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      Prologue

      
      
         Curse: n. A magical imprecation that brings or causes great trouble or harm.
         

      

      
      Curses are never good – and never more so when you end up trapped in the middle of one – like the droch guidhe, the curse that started eighty years ago.
      

      
      Clíona, a powerful sidhe queen – one of the noble fae – fell in love with a human, and she chose to bear him a son. Like all
         mortal children born of sidhe and human, her son was human and therefore ill-suited for life in the Fair Lands. So although
         she loved him with all her heart, she left him with his father when she was forced to return to her throne, charging those
         lesser fae who lived in the humans’ world to watch over him and keep him safe.
      

      
      Only the lesser fae didn’t watch him closely enough.

      
      The vampires found him.

      
      And they lured him to his death.

      
      Distraught at losing her son, Clíona cut off the lesser fae from the Fair Lands and laid the droch guidhe on them, that they should also know the grief in her heart.

      
      Faelings – the mortal children of lesser fae and humans – were (and still are) the first victims of the curse: easy pickings
         for the vampires through no fault of their own. Unwilling to see more of their mortal children die before their time, and
         hoping to deny the curse its prey, London’s lesser fae first chose to stop having children with humans, but as time moved
         on, it became clear that not only were no faelings being born, but since the curse had been laid, no full-blood fae children had been born either.
      

      
      The curse had blighted the lesser fae’s fertility.

      
      And while they might be nearly immortal, while they might be able to heal themselves of most injuries, they are the offspring
         of the Shining Times, born of magic and nature conjoined, and to survive, they must continually renew their connection to
         keep it strong, and that means they must procreate. For if the fae don’t procreate, then the magic doesn’t either, and if
         the magic fades, then it won’t be long before the fae follow it.
      

      
      London’s lesser fae are dying – literally – to break the curse.

      
      But now they think they’ve found another way.

      
      Me.

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      I stood at the entrance to Dead Man’s Hole, the now disused mortuary under Tower Bridge, shivering as the chill March wind sliced
         through my leather jacket. The wind tossed the distant voices of tourists visiting the bridge with the angry cries of the
         seagulls, and brought me the wilder scent of the river. Weak sunlight flickered into the mortuary’s large cave-like interior,
         making its Victorian glazed-brick walls and curved ceiling waver with watery reflections. Before me, my shadow stretched thin
         across the rough concrete floor, only to fade as it reached the large white sand and salt circle drawn in the room’s centre. Inside the darkness of the circle lay the dead girl I’d come to see.
      

      
      More than fifty humans a year lose their lives in the River Thames.

      
      I wiped my damp palms down my jeans and walked into the mortuary, nodding at the female police constable standing watch on
         one side. The astringent scent of sage coated with something sweet and thick caught the back of my throat. I swallowed back
         a choking cough, and kept walking until I reached the edge of the circle. Flecks of rust-coloured bone and the dried green
         of shredded yew patterned the sand and salt in intricate swirls like the ritual ashes scattered after a dwarf’s funeral pyre.
         The blood-spattered bone and yew meant the circle was consecrated to stop the dead from rising and hell-born visitors from
         appearing: standard police practice since the demon attack on London last Hallowe’en. And overkill in my opinion, considering it was now March, not October. But then, my opinion wasn’t one the police were usually interested
         in.
      

      
      More than fifty humans a year lose their lives in the River Thames; around eighty per cent are suicides.

      
      ‘Stay outside the circle, Ms Taylor,’ the WPC said, her voice echoing the disapproval evident in her expression, her hand
         tightening around the extendable baton at her side. I quickly lifted my own hand in acknowledgement. She was a witch, and
         while I was no longer on the Witches’ Council’s hit list, witches still tend to get a little trigger-happy around me. The
         last thing I wanted was to give her an excuse to zap me with the Stun spell stored in the baton’s jade and silver tip.
      

      
      Careful not to let my trainers scuff the sand circle I studied the dead girl staring sightlessly up at me from its centre.
         She was in her late teens, and Mediterranean ‘girl next door’ pretty: dark brown eyes, blue-black hair still wavy even while
         wet, and a dusting of freckles over her nose. More freckles dotted the dark skin of her shoulders, but where the spaghetti
         strap of her flowered sundress had slipped, the line of paler flesh it exposed suggested her colour was a result of sun or
         a sunbed, and not her natural skin tone.
      

      
      More than fifty people a year lose their lives in the River Thames.

      
      And none of them fae.

      
      The dead girl didn’t look like any sort of fae. The suntan was the obvious giveaway; only human DNA produces melanin. As a
         sidhe fae, I could lie naked in the middle of the Sahara for a week and the dark-honey shade of my skin would never change,
         the blood-amber colour of my hair would never lighten, and even the sunburn would be nothing more than a rosy blush thanks
         to my fast-healing fae metabolism. But Hugh – Detective Sergeant Hugh Munro of the Metropolitan Police’s Magic and Murder
         squad – wouldn’t have called me in to look at the body if this was just an ordinary human death.
      

      
      And the witches wouldn’t have put her in a consecrated circle.

      
      So either she wasn’t all human, or—

      
      Dread constricted my throat. I didn’t want this to be real. I didn’t want to think about what this girl’s death might herald.
         The droch guidhe that afflicted London’s fae had already mutated in the past by blighting their fertility, and now it looked like it might
         be mutating again. And if it was, was this girl’s death my fault? Had I somehow caused it by not doing what the fae wanted
         – by not having the child they wanted? A child they thought would crack the curse – despite there being no reason other than I was sidhe. Guilt at my continued refusal stabbed at me, but it was
         too life-altering a decision to say yes to without some sort of guarantee … and without knowing the magical consequences for
         the baby, the one innocent I should protect above all others …
      

      
      I touched the gold pentacle where it burned reassuringly against my sternum, then shoved my fears away into the locked box
         in my mind.
      

      
      Right now, none of that mattered.

      
      What mattered was finding out if this girl’s death was a random death – a human death – or not.
      

      
      I flipped the metaphysical switch inside me and looked, checking for magic. The circle glowed like a ring of blood-red neon shot with bright stars, the Stun spell in the WPC’s
         baton winked like an iridescent green firefly in my peripheral vision—
      

      
      —and the girl’s body disappeared beneath a binding of dirty-white ropes. I frowned, narrowing my eyes to get a better look. There was nothing neat about the spell trussing her up in a lumpy cocoon; it looked as if someone had gone crazy and sprayed
         her with a dozen cans of magical silly string. So whoever had tagged the girl was an amateur – or wanted the police to think they were – or they’d been in a hurry …
      

      
      Whatever the answer, the girl was still dead.

      
      Detached sadness at the waste of life rippled over me. I hadn’t known the girl, she wasn’t a friend I’d loved and lost … I
         clutched the gold pentacle – Grace’s gold pentacle – as the memory of Grace sacrificing herself for me at Hallowe’en rose like some malevolent leviathan, eager to consume me—
         The box in my mind snapped shut again and the sadness drained away, leaving me numb and empty.
      

      
      The mortuary and the dead girl came back into focus.

      
      The silly string wrapping the girl’s body blurred for a second. I blinked and rubbed my eyes, wondering if I’d imagined it,
         then crouched and looked closer. The string blurred again, near her head, and as I followed the lumpy line of the cocoon towards her hands, it shimmered
         like hot air in a heatwave. There was another spell—
      

      
      ‘Genny.’ Hugh’s deep voice behind me made me start. I turned as I straightened and looked up at him. At just over seven foot
         tall – small for a mountain troll; usually they average around eight feet – he towered over my own five foot five. Concern
         creased his ruddy face, and anxious dust puffed from his head ridge to settle like pink icing sugar on his neatly trimmed
         black hair and pressed white shirt. Hugh always looked like he was still in uniform, even after four years as a plainclothes
         detective. Or nearly always. Memory flashed me a disturbing picture of the only time I’d seen him look less than smartly turned
         out … his rough hewn body nude and gleaming like polished red granite, white silicate blood streaming from the vampire bites
         in his neck and shoulder. He’d been forced to fight for his life, and for the lives of his friends and colleagues. And for
         me. He’d won, but it had taken six solid months of being buried and baked in his home earth, in the Cairngorms, to heal his
         injuries. And his mind.
      

      
      Trolls are deeply pacifist at heart; killing doesn’t come easy to them.
      

      
      He’d only been back on active duty for a couple of weeks.

      
      ‘Are you all right, Genny?’

      
      ‘Yes, why?’

      
      ‘You’re crying,’ he rumbled softly.

      
      Was I? I touched my face, frowning as I realised my cheeks were wet, and swiped the tears away. Damn. I hated when that happened;
         like some part of me was reacting independently to the rest of me. It was occurring more and more often.
      

      
      Sympathy softened the grey-cloud colour of Hugh’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry, I should have know this would upset you, finding someone
         in the river after what happened on All Hallows’ Eve—’
      

      
      ‘I’m fine.’ I blinked and looked up at Hugh. This wasn’t the time or place to talk about then … about Grace. ‘Really, I’m fine,’ I said again, firmly. ‘Ignore it; I do.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t ignore it, Genny.’ He laid his large hand gently on my shoulder. ‘I was wrong to contact you. If the victim’s not
         human, then this should be the fae’s business to deal with, not yours.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve been over this, Hugh.’ I patted his hand on my shoulder, taking comfort from the warm grittiness of his skin under
         my palm. ‘I have to find a way to crack the curse, so there’s no way I can walk away from this, even if I wanted to.’ Which part of me did: the scared part, that
         after five months of fruitless searching for an answer – one that didn’t involve me getting pregnant – now wanted nothing
         more than to hide away and pretend I’d never heard of any fertility curse. ‘And you were right to call me. The girl’s body
         is tagged with some sort of Glamour spell.’
      

      
      His concerned expression changed to one of disappointment and his fingers twitched with determination before he carefully
         removed his hand from under mine. Hugh is impervious to magic – actually, trolls are impervious to a lot of things – but the whole ‘not affected by magic’ also means they can’t see it or sense it either.
      

      
      ‘She didn’t tell you,’ I stated. She was Detective Inspector Helen Crane, Hugh’s boss – and my own personal nemesis. She was also a powerful bitch – sorry, witch – so she had to have seen both the spells.
      

      
      ‘No, but I suspected as much.’ His massive shoulders shifted in a frustrated shrug.

      
      Mentally I winced; looked like the communication problem Hugh was having with DI Crane wasn’t getting any better, and it probably wasn’t helped by his decision to keep me
         informed about any deaths involving magic; something DI Crane had refused to do. She knew all about the curse, and she had
         a vested interest in cracking it, but she’d decided she’d rather cut her nose off than even try to work with me.
      

      
      Hugh indicated the dead girl. ‘What can you tell me about the Glamour spell?’

      
      ‘Well … it’s smothered beneath the other spell, the one that binds her, and since she’s dead and the Glamour is still in operation,
         I’d say it’s probably some sort of Cosmetic or Disguise spell, and not an assumed projection which would’ve dissipated at
         the point of unconsciousness.’ I pursed my lips. ‘Quite what it’s hiding though, I won’t know until I remove it.’
      

      
      The WPC made a noise like her broomstick had poked her, reminding me she was listening. ‘I can’t let Ms Taylor interfere with
         the evidence, Sarge,’ she said. ‘You told me you only wanted her to check things out.’
      

      
      ‘Ms Taylor being here is my responsibility, not yours, Constable Martin.’

      
      ‘I know the way things stand, Sarge, but—’

      
      ‘But I am still your superior officer, Constable,’ he rumbled warningly. ‘At least, I am right now,’ he added, a little ruefully.

      
      ‘And I want you to stay that way, Sarge,’ she said, throwing me a half-disapproving, half-entreating glare.
      

      
      I gave her my best poker-face back. Hugh might look like he was only a few years older than my own twenty-five – especially
         since his recent ‘bury and bake’ session – but he was nearing seventy, and as he’d already pointed out to me on several occasions,
         he was certainly old enough to make his own career decisions without my advice.
      

      
      ‘I want to stay your boss too, Mary,’ Hugh told her calmly, as if having me here wasn’t going to get him hauled over his boss’s
         witch-fired coals. ‘But we have a duty to this poor girl and Ms Taylor can help us do that.’ He turned back to me. ‘Can you
         tell what the victim is under the spell?’
      

      
      ‘I can definitely tell you she’s not fae,’ I said, ‘otherwise the body would have faded after death.’
      

      
      ‘I know that, Genny,’ he said, thin fissures of exasperation bracketing his mouth. ‘Is she faeling?’

      
      I waved a hand in frustration. ‘She’s been in the Thames, Hugh. Whatever the Glamour spell is, it’s bespoke, made-to-measure
         magic that’s survived being in fast-running water, which not only means it’s expensive, but that she could be anything from
         a Beater goblin to a mega-rich “It” girl sneaking out in disguise.’ I was crossing my fingers for the latter, going by the
         out-of-season tan, but something told me I wasn’t going to be that lucky.
      

      
      It wasn’t a premonition – I don’t get those; just the knowledge that four weeks previously the badly decomposed body of a
         faeling had been pulled out of the river and an inexplicable administrative error had meant the body had ended up languishing in the standard human morgue as a Jane Doe over the weekend before someone had
         discovered she wasn’t fully human, by which time only fragments of some unidentifiable spell remained. Or so I’d been told.
         I’d never got to see for myself.
      

      
      Not like now.
      

      
      Still, if this girl was faeling, at least she didn’t appear to have been in the water long. Then I realised what was nagging
         at me. My own inner radar should’ve been telling me what species the girl was – it’s normally pretty good at that—
      

      
      I looked up at Hugh. ‘I really need to remove the spell to tell what she is.’

      
      ‘Which Ms Taylor is not authorised to do.’ DI Helen Crane’s commanding voice cut in loudly before he could reply.

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      My heart sank. The Witch-bitch herself had arrived. Just what we didn’t need.
      

      
      I turned to see her striding through the entrance of the mortuary, tall and slender, with her blonde hair pulled back in a
         severe bun: the fortysomething icon for witches and the police force both. She was beautiful, even with her patrician features
         harsh with anger. And as usual she was blinged-up like a goblin queen, the spells stored about her jewellery-bedecked person
         flashing and sparking in my sight like fireworks at a trolls’ New Moon party.
      

      
      I briefly closed my eyes to disperse the afterimage burned on my retinas and wondered sourly why she couldn’t have turned
         up half an hour later. Now we were going to have to convince her to let me check out the dead girl, a much tougher proposition
         than the nice fait accompli Hugh and I had been hoping for.
      

      
      ‘I gave strict orders to the effect that Ms Taylor’s particular talents’ – the vitriol in the inspector’s voice made it clear
         it wasn’t my talent with magic she was alluding to – ‘were not required in this case, Sergeant Munro.’ She halted, ramrod-straight,
         and stood far enough back that she didn’t give the impression she had to look up to Hugh; a stance she’d perfected dealing
         with the trolls who worked for her. ‘Please remove her from my crime scene before I have her arrested for obstruction.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not the one doing the obstructing, though, am I?’ I murmured, annoyed at her attitude, even though I hadn’t expected anything more from her.
      

      
      Hugh moved so he was between us. ‘Ma’am, the victim is tagged with a Glamour spell; it’s possible she may not be human—’
      

      
      ‘I am fully aware of that, Sergeant, which is why I have arranged for a full coven chapter to remove the spells without damaging
         them. They are evidence, after all, and will need to be investigated. If – and I stress the word “if ” – the victim is determined
         “not human” after the safe removal of the spells, then I shall, of course, inform the appropriate persons within the fae communities.’
      

      
      ‘The coven won’t be able to get here for a good couple of hours, ma’am, and the spells have been in running water,’ Hugh said
         in a neutral tone, glossing over the fact that his boss had just admitted to keeping him out of the picture. ‘It’s likely
         that they will deteriorate before the coven arrives. Ms Taylor can remove them now.’
      

      
      ‘Sergeant, your concern is noted, but we will follow procedure on this. Please ensure Ms Taylor leaves.’

      
      Angry at the way she was treating Hugh and the dead girl, and determined not to let her get away with stonewalling any longer,
         whatever her reason – and angry just because she was her – I stepped round Hugh and placed myself firmly in front of her, close enough to get into her personal space, close enough
         to smell her expensive floral perfume and close enough that the spell in her huge sapphire pendant shone like a captive star
         beneath the pale blue of her blouse, even without using my sight. What the hell was the spell she had stored in it? Oh yeah, something to do with protection from vampires. She had a phobia about them – a phobia that had nearly got me munched
         on the first time we’d met. Which was the Witch-bitch’s standard operating procedure when it came to me.
      

      
      I held up my company ID card. ‘Inspector Crane, I know we don’t see eye to eye’ – a hell of a clichéd understatement, despite the fact I was looking right into the Witch-bitch’s
         own cold baby blues – ‘but you know I work for Spellcrackers.com. As a company we’ve done consultancy work for the police
         before. You yourself have even employed us’ – okay so she’d never actually employed me, just Finn: my boss, her ex-husband, and now my sort of … well, Finn’s and my relationship is still in a stand-off position, what with the fertility
         curse hanging round like an over-eager matchmaking mama – ‘so maybe I should stress that the “following procedure” excuse doesn’t wash.’
      

      
      ‘Ms Taylor—’ She paused, visibly composing herself. ‘By the time I get approval to pay your fee, the coven chapter will have
         been and gone.’
      

      
      As excuses go, it wasn’t even as good as the ‘following procedure’ one. I flapped my ID card and trotted out a flat version
         of my usual work spiel: ‘Spellcrackers.com ~ making magic safe ~ Guaranteed. If you’re not satisfied with the results, then don’t pay.’
      

      
      Personally I couldn’t care less whether she paid me or not; not only was removing the spells costing me nothing but my own
         time, since this was my day off, but this wasn’t about money. This was about the curse. And if this poor girl’s death had
         anything to do with it, then I wanted— no, I needed to know. No way was DI Crane going to sideline me this time.
      

      
      ‘You’re well aware of the Spellcrackers.com guarantee,’ I said. ‘Not to mention my time’s going to be a lot cheaper than a
         chapter of coven witches – surely your budget approval people can’t complain at that,’ I finished sweetly.
      

      
      ‘It’s too dangerous.’ Her lips thinned. ‘The body could well be magically booby-trapped.’

      
      I laughed. She was getting desperate now. ‘Ple-ease don’t tell me you’re worried about me, Inspector?’ I leaned in closer still and lowered my voice. ‘You and I both know that
         there’re only the two active spells on the girl’s body, but even if we’ve both missed something … well, it’s not like you’ve ever been concerned about my wellbeing before’ – which was why
         she’d turned up too late at Hallowe’en, and why Grace was dead— No, don’t think about that now – ‘in fact quite the opposite,’ I carried on in the same low voice. ‘So I would have thought you’d jump at the chance to
         leave me in harm’s way. Again.’
      

      
      Consideration flickered in her cool blue eyes and for a moment I thought I’d won. Then her expression smoothed over and she
         stepped back. ‘All very persuasive, Ms Taylor, but it is well known that you are unable to cast the simplest spell. Therefore
         I find I am not confident in your abilities to consider you as a suitable consultant … in this case.’
      

      
      I decided that if she ever did employ me to remove a spell for her, I’d make damn sure she hadn’t tampered with it first.
         But she was right, my spellcasting abilities are nonexistent, despite me being made from magic – the magic’s own little joke
         on me, I guess. Not that I was going to let her use my handicap to her advantage.
      

      
      ‘This isn’t about casting spells but removing them,’ I said, ‘and that I can do. I can even offer you a free demonstration.’
         I held out my hand towards Constable Martin, still standing to one side, her gaze carefully averted as she no doubt wished
         she was anywhere else but here. I focused on the firefly-green of the Stun spell in her baton. I called it— Shit! Too fast! The spell barrelled at me like a shining green bullet and I had a moment’s panic that I wouldn’t be able
         to catch it before it hit. I gritted my teeth as it skidded to a halt above my palm, millimetres above my skin, and started
         spinning like a drunken top.
      

      
      I held it up, hiding a mixture of relief and triumph. ‘One Stun spell, Inspector.’ I smiled, ignoring the creeping numbness
         spreading over my palm. ‘Now, I can absorb it whole’ – hopefully without knocking myself out, but hey, I wasn’t going to tell her that – ‘or I can crack it’ – not an option she’d choose; it was way too expensive a spell to be blasted back into the ether – ‘or I can attach it
         to whatever you want.’
      

      
      I tossed it lightly in the air, praying I didn’t fumble the catch. I tilted my head in question and bared my teeth in a smile.
         ‘So where would you like me to put it?’
      

      
      Hugh rumbled a cautionary warning behind me.

      
      DI Crane clenched her hands, her multitude of rings – a lesser person might call them substitute knuckle-dusters – clinking
         in fury. ‘That spell is police property, Ms Taylor. Return it to Constable Martin’s baton immediately.’
      

      
      I tossed the spinning spell again, contemplating the tempting little thought that suggested zapping her would be a quick –
         if extremely stupid – way to end this argument.
      

      
      As if he’d read my mind, Hugh squeezed my shoulder. ‘That’s enough now, Genny. Do as the inspector says and return the spell
         to Constable Martin, please.’ He gently pushed me towards the constable, who gave me a disgusted look and held out her baton.
         I flicked my fingers and sent the Stun spell back into the smooth piece of jade.
      

      
      ‘Done,’ I said, turning back to Hugh.

      
      ‘Thank you, Genny.’ He looked down at the scowling inspector. ‘Ma’am,’ he said quietly, ‘the press are already outside. If
         Ms Taylor walks out now while we wait for a coven to arrive, there will be a lot of speculation.’
      

      
      Crap. The last thing I needed was the papers speculating; I had enough problems being the only sidhe in London without the
         tabloids taking an interest in me again. But DI Crane didn’t need any more bad press where I was concerned either, not after
         she’d all but publicly accused me of murder not so long ago. I’d heard her superiors hadn’t been happy. Of course, they weren’t
         the only ones; I’d been pretty pissed off too.
      

      
      Hugh lowered his voice further. ‘Ma’am, I think you’re allowing your personal feelings to cloud your professional judgement in this matter. It might be wise to take a moment to reconsider your decision and allow Ms Taylor to help with this
         particular situation.’
      

      
      She flexed her beringed fingers as she turned her back on him and moved stiffly to contemplate the dead girl in the circle.
         Looked like Hugh’s ‘good cop’ routine was working … so maybe one last straw would break her.
      

      
      ‘Inspector,’ I said conversationally, ‘if it turns out the dead girl isn’t fully human, do you really want the fae community’
         – and by ‘fae community’ we both knew I meant Finn – ‘to know you delayed matters unnecessarily?’
      

      
      After a moment she turned, high spots of angry colour staining her cheeks. ‘Sergeant, you and Ms Taylor have made your points.
         If you can assure me of the undamaged retrieval of the spells, then I’ll authorise Spellcrackers.com to do so.’
      

      
      Relief flooded into me. ‘Thank you, Inspector.’

      
      ‘Don’t thank me, Ms Taylor. Just remove the spells, and then remove yourself.’ She turned on her heel and strode out.

      
      I narrowed my eyes at the circle. After dealing with Witch-bitch Crane, removing the spells was going to be the easy part.

      
      Wasn’t it?

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      Ten minutes later, the authorisation forms were signed, my fee – hardly worth bothering with, if it weren’t for the principle
         – agreed, and the preparations nearly finished. Once DI Crane had capitulated, she’d gone into whirlwind mode; anyone would
         think she wanted shot of me!
      

      
      I watched as she reached inside her briefcase and carefully extracted a large padded velvet bag. Slipping the bag off, she
         held up an unframed mirror the size of a dinner plate. ‘This is a solid silver casting mirror, Ms Taylor. I have two of them; one for each of the spells.’ She leaned over and gently positioned the mirror on top
         of its padded pouch inside the circle. ‘They are extremely costly. Please try not to damage them.’
      

      
      I had no intention of even touching them; silver might well be the best way for witches to isolate magic – especially when
         you want to pick it apart at leisure – but it’s not the easiest to use when you’re allergic to it. My usual method – tagging unwanted spells to a salt block, then cracking the salt block along with the spell – was messy but effective, but it wasn’t going to leave much to investigate. I could
         think of other things I’d be more comfortable transferring the spells to, like synthetic spell-crystals, or a lump of wood,
         even a plastic bucket – after all, magic isn’t fussy; with enough focus, spells can be attached to anything – but the DI was the one running the show, so the silver casting mirrors were it.
      

      
      She stood up and waved a hand at the circle. The thick white candles standing at the five points – air, earth, fire, water
         and spirit – flickered into life, the red neon magic in the circle glittered like the Milky Way, and the smudge sticks of
         smouldering sage flared, their herbal smoke twisting up to gather, cloud-like, against the curved brick roof of the mortuary.
      

      
      ‘All ready for you, Ms Taylor,’ she said with a cheerful edge to her voice.

      
      I stifled a grimace. Never mind the mirrors; I wasn’t happy about the rest of the magic show either, something she was well
         aware of, judging by her sudden change in attitude.
      

      
      Trouble was, while magic might not be fussy – or something you can talk to or reason with – it definitely has a will of its
         own; and it tends to be unpredictable and capricious at times, especially around me. Being sidhe, and made of magic, has its
         disadvantages. Of course, witches are human – or at least their DNA doesn’t show the paternal sidhe side of their parentage
         – and they have their own disadvantage; they need all their textbook rituals in order to manipulate the magic. But, for me,
         all the DI’s extras just meant added complications.
      

      
      I waved my own hand at the circle. ‘Is all the paraphernalia really necessary?’

      
      ‘Ms Taylor,’ she said briskly, ‘we’re in the centre of London, one of the busiest cities in the world, and I am responsible
         for its magical Health and Safety, among other things. We have to take precautions against every eventuality, no matter how
         slight. So yes, “all the paraphernalia”, as you so charmingly put it, is necessary.’
      

      
      Probably true, though I was certain if she could get away with making things more difficult for me, she would. Needing more
         reassurance, I took stock of my audience. Constable Martin was staring studiously at nothing; she wasn’t going to grass up
         her boss. Hugh watched from near the mortuary’s entrance, his huge bulk almost blocking out the sunlight; he was on my side,
         but magic wasn’t his forte. The only other person around was on the opposite side of the circle: Doctor Craig, the doctor on police call.
      

      
      He was crouched down, scratching his almost unreadable bird-footprint notes on the yellow pad balanced on his tweed-trousered
         knee. His familiar bald pate, with its halo of grey curls parting over his jug-like ears, gleamed in the candlelight. He looked
         up, as if suddenly aware I was studying him, gave me a vague smile along with a quick head-to-toe assessment, then returned
         to his yellow pad. He was famous for his note-taking at HOPE, the Human Other and Preternatural Ethics clinic, where he was
         doing hands-on research into 3V (vampire venom virus) and where I volunteered, and both his presence and the obsessive, scratchy
         noise of his pen made me more at ease.
      

      
      He hit my internal radar as a straight human, though I knew he could see and sense magic, thanks to a touch of magical blood somewhere in his ancestry. And he’d always made it clear he’d be happier without
         the consultancy work he did for the police – making life better for the living was his thing – so no way was he in the DI’s
         pocket. And none of her preparations had fazed him.
      

      
      Thinking about Dr Craig’s ethos reminded me why I was here. I looked at the girl; she was dead, but finding out what killed
         her – whether it was the curse or something else – and stopping it from happening again could make others’ lives better, maybe
         even save some too. So worrying about DI Crane having it in for me was wasting time. I dug out half a dozen liquorice torpedoes
         and crunched them quickly: the sugar boost makes it easier to work the magic. I handed my jacket to Hugh for safekeeping,
         touched Grace’s gold pentacle for comfort and offered up a brief prayer for success to whatever gods might be listening.
      

      
      And stepped inside the circle.

      
      DI Crane muttered something vaguely Latin-sounding behind me, magic prickled over my skin and the circle sprung up around me with an audible crack, like the jaws of a swamp
         dragon snapping shut. The dome of magic loomed over me like a giant inside-out multi-mirrored disco ball, reflecting my distorted
         face back at me, and I saw myself blinking in shock. What the hell had she drawn her circle with? This wasn’t standard. It should have been a nice clear dome, like a huge soap-bubble blown by a child. I
         took a deep, calming breath—
      

      
      —it felt like I was trying to inhale a cactus—

      
      Silver!

      
      She’d put silver dust in the circle.

      
      Fuck! She hadn’t just loaded the circle for demons, but for vampires too. My pulse sped up and I looked past the myriad ethereal
         mirrors to see her watching me with narrowed eyes. Was the silver dust just a normal precaution … or had she used it deliberately,
         knowing my father was a vampire?
      

      
      I shelved the questions. Most of London’s fae knew I had a sucker for a father, so it wasn’t much of a secret, not now, and
         I didn’t have time to dwell on the Inspector’s possible motives. I wasn’t even sure I had time to deal with the spells before
         the silver knocked me unconscious.
      

      
      Concentrating on slowing my pulse and my breathing to minimise the silver’s effect, I knelt on the floor next to the dead
         girl. I gently took her damp hand in mine, double-checking she didn’t have any more than the two spells on her: flesh-to-flesh
         contact makes it easier to sense the magic. I frowned. Her skin was wrinkled from being in the water, but it was still soft
         and pliable; either rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet, or it had been and gone … only the body looked too undamaged to have been
         in the water long enough for rigor to have passed. Still, time and silver weren’t waiting for me.
      

      
      I released her hand and plunged both of mine into the mass of magic binding her, flinching as the dirty-white ropes writhed around my lower arms, feeling like cold slippery eels. Gritting my teeth, I ignored the rest of the circle’s distracting
         magic and focused on the rope spell. I called it and the ropes pulled away from the body with a nauseating sound like flesh being ripped from bone, and a sweet, rank smell
         assaulted my nostrils. Shuddering, I gathered the bundle into my arms and tried not to think how they were starting to resemble
         a mass of rotten intestines; or how the more I pulled at the ropes, the more the girl’s body twisted and jerked like a fish
         struggling to escape a hook.
      

      
      An urgent gasp almost broke my focus. Annoyed, I frowned up at Dr Craig.
      

      
      ‘She’s bleeding,’ he shouted, pointing towards the girl’s head.

      
      Bleeding? I froze in shock. She couldn’t be bleeding, she was dead!
      

      
      Wasn’t she?

      
      But there was definitely a small puddle of blood spreading out from beneath her head.

      
      ‘Genny, you need to start resuscitating her,’ he ordered. ‘Inspector Crane, you need to open the—’

      
      The rest of his words were lost as I yanked at the last of the ropes and slid them down onto the nearest silver casting mirror, squashing them on with my hands and my will. A distant part of me registered the stinging burn in my palms, the sharp
         scrape of silver in my throat as I sucked air deep into my lungs, the brief dilation of the girl’s pupils as I leaned over
         her head, pinching her nose and tipping her chin. I fastened my mouth to hers and forced my own breath into her body. I averted
         my head, inhaled, then breathed into her mouth again; watching the girl’s chest rise—
      

      
      Why the hell didn’t DI Crane break the circle?

      
      Another breath; another slight lift of the girl’s chest.

      
      The ropes had to be some sort of Stasis spell, trapping the girl at the point of dying, maybe.

      
      Breathe again.

      
      For fuck’s sake, get a move on, Inspector.

      
      I clasped my hands together in a fist and raised them over my head, bringing them down on the girl’s chest with a hollow-sounding
         thud.
      

      
      DI Crane swam into my sight: she was on her knees outside the circle, sweat beading her forehead as she traced glyphs on the
         outside of the mirrored dome with panicked, jerky movements. Behind her, Constable Martin was gripping the inspector’s shoulders,
         her eyes closed in concentration; and looming behind both of them was Hugh’s worried red-dusted face, alongside half a dozen
         others.
      

      
      Crap, what the hell was wrong?

      
      I sucked in more air. The copper smell of blood mixed with the rank sweetness and masked the sharp scrape of silver.

      
      ‘I can’t break the circle,’ DI Crane shouted, her voice coming as if through a thick wall. ‘The silver— blood— sealed …’

      
      I fastened my mouth back on the girl’s as my mind raced to catch up: Silver to hold a vampire— fresh blood in the circle— Shit, maybe my vamp half was screwing with the circle’s containment magic?
      

      
      I breathed out.

      
      ‘You’ll have to crack it,’ she shouted.
      

      
      I briefly raised my head to take in more air, and focused on the magical dome of mirrors and the anxious group of police behind them. No way could I crack the dome; the mirrors might not be physical, but the salt and sand and bone in the circle were, and they would turn into
         enough shrapnel to flay the skin off anyone standing too close. I’d have to absorb the magical dome instead. Absorbing magic was never fun; absorbing sharp pieces of mirror, however metaphysical they might
         be, was going to be a fucking nightmare …
      

      
      —I lowered my mouth to the girl’s—
      

      
      She coughed and retched, filling my mouth with bitter-tasting liquid, and I swallowed reflexively, shock, disbelief and hope
         coursing through me.
      

      
      ‘She’s alive,’ I yelled.

      
      The circle had to open – now!

      
      I hurriedly but carefully rolled her over into the recovery position, then thrust out my arms, palms up, and called the magic. The candles guttered and snuffed out; a wind howled and buffeted my body; the dome of mirrors rattled, glowing
         red with reflected neon and blood … Time seemed to stand still as the Glamour spell peeled away from the girl and I saw her
         true face. No longer human-pretty, she had small, black bead-like eyes, a hooked beak of a nose, thin, almost nonexistent
         lips and a receding chin: a faeling, and one with corvid blood, going by the black feathers growing from her scalp. The feathers
         were stringy with blood, and the shape of her head was oddly uneven … Time started again, and the mirrors exploded into feather-winged
         flames and flew towards my heart like iron-tipped darts to a magnet.
      

      
      I had a moment to think, Oh crap! before they hit—
      

      
      —but the pain didn’t come—

      
      Instead, something grabbed me, and yanked me out of the circle.
      

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      After an infinitely long moment of disorientation, the oddly light feeling in my bones told me that I’d been plucked out of
         the humans’ world and was now somewhere in Between.

      
      Between is the gap that links the humans’ world and the Fair Lands. And unlike those places, Between is still malleable enough that with enough power and will, you can mould it into whatever you desire. Of course, depending
         on the magic’s mood, its interpretation of your desires can be unpredictable at best, probably nightmarish at worst.
      

      
      Much like the owner of the pale gold eyes, with their vertical, cat-like pupils, into which I was looking. I recognised the
         eyes and their owner, of course – hard not to when she was the only sidhe I’d ever met. Not that recognising her was going
         to help much. She wasn’t exactly the type you could get any meaningful answers from, not being fully compos mentis. Which might account for her … outfit.
      

      
      Her head was crowned with a corona of yellow and white honeysuckle flowers, and long stems of golden heart-shaped leaves twined
         through the hip-length curls of her silver-blonde hair. Her dress was a flowing robe of yellow silk which billowed around
         her like sails in a nonexistent wind. That same wind riffled the feathers on the huge gold wings that spread out from her
         shoulders and framed her slender form. She looked like the love-child of a Rossetti painting and a Russian icon.
      

      
      The angelic love-child raised her hands and suddenly we were standing in brilliant sunshine. Tiny cartoon-like cherubs, complete with rosy cheeks, golden wings and glittering halos,
         zipped around our heads like sugar-hyped garden fairies, white fluffy clouds nipped our ankles like a litter of playful puppies
         and the scent of honey, cinnamon and sweetened vanilla fragranced the air. Above us curved a twenty-foot-high dome of magic,
         painted the sapphire blue of a clear summer sky. Etched into the blue was the smiling image of a benign old man with a long
         white beard.
      

      
      I’d been beamed up to Disney Heaven. Lucky me.

      
      The angelic sidhe looked to be in her late teens (although since she was virtually immortal, gauging her physical age by her
         looks was a guessing game I was never going to win) and she was staring at me with the expectant look of a young child who
         knows she’s done something clever and is eagerly waiting for the pay-off: adult amazement.
      

      
      I got the hint: I was supposed to do something – only I didn’t know what … I flashed back to the last (and only) time I’d
         met her: I’d been knocked out by magic, and as I’d come round she’d been leaning over me. That time she’d been dressed up
         like an angel from a colouring book: Cinderella’s Christmas Spectacular, and so I’d called her ‘Angel’ when she’d refused to tell me her real name. Obviously the Disney Heaven scene was meant to
         jog my memory, and it did. It was also starting to scare the crap out of me. I couldn’t begin to imagine how much juice it
         took to make this huge patch of make-believe exist, let alone to bring me here. Nor what an über-powerful sidhe who had the
         mental age of a five-year-old could do if she decided to throw a tantrum … like the one about to hit any moment now, judging
         by the speed at which her expression was turning sulky.
      

      
      ‘You’re supposed to say the magic words.’ She stamped her foot. ‘You said them last time!’

      
      Last time? I dredged my memory, then crossed my fingers behind my back. ‘Does this mean I’m dead?’ I said, hoping the words weren’t prophetic.
      

      
      She gave a delighted giggle and clapped her hands. ‘Do you feel dead?’ she asked in a conspiratorial whisper.

      
      It was the same answer she’d given before – so we were obviously following a script. Trouble was, my copy was blank. I ad-libbed,
         ‘Not really. But then I didn’t feel dead the last few times it happened either.’
      

      
      Her laugh cut out and she peered closer, a small frown marring her delicate features, then she lifted her hand and poked her
         finger at my forehead. A jolt of raw power knocked me flat on my butt. ‘Bad!’ she exclaimed, her bottom lip sticking out in
         a sullen pout. Then she twirled away, humming tunelessly.
      

      
      I sat there, winded. ‘Nice to see you too, Angel,’ I muttered, wondering what the hell she could possibly want with me. Or
         maybe it wasn’t her that wanted me?
      

      
      Angel was one of Clíona’s Ladies. She’d gone AWOL from the Fair Lands last Hallowe’en and ended up in London. Clíona had been
         desperate to get her back, so in exchange for some information I’d needed, I’d found Angel and returned her safely to Clíona.
         In gratitude Clíona had granted me a boon: an offer of sanctuary at her court, the offer open for a year and a day, so long
         as I didn’t ‘bear a child’. Of course, if I did get pregnant then she’d kill me. Faerie gifts are to die for.
      

      
      But if it was Clíona who wanted me here, why wasn’t she putting in an appearance?
      

      
      ‘What I really need is a clue,’ I said under my breath.

      
      Something brushed against my hand, and when I looked down, the playful clouds were littered with black feathers.

      
      Goosebumps pricked my flesh. I quickly scanned the dome but could see no one other than Angel. Carefully, I gathered a handful
         of feathers and waved them at her. ‘Don’t suppose you know anything about these?’ I asked, keeping my tone light.
      

      
      She dashed over, bent down and peered into my face again. Something old and sly and dangerous shadowed the pale gold of her eyes and I froze, instinct turning my bones liquid with
         fear. A scream lodged in my throat and I had to force myself not to scuttle away and hide—
      

      
      Then It was gone and I sagged in relief as she squealed with excitement, snatched the feathers and tossed them into the air. They
         morphed into a murder of black crows and soared up to join the cartoon cherubs in their zipping flight paths. She flexed her
         long wings, gathered up her yellow robe and skipped away again.
      

      
      I huddled among the playful clouds, getting my adrenalin-spiked pulse back under control. Damn. Angel was little Miss Looney Tunes, but even she was preferable to whoever her hitchhiker was. Still, I’d got my clue, now
         I just had to decipher—
      

      
      Something wet dripped down the bridge of my nose and I swiped at it. Blood? I sniffed. It was sweet and coppery, but it didn’t
         carry the liquorice undertone of 3V infection. So not mine then, thankfully.
      

      
      I wiped my hand on my jeans and squinted up into the light. Slowly circling through the rosy-cheeked cherubs and the glossy
         blue-black crows like they were part of a gigantic cot mobile was a parade of soft toys: a plush polar bear, a mermaid with
         a glittering tail, and a fluffy rust-coloured bull passed over me as I watched. I flinched as blood splashed my face again.
         A beribboned unicorn and a copper-scaled dragon followed. I dodged the next splatter and frowned up as a pair of horses, one
         silver and one black, trotted before a well-stuffed brown teddy bear …
      

      
      The crows were dive-bombing the toys, spearing them with their beaks, making them bleed.

      
      The hair at the back of my neck stood on end.

      
      Was this another clue, or just a gruesome game?

      
      Suddenly Angel shrieked in anger and whirled down towards me. Heart racing, I jerked my arms up in defence, but before I could stop her, she punched her hand deep into my chest.
         Her eyes gazed into mine, the molten heat of her sun-bright pupils burning me as her magic seared my soul. Pain detonated
         in my centre as she ripped something from me and the world turned to grey mist, filled with gaping, hungry mouths and desperate,
         far-away screams—
      

      
      —and then I was back in Disney Heaven, staring in shock as she lifted her hand triumphantly to display a squirming tangle
         of shiny entrails hanging from her fist. I clutched my stomach, convinced she’d gutted me, but as reality trickled through
         my horror, I realised my body was still whole and undamaged. I looked back at her, and the wriggling intestines resolved themselves
         into a nest of angry, hissing snakes.
      

      
      ‘It is a soul, child,’ a voice growled low in my ear, startling me even as I recognised the rank butcher’s shop breath accompanying
         it. ‘Not yours, you will be reassured to know.’
      

      
      I was – but only by the information, not by the speaker. I twisted around to look warily at the large grey dog almost the
         size of a Great Dane looming at my shoulder. An unworldly glow emanated from its sleek coat like a silver aurora borealis
         as it regarded me steadily out of eerie grey eyes. The phouka, in her doggy guise, a.k.a. Clíona’s bitch.
      

      
      Crap, this really wasn’t turning out to be such a good day.

   
      
      Chapter Five

      
      ‘Oh, look,’ I said flatly, ‘it’s Grianne, my faerie dogmother, come to join in the heavenly fun. Why am I not surprised?’
      

      
      The phouka bared long black fangs a true dog would never have. ‘I have asked you before not to refer to me by that ridiculous
         mortal name. And this is not the time for levity.’
      

      
      ‘Damn.’ I bared my own teeth in a grin. ‘And there was me thinking I was supposed to laugh in the face of death. Got that
         one wrong, then.’
      

      
      ‘I am not here to kill you,’ the dog said with evident disappointment. ‘You are not with child, and my queen has given you
         a year and a day to find the answer you seek. Until then, you are safe from me.’
      

      
      Yeah, like I was going to believe that. Next she’d be telling me that goblins had given up wearing bling.

      
      When I was fourteen and a runaway, Clíona had sent the phouka to terminate me. According to Clíona, my father’s vamp DNA taints
         my gene pool, and makes me an abomination – even though my mother’s magical genetics means I’m pure sidhe through and through.
         No way was Clíona about to let me pass that taint on, curse or no curse. Only back then, things hadn’t quite gone the phouka’s
         way. Instead of killing me, she’d run into an opportunist vamp and I’d ended up saving her, which meant she’d ended up obligated
         to me for her life. So she’d reluctantly given me a reprieve. But if she could find a way for me to end up dead without getting
         her paws dirty, she would.
      

      
      I jerked my head, indicating Angel, who was poking at the hissing snakes. ‘So whose soul is it?’
      

      
      ‘It is the sorcerer’s soul. Eating it was not a wise choice, child.’

      
      ‘I’m not sure “wise” or “choice” came into it at the time,’ I said, hiding the relief that washed through me at her words.

      
      Consuming the sorcerer’s soul at Hallowe’en had been one of those act-now-and-live-with-the-evil-indigestion-later kind of
         things. The lack of immediate nasty consequences, together with the desperate need to find a way to crack the curse, had pushed it to the bottom of my to-do list, but now it looked like I could cross it off. It also looked like
         I owed Angel one.
      

      
      ‘Chomping the sorcerer’s soul was more an instinctive kind of revenge thing,’ I said blandly, ‘payback for the evil bitch
         sacrificing me.’ See? I have teeth too, oh dogmother.

      
      ‘I have already told you, child. I am not here to kill you.’ The phouka’s ears twitched in disapproval, the air wavered around
         her and Grianne took her human form. She sat next to me, dressed in one of her usual silvery-grey Grecian numbers. Her long,
         sharp features aligned in a haughty frown. ‘My responsibility here is only to my charge.’
      

      
      I gestured at Angel who had ripped off the head of one of the snakes and was busy sniffing it. ‘So who is little Miss Bloodthirsty?’

      
      Angel went to pop the snake’s head in her mouth—

      
      — and Grianne barked sharply. ‘Please do not eat that, Angel.’

      
      Angel?

      
      Angel stopped, a mutinous look in her eyes.

      
      ‘Why not allow your new creations to dispose of it?’ Grianne said, her voice taking on a placatory tone I’d never heard before.
         ‘I believe it would be good quarry for their hunters’ instincts.’
      

      
      Angel’s face scrunched as she chewed over the idea, rather than the snake’s head, then she grinned, squealed and flung the head upwards. Between one blink and the next, the tiny cherubs
         had grown sharp red horns in place of their halos, their wings had turned black and pitchforks had materialised in their fists.
         One little red devil shot forward, expertly speared the head on its fork and brandished it high, taunting the others, before
         zooming out of the dome. The rest whirred in an eager, hopeful mob around Angel. As I watched, she tore off another snake’s
         head and threw it up with happy glee.
      

      
      Devilled sorcerer’s soul. Hopefully they were taking it somewhere hot. ‘Is Angel her real name?’ I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.
      

      
      ‘She was first named for Our Mother’ – Grianne’s grey eyes stayed fixed on her charge – ‘but it was not a prudent choice,
         as the goddess quickly took her for Her own, and to call her by that name is to risk Her answering.’
      

      
      I suppressed a shudder as I recalled the something I’d seen looking out at me from Angel’s eyes. Had that been Her – Danu, The Mother? And if Angel was once named for Danu,
         then why were we in Disney Heaven, with its clichéd image of the Christian God? Somehow that didn’t seem overly tactful, or
         prudent. If I were Angel, I’d be wary of pissing off a goddess who was likely to appear and answer my prayers in person. But
         then again, if I had Danu hitchhiking in my mind whenever She felt like it, then maybe I wouldn’t see Her as a higher – and
         much scarier – being. It explained a lot, though: the combination of Danu and Grianne was enough to make anyone barking mad.
      

      
      ‘Clíona renamed her Rhiannon, but she has not answered to that name for a long while,’ Grianne continued, with a long-suffering
         sigh. ‘Now she goes only by those names she chooses herself, and she has been Angel since you returned her to us. It would
         not be a problem, but she also insists on manifesting wings. At least she has not yet mastered them enough for flight, and we hope this phase will pass before she does. It is difficult enough to keep track of her as it is.’
      

      
      ‘So,’ I said, pushing away an overly affectionate cloud hovering near my face, ‘who is she?’

      
      ‘Clíona’s youngest daughter.’

      
      No wonder Clíona had been so hot for me to find her and send her home! Having her youngest daughter safe was obviously more
         important than her erstwhile goal to eradicate me and my vamp-tainted blood. I filed the information away; maybe I could use
         it somehow to make Clíona take back her death promise if I became pregnant (unlikely), or refused her offer of sanctuary (very
         likely) …
      

      
      Grianne rested her chin on her hands. ‘She has been watching you since you helped her.’

      
      I snorted. ‘You can tell Clíona from me that stalking is illegal.’ Not to mention skin-crawlingly creepy.

      
      ‘It is Angel who watches you. She has conjured your image in every mirror, pool of water or silver surface at court. Sometimes
         she spends all night observing you sleep.’
      

      
      ‘What? So the whole court’s spying on me – all the time?’

      
      ‘They can do so, if they have a mind to.’

      
      Great. I was the star in my very own magical Big Brother/ Truman Show. My life was now complete.
      

      
      ‘But there are not many who find you entertaining.’ Grianne’s mouth turned down. ‘You work, you eat, you sleep, you read.
         It appears you lead an uneventful life.’
      

      
      ‘“Star” to “has-been” in five seconds flat,’ I said drily. ‘My ego bleeds.’

      
      ‘That is, until this morning.’ Her lip curled, either in either amusement or disgust; I was never sure with Grianne.

      
      I grimaced. ‘Guess a murder always ups the ratings.’ Another drop of blood stained my jeans. ‘And talking of that, it’s been
         interesting catching up, Grianne, but sitting here chatting isn’t helping the poor corvid faeling who’s just died, so maybe you could get to the point as to why I’m here, or, you know, just send me back?’
      

      
      ‘You used to enjoy our talks, child,’ she said, sounding unusually wistful, but her gaze was still fixed on Angel. I doubted
         she was much for listening.
      

      
      ‘If by “talks”, you mean “lectures”’ – on and on, about all things fae – ‘and by “enjoy”, you mean “suffer”, then yes, I did. Get to the point, Grianne.’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ she said briskly, ‘you should know that Clíona came to regret what she had wrought with the droch guidhe, so she petitioned Our Mother for a way to undo it. Our Mother decreed there should be a child for a child, and Angel is
         that child. She was created to break the curse.’
      

      
      Whoa. I stared at her, questions jamming my mind to a standstill until the important one finally popped out. ‘So why isn’t the
         curse broken?’
      

      
      ‘Our Mother’s decree did not come with any specific commands other than to give birth to the child.’

      
      Of course it didn’t. Gods and goddesses don’t do instruction leaflets – that would be way too easy. Although a child for a child sounded like it meant some sort of …
      

      
      ‘Birth is not the only path that Clíona has trodden seeking an end to this,’ she said. ‘Death has been another.’

      
      … sacrifice.

      
      ‘It did not break the curse either,’ she finished in the same brisk tone.

      
      ‘Do London’s fae know about all this?’ I demanded.

      
      She briefly turned her eerie eyes on me. ‘Have you asked them what they know, child?’

      
      Have I—? Surprise hit me like a stampeding troll. Crap. I hadn’t. In fact, the only fae I’d talked to about the curse were
         Finn and Tavish the kelpie, and if I was honest, they hadn’t exactly been long conversations. As for the rest of London’s
         fae, I definitely hadn’t tried to talk to them about anything; all I’d done was hole up in my flat with the ton of books they’d collected over the last eighty-odd years in their efforts to
         find a solution.
      

      
      Fuck. Why the hell would I do that?

      
      ‘As I have already told you, you lead an uneventful life. This is not what Clíona intended when she gifted you this time to
         break the droch guidhe.’
      

      
      I really needed to find out what was going on. I jumped up. ‘Okay, message received. You can send me back now.’

      
      ‘I would, but it was not I who brought you here.’ She pointed at Angel, who was still humming as she smiled up at the blue-painted
         sky. All the devil/cherubs and hissing snakes were gone now, but the crows were still attacking the toys. They appeared to
         be concentrating on some more than others, but with all the bloodstained stuffing flying about, it was difficult to be sure.
         ‘Angel was watching your trials with the faeling and the human police,’ Grianne said, ‘and as soon as the circle opened, she
         called you to her. I only followed in her wake.’
      

      
      I narrowed my eyes. ‘She being Angel, or The Mother?’
      

      
      ‘I do not know, child.’

      
      Great. I was either here at the whim of Miss Looney Tunes, which could mean I was stuck here, or The Mother, which might be
         much worse. There was only one way to find out. I took a deep breath, arranged my face in what I hoped was a suitably deferential
         smile (just in case I was addressing The Mother), and strode over to Angel. ‘I really would like to go back now, please,’
         I said, ‘if you could arrange it? Or if there’s something you think I should know, then please could you tell me?’
      

      
      Angel grinned, showing small, white, even teeth, grabbed my hands and twirled us round. Her golden wings beat the air, and
         a backwash of honey and vanilla-scented wind blew my hair back and the dome blurred as she whirled us round and round, faster and faster … and as our feet left the ground, she let me go—
      

      
      —and I flew through the air, crash-landed into the side of the dome and slid down into a crumpled heap. The proverbial stars
         blinded my vision in a rainbow of coloured lights, and as they cleared, I found her leaning over me.
      

      
      ‘They are all dying,’ she whispered, then danced away from me, the long tips of her golden wings dragging in the fluffy clouds.

      
      ‘Who’s dying?’ I croaked.

      
      The wheeling crows cawed loudly, then dropped, their small black bodies plummeting down, morphing back into blood-splattered
         feathers as they fell. Right, the faelings.
      

      
      ‘He is killing them,’ she shouted.

      
      ‘He?’

      
      She raised her arms up to the blue-painted heaven. The old man’s benign smiling face had changed. And now a sharp-featured
         caricature of a horned Satan laughed down at us instead.
      

      
      Someone really needed to buy her a digital camera.

      
      She crouched next to me and I froze as she fixed me with her pale gold gaze. ‘She prays for my help.’ Shadows shifted in her
         eyes and she touched her finger to my breastbone. ‘Her prayers disturb my thoughts. Put ashes in my mouth. Pierce my flesh.
         ’ Her voice took on a deeper timbre. ‘You will stop this. You will answer her pleas. You will break this curse. You will give
         them a new life.’
      

      
      I really hoped that didn’t mean what I thought. ‘What new life?’

      
      Angel blinked, and a wide happy smile bloomed on her face. ‘She says to send you back now.’

      
      She flicked her finger against my chest—

      
      And I tumbled into freefall …

   
      
      Chapter Six

      
      ‘The sidhe’s not fading again, is she, satyr?’ A male voice: rough, remembered, hated—
      

      
      Thin ropes snapped tighter around my ankles. Panic raced through my body; instinctively I jerked my legs against the bindings.

      
      ‘By all the gods, dryad!’ Another male voice: angry, worried, and reassuringly familiar. Finn. ‘I told you, keep your branches
         to yourself before I take an iron axe to your tree.’
      

      
      The ropes slithered away, taking my panic with them. I was back in the humans’ world. Finn was here. Wherever here was. Finn meant safety—
      

      
      Then my body chimed in with a barrage of complaints, too mixed up for me to work out what part of me was suffering the most
         – my stomach, my head, or my back, where I was laying on something cold, hard and unyielding; concrete, maybe.
      

      
      A gentle hand brushed my face. ‘C’mon, Gen, you need to wake up now,’ Finn said softly.

      
      ‘Don’t want to,’ I groaned in a whisper. Opening my eyes was too much effort. ‘Everything hurts.’

      
      ‘Yeah, well, absorbing a circle will do that,’ he said, exasperation threading through the worry.
      

      
      Yeah, and getting thrown around by a goddess doesn’t help much either. Still, I was alive, if not yet kicking. And thinking
         of being alive— ‘The corvid faeling?’ I opened my eyes and stared up at Finn where he crouched beside me; his face was sombre,
         his usual moss-green eyes dark with sadness.
      

      
      I sighed. ‘She didn’t survive, did she?’
      

      
      He shook his head.

      
      Damn. I didn’t think she had, not after seeing all the crows die, but I had to ask.

      
      ‘Hugh told me the doc isn’t sure if her head injury was deliberate, or a result of her being in the river.’ Finn’s light touch
         as he brushed away a tear from my cheek told me I was crying again. Damn stupid tears. ‘You couldn’t have done anything, Gen; the doc said even if she’d been on the operating table while you removed the spells,
         he wouldn’t have been able to save her.’
      

      
      ‘They are dying.’ Angel’s voice rang in my mind. ‘He is killing them.’
      

      
      I knew the poor corvid faeling wasn’t the first to die, and by the sounds of it she wasn’t going to be the last. Whatever
         was happening was ongoing, and it was down to the curse. Angel – or rather, The Mother – had been clear on that. They – She – had also been clear that I had to stop it.
      

      
      And I was with Her one thousand per cent; the sooner faelings stopped dying the better. I just wished She’d given me more
         than a caricature of a photofit to go on.
      

      
      I gritted my teeth and sat up. Vaguely, I registered I was outside, sitting on the concrete dock of Dead Man’s Hole, not far
         from the disused mortuary where the dead faeling had been found. There were still police and others milling about, so I couldn’t
         have been out for long …
      

      
      My vision blurred, a wave of dizziness hit me and I dropped my head to my knees.

      
      Finn draped my jacket round me. ‘Take it slowly, okay?’ he said, his voice low with concern as he rubbed my shoulders.

      
      Part of me wanted to melt into that concern. It would be so easy. He was my friend, and more – or at least both of us wanted
         him to be more. Trouble was, ‘more’ to me meant going out on a few dates, getting to know each other a lot better, and having fun finding out if the attraction between us was as hot and magical as it seemed. But thanks to the curse,
         Finn’s ‘more’ meant he wanted to court me, to jump the broom with me— To make a baby with me. And that wasn’t the only problem
         with whatever our relationship could be. Magic and fae genetics might make me a full-blood sidhe, but my father was still
         a vamp. Most fae – the majority – are wary of vamps, and rightly so, but Finn hated vamps with a passion. If it wasn’t for
         the curse, would he still want ‘more’? Still want me? I wanted to believe he would, but …
      

      
      But yearning after him like a Glamour-trapped human wasn’t going to get me any answers. Or stop the killer. Or crack the curse.
      

      
      ‘You will stop this. You will give them a new life.’
      

      
      If I took Danu’s command to mean what I thought it meant, and if I ignored all the problems that came with me having a child, then me getting pregnant should crack the curse and stop any more faelings dying because of it. They were pretty big ‘ifs’, especially considering the life-altering
         consequences involved. But even if they turned out to be not so iffy in the end, the faeling from three weeks ago and the corvid faeling today would still be dead, and whoever killed them would
         still be free. The murderer might be motivated by the curse – which wasn’t in any way a justification – but that didn’t mean
         once the curse was gone, that he’d stop killing. Odds were he’d find another reason to justify his actions. And faelings could
         still end up as victims, even without a curse making them easy targets. So before I changed my mind and got all positive about
         the whole baby-making/curse-breaking business, I needed to find the murderer.
      

      
      And that meant I needed to talk to the police and tell them about my tête-à-tête with The Mother.

      
      And that meant talking to DI Helen Crane.

      
      Yeah. Like that was going to work. The Witch-bitch wouldn’t give me the time of day, even with Hugh backing me up, so I was going to need help: someone she wouldn’t ignore. And that
         someone was sitting right next to me.
      

      
      I rested my cheek on my knees so I could look at Finn. ‘The faeling’s death is to do with the curse,’ I said quietly.

      
      His hand on my shoulders stilled. ‘How do you know?’

      
      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out – not because I didn’t want to tell him, not because he wouldn’t believe me, but because
         The Mother’s commands obviously came with a gag clause, one that currently had invisible hands around my throat doing their
         best to strangle me. Why the hell would she do that? Unless … she didn’t want me inadvertently tipping off the murderer.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I finally gasped, ‘can’t tell you!’

      
      ‘“Can’t”, or “won’t”?’ Finn was good. He caught on quick.

      
      I reached out, squeezed his knee and shook my head.

      
      A thoughtful frown lined his forehead and I studied him as the invisible hands relaxed their hold on my throat. He was worth
         studying. With his strong, clean-cut human features, his short bracken-coloured horns standing about an inch above his dark
         blond wavy hair, his broad shoulders and honed muscular body, he looked like every human’s wet dream of a sex god – if their
         idea of a sex god was dressed in a dark chocolate-coloured business suit, with a cream shirt open enough at the neck to offer
         a tantalising glimpse of luscious tanned skin sprinkled with sleek sable hair, that is. But the handsome-human look was just
         that: a look, or rather a Glamour – not a spelled glamour, like the one on the dead faeling, but a true Glamour, made from
         his own will and self-perception.
      

      
      Finn’s fae self is wilder, more feral, more gorgeous …

      
      At the thought, magic bloomed inside me and lust and longing spread a rising heat through my body, catching me by surprise.
         A faint sheen of gold rippled over my fingers where they still rested on Finn’s knee as the magic reached out to him and I snatched my hand back in horror before he noticed.
         This so couldn’t be happening – not now, not after the magic had been quiet for so long. Crap. The last thing I needed was
         for it to join in and play matchmaker. I screwed my eyes shut, determined to push the feelings away.
      

      
      It felt like trying to push back an incoming tide.

      
      Trouble was, the magic liked Finn; it always had done. Of course, it didn’t help that he didn’t just look like a sex god; he was one, or at least descended from one, since his long-ago satyr ancestors were worshipped as fertility
         deities – until the archetypal horned god image was relegated to the dark side and characterised as all that was evil.
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