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  The garden fairy was as desiccated as a dead frog squashed by a passing car and left to dry in the summer sun. Its claw-tipped appendages, stringy

  arms and legs, big bulbous eyes and wide slash of a mouth made it look even more amphibian-like. With its large gossamer wings folded down its back, it wasn’t much bigger than a frog either,

  so there was plenty of room in the plastic sandwich box that served as its makeshift coffin.




  Though, as I adjusted the angle of the lamp and bent over the marble-topped desk to peer closer, I noted, of course, that ‘it’ wasn’t correct. Judging by the lack of

  neck-frill, and the corkscrew-shaped penis pointing down past the fairy’s knees— ‘it’ was a ‘he’.




  And ‘he’ was a perfect example of why September – mating season for garden fairies – is called the screaming month.




  Except this was the middle of June.




  Hatching time, not mating time.




  The fairy’s death was a freak of nature— if I was to believe my ‘client’, Mr Lampy.




  ‘More like a freaking scam,’ I muttered, hoping my co-worker was digging up some much needed dirt during his sneaky look round, because so far, when it came to the dead garden fairy,

  Mr Lampy was looking annoyingly squeaky clean.




  Regrettably the same couldn’t be said for his house.




  I shot a disgusted glance around me. The large high-ceilinged room was home to a mismatched collection of wooden junk-shop furniture that was hosting enough multi-coloured fungi to devour a dead

  forest. The whole ground floor of the house was the same. Considering the Victorian terrace was in fashionable Primrose Hill, London’s celebrity-studded urban village, and had to be worth a

  good couple of million, it made for an unlikely combination. Of course, Mr Lampy was ancient so he’d probably been here longer than the house, or even the village, itself. Once a

  gnome’s settled their manor, it takes a lot to uproot them.




  Not to mention that Primrose Hill (the actual park) has always been a major breeding site for garden fairies, and still was, judging by the occupants of the other eight sandwich-box coffins

  stacked to my left. The small creatures have long been valued by those with green fingers – like gnomes – as nature’s magical helper. While the fairies are alive and zipping.




  Dead, they have another use, one that is illegal without a licence.




  My job was to issue the licence, but only if the fairy’s death was natural, not induced.




  I picked up the padded kitchen tongs next to the box and carefully turned the fairy over, the acid-free tissue paper beneath him rustling as I did. Despite looking like sun-dried roadkill, there

  were no obvious injuries to his little body. I reached out to gently lift his chin—




  A low growl stopped me.




  I squinted left into the unblinking, warning glare of the large ginger cat sitting to attention on the desk, the tip of its tail twitching over its front paws. The cat was close enough that I

  could see a tiny reflection of my angular features in its dark oval pupils. I glared back, my own catlike sidhe pupils no doubt mimicking the animal’s in the dimly lit room. Not that my glare

  fazed the huge ginger tom one bit. But then my maternal grandmother is a sidhe queen – something I’d learned only recently. I was still coming to terms with it since my queenly

  grandmother liked me a whole lot less than the cat appeared to – so maybe the cat’s unconcern was apt.




  ‘I’m wearing gloves, puss.’ I waggled my latex-covered fingers in front of its disapproving face. ‘I know better than to contaminate the merchandise, scam or

  not.’




  It continued to give me the evil-feline stare, and I sighed. Why the hell I was talking to a cat anyway? It wasn’t like it could answer back; it was just one of the gnome’s trained

  gun-dogs, or rather gun-cats, used to retrieve dead fairies like the one in front of me before male-member shrinkage rendered it worthless.




  Awareness prickled down my spine and I turned, expecting to find the gnome doing a lecherous eyeball of my arse from the doorway.




  But the large room was devoid of life . . .




  If, that is, you discounted the other dozen or so cats that made up the gnome’s clowder of fairy-finding felines, and the floor-to-ceiling shelves full of variously sized plastic boxes and

  glass tanks that held the gnome’s stock. Not all of which was as lifeless as the fairy in front of me and some of which had their own creepy eyeballs.




  I opened the metaphysical part of me that sees the magic, and looked, repeating the check I’d done on arrival. But the only active spells were the Buffer spell in the

  tiny crystal stuck to my phone and the mega-strength Knock-back Wards buzzing like electrified bars over the room’s tall sash windows. With all his stock, it wasn’t a surprise the gnome

  took security seriously.




  I shrugged the ‘watching eyes’ feeling off, blaming it on the creepsville house and returned my attention to the dead fairy. I angled the light and this time ignored the cat’s

  growl as I lifted the fairy’s little chin. Sure enough his throat had been slit; a long slash from ear to ear. A wound that would have killed him instantly at the height of his frenzied fairy

  ecstasy.




  The noisy slap-slap of bare feet on wooden boards signalled the gnome’s imminent return. I pulled off the surgical gloves with a snap, tucked them into my jacket pocket, and sat down

  quickly on the overstuffed guest chair.




  ‘Refreshments, Ms Taylor,’ the gnome said as he bustled into the room. He rounded the desk and placed a tea tray covered in a lace-edged cloth next to the fairy’s plastic

  coffin.




  I stifled a shudder. Small yellow-green things speared through with cocktail sticks had been stuck hedgehog-like into a tin-foiled potato; they were still writhing. The sickly sweet smell

  steaming from the cup and saucer wasn’t any more appetising. Only the opaque lumps of what looked like unpolished quartz seemed vaguely edible.




  ‘Mead-soaked slugs. Nettle tea with lavender blossom honey, and raw sugar crystals.’ The wrinkles in the gnome’s round face deepened as he beamed, nearly blinding me with the

  brilliance of his ultra-white human dentures.




  Vodka, bacon sandwiches and liquorice torpedoes are more my snack of choice, but even if he’d offered those I wouldn’t have trusted them. I’d only agreed to his

  ‘refreshments’ so I could examine the fairy without having the gnome’s beady little eyes crawling all over me. He’d spent the whole time since I’d arrived addressing

  my chest – and not just because it was on a level with his face. Nor because I have much to address; I’m slender, verging on skinny. And this not being my first visit, I’d

  deliberately covered up, buttoning my shirt to the neck and wearing the jacket of my business suit, despite it being too warm in the summer weather. Irritatingly, it hadn’t stopped him

  ogling. Or copping a feel of my butt as he’d ushered me in (which got him a swift elbow to the temple; annoyingly it only made his ogling more enthusiastic). So the idea of checking out the

  dead fairy while he watched was way too icky.




  ‘Thank you, Mr Lampy,’ I said politely, since even if he was currently suspect he had paid the Spellcrackers.com fee up front so was, until proved otherwise, a client, though not one

  I wanted any of my staff subjected to. ‘But the glass of water I asked for would’ve been fine.’




  ‘Ah, but I know this is what you fairies like, Ms Taylor.’ He pushed the plate towards me, the edges of the mustard-coloured lichen mapping his bald pate crinkling with

  encouragement.




  ‘I’m sidhe fae, Mr Lampy,’ I said, more sharply and less patiently than I had the first three times I’d corrected him. ‘Sidhe fae are not related to garden

  fairies.’ Something you’d think a gnome, one of the Others should know. ‘We have more genes in common with an ordinary human than a chimpanzee does. While garden fairies are more

  closely related to insects and amphibians.’




  ‘Of course they are.’ He gave me a sly wink and tapped the sandwich box. ‘But these little beauties can tap into the magic, much as you yourself can, unlike even the most

  extraordinary of humans.’ He clasped his fat little hands and rested them on his shirt-straining pot belly. ‘It’s what makes them so desirable.’




  Ugh. Dried garden fairy parts – smoked, snorted, imbibed or injected – are the equivalent of magical Viagra, and not just in the obvious, sexual way, but in the

  boosting-your-magical-abilities way. The resulting power spike is said to be a hundred times better than sugar (the standard way to amp up magic), a phenomenon discovered in 1835 by Jacob Sabine, a

  prominent Victorian naturalist and wizard. By the end of the nineteenth century, garden fairies had gone from being as common as dragonflies to near extinction, only to be saved by Sclalter’s

  Intervention, the Parliamentary Bill passed in 1902 which now protected them.




  I’d fine-combed the legal stuff, hoping for something to nail the gnome with.




  Unfortunately, the gnome was an accredited conservationist and therefore an authorised dealer. He was allowed to trade as a way to independently fund his fairy preservation work. Once licensed,

  the fairy would be worth around a grand. Given its rarity for this time of year, the gnome could probably charge three, maybe five times that. Add in that the Carnival Fantastique was in town, and

  ten times probably wasn’t beyond the realms of the gnome’s greedy calculations. Which was a hell of a monetary incentive to find a way to fast-track nature. The only thing stopping him

  coining it in was me.




  Anyone would think he’d be more politic about things. But that’s gnomes for you.




  ‘It’s very early in the year for the fairies to be . . . active,’ I said, opting for euphemistic vagueness.




  The gnome hit me with another denture-filled leer. ‘But you’ve examined the body haven’t you, Ms Taylor? So you can confirm that his death was part of normal mating and

  entirely unassisted.’




  It was— if you ignored the fact that the male fairy’s near decapitation had been assisted by the female fairy’s neck-frill stiffening during fertilisation. Black widows have

  nothing on garden fairies.




  ‘I’ll agree it looks like it,’ I said. ‘But that doesn’t stop it being much earlier.’




  ‘I think it’s a side-effect of global warming.’ The gnome’s eyes behind his glasses watered, as he gave me his version of an innocent look.




  Global warming, my arse. ‘I see.’




  Of course, there was always the other, illegally assisted alternative. That somewhere, the gnome had a hothouse dialled up to tropical, and had used it to accelerate the fairy’s life

  cycle, then trapped him in an airtight box with a rubber frog and a handful of foxglove flowers a.k.a. fairy catnip. As soon as the excited, albeit confused, fairy lost consciousness, the gnome had

  slit the fairy’s throat and left him to dry out with a sachet of silicate crystals. That was the modern way: the Victorians used to use live frogs and rack the comatose fairies in small

  oak-lined smoking bins.




  Trouble was, as the Victorians had discovered, garden fairies are almost impossible to breed in captivity. They need natural light. Which means glass. And they zip. Zipping into glass at the

  fairy equivalent of fifty miles an hour is like bugs hitting a car window. They splat.




  The only time captive breeding had succeeded on any scale was when the Victorians had relocated Crystal Palace to Sydenham Park. An accident had placed it right on top of the local fairy

  hatching ground. So if the gnome did have a hothouse, it would have to be at least the size of a football field. Something that huge was hard to hide, even with magic. But my gut said the gnome was

  up to something. And I was determined to prove it. Only every time I’d moved out of his ‘office’ during my last inspection, he’d stuck to me like some of his nasty lichen,

  so now I was back, with my invisible-to-the-gnome co-worker in tow.




  I unpacked my kit – measuring callipers, scalpels, pestle and mortar, ultra-violet light, magnifying glass and various potions and test spells I needed to complete the extensive tests

  prior to granting the licences – carefully lining up the items on the marble-top table under the gnome’s eager, creepy gaze.




  Ugh. Last thing I wanted was him rubbernecking my every move for the next couple of hours.




  ‘This is going to take some time,’ I said firmly as I placed the last, most important item on the table: a packet containing the manmade crystals I’d superglue to each

  fairy’s head (the least valuable part), each crystal holding the actual Licence spell. The crystals were clear just now, but would glow viridian green once activated. ‘And I prefer to

  work undisturbed, Mr Lampy. I find there’s less chance of contamination or error that way.’ I paused, baring my teeth in a wide smile; he might not be a goblin, but he’d recognise

  the threat. ‘I’d hate to have to resample anything because I was distracted.’ In other words: leave me alone or I’ll chop large expensive chunks off your stock.




  The gnome got the message. ‘Of course, Ms Taylor. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.’




  I needed him like a vamp needed a suntan! He scuttled away and I settled down to work until my co-worker reappeared. Hopefully with something incriminating that would spell bad news for the

  nasty gnome.
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  Thirty minutes later a familiar brush against my senses had me looking over my shoulder again to see a clear crystal appear on the room’s

  threshold. The crystal started to glow with the pink blush of dawn and the heady scent of peat and whisky shimmered through the room, sending desire shuddering through my body. I braced my hands on

  the desk, let the power ride me to the soft edge of pleasure, then bit back a frustrated cry as the spell set, leaving me wanting.




  The cause wasn’t the spell: it was a simple Privacy one. Anyone could buy five of them from the Witches’ Market in Covent Garden for under a tenner. No, my reaction was down to the

  person who’d activated it. Tavish, the kelpie, defacto àrd-cheann – Top Dog, or in Tavish’s case, Top Water Horse – of London’s fae, and my

  co-worker/employee . . . when the inclination took him.




  It didn’t matter what spells Tavish set; if I was near it was like getting blasted with magical pheromones. The longer we worked together, the more potent it got. I’d learned the

  hard way not to block it, as all that did was make my frustration worse. Not that he was doing it deliberately: in fact, when I’d brought it up, he’d looked dismayed then concluded it

  must be a side-effect (caused by my usual random reactions to magic) of the protective Chastity spell he’d tagged me with three months ago (he’d removed the Chastity spell soon

  after, once the threat was gone) and should fade in time.




  Only the ‘side-effect’ wasn’t fading.




  The second time I’d mentioned it he’d proposed we ‘swim in his lake’ and sort it out that way. But rather than his idea being one of his usual semi-serious suggestions we

  have sex, he’d been obviously reluctant.




  Which confused the hell out of me.




  Until it clicked that while Tavish had never missed an opportunity to sic me with his kelpie power and I’d often found myself gazing at him like a Charm-struck human, he’d always had

  an ulterior motive for hitting on me; the infertility curse afflicting London’s lesser fae. The fae had expected me to have a curse-breaking baby and, Tavish, as àrd-cheann,

  had been number one prospective daddy. But Tavish had only volunteered as ‘daddy’ to protect me from the rest of them. Something I was grateful for despite my annoyance at being kept in

  the dark about his whole take on the curse situation.




  Of course, I didn’t need his protection any more, not since the true reason for the fae’s infertility had become common knowledge during the Tower of London Abductions case three

  months ago (codenamed ToLA by the police); their lack of fertility wasn’t due to a curse, but rather their fertility had been stolen. And, thanks in part to Tavish’s Machiavellian

  plotting, I’d recovered it.




  Which was when Tavish had stopped hitting on me.




  His reluctance hurt. Though, with the curse hanging around like an impatient Grim Reaper bent on eradicating London’s fae, I could understand why he’d faked fancying me. And it

  wasn’t as if I wanted us to be an item: Tavish is hot, and there’s a definite chemistry between us, at least on my side, but all my heart truly felt for him was friendship.




  Of course, there was another reason why Tavish’s ardour might have cooled . . . stabbing him in the gut with a five-foot bull’s horn, and leaving him to the Morrígan’s

  tender ministrations probably hadn’t endeared me to him.




  But whatever the reason I was no longer on his ‘SILF’ list, I didn’t want to complicate things for either of us by ‘swimming in his lake’, so I’d kept my

  confusion to myself and pretended the inconvenient and frustrating ‘side-effect’ had faded, in the hope that it actually would.




  I blinked as Tavish suddenly appeared on the other side of the desk, shedding the Invisibility spell he’d been wearing, then did a double take. When he’d gone invisible and

  piggybacked after me into the gnome’s house, he’d been sporting his usual Sam-Spade-pinstriped-suit-and-Fedora work outfit. Now he was poured into a black unitard, pewter-coloured

  cobwebs decorating the super-tight Lyrca covering every part of him, including his head, hands and feet. He should’ve looked ridiculous in the costume; instead it left nothing to my

  libido’s imagination and he looked . . . disturbingly jumpable— Down, girl! Briefly I closed my eyes. How the hell had he even got himself into it, not to mention—




  ‘Tavish, why are you dressed up as a bad-ass Spider-Man?’




  He stripped his hood off and the lacy gills either side of his neck snapped open like black fans. He shook out his green-black dreads; they writhed around his shoulders as if objecting to being

  contained, beads flashing from cobweb pewter to a clear sun-drenched turquoise.




  ‘Och, doll,’ he said, giving me his shark’s grin, serrated teeth white against the green-black of his skin. ‘The fancy dress shop dinna have a Cat-Man costume, so what

  else should I be wearing to be all sneaky and stealthy?’




  Having him ‘work’ with/for me was like employing a two-year-old sometimes; still, most of my clients loved his ‘eccentricities’. I shot him an exasperated look.

  ‘You were invisible. It didn’t matter what you wore.’




  ‘Maybe. But where’s the fun in that? And look.’ Tavish lifted his hand and shot a stream of magic at the high ceiling. It expanded into thin filaments, attached, and then with

  a leap he was above me, crouched upside down on the ceiling, giving me an excellent view of his, oh-so-gorgeous arse.




  Crap! Either I was as bad as the dirty-minded gnome, or Tavish’s magical pheromones were hitting a new high. I was going to have to find a way of getting rid of the damn side-effect, and

  soon. I dragged my attention back to the dead fairy then decided that staring at his appendage probably wasn’t the ideal way to cool down my libido.




  I fished a bottle of water out of my backpack, took a long drink. Spidey impersonation aside, at least now Tavish had finished his search I’d find out if he’d dug up any

  incriminating evidence on Mr Lecherous Lampy.




  ‘Any luck?’ I asked, sitting down.




  ‘Nae a glint, doll,’ he said, disappointing me. He dropped silently down, lifted the gnome’s heavy throne-style chair as if it weighed nothing, set it next to mine and slumped

  into it. His long, angled features took on a despondent air. ‘’Tis near like an untouched tomb upstairs, all inch-thick dust and empty, echoey rooms. Gnomes don’t care too much

  for air twixt them and their earth.’




  The huge ginger tom growled, subjecting Tavish to the same evil-feline stare it had me. Either it didn’t like Tavish talking about its master, or maybe a giant Spider-Man looked like a

  tasty banquet. Tavish snorted, baring his teeth at it. The cat decided its paws needed cleaning.




  I huffed. Figured Tavish would be more intimidating than me. ‘So if there’s nothing to be found, what’s next to investigate?’




  His gills closed as if in defeat. ‘’Tis the nature of others to die.’ He plucked a slowly wriggling slug off the silver-foiled potato, held it up. ‘All of them live too

  short a life: slugs, garden fairies, humans, even the lesser fae.’ He dropped the slug into the tea then raised his eyes to mine; his were now a solid murky grey. ‘You’re nae but

  a youngster, doll, but you’ll discover it soon enough. They’re nae like us, the rest all fade too easily.




  His words seeped into my heart like acid trickling through half-healed cracks. My friend Grace had died. She’d sacrificed herself to save me. I missed her . . . and every day suffered the

  loss and pain and anger that she was gone too soon. Tavish’s eyes carried the same suffering. I’d never seen him like this.




  It pushed my worries about the gnome away and I reached out, grasping his hand. ‘Who did you lose?’




  He blew out a soft sigh. ‘Och, ’tis nothing, doll. ’Tis maudlin, I am, for nae other reason than the wee dead mannie here, taken afore his time.’




  I shook my head. ‘It’s more than that.’




  He looked down at our joined fingers then nodded as if he’d come to a decision. ‘We’re nae any closer to finding the way to release the fae’s fertility.’




  Trepidation fluttered in my stomach. When I’d recovered the fae’s stolen fertility it was trapped inside a sapphire pendant. I’d given the pendant to my friend Sylvia, a dryad,

  for safekeeping, and now she and Ricou, her naiad partner, were expecting the first full-blood fae in eighty years. They were ecstatic.




  The rest of the lesser fae not so much.




  Oh, they were overjoyed for the coming baby (though some weren’t happy about its mix), but with the fae’s fertility still trapped in the pendant no one else could conceive without

  wearing the thing and, being a cautious lot, no one expected Sylvia to take the pendant off until after her baby was born. The practicalities of the situation were awkward. Much more terrifying was

  the threat the pendant could be lost or stolen again, condemning them all to die.




  Tavish squeezed my hand, expression intense. ‘You’re the key to sorting it all, doll, you ken you always have been.’




  Yeah, and didn’t I know it. It was my sidhe queen grandmother, Clíona, who’d laid the original curse – that they should also know the grief in her heart –

  on London’s fae eighty-odd years ago, in revenge for the fae not protecting her mortal son from the vampires. Later, in a fit of remorse, Clíona had secretly ‘borrowed’ the

  fae’s fertility (evidently her feelings of remorse only went so far) in an attempt to break the curse by having another child. My mother.




  Long story short. My mother’s birth didn’t break the curse, and as a result of Clíona’s continuing ‘attempts’ to ‘put things right’ without

  dropping herself in the shit big-time, the pendant with the fae’s fertility was lost. It was found just long enough to enable my conception, and then stolen.




  Now, thanks in part to my family connection with it, I’d recovered the pendant.




  It should have been the happy ending everyone wanted. Trouble was the pendant carried only half of the spell trapping the fertility and before the fertility could be released, the other half

  still had to be found. Until it was, Clíona’s original curse was just on hold, not broken. All the fae had to go on was a riddle from the Morrígan:




  

    

      

        That which was taken, must be recovered.




        That which is lost, must be found.




        That which is sundered, must be joined.


      


    


  




  Half-arsed as it was, the riddle wasn’t hard to work out: the fertility had been taken, and was now recovered. The rest of the trap was lost, we had to find it and join

  the two halves together then, hey presto, the fae’s fertility would be restored. Except no one knew what the other half of the trap was, never mind where it was. Just once it would

  be great if the goddess-in-the-know had handed over specifics like a picture, or maybe even a map with a big red X marking the spot. But the Morrígan obviously hadn’t been feeling that

  helpful. So Tavish and the rest of London’s fae had been searching, magically and mundanely, to find it. So far all they’d found was a big fat nothing.




  Of course the sensible thing would be to ask Clíona what they were looking for. Only sense doesn’t come into it when all the parties involved have been refusing even to acknowledge

  each other for more than half a century. I’d have asked her myself if not for the fact I was ‘an abominable stain on her royal sidhe bloodline’ and she was determined to be rid of

  me. That she hadn’t succeeded in killing me off yet was due in no small part to Tavish. Something else I owed him for.




  I frowned at him. ‘Thought you said you’d had some foretelling that if I helped search I could screw things up; that the fae’s fertility could end up trapped or lost

  permanently, and if that happened the curse would never be broken?’




  ‘Aye, I did.’




  ‘What’s changed then?’ I asked.




  ‘Nae a thing, doll.’




  ‘So why now?’




  ‘We’re running out of ideas.’ Frustration turned his beads black.




  ‘So you’re prepared to risk me helping, even though it could all go wrong?’




  ‘Aye, but only in a small way. One I dinna think will cause any harm.’




  I took a swig of water as dread settled like iron chains over my shoulders. I didn’t want to get sucked back into it all again. But if I was honest, the fae’s fertility problems

  weren’t something I could or even should turn my back on. It was my family who’d started the whole ‘stolen fertility’ ball rolling, way back when. And I wasn’t the one

  hurting in all this. The fae were. And as Tavish said, I was the key. If he needed my help, however small—




  ‘Okay,’ I told him briskly. ‘What do you want me to do?’
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  ‘Nae much, doll,’ Tavish said, the relief flooding his eyes making me glad I’d said yes. ‘Just give me some honest

  answers.’




  It sounded too easy. ‘Sure. When do you want to talk?’




  ‘Now, of course.’




  I looked at the ginger tom sitting on the desk, and at all the other cats in the cluttered room; sleeping, washing, or watching us like we were a play put on for their amusement. ‘What

  about the gnome?’




  ‘Och, he’s nae thinking of interrupting you. I’ve seen to that.’




  I sent out my own Spidey senses . . . the gnome’s presence, from the direction of the kitchen, pinged against my inner radar. He was fast asleep, no doubt Tavish-induced. Plus, with the

  Privacy spell in operation, it wasn’t like the gnome would be an issue even if he did wake up. And now Tavish had made the decision to ask for my help, I could see he was impatient to get on

  with it.




  ‘Fire away, then,’ I said.




  ‘’Twill be better with Compulsion?’ He gave me a cautious look. ‘If you agree?’




  He’d asked, which made all the difference. I nodded and held my hand out. He traced a finger along my lifeline, the greyness in his eyes bleeding away until they were silver, shimmering

  with intensity. ‘So, doll, who or what is it you want?’




  The Compulsion pricked me and my mouth answered without hesitation. ‘Spellcrackers. I want to keep it.’




  Surprise stung me. Spellcrackers was my company now. Sort of. My boss stint was temporary and I was going to have to give it up. Something I’d thought I was okay with. Until now.




  ‘So, you’re wanting to stay the boss of Spellcrackers’ – he gave me a probing look – ‘where’s that leave Finn?’




  Finn.




  My friend. My ex-boss. My—




  Bone-deep hurt and angry disillusionment threatened to explode out of me. I shoved it back down, slammed it back in its box. I didn’t know what else Finn was.




  Three months ago I thought I did. I thought, along with being friends and working together, we were finally going to be more to each other. We’d been heading that way ever since we’d

  met, more than a year ago, despite everything keeping us apart.




  Then I’d found the fae’s stolen fertility.




  And we should’ve had our chance.




  But Finn’s teenage daughter, Nicky, was one of the victims of the ToLA case, an awful consequence of which was that she was pregnant. Finn had, of course, gone with Nicky to the Fair Lands

  to be with her until her baby was safely born.




  He’d asked me to go with him. I’d reluctantly said no.




  Part of me, the part that wanted Finn and damn everything else, had desperately regretted that no. But I knew it had been the right thing to do. He needed to be there for Nicky without

  me. We needed that breathing space. And after all Finn’s declarations about not wanting me just for my curse-breaking abilities, that my vamp genes didn’t matter despite him hating

  vamps with a vengeance, I needed to be sure he’d wanted me for me. Without that time apart, a tiny bit of me would always wonder if Finn and I were really meant to be.




  Now I knew.




  Two letters, then nothing. No messages, no excuses, just nothing— He’d cut me off. Something that had sliced my heart into tiny pieces. And, now I’d stuck it back together,

  Finn was someone I’d promised myself not to even think about, let alone waste any more tears over . . .




  A quiet warning snort from Tavish made me look down.




  I loosened my grip on the half-full plastic bottle I’d almost crushed. It popped back into shape with a sharp cracking sound. My mouth twisted down as I tried to give him a wry smile. I

  took a breath and locked my hurt, anger and all thoughts of a certain fickle satyr away.




  ‘You know I haven’t heard from him,’ I said, my tone flat.




  Tavish’s expression sharpened. ‘So, when he returns, you’ll be giving Spellcrackers back?’




  I didn’t want to, but— ‘Of course, it belongs to him and the satyr herd.’




  ‘I ken the herd elders are already asking for it. You nae think of just giving it up?’




  The herd elders weren’t so much asking as demanding I do exactly that.




  Their point: it was their money invested in the company and they’d only signed it over to me as a sweetener to get me to make little curse-breaking baby satyrs with Finn. Now their

  fertility was found, albeit still trapped, I wasn’t needed, and they wanted their investment back. Immediately. Only my gut told me that if I gave Spellcrackers up now Finn would lose out

  too. So I’d give Spellcrackers back to him, and only him. What he did then was his choice. I might be hurt and angry, and hugely pissed off at his fickleness but that didn’t mean I was

  ready to stitch him up. Or that I was stupid.




  I picked at the broken tab on my water bottle. ‘It’s pretty convenient that Finn stops communicating right at the time the herd starts putting pressure on me.’




  ‘Aye. That it is.’




  Good to know I wasn’t the only one with suspicions. Not that my suspicions meant the cut-me-off-without-an-explanation satyr’s silence was forgivable.




  ‘But is being the boss at Spellcrackers truly what your heart wants above all else, doll?’




  Tavish’s quiet question diverted my thoughts back to the matter at hand. Spellcrackers was just a company, after all; and yeah, financially I needed to work, preferably doing something I

  loved and was good at, but it wasn’t like I wouldn’t have my old job back when I gave up the reins . . . except I wouldn’t be the one calling the shots any more. That, I

  realised, was what I truly wanted.




  ‘No, not Spellcrackers as such,’ I clarified. ‘But what it represents. I want to be the one in control of my life. No other people making decisions for me or thinking they can

  force me into doing what they want.’ Which really, after everything, wasn’t so much of a surprise. ‘I want to make my own choices, on my own terms.’




  Tavish was silent for a long moment, then something shifted in the depths of his eyes like a fish sliding beneath shadowed waters. ‘’Tis a big ask, doll.’




  Impossible more like. ‘Yeah.’ I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. ‘But what does what I want have to do with releasing the fae’s fertility?’




  ‘Told you, doll,’ Tavish said briskly. ‘You’re the key, but you’re nae wanting to find the spell, so the magic’s nae keen on helping.’




  I considered that. ‘So, if I decide I want it, the magic will help me find it?’




  He shook his head. ‘’Tis nae quite that simple. The magic’s a tricky mistress. You know that.’




  I did. Magic wasn’t something you could talk or reason with, yet it still had a mind of its own. Sometimes, when I’d needed it, it had helped me in the past.




  ‘She likes you,’ Tavish said softly.




  ‘She?’




  ‘The magic.’




  ‘Why are you calling it “she”?’ I asked, puzzled. ‘Isn’t it more like a natural . . . force or something?’




  He smiled, turquoise eyes dancing. ‘We all come from The Mother, and she was the first to come from the magic. So what else would the magic be? But now’s nae the time for debating,

  doll. We want to find the spell, you want to keep Spellcrackers and be your own boss. Help me and I’ll help you, with that anyways.’




  ‘Tavish,’ I said, more than a little insulted. ‘I don’t need to be bribed.’




  ‘Och, I ken, but a little incentive never harms a body, now does it?’




  ‘Fine, I’m not going to say no.’ I shot him a grateful smile. Having him go to bat for me with the satyrs staking their claim was a bonus. ‘What do you want me to

  do?’




  ‘Ask the one who knows.’ He flicked his fingers and a pack of cards, larger than normal playing size, appeared on the desk in front of me.




  ‘Tarot cards?’ I asked.




  ‘Aye.’




  Curiosity flickered. I hadn’t known he did readings.




  ‘Pick them up and hold them in your left hand, doll.’ I slid the water bottle on to the table and did as he said. No magic tingled; the cards felt like ordinary card, and oddly both

  sides were plain white. He took hold of my right hand, lacing our fingers together. ‘Don’t let go, nae for anything?’ he warned. I nodded, and his gills fanned wide either side of

  his throat, his eyes turning the deep cobalt blue of a midnight sea. Magic, needle-sharp, pierced me, twisting a storm of desire at my core. I gasped, squirmed on the chair before I could stop.

  Again he didn’t seem to notice. I clutched at the cards, ignoring the feelings. The need would pass. It always did.




  ‘Shuffle,’ he ordered, Compulsion fuelled his voice.




  ‘I can’t one-handed—’ But even as I spoke, my fingers did an expert shuffle.




  ‘Toss them in the air.’




  My hand threw the cards. The light in the room dimmed as they fountained up high like a mushroom cloud, before tumbling like glistening snowflakes on a winter’s night. I winced, expecting

  them to clatter on to the desk, dreading the damage they could do to the fragile fairy body in its sandwich-box coffin, but they dissipated, melting like the snowflakes they’d mimicked,

  fading away into the ether . . . Soon only five remained. They snapped into a line, hovering in front of me. Still blank.




  I looked at Tavish. ‘What now?’




  He picked up one of my scalpels, held it out to me, his hand shaking. ‘They need to be fed.’




  ‘Blood?’




  ‘Aye, doll. Blood for your question answered. Usual terms.’ Sweat beaded on his forehead.




  I frowned. ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘Feed ’em,’ he urged, shoulders bowing as if with pain.




  O-kay. I pressed my left index finger against the scalpel. The edge sliced the tip, dark viscous blood welled, scenting the air with honey and copper, and I readied for the pain but it

  didn’t come. Odd.




  ‘Quick,’ he whispered.




  I took a steadying breath. ‘I offer my blood solely in exchange for the answer to my questions. No harm to me or mine,’ I said and touched the first card.




  A tiny tongue licked at my finger— Startled, I jerked my hand back, or would’ve without Tavish’s Compulsion holding me in place. The tongue licked some more, tickling, then I

  felt a little mouth press against the cut, lips sealing around it. It started sucking my blood down, hard and fast enough that I could feel the draw on my heart. I shot an anxious look at Tavish.

  He was hunched in his chair, the cobalt colour leaching from his eyes, leaving them pale and cloudy, his dreads turning dry and brittle, their beads clear as glass. Then a bead shattered, the

  pieces hitting the floor with a soft ping. Uneasy, I tried yanking my hand from the card. I couldn’t.




  ‘What the hell’s happening, Tavish?’




  ‘Channelling.’




  ‘Channelling what? Something in the cards?’




  He grunted.




  I took it as a yes. And judging by the way his hand gripped mine, whatever it was, it was powerful. What the hell was in the cards if they could do this to him? And why hadn’t he told me

  what to expect? Unless this wasn’t it?




  ‘Harder,’ he muttered. ‘Harder than I thought to stop you.’




  ‘Stop me? But I’m not doing anything!’




  More beads shattered. He crumpled forwards, his head dropping to his knees, his hand a death-grip on mine. ‘The card? Is it changing?’




  I dragged my attention back to the card. Thick gold mist topped it like a tiny thundercloud, and on the front the dark bruised red of my blood coloured the card from the bottom up, as if it were

  litmus paper drawing it up. Which in a way it seemed it was, as there was still a thin white strip at the top.




  ‘Tell me when.’ Tavish’s words were a hoarse whisper.




  The strip turned pink . . .




  Brighter red . . .




  Then the dark bruised colour of the rest of the card.




  Suddenly the mouth released my finger with an audible satisfied sigh.




  I cut a troubled glance at Tavish. ‘It’s let go—’




  He toppled out of the chair, his hand slipping from mine, and curled into a foetal ball under the desk.




  I flung myself to my knees, grabbed his head; his face was lined and shrunken like an old man’s.




  Weakly, he pushed at me. ‘Talk to the card, doll,’ he ground out harshly, ‘afore she leaves.’




  She? But a stab of Compulsion had my body pulling back into the chair, my eyes fixing on the bloodstained card and my mouth said, ‘Tell me how to find that which is lost, and how

  to join that which is sundered, to release the fae’s fertility from the trap and restore their fertility back to them as it was before it was taken.’




  The tarot card vibrated. The blood swirled away in wisps of reddish smoke until I could make out a picture. A dark-haired, hawk-nosed male in his thirties, dressed in a purple toga, his head

  wreathed with a crown of golden laurels, lounged on an ornate throne. He held a silver-bladed dagger in one hand, and behind him a large golden eagle perched on a staff-like pillar. The

  Emperor.




  The Emperor on the card laughed; a loud arrogant sound that filled the large room. I started. The ginger tom leaped from the desk, its fur bottle-brush stiff, and at my feet Tavish whimpered. On

  the card a huge, fanged snake slithered up the staff and hissed at the golden eagle. The bird flapped its wings angrily and launched itself out into the room, soaring up to the ceiling.




  I repeated my question.




  The Emperor laughed again, pointed his silver dagger out of the card at me and bellowed, ‘He knows! He will tell you! For a price!’




  Of course he would. ‘Who’s he?’ my mouth demanded.




  ‘He is I!’




  ‘Who are you?’




  The Emperor gave another booming laugh. ‘I am the Emperor!’




  Great. Was it a tarot card or a pantomime villain? Next he’d be shouting, ‘He’s behind you!’ I gritted my teeth. Specific questions, Gen. ‘What’s the

  name you were given at your birth?’




  ‘My father named me—’




  An angry screech drowned his words as the golden eagle dived back into the card. The card exploded in a splatter of crimson as if a bullet had hit dead centre. Droplets of blood expanded out in

  a starburst of brilliant red light, their blinding afterimage searing my retinas.




  Crap. Crapcrapcrap.




  No way in hell was that supposed to happen . . . I rubbed at my eyes, crouched and desperately stretched out to Tavish under the desk. Who knew what harm the explosion of magic had caused him? I

  patted around but couldn’t feel him. Finally, as my vision returned I realised the only things under the desk were me, the ginger tom and some disgusting toadstools sprouting from the mouldy

  rug.




  Tavish was gone.




  A soft snorting noise made me turn. In the centre of the room, making the place seem small, stood a kelpie horse. The kelpie’s green-black coat was rough over hard, ropy muscles, its

  tangled mane glinted with dull gold beads, its black-lace gills fanned wide to either side of its arched, serpentine neck, and its eyes flickered with golden light.




  Damn. Tavish’s wylde side had come out to play. Perfect.
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  I crawled out and stood with my back against the desk, cautious. I trusted Tavish, but he wasn’t the one in control of the kelpie. It was as

  if taking his waterhorse shape stripped away his couple of millennia’s worth of civilisation and left him as he must have been when he first came into being in the Shining Times: something

  feral and predatory, birthed from magic. Good news was: we weren’t near the river so the kelpie wasn’t likely to Charm me to ride it into the depths. Bad news: Tavish wasn’t

  exactly easy to communicate with in this form.




  ‘Um, you okay?’ I asked.




  The kelpie shuddered as if shedding water; its usual signal to changing shape. Its eyes flashed black, then back to the odd gold light. It shook again, pawed the scratched wooden floorboards

  with one camel-toed hoof and flicked its tail over its flanks as if dislodging irritating flies, then shot me a wild, white-rimmed look.




  ‘Guess that means no,’ I muttered, glancing round the room in case a helpful solution jumped out at me. The window was still buzzing with Knock-back Wards, the gnome’s cats

  were milling in a furry tide in front of the interior door, obviously wanting away from the kelpie but trapped by the spells on the threshold—




  The kelpie half-reared up, ears flat against its skull, and wheeled towards the door. The cats scattered, scrambling onto shelves or under furniture. The kelpie dipped its head, snatched up the

  spell crystal from the threshold with a disgusted snort and thudded out and away.




  I stared after it for a long moment, expecting Tavish to return in his human form or to hear the gnome’s surprised shout on discovering a kelpie horse rampaging round his house.




  After a few minutes’ silence the ginger tom peered from beneath the fungi-covered sofa, its eyes wary, then it clawed its way out, stood with its tail up. It hissed at me as if to ask,

  ‘Scary horse-thing gone?’




  I sent my senses out. The gnome was still fast asleep but there was no ping telling me Tavish/kelpie horse was anywhere near.




  ‘Yep, looks like the scary horse-thing has gone,’ I muttered, wondering how a waterhorse without opposable thumbs had bypassed the doors and Wards.




  Frustration slumped my shoulders. Figured something would go wrong. No matter what I did with magic it always seemed to mess up, even with something as supposedly simple as a tarot reading.

  Still, maybe the rest of the cards would be more informative . . . I turned back to the desk.




  The tarot cards were gone.




  Three hours later, I called it quits. While I’d waited for the tarot cards to reappear or Tavish to contact me, I’d got on with the investigation. I’d

  finished all the tests on the dead fairies – all of them were apparently dead from natural causes – checked out the gnome’s creepy stock, and had a good snoop round the house. And

  found no clues in the ‘incriminating’ department.




  I called Tavish. Same as the last however many times, his phone went straight to voicemail. Presumably, he was working off whatever was bugging him with a swim in the River Thames. I added

  another message to my earlier ones saying I was packing up, the tarot cards were still gone, and to call me.




  I wasn’t sure what to take from the Emperor card. Tarot wasn’t my strong suit (bad pun aside), but as any self-analysis was a non-starter – this was about the fae’s

  fertility after all – I went with a literal interpretation.




  The card had said: ‘He knows! He will tell you! For a price!’ And then, ‘He is the Emperor!’




  The Emperor, whoever he was, would do a deal for the info. Simple. Of course, whatever he wanted in exchange wasn’t likely to be simple at all. But I was doing the cart-before-the-horse

  thing. First I had to find him. Which would be so much easier if I knew who he was. Only, thanks to the eagle (or whatever the cards were channelling) cutting the reading short, I had no name,

  other than he called or thought of himself as the Emperor. Of course, that could be down to the tarot card’s standard depiction, so could be something or nothing.




  But I did have a couple of clues.




  The first was that, instead of the usual sceptre, the Emperor held a silver dagger.What that signified was anyone’s guess.




  The second clue was more enlightening. The golden eagle had been perched on a snake-entwined staff. I’d recognised it: it was the Rod of Asclepius.




  Asclepius was the Greek god of healing. According to myth, the goddess Athena, his aunt, gave him a gift of Gorgon’s blood to help him in his work. Only he didn’t just use it to heal

  the sick, he started bringing them back after they’d died too, thereby giving them what turned out to be a new bloodsucking immortal life. Hence all new vamps ‘Accept the Gift’

  when they leave their human mortality behind. Turned out creating a new species was a fatal life-choice for Asclepius, though, since Zeus, his überdivine granddad, wasn’t too impressed

  by his grandkid overstepping his healing remit. He struck Asclepius dead with a thunderbolt. Then Apollo, Asclepius’s dad, got equally pissed off and decided to dispose of his son’s

  creations, whenever they stepped into his light, by burning them to a crisp. Which is why vamps don’t do storms or suntans.




  And why the Rod of Asclepius on the tarot card had to mean the Emperor was a vamp.




  ‘So I’m looking for a vamp with delusions of majesty,’ I muttered, which left the suspect pool wide open. Though since I couldn’t imagine how some unknown vamp would have

  the answer to releasing and restoring the fae’s trapped fertility, the ‘Emperor’ would more than likely have some connection to London’s fae, and/or to me. Which narrowed

  the suspects down considerably. In fact, to the one vamp who did the whole royal thing ad nauseum. The psychotic, sadistic, murdering sucker I was supposed to marry when I was fourteen.

  The Autarch.




  Panic rose up to close my throat. I forced it back down and told myself I was jumping to conclusions. I’d never known the Autarch to be called ‘Emperor’; he was always called a

  prince. And just because I thought I knew all the vamps in London, didn’t mean I did. There was probably some other vamp I’d never heard of who was the Emperor. Yeah, you just keep

  telling yourself that, Gen. I stifled the scared voice in my head. I needed more info before I let the possibility that I might finally have to face my own personal blood-sucker nightmare,

  turn me back into that terrified teenager who’d run away. And the quickest way to get that info was to talk to the vamp in the know.




  Malik al-Khan. London’s Oligarch and my ‘owner/protector’ . . . according to the vamps’ icky ‘property’ database, anyway. What our relationship actually was .

  . . was complicated and confusing, and needed working out. Not just between us, but in my own head. And in my heart—




  I halted my thoughts before they strayed any further into that particular emotional minefield. This wasn’t the time or place. Still, I couldn’t quite stop the eager leap of

  anticipation at having a reason to contact Malik . . . I snagged my phone, and, getting his voicemail, left a brief message for him to call me. That done, I put my phone away. As I took a steadying

  breath, noticed the ginger tom was crouched on the edge of the desk, hackles raised, gaze fixed on the window.




  Peering round the edge of the sash window was a dark-haired figure, tall and broad enough to be male, his face in shadow.




  For a moment my panic-induced paranoia screamed, the Autarch, then my sensible, prosaic head took over: the watcher was more likely to be a poacher casing the gnome’s joint for

  his magical valuables.




  The male jerked out of sight, and I rushed to the window.




  The house’s small front garden had once been a grassed square with shrubs around the outside, but the plants were now choked and overgrown, the grass knee-high with weeds. But, despite the

  jungle, there really was nowhere for anyone to hide. And other than one of the gnome’s cats disappearing into the bushes, the garden was empty. As was the road in both directions as far as I

  could see, and the open grassy space of the Primrose Hill park opposite.




  Crap. I’d missed him—




  A human couldn’t disappear that fast.




  I sent my Spidey senses searching for any Others nearby, but all I picked up was the gnome at the back of the house . . . I closed my eyes and concentrated . . . There, distant enough

  that they had to be a good few houses away, the ping of a vamp—




  Fuck. Maybe my first guess had been right, and the peeping tom/poacher was the Autarch.




  Except, even with the sunset starting to paint the sky red and orange, it was still too bright and therefore too dangerous for any vamp to be out – Apollo’s crispy critter look is

  never a healthy choice for a sucker – so the vamp was probably just a local waking up. Although, my paranoia reminded me, while I’d never heard of any vamp having the ability to walk

  around during the day, that didn’t necessarily mean it wasn’t possible. And a daywalking Autarch had starred in not a few of my nightmares over the years.




  I shuddered at that scarily uncomfortable thought and gave the empty garden a last once over, mentally filing ‘Autarch is stalker is Emperor’ for later discussion with Malik. We were

  going to have a lot to talk about.




  I packed my stuff up and woke the sleeping gnome (eventually, though it took a cast-iron frying pan bouncing off his head; I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find that satisfying) with

  the bad news that he’d have to wait a couple more days for his dead garden fairy licences (despite the lack of evidence, I’d decided to play it safe), and that he might have a poacher

  problem. Which, since something had punched out the cat flap in his back door – the kelpie? Could he shapeshift that small? – had the gnome shoving me out of his house in

  frenzied alarm so he could fix it and reinforce his Wards.




  Outside, I perched on the gnome’s low garden wall. As I waited for my lift, thoughts of trapped fertility, tarot cards, disappearing kelpies, peeping toms and daywalking Autarchs circled

  my mind like the gnome’s anxious cats. My shoulders started to itch with the feeling I was being watched. I smoothed my thumb over the emerald ring on my right hand, and the large square-cut

  gem, guarded by baguette-cut rubies, warmed with a tingle of magic. The ring’s mediaeval gold setting was ugly and heavy, but that was its only downside. I took a quick scan, double-checking

  the road was still empty (not wanting to panic any bystanders), and clenched my fist.




  A ball of green dragonfire erupted from the ring, and a sword sprang into my palm. A Roman gladius. Just over two feet in length, its two-edged blade a mix of steel and silver tapering to a

  sharp point. The sword was made for cutting, slashing or stabbing. And on the blade was an engraving of a dragon crouching along with the sword’s name: Ascalon. The sword was blessed and

  bespelled and would cleave through anyone, other than an innocent, killing them instantly.




  Ascalon had been a present, of sorts, from an old flame a couple of months ago; he’d taught me to use it as a teenager, and since he’d given it to me, his current girlfriend –

  a fencing teacher and fitness instructor – had insisted on sparring with me thrice weekly (read beating me into the ground) to bring my sword-skills back up to scratch. Not that I minded; the

  sword was more than useful, and it came in the super-handy, concealed carry-size.




  I lifted the sword in a warning salute to whatever/whoever was causing my ‘being-watched’ itch (be it just my paranoia or something more) then let the sword slip back into the ring,

  loving the fact I finally had a weapon I could take anywhere, and unlike the flick-knife I once carried, one that wouldn’t get me into trouble with human law. Even better, the ring came with

  its own See-Me-Not spell and would only work for me.




  Maybe I should show the gnome the sword, next time he grabbed my arse.




  Yeah, that would make him keep his filthy hands to himself. I grinned and let my paranoia relax slightly, breathing in the scent of a night-blooming jasmine and admiring the view of

  London’s skyline, its lights sparkling against the darkening sky. A warm summer breeze lifted the sweaty hair at my nape and brought me the faint sounds of bells, whistles and the rhythmic

  clank of machinery mixed with excited shouts and screams: the 24/7 fairground was in full money-making swing at the nearby Carnival Fantastique in Regent’s Park.




  Rumour has it the Carnival, which descends on London every year in the week leading up to the Summer Solstice, was given the Regent’s Park pitch in the early eighteen hundreds after some

  shenanigans between the Prince Regent and the then Carnival Ringmaster, a triton (said to be immortalised in the fountain in Queen Mary’s Garden). Which may be true. But despite its initial

  colourful royal patronage, now the Carnival has to apply to the Department for Culture, Media and Sport for all the relevant exhibition permits exactly like any other temporary show. Something I

  knew about in more detail than I ever wanted, since Spellcrackers (thanks to the company’s Witches’ Council associations) had won the contract to provide magical security for the

  Carnival. Tedious permit details aside, it was a solid high-profile contract and good for business.




  The throaty roar of a motorbike drowned out my musings along with the Carnival’s distant noise.




  The bike rode up the centre of the quiet road like a modern-day knight on a mechanical charger, and rolled to a showy stop in front of me. The tall, lean rider, dressed in black bike leathers

  and heavy boots despite the summer heat, silenced the engine, kicked the stand down with casual skill and turned a black-helmeted head my way, face a pale blur behind the dark smoke of the

  visor.




  My lift had arrived.
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  I raised my hand in greeting. The bike rider dipped her head and removed her helmet in one smooth continuous movement. Lifting her gaze to mine,

  she hit me with a stunning smile and whisked her swathe of shining blonde hair round in a practised flip worthy of any hair product advert.




  Katie: part-time Spellcrackers receptionist (and my occasional taxi service), soon to be full-time student dancer, and the nearest thing to a kid sister I have.




  I grinned at her. ‘Ten out of ten for the hair whip, Katie. All you need now is to get someone to pay you to do it.’




  ‘Well, funny you should mention that . . .’ She did another expert flip and stretched out her arms, excitement glinting in her eyes. ‘Ta da! You are now looking at

  L’Oréal’s newest hair model!’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Reallyreallyreally!’




  ‘Woot!’ I held my hand up for a high five, and she slapped my palm with her leather gauntlet. ‘Go you!’




  ‘Yeah! Go me!’ She beamed and punched her fist in the air. ‘Finally!’




  ‘That’s brilliant, Katie.’ I hugged her, breathing in the scent of leather, hot metal and the citrusy perfume she always wore as her arms tightened around me. She’d been

  hoping for this for so long. ‘So what’s the job?’ I said as we broke apart.




  ‘I’m to be in the background of an ad with about ten others, so there’s no face work. It’s only a couple of days. But it’s a start. And the pay’s good for a

  chunk of college fees, but then’ – she gave me a mischievous grin that made her look about nine years old – ‘I’m worth it!’




  I groaned and rolled my eyes at her. ‘Plea-se. You’re killing me.’




  She stuck her tongue out. ‘Wait till you hear my other news.’




  By the way she was almost bouncing, I didn’t need to hear, I could guess. Marc, the boy – no, not boy, man, since he was my age: twenty-five – who’d been seriously

  flirting with her for the last few weeks (at her other part-time job in the Rosy Lea café), had finally asked her out. Marc was the first guy she’d been interested in after her last

  ‘date’ turned out to be a vamp’s human blood-slave. The vamp had kidnapped Katie to blackmail me into taking his blood-bond. Katie hadn’t been hurt, but I’d promised

  myself I’d never let anything bad happen to her again. I couldn’t change the fact that her confidence and trust in herself and others had taken a beating, though, so Marc asking her out

  was momentous.




  Especially as he’d spent so long getting to this point, which had taken Katie from agonising over whether to say yes to wondering what was wrong. Katie’s mum, Paula, thought it

  showed he’d picked up on Katie’s nervousness. But for me, it smacked too much of manipulation and had me uneasy. Of course, anything to do with Katie pushes my Red Alert button. But

  still, just because I might be rabidly over-protective, and over-reacting, didn’t mean Marc wasn’t someone to watch. Damn it, I so wanted to wrap Katie up in the proverbial

  cotton wool, but I hate it when people try to do that to me.




  I pasted a teasing smile on my face. ‘You won the lottery?’




  This time she rolled her eyes at me. ‘Gen-ny!’




  ‘Kat-ie!’




  She crossed her arms with a disgusted glare.




  I laughed. ‘C’mon then. Out with the details.’




  ‘First night at the Royal Opera House for La Sylphide.’




  Marc was good; I couldn’t have chosen better for Katie myself. I clamped my mouth shut before my paranoia made me say something I’d regret.




  ‘And no,’ she said, her glare turning determined, ‘I’m not bringing him into the office so you can give him the once-over.’




  Then again, I didn’t really need to say anything. Katie knew me.




  ‘Look, I’ve got it under control,’ she carried on earnestly. ‘I’m meeting him there. I’ll book a Gold Goblin taxi home. I won’t go anywhere else with

  him, or get into any strange cars, go down any dark alleys, or drink or eat anything that’s been out of my sight.’ She leaned forwards and hooked her blue heart-shaped pendant out from

  under her jacket. It carried a mega Personal Protection Ward and Tracker spell that had cost me near enough six months’ wages, even with Tavish doing the casting for free. She

  dangled it before me. ‘I’ll be wearing this as usual. I know what I’m doing. Marc’s a nice guy. Trust me? Please?’




  ‘I do trust you,’ I said. Just not him.




  ‘It’s a first date, Genny,’ she warned. ‘I don’t want to get all heavy about things and scare him off.’




  If he likes you, then it won’t. But again I didn’t say it. If I didn’t trust her judgement, then how could she? And really, the vamp kidnap thing had been my fault,

  not hers. She’d done nothing wrong. She didn’t deserve to have her every date interrogated, magically or otherwise, because I felt guilty. What she deserved was to have an awesome night

  out with a guy she liked.




  ‘La Sylphide is a’ – romantic, tragic tale of impossible love; not my choice for a first date, but hey, Katie would adore it – ‘wonderful

  ballet,’ I said, happy for her, my smile only a tiny bit forced. ‘You’ll love it.’




  She grinned and clapped her hands. ‘I know! So exciting.’




  I grinned back then changed the subject. ‘So how’s things back at the office?’




  Her expression turned businesslike. ‘All under control. Rotas are done and agreed for the Carnival. I’ve got a couple of interviews lined up for the vacancy, and we’re all

  caught up on the non-Carnival jobs.’




  Katie wasn’t our summer receptionist/office manager because she’s my sort of kid sister. She’s also Ms Super Organised. I was going to miss her come the start of college.




  ‘So all I’ve got you down for tomorrow, so far, is Harrods,’ she finished.




  I nodded. Harrods were having problems in their lingerie changing rooms. Their Magic Mirror spells kept mutating and instead of coming up with the appropriate recommendations, they were spouting

  subtle put-downs that meant customers were walking without buying. Obviously, store management were not happy. It was Spellcrackers’ top contract and, once the Magic Mirror problem

  was sorted would be a good steady earner.




  ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Anything else come in for tonight?’




  ‘You’re free as a—’ Katie’s eyes rounded with alarm as she pointed at the park. ‘Look, Genny!’




  I looked. And saw nothing. ‘What?’




  ‘There! In those bushes!’ She waved frantically at a dark clump about fifty metres away. ‘He was naked. ’




  I raced alongside the iron railings enclosing the park, through the entrance and ran towards the bushes, clenching my hand around my ring and releasing Ascalon. ‘Naked’ said the male

  was probably some lowlife pervert so he wouldn’t warrant a killing blow, but as a scare tactic the sword would make him think twice next time he got the urge to get his junk out. And if he

  was more than just a lowlife, like, say a peeping tom Autarch, then I was way happier being armed and dangerous.




  I slowed as I neared the spot, sending my Spidey senses out. No one. Naked or otherwise. I’m fast, part due to my sidhe blood and part because I run daily, so I should’ve got some

  sort of ping back. So either he’d disappeared into thin air – possible, but I couldn’t sense any magic either – or he was fast enough to sprint out of range. Which could

  only mean a vamp. I scowled, ignoring the way my pulse was pounding harder than it should for a short run and debated whether it was worth poking about in the bushes. Katie shouted again.




  ‘There! Down by the trees.’




  I spun towards the wooded area a couple of hundred metres away . . . No naked male, but a brief glimpse of a dark shape moving low and merging into the deeper gloom. My inner radar pinged:

  ‘human’ and ‘animal’. I started running then stopped as my senses zeroed in on the path coming from the far side of the wooded area. A man was walking his dog. His shoulders

  were stooped under his beige-coloured shirt and trousers, and the dog – a yellow Labrador – padded slowly on age-stiffened legs. Even without being close enough to see the man’s

  face clearly, it was obvious he was old. No way was he the flasher. Neither he nor his dog could move fast enough to get over there from the bushes.




  I ran to the trees and did a swift check round. Had I seen something, or was my imagination on overdrive? Whatever, there was no hint of vamp, or of magic. Letting Ascalon slide back into the

  ring, I jogged over to the man and his dog, said a brief hello, and confirmed he was as old and human as he appeared and hadn’t seen a flasher making a fast exit. Then I sprinted back to the

  bushes, poked around and again found nothing. Rolling my shoulders to get rid of the tension, I jogged back to Katie.




  ‘Did you see him?’ she asked, expression worried.




  Crap. Katie really didn’t need to hear I thought her flasher might be a vamp stalking me; it would knock her confidence way down. ‘Sorry, no. Probably scared him off with the

  sword.’




  She frowned at me. ‘He was weird.’




  I snorted. ‘I think sick is the word you want.’




  ‘No. He was naked, but he wasn’t trying to, y’know, flash. It was more as if he was spying and he sort of fell over.’




  I pursed my lips. ‘He fell over?’




  ‘Maybe not fell over exactly, but sort of crumpled downwards.’




  ‘Okay, that is weird. But he’s gone now,’ I said, aiming for reassuring. ‘So he can’t have been hurt.’




  She hugged her helmet, still anxious. ‘Maybe. Did you see the animal under the trees? It was weird too. Dog-like, but not. And big.’




  I gave her a considering look. Maybe my imagination wasn’t on overdrive. A big dog might account for the dark shape I thought I’d seen. ‘I didn’t get a clear look, Katie.

  Sorry.’




  She gave an almost imperceptible shudder. ‘Do you think the animal was something to do with the Carnival? They’ve got some odd exhibits. Maybe one of them escaped? The man

  could’ve been looking for it?’




  I hadn’t thought of that, but then my paranoia was stuck on vampire. Whereas Katie’s was stuck on finding an explanation that wasn’t scary. ‘Could be,’ I said, and

  dug out my phone and called Carnival security, more to reassure Katie than anything.




  The duty manager hadn’t had any escapees reported, so he took my rather sparse details, asked if I was sure they were animals and not some sort of fae, then thanked me and said he’d

  check it out. He also suggested I phone the zoo. I did. And got almost the same response, albeit with the guarantee that they took security very seriously, and would have known if any animal had

  escaped. They would, of course, look into it.




  ‘Nothing, but they’ll let me know,’ I told Katie as I came off the phone. ‘I think we should tell the police about the flasher.’ Which the naked male was, whatever

  else he might be, and as such needed to be reported. ‘Can you describe him?’




  She twisted the strap of her helmet, chewed her lip, frowning at the bushes. ‘Dark, wavy hair. Pale-skinned. Tall-ish . . . I think.’




  ‘And definitely naked,’ I prompted.




  ‘Yes, but I didn’t see anything, y’know, important, just enough that I could tell he didn’t have clothes on.’




  I gave her a comforting hug, and phoned the police.




  An hour later, we waved them goodbye. They’d taken our statements and I’d managed to let them know, without Katie hearing, my suspicion the flasher might be a vamp.

  They’d said it wasn’t unusual to get flasher reports from the park and they’d do a more thorough check during daylight. Then they wrapped the bushes up in enough blue and white

  tape that it looked like the vegetation had been a victim of an over-excited troupe of maypole dancers. The coppers’ parting shot had been to ask if we wanted a police liaison officer to

  contact us to arrange some counselling.




  ‘Counselling,’ Katie muttered miserably once we were on our own again. ‘We don’t have to, do we? It wasn’t like I even saw anything.’




  I hugged her again. ‘It’s only if you think you need it, hon.’




  ‘Yeah, well I don’t. I had enough counselling last year.’




  When the vamp kidnapped her. She didn’t say it, but she didn’t have to. That counselling hadn’t been fun, but it had helped, which was what mattered.

  ‘Hey.’ I gave her shoulders another consoling squeeze. ‘Wanna hit the Rosy Lea for coffee and a fry-up?’




  She eyed me dubiously from under her lashes. ‘You don’t do coffee and I don’t do fry-ups.’




  I grinned. ‘Semantics.’




  She huffed and handed me her spare helmet. ‘You gonna tell Mum about tonight?’




  ‘Do you want me to?’




  She heaved a sigh. ‘No. I’ll tell her. She’s gonna freak out, though.’




  Yep, Paula would. But in a good way, Then again, what mother wouldn’t? She was as protective as I was about Katie, apart from when it came to Katie’s new boyfriend, Marc. But before

  I could say anything, a bird-like warbling sounded. Katie started, grabbed for her phone. She frowned then shot me a bemused look. ‘You’re never gonna believe this, Genny!

  Someone’s pulled a “Harry Potter” in Leicester Square!’




  ‘A what?’




  ‘A “Harry Potter”. At least that’s what they’re calling it on Twitter. Tavish’s bots picked it up. Look!’ She held her phone out.




  The display showed a video clip of the Empire’s façade. The huge poster over the cinema’s entrance advertised Conan the Barbarian. On the poster, a half-naked,

  muscled-up Conan was looming high above the battling hordes, actually swinging his sword at his legion of attackers. As the video clip played, Conan’s adversaries stopped attacking and

  traipsed off into the wings as if taking a tea break. Conan looked around in satisfaction, hoisted his sword over his shoulder and followed, leaving the poster advertising nothing more than an

  out-of-focus vista of an empty, rocky plain.




  I looked at Katie. ‘That is a poster, isn’t it? Not some new vid-screen the cinema’s using?’




  ‘Definitely a poster.’ She tapped her screen. ‘And it’s definitely a prank of some kind; there’re already apologies and reassurances on twitter that it’ll be

  fixed soon.’ She gave me an expectant glance.




  ‘You’re right,’ I said, answering her unspoken question. ‘It sounds like an ideal job for Spellcrackers, if we can—’




  Katie’s phone gave another bird-like warble at the same time my phone beeped with a text – from Leandra, the witch who monitored our night phones.




  

    

      Big problems in Leicester Square! Six jobs already and more coming in. You available?


    


  




  Leandra had sent the text to every witch on Spellcrackers’ books. I raised my brows at Katie. ‘Jobs, plural?’




  ‘Yep. The rest of the posters are the same. Well, according to Twitter, anyway. Going by the ton of tweets, it looks like it might even be trending soon.’




  ‘Going by the tweets,’ I corrected, ‘it looks like we’re in for a busy night.’
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  Conan the Barbarian twirled his sword like a cheerleader’s baton, pointed it out at the cheering crowds forty feet below in Leicester Square,

  then did a slow bump and grind as he shot me a salacious wink.




  ‘Bet you don’t do that in the film,’ I muttered, ignoring the whoops, whistles and calls for ‘more’.




  I used the controls on the hydraulic lift basket I was standing in to nudge myself closer to the top of the film poster, then focused on the splatter of muddy-coloured oil paint that

  was the ‘Harry Potter’ spell. How the hell the magical vandal had got it this high was a mystery – one the police were responsible for unravelling – all I had to unravel was

  the spell.




  Which was proving easier said than done.




  ‘Okay, let’s try this again,’ I murmured, crunching three liquorice torpedoes to boost my magic, and touching the cleaned mascara brush I held to the paint. Carefully, I teased

  out a fat orange stripe from the muddy mess, then another of indigo, followed by pink, green, and five shades of yellow, until I had all the stripes separated out into a seemingly random colour

  wheel. Mentally crossing my fingers, I checked the poster. Conan scowled, hefted his sword like he meant business and froze. I compared it to the A4 copy the cinema manager had given me, and blew

  out a relieved sigh. They matched. Finally, I’d hit on the right combination. After two long hours.




  The time was within the budget, but I’d hoped to nail it in less. Of course, cracking the ‘Harry Potter’ spell would’ve taken a couple of seconds, but

  cracking a spell also cracks whatever it’s attached to, and shredded posters and damaged buildings were a definite no.




  I’d tried absorbing the spell, but all that had done was turn the poster white. Luckily I’d managed to spit the spell back out unchanged before the magic had mutated, though

  I was still suffering the nasty side-effects: mouth dry with the bitter taste of juniper berries, and six, so far, desperate trips to the cinema’s facilities. Even that hadn’t killed my

  constant urge to pee. The idea of setting a Privacy spell and making use of the spell-dumping bucket as a handy potty was my newest fantasy. Absorbing magic can sometimes bring out its

  ‘mischievous’ side.




  Mischievous magic aside, now I’d managed to reverse-tweak the spell to get the poster back to normal, all I needed to do was suck it up and dump it in the potty – sorry, bucket

  – with our new Spellcrackers spell remover, a.k.a. the common turkey baster: the kitchen implement with a hundred and one uses, according to Leandra when she’d suggested it. (Unnerved

  by the slightly manic glint in her eye at the time, I’d refrained from asking what the other ninety-eight were.)




  A sudden gust of warm wind hit and I grabbed the metal hopper’s handrail as it gave a stomach-dropping shudder. Heights don’t usually bother me, but something about being forty-odd

  feet up, in a three-foot-wide metal basket, suspended on a seemingly fragile-looking arm cantilevered up and out from the back of a small lorry, brought on an unexpected attack of vertigo.




  Dizzy, I slumped down and tried not to think about water, potties or how far away the ground was. I took a few deep breaths, willing the dizziness to pass, then switched my phone on (leaving it

  on when dealing with unknown magic is a sure-fire way of cracking the Buffer spell) and texted the rest of the team with the ‘reverse tweak’. Now I’d figured out the

  colour combo, removing the ‘Harry Potter’ spell from the other fifty-odd posters (who knew there were so many posters in Leicester Square?) would be as easy as, well, sucking

  up gravy.




  I checked my messages— and found one from Malik, his clipped, ice-cold tone almost willing me not to phone back.




  I took a breath and brought his number up, the nerves in my stomach not made any better by my constant need to relieve myself. And the minefield of thoughts I’d sidestepped earlier, when

  I’d decided Malik was the obvious choice for info, opened up in front of me. If I was honest, things weren’t just complicated and confusing between us, they were downright awkward. And

  it was all my fault.




  I should never have blackmailed him.




  Oh, it had seemed a great idea at the time. He’d started ordering me around, right in the middle of the ToLA case, and as he’d had my freely offered blood, I had no choice but to do

  as he said. His orders were all meant to protect me, and the one chance I had of recovering the stolen fae’s fertility. Later, when I’d discovered that, I’d forgiven him. But at

  the time I’d felt betrayed, mad as hell, and had been determined to stop him from ever abusing his power over me again. Plus, I had a plan to rescue the victims with his help, and knew the

  only way to get it was to force him.




  So I’d come up with the clichéd ‘in the event of my death’ letter, left with the police, except I didn’t actually have to die for the letter to do its stuff; I

  only had to give the nod to Hugh – (acting) Detective Inspector Hugh Munro – and the full force of English justice would fall on Malik like the bricks of the High Court collapsing atop

  him.




  Not that I thought Malik cared so much for himself. It was more that if what he’d done became public knowledge, it would break the ancient Live and Let Live Tenets between the vamps and

  the witches, and set them at each other’s throats. If the witches and the vamps went to war, then no one was going to come out a winner. Least of all the vamps. That, Malik did care about,

  hence the awkwardness.




  And the reason I’d only seen the beautiful vamp once since the end of the ToLA case three months ago.




  Not that I’d realised anything was different at first. In fact, I’d sort of fantasised that after he’d helped me, and healed me after the – literal – dust from the

  ToLA case had settled, things between us would . . . move on . . . and that the heart-thudding attraction I’d always felt (and had a wishful idea wasn’t just on my side) might develop

  into more. Though quite how ‘more’ would work out, his being a vamp and my running Spellcrackers, a witch company – and with a certain satyr I’d promised myself not to think

  about in the picture – was a problem my fantasies didn’t have an answer for. I wasn’t too proud of myself for wanting to have my relationship cake and eat it when it came to the

  satyr – I – wasn’t – thinking – about and Malik.




  So despite my fantasies, or rather because of them, I’d reluctantly told myself it was better to stick to being ‘just good friends’ with Malik.




  Then I’d called him to thank him. Malik had been distant and formal as if there’d never been anything between us, and my ‘just good friends’ idea was slapped back in my

  face. Though after my shock dissipated it hit me that, as far as he knew, I was still prepared to carry out my blackmail threat, so in order to protect the vamp/witch status quo, he was doing

  exactly what I’d demanded: leaving me alone.




  Hoping to ease into sorting things out, I’d come up with a minor problem with Darius, my ex-fang-pet, and asked to meet. The meeting hadn’t gone quite as planned – an

  understatement if ever there was one – and I’d been left with the impression that the last thing Malik wanted was any sort of relationship with me.




  Now, if nothing else, this Emperor/Autarch stuff counted as a good opener to clear the air.




  I chewed my lip, worked out a polite greeting in my head and called.




  He answered on the second ring. ‘Genevieve.’




  My heart did a stupid excited leap at hearing his not-quite-English accent, even if his tone was the same clipped, ice-cold one as his message. Then, as the metal bucket shuddered in another

  gust of wind, my carefully prepared words disappeared and I blurted, ‘Do you know a vamp called the Emperor?’




  ‘Why?’




  The part of me that didn’t need to pee relaxed at his sharp question. If he’d given me an unequivocal ‘no’, I’d have hit a dead end on all fronts. But his question

  was almost an acknowledgement.




  Keeping it business-like and brief, I told him about Tavish wanting my help, the Emperor tarot card with the Rod of Asclepius, the peeping tom and the faint ping I’d got off a nearby vamp.

  I finished with the million-pound question that had been bugging me: ‘Can the Autarch go outside in daylight, if he was in the shade of nearby trees or something? Is he the

  Emperor?’




  There was a brief silence. ‘Where are you now, Genevieve?’




  He hadn’t denied it was possible. My heart leaped again, with fear this time, and thanks to my magically irritated bladder I nearly wet myself. Crap. I swallowed, clenched my inner muscles

  tighter and said, ‘Leicester Square, I’m dealing with the problems here.’




  ‘What problems?’




  ‘A prank spell on the movie posters. It’s been all over the news. They’re calling it a “Harry Potter”,’ I finished wryly.




  There was a brief burst of noise as if a TV had been switched on, then it was gone. ‘Ah, I see.’ Malik’s voice held a thin thread of amusement. ‘Do you plan to be there

  for some time?’




  ‘Probably another hour.’




  ‘I would prefer to discuss this situation in person. I would like to meet you there, if you agree?’




  He wanted to talk face to face— relief, and not a little hope, filled me despite his formal tone. ‘Of course I agree, Malik. I wouldn’t have called you if I didn’t want

  your help.’




  ‘You require my help?’ The words seemed to whisper out of the phone and slide like ice down my spine. Goosebumps pricked my skin with uneasy anticipation, and I shivered.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Good. I will see you shortly.’ The phone went dead.




  I stared at it. Had I heard a note of eagerness beneath his coldness, or was it just my imagination? And if so, what did it mean? I shook my head. No use biting off trouble before the gorgeous

  vamp arrived. Time enough for all sorts of things then, including biting. If the Autarch was about, I wanted Malik on my side. Whatever it took. And if the Autarch wasn’t, I still needed his

  help to find and do a deal with the Emperor.




  I looked up at the scowling Conan, decided it would only take minutes to finish up and dug the turkey baster out of my backpack. I crunched another liquorice torpedo, and activated the glyphs

  (drawn on the plastic with Leandra’s silver sharpie) with a quick touch of my will. Time to suck up the ‘Harry Potter’ spell and then I really, really needed to pee.




  Fifty minutes later, feet thankfully back on solid ground, I was dealing with the ‘Harry Potter’ spell tagged to a poster for Kiss Kiss Bang Bang. Val

  Kilmer and Robert Downey Jr were playing Russian roulette and hamming it up whenever they bought it. After another desperate visit to the cinema’s facilities, along with the drastic measure

  of drinking a pint of salt water followed by the expected stomach-emptying results, I’d knocked my magical bladder problems on the head. I didn’t do the salt emetic often, but it was

  either that or a full cleansing ritual followed by a salt bath, something I didn’t have time for. Not with Malik due to appear shortly.




  ‘Miss?’




  I carefully sucked up the spell’s last daub of paint then plunged my turkey baster into the bucket of salt water at my feet before turning to the owner of the soft, hesitant voice.




  A Gatherer goblin, small at about two foot six, was waiting a deferential distance away, entertaining himself by hopping from one foot to the other to make the lights in his trainers flash red

  and green (much to the delight of a group of snap-happy Japanese tourists who’d previously been pointing their cameras my way). The goblin wore the standard issue navy boilersuit of a worker

  goblin, with the goblin queen’s logo embroidered in gold on its right chest pocket. On the left chest pocket was a large enamel badge, its design enhanced by tiny silver sequins. A similar

  badge was pinned to the front of the goblin’s peaked cap, which was doing a good job of flattening the tinsel-silver curls of the goblin’s massive Afro.




  ‘Hi,’ I said.




  The goblin looked up and I noticed another badge under his chin; it said his name was Obadiah. Obadiah ran his knobbly finger down his long ski-slope nose in the respectful goblin greeting and

  gave me a tight-lipped smile. He closed the distance between us, careful to make his trainers flash (goblins always attack in the dark; showing the shiny is a flag of truce), the silver-lamé

  satchel slung across his body reflecting the bright lights in Leicester Square. He took something that glinted from the satchel and offered it to me.




  ‘For you, miss. From Mr al-Khan.’




  ‘Thank you, Obadiah.’ I returned his greeting and the tight-lipped smile, and took the glinting thing. It was a silver-coloured electronic hotel keycard. The logo on it was the same

  as the one on Obadiah’s badges (minus the silver sequins) and on the hotel occupying one corner of Leicester Square.




  Obadiah tapped the plastic keycard with a silver-painted claw. ‘Penthouse. Miss take lift.’




  I dropped the keycard into my pocket and glanced at the hotel’s seven floors thinking I was hardly likely to take the stairs. And more importantly why was Malik using a goblin to play

  messenger? But as my paranoia twitched, Obadiah held out his hand again and said, ‘For our blood, now lost.’




  Dangling from his knobbly fingers was a long-stemmed rose, leaves stripped, thorns blood-red and sharp, petals a rich dark crimson.




  The meaning of the flower bled into my mind. A rose for Rosa – the only vamp Malik had ever offered the Gift to. The only vamp to survive the curse of his blood and not turn into a

  mindless, shambling revenant maddened by bloodlust.




  Though Rosa not turning into a revenant was pretty much irrelevant, as she’d been off-her-head nuts before becoming a vamp, and sadly the lifestyle change only added to her issues.

  Something I knew only too well, since I’d unwittingly borrowed Rosa’s body (until she died the true death during the demon attack last Hallowe’en) after buying what I thought was

  a Vamp Disguise spell. The ‘spell’ had blipped a couple of times, merging my consciousness with Rosa’s and leaving me with fragments of her memories. Those memories were enough to

  tell me that Malik had given Rosa the Gift out of guilt, but not why he felt guilty. They also told me he’d loved her, and she him . . . as much as she could love anyone, damaged as she was.

  The crimson rose was a secret tryst signal between them.




  Rage and jealously ignited like wildfire that he would use our secret sign with another. I snarled at the goblin, baring my teeth. He threw the rose at me, backing off quickly, stamping

  his feet hard as he disappeared into the crowd.




  Then the emotions were gone, leaving me with nausea roiling in my gut. I pressed my lips together and slowly unclenched my fists, remorse at frightening the goblin warring with fear that

  Rosa’s memories, and the emotions they aroused, had . . . What? Influenced me? Possessed me?




  Crap. No way did I need this. I had enough of my own bad memories without hers surfacing. And no way did I need Malik to help them resurface, whether intentionally or not.




  I grabbed the rose, squeezing the stem until the thorns punctured my palm. The brief pain twisted magic low inside me, and the honey smell of my blood mixed with the dark spice scent of

  Malik’s as the spell the flower carried activated. The rose shed its petals into the ether leaving me holding a platinum ring set with a black crescent-shaped gemstone: Malik’s

  ring.




  Except his ring was attached to my bracelet. Wasn’t it?




  With a thought I revealed the bracelet hidden beneath the rose-shaped bruises encircling my left wrist – Malik’s mark; signifying that I was his blood-property and giving me

  protection from other vamps. The bracelet popped out of my body, its various spells glowing red and gold, with a clattering of charms: the plain gold cross to protect me from the demon (the one

  that had attacked last Hallowe’en); the cracked gold egg that had trapped the sorcerer’s soul I’d eaten during the attack and which had stopped the sorcerer from turning the

  tables and possessing me (The Mother goddess had later hooked the soul out of me and sent it on its way, thankfully); the inch-long obsidian scimitar to cut my connection to Rosa (a precaution in

  case she wasn’t quite as dead as Malik believed); and the tiny platinum ring that, apart from its current size, was a twin to the one I held.




  So if Malik’s ring was still attached, whose ring was I holding now?




  It came to me in a swirl of angry disbelief: Rosa’s.




  He’d given me Rosa’s ring. Which, whoever’s emotions I was channelling, hers or mine, was all sorts of wrong.




  I let the bracelet sink back into my skin, texted the rest of the Spellcrackers team that I was going into the hotel to sort a problem, and went to beard the infuriating vamp in his

  penthouse.
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  I expected the penthouse to be the ubiquitous luxury hotel suite. Instead it was a smallish function room, albeit still luxurious with varnished

  woods, brown-on-beige décor, and art large enough to be a talking point but bland enough not to offend.




  The room had a post-party feel: the huge art-deco-style lights recessed into the sloping ceiling were dimmed to almost nothing, chairs were stacked along one wall, and the four tables in the

  room – all of them round and each large enough to hold at least a full coven of thirteen witches (though I doubted the hotel ever seated thirteen, even witches; some superstitions just

  won’t die) – were draped in white cloths, holding only a domed centrepiece of rose heads— the same dark crimson colour as the one Malik had sent with the ring.




  Malik was at the far end, looking out of the windows that stretched from one side of the room to the other. I vaguely registered the lit-up pods of the London Eye, glowing deep blue against the

  night sky, as I strode towards him, Rosa’s ring clenched in my fist.




  I slowed as I neared. His hair had grown. It had been buzz-cut last time I’d seen him, now it was pulled back and bound in a queue that cut a silky black line down his white shirt to his

  shoulder blades.




  Briefly I wondered how he’d got it to grow that long in the last couple of months, then any curiosity was eclipsed by fury.




  ‘I am not Rosa!’ I yelled. ‘I don’t want her fucking ring or her magic flowers!’ I threw the ring at his head. It missed, chinking loudly off the window—




  He snatched it out of the air. And turned.




  Shock stripped away my anger. He was beautiful, his face all perfect lines and angles, his part-Asian heritage shaping his black eyes, but his forehead was marked. Branded. With delta, the

  fourth letter of the Greek alphabet, in the lower case: δ. The brand was delicate rather than disfiguring, and gave him an almost mystical air. I looked: it emanated with low-level

  power and some sort of Veiling spell. I forced my sight past the Veil, and the brand turned from matt black to a pulsing painful red.




  My stomach heaved. ‘Why haven’t you healed it?’ I demanded.




  ‘Genevieve.’ His eyes darkened with grim mockery. ‘The correct greeting of blood-property to their master should carry more reverence. An offer of the throat is ideal, a wrist

  acceptable, a deferential falling to your knees the bare minimum.’

OEBPS/Images/4.jpg
Chapter Four





OEBPS/Images/3.jpg
Chapter Three





OEBPS/Images/6.jpg
Chapter Si






OEBPS/Images/5.jpg
Chapter Five





OEBPS/Images/7.jpg
Chapter Seven





OEBPS/Images/spell.jpg
Spellcrackers.com





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
 THE SHIFT ING
PRICE OF PREY.

SPELLCRACKERS.COM "

SUZANNE MCLEOD





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/2.jpg
Chapter Two





OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
Chapter One





