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Praise for Crow Thief of Magic

‘A beautifully written compelling story told with panache and style. A fantastic debut.’

Hannah Gold, author of The Last Bear

‘A dream of a book, packed with enchantment, imagination and immersive storytelling.’

Pari Thomson, author of Greenwild

‘A glorious adventure, glittering with dream magic, danger, and truest friendship. Crow’s tale is sure to capture the imaginations of readers everywhere, and linger long after the final page – it is a phenomenal piece of storytelling.’

 Aisling Fowler, author of Fireborn

‘A unique, beautifully written debut with the heart of a dark fairy tale’

Philippa Leathley, author of Inkbound

‘Richly atmospheric and immersive. The twists and turns kept me guessing until the end.’

 Clare Harlow, author of Tidemagic

‘With her intricate world building and compelling characters, Fiona Dixon invites us into a world of dreams, a world which I would happily never leave. Crow: Thief of Magic fizzes with enchantment and mystery.’

Ash Bond, author of Peregrine Quinn and the Cosmic Realm

‘An absolute diamond of a magical adventure! Fiona Dixon has created a dazzling fantasy world, woven with epic dream magic and featuring an astounding main character. I loved it!’

Rachel Morrisroe, author of Felix and the Future Agency

‘Crow: Thief of Magic is rich with adventure and bright with imagination. I never wanted to leave Starsgard.’

Megan Hopkins, author of Starminster

‘Crow: Thief of Magic stole my heart! With every thrilling page, I fell further into the wonderful world of Starsgard. A brilliantly written, magical story of hope, friendship and the power of dreams.’

Becca Rogers, author of The Girl with Gills




[image: Title image: Crow - Thief of Magic by Fiona Dixon, published by HarperCollins Children Books.]




Copyright

First published in the United Kingdom by HarperCollins Children’s Books in 2026

Published in this ebook edition in 2026

HarperCollins Children’s Books is a division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

Text copyright © Fiona Dixon 2026

Map illustrations copyright © Nicolette Caven 2026

Cover illustrations copyright © Endmion 2026

Cover design copyright © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2026

Fiona Dixon asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of the work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook onscreen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008717360

Ebook Edition © May 2026 ISBN: 9780008717377

Version: 2026-04-17




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008717360

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




Dedication

For my parents, who lit the fire of my imagination.

And for Nick, for all the stories and worlds we’ve shared, and all those to come.




Contents

Cover

Praise for Crow Thief of Magic

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Map

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Acknowledgements

About the Publisher




[image: Map image]




[image: 1 The Arrival of Oros]

Twenty-six days until All Souls’ Eve

From the top of the cathedral, Starsgard spread out below Crow like a map. To the north was the Winter Palace, its domed towers gilded by the last of the evening light. The Market, the beating heart of the city, was immediately below. Across the river was Old Town – a labyrinth of streets and alleys sweeping down towards the docks.

He could just make out the huge white sails of the ships that clustered in the harbour like a flock of birds. Traders from the neighbouring countries and as far away as Jaish and the Southern Isles came to sell their wares in Starsgard, bringing everything from livestock and grain to rum, spices and jewel-coloured silks.

Crow leaned down and grasped Jonas’s hand, pulling him on to the roof.

Sal scrambled up after them, her face flushed. ‘What are we doing up here anyway?’

‘Shh, just watch. It’s starting.’

A faint blush spread through the purple-grey of the clouds. The three of them sat on the rooftop and watched the sun sink towards the horizon. Coral pink, burnt orange and deep red streaked across the sky.

A smile crept across Sal’s face. ‘I’ve never seen a sunset like this before.’

Crow stole a glance at his two best friends. Sal’s dark blonde hair hung down her back in an untidy plait. She had a thin white scar on her chin from a fight a couple of years ago and a smattering of freckles across her nose. Jonas had light brown skin, with close-cropped hair and an ever-present glint of mischief in his eyes.

The rooftops became silhouetted as the light began to fade. Lamps across the city glowed like fireflies. Except in one area. In the south-east of the city there was a small patch of darkness.

The Narrows.

It was where, fifteen years ago, the plague had first broken out in Starsgard. In an effort to curtail the disease, the city militia had walled up the whole area. It had been deserted ever since the quarantine was lifted. Crow shuddered.

‘Everything looks so different up here.’ Jonas stood up to get a better view.

‘Look – you can see the Night Market,’ Sal murmured.

Down below them, the evening traders were setting up, and a crowd had gathered in the main square, ready for the evening’s performances.

‘Follow me,’ Crow said. He walked along the ridge to the bell tower, slipping between the pillars. There was a sudden fizz as he struck a match and a candle flared into life.

An old, faded blanket covered the stone flags. Jonas whipped it off with a flourish. ‘Ta-da!’

Sal’s eyes widened as she took in the feast. Laid out on sackcloth were a loaf of freshly baked bread, a wedge of cheese, boiled eggs, a meat pie, a bunch of grapes and bottles of ginger cordial.

Crow pulled a package out of his backpack, revealing a small cake topped with lemon-yellow icing and sugared almonds. ‘It’s a bit squashed, but it still tastes good,’ he said, licking icing off his fingers.

‘What’s all this?’ Sal asked.

Crow shrugged. ‘Call it an early name day celebration.’

Sal’s cheeks pinked. ‘But my name day’s not for another week.’

‘It wouldn’t be a surprise if you were expecting it.’ Jonas grinned. He leaned over to Crow and whispered, ‘I think she likes it.’

Crow couldn’t help grinning back; Jonas’s enthusiasm was infectious. He sat down cross-legged on the blanket and uncorked a bottle of cordial. ‘Come on, let’s eat.’

‘Where did you two get all this from?’ Sal slid a knife from her belt and cut a piece of soft cheese, wrapping it in bread then shoving it into her mouth.

Crow picked up a boiled egg and started peeling off the shell. ‘Here and there.’

Sal took a slice of the pie. ‘Mmm.’ Her eyes lit up, and crumbs sprayed as she spoke. ‘You’ve got to try this. It’s so good.’ She passed Crow and Jonas a piece each.

The pie was no longer hot but it was still delicious. Sausage meat flavoured with apple and sage stuffing encased in buttery pastry melted on Crow’s tongue. It had made a dent in the coin they had stashed away, but it was worth every copper to see the delight on Sal’s face.

Crow glanced at the sky and something in his chest fluttered. There it was, just as predicted.

Sal followed Crow’s gaze. ‘Is that the comet?’ She sprang to her feet, moving to the edge of the tower. ‘Show me.’

Crow stood behind Sal and pointed up at the stars. ‘You see the Giant?’ It was one of the easiest constellations to spot, with three bright stars in a row that made up the Giant’s Club. ‘Then move a little to the right until you come to the Dragon. The comet’s just below the tip of the Dragon’s wing.’

‘That’s what everyone’s talking about?’

‘Oros the Changebringer. The astronomers say it’s only visible every seventy-five years or so,’ said Jonas. ‘Apparently it will become brighter and brighter the closer it gets to us – which for this cycle of the comet’s orbit falls on All Souls’ Eve. After that, it starts moving away again.’ He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it, revealing neatly drawn diagrams and calculations. ‘Look – here’s Eortha and the moon. And this is Oros’s orbit round the sun. It goes right out beyond Tiw,’ he explained, pointing to the furthest planet in the solar system.

Crow shivered. By the time it reached this point in its journey again he’d be eighty-seven – if by some miracle he managed to live that long. ‘How do you know so much about it?’ he asked Jonas.

‘I might have sneaked into one of the astronomy lectures in the Academy this morning.’

‘Again?’ Sal rolled her eyes. ‘One of these days they’re going to catch you.’

Jonas shrugged. ‘They haven’t yet. And besides, how else am I going to learn?’

Sal reached over and cut another slice of cheese. ‘Old Alfric was ranting about the comet in the Market earlier. He gathered quite a crowd.’ She waved her arms and spoke in a quavering voice. ‘Look to the skies. Doom is coming!’

Crow laughed. ‘The fortune-tellers have been busy ever since Oros appeared.’ He looked up at the comet again, his heart banging against his ribs. The arrival of Oros marked the start of a month of festivities. Most people in Starsgard believed the comet heralded the dawn of a new age, although there were a few, like Old Alfric, who saw it as an ill omen. Banners and flags depicting Oros – a fiery orange sphere – now hung from many houses and shops, giving the city a celebratory air.

The rhythmic sound of drums drew Crow’s attention back to the Market below. Performers dressed in red and orange embroidered with gold thread carried a papier mâché comet with a long, billowing silk tail out on to a stage and began to sway in a sinuous, rippling motion. Fire eaters weaved in and out of the tail, belching flame, which made it look as though the comet was alight. Crow’s nose wrinkled as the scent of sulphur drifted towards them.

Sal whistled. ‘Would you look at that!’

A hush fell over them as they watched the show from their rooftop eyrie. When the performance ended it was as if a spell had been lifted. Applause rippled through the crowd.

‘That was incredible,’ said Crow, his dark eyes dancing.

‘We had the best view from up here too,’ Sal said.

‘So who wants cake?’ Jonas asked, cutting three large slices without waiting for an answer.

The cake disappeared in seconds.

Crow licked crumbs from his lips and cleared his throat. ‘Do you still think about leaving Starsgard?’

Sal’s eyes sparkled. ‘Of course.’

Crow glanced at Jonas and raised an eyebrow.

‘You know I do.’

‘So how about it?’

‘You’re serious?’ Jonas ran a hand over his cropped hair. ‘You know what Yarrick would do to us if we got caught.’

They’d talked about getting out of the underworld for as long as they could remember. But once you were part of the Reavers, there were only two ways out: escape or death. The corner of Crow’s mouth turned up in a wry smile as he remembered a rumour of a third option: find a patron to buy out your contract with the Reavers. But that was nothing more than wishful thinking – he’d never heard of anyone that had actually happened to. And besides, who would want to take on a street rat?

Their only option was to find a way out of Starsgard and run as fast and as far as they could. They’d already tried – and failed – to escape once. Crow winced, thinking about the beating they’d got when they’d been caught trying to stow away on a ship bound for the Southern Isles. They hadn’t been able to sit down for days. He remembered what Yarrick had said would happen if they ever attempted it again: I will hunt you down, no matter how long it takes, and then I’ll inflict more pain on you than you could imagine possible.

But they’d always held on to the hope that, someday, they’d manage to escape. When things were at their worst, they’d say to each other, ‘Someday.’ That was enough to keep the hope alive.

‘We were kids then. We’re older, better prepared now.’ Crow thought about the coin they had stashed away in nooks and crannies all over the city. Never too much in one spot. They’d learned that lesson the hard way. His dark eyes glowed as he spoke. ‘Can you imagine it? Free to do whatever we want? We could work our passage; find somewhere we’d be safe.’

Sal looked out across the city, then exhaled loudly. ‘What do you have in mind?’

Crow paced the tower. ‘All we’d need is one big score, then we’d have enough to get out of here.’

Sal whistled. ‘A job off the books? That’s a big risk, Crow.’ The Reavers ran the underworld, and all high-value jobs were sanctioned by one of the Reaver bosses, like Yarrick, who took the lion’s share of the proceeds. Many of the jobs that Crow, Sal and Jonas did were dangerous, but at least they had the backing of the Reavers.

‘Not if we do it right.’ Crow had been thinking about it for months, running through scenarios in his mind. His words tumbled out in a rush. ‘Now that Yarrick’s made Jed captain, things are worse than ever.’

Sal picked at the skin round her fingernails. ‘When?’

‘All Souls’ Eve.’ Crow sprang up to the ledge, his tattered coat fluttering behind him like feathers. ‘The festivities should provide enough distraction for us to get away.’ On All Souls’ Eve, everyone was masked and the streets were crowded with revellers.

‘That’s less than a month away.’ Sal twisted her braid round the end of her finger.

Crow could practically hear the cogs whirring in her brain as she tried to figure things out. The seconds seemed to stretch out into hours.

Finally she took a deep breath. ‘You’re right. It’s the best chance we’ll get.’

‘So you’re in?’ Crow couldn’t keep the smile from his face.

Sal smiled back. ‘I’m in.’

‘Jonas?’ They both turned to look at their friend.

Jonas ran his lucky copper penny back and forth across his knuckles. Then he grinned. ‘I’ll miss this city.’

Crow jumped down and threw his arm round Jonas’s shoulders. ‘Me too.’

Starsgard was the only home any of them had known. He knew what he was suggesting meant leaving everything they’d ever known behind – and he had no idea what would come next.

A lump rose in his throat as he thought about the evenings they’d spent at the Market, scraping together their coin to buy spiced tea and cinnamon cakes to share while they watched performances. Memories flickered through his mind like a magic lantern show: the boisterous camaraderie of the stallholders, most of whom he’d known his entire life; long winter nights clustered round the fire at the Six Bells scaring each other silly with ghost stories; the rooftop eyries that he’d made his own. But leaving the city was the only way to get out of the underworld. The only way for them to have a chance of a better life.

‘Does that mean . . . ?’ Sal asked.

‘Let’s do it.’ Jonas thrust his fist out. ‘All or nothing.’

Crow and Sal bumped their fists against Jonas’s. ‘All or nothing,’ they echoed.
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Twenty-four days until All Souls’ Eve

The buzz and hum of people greeting one another, laughing and arguing, enveloped Crow as he entered the Market. The arrival of the comet Oros and the countdown to All Souls’ Eve had combined to give the city a festive feel, and over the past two days, the number of traders had doubled. Crow shook off a pair of kids trying to sell him amulets to ward off evil spirits. His stomach rumbled as the sweet yeasty smell of freshly baked bread drifted towards him. He ignored it. He was here for one thing only: to find out where his latest score needed to be delivered.

Stallholders called out, advertising their wares, gossiping and bantering with their customers as they bargained.

‘Freshest fish in the city!’

‘’Ow about some oysters, sir? Fresh off the boat this morning.’

‘Cinnamon cakes, get ’em while they’re hot!’

There were stalls with huge rounds of cheese, trays full of eggs and piles of potatoes, carrots, turnips and apples. Chickens squawked and flapped as they were pulled from their cages.

Crow sniffed the air. His mouth watered as the familiar scent of roasted nuts coated with a distinctive blend of spices reached his nostrils. There was only one person who sold roasted nuts that smelled like that. Although Jonas looked like a simple food vendor, his main trade was in information. He tracked who was talking to whom, and what goods changed hands. If you wanted to survive in Starsgard, you had to know what was going on. Information was a currency of its own, just as valuable and more easily concealed than coin.

As Crow approached the brazier, he made a couple of quick gestures with his left hand. Job done. Anything suspicious?

‘Finest roasted nuts in the city. You won’t be disappointed,’ Jonas called. With a flick of his wrist, he signalled, All clear.

Jonas leaned in as he passed Crow a paper bag filled with roasted chestnuts and whispered, ‘Change of plans. Yarrick wants it delivered directly to him. West safe house. Password’s bitterblood.’

‘Thanks.’ Crow grinned. He slipped the bag into his pocket, the warmth a pleasant sensation against his cold skin. His fingers flicked again: Any leads? If their plan to escape the city was going to work, they needed a well-paid job that they could carry out secretly. Timing was everything.

‘Hot roasted nuts, come and get ’em!’ Jonas called. He rubbed his nose, then tugged his left ear; he had a tip, but he needed to find out more.

Hope flared in Crow’s chest. This time, their plan would succeed; he was sure of it.

Crow trudged through the slush and crossed the bridge over the River Naedre to Old Town. Ill-kept, grimy buildings leaned on each other for support. Coffee parlours, shops and taverns jostled for space next to opium dens and gambling houses. Almost anything could be bought for the right price here. These were the streets he’d grown up in; he could have walked them blindfolded.

The west safe house was a few streets away, accessed through the stables behind the Six Bells. The old, ramshackle tavern had once been painted white, but like almost everything else in this part of Starsgard it was now a nondescript, dirty grey. The building leaned to one side, like the drunks who spilled out of its doors at closing time.

Crow crossed the courtyard and almost collided with Sal as she came flying out of the stables. Her face was puffy, and she had a split lip.

‘Sal? What’s going on?’ His hands curled into fists at the thought of someone hurting her.

Sal shook her head. ‘Look out,’ she hissed.

It was already too late. A hand shot out of the shadows and pulled Crow into one of the stalls.

Crow’s stomach twisted. ‘What do you want, Jed?’ He’d managed to avoid Jed for several days, but he’d known sooner or later his luck would run out. It always did.

The shadows sniggered. The familiar forms of Roan and Lou emerged, one skinny with a mass of curly dark hair, the other bulky with a misshapen nose that had been broken too many times. Wherever Jed was, they were never far away.

He drew himself up, squaring his shoulders. ‘What’s this, a welcoming committee?’

‘Where’ve you been, Runt?’ Jed stepped closer, cracking his knuckles. He was two years older and at least a head taller than Crow.

‘Why? Did you miss me, Jed?’

Lou’s fist landed in Crow’s gut, making him gasp. ‘I’ve been on a job in the Artisans’ District.’ He wheezed. ‘Let me pass. Yarrick’s expecting me.’

Jed leaned in and the scent of sweat and sour breath filled Crow’s nostrils. ‘Give it to me.’

‘No.’ Crow lifted his chin and looked Jed in the eye. ‘Yarrick said to take it to him straight away. His eyes only.’ His jaw tightened.

‘Change of plan. Hand it over,’ said Jed. There was a flash of silver and something cold against Crow’s throat. Jed pressed down on the knife, breaking the skin. ‘Don’t make me ask again.’

Crow gritted his teeth and said nothing.

Jed snapped his fingers and Roan pawed through Crow’s pockets until he found a jade cat sculpture Crow had liberated earlier.

‘Is that it?’ The pressure on Crow’s throat eased. Jed snatched the ornament off Roan. ‘Nice piece.’

A piercing whistle made them all freeze. Willa, Yarrick’s second-in-command, emerged from the passageway and glared at them.

Roan and Lou shuffled back. Jed’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t move.

‘Yarrick’s waiting, Crow,’ said Willa. There was a note of tension in her voice.

Crow’s chest tightened and his eyes flicked to Jed.

Willa caught the look. She took a step forward and held out her hand, her eyes narrowing.

Jed’s nostrils flared. He slapped the sculpture down in Willa’s palm. ‘Just wanted to have a look. No harm in that, is there?’ He thumbed his nose at Crow and ran off, laughing. Roan and Lou fell in behind him.

‘See you later, Runt,’ Jed called.

Yarrick was poring over an old parchment when Crow and Willa walked in. He was a lean, wiry man in his mid-twenties who had risen through the ranks of the Reavers. He swept the document off the table and rolled it up before Crow could get a look at it.

‘You’re late,’ he snapped.

Crow froze as Yarrick’s gaze swept across him like the beam of a lighthouse.

‘You have it?’ Yarrick’s left eye twitched. A strand of white-blond hair fell across his face, hiding the scar that snaked down his cheek. His clothes were rumpled, like he’d slept in them, and his fingers were covered with ink stains.

Crow’s heart sped up. His tongue was thick and clumsy in his mouth and he tripped over his words. ‘I got it.’

Willa handed the sculpture to Yarrick, who ran his fingertips over the polished stone as he examined it.

Yarrick smiled, but his sea-blue eyes remained cold. ‘Exceptional piece, don’t you think? I trust it wasn’t too difficult to obtain?’

‘Everything went as planned,’ Crow mumbled. Something drew his attention among the books and rolls of parchment on the desk – a milky-white orb, about the same size as his palm. His fingers itched to touch it. Words tumbled out of his mouth before he could stop them. ‘What’s that?’

Willa shot Crow a warning look, but Yarrick only raised an eyebrow.

‘This?’ Light flared out of the orb as he picked it up. ‘A fancy paperweight with some kind of casting on it.’ Yarrick’s eye twitched again. ‘Catch.’

The orb arced through the air, the light fading as it left Yarrick’s hand. It flared again as it dropped into Crow’s outstretched palm, brighter this time. It was smooth and warm against his skin, but the strangest thing was the way it felt comfortable in his hand.

‘I have a client who collects curiosities who’s anxious to get hold of it.’ Yarrick held out his hand and Crow reluctantly passed the orb back. Yarrick wrapped it in a cloth and passed it to Willa. ‘This needs to be delivered tonight.’

‘I’ll get someone on it,’ she said.

‘I’ll take it.’ The words were out of Crow’s mouth before he knew what he was saying. Why had he volunteered? Crow swallowed. ‘Unless you’ve got another job for me instead?’

An expression flashed across Yarrick’s face too quickly for Crow to read. Then he sat back in his chair and swung his feet up on to the desk, grinning like a cat that had caught a canary.

‘No, you take it, Crow. I know I can count on you.’

Crow had the sinking feeling that he’d just lost a game he didn’t know he’d been playing.

Sal was leaning against the wall in the courtyard waiting for him. Lamplight pooled at her feet. ‘You’re bleeding.’

Crow touched his throat where Jed had held a blade to it and his fingers came away sticky. He wiped them on his trousers. ‘It’s nothing.’ He stepped closer. The circles under Sal’s eyes stood out like bruises and her cheek was starting to swell. ‘You all right?’

‘I’ve been better. And, no, I don’t want to talk about it.’ Her blue eyes flashed. ‘What did Jed want with you?’

‘The usual.’ Crow’s hands clenched into fists. ‘One day he’ll get what’s coming to him.’

Sal’s gaze flicked to the box in Crow’s hands. ‘What’s that?’

‘Another job.’ He could still almost feel the warmth of the orb on his skin. Was there more to it than Yarrick was letting on?

Sal raised an eyebrow.

‘It’s only a delivery. You’ll never guess where – the old Brierley place.’

The manor house on the edge of the city was shrouded in mystery. Sometimes strange, flickering lights had been seen through the windows, and no one seemed certain who lived there. Crow shivered as a memory surfaced. Three or four years ago he’d been working as a lookout for a job in the Garden District. The back of his neck had prickled a warning, his skin breaking out in gooseflesh. He’d turned, convinced someone was not only observing him from within Brierley Manor but assessing him. Spooked, he’d slid round the corner. As soon as he was out of sight from the house the feeling had disappeared.

It was nothing, he told himself firmly. He’d been a kid then – cold, hungry and tired, and jumping at shadows. There was nothing more to it than that.

‘Just be careful,’ Sal said.

‘You don’t believe those stories about it being haunted, do you?’ asked Crow, keeping his tone light to reassure himself as much as Sal.

‘No, of course not.’ She shrugged. ‘I just have a feeling that something’s not right about that place.’ Sal’s fingers curled round the pendant she wore to ward off evil spirits. ‘How was Yarrick? I was waiting to see him yesterday, and I could hear him arguing with someone. I thought he must have been talking to Willa, but when he called me in there was no one else in the room. She shivered. ‘He gives me the creeps.’

Yarrick had always been unpredictable, but lately Crow had felt like he was walking on eggshells every time he was summoned to see the Reaver boss. ‘Just keep your head down, Sal. Stay out of his way if you can.’

It had started snowing again – thick, soft flakes that settled on their coats and hair. Crow held his hand out and one landed on his palm like a fallen star. Someone had once told him each snowflake was unique. He gazed at it for a moment, pristine and perfect, before it melted into his glove. ‘I should go,’ he said. ‘See you at the Market later?’

‘I’ll be there.’ They both clicked their fingers and tapped their chests twice with their open palms. Go safe, friend.

‘It’s just a delivery job, Sal,’ he called. ‘I’ll be back before you know it.’
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Twenty-four days until All Souls’ Eve

By the time Crow reached the bridge again everything had become white with snow. His head swam and the streets began to shift and blur as the flakes danced around him.

When he paused to pull his scarf up to cover his ears, the box that he was carrying seemed to grow cold – so cold it was almost painful to touch. It became warmer when he started walking again – almost as if the orb wanted to be delivered. He shook the thought off. He was exhausted, that was all. It was no wonder his imagination was running wild.

He itched to take another look at it, but Willa had packaged it securely in a box wrapped with brown paper and sealed with red wax. There was no way to open it without it being obvious it had been tampered with. He still didn’t know why he’d offered to take it. It made no sense; not when he could have been at the Market with Sal and Jonas right now, hands wrapped round a steaming mug of spiced tea, instead of trudging through the snow to the other side of the city. Delivery jobs were usually given to the younger kids, so it wasn’t as though taking this on would impress Yarrick.

It took Crow over an hour to reach the grounds of Brierley Manor. Like many of the residences in this part of the Garden District, it had originally been built for one of Starsgard’s wealthy families. The grey-stone building rose three storeys high and was topped with a slate roof and surrounded by a large walled garden. The only thing that set it apart from the neighbouring properties was the addition of a tower with a pointed roof and a large arched window. Unusual, perhaps, but nothing out of the ordinary.

The upper floors of the house were dark, but soft light illuminated the windows on the ground floor. There was nothing obviously odd or spooky about the house, nothing that suggested there was any truth to the stories he’d heard about it being haunted.

Crow shivered. When he looked back, his footprints had almost disappeared, covered by the falling snow. Why on Eortha was he still standing here? All he needed to do was deliver the package, then he could return to his friends and the warmth of a fire.

He pushed aside the lingering sense of unease that fluttered in his stomach and walked up to the heavy wrought-iron gate. It creaked as he pushed it open. Crow took a deep breath and ran up the tree-lined pathway to the entrance. Gripping the lion’s-head knocker, he rapped three times. The sound echoed in the silent grounds.

He counted to ten, then knocked again. Still nothing. He didn’t want to leave the package on the doorstep, so he went round the back to the servants’ entrance. When there was no response there either, Crow tried the handle of the door. It yielded with a creak. He kicked the snow off his boots and stepped across the threshold. ‘Hello? Is there anyone there?’

It was so quiet inside that Crow could hear the thudding of his heart. A sliver of light crept under the doorway at the other end of the hall, casting shadows on the walls. This door opened into a warm, bright kitchen. Polished copper pans adorned the wall directly in front of Crow. To his right was a well-stocked pantry with sacks of grain, pickled vegetables and strings of onions.

A rich, meaty scent drifted towards Crow and his stomach growled in response. If there was food cooking, there had to be someone here. He walked over to the fire to warm his hands. A cast-iron pot hung over the hearth. Carrots, potatoes and turnips bubbled away with large, juicy-looking chunks of beef. Crow’s stomach growled again. He swallowed and turned away. Where were all the servants?

‘Hello?’ he called out. ‘Is anyone here? I’ve got a delivery for your master.’ He picked up a candle and ventured further into the house, half expecting to come face to face with someone demanding to know what he thought he was doing, wandering around the place like he owned it. But the house remained silent.

Most of the rooms looked as though they hadn’t been used for years, with furniture covered in dust sheets. But the last door that Crow tried opened into a huge room illuminated by wall-mounted oil lamps. Chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, casting prisms of light on the polished wood floor. Crow rubbed his eyes. This couldn’t be real, could it?

The entire room was filled with row after row of tall wooden stacks, just like the Great Library at Starsgard Academy, which Crow had sneaked into once to obtain a rare book for one of Yarrick’s contacts. But unlike the library, these shelves didn’t hold books. Instead, each was filled with glass bottles of varying shapes and sizes. Wheeled ladders ran along grooves in the floor and gave access to the upper shelves. There had to be thousands of bottles here.

Crow studied the contents of the shelf in front of him. The bottles were filled with coloured liquid in every hue imaginable and sealed with dark red wax. Each had a label looped round its neck. Some were covered in dust and cobwebs, as if they hadn’t been touched for years.

Crow picked up one of the bottles. On the label, in a flowing, spidery hand, were the words Of Flying, followed by a series of numbers. His fingers tingled.

A fragment of a melody drifted towards him. There was something familiar about it, but he couldn’t think where he knew it from. He strained to hear it, trying to work out where the sound was coming from, but the song had already faded. He looked closer at the bottle in his hand, realising with a start that what was inside wasn’t liquid at all but more like smoke. It twisted and danced inside the glass, almost like it was alive.

His mouth fell open and he almost dropped it.

When Crow returned the bottle to the shelf the contents stilled, becoming liquid once more. Was it just a trick of the light? He picked the same bottle up again. As soon as his fingers touched the glass the substance transformed, turning into spiralling smoke once more. A thrill ran through him as he realised what it was. He spun round, his mouth falling open as he realised what all these bottles were.

Dreams.

He’d seen them before in the window displays of some of the upmarket shops and apothecaries, staring at them through the glass until he’d been driven off by the proprietors, but this was the closest he’d ever been to one. And he’d certainly never seen so many in one place. There had to be thousands of dreams here.

He put the bottle back and picked up another from a different shelf. This one was smaller and contained a pale pink substance. Like the first, the substance inside started moving as soon as his fingers touched the glass. The label on this one read Of True Love.

When he returned the bottle to the shelf, the contents stilled. Crow shook his head. His work for the Reavers had taken him from warehouses
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