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​Prologue
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A tremor rippled through the world, one such as had not occurred for millennia. It had torn him from his deep slumber. Far too soon... and yet far too late. A thought later, he was at the crypt, looking down upon what was unfolding there. Yes, the time had come. It could mean hope – though not for those who met their death below.

He had watched, savoring the silence of his thoughts. A pity he could not taste the fine feast that had spread at the foot of the crypt. But his body was not here, and so he remained only a spectator in the theater of fate. Only one thing set him apart from every other guest in this play: he could glimpse behind the stage and knew which act would come next. And so he had lingered there, pondering what the event within the crypt might signify – for him, for the world, and for the prophecy. It was a chance... a glimmer of hope...

The cycle draws to its end.

He knew his role in this game, and what he must now do. His task was fulfilled – or almost. First, all the other cogs of the prophecy had to fall into place. And he? He was only the delicate weight upon the scales that could tilt destiny one way or the other.

A smile brushed against his soul as he sank toward the earth, mingling with the bright torches of the living who now swarmed the graveyard like ants. Such busy scurrying among the dead – as though they were competing to see who would be next to join them. Ah, these poor, witless creatures. They couldn’t possibly comprehend what Fenhole truly meant.

Soon there will be a feast; oh yes... what a splendid feast it shall be!

Chuckling, he danced between two bright souls, relishing for a fleeting moment that He still slept. That gave him time to find his place in the great game of the tides.

A game... yes, a game...

He stopped, something having caught his attention. There, among the crowd, was a small human. As insignificant as all the rest; short-lived, fragile, pitiful. And yet, it was there. It stood out amid the sea of meaninglessness.

Slowly, he circled the little soul as it wandered lost among the dead. Fear, disgust... so many emotions surged through the mortal being. Oh, how he would have loved to devour it, and how exquisite it would have tasted.

What are you searching for? He paused. Are you searching for me?

Another tremor shook his world, but this time it marked the beginning of the end of his freedom.

He awakens... I must hurry.

Time slipped through his fingers as great fractures split the firmament like the web of an all-devouring abyss stretching its claws into the here and now. The image began to blur, and with it, the little souls started to dissolve. One by one, they faded, as his own vision narrowed. The flesh was calling him back, pulling hard on his silver cord. It would be over soon. Once more, he focused on the soul before him. There was great meaning within it.

Who might you be, hmm?

The image of the world began to crumble. A rumbling filled his being, the taste of cold, dead earth spreading through him.

We shall meet again, he thought, reaching out to touch the unknown soul, just before the pull wrenched him away.

The subtle realm shattered, and he was back in his resting place; a dark, long-forgotten tomb. Slowly, fingers rose through loose soil, and a sluggish, heavy heartbeat filled the air.

Thus began a new cycle – the last in this world.

Come... let us play a little game.
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20th November 1904

It was a suffocating feeling, sitting here. Diana stared at the broken doorframe and the splintered wood of the door. Beyond it, the staircase was swallowed in complete darkness, the opening resembling more a gaping maw than anything else.

At this hour – it must have been shortly past midnight – the library lay silent and deserted. Two hours earlier, they had entered the building through the back door, where they had encountered Mrs. Perlmutter finishing her nightly cleaning. An odd woman, no doubt; she hadn’t appeared in the least surprised that Kellan was spattered with blood while Diana looked unkempt and dirty.

She had listened to Kellan’s brief explanation that he needed to travel to Windchurch for a few days without a flicker of emotion, merely asking whether she should have the door repaired and forward his post. The latter he refused – he would not be gone long, and she was to leave any letters on his desk.

Mrs. Perlmutter had nodded and simply gone back to her work, as though it were the most ordinary thing in the world to discuss doorframes and correspondence with one’s bloodstained superior at so late an hour.

Undoubtedly, Mrs. Perlmutter knew that Kellan was a Cú Sìth. Yet it did not seem to trouble her in the slightest.

Had she been present, too, when Kellan had murdered his predecessor? Had she, in her brisk, matter-of-fact way, asked whether the corpse should be sunk in the moor or burned in the furnace, and whether Kellan might enjoy a cup of tea in the meantime? The thought had sent a shiver through Diana, though she pushed it aside.

While Kellan had gone to the stables to sate his thirst on the blood of his rabbits, Diana had retreated upstairs to the flat. Despite her faint curiosity, she had no wish to witness the slaughter. The mere thought of the librarian draining the poor creatures of life until their little bodies went limp in his hands filled her with pity.

And yet, a broken door and a few dead rabbits were the least of Fenhole’s problems. If what was said to be happening in Old Fenhole was true, then horror would soon sweep through the streets like a tide. None would escape it. And when that time came, Diana had no desire to remain in the city.

The memories of the recent horrors still weighed on her; especially Cole’s death. Now that he was gone, she realised what she had lost. He had been the one to brighten her long days at the university. Once, on an especially dreary day, he had brought in a gramophone so they could listen to music while they worked. He had even joked about dancing with her – in the middle of the mortuary, menthol balm in his moustache. But she had declined, as she always did, and now, looking back, she could think of no good reason why.

She wiped at her eyes. “Cole. I’m so terribly sorry,” she murmured softly.

She thought of making tea, if only to distract herself, but footsteps on the stairs stopped her. A glimmer of light preceded Kellan as he entered, holding an oil lamp. His mouth was smeared with blood, and it was impossible to tell which stains on his shirt were his and which belonged to the animals.

Her stomach tightened at the thought of drinking so much of it. She had no difficulty with blood or bodily fluids, but preferred they remain outside her digestive tract.

“I’m sorry,” Kellan said.

Again. He had apologized so often already, ever since their time at Cathleen’s estate, and she could not imagine what he felt guilty for now. She had done nothing but sit quietly in the room. “For what?”

“For taking so long,” he replied.

“It’s all right,” she said, forcing a small smile. “Are your wounds healing now?”

Kellan nodded and limped past Diana into the bedroom. His posture betrayed that he was still in great pain.

“I will be regenerated by morning,” he promised, and the bed creaked as he sat down. “I could use some rest. But–”

“But we must go on,” Diana finished the sentence. Kellan said nothing, and since she too had no words left, silence filled the small flat.

She could hear his heavy breathing; uneven, trembling, as though he were struggling for composure. “Kellan?”

“Yes?”

Diana rose and stepped into the doorway of the narrow bedroom. The librarian sat hunched on the edge of the bed, staring bitterly into nothing. It wasn’t hard to guess what haunted him: Silvestri’s words, the revelation that his entire clan had been wiped out.

He deserved sympathy, perhaps, but comfort – no, that she could not offer. The wounds he had inflicted upon her were still far too raw.

“Perhaps some survived?” he murmured, sparing her the choice of speaking. “Perhaps I can find them.”

“You want to ride into the moor?” Though curiosity tugged at her, Diana took Silvestri’s warning seriously. If the whole Cú Sìth pack had been killed, then she and Kellan would be wise to keep their distance, lest they join the dead themselves.

“Perhaps some survived?”Kellan repeated, meeting her eyes, his own heavy with grief.

She bit lightly at her lower lip. It was not in her nature to forbid him his wishes, but they had promised each other they would search together for Cathleen and the abducted clan children. They had never spoken of a shared suicide.

“That is dangerous,” she said softly. “And if Silvestri spoke the truth, then...” She left the sentence unfinished. Kellan surely knew they would only find death there. Yet he remained silent, so she went on: “Would you really ride into the moor just to see the dead?”

Kellan’s gaze drifted into emptiness. “They are... my pack. My family. I have to.”

“The children are your family,” she reminded him. “And they are alive, you know that.”

Anger flared in his eyes as he looked directly at her. She knew the rage was not meant for her, but for those who had stolen the children: Cathleen Jones and her henchmen.

“Kellan, the children are alive, and they need your help. You won’t help them by wandering the moors for days searching for survivors.”

Again he was silent, as though he needed to weigh every word she had spoken. In the end, reason prevailed and he nodded. Groaning, he rose and began to strip off his soiled clothes.

Diana returned to the kitchen; there was no need for her to watch him undress. Kellan, for his part, seemed utterly unbothered by his own nakedness. She, however, still blushed at the sight of him – not only from embarrassment, but from the inconvenient awareness that his lean, sinewy body stirred a reluctant appreciation in her. That was why she forbade herself any fondness for Kellan. This was an alliance of necessity, nothing more, forged to face a common enemy. She had not forgotten how he had once lulled her with his words, nor how brutal he could become.

Her only safety lay in his promise.

The thought drew her eyes to the bloodstains on the kitchen floor. Glenn’s blood. The sharp-witted inspector with his lockpick. His death struck Diana once more like a blow to the gut. Two people who had stood at her side only a day before were now gone forever.

The inspector’s revolver still lay on the table, just where Reece had left it. She would do well to arm herself – just in case. But she needed ammunition. And what did she know of bullets? Did she even know what kind of weapon could harm a Sidhe? Reece himself had said that an ordinary round would never be enough.

Reece... She recalled the worried look on Kellan’s face when the hunter had loaded his pistol with that strange cartridge. Unlike Glenn’s weapon, it had visibly unsettled the Cú Sìth. There had to be something special about it, and Diana wished she possessed more of them to defend herself against the Sidhe.

But that round had been fired, and it was useless to dwell on it. The weapon itself, though, must still be in the barn. The magazine was full, and ordinary rounds were better than nothing.

The librarian entered the kitchen. “Do you need anything?” he asked as he buttoned his shirt. The claw marks on his chest were red and crusted. Hard to imagine they would heal within the next hours.

“No,” Diana answered, then, realizing that wasn’t quite true, corrected herself. “Yes. My suitcase in the Ironpan.”

“I’ll bring money. You can buy what you need,” he offered. 

Diana shook her head. “My suitcase.” She had money of her own and wanted no financial help from Kellan.

“Very well. Would you–”

“No!” The word burst from her before she even knew what he intended to say. She simply didn’t want to hear it. But before an awkward silence could take hold, she went on quickly: “Down in the small barn... the pistol is there.”

“The paladin’s weapon?”

Diana nodded. “I want it. Please.”

“Very well. We’ll find it.”

She had expected resistance, but he agreed without hesitation. He returned to the bedroom, and since Diana could find no task to occupy the waiting, she followed him.Standing in the doorway, she watched him pull on a waistcoat and jacket, then awkwardly gather his long hair and tie it back. Nothing in his appearance now betrayed the ferocity of the battle he had fought only hours ago.

Hard to believe he can transform into a giant wolf. How many Sidhe must there be? “Silvestri – what is he?”

“An Urisk,” Kellan replied as he bent, with some difficulty, to lace his boots. His injured shoulder clearly made it painful to reach the ends of his long legs.

“Oh,” she murmured, none the wiser. “Are there other names for it?” After all, Reece had called the Cú Sìth ‘Gwyllgi’.

“In Greek and Roman tales they are called Satyrs or Fauns, and in Scotland they are known as Glaistig. We Sidhe appear in every folklore.”

“Faun...” Diana knew the word, and she remembered how often such figures were depicted with a flute. The memory of that hideous melody rose in her mind, and with it, the ease with which Silvestri had bent her will. An icy grip tightened around her stomach as she recalled her own helplessness. “He played such a melody.”

Kellan nodded. “Hypnotic tones. He uses them to control you and to make you obey.”

Diana wrapped her arms around herself. Horror washed through her as she remembered the lust in Silvestri’s eyes, the way he had loomed over her on the sofa. Every instinct had screamed at her to flee, yet part of her had felt the desire to yield to the monstrous creature.

“You can resist it,” the librarian revealed unexpectedly, shrugging into a warm coat. 

Diana’s attention snapped to him at once. “How?“

“His music only affects those who are afraid,” he explained, with a faint, dismissive gesture. “Fear makes the mind open to manipulation. Without fear, he has no hold.” He gave a small, knowing smile.

As if that were simple! For the first time in her life Diana had stood before such a beast, one that had shattered her will with apparent ease. Of course it had filled her with terrible fear.

Meanwhile, the librarian packed a travel bag with clothing and the essentials for a journey of several days. Then he opened a false bottom in the wardrobe to draw out a locked wooden box, which he placed unopened into the bag.

“Let’s get out of here.” With that, Kellan extinguished the candles and took only the oil lamp as their light as they went down into the courtyard, where the horse was waiting. He strapped his bag to the saddle and led Diana from the back courtyard to the adjacent shed through whose roof she had fallen. Most of the wooden structure had collapsed, little remaining but shattered boards and debris.

Now, in the dark, almost nothing was visible. Diana took the lamp from Kellan and tried to recall how she had been standing when the pistol had flown from her hand. Kneeling, she began clearing away straw and broken wood. She had no need to worry about ruining the hideous dress and even took a small satisfaction when she tore a hole in the sleeve on a sharp splinter of wood.

Dusty and grimy as she already was, she crawled beneath two beams with the lantern in hand and discovered something gleaming – the weapon!

“I have found it,” she caled Kellan, wriggling out from under the beams. The Cú Sìth, searching elsewhere, let a raised plank fall and walked to the crooked shed door.

Had he heard her? “I said, I have found the weapon,” she repeated more loudly.

Kellan touched the broken latch and then crossed the street in silence to the house wall opposite.

She followed. “Are you looking for something else?”

He gave a vague nod. “How many shots did you fire?”

“Only one. Why?”

Without answering, the librarian ran his fingers along the cold plaster until he found what he sought – the bullet hole. Examining it closely, Kellan pursed his lips in thought, ignoring Diana’s questioning look.

“Was there a hammer in the barn?” he asked.

“Um...”

She didn’t bother finishing, for Kellan was already searching through the debris. Apparently he wanted to reach the projectile. But why? It was useless now; the casing and powder were already spent.

To him, however, it seemed important enough to strike the wall with a carpenter’s hammer until the hole widened. After a few forceful blows, something silver dropped to the ground.

Astonished, Diana bent down, picked it up, and turned it in her fingers. Its polished surface was almost unmarked, despite having struck the stone wall.

“What kind of bullets are these?” she asked, holding the fine piece out to Kellan. Kellan stepped back, refusing even to touch it, and shook his head.

“Fairy slayer. Sidhe killer. Call them what you will,” he growled darkly, slipping the hammer into his coat pocket. “That is what the paladins use to kill us.”

Diana turned the projectile in the lantern light, studying it as though it might reveal some secret property. But it was simply smooth, shining silver with a faint bluish hue.

“They look like ordinary bullets. What makes them so deadly?” she asked as she followed Kellan toward his horse.

“The material. We Sidhe are magical beings, and as within us, every matter holds some trace of magic. Long ago, Arab scholars discovered that certain metals hold a stronger, purer form of that power. This alloy – the paladins call it Osman,” he gestured toward the projectile, “burns away what makes us Sidhe. It destroys us from within.”

“Oh. Can you touch it?” Diana asked curiously.

Kellan raised his hands. “No, thank you. I’d rather not.”

So he couldn’t. Fascinated, Diana rolled the small silver piece between her fingers. If it posed such danger to Kellan, why had he gone to the trouble of prying it out of the wall and handing it to her?

She gave him a questioning look, but he was already mounting the saddle.

“Aren’t you afraid of it?”

“Of course I am!” He offered her his hand to help her up onto the horse. “But I think you’ll need it. The world is about to become more dangerous; for you as much as for me. The difference is, I can defend myself.”

There was truth in that. She gripped the bullet and the pistol tightly as he pulled her into the saddle.

The road to the Ironpan wasn’t far, and the streets lay utterly deserted, as if the townsfolk somehow sensed that the world they knew was about to change forever. They reached the inn from which they could see the train station. Under the glow of the gas lamps, two shadowy figures scurried away down the street, and Diana was oddly comforted by the thought that she wasn’t entirely alone.

“What happened here?” she murmured, noticing the ‘Closed’ sign nailed to the door. Next to it, someone had tacked up a newspaper clipping:

‘Hallucinations after adulterated absinthe. Patrons claimed to have seen ghosts after consuming absinthe mixed with dubious ingredients and began shooting wildly. Thomas Theodor Quinn killed during the ensuing panic.‘

Quinn. Oh no. Stricken, Diana rose her hand to her lips. Yet there was no mention of Glenn, Reece, or Cole.

She turned, meaning to ask Kellan about these supposed ghost, but the librarian had vanished.

“Kellan?” Where had he gone? Uneasy, she glanced around, for the horse still stood tethered to the hitching post before the Ironpan.

Moments later, she heard noises from the other side of the door. The lock turned, and Kellan opened it from within, ushering her quickly inside. She didn’t ask how he had gained entry. It didn’t matter. What mattered was being off the street.

The taproom was in complete darkness, and she pushed aside the thought of examining the crime scene more closely. Kellan was already hurrying upstairs, and she followed.

Her room was locked, but Kellan helped her with the dilemma, smashing the door lock with the carpenter’s hammer. She considered asking him to do the same for Cole’s room, so she might keep some memento of him, but she held her tongue. The noise would draw attention, and besides, she wasn’t sure she could bear the pain of seeing his things again.

While Kellan looked around in the inn, Diana changed quickly. She stripped off the dreadful wool dress and tossed it into the corner.

Unfortunately, Silvestri had taken her only warm coat, so she would have to borrow one. By some morbid fortune, the owners of numerous garments now lay dead in the moor. No one would complain if Diana helped herself.

***
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Of course there was no train to Windchurch at that hour, so Diana and Kellan rode on through the night. It was uncomfortable and cold, and Diana was terribly tired. It must have been three in the morning, and Windchurch was still at least four or five hours ahead by horseback. How was she supposed to endure that?

Kellan’s travel bag and her suitcase banged against her legs with every jolt, and her head kept drooping against his back.

“There’s an inn up ahead,” Kellan said over his shoulder. “We’ll ride on by daylight. The horse is tired, and the lamp oil is nearly gone.”

“Mmh,” Diana mumbled sleepily. She would have agreed to anything at that point. So long as she could sleep without the constant fear of tumbling from the saddle. Still, she doubted the inn would take in guests at this hour. It was the dead of night, and not a single window was lit.

Kellan dismounted, tied the horse, and went to the entrance door, but even after repeated knocking, no one came.

“I will try the back door.”

“Mmh-hm.” Diana yawned behind her hand.

A few minutes later he returned, leading the horse into the rear courtyard where a small stable and a coach shelter stood.

“No room available, but two beds in the hall,” the Cú Sìth explained.

Hall? Diana looked at the old crooked timber house and doubted that ‘hall’ meant a spacious dormitory with soft pillows and warm blankets. But in her exhaustion she would have accepted even a tree stump as a bed. She slid off the saddle, every bruise and ache flaring in protest.

She stretched gingerly, wishing more than anything for someone to take her in their arms and show her a little compassion. A melancholy smile touched her lips as she thought of falling into Cole’s arms outside Dourif’s house. How she longed for that again.

She took the bags from Kellan so he could unsaddle the horse, and together they went to the back door of the inn, where a thin maid with a petroleum lamp awaited the late-night guests.

They entered a tiled room where chairs, lamp oil, candles, and other odds and ends were stored. It reeked of stale grease, burnt scraps, and rotting potatoes, which did little to whet the appetite for breakfast. The maid locked the door behind them and led them through a musty corridor.

When she opened the door to the dormitory, a stifling cloud of sweat, indigestion, and foul breath rolled out to greet them.

Dear heavens! Diana shot Kellan a reproachful look for dragging her into this hole. She would rather have taken the tree stump.

Unmoved, the librarian entered and waited as the maid silently pointed out their beds. Diana followed reluctantly; what choice did she have, other than to sleep alone outside among the horses?

The so-called ‘hall’ was a small room with wooden floor and bare plaster walls, lined with about ten bunk beds. From the ceiling hung a single dusty oil lamp whose sooty glass gave off a weak, yellowish glow.

More than half the beds were already occupied by itinerant workers, day laborers, and others with little money. The air was thick with snoring, smacking, and heavy breathing. When Diana stopped beside the bunk meant for her and Kellan, she was almost certain she could hear the bedbugs cheering.

The maid silently extended her hand and Kellan paid her a few pennies. The place was worth no more.

“You take the upper bed,” Kellan whispered, adding softly, “I will be right below you.”

Diana’s gaze swept uneasily around the room. Two pairs of eyes glimmered in the dim light, staring straight at her. Her stomach clenched. Oh God, how am I supposed to sleep here?

Kellan noticed them too and glared at them until they turned away.

Diana climbed into the upper bunk, staring in disgust at the filthy, worn mattress. The pillowcase bore a large grey patch formed by countless greasy heads and dirty beards.

Oh God, Diana thought again. He can’t be serious.

It was no wonder that most of the lodgers lay on the beds fully dressed, using their coats or bags for pillows. Even the grimy labourers would not think of lying down in such filth without their boots and coats.

She shoved the pillow aside with her elbow and set her suitcase in place as a makeshift rest for her head. It was hard and uncomfortable, but at least it was clean. Before lying down, she took out the pistol, held it close to her chest, and turned toward the wall.

She had no intention of firing the dreadful thing again; the recoil had nearly dislocated her shoulder, but it might be enough to earn her some respect, should she need it. The precious bullet was tucked safely into her coat pocket, and she found comfort in the small, solid weight against her heart.

Her thoughts drifted to Reece, and what might have become of him. Kellan had mentioned his name, so did that mean he’d fallen into the Cú Sìth’s hands? If so, he was surely dead by now. The hatred between the Sidhe and his kind had been unmistakable.

As her mind circled these thoughts, Diana slipped into a restless sleep. A storm of wild images overtook her. She saw Cole and Glenn fighting Silvestri. The monster held both men like dolls in his hands and choked them until their faces turned blue. Diana cried out to her friends in the dream, but no sound left her lips. Helpless, she could only listen as their choking grew louder and louder.

Choking? Diana’s eyes flew open and she sat bolt upright in bed. The sound was real, and it came from the floor beside her bed.

There a man with an unkempt moustache and bad teeth lay on the ground, struggling desperately to free his throat from Kellan’s grip. Blood trickled from his nose and split lip, and with each violent breath droplets spattered both his and Kellan’s face.

“What? Kellan!” Diana whispered sharply. “What are you doing? Let him go!”

Kellan didn’t respond. His grip only tightened until the poor man’s tongue lolled from his mouth. Desperate, the fellow clawed at the air, striking out in vain, but Kellan’s long arms kept him at a distance.

“Kellan!”

In the other beds the men had awakened, but none of them made any move to interfere. It wasn’t their concern. They simply watched, eyes gleaming with crude curiosity, taking in the spectacle.

“Kellan, stop!” Diana had no choice but to raise the pistol, hoping the sight of it would break through whatever fury possessed him. At last, the librarian looked up. His face, twisted with rage, made her flinch. His gaze fell on the weapon, and in that instant released his victim and rose.

Wheezing and coughing, the man drew breath and curled on the floor, unable to lift himself.

“What... why are you doing that?” Diana asked, trembling, and hastily tucked the pistol away again; she had never truly meant to threaten him.

Kellan glanced down at the man, then at his own hands, and finally back to her. “I caught him trying to get to you,” he said, as though that were explanation enough.

“But that doesn’t mean you can kill him!” she hissed. Of course, she was relieved to know Kellan had stopped anyone from harming her, but that hardly justified bloodshed.

“But–”

“No buts. I don’t want this. Stop it.” Unconsciously she touched her own throat, still marked with bruises from Kellan’s earlier attempt on her life, half-hidden by her upturned collar.

He looked at her in silence. It was difficult to read his expression; perhaps he disliked being chastised by her. But at length, he swallowed his pride.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “It was thoughtless.”

“Indeed.” She relaxed slightly and looked to the man, who was slowly dragging himself to his feet, wiping the blood from his nose.

“My apologies.” The words were unnecessary, and Diana felt foolish for saying them. After all, he had surely intended to assault her. Yet her good upbringing could not be cast off so easily.

Now that the tension had eased, many of the onlookers lost interest. Some turned over and went back to sleep; others got up, deciding the night was already done for.

Kellan cast a final warning glance around the room, in case anyone else had similar ideas, then lay back down on the lower bunk. For Diana, though, sleep was impossible. Her nerves were frayed, her thoughts restless. How far could she trust Kellan? Back at Cathleen’s villa, he had sworn he wasn’t a murderer, claiming he had only lost his humanity in blind thirst for revenge. He had apologised countless times, defended himself, justified his actions. And now he had nearly killed a man – in front of many witnesses. It was only a matter of time before he lost control again.

Oh, have you really thought this through?

Restlessly she turned from side to side, watching a long-haired man leave the dormitory with a raspy cough. Soon another followed, for a new working day was about to begin.

Diana sat up as well. She could bear the infested mattress no longer. Her skin crawled as if something were moving beneath her clothes. Once they reached Windchurch, she would take a long, scalding bath – no matter what.

Leaning over the edge of the bunk, she looked down at Kellan. He lay on his back with his hands folded behind his head, eyes half closed, perhaps dozing. When she moved, he opened them and met her gaze.

“I want to go on,” she pleaded. “I can’t sleep here any longer.”

“Why? I was keeping watch.”

“Very commendable. But the beds are dreadful.”

Kellan frowned. “What’s wrong with the beds?”

He truly didn’t mind? Diana could hardly believe it. Anyone with a sound nose could smell the grime and the stench of human waste that had long seeped into the sheets and pillows. And Kellan was, after all, part dog – and dogs were known for their keen sense of smell.

Now she stared at him in disbelief. “There’s vomit on my mattress. It’s disgusting, and I refuse to lie there another minute!”

Kellan gave a faint smirk. “Mine hasn’t any vomit.”

“Then stay in it!” she snapped, climbing down and brushing herself off in irritation. “I’ll ride on alone.”

“All right, all right.” Amused, Kellan swung his legs out of the bed and rose. “Would you like something to eat first?”

She looked up at him, eyebrows drawn. “Here? And what would be on the menu? Bedbug porridge?”

“They’re rich in protein.”

Diana could not help but smile, and for a moment she forgot her anger and unease. “I prefer my porridge in the traditional manner.”

“As you wish,” Kellan replied with a small grin. “Perhaps we’ll find something on the road.”

Nothing would please her more. She pulled her suitcase from the bed and left the dormitory, only to be met in the courtyard by cold rain. What have I done? she thought bitterly, pulling her coat tight around her. Even the heavens seemed unwilling to show her mercy.

Kellan, unfazed by the weather, headed straight for the stables.

He meant to ride on? He might possess unnatural endurance, but she did not. If she rode through the cold and rain, she’d catch pneumonia for certain.

“I want to take a carriage,” she told him.

“It is not far to Windchurch,” Kellan assured her, beginning to saddle the horse.

“But it is raining.”

“It’s only a bit of water.”

Diana frowned and shook her head. “Do you ever think of anyone besides yourself?”

“What? Why?” He looked at her in puzzlement. “It’s just rain.”

“Yes; just rain! And it’s freezing! I’m cold!”

Kellan glanced about the stable as if the answer might be found in a stall. Then an idea came to him.

“The horse blankets–”

“Excuse me?” Surely she’d misheard. “You expect me to wrap myself in a horse blanket?”

“They are very warm–”

She cut him off with an impatient wave. “Kellan!” She strode up to him and jabbed a finger against his chest. “I am an ordinary human being, do you understand? I don’t know how it works for you, but I can die from it! In an hour, even with your precious horse blanket, I’ll be drenched through and frozen stiff. Either I freeze to death before we reach Windchurch, or I become very ill.”

Kellan licked his lips in thought, then offered an apologetic smile.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think of that.” He removed the saddle again, paused, then hoisted it back onto the horse’s back.

“We’ll find you a carriage,” he assured her. “I’ll ride behind. I can’t sell the horse so quickly, and I’m not leaving it here.”

Diana nodded in relief. Not only would she be able to travel on without getting soaked, she also wouldn’t have to cling to Kellan’s back on that uncomfortable saddle any longer.

She watched the Cú Sìth prepare the horse, then followed him into the rain. Together they walked around the inn, toward the road that would lead them on to Windchurch.

Carriages and steam engines passed them, churning the softened earth into deep, muddy ruts that quickly filled with water. The rain fell steadily, pattering in fine, cold drops, and now and then, flakes of snow mingled with the downpour.

“How do you endure this?” she asked Kellan, not without envy.

“Oh, I’m cold too,” he said. “But I don’t have to worry about frostbite or fever. I have drunk enough blood to keep me strong. As long as its effects last, I’m far more resilient than you humans.”

You humans? “You speak as though we were two different species.”

“We are.”

Diana looked at him reproachfully. “You were human once, too.”

“That was long ago.”

“And now you use it as an excuse to remind us of our weaknesses? To call people sickly and frail?”

He looked at her again, as though genuinely puzzled that she didn’t see the obvious. “But that’s what you are; sickly and frail.”

She shook her head, unwilling to accept his view of things. It was an unpleasant feeling – to be looked down upon, not as an individual, but as part of a lesser species. The way he spoke of humans reminded her of how men treated animals: some were useful, tended, even loved, while others were seen as threats or pests and hunted down without mercy.

Was that why killing came so easily to him?

“So I’m sickly and weak too, am I?”

“You are,” he said with conviction.

The words stung. She was human, not livestock.

“Is that why you never questioned Cathleen’s plans?” she demanded. “Would it have pleased you if your Fenris had wiped us ‘lesser beings’ from the world? Then you wouldn’t have to bother with us at all.”

Anger flared in his eyes. He bent down toward her, jabbing a finger beneath her chin. Her heart leapt into her throat, but she forced herself to stand firm, lifting her chin in quiet defiance. Kellan would not intimidate her again.

“It was only about destroying the Inquisition once and for all,” he growled. “I bear no hatred for humankind. They can’t help their weakness and ignorance.”

“Ignorance?!” What kind of twisted logic was that? The children of the Clan were human too. Did he think of them as weak little creatures, only elevated once they received their consecration? How could he so easily forget what he once was?

Diana turned away from him in deliberate silence. There was no point arguing. If he truly saw humans as a frail, pitiful species, then perhaps he saw her merely as a burden.

When they had first joined forces, he hadn’t shown any of this disdain. He could have told her from the start that he had no desire to drag a useless human along. He didn’t owe her anything, after all, and he could surely find the missing children without her help.

Annoyed, she raised her arm to hail a passing carriage. Kellan stood beside her, wordless.

It wasn’t long before a coach stopped.

“Would you please take me to Windchurch?” she asked the driver.

“Of course, Miss.”

Diana climbed in and set her suitcase firmly on the seat beside her. Kellan’s scornful words still rang in her head. Let him go his own way. Perhaps he’d find better company among those he deemed his equals.

She knew she was being stubborn, but now that she sat alone in the cab, she allowed herself the indulgence. The carriage jolted into motion, and when she looked out the rain-streaked window, she saw Kellan following on horseback.

Her anger, however, soon ebbed away. It was exhausting to stay angry with him, and it changed nothing. With a weary sigh, she leaned back against the swaying seat and closed her eyes, hoping to steal a little rest before they reached Windchurch.
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​02 – Nell: The Hunter
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They reached the farm in the early hours. The hunter had not regained consciousness the entire way, so Hutch’s brother-in-law Malcolm and another nephew – both as large and strong as Hutch – carried him inside.

Carl had to give up his room, the one he always used when helping on the farm. It was just across from the bathroom, giving the hunter a short path – if he survived.

The men heaved him onto the bed and set his gear down beside him.

“I will look at the wounds,” Nell said at once. Judging by his condition, survival seemed doubtful. Still, she hoped he might wake again and not carry the knowledge of her parents’ murderer with him to the grave.

But before she could tend to him, she had to care for her own injury. The wound burned fiercely, and if she didn’t clean it soon, infection would be a real danger. Besides, she also needed a moment for herself, to process the events of the past hours.

By the time she returned with bandages and medicine, daylight had filled the small room. She had smeared her own wound with a healing salve and covered it with an adhesive strip. Blood still seeped through when she moved, but she couldn’t reach the spot properly to stitch it.

She set the supplies on a small table where Carl had stacked books and papers.Some pages bore crude sketches of naked women and other vulgar scenes. With a sigh, she placed the book depicting the devil on top of the pile and sat down on the edge of the bed. 

The hunter lay still in his clothes, his body caked with foul-smelling mud. Hardly the right conditions for a recovery. She wasn’t much better off herself, but if she undressed any further, she’d be standing there naked. Though she had scrubbed her garments and washed herself thoroughly, the stench clung to her skin. She needed something clean to wear. But as usual, she needed money for that.

In the clearer light she studied the hunter. Cold sweat clung to his chalk-white skin, and his breath came in uneven bursts. She pushed his damp shirt aside to inspect the stitched gunshot wound, which was swollen and angry-looking, the tight stitches cutting deep into the flesh.

It looked grim. It would be a miracle if he ever stood again.

Her gaze fell lower to the parts of his skin the torn fabric revealed. Not only the hard muscles stood out, but also the many scars, testament to old and grievous wounds.  Someone had even once tried to cut his throat; a long pale line ran straight across it.

What bad luck it would be if he were to die now, after surviving so much. Nell sighed, stood, and at least pulled off his boots, so his feet would not remain soaking in filth for days. The leg wound badly needed a fresh bandage, but she was not about to strip off his trousers.

She then made a rather hopeless attempt to peel him out of his coat. But alone, with an injured wrist and a bullet wound, she had about as much luck turning an unconscious man as she would a sack of potatoes the size of a small ox.

Breathing hard, she gave up, wincing as she clutched her side. She lifted his fallen arm back onto his chest so she could reach the wound better. That was when she noticed the tattoo on the back of his right hand. The word Lux was written there in ornate script. A mark of recognition? She took his hand, studying it to see if it stirred any memory. Unfortunately, it did not. But at least it was a clue. If he didn’t survive the coming days, she could use the symbol to learn more, perhaps to find other hunters like him.

She poured iodine onto a cloth and pressed it gently to the wound. Pus oozed out at once – a bad sign.

“Hold on,” Nell muttered, biting her lip. She felt shabby, knowing she clung to his life only for the knowledge he carried. Yet her guilt vanished in an instant, for the burning of the disinfectant tore him from unconsciousness. He groaned and tried weakly to bat her hand away. He was awake! At once, Nell snatched up the book, flipping to the page with the dark creature’s image, and shook his shoulder. “Come on, open your eyes. I have to ask you something!”

His eyelids fluttered, and after a moment he managed to look at her, though his gaze was hazy and unfocused.

“Who is this?” she demanded, thrusting the picture before his face. But his eyes wandered aimlessly, as if he couldn’t make sense of what he saw.

“Hey.” Nell tried to force the book into his focus, but it was useless. Even when she tapped his cheek lightly, his vision stayed unfixed, and no coherent words came.

Damn it. Serves me right, watching him die of the gunshot wound I gave him.

Disappointed, she set the book aside and went on cleaning the wound with iodine. There wasn’t much else she could do for him now.
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​03 – Diana: The Curious Neighbor
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It was still raining.

The carriage had taken Diana close to the Church of St. Liberius. From there she had to walk the rest of the way home. It wasn’t far, but in such wretched weather every step felt too long. Hugging her suitcase to her chest, she hurried through the street, dodging umbrellas as best she could. Kellan had stabled his horse and now accompanied her on foot. After the long ride he was soaked through, and Diana hoped to reach her rooms before she ended up in the same state.

She lived in a small but charming two-room apartment within a large townhouse – something she could only afford thanks to the help of her parents and brother. On her own modest income, she would scarcely have managed a single room in the university’s lodging houses.

My parents. For a moment she considered visiting them. By now they would surely have read of the dreadful events in Fenhole in the newspapers, and they must be worried sick about her.

But she dismissed the thought at once. They would ask questions – questions she could not answer truthfully. The reality of what had happened was so grotesque that even she still struggled to believe it.

And then there was Kellan. She had no intention of introducing him to her family. Not because she feared her parents’ disapproval at the sight of a rather charming gentleman on her doorstep, but because she feared for their safety. She had seen Kellan’s violence firsthand, and he had made no secret of his disdain for humans as frail, weak creatures. The idea of putting her parents at risk by introducing them to him was unbearable.

At last she reached the steps of the building. The front door, decorated with modest carvings, was unlocked. She slipped quickly into the wide entrance hall. Her flat lay on the ground floor, alongside two others. Rainwater and dirt, tracked in by residents, glistened on the grey-blue tiles. A bucket and mop stood abandoned in one corner, as if their owner had given up the battle against the weather.

From the upper floors came the distant wail of a baby, and from behind the doors drifted the mingled scents of cooking, setting her stomach growling. She was starving.

She had just turned her key in the lock when the door opposite opened and her neighbour’s head popped out.

Diana nearly groaned aloud.  Of all people – Mrs. Attlee. As always, the woman’s thin hair was hidden beneath a white cap, and her apron splattered from kitchen work.

“Miss Flanagan!” she called brightly, her eyes immediately fastening on Kellan.

Diana forced a polite smile. “Good day, Mrs. Attlee.”

“Back from Fenhole already?”

“Yes, though the case isn’t over yet.” Diana was hopeless at deflecting questions or inventing little lies, so she preferred to say as little as possible and hope her neighbour would lose interest. She certainly couldn’t speak of Cole’s murder.

“Really?” Mrs. Attlee pressed, peering at Kellan with undisguised interest. “Weren’t you working with Mr. Miller Shepard? Is he still in Fenhole?”

Nervous sweat prickled on Diana’s brow. She edged into her open door, desperate to escape the questioning.

“Mr. Miller Shepard remains occupied in Fenhole,” Kellan said smoothly, stepping in to rescue her. “Allow me to introduce myself – Kellan Woods.” He bowed slightly and offered Mrs. Attlee his hand with gentlemanly grace.

Diana silently thanked him for sparing her further embarrassment, though she also wished he would stop talking and come inside before he revealed too much.

“Miss Flanagan has kindly offered me her assistance with a case, as Mr. Miller Shepard is heavily engaged at present.”

“Oh!” Mrs. Attlee, turned her keen gaze back to Diana. “So you are investigating now as well?”

Diana, half-hidden behind her door, had hoped her posture would make clear that she did not wish to talk. “Mr. Miller Shepard taught me a great deal,” Diana replied carefully. “I found it all quite fascinating. Perhaps I’ll change professions one day.”

“I have always said you and Mr. Miller Shepard make a perfect match,” Mrs. Attlee continued.

The remark hit like a pin to the heart. Diana forced a thin smile. “Yes. Perhaps.” She hesitated, searching for an excuse to end the exchange. “If you would excuse us, I don’t wish to seem rude, but... Mr. Woods and I... we have...” She gestured vaguely, at a loss for words.

“Oh, of course! Don’t let me keep you!” Mrs. Attlee waved her hand dismissively.

“You don’t trouble us at all,” Kellan assured her with an elegant smile. “It is most admirable of you to take such kind interest in your neighbours.”

At the compliment, Mrs. Attlee straightened, a pleased blush colouring her cheeks. “My, what a courteous young man you are!” To her mind, any man under fifty still counted as young. “Will you be staying long?”

“Only briefly,” Kellan answered. “We need to collect a few things and repack our luggage.”

“Oh, I can do your washing for you!” Mrs. Attlee offered. That, at least, was a welcome offer. Diana nodded gratefully.

“Have you eaten?” the woman continued. “I’ve a warm pie left over. If you’re only staying a short while, you won’t have time to cook.”

Diana was ravenous. She still had a few biscuits and crackers in the cupboard – enough for tea and to dull the worst of her hunger, but the thought of fresh pie was heavenly.

“Mrs. Attlee, you are an angel,” Kellan said with a grateful bow.

The older woman pressed a hand to her flushed cheek, beaming with delight. “Oh, you are far too kind! I’ll fetch it straight away.” And with that, she bustled back into her flat.

Diana closed the door as soon as Kellan stepped in. The rooms were icy, and she shivered.

“I’ll light the stove,” she promised, while Kellan removed his wet coat and hung it by the door. They stood in the small kitchen, from which a narrow chamber with a washroom branched off. Two other doors led to the adjoining rooms.

Diana brushed past him and pointed to the left-hand door. “That’s the sitting room.” She poked her head inside to check the fireplace. “There’s enough wood. I can–” Her words broke off. Kellan, apparently without a trace of embarrassment, had not only shed his soaked jacket and waistcoat but was now unbuttoning his shirt.

“What...? You can’t undress in the middle of the kitchen!”

“My clothes are dripping wet,” he replied, unbothered.

“Yes, but this is my home, and I am a woman, and it is highly improper for a man to undress before a lady.”

“You have already seen me naked, more than once,” Kellan remarked dryly.

Diana flushed, unsure whether from shame or irritation, though the latter soon won. “That doesn’t mean I wish to repeat the experience! I see enough bare men in the pathology lab – that’s quite sufficient, thank you. I won’t have it in my own home.”

“How charming of you to compare me to the corpses on your dissecting table,” Kellan replied. But Diana had already snatched a towel from the cupboard.

“Mrs. Attlee could come by at any moment,“ she said, thrusting the towel into his hand before disappearing into the bedroom.

“Oh, I rather suspect Mrs. Attlee would be far less offended by the sight of a naked man than you imagine,” he called after her, just before she slammed the door with a huff of annoyance.

Irritated, Diana flung her suitcase onto the bed. If Kellan insisted on parading about unclothed, he could do so in his own rooms, not in hers. Attractive or not, this was still her home. After everything she had endured, all she longed for was a semblance of normality – and naked men most certainly did not belong to that.

She tossed the soaked stolen coat onto the bed. Before undressing further, she locked the door. With the way Kellan wandered about as though the place belonged to him, she wouldn’t have put it past him to walk in unannounced. Only then did she remove her wet clothes and glance in the mirror. Dark bruises were visible on her throat, though she had hidden them so far with a high collar. Her body was mottled with purplish patches, painful to the touch and dreadful to behold. The bandage on her upper arm remained where it was; the wounds beneath it would take time to heal. Still, she was grateful that the arm could move without pain.

Turning away from her reflection, she fetched fresh underclothes and a warm petticoat from the wardrobe. Silvestri had cut open her corset, and though she reached for a replacement, even the loosest lacing made her bruised ribs ache with every breath. With a sigh, she set it aside. She would go without. On the path she was about to take, appearances were secondary anyway. She also decided to leave her fine shoes behind. It was a small miracle she hadn’t broken her ankles during their escape from the library. Her riding boots were far more practical: sturdy, though still shaped with a modest heel, as was proper for a lady.

That thought made her pull out her only pair of trousers as well: a pair of riding breeches to match the boots. She had never worn them anywhere beyond stable and field, and it would take her some courage to step outside the house dressed so. Women simply did not wear trousers; though a few defiant souls like Nell ignored the scandalised looks of others. Women who were strong, self-reliant, and cared little for the world’s judgment.

Well, she didn’t need the trousers yet. For now they went into the suitcase. A simple, travel-ready dress and enough linen for the next few days would suffice. Lastly, she retrieved a fur-lined coat from the wardrobe and laid her weapon in the suitcase. The bullet, however, she meant to keep within reach.

From the jewellery box on her dressing table she took out a silver locket in the shaped like a scallop shell.

Her grandmother had given it to her two years earlier, so she could carry scented balm for her work. But the smell of death had never truly bothered her; unlike the reek of that dreadful inn. When the dead stank, it was only natural. When the living did, it was cause for suspicion.

The projectile fitted precisely inside the locket, and so she fastened it around her neck.

A knock sounded at the door: Mrs Attlee! Diana darted from the bedroom before Kellan, who had by now settled in the sitting room, could think of answering it.

Mrs. Attlee stood there with a steaming tray: a golden, fragrant pie, a tureen of soup, and a pot of tea.

“It’s chicken pie,” she began at once. “I bought the chickens only ysterday from Mr Carney. Very fine birds, plump and well-fed.Their bones made an excellent broth, and I thought, since you both came in drenched and chilled, a hot chicken soup would be just the thing.”

“Thank you so very much, Mrs Attlee,” Diana beamed her brightest smile. “What would I ever do without you?”

“Oh, think nothing of it, dear. I’m always happy to help! May I come in for a moment?”

A flicker of panic ran through Diana. Whatever happened, she had to keep Mrs. Attlee from stepping inside – heaven forbid the kindly, yet notoriously talkative neighbour should catch sight of Kellan in all his undressed glory. The resulting gossip would travel faster than the morning post and, without a doubt, reach her family before long. That simply could not be allowed.

“Ah... let me take the tray for you,” she said, forcing a smile.

“No, no, it is heavy. I shall bring it in myself.”

“Oh, but please, Mrs. Attlee, there’s really no need to trouble yourself–”

“Nonsense, it’s no trouble at all. I can take your washing while I’m here. Someone must see to it if you’re off travelling again.” Before Diana could stop her, the resolute woman had already stepped into the flat. In a rush of alarm, Diana darted forward and shut the sitting-room door as swiftly as possible – praying Kellan would have the sense to stay behind it.

“Just set the tray on the table, please,” she said quickly.

“Where is your nice companion?” Mrs Attlee asked at once.

“Oh, he is drying off,” Diana answered, brushing imaginary dust from the kitchen table in distraction.

“You have not lit the fire yet? It’s dreadfully cold in here.”

“Mr. Woods is tending to that,” Diana assured her. “But we shan’t be staying long.”

“Off somewhere again, are you?”

Diana gave an apologetic smile and recalled the line Cole had often used in similar situations. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you, for reasons of investigative discretion, you understand.” She made a vague, meaningful gesture with her hand. Technically, it wasn’t even a lie.

Mrs. Attlee nodded knowingly, though her expression betrayed mild disappointment. “Of course, of course. But when will you be back, my dear?”

“I’m not quite certain yet.”

“Oh, what a pity. You know, of all the ladies in this building, you’re the one I’m fondest of. Always so polite, so friendly – and you never mind a little chat with an old woman. Not like Mrs. Lockett across the hall, or those two young ladies upstairs. There is talk, you know, all sorts of things being said about them...”

Diana forced a stiff smile, desperate to halt the flood of words before it gained full force. “Ah, Mrs Attlee, I... I really must... well...” she stammered, searching in vain for a plausible excuse to usher the neighbour out without offending her.

“Yes, yes, I understand. Duty calls.” Mrs Attlee laughed. Mrs. Attlee chuckled. “But tell me, my dear, is it true what they are saying about Fenhole? I have heard the most extraordinary things today. Hard to believe, really; but still, one wonders!”

Evidently, she expected Diana to know at once which rumours she meant.

“I... well...”

“Oh, never mind,” Mrs. Attlee said, waving it off. “I’m sure I shall read all about it in tomorrow’s paper.”

“Indeed you shall,” Diana agreed hastily, striding to the front door and opening it, praying the gesture would seem polite, not pointed.

“Do you need anything else, dear?”

“No, thank you, you have been most kind.”

But just as the older woman seemed ready to depart, another thought struck her. “Ah! Your laundry!”

“Of course.” Diana hurried into her bedroom, gathering clothes as quickly as she could – then froze as she heard the door to the sitting room creak open.

“Oh, Mister... er, Mister...”came Mrs. Attlee’s surprised voice.

“Woods. Mr Woods,” Kellan supplied.

Diana’s heart plummeted. In her mind’s eye she already pictured poor Mrs. Attlee pale and fainting, confronted with a wholly unclothed Kellan. Bracing herself for disaster, she stepped back into the kitchen – only to find him standing by the table, fully dressed in shirt and trousers, lifting the lid from the soup tureen. He was praising a blushing Mrs. Attlee for her wonderfully aromatic broth and the delicious scent of her pie. Relief nearly made Diana dizzy.

“You know, my late husband – God rest his soul – always said, ‘Ellen, no one makes pasties like you,‘ and I daresay you will find it just as fine as he did. And a young, strong man like yourself,” she added, giving Kellan an approving look from head to toe, “needs proper food after such a hard journey.”

“You are quite right, Mrs. Attlee,” Kellan replied smoothly. “Travelling in such dreadful weather is a trial, and I’m very glad to know Miss Flanagan has such a caring neighbour. It cannot be easy for a lady to live alone.”

Diana could hardly believe her ears: Kellan was flattering Mrs Attlee!

The old woman sighed, touched. “Ah, yes, it isn’t easy. But then, you are still young enough, my dear.”

That last remark was directed at Diana, who felt the heat rise instantly to her cheeks.

“Ah... yes. Here is the laundry,” she said faintly.

Mrs. Attlee took the damp bundle from her arms at last, freeing her to enjoy the fragrant supper that waited on the table.

“Just leave the tray by my door later,” the neighbour called over her shoulder as she departed.

“Thank you, Mrs. Attlee!” With a sigh of relief, Diana closed the door and turned to find Kellan already rummaging through the kitchen cupboard for plates and cutlery.

That was close, she thought, setting a bottle of cider and two glasses on the table. The idea of Kellan half-naked before her neighbour made her shudder. Mrs. Attlee would have wasted no time spreading tales through the building; stories of Diana entertaining strange men and indulging in unspeakable games.

They sat together in silence, sharing their meal. It was strange, almost unsettling, to spend such a quiet evening with Kellan. Sad as it was, he had achieved in one evening what Cole had not in two years.

Together they devoured the entire pie and finished another bowl of soup before Diana leaned back, sated and pleasantly drowsy. Bed. I should just go to bed.

Kellan too leaned back, content, and for a while they sat in companionable silence. Yet she noticed how his gaze kept drifting toward her, as though waiting for something. Perhaps he was growing restless and impatient to move on – and this was his subtle way of urging her to continue their journey.

But he said nothing. The quiet stretched, heavy and uncomfortable, until Diana finally broke it. “There’s something I have been wondering,” she said.

“What?”

“Why are you still here?”

He looked momentarily taken aback.

“Because... you offered your help,” he said after a pause.

“Why does that matter to you? I told you the town of Bedford and the name Barkin were mentioned. You could ride on alone.”

Kellan rubbed his chin, as though turning her words over carefully. “Would you rather search for Cathleen on your own?” he asked at last.

Of course she did not! But she wasn’t about to admit that. Otherwise he would use it as justification to stay, and she didn’t believe for a moment that was his true reason.

Her silence seemed to him as good as agreement. “Then it’s good I accompany you, isn’t it?”

“But you have no reason to,” Diana countered. “You’ve made it perfectly clear that you consider humans weak. So why burden yourself with me?”

Kellan’s gaze flickered aside, and for a moment a shadow of deep sorrow crossed his eyes. Her words had clearly struck a nerve. Which only raised more questions.

When he finally spoke, his voice was cool. “Because I don’t wish to see a weak woman throw herself into danger.”

You pig! Diana shot him a dark, wounded look. How foolish she had been to think Kellan stayed for any reason of feeling or loyalty. She disliked how he spoke of her, as if she were some helpless creature in need of protection; a fragile thing who might well trip over her own skirts and perish without him.

Kellan smiled a touch apologetically, as though he realised his words had landed poorly. “Forgive me,” he said softly. “I only meant... you have suffered harm. I caused you harm. I can’t undo it. So I mean to repay my debt.”

So it wasn’t compassion or friendship driving him – only guilt. She was merely the means by which he could ease his conscience.

“So I should expect you will leave me behind once you feel you have made amends?” she asked, her voice tight with suspicion.

Kellan shook his head at once. “No. No, never. I wouldn’t do that.”

He sounded as if he wished to add something more, but instead he busied himself with the buttons at his cuffs. The topic clearly made him uncomfortable.

Could he possibly... like me? The thought was disquieting. It didn’t fit with anything he had said or done before, and it seemed absurd. They barely knew each other, and just because Kellan had wept in her presence didn’t mean they were suddenly close. Besides, she couldn’t simply ignore the trail of blood he had left behind.

She studied him where he sat, half-hidden behind the fall of his dark hair. He looked troubled, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that there were reasons, deeper and more personal ones, why Kellan insisted on travelling by her side.
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​04 – Reece: Water!
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21 November 1904

Water...

Reece’s eyes flicked open, but all he saw were blurred patches of light and a merciless pounding in his skull.

Water... I need water!

His throat was scorched dry, every fibre of him crying out for that saving elixir. He tried to move, and pain exploded through his chest and leg. A groan escaped him, and he carefully touched the stitched gunshot wound. Even that light contact sent a cutting stab through his entire chest.

Slowly his sight cleared, and he took in his surroundings. He hadn’t the faintest idea where he was, or how long he’d been unconscious. Daylight filtered through thin curtains. On a small table beside the bed stood a glass carafe.

Water!

He turned on his side with effort, his face twisting in pain. His heart raced; his body still weak from blood loss. But slowly, with trembling hands, he managed to sit up and reach for the carafe. Cool water slid down his throat, and he felt like a dried sponge soaking up life itself. With every beat of his heart, strength crept back into his limbs.

Somewhere there was a bath... he needed it... needet to be in water...

Water...

Driven by the urge, he tried to stand, but dizziness pulled him back onto the mattress. Panting for breath, he sat hunched at the edge of the bed, breath shallow, and shrugged the heavy coat from his shoulders. Freed from its weight, he tried again. This time he stayed upright – until the first step sent a wave of fire through his thigh and he dropped to one knee with a curse.

Bloody hell! I need that water!

He didn’t know where this compulsion came from or why it was so fierce, but it consumed him completely. Like an opium addict chasing his next pipeful, he forced himself upright again and staggered to the door. Beyond lay a corridor, and directly opposite, a glimpse of a bathroom.

Half-delirious, barely able to walk straight, Reece lurched inside, moaning as he stumbled to the washbasin. He turned on the tap and plunged his head beneath the stream, sighing as the cold water coursed over him. It was like a drug shooting through him, clearing his head.

Deep within him something stirred: the thing from the crypt. It was that creature driving him forward, greedy for the water’s energy.

Reece lifted his head and saw in the mirror a pale face marked by dark shadows beneath the eyes staring back at him. What in God’s name had the witch put inside him? And to what purpose? But his thoughts didn’t linger. His gaze slid to the bathtub.

Water!

He staggered over, closed the drain, and turned on the tap. Everything else faded; the mystery of the entity, the pain, the questions. Only the water mattered. Without hesitation, he stripped and climbed in. The instant it enveloped him, he felt as though he’d discovered the Fountain of Youth. The cool current surged through his veins, washed over his wounds, and swept the pain away.

It was like a drug, breathing new life into him.

...so damn glorious it made him want to puke.

The water kept running, now spilling out through the overflow. Wasteful, perhaps, but the steady movement soothed him, and in some uncanny way seemed to hasten the healing of his wounds. At first, pus had oozed from the stitches; now the redness had begun to fade, the swelling to recede.

Reece knew this ghostly healing was no divine mercy, nor mere luck. It was the thing within him, feeding on the water. Whether he was possessed or some kind of Sidhe, he could not yet tell, and here in a farmer’s cottage he had little means of finding out.

Still, for the moment he allowed himself to enjoy the advantage. He would be lying if he claimed otherwise. Without his new lodger, he would by now likely be rotting from infection or sepsis. And he had no intention of dying yet. He urgently needed to go to London ! Lux Uriel needed to know the truth. So yes, in a twisted way, being possessed by a water-hungry parasite had saved his hide. Lucky him.

He grabbed a bar of soap and began scrubbing the stench of graveyard and fever from his skin.

Cathleen had known what was imprisoned inside that granite block, and it had been part of her plan that Reece, as a Paladin, should serve as ‘host’ to the creature. So had his escape from the crypt also been orchestrated? Thinking back on it, it was remarkable he hadn’t been shot. He was hardly a small target. Had those bullets even been meant for him – or only for Nell?

It didn’t matter now. What counted was that something was living inside him, something Cathleen found useful. He needed to discover what it was – and how to be rid of it. But not before it finished its work of healing him. A little selfishness was forgivable under the circumstances.

There was a knock at the door.

“What?” he asked irritably. He was in the bloody bathtub, for God’s sake.

“Are you finished?” That was Nell. Just what he needed. He vaguely remembered her being in the room earlier, waving some old tome in his face, though the details were a blur.

“No,” he answered flatly.

“I just have one question.”

“And I just want some peace.”

She was silent for a moment, then forced out a “Please.”

“Well, well. Where did you dig that word up?”

“Very funny.”

From the yard came a powerful voice: “Nell!!”

Devil take it, with lungs like that, this Hutch could make a career as a muezzin in the Orient.

“The water tank is nearly empty! What is he doing in there?!”

“No idea!” Nell bellowed back through the corridor.

Without the slightest hint of guilt, Reece looked at the running tap and lazily turned it off. Best not to strain Hutch’s hospitality too far. Who knew what favour he might need of him yet.

Without warning, the door opened. He had forgotten to lock it earlier.

“Ever heard of privacy?” he growled.

Nell stood in the doorway with the book in her arms and,at least polite enough not to step closer. Still, even with the water already murky from dirt and soap, he didn’t fancy being gawked at while bathing. Her eyes darted over his arms, lingered on the stitched gunshot wound, then finally met his.

He studied her in return. The shirt hung loose on her narrow shoulders, and as tattered and stained as it was, it seemed to be the only one she owned. The top two buttons were missing, leaving a generous neckline. Her sharp cheekbones, long lashes, and full lips might have been called pretty, and the small scar at her chin hinted at a story worth hearing. Reece had always liked women who could hold their own, and Nell seemed very much that sort. Athletic, deliberate in her movements, like someone used to surviving on her own terms.

Well, pretty or not, she was about as welcome as a mouthful of soap.

She hated being stared at; he had already noticed that in Ironpan. Now too, her fingers drummed on the book, a twitch of discomfort betraying her unease under his gaze.

“I only need an answer,” she said at last.

“And I need a bath in peace. Seems neither of us is getting what we want,” he replied flatly, rubbing soap into his beard.

She said nothing, but he saw her jaw muscles working, the effort it took her to keep her temper in check. Then she opened the book and showed him the grimacing face on the page. “The picture.”

He knew what she wanted: the Sidhe’s name. But he saw no reason to grant her any favour. He could almost forgive her for shooting him, but that kick to the face? And leaving him to die in the woods? Not so easily forgotten.

“So?” he asked, feigning indifference as he splashed water over his face.

“What is its name?”

“Mr. Smith.”

“Very funny,” Nell muttered again. “I only want to know what kind of Sidhe it is, then you will never see me again.”

“Oh, yeah? So I tell you what it is, and then what? You plan to hunt it down? You will end up as nothing more than a trophy on its wall.”

Quite apart from the fact that such beasts were far too great for Nell to handle, he saw no reason to help her. Hiding behind the rules of his Order was unnecessary; after the battle in the graveyard, any further secrecy would have been absurd. Nell knew about the Sidhe – but that changed nothing. He owed her nothing.

Nell stepped closer, holding out the book as though he were too blind to recognise the image.

“You’re starting to get on my nerves,” he muttered.

“I’m looking for one like him,” Nell explained vaguely.

“Yeah, you have mentioned that. I’m not deaf.”

“Then stop playing coy.”

Reece shot her a dark look. Her audacity grated on him; the way she barged in and demanded answers, as if basic courtesy didn’t apply to her. Hell would freeze before he danced to her tune. Yet... curiosity scratched at the back of his mind. There had to be some reason Nell was so bloody obsessed with the Sidhe’s name that she had cast aside all restraint and was getting right up his ass with it.

“Why are you so hell-bent on it?” he asked at last.

“Private matter.”

“Of course it is. Silly me for asking.”

Nell’s patience was thinning; he could see it in her eyes. “It’s just the name!” she said sharply.

“I know.” It was clear to him now that Nell hadn’t saved him out of kindness. Her only concern had been losing her source of information. For a moment, he considered simply getting up and walking out, but then dismissed the idea. Truth was, she reminded him a little of himself. Twenty years ago he had been in a similar place: desperate, hunting for answers. He would probably have broken into strangers’ bathrooms too, had he thought someone inside could tell him the truth. And he wouldn’t have been as restrained as Nell was now.

He studied the slender woman again, letting his gaze flick, just briefly, across her wide neckline. A faint sting of conscience stirred in him. He was treating Nell in the very way others had once treated him – and he had hated every one of those bastards for it. Now he had joined their ranks, one more scoundrel hoarding knowledge and toying with those left in the dark. He had sworn never to become that sort of man... and yet, he couldn’t bring himself to let Nell walk blindly into her own ruin.

“Just because we saved each other’s hides does not make us best friends.” He met her eyes again. “So if you want me to tell you anything about that Sidhe, you will first explain why he’s so damn important to you that you keep shoving that tome in my face.”

She clenched her teeth – he could plainly see how much she hated his refusal to comply, but his sympathy was limited. It was either his way or nothing.

“He murdered my parents.”

Nothing more? Just family vengeance? Cases like that made up a good third of his work.

“That happens,” he said curtly. Though, to be fair, there was something odd about it. Those bastards rarely left witnesses behind. Nell had somehow managed to survive. Either she had been remarkably lucky, or there was more to her than met the eye. It was quite possible her parents had once been Paladins. That line of work often attracted assassins – one of the many reasons Paladins were forbidden to have families or children. Still, some quit the Order, and those few sometimes did.

Had he heard of the murder before?

“When did it happen?” he asked.

“Does that matter?”

“Could do.” He simply took the book from her and flipped through it. Just an old encyclopedia on the Sidhe, written in Cornish. Nothing remarkable at first glance.

Nell folded her arms across her chest, flinching as one hand instinctively pressed to her side.

He remembered she had been shot. They were certainly no friends. Not by a long shot. But he knew from bitter experience how agonizing wounds to the torso could be, and how quickly they festered without proper care. The old shirt she wore was torn at the spot, and she hadn’t managed to scrub the bloodstains out completely.

“How is the wound? You had it treated?”

“It is fine,” she dismissed with a wave, though her posture said otherwise. She was in pain, even if she hid it well.

Before he could comment, Nell added, “Twenty-five years ago.” She hesitated. “That’s when it happened.”

He waited for more, but apparently she thought she had said enough.

“Well? Don’t make me drag every word out of you. If you want an answer, you’ll have to be a bit more talkative.”

“Forget it!” Nell snatched the book from his hands and snapped it shut. “I’ll find someone else to help me.”

“Good luck. And if you do, remember to ask before you start shooting next time. Makes getting your answers easier.”

Nell stopped at the door and threw him a dark look over her shoulder. “Seriously? You are the one who shot at people.”

“She was a witch.”

“Oh yes, of course. That excuses everything.” She threw a hand into the air. “We are in the Middle Ages now, are we? Lynching people at random because they don’t suit us.”

Reece wasn’t about to start debating morality with her. He didn’t owe her that; just as she clearly didn’t intend to share everything with him.

“Well, I was not the one who tore out the throats of the three hundred men and women out on the moor,” was all he said.

“I’m almost surprised, given that mouth of yours.”

She had some nerve. Normally, Reece wouldn’t have let an insult like that slide, but sitting naked in a bathtub didn’t exactly make for a commanding position. He doubted he could get out fast enough to grab her and wash her mouth out with soap.

Not that he got the chance. Nell turned on her heel and slammed the door, her footsteps thudding down the hall until another door crashed shut somewhere beyond.

Reece leaned back, resting his head against the rim of the tub.

A Draugr that had not finished its task properly. Those maggots were so ruthless they killed anyone who had seen them – they left no witnesses alive. They even stabbed infants in their cradles. But not Nell. Why? She was no initiate, only someone left alone with tormenting questions after the massacre. Someone must have helped her once... and then abandoned her.

He thought back to his own past, to the hopeless anger when no one had believed him. Nell had carried that burden for twenty-five years. Her persistence was, he had to admit, impressive. It took grit to chase a ghost for that long.

And, he had to admit, she was attractive.

Reece sighed and let one arm dangle over the side of the tub. Withholding the answer from Nell felt wrong. He should tell her. Perhaps then she might also share a little more about her parents. He couldn’t help but wonder what they had done to make someone pay for a Draugr.

What Nell chose to do with the knowledge afterwards... that wasn’t his concern.
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​05 – Diana: A Shared Bed
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After lunch, Kellan had gone to the station to arrange their onward journey. He had insisted on taking the very next train, and so they now sat in the evening express to Bedford. Diana regretted not having demanded a sleeping compartment.

The seat cushion was unforgiving, offering no position in which she could find even a moment’s rest. She drifted into uneasy slumber, only to start awake each time her head dropped forward.

She was so desperately tired.

Kellan, by contrast, seemed perfectly content to sleep. He snored softly.

Diana looked at him in frustration, half-tempted to wake him so that he might suffer the same lack of sleep as she. Foolish, she knew; and yet, as people said, ‘misery loves company.‘

The sharp whistle of the steam engine announced their approach to Bedford. Diana rubbed her eyes and searched her handbag for the small pocket watch. Midnight. There would still be time to find a room for the night and continue their search in the morning.

“Kellan?” She touched his arm gently.

“Hm?” He opened his eyes, blinking in confusion.

“We are almost in Bedford.”

“Hm.” He rubbed his face, yawned, and nodded. “Good.”

“Shall we find an inn?” She phrased it as a question, though it was meant as a suggestion; one that would, she hoped, keep him from tearing through Bedford in the dead of night. He nodded again and pulled their cases down from the luggage rack.

The train rattled into the station, its smoke blurring the glow of the gas lamps. The platform was narrow, built of brick, and soon crowded with passengers making for the brightly lit station building. ‘Bedford Railway Station’ was painted in large white letters across a wooden sign beneath which stood several benches for travellers.

Moisture glittered on every surface, and Diana was glad she had chosen her warm coat and gloves. Still, weariness chilled her from within, and no amount of winter clothing could keep that cold at bay.

Outside the station stretched a small square where carriages and steam cabs could turn. At this late hour only a few waited for passengers. Diana had been about to hail a heated steam cab when Kellan strode across the square without hesitation and crossed the wide main street. On the opposite side stood a brightly lit inn, The Pilgrims’ Inn. An electric lamp glowed beneath a coloured glass shade, and the windows of the public room shone invitingly. No endless searching for an open inn tonight, Diana thought, flooded with relief, and allowed Kellan to handle the arrangements.

As in most inns, the bedchambers were on the upper floor. A narrow vestibule led to the staircase, so guests could reach their rooms even after the tavern had closed. A door with a stained-glass window depicting a missionary’s hat separated the vestibule from the dining room. She could hear Kellan speaking quietly, and just as she stifled a yawn, the Cú Sìth returned.

He smiled faintly and started up the stairs. The corridor above was softly lit, the plastered walls glowing under the warm flicker of oil lamps. Red carpet muffled their steps, and Christian paintings and crucifixes hung at regular intervals. Judging by the numbered doors, there were only six rooms and a shared bath with tub and toilet.

Kellan unlocked room four and stepped inside. Diana lingered in the corridor, yawning again, waiting for him to return with the key to her room. But the Cú Sìth took his time; she heard him strike a match, light the lamps, and the bedsprings creak as he sat down.

Wait. That could not be serious!

Diana entered the room. Kellan was sitting on the edge of the bed, pulling off his boots. The room itself was pleasant enough: a double bed, a mirrored dressing table, a wardrobe, and a small table with two chairs. The plastered walls were hung with Christian art, and a radiator beneath the window filled the space with welcome warmth.

Diana fixed Kellan with a look that demanded explanation, but he seemed entirely unbothered.

“My room?” she asked.

“This one,” he replied.

“Out of the question!”

Kellan frowned. “What’s the matter?”

“What’s the matter? Everything!” She closed the door quickly so as not to wake the other guests. “I want my own room!”

“That would be more expensive,” Kellan pointed out.

“I don’t care. I will not... I cannot... how dare you presume to share a bed with me!” Anger flared hot in her chest, mixed with a sharp edge of fear. How could he think she would sleep in the same bed with a man she had known less than two days, and who had so recently been her enemy?

Kellan blinked at her, honestly puzzled. “What? The bed’s big enough.” He glanced at the two mattresses. Then he seemed to realise what troubled her.

“You humans.” He grinned and shook his head.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Diana exclaimed, keeping her voice in check despite her outrage. The last thing she wanted was to wake half the inn with a quarrel in the middle of the night. She was weary of being labelled as though it were some tiresome burden.

“Forgive me.”

His constant apologies were beginning to grate on her nerves like fingernails on a slate. She planted her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Oh really?”

“We Cú Sìth are used to living in large clans,” he explained. “We share sleeping spaces. There is nothing improper about it. Sharing a bed doesn’t imply anything.”

“Even if you sleep in heaps; that’s hardly the same! If you... if you mean to... how am I supposed to...?” Her voice faltered. The bruises around her throat began to tighten uncomfortably, and she rubbed the tender skin.

“Diana,” Kellan said quietly. “I am a Cú Sìth. We respect one another. I would never force a woman into anything against her will.”

“I’m not a Cú Sìth.”

He smiled. “But you are a woman, and I will never harm you again.” He patted the bed beside him. “We’re after Cathleen, and she might already be here in Bedford. I don’t believe Silvestri and Colloca were her only followers, so I would feel safer if we didn’t sleep in separate rooms. You understand?”

Diana bit her lower lip. A cold unease rose within her at the mention of Silvestri.

“Do you truly think they’re here?”

“Perhaps... I don’t know,” Kellan admitted. “But we should be cautious.”

It made a certain kind of sense, yet Diana still loathed the idea of lying beside a man she barely knew. The thought felt profoundly wrong.

She locked the door, then moved hesitantly to her side of the bed. Sitting down, she remained in her coat for several minutes, as if the extra layer could somehow shield her from the awkwardness of it all. Meanwhile, Kellan was calmly undressing. By the time she gathered the courage to remove her coat, he had stripped down to his underclothes.

“Don't you dare sleep naked!“ she warned.

“I always sleep naked.”

“Not here!”

“I will stay on my side of the bed.”

“You can sleep on the floor!” she snapped, pointing firmly to the carpet.

He drew breath to protest, but then surrendered with a broad grin. Sleeping naked wasn’t important enough to lay on the floorboards. Diana hurried out of her dress and slipped beneath the blanket. Kellan untied his hair and combed through the long strands with his fingers before braiding them loosely. Then he slid under the covers, extinguished the oil lamp, and the room fell into absolute darkness. Two faintly glowing green eyes appeared beside her.

Diana gasped and pulled the blanket up to her nose. The memories of the kitchen came flooding back, and her hand flew to the medallion containing the Osman bullet that she still wore, unwilling to part with it even for sleep.

What was he thinking? He had to know how those glowing eyes unsettled her.

“Sleep well,” was all he said.

Still staring at the gleaming green, she asked, “Why did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Your eyes.”

“That is called threshold shifting. It is for the dark,” he explained.

Threshold shifting. The word intrigued her. “You see more, then?”

“Yes,” Kellan replied. “Everything turns grey, as though a pale, ghostly light fills the room. The bright parts grow brighter, the dark ones deeper. It balances itself somehow.”

Diana found the idea fascinating. Despite her exhaustion, curiosity kept her awake.

“What else can you do?” she asked softly, her eyes fixed on the two green glimmers.

“What else?”

“Do you have magical powers?”

Kellan chuckled. “No. Only what you’ve already seen. Perhaps our heightened senses are worth mentioning. We Cú Sìth hear and smell far more keenly than you humans do.”

“But what about the glowing eyes? Why do they shine like that?”

Kellan turned towards her, and she could make out the faint green reflection spreading over the blanket.

“You have heard the saying ‘The eyes are the mirror of the soul,’ haven’t you?”

Diana nodded.

“Our transformation begins with the eyes. We can hold it there, on the threshold of the full change. It grants us certain advantages even in human form. We Cú Sìth can see through darkness that way.”

She thought of Silvestri’s eyes, how they had first turned unnervingly red before the transformation seized his entire body. What gifts did a Urisk possess when he crossed that threshold? Perhaps that strange whistling? She remembered the sound, and then... nothing. It made sense now. He hadn’t wanted her to see who else had been present in the villa. That knowledge might have served her and Kellan well now.

“It’s beautiful,” Diana murmured at last, her voice drowsy as sleep finally overtook her. She no longer cared if he misunderstood her words.

This new world, with all its strange beings, was fascinating. How she longed to meet and study the other Sidhe – the shapeshifters. All but the Urisks. Those she would rather avoid.

“I wonder what else is out there,” she whispered as she drifted into sleep.
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​06 – Nell: A New Feeling
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Frustrated and angry, Nell stuffed her sea bag.

Stupid girl, she scolded herself inwardly. She had risked so much, put herself in danger just to pry something out of the hunter, and all he did was shut her out. What had she expected? He was a selfish bastard – a murderer without remorse. From a man like that, she could hardly expect help.

Fine, then. Let him be Hutch’s problem now. There was nothing left for her here. She gathered her meagre belongings, determined to leave as soon as possible.

The problem was, she had only ten shillings left; barely enough for food, medicine, and a train ticket. She couldn’t afford all three. Her clothes were falling apart, her gunshot wound throbbed and burned at her side, and her wrist still ached. Every untreated injury gnawed at her already frail body. She didn’t feel well at all.

And she hadn’t the faintest idea where the train should even take her.

How am I supposed to do this? She picked up the book of illustrations and paused. Is any of this still worth it?

Suddenly, everything seemed utterly meaningless. She had nothing left, nowhere to go, and no idea what to do once she got there. Whom could she turn to? Who would help her? And what if she ended up with sepsis after all? She had no money for a doctor; only a dozen books that might as well serve as firewood or toilet paper.

She had come so far, taken so many risks, and now she was stranded, her body at its limit. The solution felt within reach, and yet miles away.

A bitter lump rose in her throat, and for a moment she wanted to throw everything away. She simply didn’t have the strength anymore.

Tears welled in her eyes, and of course, that was when someone knocked.

“Not now,” she said firmly.

“Oh, I think now,” came the reply. The hunter! Had he changed his mind after all? Hope sparked in Nell, though pride told her not to show how desperately she had hungered for his answers. He must not think she hung on his every word.

“The door is open,” she said instead, turning her back on him as he entered. She needed a moment to steady herself.

“I have been thinking about your request,” the man began.

“Hm?” was all Nell managed.

“The Sidhe you seek is known to be a bloody dangerous assassin.”

Now she turned to face him and couldn’t help but take in his appearance. He wore a black, sleeveless shirt of heavy fabric that stretched across his broad chest. It was impossible to deny that he must exercise obsessively to have built a body like that. She had to admit, that she liked what she saw; though his character remained that of an asshole. Even more striking was how quickly he had recovered. Only hours ago he’d been feverish and barely conscious. Envy prickled in her as she noticed how well his split lip had healed; she wished her own body mended half as fast.

“An assassin?” she asked, forcing her thoughts away from his physique. Why would anyone have sent an assassin after her parents?

“They usually leave no witnesses behind. But you saw him and you survived.” He gave her a pointed look. “What happened back then?”

Her first impulse was to brush off his question. She had told her story so many times and was tired of being told she had imagined it all. Yet here the hunter stood, willing to talk. It would be foolish to refuse out of pride.

“I don’t know,” she admitted at last. “I was six years old. I saw him in our house.”

“And he saw you?”

She nodded. “I remember how he lunged at me, but then my memory breaks off. The next thing I recall is the orphanage.”

“Who were your parents?”

Nell lifted her shoulders helplessly. “Farmers. Pig farmers.”

“Unlikely.”

“Oh, and you know that? Were you standing beside them?” she shot back, then instantly regretted her tone. She bit her lip and prepared an apology, but the paladin continued, his voice cool:

“No one pays a Draugr to kill farmers.”

Draugr! That was its name!

“Draugr. What... what are they? What do they do?” Nell asked at once, her voice breathless with hope.

The hunter crossed his arms over his chest, his face tightening slightly, as though his gunshot wound were nothing more than a strained muscle. “Vile little swine,” he said. “Their skills are built for ambush. Black as night, with sharp eyes and the ability to cling to walls and ceilings like fat, ugly spiders. They can cloud your mind, make you blind to them when they hide in the shadows.”

Nell’s pulse quickened. Climbing walls and ceilings? Then even towers wouldn’t be safe.

“In earlier times, they couldn’t be killed,” the paladin continued. “When the portals of the fairy mounds were still open, they lay to sleep in burial mounds and dolmens. The portal’s power let them project a kind of dream-self... something they could use to kill at will. Even if you destroyed the image, it would return with the next full moon.”

It sounded absurd. If Nell had not seen the walking corpses with her own eyes, she would have dismissed it as a wild horror tale. “So they can’t die? Is that what you’re saying?”

“That was then. The portals have been closed since the war.”

“What kind of portals? What did they do?” Nell pressed eagerly.

“Today they are only places of wild, unbound magic, like the stone circle. But in the past, witches and Sidhe used them for...” He circled his hand, as though uncertain of the right words. “...for travel. They could pass through, to the other side.”

“Through? Where does that lead?”

He snorted. “How should I know? Fairy realm, Otherworld; call it what you like. Doesn’t matter. Your Draugr won’t be resting in any old grave. He kills in person, and he does it well... if he’s still alive after all these years.”

Nell pressed her lips together. She was learning so much at once that she almost felt the paladin was making a fool of her. The Sidhe seemed to be everywhere all of a sudden, and she felt as though she had wandered through life blind and ignorant. Foolish. That’s what she was: utterly foolish.

“And... and Draugr are highly paid assassins?” she asked more carefully.

“They weigh the hearts of their victims against gold,” the hunter said. “There must have been very good reasons for someone to pay that kind of price – or it was someone who swims in gold. But I can’t imagine what business a wealthy aristocrat would have with farmers. Normally they just send a few thugs, and the matter is done. Draugr are hired for the dangerous, filthy work... or when someone wants to be absolutely certain the job is thorough.”

There was more to it than Nell wished to admit. Before her mind’s eye she again saw her parents lying lifeless on the ground, while the Draugr rifled through her father’s clothes.

“He was searching for something,” she murmured to herself. What could have been so important that the assassin would search for it in that monstrous form?

“Seems they weren’t pig farmers after all,” the paladin remarked dryly. She wanted to snap back, but she couldn’t find the words. If what he said was true, it only made everything more confusing. What had her parents been hiding? Had they lived a double life? She had never suspected a thing. Of course, she had been a naive child, and would never have questioned them.
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