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Chapter 1


Corvossier von Klitzing could tell the woman had been dead for some time . . . and not just because her ghost was floating in front of them. Her long, tattered dress was dragging along the ground and leaving a trail through the inches of thick dust that decorated the abandoned mansion. Droplets of blood fell from the gash across her neck, landing on the floor with a soft splosh before they disappeared seconds later, leaving no trace they ever existed. Her form was hovering somewhere between the physical and spectral realm, meaning that although anyone could see her, they could also see right through her. She watched her brother Barastin walk cautiously around the dead woman, moving slowly so as not to alarm her or cause any immediate reaction. The ghost could see them both, yet in that moment she was engrossed in something else entirely: a locket. She was holding it in her hands, cradling it, and the long golden chain snaked through her fingers. It dangled in mid-air, just like she was, swaying gently in the breeze that seemed to never stop coursing through the house.


‘The locket is real,’ Corvossier whispered, her brother nodding in agreement.


‘Which is significant,’ he replied.


They had found her like this when they first entered the home at the request of the new owners: a young, yuppie couple from Berlin. They told Corvossier and Barastin they’d wondered why they had been able to secure the ten-bedroom country estate for little more than the price of an apartment in the city. They’d soon found out, with the ghost making herself apparent within hours of the pair moving in with their newborn. The case had been assigned to them after the local Askari, the supernatural employees in the area, had failed to expel the unwelcome resident.


Barastin had scoffed when the couple had told them about the purification ceremony attempted with grandfather white sage. It was naïve bordering on stupid, with one of the Askari now laying in hospital with a broken arm and deep lacerations running down the length of her body. Corvossier and Barastin both knew it could have been a lot worse.


The material of her brother’s jacket brushed against Corvossier’s shoulder as he concluded his circling and came to a stop next to her. Standing there side-by-side, they watched the ghost for a little longer, assessing their options.


‘I think we talk to her,’ Corvossier said, casting her sibling a sideways glance.


‘I agree,’ he replied. ‘At the very least to find out where she got that necklace. It’s a stunning piece.’


She rolled her eyes, unable to help the smirk that crept into the corner of her lips.


‘Barry,’ she groaned.


‘What? You know I have a weakness for one-of-a-kind antiques.’


Grabbing his hand, she interlinked her fingers in his to indicate that she was done with his joking around. He gave her a gentle squeeze and together they stepped forward, closer to the ghost.


‘My dear,’ Barastin called. ‘May we ask your name?’


Of course, they already knew it. But as a general rule it was always best to navigate life as politely as possible, especially when dealing with the dead. The ghost looked up, blinking for a moment before glancing around the room with surprise. She registered their presence for the first time, somewhat snapping out of her daze.


‘My name is Claire,’ she said, in heavily accented English. ‘Claire Northwood.’


‘Do you know why you’re here, Mrs Northwood?’ he asked.


Corvossier watched the woman’s expression darken and knew immediately her brother had made a mistake.


‘Mrs Northwood,’ she spat, shifting around so that she was facing them directly. ‘Nobody has called me that in a long time.’


‘We can call you whatever you like,’ Corvossier added. ‘Is there a title you would prefer?’


‘I shouldn’t even wear my ring anymore,’ the ghost continued, stretching out her long, spindly fingers in front of her. A huge piece of jewellery sat on her engagement finger, the stone rising from the delicate band like a tumour.


Corvossier had carefully researched Claire Northwood before their arrival and her husband, Marque Northwood. They had been a high society couple back in the eighties, known for the exuberant parties held right there at the mansion they were standing in. They’d had a daughter named Eliza, who died after falling down the main staircase as a toddler. Neighbours said the death drove Claire mad and one day – when she just disappeared – there were very few who were surprised by it. There was a search, of course, a heavily publicised reward that was put out, and a teary-eyed husband begging in the press for his ‘beloved wife’ to come home. She didn’t. Eventually there were unsubstantiated reports of Claire being seen in Paris and London. Meanwhile, a much younger and prettier Mrs Northwood moved in.


‘He gave her a ruby as well, you know?’ the ghost continued. ‘Horribly gaudy thing. I had a good laugh watching him try to dig me up and find what he had forgotten. The earth had reclaimed it by then . . . my ruby. Thankfully I have this one with me.’


‘You killed him,’ Corvossier said. ‘And the new wife, just three months after they returned from their honeymoon.’


‘Well, I had to, didn’t I? Couldn’t let him get away with slashing my throat and leaving me to rot under the garden bed. And her—’


‘They got what they deserved,’ Corvossier interjected, understanding the clean-cut ideas about justice ghosts such as Claire Northwood had. ‘They died in this house, but they moved forward. Only your ghost remains.’


Barastin nodded. ‘What is left for you here, my dear?’


‘What is left?’ she asked, her chin tilting upwards as she looked to the ceiling and considered the question. ‘What is left?’


‘She’s drifting off again,’ her brother whispered.


‘Good, let her. If we can encourage her to move on willingly that means we don’t have to use force.’


‘Since when are you opposed to a little force?’


‘Since this is our eighth job in one week. Plus, she’s strong enough to hold spectral form and effect the physicality of objects around her.’


‘And she has killed before.’


‘Right. We know she doesn’t mind spilling blood and frankly? It’s a Friday. I don’t want the workout.’


Corvossier watched her brother’s smile grow wider and he shrugged, his way of saying he agreed with her. Among the two of them, she was the more powerful. It had been established years ago without neither of them saying it that, when it came to matters of importance, Corvossier called the shots.


She turned her attention back to Claire Northwood only to find she had gone. The ghost who had been hovering in front of them had completely disappeared. Barastin look startled by this information, his head snapping around the room as he searched for any sign of her.


‘Did she do it?’ he asked. ‘Did she ascend?’


‘No, we would have felt it.’


Their hands still linked, the pair took careful steps forward as they inched around the room. There was a drop in temperature, a significant one, and Corvossier watched her breath form small steam clouds in the air in front of her. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and goosebumps rose to the surface of her skin like braille. She brushed a strand of her long, white hair out of her face as it moved in the breeze. All light from the room disappeared, although it wasn’t any later than early evening.


‘I guess we’re using force,’ Barastin murmured, his grip tightening around Corvossier’s hand as they pushed themselves up against each other, back-to-back. There was a scrape of something sharp against wood, like fingernails scratching, and Corvossier braced herself for what was to come. An earsplitting shriek broke the room and she flung herself and her brother down to the ground as a table flew towards them. Pressed to the floor, she felt the air whoosh over her head as the furniture narrowly missed them. Glancing up to the corner where the object had previously been, Corvossier sprung to her feet and sprinted in that direction. She ignored the sounds of the table crashing into splinters behind her, focusing all of her intent and will at the source of the object’s movement.


Claire Northwood suddenly reappeared, and Corvossier watched her blinking with shock as she caught sight of her own ghostly body. The surprise was replaced with fury in an instant as she noticed the person who was barrelling towards her. Screeching to a stop just in front of the ghost, Corvossier held up her hands as if trying to press shut an invisible door. She felt Barastin at her back, shuffling around to the side so he would have another angle. The ghost lashed out, attempting to strike wildly with her fist before bouncing backwards. She was blocked, unable to move forwards past Corvossier or through her like she could any other normal human. She tried to turn back, disappearing through the wall behind her, but Barastin was there, mimicking Corvossier’s pose exactly. With a frustrated scream, she pounded and pounded against the force keeping her locked in place. The chain of the locket – not restricted to the prism – swung out like a whip, slashing across Corvossier’s face. She flinched, but allowed no more reaction than that.


‘LET ME OUT!’


‘No,’ Corvossier growled.


‘LET ME OUT NOW, WITCH!’


‘I am not a witch and neither is my brother. But you should fear us, ghost.’


‘We walk between,’ Barastin replied, the words coming out amid pants as he fought to hold the barrier. ‘And we can command ghosts like you back to where you belong.’


‘I BELONG HERE! IN MY HOUSE!’


‘This is not your house anymore, Claire Northwood,’ Corvossier replied. ‘You are dead and you need to go where the dead go. We can do it for you or you can make that call.’


‘It’s your choice,’ her brother added, indicating the direction with his eyes as the ghost looked between them with a horrified expression.


‘YOU CANNOT MAKE ME!’


Corvossier heard Barastin’s annoyed sigh and smirked.


‘Why do they always say that?’ he huffed.


Maintaining eye contact with him, she asked if he was ready with little more than a tilt of her head. He nodded and together they unleashed the extent of their shared ability.


The ghost screamed, thrashing wildly as she gradually began to dissolve in front of their very eyes. Like sand being blown away by the wind, her form disintegrated, one grain at a time, until she was no longer standing before them. Carefully, Corvossier lowered her hands and so did her brother. They walked forward, Barastin puffing with exertion while nothing more than a single bead of sweat formed on her forehead. Corvossier could feel the woman pulsing away from the house, her presence less and less with every passing minute.


‘One of us should follow her,’ Barastin said in a way that she knew meant he expected her to do it.


‘Whatever,’ she replied, closing her eyes and sinking into blackness almost instantly. The room was no longer there as Corvossier let her mind cloud over, the force of the ghost pulling her in the direction she needed to go. Suddenly she was there, next to Claire Northwood, who was hanging suspended in an endless vastness.


‘YOU!’


‘Me,’ Corvossier answered, wishing the woman would stop shouting. ‘I know this is all very disorientating first time round, but is there any need to keep the volume at that decibel?’


The ghost spluttered, as if trying to organise a proper reply that just wouldn’t formulate on her lips. Swallowing her response, she peered back at Corvossier in sullen silence.


‘There, that’s better. Now where are you off to?’


‘Where did you send me?’


‘Away from the physical plane, Claire. You do not belong there and you cannot go back.’


‘You’re a medium, aren’t you? I’ve heard about what your kind can do.’


‘Thankfully for you there’s not very many of us, otherwise we would have moved you on a long time ago.’


‘Why do I have to leave? It was my home.’


‘“Was” being the optimal word,’ she replied, falling quiet as she let her senses extend beyond where they were.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Finding a direction.’


‘For who?’


‘You, of course. There’s someone waiting for you.’


‘For me?’


‘Eliza, your daughter. You remember her, don’t you?’


‘Eliza . . .’


‘She has been without her mother for so long; she misses you.’


‘I . . . I want to see her, to hold her. Can I do that?’


Corvossier nodded, allowing herself to slowly let go of the moment. It would work two ways: her hold on Claire lessening and Eliza’s hold strengthening. She could already see the ghost being pulled backwards, growing smaller and smaller in front of her. In fact, Claire had already forgotten about Corvossier and her brother, as well as how they had put her there. She was whispering her daughter’s name instead, answering questions to sentences that Corvossier could not hear. The vision of the woman grew foggy, with a haze moving between them until it formed something like a wall. She was blocked from viewing anything further, with Corvossier knowing that this was as far as she could follow. Like a release deep inside her heart, she let go and felt herself drop back into her body. Her eyelids fluttered open and she squinted as she adjusted to the light of the room around her.


Barastin was crouched down, picking up the locket that had fallen to the floor as they thrust Claire Northwood from the house.


‘Ah, that was quick,’ he said, straightening up. ‘I thought that would take longer.’


‘Her daughter was waiting.’


‘Not the husband, thankfully. That could have ended bad.’


‘No, he had moved long ago. Couldn’t you feel it when she spoke of him?’


‘Maybe,’ her brother mused. ‘Or maybe it was the two shots of espresso I had on the way here, who can tell?’


Corvossier laughed in spite of herself, looking around the space to see if there was anything they needed to take with them. She hoped the couple weren’t particularly attached to that table, which was now little more than bonfire fodder.


Touching a hand to her cheek where the locket had slashed her, she looked at the few droplets of blood on her fingertips with interest. It was a tiny cut, one that would heal in a few days, and until then she could cover it with make-up. She followed Barastin through the entranceway and out of the house, inhaling the freshness as they stepped outside. The air inside the mansion had been stale and felt that way when you breathed it in. It was the residue of the woman left behind; her memories and hopes and despairs and agonies. It made the place barely tolerable for an everyday person and Corvossier wondered just how many internal warning bells the couple had ignored when they’d decided to sign the paperwork. There was a light rain falling and the icy cold splashes of water were refreshing as they landed on her cheeks, trickling down her face and her neck.


‘Well? How did it go?’ barked Collette Blight, from under the protection of an umbrella that was as wide as she was.


Barastin beamed, practically sauntering in her direction as he threw out his arms. ‘Who ya gonna call?’


‘I hate it when you say that,’ Corvossier muttered as she ducked down under the shelter Collette was providing.


‘I like it when I say that,’ he replied, accepting the bottle of Ribena the woman held out for him. ‘Besides, we all know what they call us: the Twisted Twins, the Spook Siblings, the Death Duo: you’re Casper and I’m Creeper. When was the last time someone actually used your real name in our community, sis?’


‘Two hours ago, when Collette let us out of the car.’


‘That’s right,’ the woman said, nodding confirmation.


Barastin scoffed, downing the last of the sugary drink and scrunching up the plastic bottle. ‘You know you don’t count, darling. You truly know us.’


‘Fortunately for me.’ She smiled. ‘You never did answer my question though.’


‘She’s gone,’ Corvossier replied. ‘We sent her on her way.’


‘She put up much of a fight?’


‘Some,’ she agreed. ‘She was stronger than your average residential ghost.’


‘It was the house,’ Barastin added. ‘Because she was murdered here, her daughter died here, and she killed here, she was knotted to the place. The house gave her power: as soon as we prodded her away from it, nature took its course.’


‘How sure are you?’ Collette asked, her spiky head of neon-red hair turning to Corvossier for confirmation. ‘Because the Askari who were here before us thought she was gone the first time round too, the rumours of a haunting just residual bad mojo.’


‘I followed her,’ Corvossier replied. ‘Guided her through the lobby and made sure she was pulled.’


‘Very well then.’ The lady beamed, her chins wobbling with an enthusiastic smile and a small jig of excitement. ‘What a way to end the week!’


‘There’s one last thing . . .’


Corvossier held out her hand, palm extended, towards her brother. He just looked at it for a moment, her fingers gesturing for him to give it up. With a huff, he dug the necklace out of his pocket and dropped it into her hand. She raised an eyebrow, asking him without needing to verbalise it whether that was so hard. Collette was about to slip on gloves when Corvossier stopped her.


‘There’s nothing tied to the locket,’ the medium said. ‘She just took a shine to it.’


‘Is it any wonder?’ Collette asked, wrapping it carefully in a beautifully embroidered handkerchief. ‘Poor thing has to watch a young couple with a baby girl move in to the very house where that same thing was stripped away from her.’


‘I know what you’re going to say,’ Barastin whined. ‘The husband did it.’


Corvossier shrugged. ‘Because he did. Honestly, that twosome are lucky we got to them as soon as we did.’


‘It’s always the husband,’ Collette echoed.


‘You two need to cool it with the true crime documentaries,’ he said. ‘And can we go? I’m bored and the city has so many more prospects than Zehlendorf on a Friday night.’


‘Yes, let’s.’


Collette beckoned for them to follow her, the woman shuffling ahead at a pace that always fascinated Corvossier given her diminutive height. Barely four foot eleven, both she and her brother had towered over their primary carer by the time they hit thirteen. That difference had only extended over the years, with Corvossier and Barastin sharing many things including their six foot three stature. That was par for the course among his gender and her twin had no trouble navigating the world with his fine frame. Corvossier, although graceful, always managed to stick out like a sore thumb. With hair and skin so pale she looked almost otherworldly, she had a hard enough time as it was passing for regular among the humans of Berlin, let alone factoring her height into the equation. Together with Collette, the three of them looked comical in their contrasting physicality. A black sedan was waiting down the driveway, with a young man jumping out of it enthusiastically as they approached.


‘Casper and Creeper, hello, how was the . . . uh, haunting?’ he stammered. Barastin crossed his hands over his chest, looking the fellow up and down with disdain.


‘Heel,’ Collette urged, swatting him as she walked by. ‘This is Mike Higgens; he’s my new intern.’


‘What bog did they drag him from?’


‘Barastin, don’t be rude. Mike will be here for the usual stay of six months, before moving on to his first official Askari posting. There’s a lot he can learn from us, if you’re nice.’


‘Nice? I’m delightful, aren’t I, sis?’


‘Eh,’ Corvossier said. ‘Depends on the day, frankly. Mike, is it?’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ he answered, accepting her outstretched hand and shaking it. She noted the tattoo that the gesture exposed on his wrist, which resembled a line with three circles around the tip. It was an old alchemist symbol for wood – the foundation on which something great can be built – and was meant to identify all Askari.


‘It’s lovely to meet you. My brother is somewhat hostile towards anyone newer and cuter than he is.’


He responded to her comment with a deep blush, his skin changing colour subtly but enough that it pleased her. Letting go of his hand, she made her way towards her usual position in the backseat – left side – while Barastin took the right. The car smelled of cleaning products and she slid slightly on the leather of the seats as she got into the vehicle. Corvossier watched Collette speak to the newbie outside of the vehicle for several moments, most of what they were saying blocked to her ears but she was still able to get the gist.


‘She’s berating him for calling us Casper and Creeper,’ Barastin remarked.


She frowned. ‘I don’t think he knew our real names.’


‘Like it matters at this point. I’d much rather be Marilyn Monroe than Norma Jean.’


She turned to face him, watching with amazement as his fingers flew furiously over the keypad on his phone.


‘Truly, I have never seen anyone text faster than you can.’


‘You should see my swiping speed.’ He smiled, giving her a cheeky wink. ‘Left, left, right, left, zoom in on his abs, right, left again.’


‘You’re shameless.’


Collette dropped into the passenger seat with a contented sigh and Mike hopped behind the wheel, starting the car and slowly pulling away from the no-longer-haunted mansion.


‘Does that mean you’ll join me tonight?’ Barastin asked, continuing the conversation as if they hadn’t just gained two additional sets of ears.


‘You planning on heading out?’ Collette chirped up.


‘Barastin is,’ Corvossier replied. ‘I’m doing my best to get out of it.’


‘You should go, have a night of festivities and celebration: that last job paid very well. You two have both earned it after this week.’


‘Yeah, what is that about?’ her brother asked, looking up from his phone screen for a few seconds. ‘It was steady there for a while and then, all of a sudden, boom! Ghosts galore!’


‘And next week is looking busy too,’ Collette confirmed, checking their schedule on her tablet. She had all of their appointments and potential jobs carefully organised on a calendar that was so meticulously annotated, Corvossier had tried to check it once and nearly had an emotional breakdown. ‘The Askari want us to take a look at a cemetery out in Munich on Wednesday, so I’ll have to make some travel arrangements. You should take this moment to let your hair down, Corvossier: we might not get an evening off for a while.’


‘Where do you go out in this city?’ Mike asked.


‘Phases, usually,’ Corvossier answered. She caught his confused expression looking back at her from the rear-view mirror. ‘It’s the supernatural hotspot here, owned by a rogue werewolf pack.’


‘You go to a nightclub run by werewolves? Rogue werewolves? That sounds incredibly dangerous.’


‘On the contrary,’ Barastin replied, ‘it’s the safest place in Berlin. No one’s gonna start trouble under their roof.’


‘Plus a lot of your kind hang out there,’ she added.


‘My kind?’


‘The officials, supernatural government types, you name it. There’s usually more Treize in that club than any other species on a weeknight.’


‘People frequent there too,’ Collette noted. ‘Unaware, of course.’


‘I hope there’s some Treize men there tonight,’ Barastin muttered, just loud enough so only Corvossier could hear him.


‘Where are you from, Mike?’ she asked, not missing the way his eyes glanced down at the GPS he had guiding him on the forty-minute drive back to Berlin.


‘Canada originally, although everyone here keeps mistaking my accent for American. I just go along with it.’


‘Is this your first time in Germany?’


‘Yes, I only arrived this morning. Picked up the car from the airport and headed straight to collect Collette and yourselves. It’s a good-looking city.’


‘Wait until you see where we live,’ she said with a smirk.


He didn’t have to wait long; in fact, none of them did. It was surprisingly smooth sailing into the heart of Berlin, despite their expectations of peak hour traffic. Fortunately everyone was heading home and out of the city, giving their party a clear run right into the centre of Berlin’s busiest shopping district. Corvossier watched with amusement as Collette instructed the newbie to park under what look like a cartoon tower, Mike insisting that he didn’t think they could stop there.


‘You can, son, now right up to that blue barrier. That’s it.’


She reached into her bag, pressing the button that raised the entrance to the car park and his mouth opened with surprise as a previously hidden door rolled back.


‘I thought that was a solid concrete wall,’ he whispered.


‘That’s the point, of course. Now go on, drive through.’


He did so, the car creeping forward as the door peeled back down behind them. Fluorescent lights flicked on, triggered by their movement through the garage. The space was larger than anyone could guess from the outside, with dozens of vehicles parked throughout the football field-sized interior.


Rolling into an empty spot, their quartet left the car and headed towards the elevators on the opposite side. Footsteps echoed in their wake, the only sound accompanying them besides Mike’s occasional breathy exclamations.


‘Wow,’ he said, for about the eighth time in a row once they got into the lift and Collette hit one of several floor options.


‘Wow is right,’ Corvossier murmured. She tried to sound understanding, but it had been a long time since she was amazed by the place. She had grown up here, after all. The doors pinged open and Collette stepped out, gesturing for Mike to follow her.


‘There are three levels all up,’ Collette said, cutting through a maze of desks that were occupied with people rushing around the office. ‘Not including the car park, of course. The Praetorian Guard occupy the second level, with Custodians and Askari sharing this one. Corvossier and Barastin live on the third.’


‘You live here?’


‘That we do.’ She smiled, trailing after them.


‘It’s called the Bierpinsel,’ Barastin added. ‘This whole building was built back in the seventies, hence the retro, pop art vibe.’


Collette took them up a spiral staircase that led to the next floor. ‘Thankfully for us, the restaurant and nightclub that used to be here went bankrupt. In fact, no business has been able to make it work. The Treize bought the building when it went back up for sale in two thousand and six, and it has been somewhat of a base of operations ever since. The majority of Germany’s supernatural bureaucracy is run out of the offices you see before you.’


It spread out below them like the roots of a tree, desks neatly lined up and spaced out every few metres. There were stacks of paper teetering on the edge of falling over on one woman’s desk, while a series of weapons were spread on another as they were carefully catalogued by a man with small, brown horns.


Corvossier knew most of the people there by name; after all, she saw them every day. The world that she was a part of – the one that humans didn’t know existed – was run by thirteen immortal supernatural beings known as the Treize. Although they were the bosses, it was the people like those inside the Bierpinsel that made the whole thing work: the Askari, first point of call for local otherworldly activities and the paper-pushers; the Praetorian Guard, the warriors gifted with immortality and sent out to battle the more testing side of the paranormal; and Collette’s corner, the Custodians, those who looked after creatures who had no one else. Werewolves had their packs, witches had their covens, but there were countless others who were left to wander alone. That made them vulnerable and, in many cases, prey.


Corvossier and Barastin were a prime example of that, with their birth parents abandoning them when they were little more than toddlers. Twins with unusual grey eyes and an ability to communicate with the dead, it was fair to say Corvossier had never blamed them for giving their offspring up. Her brother had, though, harbouring nothing but resentment towards them. Their gifts were unique and some of the last vestiges of what the once powerful sub-species of mediums could do. Now, there were hardly any left. The Treize valued them enough to make sure they lived somewhere where they could be put to the most use. There was a low, breathy whistle and Corvossier jerked her head upwards in the direction of the sound. Barastin was waiting at the top of the stairs with an annoyed expression on his face and she jogged up the remaining levels to meet him. She hesitated when she saw the vast chunk of man moving towards her with a beaming smile.


‘Casper! Creeper! How are my favourite spooks?’ he asked, through a thick Scottish accent.


‘Fine,’ she managed to squeeze out before she was pulled into an enormous hug. ‘How are you, Heath?’


‘Aye, you know. Slaughtered a den of ghouls this morning, can’t complain.’


She watched with amusement as he planted a kiss on either side of Barastin’s cheeks, knowing full well that her brother had a crush on him.


‘Creeper, you miss me?’ he teased.


‘Only in the very literal sense.’


‘What are you doing here?’ Corvossier asked, watching as Collette and Mike moved on without them. No one exactly knew how old Heath was, although there were guesses. It was no secret he had been a Pictish warrior back in the day, which put him past a thousand years or so. Sometimes he came alone and other times he was accompanied by the ghosts of people he could not see. Often it was a woman, with long red hair that flowed in an invisible breeze. She clutched a babe to her breast, neither making a sound nor uttering a word – it was like they were checking in – whereas sometimes you could have a conversation with the others, particularly a grizzled woman in her sixties who went by the name Scáthach and always wanted to know about European politics.


Corvossier or Barastin had never asked Heath about his dead: it seemed rather redundant. Anyone who had been alive that long had lost people, many of them. Yet the fact he was in town was significant: although he had a penchant for trouble, he was high up among the Praetorian Guard and one of their most prized assets.


‘I’m en route to Romania,’ Heath said, answering her initial question. ‘Thought I’d stop in and check up on various posts as I made my way back. You know, make them nervous, sweaty, twitchy.’


‘Your favourite activities.’


‘You two heading up?’


‘Uh huh, Collette is giving the new guy the tour.’


‘I’ll come along; I want to see if I can talk her into having dinner with me.’


Corvossier suspected that was the real reason he was in town: their designated Custodian. Although she was now well into her fifties, and Heath looked little more than a day over thirty, the pair had dated once back in the late seventies. It hadn’t worked out, but that was no surprise given he would never age and she would continue to. Corvossier often wondered if that’s what had driven a wedge between their romantic relationship, but not their friendship.


One night when they had gotten drunk on schnapps and binged Forensic Files, Collette had let it slip to Corvossier that she was the party who had broken up with him after a solid three-year relationship. She’d gone on to say it was ‘the best sex of my life’ before descending into a series of hiccups that heralded the end of the evening. Regardless, the pair had stayed close friends over the decades. No matter what supernatural war was being waged, Heath Darkiro always managed to pop by Berlin a few times a year to visit Collette.


‘Are you sure you don’t want to come out with us tonight?’ Barastin asked, innocently. ‘We’re going to Phases.’


‘Who isn’t?’ Heath shrugged. ‘It’s a Friday night in Berlin, every Loch Ness, Big Foot and Yowie within a hundred mile radius will be there.’


Corvossier laughed, earning a scowl from one of the Praetorian Guard soldiers she passed as they walked through the room. He was standing around a map of the city with three others, all with small swords holstered at their waists and guns strapped to their sides. She straightened her expression, trying to appear more serious as they headed up the final staircase to their living quarters. There was a large, timber desk with a rolling cork board behind it that Collette liked to co-ordinate from, often coming and going from the first level to this one, depending on what the day was like.


She was showing Mike her filing system, where she documented every single case they had taken over the years and invoices that were paid or pending. From hauntings to exorcisms, she had the details written down along with phone numbers, addresses and photographs. Collette had been the one constant in their lives since they were children, and, as Barastin and Corvossier had gotten older, their abilities becoming more defined and clear-cut, she had taken to managing their work with the same care she had poured into raising them.


Heath immediately headed to Collette’s desk and took a seat – her seat – in a move that Corvossier knew would piss the Custodian off in a matter of seconds. Leaving them to it, she followed Barastin in the direction of their bedrooms, nodding when he asked her to be ready ‘in an hour’. Truthfully, she only needed twenty minutes but her brother had much higher standards of beauty than she did.


In the fading light of the spring sky, the city looked beautiful out of the expansive windows that wrapped around the length of the building. The whole Bierpinsel was somewhat of a hexagon shape, giving anyone inside it a full three hundred and sixty degree view of Berlin as they were walking around it. The highway stretched out into the distance from the window Corvossier was looking out of in that moment, her footsteps following her down the curving hallway. As she moved, the view was replaced by a sprawling shopping precinct and the tiny, buzzing bodies of people as they entered it.


Closing the door to her bedroom, she paused just long enough to hear Collette screeching Heath’s name with frustration, followed by the unmistakable sound of one of her slaps as it made contact.




Chapter 2


The music pulsed through Phases like a heartbeat, everyone in the club dancing and talking and moving to the rhythm. Almost immediately after they passed the werewolf guarding the door, Barastin was splitting off and heading deep into the crowd. He was meeting someone, a guy he’d flashed Corvossier a photo of on their way in. He was attractive, as they always were, because her brother was a good-looking man. He had cheekbones that any catalogue model would envy and rusty, auburn hair that he dyed over their natural white. He was also a snappy dresser, thankfully something he had been able to teach her over the years.


She pulled at the sleeves of her velvet dress, watching her brother melt into the throng of people. Collette had ordered Mike to go with them, something that annoyed Barastin and pleased Corvossier. A Friday night was her least favourite in the club, everyone too rowdy and the music too loud for proper conversation. She usually found a clear space at the bar and settled in for some people watching while her brother worked the room. At least tonight she wouldn’t be alone.


Cutting through the mob as they reacted to The Kills song, which came blaring through the sound system, Corvossier felt a pang of relief as she saw a spot that wasn’t packed. Heading towards the furthest corner, she nodded and mumbled hellos to the faces she recognised of regular punters and even some from the Bierpinsel who had the night off. She didn’t properly relax until she was comfortably positioned on a stool, Mike taking the one next to her. A bartender asked their order – a Midori cocktail for her and a Sternburg for him – and within a few minutes they were both sipping their drinks. Corvossier’s eyes ran over the crowd, zeroing in when she spotted an elemental among their midst. No one else seemed to notice as the guy walked by, not even the group of dancing girls who were batting a trail of smoke out of their faces, looking around to find out who the asshole lighting up in the club was. What they didn’t realise was that the grey, snaking mist was coming from the man himself.


‘What’s so fascinating?’ Mike asked her.


‘Smokey,’ she replied, jerking her head in the direction of the man whose jeans somehow managed to stay around his hips despite four heavy chains dangling from his pockets.


‘It’s too smokey in here?’


‘No.’ She laughed. ‘The guy. He’s a half-breed elemental. His mother was a fire crafter or his father was, I always forget which. Anyway, he can shift form into—’


‘Let me guess, smoke?’


‘Yeah. Whenever he gets a few martinis under his belt he always turns a bit hazy. I haven’t seen him in ages though.’


‘You two friends?’


‘No, he and my brother dated for two seconds. Actually, the last time I saw him was at our twenty-ninth birthday party last year. He jumped out of the cake.’


‘Better that than him being a candle.’


‘I guess. He dropped off the face of the earth for a while, heard he got offered a job with the Askari in Japan.’


‘Guess that didn’t work out.’


She wasn’t surprised: Smokey was a flake and she had never seen it getting serious between him and Barastin. Speaking of, she sat up a little straighter to catch sight of where her brother might be. Sure enough, he was the centre of attention, with a whole table she doubted he knew before that evening enthralled with whatever story he was telling. He was smiling, his hands arching wildly as he demonstrated his point.


‘You look beautiful,’ Mike said, the compliment drawing her gaze back to present company.


‘Oh, uh, thank you.’


‘I’ve never seen someone wear sapphire blue quite like you.’


She hid a smile as she took a sip of her cocktail, unsure whether the new intern was just being nice or actively hitting on her. To be frank, she always found it hard to tell, and he was much younger than her; he couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty. Still, he knew how to compliment a woman and that was a start. Barastin had taught her how to compliment herself, with Corvossier sticking to largely jewel tones on his orders: emerald greens, topaz, ruby reds, amethyst hues and blackish blues. They were her colours of choice with such an unusual complexion and she leaned heavily towards them. The other thing was feel: she tended to only wear clothes that she enjoyed the sensation of as they brushed against her skin. She basically never wore pants, preferring long, flowing dresses and skirts that moved like water.


‘Casper.’


She looked up, catching the eye of a woman as she strolled past the bar.


‘Yu,’ she replied, offering a small wave.


‘Is that—’ Mike began.


‘Uh huh.’


‘I heard about her,’ Mike muttered. ‘Gave up centuries of service with the Praetorian Guard for a werewolf. It’s a wild story.’


‘I think it’s romantic.’


Across the room, Yu had come to a stop and was whispering something in the ears of a tiny but fierce girl now watching the door. She was the werewolf Mike spoke about: Dolly, one of the members of the rogue pack that ran the club, aptly titled the Rogues.


Corvossier had never heard anything like that before – someone giving up their sacred duty with the Guard for love, of all things. It had caused a stir at the time when it all first went down, but now it was old news. She glanced at her wristwatch, wondering how much longer Collette and Heath would be at dinner. Truthfully, she just wasn’t feeling it. Adjusting one of the many rings she wore stacked on top of each other on her fingers, she downed the last of her drink. Getting up from the bar, she gestured for Mike to remain sitting.


‘Stay,’ she ordered. ‘It’s your first day on the job, may as well end it with a good time.’


‘You’re leaving? Already?’


‘My bed and a book are calling.’


‘I can walk you, you don’t have to go alone.’


‘No, Mike, honestly it’s fine. There’s a U-Bahn station right under the Bierpinsel, practically drops me off at my doorstep.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Very. Just let my brother know I’ve left.’


‘Will do, of course.’


She gently squeezed his shoulder in a comforting gesture as she passed by, slipping back out the way she came. The bouncer was a werewolf but he looked just like anyone else for majority of the month and, most importantly, to the regular customers. He nodded as she stepped outside and began walking down the alley that led back to the main street.


It was early, but punters were already beginning to form a line down the length of the wall as they queued to get in to Phases. It was towards the end of May and there were still a few weeks left of spring, but Corvossier could feel summer tugging at the hem. The nights were warm and the days were getting longer, with the promise of lazy picnics in the park and long bike rides whispered on the wind. She was a winter person and thrived in the cold, but for some reason she always liked this time of year best. There was something about the promise it held and the attitudes of people. Everyone in the city seemed to be in a good mood as she passed them by, clusters of people laughing in restaurants and others stumbling home drunk with their arms linked together.


It was almost enough to distract her from the creeping sense of unease she felt inching up her spine. She slowed her footsteps, coming to a gradual stop as she stood there on the busy street. There were people all around her, dozens of them. A U-Bahn rattled by, followed by a family on bicycles ringing their bells enthusiastically and shouting directions to one another. And yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was unsafe. Slipping a handheld mirror from her purse, she flicked it open and pretended to be reapplying her lipstick as she took a look behind her. Nothing. There was no one strange or unusual following her, nothing that seemed out of the ordinary, and hardly a ghost in sight. In fact, the ones that she could see were not long for this earth. The pull towards the other side was strengthening on them, as not only could no one else see them but they were not affecting anything around them. She watched one – an older man – trail behind a woman as she waited tables in a café. He didn’t even notice Corvossier as she passed by, a sign that his spectral form was on the way out.


She hadn’t taken a jacket with her, deciding it was too warm when she left the Bierpinsel. Yet looking up at the Fernsehturm as it blinked down at her, she shivered slightly. Her blood was chilled and she had no explanation for it. Picking up her pace, she walked to the nearest U-Bahn station quickly. Her plan had been to walk all the way home, enjoy the evening by herself, but she was a woman who listened to her instincts and her instincts were telling her to stay where people were. She picked the busiest carriage, the one that was so packed she would have to stand for the duration of the ride. She didn’t mind though and her eyes ran over the faces of everyone around her. They all looked human, but so did many supernatural creatures . . . so did she. Corvossier went back and forth in her mind about whether she was imagining things or if there actually was a threat. And if so, what kind? What could anyone possibly want from her, a medium? If someone was trying to reach the dead, all they had to do was ask.


She grasped for her phone, unlocking it and quickly typing out a text message to Collette. The woman had no special abilities to speak of; she had simply been born into a family of Custodians and remained one herself. Unlike the Praetorian Guard, who were gifted with immortality, the Custodians had an option: they could choose to live endlessly or have the regular, human duration. Like her parents before her, Collette had chosen for just the one life. She hoped the six foot six Scotsman was still there with her guardian, as she didn’t have Heath’s number and the only way she could think of getting in touch was through Collette. She tapped out the message, keeping it brief: ‘On the U-Bahn home, I have a bad feeling’.


She hesitated sending it for a moment, not wanting to ruin Collette’s night over nothing. Then again, she didn’t like the alternative either. Hitting send, she felt the smallest tingle of satisfaction as the phone made a beep indicating the message had been sent and delivered. Collette’s reply was almost immediate.


‘Where’s the intern?’


‘I left him at Phases with Barastin.’


‘What station are you at?’


‘Passing U Heinrich-Heine-Straße now.’


‘Heath and I will meet you at the home station. Stay on the train until then.’


‘OK.’


She thought about replying with something else, but as the minutes ticked by she realised there was little else to say. Looking up at the digital display, she saw there were only three more stops until U-Bhf Schönleinstraße where she would be back right under the Bierpinsel. The comfort of home would only be a quick elevator ride away. A crackle ran through the speakers on the tram, an announcer coming on to say that they would be running no further than the next stop: U Kottbusser Tor. There was a disgruntled murmur through the carriage, her fellow customers annoyed about the change of plans.


‘What happened?’ one of them asked her girlfriend, frustrated.


‘Someone jumped on the tracks,’ another person replied. ‘My pal is stuck on the other side . . . said they saw the whole thing.’


‘That’s horrible.’


Corvossier fidgeted, annoyed at the change of plans. As the tram pulled to a stop at their new destination, she pulled out her phone again to text Collette her latest location. She barely had one word typed when she was jostled from the side, someone smashing into the crowd several people away and the movement rippling down the line. She stumbled, her phone slipping from her grip and falling between the gap in the platform. She wanted to stop, but she knew reaching down would be stupid, and the masses were pushing her forward. Corvossier winced as she heard the unmistakable sound of plastic and glass crunching. Her phone was broker than Nicolas Cage and there was no getting it back now. She let the tide of people carry her forward, out on to the platform and down the stairs that led to street level.


‘Now what?’ she whispered to herself, looking around for an idea. This part of Berlin wasn’t as busy as the centre where she’d come from, with her fellow passengers heading away from her as they walked to their next destinations or looked for a cab. Corvossier was left standing there alone on the side of a street at night, a position she very much didn’t want to be in. Glancing to the left and right, she started crossing the road in the direction of a convenience store, which was still open. At the most she could buy a burner phone and call Collette, and, if not, she hoped the shopkeeper would let her borrow the landline. There was a grey cat dozing on the step that led up into the shop and she bent down, smiling for a moment as she scratched under its chin.


‘There she is, finally!’


Corvossier looked up, relief trickling through her every pore as she saw Mike and Barastin walking quickly towards her.


‘Thank God,’ Mike exclaimed. ‘We were so worried!’


‘You were?’ she asked, leaving the cat as she stood up to her full height. ‘Did Collette call you?’


‘Sure,’ Mike replied, nodding. ‘We left the club straight away. Come on.’


He took her by the elbow, steering them forward and down the street. Barastin looked peeved and she cast him a backwards glance.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean for you guys to come.’


‘Really? You weren’t at all peeved that I left you alone to go off and have a good time?’


‘Of course not, that’s how it always operates.’


‘Try and sound less bitter.’


‘Barry, I was with Mike. I just wanted to head home: you knew I didn’t want to go out tonight in the first place.’


‘Down here,’ Mike instructed, with Corvossier slipping out of his grasp so she could walk next to her brother.


‘Please don’t be mad at me.’


He sighed, rolling his eyes. ‘How can I be mad at you? It’s not your fault you got sick.’


‘What?’


‘Collette asked Mike and me to come and get you, cos we were closer – told us you’d called her, said you felt dizzy. So we did.’


‘Barastin, I never called Collette. I texted her and said I had a bad feeling. Heath and her were going to come and meet me at U-Bhf Schönleinstraße. You and Mike weren’t even supposed to know.’


‘Huh? But Mike said . . .’


Barastin’s sentence faded away as he came to a halt. He grabbed Corvossier’s hand beside him and she followed the path of his horrified stare. The back of Mike’s head was bobbing ahead of them, but it disappeared as two robed figures stepped in front. What she had assumed in her peripheral vision were the dark walls of the alleyway he had taken them down actually turned out to be living, breathing things. Spinning towards the exit, she found that obstructed by the same individuals. All around them, Barastin and Corvossier were surrounded by human-shaped beings hidden under cloaks so black they seemed to block out every element of light around them. They were closing in, their ranks tightening with each inched step forwards.


‘Who are you?’ Barastin asked, not a trace of fear in his voice. He was steady and sure of himself, something that Corvossier definitely was not. The fear and sense of dread she had felt curdling away in her stomach earlier flared to life as she pivoted, trying to look for a way out. She saw a flash of something, silver, that glinted briefly in the limited light.


‘What do you want from us?’


With their backs pressed against each other in their instinctual defensive positions, Corvossier wondered if she had enough time to call for help. She extended her senses, reaching out to whoever of the ghost variety was nearby. Hell, she’d even take a sprit if there was one in the vicinity.


‘Be quick,’ one of them whispered, the voice of a man. ‘Give them no opportunity to use their powers.’


Corvossier’s breath was already coming out in short, quick puffs and it increased as she began to panic. There was the sound of blades scraping and suddenly she was thrown forwards, shoved by her brother as he dove on top of her. He shrieked, Corvossier flinching at the pain she could hear coming from her own twin’s mouth as if she could feel it herself. The robes descended on them, a flurry of slashes and blades and knives and wet flesh being hacked as the screams continued and continued. Someone flew backwards and another was kicked as her brother fought above her. The focus was on him and he’d done exactly what she had attempted to do: call ghosts to them. But he hadn’t been fast enough and the ones that arrived were struggling to take physical form. She could barely breathe from her position flat on the ground and in the commotion, she crawled forwards on her hands and knees. These were people, she realised, feeling the kinks of legs and feet as she wriggled over them. She broke out the other side, the alley clear ahead of her and the street beyond that. A car passed by and she felt hope blaze up inside of her: their escape was so close and no one had seemed to notice that she wasn’t laying under Barastin anymore.


Twisting around, she stumbled to her feet and ignored the strange sensation of sticky blood that seemed to cover every inch of her. She let the anger and fear consume her, powering her, and she screamed without words for the undead to join her. Running towards the sea of black backs, the hood of one of her attackers slid away and she was finally able to view their face. It was a woman, but there was little else that was recognisably human about her. All of the parts were there – mouth, eyes, nose, chin – but it didn’t seem right. Her eyes were entirely black, with no white, and blood splatters decorated her cheeks like confetti. The lady swarmed on her, grabbing those nearby and directing them towards Corvossier with a battle cry. She targeted the ghosts that had gathered at her side, pointing towards where she wanted them to go with her outstretched hand.


There was a slice through the air and then suddenly it was gone. Corvossier had barely seen the blade that cut through her like she was soft ice cream. She watched with horror as blood spurted from the wound, her adrenaline pumping and the pain so sharp she couldn’t register everything at once. Clutching the flesh where her hand had once been, she dropped to the ground with a cry. Her brother was there and she reached out for him.


‘BARASTIN!’ she called, her heart swelling as his outstretched hand sought her out.


‘Go,’ he choked, his fingers shaking. ‘Go, Casper. Run.’


‘I—’


‘RUN!’


Another blade dropped and his next word was cut short, his cries dying off in a silence more horrifying than when the night air was filled with them. She could only see a glimpse of him through the crowd, a silver flash here, a streak of red there, and the ever-present swish of the black robes. She felt lashes against her shoulders and she screamed, over and over again, attempting to crawl backwards until she found herself pressed up against the wall. The lady whose face she had first seen darted towards her, with Corvossier long having lost her ability to hold the ghosts in the alley. She was defenceless and terrified as she clutched her throbbing arm to her chest and squinted her eyes shut. Please, let it be quick, she thought. Let me join him. She prepared herself for the sound of metal sinking into her flesh, the blade finding bone, but instead there was a strangled cry and a gagging sound. Her eyes flew open and she gasped, digesting the sight in front of her with shock.


‘Brother?’


Her voice did not sound like her own as she watched the translucent, bluish grey figure in front of her. She would recognise him anywhere, her lifelong companion. His body looked fragmented, like a jigsaw puzzle that had been assembled but you could still see the outline of where the pieces were supposed to fit. Parts of Barastin were swimming in and out of view as he attempted to solidify, barricading their attackers with his presence. They could not get past him and to her, despite their efforts. Yet Corvossier could not compose herself: if he was standing in front of her in ghost form, it meant only one thing.


‘Run, my sister,’ he pleaded.


With the words that he spoke, she knew for certain he was dead: the truth coursed through her veins like a drug doing its job.


‘Please,’ he begged. ‘RUN!’


Corvossier urged her feet to move, her knees knocking together as she willed her body up off the wall and away from the carnage. Whether it was the blood loss or the shock, she couldn’t tell, but the alley swam as she dashed for its opening and the cars she could see driving by. They were behind her, she knew it, and she didn’t know how long her brother could hold them. They wanted her, all of her, and in pieces. Just like Barastin. Her breaths were sobs and both cut out altogether as a huge, immovable mass stepped in front of her path. She cried out, trying to run past it as it gripped her tightly and held her there. It shook her and she looked up, her neck arching backwards as her feet finally gave out. Heath caught her, cradling her to him as she watched his face look back into the alley behind her. She knew what he saw: her brother. But not as he was: as he died.


‘We have to help him,’ she moaned, barely able to get the words out of her mouth. Her lips were going numb. ‘Heath! We have to—’


Her pulled her upwards and away, carrying her like she was little more than a baby as he ran. There was a car waiting nearby with the doors open and he threw her into the backseat, his body following a moment later.


‘DRIVE!’ he shouted, urging the person behind the wheel forward with a frantic gesture. Corvossier pulled away from him, her remaining hand bloody as she pressed it against the window and attempted to get a look. Their attackers were still running after them, the wind whipping their hoods back so their faces were all exposed. Yet she was focused on the man standing at the centre of them, glowing ever-so-slightly. The ghostly figure of her brother was obscured as they ran around and in front of him, pursuing the car as it accelerated out of their reach. She whined, unable to help the pitiful noise that escaped her as they drove further and further away until she couldn’t see them anymore. Soon, the black was creeping in at the corner of her eyes. She could feel Heath pulling at her, shouting about a tourniquet or pressure, but it seemed distant somehow. She let herself be taken there and slipped willingly away from the pain and the agony and the sorrow.


‘Just tell me.’


‘We couldn’t save it, without the rest of the limb—’


‘How bad?’


‘Below the elbow, transradial amputation. We did what we could.’


‘Aye, I know that. How long until she’s back?’


‘We want to bring her out slowly, she’ll be in quite a lot of pain.’


‘Mmmm.’


‘I’m sorry, about Coll—’


‘Let me know when she’s awake.’


The words seemed to float off in Corvossier’s mind, as if she dreamed them. She couldn’t hold on to their content or their context; it was just a jumble as she was dragged back under. It was comfortable though, where she was: quiet and dark and peaceful. She wanted to stay there, but it wasn’t possible. There was something tugging at her, a pain down her right side that she couldn’t escape and a pain in her heart that was twenty times worse.


Eventually, when she did open her eyes, she was met with a blinding white light. It took her some time to realise it wasn’t actually a light at all, but the ceiling. She focused in on that because it seemed safe to stay laying there and count the tiny specks of dirt on the pristine surface above her. But then she grew thirsty, her mouth feeling dry and parched as she attempted to speak. Lifting her body up slightly, she took stock of the space around her. It was a hospital room, certainly, with the beeping of machines filling her eardrums and the hygienic smell almost nauseating. There was a small couch beside her bed and, on it, the form of Heath Darkiro stretched out in a such a way as to make him spill over every surface. He stirred and she watched him slowly return to the land of the living. Looking around to gain his bearings, she could tell he was surprised to see her awake.


‘Casper.’


‘Water,’ she croaked. ‘Please.’


He nodded, not wasting a second as he strolled over to a small table where there was a jug and collection of glasses. She closed her eyes, enjoying the sound of the liquid gradually filling up to the rim of the container.


‘I’m going to hold it to your lips, so you don’t have to move.’


She nodded, her mouth touching the cool edge of the glass. Opening her eyes, she took a small sip. It hurt her throat to swallow, but she did so anyway and returned for another sip, this one larger, more of a gulp.


Sitting back, she let out a contented sigh as Heath fussed around her and adjusted her pillows so she could stay upright without much effort. Happy with the job, he walked backwards until he dropped down on to the couch.


‘Do you know where you are?’ he asked, his tone quiet.


‘A Treize hospital somewhere,’ she replied, glancing around the room again and inspecting its features more closely. ‘I think there’s one in Wedding.’


‘Do you remember what happened?’


She didn’t need to close her eyes for the memories to come flooding back. They were like fragments being dropped into her brain, just needing a trigger word to reassemble. Do you remember what happened? Her brother’s screams, the blood, the blades, her shouts, the faces she didn’t recognise . . .


‘Casper?’


‘I remember,’ she whispered, her eyes shifting their focus from Heath’s face to the person standing behind him. He was watching her almost as intensely, his expression a reflection of her own features. Heath seemed completely unaware that Barastin’s ghost was at his back, but if he’d known she wasn’t sure whether he would have been bothered by it or not.


‘Did you see him?’ she asked. ‘Barry’s ghost, in the alley?’


He nodded. ‘I saw him. He’s a large part of the reason you’re alive.’


So her brother could be seen, but he was choosing not to be in that moment. She watched him watch her, a sad smile creeping over his face. Corvossier flicked her gaze back to Heath, giving him her full attention.


‘I think it’s my fault,’ she said. ‘I was panicking, trying to call ghosts to me, and I accidentally called him.’


‘It’s not your fault,’ Heath scoffed. ‘When you’re in danger, you reach for your natural defences. In my case, that’s a physical weapon. In yours, a spiritual one. You calling him saved your life when nothing else could.’


‘Where’s Collette? If she doesn’t know about Barastin already, I have to be the one to tell her.’


‘She . . .’ Heath’s face crumpled, the ancient warrior dropping his head into his hands for a moment.


‘No,’ she breathed, anaylsing every detail of his reaction.


‘When she got your texts, I went to pay at the restaurant and she went outside to get a ride. We would have been apart for less than a minute, maybe two, tops. That’s all it took.’


‘For them to what?’


‘Take her. They were watching us the whole time and had a contingency plan in case either of you attempted to contact someone for help.’


‘Is she alive?’


He shook his head, not quite able to vocalise a definitive ‘no’.


Corvossier heard a strangled sound escape from her own throat and she closed her eyes, needing to block out the room around her.
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