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Description 1



For the dragon and the dove in all of us, and the stories that teach us how to love them both.





LIST OF PLAYERS
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ORDER OF THE FLAMES

Seraphine Marchant, Co-Founder of the Order of the Flames

Theodore Branch, Co-Founder of the Order of the Flames

Valerie Doe, Co-Founder of the Order of the Flames

Tobias Versini

Paola Versini

Anouk Hale
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ORDER OF THE DAGGERS

Hugo Ralphe Versini, Founder of the Order of the Daggers

Ransom Hale, Defector

Nadia Raine, Defector

Caruso Dantes, Defector

Lark Delano, Defector
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ORDER OF THE CLOAKS

Armand Versini, Founder of the Order of the Cloaks

Madame Cordelia Mercure, Head of the Order of the Cloaks

Madame Josephine Fontaine, Former Head of the Order of the Cloaks
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HOUSE OF RAYERE, THEIR ROYAL HIGHNESSES

Andreas Mondragon Rayere, Prince of Valterre, Bertrand’s nephew
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SAINTS OF VALTERRE


	Calvin, Saint of Death

	Celiana, Saint of Song and Poetry

	Frederic, Saint of Farmers and Hunters

	Maud, Saint of Lost Hope

	Maurius, Saint of Travellers and Seafarers

	Oriel, Saint of Destiny

	Serene, Saint of Animals

	Alisa, Saint of the Sick

	Cadel, Saint of Warriors

	Calliope, Saint of Beauty and Youth

	Placido, Saint of Peace

	Jasper, Saint of Artisans

	Lucille Versini, Saint of Scholars








Part I
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One eve while I was fretting beneath a chestnut tree,

A dove came soft and cooing and perched alongside me.

Calmed by her gentle presence, my worrying did cease,

And there inside the forest glade, I found a ray of peace.

When again I went there walking, a hunter I did meet,

In greed he came to kill my dove and take her heart to eat.

Deep in her breast the arrow struck, his prize was all but won,

Yet to my shock, the dove took flight and soared into the sun.

CELIANA BARONE, SAINT OF SONG AND POETRY









The Old Soothsayer

High up in the eaves of House Armand, where cobwebs clung to dusty beams and a candle flickered on a narrow sill, an old woman slumbered in her chair. In her hands, she clutched her tarot deck.

It was long after midnight and despite the ravens croaking on the roof, Madame Josephine Fontaine was fast asleep. There was no peace in her slumber. Not while the thread that bound her to her ancestor, Oriel Beauregard, was as taut as a sailor’s knot. The Saint of Destiny was yanking on the other end, whispering.

Look and see, Josephine.

The fate of Fantome is changing.

Josephine scowled in her sleep. A thousand years gone, and Oriel would not leave this bloody kingdom alone.

Let me be, you infernal pest! I am old and tired and soon to die.

She cursed that blasted drop of Beauregard blood in her veins. Not magical like the blood of the saints but old and powerful in a different way. The remnants of a bond she could not sever, no matter how she tried to ignore it. Was she doomed, in her ninth decade on the vast continent of Arthos, to never know peace again?

That familiar voice hissed at her.

The world is falling into great danger, Josephine.

You must rise to your destiny.

Pah! Destiny had left it late enough. Josephine was half blind and all but deaf, not to mention mostly drunk these days. What use did destiny have of her now? What use had she of destiny?

A vision was knocking on the door of her mind. It had begun as a tap just after dinner, rising to an insistent thud as she’d sat reading in the library afterwards. Oriel’s fist was heavy with impatience now, pounding and pounding and pounding.

Too tired to fight it any longer, the soothsayer relinquished her stubbornness. As she sat slumped in her rocking chair, gilded by the dying candlelight, the door inside her mind flew open…



The winged army of Urnica rose up from beyond the Western Ridge like a plague upon the skies. A flock of monstrous black birds blanketed the horizon, tail feathers like flames beneath the rising sun. The Strix. Native to the southern cliffs of Urnica and not seen outside their kingdom for over one hundred years, the war mounts were weapons unto themselves, with keen eyes to see in the dark and talons as sharp as cutlasses.

There was a touch of magic about them.

Dark magic.

Upon their backs, the notorious Stargrazers of Urnica were as fearsome as their mounts, the king’s prized legion of aerial fighters clad in black leather and helmets crowned with a mane of blood-red feathers. The smudging of kohl round their eyes obscured their gazes, but there was no doubting their destination.

The western peaks of Valterre seemed to shrink beneath their shadow, as though nature, in its oldest and truest form could sense death on the wind.

Down by the shore, waves thrashed against the rocks, as if to jostle the kingdom awake.

In the west, villagers turned their face to the darkening sky and quailed.

And in the east, Prince Andreas Mondragon Rayere, the silver-tongued saint of Valterre, rode out to meet his cousin’s army. His golden eyes shone bright, proof of the divine blood that now ran in his veins, of the power that would soon bring the kingdom to its knees:

Persuasion. Coercion. Subjugation.

As the sun crested the Western Ridge, the first Strix alighted on the banks of Calliope’s Looking Glass. For such a tower of strength, the king’s brother, Prince Darius Mondragon, dismounted with surprising grace, removing his helmet and tucking it under his arm.

The Silver-tongue Saint embraced his cousin at the foot of their shared mountains.

A violent earthquake gripped the land.

But – no.

It was the vision that shook.

Back in her chair at House Armand, the soothsayer trembled. The vision had sprawled. She was high enough now to hear the war cries of the Strix. A wretched, clawing chorus. High enough to see the rivers of Valterre turn red. To glimpse townspeople hanging from flagpoles, to watch the ravens of Fantome gather above the cathedral in a great black cloud.

A terror.

A warning.

An omen.

‘Josephine … Josie!’

Her eyes flew open.

Another pair stared back at her, brown and filled with worry. They belonged to Madame Cordelia Mercure, custodian of House Armand and current Head of the Order of Cloaks.

‘I heard you cry out,’ said Cordelia, gripping her gently by the shoulders. ‘I thought you were having a heart attack.’

I wish.

The old woman blinked herself back to the present. She could see by Cordelia’s silk bonnet that she must have been asleep.

‘Josie, you’re shaking.’

‘Oh, get a hold of yourself, Cordelia,’ snapped the old woman. Despite their friendship, she did not like to be caught unawares. As the previous Head Cloak, she had earned the right to her own privacy. And certainly her own nightmares. ‘It was nothing. I was sleeping.’

You were divining, whispered that incessant voice in her head.

Oh, piss off, she hissed back. You’ve done enough for one night.

Cordelia was still staring at her. ‘You’ve not been well these past few weeks, Josie.’

The old woman snorted. ‘Has anyone in this hell-bitten city been well?’

Not since the Aurore Tower had fallen and the saints had come roaring back. Twisted and power-hungry, and woefully ill-equipped for their own destinies.

A card slipped from the deck in Josephine’s fist and came to rest on the floorboards.

They both looked down.

‘The Hourglass,’ muttered Cordelia. ‘Time is running out.’

Josephine hummed. ‘Very astute, Cordelia. Perhaps there is some Beauregard blood in you, too.’

Cordelia remained unamused. ‘Magic thrums in the bones of our kingdom. I sense it now in a way I never have before. All these grasping hands snatching at power. And the rest of us players in a deadly game, whether we wish it or not.’ Cordelia stood with her back to her old friend and gazed out into the dawn. ‘I can feel a change in the wind, Josie. The ground is shifting, and we are all losing our footing.’

‘Oriel will not let me rest,’ Josephine admitted.

For a moment, they were silent.

‘How will it end?’ asked Cordelia quietly.

The soothsayer frowned. ‘In blood, I expect.’

The truth was, it had barely begun – this grand changing of fate.

‘Urnica will send out the Strix.’

Cordelia stifled a curse.

Josephine went on. ‘King Rafael Mondragon will aid his cousin’s bid for the kingdom. His brother, Prince Darius, rides at the helm of the Stargrazers.’

Darius, Terror of the Skies.

A breath of silence. ‘He will meet resistance.’

‘I’m counting on it.’

Cordelia wrung her hands. ‘There’s still no sign of the girl.’

‘The Saint-maker will come.’ Of that, Josephine was certain. After all, House Armand had once been Seraphine Marchant’s refuge. And it was a damn sight warmer – not to mention prettier – than the catacombs of Fantome. ‘Oriel will make sure of it.’

Cordelia returned to silence.

Josephine scowled. It wouldn’t do, this stewing. Not this early in the day, and not in her bedchamber.

‘For now, there is a far more pressing concern,’ said the old woman as she rose from her chair. ‘I need some pancakes to soak up last night’s brandy.’ And that cursed vision. She gave her friend an expectant look. ‘Rouse the chef. And tell her if she skimps on the syrup, she’ll meet the blunt end of my cane.’

Cordelia responded with her usual graceful restraint. ‘I’ll relay the message.’

Alone again, Josephine bent to retrieve the Hourglass. In her haste, she snagged her fingernail on an uneven floorboard. A smear of blood now marred the sands of time.

‘A little on the nose,’ she muttered as she folded the card back into the deck. But for once, the voice inside her head was quiet.

The silence was most unnerving of all.
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Chapter 1 Seraphine

Seraphine Marchant was in way over her head. She had been ever since she’d fled her burning farmhouse in an attempt to evade the Dagger who’d killed her mother. Not that that had particularly gone to plan.

At least back then, the only life – and death – Sera had to worry about was her own.

When Oriel Beauregard had decided to mess with Fantome on the night of the fated storm, things had escalated… dramatically. Sera wasn’t a saint but a maker of them. Imbued with a power that, if used in precisely the right way and on the right kind of people, could usher her ailing kingdom into a new era of peace and prosperity.

Or… cause it to fall into ruin.

‘You’re stalling.’ Val’s voice cut through her inner spiral.

Sera glared at her best friend. In the cavern of Hugo’s Passage, Val was reclining in an armchair by the fireplace, her legs kicked up on the coffee table. Firelight gilded her violet curls and danced along her dainty nose ring. She rolled her hand. ‘With respect, please hurry the fuck up.’

Behind Val, Ransom was pacing. Though he’d promised to bite his tongue tonight, the heavy thrum of his bootsteps betrayed his disapproval.

Once a Versini, always a Versini, he’d cautioned Sera. Who knows what kind of saint Theo will turn out to be?

The kind, she hoped, that might help them win the coming war.

Andreas’s recent silence had only heightened their unease. It meant the prince was up to something; he was a snake moving in the long grass, while the kingdom held its breath.

It was almost midnight, and the catacombs were full of beasts. Shadow hounds prowled around the cavern, guarding the doorways that led on to the four passageways, and occasionally veering close to her spot by the fireplace, likely to intimidate Theo, who was lying with his shirt open on the rug before her and making a point of ignoring them entirely.

The Shadowsmith cleared his throat. ‘Not getting any younger here, Saint-maker.’

‘Shhh. I’m concentrating.’

‘I can feel you spiralling.’

She flicked his ear. ‘You of all people don’t want me to rush this. I could kill you, you know.’

‘Doubt is the enemy of magic,’ said Anouk, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor beside Theo, idly braiding her hair. ‘You can do this, Sera. You’ve done it before.’

Ransom was proof of that. And Lark, too. Though both had been accidents.

Lark, made on the night of the power storm atop the Aurore Tower, when Sera had slammed her hands against his chest, magic running through her like a current.

And then Ransom, only a few days ago, when he had been dead in her arms on the banks of the Verne, and she had poured her tears, her love, her magic into him.

And then, there was the other attempt…

Talisa Mondragon, the princess Sera had scoured to death at Marvale.

Of course Sera was nervous. Her magic was a living, breathing force inside her. Sometimes, she felt at one with it, and at others, it had a will of its own.

‘If you don’t get on with it, I’ll die of boredom anyway,’ said Theo.

‘Stop pressuring her,’ growled Ransom. ‘You’re lucky she’s even considering you for this.’

Theo cracked an eye open. ‘You said you’d keep him out of the Cavern tonight.’

Ransom stood over him. ‘My catacombs, my rules, Versini.’

‘Are the hounds really necessary?’ said Theo.

Ransom’s smile was a scythe. ‘Just in case you go rogue and I have to kill you.’

‘Look at you, still chomping at the bit for mindless murder,’ goaded the Shadowsmith. ‘Against all odds, I think those pets of yours have made you even more insufferable.’

‘Good.’

‘Shut up, both of you,’ snapped Anouk. Her eyes flickered gold, and the brickwork around them trembled. A measured breath stifled her magic, and the Stone Maiden went on, as though nothing had happened. ‘Just… let her focus.’

Sera pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. She couldn’t settle. Couldn’t trust herself.

‘Stop thinking about Talisa,’ said Theo, softer now.

Sera couldn’t help it. Andreas had promised the Urnican princess a magical gift, not out of the kindness of his heart but in his eagerness to experiment with Sera’s new power as a Saint-maker.

Talisa had died for his curiosity.

Sera had killed her.

She hadn’t meant to, but in the moment fear and pressure and uncertainty had overwhelmed her, and instead of remaking the young princess into something more, she had burned a hole in her chest.

Too easily, Theo read the fear in her eyes. ‘Andreas forced your hand, Sera. But I’m willing. You’re willing. This is what you were meant for.’

‘You made Ransom a few days ago,’ Anouk chipped in. ‘And he turned out fine, didn’t he?’

‘Define fine,’ said Val. ‘Your Saint of Nightmares is currently making an army of giant tarantulas.’

Indeed, the bloodhounds had dissipated. Ransom stood with his back to them now, conjuring up more unsightly shadow beasts. New creations, woven from the seams of his darkest imaginings. Sera recognized it as a distraction from his own anxiety. Though the giant spiders crawling across the ceiling didn’t do hers any good.

Closing her eyes once more, she reached for calm, sinking down, down, down into the weight of her own body. Away from the world around her, the domed walls and leering skulls, the skittering shadows and the icy prickle of her own fear.

Theo went quiet, mirroring the rhythm of her breath.

Magic sparked in Sera’s fingertips, that ancient divine power erupting through her. She slid her hand across Theo’s chest and laid it over his heart.

He shivered at her touch.

‘Sorry,’ she murmured. ‘Cold hands.’

She could practically feel Ransom stiffen.

‘Take a walk, brother,’ Anouk hissed.

‘I’m fine right here.’

Sera tunnelled inwards, reaching towards the glowing waters of her soul. Where once that unknowable power had been locked in the well of her own fear, now it was easy to find. Magic pooled before her.

Maker, it purred. It is time.

She reached for a ripple.

Take him.

Make him.

Theo sighed, tension seeping from his body as magic flowed from her like a river, bridging the chasm between their souls.

There was no telling what kind of saint he would become after tonight, but she hoped her magic would strengthen his natural skills as an artificer, just as Ransom’s gift had bloomed from his experience as both assassin and artist.

Magic crashed through her like a wave, froth spilling from her soul into Theo’s. There was a rightness to it, an easing of the pressure that had been building inside her all week.

Her magic wanted this.

Destiny demanded this.

‘Look. Her hand is glowing.’ Anouk’s voice echoed from far away.

Sera’s head began to spin.

‘Why is she swaying?’ asked Val.

Blackness crept in.

‘Something’s wrong.’ A note of worry in Ransom’s voice.

Bootsteps drew closer.

‘Leave her, Bastian.’ Anouk’s voice again. ‘It’s almost done.’

‘Anouk, move.’

‘No.’ A growl then, her hackles rising. ‘It’s too dangerous to come between them now.’

Anouk was right. The wave inside Sera was still thrashing. It was all she could do to hold on to Theo, to keep her hand pressed against his skin.

And then, at last, the tide of her magic gentled.

The making was done, though the taking continued.

She slumped forward, a moan seeping from her lips.

Ransom swore. ‘What the hell happened?’

Wrenching an eye open, Sera tried to sit up. The Cavern spun round and round, the world blurring to skull and stone, darkness and firelight – and Ransom, lunging.

He caught her before she hit the ground. Her cheek met the hard plane of his chest, the impact blunted by the warmth of his arms curling around her. He pulled her into his lap, lips soft against the shell of her ear. ‘It’s over now, spitfire. I’ve got you.’

Sera fisted her hands in his shirt and breathed him in, one laboured gasp at a time. He stroked her hair, waiting for her to come back to herself.

After what felt like an eternity, she found the strength to raise her head.

‘Theo,’ she managed. ‘Is he—’

‘Snoring like a mule.’ Anouk was kneeling over the Shadowsmith, checking the pulse in his neck. ‘He seems fine.’

‘Just leaving us all in suspense.’ Val pulled up his left eyelid. His eye rolled back in his head. ‘Still blue green. Aren’t they supposed to be all lizardy and gold now?’

Sera rubbed the spot between her brows. ‘It worked. I felt it.’ Not just the connection between them but the loss of power … There had been such a rush of weakness that for a moment it had felt as if her soul had been unspooled.

It had felt … different…

‘It might take him a bit to wake up,’ said Anouk. ‘Tiring stuff, getting made into a saint. I slept for eons after the storm struck me.’

‘At least he’s not dead.’ Val stuck her ear against his heart to be sure. ‘Should we make bets on what kind of saint he’s going to be?’

As they reeled through a raft of theories, Sera wriggled out of Ransom’s embrace. Legs trembling, she moved away from the others.

‘You’re pale,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Are you feeling all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ A paltry lie. Walking was like wading through soup. ‘Just … tired.’

More tired than she’d ever been.

His brows knitted. ‘Seraphine—’

‘I just… need a minute.’ She made for the north passage, the hot prickle of his gaze following her across the Cavern. A shadow hound misted and trotted alongside her.

‘Alone,’ she added, pointedly.

The beast drew back, chastened.

Out in the passage, Sera crashed into Tobias, who was crouched by the doorway. The younger Versini shared the same silver hair and bright aquamarine eyes as his cousin Theo. As well as his burning curiosity.

He bounced on the balls of his feet. ‘Is it over? Did it work?’

‘I thought we told you not to snoop,’ said Sera.

He threw his hands up. ‘Of course I was going to spy! Is Theo a saint now? What kind of power did he get?’

‘I don’t know yet. He’s sleeping.’

Tobias craned his neck, trying to see around her. ‘So wake him up. Blow in his face. Pour a glass of water over his—’

‘Go to bed, Tobias. You can see him in the morning.’

The boy pouted. ‘I guess now is a bad time to talk about my turn?’

Ruffling his hair, she gently nudged him towards his bedchamber. ‘Go on, before Ransom sends a monster after you. Or perhaps you’d like a giant serpent to tuck you in tonight?’

Tobias had the good sense to shudder. ‘Nah, I’m all right.’

He took off, leaving Sera alone in the north passage. Suddenly, her bedchamber felt impossibly far away. The ground tilted as she walked, the bones in the walls looming closer …

She ducked into an alcove just as a coughing fit struck. It was quick and violent, bending her double, staining her sleeve with blood. When she wiped her mouth, she found more on her fingers.

She had to get to her chamber.

Stumbling out of the alcove, she froze at an oncoming shadow. One of Ransom’s bloodhounds was patrolling the north passage.

Where shadows roamed, their master was never far behind.

Dread shot through her.

Ransom couldn’t see her like this, couldn’t know that something had gone wrong tonight. That he had been right to tell her not to do it…

He might not let her try again.

She crouched against the wall, waiting for the bloodhound to pass, then hobbled to her bedchamber to scrub herself clean.

Long after the blood was gone, the dread remained.
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Chapter 2 Ransom

Ransom was going mad. In the inky dark of the bedchamber he shared with Seraphine, he swore he heard scraping. Fingernails dragged across stone. Over and over. Every time he bolted upright in bed and turned up his oil lamp, there was nothing but the same old shadows spilling across the walls.

He flung his hand out, reaching for Seraphine. Her side of the bed was warm, but she wasn’t there. She must have slipped out to use the bathroom. Flopping backwards, he traced her handprint on his chest, the golden skin there proof that she had saved his life.

That he was a saint now.

His blood, his heart, his destiny belonged to her.

She’d been passed out when he came to bed earlier, her golden hair like a halo across the pillow. Making Theo Versini had wrung every last drop of energy from her, and the bastard was still sleeping. After almost a week of badgering Sera, he’d finally got his way.

They had yet to find out what divine gift – or curse – Versini would discover once he bothered to wake up.

If it was worth what Sera had suffered for it.

In the dark, the smell of her lingered. Lemon blossom in the spring, along with a new disquieting feeling. Something he could not yet name.

It was nearing dawn, and Ransom had barely slept. He scrubbed his hands through his hair, sensing the ever-present tug of his magic at work. Even now, his bloodhounds were stationed throughout the catacombs like sentinels. Seraphine hated the adders, and his ravens always flew a touch too low in here.

The hounds were the most civilized of his creations, but as thoughts of the Silver-tongue Saint and his grasping plans for the kingdom festered, Ransom found himself itching to try grander designs, deadlier beasts…

Seraphine would chew him out for it. He was already pushing himself too far, staying awake most nights, wringing out his magic for all it was worth and leaning ever further into that dark pool inside him.

If he went on like this, he’d burn out.

Or worse – become one of the monsters he conjured.

He wanted more than anything to give Seraphine the sun. Breezy days above ground where Arthos and all its kingdoms were theirs to explore, and fear was a distant thought. But with Valterre on the brink of war, what choice was there?

With only shadows to his name, Ransom could offer simply this: a dark undying devotion.

He would die for her.

He would kill for her.

Clack… clack… clack…

That bloody noise again. He turned the oil lamp all the way up just as the door to his bedchamber creaked open.

‘Hey,’ he said, a tired rasp. He swung his lamp around, searching for her face in the dark. ‘How are—’

Ransom froze. His heart juddered, ice-cold dread pouring through him.

A corpse stood in his doorway.

Towering and bone white in the half-light, and bedecked in a frock coat so pristine, Ransom recognized it at once.

Here stood the earthly remains of Hugo Versini, founder of the Order of Daggers.

Someone had sprung his skeleton from the tomb hidden deep beneath the catacombs.

‘Fuck.’

That scraping came again, ten ivory toes sliding across the stone floor towards him.

Ransom leaped from his bed, swinging the oil lamp like a battleaxe. Hugo Versini’s skull shattered, casting gold teeth like marbles. He leaped over the crumpled torso without looking back.

Out in the hallway, the walls were coming alive. Bones broke out of the clay and stacked themselves into crooked skeletons, grabbing whichever skull was closest. Sometimes two or three at once.

The macabre spectacle meant only one thing.

Lark was here.

Ransom spun on his heel, frantically scanning the main passage for the Necromancer. Revulsion twisted into panic, urging him into a sprint. Attuned to the shift in his mood, his bloodhounds bolted after him.

His sister’s scream rang out.

‘Anouk!’ he yelled.

He pivoted, making for the Cavern. There he found Anouk standing on a table by the fireplace, surrounded by an army of skeletons. Her dark braids whipped around her as she brandished a candlestick like a sword.

Her teeth were bared, those gold eyes burning.

‘I swear to every living and dead Dagger, I will rip this cavern down!’ she roared.

Now that he was closer, Ransom realized her scream was really more of a war cry.

All around her, stones trembled, filling him with an entirely new kind of panic.

More than just his fiery little sister, Anouk was the Stone Maiden of Valterre. And her magic had been known to have a mind of its own.

‘Easy, Anouk!’ he shouted. ‘You’ll bring the whole place down!’

Jerking her chin up, Anouk decapitated a skeleton without even looking at it. ‘It’s all right, Bastian. I’ve got this under control!’

Ransom did a quick sweep of the Cavern while she lopped off three more skulls. ‘Where’s Versini?’

‘No idea,’ she huffed. ‘I fell asleep in the armchair. Woke up when the bones on the ceiling started crawling down the walls!’

‘Lark is here.’

Anouk froze mid-strike. ‘Bastian.’ Her face paled. ‘Where’s Sera?’

Ransom was already running, shooting like an arrow towards the north passage. If Andreas had sent Lark into the heart of his enemy’s lair it was for one reason only: to capture the Saint-maker.

The door to the bathroom swung open just as Ransom reached it. Sera appeared before him, bleary-eyed and frowning in one of his nightshirts. ‘What’s going on?’

Ransom hauled her to him. ‘The walls are crawling.’

She looked up, quailing as a skeleton wrenched itself from the wall. ‘All hell.’

‘Lark,’ he said.

She stiffened. ‘Where?’

‘No idea.’

Lark Delano knew these catacombs like the back of his own decomposing hand. He could be anywhere.

‘We have to get everyone out,’ she said urgently.

‘Stay with me, spitfire.’

Sera grabbed his hand so tight his knuckles cracked. They ran for the other passages, slamming their fists against every occupied bedchamber door. Soon, the halls were flooded with Order members, shouting and swinging whatever they could find: oil lamps and pokers, jugs and canes. They made quick work of Lark’s army; the skeletons down here were so old they were half dust anyway. Some of the younger ones, like Tobias, even made a game of it, eagerly counting their slain.

Until the roof began to tremble.

Dust streamed from the ceiling as the bones that made up the infrastructure of the catacombs cleaved away. The passages turned cloudy.

Ransom called back his shadows, seeing how useless they were in this fight. He couldn’t kill a man that was already dead, or hold up the damn ceiling.

The east wall caved in with a shuddering groan, and that panic came again.

Anouk was still in the Cavern.

Move, Hale.

They bolted for the main passage where they crashed into Val. ‘The west tunnel’s just buckled,’ she cried. ‘The whole thing is coming down!’

‘Make for the exit,’ said Sera, shoving her north. ‘Drag everyone you meet with you.’

A rare spark of fear flickered in Val’s eyes. ‘But what if Andreas is out there?’

A stone slab came down, nearly flattening all three of them. ‘One threat at a time,’ said Ransom, pushing Sera after her. ‘Go! Both of you!’

She stalled, gripping his shirt. ‘What about Theo? He was asleep in the—’

The rest of her sentence was lost to the thud of another falling slab. Ransom swung her out of the way, taking the brunt with his left shoulder. ‘Forget Versini,’ he gritted through the pain. ‘He’s already gone.’

The walls shuddered.

Val grabbed Sera’s free hand and yanked her away. ‘Theo’s a Versini. They know how to survive!’

Sera went north towards the exit, while Ransom went back for his sister. When he reached the Cavern, Anouk was standing in the doorway with her hands braced on the frame. Her cheeks were red, her dark hair matted with sweat and dust.

Gone was the ease and confidence of just a few moments ago. She looked frightened now, her arms trembling with the weight of the stone above her.

With a sickening jolt, Ransom realized she was holding the entire place up with her magic.

‘Is everyone out?’ she rasped.

It was impossible to know. There were only thirty or so of them here now, a mere fraction of the Daggers who once filled these halls. But half the tunnels had already caved in.

‘I c-c-c-an’t hold on much longer, Bastian.’

She stumbled forward, and Ransom lunged, catching her as the door frame cracked in two. Pain lanced through his shoulder as he carried her down the north passage.

Behind them, a thunderous roar filled the Cavern as the dome finally buckled. Rock and bone rained down, spitting up plumes of dust.

Cradling his sister against his chest, Ransom waded through the falling rubble. Anouk was boneless in his arms.

He willed Oriel to clear a path for them.

He’d spent half his life praying to find Anouk again; he would not lose her now.

Head down, heart pounding, he surged forward. Ignored the searing pain in his shoulder, the ash clouding his lungs.

Up ahead, dawn light filtered through the hazy passage.

A narrowing gap to freedom.

Beyond it, there was shouting.

He ducked a falling slab only to narrowly avoid another. Anouk stirred as he pushed through shattered bones, shoving them towards that slant of dying light.

Sera and the others were waiting on the other side, frantically moving the fallen boulders, widening the gap just enough that Ransom could squeeze through it. He stumbled up the stairs, gasping for clean air.

At his back, the entryway to Hugo’s Passage buckled. Steps crumbled underfoot, his heart thundering as he leaped to freedom, falling to his knees beneath the statue of Saint Lucille.

The Order swarmed him. Anouk groaned as she was lifted from his arms and carried to a nearby bench. Someone had brought a canteen of water from the well and was passing it around. Grabbing a wet rag, Ransom shook the dust from his hair and rubbed his eyes clean.

The world was far too bright. Bodies milled around him, coughing, frantic, but his eyes went to her – always her.

Shoving her way through the fray, Sera gripped him by the shoulders. Her hands were cold against his bare skin, his chest slicked with sweat and dust.

Her mouth was moving, but he couldn’t make out the words.

There was such a ringing in his head.

How many of their Order had been trapped in the crumbling corridors of Hugo’s Passage? Besieged in their beds by Lark’s macabre army of skeletons?

Lark.

The name was a hot poker to his spine.

‘Wait here.’ Arcing around Sera, Ransom stalked into the heart of Old Haven. Shadows unfurled from him, filling the street. The hounds were no match for Lark. What horrors could his darkness wield against a Necromancer who had crawled out of his own grave?

No, his shadows might not touch Lark, but they were a show of power. Of intent.

Death prowls alongside me too, Delano.

Feet cut and fists clenched, Ransom scanned every dark alley and hidden alcove.

‘Come out, you gutless coward!’ he yelled into the unnerving quiet. ‘I know you’re here!’

His former best friend was nowhere to be found. The residents of Old Haven were rising to face the day but the sun moving above the city did little to calm Ransom’s rage.

Doubling back towards Hugo’s Passage, he made for the cemetery.

The gate slammed shut behind him, a raft of shadows clinging to him like a cape.

He felt Lark before he saw him, his magic prickling with sudden awareness.

At the south end of the graveyard a figure was pacing.

Grabbing a loose slab from the wall, Ransom stalked to meet his old friend.

The Necromancer turned as he approached, lips peeling into a rankling smile. Lark’s body was rotting, but that shit-eating grin was evergreen. The skin on his face was stretched taut, grey enough that it looked translucent in the rising sun. The sockets around his eyes like two dark pools.

‘Oh good,’ he crowed. ‘You made it out alive.’

‘You fucking bastard.’ Ransom threw the rock.

Bone cracked as the slab met Lark’s jaw. The Saint of Corpses reeled backwards, falling onto the bench behind him. Ransom lunged, pinning Lark there. Then pummelled the shit out of him.

He laughed between blows, spitting out his own teeth like kernels.

Ransom gripped his collar and dragged him close enough to smell the stench of death on his breath. ‘I swear to Saint Calvin, I’ll put you back in your grave.’

‘Bruise your fists. Waste your breath,’ Lark sneered. ‘Don’t you know how hard it is to kill a saint?’

He jerked upwards, their foreheads meeting with a sickening crunch.

Ransom slid off him with a curse.

Lark laughed as he lumbered to his feet. ‘Especially one that’s already half dead.’

Ransom stood, landing a right hook. Lark sank an answering fist into his stomach, shoving him back towards the open grave. Ransom ducked the next blow, ramming his foot into Lark’s crotch.

The Necromancer crumpled onto the grass.

Ransom grabbed him by the neck, just as Lark reached for the stone slab. He spun, slamming the rock into the side of Ransom’s head.

Sparks exploded in his vision, pain singing all the way down his spine. He careened backwards, losing his footing.

Lark pounced, shoving him into the hole.

Ransom landed with a hard slap, sprawling among wet dirt and sodden leaves.

Lark stood over him. ‘Damned if I’m not a sentimental fool. I just can’t bring myself to mar that pretty face of yours.’

He retreated to lean against the nearby statue of Calvin, the stony Saint of Death looming over his shoulder.

Shadows streamed from Ransom as he climbed out of the grave, all his rage and vengeance coalescing into a crop of seething monsters.

Lark smirked. ‘Saint Ransom. The rumours are true.’ He eyed the hounds with unconcealed admiration. ‘Just think of what we could do together.’

Ransom plucked a rock from the ground. ‘There’s only one thing I want to do with you, Delano.’

Lark’s smile died, his expression turning serious. ‘I didn’t come here to kill you, Ransom. I came to fetch you. Last chance, old friend. Prince Andreas is returning from Urnica. War is coming. Join us. There is a place for you at our side.’ A meaningful pause. ‘A place for her.’

Sure there fucking is.

Ransom’s smile was all malice. ‘I’d rather stick rusty nails in my eyeballs than hand her over to your fucking tyrant prince.’

Lark pushed off the statue. ‘Then you’ll die on your back like a blind rat.’

‘I thought you couldn’t kill a saint,’ spat Ransom.

‘Ways and means, old friends. Ways and means.’ Those green eyes turned gold and the graves between them trembled. Ransom jerked his chin down – a fatal mistake. The rock landed with a hard crack, a crown of pain upon his skull. Blood soaked his hair as he fell to his knees, his shadows spilling like oil across the grass.

He collapsed inside them, fisting the grass to keep from passing out. But the blackness came anyway, and when he woke from it, bruised and bloody, Lark Delano was gone.

The bones in the dirt spelled out his goodbye.


LAST CHANCE, OLD FRIEND



Ransom raked his hair back, wiping his blood on the grass.

Footsteps sounded nearby, and Versini appeared beside him.

Ransom barely batted an eyelid. Of all the things that had happened this morning, the Shadowsmith’s survival was the least surprising. Versinis, after all, were like cockroaches.

The Shadowsmith canted his head, studying the bones.

‘Lark and his fucking theatrics,’ muttered Ransom.

‘Reads more like an invitation to me,’ Theo replied.

Ransom was not in the mood for another fight. He stood up, brushing himself off.

‘I suppose that’s why you’re still alive. Despite that impressive mosaic of bruises,’ Versini went on. ‘He must think your loyalty is still in play.’

The words rankled. ‘Worry about your own loyalty, Versini.’

‘Why bother when it already keeps you up all night?’ he shot back. ‘You’re the one who just survived a one-on-one with Andreas’s Necromancer. Lark should have killed you.’

‘You sound disappointed.’

‘Just making an observation.’

‘I guess it takes a hell of a lot to kill a saint,’ Ransom bit back. ‘Why don’t we test the theory now you’ve woken up?’

Stepping in close, he looked the Shadowsmith over. His eyes were the same blue green as before, if perhaps a little more guarded. There wasn’t a speck of dust on him. ‘What happened to you then?’

‘When I woke, Val and Anouk were asleep,’ he said, evenly. ‘My head was pounding, so I went for a walk. When I got back, the whole place had caved in.’

‘Looks like we both got lucky, then.’ Sarcasm dripped from every word.

Kicking away Lark’s message, Ransom turned back for Hugo’s Passage. ‘You missed the resurrection of your ancestor. Hugo came to read me a bedtime story.’

Versini stalked after him. ‘I warned you this would happen. With a Necromancer on the loose, it was madness to stay in those damn catacombs.’

‘Then why didn’t you piss off yesterday?’ Ransom kicked the gate open, stalked right through it. ‘By all means, Versini, save yourself.’

‘It’s not me I’m worried about,’ he said, keeping pace. ‘Andreas wants her.’

Ransom bristled, the words coming through his teeth. ‘Over my dead body.’

‘And mine.’

Ransom skidded to a stop, reminded with sudden vicious clarity of the scene from last night. Sera’s hand on Versini’s chest, her hair falling like a curtain around them. ‘Well? Did it work?’

Versini hesitated. ‘Not that I can tell.’

Unease festered in Ransom. ‘It took something from Seraphine, that making,’ he said. ‘She wasn’t right after it.’

He looked for her up ahead now, some primal instinct shoving him across the cobbles. She was sitting on a bench, tending to Anouk. Bathed in the dawn light, she looked as pale and fragile as a doll.

He looked back at the Shadowsmith. ‘Something changed in you last night, Versini. You can’t tell me otherwise.’

‘I’m not trying to tell you anything.’ Theo turned, stalking off towards Tobias. ‘I’ll let you know when I figure it out.’

‘I’ll be watching you,’ Ransom called after him.

The Shadowsmith laughed. ‘Enjoy the view.’

Sera was on her feet before Ransom reached her. Worry knitted her brows, her hands coming to his face to trace the bruises there. ‘What happened?’

‘Lark.’

Her eyes darkened. ‘I’ll kill him.’

‘Easier said than done.’ He gripped her hands. ‘Are you all right?’

‘You’re the one that looks like they’ve been trampled by a horse.’

‘I’ve had worse.’

She chewed on her lip. ‘What were you and Theo talking about just now?’

‘I was talking. He was lying.’

She scowled. ‘He’s as shook up as the rest of us.’

‘You could never tell.’

‘Ransom.’

‘He denies his magic.’

‘It will come.’ Her voice was soft, chiding. ‘Look how long it took Lark to figure himself out.’

A prescient example. ‘Look how he turned out.’

Wicked to the core.

‘That part isn’t up to me,’ she reminded him. ‘It’s up to fate.’

That was the problem. What gift would destiny bestow upon a grasping Versini? The last time one of Theo’s ancestors came into power, they plunged the entire city of Fantome into centuries of darkness.

Ransom looked Sera over, lingering on the grey smudges under her eyes. She was still beautiful – enough to knock the wind out of him whenever she turned those sky-blue eyes on him – but she looked tired in a way he’d never noticed before. ‘Whatever happened last night weakened you, Seraphine.’

She didn’t deny it. ‘You can’t blame that on Theo.’

He pressed his lips together. Watch me.

She smoothed the ripples along his forehead with the pad of her finger. ‘Stop thinking the worst. He’ll come good. I know it.’

And if he didn’t, Ransom would deal with it.

He caught her hand, ghosted a kiss against her knuckles. Right now, they had a more pressing concern. ‘It’s time to move on from Old Haven.’

‘I think I might know a place. It’s creepy as sin and fancy as all hell.’

‘Just my type.’

‘You’ll have to do something about those first.’ She gestured past him, to where his shadows were coiling into snakes. Lost to his own disquiet, he hadn’t even noticed them seeping out again. ‘Fontaine will chew you out if you bring your beasts into House Armand.’

‘I’ll leash them.’

For a day.

‘It’ll be good for you.’ She threaded her fingers through his. ‘Give you a chance to breathe. To come back from the darkness.’

It was so much a part of him lately that sometimes Ransom struggled to turn it off. To surrender his magic to that rippling pool inside him, even for an hour or two. He could feel it eating away at him, day after day.

He knew she could feel it too.

Proving his control to her – and himself – he recalled his adders. Seraphine, so used to the rhythm of his dark power, didn’t even flinch as they rushed back into his body, drowning once more in the murky sea of his soul.

She hummed, drawing closer to him. ‘Much better.’

He wasn’t so sure.
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Chapter 3 Seraphine

As the pale sun dragged itself over the city, and a chill settled in the wind, Sera stood on the doorstep to House Armand, wringing her hands. Her coat and boots, which had been pilfered that morning from a vacant house in Old Haven, were far too big for her, making her look like a vagabond.

The others didn’t look that much better, but at least they weren’t showing up in their bedclothes and bare feet.

As the sole mansion in the heart of the Hollows of east Fantome, House Armand was entirely at odds with the grimy taverns and cheap bordellos that surrounded it. It was easiest to locate in the daytime since the shadows that cloaked the manor often rippled in the sunlight.

As former Cloaks and residents of House Armand, Val and Theo stood on either side of Sera, while Ransom and the remaining thirty or so members of the Order lingered on the street.

‘I’ll do the talking,’ said Theo. ‘Mercure always liked me best.’

‘Oh, puh-lease. You’re a defector just like the rest of us,’ said Val, adjusting her ominous black trench. ‘There’ll be no open-armed welcome for you here.’

‘Mercure needs this alliance just as much as we do,’ Sera reminded them.

In fact, the Head of the Cloaks had sent a letter suggesting it last week. It had arrived via a courier, a young boy called Fabian, who had looked up at Ransom with stars in his eyes.

At the first wink of sunlight on brass, Sera lunged for the knocker. In the same breath, the door swung open, revealing Cordelia Mercure. Wearing a slim burgundy trouser suit and black leather boots, she towered over them, as beautiful and intimidating as ever.

‘Seraphine.’ A ghost of a smile. ‘I see you’ve finally tired of your catacombs.’

‘Never warmed to them,’ Sera admitted.

‘Not that it matters. They caved in this morning,’ said Theo.

Madame Mercure’s brows shot up.

‘Lark Delano pulled the dead from the walls and made the whole place collapse like a house of cards,’ said Val, parting her hands with an explosive sound. ‘It was fucking epic.’

‘Language, Valerie.’ Mercure tsked, but those manicured brows remained high. ‘Hugo’s Passage is no more? And here I thought it was going to be another bad day.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ said Val. ‘We’re homeless. And this ugly trench smells like rot.’

Mercure offered a bemused look as if to say, And that’s my problem?

‘You wanted an alliance,’ said Sera. ‘Well, here we are.’

‘I don’t recall inviting your entire Order to live with me,’ she said pointedly.

‘Consider it our one and only demand,’ said Sera.

Mercure cast her gaze across the garden, scanning the street. ‘I count thirty-one Daggers—’

‘Former Daggers,’ said Theo. ‘We’re the Order of Flames now.’

Mercure returned her assessing gaze to them.

There was an awkward silence.

Val broke it. ‘Madame Mercure, are you going to make us beg?’

‘I’d certainly enjoy it, Valerie,’ she said, nonplussed. ‘But we don’t have the time, do we? I’ve been waiting for you for over a week already.’

With a short huff, the Head of the Cloaks stood back, revealing the lavish entryway of House Armand. ‘I suppose you’d better come in.’ Then, raising her chin, she met Ransom’s unflinching gaze. ‘All of you.’



Sera had never been inside the vault at House Armand. As the most private room in the manor, it was reserved for planning sophisticated Heists, hosting intimate dinners for the Order’s wealthiest clients or, in today’s case… a war council.

At the very back of the house, the vault offered the same opulence as the rest of the residence. Generous bay windows looked out onto the garden, while chandeliers dripped from the high corniced ceiling. Velvet chairs clustered around a large table that had been set with platters of pastries, fresh fruit and steaming pots of coffee.

On the nearside of the table, Sera sat alongside Val, Ransom, Anouk and Theo. The rest of their Order, which included a disgruntled Tobias, were down in the dining room, enjoying lunch. On the other side of the table, sat the highest-ranking Cloaks in Fantome. Albert, the resident self-defence tutor and Mercure’s Second, Cordelia Mercure herself, and Madame Josephine Fontaine, the former Head of the Order of Cloaks, who had been glaring at Sera since the moment she sat down. Occasionally, she broke her withering stare to hiss at Ransom, who returned her ire with cool indifference.

‘Happy families,’ said Theo.

Val snorted.

‘This blueberry compote is a dream,’ said Anouk, who had already demolished two scones.

Madame Mercure, at the head of the table, began the meeting with an announcement. ‘I’d like to run through some house rules.’

‘We already know the rules,’ said Val, reaching for her third almond tart in as many minutes. ‘I grew up here.’

‘And flouted our authority every chance you got,’ sniped Fontaine, removing a tobacco pipe from the inside pocket of her cardigan. ‘Or was it house elves who stole all my good brandy?’

Val offered a saccharine smile. ‘Must have been.’

Mercure said, ‘Rule number one. No murders under my roof.’

‘Well, obviously,’ said Anouk, around a mouthful of scone.

But Mercure was looking at Ransom.

‘Noted,’ he said evenly.

‘No fighting, cheating, stealing or general betrayal,’ she went on.

‘Hear that, Versini?’ remarked Ransom.

‘What about unfounded fits of paranoia?’ parried Theo.

Sera pinched the bridge of her nose.

‘Or how about childish sniping during important house meetings?’ said Anouk, tossing a berry at both of them.

‘Enough!’ Fontaine banged her cane on the table. ‘Our kingdom is heading for a violent war. The things I’ve seen would keep you all up at night.’ A shudder tore through her. ‘If this room contains the best and brightest soldiers our kingdom has to offer, then we’re well and truly screwed.’

Sera blinked.

Val scowled.

‘Tell us how you really feel,’ muttered Theo.

Anouk whispered, ‘I love her.’

And in a low, worried voice, Ransom said, ‘What have you seen?’

‘I saw the Strix.’

A snap of silence, then. Cold and foreboding as the look in the old soothsayer’s eyes.

Sera stiffened, her mind reeling back to the history books that used to line Mama’s bookshelves. The sketches of ominous black birds roosting along the cliffs of Urnica. Each body as large as a house, with a metallic beak and knife-sharp talons. A wingspan so wide it snatched the sunlight. Tail feathers as red as their eyes. Red as blood.

The Strix were legendary. Stories of their brutality had seeped through the continent of Arthos for centuries, finding their way into lore. Yet despite their reputation, there were no recent accounts of the terrifying war mounts. They had not been glimpsed in Sera’s lifetime, or seen in the skies beyond Urnica for almost a hundred years.

‘Where?’ she breathed now.

‘Above the Western Ridge.’

The mountain range that separated Valterre and Urnica.

‘When?’ said Theo.

Fontaine blew out a ring of smoke. ‘Only Oriel knows.’

It was just a vision. Not yet certain. But there was no one foolish enough at that table to doubt the old soothsayer.

‘Prince Andreas has travelled to Urnica to beseech his cousin, King Rafael, to aid his bid for Valterre. No doubt they have struck a deal,’ said Mercure. ‘But my spies have informed me that Andreas has amassed his own forces on home soil, too. No more stray mercenaries or jaded rebels but Valterran soldiers. Legions of them.’ She knitted her hands, the strain of her jaw betraying her anxiety. ‘The dead king’s forces answer to the Silver-tongue Saint.’

‘Compelled,’ guessed Theo.

A grave nod. ‘They are known now as the Rose-bearers of Valterre.’

‘How many has he enthralled?’ asked Ransom.

‘Thousands.’ The word sucked all the air out of the room. ‘Enough to fill this city.’

Enough to bring Fantome to its knees.

Sera looked around the table. Seven grim faces peered back at her.

‘Combined, the Cloaks and Flames make less than two hundred,’ said Val. They were no army. Certainly not one that could contend with the Strix of Urnica or indeed thousands of foot soldiers. ‘Those are some shitty odds.’

‘Only if you neglect to count the Saint-maker,’ said Fontaine, puffing a ring of smoke directly at Sera. ‘The question is, what do you count for, Seraphine?’

All heads turned in her direction.

Sera was plagued by a growing uncertainty. What was her magic truly worth if she couldn’t yet rely on it? How many saints could she make? Had Ransom been a fluke? Lark, a terrible mistake? What had happened when she tried to make Theo?

‘What about me?’ Anouk jumped in. ‘I could level this whole building if I felt like it.’

‘Talk to me when you can level the sky, little Stone Maiden,’ said Fontaine. ‘A single Strix would eat a twiglet like you for breakfast. All it takes is a command from their rider.’

‘And Ransom?’ said Val. ‘He can kill hundreds of soldiers with those monsters of his.’

‘And what of those who are already dead?’ challenged Fontaine.

Lark and his necromancing power over corpses.

Val frowned, conceding, ‘That is a complication.’

A grimace broke Albert’s steely composure. ‘Wherever there’s a graveyard in Valterre, an army lies in wait.’

‘And then, of course, there are the commonfolk of this kingdom,’ Madame Mercure went on. ‘Anyone without the protection of Lightfire can be turned to Prince Andreas’s cause. Such is the sway of his power.’

‘Sitting ducks,’ muttered Albert. ‘This truly is a war we cannot win.’

‘Then there won’t be a war,’ said Sera, refusing to succumb to the souring mood. She gripped her knife. ‘We don’t have to fight ten thousand soldiers. Or topple the Strix from our skies. We won’t have to battle the dead, or our own people trapped under the Silver-tongue’s compulsion. We just have to cut off the head of the snake. Once Prince Andreas is dead, his soldiers will fall out of compulsion. Without a foothold in Valterre, King Raphael will be forced to retreat.’

A corner of Ransom’s mouth lifted. ‘I’ll do it,’ he said, twirling his own breadknife. ‘I’ll gut the bastard from head to toe, and rip out his silver tongue for good measure.’

‘It’s no small thing to kill a saint,’ warned Fontaine. ‘Their very blood is healing.’

The patchwork of yellowing bruises along Ransom’s jaw was proof enough. The deep gashes in his scalp were already fading, his fractured eye socket all but healed.

‘It’s true,’ said Anouk. ‘A falling prayer tower couldn’t kill me. We’ll need one hell of a weapon to get to Prince Andreas.’

‘Theo can make one,’ Val piped up.

Theo spluttered a laugh. ‘Oh, he can, can he?’

‘You’re the Shadowsmith. Inventing shit is your whole thing.’

‘Afraid of the challenge, Versini?’ goaded Ransom.

‘No.’ Theo snatched up a pastry and tore off the crust. ‘Of course I can do it.’

‘The sooner the better,’ said Fontaine ominously.

‘I can work up something once I get access to the cloakroom,’ said Theo.

Slipping a hand inside her blazer, Mercure retrieved a brass key and slid it across the table. ‘Do not let me down again, Theodore.’

‘I won’t.’

‘I suggest the rest of you make yourselves useful in the meantime.’ Fontaine jabbed her pipe at Ransom. ‘You. Get a grip on those damn shadows of yours. They’re leaking all over my floor.’

A look of surprise passed over Ransom. He straightened in his chair, a flick of his wrist calling back the spill of darkness at his feet.

A dangerous lapse in attention.

Not for the first time, Sera worried about the consequences of his new power, and wished she had gifted him something gentler on his soul. Not this creeping dark that seemed to eat away at the edges of him, feeding greedily on his rage, his fear.

Mercure turned on Anouk. ‘And what of the Stone Maiden, scourge of the Isle of Alisa? I gather your tantrums can tear down buildings.’

‘It is a bit… imprecise,’ admitted Anouk. ‘I’m working on it.’

‘As for our Saint-maker…’ demanded Fontaine, ‘are you making use of your gift? How many others have you turned?’

Sera shrank under the weight of her gaze. Sensing the question, or perhaps the expectation, her magic stirred.

‘You’re a seer,’ Ransom cut in. ‘Shouldn’t you already know?’

By the way Fontaine glanced at Theo, it was plain Fontaine knew more than she was letting on.

‘Perhaps the more pertinent question is, how many people at this table do you plan to turn?’ said Fontaine.

Sera said, ‘As many as are willing.’

Ransom ground his jaw. ‘So long as it doesn’t harm her.’

Fontaine jabbed her pipe at him. ‘That girl is the most powerful person in this kingdom. We can sit here and talk about plans all day long, but they will all come to nothing if she doesn’t embrace her destiny and make weapons that might actually win this war.’

‘And what about what it takes from her?’ said Ransom through his teeth. ‘Doesn’t that matter?’

‘Not when she was made to give it,’ said Fontaine.

Sera’s cheeks grew hot, her magic squirming hotly under skin, like it agreed with Fontaine.

There is more to do, Maker.

The mounting tension was interrupted by a creeeeak. Without turning around, Madame Mercure clucked her tongue and said, ‘Fabian, what have I told you about eavesdropping?’

Through a crack in the door, Sera glimpsed a set of curious brown eyes.

‘So you’ve got one of those too,’ said Anouk, leaning back in her chair. ‘Theo’s cousin Tobias is usually—’

‘Spying,’ said Theo, pointing accusingly at the crack in the door.

Another face had appeared below the first, those mischievous aquamarine eyes impossible to mistake. There was a brief scuffle, some muffled words and then the door swung open, tipping both boys into the room. At fourteen Tobias was a couple of years older than Fabian, but as they scrambled to their feet, they wore remarkably similar expressions of guilt.

‘He told me I could listen in,’ said Tobias, immediately hanging his accomplice out to dry.

‘At your own peril,’ clarified Fabian. He grinned at Ransom. ‘I knew you’d come to help us.’

‘It remains to be seen who is helping whom,’ said Madame Mercure.

‘I can help make a weapon,’ said Tobias. ‘I’ve got some big ideas.’

Fabian approached the table, looking beseechingly at Ransom. ‘I can be an apprentice too.’

‘You’re eleven,’ he said flatly.

‘I’m tall for my age,’ said Fabian.

‘Great,’ drawled Val. ‘Someone give the kid a pair of throwing axes.’

Gentling ever so slightly, Ransom said, ‘I don’t need an apprentice, Fabian. Thank you for the offer.’

‘He already has a fleet of monsters,’ Theo chipped in. ‘If I were you, I’d steer well clear of him.’

But Fabian’s eyes went as wide as moons. ‘Really?’

Mercure stood. ‘I think that will do for now. We’ll reconvene tomorrow. In the meantime, Vincent will show you to your rooms.’

As the others stood and filed out of the vault, Fontaine grabbed a fistful of Sera’s shirt, dragging her back.

‘I meant what I said, girl. You have your allies. Now make something of them.’

Sera glared at the old soothsayer. ‘Are you angling for sainthood, Madame Fontaine?’

‘Oh, Seraphine.’ Her smile was one of pity. ‘I wouldn’t drink from that poisoned chalice for all the coin in Valterre.’

She pottered off, leaving Sera wondering if it was a blessing or a curse that ran in her veins.
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