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“This could go either way,” I admitted. 

I would have liked to tell Emma something more comforting as she stared at me like I was her personal hero. But I didn’t have any idea what was going to happen now. On the ground, surrounding us, were Emma’s class mates, their glowing eyes indicating they’d been possessed by the spirits of ancient Druids. They were ready to kill me and take Emma prisoner again. 

In the skies, flying swiftly towards us, was the Vryloka horde; countless energy vampires, flying on hazel wands, their pink skin gleaming in the dawn light, their red hair streaming out behind them. I didn’t know specifically what they wanted, but I could guess; they wanted to kill me and take Emma prisoner. 

It was a popular choice that morning. 

“Get her,” said the leader of the Druids, who was wearing the body of Emma’s boyfriend, Clark, like a skin suit. 

But as the Druid students moved forward, there came a shriek from the sky. Looking up, I saw the Vryloka peeling off and swooping down at full speed, aiming for—you guessed it—Emma. 

The Druid leader (Cormag I think he called himself) summoned a ball of fire into his hand and tossed it, almost casually, at the oncoming creatures. 

“Filthy beasts.” 

I wouldn’t disagree with him, but when you are faced with a horde of flying energy vampires, it pays to be diplomatic. The leader

of the Vryloka easily swerved in mid-air to avoid the ball of fire, and even at this distance, I could see its eyes narrow. It turned in its seat and gave a raucous screech to the rest of the horde, which seemed to be some sort of an instruction. 

I glanced back across the waterfront towards Cormag and saw a shadow of uncertainty on his face—apparently, it was dawning on him that he might have made an error. 

“Get the girl!” 

The Druids/studetns had all frozen after his last command, watching the approaching Vryloka (I got the impression they had no idea what these things were), but now they snapped back into activity. I got ready to defend Emma, but at the same time, I heard a screech from above. I didn’t speak Vryloka, but I got the impression the words translated to ‘ Get the girl! ’. 

As the Druids ran forward, five or six of the Vryloka peeled off from the rest of the horde, diving out of the sky at a scorching pace towards Emma. The Druids saw them too. 

“Get behind me,” I instructed Emma, and she did as I said, though there were Druids behind us, as well. 

As the Druids approached, I let loose a bolt of magic from my hands. Compared to the Druids, I wasn’t particularly powerful in magic, but they were taken by surprise—most vampires don’t use magic at all. They were knocked back which gave the Vryloka time to come closer. 

I grabbed Emma. “Do you trust me?” 

She looked at me. “Do you even have to ask?” 

Half-carrying her , I ran straight towards the Druids. Once again, they were taken by surprise, but this time it was, no doubt, surprise at my apparent stupidity—they outnumbered me massively—thus, it would appear I didn’t stand a chance. 

But, I wasn’t running towards them to attack them, I was running towards them because where Emma went, the Vryloka followed. As the Druids made a grab for Emma, the flying creatures hit, springing from their hazel wands and attacking, magic meeting claws. 

“Come on,” I urged Emma. 

This was going to be a stalemate; the Vryloka could not best the Druids ’ magic (just as well as I still hoped the students the Druids possessed might be saved) but the Vryloka had the advantage of numbers. For now both factions were distracted fighting each other, but once Emma was absent, they would lose interest in the fight. 

I had to get her far enough away that by the time they realized she was gone , it would be too late for them to pursue. 

“What were those things?” asked Emma, as we ran. 

“The ones in the air or the ones on the ground?” 

“ Both. ” 

“On the ground they would seem to be the spirits of ancient Druids who have possessed your fellow students. In the air; energy vampires called Vryloka—nasty bastards.” 

“Why are they after me?” 

“That I don’t know,” I admitted. “But it must be nice to be popular.” 

She frowned at me and shook her head. “Not exactly.” 

I wondered if I should tell her I’d spoken to her father, and that if anyone understood why this was happening, it was probably him, but now wasn’t the time. 

We reached my car. “My apologies, but for the sake of survival, you will have to open your own door, I’m afraid,” I said. 

She smiled and shook her head. “Really, Stone?” 

I gave her a cheeky grin as she threw open the door, seated herself, and I did the same. Then, I started the engine and we took off at a breakneck pace, heading out of town. 

“Where are we going?” asked Emma. 

“Somewhere Sinjin recommended if I ever faced an emergency,” I replied as I looked in the rear-view mirror. We were not being followed… yet. I looked over at Emma. “I believe this counts as an emergency?” 

She nodded. “So, where is this emergency… bunker?” 

“It’s in the country,” I said it with more confidence than I felt. 

Emma sat back in her seat. She looked surprisingly calm given what she had been through. After a while she started laughing. 

I faced her quizzically. “Care to let me in on the joke?” 

“I was just thinking. Two wrongs made a right.” 

I couldn’t help joining in with her laughter. It wasn’t that funny, but it was true, and we laughed the laugh of those who were simply glad to be alive. 

After a while, her laughter died and she grew ponderous as she stared outside the window. “I knew you’d come for me.” She said the words in a small voice, almost a whisper, as she continued to stare out the window, not turning to face me. 

I made no reply. I was happy she knew I would always protect her, but my thoughts and feelings were also host to a plethora of other emotions I wasn’t sure what to do with. This girl had a spell over me that had nothing to do with magic and was twice as strong. I wanted to tell myself it was just infatuation or lust—

but both were so very, very wrong. Deep down, I knew I was kidding myself; however physically attractive I found Emma, there was so much more to her, so very much more, and it was that

‘more’ that drew me to her. I couldn’t let myself be swept away by it, though. 

Yet, every time she turned those blue eyes on me, my mind strayed again. 

“It’s a little bit of a drive. Why don’t you get some sleep?” I asked as I looked over at her. She pulled her attention from the window and faced me with a small nod. 

Then she curled up prettily and closed her eyes. After a minute or so, her breathing slowed and I could tell she was asleep. 

I relaxed, focused my eyes on the road, and tried to take stock of where we now were. I was finally able to take the proverbial deep breath and allow my fight-or-flight instincts to relax. 

Emma’s kidnap had thrown me into such a spiral of panic, I had struggled even to think straight, which wasn’t like me at all. 

I’d been through a lot in life and I’d taken it on the chin —I knew how to handle things and I never panicked. That was what Emma did to me. I had never felt like this about a woman before, I’d never met anyone who made my brain go into meltdown such as she did. It wasn’t brilliant news for someone who lived a life like mine, on the other hand, I found myself almost proud of the fact that I cared for someone enough to go to pieces over them—

that showed real personal growth. That personal growth hadn’t come at the most convenient time, but you can’t have everything. 

I needed to keep it together for her . 

No, you need to stop thinking of her as your Emma, and think of her as just another person. 

That was the only way I was going to be able to protect her. 

Unfortunately, whenever I looked at her, I could only think of her as mine. 

Of course, Sinjin’s warning words regarding his niece played through my head. I would have to tell him my true feelings towards her, eventually . Perhaps he would take leniency on me

considering I had rescued her and kept her safe? Well, so far, anyway. 

Slow down, old man, I reprimanded myself. You still aren’t sure what she thinks of you. 

Thinking of awkward conversations caused me to remember I had only found Emma thanks to her powerful father. I should probably inform him that I had got her back. 

It was still early and now that we were out of town, I hadn’t seen another car for the last half hour, so I decided it was safe to be that jackass on the phone while driving. I brought up

‘received calls’ and rang Emma’s father, taking a moment to wonder at the fact that I now had the private mobile number of the High Mage of the King’s Alliance, something of which I was not at all proud. 

“ You have reached the phone of Duine, leave a message. ” 

“This is Stone Draper. We spoke earlier.” He would probably remember me , but just in case… “Just to let you know, Emma is safe and in my custody. We’re en route to a safe place and one I won’t mention for… security reasons. Call me if you’d like to speak to her.” 

I hung up. 

Should I have mentioned the Vryloka attack? Or the Druids? I had a hunch the answer would have been ‘ Yes. Definitely’ , but Sinjin’s would probably have been ‘ No. Don’t volunteer any more information than you have to’ . 

I was now the servant of two masters and I didn’t like being servant to anyone—certainly not these two. If Emma was under attack (and she clearly was) then I still thought Duine was the most likely reason, so maybe I didn’t feel obligated to make things easy for a man who had left his daughter out there unprotected. I didn’t rate him as much of a dad, so screw him. 

He hadn’t even left his phone on. He knew she was in danger and I’d be calling with an update and yet he had not left his phone on. 

I glanced at Emma, sleeping peacefully on the passenger seat. She deserved so much better. She deserved two loving, doting and proud parents. And yet, her mother was dead and her father was a tyrant. What did having a dad like that do to you? 

There and then I decided that, no matter what passed between us, I would always be there for Emma. If her dad wished to collect her, he would have to come for her and I would stay by her side until Emma, herself, told me otherwise. 

#

A few hours north out of Salem and you’re safely into what you might call ‘landscape’. Maybe it was my eastern European upbringing, but I’ve always felt safe surrounded by mountains. 

The ocean makes me uncomfortable; too much horizon makes my palms itch. Mountains feel like home, even American mountains which aren’t quite the same. That probably sounds dumb—geography, topography and geology are what they are and don’t give a shite about the artificial lines humans drew across them, splitting them into countries, but I always felt that if you took a bunch of mountains from old and new worlds and mixed them up, I’d still be able to pick out the European ones from the American ones. 

But in the absence of European peaks, these ones were still pretty good. 

Sinjin had picked his hiding place well and I wondered how long he had owned it. I knew he’d been a world-traveler in the days before the Underworld, before he became the man he was today, but I got the impression he was always a bit unsure of the States. He probably still thought of America as ‘the Colonies’, which is the problem of being a six-hundred-year-old vampire; your attitudes can be a bit old-fashioned. 

We left the main road and took a smaller one that wound slowly higher up the slopes. Soon enough, we turned onto a pitted and pockmarked road that probably saw more moose than men. This, in turn, we left in favor of an old dirt track, climbing steeply away from civilization and prying eyes. The car tipped and tilted as we struggled over strewn rock and the uneven ground, the engine started a whining complaint at the gradient. 

“Wrstglf…” murmured Emma as the jolting of the car nudged her out of sleep. 

“Sorry.” 

She peered at me, from bleary eyes, clearly wondering where we were. She stretched and looked around, stifling a yawn. 

“Sleep well?” 

“I had nightmares… not surprising.” She craned her neck as she looked outside the window and turned back to me again. “Where are we?” 

“Almost to Sinjin’s hideout.” 

“Uncle Sinjin has a hideout in the mountains?” 

“Apparently. I doubt he gets out here much.” 

Emma looked out the side window. “He was always full of surprises.” 

“That’s putting it mildly .” 

She laughed and then nodded. “ Will there be food there?” At the mention of food, her stomach growled. 

“I stopped for supplies.” 

“Cool.” 

About ten minutes later, we saw Sinjin’s cabin, at the end of the increasingly rough track. And thank goodness for that, as the car was not meant for off-roading. 

“Cute place,” judged Emma, “what are the chances of there being hot running water and a change of clothing?” 

I shrugged. “This is Sinjin we’re talking about, so I’d say anything was possible.” 

As it turned out, there was a generator around the back of the cabin which fired up after I kicked it a couple of times. The generator was set up to heat water from a rain tank in the roof which allowed Emma a hot shower. 

There was food too—tinned and dried varieties. Unfortunately for Emma, there was no women’s clothing but I was able to find one of his shirts, which when paired with a belt, turned into a fashionable and disturbingly appealing dress for Emma. 

She gave a little twirl. “How do I look?” 

Like something I’m going to lose my job over . “You look good.” 

She pouted. “Just good?” 

I couldn’t help smiling. “How do you feel?” 

Emma gave a wan smile as she sank down onto the leather couch. “I don’t know. I want to put it all out of my head—pretend it was all just a dream. But I’m not sure that’s the smart thing to do. 

I need to be alert.” 

“Leave that to me.” I stayed standing, not sure if I trusted myself sitting beside her. “I’ll protect you.” 

Her bright blue eyes turned up to me. “I know.” She looked down at her hands which were folded primly in her lap and shook her head. “I just wish I knew what all this was about.” 

I nodded and then sighed. “There’s something I should probably tell you.” Now we were calm and settled and no longer running for our lives I had to be square with her, and I would live with the

consequences from both Sinjin and her father. Screw ‘em—I was here and they weren’t. “Actually there are probably a few things I should tell you.” 

Emma looked concerned. “Sounds serious.” 

“I guess it is.” 

Emma took a deep breath. “Well, good then. I’m sick of being the pawn in everyone else’s stories.” She frowned a moment, trying to recall something. “Do you know what a maguffin is?” 

“Scottish clan?” 

She giggled. “No. It’s a story device that Alfred Hitchcock used to use.” 

“I was not expecting that,” I said honestly. 

She laughed again. “It’s the thing you think the story is about when it’s actually about something else. In the first Indiana Jones film…” 

“I don’t think Indiana Jones is an Alfred Hitchcock film.” 

“Other directors use it too,” she answered with an unconcerned wave. “The Ark of the Covenant is the maguffin. Everyone’s chasing it, but it’s not really what the story is about.” 

“Oh. Your point?” 

She nodded and sighed as she looked at me. “That’s how I feel. 

Everyone’s chasing me and yet I can’t be what it’s all about.” 

I could understand how she might feel that way, kept in the dark about everything ‘for her own protection’. She was eighteen years old; she was mature enough to know why all this was happening to her. 

“Okay…” 

From outside, there was a loud bang and the lights in the cabin went out. 

“Stone!” 

Emma leapt off the couch and into my arms. I held her small trembling body against me. 

“I’ll check and see what that was.” 

“No, please. Don’t… don’t leave me alone.” Her grip tightened. 

“Okay. You come with me. But stay close.” 

She couldn’t have stayed any closer without climbing into my pants. She kept pressed against me, clutching my arm as I left the cabin and did a circuit to scout for trouble. As we approached the generator, I saw smoke pouring out, red with the light of the dying sun. 

“Hope you enjoyed the shower, it might be your only one.” 

“Did someone sabotage it?” Her voice fluttered with anxiety. 

“No.” I shook my head. “Death by natural causes. You can’t leave a generator like this idle for months—maybe longer—and expect it to just start up again. I’ll look at it tomorrow. I reckon I can fix it.” 

There was another sound from behind us—the rattle of displaced rocks tumbling down. Emma and I turned about to see a deer on the skyline. It gave us a ‘WTF’ look, and went on its way. 

As we breathed again, Emma and I both disintegrated into giggles. 

“I’m jumping at my own damn shadow,” I shook my head. 

We were still close, Emma’s arms holding onto me as if for dear life and I held her protectively close. 

“My heart’s racing,” whispered Emma. 

“I can feel it.” I could. Her chest was pressed against me, her breasts flattened against my torso, the thin shirt barely a barrier to the warm skin beneath. 

In the last rays of the sun our eyes met. 

I kissed her. 

I couldn’t help it. 

And I won’t pretend that she made the first move or that we both moved at the same time or that it was so quick, who could say who it was who made the first move? 

No, it was me; I kissed her . 

Thankfully she kissed me back with interest. It was as if she had only needed me to make the first move, to make it okay, for the dam to be torn down and swept away by the pent-up tide of hormones it had been holding back. 

Emma latched onto my mouth with her own, moaning softly, thrusting her tongue to meet mine. She clutched my body tighter now, no longer for protection, but because she needed to feel the hard lines of me against the soft contours of hers. 

If my kiss had freed her, then her response freed me. I ’d been given a green light and I took it, grasping her ass in my hands to tug her against me. Emma broke our kiss for long enough to gasp as she felt the hardness in the front of my pants, rigid against her. She attacked my mouth with fresh vigor this time, grinding herself against me. 

What the hell was I doing? 

She was my student (even if I wasn’t a proper teacher). She was eighteen (although I actually wasn’t that much older). I was supposed to be protecting her ! I had promised Sinjin, I had promised her father, two men you did not cross if you wanted to keep on living with all of your body parts still attached. 

It was wrong. 

But, it didn’t feel wrong. 

It felt inevitable. And a little wonderful. 

We could still stop. 

At any moment, one of us could say ‘ No ’ and that would be that. 

But as one hot, breathless moment passed into the next, it became less and less likely that either of us was going to pull away. 

TWO

LAUCIAN

“This is awkward, I know.” I surveyed the two vampires (Bella and Xander) and two Daywalkers (Crispin and Freya) who had been charged with watching over Bryn and Rowan. “You take your orders from Sinclair and although he left me in command of the Vampire Coalition, this is a personal matter and perhaps I don’t have authority here. But…” I held up a finger, “I think we can all agree that the arrival of the Vryloka has changed matters. With all due respect to the four of you, I think Sinclair would have made other provisions had he known that risk that his daughter was facing. Particularly with Bryn gone. Do we agree on this?” 

“We do.” Thankfully, the woman, Bella, seemed to be the senior partner here—or at least she acted as if she was—and she and I got on. “To be honest, we’re not sure what to do …” 

“And it would be nice to have someone else to blame when Sinclair returns?” I suggested. 

“Frankly; yeah,” nodded Bella. 

I couldn’t blame her. If they followed orders, then Rowan might end up dead. If they didn’t follow orders then… Sinclair was not someone whose orders you disobeyed. They would be glad to have me

to blame because I was one of the rare vampires who wasn’t afraid of Sinjin Sinclair. 

“Very well then,” I continued. “Firstly, you should know I have already told Rowan you’re out here, so there’s no need to continue hiding.” I noted the anxious glances shot between them—I had already broken one of Sinclair’s cardinal rules. “Rowan is not angry with her father. In fact, I think she’s rather happy he’s been looking after her all this time. Since she does know about you, don’t feel you have to be stand-offish, Rowan could probably use your company. Right now the child is under considerable pressure and I do not want her to feel any more isolated than she already is.” 

“Won’t you be keeping her company?” asked Xander. 

“Not for the next week. Perhaps more.” I came to the second point in my presentation. “As you know, Mathilda is in a serious condition—dying, in fact—and there is little I can do to help her personally, so I am leaving to find assistance. We gave the Vryloka a kicking so hopefully we won’t see them again for a little while. However, I do not know how long I will be gone. 

They may come back before I return.” 

They all looked worried and Bella spoke up again. “We can’t take them. I mean, we’ll do our best to protect Rowan, but if they come in numbers, they’ll have the better of us.” 

The four of them had been selected by Teri Fisher, Sinclair’s spy-in-chief, for their skills in clandestine observation, not as fighters. Fortunately I had thought of that. 

“I’ll see to it you have help.” 

#

As the sun set, I strolled out of the house at Kinloch Kirk and made my way down to the beach. I certainly could appreciate my surroundings here and could understand why Sinclair had made it his home (though he had reasons beyond the landscape). It was beautiful in a silent and desolate sort of a way. It was one of those places that feels wild and lonely and yet also oddly like home. 

At the edge of the beach I paused, looking about me towards the windswept dunes, crowned with patches of rough, tussocky grass. 

“I know you’re out there. I want to talk.” 

No response came. 

“I understand this is not how predator and prey are supposed to behave,” I went on. “This isn’t what you have been trained for and I suppose I’m letting you down by neither running away nor trying to kill you. Believe me, as an old predator myself (now on

the wagon), I do understand. But the situation is what it is and I would like to talk.” 

Still nothing. 

“I assure you I am not telling a falsehood, negotiating for my safety or trying to trick you.” 

A shadow stood up on one of the dunes. “You actually think you could trick me?” 

“I said I was not trying to trick you.” 

“The implication being that you think you could.” 

“If such was implied, I apologize. Can we talk rather than yell at each other from across the beach?” 

“Sure,” O’Rourke shrugged. “All you have to do is come over here.” 

There was making a power play, and then there was just pettiness, but I needed a favor from this woman—a favor she had no reason to grant. I walked across the beach and clambered up the dune to join her. 

“I’d have thought a vamp would just jump up here.” 

“I don’t like to show off for humans.” 

“It’s hardly showing off.” O’Rourke gave me a snide smile. “And it’s hardly impressive.” 

“Much as I enjoy these little exchanges, I have a great deal to do at the moment, so if we could move past the dazzlingly witty repartee section of the conversation?” 

“Move past it.” 

O’Rourke seated herself on the dune. Her dark, curly hair was bundled up and pinned back out of her way. She wore no make-up and her clothes were designed to be flexible and hardwearing rather than for any aesthetic value. Even without the pomp and circumstance, there was a natural sexuality to her I found provocative and alluring. Her hair was as wild as her eyes, the lack of make-up just proclaimed her natural beauty, and beneath those practical clothes, I could not help noticing the way her lean, toned body moved. And her ‘casual’ attitude further excited me. She appeared completely unaware or unconcerned with her obvious sexiness and that made her all the sexier. I wasn’t the type to feel attraction for someone just because they were trying to kill me, but there was something about O’Rourke that could have stopped traffic. 

“So what do you want?” she asked, the wind whipping some stray strands of hair across her face. 

“I need to leave Kinloch Kirk for a few weeks.” 

“Sporting of you to let me know. Are you going to tell me where you’re going so I can book tickets in advance and save myself some cash?” 

“Not exactly.” 

“I had a hunch.” 

“ We had an agreement,” I reminded her, “that you would not try to kill me until Mathilda and Rowan were safe. Or at least safer

. Guaranteeing their safety at the moment may be next to impossible.” 

O’Rourke nodded. “I remember; I won’t kill you until then.” 

I noticed she had eliminated the words ‘ try to ’ from my version. 

“If I give you my word that I will return here, then will you trust me?” 

Her eyes were an odd shade, almost amber, flecked with gold streaks, and she regarded me for a long time before answering. 

“Maybe. But I would sooner track you. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 

“The only thing I can do is ask.” 

“Are you deluded, vampire?” 

“Laucian,” I corrected. “I am not just asking you to refrain from following me. I am asking you to stay here and protect the girl and the elderly Fae in the house from those creatures if they return.” 

O’Rourke had a natural confidence about her, but I noticed the slight movement of her features that indicated surprise. “What about your friends? Can’t they watch the child and old woman?” 

“You know very well that none of them can fight like you.” 

“They’re vampires.” 

“Two of them are Daywalkers, actually.” Daywalkers were still a subject with which not everyone was familiar, and I believed O’Rourke’s training had been along the traditional lines. Vampire hunters were a bit of an anachronism now. In some ways, she was as old-fashioned as I was. 

“Whatever. They’re stronger than I am.” 

I nodded. “Stronger and faster. But not trained. You’re one hell of a fighter. I would put your skill above vampire strength any day.” 

O’Rourke sat in silence for a moment, then her face cracked into an unfamiliar smile, creasing her cheeks. And she was even more lovely. “They tell you all sorts of things when you take on a job

—what to expect so you’re not taken by surprise.” She paused. 

“But no one ever mentioned anything like this.” 

“Sorry for ‘throwing you a curve ball’ as the American say.” 

“Rather than apologies, why don’t you tell me what’s going on here?” 

“There is only so much I can tell you. Some of it I don’t know, some is none of your business.” 

She raised her eyebrows. “Big words for someone asking a favor.” 

“It’s none of my business either,” I shrugged. “This isn’t your fight, but nor is it mine. And yet, we both find ourselves here, needing to decide what is the right thing to do.” 

I told her what I felt safe in telling her. That Rowan was the daughter of a friend, that he and his wife were estranged which was why there were four people spying on the house, and that he had been forced to go away and had left me in charge of his

‘business’. 

“You’re not going to tell me this friend’s name?” 

“Does it matter?” 

“When hordes of monsters come down from the sky, in search of some kid, it usually has to do with the parents.” 

“That may be the case,” I hedged. “But I genuinely do not know why the Vryloka are targeting Rowan. As for the identity of her father; if you ask Rowan, she may tell you. But that is her decision to make, not mine. I hope the identity of her father will not change your attitude.” 

“But it might?” 

“It might.” 

“So her dad is a vampire, then.” O’Rourke clicked her teeth as she read the truth in my expression. “I thought procreation wasn’t something that your kind could do? Or was she conceived before he was turned?” 

“ Q uestions concerning Rowan’s conception definitely fall into the bracket of, ‘ stuff I’m not comfortable talking about ’.” 

“A vampire who is so important that even his daughter is a target,” mused O’Rourke. “I reckon I could put a name to him.” 

She wasn’t stupid. “You are probably right.” 

O’Rourke pondered this awhile. “What is she?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Rowan,” O’Rourke started, “what is she? She’s not a vampire, but she’s something.” 

“Rowan is… new.” It was the best answer I could come up with. At the moment, Rowan was Rowan, what she might grow up into was a whole other question. 

“But she’s not powerful enough to protect herself.” 

“Not yet,” I acknowledged. “The time may come when she will put us all to shame, but at the present, she is no more than a child in danger.” 

O’Rourke leant back on her hands and laughed unselfconsciously. 

“I don’t know why we’re having this conversation, vampire…” 

“Laucian.” 

“We both know I’m going to protect her and I would have, whether you’d asked me to or not.” 

I nodded. “Good to know.” 

“When do you leave?” 

“Tonight.” I paused. 

“Spit it out.” 

I nodded. “I think it would be most practical for you to move into the house.” 

She inhaled deeply . “I’m not used to being… confined.” 

“How can you hope to protect the child unless you’re close to her?” 

She nodded. “I’ll come by after you’ve gone.” 

She would not enter the house while I was still in residence…

interesting. “I shall let Rowan and Mathilda know.” 

“I’m putting a hell of a lot of trust in you, vampire.” 

“Laucian. And I appreciate it.” 

We stood and dusted off the sand from our clothing. 

“I’ll come at sunrise,” said O’Rourke. She looked me up and down. 

“What?” I asked, suddenly feeling strangely self-conscious, something I, by rule, didn’t feel. 

She smiled. “I can’t get a read on you, vampire. I’m starting to think I might end up regretting having to kill you.” 

“Likewise,” I replied. I was a reformed vampire, but make no mistake, if someone tried to kill me, even someone with amber eyes and the taut backside I now watched as she walked away, I would respond in kind. 

But in her case, I would be sorry to do it. 

#

“O’Rourke?” Rowan looked very uncertain. “Isn’t she trying to kill you?” 

I nodded. “Yes. Me, not you. You she has no problem with. Though you might not want to talk about your father much.” 

“You trust her?” asked Mathilda, from her bed. 

“I do.” And I found that I did. 

“A vampire trusting a vampire hunter.” The old Fae smiled. “I hope I shall be around to see how that story ends.” Her smile became wistful. “The stories are what I shall miss the most, I think. Life is just a string of stories.” 

Now that Rowan had overheard the serious condition Mathilda was in, the old Fae tried to normalize her death and be blasé about it. 

“She’s coming here at sunrise,” I went on. “After I’ve gone. I’ve suggested she live here until my return. Hopefully that will not be long.” 

“Where are you going?” asked Mathilda. 

“I have friends I need to visit.” I smiled confidently, but in truth I was not sure which, if any of them, could help. “Why don’t you get some sleep? I’ll come and say goodbye before I go.” 

Mathilda sighed. “Seems all I do now is sleep. And yet I’m still tired all the time.” 

I admired the way she was handling the situation. It was one of many things I admired about Mathilda. However all this ended up, I was glad and honored to have met her. 

“You were lying to her,” Rowan hissed as we left Mathilda’s room. 

“No I was not.” 

“You don’t have any idea who you can get to help move the portal here.” 

“What makes you think that?” 

Rowan pouted and looked at her feet. “I don’t know. I just know.” 

Her mother, Bryn, was a sensitive. It was likely the girl was, as well, but had not yet learnt to control her power. 

“I have some ideas, ” I said. 

She looked up at me. “I know who you should go to.” 

We had just entered the kitchen and I stopped in my tracks to look back at her. “You know someone who could move the portal? 

That’s powerful magic.” 

She nodded, uncertainly. “I know.” 

I half-smiled. “I don’t have to be a sensitive to know there’s something about this mystery person which makes you nervous.” 

Rowan shook her head. “It’s not that he makes me nervous. It’s just I don’t know if he’ll help, or even if he’ll see you. He may even try to kill you just for asking. But he’s definitely got the power and…” she colored a little, “if anyone can persuade him, I think it would be you.” 

“Why?” 

She shrugged. “Because… you’re awesome.” 

It was very sweet, but I decided to let that comment lie. “Tell me his name.” 

Rowan looked up. “Okay. But you’re not going to like it.” 

She told me his name, and she was right; I did not like it. 
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As the alarms screamed around us, Nyx stood frozen on the table with the stolen lodestone in her hand. Another person might have panicked, but I wasn’t surprised to see the sly smile on Nyx’s face; she lived for these sorts of moment, fueled by the danger. 

“Well, that’s gonna make this more interesting.” 

“Shall we go?” I suggested, grinning back at her—I wasn’t much better than she was when it came to the thrill of adrenalin. 

“I think that’s an excellent idea right about now.” 

I hurried for the door as Nyx sprang down off the table. Opening the door, I wasn’t wholly surprised to find a different set of corridors to the ones through which we’d arrived. 

“Do you know the way out?” 

“No. But there’s got to be one. The Circular Chamber is linked to the outside world by a corridor—you can twist the reality, but you can’t change it. That corridor is still there, even if it’s hard to find.” 

“This one’s as good as any.” It was about time I showed her I could take charge, as well as follow her instructions. Grabbing Nyx’s hand, I dragged her down a corridor to the right, which twisted and jumped like a living thing as we ran down it. Red lights cascaded along the walls as if they were guiding the guards, the Masked Mercenaries, to our location. 

“Here they come.” 

There were three of them. 

I barreled into the first two, knocking them both back against the wall, while Nyx executed a flawless spin kick, sending the third stumbling back. I banged the heads of my two guards together then punched the one Nyx had already stunned. They landed in a graceless heap on the floor. 

“Nicely done,” said Nyx, but her face was serious. 

“They’re just going to keep coming and in greater numbers.” 

“Split up?” 

“That’s what I’m thinking.” 

By splitting up, we might confuse them and send them running every which way, looking for us. Plus, in breaking up their numbers, we would not have to tackle so many at a time. Of course splitting up also meant we were on our own in a fight, but we’d both fought before, we were no strangers to this. 

“See you on the other side.” Nyx shot me a last smile and then dashed away, down a side corridor. I continued the way we’d been going. 

She had the lodestone. 

What if she was going to use me as a patsy, someone to distract the Masked Mercenaries while she got away? I didn’t like it that I was thinking that way after all we’d been through, but where Nyx was concerned, you couldn’t be too careful. I still didn’t even know why she wanted the lodestone. 

“Stop!” A particularly stupid guard alerted me to his presence and I ducked and rolled back, tripping him then starting up to knee his comrade in the stomach. They were well-trained fighters, but I didn’t think any of them had ever been in the thick of battle before, and there is a big difference between sparring in the ring and fighting for your life—anything goes in the real world: you don’t think, you just act. 

With these two taken care of, I ran on. But a few moments later, I ran straight into a dead end, the blank wall seeming to mock me. 

Damn it. 

I had no choice but to run back the way I’d come. The alarm going off had caused the place to mutate into a maze of interwoven corridors, a labyrinth designed to stop thieves from escaping. I wasn’t sure if it wasn’t still changing now, as I ran through it. 

“This way!” 

The cry came from just beyond an intersection of corridors and, automatically, I flattened myself against the wall, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. Up ahead of me, I saw a group of men marching briskly past, too intent on their goal to stop and notice me. But they didn’t seem to be Masked Mercenaries. For starters, they weren’t wearing masks nor uniforms of any sort. 

That was odd, because everything about the way they moved suggested they were military of some sort; a fighting force, trained to move together. 

Who the hell could they be? 

Now I thought about it, that voice had seemed familiar too, though I couldn’t place where I’d heard it before. 

What was going on here? Had another group chosen to break in on the same day, at the same time as Nyx and me? That didn’t seem likely. Had the Masked Magistrates decided to outsource their security to a new contractor while still keeping on the Masked Mercenaries for the day to day guarding of the place? That didn’t seem very likely either. But I would be damned if I could come up with a third option that fit the facts. It wasn’t as if someone could wander into the Halls of the Masked Magistrates by accident, looking for a bathroom. 

Now was not the time to stop and think about it. 

I needed to find a way out. A pathfinder spell would be useless with this much confusion magic bouncing around; it would be just as likely to lead me straight to the guards. But I could use a simple mapping spell, which ought to be small enough magic not to draw any attention to itself. In the air in front of me, moving with me as I walked, a red line traced my path, slowly building up an image of where I’d been, so I wouldn’t turn back on myself and could start to make some sort of sense of this maze. 

Still, it was more by luck than judgement that, about ten minutes later, I peered cautiously around a corner and saw the exit. I also saw two Masked Mercenaries on the floor. I’d known the way out would be guarded and had expected to encounter a fight, but someone had beaten me to it. Nyx? 

I ran up to the guards, alert to anyone who might jump me—after all, this could still be a trap. The guards weren’t unconscious, they were stone dead. Maybe I was wrong, but I didn’t think Nyx would have killed them. She had an aversion to killing, unless it was absolutely necessary. 

I glanced back down the corridor. What if they hadn’t been killed by someone on their way out, but by someone on their way in? That strange group of unidentified people I’d seen, and their leader with the familiar voice (if only I’d seen his face!). It was guesswork, but it seemed pretty solid guesswork to me. Soon after Nyx set off the alarm by stealing the lodestone, another group had broken in, killing the guards. Why? 

The answer lay back the way I’d come and I damn sure wasn’t going back that way, but I also wasn’t going to stop thinking about it. 

Stepping over the dead guards as respectfully as I could, I exited the halls of the Masked Magistrates and found myself in an alleyway in central London that wasn’t where we’d come in. It seemed to be morning rush hour and I checked my watch. I hadn’t realized how long we were in there. Or perhaps time, as well as space, was distorted in the corridors of the Masked Magistrates. 

Looking about, I saw a coffee shop on the far side of the street that would give me an unobstructed view of the alleyway—I wanted to wait for Nyx, but I couldn’t guarantee that she’d be the next person out the doors and I didn’t want to be standing, waiting there if the Masked Mercenaries started coming out. 

I bought myself a latte and sat at one of the outside tables as people bustled past on their way to work, yelling amicably on their phones, weaving through and past one another in that ‘shoal of fish’ fashion that marks out of the residents of the city of London. 

So many people, so little eye contact. 

After half an hour, I bought another latte and got a muffin, as well. But the empty feeling in the pit of my stomach had nothing to do with hunger and the muffin did nothing to fill it. Where was Nyx? 

Of course the labyrinth of corridors had been complex, so it could take a while for her to find her way out. And, of course, if time did move strangely there, then she might not actually be that far behind me. And, of course, I didn’t know how many exits the place had; she could have come out somewhere else, for all I knew. 

I got out my phone and tried calling her. I was pretty sure there was no reception in the Masked Magistrates’ halls, so there was no danger of the ringtone alerting any guards to her presence. 

But I got no response and my sinking feeling increased. 

This being Nyx, was there a chance she’d gotten out before me and then just abandoned me? Everyone said Nyx of the Samhain couldn’t be trusted. But, though I knew she’d lied to me and hidden things from me and though she’d had me tortured, I trusted her more than that . Besides, untrustworthy though she might be, I didn’t think abandoning someone was her style. If nothing else, she would have waited to make sure I didn’t come out. 

She had to still be in there, either still looking for the exit or… not. 

Another half hour passed, and I was forced to buy another drink as the staff were shooting ‘ other people need that table ’ looks at me. My eyes barely left the alleyway, but nothing happened. I tried calling again, but again, got no response. 

Something had happened to Nyx, and the only thing that made any sense was that she’d been captured. 

Perhaps it was strange that I was this concerned about someone who’d tortured me, but our relationship had changed a lot in a short time and I was concerned about her as more than an ally. 

That said, I was also worried about how the Samhain was going to react when I told them I was safe, but their leader was now a captive of the Masked Magistrates. 

So, n ow what? 
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Absently, I spun the mobile phone in my hand. Using a simple levitation spell, I lifted it above my palm and made it spin and twirl, then snatched it angrily from the air with a snarl. Why didn’t it ring?! 

It had been over an hour since I had given the gypsy vampire the coordinates for where to find Emma, shouldn’t he have been in touch by now? I probably should have gone myself or sent men of my own, but I had business here. 

Business that was more important than my own daughter? 

Well, my business was the fate of the entire magical world so, perhaps; yes. Other people might call that callous or say it made me a bad parent, but thinking your own child is more important than the fate of the world is just misguided. I’m not a bad parent, just a good person. (Although I accepted that a lot of people would have argued I wasn’t that either.) And yet the silent phone tortured me. I was actually surprised by how much I seemed to care. I had not seen my daughter in… longer than I could remember. I did not think about her a great deal. 

She was no part of my life and meant little to me. But the thought of her being in danger had wrought an unexpected effect on me. I didn’t like it. It made me feel vulnerable and… raw. 

It was a similar feeling to that which I experienced after waking from the strange dreams through which I had been suffering. I had wondered if the woman in those dreams might be some sort of dream version of Emma—perhaps this was further evidence of that? 

Regardless, I needed to do something. I couldn’t just keep waiting like this. I could use some form of divination or farseeing to find out what the hell was going on with the vampire teacher, Stone Draper, and my daughter. 

But, as I stalked towards the bureau to fetch my crystal, a whistling sound blew through the room, accompanied by a string of red lights. With a wave of my hand, I made the lights resolve and disgorge their message. An alarm at the Circular Chamber. 

When I first joined the Masked Magistrates, taking my place as the new High Mage of the King’s Alliance, I had been struck by the secrecy of the place and by the various powerful magical items scattered about. With a possible long-term plan in mind, I had accessed the alarm system with what you might call a magical wire-tap. When the alarm went off, I got an alert. So far it had never gone off—you had to be very confident or very stupid to break into the Masked Magistrates. Even I had never attempted it; I had too much to lose if I was caught. 

Which was what made this such a rare opportunity. 

I hurried to the door. “Call out the guard! Plain clothes.” 

“At once, High Mage.” 

I dressed hurriedly while the sound of the alarm continued to ring in my bed chamber. I might never get a chance like this

again. I wondered what the foolish thief had broken in to steal. 

I also wondered about their identity. They might be foolish, but to get as far as they had took no small amount of magical skill and power, as well as balls the size of space hoppers. 

#

Arriving at the secret entrance to the Masked Magistrates’ Halls with a squad of my best men, dressed in street clothes so there was nothing to identify them, I activated the entry spell and strode through. 

There were not usually guards on the entrance because they were unnecessary for a place that could only be assessed by a handful of people using specific magic and which was, anyway, protected by various spells and traps, but when the alarm sounded, Masked Mercenaries were posted on the doors to stop anyone getting out. 

My men made short work of the two guards. No one could be left alive to report that I’d been here; this had to look like the work of the thieves who had broken in. 

“This way!” 

When the alarms went off, the corridors between the entrance and the Circular Chamber became a twisted maze that even I struggled to navigate. For the moment, it was important we stayed together. 

It wasn’t long before we encountered the Masked Mercenaries. 

“High Mage Duine?” The Captain was understandably surprised to see me, as well as nervous. “You are not supposed to…” 

“What’s been taken? I asked sharply, and when the man mouthed like a goldfish, I added, “Did you think that when a powerful artifact is stolen, members of the Magistrates are not alerted to the theft?” 

From the man’s expression, that was exactly what he’d thought. 

And he was right. Maintaining anonymity was of great importance to the Magistrates; we had no influence in how things were run and no contact outside of meetings. What I was doing now was expressly forbidden and the captain presumably knew that. But he was scared of me and had the fear of every subordinate in every job; the fear that he’d missed an important memo. It was like a security guard running into his boss in the office after hours wearing a ski mask and holding a crowbar—the boss was obviously up to no good, but arresting your boss is seldom a good career move. 

“The lodestone, High Mage,” the captain stuttered. “They stole the lodestone.” 

That was the best news I had heard in a long time. “They won’t escape. My men will help yours.” 

“Thank you, High Mage.” He was still not sure what I was doing here, but was not going to turn down more manpower to catch the thief. 

“Your men know the layout of the corridors?” 

“Yes, High Mage.” 

“Excellent. Two of my men will be accompanied by one of yours.” 

We fanned out into the corridors in search of the thief. I stayed close to the captain—when the shit hit the fan, he would be the one to watch. 

The thief or thieves were tricky—they would have to be in order to have gained access into the Circular Chamber in the first place, and even though there were many of us, the thieves eluded our search. 

“I’ve had enough of this.” I rubbed my hands together, creating a ball of purple light, flickering intensely between my fingers. 

“High Mage,” the captain spoke hurriedly, “there are rules about using such powerful magics within the…” 

“And there are rules about stealing too.” 

The power discharged from my fingers, earthing itself against the walls and crackling along the corridors as it sought out the thieves. It might kill a few Masked Mercenaries along the way and it might screw with the internal magic of the building a bit, but those were acceptable losses, as far as I was concerned. 

A cry echoed down a corridor up ahead of us, followed by shouting. 

“We’ve got her!” 

My spell had revealed the thief and the Mercenaries had been there to grab her. The captain and I raced towards the shouting, to where a pair of Masked Mercenaries held a woman with long blonde hair, who was struggling like a wildcat. 

“Let me go! I’m a member of the Masked Magistrates!” 

“What did she say?” I repeated. 

She looked right at me. “I know I shouldn’t be here, but you still can’t treat me this way!” 

She was telling the truth. I might not know the face, but the voice was that of the mysterious woman who had spoken to me at the last Masked Magistrate meeting, the one who had offered to help me find Mercedes. As I approached, I saw the aura of power build around her as she prepared to cast a spell. 

“Down.” 

I was able to move more quickly than her since my hands were free, and my stunning spell knocked her unconscious so she hung like a rag doll between the two mercenaries. But as the spell hit her, something else happened. The blonde color drained from her hair to be replaced by black, her skin paled, her facial features re-shaped themselves and her body shrunk and swelled in key areas, leaving what looked like a completely different woman. A magical disguise. So who the hell had I been talking to? Who had I made a deal with in the Circular Chamber that day? 

“Search her! Find the lodestone.” 

My own men hurried forward, frisking the woman’s unconscious body. 

“Hold up her head.” I frowned as I stared into the unconscious face. Could it be? I had never been face to face with the woman whom I counted as one of my most dangerous enemies, but there was a wild energy about her that suggested this might be Nyx of the Samhain. 

If it was (and I would certainly get that information out of her) then I had killed two birds with one stone here today. 

“Do you know her, Sir?” asked the captain. 

“Perhaps.” 

“We’ll need to take her into custody.” 

“No.” I shook my head. “I shall be taking her.” 

“Sir…” 

“High Mage!” The commander of my squad held up the lodestone he’d found secreted on the person of the woman who might be Nyx. 

“Bring it to me.” 

I held out my hand and the commander gave me the stone. Few of these stones existed, which was just as well because they held immense power that strained at the edges between worlds, and in the wrong hands they could be incredibly destructive. I wondered idly what one might do in my hands. 

“My Lord High Mage,” the Captain of the Masked Mercenaries spoke uncertainly. “Perhaps I should take that? So I can put it back in the Circular Chamber.” 

“That is certainly where it belongs,” I said, my eyes not leaving the lodestone in my hand. “Sadly, the thief made off with it, after killing many of your guards, and even you, yourself.” 

The captain frowned in confusion. “What?” 

I nodded to my commander and turned my back on the carnage as my men jumped the Masked Mercenaries and slaughtered them. Stealing from the Masked Magistrates was difficult and dangerous—

eventually they were sure to find you. It was better to be patient, wait until there was someone else who could take the blame and then you could just walk off with the spoils. 

A lodestone. The possibilities beggared belief. 

“Keep one of them alive. We still need to find our way back out of here.” 

“What are we doing with the woman, High Mage?” my commander called after me. 

“Bring her,” I replied. “But make sure she’s properly secured. If she is who I think she is then she’s an extremely dangerous woman.” 

#

We did not leave the halls of the Masked Magistrates the way we’d come in. There was only one door out, but it led to many different places if you knew how to use it properly. I did not know if the potential Nyx had people waiting outside for her, but I also wasn’t prepared to take that chance. 

Once we were on our way back to the headquarters of the King’s Alliance, I set up a temporary magical dampening field about her. 

The more I looked at her, the more certain I was that this was, indeed, the fabled revolutionary leader. She was strangely unimpressive in many ways; not tall or imposing, attractive but hardly beautiful. Some stories said she was as elderly as the mountains, others that she was barely more than a child—both of which were more impressive as stories than the truth; she was a woman well into her thirties and she looked it. She looked pretty average. 

And yet, there was also something about her. Even unconscious there was, in the set of her jaw and the strength of her features, an air of command. Stretching my hands across her body I could sense the latent power that lay within, muted here in the city, but still there. This woman had caused me no small amount of trouble then retreated to her hideout, frustrating my every effort to find her. 

Now she was here, in my power. 

This had been a very good day, indeed. I had acquired a lodestone and captured the number two on my personal enemies list. I still placed Pagan at number one. Nyx was the more dangerous of the two, but Pagan was more motivated (he actively went after me). 

More importantly, Pagan was the one who gave people hope. It was a strange thing; people were impressed by Nyx, they told stories about her that became legends and spoke of her in hushed tones. 

But they did not love her as they did Pagan. Perhaps they didn’t even like her. Certainly they didn’t trust her. Maybe it was that aura of mystery in which she shrouded herself, to the extent that most didn’t even know what she looked like. Perhaps it was the vagueness of what she was trying to achieve; Nyx had plans and no one knew what they were. That struck people as suspicious. 

Whatever the case, many thought that if Nyx somehow took me out, then they would be replacing one magical dictator with another, while Pagan was viewed as the people’s hero, their champion. He had charisma , and that was a dangerous thing because it meant that even if I killed him, he would still live on to the people, as more of an idea than a person. And it was very hard to kill an idea. 

Nyx was dangerous. Pagan was a threat. 

#

Arriving back at the King’s Alliance Headquarters, I headed straight for my rooms. 

“Put her into an interrogation chamber, I will be there presently. Make sure she is secure. If she escapes or anything happens to her, you will all pay for it with your lives.” 

As I went returned to my room, I found my steps quickening with excitement until I broke into a run. Once I was safely in my bedroom and the door locked behind me, I reached into my pocket and brought out the lodestone. It glowed in my hands and I fancied that I could feel the power throbbing within. 

The word lodestone’ came from the naturally occurring magnetic stones, used in navigation by primitives thousands of years ago. 

But this was a magical lodestone, attracting and absorbing edge magic, that fleeting and ephemeral power that dances along the borders where different worlds and realities meet. Properly used, a lodestone could help you navigate between realities. It could enable you to step from this world into that the of the Fae without the need for a portal, it could take you to alternative realities. Improperly used, it could tear holes in the walls between the worlds so that chaos flooded through. It could drag sections of our reality into hell dimensions too unspeakable to think of, or could transport creatures from those dimensions into our own. Which was why the Masked Magistrates had kept this one locked up and did not use it themselves. 

Pathetic. To have so much power and not use it. What was the point? Power was to be used and now that I had it, I wouldn’t hesitate to use it. The fact that Nyx was the Masked Magistrate who has spoken to me about finding Mercedes meant that that

avenue for finding the Prophetess was now closed to me, but her plan of using a lodestone was a good one. Many said Mercedes was on one of the Fae realms—islands of reality between Faery and this world. The lodestone could help me locate her and would enable me to visit. That was now easy. 

But there was so much more I could do with it. My hands trembled as I held the thing. There had been times, sleepless nights, when I’d wondered if my dreams of ruling all the factions, bringing all the magical races under my dominion, was a pipe dream, but with the lodestone, it suddenly seemed very possible, indeed. 

A knock at the door disturbed my dreams of a bright and powerful future. 

“What!” I barked, suppressing the desire to eviscerate whoever had dared to knock. 

“My Lord, High Mage, you have a visitor.” 

“A visitor?” Who the hell could that be? “Tell them to go away.” 

“I did, High Mage. He said that you would definitely want to see him, and that he is a Master Vampire.” 

Sinclair . 

I had not seen the last of the Master Vampires in a long time. 

And that had been quite deliberate. I’d never liked the man and now wondered how we’d ever managed to be even as much as cordial towards each other. But he was the leader of the Vampire Coalition, a powerful man in his own right, and he would not have sought me out for nothing. Not least because he disliked me as much as I disliked him. If Sinclair was here then it would be for something important, though I could not imagine what. 

“Wait a minute.” 

I strode across my bedroom and ran my hand across the wall above my bed. The wall shimmered a moment and then dissolved to reveal the magical safe hidden there. I whispered the words to open it and the seven dials on its front spun back and forth until the door swung open. 

I actually found it almost physically difficult to put the lodestone down. Having that much power in my hand was intoxicating and putting it down, I felt oddly bereft. But this was the safest place for it. The safe was not actually in the wall; it did not even exist until I called it back into being. If only the Masked Magistrates had thought to take such thorough precautions rather than sticking it in their table. 

Now, to Sinclair. 

Leaving my room, I made my way through the halls of my headquarters to the ante-chamber where visitors were made to wait. I seldom went to meet them myself, but the vampire was an honored guest. He was a pain in the ass as well, but still an honored guest. 

As I entered the ante-chamber, I was brought up short. The man seated there, well dressed, pale-skinned and with strikingly black eyes, was unquestionably a vampire, but it certainly wasn’t Sinclair. How dare he claim to be a Master Vampire? How dare he lie to me? 

“Who are you?” I snapped, angrily. 

The man had been looking at a life-size portrait of me that hung on the wall, but now switched his attention to me. He stood. 

“High Mage Duine, I presume.” He spoke with a light and elegant eastern European accent I could not quite place. 

“I said; who are you?” 

“My name is Laucian,” he answered with a polished and confident smile. “Perhaps you’ve heard of me.” 
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“Are ye sure they’re safe?” asked Odran, the Fae King whose bizarre accent I was just managing to get used to. 

Jolie nodded. “I can sense Bryn’s mind and she seems to be okay.” 

“She bides well?” 

Jolie pulled a face and gave a little shrug. “I’m not sure how much she loves being alone with Sinjin,” she started and then shook her head. “I’m still gutted by what’s happened with them, but if she’s got time to think about whatever weirdness is between them, that means they’re not in any danger.” 

“Ye can tell she’s thinking about the vampire?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” Jolie admitted. “We can read each other’s minds. But, once I realized she was okay, I pulled back again. I don’t want to pry.” Jolie paused. “Okay, that’s a lie; I really want to pry, but I’m choosing not to. First rule of being a sensitive is to be cool about other people’s headspace. It’s like being in someone else’s home; take your shoes off if they ask you to, say nice things about the furniture and don’t clog the toilet.” 

“What a weird analogy,” I smiled. 

Jolie smiled back and I felt my heart flutter as if it was suspended in my chest by butterfly wings. When you start thinking crap like that, you know you’ve got it bad. 

“Where now?” Odran asked the captured Veit named Glottle, who he was increasingly treating like a pet. 

“I can get you inside,” Glottle gurgled nervously, “but are you sure you want to go? Once you’re in, I can’t guarantee you’ll be safe. In fact, I can guarantee you won’t be safe. And there’s nothing I’ll be able to do to protect you.” 

“We can take care o’ ourselves,” said Odran firmly. “We’ve been doin’ this sort o’ thing for many a year.” 

“Okay, okay, okay,” said Glottle, still nervous. “This way.” 

“But how do we get in?” I asked. 

Pulling back a patch of thick weeds, Glottle revealed a metal grate in the ground. “Drains.” 

I will not go into the details of our dark trip through the drains of Orsik’s fortress. Even by the very low standards of the Abyss, the drains were a deeply unpleasant place to be and we were all beyond relieved when Glottle led the way up a metal ladder set into the wall to open another grate that brought us out into the cellars of the fortress. 

“We are finding a different way out,” said Jolie, firmly. 

“Ah just hope we get that far,” I muttered. 

“We’ll nae have any o’ that negative talk,” said Odran, jaw set tightly. “We find Orsik’s lair an’ we leave the way we came in.” 

He caught Jolie’s eye. “Or possibly we leave by some other way yet tae be specified.” 

“Alright then.” I wasn’t going to argue, but his plan seemed too simple by far. 

“Glottle,” Odran turned to his captive, “whit’s the quickest way to Orsik’s chambers?” 

The Veit shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

“Ye dinnae know?” Odran repeated. 

Glottle frowned. “No, I don’t know.” 

Odran glared at him. “Ye dinnae know where yer master bides? How can that be?” 

Glottle looked fearful of exciting Odran’s anger. “It’s not as if he has the likes of me to dinner. If I was ever summoned there…” 

He shook his head in terror at the thought. “Dear, oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.” 

“Do ye at least know which direction it might be?” Odran pressed. 

The Veit raised a scrawny finger. “Up.” 

Odran rolled his eyes. “We’re in the cellar. Up is the only direction.” 

“Do you know which floor he might be on, Glottle?” asked Jolie, speaking more kindly. She had empathy with every creature, something I could little understand. But, it was something I admired about her. Among many other things. 

“Top?” suggested Glottle, uncertainly. “Bound to be high. Bound to be.” 

“Alright,” Jolie seemed to consciously take charge, and I noticed how naturally it came to her, “we work our way up. Sounds as if we’ve got a fair way to go before we have to worry about any more specific direction than that.” 

“Is there an elevator?” I asked, more out of hope than expectation—the idea of walking up however many flights of stairs to get to the top of Orsik’s tower was not one that held any appeal. 

To my surprise, Glottle nodded. “Elevators? Yes. Powered by treadmills.” 

“How are the treadmills powered?” asked Jolie. 

Glottle’s head dropped. “By those who have displeased Orsik.” 

I wondered if he was remembering having been one of those who had displeased Orsik or if he was concerned about becoming one. 

“If we take the elevator,” said Odran, “then we run the risk o’

being spotted.” 

“But if we don’t,” replied Jolie, “then we run the risk of me barfing into the stairwell around the twentieth floor.” 

“Many elevators,” Glottle put in. “Don’t take one. They’re bound to spot you. Change every five floors or so. Take stairs for some floors. Keep moving.” 

Jolie nodded. “Alright Glottle, we’ll do as you say. Will you come with us?” 

Glottle looked startled. “Glottle has a choice?” 

“He has a choice?” Odran looked almost as startled. 

“I’m not forcing him to put himself in danger. The rest of us knew what we were getting ourselves into.” 

“Ye cannae just set him free,” I pointed out, flummoxed that she would even consider such a ridiculous notion. 

“I can,” replied Jolie. “And I trust him not to give us away.” 

I had known Jolie had been a queen, but I had never thought of her in such a way until that moment. Maybe it was being back with her old friends that brought the nobility out of her, but it suited her; noble, magnanimous, merciful. She really was willing to let our prisoner go and she did trust him. 

“Glottle will come along to guide you,” the Veit declared, drawing itself up and puffing out its concave chest. “You will never find your way alone.” 

“Thank you, Glottle,” said Jolie, as if she’d known what he would choose all along. 

Following Glottle, we headed up a staircase, out of the cellars. 

It was clearly going to be no easy task making our way to the tower. The place bustled with activity, innumerable Veits rushing this way and that like ants in a colony, all with something to do. 

The patter of feet and chattering of nervous Veits was a constant accompaniment, and it felt as if we were always on the verge of being discovered. But the structure of the tower played into our hands; the tunnels that burrowed through it were warped and twisting, with nooks and alcoves at every turn. There was barely a place where you could get a clear view all the way down a corridor, and there were plentiful places into which we could duck to hide. Plus, the bus iness of the Veits also worked in our favor; they did not dare stop or even slow down, they rattled past us as we crouched in one hiding place or another, their eyes fixed ahead of them, intent on their task, no time to even glance sideways to see us. 

The exceptions to this were the guards, whose job it was to take things a bit slower and stop to look in every corner. I’d hoped there would not be too many guards once we got inside, but Orsik was clearly aware that this was not the most secure fortress and regular patrols marched (or did something that was as close as Veits could get to marching) along the tunnels. Fortunately, the discordant rattle of their armor and off-beat stamping of their feet gave us notice when they were coming and we were able to hide in good time. 

“Here,” Glottle loped towards a pair of rickety wooden doors, which he opened with a grinding sound. “Elevator.” 

I saw slight anxiety cross Jolie’s face—the floor looked as if it would give way as soon as we stepped in and the whole thing looked so ramshackle, I wondered if it might fall apart any second. 

“At least we’re still on the ground floor,” I whispered to her. 

“Nae too far to fall.” 

She smiled, comforted, and I felt a warm glow at having made things a little better. 

“Come on.” Odran strode proudly in, ducking through the doors which had been designed for Veits who were at least a foot shorter than him. I watched the floorboards bow beneath his weight and wondered if this was such a good idea. 

Once we had all shuffled in and were listening to the unhealthy creak of the cable above us, Glottle pulled a lever and the elevator shook into motion with a noise like the death rattle of a vintage car engine. Jolie’s eyes turned nervously upwards and I could see the anxiety written all over her sweet face. 

More than anything I wanted to take away that fear, to put an arm around her and tell her that everything was going to be alright. 

She was under such stress. Everything was supposed to be better now that her friends were here , but it turned out that she still couldn’t leave The Abyss and she was accidentally dragging her friends into danger to help her. Though she said nothing, I knew it bothered her. If her sister were to be harmed in this effort to untether her from the prison of the Abyss then Jolie would never get over it. 

I wished I could somehow make it all better. Of course, it was a selfish wish. I did want to make Jolie feel better, but I wanted it to be me who made her feel better. I wanted her to see that I could be that presence in her life—her other half. I wanted her to look at me and see what I saw when I looked at her. 

I had not caught much of the conversation between her and her sister when they’d been talking about Jolie’s husband, Rand—

mostly the two of them talked via telepathy on which I could not eavesdrop. But the few words they said out loud suggested that, perhaps, Rand might not be in the picture any more. Very sad for Jolie, but no great surprise—it had been ten years, after all. 

He’d thought she was dead. It would have been stranger if he hadn’t moved on. For all I knew, he had a new wife and a new family. Would Jolie want to break that up? Or might she accept the fact that they had grown apart from each other and, thus, be willing to look for happiness with someone else? 

There was a spark between us —that was undeniable. There was mutual attraction that had come close to spilling over into something more. If not for her loyalty to Rand, I was sure

something would have happened. She wanted me, but she could not currently allow herself to do anything about it. 

That was okay. I could wait. And I would wait. 

I had not always been the best person —if I had then I might not have ended up in the Abyss, paying for the mistakes I’d made. 

But, here and now, I was resolved to do the right thing. I would be patient, I would not make any move on Jolie until she was able to resolve her feelings for Rand. That would probably not happen until we’d made it out of the Abyss and she was able to confront him face to face, but I could wait. And until then, I would be a good friend to her. I would be a shoulder to cry on and a comrade in arms. I would be whatever she needed me to be. I could manage that. It would not be easy, true. My blood ran hot every time I so much as looked at her, but I would control myself. 

A light flashed like a glow worm on the elevator’s control panel and Glottle hastily tugged another lever. 

“Whit does that mean?” asked Odran. 

“Someone is calling the elevator. Two floors up,” the Veit replied. 

“So we stop and get out one floor up?” said Jolie. 

Glottle nodded as the elevator jerked to a juddering halt. 

Glottle ratcheted the sliding doors open and looked out cautiously to see that the coast was clear. Not looking back, he beckoned us and we followed him into another winding tunnel, lit by lights inset into the walls which seemed to burn marsh gas, creating a pungent atmosphere that hung in the air as we stole our way on. 

“Another elevator this way,” said Glottle. 

“How do ye find your way around this place?” I wondered. “It’s like a maze. And every tunnel looks like every other.” 

Glottle gave one of his loose-limbed shrugs. “Not to me. Grew up here.” 

That didn’t sound like the happiest of childhoods but it takes all sorts. 

As Glottle led the way, Odran joined him at the front of the group, keeping an eye on the Veit and alert to any danger up ahead. I slid to the back to protect the rear, so Jolie was guarded front and back. At regular intervals, I glanced back, making sure no one was creeping up on us. A noise from behind made me turn, though I kept walking. I was so focused on what I might have heard from the rear, that I didn’t notice what was coming out of the unlit corridor to the side. 

An arm shot out of the side tunnel, clasping a clammy hand over my mouth so I could not cry out. Whatever it was began dragging me away from Jolie and the others. I tried to struggle, but more hands snaked out of the darkness, pinning my arms, claws digging into me. With a wrench, I managed to free one arm and tried to pry the fingers away from my mouth so I could yell for help, but the grip was like iron. Hurling my weight forward in the dark tunnel, I managed to drag my attacker in the direction of the pool of greenish light cast by one of the swamp gas lamps, and got my first look at what was holding me. 

It was not a Veit. 

I had guessed I’d been ambushed by a number of them, but this, whatever it was, was one creature, multiple arms spidering away from its bloated torso. Its eyes goggled at me and it opened a wide mouth to reveal five rows of small, but razor-sharp teeth. I had lived in the Abyss a long while and had seen my share of hideous creatures, but this one was easily in the top five. 

With one arm, the creature took out my legs from under me and with three more, it pinned me to the floor—so much stronger than a Veit. No matter how I struggled, I could not get away, could not even get in a good blow. The broad mouth opened before me, big enough to take off my head in one bite. The eyes narrowed. 

Why hadn’t I been paying better attention to where I was going? 

If I’d seen it coming, at least I could have made a fight of it, but to die without even being given a chance? 

Desperately I struggled again, straining my muscles, but it made no difference. The creature leered closer and…

There was a blur in front of my eyes and a thump that sent the creature reeling backwards, breaking two of its grips on me. 

“Are ye alright?” asked Odran, whose foot had been the blur I’d seen as he kicked the monster in its face. 

“Getting better.” With an arm now free, I delivered a ferocious punch into the arm that still held my other one. The creature burbled, its grip loosened and I tore myself free. 

“Whit is that thing?” asked Odran. 

Maybe the creature heard us and took offense, but it regrouped, raising its balloon-like body up onto its many arms and ran towards us in a blur of limbs. Odran and I attacked together, ducking and weaving as the arms grasped for us, clawed at us and swung at us. One hand gripped Odran about his throat. 

“Little help…?” 

Kicking back an arm that was trying to trip me up, I grabbed the huge sword that was strapped to Odran’s back. It was heavy and a

bit unwieldly, but sharpened to a hair’s breadth so the edge shone blue as if it was slicing through the darkness itself. With a grunt of effort, I swung it and the creature shrieked as the blade hacked through its arm, freeing Odran. 

“Ah’ve had enough o’ this,” I muttered. 

The monster launched itself at me, spitting in venomous anger, but I didn’t budge. I simply waited for it and drove Odran’s blade home. The beast, whatever it was, lay dead before me, blood bubbling up around the sword blade. 

I extracted the sword from the creature’s body and handed it back to Odran who gave me a reproachful look. 

“Ye know, ye arenae supposed to take the King’s blade without his permission. But Ah suppose Ah will overlook your transgression in the circumstances.” 

“Thanks,” I nodded. “And thank ye for savin’ me.” 

Odran shrugged as he wiped the blade clean and re-sheathed it on his back. “We’re allies. Ah dinnae know ye well, but if ye are right by mah queen, then ye are right by me.” 

He was a king, himself, but the respect in which he held Jolie was plain to see, and it underlined for me once again just who she was, and the loyalty she commanded, simply by being herself. 

“Are you okay?” Jolie ran towards me as Odran and I exited the tunnel. Perhaps it was my imagination, but it felt as if she forced herself to stop before embracing me, as if she was afraid what might happen if we were to touch. 

“We’re fine,” Odran answered for us both. “It wasnae a Veit that took him, so Ah think the alarm hasnae been raised.” 

“What was that?” I asked Glottle. 

“Creature of the Abyss,” said Glottle. “They roam the halls. 

Better than guard dogs. They have no loyalty to Orsik, but he lets them come and go as they please because they keep out intruders.” 

“What stops them from eating your people?” asked Jolie. 

Glottle frowned. “Nothing. They do eat my people.” 

“And Orsik lets them?” 

Glottle turned back to the tunnel. “We should keep moving.” 

Again, I was struck by Jolie’s genuine compassion as she walked alongside Glottle, putting a comforting hand on the Veit’s back. 

She was quite a woman. Unique in fact. And I realized then that I could not wait. 

Apparently I could be killed at any moment, and I didn’t want to die with regrets. I didn’t want to die without having told Jolie how I felt. I couldn’t expect an answer from her, but I needed her to know, to understand, that I loved her. 

SIX

LAUCIAN

“My name is Laucian; perhaps you’ve heard of me.” 

In some ways, that was a bit of a longshot. T here was a time when people did know the name ‘Laucian’ but since times had changed (and that was a long time ago now), I had willingly slipped into the background. With the rise of the Underworld, and vampires becoming more personable and outgoing, I had felt as if my time, the time of the old-world vampire, had passed. I have had cause since then to regret that decision—I was on the wrong side of the argument. Point being, outside of the vampire community, there were very few who remembered the name of Master Vampire Laucian. Even within that community, it was a name that had been largely forgotten. 

All that said, everything I knew about High Mage Duine, the man who had once gone by the name Rand Balfour, told me he would know my name. They say you should keep your friends close and your enemies closer, Duine thought ahead far enough to keep track even of his potential enemies, and I probably fell into that category. 

“Laucian.” I saw a flicker of uncertainty cross his face and then realization dawned. “I’d been led to believe you were dead.” 

I gave an airy wave of my hand. “Technically, I am. I just haven’t stopped moving yet.” 

“ Dead er then.” 

“As the man said ‘ The reports of my death are greatly exaggerated ’.” 

Duine nodded slowly. “Did you meet Twain?” 

I shook my head. “You are perhaps confusing me with the other Master Vampire and master name-dropper.” Sinjin Sinclair never tired of reminding people how many famous historical faces he had met over the years. I was less… obvious. 

Duine chuckled to himself and I knew that I had judged that well; no one ever lost ground with High Mage Duine by making fun of Sinjin Sinclair. ‘Bad blood’ did not begin to cover the relationship between the two of them. 

“I took a step back from the world for a brief while,” I went on. 

“I found it a little ‘busy’ for my liking.” 

“How long is a brief while?” asked Duine. 

“A century or so.” 

“And now you have re-emerged? Why?” 

I shrugged. “Partly because I did not like the reports I was hearing of this thing called the Vampire Coalition. I did not like what it was doing to my kind and I wanted to see it for myself.” 

“Is it as bad as you heard?” asked Duine. 

“Far worse.” 

“You said ‘partly’. What was the rest of the reason?” 

“I wonder if we might speak in private.” I wanted as few people as possible to know Mathilda was in danger and Rowan was vulnerable. 

Duine looked about. “Is anyone else here?” 

“Still not exactly what I would call ‘private’.” 

Duine considered me a moment. I had heard reports of this man who had once been the husband of Queen Jolie and was now the biggest threat to peace between the factions. A changed man was the phrase some people said. One driven mad by grief was the phrase others used. But if he was mad, then it was a calculating kind of madness because he did nothing without first thinking it through. 

He was perhaps wondering how easy I would be to kill. Or how easily I could kill him. We were two powerful men, sizing each other up. He was a powerful Mage and I would have little answer against his magic. But a Master Vampire is not to be underestimated, and I could be across the room with my fangs in his throat before he could intone the first syllable of a spell. 

He commanded the King’s Alliance and I was here in his headquarters, so perhaps that gave him confidence. He presumably did not know that I was in temporary charge of the Vampire Coalition, but he also did not know what followers I had of my own. He knew little about me and what I had been doing for the last hundred years, and that made him sensibly cautious. 

“Come this way.” 

“Thank you.” 

The corridors of the King’s Alliance headquarters were wide and impressive, deliberately spacious to allow for the many men at Duine’s disposal. But to me they were also troubling. A vampire

inevitably becomes a student of history, and these corridors, hung with the emblems of the Alliance and pictures of the High Mage himself, reminded me of similar corridors belonging to more dictatorships than I could count. Every dictator thinks they are the first, but they are just one link in a continuum of bastards who want nothing but power for its own sake. I had no interest in Rand Balfour, the man Rowan still had fond memories of from long ago, these corridors spoke to who Duine was now. That was the man I would have to deal with. 

The High Mage led the way into a shadowy room with a long table and seated himself at the ornate chair at its head. 

“So, I assume the second reason for you rejoining the world is linked to why you are here?” 

“That would be a fair assumption,” I acknowledged. “Have you heard of the Vryloka?” 

His face told me he had before he spoke. “Yes. I always used to think they were a legend, but I have received an increasing number of reports that suggest otherwise.” 

“I’ve seen them.” 

“Attacked you in your seclusion, did they?” 

“They took one of mine, yes.” 

Duine rubbed his chin. “I don’t know if you’re approaching a point, but I feel I should establish, up front, the level of interest I take in the fate of a bunch of lonely vampires holed up in a castle somewhere, wishing it was still the eighteenth century.” 

I maintained an even temper. “The Vryloka are not just coming for vampires. They also came for your niece.” 

His face was hard to read. “Rowan?” 

“The Vryloka attacked Kinloch Kirk.” 

“I assume that bitch, Bryn, was able to protect her.” 

I had to pick my words with care, I could not let him know Bryn was gone. I understood why Rowan had suggested her ‘Uncle Rand’

as someone who could help with Mathilda, and he certainly had the power to do so if he wanted, but it was feeling less and less like a good idea. The man could not be trusted. 

“Mathilda drove them off.” 

Duine snorted. “If that old cow can drive them off, then the Vryloka aren’t worth even discussing.” 

“You and ‘that old cow’ were close at one time.” 

Duine shifted uncomfortably in his seat as if the memory was a difficult one for him. “I don’t think about those times and I certainly don’t talk about them.” 

“Fair enough.” Enough preamble, I needed to get to the point. 

“Driving off the Vryloka to protect Rowan drained Mathilda’s strength and power. She is dying.” 

“Dying?” Again, it was hard to gauge what he was thinking. His face was a perfect mask, revealing nothing. 

“If she does not get back to Faery, she will die, but she is too frail to make it to the US and the last portal.” 

“How unfortunate,” Duine shrugged. “But she’s lived a long life.” 

“I believe it would be possible to transfer the portal energy from the existing one to reopen the portal that used to exist at Kinloch Kirk.” 

A thoughtful expression passed across Duine’s features. He liked the idea, perhaps liked the idea of a challenge, of doing something that no one else had done. But that did not mean he would help me. 

“Yes,” he said finally. “I believe you are right. Is that what Bryn has in mind?” 

“Bryn doesn’t have that sort of power.” That was true, while still covering her absence—you had to be cautious about lying to someone as powerful as Duine. “But, you do.” 

Duine nodded, slowly. “Yes. I rather suspect I might.” 

“Will you help?” 

His eyes rose to meet mine and I stared him down. He might be a powerful man, but I was not a Master Vampire for nothing. 

“Why should I?” Duine finally replied. 

“To save someone who used to be your friend? Or for Rowan… your niece?” 

Duine gave a sarcastic spit of laughter. “There’s a reason people who used to be friends no longer are. You gain nothing by helping them. As for Rowan… Let her mother look after her. I’ve no ties to her.” 

I spread my hands. “Then do it because of what it does for you .” 

He raised a quizzical eyebrow. “What does it do for me?” 

“Mathilda is well-liked by everyone in every faction,” I pointed out. “The werewolves love her, the vampires respect her, the Fae remember her as the best of them. Witches, warlocks, I think you’d be hard pressed to find a group that doesn’t look up to Mathilda. Saving her life makes you look good and wins you friends. And,” I gave a little smile, “while you are good at many things, High Mage, winning friends does not seem to be one of them.” 

“That’s because I have no use for them.” Duine put his feet up on the table. “So all these people have some sort of misguided sentimental attachment to a Fae witch whose best days are long gone. So what? They love her now because they remember when she was powerful. Well, she’s not any more. She is the past, and the future,” he indicated himself and his surroundings, “is right here. This is where the power lies and where it will only increase. You may think I’m no good at winning friends, but you wait; soon enough I will be beating ‘friends’ off with a stick. 

Everyone wants to be friends with the powerful, whether it’s Mathilda or Duine, the Dark One.” 

“Then help her because you can.” It was a last ditch attempt, but for Rowan’s sake I was not leaving without trying everything. 

“Help Mathilda to prove how powerful you are, to do something that everyone else would do if they could, but none of them can, because there is only one Duine.” 

The High Mage regarded me quietly for a moment, before speaking again. “I wish you had been the Underworld’s Master Vampire in residence instead of Sinclair. I think the two of us might have gotten along well. You certainly know how to manipulate people.” 

“Have I been successful?” 

Duine scoffed. “You knew before you even came here that this was a fruitless errand. I won’t help Mathilda. But the idea of moving portal energy is intriguing and the time may come when I use it for myself. So, thank you for that. Now, one of my men is going to show you out. It has been interesting meeting you and interesting to know you exist, that there is another Master Vampire out there.” He smiled. “I cannot allow Sinjclair and his Coalition to exist forever. But if the organization were controlled by an ally...” He shrugged. “Give serious thought to which side you would like to be on.” 

“I always do.” I stood as a guard entered to show me out. 

“One moment.” Duine spoke just as I reached the door and I turned back. “What’s your connection to this? To Rowan and Mathilda?” 

“If we’re not to be working together, then I hardly think it’s your business.” 

“You know I could make you tell me.” 

I shook my head. “No, you couldn’t.” 

Duine stared at me a while. “Perhaps not. I’m not sure if I would rather have you as a friend or enemy, Master Vampire Laucian, but it will be interesting to have you as either.” 

I left the High Mage of the King’s Alliance feeling vaguely as if I had dodged a wooden bullet (as we vampires say). He had no immediate reason to consider me a threat or to have me killed, and he struck me as the sort of person who might have done so, just in case he encountered some reason in the future. A dangerous and powerful man. 

“This way.” The guard who had been tasked with escorting me back was curt but polite. 

I was inside my head as we walked, wondering what I could do next and if I could come up with another solution before I was forced to break the news to Rowan. It would be all the harder on her because this had been her idea and because her uncle would fall still further in her estimations. 

When she knew ‘Uncle Rand’ he had been a different man and the memories she made of him then as an impressionable child were still the dominant ones in her mind. I doubted she had seen him much, if at all , in the last ten years and so she had not had the opportunity to make any new memories or form any firsthand opinion of the man Rand had become. Everything she knew about him now was learnt from what others said, and her mother had probably protected her from the worst of it. She might well take it hard to learn he could help Mathilda, but had chosen not to, simply because it did not suit him. Perhaps I should lie and tell her he was powerless to help. 

Ideally, I wanted to find someone else with the power to help Mathilda, that would take the sting out of Rand letting his niece down. But that sort of power was rare and I had isolated myself from the world for much of the last century so was only just learning who was who and where power lay. 

“Sit still! The High Mage will be here shortly!” 

The shout came from a room to my left and roused me out of my thoughts. 

“This way.” My escort urged me on, away from the more interesting room, but I managed to get a brief look through the partly open door as we passed. 

There were five King’s Alliance guards inside standing over a single woman tied to a chair, which frankly seemed a bit like overkill—she wasn’t going anywhere. I only saw her face for a split-second, but two things struck me about it. Firstly: I understood why they had posted five guards and maybe that would

not be enough. In her expression there was strength and a barely veiled threat that proclaimed her to be more than a helpless woman tied to a chair. Secondly: I had seen that face before. 

Back on the Carpathia , the flagship of the Vampire Coalition, Teri Fisher had given me a crash course in the magical factions that existed in the post-Underworld world. I have to admit that at the time I did not pay as close attention as probably I should have, because I simply did not care about these people, but some of it had stuck. 

I had never met the woman in that room, but I recognized her face. She did not look to be in a position to help anyone at the moment, but she might have the sort of power I needed. Maybe this trip hadn’t been such a waste of time after all. 

SEVEN

NYX

The last thing I remembered was trying to free from myself from the clutches of the Masked Mercenaries. My usual lies had failed and I was about to use magic to throw them all back and make good my escape, when a figure approached from the down the corridor. 

“Down.” 

And in the next instant, a powerful wave-front of magic bounced my brain against the inside of my skull and I lost consciousness. 

I hadn’t gotten a good look at the figure, and my memory was playing tricks on me—the after-effects of the stunning spell—but I was sure who it was. I had been taken prisoner by Duine, and right now I was trying hard not to think about what that might mean. 

Certainly, I wasn’t escaping. In my fortress of Glyderau I was the biggest game in town, magically speaking, even here, far from my stronghold I was still powerful. But not like Duine. And as I was at my most powerful in Glyderau, he would be his strongest here, in his own headquarters. The best I could do now was try to stay alive. Although, if I was just going to spend the rest of my life as a prisoner of the King’s Alliance, then what was I even staying alive for? 

Consciousness started to return in a mass of colors and a slowly growing miasma of sound. None of it meant much at first, but if I concentrated, I could eventually distinguish individual voices and words, though I still struggled to connect meaning to the sounds. 

“Wake up.” 

I felt the stab of pain as someone slapped my face, then knocked me back the other way. 

Blearily, my eyes opened and I peered at my captors, assessing my surroundings. There were five guards in the room. I was tied tightly to a chair and particular care had been taken with my hands so I could not even move a finger—they were taking no chances. 

I could have spoken a spell , but I could feel the magical dampening field that sat heavily on the room like a lead blanket, pressing down on me. My head still ached from the stunning spell. 

Directly in front of me sat the same dark figure I’d seen in the corridor, and it was on him that I now directed my hardest gaze, forcing my vision to work properly, so I could see his face clearly. I already knew what I was going to see, but I wanted to look the bastard, Duine, in the eye so he would know I wasn’t scared. Even if that was not completely true. 

“Ah, you’re awake.” He stood and walked towards me, taking my chin in his hand and tilting my face up to his. “Here’s a funny thing; I think I know who you are, but I have no idea what that person looks like, so I suppose there is a one in a million chance I’ve gotten this terribly and embarrassingly wrong. If so, then I do apologize.” 

“Apology accepted.” My voice came out thick and slurred, the stunning spell still hanging around my brain so it was as if I was thinking through molasses. 

“Shall I tell you who I think you are?” suggested Duine. 

“It’s your party.” 

He let go my chin and paced slowly around me. “I think you are Nyx of the Samhain, one of the most elusive and dangerous revolutionaries in this country.” 

I thought he was under-selling me (‘ one of ’?) but what the hell. 

“What if I told you I’m not?” This was not a subterfuge that was going to work, but just out of interest. 

“If you are not, if you are, in fact, an everyday thief or an innocent bystander who was just passing through the Circular Chamber, then I think I would have to kill you. You’ve seen far too much.” 

“Barely seen anything,” I mumbled. 

“And, yet, still too much. So perhaps you should be grateful that you are Nyx of the Samhain.” 

“Prove it.” 

I felt the magical dampening field drain away, but I was still too dopey to put that to my advantage. Besides, with Duine in the

room, I wouldn’t stand a chance. In the next instant, I was jerked upright by a magical force that shone from Duine’s outstretched hand. It felt as if he was tugging at my flesh, checking to see if I was real. 

As I gritted my teeth against the intense discomfort, I saw the grin spread across Duine’s face. 

“As I thought. I cannot tell you what a pleasure it is to meet you, Nyx.” 

“I had hoped the circumstances would be different,” I spat. 

“I would imagine. But at least I’m not going to kill you.” 

I managed to shrug within my bonds. “And yet, somehow, I don’t feel as if that’s good news.” 

“Maybe not.” He seated himself again, and I felt the dampening field return. “I think it’s best if you and I are straight with each other. We are both powerful people, leaders in our respective fields. We may not like each other, but we can behave with respect towards an enemy, yes?” 

“Why not?” The respect I felt for Duine was similar to that I would show a dog turd, but in the circumstances, I was willing to play along. 

He leant towards me. “You know how this is going to go. One way or another, you and I were destined to come face to face and only one of us is going to walk away. I couldn’t have imagined it happening like this, and in a way, it has been a terrible anti-climax—it feels wrong somehow—but such is life.” 

I laughed. “I never expected you to be the merciful type.” 

He chuckled back at me. “Don’t tell me that, if the tables were turned, I could expect mercy from you.” 

I didn’t answer, but he was right. 

“You know how this plays out. You know you’re never walking out of here. You’ve been a thorn in my side for too long. But you also know the specifics of your time here can be greatly altered by your behavior. I’m going to ask you some question and I’d like you to answer them. If you can do so truthfully and promptly and without me asking one of these men to jog your memory, then, who knows? Maybe you can live out your remaining days here in comparative comfort. As opposed to blinding pain.” 

I said nothing. I wasn’t sure what questions he would ask and I was, anyway, a very good liar. 

“Let’s start simple. When we caught you, you had taken the shape of a member of the Masked Magistrates. Were you imitating someone or has that Magistrate always been you?” 

“Always me.” No sense in lying about that, as the disguise was now useless. Tell the truth as much as possible and the lies would be more believable when the time for lying came. 

“It was you I spoke to about Mercedes.” 

“It was.” 

“Why did you promise to help me?” 

“I was trying to get you to walk into a trap.” The trap was defunct now so, again; no reason to lie. 

“What sort of trap?” 

“I planned to organize a meeting between you and Mercedes, then, instead of her, you would meet me and my men.” 

As I had hoped, because I’d told the truth to this point, he now bought the lie. He didn’t know of Pagan’s involvement. In fact, so far he hadn’t mentioned capturing anyone else, which meant he might not know I’d had an accomplice. The Masked Mercenaries had known, but he must have killed them and might well have done so without first questioning them. 

“You stole the lodestone to find Mercedes.” 

I shrugged. “You’re a smart man. You wouldn’t have come to a meeting without some proof that Mercedes would be there. In the end, I decided the only way this would work was if I actually tracked down the Prophetess.” 

Duine smiled. “How do you think that’s gone?” 

“Not like I hoped it would.” 

“Was that the only reason you stole the lodestone?” 

Again, I shrugged. “It was the reason I stole it, but, I daresay, I’d have put the thing to other uses in time.” 

Duine nodded and I decided to take a chance. “Why did you steal it?” 

For a moment I thought he was going to hit me, I saw the flare of anger in his eyes. But he held back. 

“I am an official member of the Masked Magistrates. I merely confiscated stolen property.” 

I smiled. How stupid did he think I was? “You’ll be returning it then, will you?” 

“I will ensure the lodestone is in the proper hands of the ruling power. It is possible that, by then, that ruling power will no longer be the Masked Magistrates.” 

The guy was nuts. He was starting to talk like a supervillain. 

“Now,” the questioning continued, “you keep saying ‘I’ when referring to these plans, but you are the leader of a large group.” 

“ I do all the planning.” 

“I believe that. But, I don’t believe the Samhain will simply vanish without you.” 

I sagged slightly. “The Samhain won’t vanish. But it may split into factions as… there’s no one to lead.” 

Duine watched me closely. “You have a second in command. The werewolf.” 

He was better informed than I’d thought, but it was becoming clearer that he didn’t know about Pagan and the Templars striking an alliance with the Samhain. 

“Conal is my friend and the most loyal lieutenant anyone could ask for. But he’s not a leader. At least not the leader the Samhain needs.” The wild, chaotic energy of the Samhain required a specific type of person in charge, someone just as wild and chaotic. It was a group made in my own image, and without me, it would collapse. 

“Perhaps you are trying to make me believe this , so I won’t attack them, now that they are weak.” 

“Nothing I say can stop you from attacking.” 

Duine nodded. “And nothing I do can make you tell me how to find your fortress?” 

I shrugged. “I guess time will tell. But it makes no difference; the Samhain is done.” 

Two important questions occurred to me: first, did Duine buy it that the Samhain was done? And, secondly, was it true? 

From the look on his face , I thought he was buying it. I suspected it was easy for him to believe because he thought the same thing about himself: the King’s Alliance would collapse without him. I was doing a good job of selling it, but that was partly because it might not be a lie… Conal couldn’t lead the Samhain, but maybe Pagan could. It wouldn’t be the same

organization under him and it would likely lose members, but it would also gain some. With Pagan in charge, the Samhain would become a more truly revolutionary organization, ready to use the power I’d mustered over the years to take on Duine and the King’s Alliance. Maybe it could even succeed. 

But , and it was a big ‘but’, for that to happen, the Samhain had to accept Pagan as their leader. Right now, I didn’t even know if Pagan had escaped from the Hall of the Masked Magistrates, yet everything about the questions Duine was asking told me Pagan had. That was a good start. But how would Conal react when Pagan told him I’d been lost? Not well. Pagan was an exceptional leader, oozing charisma. And he’d need all that skill to win over the Samhain in these circumstances. 

“I’m not sure whether to believe you or not,” mused Duine. “More to the point; you’re guessing. You can’t know that the Samhain will fold without you.” 

“I guess.” 

“I don’t like the idea of a group out there who were pissed at me before and are only going to get more pissed when they learn I’ve captured their leader.” 

“How would they find out?” I asked. “You can’t tell anyone without letting on that you stole the lodestone.” 

Duine rocked his head from side to side. “That is true, but if you can infiltrate the Masked Magistrates, then I wonder what else you’ve infiltrated. For all I know, one of the guards in this room now is a Samhain agent.” 

I laughed. “I hope so.” 

Duine smiled. “It’s good you’ve retained your sense of humor. I think that, despite your best assurances, I would still like to destroy the Samhain. Even if they are weakened without you, even if they’re only interested in petty acts of sabotage, there are a limited number of fronts on which I can fight a war and when the war comes, I’d prefer to be focused on the people who matter.” 

“Understandable.” 

He knelt down in front of me. “I’m going to need you to tell me where to find the Samhain and how to get into your fortress.” 

“I can’t do that.” I could have lied, but he would never have bought it. He knew I would never just give up my people. 

“I understand.” Duine straightened, then frowned. “Actually, I don’t. There’s no one I wouldn’t give up to save myself. But I suppose we’re two very different people.” He gave a discrete nod to one of the guards and I braced myself. 

It was a pretty light going over really, a mere taster of what was to come. There was no magic, just a bit of physical pummeling. I retreated within myself, hugging the ball of magic at my core which was unaffected by the dampening field because it was part of me. I could numb the pain. 

At a sign from Duine, the guard stopped and I spat blood down onto the floor. 

“I can’t imagine that will have changed your mind,” Duine began, 

“but now you know that I’m not afraid to hurt you and you know very well that I can do far, far worse.” 

“I know,” I acknowledged. “But it will have to be a lot worse for me to give up my people.” 

“And, fun though that sounds, I’d rather not wait.” Duine knelt before me again, his face close to mine. “So I’m offering you a deal. I’ll stop asking about the Samhain. Not only that, but I swear I won’t harm them. If you answer one question for me.” 

For the first time, this conversation was going in an unexpected direction. “What’s the question?” 

“Where. Is. Pagan?” 

There it was. 

My way out. 

Duine hated me and I’d given him reason to do so. But he was obsessed with Pagan. And again, with good reason. Pagan looked the part, he looked like the leader of a glorious revolution and people flocked to him. Duine had beaten him down, but Pagan still rose and people still followed him. That was scary to the High Mage. If I played this right, then I could get Duine to release me in return for my shopping Pagan. 

What loyalty did I have to the man? He was good in bed and he was a decent man, but I’d been planning to use and betray him myself. 

Maybe it was as simple as that opportunity coming before I was ready. 

“What makes you think I know where he is?” 

Duine gave a rueful smile and nodded to his guard. 

This time the working over was more thorough. 

“You don’t have any ties to Pagan,” said Duine, when the guard was done tenderizing my face. “Just tell me.” 

I didn’t have any good reason not to. And yet, sitting there, drawing on my magical resources to stop the pain and waiting on my next beating, I knew I wasn’t going to tell him. Maybe it was

something about Pagan; that thing everyone saw in him had even gotten under my skin. Or maybe it was just that I couldn’t bring myself to help the bastard Duine in any way. Or, just maybe, I kind of liked Pagan. 

“I don’t know.” There was a kind of truth to that—I really didn’t know exactly where he was. But Duine wasn’t buying it. 

“Unfortunate. But the deal still stands if, in the coming days, you suddenly happen to remember.” He looked up to the guards. 

“Take her away. There’s no point torturing her now.” He looked back at me. “This is Nyx of the Samhain and as long as she has her magic, she will feel no pain. But that magic won’t last forever. Your secrets are known, Nyx. People might not know your face, but everyone knows you draw your magic from sex. Deny her that and her magic will drain away.” He chuckled as I glared at him. “Get her out of here.” 

Rather than untying me from the chair, the guards simply tipped it onto its back legs and dragged me out behind them. 

Duine was right; everyone knew Nyx of the Samhain drew magic from sex. I’d made very sure everyone knew it. 

Of course, a person can draw magic from sex and I certainly did—

why wouldn’t you, when it was right there? But that wasn’t where the bulk of my power came from. I allowed people to think it was all about sex because it was an easy lie; my love of sex, my multiple lovers and casual attitude to the whole thing was an open secret, so it was a lie people believed. Once people believe the lie, it’s easier to keep the truth secret and people like Duine started to underestimate me. 

Not that the truth was going to help me that much. My magic came from the natural world, like Pagan’s, though I was a little more experienced at drawing it than Pagan was. Here in the city, surrounded on every side by concrete and steel, it would be hard to find the power I would need. And escape was out of the question. I was just looking for enough power to survive. 

EIGHT

ROWAN

I’ d never thought of my childhood as lonely or isolated, because it was the only life I’d ever known. Even after all the terrible stuff happened with the fall of the Underworld, I had my mom, Mathilda and Emma, and we had visitors pretty frequently. To anyone looking in from the outside, I guess it might have looked lonely, but it never felt like it, and it was a happy childhood. 

Still, I found this new situation with more people around to be pretty cool. 

“Okay, coffee’s on. Who wants sugar?” 

Mom had always told me that breakfast was the most important meal of the day and it had quickly become the focal point of the new daily routine at Kinloch Kirk. The vampires, Xander and Bella, were just coming off the nightshift, watching the skies for the Vryloka, and the Daywalkers, and Freya and Crispin were about to start. None of them was living in the house, but they all met up in the kitchen for breakfast along with me and O’Rourke, who was now living here. 

“Pancakes are ready. I’ve cut up some fruit. Can you take the tray up to Mathilda, please? The herbal tea’s there.” 

O’Rourke nodded and wordlessly took the tray, heading for the stairs. It wasn’t her real name, but she remained tight-lipped about what he real name was. Weirdly, O’Rourke, the name that Laucian had given her, kind of suited her, and I wondered if I would use her real name if she ever revealed it to me. 

She slept in Emma’s old room, keeping it so tidy, you could hardly tell anyone was there. She was first up in the morning (I usually found her standing on the porch smoking the one cigarette a day she permitted herself) and last to bed at night (I would leave her seated beside the fire, staring into its flames as if mesmerized). 

The rest of the day she divided between training, which she did religiously, and reading, which she did voraciously. She seemed to read for pleasure , but it was so damn hard to tell with O’Rourke, who seldom smiled or showed an expression of any kind. 

She seemed to have books of her own, dog-eared and creased from multiple re-readings, but she was working her way through the small library of Kinloch Kirk too; Mathilda’s notebooks, Aunt Jolie’s romantic fiction, Mom’s collection of spy novels, and even the Judy Blume books I clung to, though I was probably too old for them. 

Though it was hard to get any sort of handle on her or even raise a smile, I liked O’Rourke. She was nothing like Emma and yet it was like having a big sister again (which was how Emma had always seemed to me). Maybe it was because O’Rourke treated me as an adult, which no one else in my life did. I had a hunch that she treated me that way because she’d spent no time around children and had no idea that they should be treated differently—to her I was just a slightly smaller adult, and I was cool with that. 

“Is there syrup?” asked Freya, who had a sweet tooth. 

“There’s honey.” 

The Daywalker took it with a shrug. “I’ll go shopping later.” 

“You’re supposed to be on guard,” pointed out Bella, who was kind of in charge since Laucian left. 

“I’ll go later. There’s a twenty-four hour place about half an hour’s drive away.” 

Bella smiled and shook her head. “The lengths you go for syrup.” 

When I wasn’t watching, the vampires drunk blood which they kept in a cooler and heated to taste. The Daywalkers fed on the vampires. I’d grown up around this sort of thing, but they still saw fit to hide it from me. They didn’t need to eat, but apparently liked breakfast as much as I did. 

O’Rourke re-entered. “Is there coffee?” 

“That one’s yours,” I pointed to a cup. Predictably, she took her coffee black, no sugar and very strong—I made a separate pot just for O’Rourke every morning. 

Taking the cup, she seated herself at one end of the table. 

“Juice?” I asked as I fetched a carton of orange juice from the fridge and placed it in the center of the table. It felt light so I added orange juice to the list, held on the front of the fridge with a magnet shaped like a fairy. “Don’t forget the list when you go.” 

“I won’t,” replied Freya, through a mouthful of honeyed pancake. 

The toaster popped up and I hurried to butter the two fresh slices to add to the pile on the table. “Is everyone done with pancakes?” 

“You’re not,” pointed out Xander, who was a sweet guy and I suspected had a crush on Freya. 

“For goodnes s sake, Rowan, sit down and eat,” Freya said. 

“I’m alright.” I loved playing at being Mom. I had vague memories of this sort of big family gathering back from before the fall of the Underworld. Sunday mornings with Mom and Dad, with Uncle Rand and Auntie Jolie, with Emma and Mathilda and more people who would just drop by, back in the days when Kinloch Kirk was alive with people and not the empty place it was now. 

“Jam!” I suddenly remembered, and fished the jar out of the cupboard. 

“Sit down!” they all said, at once. 

“Okay, okay.” I joined the table, shoveled pancake into my mouth and poured a glass of juice. 

“Nothing about last night?” asked Crispin (he was the quiet one). 

“Not a sign,” replied Bella. “We stayed out of sight, to make sure they weren’t just watching for us. They’re keeping their distance.” 

“Right up until they’re not,” nodded Freya. 

“Exactly. Which is why we don’t let our guard down… ever,” said Bella. 

“Except for breakfast,” muttered O’Rourke. She joined in each morning, but I thought she secretly disapproved of the ‘family’

breakfasts. To her this was a job, and even though it wasn’t technically her job, she took her work very seriously. 

“This is really good, Rowan,” said Xander, with a smile. He said the same thing every morning, but I always appreciated it. 

“Thanks.” I stood up again. “If everyone’s done with pancakes, there’s bacon and eggs (fried or scrambled) and sausages and hash browns, fried tomatoes, more toast, baked beans and blueberry muffins.” 

Freya shook her head as I hurried to the stove where everything was keeping warm. “The Vryloka better not attack because I’m going to be too full to fight them. And possibly too full to walk.” 

“At least you won’t need lunch,” said Bella. 

“Actually I made you sandwiches,” I put in. “They’re in the bags by the door.” 

“You’re spoiling us, Rowan. We’re supposed to be looking after you,” Freya said. 

“How’s Mathilda, this morning?” asked Crispin, quietly. 

“Brighter,” I replied. “I looked in on her first thing and she seemed really good. I think she likes having people about the place.” 

Maybe it was my imagination—I knew Mathilda wasn’t going to just get better—but she really did seem more upbeat since Laucian’s arrival and since all these new people became part of life at Kinloch Kirk. Maybe she liked the company as much as I did, or maybe it was just that she no longer had to worry about me. I knew it weighed on her mind that Mom had left her to protect me and she’d been unable to do anything since the Vryloka attack. 

Now that burden was off her shoulders and I had a whole team of protectors. 

“Did anyone else see the shooting stars last night?” asked Xander. 

“Yes!” Freya enthused. “It was such a beautiful clear night, I was looking out the window and there they were. I’ve never seen shooting stars so clearly before.” 

“Like they were just for us,” mused Xander, and then looked embarrassed. 

“There’s no light pollution out here,” explained Bella. “So you see the stars more clearly.” 

“There’s also a magical aura around Kinloch Kirk,” I added. “So the stars are always brighter here. You can see further across the sea (not that there’s much to see). The water’s clearer too.” 

“You know, I wondered about that,” Xander said. 

“I hadn’t noticed, I’m going to row out and check. Take a look at the fish,” Bella added. 

“I can’t believe I missed the shooting stars!” Freya said. “Do you think they’ll be out tonight as well.” 

“I don’t know, I’m not really sure how shooting stars work,” I answered with a shrug. 

Having served up the rest of the gargantuan breakfast, I seated myself, sipped my juice and let the conversation wash over me. It was so nice to hear all these voices, talking over each other about nothing much, laughing loudly, enjoying each other. It was so easy, so casual. There had been a tension about the place before Mom left. Regardless, mornings like this made me forget my troubles. 

The sun was properly up by the time breakfast was finished and Bella and Xander left in a car with blacked out windows, driving the few minutes up the coast to where the four of them were staying, to sleep through the day, out of the dangerous sunlight. 

Freya and Crispin headed for the beach where they would secrete themselves with a pair of binoculars each and watch the skies. 

With my make-shift family gone, I headed upstairs to Mathilda’s room. 

“How was breakfast?” I asked. 

“Very nice. You make a good cup of tea.” She smiled, and even that seemed stronger to me than it had only a few days ago. “It sounded as if you were all enjoying yourselves downstairs.” 


I grinned. “I like having people around.” 

“And looking after them?” She knew me so well. 

“I made enough food to feed an army.” 

“I’m sure they appreciated it. They certainly all sounded happy.” 

“You should come down and join us one morning, since you’re feeling better.” Maybe there was more hope in my voice than expectation. 

But Mathilda nodded. “Maybe I will. I think it might do me good to get out of this room and spend some time with other people.” 

I beamed. “Well then; let me know and I’ll get O’Rourke to help me bring you down.” 

Mathilda nodded. “What do you think of her?” 

Automatically, I glanced behind to make sure we were alone. “I like her. I mean… she’s very stand-offish and she likes to be alone. I’m not sure she likes any of the others. Or me, actually. 

I don’t think she likes breakfast, but, to be honest, I’m not sure she really likes anything. It’s so hard to tell, she’s so closed off. But I do like her. Even if I’m not really sure why. 

And…” I paused. “I feel safe with her.” 

“Good,” nodded Mathilda. 

“What do you think of her?” 

“Oh, it doesn’t matter what I think.” 

“I’d still like to know.” 

Mathilda shrugged. “I think there’s a young lady with a very hard road to walk. And a lonely one too. I wonder what it might take to crack the mask she wears.” She sighed. “It must get very tiring having to wear a mask all the time.” 

I headed back downstairs to the kitchen, carrying Mathilda’s tray. Entering, I found O’Rourke with her back to me as she did the washing up in the sink by the window. 

It wasn’t something she did every day, and I eventually worked out that she only did the washing up when she had nothing more pressing to do. O’Rourke wasn’t a person who had ‘spare time’; she prioritized everything with an exacting subjectivity. 

Yesterday, after breakfast, she didn’t do the washing up, because her bow needed re-stringing and that was a more important task. 

When she finished here, she would seamlessly move on to whatever was the next most important thing. If I now said ‘ Let me finish that for you ’ then she wouldn’t argue or say it was her turn or that she wanted to be helpful, she would stop on the instant and begin the next most important task on her mental list. I didn’t think she did it consciously, it was just the way she thought, the way she’d been raised; to always be doing something. Even what others would call a leisure activity , something like reading, still fitted into this structure. ‘Leisure time’ was important. Sometimes it was more important than training, especially if you hadn’t had any leisure time for a while. 

Everything had its place and its order of priority in O’Rourke’s world. 

It seemed to me a horribly regimented way to live your life, on the other hand, she knew what she was doing and what she was doing next and she was always doing something useful. For someone like me, who often felt very useless, that was something to envy. 

“Mathilda might come down for breakfast tomorrow,” I commented. 

O’Rourke’s gaze didn’t leave the washing up, to which she was giving the same intent focus she gave everything. “Why?” 

“Well… to say hi and join the party. I think she’s going a bit stir crazy up there, listening to everyone else having fun.” 

O’Rourke considered this, then shrugged, as if the idea of breakfast being fun eluded her completely. 

“It might do her good,” I added. 

“An invalid leaving her sick bed seems unlikely to be good for her.” 

“There’s her mental health to think about.” 

“She doesn’t strike me as mentally deficient.” 

“Well, she’s not,” I hastened to add. “But spending that much time alone isn’t good for a person.” 

O’Rourke looked at me, then out the window in front of her. “I don’t think it’s ever done me any harm.” 

“You’re alone a lot?” I ventured. 

Again she looked at me, as if scanning the question for danger. 

O’Rourke didn’t talk about herself: she lived her life as if she was under siege and everyone was trying to break in. 

“Yes,” she said finally. 

I wanted to follow up, but I decided to be clever. The direct approach wouldn’t work with O’Rourke, but maybe I could coax her into talking about herself—lure her out gradually. “I like being around people. There used to be lots of people here. Not in the house, I mean, but a whole community outside. I was quite young at the time, but I still remember the parties, the bonfires, playing in the forest.” 

“I come from a small family,” said O’Rourke. “And training was more important than socializing.” 

“Were you all vampire hunters?” I asked, casually. 

“There was only me and my uncle. Now there’s only me. The last of the line.” 

She didn’ t elaborate, but she didn’t need to. There was such sadness in her words. 

“I’m sorry.” 

O’Rourke shrugged. “There’s little need for us anymore. Vampires are better behaved these days.” 

“I meant, sorry about your family.” O’Rourke saw no need to acknowledge this, so I went on. “Will you train your kids as vampire hunters?” 

“I have no children.” 

“But you might, one day.” 

Quite unexpectedly, O’Rourke’s face cracked into a smile. “I hadn’t considered that. What a thought! Vampire hunters do not have a long life expectancy—although these days maybe that’s changed. I suppose it’s not impossible to think that one day I might have children.” She paused for a few seconds and then shrugged. “Would I train them? I really don’t know. There doesn’t seem to be a point anymore.” 

“Vampires are pretty cool now.” 

O’Rourke gave a great deal of attention to a stubbornly stained coffee mug. “No. They have learnt to behave, but remain monsters underneath their human exterior. You can chain up a vicious dog, but the second you take the chain off, it will bite you.” 

I thought about this and wondered if it was true. 

“My father is a vampire.” If she didn’t know already, then she had to know sometime and now seemed as good a time as any. 

O’Rourke nodded. “I know.” 

“Please don’t hurt him.” I hadn’t known I was going to say that. 

“I mean, if you ever encounter him.” 

O’Rourke looked back at me, seeming genuinely moved. “Okay.” 

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t hurt Laucian either.” 

Her face hardened. “ That is a different matter. I’m sorry, but I have to kill Laucian.” 

I frowned. “Why?” 

“I took an oath.” 

“Does that matter?” 

“ What does matter?” 

I frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“What matters in life? To you?” 

I thought about it. “Family I suppose.” 

O’Rourke nodded. “That’s what everyone says. Your own family, of course. But other people have families too—that’s what matters to them and those lives are important. Laucian robbed families of their family members. He took the lives of fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters.” 

There was a sickening chill creeping up from my stomach. “I don’t believe you.” 

She laughed at my naiveté. “He’s five hundred years old, Rowan. 

You think all the blood he drank in that time was volunteered?” 

I felt a relief—which I afterwards realized was stupid. “So all those bad things he did… that was from a long time ago?” 

“Of course. But it doesn’t change the fact that those victims are still dead. He still killed them.” 

“Times have changed and so has Laucian.” 

“They’re still dead.” 

“They’d be dead by now anyway,” I answered with a shrug. “And no one is left alive who remembers them.” 

“Laucian is a killer. A leopard doesn’t change its spots. 

Besides, if crimes went unpunished because of the passage of time, then it would be like saying those lives didn’t matter.” 

I hung my head. She was right. 

In a way. 

I couldn’t really win a logical argument but… it wasn’t the same. 

Vampires lived on a different trajectory to the rest of us because of how long they lived. The rules of what is acceptable change all the time and it wasn’t fair to judge people who lived hundred of years ago by our standards today. Usually that’s academic, but for vampires the academic becomes very real. 

“There is a contract on Master Vampire Laucian,” O’Rourke went on. “It was given to my family over two centuries ago. Members of my family pursued him and then he vanished. We assumed he was dead. Now he’s re-emerged and the contract remains. It will never

be paid, but my family has never reneged on a contract. This is my job, and I will see it through.” 

From the tone of her voice, there was no arguing with her. 

NINE

JOLIE

Odran craned around the corner as far as he dared. 

“Ah cannae see anyone, but Ah’m sure Ah heard talking.” 

We were trying to transfer to another elevator, but those on this floor seemed very busy. 

“Let Glottle go ahead and check for you,” suggested Glottle. 

“Ye cannae go by yourself,” Odran shook his head. “Ah’ll scout ahead with ye.” 

“You don’t trust Glottle?” The Veit appeared actually hurt. 

“Ah dinnae think ye can look after yourself if ye are attacked,” 

replied Odran, kindly. “An’ Ah wouldnae want anything to happen to ye. Also, I dinnae trust ye.” 

“We can’t just sit here waiting,” said Morse. 

“Aye, agreed,” nodded Odran. 

“Glottle,” I spoke to the Veit who was now pouting at Odran’s insult, “is there anywhere around here that Morse and I could hide for a few minutes?” 

The Veit thought for a moment, then nodded vigorously. “Store room. No one goes in there.” 

“Storing whit?” asked Odran. “How can ye be sure no one will go in there?” 

Glottle shrugged. “Storing stuff. Veits collect stuff. Anything we find in the Abyss. But this store room is full so no one goes in.” 

A few moments later, Glottle poked his head around a featureless door just off the main tunnel. 

“Empty,” he confirmed, turning back to us. 

“Wait here,” said Odran. “Glottle an’ Ah will scout ahead. We’ll be back as quick as we can.” 

Morse and I shuffled into the narrow, fusty room and closed the door behind us. The swamp gas light flickered into pungent life

to reveal a room filled with shelves that were overflowing with, as Glottle had described, ‘stuff’. 

Morse picked up a car’s steering wheel from the nearest shelf. 

“Why would ye keep all this?” 

“How did it get into the Abyss in the first place?” I wondered, picking up a pair of mismatched work boots with the soles hanging off. 

“All sorts o’ crap ends up in the Abyss,” replied Morse with a shrug. He pulled a rueful smile, “Everything useless winds up down here eventually.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Ah didnae mean you.” 

I touched his arm. “I hope you didn’t mean you either.” 

He smiled, then frowned, then gently took my hand away. “Ye dinnae know me backstory. If ye did, then… Well, let’s just say Ah’m glad ye don’t.” 

“No one deserves to end up down here.” 

He didn’t answer, but the silence told a story of its own. He wasn’t wrong about me not knowing him. In the days we’d spent together, wandering through the living hell of the Abyss, I’d poured out much of my heart to him and, at the time, I’d thought he was reciprocating. But, when I thought back on those conversations, I realized that, while he’d said a lot, none of it had been of any consequence. He could talk for hours without ever saying something meaningful about himself or his past. I didn’t know where he was from (presumably Scotland, but I couldn’t be more specific), I didn’t know anything about his family or his life. Above all, I didn’t know how he’d ended up down here, except that he’d been sent by Orsik. 

He was so personable, and I was so desperate for company, it had never really bothered me before, but now that I thought about it, I found it odd. As far as I was aware, we’d been the only mortals down here, so something extraordinary must have happened. 

“Why are you down here?” 

Morse had been scrutinizing what was either a melted Halloween mask or a leftover from a post-apocalyptic Mardi Gras. He didn’t look up as he answered, “That’s too long a story for now an’ Ah dinnae want to get into it if we arenae going to have time to finish it.” 

“Give me the bullet points,” I suggested. I said the words gently, but I hadn’t been Queen for nothing and there was enough metal in my voice to make him look up and take notice. 

“Now isnae the time, Jolie. Ah will tell ye—Ah promise—but let me do it in mah own time.” 

He was scared of something. Scared of telling me something. 

“Whatever you say, whatever you did to wind up here, I don’t think it will change the way I see you.” 

He said nothing, but his expression remained unconvinced. 

“You’ve been a good friend to me and nothing you can say will change that.” 

This time he gave me a wan smile. “Ah’m going to hold ye to that.” 

I smiled back. “After all that we’ve been through, I’m surprised you don’t trust me.” I took a breath. “And if I’m honest, a little hurt.” 

He put the mask back on the shelf, causing a brief avalanche of empty beer cans. “It isnae about trust. You’re a good person—the best person I’ve ever known. The way ye look at me now…” He shot me a sidelong glance. “Ah like it. Ah dinnae want that look to change.” 

What was he keeping bottled up inside? 

“I bet it’s not as bad as you think.” 

“Maybe,” he admitted. “Maybe Ah…” 

“What?” he’d seemed to lose faith in the sentence as soon as he started. 

“There are questions Ah want to ask ye, things Ah want to tell ye before Ah tell ye why Ah’m down here,” Morse tried to explain and seemed like he wasn’t happy with his choice of words. “Because once Ah’ve told ye, Ah cannae take the words back and Ah’ll never know what ye would have said back in the days when… when ye looked at me like you do now.” 

I hadn’t been aware that I looked at Morse in any particularly special way. But maybe I did? When I looked at him, I saw more than a friend, I saw my personal hero: a man who had saved my life and saved my sanity just by showing up. I saw someone I thought was a pretty special guy. They were thoughts which I’d kept to myself, but what if they were written all over my face? 

“What sort of questions do you want to ask me?” I started. 

“Not so much a question Ah suppose,” Morse kicked an abandoned tire. “A statement. And then Ah would want to… get your opinion on it. Or not. Maybe it’s just something Ah need to say because we’re down here and we’re in this closet and we’re trying to do something pretty crazy—an’ there’s nowhere Ah would rather be, 

which is crazy in itself. But we dinnae know what’s going to happen and Ah dinnae want something to happen with words left unsaid.” 

When a man says stuff like that, then there’s not any real question about where he’s going, and yet I didn’t see it coming. 

Even after what Morse and I had already shared, even after how close we’d already come, I was still surprised when he spoke the words. 

“Jolie, Ah’m in love with ye. Ah’m not saying it because Ah think ye love me too and Ah’m not asking if ye do. Ah just… Ah wanted ye to know. Do what ye want with that information or do nothing with it. Maybe it’s selfish, but Ah needed ye to know. If nothing else, then know that in this hellish place, there’s someone who thinks ye are the greatest person in the world.” 

I should have seen it coming. Perhaps I’d just thought he was attracted to me or wanted to sleep with me. I didn’t think I would’ve been surprised by him trying to kiss me, but this bold, raw declaration was unexpected and it made me… uncomfortable. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Morse, or have feelings for him because I did. Regardless, though, I felt trapped. It didn’t help that we were in this confined space where I was almost backed up against a wall. I couldn’t ignore him, but what could I say? 

“Morse…” 

“There! Why is the light on?” The Veit voice came from outside and in the next instant, we heard the rattle of the door handle. 

My first reaction, stupidly, was relief bordering on gratitude; thank goodness I now didn’t have to deal with Morse. Of course that was because I had something much more serious to deal with, but still. 

The door opened. 

There was nowhere in the cramped, over-stuffed room for Morse and I to hide, so as the Veits walked in and were brought up short in the doorway, we just stood staring at them as they stood staring at us, neither side knowing what to do or how this was going to end. 

“So…” Morse eventually ventured, “were ye looking for something in particular?” 

There were three of the Veits and they threw themselves at us. In our crowded surroundings, there was little room to fight. When the Veits hit Morse, he was knocked back into me and I, in turn, stumbled back, tripping on a frying pan as I went. When Morse drew back his fist, his elbow cracked against a shelf, breaking his rhythm and allowing the Veit to throw the first punch. Morse

ducked and the Veit hit the same shelf, squealing in pained rage and shaking its clawed hand up and down. 

“Get to the door!” Morse hissed at me. “If they raise the alarm, we’re goners.” 

While he kept our attackers busy, I scrambled up one of the shelves, feeling the piles of accumulated junk shifting beneath my feet. Between the top shelf and the ceiling there was just room enough for me to crawl along, listening to the shelves creak beneath me as the fight continued, taking up all the other space in the room. Passing the fight, I fell rather than climbed back down to the floor, cutting off the Veit’s retreat and ensuring they couldn’t call for help or sound the alarm. 

Grabbing a broken chair leg from the nearest shelf, I attacked the Veits from behind. Previously they’d been solely focused on Morse, jostling against each other for a chance to attack him. I gave them something else to worry about, taking the pressure off Morse. The Veit I’d attacked swung around at me, claws slashing and I jumped back to avoid being lacerated. But jumping back in this room was easier said than done. I don’t know what I stepped on, but it shot out from under my foot, sending me falling backwards. I cannoned into the shelving which teetered back and forth then let loose a cascade of junk. Raising my arms, I tried to fend off the worst of it, but something heavy whacked against my head and I sank to the floor, the room spinning around me. 

Through my blurred vision, I saw the Veit lunge towards me, its eyes wide, its teeth bared. I felt thin, wiry fingers close around my neck, digging into my skin, closing off my throat. 

Feebly, I tried to claw at my attacker’s hand, then tried to kick back against him, but the blow to the head had left me too dopey to defend myself. His grip tightened and a red mist descended across my vision. My hands dropped to my sides as my whole body slipped away from me. I didn’t even feel pain any more. 

A loud crack brought me back to reality. The pressure on my throat vanished, the red mist lifted and I could feel my body again. 

“Jolie!” 

I blinked a few times so the blurry figure in front of me resolved itself into the anxious face of Morse. 

“Are ye alright? Say something.” 

I shook my head. “Everything went away for a minute.” 

Morse forced a smile, but I could see the naked relief in his eyes. “Actually, Ah think you’re the one who went away. Almost. 

How many fingers am Ah holding up?” 

“None.” 

He smiled. “That was an easy one. How about now?” 

“Three.” My breathing felt a little ragged and my throat a little raw. “The Veits?” 

“All dead.” 

Now that he said it, I saw the bodies on the floor. He’d taken care of all three of them and saved my life. Again. 

“Thank you.” 

Morse waved off my gratitude. “Just as long as you’re okay.” 

“I’m fine.” I nodded as I took a deep breath, looking up and into his concerned eyes. There was definitely something there—

something between us. “Morse, thank you. You saved my life. It’s getting to be a habit.” 

He shrugged. “Ye would have done the same for me.” 

I nodded. “Of course I would have. You’re my friend.” 

I did try to put stress on the final word, and from the expression on his face, he picked up on it. 

“Friend.” 

“Yes.” 

“But nothin’ more.” 

This was hard, but it was cruel to leave the door open. “So much more. You saved me, Morse. In so many ways...” 

“Then ye dinnae love me.” 

“Of course I love you!” I insisted as his eyes lit up. “But I have a husband who I have always loved and always will love. And if there’s even the smallest chance that he’s out there, waiting for me, then I can’t throw that love away. Not until I know if he’s still… there. You understand that, don’t you?” 

“Whit if he’s not?” 

I frowned. “What if he’s not what?” 

“Whit if the man ye left behind nae longer exists? Whit if the Rand Balfour ye married is gone?” 

“Gone?” 

He nodded. “Ah’ve heard what your friends have been saying about him—that he’s changed, that he’s not the same man he once was. 

Whit then?” 

I was fairly sure t he only words he’d heard were ‘ Of course I love you ’. Maybe I shouldn’t have said them, but they were true. 

And for longer than I was happy admitting, my brain toyed with the idea of what I would do if Rand was no longer the man I knew and loved. 

It had been so long since he and I had been together, so long since I ’d felt the unique chemistry Rand and I had that I wondered if it would even still be there, if we ever were reunited again. There was a whole other kind of chemistry between Morse and me, different, but just as real, and it was fresh, vital and here… right now. It was easy to be seduced by chemistry like that, especially when it came in such an attractive package as Morse. It was like electricity shooting along excitable nerves that I hadn’t used in a long time. I couldn’t deny the furious attraction I had for Morse. But I could bury it and I had buried up until this point. Because I’d had to. Until I saw Rand for myself, I couldn’t give up on him. Not yet. 

The door rattled again and Morse and I snapped around, ready to face the next wave of Veits. 

But it was Odran who entered, Glottle just behind him. 

“Whit the hell happened in here?” 

“Turns out they could see the light from outside,” shrugged Morse. 

Odran looked at Glottle who looked genuinely contrite. 

“Well, it doesnae look as if any real harm was done. We’ve found an elevator nae one is using. Follow Glottle.” 

The awkwardness of a few moments ago forgotten, I hurried out of the store room, following the Veit. Perhaps it was my imagination, but I thought Odran gave me a slightly odd look as I passed. Had he heard any of the conversation between Morse and me? If he had then I didn’t know what he might have made of it, or how it would affect his opinion of Morse. 

TEN

PAGAN

Though Nyx had had a devil-may-care attitude to the danger of breaking into the Hall of the Masked Magistrates, she was no fool and she’d known there was a possibility of something going wrong. 

She had, therefore, given me instructions on how to contact her second-in-command, Conal. Which was good, because I didn’t think

there was much of a phone signal in Glyderau, so I couldn’t call one of my Templars to ask them for help. 

Exactly what magic allowed the phone call to get through to Conal I didn’t know, but it was answered quickly. 

“How did it go?” 

Clearly, Conal thought he was speaking to Nyx. He was going to get a shock when he heard my voice. 

“Not as well as we’d have hoped.” 

“Pagan?” Conal’s voice was sharp with shock, but also with concern. “Where’s Nyx?” 

“The Masked Mercenaries took her.” 

There was a long silence from the other end of the line as Conal digested the information. I hadn’t had the chance to get to know him (all I’d gleaned so far was that he wasn’t a member of the Pagan fan club) but he’d struck me more as a solid second-in-command than as a potential commander himself. His loyalty to Nyx was absolute, but he was ill-equipped to take over in her absence. Perhaps that was why Nyx liked him, her own personality didn’t allow for others around her to shine too brightly. But, like it or not, he’d been thrust into the forefront now. 

“Are you sure the Mercenaries have her?” he asked, finally. 

“No,” I admitted. “We split up when the alarms went off.” 

“You left her.” Conal had his own quite specific interpretation of what I was saying. 

“We split up to confuse the guards,” I clarified. 

“You set off the alarm.” Of course ‘you’ could mean just me or it could mean me and Nyx. But the tone of Conal’s voice made it clear where he thought the blame lay. 

“The alarm went off when Nyx took the lodestone.” 

“Don’t try to blame her,” he raged at me. “She’s the one who’s been captured, trying to save your sorry ass.” Again, that seemed like he was reading a lot into events. 

“I don’t know if she’s actually been captured.” 

“You can’t say for certain?” There was hope in his voice. 

“No,” I repeated. “I waited for her outside, but she didn’t come. 

I was hoping she’d gotten in touch with you.” 

“No.” There was barely detectable emotion quivering below the anger in the man’s gruff tones. 

“Do you think there’s any chance she’s free but hasn’t called you?” 

“No,” replied Conal, plainly. “Nyx would have called, as long as she had her phone. Especially if there was trouble. Is there any chance she just hasn’t come out yet?” 

I shrugged. “I guess.” 

“How long has it been?” 

“An hour.” 

“Why didn’t you call sooner?” 

“Because I was waiting to see if she might appear. I didn’t want to worry you if there was no reason to.” 

Another silence as Conal thought. “Stay where you are for now. 

Maybe she’ll still appear. I’ll be in touch.” 

He hung up without waiting for my response. 

It hadn’ t been a conversation that was likely to make me feel any more confident about what needed to happen next. I was relieved Conal had suggested I stay here because that was what I’d been planning to do anyway. The idea of going back to Glyderau as the man who lost Nyx was not one that held any appeal. I couldn’t help wondering what might happen to the Templars in my absence. Not everyone had supported Nyx’s decision to admit them and now their connection to me might put them in danger. My read of Conal was that he would follow Nyx’s instructions, so that might keep them safe for the time being. 

But, who know how long the ‘time being’ actually meant. 

I kept my eye on the alleyway into which at least one exit from the Masked Magistrates led, but I wasn’t holding out a lot of hope. In my mind , I was already turning over rescue possibilities—there was no way I was abandoning Nyx and I supposed Conal wouldn’t either. 

But if Nyx had been captured by the Masked Mercenaries, then presumably that meant she was being held somewhere in the building. The only entrance I knew of was the magical one Nyx had used to get in. That entrance wouldn’t open for me and Nyx hadn’t shared how she’d opened it. Finding another way in was out of the question; I didn’t know where the physical building actually was or even if it was in the same plane of reality as the rest of us. 

Presumably Conal knew more of Nyx’s secrets than I did, but she struck me as someone who played her cards pretty close to her chest. 

The bottom line was that getting Nyx back wasn’t going to be easy. 

It was about an hour later when my phone rang again. 

“Are you still there?” asked Conal. 

“Yeah. Still no sign.” 

“Then we have to assume she’s been taken.” 

“Agreed. What now?” 

“I’m sending someone to meet you. Do you know where the Golden Hind is?” 

“I’ll find it.” 

“Ten minutes.” 

“How will I know them,” I asked, but Conal had already hung up. 

It seemed as if he had a plan, but his tone of voice had left me in no doubt about where I stood with him. With one hand, I fetched up a map on my phone to locate the Golden Hind, with other, I drummed my fingers on the table. There had been more than distaste in Conal’s voice. He was hiding something. If I’d only been worried about myself, I wouldn’t have agreed to meet whoever Conal wanted me to, but there was the rest of the Order of the Templar to consider. Also, I didn’t want to abandon Nyx and there didn’t seem to be any way I could rescue her on my own. 

#

The Golden Hind was Francis Drake’s ship, considered perhaps the first to circumnavigate the globe. I didn’t know if the original still existed (at best , it was no longer likely to be seaworthy), but there was a replica kept on the Thames, moored near Borough Market. It was a short walk from where I was now. It was busy, but this was London, so no one looked at me or saw me pass as I made my way through the pedestrian pathways towards the river. 

Turning a corner, the street seemed suddenly eerily empty, and I wondered if I’d gone the wrong way. I started to turn back. 

That was when they jumped me. 

I didn’t see any faces , but I heard the skitter of fast-moving feet behind me and I moved just in time to defend myself, blocking the blow aimed at my head and backhanding the first of my attackers. Two more sprang from the shadows—I’d walked into an ambush. As I shoulder barged one man and the other dove to tackle

me, the thought went through my head that only one person knew I was going to be here. 

The tackle took me at the knees and both my attacker and I went down to the cobbles. I kicked and sent the man flying. But as the first three were regrouping, two more men ran towards me. This wasn’t fair. 

I raised my hands—even for a seasoned fighter like me, five to one were not odds I liked and magic would even those odds considerably. But before I could cast anything, a noise from behind made me turn and a fist hit me with the force of a sledgehammer. I went down hard, and this time I stayed down, the world dissolving into darkness strung with pretty colored lights. 

#

I was woken as someone repeatedly slapped me in the face. Nothing good ever happens to a man who is woken that way. 

“Awake?” asked a gruff voice as I peeled my eyes open. “Good. We can start.” 

“Start what?” I probably wouldn’t like the answer, but it would be nice to know, all the same. 

“Your trial.” 

Yep, I was right; didn’t like answer. “Trial?” 

To this point, double vision had made the world blurry, but now the images found some cohesion and I took in a large cellar room, dark and dank as a cellar should be. Immediately in front of me, a trestle table had been set up at which sat three men. Conal was in the middle and the ones flanking him I vaguely recalled being introduced to, but their names escaped me. Behind them, largely shrouded in shadow by the poor lighting, I could make out row upon row of faces; an audience on makeshift seating; the people of Glyderau; the Samhain, gathered to see me stand trial. 

I tried to move, but I was held fast. Looking over my shoulder, I was presented with a solid wall of torso belonging to a man who looked like Conal and Matherson had fathered a lovechild with the Jolly Green Giant. My gaze tilted up to the broken-nosed face. 

It gave me a gap-toothed smile. 

“We are here,” Conal went on, “to determine if you betrayed Nyx. 

And to decide an appropriate punishment.” 

“I didn’t betray her,” I declared loudly. 

“You will be given the opportunity to prove that.” 

“How?” 

“If you are innocent then you have nothing to worry about.” 

“And you’re my judge?” 

Conal nodded. 

I chuckled. Nothing like an impartial court. How the hell did I prove, to a room full of angry people, that I hadn’t given their leader up to the Masked Mercenaries? 

“Wouldn’t this time be better spent in trying to find Nyx?” I suggested. 

“How?” asked Conal. “Nyx kept her own council on such matters. We don’t know where she’s being held or how to get to her.” 

“And lashing out at me is going to help?” I snapped. 

Conal nodded. “You seem very keen for us to embark on an impossible task. I wonder why that would be? Perhaps you’d like to lead us into a trap, the same way you did Nyx.” 

I scoffed. “You know her better than I do, but she never struck me as someone who was ever led somewhere she didn’t want to go.” 

Conal seemed to accept this, but added, “Then perhaps the two of you worked together right up until the guards arrived, and then you turned her in to save your own hide.” 

“How would that work?” I asked. “If I waited until the guards arrived, then clearly they could have captured us both.” 

“I don’t pretend to know the details,” Conal said dismissively. 

“That is what this tribunal is here to ascertain.” 

“Nyx trusted me,” I said. 

Conal’s eyes flashed up. “No one is denying that. And much good has it done her.” He turned to the audience. “Here are the facts; in her time as leader of the Samhain, Nyx has gone on and led innumerable missions of this sort. She’s an expert, knows what she’s doing. She never failed to come back from such a mission until she went on one with the leader of a rival organization.” 

“Objection!” I shouted. 

“You don’t get to object!” Conal roared back at me. 

“Do I have an advocate?” 

“You don’t deserve one.” 

“Then I’m going to damn well object,” I argued back. “And the Templars are not the Samhain’s rivals . We are on the same side. 

We had a truce.” 

“And the fact that you broke it will be taken into account when your punishment is decided. As will the fact that you insist on interrupting.” 

I couldn’t imagine that was going to make a great deal of difference. These people, and Conal especially, had already made up their minds to kill me. 

“As I was saying,” Conal turned back to the ‘court’, “Nyx never failed to return from an operation until she went on one with Pagan. This time, she was captured by guards, while the same Pagan escapes unscathed. How? Apparently they split up. According to Pagan. Whose word do we have for any of this? Only that of Pagan. He can’t offer one shred of proof of his story.” 

“What proof would convince you?” I asked. 

“That Nyx allowed herself to be captured by some tinpot guards? 

No proof would convince me of that.” 

Not the best of news for me, but it did highlight something I hadn’t thought of. It was very unlikely that someone like Nyx would be captured by the Masked Mercenaries. I was sure they were the best guards money could buy—the Magistrates were hardly likely to stint—but Nyx was no ordinary thief. She was a good fighter, as cunning as a fox and a powerful magic user. No wonder they didn’t believe me—my story didn’t add up. They probably wouldn’t have believed me anyway, but it did not add up. Unless…

“There was someone else there.” I said the words to myself, which didn’t impress the man-mountain holding me. 

“Speak up.” The man picked me up and bodily shook me so my all my organs seemed to rattle inside my body. 

“What’s he saying?” asked Conal. “More lies.” 

“You were right,” my voice seemed to come out wobbly after being shaken around. “I didn’t think of it before, but Nyx wouldn’t have fallen prey to the guards. Because we weren’t the only ones in there.” 

“Explain.” 

Hastily , I told the court about the men I’d seen and the dead Mercenaries at the exit. 

“How convenient you remember this now,” mocked Conal. “You didn’t think to mention it earlier?” 

“During your extensive questioning?” I suggested. “You never asked me what happened and you’ve barely given me a chance to talk.” 

“You’ve done plenty of talking. Why didn’t you mention that most important of details?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Maybe my mind was on something else. I can’t imagine what, because this has been such a stress-free day. 

Believe me or don’t, but I haven’t told a lie since I got here and there were other people in that building. They killed the guards. They were professionals and they were good enough to get into a place that no one in this room could get into. Maybe that’s the sort of person who would be able to capture Nyx.” 

Though Conal’s face remained angry, I could also see some concern now creeping into his features. The truth was that, beneath the self-righteous exterior, he was a man cut adrift. Without Nyx there to lead, he had no idea what to do and he needed, not just someone to blame, but something at which to point the rest of the Samhain so they didn’t notice how rudderless the group had suddenly become. 

I was just that distraction. 

I was also a way in which Conal could vent his own feelings. He probably knew I hadn’t betrayed Nyx (if I had, then why the hell would I have called him?), but he loved his leader as more than just leader. The idea that she might be in trouble, that she might even be dead, and that he could do nothing about it, burnt him. He needed someone to lash out at and I was easy. 

Now, it was perhaps dawning on him that whatever he did to me, it wouldn’t bring Nyx back. That was a tough realization. 

It also wasn’t going to save me. 

“Keep spouting your lies,” he muttered, venomously. “That won’t change anything.” 

“I think he’s telling the truth.” 

I looked up, surprised, as a tall, proud figure stood up from the crowded seats and made his way to the front. It was Braden, Nyx’s other lover and the man who had tried to kill me only a day ago. 

“Sit back down!” snapped Conal. 

On the one hand, Conal wasn’t going to listen to Braden because Conal didn’t like Braden. On the other hand, everyone knew Conal didn’t like Braden. If Braden talked sense and Conal ignored him, then it would look as if Conal was doing so out of petty jealousy. That would undermine Conal—something he could ill-afford right now—with Nyx gone, he was already clinging to control of the Samhain by his fingertips. But would Braden talk

sense? I didn’t know him well, but based on what I did know, my hopes weren’t high. 

“You all know me,” Braden began. “You all know I have no reason to speak up for this man.” He indicated me. “I was firmly against admitting him or his Templars to Glyderau and I’d still be very happy to see them gone. But I won’t stand by while we execute an innocent man.” 

He was the first to acknowledge my punishment had already been decided. 

“Maybe we don’t know Pagan of the Templar that well, but the one thing we do know about him is that he’s no friend of Duine and the King’s Alliance.” 

I now saw where he was going with this as a murmur of agreement ran around the room. 

“You may not like him (I damn sure don’t), you may not trust him (I certainly wouldn’t), you might not shed any tears if he was hit by a bus tomorrow (frankly, I’d dance on his grave). But the only person who benefits by Nyx being captured is Duine.” Braden took a breath and then nodded. “There’s no way Pagan betrayed her. Honestly, I wish the bastard had, because then we could kill him and be done with it. But, though it pains me to say, he didn’t betray our leader. He didn’t have any reason to. And even if he did have reason, I have a horrible feeling he’d be too ‘

honorable ’ to do anything about it.” He said the word as if it was a capital crime. “We’re many things in the Samhain. I’m not sure if as many as half of us would say we are ‘good’ people, but we don’t kill innocents. And we hate Duine. And if we kill Pagan, then Duine is the only one who wins.” Braden turned to look at me. “He’s right. We shouldn’t be wasting time on this. We should be planning how to get our leader back!” 

A ragged cheer went up from the Samhain and I saw Conal slump a little. It wasn’t that he’d lost face, it was that he’d lost the Samhain, and he’d been the only one who might have kept them together. If they did rescue Nyx, then she might come back to a much smaller organization. 

“Let him go.” Conal’s words were quiet but they carried, and the man holding me released his enormous fingers from my arms. 

To my surprise, Braden was first to come up to me and shake my hand. He drew me close as he did so. 

“Now we’re even.” 

I nodded. I’ d spared his life and he’d saved mine. Now we could safely be enemies again and he could go back to trying to kill me. One more thing to worry about. 

My eyes travelled to where Conal stood, looking lost and broken. 

I strode to him and spoke loud enough that the others could hear me. 

“Come on. We start planning Nyx’s rescue now. If we work together, then I’m sure we can come up with something.” 

But Conal still looked as if the weight of the world was crushing him. “If you’re right, and it was someone other than the Masked Mercenaries who captured her, then we don’t even know where to start looking.” 

“I might be able to help you with that.” 

The voice spoke with easy command and everyone in the room turned to see a well-dressed figure standing by the door. It was hard to say how long he’d been there, for he blended in with the darkness. 

“Who are you?” growled Conal. 

The stranger smiled. “My name is Laucian. Perhaps you’ve heard of me.” 

ELEVEN

SINJIN

The climb up through the air vent was a steep one, and I was reminded that it had been a little while since I had pushed my body in this way. Training in the gym is no substitute for real action and I was starting to feel the tug of muscles I had not used for long years. If that sounded like complaining, it definitely was not—I ached, but it was a good ache. It felt like the old days again and I felt like the old Sinjin (the one who had fought for the Underworld, not the one who had been the scourge of Europe and the colonies in previous centuries—that was the really old Sinjin and no one wanted him back). 

It helped, of course, that Bryn was there with me, my partner in so many past adventures and my partner again now. 

“Give me a hand.” 

I reached down the shaft, grabbed her wrist and hauled her up. 

“Did I hear you grunt just then?” she asked as we paused for a quick breather. 

“Grunt? Certainly not. Sinjin Sinclair, Master Vampire, does not grunt! Not even in bed.” 

“That was a grunt. Like a grunt of effort.” 

“You must have misheard.” 

Bryn shook her head. “I know what I heard. You never used to grunt when you had to lift me up. So, either I’ve put on weight…

and I think we both know I’ve been keeping it tight or the great Sinjin Sinclair is getting a bit out of shape in his old age.” 

“Ludicrous.” 

“Not that age would have any effect,” Bryn went on, ignoring me. 

“Not to a vamp. So you must just be out of condition. Been sucking the wrong necks? That cholesterol will end up in you, you know. And if you don’t work it off, you could end up with a spare tire where the washboard used to be.” 

“Are you quite finished?” 

“Sore subject, huh?” Bryn shook her head. “I’m not surprised. 

This is what happens when you hang out on a cruise ship for ten years. Sad stuff. Maybe it’s time you joined a gym? I mean, if we get out of this.” 

“You a re enjoying this, aren’t you?” 

Bryn smiled. “Like you wouldn’t believe.” 

That smile had always been enough to floor me. She did not know she was doing it, and when she thought about it, she could not replicate it. But there was a smile of Bryn’s that came out of nowhere and lit up any room she was in. It could even light up the air vent of an undead wizard’s fortress at the heart of the Abyss. 

Smiles like that made me long for a past I could never get back, and hope for a future that seemed almost impossible. 

“We ha d best keep climbing.” 

“You don’t want to take a longer break, Chubs McGee?” 

I turned back to her and frowned. “That would have a lot more impact if you had not spent the last hour hypnotized by my backside.” I started to climb again. “Remember, looking is free, but if you touch, then it shall cost you.” 

In so many ways, it was just like old times; Bryn and I together again on a quest, trading barbs that had always been our way of saying how much we loved each other. But, now, it was all a veneer over the sadness and regret that lay beneath. Nothing could change that, and I wondered if anything could ever get us past it. There was so much that had been said and done; a deep layer of hurt. But I was starting to realize that, for both of us, the love was still there. It was deep down and raw to the touch, but it remained, preserved like a fly in amber as if time had stood still. 

“I think this is as high as this vent goes,” I whispered back down to Bryn. 

“What do you mean, you think?” Bryn whispered back. “Does the shaft go any further?” 

“No,” I admitted. 

“Sounds like we can be pretty sure then.” 

“Careful you do not cut yourself on that razor wit.” There was silence from below me. Which was unusual. “Bryn?” 

“Yes. Sorry. I’ll get back to you with an insult in a bit.” 

“Is everything alright?” 

“Fine.” 

But I knew her better than that. Even after all this time, I knew how to read Bryn’s voice. “Is Jolie okay?” 

“Uh-huh.” Bryn nodded. “That is… she’s fine. She’s not in danger. 

I don’t think. She might have been for a bit there, but… no. 

There’s something else.” 

“You told her about Rand?” 

“Some of it. But, I don’t think it’s that. At least… not directly.” She was silent for a moment. “What do you think about this guy Morse?” 

“He seems a good man. Certainly seems devoted to Jolie.” 

“Right.” 

“But I did wonder what he was doing down here.” 

Bryn gave a half-smile. “You know, I sometimes wonder what it’s like for other people when I pry inside their heads. I think it must be a bit like that. You always seem to know what I’m thinking.” 

“Not always.” 

She looked away. “No. Not always. But this time; spot on. What sort of a person ends up down here?” 

“Jolie did.” 

“That feels like kind of a one-off.” 

I nodded. I had been thinking the same thing. And now I was thinking that Bryn and I were still of the same mind, just as we had always been. We had our fights and our disagreements, but always ended up on the same page. 

I really needed to stop thinking about such things and focus on the job in hand. 

“Why did you ask about Morse?” 

“I think he has a thing for Jolie.” 

“Hardly a revelation and quite understandable. She is a beautiful woman and the second most remarkable I have ever met.” 

“Flatterer.” 

“After my dear mother.” 

Bryn stuck her tongue out. “My point was, I don’t think it’s totally one-sided.” 

“You think Jolie has feelings for Morse?” 

“I think she might.” 

That did surprise me, but on reflection, there was no reason Jolie should not have such feelings. Morse was a handsome man, a brave one, who had looked after himself in the Abyss as she had, and she had been down here for so long that any sort of company was bound to stir up feelings. In a way, it was completely normal that she should feel drawn to him. And yet, I could not shake my misgivings about the man. 

“We should move on,” Bryn said. 

“Agreed.” 

The shaft stopped a few feet further up, where a grate led out into a dank and foul-smelling corridor. 

Bryn wrinkled her nose and pulled a face. “They should really build more air vents, this place stinks.” 

“I do not think hygiene is high on the Veits’ list of priorities.” 

“No kidding.” 

Grabbing the grate, I strained against the metal fastenings and felt them starting to give. 

“Struggling a bit there?” asked Bryn, a mischievous glint in her eye. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Your muscles are bound to be feeling it, since you’ve been getting a bit flabby…” 

I wrenched out the grate. “You were saying?” 

Bryn grinned. “It’s so easy to push your buttons.” 

“And you are the only one I allow to push them.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Can we get a move on? My legs are getting tired.” 

The shaft below us was not sheer, but it was steep and we had made our way up most of it with feet on one wall, back against the other, and it was in this attitude that Bryn was currently waiting a few feet below me. 

The hole left by the grate was tight, but was just large enough to admit me, so would be easily large enough for Bryn. Once I was out, I reached back into the shaft to pull Bryn up, being very careful not to make any noise this time. She was right; her comments did annoy me, partly because I was very proud of my physique, but also because I knew she was not wholly wrong. Life had been too easy on the ships and, while I had worked out regularly, I had let my old regime slip somewhat. 

Bryn joined me in the corridor and sniffed the air with distaste. 

“What is that, do you think?” 

“They seem to be burning something deeply unpleasant,” I replied, eyeing one of the lights. 

Bryn looked around. “We need to figure out where we are.” 

“We still do not know where we are going.” 

“Up,” she said, firmly. “We’re looking for the guy in charge. Up is always the right direction. Despotic leaders like heights. 

Well-known fact.” 

“Should we try to find Jolie and Odran?” 

She shook her head. “Not yet. We’re in enemy territory here and if we both make separate attempts to get to the top of the tower, then we have a better chance.” 

As if to underline the reality of where we were, we heard the sound of marching feet coming from down the corridor. 

“Come on.” 

Bryn led the way down the tunnel, away from the approaching Veits. It was so easy for her to take charge, and I reflected that it never bothered me when she did. Having been raised six hundred years ago, I had seen attitudes change, and nowhere more so than in the role of women in society. I am not proud to say that I have not always r eacted as an enlightened twenty-first century man should, because I am not an enlightened twenty-first century man, having been born well before the Enlightenment. But Bryn was different. Not because she was the love of my life, but because she earned the authority. Like Jolie, I was happy to take her orders, because there was no one more qualified to give them. 

Bryn skidded to a halt on the slightly moist floor of the tunnel. 

“Listen.” 

More footsteps from up ahead. 

“How many squads of guards does this place need?” I muttered. 

“I saw a side tunnel a little way back.” 

We hurried back the way we had come, hoping to reach the side tunnel before we met the Veits coming the other way. We did not make it. 

“Hell,” cursed Bryn as we came face to face with the Veit squad. 

“Intruders!” the commander of the squad yelled, pointing at us. 

Bryn and I exchanged glances, there was another squad coming up behind us, and neither of us much liked to run from a fight. 

Thus, we charged to meet the oncoming Veits. 

The creatures split like nine-pins as we cannoned into them. 

Veits had the advantage of numbers, but not the advantage of strength—the trick in fighting them was never to let too many of them come at you at once—for they piled on, clawing and biting, stabbing and slashing with the brutal array of weapons they all seemed to carry. 

“Intruders! Intruders!” The commander declined to join the fight, preferring to stand to one side, yelling for help. Which was bad news for us as we knew how close the second squad was. 

Again, I glanced at Bryn. She knew what I was thinking: one squad was a challenge, two was suicide. From behind us, the sound of marching had turned into the sound of running. 

“Shall we go?” I growled to Bryn and she nodded. 

Steeling myself, I drew a deep breath and drove forward, bearing with me those Veits who chose to grab hold. I wasn’t fighting any longer, I was just trying to make a path through the Squad. The Veits clinging to me, sunk teeth and claws into my skin as I drove onwards. Following me, Bryn did her best to drag the Veits from my body as I pushed through them. 

“They’re getting away!” The commander continued to inspire his men by words rather than by example. “Stop them!” 

Tearing the last of the Veits from my shoulder, the bastard took a chunk of my flesh with it, and I ran into the open corridor and picked up my pace. 

“Still with me?” I called back. 

“Where else would I be?” Bryn replied. “You know, I don’t think you run as quickly as you used to either.” 

We were out of the thick of it, but the damage had been done, the alarm had been raised, and as we rounded a corner, we saw more Veits coming back the other way. Bryn and I cast about for a way out—there were so many of the creatures and while each of us was easily a match for five of them, they just kept coming. 

My eyes lit up as I realized where we were. 

“Charge!” A new squad of Veits rushed towards us while the ones we had been fighting were coming up fast from behind. 

There was no time to explain my plan. I turned to Bryn. “Do you trust me?” 

“With my life.” 

I pushed her backwards, into the open vent through which we had crawled earlier, then hurled myself through. We slid down through the steep shaft, bouncing off the walls, ricocheting around bends until the gradient eased and we were able to come to a stop. 

“Are you alright?” I asked, quickly. 

“Ow,” Bryn replied. 

“Bruised?” 

“No, you’ve got your hand in my hair.” 

“Sorry.” 

I moved and Bryn pulled her head away from me. 

“Well that went well.” 

I could not help laughing. 

“It’s not funny,” said Bryn, but she was cracking up herself and the two us dissolved helplessly into the giggles. “I don’t know why I’m laughing. This is really serious. Now they’ve raised the alarm, the whole damn building knows we’re in here.” 

“True,” I nodded. “But it is just us.” 

From Bryn’s face, she instantly knew what I meant. 

“Not Jolie, Odran and Morse.” She thought about this for a minute. “You know, those guards saw which way we went. They’ll probably be sending people down to look for us.” 

“And as the guards go down, Jolie, Odran and Morse can keep going up.” 

Bryn grinned. “So what you’re saying is that, rather than sneaking around, we should be making a lot of noise and getting them to follow us.” 

“Why are you grinning?” 

Bryn shrugged. “Frankly, that sounds like a lot more fun than sneaking around.” 

She had not changed, she was still the Bryn I had always adored. 

Perhaps that was part of the problem; we had not changed, but the situation had. We still loved each other, but were no longer in a position where that was such a good idea. Like a flower trying to grow in a desert—it is not going to work, but that is all a flower knows how to do. 

Bryn had not hesitated . When I said ‘ Do you trust me? ’ she had not even paused to think, her response had been automatic. It was probably a mistake to get my hopes up but… Well, once in a very long while a flower does actually grow in the desert. It just has to be the right flower. 

Bryn smiled at me. “Let’s go raise some hell.” 

TWELVE

JOLIE

Odran wore a puzzled frown as he looked back at us. “Well, Ah dinnae know what to make o’ it, but there doesnae seem to be anyone up here either.” 

Getting up through the initial floors of Orsik’s Tower had been a constant game of hide and seek with the Veit guards. They were numerous and around every corner, and we’d spent long minutes waiting for the coast to clear before giving up and trying to find another way around. It had seriously slowed our progress and I, for one, had been wondering if we were ever going to make it to the top. Then, all of a sudden, their numbers dwindled, and those whom we did encounter…

“Whsst! Get back, get back!” Odran urged us back around the corner into hiding at the clattering sound up ahead of us that heralded oncoming Veits. 

A few seconds later, the squad galloped purposefully past as fast as they could, with a sense of determination. 

Odran watched them and shook his head. “They all seem very keen to get somewhere. Ah dinnae know where, but ye willnae catch me complaining about it.” 

Something was going on somewhere further down in the tower, something big enough to drag every available Veit guard down to deal with it. On the face of it, I would have said it was too big

an emergency to be simply Sinjin and Bryn, on the other hand, I knew my sister and Sinjin well enough to know that, if they wanted, they could cause enough trouble to make you think another country was invading. Recently, I’d been picking up some curious emotions from Bryn, but I thought they had more to do with Sinjin than anything else. Maybe those two weren’t as finished as they seemed. 

“Let’s make the most of it,” I nodded to Odran. 

The Fae King agreed. “Lead the way, Glottle, quick as ye like. 

The guards may be back any minute, so let’s make the most o’

this.” 

“Right you are, right you are.” Glottle bobbed a nod and led the way with Odran beside him. I followed after and Morse brought up the rear. 

I wasn’t sure how to deal with Morse, at the moment. I was afraid to look at him in case he interpreted something into it. It was an awkward situation and I’d decided the best way to deal with it was not to deal with it at all. We were mid-mission and I couldn’t afford to worry about what was or wasn’t going on between Morse and me. Not that that mattered; my feelings for Morse were completely inconsequential until I was able to see Rand again, if I was able to see Rand again. From what Bryn had told me, he was a mess. But he was still Rand, the father of my daughter, the only man I’d ever really loved. And there was something within me that felt like I might be able to save him from himself. At the very least, I had to try, and until then, Morse was just a guy with a crush. 

There were still a few Veits around—it really would have been crazy to leave these upper floors totally empty—but they were spread out enough that we could easily weave around them, so we made quick progress through the tower. The rattling elevators and precipitous, winding staircases drew us ever onward. 

“It stink s less up here,” commented Odran. 

“Better quality gas in the lamps,” explained Morse. “Naethin’ but the best for Orsik.” 

By this point, we had reached heights to which Glottle had never been, as he was a low-ranking Veit soldier, but finding our way wasn’t difficult. The corridors (now definitely ‘corridors’

rather than ‘tunnels’) all seemed to wind inwards and upwards, leading to one place: the nerve center of the mound. From here, Orsik commanded, Lord of the Abyss; ‘ Better to reign in hell than serve in Heaven ’, as the poet said. 

It was not long before we reached a wide corridor, a space far better appointed than any we’d so far been in (it even had carpet, albeit a slightly gangrenous one). Through an oval

entrance the corridor led into a room, lit by a warm orange light that spilled out. 

“Stay here,” breathed Odran, holding a finger to his lips. 

He crept forward, surprisingly light on his feet for so big a man, and peered into the room beyond then hastened back on stealthy tip-toes. 

“Ah think we’ve found it. In the room yonder there’s a pair o’

big brass fitted doors, painted royal purple.” 

“Guards?” asked Morse. 

“Two.” 

“We can take two.” 

“But,” I pointed out, “then Orsik will know we’ve been here. We wanted to sneak in, cut the tether and get out. If we kill the guards, he’ll raise the alarm.” 

“Can we kill him?” suggested Odran. 

Morse shook his head. “He is a powerful wizard, an’ even were he not, he is undead. Ye cannae kill whit doesnae live.” 

“We don’t even know if Orsik is in there at the moment,” I added. 

But Glottle shook his head. “Would be more guards. Orsik’s personal guard. The best Veit warriors in the Tower. They go with him wherever he goes. If just two guards, then Orsik is somewhere elsewhere.” 

“So the room is empty,” Odran snarled. “We have to chance it. 

Kill the guard, go in, break the tether and make a run for it.” 

“And when Odran arrives back,” I added, “he sees the dead guards and sounds the alarm. It’s a long way back down, remember, and we’ve got to get Sinjin and Bryn out, as well.” 

Odran shook his head. “Well… Ah’m all out o’ ideas.” 

So was I. 

We were so tantalizingly close, but I could n’t risk my friends lives any more than I already had. 

“Glottle has an idea.” The Veit actually raised its hand to speak, like a child in a classroom. 

“Is that a fact?” Odran puffed out his cheeks. “Go ahead then, Glottle. Speak your piece.” 

Glottle looked from one to the other of us. “You want to hear Glottle’s idea?” 

“Of course we do,” I smiled. “You’re part of the team now.” 

The Veit puffed out what chest it had (so its chest was marginally less concave than usual), he then told us his plan. It was a pretty good one. 

A few minutes later, the two Veit guards standing outside the door to Orsik’s rooms were surprised to see a Veit they did not recognize running up. 

“The master wants you! Now!” 

“What?” Guard One looked startled and taken aback. On the one hand, a Veit did not disobey Orsik, especially if said Veit wanted to wake up in the morning the same shape he’d gone to bed. 

On the other hand, they’d been told to stand in front of the door and not to move. 

“Intruders in the tower!” Glottle panted. “Many of them. On the lower floors. All guards are summoned to help. Didn’t you here the siren?” 

“Well yes,” said Guard Two, “but that doesn’t apply to us. We’re supposed to stay here.” 

“Not this time,” Glottle shook his head, vehemently. “The Master sent me to fetch you. He must be protected and he said he wanted his best men around him.” 

The Guards looked at each other. ‘ Best men ’? That was them and no mistake. So it must be true. 

“Hurry!” Glottle urged as the two guards ran off in the direction of the elevators, leaving the doors unguarded. 

“Well done, Glottle,” I congratulated the Veit as Odran, Morse and I joined him. 

“Guards are very stupid,” Glottle brushed off the praise, but I could see how delighted he was that his plan had worked. 

“The door’s locked,” said Odran. “With magic.” 

The years in the Abyss had seemed to drain the magic from me, to the extent that I’d sometimes wondered if it worked at all in this realm, but since being reunited with my friends and my sister, I felt stronger and happier and the magic seemed to be tentatively returning to me. Just a trickle at first, flowing through my blood, but enough. 

I held my hand in front of the lock and sensed the mechanism within. As I turned my hand, I felt the parts of the lock rotate in response and with a satisfying ‘ clunk ’ the door opened. 

“Ah’ll go first,” said Odran in a soft voice (or at least what passed for a soft voice in a man for whom whispering was more like a subdued shout). 

Glottle had made sure Orsik wasn’t inside and the fact that the guards had run off seemed to back that finding up, but we were still going to be cautious. We couldn’t be certain he wasn’t in there and even if he wasn’t, someone else might be. 

Odran crept through the door, tense and alert. Morse followed and I was close behind him, with Glottle bringing up the rear, quietly closing the door behind us. 

The room beyond looked like bedchamber of an Arab Sheik—or ,at least, how the bedchambers of Arab Sheiks get depicted in movies from the 1940s. There was a lot of black silk, many mirrors and numerous candles in varying colors and shapes. Odran pointed up and I drew in breath. 

Hanging from the high, domed ceiling were innumerable charms, amulets and talismans. And they weren’t just for decoration; I could sense the power coming off them. Each of these represented an active spell, control being exerted somewhere in the wizard’s domain. This was how Orsik ruled in the Abyss, this was his control console. This spinning jade might control the weather; the golden pendant perhaps commanded one or more of the monsters that dwelt down here. They all had their power and their purpose, and one of them was keeping me here. 

“Do ye know whit ye are looking for?” asked Odran, hopefully. “If we take them all, he’ll realize we’ve been here.” 

“I’ll know it when I feel it,” I replied. 

Holding up my hands, closer to the charms, I felt the magic coming off them and hunted for the binding spell that prevented me from leaving the Abyss. 

Finally…

“I’ve got it!” The excitement was so much, I could hardly speak. 

A purple jeweled pendant hung above me, powered by the tethering spell that kept me here. All I had to do was shatter it and I’d be able to leave. 

“Someone’s coming!” Glottle had stayed by the door to keep look-out and his panicked hiss intruded on my moment. 

“Hide,” advised Morse. 

“Here!” Odran threw open a closet filled with wizardly robes. 

But I didn’t move. My eyes were glued to the pendant. I was so close. I’d spent so many years dreaming of escape, then had come so close, only to have that dream snatched away. Now, here I was once more; so close to escape and afraid I’d never get this close again. 

“Jolie, if ye smash it now, there’s a danger he’ll notice.” Morse spoke kindly, but urgently. 

Glottle loped across the room to scurry into the closet alongside Odran. I knew I should join him, but my feet refused to move. 

What if I never had this chance again? 

“Jolie.” 

I looked across the room and saw Morse standing by the open closet, holding out his hand to me. 

“You have to hide,” I said. 

“Not without you.” 

Tearing myself away from the pendant, I ran to him. He grabbed my hand and pulled me after him into the closet, Odran and Glottle closing the doors the instant we were in, just as the doors to the room opened and we heard two voices outside. 

“Who are they?” asked one, sounding pompous. 

“Old enemies,” came the reply and I stiffened at the sound. 

I’ d heard that voice before, many years ago, and it was a voice I’d come to fear. There was just enough light in the closet to see by and I shot a look at Odran who was already looking to me for confirmation. He, too, had recognized the voice, he’d pursued its owner across Faery and had driven that owner from its borders. 

“I don’t care about them, as long as Jolie cannot get away.” 

“Absolutely not, my Lord,” the pompous voice (Orsik I assumed) replied. “Here it is; the spell that keeps her here. If the trinket remains here, then she will remain in the Abyss. While the spell holds, she cannot leave and the only way to break it is to break the pendant.” 

“Which is presumably why they have come here.” 

I had to see. 

I had to know for certain the voice belonged to the creature I thought it did. There was a narrow gap where the double doors of the large closet met and I pressed my eyes against it to see out into the room beyond. 

There were the two speakers. One was a heavy set man with a beard, dressed in flamboyant robes The other… my stomach lurched and tied itself in knots. The face matched the voice. 

It was the Fir Darrig. 

“I have waited years for this opportunity and now it is in jeopardy,” the hated voice snarled. 

“And there is no sign of the child?” asked Orsik, tentatively, as if he knew this was a sore point. 

“Not since those idiots, whom you recommended, lost her!” snapped the Fir Darrig. 

A child? What child? 

My stomach contracted still further. 

“Years,” The Fir Darrig muttered again, venting its rage. “Years I have waited for the girl to come of age. It was all so perfect and now she has escaped! All because of those blundering Druids. 

I should put them back in the Abyss again.” 

“It sounds as if the Vryloka had something to do with it,” 

ventured Orsik. 

“And I would give a lot to know where they came from,” the Fir Darrig growled. “Someone has let their kind back into the world and I refuse to believe it is a coincidence. And it is no coincidence they are targeting Emma Balfour.” 

I had to clamp a hand over my mouth to stop myself from crying out. He was after Emma… my Emma! 

“Well,” Orsik tried to sound cheerful, “I’m sure the Druids will find her. And it doesn’t matter as long as Jolie remains here in the Abyss. And I shall to see to that.” 

The Darrig shot a sidelong glance at the undead wizard. “I cannot say that that fills me with confidence.” 

Orsik deflated. At first I’d thought he seemed quite normal looking, but now, as I became accustomed to the shifting, multi-colored light in the room, I noticed the gray color of his skin and his milky eyes. 

“If Jolie escapes now, then it will all be for nothing,” the Darrig went on. 

“I will ensure she remains,” Orsik said. “Though you never told me why you brought her here in the first place.” 

The Darrig nodded. “When I put her here, ten years ago, it was so her child would grow up in a certain fashion that would make her

vulnerable to me. Everything has proceeded as I have foreseen. 

Until now.” 

“If you don’t mind me asking, my Lord,” said Orsik. “Why did you not just kill Jolie?” 

The Darrig shrugged. “Mainly as a back-up plan. Something might have happened to the daughter. Things do not always go according to plan. The child might have been killed, or her father might not have descended to the required depths. Fortunately, Rand Balfour has performed exactly as anticipated, leaving his daughter vulnerable to my influence. Now that she has come of age, she inherits the right to the throne of the Underworld. She is the only person, other than Jolie herself, who can reunite the factions and I will be there to help her do it, to guide her and pull the strings as a kindly mentor. Then, once she has played her part, I shall take her shape and take her place.” 

“And no one will notice?” 

On the instant, the Darrig shape-shifted into a perfect facsimile of Orsik and the wizard startled. 

Watching and listening, I found I could barely breathe. This was why I was down here! I was one piece in a vast game of chess being played by the Fir Darrig and the Unseelie Court to take over what had once been the Underworld and turn it to their own purpose. What that purpose might be I could only guess at; the Unseelie Court wasn’t greedy for power, they existed mainly out of the joy in hurting people and destroying things. But they were also vengeful. 

Odran’s father had driven them into banishment once, and more recently , Odran himself had dedicated years to exterminating them. Against the might of Faery and the Seelie Court, the Unseelie were just a few bad Fae—powerful, but vastly outnumbered. But with the might of the Underworld behind them, they could wage an all-out magical war that would decimate every supernatural race and leave carnage in its wake. The court would have its revenge and its fun. 

The thought was utterly horrifying, and yet, it barely registered next to what the Darrig had planned for Emma. My daughter was what mattered. Getting out of the Abyss had been my dream for a long time. Now it had new purpose: I wouldn’t let anything happen to my daughter. 

THIRTEEN

EMMA

I woke up. 

For a moment , I wondered where I was; whose room was this? Whose strange bed? Who owned the strong, masculine arm draped protectively over me? On the wall opposite me was a dressing table with a mirror on it and I wondered also who that girl in the mirror was. She looked like me, and yet not. Something had changed since I last saw her. 

The girl in the mirror smiled and I smiled back at her. 

Something had changed , but it was something wonderful. If only every morning could be like this. If only I could always wake up feeling like this. Perhaps, with the help of the man who lay sleeping beside me, I could. 

#

I’d always enjoyed kissing Clark—it was sweet and happy and breathless. Two young people learning about each other. But with Stone… It was exciting . With every touch of his strong hands on me, I felt my body wake up in ways I hadn’t even known possible. 

The feel of his lips against mine, his tongue in my mouth, made electrical charges of erotic pleasure fire frantically up and down every nerve in my body, from the top of my head to my toes. 

It was like nothing I’d ever experienced. 

Maybe that was partly because I knew it was wrong. Not completely wrong, but a little bit wrong. Which was maybe just the right amount of wrong to enjoy the thrill, but to keep going, anyway. 

He was my teacher. He was older than me (in fact, since he was a vampire, he might be a lot older than me). And he worked for my uncle. 

But he was Stone. 

It would have been easy to write it all off as two people who had recently escaped from danger, venting the pent-up adrenalin. I understood that such things did happen. But Stone and I had been pacing around each other for weeks. 

There had been raw attraction (on my side , at least) from the first time I’d seen him—before I’d known he was going to be my professor. Since then, I’d lost track of how many times I’d caught him looking at me, willing himself not to, but unable to tear his eyes from my body; my breasts, my legs, my butt. 

So , naturally, I’d done everything I could to encourage him (and maybe tease him a bit because that was fun too); I dressed provocatively, bent over to allow him glimpses down my top, or crossed my legs in class, just when he was looking my way, trying to pull off a Basic Instinct . Then there had been that kiss. I’d been with Clark at the time, but being with Clark, much as I liked him, had never felt as right as a single stolen moment with Stone. When you put it all together, this wasn’t a crazy moment, 

this was the point to which we’d been inevitably building, and I was just relieved we’d finally arrived here. 

But, I was scared too. 

Clark was my own age and while I did n’t know how experienced he was, it had felt like we were equals. But Stone was a man. There were some definite advantages to that, but I worried about being a disappointment to him—in the ways of sex, anyway. 

The fact that I was thinking that way showed I’d already made up my mind about what was going to happen next. I pressed my body tight against Stone as we kissed, still outside and under the stars, watched by an inquisitive deer. I could feel him against me. Well, what I mean is; I could feel Him against me and the sensation made me catch my breath. 

I was inexperienced in the ways of men, but not ignorant. I’d taken biology, I’d seen movies and read books, and the internet is a great and terrifying resource if you want to find out about all that sex stuff. But the hard reality of Stone’s arousal was still something that took me almost by surprise. 

“Are you okay?” Stone pulled back from me a moment, concern in his eyes. 

If there had been any doubt left in me, those words drove it away. He understood. He knew this was a big moment for me and he wasn’t taking it for granted. He wanted me to know he expected nothing and would stop any time—all I had to do was just say the word. I didn’t think I’d ever want to stop feeling like this, but it was nice to know the option was there. 

“Better than okay,” I whispered back. To underline the point, I dragged him into a kiss and ground my body firmly against his, feeling the bulge in the front of his pants strain against me. 

Stone’s hands moved across my body and I squealed as he suddenly lifted me off the ground, swinging me easily into his strong arms. For moment, I lay cradled there as he stared at me, his eyes wide and almost disbelieving. 

“You are so beautiful.” 

It wasn’t particularly original, but the way he said it made me feel like the most important girl in the world and I reached up to kiss him again. I never wanted to stop kissing him and our lips remained locked as he carried me back around the cabin and through the door. We kept kissing as we went up the stairs and as Stone kicked open the door to the bedroom that was snuggled under the eaves of the cabin. We stayed kissing as he laid me gently down on the bed and I felt his hands on my belt. 

All I was wearing was one of Sinjin’s shirts, a belt to cinch it, underwear and shoes (which I kicked off as we continued to kiss). 

It didn’t take long for Stone to undo the buttons of the shirt and I pushed up off the bed so he could strip the garment from me. My skin felt flushed with warmth and Stone’s gaze could have warmed it more. 

His eyes roasted me as he looked me up and down, now just in bra and panties. I ’d expected to feel self-conscious at this point—

no girl, from supermodel downwards—is one hundred percent happy with her body and I certainly felt mine could stand improvement. 

But, from the look on Stone’s face, he was definitely satisfied with it. 

Although we ’d never been in this situation before, I felt strangely as if we had. I was as comfortable with him as if we were old lovers, and I found I wanted him to see more of him, to know him… intimately. 

Reaching behind my back, I unfastened my bra and enjoyed the widening of Stone’s eyes as I took it off and my breasts spilled forth. His hands hand been resting gently on my waist and they now stole upwards. 

My breath fluttered out in hesitant little gasps as he touched the sensitive flesh of my breasts, his cool skin some relief from the heat that had sprung up across my body. He was firm but gentle, stroking and squeezing, locating and tweaking every nerve till I shook with pleasure, stoking the fire that was building inside me. It wasn’t just that I wanted to be touched, or that he knew precisely where and how to touch me, but that it was Stone doing the touching. This man I’d wanted for so long was ushering me ever closer to the border of womanhood. 

His hands were on the move again, sliding down this time, away from my breasts to my hips where his thumbs looped into the elastic waistband of my underwear. I bit my lip as he drew the panties down my thighs, over my knees, past my calves and feet. 

For the first time in my life, I was naked in front of a man, and the fact that it was this man thrilled me more than I could put into words. I wanted him to do… something. I didn’t have the experience to put the frustrated needs of my screaming body into words. But I trusted that Stone would know what to do. 

Arching over me, he kissed me again, and I savored the taste of him on my lips. His kisses left my mouth, working down my neck and across my chest, spending delightful minutes on my breasts before crossing my belly. I whimpered and wriggled beneath him as he bypassed that spot where I most wanted him to kiss, leaping ahead to my ankles instead and working his way back up. With every touch of his lips on the inflamed flesh of my inner thigh, I felt the tension inside of me build. 

I pressed my lips tight together to stop the cry as Stone’s tongue feathered across the heat of my most intimate area. 

Nothing I had read or seen or experienced solo had prepared me for the raw, ragged pleasure of someone else touching me like this. A keening whine escaped my throat even through my clenched teeth as the second touch was as wonderful as the first, setting off alarm bells throughout my body as Stone’s head dipped again, warming to his task. 

My bum writhed on the sheets as if I was on a hotplate, unable to keep still, as if the only way to survive the pleasure he was wringing from my vulnerable body was to keep moving. Stone’s hands moved to my thighs to calm me and keep me still, while his incredible mouth worked liquid ecstasy from me. 

Keeping quiet soon ceased to be an option, and it really didn’t matter up here in the mountains; I squealed, howled, whooped and shrieked as Stone played me like an instrument, as if he knew my body better than I did. His fingers soon joined his mouth and proved just as skilled, able to excite me with just a touch in the right spot, driving me to heights I’d never thought possible. 

Each time I thought I ’d peaked, there proved to be another, still greater moment, hot on its heels. I tugged at his hair with my hands, threw my legs wide and pressed my hips up into his face; I beat the mattress with my fists, drummed my heels on his back and rocked my hips back and forth while Stone remained utterly focused on the task at hand; giving me pleasure. 

It was unclear where one climax ended and the next began, the pleasure was so raw and so constant. It was like one everlasting, undulating climax I rode and rode until I collapsed, exhausted, to the bed and Stone finally lifted his head and stretched the crick out of his back. 

I wanted to say ‘ That was amazing ’ or at the very least ‘ Thank you ’, but no words came. Instead, I lay there gasping like a fish out of water. But I thought that, in the circumstances, that said it all. 

Stone leaned over my ravished body to kiss me and I dragged him down onto the bed beside me, running my hands over him. He was still fully clothed, and my hands inevitably wound up at that frustrated bulge which had been forced to be patient. I knew that, even now, if I said ‘ no ’ he would respect my wishes. But the word was no longer even in my vocabulary. I pressed my hand against him, feeling the responding throb, even through his jeans. Our eyes met, and the understanding was there between us. 

“Let me see you,” I whispered. 

Stone got up and off the bed to undress, and I watched him with wolfish fascination. Every part of him revealed was a feast for my greedy gaze, every inch of flesh, every ripped muscle in his

impressive torso. I wanted to bite him, to sink my teeth into that perfect body. I wanted to consume him whole. Finally, he stripped down to just his underwear and a prudish part of me told me to look away. I ignored it, and my eyes widened as he tugged the garment down his legs, the organ that had been trapped inside leaping free, bounding excitably. 

Though Stone had already exhausted me tonight, the sight of his nudity was more than enough to make me want more, my eyes were glued to this new and rare sight, bouncing slightly as Stone moved. 

“Can I touch it?” I asked. 

Stone came closer to me and I reached out nervously as if it might go off, my finger lighting on the skin and finding it red hot, 

“Oh!” It jumped at my touch and I started slightly. 

“He won’t bite,” Stone smiled. 

“I might.” 

“He’d be fine with that.” 

More confidently, I took the organ in hand and felt Stone’s pulse pound aggressively through it. 

“I think it’s quite… lovely.” Such a strange and stupid thing to say, but it made Stone smile and that was enough. 

As he joined me on the bed again, I kept hold of my new best friend, introducing myself and becoming more familiar, caressing him, squeezing, drawing a nail down his hard surface. Stone sighed in pleasure at my manipulations and made no move to try for more. We lay on the bed, face to face, and soon found ourselves kissing again. Stone’s hand snuck between my thighs, slow and tender, but so sweet. We lay like that a long while, Stone asking no more of me until I was ready. 

When I broke the kiss, it was with resolution in my eyes. 

“Please.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” 

I’m certain girls have said that and not meant it, because it was what their partner wanted to hear, but I meant every word. I wanted this to happen now, with Stone. I was ready and I was happy. 

Moving like a single living thing, our bodies re-ordered themselves on the bed. Stone was above me, still kissing me as I

kissed him back, my hands stroking across his back and down to the taut cheeks of his rear. I could feel the weight and heat of his organ hovering just above me, occasionally tapping against my belly, until Stone drew back his hips. I didn’t feel as nervous as I thought I would, it was more like excitement and elation. 

It was happening and it was happening now. 

And then it happened. 

I cried out, and then gasped. Stone was inside me, and it was everything I could have imagined. 

#

The girl in the mirror was no longer the virgin I’d seen in the mirror the day before. But she was the same girl, and that was important. What had happened was wonderful, but it didn’t change who I was. 

Not to be defined by men was something my mom and my Aunt Bryn had both drummed into me. What would they think of this? What would they think of Stone? That didn’t matter, because I shouldn’t define myself by their expectations either. Whatever they thought of him, they would be glad to know that when the moment came for me to have sex, I’d done so on my own terms with a man I loved. My first time had been perfect. The second had been wonderful. The third had been ecstasy. 

I rolled over now to look at Stone in bed beside me. Vampire or not, there was something angelic about him as he slept. Maybe a mischievous angel who got into trouble a bit, but hadn’t quite fallen yet. 

As I stared at him, very definite feelings began welling up inside me, and I wondered if I was cheapening the genuine love I had for this man by succumbing to them. But, no. That was the deal wasn’t it? Sex was supposed to be better with a person you loved. I had no sphere of comparison, but I couldn’t imagine anything better than what Stone and I had done last night. It was okay to want it. Funny how something that, twenty four hours ago, I’d never even experienced and now it felt like a driving force. 

I dipped beneath the sheets, exploring the landscape of Stone’s sleeping body, until I found his slumbering member, lying across his thigh. It had done hard work last night and deserved some rest, but it wasn’t going to get any. 

Gently , I took him in my mouth (as Stone had taught me between our second and third times) and felt the almost instantaneous movement, as part of Stone realized something good was happening. 

As he grew and strengthened in my mouth, I heard a sigh of pleasure from above that told me Stone was now awake and enjoying

this, and a few moments later, he threw back the sheet and dragged me up into his arms, kissing me good morning then rolling me onto my back. 

“Oh yes…” I gasped as he entered me and ecstatic thrills of the night before returned. 

Sometime later, as we lay dreamily in bed together, my phone rang. 

“Ignore it,” advised Stone. 

“It might be important.” 

“Then they’ll call back.” 

I got up to hunt for my phone. “You need a rest anyway.” 

“Oh, no I don’t.” 

“Well, I do,” I giggled, picking up my phone and scampering from the room before he could drag me back to bed again. 

Glancing at the screen as I went downstairs (still naked) I was delighted to see Rowan’s name. 

“Hey cousin!” 

“Emma, it’s so good to hear from you.” 

There was something in her voice that told me this was more than a social call. I grabbed a throw from the couch to wrap around myself as we talked. I wasn’t sure if I should tell her about last night. It was the sort of thing I would normally tell Rowan, who was like a sister to me, but she and her mom were so close, I wasn’t ready for Aunt Bryn to know just yet. Maybe Stone and I could enjoy each other in private a bit longer before going public. 

In the event, I didn’t have the chance to tell her. 

“I need to bring you up to date with some stuff that’s been happening here.” 

I sat and listened, in horror, as my cousin spoke. I wasn’t the only one who’d been targeted by the Vryloka, Kinloch Kirk had been attacked too and Rowan was lucky to be alive. I listened, in shock, to the news that Mathilda was gravely ill and might not make it. All this had been happening while I’d been otherwise occupied. 

“Rowan, I might have some answers for you, but I’ll have to call you back.” 

“Okay. I love you.” 

“Love you too.” 

I hung up and headed back to the bedroom. 

As I entered, Stone threw off the sheet to reveal he was keen to pick up where we left off, but my manner soon blunted his enthusiasm. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Last night, you said there was some stuff I needed to know.” 

Stone instantly looked guilty, as if by deflowering me without telling me the whole truth, he’d somehow betrayed me. 

“I want to know now. All of it.” 

FOURTEEN

RAND

All the cells had hidden cameras in them to watch what my prisoners were doing without their knowledge. It was interesting to see how people whiled away the time when they had lost all hope (sometimes it was even amusing). Mostly, people tried to keep themselves busy, so they didn’t think about their potential fate. The busier they were, the better they seemed able to kid themselves that something would turn up and it would all be alright in the end. 

Nyx was not one of these. 

“How long has she been like this?” I asked. 

The guard checked his notes. “Three hours, my Lord High Mage.” 

I looked at the screen again. For the last three hours, Nyx had been seated cross-legged in the middle of her cell, apparently meditating. 

“What was she doing before that?” I asked. 

“Pretty much the same thing, my Lord,” the guard admitted, “but she took a bit of a break to stretch her legs.” 

“She’s been meditating all day?” 

“She stopped to eat.” 

I glared at the screen. 

People like Nyx could be infuriating. She was my prisoner, there was a dampening field on all the cells so she could not do any magic and thus had no hope of escape, and yet somehow , she was the one getting under my skin. The situation did not seem to

bother her at all. I was the one in control, in the commanding position (I had won!) but she’d managed to take all the joy out of it. I knew she had no way out, but she was making me doubt myself, acting as if she was just waiting to leave. Infuriating. 

“Let me know if anything changes.” 

“Yes, High Mage.” 

I got up and stalked out of the guard room, heading back in the direction of my room. Everything was going my way—the way of the King’s Alliance. The plans I’d had in the works were proceeding and this unexpected taking of Nyx was the cherry on the cake. I ought to have been on top of the world. 

But one does not become High Mage of a magical army without having a certain sensitivity. 

There was something in the air. It hung with a heavy potentiality; the weight of something coming. It was not magic exactly, more like the force of inevitability. When big, earth-changing events are on the horizon , they have the power to distort reality, like a weight in a rubber sheet, and the highly magically inclined can sense these things on the fringes of being. It’s not like prediction or prophecy—we can’t tell what’s coming, just that something is coming. 

I tried to put this from my mind as I walked back to my room. 

After all, just because something was coming didn’t necessarily mean it was something bad. I had reasons to be cheerful. Apart from anything else, the troubling dreams I’d been having of the mysterious woman whose face I could never remember seemed to have stopped. Perhaps Nyx had been the one responsible, after all. 

Late last night I’d suddenly remembered about Emma and the young vampire I had set to rescue her. I’d felt a bit guilty (which was not like me at all) that I’d forgotten about my daughter in the excitement of the break in and the capture of Nyx, followed by the curious visit of the vampire Laucian, but I was able to wave that guilt off when I checked my phone to find a message from Stone Draper. 

It was perfunctory at best, clearly made in haste, but it confirmed that he’d rescued Emma from the Druids (if that was what they were) and that she was now safe. He didn’t go into details about what ‘safe’ meant—were they on the run? Had the Druids given up? 

But, as long as he said they were safe, then I was willing to take him at his word. There was certainly no reason for me to feel guilty anymore; I was the one who had sent Stone to help her. I was the hero of this story. Emma was safe and I felt no need to reach out and speak to her or see her. She had her life, I had mine, and a good father has to know when to let go. 

All was right in the world. 

Back in my room I disclosed the magical safe in the wall above my bed and took out the lodestone that Nyx had taken from the Halls of the Masked Magistrates and which I had then confiscated from her. 

Getting rid of Nyx had been the real triumph of that operation—

she’d been a dangerous adversary not to be underestimated. The lodestone was a delightful bonus. But what a bonus it was! Just holding the thing, I could feel the weight of its power in my hands. Beneath its dull surface pulsed a magical heart waiting to be exploited. 

The Masked Magistrates had not known what to do with it—perhaps they were too scared of its power to use it—but I had no such problem. My only question was where to start? 

On reflection, I was still inclined to seek out Mercedes first. 

Although the dreams had stopped , I still wanted to confirm who was responsible and deal with them, if only to make sure the dreams did not return. But, after that, there were other places to which the lodestone could take me. 

It could make me not just the most powerful magic user in the world, but the most powerful the world had ever seen. The lodestone opened doors to realms where magic really meant something; places made of magic. Dangerous places to be sure, but if treated cautiously, that magic could be siphoned off, and a little went a long way in this world. The possibilities were limitless, and all contained within this unimpressive stone nestling in my hand. I stared at it, dreaming of a wild and fanciful future. 

“Be careful how you use that, Rand Balfour.” 

I jumped out of my chair, spinning around to where the voice had come from. My room was kept sealed by magical means as well as simple locks; no one should have been able to get in, even in my absence. 

“Who’s there?” 

In one corner of the room, the shadows seemed deeper than elsewhere, unnaturally so. As I stared, I saw those shadows move as if they had a life of their own, writhing and twisting until they took the shape of a figure which now stepped out of the darkness towards me. 

It was a small and yet had a presence that seemed to the fill the room, a little wizened old woman, shriveled and walking with a stick which, now I looked, I saw was a human leg bone. She turned her face up to me and I saw a map of wrinkles, a gummy mouth and the most piercingly black eyes I ’d ever seen, staring from

sunken sockets. It wasn’t a face I’d ever seen before, but it was one I knew from description. 

This was Black Annis, the Fae hag, the cannibal, the witch, one of the Unseelie Court. 

“You know who I am, Rand Balfour?” 

“I do not go by that name any more.” 

The hag cackled horribly and dropped a mocking curtsey. “Pardon me, High Mage Duine of the King’s Alliance. Should I kneel and kiss your toes or just avert my gaze from your magnificence?” 

In general, I tolerated talk like that from no one, and Black Annis looked as weak and powerless as a newborn kitten. But, I was no fool, and I knew the dark power that mustered in that frail looking body. She had beaten men as powerful as me. She had bested them in magic, eaten their flesh and used their bones to make her broth. 

“Duine will be fine.” 

“Call yourself what you please, but you’re Rand Balfour beneath it all,” she sneered. “Even if you begged the witch in the forest to cut out your ability to love.” 

I felt a tightness inside me. How did she know about that? 

“Rand Balfour was weak. High Mage Duine is strong.” 

“Rand Balfour was a man ,” Black Annis retorted. “A coward who could not face his own feelings, but a man, none the less. High Mage Duine is a robot who seems strong from the outside, but lives in terror of the day when his feelings come back and he’s forced to be a real man again.” 

“Lies!” 

Her toothless smile was a hideous sight. “Have you been dreaming, High Mage?” 

Was that the answer? Had the Unseelie Court been sending me dreams? But if so, why? I had no love for the Court and we’d been enemies once, but that had been long ago. I’d changed since then and as High Mage, I’d been careful not to cross what was left of the Court, figuring them to be Odran’s problem. 

“What do you want from me? Why are you here?” 

“I am merely a messenger,” replied Black Annis. 

“From whom?” 

“From the Unseelie Court. From the Fir Darrig.” 

There was a name I hadn’t heard for a long time, and not one I was happy to hear now. In this world, I was increasingly the dominant power. In Faery, Odran was King and the Seelie Court ruled with more or less benevolence—after the fall of the Underworld, the Fae had closed their borders and avoided the descent into chaos that had plagued most of the factions. But, at the borders of Faery, the dark Fae still dwelt, marshalling their strength and biding their time. Chief among them was the Fir Darrig. His power was of a different kind to mine, it was older and elemental, and I couldn’t match it. 

I had no wish to tangle with the Unseelie Court, but it seemed they had other ideas. 

“I have no argument with the Fir Darrig or any of your Court.” 

Did they want the lodestone? That was not impossible. 

Black Annis smirked. “If I was here for a fight, you would be dead already.” She licked her lips. “A tasty proposition, but not why I’m here.” 

“Then why are you?” 

“To relay the Fir Darrig’s message.” 

“And what message is that?” 

Annis took a step closer. “He says; it’s time.” 

“Time? Time for what?” I was totally confused. 

“Time for Rand Balfour to choose what side he is on,” replied Black Annis, her black eyes seeming to burrow into my soul. 

“My own side,” I replied. 

Annis gave a throaty chuckle. “War is coming, Rand Balfour. You know that already, no doubt, and think yourself to be the cause of it. But you have not grasped the big picture. You do not yet see the size and scale of the conflict at hand. Ha!” she shook her head. “You do not even know the sides.” 

“If I’m so foolish, then enlighten me.” She might be powerful, but I did not like being spoken to as if I was an idiot child. 

“You think this war is about who has power in this country, in this world,” Black Annis went on. “You think it’s about what can replace the Underworld and you hope it will be you, and you see yourself as some petty monarch with all the factions at your feet, tribute paid to you by vampires and werewolves, elementals and other small, insignificant races. But the world is bigger than that and so is the coming war. Pick the right side Rand Balfour and you will have your dream; you can rule here and have the ear of those who rule in other worlds. You can be in

partnership with those who hold the balance of reality—not an equal partnership, but still pretty good for a mortal.” 

“You’re asking me to fight with the Fir Darrig?” 

Black Annis shrugged her bony shoulders. “I’m here to tell you to choose. What you pick is up to you. But know this; you’re with us or against us, Rand Balfour. Those are your options.” 

For all that she pretended this wasn’t an offer, it clearly was and that was… flattering. If the Fir Darrig was offering me the chance to fight on his side, that meant the Darrig saw me as a viable power in this realm. That was extraordinary and meant all my work had paid off. I’d never seen myself as partnered with the Unseelie Court, still less as the lackey of the Fir Darrig, but if that was the path to power…

From nowhere, welling up from inside me, I felt a tug at my heart, and in my mind’s eye I saw the woman of my dreams. She never came to me when I was awake and yet I seemed to see her now, begging with me, pleading with me, though I couldn’t hear her words or guess what she wanted me to do. As always, she brought with her a wash of unfamiliar emotions, biting at my conscience. I did my best to suppress the emotions and her. Those feelings belonged to Rand Balfour, not to High Mage Duine. Duine had cut those things out of himself. 

But it was hard. This dream had a hold on me and one I did not understand. It was powerful magic, and it made me think. 

“Was it you, or the Unseelie Court, who sent the dreams to me? 

Have you been torturing me as I sleep?” 

Black Annis threw back her head and laughed until her wizened body shook. “You think we are responsible for your dreams Rand Balfour?” 

“If not you, then who?” 

I was sure Black Annis knew. 

“You want to see the one who has been torturing you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then look in a mirror, Rand Balfour,” Black Annis cackled. “The dreams come from inside you... your old self trying to break free.” 

To Be Continued! 
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The Sinjin Sinclair 9 Book Set

VAMPIRE ROMANCE



Please allow me to introduce myself. 

My name is Sinjin Sinclair. 

I was born in London in 1414…

I owe my immortality to a disease of the blood. 

That is to say, I am vampire. 

And I have an appetite for headstrong, stubborn and difficult women. 

Pleased to meet you. 

“Loved it! Give it a read! Especially if snarky, sexy vampires 26 26 26 26 26

are your thing! RATING: A.” ― Kindles & Wine Reviews 05 05 05 05 05



“I expect nothing more than unbridled hostility and misguided aggression from you, my little hellion,” Sinjin said with a hearty chuckle. 

“Sinjin don't ever change. You're fabulous!” ― Amazon Customer 26 26 26 26 26

05 05 05 05 05

PURCHASE NOW: $2.99! 

The Lily Harper 8 Book Set

EPIC FANTASY ROMANCE

If there’s such a thing as luck, Lily Harper definitely doesn’t have it. 

Killed in a car accident before it’s her time to go, Lily learns the hereafter isn’t exactly what she hoped it might be. 

First, there’s AfterLife Enterprises…

Learning Lily’s death was indirectly their fault, Afterlife Enterprises offers Lily the chance to live again, but beware the fine print. Most notably, Lily will become a soul retriever, venturing into the bowels of the Underground City to retrieve souls that were mistakenly sent there during a Y2K glitch. 

Second, there’s angel Bill…

As if risking her second life in the Underground City wasn’t enough, Lily’s guide is none other than her incompetent, alcoholic, womanizing guardian angel, Bill. 

Finally, there’s the legendary bladesmith, Tallis Black... 



As Scottish as his kilts and heavy brogue, Tallis Black is a centuries-old Celt who, for reasons only known to him, offers to escort Lily into the depths of the Underground City. Dark, brooding and definitely dangerous, Lily knows she shouldn’t trust Tallis, but desperate times call for desperate measures. 

Between soul retrieving in hell, dealing with Bill and trying to figure out what’s in it for Tallis, Lily wonders if she would’ve just been better off dead. 

“Wow HP, you know I love you, but seriously, you are sending me into full on squealing fangirl with this book. I loved everything about it, Lily, Tallis, and especially Bill. This book is 26 26 26 26 26

hilarious and emotional!” ―Amazon Customer 05 05 05 05 05

PURCHASE NOW: $2.99! 

The Dulcie O’Neil 10 Book Set

URBAN FANTASY ROMANCE

My name is Dulcie O’Neil and I’m a fairy. 

But don’t let that fool you. I’m also a Regulator—a law-enforcement agent for the Netherworld. 

I keep track of monsters to keep them from wreaking havoc in the mortal world. 

Enter Knight Vander, a cocky investigator sent from the Netherworld. 

Knight is what’s called a Loki and he’s the first of his kind I’ve ever seen. He was created by Hades, in Hades’ own image, and let’s just say that Hades must have been pretty hot…

Yeah, Knight is the sexiest guy I’ve ever seen, but he’s also bossy, demanding, and way too convinced of his own self-importance. 



Sometimes working law enforcement for the Netherworld is a real... 

“I caught myself developing a little crush on Knight, he was the dark knight and white knight all rolled into one. Who doesn't love a bad boy that at times is the good guy also?” ― Sparkling 26 26 26 26 26

Reviews 05 05 05 05 05

“This is a fun series with a sassy heroine and lots of competent and sexy characters that make for an entertaining and quick 26 26 26 26 26

read.” ― A Book A Day Reviews 05 05 05 05 05

PURCHASE NOW: $2.99! 

The Jolie Wilkins 5 Book Set

PARANORMAL ROMANCE

A self-deprecating witch with the unique ability to reanimate the dead. 

A dangerously handsome warlock torn between being her boss and her would-be lover. 

A six hundred year old English vampire with his own agenda; one that includes an appetite for witches. 

The Underworld in a state of chaos. 

Let the games begin. 

Life isn’t bad for psychic Jolie Wilkins. True, she doesn’t have a love life to speak of, but she has a cute house in the suburbs of Los Angeles, a cat and a quirky best friend. 

Enter Rand Balfour, a sinfully attractive warlock who insists she’s a witch and who just might turn her life upside down. 

Rand hires her to help him solve a mystery regarding the death of his client who also happens to be a ghost. Jolie not only uncovers the cause of the ghost’s demise but, in the process, she brings him back to life! 

Word of Jolie’s incredible ability to bring back the dead spreads like wildfire, putting her at the top of the Underworld’s most wanted list. Consequently, she finds herself at the center of a custody battle between a villainous witch, a dangerous but oh-so-sexy vampire, and her warlock boss, Rand. 

“You can cut the sexual tension with a knife!” ―Sparkling Reviews 26 26 26 26 26

05 05 05 05 05

PURCHASE NOW: $2.99! 

The Mists of Magic and Mayhem 5 Book Set EPIC PARANORMAL ROMANCE



The order of the Underworld is no longer…

Where once factions of creatures—vampires, witches and warlocks, werewolves and fae—all came together, united under the banner of Queen Jolie Wilkins, now those factions are separate and vying for control. 

The vampires, unified under the authority of Master Vampire, Sinjin Sinclair, are living a life of hedonistic opulence aboard three cruise ships on the open water. Sinjin, bemoaning the loss of his one true love, can find little interest in anything else. 

But there’s a threat on the horizon, and one which will force Sinjin out of his melancholic lamenting…

Meanwhile, the witches and warlocks have been separated into two factions: The King’s Alliance, commanded by ruthless High Mage, Duine and The Order of the Templar, a band of rebels, led by Pagan. While Duine seeks to control all witches and warlocks, subjecting them to his tyrannical rule, Pagan wishes to return magic to the hands of the people. 

Amid the chaos of attempted assassinations and battle, is Emma Balfour. Now seventeen, Emma is attending the highly prestigious Elmington Academy—a school of magic. Unlike her witch mother and warlock father, Emma is anything but magical and finds her time at Elmington a struggle. That is, until she meets enigmatic Stone Draper. Stone is handsome, young and charismatic and Emma finds herself immediately taken with him. There’s only one problem…

Stone Draper is actually Professor Draper, Emma’s instructor…

PURCHASE NOW: $2.99! 
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