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Author’s Note

Velvet & Venom contains themes and scenes that may be distressing for some readers. As an author, I understand that trigger/content warnings are necessary. 

I have compiled a list to the best of my abilities which is freely available on my website.

Website: https://jademarshallauthor.wordpress.com/

Your mental health matters.

For those of you who wish to go in blind, please remember that this is a work of fiction, and I DO NOT condone or wish to romanticize any of the situations or actions of the characters.

Happy Reading.

Jade Marshall​
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Prologue
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Ella

They say the dead whisper if you listen closely enough, but I don’t have to listen. I can hear them scream. Their voices curl beneath the floorboards, woven into the grain of the staircase, tangled in the rafters above my bed. They speak to me since I can remember, they call me little one, witchling, girl of soot and sorrow. 

I used to pretend they were only dreams, figments of grief and madness, clawing their way into my thoughts after my father died. But they were always there. Even before the blood. Even before the bindings. Even before I could remember.

I was nine when the door opened, and she walked in. Tall, robed in gray silk that seemed to bleed shadows. Her lips were the color of old wine, her eyes glassy but sharp. Stepmother, my father called her. I never learned her real name. I don’t think she has one anymore.

She brought her daughters, perfect porcelain monsters who smiled too wide and never blinked long enough. And she brought the cold. It seeped in overnight. Warmth fled the hearth, even when the fire was stoked. My father’s laughter vanished from the halls. And the air began to taste like iron—wet, old, rusted.

I remember the day he died. He stood in the cellar, candlelight flickering against the pages of a book he never let me read. Its cover was bound in skin. Real skin. I know that now. He whispered a name into the darkness, and the shadows whispered back.

Then came the scream, the one that tore the world in two. It wasn’t his voice. Not entirely. It was layered with something deeper, older. A sound like glass shattering inside your skull. And then he was gone. I never saw him again.

Stepmother said he had gone mad, fled into the woods, left us with shame and debt. But I knew the truth and the house also disagreed with her. It groaned when she spoke. Mirrors cracked in her presence. The roses in the courtyard withered, their petals curling into tiny black fists.

And that’s when the voices began in earnest.

I’d wake up with blood on my hands that wasn’t mine. I’d find strange symbols etched in the frost of my windowpane, the same ones that were carved into my father’s book. At first, I scrubbed them away. Then I stopped trying. There are some things you cannot clean.

Eventually, Stepmother made me hers.

She took me to the cellar, the same place Father disappeared from, and painted the sigil across my chest in something warm and pulsing. Her hand didn’t shake as she pressed the knife against my skin and whispered, “You’ll be useful now.”

The wound she cut across my chest did not stop bleeding for three days.

Now I wear ash like a second skin. It clings no matter how hard I scrub, burrowing into my pores, staining the whites of my eyes, darkening my nails. My stepsisters laugh whenever they see me. They call me Cinder-Ella. 

A joke of a name for the girl who is alive but doesn’t really live. The girl caught in between.

They do not know the walls listen when I cry or that the fire speaks when I bleed into it. They don’t know that the mirror in the attic shows my father’s face instead of my own, frozen in the moment before the shadows took him.

I do not sleep anymore. Instead, I dream with my eyes open. I see the Bone Mother standing in the orchard, her pale skin stitched in runes and her mouth sewn shut. I see my mother in the pond, floating beneath the ice, reaching upward with pale, rotted hands.

And I see a boy, older than me, with silver eyes and a crown of thorned antlers. He watches me from the edge of everything, but he never speaks.

But I feel it, each time his gaze touches my skin, he’s waiting. For me.

The house is dying now. Slowly and sweetly. The magic that binds it groans with age, but Stepmother refuses to let go. She feeds it with insufficient offerings hoping to keep it going. Some days there are squirrels with slit throats, other days birds drowned in the small pond, and once even a maid who went missing last winter and returned without her eyes.

I wash the blood from the walls when it spills too high, but I stay quiet. Because something deeper than survival is blooming inside me. It’s not hope because that shit is for children. This is colder, sharper. A type of hunger I don’t yet understand but fully embrace.

One day, I will go to the cellar alone. I will open the book she hides beneath the floor, and I will whisper the name my father spoke. The difference? I will not scream. Not even when the shadows answer.
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Chapter One

Ashes on My Skin
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Ella

The morning begins like all the others, choked in soot. I can’t remember a time before the ash was part of my life, my skin, my very soul. It has become part of me, and I fear I will never be rid of it.

I wake before the sun rises, not because I want to, but because the walls hum when the house wants something. The sound crawls under my skin, vibrating in my bones, until I have no choice but to obey.

Downstairs, the hearth crackles on its own. Not fire, no, not anymore. The last fire died in this house years ago. Now it’s something else. Something that flickers cold, burns in shades of blue and green, and hisses when I get too close.

I pull my shawl tighter, already feeling the ash cling to me. It’s in my hair, under my fingernails, inside my mouth. I could bathe for hours and never be clean. The curse is woven into my skin now. The blood binding Stepmother preformed sees to that.

I sweep the kitchen, though the floor was spotless last night. Stepmother prefers it that way. She says ghosts get restless when the dust settles too thick. She says cleanliness is a ward. I think it’s her way of pretending she’s still in control. But she isn’t and she hasn’t been in a long time.

The house belongs to the dead now. And maybe ... a little bit to me.

I hear the click of the stepsisters’ heels above, sharp, and deliberate. They walk like they’re always being watched and maybe they are. Mirrors line every hallway in this house, though most of them are cracked. I make sure they stay that way. Mirrors are how the Bone Mother sees. How she listens. And I’m not ready for her to see me yet. Not completely.

A crow sits on the windowsill, black feathers gleaming unnaturally in the early light. It cocks its head at me and lets out a low, rasping kraak.

“You’re early,” I whisper, speaking to what is probably my only friend.

It blinks once. Then again. Its eyes are too human. With a sigh, I toss it a piece of stale bread. It catches the morsel midair and vanishes in a blur of feathers.

Spies.

Everything in this house has eyes. There is no safety or peace inside the walls of this crumbling building. I keep moving. Dishes scrubbed, table set, dried herbs ground into dust for Stepmother’s tonic. My hands move automatically, guided by years of servitude and survival. If I stop, the house notices. If I linger too long, the spirits stir.

Passing the bottom of the stairs, I hear her voice all the way from her office.

“Ella,” Stepmother calls, all velvet and venom. “Tea. My study.”

I clench my fists. I hate the way she commands me to do her bidding but it’s not like I have much choice. My knuckles crack, bones protesting from too many beatings and not enough healing. But I go to her. I always obey her commands. Her study is colder than the rest of the house even though the windows never open. The books whisper old stories and secrets if you listen closely enough. A vial of deep red blood sits uncorked on the desk.

Another pitiful offering for the house that is already past the point of saving. The house will die, no matter how much she offers it, and then she will have nothing.
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