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PRAISE FOR THE DAGGER AND THE FLAME



‘Lush world-building, witty dialogue and romantic tension abound in a highly addictive fantasy romp.’ – The Guardian

‘Sizzling romance, stunning world-building, spectacular writing.’ – Lauren Roberts, bestselling author of Powerless

‘Packed full of Doyle’s trademark lush description and snarky banter, The Dagger and the Flame is a sprawling adventure through the treacherous streets of Fantome. Enemies to lovers, sworn-to-kill-each-other-but-let’s-kiss, swoony romance, perilous mystery, cute animal sidekicks – it ticks every romantasy box and will delight fans everywhere.’ – Melinda Salisbury, author of The Sin Eater’s Daughter

‘Fast paced, and exciting and clever, and because it’s Catherine Doyle, it’s beautifully written, too. Oh, and did I mention it’s really, really hot?’ – Louise O’Neill author of The Surface Breaks

‘Gorgeous and ruthless: stand back everyone, the true rivals to lovers has arrived.’ – Sarah Rees Brennan, author of Long Live Evil

‘Gorgeous, thrilling, and devastatingly romantic. The Dagger and the Flame is guaranteed to be your new obsession.’ – Katherine Webber, co-author of Twin Crowns

‘Deftly plotted.’ – The Bookseller Buyer’s Guide

‘Catherine Doyle returns to her roots with a tale of enemies to lovers that will have readers captivated. A tense, twisting story peppered with Doyle’s signature banter, this is a must-read for romantasy fans.’ – The Irish Examiner

‘In this glittering young adult fantasy, Doyle plays with themes of magic, intrigue, friendship, family, morals and love in this story of cloaks and daggers.’ – Children’s Books Ireland, Recommended Reads

‘A beautifully crafted young adult novel with an atmospheric setting and compelling characters. Seraphine and Ransom sizzle with chemistry, their wit and heart popping off the page in this immersive romance.’ – The Times, Best Irish Children’s Books 2024

‘The Dagger and the Flame delivers on a grand scale.’ – The Irish Independent

‘Romantic, dramatic and dark.’ – The Daily Mail
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SAINTS OF VALTERRE
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Centuries of man-made dark,

Will shatter with a lightning spark.

The storm will choose new saints to crown,

Where three stone towers crumble down.

For one who’s not content to wait,

The will of magic denies fate.

They will grasp for their own gain,

For greed thrives where power rains.

Yet not all magic weighs the same.

Beware the maker in this game,

Another chosen by the land,

Will act as destiny’s right hand.

Old Valterre will soon divide,

When sword and rose come to collide.

Alliances will be betrayed,

And the Kingdom of the Saints remade.

THE LAST PROPHECY OF ORIEL BEAUREGARD, SAINT OF DESTINY








The Storm

The storm pounded Fantome with a fury that shook the entire city. Even the river trembled. The sky wept and thunder roared, as though it had something vital to say. Up north, where the oldest university in Valterre overlooked the sprawling capital, a young scholar listened intently.

Prince Andreas Mondragon Rayere sat on the windowsill of his dormitory with his forehead pressed against the glass, watching the sky thrash. For years he had waited for this night, and now, at last, it was upon him.

This storm.

This spark.

This grand changing of fate.

He grinned as he hopped off the sill, fetching his rain cloak from a hook on the wall. Shrugging it on, he slipped out into the stone hallway. Oil lamps flickered encouragingly as he rushed down the corridor, swinging around the corner and taking the stairwell three steps at a time. Outside, the storm raged on, and yet the hallowed halls of the Appoline University were eerily silent. The other scholars had tucked themselves away for the night, to read alone in their bedchambers or snatch another hour or two of research in the companionable warmth of the library.

Andreas had spent so many sleepless nights studying among the towering stacks, he could picture every gilded spine in his mind’s eye, had even moulded the cushions of his favourite wing-backed chair to his liking. All those years of dogged research, chasing the lost words of Saint Oriel felt like mere days now. Here and gone in the blink of an eye.

He had arrived at the Appoline University almost six years ago to the day. A pampered prince of barely sixteen, with soft hands and starry eyes, nine trunks of fine clothes and polished boots, and enough books to build a replica of the Aurore Tower in his bedchamber.

He was a scholar now. His room was littered with hundreds of journals, the feverish scribbles of his findings gathering in an endless swell of parchment. The pads of his fingers were permanently stained with ink, his fair hair had grown long and unkempt, and all his boots were scuffed from long walks in the woodlands that surrounded the university.

From the day Andreas had stepped out of the royal carriage and onto the steps of the Appoline, he had spent every spare moment immersed in the lives of the saints, tirelessly researching the fragments of the last prophecy of Saint Oriel, piecing them together like a jigsaw.

He hoped this was the night he’d been waiting for.

The start of the Second Coming.

Lightning struck, casting the courtyard in stark silver light. The storm was getting angrier. The prince quickened his steps. Down one flight of stairs and then another, the door at the end of the long hall giving way to the sodden quadrangle. Rain kissed his cheeks and slicked his hair as he jogged across it.

Dimly, he was aware of faces watching him from the windows.

At the north end of the courtyard, the door to the clock tower was swinging on its hinges. A sign from Saint Oriel, great diviner of fate! On the large moon-white clock face, the smaller hand was inching towards midnight. Heart thundering, he took the spiralling stone steps three at a time, winding up towards the bells.

His mind reeled with thoughts of what lay beyond tonight. The possibilities…

The power.

The prince’s father – the king’s only brother and once-revered commander of Valterre’s royal army – had long scorned his son’s fanatical interest in the saints. He thought himself cursed with a weak, distractible heir, this boy born for greatness on the battlefield but who had instead lost himself to tattered scrolls and half-forgotten murmurings. A stain on the family crest. A cause for Maud, Saint of Lost Hope.

Ever the contrarian, and a royal princess of neighbouring Urnica in her own right, the prince’s mother had welcomed her son’s academic preoccupations with relief, gladly nudging her only child towards books instead of war. And so, when he’d asked, at sixteen, to go to the Appoline, she had prised open the royal coffers and made it so.

His father couldn’t wait to get rid of him, of course.

Many years had passed since the day they’d bid farewell on the steps of the Appoline. The prince had not seen his father since, learned only of his exploits in the missives that came regularly from his mother. And then of his death on the battlefield in the Sunday penny papers.

Good riddance.

Panting now, he reached the top of the clock tower. The narrow door there was unbolted – for what scholar in their right mind would think to climb out in a storm, or indeed at all?

The prince stepped onto the narrow walkway. The clock face crowned him like a halo as he looked west towards the Aurore Tower. It flickered like a candle in the night.

Overhead, lightning forked.

Using the metal hands as footholds, the prince climbed up the clock face.

Shouts reached him from below.

Andreas, you fool, come down from there!

Andreas, you’ll fall!

The prince has finally lost his mind!

Andreas! Andreas!

Scholars were gathering on the green of the courtyard. Andreas kept his eyes on the sky, climbing hand over hand and foot over foot until he heaved himself onto the steepled roof of the clock tower. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed the Aurore exploding into a golden blaze. It was brighter than it had been a moment ago – brighter than he had ever seen it.

Magic.

Magic sung in the rising wind.

He stood on trembling legs, planting a foot on either side of the sloping roof.

Below him, echoes of his name gathered in a shrieking chorus.

Andreas!

Andreas!

Andreas!

The sky lit up, a fork of lightning shearing the clouds in two. The prince flung his hands up, reaching for the storm.

‘ORIEL, BLESS ME!’ he roared as loud as the thunder. ‘I GIVE MYSELF TO YOU!’

The lightning forked past him, reaching for Fantome like a crooked finger. It slammed into the Aurore, and he watched in horrified wonder as the tower fell before his eyes.

A manic laugh burst from his chest. ‘The first tower has fallen! The prophecy is coming true!’

The storm swallowed his cries.

He reached towards the next fork of lightning. ‘ORIEL, CHOOSE ME!’

This one arced over him, too, spearing west, towards the low hanging mists of Ra’azule. Nerves gripped him, his heartbeat so loud, he could hardly hear the terrified screams of his fellow scholars, his professors… even the provost, the prince’s own stalwart mentor, had come running in his nightcap and dressing gown.

The prince didn’t dare take his eyes from the sky. He knew the last prophecy like the lines on his palms. Some days it felt like Oriel had scrawled its promise on the fabric of his soul. One more strike to go. One last chance. He told himself he would not beg. A prince of Valterre wouldn’t dare, but desperation got the better of him.

He rose to his tiptoes. ‘ORIEL, PLEASE!’

The clock tower began to chime. For a moment, it sounded like the heavens were crying out.

Gong!

Gong!

Gong!

Darkness enfolded the Appoline until the prince felt entirely alone in the world. The hair on his head rose in every direction. Even the fine blond wisps on his arms and the back of his neck lifted. His mouth filled with the taste of coppers, and a bead of blood dripped from his nose.

Slowly, the clouds above him parted, as though Saint Maurius himself was peeling them apart. From within, came a spear of jagged silver light.

The prince opened his mouth to swallow it.

It shot through him like a poker.

Back arching now, the agony of it wrenched a scream so loud it stole his voice.

The world turned silver as heat consumed him, chewing his bones to ash. His heart was a volcano, pumping lava through his blood.

No. No.

It was too hot. Too bright. Too painful.

He couldn’t bear it.

He couldn’t stop it.

His legs gave out as the clock tower began to crumble, and he slipped down the side of the roof. He grasped feebly at the slates, the stone scraping his back as he slid off the edge like a raindrop.

And plummeted to earth.

When the hard slap of grass came, he didn’t feel it. Nor did he hear the horrified screams of his peers as they picked through the fallen rubble to get to him. The prince was lost in the blackness that came after, snared by an ancient, golden gaze that watched him from the shadows of his mind.

Saint Oriel, weaver of fate.

She whispered, ‘Thief.’






Three months later
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Chapter 1 Seraphine


Seraphine Marchant stood trembling beneath the storm’s blinding fury, reaching desperately for the sky. A bell rang under her feet, signalling the changing of the hour.

Gong!

Gong!

Gong!

Lightning skewered her like an arrow, lancing through her in a shock of bone-melting heat. Pain erupted, the world spinning as she fell. In the centre of it all, shone a moon-white clock face, slowly tick-ticking on.

Screams rang out, calling her name.

Only it was not her name.

Not my memory.

Not me at all.

Then came the hard slap of earth—

Waking with a strangled gasp, Sera shot upright in her seat. Pippin, who had been napping on her lap, pricked his ears up, a low growl rumbling in his chest. On the bench across from her, Bibi pitched forward, grabbing her hand. ‘You’re all right,’ she said, squeezing gently. ‘You were just dreaming.’

Still panting, Sera swept the ribbons of her blonde hair back from her face. ‘I must have dozed off.’

Bibi’s blue eyes pooled with concern. ‘Was it the same one again?’

Sera frowned, nodding. ‘The clock tower.’

It was almost always the clock tower, those screams that didn’t know her, that place she didn’t recognize.

‘We’re here,’ said Bibi, tugging her away from the memory. ‘Take a look.’

Peering out of the back of the wagon, Sera watched the sleepy village of Aberville unfurl like a setting from a storybook. This quaint town of winding cobbled streets and stone cottages, charming shopfronts crowned in frilled awning and the clustering pine forests that cradled it from the chaos of Fantome. The last of the winter frost made everything glitter, crusting the windows and clinging to the rooftops like diamond teardrops.

Nestled in the rolling countryside, Aberville was a considerable journey from the northern mountain village of Halbracht, where they had made their home these past three months. Not that Sera had been bored on the way down here, with Bibi and her beloved mutt Pip for company.

They had passed the days playing cards in the back of the wagon, Pip chewing happily on Sera’s bootlaces while Bibi insisted on a game of I spy whenever they passed through a town or village. They spent their nights in whichever local inn was closest to them when the horses began to tire, Sera smuggling Pippin in underneath her coat, before devouring whatever local stew was on offer.

Bibi leaned out of the window as they came to a stop outside the yellow-bricked cottage that belonged to Othilde Eberhard, the most seasoned smuggler in Valterre. ‘Look at the size of that garden. I think I see a lake back there.’

Outside, birds chirped in the trees, heralding the coming of spring. It had been months since Sera had heard that sound. The mountain hawks of Halbracht preferred to shriek, and if a rogue robin ever chirped, it was quickly outmatched by the braying horses and bleating goats. She took it as a good omen.

They hopped out of the wagon, Sera calling to Remy, their driver, ‘We won’t be long. An hour. Maybe two.’

‘Show time,’ muttered Bibi, just as Pippin jumped out after them.

The smuggler’s scowling face watched them from the window.

Scooping him up before he could urinate on the snowdrops, Sera cradled Pippin in her arms, hoping to all hell Othilde Eberhard liked dogs.



An hour later, Sera found herself pacing by the lake at the bottom of Othilde Eberhard’s garden. She could practically feel the old woman’s eyes on the back of her head, watching from her kitchen window. Contemplating the offer Sera and Bibi had just made. In essence, this:

Leave behind the only trade you’ve ever known.

Wager everything you have on Lightfire.

Lightfire, the antidote to Shade. A golden dust-like substance that could easily nullify the power of Shade’s lethal shadows. After managing to sweet-talk themselves into Othilde’s cottage, they had presented their offer to her, along with a precious vial. The smuggler had heard about the monsters of Fantome and the power of Lightfire already, and had been intrigued by their offer, listening intently as they explained how they had first discovered the ancient magical antidote to Shade and then what they planned to do with it: perfect the final recipe and flood the city of Fantome until every single person had a store of Lightfire at their fingertips. Protection against the Daggers would weaken their hold on the capital, and eventually banish the dark power of Shade magic for good.

They weren’t just presenting a new vocation. They were presenting a new Order. A new world. And they wanted Othilde, who was seasoned and clever and quick with her hands, to be a part of it. Not only as an asset to the Order of Flames but as a vital loss to the Order of Daggers.

After all, fewer smugglers meant less Shade in circulation.

Othilde had broken her silence to call them a pair of disruptors, nicknamed Sera Trouble (with begrudging affection) and then shooed them from her house so she could think.

The minutes crawled. Flinging a stick for Pippin, Sera watched the three-legged terrier run after it like a little grey bullet. Her lips curled into a slow smile. The smell of the pine trees and the long grass brushing against her shins, the trill of birdsong and the wide bowl of the pale sky all reminded her of home. Closing her eyes, she imagined herself back in the plains, standing in the garden of her old life, playing fetch with Pip. Somewhere behind her, Mama was tending to her flower baskets, pruning the dead leaves and planting daffodil bulbs to flower in the spring.

It was so real this memory. This feeling. Home. Happiness. Sera’s chest warmed, her cheeks prickling with the sudden nearness of her magic. This strange, unpredictable force had taken root inside her three months ago atop the Aurore Tower. She had come to know it as a kind of fire. A flame lit from within, though she did not understand how it worked, or what it wanted from her. Sometimes, when she was sad or scared or angry, it burned like a bonfire in her heart. But at other times, it was cold and slumbering somewhere beyond her reach.

A gift she couldn’t quite unwrap.

A magic that fascinated and confounded her in equal measure.

A secret only her closest friends knew about.

‘Mind you don’t fall into my lake, Trouble. Old Othilde won’t be fishing you out. I have not bent these creaky knees in twenty years.’

Her eyes flying open, Sera spun around. Othilde Eberhard was standing in the reeds, wearing a pair of bright red rain boots. Thin as a rake and short as one too, the rest of her was swaddled in an oversized plaid coat. Her long white hair was stark against her olive skin and billowing freely in the wind.

‘I have come to my decision.’

Seraphine blinked. ‘That was quick.’

Was it? How long had she been standing out here, lost in thought? And where had Bibi wandered off to?

Othilde crooked a pale brow. ‘How long did the other smugglers take to consider your offer?’

‘I haven’t visited very many,’ Sera admitted. After she’d fled Fantome and found refuge in Halbracht with Bibi, Val and Theo, she’d barely had time to catch her breath. Within a matter of weeks, winter had whipped up with such a fury, it had made travel down from Halbracht almost impossible. Her grand plans for Lightfire – for Fantome – had only recently kicked up again. ‘But the one before you chased me from his garden with an iron skillet so…’

‘So, clever old Othilde was not on top of your recruitment list, then.’

Really, it wasn’t a matter of preference but proximity. ‘How does top five sound?’

‘Sounds like horse manure.’ Othilde jerked her head, as Pippin came striding back, stick in mouth. He dropped it at her feet. She surrendered a dusty smile. ‘Did you bring the mutt to sway me?’

‘That depends… Did it work?’

She picked up the stick and threw it. ‘All my life, I have lived by the man-made darkness of this kingdom,’ said Othilde, as Pip took off again. ‘But I have heard the whispers of Lightfire. Rumours of a Fantome that might have been, if Lucille Versini had had her way.’ She shook her head, regret misting her brown eyes. ‘I never believed those stories until the monsters came. If I had known…’ She trailed off, her lips twisting. ‘Perhaps I would have devoted my life to a better cause. A better world. The one our saints left behind.’

‘There’s still time to reach for that world,’ said Sera, without judgement. It was never simple, the business of Shade smuggling. For many, it simply meant surviving. Crawling out of poverty and pain and hardship and clinging onto life by your fingertips. She would not judge Othilde for the same choices her own mother had made. ‘There’s still time to make your mark on Fantome, Othilde.’

They had Mama to thank for that. Sylvie Marchant had given her life to the pursuit of Lightfire. In the end, she had died because of it, nearly dragging Fantome down with her. Months had passed since the monsters she had poisoned began their reign of terror in the city. Hundreds of families were still in mourning. And as for the Order of Daggers… Sera still had no idea how many had perished on the night the monsters ripped through the catacombs… How many would still be alive if she had climbed the Aurore Tower when she was supposed to and set all those monsters free.

She tried not to think about it. At least when she was awake. When she slept, nightmares plagued her. When she wasn’t falling from that clock tower, she relived that awful day on the Aurore over and over again, recalling all too vividly the moment she had been struck by lightning up on the tower, how she had pressed her hand against the chest of the Dagger that had come to kill her.

Lark Delano.

She had scoured him to death with her touch.

Seraphine was no Dagger.

But she was a murderer.

Her fingers twitched at the memory.

Othilde’s shrewd brown eyes missed nothing. ‘I think there’s time enough for both of us.’

Sera’s smile was strained. ‘You should know, the Daggers will be displeased at losing another smuggler. The Cloaks, too. They’ll see your decision as an act of—’

‘Treason?’ Othilde snorted. ‘What do I care?’ She turned to watch Pip emerge from the reeds, this time with three sticks in his mouth. Enterprising little thing. ‘I chart my own course. And Dufort is dead. Ignorant brute that he was. Never bothered to wipe his feet when he came here. Slurped his tea like a dog. I hardly know the one who usurped him. And I sure as hell don’t fear him.’

‘Ransom.’ Something inside her lurched at his name, but Sera could never tell if it was hope or dread that caused the strange tugging sensation in her chest. ‘He’s called Ransom.’

Her hand twitched again, like it was reaching for the memory of him.

She looked to the water to hide the colour in her cheeks. Illicit memories crowded in on her, and for a fleeting moment, she was back in that alleyway, pressed against the cool stone wall as he trailed his lips along her neck, kissing the sensitive spot beneath her ear.

Ransom. Bastian. Those autumn eyes. That scar-flecked smile. Shadows crawling up his legs, wreathing his chest…

Killer. Lover. Enemy.

She would save him, too.

Whether he liked it or not.

‘You worry about Ransom, Trouble, and I’ll worry about my stiff joints.’

Sera laughed, despite herself. She liked the old smuggler more than she was expecting to.

‘Tell me, is Halbracht as beautiful as Aberville?’ asked Othilde.

Seraphine weighed her answer. ‘It’s wilder than here. There are waterfalls and evergreens, cliffs and caves, and even the occasional brown bear. The animals there roam freely. I suppose it’s less like a fairy tale and more like… a great adventure.’

The smuggler’s dark eyes glittered.

‘It’s quite a journey from here. Three days at best. And that’s if the frost up north continues to melt…’

Othilde was already turning from her. ‘I’ll gather my things. You gather your thoughts.’

Sighing, Sera watched her go. How badly she wished someone had made this same offer to her – to Mama – before everything spiralled out of hand. She would have leaped at the chance to rewrite their destiny. Hell, she would have dragged Mama out of their farmhouse if she had to.

Her chest warmed, a familiar flare of frustration stoking her magic. Sparks danced along her palms. Maker, whispered that ancient voice inside her. The one she had first heard the night the Aurore came down – the night she fell with it. Choose me. Use me.

Addled by an all-too-familiar confusion, Sera plucked a weed from the reeds and turned it in her hands. Watched it change from green to gold, the wide, flat head twisting into the delicate petals of a rose.

It glittered in the sunlight, the strange magic holding its shape as she tossed it onto the frozen lake. A fleeting trick. But that voice inside Sera had gone quiet again, seeming satisfied.

These flowers were no great creation but they were the best she could make. All she could make. Sometimes she gifted one to Theo when he was hard at work in the barn back at Halbracht, to Bibi when she was sad and missing House Armand, or to Val, whenever she wanted to piss her off.

‘Have I caught you mooning over your reflection?’ Bibi called, coming out of the trees, her long red hair tangling in the wind. She adjusted her scarf, allowing Sera a glimpse of the golden teardrop necklace around her neck. A precious bead of Lightfire worn by every member of their Order of Flames, whenever they strayed beyond the safety of Halbracht.

‘More like basking in our success,’ Sera called back. ‘Othilde is coming back with us.’

Bibi did a victory skip, before leaning down to ruffle Pippin’s fur. Her brows lowered when she spotted the golden rose sitting on the lake. ‘Who is that one for?’

Sera shrugged, turning from the lake. ‘Saint Oriel can decide.’

Bibi cut her eyes at her. ‘You should know better than anyone, Sera… taunting a Dagger is like playing with fire.’

A smile danced along Sera’s lips.

Some things, she just couldn’t help.
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Chapter 2 Ransom


Othilde Eberhard was as old as the hills of Valterre. A seasoned trader with good prices and prompt delivery, her reliability made her one of the best in the trade. Even at eighty years old and with gnarled hands and fading eyesight, she never missed a shipment.

Until after the Aurore fell.

Ransom didn’t notice at first. Barely a few months into his new role as Head of the Order of Daggers, he had other matters to worry about. Like explaining to the King of Valterre how Gaspard Dufort and the Aurore Tower – Valterre’s long-treasured symbol of light and hope – had both met their end on the same night. And of course, there was also the matter of the terrifying swarm of monsters that had marched through the city and ransacked the catacombs, decimating almost a third of the Order of Daggers and lighting the spark of a rebellion that continued to worsen by the week.

Unease festered across Fantome. And it was catching.

No, Ransom was not thinking about Othilde Eberhard at all.

A rainswept autumn had bled into an unforgiving winter, the snow falling so thick and fast it froze the Verne and crusted the rooftops of Fantome like powdered sugar. Ransom had the fireplace in the Cavern repaired in time for Saintsmas, but the chill still found the Daggers deep in the underbelly of Fantome, making their teeth chatter as they gathered round the crackling flames to drink whiskey and exchange trinkets.

No one mentioned Dufort.

No one sat in his chair.

Caruso suggested burning it for warmth.

While the stores of Shade in Hugo’s Passage were full, Ransom didn’t spare a thought for the comings and goings of his network of smugglers. He focused, instead, on rebuilding the Order and meeting their clients’ growing demands, earning back the trust of his comrades and grieving the loss of his best friend. The dirt on Lark’s grave froze too, the nearby statue of Saint Lucille weeping crystalline tears as winter gripped Fantome in its icy grip and refused to let go.

Slowly, reluctantly, Ransom rose to the challenge of the position he had never truly wanted. Seeking solace in the familiar lick of Shade, in the bone-deep sting of every new shadow-mark, he pretended his destiny was always meant to play out in the bowels of Fantome under the ancient eye of Calvin, Saint of Death.

Those first few months were long, and the nights were often sleepless.

But when he dreamed, he dreamed of her.

Seraphine.

The spitfire who had torn down the Aurore and made an enemy of herself. To the Daggers and the Cloaks, to the city and the king himself.

There had been no sign nor word of her since the morning after the Aurore fell, when she had fled north with her trio of fellow Cloaks, her little dog scurrying alongside her.

Ransom was glad Seraphine was gone. Far from the chaos rumbling in the capital, and the danger of his own Order.

And yet…

Sometimes he woke from dreams of her with such longing pain lanced through his chest.

For the sake of his sanity he shut all thoughts of her away, allowed his memories to freeze in the endless cold snap that followed her departure and hardened his heart like the ice that slicked the streets of Old Haven.

It worked for a time.

Then, one morning in late winter, Lisette banged on the door to Ransom’s bedchamber to tell him their stores of Shade were beginning to dwindle. In the last couple of weeks several of their most prolific traders had vanished, seemingly overnight.

The first disappearance had struck Ransom as unfortunate.

The second had made him suspicious.

By the time Othilde Eberhard went quiet, Ransom knew something was amiss. And he was sure as hell going to find out what.

He had intended to make the journey to Othilde’s place by himself, but as his Second, Nadia insisted on joining him, and when Caruso met them coming out of Hugo’s Passage on his way home from a job, he invited himself along for the journey.

As the rising sun dragged itself over the snow-swept city of Fantome, the three Daggers took a carriage out of the city and travelled west towards the village of Aberville.

The journey was long and slow, the winding roads made treacherous with melting frost. Spring was coming but it was taking its damn time.

In the back of the carriage Caruso and Nadia sat next to each other, with their boots kicked up on either side of Ransom. Built like a bear and as tall as one too, Caruso crowded the narrow seat, nudging Nadia over towards the window. Absently, she toyed with the drapes as they traded theories about their disappearing smugglers.

‘Maybe it’s a matter of loyalty?’ Nadia suggested, her frown just visible over the high collar of her wool coat. ‘Now Dufort’s gone, they don’t have the stomach for it any more.’

Caruso snorted. ‘People don’t lose their appetite for coin. And they all hated Dufort. He was a callous prick.’

‘And that’s coming from you,’ said Nadia, with a snort.

Caruso had always been a wildcard. Restless, destructive, forever angry at the world. He was quick to lash out and never one to apologize. He would have been a killer either way. Even if Dufort hadn’t put that first vial of Shade in his hands at thirteen years old. Saints knew, he was built like one, and he never fell victim to paltry feelings like regret, or remorse. Or so Ransom assumed. If Caruso was capable of human emotion, he certainly hid it well.

But he was loyal to the bone.

The Daggers were all Caruso had.

The Order was all any of them had.

‘At least I’m self-aware,’ Caruso remarked now. ‘Dufort thought the sun shone out of his own ass. He wore the shadow-marks on his face like a badge of honour.’ He jerked his chin towards Ransom, who was staring vacantly out of the window, only half listening. ‘Our pretty boy here is far more palatable. Polite as a prince. And look at those pearly teeth. You’d never know he was a ruthless bastard.’

Ransom gave him the middle finger.

‘Everyone’s been on edge since the Aurore came down,’ Nadia went on, as if she hadn’t heard him. ‘Most nights, people are rioting in the streets. I reckon some of our smugglers got spooked too.’

‘Not Othilde. The old crone once killed a bear with a flying pitchfork. Didn’t even blink,’ said Caruso, admiration simmering in his icy-blue eyes. ‘She does the spooking. Half the village call her a witch. But never to her face.’ He offered the ghost of a smirk. ‘Cowards.’

‘They probably don’t want to get pitchforked,’ muttered Ransom.

‘He speaks!’ Caruso prodded Ransom with the toe of his boot. ‘Now that you’re done sulking, why don’t your share some of your own theories?’

‘She’s probably dead,’ said Ransom distantly. ‘It was a harsh winter. Othilde is old and lives alone.’

‘Tragic,’ murmured Nadia.

‘More like boring,’ said Caruso with a sprawling yawn. ‘And that still doesn’t explain the other disappearances.’

Ransom turned his face to the snow-laden fields. He spied smoke up ahead, a whisper of life rising above a stretch of dark spindly trees. The truth was, he had another theory about who had been getting to his smugglers, but he didn’t dare utter it aloud. Nadia had finally stopped obsessing over Seraphine Marchant and her role in Lark’s death, and Ransom was not about to stoke that fire again.

And anyway, it was only a hunch.

A tug of paranoia he had been trying very hard to ignore.

‘We’ll figure it out soon enough,’ he said, gesturing to the plumes in the distance. ‘We’re almost there.’

‘Finally,’ grunted Caruso, shifting in his seat. ‘My ass is numb.’

‘Then how are you still speaking out of it?’ said Nadia.

Ransom sighed. ‘Behave, children. You’re giving me a headache.’

As they hopped out of the carriage and sauntered up the stone path that led to Othilde Eberhard’s cottage, Ransom felt like they were walking into a painting. In the front garden snowdrops bowed under the weight of the morning dew frost. Empty flower baskets hung on either side of the blue front door, where frozen spiderwebs sparkled in the sun.

There was no smoke coming from the chimney, no lights flickering inside.

Caruso peered in the front windows, while Nadia tracked round the back of the house.

Ransom thumped his fist against the front door. ‘Othilde?’

After a minute of silence he kicked it in.

Caruso stepped over the threshold after him, inhaling through his nose. ‘Stale smoke.’ Another sniff. ‘Curdled milk. Hmm… no decomposing corpse.’

‘Why do you sound so disappointed?’ said Ransom.

Caruso whistled to himself as he moved about the kitchen, methodically ransacking his way through every single cupboard. Ransom noted an empty pot in the sink and an old loaf in the bread bin. Covered in mould. The milk in the jug on the table had indeed curdled and the apples were rotten.

He left Caruso and wandered through the adjacent sitting room. There was a ball of wool on the chair by the window, a half-knitted green scarf trailing from it. A cold pipe in the ashtray. He continued upstairs, searching the pokey bedrooms.

No sign of Othilde.

Or her corpse.

Unease stirred in Ransom’s gut.

When he returned downstairs, Caruso had torn up some of the floorboards. The crawl space underneath the kitchen was empty, save for three cracked vials.

When Nadia returned from the garden, she was frowning. ‘There’s nothing left. Not a root or a leaf. Even her compost heap has been emptied.’

Caruso bit off a curse. ‘Where the hell did she go?’

Nadia stared out of the window towards the trees. Her brown eyes took on a familiar vacant look, and Ransom knew that she was thinking of Lark. She was always thinking of Lark, her best friend, her lover. They had had a plan to run away together. She’d confessed it, three whiskeys deep, to Ransom over Saintsmas. They were going to lose themselves in a place like Aberville, marry and build a farm. Build a life far from the catacombs and leave the business of killing behind them.

Now Lark was dead.

And so was the plan.

Ransom came to her side.

‘We should have buried him back home,’ she murmured. ‘By the trees on his mother’s farm. He loved it there. He would have wanted that.’

Ransom’s stomach twisted. ‘We can visit him in Old Haven.’

Not that he ever did. He couldn’t bring himself to.

‘And talk to the frozen grass.’ She gave a mirthless snort. ‘Corpses don’t talk back.’

‘That’s my favourite thing about them,’ said Caruso.

Ransom tossed him a warning look. ‘Not helpful.’

‘Neither is this depressing heart-to-heart.’ Caruso stretched, passing a hand over his shaved head. He had had to cut off his wild dark hair the night the monsters ripped his skull open down in the catacombs. As the sun rose over the weeping city of Fantome, Caruso had stood, bloodless and half dead, in front of the mirror and sewed the wound shut. Badly. Now he had a gruesome scar above his left ear to show for it.

‘And you wonder why you sleep alone, Caruso.’ Nadia’s voice hardened as she stepped away from the window. ‘We should search the forest.’

‘Why?’ Caruso cocked his head. ‘Do you think the old bat went out there to lay eggs?’

She glared at him. ‘Maybe a monster took her.’

‘The monsters are dead,’ said Ransom.

‘How do you know they’re all gone?’ She turned her pointed glare on him. ‘We didn’t make them. And we sure as hell didn’t kill them.’

‘You hardly think they’ve been playing hide-and-seek in that creepy forest this entire time?’ said Caruso. ‘You’re supposed to be the smart one, Nadia.’

‘And you were supposed to stay home today.’ She punched him in the arm. ‘I don’t see you coming up with any bright ideas.’

‘I’m not the ideas guy. I’m the murder guy.’

‘We’re all the murder guy,’ she reminded him.

‘Only until the last of our Shade runs dry. Then I’ll just use my hands.’ Caruso cracked his knuckles, the olive skin there covered in shadow-marks, just like the rest of him. ‘The question is, what will you do, princess?’

‘I’ll jam my stiletto heel through your left eye.’

He arched a dark brow. ‘You know it turns me on when you talk like that.’

‘You are insufferable,’ she huffed.

Ransom left them to their bickering, glad to hear the bite returning to Nadia’s voice. He preferred it over the grief that so often lingered there. The blame. Slipping out of the back door, he did his own patrol of the garden. It was eerily quiet outside, the forest making a stark outline against the white sky.

The back of his neck began to prickle as he scanned the trees. Grabbing a vial from his pocket, he took the barest sip of Shade. Just enough to light up the shadows and to keep his own close in case he needed them.

He had come too far, survived too much, to die to a flying pitchfork.

The forest winked to light. It was still. He scrubbed his hands through his hair, ashamed of his own paranoia.

Stalking onwards, he headed towards the slow-swaying trees, where the frozen lake reflected the pallid sky. The first time Ransom had come here over six years ago, as part of a negotiation trip with Dufort, there were swans in this lake.

Two of them.

He had stood in this very same spot, thinking of his mother and his sister, Anouk, as he watched them gliding back and forth on the water.

Now the lake was empty, and Ransom was thinking of someone else. Closing his eyes, he could almost scent her on the wind – a whisper of lemon blossoms and, just beneath it, the barest hint of gunpowder. He could almost feel the ghost of her standing beside him, looking into the same lake. Humming. Plotting.

He snapped his eyes open, finding his own reflection staring back him.

Seraphine.

What are you up to?

Something flickered at the edge of his vision. A flower glowing on the ice. Frowning, he trudged round the edge of the lake to reach it.

It was a golden rose. Artificial and perfect and perched on the ice as though someone had left it there just for him.

Steadying himself with a whip of shadow, he reached over the sheen of ice to pluck it.

His fingers tingled, the familiar brush of magic drawing a sharp inhale. It shot through him like a ray of sunlight, licking the Shade from his bones and shredding the shadows around him. The rose crumbled. The stem first and then the head, falling away in petals of gold and amber, until, for the briefest moment, it looked like a flame kissing the palm of his hand.

Shining flecks of ash sifted through his fingers, and then they were gone, too.

Struck still at the edge of the lake, he stared down at his own reflection. There was a wildness in his eyes now, a wildness beating in his chest.

Sera hadn’t just been here; she had left a calling card for him.

An invitation to a new game.

His smile curled, slow and lethal.

Saint Oriel was not yet done with them.
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Chapter 3 Seraphine


The mountain wind whistled in Seraphine’s ears as she pitched forward in her saddle and vaulted across the treeline. The last of the pines fell away as the land spilled out before her, the rolling meadow seeming to go on and on. In the far-off distance, the towering Silvercrests clustered together like craggy elders, their stony peaks crowned by the last dusting of winter’s snow.

Not long after returning home from Aberville, spring had exploded across the secluded mountain village of Halbracht in a riot of blooming colour. Sera had been starving for it, eager to gulp down the warm air while the sun tanned her face, scattering freckles across the bridge of her nose.

Sensing her restlessness, Paola Versini, Theo’s aunt, had lent Sera her horse before leaving for the city with their first trial shipment of Lightfire, a modest crate of two hundred vials. After spending weeks on the road visiting smugglers, Sera had jumped at the chance to ride away her stress and take a break from official Order business for a couple of hours.

She rose to her haunches. ‘Yah! Fly, Trapper!’

Trapper was like an arrow beneath her, the black stallion’s strides lengthening with ease. Welcoming the giddiness of this fleeting freedom, she inhaled the scent of the wildflowers as she trampled them, letting the wind thread her hair like soft fingers. For the first time in months, her mind emptied of all thought and worry. There was only the thunder of hooves, then – the joy of riding so pure and simple, it bubbled into laughter.

Bunching the reins in one hand, she flung the other out wide, grinning at the cloudless sky. With her long blonde hair streaking through the air behind her, she imagined she was flying like one of the hawks overhead, the world whipping past in whorls of blue and green and gold.

The sudden spike of joy roused the magic in her soul. It flared to life, filling her with a familiar rush of warmth.

Maker, it whispered, as if saying hello.

Not now. She shoved it back. Not while I’m riding.

Sera tightened her hold on the reins. A wooden fence edged into view. Beyond it, stood the large red barn where Theo was working side by side with Othilde and some of the other smugglers they had convinced to join their cause. Grinding and mixing the heaping vats of Lightfire, perfecting the bulk recipe they had been poring over for months.

‘Faster!’ cried Sera.

Trapper obliged, his hooves flying so swiftly they barely touched the ground. Her magic grew hotter, the well inside her tunnelling deeper.

No, no, no.

Sparks danced around her like fireflies, and her eyes began to burn.

Maker, came that whisper again. Choose me. Use me.

Frustration needled Sera, her stomach twisting at the heat rising inside her. She was struck by the frightening realization that she was losing control. It was too much, this fire licking at her ribcage, this ring of embers in her throat. She didn’t know how to shove it down. How to put it out.

She didn’t know what it wanted.

The reins started to sizzle.

Cursing, she dropped them. The strap, now sheared in two, tumbled to the ground before she could snatch it.

Pitching forward, she reached for the bridle. ‘Whoa there!’

Trapper jolted, his strides growing unsteady.

‘EASY, TRAPPER!’ Sera shouted but when she fisted her hands in his mane, the horse’s coarse dark hair began to sizzle. Panic shot through her as she snapped her hands away.

Oh no. No, no, no, no.

Hunching forward, she curled her hands into fists, trying to keep her balance. Fear stoked her magic, the force of it overriding all logical thought. The heat of it filled her mouth, made her nose run.

Trapper tossed his head about, his brown eyes wide and frightened.

‘Slow down! Please!’ She was desperately trying not to hurt him. Not to hurt herself. But she was a living flame, and she couldn’t put herself out.

Trapper bucked.

Sera screamed as she was thrown backwards. The world reeled, the sky giving way to solid grass, then the painful thud of the earth.



She woke to the screeching of a hawk. Planting her hands in the dirt, she tried to hoist herself up, but she was too winded. She sucked down a laboured breath. And another. Like a cat slinking away, the heat inside her vanished. The force of her landing must have knocked her magic back into submission.

Good.

Less good: her left shoulder was throbbing awfully, and there was grass between her teeth. ‘Ugh.’

The distant rattle of hoofbeats told her that Trapper was still bolting. The poor creature must be terrified of her. Sera didn’t blame him. She was terrified of herself.

And sore.

Hurried footsteps sounded nearby. ‘Hell’s teeth, Sera. Are you all right?’

She managed to lift her head. Theo was jogging towards her. His loose white shirt was rolled up at the sleeves, showing his tanned arms, and there was a streak of gunpowder on his cheek. His silver hair was tied into a knot on the crown of his head, which meant she could perfectly see the horror in his turquoise eyes.

‘Been better,’ she managed to eke out. ‘I fell.’ She spat out a blade of grass. ‘Spectacularly.’

‘Uh-huh. I saw. And heard.’ He hunkered down beside her. ‘You told me you could ride a horse upside down with your eyes closed.’

‘That was before I got stuffed full of this stupid magic.’ She managed to sit up. Her head was spinning and her shoulder was definitely dislocated. ‘I was having too much fun, so it decided to bubble up and ruin my day. Poor Trapper.’

Theo was frowning, his eyes on the grass where she had been lying.

She followed his gaze to the handprint she had burned into the dirt. The grass around it was white, the earth completely scoured. Dead. For a heartbeat, she was seized by the memory of the same print on Lark’s bare chest, right before she killed him.

What if this time it had been Trapper? Or Theo?

Scrabbling backwards, she said, ‘It’s getting worse, Theo. I don’t know how to control it. I don’t know what it wants from me.’

Only that it wanted something.

Maker, echoed that ancient voice in her soul.

She wished she could rip it out and strangle it, demand to know what the hell it wanted.

Theo scrubbed a hand across his jaw. ‘You’ll figure it out, Sera. We’ll work on it.’

‘We’ve been working on it.’

Sera was tired of failing. Of standing in fields with Theo, trying to make her magic do something, only for it to sit like lead in her bones. Tired of sitting in the stillness of the pine forest, forcing her thoughts inwards, searching the maze of her own mind, only to be met with painful memories and locked doors, dark rooms full of prowling fears. She was tired of watching Theo huff impatiently as he paced back and forth, unable to hide the frustration on his face. They had spent months trying to figure out the power in her veins. And the only conclusion Sera had come to was this: ‘It feels like it’s growing… restless.’

He frowned. ‘You just have to try harder.’

She glared at him.

He opened his mouth, then closed it again, thinking better of whatever he was going to say. ‘We’ll talk about it later. Get yourself down to the healer. I’ll go and find some apples and bribe Trapper back into the stables before Paola gets back from the city. I swear she loves that horse more than me.’

‘That’s because Trapper doesn’t complain about her cooking.’

‘That was one time,’ he muttered, sauntering off. ‘She knows I hate beets.’



Sera lumbered back up the hill, with her shoulder cradled in a sling. She made for the barn, which, with the permission of Paola Versini and the village elders, they had converted to their headquarters shortly after their arrival at Halbracht. It was a far cry from the grandeur of House Armand, but what the Order of Flames needed most – beyond music rooms and luxurious dining quarters – was a place for huge vats and wooden barrels, crates and workbenches, and… well, covert experimentation.

The barn was perfect.

In the evenings, they ate and slept in Paola’s house, a three-bedroom wooden cabin nestled up the mountain, on an outcropping that overlooked the entire village. Bibi, Val and Seraphine shared the bedroom at the back, while Theo bunked with his younger cousin, Tobias. The house was cosy and warm, and thanks to Paola’s impressive culinary skills, often smelled like stew.

Inside the old red barn, the atmosphere was pleasantly industrious. Othilde was at her workbench, inspecting the boneshade Tobias had harvested earlier that day. The other reformed smugglers were sitting outside on their break, sharing a sandwich.

Sunlight streamed in through the high windows, making the golden blooms of boneshade glimmer. They were already crisping around the edges, ready to be baked and crushed into Lightfire.

‘That better not be your grinding arm,’ said Othilde, giving Sera a quick glance-over. Her knife came down with a satisfying thwack, perfectly shearing a head of boneshade in two without even looking.

‘Please contain your concern for my health, Othilde,’ said Sera dryly. ‘It should heal up in a couple of days.’

‘I can grind!’ said Tobias, making a point to flex his non-existent biceps. ‘Look at these weapons.’

Othilde prodded one. ‘If by weapon you mean toothpick.’

‘Hey!’

‘Hey, yourself!’ She mussed his hair. ‘You’re thirteen, boy. Don’t be in such a rush to grow up. We already have our hands full with that one.’

She gestured to where Theo was sitting on the edge of the largest vat in the barn. Tobias was like a miniature version of his cousin. They shared the same silver hair and wide turquoise eyes. Versini eyes. Same mischievous spirit too. Mere days after her arrival at Halbracht, Tobias had used his charm to worm his way into Othilde’s affections, appointing himself as her prized apprentice. He had even convinced her to help him make fireworks for the upcoming King’s Day celebrations, despite the elders’ law that expressly forbade them.

‘Frankly, the more of me around here, the better,’ said Theo as he leaned over the pool of Lightfire, using a long stick to pop the bubbles on top. ‘I think we might have put too much gunpowder in this batch.’

‘Careful!’ Sera lunged, grabbing the end of his shirt. ‘The last time you did that, the whole barrel exploded.’

‘Afraid I’ll absorb all this volatile magic?’ he teased. ‘Maybe I’ll give you a run for your money.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Because two walking infernos are better than one.’

‘Danger loves company.’

‘Can I have a go of the big knife?’ asked Tobias.

Othilde snorted. ‘When I am dead and buried under the trees.’

‘But I want—’

‘Phwist! No talking when Othilde is chopping.’

Sera was looking for a way to make herself useful when Val stalked into the barn, looking livid. And damp. Her purple-tinted dark curls were plastered to the sides of her face and her travelling cloak was soaking wet. Even her nose ring was askew.

Her ankle boots squelched with each stomp. Glancing at Sera’s sling, she said, ‘Whatever happened to you today, there’s no way it was worse than what Bibi and I just endured.’

Theo hopped down from his perch. ‘Don’t tell me you drowned someone.’

‘Wish I did.’ Val shrugged off her travelling cloak, revealing a wrinkled blouse. ‘Bibi and I went to see Farrah Varnel.’

Another smuggler on their list. According to Othilde, Varnel was open-minded enough to be reasoned with, and ambitious enough to warrant a house call.

‘Waste of our time,’ Val huffed.

‘Did Varnel throw you in the river?’ asked Tobias.

‘Worse,’ she grumbled. ‘The minute she spied us at her gate, she charged like a bull. Said the Daggers would have our heads and hers too if we took another step. I guess they had already paid her a visit. When we tried to talk her around, she shouted for her farmhands.’ She stopped abruptly, inhaling through her nostrils like she was working up to the next part. ‘They threw manure at us.’

Sera flinched. ‘Oh, Val…’

Tobias burst into laughter.

Othilde flicked his ear.

Grabbing one of the large drying sheets from the rack, Sera threw it around Val’s shoulders. ‘I’m sorry, Val. The Daggers must have spooked her pretty badly.’

She should have known Ransom wouldn’t take any of this lying down. A part of Sera didn’t want him to, but now she regretted fanning the flames of his ire. Taunting him with that rose back at Aberville. If only she had known her friends were going to pay for it… In manure.

‘Save your pity for Bibi. She’s still trying to get the cow shit out of her dress. And the wagon is a complete mess. We jumped in the Hellerbend the minute we got back.’

‘You should go for another swim,’ crowed Tobias. ‘You’ve still got shit in your hair!’

Othilde clipped him again. ‘Next time, I will put soap in your mouth.’

‘You can hardly tell,’ said Theo, smoothly. ‘You still look good to me.’

Val always looked good. With her smooth brown skin scattered with freckles, high cheekbones and those large brown eyes, she was a study in beauty. Even when damp. And despairing.

‘Where is your better half?’ Val demanded now. ‘You’re not working nearly hard enough to cheer me up. I need the mutt.’

‘Pip’s up at the cabin,’ said Sera. ‘Go on up and change.’

‘There’s gin in the tall cupboard by the sink,’ added Theo. ‘That’ll take the edge off.’

Grumbling her thanks, Val stomped off.

‘Farrah Varnel should have flipped while she had the chance,’ said Theo, once the barn door had groaned shut. ‘Once we flood Fantome with Lightfire, Shade will lose its sway over the people there. Its value to the smugglers will plummet. Varnel will be destitute.’

‘Let’s see how the trial shipment goes first,’ said Sera, keeping a wary eye on that bubbling vat. Best not get ahead of themselves just yet. Today had been a loss, on more fronts than one. Bibi and Val were hurt and humiliated, her magic was more volatile than ever, and despite her strongest efforts, she was thinking of Ransom. Again.

Ugh.

‘When is Paola due back?’

‘A week or so. She’s going to stick around and monitor the Lightfire shipment.’

‘That means a week of bad dinners,’ groused Tobias.

‘Which reminds me, you’re cooking tonight,’ said Theo, patting Sera on the back.

She rounded on him. ‘My shoulder’s dislocated!’

He smiled blandly. ‘Was dislocated.’

‘I hate cooking.’

‘Remember our agreement? Total equality in the Order of Flames.’

‘Fine.’ She stormed off, tossing a parting threat over her shoulder. ‘But we’re having beets.’
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Chapter 4 Ransom


The midnight air thrummed with distant hoofbeats as Ransom prowled along the Verne, treading an all-too-familiar path. Nightguards patrolled the city, trying to stamp out the rising flames of rebellion. But dissent was spreading across Fantome, and it was catching in the outlying towns and villages too.

The people were unsettled, unsafe. Without their beloved Aurore, they believed the fate of the kingdom was changing. That King Bertrand himself had deserted them during their hour of need, sitting safe and cossetted in one of his many castles while a plague of ravenous monsters had stalked the city, leaving a trail of death and destruction in their wake.

Even now, they feared the monsters would return to Fantome.

And there would be no one to protect them when they did.

All along the riverbank, the royal banners burned. On clear nights, fires flickered across the rooftops like stars, as effigies of the king hung from some of the oldest buildings in Valterre. A clear-throated message from its people:

Fantome no longer bows before its king.

Rebellion had taken root in the heart of the kingdom, which meant the king’s enemies were growing in number every week. The Daggers had never been busier. And all the while, Seraphine Marchant was working tirelessly against them, paying calculated visits to Ransom’s network of smugglers in a bid to lure them to her side and choke his supply of Shade. She was a different, more dangerous kind of threat. She wasn’t running around his city, burning flags and desecrating royal statues. She was stripping away the age-old man-made power of Fantome, bit by bit.

Clever. Taunting.

He should have resented her for it. And yet, there was a part of him that enjoyed the challenge, that relished the creeping sense that their paths might cross once more. What had become of his once-innocent farmgirl in the months since he’d last seen her? This calculating creature remade with vengeance and Lightfire. If he saw her again, would she burn him? Would he let her come close enough to try?

Dangerous thoughts.

A cat darting from a nearby alley jolted Ransom from his thoughts. The city returned in a flood of noise and colour. When he looked up, he was standing outside the townhouse that belonged to Benoit Renard, one of the richest merchants in Valterre. An oil lamp flickered in a window on the fourth floor, casting shadows on the drapes. Renard was about to meet one more.

Downing a vial of Shade, Ransom barely registered the acrid taste as he yanked a shadow from the drainpipe and climbed up the trim red-brick exterior. The sash window was wide open, saving him the trouble of kicking it in. He slipped inside, parting the drapes, like a reaper coming through the gates of hell.

And was met with a stifled curse.

Renard was standing at the end of his bed in his nightcap and gown, brandishing a brass poker. ‘Figured you’d show up sooner or later,’ he said, in a voice that was commendably even.

Pulling a shadow off the wall, Ransom said, ‘That’s what happens when you plot to kill your king, Renard.’

Renard’s pale face went translucent. The poor fool really thought he would get away with it.

‘Next time you pay a gang of toothless mercenaries to assassinate the most protected man in Valterre, make sure they’re not a bunch of blabbering drunkards,’ said Ransom, slowly winding the shadow into a noose. ‘Actually, never mind. There won’t be a next time.’

Renard found his voice. ‘Perhaps not for me. But others will try. The king’s days are numbered. The People’s Saint is coming. His followers grow by the day. You cannot kill us all.’

Despite his urgency to get this over with, Ransom paused. The People’s Saint. This was the second time in less than a week that a mark had pledged their dying allegiance to a saint that Ransom had never even heard of.

Renard’s yellowed teeth glowed in the dimness. ‘The old ways are changing, Dagger. The king has failed his people, failed the memory of our blessed saints. Fate has given us a new one. He who will stand up to monsters and protect his people. Courage is catching throughout Valterre.’ He dared a sneer. ‘I suspect it will be bad for your business.’

‘Maybe.’ Ransom feigned a shrug, shoving his curiosity aside. A distracted Dagger made for a runaway mark. ‘But not quite yet.’

He tossed the shadow-noose, tightening the shadows around Renard’s throat just as the wily trader whipped a vial from his pocket. It smashed on the floorboards between them, scorching the bedchamber with blinding bright light.

The Shade left Ransom like a swift and violent wind.

‘Fuck,’ he hissed, falling to his knees.

Fuck.

As the light cleared, he spied the broken vial on the floor, the label as small as his thumbnail. A single burning flame. He blinked up at Renard just as the bastard swung the brass poker. It smashed into the side of Ransom’s head. He sagged against the bedpost, barely dodging the next blow. Staggering to his feet, he stumbled backwards, hitting the windowsill.

‘Where did you get that Lightfire?’ he said, half slurring.

Renard paused, poker raised. ‘Bought it from a trusted trader yesterday morning. Cost a pretty penny. Though I’ve been assured the next batch will be cheaper.’

Seraphine. Ransom swallowed the name like a bitter pill as he slipped another vial of Shade from his pocket. Always bring a spare. He resented the waste, but he was not losing his mark tonight.

Renard reached for another vial. This one exploded in his pocket. He cursed, desperately swinging his poker.

Ransom ducked. By the time Renard swung again, the Shade was already working its way down Ransom’s gullet. Renard drew back, his hands trembling. All out of Lightfire, then.

Ransom pulled every shadow off the wall and smothered the screaming merchant, brass poker and all. He collapsed in a sea of blackness.

Rubbing the growing welt on his head, Ransom perched on the windowsill and counted to ten.

When he pulled the shadows off, the whites of Renard’s eyes were black, his mouth still open mid-scream. Ransom looked away, his stomach turning. Every kill – every mark – took him one step further from the freedom he had almost won all those months ago. From the one who had believed he was worth saving.

How wrong she had been about him.

‘Where is your precious People’s Saint now?’ he muttered, bending down to take Renard’s signet ring. A gift for the king. He pocketed it, then paused, taking a piece of the broken vial of Lightfire too. On the way home, he stuffed his hands into his coat pockets, idly running the pad of his thumb over that tiny golden flame.

So, Lightfire had finally made its way to the city. He wondered how long it would be until it flooded the streets, filling the cupboards and pockets of criminals and townsfolk alike? Until it suppressed Shade for ever.

A familiar bronze-flecked cerulean gaze flooded his mind, his thoughts turning to the music of her laugh and that smart, curving mouth. His spitfire was quicker than he thought… but for all her boldness, she was not yet winning. The Order of Daggers had never been busier. With the growing unrest caused by the monsters of Fantome, and the rise of the mysterious People’s Saint, enemies of the Crown were cropping up like cockroaches, and the king was keen to stomp them all out. Ransom was the boot, and the coin had never been better. It would take more than a few vials of Lightfire to topple the Daggers.

But Seraphine was clever enough to know that.

And strangely, he found himself welcoming her next move.

It gave him something to look forward to.

As he neared Old Haven, his thoughts returned to Renard, whose dying threat had sounded so eerily similar to the last words of Ravi Dyrren. Dyrren was a prisoner who had spent over a decade in the king’s dungeon, and a decade more on the king’s battlefield before that. War had turned him bitter, the lack of coin that came after a gruesome leg injury on the Urnica border igniting a desperation that made him dangerous to the Crown. Dangerous to the city. He was one of many former soldiers who nursed long-worn grudges against the king.

Dyrren had been in the Iron Keep, the oldest prison in Valterre, until two weeks ago, when out of the blue, the doors had been thrown open, the head guard freeing hundreds of prisoners and scattering seasoned mercenaries and deadly enemies of the Crown across the plains of Valterre.

He’d been hanged for it the next day, but by then it was too late.

Like Renard, Dyrren had gone down swinging, spittle foaming through the gaps of his missing teeth as his eyes turned black. And still he managed to hiss a parting shot that now haunted Ransom.

Where one of us falls, ten more will rise.

The Age of Kings is coming to an end.

The People’s Saint is rising,

And we will follow him into fire and death.

Well, Dyrren had been right about the death part. But had a brand-new saint truly come? Could such a magic be real? Or did they have a trickster on their hands?

The question nipped at his heels as he neared the catacombs. Already Ransom could feel his new shadow-mark taking root. It licked the skin of his lower left rib like a cold flame. A familiar hollowness yawned inside him, turning his steps sluggish.

The clouds over Old Haven were soft, the air balmy with the beginnings of spring. But there was a coldness here that had nothing to do with the seasons and everything to do with death: the nearness of it in the graveyards, the promise of it slumbering down in the catacombs.

Up ahead, the statue of Saint Lucille edged into view. Ransom stripped a shadow from a nearby lamp post and cast it around her neck. A sharp tug revealed the entrance to Hugo’s Passage, the doorway groaning as it opened.

‘Wait!’ There came a sharp, panicked cry, and from the dark behind the statue, a boy leaped into his path.

Ransom skidded to a stop. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

The boy gasped a breath as he looked up at him. He couldn’t have been any more than ten years old. Short and scrawny, with a mop of black hair and wan skin. ‘Wait,’ he said again. ‘Please.’

‘Have you lost your mind, kid?’ Ransom stepped backwards, conscious of the spill of shadows between them. ‘Do you know what I am?’

‘Ransom Hale,’ said the boy, without blinking. He did well to keep the tremor from his voice, but his glassy eyes were wide and fearful. ‘Head of the Order of Daggers.’

A trap, surely. A trick of some sort. Ransom whipped his head around, searching the night for others who might be lying in wait.

All was still.

‘I came by myself,’ said the boy, reading the suspicion on his face. ‘I’ve been waiting all night.’

Ransom cocked his head. ‘Are you looking to die?’

He shook his head. ‘I want to be a Dagger.’

Hell’s teeth.

Saint Oriel had a twisted sense of humour. Or was this the work of Maud, Saint of Lost Hope, sending a tremulous child to his door?

‘Step back. Into the light.’

The boy nearly tripped over himself in his eagerness to obey. In the flickering lamplight, Ransom could better study him. He noted the tattered hem of his stained shirt, the scuff of his shoes. There was a faded yellowed bruise under his left eye, another along his jaw.

Ransom’s gut twisted. It felt for a moment like he was staring down the barrel of his own childhood, seeing himself the day Dufort had plucked him from the banks of the Verne like a discarded penny.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Fabian,’ the boy said.

‘Where have you come from?’

‘Nowhere, really.’

Ransom arched a brow. ‘Where are your parents?’

‘Don’t have any.’

Ransom folded his arms across his chest.

The boy blushed. ‘Mama died last summer.’

‘And your father?’

‘He ain’t no father. We don’t fit. Him and me.’

Ransom didn’t press the matter. It was sketched well enough on the boy’s face. ‘I see.’

The boy raised his chin, hands fisted by his sides. ‘Can I stay?’

Ransom almost laughed. ‘Obviously not.’

Frowning, the boy began to plead. ‘I can help you. I can—’

‘No.’ The word was crisp and final. Ransom had done a great many terrible things – made cruel, unforgivable choices in life, but he would not become what Dufort had been to him. ‘Run along. The orphanage will have you.’

‘I can spy!’ cried the boy. ‘Nobody notices me in the taverns! Down in the harbour, the sailors guzzle their beer and shoot their mouths off. King’s days are numbered, they say!’

‘Shut your mouth!’ hissed Ransom. He almost grabbed the boy to shake some sense into him, but then he’d be dead in ten heartbeats, and Ransom was not in the business of killing children. ‘Careful what you say about the king in these streets. Fantome is crawling with nightguards. And Daggers.’ He gave him a meaningful glare. ‘Even careless words are punishable by death. Don’t you know that?’

The boy swallowed. ‘I was only saying—’

‘Don’t,’ said Ransom. ‘Mind your tongue or you’ll be belly up in the Verne before you know it. You’re too young for this life.’

Fabian’s eyes flashed. ‘You don’t know me.’

Ransom gave a mirthless huff. The boy was him, ten years ago on the banks of the Verne. All anger and desperation, too eager to barter his soul for a hot meal and a warm bed. For a chance not to feel afraid any more.

‘Go.’ Arcing around him, Ransom headed for the stone steps. ‘I won’t tell you again.’

The boy trailed after him. ‘Go where? I can’t go back home.’

‘There is no future for you here, Fabian. Only darkness.’

Fabian jutted out his chin. ‘I ain’t afraid of no darkness.’

‘You will be when it gets its claws into you. When it chokes you as you sleep and fills your head with monsters you can never outrun.’

Fabian swallowed, fear making his lip tremble. ‘Please,’ he whispered.

Ransom paused with his foot on the step. He wavered for a moment, some quiet maddened part of himself truly considering taking the child in, before he remembered…

He was a killer, tied to an unforgiving fate. Not a life raft but an anchor that would only drag the boy down. If he took this child in, he’d be no better than Dufort.

‘Head east to the Hollows,’ he told the boy. ‘Run until the streetlamps wink out, and then look up. Wait for the shadows to bend. The shape in the dark is House Armand, home of the Order of Cloaks.’ He glanced towards the parting clouds. ‘The moon is generous tonight. Knock if you can find a door. Scream if you can’t.’

The boy nodded, taking it all in.

‘Ask for Cordelia Mercure. Plead your case. Show her those nimble hands and that steely spirit. Don’t say I sent you.’
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