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Sinjin took a step toward me. “My mate…” he said as he grabbed my upper arms. 

I broke out of his hold and pulling my left elbow back, released my fist across his face, acting as much out of shock to be confronted in the Abyss, as I was shocked to see Sinjin… standing in front of me, as if ten years had never gone by—as if we weren’t both in this horrible place. As if the last ten years had never happened. 

“My goodness!” he said as he took a step back and cradled his offended cheek. But there was a smile on his mouth that extended into his eyes. 

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I repeated, having asked that exact question before I pummeled his face. 

“I often stroll through the Abyss for my morning constitutional,” 

he answered with that devil’s grin that so characterized him. 

Once upon a time, it had made me weak in the knees. “I find the smell of brimstone to be so invigorating.” 

Sarcasm was to be expected from Sinjin. Even in a situation like this, he always had a barbed quip and, much as I w anted to punch him in the face a second time, I held myself back. 

I took a deep breath and tried to restrain the swelling of feelings from overcoming me. I had to keep control of myself. I couldn’t allow all these emotions to take over. I had to remember where I was… where we were. 

Regardless, I had missed him. I wished such wasn’t the case, but there hadn’t been a day in ten years that I hadn’t thought of him, that I hadn’t privately wished things were different. It was a hard thing to admit, even now, but seeing him gave me an

involuntary rush of joy I did my best to hide. I figured the sucker punch fit that bill pretty well. 

Figuring Sinjin wouldn’t give me a straight answer, I turned to his neighbor. “Odran,” I nodded to the Fae King, relieved not to have to look at Sinjin. “You knew a short cut into the Abyss that you decided to keep from me?” 

Odran held up his hands in mock offense. “Ah can see how ye might think that, but Ah swear it isnae the case. Ah made a bargain to bring the vampire here. It isnae one Ah was happy to make nor one Ah am pleased to think on now.” 

I said nothing, allowing him to sweat, but I thought he was probably telling the truth. Odran wasn’t one to lie, in general. 

I turned back to Sinjin. “You still haven’t answered my question; what the fuck are you doing here?” 

“Is that not quite obvious, my pet?” 

“No, which is why I’m asking.” 

“I am looking for you.” 

He hadn’t taken his eyes off me and, even now, there was a strange expression in them. One I found difficult to read. And I had a feeling it was the same expression in mine. I didn’t know how to act—whether I should still be angry at him—even after all these years, even after realizing he’d never been at fault for Jolie’s death because… Jolie was alive. At least, I was fairly sure she was. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to be happy to see him. Relieved to find that he and Odran weren’t flesh-hungry monsters, yes, but happiness? No, that’s not what this was. 

Ten years was a long time and much could have changed, but the master vampire who had once been my lover and my world looked the same as ever. It was as if no time had gone by at all. And while I’d been able to control my aging, for the most part, I was aware that I hadn’t escaped time as easily as he had. I might not have looked my age, but I at least looked like a few years had gone by. Yet, Sinjin… He even looked to be still wearing the same clothes. 

“How did you know to look for me?” I demanded, facing Odran because it was… just too difficult to look at Sinjin. Too difficult to stare into those fathomless, azure eyes and wonder where my anger had gone. It was just… too painful. 

“Ah dinnae have that answer for ye, lass,” Odran answered with a shrug and the expression of ‘why the hell are you asking me?’

“Odran, my good fellow, would you give us a few moments, please?” 

Sinjin asked. 

“Oh aye,” grumbled Odran as he took a few steps away from us and turned his immense back, as though letting it be known he was giving us privacy. “Ah’ll just entertain mahself here in the Abyss while ye two catch up on all ye’ve missed for the last ten years. That shouldnae take more than a few minutes.” 

“That would be appreciated, thanks,” Sinjin continued and then waved the Fae King off with his long, elegant fingers. “Perhaps take a bit of walk , but do not go far.” 

Odran sloped off, still muttering to himself about vampires and elementals and ‘ How did Ah allow mahself to get dragged into this? Ah’m a King for the love o’ Hern! ’. 

“Well?” I demanded, once Odran was out of earshot. 

Sinjin just stood there, staring at me. “You look well, my tempest.” 

“We aren’t doing this,” I argued, shaking my head. 

“Doing what?” 

“This small talk bullshit.” 

“Then what shall we do, my love?” 

“I’m not your love. Not anymore.” 

“There you are incorrect,” he tsked me and though his manner was casual, his eyes were anything but. They burned with a fire I hadn’t seen in a long time. A fire that made me swallow hard. 

“You will always be my love.” 

I felt myself scowling. “Answer the damned question, Sinjin.” 

He sighed dramatically. It was clear he hadn’t changed a bit and there was something within me that was happy for that fact. “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but our daughter is a snitch.” 

“Rowan?” I shook my head, not following him. 

“I believe she is our only child?” Sinjin asked with a shrug. 

“Unless you have more surprises of which I am unaware?” 

“She’s our only child,” I grumbled, shaking my head. Strangely, it felt like no time had gone by between us at all—Sinjin was exactly the same as he always had been, all the way down to the conversation between us. And that fact was somehow… comforting, though I couldn’t say why. 

“What a relief that is.” 

“Get to the point, Sinjin.” 

“The point, my dear, is that Rowan was worried about you which prompted her to get into contact with me, her pops.” 

I glared at him as he grinned broadly, no doubt liking the word

‘pops’ because it was so completely foreign to his vocabulary. 

“When I get out of here, I’m grounding her until she’s thirty.” 

“I daresay I am the more easygoing parent, of the two of us,” 

said Sinjin. 

I’ d almost forgotten that side of him. The tender side. Whenever Rowan had misbehaved in perfectly normal childish ways, when she’d been small, Sinjin was always there to speak up for her. 

Secretly, I thought he’d hoped for a mischievous child and Rowan somehow sensed as much which was why she misbehaved—because it made her daddy smile. Then I would pretend to be angry with both of them, while I was secretly delighted at how close they were. 

But time had changed all that. 

That had been the hardest part of banishing Sinjin, after Jolie had vanished. Even harder than losing the man I loved, was depriving my daughter of the father she adored. I knew it hurt Sinjin too, of course, but I was the one who was left to explain to a crying child why she couldn’t see her father anymore. 

Sometimes I would come close to cracking, but then Rowan would ask about Aunt Jolie and my heart would turn to granite once more. I could never forgive him for what he’d done. 

Or at least, what I thought he’d done. Now things appeared to be…

different. 

“You’re searching for Jolie?” Sinjin asked, tentatively. “That’s the reason you’ve come to this…” He looked around himself before settling his eyes back on me. “Vacation spot?” 

“Rowan told you that too?” How had she even known I’d come after Jolie? I hadn’t spoken to her about it, because I didn’t want her to worry about me. Worse still, she might have told Emma, and I didn’t want to get Emma’s hopes up that her mother was still alive. Yes, I was convinced such was the case, but it was a different thing entirely to bring Emma into it. 

“Rowan assumed as much from the way you had been talking and behaving lately.” 

Apparently I wasn’t as clandestine as I’d thought. “That girl’s in my head more than she admits.” 

“That is a risk you take when living with a sensitive.” 

“Actually, I think she’s in my head more than she knows,” I went on, somehow enjoying this small-talk with Sinjin. “She doesn’t know the extent of her abilities and she wanders into people’s

minds without even knowing it; she mistakes other people’s thoughts for her own sometimes.” 

“Perhaps it is time for some formal training,” suggested Sinjin. 

I was about to agree when I remembered who I was speaking to. And that old anger suddenly surged up within me. “You don’t get a say in any of this. We’re not here to discuss our daughter’s upbringing; we’re in the middle of Faery hell, searching for a woman who may be dead because of you.” 

I saw Sinjin’s expression harden. “Firstly, Bête Noir , I might remind you, that Rowan is my daughter too.” 

“That doesn’t matter,” I said as I glared at him. He took a step nearer me but I held my ground. 

“You asked me to leave and I did as you asked,” he seethed, eyes narrowing in a way I hadn’t seen in years. Usually, Sinjin was the calm and collected sort. Now, his emotions seemed to be plaguing him as much as mine were me. “I begged to be a part of her life, yet you did not even grant me a reply.” 

“I was in my rights,” I started, but he interrupted me. 

“But when you tell me about a problem with our daughter, then I will have an opinion and a right to voice it. Nothing you can do or say will stop me from caring about her.” 

“I’m not telling you not to care about her.” 

He took another step forward. I didn’t budge. 

“Secondly, if you thought your sister was dead, you would not be here, searching for her.” 

“That’s beside the point. You are still the reason she’s down here to begin with.” 

“I told you ten years ago that Jolie’s disappearance was not my doing, and that sentiment is as true now as it was then.” 

Did I believe him? I wasn’t sure. I mean… I didn’t believe Jolie was dead. Since entering the Abyss, I’d started to feel Jolie’s presence. I didn’t want to allow myself to hope, but surely the fact that I could feel her meant she had to be alive. Then again, the Abyss was full of illusions and deceptions, not even I could trust my own senses. More importantly, even if Jolie was alive, something had happened ten years ago to land her in this place and all evidence pointed to Sinjin as the reason why. He’d made a deal that saved himself and doomed Jolie. I never would have believed it of him but…

It had all been so clear ten years ago, but it was much less clear when he was here beside me, insisting on his innocence. And one thing I knew of Sinjin was that he wasn’t a liar. 

“How can I trust you?” I asked. 

He met my gaze with those damnably blue eyes of his. “Because you know the stuff I’m made of. You know me better than anyone does.” 

“Yet you were there the night she…” 

“After all we have been through and all we meant to each other, my word should be enough.” 

As if acting in tandem, we both sat down on a fallen tree trunk, staring out ahead of us, neither of us saying anything. I started to wonder where Odran was and if he’d gotten himself into trouble. 

The quiet hung heavy between us. Finally, Sinjin broke it. “Rowan sounded well when I spoke to her.” 

I could hear the tenderness in his voice and could only imagine how the years apart must have cut him. Did he hate me for that? 

For keeping him from his little girl. Maybe he had a right to, but after what he’d done—what I’d suspected he’d done—he’d left me with no choice. 

“I miss her,” I said softly. 

“You did a good job raising her.” 

I turned to glare at him. I didn’t want this turning into something it wasn’t. “I’m not looking for your approval.” 

“You have it all the same, my hellion.” 

Another weighty pause. 

“How is Kinloch Kirk?” 

“Same as you left it.” 

“Then it did not change much.” 

I glared at him again. “It changed.” 

“Yes, I suppose it would have.” 

The silence that followed was uncomfortable, as if with every second of it another brick was laid in the wall slowly building between us. The physical attraction was still there—how could it not be?—and I prided myself that it was mutual. Yet, there was something more than physical attraction burning between us. 

Between Sinjin and me, there had always been something that had

gone beyond lust, beyond love, beyond the usual bonds that unite two people. I didn’t know what word to give it except ‘intimacy’. 

We’d grown around each other like two saplings twisted together, and the separation had at first been unbearable. Now we were in the same place again, physically close, but that intimacy couldn’t be so easily regained. 

I still blamed him for the loss of Jolie , even though the particulars were beginning to blur. And I was more than sure he blamed me for not allowing him to communicate with his daughter. 

Even if, by some miracle, we survived this hellish place and were able to part no longer enemies, those lost years would never be regained. Even for a master vampire, time didn’t stand still, and Rowan would never be the little child he’d last seen. 

“I hear good things about the Vampire Coalition.” Maybe I felt the need to say something nice. I wasn’t sure. The words just sort of tumbled out of my mouth. 

“I cannot imagine from whom you would have hear d as much, but I assure you they are untrue.” 

I looked at him, surprised. Sinjin, as a rule, was never one to downplay his achievements. “You brought some control to the vampire community. No more indiscriminate killing… as I understand it?” 

“True, but they simply replaced the indiscriminate killing with other vices,” Sinjin sighed and shook his head as if the whole thing was one great shame. “Which, I suppose, was an improvement.” 

“Little victories.” 

The silence reigned between us again. What did we used to talk about? Back when we were together, we talked for hours on end…

about what? Or there were other times when we sat in comfortable silence, content just being near each other. Now there seemed to be no conversational topics in the world , and every second of silence seemed like an hour of awkwardness. 

I felt Sinjin stiffen beside me. “Did you hear that?” 

In the next instant, we were both springing aside as the curved blade of a cutlass cleaved the air where we’d just been, burying itself deep into the log. If it hadn’t been for Sinjin’s vampire sense and my warrior instincts, one or both of us would have been cut in two. 

“Fuck!” An orange skinned creature stuck its ugly face from the undergrowth behind the log and yanked at the cutlass, trying to pull it free. “Don’t just stand around playing with yourselves! 

Get them!” 

I looked at Sinjin and found his expression mirroring mine in its eagerness. We were under attack, and the thrill seared through me like good liquor. 

A second later, the undergrowth erupted with six more of the creatures, that I recognized as Dark Fae, though not of a kind with which I was familiar. They were heavily armed, swinging battle axes, broad swords, spears and maces, some with a weapon in each hand (and more likely to hurt themselves than Sinjin or me). 

Sinjin had been poised in a crouched attitude, his muscles tensed like coiled springs, and he now launched himself at our attackers, leaping like a panther, fangs extended, his eyes shining with excitement. I wasn’t far behind him. 

One of the Fae jabbed a rusty-headed spear at me. I side-stepped it, grabbed the shaft and used it to pull the Fae towards my waiting fist. He went over backwards, clutching his nose while I kept a hold of his spear which I spun around me, then drove the butt-end between the eyes of another of my attackers, knocking him unconscious with a satisfying rap of wood on bone. A warier Fae hurled a throwing axe in my direction. 

“Sinjin!” I called to him as I knocked the axe out of the air with the shaft of the spear and redirected its flight. Sinjin caught the axe and hurled it back at the Fae who had first thrown it. 

“ Bête Noir .” 

He kicked a Fae towards me and I dropped, pivoting on one foot to sweep the legs, sending him flying. 

The leader of the dark Fae had now freed his cutlass and was running at me, while the final member of the party came for Sinjin, swinging a battle axe almost as big as he was. 

I dodged and weaved about the blade, parrying with my spear. The creature was vicious and more skilled than his men, forcing me to duck and roll. As I did so, Sinjin was there to meet me, thrusting his own adversary away . He grabbed my hands, pulling me up and into a backward somersault. I landed right in front of the Fae commander and punched him in the face. He was still stunned as I spun him round to where Sinjin was waiting. With a deft kick, Sinjin knocked his attacker into mine. They clonked heads and dropped to the ground. 

I looked up at Sinjin and once again felt my expression reflected in his. If we were no longer able to talk together, then all that lost chemistry was swiftly remembered when we fought, moving as one, each anticipating where the other would be and moving accordingly, almost as if we were dancing. Nothing had changed in ten years. We were still acutely attuned to one another. 

The bright excitement on Sinjin’s face looked close to arousal, and I was sure he could read the same expression on mine because that was definitely what I felt. I’d been with a few men since Sinjin, yes, but none of them had excited me sexually the way Sinjin could just by fighting at my side. 

Damn the bastard. 

“Och! Aye!” Odran ran up. “We’re under atta…” He saw the Dark Fae littered around the ground, and deflated. “Ah see ye are already aware.” 

“What are they?” I asked? 

“Veits,” replied Odran with a shrug of his immense shoulders. 

“What are Veits?” Sinjin asked. 

“Dark Fae that bide here in the Abyss. Banished from Faery in the ancient times, so Ah believe. Nasty little b uggers they are.” 

“So they live down here?” I clarified. 

“Aye.” 

“Why are they attacking us?” asked Sinjin. 

Odran shrugged. “Ah told ye; nasty little buggers.” He gave one of the downed Veits a kick. 

“I wonder if that is the only reason,” mused Sinjin. 

“You think someone might know we’re down here?” I asked as I faced the master vampire. I’d been thinking the same thing. 

“Someone who perhaps wants to keep the queen here,” added Sinjin. 

“In which case,” Odran reached down to pick up one of the Veits who had started to stir out of unconsciousness, “we may have got ourselves a guide.” 

He dragged the semi-conscious Veit to a pool of stagnant water and dunked the creature’s head beneath the surface. 

“Wake up, ye wee beastie!” 

The Veit began to move sluggishly and then more frantically as its body got the message that it was unable to breathe. 

Odran hauled its head above the surface. “Is that better? Can ye breathe? Good.” He shoved its head back into the pool. “Best to show him who’s boss. They are nae an organized people. They respect power an’ they do as they are told.” 

Sinjin and I exchanged glances, both thinking the same thing; if they weren’t an ‘organized people’ then who had set up the ambush? Who was pulling the Veits’ strings? 

Odran dragged the Veit out of the pool and addressed it. “Now, will ye behave yourself? Or do ye want another swimming lesson?” 

The Veit gasped and spluttered, nodding and shaking its head at the same time. 

“Ah’m going to interpret that as ‘ Ah would verra much like to live ’.” 

The Veit nodded frantically. 

“Have ye a name?” 

“Glottle,” the creature burbled. 

“Glottle? Is that yer name or are ye chokin’?” 

“My name,” Glottle sputtered. 

“Right, Glottle.” Odran plonked the Veit on the ground where it sat in a damp, shaking heap. It looked so pathetic, I almost felt sorry for the creature that had been trying to kill me a few minutes ago. 

“ Ther e are three of us and one of ye,” Odran continued. “An’

let’s be honest, if there were three o’ ye an’ one of us, then a fight would still go our way. Ye do as we ask an’ ye’ll nae be mistreated. At least…” he shrugged. “At least nae more than ye already have been. But that wasnae mistreatment; ye needed a wash.” 

The Veit nodded, staring at Odran with terrified eyes. 

“Why did ye attack us?” 

“I was told to.” 

“By whom?” asked Sinjin. 

“Captain Grunner.” 

“Who told him to attack us?” I asked. 

Glottle seemed to contract with terror, still staring fixedly at Odran. “I don’t know.” 

Sinjin and I looked at Odran and he gave us a ‘what can you do’

smile. “They do as they’re told. They respect the chain o’

command an’ dinnae question it. I doubt he knows more than he’s saying.” He turned back to the Veit. “What can ye tell us aboot Jolie Wilkins, the queen?” 

The Veit again took on that terrified expression when it didn’t know the answer to the question. 

“A human woman,” Odran explained. 

“She looks like me,” I put in. Jolie and I were not identical, her hair was blonde while I was a brunette, but we were close enough to pass for one another. 

To this point, Glottle had been staring at Odran so hard, he hadn’t really looked at me. Now he did and I saw the surprise in his face. 

“Yes! Yes, the living woman. Don’t see many of those down here. 

We captured her, but she escaped. Others of my clan are out hunting for her.” 

I barely heard most of the sentence. Glottle couldn’t know the effect his words had on me. They were the first absolute confirmation I had that my sister was alive. 

Jolie was alive. 

And damn it all, but I was going to find her. 

TWO

EMMA

The wolf creatures ran towards us, jaws slathering, eyes blazing and their coats, weirdly, glowing blue. Maybe they were ghost wolves and would pass harmlessly through us. Then again, maybe not. 

I turned to Jupiter and Kevin. “Get rea..” 

The quad blinked out of existence and, suddenly, the three of us were standing in the corridor outside Stone’s office. 

“… dy.” 

Kevin looked around, bewildered. “What the actual fuck?” 

“This is normally when I wake up,” muttered Jupiter. 

“Normally?” I asked. 

“Yeah. I have some pretty messed up dreams. Wouldn’t it be great if this was one of them?” 

Kevin pinched her and she yipped out, pulling her arm away. 

“Yeah, not a dream, Jupe. Get your head together. What just happened?” 

“Magic,” I said. 

“Really?” Kevin could get sarcastic in times of stress. “You think?” 

“Whose magic?” wondered Jupiter. 

“Not mine,” I shook my head. 

“Well we know that, Em,” said Kevin, as kindly as he could. 

“You’d struggle to teleport a Chihuahua this far.” 

As he spoke, we heard the sound of fast-running paws coming down the corridor towards us, accompanied by snarling. 

“No chance that’s a Chihuahua?” I asked. 

The wolves skidded around the corner and bore down on us. They weren’t regular wolves, but they didn’t look quite like werewolves either. There was something off about them, something beyond that blue glow. Maybe it was the way they moved—like they were moving against their own will. But now was not the time to stop and consider the zoological specificities of killer wolf monsters. 

“Run!” I yelled, though it probably went without saying. 

We turned and fled. 

I’d hoped to take refuge in Stone’s office, but the wolves were now blocking that way. There was another door at the far end of the corridor, but as we ran towards it, the door burst open and another wolf came through, growling and tossing its shaggy head. 

“Shit!” Jupiter yelled. 

“Now what?” asked Kevin. He was trying to keep control , but I could see the fear in his eyes. And his hands were shaking. 

“We make a protective circle,” said Jupiter, her eyes wide. “I know a good spell.” 

“No.” 

The others looked at me. 

“You have a better idea?” asked Kevin. 

“We fight.” Maybe it was a bit presumptuous of me to say as much, given that if anyone’s magic was going to let us down, it was going to be mine. But, there was one thing Jupiter and Kevin didn’t have—and that was the fact that I was the child of Jolie Wilkins and the niece of Bryn Wilkins. You didn’t grow up in that household without learning a thing or two about how to fight. 

“We what?” Kevin asked. 

I nodded. “There’s only one way to win the game of cat and mouse,” I breathed out. “And that’s to be the cat. The mouse never gets to win… unless his name is Jerry.” 

“I think she’s lost her mind,” Kevin said . 

“No,” Jupiter shook her head. “I think she’s onto something.” 

“Maybe on something,” Kevin argued. 

Jupiter faced me. “We need to use our magic first and then we fight.” 

I nodded. 

For some reason, the wolves had slowed down and were now stalking towards us rather than charging. They had us pinned , so I guessed there was no hurry, but it still seemed odd. I mentally cursed the fact that, for once, I wasn’t carrying the bag which housed Gilda, my serpent familiar, who would have been really useful right now. 

“Join hands.” Jupiter took charge and Kevin and I did as we were told. 

She bowed her head, closed her eyes and began to whisper an incantation beneath her breath. I tried to open myself to her, to let her have access to whatever limited magical power I possessed, but it felt like there was nothing within me to offer. 

Why couldn’t I have been better at this! 

Jupiter spat out the final word of power and I felt a crackle where her hand held mine. In the next second, a burst of magical force pulsed from her chest, knocking one of the wolves over so it lay on its back, whimpering. 

“One down, two to go,” said Kevin. 

“I don’t know if I can do that again,” murmured Jupiter as she gasped in a few breaths. She was visibly exhausted, owing to the fact that she’d put everything into that blast. Now her whole body sagged. 

As we watched, t he wolf she’d knocked down rolled over and got back to its paws. It looked a bit dopey and maybe a little out of it, but none the worse for the experience. 

“Shit,” I said. 

“New plan?” suggested Kevin. 

The wolf closest to me rushed forward and I suddenly felt like I was on autopilot—like I wasn’t me, but simply watching someone who looked like me in a movie. I moved without thinking, and threw my leg forward, kicking the creature under the chin, my toe

connecting with its jawbone with a satisfying crack. The one beside it snapped at my legs and I stamped on its paw, making it yip in pain. Both slunk back, keeping their eyes on me, snarling threateningly. They weren’t going to run, but they might think twice before trying to make a meal of us. 

“Good plan,” admitted Kevin, looking impressed. 

“My aunt taught me to fight,” I said. I was proud to say I’d inherited all of my warrior instincts (which were, admittedly, not many) from the Wilkins women, if only I’d inherited half their magic. 

The wolves were keeping their distance now. After all three of them had been hit, one by magic, the other two by Nike, they might have been a bit cautious, but I wasn’t convinced it was as simple as that. If they all attacked at once, we wouldn’t have a chance. And I was sure they knew that. So why were they holding back? Unless they had orders of some sort? 

It was starting to d awn on me that these creatures—whatever they were and wherever they’d come from—had come to Elmington for a reason. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what that reason was, but right now that reason seemed to be the only thing keeping us alive. 

One of the wolves stepped closer again, testing us, and Jupiter summoned up enough magic for a warning shot that made it move back with a parting snap of its jaws. 

“I think I’m tapped,” admitted Jupe as she looked at me and inhaled deeply. 

“I can probably send another warning shot at them,” said Kevin. 

“But not enough to take one out.” 

“Better to save your magic until we really need it,” I suggested. 

Jupiter opened her mouth to say something, but the words died on her lips. 

“What’s happening?” breathed Kevin. 

The blue glow that hung around the wolves like an aura was starting to expand, I could see waves and eddies twisting across its writhing surface, massing and swirling like a living thing. 

Suddenly, tendrils of blue broke from the back of the wolf, reaching out and up, feeling their way, tasting the air, searching for something. They shifted this way and that, and then all of them pointed at me in unison. 

“Guys…” I started, as a feeling of panic settled in my stomach. 

As if from a distance, I heard Jupiter scream as the blue tendrils shot at my face and body, engulfing me in that strange

glowing light. The world was suddenly muffled and my vision was blurred. Everything around me looked as if I were seeing it through a clouded window of blue glass. My body grew light and I felt as if I was floating in the wolf’s extended aura. It wasn’t uncomfortable, and right at that moment, it seemed like a lot worse things could happen. 

Then they did. 

I heard a sound like rushing water, getting louder or closer or both, coming towards me. As it approached , the sound resolved into whispering. 

… Is she…? 

… Much power…

… Does not know how to use it…

… Stupid witch…

… S he will do …

The whispering became unintelligible again as it seemed to whirl around me, battering my head in a susurrating chorus. Somehow I knew the power, the light, the voices were trying to find a way into my mind. The voices pressed at my consciousness, searching for a weak point, some back door to my thoughts. To my horror, my hand moved without my order. I tried to hold it still, but it moved, apparently of its own accord, up in front of my eyes, the fingers wiggling as if someone was trying it on for size, like a new glove. Sensation was leaving me one limb at a time, eking away. I wanted to scream, but I no longer had the power. 

“BEGONE!” 

The sound of the voice jolted through me, breaking through the blue cocoon in which I’d been wrapped. 

I turned to see Stone as he stared at me, his eyes narrowed and angry. “You spirits of evil, quit this place and return to the Abyss from which you crawled!” 

Never! 

We will never return! 

This is our home now . 

This one is ours …

She does not know how to use it…

Return from where you came, vampire…

From within the blue haze , I saw a new color, a brash red streaming towards me, seeming to chase the blue away. It brought with it a new voice in my mind, one that I recognized and instinctively trusted. 

Emma, you have the power . 

It was Stone . His voice in my head. 

I need you to trust me, he continued. 

I wanted to tell him of course I trusted him ; with my life, with my body, with my love, if he would take it. But, I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t even think anything. Instead, the whispering voices tried to beat me down and break me, tried to force their way into my already overwhelmed mind. 

Break away from them! Stone yelled in my thoughts. 

They’re… I thought back. They’re so strong. 

Touch me. 

At first I didn’t understand what he meant. How could I touch him, when he was across the room? But, then I realized what he meant and I reached out to the red haze. As I touched it with my mind, I felt suddenly warm and protected. I suddenly felt safe with the knowledge that Stone would protect me. 

Hold on . 

Even though I could understand his words, they were spoken in a language I’d never heard before. They were magic, but they were old, wild words, the sort of magic we weren’t taught and which Elmington frowned upon. I’d not heard such words even from Mathilda…

Who was Stone? And that was when I remembered one other tidbit…

the whispering voices had called him ‘vampire’…

Vampire? 

As Stone completed the spell, magic twisted from his body, bursting forth like weeds in a garden. The streams coiled a round the four of us, forming a protective cage that kept the wolves back. As Stone’s magic touched the blue haze, it seemed to burn, and the tendrils of ghostly aura retreated back the way they’d come, back to the wolves. The force that had surrounded me, trapped me and held me up was now gone, and I dropped to the ground, completely exhausted and drained. 

Kevin and Jupiter both rushed to me side. 

“Are you okay?” Jupiter asked as she cradled my head in her lap. 

“What happened to you?” Kevin asked, but I couldn’t answer. It was like my tongue wouldn’t work. 

“Say something,” Jupiter begged. 

I blinked, feeling as if I was waking up from a long sleep. “Did…

you go blue also?” 

Jupiter shook her head as Kevin answered. “Just you.” 

My eyes drifted up to Stone. Maybe it was because he’d just saved my life, but he looked like a hero or a demi-god. Like a modern day Hercules battling the forces of evil. Or maybe I was still a bit dopey after whatever had happened to me. 

The whole Hercules comparison was helped by the fact that Stone was currently striking a heroic pose, with arms out-stretched, his whole body tensed, as if he was holding back the weight of the world pressing in on us. I could see the buttons of his black shirt straining against the motion of his broad chest beneath, as he poured every ounce of his strength into the magic that was surrounding us and protecting us. 

As I stared up at him, probably looking like a silly girl with a crush on her big strong teacher, Stone’s eyes opened to meet mine. He gave me a little smile, and then brought his hands together. As his palms met, there was no sound. In fact, there was a silence that spread out from his hands like a wave, pushing past us and past the magical barrier. It impacted into the wolves, knocking them off their paws, carrying them with it, down the corridor and out the doors. 

With a sigh of relief, Stone relaxed, the magical barrier around us dissipating. 

Jupiter and Kevin stared at him, openmouthed. I couldn’t blame them. 

“What kind of magic was that?” asked Jupiter finally. 

“Not sure now’s the time for a lesson, Jupe,” said Kevin. “You can get the notes later.” Then he looked at Stone. “What were those things?” 

“Werewolves,” replied Stone, his voice giving me a warm tingle. 

“But they were under some sort… of control. My best guess is they were possessed.” 

“Possessed werewolves,” Kevin shook his head. “To think there were so many other schools I could have gone to...” 

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t learn magic at any of those schools,” 

pointed out Jupiter. 

“A sacrifice well worth it if it meant I could make it to graduation without having my lungs ripped out through my very nice shirt.” 

I was barely listening to them. Something Stone had said caught my attention... ‘ Possessed ’. 

He ’d said the werewolves were possessed. That presumably explained the blue aura around them. An aura that had reached out for me. Whatever it was that had possessed the werewolves, that same entity had tried to do the same to me. Then there had been the voices. I hadn’t heard complete sentences, and it had been difficult to make out the words because they’d been spoken in a deep accent, but it had seemed like… like the wolves had seen something in me that was… worth possessing? 

She does not know how to use it…

What did that mean? 

“Did you magic us here, Professor Draper?” Kevin asked, pulling my attention from my fuddled thoughts. 

Stone nodded. “I did.” 

“Why us? I mean… I’m not complaining but….” 

“I…” Stone hedged. “I had a feeling… you… were in danger.” 

Which could only mean one thing; that he was keeping an eye on one of us. And it wasn’t difficult to figure out which one of us. 

The thought gave me an instant pang of guilt, partly because it came with an R-rated mental slide show of where this might lead, but also because of Clark. I didn’t want to be that horrible cliché: the girl who discards the nice guy in favor of the dark, brooding man with an edge of danger. 

Except …

I was that cliché, much though I didn’t want to be. Because the truth of the matter was that I wanted to be that girl… so badly. 

But where did that leave lovely Clark? Who was such a sweet guy and who liked me so much, and who I’d been with earlier and…

We ’d left Clark behind! He was still out there with all the others! 

“The others!” I blurted out. “Clark is still out there with all the others!” 

Stone looked at me sharply. “Others?” 

“The wolves,” I answered. 

“There were more of them?” 

I nodded. I was starting to get my strength back, and the enormity of what was happening was starting to dawn on me. “I think the whole school is under attack.” 

THREE

PAGAN

As I slowly drifted awake, my body seemed of two minds. On the one hand, I was waking in a soft, comfortable bed, my head cushioned by a fluffy pillow. On the other hand, my body was a mass of aches and pains, and I couldn’t turn over without a sharp stab or dull throb of discomfort. I’d been tortured, repeatedly over the last few days. But, I had to confess, not all of those aches and pains had been from the torture…

Rolling over , I looked at the woman in the bed beside me; Nyx. 

There are beautiful women in this world, pretty girls and gorgeous ones, some whose attractiveness is very obvious and others who are attractive , though you can’t really place why; some with breathtaking bodies and some with cute faces; some are attractive to everyone, others you seem to be the only person who can see it. But I had never before encountered a woman like Nyx. 

She was beautiful I supposed, her raven hair setting off her white skin, and though she was sleeping now, I remembered the vivid green behind those closed eyelids. There was nothing wrong with her body either, taut like a warrior, but with womanly curves, slightly softened with age—she was some years older than me. But none of those attractions accounted for the raw sexuality she exuded. There was something about her that fired my desire in ways that no other woman ever had. Even asleep, her presence made me tense with arousal. 

She’ d tortured me last night. And then we’d fucked, there in my prison cell. Afterwards, she’d taken me back to her bedroom where we’d fucked again. And again. We’d fucked, we’d screwed, we might even have made love somewhere in the middle of it all. Her appetite was apparently insatiable and my desire for her defied the normal restrictions of biology. Each time I thought I was done, her touch brought me back and we were off again. I’d never had a night like it. 

No wonder my body ached. 

Though it had been all animal instinct and raw desire, I’d managed to learn a bit about the fabled Nyx, as well. When we were in the cell, I’d wondered if she got off on inflicting pain on men. It was a habit she carried through to the bedroom and I had the scratches and bruises to prove it, but I no longer thought causing pain gave her a thrill, it was the control that did. She liked to be the one in charge. Which was no surprise for someone who led the revolutionary (some would say anarchist)

group, the Samhain. Nyx liked to be taken by a strong man, but even then, she needed to know she was the one in control. 

She’ d certainly had me wrapped around her finger last night. I would have crawled across broken glass just to kiss her feet. 

Which was fine in the circumstances, but this was about more than sex. Together, Nyx and I could take down the King’s Alliance and its corrupt head, Duine. With the Samhain at her back, Nyx had weight of numbers. For my part, I was the leader of the Order of the Templar, and while we couldn’t boast as many members, we had something the Samhain didn’t; we had a noble cause. Maybe that’s not a lot, but when you’re trying to take down a group like the King’s Alliance, you need the people on your side. People didn’t trust Nyx or the Samhain, their goals were nebulous and secretive. But the Order of the Templar were regarded as the good guys—partly because we were the underdogs. Regardless, an alliance between our two groups could change the world and save magic, itself, from the greedy hands of Duine, the Dark One, who would use it as a tool to subdue the populous. 

But could I ever be secure in such an alliance? Right now, I wanted it badly, but I knew that was partly because I wanted to stay with Nyx. My fierce desire for her was clouding my judgement and if we were to work together… I was self-aware enough to know I didn’t make the best decisions when Nyx was around. If I allowed her to wrap me around her finger in public as she did in private, things might turn out poorly for the Order of the Templar. Or worse. I didn’t know what Nyx’s plans for the Samhain were. I knew she wanted to take down Duine—there our plans converged—but beyond that, I didn’t know her goals, and I feared them. I couldn’t trust her. She was manipulative, and though I hated to admit it; I was an easy mark. 

As I looked down at her, Nyx’s eyes fluttered open, and a smile creased her cheeks. Just that was enough to stoke the fires in me again, and I leant down to kiss her. 

“Good morning.” 

She kissed me back, running tantalizing fingers down my muscular torso. “Good morning, my tiger.” 

Her hand continued down my body to grasp my bruised and exhausted member, tugging at it and feeling the answering pulse. 

“Aren’t you tired?” I asked. 

She laughed. “Never.” 

She pushed me onto my back and sat on my thighs, taking me in both hands, stroking and teasing at me as the blood rushed from my brain to my cock. Lying there, looking up at her face, framed by her sleep-mussed hair, I felt I’d never seen a more erotic sight in my life. She was sex personified. It was as if I could

feel all the logic and good sense in my head pushed aside to make room for my all-consuming desire for this woman. 

I gasped as Nyx drew a sharp nail down the hardened length of my cock. “At some point we should probably talk about what we do from here. About your group and the Samhain. About Duine.” 

“And this is the time?” I asked, struggling to keep my focus as one of her hands delved between my legs. 

“Call me old-fashioned, but when I conduct negotiations, I like to have the other party by the balls.” 

I gulped as she squeezed. “That’s usually a metaphor.” 

“Really? I wasn’t aware. I prefer the literal interpretation.” 

I did too. 

She stooped and I drew in breath again as her tongue flicked across the burning head of my erection. “We have a common goal.” 

“Do we?” I still had just enough presence of mind to question that. 

The tongue flicked again. “In a limited way. For now. We both want Duine gone. Surely we can work together to accomplish that?” 

“Who’s WE!” I jumped as she bit me. 

Nyx giggled. “You’re too clever for me. You want your Templar friends along? They don’t bring anything, you know? In the eyes of the world, The Order of the Templar is one man; Pagan… you. 

The charismatic leader. The larger than life… man.” She stroked her hand up and down my length. “If only they knew how true that was.” 

“I won’t abandon my people if that’s what you’re asking.” 

Nyx pouted at me as her fingers worked their magic, testing my self-control, taking me to the brink of my tolerance. “You don’t want to play with me?” 

“If I left them behind, then I wouldn’t be who I am. Which, as you pointed out, is why you need me. Besides, if I leave my own people, it will look as if I’m a member of the Samhain.” 

“Would that be so terrible?” This time, when she lowered her head, she took me all the way into her mouth while I lay there, opening and closing my mouth like a goldfish. 

“I can see there would be… compensations,” I managed at last. 

Nyx withdrew. “But?” 

“But we have different goals.” 

“You don’t know our goals.” 

“But if they were the same as mine, you wouldn’t be afraid to tell me what they are.” 

“Afraid?” Without warning, Nyx slashed her nails across my shaft. 

“That’s not a word you use to describe me .” 

I shot up, so we were eye to eye, grabbing her hand before she could inflict more delicious damage. “I am a Templar. You knew that when you took me out of that cell. If you thought you could change me and make me one of your own, then put me back in the cell.” 

“Oh, I couldn’t do that.” 

She kissed me and for a moment, the world was nothing but Nyx. I had let go of her hand, and now, as we parted, she took hold of me again, more firmly, and began pumping her fist vigorously up and down my straining erection. 

“A limited alliance,” she breathed , looking into my eyes. 

“Yes,” I gasped back. 

“Until Duine is gone.” 

“Yes.” 

“But with the Samhain the senior partner.” 

“Yes.” That was fair, there were more of them. “But the Templars have the right to refuse to do anything they don’t want and to end the alliance at any time.” 

“Hmm.” She pursed her lips in thought while continuing to work me mercilessly with her hand, enjoying the power she had over me. I gritted my teeth in frustration, waiting for her decision. I wanted her so badly. 

“Alright,” she said finally. “But the Samhain remains autonomous.” 

“Yes!” I wasn’t even sure I knew what the word meant, I just wanted this done so we could get to the fucking. 

“When Duine is gone we renegotiate terms.” 

“Yes!” I said. 

“Do you want to stop and write these terms up into a document we can sign?” she asked with a smile that said she already knew what my response would be. 

“No!” 

“Then I believe we have an agreement.” She let me go and I choked in unrelieved agony. Her green eyes flicked up at me, teasingly, enjoying my discomfort. My need to have her was like a physical thing, weighing down my loins, and she seemed to feed on my hunger. “Shall we shake hands on it?” 

“I’ve got a better idea,” I growled. 

Nyx’s eyes flared with excitement as I grabbed her and tossed her to the bed. I couldn’t wait any longer, I went down on top of her, guiding my painfully aroused cock between her legs and crying out in relief as I finally pushed into her. Nyx’s teeth sank into my shoulder, but I barely felt the pain. She grabbed my head, turning me to face her so I could see her excitement; she wanted this as much as I did. Almost as much. 

“Fuck me, Pagan,” she enunciated the words with pleasure. 

I was happy to oblige. This was going to be short and sweet. 

Actually it proved to be less sweet, and even shorter than I’d planned. 

“What the…!” 

The voice came from the door and I turned to see a man standing there, the one who I had faced in the cliff-climbing competition. 

Nyx tutted and adopted a tone of voice as if she were speaking to a naughty child. “Braden, my sweet boy, what have I told you about knocking? I’m clearly… occupied.” 

Braden’s eyes went from wide to narrowed and angry. And jealous. 

“You… He… That’s the prisoner!” 

Without waiting for a response, Braden lunged forward, grabbing me and dragging me back, off Nyx, and tossing me across the room. 

In different circumstances, I might have put up a better fight, but he’d definitely caught me at a momentary disadvantage. But, that moment had now passed. 

I sprang to my feet as Braden stalked towards me. He was a young Fae, bar ely twenty I suspected, and I’d already seen that he was fit and strong when we’d competed, but I had a hunch I had more battle experience. 

Braden kicked at me, but I caught his leg and twisted, sending him to the floor. He rolled and got straight back up, his face even angrier than before. He reached behind his back and pulled out a knife. That hardly seemed fair—I didn’t even have clothes—

but Nyx appeared to be enjoying it immensely. She laughed to herself, sitting on the bed, watching two men fight over her. It

was another form of control, and she relished it. All the more when the knife came out. 

“Hey, Braden. He’s got a longer weapon than you.” She laughed as she taunted the young man who was clearly beside himself. 

That was not helping me. The kid was angry already. Perhaps he thought he was rescuing Nyx from an escaped prisoner who was assaulting her. Now that delusion was well and truly gone and she made the one joke no man finds funny. 

With an angry hiss, Braden lunged at me with his blade. I dodged to one side, ducked and dodged again as he slashed wildly with more enthusiasm than skill. I guessed Nyx didn’t keep Braden around here for his fighting abilities. When he stabbed again, I side-stepped, grabbed his arm and twisted the knife from his grip, following it up with an elbow to his face. There was a lot of unrelieved sexual frustration in that elbow—he’d interrupted at the worst possible time. 

Nyx laughed and clapped her hands. 

Braden feinted left and, because I still wasn’t really thinking straight (my mind was elsewhere and a whole lot of blood hadn’t made it back to my brain yet) I fell for it. The punch caught me unawares and Braden had put some muscle behind it. 

Again, Nyx laughed, watching like a Roman lady enjoying a gladiator fight. I suspected her only regret was that Braden wasn’t naked as well. 

Fortunately, I recovered quickly enough from the punch to avoid the kick Braden aimed between my legs—I was presumably presenting a tempting target. He grabbed the knife up off the floor and lashed out at me. I felt the breeze as the blade passed a bare half inch from my chest. 

“Almost had him there, Braden darling.” Nyx’s eyes were bright with arousal as she watched. If he killed me, she would probably fuck him then and there. And hopefully punish him afterwards. 

But, s crew this. 

I could be understanding because it seemed Braden had a thing with Nyx as well, but I wasn’t about to let the little shit draw blood. As Braden swung again, I kicked the knife from his hand and brought the same foot back to kick him in the head. This time

, when he went down, I followed up straight away, punching him hard enough that his head rebounded from the carpet. 

Nursing his bloodied face, he scrabbled away from me. “Bastard! 

You’ll pay for that.” 

He looked at Nyx on the bed. She shrugged. “It was a fair fight, darling. In fact, you had the advantage. I really don’t think you’ve got any reason to complain.” 

Braden looked about to say something, but thought better of it. 

Getting to his feet, he slunk away, keeping his distance from me, afraid of being hit again. 

Nyx watched him go, then shook her head and laughed. “You know, I believe he’s going to try to kill you.” 

“Something to look forward to.” I massaged my knuckles. 

“You fight well.” 

Despite everything, the feel of Nyx’s eyes on my naked, sweat-sheened body was making the desire rise in me again. There really was something about her. 

Nyx laughed. “Though I doubt it’ll help when he comes for you. 

He’s tried a fair fight and got his ass handed to him. Next time, you won’t even see him coming.” 

“I’m used to people trying to kill me.” What a ridiculously macho thing to say. Was I trying to impress this woman? 

“Likewise,” smiled Nyx. 

“I can believe it.” 

She laughed. Even that turned me on and I walked back to the bed, roasting her naked body with my gaze, my erection starting to grow again. 

“You enjoyed watching that, didn’t you? Two men fighting over you.” 

Nyx shrugged. “Men fight over everything. At least I’m something worth fighting over.” 

“You didn’t answer the question.” 

She smiled more broadly. “Why shouldn’t I enjoy it? Killing a rival is the sincerest form of flattery.” 

In many ways she was a terrible person. But I still found her utterly irresistible. “How about we pick up where we left off?” 

Nyx took me in hand and her skilled fingers swiftly brought me to my full size. She looked up at me and gave a little smile. 

“I wish I could. But I have somewhere else to be.” 

Leaving me achingly frustrated, she bounced off the bed, pulled on a dress and made for the door. 

“I’ll leave instructions for the rest of your merry band to be readmitted to Glyderau. I’m sure they haven’t gone far. They’re quite useless without you. And I’ll get Conal to assign you a room. You can’t keep staying in mine or I’ll get nothing done.” 

FOUR

JOLIE

There i t was again…

As Morse had suggested, I kept trying to ignore the tug in mind that he was sure was Or sik, or some other bastard, screwing with me. But it was hard. Partly because it kept happening, but mostly because it was Bryn. Or at least it felt like Bryn. 

I’d spent years dreaming of feeling my sister again. For a sensitive, there are few worse tortures than to be mentally isolated, and I’d been without the company of other minds for so long, I’d wondered if I even still knew how to reach out to someone or even if I could listen to their individual thoughts. 

And then it had come, like a beacon in the darkness. The feeling I knew so well. The sensation of my sister. I couldn’t hear her voice in my mind, but I felt her closeness and I desperately wanted to reach out to it, to guide her to me. 

But Morse was sure it couldn’t be her and in every practical sense, he was right. Bryn couldn’t be here. The living did not enter the Abyss… Except that I had and so had Morse . We’d been brought here against our will, but us being here proved it wasn’t impossible for a living person to exist in the Abyss. 

If Bryn knew I was here, then she would find a way to come after me. No matter the danger, no matter what it cost her, she would find a way. I knew because I would do the same, if our situations were reversed. 

I understood where Morse was coming from, and he knew better than I the power of the undead wizard, Orsik. And Morse was sure this was just Orsik messing with my head to give me false hope so it could be dashed into despair. I was grateful to Morse for looking out for me, but that didn’t change the fact that I still thought he was wrong. 

Maybe I was naïve, but I believed I couldn’t be fooled where Bryn was concerned. I knew my sister almost as well as I knew myself and this felt too much like her to… not be her. The connection between us was too authentic to fake, forge, or echo. 

I wanted to talk to Morse about it, but the last time the subject had come up , it had led to the revelation that he… cared for me more than I had thought he did. Cared for me more than just as a friend. And since then, there had been a slight awkwardness

between us. In normal conversation it didn’t come up—we got along well and chatted just like we always had. But I was aware that there were certain subjects we were both staying clear of, because we knew where they might lead. Though I was barely able to admit it to myself, part of the reason I was so keen to avoid the conversation was that I was starting to develop similar feelings towards him. 

So I didn’t talk about Bryn. What I did, instead, was take the lead and head in the direction from which that unexplained sensation seemed to be coming. 

It was very dishonest, yes, and I wasn’t happy about misleading Morse. But it couldn’t be helped. If this really were Bryn, I couldn’t run the other direction. Yes, we were assuredly on Bryn’s trail. I was convinced of as much. The only problem was that if I voiced it, Morse would only argue. And that argument would lead us back to the feelings he had for me and which… maybe I had for him. And that was no good at all because I had a husband back home. A husband I intended to come home to. 

So I remained silent, even as I was aware I could be leading Morse into a trap. Leading both of us into a trap…

“Are ye sure this is the way to go?” asked Morse, as we ploughed a path through the marsh ahead of us. 

“Does it matter?” I pretended not to care. “It’s not as if we have a map or know where the exit is, or where the key is. This direction’s as good as any other.” 

Morse made a face as he extracted his foot from a particularly slimy bit of bog. “Ah suppose that’s true. But if it doesnae matter which way we go, then why are we goin’ the path o’ most resistance? This is not mah idea o’ a Sunday drive in the park.” 

“If you wanted a Sunday drive in the park, you shouldn’t have come to the Abyss.” 

Morse laughed hollowly. “But Ah’d heard such good things aboot it. Ah’m startin’ to think the travel brochure lied to me.” Then the laughter died on his lips as he turned to face me. “Jolie, why are we going this way?” 

“Firstly,” I was making this shit up as I went, “right now I’m less concerned with where we’re going and more concerned with where we’re going away from . I want to put as much distance as possible between us and that Veit prison camp. I don’t know if we’d be lucky enough to escape again.” 

“Aye. Mayhap we would nae escape again.” 

I nodded. “Secondly, I figure landscape like this may be tougher for us, but it’s also tougher for them to hunt us down. Thirdly, 

if you were hiding something important, like the key to a dark Fae realm, wouldn’t you hide it someplace that’s hard to reach?” 

Morse shrugged. “Well, Ah agree with point three—Ah d say that’s good sense. Point one, Ah’m less sure aboot—Ah want to put some distance between the Veits and us, but we’d do so more easily in landscape where we could move faster. Point two Ah think is just plain wrong—the Veits live here, this is their home. Ah dinnae think the marsh bothers them at all. Going this way slows us down, aye, but nae them.” 

“Well, one out of three isn’t bad.” 

Morse laughed. “It’s thirty three percent, Jolie. Ah dinnae call that a passing grade.” 

“I want to find the key,” I said firmly, focusing on the one lie he seemed to have bought into. “Getting out of here is what matters and finding that key is our best chance. I can’t imagine we’re going to blunder into the exit and find someone’s left the door unlocked.” 

“Ye make a good point,” acknowledged Morse with a clipped nod. 

“Ah suppose Ah just dinnae want to think about a future that involves me visiting all the nastiest places in the Abyss.” 

“The nastiest places in a nasty place .” It didn’t sound fun. I silently offered up a prayer to any of the old gods who might be listening, that I would find Bryn. Obviously I didn’t like the idea of my sister being in this place, but together, I was sure we would find a way out. 

Morse stiffened. “Did ye hear that?” 

I had. And it sounded like movement. 

“Veits?” 

Morse nodded, grimly. “They are nae good trackers. They sound like a herd o’ hippos coming through the undergrowth.” 

“Loud,” I acknowledged. “Maybe too loud.” 

As we stood listening, an unearthly howl echoed through the marshes of the Abyss and Morse gritted his teeth. 

“Damn it! Ah should have known. They’ve got Bog Hounds with them.” 

“Bog hounds?” I’d been in the Abyss a while and knew much of its unusual and unpleasant fauna, but I didn’t know what most of said fauna was called—as a rule, you didn’t stop to take names when something was attacking you. 

“Creatures o’ the Abyss,” nodded Morse. “The Veits use them for tracking in this terrain because they have an exceptional sense o’ smell and big broad feet like a duck, so they can walk on the marsh without sinking. Fierce creatures that can tear a man limb from limb.” 

It was hard to reconcile the term ‘fierce creatures’ with ‘feet like a duck’ but I ’d seen enough strange things down here to believe every word. 

“We need to keep moving then,” I said. 

Morse shook his head. “We need to hide. By now, they will have our scent and they’re much quicker than us in this marsh.” 

Shit. This was my fault. I’ d brought us out this way on a wild goose chase, because I thought my sister was here. And the more I thought on that exact fact, the more crazy I realized it was. Why was I so convinced I’d felt Bryn? Furthermore, how would Bryn end up in a place like this? Morse had said that listening to the voice in my head would lead us into trouble and he’d been right. 

“Where can we hide if these Bog Hounds have such a great sense of smell?” 

Morse looked a round and pulled a face. “The marsh.” 

“What?” 

He shrugged. “We hide in the marsh.” 

“Why?” 

“It stinks bad enough to cover our smell.” 

He was right about that. The marsh had one of those smells that stuck in the back of your throat for days. Just the thought of immersing myself in it made my nose wrinkle in disgust. 

“How do we breathe?” 

Morse grabbed a cylindrical reed, snapped it off and put it in his mouth. 

“This is going to suck,” I judged. 

“We d innae have much time.” 

Using a stick to measure the depth, Morse found an area of the bog which was shallow enough that we weren’t going to get swallowed up forever , and with our reeds in our mouths, we waded in and kneeled down. 

“How do we know when it’s time to come up again?” I asked. 

“How about we…” 

A noise from a thicket made both of our heads snap around to look, and I immediately noticed the undergrowth moving. We’d run out of time. Instantly we both ducked our heads beneath the surface, closing our eyes tightly. The cloying bog mud oozed around my face, getting into my ears and nose, matting my hair as I sank beneath the surface. This had to be the most disgusting thing I’d ever done, but the hardest part was going to be staying here and judging how long to remain in stillness, silence and darkness until the Veits and their Bog Hounds had passed. 

I tensed as something touched my hand, thinking it was some kind of foul swamp creature. But it was just Morse. Things had been weird between us for a bit, but none of that mattered now. We were all that we had, and I gladly let him take my hand and give it a comforting squeeze, one I returned. 

Yet, I couldn’t suppress the throb of hot guilt. I liked holding Morse’s hand. It felt natural and right. Which was a terrible thing to think. I had a husband out there somewhere and I loved Rand dearly. I’d never expected to have feelings for another man. 

But I just hadn’t seen Rand in so long and I had to wonder if he was still thinking about me? Or had he moved on? Regardless, I’d experienced so many years of loneliness. And then Morse had come along and he’d been the only happiness in my otherwise hopeless life. 

But it wasn’t that simple. This wasn’t just about attraction to someone new or eve sex, if it came to that. Actually, if this situation with Morse were just about sex, it would have been simpler. But, no, it wasn’t just about sex. Morse had made it clear he had feelings for me and I knew deep down I had them for him, as well. Finding him attractive (and I did) was fine but I liked him. He made me laugh, he made me feel safe, wanted and special, and I, in turn, wanted to make him feel those same things. 

I wanted to bring him the same happiness he’d brought me. And I wanted to understand what it might feel like to… be with him. Not just sexually. I wanted to explore what sort of a future we could have together. 

A future? Down here? In this hell-hole? I asked myself. What sort of future is that? 

Regardless , it did at least give me something to think about while I was buried in a marsh waiting for the dark Fae and their Bog Hounds. 

I felt the gentle pressure of Morse’s hand on mine again. He was trying to tell me something , but I didn’t know what. I could taste bog mud in my mouth now, rancid and foul. And it felt like

we’d been down here for hours, though it had probably only been a matter of minutes. 

The pressure on my hand changed to tugging and I allowed Morse to haul me back to the surface, from which I emerged, spluttering and choking, spitting out bog mud. I tried to wipe my eyes clear

, but my hands were so coated in the clinging mud, I just rubbed more onto my face. 

“Disgusting!” I spat again, tried to open my eyes, but saw nothing but mud. I couldn’t hear properly either, my ears were so clogged with marsh filth. 

A moment later, I felt gentle hands on my face as Morse cleaned the mud from me, pouring clean water onto my eyes, de-gunking my ears and wiping some of the slime from my hair. I was still coated in a mess of black, brown and green shit, but at least I could see. 

Still in the bog, Morse sat back on his haunches and looked at me. 

“What?” I asked. 

Through the mask of mud he smiled. “Ye really are the most beautiful woman Ah’ve ever seen.” 

All I could do was laugh. “Yeah, I bet I look like a fairytale princess.” 

“Nae everyone wants a fairytale princess.” 

“You’d rather have someone coated in swamp shit?” 

He shrugged. “Ah was hopin’ there was some sort o’ middle ground between the two.” 

I laughed again. Crazy though it was, seeing him there, smeared with mud and God kn ew what else, I was suddenly very aware of just how handsome he was. Our eyes met. 

And it was one of those moments. One of those moments that changes everything and one that, once happened, can’t be taken back. 

“We should get moving,” I said, my heart starting to pound. “They might come back.” 

It wasn’t easy to watch Morse’s head drop the way it did. Even beneath the mud, I could see the disappointment on his face. He too had recognized the moment for what it was—a make or break. 

But he was a good enough man to respect my decision. 

“There was a pool o’ clean water about half a mile back. Ah say we backtrack an’ have a wash.” 

I nodded and w e both stood up from out of the marsh, the wet mud dripping down our bodies in glutinous rivulets. “I feel like I’m never going to be clean again.” Actually I felt like I hadn’t been really clean for the last ten years. 

Morse cocked his head. “What was that?” 

“I said…” 

“Nae. Ah heard something.” 

“Are the Veits coming back?” The idea of having to go back into the marsh wasn’t one that appealed to me. Maybe the prison camp hadn’t been so bad…

But Morse shook his head. “Nae. Something else, Ah think. 

Something…” As he looked at me, I saw his eyes widen in horror. 

He thrust out his hand to me. “Jolie! Quickly!” 

I shouldn’t have turned to see what he was looking at. But I couldn’t help it. The surface of the marsh behind me was awash with ripples, as if an earthquake was building beneath it, the whole swamp trembling in fear. As I stood, stupidly transfixed by the sight, a tentacle broke the surface. Then another and another, heralding the arrival of something big—something that lived in the depths of the marsh. 

I felt Morse’s hands on me. Tired of waiting for me to come to my senses, to do the sensible thing and run, he’d come in to get me, dragging me back through the thick mud towards the bank. 

But as I moved, I felt something latch onto my leg. Looking down, I saw the tentacle coiling around my calf and winding up to my thigh. 

I had just enough time to say, “Oh, shit,” before it yanked me out of Morse’s hands and back into the marsh. 

FIVE

STONE

The school was under attack. 

That was the last thing I needed , because it put me in a difficult position. Though I didn’t much like being a teacher, particularly at a school for pampered and privileged witches and warlocks, I’d come to have some grudging affection for the little runts. 

Well… for most of them. 

Some of them. 

Truly, o ne or two of them. 

Okay, one of them. 

The point was , that even if I didn’t have much affection for the lot of them, I didn’t want to see them possessed by whatever the hell had gotten hold of those werewolves. My first instinct was to get my ass out there and see what I could do to protect them. 

And if that involved kicking some possessed werewolf tail, then so much the better. 

But my job here was to protect one student, in particular. Emma Balfour. 

True, it wasn’t the job the school had hired me to do—they had no idea I was an undercover bodyguard hired by the most powerful master vampire left in this world; Sinjin Sinclair. 

As luck would have it, the only student in this place I genuinely cared about was also the one I was set to protect. I didn’t want the others to come to harm, no, but I would not allow a hair to be harmed on Emma’s head. She was special… in more ways than one. 

There were numerous occasions when I attempted to tell myself she wasn’t that special, but every time I saw her, I found myself fighting back the sort of thoughts that get teachers fired (and quite rightly). Of course, there was the caveat that I wasn’t technically a teacher… so maybe there was a moral gray area? 

Regardless, those were the sort of thoughts that got people disemboweled by angry master vampires. Unfortunately, I had been a little too obvious in my ‘admiration’ for Emma the last time I visited Sinjin and he’d made it very clear what would happen to me if I had ideas about Emma. Ahem, if I acted on those ideas. 

The ideas were already present and accounted for. 

Truthfully, there was probably a limited amount I could do to protect an entire school-full of the magically gifted. I’d blown much of my magic already, just in protecting these three. 

Besides, both for my job and for my heart, protecting Emma came first. 

“This way.” I stalked down the corridor with Emma and her nerdy friends in tow. 

“Are we going to help the others?” asked Emma. 

She had a good heart. Also fantastic breasts , but I was trying not to think about her twin peaks at the moment. 

“I’m getting you three to safety, then I’ll see about helping the rest.” That was a good middle ground, satisfying both my need to protect Emma as well as my conscience—I’ve never had much of a conscience, but even I couldn’t leave the students alone and defenseless. 

“But we can help!” said Emma’s friend with the purple hair. If I recalled rightly, she was named after a planet; Saturn? Venus? 

Hmm, neither sounded correct… Of course, no one would name their kid Uranus, right? 

One should hope not. 

“You couldn’t even help yourselves,” I pointed out with a well-pronounced frown. “I don’t know if I can save everyone, but I can damn well save you.” 

“I’m sure you can save everyone.” Like all teenage girls, Emma went through moods like a clock goes through minutes, but the admiring tone in her voice reminded me that whatever I felt for her was not a one-way street. There had been moments between us. 

One in particular…

“Why are we stopping here?” asked Emma’s other friend, the boy with the dress sense. 

I reached up to the top of the wall, placed my hand against the brickwork, and lowered my head so my forehead butted against the wall. 

“Retract, reveal, rescue.” 

A section of the wall pulled back, the bricks folding inwards to reveal a dark passage beyond. 

“Wow,” breathed the boy. 

“I can do a light spell,” suggested the planetary girl. 

I hit the light switch and the fluorescents buzzed into life along the ceiling of the steel-lined corridor. “I think we’re good. Come on.” 

“Where are you taking us?” Emma asked. 

I spared her a glance… quickly. “This leads to a hidden panic room.” 

Emma was looking at me with an adorable frown creasing her forehead. “How did you even know this secret hallway was here? 

You’ve only just started at the school.” 

“I paid attention during orientation. Now get your ass inside.” 

I watched her ass as it wriggled past me, stirring areas that had no business being stirred at the moment. With a big sigh, I then closed up the wall behind us. 

And I turned to face Emma, suddenly wishing we were alone. Ah, what deeds we could get to when locked in this secret hideaway…

“This place was discussed during orientation?” Emma asked, frowning at me as her eyes narrowed. She was bright as well as good-hearted, brave, and sexy as sin. 

And, no, of course I hadn’t learned about the tunnel in orientation. In fact, I had a feeling most the staff was not aware this place even existed—if they had been aware, they would have come the same way we had. 

This tunnel was the route of last resort and the map of the tunnel’s location had been drawn by Sinjin—a map I’d quickly committed to memory. 

‘ Better you know of the tunnel’s existence and not need it, than need it and not know,” he had said. “But if there ever exists a crisis serious enough for you to need to take refuge in the tunnel, then you should call me immediately. Understood? ’

Understood. I pulled out my mobile phone as we walked. I wasn’t looking forward to making the call, but at least I could tell Sinjin his niece was safe. For now, anyway. 

“Is there a signal in here?” asked the boy. 

“I hope so…” I answered, before turning to face him. “You know what you call a panic room you can’t make a call from?” 

“A tomb?” suggested Emma. 

I looked at her. “That is correct.” 

Her pretty blue eyes had flicked up to the ceiling for a moment, but now they were back on me, not exactly distrustful, but she knew damn well there was something I wasn’t telling her. 

“Who are you calling?” she asked. 

“Help,” I replied. 

“That’s not very specific.” 

“Who’s the one in charge here?” I asked. 

Emma raised an eyebrow— damn it, even that was sexy. “I’m sure the powers that be at this school would be very interested in the fact that you knew about this place,” she started. 

“Interested enough to tell me about it at orientation, yes.” 

“That’s bullshit and we all know it,” Emma responded as she plopped her hands on her hips and regarded me with irritation. 

Both her friends appeared shocked and looked at one another with open mouths. 

“The truth can be surprising,” I answered with a shrug. 

“If everyone at the school knew about this place, they’d be banging on the door to get in,” she pointed out, rather reasonably. 

“Unless they’re all dead,” I challenged her. And that shut her up, as I supposed it would. Feeling slightly guilty over my crass comment, I changed the subject. “Your gratitude for my rescuing you all is heartwarming,” I finished with a groan. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m on the phone.” 

But Sinjin wasn’t picking up. I hadn’t been looking forward to the conversation, but if there was anyone you wanted in your corner in a crisis, it was Sinjin Sinclair. It would have been nice to think the Vampire Coalition would be riding over the hill like a fanged cavalry, but apparently it was just us. One rogue gypsy vampire and three students with limited magic skills. 

Good times. 

I mentally kicked myself for distancing myself from Sinjin’s cruise ship coalition. My blood was still gypsy, and that made me a wanderer by heart, the idea of settling down, even on a boat, did not appeal. So I stayed aloof from the Vampire Coalition and Sinjin was the only one I knew how to contact. That would teach me. 

At the end of the tunnel was a heavy door that looked like steam punk enthusiast’s wet dream. I placed my hand on it and felt the magic in the metal wake beneath my touch. It would have responded to a number of opening spells, but I used an old one my grandmother taught me. My contact with her had been all too brief during a childhood I didn’t care to think about, but all the magic in my bones and in my blood came from her. She’d been a gypsy witch of the old school and I thought she’d have held her own against the best if she’d had the ambition to challenge them. 

But that wasn’t who she was. 

The door opened and I took a little quiet pride in how impressed the students were, particularly Emma, who stared up at me in shock mixed with… distrust? Suspicion? No, there was certainly admiration in her expression. I had to admit I did like being adored by pretty girls, but with Emma—everything was so fucking complicated, not least because Sinjin said he’d kill me if I touched her and I didn’t think that was an idle threat. 

“In you go.” 

They trooped into the panic room. Emma was the last and stopped to talk to me in a lowered voice. “I want to thank you.” 

I smiled broadly. “I was kidding back there when I said you weren’t grateful. I was glad to save you and you don’t need to thank me.” 

“But I want to. And… I’ll keep all your secrets… whatever they are.” 

“That is appreciated,” I said, without admitting anything. 

Her pretty blue eyes flashed up at me, a little nervous , and she spoke quietly, so her friends would not overhear. “Are you a vampire?” 

I scoffed, as if the very idea was ridiculous. “You’ve seen me out in the sun. Did I look as if I was about to burst into a cloud of ash?” 

“No,” Emma admitted, but she didn’t appear convinced. “But when the wolves were… doing whatever they were doing to me, I heard them call you ‘vampire’.” 

I gave a shrug. “In general, it’s probably good advice to ignore anything a possessed wolf has to say. Wolves aren’t the most reliable, in the best of times…” 

She nodded. “I didn’t want to believe it, at first…” 

“At first?” 

“Well, like you said, I’ve seen you in daylight. But I also know that under certain circumstances, some vampires are able to survive daylight. My uncle is a vampire, and when he drank my aunt’s blood, he could go out in the day.” 

At the mention of her Uncle Sinjin, my heart fell. I did my best not to react. “Well, I would say that is quite rare as I’ve never heard anything similar.” 

“My uncle is a bit special,” Emma admitted. “Perhaps you’ve heard of him... Sinjin Sinclair?” 

“ I ’ve heard of him.” It would be crazy to say otherwise. 

Everyone of the old magical races knew of Sinjin Sinclair. “The last Master Vampire. Or one of the last… there’s some other stodgy, old fellow whose name escapes me.” 

“But you’ve never met Sinjin?” 

I faced her and frowned, going for casual and hoping not to fail. 

“Our paths have never crossed, no.” 

Emma’s expression said this conversation was anything but over . 

“That’s curious.” 

“And why is that curious?” 

“If you’ve never ‘crossed paths’ with Sinjin, then why do you have his phone number?” 

That took my legs away, but I tried to keep up the pretense. 

“What makes you think…?” 

Emma tilted her baby blues upwards. The ceiling of the corridor, down which we’d just walked, was metallic and so highly polished, I could see my face in it. And that meant… she’d seen my phone when I was dialing. 

“I haven’t exactly committed all the school rules to memory,” I started. “But, I’m pretty sure pupils aren’t supposed to poke their noses into their teacher’s business.” 

“That’s a weak response.” 

She was right—it was a weak response, but it was all I had. 

“Regardless…” 

She glared at me. “Stone, tell me what’s going on.” 

I didn’t have the time and, luckily, that was my only saving grace. “Get inside.” I pushed her into the panic room. These three were safe now, but as soon as I solved one problem, I had another to deal with. 

Emma’s friends were already exploring as we came in and I closed the door behind us. 

“Emma, look,” said the girl. 

“What is it, Jupe?” 

Jupiter! That was the kid’s name. Dumb name if you asked me, but I supposed a man called ‘Stone’ wasn’t in any position to make fun. 

“Food,” Jupiter replied with a shrug. “Freeze dried packets like they send up with astronauts. This could have been here for decades and it’s as good now as the day it was packed.” 

“Or as bad,” the boy said, spraying crumbs of freeze dried mac

‘n’ cheese. “Tastes like cardboard.” 

“Hey!” I got their attention. “I need the three of you to stay here. Look after yo urselves, look after each other. I’ll come back and get you when it’s safe to come out.” 

“You’re leaving?” Emma looked genuinely worried and she took a step towards me. 

“I can’t leave the other students to the wolves,” I answered as she nodded, but her eyes were still wide. 

“We’ll come with you ,” Emma. “So you don’t have to face whatever’s out there alone.” 

“Can we take a vote on that?” the boy suggested. 

“We’re not voting on anything and you’re not going anywhere ,” I answered them both. “I’m the Professor here, and you’ll do as I say.” Emma’s eyes started to narrow. I looked at her, in particular. “I saved you once already today and I don’t want to waste my time doing it again.” 

“But…” 

I shot a stern look at Emma and she quieted. 

“Kevin’s right, Em,” said Jupiter, allowing me to put a name to Emma’s other friend. “We’d only be in his way.” 

Emma looked back at me with a meaningful expression. “Is there any help coming from the person you tried to call?” Clearly, she was comforted by the idea of her uncle coming to her aid. Of course, who wouldn’t be? Sinjin seemed to have a way of getting himself and others out of debacles. 

I shook my head. “Couldn’t get through.” 

Emma slumped. 

I turned back to the door. I had done my job: I had gotten Emma to safety. And now I could no longer ignore my conscience. I had to get back out there and see what good I could do for the other students. I didn’t know what was happening, who the wolves were or what they were here for, so I had no idea if I could stop them, but I had to try. 

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

Predictably, Emma followed as I went to the door. When she spoke, she whispered. “You are a vampire, aren’t you? Did Uncle Sinjin send you?” I paused and I supposed that was answer enough. “Why? 

Did he know this was going to happen?” 

I rounded on her. “If he knew this was going to happen, he’d have sent more than me to protect you, don’t you think?” 

The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. In my irritation, I’d let slip more than I’d planned, and Emma stood looking at me with a mixture of expressions on her face. 

“So Uncle Sinjin did send you.” 

I turned back and started to unlock the heavy door. “Now is really not the time for this discussion or any discussions, Emma. 

I need to get back out there and… see what I can do for the others.” I swung open the door. “You’ll be safe in here.” 

As I spoke, a wolf’s head suddenly appeared through the gap in the doorway and a split second later, before I could think to

react, its jaws were around my throat. My last thought, before the pain and shock voided all logical thought, was; not ‘wolf’, but ‘werewolf’. 

SIX

DUINE

Alone in my room , I eyed my bed as if it was an old adversary. 

Sleep had become a nightly ordeal, as the mystery woman came to me night after night in my dreams, still giving me no hint of who she was, and inflicting on me unfamiliar emotions that left me weakened and pathetic. I did n’t want to feel this way. And the more I felt it, the more certain I became that one of my enemies was sending me these incredibly realistic night terrors. 

To torment me? 

Perhaps. But perhaps also to take the fight out of me. In the immediate aftermath, when I woke from the nightmares, I found myself questioning who I was, what I was doing and the decisions I’d made. Sometimes I considered recalling those forces who were out looking for Pagan, Nyx or the other revolutionary groups. I even wondered why I was expending so much and hurting so many in this quest for power. They were questions I’d never worried about before and the feelings soon passed, but while they were there, I felt a raw and consuming guilt that refused to release me. 

And now? Now I was confused. Exhausted. But, mostly I was determined to find the culprit…

It was a strange method of attack, to make a man regret his actions in the hope he would stop them. But there were devious minds amongst my list of enemies and I certainly would not put this past them. 

There was a knock on my door. 

“Come in!” I barked. 

The guard entered. “My Lord High Mage, the woman you asked for is here.” 

I looked beyond the guard to see the woman standing meekly with her head lowered. She had been told to dress prettily and had done a decent job with a low-cut dress bragging on her impressive cleavage and the short skirt displaying her long, taut legs. She would be a diverting companion for a night. As I stared, she dared to look up at me and instantly returned her gaze to the floor on seeing me looking back. But it had been long enough for me to see the bright blue eyes peeping through the curtain of blonde hair. 

And the sight had made a tremor run all through my body. 

“Take her away.” 

“Yes, Lord High Mage. To the dungeon?” 

The girl’s head shot up in shock at the guard’s question. 

“No,” I snapped, irritably. “Just… away. Out of here.” I glared at the girl. “And don’t come back.” 

If she hadn’t been scared silly, the girl might have found that comment funny. ‘ Don’t come back ’? She hadn’t wanted to come here in the first place, to be my fuck-toy for the night. She would never know what a pleasurable night she’d missed out on, but what you don’t know, you don’t miss. 

I rounded on the guard. “Get out and don’t disturb me again.” 

The man bobbed a frantic, but still respectful, bow and closed the door as he backed out. 

What the fuck was that? 

Since I’ d acquired this position of power at the head of the King’s Alliance, women had been my hobby and my indulgence. They meant nothing to me; the companions of one night (two if they were lucky). Their only responsibility was the satisfaction of their High Mage, and they should have taken considerable pleasure in that, beside the pleasure I would obviously give them. 

It was true that, since the strange woman had started appearing in my dreams and plaguing my waking thoughts, my appetite for these playthings had diminished. Sometimes whole weeks had gone by without me sharing my bed. But this newest situation was…

different. Something about that woman had set something off within me… some long forgotten trigger in my brain. 

A memory— there was nothing else I could call it and yet it was a memory I didn’t remember. 

The blonde hair and the blue eyes… they reminded me of someone I couldn’t recall. 

The face of the mystery woman in my dreams was always nebulous. I saw it when I slept, but could never hold onto her image come the morning. I’d tried various magics to stimulate my memory or to replay my dreams but, so far, nothing had worked. Now, perhaps, I had a clue. 

It had been when she looked at me, blue eyes through blonde hair—

that shade of blonde hair. Yes… now I had two of the features of my nocturnal tormentor. 

I called her a tormentor. That was the only way I allowed myself to see her. But truthfully, I was happy when I was with her. 

Happier than I ever was when I was awake. But, it was a false

happiness; like a drug, like euphoria. Yet, it was intoxicating none the less and I wanted it as much as I feared it. Sometimes, though I was ashamed even to recall it, the loss of that happiness as I woke, made me cry. The dreams were so real, and then every morning I was left with nothing—just a hollow emptiness. 

I strove to recall anyone in my life who might bear some resemblance to the woman I ’d just had rejected from the citadel. 

Blonde, blue-eyed women were not exactly rare, but that shade of blonde? 

Of course there was someone . Someone I hadn’t seen for a while and someone who had more right than anyone else to be able to raise these alien emotions in me or even make me cry. Such is the effect a daughter has on a father. 

Emma and I had never been close. Or at least… Not as far as I could recall. Her early life was something of a haze in my head. 

Then, once I became High Mage of the King’s Alliance, that bitch, Bryn, stepped in to raise her. To be honest, Bryn had done me a favor as I had no time for the girl. Still, I would sooner have packed the girl off to a boarding school than let Bryn Wilkins get her hooks into my daughter. But somehow it had ended up that way. 

If Emma was the woman in my dream…

But, no. That was impossible. The woman in my dream was older than Emma and her features were… different enough. Furthermore, the relationship I enjoyed with the mystery woman was very definitely not a father-daughter one. 

Which was not to say that Emma was not involved. After all, if someone was in search of a dream avatar that would prick my conscience, my daughter was the obvious choice. Then who was behind it? Certainly not Pagan because he was unaware of Emma’s existence, as far as I knew. 

Then it had to be someone who knew me intimately well—knew who my daughter was. That catapulted Bryn to the top of the list. Sinjin didn’t have magic, Nyx didn’t know me well enough and Mathilda did not have it within her, perhaps Mercedes…

Hmm… Mercedes. 

Thinking about the prophetess triggered a new train of thought. 

Though I didn’t like to admit it, the magic being used here was quite unfamiliar to me. It was witch magic of a kind I’d done my best to outlaw. That meant tracing its source would be damn near impossible. I needed help, and I might just get it from Mercedes. 

Certainly Mercedes possessed the magic to be able to help me—she would be ideal. True, she had little love for the King’s

Alliance, but she and I had used to be friends, and while she detested what I’d done here, maybe enough of that friendship remained for me to trade on it. She was on my enemies list, yes, but I didn’t have a lot of evidence to put her there. After the fall of the Underworld, Mercedes had distanced herself from all the factions, feeling little connection to any of them. She’d retreated from the world, some said to Faery (begging a favor from King Odran), others to a small, private world of her own creation. Nobody knew for sure where she was. 

The good news was that if she had divorced herself from this world , then she couldn’t have as much reason to hate me as many of my old acquaintances did. The bad news was that she had been MIA for a decade and I didn’t know where to even start looking. 

But even if I didn’t know where she was, perhaps I knew someone who did…

#

I h adn’t attended the monthly meetings of the Masked Magistrates since the ‘incident’ when I’d lost my temper, kicked over my chair and revealed my identity—which was strictly forbidden. Then I’d been looking for the magistrates help against Pagan, which had led to an unpleasant argument and my brief meltdown. Today, I wanted to put another request to the magistrates, but this one seemed much more innocuous, and I couldn’t imagine anyone would have an issue with it. The only question was whether anyone would be able to help. 

As I ventured back into the circular chamber, I drew a colored ball from the glass bowl to my left. Blue. Maybe it was my imagination , but the blue chair always seemed uncomfortable to me. But I wasn’t here to make trouble today, I just had to bite my tongue and sit through the rest of the boring discussion. 

A tallish magistrate moved to the red chair. “I’ve drawn the red ball, so I will be your chair this evening. Welcome, friends, to this meeting of the Masked Magistrates. I’m bound to remind you all to please refrain from identifying yourselves or your species. And also refrain from making guesses about other people’s names and species. We are all equal and we are all anonymous here.” 

“Here, here.” I chorused back with everyone else. 

“First on the agenda; minutes of our last meeting which will be presented, as is traditional, by the yellow chair.” 

As the tedious litany began, I let my eyes drift around the room at my fellow magistrates. I couldn’t be the only one who wondered who was who. But in these masks and robes, it was impossible even to guess gender until a person spoke. 

At that fateful last meeting, I had been made to look a fool by a woman whose identity had remained a mystery to me because of that ridiculous rule of anonymity. I found myself wondering if she was here now. I’d thought of her from time to time since then. Though she’d treated me with none of the respect I was due, she’d clearly been intelligent, and though she’d been masked and cloaked, there was something about her I found almost unwillingly attractive. 

Perhaps she was a potential ally. Or perhaps a name to add to my list of enemies? If only I knew her damn name…

“Next on the agenda,” droned the red chair, “ reported sighting of Vryloka. Can anyone confirm this?” 

“I can.” 

I stiffened in my seat. I might not be able to see her, but I certainly recognized the voice that mocked me last time I was here. 

“The chair recognizes the brown chair.” 

“I have had no firsthand sighting,” the woman in the brown chair continued. “But people within my community —individuals whom I trust—have seen them. I’ve been led to believe there was an attack on the Vampire Coalition.” 

“That information is also what the chair understands,” nodded the red chair. “So there is no need for the Coalition’s representative to confirm it.” 

Sometimes, maintaining anonymity was almost ridiculously convoluted. 

The discussion continued, and though it was one that interested me more than anything that had been so far discussed (the Vryloka might rid me of Sinjin and his moronic vampires), I found myself focused more on the brown chair, listening hard when she spoke as I tried to place her voice. 

There was something about her. 

“Any other business?” 

Rather than raising my hand immediately as I would normally have done, I let the purple chair go ahead of me, trying to be more modest than I’d managed last time. After the purple chair had finished his driveling, it was my turn. 

“I’m hoping the magistrates will be able to help me locate one of the most respected members of our extended magical community, who has been missing for some time and with whom I dearly wish to speak.” I paused as all eyes remained on me. 

“Of whom do you speak?” the chair asked. 

“The Prophetess, Mercedes.” 

There was various mumbling and hooded heads twitching to look at one another, craning to see if anyone was going to step up and say they knew where Mercedes was. 

“Point of order,” spoke up the green chair. “Mr. Chairman, are missing persons within the purview of this body?” 

“It did sound like a personal request,” the red chair nodded. 

“Finding Mercedes for the good of us all—if she might be some help against the Vryloka, for example—that would be something we could discuss. But this seems…” 

“I could tell you why I need to find her,” I felt I was keeping my temper admirably, “but not without giving away my identity.” I smiled… broadly. Playing by their rules seemed to be working in my favor… at least this time. “You see my conundrum? I have a valid reason I’m certain my fellow magistrates would sanction, but I can’t mention it without destroying my cover.” 

The red chair seemed to grudgingly accept this. “Does anyone have any information on the whereabouts of the Prophetess they can share here?” 

No one raised their hands and I felt a white hot streak of rage flash through me. If he hadn’t said ‘ they can share here ’

someone might have spoken up. But he’d added the caveat to give the other magistrates a way out. Anonymous or not, no one helped anyone here without a reason. 

“Thank you for considering it,” I said, through gritted teeth, determined not to make a scene this time. 

As I sat back in my chair, I couldn’t help noticing the mask of the woman in the brown chair was facing my way, and I saw what looked like brown eyes through the holes in her mask. 

The meeting dragged on another hour and a half, by which point , I was ready to eviscerate everyone in the room with a spell of Malign Disembowelment (which has always struck me as an odd name—

is there such a thing as benign disembowelment?). Finally, we filed out, careful not to talk to each other, for such socializing might give away who we were—as though it mattered. 

“Hey!” A sharp whisper made me look back. The woman in the brown chair had lingered and was looking at me. “ Do you have a minute?” 

It was strictly against the rules of course, and I was delighted to find I wasn’t the only one who thought those rules inane. I went over to the brown chair, noting again her eyes (hazel, rather than brown) though the holes in her mask. 

“You’re looking for Mercedes?” she asked. 

“Who wants to know?” 

She laughed (an almost bell-like sound), and I tried again to think if I’d heard it before. One of Sinjin’s hangers-on remained my best guess, but this woman had a lot of self-assurance if she was a mere functionary. 

She shook her head. “I prefer to remain masked.” 

“Come on,” I tried my most cajoling voice—I might have been flirting a little, as well. There really was something about her. 

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” She chuckled, but didn’t respond so I continued. “The meeting is over now. I don’t think you’d be breaking any rules. Technically.” 

“Who said anything about rules?” the woman shrugged. “I have no problem with breaking rules. Sticking to them; yes. But not breaking them.” 

“Then…” 

“I’m not telling you who I am or what faction I represent because I don’t want to. That’s the one rule I do care about and do stick to; I do what I want. It’s a private, personal rule, but it works for me. And I have a feeling you have a similar rule, Mr. Lord High Mage Duine, or the Dark One or whatever other fancy pants title you care to give yourself.” 

I really shouldn’t have voluntarily surrendered my anonymity at the last meeting. It had felt like a bold powerplay at the time, but now I realized it had just put me at the disadvantage. 

“Alright,” I held up my hands. “You’ve made your point. You know who I am, I don’t know who you are. Did you call me back here for a reason or were you just trying to throw that information in my face?” 

She tilted her head to one side. “ When you put it that way…

both. But I guess business before pleasure. You’re looking for Mercedes?” 

“You know I am.” 

She nodded. “I f I were to tell you where she is, what would you do for me?” 

“I could do all sorts of things for you.” That confirmed it; I was flirting. 

But the woman tossed her head coquettishly and said, “I’m sure you would try .” 

“What do you want?” 

She hesitated a moment. But her hesitation wasn’t owing to fear. 

A broad smile spread across her lips, from what I could detect beneath her mask. 

“A favor.” 

“What sort of favor?” 

“I won’t know until I need it.” Her hazel eyes pinned me from behind her mask. “A favor in the bank. Sooner or later, I’m sure I will need something from the High Mage of the King’s Alliance. 

When I do, you say yes.” 

I considered this. “So you tell me where Mercedes is, and you trust me to do something for you in the future.” 

“Correct.” 

“What if, when the time comes, I won’t do as you ask? I mean, you haven’t told me what the favor is or could be.” 

She stepped closer and I swear the room actually got warmer. 

“Then I would make your life very unpleasant, Mr. High Mage.” 

I put out my hand. There was nothing she could do to make my life unpleasant. As power went, I had all of it. “You have a deal.” 

She shook my hand. “I’ll be in touch.” 

“You won’t give me the information now?” 

The woman walked away, her hips twitching invitingly as she walked. “I have to make sure she’s still where I think she is. 

Don’t get your panties in a bunch—I’ll be in touch.” 

I watched her go. There was no doubt in my mind that this was going to be more complicated than I would have liked. Whatever favor she was going to ask of me, it was bound to be something I didn’t want to be a part of. 

No matter. If I didn’t want to return the favor, I wouldn’t. It was as simple as that. 

But if she could get me to Mercedes and if Mercedes could tell me who was sending me these dreams or, better yet, simply rid me of the dreams and the person sending them, it would all be worth it. 

In the meantime, although I suspected I’d just added someone to my enemy list, I had to admit this woman intrigued me more than all my allies. 

SEVEN

MORSE

“Oh, shit…” 

I seemed to watch in slow motion as the expression of terror spread across Jolie’s face. I saw the tentacle reaching out of the swamp, winding about her leg. I saw it tighten its grip. I saw Jolie’s hand starting to reach out for me, and my own reaching out to pull her back to safety. (Why was my own moving so damn slowly?!) And then, I saw our hands barely inches apart, and the fear in Jolie’s face turn to shock as the tentacle tugged. 

Then, e verything seemed to speed back up again as Jolie was yanked away from me by the tentacled creature, dragging her into the swamp in a spray and a splash of dirty mire water. 

“NO!” I yelled— as if that was going to do any fucking good. 

Only a matter of seconds ago , we’d been chatting, now she was gone. 

Meeting Jolie had been beyond belief to me. To meet anyone in this dank hell was miracle enough, but for that person to be Jolie… someone for whom I felt so much… I struggled to put into words my feelings for her. Regardless, I would have condemned myself to the Abyss a hundred times over, for just the opportunity to meet her, so I sure as hell wasn’t letting this place tear her away from me now. 

“Jolie!” I yelled as I strode out into the thickening mud of the mire. It got deeper as I walked further out , the cloying ooze sucking at my body. “Ye want somethin’ to eat ye big bastard? 

Then come get me!” 

I scanned the surface of the swamp as my heart pounded in earnest. I’d been living in the Abyss long enough to have picked up a trick or two. And I’d seen creatures like this before though I usually had the sense to keep my distance. Even so, I knew they left a trail of…

There! Bubbles on the surface, not far from where I was standing. 

The beast had decided to take me up on my offer and was coming to get me. I dug my feet into the slimy floor of the marsh, strengthening my stance. I was ready. 

A tentacle broke the surface and darted towards me, quick as a whip. I stood my ground, then, at the last second, I sidestepped and grabbed the tentacle, winding it about my arm and giving an almighty tug. 

“Bring her back, ye bastard, or Ah’ll drag ye out an’ make ye into calamari!” 

The creature pulled back, but although it was probably stronger than me, it didn’t have a leg to stand on—literally. It was like

having a tug of war with someone swimming; no matter how strong they are, they’re going to lose. 

“Bring her back!” 

More tentacles snaked out of the marsh towards me and I pulled out my sword with my free hand. 

“Ye’ll regret it!” I promised. 

The tentacles lashed out for me, but I swung my blade, slicing through their loathsome flesh, never letting go of the one I held. If it wanted freedom, if it wanted me to release it, there was only one way that was happening. 

“Release her!” 

I gave another hefty pull and felt the creature, now weakened by its injuries, losing ground, lurching closer to me. I pulled again, and saw its bulky body emerging onto the muddy slipway of the marsh. And there in amongst it, held by more of the tentacles…

“Jolie!” 

She raised her head as I yelled her name and coughed up mud and slime, wiping the gunk from her face so she could open her pretty blue eyes, which were currently filled with astonishment, no doubt at the fact she was still alive. 

Pulling the creature on to land had allowed Jolie to pull her head out of the swamp, and perhaps, saved her life, but it had also given the creature something to push against as it pulled me. Now its strength counted for something. I strained against it, but I was losing my footing in this wretched mud. 

“Jolie! Ah cannae hold it!” 

Jolie seemed to come back to life before my eyes. As the creature was distracted, focusing on me, she was able to wrench herself free from its slippery clutches. While the tentacles tried to grab her again, she pulled out a knife and lashed out, cutting deep enough that thick, viscous blood, the color and consistency of tar, bubbled from the wounds. 

The creature had had enough. It flailed its tentacles and hurled Jolie back towards me, deciding we weren’t worth the effort. 

Jolie landed with a slick ‘ thwock ’ into the gunge of the marsh, instantly twisting onto her back, her knife hand raised, ready to defend herself if the creature attacked again. 

“Ye willnae bother us again! ” I roared as I clung onto the tentacle. “Ye will keep your distance!” 

The creature just kept pulling away and, finally, I released it. 

I had no idea if it understood English, but actions speak louder than words and I’d made my point. It would think twice before attacking us again. 

The tentacle s snapped back like elastic bands. The creature submerged beneath the surface of the swamp once more, bubbling angrily to itself as it went, as if muttering curses. The tentacles were the last bits to disappear, waving and writhing indignantly as they dipped below the gloopy surface. Cautious to the end, I watched the trail of bubbles as it circled once then moved away from us in search of easier prey. 

“Jolie.” I dropped beside her in the mud, my hands on her shoulders, afraid to hold her too tightly in case she was hurt. 

“Are ye alright?” 

She stared back at me with a mixture of heartfelt gratitude, relief and disbelief, her blue eyes pools in a sea of green and brown. I wiped the mud from her face. 

“Say something.” 

“You saved me.” 

I shrugged. “It seemed like the thing to do.” 

Jolie threw her arms about me and squeezed me as tightly as she was able. I held her and felt her grip tighten. She clung to me and I hugged her back, feeling her small, fragile body against mine, her heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings, her body shaking with release and the terror of what might have been. 

“Morse.” 

It was just one word, but there was so much emotion in it. 

Perhaps I heard what I wanted to hear, but in that syllable was the desire Jolie couldn’t speak and dared not allow herself to feel. Since we’d been together, and especially since I’d told her

—or at least hinted at—my feelings for her, there had been chemistry between us that she strove to deny. As she spoke my name, I heard her will breaking. I had to wonder if she was tired of pretending there was nothing between us. Even if her feelings were forbidden to her, even if we could never allow ourselves to act on them, maybe she needed to admit they were there? 

Maybe it was all in my head, but I didn’t believe it. It just… it felt meant to be. I’d been alone so long, so desperate for a companion. And the companion fate had provided me with was the most amazing, the most perfect woman I’d ever met. For a horrid minute, it had seemed as if the same fates that had brought her to me had wrenched us apart again, and the horror still tugged at my gut, even now. I couldn’t have borne losing her. Now that I’d met her, I couldn’t imagine my life without her. 

As I tilted my head back, I looked once again into her face, still smeared with mud and yet still so unbearably beautiful. In her wide eyes and in the sad turn of her mouth , I believed I saw the same things I was feeling. 

So, I kissed her. 

Perhaps I shouldn’t have. She’ d made her feelings clear in the past. But as she felt my lips on hers, Jolie seemed suddenly electrified in my arms. It was as if she’d been sleepwalking, sedated by her own need to deny what she was feeling and the pressure she put on herself to do the right thing. Now I’d made the first move and I’d given her permission to wake up and embrace her true feelings. 

Her sweet tongue slipped into my mouth as she returned the kiss with a bright passion, her lips hungry for mine, as if she’d been waiting for this moment for too long. Her hands tugged at me, drawing me closer, wanting to feel my body against hers as much as I wanted to feel hers against mine. We needed to hold each other, to know we were alive and together and, for the first time in what seemed like forever, happy. 

The feeling of her was unbearably wonderful. To kiss her and be kissed, to taste her lips on mine and feel her tongue in my mouth, to finally hold that body I’d desired since the moment we met. But more, much more than any of that, the real wonder of it all was to know how she felt. Jolie’s feelings for me seemed projected in every move she made, as she tugged at my hair or bit gently at my lip. Maybe she was done hiding and glad for this change, glad she no longer had to cover her true feelings. 

But then I had to ask myself: when was the last time my life had been simple, straightforward or easy? When was the last time I’d been given more than a few moments of genuine happiness before that happiness was snatched away again? 

Even in our breaking , there was reluctance on her side. I felt Jolie’s hands on my chest, gently pressing me away, but she continued to kiss me, at the same time. Never the less, burying my own desires, I pulled away from her. 

I hoped, as I pulled back, that this was simply a temporary break and we would find ourselves kissing again shortly. But, one look at Jolie’s expressive eyes told me different. 

“Morse…” and this time that word brought me nothing but sadness. 

A tear dropped from Jolie’s left eye, weaving a clean trail through the mud on her face. 

“Ah understand.” I said, not wanting to make this any harder on her than it already was, and not quite sure if I could bear to hear her explanations. 

“I have a husband…” 

“Ah know.” 

“My heart is still with him.” 

“Ah know,” I responded . Maybe I shouldn’t have spoken again, but I couldn’t help myself. “But ye cannae tell me ye feel nothing for me.” 

Jolie looked away. “Please don’t make this difficult.” 

“Ah just want to know the truth.” 


“Don’t make me say it” 

“Ah love ye, Jolie,” I insisted. “And while your heart maybe with your husband still, Ah think ye love me too.” 

With her face hidden to me, I was unable to see her thoughts in her eyes, which were, to me at least, an open book to her emotions. When she turned, her face was set hard, the mask she’d worn to hide her feelings was back in place. 

“I care about you very much, Morse. You’re a good man and a kind man, which is why I know you won’t bring this up again.” 

“Ah dinnae understand.” 

She nodded, as though she understood that she needed to explain. 

“I’ve been alone down here a long time… and to finally not be alone… it’s hard to cope with that rush of emotions. I haven’t known the touch of a man for ten years and…” she looked up at me then. “You’re so… handsome. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have physical desire for. Any woman would in these circumstances. But…

I don’t mean to hurt you, Morse… that’s all it is. Physical desire.” She looked away as I felt me heart ripping in two. Had I been so wrong? Had I so misunderstood her? 

She looked up at me then and her eyes were pained. This hurt her almost as much as it hurt me. “I don’t love you,” she said in a small voice. “I love my husband. I’m sorry. You’re… the best friend I could have asked for down here and the last thing I would ever want to do is hurt you…” 

I smiled at her. “Of course. Ah’m sorry if…” 

“No. Don’t be sorry. I was just as much to blame. Besides it was…

lovely,” she smiled at me. “I wish things were different… and maybe at some point they can be. I just… I just have to know if I still have a husband, if he’s waited for me.” 

“Chances are,” I started but she interrupted me as she nodded repeatedly. 

“I know what the chances are. That Rand believes I’m dead and he moved on a long time ago.” 

“That wasnae what Ah was goin’ to say.” 

“What were you going to say?” 

“Chances are we never make it oot o’ here to find out,” I answered. 

She looked down at her filthy hands and nodded. “Yes, that’s probably more likely.” 

I couldn’t take anymore of this dour conversation. “We should go get washed off.” 

I let her lead the way, in case my face revealed the heartbreak inside. To be so close to heaven and then be wrenched back down into the Abyss. And for what? A husband who had most decidedly moved on? Nevermind the fact that we were stuck down here and probably always would be? 

Of course I ’d respect what she’d said and I’d be the friend she needed whilst pining quietly at a distance, and yet…

There was no ‘yet’. 

She’d made her position clear and I wouldn’t press for more, but I also couldn’t help remembering the way she’d changed when we kissed, and the fire coming from her. I also couldn’t help thinking that, as she spoke to me, there was a look in her eyes that went beyond sadness. I wouldn’t act on my suspicions, but I still thought she was lying to herself. 

Time would tell. 

Emotions that strong couldn’t be pent-up forever. 

EIGHT

EMMA

Stone yelled as the wolf fastened its jaws onto his throat. A gout of blood burst from the wound and I shrieked as the wolf hauled Stone out through the gap in the door. With the magic he obviously possessed, I imagined Stone could cope with anything. 

Furthermore, I definitely thought he could take out a possessed werewolf, because he’d already dealt with three of them. But, this one was different. This one had taken him by surprise and the sudden shock of pain and the blood loss from his neck wound had rendered Stone helpless. 

It wasn’t just him. 

I stood staring like a department store mannequin as the professor was dragged out the door, blood pouring from his ruptured throat. When I regained control of my body enough to look back at Jupiter and Kevin, standing behind me, I found them with expressions that mirrored my own; aghast, shocked and frozen. 

“Come on!” I found my voice and ran for the door. My friends followed without hesitation—there were precious few things I was good at in life, but making the right friends was a good talent to have. 

The huge metal door of the panic room, modelled like the big circular doors you find on bank vaults, was swinging closed of its own volition, under the guidance of the magic that powered it, but we managed to duck around it, just in time. 

Out in the corridor, Stone, his body pale and lifeless, was being dragged by the wolf down the corridor, leaving a crimson trail of fresh blood behind. So much blood. In the harsh strip lighting, the scene looked horribly real, almost clinical, and was reflected in the metallic ceiling, so everywhere I looked, I could see Stone’s pain. 

Was he dead? 

God, please don’t let him be dead! 

My heart felt as if it was in a vice. Since the moment I ’d seen Stone Draper, before I discovered he was my teacher, my insides had executed excitable backflips. At first, I’d thought this was just a teenage crush of a type I’d had before. But then I had to admit it was more than that. More than just a silly crush. My feelings for Stone were… real. I cared about him. 

But, now wasn’t the time to think about it, even if the sight of him in trouble was more than I could bear. 

“Hey! Snoopy!” I yelled down the corridor. 

“Snoopy?” Kevin looked at me in disbelief, before he looked at Jupiter, who just shook her head, at a loss. 

“What?” I demanded. 

“Well, not to criticize, but as war cries go, ‘Snoopy’ lacks what we might call the killer punch,” Kevin answered. 

“Uh, guys…” Jupiter pointed down the corridor. “It seems to have done the trick.” 

The wolf had stopped dragging Stone, though it maintained its hold on his throat, and was now staring straight at us. 

Correction: straight at me. Stone just laid there limply and I had to promise myself he wasn’t dead. 

Although, he looked dead…

He needs my help, I told myself. 

We ’d already tried to take these creatures on once and it hadn’t gone well, and this time there was no hope of Stone coming to our rescue. 

That meant…

I clenched my fists by my sides —it was our turn to come to Stone’s aid. 

“Jupe, Kevin, Sto… Professor Draper said these were werewolves possessed by some sort of spirit,” I started, not turning to look at my friends, because I wanted to keep my eyes on the wolf. “If we can’t take them out, physically, then do you know a spell that could…” I searched for the right word, “… dispossess them?” 

Kevin sighed. “Don’t you ever pay attention in class?” 

I wasn’t in the mood for Kevin’s attitude at the moment. So, I turned to face Jupiter. “Jupe?” I repeated. 

“I…” 

“Hurry!” I yelled as I watched the wolf start to drag Stone away again and I panicked. I didn’t know what to do, how to stop the creature from taking him. And I didn’t exactly have reliable magic (if any magic at all). So, I did the only thing I could think to do... I grabbed a pen from my pocket and threw it at the enormous beast. More by luck than judgment, it struck the wolf right in the center of its forehead, making it go temporarily cross-eyed as it blinked irritably. It dropped Stone and then turned its threatening snarl at me. That wasn’t good, but I felt a rush of relief, all the same, as Stone’s head rebounded off the floor. I heard him moan and his limbs moved and that meant he was alive. For now, anyway. It was only fractional, and he was obviously still in a bad way, but he was alive. 

Which would matter less if I was about to be torn apart by a ravenous, possessed werewolf. Taking off one of my shoes, I hurled it at the wolf’s head. I was less of a good shot this time, but still caught the animal a glancing blow on its shoulder and it snarled, narrowing its yellow eyes at me. 

“Are you trying to piss it off?” asked Kevin. 

“No, I’m trying to save Stone ,” I insisted, tugging off my other shoe. “If either of you wanted to come up with some magic anytime soon, it would be appreciated.” 

I threw the other shoe. This was the worst shot yet, showing my nerves and landing a foot away from the wolf. The creature’s gaze

was focused completely on me now, and there was vicious anger in its eyes. 

“Jupe…?” I asked. 

“I don’t know what to do!” blurted Jupiter frantically. “I don’t think well under pressure!” 

“Hey, Jupe,” Kevin laid a comforting hand on her arm , but it was shaking and his eyes were wide. “What about that banishing spell you were telling me about from the Codex Infinity ? Would that work?” 

“It might,” Jupiter sounded very uncertain. 

“And you remember it, yeah?” Kevin asked. 

“Well, yeah, but… Remembering it and actually pulling it off are two very different things.” 

“We have faith in you. Don’t we, Em?” Kevin asked. 

I didn’t look at either of them. The wolf had now started to stalk towards me, confident I’d run out of footwear to fling at it. “Damn right we do.” 

“All join hands, quickly! Facing outwards.” The conviction flowed into Jupiter’s voice. 

Kevin and I followed Jupiter’s instructions as the wolf came closer , forming a line with Jupiter at the center. 

“Not to rush you, Jupe,” began Kevin, “but…” 

“Unkind Spirits!” 

I actually gasped at the surge of power I felt in my hand as Jupiter spoke, her voice thick with magical energy. I felt physically drained as she called on Kevin and me for support, and the whole corridor seemed to shake. 

“Whoa,” murmured Kevin. 

Jupiter continued, the words hanging brightly in the air before her for a few seconds after she spoke them. “ By the power of the goddess, you’ve done wrong. You’ve stolen a shape where you don’t belong. And while you think you’re safe and strong, a reckoning’s growing near. Your nature’s known, your cover’s blown. We will not quake in fear. We three have spied the place you hide, so fuck off out of here! ” 

At the last word, Jupiter tossed her hands forward and yellow fire streamed towards the wolf. It blazed along the fur of the animal and as it went, it stripped away the blue aura that had surrounded it , crackling like a Catherine wheel. After it had

cleansed the wolf of the possessing spirit from nose to tail, a ball of blue and yellow power tussled briefly in the air where Jupiter’s magic (augmented with a little borrowed power from Kevin and me) fought against the malign spirit that had hijacked this wolf, then winked out of existence. 

The wolf itself looked confused by its surroundings. It gave Stone’s foot a sniff, shot the three of us a confused look, and then ran back the way it came, apparently none the worse for its experience. 

“That spell was in the Codex Infinity ?” asked Kevin. 

“In Latin,” Jupiter clarified. “I had to make an approximate translation in my head.” 

“What is the Latin for ‘fuck off out of here’?” Kevin continued. 

“Stone!” I raced to kneel beside my bleeding professor, all pretense forgotten. I saw a look pass between Jupiter and Kevin, but what did it matter now? All that mattered was Stone’s wellbeing. 

“Guys!” I practically screamed. “He’s badly hurt! He’s lost too much blood.” 

“Let’s get him into the panic room,” said Jupiter. “And maybe the three of us can heal him.” 

Right now, that certainly sounded like the most appropriate place for all of us to be, because I was more than ready to lose my shit. But it wasn’t quite so simple as getting him into the panic room. 

“Yeah, um...” Kevin indicated the door. “Anyone know how to open this?” 

The magic that operated the panic room door had closed it automatically. Which made a lot of sense when you were under attack and trying to hide, but it was very inconvenient right now. 

“I’ve never seen a spell like the one Professor Draper used,” 

said Jupiter. 

Hastily, she tried the opening spells she knew, as did Kevin, while I did what I could for Stone. The wolf’s teeth had left two tattered rows of bloody gouges in the skin of his neck, all of them oozing a steady flow of richly scarlet blood. Tearing a strip off the bottom of my skirt, I used it to bandage his throat. The material was soaked in blood before I could even tie the bandage off. 

“We’re not getting back in,” said Kevin despondently. 

“I don’t think it’s going to matter,” I murmured. Stone was deathly pale. I searched for a pulse, then realized of course he didn’t have one; he was a vampire. Of that, I was fairly sure by this point. 

“You know, the rest of the school is still out there,” Jupiter pointed out. “I’m not trying to be heartless, but…” 

“I’m not sure there’s much we can do for them,” said Kevin. 

“Think you can do that banishment spell another ten times?” 

Jupiter shook her head. “Even if I could, the wolves would just come back, looking for another host to possess, like that one that went after Emma.” 

“Then we save the life in front of us,” said Kevin, defiantly. 

Adding, more pessimistically, “I mean… if we can. What he really needs is a blood transfusion.” 

The words seemed to hang in the air. 

“Are you alright, Em?” asked Kevin. “Your face went all funny there for a second.” 

I looked up at my friends. I would have trusted either one of them with my life and with any secret I had. This wasn’t my secret to tell, but in the circumstances, I didn’t think we had a whole lot of choices. 

“I need to tell you something , but you have to promise you’ll keep it to yourselves and never tell anyone…” 

Before I could finish the sentence, Stone’s body bucked violently off the floor, racked by spasms. 

“What the hell!” Jupiter started back. 

I tried to hold him steady, but Stone bucked again, his body writhing this way and that, at war with itself, limbs flailing in ugly muscular contortions. White foam frothed at his mouth, his head jerked from side to side, and, as his eyes opened, I saw them shifting from vampiric red to lupine yellow, then to nothing but white, as the pupils rolled up into his head. 

“Oh, fuck,” murmured Kevin. “I didn’t even think of that.” 

“What?” Jupiter demanded. 

“He’s been bitten by a werewolf,” said Kevin and his tone was grim. “He must be changing.” 

“I’ve seen werewolves change,” I said, shaking my head. “This isn’t how it usually goes.” 

“Well, maybe the first time is different.” 

Or maybe it was different because Stone Draper was a vampire, and there were two sides of an undead nature doing battle inside him. 

Stone’s vampire side was trying to stay in charge while the werewolf saliva, coursing through his badly compromised system, was trying to take over. I didn’t know who would win or what either would mean for Stone (the man), but it seemed as if he would tear himself apart. 

The good news was that giving a blood transfusion to a vampire is easy, all you have to be is willing. Better yet, I had a hunch that drinking blood would give Stone’s vampire side the strength to hang on, and it was the vampire side I wanted to preserve; that was the Stone I knew. The bad news was that vampires don’t always know when to stop, and Stone didn’t currently have the mental capacity to exercise self-control. 

Not that it mattered. I’ d found a way to save Stone’s life, and if the positions were reversed, he wouldn’t hesitate to save mine. 

I stripped off the top I was wearing as Kevin and Jupiter frowned in incomprehension. 

“ Emma, ” said Kevin, “what are you doing?” 

“It’s a nice top,” I replied with a shrug. “I don’t want to get blood on it.” 

“Em…?” Jupiter began. 

“Professor Draper is a vampire,” I said, shortly. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. I’m pretty sure he knows my Uncle Sinjin and... I think he might have been sent here on a mission of some sort. Anyway, you can’t tell anyone. Promise me.” 

They both promised. 

“Wait, Emma,” Jupiter held up her hand, “You’re not going to…” 

“I am.” I said, knowing precisely what she was about to say, “I have to. I’m not going to just let Stone die.” 

I was sure t here were many questions they had about Stone, about Sinjin, about Stone and me, and why I was willing to risk so much to save him—but there wasn’t time to answer any of them. 

Kneeling down beside Stone, I drew his head up towards me, baring my neck to him. I heard him sniff, and caught the growl of a vampire scenting a human victim. In this sort of condition, vampires work on instinct, and Stone’s instincts told him one thing; bite. 

His eyes flicked open, blood red. 

“Stone…” I breathed. 

And in the next moment, his fangs sank into my jugular. 

NINE

NYX

Meetings of the Masked Magistrates were held at a central London location, and although we walked out through the same door, that door led to different places for each magistrate. It was yet another way of maintaining the precious anonymity of the organization’s members. It was a major pain in the ass, but also a huge benefit to someone who wasn’t actually supposed to be there. 

My exit led to a back alley near the London Bridge, not far from one of the oldest pubs in the capital. As I walked out through the wall, which shimmered back to solidity behind me, I removed my mask and hooded cloak, then shook my head vigorously to dispel the alien color from my eyes and hair. 

My eyes reverted to their habitual green and my hair to black. I wasn’t sure if anyone could see my hair with the hood up, but it was better to be safe than sorry in that company. Not to mention my eyes have been called ‘distinctive’, so again; best to disguise them. I also wasn’t sure if it was necessary to change my features as I did, but I wouldn’t have put it past a bastard like Duine to snatch the mask off another magistrate’s face if he thought he could gain something by it. 

Now, I massaged my cheeks and forehead, feeling the skin fill, stretch and tug as it reassumed my proper features . The bronzed tan drained to regain my natural pallor. Finally, I gave my throat a tap with my index finger and heard the discrete ‘pop’

which meant my vocal cords were back where they ought to be. If all the other cosmetic changes were precautions ‘just in case’, then changing my voice was essential. There were few who could identify the legendary revolutionary leader Nyx either by appearance or voice, and I’d heard some of the most outlandish descriptions of what I looked like, how old I was and so on, but some of those who could identify me were in the magistrates’

chamber. 

Probably. 

Of course , I mostly didn’t know who was in the chamber, and one of the reasons I attended the meetings was to find out. The disguise was a necessity, because I wasn’t supposed to be there and I wasn’t sure what would happen if they found me out. 

A homeless man stared up at me from the cardboard box he slept in, open-mouthed in wonder at what he’d just seen. 

I met his gaze and gave him a smile. “You’ve been drinking.” 

He shook his head. “Not a drop.” 

“Would you like to be?” 

I bought him a bottle of booze, then gave him some money. Enough that he could get himself a room, a wash, some food and clean clothes, though what he actually did with it, I left up to him. 

My philosophy of life was similar to my philosophy of magic; personal responsibility. 

“Thanks, missus,” the man said. 

“Look after yourself.” In the end, that was all that mattered in life. 

I’ d first infiltrated the Masked Magistrates a year and a half ago after some years of trying. At first, it had simply been a challenge; I wanted to join them because I wasn’t supposed to. I didn’t really give a shit about what was being said, but if they didn’t want me to hear it, then that was reason enough for me. 

But, as the Samhain grew in size and influence, and as it began to butt heads with some of the big boys and get in the path of the imperialist ambitions of the bastard Duine, I realized there might be some material advantage to sitting in on those secret meetings. 

Getting in was n’t easy. It wasn’t just a matter of assuming a disguise (something I could do with ease) and knocking on the door. The Masked Magistrates was open only to representatives of the various factions—the magical races. Those factions did change

—groups came and went and everyone wanted their seat at the table

—but the real loophole was that each group was permitted up to two representatives, usually an official and an assistant. And because of that desperate need to keep identities secret, these people didn’t arrive in pairs, nor did they acknowledge that they represented the same faction. The upshot of which was that if there was one person more than usual at a meeting, everyone just assumed they were with someone else. 

That was the easy bit. 

Actually getting in the door required work. Hell, I hadn’t even known where the door was. In the end, I was forced to trail people who I thought would be at a meeting. Duine was the obvious choice because, while some leaders were happy to send representatives along (Sinjin Sinclair of the Vampire Coalition hadn’t attended a single meeting), Duine was too much in love with himself and too distrusting of those around him to allow anyone else to act as his mouthpiece. 

But following the head of the King’s Alliance was problematic —he was security conscious to the point of paranoia, taking many precautions, both physical and magical. We’d already been trying to keep an eye on him for our own safety (this was at the time

when the Samhain was becoming Duine’s number one threat) and even changing operatives on a daily basis, they were still spotted, and we ended up losing people. Reluctantly, I decided following the High Mage wasn’t an option. 

Instead, I went with the werewolves. Of all the magical factions, the werewolves had been the most volatile since the fall of the Underworld. Back then, there had been three werewolf groups (uber-packs, they were called), each encompassing up to ten smaller packs. Now, a year and a half later, there were seven uber-packs, which gives some idea as to how much the werewolf hierarchy fluctuated back and forth over the years. At a couple of points over the last decade, there had been a single uber-pack, all under one pack leader, which could be called the werewolf faction. But, at other times, there had been as many as ten uber-packs, all squabbling amongst themselves. That was wolves for you, and another reason it was easy to slip an extra person into a meeting of the Masked Magistrates without anyone caring. At the peak of the werewolves division, the magistrates had struggled to come up with enough colors to give them all a seat at the table. 

From my point of view, the wolves were useful, firstly because they were considered pretty unimportant by the rest of the factions —too busy fighting amongst themselves to be a threat to anyone else. Secondly, their leaders were new to power and unused to how the game was played. A wily old hand like Duine would take every precaution against being tracked; the werewolves didn’t even consider the possibility. It took only three months of trailing the pack leaders of the three uber-packs for the Samhain to learn some of the secret ways into the Circular Chamber of the Masked Magistrates. 

And u sing werewolves had one other significant advantage for us. 

Leaving the alleyway and the homeless man, I looked up and down the street for my ride. Central London was always busy, bustling with people, which was one of the reasons I hated it. Whenever I was here, I placed a minor glamor on myself so that people (and especially men) flowed around me, rather than bumping shoulders or trying to walk straight through me, which is the usual way of Londoners. 

It was working well now, people slid ing by as if I was made of Teflon. I saw some of the men giving me a discrete (but not that discrete) backward glance. Perhaps they didn’t really understand why they found me so attractive. I was a pretty good looking woman in general, but the glamor enhanced the sexuality I projected at all times, and men found it fascinating, even if they didn’t know why. 

From down the row of parked cars , I saw a hand waving, and I waved back to where Conal was parked, waiting for me. 

Conal was the other advantage we had in using werewolves to infiltrate the Masked Magistrates. My loyal lieutenant had been a leading member of one of the werewolf factions when he and I met, and if we hadn’t met, then he probably would have gone on to lead it. 

Given his immense presence and strength of character, not to mention physical strength, I thought it possible that Conal could have been the wolf to unite the packs into one uber-pack and actually keep it that way. Who knows? 

In the event, meeting me changed his life, and I sometimes wondered how he felt about it. Conal’s loyalty to me was partly ideological, we did share the same goals and ideals, but it was mostly sexual. His attraction for me went way beyond the glamor and beyond the earthy magic of my natural sexuality that enchanted other men. Of all the men I’d been with, and there had been many, Conal was the one that actually liked me. Though, I couldn’t imagine why. 

If I ’d been a different type of woman, then perhaps we would have married and raised a litter of witch-wolf pups. But such a life wasn’t for me and Conal had always known it. Sometimes I regretted the subservient role I’d forced on him. But, mostly, I enjoyed the fact that this big, brutish male was my lapdog as surely as if I’d put a collar and leash around his neck. 

“How did it go?” asked Conal, as I dodged through the traffic to get in on the passenger side. “Boring as usual ?” 

“Actually, no. Duine is back.” 

Conal snarled, and I felt a pleasing tingle inside at that outward sign of his animal nature. “That bastard. What did he want? I assume he wants something?” 

I nodded. “The prophetess.” 

“Mercedes?” 

I nodded. “He’s looking for her.” 

Conal frowned as he pulled out into the London traffic. “Why?” 

“That is a very good question.” 

Conal glanced at me. “You’re planning something. You think you can use this somehow.” 

I gave a little shrug. “Duine seems very keen to find her. 

Desperate almost.” I paused as I considered it. Then I smiled at Conal. “And desperate men do stupid things. We may be able to catch him… vulnerable.” 

Conal nodded, focusing on the complicated road layout of central London. Conal wasn’t my personal chauffeur and I didn’t much like asking him to do the job, but he was the only one of the Samhain who knew I’d infiltrated the Masked Magistrates. 

“Vulnerable to what? You don’t know why he wants her.” 

I nodded. “Which is a problem, but I’m hoping I can figure it out. I’ve bought myself some time by telling him I can put him in touch with Mercedes.” 

“You know where she is?” 

I snorted. Sometimes Conal was a bit dumb. “Of course not.” 

“Then?” he asked. 

I nodded. “I’m sure I can find her if it comes to it.” 

“People have been looking for her for a long while. Ever since the Underworld fell.” 

“They’re not as smart as I am.” 

Conal smiled. “While that may be true, remember Duine’s no fool either. Watch yourself.” 

“I’m hoping I won’t have to deal with him again. At least not face to face.” 

I could see Conal’s face moving in ways that suggested thoughts passing beneath the surface. My werewolf lover wasn’t a quick thinker, but he was a deep one, and he usually got where he was going, even if he took the long way around. 

“You’re going to send in Pagan?” 

I grinned. “You know me so well. If I can make Duine believe I’ve set up a meet between him and Mercedes, then he might be desperate enough to walk into a trap.” 

“Tell him he can’t bring any of his own people along,” nodded Conal. 

“Exactly. And the great thing is that with the prophetess, that sort of thing is totally believable. She’s been in hiding for nearly ten years and probably wouldn’t want other people around.” 

“So Duine walks in, expecting to find Mercedes…” 

“And Pagan is waiting for him.” 

“And they fight.” 

“One on one,” I smiled. “Pagan’s been itching to get the opportunity to face Duine without all his Mages backing him up, just the two of them, Mage against Warlock, magic playing off magic. He believes—and I mean, genuinely believes— that it ought to be a fair fight between two leaders, level playing field, and whoever wins both sides will respect the result.” 

“Idiot,” muttered Conal. 

“Maybe. But there’s something cute about an idealistic idiot. 

It’s that side of him that’s going to work for us, that’ll make people line up to follow him. That’s what makes people love him.” 

“What if he loses?” asked Conal. 

I shrugged. “Then we’ve lost nothing. Pagan is useful to us as a figurehead, for sure, but if he can’t back it up with results, then his use is pretty limited anyway. And remember, a dead figurehead becomes a martyr, so he may still be of use to us as a corpse. Plus, even better; there’d be nothing to connect us to him. If Pagan loses and Duine is looking for someone to blame, then he’s going to look to the Templars, not to us. Everyone wins.” 

“Except Pagan.” 

“Does that bother you?” 

Conal snorted. “Hardly. I wondered if it bothered you.” 

My body shivered as a delicious flash of the previous night ran through my head. Pagan was a formidable lover and, above all, an exciting one. In life, he took things to the edge, and it had been a delight to find he did the same in bed. There was an energy to him that sparked brightly in everything he did. He was a man with a purpose, and that purpose bubbled in him so much that the fire of it exploded out other ways. His desire to take out Duine was so potent, I could almost taste it on his skin. His passion for the wild, natural magic was so keen, it seemed to fuel his desire when we fucked. He’d been a very great deal of fun. 

But in the end, he was just a man. And men died. 

“I suppose I’d miss him,” I said as I cocked my head to the side and considered it. “But he might also win, of course. And if not, well, I’ll just have to make the most of him while I have him.” 

Conal frowned. “I’m sure you will.” 

I grinned wickedly and let my hand slide up Conal’s thigh as he tried to concentrate on driving, taking us through the awkward road system that led out of the capital. 

“Jealous?” 

Conal shot a cocky smile at me. “I know you with lovers. They come and go. I’m still here. If I wasted time being jealous of every overexcited young buck who got to spend a few nights between your legs, I’d never get anything else done.” 

My hand shifted to his crotch and I gave him a squeeze. “That’s my lion.” 

“It’s Braden you want to worry about,” advised Conal, and there, irritatingly, he wasn’t wrong. 

“He walked in on us this morning.” 

Conal nodded. “That would explain his mood.” 

It had been inevitable that young Braden would be jealous. He was used to being the new blood in my little harem, and imagined himself the young stallion, usurping the old bull whose time had passed. 

Braden was too arrogant to understand that, however much fun I had wit h the young man, it was the older I would always go back to and who I would still seek out long after I’d tired of my boyish plaything. So yes, I’d known Braden would be jealous and that jealousy would probably turn violent. But I’d hoped his arrogance would stop him from becoming jealous for at least a few weeks—time enough for me to establish some plans with Pagan and make him at home in Glyderau. Braden walking in on Pagan and me had changed that. It had given the younger man an all too graphic image of me and Pagan together, and perhaps made him re-evaluate his position in my harem. It had brought him to a peak of angry jealousy more quickly than I’d hoped. 

“How long do you think until he breaks?” I respected Conal’ s opinion in such matters. He’d seen my lovers come and go (so to speak) through the years, and could spot those who would settle for a petulant sulk versus those who would slip rat poison into their rival’s dinner. A couple had even tried to kill Conal, himself, that hadn’t worked out well for them. 

Conal gave me a look. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we got back and found he’d tried to kill Pagan already.” 

“You’re kidding?” 

“This is Braden we’re talking about. If he’s not the prettiest, most popular boy in the room, then he throws a fit. And by ‘fit’

I mean psychotic rage. That’s why you like him, isn’t it?” 

Again, Conal knew me too well. Anyone who was passionate enough to commit murder rather than share me was my kind of lover. Conal was the exception; the stability in my life. He was the only man who accepted me as the sexual creature I was. But perhaps that

was also why I enjoyed tormenting him as much as I did, because I secretly wanted to see him snap. Just like all the rest of them. 

I shook my head. “Three men at once can be a hassle. Awesome. But a hassle.” 

“If you cut him loose, he’ll be even worse,” said Conal. “If he thinks he’s been replaced.” 

“So either Braden gets used to the idea that Pagan is here to stay or…” 

“He’s not going to get used to it,” Conal stated with finality. 

I sighed. Pagan was too important to my plans for me to let Braden kill him before I’d even had a chance to use him. The Samhain had big ideas for the future of magic, and although those ideas had been formulated long before Pagan came on the scene, he would make the achievement of our goals so much easier. I could hardly let a petulant lover spoil things by killing him. 

“Do you think Pagan would stay loyal if you stopped sleeping with him?” asked Conal. 

There was a question. “I’m not sure he’s completely loyal now,” I admitted. 

Conal raised his eyebrows. “You must be losing your touch.” 

I shook my head. I wasn’t losing my touch. It was something else. 

“He’s an idealist. Even great sex isn’t enough to turn one of them.” 

“So, you could stop sleeping with him without it affecting the plan?” 

Conal didn’t often get to tease me, but he was doing it now. He knew damn well I wasn’t going to stop sleeping with Pagan. Apart from anything else, letting my lovers dictate who I slept with set a very bad precedent for the future. Besides, while I wasn’t sure about Pagan’s loyalty, I was very sure he was more obedient when I could use or withhold sex in a carrot and stick arrangement. Plus, I liked him, and not just as a lover. 

“I need to keep Pagan close. If Braden doesn’t like it , then we may have to consider a more permanent solution.” 

Conal couldn’t stop himself from smiling. 

I didn’t want to lose Braden. For all that he could act like a spoiled child—as the Fae sometimes can—he could also be very sweet and gentle, when it was just the two of us. He was a fabulous lover and I would miss him in my bed. 

But, if push came to shove, Braden wasn’t necessary to any of the Samhain’s plans. He was nothing special as a fighter and had no magic that made him indispensable. He was just a pretty toy to have around for me to play with when I got bored. Pagan, on the other hand, was vital to my plans and fun to have around. 

You couldn’t argue with th e math. 

So , if Braden was dedicated to making trouble for Pagan, then Braden would have to be taken care of, and Conal would dearly love to be the one to do it. 

“Not yet,” I said, squeezing between his legs again to remind him who was in charge here, as if he could ever forget. “Nothing happens to Braden until I say so.” 

Conal shrugged. “If only you could get Braden to understand the same goes for Pagan.” 

TEN

SINJIN

Seeing Bryn again was a game of two halves—as the saying goes. 

She still took my breath away, of course. She was still the fiery, passionate and intoxicating beauty she always had been, loyal to the death, opinionated to a fault, quick tempered and quixotic. If I had changed in the intervening years—and it was not in the nature of vampires to change—then those changes had been swept away by the reappearance of my tempest in my life. 

So , we were both as we had been, and sometimes as we walked, talking, joking, occasionally breaking off to fight some unholy horror from the Abyss, it seemed as if no time had passed and all was as it had been. But, at other times, the ten years apart and the reasons behind it, seemed like a physical gulf between us. 

The conversation would come to a dead halt as some allusion recalled our separation, laughter would die on the lips, even mid-fight something might occur to remind us and suddenly nothing was as it had been. More than that, it seemed as if nothing would ever be as it had been again. 

It was not that the awkwardness that really bothered me—after so long apart that seemed to be inevitable. What gnawed at me was the increasing feeling that this was how things would always remain: that there was no route back to the way things used to be. In the back of my head had been the thought that if we found Jolie, alive and well, then she could confirm my story. And Bryn would know the truth—that I had nothing to do with her sister’s disappearance. Then, of course, Bryn would apologize and I would say no apology was necessary and everything would go back to normal. 

But so much had happened. So much had been said that could not be unsaid. The chemistry was there, but was it enough? 

“The Vryloka?” Bryn got her mouth around the word. “The witch-vampirey things?” 

“I believe that is the correct term, yes,” I acknowledged. 

Bryn shook her head. “I didn’t even think they were real.” 

“Well, as someone who has been in a pitched fight with a number of them, I can vouchsafe for their reality.” I decided not to tell her I too had poured scorn on the existence of the Vryloka when Laucian first brought them to my attention. Something I had lived to regret…

“Going after the leaders of the factions,” Bryn sounded uneasy. 

“What about their families? I mean, Rowan will be safe —you’re hardly her dad anymore so what argument would the Vryloka have with her? Besides, I’ve got Mathilda looking after her. But what about Emma?” 

“Hardly her dad?” I didn’t want to start another fight, but I was practically choking on my own rage. 

She frowned. “You know what I mean. It’s not as if you’ve been around.” 

“And whose fault is that?” I snarled. “I sent letter after letter which you failed to even show to her.” 

“Besides the point.” 

“How is that beside the point?” I raged. 

“Because the Vryloka don’t know about the letters,” said Bryn, archly, “That was my point. Unless they’ve gone through our correspondence.” Then she turned to look at me. “Presuming you care about your daughter’s wellbeing, you should be pleased your enemies aren’t going after her.” 

“Of course , I am relieved to know she is safe—and so is Emma, by the way; she has the school and her familiar to protect her and…” 

Bryn eyed me narrowly. “She has a familiar? How would you know about that?” 

Leave it to Bryn to spot where I said too much. I tried to cover my mistake. “Are not familiars standard in a magic school?” 

Bryn fixed an eye on me. “Have you been spying on her? Or has someone been spying on her for you?” 

The time for lies had passed, and now was the time for justification. “She is my niece, not to mention she is Jolie’s

daughter. If you do recall, there was a time when I was protector of the royal family. I do not shirk my responsibilities so easily.” 

“Sinjin, the Underworld order hasn’t been in effect in a very long time…” 

“Regardless, I still consider Emma to be my charge.” I cleared my throat as Bryn attempted to conceal a smile. “And Emma was obviously in potential danger from the Vryloka. So yes, I set someone to look after her. Though I would prefer the word

‘bodyguard’ to ‘spy’, which seems an unnecessarily ugly word.” 

“Does Emma know that?” 

“No.” 

“Then I think ‘spy’ is exactly the right word, don’t you?” 

I sighed. “I was worried about her. Just because we do not talk any more, does not mean I ceased to care about her. This was the only way I could give her the protection I believed she needed.” 

Bryn’s expression softened. “I guess I can understand that, you were only trying to look after the person you…” Her expression hardened again as she thought about my words and something occurred to her. “Have you been spying on Rowan and me, as well?” 

“Of course not,” I lied. 

“You have, haven’t you!” 

I could not respond and apparently that was response enough because s he stalked off angrily to catch up to Odran, who led the way with Glottle on the end of a rope as guide. 

Truthfully, exchanges like this were what gave me hope. Our relationship had always been combative and we had had plenty of worse fights when we were still together. What made me afraid was what inevitably followed; the silence. 

When Bryn and I had a disagreement , we had always argued and fought it out, we had never allowed it to fester in silence. But now that was all we did, and one by one, these silences seemed to poison whatever lingering traces were left between us. 

“This looks t o be a good spot to bide the night,” said Odran. 

“What do ye say, Glottle?” 

The Veit nodded its orange head. “Yeah, yeah. Good spot. Never find us here. Ideal spot.” 

“Ah think you’re overstatin’ it,” said Odran. “But ‘twill do. 

Ah’ll get a fire goin’, shall I?” 

“I wi ll do it.” I said. I wanted an excuse to be away from Bryn, and if I was collecting firewood, I would not have to listen to the deafening silence that had sprung up between us and would, undoubtedly, continue for quite a while. 

After we had eaten, Bryn announced she would take the first watch (and keep an eye on Glottle). Odran and I found a sheltered spot to bed down in the undergrowth. 

“Sinjin,” the Fae king whispered to me. 

“I am trying to sleep.” 

“Will ye take a piece o’ advice?” 

“Absolutely not.” 

“Ah have been with many women, Sinjin.” 

“And I do not care to hear about them.” 

“Many, many women.” 

“Shut up and go to sleep.” 

“Many, many, many women,” Odran went on, ignoring me. “But Ah havenae met a woman like Bryn. And, more importantly, Ah havenae felt what the two of ye feel for each other… ever.” 

“You mean contempt?” I suggested. “I feel certain that at least half of the ‘many, many, many women’ you have been with feel nothing but contempt for you, Odran.” 

“It pleases ye to mock me.” 

“Somewhat,” I grumbled. “Though it would please me more to sleep.” 

Odran reached out to my shoulder and shook my eyes open. “Ah dinnae say it will be easy, Sinjin. Ah dinnae say it will definitely be possible. But when Ah look at ye now, Ah see a man who has given oop an’ such is nae yer style.” There was some truth in what he said, I could no longer see a future for Bryn and me, not with this iciness she harbored towards me. “If ye try your hardest, then ye may still fail. But if ye dinnae try at all, then failure is all ye will ever get. Think on it, Sinjin. 

Dinnae let her go so easily.” 

With that, the Fae King rolled over and was snoring within minutes. 

It was some hours later that I was woken by the sound of Odran getting up to take over from Bryn on guard duty. There was some whispering beyond the bushes and I wondered if he was giving her the same friendly advice which he had given me. I hoped he was. 

I listened for Bryn coming this way, to take the place where Odran had been, but she seemed to have found her own location to sleep. It was sad to think affairs had reached such a low point between us. I rolled over again and closed my eyes. 

I was starting to drift back to sleep when I heard feet approaching, softly and not from the direction of Odran. But it was not a nocturnal attack, it was Bryn. 

She had come up on me from another direction, so as not to be seen by Odran, and as I wondered what that might mean, she knelt down beside me. 

“Bryn?” I started but before I could even imagine it in my ridiculous mind, she leaned forward and kissed me. 

I like to consider myself the master of most situations in which I find myself, but at that moment, I was stunned to speechlessness. But that was all for the best; Bryn said nothing as she tugged off her T-shirt—there were no words that needed to be said. Her sports bra followed and I must confess, I was almost overwhelmed with nostalgia; I did not think I had ever come across breasts that rivalled Bryn’s, they were magnificent, and I had missed them. 

In a few more instants, Bryn stood quite naked before me, and the passage of years seemed to drop away. Her body gleamed in the moonlight (or whatever passed for moonlight in this place) seeming almost luminous, as if her skin were lit from within, and I took in every part of her, drinking in that breathtaking nakedness. Lingerie had not been invented that could improve on Bryn nude, there was nothing sexier. 

We both remained in silence as she stooped and slid into the sleeping bag beside me and I curled my arms about that familiar and yet long lost body, feeling her heart fluttering behind her breasts. She reached for my clothes and, with a surprising lack of awkwardness, given our current position, I undressed so I was as naked as she was. As I had drunk in her naked body with my eyes, so Bryn used her hands on mine. Her light fingers feathered their way down my back, touching each muscle as if she were refreshing her memory. Beneath my arms, they slid around to my front, picking out the well delineated abdominals, stroking across my chest, up to caress my neck and then down my back again, to fill her hands with my backside. Bryn seemed content to spend long minutes, her fingers considering the rock hard curve of my arse. Perhaps she was purposely teasing herself before moving on, or perhaps she was summoning up the courage to take that final step. Whatever her reasons, I allowed her to take the lead. 

Her hands moved together as they rounded my hips and located my fully roused member. Given the situation, I had, of course, been at full mast for some while, and the feel of Bryn’s hands upon me

sent a surge of arousal throbbing through me, making the organ in Bryn’s tentative hands jump and swell. She started to withdraw, but then mastered her anxiety, kept hold of me and looked up into my eyes. 

Though we had spent a few days together, it felt as if this was the first time we had actually looked at one another. This was the Bryn I had always known, yet she seemed… so much sadder. 

We kissed. 

For ten years I had dreamed about kissing her again. There were days when I would have given everything I owned and half my eternity for one more kiss from this woman. In my imagination, that kiss, if it ever came, would bring the walls tumbling down. 

It would contain all the pent up passion of our time apart and the promise that we would never leave each other again. 

In the event, it was nothing like that, perhaps because we had not reached an accord on our time apart and there was no guarantee we would be together again. It was a kiss, and it was a good kiss, but it was a wistful one too. The walls did not come tumbling down. Despite the kiss, the walls between us remained. 

We kissed again, and this time, it was more foreplay. Because this was going to happen. Whatever was wrong between us, the chemistry had never gone away and if we could not fix everything else, then there was no point in denying each other what we both wanted and, by this point, needed. 

We were on our sides as we came together —a position of equals. I put an arm about her head to draw her in for another kiss as she looped a leg over my hips to tug me closer, guiding my erection with her hands to the warmth between her legs. 

Owing to the spies I had in place, I knew that, in our years apart, Bryn had been with other men. There had not been many, and none lasted long. I liked to think that might have been because I was hard to replace. For myself, there had been no one since Bryn. There had been women with whom I had tried to replace her—

and they all bore an extraordinary resemblance to Bryn—but when the moment had come to ‘seal the deal’ as it were, I could never bring myself to follow through. The women had wanted me (obviously; look at me), and one part of me had definitely wanted them, but my mind rebelled. I only ever wanted one person: Bryn. 

I had never got over her, and to be here with her now was…

Truthfully, I wished things could have been different, that our coupling could have occurred in a different scenario. But, regardless, this was Bryn, the only woman I had ever loved and would ever love. 

Her hands tugged at my hips and I arched forward. A little moaning gasp escaped her as I pressed inside her. Small though

the sound was, it was deafening to me, managing even to drown out the fireworks, twenty one gun salute and fanfare of trumpets, that had gone off in my head at the same moment. 

I was with Bryn, and the uncertainties of a moment ago seemed lost. I reached for her and was delighted to feel her doing the same, tightening the grip of her leg around me, urging me on, deeper, until I was buried to the hilt inside her and we lay, two bodies as one, kissing each other helplessly. 

We made love with delicious slowness, moving together, as we did in battle, in perfect synchronicity. Like a well-oiled machine, our bodies fit to one another; when I leant in to kiss her, her lips were there waiting for me; when she needed more, she had no need to speak, I knew instinctively and went in harder. When the desperate straining of our bodies weakened her, then I was there to support her and hold her up as we went on and on in the glorious push and pull of love. 

When she came, she made little more sound than she had to this point . Her breath became quicker and her eyelids fluttered, her face flushing pink as the orgasm prickled her skin and made her whole body contract around me, as if she were squeezing the pleasure from the moment. 

I could have joined her at that climactic point, but I kept control of myself. A lot had changed in the intervening years, but I knew my Bryn as well as I knew myself. 

#

BRYN

He knew me so well. 

He’d been ready to climax with me, but Sinjin had always been a generous lover, and one with tremendous self-control. He knew I wanted more and, of course, he was ready to provide it. 

Damn the bastard, the last ten years would have been much easier if he hadn’t been such a great man to begin with. Such a great man to lose. Such an impossible man to forget. 

For a few minutes we lay there, sheened in post-coital sweat, wrapped in each other’s arms. I could feel him, deep inside me, hard as ever and so much a part of me , I could feel his pulse throb through his powerful organ. 

When I ’d first come to him tonight, it hadn’t been a conscious desire. It had been instinct; the physical connection between Sinjin and me was unavoidable. We had always been this way, regardless of what was going on between us. He wanted me as much as I wanted him. And after waiting ten years, I had to have him

again. I had to feel him inside me. Yes, I’d had other lovers, but none had ever compared to this man. 

No, I hadn’t forgiven him, and I didn’t know if I ever could. 

Nothing had changed, but this had to happen because he was Sinjin and I was Bryn and the attraction between us was too fierce to be denied. 

But th ose sort of thoughts were for tomorrow. I didn’t want to analyze this now, I simply wanted to enjoy it. If you’re going to do something that’s probably pretty ill-advised with an ex who you swore you never wanted anything to do with ever again, then you might as well get the most of out of it, because you’ll hate yourself when the morning comes. 

We kissed (we’ d been kissing a lot, which felt almost too intimate), and at my urging, the kisses became hungrier and more urgent. With grasping hands, I tugged Sinjin on top of me, wanting to be pinned beneath his looming masculine form. I didn’t have to tell him what I wanted (which was good, because it felt as if talking would break the spell), Sinjin knew. 

His arms planted firmly to either side of my head, he leaned down to bite at my face like an animal, then drew back his hips. 

I gasped as he pushed into me, hard and firm. Like all vampires, Sinjin was a little bit animal, and he was the strongest man I’d ever been with, but he also had superb control. He could be rough, but would never cross the line. He knew how to hold himself back from using that full, indomitable vampire strength, yet to use just enough to bring me to the absolute pinnacle of pleasure. 

I bit my lip and my eyes rolled back into my head as Sinjin thrust into me again and again. I’d forgotten it was like this. 

I’d forgotten sex could be like this. And I was only too happy for the reminder. 

I grabbed his hips with my hands, sinking my nails into his skin as he pumped vigorously into me. I raised my feet to hug his ass, dragging him on with my legs, urging him to push me right to the edge of my own tolerance. As always, Sinjin responded, driving harder and faster as the world dissolved into white hot pleasure. 

But I kept my eyes open to the last, to the last wild, high-pitched thrill, because I wanted to see him. I wanted to see Sinjin’s eyes as he thrust into me, clinging to his own self-control by a thread, desperate to bring me to orgasm again so he could take his reward and so we could reach that place together. 

I could read so much in his eyes; the heat of desire, the need to please me, and the raw sadness because this wasn’t the reconciliation he wanted. 

I bit my lip to stop myself from screaming as Sinjin took me over the top again, this time joining me there, collapsing on top of me as our bodies writhed together in a tremendous mutual spend. 

It was wonderful. 

But it also changed nothing. 

#

SINJIN

It changed nothing. 

We both knew it. If we were ever to find a way back to each other, then it would take something more than a night of, admittedly incredible, sex. 

There was a moment, when it was over and we lay close to each other, drenched in sweat, when that old closeness seemed to be there again, when the silence that had remained between us seemed more comfortable than awkward. 

But it was only a moment. 

And then it was gone as quickly as it had come. 

I got up to dress and relieve Odran on guard. 

ELEVEN

STONE

If you aren’t a vampire, then you don’t know. 

The first question people ask when they find out you’re a vampire (assuming the question isn’t, ‘ Will you please stop biting me? 

’) is ‘ Does blood taste good? ’ or some variation on that theme. 

And the answer is ‘ Not especially ’. So then they ask, ‘ Then why do you drink it? ’

If you aren’t a vampire, you can’t possibly understand. You simply don’t get it. It’s not about liking blood. It’s about needing it. Craving it. I desire blood with every fiber of my being. When the hunger is on me, blood is all I can think about and that lust defines me. Why do vampires drink blood if they don’t really like it? Try asking a drug addict if they like crack. They don’t like it, but they have to have it. It’d be like asking if you liked oxygen; it’s nothing to write home about but you wouldn’t want to be without it. 

We need b lood, and when we don’t have it, the savage, primitive part of our nature takes over. Vampires used to be simply animals (like werewolves still are, only worse), but somewhere down the line, our ancestors got control of themselves. They liked being

part of society, going to the theatre and having a social life, all of which was precluded by breaking off from a conversation to drink the blood of the person seated next to you at dinner. So they learned, and they passed it down, and so vampires became more than animals. 

But , deep inside the animal, instincts still rage. We know how to keep the animal caged, but when we;’re short of blood, the cage opens and the animal comes out. And it comes out roaring. 

The hunger makes us crazy. It makes us vicious. It makes us monsters. 

Mine has been a tough life—though I certainly wasn’t looking for sympathy, that was just the way it was. I’d been beaten bloody, I’d been in fights and feared for my life, I’d been injured and close to death. But I’d never been so badly hurt as I was when the werewolf bit me. The bite was bad, blood pouring from me—

blood I badly needed to replace, but worse was the effect of the bite, the potent, lupine saliva trying to turn me into a wolf. I needed blood to be able to fight back, to stay who and what I was. 

I needed to feed. 

Thus, I asked no questions when I sensed the proximity of a jugular vein. I smelled the scent of human skin, I heard the pounding of arterial blood and felt its throb as my lips grazed the soft throat. There wasn’t a thought in my head as I bit. I wasn’t even able to think at that point, I was simply an animal, the instinctive vampire, fighting for survival. And as the blood poured into my mouth and I drank it down, rich, thick and warm, I never wanted to stop. 

I say all this now, because I need to be understood. I need it to be understood that if I’d known who I was biting, I never would have done it. 

It wasn’t me, it was the beast within. 

The body in my arms grew limp as I glutted myself on her blood. I could feel my strength returning, I could feel my thoughts growing clearer, but for now, I was still dominated by the hunger and the need to feed, to drain this little body dry. I was vaguely aware of hands on me, tugging ineffectually at me, trying to stop me, before I was finished. They were easy enough to shrug off; weak and worthless. 

I drank on. 

In the next instant, the world turned briefly purple before my eyes and the blood turned rancid in my mouth. I pulled back from the ragged tear I’d opened in my victim’s throat, spitting out the foul blood as I went. 

It was only then, as the bloodlust faded from me and I was able to think clearly again, that I recalled where I was and what I ’d been doing. It was only then that I saw and recognized the person whose blood I’d been draining. 

Emma. 

Fuck, what had I done? 

“It worked!” 

The voice reminded me there had been others with us down here in the corridor that led to the panic room. I turned to see Kevin and Jupiter, hands clasped together, a purple haze about them which was slowly fading. 

“Quick, see if she’s okay!” said Kevin, urgently, and Jupiter rushed to snatch the limp body of Emma from my arms. 

They had done a spell. 

Unable to pull me from Emma by force, they ’d performed a spell to make her blood taste foul. That was damn clever. They didn’t have the power to do much to me, but a spell on Emma’s blood? 

That was very clever indeed. 

“Is she alright?” I stammered as Jupiter checked on Emma. 

“What do you care, you bastard!” Kevin slapped me across the face. It was like being slapped by a hamster, but the sentiment behind it stung. I’d hurt his friend. I might even have killed her. He didn’t stop, but slapped me again, then kicked me, channeling his anger and fear for Emma into an attack. I allowed him. 

“She’s breathing,” replied Jupiter. “But she’s in a bad way.” 

“There are medical supplies in the panic room.” With an effort, I got control of myself and strove to retake control of the situation. What had happened had happened and wallowing in self-pity wasn’t going to help Emma. 

I sprang to my feet, wiping Emma’s blood from my mouth where it stained me with guilt, and hurried to the heavy, panic room door. 

The spell worked quickly and the door swung open. 

“Get inside, I’ll carry Emma.” 

“The fuck, you will!” spat Kevin. 

He had every right to be angry at me, but the best chance he, Jupiter and Emma, herself, had for survival was for them to do as I said. I needed to re-establish who was in charge, now. 

“I said get inside,” I growled, showing my fangs, and the two ran past me. 

I swept Emma up into my arms. She felt light as a feather, which was partly because I was feeling fit and strong and bursting with energy. Her blood had renewed me, but my guilt gnawed at my insides. 

The door closed behind me as I carried Emma’s motionless body in and laid her down on the floor. I looked up and pointed straight ahead. “That cupboard there. I need gauze and a bandage.” 

Kevin obeyed instantly, even if his hatred for me still bubbled beneath the surface. He kept throwing glances my way, watching over everything I did, as if afraid I might take another bite of Emma if he turned his back. Again, I couldn’t blame him. 

“How did I end up biting her?” I asked, as I took the bandage. 

The last thing I remembered was being dragged out by the wolf. 

“You’d lost a lot of blood,” Jupiter answered. “You were starting to change into a werewolf. Emma decided it was the only way to help you.” 

It was only then that I registered that Emma had taken her top off. That showed she’d been a willing victim, she’d known what she was doing and prepared for it. 

“Why wouldn’t you stop?” said Kevin. 

I could have told him that vampires in that state have no choice—

even when we’re in full command of our faculties, it’s very difficult for a vampire to stop mid-feed and takes a lot of training and self-control. But they were both smart and they’d been educated in a school for magic users; they knew this stuff. 

“He couldn’t stop,” Jupiter answered for me. “Blood lust.” 

I nodded at her and then turned back to Emma. I padded the wound at her throat—the wound made by my teeth—and began to bandage her. Though it made me feel like an ass, my eyes kept flicking down of their own accord to her breasts, packed away in a pretty floral bra, moving slowly and slightly as she breathed. I’d almost killed her and now I was leering at her rack? I really was a total prick. On the other hand, she had sensational boobs. 

“Same cupboard,” I spoke without looking away from what I was doing, “you’ll find a potion case. There should be something in there to bolster her strength.” 

“A potion of replenishment?” suggested Jupiter, as she hurried to the cupboard. 

“That would be ideal.” There had to be something. This was a stockade of last resort, after all. The people who built it and

stocked it had expected it to be filled with the injured and desperate. On the other hand, places like this were like that rainy day bank account you put aside for emergencies only; you knew the money was there and so used it to buy that new pair of sneakers you wanted, promising yourself you’d replace the money, but never actually getting around to it. I had to hope no one in the school had been that short-sighted. 

“Got it!” Jupi ter hurried back and passed me a vial of lilac liquid that glowed when it caught the light. 

“Thank you.” I took the vial and shook it so it glowed more brightly, then tilted it towards Emma’s mouth. 

Her lips moved as the liquid flowed over them and I saw her swallow. 

“How long until it works?” Kevin sounded calmer now, more worried than angry. 

“We’ll know any second.” 

Emma stirred, her face creased in confusion, then her eyes flickered open. She startled as she saw three anxious faces staring down at her. 

“Why are you watching me?” She paused. 

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked. Replenishment potions often left the recipient a little disoriented as their body tried to figure out what to do with all this sudden and unexpected energy. 

“I…” She touched her neck. “What happened?” She looked down, turned red and clasped her arms across her chest. “Where’s my top!” 

“I’ve got it,” said Jupiter. “You didn’t want to get blood on it.” 

“That tells me nothing!” Emma grabbed the top and pulled it on. 

“What the hell is going on?” 

“Stop. Take a breath. Think,” I advised, putting a hand on her shoulder. 

Emma did so, and I could almost see the memories flowing back into their proper places. 

“I let you bite me.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Well,” Emma bit her lip, “it was my decision. Maybe I didn’t really think it through.” Clearly, she hadn’t thought it through. 

“Vampires have little self-control when it comes to blood, I’m afraid.” 

“I’ll second that,” muttered Kevin. 

Emma levelled her blue eyes at me. “You owe me an explanation, Stone.” 

She was right. Sinjin wouldn’t be happy about it, but there was a lot that had happened here today he wasn’t going to be happy about. The very least Emma had earned was an explanation. 

“I can’t tell you why today’s attack happened,” I started. “I don’t know anything about that and I don’t know if it’s related to why I’m here, but I’ll tell you what I can.” 

“That’ll do,” said Emma. 

“Firstly, and I guess obviously now, you were right, I am a vampire,” 

“Yeah, we figured that much out already,” Kevin said with a frown. 

I nodded and turned back to Emma. “My gypsy blood means I’m unaffected by sunlight. That’s one of the reasons your Uncle Sinjin chose me for this position.” 

I would have told her everything if I’d had the but I was interrupted by sounds coming from beyond the door. 

“Not again,” said Kevin. “Did we not close the wall when we came in?” 

Other, more urgent, matters had been on my mind, but I wondered how the wolf had gotten through the secret door in the wall that led down to the panic room. Now we apparently had more visitors and there was one obvious explanation. 

“We know the spirits possessing the werewolves are looking for new, more convenient, bodies to possess. I’d guess one of them has inhabited one of the school’s teachers, presumably someone senior.” 

Emma’s eyes widened as she looked up at me. “And once a body is possessed, then the spirit has access to that person’s knowledge and experience.” 

I nodded. “So they would know where the secret door is and how to open it.” 

“Does that mean they can get in here too?” asked Jupiter, fearfully. 

“Almost certainly,” I replied. 

We turned to face the door, Emma getting up, now feeling much better. I muttered beneath my breath, summoning one of my grandmother’s old gypsy curses and placing it on the door. It wasn’t as powerful as the spell that already kept the door closed

—if whoever was on the other side could get past that, they could get past mine. But, every little bit helped, and my grandmother had been a wily old bird with tricks up her sleeve that powerful magic users had never heard of. Still, I felt more confident in fighting the wolves than I did in stopping them from getting in. 

The hard part would be making sure Emma and the others remained protected. If the spirits were still looking for other bodies, that meant Emma or one of her friends would be in danger. It all depended how many wolves were outside. 

We waited for the door to move. 

But it didn’t. Instead there was a frantic banging on it. 

“Emma! Are you in there?” 

“Clark!” Emma called out, her eyes going wide. 

“There’s a bunch of us out here!” he called back through the door. “Something attacked us. We managed to get away, but now something is after us and we need to hide.” 

Emma instantly started for the door. 

I grabbed her arm. “What are you doing?” 

She rounded on me, her face flared with attractive indignation. 

“What do you think I’m doing? I’m not going to leave them out there to get killed!” 

“You don’t know they haven’t been possessed.” 

She glared at me. “And you don’t know that they have! Besides, you were expecting them to open the door… if they can’t, then they’re not possessed.” 

“ It’ s definitely not that simple,” I argued. “There could be any number of reasons they can open the outer door and not this one. They might not be able to get past my grandmother’s curse I put on the door.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure your granny’s curse is more powerful than the magic of Elmington. And I bet she had a great chicken soup recipe, as well.” 

“As a matter of fact she did,” I replied, frowning at her. “It was delicious.” 

“Emma!” the cry from outside the door came again. “Emma, there’s something coming! Please open the door!” 

I’d never much liked Clark’s voice. Or his face, or his personality. Which was all owing to jealousy, of course, because he was Emma’s sort of boyfriend. Being a teacher jealous of one of his students was almost as bad as being a teacher who kissed one of his students. But, however convenient it might have been for Clark to die, I wasn’t happy letting it happen. Besides, he wasn’t the only one out there. 

But, I still wasn’t convinced this was real. “These spirits can be clever.” 

Emma stuck her chin out and squared up to me. “Take the curse off the door so I can open it.” 

Actually, the curse only worked from the outside, so there was nothing stopping her from opening it, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. 

I looked into Emma’s eyes. “I already almost lost you once today. 

I’m not letting that happen again.” 

“Oh, my,” whispered Kevin, behind me. 

Emma stared back at me, daring herself to believe she’d heard the words. On tip toes, she leaned up to whisper her response, resting her hands against my torso, her proximity setting my whole body on fire, her touch electrifying me. 

“Then you better lift granny’s curse, because I’m opening that door either way.” 

The words weren’t what I’d expected (nor what I’d hoped) to hear, and she took advantage of that, shoving me back. 

“Emma!” 

Before I could stop her, Emma was at the door. From the inside, it opened easily and even someone of Emma’s limited magical ability could open it. 

As the heavy door swung outwards, the students outside dashed around, led by Clark, looking irritatingly handsome. For a moment, I thought Emma had been right, and was grateful she’d done what she had and stopped me from dooming them to a bloody fate. But then I saw the eerie blue ring that hung around their eyes. 

“Emma!” I leapt forward. 

“Emma.” Clark reached for his girlfriend, keeping up the act. But Emma had seen what I’d seen and now shrank back from him, horrified at what she’d let in. 

“Clark… Your eyes…” 

Realizing his cover was blown, Clark’s whole demeanor changed, even the way he held himself was different. The hand he’d held out to Emma now shot forward like a striking snake, his palm covering her mouth as he clutched her face. 

Before I could cross the room to reach her, Emma’s body slumped, and she dropped towards the floor. 

TWELVE

PAGAN

It had clearly been made public knowledge that I was now an official resident of Glyderau, as I walked through the bright, airy halls and corridors unmolested. Indeed, some people seemed pleased to see me, and they nodded as I passed, a few even stopping to congratulate me on my performance in the trials. 

Much was made of the Samhain as a dark and anarchic force, and I was sure there was some truth in that, but Nyx’s policy of taking in anyone who came looking for somewhere to belong had resulted in a more open community than any other group could boast. There were vampires and Fae, werewolves and warlocks, Elementals and witches all rubbing shoulders without a bad word to say about each other. I had a hunch if anyone made trouble, that person would be out the door without so much as their feet touching the floor. 

The result was that I was just another newcomer. And even though I wasn’t officially a member of the Samhain and had no intention of becoming one, I’d made enough of an impression at the trials for people to treat me as one of their own. I’d assumed that beating both Conal and Braden, and even coming close with Nyx, wouldn’t win me any friends here, but the folk of Glyderau respected a fighter, particularly an ingenious underdog. All that said, I suspected neither Conal nor Braden would be overjoyed by my presence. Especially not Braden. And especially after this morning. 

After that awkward encounter, the sensible thing for me to do would have been to focus on my reason for being here (taking out Duine) and stepping back from Nyx. But, foolish though it might be, I had no intention of stepping away from her. There was something about her I found irresistible, and as long as it didn’t affect my ultimate goal, I was going to mix work with pleasure… for once. 

Shortly after Nyx left me that morning, Conal came to show me to my room. He didn’t have long as he was apparently accompanying Nyx wherever she was going, but he took me up through the fortress to an expansive room that was jaw-dropping (at least to someone who’d been living out of a tent for the past few years). 

The bed was sumptuous, light poured through skylights in the ceiling, the walls were hung with bright draperies and there was

an en-suite bathroom with a large sunken bathtub. The Samhain didn’t go for unnecessary luxury, but nor did they deny themselves just to be spartan. A content army was a loyal army. 

“Make yourself at home,” Conal said, on his way out. “Nyx says you may go where you please. Your friends will be readmitted to the fortress this afternoon.” 

I thanked him and took a bath, bathing away some of the aches and pains I’d amassed, one way or another, over the last few days. It would be easy to be seduced by life in Glyderau. It was comfortable, friendly, and I got to sleep with Nyx. The Samhain was tempting and I was tempted. But I wasn’t swayed. There was more to the organization than silk sheets and hot, running water. 

There was also more to their leader than what I’d enjoyed last night. Nyx was also the woman who had tortured me to test my loyalties, the one who’d thrown out my friends and gone back on the deal we’d made. I had to be careful. 

Lunch was served in a large hall, filled with long benches around which the members of the Samhain sat to eat together and share convivial chat. Again, I was made welcome and I learnt a little more about Glyderau itself. 

What struck me most about the place was that, although it seemed to be carved from the solid rock of the mountain, it was bright and airy, daylight streaming in through the skylights and windows that were in every room —even though there were other floors above us. The explanation was complicated and also, maybe, revealed a little of the way in which Nyx thought. Glyderau was indeed carved from the rock of the mountain, Glyder Fawr, part of the Snowdon range in North Wales, but if you climbed the mountain, you wouldn’t find it. If you dug straight through the mountain, you wouldn’t find it, because it existed on a different plane of reality, held stable by magic Nyx drew from the bones of the landscape and the mountains, themselves. Glyderau was simultaneously burrowed into the mountain, and shimmering in another realm. The walls were the rock of Glyder Fawr, but the light that shone through them came from that Elsewhere. 

Put together, it meant the fortress of the Samhain, as well as being almost impossible to locate, had the heavy rock walls required to protect it, but also that bright airiness that made it a more pleasant place to live than any fortress I could think of. Nyx was a clever woman; she knew it was important to keep her followers happy. 

After lunch, I made my way down through the fortress to the main gate where, soon, my friends and followers, the Order of the Templar, would shortly be admitted. As I went, I marveled at the wonders of Glyderau, all the more for knowing how it was achieved. When you saw the place, you wondered why Nyx had been unable to eradicate Duine and the King’s Alliance, wielding the power she did. But the answer was an easy one: Nyx’s power was

far less when she wasn’t here, in these mountains. Also, it didn’t do to underestimate the power Duine held, power he stole and jealously horded like a magpie with its trinkets. 

The gates opened onto the slopes of Glyder Fawr and I saw the faces of the Order of the Templar, waiting outside. They probably would have been better off leaving me to my fate after they’d been expelled, but I was glad they hadn’t, I needed people I could trust right now. 

“Pagan!” Matherson, my second in command and closest friend, was first to greet me. Even here in Glyderau, where you saw all types of person, he drew looks from people. And that wasn’t surprising because hew was a mountain of a man: six foot eight inches tall, broad as a barn, with a thick beard and a voice like thunder. 

“How are you my friend?” I reached up to clap him on the shoulder. 

“Surely I should be the one asking you that! We thought they’d taken you prisoner—we’ve been planning an attack. Then it turns out you’re an honored guest and we’re invited to join you.” 

Matherson was joined by Eirin, a fiery redhead who was one of my best warriors. “A note to let us know would have been nice.” 

“I was imprisoned,” I explained with a shrug. I left out the fact that I’d been tortured, it would be difficult enough convincing them to work alongside Nyx and the Samhain, as it was. 

“Glad to hear it,” said Matherson, effusively. 

“How come things changed?” It was in Eirin’s nature to be the suspicious one, asking all the telling questions. 

“I finally had a face to face with Nyx,” I replied. That was true; we ’d been face to face. Mostly. 

“Don’t tell me you trust that bitch after what she did to you?” 

I sighed. “Eirin, maybe you’re unaware of where you are or how much your voice travels, but can I suggest that when bad-mouthing the leader of the Samhain, you either do so somewhere other than their fortress, or moderate your tone.” 

Eirin looked about to snap back a witty retort along the lines of

‘ Screw you ’ but a quick look around made her think better of it. 

“Come to my room. I can explain everything,” I offered. 

“You have a room?” wondered Matherson. 

“Wait ‘till you see it.” 

It took several minutes to show a stupefied Matherson and increasingly suspicious Eirin around my new room. They’d already been blown away by Glyderau itself as we walked through—the Samhain was more than any of us had anticipated. 

“What a place,” said Matherson. 

“I don’t like it,” judged Eirin. 

“What’s the problem? Bed too soft for you? Room too big? You could swim laps in that bath,” I answered. 

Eirin shook her head. “This isn’t something you give to your enemies.” 

“We’re not enemies anymore,” Matherson pointed out. 

“Well, then, it isn’t something you give to someone you released from a dungeon.” 

It was my turn to shake my head. “You’re suspicious of everything.” 

There was a subtly different energy between the pair that made me wonder if Matherson had finally acted on the crush he had harbored for Eirin for many months. 

“Look, how about I tell you what Nyx said and what the deal would be, then you can pass judgment?” 

The pair nodded. 

I gave them the basics of what Nyx and I had decided t hat morning. I didn’t think I’d agreed to anything I would come to regret, if only because we’d actually agreed to very little. As I told them, we would work together; Nyx and I; the Samhain and the Order of the Templar. The Samhain would be the senior partner because there was more of them than us, but the Templars were under no obligation to do something they weren’t comfortable with. Working with the Samhain didn’t make us loyal to the Samhain (or, by extension to Nyx) or even part of the Samhain; the Order of the Templar remained its own thing, working with the Samhain, but distinct from it. We were both free to walk away at any time. Our ultimate aim was to take down Duine, and if his organization came with him, then so much the better. The agreement, such as it was, held until Duine was gone and then we would renegotiate or go our separate ways. 

“That’s it?” asked Eirin, when I ’d finished. 

“We’ll thrash out the details later. Nyx had somewhere else to be.” 

“Nyx conducts meetings early in the morning,” observed Eirin. It was tough to be sure if she was hinting at something, but the

more I thought about it, the more I realized she was. Not that that was something I was ready to tell them yet. 

“It all seems fine, as far as it goes,” acknowledged Matherson, a little cautiously. 

“But?” I suggested. His tone definitely suggested something unsaid. 

Matherson exchanged a look with Eirin before speaking. “I don’t trust Nyx, Pagan. Neither of us do. And there’s something in your eyes when you talk about her…” He shook his head. “I don’t want to say what that something is... I don’t know that you’re seeing things clearly where she’s concerned. She held you in prison (even though you stuck to the rules of her game) and now she’s putting you up in a place like this? And you don’t seem to think any of this is odd or suspicious or anything to concern ourselves about.” 

“I can see your point.” I wasn’t going to tell them the whole truth just yet, but I wasn’t going to lie to them either. “I won’t deny that Nyx fascinates me. Impresses me too. She may not be one of us, but she’s no lover of Duine and she gets what she wants. She’s the powerful ally we’ve been looking for.” 

“We’re not questioning whether or not she could help us,” Eirin put in. “It’s whether or not she’s going to.” 

I nodded. “Again; you’re right. I don’t know. I like her—I wish I didn’t, but I do and I think you’ll both like her too, once you get to know her. But, to your point, I don’t trust her. And one of the reasons I’m glad to have you and the rest of the group here is that I want you to keep an eye on her. And an eye on me.” 

“On you?” Matherson frowned. 

“You don’t have to spy on me,” I clarified. “But if it seems like I’m being rash, like I’m getting too close to her, then I want you to tell me.” 

“Bit late for that, isn’t it?” muttered Eirin. 

“If I don’t keep her close, then we have no deal,” I explained. 

“That’s how Nyx works. Besides, the closer I am to her, the more she trusts me. I want to know more about the Samhain and I don’t see any other way to get the information.” 

“What sort of information?” asked Matherson. 

“Well for starters; what do they want? They want to get rid of Duine, same as we do, but I will lay you all the money in my pockets against all the money in yours that their reason is different to ours.” I turned to face Eirin. “Eirin, how many rumors have you heard out there about what the Samhain want ?” 

“About a hundred.” 

“And the chances are that one of them is at least close to the truth, but who knows which?” I faced Matherson again. “Everyone knows Nyx has a plan, but no one knows what that plan might be.” 

Now I could see Matherson and Eirin were both interested. I was sure they realized that, whether we worked with the Samhain or not, knowing what Nyx’s long-term goals were was useful, because one day, in the future, the Samhain might wind up as deadly an enemy as the King’s Alliance were now. 

“I keep close to her,” I said. “And you t wo make sure I don’t fly too close to the sun.” The metaphor was an apt one, I felt; anyone too close to Nyx was bound to get burned. 

“Okay then,” nodded Matherson. 

“Eirin?” 

She took a beat longer, but then nodded tersely. “As long as I’m not expected to play nice with her.” 

I grinned. “I’m not sure anyone ever expects you to place nice with anyone, Eirin.” 

“Oh I don’t know about that,” murmured Matherson, half to himself. 

“That’s enough business,” I said. “Tell me how the Templars are.” 

We chatted for another half hour or so. It wasn’t as if there was much news to catch up on, it had only been a few days, but I wanted to hear about my friends. 

As we were winding up, there was a knock on the door and a member of the Samhain (a Fae by the look of him) came in to say the rooms were ready for the Templar. 

“Your rooms are all together,” he said. 

“Near mine?” I asked. 

The Fae shook his head. “Nyx left very specific instructions.” 

I caught Eirin’s eye. She already thought I was too close to the leader of the Samhain, but all I could think was how much easier it would be for Nyx and I to meet up without the Templars knowing. Yet. I would tell them eventually. Probably. Maybe. 

“We’ll all eat together tonight in the dining hall,” I said , as Matherson and Eirin were led out. “Matherson, hang on a second.” 

The big man held bac k as Eirin followed the Fae. Together, we watched her leave. 

“She’s safe, right?” Matherson asked from the side of his mouth. 

“I’m more worried about the other guy,” I answered with a laugh. 

“Eirin can take care of herself. You, of all people, know that.” 

“Right,” he said and nodded as I turned to face him. “Am I imagining things or are you and Eirin…?” 

A grin like a section of a watermelon split Matherson’s bearded face. “Finally got up the nerve.” 

“And she said yes?” 

“No need to sound so surprised.” 

“Not at all,” I shook my head. “You and Eirin, eh? How does that even work?” 

Matherson shrugged. “She usually goes on top. Sits astride me , facing…” 

“No, no, no.” I shook my head again, this time bringing up my hands in a rendition of ‘I definitely didn’t want to imagine that’. “That wasn’t what I meant.” Although it did bear thinking about; Eirin was a foot and half shorter than Matherson and probably weighed less than one of his legs. “I meant; you both are always arguing.” 

Matherson considered this. “I think that’s why it does work. 

Gives a bit of heat to a relationship.” 

Put like that, I understood what he meant completely. 

I relaxed in the pleasant surroundings of my new home. Maybe it was self-indulgent, but I figured I deserved a break at some point. It had been a hard few years, the Order of the Templar had lived out of tents and we ’d lost friends in our skirmishes with the King’s Alliance. Our reputation had grown, we’d become the revolutionary group to join if you were against Duine and for the freedom of magic, but that rise in reputation had come with a rise in mortality, as Duine focused his energies on us. Credit to Nyx, she ran a larger organization, but she kept herself to herself, and so avoided the worst of Duine’s attentions. She wasn’t achieving any victories over him, but when she chose to move, she would do so from a strong standpoint. 

The more I thought about it, the more the alliance of groups made sense. We had ideals and a public status, they had numbers and a safe haven; it worked for both groups. Still, what Matherson and Eirin said had driven home what I’d already known; neither Nyx nor the Samhain itself were to be trusted. I’d trusted her once and paid a price for it. Now, here I was, waiting in my plush room and, if I was honest with myself, I was waiting for her to return, in the hope we might have a bit of fun together again. 

I told myself this was essential; Nyx needed to believe I was her lapdog as much as Braden or Conal. But it would be a lie to say I wasn’t also a little seduced by her. I was glad for the closeness of Matherson and Eirin to remind me , whenever necessary, of that one fundamental rule: don’t trust Nyx. 

Comfortable though the room was, there wasn’t a great deal to do there, and I was starting wonder if Glyderau had a library or if I should go look for the rest of the Templars, when there was a knock at my door. 

“Come in.” 

One of the Samhain guards entered, one I had n’t seen before. 

“Nyx has returned and requests your presence in her apartments.” 

I hoped the great big grin that was instantly plastered across my face was less obvious visually than it felt. For all I knew, she wanted to discuss our pact in more detail and here I was, acting like a teenager who’d just discovered sex for the first time. 

Well, whatever she wanted, I ’d be glad to see her, and we did need to hammer out the details of our treaty. 

“Thank you, I’ll go there at once.” 

“I was told to escort you.” 

That struck me as odd, given that Nyx had specifically given me the freedom of Glyderau to wander where I pleased. Why would she now want me to be watched on the short walk to her rooms? But the thought was a passing one and it didn’t trouble me long. 

I headed for the door, ducked back briefly to check myself in the mirror—because I really was that big of a fool—then left my bedroom, the guard closing the door behind me. 

“Forgive me, sir, would you mind?” 

I looked at him blankly for a moment as he made a ‘turn-around’

gesture with his finger. “Would I mind what?” 

“Just a quick pat down. This time yesterday you were in our dungeon and Nyx is our leader. Can’t be too careful.” 

“Of course.” I turned to place my hands against the wall and the guard made a brief search for weapons. 

Again, a passing thought struck me that this wasn’t like the Nyx I’d woken up with, who seemed entirely at ease around me and convinced of my obedience. Possibly this was at the instruction of someone like Conal, who, I suspected, would take a bit more convincing that we were now on the same side. 

Hmm there was also something else: was it possible Nyx had eavesdropped on my conversation with Matherson and Eirin? There had been nothing outright anti-Samhain in it, but I’d said I didn’t trust her and that might have made her think twice about trusting me. 

Both were reasonable options for why I might need to be searched, so I thought no more about it. It wasn’t as if I was carrying weapons anyway. 

The guard led me to Nyx’s rooms, where I’d woken up this morning. 

He knocked, then opened the door. “After you.” 

In hindsight, that should have tipped me off; he didn’t wait for a ‘ Come in ’ or any other response from beyond the door. 

The second I stepped into Nyx’s room, the lights went out as a bag was pulled over my head. A punch to my gut made me double over and then I was pulled sharply backwards by a garotte about my throat. 

“Great big fucking hero?” said a sneering voice. “Let’s see if we can make you a great big fucking martyr.” 

I didn’t need to see to know who was talking to me, I recognized the voice immediately. It was Braden. Nyx had said he would try to kill me, and now it appeared she was right. 

THIRTEEN

LAUCIAN

The night was cool, with a pleasant breeze blowing in across the mid-Atlantic, as I leaned on the rail of the Carpathia, the flagship of the Vampire Coalition fleet, and surveyed the two others on the horizon. All this was mine. These ships and the vampires on them, numbering hundreds or more; all mine. 

Not that I bloody well wanted any of it . 

What an absolute shower. When Sin clair had asked me to take over as leader of the Vampire Coalition in his absence, I had imagined myself licking the lot of them into shape. In my view, what Sinclair had done in organizing the vampires after the fall of the Underworld was remarkable. 

Certainly, it was not what I would have done and not something I would have wanted to be a part of, but he had saved our species from itself. But what he had done since was a disgrace. He had sat back and allowed those vampires on the three cruise ships that made up the Coalition, do as they pleased. He had pissed away an opportunity through his own laziness, selfishness and neglect. 

Thus, when I took over, I decided to show Sinclair just what was possible with a real leader in charge. He would return to find an army of sharp, quick-witted vampires, ready to take on the Vryloka or any other threat that came their way. I would show him what old-fashioned vampirism could do. 

Suffice it to say; none of that had happened. 

On the one hand, I now understood why Sinclair had been such a contemptible failure where these vampires were concerned. On the other, I still blamed him for letting his people regress into this condition, and was certain if I had had them from the start, things would have been very different. 

Just getting them into shape had been my first goal, and had seemed a relatively minor one, at that. Following so soon after the attack on the fleet by the Vryloka, I was sure the vampires would be highly motivated. 

Alas, I was wrong. 

The vampires had settled so much into the self-indulgent cruise ship mentality that getting them out of bed first thing after sundown was a major chore in itself. When I ordered a jog around the ship, nine vampires showed up on time, all of them grumbling about it. So I sounded a loud repeating siren in all the rooms. 

It took over an hour to drag together enough of them to make it worthwhile, and half of them slunk off when we jogged past the bar. 

Sparring workshops seemed like a better way to motivate them; next time the Vryloka attacked, they would be able to defend themselves and what sort of vampire did not know how to fight? 

But these were vampires who were mostly less than a century old, brought up during a peaceful period in vampire history and at a time when they didn’t have to hunt for their food. They were used to willing humans offering themselves up, so they could drink a pint or two before going back to bed. 

As the days past, my grand ideas of a fighting fit vampire army with me at its head, were reduced—I was as good as a glorified jazzercise instructor on an undead cruise ship, listening to a daily chorus of ‘ I don’t want to ’, ‘ I’ve got a tummy ache ’, ‘

My foot hurts ’, ‘ I’m going back to bed ’. Frankly, it seemed as if the best way to take out the Vryloka threat was to let them turn this lot, then watch these lazy bastards destroy the Vryloka from the inside. 

No wonder Si nclair wanted out, I sure as hell did. Back in Romania, there was a castle waiting for me. That was where I belonged, not on this floating Atlantic City. I had made a promise to Sinclair, and as a vampire of the old school, I took such things seriously, but I was spending an increasing amount of

time wondering how I could weasel out of my promise without breaking my word. 

The view was good though. It wasn’t quite up to the Carpathian mountains at midnight (and I did like it that Sinclair had enough respect for the old ways to name his ship ‘ Carpathia ’), but it was pretty good. The moonlight shimmered on the water and the horizon seemed to go on forever. Out here, in the middle of the ocean, the horizon was wide enough that you could see the curvature of the earth. It came with a wonderful sense of isolation that I very much enjoyed, and which was only somewhat undercut by the presence of a few hundred vampires in the ship below me. 

I was quite certain any other vampire aboard this ship would not have heard the click of the crossbow being cocked. I had lived a long time—over five centuries, in fact—and back in the time when vampire hunting was a respectable profession, the crossbow had been the weapon of choice. That was owing to the fact that it was a fast delivery system for a stake, over a distance. Thus, if you had not learned to recognize that distinctive click, you didn’t get to live. 

I hit the deck, and a split-second later, the wooden stake shot over my head, thudding against the metallic wall behind me , before clattering to the deck. In an instant, I was on my feet again, leaning over the rail and scanning for the would-be assassin. From the darkness below me, I saw a shadow detach itself from the other shadows and spring, as nimble as a monkey, down to the deck on the next level. Vaulting over the rail and leaping into the darkness, I gave chase. 

The assassin apparently had good hearing for I made little sound, but I saw his head turn as I started after him. His head was hooded and his face wrapped, ninja-style, with a slit left for the eyes. He was dressed in black, save for a dark green sash, tied about his waist that seemed to house an array of weaponry in its folds. 

He hit the deck rolling and came up running, as quick on his feet as he was light on them, and I realized he was probably the fittest person on this ship. With one exception…

As I dropped, I grabbed a rail and swung effortlessly on, landing only feet behind my assassin. He changed direction seamlessly, jumping the rail to the next level down. I followed him and watched as he hopped onto the rail and backflipped back up the way he had come. An acrobat as well as an athlete. 

Although the man had tried to kill me, I could not help smiling; this chase was the most fun I’d had since coming aboard this damned vessel. 

As he ran along the upper level, I mirrored him on the lower, keeping an eye on him all the while, weaving in and out of the occasional passengers we passed. 

“Hey!” yelped an irate passenger in a deck chair as I used him as a handy step to leap back up to the next level. 

The assassin continued upward, climbing up the wall like spider. 

I stayed in hot pursuit , but I was fascinated by what I was facing. I felt I would have known if this was a vampire and yet, he did not move like a vampire. In fact, he moved very much like a mortal, he was not executing these spectacular leaps and feats of climbing through magic or supernatural ability, but by learned skill and acquired strength. That was impressive. It would also be his weakness, if I caught him. 

And catch him I would for doing so was now very much in my sights. The assassin might be a great mover, but, though I had not been aboard all that long, I still knew my way around better than he did. Guessing where he was heading next, I broke off pursuit to take a short cut and managed to intercept my prey. 

The assassin skidded to a halt and looked about him, startled and caught without an escape plan. This was the first time he had been still for long enough for me to get a good look at my would-be assailant and I found him surprisingly small, slightly built though compact and strong. There was a cunning intelligence in his eyes, which were the only part of him I could see clearly, and I felt I could almost see the thoughts whirring behind them, assessing the situation and seeking a way out. 

He apparently decided the best way was through me. The assassin moved like a jungle cat. He did not jump straight at me, but leapt at the wall, ricocheting off and spinning a leg out in a kick that I only just avoided. I swung at him, but he ducked and rolled, bouncing back up to attack again. We clashed and my superior strength showed, hurling him backwards, but he seemed to master the fall in mid-air, turning it into a spin, pirouetting on one hand to land tensed and ready to fight again. Now, recognizing my strength, he kept his distance, weaving about me, quick as a cat, diving in to try to land a blow, though I was always too fast for him. 

“You can’t keep this up indefinitely,” I pointed out.” I am a fair man and I don’t believe you have any personal grudge against me.” He was too good to be anything other than a professional killer. Hired. “Tell me who hired you to kill me and I might not return the favor.” 

For a few seconds , it seemed as if the assassin was genuinely considering my offer (a pretty generous one I thought), but in hindsight, I suspect he was using that time as a way to get some thinking in. Clearly he thought fast, and he moved even faster, I

barely saw his hand move as it went to the sash on his belt, then flicked out at me. 

I dodged and felt the breath of air as the needle sharp iron blade swished pas t me. It was followed instantly by two more, both coming as close as the first as I moved with all my vampiric speed to avoid them. Iron blades can do little long-term harm to a vampire, but I had a hunch these blades were poisoned—there are a few poisons specific to vampires and the effects can be very nasty, indeed. This gave me a clue as to what this assassin might be. If I was right, then he would have to die, and right now I was perfectly happy to kill him—one attempt on my life I will take in my stride, but two starts to feel like an imposition. 

But I would have to catch him first. If the blades had been intended to kill, they had also been a diversion, and as I was dodging them, the assassin used the bought time to make his escape, moving as fast as before, climbing the heights of the cruise ship like a mountain goat. 

But you can’t beat a vampire that way. I raced after him, my feet barely touching the wall as I climbed vertically. I was in touching distance when he backflipped away, pushing himself off the wall of the ship, turning in mid-air in an elegant curve, then firing a mini grappling hook out to catch hold somewhere, so he could swing off ahead of me again. 

The exhilaration of the hunt was wearing thin by now, fun though this might have been, it was time to end it. And I had every intention of ending it with a long drink. Vampires weren’t supposed to do that anymore, but when people come hunting, they make themselves fair game. 

Not making my plan too obvious, I started to herd my assassin towards the rear of the ship (there was presumably a technical name for this location, but, alas, I am not a nautical enthusiast). He didn’t notice until it was too late and I ran him to ground against the ship’s rail on the blunt end. 

“Last chance. Tell me who hired you.” I was going to kill him anyway , but this seemed like the better way to get the information I was after. 

The assassin met my gaze, bright eyes glittering in the moonlight. This was the closest I had been to him yet, and now that I could see those eyes more clearly, there was something about them that bothered me. 

“I won’t ask again.” 

With a light spring, the assassin jumped up to the ships rail. 

Below him was a long drop to where the ship’s bladed propellor churned the water; around him was miles of nothing but sea. 

I made a lunge for him and managed to grab his head as he fell backwards from the rail. The material around the assassin’s face came away in my hand and left me looking, for barely more than a few seconds, at the face of an astonishingly pretty young woman. 

As she fell into the darkness, I saw the flash of a smile. 

There was no way she could survive that fall. If the propellor didn’t kill her, the sea or exposure would. It was impossible. 

And yet, I was quite certain she had survived; she was too good not to have a plan, and too clever to die so easily. 

I stayed at the rail a long time, holding the unwound material in my hand, feeling the residual warmth of her skin against my cold fingers. Naturally, I still wanted to know who had sent her, who wanted me dead, but I found what I wanted far more was to know who she was, and if our paths would cross again. 

As to what she was, I found myself convinced that my earlier hunch had been correct, though it was an astounding revelation. 

There had been vampire hunters in my youth, in fact they had remained quite common until a few centuries ago when they started to die out. Some were simply ordinary people who picked up a stake and some garlic and marched off to meet their maker, but there were also the Four Families . 

They originated in the middle ages when vampire attacks on humans were at their peak; bloodthirsty, merciless and uncontrolled. 

That was when some monk or other, name lost to history, thought it would be a good idea to train vampire hunters. Not just that; but to breed them. Over decades, the hunters passed on their skills and the best of them were chosen to pass on their genes to future generations. By the time I was turned, the best of the Four Families of vampire hunters were practically superhuman in speed, strength and stamina that had been bred into them. We called them the Four Families, but, of course, it made sense to breed between them as well, meaning they were all related, but you pledged allegiance to one family and theirs was the name you wore like a badge of office. 

To the best of my knowledge, the last of the great vampire hunters died in 1901, when Kieran O’Rourke succumbed to typhoid. 

Was it possible enough had survived for the line to continue? 

That was the only explanation I had for the woman I had seen tonight, who seemed human, certainly not magical, and yet had fought and moved with an animal grace that was quite inhuman, in the best way imaginable. 

Perhaps I was correct? Perhaps the Four Families existed still? 

That would be something. 

It ought to have been bad news for me, as a vampire, but as I stared across the ocean, I found I rather liked the idea. 

I am after all, a very old-fashioned vampire and what old-fashioned vampire does not enjoy the thrill of the fight? 

FOURTEEN

JOLIE

“Still going in this direction, huh?” 

Morse was kidding , but there was also in his voice just a hint of ‘ Really? Still? ’. 

I decided to kid him back. “People don’t appreciate this part of the Abyss, which is why its so quiet this time of year. Right at the height of the tourist season.” 

“An’ Ah hear the property prices are low too.” As always, Morse was quick to join in. 

“For now. But, trust me, this area is the next big thing. We buy a place here now and it’d be like getting into Greenwich Village before gentrification. Our mud hut will triple in value.” 

“Sign me up.” 

Maybe I should have told him why I was persisting with pressing further into the marsh? But, I was still nervous about bringing up the subject of Bryn. If Morse knew we were headed in this direction because I thought my sister might be here, then he might think it was a trap. 

And h e might be right. 

Or, he could be completely wrong and Bryn might actually be down here, in which case she’d definitely need you. 

“Sadly,” Morse went on, “Mah assets are nae liquid at present, so Ah cannae invest in property. Could we maybe think about turnin’

around an’ going someplace that doesnae smell like a Veit’s jockstrap after calisthenics?” 

I dropped my joking tone. We had to continue forward, so I could make sure Bryn wasn’t really down here… or was. Regardless, I needed Morse on board. “I still feel like this would be a good place to hide the key. And now that the Veits have searched for us once with their bog hounds, then they’re less likely to come looking again.” 

That was a pretty good justification and Morse seemed to accept it. It was true that I might have been leading us into a trap, but I didn’t think so. I was still fairly sure that, where Bryn was concerned, no wizard could fool me. I did wish I could tell Morse the truth, though. I hated lying to him, especially after what had passed between us. 

“Watch out!” I slipped in the muck and Morse’s arms shot out to catch me. I fell back against him, for a brief moment feeling his strong body against mine. 

“Thanks.” I got back to my feet. 

Morse nodded. “O’ course, all this will have to go when we move in.” 

“I’m having second thoughts now,” I said with a laugh. “The neighbors are terrible.” 

“Aye. An’ they have them big dogs that’ll be barking all night.” 

It was great we’d been able to go back to the easy back and forth that existed between us before our kiss. And the truth was, I genuinely liked being around Morse. 

But, I also had to wonder: h ad I led him on? 

I didn’t think I had. Well, u ntil I kissed him back. That was the sort of thing that might be interpreted as leading him on. 

Technically, he’d kissed me—I mean, the first move had been his. 

But, I’d returned that kiss without a shred of restraint. He knew it as well as I knew it. I’d kissed him back because I’d wanted to. Maybe he’d made the first move, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t wanted him to. 

And maybe he’d just been reading my body language—maybe he’d been able to tell that I wanted him to kiss me, that the thought had definitely crossed my mind. 

We always think our emotions are hidden from those around us, and sometimes that’s true. A person can be depressed and can hide it from friends and family. But attraction is a tricky one. Those subtle looks at the other person, the half-smiles and kidding remarks. The way your body naturally reveals your true emotions. 

Sometimes it seems as if the harder you try not to look like you’re attracted to a person, the more obvious you make it. 

It would have been a lie to say I wasn’t attracted to Morse. That didn’t mean there were stronger feelings there though, or that I’d do anything about my attraction to him. I definitely hadn’t planned on doing anything about it. Part of me wasn’t even sure my attraction to him was legit—I thought it might just have been a consequence of how long I’d been alone, without male company. 

But, no, my attraction was there. He was clearly a handsome man. 

Any woman would have thought so. Not to mention he was also funny and sweet, brave and good company. So why shouldn’t I have been attracted to him? I mean, at least a little…

It just wasn’t very convenient when it turned out he had feelings for me. 

If it had just been lust between us, that would have been more okay. Just have sex and get it out of both of our systems. But I didn’t think casual sex would scratch the itch between us. 

Because this wasn’t just lust. We genuinely liked each other. I didn’t know how much he liked me, though I was getting an idea, but I was starting to realize how much I liked him, and I couldn’t allow myself an opening. Sex wouldn’t just be sex with Morse. Once would be too much. 

And I did still love Rand. I did . It had been so long since I’d seen him, and he had no reason to think I was even still alive, so it was perfectly possible that he’d moved on with someone else (as much as that thought really hurt me). But as long as there was some hope of my marriage and my family being reunited, then I was clinging to it. 

The trouble was that I was already starting to think; ‘ Well, if Rand has moved on, then I can be with Morse ’. Which maybe wasn’t fair to either man. Because I didn’t know. And until I knew for sure what the situation was with Rand, I wasn’t free to move on. 

And it was then that I felt my sister again—like a psychic tremor passing through me; the strongest evidence yet that my sister might be down here. 

“Jolie?” Morse frowned. “Ye look as if ye have seen a ghost.” 

“Down here that wouldn’t be such a shock, would it?” 

“Ah suppose not.” 

Sooner or later, I would have to tell him the truth. When we found Bryn (and I was now convinced she was down here—the feeling I’d just had was proof enough), she’d give me some link to the real world and I’d have an answer to all my questions. She’d be able to tell me about Rand and give me hope (or not) for the future. Everything would be a bit more stable. Until then, I’d just have to keep physical and emotional distance between myself and Morse. 

“Shall we bed down here for the night?” 

The word ‘bed’ made me turn red like a schoolgirl and I tried to hide the compromising blush from Morse. “Sure. I guess it’ll be dark soon.” 

He nodded. “Ah’ll find someplace off the beaten track, where we can hide out. Not that there’s much o’ a beaten track to speak of.” 

I smiled. “No one appreciates this place like we do.” 

He returned the smile, and I thought there was a wistfulness to it, as if he was imagining what might have been between us. “That makes it ours. Home is where ye make it.” 

It was one of those moments when, although there was a good foot of space between us, I felt an almost unbearable intimacy between Morse and me that made me feel guilty and loved and, yes, horny, all at once. Fortunately, the Abyss had a way of breaking up moments like this. 

“Attack!” 

From the undergrowth around us, the Veits sprung, all heavily armed. One of them was being pulled along by a dog-like creature, with huge, flared nostrils and broad webbed feet. This was the first time I’d seen a Bog Hound and though some aspects of its appearance were comical, my eyes were inexorably drawn to the mouth full of spade-shaped teeth as the creature snarled and yowled at me. 

Instantly, Morse trie d to put himself between me and the Veits, but they were all around us. They must have been tracking us for a while. I had walked us into a trap, and there was no sign of Bryn. 

Shit. Maybe Morse had been right… maybe it was all just…

No! I insisted to myself. You felt her and you know you did! The Veits couldn’t have faked the feeling of Bryn and neither could Orsik. 

At least, I don’t think he could have faked it…

“Get back!” yelled Morse. “If ye turn around and walk away now , there’s nae need for any of ye to come to harm.” That was a pretty bold thing to say in the circumstances and the Veits simply laughed. 

“You can’t say he didn’t warn you.” I squared off, ready to fight. You didn’t survive in the Abyss for as long as I had without learning how to handle yourself in battle, and I had already been a fighter when I arrived here. 

But we were outnumbered ten to two. Plus the Bog Hound. 

“If you surrender without a fight,” the Veit Commander spoke, 

“then we’ll take you back to the labor camp, peaceful like. But

, if you resist, then you’ll both get such a beating that you’ll wish we killed you outright. Then we’ll take you back to the camp. You can’t win this.” 

He was probably right. Morse shot a look at me, and I knew he was ready to stand down if that was what I wanted. But Wilkins women did not surrender. 

I looked at the Veit Commander. “Screw you.” 

His expression dropped as his eyes narrowed and he gritted his teeth. “Get them!” 

The Veits hurled themselves at us and both Morse and I got in good strong hits to start with, sending the first attackers reeling back and making the others think twice. But they kept coming. We fought back hard, lashing out, thrashing with all four limbs to try to stop them from coming closer, but there were simply too many of them. 

“Jolie!” Morse made a grab for me , but it was too late, the Veits had gotten me, their scrawny, clawed hands clutching my arm and legs, dragging me away from him as he desperately fought against the Bog Hound which had been set on him. 

“Pin her down!” The Commander unfastened a brutish whip from his belt. “We’ll teach the bitch a lesson in obedience she won’t soon forget!” 

I struggled as hard as I could, but I felt as if I had nothing left to give, and was ready to resign myself to my fate. 

And then, suddenly, that fatalism drained from me as a lightness poured into my body. Like sunshine, it lit me and lifted me, filling me and giving me strength. I had no idea what it was or where it was coming from, but I didn’t fight it. 

With a cry, I wrenched my foot out of the hands of one of the Veits and kicked him hard enough to knock him down. 

“Stop her!” screamed the c ommander. 

But I was on a roll now and kicked out at the Veit holding my other leg. My arms remained pinned, but I wasn’t giving up and, for whatever reason, I really felt as if I could win this. 

Let them come! I could take them! 

“There’s four of you and one of her !” bawled the commander. 

“Hold her down and I’ll take the fight out of her.” 

He was right. It wasn’t a fair fight and we didn’t have a chance. 

There were ten Veits plus one Bog Hound, against the two of us. 

The commander was silenced mid-sentence as a thick tree branch descended on his helmet, knocking him cold. 

“Down ye go, ye wee beastie!” 

It was a voice I knew well. And one I hadn’t heard for a very long time. 

Ten years long, to be exact. 

I turned around to face him and barely believed my eyes. “Odran!” 

I could have wept with happiness. 

As the Veits abandoned me to face their new attacker, and as that attacker grinned broadly and beckoned them on, I searched for any sign of my sister. But, there wasn’t one. Not able to ask Odran any questions, I rolled over to look for Morse. When I’d last seen him, he’d been struggling against five Veits and a Bog Hound, with them close to overwhelming him. Now the hound was gone, three of the Veits lay on the ground and Morse was fighting back to back with a black-clad figure. 

And one I recognized, as well. 

Sinjin. 

It’s really him! I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. And then I had to wonder if this was a trick? A trap? Was Orsik behind this? 

No! Jolie you have to believe, you have to trust, I told myself. 

The Veits were no match for the master vampire, he moved with the speed of night, a shadowy blur, hurling his victims aside with savage precision. 

“Jolie!” 

And, just like that, I felt and heard her say my name. 

It felt like a dream, like I was in slow motion. And, as I turned to face her, I wasn’t sure I could trust my eyes. But my feelings wouldn’t lie to me, and I knew now how I’d been able to fight back against the Veits when all had seemed lost. 

Because my sister had leant me her power. 

Bryn skidded to a halt in the mud beside me, dropping to her knees and embracing me as I threw my arms around her. 

“Sweet goddess, you’re alive!” My sister crooned. “You’re alive, you’re alive, you’re alive!” 

I hugged her back as tightly as I could. In my darkest days it had seemed as if I might never see her again and to feel her arms around me now was almost more than I could stand. My heart felt like it was going to burst any second and tears were already freely falling from my eyes. We said no more words, but our minds poured out all the love we had for each other. 

I was almost afraid to open my eyes, in case, when I did, this all proved to be a dream. Just a sick, mean, torturous dream. But when I dared, I found Bryn still there, still hugging me, unwilling to let go, and the familiar figure of Sinjin standing above me. He smiled in his quiet way, and I knew bigger emotions were swelling beneath that impassive façade. Some men prefer to keep their feelings locked up. Others…

“Jolie!” 





Having killed the remaining Veits, Odran hurled his arms around both me and Bryn, bear-hugging us both and lifting us up to our feet and then even higher. 

“Ah cannae believe it. Ah dinnae think Ah would ever see ye again!” 

I couldn’t agree more. 
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