standing over. 

Mum.   

Julia gripped the plate until her knuckles hurt. Mary Sheffield’s freckled face and guarded smile, so much like George’s, rushed through her mind like a torrent. 

Do you truly hate us this much, Mum? she wanted to scream. Are we so easy to leave behind?  

The tears fell inward, trickling over the cracks and into the yawning hole Julia imagined tucked behind her heart. But her mask held in place, pretty and proper, free of troubles.   

“Everything all right?” Agatha piped in. 

“Yes, Auntie.” Julia hurriedly set down the cutlery and took her seat just as her father and Frederick walked in, ushering in the smell of sweat and bark. Small dustings of sawdust clung to their overalls and boots. George trailed in behind them, a phantom on their heels. 

“Smells divine, Agatha,” Charles boomed, pulling out his chair at the head of the table. “Need a good supper after today. The shop was absolute madness.” He let out a low whistle. “And a bloody fine cottage pie this looks to be.”

“I do say I’m rather pleased how it turned out,” Agatha admitted with a chuckle as she sat down across from Charles. 

Fredrick cut a large piece for himself. “Better even than Mrs. Hargraves pie, Auntie.”

“Oh that Mrs. Hargrave.” Agatha set down her fork just as Julia shot Frederick a glare from across the table. “Turning down my offer to help her with Vanessa’s debut gown because she thinks my hemming is a bit ‘dated.’ I know those were that spoiled tart’s words! Saints only knows why she bows to that girl.” 

“Now, no need to fuss, Agatha,” Charles interjected between chews. “I’m sure Florence meant no harm by it. You’ve both gotten on for years now. The Hargraves are a well-minded family.”

“Ah, but you’ve spoken some ill words yourself, Da,” Frederick pointed out, waving his fork. “Pub talk counts, too.” 

“Are you calling me a liar?” Charles held a hand over his heart in feigned hurt. “My own son, even! Oh, who could’ve spread such wicked lies about my name? Oh, saints forgive me!”

Julia snickered, but her aunt’s glare reminded her it was unbecoming to do so.  George, meanwhile, continued eating his food in silence.

“I never did care for that daughter of hers,” Agatha continued. “Her voice is very disagreeable. Shame such a pretty face gone to waste. It’s no wonder her mother held back her debut this season.” Agatha dabbed the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “Speaking of which, Charles, perhaps Julia shall accompany me to see Mrs. Carraway tomorrow? I think it would be well for her to introduce herself now that she’s sixteen and on the cusp of womanhood. Mrs. Carraway did a fine job with the Bryson and Pembleton girls. Their debuts were simply splendid.”

Julia’s breath caught in her throat. Her eyes darted to her father, but his face was unreadable.

“A bit early, don’t you think, Agatha? Debuts aren’t until eighteen. I want Jules to focus on her studies. She needs to be gettin’ her marks up.”

Julia avoided her father’s gaze. Sure, her grades weren’t remarkable, but she could hardly be blamed for slogging through such boring studies day after day. 

Good marks only matter if you know what you want to use them for, she almost said, but kept the thought to herself. 

“Nonsense,” Agatha huffed. “Only the wealthiest and brightest get entry into finishing schools and the key is to prep as early as possible. Mary and I began prepping when we were sixteen. I’d have never met Albert otherwise, I’m sure.” Her eyes glinted with a mixture of pride and sadness at the mention of her late husband. 

Julia kept her head low and took another bite of cottage pie. It was a certain kind of cruelness for her aunt to have done everything right—finishing school, marrying a well off solicitor from Lordhaven—only to lose it all to the whimsy of disease and find herself in the countryside with children she couldn’t have and a husband that wasn’t hers. Julia often wondered if her aunt ever resented her sister, Mary, for turning Agatha’s grief and widowhood into an opportunity to leave her own motherhood behind.  

“In any case,” Agatha continued, “one never knows who may stop into Temmings on their way to Lordhaven or Presdale. Best to be prepared, I say.”

“But no one ever stops in Temmings anymore,” George finally piped in. “That stupid hare cursed us all.”

“George, manners,” Charles warned. 

“It’s true, Da! No one interesting ever comes to Temmings. They’re too scared.”

Silence fell over the table. Frederick returned his attention to his cottage pie. Charles and Aunt Agatha exchanged a look Julia couldn’t decipher. 

Finally, Frederick broke into a chuckle. “So, are we just going to believe there really are mad hunters, monsters, and the like out there, then? Hiding in the forest, waiting to pick us off for sport and stop Jules from gettin’ a husband?”

“Shut up, Fred!” Julia snapped.  

“Enough you two,” Charles bellowed. “I won’t be having that kind of talk at this table. This is a sensible, saintly household and we behave as such; do I make myself clear?”

“Agreed. See, Charles? Clearly there is still much work that needs to be done.” Agatha cast a withering glance in Julia’s direction. “A young lady needs proper guidance, not the influence of her rowdy brothers. When the social season ends in Lordhaven, it would be ideal to have Julia attend etiquette training with Mrs. Carraway. This way she can secure a recommendation to attend Fairview in the spring. I’ll arrange introductions tomorrow.”

Charles sighed, caught between two battles and the waning chance of enjoying his cottage pie. “Agatha, we’ve been over this. We haven’t the means to pay for finishing school. Julia will continue her education at Elmwood and when she graduates, she’ll debut with the other girls during Maiden’s Day.”

Agatha scoffed. “Elmswood certainly won’t give her the skillset to keep a home or prepare for the social season. She wouldn’t last a minute in Lordhaven. The girl can barely manage a running stich.”

Julia rolled her eyes and took a bite of pie. “Neither can Fredrick, but he wasn’t suddenly outcast when he turned eighteen.”

“Actually, all Halcyonion boys take a secret swordsmanship test at eighttee—” Frederick replied before getting a swift kick to the shin under the table from his sister. 

Agatha’s gaze cut across the table at Julia. “If you learn nothing else, dear, understand society respects those who respect themselves.” Her painted lip upturned into a sneer as her attention swept to Frederick. “Make no mistake, there’s a factory line waiting for both of you if you feel so inclined to stand side by side.” 

Charles cleared his throat loud enough to draw all eyes to him. “Julia’s right, Agatha. What if she doesn’t aspire for such high living in Lordhaven? Mary found peace here in Temmings.”

“Mary found what she needed,” Agatha quipped. “But as we all know, needs can be very fickle things.”

Several agonizing seconds passed before Charles finally spoke again. 

“Fine. George, you’ll need to tend to your sister’s chores tomorrow afternoon so she can prepare herself. She’ll help you with yours the next day as is fair. Frederick and I will be taking the train to Bresbin tomorrow, but we’ll be back by sundown.”

Julia’s gaze shifted between her aunt and her father. They carried on as if her life was no more than a garment to be handed off when the time was right. As if she didn’t have a say in the matter at all.

“I’m sorry, Auntie, I do appreciate your help, really.” Julia set down her fork, plastering on a sweet smile. “But I won’t need to see Mrs. Carraway tomorrow.”

“What is this now?” Her aunt’s tone hovered dangerously close to a warning. “All well-minded ladies start their social training at sixteen. Finishing schools hardly ever accept anyone without it. Besides, Mrs. Carraway so rarely offers assistance to poor girls, may the saints bless us with her charity.”

“I know, but I want to travel when I turn eighteen. See the world, and, I dunno, maybe take on an apprenticeship.” The mask continued to hold, pretty and proper. “We’ll be saving a lot of money if I don’t debut, and Mum did the same thing when she turned eighteen.”

No one spoke. Julia was certain her flagrant boldness would be met with equally swift disapproval. 

To her surprise, her father said nothing. Her aunt, while splotchy with anger, held her tongue. Neither of them met her gaze.   

“Da?”

“Julia, we talked about this already.” Charles kept his voice even, but Julia sensed the tension beneath the surface. “Unless you intend to graduate from Penrose College as a traveling nurse like your mum, with sterling that I know for a fact you don’t have, there is absolutely no point galivanting around Halcyon like some highborn on holiday. Your mum traveled to study her craft, not to laze about aimlessly. You’re going to debut and find a respectable husband or be taken on as a nanny or seamstress.”

Julia lifted her chin. “Mum would let me take on an apprenticeship.” 

“Your mother isn’t here right now so this discussion is done. I’ll speak to her about it when she eventually returns.”

“Da,” George interrupted, surprising everyone. “Isn’t Mum returning soon? That’s what you said her last letter said. That she’d be return before Harvestgrain starts. And summer is almost over …”

“Don’t you worry, scout,” Charles replied with an air of nonchalance, returning to his pie. “Your mum will be returning as soon as she can. She still has patients to treat in Bronwen. Scarlet lung is breaking out nasty there, it is.”

A brittle smile hung on Frederick’s lips. “Two years now, Da …” He shook his head. “That practically qualifies her for sainthood.”

“Oi, you watch your tongue,” Charles warned with a pointed finger. “Your mum is doing wonderful and important work helping those suffering from the outbreak. Not everyone is fortunate enough to have Lordhaven’s modern hospitals at their disposal.”

“But she hasn’t visited once,” Frederick retorted. “We haven’t seen her since Uncle Arden died. She’s a traveling nurse with a family, not the bloody vicaress. It’s not fair.”

Charles slammed down his fork. 

“Don’t be a child, Frederick,” he snapped. “You’ve plenty family right here. How’s it look to your brother and sister to whine over all this coddling? Hmm? You’re nearly nineteen. Act like it.”

“Sorry, Da.” Frederick resumed eating but refused to look at anyone. 

Julia spun her fork between her fingers, prepared for it to end at that, when George suddenly spoke up. “Is Mum too scared to return home because of the duskborn?” 

Charles stopped eating. “George, what did you say?”

Julia stopped spinning her fork, her breath caught in her throat.  

No no no no no.

“Is she afraid of the duskborn? That’s what the older boys at school said took Billie, but it’s not true. Jules and I saw him. There’s no dusk—”

“Saw who?”

“Billie. In the for—” But he realized his mistake too late. Julia didn’t need to look over at the end of the table to feel her father’s gaze burning right through her. 

“Julia, did you and George go into the forest?”

“No, Da, never.”

“What have I told you both about going near there?” 

“Da, I swear we didn’t—” but one look at George and the lie was clear. His glassy eyes all but spelt out his guilt. Charles looked from him back to Julia.  

“I just wanted to get Billie back, Da …”

“Shut up, George!”

“That’s it!” Charles roared, slamming his fist down on the table, “I will not tolerate the disrespect and lies at this table!” He shot a seething glare at Julia and George. “Both of you, go clean yourselves for bed. You’re done with this meal.”

“Fine.” Julia pushed back from the table, her chair scrapping against the floor. She stormed up the stairs and fell back on her bed, muffling a scream with her pillow. Tears clouded her vision, but she dug her fingers into her pillow to stifle their fall.  

“We should run away one day,” Emily once told her when they were thirteen. “Make them miss us.” The memory of laying on Emily’s bed, bodies pressed close as they read fables and talked about vanishing  and secrets stirred a yearning for the quiet of those simple afternoons. 

Maybe she was right. I don’t need Da or Auntie or Mum.   

“Jules?” 

George stood in the doorway, his face solemn. Julia propped herself up on her elbows. 

“What?”

“I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean.… I just—”

“Well, spit it out then. You had no trouble talking downstairs.” When George said nothing, she groaned and rolled over. “Just leave me alone. I swear you’re so damn annoying sometimes.” 

The bed opposite hers creaked beneath George’s weight. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered as he dug at his cuticles. “Really. I didn’t mean to rat you out like that. I just thought that Mum—”

“I said I don’t care.”

George was silent for several seconds. 

“Jules, why won’t Mum come home?”

Julia’s breath caught in her throat. Memories drifted before her like phantoms: the days her mother spent in bed without bathing; the vitality she had when scarlet lung called her away for work; the letters her mother wrote that sent her love but never a return date; her aunt’s prolonged stay after Uncle Arden’s death.

She didn’t hate her mother. At least hate didn’t feel like the right word. Maybe it was because she was old enough to remember her before her mask had slipped, before George was born and it cracked into tiny pieces too small to pick up and put back together. When her mother still showered brilliant smiles and kind laughter on her and Frederick. It was a rosy illusion to look back on. But what good had that done? Knowing the truth—that her mother loved her—had only hurt more. Because it meant sometimes loving someone wasn’t enough. That sometimes, the ones you loved most would never be enough. 

“Jules?”

As long as the mask doesn’t fall, no one gets hurt.

Julia sat upright but kept her eyes trained on her feet, unable to meet George’s eyes.  

“She changed her mind.”

“What?”

“Never mind.”

Julia disappeared behind the changing partition next to her bed. She slipped out of her day dress and shimmied on her favorite dress, a dark green empire waist that swirled around her ankles. It had been her sole birthday present last year, and she cherished how it made her feel like a highborn from Lordhaven about to attend a ball. 

“Jules, what are you doing?” 

Julia ignored him. She opened their shared closet and lifted the loose floorboard near the back. Tucked away were her treasures, including a pot of red balm Martha had stolen for her during an outing to the market last month. She rubbed a pinch on each cheek and dabbed her lips.  

“I’m meeting some friends, but you better not say anything. You owe me one and I need out of this house for a bit.”

“But, Da—”

“It’s fine. He never apologizes first, remember? And Auntie retires early. She won’t meddle. Not when Da is right pissed.” Julia popped out from behind the screen and slid into her flats. “So thanks for that I guess.”

She opened the window and, satisfied no one was on the street, threw over one leg, then the other. Below was a stack of crates filled with wood Frederick and Charles had chopped just the other day. 

She lowered herself down onto the stack with a quiet thud and slipped away into the night, never looking back. 
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“MISSING:Avery McDonall, Male, 45. Last seen at the Golden Crown Gambling Club. Please report any sighting to the City Watch. REWARD: 10,000 sterlings.”  – Missing persons poster, the North Rim, Lordhaven

    
  In the shadow of St. Wyndolyn Tower, Tobias hoisted himself onto the third-floor balcony of the abandoned Wimberly Mansion.

Half torn advertisements and graffiti plastered the faded brick exterior. Inside, just beyond glassless windows, the muffled voices of squatters deep in their hollium dreams echoed in a chorus of addiction.  

Ezra stood at the mildew-stained guardrail as Tobias approached. The dusky shadows hid his expression, but when Ezra dropped his hand from his mouth his thumb nail was down to the quick. 

“Oi, what’s got you?” Tobias asked. 

Ezra nodded to the street below. “I, uh, think we may have a slight problem.”

Tobias followed Ezra’s gaze to Peddler’s Bridge, the entrance to the North Rim. Although they didn’t stand out at first, Tobias eventually noticed two men leaning against the spires on either side of the bridge. But it was the imposing, arm-length fishhooks hanging from their belts that made Tobias’s stomach turn. 

“What are Seadevils doing there?”

“Well, it is their territory.…”

“You know what I mean,” Tobias said, gently smacking Ezra’s arm. “They’ve never patrolled this openly before. You sure you got the request right?”

“ ’Course I did. Have I led you wrong yet?”

Tobias rolled his eyes. “You think Tavia got in okay?”

“Um, about that.” Ezra scratched the back of his neck. “Tavia’s not coming tonight.”

“What you mean?”

“Well, you know how she’s been lately. All priss and out of sorts, right? Stomping around base, slamming doors. Absolute menace really. And we, um, just didn’t see eye to eye this morning, is all.”

Tobias’s eyes narrowed. “What’d you do?”

“You know, it’s that kind of attitude that’s really hurtful, mate.”

“Ezra, I swear to the fucking saints, I will literally push you off this balcony right now.”

“Fine, all right,” Ezra groaned. “I may have mentioned at breakfast that Rhody sent word she’d be back ‘round port soon.”

Tobias rubbed his face and groaned.

“Ugh, you idiot!”

“I know, I know I’m the twat and it’s a bit too soon, but I’m really not to blame here, Toby. Rhody’s the one that went and pissed all over Tavia’s feelings and ran out to sea on her. I’m just an innocent bystander. They’re both my mates. I can’t just not talk to one of ‘em”

“Right,” Tobias snapped, “but you don’t piss off the one that’s on land year-round and who lures in the marks that help us all get paid.”

“That’s a fair point. But listen, it’s fine! We don’t need her anyway. We can still make it into the Rim.”

Tobias let out a long sigh. “Is this when I’m supposed to pray?”

Ezra slung his arm around Tobias’s shoulders, his skull and coin hand tattoo a mirror of Tobias’s own. “We can take Smithy’s tunnel. He owes me a favor anyway. See? No harm, no foul.” 

Tobias burst into laughter. Only when Ezra’s face remained unchanged did Tobias’s laughter wilt. “Bloody hell, you’re serious.”

Ezra shrugged. “Smithy’s a changed fellow. Right solid in the head now.”

“He tried to hack my arm off last time,” Tobias balked. “My arm.”

“Eh, he was just cross is all. His lass was being difficult with him back then. Bad time and place.”

“He’s a nutter, Ez. The drink and tar salts and honey and saints knows what else have scrambled whatever crumb of mind his mum gave him.” 

Ezra sighed. “Look, I know it seems bad but he runs almost all the tunnels in the city. We can get in and get back out without the Seadevils even smellin’ us.” He looked out across the horizon to a city tinged in smoke and shadow. 

“Deal was to be at Burrows College by midnight. If we’re gonna do this, we gotta go now.”

In the distance, a bell tolled the eighth hour. Tobias’s weary gaze fell on Peddler’s Bridge. He didn’t like the Seadevils roaming the area, hooks at the ready. He’d seen a glimpse of one poor bastard on the wrong side of a Seadevil hook—a runt of the Barrel Boys—and it was enough to make him retch on the spot. But a two-way cut was larger than three. He took a deep breath and sighed. 

Three thousand sterlings away from freedom. 

“All right, I’m in.”

“There he is!” Ezra cheered, mock punching Tobias’s shoulder. 

“And if I get bloody hacked to bits because Smithy thinks the moon is too bright, my spirit will hunt you down in the Infernal Plains.”

“Deal,” Ezra said with a wink. 

The pair moved with light footwork down the balcony to a second-floor window, jumping across to the first floor door canopy and down again until they were in the tangled, overgrown remains of the once brilliant mansion gardens. Overhead, purplish-blue bled through the rose gold of sunset as nightfall grasped the sky.

Once outside the gardens, they slipped into the crowd of passersby, taking care to keep beside carriages that blocked them from the view of the Seadevils posted at the bridge. After a couple blocks, they slipped down a narrow alley sandwiched between a pub reeking of boiled meat and cigar smoke, and a closed cartography shop. A single gas lamp illuminated the shop’s side door.  

“You sure about this?” Tobias whispered. 

“Trust me, it’ll be fine” Ezra replied. “Smithy’s our best way past the spotters. Just play nice and we’ll be to the Rim in no time.”

“Easy for you to—” Tobias was cut off by the groan of a swinging door on old hinges. A boy no more than nine or ten stood in the doorway with dark curly hair and a scowl. 

“Smithy in?” Ezra asked. 

“Who’re you?”

“Tell him Ezra Molyns and Tobias Flemming are here.”

The boy slammed the door in Ezra’s face. 

“Oi!” Ezra pounded on the door. “The little twat just left!”

“Pft, has the right idea …” Tobias grumbled, shoving his hands in his pockets. 

Several minutes later, the boy reappeared in the doorway. “Smithy’ll see you. Head straight back.”

Ezra glared at the boy as he walked past, but the boy ignored him. The backroom of Smithy’s shop was crammed floor to ceiling with half opened crates the world over, bundles of maps, untranslated atlases, and reams of blank scrolls. Partially filled inkwells were strewn across every table, and the stale reek of ink, kell smoke, and paper permeated the stale air. 

The boy brushed past them and sat down at a small desk. He dipped his quill in a blue glass inkwell and resumed his task in silence. On the other side of the room, a dwarven boulder of a man looked up from a map of the Avalon Isles sprawled halfway down his desk.   

“Aye, whatta surprise we have here!” He removed his magnifier glasses and slid off his stool with an audible thud. “What’re you lads doin’ around at a time like this? Shop’s closed Imma afraid.”

Ezra gave a short wave. “Just comin’ round to say hello.” He elbowed Tobias. “Ain’t that right, Tobias?”

“Mhmm.”

Ezra nodded towards the boy at the desk. “Got yourself some new help, Smithy? A real delight.” 

“Aye, Bram’s been here nearly a month now.” Tobias noticed the boy stiffen under Smithy’s gaze but said nothing. “Good with the quill and quick on the trace, that one. Me hands be givin’ me a terrible time lately. Bloody rain only makes it worse.” He pulled out a flask from his vest pocket and took a swig. 

“Got some runts of me own runnin’ around this blasted rathole of a city but, eh, not worth shakin’ trees for honey. Bram here came from Chapman House, just like you lads.”

Tobias’s stomach clenched at the mention of their old orphanage. Home of misery and free labor.  

“Right, cheers. Anyway,” Ezra said, edging away from the topic. “We wanted to head through the tunnels. Got some business in the Rim tonight.”

“Oh?” A single bushy grey brow arched upwards. Smithy took another swig from his flask and let out a loud belch. He nodded towards Tobias. “One of Marcellus’s boys is like one of me own. How’s the ol’ bastard doin’ these days?”

“Good, good,” Ezra interjected. “Keeping busy. Says we may be ready soon to get bigger marks.”

Tobias cleared his throat. “Sorry Smithy, but we really gotta run. Best leave before—”

Smithy slammed his fist onto his desk. The noise ripped through the shop with a brute viciousness. Tobias and Ezra both flinched. Even Bram paused in his work, electing to remain perfectly still. Smithy’s bloodshot gaze held Tobias’s for several seconds. Tobias never once looked away, whether out of fear or defiance he wasn’t sure, but a cold sweat pooled on the back of his neck as the taut silence held his throat. 

Then, as if a candle was blown out behind his eyes, all anger dissipated from Smithy’s face and he belted out a hearty laugh.  

“Right then, go on, get at it! But be wary … Word is a lass was snatched straight off the street the other night. And not by no person. A beast they say.” Smithy flashed a checkered smile. “Keep your wits about you, lads. Oh, and tell Kempsey when you see him the tiger’s stripes are blue.”

Tobias and Ezra exchanged glances. They quickly skirted around Smithy’s desk and down the narrow staircase into the cellar. Behind the single door was a hatch embedded into the floor. Ezra leaned down and lifted it, revealing a tunnel illuminated just enough to see a finger or two ahead. 

“Ladies first,” Tobias grinned.

“And that’s precisely who’ll I’ll be seeing first, so thank you.”

Ezra swung his legs over the side and jumped down into the tunnel. Tobias made the short leap next. Just as he landed, Smithy appeared above them like a crooked god. His beard lay flat across his barrel of a stomach as he squatted down.

“The Rim’s on alert since the Seadevils showed up, so be quick about it.” He squinted into the dimly lit tunnel. “And if any spotters show up, this door ain’t openin’, got it? Cry and scream all you bloody want, it makes not a lick of difference to me. Saints blessings, lads.”

The tunnel door slammed shut above them. 
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“Careful of them Green Coats. Of all the gangs, they understand addiction best. The North Rim was a stockyard before they came with flashy ideas and hollium profits. Word is if you lean close, you can still smell blood in the bricks. But lean too close and you’ll be smellin’ your own.” – Johnie Ellis, letter to Harry Thornton, undated

    
  The tang of wet earth and snake oil permeated the dead air. 

“Let’s get on with it then.” Ezra led the way. Tobias followed close behind, but his thoughts were worlds away, imagining the wanted posters that one day would show his face crudely drawn beside that of a blood thirsty beast. 

“You’re fouler than usual,” Ezra said. “Everything all right?”

“Fine.” 

A chuckle in the dark. “Don’t tell me that bit about the beast got your knickers soaked through.”

“What? No, ‘course not. It’s just some pub tale anyway.”

“I dunno. There’s plenty of terrors prowling the Parlor District.”

“Aye, and they’re all drunks or peddlers. Don’t be stupid, Ez.”

“But can you imagine? A saint’s honest beast like in the stories? Probably just another hairy brute like we saw at the carny show last year. You remember that one? Bloody seven feet tall?” Ezra chuckled, but Tobias said nothing as Hilda’s voice wormed through his ears. Think those dreams are just night terrors? 

He swallowed hard, willing down the nausea and panic bubbling in his stomach. What if there were others, worse off than him, hunting the streets of Lordhaven like lone wolves and killing people for food? No, he couldn’t think like that. 

I’m not sick. I’m not sick. I’m not sick.  

Tobias cleared his throat. “It’s probably just some drunk perv creepin’ around in the shadows.”

“Could be. Rather boring though.” Ezra stopped and pointed up. “Oi, we’re here.”

A crude, makeshift sign read “DUNLY STRIT” on the left side of the tunnel. Beside it, a short ladder with dented side rails and missing treads was affixed to the wall. Ezra climbed up first and slowly opened the door above him. A faint yellowish glow cut across his eyes and nose. He motioned for Tobias to follow. 

When Ezra was halfway out of the hole, a door swung open. A bald man clad in a tailored green vest and black trousers walked in and leveled a pistol at Ezra’s head. Tobias froze, catching a momentary glint from the metal surface. 

“What is the color of a tiger’s stripes?” the man asked. 

“B-Bla—”

“BLUE!” Tobias shouted from the hole. 

The man peered around Ezra and locked eyes with Tobias, as if just noticing he was there. The pistol remained trained on Ezra. 

“The tiger’s stripes are blue,” Tobias stammered. 

Kempsey stored his pistol and stepped aside. “Welcome to the Rim, lads.”

The boys hurried past him and found themselves in a long hallway. The thick parlay of voices and rattle of throwing dice filled the hall. 

“I recommend you two make yourselves scarce. The Hound’s Club is no place for children.”

“Will you be ‘round?” asked Ezra, a hint of shakiness still lingering in his voice. “So we can come back through the tunnel?”    

Kempsey shot him a steely glare. Tobias grabbed Ezra’s arm. 

“Come on, let’s go,” Tobias urged beneath his breath. 

They hugged the back walls of the Hound’s Club until they spotted a side door for the kitchens. Leaving the tipsy patrons and betting theatres behind, they weaved past the confused waiters and sweaty line cooks and scampered out the exit door.

Once they were outside, Tobias sucked in a lungful of air.

“I’m never listening to you again.” 

Ezra’s nerves boiled over into infectious laughter. “Bloody hell, you were brilliant, Toby! Saints, I’ve had some run ins before but that was …” He laughed again and shook his head in disbelief. “Tavia’s gonna piss herself when I tell her. She’ll be so jealous she missed out.”

“Twenty sterling you lose a finger.” 

Ezra mulled it over. “Aye, probably should give her another day. Maybe two. You think two?”
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