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CONTENT WARNINGS

There is a full list of content warnings at the back of this book.










INTRODUCTION







I DON’T OFTEN set out with the intention of writing dark stories. They just seem to come out that way.

A good chunk of this book started out as dreams, or fragments of dreams. Nightmares, if you like. I’ve tried to capture them on waking, but – as with all faint memories – the more time I spend squinting at them, the more I change them, and the more I twist them into something new.


This is how it goes: I take a glimmering promise of an idea in my hands and try to stroke it into shape. I imagine gently rising arcs and plunging depths of story that coalesce into an uplifting, joyful crescendo of redemption. But I plot my journey through the shallows inattentively, so I end up blown off course.


This has happened so many times that the darker waters now feel comfortably familiar. In fact, I can no longer remember what it was about the shallows that I found so attractive in the first place. Part of me is sure that this is dangerous and irresponsible, but I have no control over it, so I lean in.


Here I am, adrift. Perhaps you’d like to join me.










BROKEN WINGS
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In the airless crypts beneath the sinking city of Evesend, a treasure hunt has been playing out for three centuries. Maybe longer, but that’s as far back as the manuscripts track. The old records went up in the fire, or the flood, or the war, or whatever it was that happened in Evesend three hundred and twenty-one years previously. It razed the buildings to the ground, leaving behind only the bodies buried in the catacombs beneath them.


Which is a lucky thing for Adelka, because some of those bodies – crystal-encrusted, immortality-granting skeletons they call Shiners – are now worth their weight in cobalt. Unfortunately, she’s not the only one looking for them.


‘This is my seam,’ she says, thudding her spade into the ground next to her as she faces off against her competitor.


‘You can’t claim seams,’ the man says calmly, spitting a brown stream of filthy saliva onto the dirt of the tunnel floor. The splashback sprays across the blade of Adelka’s shovel.


She shudders, but composes herself enough to respond. ‘There are courtesies of the trade,’ she says. ‘They make the tombs safer for all of us. If we work with each other, rather than against each other, then we’ll be sure that every inch of the—’


‘Don’t care,’ the man says. He spits again, as though to punctuate his point, then pushes past Adelka into the tunnel she was trying to guard. She doesn’t fight him; she’s half a foot shorter and half his weight.


Adelka wants to cry. She wants to scream, but then the spitting bastard would hear. Instead she takes her rage, screws it up into a ball and channels it down her arm, through her hand, and into the shovel, which spears point-first into the ground. Right through the base of her little toe.


She screams, then. If the spitting bastard hears at all, he doesn’t care enough to come back and look.





‘What did you do?’


‘It’s nothing.’


‘Nothing? Adelka, your shoe is bleeding.’


Adelka has struggled to mask her walk of shame. She had to lean on her shovel as she limped forlornly up from the tunnels, through the basement of the meeting hall, into the alley behind the ruined temple and along Main Street to the staircase leading to the second-storey room she shares with her sister. But this last stretch is the worst, because now she has an audience. She’s trying not to hobble up the uneven risers, but she’s leaving a scarlet drip with every sixth step as Thea watches from the doorway above her and judges.


‘It’s nothing,’ Adelka insists when she finally reaches the top. ‘A stupid accident, that’s all. I’ll be fine.’


‘You’re not going back down there,’ Thea says. She takes the shovel from Adelka and ducks under her arm to support her sister as she limps inside. ‘It’s too dangerous.’


‘You want to get out of Evesend, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘Then I need to find us a Shiner to sell to the bone merchant. It’s the only way.’


‘No, Adelka, it’s not. I can hire myself out as a healer. You can hire yourself out as… I don’t know. A nanny.’


Adelka scoffs in response. ‘Because I’m so good with children.’


‘Well, you can do something. My point is that we can make money. We can save.’


‘Maybe in twenty years, but by then the train tickets will be more expensive, and our money won’t go as far. Face it: unless we do something drastic, we’re never getting out of this shithole. And that’s not good enough.’


Not for Thea, anyway. Adelka’s always known her sister was too soft for this hard place, too gentle for the sharp edges of Evesend society, such as it is. She can’t stand the thought of Thea being stuck here forever, tending the wounds of grubby old bastards like the one she met in the tunnels tonight, all in exchange for a smear of cobalt dust and a clumsy leer. Thea would be a star in Watersedge, and Adelka means to see her shine there, rather than rot here on the marshy limits of civilisation.


Thea sits Adelka down on their only chair and gently removes her sister’s work boot, then her bloody sock. Adelka tries to not wince, and fails.


‘I wouldn’t look,’ Thea advises.


Adelka – obtuse by nature – does exactly that, then wishes she hadn’t. Her little toe is hanging on by a single thread of skin and drying blood.


‘Can you fix it?’ Adelka asks.


‘I’m a healer, not a miracle worker.’


‘What about the surgeon?’


‘Do you want to die of infection?’


‘Then what am I supposed to do?’ Panic makes Adelka’s voice shrill.


‘Look,’ Thea says, ‘you don’t need all of your toes. Better to give it up as a lost cause, remove the toe entirely and let the wound heal.’


‘Give up on my toe?’


‘It could even be useful,’ Thea says, gathering her tools. ‘If you insist on going back to the catacombs, you could use it to make a canary. A toe is about the right size, with the right density of bone and flesh and everything else, for a small one at least. It could save your life down there in the crypts.’


‘A canary?’


Adelka’s only seen such a thing once in her life, just a brief glimpse snatched around the corner of a crypt wall when a trainload of treasure-hunting foreigners came visiting one frigid season. Adelka was wrapped in every scrap of clothing she and Thea owned, because even that far underground the earth was frozen solid, but the tourists were toasty warm in quilted jackets, layered furs and thick knits. They don’t have clothes like that in Evesend anymore, nor do they have the sweetly-chirruping birds that sat on the foreigners’ shoulders. Adelka had heard about those, of course. The bone miners still tell stories about them in scandalised tones, all the while secretly wishing they had one of their own. The tiny creatures can warn you about bad air, feel a cave-in coming seconds before the first stone drops, and even exchange their life for yours if you don’t get out of harm’s way in time. They only work underground, only in proximity to the graves of the Shiners, and only for the person from whose body they’re crafted, but if you get all that right, then for one fatal event they can give you a free pass. To some people, that kind of invulnerability is worth any price, however gruesome. To others, the mere existence of the canaries is heresy, calling back to the archaic religion that burned or drowned or died in the cataclysm three hundred and twenty-one years previously.


Long story short, the Evesenders no longer have canaries, nor the knowledge to create them. At least, that’s what Adelka thought up until right now.


Thea is quiet as she lays out her medical kit on the ground at Adelka’s feet: cloths, warm water, alcohol, powders, and a bundle of sharp and spiky implements that Adelka is trying to ignore.


‘And where exactly am I going to learn how to make a canary?’ Adelka asks.


Thea whispers her reply. ‘Kamara showed me.’


For a moment, neither of them breathes.


‘You haven’t told anyone else about that, have you?’ Adelka asks.


‘No.’


‘Then don’t. Please. You know how people feel about those things.’


‘But you already have the toe going spare, and if it could keep you safe—’


‘Assuming you can actually remove the bloody thing in the first place.’


Thea looks into Adelka’s eyes and smiles with the reassuring bedside manner that’ll make her a fortune in Watersedge. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says. ‘I know what I’m doing, and I promise you won’t even feel it once I’ve got the numbing powder on. Trust me.’


Adelka sniffs back her pain and takes a deep breath. ‘All right. I trust you.’





The canaries in Watersedge, they say, are made from ornate frames crafted by artisans in precious metals and silks. The owners contribute just a little of their blood to seal the bond, and most will only do it once; the living there is so safe and leisurely that a single canary will last a lifetime. But Adelka doesn’t have the cobalt for such artistry and Thea doesn’t know how to make a canary with so little of its maker inside it, so instead she has Adelka spit and piss and bleed in a bowl, then adds the severed toe with words and gestures that Adelka commits to memory. Finally, they bake the thing in the tepid oven overnight and wake in the morning to find it tweeting and bashing its little body desperately against the oven door as it tries to escape. The moment they release it, it flies to Adelka’s shoulder, and there it sits, needing neither sustenance nor sleep, watching every second for the moment that its sacrifice will be required.


Adelka hates it.


Instead of the beautiful multicoloured feathers of the tourists’ canaries, or even the plain blue-black of the feeble scavenger crows in Evesend’s marshes, the small bird Adelka carries has feathers the sickly grey of corpse flesh and wings that seem to be jointed in the wrong place, so they get stuck every time it tries to unfurl them. Adelka smoothes them back in place, not so much because she cares for the pitiful thing, but because it turns her stomach to see its limbs twisted so far out of alignment. Soon, the bird is performing its failed flaps so frequently that Adelka begins to suspect it is doing so simply so she will stroke it again. It craves her contact, leaning into her touch while it digs its claws into her shoulder, as though it wants to be inside her skin, as though it envies her the body it once inhabited.


‘Why is it so strange?’ Adelka asks her sister.


‘Strange? Everything about canaries is strange. You’ll have to be more specific.’


‘You know. Creepy. The way it moves its wings. It’s not right.’


Thea shrugs and looks away. ‘I did my best, but maybe your little toe wasn’t big enough. Maybe there wasn’t enough to make it perfect.’


‘Can you fix it?’


‘Fix it?’ Thea looks heartbroken at the suggestion that she might have done it wrong.


‘I don’t mean fix it. I mean… never mind. It’s great, Thea. Thank you,’ Adelka says quickly, but her unease remains as she takes the cursed thing down to the catacombs with her.





Whatever existed on the waterlogged coast before Evesend, it must have been pretty spectacular. Now its ashes are condensed into pavements, its tombs into foundations, and its streets into sewers, but Adelka still finds traces of its wonders as she searches the graves: a glimmer of metallic thread here, a lump of waxy colour there, and all the time the alluring and indecipherable carvings on the crypt walls. There are swirling patterns, sparkling stars, feathers and wings, bones and skulls, in configurations Adelka doesn’t understand. Often there are people, too, ranged in battle or facing each other one-on-one with strange weapons in their hands. Some of the bone miners say they depict the events of the cataclysm. Some say they’re just stories. Adelka thinks they must be important either way, because why else would people expend that much energy on pictures that would remain underground, unseen? But whatever meaning they once had, it has been lost along with the rest of the prior world.


It is a comfort to Adelka that the past is so distant. Although she’s actively looking for a Shiner, she still collects the plain old skeletons she finds as she searches, because there are a thousand uses for old bones in Evesend. The alchemists grind them up for tinctures, the constructioners use them for plaster and, if you’re really lucky, you might sell them to an artist looking for just the right shade of bone-white paint. When you’re feeding that trade, the last thing you want to do is think of the bones as human beings, so Adelka avoids the temptation to wonder about these peoples’ lives, or to think of them as people at all.


At least, she did. But now, as she dumps tibias and rib cages and phalanges into her sack, she can’t help but notice how many of the skeletons she finds are missing a toe, or three, or entire limbs. Before the canary, she might have ascribed the loss to scavengers or water damage, but now that she’s looking for them, she sees the cuts of bones that have been removed rather than lost. She and the dead are not so distant after all, even if most of them are destined to be ground up for bonemeal.


That’s how the Evesenders found out about the Shiners in the first place, of course. When a bunch of cows led to the slaughterhouse simply wouldn’t die, even the least-educated of Evesend’s uneducated populace began to suspect that something might be up. It took some time to trace the source back to the skeletons in the animal fodder, longer than you’d think given that the cows and the bones shared the same shimmering glow, but when they finally made the connection, demand for the immortal skeletons soared. Now a single thigh bone can set you up like a prince in Watersedge, even once you’ve taken enough crystals to make sure you and yours will live forever. That’s not just Adelka’s dream, but the dream of every bone miner who braves the dangers of the catacombs: eternal life, countless riches and, most of all, a ticket out of Evesend.


For a chance at that, Adelka is willing to suffer the sinister feeling of the canary’s claws digging into her flesh. Perhaps the birds the Watersedgers make are less unsettling, but even after a whole day to get used to it, Adelka still gets shivers down her spine each time she looks at the thing on her shoulder. She is almost glad when the roof falls in on her at the bottom of the seam for which she had such high hopes, because when she digs her way out of the rubble her canary is nothing but a lingering sparkle of dust in the air where she had been standing, right in the path of the cave-in.


Good riddance, she thinks. But as she stumbles back up to the surface, lucky to be alive, she already misses the feeling of invincibility the canary gave her.


It’s not the end of the world. After all, she has more toes.





They’re still alive, by the way, the magic cows. You’d think they might be revered, or at least exhibited as interesting specimens of magical zoology, but that’s not really the way of things in Evesend. Instead, they’re working mills, pulling ploughs, hauling timber, underfed and abused. It’s not nice, but then Evesend’s not very nice. If you want civilised attitudes and refined sensibilities, try the other side of the continent.


Adelka means to do just that.





‘You want me to what?’


‘It’s really not that complicated, Thea. I just need another canary.’


Adelka is standing in the doorway of their room, one booted foot inside the threshold and one bare foot out on the landing at the top of the stairs as she unrolls Thea’s bundle of medical instruments. It is clear what she has in mind, but Thea isn’t playing along.


‘Why?’ Thea asks.


‘To replace the other one.’


‘Why?’


‘So if I get stuck in another cave-in I won’t die.’


‘You never would have got stuck in that cave-in without the canary, because you never would have followed the seam down that far, because it’s too dangerous, Adelka, and you know it.’


‘Yes, but I’m never going to find us a Shiner if I don’t take risks, am I? They’ve been cleared out of the safer tunnels. I can’t keep picking over what the others leave behind. I have to dig out the dodgy caves that no one else will explore, so I need another canary. Just come outside and cut off my toe, then I can get back to work.’


‘No!’ Thea snatches her bundle of sharp and spiky implements out of Adelka’s hands, rolls it up and stuffs it under the mattress that the two of them share in one corner of the room, then sits on top of it with her arms crossed. ‘I am not cutting off your toe, and neither are you.’


‘Why not? You said it yourself: I don’t need my toes.’


‘No. You don’t need all of them, I said. I was trying to reassure you about losing one, not encourage you to cut them all off and throw them away.’


‘I’m not throwing them away.’


‘Aren’t you?’ Thea gives her sister a level look. ‘What happens if you never find a Shiner?’


‘I will. With another canary—’


‘But what if you don’t? Will it have been worth it?’


Adelka sighs, because there’s no way for her to explain this need to Thea in a way she will understand. Her sister doesn’t live in the real world. Ever since their parents— Well, ever since they’ve been on their own, Adelka’s been the one who’s had to risk it all to bring in the money they need to survive. She doesn’t want Thea to know that, or to carry the guilt of it, but the truth is that if it hadn’t been for Thea, Adelka never would have gone bone mining in the first place. Almost any other trade would be safer, but none of them pays as well, even when all she digs up are dull skeletons without the slightest hint of shine. The money from those bones keeps her sister housed and fed and means she has the time to train with Kamara as a healer, to have a profession.


But it won’t get her out of Evesend. Nothing will, unless Adelka finds that Shiner, and to find a Shiner she needs another canary. It’s their only hope.


Instead of trying to put this into words, Adelka says, ‘You’re not going to change my mind, Thea.’


‘And you’re not going to change mine,’ Thea replies, just as stubbornly. They have that in common.


‘Fine,’ Adelka says, grabbing her mining bag from inside the door. ‘Then I’ll do it myself.’


Before Thea can stop her, Adelka has her hammer raised in one hand and the chisel in the other, poised over the two smallest toes on her undamaged foot.


She hears Thea scream before it all goes black.


When she wakes up, her foot is bandaged and there are dark circles under Thea’s eyes. She’s rubbing something along Adelka’s lips. A sedative, she guesses. The toes are in a bowl on the floor, along with a fair portion of Adelka’s blood.


‘Make it with both of them this time,’ she says before whatever Thea’s given her takes hold. ‘Just to be sure there’s enough.’


Then it all goes black again.


All things considered, it really wasn’t that bad.





Within a week, Adelka and her shiny new blood-red canary – functional wings and everything – find a new seam. It’s a sneaky one, in a tunnel hinted at by odd turns and intrusions in the passages around it. Looking at the maps she’s drawn over the years, she’s long known it was there in the blank space between pathways, but she was never able to find its entrance.


Until now.


There is a life-sized statue in the recess at the back of the ruined temple, beneath the spot where the altar sits in the building above. It depicts a woman in thickly-draped robes with birds perched on her shoulders, a curled staff in one hand and a basket full of bones in the other. Behind her, a skeletal figure wraps its arms around her stomach, around her throat, tipping her chin up towards its gaping jaws. The gesture is half threatening, half sexual, and all creepy. Adelka’s not sure who it represents, or what it’s supposed to make her feel, but she knows she doesn’t like it, and that’s been enough to keep her hurrying past it for all the years she’s been heading down to the catacombs.


But on this day, just as she approaches the relic, her new blood-red canary begins to sing.


It’s a warning cry, signalling bad air, but Adelka isn’t underground yet and the air outside is fine. At first she thinks perhaps this second canary is defective too, perhaps they still haven’t used enough of her flesh and bone in its making, and she just keeps on walking. The canary stops singing. She walks back the way she came and there, right in front of the statue, the canary begins to sing again. Adelka steps away, and back, away, and back, and every time she comes close to the statue, the canary sings out for all it’s worth.


For the first time, Adelka looks more closely at the grim couple, locked in their eternal embrace, and sees the cracks in the panel behind their alcove. Cracks that describe the shape of a door. Adelka slips into the recess, squeezes behind the statue and finds, in the centre of the door shape, hidden behind the figure of the skeleton, a carving of a bone.


She runs her fingers over its surface.


The carving depresses.


The stone doorway moves.


The anticipation fizzes over her skin.


This is big. This is momentous. If there are going to be Shiners buried anywhere beneath Evesend that’s still accessible, it’s going to be here.


The canary sings.


When the bad air washes over them both, so dense that it’s toxic even under the open sky, the blood-red creature detonates in a shower of glittering rose-gold, leaving Adelka to stand in the doorway alone and contemplate her discovery. She can already see skeletons thick on each side of the tunnel, piled one on top of the other in their recessed beds of stone. Quickly, stepping just inside, she opens her sack and drops in one, two, three, four entire skeletons’ worth of bones – not a single toe missing – then bundles her treasure up, drags it out after her and seals the doorway tightly before any more bad air can catch her, and before anyone can see her and discover what she has just discovered.


Her mind is spinning.


It’s an untested, unpropped tunnel. There will be dangers enough, like the bad air she just avoided, like the inevitable cave-ins and flooded paths she’ll find as she maps it out.


But.


Ten seconds’ work for four entire skeletons.


Even if she never finds a Shiner down there – which she will, she is now certain – there are enough easy pickings in that seam to keep her and Thea going for years. Decades. Maybe forever.


She just needs a new canary.





‘If you don’t do it for me, you know I’ll do it myself. Badly.’


‘No, you won’t,’ Thea says, trying to pry her tool bundle from Adelka’s hands for the third time that evening. ‘I didn’t want to tell you like this, but… there’s another way.’


‘What?’ Adelka’s interest sharpens. ‘You mean you’ve learned how to make canaries like the Watersedgers do?’


‘No, I mean I think I might have found a job.’


Adelka stops fighting, but she doesn’t let go of the bundle. ‘What kind of job?’ she asks.


‘House healer.’


‘For?’


Thea releases her grip and looks away. ‘House Karillon.’


‘No.’


Adelka throws the tool bundle onto the floor and unrolls it, fingering each of the blades as she chooses her weapon. She will not think about House Karillon. She will not remember the way Karillon Silas kicked open their door and turned her and Thea out into the night. She will not remember the blood on his hands, the blood that rubbed off onto her skin as she fought him every step of the way.


‘It’s in Watersedge.’ Thea speaks softly, crouching down so she can reach out and still her sister’s hands on her tools. ‘They’ll provide housing for both of us, and a monthly salary of five times what you make here in a year. We can get out of Evesend together, safely, without you losing any more toes.’


‘You think living at House Karillon is safe? Have you forgotten what they did?’


‘Karillon Silas is dead, Adelka. Years ago now. They executed him for the murder of our parents. No one condoned what he did. They’re sorry for it.’


‘They will be,’ Adelka says. She selects a knife and pulls it from its pocket in the bundle. ‘When we have a Shiner, we’ll be rich enough to buy our own place in Watersedge. We don’t need the charity of our enemies, Thea.’


‘Charity?’ Thea replies, and she is furious. ‘Is that how little you think of me and what I do? You think I need charity to get a job as a House healer?’


‘If it wasn’t charity then you’d get a job for someone else. Anyone else. Tell me I’m wrong.’


For a moment, Thea says nothing, and for a moment, Adelka is sure she has the measure of the situation, just as she believes she has always had the measure of her little sister and her little endeavours.


For a moment.


Then Adelka looks up and sees the rage in her eyes.


‘You are wrong,’ Thea says. ‘You’ve seen how your wounds healed. You’ve tasted my salves and powders. You’ve even had the benefit of my canaries. Can you honestly tell me that you’ve suffered even a second of pain under my care? No,’ Thea rushes on before Adelka can grudgingly admit the same. ‘Because despite what you think of me, I’m good at what I do, and they’re clamouring for me, Adelka. Clamouring. I have invitations to attend every House on the far side of the continent at the end of my training. Did you know that?’


Adelka did not know that. She is surprised, just as Thea wants her to be. Slightly incredulous, even, which she should probably keep to herself. What she should do is congratulate her sister and acknowledge her success. She knows that’s what Thea wants.


Instead, she asks, ‘Then why choose them, of all the bastard houses you could choose?’


‘I chose House Karillon because it’s the only one that has enough space to accommodate staff and their family,’ Thea says, then adds quietly, ‘I chose it so I could take you with me. Ideally, with the rest of your digits intact.’


But Adelka doesn’t want to be taken with Thea. She’s supposed to be looking after her little sister, not the other way around, and especially not in House Karillon.


‘No,’ Adelka says.


‘No?’


‘No. You don’t know what I found today, Thea. A completely untapped seam. Brand new, and rich like nothing I’ve ever seen. I was in there less than a hundred heartbeats and I came back out with four full skeletons, intact. There’s a fortune in that tunnel, and I’ll bet there’s a Shiner besides.’


‘Adelka—’


‘A week,’ she says desperately. ‘Just until you’ve finished your training. Give me one week on this seam. I’ll find it, Thea. I promise. And then we can go wherever we want and live like kings, forever. Just one more canary.’


‘And then another, and another after that.’


‘You don’t understand. This is the find of a lifetime. The other bone miners would be salivating if they knew about it, but not one of them does. It’s my secret. You have to give me a chance to run the seam down, Thea. Please.’


For a long time, the only sound is the tapping of Thea’s fingernails on the floor.


‘A week,’ she says eventually.


‘A week,’ Adelka agrees as Thea takes the knife from her hand. ‘So you’ll give me a canary?’


‘Two more toes,’ Thea says. ‘And only two more. Then we’re leaving, with or without your Shiner.’





There are… things in the tunnel beyond the disturbing statue.


The first time they come for her, Adelka’s lantern goes out, leaving her in the dark with her new canary – it has feathers sickly pink like uncooked pig flesh – and an unknown number of unknown creatures whose toenails screech across the stone tunnel floor as they skitter towards her like nothing she has ever heard before. The twittering warning call of her canary comes to an abrupt stop, and Adelka races blindly back towards the statue with the skittering chasing her every step of the way. When she emerges into the night, she is alone, though her shoulder shines with the pale pink glitter of her canary’s demise.


It has only been two days.


Faced with Adelka’s threats to go back with or without protection, Thea is persuaded to cut out another canary, and another, until Adelka has only one big toe remaining and nothing to show for it but an effective trap for giant rats, a pile of pale bones and a bird in her shirt pocket with feathers the colour of a ripening bruise.


At least she still has her secret seam. Or so she thinks, until she arrives at the statue one morning to find the door to the tunnel cracked open. For a moment, she thinks she must have left it open herself when she set off for home the night before, but then she hears the rhythmic clanging thump of a pickaxe reverberating inside and knows her secret is no longer hers alone.


She rushes along the passages, bag weighing heavy on her shoulder, shovel in her hand, lantern held high above her head, until she has followed the noise to its source.


‘You,’ she says, sneering at the bastard who spat on her shovel. ‘How did you find my seam?’


‘Should have been more careful,’ he replies, not even bothering to look her way. ‘Didn’t cover your trail very well, did you?’ Then he carries right on with his work. He’s chipping a hole into a panel at the side of one of the grave recesses, destroying the wall and the carvings it holds.


‘What are you doing?’ Adelka says, horrified. ‘You’re ruining it.’


‘Ruining it? You don’t know much, do you, girlie.’


‘I knew enough to find this place.’


‘And too little to mine it properly. Bugger off home and let the real bone miners do what you can’t.’


Adelka’s about to argue with the loathsome man, but then his pickaxe breaks through the panel and something shines out from the hollow behind it.


‘Is that—’


‘Now don’t you go getting any ideas,’ the man says, turning to face her with the pickaxe in his hands.


‘This is my seam!’ Adelka yells. ‘By rights, whatever is in there is mine.’


‘Not likely.’ The man squares up to her, swinging the pickaxe gently as he speaks. ‘You would never have found it. You’re too stupid to know where to look.’


‘You can at least share it. That’s fair.’


‘Sorry, girlie,’ the man says, swinging the pickaxe properly now. ‘But I don’t share.’


It’s a short fight. In fact, it’s not much of a fight at all.


The man swings the pickaxe back. Adelka tries to sidestep out of the way, but trips over her shovel in her haste and ends up sprawled on the tunnel floor on her back. The man brings the pickaxe down on her head. The point is aimed right at Adelka’s eye. It should be a death blow, but the world twists sideways for a blink and the pickaxe embeds itself in the dirt next to Adelka’s ear.


The canary tucked into her shirt pocket goes poof.


The man is unbalanced by the sudden change in reality. He topples over, landing half on the ground and half on top of Adelka. He’s so surprised to see the cloud of purple glitter the canary has left behind that he doesn’t notice what Adelka is doing with her hands.


‘Hey, those things are outlawed,’ he says, pushing himself up onto his elbows. ‘You can’t have them in the mines. Every time they pop like that, the magic destroys one of the—’


The pickaxe takes the end of his sentence along with his life. There’s a lot of blood, but then Adelka is used to that by now, and in truth she hardly notices. Instead, her attention is fixed on the thing she glimpsed shining behind the panel. She hauls the pickaxe out of the man’s back and applies it to the tiny hole, widening it bit by bit, strike by strike.


She knew the canaries would be worth it. She may have lost nine toes, but this is it, she knows it is. It might be dark now, but she saw the glow, and so did the man whose blood is now making her grip on the pickaxe handle slick. The Shiner is there, right behind this panel, where – Adelka has to admit – she would never have thought to look for it. Perhaps she should have stopped for a moment before she started swinging, just long enough to memorise the markings on the panel so she’d know what tipped the spitting bastard off to the Shiner’s location. But she only needs one skeleton, and anyway it’s too late now; the carvings have been obliterated under her frenzied blows.


Three more strikes.


Two more strikes.


One more.


The hole is as big as Adelka’s head now, but there’s nothing. No glow. No glimmer. Just darkness.


She takes her lantern and shoves it inside the hole, then peers in after it. There’s a skeleton there, all right, but it’s every bit as dull and chalky as all the others she’s found in this hidden tunnel so far.


She wants to cry. There’s no Shiner here.


Perhaps all she saw was a glint of light off the pickaxe head, or a flare from the lantern, or some trick of the tunnel gas. It wouldn’t be the first time a bone miner came out of the ground raving about finding Shiners, only to discover that he’d lost a little of his mind instead.


Adelka steps over the spitting bastard’s body on her way home. He’s going to rot down here, which is no more than he deserves, but she isn’t looking forward to the odour in the tunnel when she returns.





‘Just one more. I still have one night left.’


‘And is that really worth your last toe?’


‘It’s my toe. I can do what I want with it.’


The sisters have been arguing gently all the way through preparing and eating their gritty stew, but Thea’s heart isn’t in it and Adelka can tell. Her sister’s mind is elsewhere, her belongings already packed, her mind already halfway to Watersedge.


‘I want you to come with me in the morning,’ Thea says.


‘I will.’


‘Will you? Will you really?’


‘Of course,’ Adelka replies, mopping up the last of her gritty gravy with a solid hunk of gritty bread. ‘And I’ll bring a Shiner with me.’


Thea stands from where they’ve been sitting together on the floor and throws her wooden bowl into the bucket they use as a sink. It’s a helpless, careless gesture, and it’s out of character.


‘What?’ Adelka asks.


‘There’s something toxic about the Shiners, and no amount of canaries are going to protect you from it if you keep going back for more. This obsession is eating you alive, Adelka. Can’t you see that?’


‘You don’t understand. I found something, Thea.’


‘I know, your secret tunnel.’


‘No, not just that. I was looking in the wrong place. I nearly found one today. I was so close. I swear, I could almost taste it.’


‘And, what? It ran away?’


Adelka shakes her head, still unable to explain what she saw in the tunnel. Between the bad air and the excitement and the… other thing that happened, it feels messy in her head. All she needs is to get back down there with a new canary, find another panel just like the one from today, and then they’ll be set.


Easy.


‘I can do this,’ Adelka says. ‘For us. For you.’


‘If you were doing it for me, you’d still have nine toes.’


‘You’ll see, Thea. It’ll change our lives. I just need one more. Please.’


There’s no point in arguing, so Thea gets her kits, administers her powders, makes her cuts and works her magic. Adelka won’t wait for the wounds to heal. She won’t even wait for a proper goodbye.


‘If I’m not here when you get back, then you know where I’ve gone,’ Thea says. She is sadder than Adelka has ever seen her.


‘I have to do this.’


‘I know. At least once this last canary is gone, there’ll be an end to it all. When that happens, I’ll be waiting in Watersedge for you.’


She hands Adelka a pass for the train – her ticket out of Evesend – and kisses her on the cheek as Adelka leaves, back to the statue of the skeleton’s embrace, back to the catacombs behind it, back to the bones of the pale and silent dead.





Adelka needn’t have worried about the smell; the spitting bastard’s body has been scavenged almost to naked bone in the space of a few hours. Just along the tunnel from his final resting place – at least until he dries out enough for Adelka to sell him for bone dust – there is a carving that looks familiar. She can’t be sure, but Adelka thinks it might be the same one that was on the panel they destroyed yesterday.


At the top, two figures face each other with strange weapons outstretched as though they are in the middle of a duel. One seems to be stepping forwards, surrounded by winged creatures Adelka doesn’t recognise, while the other falls to the ground surrounded by swirls and stars and odd angular shapes that resemble gemstones. The falling figure has to be a Shiner, Adelka thinks. This must be his epitaph, the story of his death, so this must be his gravestone, which means that right behind this panel should be…


Adelka takes the pickaxe she has now claimed as her own and gets swinging. As she does, her new bone-white canary hops up and down her arm, tweeting anxiously. This panel is thicker than the other was, and it’s sweaty work, but eventually the point of the pickaxe bursts through the stone. As Adelka drags the tool back out, hoping to bring the panel with it, she sees a radiant glimmer of wonderful brightness for the tiniest fraction of a second before the whole panel comes tumbling towards her along with the rest of the wall. She is about to be buried alive.


The canary pops in a shower of silver light, the world comes out of alignment, and the next thing she knows Adelka is standing on a pile of rubble. Despite searching through it for the rest of the night and much of the next day, she finds nothing but boring white bones and silver glitter. Again, she is frustrated.


But no matter. There are more carvings to search, more panels to check, and it won’t be long now, she’s certain.


Thea can wait one more day.


Adelka might be out of toes, but she doesn’t need all her fingers, either.








INVIDIOUS BITCHES
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The air makes my teeth ache as I smile at the cameras. It can’t be the temperature, because the red carpet is baking in the kind of heat that makes London sweat, releasing all the noxious smells that the cold and rain usually hide. The problem must be the peroxide I left on overnight. There are only so many times you can whiten them, the dentist told me, before the chemicals dig their way through the enamel to the nerve.


I guess I’ve reached my limit.


‘Lisa! Lisa!’


The reporter is young, her hair shining like a waterfall as she holds out the mic towards me. Those golden strands look naturally healthy rather than cosmetically enhanced, like mine are. I wonder if she’s one of them. I can’t see a single wrinkle on her face and her teeth are dazzling, whiter than mine will ever get without veneers.


‘Lisa, what’s next for you now that the last season of Hard Collateral has wrapped?’ she asks, pretending innocence, the bitch.


She knows.


‘Oh, plenty on the horizon,’ I say, stretching my smile until my canines clang with pain. ‘I can’t let you have any details yet—’


‘Of course not,’ she says sweetly.


The bitch. The bitch knows that the only thing on the horizon for me is a slow decline into retirement. She just wants to watch me squirm.


‘But I can tell you,’ I continue, leaning in close to whisper, ‘that one upcoming project involves a certain superhero with shape-shifting powers, if you know who I mean.’ I’m lying my arse off, of course, but my delivery sells it: I hold a finger to my lips as I twinkle with mischief. It’s an expression I have practised in the mirror to perfection, just like all my others.


The bitch is suitably impressed, and surprised enough that it’s frankly insulting.


‘You don’t mean Lok—’


‘I’d love to tell you more,’ I say, holding up my hands to ward off her questions, ‘but you’ll have to wait for the press release. I’m sworn to secrecy. Watch this space!’


I step back to take a few more questions from other reporters, then smile and wave as I walk the rest of the carpet, smile and wave to the cameras, smile and wave to the bitch of a reporter who’s going to be printing bullshit about my prospects that will, with any luck, seriously piss off her editor and the studio involved.


Not that anyone seems to care about lies in this business. Sometimes I wonder if they’re all we have.


‘Lisa!’


I’m expecting another reporter, but instead it’s Madeleine Carpenter, my former co-star from Space Rangers. She throws her arms wide before air-kissing me on both sides, grasping my shoulders in a hug that is designed to keep me at a distance. She’s the same age as me, but she looks ten years younger than she did the last time I saw her. Even up close, I can’t see the lines beneath her make up, not even around her eyes. She must have an incredible surgeon.


‘Madeleine!’ I say brightly, playing for the cameras. ‘You look fabulous!’


‘Thanks, darling.’ She doesn’t return the compliment. ‘It’s been an absolute age. I must tell you all about my new show!’


‘Oh, yes,’ I can feel my smile slipping into a grimace. ‘Something about heartburn, wasn’t it?’


‘Heartachers and Heartbreakers.’


‘Of course. My mistake.’


I know the title perfectly well. I’ve been following Madeleine’s ascent with jealous attention, watching her rise out of the ashes of our last project into a prime-time TV role that eclipsed Hard Collateral in the ratings. I should be where she is now, but her show didn’t have a sex scandal. Her show didn’t have a director who was too drunk to direct. Her show didn’t get cancelled mid-season. No wonder she looks so good. I bet she can afford the best of everything.


‘Not to worry,’ she says, laughing off my faux pas. ‘The memory starts to go at your age, I’m sure.’


The bloody cheek.


I’m still suppressing my indignation, trying to come up with a subtle sucker-punch retort, when Madeleine takes my arm and starts leading me inside.


‘You should see my beautician,’ she whispers. ‘She’ll do wonders for those eye-bags of yours.’


I laugh at her audacity. Does she really expect me to believe that she turned the clock back a decade without surgery?


‘Seriously,’ she says, and indeed she is serious now. She pulls a business card out of her clutch bag and tucks it into my own. ‘See her, darling. All the top crowd do. Trust me: it’ll be the best call you ever make.’


I smile back, but I have no intention of contacting anyone recommended to me by Madeleine bitchface Carpenter. Either she’s hoping for a referral discount or, more likely, it’s some kind of prank. I’ll play along for the sake of appearances at this event, but I’ll be tearing up that card the moment I get home.



The ceremony itself is utter bollocks. I knew it was going to be. I’m only here because my co-star in Hard Collateral, Joey Farelli, made the shortlist for Best Actor, but he’s far from that and predictably misses out on the prize. With any luck, the tabloids might run a few photos tomorrow of the two of us together, Joey crying on my shoulder while I offer sympathetic support. He’s a petulant little snot of a man who used to make his assistant dump his girlfriends for him and the last thing I want to do is console him, but my calendar is wide open and I need all the publicity I can get.


That’s why I agree to talk to the cameras at the end of the night. Unlike my so-called peers, I am stone-cold sober and, thanks to frequent touch-ups, just as polished as I was on the red carpet.


‘How’s Joey doing?’ the interviewer asks.


‘Proud to have been nominated,’ I say, lying through my aching teeth. ‘He was honoured to be to be up for the award with so many incredible actors and I have no doubt that even greater things are on the way for him.’ Like a cracking hangover and, I hope, a recurring case of genital herpes from the soap star I saw following him into the toilets half an hour ago.


The interviewer asks about the other categories and awards, and I smile blithely as I give my sanitised opinions. I’m about to excuse myself when he throws in the grenade, the question everyone else is too refined to ask.


‘What did you think about Iris Kemp’s nomination?’


He’s talking about the lead actress in Howling Man, the latest film about Werewolves to grace our screens. There’s been a glut of them ever since the Werepeople revealed their existence a decade ago, and it shows no sign of letting up any time soon. The world has gone crazy for the slow-aging, fast-healing, bright-eyed creatures, particularly the film and television industry. They see them as an opportunity. A studio can invest in an upcoming actor and lock them into a long-term, low-pay contract for multiple films, comfortable in the knowledge that the actor will stay looking exactly the same way for a century, beautiful and timeless, perfect for long-running franchises. If we’re not careful, human actors are going to be relegated to the transience of the stage. Organisations like the BAFTAs are standing with us humans, thanks to persuasive lobbying from people like Madeleine Carpenter.


Unlike most of the actors in Howling Man, Iris is a genuine Wereperson. She was up for Best Actress, but we all knew she never stood a chance of walking away with the trophy, not with her pedigree.


‘I think it’s great,’ I say, summoning up more generosity than I feel.


‘So you think she should have won?’


I laugh. ‘The competition was pretty stiff.’


‘But you think a Wereperson could win a BAFTA?’ he insists.


I’m tired and it’s late and this guy is really getting on my nerves, so I do the one thing that people in my position never do: I tell the truth.


‘Are we going to have a Werewolf winning a BAFTA anytime soon?’ I say. ‘Probably not. They’ve got the looks, sure, but you have to remember that they are, after all, a different species, so they’re never going to be able to portray humans with the same nuance we can. But I fully support the board’s proposal that we create a separate awards ceremony, the BAWFTA, so the Werepeople can have their own space. That makes a lot of sense to me.’


‘You don’t think, as the Weres argue, that keeping them out of the BAFTAs is discriminatory? Particularly given that Howling Man is a film about Werewolves?’


‘Didn’t I just say I thought it was great that Iris was shortlisted?’ I reply. ‘But the point is that she didn’t win, and she won’t ever have a chance at winning against humans. That’s not really fair on her, is it? But a BAWFTA, that she could win. Give the Weres their own award ceremony and you give everyone a chance to shine. Leave the BAFTAs to the humans.’


He opens his mouth to ask another question, but I wave and walk away before he can. Not one question about me. Not one question about my career, or my gown, or my plans. All anyone wants to hear about these days is the Werepeople.


The selfish fucks.



I hear my comments debated on the breakfast show while I do my morning cardio. The Werepeople think I’m just jealous of their looks and longevity, but the Actors’ Guild are leading the charge to defend me.


‘It’s hard to keep up with the immortal crowd – no one’s denying that – but there’s more to our profession than how you look. What the Actors’ Guild cares about, what audiences care about, is the craft of acting, not youth and beauty. That’s where Lisa got it absolutely right: we need human actors to play human characters.’


‘And Wereperson characters as
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