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        To my readers,

        This book contains themes that some readers may find distressing, including: death of a sibling, parent and close friend; grief and loss; chronic illness; poverty and starvation; captivity; violence; torture; body horror; non-consensual medical examination; loss of bodily autonomy and identity; supernatural possession; psychological manipulation; forced public humiliation; systemic oppression; religious extremism; plague and disease; morally complex situations involving character deaths; suicidal thoughts and attempts and disturbing imagery.

        Please read with care.
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      This void is not a place mortals understand.

      There’s no softness—no featherbeds of cloud or warm light behind the eyes. This is the seam where waking loosens its grip, where a soul can be touched if you know where to press.

      Tonight, I press.

      The dream-world ripples like black water, echoing with sleeping cities—heartbeats under stone, prayers whispered into pillows as if the dark might listen.

      I hear them all.

      And I choose one.

      Yara drifts at the edge of the between, suspended in the part of herself the sun has never been allowed to see. Here, she is not the careful woman who grinds remedies and pours herbal teas. Here, her truth glows faintly: devotion so deep it has devoured the shape of fear.

      Her dream is always the same.

      A corridor of candlelight.

      A door she never opens.

      I move closer, drifting in a sea of smoke, the edges of her dream fraying with the bow of the candle flames.

      “Yara,” I say—not with breath, but with inevitability.

      Even though her body remains far away in bed whose sheets smell of lavender and lies, her dream-self shudders before dropping to her knees.

      “My Divine.” The words come out of her like blood from a cut.

      Devotion tightens in her face when she sees me. Relief. Terror. Joy. An ache she mistakes for holiness.

      “You have done well, my faithful,” I tell her, the void brightening with a brief, cold satisfaction. Praise is a hook, one that I don’t often need with her—but it pleases me to see how quickly she bites.

      Her breath catches. “Have I…pleased you?”

      Pleased. What a small word for what she is to me.

      “You have steadied the path,” I say. “You have remained a constant in the girl's life—kept the whispers from waking the wrong ears.”

      A tremor passes through the dream-world. Somewhere in the waking realm, a dog barks. Somewhere else, a child cries and is soothed. My world and its people continue, ignorant of the teeth at its throat.

      Yara’s gaze flickers down, reverent. “The time is coming. I can feel it.”

      Not a question. A recognition.

      I let silence stretch until she feels it as a weight on her lungs.

      “Yes,” I say at last, relief sagging through her already aged skin. “It is near.”

      The corridor’s candlelight gutters as shadows climb the walls like living things, reaching for her.

      “The balance shifts,” I tell her. “The Light has begun to move its blade.”

      “I can feel it,” she whispers.

      “Yes.” I tilt my attention, and the void responds—showing her not a vision, not truly, but an impression: iron discipline, white stone halls, vows spoken over illuminated palms, a man shaped into weaponry by a court that calls itself holy.

      Yara’s throat works. She understands without understanding.

      “What is his na—” she starts.

      I cut her off with gentleness that is not kind. “Do not reach for names.”

      She bows her head at once. “Forgive me.”

      The corridor behind her—the one she never opens—trembles on its hinges. Her dream-self turns involuntarily toward it.

      “Things are about to change,” I say, my voice low as a lullaby sung over a grave. “A thread has formed. Now it is down to them to tighten it.”

      Yara’s breath goes shallow. “I have done all that you have asked over the years. Is she…is she ready?”

      Ready. Another small word.

      “There is just one more thing she has yet to do,” I answer.

      The corridor’s candles flare, casting sharp, trembling shadows across Yara’s face. For a moment, she looks younger—like the first time she understood that the Light was never there to save her.

      Yara’s lips tremble, a tear sliding down her cheek—real, physical, falling somewhere in the waking world where her body lies still.

      The corridor candles go out one by one, until only the door remains—glowing, waiting.

      I release her from my touch.

      As she starts to drift back toward waking, I give her one last kiss of voice in the dark.

      “You know what you must do,” I whisper.

      And somewhere far below this void, under a sky that does not know her name, the girl inhales—and the world shifts.
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      I find her at dusk.

      Not because she is difficult to track, but because I choose to remain unseen.

      I watch from the edge of a roofline where the stone has cracked and sunk with age. Below me, the town itself folds inward as evening approaches. Shutters close, smoke lifts from chimneys and lanterns stutter to life, their light weak and uneven.

      She moves effortlessly through the shadows as if she belongs.

      That’s the first problem.

      The Light Court’s file described her as unremarkable. Another soul tainted by shadows, deemed untrained and low risk. A presence to be observed, captured and contained. Nothing more.

      My grip tightens on the stone as my gaze remains fixed.

      She steps out of a narrow shop with a bundle tucked beneath her arm. Her coat is thin, mud lining the hem, and the frayed satchel at her side looks heavy with goods. The wind catches a loose strand of her hair and she pushes it back without breaking a stride.

      She pauses at the edge of the street, scanning the thinning crowd. Her eyes linger a fraction too long on the darker alleys, as if she expects something to be there.

      I catalogue her movements the way I was trained to catalogue threats.

      Height. Gait. Awareness. Tells.

      There’s no limp, no injury. Her shoulders are set, not hunched, and her hands are bare despite the cold.

      Work rough hands tainted black. Interesting.

      Although her coat hangs off her, she doesn’t look fragile. My eye flinches, a subtle ripple on a surface I’ve worked so hard to keep placid. I don’t know why this detail annoys me, but it does.

      The order was clear.

      Observe.

      Confirm.

      Contain if necessary.

      Containment is not my speciality. I’m not a ward, not a keeper.

      I’m a blade.

      She turns down a narrow alley behind the main street covered in lanterns. The crowd thins, the lanternlight growing sparse the further away she walks through the tight streets smelling of damp stone and ash.

      This is where my gaze sharpens—watching for how she behaves when she is alone. I don’t have enough information yet to intervene, so instead I jump from rooftop to rooftop, following her measured steps. Keeping a distance like this would be absurd for an ordinary man, but it's effortless for me. Working within the shadows all these years has allowed me to become familiar within their presence.

      She walks quickly, but doesn’t look back.

      That should reassure me. But it doesn’t.

      There’s something off about her presence. Not magic—at least not like my own, or the kind that I’ve studied. Just a subtle pressure in the air, like standing too close to a storm that hasn’t broken yet.

      I don’t like things I can’t classify.

      She stops at a green door half-hidden behind hanging laundry and taps a rhythm with her free hand.

      She doesn’t have to wait long before the door opens, an older female voice greeting her like a familiar friend. They exchange a few words I can’t hear before the girl slips inside and the door closes.

      I make light work of jumping off one of the tin roofs and slip into an alley, my eyes fixated on the paint-chipped door as if the wood might betray her.

      I don’t move closer, instead I melt further into the shadows, slowing my heartbeat so only a faint whisper of breath releases into the night.

      Patience comes as a prerequisite hunting people like her.

      And patience I have in abundance.
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      It’s been days since waste from the city above began spilling into our canals.

      I crouch beside one now. The putrid air seeps through the rag I call a mask, coating my nose, forcing bile into my throat. The acid burns. I swallow hard and keep my mouth shut until it passes.

      The hem of my coat is soaked through, darkened by the dregs lining the canal edge. I stopped worrying about the stench days ago. There’s no point. It’ll only get filthy again the next time I’m down here, and clean water is too precious to waste on cloth.

      My fingers skim the stone lip, searching for the familiar curl of psilo mushrooms—pale, twitching things that grow where the sun doesn’t dare. With the penalties they carry and the lack of light, they thrive here.

      I pluck them in silence and slip them into my satchel at my hip.

      I should be home with Sylas, but the trade master wants the psilo by nightfall, and he always gets what he wants. Right now, we need coin more than comfort. The reward outweighs the risk.

      My fingers hover over the last cluster. Their spongy caps are cool and damp, faintly pulsing beneath my touch. They feel less like plants and more like delicate, dormant little creatures. Creatures with a nasty, or pleasant bite—whichever way you look at it.

      People need ways to forget. I don’t ask what they’re forgetting. I just supply the means.

      I glance down into the canal. It isn’t water so much as a sluggish soup of sediment, plastic bottles, and other things I don’t try to name. My reflection wavers in it, distorted with every ripple.

      My cheeks have hollowed over the years. My hair hangs dull and limp against my shoulders, stripped of any shine it once had. My skin looks paler than it should. Even my eyes seem to glow faintly in the half-light as if the Hollow has claimed them too.

      Something shifts behind me.

      Not footsteps. Not torchlight.

      My shadow.

      It stretches where it shouldn’t, smoke-thin tendrils slipping across the stone. The air sharpens, cold biting through the fabric of my coat. Instinct pulls my hand to the crescent pendant at my collarbone. Warmth pulses into my palm—steady, deliberate.

      The shadows still.

      “Not now,” I whisper. “Please.”

      Another pulse answers me—warmer this time.

      They retreat, folding back into the shape they’re meant to keep.

      I straighten, pocketing the mushrooms into my satchel and brushing dirt from my fingers. My nails are already rimmed black; there’s no scrubbing that clean.

      As I turn, my coat flares and the shadows ripple across the water like a torn veil—a last stretch before they settle.
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        * * *

      

      The streets narrow as I move forward, damp stone pressing close on either side. Makeshift homes crowd together—corrugated tin, sun-bleached plastic, rotting boards nailed into shapes that pass for shelter. They lean into one another like they’re afraid to stand alone.

      The deeper I go, the cleaner it gets. Cramped shacks give way to stone and timber. Lanterns flicker all around like fireflies as shadow puppets dance in the windows of the lucky few who still have glass intact.

      The oil-slick sheen on the ground fades to cracked earth. The air still stinks, but less so now—mould instead of rot, damp instead of sewage. I breathe easier without meaning to.

      If you’ve got coin, this is where you live. Close to food. Close to supplies. Drains to keep the rot at bay, and four solid walls.

      Luxury—at least by the Hollow’s standards. Whatever Auria looks like above us, we aren’t meant to imagine it.

      The Lantern Market announces itself before I see it. Guttering lights sway in jars and bottles, smoke curling through stitched tarps and sagging canopies. Pots bubble on stones. Someone stirs bone tea with a rusted spoon. Fermented broth and scorched oil sting my nose, sharp enough to make my stomach clench.

      I hug the satchel at my hip and scan the maze of stalls—not for food, but for a man with one ear and ink-stained knuckles.

      Saul.

      I spot him near the blue-lit post, exactly where I hoped he’d be; tucked behind Agatha’s Frayed Seam stall. His tent sags under patches, the entrance barely visible behind a warped counter.

      Something tight in my chest loosens before I can stop it. My breath comes easier, and that’s when I see him.

      He’s bigger than he used to be. A grossly bloated man whose gut strains from the seams of his vest. Ink on his knuckles blurs like a spreading infection. His single, piggish eye tracks every weakness, every desperate glance. Nothing slips past him.

      He is a human drain, taking everything good and turning it to waste. And I hate that I need him.

      I move closer, pulse ticking faster the nearer I get. If he turns me away, I lose the coin. If I linger too long, I risk attention.

      The stench hits first—ale gone sour, damp soil and sweat. The scent is so strong it almost has a taste of its own that coats the back of my tongue. I swallow hard, fighting with the nausea that rises and threatens to spill out.

      I glance either way, ensuring no guards are lingering close by, before slipping inside.

      Saul sits on a three-legged stool, carving something pale and dense that looks more like bone than wood. His one good eye lifts to me; the other drowns in a milky film, proof of his lifetime underground.

      “Didn’t think you’d show today,” he says. His voice grinds against my nerves.

      Sweat beads at my hairline. I hate this part—the begging disguised as haggling.

      “And let someone else walk off with your favourite fungi?” I set the satchel down on the stained worktop. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Heard there was a sweep near the canal yesterday. Patrols sniffin’ about.”

      I meet his gaze. “I’m careful.”

      “Mmh.” He opens the satchel, shifting something aside. His thick fingers are gentler than I expect. The caps twitch faintly as he touches them. “Careful doesn’t keep you from getting caught. Clever does.”

      I stay silent. But my shadows begin to stir.

      His hand brushes my sketchbook, flicking the edges. A muscle jumps beneath my eye, ticking restlessly like a clock.

      “What’s this then?”

      I shrug dismissively. “Nothing.”

      He watches for a beat too long. I keep my face blank, my breath even.

      “Mmh. Sure.” His mouth twitches at the corner, showing a flash of stained teeth. He’s waiting for me to rise to the bait—something I won’t give him the satisfaction of doing.

      He snorts and drops the pouch on the counter, landing with a soft clink. “Not the same price as last time,” he says, scratching the stubble coating his chin. “Prices are dropping.”

      My jaw tightens. “Is that so?”

      “Times are tight. What can I say?” A lazy shrug has a smile tugging at the edges of his mouth.

      Grinding my teeth I bite down a retort. Times are always tight.

      I try to breathe away the tension coiling in my stomach, but it doesn’t work. The shadows don’t wait for permission; they unfurl, smoke curling around my legs.

      Not now. Please.

      They recoil instantly, folding back into place.

      Saul freezes, his milky gaze shifting like a compass needle that’s lost north.

      “It’s alrigh’,” he stutters, grabbing something from under the counter. “Here—take anotha bag.”

      A smile tugs at my mouth before I can stop it. I swipe the bags of coin, pocketing them in my satchel. “Looks like times aren’t so tight after all.”

      I don’t wait for a reply before turning on my heel and heading out through the opening.

      Outside, the cool air hits my lungs hard. I gulp it down, scrubbing Saul’s stink from my chest.

      My hands shake as I walk, as they always seem to do afterward.

      I’ve never used my shadows to bargain before, and I don’t want to make it a recurring thing. Different doesn’t last long down here.

      And I won’t survive being noticed again.
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        * * *

      

      The market swallows me whole—raised voices, pots clanging, sellers barking offers. Despite the press of bodies, I feel alone. Ghostlike. Slipping between people who don’t see me.

      This is how life is; a quiet, watchful solitude. Not how I’d choose it—but how the shadows prefer it. If I had my way, I’d be normal, just another pale face in the crowd.

      Steam rises from food stalls as I pass, the scent of roasted root clinging to my coat. Home, for a heartbeat. My stomach growls, sharp and insistent, but I ignore it. Sylas comes first. Always.

      I keep my head low as I approach the stall that smells most like home. Rootcakes line the counter in careful rows—beet, barley, spiced mash—plump little soldiers waiting to be chosen.

      A haggard woman greets me, years of hardship carved into her sallow skin. Her grey hair is knotted into a bun, and her black tunic is dusted with powder stains.

      Still, she smiles. “Anything’ you like m’dear?”

      My gaze lingers on the spiced beet rootcake—my favourite, the only thing that still reminds me of Ma. My hand twitches, already reaching, then stops. The price answers for me.

      “Just one please.”

      Her gnarled fingers drop a potato-cake into a paper bag. As it lands heavy, I set the coins in her palm and move on before regret catches up.

      Instinct carries me to the edge of the square, eyes skimming shopfronts until they find the faded green shutters of Yara’s Apothecary.

      The building leans a little, like it’s tired of standing. Warm orange light spills from the lancet window, cutting amber shards through the night. The door creaks as I push it open; the bell singing my arrival.

      Dried herbs, smoke and a bite of lavender vinegar wraps around me, comforting me like a mother’s touch.

      This place has become my sanctuary, borrowed safety from an owner who has become the grandmother I always wanted.

      I pause just inside the entryway.

      Yara stands at her cauldron, stirring something within. Steam lifts the grey wisps of hair from her face, framing her like something out of an old story. Her eyesight may be failing, but her other senses are razor-sharp.

      She looks up from her jar, her knobbly hand pausing as she sniffs the air.

      “Seren—” she says. “—is that you?”

      A quiet laugh rumbles in my chest as my pendant warms at the sight of her.

      “That nose of yours doesn’t miss a beat, does it?”

      She wipes her hands on her apron, then trudges closer.

      “I’d be able to smell you even if you were at Saul’s,” she says, voice rough with the years of brewing and breathing the medicines she provides.

      “I must smell terrible then.”

      “Not at all, my child. Your scent is merely…distinctive.” Her smile deepens around her eyes, lifting her hollowed cheeks.

      Her head lifts, her gaze jittering until it slows as she tries to focus on me.

      “You look thin.” Blunt as always.

      “I’m always thin.”

      “Too thin.” Her palm finds my cheek, the hardened skin scratching at the surface. “Use some of that coin to buy yourself some more food.”

      I lean into her touch despite myself. “I will. But Sylas’ tonic comes first. Whatever’s left—I’ll manage.”

      Her lips thin as the shadows stir at my feet, restless but familiar.

      “Let me get the tonic for you.” Her fingers trace the counter top, following the grooves she knows by heart. She strokes the glass bottles that sit idly waiting for their loyal customers, until she finds the one for Sylas. The blue vial.

      “The blood…it’s back,” I murmur, the words landing heavy in my chest as she sets the glass before me. Cold seeps into my fingers as her hand covers mine for a brief moment—grounding, steady.

      “Don’t worry about the coin, child. This one’s on me.”

      My heart aches at the generosity, a commodity that’s grown scarce down here since the war. I pull my hand away, not wanting the weight of her kindness to be felt.

      “Th—thank you,” I whisper, shoving the vial into my satchel. “But you know I can’t accept. Times are tough for everyone, I’m happy to pay my own way.”

      “I know you are dear.”

      Her shoulders drop, as if physically bowed by the crushing weight of our circumstances.

      “There will come a time, my child,” she says softly, “when we will no longer have to suffer.”

      I nod, even though I don’t fully know what she means. Yara always speaks like the gods are listening.

      “Warm the tincture,” she adds. “It’ll help him sleep and keep the blood at bay.”

      I lay the coins carefully on the countertop near her hand, their soft clinking seeming loud in the quiet. “Thank you.”

      Her voice softens, tinged with sadness. “You’re welcome, girl.”

      I turn to leave, my hand caressing the iron door knob, but she calls after me. “You should come by tonight. It’s the Veil Rite.”

      My nose wrinkles—a sight I’m glad she can’t see. “Thank you, but—” I search to find the right words. “—I don’t go to those.”

      “You should,” her fingers move stiffly over the wood, a habit I’ve watched countless times over the years I’ve known her. “Things are stirring.”

      “I can’t risk getting caught. There’s—” wrinkles deepen over my brow. “—there’s too much to lose.”

      “I understand, child. If you change your mind, you know where it is.”

      I mutter words of thanks, and leave. The cold air rushes in, clearing the cobwebs forming in my mind.

      The sky over the Hollow is black, starless—a sight that never changes.

      Without thought, my legs carry me along the well-trodden route towards home, towards Sylas. But a vision forms in the corner of my eye, drawing me closer.

      A mirror leans against an old, abandoned cart. My reflection stares back—still, unblinking.

      I lift my hand. The surface is cold as tiny droplets cling to the edge.

      She doesn’t move when I do.

      And then, she smiles.
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      The last deals whisper into the shadows as the Lantern Market draws to a close. One by one, lights dim until all that’s left are the faint, flickering glows of a few stubborn vendors, desperately trying to drain buyers’ last coin.

      My reflection flashes through the dark glass of shopfronts and ripples through puddles. She’s always still. Always watching.

      I take the long way home, opting for a moment of reflection in the quiet confines of the shadows.

      My fingers itch for the familiar feel of the coal stylus, the smooth paper. I need to get this image out of my mind, to add physical form to something that seems so ephemeral.

      I should be haunted by the unnatural way her smile—my smile—curves, distorting her smooth features.

      But it doesn’t. It’s almost comforting—like I’m no longer alone.

      My fingers curl tighter around the satchel strap, knuckles aching.

      It’s not the first time it’s happened. There’s always been a strange, sentient being occupying the deepest parts of my mind. Always quiet—watching.

      The Hollow at night feels different—quieter, sharper, like it’s waiting to expose my hidden truths.

      Under the comfort of darkness, my shadows release, stretching wide on the streets ahead of me. Every time I glance down, I half-expect them to abandon me too, just like everybody else.

      Tendrils of smoke snake along the floor, and slither across the walls, flinching at any sudden noise of passerbys.

      I can’t remember life without them, these silent companions that have outlasted every friend I’ve ever had. They are my only friends now.

      Water drips somewhere above me—slow and steady. The sound pulls me backward to a moment in time when life under the Hollow seemed somewhat normal.

      Da sits on the edge of my bed, the weight of him tilting the edge of the mattress. He pulls the covers up to my chest, stroking my cheek with the back of his hand, before tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

      Darkness pools at my feet, curling into a ball, like it too was ready for his story.

      Da’s deep voice bounces off the damp walls, reverberating through my bones.

      A rattle forms deep in his chest, as he talks of old gods and new—the ones of light and the ones of shadow, and the war that doomed us to the dark.

      I stare open-mouthed, my gaze remaining firmly fixed on the thick ring of white lining his dark black eyes.

      He pauses, gazing back to the darkness that spools over my bedspread, before his eyes trace back to me.

      “Be careful of your shadows, little one—” he says, as his hand traces softly against my cheek. “—not everyone is accepting of the unknown.”

      “But why do I have them, Da?” my high-pitched voice squeaks.

      “You were gifted something you are not yet able to understand,” he says, as he withdraws his hand, pulling my bedspread further onto my chest. “One day, when you’re all grown, you’ll find the answers you seek. I just hope I can be here for you when you receive them.”

      “Why will you not be here? You’re my Da, you’re supposed to be with me forever.”

      “Not everything is made to last, my love. Now that I’ve been touched by the plague that rules this city, I’m afraid my days are numbered.”

      My heart still sinks at the sight of the fragile smile that touched his face, his impending death cracking his calm facade at any moment.

      The cliffside steps come into view, pulling me away from the memories I desperately cling on to. My only proof that he was real.

      The air this far on the outskirts grows colder, wetter. The damp-lined walls of the inner city give way to sheer rock faces where water trickles down, creating a relentless symphony of drops—the sound of the Hollow weeping endless tears.

      My home—the only home I’ve ever known—clings to the rock, a half-forgotten place carved into the side of the world.

      The door creaks as I push it open, the sound swallowed by the thick air within.

      Walls are wet with condensation; the ceiling sags where roots push through from the world above, trailing soil and mildew. It’s not much but it’s home.

      My steps are soft, careful, as I shut the door with a click.

      “Back,” I whisper into the silence, not expecting a reply.

      A low cough from the far corner, answers anyway. Tucked under a threadbare blanket, with his head poking out of the top, is Sylas. My big brother.

      “You shouldn’t be awake,” I say firmly, crossing the room in three strides to crouch beside him.

      His skin is pale, sweat sheening his brow in the soft glow of candlelight. His eyes struggle to open, as wisps of fever-glazed clouds greet me. After all the pain he’s in, he still manages a weak smile.

      “Seren…did you get it?” he rasps.

      I pull the glass vial from my satchel and set it by the hearth which has long since died. “I’ll make the tonic now. Don’t move.”

      “Wasn’t planning to,” he grunts.

      The corner of my mouth twitches as I relight the fire, relishing the warmth already emitting from the embers.

      I coax the flames to life with the poker, watching their shadows dance across the walls. The water boils in the blackened pot hanging above; trickles form as the tonic’s oils spread, releasing small rainbows of light from their surface.

      A tug forms at my spine, breaking my gaze. My shadows stretch long and restless across the wall; the further they go, the deeper the pull.

      In the safety of our home, they don’t follow me. Instead, they move on their own, shivering across the floorboards, curling around Syla’s bed as if curious…or protective. Sylas barely stirs, he’s grown accustomed to them over the years.

      I freeze as a tendril caresses his cheek. “Come,” I whisper.

      The shadow stills, as if listening to my command, before it retreats, slow as smoke, back to my feet.

      “How’s your day been?” Sylas croaks.

      I clear my throat, my hand tracing idle circles as I stir the tonic in the pot. “Usual. How are you feeling?”

      “Usual,” he rasps, smirking faintly at his own mimicry.

      I move from the hearth to sit on the edge of the bed. My pale fingers trace his hairline, plucking a stray black hair from his sweat-slick brow.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I murmur, though my thoughts know otherwise.

      “We both know that’s a lie. I’ll end up the same way as Da.” My face tightens before I can stop it, the sadness is old, older than I care to admit—like a bruise that never heals.

      Not the kind of sorrow you ask anyone to fix. I stopped expecting that a long time ago.

      “Let’s hope not too soon, ey?” I feign a smile, hoping my carefree words will make him feel at ease.

      His lips purse as his body fights for a smile, his eyes flutter and close, like even that small effort costs too much.

      “Let me finish your tonic,” I say softly, my hand stroking his face the same way Da would do. “Then you can rest.”
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        * * *

      

      With Sylas dozing in a medicated sleep, I sit by the window. Calling it a window is generous, as it’s just a hole with a wooden shutter I keep closed for privacy.  Now I push it open to let in the cool, musty breath of night.

      I stare up to the ceiling of black, my mind conjuring up images of our Great Pale Mother’s rays shining down on my skin. The old tales say our power is strongest when she shines upon us; a strength I long to feel.

      It’s been so long since the war, that our Divine Mother’s power dwindles as quickly as life with the rot. Her shadow-mark rarely appears on her acolytes, and the unlucky few blessed with one are turned in as quick as they can say ‘by the mother’s veil.’

      The market noise has dulled, its clamor barely audible this far from the city. But the faint patter of footsteps and hushed voices slice through the quiet.

      I lean out of the window just enough to see a cluster of cloaked figures disappearing into an alleyway. No one runs like that in the Hollow unless they’re running away from something, or hiding a secret.

      Yara’s words echo in the corners of my mind: You should come, it’s the Veil Rite.

      Another figure slips through the shadows, following the others. Hoods are drawn low, hands hidden. All discernable features obscured from overly curious neighbours.

      I squint, trying to catch a face, but they vanish as quickly as they came.

      Then something sharp tugs at my spine. The shadow slides forward, stretching toward the window, as a loose tendril hangs free, tasting the air.

      It pulls at the space it occupies in my body, tugging at my muscles like it compels me to follow.

      No. I demand, forcing the words through the silent language we share.

      The wisp of shadow recoils as the shutter creaks drawing to a close. But my hands linger on the grain, my knuckles whitening from fighting against the internal tug of war. The actions speaking my true thoughts.

      Not yet. Not tonight.

      I turn back to Sylas. His breathing is soft, and steady, the rattle in his chest from the rot clawing its way further into his lungs, occupies the silent tears that streak the walls. But my shadow hasn’t come back to my feet, it waits in the corner, watching. On the damp stone beside it, a shape bleeds into being—a crescent, black and slick, where no hand has touched.

      My stomach drops.

      Scrambling for my satchel, I pull free my sketchbook and coal stylus. My fingers move fast as they dance across the page, dragging black lines back and forth. The form takes shape under my hand like a sculptor’s thumb: a crescent, and something else…another shape I can’t quite make out.

      I squint, twisting my head into different angles to try and make sense of the image, but it’s no use.

      Soot coats my fingers and dusts the page as I admire my creation. It mirrors that of the shape on the wall, but I have no idea why it’s there or how the shadows have been able to create it. They’ve never done anything like this before.

      Just another image to stain the pages, another scrap of things I see in dreams and in waking—sketches I don’t remember starting, marks that don’t feel entirely mine.

      A weight settles in my stomach, like a cold stone dropping into the pit of my being.

      “I don’t know what it means,” I whisper to the shadows. They swirl around the image, a silent dialogue I can almost understand.

      A cough from Sylas snaps me back, causing the shadows to jolt. I scurry to check on him, stumbling over my feet, as my boots scrape across the floorboards.

      The image on the wall fades, gone as quickly as it came, but the mark in my book remains.

      I light a single candle on the table, anything brighter would only make the damp walls seem darker. My boots come off first, leaving cold patches on the floorboards. Then my coat, heavy with the conflicting smells of the market, and sewage.

      I hang it on its nail by the door and pull on an old moth-eaten jumper, before sitting for a moment, allowing the quiet to settle.

      My nights often look like this: quiet, alone, with only my shadows and the images on the pages for companions. Sylas is here, but he isn’t awake much lately, the rot has his life in its firm grasp, ready to squeeze at any moment.

      The Hollow never really sleeps, but up here on the cliffside, it pretends to. The sounds from the market are distant enough to blur into a low hum, almost like the sea I’ve never seen.

      I empty the rest of my satchel—the floorboard groans as I slide the coin pouch beneath it, the sound loud in the quiet as it accompanies my only treasures: Ma’s onyx ring, and a sketch of Da—the only way to remember his features clearly before they succumb to the fading of time.

      I check on Sylas before bed, adjusting the blanket around him. His breathing is shallow, but steady, the rattling subdued.

      I allow myself a small share of the potatocake, the creaminess makes my mouth water, but my belly still aches for more. I tell myself that’s enough for now, Sylas will need more to keep up his remaining strength.

      When I finally lie down, the shadows curl along the walls, pooling in the corners as if they’re choosing their own place to sleep. My eyes close, but it feels like they stay awake long after I drift off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            SEREN

          

        

      

    

    
      The fields aren’t really fields—just cracked strips of soil near the Hollow’s outer wall where I spend my days, barely touched by light.

      Still, things grow here—barely. Root vegetables, hardy greens, crops that cling to life like the people who tend to them.

      Ever since Da died, Sylas and I have had to scrape together whatever money we can. He’s clever with his hands—or was—, so he found work in the machine yard, tending to Auria’s underground network.

      I’m not so fortunate. The fields are the only life for a person like me; a person with no skills or traits, only the strangeness that follows like an unwanted cloud.

      Day in and day out, for twelve years, I’ve grown and tended to life in these fractured soils. Alone. My knees ache when I straighten, palms always split and raw.

      People often opt to work in groups, increasing their chances of a higher yield, which will no doubt offer higher rewards, but people know to leave me alone. It’s not a choice. It happens the moment our eyes meet.

      Countless times throughout the years, someone could have told the Luminary Guards about my shadows, but they never did. Whether they’re too scared—or whether they think I’m something I’m not, some kind of quiet resistance—I don’t know. Either way, I’ve too much to lose, and I’m used to the solitude—it keeps the thoughts quiet. The shadows at bay.

      My hands dig through the hardened soil, the smell of earth thick in the air with every passing clump. There’s a comfort in the feel of dirt under my nails, a quiet satisfaction in coaxing life from this barren earth.

      It’s awful money, but that’s where scavenging for psilo helps—especially since Sylas’ infection has gotten worse.

      The harder I dig, the more the soil seems to cling to my nails like it resents me. Greenery peeks out from the undergrowth, as a small, pleasant smile plays on my lips. I yank hard, wiggling it free. A crooked carrot greets me, and no matter how many I pick, I still find myself staring in awe at something that has grown so big despite its harsh surroundings.

      It lands with a thump as I throw it into the sack at my side, adding to the small hoard of today’s bounty.

      Whispers catch my attention, causing me to search for the source. Two women work nearby, heads tucked in tight, eyes flickering back and forth in my direction.

      I know the look they wear on their faces too well; not curiosity, but suspicion.

      Wisps of shadow stretch behind me, darker than it should in the synthetic light that calls itself morning. It pulses once, as if hesitant to show itself, as a cold heat flashes up my spine.

      My insides freeze as I glance around, ensuring no one has seen the shift in the ground.

      Come. My fingers twitch in the soil before I can stop them as the word brushes my thoughts, sending an icy chill snaking down my back.

      I dig faster, as if the work can bury the unease clawing at me, but my thoughts won’t quiet.

      Last night; those cloaked figures slipping into the alley and the innate desire to follow, the mark on the wall. Yara is right, something is stirring, and I can see it in the soil now, watching me.

      “...tunnels are marked,” one of the women hisses. “It’s done.”

      “They say the Veil doesn’t just pick anyone.”

      The blood in my ears drums loudly, drowning out part of the conversation.

      “...it marks its own.”

      My hand slips, slicing open on a sharp root. My shadows twitch as blood seeps into the dirt, tainting it a darker shade of black. I tear a strip off my apron, binding the cut, as I scramble to shove the remaining roots into my sack.

      That’s enough for today.

      A rickety stall made from broken pallets is occupied by the Forage Overseer—an old man with deep wrinkles he calls skin, and futile glasses framing his cloudy gaze. He sits with his ledger—whose pages are as weathered as his skin.

      His eyes flick up, trembling slightly as his gaze struggles to focus on me. He feels his way through my bag, before tipping the sack upside down, the contents spilling out over the countertop.

      His fingers fondle the produce; misshapen carrots and roots streaked with dirt skim his fingers. “Barely worth the coin,” he grunts, scribbling something onto his ledger before sliding a few coppers across the wood.

      I bite down the reply burning on my tongue. It’s always barely worth the coin. I stare into his milky depths, holding the look a second too long. The sensation curls around my spine, pressing at the seams. I close my eyes and release a breath.

      No.

      I mutter my thanks, scraping the coins into my hand before pocketing them and leaving without another word.
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        * * *

      

      The Lantern Market breathes louder in the evenings; lanterns sway on a phantom breeze, tarps snap, voices rise as the day’s work spills into night.

      I keep my satchel tucked in tight at my hip, my head down low, as I weave between stalls, lingering far too long at the ones reminiscent of home.

      My stomach twists at the scent of roasted root and broth, and my feet move of their own accord, drawing me closer toward the steam.

      Thoughts turn to Sylas, alone and in pain. Guilt eats away at me like moths to silk, as I relive the past all over again—making the hard choices of staying to offer comfort, or putting food on the table. Yet every day, I choose to leave.

      Guilt has me choosing a beet rootcake—Ma’s favourite—or so I’m told.

      The woman at the stall smiles. Her jagged teeth
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