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Wednesday November 16th, 11:42 p.m., 

      
Café Lamarck, Paris

      The fog coiled in the streets of Paris like a living thing. It shrank back from the street-lights and clawed deep into the dark corners of the city. It lay heavy on the waters of the Seine and pooled in the steep, narrow streets of Montmartre, swallowing up whole neighbourhoods. Cars crept along the roads with their headlights on full blast, and lost tourists huddled in the bars, hoping that the fog would lift in the morning.

      Eva Moreau knew that it wouldn’t.

      Leaning in the shadow of a huge stone doorway near the Cathédrale de Saint-Denis, Eva zipped her leather jacket up to her chin. She folded her arms, shielding herself from the chill and from the creeping shudder that kept crawling up her spine.

      Every instinct she had was telling her that she needed to get this done, and quickly. If she was wrong, then the search would have to begin again, but if she was right…

      She was right. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She didn’t have time for it to be a coincidence. Even as she stood in the street, the fog seemed to close in on her, to sniff around her like a hungry dog.

      Sate your hunger somewhere else, demon, she thought. There’s nothing for you here.

      Did she feel the presence in the fog turn away, or was it all in her mind? If the demon truly came for her, would bluster be enough to save her life?

      Paris needed a Trinity, and soon.

      She watched the eerie-coloured shadows that filtered through the fog from the windows of a corner café. A warm yellow light spilled out on to the street as the door opened. Eva heard the muffled rattle of drums and guitars from inside, and the wail of a saxophone. Then voices:

      ‘Oh balls, it’s cold out here. Franci, hurry up!’

      ‘Yeah, hold on…’

      The two girls were dark spots in the fog, like shadow puppets against the café’s light. If she hadn’t known them by their voices, Eva would have had no problem identifying them by their silhouettes: Coralie Dumas was short and svelte, her hair puffed out around her head like the seeds of a dandelion. Francine Lambert was taller, curvy, her hair falling down to the small of her back.

      Eva smiled to herself as she watched them.

      Coralie and Francine had known each other since before they were born. Their mothers were lifelong friends, and had attended the same doctors’ surgeries and pre-natal classes. They had given birth in adjoining hospital rooms, their extended families gathered around them, celebrating this wonderful double event – two childhood friends having babies on the same day.

      For Eva, who’d been eighteen years old and a second cousin of Coralie’s mother, and for Francine and Coralie’s mothers and grandmothers, the births had been even more of a reason to celebrate.

      Born on the same day, to mothers who wielded the powers of their foremothers and bore the purple mark on their wrists: these girls would be Demon Hunters.

      ‘You know Lea, from the family who lives in that little town in the Alps?’ Eva’s mother had said to Coralie’s grandmother. ‘She’s having a baby today too. But it’s a boy! Such a disappointment.’

      ‘What about the other families?’ Coralie’s grandmother had asked, biting her nails. ‘Have any of them replied to your letters?’

      ‘Only to say there are no baby girls expected today,’ said Eva’s mother. ‘But fate finds a way. If they are meant to be a Trinity, they will find a third. Perhaps some girl will be born early, or late, or to some forgotten line on the other side of the world. There is no reason to worry. Fate always finds a way.’

      Coralie bounced on the balls of her feet as Francine stood in the doorway of the café, hand on hip, looking down at the glowing rectangle of her phone.

      ‘Come on, let’s go,’ Coralie said. ‘I don’t like this fog. Eva thinks it’s creepy.’

      Francine laughed, and put her phone away. ‘Eva thinks everything is creepy. Got his number though,’ she said smugly, thrusting her hands into the pockets of her coat.

      ‘You did not!’ Coralie gasped.

      ‘Swear to God, he’s just texted me, and I wasn’t even out of the door.’

      They started to walk away, and Eva stepped forward. She turned.

      ‘Henri, it’s time,’ she said. ‘Go.’

      The teenager who emerged from the shadows behind her hesitated. ‘Do you really think…?’

      Eva smiled again, despite the cold and the ache in her spine that insisted there was a demon nearby. She took Henri’s hand in her own, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

      ‘I really do. Fate always finds a way. Now go.’

      Henri took a deep breath and ran their hands through their hair, sweeping its burgundy waves back from their face. ‘OK.’

      They set off down the road at a loping stroll, and Eva followed behind slowly, staying far enough back to be blurred from the girls’ view by the fog, but watching Henri intently as they waved and called out.

      ‘Hey, Coralie, Francine.’

      ‘Oh, hi Henri!’ Francine’s arms stretched wide and she hugged Henri, standing on tiptoe to kiss them on the cheek as soon as they were within reach.

      ‘You heading home? Wanna walk with us?’ Coralie asked. She linked her arm with Henri’s, and so did Francine. They headed towards the cathedral square, past an open space where the fog wound between carefully tended trees and neat, raised beds of grass.

      Eva carefully stepped after them, listening to them chatter. ‘Franci’s just got another boy’s number. Shame we couldn’t stay, she could have gone for the record.’

      ‘Coralie is exaggerating, as usual,’ said Francine.

      Henri laughed. Eva thought probably only she could hear the nervous edge in their voice. ‘How many would you have to get to beat your personal best?’

      ‘Eight,’ said Francine proudly, tossing her hair back. ‘Ten if you count screennames. That was at a festival though; I’m never going to beat that. Or see any of those guys again. Half of them weren’t even French.’

      ‘Wow,’ said Coralie. ‘It’s like there’s just… nothing. You can barely even make out the cathedral.’

      Coralie’s train of thought had a tendency to jump the tracks, but in this case, her logic wasn’t hard to follow – the three teenagers had reached the edge of the cathedral square. As she crept closer, quietly stepping between the trees to keep herself out of their line of sight, Eva saw that the square was nearly empty, and so full of fog she couldn’t see the buildings on the other side. It could have stretched out for miles in front of them.

      The Cathédrale de Saint-Denis loomed over their heads, little more than a dim shadow, even though they were almost close enough to touch its old, cold stones. Eva shuddered. She didn’t like to come here. There were… things here, spirits that had been disturbed when they should have been left to rest and fade away. During the Revolution, the tombs had been torn open, bodies exhumed and dumped in pits of sulphur and lye to destroy every trace that they had existed. The turmoil of the dead tainted the air, made it taste strange.

      Eva’s mother had always said she seemed destined to be a powerful Seer, like her grandmother. But Eva had been an only child, and no others were born to any Demon Hunter family that year. Eva’s Trinity had never come, yet her powers hadn’t faded. Fate had wanted something different for her. She’d become Coralie and Francine’s protector, their trainer and advisor, until they found their Trinity.

      Paris had been without a Trinity now for forty-six years.

      Too long. But not for much longer. 

      ‘How much cash do you have?’ said Coralie.

      ‘I – what?’ Henri asked.

      ‘I want coffee. He doesn’t take cards.’

      Eva squinted in the direction where Coralie was pointing. There was a shape in the fog, haloed by the light of a street lamp. It was a large cart, parked on the pavement under the lamp, steam rising from the taps of a gleaming black espresso machine.

      ‘Euros? Anybody?’ Coralie looked at the others.

      ‘You don’t need coffee.’ Francine sniffed. ‘You’re the last person on earth who needs to be given caffeine.’

      ‘Three coffees, please,’ Henri said to the man at the coffee cart, fishing in their pockets for change.

      ‘I’m telling you,’ Francine said, tossing her hair again, ‘it’ll go to her tiny pixie head. You want to be the one to get her down from the ceiling, be my guest.’

      ‘Coffee, coffee, coffee,’ Coralie chanted under her breath, and Francine snorted a laugh.

      ‘Three coffees for you, ladies,’ said the man at the cart, handing the cups to the three teenagers.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Henri quietly.

      The friends walked a little way from the cart and stood blowing on their steaming coffee cups.

      Eva opened her mind. She tried to focus on the living, while ignoring the shuddering of the dead beneath the stone and the lurking shadow of the demonic presence. After a moment, high above, she found what she was searching for, and looked up. Perched on the cathedral, near the Rose Window, there was a huge black crow.

      The clock struck midnight, and the crow took flight.

      Eva reached out a hand, closed her fist on the empty air, and caught the crow. It dipped and whirled, fighting her control for a moment, but she held it lightly and it ceased to panic, circling through the fog, high above the three teenagers. Her fingers trembled with the effort, the short hairs on the back of her neck lifting as the invisible thread of power between her and the crow twanged and wavered, a sort of swirling feedback loop of command and reaction.

      She silently opened her mouth, and the crow cawed, loud and long.

      Henri, Coralie and Francine all jumped at the noise, and looked up.

      The crow turned and dived at them. It folded its wings and dropped out of the fog beak-first. The teenagers shrieked and dived out of the way, shielding their faces. Coralie dropped her coffee on the ground and the scalding liquid steamed like acid on the cold stone. The crow pulled up at the last minute with a powerful flap of its enormous wings, and soared back up into the fog.

      ‘What the hell?’ Francine shook droplets of coffee off her hand.

      ‘Where is it? Where did it go? Is it gone?’ Coralie spun on the spot.

      Eva brought the crow around.

      ‘No, it’s coming back! Get out of the way!’

      The three of them scattered. Coralie sprang up the stone steps of the cathedral to shelter in the doorway. Francine stepped into the halo of a street lamp, scanning the sky and holding her un-spilled coffee ready to throw, like a smoking Molotov cocktail.

      Henri paused, and glanced over their shoulder towards the trees where Eva was standing.

      Sweat prickled on the back of Eva’s neck as she turned and drove the crow down once more.

      Do it, she willed Henri. I believe. We just need to prove it.

      Henri stepped hesitantly backwards and forwards, keeping both the girls in their field of vision.

      Eva knew at once when they had found the right spot, the place where the three of them formed a perfect, even-sided invisible triangle. Henri straightened up from their habitual shy slump, their shoulders pulling back, chin tilting up. The girls’ posture changed, too. Eva saw Coralie’s head snap up, heard her gasp ‘What?’, and saw Francine’s chest rise and fall with a deep, slow breath.

      Static electricity crackled between them. The last few chimes of midnight rang out, seeming sluggish and distorted. Eva drove the crow down, one more time, into the centre of the crackling triangle.

      There was a burst of something across her vision, like the swirling pink and green after-effects of staring at a light bulb for too long, and control of the crow was torn away from her. She recoiled, blinking.

      When her vision cleared, she saw the crow shake itself, feathers ruffling indignantly, and hop away. The three teenagers were still standing, staring at each other in amazement.

      The force that quivered between them had gone – Coralie had moved first, running down the steps towards the others, pulling her coat tight around her small shoulders. Henri was rubbing their temples. Francine carefully put her coffee down on the paving stones, her hands slightly shaking.

      Eva let out a laugh, high and clear and triumphant. The three teenagers jumped and looked around.

      ‘Who’s there?’ Coralie shrieked.

      ‘Eva?’ Francine peered through the fog. ‘Is that you?’

      Eva walked towards them, her freezing hands in the pockets of her jacket, smiling. ‘It’s only me. I’m sorry for the subterfuge, girls.’

      ‘But Eva,’ Francine said, ‘what does this mean? Did we just make a… a Trinity?’

      ‘No!’ Coralie gasped. ‘That’s insane, that’s not how it – how could – no boy was ever a…’ she threw her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh… Henri, I’m sorry. It’s just…’

      ‘It’s OK,’ Henri said, shrugging, letting their hair fall over their face. ‘Believe me, I know this is weird.’

      ‘But, does this mean you’re… What does this mean?’ Francine gaped at Henri, open-mouthed.

      Henri gave her a slightly hysterical grin. ‘I don’t know!’

      ‘I do,’ Eva said. She nodded at the three of them, wishing that she could share their confused happiness for Henri. But there wasn’t time. ‘It means Henri’s a Demon Hunter. One of the true line. And it means we have a lot of work to do, and I can’t train you so quickly on my own. We need someone with real experience, someone who knows what we might be fighting.’

      She pulled her phone from the pocket of her jacket and tapped in a name. The phone began to ring, and the screen lit up with a single word.

      Isobel.
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Thursday November 17th, 11:56 p.m., 

      
the Royal Mile, Edinburgh

      ‘Oh my God, when all the lights went off…’

      ‘And it was just her in the dark…’

      ‘And everyone started stamping their feet…’

      ‘I thought they were going to bring the roof down, everything was shaking.’ Minerva threw an arm around my shoulders, almost bearing us both down on to the sidewalk. ‘Di. You are a genius. That was the best gig I’ve ever been to.’

      I croaked a sore-throated laugh and gave her a squeeze back.

      The whole Royal Mile was wreathed in fog so thick you could barely see from one street lamp to the next, and people were huddling in groups, close to the light, as if they were afraid of getting separated from the herd and picked off by wolves. The three of us half-strolled, half-staggered down the Lawnmarket, weaving to avoid the clumps of people. A group of men leered and whistled at us, and Vesta threw up her middle fingers to them as we passed.

      ‘Oof,’ said Minerva, sniffing at the collar of my jacket and recoiling. ‘You really stink of beer.’

      She wasn’t wrong. The first beer that’d been spilled on me had been early in the evening, and the girl had clumsily tried to mop it up with napkins, and I’d been pretty annoyed. The second one was much later, the guy had laughed, and I’d been too blissed-out by the music to even care.

      It had been that kind of night.

      The warm-up act had been some folktronica duo called Highguard who I’d never heard of, but I’d ended up downloading both of their LPs over the venue wi-fi. Then Glass Towers had come on, and… wow. Kit Facet’s voice, Emmaline Sharma’s wild drumming, Josie Hayes on synth, Zara Basset laying down bass guitar riffs that grabbed you by the spine and wouldn’t let go.

      We sang along until our voices cracked. Minerva lost a shoe to the sticky floor of the venue and we had to get down on our hands and knees to find it. Vesta tripped someone who was threatening to throw his drink at Highguard, then pretended she’d had nothing to do with it. My eyeliner was smudged down my cheek, and my lipstick had long ago worn off. At some point my carefully arranged pile of ringlets had knitted into a giant tangle on top of my head. All three of us reeked of beer and sweat and onion rings.

      It had been an incredible night.

      The fog was so heavy, even for Edinburgh in the fall, that for a minute as we crossed the road on to Canongate it swallowed up the crowd outside the World’s End and the three of us were left alone in a little bubble of sepia-tinted darkness. Even the sounds of the Royal Mile at kicking-out time seemed kind of muted.

      ‘Staaaaaaaaaay,’ Vesta crooned, imitating Kit Facet’s incredible, powerful soprano. Minerva and I joined her, harmonising – or kind of. We were a little off. Actually, we were way off. With the instincts of a Trinity, we all moved on to ‘in my LIIIIIFE!’ at exactly the same time, and we all changed key too. Just not to the same key.

      We broke down in giggles, happy in our own little world. As we walked, Minerva got a little behind and I felt a wave of fizzing power surging through me, connecting me to the twins like an invisible, unbreakable adamantium chain. I breathed in deeply and glanced at Vesta – her eyelids had fluttered closed, and she was walking a little taller.

      Whoops.

      Isobel had us practise walking together so we didn’t accidentally fall into a perfect triangle and set off our crackling web of power – we couldn’t always tell what it would do to anything caught in our net. Plus, our Demon Hunter marks would start to glow, and having a glowing wrist tattoo in public was generally not the greatest move. Even though in Edinburgh people usually thought we were street theatre.

      For a moment, a puff of steam rose up between us and the air cleared, the tiny droplets of fog boiling away under the force of our magic. Then I laughed and rolled my shoulders, and took a few sideways steps to break formation.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Minerva, slightly slurred. ‘Iss a wee problem.’

      I chuckled. ‘You know you get extra Scottish when you’re drunk.’

      ‘Ahm no drunk,’ said Minerva, proving my point.

      ‘You’re such a lightweight, Minnie,’ chuckled Vesta. ‘You’re going to regret that second pint at drills tomorrow.’

      Oh God. Daily drills. I was completely sober – well, almost completely – and the mention of drills still made me shudder.

      Before we moved to Edinburgh, I’d thought I was pretty fit. I was a ju-jitsu blue belt, working on getting my black. Back in London, Sensei Dave used to set us training challenges, cross-country runs around the Barbican Centre and its labyrinthine, Escher-like flights of stairs.

      Compared to Isobel’s Demon Hunter training, those runs were like a gentle stroll. We had running, climbing, dodging and jumping – Isobel’s homebrew 1600s version of parkour – and then weightlifting, skipping rope, wrestling and weapons practice. Bizarre as it had been to be handed an ancient Japanese sword-staff as a Trinity bonding gift, my naginata and I were firm friends now. It felt like an extension of my own arm, and I missed it when we swapped out our own weapons for knives or clubs.

      Plus, there was powers training. That meant Vesta punching holes in more and more improbably tough materials, and Minerva throwing lightning bolts at smaller and smaller targets. I would take vision-walks around Edinburgh, tracking someone by sensing their footsteps through the pavement, or laying my hands on buildings and objects and letting their history flood my mind and transport me to another time or place.

      It didn’t always work, and when it did, it sometimes gave me blinding headaches. But it could be amazing. I’d felt the soft fur of Greyfriars Bobby under my fingers, and seen the whole city plunged into blackness as an air raid siren wailed and the Luftwaffe’s bombs came screaming down.

      The best vision I’d found was something so small I’d been embarrassed to even tell Isobel about it. The University of California had an office in the city for their study-abroad students. When I ran my hand over the leaves of the potted palms in the entrance I could feel the Californian sun shining hot and clear on my face, and smell the breeze off the Pacific Ocean. The feeling of being home was so strong I couldn’t breathe.

      Of course, San Francisco hadn’t been home for a long time, and I knew I wouldn’t be going back any time soon. Edinburgh was home now, and I loved it like only an immigrant can.

      Goddamn, it was cold, though.

      I pulled my coat tighter around me, despite the sticky spilled beer. Summer in Edinburgh had turned out to be bearable after all, even passably warm for a few days in August. But this cold was seriously testing me. I was wearing my heaviest coat, woollen gloves and a thick scarf, and layered tops to try to trap some heat inside, but nothing really helped. I didn’t even want to think about what this place would be like in January.

      ‘I don’t understand, how are you not freezing?’ I said to Vesta, who was strolling, hands in pockets, wearing only a Glass Towers T-shirt and skinny jeans under her open, billowing grey trench coat. At least Minerva had zipped her jacket up and put on a beanie hat.

      ‘Hah! You call this cold?’ Vesta said. ‘Beach weather! I’m thinking about taking my coat off.’

      ‘You’re making fun of me,’ I said, narrowing my eyes at her. ‘Right?’

      ‘Might be. I’m also genuinely thinking about stopping for deep-fried pizza.’

      ‘Oh God, no,’ Minerva groaned. ‘I’m not having deep-fried pizza.’

      ‘Did I say you were?’

      I wrapped my arms around myself, my hands clamped under my armpits, and smiled to myself. It’d be time for me to leave them in a minute, to cross over the ravine and head for home and bed. Dad would probably still be up, working on his ghost-sighting app or lost in an argument on the internet. I didn’t want the night to end, but at the same time, home was a pretty attractive idea right now.

      I thought of the warmth of a slice of toast with too much honey, and Milly the Labrador lying down on my feet as I fell asleep. And I thought of the blissful nothingness that would come when I closed my eyes.

      It’d been a couple of months since we’d defeated Witch Pricker John Kincaid: driven the demon Oriax out of his body and come really close to killing it. The moth-demon was still at large, probably looking for another victim to possess. But my recurring nightmares of darkness and knives and death’s-head moths had finally stopped.

      In five years, I had barely slept without having that nightmare. The first week after it stopped was like being released from prison. I slept for nearly twenty-four hours, and when I woke up I had so much energy I hardly knew what to do with myself.

      I even had dreams, now – normal, weird dreams like the one where I was trying to vacuum the house, but when I opened the door to my room it was filled floor to ceiling with Oreos. Sometimes there were even… nice dreams. With nice people in them. Nice people with buzz-cuts, long eyelashes, cut-glass cheekbones and tight jeans.

      I hadn’t seen Alex since that day with Oriax, either. Since he’d tried to kill us and we’d saved him from Kincaid’s control. Since I’d flirted with him in a car park and not told the others.

      I didn’t know if I would ever see him again, and if I did see him, I didn’t know for sure that I would be able to trust him: I really shouldn’t find him popping into my mind as frequently as I did. Hell, I almost thought I could see him in the fog, in just jeans and a shirt, like he’d been when we’d met at the Solstice Festival and he’d tried to kill me. The first time.

      Wait…

      I stared harder, my heart skipping a beat.

      I really could see a silhouette in the fog ahead of me. A boy. No coat. Short hair…

      But it wasn’t Alex. This boy was shorter and skinnier. As he emerged from the grey curtain, he raised his hand towards us, bare fingers clawing at the air. Something dark coated his palm, ran up his arm, dripped in viscous strings and splashed on the road.

      ‘Oh crap,’ I gasped, and threw myself forward as the boy began to stumble. I was just in time to jam my shoulder under his and take his weight as his knees went. The frozen claw of his hand clamped down on my other shoulder, smearing his blood across my front.

      ‘I got you,’ I told him. ‘It’s OK, I got you.’

      The boy groaned as I lowered him gently to the ground. Vesta sank to her knees beside me and took hold of his bleeding arm, peering closely at the skin. Minerva stood well back, her face pale. I hoped she wouldn’t throw up. She probably hoped that too.

      The boy was blond and maybe a year or two younger than us. His hair was slicked to his forehead with either sweat or condensed fog, I wasn’t sure which.

      ‘We should call 911,’ I told Vesta. ‘There’s a lot of blood.’

      ‘Nah,’ said the boy. His head rocked against my shoulder and I realised he was trying to shake it, no. ‘Nah, not… not A&E. ’m fine.’

      ‘You’re not fine,’ I told him. ‘I’m gonna call an ambulance.’

      ‘No. Not going,’ the boy slurred, and started fidgeting, trying to push away from me and get up. ‘Canna make me.’

      Was he drunk? Or on the edge of passing out? He might not have been dying, but he certainly wasn’t going to get anywhere by himself. Vesta and I exchanged a glance, and she held on gently but firmly to his arm.

      ‘It’s all coming from a cut across his palm,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t look deep. He hasn’t hit a vein.’

      I looked, briefly. I might have been very nearly completely sober, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be intimately familiar with the tear in the skin, the thick red gloop that filled the wound…

      ‘It’s bled a lot, but it’s stopping,’ Vesta continued. ‘Gimme your scarf.’ I didn’t really have any spare hands to take it off, but Vesta didn’t wait for me anyway; she reached up and unwound the scarf from my neck. I shuddered as the chilly air hit my throat. She started wrapping the material around the boy’s hand, so that it soaked up the slow red ooze.

      I sighed. I really liked that scarf.

      ‘Hey, you,’ Vesta said, and snapped her fingers in front of the boy’s face. ‘Look here. Now look here.’ His eyes focused on her fingers and followed as she waved them back and forth in front of him. She looked up at me and, a little worryingly, shrugged. ‘If he doesn’t want to go to A&E…’

      ‘No!’ the boy groaned again.

      ‘We can take him back to Isobel’s, stitch him up there,’ said Minerva, sounding slightly muffled through her fingers. ‘It’ll be light and warm, and we have… first-aid stuff.’

      Actually, Isobel had a whole wardrobe neatly stacked with enough medical supplies to deal with almost any emergency. Not to mention the less sciencey supplies for the witchy remedies that she’d been trying to teach us.

      I blew out a steaming breath through my teeth.

      I didn’t like this. But it was better than him trying to fight us or run off – he’d only hurt himself more or get the wound infected.

      ‘I’m calling a cab,’ Minerva said, phone in hand, turning away.

      I turned back to the boy. His head was lolling against my shoulder, and I nudged him back upright. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Don’t fall asleep, or we’ll take you to the ER.’

      That woke him up. His eyes blinked wide open and stared at me. They were pale blue, watery and desperate.

      ‘What’s your name?’ I asked him.

      ‘Armstrong…’ he muttered, then seemed to shake himself and refocus on me. ‘Er. James. Ow!’ He tried to recoil from Vesta as she pulled my scarf tight around his hand and tied it in a bulky knot.

      ‘How did you hurt your hand?’

      But James Armstrong just shook his head, and I didn’t press him right then. He probably thought he’d get in some kind of trouble – why else would he not want to go to the emergency room?

      Lights flashed through the fog. The cab was here.

      ‘OK, time to get up now. You can do it,’ I told James, although the truth was that with Vesta helping him, he didn’t really have a choice. She lifted him on to his feet slowly, like she’d practised, because it tends to freak people out if you scoop them up as if they weigh less than a bag of feathers. Once he was upright, I held him there as Vesta took off her coat and wrapped it around his shoulders, hiding the worst of the blood.

      Minerva waved her arms over her head and the car slowed and stopped right by us. She leaned in and gave the driver Isobel’s address. The driver started plugging it into her GPS, then stopped and threw James a narrow-eyed look.

      ‘You’ll make sure your friend doesn’t throw up in my cab, won’t you.’ It wasn’t a question.

      ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘He’s going to be all right, he’s just a bit… overtired.’

      ‘All right. But tell me if he goes white and I’ll pull over.’

      He’s lost some blood – if he turns white, we might have worse problems than the floor of your cab, I thought, but I just smiled and folded James into the back seat.

       

      ‘Where’re we…’ James slurred, ten minutes later, as I helped him up the steps to Isobel’s front door. Vesta was already slipping her key into the lock.

      ‘Our aunt’s house,’ said Minerva, wisely skipping the fifteen ‘great’s that technically ought to go in front of ‘aunt’.

      James seemed weaker now, and before we went inside I took his hand and peeked under the bloodstained scarf. But the cut was definitely only oozing, not gushing, so I pressed the material back and helped him stagger through the door.

      It’s funny how quickly things become normal. Not just demons and powers, training and witchy remedies – also things like hallways full of freaky taxidermied animals, their black eyes gleaming, polished claws and teeth bared. James reeled and gasped at the sight of Isobel’s collection, and I remembered my own moment of horror when I’d stepped into this house for the first time. I guess it would’ve been kind to warn him.

      ‘It’s just taxidermy,’ I said quickly. He looked at me like I was mad, but didn’t resist as I steered him into the kitchen, except to lean back in bleary horror from the vulture on the stairs and the bear that loomed over the sofa.

      We sat him down at the kitchen table, and he stared slack-jawed at the two taxidermy mice that held up Isobel’s salt and pepper grinders. In the brighter light he seemed seriously pale, and the blood that coated his hand, arm and shirt almost seemed too red. I fetched warm wet towels and a tall glass of water with a few teaspoons of sugar and salt mixed in, for rehydration.

      It was usually warm in Isobel’s kitchen, mostly because of the antique Aga cooker she kept burning day and night – but as I passed the black iron hulk of it now it was barely radiating any heat at all.

      ‘Where is Isobel?’ I asked the twins. ‘Isn’t she here?’

      ‘Er… it’s bridge night, isn’t it?’ Minerva said, sinking into a chair beside James.

      ‘Wow,’ I muttered. ‘Go Isobel!’

      The ancient Demon Hunter had been reluctant to leave her house, at least through the front door, for decades. She’d been paranoid about keeping the contents of the house safe – all the books and weapons and Demon Hunter artefacts – and having met Kincaid I could vouch for her fears being pretty reasonable.

      But now that Kincaid was dead, Isobel was always out and about, experiencing all the joys of modern life that a seventeenth-century witch might have missed out on.

      Vesta carefully untied my scarf from James’s hand, and we cleaned up the wound. It was a clean cut, right across the palm.

      Minerva made James drink the whole glass of water. ‘So, what happened?’ she asked him, when he’d swallowed down the last of it.

      ‘Nothing,’ James said slowly. ‘It was… stupid. We were just – just hanging out. At the abbey.’

      ‘What, Holyrood Abbey? The ruin?’ Vesta raised an eyebrow. ‘Open it for tourists at night, now, do they?’

      James didn’t answer, and Vesta nodded.

      ‘Yeah, thought not. So what, this is from climbing the fence?’

      ‘And that’s why you didn’t want to go to the ER?’ I prompted. ‘What about your friends? Where are they now?’

      ‘I – I’m not…’ James shook his head. ‘It’s a bit of a blur.’

      I frowned. Vesta was applying a local anaesthetic cream and threading the suture needle, ready to stitch up the cut. If it was only that, James would be fine. And maybe his vagueness was just down to tiredness, adrenaline, or trying to lie about what he’d been doing.

      On the other hand, I really didn’t want to find myself explaining to the police, or to James’s grieving family, why we hadn’t taken him to hospital when we’d realised he had gaps in his memory.

      There was one way I could make sure.

      I slipped my hand around his, giving it a little squeeze, making out I was reassuring him and holding his palm steady for Vesta. Then I shut my eyes, and opened my mind.

      I still wasn’t a hundred per cent at using my powers. Just as sometimes Vesta accidentally crushed things she was only trying to pick up, or Minerva’s lightning bolts fizzled out in the air and made all our hair stand on end, visions didn’t always come when called, or they came in weird unhelpful flashes. But sometimes…

      Darkness, and the scent of smoke, like a candle had been blown out right in front of my face. I shivered, cold but also sweating. All around me, old stone walls reached up towards the sky, their broken tops lost in the darkness and the fog, empty stone windows looking out on nothingness. 

      Two indistinct shapes ahead of me in the darkness. One got up, swearing fearfully under his breath and ran away. The other sat over the extinguished candle and raised his hands – one empty, one holding a bulky Stanley knife. 

      Everything went dark before I could see him draw it across his palm. 

      Now I was climbing, my feet scrambling for purchase against the precarious black iron of the Holyrood Palace gates. Behind me there came yelling and flashing lights. I climbed, agony throbbing in my palm as it slipped on the iron, slick with blood. 

      I was at the top when my foot slipped out from under me. I fell, and an iron spike struck me right in the stomach… 

      I gasped as the pain threw me out of the vision, and clasped my hands across my own stomach.

      ‘What?’ Minerva asked. ‘Di? Did you…’

      ‘James,’ I gasped. ‘Lift your shirt.’

      ‘Wha…’ James murmured. He still looked pale. In fact, he looked worse than pale. He blinked sluggishly and his head lolled sideways. I pushed his chair back and lifted up his shirt myself.

      The fabric peeled back slowly, stickily. There was a puncture wound underneath his bottom rib, a steady stream of blood seeping down his jeans and pooling around his feet.
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