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      Come away, O human child!




      To the waters and the wild




      With a faery, hand in hand,




      For the world’s more full of weeping


	    

    

	  than you can understand.


	     


  




    


  




  W.B. Yeats, The Stolen Child
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  Chapter One




  Several Days Earlier




  The boy sat up in his bed, his bedclothes pooled around his waist. The darkness in the room was absolute yet he had seen a shadow pass by the window outside. Which should not

  be possible.




  From somewhere he could hear music, which wasn’t that unusual, but this music wasn’t the usual kind you’d hear on the estate, where drum and bass and angry rap music ruled. It

  was fainter, sweeter; the harder he listened for it, the more it felt as if it was slipping away.




  His room was at the back of the flat, overlooking the play area with its broken swings, where no one really played any more. The flat he shared with his mum and older brother was six storeys up

  and usually he could sit at his desk before bedtime and watch the lights of London in the distance.




  He’d never seen anything go past the window before, especially not at two in the morning. With no trees nearby, and none that grew as high as six storeys, he couldn’t even cling to

  his first thought – that he’d glimpsed a tree moving in front of his window.




  The flat lay in hushed silence around him. He slipped out of bed, his easy stealth a testament to the many times he’d needed to get up in the past without waking anyone. He didn’t

  pull on his slippers, instead crossing the floor in his bare feet, his toes curling upwards at the cold touch of the threadbare carpet. Pushing against the desk beneath the window, he leaned

  forward until he could see out.




  The little play area lay deserted. Deep shadows clung to the areas where the poor lighting couldn’t reach. The usual mob of hoodied kids who hung out at the end of the park weren’t

  there either, probably doing mischief in the nearby underpass, terrorizing whoever was stupid enough to venture that way at this time of night.




  The boy was about to pull back, still intrigued by the music he could hear so faintly at the edge of his hearing, when something caught his attention. He pressed his cheek against the cold glass

  of the window and peered sideways, along the side of the block of flats. All the lights were off and so it was hard to see, but there was definitely something there, something that made his breath

  hitch in his throat.




  There was something hanging off the side of the building a few windows away. He couldn’t quite make it out, but the creature looked nimble and was dressed in a coat that hung around it

  like torn wings.




  The boy felt fear creep up his spine on soft kitten paws. He stood frozen, watching it press closer to the building, impossibly shifting through a solid wall and disappearing into the room where

  he knew another boy, Arvind, slept. He would be tucked up in bed, fast asleep and utterly unaware of the monster trying to get into his room.




  The watching boy opened his mouth to scream, to warn someone – anyone – but his throat constricted and a sound like a soft mewl came from him. He shut his eyes and drew a deep breath

  to try and shake the terror. He knew he had to do something.




  With an effort greater than he could ever have thought possible, he raised his hand and formed a fist. He thumped it against the window. It hardly made any noise. He hit it again, harder this

  time. The sound was dull and muffled and he wondered if it would be enough to distract the thing and startle it to fly off into the night.




  He did not expect the thing to turn so swiftly or move with such incredible speed; suddenly the creature was right there in front of him, its face pressed against the window, peering in at

  him.




  Monster and boy stared at one another for what seemed an eternity. The boy moved first, stumbling backwards into the chair and knocking over his wastepaper basket, scattering balled-up pieces of

  paper and secret sweet wrappers across his floor. A part of his mind told him that his mum would be annoyed at the noise and the mess, but another part of his mind, the part that was trying to help

  him survive, told him to run.




  He turned to leap for the half-open doorway but something held him fast. He turned back to free himself. As he reached out to grab at the grey-skinned hand, with its strange pearlescent nails

  gripping his arm in a death grip, he realized that the creature wasn’t actually trying to get into his room. It was trying to pull him through the wall. And possibly kill him.




  That did it. The thought that this monster was trying to steal him away to eat him released the boy from his fear. Adrenalin spiked through him and he threw back his head and screamed at the top

  of his lungs. He didn’t care that he would be waking his mum, who was working the early shift, or that his brother was studying for his exams and needed sleep. He screamed in terror and

  annoyance; as he did so, he was pulled backwards and fell down hard, his bum hitting the floor with a loud thwack. The carpet rucked his T-shirt up, burning his back as he was methodically hauled

  towards the wall. He scrabbled around, clawing at the carpet, trying to catch hold of something to prevent himself from being pulled out into the night. His questing fingers found his spiked

  football shoe lying halfway underneath his bed. He grabbed it and spun around, using the spikes to hit the creature’s oddly papery skin.




  The thing snarled at him through the window, revealing a range of small white teeth that tapered to sharp points. It spat at the window, and the spittle sizzled where it hit the glass. The

  monster increased its pull on the boy’s arm and the boy fought, hitting the arm, scoring the skin with the spikes.




  The monster tilted its head and focused on something behind the boy, cocking its head, listening. Then it pulled harder, using more force, and the boy was yanked upwards, several feet off the

  floor, the creature now gripping his T-shirt. The boy heard the noise of someone behind him and called out, but the cry was cut short as he was slammed into the wall – once, then twice, with

  violent force – before being dropped to the floor.




  The boy collapsed, unconscious and bleeding, just as his bedroom light flared on.




  As the older boy rushed into the room he let out a shout of his own, peripherally aware of the sound of far-off music, something sweet and soft, like a lullaby, and of something hunched

  outside the window.




  His gaze skittered away from the shadow and the impossibility of someone crouching there. He dropped to his knees next to his little brother, pushing his fingers to his neck, feeling for a

  pulse.










  Chapter Two




  ‘My lady?’




  I bare my teeth at Strach, Petur’s youngest son, and growl at him in warning, but he brushes my behaviour away with a grin. He clearly hasn’t forgotten me telling him not to call me

  that. Or any of the random titles King Aelfric bestowed on me, long months ago now, as I lay recovering from a multitude of cuts and breaks in the Citadel.




  ‘What?’ I ask him. ‘And don’t call me “my lady” again, under pain of severe death.’




  Strach’s handsome face goes carefully neutral as he reports. ‘The team is in position.’




  As he settles down next to me on his stomach I’m pretty sure I hear him say ‘my lady’ again and I decide to make him walk home from tonight’s raid. He props himself on

  his elbows, bringing the binoculars to his eyes.




  I turn my attention back to the two warehouses below. They look unremarkable and lie on the outskirts of a mostly residential South London suburb.




  The warehouses are supposedly empty and the owners are deciding what to do with them. There are bids to rezone them and sell them to property developers. All very interesting – if

  it’s your kind of thing. And it definitely isn’t mine. It’s all background I found out when I moved into the neighbourhood to keep an eye on these buildings a few weeks ago.




  They’ve fallen into ruin pretty quickly after a few months of being empty, but we now suspect they are home to a group of Fae who are selling a drug called ‘Glow’. There are

  traces of the stuff all around the premises and it’s a nasty mix of hallucinates and something else as yet unknown. Kyle’s been working with someone we know at a research facility to

  try and figure out the drug’s components, but I’m not holding out much hope – not if the stuff we’re looking for comes from the Otherwhere.




  The Fae High King of Alba, Aelfric, had an epic-scale fit when he found out that Glow had a link to the Otherwhere. His own investigations had shown it was someone from the Seelie King’s

  Court peddling the stuff in clubs in London and around the Midlands. And after meeting with the Sun King and his Seelie advisers, when the Seelie King professed his innocence . . . things got a bit

  heated.




  Glow is a nightmare cocktail which seems perfect for clubbers. Similar to ecstasy, the stuff makes you alert and hyper-aware of sound and colour, giving you a high that lasts for far longer than

  MDMA ever did. But the stuff is also far more potent and addictive than any other drug on the market. It’s far more fatal too. Someone’s baby sister, a girl of thirteen, popped some and

  is currently lying comatose in a private clinic. The doctors are unable to determine if she’ll make it. If she does, they’re unsure if there’ll be permanent brain damage or not.

  And she’s not the only one. Two clubbers got hold of some Glow and dropped into spasms on the dance floor, dying within minutes of ingesting the stuff. The police are at a loss because no one

  can find any dealers, and users just babble about pretty fairies giving them Glow to use. For free.




  It’s strong and crazy, and it’s taken the clubbing scene by storm.




  Aelfric, once he was unable to locate the Fae culprits, called in the Blackhart family. Despite being the most junior member, I was handed the job as no one else was around to take it on. The

  assignment came with a small team of Fae, made up of his grandson, Strachan, and a further three Fae who have been courteous to a fault in my presence, but coldly aloof. Feeling outnumbered, I had

  called in Aiden Garrett, who was more than happy to play guard-wolf for me on this.




  ‘How long do you want to wait?’ Strach asks me, offering me the binocs. I shake my head: I can see fine without them.




  ‘Until they show up,’ I tell him. ‘It’s early still, not even midnight yet. Besides, it’s Halloween. What better time to walk among humans wearing their real faces

  without having to worry about glamour?’




  Strach grimaces and I notice him touch his ear selfconsciously. He lost the tip of it in the battle at Lake Baikal – against Eadric’s forces who had been hell-bent on bringing back

  the Elder Gods. The damage to his ear was hardly noticeable but he covered it up, using a faint glamour to make it appear to have the sought-after Sidhe tip. It was a status thing and I

  didn’t understand it.




  He shifts next to me, trying to get comfortable on the roof, and I frown at him irritably. I hate sharing overwatch with anyone, especially someone who can’t seem to sit still for longer

  than three seconds.




  ‘Where’s Aiden?’ he asks after about thirty seconds of silence.




  I suppress a sigh and point. He sights down the line of my arm. Aiden’s curled up in wolf form in the darkest shadow of the furthest warehouse. I can easily see him using my sight but

  Strach takes a bit longer using the binocs.




  ‘How do you do that?’ he asks me and I smirk at him.




  ‘Magic,’ I whisper back.




  He snorts and we lie silently side by side watching the empty square of concrete before the two warehouses, which form a T-shape. After a few moments Strach rummages in his bag and hands me a

  choc chip cookie that I take without comment and munch, relishing the sticky sweetness of it. A few months ago I would have eaten the entire bag of cookies, because the hunger my magic generated

  would have demanded it. Keeping vigil like this would have required an entire bag full of eats: using my sight while also using magic to create a protective layer of warmth. I would have needed a

  week’s rest too to recover from abusing my magic, but these days my magic comes more easily and takes far less of a toll than it did in the past.




  Something happened while I was in the Otherwhere, fighting tooth and nail against Istvan and Olga as they tried to complete a ritual to bring back the Elder Gods. I was exposed to powerful

  magics: a crazy ritual on an island humming with latent ancient magic, and I was drenched in a tide of power that spilled from Olga when I decapitated her. My own magic, sluggish and tired, pulled

  the new power inside, content and sated for the first time since I discovered my ability.




  It took a long while to get used to how fast my magic now comes to my bidding. I no longer see it as a separate thing I consciously think about using. It’s just there, doing what I want it

  to do. I spent time with Aelfric’s sorcerers as I lay recovering from my own wounds and they reluctantly taught me how to tap into the well of magic within me. I also learned how, if

  it’s ever exhausted, to draw on the natural energies of the world around me. They urged me to go to them for proper training, but being in Alba, especially the Royal Citadel, hurt too much. I

  couldn’t think of being there without thinking about Thorn.




  The High King of Alba’s youngest son entered my life in a mess of blood and tangled truths and I found myself intrigued by him and the madness that surrounded us. A part of me wonders

  where he is and what he’s doing almost every time I’m not busy with something else.




  I find myself moping around, remembering how he laughed and tried to be polite to everyone and mostly how he hated Aiden making fun of him. More than anything, I remember him saying goodbye to

  me. I remember how utterly broken I felt as the door closed behind him, leaving me standing alone and hurt in a beautiful room overlooking the gardens of the Citadel.




  Much later, when his mother came to talk to me, she took one look at my face and held me as if I was breaking. Maybe I was. I hated her so much right then. I wanted to push her away and shout

  and scream at her, but then I saw how deeply she was affected by her son leaving too and I felt vile and selfish, which made me sob even more.




  She sat with me until the sun set, speaking to me about the decision to send Thorn away. How, in their wildest dreams and in her nightmares, they did not expect the duty of the guardianship to

  fall to one of their sons. The guardian prophecy was an ancient one, one fulfilled over time by various noble Sidhe houses. The tradition had fallen by the wayside and for the past four or five

  hundred years no guardian had been sent to watch over the worlds, because the prophecies never spoke of invasion. The Fae set great stock by their prophecies, seers and sorcerers.




  I felt angry, but not just for me. I genuinely thought Thorn had been betrayed by his entire family and I wanted nothing to do with them. She left, pressing a kiss to my forehead, with a promise

  to send me Megan, but I had kept quiet, sitting rigidly on the bed, staring at her as she shut the door behind her. She left a small item behind, and I curled my fingers around it. I knew what it

  was without looking. Thorn’s ring.




  Megan, Marc and Kyle stormed the room, bringing with them laughter, hugs, tears and gossip. I listened, feeling hollow, holding on to the ring. When they left I opened my hand and looked at the

  plain gold band. It was far too big for me but I slid it onto my ring finger on my right hand and closed my fist over it. A small vibration startled me and I opened my hand to find that it had

  resized itself, now looking as if it had been made for me.




  ‘. . . not even listening,’ Strach says in my ear, his breath tickling my cheek.




  ‘What?’ I say, jerking back, annoyed that I had let myself wander around my memories while on a job.




  ‘Morika is on her way.’




  I blink at him and frown.




  ‘So soon?’




  ‘It’s after three in the morning, Kit.’




  I pretend not to hear the reprimand in his voice. I lost three hours thinking morbid thoughts rather than paying attention to the job at hand. ‘Who is she bringing with her?’




  ‘Three others. And a human.’




  I nod. I tug the dog whistle out of my pocket and give three short blows on it. Aiden’s head comes up and looks in my direction, but he doesn’t leave the shadows. I can see the blue

  of his eyes clearly in the darkness and I hold up my left hand, showing him four fingers, then close it in a fist, then show him one finger. Four Fae, one human.




  He swings his head away and sits up.




  ‘Aiden’s ready.’




  ‘We have the team on standby.’




  I flash Strach a grin. ‘Are you ready?’




  ‘Absolutely.’




  I stand up and stretch, getting the kinks out of my back and legs.




  ‘Let’s do it.’




  I step off the roof and drop to the ground, bending my legs to absorb the impact, my coat swirling around my legs; I feel so Batman right then. With my drawn sword and Strach on my left, a

  comforting presence with his twin fighting knives and long braid, we slip between the buildings towards the warehouse forming the cross-bar of the T. Behind us other shadows skim the night and fall

  in behind us. Not a single footstep sounds on the concrete and we ghost into the unlocked warehouse just as Morika walks in with her group. My escort fades into the background to circle them

  without a sound and I step forward into a beam of light slanting through the broken warehouse roofing.




  Morika’s head comes up and I see her nostrils flare as she catches my scent. The three Fae behind her stop in confusion when they see me, but the human just keeps on walking, his head bent

  while his thumbs work the keypad of his mobile phone, oblivious to any threat.




  I stand quietly, just watching them, trying to figure out what they will do. I think Morika will fight, but I don’t know whether the human will or what the three Fae will decide to do.




  The human notices his Fae friends staring at something and looks up from texting. His jaw drops open in surprise.




  ‘Hey,’ he says. ‘This is private property. You can’t be here.’




  I shrug. ‘You don’t own this property. You’re not allowed to be here either.’




  He blusters and looks at his friends but Morika steps forward. She has a tall shepherd’s crook in one hand. It completes her Swiss farm-maid look. She taps the staff on the floor and it

  grows by another four foot, becoming a lance, bearing her house crest on the blade. She tosses her cap off into the shadows and a pair of ram’s horns sprout from her brow. Her thick auburn

  hair cascades down her back and her eyes glint in the dark as she faces me, her gaze dropping to the softly glowing piece of antler hanging around my neck.




  ‘Blackhart,’ she says, sounding annoyed. ‘You are interrupting a serious business transaction.’




  ‘What I’m interrupting is a drug deal,’ I reply. ‘I’m stopping you from selling more Glow to this stupid man. Dealing drugs is illegal in both worlds, Morika. Did

  you think no one would notice human teenagers dying in clubs? And from drugs rumoured to come from fairies themselves?’




  Her answer is to leap forward and swing the lance at me. I don’t move and the lance slams to a halt inches away from my face as it shudders into the wall of magic that surrounds her.

  She’s walked into the circle I’d drawn earlier, into which I’d then spent most of the day pouring my magic. A bolt of energy sizzles along the haft of the lance and she lets out a

  yelp of frustration as it burns her hands; it drops to the floor with a clatter.




  It’s not necessary, because she can’t go anywhere, but I still point my sword at her. Behind her, Strach and the rest of our team have surrounded her small group of cronies. Aiden

  has a giant wolf paw resting on the chest of the human – he tried to run the moment Morika grew a full set of ram’s horns before his eyes.




  ‘Morika, Lady of the House of the Ram, by the authority of the High King of Alba and by the trust placed in the House of Blackhart, you are sentenced to return to the Seelie Court. There

  you will face punishment in accordance to the treaties signed by the Summer King. Your crimes are numerous and show a disregard for the lives of those who inhabit both the mortal world and Alba.

  The creation and selling of hallucinogenic substances is a major offence in both worlds and for this alone you are sentenced to be taken back to face a jury of your peers. You will have a chance to

  plead your case, but we will submit the consequences of your deeds in this world to the judge. Your trial is set to start in seven days’ time.’




  Morika’s beautiful face twists with anger. ‘Your time will come, Blackhart.’ She swears loudly, slamming her hands into the wall of magic keeping her trapped. ‘Do you

  hear me, girl? I will hurt you so badly the next time we meet; your precious family won’t even recognize you.’




  I watch her rage for a few seconds, wondering if I’ll ever get over the shock of being disliked by the Fae I send back to the Otherwhere. My cousins shrug it off, wearing the threats

  against them like badges of honour. Me? I keep an eye on the shadows all the time. It makes for uneasy trips to the shops.




  Once Morika’s threats peter out and she’s glowering at me venomously, I spin on my heel, sheathe my sword and nod to Strach. He takes out the token from the Seelie King’s

  chamberlain, Zane, and snaps it between his fingers. I walk out into the night and breathe the night air. Behind me I hear the team secure the three Fae and prepare to transport them back to Alba.

  The small token will open a portal for long enough to send them all into the arms of Counsellor Zane and his guards, ready for sentencing. The human is stripped of his wallet and the Fae hit him

  with a memory spell, making sure he won’t remember anything that went down in the warehouse.




  I pocket the wallet and join up with Aiden, who’s waiting for me by the gates, still in wolf form. He falls in beside me as we walk through the gates into the night surrounding the quiet

  suburb.




  ‘I don’t know about you, but I need sleep.’




  In answer he nudges my hand with his head and I curl my fingers into the ruff around his neck for a moment, taking strength from his presence. Aiden lopes off and I take my time walking back to

  the van. By the time I get there he’s back in human form and dressed in jeans and a hoodie, his concession to the colder weather.




  He wordlessly hands me a mug of coffee from the thermos in the back of the van and I wrap myself around the black stuff, drinking it in.




  ‘You sure you want to finish up as planned?’ Aiden asks as he sits next to me in the open door of the van.




  ‘The instructions were clear,’ I tell him. ‘We signed the contract.’




  ‘The Spooks are gonna have a fit when they realize what went down here and they weren’t involved.’




  I shrug and push my own doubts aside. Her Majesty’s Department of Supernatural Defence and Investigation, or the HMDSDI, more popularly known to us as the Spook Squad, have been unable to

  make head or tail of the Glow case. I think I know more about the supernatural world than they do, and that’s not saying much.




  ‘Strach and his team know what they’re doing. We’re dropping the human in the West End. None of this will bounce back on us.’




  Aiden grumbles under his breath but I take comfort that I’m following Uncle Andrew’s orders to a T. We all know what happens when I go off script.




  We don’t have long to wait. Strach and two of his team turn up with the unconscious glamoured human, the others escorting Morika and her cronies back to the Otherwhere. They take a moment

  to each give me a slightly formal nod and an odd little half-bow of the head before leaving the human on the floor between them. I’m dropping them near Hyde Park, where they’ve arranged

  for the forester Crow to wait and take them back to the Citadel.




  As we drive off, the sky behind us is lit by an explosion that rocks the quiet neighbourhood. Destroying the warehouse is symbolic and messy but necessary. It sends a message to whoever is

  running Glow in the Frontier that the Blackharts don’t play around. I watch the flames reach for the sky in the van’s wing mirror before I point its nose north, back towards the

  ramshackle house I share with my cousins while Blackhart Manor is being rebuilt.




  Fire at Disused Warehouse in Catford Brought Under Control




  

    

      About forty fire-fighters have tackled a fire that has destroyed the roof and part of two warehouses in the London suburb of Catford last night.




      Emergency teams were called to the warehouses, near the bus garage, just after 3:30 GMT.




      London Fire and Rescue Service said the roof of the two-storey derelict warehouses had been completely destroyed. There are no reported injuries.




      Six fire engines, two height vehicles and a command support unit were at the incident.




      News report extract from an ongoing investigation into suspected GLOW raid by the Blackharts, filed in HMDSDI HQ, November 2016


    


  










  Chapter Three




  I walk into the house just before dawn and find Kyle waiting up for me. I notice, not for the first time, that his shoulders have widened in the last few months, pulling

  tightly at his T-shirt. He’s in desperate need of a haircut too and in danger of looking like a hipster with it falling into his eyes all the time. I resist the urge to tuck it away and

  instead watch him curiously as he goes about making me breakfast.




  We make light conversation but I get the impression that something else is going on with him. I tell him how the job went down and he points to my paperwork waiting on the table in the dining

  room. I go in and sit down as he busies himself in the kitchen.




  This is how I know something is up.




  Kyle’s not the food-making type. With our brownie Mrs Evans in Devon while the Manor is being rebuilt, holding court and looking after the builders who are living on the site, we are left

  to our own devices in North London. Kyle tends to order food in and is very bad at making anything apart from toast, but even then you have to lie and say you like it burned. I eye the scrambled

  eggs and toast he puts in front of me with suspicion but sit down to dig in anyway.




  ‘What’s going on?’ I ask him after my first cautious bite. I watch him with narrowed eyes as he moves his computer screens around so he can look at me. The dining room is the

  operational heart of the Blackharts at the moment. It’s a bit cramped but then the house is a fraction of the size of the Manor in Devon, and until it’s rebuilt, we’re living

  here, on top of one another in a narrow tall house with weird little nooks and crannies. ‘You’re making me nervous.’




  ‘It’s because I’m nervous. Suola’s been in touch.’




  I almost choke on my bit of unburned toast and rubbery egg. ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes. She sent one of her messenger hobs along with a message. She wants to see you. In person.’




  I open my mouth to say something but my mind is completely blank. I shut it again and chew on the bite of food. Suola is the Queen of the Fae Unseelie Court and I’ve been in her presence

  peripherally on one or two occasions. I’ve even done work for her, returning Unseelie faeries who’ve transgressed either human or Fae law, here in what the Fae call the Frontier.

  I’ve never actually had a face-to-face meeting with her. She always uses intermediaries and usually those go straight to Kyle’s dad, my uncle Andrew.




  ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Do you have any idea what it’s about?’




  ‘It’s a job – that much the hob messenger confirmed. But other than that, I have no idea.’




  ‘When is the meeting?’




  ‘Tonight. Midnight. At Milton’s.’




  I try not to think that it sounds like a bad noir movie title. ‘Does your dad know she wants to talk to me?’




  Kyle nods, adjusting his chair slightly to compensate for moving the row of computer screens. His wide eyes watch me warily.




  ‘Yes, he knows. He wants to talk to you later, daytime.’




  What Kyle means is that, with his dad in New York seven hours behind us, I must wait till later today to call him.




  ‘Okay. Should I be worried?’




  ‘I don’t think so. The hob didn’t look more nervous than usual. He delivered his message, I fed him some cake and off he went again.’




  ‘As easy as that.’ Nothing is ever as easy as that.




  Kyle nods and I shovel the last bit of egg into my mouth. ‘Thanks for breakfast. I’m going to try and get some sleep.’




  He waves at me as I head upstairs to the top floor of the house. My room’s not big but it’s cosy and has a great view out over the rooftops. I strip down and have a quick shower

  before crawling into bed. I set my alarm to wake me up at midday, which should give me around six hours’ sleep. That will leave me time to chat to Uncle Andrew and get my paperwork underway

  for Aunt Letitia, the family’s record keeper.




  The paperwork used to be the bane of my existence but my Latin and Greek are coming along quite well, thank you very much, and I no longer have to rely so heavily on Kyle to help me write them

  up.




  I make sure my sword’s leaned up against the wall next to the bed before I pull my covers over my head, blocking out the rising sun, and I drift off into a light slumber as people outside

  in the mundane world wake up to go to work.




  I’m in an unfamiliar place, walking along a damp corridor. The roof above my head is broken and torn away, allowing me glimpses of a midnight-blue sky. The building feels

  old, with crumbling stone walls in some places that are overgrown with ivy and lichen.




  It’s also far warmer than London, where I know my body is lying asleep.




  I look down at myself and I’m relieved to see that even in my dreams I’m armed with my sword. I jiggle it loose from its scabbard to make sure it will slide out when I need it.

  I’m dressed in a pair of denim shorts, socks and hiking boots. My tank-top is damp with sweat and I’ve got a khaki scarf around my neck.




  I look like a cross between Lara Croft and the guy from Uncharted. I’m even wearing a hat, which is so wrong it makes me itch even more. I toss it aside. Dream-me can’t dress, I

  decide.




  There’s nothing about the scenery here that’s remotely familiar. I can’t tell where I am, only that I feel compelled to keep on moving. I stalk the passages, going from one

  abandoned and crumbling room to the next, catching glimpses of high ceilings, faded tapestries that fall to dust under my touch onto broken tiled floors.




  I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being watched or rather that someone is aware of my presence here, in this dream place. They’re not happy with me being here, but at the same

  time, they are very curious about me.




  I ghost along wide passages, ducking cobwebs, my feet lifting motes of dust to swirl in the heavy silence. The whole place makes me feel sad, oppressed, but I keep moving, working my way further

  into the enormous building. The arched windows show me views of a ruined city lying at the base of the palace I’m exploring. The city, too, seems derelict and empty of people, with long

  winding roads and whitewashed buildings with red roofs. It almost looks as if it could be Tuscany, except that I’ve never seen a forest that stretches from one horizon to the next in

  Tuscany.




  I come to a room, far larger than the rest, with a cavalcade of high ornate columns decorated with hand-sculpted vines and leaves. I hesitate, taking in the once grand room that’s fallen

  into decay. There is debris on the floor, bits of rock and concrete that have fallen from the roof. I look up and notice the remains of the beautifully painted ceiling, where a flock of sheep graze

  in a meadow. A revel of Fae creatures take up the rest of the domed expanse. The room is so large the corners are hidden in thick shadow.




  A heavy sound draws me forward – something is shifting in that Stygian darkness, darkness that should be lit by the sun streaming through the windows.




  ‘Hello?’ I call, my voice surprisingly loud. It’s thrown back at me, echoing around the room and columns. I listen to the echo go on for an age; it sounds like a hundred voices

  whispering ‘hello’. It fades to soft whispers before it comes hurtling back at me. My own voice, louder still than before, like a steam-engine screaming before it hits a tunnel. The

  sound is so awful that I press my hands to my ears and spin around the room but there is no one else here. Nothing else.




  Just me and the dust motes and a blanketing quiet.




  The feeling that someone’s watching me is heavier now. My sight’s kicked in without my conscious thought and my magic hums happily within me, telling me it’ll be easy enough to

  call on it. It can jump to my fingers or rise through my skin to burn anything that comes too close. I take a cautious step towards the shadows and rear back when I hear something move.




  It sounds heavy, metal scraping against stone, and it comes from somewhere in the far darkness.




  Curious now, and scared, I creep forward, slowly drawing my sword free of its scabbard. I haven’t gone five metres when there’s the sound of running footsteps to my left and

  they’re coming closer, fast.




  I draw myself up, positioning my sword into a high guard: that way I can either strike or defend against whoever is coming towards me, keeping the point steady.




  A young man dressed in leather armour, carrying a battered sword, stumbles into the room. Shoulder-length dusty blond hair spills over his face, obscuring his features. He doesn’t notice

  me but throws a wild look over his shoulder at his pursuers. Now I can hear them too. Heavy feet and the sound of a pack of dogs baying.




  The young man comes to a halt a few feet in front of me. He brushes his hair out of his face. When he turns his head, he sees me, and his dark grey-blue eyes widen in shocked surprise.




  ‘Kit?’ he gasps, reaching for me with a hand that’s covered in cuts and bruises.




  ‘Thorn.’ I move towards him on instinct but the people hunting him burst through the doorway behind him and there’s no chance to talk.




  He grabs my wrist and we turn to run towards the darkness that seems to be receding even as we approach it. I throw a wild look over my shoulder and confused images of a pack of lean, muscular

  dogs crowd my mind. They are flooding the room, and I catch glimpses of long muzzles and flashing teeth. Behind them come their handlers, a group of wild men in furs and patched leather, their

  faces as feral as the dogs they handle.




  We near the line in the floor where the shadows start and I spin around, hating that I’m running away from a fight. Thorn curses but turns next to me and brings his sword up in a

  two-handed ready stance.




  I grin fiercely at him and I’m rewarded with a wry look. The two of us against the hounds and their handlers? No contest. I almost laugh at this because this is a dream, but my heart is

  pounding and adrenalin courses through my body – getting ready to fight by Thorn’s side again.




  The wild Fae seem surprised to see me standing beside Thorn, our backs to the shadows, our weapons drawn. There’s only a moment’s hesitation before they charge towards us, the

  dogs’ claws scrabbling to find purchase on the tiled floor beneath their feet.




  ‘Run,’ Thorn shouts at me, pushing me backwards, into the shadows. ‘You have to help her.’




  I try to argue and demand who I should help, but he stands his ground as the dogs race closer.




  I open my mouth to protest, to tell him I can fight and that him fighting all of them is a really bad idea when my alarm buzzes in my ear and my eyes blink open.




  I push upright, my hands shaking and my heart thundering in my ears. I blindly reach for my alarm, turning it off. The sun is high. I’m in my room, in my bed, and there is no sign of

  Thorn, the dogs or whatever was hiding in the corners of that dark room.




  It takes some time for my breathing to return to normal and when I slide out of bed my knees are shaking. I toss my bedding aside and let out a yelp as my sword tumbles out from where it had

  become tangled in my duvet, narrowly missing my unprotected toes.










  Chapter Four




  The house is quiet when I go downstairs. Kyle’s not at his bank of computers and I find a little note from him telling me he’s gone out, but it doesn’t say

  where.




  Lunch is a grilled cheese toastie and a cup of super-strong filter coffee. I only allow myself to think about the dream and its implication when I sit down on the couch.




  My dreams about Thorn are always framed by snapshots from the island or the Manor. They are usually more like remembering-what-happened dreams than anything new.




  Today’s dream felt hyper-real. As if, if I had been hurt in that dream, I would have woken up with that wound in real life, in my bed. I lean forward and touch the small of my back where

  Thorn’s hand propelled me away from him and the dogs. I can still feel the warmth of the contact right there.




  I finish my lunch and do a quick wash-up of the dishes and pack them away before I sit down on the stairs and reach for the landline plugged in there. I dial Uncle Andrew’s number and it

  rings after a few seconds of making the transatlantic connection.




  ‘Kit?’ he answers. The sound of his voice in my ear makes me smile.




  ‘Hey, Uncle Andrew,’ I say. ‘How are you?’




  He barks a laugh. His voice sounds exactly the way he looks. Big and gruff, Uncle Andrew has the craggy good looks of an action movie star. The first time we ever met, after my nan’s

  death, he pulled me into the longest hug imaginable and told me that I was back where I belonged, with all the family.




  ‘Oh, you know how things always are, Kit. On the brink of something or other.’




  I sit up, alarm bells ringing. ‘Do you need help?’




  ‘No, no. Not at all. We’ve got it handled here.’ There’s the sound of movement in the background and I picture him at his desk in his brownstone in Brooklyn. I’ve

  only visited once but I fell in love with its quirky charm. ‘Now, Kyle tells me Suola wants to see you personally. Do you have any idea why?’




  ‘No, sir.’ Calling him ‘sir’ started as a joke; now I can’t seem to stop and I don’t really mind. It occasionally annoys him but he’ll get over it,

  I’m sure. ‘It’s come as a surprise to me too.’




  ‘Huh.’ More noises that sound like a mug being stirred. ‘Well, just be careful. Don’t promise anything, don’t sign anything, accept the job if you think you can

  handle it. Don’t eat anything she gives you unless she revokes whatever spells have been placed on it. Remember your lessons in etiquette. Then call me and tell me what the job is.’




  ‘Okay.’ I nod even though he can’t see me.




  ‘Before you go, Kit. The Sun King’s been in touch to pass on his thanks for taking care of the Glow issue.’




  ‘Yeah, about that, Uncle Andrew. We blew up the warehouse and we sent everyone back to the Otherwhere to be dealt with, but I don’t think it’s the last we’ll see of Glow

  on the streets.’




  ‘What makes you say that?’




  ‘Think about it. If I were making illegal drugs I wouldn’t just set it up in one location. Or have one set of distributors either. It makes no sense.’




  ‘I’m not comfortable with you sounding quite this knowledgeable about drugs,’ Andrew rumbles in my ear. ‘But I take your point. You think there are others out there

  selling the stuff?’




  Now I’m glad he can’t see me because I’ve adopted Megan’s favourite gesture of rolling her eyes. ‘Yes, for sure.’




  ‘Huh. Okay then, well, I’ll get Kyle on it and let’s see what we can turn up by putting our feelers out. In the meantime, find out what Suola wants and then call me.’




  ‘Will do.’




  We hang up and I stay sitting on the stairs for a few seconds longer, wondering what to do next. It looks to be an amazing sunny autumn day outside and I feel stuffy and closed up. I’ve

  not had a decent workout for some time, mostly because the local gym caters more to teeny tiny people in skimpy outfits who are out to pull rather than actually working up a sweat. I reach for the

  phone again and ring Aiden’s mobile number.




  He answers with a grunt.




  ‘Thisbetterbegood.’




  ‘Geez, you sound charming.’




  ‘Uch, don’t ask. After you dropped me off I had to run errands for my dad. I got home like an hour ago.’




  ‘Oh.’ I almost feel guilty. ‘So you don’t want to go for a run, then.’




  ‘I don’t know. It depends. How short will your shorts be?’




  ‘Oh gods, Aiden, shut up.’




  He chuckles. ‘Give me forty minutes.’




  I hang up and run back upstairs to my room to get changed into my running gear. Contrary to what my cousins may think, Aiden and I have become really good mates over the past few months. I back

  him up on the occasional job and he does the same for me. There is no romantic interest. I think Aiden’s a good guy and we’ve got the whole banter thing going on, which is fun because

  Kyle is rubbish at being social, and I hardly see Megan and Marc any more. Besides, Aiden likes dancing and so do I. No better way to come down after a job than flinging yourself around on a dance

  floor like a crazy person and forgetting about monsters.




  Aiden is sweet and sexy but he is maddening and I’m not his type. Firstly, I’m not a tall, leggy, well-endowed blonde or a male model who’s graced music videos or the cover of

  fashion magazines. I have zero sexytimes experience and from the state I’ve seen him in after a heavy weekend, he likes his girls, and occasionally his boys, older and, well, how to put this

  delicately – wild.




  To be fair, I’m not sure I have a type. And even as I think it, I know I’m lying. My traitorous eyes slide to the sketchpad propped up next to my wardrobe. I know that if I flick

  through a few pages I’ll find Thorn’s face there.




  I did the sketches after I recovered enough from everything that went down on the island. It was a way for me to make sense of what happened and to figure it all out. Sketching things also

  helped when I couldn’t sleep. It was like exorcising some of the worst bits. Let me tell you how it screws with your head, having vivid dreams like that all the time and little to no sleep

  for weeks on end.




  I’d been a wreck for a long time after I came back from the Otherwhere. My cousins tiptoed around me, their eyes dark with worry. In an attempt to tire me out, Jamie made sure I exercised

  and ran obstacle courses until I couldn’t move. I did paperwork and helped Kyle research whatever needed researching for the others. And, slowly but surely, things started going back to

  normal again. I could fall asleep for longer than half an hour and not wake up screaming or crying. Mostly there was crying, and ugly crying at that, but it started getting better, eventually. But

  it took a long time.




  I still feel a bit strung out, a bit weird, not all quite there. On the days I feel peculiar like that, I make sure to put on my extra sparkly Kit face and I have discovered that by pretending

  I’m okay, most of the time I am okay.




  My thoughts wander back to Thorn and the waking-dream I’ve had. I sit on the bed and grip my sword as if it is a talisman of some sort. If I was honest, I’d say that I don’t

  know quite how I feel about Thorn, mostly because we never had the chance to figure it out.




  We spent a lot of time together and things just kept happening and we kept fighting and running and trying to stay ahead of the game, so our relationship started off strange and it stayed

  strange. Even so, I can’t stop thinking about him, or the way he would casually touch my arm or hand and I’d feel as if I was on fire.




  I fall back against my bed and groan loudly. I’m definitely in danger of winning the prize for most navel-gazing monster-fighting teenage girl in the world of monster-fighting teenage

  girls. But I can’t deny that I miss him like crazy.




  I’ll be out and about, going to the shops with Megan or hanging out with Aiden at a nightclub and I’ll see a tall blond guy and my heart stutters and my stomach flips. Of course it

  isn’t Thorn, but just for that very brief second it could be.




  Another thing I know is that I’ve never thought about a guy this much before in my life. We shared one incredible kiss and I’m pretty sure it’s spoiled me for all others. This

  definitely sucks because he’s not even remotely close by to lock my lips on and I’m not sure if I’ll see him again, ever. Possibly never, if the prophecy his father’s so

  fond of is to be believed.




  The doorbell jerks me out of my reverie. I grab my phone – still the same battered one with its broken screen that seems not to be affected by my weird magic – and pocket it.

  I’ve got a small punching knife that fits between my fore and middle fingers and I slide that into my shorts pocket. I’m not as armed as I’d like, but running with a fighting

  knife and my sword in a public park will probably get me locked up.




  I thunder down the stairs, yelling at Aiden to stop ringing the doorbell. I pull the door open and stand back in surprise when it’s not Aiden standing there, but someone I don’t

  recognize at all.




  I have an impression of an immaculate suit, wide shoulders, long legs and a pair of shiny shoes, but what draws my attention most is the arresting dark eyes behind frameless

  glasses that survey me as if I’m an interesting science experiment. Framed by silky long lashes, the eyes are set in a ridiculously attractive face with hints of a mix of Asian and Western

  descent. This manboy’s genetics do him all the favours because he is a piece of art.




  ‘Yes? Can I help?’ I ask, drawing myself up to my full height, squaring my shoulders and lifting my chin. Ready to do battle.




  ‘Are you Kit Blackhart?’ His voice is deep and my traitorous knees tremble just a tiny bit. A voice to match the face and build. Megan, if she was here, would be excited; she likes

  tall, dark and mysterious.




  ‘Who’s asking?’ I counter, not to be coy, but to make sure I have time to check him for anything magical, including glamour, but he comes up clean and I’m a little

  disappointed.




  ‘I’m from HMDSDI.’ There is a tiny pause as he lets that sink in. ‘My name is Dante Alexander.’




  I have a real-life member of the government’s Spook Squad loitering on my doorstep. I school my face into a cool mask.




  ‘Then you know who I am,’ I tell him. ‘I hear you have files upon files about the Blackharts.’




  He doesn’t look awkward or embarrassed by my words; instead he just nods.




  ‘You’re right, of course. I was just trying to be friendly, not start off on the wrong foot.’




  ‘I don’t think we’ve got much to say to one another,’ I tell him, my hand reaching behind me for the doorknob. ‘The Blackharts never consult with your agency and we

  never ever talk to you.’




  He sighs lightly and squints at me and, I admit, it’s cute. But I’ve seen cuter.




  ‘I thought you might be the exception.’ He dips a hand into his pocket and my own hand goes into my shorts pocket, the small punching blade slipping between my fingers, but all he

  brings out is a small white card the size of a bankcard. ‘My contact information,’ he says, holding it out towards me.




  I don’t take the business card from him and his hand hangs in the air between us in no-man’s-land for a fraction longer than necessary. He’s making a point that I’m being

  rude and I’m making one back that I really don’t care.




  ‘I’ll leave it right here then, shall I?’ he says, placing it carefully on the top step where I’m standing, right next to my trainers. He has to bend down to do it and

  I’m aware that he takes his time to straighten again, getting an eyeful of my legs in my running shorts.




  If he thinks he’s embarrassing me, he’s failing miserably. I’m comfortable with my build, having been in training in martial arts, boxing and ballet dancing all my life. You

  pretty much learn to disregard people checking you out, because within minutes of meeting a new instructor or team mate their hands will be all over your body. It doesn’t mean anything unless

  you let it.




  By the time he’s upright I’ve lost all goodwill towards him and my gaze is colder than the icy tundra in winter. He doesn’t seem phased by it and offers me an attractive smile,

  showing neat white teeth. His perfectness is starting to annoy me and my allergies towards neat and tidy rise up in my chest.




  ‘I think you should go now,’ I tell him.




  Over his shoulder I recognize Aiden’s lean form heading my way along the pavement. He misses a beat in his stride when he sees me in the doorway talking to someone wearing a suit. Alarm

  crosses his face, he lengthens his stride, but I wave at him and smile to show it’s okay.




  Mr Spook turns his head and spots Aiden jogging towards us.




  ‘A friend of yours?’ he asks me.




  ‘You know he is,’ I counter. ‘You should go now.’




  He watches me implacably for a few seconds longer, his eyes resting on my face. ‘We’ll see one another again,’ he says.




  ‘I look forward to it.’ The false tone in my voice makes him laugh before he turns around and exits through the gate. He passes Aiden who gives him the stink eye and an obvious sniff

  that’s very wolf-like. To give the Spook his due, his walk remains easy and unconcerned but I notice how there’s a slight tightening of his shoulders, just in case of an attack. He

  gives Aiden a brief smile and nod before moving along and getting into a black Lexus.




  Aiden pauses by the gate and watches the car pull out and drive smoothly along the road before indicating to join the main road again.




  ‘And that?’ he asks me, his voice holding a lot of growl.




  ‘That was a friendly Spook who decided to come and introduce himself to me.’ I step back indoors and hold the door open. ‘Come on, I just need to leave a note for Kyle, then we

  can go.’




  ‘Why was he here?’ Aiden asks, bending down to pick up the business card before following me into the kitchen. ‘Dante Alexander. Huh, Junior Agent with Her Majesty’s

  Department of Supernatural Defence and Intervention.’




  ‘Doesn’t trip off the tongue, does it?’ I look up from the notepad on the fridge. ‘What?’




  ‘Did he threaten you or anything?’ Aiden’s eyes are very dark, the irises blown wide, and his expression seems more tense than it should be.




  ‘No, why do you ask?’




  He shrugs. ‘You smell weird. You look . . . off.’




  Do I? I’m not a vain girl but being told by a friend that you smell funny and look crappy does tend to put a dampener on your spirits.




  ‘I’m okay, just tired. Had weird dreams. Are we going running or are we talking?’




  ‘Will you buy me lunch afterwards?’ he counters, dropping the business card on the counter.




  ‘It’s not a date, Aiden. You can buy yourself lunch.’




  He grimaces and points a finger at me accusingly. ‘You have a bad attitude, Kit Blackhart. Has anyone ever told you that?’




  ‘Never from where they’re lying on their backs after I’ve punched them,’ I reply. ‘Less procrastination, more running.’ I walk past him to the front door.

  ‘After you.’




  

    Otherwhere, the Tower at the End of the World


  




  Thorn relished the complete absence of sound as he continued his descent into the chambers below the tower. The silence was a balm, settling over his frayed nerves, focusing his

  mind for his training ahead.




  His destination lay at the end of an ornate stone passageway with tall curved ceilings and elegant arches. The chamber he was heading for was unremarkable, except that it was carved from

  crystal. It was also old, perhaps even older than the Sundering itself. But it still wasn’t very impressive, not compared to the large tower stretched above ground.




  As before, a deep sense of homecoming surrounded Thorn within moments of arriving in the crystal room. He leaned into the warmth of the space, letting himself be pulled deeper into the room by

  the unseen winds that greeted him within. As usual, they guided him to the middle of the chamber.




  A now familiar presence appeared just behind his right shoulder, a steadying influence. There was a brief touch against the nape of his neck and he tilted his head up to stare into the reflected

  colours of the crystals above him.




  He stilled his breathing, steadied his heart and listened intently to the silence. The sound, when it came, was soft and clear, a small sharp sound as if from a brass tuning fork.




  The room dissolved around him and he became part of the hurricane of sound that rippled from that single bell-like note. His magic surged inside him in answer to the sound, and he was wrapped in

  the resonance. Thorn relished the way the reverberations affected him, propelling his senses higher, heightening them until it was almost painful. The onslaught of sound allowed his consciousness

  to soar free from the chamber and the tower, even though breaching the tower’s protective barriers wasn’t without pain.




  He lost track of time, sunk within the harmony of sound and a thousand visions until he found a discordant note that jostled him from his contemplative reverie. When he pursued the note that

  jarred against his attuned senses, he was unsurprised to find Aelfric was the source.




  Thorn hesitated only briefly before pushing the vision into clearer focus, aware that time was fluid in this room. One of his hardest tasks was figuring out what time his visions were set in:

  whether past, future or now.




  Thorn’s father Aelfric was talking to someone via the ornately embellished mirror in his study. He was dressed in formal court clothes, his leonine hair swept back from his chiselled

  features, the embroidered collar of his coat tucked high, emphasizing the firm line of his jaw. The colours he wore were dark, which meant it was winter. Aelfric was always conscious of which Court

  held sway in the Otherwhere, dressing to acknowledge each in turn.




  There was an initial reluctance to spy on his father but Thorn let it pass as he tightened his concentration.




  ‘. . . be ready, Odalis?’




  ‘He is stubborn, your majesty. It is taking longer than expected to win him over.’ The woman’s features in the mirror weren’t clear but her self-important tone was

  unmistakable.




  ‘I’m starting to think I chose the wrong tutor.’




  ‘Feel free to replace me, your majesty. I will of course bow to your superior choice.’




  Aelfric huffed at that. ‘Odalis, all I am asking from you is a report on how my son’s abilities are progressing.’




  ‘And I am telling you, your majesty, that his abilities are not what we expected. He has taken to his training remarkably well. He spends days in the chamber, and when he comes out he

  vibrates with such power. It’s even obvious to some of the servants, even if they have no magic. He often proceeds to lock himself in his room, refusing to talk to me or anyone else on these

  occasions. He makes the servants uncomfortable and they mutter that the storms that lash the tower are his doing.’




  ‘Superstitious twaddle.’ Aelfric dismissed the thought with an impatient growl.




  ‘If you say so, your highness.’ Her voice indicated that she wasn’t entirely sure that the servants were wrong.




  ‘I need him to be ready by Midwinter. See to it that the Guardian of the Realms does not lose his mind and sense of self in the meantime. I do not want to present a drooling idiot to my

  closest allies.’




  Thorn pulled back from the conversation, feeling revulsion. It was not the first time that he’d seen things that left him feeling sullied. Yet, hearing his father speak about him so

  coldly, as if he were a mere pawn in his schemes, brought home how little Aelfric cared for him.




  Thorn allowed himself to fall back into the songlines, burrowing deep within the magic, letting it flow over him. They soothed him, carrying away all negative thoughts and feelings of impotent

  anger.




  Odalis pushed open the door to her charge’s room. The room was bathed in the harvest moon’s golden light, but in spite of all the light, the room held darkness,

  drawn by the prince’s dreams. She stood for a moment, breathing in the cool night air before moving to the side of the bed.




  Thorn lay tangled in his bedclothes, a frown drawing his brows together. Even in sleep he wrestles with his destiny. The thought came to her and she pushed it firmly aside. She watched

  him silently for a few more moments, noting with interest how faded he seemed: partly there, partly in the dream realm.




  How long has this been happening? What has drawn him into the realm of dreams so utterly that he leaves himself open to attack in this way?




  ‘It is time to wake, boy.’ Her voice was barely a whisper in the darkness.




  He came awake instantly, the knife from beneath his pillow held firmly in his hand, the cutting edge a hair’s breadth from the delicate skin of her throat.




  ‘Odalis?’ He blinked at her in surprise, taking in the slowly receding darkness, the full moon, the impossible hour and, even more impossibly, her presence, unchallenged by any

  guard, in his room.




  He did not move the knife from her throat, which was as it should be. She kept her face passive, waiting for him to assess her and decide if she ranked as a threat at this time. The knife

  eventually dropped to his side and she gave a small nod.




  ‘None other. Get dressed. We have training to do.’




  She left the room as silently as she had entered, prodding the sleeping guard with a finger. He snorted in his sleep before jerking upright.




  ‘He’s awake. See him to the top floor.’




  The guard looked ashamed to be caught napping but managed to muster the appropriate small salute.




  ‘Yes, Lady Firesky.’




  Odalis barely refrained from sending a bolt of energy searing into the imbecile. She could have been an assassin who, impossible as the thought may be, might have gained access to the tower to

  kill both its occupants.




  She resolved to speak with Aelfric and have the current guards replaced with a more experienced group. It would not do to have their plans come apart before they had even begun.










  Chapter Five




  I drop to the ground beneath some trees in the park and lie on my back, gasping for air. Aiden collapses next to me and lifts his T-shirt to wipe his face. Two girls jog past

  and almost get whiplash from looking at his bared abs before they stumble into one another, right themselves and then jog on, laughing.




  ‘You are a menace to society,’ I inform him, in case he didn’t know.




  He pretends innocence but I shake my head, wearing my disapproving face.




  ‘It’s not my fault I’m this devastating.’




  ‘Devastatingly boring,’ I say. ‘What do you talk about when you hang out with girls who don’t know who you are? Don’t you ever, you know, want to tell just

  one of them: “Hey, I’m a werewolf and I fight monsters”?’




  He looks at me in surprise. ‘I do know how to talk to girls, you know. Normal girls too.’ When I roll my eyes at the ‘normal girls’ jibe he nudges me. ‘Okay, so

  maybe some of them are a bit intense but none of them has tried to feed me to an ogre or anything.’




  ‘Well, that was a mistake. You annoyed me. I did tell you I was sorry afterwards.’ It was true. He at least had to give me points for honesty.




  Now that I’ve had a decent run – and running with Aiden is never just a light jog, it always turns competitive and full on – I feel more comfortable, looser limbed.




  I accept the water bottle he holds out to me and take a long swig before handing it back. Aiden takes a gulp and splashes water onto his face and over his head, spraying me with water when he

  shakes himself. I shove him away from me in distaste and he just laughs.




  ‘What are you doing tonight? Fancy hanging out at Milton’s?’ I ask. The place is one of our favourite clubs. The music is good, the venue itself is decent enough, but what

  makes it special is that it’s run by an Infernal called Miron. The club is a neutral zone. Everyone in the supernatural community can go and hang out there, no questions asked. The dance

  floor is usually occupied by the younger paranormals while the upper mezzanine with its quiet booths and private rooms for hire, is where the older crowd go. It’s a known haunt for doing

  business deals and maybe just relaxing, taking in the ambiance.




  Interestingly, a lot of humans go to Milton’s and there’s yet to be any kind of incident. It really is a showcase of how things could be, if humans knew about the supernatural

  creatures that shared their space and didn’t have an issue with it.




  ‘It depends on what my dad wants me to do later today,’ Aiden says. ‘There’s a wolf conclave coming up and he’s got his hands full arranging things.’




  ‘Cool. Suola said she’d like to meet me at around midnight, so I’ll head out there possibly at about nine. We could grab dinner before at Lucy’s? Then go and dance till

  it’s time to meet her.’




  Aiden sits up and pulls me up too so we face one another. His expression is very serious and his eyes have gone dark.




  ‘She wants to see you? Alone?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Any idea why?’




  I shrug and pluck at the grass blades at my feet. ‘Nope.’




  ‘Are you worried?’




  I grimace at him and he holds up his hands in apology.




  ‘I am worried, of course. I mean, she’s, you know . . .’




  ‘A Fae queen.’ His voice is low and I’m aware we’re sitting in an in-between place. The shadows beneath the tree can easily carry our conversation to her. She’s a

  Fae queen, one of the most powerful in Alba. Suola is only slightly less powerful than the high king himself and just as powerful as the Sun King. In fact, I realize with a start, we’re

  heading into her time of year. Now that summer’s come to a close and autumn’s appeared, Suola’s reign will be the stronger. The Sun King is governed by spring and summer and

  shares an uneasy alliance with her for autumn, but once the nights draw in and we head into winter, we’re at Suola’s mercy.




  ‘Do you think that’s why the Spook came to visit? They found out that she wants to see you in person?’




  I look at Aiden in surprise. I haven’t even considered that.




  ‘It doesn’t really make any sense. What would they know that we don’t know? I mean, the hob that came by didn’t know why she wanted to see me. How could the Spook Squad

  know?’




  We sit and ponder the weirdness of the whole situation for a few seconds until I grow bored and stagger upright. ‘Come on. Let’s get back. I’m starving. You can buy me a

  burger.’




  Aiden grimaces at my prodding but lets me haul him upright eventually and we set off towards the high street and its range of restaurants.




  I nod at the doorman as I walk up to the front of Milton’s. There’s a queue of around thirty people waiting to get in. They’re a mixture of human and

  paranormals but everyone looks human. Glamour is a requirement of the club and it’s strictly enforced by Miron’s security team. The only ones allowed to drop the glamour are the waiting

  staff and the bartender, if they so choose, and then it’s understood that they tell human customers that they are actors, wearing make-up and prosthetics. No one has reason to disbelieve them

  and it gives Milton’s an even cooler vibe if humans think models and actors hang out there.




  The doorman, one of Miron’s hand-picked security types, gives me a slow nod. The guy is as wide as the door he’s standing in front of and almost as tall.




  ‘Lady Blackhart. Good to see you again. Business or pleasure tonight?’ His voice rumbles in his chest. He uses the title that annoys me so much, but sometimes you have to pick your

  fights. He’s a big guy, and I’m not dressed for a fight, so I smile sweetly.




  ‘A bit of both, Rorke. If Aiden arrives, get him to find me?’




  He nods as he turns to lift the rope blocking the entrance for me.




  ‘I’ll tell him you’re here when I see him,’ he promises. ‘Have a good evening. Try not to get into trouble.’




  I pretend to look wounded at the admonishment but he gives me an ‘I’ve warned you’ look that tells me he’s serious, so I keep my mouth shut and walk confidently into the

  yawning darkness of the building. Behind me I hear voices raised in argument because he’s let through someone who didn’t queue up. Then he rumbles something and the voices of dissent

  disappear.




  I pay a tenner and hold my wrist out to Cindy and she stamps Milton’s UV club stamp on it. Cindy’s a pretty girl, with delicate features and big eyes. She wears her faerie wings

  visible to the naked eye and is surprisingly strong for someone so fragile-looking. She keeps hold of my wrist so that the ink can dry.




  ‘You carrying?’ she asks me.




  ‘Not tonight,’ I say. ‘Well, nothing big anyway. Just my knife.’




  Cindy rolls her eyes. ‘Kit. A knife?’




  I look towards the doorway and bend down to slide it out of my boot. ‘See? It’s only small.’




  ‘Your idea of small and my idea of small are not the same. But it’s fine. Just keep it sheathed, okay? Try not to stab anyone accidentally like the last time.’




  ‘I did say it was an accident. So did she.’




  She just looks at me. ‘I can make you lock it up.’




  I sigh and nod. Gently removing my wrist from her grip, I head deeper into the building. I push through the soundproof doors and the full blast of the pounding music hits me full in the face.

  The place is heaving with a capacity crowd.




  I stand to the side for a few seconds, just checking things out. There’s a higher percentage of humans than paranormals present tonight, which is how Miron prefers it. The humans, although

  they are never fully aware of it, tend to sense when they aren’t the majority in the room and mishaps start happening all over the place. I’ve seen it in the past and had to run

  interference on nights like that. I also realize I’m referring to my own species as human and not including myself. I know it’s weird, believe me, but now that I’ve lived almost

  two years with magic and the Otherwhere in my life I can’t help but see myself as only marginally human.




  The barman spots me and lifts a hand in greeting as he shakes a cocktail and pours it over ice for two girls. Philippe is one of the most astonishingly gorgeous creatures I have ever met. He is

  also a centaur and a devotee of Bacchus, the god of wine and revelry. The guy is dangerous to be around and knows more about alcohol and how to mix it into concoctions than any other person

  I’ve ever come across – even my faraway Uncle Richard who runs a bar in the Caribbean.




  Without breaking stride, he tosses me a bottle of water that I catch without a problem. I twist off the cap and take a long deep drink before walking onto the dance floor. The music welcomes me

  like a long-lost daughter and I find a group of girls I recognize from other nights and wordlessly join them.




  The DJ is one of the best Miron’s had in here for ages and he knows how to play the crowd. We dance and throw ourselves around with abandon and, by the time my bottled water’s

  finished, my loose cotton blouse is damp with sweat. I push off the floor and head towards the ladies’ when someone steps in my way. I eddy around him, but he moves the same way.




  I look up in annoyance and close my mouth in surprise as I recognize the Spook from earlier today. Only now he’s dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt that shows off well-muscled arms and

  an interesting tribal-type tattoo peeking from beneath the sleeve. He’s not wearing his glasses and I get the full impact of his dark eyes.




  ‘Are you following me?’ I demand, pitching my voice so he can hear me above the music. ‘If you are, I can ask for you to be thrown out.’




  A black brow arches in surprise. ‘No, I’m not following you. I’m here to have some fun before going on to a meeting.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Maybe you’re following me?’




  I open my mouth to deny it when he smiles and I forget to be annoyed with him for just a second or two. Then I scowl at him, giving him a patented Kit dismissal.




  ‘No. I have better things to do with my life than follow you,’ I tell him, moving past him. ‘Just stay out of my way, okay? I don’t want anything to do with

  you.’




  ‘Fine by me,’ he replies, watching me thoughtfully. ‘But I do think you’ll find that we’ll be seeing more of one another than you might like.’
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