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To all those who were taught they are nothing and no one. You are worthy of love. You are worthy of the world.
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  Author note


	Many of the themes in this book are dark and might be triggering for readers. Some of the major ones are: extreme violence, arson, death, mention of pregnancy loss, illness, anxiety, depression, PTSD, xenophobia, mention of genocide, starvation and food insecurity, poverty and homelessness. There are also sexually explicit scenes and plenty of profanity. For a complete list of possible triggers visit my website: AuthorAndreaMarieJohnson.com/shadows-dark-and-deadly/

	While this series is heavily inspired by the Victorian era, it is not an historical fantasy. It's not even our world. I take certain liberties with things like technology and fashion.
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  Nameless Ones


Back before the creation of humanity, before the creation of the world, there were the eight Nameless Ones.

One for the flames that keep us warm.

One for the waves that give us life.

One for the wind that gives us breath.

One for the earth that holds us steady.

One for the storms that light the night.

One for the shadows that keep us safe.

One for the mind that gives us thought.

One for the body that holds our spirit.

—From Nameless Ones, The Story of Creation
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Chapter one
Death in the Shadows


A torrent of dry, wispy snow swirls about my legs as I walk down the dark alleyway. Wind, cold and sharp, blows into the cracks and crevices of my threadbare coat. I pull it closer, but it does nothing to help the deadly chill. Not even the rats venture from their homes to feast on the refuse lying under growing mounds of snow. 
If I wasn’t so gods-damned cold, I might think the snowfall made Eastend almost pretty. “Almost” being the key word. All of us denizens of Eastend know no amount of makeup on the meanest, ugliest hog on the farm will convince the farmer that it’s his wife. Especially when the farmer’s wife is Westend, where all the rich lords and ladies live in their grand manor houses.
A strong gust of wind blinds me, and I trip on something, landing face-first in the snow. I try to break my fall, scraping my hands on hidden chunks of ice and rocks. A chill seeps into the last defenses of my shabby coat, making me gasp. I push myself to my knees and examine my stiff fingers, trying to ignore the violent shivers overtaking me. My palms are torn up, but the blood is already frozen. I guess that’s one good thing about this deadly blizzard.
I stand, and a familiar face catches my eye. It seems I tripped on Old Jeb. He wears the blue pallor of icy death.
“Fucking hells, Jeb. Why didn’t you go join the others at the burn barrels a couple of streets over?” My words come out in thick white clouds, and the cold tries to steal my breath.
Honestly, I’d take my own advice and go over there, but it’s too risky. Carmella showed some surprising compassion tonight by setting up places for the homeless to warm up. It’s no cozy spot by a fireplace, but it’s better than nothing. Normally, she’s a ruthless gang leader, one I royally pissed off a few months back.
Nothing like stealing from a gang leader to get on their bad side, am I right? She’d pulled out a pistol and shot at me. She’d missed, thankfully. “If you show your face here again, I’ll fucking kill you,” she’d growled as I slipped away from her. I’d take dying slowly of cold over dying slowly of cold and a gunshot wound to the gut any day.
I’d shed a tear for Old Jeb, but it’s too fucking cold. He was the one who showed me the ropes when I first started living on the streets. Every Eastender knows something about living hard and dying early, and I’ve lived nowhere else but here. Somehow, he lived long enough to get the name Old Jeb. Lucky bastard.
With a sigh, I kneel and pat him on the shoulder. It’s frigid enough that I don’t think I can close his milky blue eyes, so why bother? “I’m sorry, friend. I hope wherever you are now, it’s warmer and has all the food you can eat.”
I may have lived here all twenty-one years of my life, but I wasn’t homeless the entire time. It was only…gods, ten months ago that Auntie Sabia sat me down and said, “Cerise, you can’t live here anymore if you aren’t going to be one of my brothel girls.” So, I packed my bag of meager belongings—things I’ve long since lost or bartered away—and left.
One of the ancient ones must’ve been watching over me because, while I grew up here, living on the streets is very different from living in a brothel. There were so many things I didn’t know when I first got out here: which alleys had the most protection from wind, rain, and predators of the human variety, which food vendors might sometimes turn a blind eye, how to not piss off the gang leaders. I didn’t listen too well to that last one, but even so, I’d likely have died months ago if not for Jeb. He was kind and wanted nothing but someone to talk to in return.
My stomach rumbles, and there’s a twisting, gnawing pain in my gut. Later. I’ll mourn him later.
I stand back up and continue moving down the alley, slower this time. The cold and hunger have sapped most of my remaining strength. Stumbling a little, I turn down another dark and snowy backstreet. My destination is around the next corner. Trepidation shivers through me. I haven’t been here in almost a year. Desperation has made me come back.
Someone bursts out of the door next to me. He scowls and spits at my feet. “Get away from my establishment, you dirty, Mostrian whore.”
“Fuck you,” I say without any real heat and continue stumbling down the alley.
Most people treat me one of two ways: like this asshole, or with immense pity. I was born and raised here in Belldale, oh great capital of Lierund. I’ve never even set foot in Mostriak. And yet, my straight brown hair, so dark it’s almost black, my ghostly pale skin, and my bright green eyes all point to my Mostrian ethnicity.
Something bad happened in Mostriak when my mama was five. That’s the reason for the pity. I’m not entirely sure what it was. A war, maybe? No one talks about it. It’s some unspoken rule amongst Mostrians, and Mama’s dead, so I can’t ask her. Whatever it was caused refugees to stream into Lierund. And that’s what causes the bigotry. Isn’t life grand?
“What’d you say, bitch? You wanna be grinnin’ at daisy roots?”
With a sigh, I slow and close my eyes. If he’s going to stick me and leave me for dead, he might as well. I’m too tired to care anymore. He spits again and a door bangs shut. Apparently, it’s not yet time for Ynes to scoop my soul up in her golden chalice and carry it to the afterlife. A pity.
I continue down the back street and get to the end. Exhaustion makes me stumble and nearly fall as I turn the corner, but somehow, I stay upright. There it is, my destination, just a little further now. I can make it.
The back door I’m heading for opens, and a drunk man stumbles out, laughing to himself. If he was smart, he’d stay inside. I imagine more than Old Jeb will be found frozen in the morning. Through his open coat, I can see a finely tailored suit that must’ve cost more empire gold than I’ve ever made. A nice fat coin purse hangs from his belt. Finally, a break.
I smirk. If he’s that drunk, he’s easy pickings. In my book, that means he deserves to be robbed. I pick up the pace to intercept him, and a wave of dizziness hits. Doubt creeps in, making me slow down. I’ve never been this weak. Do I even have enough energy for this?
Fuck it. For that much money, it doesn’t matter. I plunge my hand through his coat; my fingers eddy and swirl like black mist. I swipe the coin purse on his belt, turning it to that same hazy darkness. He’s so drunk he doesn’t even notice. I stuff the purse into an inside pocket of my coat and stumble, my vision spotting. Shit. I stagger to the door he left and slip inside.
I lean against the wall near the door, waiting for the lightheadedness to pass. When I can stand up straight without the world wanting to tip, I stamp my feet on the little rug by the exit and blow hot air on my sore hands to get feeling back into them. The blood is oozing now that it’s not so cold. I grimace and wipe my hands on my coat. No one’s going to notice with all the other grime on it.
To my left, I hear, “How many times do I have to tell you to stay out of my kitchen?” Ah, Heinrick. Never change. With a shake of my head, I move in that direction. Who is he yelling at this time?
Yasmine barrels through the door, nearly knocking me over. I get a glimpse of tears streaming down her face and red blotchy cheeks before she’s gone around the corner, wailing. I’d go after her, but she’s not one for comfort at times like these.
“Ricky,” I scold, “what’d you do to Yasmine?”
Heinrick frowns at me as I enter the kitchen. “Cerise, it’s been ages, but I thought you weren’t allowed to be here anymore.” His dark brown eyes drill into me. He’s stirring a large pot, though next to him it looks tiny. I swear, the man is built like a brick wall.
I shrug. “If Auntie Sabia doesn’t know I’m here, am I really even here?” I saunter over to a basket of bread, taking a small loaf. I bite into it and wince. It’s nearly as hard as a rock. Fuck it. I’m starving.
With a deep sigh, Heinrick rolls up the sleeves of his white shirt, which look bright against his tawny brown skin. He pours a bowl of soup and shoves it toward me. “I’m only doing this because you’re skin and bones. You better not let the Madam see you.”
Someone bursts through the door behind me. “Heinrick! Are you nearly done with that big order?”
Speak of the devil. She might not have noticed me yet, but she will. Better get this over with since I can’t hide.
I turn around, smiling cheekily. “Auntie Sabia, fancy seeing you here.”
Auntie Sabia gives me a weary look, muttering, “Tesmir, give me strength.” She brushes back a strand of coal black hair that slipped from the loose bun atop her head.
“I think it’s nice that you aren’t praying to Caldyr. It means there’s some hope I’ll live through the winter.” I let my grin widen.
To an outsider, it would be hard to believe we’re related. With how much Lierund has conquered over the centuries, I don’t know that there’s any one feature that denotes the country, but with Auntie’s curly black hair, tan skin, and warm brown eyes, it’s still hard to see the family resemblance. But she’s definitely my baba’s sister, and the only family I have left.
Sighing, Auntie’s ample bosom threatens to spill from her very low-cut red silk bodice. “Cerise.” Her voice is soft as it cuts into me. “You can’t stay here anymore. I let you stay three years longer than I should’ve because you’re my brother’s daughter. But unless you want to be one of my girls, I just don’t have the room.”
I glance down at my feet, noticing she calls me her brother’s daughter instead of niece. She might care for me because I’m family, but it’s only out of obligation and nothing else. I terrify her too much. And with good reason.
“I know. I wanted to get out of the wind for a little bit, maybe get a hot meal.” It’s been so long since I’ve had anything substantial. The gnawing hunger in my stomach is a constant part of my life now.
“It’s a cold one, isn’t it?” She looks out the window at the snow blowing fiercely. “Alright, eat that soup Heinrick poured you and then you have to leave.”
I glance up at Auntie Sabia, surprised. “Thanks, Auntie. I promise I won’t come around again after this.” If I don’t freeze to death tonight, I probably will at some other point. This winter is looking to be one of the coldest I’ve ever experienced.
Auntie’s brows twitch a little with worry and her lips twist into a frown. “Well, you can come visit me sometime. It’s been ten months since I’ve seen you now. I care about you. I raised you after your parents died, after all.”
Nodding, I say, “I know, and I’ll always appreciate you for taking me in like you did. You’ve got so many girls to take care of, though.”
“Nonsense. We aren’t so busy during the day. Come by for tea sometime. You’re gaunt. I’m sure it’ll do you some good.”
“Tea? Since when does a madam have tea?” I ask, one brow raised.
She smirks. “You got me. We can have a big ol’ glass of whiskey, but we’ll still have little cakes and sandwiches. I’ve never seen you so thin.”
She’s right. Auntie always made sure I had enough to get by, but since I left, it’s been hard. I can’t find work, which means I can’t feed myself. Since I can’t feed myself, I don’t have enough energy to pick pockets the easy way. I can pick them the harder way, but the shabbier my clothes get, the more conspicuous I am. If I go to the wealthier side of town, the coppers watch me like a hawk, and I don’t have the heart to steal from those who are only a little better off than me.
I give half a laugh, feeling bitter. I can’t turn down free food these days. “Okay, fine. Twist my arm, why don’t you? I’ll make sure to come during the day sometime.”
“Good.” She turns to Heinrick. “How close are you to being done with that order? The gentlemen are getting restless. I don’t want them bedding the girls on an empty stomach. Last time that happened, poor Yasmine had a black eye and a broken arm. Thankfully, I’ve never seen that man in here again, but you can never be too careful.”
I look away. Auntie Sabia might not know why that man hasn’t come by again, but I do. It’s best she never learns the truth. She’s scared of me enough as it is.
“Almost done, Madam,” Heinrick says, pulling out a juicy roast beef from the oven. He carefully cuts it and puts it onto a giant platter piled high with rice. It looks divine.
My mouth waters at the smell. I dunk the stale bread into my soup and greedily begin eating. The soup is good, but meat would be better. I watch as he adds steaming potatoes and carrots around the edge and puts the whole platter on a tray. As soon as he finishes, Auntie nods at me and takes the tray out with her. I forlornly watch the meat leave.
“Sorry about that, Ricky,” I say when the roast beef is no longer in view. “I hope you don’t get in trouble because of me.” I soak up the last dregs of the soup with the heel.
“Eh, I’d do it again.” He looks me up and down, frowning like a disappointed baba. “You’re too skinny. When was the last time you had a proper meal?”
I look up at the ornate tin ceiling, thinking. “Honestly? I don’t remember. I’ve been trying to get a job doing anything, but no one wants a twenty-one-year-old woman that wears trousers and has no experience. ‘It’s unseemly.’ ‘Why aren’t you married?’ ‘You look like a strong wind could blow you over.’” I groan. “It’s exhausting.”
I glance at the wall where I know on the other side Auntie’s girls are dancing and flirting with rich old men. I respect what they do. It’s a hard world, and they’re doing what they can to get by. Some of them, the ones Auntie thought were exceptional, are even courtesans, specially trained in the arts and educated in philosophy and literature. All of them enjoy their job and are amazing at it. Auntie treats them well, like they’re all her daughters.
I tried to be one of her girls. I didn’t last long. All I really did was serve the men and give out a couple of hand jobs. She didn’t have to say it, but I could tell she was grateful when I quit. With my history, with what she’s seen me do… Even if she truly wanted me to be one of her ladies of pleasure, I can’t handle it. I see darkness in the face of every man that comes into the brothel. The itch to stab them is too strong, and that’s never good for business.
“Well, thanks for the soup, Ricky.” I stretch and carry my empty bowl to the large sink. A gust of wind howls past the window, rattling it in its frame. I don’t look forward to setting foot outside again. “I suppose I should get back out there.”
“Hold on, Cerise,” Heinrick says. “I stepped out for a bit right before you showed up. It’s too damn cold for that threadbare coat. Do you need mittens? A scarf?”
“Oh, no. It’s fine.” I wave him off. “You’ve already done enough by giving me free food.”
Frown deepening, Heinrick goes over to a hook on the wall where he keeps his coat. He pulls out a scarf and big, thick gloves. Long strides bring him to me, and he hands them over. “Please, take these. The wife will knit me more.”
“I…” I bite my lip. I used to hate the idea of taking handouts, but I’ve reached a point where being proud will probably kill me. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, please. Take them. That red does nothing for my complexion.”
I laugh at his attempt to make me feel better. “Okay, fine. Thank you, Ricky.” I wrap the scarf around my neck, not bothering to pull my long dirty braid out of the way. I slip my hands into the giant gloves. My fingers are swimming in fabric, but I’d rather that than lose them to frostbite.
“Any time, kid. Stay warm.”
I nod, waving, and slip out into the hallway, heading for the back door. Auntie Sabia wouldn’t be happy if I went out the front. Once outside, I instantly regret it. The temperature has to have dropped another ten degrees, and the snow blows so thickly now, it’s hard to see more than six feet in front of me. Where will I sleep tonight? I’ve been sleeping in quiet nooks in dark alleys for the past few months, but it’s been getting colder and colder. I’m afraid if I do that tonight, I’ll end up like poor Jeb.
It would be better to not sleep at all.
Wait! I snatched that fat purse earlier! I pull it out, pouring some coins into my hand, and whistle. This should be more than enough for a room at The Dancing Cow and a pint to keep me warm for a couple of weeks, at least. Perhaps after that, the nights will be warmer.
My heart twists. Going there means seeing her but… But it’s too fucking cold. I’d rather torture myself in a toasty room with cheap ale than fall asleep in a snowbank and never wake up.
I head back down the way I came, keeping to the dark alleys. The coppers don’t like the homeless walking the streets at night, especially when they’re unchaperoned young women, even here in Eastend, with ladies of the night on nearly every corner. Well, usually on every corner. It’s too fucking cold for that tonight. In any case, it means I’m stuck with the back streets, which is unfortunate since they can be more dangerous. I don’t dare let my guard down.
Men aren’t the kindest to women alone in the dark. I found that out early on, but I’d vowed to turn over a new leaf. Back then, it was easier to get away, easier to pretend I could be anything other than a monster. A few months ago, pretending was no longer an option. I had to do what I needed to survive. At least I came away unscathed. Mostly. Can’t say the same for the man who thought I’d be easy pickings.
The wind dies down for a moment, and my ears pick up the snow-muffled sound of footsteps behind me. Fear swirls inside me, but I try to quell it. They could be someone harmless, another lost soul like me. I take the next left. This alley is cramped, the buildings on each side too tall and close. They press down on me, making my panic simmer beneath the surface.
The steps follow me. Shit, that’s never a good sign. I pick up the pace a little, and so do they. Slipping my hand into my pocket, I wrap my fingers around the knife I nabbed from the last guy that followed me. I won’t be some meek girl. I won’t be powerless. I refuse.
I’m practically running now, the footsteps of the person behind me getting closer. Fuck. Ahead, there’s the glow of a gas lamp and no more cross alleys. I have nowhere else to go, and the open street won’t be good for dealing with this person. Abruptly, I slide to a stop and close my eyes, concentrating. Hopefully, the food I had earlier will be enough to do this.
The person, not expecting me to stop, tries to wrap their arms around me to break their momentum. Instead, they go right through me in a swirl of black smoke. Stumbling, they slip and nearly fall. They turn and in the snow-dimmed light from the gas lamp up ahead, I can see bewilderment in their deep set eyes. Their thick, scruffy beard quivers as their mouth drops open. Of course, they’re a man. Only men are cowardly enough to corner a woman in a dark alley.
“What the fuck? How’d you dodge me?” His deep, gravelly voice has the accent of someone who grew up near the docks in Southend.
“You want to try that again?” I ask, ready. I try to ignore the sweat instantly freezing on my forehead.
He growls, pulling out a dagger that looks longer than mine.
The blade glints in the meager light. Watching it transfixed, I think how easy it would be to let him stab me. It’s possible that, even despite her fear, Auntie Sabia loves me, but she loves her girls more, always has. And I don’t fault her for that. I was her dead brother’s brat that got dumped on her doorstep and then did something unspeakable. In the end, I have nothing and no one. What even is the point anymore? Why continue on like this, begging for scraps? It’s pathetic. I’m pathetic.
“Heh, I knew this’d scare you. It’s gonna be fun stickin’ you with this and watchin’ you bleed.” He grins maliciously, his teeth as black and rotten as his soul must be.
Anger bursts through me. If I don’t deal with this man, he’ll choose another victim that can’t. I grip my knife tightly, keeping it hidden. “So, you choose death?”
“Ain’t no one dyin’ but you, girl.” He lunges at me, aiming his knife at my stomach.
I don’t move, and his entire hand goes through me, my abdomen swirling unnaturally. I yank my hand out of my pocket and thrust the blade up. With my power, I don’t worry about ribs getting in the way. I let go of the magic, and the knife manifests in his heart. At the sudden intrusion of something that shouldn’t be there, his bones break, sending reverberations down my blade and into my arm.
The man looks at me with wide, shocked eyes before he dies. As he sinks to his knees, I yank the blade back out, not bothering to use the darkness. I’m too tired to do it again. I grimace at the blood and wipe my knife on his coat before it freezes.
My vision goes spotty as a wave of dizziness crashes into me, and I fall toward the brick building, hitting it hard. The pain makes me hiss. Somehow, I stay upright. I haven’t been eating enough to pull on the darkness like that.
There’s a muffled clap behind me. “Impressive.” A masculine voice. It’s deep and mysterious, like a dangerous secret.
I jump and turn around, brandishing my knife weakly. I really can’t pull on the shadows again, and I can barely stand up straight. Hopefully, I can keep this weakness hidden.
A shadowy figure stands in a doorway right behind me. Lamplight from the street can’t seem to touch them. Were they there the whole time? How did I miss them?
“You can put that down,” they say. “I’m not here to hurt you or report you to the coppers. If you weren’t going to kill him, I was.”
I don’t doubt them. There’s an edge to their voice that sends a shiver down my spine. They step out of the darkness. A long black coat hugs their tall, broad-shouldered frame, but I can’t see anything else about their features with the deep hood pulled low over their head, the shadows impenetrable.
I glance down at the man I murdered. His blood barely soaked into the snow before freezing solid. “What do you want?” I ask, looking back up at the stranger. Exhaustion makes it impossible to suppress the shivers racking my body. So much for keeping it hidden.
The shadowy person reaches up and pulls back their hood. I cock my head, frowning. I know this man. Why do I know this man? Perhaps I saw him at the brothel once or twice. Dark, sultry eyes stare at me beneath long black lashes. His olive skin is clear and unblemished in a way that suggests an aristocratic upbringing. Brown hair, thick and wavy, is pulled back into a low ponytail. Stubble shadows his jaw. He smiles, and it’s sharp, deadly.
“I want many things,” he says in a low voice.
I blink, startled. I forgot I asked him a question. My teeth chatter, and I glance back the way I came. I definitely can’t run from him, but if I casually stroll away as if he’s boring me, would he let me leave?
He steps closer. “But first, what do you know of the Red Society?”
I gape at him. What does that have to do with anything? He takes another step closer.
“Don’t know. Don’t care,” I say and push off the wall. My vision swims, and my body feels like lead, but I press forward.
The man hums a short note. “Would you care if I told you I could give you a hot meal and a warm bed?”
“I’m no lady of pleasure,” I say. The world threatens to tilt, so I stop and put a hand on the wall to steady myself. Fuck, I’m never going to make it to The Dancing Cow in this state. I close my eyes and sigh. “Though maybe for tonight I could be.”
“I’m aware you’re no prostitute,” the man says, leaning in close from behind.
I yelp and jump, twisting so he’s not at my back anymore. I lose my footing. He’s fast and reaches for me, stopping me from falling.
“Let go of me!” I shout, fear twisting a knife in my gut.
He lets go immediately and holds his hands up in a placating manner. “Apologies. I was merely trying to help.” He takes a half step back. “And, for the record, I wasn’t asking you to warm my bed.”
I scoff and shake my head, disbelieving. “So you’re offering me food and a place to sleep out of the goodness of your heart?”
A gust of wind sets me shivering uncontrollably again. Seven hells, I need to get out of here. If he’s going to kill me, let him. I turn back around and continue down the alley.
The man strolls along casually next to me, hands in his pockets. “A powerful mage like yourself shouldn’t be living on the streets.”
I let out a surprised laugh that’s halfway to a sob. “Powerful? Stop. You’re going to make me laugh myself to death before the cold can get me.”
“I stand by what I said.” He gives me a smug smile. “Despite how starved and weak you are right now, you were able to pull off something some shadow walkers never manage to do.”
“No,” I say, looking at him in horror.
Tilting his head, he frowns at me in confusion. “No, what?”
I stop in my tracks and brandish my knife at him again. “I’m not a demon that steals babies’ souls in the night!”
The man stops as well, the most perplexed expression on his face. “What is it you think you are, Cerise?”
Fear slices through me. I step back involuntarily, bumping into the brick wall. “H-how do you know my name?” I hate that I can hear the fear in my voice, that this familiar stranger, this man, caused it. Gods damn it all, I only want warmth and safety and food. Is that too much to ask for?
He opens his mouth. Something I can’t read flickers across his face before he shakes his head. Stepping closer, he grins at me, and it’s almost warm. Almost. “I make it a point to know things, Cerise.”
“Who are you?” I whisper, my body trembling from more than the cold now.
“I’m a man of many names,” he says, his voice low. He steps closer, eyes piercing, intense.
I keep the knife between me and the man. “I could stab you.”
There’s a satisfied sparkle in his eyes as his grin widens slowly. “You won’t. And you won’t do that trick of yours again, either. You’re too tired.”
Fear makes me reckless, makes me thrust my blade forward. Instead of piercing flesh, it sinks into nothing but black mist. Wide-eyed, I watch the shadows swirl and eddy as I pull the knife back out. I glance up at him, wondering who in the world this man is.
“Okay, so I misjudged you. But now you know you can’t do it.” His eyes glimmer like a cat stalking its prey. “And yes, I’m just like you.”
Terror steals my breath. This can’t be happening. What do I do against a man like this? He takes another step forward, and I bolt.
“Gods damn it, I’m not going to hurt you,” the man calls out, frustration leaking into his words.
I’m not stopping for anything. I’m getting the fuck out of here. That man can and will catch up to me, but I’m going to try my hardest to get away.
Fatigue, heavy and heartless, sinks its claws into me, and my legs give out. I let out a weak cry as I crumple to the ground, skidding slightly through the snow.
“Fuck! Cerise!”
Stunned, I lay there. A strange warmth settles into me. My eyes droop closed as sleep threatens to take me under. This is a dangerous place to fall asleep, but I can’t seem to get my eyes open.
“Cerise?” A hand shakes my shoulder, but I can’t move. I’m already slipping into a dark oblivion. 
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Chapter two
Red Society


I’m bundled up and cocooned in warmth. Someone gently rocks me, singing low and quiet, an old Mostrian song. “Baba?” I mumble, confused. 
“Only if that’s what you’re into.” The reply is sleepy and distinctly not my baba, a man who’s been dead for thirteen years.
My eyes fly open, and I’m greeted by a crackling fire in a modest fireplace. The arms that were holding me loosen and fall away, giving me a chance to escape. I take it, bursting from the quilt wrapped around me and shoving off the ground, earning a grunt from the person I was sitting on.
I chose the wrong direction to flee. The only exit is a window, and it’s clear from the gas lamps glowing dimly through the snow that we're not on the first floor. Fuck. I turn. The man from the alley is sitting on the floor, the quilt in his lap. He yawns and rubs at his eyes. He yawns again and shakes his head, blinking rapidly.
“Sorry. You were deathly cold, and this seemed the quickest way to warm you up.” He pauses, and he squirms, a very awkward action. “Well, second quickest way.” He doesn’t elaborate.
I suck in a breath, fear twisting inside. My eyes dart around the room. There’s a plush settee and a couple of armchairs facing the fireplace in a semicircle. A low round table sits in the middle of them. Knickknacks and little treasures are displayed on shelves and tables around the edges of the room. Arcane lights flicker a cheerful pale blue in their ornate sconces. Beautiful and darkly provocative paintings line the walls. It’s so…charming and cozy.
“Where the fuck am I?” I whisper.
“My home.”
My eyes are still on the paintings. They really are exquisite. But I force myself to look at the man again; I can’t let my guard down.
“Why did you bring me here?” I ask.
“I want to have a talk with you, about your magic, your skills, about the Red Society.” His eyes glitter darkly in the firelight.
I swallow. “And if I don’t want to talk?”
He gestures to the door behind him. “You’re free to leave.” He looks down at his lap, frowning. “I would not have brought you here so forcefully had you not passed out in the snow.”
A gust of wind howls past the house, making the windows rattle. With a jump, I twist toward it, watching the snow fall even harder than it was earlier. I can barely make out row houses across the street, even with the help of evenly spaced gas lamps.
“I think I’ll stay to have that chat with you,” I say weakly.
Wait. Row houses? Is this Northend? It’s definitely not Eastend or Westend. I glance at the arcane lights again. They’re an incredibly expensive magitechnology and not something you’d see in a neighborhood like this. Strange.
“Excellent choice!” the man says, sounding relieved.
A door opens, and I turn to it, crouched slightly, ready and tense. I take a deep breath to steady myself, dizzy from the back and forth.
A woman in a simple black dress with a white apron comes into the room. Her wavy brown hair is pulled back into a modest bun, and she’s nearly as pale as me, with a smattering of freckles across her nose. She’s carrying something in her arms and places it on the low table.
“Sir, I brought the supplies you requested,” the woman says. “The soup is heating up, and I’ll bring up a pot of tea as well.”
“Ah, thank you, Adette.” The man pushes up to his feet and throws the quilt onto the armchair nearest the fireplace.
“Will there be anything else, sir?”
“That will be all.”
The woman, Adette, curtsies and turns to me. “It’s good to see you up and awake, Miss Doran.” She nods once and leaves.
I stare at her retreating back. Really, I shouldn’t be surprised she knows my name since this man knows it, and she’s clearly a maid of his. Still, it leaves me reeling. I’m like a hot air balloon torn loose from its tethers being buffeted about by the wind.
“Come, have a seat, and I’ll tend to your hands.”
“My hands?” I murmur, looking up at the man.
I gasp. He’s standing, looking slightly nervous, gesturing at the chair with the blanket. Some of his hair has fallen loose, framing his face in a familiar way. The pieces fall into place. I know how I know this man.
He must see my dawning realization because his brows shoot up, and there’s a brightness in his eyes, something I can’t quite place. Hope, maybe? He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.
Almost four years ago, he and I shared an intimate moment, a stolen hour together. It was fantastic. He’d been nervous but kind and gentle. I’d tried to bury that memory as deep as I could. At the time, I wasn’t one of Auntie’s brothel girls, and he was very much a customer. I was already in deep shit with her that day. Who knows what she’d have done had she found out?
“Do—” I clear my throat and fidget with the hem of my shirt. “Do you remember…”
Can I trust the memory of him? He’d seemed genuine back then. Now he’s sharp, a blade in the shadows. Mostly. He kept me from falling and let go when I yelled at him. He said he wouldn’t hurt me, and he brought me here to this warm, comfortable house instead of leaving me in the snow. Even after I tried to stab him.
The knot in his throat bobs as he swallows. “I knew you immediately. When you didn’t recognize me, I wasn’t sure how to bring it up–or if I should.” There’s something almost shy in the way he says it, a strange dichotomy to his sharpness.
I frown. “Is…is that what this is all about? I-I thought you said you didn’t want me to warm your bed.”
The man, whose name I never learned back then, lets out a short laugh and runs a hand over his hair, brushing some of the loose strands back. Something flashes in his eyes. Desire, I think, but it’s gone, masked quickly.
“What I wish to discuss with you isn’t something transactional like that,” he says carefully. “And this is why I wasn’t sure if I should bring up that night. I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”
I stare at him, unsure what to think about all of this. “You said you knew I wasn’t a prostitute, but you paid me that night.”
He lets out another short laugh. “That’s true. I can explain, but please sit so I can bandage your hands. They’re bleeding.”
I look down. He’s right. My hands are ragged, and while some of the cuts have scabbed over, others haven’t or have been torn open again. I nod and make my way to the chair, eyeing the man nervously as I slip past him. I still haven’t decided if I can trust him.
I pause near the armchair and look down at my clothes. He’s removed my coat and shoes, and what’s left is more like dirty rags. The men’s trousers are several sizes too big and cinched tight with a piece of rope I found in the trash. The huge collared shirt is stained, and the seam under the left armpit is ripped. I’m wearing an oversized vest over it for the extra warmth. Not to mention, I haven’t bathed in months. Gods, I’m absolutely filthy. I’m sure I smell repulsive.
“You can wrap up in the quilt if you want. It can easily be washed,” he says, as if reading my mind.
I reach for it but pause. Dirt may be easy to wash out, but blood isn’t.
“It’s fine, really,” he insists. “Adette knows how to wash out the toughest stains. I assure you.”
With narrowed eyes, I glance at the man. Who is he? I mean, aside from someone I slept with once. He didn’t seem the least bit bothered by me stabbing someone, and his maid knows how to wash out blood.
With a sigh, he bends down and picks up the quilt, holding it out to me.
Fine. I wrap it around myself and sit. Yawning, I watch him bustle about. The maid brought in a pitcher, a bowl stuffed with towels, and a glass bottle filled with some sort of clear liquid. He brings it over and arranges everything on the floor in front of me.
Without his coat on, I can see he’s wearing dark gray trousers with a matching jacket. His vest is a lighter blue with a black tie tucked inside. Though it’s day wear, it’s rather dashing. Much nicer than the clothes he wore four years ago.
I glance at the flickering blue lights again. The man I slept with four years ago was better off than I was, but not this well off. Something doesn’t add up.
“What’s your name?” I ask.
He sits on the low table and stares at me for a long moment. “Keir.”
I narrow my eyes. “That took entirely too long. Either you’re very forgetful, or that’s not your real name.”
One corner of Keir’s mouth turns up slightly. “Give me a hand,” he says, after dunking a towel into the water. I do as he says and hiss a little as he wipes at the crusty blood.
“You seem to have done well for yourself,” I say to distract myself. Maybe I can figure out how one plus one equals ten.
“Pardon?” Keir asks, glancing at me with a raised brow.
“The suit. It’s nicely tailored—and all these paintings.” I jut my chin towards the wall. “You were wearing something more modest before. You look aristocratic, so I’d assumed you were the bastard of some baron that knocked up a merchant’s daughter—” I stop, eyes wide. Shit, that just slipped out. “I’m so sorry. That was rude of me.”
Keir lets out a loud laugh. He pulls his hands from mine to hold his stomach and to cover his mouth. It doesn’t help. He continues to laugh. There’s something a bit manic about it.
I stare at him, frozen. Surely I insulted him by calling him a bastard. Right? This is not at all the reaction I was expecting.
“I’m sorry,” Keir says, hiccupping. “I’m sorry.” He takes some slow, measured breaths. He holds up a hand and chuckles again, clearing his throat to calm himself. “Sorry. I—um, well, I have some things I have to explain before I can explain why that’s so funny to me. And before I can explain those things, I have to ask: what do you know about the Red Society?”
This again? “It’s some club for high society,” I say, confused. “It’s mostly hush hush, but there are whispers of debauchery within its secluded walls.”
He snorts a laugh, and this time, it’s more like he’s laughing at me rather than at what I said.
I blush and glare at him. “What’s so funny about that? That’s what people say. I know nothing other than that.”
Keir goes back to wiping off my hands and smirks at me. “I’m sorry. It’s just hearing a young woman who grew up in a brothel talk about debauchery as if it’s unheard of is hilarious.”
If he wasn’t cleaning my hands, I’d cross my arms. “Okay, Mr. Asshole, what is it then?”
“It’s a guild that could use someone with your skill set.”
“Skill set?” I ask.
He watched me murder a man and called me a shadow walker, which he also appears to be. He seemed very confident about shadow walkers not being demons, but I’m not quite sure I can trust that.
“What kind of guild uses murdering mages?” I can think of a few possibilities.
He stares at me for a long moment, as if deciding what to tell me. He must make a decision because he grins sharply. Leaning close, he says, “An assassin’s guild.”
My eyes widen. Of course. A lot of things make sense now. He makes a point of knowing things, and he’s a man of many names. I saw every bit of his naked body four years ago, and he was covered in scars. I’d wondered what kind of life a kind and gentle man like him would lead to be scarred like that.
“You were on a job that night,” I say, understanding. “That’s why you looked like a nobleman but dressed like someone lower class.”
“Indeed. I was still making up elaborate cover stories back then, and the one I came up with for the night was a son of a merchant. My parents had a hasty marriage, and my pops wasn’t my real father.” His face splits into a wide smile, eyes glittering with amusement.
“Oh!” I say. “Excellent job conveying that.” I cock my head. “So why did you pay me if you knew I wasn’t a brothel girl?”
“About that.” Keir grimaces. “I was told under no circumstances was I to sleep with the madam’s niece. You froze when I paid you, and I realized my mistake. I should’ve asked for your name first.”
“That’s why you panicked and fled my room.”
“I was terrified of being found out for weeks,” Keir says, shaking his head. “Hold on, this will sting.” His voice is soft and apologetic. He pours out a little of whatever is in the bottle onto my hands.
“Gods above,” I hiss and try to pull my hands away.
Keir is faster. He grips my wrists tight and holds them there. “I’m almost done.”
He stares me down until I nod and relax as much as the stinging pain will let me. Keir dabs at the wounds with another rag, dampened with the same evil concoction.
The maid comes in with another tray laden with a teapot, two teacups, a bowl of soup, a half loaf of bread, and a plate of little cakes. My stomach growls, and I watch the tray like a hunter stalking its prey. Keir chuckles, and my face burns.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend,” he says softly. He grabs bandages from the table and starts wrapping my hands.
“Will you be needing anything else, sir?” Adette asks after setting the tray on the table.
Pausing, Keir looks over his shoulder at her. “No, that will be all. Thank you again, Adette. Feel free to sleep in tomorrow morning.”
“Thank you, sir,” Adette says with a curtsy. “If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to pull on the cord.” She turns and leaves the room, pulling the door closed behind her.
Keir lets out a heavy sigh and shakes his head. “That woman,” he grumbles.
I raise a brow but say nothing.
“She doesn’t take breaks even when I command her to.” Keir sits back with a smile. “There, that should do it,” he says as he moves the medical supplies back to the first tray. “The soup is all yours.”
I eagerly slide off the chair and kneel at the edge of the low table, pulling the soup and bread closer to me. It’s some sort of hearty stew with barley, carrots, potatoes, and some sort of meat. I dig in. The first bite brings tears to my eyes, and I let out a low moan.
“Pallmer, my cook, makes the best food. It’s why I keep him around,” Keir says. I can hear the smile in his voice.
I swallow and ask, “What is this meat? It’s heavenly.”
“I have no idea, sorry.”
Without thinking, I scoop up a chunk and offer it to him. He stares at the offered bite and raises his brows in surprise. Oh gods, he’s cleaned my wounds and given me food and apparently that’s all I need to completely let my guard down.
“I—um, sorry, I—”
I start to pull the spoon back, and Keir swoops down and takes the bite.
After chewing and swallowing, he says, “Mutton.” His cheeks turn pink.
“It’s delicious.” I go back to stuffing my face so I can ignore the awkwardness I created.
Keir moves to the settee and lounges across it. “Living on the streets can’t have been easy.”
I pause with the spoon halfway to my mouth. “My parents were murdered in front of me when I was eight. Easy hasn’t exactly been around much.” I stare broodingly into the soup, then I glance at Keir. There’s an odd look on his face. “You can keep your pity,” I spit out.
His expression doesn’t change. “Tell me about your first kill.” His voice is soft, serious.
“Excuse me?” What kind of question is that?
“That man in the alley wasn’t your first. You were far too calm about it, and you don’t seem depraved.” He cocks his head. “I want to know about your first. Who was it? Why did you do it?” How is this man so casual about murder?
“I…” I stare at him. This isn’t normal, but when has my life ever been normal? “Okay, fine, but can I finish eating first?”
“Yes, of course.”
I make quick work of the soup and bread, feeling more full than I have in months. Sitting back, I let out a long breath. I could tell him the short and easy, “I killed my parents’ killer,” but that feels like it…I don’t know, cheapens what really happened? Something about Keir makes me want him to understand. My hands clench and my eyes unfocus, staring at nothing. To tell this story properly, I have to talk about the most traumatizing night of my life. No big deal. I can do this.
“My baba owned a tavern, Weeping Drunkard, and Mama was one of his barmaids—”
“Madam Sabia is your aunt, yes?”
I blink and stare at him. I wasn’t expecting him to interrupt me so soon. “I-uh-yes.”
“She’s Lierunese.”
“Yes.” I have no idea where he’s going with this. “She’s my baba’s sister.”
“Ah.” Keir gives a little shake of his head. “Sorry. Baba and Mama are both so Mostrian.”
I let out a small laugh and smile softly. “Yes, Mama called him that, and he didn’t argue.” I glance down, melancholy weighing heavily.
“Apologies,” he says quietly. “Please continue.”
“Right. I have no idea if it was a marriage of convenience or love, but eventually I was born. They tried to bring me up right, though their tavern was one of the seedier ones.” I pause, thinking of how hard my mama tried to set me on a better path than she had.
“Sounds like an interesting upbringing.”
I let out a single laugh. “Yeah.” I turn my eyes back to the flickering flames. “One night, after all the patrons had left, I came downstairs for a glass of milk. There was shouting.” I easily slip into the memory, and my voice drops to a near whisper. “Mama, terrified, found me and made me hide behind some crates. Almost immediately after, a strange man came in and stabbed her over and over. They were so close, and there was so much blood. If the crates weren’t between me and them, I could’ve reached out and touched them.”
I don’t realize I’ve stopped talking until Keir says, “Go on.”
Clearing my throat, I continue, “He left her for dead. I sat there, frozen for what felt like an eternity, staring at Mama’s lifeless eyes as her blood flowed towards me, soaking my socks, my nightdress. I couldn’t move.” A tear slips down my cheek, but I ignore it.
Keir says nothing, but his jaw clenches, and his brows furrow.
“Eventually, I got up and knelt down next to her. I shook her shoulder, begged for her to get up. I knew she was dead. My grandparents died the year before, so I understood what death was.” I shake my head. “But I didn’t want to accept it.”
Keir stands and pours two cups of tea, silently handing one to me. I accept it with a sad smile and take a sip. Chamomile. I close my eyes and take another deep breath.
“I gave up on trying to wake her,” I continue. “I stumbled and slipped towards the bar where I’d heard the yelling earlier. Baba was lying on the ground, blood pooled around him as well. There was a bloody trail where he’d tried to drag his body towards the door to the back.” My lip trembles and tears well up, blurring my vision. “I fell to my knees and shook him, screamed at him, begged him. One of the other barmaids found me draped across him when she came for her morning shift.”
“I’m so sorry,” Keir says softly. “No child should ever experience something like that.” He lets me cry quietly and hands me his handkerchief when I finally take slow, controlled breaths.
“Thank you,” I murmur and wipe my face.
“Take your time.”
When I’m ready again, I clear my throat. “Turns out he was there to rob the place and didn’t want to leave witnesses. I’m lucky he didn’t know I was there. Auntie Sabia took me in. A brothel isn’t really a place for a child, but she did the best she could. I did some odd jobs, mostly fetching food from the kitchen and bringing it out to clients.” Pausing, I remember what came next. I can still feel the blood coating my hands, my arms, my face. I can still feel the satisfaction of revenge.
“Cerise?”
I flinch. “Sorry.” I shake my head to clear it. He’s already seen me murder a man. This shouldn’t be that much worse, right? “One night, a few months after the murder, he came into the place. He had no idea who I was. I was so angry. He’d killed my parents, and I couldn’t stop him. This time, I wasn’t going to let him get away.”
I glance at Keir, and our eyes meet. There’s an intense expression burning there that I can’t quite read. After a moment, I look away.
“I slipped a knife from the kitchen into my apron and waited. Eventually, he went out the back door to take a piss in the alley. I stabbed him from behind. The knife wasn’t long enough to kill him, so he tried to attack me, but I…” I trail off. It was the first time I became mist and shadow. How do I explain that?
“But you shadow walked.”
I bristle at his words.
Keir sighs. “Shadow walkers aren’t demons, and we don’t steal babies’ souls in the night. What you did in the alley, with the mist and darkness, is what shadow walkers do.”
I scowl. “Yes, fine. I shadow walked. That made him angry. I kept stabbing him, and he kept trying to get me. Eventually, he lost enough blood to pass out. Auntie Sabia found me standing over a dead man, drenched in blood, and clutching the knife. She dealt with it, had the man dumped in the river and burned my clothes.”
“Hmm, so revenge. How many others have there been?”
“What’s with the interrogation?” I stare at him through narrowed eyes. “I thought you said you weren’t going to turn me in to the coppers.”
“The Red Society prides itself on having members that aren’t…unhinged. So, humor me.” Keir waves vaguely.
Rolling my eyes, I say, “There have been five in total counting tonight and my first. The second was a year after the first. A client tried to touch me in a way I didn’t like.”
I shiver, remembering the creepy smile he gave me as he tried to slip his hand up my skirt. Mama, being a barmaid for a seedy tavern, knew how dark a man’s heart could be. At a very young age, she made sure I knew that some men were bad and would try to touch me in ways that could hurt me. The moment his hand brushed my legs, I bolted.
“Cerise?” Keir’s eyes are brimming with anger, and considering what I just said, I don’t think it’s directed at me.
“I killed him in the alley like the first. Didn’t even have to wait for him to go out there. I ran away before he could really do anything. He saw me a little while later and followed me when I tried to get away again. I was smarter about killing him. I used a bigger knife, got less blood on me, and I dragged the body away from the establishment myself.” With a slow shake of my head, I glance down into my teacup. “Honestly, it scared me how quick I was able to kill him. I was so angry because I understood on some level he wanted to hurt me, even if he didn’t manage to.”
Keir lets out a sigh, and I glance up. He seems relieved. “And the other two?”
“I tried really hard to rein in that darkness inside me. It was a long time until the third. A few years ago, a man attacked Yasmine, one of Auntie’s girls. He beat her bloody because he’d been stalking her and didn’t like that she was entertaining other men. She was probably the closest thing I had to a friend, so I couldn’t allow him to walk free. I followed him home and left him for dead behind his house. The fourth was similar to the last one. A man tried to attack me a few months ago. I made him regret that decision.”
I fall silent. Humming, Keir stands and offers me the plate of small cakes. I take one and debate taking another. Would that make me look greedy? He must see my inner struggle because he keeps holding it out to me, an amused smile spreading across his face. I can tell he’s not going to leave, so I shove the cake in my mouth—moaning as bitter chocolate and sweet cream hit my tongue—and grab another. He finally sets the plate down and settles back onto the settee.
I move back to the armchair with my sweet treat and tea, carefully wrapping the quilt around me again. I slowly nibble on the cake, choosing to savor it, and sip on my tea.
Keir stares into the fire, sipping his own tea absentmindedly. He takes a deep breath and looks at me with raised brows. “Alright, so your first three were calculated vengeance. Well, as calculating as a child can be for those first two. The other two were mostly self-defense.”
I shrug. “Yeah.”
“The Red Society is an assassin’s guild sanctioned by the Emperor himself. I think you’d find yourself right at home there. However, membership is difficult to obtain. Only the best of the best can be part of the guild.” Draining his tea, Keir leans forward. He pierces me with an intense gaze.
I stare at him with wide eyes over my teacup. “Okay?”
“As you are now, you won’t make the cut.”
“Oh.” I sag, surprisingly disappointed. “Why are we even having this talk, then?” I finish my tea and set the teacup on the table.
“You’ve heard of flame keepers, wave makers, and the like, yes?”
I keep my face neutral. He’s laughed at me before, and now I’m afraid to answer this one. “I know what mages are, yes,” I finally say.
“Shadow walkers are the rarest of the bunch. There’s only four in the Red Society and, as far as I know, none in the unsanctioned guilds. Adding a fifth would make us one of the most powerful guilds in the world.”
Something about the way he says that doesn’t ring true, like he’s hiding his actual intentions. There’s also a kind of manic glimmer in his eyes, but maybe it’s the firelight playing tricks.
“So, you want to train me,” I say slowly, “because I’m like you.” I eat the last bite of my cake and eye the plate that has a few more pieces.
Keir grins, cold and sharp. His body disintegrates into swirling eddies of black mist. In a blur, it shoots across the table and reforms next to me.
I shriek in surprise and jerk away. How in the seven hells did he do that?
Keir leans down close, one arm against the back of the chair, the other reaching across me to lean on the far arm. He whispers in my ear, “What do you think? Want me to teach you my ways, Cerise?”
Everything about this is dark and sensual, which is surprising considering how quickly he masked his desire earlier. But perhaps our past being out in the open and his insistence that nothing about this is transactional has made him bold. It excites me, kindling desire in my core. If I wasn’t covered in several months’ worth of grime, I’d be more bold as well.
“Yes,” I say, breathless.
Disappearing into mist again, he slowly floats back to his seat, reforming in a casual, reclined position. “Excellent. We can discuss details tomorrow. If you’d like, I can draw you a bath. I have some clothes you can borrow.”
My eyes widen at the sound of a bath. “Glorious scalding hot water…”
Grinning, Keir stands. “I’ll take that as a yes. Sit tight. I’ll have it ready in a few minutes.” He leaves the room, and I hear him hurry down the hall.
I sit and watch the flames dance. A shadow walker? Me? I hold up my hand, concentrating hard. It turns into inky shadow. Breathing hard, I wiggle my fingers, watching as the mist curls and flows. Even with the food I’ve eaten, it’s hard to keep this form.
“What are you doing?”
I jump, startled, and my hand reforms. “Thinking,” I say, panting.
“Don’t overdo it,” Keir says, frowning. “Mages can die if they use too much energy.”
I stare at him in horror. “Oh. I…I didn’t—”
“Your bath is almost ready. If you follow me, I can show you where the bathroom is and where you’ll be sleeping.”
Standing makes me lightheaded. “Whoa,” I say, flopping back
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