
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
Spirit of the Fallen


Mountolive Publishing 


©2020 TJ Green 


All rights reserved 


ISBN 978-1-99-004705-3


ISBN Paperback: 978-1990047060


ISBN Hardback: 978-1-991313-11-9





Cover Design by Fiona Jayde Media


Editing by Missed Period Editing


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.


www.tjgreenauthor.com










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author’s Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Books by TJ Green
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
One




Shadow watched Gabe roll his shoulders and square up, ready to attack again. He held the sword easily, like it weighed nothing, and she assessed his stance, deciding how he would strike this time.  

If she was honest, it didn’t really matter; she was pretty confident she’d best him, despite his strength. She had agility on her side. She raised an eyebrow at him, and the corner of her mouth turned up as he narrowed his eyes at her.

“Feeling pleased with yourself, aren’t you?”

She shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I? I’ve beaten you twice this morning.”

“Just to remind you, I haven’t fought with a sword for a long time.”

“Well then, this is the perfect way for you to learn!”

He prowled around the perimeter of the barn where they had set up their practice area, and she mirrored his actions. The barn was rustic and basic, but it was solid, giving them adequate protection from the rain and the winds that blew in across the moor above White Haven. The ground was made of beaten earth and it was covered in sawdust and straw, providing a reasonably soft landing when they tumbled and rolled.

Gabe struck quickly, covering the space between them in a split-second, and she parried, reminding herself that his lightning-quick reflexes were similar to her own.

“You know, I’m still recovering from my encounter with the Empusa,” she reminded him as she retaliated.

He continued to attack, and responded in between swings of his sword. “Well, if you involve yourself with the affairs of the White Haven witches, what do you expect?”

“They needed my help!”

He laughed. “And you saw a way to help yourself!”

“That is not true!” She glared at him, furious, and rolled under his legs, swinging aggressively at his calf, and he dived over her, on the attack immediately. 

She regained her footing and circled him again. The Nephilim’s size still impressed her. He was a good deal taller than she was, and muscular. Over the last couple of months since she had first met him, his dark brown, almost black hair had grown a few inches, and he wore it swept back, showing his hard-edged jaw. He smirked at her. He’d caught her off balance and they both knew it.

“I hit a nerve,” he told her. “It distracted you.”

“I like the witches. You make me sound like a mercenary.”

“I thought that’s exactly what you are.”

“Sometimes I’ve had to be, but not always by choice.”

She struck at him, whirling across the room like a dervish, and they traded blow for blow, up close and personal. She tried to press her advantage, pinning him against the wall in a dusty corner of the barn. He let her draw closer, watching her with a gleam in his eye.

“And now?” he asked.

“Now I need to make a life. I’m about to earn a lot of money.”

“You think. If Beckett doesn’t short-change you.” He was referring to Harlan Beckett, the American man who worked for the Orphic Guild, the mysterious organisation that obtained occult and arcane objects for private buyers.

“If he does, I won’t sell!”

They were inches apart, her sword under his chin, the cold blade against his neck. 

“You’re good, Shadow, but you need to be careful. Your overconfidence may cost you one day.”

She smirked and dropped her weapon, backing away from him. “It hasn’t yet.”

“Hasn’t it? You’re stuck here, aren’t you? If you hadn’t forced your way past the coven’s perimeter circle on Samhain, you’d be back in the Otherworld by now.” He held his sword loosely, stepping close to her again, his dark eyes holding her gaze. “I’m serious. You should be more careful.”

Shadow fell silent for a moment, knowing he was right. She had been reckless that night. The energy of the Wild Hunt had heated her blood and made her act rashly, but in her defence, she really hadn’t thought anyone would stop Herne. The Cornwall Coven witches may not have fey magic, but their magic was strong, and they commanded it well. She refused to let Gabe intimidate her. “I’m fey. I’m faster than any human. And you.”

He grinned. “You might be faster, but you’re not stronger, and one day I’ll beat you at sword fighting, too.” He headed to the hook on the wall and pulled a towel free, wiping the sweat from his face. It may have been cold out, but they had both become hot while they fought. “Have you heard from Beckett?”

He always called Harlan by his surname, and Shadow detected a brooding resentment behind his words. “I’m expecting his call any minute. The last time I spoke to him, he said he’d found a buyer and was negotiating a price.” She grabbed her own towel, putting her sword in her scabbard while she dried off.

“Where have you put the Empusa’s sword?”

“Somewhere safe, don’t you worry.”

“I’m not about to steal it! Are you sure you wouldn’t be better off keeping it?”

She shook her head. “I’ve examined it carefully, on my own and with El, and we can’t find any special qualities or hidden powers, other than its age and skilled forging and design. It’s unique, and the pair of them together would sell for a small fortune, but El is refusing to sell hers.” She was referring to Elspeth, one of the White Haven witches who owned The Silver Bough jewellery shop, and who was particularly adept with metalwork. She continued, “We’ve even tested them together, and still can’t detect anything unusually magical—you know, enhanced abilities when used at the same time.”

It had been over two weeks since Shadow and the White Haven witches had fought and defeated Caitlin, and retrieved The Callanish Ring. Caitlin had turned into the Empusa in the campgrounds of the Crossroads Circus, and fortunately they had been helped by the Raven King and the Green Man. Shadow was sure they wouldn’t have defeated her without them. The Raven King had taken her and her relatives to the Underworld to face justice. The Empusa had carried two swords that had made the fight particularly difficult, and Shadow had to reluctantly admit that she had met her match.

That night, when she had escorted Harlan away from the wild forest that had sprung up under the command of the Green Man, they had talked for quite a while about how they could help each other. He had promised to discuss their meeting with the director of the London branch, and said he knew of several potential customers for the sword.

Gabe flung his towel on a long bench that ran across one side of the barn and pulled on a sweatshirt. “I can’t believe El won’t sell it.”

“She loves weaponry, and besides, I think she’s still testing hers.” Shadow was pulling on her jacket when the phone in her pocket rang, and she answered it, aware that Gabe was watching her. “Harlan, we were just discussing you.”

His voice was low. “Only good things, I hope! You’ll be pleased to know that one of my clients wishes to make you an offer.” He named an impressive sum. “Obviously we’ll be taking a commission, but be assured this is the best possible price—for both of us.” He paused, and then added, as if he sensed some reluctance from her, “I haggled hard, and I’m excellent at it.” 

Shadow grinned. She and Gabe had discussed how much to accept, and although they had never negotiated arcane objects before in this world, Shadow had done it plenty of times in the Otherworld. She’d learnt to quadruple any price offered, and knew collectors would pay. But, if Harlan was taking a commission, it was in his best interest to get the highest price, too. 

“You know what, Harlan, I bet I could make it go higher, but as this is the start of our beautiful friendship, I’ll accept that. Just tell him that I won’t be so generous next time. And that’s in both our interests.”

Harlan’s tone hardened. “You know that he’ll pay much more for the pair.”

“But the other is not for sale, so let it drop,” she said sharply. Of all the witches, El was her favourite. She called her ‘sister’ for a reason. She was similar in height to her, and her love of gems, weapons, metalwork, and forging made her interests comparable to her own. In a world where she was finding her feet, her friendship with El had been unexpected. There was an edge to her that she liked, and Shadow was not about to betray her.

He sighed. “Fine. I have your account, so I’ll organise the deposit straight away, but I need to get the sword before we complete the transaction. How do you fancy a trip to our headquarters?”

“In London?” Shadow asked, staring wide-eyed at Gabe.

“Yes. I’ll introduce you to the director, too. You’ve intrigued him.”

“Hold on.” Shadow thought quickly. She was sure she could handle this on her own, but she’d like backup, just in case. She’d be on their ground, not hers, and that would put her at a disadvantage with an organisation she knew nothing about. She covered the phone and said to Gabe, “I need to take the sword to London. Will you come?” 

He nodded straight away. “Sure, I’ll get Nahum to take over at Caspian’s warehouse.”

Harlan hadn’t met Gabe, and Shadow wasn’t sure if this would be an issue, but she pressed the phone back to her ear. “No problem, but I’m bringing Gabe. He’s my partner, after all.”

There was a slight pause before he answered. “Okay, I’m confident I can make the director agree.”

A wave of suspicion washed over her. “Why wouldn’t he?”

“He’s just wary about people he doesn’t know coming into our branch,” Harlan said smoothly. “We tend to restrict visitors, and he knows about you, but not Gabe.”

“Tell him we work together, and if you want the sword, he’d better say yes.”

“He will. Shall we say Friday at one? That should give you time to get here.”

“Sure, send me your address.”

“I’ll text it. See you soon,” he said, and rang off.

Shadow realised she’d been holding herself tensely, and she took a deep breath of relief. She raised an eyebrow at Gabe, who was still leaning against the wall, watching her. “We’re on.”

He nodded. “Good. We’ll take the train in—it will be easier than driving.”

Shadow had never travelled by train before, and had only just got used to cars and bikes. There was nothing like them in the Otherworld, but they made getting around much simpler. She couldn’t decide whether that was a good thing or not. “London is big. Do you know where we’re going?”

“No, but that’s what maps and taxis are for. We’ll be fine.” He pushed away from the wall and headed to the door. “I’ll go and speak to Nahum, and then I’m heading to the shower. What are you up to?”

Shadow still had a lot of nervous energy, especially after the phone call, and she needed peace and quiet. “I need to ride. I think I’ll head to Ravens’ Wood.” The ancient forest that had grown in a matter of moments was the place she felt most at home now, and she spent long periods of time there. 

Gabe held the barn door open for her and then headed to the house, calling over his shoulder, “Sure, I’ll see you later.” 

Within ten minutes, Shadow had saddled her horse, Kailen, and was riding across the moors towards the wood that bordered White Haven Castle. It was early March, and spring flowers were starting to appear. Hedgerows were buzzing with life, and the birds were busy making nests and preparing for their small broods. She paused on a rise along the downs and inhaled deeply, smiling at the scent. She could feel new life all around her and it settled in her blood, making her even more restless. At the foot of the hills she could see White Haven nestling in the folds of the valley, the jumble of buildings heading down to the harbour. She couldn’t see it all from here, but her mind filled in what was obstructed, and she thought of her friends in their shops and businesses. It was mid-afternoon, and the sea was a brittle blue, the waves choppy with the brisk wind that cut through her jacket. 

This was home now, and she considered herself lucky. Despite her less than auspicious arrival, she had been welcomed, albeit cautiously, and she had to admit that she liked it here. White Haven’s charm was infectious, more so if you embraced magic. The land rustled with it, especially since Imbolc and the appearance of the Green Man. It made her feel closer to the Otherworld, the place she’d most likely never see again. And she could see beings here that she knew no one else could. 

She was distracted by one of them now, a small, wizened figure that popped up out of nowhere. It was a tiny pixie with brown and green skin, skinny limbs, and an angular face. Her heart swelled, and she laughed and waved, but it didn’t reciprocate. They were grumpy creatures, and it scowled at her and then disappeared with a pop. She had been surprised when she had first seen them; she hadn’t thought that any creature from the Otherworld would be here, and they gave her hope that she’d find others. Admittedly, they weren’t like the pixies in the Otherworld, which were taller, brawnier, and vicious fighters. These were their smaller cousins, and their size helped them remain unseen. And they were also stuck here, like she was.

Kailen stamped his feet, eager to be off, and she turned him towards Ravens’ Wood and let him race, crouching low against him. It was exhilarating, and it was with reluctance that she slowed down to cross the lane and enter the leafy shadows of the old forest.

Silence fell like a cloak, and she slipped from Kailen’s back, leading him along the ancient paths. It felt warmer in here, and bright green leaves were already unfurling around her. She meandered for a while before she spotted a familiar figure kneeling in the undergrowth. It was Briar, the earth witch, and she must have heard her, because she looked up and smiled. 

“Shadow! I was just thinking about you. How are you?”

“I’m well, thank you. You look full of spring.” It was an odd thing to say, but it was true. Briar’s eyes gleamed with old magic, and her dark hair fell thick and wild down her back. She was wearing a heavy jumper and one of her long skirts, and she’d taken her boots off, so her bare feet could wriggle into the earth. 

Briar stood up, brushing grass off her clothing. She’d been gathering roots and herbs, and an overflowing basket sat to the side. “This spring I feel more acutely than any other. My blood sings with it! And look at my hair!” She dragged her fingers through it. “It resists all attempts to comb it. It’s nuts.”

“That’s the Green Man for you. He’s wild, and he’s a part of you now.” Shadow frowned. “I must have lost my touch. Normally, no one can hear me coming, but you did.”

“The earth told me.” She gestured around her. “This place feels you, you must know that. It feels me, too. I can’t work out whether I feel wilder here, or more at peace. It’s so weird. Hunter likes it, too.”

“Your wolf-shifter? That doesn’t surprise me. I told you he had a sort of fey blood.” 

For once, Briar didn’t deny their relationship, and she laughed. “I told him that, and I think he quite liked it. And what about you? Did you hear from Harlan?”

Shadow nodded as she stroked Kailen’s side. “Yes, he’s found a buyer for the sword and offered me a lot of money. We’re going to London on Friday to complete the deal.”

“That’s great,” Briar said, nodding. “It will help you establish yourself here.” A note of caution entered her voice. “But don’t go alone. London is big and confusing, and I know you’re not stupid, but it’s very different from here.”

“I’m going with Gabe. I thought it was important to have support.” She hesitated as she recalled their earlier conversation, and she wondered what Briar would think. “He tells me I’m too headstrong.”

Briar frowned. “You are, but you know that. And I know you’ve told Harlan that you’re fey, but you really shouldn’t tell anyone else. You need to be careful about who you trust with that knowledge. Gabe doesn’t tell anybody about what he is, and we don’t reveal that we’re witches, other than to our close friends.”

Shadow felt a ripple of unease pass through her, but she shrugged it off. “I’m fey. Anyone with any sense should take that as a warning not to mess with me.”

“And it also makes you a target. Some people are devious. You must have fey like that in your world.”

“Of course we do. I’m not a child. I’m years older than any of you, and have been in some interesting situations in my lifetime, and dealt with fey who are considerably more dangerous than most humans.”

Briar just regarded her quietly, her dark eyes solemn. “I know, but you’re new to our world, and it’s important that you understand its dangers. Many people hate things that are different. It scares them—or makes them greedy. Be careful.”

Shadow’s annoyance increased, but as she felt Briar’s magic roll off her, she sensed the wisdom in her words, which was strange from someone so young. In her race’s years, Briar was like a new-born, but she was uncanny. She drew her strength from the earth, and that in itself imparted wisdom beyond normal years. And besides, she meant well.

Shadow softened her stance and smiled. “Thanks, I’ll try. Anyway, you’re busy, so I’ll leave you to it.” She turned, ready to head deeper into the forest. “Say hi to the others.”

Briar nodded. “I will.”

But as Shadow walked away, she felt Briar’s calm regard like a weight between her shoulder blades, and she shrugged, eager to dismiss her concerns. 

Friday would be fine, and it would open her up a whole new world.








  
  
Two




The headquarters of the Orphic Guild was located in an impressive building made of pale grey stone in a very exclusive area of London. 

Gabe watched it from across the street, Shadow next to him. They had arrived slightly early in order to stake it out, but so far no one had gone in or out. His eyes roved over the exterior, noting the discrete cameras and alarm system, the brass plaque that announced its name, the shiny black front door, and its general air of smart respectability that made it seem impressively expensive. He hated places like this. They made his skin crawl. It reminded him of all the rich people he’d ever dealt with, and most of them were completely selfish and egocentric. No matter that it was over 2,000 years later than his previous life, the entitlement of the affluent never changed.

Shadow stirred. “We’re not going to see anything from here today.”

He kept his eyes on the building, but said, “You’re probably right. I’m sure it will have a back entrance anyway for anyone who needs discretion.”

“Don’t we?” she asked.

He turned to her, needing to look down to meet her stare. “No. We’re not the rich buyers who want to keep their anonymity. We’re the workforce, never forget that. You can be damn sure they won’t.”

“You know they might have spotted us?”

“Probably, but we’re not hiding. Are you ready?”

Shadow firmly gripped the sturdy black case that contained the Empusa’s sword, and fire lurked behind her eyes. “In a minute,” she said, distracted by the busy street, and she frowned as she studied the comings and goings. Her stance looked easy, but it wasn’t, and Gabe knew she’d leap into action if something untoward happened. 

Gabe admired her attitude. She had been completely separated from her kind, but that hadn’t slowed her down. If anything, it had spurred her on to make a life for herself in this strange world that was full of technology, so different from her own. He knew he’d made the right decision all those weeks ago when he offered her a place to stay. He’d watched her pacing in the iron cage and recognised her fire as being similar to his own. He respected that. And he’d wanted to keep an eye on her. She was like a firecracker that was liable to go off at any point, and he didn’t want her bringing disaster to their doors.

Besides, he and Shadow had lots in common. Awakening in this world had been hard for the Nephilim too, he reflected, but like Shadow they knew they were stuck here and were determined to make it work on their terms as much as possible. That meant acclimatising to modern culture. They’d arrived naked, and with no money, and had stolen clothes and cash, bought fake identification, and rented the old farmhouse that was well out of the way from anyone else. 

Gabe was a warrior, and had also been an occasional mercenary with flexible morals. He and his kind had been revered and feared equally, and most of the time he had displayed his huge wings as a symbol of his difference and power. Here it was impossible, and he kept them hidden. While Shadow had revealed who she was to some people, Gabe hadn’t. The witches and Newton were the only ones who knew what they were, and he aimed to keep it that way. He’d told Shadow not to divulge what they were to Harlan, and he hoped she’d honour that.

Shadow looked up at him, her violet eyes bright with the anticipated meeting. “Okay, I’m ready.” She crossed the street, and Gabe’s gaze lingered on her shapely figure, before quickly focusing on the job at hand. There were added benefits to her living with them, too.

Shadow rang the doorbell, and they heard a corresponding chime from deep within the building. In a few moments, the door was opened by a man in his thirties wearing a sharp dark grey suit, and a suspicious frown. He looked them up and down imperiously. “You must be Shadow.” He stared at Gabe, and he had to look up to meet his eyes. “Were we expecting you?” 

Gabe smiled coolly. “Yes, you were. Gabe Malouf.” He held out his hand and gripped the other man’s in his own tightly before releasing it.

“Ah yes, I do remember your name being mentioned.” 

He didn’t introduce himself, but instead led the way into the large reception hall, which had an elaborately tiled floor, a sweeping stairway, and doors on either side, and then turned into the room on the right, which was decorated with expensive furnishings, many antique. “Take a seat, and I will let Mr Becket know you’re here.”

He left them alone, and Gabe grinned. “He’s an ass.”

“I think you intimidated him.”

“I think he was trying to intimidate me. He failed.” Gabe paced around, a wry smile on his face. “I think this room is meant to intimidate, too. Is it working?”

Shadow shook her head, amusement in her eyes. “No. I’m intrigued as to how much money this place makes. I may not know much about this world, but expensive stuff is the same everywhere.” She frowned. “There’s nothing here that looks remotely occult, though.”

Gabe heard footsteps, and a voice interrupted them. “No, you won’t find anything like that in this part of the building.”

A tall man was in the doorway. His dark grey hair was swept back from his face, and he had a trace of stubble across a square jaw. He was dressed informally in jeans and t-shirt, and his blue eyes focussed on Shadow first as he stepped forward to shake her hand. “Hey Shadow, welcome to the Orphic Guild. I’m glad you could make it.”

“Harlan. Good to see you, too. This is Gabe,” she said, introducing him.

Both men eyed each other suspiciously, and Gabe was acutely aware that he was being assessed as to how much of a threat he was. That was okay. He was used to it. Again he was given a cool but firm handshake. “Hi, sorry we didn’t meet last time.”

Gabe smiled. “Me, too. This is quite some place!”

Harlan looked pleased. “It is, isn’t it? The owner has very defined tastes, and is responsible for how it looks, even though he’s not here that often. Our director, Mason Jacobs, oversees the branch, and ensures everything remains pristine.” He nodded at the case in Shadow’s hand. “Is that the sword?”

“It is. Want to see it again?”

“Not here. I’ll take you to Mason’s office, upstairs.” As he led them out of the room and up the grand, sweeping staircase, he said, “The ground floor rooms are for administrative staff. The next floor is where the offices for the collectors and the director are.”

Gabe’s gaze travelled over the expensive artwork and antique furniture, which was mixed with modern, sleek design elements. He didn’t know much about modern design, but he was certainly beginning to know what it looked like. He’d done his homework before coming here, and he also knew that Eaton Place was one of the most exclusive addresses in London. He idly wondered who the director was, and was about to ask more about him when Harlan stopped in front of a polished wooden door.

Harlan knocked as he told them, “This is Mason’s office.”

A voice called, “Come in.”

Harlan opened the door and ushered them through. 

This room was as impressive as the rest of the building, but the colours were muted and the furnishings modern, except for the huge antique desk and Persian rug on the floor. A man who Gabe estimated to be in his fifties rose from his seat behind the desk and walked around it to greet them. He had a short beard, grey hair, and a slim build. His suit was immaculate and clearly tailored, and Gabe realised that, like everything in this place, it was designed to impress. And there was something about him that Gabe didn’t like.

Harlan made the introductions, and Mason offered them seats in the tan leather chairs that clustered around a table. “Please sit, the coffee will be here shortly. You do drink coffee, I hope?” His voice was clipped and assured, without any discernible accent, other than English.

“Of course,” Shadow said, sitting nonchalantly and placing the case on the floor. “As long as it’s good.”

Mason looked slightly affronted. “I can assure you, it’s excellent.” 

Gabe took his seat and noticed Harlan suppressing a smile. That was good. He liked Shadow, he could tell, but he was pretty sure Mason saw them as merely commodities.

Mason continued in his smooth voice, “I’m glad to finally meet you. Harlan has kept me apprised of the negotiations. You came by the sword in a very unusual way.”

“You managed to get the Ring of Callanish in a very unusual way, too,” she countered, amused. “Are all of your acquisitions obtained in such a manner?”

Mason looked slightly put out to be answered with a question. “We deal with arcane and occult objects, and as such they often come from unusual and sometimes dangerous places. Our collectors consequently have special skills,” he nodded towards Harlan, “and we use contractors, too. That’s what I would like to discuss with you today, once I have seen the sword.”

He held her gaze in his own steely one, and Gabe realised he hadn’t looked at him once since their first greeting. Amusing. Maybe he thought he was more bodyguard than partner.

A knock at the door broke their conversation, and the man who had let them in to the building entered with a tray containing an antique coffee pot, cups, and a platter of tiny cakes and pastries. He wordlessly put the tray on the table and left.

“Excellent, thank you, Robert,” Mason murmured. “Harlan, would you be so kind?”

Harlan was already rising to pour coffee and offer the refreshments, and Gabe realised this was a longstanding ritual. He took a cup from Harlan and sipped his coffee, recognising an Arabic brew. Mason was right. It was excellent.

Shadow asked, “Would you like to see the sword now?”

“Yes, please,” Mason said, sipping his coffee.

Shadow unpacked it from the case and placed it on the table, and Mason’s eyes fired with excitement. He placed his cup down, pulled a pair of glasses from his pocket, and lifted the curved blade. 

“Magnificent.” He examined it carefully, almost reverentially, and then looked up at Shadow. “It has some slight marks, and what looks like a nick along the edge, so it’s not pristine.”

Shadow raised an eyebrow. “It’s an ancient weapon that belonged to Hecate’s servant. I think you’ll find she used it often. And of course, we had quite a heated battle. My own sword is made from one of the strongest metals ever forged. The clash of our blades rang across the forest that night.” She was using her fey glamour, Gabe could tell. There was a swell of power around her that was subtle, but to his eye it was unmistakable. He was pretty sure, however, that Mason wouldn’t know that. He’d just feel overwhelmed. Shadow continued, a trifle smugly, “You should thank me. I’ve added to its provenance.”

Mason’s carefully manufactured expression glazed as he placed the sword back on the table. “Ah yes, I heard you defeated a mysterious creature to get it.”

She nodded. “With help. The Empusa had arrived straight from the Underworld, so it was a tricky fight.”

“I’ve certainly heard of her,” he confessed. A gleam entered his eyes. “You couldn’t capture her?”

“That would be like trying to catch the wind,” Shadow said sharply.

Gabe stared at Mason and spoke for the first time, a dangerous edge to his voice. “Why would you want to capture the Empusa?”

Mason looked at him properly, his eyes narrowing, and for a second didn’t answer, his discomfort apparent. “I just thought it would be interesting to see such a creature up close, that’s all.” He sipped his coffee casually, trying to make it look as if his comment was nothing.

Shadow lowered her voice. “I saw it ‘up close.’ It would have killed you in a second.” Her gaze ran over him dismissively. “You’re too soft, too weak. She would have broken you like a doll.”

Gabe winced inwardly. Ouch.

Mason didn’t respond, instead turning back to Gabe. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name earlier. Are you a friend of Shadow’s?”

“I’m her business partner.”

“Oh! Yes, of course, Harlan told me.” Mason glanced between the two of them, no doubt weighing their relationship up. “You didn’t mention that though, Shadow.”

She shrugged and smiled. “It doesn’t matter to you, does it? Now, are you happy with the sword? I would like to finalise our deal. I have other things to do today.”

They didn’t really, other than a celebratory pub lunch. Both Gabe and Shadow had embraced the English pub culture.

Mason nodded, still trying to control the conversation. “Of course. The client who is buying this will be very happy with it. As you say, it has provenance, particularly its unexpected arrival in this world.” He looked slightly awkward as he asked, “What about its sister sword?” 

“It’s not for sale, and never will be,” Shadow told him. 

“Just checking,” he replied. “Harlan tells me you might be interested in more work in the future?”

“Yes, both of us are, actually, as long as we can fit it into our schedule.”

“Of course.” He rose to his feet as he brought the meeting to a close. “Excellent. We look forward to working with you again.” Mason nodded at Harlan. “Please transfer the money.”

There was a flurry of handshakes before they exited the room. Gabe was the last one out and he turned, catching Mason staring at him with a frown. Gabe smiled and closed the door.


      [image: image-placeholder]As soon as Harlan had dealt with Shadow and Gabe, he returned to Mason’s office, knocking softly before he entered.

Mason was standing with his back to the room, looking out of the window onto Eaton Place below, and he turned, a cut glass crystal tumbler in his hand with a healthy measure of amber liquid. Whiskey, no doubt. It was his favourite drink.

“Is she what you expected?” Harlan asked as he joined him.

“No, not at all.” Mason headed to the cabinet where he kept a small bar. “Whiskey? I think you should join my celebration.”

Harlan knew better than to refuse. His charming boss was also ruthless, and these celebratory drinks didn’t happen often, so that meant he must be impressed by Shadow. 

“Of course, thank you.” 

Harlan waited patiently while Mason poured a couple of fingers of whiskey and passed him the glass, raising his own in salute. “Well done. She was a good find.”

“She was, but I have no idea of what to really make of her, or her partner.”

Mason returned to the window, watching the pedestrians and the cars coming and going on the street below.

“I saw them walk towards the Palace,” Mason noted. He meant Buckingham Palace, which was a short stroll away. “I wonder how they met. I especially wonder about her. Did you say she’s fey? She doesn’t seem any different.” He levelled a narrow, accusatory glare at Harlan.

“She may not, but I can assure you she is. She uses glamour to disguise herself. But I detected her energy—well, her magic really, while I was investigating in White Haven. There’s a lot of magic in that town, but hers feels unique. It’s why you employ me.” Harlan had been doing his job for a long time, and he’d honed his skills in the paranormal world, often at great risk to his life. 

“How did you say you found her?”

“I followed her when she left Happenstance Books, Avery Hamilton’s book store. She knew I was behind her and confronted me, so over a drink in the closest pub, I explained what I wanted. It was clear from the start that we had mutual interests.”

“And she took you to the castle?”

“Yes, when it was obvious that Avery wouldn’t help, Shadow was my next option.” Harlan sipped his whiskey, recalling the night the ancient forest grew in White Haven. He’d dreamt about it time and time again, until the event itself seemed like a dream. “I met her at an agreed rendezvous along the lane, and she took me to the edge of the field and left me with her horse, another Otherworldly animal. I saw it all happen—it was extraordinary. The rush of magic and power was unlike anything I’ve experienced before, and as you know, I’ve seen my fair share.” He’d been gazing into his drink, but he looked at Mason now, and was taken aback by the fervent gleam in his eyes, but Harlan hid his surprise well. “When she came for me, with the witch called Reuben, her magic was obvious, and I could see the fey in her. She’d unleashed it for a while, and her Otherness glowed within her.”

“You admire her,” Mason said, watching him carefully.

“Yes. She’s very honest—well, with the witches and me at least. She was stranded here after the witches defeated the Wild Hunt on Samhain.”

Mason’s hand tightened on his glass for a brief second, his face becoming taut. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“Sorry, didn’t I? I guess we’ve been too busy finding the right buyer and arranging the sale. It’s earned us a good commission.”

“And her partner, he’s not fey?”

Harlan shook his head. “No.” He didn’t like to admit that he knew nothing about Gabe. He was very reserved. All he knew was that he ran a security firm that employed a handful of men, and Shadow lived with them.

Mason fell silent, looking out of the window again, but his gaze was distant. Harlan had to remind himself that no matter how useful Mason’s contacts were, and no matter how efficiently he ran the London office, he wasn’t as good at detecting magic and the Otherworldly like Harlan and the other collectors. It’s why Mason had moved from being a collector to becoming the director at such a young age. That put Harlan at a distinct advantage, not that he ever showed that.

Mason finally looked at him. “I can’t think of a job we need her for at the moment. Can you?”

Harlan ran through their current workload. They had a number of regular clients, and they also had some who approached them for single commissions. The Guild’s role was to source suitable objects by keeping an eye on auction houses, both legitimate and those of a more private nature, and advising them accordingly. Or it could be that the client would identify an object and employ them to get it. As an organisation, they were flexible. Whatever the client wanted they would find, within reason. At present they were working a few contracts, but nothing they couldn’t handle. But Mason would know that more than anyone. He had oversight of everything.

“No. She has a select set of skills. I suggest we use her carefully.”

Mason gave one of his most calculating smiles. “I agree. In the meantime, try and find out a little more about Mr Malouf. We employed a fey once before, but it was long before my role here. He was tricky, I know that much. Did you see her fight the Empusa?”

“No, I was too busy watching the meteoric rise of the ancient forest, and hoping I wasn’t about to end up dead.”

“Shame. I’d like to know how good she is.” Mason returned to his desk, and pulled his phone towards him, a distinctly calculating look on his face. He had a mobile phone, but Mason was old-fashioned and hardly ever used it. “Thanks, Harlan. If you have no other business, take the rest of the afternoon off. You’ve earned it.”

Harlan drained his glass and headed for the door. It was Friday, and he had plans for the weekend, so he wasn’t about to hang around. “Thanks. You too.”

As he exited the room, he wondered just who Mason might be calling, but if he had any thought of eavesdropping, it was quickly dispelled when he saw Robert coming towards him, treading as softly as a cat. He was Mason’s private secretary, and as slippery as a mongoose. 

“Business concluded?” Robert asked sharply.

“Like clockwork,” Harlan answered, refusing to bite back. He grinned broadly. “Have a nice weekend.” He added asshole silently to himself, and as he headed to the stairs, shrugged off the trickle of concern Mason’s fervid gleam had given him. 
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