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PROLOGUE

The corridors were deserted as I crept along them, my heart in my mouth. The place was eerie at night; all those abandoned classrooms, the sound of a loud clock ticking like a bomb coming from one of them.

‘Ashley!’ I called, my voice echoing. ‘Ashley!’

A sound made me turn to look back down the corridor, but there appeared to be nothing. Nobody. I took a step backwards.

‘Is anyone here?’ I waited, my hands curled up in my pockets. I wanted to get out of here, but I couldn’t leave until I’d found Ashley at least. Something was wrong.

And then, as if in slow motion, a silhouette began to appear around the corner. Not human. Bigger than a dog, but elegant, with a sharply pointed head and a gazelle-like body.

I blinked. I couldn’t be seeing this. An animal inside the college.

I couldn’t make out any features; the creature, whatever it was, was still a silhouette against the moonlit window at the far end of the corridor. I swallowed.

‘What … ?’

The animal’s finely pointed ears pricked up and I glimpsed its imperious snout and then, against the dim light, the almost amber colour of its coat.

The animal seemed to be changing before my eyes, the body shrinking and altering its position. I peered, in spite of my fear, and saw it stand upright.

It was not an animal. It was a human. I felt as though I was going to black out.

‘Who is it?’ My voice was reedy, scared.

‘Don’t be frightened,’ a familiar, almost mocking voice told me. ‘I’m glad you came.’

‘Where’s Ashley?’ I said more forcefully. ‘What have you done?’

He laughed. ‘Ashley,’ he repeated. ‘I had almost forgotten about her.’

‘I don’t know who you really are –’ I tried to stop the shaking come through into my voice ‘– but I’ll just forget about everything … if you tell me where she is.’

‘It’s not that simple, Jane.’ He took a step closer to me.

‘What do you want from me?’ I crossed my arms protectively over my chest. ‘It’s like you’ve singled me out.’

‘Perceptive.’ He moved even closer and I saw the vivid contrast of his hair against his flawless skin. ‘But it isn’t exactly you we want …’

‘Then who?’ I played innocent; I knew exactly who he wanted.

‘He’s big enough to take care of himself,’ he said. ‘And he has known this time would come.’

And then he was standing right next to me, so close I could feel his breath on my face. His eyes, glinting and sharp, made my skin tingle. It wasn’t the first time this boy had had this effect on me. He reached out then and touched my hair, so softly, tenderly, that I relaxed my arms a little.

‘I don’t want your help.’ He took a strand of my hair, twisting it gently in his fingers. ‘I’ve only ever wanted one thing from you.’

‘What?’ I breathed.

Didn’t I already know what he was going to say? Hadn’t I known all along the price I had to pay?

Positioning himself so that he was looking right into my eyes, he waited a few seconds so that I could take in his full mouth, the cool blue of his stare.

‘You, Jane,’ he said. ‘I want you.’


CHAPTER ONE

‘What are you doing?’ I asked my sister, who had my entire collection of cheap jewellery laid out on my bed.

She scrambled over to the mirror on my bedside table holding an earring against her ear and pushed up her long blonde hair, looking at her reflection from every angle.

‘Dot.’ I put down the magazine I was reading, and frowned at her. ‘Got a date or something?’

‘Ugh, no.’ She screwed up her nose. ‘I was just seeing how I’m going to look.’

‘How you’re going to look when?’

‘When you and Luca get married,’ she said airily. ‘And I’m your chief bridesmaid.’

‘My only bridesmaid, you mean.’ I shook my head. ‘What am I saying? Luca and I are not getting married. We’re far too young for all that.’

Dot turned to face me; she had a humouring look in her eye.

‘Not right now, maybe. But Luca hasn’t moved in with us because the two of you are “seeing how it goes”, has he?’

I laughed. ‘I guess. But we don’t need to get married.’

‘Oh.’ Her face crumpled a little. ‘Ever?’

‘I don’t know!’ I smiled. ‘You’ll get to be a bridesmaid one day, babe. I’d place a bet on it. Ambitious bridesmaids always get their way.’

‘So.’ Dot plumped herself down next to me. ‘You are happy, aren’t you?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Really happy. I didn’t think I could ever be this happy.’

I still hadn’t totally absorbed the fact that Luca and I were finally together, and nobody, nothing, was trying to pull us apart. As I felt Dot lean in to me, pick up Mum’s magazine and absorb herself in the Stylehunter section, I thought of how much she didn’t know. The only one who knew the truth was my mother. And she was the only one who understood. Luca wasn’t like anyone I had ever met – quite literally, because he was only half human. Yet the two of us were soulmates. A notion I would have found ridiculous before I met him, but now … The boy who came into my life in my dreams turned out to be real. It’s like the stuff of romantic comedies, except that Luca is also half wolf. He comes from a world called Nissilum. One vast world populated by all kinds of supernatural creatures. The kinds you only read about in books – or so I thought. Vampires, witches, angels. All stripped of evil intent, with rules and a strict moral code. Luca had broken the rules to be with me. The ultimate romantic gesture.

I sighed out loud and Dot looked up.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘Nothing.’ I ruffled her hair. ‘I was just thinking how incredibly lucky I am.’

‘Hmm.’ Dot hesitated. ‘Does Luca have any family?’ she said after a bit. ‘I mean, he never talks about his family. Nor does Mum or Dad – or you. Are they all dead or something? Did they die in a horrible car accident?’

‘Nothing like that,’ I told her, picking my words carefully. ‘They just live a long way away … and he doesn’t really get on with them.’

‘That’s sad,’ she murmured. ‘I can’t imagine never seeing you again. It would be so awful. Wouldn’t you miss me, too?’

I looked down at her. ‘I certainly would. But you and I – we’re never going to fall out.’

‘I bet Luca thought that once,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘I bet he never imagined it either. He must have really fallen out with his family. Big time.’

‘Something like that,’ I said, biting my lip, wondering how she got to be so grown up all of a sudden.

Apart from Dot’s sudden spurt of emotional intelligence, I was taken aback by how her words made me feel a sudden fear. The family bond is strong, and the bond between a girlfriend and a boyfriend is rarely that unbreakable. Luca and I had only just begun a normal relationship and, ahead of us, there was acres of time. Time for us to fall out of love, and for Luca to realize he had made a terrible mistake.

Suddenly the world, and my happiness, seemed just a little bit fragile.


CHAPTER TWO

The old man looked up from his newspaper and gave the boy a bemused, dry look.

‘You’re late,’ he said, but without judgement, as though he were just stating a fact.

‘I got caught …’ Luca shrugged off his cagoule, spattering old Pete’s newspaper with drops of rainwater. His clothes underneath weren’t much better, his T-shirt sticking to his stomach. He peeled it away, grimacing. ‘I’ve never seen rain like that.’ He looked up at Pete, who was now regarding him sympathetically.

‘Out back,’ he gestured with his thumb. ‘Clean shirt and overalls, hanging up. Leave your wet clothes next to the boiler and they’ll be dry in a couple of hours.’ He sniffed, dropping his eyes back to his paper.

‘Thanks.’ Luca walked carefully out to the storeroom; he needed to get out of his jeans.

Inside Pete’s tidy storeroom, rain thumping on the corrugated roof, the boy took a moment to inhale the smell of hardware: tools, pots of paint, the lattice of pigeonholes carefully labelled with essentials for the trade – nails, two dozen different sizes of hammers and screwdrivers. Luca loved the smell of all this … practicality. Though he was beginning to shiver from the damp, he smiled to himself. A surge of well-being came over him. He opened the cupboard by the door, where Pete’s spare overalls hung from one hook and a clean denim shirt from the other.

‘OK out there, boy?’ Pete cleared his throat, scraping his stool back. ‘We got work this afternoon, out by the old army training ground. Demolition job.’

Luca heard Pete moving around the workshop and, registering what the old man had just told him, his good mood evaporated.

The army training ground. A place he had no wish to return to. It was there, nearly two years ago now, that Raphael, heir to Nissilum’s Celestial family, had held Jane and her family hostage, intent on revenge for his father Gabriel’s death. Raphael, half mad with anger and grief, had blamed Jane and her mother – Gabriel’s long-forgotten love – for his father’s fate. Luca and his younger sister Dalya had arrived just in time to stop Raphael. It had been a day like today, pelting rain, the whole place damp, dark and deserted. A lot had happened since then … Luca and Jane had been apart for a long time, while Luca tried hard to be an obedient son, wanting to please his family by marrying into his breed. He hadn’t gone through with it; he had never stopped loving the beautiful mortal girl and now they were together, living with her family here on Mortal Earth. It was what they had both wanted, never to be apart. But Mortal Earth held dangers of its own … Today’s casual news from Pete was a salutary reminder of that.

Luca took a couple of deep breaths, closing his eyes, not just at the horrific memory but at the thought of what he had nearly lost for ever.

Jane.

‘Luca.’ Pete stuck his head round the door. ‘Rain’s easing off now. What’s keeping you?’

Luca shook his head, reviving a smile for the old man. ‘Sorry, Pete. We’re leaving now?’

‘Good a time as any.’ Pete narrowed his eyes for a second, as though detecting a false bravado in Luca’s tone. He was a shrewd old guy, Luca had already recognized that. He’d given Luca the job in his small independent construction company on a good word from Jane’s father Jack, but it hadn’t been long before he’d picked up on the aura around the boy. As though he had smelled the wolf on him. Luca knew that there were mortals who had an extra sense in that way – who could detect a supernatural presence. He just hadn’t expected this gruff and practical old man to be one of them. Pete had questioned Luca for a long time on his background and, though Luca had worked out a story ahead of time with Jane and her mother, he was unprepared for the level of interrogation on his first day in Pete’s yard.

‘Pale, aren’t you, kid?’ Pete had leaned in closely, his eyes sweeping over Luca’s delicate cheekbones, his jawline, his extraordinary green eyes, dark-lashed, gleaming. ‘Celtic?’

Luca had just nodded, not knowing what Celtic meant, but realizing it was better to comply with the old guy’s assumption.

‘You used to heavy work, then? A lot of physical stuff going on here. Lifting, shifting, carrying … Not a job for a faint heart or a weak constitution.’

‘No, sir.’ Luca had pulled up his shoulders, setting his jaw. ‘I did a lot of that stuff for my dad. He had a similar set-up to you. I’ve been helping him out since I was a kid. I’m strong – I don’t look it, but I am.’

Pete had nodded, the beginnings of a smile appearing on his face. ‘Sure, sure. I believe you, son. It’s what Jack told me too.’ He’d looked down at his hands. ‘But, if you don’t mind me saying, you look the serious type … sensitive. I got to be sure you won’t break down crying once the wrecking ball comes out.’ He’d glanced up, almost fondly, at Luca. It was then that Luca knew instinctively that the old man would be on his side … if he ever needed him to be.

‘Well, come on,’ Pete said now. He reached over, pulling the overalls straight on Luca, brushing at something on the collar in a paternal way. ‘We have to pick up a few things for the job.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘It won’t be the most pleasant of jobs – creepy old place. Full of ghosts, bad energy …’

Luca swallowed, forcing himself to look unaffected, casual. ‘The sooner we get there, the sooner it’s over, I guess.’

‘Exactly.’ Pete lightly punched the boy’s shoulder. ‘That’s the attitude I like. I’ll meet you out front in two minutes.’


CHAPTER THREE

‘See, this is exactly why I would like a lock on my room.’ I put down my bag, glaring at Dot. ‘Did I give you permission to borrow my favourite T-shirt?’

Dot opened her blue eyes wide. ‘I didn’t know. I’m sorry.’ She swivelled her head to appeal to my mother, who watched the two of us wearily.

‘No harm done, hey?’ She ruffled Dot’s hair before smiling at me. ‘We’ll wash it and then you can have it back.’

‘Not the point,’ I snapped, wondering why I was such a grouch today. I’d overslept and missed half of the first Art class of the new term. ‘I need some privacy.’

‘Well, we don’t have locks except for the bathroom. You know that.’

‘Tell her to keep out of my things then.’ I cast another glower at Dot.

‘What’s the matter with you lately? It isn’t like you to get so wound up over stuff like this.’ Mum looked concerned, sighing. ‘This must be the terrible teens at last.’

‘Mum!’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘You make me sound like a little kid.’

‘Then don’t act like one,’ Dot supplied chirpily, though backing towards the door. For a moment I felt furious, but then I took in Dot nervously hopping from foot to foot and I smiled.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ I said softly to my mother. ‘I suppose it’s college. I can’t seem to catch up. I’m panicking, I guess.’

Mum looked stern. ‘I knew it would be too much, Luca living here.’

‘No. It’s not Luca …’ I hesitated. ‘Well, yes, it is Luca. But it has to be this way … I can’t, I couldn’t—’

‘I know.’ With a sigh, Mum pulled out a chair from the table and sat opposite me. ‘And I’m not suggesting that Luca goes back home.’ She lowered her voice, both of us aware that neither Dot nor Dad knew the whole truth. ‘But this is your future. You need to focus on your studies for the next eighteen months. Luca will have to take a back seat.’

I nodded. ‘You’re right. But he’s given up a lot for me. I can’t just ignore him after all that sacrifice.’

‘Luca is going to be busy himself, earning some money.’ Mum drew up her shoulders. ‘Old Pete will keep him occupied, believe me.’

‘I know. I’m probably worrying too much.’ About everything, I added to myself. Luca and I had been so happy to be together again after all that had happened in Nissilum. There had been a time – an eternity it had seemed then – that I thought I had lost him for ever. I guessed I had Soren to thank for changing things. Soren had come in and out of my life so dramatically. For a while I had even felt that I had more of a bond with him than— I shut my eyes, forcing that thought out. It felt disloyal. But I missed Soren. He had seemed to understand me, like Luca did. But half vampire, half angel, Soren’s future lay back in Nissilum, where he now shared equal status with Raphael, heir to the Celestial dynasty. Half-brothers who had no affection for each other. But they had to make it work.

‘Jane.’ My mother’s voice cut through my thoughts. ‘You’ve gone into one of your daydreams again. What are you thinking about?’

‘Nothing.’ I hadn’t told Mum half of what had gone on back in Nissilum. She herself had been embroiled in a fatal love triangle there. It meant she knew things not many mothers would understand. But it was a past she wanted to leave behind. I smiled at her, changing the subject to something more mundane.

‘They’ve asked me to chair the student council at college.’ I shrugged. ‘For some reason they think I am a calm, reliable person with principles.’

‘All true.’ Her mother smiled. ‘Kind of. You don’t want the responsibility?’

I fiddled with one of Dot’s pens lying on the table. ‘Not really. I mean, it’s flattering, but it’s just an extra layer of work and more of my time. And I can’t turn it down because that would look bad and …’ I let go of the pen and pushed my head into my hands. ‘I don’t know why I am getting so stressed out. All this, it’s kind of unprecedented, you know, me being thought of as a normal human being.’

We looked at each other, the irony of the situation registering. I was far from a normal human being. Not with all that had happened over the past year or so. But I was also no longer the loner, the freak I had been for so long. I had friends now, and social invitations I mostly turned down. I was popular.

‘Anyway.’ I took a deep breath and glanced up at the clock. ‘I’m going to have a bath and an early night. I don’t think Luca is back till late.’

Reaching the foot of the stairs I looked back at the kitchen where Mum was still seated at the table, watching me with a look of pride tinged with worry.

‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ I called out to her. ‘I’ll make it all work.’

She smiled. ‘It’s the real world, darling. Good old-fashioned everyday responsibility. You’ll get used to it.’

I pushed open the door to the converted attic room that was now Luca’s domain. He was sitting on the bed, prising off his boots. At the sound of me coming in, he looked up, a broad smile breaking through the exhaustion I saw in his face.

‘Hey,’ he said softly, ‘did I wake you up coming in?’

I moved closer, perching next to him. Even after everything we’d been through I still felt a kind of shyness sometimes whenever I was near him. I pulled at my oversized T-shirt, trying to cover my knees.

‘I couldn’t sleep anyway.’ Almost on cue I yawned deeply and Luca laughed.

‘I’m sorry.’ He stopped trying to get his remaining boot off and sat back, putting one strong but slender arm around me. I shivered – not cold, but tingling at his touch. ‘How was your day?’ he said, studying my face.

‘It was tough. I have so much catching up to do – and suddenly all this stuff is expected of me.’

‘Stuff?’ Luca stroked my shoulder. ‘What kind of stuff?’

‘Well, along with all the studying I have to cram in, it seems to be the general consensus that I would make a good figurehead for the student council.’ I shook my head, a half-smile on my face. ‘They’re mistaking my stunned silence as composure, or maturity, or something.’

‘But that’s great.’ Luca squeezed me. ‘And you’re all of those things. Composed, mature – and principled.’ He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. ‘It’s about time you started seeing that too.’

‘Really?’ I felt myself squirming with a kind of pleased, but still disbelieving, feeling. ‘I don’t know. I just want to get on with my life quietly.’

‘Nonsense.’ Luca’s eyes gleamed proudly. ‘Since when have you ever been such a mouse?’

‘But I always thought that’s what I was.’ I shook my head. ‘The one in the corner, watching everyone else. Never the centre of anything.’

‘Which is precisely what is so great about you – your modesty.’ Luca bent down and finally finished removing his boot and his voice was muffled when he added, ‘And what I love about you.’

Looking down at his tousled brown mop of hair as he bent over, I resisted the urge to say something soppy in reply.

‘You should have seen me earlier. Mature and composed is not how my mum would describe it,’ I said quickly instead.

Luca sat back up. ‘So I get to miss out on your tantrums.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Not fair.’

‘I wouldn’t call them tantrums exactly,’ I said indignantly. ‘It’s not easy dealing with little sisters.’ As soon as the words had left my mouth I regretted it, seeing the faint flicker of sadness in Luca’s eyes as he must have been thinking about his own little sister, Dalya. ‘Sorry, that was insensitive.’

Luca drew me to him, his soft lips brushing my cheek. ‘It’s fine. You shouldn’t be treading on eggshells around me.’ He paused. ‘I think that’s the expression anyway.’

‘I’m impressed.’ I picked at a thread in the seam of his jeans. ‘Soon you’ll be fluent in Mortalese.’

‘Sounds like some kind of deadly disease.’ Luca pulled me even closer, his chin resting on my head, and I inhaled his familiar scent. College, studies, extracurricular commitments all faded away in this moment. I thought of the conversation with my mother earlier and wondered how I could have got myself so wound up. Luca was here at last and we were finally together. Nothing was going to stand in their way any longer. All the trauma and the heartache of the last year was over.

Everything was going to be OK. It had to be.

‘So how’s it going at Pete’s? What’s he got you working on?’

Luca’s hesitation was just a split second too long and a small crease appeared in his forehead as he frowned.

‘What?’ I eyed him. ‘Is it the work? I’m sure there’s something else you can do if the construction is too boring—’

‘It isn’t that,’ Luca replied carefully. ‘It’s just we … well, we went over to the army training ground today. A property developer has bought up the land and everything needs clearing out.’ He trailed off, avoiding her gaze.

‘Oh. Right.’ I knew that my shoulders visibly slumped. ‘Sorry, I mean. How awful. That place …’ I swallowed, remembering that terrible night. ‘So creepy.’

‘It doesn’t get any less creepy in the daylight either.’ Luca bit his lip. ‘All those weird metal tools, like instruments of torture, rusting away.’

‘I remember when I first went there.’ I forced myself to remember being in the car with Evan, who turned out to be Raphael, and the aura of the place. Deadly, full of watching eyes somehow. ‘It seemed so full of ghosts.’

‘It is.’ Luca said obliquely. ‘That’s exactly what it is.’

My eyes widened. ‘Are you serious?’

Luca’s intake of breath was sharp. ‘I can smell the dead.’

‘What?’ My own breath practically froze in my throat. But as I stared at Luca’s profile, I saw the faint quiver of his cheekbone and I pushed him hard, watching as he collapsed into laughter.

‘Don’t ever do that again!’ I said breathlessly, trying not to laugh along with him. ‘“I can smell the dead’’!’

‘I’m sorry.’ Luca’s eyes were a little damp from laughing and I realized how great it was to see him like this. My outrage – what there had been of it – dissolved as I couldn’t help grinning at the sight of him.

‘Seriously though.’ I arranged myself crosslegged on the bed. ‘It can’t have been great.’

‘Horrible – and I wasn’t entirely joking about the feeling I get from there. Of course I can’t smell the dead. But I could sense danger.’

I nodded. ‘Me too. There’s something … some bad spirits around that area – like something awful happened there once.’

We looked at each other, gravely now, and for the hundredth time I felt that bond charging between us. An understanding.

‘But you don’t have to worry about that,’ he said, tracing a finger up the bare part of my leg before putting his palm over my knee protectively. ‘I won’t let anything bad happen to you. Not again. I promise.’

‘Thank you.’ I picked up his hand and threaded my fingers through his. It felt good to know Luca wanted to protect me from all the bad things that could happen now.

But we both knew he couldn’t. Nobody could.


CHAPTER FOUR

Clearing out the first of the damp Nissen huts was difficult and exhausting. Luca worked hard to get as much done as quickly as possible and to hide his nausea from Pete.

Everything other than the dirt-caked floor was rusted. Metal contraptions resembling torture instruments lay abandoned or hung creaking from two poles – or beams – from the roof. The wind caused the metal to creak and whistle. Luca avoided looking too closely at anything. He rubbed his face, which was reacting to some kind of dust, grime or rust allergy. His eyes smarted. His head felt heavy and light simultaneously.

After he had shifted most of the more manageable rusting rubble to the sides of the hut, he kicked at a larger machine of some kind on the ground unnecessarily, simply out of discontent.

‘Making progress?’ Pete’s gruff voice came from behind him. Turning he saw the old man at the door, his eyes sweeping the contents of the hut.

‘Think so.’ Luca pulled himself up straight. ‘But we need another pair of hands.’

Pete moved from the door, keeping his eyes on the boy. ‘Should be fine if we keep at it. You struggling?’

‘No!’ Luca’s response came out more emphatically than he had intended. ‘I mean, it’s just it will take us twice as long.’

‘Doesn’t bother me. We have the time. The developers are paying by the day. ‘Pete chuckled but he took in the look of anxiety on Luca’s face. ‘If you’re not up to it, son, there are plenty of kids who’ll take over the task.’ He kept his eyes on Luca’s, testing him.

‘Fine. That’s fine.’ Luca turned away, swallowing back the bile in his throat.

Pete perched on the broad handle of the machine. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked around him, chewing slowly on his top lip. Self-conscious, Luca remained standing, exposed somehow.

‘No need to be afraid, boy,’ Pete said then, quietly. ‘Rumour is things have gone on here. Tales of mad dogs, wild animals at night.’ He scratched his head. ‘And there was one time, a year or two ago, it’s said there was a confrontation of some kind.’

Luca’s heart picked up a pace, though he kept his voice steady when he replied. ‘Yeah, I heard something.’

‘But the people around here …’ Pete waved his hand about dismissively. ‘They like to exaggerate. See, nothing much of anything goes on up in this mountain district. But in this kind of place, I guess it’s associated with conflict. A place where the military practise battle. A place of danger. People like to imagine that conflict still goes on here, long after the military have left – that there are evil forces at work.’

‘Do you believe them?’ Luca finally turned to look at the guy. ‘I mean, do you believe there are evil forces here?’

Pete scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘I believe there are things out there that we may not be able to see, or understand, that don’t amount to much good. That doesn’t mean that this place is a hotbed of evil.’ He paused. ‘I do think there are some pretty fierce wild animals out here. Wild dogs, wolves maybe.’

Luca knew his blood vessels were expanding. For a frantic second he thought he might be turning, but there was no full moon tonight. He was anxious. He felt somehow threatened. Some basic, primal instinct was closing in on him. He concentrated on regulating his breathing. Slowly it returned to normal.

‘I’m not afraid of wild animals,’ he told Pete. As he spoke he finally made eye contact with the old man. ‘In fact, human beings scare me more.’ There was a split second of confusion on Pete’s face before he smiled broadly at the boy. ‘I think you’re wise,’ he told him. ‘Scariest of them all, I reckon.’

Luca and Pete shared a relaxed moment, one of understanding, before Pete got to his feet. ‘It’s getting dark again,’ he said, dusting off his trousers. ‘I think we should knock off for the day, start again bright and early tomorrow.’

‘Sure.’ Luca smiled, relieved. He watched as Pete walked over to the hut’s entrance, then turned to find his jacket. He’d taken it off pretty early on and spotted it hanging on a nail on the wall near the back of the hut. As he crossed to get it, he tripped for the twentieth time that day on some piece of debris on the floor. His foot had encountered something hard and a twinge of pain shot through it. Wincing, he looked down at the offending article, but as he did so something else caught his eye. Jewellery. A chain, delicate, feminine, lay glinting slightly where his foot was. He bent to pick it up and felt another rush of bile coming up from his stomach.

The necklace was sticky with blood. Fresh blood.


CHAPTER FIVE

I stared up at the college noticeboard, plastered with flyers on extracurricular classes, sports, stuff for sale, the date for the next student council meeting.

It was a pivotal moment. I was either in or I was out. Years of feeling like the outsider made me want, instinctively, to turn away. Student council wasn’t for me. I am not that kind of girl.

Except something had changed. Actually not just one thing. But a whole lot of things. And now, well, maybe I was that kind of girl.

‘Jane?’ The college principal was at my shoulder. I could smell her perfume, something mid-range expensive, strong and floral. I turned slightly, giving her a half-smile.

‘Hi, Mrs Connelly.’ She smiled back, her eyes flicking back to the noticeboard, settling, I knew without looking, on the notice about the student council meeting.

‘So,’ she said quietly, ‘have you had any thoughts about taking up leadership?’

I shrugged, feeling the heat on my cheeks. ‘I don’t know. I have so much on. And, really, I’m not sure I have the right kind of personality.’

‘I disagree.’ Her tone was mild, yet firm at the same time. ‘You have a kind of strength, a healthy disregard for what others think of you. You’re sensible. And I have noticed your maturity, your focus, your …’ She paused, taking in my startled expression. ‘You aren’t convinced?’

‘I don’t know.’ I shook my head. ‘I think you’re projecting a little too much—’

‘Projecting? Now there’s a word.’ She grinned. ‘See, I told you. You’re a little more mature than most girls your age. You seem to have a wisdom beyond your years. I don’t know where it comes from. But I can see it. I have watched you these past months.’

I cringed, recalling Mrs Connelly’s ‘spontaneous’ visits to classes over the last couple of terms. Standing at the back of the room, observing. I’d had no idea she was scouting the joint for a political prodigy. Then again, I was a little wrapped up in other things at the time. A certain Soren Balzac, for one. He and I had sparred often during his tutorials. I suppose to the outsider it might have looked like I was more questioning than the rest of the class.

But maybe it didn’t matter what had motivated my assertiveness with Soren. It just meant I wouldn’t let things drop. I always wanted answers.

‘OK,’ I said, after what seemed like a very long pause. ‘What would it involve exactly?’

‘Well, a big part of the role is to be a kind of counsellor to the other students. Someone they can come to with their issues about life at college. Not personal problems as such, though perhaps any difficulties they have with their studies because of obstacles outside of here. But mostly, things they would like to see improved. It is your role to be a representative of the students’ needs.’ She sighed. ‘Some of them will be petty – or things we can’t change. Some of them will be valid and I will need to know about them.’

‘Isn’t that the job of a teacher, a …’ I stopped. I was going to say ‘grown-up’, but Mrs C seemed to have intuited my thoughts anyway.

‘It’s the job of an adult, yes,’ she told me, looking intently into my eyes. ‘Which is what you are, isn’t it?’

‘Well, not quite. I mean, I’m not eighteen yet,’ I began a little pathetically. What was my point? Isn’t this what I wanted? To be seen as an adult? I smiled then, not needing to look at Mrs Connelly to know what her response would be. ‘OK. I’ll give it a go. Maybe a trial run for a few months.’

‘Of course,’ she said quickly, as though she was worried I would change my mind. ‘Why don’t you start today?’

‘Today?’ I looked at my watch. It was four p.m. I had no more classes. I had been hoping to get home to Luca.

‘If you don’t mind,’ she said briskly. ‘We have a new student. She started last week. Her name is Polly Ellis and she needs a mentor.’ Mrs C bent a little, lowering her voice. ‘Her family have been through a hard time in the last few years and Polly lacks confidence. But she is very bright, if a little surly. She needs to be encouraged, brought out of her shell.’

She sounds like who I used to be, I thought, not sure I wanted to meet with my former self.

‘She reminds me a little of you,’ Mrs C said lightly, echoing my thoughts, her lips twitching slightly. ‘I don’t know why exactly.’

‘OK, so,’ I shifted awkwardly on my feet, ‘where is she, this Polly?’


The girl sitting in front of me twisted a strand of long red, poker straight hair in her fingers. It was coarse-textured like she’d used hair straighteners on it. I could see the slight kink of curls at her crown. I resisted the urge to tell her she should keep it natural. With her perfect, creamy-white skin, a little freckled over her small nose, and her pale-blue eyes – masked as they were by thick black eye-liner – she looked like a pre-Raphaelite painting. The Lady of Shalott. Except for the grungy leather jacket and the tight tartan dress, the black tights and the creepers, that is.

‘You done staring at me?’ she said in a monotone. She stuck the strand of hair in her mouth and sucked on it in a pointed kind of way. If she’d given me the finger she couldn’t have made it more obvious what she thought of me.

‘Sorry,’ I said, trying to put some authority into my voice. ‘I was just thinking that you looked like a painting.’

Her little nose wrinkled up, but she looked interested. ‘A painting?’

‘Yes. Like a Rossetti …’ I drifted off, seeing the obliviousness in her eyes. ‘It doesn’t matter. I guess I am just trying to say you’re – striking.’

‘Yeah?’ She shifted in her seat. ‘Thanks.’

‘So,’ I leaned forward, cupping one knee with my hands, ‘you’ve just moved to the area?’

‘No.’

‘Oh. Only you’ve just started here. I thought maybe—’

‘Yeah, well,’ Polly looked down at her hands. ‘I kind of … well, my parents kind of … well, they’re not too keen on schools.’

‘Oh.’ I shrugged. ‘You’ve been home-schooled?’

‘No.’ Her tone, again, was flat. ‘Not really. I had what you might call a sporadic education.’ Her words dared me and I was intrigued.

‘Not so sporadic surely,’ I said, ‘with vocabulary like that?’

‘Good one,’ she said, and for the first time she smiled. She really was beautiful, I realized. Pearly-white teeth, rose-coloured lips. She looked young, too, all of a sudden. More vulnerable … more human.

‘So,’ I hugged my knee tighter, wondering if I was up to this challenge. ‘You’re obviously clever. And you’ve decided to come to school to do your A levels. Work towards a future?’

I couldn’t believe I was talking like this. Like a teacher. Or my mum or something.

Polly shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess I hate my parents and coming here means I get away from them.’

I tried not to smile. ‘You hate your parents? Why?’

‘They’re stupid. And they’re afraid.’ She sat back, again daring me.

‘Afraid of what?’

‘Of me.’ Her smile was quite cat-like. Powerful. She was unnerving me. There was a pause while I struggled to respond, but Polly broke the silence. ‘And my brother. They’re afraid of both of us.’

I remained speechless. Polly was holding court here. Totally in control. I began to doubt Mrs Connelly’s faith in me. I hadn’t a clue how to talk to this girl.

‘Your brother?’ I prompted, cocking my head, aiming for reassuring.

‘My brother, Ade.’ All of a sudden Polly was warming up. Her whole demeanour was softer. She sat forward. ‘He’s older than me. He’s training as an electrician. But that’s just to get some money in the bank. He doesn’t care about it. He’s been doing a few jobs, you know, on the quiet. One day very soon he’ll have enough saved up to leave home for good. Somewhere a long way from here. He’s going to take me with him.’ Her eyes gleamed.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘I thought you wanted to be here in college?’

‘For now, yeah. But as soon as Ade gets his new place I’m out of here.’ She sniffed, pulling the lapels of her leather jacket close, over her chest. ‘This is just an amusing way to pass the time.’

‘Polly.’ I hesitated. I wanted to strike a balance between friendly and serious. ‘If you stay at college you’ll get qualifications and then you can create your own future. You won’t need your brother to do that for you. And you’ll make friends here. You’ll have a life outside your home. It might make—’

‘You think,’ Polly leaned forward, her expression hard again, ‘you think I care about that.’ She pursed her lips, studying my reaction. ‘I have Ade to look after me. Why would I need a degree? Or friends?’

This girl was odd. Weird. Intense. And there was something about her I recognized. I couldn’t put my finger on it. I had never seen her before, yet she looked familiar.

‘Well,’ I persevered, ‘until then, until you move away with Ade, I’m here to help you. Anything you need advice on. Come to me.’ I smiled somewhat falsely.

‘There is something.’ Polly ran her zip up and down her jacket without taking her eyes off me. ‘I’m a little worried about Ade. I think he needs to get out more.’ She smiled a sugary smile. ‘You seem cool. And you’re only a little younger than him. Ade’s kind of shy around girls. Would you mind if I set you two up on a date?’

I resisted telling her that if her brother was as strange as her I would pass, thank you. Instead I pretended to look flattered, even managed to blush a little.

‘I don’t think my boyfriend would like that,’ I told her, but smiling. ‘Maybe I’ll ask one of my friends.’ I thought of the twins, Ashley and Emma, an idea forming in my head. ‘I tell you what. If I can find your brother a date, will you promise to give college a proper shot, for a term at least?’

Polly flared her nostrils, clearly disliking the switch of power here, but she seemed to be thinking about it.

‘Well,’ I said subtly glancing at my watch. It was nearly five-thirty and I’d had enough of Wednesday Addams for one day. ‘What do you say?’

Polly shrugged. ‘OK. But you set the date up first, yeah?’

‘Sure.’ I picked up my satchel. ‘I’ll try. Got a photo of your brother handy?’

She raised a finely plucked eyebrow before digging her hand into her bag and drawing out her phone. I watched as she scrolled through photos.

‘Here.’ She held out her phone and I took it from her. My eyes widened. Ade was like a Titian god. Short auburn hair, and eyes like his sister’s, though sharper and more flinty. He was squinting into the sun, giving him a cruel expression. Arrogant. His skin was tawny, lightly freckled like Polly’s, and his shoulders were bare, showing the tops of taut muscled arms. Ade was kind of devastating.

I swallowed, finally looking back up at Polly.

‘He’s …’

‘Beautiful,’ she replied, snatching back the phone and pressing a button so that the picture disappeared. ‘Shame you don’t want him.’

Ignoring that, I reached over the desk for a pen and scribbled down some digits on a piece of paper, which I held out to her.

‘My number. Text me that picture and I’ll see what I can do.’

‘I’ve picked out the classes I want to take,’ Polly said calmly, taking my number and plumbing it into her phone. ‘But if it’s boring here, or if anyone gets on my case, I’m going. I don’t need qualifications to do what I want to do.’ Giving me a cryptic look she waltzed past me and out of the room.


CHAPTER SIX

Luca was getting used to Anna Jonas’s cooking. He was bemused by the frozen peas and the oven chips: grainy and synthetic in texture but curiously pleasant once they were doused in the bright-red tangy sauce she put on the table at every meal.

But this evening even a king’s banquet would have left him cold. He couldn’t get the sight of that delicate necklace, sticky with blood, out of his mind.

‘You’re very quiet, Luca,’ said Anna, flicking a look at Jane, who seemed similarly distracted. ‘Bad day at the office?’

Luca was bewildered by her words. He turned to Jane.

‘It’s an expression that middle-aged people use,’ she said, rolling her eyes at her mother. She took Luca’s hand under the table and squeezed it. In return he pressed his thigh against hers.

‘Are you OK?’ she whispered.

Luca mustered a weak smile. He realized that the whole family was looking at him in concern now.

‘I’m just tired. I think I underestimated how exhausting clearance work can be.’ He smiled. ‘Or how draining.’

‘You’re out at the old army training ground aren’t you?’ Jack Jonas dropped his serviette on his empty plate. ‘A lot of grisly equipment out there. Place has been deserted for a decade at least.’

‘It’s haunted, that place,’ Dot put in matter-of-factly. As usual the last to finish her meal, she speared a chip with her fork, dipping it daintily in tomato sauce. ‘That’s what Danny in my class said anyhow. His dad was in the army.’
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