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A voice cried out through the darkening snowfall.

It was a wisp of a sound, so very pitiful and weak. At first, Alastor had merely been surprised it survived the journey through the mirrors at all. And yet, that whimper had wrapped around his senses. It held on as he sat before his hearth of crackling green magic, dining on his evening feast of banebats and pumpkin mash.

Help me …

He might have mistaken it for a foul wind cutting through his tower, except that the words were laced with alluring pain.

With delicious desperation.

With the promise of powerful magic for the taking.

Help me, I beg thee!

I shall, the malefactor thought with a smirk. And gladly.

And so Alastor, Prince of the Realm, had set his silvered knife down and risen to find the tether of magic already awaiting him on the surface of the mirror. When a mortal’s desire was strong enough, it created a shimmering ribbon of emerald power that Alastor could then trace back to its source.

He lifted a silver chain off its hook on the wall, dropping it over his head. The small lantern dangling from the necklace clacked against his coat’s spider-shaped buttons. Alastor relished the shiver of the mirror’s glass as he passed through it.

Help …

He followed the begging voice through the winding tunnels of the mirror pathways. The essence of that grief, that anger, only made the tether burn brighter through their smog and shadows. Excitement licked through him at the sight of it glowing.

What sort of mortal wormling, he wondered, might carry the potential for so very much magic? Someone with immense responsibility, surely, with tremendous power over the lives of other humans. A king, perhaps? An emperor, even?

Oh, how he would lord this over his brothers until their black hearts burst with jealousy and outrage! He’d make sure the bounty of magic from this deal would make them rue the day they ignored this particular summons. His brothers often relied on their many minions to go out and gather magic for them. They were far too busy hosting balls and duelling with trolls to do the very thing that they were born to do – that is, aside from ruling lesser fiends.

As Alastor had learned, if one wished for power, one had to seize it for oneself.

Only, the second he reached the portal into the human world, he knew his fantasies had been little more than delusions.

The human mirror was small, no bigger than what most of those flea-bitten men used while shaving their faces. Alastor had never understood that custom, as facial hair often improved their otherwise ratlike features and made them somewhat bearable to a fiend’s refined eye. This one, however, was not currently in use at all.

He gripped the frame of the mirror. Considering. Watching from behind the glass, hidden. A frigid gust of wind reached him, coating the surface of the portal like frost. The warm, damp heat of Downstairs was at his back, urging him to return.

A shaving mirror, of all things! One that served as a window into what appeared to be a bleak shack of dark wood, not a gilded mirror gazing upon a suitably glittering palace hall.

Help … help us all …

He ought to have gone back to the comfort of his tower and pumpkin mash and left the mortal to his suffering. Yet his hands were fixed to the frame, his claws digging into the wood. He had already come this far, hadn’t he? And regardless of what rank of troublesome scab this human was, the strength of his desire had lit the tether like a torch.

Alastor supposed, with an indignant sniff, all humans, whether peasant or king, longed, hated, feared and suffered, only to different degrees. That was the dance of human existence. They swung from one misery to another, trading partners and rivals as they spun through their ever-dwindling years.

The potential for strong magic was still there, if Alastor could discover whatever desire had been powerful enough to summon him in the first place. He would wring it out of the man’s pitiful heart like the last drops of ooze from a rotbeetle, until he had his contract.

Pouring himself through the tight constraints of the mirror’s frame, Alastor shifted into the form he took in the human world, that of an ivory-coated fox. Humans had a general distaste for darkly ferocious creatures, but the shifting also served the purpose of avoiding the glamour enchantment that plagued all fiends in the human realm. That curse of invisibility in their true forms had been a parting gift from the Ancients, before they walled themselves up inside of their own realm.

The fact that only malefactors could shift was proof of their superiority, Alastor thought as he dropped silently on to the floor. Other fiends were forced to rely on noise and shadow to provoke fear in the hearts of humans. While fear could be powerful, the magic the lesser fiends milked from that human emotion was a mere flame compared to the wildfire generated from each deal a malefactor made.

Wind screeched through the gaps in the home’s slanted walls. Cold pierced him from all sides, like a thousand arrows. The frigid air alone almost made him turn back, but as soon as his paws had touched down, he was struck by wave after wave of agony. Anguish. There was so much of it in the house around him, it might as well have papered the walls. Alastor reached up with his paw, opening the small lantern that hung around his neck.

The air wept magic. The power glittered and swirled as it flowed into the enchanted container. As he waited for the gathering to finish, he took stock of his surroundings.

The only source of light in the room had been from the dying fire in the hearth. His own hearth was a mighty structure, dominating the room like a glowering giant. He’d instructed the goblins to craft it from the finest dragonglass and encrust it with petrified elf hearts. This one, however, was little more than a pile of scorched stones, and the figure that sat before it was even less impressive by his estimation.

It was a shapeless creature, wrapped in a faded quilt – a woman? The magic now seemed to be streaming solely from her. It rose from her shoulders in great, shuddering waves. A fearsome pain, indeed. It would be a simple thing to make a deal with a creature so vulnerable.

Yet the tether did not lead to her. It led outside. Her desire, it seemed, was not within his power to fulfil, or else he might have heard her voice through the mirror as well.

He knew not to dally here any longer, but it was a curious sight, and Alastor found the curious to be irresistible. A pot for food had fallen on to its side beside her, as dry as a bone.

Human fire was so strange – so very inefficient compared to the magic they used for heating, cooking and lighting Downstairs. Far more feeble and needy as well. The last of the fire survived on a few thin branches and what the woman fed into it. Bits of lace. A knitted bonnet, too small for her own head. A pair of shoes, no longer than a human thumb.

Alastor did not wish to look any longer, and did not have to. Exhausted, the woman released a soft sigh and slumped down on to the ground.

The wind threw the door open with a terrific roar. Freezing air exploded around him, momentarily blinding him with a wall of endless white. Reluctantly, he slipped outside.

The humans called this … snow. His lip curled back from his fangs. How he loathed snow. How the flecks of it caught in his coat, how it stung his eyes, how it made him shake like a hob about to have a horn removed. The only thing in its favour was that it better disguised this form; a white fox could travel far to find its prey unbothered when it all but disappeared into the landscape.

By the time he found the tether again through the driving wind, ice had frozen on to the pads of his paws. But there wasn’t much farther to go. Within moments, he realized he was no longer hearing the cries of the man inside his mind, but in his pointed ears.

‘Sorry – so deeply – my daughter—’

The man’s shape was dark through the veil of the winter storm. His black hat and cloak provided no shield from the flurries, but the man did not seem to care. He did not so much as look up as Alastor approached him from behind. The emerald glow of the magic in his lantern spilled out over the snow, but the man could not see it. Alastor did not think he would care about that either.

Before him was a small hole in the ground, rapidly filling with snow. Beside that, a small wood chest. The name CHARITY had been carved into its lid with careful strokes.

They must not have been far from the ocean. Even with the sharp scent of frost in the air, Alastor’s refined nose detected the brine of its churning waters. The dirt piled beside the man was mixed with sand and rocks.

His pleasure at this prospect deepened. Such soil, he’d come to learn over the centuries, meant little could grow. Little food meant little hope. Strangely, though, there seemed to be dozens of small growths, leafless saplings almost buried beneath the snow.

No, he realized. A breath momentarily caught in his throat.

These were not saplings. They were grave markers.

He waited until the man had lowered that box, which was so very small, into the ground. Until he had covered it again with dirt-stained snow. Alastor half expected the man to begin weeping again. Ice had crystallized on his lashes and flakes of snow had caught on his wet cheeks. The man sat back, his hands raw and red from the cold, his hard breathing forming white clouds around him.

‘Such loss,’ Alastor said, at last.

The man looked up, his expression like that of a human lost in a nightmare. Seeing the magnificent creature before him, however, did not fill him with the appropriate awe. Instead, he threw an arm over his face with a horrified cry.

‘Begone, devil!’ he moaned out. ‘A fox – speaking! Perhaps the fever now is upon me as well …’

Closer now, Alastor could see the wasting in the man’s form. Skin clung to his bones, chapped and seemingly bloodless. His already beady human eyes had sunk farther into his face. Hunger and suffering had hollowed him out, leaving, Alastor knew, more room to consider the offer now before him.

He reached out to touch the tuft of fur on Alastor’s head, then yanked his hand back as if scalded. ‘Thou art real …’

‘Indeed. However, I am no devil,’ Alastor said, because it was, for all intents and purposes, true. ‘A devil would not come to thee in thy time of great need.’

‘That is precisely when a devil would come,’ the man said, his voice hoarse. ‘When my heart is weak, and my faith shaken.’

Hmm. Fair point, well made. Alastor shifted strategies ever so slightly.

‘I am no devil, but I am a creature of business,’ he explained, miming innocence as he licked his paws. ‘I heard thy cries and came only to offer thee my services. I am Alastor. What is thy name?’

The man did not give it. Instead, he sat stone-faced, staring out at the hill of graves before him. One of his hands stroked a gash in the fabric of his cloak. Then, without a word, he unknotted its strings from around his neck and draped the wool over Alastor’s small form. Though it was damp from the snow, the fabric was still warm and reeking of the man’s body.

‘Wh-what is the meaning of this?’ Alastor spluttered, too shocked to move out from beneath it.

‘You are freezing, creature,’ the man said simply. He rubbed at his thin shirtsleeves, all stained with soot and dirt. ‘Only one of us need die of this cold.’

Alastor momentarily lost his ability to speak.

The mortal’s voice lowered. ‘It is for the best, you see. There is but enough food to see my wife through the winter. She will need to keep her strength, to fend off the sickness.’

‘Thou has lost a child,’ Alastor said, recovering. ‘Others, too, it seems … How heavy the heart sits, with that knowing. How it sickens. And yet you do not have to lie down and die beside them.’

‘Thou art a devil,’ the man whispered, his face crumpling. ‘What dost thou know of pain?’

‘Only,’ Alastor said, ‘that I have helped many out of its darkness.’

‘Can thou bring back those that this desolate wilderness has taken from me? Can thou make it so they never followed me across the sea?’

Ah. Alastor understood now why his grief had felt so powerful, similar to those kings and queens and generals he had encountered in his life. Woven through it all was the weight of his responsibility for the others. His guilt.

‘I cannot bring back the dead as they once were,’ Alastor said. ‘And you would not wish to disturb them.’

Realizing that he was still under the man’s cloak, Alastor stepped out from beneath it. The cold bit at him once more. His own breath fogged the air as he rested one paw against the rip in the fabric. The other he used to open the lantern, and let out a small bit of magic. The man’s eyes widened as the fabric stitched itself back together.

‘Witchcraft,’ he breathed out.

Alastor gave a sharp shake of the head. ‘Possibility. I mend. I grant wishes and good fortune. That which your soul most desperately desires is within reach. Release thy notions of good and wicked and see the gift before thee. Make the choice to seize it … what is thy name?’

‘Honor,’ the man said. ‘Honor Redding.’

Somehow, Alastor swallowed his noise of disgust. What a perfectly repulsive name. Humans and their irony. As if honour existed among them.

‘It is … a business transaction?’ Honor said, his voice weak.

Alastor threaded the needle quickly. ‘Yes. Business. I will merely provide services in exchange for something of value to me.’

Honor shook his head, snow falling from the brim of his hat. ‘I have nothing of value to trade.’

‘Thou hast thy life, dost thou not?’ Alastor asked.

Honor looked stricken.

‘I do not need this life,’ Alastor told him. ‘Merely a promise of service in my realm after your life in this one is finished, before you move on to your next. Domestic things, really.’

Honor closed his eyes, as if he could imagine it. ‘How …how long would I be in this service?’

‘Until I am satisfied,’ Alastor said simply.

He, of course, was never satisfied, but this was the joy of toying with humans. They often did not know the right questions to ask, and never seemed capable of following a possibility down its many avenues.

‘It’s only … such a thing … I’ve been taught such bargains are evil,’ Honor said, his voice hoarse. But there was hunger in his eyes. A need to survive. A need to care for those around him, the ones who had followed him to this bitter land.

Alastor smirked inwardly. It was a familiar protest, and he knew precisely how to answer.

‘What evil can come from a choice made with a pure heart and the best of intentions?’ Alastor asked. ‘Will thou allow this suffering to continue, when thou has the ability to end it? When thou might stop these needless deaths?’

The frail man looked upon the new grave, brushing away the snow that had fallen on it.

‘Honor Redding,’ Alastor said, ‘who will be left to bury thee, when all those thou love are gone?’

The man released a shaking breath.

‘Could thou prevent anyone in this town from dying of sickness?’ Honor asked.

Mortal fool. At least a worse sort of human would have known to ask for more. He might have negotiated until he arrived at no one dying an untimely death before old age. It would have taken more magic, however, and Alastor might have asked for more in return.

‘Certainly,’ Alastor said. Malefactors dealt in curses and left spells and enchantments to witches. It was simple enough to adjust to fit more … wholesome needs such as this. He would cast a curse that eradicated any sickness from entering the town’s boundaries, make it so fever and infection could not set in.

Snow fell silently between them. The sky darkened with oncoming night.

‘Do we have an agreement?’ Alastor asked.

Honor took a deep breath and said, ‘Tell me what I must do.’
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A Fiendish Arrangement

The mirror’s surface rippled, exhaling a puff of warm, sour-smelling air. The overhead sprinklers were still putting out the last of the candles Nell and her father, Henry Bellegrave, had lit to perform her spell.

The darkness inside the watery glass glowered back at me as I took a step forward. My face distorted in the reflection, until it looked like I was snarling.

If only my family could see me now. Poor little Prosper, my aunts used to say, scared of his own shadow. They wouldn’t believe for a second that I’d be willing to follow Pyra, or that I was capable of finding Prue, my twin, inside of whatever shadows were waiting Downstairs.

They didn’t know me at all. I’d made mistakes, I’d been misled, but I wasn’t some helpless victim in this story.

In that moment, the only thing I felt was anger. At myself. At my family. At Nell. At Alastor. At the fiends who couldn’t leave the human world alone.

Wait.

I took a step back, frustrated. ‘What now?’

The deal. We must set the terms.

‘Seriously? Now? We’re going to lose their trail!’

Yes, ‘seriously’, you craven rumpwart. An understanding up front will prevent later troubles. And, Alastor said, somewhat grudgingly, I require the magic generated from the deal to open a direct portal to the mirror we’ll arrive at. The mirror pathways have been cursed so that any humans who find their way inside will be trapped there for ever, and I rather thought we had more important things to do than float around in perpetual darkness, Maggot.

Okay. That was fair. ‘I want your help to save Prue from Downstairs, no matter the circumstances – ’

That is acceptable.

‘I’m not finished,’ I said. ‘I want you to also guarantee that you will help us get back to the human realm and not strand us down there or in the mirror pathways.’

Well played, Maggot. You are learning the ways of a fiend.

I set my jaw hard enough that it was almost painful. ‘I’m nothing like a fiend. I won’t ever be. All you do is hurt others and destroy good things. I just won’t be your plaything any more.’

Alastor was silent.

‘I also want you to end the grudge you have against my family,’ I said. ‘And leave them alone.’

He sneered inside my head, making my skin crawl with the sensation of it. No. I will grant your first two requests in exchange for the promise of your eternal servitude Downstairs upon your mortal death.

I choked a bit at that. For ever … was a long time. Actually, it wasn’t a long time, it was the thing past the standard of a long time. My afterlife would consist of licking his boots clean and cooking him whatever disgusting things they ate Downstairs.

Oh no, Maggot. I have hobs to do such things. No, you would tend to my fireviper nests, and then, after you’ve proven yourself, you’d have the privilege of preparing my favourite fairy crisps. They screech and bite as you pluck off their wings, but the oven is always quick to quiet them.

I rolled my eyes, letting my hands curl into fists at my side. The punishment wouldn’t be doing any of those jobs. No, the real prison of misery was knowing that I’d be forced to listen to him going on about his ‘dark magnificence’ until I’d probably wish I could die all over again, just to escape it for a few seconds.

I couldn’t believe I’d ever been stupid enough to think, even for a second, that he might turn down my offered contract. Like, You know what? I’ll take the moral high road just this once and help you and your sister out of this dastardly situation I’m directly responsible for putting you in.

But that was the difference between humans and fiends. Humans had the capacity for good. Fiends didn’t.

How your courage crumbles at the prospect, Alastor said. It is the only thing I ask, and yet you squander the passing seconds as though you have nothing to be concerned about. As if knowing for certain that your sister’s heart is strong enough to survive the dark rigours of Downstairs.

My own heart suddenly slammed against my ribs.

While she’d undergone several surgeries and had been given the all clear by doctors, Prue had been born with a heart condition that had nearly killed her. There was no telling if it was just the doctor’s skill and her own innate strength that had helped her survive, or a touch of the unnatural, magic luck the Reddings possessed.

If it was the latter … what would happen to her if Alastor finally broke free from my body and took all of our family’s good fortune away? What if it was so terrifying Downstairs –

No. I shook my head, flinging the horrible thought away. Prudence was strong. She’d always been the better of the two of us, in all the ways that mattered. She’d rescued me from any number of mess-ups. It was my turn to save her, and I would.

I will help you save your sister and ensure you return here together. In exchange, I’ll have your shade. Do you accept these terms?

Wait. The thought of Alastor’s vow of vengeance on my family stirred up another one. Honor Redding had already promised all the shades of his family and descendants centuries ago, including mine. I wasn’t giving the fiend anything more than he already had.

Confound it all— Alastor spluttered, clearly hearing my thoughts. He’d been so in love with the image of tormenting me that he really hadn’t realized it. This time I was the one smirking. No! I require something else, then—

A heavy pounding on the storage room’s door startled me out of my thoughts. My head snapped around, stomach plummeting as someone called out, ‘Is anyone in there? Stand back from the door, we’re coming in!’

‘I accept your original terms!’ I said. ‘Just hurry!’

A flash of green light gathered at the centre of my chest, then billowed out in tendrils. I startled, jumping back from the mirror as the shimmering strands knotted themselves together over my skin and seeped into it.

Magic. I’d never seen a shade of green like this before, not in all my paint sets or coloured pencils; it wasn’t one found in nature, that was for sure. It looked almost … electric. The last few traces of magic floated around me like sparks, drifting into the mirror.

Fine, Alastor said, sulking. Clearly my time inhabiting your puny mind has temporarily dulled my own. The sooner I escape, the better.

Yeah. We’d see about that.

A surge of prickling heat went through my arm as he took control of it. Somewhere behind me, the pounding on the storage room’s door intensified like a booming heartbeat. I couldn’t look away from the mirror, though, not when my finger touched its shivering glass and a spark of that same green magic leaped from it. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.

Do you always close your eyes when frightened? Alastor asked. Open them wide, stare down your fear until it obeys you.

I gritted my teeth. ‘I’m not afraid.’

Not yet.

By the time the door burst open and the firefighters spilled inside, the mirror had already closed behind me.
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Where Fiends Dwell

Passing through the mirror portal is like being caught between one heartbeat and the next. For that single disorienting second, there is nothing but pure black – no air, no light, no sound. You’re not falling, or flying, or moving at all.

You’re not even sure you still have a body.

And just when you know to start worrying, when the soggy edges of your thoughts start to make less and less sense, it all explodes.

Something reached out and gripped me by the throat, yanking me forward so hard that I felt my cheeks and lips peel back from my teeth. Rainbow prisms of light whirled around me, spinning faster and faster. My stomach heaved, and I couldn’t close my eyes; tears streamed from them. A roar filled my ears, drowning out my thundering pulse and Alastor’s gleeful laughter.

In the end, I didn’t get off the ride – I got ejected.

My eyes and mouth snapped shut as all that spiralling air suddenly detonated, releasing me with a thundering crack.

‘Al!’ I managed to choke out. My knees hit wood and splintered it. When I finally landed, it was with a loud, queasy-making splat.

Brown mud and something that smelled suspiciously like what came out of the wrong ends of humans sprayed up around me on impact. It pooled around my waist like I was in the most disgusting of swamps. I coughed and gagged. When my palms skimmed over the water, they caught on floating pieces of … something.

Ahhhhh, Alastor said wistfully. It is the essence of ‘home’, is it not?

It was the essence of puke, actually. Days-old puke, left outside in the heat.

Holding my breath, I managed to push myself fully on to my feet, closing my eyes as the reeking watery substance dripped off me. The ground was compact beneath my feet, at least, and when I stood, whatever steaming poison was roiling around me only reached my knees. Better. Ish.

I moved forward gingerly, craning my neck back to peer into the shadows over my head. There was only a thin stream of green light illuminating the space, just enough to make out the basics.

We had fallen through some kind of wood bench. I grasped up the two biggest pieces of it, holding them together to reveal the telling circle that had been cut into it.

Oh.

No.

This was …

I started to bring my hands up to cover my face, only to remember what was on them. I started to wipe them against my shirt, only to remember it was on that, too. And then, because the only other option was screaming, I took a deep breath.

‘Al,’ I began.

Yes, Maggot? he asked, all innocence.

‘Why,’ I said, the word tasting like vomit, ‘did you bring us through a mirror in an outhouse? Why? Why?’

Not that I must explain my every decision to you, but I brought us here because it is my private facility. It is cursed so that only I may open its door. It is the only mirror in all the realm that I could be sure was not watched by Pyra or her crew of filthy traitors, as no one else is aware that it exists.

‘You put your emergency escape in your toilet?’

While many lesser fiends and peasants aspired to my station and adorably mimicked my finely tailored outfits and demeanour, no fiend would ever desire to look in here, would they?

There wasn’t a lot that I could – or would – praise Alastor for, but I had to give him this: he could rival any cockroach for self-preservation.

‘You really don’t mind your subjects seeing you for the first time in over three centuries covered in … this?’ I couldn’t bring myself to say the actual word.

Fie, Maggot. I wouldn’t dream of announcing myself in such a hideous and humiliating form as a mortal boy. No, I shall wait until I am free of your prison and in my true, terrifying form before I allow the realm to rejoice at my return. It will be soon enough.

‘How soon?’ I asked, unease prickling over my skin like thousands of spiders.

I felt the curve of his smirk in my mind and shook my head.

No – I had my own answer to my question. How soon? Not one second before I rescued Prue and got us back to the human world. Figuring out how to break my family’s contract with him to save us all from his vengeance had to come second.

The Reddings: just your average all-American family who made a deal with a demonic parasite to destroy their rivals and pave their future with gold, and then were stupid enough to try to break the agreement to avoid its consequences. As much as I loved my parents and sister, the finger I was pointing at Alastor was crooked, and curled back at me.

If Alastor was a cockroach, then my ancestors had been the Black Plague. Alastor might have darted away from trouble to hide, but the Reddings hadn’t been happy until they’d wiped out anyone who had dared to stand in their way.

‘You better hope you never escape my head,’ I swore, ‘because the second you do, I am going to wring your fluffy white neck for all of this.’

It would endlessly amuse me to watch you try, Alastor said. Do you intend to stay down here and bask in the moist offerings, or shall I help you jump out?

I don’t need your help, I thought back. Eyes burning with the fumes, I stretched up, feeling for the ledge the seat had been balanced over. My fingertips brushed stone. Solid ground.

Now, how will you do this, Maggot? Alastor wondered. I seem to recall your trepidation at the prospect of having to climb a rope ladder in – what do you humans call it? Ah yes. Physical escalation.

The soup of waste and mud shifted around my knees. My foot found a groove in the wall. I kept both hands up on the platform.

Physical education, I corrected. I would have rolled my eyes, but they felt like they were on the verge of melting out of my skull.

Education? What is there to learn? Some creatures, like myself, are born with physical prowess, and others, like yourself, are not. You must accept the hand Fate has dealt you or make a deal with me to rise above your station.

That wasn’t true at all. Even the best athletes had to build endurance over time, and with almost everything else, you just developed a tolerance. You suffered through your extended family calling you worthless until it no longer stung. You learned how to stay silent as your teachers berated you for another failed test. You got used to a fiend talking inside your skull enough to keep functioning and not curl into a tiny ball of torment.

I had a high tolerance for a lot of things. And I was not going to be the Redding Who Died of Starvation and Dehydration in an Outhouse, thanks.

My arms shook as I dragged myself up. The soles of my wet sneakers slipped against the wall, struggling to find purchase. By the time I finally flopped on to the flat, hard-packed dirt floor, my heart was pounding and I couldn’t feel my fingers.

The outhouse itself was no bigger than a coffin. There was a small crescent-shaped cutout in the simple wood door through which that eerie green light was filtering. I stood on my toes and peered through it.

A long alleyway stretched before us, curving into darkness. Foul, pale vapour hissed from cracks between the cobblestones on the ground. The walls on the buildings beside the outhouse seemed to lean over the pathway like vultures, waiting to see what prey might scurry by.

When nothing melted out of the nearby shadows, I slowly pushed the old door open. There was only one way to go – forward.

I stripped off my sopping-wet sweater and tossed it aside. By the time I reached what I assumed was the end of the alleyway, the smog thickened, glowing green under a nearby street lamp that flickered with magic flame. That electric shade of emerald fell over the whole realm like a coat of slime. They didn’t seem to have real fire here, and I wasn’t sure why that surprised me.

I took a deep breath, studying what I could see of the kingdom. Painting it would be simple. I’d only need three colours: sinister black, dull silver and that fluorescent, unnatural green.

I don’t think I ever truly appreciated how many bright, vivid colours existed in the human world until I came here, a place stained with overwhelming darkness.

There’s a stone at your feet, Alastor said. Take it in hand and toss it against the wall to your right.

I already knew I was going to regret it before the rock even left my hand, but I did it anyway. It clacked against the other stones, and just like that, the structure dissolved into a thousand inky bats.

‘Gah!’ I sputtered. Throwing my arms over my face and head did nothing. Their wings fluttered against my skin, prickling like cactus needles. ‘Why did you – why did you tell me to do that?!’

I bit back a small cry of pain as one of their tiny clawed wings hooked into my earlobe and tugged. ‘Get off!’

These bats made whatever we had in the human world look like flying mice. They were the size of hawks, and I could not have been less surprised when I felt a set of fangs puncture my arm and the drag as it pulled at my blood.

I gripped its squirming form with my free hand and wrenched it away, throwing it toward the others. The beat of their wings sent the vapours spiralling up, lifting its heavy cover to let me see what was beyond it. My eyes widened as I looked up.

And up.

Because of this, Alastor said, pride swelling in his voice. Welcome, Maggot, to Downstairs.
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The Kingdom of Dark Towers

The kingdom glared back at me, inky and seething against the glow of magic from the street lamps and lanterns in the city above us.

Alastor inhaled sharply. It was the gasp of someone who was seeing home for the first time in three hundred and twenty-five years.

We stood at the base of what appeared to be a small mountain, one that was curving in on itself like a rotting apple. Aside from the one we stood on, there were three other levels – streets – that ringed around it, connected to each other by a labyrinth of stone steps and ladders. With each layer, the buildings grew taller and thinner.

The buildings were all made from the same black stone and mortar. I brushed my hand against the side of a pub – Grim Grayscale’s, if its crooked sign was to be believed. The building’s stones had each been carved into the flat rectangle of a brick, but they were smooth to the touch. Actually, now that I was really looking at them, the pub, and the other structures like it, just seemed like gloomier, more sinister cousins of the colonial homes you’d find in Salem. In Redhood.

But the difference was that in Downstairs, everything was just that little bit off, like someone had tried to read someone else’s homework upside down and copied it. Windows had been installed at a slant. The doors were too narrow and too tall. It was like looking at a shadow version of home.

Yes, well. If one lives in the Flats, one generally does not have the currency to buy the finer homes on the upper steps, in the Scales or the Crown – the third and fourth steps, you see?The Horned Palace sits at the head of it all, behind the veil of the fog.

Steps meaning streets, I guessed. The street right above ours looked roughly the same, with a few strange, shadowy shapes I couldn’t fully make out. The third step, the Scales, had neater versions of the homes down here, but they were stacked on top of each other – three, four, five storeys high. Each level of each teetering house had its own roof, all of them curling up like grasping claws.

You are overawed by the dark majesty, Alastor said. I understand. Look upon my kingdom and tremble, mortal—

‘What’s up with the street at the top – all of those massive trees?’ I interrupted, pointing. They looked taller and wider than even the redwoods in California, only without any leaves.

It might have been the distance, but the bark on them looked like it had petrified into stone. Whole sections of the trees were missing chunks, as if they’d been picked at by massive crows. Their long, spindly limbs protruded up into the sky, like the legs of a dead spider on its back.

Not trees, you treacherous rag, Alastor said, exasperated. Nothing so disgusting as plants grows here. That is the Crown – see how the towers ring around like the peaks of a diadem? It is where the noble fiend families reside. It is where my own tower remains, waiting for me. That one, right at the centre. Only …

‘Only what?’ I pressed. His tower was taller than the rest, of course, the dark prongs spiralling up and up into the hovering vapour until they disappeared into it. There looked to be some kind of metal staircase winding up the side of it, too, like a snake trapping its prey.

There are … far fewer towers than I recall. They did not lean quite so. And this is truly odd—

‘I don’t know what could possibly be odd about any of this,’ I said.

Odd, he began again, ignoring me, because at the head of each tower there should be a glowing mass of magic, like watchful eyes over the realm. That is where the families kept their hoard, to keep it far from the envious peasants in the Flats.

‘Wow, you’re serious about this peasant thing,’ I muttered. The condition of the buildings on this step showed neglect and wear in a way that made my stomach twist. The fiends down here must have lived smog-ridden lives, constantly afraid their sloping roofs would fall in over their heads.

Not that I cared about the living conditions of fiends. At all.

Of course, we occasionally stoop to come down and enjoy the merriment of mingling with lesser fiends. You cannot find a better glass of beetled juice anywhere in the realm, largely because it contains the tears of the wretched creature pouring it.

I ignored him. My eyes had finally adjusted to the dark, and high up on the Crown, I could now make outlines of chains that wrapped around several of the towers. Most seemed to run from the tops of the structures all the way to the ground below. Between them, fading in and out of the vapour, were structures that looked like they had been carved from single, massive stones. In the shadow of the grand towers, they seemed so simple. Almost primal.

‘All right,’ I said. I’d wasted enough time gawking, but it was hard to look away. Every time I blinked I seemed to catch something new. The stone-dragon gargoyles curling around the roof of a house. The glinting blades at the peaks of each building, waiting to pierce the soft belly of any creature that dared to land on them. A metal fence capped with skulls of different shapes and sizes. Distant orange banners.

For once, I was seeing something – I was doing something – no other Redding had done. Not just the Reddings, but all humans.

I’m not at all sorry to disappoint you, but twenty-seven humans have accidentally found themselves Downstairs after falling through open mirror portals. You are not the first, nor are you the only.

‘Really?’ I asked, gazing up at the towers. ‘What happened to them?’

One was eaten by a troll, one managed to escape only to be dragged back by a howler, and the rest—

‘You know what?’ I said. ‘Never mind. I can live without knowing.’

Finally, I tore my gaze away, returning it to the empty street around us. I’d just have to commit as much as I could of this place to memory and try to sketch it later. And then bury those sketches so no one got worried I’d taken a turn for the dark and strange, and locked me in my room for ever.

Time to get going, I thought. Prue was waiting. Every second that passed was another one in which Prue could be hurt. Or, I guess, eaten by a troll. I really missed those few precious moments before I found out that was an actual possibility.

‘Let’s get out of here before the resting hour or whatever is up,’ I said. ‘Do you think that Pyra would keep her at the Horrible Palace?’

Horned Palace, Maggot. Though it truly is horrible in its majesty—

I turned to find the nearest stairs to start what looked to be a long climb, only to stop. Realization hit me, slowing my steps along with my blood. I looked again, squinting. But as the cloud of vapour and dust drew up into the air, something else seemed to be missing.

‘Is the palace cursed or something?’ I asked. ‘Is the human eye not supposed to be able to see it?’

The step above where the towers had once sat was rimmed with a low stone wall, with nothing but sky beyond it.

No, Alastor said weakly. ’Tis not.

The palace wasn’t there at all.

 

‘Al? Still with me?’

I kicked a chunk of stone down the street, watching it disappear into a pile of mauled metal baskets. Whatever food they’d held was long gone, devoured by rot or the dozens of rats scampering along the edges of the street.

Without wood, everything – from the empty, animal-less carts to doors to signs to the skeletal vendor stands – was hammered out of metal.

Of course Alastor was still with me. The malefactor talked about human emotions as if they were flavours – a sour pain, coppery anger, salty defiance. But I felt his emotions like the changing of the seasons. Right now it was winter in my mind. Every last one of his thoughts seemed to have iced over with dread.

Will you ever cease with that pernicious nickname?

Finally. If there was one thing I could count on to rally, it was that ego. ‘We don’t have time to mope. If the palace is gone, where would Pyra keep Prue?’

Mope? I’m no fool –

‘No, I mean, we can’t just walk in circles while you feel sorry for yourself.’

He sneered. Of course a mortal would not understand.

‘I do understand,’ I said. ‘But – hey, look. There’s a rat eating another rat. You love that kind of thing. Doesn’t that make you feel better?’

He sniffed. It does, just.

One of the rats unhinged its jaw like a snake and devoured the enemy rat whole. I took a generous step back, then crossed to the other side of the deserted street. Folding myself into the shadows, I leaned back against a stack of massive empty cages. Nearby, a new crack split the cobblestones, sending up a hissing wall of vapour. I jumped as a piece of faded parchment tore off a nearby door and slapped me in the face.

CLOSED BY ORDER OF THE QUEEN. REMAIN IN THE FLATS AND RISK THE DEVOURING OF THE VOID, I read. There was a black wax seal of a horned skull with a crown above it at the bottom, followed by the words LONG MAY SHE RAGE. ‘What’s the Void?’

Alastor took away something else entirely from the parchment. How dare she present herself as queen when, under her so-called reign, the Horned Palace has fallen for the first time in over five thousand years!

Now that I was looking, I saw the broadsheets everywhere. Tacked on to doors, papering over windows, blowing like tumbleweeds under the urging of the vapours streaming up from the ground. Alastor was wrong. The fiends weren’t resting. They weren’t on this step at all.

‘This is so creepy,’ I whispered.

Thank you, Alastor said.

‘Unintentionally creepy,’ I corrected. ‘You really don’t know what the Void is … ?’

A cold prickling broke out across my skin, turning the hair on the back of my neck to needles. The moment sharpened, and the vapours quieted just enough for my ears to detect the sound.

Footsteps.

I spun around, eyes frantically skimming the buildings nearby. All the doors were chained up, with metal gates covering the alleyways. There was nowhere to hide.

Another step, closer now.

‘What do I do?’ I breathed out.

Into that barrel, Alastor said, his own fear igniting mine, quickly!

Two metal barrels had been overturned in the street. I pried the cover off one, choking on its pungent vinegar-like stench as I crawled inside and frantically pulled the lid shut behind me.

A thin ray of green light filtered in through a split at the barrel’s seam. I pressed my eye against the crack and held my breath.

A long, dark snout appeared through the vapour and drew in a deep sniff. Drool dripped over its protruding fangs, catching in its shaggy black coat and hissing like acid as it hit the cobblestones.

My pulse began to trill like a violin as the massive dog passed by the barrel, its blade-like claws clicking and scraping against the debris in the street. Another one followed close behind the first, stopping only to snap up one of the crimson rats. I cringed at the agonized screech that followed.

The words seemed to ooze out of them like blood from a fresh wound. ‘Hunt Alastor. Take boy. Hunt Alastor. Take boy …’

Howlers.

Nell and I had been chased across Salem by a pack of them. They’d been sent to search for Alastor.

Be still, Alastor told me. Be calm.

I clenched my hands into fists to keep them from shaking. One of the howlers had the sweater I’d stripped off in its jaws.

Oh, crap. Why hadn’t I just taken it with us? All they had to do was track the scent of waste and mud—

This barrel once contained beetled juice, Alastor said. The smell is still potent enough to disguise your own.

I managed to take in a small, shaking breath as they finally passed, lumbering down the street. My eyes watered from the stench of the vinegar, and I risked looking away to wipe them against my arm. When I looked back, there was a different fiend standing in the street.

The shape of it was humanlike, only it had to be almost eight feet tall – and growing. I pressed my hand against my mouth as its long torso contorted, stretching out like putty to inspect something on the ground.

A drop of blood.

I clamped my free hand down on the wound that the bat had left. Stupid, stupid, stupid! If they could track me by my human smell, like Alastor had said, they could do it by my blood, too. And in all that walking, I must have left a handy trail for them.

One of the fiend’s long fingers swept down to collect the splotch of it off the stones. His mouth nearly encircled his whole head, and it opened wide, like it was on a hinge, to reveal rows of jagged teeth. A black tongue snaked out, licking at the blood. The fiend purred at the taste.

Every inch of his wrinkled skin was a sickly green. He was entirely hairless, save for the long, thin black strands that drifted down over his shoulders to the dried-out snake serving as his belt. The blade strapped to his hip was serrated like a saw. Glowing moths clung to the back of his long black trench coat, gnawing at the holes and slashes already there.

As the fiend turned, I saw that he had a small bottle tied to the leather band he wore across his bony chest. It glowed with a few wisps of fluttering magic.

A slate roof tile fell from the pub, smashing against the ground. The fiend spun toward the sound, two flaps of skin on his face peeling back to reveal eight eyes. The howlers pounced back to his side, growling.

What … is that? I thought at Al.

A ghoul, he said. Be wary. They regard humans as little more than fleshy dumplings.

‘Thinskin … I know that you are out there,’ the ghoul said, his voice gurgling. ‘I know this, too: you can only hide for so long. Surrender to me now and the queen may allow your sister, she of the blood-red hair, to keep her life – or, at least, the rest of her fingers.’

Anger surged through me, and it took every last bit of control I had to stay there, curled up and powerless.

Resist, Prosperity. Do not give in to your fury at his taunting words. Pyra knows she may only use your sister as leverage so long as she is unharmed. Resist.

I forced myself to breathe out through my nose, closing my eyes. It felt like a full hour passed before the ghoul’s shuffling footsteps finally faded and I could no longer hear the heavy pants of the howlers. By then, my muscles were cramped and I was feeling a little light-headed from the smell. I started to rise, only to hear a distant thundering.

What now? I asked, another wave of anger washing over me. We couldn’t keep wasting time here hiding like a mouse in a hole. I couldn’t see anything through the crack in the barrel’s seam. It must have been a storm.

No, Alastor said. Wait. The ground trembled, as if with steps. Be silent for a moment more.

Which was, of course, the exact moment my empty stomach didn’t just growl – it roared.

That was you! I hissed.

That was you! Alastor hissed back.

The lid creaked open. Dim green light spilled inside the barrel, only to be blotted out as a massive hand reached in and locked around my throat.
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Vampyre on a Pyre

Fiends had an array of responses to terror – a whole world of them. Spitting, launching poisoned quills, melting, turning themselves invisible, transforming. Humans, unfortunately, were limited to two responses: fight or flight.

Alas, the boy had neither of these options available to him as the ogre lifted him out of the barrel and held him dangling in the air. Prosper’s nails and puny mortal fingers were useless as they tried to scratch their way to freedom. Her grip tightened as she drew the boy closer for inspection.

The boy had thought ogres resembled the frogs of the human world, and Alastor supposed that he could see a passing resemblance. Their skin was smooth and a highly becoming mixture of grey, brown and green. Freckle-like spots covered the place where her mouth jutted out sharply, like a beak. Two small tusks curled up on either side of it.

‘Can you not read the signs, fiend?’ the ogre said. ‘Did someone place a deathwish on you that compelled you to return here? The Void will be on this place within days, perhaps hours. Quicklance – look! I told you we would find fools scrounging around down here. This one reeks of beetled juice. Too out of his mind with it to realize the danger he’s in!’

Alastor startled at how fine the ogre’s speech was, how carefully the words were chosen, even if they were slightly distorted by her oversized fangs. Ogres, with their extraordinarily dim wits and sturdy frames, had only ever been given mindless tasks, such as stacking stones and supporting collapsing buildings with their shoulders. It was all their tadpole-sized brains could manage. Why had anyone bothered with the thankless task of educating them?

Another ogre appeared farther down the road, stepping out from the abandoned building he’d been inspecting.

Like a jolt of a fire scorpion’s poison alighting through him, a half-realized thought finally came together. Alastor realized what was truly behind his growing shivers of dismay.

The ogres each wore near-impenetrable dragonhide armor and an orange spidersilk sash that stretched from shoulder to hip. In other words, the uniform of the King’s Guard. The ruler’s most trusted and deadly warriors, elite fighters who would not hesitate to put down a threat or offer up their lives in his defense. His father’s Guard had been composed mostly of lycans who had survived their first bout of moon sickness and emerged on the other side of it with clear, highly trainable minds.

To think that Pyra had given such an honor to ogres … Alastor wanted his physical form more than ever now, if only to vomit. Were his father’s old forces so depleted that she’d grant this power to lesser fiends? What was next? A hob overseeing the royal vaults?

Al … Al … AL – ALASTOR! The boy’s voice finally intruded on his thoughts. Help? Maybe?

‘Say … what manner of fiend are you?’ the ogre demanded.

Not a word, Alastor warned. The boy was crusted in dung and the tangy scent of beetled juice. The ogres would not necessarily be able to identify him as human until they took the time to scrub him.

Another ogre lowered his face to peer directly into the boy’s. Putrid breath fanned out between his fangs, making the boy wince. ‘See his pale skin? Beneath the dung? Vampyre.’

You do have the pallor of the newly dead, Alastor observed.

It’s not summer, the boy said indignantly, of course I’m pale!

‘Oooooooh,’ the others said.

‘But his teeth—’ The female ogre gripped Prosper’s face, forcing his mouth open with her thumbs. ‘These couldn’t cut a worm. I’ve seen bigger fangs on a blood viper.’

‘No, no, this makes good sense, don’t you see, Orca?’ said the other. ‘He has shaved his fangs down. He has smeared dung on himself to pass by unnoticed while the rest of his kind have been taken. He thinks he tricks us – that he is smarter than us – but he is wrong! He is a leech!’

‘Er,’ Prosper began. ‘Wait a second—’

Being mistaken for a noble vampyre is an honour, Maggot.

Orca tightened her grip on the boy’s collar enough to make him choke.

Should we run? the boy asked. Can you use your power?

Not without revealing myself, Alastor said. Give me time. I will find a solution.

Alastor felt the boy’s conflict, his lack of trust, but brushed it aside. He was cunning, the most cunning of all of his siblings, perhaps even his kind. Surely, if Alastor could do nothing else in this wretched time of his life, he could outfox three ogres.

‘Splendid,’ Orca said, her smile growing. ‘If we hurry, we will make the fire.’

 

‘Any time with that plan, Al,’ the boy whispered. ‘Aaaaany time.’

The cart swayed over the cobblestones as it took the long, winding path around the mountain. Rather than extend the journey by passing around the second step, the Boneyard, the road split in a way that Alastor did not remember. The new, paved path was as flat as those of the human world and he found himself hating it just so that he might have somewhere to place the anger burning inside him.
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