
   [image: cover]


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Dedication 

         

         
            To Pat, Diarmuid and Emily.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgements 

         

         It’s strange to reach the end of a trilogy. So many people have made all this possible and I’m sure I will forget someone (because my brain is a sieve). If you have had anything to do with this book and its predecessors, thank you so much!

         To my wonderful agent Sallyanne Sweeney, so many thanks for your continuing support and belief. I’d also like to thank my editor, Helen, and all at The O’Brien Press, especially Emma for her magnificent cover designs.

         My YA bookclub people, the Irish SFF community (Dublin2019!) and wonderfully shiny writer friends – you all regularly keep me sane (well sane-ish). And the other people who have to put up with me and my writer-brain, my lovely family. Yes, I am still dragging you around random places, but you love it really. And I expect you to keep telling me that.

         
             

         

         Dublin is such a wonderful location for a fantasy trilogy so thanks to all the locations and sites, businesses and cultural institutions I’ve shamelessly used. A special thanks to all at the wonderful National Leprechaun Museum who just ‘got’ what the Dubh Linn books were about and have been amazingly supportive.

         I’m so so sorry, guys …

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            For this is the truth: all things must come into balance.

            Order and disorder, light and dark, truth and treachery.

            If the seed is sown, the harvest must be gathered in.

            As the night falls so the dawn will come.

            Where the flower blooms so too will lurk the thorn.

            
                

            

            From heaven above to hell beneath,

            to the left and right hand sides of the path, 

            balance is all.

            The Grigori stands between them, 

            keeping that balance.

            Once balance is lost, 

            all is lost.

            And chaos reigns.

            
                

            

            The Grand Compact, 

            Volume 13, Chapter 47, verses 12-13

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Cross a fae before a Matriarch

            Cross a Matriarch before a demon

            Cross a demon before an angel

            Never cross a Keeper

            
                

            

            Fae proverb

         

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter One
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            Dark Wings

         

         The black birds arrived with the dawn. On every branch of every tree, perched on the rooftops and chimneys, picking through the bins and scrabbling in the dirt of the pristine lawns, crows of every shape and size gathered. Ravens came too, aloof and judgemental, perching on the pillars marking the driveways of otherwise perfectly normal suburban homes, on electrical boxes and gas meters. They alone stood silent, watching over the raucous morning chorus.

         That was how Izzy woke up now, to the cacophony of a host of corvids waiting for her. All kinds, except for magpies. They didn’t come. Just their cousins; the crows and the ravens, rooks and hooded crows, jackdaws, even the occasional choughs with the bright flash of red beak straying far from their coastal homes in the west and the south. All of them black as night, or cowled in grey. 

         All of them birds of death.

         Mum ran out with a broom the first few times which caused the birds to take off in a flurry of wings and indignation. But they just flew around out of her reach and then settled down again.

         Izzy knew to expect them now. Every morning, they waited for her. They left presents, little shining trinkets, pretty stones, tin foil and buttons. Forgotten, broken things. Lost things. They left them on the doorsteps and windowsills, spread out like offerings. Gifts.

         Izzy didn’t know how to stop them. She was sure she would, if she could figure out how.

         This morning, on her windowsill, on top of the layer of gleaming frost, there lay a polished stone, two buttons and a single silver loop earring. It wasn’t big, and it was tarnished and discoloured as if lost some time ago and left to brave the elements. But it was the first thing her hand gravitated towards. Or at least, she started to reach for it but then she froze, her muscles cramping, tendons like wires. Breath caught in her throat and pain like white acid burned through her chest.

         She saw him again, in her mind’s eye. The boy with black hair – like crow feathers – skin as white as the snow on the hills, marked with swirling indigo tattoos, his eyes silver, like the piercings he wore. Just like the silver earring.

         With a sudden jerk, she pushed the gifts off the sill. The birds took flight, crying their outrage to the heavens and Izzy slammed the window shut, turning around and sinking on to the ground. She huddled there, holding herself in a tight ball, trying to force the terror away, the unknown grief and pain, the holes in her mind and that familiar sense of devastation, always old and always new, a never closing wound. All the maelstrom of emotions she always felt when she saw something that stirred a broken memory of him.

         ‘Jinx,’ she whispered at last.

         There were only fragments of him left in her mind. He was gone, she knew that. Dad said he was dead – everyone said he was dead – but that didn’t feel right. She was missing something. The problem was she had no idea what.

         Mum opened the door. She still looked frail though the bruises from her captivity had faded. Something lingered in her eyes, in the sharp lines under her features. ‘Izzy, love?’

         Her arms didn’t look strong, but they wrapped her daughter in an impenetrable barrier.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Izzy. ‘Mum, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’ Once it started she couldn’t stop that litany. Time and again, she said it, over and over, but it didn’t make a difference. It never did.

         Mum rocked her, murmured soothing words, and whispered her name until Izzy quietened again. Nothing made sense but until the storm of grief passed there was nothing that could actually be said.

         You’ve had a breakdown, Izzy told herself, her voice distant and removed, watching herself from far away. It helped to do this, to tell herself the things she had been told were true when she felt this way, when it all started to crumble around her. You saw your boyfriend die. You killed him.

         But she couldn’t remember it. They’d had to tell her. No one really managed to make eye contact when they said that.

         She couldn’t remember him. Not really. Just in fragments and moments. Nightmares and impossible horrors drifted up through her sleep, sometimes when she was awake too. But they made no sense. Nothing did.

         ‘It’s going to be all right, Izzy,’ said Mum. ‘We’re going to make it right, I promise. Dad’s going to fix it.’

         Fix it? Dad thought he could fix this? He could barely keep the peace talks between the angels and the demons going, let alone make them include the Sídhe. Mum had more faith in him than Izzy did. How would he even find time to attempt to fix this? And how could it be fixed?

         No, it wasn’t this he needed to fix. It was her. She was broken and she didn’t know how or why.

         School was intermittent. Most of the time she just couldn’t handle it. They couldn’t exactly go to a regular doctor about her memory loss and depression, not when the cause was magical. Not when there was no way to fix it by normal means. And what did normal even mean anymore? Her whole life was so far from normal. The only friends she had left were Dylan, Clodagh and Ash. And they tried to help, they really did, but they had lives of their own.

         And they didn’t understand. They didn’t know about the empty places inside her. 

         Eventually the tears stopped. She stared at the wall over Mum’s shoulder, wishing it would just vanish, or that, better yet, she could just vanish. Gran knocked on the door and gave Mum one of those meaningful looks.

         Austere and elegant, Izzy’s grandmother had moved in with them, to help out during their ‘troubles’. They didn’t talk, not really. Generally Izzy just got the impression that she was a dreadful disappointment to Isolde Gregory, who had married one Grigori, and served as his right hand while raising the next one. Duty, knowledge, honour… these were the things that mattered to her grandmother. Not a hysterical, depressed, broken child.

         Mum wrapped the throw from Izzy’s bed around her shoulders. It was soft and comforting and smelled of home and sleep. Then she followed Gran outside. They didn’t quite close the door behind them, so their voices, though soft, were still audible.

         ‘David phoned. They’re going today. Now.’ Gran didn’t sound happy about it. Whatever ‘it’ was. Obviously they weren’t planning to tell Izzy. She didn’t warrant explanations like that.

         ‘I should be there too.’

         ‘You’re needed here. With the girl. She’s too fragile now.’

         ‘Does he really think this will work?’

         Gran sighed heavily ‘It’s our last hope. Even her mother couldn’t––’

         ‘I’m her mother.’ Mum’s voice came out sharp as a blade. 

         ‘Of course you are. You know what I mean.’

         ‘She didn’t even try.’

         ‘Yes she did. Rachel, you know she did. She cares for Isabel, as much as any of them can care for one of us. You didn’t give her enough time. You need to send the girl back to her.’

         ‘No!’ The ferocity in Mum’s voice made Izzy start. ‘No,’ she said again, a little more calmly. ‘Not yet. We’ll find a way. We have to. Since Jinx died …’

         Jinx … the name was like a barb inside Izzy’s chest. Jinx was dead, that was what everyone said. But it didn’t feel true. It didn’t feel right. And in the space between what she was told and what she felt – in that place where all the memories were a pile of broken glass – well, that was where she was being torn apart.

         ‘It’s an unadulterated mess,’ said Isolde, disgust colouring her tone as she marched down the stairs. ‘What was she thinking? Any Grigori who would risk their mind by taking the Storyteller’s book and reading it, to find a boyfriend – and a hound at that! – shouldn’t be surprised to have holes in their recollection. Even if there was something in that mess of stolen memories from all down the ages that might possibly have helped, she should have known so much magic all at once would overwhelm her and backfire. Of all the stupid, childish behaviour – I’ve never seen the like. But this endless moping …’

         Her voice faded, but no doubt the tirade continued.

         Endless moping. That was what her grandmother thought of her. Probably her father too. An idiot, a fool, who had read the Storyteller’s magical book – the source of her power which stole the memories of countless others – and expected somehow to get away with it. And all for someone she could no longer remember, someone who was nothing more than a gaping chasm in her mind. Because that was what the book did. And she had known that when she took it up. How had she expected to survive unscathed? It seemed idiotic even to her now.

         Izzy turned back to the window. The crows were still there, watching her. They were always there. On every tree, every roof, every wall, waiting.

         But for what, she didn’t know.

         She closed her eyes and wished them gone, but when she looked they were still there. Izzy backed away. Her bag – now a battered, mud- and grass-stained wreck – lay in a heap on the floor by her bed. She never let it out of her sight. She couldn’t.

         She sat down again, rolled up her sleeve and took out the knife she had taken from Pie. More correctly, the iron knife she had pulled out of … of a body where Pie had left it. Whose body though? That was the question. The holes in her memory couldn’t tell her that, but she remembered the feel of it in her hand. Cold iron, old iron, with a handle of bone. She’d used it to kill. She knew that. Not who or why. She remembered fire and the hulking shadow of a ruin, of tears scalding her face, of pushing her knife into a living, breathing body and letting the life inside drain out. And this knife. This piece of iron. 

         Vibrations rippled up its length when she touched it and the fire in her blood answered. The Blade that Cuts swirled through her veins. Not an actual blade, not like the one in her hands. It was magic, powerful and terrible.

         She had destroyed Eochaid, King of the Fear with it. She hadn’t meant to but it slipped from her grasp, or maybe she had released it to do its own will. And afterwards – after yet another blank space in her memory she couldn’t fill – she had gone back into the Realm of the Dead. She’d tried to give it back to Donn but he was already dead and it had bonded to her, flowed back inside her. Now it filled her in a way she couldn’t control. Well, almost. Her iron knife could quell the fire of the Blade. At least she had that. Her hand shook, though whether from fear or anticipation, she didn’t know.

         She didn’t want to know.

         She slid the knife along her skin, cutting through it effortlessly until the thin line of blood came and the sting of pain reached a crescendo. Gasping, she let herself breathe through it, let herself feel it as she hadn’t felt anything in days. Not since the last time she had done this. Clarity settled over her, clear and cold as ice, and she watched the glossy blood on her pale skin, adding a new line to those that decorated her arms, some still bright and red, some pale ghostly scars.

         Her memories were broken, she was broken, but she knew what she had to do.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter Two
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            Cheating

         

         Dylan shuffled his feet and turned up the collar of his coat again. Thick wool just wasn’t cutting it in this temperature. He was already wishing for something thermal. And sunglasses just made him look like a git, like some kind of wannabe.

         Clodagh elbowed him. ‘Come on.’

         They stepped closer to the door in the slowest moving queue in history.

         ‘We should have pre-booked online,’ he said.

         And behind him he heard the now inevitable voices.

         ‘It is him.’

         ‘Well, ask then.’

         ‘No, you ask him. I’m not asking him.’

         ‘Are you sure sure? Like, what if it isn’t?’

         Clodagh stiffened and clenched her teeth. 

         ‘Don’t,’ Dylan murmured.

         ‘I can tell someone to bog off and mind their own business if I want.’

         ‘You can, but it confirms what that person is thinking. And it’ll be all over the internet in seconds.’

         Then he heard the sound of photos being taken and a wave of poorly suppressed giggles.

         ‘Hate to tell you this, Dylan but it’s all over the internet already,’ said Clodagh dryly.

         Of course it was. It always was. It was only a short step from that to the next thing.

         ‘Hey mister,’ sad the most brash of those eager voices. ‘Mister, it’s you, isn’t it?’

         The others hissed and recoiled in embarrassment, but they didn’t back off. They made a show of it but didn’t actually do it. The sin was breaking that wall between someone in the public eye and everyone else. Not being there to see it happen and benefitting.

         What if I said no, he thought. What if I just pretended I wasn’t me for once?

         It wouldn’t work. Then he’d be ‘stuck up’ and ‘full of himself’.

         Swallowing down a sigh so they’d never see it, Dylan turned around and treated it in exactly the way Silver had taught hm.

         Love them, she said. No matter what. No matter if you’re feeling shit, or impatient, or fed up, they don’t need to know that. As far as they’re concerned you’re awesome. So be it. Give them what they want. They’ll love you for it.

         Dylan slid the sunglasses down his nose a little so he could peer over them in a shy but sensitive way. And he smiled his most brilliant smile, before lifting a finger to his lips.

         The girls, none of whom were over fifteen, grew round-eyed and even more giggly.

         ‘I’m supposed to be incognito, ladies,’ he teased.

         ‘Incog-wha?’ said the nearest while her friends laughed and whispered.

         ‘Undercover,’ he said and the poor thing turned scarlet.

         Her words came out in a rush of breathless excitement. ‘Can we get a selfie with you, Dylan?’

         Dylan quirked his lips into his most professional smile. ‘Course you can,’ he said. ‘But we need to be quick. I’ve got to go in.’ He nodded towards the door and the impatient Clodagh waiting there, tapping her foot.

         They all had their phones in hand in microseconds.

         Clodagh watched all this with a blank expression, though he could tell her patience was at its thinnest. He signed autographs on scraps of papers and they were off again.

         Grim held the door open for him.

         ‘You should come in,’ said the bodach. ‘It’s looking dangerous out there.’

         Dylan wasn’t entirely sure he was joking.

         As they stepped inside the Storyteller’s domain, Dylan felt the shiver in the air which told him they were passing from Dublin and his world, to Dubh Linn and theirs. Or maybe this was his world now. With so much of Silver’s power in his body it was hard to tell. But he couldn’t let that bother him now. He had a job to do.

         Grim led them straight through the outer halls, where elements of Dublin’s Leprechaun Museum blended with a place older and more primal by far. Echoes of the Giant’s Causeway lined the passage, stone bleeding into wood and back again. Bronzed walls and ceilings reflected other times, so many lost stories. He reached out and felt Clodagh’s hand slip into his, her fingers very cold and thin, like brittle twigs. He could sense her fear. He just hoped no one else would. Being human made her a target down here all by itself. Being a frightened human would be like setting off a beacon. Mentally, he projected a shield around them both and felt some of the tension in her bleed away. Silver’s lessons were really starting to pay off. Since the magic seemed determined to seep out of him one way or another, she’d told him, it was better that it do so on his own terms. Use it, rather than let it use him. Or God forbid, let someone else use it.

         That still didn’t mean he had full control of it though. But who did?

         The Storyteller waited for them in the dark forest at the heart of her Hollow. Sometimes, he knew, it looked like cutouts of trees and Christmas lights, like the set of a school play. But not today. There was no doubting the reality of these trees, the way they swayed and creaked in a breeze he couldn’t smell or feel, the way they crowded in close as if to steal away the unwary. They were the dark woods in every fairy tale, in every nightmare, where you’d get lost never to find the way home, where monsters lurked in the shadows, where the stories were born. Lights hung between the branches, tangled in the roots, lights that moved and danced and led you so far off the path, the path became a dream of what was. Sheeries, Silver had called them, or will o’ the wisps, drawn to magic, and never to be trusted. Ignore them, she’d said. It was easier said than done. They caught the eye, entrancing, glittering little things.

         The chamber thronged with them, blinking in and out of the darkness, like countless glowing eyes. Clodagh moved closer to Dylan and he struggled to keep his face from showing his own nerves.

         ‘Come closer, Dylan O’Neill,’ said the musical voice of the Storyteller. She sat by her glowing well, hooded and hunched over, her hands folded in her lap. ‘We’ve been expecting you. Although––’ she paused, turning her head slightly towards Clodagh, ‘––not your little friend.’ Dylan was glad he couldn’t see Clodagh’s expression.

         ‘Clodagh’s with me,’ he replied firmly.

         ‘So I see. Well, come then, you and Clodagh.’ She said the name as if tasting a fine wine and it sent chills skittering along his spine. Never underestimate her, Silver had said. And he’d just told her Clodagh’s name. ‘Sit down and we’ll talk. That is why Lady Silver sent you, isn’t it? To talk?’

         Ah well, that was the problem. Dylan didn’t move.

         ‘Silver didn’t send me.’ Silver didn’t even know he was here because if she did, Silver would flip out completely. But he couldn’t afford to let the Storyteller know that. ‘We’re here on behalf of a friend.’

         ‘A friend? Really?’ She purred as she spoke, delighted with the intrigue, as he’d hope she would be. ‘And what friend would that be?’

         ‘Isabel Gregory.’

         Instantly all the sheeries vanished, blinking out in a heartbeat. The only light remaining, the blue glow from the depths of the well, cast the chamber in a dark and terrible light.

         ‘She is not welcome here. She will never be welcome here again. She’ll enter this Hollow over my dead body!’ The Storyteller surged to her feet, her long cloak and gown billowing out around her.

         In the silence that followed, Clodagh opened her bag and took out a box. It was hand painted, pink, with little white flowers.

         The Storyteller stared at it, her eyes narrowing with suspicion.

         ‘We have a gift,’ said Clodagh, without even a quiver in her voice. ‘But we need to see the book.’

         ‘No,’ the Storyteller snarled, though she didn’t move or call for her attendants. All her attention was fixed on the box. Slowly, as if she was teasing a great reveal in a play, Clodagh opened it.

         Tinkling music filled the chamber and inside the box a tiny ballerina began to turn in a delicate pirouette. Clodagh said nothing, but smiled.

         ‘What is it?’ the Matriarch said at last.

         ‘It’s a music box. And it will be yours if we can just see the book.’

         The old Sídhe twitched, clearly torn between her desire for the box and her need to protect her book.

         ‘Just see it,’ she breathed at last.

         ‘Yes,’ said Clodagh. ‘See it, perhaps hold it and––’

         ‘You’ll not read it. You’ll not even open it. And he’ll not even touch it.’ She pointed an abnormally long finger at Dylan. ‘I know about you, about the power inside you. I know what you’re capable of, boy.’

         Did she? That was news to Dylan, who wasn’t even sure himself what the power inside him could do, let alone how to fully harness it.

         ‘This is Clodagh’s show,’ he said calmly, although his heart was hammering in his chest with fear. Clodagh’s show, her idea, her disaster if it all went wrong. No, a disaster for all of them.

         ‘Izzy’s memory is broken,’ the girl said. ‘We’re looking for a way to help her.’

         ‘True,’ said the Storyteller smugly. ‘Because she broke faith with me. She read the book, too much of it, took it by force and––’

         ‘She made a terrible mistake for which she is sorely sorry,’ Dylan interrupted. ‘We’re trying to find a way to make things right.’ 

         ‘With my book? Never. She’ll never come into my domain while I live.’

         ‘But if we could just––’ Clodagh began. The Sídhe Matriarch cut her off.

         ‘See it? Touch it? Why not, but you shall not open it. It will be of no use to you. But why not let you see how close you are?’

         ‘Do I have your word?’ Clodagh asked.

         ‘For that pretty box? Yes, my word. But if you would read the book I’ll need more. Much more.’

         Clodagh blinked at her, like a rabbit in headlights. ‘Like what?’

         The Storyteller pushed back her hood, revealing her face. Her dark skin contrasted with the glowing gold of her eyes. She smiled and her teeth were sharp and so very white. ‘Your eyes, perhaps? I could steal your sight and leave you permanently in the darkness. The box is yours, is it not? It’s old. A childhood treasure. Did you dream of dancing? I could keep you here to dance for me along with your music box.’

         ‘Let us see it first.’

         This was skirting too close to danger. He couldn’t let her risk this. ‘Clodagh, no!’ Dylan said, but she waved him aside and advanced on the Matriarch. She seemed strangely fearless, as if she didn’t get how dangerous this was. Or she didn’t care.

         ‘Do we have a deal?’ Clodagh asked.

         ‘Yes,’ said the Storyteller, her eyes gleaming with greed. ‘Fetch the book,’ she snarled to her waiting servants. ‘Now!’ 

         Clodagh said nothing, waiting now, her expression betraying nothing. She knew not to show fear at least.

         ‘Clo,’ Dylan said. ‘This is a really bad idea.’

         Her lips moved briefly to a smile, one which melted away almost instantly. What was she doing? This wasn’t the plan. She was supposed to leave all this to him. He would do the talking, the convincing. Even if they both knew it would never work.

         Before he could say more, the leps arrived in a flurry of activity. The book was pale and threatening, the way the Storyteller ran her hands over the binding deeply disturbing and Dylan felt his own skin crawl with alarm.

         Clodagh held out her hands. ‘You promised.’

         ‘So did you. When you open it––’

         The girl took it from her, folding her arms around it and her smile came back, bright and terrible.

         ‘Oh, I shan’t be opening it.’

         ‘Him?’ Her gaze zeroed in on Dylan again and the light of greed blazed twice as bright. Oh, she wanted at Dylan all right. All the Aes Sídhe did. They knew the power locked away inside him and they wanted it, the great and the lowly that would be great. It sickened him to the core.

         ‘Not him either.’

         Clodagh raised her eyes to the ceiling, lifted her voice and said five words which shook the entire building. ‘Ash? I’m ready. Come in.’

         A hurricane burst through the chamber. The Storyteller shrieked in shock and rage as a figure appeared behind Clodagh and Dylan, bright as an after-image on closed eyelids, her black wings spread wide. The primary feathers, long as his arm, curved around the two humans. With the briefest movement, Ash gripped Dylan’s shoulder with one hand and Clodagh’s with the other and, in the blink of an eye, and a disorienting twist of reality which left his stomach contorting and retching, the Hollow around them was gone.

         Dylan stumbled from her grip and crashed against the metal rail. Below him the dark river water swirled and bubbled as it passed. They were on the banks of the Liffey, on the boardwalk just above the Ha’penny Bridge. He pushed himself back, trying to see how far from the Leprechaun Museum they were. Ormond Quay. Not far enough. As he turned he saw the angel sink to her knees on the wooden boards, the wings invisible now. Colour drained from her face and her hands trembled when they hit the ground. Her arms struggled to keep her from falling further. She looked as if she’d throw up, pass out, or possibly both.

         ‘What did you just do?’ Dylan yelled, outraged, appalled. They’d broken every rule there was, possibly even the Grand Compact itself. They’d broken everything!

         ‘Got the book,’ said Clodagh, and she had never looked so pleased with herself in all her life.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter Three
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            Lost at World’s End

         

         There were moments when it was so quiet Jinx could hear nothing but his own breath and the rush of his blood as it surged around his body. His heart beat a strong, implacable rhythm and he hated it for that. It ought to be still. It ought to be dead and him with it. He couldn’t will it to stop. He couldn’t even take matters into his own hands. They saw to that. Silver and iron manacles bound him, metal which burned his skin and a collar which choked him. He had gone hoarse from shouting and screaming.

         He didn’t know how long he had been there. All his life, it seemed. Or perhaps that was what every slave felt. He remembered a time before, a brief shining moment of hope, of love. Of a time with Izzy. All gone now. Swallowed up in pain and darkness. From the moment Holly brought him back from the shadows of death, dragging him down here, ignoring his protestations and pleas.

         He had been dead. He had been at peace. Just for a moment. And then Holly had pulled him back into the light, back into her thrall, and made him her captive once more.

         At least in the dark he was relatively safe. They brought light. And when Holly came the light was brightest of all.

         And more terrible than anything else.

         The key in the lock made him start, hackles raised, body twisting in a thwarted effort to shift to hound form. The shackles and collar stopped that. He shrank back, horribly aware of his vulnerability. The lock ground open and the door creaked. It seemed to move in slow motion as he tried to will it not to. But that never worked.

         Osprey filled the space where the door had been, a fearsome silhouette. His feathered cloak whispered around him and though Jinx couldn’t see his chief tormentor’s face, he knew the assassin was grinning. Malice coloured his voice.

         ‘She asked for you.’

         Jinx found the words escaping before he could stop them. ‘Osprey, please …’

         ‘Please?’ The word dripped mockery. ‘What kind of fae warrior are you? Get up boy, or I’ll drag you there.’

         He wanted to be defiant, but his body moved against his will. Osprey was right. He had no choice. He struggled to his feet, his movements hampered by his chains. Osprey didn’t make a move to help him which was for the best really – Osprey’s help wasn’t kind. 

         ‘Hurry up, you pathetic cur. She’s too lenient by far with you.’

         The blow caught the side of his face and sent him down in a heap, his ears ringing and vision blurred.

         ‘You can’t do this. I’m Silver’s emissary!’

         ‘You’re a dead traitor. Get a move on.’

         They had been through this a hundred times. Probably more. Jinx knew what would happen but he couldn’t help himself. What did it matter anymore?

         ‘I am still Silver’s emissary.’

         Stubborn to the last. He’d learned from the best. He didn’t know how to be anything else. He didn’t know how to stop fighting. It would be easier if he did …

         The kick to the stomach drove him back against the wall, winding him and leaving him spasming in pain. It wouldn’t be the worst, he knew that, but if they wanted to drag him before Holly again, they’d have to drag him.

         It would infuriate her … if she bothered to notice. Sometimes she seemed elsewhere as if, while her body was present, her mind wandered some far distant paths.

         Away with the fairies.

         It would be funny except for every way in which it was not.

         Time passed in hammer blows and gasps. Osprey tired of Jinx as his personal punching bag and called in two of the Aes Sídhe attendants to hold him up. Coal, who was a vindictive little bastard with dead eyes newly come to Holly’s service, having murdered Reaper for her, once Reaper had done her dirty work. The other one, the laughingly named Hope, liked to watch more than anything else. Jinx knew them well. And in the back of his mind he kept their names on a list.

         It was a long list, getting longer all the time.

         Punches and kicks rained down on him. Even if he’d had the liberty to fight back he couldn’t have. Finally, all resistance beaten out of him, they dragged him along the corridors of Holly’s new domain.

         The debris strewn, dusty floorboards still showed up the trail of his blood, and the many stains of others’ bodily fluids. Who knew how many? Who cared? She had taken over an abandoned mansion, a monster of a place forgotten in the boom, now filled with true monsters. He could hear traffic outside, a siren, shouting voices – all far off but still there. They were in the human world then. The house squatted in the old heart of the city – a mostly forgotten place called variously Nighttown, the Monto, and the World’s End. The building was bleak and unwelcoming, a harsh place, swallowed by ivy on three sides, with a modern extension perched like a parasite on the other. There had been talk of redevelopment, of humans buying it and bringing it back to life, but since she had moved in, no one would dare, whether they knew why or not. Disasters happened, strange accidents, financial misfortunes – they dogged anyone who tried to meddle with what belonged to her. And Holly reigned supreme in this broken palace with crumbling edges. She did what she wanted here. Whatever she wanted. 

         The room would have been a ballroom in another time. But now it was hers. It was mostly empty. No one liked to linger here if they could avoid it. Those she had chosen to serve her, those she really wanted to punish, waited nearby, trying to press themselves into the walls, to be as invisible as possible.

         Blood smeared across the floor, hastily wiped up, and there were burn marks everywhere, ashes and scorches where people might have stood. Once. Large sash windows dominated the far wall, the light streaming through the grubby glass blinding him. Dust motes glittered and danced lazily, strips of wallpaper hung in wan loops from the walls and cracks had appeared in the plasterwork. He tried to look anywhere but straight ahead. But there was no ignoring the silhouette he faced.

         His captors stopped in front of her throne. None of the other Matriarchs had a throne. Holly had always said they didn’t need one. Like any other paraphernalia of royalty. If a Matriarch needed such props to hold onto power, she wasn’t a Matriarch.

         She’d changed her mind. So much had changed.

         Holly had whatever she wanted now. Anything.

         ‘Osprey?’ Her voice, still beautiful, had taken on a dreamy, half-there note, and it reverberated through his chest in a way it never had before. Jinx kept his head bowed because it didn’t do to look her in the face. It never had of course, she’d seen it as a challenge, and she needed to put down anyone who would challenge her. Or at least she had, in the past. 

         It was different now. Everything was different.

         Now it was much worse.

         ‘Lady, I have brought him.’ Even Osprey was more deferential than before. Because he had to be. All their lives balanced on the razor edge of her fluctuating will.

         Those carrying Jinx dropped him and he fell to the floor. Pain lanced through him, every inch of him feeling everything. He let out a sob. He couldn’t help himself.

         And everything went so very quiet. He heard her rise, the rustle of her clothes, the tap of her heels on the bare boards. The sound stopped in front of him. There was nothing else, as if everyone present held their breath. He squeezed his eyes even more tightly closed.

         Holly crouched down and touched his head, his face. Her questioning fingertips tingled against his skin, warm, with a charge like static electricity.

         ‘Poor hound,’ she purred, her voice still vibrating with unearthly music. ‘Look at me. The pain will end.’

         But he couldn’t. He just couldn’t. ‘I’m Silver’s emissary.’ He managed to force the words out, just about. They didn’t want to come. ‘I’m protected by the Compact.’

         A small laugh rang around the huge room. Holly’s laugh. Or rather the ringing laugh of the thing that had once been Holly. He didn’t know what she was.

         ‘The Compact is broken, Cú Sídhe. It lies in ashes, like those who came to bid me obey it. It means nothing to me. Its Keeper has no power over me. All posturing aside, their weakness has been demonstrated.’ She hooked her hand under his chin, lifted his face. He could feel her warmth against his skin again, see the dance of light through his eyelids. ‘Look at me, Jinx by Jasper. I can take away your pain. Come now, do as I tell you.’

         He couldn’t help himself. When that voice spoke, he had to obey. In her presence, when she touched him, he was lost.

         Jinx opened his eyes to gaze on her glory. And it was glorious. The Shining One in Holly’s form smiled and it was true. All the pain fell away. Wounds knit themselves back together. The echoes of torture faded to ghosts. Muscles, tense and aching with terror, relaxed with unexpected relief.

         ‘Mistress,’ he murmured, entranced. He hated that word. He knew he hated it. But he needed to use it. For her. After so many years, when even death didn’t release him, he had lost all hope of release. It was better to placate her, to do as she wanted. Because otherwise …

         ‘There, see? You belong with me. You always have. In the darkness,’ she told him tenderly. ‘Heal and be mine once more.’

         But he couldn’t do that either. His abject compliance snagged on a half-remembered memory. That was impossible. He needed to get away from her. Back to Izzy. He had to find Izzy.

         Sensing the resistance in him, Holly’s grip tightened, fingers digging into his jaw like steel.

         ‘Jinx …’ That warning tone was never good. ‘Do I need to punish you again?’ 

         ‘No,’ he whispered. Fear stole his voice. Fear of her, of what she could do. ‘Please.’

         But it was already too late. She released him, a move so sudden and shocking that he cried out. All the pain came flooding back at once, slamming into him. Wave upon wave of agony, everything he had been able to suppress or endure, everything meted out to him over the months of his captivity, over the course of his miserable life. All of it, at once.

         Izzy’s knife sank into his chest once more, the cold iron burning inside him. Jinx threw back his head and howled. Tears streamed down his face. His own bile choked him.

         Holly watched, her glowing eyes never leaving him as his howls went on and on. Finally, when his voice broke to a strangled sob and he collapsed, his body heaving on the floor, she smiled.

         ‘We’ll try again,’ she said when agonized silence claimed him. ‘Maybe the hound can be more readily trained, what do you think? We’ll get there eventually. Together, Jinx. And your pain will go. The fire will burn it out of you. You’ll see. You’ll serve me as once you did. Better. And with joy.’

         She stretched out her hand and stroked his bowed head. ‘Change for me, Jinx.’

         He couldn’t help it. His body acted against him and her magic flooded through him. His body shifted, tearing itself apart to obey, to become the beast in spite of all the spells and silver piercings that made it agony to do so. Or perhaps because of them, because they were her spells. Everything about him was hers and he was just a creature, her creature, with nothing like free will left to him.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter Four
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            Consulting the Oracle

         

         Izzy waited until dark to sneak out of the house. That wasn’t long to wait in December. As twilight fell, a strange calmness swept over her and she knew what to do. Time was, she would never have left without permission, or without at least checking with her parents. Everything was different now. Since the angel. Since she’d found out all about her secret life. And it was hardly the first time she’d absconded, since October. She opened the bedroom window and escaped into the darkness.

         It wasn’t even late, but this close to Christmas, night came by early afternoon. Cars with their lights on, streetlights glowing yellow and orange, and various houses covered in fairy lights and decorations – it all lit up the winter’s darkness with a garish defiance.

         The crows were waiting at the end of the road, clustered on telephone wires, and the walls between the houses. Black, beadlike eyes watched her approach. When she gave a curt bow, they bobbed their heads in response.

         ‘What do you want?’ she asked carefully. But the birds, as ever, didn’t answer. They cawed, the sound an admonishment. She ought to know what they wanted, they seemed to say. But she didn’t. Whether it was because of the holes in her memory or that she had never known to begin with – that was anyone’s guess.

         Izzy shrugged and turned away from them, walking through the night, beneath the Christmas lights which gleamed and glittered, the bare trees spangled with stars instead of leaves. She found the magpie at the bottom of the hill, on a low wall. It bobbed its head at her as the others did, and she bowed in response.

         ‘Good evening Mister Magpie,’ she said softly, the rhyme reeling around her mind. One for sorrow, two for joy. ‘I need them.’

         The black and white bird took flight and she followed its path, the crows following her, all the way down to the coast, but when she turned down the narrow one-way street leading to the rocky shore at Sandycove, they stayed back. Two figures waited at the other end. Dressed in immaculate black and white, they watched her approach with identically cruel eyes.

         ‘Heard you wanted us,’ said Pie, grinning that nasty grin. He was playing with the long, bone-handled knife, identical to the one she carried, tucked into the bag on her shoulder, a familiar weight.

         ‘Yeah, little bird told us,’ his brother Mags went on. ‘What are you up to now, little Grigori?’

         ‘I need information.’

         ‘Sure, what do we know?’ Pie laughed. ‘And what’ll you pay for it?’ His grin turned into a leer. Izzy scowled.

         What indeed? She didn’t want to imagine. She kept the icy cold calm wrapped around her and met their gazes levelly, not willing to give anything away.

         ‘I’m not asking you.’

         ‘What are we then? Moral support?’ Pie cackled at his joke, but Mags didn’t even crack a smile. He was the clever one of the pair, the one with the really terrible imagination.

         ‘There’s nothing moral about the two of you,’ she replied. ‘Amadán’s offer still stands, doesn’t it?’

         ‘Of course. Until it suits him otherwise,’ Mags said. ‘Still, why are we here?’

         ‘I need some answers. And the support isn’t so much moral as brute force.’

         ‘Same old, same old,’ said Mags.

         The sea rushed in on the rocks, huge boulders and shallow pools as she made her way unerringly to the biggest rock, the furthest out. The gate to Dubh Linn was fixed here. Anyone who wanted to consult the Oracle had the chance, if they were brave enough, if they had the price.

         Izzy wasn’t paying in tears this time. When she had been here before, the merrows had almost dragged her under the waves – them, she corrected herself. Murderous, carnivorous mermaids had almost killed them. Although she couldn’t remember Jinx, there was a gap. Always a gap. A Jinx-shaped hole in her memories. She could almost piece it together. She had given up her silver salmon of knowledge – another gap in her memory from an earlier time at the Storyteller’s book – to drive off the merrows, and she had cried for the Oracle. It had hurt so badly, whatever it was that had made her cry. She thought she knew, or could guess.

         There were no tears now. She held out the silver bangle over the water and summoned the Oracle, exactly the way Dad’s books said it should be done. She hadn’t been idle, but had tried to find out anything and everything that could help her get her memories back.

         To get him back.

         It was a whispered admission, one she was too afraid to voice aloud. So she studied, she read, and she filled the blank places with new information.

         She ought to be studying for her Leaving Cert. Not memorising summoning spells and supernatural lore. Life wasn’t fair. She hated her life more than anything she could imagine. But it was better to have a life to live. The alternatives presented to her weren’t appealing.

         All the time she spoke, she felt the Magpies watching her, judging her. They’d report everything back to Amadán of course, but she needed muscle that wouldn’t ask too many questions if things went wrong. Who better? 

         She felt cold inside, as if she had broken to pieces and been repaired with steel. She had to use that. She focused on it and said the final words, letting the fire in her blood rush outwards.

         The water rose ominously around the rock, cutting her off from the land, and a seal popped his head out, dark brown eyes glistening. It was young, far too young to be the one she was looking for. After a moment it vanished and another took its place, up and down again.

         A man’s head appeared the third time, his eyes very dark and his hair gleaming wet against his scalp. She remembered him. That was a relief. She had feared he could have been one of the many memories that had leeched away into the book. And clearly, from the frown, he remembered her too.

         ‘Isabel Gregory,’ said the Oracle. ‘Why are you here?’

         ‘To ask questions. Will you answer?’

         He eyed the bangle warily and then held out his hand for it. She let it go and he caught it deftly, examining it with a practised gaze before throwing it out to sea. Izzy watched it sparkle in the moonlight and just before it hit the waves, a small figure leaped up and snatched it from the air. A child. The selkie whose seal form she had already seen she supposed. She watched as two other young seals appeared from the water a little way off and then vanished just as quickly. Laughter rippled through the water.

         The Oracle had a family then. She turned her attention back to him. He was watching the Magpies.

         ‘You still keep poor company.’ 

         ‘Needs must,’ she murmured. ‘I need to find Jinx by Jasper.’

         The Oracle sighed. ‘What has he done now?’

         Izzy almost groaned. He had that tone of voice. Such a parent.

         ‘He died.’

         ‘Ah, then you would need to seek him in Donn’s Hollow.’

         She shook her head. ‘Been there. Someone took him and killed Donn. So where is he?’

         The Oracle frowned. ‘Donn is dead?’

         No one had told him. And he didn’t know. Oracle of the sea, my arse, she thought and ice stabbed through her. The words sounded horribly familiar but she didn’t know why.

         She shook the sensation away, letting the cold centre itself in the tattoo on the back of her neck, letting it burrow into her the way the knife did, making her mind clear and hard.

         ‘Very dead,’ she replied. ‘Shouldn’t you know all this?’

         ‘It does not work like that. I do not see all, or have constant access to those things to come. I reach out to the future, to see the things I will see. If you would have me do so …’

         She tried not to glare at him. Why else would she be there? ‘Please,’ she said curtly.

         He closed his eyes, the water moving around him in hypnotic ripples. She couldn’t take her eyes off them. It wasn’t natural, the way the water moved. Nor was the sound of his voice. Distant, echoing, as if he stood in a vast cavern instead of the open air.

         ‘Death lingers in the halls of the dead. Tread carefully. There are plans within plans.’

         Oh good, she thought, riddles. She straightened her back, glaring at him. ‘Jinx by Jasper,’ she repeated. ‘Where is he?’

         ‘He’ll come to you.’

         ‘That doesn’t help.’

         ‘It’s all the help I can give you. You’ve changed, Grigori.’

         ‘More than you can imagine. Where is he?’ She took the iron and bone knife from its hiding place and fixed him with a meaningful glare. ‘I don’t want to ask again.’

         He swam back from her, wary now. ‘You can make threats but I have seen my fate. Yes, even I could not resist knowing that. Jinx by Jasper will come for you … is coming for you. Don’t go to the island, Isabel Gregory. You must not set foot on the island.’

         ‘What island?’

         He shook his head, like he was trying to clear a headache. ‘I see you there. And you … you will burn the world.’

         ‘I need to find him.’ More than that, she needed to find herself, to get her memories back. And he was the first step to doing that. She knew it. Or at least she thought she did. What else could she do? Burn the world? She hardened her thoughts, took hold of her fears. She meant what she said. Some dark part of herself would do whatever it took. She knew that now. The same darkness that had driven her to invade the Storyteller’s Hollow and read the book.

         ‘And would you know him if you saw him? We will see, Grigori. You should leave now. I can tell you no more.’ 

         ‘Yes, you bloody well can,’ she snarled at him. ‘Where’s this island? Is he there already? Being held captive? You’re meant to know everything. Tell me––’

         ‘Izzy!’ Pie yelled from the rocky shore. ‘Company.’

         She twisted around to see what he meant and saw he hadn’t lied. A company of Sídhe were approaching down the other road, passing in front of the Martello Tower and the chic seafront villas. At the forefront walked a figure she couldn’t fail to recognise.

         Golden and beautiful, aglow with power – Holly.

         What hole had she crawled out of? And what did she want? Okay, the last part Izzy could guess and it wasn’t anything pleasant.

         ‘Shit,’ she muttered and concentrated on scrambling back across the rocks to the Magpies, leaping the last bit over open water. ‘We need to get out of here,’ she told them.

         ‘Damn right we do,’ Mags said and then stopped, staring intently at the group like a predator about to strike. ‘Jaysus, do you see that?’

         ‘What?’ she asked, backing away towards the slip.

         Holly had stopped, her eyes burning into them. Osprey stood behind her, his feathered cloak gleaming as it billowed out behind him. But the Magpies were not staring at him. At Holly’s feet, an enormous striped dog crouched, lifting its muzzle to sniff the air. It looked lethal, all hard muscle and wiry speed. A silver collar surrounded its neck and points of silver pierced its long, lynx-like ears and body. It looked like a Cú Sídhe, muscled and sleek, the fur striped green and black, but the eyes gleamed gold. No, not Cú Sídhe, not like one she could ever remember seeing. This was something else, though it appeared close enough. Everything about it screamed danger. Inside her, the Grigori instincts she relied on for survival went into full meltdown.

         ‘What is it?’ she asked, her mouth dry, her heart beating hard in her throat.

         ‘You don’t know?’ Pie sounded freaked.

         Shit. It was bad then. Whatever it was. Really bad. ‘Just answer me.’

         ‘It’s dangerous, that’s what. It’s a feckin’ Púca. And they’re always bad news. We need to get the hell out of Dodge, girl.’

         They backed up and she matched them, never taking their eyes off the host ahead. The Aes Sídhe following were pointing, laughing, taking delight in their retreat. Banshees watched them too, but without the mirth. They were fighters. They didn’t appreciate a rout.

         ‘Going so soon?’ Holly called. She sounded amused, which was never good. ‘But I wanted to introduce you to my pet. He only wants to play.’ She laughed out loud, a note of hysteria in her voice making her sound unhinged. Before Izzy knew what was happening the beast was off the leash and pounding across the grass, straight at her. It snarled as it slid down the slope to the rocks, claws striking sparks. The creature was huge, powerfully built and fast, too bloody fast. Muscles bunched together as it leaped at her and she ducked, rolling aside on the concrete of the slip.

         The Púca landed heavily in a spray of shingle and turned on her, even as she brought up the knife. Cold iron, old iron. Reliable. She had that at least. As cold as the screaming ice that marked her tattoo on the back of her neck. Then the fire of the Blade filled her, blotting out any thoughts but survival and combat. The creature watched her, turned and paced back and forth, examining her with a keen intelligence. Looking for an opening.

         ‘Come on then,’ she growled at it.

         ‘Grigori,’ Mags whispered, his voice carefully pitched so as not to antagonise the beast. ‘Don’t. Leave it. We need to get out of here.’

         She ignored him. Something rose in her, something deep and primal. She needed to kill the thing. She knew that the same way she knew she was Grigori, a watcher, a guardian of the places between men and Sídhe, between heaven and hell. And this thing had no place in her world. It was awash with wild magic. Holly’s power swirled around it, through it, controlling it and goading it on, but still – she could sense the strange nature of the thing. Chaotic. Every heightened sense she had come to rely upon told her to kill it.

         ‘Come on, you monster,’ she crooned at it, feeling the weight of the knife in her hand like an extension of the Blade’s magic. ‘Try it.’

         The hound drove itself at her, full force, and for a moment she thought she’d made a fatal error in judgement. It snapped, its jaws missing her and her knife scraped along its flank. The creature screamed as the iron met fae flesh.

         ‘No!’ Holly bawled, genuine horror draining the colour from her face. She didn’t want to lose this creature, which just made Izzy want to kill it all the more. ‘Back here, now!’

         The beast recoiled as if struck a second time at the sound of her voice. It snarled, pain and anger making it wild, but it still turned on its feet and bounded back to her. It quivered as it dropped down beside her, bleeding from the wound. Its chest moved fitfully, breathing hard.

         How had it missed her? It should have taken her throat out. She knew that.

         But it had missed. If she didn’t know better she’d say that was deliberate.

         Strong arms seized her, one Magpie on either side of her, and they lifted her off her feet, running hard in the opposite direction, back up the road and away. She screamed at them to let her go, but they didn’t. They didn’t even hesitate, just carried her off.

         ‘Jesus, didn’t think you’d actually take the bugger on,’ panted Mags as he finally slowed. They were up past the ornate gates of the private school, halfway back home before they slowed.

         Izzy struggled free of them, shaking all over with rage.

         ‘What the hell –?’ she ranted at them. ‘I had it. I could have killed it.’

         A lie … probably. It hadn’t wanted to kill her. She was sure. It had missed. Why had it missed? And why had she felt such a need to kill? That wasn’t like her at all.

         ‘I know. We saw you,’ said Pie. ‘But that’s––’

         ‘That’s Holly’s.’ Mags interrupted. ‘And you aren’t ready to piss her off by killing her favourite pet. Not another one.’

         She rounded on him. ‘What do you mean?’

         His face froze and he scrambled for words.

         ‘She had … plans for Jinx, didn’t she? But you stopped that.’

         It was like being doused in icy water. She took a step back and shoved the knife in the bag.

         ‘She sent it to kill me, that …that … what did you call it?’

         ‘A Púca,’ said Pie, slowly. Then he repeated it, drawing the word out. ‘Pooh-kah. A shapeshifter, like a Cú Sídhe, but worse. Much worse.’ He grinned like it was all a colossal joke she wasn’t getting. The word was familiar. Wasn’t a Púca some kind of ghost? She shivered again and her stomach twisted in knots. A memory she had lost, perhaps? Or something else. It was like her body knew something she didn’t, something she was missing. A Grigori thing, Dad said. She hated the feeling.

         ‘Right. Fine. A Púca. And the Oracle was useless.’

         ‘Not entirely useless,’ said Pie, but Mags dug his elbow into his ribs. They both howled with laughter.

         Brilliant. A near death experience with a monster and Holly, and no new information at all. And here she was stuck with the chuckle brothers. She hated them, but Amadán had promised to help.

         Some help they were.

         ‘Jesus, just go away,’ she told them, and stalked off up the road, heading for the little bridge over the railway line and the narrow lanes known as the Metals which led right up to the quarry on the hill. From there, it was a short walk to Brí’s Hollow.

         ‘Where are you off to?’ Mags called.

         ‘Never you mind.’

         ‘Secrets, is it?’ Pie jeered. ‘I know secrets too.’

         ‘Shut up you eejit,’ Mags told him but Pie called after her until she turned off the road. His singsong jibe and howls of laughter echoed after her.

         ‘Hey, Grigori! I know something you don’t know!’

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter Five

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

            Reckless

         

         Dylan walked in angry silence. Ash followed, saying nothing, just staring at the city at night as if she had found wonderland, all the Christmas lights and partying people. Clodagh cradled the book against her. He’d never been so furious with anyone in his whole life. Not even Mari.

         It was meant to be a negotiation. Not a theft.

         But Clodagh and Ash had made plans of their own. They hadn’t thought to fill him in on it, oh no. They knew exactly what he’d have said. What Silver would have said. So they just cut him out altogether. Angry didn’t come close to describing what he was feeling.

         David Gregory waited by the Four Courts, his coat wrapped around him. Where he had been working – or indeed which job he had been doing – Dylan didn’t know. He didn’t much feel like asking either. He made straight for Clodagh as they approached and took the book, wrapped in her cardigan, from her.

         ‘What on earth were you thinking?’

         ‘We had to get it, didn’t we? Izzy needs it.’

         ‘I would have got it. You were only meant to talk to her, to persuade her to let me in.’

         Ashira narrowed her eyes. ‘With all due respect, Grigori, the Seanchaí made it perfectly clear she wanted neither you nor Isabel in her Hollow again. This way––

         He lunged forward at her, his voice uncharacteristically loud, ‘––put two children in terrible danger.’

         The children part hurt. Dylan wasn’t a child. He was almost nineteen. He had a recording contract and a host of gigs lined up. The single was everywhere. He was probably already making more money than David Gregory ever would.

         But then the job of Grigori probably didn’t pay very well. And he didn’t have much time for any more regular employment these days.

         Ash recoiled, momentarily and Clodagh bristled, stepping up to her side. The angel glanced at her, just for a second, and a smile ghosted on her lips. Dylan was sure of it. She looked stronger, heartened once more.
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