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This book, the final one in the trilogy, is dedicated to my parents. Mum, Dad, you raised me to never give up and to believe in myself. You taught me that stories matter. Thank you. I miss you every day.




The trouble is not in dying for a friend, but in finding a friend worth dying for.


Mark Twain
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Prologue


The Otherwhere, Alba – The Fae Lands


Thorn stared down at the corpse of the great antlered elk at his feet. After a glance around the small glade to ensure he was unobserved, he placed his bow by his side and crouched by the head of the beast, resting a hand on the antler. He took a moment to mourn the passing of the majestic creature felled by disease rather than old age or a hunter’s arrow.


The soft velvet covering the growth felt unnaturally brittle to his touch. Leaning closer, he ran a gentle hand up to one of the tines and, gripping the point between his fingers, he gave a firm twist. The tip of the antler broke off and crumbled to dust in his palm.


Wiping his hands clean against his thighs, he picked up his bow once more, ensured his quiver was settled against his back, and stood to move around the animal’s body.


The clearing itself showed no sign of any animal or bird activity. What was more telling was that the beast had not been butchered by any of the goblins that inhabited the wilder parts of the forest. The elk had also been dead for at least a week and nothing had tried to eat it. Apparently not even Winter, wrapping her dark cloak over the land, could convince the various foxes, wolves, crows and ravens to dine on the red elk.


The giant red elk were rare in the Otherwhere and were truly the undisputed giants of the forest. He’d been taught they were completely extinct in the Frontier, in the human lands – there they had been hunted for their succulent meat and pelts thousands of years ago – and now they only survived in the forests of the Otherwhere.


As much as he regretted the creature’s passing, finding the dead elk had not been a surprise.


It had taken him weeks to pinpoint the discomfort he’d felt, which had settled into his bones. Acting on instinct, he’d eventually taken his bow and escaped into the ancient forest with his tutor (and jailer) Odalis’s hounds by his side. He’d been gone a week now, by his estimation. He’d walked from sunup till sundown, tracking the source of the dissonance that thrummed so deeply within him.


The sense of discord had been keeping him awake at night, a continual distracting background noise to all he did. He’d trekked for days, following the discordant tone and its feeling of wrongness. Then, as he’d neared the clearing with the dead elk, the hum of the tone had changed – becoming louder until it dominated all else. But when he’d knelt by the creature’s lifeless body, all sound had ceased and in its wake the silence was deafening.


A rustle from nearby drew his attention and two of the hounds loped towards him. Behind them he recognized the shape of the Fae high king’s forester, Crow. Like Thorn, he was dressed for moving swiftly and quietly through the forest; he bore a longbow in one hand, a long curving knife at his side and a quiver of arrows fletched with white feathers on his back.


‘Guardian.’ Crow’s lip twisted at Thorn’s honorary title. His gaze swept the glade, across Thorn, and came to rest on the corpse of the bloated animal. ‘You found him.’


‘I did.’


‘There is more. Come.’


He beckoned Thorn to follow him. The dogs jumped up at Thorn and, once he’d acknowledged them by patting their sleek heads, they spun off into the forest ahead of the two Fae, tails held high.


Thorn followed the forester for what felt like an age. The forest grew more and more dense, the light disappearing almost completely under the heavy canopy. The air felt damp and thick with ancient magics. The denizens here were primitive and not all of them were friendly towards the Sidhe sons of Alba.


Crow moved swiftly ahead of him, occasionally making sure Thorn was keeping up, but he gave the young prince no quarter, setting a punishing pace.


The forest was so very old that it almost seemed to have developed a life of its own. Thorn couldn’t help imagining it as one unique living and breathing entity – and like every living entity it had to have a heart. Thorn suspected this was what Crow wanted to show him. If the heart of the wood was sick, the rest of the organism would also suffer.


‘Look up.’


Thorn frowned at the curt instruction but obeyed, his jaw dropping open at the sight of an enormous tree stretching to the heavens. He struggled to take it in at first, then turned back to where Crow stood patiently waiting for him.


‘This is what we are allowed to see – above ground,’ Crow said. ‘Come, she is ready to meet you.’


‘She?’


‘I call her she. She seems to like it.’


Crow pressed a hand against the bark and gestured for Thorn to do the same. It felt warm beneath his touch and Thorn almost pulled his hand away in surprise. He leaned against the trunk and closed his eyes, breathing in deeply. The air here was pleasant and smelled of warm, lazy summer days and rich earth. For all the tranquillity, Thorn could sense something bruised, something darker. The undertone of decay.


Crow watched him with an intent look and when the forester gave him a nod, Thorn steadied his heartbeat and allowed his consciousness to shift and sink into the heart of the forest.


He was disorientated for only a moment, then she was there. A majestically tall figure behind his closed eyes. She reached for him imperiously and he allowed her to drag him deeper into the wider stream of power that made up her pulse. His consciousness was flung upwards, and suddenly he was seeing the vast primeval forest from her dizzying upper heights. The forest was vast and sweeping, stretching from horizon to horizon.


She pulled at him once he’d taken in the endless forests, and he scrambled to bring all of himself present. He thought that she would leave it at that, but instead she plunged his consciousness ever downwards and then flung it outwards. He realized that he was not only to see the forest from above, but to experience it from below as well.


She pushed him through the intricate root system at disorientating speeds; he sagged heavily against her bark, unaware of Crow steadying him. He let her push him ahead of her and he now saw the reason for her urgency. As tremendous as the forest appeared from above, the root system was even more intricate and impressive. It was also where he found the cancerous growths. They grew thick and black on the roots of the trees, ugly pustules that suffocated and killed their hosts.


There were so many, hundreds of thousands of them, spread throughout the entire forest. The trees were dying, suffocating from below. And as they were dying, the animals living off them were also being poisoned, and so the sickness spread wide. He saw wooded groves lying dead or dying and felt the ache of their loss in his bones.


If the dark forest died, the heart of the Otherwhere would die. The death of the forest meant the death of the Otherwhere, and what happens in the Otherwhere happens in the Frontier. Fleeting images of a desolate wasteland, skeletal buildings and savage packs of humans and animals preying on one another came unbidden. The vision was so vividly powerful that Thorn struggled to disengage from it, ultimately dipping himself further into the magic surrounding him in an attempt to escape it.


A sense of her approval came over him and he realized she’d meant for him to see this, to understand fully that it wasn’t just the Otherwhere at stake. She pulled him from his reverie and led him back into the clearing, her presence fading gradually as she sank into the leylines once more.


Thorn moved away from Crow’s steadying embrace and sat down heavily on the ground beside her trunk. He opened his eyes with difficulty, fully expecting still to see roots before his eyes – but instead he found the forester watching him curiously.


‘She showed you the disease?’


‘It’s everywhere,’ Thorn acknowledged. ‘The infection is everywhere.’


‘I have walked this forest all my life, boy. I sense the ebb and flow of its magic and it no longer feels stable. Nura and the other foresters are reporting that there are more remote parts of the forest that can no longer sustain those that dwell within. And the disease is spreading rapidly.’


‘The roots of the Otherwhere bind the realms together and the Veil sustains the magic within the Otherwhere. In turn the Veil is fed by the power in the goddess.’ Thorn closed his eyes. ‘The root of all of this is the goddess’s power failing. Our world is coming apart, Crow, and I don’t know what to do to fix it. I’m not . . . I’m just not up to the task. I know nothing. What if I’m not able to save the Otherwhere? The worlds would die.’


‘Nothing lasts forever, boy.’ Crow put a hand on Thorn’s shoulder. ‘And there is time yet. It’s not in our nature merely to accept our destruction.’


Thorn stood and moved away from the forester, pacing the small clearing. ‘Imagine what would happen to the Frontier if the Veil between the Fae and human lands came apart entirely? We’d have packs of redcaps and ogres roaming their cities, picking off solitary humans, and then they’d become brazen enough to attack whole city blocks. The carnage, once the human authorities caught wind of what was going on, would be impossible to determine. If humans then found their way into the Otherwhere, into Alba, there would be a full-scale war – and in a war between humans and Fae, neither side would win.’


Crow cast a thoughtful eye over the younger noble Fae, before speaking once more. ‘We will do what we can to ensure the safety of our worlds, Guardian. As long as we are alive, we can fight; and if we fight there is a chance we might succeed.’




Chapter One


A month is not long enough to recover.


The speedbag hums under my steady rhythmic onslaught. I break from it. Pick up the rope and start skipping, varying my speeds as I watch the clock. I skip for ten minutes before I jog over to the wooden man and flow into a series of blocks and blows.


Kick.


Block.


Punch.


Duck.


Punch.


Kick.


I do this until I realize my exercise playlist has cycled over for the second time. I’m the only one down here in the Garretts’ gym, and if the playlist is repeating itself, it means I’ve been down here for at least three hours. Although I’m tired, I’m still carrying residual anxiety that makes me feel tense.


It doesn’t help knowing that I’m not up to full speed or fighting fitness and that this is mostly due to cuts and bruises not healing the way they should. And that in turn is down to me being unable to sleep for more than two or three hours at a time, if I’m lucky.


I’ve gulped down half a bottle of water when I jump, realizing someone’s watching me from the doorway. I turn, readying for a fight, but find myself staring at Dante. He’s propped himself against the closed door with a thoughtful expression on his face.


‘Creeping much?’ I say, and my voice shakes only slightly as I recover from the shock of his sudden appearance.


‘I’ve called your name twice and you didn’t hear me,’ he points out evenly and walks over to hand me a fresh towel.


I take it and wipe my face and neck before tossing it aside.


‘You gonna come train with me?’


‘No. I got tired just watching you and I’m worried that if I spar with you, you’ll just punch me out.’ His smile smooths the bite in his tone. ‘Besides, you’ve been down here for hours ignoring us. Come upstairs, we’ve ordered pizza. We’re doing a movie night and Leo’s here, kicking Aiden’s butt on Xbox – so you have to come and save him from being completely annihilated.’


‘Leo is a deviant Xbox fanatic. There is nothing I can do to save Aiden. He’s on his own.’


‘But you’ll come up and hang out with us?’ He leans a little forward and drops his voice, making it drip with schmaltzy sexy allure. ‘Pizza, Kit. Real pizza. Not even the frozen stuff, but homemade pizza as made by the Italian restaurant around the corner.’


I grin at his antics and push his face away. ‘Fine. But I’m not sharing with any of you.’ I’m hungry and pizza fixes all ills. Or at least, it goes a long way to fixing all ills. I grab my towels and the remote, turning the music off before switching off the lights in the gym. I follow Dante down the passage to the showers.


‘Aiden said that if you needed any T-shirts, he’s left some in the bathroom for you.’


‘Yeah, I got some blood on my T-shirt and I didn’t bring too many changes of clothes for the weekend.’


‘You got “some blood” on your T-shirt? Huh, I’ll pretend to take that story at face-value but when you’re ready to tell me the truth, you know where to find me.’ His gaze settles heavily on my face. ‘You know you can talk to me, right? We’re still partners, still friends.’


I nod and duck my head so he can’t see my face properly because I really don’t need his kindness or concerned looks right now. I don’t deserve them.


‘Take your time. The pizza place will have their hands full as the guys ordered seven pizzas, all large.’


In the end I have a long shower and change into yoga pants and one of Aiden’s softest, oldest rock T-shirts.


I ignore my face in the mirror as I swiftly finger-comb my hair, smearing product into it and despairing that it’s getting long again. I don’t see my too-pale face or how my eyes are stark and a little too big and wild. No, I ignore any signs of that and instead I practise smiling and looking like a nice person rather than someone who would fail their mission. Someone who would leave small children trapped in faerie, having the life leached out of them to keep a goddess alive.


There is a lot of noise. Aiden and Leo are playing Mortal Kombat on the Xbox in the main lounge off the kitchen. There’s more shouting, swearing and the occasional punch going on there than on the screen. Shaun, Aiden’s older brother, is talking to someone on the phone, possibly his dad, and Dante’s flipping through a newspaper, waiting for the kettle to boil.


He looks up when I walk in.


‘You look better.’


‘Thereby implying I didn’t look okay before?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re a terrible flirt.’


‘So Aiden keeps telling me.’


I laugh outright at that because Dante looks so very disgruntled. ‘I’d love some coffee, if you’re okay with the stink of it?’


‘Machine or instant?’


‘Instant is fine.’ I pull myself onto the counter and watch Aiden trying to kick Leo off the couch while they play. ‘They act like they’re three.’


‘I think they are. They bring the worst out in one another.’


Dante comes to stand close to me. I lean against him and we stay like that for a few seconds, watching Leo and Aiden. I skim the newspaper he left on the counter. The headline shouts about the unseasonably cold conditions, with meteorologists struggling to make sense of the shifting weather patterns. I follow the article onto page five, where there are quotes by scientists on high-pressure cells, low-pressure cells, climate change and the risk of flooding. There are so many similarities to when Olga manifested in dragon form – over a year ago now – with the power of her shapeshifting disrupting the world’s balance.


‘What are you thinking?’ Dante asks.


‘That the weather is just as up the creek as when Blackhart Manor was attacked by the dragon.’


He sips his tea, watching me over the rim with a steady expression, before guessing my own thoughts. ‘Do you think this is Thorn’s doing?’


‘I really don’t know. But it would make sense if it was down to him.’ And here we are, openly talking about what we saw in the Otherwhere a month ago – for the first time. That day we ran for our lives, leaving Thorn behind to tear our attackers apart after his own change into dragon form. ‘But Thorn shifted in the Otherwhere, so I’m not sure why that would affect us on the human side. And it’s probably been over a month, so why would the weather only start responding now?’ I frown. ‘Do you really think Thorn is behind the weather, then?’ We stare at one another for a few long silent moments. I drink my coffee, barely tasting its black bitter twist on my tongue, before speaking again. ‘It could just be nature, you know. Getting her freak on.’


‘You don’t really think that, do you?’


I think for a bit and hold up a finger. ‘Let’s “what-if” this. The Veil between the Fae realm and our own is permeable. Magic trickles through in places, we know that, and it’s been happening for hundreds of years. And when Thorn shifted into a dragon, he used magic and no doubt tapped into the songlines to fuel the transformation too.’


‘And the songlines criss-cross the earth, carrying magical energies on both sides of the Veil . . .’ he prompts me.


‘Which means it’s likely that his shift affected not just our world,’ I continue, ‘but the Otherwhere too. When Olga manifested as a dragon here, destroying the Manor, the weather started going weird almost immediately. If Thorn’s shift has done the same, why are we only seeing the weather patterns changing now?’


‘I can only imagine the amount of energy it took to shift shape like that.’ Dante pauses to trace the newspaper headline mentioning the bad weather with a finger. ‘Maybe the type of energy he used is different. Perhaps with him being the guardian of the realms the power shift was more controlled and it took this long to hit us.’


I recall the draw of power I felt as we ran from Thorn into the forest, leaving him behind, at his own insistence. ‘It could be.’


We hear shouting and glance towards the lounge. Aiden’s jumped up and is crowing his excitement about a spectacular knockout in the game, but Leo isn’t taking it so well.


Dante looks away from the fighting boys with a shake of his head. ‘Have you tried contacting Thorn?’


I nod, fingering Thorn’s gift to me – the silver and obsidian pendant. It’s replaced the Blackhart antler for everyday wear, unless I go out on a job. I just couldn’t bear to lose my connection to him.


‘Yes. I’ve not been able to reach him using this at all. I get the sense he’s there, that he’s aware of me peripherally, but it’s as if he’s just not really present or listening to me.’


‘But he’s okay?’


I pull back a bit. ‘Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t he be?’


‘He did a crazy thing, Kit. He turned into a dragon. And then set the forest on fire to protect us. He went up against a small army to keep you safe.’


My expression must have shifted because Dante suddenly has his hands on my shoulders.


‘Oh, hell. I’m sorry. I’m being an idiot. I didn’t think that you’d . . .’


‘No, no, it’s fine. I’m okay, sorry.’ I take a moment before looking up at him, not liking the genuine concern I’m seeing in his eyes. ‘It’s just . . . I’d know if he wasn’t okay.’


‘You would?’


I nod, and I mean it. But it’s not something I’ve given much thought to, this feeling of knowing that Thorn is okay, just not present or accessible. I’ve not had any shared dreams with him either and it’s been over a month. I didn’t realize how much I’d come to rely on the occasional contact, the little chats we’d had, the small touches.


Dante sighs under his breath and reaches up to brush hair from my forehead.


‘You need to talk things out, Kit. I’m worried about you.’


‘I’m fine. I promise.’ I smile at him and know he can hear the lie. I sense the smile isn’t reaching my eyes so I stretch my mouth wider, forcing myself to look happy. It’s always worked in the past, this pretending to be okay. If you pretend hard enough, you start believing you’re okay. I’m good at this.


‘Kit.’ He’s next to me, so close I can feel his magic brush up against mine. ‘You’re lying. You’re not fine. Neither am I. I look like crap and so do you. We –’ he gestures between us – ‘are not okay.’


Dante’s hair’s no longer neat and tidy and his glasses have gone missing somewhere. There are dark circles under his eyes and he looks like the type of boy you’d cross the street to avoid, even in broad daylight. After he’d come back from the Otherwhere, he did a few weeks at HMDSDI, the Spooks’ HQ, helping his fellow agents with an ongoing investigation. He also tidied up the Child Thief paperwork as much as he could, before putting in for a month’s leave. Aiden forced him to move into the massive Garrett mansion and has been keeping an eye on him – reporting to me that Dante has been spending a lot of time in the gym, doing insane amounts of workouts and going over his martial arts katas. He’d disappear for hours, doing Parkour runs around the city, returning just to sleep for a few hours before repeating the behaviour all over again. And now, when Dante’s not working himself to exhaustion in the gym, he’s having long conversations with his adopted parents in Bristol – leaving him miserable. It’s why Aiden asked me to spend the weekend, to see if being around Dante would help him chill out a little. But he’s comforting me. Looking up into the Fae’s shadowed eyes and seeing my own pain mirrored there, I have to hold back tears. We were both trying to forget leaving the kids behind with Brixi, what we’d learned about the goddess, but there were some things you just couldn’t turn your back on.


‘Okay. We’re not fine. What do we do? How do we fix it?’


‘I thought you’d know. You are the expert.’


I snort. ‘Yeah, not so much.’


Our conversation is interrupted by a delivery of a mountain of pizza boxes and ice cream. At the sight of the food, Aiden commits suicide in the game, but he’s not fast enough to beat Leo, who just tosses the controller to the side, flips himself over the couch and into the kitchen.


There’s nothing about Leo that I don’t like. It’s easy to see how he can fit in so seamlessly with the werewolves and be Aiden’s best mate, whilst not really being part of their world at all.


‘Hey,’ he says, passing me a plate, as if he doesn’t know the Garretts never use plates for pizza. ‘We’re going out later. You wanna come along?’


‘Is it the Glow thing?’ I’m reluctant to be involved, mostly because of sheer stubbornness. The fact that Uncle Andrew effectively handed the Glow drug case to the wolves, bypassing me, still smarted. Yes, I was working on the Child Thief case at the time, but I could still easily have looked into who was distributing the drugs that were being given away for free across London clubs and illegal raves. When Glow was my case, I made some progress – tracking down the Fae, Lady Morika and her small team, as they set up a deal to further distribute Glow in the Frontier using one of the Jericho gang. I sent Morika back to face the Sun King’s judgement for her part in the distribution of drugs in the Frontier, and yet it seems that I’d hardly made a dent. Then I was put on the Child Thief case. But that case is closed, no matter how much I wish it wasn’t, and my hands are tied in this respect too – and I know Shaun and his older brother Connor have been working on more Glow leads, and without Uncle Andrew’s permission I can’t interfere or help as officially it’s no longer my case.


‘No, not a Glow thing. It’s a new club opening and I got us on the guest list.’ He looks at me, eyebrows raised expectantly. ‘The DJ is supposed to be really good.’


‘One of your dad’s?’


‘Not this time: a friend of his, from France. Kit, come out with us. You’ve not danced in ages.’ He watches my expression as he sneaks a slice from my pizza onto his plate. ‘Come on, it will be fun.’


I wrap some mozzarella around my finger as I consider the offer. Leo’s father owns a number of nightclubs so, with Leo’s help, the wolves have a direct line into what’s going on in the clubbing world to track Glow distribution. And Leo’s been collecting rumours and tips for the boys to run down. But he’s promising tonight isn’t to do with Glow. Four weeks ago I’d have been all over this because I love dancing, but right now? After everything that’s happened? It is the last thing I want to do.


‘I’m sorry, Leo. I’m not in the mood for people or crowds.’


‘Bad excuse, Blackhart,’ Aiden grumbles next to me. ‘Dante’s coming along, right?’ When Dante nods, Aiden turns back to me, draping his arms around Dante and Leo, pulling them in close. ‘Come on, come out with your best bros. We’ll make sure you have fun. F.U.N. Right? No one will mess with you, I promise.’ He winks at me and gives me a pleading look.


‘You play a good game, Garrett, but no. You won’t change my mind.’


‘We promise not to get into any trouble,’ he continues, looking hopeful. ‘There’ll be no fights. None. No bleeding, no flirting, just dancing and having fun.’


‘I like how you put bleeding and flirting in the same sentence, like there’s no separation.’ I laugh at Aiden. ‘But no, come on. You didn’t mention this when you picked me up earlier. I don’t have clothes to wear out. I just want to chill out at home.’


Surprisingly it’s Leo who comes to my rescue. ‘Yeah, that’s fine. But next time? These guys are idiots and only behave when you’re around.’


After we’ve eaten, Leo checks his phone and his dad’s confirmed they’re on the list, but a frown mars his usually smooth forehead.


‘My dad’s not happy about us going to this and would prefer us not to go.’


‘Cos it’s not one of his clubs?’ Aiden asks as he removes the pizza boxes.


‘No, it’s Glow. There’s more of it getting into clubs and it’s spreading. More kids are using and no one will say where it’s coming from. The cops are desperate for leads and no one is talking.’


Shaun grunts in response. ‘Connor and I have been going nuts getting anyone to give us anything but nothing. Nothing is working – not money, not threats. Connor’s in a grump like you cannot believe.’


‘Even worse a grump than when I superglued his hand to the remote when he fell asleep?’


Shaun tosses a used napkin at Aiden before pushing away from the counter and loading the dishwasher with Leo and Dante’s plates. ‘About ten times worse.’


Aiden squints at his older brother. ‘Shaun, you guys said this was under control.’


‘We thought it was, okay? Things aren’t as easy as we thought.’


‘So, maybe tonight’s not just a party. Let’s see what we can find out. Someone must know who’s dealing.’ Aiden stares hard at Shaun, who seems reluctant enough, but he nods. Aiden turns back to me. ‘You sure you don’t want to come along, Kit?’


‘I’m not . . .’ I sigh and scrub my face. ‘You know I’m off the case, Aide. I can’t do this.’


Leo heads to the lounge to grab his keys. ‘I’m going home, I need to change. I’ll see you guys at the club. I’ll text you the address.’


Shaun pulls a face and I appreciate that he’s trying to play down the sombre tone that’s crept into the evening. ‘As the responsible adult in this venture, let me just say I’m not spending the whole night keeping you guys out of trouble. Aiden! Listen to me. Are we clear? No fights. I will leave your werewolf ass behind for the police to sort out.’


Aiden seems unperturbed by Shaun’s glare. ‘Fine. Just so we’re clear: I’ll keep an eye on Leo. He likes to mack on girls who’ve got boyfriends. I have to keep pulling his ass out of the fire.’


Leo gasps his denial as he heads towards the massive front door.


‘Shut up, Garrett. Or next time three of your exes team up against you, I’m not helping.’




Chapter Two


I’m downstairs scrolling through Netflix when Aiden comes down from changing. He flops down on the couch and pulls me into a tight hug against his lean body. It’s a new thing this, him being hands-on with me, and when I called him on it he just shrugged and said, ‘Why can’t I cuddle against my friend who looks like she needs it? Do you hate it? Do you want me to stop?’ and I had to agree that it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. I can’t shake the feeling that he thinks his proximity to me will help ease that band of anxiety across my chest that makes my heart thump too fast and with too much pain at really odd times.


Aiden presses his nose into my hair and takes a deep breath. ‘Blackhart. I’ve missed you.’


‘You’ve seen me every day, Aiden, since we got back from, you know . . .’ my hand stirs the air lightly before dropping back to my lap.


‘Being chased out of the Otherwhere by some ogres? Yeah, that’s not what I meant, and you know it. I’m talking about you not being here, Kit. I watch you and I see a girl going through the motions of being present but you, the stuff that makes you you, is gone.’


I don’t speak for a while. ‘It’s just hard for me, this time. Harder than before. Leaving it all behind, coming back here. There’s so much that the last case left unresolved – Brixi, the kids.’


‘Thorn,’ he prompts softly and I nod, not even fighting against the tears forming in my eyes.


‘Thorn. Yes.’


We ignore how small my voice sounds and sit in silence staring at the list of movies on the screen in front of us. There’s more, but I try not to think about it. Nosebleeds have become a regular thing now too and even just acknowledging them to myself is enough to freak me out. So I don’t, employing the age-old if I ignore it, it will go away tactic that I’m pretty sure my family invented.


The silence is marred by music coming from the floor above, where it sounds like a herd of buffalo are dancing. I glance up at the ceiling; the light is swaying dangerously.


‘Shaun,’ Aiden offers, following my gaze. ‘He has the grace of a flailing hippo.’


I laugh because it’s true. I’ve seen Shaun dance. It gets ugly really fast.


Aiden shifts against me and clears his throat. ‘Kit, listen. Can I talk to you about something?’


‘As long as it’s not asking me about borrowing my car, we’re okay.’ I locate the search box on the screen and put the remote down. ‘Okay, ask away.’


‘This thing with Dante.’


‘You like him?’


‘I think so.’


‘Does he like you?’


‘I think so.’


‘You know he’s my friend too. If you break his heart, I’ll have to hurt you loads. And I’ve been trained how to hurt werewolves. You taught me how. Don’t make me use silver on you.’


Aiden’s laughter makes me grin as he replies. ‘That’s it? No dire warnings, no crying because you’re a little bit in love with him?’


‘I was never in love with him, Aide. He’s sweet and he reminds me a little of Thorn. But other than that, there was never anything more.’


‘Oh, well, that’s okay then.’


‘You wanted me to make more of it?’


I look up at him and what I see in his eyes makes me pause because I’ve become so used to Aiden falling in and out of love with boys and girls, it’s never occurred to me that he would one day actually like someone for real. ‘Okay, so, are you telling me you like him like him?’


‘Yes. I think so.’


I worry at my lower lip and frown at him. There’s so much that can go wrong if things go south with them. And I don’t even want to think about the rule that Fae and humans must not be together, which has kept me and Thorn apart. Does this mean werewolf and Fae relationships and even same-sex relationships fall under the same taboo?


‘Kit.’ Aiden’s voice is very quiet, but it still stops me and I stare at him. ‘I’m not asking him to marry me, okay? I don’t even know him all that well. And, yes, he’s attractive and when he does the whole magic thing I sort of forget how to behave like a sane person. But it’s more than physical, Kit. This is serious. This isn’t me being dumb about someone because of hormones or the thrill of the chase. This is actual deep stuff and I don’t want to screw this up by being stupid around him.’


I feel like the wind’s taken out of my sails and I stare at him.


‘Oh, no,’ I breathe because I get it. ‘We are screwed if you’re going to go soft on me and all emotional.’


He laughs and leans his forehead against mine. ‘I know.’


‘This is a little crazy. Do you know if he’s interested back?’


‘Oh, I know it’s crazy, but I think so. He’s not said or done anything, you know, to say otherwise. I flirt like crazy and he flirts back and it’s really good. Being around him makes me and my wolf feel happy. I would just like the luxury of liking someone where I don’t have to hide who I am – and maybe he likes me back a little. Who knows?’


‘Just be careful, Aiden. I don’t think I can fix you guys if you break one another.’


He rumbles something against me and hugs me closer. ‘I love you, Blackhart.’


‘I love you too, wolf boy.’


He makes a little satisfied noise and kisses the top of my head and it makes me laugh. I fall asleep like that, leaning against him, and for maybe half an hour there are no nightmares or monsters stalking my dreams.


The Otherwhere, Alba, the Citadel


‘My liege?’


Aelfric, High King of Alba, one of the most powerful men of the Otherwhere, peered expectantly over the glasses perched on the tip of his nose, fork paused halfway to his mouth. It was the one thing upon which he insisted: an undisturbed lunch served within the privacy of his chambers. No one would dare disturb him – except, of course, his lieutenant and left-hand man.


‘You’re interrupting, Oswald.’


Oswald schooled his features to look deferential and apologetic. The obvious show fooled no one, least of all Aelfric, who sat back in his chair with the air of someone greatly put upon.


‘Speak, man. Or are you here to watch me eat?’


‘Sire, I have come from meeting with one of our . . .’ Oswald’s mouth twists around the word. ‘. . . Informants.’


Aelfric pursed his lips. ‘Which one was this, again?’


‘The fire pixie, sire. You personally vetted her as an informant.’


‘Ah, yes.’ Then. ‘No. I don’t remember her. What did she have to say for herself?’


‘She’s found the boy, sire.’


Aelfric paused thoughtfully, head tilted to the side slightly as he considered Oswald’s words. ‘Which boy would this be?’


‘Eadric’s son.’


‘Well, now. That’s a thing.’


‘Indeed.’


‘And where did our enterprising pixie find my traitor brother’s illegitimate son?’


‘Eadric did marry the prin—’ Oswald stopped mid-sentence at Aelfric’s dark look. He cleared his throat. ‘He’s with the Blackhart girl. They were spotted together several times in the past few weeks.’


Aelfric pretended not to notice Oswald’s wary gaze or how the man took a step back when he rose from his chair.


‘Does the boy know of his lineage?’


‘We aren’t certain.’ Oswald turned to face him as Aelfric moved towards the windows. ‘What would you have me do, sire?’


‘The Blackhart girl, does she know who he is?’


‘That’s not clear either, but it would be wise to assume that she does. And if she does, the boy would know too.’


‘Kill them both.’


If Oswald had any quibbles or questions, Aelfric would never know. The man did as he was told and always had done. It was why Aelfric paid him so well.


Oswald bowed briefly before slipping from the king’s chambers through a hidden door. Only a handful of people even knew of its existence and the king liked it that way.


Aelfric seated himself once more, but the food no longer appealed. He felt a cold, hard rush of anger and allowed his magic to run free, overturning the laden table onto the floor. The crash as it fell brought guards and a young page running.


‘I’m done. Clean this up.’


Aelfric waited until his staff had hastily set the room to rights before he entered the adjoining private audience room. He saved it for his more clandestine gatherings – outside the remit of his privy council.


‘I need you to escalate the spread of the drug,’ Aelfric told the lone waiting Sidhe. ‘I don’t care how you do it. Flood the Frontier with the stuff. Use everyone we have at our disposal. I no longer care about being careful or working to a slow or steady timescale. Do it now. I want the Frontier under my control by the New Year.’


‘It’s going to be a risk, your majesty. The Veil isn’t strong enough to handle the flow of magic as I take more Fae and components for the drug across. We risk it tearing entirely—’ The man’s voice broke when Aelfric grabbed his face, his fingers hooking and digging into the curve of his jaw.


‘Don’t for a moment believe I care what you think, Zane. I’ve given you an instruction and you will follow it. Is that clear?’


Zane, the Sun King’s chamberlain and chief confidant, could only nod, his eyes very large above the steel grip of the High King of Alba’s hand.


‘Good. That’s good.’ Aelfric dropped his hand and smoothed the smaller man’s jacket.


‘Now, what does your Sun King want from me? What little favour this time?’


Aelfric listened to Zane prattling on, pleading the Sun King’s case. But his mind was occupied by the extensive preparations for the upcoming Midwinter Ball. It would be a fine time, he thought, to reveal the Fae’s existence to the humans and extend his hand in friendship to the governments of the world. Christmas was such an emotional time for humans, who believed so wholeheartedly in magic and miracles. It was time to remind them that magic and monsters were just as real as fairy tales made them seem.




Chapter Three


I spend Saturday morning catching up on paperwork and the coursework my tutor Lan has sent along. She’s spoken to Uncle Andrew, and it has been agreed that all in-person classes are to be suspended for the rest of the year. But both Kyle and I have to continue doing our lessons remotely and independently, sending them on to Lan for marking. I am so far behind on any coursework that even if I spend every day for a month doing it, I’ll still not catch up.


I work for as long as I can, but by the time lunch comes round I just can’t ignore the growing headache at the base of my skull. I only saw Aiden and Dante briefly at breakfast earlier. Their night out at the club has given them no new clues as to who is handing out Glow to kids, and Aiden excused himself to go for a long run around Hyde Park after breakfast.


I am due to meet them for an hour’s worth of training in the gym downstairs, but the thought of being active makes my stomach roll.


I head upstairs instead and stand in the shower for ages, letting cooling water soothe my aching head. The headaches usually go hand in hand with nosebleeds. More worries to add to my growing list of Things Wrong with Kit.


I think I doze off in the shower because when I wake up the water’s not that warm any more. I hastily dry myself off and shiver in the cool air. With the towel wrapped around me, I walk back into my room and find Aiden stretched out on my bed, flicking through my sketchpad. I hesitate and he lowers it to stare at me.


‘You don’t look so good.’


‘Get off my bed, Aiden. I’m just tired and my head hurts. Nothing serious.’


I walk past him and grab my backpack, pulling out my toiletry bag to try to find the painkillers I’m always reluctant to use.


The migraine is threatening to flare into a full-blown roaring nightmare and my hands can’t stop shaking.


‘I’m worried about you,’ he says, watching me, ‘and I don’t like it. I’m not built for worrying.’


‘I’m fine.’ I look down at him and smile. ‘Seriously. I’m just tired. I haven’t been sleeping well.’


‘I can tell you’re lying, Kit.’


‘No, you can’t.’


He stands to tower over me. I hate it when he does that.


‘Lying.’ He drops hands to my shoulders. ‘Come on, tell me what’s going on.’


I step out of his reach and pop two of the tablets onto my palm and reach for the water bottle next to my bed. ‘No, really. I’m just tired. My head hurts a little.’ I swallow the pills and sit on the bed. ‘I’m going to have a nap. Call me for dinner?’


I worry that he’s going to insist on talking but he moves towards the door. He turns back, one hand on the handle.


‘I thought we were friends.’ He says the words so softly that for a second I’m not sure I heard him right.


‘That’s a dumb thing to say. Of course we’re friends.’


‘Then why do you push me away? Why don’t you tell me what’s going on with you?’ He walks back to stand in front of me and I notice the strain around his mouth. It makes me feel guilty.


‘What’s there to tell, Aide? I’m worried about Thorn and the way we left him in the Otherwhere. And I left those kids behind too, when it was my job to get them to safety.’ I can see the image of the room with the goddess and those kids all too vividly in my mind. ‘Every time I fall asleep I dream about them, and the fact we ran away, leaving Thorn to fight for us. I dream about what those kids are going through. The fact that they’re being used as batteries to feed an ancient goddess. It’s sick and twisted and weird and we did nothing to help.’


‘There was nothing we could do, and you know that.’


‘But those kids, Aide. I promised I’d bring them back.’


‘Sometimes things are taken out of our hands and we just have to find a way to live with it, you know.’


‘No. We always have choices to make and I ran. I ran to save my life.’


‘You ran because running meant you would live to fight another day. And your uncle and my dad now know about the goddess and they’re searching for a way to help her – and those kids.’ He touches my cheek lightly. ‘You’re not alone, okay? Get some sleep. I’ll call you for dinner. We’re doing movies and chilling out tonight. I promise. Nothing strenuous.’


I nod and watch him leave, pulling the door shut behind him. I change into sleep-shorts and a vest and crawl into bed, letting the pills work their magic.




Chapter Four


I clatter downstairs just before seven after an unexpectedly restful sleep. I’m about to head into the kitchen when I catch movement from the corner of my eye; I check the large lounge area.


The Fae stands in the middle of the room, tall, broad-shouldered and dressed in elaborate courtier’s clothes. His overcoat is red and gold, but the sash around his waist is black, matching his slim trousers.


‘Lady Blackhart,’ Strachan says, gloved hand resting formally on the hilt of his sword as he executes a light bow. He looks so different to the combat-ready Fae who helped me stake out a North London warehouse just a few weeks ago when we took on Morika and her cronies. Strach’s gaze sweeps over my sweatpants and out of shape jumper before coming to rest on my face. ‘You look . . . interesting.’ His lips twist and I realize that of course he can’t lie and tell me I look good when I don’t. It’s one of the few things with which faeries tend to have a problem, although they seem to have no issues with twisting the truth.


‘Strachan,’ I say, my voice wavering as I feel genuine concern. As the youngest son to the heir to Alba’s throne, a formal visit from Strachan was a pretty big deal. ‘Aiden didn’t tell me you were here.’


He gestures nonchalantly, dismissing my concern. ‘I’ve only just arrived. Aiden will be back at any minute. He had to attend to something. I think he’s escorting a rúnsearc from the house.’


I struggle for a moment to translate the unfamiliar word and the way he pronounced it: uh-ROON-shark. And when I do, I can’t help but smile and blush. The word is Irish and translates as something close to secret beloved.


He must mean Dante, I realize, and feel a chill tinge my amusement. Aiden must be hiding him from Strachan. Aiden knows that by being obvious about trying to hide a lover, he’ll attract less attention from Strachan, as Strachan knows of his amorous reputation.


Even so, with Dante’s father a traitor to Aelfric’s kingdom of Alba, having him around is asking for trouble. We have no idea how the scions of Alba would react to finding Dante in our protection. It just isn’t a chance we can take.


‘What are you doing here?’ I keep my voice as level as possible and smile prettily. I don’t for one second think Strach believes my game.


There’s a definite tremble to my hands when I take the envelope Strachan hands me in reply. Envelopes like this never mean anything good. Not ever. And Strachan looks very serious.


The envelope bears the crest of Dina, High Queen of Alba and Thorn’s mother, and it contains a lavishly produced invitation – to a Midwinter Ball at the Prince Regent’s Palace. And it’s only three weeks away.


‘It’s an invitation to a ball,’ I blurt out, relief flooding over me. ‘Strach, I thought this was something serious!’


‘It is. It’s very serious.’ He frowns at me and I compose my face to match his stern expression but it doesn’t last.


‘I thought someone had died or something.’ I stare down at the invitation clutched in my hand. Then I shake my head and hold it out to him. ‘Come on, me going to a ball? Thanks, seriously, but no thank you.’


He crosses his arms and regards me with an expression that would make lesser mortals cry, but I’ve been around the sons of Alba enough times and they don’t intimidate me.


‘No one turns down an invitation issued by the House of Alba.’


‘I’m really not someone you’d want there.’


I am being rude, I know, but being in Alba around Thorn’s family would break me. I still carry a residue of the anger I felt towards them for what I feel to be a betrayal of Thorn. I have to guard against bad behaviour around them, but it’s especially Aelfric, with his self-satisfied expression, who tries my manners and sanity.


‘I think you’re making a mistake, Kit.’ Strach drops his formal demeanour and looks pleadingly at me.


‘Strach. It’s not my thing.’


Strachan, when he speaks after a brief silence, looks supremely uncomfortable.


‘Not everyone in Alba has ulterior motives, Blackhart. Sometimes an invitation is merely an invitation. The ball is a way for us to show you that not everything is about life or death, fight or flight.’ He smiles lightly and taps the card against my arm. ‘Besides, there is a good chance Thorn will attend. Come, walk me to the door. I have business in the City before I return to Alba.’


I fall in beside him and lead him to the front door of the Garrett mansion. ‘Thank you for visiting,’ I tell him and my smile is as honest as I can make it.


He takes my offered right hand – and stares at the gold band on my finger for a moment. ‘I did not think my grandmother would part with it.’ His gaze was unexpectedly intense, belying the light tone.


‘The ring? I think Dina just felt so guilty about how badly I was hurt, after fighting Istvan and his sister, that she gave me Thorn’s ring to make up for it.’


‘This is not Thorn’s ring, Blackhart. This is my grandmother’s ring that was gifted to her by her mother. It is a family heirloom – as is the ring she gave Thorn. They are a pair.’


‘Oh.’ I stare at it, then at him, completely nonplussed. I pull my hand from his and open the front door.


It’s dark outside, but I see a movement in the shadows by the front door and a Fae warrior I don’t recognize moves forward. He’s taller than Strach and built like a tank. One of Dina’s Stormborn, then – her personal guard. The newcomer gives me a polite nod before speaking.


‘My prince? Are you ready?’


‘Thank you Elisior, let’s go. Kit, it was good to see you. Think about what I said before you respond to the invitation.’


I nod and watch them walk along the pavement before darkness completely swallows them.




Chapter Five


Five minutes after Strachan has left, Dante lightly bounces down the stairs and Aiden reappears behind him looking tense.


‘Which one was he?’ Dante asks.


‘That was Strachan. Aelfric’s oldest son’s youngest son.’ I consider my explanation when I see his confused expression. ‘I really should show you their family tree one day. Even I can’t keep them all straight. But he’s a good guy. Aiden and I ran a job with him about two months ago.’


‘The guy’s arrogant but he’s a good fighter,’ Aiden adds. ‘What did he want?’


‘He dropped off this.’ I hand Aiden the invitation. ‘The annual Midwinter Ball is happening and I’ve been invited.’


Aiden looks impressed and passes it to Dante, who scowls at it unhappily before dropping it on the kitchen counter.


‘You going?’


‘Not if I can help it. I’ve had enough of the House of Alba to last me a very long time.’ I swipe my fingers over the paper. ‘But he mentioned that Thorn might be there.’


‘Did he say anything else about Thorn?’


I mutely shake my head and Aiden nods. ‘Well, that’s okay. So we know Thorn’s okay, that he made it back out of the clearing. That he’s in touch with his family. Strachan wouldn’t lie about something like that.’


‘I don’t think he would, no.’ I draw a deep breath and let my anxiety smooth out a little. If Thorn is to attend the ball, it means he’s fine. The fact that I left him behind in the Otherwhere and ran for my life, while he fought off wild Fae and ogres hangs heavily on my shoulders. None of my attempts to reach him through the little sliver of mirror he gave me has worked.


Aiden rummages through the kitchen drawers and comes up with a handful of take-away menus. ‘What food do you want? I’m happy with whatever.’


I’m wondering why I’m not hungry, which is unusual for me, when Aiden’s mobile rings.


‘Leo! Yeah, we’re just about to order dinner. Wanna come over?’


While we’re debating the choices Aiden suddenly heads past us to the lounge. ‘Guys, check this out.’


He turns on the TV and flicks to the news. He has the phone cradled against his ear and he’s still talking to Leo while beckoning us over impatiently.


Dante moves the coffee-table books to the side and we both grab seats on the solid wooden table in front of the TV.


‘I’m reporting from the burned-out remains of Icon, a recently opened nightclub in London’s West End.’


Aiden pauses the newscaster mid-sentence.


‘We’ve got the channel,’ he tells Leo. ‘Speak in a bit.’ He hangs up and comes to sit next to me. ‘This is where we were last night.’


‘And you let it burn down? Without telling me?’ I nudge him but he looks unhappy.


‘No, we left this morning and it was fine. Leo’s just heard about it too. Apparently there was a fire and the whole place burned down. It happened after the club shut.’


‘This isn’t good,’ Dante mutters. ‘Did Leo say anything else?’


‘Just that his dad’s talking to one of the investors. Apparently the guy is seriously pissed off. He spent a lot of money on getting Icon up to scratch and now this has happened.’


‘Did someone have a grudge against him?’


Aiden shrugs at Dante’s question. ‘I’m pretty sure that as a club owner and property developer in London you can’t not have people have grudges against you. It comes with the territory.’


‘But no other clubs are being burned down,’ Dante points out, and I have to agree with this. This was weird, and from Aiden’s expression he thought so too. We watch the rest of the story unfold. No one apparently got hurt but it was a close call, as the manager and some of the bar staff were cleaning up when the fire started. The fire brigade was called and they battled the fire and saved the surrounding buildings from catching fire but unfortunately Icon was a mess.


On the TV the reporter points to a huddled group of staff, who look soot stained and dazed as she covers the arson and police investigation.


Aiden’s phone rings again and he answers, muting the TV.


‘Hold on, let me put you on speaker phone.’ He fiddles with the touch screen. ‘It’s Leo. We’re all here, Leo. Tell us what’s going on.’


‘Hey, guys. So, my dad’s been talking to the owner and one of the main investors on and off today. Turns out a bunch of guys came into Icon last night . . . no, this morning, after we left, but the doorman and his crew tossed them out when they caught them dealing. And by dealing I mean these guys were handing out baggies of free stuff to everyone who wanted any. And they weren’t even being circumspect.’


‘So because they were tossed out, they burned down the club in retaliation?’ Dante asks.


Leo sighs a little before he answers. ‘It’s a theory.’


‘Did the doorman see what they were dealing?’


‘I’ll give you one guess, Kit. Go on. But I bet you won’t get it. Never ever.’


‘Glow.’


‘Wow. It’s like you knew all along.’


I roll my eyes at Leo’s sarcasm. ‘Do we know what these guys looked like?’


‘Nondescript Caucasian dudes, in their twenties and thirties, wearing leather jackets, jeans, shirts. Hung with gold chains. Basically: your quintessential douche-bag drug dealer. There’s a reason Hollywood portrays these guys this way.’


I scrub at my face and fight the tiredness. I’ve had some decent sleep brought on by the migraine pills but listening to Leo makes me weary. A part of me wants nothing more than to launch out into the night, question people and talk to them about Glow, but it’s not something I can do. And, honestly, it’s not something I’m interested in doing all that much either, even if the short-term impulse is there. The case was taken away from me. It belongs to the wolves now; my uncle Andrew made a big song and dance about giving it over to them.


And, yes, it still smarts.


‘Cheers, Leo. I’ll ring Connor and Shaun and tell them about this. If you hear anything more, give me a call, okay? Or get your dad to ring Connor directly and they can figure out what to do next.’


‘I will do, guys. Stay safe.’


Dante stands up as Aiden turns the TV off.


‘That’s it?’ he says. ‘You guys are just going to sit here and do nothing?’


‘Hey, I’m still on the case,’ Aiden mutters. ‘Without knowing what Connor and Shaun are up to, I can’t just go and do my own thing.’


‘I’m talking about Kit.’


I sit up with a jerk at the mention of my name. ‘What?’


‘You. You’re sitting here, moping, when this crap is happening out there.’


‘I am not moping, Dante.’


‘You are. You’ve done nothing in days except sit at home and here, you’ve been training and not really here. You’ve not even spoken to your family since you got here yesterday. Crap is happening out there and you . . . you’re just shutting down.’


I blink at him. ‘What do you want me to do?’


He growls in frustration. ‘I don’t know. Something! Anything. I’m not used to you being this passive and still. It’s freaking me out. Kit, people are taking faerie drugs, a nightclub burned down and you’re just sitting here looking a little bored.’


‘I’m . . .’ Too tired even to think about this. ‘. . . not ignoring any of this, Dante. I can’t just rush off and investigate and make a mess of things.’


‘Why not?’


‘There are rules.’


He snorts. ‘Yeah, and you’re so good at following rules.’


I frown up at him. ‘What is your problem, Dante?’


‘My problem is the both of you just sitting here. When we should be out there doing things, getting to the bottom of this.’


Aiden moves closer to Dante. ‘Dante, you don’t know . . .’


Dante holds up a hand and Aiden snaps his mouth shut at the peremptory gesture. ‘No. You’re right, Aide, I don’t know. So maybe you should stop hiding things and tell me what the hell is going on here. Why are the both of you dragging your feet on this? There are drugs out there, being given out for free to unsuspecting people. People have died in the past and now they’ve gone and burned down a nightclub. What next? More burnings? People being shot or stabbed for denying dealers access to clubs?’


Aiden is staring into the middle distance, and I can tell that he’s doing his utmost to calm down, so as not to shift in front of Dante.


‘Remember when we were given the Child Thief case by Suola?’ I ask Dante. His gaze moves to me and he nods. ‘You remember the vow we took?’


Again he nods.


‘In this instance, Uncle Andrew took on the Glow case. He delegated it to me first time round. I was partially successful and we sent one of the main dealers back to the Otherwhere to be judged. Then you and I were given the Child Thief case and Andrew took the rest of the Glow thing away from me. Remember the fight I had with Aiden about that?’
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