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Chapter Eight

It’s a cold, forbidding day in Moscow, as Penelope steps out from underneath the doorway to a dour apartment complex. She deftly avoids the icy slush collecting in the gutter, and the litter that rustles over the street like leaves. Despite the near-zero temperature, Penelope only wears a light dove-grey coat for warmth, her throat exposed to the bitter wind. Cars stream past her in a constant blur, and pedestrians hurry onwards; no one is keen to take in the sights in this weather.

Winter presses its grey fingers upon everything: the skies, the buildings, the people. Crumbling façades and fading pastel edifices raise the ghosts of a grandeur long vanished, of fur-trimmed coats and jewelled horse-drawn carriages like enormous Fabergé eggs. Then a car thunders past, and the vision melts into the snow.

The dilapidated building in front of her is an all-too-familiar picture of what might have been. Cracked plaster flowers and an elaborate iron gate suggest it might have once belonged to a wealthy merchant, or some minor noble – a townhouse to pair with a rambling dacha in the countryside. Now it hosts a block of flats, each a fraction of the original living space.

Without bothering to ring the bell, Penelope enters and climbs the narrow staircase all the way up to the top floor, then down a damp corridor to the last flat. She knocks twice on the door. Frost rimes the inside of the hallway window, and her breath clouds the air.

After a moment, the door unlocks and a man appears, looking haggard and weary. But when he sees Penelope, his expression drops. Panic flashes across his face.

‘Penelope? I—’

‘Strasvuitye, Yury,’ she says pleasantly, in fluent Russian. ‘It’s been a while.’

‘I wasn’t expecting—’ He gathers himself. ‘Please, come inside.’

The entire flat – just one room – could fit into the Everlys’ front hallway. Portable radiators blaze warmth, so that condensation drips down the windowpane. And every inch is covered in keys: hung on the wall, layered thick on the floor, or spilling out of enormous boxes stacked on top of one another. There are diagrams and illustrations, too, furled tightly into scrolls and propped in a corner, or draped across furniture. Despite the heat, Yury wears several thick jumpers and a heavy overcoat. His lips are chapped and blue at the edges, and he stays as close as he can to the radiators. He fumbles with a kettle, his hands visibly shaking. Penelope notes with interest that underneath his fingerless gloves, his skin is black and withered.

‘Where is your faithful assistant?’ he asks.

‘Aleksander? Oh, I have him on another errand at the moment,’ Penelope says. ‘But he sends his regards.’

The last time Aleksander had come here, he’d blanched at the state of the apartment and Yury’s own condition, both of which had deteriorated from their prior visit. She’d asked him about it, curious at his reaction, but all he’d said was, It looks like it must hurt. Although she has managed to train Aleksander into a competent assistant, he is so easily wounded by the thought of others in pain. A weakness she must temper from him, she reminds herself.

‘I did what you said,’ Yury says, pouring hot tea into chipped mugs. ‘I spent just about every rouble I had on those blasted keys. And then some.’

He waits for a response, but Penelope isn’t forthcoming. He clears his throat, and offers her a cup. While she drinks, she studies him carefully. Yury is not even thirty, but his face is prematurely lined, and he holds himself with arthritic pain. His eyes are unusually tinted: a lustrous onyx that seems to shift colour in the light.

‘I was not expecting you so early,’ he says.

‘Neither was I,’ she says truthfully. ‘But I’ve had to expedite my plans.’

She examines the keys, picking up each one. Most of them are antiques: plain copper, steel, bastard metals rife with impurities. But there are also keys pressed in gold and inlaid with jewels, carved in thick mahogany, or blown from delicate glass, light shining through. None of them are made of reveurite, however, and therefore they are all useless.

As she browses, Yury watches her anxiously. Absently, he presses his hands on the boiling kettle, and the stench of burning flesh rises in the cramped flat.

‘There is still so much to be done – I haven’t even gone through everything yet – and did you bring the—’ He accidentally knocks his mug and it shatters on the ground, tea soaking into the rug underfoot. ‘Ah, fuck. Fuck!’

Penelope ignores him. Her search becomes more frenzied, less methodical, as she turns her attention to the illustrations. Paper tears, and ink smudges under her warm fingertips. She casts each useless image on the floor, where they quickly become sodden and unreadable.

Finally, she looks up. ‘Where is the rest of the research I asked for?’

‘Gone. The day after, there was a fire. Whole shop, gutted. They say it was so hot’ – he licks his lips, his eyes suddenly distant – ‘the lead roof melted.’

Set a man on fire, so he’ll be warm for the rest of his life. But Penelope knows that Yury hasn’t been warm for three years. His fingers are blistered with burns, his arms twisted with scars; yet he shivers in this sweltering room. A digital alarm goes off on the watch loose around his wrist, and he quickly silences it. With one shaking hand, he retrieves an opaque packet from his coat pocket and tips its contents into his mouth. The sound is like crunching rock.

It’s not the results she’d hoped for when they started this particular experiment, but Yury has fared better than the other scholars thus far. He is alive, for one.

‘So Marianne Everly has beaten me yet again,’ she murmurs.

Yury looks at her desperately. ‘Did you bring it? Please tell me you brought it.’

‘I cannot bring what I do not yet have,’ she says.

‘You promised. You said you had a cure, you said if I drank it, if the experiment didn’t work—’

‘Have I ever broken my word?’ she says sharply. When he doesn’t answer, she continues, ‘I will make sure you receive the cure for your . . . side effect. But in the meantime, you still have your end of the deal to fulfil. I don’t care how you get hold of it. If you have to pry that key out of cold, dead Everly hands, so be it.’

Yury waves his frostbitten hands at her in acknowledgement. ‘Fine, fine. But for the love of God, bring the cure before my xuj falls off. Three of my toes are already gone, and my hands . . .’ He swallows. ‘I can’t live like this, Penelope. No one can.’

‘Then find me that key,’ she says, ‘and live a little longer.’





Chapter Eleven

After what feels like the world’s longest shift – two sets of screaming toddlers at an impromptu birthday party, whimsical sugar art that felt decidedly less so when she was cleaning it up, Matt off sick with some hideous cold – Violet cycles into the Everly driveway to see every light blazing against the darkness. Which can only mean one thing.

But before she can go hunting for Gabriel, Ambrose greets her in the doorway, his tired smile not quite meeting his eyes. He glances down the hall.

‘Gabe’s home,’ he says.

‘I see that.’

‘He won’t be here for long’ – of course, Violet thinks – ‘but we’ve been invited to a soirée of sorts. Tonight.’ He pauses. ‘All of us.’

Violet takes a couple of seconds to process this. ‘You want me to go to a party.’

Ambrose, who wouldn’t let her go to school, who barely even tolerates her working at the café, wants her to go to a party. She can believe in other worlds and magical keys, and even in Aleksander’s miraculous weekly appearances, but this somehow feels like a stretch too far.

‘It’s from Gabriel’s . . . how do I say this? Colleagues.’

‘You mean his criminal enterprise,’ she says.

It’s an old joke between them, one that Violet’s recently grown tired of. As a child, it was the only answer she could come up with for Gabriel’s extended travels, given her uncles’ reluctance to tell her the truth. And Ambrose probably thought it was better for Violet to believe her uncle some mafioso wannabe. That Gabriel’s long absences are to do with smuggling or drug-trafficking, forged identities and chests filled with stolen money. That they are illegal activities, but perfectly mundane.

Better to believe that, than an extraordinary truth.

‘Gabe will tell you more, but before he gets hold of you, I wanted to talk.’ Ambrose lowers his voice. ‘These guests tonight . . . They’re an odd bunch. Be careful, okay?’

Violet tilts her head to the side, puzzled. It could be Ambrose’s usual fussy overprotectiveness, but she’s rarely heard him sound so nervous, or so serious.

‘Why, are you planning to ransom me off?’ she says lightly. ‘Tell them I won’t take less than two million. I’m worth that much, at least.’

To her relief, Ambrose only sighs and rolls his eyes, morphing back into his familiar self. ‘Gabriel’s in the kitchen.’

Sure enough, Violet finds him at the kitchen table, already in a three-piece suit and looking every inch the mobster as he flicks through a hefty-looking folder, sunglasses propped on the bridge of his nose. He flips the folder shut as soon as he sees her.

‘Ambrose tells me you’re planning to ransom me to your criminal friends,’ Violet says conversationally, as she puts on the kettle.

Gabriel looks at her over his sunglasses. ‘No way, kiddo. Couldn’t give you away even if I wanted to.’

‘What a relief,’ she says.

‘He’s right, though,’ Gabriel continues. ‘These people, they’re not like you and me. Well,’ he amends, ‘maybe they’re a bit like me. But they’re wolves. And if I gave them even an inch, they would eat me up and carry you off.’

‘Then why invite me at all?’ she says, frowning.

‘One of my criminal friends would like to meet you. And Adelia Verne does not take no for an answer.’ He shrugs. ‘Sometimes when the wolves are at the door, you have to invite them in for canapés.’

Violet tries to picture the ‘wolves’ that Gabriel is so eager to entertain, but they remain a stubborn blank in her mind. If Ambrose had his way, they would be a sea of mobsters, with gold teeth and violin cases, eager to haggle over whatever illicit contraband Gabriel’s smuggled back to the house. In a fanciful moment, she even imagines the guests as real wolves, unnaturally upright on their hind legs, licking blood from their dense fur. Oh, what big teeth you have.

Violet eyes his suit. ‘How fancy is this party?’

‘Check your wardrobe,’ he says.

For a second after she leaves the kitchen, she stands in the corridor, waiting for her unease to fade. She hasn’t forgotten the evening, all those years ago, when Gabriel was here, wearing the very same suit, his shirt spattered in blood. Her uncles have spent her entire life treating her like something to be kept away from the world. Why invite her to a party now?

Upstairs in her room, a dress in deep burgundy velvet with gold clasps at the shoulders and a thin satin sash across the waist is waiting for her. It’s beautiful and regal, pulled straight from a fairy tale. Violet looks at it apprehensively. Is this what her uncles want to do – dress her up as a doll and parade her around a group of strangers?

She almost doesn’t put it on. But then her hands trail over the soft fabric, admiring the gorgeous stitching, tiny gold threads shivering in the light. She bites her lip, wavering. She’s never had a reason to wear something so luxurious, and she’ll never have a chance to do so again. For all her wanting of elsewhere, Violet will forever be tethered to this house. Forever tethered to the sliver of possibility that her mother will still walk through the door one day – and the terror of missing it.

Maybe, just this once, she’ll take the fairy tale.

When she tries it on and looks in the mirror, her hair falling around her shoulders in soft brown curls, her mother looks back at her. There are fragments of Violet’s features that are decidedly non-Everly – dimpled cheeks, faint freckles across pale skin, a tint of gold in her hair – but for the most part, she’s Everly through and through. We Everlys have to stick together, Ambrose is forever saying. But not, apparently, tell each other the truth.

Whether her uncles like it or not, maybe there are answers tonight for her, too.

 

By the time they reach the ostentatious estate house, Ambrose and Gabriel bickering the whole way there, the eponymous they have already preceded them, one flashy car after another walling in the driveway. The guests move in a swathe of rich fabrics: silky white shirts, luxurious sequin-dusted coats, frothy dresses the colour of sea foam. As Violet steps over the threshold, she feels a stab of apprehension, a sense of just how many miles there are between her and these elegant, otherworldly creatures. They smile at each other with bright, shining teeth.

Wolves.

When she enters the house, straight into a cloud of perfume and cologne, she’s not quite sure where to look first. Lilting music fills the ground floor, as an unassuming man in a tuxedo plays the grand piano. Drinks are poured and crystal glasses manoeuvred around the guests by a team of eerily efficient staff bearing silver platters. People crowd the ground floor, marble tile clicking underneath their stilettos and wingtip shoes. They all seem to know each other, circulating with smiles and nudges, like beautiful sharks. But with Gabriel and Ambrose flanking her like bodyguards, no one even attempts to make introductions.

Wisps of incomprehensible gossip float past her:

. . . expect to see a new intake of scholars any day now . . .

. . . and I told Adelia, no one simply vanishes from a convent in Moscow and reappears in Seoul two days later . . .

. . . I heard she’s coming tonight with that assistant of hers, but I’m not holding my breath for . . .

. . . warmer at this time of year, how nice . . .

There’s something oddly similar about the partygoers, but it takes her a moment to register it, between all the silk and sequins. She’s stealthily filching a shrimp canapé when she catches a faintly ridged pattern on one of the guest’s pristine shirts and it all comes together. Keys: dusting cuffs in silver thread, or strung from gold chains to rest in hollow throats – and tattooed on wrists, in black ink that seems to sparkle in the light. Keys like the one Aleksander showed her.

Her mind races back to the conversations she’d walked past moments ago. This isn’t just any party – this is a party for scholars.

She turns to Ambrose, unable to disguise her shock. ‘You told me you’d never heard of Fidelis.’

Gabriel stares at her. ‘How the hell do you know about that?’

‘Apparently you told her, Gabe—’ Ambrose mutters.

But Gabriel cuts him off. ‘She sure as shit didn’t hear that from me.’

‘Then who—’

‘The Everly brothers fighting at my party? Surely not.’

An elderly woman comes up to them in a floor-length gown the colour of storm clouds. Diamonds the size of raindrops pour from a chain at her throat. Violet notices the thin black line of a key tattoo underneath translucent sleeves. Another scholar, she guesses.

‘Adelia, this is Violet,’ Gabriel says impatiently. ‘Just like you asked. And in exchange?’

Adelia waves him away. ‘Oh yes, she’s here somewhere, with that assistant of hers, no doubt.’ She turns to Violet. ‘Let me take a good look at you.’

Violet has the distinct sense that she should be angry about being discussed like an object, but suddenly all of Adelia’s attention is focused on her, and every thought vanishes from her head. Adelia’s gaze roves over her with a clinical interest.

‘Very talented,’ she says, apparently satisfied. ‘I wouldn’t expect anything less from an Everly. Why don’t we take a walk together, just the two of us?’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ Ambrose begins.

‘Oh, come now,’ Adelia says. ‘Surely you can spare her for a moment. Besides—’

The conversation ripples with interest, as a tall, pale woman sweeps into the room. Her flax-blonde hair is twisted expertly into a bun, secured by a gold clasp studded with emeralds, and her chiffon dress is the colour of sunlight, winking with clusters of seed pearls. But instead of reaching for a glass of champagne or greeting the other guests, she smiles at Violet. The other guests scatter, giving them a wide berth.

She looks naggingly familiar, but Violet can’t quite place where. Like something out of a dream, too perfect to be real.

‘It’s been too long, little dreamer,’ she says with a beatific smile.

The shock of recognition hits her like a gut punch. Penelope. And behind her, looking surprised to see Violet here, of all places, is Aleksander. She catches a glimpse of his puzzled wave to her, before Penelope obscures her view.

‘Those Everly eyes, just like your mother’s.’ Penelope cocks her head to one side. ‘Gosh, don’t you look like her.’

‘That she does,’ Gabriel says, with more than a hint of menace.

‘Gabriel, Ambrose. I didn’t expect to see you here.’ Her gaze slides from the brothers to Violet and Adelia. ‘I hope I’m not interrupting something.’

Ambrose doesn’t return the smile. ‘We need to talk. In private.’

‘Oh, how thrilling,’ Penelope says, sounding amused. ‘Well, whatever it is, I’m sure I’ll be delighted to discuss it.’

‘Perfect,’ Adelia says, taking Violet’s arm. ‘Then we shall leave you to it.’

Ambrose looks like he wants to argue further, but Adelia is already steering Violet out of the brightly lit room. She catches Aleksander’s gaze for just a second. Then they turn the corner, and the party vanishes from sight.





Chapter Fifteen

The next day, Violet waits for Aleksander to meet her at the café, but he doesn’t appear. Or the day after. She starts to worry that maybe she said something – or that she’s somehow misconstrued their friendship. He isn’t beholden to her, after all. He might easily have changed his mind again.

And there’s so little she knows, really knows about him.

On her lunch break, she sits at the table she’s come to think of as theirs – with the excellent view of the river – and morosely pours sugar into her coffee. Outside, it’s pouring with rain and the window is foggy with condensation.

A shadow falls over her table, as a tall, slim woman sits down opposite her.

‘Hello, little dreamer,’ Penelope says. ‘My, haven’t you been busy.’

Penelope might not be wearing a chiffon dress winking with jewels, but Violet recognises her immediately. She glances around to make sure no one else is listening. But the café is bustling as ever, and no one even thinks to look their way. Her muscles coil with tension.

‘Where’s Aleksander?’ she asks immediately.

Penelope doesn’t answer. Instead, she surveys the scene around them, toying with a milk stirrer. Not for the first time, it occurs to Violet that Penelope looks exactly as she did the day she walked into the Everly house. Immutable.

‘I see why he liked to come here,’ Penelope says. ‘It has a certain charm, I suppose, in its ordinariness. It must be an easy place to discuss all sorts of things. After all, what’s one singular secret amongst so much gossip?’

Worry flutters in Violet’s stomach. ‘Where is he?’

‘He won’t be returning, I’m afraid.’

‘Then why—’

‘Why am I here?’ Penelope looks straight at her, and Violet has the sudden, dizzying sensation of staring into an abyss. ‘He told me everything.’

Horror envelopes her. ‘No. He – he wouldn’t.’

‘Oh, but he did.’

Violet has spent the past few months wondering why Aleksander kept coming back to the café, why he’d been so willing to share his easy, open-hearted smile and Fidelis’ magic. She thought it was friendship.

She should have known better.

Penelope’s eyes narrow. ‘I am only going to ask this question once. Where is your mother?’

A feeling like icy water runs down Violet’s spine.

‘I don’t know,’ she says.

‘Odd, isn’t it? You don’t know where she is. Your uncles don’t know where she is. And yet you Everlys are like bees, always working to the same purpose. Always trying to escape justice.’

Panicked, Violet tries to catch Matt’s eye, but when she sees him, she reels back in shock. The entire café is suspended in motion: Matt, midway through bringing coffee to a table; her manager with his mouth wide open, berating someone on his phone; a woman with two toddlers, their arms frozen in a wide arc


























An Old Story

If there is a god they worshipped, it was her.

They say she was born of the stars. That she was so beautiful it hurt to look at her, and prolonged exposure could permanently blind you. That she was powerful and true, wielding retribution and mercy like dual swords of divine justice.

From the stars she brought reveurite, element of the gods. She taught a gifted few to work it, manipulating it on their anvils with tools of palladium and cobalt. Around their forges, a city sprang up. They carved reveurite doors across worlds, and invited others with the talent of wielding god-metal to join them. Whitewashed buildings appeared overnight as travellers set down their bags to stay, building on top of ancient foundations so that from a distance, the city looked like a tiered wedding cake. The forges blossomed, and at night, their fires burned like stars.

The dream catcher looked on in satisfaction, her plan at work just as it should be: a city of dreamers – pruned and nurtured, and occasionally weeded of threats, but one that thrived under her careful touch.

And then, something happened that was not part of her plan.

She fell in love.

He holds no name, no face, blinding or otherwise. Some say he was mortal; others insist he, too, was kin to stars. Most agree he had a way with his hands, a craftsman’s care that drew her to him. Although he didn’t know it, he held her heart on a string, and she found herself attuned to every tug that dragged him away, every slackening that meant he was near.

Eventually, she visited him at his forge. For a while she watched him work, with no more than an indifferent gaze. But as time went on, she showed him the deeper secrets of reveurite crafting, which had passed amongst her kind and no further until now. How to create galaxies in glass bottles, or jewelled music boxes that would play the siren call of the stars. How to forge blades of reveurite that never dulled or broke, no matter the strain. How to unlock the doors to other worlds, with elaborate keys that glittered on their chains. And all the while, his heart felt hers, an insistent pull.

They say his hands were still covered in reveurite when he could resist no longer and grasped her waist, her thighs, so there were imprints of his fingers forever tattooed on her skin. They say he pulled her into the forge with him, and they made love amongst the flames like ethereal creatures of old. Or – if he is mortal in this version – they say he led her towards his bed, with its hand-stitched sheets and soft pillows, and made her feel human as she’d never felt before, and never would again. That he smiled at her with his eyes crinkled around the edges, a lifetime of wear and tear she would never know.

In the forge, or in his bed, she whispered, This will be our knowledge alone to bear.

As time passed, they married in secret, dipping their hands in reveurite dust to place the delicate tattoos of fidelity and love on the soft insides of their wrists. And for a year and a day, they lived like this. Hot and dizzy with passion at the moon’s apex, leaving them scorched and smouldering during the day. Their marriage bore a child, with clever hands and curious eyes, and the song of the stars thrumming in their heart.

But nothing lasts forever.

There is a day, an argument, a reckoning. Maybe he grew older, and saw how she could not. Or maybe the dream catcher, with her fatal foresight, saw the end of everything, and wished to preserve him as he was. Maybe he wished for a child who wouldn’t carry the legacy of a god. Maybe there was infidelity on her side, on his. Maybe a curse from the stars themselves.

Maybe many things.

But a year and a day after their secret marriage, a fury grew within the dream catcher until it could be contained no longer. And she ripped their world apart. Streets buckled, houses reduced to ruins. Lives obliterated in an instant, as the city rent in two.

Those who could escape through the doors did so, their gifts scattered like ash over thousands of worlds. And they forgot their skills, or failed to pass them on, generations of history lost in a moment.

Dream catcher. Star swallower. City destroyer.

Some say she lost her mind, in the end – that in her despair, she returned to the stars, her tears the constellations. Others say she is still trapped in the city, her voice vanished from a millennia of screaming. But most believe she roams countless worlds, immortal and invulnerable, a solitary wraith with vengeance for a heart.

Yet another version of the story suggests that the man, too, wanders the earth, made immortal through her wrath, if he was ever mortal to begin with. And it is he whom she searches for, her heart still attached to his. Whether to ease the pull of the thread, or to sever it altogether, no one can say.





Chapter Eighteen

Underneath the night-streaked sky of New York City, Violet is crashing a party. Strictly speaking, it’s infiltration via a stolen invitation and a borrowed dress that’s definitely meant for a taller, bustier woman. Occasionally, she glances towards the brightly lit street to make sure no one is watching her as she adjusts her horribly itchy wig: black to cover up her true hair colour. But this is the beauty of New York – anonymity is a right.

There are other things she loves about the city: the dazzling theatres, the sheer volume of tiny restaurants and takeaways, and even the way the high-rises seem to keep the sky aloft, like architectural Atlases. She admires the grit beneath her fingernails, the way people’s gazes slide over her as one more faceless person in the crowd. If she had a couple of months here, she could spend every day doing something different and never get bored. Museums! Galleries! Endless walks through Central Park.

If only she had a couple of months to spare.

In more respectable hours, this building is a thriving bookshop, brimming with tourists posing against the bright memorabilia, or couples writing love notes to one another on the chalkboard wall. The photos online are full of comments about the eclectic yet perfect array of books, the delicious hot chocolates served at the connecting café, the hand-painted stars on the ceiling with made-up constellations. A real highlight for book lovers everywhere, she’d read on various travel blogs. Unmissable!

She’d visited it the day before, trying not to look too conspicuous amongst the other browsing people. It had lived up to its online ratings, and in any other circumstances, Violet could have lingered for hours. It seemed so beautifully ordinary in the way it catered to the camera-clutching tourists. And it is a lovely bookshop.

Tonight, the shop is closed for a private event. There are no specifications on what kind of private event, but Violet has it on good authority that this is another scholars’ soirée, like the one Adelia Verne held. Except this time the host is one Yulan Liu, who isn’t a scholar herself, but one of the many people orbiting them – in this case, an antiquarian books dealer, with an eye for the rare and illegally acquired. A dealer who, if Violet has pieced this together correctly, has a particular map in her possession – to an object that can answer any question. Allegedly.

The woman in Accra – the one who’d recognised Violet’s bracelets – had told her that this was what Marianne had gone after, the last time she’d seen her, only a few months before. Once Violet had stopped kicking herself for not arriving earlier, missing Marianne by such a slender span of time, she’d turned her attention to the map. It sounds like wishful thinking, but she’s learnt that very little is wishful where the scholars are concerned.

So she squares her shoulders, smooths out the invitation in her hand, and puts on an expression that says I absolutely belong to this party. A bouncer at the door is checking guests in.

‘Juliet Green?’ he says, glancing at her invitation.

Violet gives him her most winning smile, and prays the wig is a sufficient disguise. ‘That’s the one.’

One of the many hard lessons she’s learnt over the last year is just how many scholars Marianne’s made enemies of. Several of them will be here tonight – hence the disguise as Juliet Green, some minor scholar of middling talent and no family connections whatsoever, who should be perfectly invisible.

The bouncer ushers her through. The lights are dimmed, and a purple carpet ribbons between the tables of stacked books, towards the back. Other people are already mingling, a mixture of tattooed guests with key cufflinks and earrings, and the unadorned, who look distinctly more uncomfortable. There’s a familiar metaphor here somewhere about wolves and sheep, Violet muses. After the year she’s had, she wonders which group she belongs to now.

Violet follows the winding carpet past silent till points and up two flights of stairs, where photographs of famous dead authors hang haphazardly on the walls. On the third-floor landing, two glass double doors are guarded by more intimidating security. Thick burgundy curtains shield the room beyond from prying eyes. Although there’s nothing to worry about, Violet’s palms are sweaty.

She hands over her invitation, and this time, the security guards scrutinise it more closely. Violet’s palm sweatiness intensifies.

‘Juliet Green,’ she announces, as if she can bridge the gap between lie and truth simply by stating the name as her own.

But after a further agonising second, the guards let her through, parting the velvet curtains.

‘Enjoy your evening,’ the taller of the two says after her.

The hall in front of her is a far cry from the shop downstairs, which was all tourist knick-knacks, glossy hardback bestsellers and cheap second-hand paperbacks, their spines cracked. It reminds her of the library in the Everly house, only with twice, three times the space and ceiling height. Rare books, pamphlets and scrolls are encased safely and spotlit behind glass for guests to admire. Whoever decorated must possess a lust for the bloodthirsty, because what isn’t bookshelf space is devoted to wickedly sharp-looking weapons arranged like threats on the walls, or portraits of surly men doing the threatening to hapless animals. A string quartet serenades guests underneath a statue of a scantily clad man hoisting a dead goat over his shoulder.

Violet hovers near the edge of the party with her drink, studying the guests. Men and women, mostly older than her, converse in tight clusters, all clearly familiar with one another. She spies one or two from other parties she’s attended – a scholar and her bodyguard, built like a shed; her brain tries and fails to cough up a surname – and makes a note to avoid them. Blonde hair glints in the light and Violet’s heart stops for a split second, but then the woman turns, and her nose is longer, her eyes a washed-out green.

Not Penelope, then. Not that Violet had expected her to show up.

But she also can’t help scanning the crowd for another face she might recognise. A sharp jawline, dark curls falling over unreadable eyes. It’s certainly not the person she’s supposed to be looking for, but a quick sweep over the party confirms that Aleksander isn’t here, either. Even though there’s nothing to be disappointed about, it sticks in the back of her throat.

You are not here to think about him, she tells herself sternly. She looked up Yulan’s photograph online, but there’s no one here who looks remotely like her. There’s nothing for it except to keep searching, then.

As Violet passes one room, she catches the sounds of an auction taking place, the auctioneer calling out such an absurd amount of money that she double takes. The book in his hands is a slim, tired-looking paperback whose plain front cover is sheering off the spine, but the quiet intensity of the room suggests this is not merely valuable, but invaluable. And everyone attempting to buy knows it.

She’s gleaned enough about the scholars by now to understand that this is their natural habitat: illicit goods, champagne in crystal glasses, secretive smiles and furtive whispers. Opulence spurred by absurd wealth, thanks to bartering between their connections here and in Fidelis; Violet can imagine all too easily what someone would be willing to give in exchange for a glimpse of true ‘magic’. She catches wisps of conversation around her:

. . . starting at two million dollars for this bust of Nemetor with craftsman mark intact, said to come from the old scholar-city itself . . .

 . . . Goro Matsuda said the booze was spiked, but I’m pretty sure that’s just edible glitter . . .

. . . they brought an asteria over for us, did you see? Up the staircase, the top floor . . .

The last one makes her pause. It’s not the first time she’s heard of asteros cards, or the asteria who read them.

Intrigued, Violet follows the directions, taking the winding staircase at the far end of the hall. Inside her head, she hears the ka-ching of time being paid out. But she can’t find Yulan anywhere, and anyway, there’s no harm in a little detour. It’s been so long since she’s given into her curiosity, and the guilty pleasure of five stolen minutes to herself sends goosebumps pinpricking up her arms.

The top floor turns out to be a large glass dome, like a greenhouse without much greenery. Naked bulbs are carefully suspended from wire strung overhead, so that the view of the night sky is eclipsed by hundreds of tiny lights swaying on an invisible breeze, burning like meteors. It’s much quieter here, and the hum of conversation below is almost completely cut off.

At the back of the room, surrounded by large ferns, a tent has been erected. It’s the only point of darkness. At first, Violet thinks no one’s there, but then a voice calls out from its depths.

‘Please, stay for a reading.’ A man’s voice.

Despite her curiosity, she hesitates, but then she ducks underneath the tent. After the bright lights of the glass dome, it’s almost impossible to see anything. She catches the outline of a man, the sharp edges of a table – and a pack of cards. The asteria and his asteros.

‘Sit,’ he commands, and she does.

The man spreads out the asteros cards in front of her. There’s a lustre to them that seems oddly familiar, twinkling with golden sparkles. The artwork reminds her of an art nouveau mural she’d seen at the Met, all fluid lines and silky curves.

‘You can pick three of the asteros,’ he says. ‘Whoever you choose will clarify your present and assist you in your future.’

Violet flips the first card over. A woman in a long cloak that pools at her feet holds up a lantern, the only bright point in a sea of dark-hued paint. At her feet, dim silver lines fan outwards.

‘Erriel, astral of the lost,’ the asteria says.

Astrals instead of arcana. Violet knows very little about them, but from what she’s gathered, they seem like the scholars’ version of gods or saints.

‘You are seeking something important to you, I think, but perhaps have taken a misstep. Erriel will illuminate your destination, but she cannot guarantee that you will be pleased with it.’

The next card is of two naked men entwined with one another, as thorns climb up their bodies. Each one carries a knife in one of their fists, hidden from the other’s eyeline. Their mouths are parted, only a millimetre between them. Even though they’re just paintings, there’s something about their sensual longing that makes Violet blush.

‘Interesting,’ the asteria says, a smile playing over his lips. ‘Tullis and Berias, astrals of lovers and betrayers. You are stifled by conflict that can be resolved in several ways. But a sacrifice must be made. You have a lot to lose. Perhaps too much.’

If Marianne isn’t found, then it will be you walking through the dark with me. Violet swallows.

The last card is of a tall, regal woman, her blonde hair curled around her like a halo, and wings outstretched behind her in stylised brushstrokes. Her hands are clutched around the hilt of a sword buried in her heart. For a moment, neither Violet nor the asteria say anything. The longer Violet stares, the more the woman’s face looks like a skull, her eyes hollow pits.

‘Ah,’ the asteria says.

Violet picks up the card and flips it over; she can’t bear to look at the woman anymore. ‘What does it mean?’

‘Not what,’ he says, ‘but who. Astriade, astral of devastation.’ He takes out a velvet drawstring bag and shakes it, but it’s empty. ‘I don’t usually put her in the deck; she must have joined the cards herself.’

‘Astral of devastation,’ Violet echoes. ‘That sounds . . . unhelpful.’

Against her better judgement, she picks up the Astriade card again and tilts it in the light. There’s something in her sorrowful expression, her hands grasping the sword’s hilt, that makes her look like devastation made manifest.

The asteria looks at her solemnly. ‘She is a curse.’





A Fairy Tale

Would you like to hear a story?’ Ambrose asks.

Violet is just past ten years old, brooding and resentful, her mother two weeks into her ‘adventure’. Ambrose can’t really blame her. In his mid-twenties, he, as the long-suffering, pliable youngest – and also not Gabriel – has been dragged away from his postgraduate degree in literature to mind his niece. When Marianne comes back, he’ll resume his studies, of course. There is a reason why he was so reluctant to return, even when Marianne showed up with a baby, and the Everly siblings were forced to regroup. Back to the house with its long stretch of memory and baleful portraits, where the Everly name supersedes all. But the truth is, he’ll never be able to go back to his degree, and by the time he realises this, his niece’s bright inquisitiveness and tenacious heart will have already won him over.

Tonight, though, they are still strangers, and Violet is on the edge of tears and angry about it. Angry at the world. Still, she perks up when she hears the word story. Reluctantly, she nods.

‘It’s a good one, I promise,’ Ambrose says, settling in with her on the couch. ‘And it’s your legacy. Because it starts with an Everly. He wasn’t the first, and he certainly wouldn’t be the last, but he was perhaps the most extraordinary of us all.’ He clears his throat, and begins the same way Marianne had explained the origins of the Everly fate – with a fairy tale. ‘Once upon a time, in a magical city on a distant shore, lived Ever Everly.’

‘That’s a stupid name,’ Violet mutters.

Ambrose hides his smile. ‘Ah, but you see, he was a clever man.’

He was a craftsman, Ambrose says, and an amazing one at that. With a blow of his hammer, or the twist of a screw, he could make magical toys beyond compare. And people loved them. But Ever Everly had a secret, and it was that no one had ever loved him.

He hadn’t minded, at first. If that was the way of the world, then let it be so. Yet as he grew older, and watched couples filter in together in the shy throes of new love, then pregnant, and then perhaps with two children at their side, he yearned for how neatly they fitted into one another, like puzzle pieces. And if he was a puzzle piece, he was the one missing from the box, unable to be part of the picture.

Then, one day, a woman came into his shop.

To say she was beautiful would be to call the moon a rock. She was so beautiful, people would weep at the sight of her, and said she looked like a star upon the earth. So beautiful, and yet missing something, too. For just as Ever Everly had never been loved, she had never loved. Magic, however, she had in spades. She took one look at him, and she knew he longed to be the half of a whole.

For Ever Everly, she decided, she could learn what love is. So she offered him a deal: she would love him for a year and a day, and then she would give him a choice: either she would eat his soul, or the soul of everyone in the city. He was a good man, and she knew he would choose the former. A soul fat on love was a very powerful thing indeed, and she had no desire to taste the souls of the city, most of whom were mealy and unripe.

The woman thought this was a fair exchange, and so, in his own way, did Ever Everly. Apart from love, he had lived a good life, and he would be ready to give himself to her when the time came. A year and a day of love, he reasoned, was generous for a lifetime. They married underneath the swords of their ancestors, and it wasn’t long before they bore a child.

What the woman hadn’t counted on, however, was what love did to her. Love gave her strength. Love made her weak. Love made her want him more than she’d ever wanted anything else. She loved the care he took over what he made, the way he asked after every customer’s family. The way he said her name, like a jewel in his mouth.

But she had entered a binding contract. At the end of the year and a day, she would be forced to either eat his soul, or the souls of the city. Unbeknownst to Ever Everly, she was making her choice.

Six months went past. Then nine. A year.

On the last evening, Ever Everly got his affairs in order. He tidied his workshop, gave away his toys, and closed up his shop for the final time. Then he turned to the woman and told her he was ready to be eaten. She wouldn’t have him, however. He was too precious to her. She would rather take the city.

Ever Everly tried to stop her. But love had made her impervious to his pleading, and she swept him aside. The city had thousands of souls, and she would eat them all just to be with him. He looked on in despair, thinking of the children, the couples he had watched from afar. What could he do?

And because he was a clever man, the answer came to him. In his consuming love, he had forgotten that he was not half of a whole at all. He was a person in himself. And there was still a choice to be made. She could not protect a soul that did not exist.

So he took his ancestors’ sword from the wall and he plunged it through his heart. The magic that had made him such a brilliant creator exploded from him, and froze the woman in a statue as unbreakable as their contract. He had stripped her of her magic, so she could eat no more souls. The city would be safe.

‘And then,’ Ambrose says, ‘with the stars in his eyes, he heaved a great sigh, and he died.’

In the ensuing silence, he wonders if he should have picked a story that didn’t end in death and gore. But when he risks a look at Violet, her eyes are wide with wonder.

‘Wow,’ she whispers.

He smiles down at her. ‘I know. And deep down, inside her crystal cage, the woman still yearns to consume his soul because it’s the only way she knows how to love.’

Which, of course, isn’t really love at all.

‘I wish he hadn’t died,’ Violet says later, on their way up to bed.

Ambrose tucks her in – the first time she’s let him do so. He ponders the thought for a moment. Marianne would say something about heroes and sacrifices, but he can’t bring himself to lie that an Everly went willingly to their death. We do not go gentle, he thinks sadly.

‘I think Ever probably wished that, too. Who knows what he might have done with the rest of his life? But he died saving their city. He died saving what matters.’ Ambrose kisses the top of her head. ‘He died, but he won them the world.’





A Fireside Warning

On a night of deepest winter, when the forges are blocked in by snow and reveurite harvesting is at its peak, the forge master gathers her students around the fire. It is a time for darkness and bitter cold, ghost stories and warnings. The fire crackles and spits, making figures out of smokey shadows.

The forge master takes a deep breath, studies each and every one of their faces. She says –

Once, there is a clever man.

Clever, that is, with his hands. Capable of working miracles out of gemstones, metal, wood. For decades, he is the most renowned craftsman in his city, in the world. Travellers flock to his workshop for his knowledge.

Yet time is a fickle creature. As the man grows older, he finds himself at the limits of his abilities. His knucklebones swell and his fingers fumble with wire; his back aches so he struggles over his workbenches. And elsewhere in the city, a new generation of craftspeople, with their dextrous hands and youthful vigour, are working miracles that he cannot replicate. His shop empties of customers and his once renowned displays turn grey with dust.

Then one day, a star walks into his workshop. Beautiful as fury, with flame draped around her shoulders like a cloak.

‘Help me, please,’ he begs.

‘Very well. But I cannot give without taking.’

Frantically, the man begins to pick through the items in his shop. He holds up emeralds the size of eggs, crusted over with gold and dotted with tiny diamonds. In front of her, he spreads out a deck of cards gilded with silver and promises her that they will tell the truth of her future. He pulls out a delicate filigree dancer dressed in wire frothed to look like fabric, and winds tight a key on her pedestal to elicit music that would make any mortal weep.

The star looks at him, amused. ‘It must be something precious to you. And I see nothing of value here.’

He starts to babble about firstborns, about rings to command a man, about assassination and third sons of third princes—

‘Enough,’ she says.

He holds his palms upwards, pleading. ‘What else do I have?’

The star thinks for a moment. Then she says, ‘I will offer you a deal.’

A lifetime’s worth of knowledge to be used within a year and a day. And at the end of that year and a day, she would take his soul. Powerful magic requires a powerful exchange, she explains.

The man does not particularly want to give his soul away. But he is weary of being usurped and terrified of becoming nothing, so he agrees.

With her aid, he discovers knowledge so enticing it takes his breath away. How to craft with the god-metal that plummets from the sky. How to walk between worlds, how to listen to her star-brethren sing as they waltz across the galaxy. How to extend longevity and claw back youth.

Yet in the back of his mind, he remains aware of a clock ticking towards the star’s bargain. As the days dissolve in front of him, he begs the star to spare his soul. He is not done – will never be done – with his work. He has only just begun to truly live.

‘Is there nothing I can do to convince you to leave my soul?’ he asks.

‘It is not about convincing,’ the star says scornfully. ‘The exchange is already made.’

Yet he keeps trying. He even goes so far as to seduce her, in the hope that with each kiss, each caress, her spirit will soften and a way out of the pact will emerge. Though he quickly realises this, too, is as foolish as pleading for clemency.

He starts taking long walks under watery moonlight, each footstep an easy rhythm that stills the jangling of his panic and keeps his mind whirring away. Because he is a clever man, he knows there must be a loophole to this terrible pact. And the knowledge the star bestowed has made him very clever indeed.

In the dead of night, he rows to an island on the outskirts of the city. There, in the ruins of a cathedral, he builds himself a cage of god-metal. For all his knowledge, he is just a man. But what better way to combat a god than a godly creation?

On the last night of his year and a day, he climbs into the cage and locks it tight. Now, the star cannot touch him. She arrives in a whirl of flame, which transforms to the colour of deepest violet when she realises his intentions. She paces the outside of his cage.

‘You men are traitorous, treacherous creatures,’ she says. ‘Give me your soul.’

‘It is too dear to me,’ the man says.

‘I will destroy your city,’ she vows.

He considers this. ‘But I will live.’

‘So be it.’

On the first night, the darkness is alive with the sound of screaming.

On the second night, he sees flames lick at the horizon.

On the third night, every single star in the sky vanishes.

On the fourth day, the city is silent. He tentatively turns the key in its lock and the cage door unlatches with a soft whisper. When he emerges, the city is ash. The star is gone.

He has won; yet his mouth is dry with the taste of charred bone. His workshop is a black wreck. Scorched jewels litter the floor, twisted metal warped by vengeful heat. On the front door, someone has written in deep golden blood: As long as your soul walks free, so will I.

As the first days of his new-found freedom roll in, he undertakes the final part of his plan. He bars the doors to other worlds that he spent so long creating, or smashes those that he cannot close. The star is elsewhere for now, and if he is both clever and lucky, he will never have to face her again.

A week later, he climbs the highest hill in the city to watch the sunset. Blood red spills over ruins.

He is a clever man.

He is also a coward.





A Beginning

It is not the man that attracts her initially. Rather, it’s the crowd: an endless queue snaking out the door from dawn to dusk, save for the hour when the shop closes for lunch. They enter, biting their lips to hold back grins, and exit carrying parcels of varying sizes, tenderly wrapped in ribbon. Their smiles only falter when they see the astral, watching them exit the shop.

She is still young, still coltish compared to her older, wiser brethren. But to the people in the city, she’s a star, blinding and unknowable. A wondrous terror, or a terrifying wonder. So she stops coming during the day, even as her curiosity deepens.

During her sleepless midnight walks, though, she can’t resist coming by the shop. She peers through the windows, her wings illuminating the wares within and tinting everything gold. Dainty carousels nestled in crushed velvet; iridescent paper-and-wire butterflies dangling from the ceiling; silver lockets and sweetheart keys and jewellery boxes inlaid with gems. Gorgeous delicacies that give her a strange feeling just below her ribcage, as though someone is tugging at a thread behind her heart.

Every night for a week she passes the shop and looks through the window, wondering what kind of person could enrapture a crowd when the city is already brimming with craftspeople, with miracles displayed on every corner. She imagines someone powerful, soaked in astral blood and magic and who knows what else besides. Someone who can make marvels the way other people breathe. Perhaps an astral; perhaps another creature entirely.

On the seventh night, she’s examining the display again, her hands on her hips, when the door opens. Warm light pools over brick. She reaches for the twin swords at her side, before recalling that she’s the interloper here.

It’s a man. Just a man.

His nose is slightly crooked, his eyes a deep hazel. Broad-shouldered, with the robust strength of someone who makes a living with his hands. He’s not beautiful – in fact, far from it – yet there is something about him that gives her pause.

That feeling behind her heart is there again.

‘They told me you stopped coming during the day,’ he says, and his voice is the sound of wood crackling, or water hissing over coals.

He knows she’s been pausing here every night to look at his windows. Embarrassment floods through her, and to disguise it, she straightens to her fullest height, her wings shedding sparks. This is her fault, she supposes, for letting her curiosity get the best of her.

‘I didn’t wish to scare off your customers,’ she says, a little haughty.

He shrugs. ‘They are made of stronger stuff than that.’

For a long moment, they look at one another, mortal man and star. There is still time for all of this to change, time for another future to spool out in front of her. To sever the thread and sidestep a future of regrets and anguish, of a city in ashes. Of everything that happens next.

Then he holds out his hand – calloused and firm, dusted with freckles – and smiles at her.

‘Ever Everly,’ he says by way of introduction.

‘Astriade, daughter of Nemetor,’ she replies.

It’s the smile that undoes her.

‘Would you like to come in?’ he asks.

She takes his hand.
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