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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Gabriel de Florinville, Dark Elf Diplomatic Envoy of the Realm of Scotland to give him his full title, gazed out across the shadows of the city. Other settlements in Scotland, even those whose population numbered in single digits, enjoyed electricity. In fact, they took it for granted as a basic human right. Stirling, however, was swathed in darkness, with only flickering torches and the odd gleam from buildings that boasted their own generators to illuminate the gloom. And gloomy it certainly was.  
 
    He sighed heavily and rubbed his forehead. Two full days of talks and all he’d managed was to get the Filits to agree to open up a new supply line so that ordinary citizens could at least get some real food to eat. In turn the Gneiss goblins had reluctantly agreed to do the same, although when he’d spotted the gleam in their eye he’d made sure they understood that any attempt to block, manipulate or coerce the supplies in any way would result in swift, harsh retribution. It was hardly a resounding success; everyone knew that those in power would cream off the best supplies. 
 
    ‘Call that roc to fly us out of here. I can’t bear it any longer. This place is a shithole,’ Rymark said, coming up from behind. ‘Why are these people still here? Why don’t they just leave the city for the goblins?’ He shuddered delicately. ‘I was actually propositioned by a young man washing the stone stairs on the way up here.’ 
 
    Gabriel tapped his long fingers against the balcony. ‘What bothers you the most? That you were propositioned or that you were propositioned by a cleaner?’ 
 
    ‘He wanted food, Gabriel. Not money or favours or a way out of this hellhole. All he wanted was enough food to take home to his family and he was prepared to prostitute himself to get it. How can we permit this to happen under own noses? On our own doorstep?’ 
 
    Gabriel’s mouth flattened into a grim line. ‘Believe me, that argument has been repeated over and over again to the Scottish government at Holyrood. You know how many times I’ve petitioned them to overturn the law. Just because we ceded Stirling to the goblins after the war shouldn’t mean that we abandon its people to their fate like this. But no one is willing to risk upsetting the goblins, whether they’re Filit or Gneiss. The law is on their side, not ours.’ He swept out an arm. ‘Nor is it designed to help the people who live here. To answer your first question, these people are still here because they can’t leave. All those who could afford to leave did so three years ago when the Gneiss first attacked.’ 
 
    ‘Some of the wealthy remain.’ 
 
    Gabriel snorted. ‘Only because they’re waiting out the siege so they can ingratiate themselves with whoever is left at the end. Stirling was standing a thousand years ago and it will be standing a thousand years hence, regardless of its status as a goblin protectorate.’ 
 
    Rymark rolled his eyes. ‘Protectorate? That’s a joke.’ 
 
    ‘Keep your voice down. We’re here under sufferance as it is. You know how long it took us to get to this point, to even be granted access to the city. There’s a strong likelihood that we’re being bugged. If you’re overheard criticizing our hosts then we’ll be out on our ear before you can say “renewed hostilities”.’ 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t dare eavesdrop on a government-sanctioned envoy! Especially when that envoy is you!’ 
 
    Gabriel gave his companion a rueful glance. ‘They’ll do anything to get us out of here. You know that.’ 
 
     ‘Then why are we here at all?’ 
 
    The answer, when it came, was soft. ‘Because those people down there need us. Someone has to fight on their behalf.’ He sighed. ‘Even unsuccessfully.’ 
 
    Rymark gave him a pointed look. ‘When all this began, it was supposed to be a good thing that the goblins were busy with Stirling and not bothering the rest of us with their petty squabbling and never-ending avarice.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody thought things would drag on for this long. In truth, we should be thankful that the Prime Minister sanctioned this visit and the goblins agreed to it.’ Gabriel’s expression was thoughtful. ‘There’s more to this siege than ancient rights over the city. Stirling isn’t that valuable a place.’ He looked at his old friend. ‘Three years – nobody besieges a city for three years simply for bragging rights.’ 
 
    ‘Goblins would. They’re tenacious little fuckers.’ 
 
    Gabriel shook his head. ‘No. There’s something else going on here. I can feel it.’ 
 
    ‘They’re certainly doing everything they can to keep us occupied instead of investigating,’ Rymark remarked. ‘I thought that fellow with the droopy moustache was going to have a heart attack when you suggested a trip down town to see how the ordinary citizens were surviving.’ 
 
    A faint smile crossed Gabriel’s mouth although there was no real humour in it. ‘We’re being shunted from one sanitised place to another. You’d think the Filits would want us to see how their Gneiss cousins are making their lives miserable. Instead they seem determined to pretend that everything is alright. Even our night out was carefully arranged so that we only saw the better part of town.’ 
 
    Rymark snorted. ‘Is that what you’d call Isabella Markbury? The better part of town?’ 
 
    Gabriel grimaced. ‘You can’t blame her for her actions. She thinks I can save her from all this.’ 
 
    ‘She must know about the Fior Ghal though. After Saturday night, she must know it’s not her.’ 
 
    Gabriel’s voice was quiet. ‘She knows about it but she doesn’t really believe it. Few people who aren’t Dark Elves do.’ He met Rymark’s eyes. ‘And it doesn’t help that even some of us are sceptical.’ 
 
    There was a sharp scream from somewhere in the darkness that made both men start. Rymark shivered. ‘I really bloody hate it here.’ 
 
    ‘We’re going out after dinner. We need to see what’s really happening.’ 
 
    ‘The goblins won’t like it, whether they’re Filits or Gneiss.’ 
 
    Gabriel’s mouth twitched. ‘Good.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Gharshbreg, the latest in a long line of goblin lords who’d been trotted out to waste Gabriel’s time, let out a loud a belch and leaned back in his chair. The thick candles on the table, which were all that illuminated the dim room, flickered as if caught in a draught. ‘Chicken isn’t a traditional Filit dish,’ he said, ‘but we’ve learnt to love it. Those spices are quite extraordinary, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Gabriel dabbed at his mouth with his napkin and smiled. ‘Indeed.’ Then his eyes hardened. ‘Do many of Stirling’s citizens enjoy chicken on a regular basis?’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg might have been brash but he wasn’t a fool. ‘You already know the answer to that. There’s not much we can do when the Gneiss are barricading us in. They are the ones causing the problems in the city. Not us.’ He curved his lips into a twisted semblance of a smile. ‘Would you like some cake and coffee to finish? We have the most delectable chocolate confection that I’m sure you’ll both enjoy.’ He turned and gestured at a nearby servant who bowed once and hurried away. 
 
    ‘I don’t want chocolate cake.’ Gabriel stood up. ‘I’m going out.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg remained where he was. ‘Out? Goodness me. I presume you are heading back to Kanji. Perhaps a lady took your fancy there after all.’ 
 
    ‘No, not there. I think a stroll in the other direction is in order. I’d like to see more of the city for myself.’ 
 
    The goblin hooked a finger into his mouth and began picking at one of his teeth with a curved fingernail. ‘That’s not wise.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t asking for your opinion on the matter,’ Gabriel returned, although his tone was mild. ‘But I appreciate the sentiment.’ 
 
    ‘Sit down and have some cake.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you but no.’ He turned and headed towards the open door. Rymark hurriedly stood up and trotted after him. 
 
    Ghrashbreg coughed. ‘I know what you’re capable of, Lord Gabriel,’ he called out. 
 
    ‘Then you know I can look after myself. I will be in no danger on those streets.’ He paused. ‘And I’m no lord.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ the goblin returned. ‘But you are one of fewer than fifty Dark Elves who reside in Scotland. Don’t overestimate your powers. You don’t know Stirling.’ 
 
    Gabriel growled, ‘I know enough.’ 
 
    Two large guards appeared from nowhere, blocking Gabriel and Rymark’s path. They were armed – and not just with the gleaming curved blades favoured by the goblins. Their expressions suggested barely restrained violence. 
 
    ‘Are you threatening an Envoy of the Realm?’ Gabriel enquired. His tone remained calm. Everyone in the room knew that they could throw several such goblins in his direction and he’d barely lift a sweat while beating them to the ground. The goblins were merely making a point – and not a very subtle one. 
 
    Ghrashbreg still hadn’t moved from his chair. ‘We allowed you to come here. We have been gracious hosts who have met your needs and answered your questions. We have even made several concessions towards the Gneiss goblins at your bidding. Given all this, why would you want to risk creating a diplomatic incident over an evening stroll?’ 
 
    Gabriel schooled his features into an impassive mask and turned back to face Ghrashbreg. ‘Am I a prisoner here?’ His tone might have been mild but his message was clear: mess with me and suffer the consequences. 
 
    The goblin chuckled, although the flicker in his bright eyes revealed his inner fear. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ He crossed his legs. ‘It grates though, doesn’t it? You’ve only been here a few days and you already feel the weight of being trapped within the city walls. Imagine how we feel after three years. It’s not Filits who are the enemy. We are as innocent of wrongdoing as you are. We’re simply trying to keep a hold on what is ours.’ He gestured at the door. ‘If you’re really so desperate to see the less salubrious parts of Stirling, you are welcome to visit them. But let us arrange a small escort for you. If any harm were to come to you, Holyrood would not be pleased. We wish to avoid the Prime Minister’s displeasure. In fact, if you can be patient and wait until tomorrow night, I will come with you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want a guided tour. I want to see the city for myself.’ 
 
    ‘Then you can lead the way and we will follow.’ Ghrashbreg paused. ‘But please, give us time to arrange it so we can do what we can to guarantee your safety.’ 
 
    Gabriel watched him for a long moment. Eventually he inclined his head in agreement. The two goblin guards at the door melted away and Ghrashbreg stood up. 
 
    ‘Excellent. In that case I’ll leave you two to enjoy the cake on your own. I’ll take my leave so I can begin to make the necessary arrangements.’ He bowed once and ambled out of the room as if he didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    Gabriel and Rymark watched him leave. ‘Well,’ Rymark said, ‘so much for our temporary escape.’ He glanced at his smiling friend. ‘You let him stop you. Why are you so happy about it?’ 
 
    Gabriel’s smile grew. ‘Because Ghrashbreg isn’t quite as good at hiding his thoughts as he thinks he is. When he said they were only trying to keep a hold on what was theirs, his left hand gave him away. He was holding onto the chair arm so tightly it’s a wonder it didn’t snap off. It wasn’t just proprietary concern over the city. It was excitement.’ 
 
    Rymark was puzzled. ‘Excitement? What on earth could he be excited about? Are you sure you didn’t read him wrongly?’ 
 
    Gabriel was prevented from answering by the return of the servant carrying a towering five-tier chocolate cake embellished with spun sugar and delicate decorations. She gave a nervous smile and carefully laid it on the dining table. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ Rymark exclaimed. 
 
    Gabriel waited until the servant had departed. ‘Indeed. But are they trying to impress us or to divert us?’ 
 
    ‘You’re the one who seems to have a hotline to the goblins’ inner thoughts,’ Rymark grumbled. ‘You tell me.’ 
 
    Something flickered in Gabriel’s dark eyes. He walked over to the chocolate cake and used the tip of his index finger to scoop up some icing. Rymark’s mouth dropped open at the uncharacteristic movement. Gabriel smiled then, in a sudden blur of movement, he spun to his left and snapped out a hand, muttering under his breath. His bare forearm tensed and a band of glowing symbols appeared on his previously unmarred skin, encircling his wrist then extending upwards, stretching up beyond his cuff. His hand grabbed at air, snatching shadows, while Rymark gaped further.  
 
    Gabriel hissed out an expletive and pulled a dark shape into the light. It was as insubstantial as the air itself but it writhed violently as it tried to free itself. Gabriel grunted, beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead as he fought for control. The symbols on his arm grew brighter and yet still the wretched dark thing squirmed. It swiped out a long limb and Gabriel’s head whipped away from its reach just in time. 
 
    ‘Cease,’ he commanded, his voice a strained whisper. 
 
    The shape tried to attack again. 
 
    ‘Cease,’ Gabriel repeated. The tendons in his arm strained. ‘My pocket,’ he said to Rymark. ‘There should be a binding in there.’ 
 
    His friend nipped over, doing everything he could to stay out of the reach of the flailing shadowbeast. His fingers fumbled as he searched, his face white with tension and fear.  
 
    ‘Well, this is a little closer than I wanted to get to you,’ Rymark joked weakly.  
 
    Gabriel gritted his teeth. ‘Hurry. I can’t hold on for much longer.’ 
 
    Rymark swallowed and nodded. Then, with an audible sigh of relief, he found what he was looking for. Drawing out a long, thin strip of leather, he pressed it into Gabriel’s free hand and stepped back. 
 
    Gabriel twisted away from the thing’s grasp before lashing out with the leather. ‘Cease,’ he said, for the third and final time as the leather wrapped itself round the darkness. The thing immediately stopped moving and sank down as if in submission. 
 
    ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    Gabriel nodded. ‘A wraith. A shadow assassin. No prizes for guessing who is his target.’ 
 
    Rymark took an involuntary step backwards. ‘Those goblin bastards.’ 
 
    Gabriel stared down at the indefinable mass of dark shadow. ‘Not the Filits. Ghrashbreg was right about one thing; they can’t afford for either of us to be hurt.’ 
 
    ‘You think the Gneiss sent this … thing?’ 
 
    ‘It’s certainly possible. They could blame my death on the Filits and then reap all the rewards from the resulting fallout. They have the numbers to force a large-scale city-wide breach if they deem the time is right. Or maybe there’s a third group we are unaware of.’ 
 
    Rymark was still pale and trembling. ‘You should kill him now. Use the binding to strangle him.’ 
 
    Gabriel shook his head. ‘No.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘I want to see whose shadow this is. I’ve come across wraiths before but never…’ His voice trailed off. 
 
    ‘Never what?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. No wraith can survive without its shadow form for more than twenty-four hours. Whoever this is, they will come here. They’ll have no choice.’ He gazed at the creature. ‘Do you hear that?’ he said softly. ‘You’ll have to come to me. Tell me who you’re working for and I’ll let you go.’ 
 
    The wraith drew himself up, no doubt expending the very last of his energy to do so. Then he floated in front of Gabriel, turning his head to the side so his form sharpened and the outline of his features grew more distinct. 
 
    Rymark hissed. ‘Did he just stick out his tongue?’ 
 
    Gabriel let out a sharp, short laugh. ‘Yeah. I think he did.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four hours earlier 
 
      
 
    My shadow detached itself from my body. It peeled away, its loose dark shape almost invisible against the growing dusk. It shimmered and shivered, elongating itself as it stretched, against the light thrown across the far wall. As always, the sensation of losing part of myself was faintly painful – and faintly satisfying. If anyone asked, I’d describe it as similar to the feeling when you pull off a plaster. No one ever asked, however. That’s because no one knew what I really was – or what I was truly capable of.  
 
    Tonight I had no agenda and no specific destination in mind; I was simply on the prowl to see what I could unearth. There was always something and even the smallest scraps of information had potential. Everyone possessed secrets, deep dark whispers that dwelled in their own shadows and clung to their souls. Very few people had the skill to root them out; in that regard, I was very, very special. 
 
    Flitting out through the open window of my fifth-floor flat, my shadow mingled with the other less sentient shapes thrown by the overflowing rubbish bins and towering structures of unwanted furniture. Garbage was supposed to be collected every month but that rarely happened. I’d been told that you could go to the castle to complain. Sometimes the whispers that complaints and pleas were being taken seriously would surge forth like a tidal wave, before ebbing back in their usual disappointing manner.  
 
    Just last week, Mrs McTavish, the old widow who lived on the ground floor and pretended to be a cantankerous witch when she was really quite the opposite, told me she’d waited in line for over five hours to put forward her case. Actually, it was our case. She’d been given a number and told to return the following day when someone would definitely speak to her. They’d provide answers. They’d help her out – or so they promised. Except if Mrs McTavish appeared at the castle on a Tuesday, she would miss her slot at the Cowane Street food bank. Given the choice between talking to a proverbial brick wall about the growing rat problem and increasing stench from the uncollected rubbish and having enough food to stay alive, she’d abandoned her campaign before it had begun. After all, it wasn’t as if you could nominate someone else to take your place at Cowane; they were scrupulously strict about IDs. In theory this was good because no one could steal your rations but in practice it meant that if you were ill or infirm you went hungry. And goodness knows, there was enough hunger already. 
 
    I’d picked my own neighbourhood clean of its secrets long ago. In truth, burrowing away at people I smiled at during daylight hours was not something I enjoyed. The pathetic titbits I gleaned were never very valuable either. To have a truly successful night, I had two choices – they were very different in style but very similar in foulness. But I did what I had to in order to survive. 
 
    Pausing at Mercat Cross, I tried to decide. Turning left would take me towards the dank chasm of organised crime. There was a feud currently erupting between the Badgemen and the Understreets, which I could certainly make use of. The trouble was that feuds of that nature often fizzled out before they really got started; if I filched information from one side to sell to the other, I could make more enemies than I needed. I liked my head where it was, thank you very much.  
 
    Heading right would take me to party land. This being a Saturday night, there would be plenty of our supposed lords and masters out on the lash and ripe for my picking. The wealthy humans in Stirling enjoyed considerably greater privileges and freedom than the rest of us because the Filits were always prepared to grant them concessions to keep them on side. The trouble was that sifting through the murky silt of their lives to obtain something I could sell on was harder than you might think – and there was the chance that I’d come away with little of value. On measure, however, it seemed a better bet. I was certainly better at nit-picking than I used to be; in this line of work, experience counted for a great deal. 
 
    I shrugged and my shadow rippled against the lit torches surrounding the semi-circle of hanging nooses, all the more sinister for lying empty as if in wait. I turned right, allowing my dark form to mingle and disappear against the darkness of the stone wall. The fake smiles of the semi-bourgeoisie it would be. I decided that an unplanned pregnancy or some new, spiked designer drugs would go down well. It was time to begin prowling in earnest. 
 
    The nearest club was wealthy enough to afford its own generator, although the light outside the door was not exactly bright. Still, it marked the place as glitzy and helped to illuminate the long, snaking line outside. I cast an experienced eye along the queue. There were a few faces I recognised, but those stars had already fallen. If I could discover someone who’d not yet begun their descent, I might be in with the chance of making some real money. And real money meant real food. The prospect of buying bread that hadn’t been bulked out with sawdust made my mouth water. 
 
    As it was early, I decided to look for a less busy but more up-and-coming venue, the sort of place that was too trendy for its own good and still had strict guest lists. The more exclusive the clientele, the greater potential there was for valuable secrets and high gains. I’d give myself an hour, ninety minutes tops, then I’d wheel back here and aim at some lower targets. The nights were short at this time of year and I had to get home before dawn. I couldn’t risk my shadow being spotted – and that was very possible in the full light of day. The reason I was still alive and free was because I was both cautious and careful.  
 
    I pitter-pattered down the street, veering round a gaggle of girls who’d stopped briefly to re-do their make-up. I kept one ear cocked for any interesting scraps of conversation but their focus was on Elizabeth Arden, Bobbi Brown and Coco Chanel, none of whom aided my cause. A rickety bicycle with a small lamp trundled by, throwing enough light to make one of the women blink as my shadow brushed against her bare skin. It wasn’t a problem; the contact was too brief and I was gone too quickly for her to realise what she’d seen and felt. All the same, I picked up the pace. Time was ticking on. 
 
    I danced past the Wonky Wallace and slid away from Sparkle. I’d gleaned enough on recent outings to know that Kanji had finally opened, offering a supposedly Zen-like escape from the pain of living in a besieged city. If a Japanese nightclub was an odd thing to find in a small Scottish city under both goblin siege and goblin rule, no one commented on it. 
 
    To enter through those hallowed gates you had to be more than able to obtain branded lipstick on the black market, or have enough money squirrelled away to pay for a dusty bottle of Glenmorangie instead of its lethal home-brewed equivalent. Word was that the club was owned by a conglomerate of Japanese baku, minor demons with enough spare cash to settle in for the long haul and wait for the siege to end. They must have greased plenty of Filit and Gneiss palms to get the club opened. Apparently they wanted to forge relationships and prepare deals for whoever was still alive, wealthy and powerful when all this nonsense was finally over. Except this was already our third summer in and there was no end in sight.  
 
    I’d heard enough to know that the facts didn’t sit straight. I didn’t know who really owned Kanji but I reckoned it was something far nastier and less honourable than a few long-sighted baku. If I’d thought for one second that the real owner’s identity was a good enough secret to unearth, I’d have moved hell and high water to get to the truth but I couldn’t think of anyone who’d pay sufficient money for the knowledge to make the effort worthwhile. 
 
    In any case, I knew that the clientele currently being lured towards Kanji’s wooden torii were considered elite. They had to offer something worthwhile to the owners to gain entrance. Money wasn’t the only valuable currency; given that Kanji’s owners were located outside the city walls, far away from the siege and the problems it incurred, they would trade for favours and promises as much as for hard cash. And the owners had to keep those black-market alcohol import lines open somehow. There was no doubt they were playing both sides and hedging their bets until there was a winner and life settled back down again to a semblance of normality.  
 
    Perhaps the club owners could be thanked for the recent break in shelling by sending oily whispers in the direction of the Gneiss goblins. I would never know for sure; the circles where those sort of deals were struck were well out of even my reach. Still, the chatter of the high-class guests sipping champagne and lounging within Kanji’s high walls could feed me for a month. I just had to find the right conversations to eavesdrop. 
 
    As I slid up to the entrance, which remained free of the hopeful queues that had adorned the other clubs, a group of rowdy men rocked up. Their banter was as distasteful as their clothing; the latter displayed the fact that they could circumvent the siege and get whatever designer gear they wanted. 
 
    ‘I’m telling you,’ the nearest said loudly, in a voice that grated on my ears, ‘if you head down towards the old quarter, you can find girls of any age who’ll drop their kegs for you. I had a blonde thing the other night who agreed three hours in return for a pound of rice. She wasn’t smart enough to ask for a down-payment first, so I took what I wanted and left her with nothing. There wasn’t a thing she could do about it. The militia don’t care and she knows it.’ 
 
    ‘Nice work.’ 
 
    He gave a self-satisfied smirk. ‘Yeah, I know.’ 
 
    ‘In that case, Murthers,’ drawled another, ‘why don’t we go there instead of here? They’re not going to let us in.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll let us in. They know who I am and what I’m capable of.’ Murthers sauntered through the torii towards the shuttered door, raising one fist to hammer out an insistent knock. 
 
    The door opened a fraction and the swarthy face of a goblin appeared. Even I was surprised at that. Kanji’s owner, whoever he was, really did have friends in high places. I slid my shadow past him, only brushing lightly against his stocky body. The goblin shivered slightly while I shuddered – but his focus was on the men. ‘Get lost,’ he muttered to them, as I moved deeper inside. 
 
    ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ 
 
    The goblin slammed the door shut, swallowing up the rest of Murther’s words. I grinned before skulking into the belly of the Kanji beast. 
 
    The interior of the club surprised me. It had a far more authentic air than I expected. I trailed down a wide, wooden-floored corridor, wondering how they’d managed to acquire so many fragile objets d’art to adorn the high shelves. No doubt they’d been ransacking long-abandoned mansions.  
 
    Unable to resist, I reached out and touched a tall vase, using just enough energy to send it toppling to the floor with a crash. Behind me the goblin gasped and skittered forward. It was a petty thing to do but it was satisfying. If, despite the siege, they could bring in pretty chinaware then they could bring in food. A thousand years of history was all very well but if there was no one left to appreciate it, it was pointless. You couldn’t eat art. 
 
    I followed the murmur of voices and low music until I arrived in a large, dimly lit room. No showy, expensive electricity was wasted here; the sparse tables were illuminated only by candles. They had to be a fire hazard with all the draped wall hangings and paper wall dividers. I resisted the urge to knock over a candle and see what happened because Kanji could prove very fruitful for me, both now and in the future. I sneaked round, pausing to identify various occupants and see what I could learn. There were fewer than eighty people there, including the staff who almost outnumbered the guests. Yep. This place was all about exclusivity rather than profit. How very, very interesting. 
 
    Seated at a table by the front of the stage were four people I recognised instantly: Isabella Markbury and her ever-present entourage. The last rumour I’d heard concerning her was that she’d been killed in the four-day-long April bombardment, when the Gneiss goblins had sent a barrage of Greek-fire canisters flying over the river towards the Forthside District. Apparently only Tilly, her best friend, had managed to escape, pausing just long enough to snag Isabella’s Jimmy Choos. Neither Isabella, Tilly, nor the purple-haired twins beside them had been heard of since. Clearly none of them were actually dead, however. It wasn’t earth-shattering information but it might be worth a few bob. 
 
    I sidled up to them, hovering just out of the candle’s range. Come on, I prayed, give me something good. I rarely had an opportunity to get close to society women like this and Isabella Markbury in particular had always been good at playing her cards close to her chest.  
 
    There was something odd about her that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. She moved with a sort of lithe elegance that I supposed was the result of years of ballet and tap lessons. I’d always felt there was more to her than met the eye; maybe it was the spark of self-serving intelligence that gleamed in her eyes. 
 
    ‘It’s kind of boring in here,’ Twin One said. ‘The music is weird and the dance floor is miniscule.’ 
 
    Twin Two took a sip of her drink before tapping the crystal glass with one long fingernail. ‘The booze is good.’ 
 
    ‘At these prices it should be.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve not been out the door for three months, Tilly. You must have plenty of cash squirrelled away. Quit complaining.’ 
 
    Tilly tossed her head. ‘You might have noticed that there’s a siege on, darling. Even Daddy can only squeeze so much out of the city folk. He was forced to close down the dog food factory in May.’ 
 
    There was a snort. ‘Well, what will the serfs eat now?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t laugh. They were our best customers.’ 
 
    Both twins screwed up their faces in identical expressions of disgust. I didn’t react to their disdain; I’d heard far worse before now. Besides, I’d eaten more than one tin of dog food myself over the last couple of years. I’d not been able to afford any since Christmas – more’s the pity. 
 
    ‘Ladies,’ Isabella murmured, ‘stop bickering. You know why we’re here. This might be the answer to all our problems.’ 
 
    I straightened up. This was starting to sound promising. 
 
    Tilly shot a look at her friend. ‘You mean the answer to all your problems. We all know who he’ll be interested in.’ 
 
    The tiniest smile crossed Isabella’s perfect bow lips before quickly disappearing. ‘We don’t know what his tastes are. But we do know that he can get us out of this godforsaken place without making it appear as if we’re running away.’ 
 
    ‘Appearances are everything,’ Twin One mocked softly. 
 
    Tilly raised a single tattooed eyebrow. ‘You pawned your favourite earrings for your last round of Botox.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t my favourite.’ 
 
    Twin Two wrinkled her nose. ‘Maybe you shouldn’t do this, Isabella. He’s dangerous. You know what people say about him.’ She shivered. ‘He has power. Too much power.’ 
 
    ‘We need power, idiot. Don’t be so wet.’ 
 
    Bored by the sniping, I tilted backwards and glanced around, looking for any evidence of the man they were discussing. Although there were a few well-heeled males in evidence, I didn’t think any of them were the women’s focus. None of them seemed interesting enough.  
 
    It was useful to know that the Markbury family – and no doubt many others – were staying put when they could probably find a way out if they wanted to. They obviously continued to believe the siege was going to go their way and that they would end up victorious. When the city was ‘free’ once more, they could cry from the rooftops that they’d not abandoned her during her hour of need – then they could reap the benefits of being true and loyal citizens. The Filit goblins, who remained in situ and therefore in charge by the skin of their yellow teeth, would appreciate their loyalty. Assuming the Filits were the eventual winners, of course.  
 
    By the sounds of things, inaction was beginning to grate on Isabella and her friends. I supposed that the length of the siege meant that even her wealth and luxurious lifestyle had its limits, even if it seemed unlikely that she’d ever end up starving like the rest of us. 
 
    The atmosphere changed abruptly. Isabella and her crew suddenly sat up straighter. I stepped back, my shadow form absorbed further into the gloom by the far wall. I crossed my arms and waited. Whoever this was, my interest was piqued. Every eye in the place was on the door and all the staff, even the goblins, were standing ramrod straight as if on ceremonial duty. 
 
    Two smartly dressed goblins appeared. I’d have said they were scowling if I hadn’t known that their default expressions were snarls. At six feet tall, they were standard-issue Filits; the figure striding in behind them had the authoritative bearing of someone far superior .  
 
    I squinted, trying to get a handle on who it was. There was no doubt this was the person Isabella and her friends had been waiting for; they’d all but stopped breathing and the twins were clutching each others’ hands tightly under the table. But whoever the man was, he was wearing a hooded cloak and his face remained concealed. I edged forward an inch to get a better view.  
 
    A moment later, back at home, my shell of a body jerked. Someone had rung my damn doorbell. 
 
    I couldn’t pretend to be out. I lived in the sort of neighbourhood where people knew you’d farted before you did. If I didn’t answer, it was likely whoever was on the other side of the door would assume the worst and break in to scavenge all my belongings.  
 
    Yanking my consciousness away from my shadow self to the other side of the small city, I grimaced and stood up from my slumped position on my chair. Moving around without the shadow part of myself always made feel lightheaded. Hopefully, whatever this was it wouldn’t take very long. 
 
    I stumbled to my front door and gazed blearily through the spyhole. No one was there. Frowning, and still disorientated, I undid the flimsy lock but kept the door on the chain and peered out. When I saw Becky, my pint-sized neighbour from the flat upstairs, my confusion cleared. ‘Hey,’ I said, with the best smile I could muster. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    She gazed up at me, unable to speak, while my eyes refocused. That’s when I saw that her hair was unkempt, her cheeks were tear stained and there was a trail of half-dried blood leading from her ear to her cheek. My stomach flip-flopped with fear and my chest tightened. Becky wasn’t the type to get herself into a daft fight with another kid. She didn’t cry easily either. Something was very wrong. ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    Her eyes darted from side to side as if she were afraid of being overheard. There might have been no one in the corridor behind her but I got the message loud and clear. I gently gestured her in and closed the door before trying again. ‘What’s happened, Becky? What’s wrong?’ 
 
    She hiccupped, trying to catch her breath. ‘My mum,’ she said with a ragged sob. ‘They took her.’ 
 
    I did my best to quash my growing alarm. ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The goblins. They kicked in our door and dragged her away. When I tried to stop them…’ Her voice trailed away. The blood smudged on her skin was answer enough. ‘I ran away and hid in the caretaker’s closet before they caught me too. Now I don’t know where to go.’ 
 
    I ignored the furious roaring in my ears. ‘Why, Becky? Did they say why they were arresting your mum?’ 
 
    ‘She broke the law.’ She gave a helpless shrug. ‘That’s all they said. They didn’t say what law.’ She blinked at me. ‘She was screaming the whole way out. Didn’t you hear her?’ 
 
    I grimaced. The stairs leading out of the building were at the other end of the corridor. It didn’t matter how loud a noise was; when my shadow consciousness was in play, only the sounds in my immediate vicinity ever registered. Every goblin in Stirling could hold a rave in this very building but unless they were within twenty feet of me I wouldn’t hear them. ‘I must have been sleeping.’ It was a pathetic excuse but with any luck Becky wouldn’t question it. I quickly moved on, changing the subject as best as I could. ‘When did all this happen?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe fifteen minutes ago.’ She twisted her fingers together. ‘They’re still outside. There are three goblins. I tried to go out to follow them so I knew where they were taking Mum but I didn’t know how to get past without them noticing me.’ Two large tears squeezed out and rolled down her cheeks, mingling with the blood and grime. 
 
    I nodded. Whatever sick game the goblins were playing, Becky had done the right thing. It was typical for entire families to be arrested so the more vulnerable members could be used as collateral. But Ange did all that she could to remain on the right side of Filit-imposed martial law so why they’d arrested her made no sense. 
 
    ‘You have to help her, Saiya.’ Becky clutched at my sleeve and I had to resist the urge not to pull away. ‘You have to tell them they’ve made a mistake!’ Her panic was rising. ‘Tell them!’ 
 
    I swallowed. That was all very well but I couldn’t just get up and wander out the door. My shadow was currently trapped in a dark corner of Kanji; while physically I could manage for a full day without it, if anyone turned on the lights and noticed it hanging there – or indeed if anyone noticed my physical form happened to be shadowless – then my number would be well and truly up. I was a wraith. I knew very well how much the world hated my kind – and usually with good reason. In the event of my unmasking it wouldn’t just be the goblins I’d have to worry about; even Becky could turn on me. 
 
    ‘I’ll do everything I can,’ I said, telling her the truth. ‘But I need to act smart. If we go after your mum like a bull in a china shop, the Filits might hurt her for the hell of it.’ There was no point in shielding Becky from the truth; kid or not, she knew as well as I did what petty crap the goblins were capable of. ‘First of all, we need to know exactly why they’ve taken her.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a good person!’ Becky burst out. ‘She’s not done anything wrong!’ 
 
    I forced a reassuring smile onto my face to soothe her. It helped, if only momentarily. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘Maybe they’re rounding up people like her for the hell of it. Maybe it’s a case of mistaken identity. Maybe she did something they don’t like without realising it. I’ll have more chance of success in getting her freed if I know as much as possible.’  
 
    This wasn’t just a delaying tactic to give myself time to retrieve my shadow. No one petitioned the goblins blind, not if they wanted to walk away unscathed. Holding my breath, I placed a hand under Becky’s chin and gently tilted her face up towards mine. It was the least I could do. I rarely touched others if I could help it but sometimes there were circumstances where tactile reassurance was required.  
 
    ‘Go back to your flat. Make sure you’re not seen. If you think there’s anyone inside, come back here. If it’s clear, I need you to search it as quietly, quickly and as thoroughly as you can. You’re looking for anything new or anything out of the ordinary. If you see something you’ve not seen before, bring it to me. Just because it doesn’t look important doesn’t mean it isn’t important.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve already searched everything,’ Becky whispered. ‘The goblins went through it all.’ 
 
    ‘But you know where the real hiding places are.’ I looked into her eyes. ‘Am I right?’ 
 
    She swallowed and nodded; she knew exactly what I was talking about. Everyone in Stirling with any sense had special nooks and crannies where important objects were concealed. It might be the family silver; it might be the last of their money or emergency rations that had to be squirrelled away. Whatever was kept there, you never showed it to anyone outside of the family. You never knew when even your best friends or kindest neighbours would destroy you in order to survive. There was a strong sense of community on these mean streets but desperation could drive anyone to insane lengths. We were only human after all. Most of us, anyway. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ Becky asked in a small voice. 
 
    I gave her a tight smile and steeled myself to reach out and ruffle her hair. Go me. I could touch someone twice in the same conversation without physically recoiling or throwing up when I had to. ‘I’m going to get ready.’ 
 
    Becky clutched her neck. ‘Will she swing?’ she asked. 
 
    An image of the empty nooses up at Mercat Cross flashed into my mind. I swallowed and pushed it away. ‘Not if I can help it,’ I promised. I couldn’t say much else. To deny Becky’s question outright would be to lie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    As soon as Becky disappeared to search her flat, I sat down and sent my consciousness back to my shadow. I prayed that nothing had changed and I was still shrouded in the same concealing darkness as before.  
 
    It took a moment or two for my senses to return fully but when they did I breathed out in silent relief. Other than a few more Kanji staff members, who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere to serve the new VIP, everything was as it had been. Good. I had to vamoose and get my shadow back home before Becky returned. 
 
    I slipped round the long way, edging up the raised area towards the back and avoiding all the lighted tables. Tilly and the twins had been relegated to their original positions. Isabella, however, was now up here, her body facing in my direction and her expression animated. Two men were seated across from her. Although they were both turned away from me, the confident posture of the nearest one made it clear that this was the hooded man who’d entered earlier. I noted dark hair curling at the nape of his neck and the briefest flash of pointed ears. A Dark Elf.  
 
    For a moment I forgot my other woes and simply stared. Why here and why now? The trickle of dismay I felt at not being able to stick around to find out more was very real; this was valuable news indeed. While I considered, Isabella stood up and gracefully draped herself across the Dark Elf’s knee. One bejewelled hand reached round the back of his head, her fingers entwining in his hair.  
 
    I stared at the ease with which she initiated physical contact. It wasn’t love she felt; nobody fell in love that quickly, no matter what the storybooks and fairy tales might suggest. I imagined such feelings only grew over years of being together. Isabella Markbury was either overcome by lust or was pulling out all the stops to get the Dark Elf to save her from this mess in Stirling.  
 
    I watched the way her head tilted towards his and shivered. Was I jealous? Probably. Then I shook myself. Enough of this; I couldn’t abandon Becky’s mother – though I could perhaps kill two birds with one stone. 
 
    Reminding myself to breathe again, I slipped past the group and headed out of Kanji’s elegant exit. Instead of trailing through the city at street level, I flung myself across the rain-slicked rooftops. As a result, I made it back home in record time and slid past the three goblins who were stationed outside our block of flats. They were laughing and joking amongst themselves, totally indifferent to the chaos they’d caused by arresting Ange.  
 
    I scowled. The Filits had always been bastards, even before the siege. They’d been manageable bastards though, even if they kept a tighter rein on things and held to the letter of the law with more pedantic vigour than you’d find in other parts of Scotland. Most of them had possessed at least a semblance of a sense of humour and it had been possible to chat to them and pass the time of day. I even knew of a few women who’d had flings with the goblins; apparently they were very well-endowed. Now the lot of them were wankers. It might have been hunger. They got far better rations than we did but they still had to be suffering. Their behaviour might also be the result of downright nastiness. Whatever, these days the only good goblin was the one you didn’t have to see, speak to – or smell. 
 
    I flitted round the corner and bounced up the drainpipe to my open window. Wasting no more time, I flung my shadow back at my inert body. I allowed myself one small moment of happiness at feeling complete again then I got to it.  
 
    I retrieved my holster and sheathed knife from the battered suitcase underneath my bed and belted them round my hips. Both were just the right side of worn and shabby, giving the appearance that they were used regularly. In truth, I had more chance of stabbing out my own eye than stabbing an assailant, and the knife was more use for spreading butter than slicing flesh. I relied on my wraith form to do my dirty work but without it I needed to give the appearance that I was not to be messed with. Most of the time it worked.  
 
    I shrugged on my old leather jacket, because nothing suggests hardass quite like leather, and ran my fingers through my closely cropped hair. I’d love to have long, flowing tresses but long hair on a shadow would be too much of a giveaway. Not only was every other wraith I’d ever heard of male, but one loose shadow curl could draw someone’s attention to what wasn’t supposed to be there. More’s the pity. 
 
    I was fastening my boots when Becky returned. She gave a quick, hesitant knock on the door as if half expecting me to pretend to be out. I opened up and welcomed her back in. She raised her arms towards me, desperate for a hug. Gritting my teeth, I granted her wish although I only managed a few seconds before pulling away. 
 
    ‘Did you find anything?’ I asked. 
 
    She bit her lip, nodded and thrust a small lacquered box at me. It had an intricate, colourful design that, to my untrained eye, simply looked a mess. ‘I’ve never seen this before,’ she said. ‘I tried to open it but it seems to be stuck.’ 
 
    I frowned. She was right; there was a seam around the rim, indicating that the box could be opened, but no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t prise the lid off. I held the box up to my ear and rattled it. There was definitely something inside although whatever it was, it wasn’t very heavy. 
 
    ‘Where exactly was this?’ 
 
    ‘In our secret stash. The one in the…’ 
 
    I put my hands up. ‘Don’t tell me.’ I pursed my lips. ‘When was the last time you looked in the hiding place?’ 
 
    ‘Monday.’ She twisted a curl around her finger anxiously. ‘It wasn’t there then.’ 
 
    ‘You were searching through your stash just five days ago?’ That was unusual. The best stashes were hidden away and then forgotten about. They were for emergencies only – genuine, about-to-die emergencies. 
 
    Becky’s eyes filled up. ‘We hadn’t eaten in three days. Our rations were blocked and there was nothing in the cupboard. Mum told me to look in the stash. She told me to take out some money to buy rice.’ She sniffed. ‘We didn’t have enough though. The prices have gone up.’ 
 
    ‘Why were your rations blocked?’ I asked more sharply than I intended. 
 
    Her shoulders drooped. ‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. 
 
    I hissed through my teeth. They should have come to me; I might have been able to help. Ange was too damn proud and Becky was too much of a kid. But this wasn’t the time for recriminations. I looked Becky up and down. Despite the mess she was in, she didn’t look too hungry. ‘Did you get food in the end?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘On Tuesday. Mum must have gone out when I was sleeping. I woke up early because I was hungry and she was already in the kitchen making pancakes.’ Becky swallowed and gazed at me with wide, frightened eyes. ‘She had maple syrup.’ 
 
    Maple syrup? It was so long since I’d had maple syrup I could barely remember what it tasted like. Clearly Ange had performed some kind of miracle – or horrific deed – to get some. And no doubt she’d got this strange little box at the same time. I held it up to the light and examined one of the engravings on the lid. It was a simple Celtic knot, the sort you’d see anywhere. The snaking lines leading away from it detracted from the knot’s elegance, however. Pity. Turning the box over in my hands, I frowned to myself. Had Ange stolen it? Or was she keeping it safe for someone else? 
 
    ‘We need to hide this. It might be nothing or it might be everything.’ I chewed the inside of my cheek. ‘With the goblins stationed outside, it’s probably better if we put it somewhere out of the way. Just in case.’ I gazed at Becky. ‘It’s also probably better if we put you somewhere out of the way too.’ It was a risk. The Filits wanted her to stay here; they wanted to know where she was. Discovering that she’d flitted from under their noses might set off a chain reaction that would lead to disaster. But they wanted her here for a reason; denying them the possibility of using Becky against her own mother seemed prudent. 
 
    ‘Can’t I come with you?’ Becky asked in a small voice. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘It’s too dangerous. I’ll take you to a friend of mine. She’s … interesting. She’ll keep you safe.’ I handed the box back to her. ‘The first chance you get, hide that somewhere. Don’t tell anyone where it is.’ 
 
    Becky swallowed but she nodded agreement.  
 
    ‘We’ll get to the bottom of this,’ I said. ‘Somehow or other.’ I walked to my open window and peered down. Clambering down in full form was considerably harder than leaping out as a shadow. With those goblins in place at the front, however, we had little choice. I glanced back at Becky. ‘I hope you’ve got a head for heights.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Sally Slate lived on the far fringes of the city, close to the city walls – and near to the imposing weaponry of the Gneiss goblins that loomed on the slopes beyond the river but was less than a mile away. When the first Gneiss shelling and bombardment had begun, her neighbours had gathered up their belongings and skedaddled. Sally had watched them, bemused, declaring that this neighbourhood was the safest. The Gneiss weren’t interested in targeting the poor outskirts of the city; they were aiming for the centre. They wanted to kill Filits. 
 
    In the end she was right. The majority of the buildings here were still standing. Before the heavy artillery attacks were abandoned, the Gneiss destroyed buildings and left piles of rubble in the middle of the town. Of course, had the Gneiss goblins pushed through and attacked in person, Sally would have been on the front line and caught between both sides. That prospect never seemed to bother her much; indeed, looking around her collection of old tins of food and paraphernalia looted from her departed neighbours, Sally didn’t seem to be doing too badly.  
 
    It wasn’t just the clutter in her house that was impressive; Sally was larger than life in more ways than one. In these days of strict rationing, it wasn’t common to come across people of her wide stature. Becky goggled at her but thankfully had the sense not to comment. 
 
    ‘So you’ll be needing my help then,’ Sally said, settling in a chair. It groaned loudly as it took her weight but we all pretended not to hear. 
 
    There was no point beating around the bush. I pointed at Becky. ‘She needs a place to stay for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What has she done?’ 
 
    Becky bristled, her cheeks colouring. ‘I’ve not done anything!’ 
 
    ‘Honey,’ Sally said, not unkindly, ‘people only come here for two reasons. You’re skinny and you need feeding up – but I’m guessing it’s not my supplies that you’re after. If it is, then you’re braver than most others.’ 
 
    I gave her a long look. ‘Have you been having trouble?’ 
 
    Sally waved a hand in the air, her bangles jangling against her wrist. ‘When do I not have trouble? Every so often some likely lad thinks that he can better me. He’s always wrong.’ 
 
    As if to add credence to her words, there was a hesitant knock on her living-room door. A moment later a young, nervous face peered round. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen but he possessed none of the swagger you’d expect in a teenage boy. He simply looked terrified. 
 
    ‘Tea,’ Sally snapped. ‘Use the good china.’ 
 
    Becky’s mouth hung open.  
 
    ‘Stay like that, dearie,’ Sally said, ‘and you’ll catch flies. Martin is one of the many who thought he could get the better of me. Now he’s paying me back for disturbing my peace.’ 
 
    I dreaded to think what kind of hold Sally had over the kid that she could keep him here against his will and make him do her bidding. Then it occurred to me that it probably wouldn’t take much. She forced to him stay around to serve her in retaliation for attempting to rob her blind; in return, he probably received three square meals a day. It was more than a lot of kids his age would get. By punishing him, she was saving him – and from the gleam in her eye as she watched me, she knew that I’d worked out her game. 
 
    ‘It’s a hard life,’ I murmured. 
 
    A smile played around her plump lips. ‘It certainly is.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think…’ Becky began. She fell silent when Sally frowned at her and her head drooped. ‘It would be very kind of you to let me stay. I can find my own food. You won’t even know I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘She’s smart,’ Sally said to me. ‘I like this one.’ 
 
    ‘The Filits have her mother,’ I said. If Sally was going to give Becky the sanctuary she desperately needed, she should know what was going on. ‘They want Becky as well.’ 
 
    ‘They want to use her against her mother?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘That’s what I believe.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting.’ Sally reached into her pocket, drew out a lacy handkerchief and dabbed at her forehead. ‘What are you, girl? Six? Seven?’ 
 
    Becky glared. ‘I’m nine.’ 
 
    ‘Even better. Nine year olds are excellent gardeners. Weed my plants and keep them alive and I’ll feed you.’ 
 
    ‘If I’m not back by this time next week,’ I said, ‘then—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Sally interrupted. ‘You’ll be back.’ She glanced at Becky. ‘Go to the kitchen and make sure that Martin isn’t destroying anything. That boy is as clumsy as a drunken one-night stand.’ 
 
    For a brief moment Becky stared at her before springing up and almost running out of the room. 
 
    ‘Now, Saiya,’ Sally said, leaning forward and knitting her fingers under her chin, ‘are you quite sure about this? There’s no guarantee that the girl’s mother is still alive. By going up against the Filits, even by asking awkward questions, you’re placing yourself in the mouth of the proverbial dragon. I’d hate for you to get burned.’ Her eyes grew sharp. ‘There aren’t any others like you left in Stirling. We might need your skills.’ 
 
    I stiffened. No one knew I was a wraith but if anyone was going to guess at the truth – and guess accurately – it would be Sally. Rather than confront her and deal with the consequences, I slid past her comment and focused on her concern. ‘She needs my help.’ 
 
    ‘Her mother isn’t the only one who’s disappeared recently,’ Sally cautioned. ‘There have been others.’ 
 
    I grimaced; I’d heard as much. You couldn’t spend as much time as I did in the shadows listening to secrets and not know that the Filit goblins were taking a more proactive interest in their citizens than usual. ‘Just because we’re at war doesn’t mean we shouldn’t stand up for ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not at war.’ 
 
    I didn’t react. There wasn’t any point. 
 
    Sally sighed. ‘Very well. Watch the corners though, Saiya. Dangerous things are afoot.’ 
 
    I tried to smile. Yeah. But one of those dangerous things might also be me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    After downing Sally’s overly sweet tea, and trying not to wonder where she’d managed to procure sugar, I took my leave. Dawn wasn’t far off and there was a man I had to find before he sloped off to sleep away the daylight hours.  
 
    I nipped through the silent streets, keeping my senses alert. This was prime mugging time. I might not have had anything on me that would delight a would-be robber but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t try. Fortunately I managed to pass through the city unimpeded – at least until I reached the road next to the old bowling alley and just started to relax. 
 
    A couple stepped out in front of me. The man was heavyset, with broad shoulders and a swarthy complexion. He held a baton of the sort you used to see the police with when the police were still around. The woman by his side looked even grumpier, with long, dirty-blonde hair and an acne-ridden face that hinted of long-term drug use. I held up my palms, indicating I was coming in peace. Neither of them seemed impressed. 
 
    ‘Whatcha doing here, Saiya?’ 
 
    I sighed internally. ‘The usual.’ 
 
    ‘You’re later than usual. He ain’t taking callers now. Come back tomorrow.’ 
 
    I held my ground. ‘Oh, he’ll want to hear what I have.’ My eyes swept across the pair of them. ‘In fact, if you deny him this he’ll be very, very cross.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take our chances.’ 
 
    It was beyond me why we had to go through these motions every time I showed up because they always let me pass in the end. Despite their brave words, they were genuinely scared of Marrock – and with good reason too. They didn’t like me, however; they didn’t like that I carried secrets or that I could seemingly unearth the darkest parts of a person’s soul. I could have told them that no one was interested in whatever they were hiding but they wouldn’t have listened. Instead we had to act out the same charade every damn time. 
 
    Rather than argue my way past, I folded my arms and regarded them calmly. The woman nudged her partner and gave him a meaningful look. In response, he cleared his throat. ‘Fine,’ he snapped. ‘But we have to search you first.’ A lascivious gleam entered his eyes. 
 
    More than prepared to ward off his groping, sweaty fingers, I peeled off my jacket and tossed it towards him. He caught it one-handed and glared. Then I yanked my T-shirt over my head and stretched out my arms. ‘See?’ I said. ‘I have nothing.’ 
 
    ‘You have the knife,’ the woman said.  
 
    I unhooked it and threw it towards her. She wasn’t quite as nimble as her partner and she fumbled with it. If she thought it was a weapon to be fearful of then she wasn’t as tough as she acted. Even from a distance it was clear how dull the blade was.  
 
    ‘I want that back,’ I said. ‘Don’t lose it.’ 
 
    Her lip curled. ‘This piece of crap won’t get you far.’ 
 
    I met her gaze, like for like. ‘Oh, I think you’ll find it’ll get me far enough.’ We were all posturing now. What a waste of time. 
 
    The man pointed at my legs. ‘You might still be concealing something there.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I was still wearing my shadow gear so my jeans were skin tight. There was no way I could hide anything under that constricting denim. All the same, I played along, unbuttoning them and rolling them down my legs. He licked his lips and continued to stare. 
 
    ‘Happy now?’ I enquired. 
 
    He raised a hand and pointed at my knickers. I narrowed my eyes at him while the woman next to him sniffed. ‘She’s clean.’ 
 
    ‘Nah,’ he grinned. ‘I think she’s actually very dirty.’ He waggled his eyebrows suggestively. When I still didn’t react, he wrinkled his nose and shrugged. ‘Fine, yeah, whatever. She’s clean.’ He addressed me. ‘You can go.’ 
 
    I curtsied melodramatically and pulled my jeans up. I pulled my T-shirt over my head and walked over, holding out my hand for my leather jacket. The man smirked for a moment and held it just out of my reach. ‘Come and get it.’ 
 
    From the building behind us, a window opened. ‘Give it up, Pat. Marrock’s orders.’ 
 
    Pat’s face twisted in a spasm of fear. He tossed the jacket to me and I shrugged it on and smiled. ‘Thank you.’ I pointed at my all-but-useless knife, which the woman was still clutching. ‘I’ll be back for that.’ 
 
    She hissed at me but she didn’t dare do anything – not with Marrock having already given the word. I walked past them, resisting the urge to saunter. There was no need to rub salt in the wound. 
 
    Marrock’s bowling alley looked the same as it always did. I had no idea why he chose to make this place his lair; to me, it was beyond depressing. There was something about the rows of dark and silent bandit machines, not to mention the stacks of unused shoes, which always gave me the shivers. I picked my way through, aware that there were numerous hidden pairs of eyes watching my approach, and then strode down the middle lane to where Marrock had set up shop. He said he put his desk at the far end of the bowling lane because he was frequently bowled over by what people did and he enjoyed the metaphor. I suspected he simply liked forcing his visitors to make the long walk towards him whilst he watched, as if he were some kind of rubbish-heap king sitting in a throne room and granting an audience to his supplicants. He didn’t scare me though. Much. 
 
    An array of flickering candles lit Marrock from below, making him appear more imposing. In truth, he was remarkably small in stature – although I’d seen him put down two men twice his size. What he didn’t have in size, he made up for with bravado. Sometimes it’s the small ones you have to watch out for.  
 
    ‘Saiya!’ Marrock stood up from his makeshift desk, balanced as it was with all four legs straddling the bowling lane, and stretched his arms out expansively as if to draw me into a hug.  
 
    I stopped in front of him with my arms by my sides. I didn’t get close to men like Marrock if I could help it. I didn’t get close to anyone. Fortunately he got the message and grinned, as if I were an amusing child. He sat down again and leaned back in his chair. ‘I presume you’re here to barter,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    His smile widened. ‘I always enjoy your visits. What do you have for me?’ 
 
    I tapped my fingers against my thigh as if considering. It was never good to appear over-eager. ‘A wealthy gobshite who pulled a fast one on a prostitute. Agreed to a price then walked out without paying.’ 
 
    Marrock rolled his shoulders. ‘Giving me that information sounds more like an act of civic duty than providing anything I want to hear.’ 
 
    It was – but he didn’t need to know that. Besides, I knew that there were plenty of madams dotted around the darker city streets who would pay him for my information. I shrugged. ‘Fair enough.’ 
 
    Marrock sighed. ‘I suppose I can take it off your hands. Do you have a name?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘I have a wonderful bottle of Châteauneuf du Pape,’ he said. ‘Will that do as payment?’ 
 
    He was being unnaturally compliant; most people would jump at the chance of some decent booze and I’d normally be one of them. Not tonight though. I considered my options. ‘How about something along first-aid lines?’ 
 
    ‘My dear Saiya, a few glasses of good red wine and you’ll have all the first aid you want.’ 
 
    I didn’t answer; I just waited. 
 
    Marrock’s left eye twitched. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I can do you a basic kit.’ 
 
    ‘With iodine. And morphine.’ 
 
    ‘The iodine I can manage. Morphine will cost you much more. But I’ll throw in a few paracetemol just for you.’ 
 
    I breathed out; that was more than I’d hoped for. I tilted my head slightly to show I understood. ‘Very well. His name is Murthers.’ I gave a brief description of the young idiot from outside Kanji. Marrock looked bored but I knew better. He listened carefully to everything and he always remembered. In that respect, at least, he was like me. 
 
    ‘Is that it?’ Marrock enquired. ‘I assumed you would have more. After all, it’s not often we see you at this time of night. I was hoping for something far juicier than a wanker who can’t keep his dick in his pants.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Stirling has a visitor.’ 
 
    ‘Another rat joining our sinking ship?’ He tightened his lips. ‘I’m not interested.’ 
 
    My smile grew. ‘You’ll be interested in this one. I don’t have a name but I know enough to pique your curiosity. And everyone else’s.’ 
 
    ‘Without a name, your secret is not worth much to me.’ 
 
    I held his gaze. ‘Don’t count on it.’ I crossed my arms. ‘You know I always bring you the good stuff.’ 
 
    Marrock smirked. ‘You do indeed. In fact, if you weren’t quite so talented, I’d be tempted to offer you a position of another kind.’  
 
    I didn’t bite. If Marrock was disappointed by my lack of reaction, he didn’t show it. ‘Do you want to hear it or not?’ 
 
    ‘I’m still not sure it’ll be worth morphine. A few more grubby paracetemol, maybe. Not much more.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want morphine for this.’ 
 
    Marrock pursed his lips. ‘Indeed. What do you want then?’ 
 
    ‘Information.’ 
 
    For the first time ever, I think I managed to surprise him. ‘The secret seeker wants to know some secrets?’ 
 
    ‘Just one.’ I didn’t have time to race around trying to find out the truth. Ange didn’t have time. I knew that Marrock had plenty of others who sold him information; if anyone knew the truth, he did. 
 
    Marrock knitted his fingers together and stretched them behind his head. ‘Go on,’ he purred. ‘What do you need to know?’ 
 
    I didn’t bother prevaricating any longer. ‘The real reason why the goblins have arrested Ange Horrocks. Not the official explanation – I want to know exactly why they have her.’ Because when I had the why I could work on what it would take to get her out. 
 
    Marrock regarded me silently for a moment. ‘That’s easy. I should ask, though, if you are planning a rescue mission, little Saiya. I’d hate to have my best purveyor of truths destroyed in a foolish errand of mercy.’ 
 
    ‘I’d hate to be destroyed too, Marrock,’ I countered. ‘I’m not planning on getting myself killed by the Filits. What I do with the information is my business.’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘So it is.’ Lifting one hand, he beckoned. From the far corner, a young man ventured towards us, stepping across the bowling lanes. When he reached Marrock, he bent down and listened while his boss murmured in his ear. After some murmuring back, Marrock looked at me. ‘Tell me about this visitor then.’ 
 
    ‘I need your assurance first that—’ 
 
    ‘Enough!’ The spark of anger in his eyes was enough to warn me off. It was never easy to tell where the line was with Marrock; apparently I’d just crossed it. ‘If I deem your information good enough, I will tell you what you need. Quid pro quo, Saiya. Quid pro quo.’ 
 
    There were other information dealers I could go to but Marrock had never done me wrong before now. Of course, there was a first time for everything but I had to trust someone. ‘Fine.’ I shrugged at him. ‘Drum roll please.’ I paused for effect before saying, ‘It’s a Dark Elf.’ 
 
    The fact that Marrock didn’t even twitch told me everything I wanted to know. He was as surprised by this information as I had been. The Dark Elves had power, wealth – lots of both – and there were very few of them. For one to risk visiting Stirling was news indeed. 
 
    The minion beside him was less capable of controlling himself. ‘Bullshit!’ he blurted out. ‘She’s lying.’ 
 
    Marrock shook his head slowly. ‘Saiya doesn’t lie. Not to me. She knows what will happen if she does.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Fuck off, Bear.’ 
 
    Bear opened his mouth as if to argue before belatedly remembering who he was about to argue with. He marched off with a face like a winter storm.  
 
    ‘So?’ I said, not even smirking when he slipped on one of the lanes and almost went flying. ‘Why have the goblins taken Ange Horrocks?’ 
 
    Marrock shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    Anger flashed through me. From the way he’d spoken, I’d assumed he had the information I wanted. ‘You—’ 
 
    ‘Relax, Saiya. I don’t know yet. But I will know.’ He smiled at me like a benevolent dictator.  
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘This information is time-critical.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He waved a hand. ‘I will get you what you need but I would like to extend our bargaining a little further.’ 
 
    Wariness crept through me. I had a very bad feeling about this. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘If there is a Dark Elf within our city, everyone will know about it within hours. Information like that doesn’t stay secret for long.’ 
 
    Of course he was right. Hell, Isabella Markbury had known that the Elf was going to be at Kanji. He might be traipsing around town with a hood over his head but by morning everyone would know he was here. It was one of the reasons why I’d made the effort to get to Marrock so quickly. 
 
    ‘There’s power in being the first to know,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘True,’ he acknowledged. ‘But I still want more.’ I could already feel the resignation seeping in. I knew what Marrock wanted; nevertheless he spelled it out for me. ‘I want to know who the Dark Elf is. Knowing his identity will go a long way towards knowing why he’s here. Because, Saiya, I also want to know his motivation. His real motivation.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a mind reader. His name is one thing but his motivation? I’m not sure I can get you that information. I’m not sure anyone other than the damned Dark Elf himself could get you that information.’ 
 
    Marrock gazed at me meaningfully. ‘Try.’ He paused. ‘The rewards will be worth it. Not only has this got to be more interesting for you compared to seeking out the sleazy affairs from the underbelly but, in return, I will personally ensure that your friend is released.’ 
 
    I stared at him. ‘You don’t have that kind of power.’ 
 
    ‘A lot of people owe me a lot of favours. I can manage it.’  
 
    I looked into his eyes. Marrock wasn’t boasting, he was simply telling it as it was and for some reason that made me feel more nervous. Perhaps I’d massively underestimated him. ‘In that case,’ I said, because I really didn’t have a choice, ‘we have a deal. But I want Ange freed as soon as I come back to you with the information.’ 
 
    ‘I trust you. I’ll start preparations immediately.’ He beckoned over to the dark corners of the alley again, indicating that our conversation was at an end. ‘And remember, Saiya, as you said, time is critical.’ 
 
    Yeah, I thought sourly as I stalked out of the bowling alley, grabbing my first-aid kit from an outstretched hand as I left. And nothing said impending disaster more than a ticking clock. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The countdown might have started already but there was little I could do about it in the immediate aftermath of leaving Marrock’s. I retrieved my knife from his still-growling security guards and headed home, crashing out as soon as my head hit the pillow. It wasn’t until I woke up the next day that I began to plan. I sipped at my dandelion drink, a surprisingly tasty substitute for coffee made from the roots of the weed, and considered my options. 
 
    There would only be one place where the Dark Elf was staying for the duration of his visit. Stirling Castle loomed over the city, its shadow far more constant than mine. Perhaps once upon a time it had been looked up to as a beacon of hope and optimism, a symbol of the might of not just this city but this country. These days, it was just the building where a great deal of our misery came from. Orders and pronouncements were decided within the castle walls and issued from the castle gates. Virtually all of the Filit goblins lived there. It was certainly big enough to house them all.  
 
    The one curiosity was that even though the castle was a massive, obvious target, the Filits never seemed to consider abandoning it and the Gneiss hit it only once during their initial bombardment. In fact, after the large crater appeared in the south side of the castle’s outer wall, the shelling stopped for almost a month.  
 
    Most people seemed to think that the goblins wanted to preserve the history of the building and were doing their best to avoid damaging it – although they certainly had no qualms about destroying other historical areas of Stirling. These days Cambuskenneth Abbey was more piles of rubble than impressive ancient stonework and the Tolbooth prison building was once hit so badly that all the prisoners inside escaped through a hole in the wall. Unfortunately it had been quickly repaired. Perhaps the Gneiss left the castle unscathed because they wanted it as their seat of power and they didn’t like redecorating. 
 
    Whatever reason the goblins had for preserving for Stirling Castle, it stood over all of us as a permanent backdrop to our lives. Those walls, turrets and towers saw everything. Sometimes I was almost jealous.  
 
    My shadow self had ventured inside, especially during the early days of the siege when we were all sure it would be finished by Easter but the Filits were too damned cautious. They had a nasty habit of regularly scanning the castle and its environs for beasties – wraiths included. On two occasions I’d almost been caught.  
 
    A while back the Filits put a bound shadow on display at Mercat Cross after its owner had attempted to assassinate one of the cannier goblin lords. It took a full day for the wraith to writhe and silently scream its way to death; at that point I promised that I wouldn’t step inside that dratted castle ever again.  
 
    I finished the dregs of my dandelion coffee. Promises, much like rules, were made to be broken. I knew that I could still walk away if I wanted to; women like Ange and kids like Becky were two a penny. Very few people would miss Ange. The only way I could guarantee my own safety would be to tell Becky that I’d tried my best but I couldn’t find her mother. She’d be sad for a while but she’d get over it. Eventually.  
 
    Standing up, I went into my small bathroom and turned on the tap. A few drips of water splashed miserably into the sink while the pipes clanked and complained. I sighed. If the water would didn’t come on again soon, I’d have to make another trip to the river. I was fast running out of supplies. Still, I thought, as I cupped water in my hands from an old jerry can and splashed it over my face, if I died saving Ange Horrocks I wouldn’t have to worry about rations or water or anything like that ever again. What a cheery thought.  
 
    Even if I hadn’t had Becky’s pleading, tear-stained face at the forefront of my mind, I’d have felt compelled to do my best for Ange. When we let the Filits arrest whoever they wanted for whatever made-up reason they wanted, we’d have given up. In that scenario the only alternative left to us was to lie down and die. I gave a wry smile. My life wasn’t worth much these days anyway. The sad truth was that no one’s life in Stirling was. 
 
    The only way I could leave the castle alive and with my shadow intact would be to avoid the areas where large groups of people congregated. The hallways and corridors of the buildings on the outer fringes would be safer, although the Dark Elf would probably be staying in the King’s Old Building in the Inner Close. In the days before the siege, important guests and visitors were given rooms there. As long as I didn’t venture too deeply inside the Inner Close, I had a chance of lurking in the shadows and finding out the information that Marrock needed.  
 
    I patted my face dry and gazed into the bathroom mirror. I looked gaunt and sickly, my freckles standing out in sharp relief against my skin. My short hair and green eyes didn’t help. I looked less like a living, breathing woman than an androgynous robot whose maker had run out of materials to finish the job properly.  
 
    I tightened my lips. Given that I might well not be coming back, I should probably break into my own emergency supplies. At least a decent-ish meal might set me up for what was to come. 
 
    *** 
 
    I didn’t feel exactly nourished when I detached my shadow and set out from home but my energy levels had been buoyed by the instant noodles and dry crackers. I’d even allowed myself a couple of squares of chocolate that I’d kept hidden for months. The black market hadn’t provided proper chocolate at any price for ages, although word was that the goblins were swimming in it. I left myself just enough to savour when I got back – if this little venture wasn’t my swansong. 
 
     I used the growing dusk to mask my shape, but even so I took a slight detour and went via Mercat Cross again, double-checking that the line of nooses remained empty. I was surprised at the relief I felt when I saw that Ange’s body wasn’t swinging in the gentle breeze.  
 
    My plan was to nip back down the same street where Kanji and the other clubs lay but suddenly a suited and booted group of goblins came marching down from that direction. While my physical body drew in a sharp breath, my shadow body darted into the furthest corner to hide.  
 
    The goblins moved towards the hanging ropes in a tight group. They weren’t dragging any unfortunate prisoners with them. I watched them, feeling sick to my stomach. The only reason I could think of that they’d tamper with their execution site was to prepare for a large-scale hanging. The largest number who had ever swung at one time was twelve, which was why there were now twelve empty nooses waiting to be filled. The goblins had left them there as a stark reminder. You could avoid viewing the executions – attendance wasn’t mandatory – but the bodies stayed up for at least a week. That way no one missed seeing what would happen if you did something that displeased the goblins. 
 
    I hunkered down and wrapped my arms round myself. If any of the goblins glanced in this direction, they wouldn’t see me. The other shadows and the darkening night sky kept me well concealed. Remaining motionless, I watched while the goblins separated, one by one, before climbing onto the scaffold. When they started undoing the knots and releasing the nooses, I almost staggered. Each rope spiralled down, landing with a heavy thump onto the cobbles below. What the bejesus were they up to this time? 
 
    The goblins clambered down, huffing and puffing as if it were a great effort, then coiled up each rope to make it easy to carry. One of them, whose shoulder pips signalled that he was a higher rank, stepped back and eyed the scaffold with a critical expression. ‘Auction block,’ he grunted. ‘That’s what it can be used for now. Taking all of the rest of this down will take too long.’ 
 
    Something inside me eased; they were dismantling the gallows, not extending them. The sudden benevolence seemed too good to be true but I was still delighted. For a brief moment, anyway. 
 
    ‘Auction block for what?’ one of the other goblins asked. 
 
    The leader pursed his lips. ‘This season’s strawberries.’ 
 
    The group guffawed. Even tiny wild strawberries were impossible to find these days. I glared at them from my hiding place. They couldn’t see me and it didn’t make me feel any better but all the same I silently killed them with my eyes. Then I slid away.  
 
    Whatever they were up to, it wasn’t anything for me to worry about right now. Still, their strange antics altered my plan and instead of using the main thoroughfare, with its useful darkness, I sneaked towards the smaller streets. It was a longer route but my destination was the same: all roads led to the castle sooner or later. At least on the back streets I wouldn’t inadvertently bump into any more goblin gangs. That was the theory. 
 
    I’d slunk about five hundred metres when a movement ahead caught my eye. A man appeared, someone with a delicate build and a flat cap. It didn’t take a genius to know that he was up to no good. He darted from one side of the street to the other, his head twisting this way and that as if he were expecting someone to come after him. A moment later someone did. 
 
    ‘You wanker!’ A tiny person sprang out from the same doorway and barrelled towards him. I squinted. It was definitely a kid and even at this distance it was clear that he was shorter and younger than Becky. I grimaced. No one should let their children out on these streets at night, no matter what the reason. 
 
    The man picked up speed but he was obviously unused to running and I could see the kid gaining on him. A moment later the man’s foot slipped and he went flying, landing on his back with a yell. He scrambled up, trying to get to his feet, but the kid was already on him, raising one foot and smashing it down into the man’s groin. I winced while the man screamed, the sound echoing round the streets. Half the damn city would have heard it. 
 
    ‘Give it back!’ The kid bent down, struggling to pull back whatever had been taken. Despite the man’s obvious pain, he didn’t appear willing to let it go. 
 
    Making a snap decision, I moved forward. Neither the kid nor the man noticed me – they were far too intent on their own struggle. A metal canister skittered free and rolled down the street. I snatched it up with one hand just as the kid glanced towards me then I sprang towards him and yanked him by the scruff of his neck, hauling him back into the shadows.  
 
    He writhed and kicked against me, trying to shout out, but I clamped my free hand round his mouth to muffle the sound. I managed it in the nick of time; seconds later, four goblins appeared at the bottom of the street. 
 
    I felt the kid convulse – him and me both. It wasn’t as if he’d given me much choice in the matter, however, and at least this was my wraith form touching him rather than my physical body. It made things a little easier for me. 
 
    Surrounded by tightly packed terraced houses, there was nowhere to hide him. I spun round, facing him away from me and using my own shadow to mask his body. Then the goblins were on us. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ one demanded, grabbing the man and yanking him upwards. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    Whatever was going on between him and the boy, neither of them wanted the goblins involved. The man cowered and tried to duck away, making a vain attempt to shield his face. ‘Nothing,’ he whined. ‘I’m not doing anything. I’ve not taken anything and I’m doing nothing wrong.’ 
 
    I grimaced. Every word was laced with a lie. There were numerous avenues he could have taken to avoid the goblins’ interest but this wasn’t one of them. I couldn’t do anything for him now; instead I squeezed the boy tighter, praying he had the good sense to keep quiet. 
 
    Another goblin rummaged in the man’s jacket, pulled out his wallet and flipped it open. ‘Eric Quiddle,’ he read aloud. ‘I think you’ve been a naughty boy, Eric.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not! I’ve not done anything!’ 
 
    The goblin released him. ‘Well, then, we’ve obviously made a terrible mistake. I’m so sorry, sir. Enjoy your evening.’ 
 
    Damn it. I knew what was coming next. 
 
    ‘Wh … what?’ the hapless Mr Quiddle stammered. 
 
    The goblin gave him a little shove. ‘Off you go.’ 
 
    Quiddle remained where he was for a second and then turned, trying to run away as fast as his legs would carry him. He didn’t get very far. Another goblin reached into his pocket and threw a heavy-looking shuriken towards the back of his head. The goblin clearly knew what he was about; the weapon was angled so that the dull blades skimmed Quiddle’s skull and didn’t break the skin but the force of the throw sent him slamming down onto the hard concrete . 
 
    ‘Running away from the strong arm of the law, are we, Mr Quiddle?’ The nearest goblin turned to the others. ‘What is that?’ 
 
    The shuriken-throwing bastard tapped his mouth thoughtfully. ‘Seizure of assets. Ten days in jail.’ He glanced down. ‘Let’s hope he’s got some assets worth seizing.’ He hauled Quiddle up and dragged him away. Quiddle’s feet scuffed against the cobbles.  
 
    I sighed. There was little doubt that Eric Quiddle was no angel but he didn’t deserve the goblins’ attention. No one did. 
 
    I stayed where I was, with the boy’s body fully covered by my shadow, until I was certain that the goblins weren’t coming back. Only when the street was still again did I release him. He leapt backwards, wide blue eyes staring at me with fear. He might be a kid but he knew what I was. 
 
    ‘Are you going to kill me?’ 
 
    I shook my head slowly, making sure I was out of the shadows of the nearby buildings so that he could see me. Then I tossed him the canister. I didn’t know what was inside and, to be honest, I didn’t really want to know. The boy unscrewed it anyway and held it out to me. 
 
    ‘Here,’ he said sullenly. ‘Take it.’ 
 
    Three small tomatoes lay inside. My mouth watered. I shook my head again and placed my finger to my lips, hoping the boy got the message. I had no idea where he’d managed to find tomatoes but I wouldn’t tell anyone about them if he wouldn’t tell anyone about me. Understand me? I’m not your enemy. 
 
    He stayed where he was, the canister outstretched in his small grubby hands. He was obviously too frightened to leave and expected me to do to him what the goblins had done to Quiddle. I got the message and slid to the side, moving past him and away.  
 
    When I passed the open doorway to his house I saw another small figure, a young girl who couldn’t have been more than three or four who was sucking on her thumb and staring in my direction. My insides tightened. They probably didn’t have parents. This was what it meant to live in this city these days where babes were forced to look after themselves and a few tiny tomatoes were precious currency.  
 
    I sighed and ploughed ahead. To pause would only terrify the boy further. I was a wraith after all; I was the stuff of even the goblins’ nightmares. 
 
    I did my best to shove both children out of my mind. Their situation wasn’t unique and right now I couldn’t help them. I had to push ahead and stick with my mission. Maybe once this was over, when I looked like a normal human being instead of a creature of darkness, I could do something to ease their suffering.  
 
    I picked up speed and returned to my original course; high up on its steep hill, the castle was still waiting. 
 
    Without seeing another living soul, I twisted one way then another through the Stirling streets before scaling the long, tree-covered slope to reach the crag at the foot of the castle walls. I’d traversed these virtually perpendicular woods several times and discovered the odd cave and clump of edible plants But on the few previous occasions I’d visited the castle I’d entered as a shadow through the main gates, which were situated on the only one of the four sides that was accessible to living bodies. I used to slide in behind others who were entering so that my shadow merged with theirs and didn’t get picked up by the flickering flames that illuminated the grand entrance.  
 
    This time, however, I had to be more sensible because remaining as unobtrusive as possible was vital. It would take considerable energy to scale both the crag and the outer wall – not to mention what lay beyond. Even shadows could only do so much. Fortunately, I had a good idea where it would be best to aim for. 
 
    I flitted in and out of the trees until I got to where I wanted to be then I rubbed my palms together. These outer walls were only just the beginning but like all adventures, both good and bad, I had to start somewhere. 
 
    I took my time skimming up the crag until the rocky tree-covered cliff face merged into the man-made wall. I was heading for the point where, generations ago, a particularly foolish house puck had strapped on a pair of makeshift wings and attempted to fly. Legend had it that he was the first person to attempt such a feat, which always seemed unlikely to me; he was probably just the first one daft enough to boast about it. A pile of dung lying at the bottom had broken his fall and he’d escaped with little more than a broken bone or two. His actions spoke of the stupidity of the beings who lived in castles. Large stone buildings weren’t invulnerable despite their impressive stature – and neither were their occupants. If only the goblins, both Gneiss and Filit, would realise that then we’d all be better off. 
 
    When I reached the parapet, I slowed even further. Even though this was the far side of the castle, and the old, overgrown Queen Anne gardens in front of me hid my shade form from the more well-lit parade ground to the north, I still needed to take care. All I needed was one curious set of eyes gazing from a window above and my shadow could be spotted. I raised my head carefully, glancing around. A heartbeat later I was forced to duck down again as the crunch of heavy goblin boots on gravel drifted towards me. 
 
    My shadow isn’t necessarily two-dimensional or three-dimensional. I exist outside the boundaries of normal understanding. In essence, when I am standing, my wraith shape is three-dimensional; this is necessary for interacting by touch with my environment. If I want to kill someone, as others of my kind are wont to do, or to help small boys hide from goblins as I prefer to do, then that is the form I have to take. When I am against a solid structure like a castle wall, I can be two-dimensional. In theory I can remain flat against the high edge of a wall or a tree or a cliff for as long as I wish. In practice, however, my energy is quickly sapped by the concentration and effort such a feat requires. People often make the error of thinking that wraiths are indefatigable but it’s not true.  
 
    The last thing I wanted was to waste precious vitality by hanging around. All the same I waited, counting until a full minute had passed after the sound of the footsteps had dissipated. Only then did I raise my head once more, breaching the gap between the outer wall and the untidy hedgerow beyond. 
 
    A corporeal form would have found it tiresome to navigate through the garden but I sprang through, bouncing from tree to bush to indefinable green growth. It had been left untended for so long that trailing bindweed had sprung up everywhere, wrapping itself around everything and crawling up the edge of the wall beyond. As I had to traverse that wall, the bindweed was a blessing; it provided an uneven façade, making it easier for my shadow to slip upwards undetected, even if another guard wandered past.  
 
    While back in my flat the muscles of my physical body tightened and my breath quickened, my shadow bounded upwards, springing along the bindweed as if wholly entangled and yet still entirely fluid. Stirling Castle isn’t a single entity but a collection of buildings of all shapes and sizes, so I could dart from dark walls to their even darker corners. There were many windows dotted around, light wastefully shining forth from each one, but they were easy to avoid. With night finally in full swing and the moon half-covered by cloud, my journey became easier as I continued. I might have been sweating back at home but my shadow was making short work of the castle’s defences. At least until I reached the Inner Close and the King’s Old Building loomed in front of me. 
 
    I took a moment to compose myself. The hardest part in physical terms was now behind me but the hardest part in real terms was ahead. By pausing, I allowed both of my forms to recoup some strength and energy. If I were eating more healthily and more regularly this would have been less of a problem. I’d have cursed about it if it would have done me any good but even little Becky knew that whining never served anyone. Put up, shut up or be strung up. Simple as. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    When I felt ready, I began my final ascent. By now I was fully enveloped by the night, wrapped in darkness and totally safe. I knew the dangers of over-confidence but, given that my approach so far had been so easy, I was buoyed with optimism. It seemed like luck was actually on my side.  
 
    My shadow flitted up to a window on the third floor. Like virtually all the others, dangerous light shone out as if warding me off. I stretched up to the right-hand side of the window frame and peeped in. 
 
    The hallway was empty. Of course, that didn’t mean it would remain so and I was cautious enough to wait in order to judge the level of passing foot traffic. After several seconds and with no sign of anyone – Dark Elf, goblin or even house spider – I reshaped my hand and nudged open the window. Then, like smoke, I slid inside.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting – perhaps an alarm or a battalion of goblins with swinging swords to round the corner – but nothing changed. The brightly lit hallway remained silent and the only patch of darkness in it was me. I had to get to somewhere even darker fast. 
 
    With more speed than I’d achieved so far, I sped towards the closed door at the far end of the hallway. In one fluid movement, I threw myself down and slid under the gap at the bottom. 
 
    Fortunately the room was unoccupied; even better, it was both windowless and dark. There wasn’t so much as a single flickering candle, so I could look around with ease. When in shadow form like this, I can see just as well in darkness as my physical body can see in bright sunlight.  
 
    If I’d been hoping to find a handy sheet of paper explaining who the Dark Elf was and why he was here, I was sadly disappointed. There was nothing apart from old boxes and towering bundles of old clothes. Even the abandoned fireplace with its faint dusting of soot seemed to sigh in despair. Perhaps I’d stumbled across the goblins’ dress-up room, which was only used in happier times. I smiled at the thought of some of the stouter and swarthier Filits swinging feather boas and wearing pretty diamond tiaras then I flitted to other door at right-hand side. A chink of light was just visible from underneath it. By the looks of things it was another hallway and, just as before, there didn’t appear to be anyone wandering down it. 
 
    I pushed through the tiny gap underneath the door and emerged at the other side. This corridor was as brightly illuminated as the previous one but the stone floor boasted a less shabby rug, indicating that it was used more frequently. There were more doors leading off it, several of which were open. The clatter and murmur of voices could be heard from further down and the risk I was putting myself into increased exponentially.  
 
    I edged my way forward more slowly. There were some alcoves where I could hide if needs be; I paused at each one in case someone suddenly appeared. My luck was holding. I could do this. 
 
    I was about halfway along when one of the doors ahead of me suddenly swung open and two goblins appeared. Barely registering one male and one female form, I flung myself backwards, darting into the nearest recess and narrowly avoiding knocking over an ugly vase on a pedestal. There were no shouts or gasps so I’d obviously avoided detection. Praying that they’d choose to walk in the other direction, I made my shadow as small as possible, merging into the shadow cast by the pedestal and vase.  
 
    It was just as well that I did; the goblins’ voices grew louder as they walked towards me. The silhouette I’d created wasn’t perfect – the other shadows I’d joined myself with were too angular for that. If the goblins stared long enough, they’d realise that something was wrong. I reminded myself that the chances of that happening were miniscule; unless this pair was literally jumping at shadows, I’d probably be alright.  
 
    ‘I don’t see what gives him the right,’ muttered the female goblin. ‘Striding around as if he owns the place. We should have told him to fuck off from the outset.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only for a day or two longer,’ her companion soothed. ‘And we needed to placate the Prime Minister. Ghrashbreg said that the Scottish government was becoming quite insistent that we do more to end the siege.’ 
 
    There was a loud, nasal snort that sounded similar to my plumbing when the pipes were nearly empty. ‘James has no jurisdiction over Stirling. He can’t do a thing.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be naïve. You know very well that there’s plenty he can do to make our lives miserable. The sanctions—’ 
 
    ‘Screw the sanctions. When we find the Stone, I’ll bloody well sanction him. Then he can see how he likes it.’ 
 
    ‘Azra…’ There was exasperation in the male goblin’s voice as they drew level with my hidey-hole. I tensed. From his tone, this was a conversation they’d had several times before. Well, thank you very much for having it again, I thought sardonically, as I stayed still and hoped they wouldn’t glance at the oddly shaped shadow. I’d learnt a great deal already.  
 
    In less than two heartbeats, both goblins strolled past. I relaxed infinitesimally whilst they continued to talk.  
 
    ‘I get the impression you’d much rather screw him than screw the sanctions.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a good-looking guy for an elf. It doesn’t mean that I don’t wish he were long gone.’ 
 
    ‘A good-looking guy for an elf? How many elves have you met? And Dark Elves at that?’ 
 
    ‘He’s the only one. It’s not like there’s many of them around to meet.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ the male acknowledged. ‘Should I be jealous? He’s on his way to have dinner right now. I’m sure he’d love to have you join him. You could serve yourself up on a platter. Stick an apple in your mouth or something.’ 
 
    There was another loud snort. ‘Only if it’s a poisoned apple for him to munch on.’ 
 
    ‘It would be in your mouth first,’ her companion pointed out. Apparently she wasn’t the brightest goblin in the horde. 
 
    The pair of them went into a room and their voices faded away. I straightened up. It didn’t take a genius to know who’d they’d been moaning about. And if the Dark Elf was the topic of conversation, it was probably because they’d just seen him. All I had to do was head in the direction they’d come from and I’d find my quarry.  
 
    It sounded like the Dark Elf was here at the Prime Minister’s insistence and that he was making a token effort to try and end the siege. It had already been going on for too long, though; if the government really wanted to stop it they would have done so by now. As the citizens of Stirling well knew, myself included, our hungry stomachs wouldn’t be filled with empty promises, regardless of who made them. 
 
     I waited a few moments, extricated my shadow and flickered back out, darting down the corridor into the open doorway that the goblins had just vacated.  
 
    The room was empty but it was in a better state than the last one I’d been in. For one thing, it wasn’t covered in jumble; for another, a table with empty dishes displayed the remnants of someone’s dinner. Three someone’s dinners, in fact. I stared briefly at the discarded chicken bones and the scraps of delectable white meat clinging to the drumsticks. Chicken. Real chicken. 
 
    My corporeal body back in my flat might have been inert but that didn’t mean my mouth wasn’t watering. Forget the boy’s tiny tomatoes, here was some real food – and lots of it. I shook my head and wished that my shadow form had the ability to eat. Then I stopped gaping and focused. Drooling wasn’t on today’s agenda. 
 
    I headed for the next door. There were voices coming from behind it. I pressed myself up close then the door opened, revealing the figure of a goblin ready to depart and a table with three seated figures. One of those was unmistakably a Dark Elf.  
 
    Amazed by the speed with which I’d located him, I quickly scoped the room and spotted the darkest place next to an impressive bureau. While the goblin shifted his weight and prepared to turn towards me, I kept an eye on the others and waited for their attention to move away. This was the dangerous part. I had to get into that safe spot without drawing any attention. Deep breath. 
 
    Only one of the three men enjoying the feast was a goblin. My eyes narrowed. This one I knew of, although only by reputation. Ghrashbreg was a particularly depraved creature. I’d seen the results of his handiwork carved into the skin of some of my fellow citizens; he enjoyed leaving his mark on those he tortured. In older times the goblins would have sent someone like Ghrashbreg far away from here where he would do less damage, but under these siege conditions he’d proved useful. Officially he was routing Gneiss infiltrators and sympathisers but in practice he was just a mean bastard with a taste for blood. If this Dark Elf was fraternizing with Ghrashbreg, there was not so much hope that he was here to do us any good. 
 
    ‘Would you like some cake and coffee?’ Ghrashbreg enquired with what was supposed to be a solicitous smile. ‘We have the most delectable chocolate confection which I’m sure you’ll both enjoy.’  
 
    Chocolate cake? I thought of the meagre squares I’d allowed myself before leaving home. The bloody goblins were eating entire cakes of the stuff! Unbelievable. 
 
    Ghrashbreg gestured towards the goblin who was shielding me from sight. I darted into the room, using the shadow of the door to keep my form hidden. I twisted round while the goblin marched away to get the cake and maintained both a vantage point and an entry point into the room. Careful now, I warned myself. Don’t mess this up. 
 
    Facing away from me, the Dark Elf spoke, his voice accented with a soft Scottish brogue but his tone edged with steel. ‘I don’t want chocolate cake.’ He stood up. ‘I’m going out.’ 
 
    Trouble in Paradise? I held my breath and waited for the precise moment I needed. Ghrashbreg fixed his gaze on the Dark Elf and the Dark Elf and his companion, whoever he was, returned the look. This testosterone-fuelled stand off was exactly what I wanted.  
 
    As they glared at each other, I tumbled to my right until I reached the bureau’s dark spot. I whipped round. None of the men had moved or altered their expressions. My shoulders sagged – I’d made it. Now I needed them to tell me what Marrock wanted to know. 
 
    ‘Out? Goodness me. I presume you are heading back to Kanji. Perhaps a lady took your fancy there after all.’ Ghrashbreg gazed up at the Dark Elf with an amused expression on his face. Anyone else would have taken this as fair warning to back off but the Elf held his ground.  
 
    Now that I could see his face clearly for the first time, I scanned his features with interest as he oh-so-casually replied to the goblin, ‘No, not there. I think a stroll in the other direction is in order. I’d like to see more of the city.’ 
 
    I could see why they were called Dark Elves. Everything about this man was dark: the warning note in his voice; his flawless complexion, and his glittering eyes. Even the way he held himself suggested menace as he towered over Ghrashbreg. The goblin might not look intimidated but I reckoned he was saving face by staying in his seat. If he stood up and faced the Elf, this would turn from a mild conversation into a stand off. Literally. And the power rippling from the Elf made it clear who would win, even with Ghrashbreg on home ground. 
 
    I looked at the other man; he was still sitting down but looking anxious. He was human, with kindly features and greying hair. Judging by the way he was twisting the napkin underneath the table, he knew as well as I did how badly this could go. How very, very interesting. 
 
    ‘That’s not wise,’ Ghrashbreg said. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t asking for your opinion but I appreciate your concern.’ 
 
    I shivered, wondering if I was about to witness the moment the Elves finally turned on the goblins. History in the making – and all over an evening stroll. 
 
    ‘Sit down and have some cake.’ 
 
    A ghost of a smile crossed the Dark Elf’s lips. ‘Thank you but no.’ He turned and started to walk away while his human companion got clumsily to his feet and stumbled after him. 
 
    Ghrashbreg cleared his throat. ‘I know what you’re capable of, Lord Gabriel,’ he called out. 
 
    Gabriel. There were less than fifty Dark Elves in the whole of Scotland and there was only one Gabriel that I’d heard of. My blood chilled. Ghrashbreg wasn’t the only one in this room with a reputation. 
 
    ‘Then,’ Gabriel de Florinville murmured, ‘you know I can look after myself. I will be in no danger on those streets. And I’m no Lord.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ the goblin returned. ‘But you are one of fewer than fifty Dark Elves who reside in Scotland. Don’t overestimate your powers. You don’t know Stirling.’ 
 
    ‘I know enough.’ 
 
    There was nothing to suggest the Elf was boasting but Ghrashbreg wasn’t wrong either. If de Florinville ventured out on the streets on his own, he might be approached by idiots who thought they could take him on. Even if they recognised him as a Dark Elf, there would be those who would want the challenge. There were also people who were hungry enough and desperate enough to try their luck, regardless of the odds.  
 
    I wondered idly what the ransom for Gabriel de Florinville would be; certainly enough to buy a way out of Stirling for every person I knew. I wasn’t stupid enough to think that I could take him on. Even Marrock, on a good day and with a full belly, would be lucky to land a single punch against a Dark Elf. When that Dark Elf was de Florinville … well, let’s just say it would be a one-sided fight. 
 
    Two goblin guards, whose bulging muscles suggested they’d been overdoing the steroids, appeared in the doorway. The servant who’d left had brought beefcake as well as chocolate cake. Each guard was carrying a long curved sword as if they were both preparing to slice and dice the Elf. They actually looked eager, as if they were hoping they’d receive the order. I almost hoped they would too. 
 
     ‘Are you threatening an Envoy of the Realm?’ de Florinville asked.  
 
    Ghrashbreg arched a bushy eyebrow. ‘We allowed you to come here. We have been gracious hosts who have met your needs and answered your questions. At your bidding, we have even made several concessions towards the Gneiss goblins. Given all that, why would you want to risk a diplomatic incident over an evening stroll?’ 
 
     ‘Am I a prisoner here?’  
 
    I didn’t move. Unless one of these two backed down, it seemed certain that blood would be spilled. There was no logical conclusion that suggested any benefit for Stirling. If that bloody Elf really was here as the Prime Minister’s envoy and he got himself hurt – or killed – we’d all be dead within the week. If Ghrashbreg died at the Elf’s hand then we could probably expect the same end. Brilliant. At least my presence meant I had fair warning of the city’s impending doom. 
 
    Ghrashbreg laughed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. It grates though, doesn’t it? You’ve only been here a few days and you already feel the weight of being trapped within the city walls. Imagine how we feel after three years. It’s not Filits who are the enemy. We are as innocent of wrongdoing as you are. We’re simply trying to keep a hold of what is ours.’  
 
    I stared at the goblin. What an arse. The weight of being trapped? Innocent of wrongdoing? He should try living on my side of the city. My hands curved into tight fists and suddenly I was prepared to cheer Gabriel de Florinville on. I was even tempted to help him.  
 
    Then I noticed the way Ghrashbreg’s hands were grabbing the arms of his chair and a tiny muscle pulsating above his wiry eyebrow. The goblin was quivering – but not in fear. It was something else – he was excited about something. I thought back, recalling his words. Excited about what, though? 
 
    ‘If you’re really so desperate to see the less salubrious parts of Stirling,’ Ghrashbreg continued, ‘then you are welcome to visit them. But let us arrange a small escort for you. If any harm were to come to you, Holyrood would not be pleased. We wish to avoid the Prime Minister’s displeasure. In fact, if you can be patient and wait until tomorrow night, I will come with you.’ 
 
    De Florinville’s head tilted, a single dark curl falling across his forehead. This was no artful or coquettish tease though; his eyes were as hard as black ice. ‘I don’t want a guided tour. I want to see the city for myself.’ 
 
    ‘Then you can lead the way and we will merely follow.’ Ghrashbreg paused. ‘But please, give us time to do what we can to guarantee your safety.’ 
 
    De Florinville’s expression was inscrutable. Whereas Ghrashbreg had a number of interesting tells, I hadn’t the foggiest idea what the Dark Elf was thinking.  
 
    When he nodded his head in agreement, I almost fell over in surprise. Just like that, the tension in the room dissipated. I shook my head in amazement. Half a beat ago it had seemed that we were a hair’s breadth away from all-out war because Gabriel de Florinville wanted to play tourist and Ghrashbreg was determined to stop him. Now it appeared we were all friends again.  
 
    The goblin stood up. ‘Excellent. In that case, I’ll leave you two to enjoy the cake on your own. I’ll take my leave so I can make the necessary arrangements.’ He bowed once. He could afford to; he’d managed to get the Dark Elf to back down. 
 
     ‘Well,’ the human said ‘so much for our temporary escape.’ He didn’t sound particularly impressed. ‘You let him stop you. Why are you so happy about it?’ 
 
    I looked at the Elf. He was right; de Florinville was grinning like a schoolboy. ‘Because Ghrashbreg isn’t quite as clever as he thinks. When he said they were only trying to keep a hold of what was theirs, his left hand gave him away. He was holding onto the chair of that arm so tightly it’s a wonder it didn’t snap off. It wasn’t just proprietary concern over the city, it was excitement.’ 
 
    Huh. He’d been paying attention. That was as interesting to know as it was dangerous to realise. This Dark Elf didn’t only rely on his internal power and strength, he used intelligence too. I was impressed. 
 
    ‘Excitement? What on earth could he be excited about? Are you sure you didn’t read him wrongly?’ 
 
    I leaned forward, curious to see if de Florinville could provide an answer. In the nick of time, however, I realised that my shoulder was jutting out and casting an odd shape onto the floor. I yanked myself back then, heart rate fluttering faster, glanced up. Thank goodness. It had barely been a second and neither the Dark Elf nor his companion had reacted. That was close, I scolded myself. This was not the time to start getting reckless.  
 
    I’d probably been saved because the goblin servant returned – and this time he really did have a chocolate cake with him, a real chocolate cake that was bigger than any piece of confectionary I’d seen in years, siege or no siege. I goggled at it, counting five whole tiers. There were only four of us in the damn room – and I was supposedly non-existent and one of us was a servant. This cake would feed my entire street for a week and yet it had been given to two VIPs who looked only slightly interested in it. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ the human said. 
 
    Wow? That was all the man could say? The servant departed silently while we all stared at the cake. I was aware that, five miles away, my physical form was salivating. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ agreed Gabriel de Florinville. ‘But are they trying to impress us or divert us?’ 
 
    Personally, I was both impressed and diverted, not to mention royally pissed off at the waste. The goblins were probably trying to achieve the same effect on their invited visitors. 
 
     ‘You’re the one who seems to have a hotline to the goblins’ inner thoughts,’ his companion grumbled. ‘You tell me.’ 
 
    Rather than answer him, de Florinville walked over to the cake and dipped his finger into the icing like a child. The ganache glistened. I noticed a small smile on the Dark Elf’s mouth but it only just registered before he turned and swiped at me without warning. 
 
    I threw myself backward, doing everything I could to get away but it was too late. The Elf had hold of my shadow and was already murmuring the incantation required to keep hold of me. I writhed and pulled at my wrist, desperate to get away, but his grip tightened and burned into my shadow. Pain flashed through me as magical symbols appeared on his skin, glowing golden against his flesh.  
 
    I struggled. All I needed was a second then I could run. I already had a route – I just had to fly across the ceiling, reach the far window then I’d be out into the night sky and fleeing down the castle walls.  
 
    The Elf was obviously aware of this and he wasn’t letting go. 
 
    Concentrating, I let my legs to grow more substantial. I kicked upwards, connecting with a broad, muscular thigh, and the Elf hissed out a curse. I tugged and kicked some more but his grip tightened, sapping my strength until all I could feel was mind-numbing pain and ever-growing exhaustion.  
 
    ‘Cease,’ he commanded, his voice reverberating around my skull. He was using his power to turn my own will against me. I knew it was happening but I was powerless to stop it. ‘Cease,’ he said again. 
 
    I fought against it as best as I could but in seconds he had me on my knees. Pain shot through my veins, flaring out from where de Florinville’s fingers encircled my wrist. I dragged my remaining energy into an imaginary ball, preparing to push it against him in one last-ditch effort to break free, but he was one step ahead of me. 
 
     ‘My pocket,’ he said to his friend. ‘There should be a binding in there.’ 
 
    If he bound me, I was lost. I pushed and shoved while the human fumbled. Blood roared in my ears; I could see their lips moving but I could no longer hear any words. Come on, Saiya. Do something. Then the Elf lashed out towards me with a thin strip of leather and, as it wrapped round me, I knew my time was up.  
 
    The magic bound me, making my shadow virtually inert. The worst of the pain dissipated, reducing to a dull throb, but that was little comfort. The binding was stronger than anything I’d ever felt and I knew there was no escape as long as that leather, with its deep elven magic, was wrapped around me. 
 
    The human man gaped at me ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    De Florinville nodded, his eyes dark chips of ice. ‘A wraith. A shadow assassin. No prizes for guessing who is his target.’ 
 
    ‘Those goblin bastards!’ 
 
    Idiots. I was a wraith, sure, but I was no assassin. If I were, they would both be dead already. Couldn’t they see that? 
 
     ‘Not the Filits,’ de Florinville murmured, his sharp gaze still fixed on me, pinning me in place as much as the binding did. ‘Ghrashbreg was right about one thing; the Filits can’t afford for either of us to be hurt.’ 
 
    ‘You think the Gneiss sent this … thing?’ 
 
    ‘It’s certainly possible. They could blame my death on the Filits and reap the rewards from the resulting fallout. Or maybe there’s a third group we are unaware of.’ 
 
    ‘You should kill him now. Use the binding to strangle him.’ 
 
    Make it quick. Please. 
 
    De Florinville shook his head and my heart sank. ‘No. I want to see whose shadow this is. I’ve come across wraiths before but never…’ His voice trailed off. 
 
    ‘Never what?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. No wraith can survive without its shadow form for less than twenty-four hours. Whoever this is, they will come here. They’ll have no choice.’ A nasty smile crossed his mouth as he addressed me. ‘Do you hear that? You’ll have to come to me. Tell me who you’re working for and I’ll let you go.’ 
 
    I gathered the last of my strength and rose up. I couldn’t communicate with him while I was like this; I couldn’t tell him I wasn’t an assassin and that I was working for myself . Instead, I did the only thing I could.  
 
    I turned my head to the side, knowing it would allow my shadow to become more distinct, then I stuck out my tongue. Screw you, I imagined myself saying. Screw you, your friend, the goblins and all bloody five tiers of chocolate cake that none of you deserve.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I yanked my consciousness back to my corporeal body, leaving my shadow hanging uselessly in Gabriel de Florinville’s hands. My heart was fluttering against my ribcage and nausea was pushing up through my stomach, threatening to overwhelm me. I took several shallow breaths, forcing myself not to throw up. It wouldn’t help the situation. It wouldn’t help me.  
 
    Despite my flippant, childish gesture to the Elf, I was very aware of how precarious my life had suddenly become. I could curl up into a ball and feel sorry for myself; I could spend the next twenty-four hours castigating myself for being a fool – or I could damn well do something about this situation. I wasn’t dead yet and I was a survivor. Everyone was who was still living in Stirling. 
 
    I got to my feet, walked to the bathroom and stared at my gaunt reflection in the cracked mirror. It was my imagination that I already looked as if I were wasting away; it was far too early for anything like that. Even so, I knew that time was not on my side. I would grow gradually weaker until it wouldn’t matter how hard I tried to fight back and regain my shadow; I wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing. De Florinville would always be stronger than me – but I still had plenty of tricks up my sleeve. As long as he didn’t reveal my existence to the goblins, I could finagle my way out of this. Either that or I’d die trying. 
 
    Aware that I needed as much strength and energy as I could muster – and that conserving rations when I might not be here tomorrow to enjoy them was a pointless effort – I splashed water on my face and returned to my stash. I finished off the chocolate and the rest of my goodies. This time I didn’t savour the food. I fleetingly let myself remember the glistening cake that de Florinville had used to divert me and swallowed the last mouthful of my own miserable chocolate.  
 
    I changed my clothes, divesting myself of my shadow battle-gear and pulling on a once pretty but now faded dress covered with sprigs of red flowers. Where it had once accentuated my curves and looked sexy, it now hung on me, emphasizing my boniness. The effect was one of desperate fragility but I wasn’t beyond using my natural state to manipulate either the Dark Elf or the goblins, not when my survival depended on it. The latter probably wouldn’t blink an eyelid; the former, however, might be swayed. I doubted it from what I’d seen of him so far but there was still hope. There was always hope. 
 
    I filled up a water bottle from my almost empty reserves, grabbed the first-aid kit I’d got from Marrock and stuffed them into a backpack that I swung on my shoulders. The good news was that I had some of the information that Marrock wanted; that might give me leverage to renegotiate the terms of our deal. I had to take every advantage I could get with the tips of my grubby fingers. 
 
    I headed for the door then, pausing, I swung my head round. My flat wasn’t much – not these days, anyway – but it was mine. I might never see it again. I took in the drab wallpaper and the shabby furniture shrouded in darkness from the dark sky. ‘See you,’ I said softly, hoping I was speaking the truth. A second later, I was out the door and heading down the corridor.  
 
    The goblins who’d been stationed outside since Ange’s arrest had been replaced with a new set. It was dark enough for them not to notice that I was shadowless. Without Becky in tow I appeared innocent enough so I simply pushed open the main doors and strode past them. 
 
    ‘Oi!’ The nearest one pushed away from the wall and started after me. Good. 
 
    Giving the impression of being just another well-behaved citizen with nothing to hide, I halted and turned round. I didn’t smile too broadly. The goblins tended to like it when you showed fear, erroneously equating it with respect. Instead, I hugged my arms around myself and offered them a wobbly grin. ‘Yes?’ I asked, eyes wide. 
 
    ‘Who are you? Where are you going?’ 
 
    I licked my lips and dropped my voice to a whisper. ‘I’m Saiya. I’m going foraging.’ 
 
    His lip curled up in a sneer. ‘Foraging for what?’ 
 
    ‘Nettles. I was going to make nettle soup. I’ve got another three days before I get my rations and I’ve got nothing left. I…’ 
 
    The goblin held up his hand. ‘Shut up.’ 
 
    His companion ambled over and peered at me. ‘Leave her be, Boxburn. This one’s hardly dangerous.’ 
 
    Boxburn ignored her and continued to glare at me. ‘What do you know about Angela Horrocks?’ 
 
    I took a step backwards. This was becoming tiresome. Maybe I should have come up with a different plan and climbed out of the window like last time. I didn’t want them to focus on Ange, I wanted them to focus on me. 
 
    ‘She … she … lives upstairs,’ I stammered. ‘She’s been arrested. I don’t know why.’ I shook my head violently. ‘I don’t know her that well, I promise. I don’t know what she’s been doing.’ Given that I was telling the truth, I reckoned I must appear believable. 
 
    ‘What about her daughter?’ 
 
    ‘Becky?’ I blurted out. ‘Has she broken the law too? Have you arrested her too? She’s just a kid. You can’t…’ 
 
    He growled under his breath and stepped towards me. Again I took a step back, maintaining the dance of a terrified human. At this rate, we’d be doing it all night. ‘We’ll do whatever we want to do. We’re in charge.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Yessir.’ 
 
    ‘What’s in the bag?’ 
 
    I pulled it off my shoulder and fumbled with the zip. ‘Water. And bandages. Sometimes I get stung when I collect nettles so I need the bandages for protection.’ I hoped I was injecting just the right amount of tremble into my voice. 
 
    Boxburn folded his arms and stared at me, as if he were sure I was taking the piss. Wary of overdoing things, I bit my lip and gave him a wide-eyed stare. ‘It’s tasty,’ I said. ‘The soup. You’d think it wouldn’t be nice but it really is.’ 
 
    ‘What does it taste like?’  
 
    ‘A bit like spinach. It’s really good for you though. Clears your complexion and keeps everything working.’ I pointed down at my bowels. ‘You know…’  
 
    With any luck, that would do the trick. One of the few goblin secrets I’d unearthed during my shadow runs was that constipation was a familiar complaint. Goblin gullets weren’t designed for rich food and there was no remedy in Stirling for their delicate constitutions. I thought it was a fairly useless titbit of information but every secret had its uses, if you’re smart and patient enough.  
 
    ‘There’s a patch of nettles down by the south walls. No one else knows about it yet and I want to get there before others see it. That’s why I’m going now. If other people see me going out, they’ll follow me and take the nettles for themselves. I found them so I should have them.’ I sounded plaintive and whiny but it was necessary.  
 
    ‘Huh.’ The goblin scratched his belly while his companion came forward. She nudged him in the ribs and gave him a meaningful look. He nodded briefly and bared his teeth in a dramatic snarl. ‘Everything that grows within the city walls belongs to the city wardens.’ He brought his face down towards mine. ‘It belongs to us.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only nettles!’ I protested. ‘You don’t want nettles! You can eat whatever you want!’ I twisted my fingers together. ‘Please. If I don’t get them now, someone else will find them. It’s only for a bit of soup.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sneaking out in the middle of the night. You’re stealing nettles that don’t belong to you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not stealing! I…’ My voice faltered and I dropped my head. ‘I’m sorry,’ I mumbled. ‘I’ll show you where the nettles are and you can have them.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he barked. ‘You’ll do better than that. You’ll retrieve the nettles, make the soup and bring it to us. You’ll bring all of it to us. If you don’t, the gallows might find a new candidate.’ 
 
    I sucked in a breath and began to shake. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes what?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ I peeked up at him. 
 
    A self-satisfied smile wreathed the goblin’s face. ‘That’s better.’ 
 
    I made a swift calculation. ‘The nettles need to be soaked to remove their sting,’ I said. ‘But I should have the soup ready for you by midday tomorrow. I’ll bring it to you here.’ 
 
    ‘No. We’ll be at the castle. You’ll bring it to us there.’ He pointed to himself and his partner. ‘Boxburn and Tamash. You don’t leave it with anyone other than us.’ 
 
    A worried expression flashed across my face. ‘But I can’t get into the castle.’ 
 
    He delved into his pocket and drew out a small wooden token. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘This will get you inside. If anyone stops you, show them this. You won’t have any trouble after that. We’ll be in the guardhouse.’ 
 
    I dutifully bobbed my head. ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    The goblin tapped his foot. ‘Well, go on then. We’ll be wanting that soup for our lunch tomorrow so you’d better get a move on. I won’t be happy if someone else takes our nettles.’ 
 
    ‘Yes! I’ll go right away. Thank you, sir. Thank you.’ I bowed and scraped then darted off, taking extra care to stick to the darker side of the street so my shadow’s absence wasn’t noted.  
 
    From behind me, I heard both goblins roaring with laughter and clapping each other on the back. I didn’t bother looking. Curling my fingers round the token that would give me almost everything I needed, I gave a small smile that was far more genuine than anything I’d given Boxburn. The odds had just increased ever so slightly in my favour. 
 
    *** 
 
    Less than twenty minutes later, I was in front of Marrock’s bowling alley. As always his two goons were present but curiously neither of them tried to stop me; they simply glowered as I passed. I was concerned when they didn’t pat me down for illicit weapons or look inside my bag. In all the months I’d been selling secrets to Marrock, I’d always been stopped. When I entered the alley and stepped onto the bowling lane to begin the familiar walk towards Marrock, I half-expected to be greeted with plastic sheeting on the floor ready to catch my blood splatter. I couldn’t think of any other reason why they’d let me pass unimpeded. 
 
    This time Marrock didn’t get up. He didn’t extend his arms in a gesture of warmth; he didn’t even smile. He simply looked up with a tired expression on his worn face and watched my advance without blinking. When I reached him, he remained silent. Normally, I’d have enjoyed the peace and quiet but now it was simply eerie. 
 
    When Marrock didn’t say anything, I opened my mouth to speak. He flicked his wrist at me and I swallowed my words. I remained rigid and tense, waiting to feel a merciless blow on the back of my neck. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, a voice called out from somewhere behind me. ‘She’s alone.’ 
 
    Marrock didn’t take his eyes off me. ‘You’re absolutely sure?’ 
 
    ‘Positive.’ 
 
    He absorbed this for a moment and then got to his feet.  
 
    ‘Boss…’ 
 
    Marrock gestured irritably and strode towards me, stopping less than an inch away. He leaned in and sniffed, his nostrils flaring. ‘Saiya,’ he murmured, in a dangerously soft whisper. ‘Sweet Saiya.’ 
 
    I didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    ‘Normally I can scent out betrayal in a heartbeat. People aren’t as good at hiding from me as they think they are. Traitors stink, you see. Deception clings to them like a skunk’s smell. I cannot smell betrayal on you, Saiya – and yet all the evidence points to the contrary.’ 
 
    I met Marrock’s steely gaze. ‘Our relationship benefits both of us. I would have no reason to betray you, Marrock.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he dismissed, ‘I can think of plenty of reasons. The goblins, both Filit and Gneiss, let me to do what I do because they know I keep the likes of you in check. They trust me.’ 
 
    I kept my expression blank. It didn’t take a secret seeker like me to know that Marrock played all sides. Everyone knew he worked with the Gneiss goblins; everyone knew he worked with the Filit goblins. He smiled and smarmed at whoever was in front of him – but when it came to profiteering he had no boundaries. He understood where the lines were and was careful not to cross them. He knew where to stop in order to stay safe. All the same, he would deal with whoever planted themselves in front of him. I used the wee man as much as he used me but I would never trust him. I wasn’t sure anyone would.  
 
    ‘What exactly has happened?’ I asked carefully. Gabriel de Florinville surely couldn’t have tracked me to this place and threatened Marrock. It was impossible on all counts. But something had spooked Marrock. 
 
    He gazed at me, his expression inscrutable. ‘I made enquiries about your friend. Or,’ he said with a short, humourless laugh, ‘I tried to make enquiries.’ 
 
    Dread began to slink its way through me. ‘Is she still alive?’ 
 
    ‘I have absolutely no idea. I sent a soldier of mine to find out what he could. A very good, trusted soldier who frequently acts on my behalf.’ Marrock’s eyes narrowed. He gestured over my shoulder and, as I glanced round, a stocky woman appeared carrying a box. She was holding it in front of her as if, despite its weight, she couldn’t bear to have it near her body. 
 
    Marrock and I watched as she walked up. When she reached us, she held the box out to me, her face pale. Unfortunately I already had a very good idea about what was inside it. 
 
    ‘Open the box, Saiya.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘No, thanks.’ 
 
    Marrock’s voice hardened. ‘Open the fucking box.’ 
 
    Realising he wasn’t going to give me a choice, I steeled myself and reached across, flipping the lid to reveal the contents. The unseeing eyes of Marrock’s minion Bear, who had scorned me just yesterday, stared up at me. His face was covered in bruises and wounds but someone had taken the time to clean off the blood. Sickened, I wondered whether that had been Marrock or the goblins. 
 
    ‘This has never happened to me before, Saiya.’ 
 
    I refrained from pointing out that it hadn’t happened to him; it had happened to his servant. I drew my eyes away from the gruesome head and looked at him. ‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered. 
 
    Marrock folded his arms; only the twitch above his eyebrow showed how brutally angry he was. ‘Did you ask me to look into this Ange because you knew this would happen?’  
 
    I shook my head vehemently. ‘No. I don’t know why she’s been arrested. She’s a nobody. She lives upstairs from me, that’s all. She keeps her nose clean and stays out of trouble.’ 
 
    Marrock snorted. ‘Clearly, you are mistaken.’  
 
    The woman next to us shifted her weight and almost lost her hold on the box. She stared at Marrock with frightened eyes and he jerked his head irritably at her. She scuttled off, clutching her horrifying cargo. 
 
    Marrock’s eyes flickered; he was far more afraid than he was letting on. ‘I will have nothing more to do with this. You are on your own, Saiya.’ His voice hardened. ‘But if I find out that this was a deliberate act on your part to bring me down…’ 
 
    I held up my palms. ‘It wasn’t. I promise.’ 
 
    He watched me for a long moment. ‘I hope for your sake you are telling the truth. I suggest that you forget Ange ever existed and walk away as fast you can.’ 
 
    That was all very well but I had Becky to think about. The grief of a nine-year-old kid was far more terrifying than anything Marrock could conjure up. ‘Your advice is noted.’ 
 
    Marrock turned on his heel and returned to his chair. ‘Is there anything else you would like to barter for?’ 
 
    Unfortunately, yes. ‘I need a weapon. A gun preferably, though a sharp knife will do. The one I have is next to useless.’ 
 
    ‘You ask a lot.’ 
 
    I shrugged but we both knew that the gesture was anything but nonchalant. ‘I have some of the information you requested. As you changed the terms of our bargain when previously you were prepared to get Ange released…’ 
 
    ‘Careful, Saiya,’ he growled. 
 
    I continued anyway. ‘Then I think supplying a weapon is the least you can do.’ I hesitated. ‘I know the identity of the Dark Elf. He’s only here for another day or two but he wants to get into town to have a look around. The goblins have taken down the gallows, no doubt because of that.’ 
 
    Marrock rubbed his chin. He obviously knew about the gallows being removed but, like me, hadn’t been foolish enough to think it was permanent. He absorbed this information before speaking. ‘Given recent events,’ he said finally, ‘I think it would be wiser for me to stay out of any investigations for the time being. If the Elf is only here for another day or two then it no longer concerns me.’ I opened my mouth to argue but he forestalled me. ‘However,’ he continued, ‘there are other parties who would be interested in this information.’ 
 
    I knew something of the ‘other parties’ he was referring to. There was a reason I usually dealt with Marrock instead of them, though, so I was hardly in a position to protest. The Dark Elf was not someone whose well being I had any interest in – not now he held my life in his hands. Literally. I tilted my head to one side. ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot give you a gun.’ 
 
    I waited. 
 
    ‘A knife I can manage.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not looking for a bread knife here, Marrock.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, it will be lethal enough for you. It’s certainly valuable enough to me. What is the Dark Elf’s name?’ 
 
    It only took me a split second to decide. ‘Gabriel de Florinville.’ 
 
    Marrock blinked. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Positive.’ 
 
    ‘That is news indeed,’ he murmured.  
 
    ‘The goblins don’t want him here but they don’t want him hurt either.’ 
 
    ‘I’m hardly surprised at that.’ He scratched himself. ‘Why come here now, I wonder? And why him of all people?’ 
 
    I didn’t bother speculating. Whatever I guessed would doubtless be wrong. ‘The knife, Marrock.’ 
 
    He pursed his lips then snapped his fingers. The same woman appeared, this time with a far more slender box. She walked up the long alley and held it out to me. I opened it up. A gleaming curved blade nestled against a bed of purple velvet. It was small enough to conceal against my body and dangerous enough to kill just about anyone. Maybe even a Dark Elf. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Marrock inclined his head. ‘You should go now. It would be wise for you to stay away for a while, Saiya.’ 
 
    I nodded and turned to go. I knew when I wasn’t welcome.  
 
    ‘One more thing,’ he called out after me. ‘Friend to friend.’ 
 
    I paused. 
 
    ‘Stay away from anything to do with Ange Horrocks.’ 
 
    I raised my hand to acknowledge I’d heard him then I strode out, sliding the dagger underneath my dress and snagging the hilt against my bra to hold it in place against my ribs, before adjusting the material so it was wholly concealed. Who knew? It might work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The decapitated head made zero sense. I didn’t like all of Marrock’s minions but I knew they weren’t stupid. They ingratiated themselves with the Filits on a full-time basis. There had been nothing in Marrock’s behaviour to suggest that his man had been a hothead who might have said the wrong thing and pissed off the wrong goblin. Everything pointed to Ange having done something very, very wrong. So wrong that even asking questions about her would result in immediate death.  
 
    It baffled me. How could she have erred so disastrously? Becky seemed equally clueless. If I’d had my shadow with me, I’d have thrown caution to the wind and sneaked into the Tolbooth to see what was going on.  
 
    I’d originally gone to Marrock to discover the truth about Ange’s arrest before negotiating her release. I’d assumed that she was curled up in a cell somewhere. If Ange were dead, however, there was no point continuing any of this. I rubbed my hand over my skull and sighed. What a damned mess.  
 
    Priorities, I reminded myself. I couldn’t do anything to help Ange until I helped myself. That meant retrieving my shadow from de Florinville and not dying in the process – but I could only do that if I knew where my shadow was and what the Dark Elf had done with it while my consciousness was elsewhere. With that in mind, I skirted the quiet streets until I found a corner where my physical body could safely hide. Hunkering down behind a pile of rubble from one of the Gneiss goblins’ many bombardments, I did my best to ignore the knot of anxiety in my stomach and snapped my consciousness away to my shadow self. 
 
    I was in a bedroom, one that was in Stirling Castle judging by the stone floor and roughly hewn walls. My shadow had been bound into a circle held in place by salt. Damn the Dark Elf for knowing enough about magic to trap me like that. Just beyond the ring of salt were carefully placed candles, each one designed to highlight my darkness. Clearly, he was taking no chances.  
 
    Taking care not to move a muscle so I didn’t alert either de Florinville or his companion to the fact that my shadow was no longer an empty vessel, I glanced around. The goblins had pulled out all the stops. Vivid tapestries, hundreds of years old, adorned the walls; antique mahogany furniture, burnished to within an inch of its life, was artfully arranged in corners. To my right, barely visible in the room beyond, there was a gigantic four-poster bed with a vibrant red bedspread. In the other direction, I noted closed windows and a heavy oak door with an iron key in its lock. It was impossible to tell where this suite was located; no doubt that had been done deliberately. Alas, Gabriel de Florinville wasn’t born yesterday. 
 
    There was a rustle over to the left but I couldn’t see what – or who – was making the noise without moving and giving myself away. 
 
    ‘You’re back.’ 
 
    Goddamnit. How did he know? I twisted towards his voice and bared my teeth, even though he couldn’t see my expression. Perhaps some of my malevolence would leak through.  
 
    De Florinville put down a leather-bound book and got to his feet, taking long, deliberate strides towards me before stopping outside the circle of salt and candles. ‘I’ve come across several wraiths in my time,’ he commented. ‘Each one has possessed exactly the same trait which has led to their downfall. It must be in your genes, just as skulking in shadows and performing callous acts of murder are.’ He paused. 
 
    I needed some clue about where I was. While de Florinville talked, I cast around for anything useful. The far wall, where the window was located, was curved. If I were right and we were in the King’s Old Building in the Inner Close of the castle, then I already had a scrap of useful information. 
 
    De Florinville leaned towards me, his shadow falling across the floor into my circular, salty cell. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me what it is?’  
 
    I shrugged to give the impression that he had my full attention. As I did so, I forced my hearing to sharpen, hoping I’d make out any distant sounds that might help me pinpoint the room’s location. 
 
    ‘Arrogance,’ he said softly. ‘You’re all so damned arrogant.’ An unpleasant smile played around his mouth. ‘I can’t imagine why. You’re a dwindling race – and with good reason. Nobody wants or trusts an assassin. Not for long anyway.’ 
 
    I strained my ears. There was nothing, no sound of clinking plates, no murmur of distant voices. I filed away the silence because that provided a clue as much as noise would have. I shifted my weight carefully so that I was angled a degree or two away. A different vantage point might help, even if that difference was only slight. 
 
    ‘Do you know that your kind weren’t always the despicable killers you are now? There used to be more to wraiths than simple murderers for hire. You might have forgotten over the years what you were capable of, but there are plenty of old books at Holyrood which detail your capabilities.’ 
 
    I inched my way further over. Gabriel de Florinville really did like the sound of his own voice. 
 
    ‘Wraiths possess the ability to render objects utterly useless. If you concentrate, you can detach the shadow not only from yourself but from anything inert that you come across. You could defuse bombs with a flick of a wrist. You could turn deadly nightshade into a living but entirely harmless plant. You could do so much good. Instead, you skulk in shadows and kill.’ 
 
    Firstly, he might be right about other wraiths but he wasn’t right about me. I didn’t kill anyone. I’d grown up far enough away from any wraith influence, apart from my now-dead parents, to not live the sort of life he was talking about. Secondly, I’d never separated a shadow away from anything other than myself. I’d never heard a whisper that it was possible. The Dark Elf, I decided, was talking out of his arse. And he still hadn’t finished. 
 
     He circled round, ending in the same position where he’d begun. His satisfied expression remained unchanged. ‘I’ve made arrangements with the goblins at the front. When you arrive there to hand yourself over, ask for me and give your name as Thomas Iscariot. I’ve told them you’re an old school friend who’s still living in Stirling and has come to see me. Of course, no wraith is actually within the walls of this city. Death might stalk Stirling but there is no need for your kind here. Not now.’ His eyes grew intent and thoughtful. ‘Someone deliberately put you onto me. I want to know who.’ 
 
    Thomas Iscariot? I supposed Judas Iscariot was too obvious. But I’d hardly betrayed Gabriel de Florinville; he wasn’t mine to betray, even though I might be here to stab him in the heart.  
 
    I dismissed his poor excuse for black humour and continued surveying. In the far corner there was a small table with some papers on top of it. I spotted an elaborate document that bore the Prime Minister’s seal and frowned. I already knew the Elf was here as an Envoy but was there more to it than morbid curiosity about how Stirling was faring? Was the government finally taking an interest in our predicament? If so, the Prime Minister was a bit late. Even the most optimistic Stirling citizens had given up believing he was ever going to ride gallantly to our rescue. 
 
    ‘As long as the goblins don’t notice the absence of your shadow, you should reach me without trouble.’ De Florinville’s gaze flicked up and down. ‘Unless you’d prefer to tell them the truth and deal with the Filits’ own brand of justice rather than mine. I’m not saying I won’t kill you – I’ve not yet made up my mind – but I am prepared to be swayed.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘Under the right circumstances.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. I raised myself slightly onto my toes, hoping to get a better look at the papers. Unfortunately I was far too obvious about it and de Florinville half turned, spotting the table and its contents. 
 
    ‘So,’ he said with a cold murmur, ‘you still think there’s a way out of all this. You’re still trying to sneak around and see what you can find, no doubt so that you can pass it on to your master.’ He moved so his body blocked my view. ‘You do realise how much I can make you hurt, don’t you? Perhaps you require a little demonstration.’  
 
    Without warning, he lashed out, his fist catching me in my stomach. I doubled over in pain. With one arm clutching my middle, I thrust upwards with my other arm, hoping to punch him back but the salt and candle circle was too strong, and the original binding was still in place. My hand flailed around uselessly. I had just enough time to hear a short laugh before the Elf hit me again. This time I fell to my knees. 
 
    ‘Like every other wraith,’ he commented, ‘you’re useless in a man-to-man fight. You only do your dirty work from the shadows and you only stab your victims in the back. You’re more coward than anything.’ He snorted. ‘No doubt that’s why you’re not yet here in person.’ He crouched down. ‘Time is ticking, little wraith. If you’re not here by nine o’clock tomorrow evening, then all bets are off.’ 
 
    I groaned aloud, although de Florinville wouldn’t have heard it. I twisted my head and prepared to concentrate enough to pull away but it was just my luck that he took that opportunity to smack me again. Talk about hitting someone when they were down. Who was the coward now?  
 
    I yanked myself away until I was against the outer edges of the magical circle and as far from the Elf as possible then I curled up into a ball to protect myself. I had to get out of here but I was terrified of letting him to torture my shadow self while my consciousness was absent. But what choice did I have? 
 
    As I lifted my hands to shield my head, I noticed the nearest window. There were fifteen panes of glass in total, framed by a criss-cross of old lead that looked as if it had been there for generations. Someone had screwed up, however: one of the glass panes was different to the others. At some point in the not-too-distant past it must have been broken and replaced. I memorized it carefully, the second pane on the right, three down from the top, just before de Florinville loomed over me once again. Without waiting any longer, I pulled my consciousness away from my shadow and back to my real body.  
 
    My return didn’t stop the pain. Agony ripped through me once more and I was forced to stuff my fist into my mouth to stop myself from crying out loud. Lights danced in front of my eyes and it felt as if my teeth were rattling around in my skull. I wobbled upwards, breathing hard, and waited for the next shock of pain. De Florinville was no fool; he obviously knew that whatever damage he did to a wraith’s shadow would manifest itself in its physical self too.  
 
    I wondered whether he’d tortured other wraiths he’d come across. Had he been the target of their assassination attempts or was it someone else? Someone he loved? I braced for more agonizing blows.  
 
    No more pain flashed through me. He must have worked out that my consciousness was no longer with him. Perhaps he was lulling me into a false sense of security and he’d start pummelling me again when I least expected it. Then I remembered what he’d said and started to relax. He considered me and my kind to be cowards. In de Florinville’s opinion, unless you attacked your target head-on you were a despicable being. That was all very well when you had a Dark Elf’s innate power. The rest of us had to grasp every advantage where we could, even if people like de Florinville believed us to be sneaky and under-hand. On the plus side, he probably wouldn’t continue to attack me, not until I showed up in person.  
 
    I breathed out through my mouth; there was the faint bitter tang of blood in my mouth and I spat on the ground. Technically, I still had eighteen or nineteen hours before my shadow would give up the ghost but my encounter with de Florinville, had knocked off some of that time. There was no point in dilly-dallying any longer. Besides, I already had almost everything I needed. All I wanted now was Lady Luck on my side and I’d be quids in. 
 
    *** 
 
    I limped towards the castle, the gentle breeze blowing my shabby dress around me. Rather than sneak in, I was taking the main approach that was well lit by twin rows of torches. With no shadow, I had to be very careful. My best option was to appear utterly cowed. Frankly, that wasn’t hard. 
 
    After what seemed like an age, particularly when I had to weave in and out of giant potholes in the road that were undoubtedly caused by Gneiss shellings, I heaved myself towards the trio of goblin guards standing in front of the gaping maw of the original castle entrance. My heart was in my mouth as I approached, willing them not to notice that I was shadowless. What happened next was truly in the lap of the gods. 
 
    The guard in the middle lifted the visor of his helmet. ‘Well, well, well,’ he drawled, in heavily accented English. ‘What do we have here?’ 
 
    I flicked a nervous glance at him and his two companions, then smoothed down my dress and swallowed. ‘My name is Saiya.’ My voice was high-pitched and squeaky. ‘I’m here to see a goblin.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a goblin,’ he said, raising a twisted eyebrow. 
 
    I couldn’t use Boxburn’s name. At this hour he would still be in front of my block of flats, keeping an eye out for little Becky in case she reappeared. I prevaricated as best as I could. ‘He’s about this high,’ I said, raising a hand to indicate the height of ninety-nine percent of all goblins. I swept my hands downwards as I continued. ‘With a beard, a well-built body but a small…’ I blinked and dropped my hand from my crotch area, permitting myself a brief blush, while my fingers twitched at the faded lace around the hem of my dress. ‘I don’t know his real name.’ 
 
    The three guards exchanged knowing glances. Without alluding to anything directly, I’d planted a seed in their minds as to my reason for being here in the middle of the night. God knows, there were enough of us down in the depths of the Stirling streets who would sell ourselves for an extra scrap of food.  
 
    ‘If you don’t know his name,’ the goblin on the right said, ‘how are you going to find him?’ He looked me up and down and licked his lips. ‘I’m sure we could come to some kind of alternative arrangement.’ 
 
    There was a nasal snort from the third goblin. ‘She’s a bit scrawny. You’d probably break her.’ 
 
    I flinched deliberately and stepped back. 
 
    ‘I like a bit more meat on my women,’ he said. ‘And a bit more fire.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever actually had a woman?’ 
 
    Unwilling to let their banter descend into argument, I reached for my backpack. Almost immediately, all three of them stepped forward, fell silent and glowered. I froze and stared at them, wide-eyed. ‘I have a thing,’ I said. ‘A token. He said I was to use it to get in and then meet him at the front of the guards’ quarters at midnight.’ 
 
    ‘Throw me the bag,’ the middle one commanded. 
 
    I did as he ordered, making a very poor effort so that the bag fell about a foot to the side instead of in his outstretched hands. I was so weak, I projected, that I couldn’t even manage to get a small throw right. 
 
    The guard rolled his eyes in disgust, scooped up my bag and ripped it open. He tossed aside the bottle of water and drew out the first-aid kit. ‘Well, well, well. What do we have here then?’ He reached for the bottle of iodine and unscrewed it, sniffing and smacking his lips as if it were a particularly fine bottle of Bordeaux. I stared at the bottle. Bloody Marrock. That was nascent iodine for drinking, not the sort I wanted, which cleaned wounds. 
 
    I wrung my hands and continued to look pathetic. ‘He gave it to me. He said…’ I licked my lips and dropped my voice to a whisper ‘… he said I’d need it.’ I banked on the guard not recognising what sort of iodine he was holding. 
 
    ‘You like it rough then?’ 
 
    As if. I fidgeted some more. ‘I … he … um…’ 
 
    Growing bored, the guard rolled his eyes. He glanced down, obviously clocking the few precious paracetemol that Marrock had granted me. For a brief moment, a lascivious gleam crossed his expression then he looked back at me and, wonder of wonders, I noted a small flicker of sympathy. He abandoned the kit and rummaged some more, finally pulling out the token that Boxburn had given me. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ he grunted. ‘But keep this closer to you for when the next person asks.’ He threw it towards me and I fumbled the catch and had to run after it as it rolled away. Panting, I clutched it to my chest and straightened up again.  
 
    The guard threw the bag towards me with enough force to make me stagger . Pain flashed through me and I let out a small gasp. De Florinville had done me more damage than I’d realised. That wasn’t good. 
 
    The guard’s two companions gave him identical sidelong looks. Gruffly, he muttered, ‘What do I want with that pathetic lot? She can keep it.’ 
 
    Breathing out, I retrieved the fallen water bottle and bobbed my head. ‘Thank you, sir.’ Apparently, I’d roused his protective instincts. Thanking heaven that I’d had the foresight to put on my old dress – and worried that I was becoming almost as weak as I was pretending to be – I scurried past the trio before they changed their minds. 
 
    ‘You can always come and meet us when you’re done,’ the most irritating goblin called out. ‘Sloppy seconds aren’t usually my thing but I can make an exception.’ 
 
    I skittered forward, almost slipping on the dark cobbles. He let out an uproarious laugh. He could enjoy himself at my benefit as much as he wanted to; I’d already achieved what I wanted. I was in. 
 
    I didn’t look back. In case the guards decided to watch me, I veered to the left as I crossed the courtyard so it looked as if I were heading for the gloomy barracks where I’d find most of the slumbering goblins.  
 
    From somewhere behind the first buildings there was the smell of meat roasting on a barbecue. I dreaded to think what kind of meat it was. De Florinville and Ghrashbreg might have been dining on chicken and chocolate cake but I wasn’t naïve enough to think that the troops could expect such delights; if that were the case, the goblin guards on the streets wouldn’t be such bastards.  
 
    When I was sure I was out of sight, I changed direction and skirted round the back of an ancient stone outhouse. What I needed now was to get a good view of the King’s Old Building. 
 
    From my few ventures within the castle walls, I had a general understanding of where everything was located. Keeping to the shadows because that’s where I felt safest, I darted round to the Inner Close, narrowly avoiding a sleepy-looking patrol marching past me. I found a dark corner and then peered up.  
 
    Light still blazed unhelpfully from most of the Old Building’s windows. Fortunately the building was only five storeys high and was dwarfed by the other castle buildings. Its slate-grey stone walls extended out in an irregular fashion. Finding the room I needed wouldn’t be easy.  
 
    I started at the east side, scanning up and down before discounting all the visible rooms and shuffling to a different vantage point. A human servant scurried out from an open doorway at the foot of the building; she would have spotted me if she hadn’t been carrying a bundle of dirty linen that obscured her view. I waited until she’d disappeared before I started my search again. Ten minutes later, I thought I had it. 
 
    The light shining out of the window seemed brighter, as if there were more candles in that room than were necessary. Although several of the walls curved slightly, this seemed to match the one I’d noted from the interior. The clincher, of course, was the panes of glass in one of the windows: fifteen in total and, if I squinted, one of them looked newer than the rest. That had to be it.  
 
    I watched the window for several moments, hoping that de Florinville might amble past and glance out. The light would frame his glowering, good-looking features extraordinarily well. Unfortunately there wasn’t even the glimmer of a shadow and I couldn’t wait forever. I was as sure as I could be that I had the right location. I smiled grimly to myself.  
 
    I sidled up to the nearest door and paused to listen. There were people inside, and I could almost make out their conversation. From now on, I was in serious danger of being exposed. Boxburn’s token was useless here. Even the stupidest person wouldn’t believe that I’d stumbled by accident into this building instead of the goblins’ barracks.  
 
    I waited until there was a sudden surge in the chatter, hoping that the participants would be too occupied with their gossip to see me, and entered. 
 
    My corporeal form might never have been inside the King’s Old Building before but I knew that there would be several staircases. There would be a grand main staircase, which I wanted to avoid at all costs for obvious reasons, and a cramped servants’ one, which no doubt also received considerable foot traffic. I was about to search for a third more viable option when I spotted a crumpled ball of fabric a few feet away. It had probably fallen from the basket of dirty linen that the servant was carrying. With a sudden grin, I grabbed it, shaking it out. A grubby chef’s jacket: it wasn’t ideal, but it would do. 
 
    I shrugged it on and smoothed it down, my mouth salivating at the whiff of food that clung to the material. If it looked rather daft with the skirt of my old dress flapping around underneath then tough. It would pass any cursory glances from curious eyes. Let’s face it, if anyone looked at me too closely, I’d be swinging from the gallows in town before you could say the words ‘wraith’ and ‘cautionary tale’. 
 
    My confidence buoyed slightly by my makeshift disguise, I forced my steps into a brisk but unhurried walk. A door ahead opened and a figure wandered out. As they turned in my direction, I forced myself to keep moving. Just my luck: it was a goblin – and a particularly grumpy-looking one at that. I dipped my head as he strode towards me, marching down the centre of the corridor. I flattened myself against the wall, much as my shadow self would have. The goblin passed me without a word but, at the very moment when I thought I’d succeeded in sliding by, he came to a sudden halt and spun round. 
 
    ‘Oi!’ he bellowed. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ I squeaked. 
 
    ‘Lord Ghrashbreg wants his coffee and there’s not a servant in sight. Come with me and you can get him what he needs.’ 
 
    I stared at him, momentarily flummoxed and unsure how to react. He tapped his large foot impatiently and glared. ‘What?’ he snarled. ‘Don’t tell me that because you’re a cook, you’re too good to sort out the coffee. It’s all food at the end of the day and you work for us. If you want your extra rations at the end of this week, you’ll do exactly as you’re told. If you don’t,’ he sneered, ‘then I’ll have to and I’m damned if Ghrashbreg is going to treat me like the hired help. I’m not a human.’ 
 
    My mouth was dry and I felt unpleasantly shaky but I had no choice. While it was tempting to draw out my dagger and stab the ornery bastard through the heart, I’d never have the strength to hide his body so I could avoid detection for long enough to retrieve my shadow. And that was even if I managed to kill him rather than just graze his nigh-impenetrable goblin skin. Meeting more goblins, including Ghrashbreg, meant I was less likely to slide through without my crappy disguise being questioned but what else could I do? I weighed my options but there wasn’t really a choice. 
 
    The angry goblin strode off. When I didn’t immediately follow, he glanced over his shoulder and scowled. I scuttled after him, pausing for a moment to stash my bag behind a stone statue of a naked nymph holding a basket of grapes. If only it had been Gabriel de Florinville who was demanding coffee, I thought mournfully. That would have been almost too good to be true. 
 
    My temporary new master kept up a long diatribe as I followed him along a series of long and winding corridors and up several sets of stairs. Most of it was a series of complaints about his poor lot in life. Under normal circumstances, I’d have been thrilled to have such an insight into the Filits’ way of life but I couldn’t afford to listen to him. I zoned him out while I trotted after him and focused on my surroundings. I needed to be sure I had several exit plans in place, as well as understanding where he was taking me. I had mapped out a good half of the King’s Old Building in my head before we reached the third floor and he began to slow down.  
 
    ‘… Because of that, and the way she spoke to me, I just don’t feel valued,’ he said, as he stopped outside a solid oak door. ‘I’m a quarter Gneiss. If we weren’t so close to success, I’d have left to join them outside the city walls months ago. I still might,’ he added darkly. He raised a clenched fist and for one bizarre moment I thought he was going to smack it into my face. Instead he turned and knocked on the door. 
 
    Once inside, he was a different goblin. With his shoulders drooping and his arms by his sides in a classic Filit submissive pose, he murmured apologies to the assembled dignitaries. From behind him, where I was trying to hide, I spotted several big names including Ghrashbreg. Talk about walking into the lion’s den. About the only thing in my favour was that the lighting was dim. If there had been more candles and lanterns, my lack of shadow would be obvious and I’d probably already be dead. 
 
     Noting the sideboard with several cups and saucers laid out, I nipped over. Perhaps if I took the initiative and was a good little human, they wouldn’t examine me too closely. One could only hope.  
 
    There was already a large silver jug of steaming coffee next to the china. Clearly, these goblins thought too highly of themselves to pour their own drinks; they’d rather wait until a suitable servant could be found. While my escort was brusquely dismissed, the seated goblins continued talking. 
 
    Trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, I carefully turned all the cups in their saucers. Despite the precariousness of my situation, professional pride was kicking in. This was an opportunity I couldn’t afford to miss, even if my life was hanging in the balance and I normally never used my corporeal form for this kind of snooping. I checked the pot before pouring coffee into the first delicate china cup. I also listened. 
 
    ‘The wealthy human families will stay on board. We don’t have to worry about them. When the truth is revealed, they’ll know what to do. Once we have them, the rest will be forced to fall into line. Regardless of what happens, once we have the Stone—’ 
 
    Another goblin Lord interrupted. ‘If we get the Stone. We’ve been close before.’ 
 
    ‘It’s within our grasp. We’ll get it.’ 
 
    ‘Our Gneiss Brethren might still argue with you on that point.’ 
 
    ‘In another few weeks they’ll be left hanging in the wind. Don’t worry about them. They might be suspicious but they won’t risk an all-out incursion without evidence first.’ 
 
    I finished pouring the coffee, scooped up a handful of gleaming silver teaspoons and lay one on each saucer. The aroma of the coffee was almost overwhelming. I couldn’t help noticing the mound of perfectly formed sugar cubes. I could buy a dozen first-aid kits with what was in front of me. A gnawing physical ache I’d learnt to quash many moons ago returned to the pit of my belly, like an old friend who I didn’t really want to see. 
 
    ‘What about de Florinville?’ 
 
    ‘He’s leaving late tomorrow night so he’ll be long gone by the time we get it. We’ve had the gallows temporarily removed so he can tour the city tomorrow without any further complaints or unwelcome suggestions. He’ll be appeased enough to give his report to the Prime Minister. We’ll have the time and peace we need to finish up.’ 
 
    There was a growl from the far end of the table. ‘We’d better have. I have no desire to put our contingency plan into place if he gets too close.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg’s response was smooth. ‘We’re ready if he does. If there’s any suggestion that he’s learnt more than he should, then he won’t leave this castle.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to use pois—’ 
 
    ‘Shh.’ 
 
    Suddenly, without turning around, I realised the goblins were looking at me. I froze for a beat. Act normal, Saiya. I leaned across the sideboard and picked up three cups and saucers, turned to the table and walked over. Without looking directly at any of them, I placed the cups in front of the nearest three goblins and returned to the sideboard fetch more. The silence was deafening; not one of the goblins said anything until they all had steaming coffee in front of them. When Ghrashbreg cleared his throat and began to speak it was almost a relief. 
 
    ‘I’ve not seen you before.’ The goblin lord might have believed that humans like me were beneath him but his sharp eyes missed little. I angled my body away from the light to make my lack of a shadow less obvious but it was touch and go and I knew he’d noted my strange attire. He examined me carefully before speaking again. ‘Who are you?’  
 
    There were many reasons to lie but I knew from past experience that sticking closely to the truth would be better. ‘My name is Saiya Buchanan.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you work in the kitchen?’ 
 
    I offered a tiny nod. ‘Yes.’ I didn’t say anything else. I was determined not to give more information than was asked for. Many a person had come unstuck by babbling too many untruths and spinning too many tales, especially to the goblins. 
 
    ‘Do you keep your hair short like that for sanitary purposes?’ 
 
    Sure, why not? I nodded again. 
 
    ‘And,’ he drawled, ‘judging by your strange dress underneath your chef’s whites, you were on your way home when you were ordered to come here and pour our coffee.’ 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    A well-dressed goblin woman spoke up. ‘That Shantash is becoming a liability.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg’s response was mild. ‘He has his uses.’ He kept his gaze trained on me, pinning me to the spot. ‘There’s no need to be afraid of us, Saiya. We don’t bite.’ He bared his sharp teeth as if making a joke. Playing along, I offered a weak smile. Maybe there was a way out of this and, if that meant massaging some goblin egos along the way, I was more than prepared to be that oily masseuse. ‘Come here, Saiya,’ he said softly. 
 
    My feet were heavy with the weight of my reluctance. I shuffled over, keeping my head down. Perhaps if I made a show of hiding my face, Ghrashbreg would be more curious about that than anything else. I stood next to him, aware of the goblins watching me. 
 
    ‘There’s something not quite right about her,’ another of the women said. 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    Ghrashbreg smiled. He lifted up his cup and held it out to me. ‘Would you like some coffee, Saiya?’ He kept repeating my name, as if that would encourage me to trust him. 
 
    ‘No, thank you.’ I folded my hands together and kept my head bowed. 
 
    ‘Go on. I insist. It’s the real thing, you know. Imported from Columbia via the only open supply line. How long has it been since you had a real cup of coffee?’ 
 
    At least he wasn’t pretending that good coffee was easy for us to come by. ‘A long time,’ I mumbled. 
 
    Ghrashbreg’s smile grew, like a genial uncle’s. Alarm bells were ringing in my head. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘have some.’ 
 
    If I protested too much, this could go on all night. Salivating despite the situation, I took the cup from him and sipped. Damn. That was good. 
 
    ‘Have some more.’ 
 
    I took another sip, resisting the urge to down the whole thing. Ghrashbreg, however, reached up and gently tipped the base of the cup, causing the rest of the hot coffee to slide down my throat. I swallowed, finishing it all, although my tongue and throat were burning. The same expression remained on the goblin’s face the entire time. ‘You enjoyed that, didn’t you, my dear?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I only just managed not to choke. 
 
    He took the cup from me and laid it carefully on its saucer before patting my hand. Then he lashed out like a snake, his squat fingers curving round my wrist and his fingernails digging into my skin. He yanked me forward until I stumbled. With his other hand, he grabbed the back of my head and slammed it down against the table. There was a crash of breaking crockery and a few tuts from the other goblins. 
 
    ‘Watch the china! That’s expensive stuff and there’s not much of it left.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg stood up, all the better to press down hard onto my skull. I sent a wistful thought towards my shadow, trapped somewhere upstairs, and let my body relax. There was no point fighting the inevitable; the odds against me were astronomical. I couldn’t even reach Marrock’s dagger – and even if I could it would do me little good against all of these goblins. One flash of steel and Ghrashbreg would make this even worse for me than it already was. 
 
    ‘Who are you really?’ Ghrashbreg hissed at me. 
 
    ‘Saiya Buchanan.’ That’s what I meant to say but it didn’t sound like that when I tried to force the words out of my mouth. 
 
    The goblin took hold of my left hand and stroked my little finger. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ I expelled in a hiss of air. 
 
    With one swift movement, he yanked my finger upwards. I could hear the snapping of the bone even as I screamed. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    I gasped, tears streaming down my cheeks and pooling onto the once-pristine tablecloth. ‘Saiya.’ 
 
    He reached for my other hand and began stroking the little finger. ‘You’re not going to tell anyone about what you heard here, are you?’ 
 
    ‘I heard nothing.’ My words were little more than ragged sobs. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to break more fingers, Saiya. Fingers tend to be rather crucial for cooks and I do enjoy my food.’ He pulled again, breaking the bone. Pain and nausea exploded through me; it felt as if my own screams were being echoed back at me, reverberating around the room. ‘I can do much worse than break fingers,’ he cooed into my ear. 
 
    ‘I … won’t…’ it hurt ‘…tell. I didn’t hear anything.’ 
 
    All at once he released me and moved his hands away. ‘Stand up,’ he ordered. 
 
    I staggered up, dizzy. My vision swam but I could just make out the other goblins. Most of them were holding their coffee cups and sipping as they watched. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Saiya,’ Ghrashbreg murmured. ‘It was lovely to meet you. You are free to go.’ 
 
    I didn’t need telling twice. I turned, almost tripping in my haste to get away. Tears of agony flared up again as I tried desperately to open the door with my broken, sweat-slicked hands. For a moment, I didn’t think I’d manage it then I got the purchase I needed and stumbled into the corridor. 
 
    ‘Was that really necessary, Lord Ghrashbreg?’ a gravelly voice drawled. ‘The girl was clearly terrified and no danger to any of us. None of what we said would have made any sense to her.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t hurt to keep them in their place,’ I heard Ghrashbreg answer as the door closed behind me.  
 
    Dangerously close to fainting, I dragged myself away to relative safety. I was still alive. It was a damned miracle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I stumbled blindly along the corridor. Right now the only thing in my head was to get as far away from Ghrashbreg and his cronies as possible. I was used to detaching myself to survive, both physically and emotionally, but the combination of pain and fear had fired my adrenaline. The almost ethereal calm, which came over me when I believed that Ghrashbreg was going to kill me, had vanished. I didn’t want to die.  
 
    Staggering forward, I came to some worn stone steps winding upwards. I had to get to the fourth floor – that was where my shadow was, though I was in no fit state to retrieve it at the moment. I needed a dark hole where I could curl up for an hour or two and lick my wounds.  
 
    Ignoring my desperate need to be reunited with my other self, I headed down to where I could be sure of finding an unoccupied room or cupboard. I needed to retrieve my bag with its precious paracetemol. Unfortunately, I was so focused on the agonising pain in my hands and the fear thrumming through my veins that I didn’t realise someone was coming towards me until it was too late. 
 
    ‘Good eve… My goodness. Are you alright, miss?’ 
 
    I blinked at the oddly familiar face then recognition flashed through me. I gasped, stepped backwards and lost my footing. De Florinville’s human companion leapt forward and grabbed by arm but the ground still rushed towards me. I landed on my knees with a pained ‘oomph’ before he pulled me upright again. As he did so, his fingers grazed against mine and I let out an involuntary moan of pain. He glanced down, his eyes widening in horror as he caught sight of my swollen, broken fingers. ‘What’s happened? Who did this to you?’ 
 
    I shook my head in alarm, desperate to get away. ‘Please,’ I whispered. 
 
    His warm brown eyes scanned my face, worry lighting them. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said briskly. ‘I’ll help you. My name is Rymark. You’ll be safe with me.’  
 
    Taking care to avoid touching my hands again, he took hold of elbow and gently spun me round before propelling me upwards. No. Stop touching me. Let me go. I didn’t want to go up and I couldn’t bear his hand pressing against my flesh. Not to mention that Rymark’s master might believe the wraith’s shadow he had imprisoned was male but he was still a Dark Elf; if he clapped eyes on me in person, he’d surely discern the truth. If I let Rymark take me upstairs and I met de Florinville, I’d have left the lion’s den only to land in the dragon’s den.  
 
    I shivered and tried desperately to pull back but Rymark was having none of it. ‘Stop struggling,’ he soothed. ‘I won’t hurt you. I want to help.’ 
 
    ‘No. I have … to … go.’ It was an effort to get the words out. 
 
    ‘This won’t take long. I promise.’ 
 
    I ignored his entreaties and pulled away, breathing out at the freedom before spinning round once more for the stairs leading down. I’d misjudged my own current capabilities, however, and the sudden movement caused a rush of dizziness. I moaned again. This time, Rymark gave me no choice; he scooped me up in his arms and began to ascend.  
 
    Sudden nausea coursed through me while a little voice inside my head cursed loudly. How could something as simple as two broken little fingers incapacitate me so much? I writhed, trying to get away, but it was a weak effort. Some shadow warrior I was.  
 
    I mumbled something about feeling better already but Rymark didn’t seem to register what I was saying. He strode up to the fourth floor and marched straight into a suite of rooms off the staircase. The second the door closed behind us and my vision cleared so that I could look around, I knew exactly where I was.  
 
    When Gabriel de Florinville got out of his chair and loomed over us, my stomach dropped even further. I caught the briefest glimpse of my own shadow, imprisoned within the salt and candle circle, before my view was obstructed. A tiny squeak of horror escaped my lips. 
 
    ‘What on earth is going on, Rymark?’ The Dark Elf’s gaze swooped over me. ‘Get her into the bedroom.’ 
 
    Rymark was clearly beginning to tire but he carried me through a door and into de Florinville’s guest bedroom. He laid me gently down on the bed. The relief I felt at no longer being next to his body was extraordinary. 
 
    ‘I found her on the stairs. Someone’s attacked her.’ Rymark’s mouth flattened into a grim line. ‘I think we can guess who. She’s human. The goblins have no place treating her like this – we can’t let them get away with it.’ 
 
    Any second now I wasn’t going to get away with it. I gazed up from my supine position, waiting for the inevitable elven explosion. 
 
    Gabriel de Florinville, whose expression had been nothing but steely when he’d looked at my shadow self, offered me a brief, almost tender smile. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked. 
 
    I might have been able to answer the same question from Ghrashbreg when he’d been torturing me but now my tongue was cleaving to the roof of my mouth and I could only stare back dumbly. De Florinville’s expression didn’t change. Instead he leant over and started unfastening the buttons on my dirty chef’s coat. 
 
    ‘She’s so thin,’ Rymark murmured. ‘There’s nothing to her.’ 
 
    A tiny muscle throbbed in de Florinville’s cheek but his voice remained even. ‘She’s malnourished. Contact the kitchen. Get them to send up some hot water and some hot food immediately.’ 
 
    Rymark bowed and darted away. My eyes tracked his departure. Now it was just me and the Dark Elf. I closed my eyes.  
 
    ‘Can you talk?’ he asked. 
 
    I pressed my lips together and managed a shake of my head.  
 
    ‘That’s alright,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to. Now don’t be alarmed but I’m going to get some scissors and cut off this dress. I need to see if there’s any other damage to your body. I’m only going to help you. I swear it.’ 
 
    Hope stirred within me. There was something here that I could use. My eyes flew open and I stared at him urgently.  
 
    ‘I’ve never seen such green eyes,’ he commented. He spoke so softly I could barely hear him. 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘Promise me,’ I croaked. ‘Give me your word that you won’t hurt me. You’ll help me.’ 
 
    His expression softened further. ‘You have it.’ 
 
    I needed more than that. ‘Say it.’ 
 
    His own eyes held mine. ‘I promise that I won’t hurt you. I give you my word that I will help you as far as I am able.’ 
 
    I breathed out. Of course, I couldn’t hold him to his promise. There were no witnesses and he didn’t know who I was. But he’d given every indication thus far that he was the sort of person who took promises very seriously. There was a sliver of a chance that it would let me get out of here with my head and neck still intact. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ he asked me again, registering my acquiescence for what he was about to do. 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ I whispered. ‘My name is Saiya.’ 
 
    He smiled at me, his dark eyes crinkling at the edges. ‘I’m Gabriel.’ He reached down to brush his fingers reassuringly against my arm. No. Please don’t. Please don’t touch me. Panic flooded through me. Another’s touch was bad enough at the best of times but it would be awful while I was vulnerable like this. I had barely withstood Rymark’s skin against mine; I wouldn’t cope with de Florinville’s.  
 
    The Dark Elf didn’t seem to notice my fear; he simply continued as his hand moved down. ‘I’m very pleased to make your acquaint…’ The second his skin touched mine I felt an odd jolt, like a shot of electricity. It zipped through my veins and I jerked. Instead of an unpleasant sensation, however, it was more like a shiver of pure delight. What the hell?  
 
    I wasn’t the only one affected; De Florinville sprang backwards and stared at me, shock all over his face. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he exclaimed. 
 
    So he could tell that I was a wraith purely by touch. My heart sank; I’d hoped for a little more time before he realised what I was. More time might have allowed me to conjure up more sympathy from him. Anything that would encourage him to keep his word and not kill me would have been useful. I’d have to pray that his rash promise held. 
 
    ‘You’re a human,’ he said, wonder etched into his words. 
 
    Not exactly. I frowned. What exactly was going on? Why wasn’t he going crazy with rage? 
 
    ‘Saiya.’ He said it as if he were trying it out, rolling the word around his mouth. A long, slow smile spread across his mouth until it wreathed his whole face. For a moment, I forgot the throbbing, acute pain in my hands – and my fear – and stared at him.  
 
    He reached down again. Half-expecting his hands to wrap around my throat, I was stunned when his fingers brushed my cheek. ‘I always thought I preferred long hair,’ he mused. ‘But now I see how wrong I was.’ 
 
    A flare of irritation ripped through me despite the renewed warmth I felt at his second touch. Now I could see what his game was – he was playing with me. Except I wasn’t a toy. ‘If you’re going to break your promise,’ I said, in a half whisper, half snarl, ‘then do it now. Don’t draw this out.’ 
 
    Gabriel de Florinville blinked. ‘My promise?’ He’d already forgotten it. That hadn’t taken long. I sighed but then he shook himself, although his eyes were still intent on my face. ‘I won’t hurt you. I will never hurt you.’ His tone was so fervent that for a moment I almost believed him.  
 
    He ran a hand through his hair and turned away to open a drawer. When he turned back, the sharp scissors gleamed in his hands. I flinched and he looked pained. ‘I’ll be careful,’ he said. 
 
    He started at the lower hem of my dress, cutting upwards through the fabric. With his head lowered and his dark hair falling across his forehead, this was probably the best chance I was going to get to attack him. I raised my head. My hands hurt too much. Maybe I could kick him – if I kneed his face right now, I might get a few precious seconds, enough time to escape.  
 
    Then Rymark appeared in the doorway. ‘They’re sending the water and food up now,’ he said. ‘Apparently the kitchen is short-staffed and most of the servants have gone home for the night but they’ve found someone to do it. She was wearing a chef’s jacket so she must work in the kitchen too. Perhaps whoever comes up can tell us more about who she is and what happened.’ 
 
    ‘Get out.’ There was a dangerous growl in de Florinville’s voice that startled me.  
 
    Rymark looked astonished. ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Wait outside.’ The Dark Elf’s tone brooked no argument. He gave Rymark a hard glare. Only when the man had disappeared into the outer reception room where my shadow was located did de Florinville return to cutting off my dress. He sucked in a sharp breath when he reached my stomach, pausing to stare down. Well, I knew I didn’t have a pot belly; these days it was virtually concave.  
 
    Becoming more and more confused about what was going on, I frowned at him. This time his anger was palpable. 
 
    ‘These bruises are recent but not immediately fresh. Someone else did this.’ Fury vibrated through his voice. ‘Was it the same person who broke your fingers?’ 
 
    My jaw dropped open. Was he for real? He had caused those bruises when he’d slammed his fist into my shadow. Genuinely surprised, I could do little more than gape. De Florinville registered this and smoothed his expression, although it seemed to take some effort. ‘Never mind,’ he muttered. ‘You can tell me later.’ 
 
    There was going to be a later? Well, that was good. Having my skin exposed to him made me feel vulnerable and that, coupled with the pain, fatigue and continued dizziness, made it difficult to think straight. I didn’t know why his touch felt different to anyone else’s but at least I didn’t have to recoil every time he drew near.  
 
    As far as I could work out, he didn’t know I was the wraith whose shadow was in the next room. I couldn’t decide what he thought I was but it definitely wasn’t his enemy. My bafflement had almost entirely replaced my fear.  
 
    De Florinville gently cut upwards, the cold steel of the scissors pressing against my skin from time to time. He was being very, very careful – until he reached above my ribcage. Alarmed, I realised what the problem was and jerked away. 
 
    ‘What’s this for?’ he asked softly, his fingers brushing against Marrock’s dagger which lay against my side. 
 
    I swallowed. I could tell him that it was my last defence and that I’d planned to slide it in between his ribs if he tried to hurt me but somehow I didn’t think that would go down very well. Frankly, I was thankful that Ghrashbreg hadn’t noticed it. He’d have broken much more than my little fingers if he had. ‘It’s for protection,’ I whispered, speaking the truth. 
 
    ‘You didn’t use it against the person who hurt you?’  
 
    No, I’d be dead if I’d tried. I shook my head mutely and wondered what de Florinville would do. While I remained rigid with tension, he unsnagged the blade and lifted the weapon before examining it. His jaw clenched then he laid it to one side and continued to peel away the rest of my dress. Although there was a strange, flaring heat in both his expression and his touch, I sensed that he was doing his best to be clinically professional. His manner didn’t really help much. I shivered, feeling like a meal being served up to him on a platter, even though I still had my grubby underwear on and I longed to feel his skin against mine again. 
 
    ‘This won’t take long, buttercup,’ he murmured. ‘Relax.’ 
 
    Relax? Buttercup? I opened my mouth to speak but his eyes closed and he began to mutter. I felt his fingertips graze my bruises and an even deeper warmth spread across my tender skin. With feather-light touches, he took hold of my right hand and breathed some more words. Again, I felt the same heat although this time it was coupled with a sudden easing of the pain.  
 
    It was difficult to keep my head raised while I was on my back but I still stared. Some swelling remained but, compared to only moments ago, my finger looked completely different. It was almost back to normal and I could flex it again. While de Florinville moved to my other hand, I realised he was healing me. I held up my hand in wonder and gazed at the Elf as he finished his ministrations. His expression was one of intense concentration but also pleasure. 
 
    When he was done, he stepped back. I felt a sense of hollow loss that he was no longer touching me. ‘How do you feel?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Better,’ I admitted in a croaky whisper. Tired but definitely better.  
 
    I was also confused. I wasn’t sure what was going here and, even if I didn’t appear to be in immediate mortal danger, I wasn’t sure that I liked what was happening. Maybe the physical sensations that de Florinville’s touch aroused were different to what I was used to because of the physiognomy of a Dark Elf. After all, I’d never met one before now. 
 
    ‘You need to rest.’ He drew up a blanket from the foot of the bed, pulling it over me with such gentleness that I almost cried. Almost. ‘Get some sleep,’ he said. Then, with a last long look at me, he turned, picked up Marrock’s dagger and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. 
 
    The moment I heard the door click, I sprang up, kicking the blanket away. No matter how much sleep beckoned, I couldn’t close my eyes even briefly. I darted to the door and examined it with practiced eyes. He’d not locked me in.  
 
    I pressed my ear against its cool surface and listened. I could just make out the conversation beyond. 
 
    ‘We need to get rid of the wraith,’ de Florinville was saying. ‘Now. It’s not safe. Not with Saiya here.’ 
 
    That confirmed it: he didn’t realise that the wraith and I were one and the same. Maybe the Dark Elf wasn’t as intelligent as I’d believed. When he’d touched me, I could have sworn that he’d recognised me. The strange jolt of electricity had to have something to do with it. But this wasn’t the time to muse on it. I was on a rescue mission to save myself and even the bizarre antics of Gabriel de Florinville and my own body weren’t going to get in my way. 
 
    ‘What should we do with him?’ Rymark asked. 
 
    ‘Pass him over to the goblins,’ came de Florinville’s rejoinder. ‘It’s not what I’d normally suggest but it’s the best option now. Circumstances have changed.’ 
 
    ‘There’s still the possibility that it was the goblins who sent him here to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Unlikely. Besides, it doesn’t matter now.’ 
 
    There was a pause. When Rymark spoke again, he was hesitant. ‘What exactly is going on?’ 
 
    ‘My Fior Ghal.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. What? 
 
    Rymark’s voice rose. ‘No! Her? Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘That’s…’ Rymark stopped. He was obviously astonished. 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    There was some shuffling. I wished I could see what the pair of them was doing. Was de Florinville going to drag my shadow to the Filits right now? In that scenario I’d have no choice but to spring out and attack, even if it was sure to spell disaster. 
 
    ‘We should leave the wraith here,’ de Florinville continued. ‘We know he’s safely bound within the circle. I’ll go and tell Ghrashbreg what has happened and get him to deal with the vile creature.’ His voice hardened in a manner that made me shiver. ‘At the same time I can ask him exactly who hurt Saiya and why.’ 
 
    Rymark’s answer was quiet. ‘And what if it was him? What if it was Ghrashbreg that broke her hands?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll kill him.’ 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    ‘I should go to Ghrashbreg,’ Rymark said with an audible gulp. ‘You can stay here with Saiya.’ 
 
    ‘The goblins will listen to me.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re a Dark Elf and I’m a mere human?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    There was another long pause. Rymark shouldn’t feel too bad about the blood running through his veins. He couldn’t help it – and at least he was only visiting Stirling. He didn’t have to live here. He should count himself lucky; avoiding contact with goblins was always a good thing. 
 
    ‘You’ll have to tell Prime Minister James about her. This could have implications for the peace process, Gabriel.’ 
 
    De Florinville snorted. ‘We both know that whatever they’re after, neither the Gneiss nor the Filits want peace. Stay here and don’t let anyone through that door. Saiya must be kept safe at all costs. With any luck I won’t be long.’ 
 
    ‘As you command.’ 
 
    I heard more shuffling, then the sound of another door opening and closing. I turned, leaning my back against the door. Snooping around and listening in to secrets often raised more questions than answers but rarely were the questions so varied – or so personal. Why was my safety so important to Gabriel de Florinville? The promise I’d extracted from him didn’t extend this far. And what exactly was the Fior Ghal? Marrock would probably know. I wondered if he’d tell me, given what happened at our last encounter. I wondered if I’d survive long enough to ask him. 
 
    Rather than let my mind whirl with the permutations of my new circumstances, I left the door and headed for the large, heavy wardrobe in the far corner. De Florinville didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who lived out of a suitcase when he went visiting. When I opened the wardrobe doors, wincing slightly at the creak, I smiled. His clothes were hanging up in neat rows. With my poor dress well and truly done for, I needed something to wear even if it was for warmth rather than modesty.  
 
    I selected a white shirt and pulled it off its hanger before shrugging it on and doing up the buttons. It was massive on me, the shirt tails reaching down my to knees. It might have been freshly laundered but there was still the lingering scent of the Dark Elf’s masculinity clinging to the cotton. I paused to inhale before realising what I was doing. Shaking myself irritably, I nabbed a belt and hooked it round my waist. From the long mirror in the corner, the overall effect wasn’t too bad. I examined myself for a moment then retrieved my shoes. I didn’t have all night; Gabriel de Florinville would be back before too long and he’d have Ghrashbreg in tow. I had to vamoose. 
 
    Feeling better now that I wasn’t virtually naked, I returned to the door and listened carefully again. When nothing was immediately forthcoming, I twisted the doorknob as quietly as I could then opened the door an inch so I could peer out. 
 
    Rymark was sitting in the same chair that I’d seen de Florinville in earlier. It directly faced my trapped shadow, which he appeared to be eyeing with wary malevolence. Given that the shadow was motionless and had been for hours, that seemed fairly pointless to me but I guessed he was taking his guard duties very seriously.  
 
    Leaving the door slightly ajar, I considered what to do. In truth, I had very little choice. Sighing, I walked back to the centre of the bedroom, stopped at an antique bureau and scooped up a vase. I hefted it in my hands. It was probably priceless. Hey ho. The base was heavy enough to suit my purposes, even if the rest of it felt fragile. I held it in my right hand and scooted back to the door. Once I was in position, I closed my eyes briefly and sent my consciousness the few metres back to my shadow. 
 
    I needed Rymark to face away from the bedroom so, as soon as I felt the familiar joy of stretching into my shadow self, I twitched and turned in that direction. With both shadow hands, I pushed out towards the edge of the circle, feeling the barrier holding me in place.  
 
    Rymark let out a loud exclamation and sprang up, fear widening his eyes. ‘What are you doing?’ he yelled. ‘Stop that!’ 
 
    I pushed at the barrier again. I was never going to break it – Gabriel de Florinville’s magic was far too strong for that – but I made it appear as if I were testing it for weaknesses. My actions had the intended result: Rymark strode in front of me, although he was smart enough to keep his body well away from the edge of the circle. 
 
    ‘You can’t escape,’ he said. There was a nervous tremor in his voice. There was no question as to why de Florinville was the supposed hero whilst Rymark was the sidekick. I had to hand it to him though: he was putting in every effort. 
 
    I raised my hands in a jab, as if to attack. At the same moment, I yanked my consciousness away to my real body. While Rymark jerked back in an involuntary spasm, my physical self opened the bedroom door, sprang forward and smashed the vase down on the crown of his head. He groaned, momentarily freezing, and for a horrifying heartbeat I thought I’d not hit him hard enough. Then he crumpled, falling to the floor like a sack of old potatoes. 
 
    I bent over and checked his pulse. It was steady; he’d have an egg-sized lump on his noggin when he woke up but he would wake up. Maybe de Florinville would heal it for him, as he had healed my broken fingers. Just to be sure Rymark wouldn’t choke on his own tongue, I manoeuvred his body into the recovery position and began kicking away the candles and the salt.  
 
    My shadow might not be able to break out of the magic circle but my body could break in. Scant moments later, I stretched my fingertips, feeling the delighted ripple run through me as my shadow reattached itself. I jiggled around, enjoying the sensation. It was almost as glorious as de Florinville’s touch on my skin had been.  
 
    As soon as that thought flashed through my mind, I slammed it away. My shadow and I had been apart for too long; I was clearly feeling some ill-effects and I needed a few seconds to reacquaint with myself. Then I made for the door so I could get the hell out of there. 
 
    I had one foot in the corridor when I heard the voices. It was unmistakably de Florinville and Ghrashbreg. I pulled back into the room as they turned the corner. Screaming inside, I scanned around for a hiding place but there was nowhere. I headed for the only place I could think of and made it back to de Florinville’s bedroom. I was clambering inside the wardrobe while pulling the door shut behind me just as he and the goblin entered. Hell. Bloody hell. 
 
    The wardrobe door might have been closed but the bedroom door wasn’t and I had a clear line of sound to the other room. 
 
    ‘I managed to find Lord Ghrashbreg along the way,’ I heard de Florinville say to his unconscious buddy. This was followed by a brief pause before the inevitable explosion. ‘Fuck!’ 
 
    ‘Dear me,’ Ghrashbreg commented, with what sounded like a hint of amusement. ‘It appears the wraith you were talking about has escaped. And killed your travelling companion at the same time.’ 
 
    I wrinkled my nose in disgust. Idiot. Rymark most definitely wasn’t dead. 
 
    ‘How the hell did it get free?’ Footsteps sounded and through the chink in the door I spotted de Florinville enter the bedroom. He stared round, his gaze falling on the bed with growing horror. He was genuinely appalled at my disappearance. 
 
    ‘It’s taken her. The damn wraith has taken her.’ He balled up his fists, rage lacing his words and rippling through his body. I shrank back. The Dark Elf had been angry when he’d caught my shadow but that was nothing compared to what he looked like now.  
 
    Even Ghrashbreg, following on his heels, appeared concerned. ‘Taken who?’ 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ de Florinville ground out. 
 
    Ghrashbreg’s forehead furrowed at the familiar name. ‘Saiya Buchanan? The girl from the kitchen?’ 
 
    De Florinville whirled round, grabbing him by his lapels. ‘You know her.’ 
 
    ‘I met her tonight for the first time. Skinny thing.’ 
 
    De Florinville’s eyes glittered with the promise of violence. ‘Are you the one who broke her fingers?’ His grip tightened and he shook the goblin. I was enjoying this. ‘Are you the one who hurt her?’ 
 
    Apparently deciding that he couldn’t lie convincingly, Ghrashbreg answered the Elf’s question with another question. ‘Where would a wraith take a human woman and why would he bother?’ 
 
    De Florinville emitted a low growl. For a moment it seemed as if this could go either way and the goblin could end up in a body bag but eventually diplomacy won. With a deep snarl, de Florinville released Ghrashbreg and stalked back to the outer room out of my sight. 
 
    ‘Of course, that’s if there is a wraith at all,’ the goblin called after him. ‘We have excellent defences. I don’t see how one could breach the city walls and get inside the castle without any of us realising.’ Despite his casual words, he looked worried. Ha.  
 
    There was a loud groan that could only have come from Rymark. ‘What? What happened?’ 
 
    ‘I was about to ask you the same thing,’ I heard de Florinville say. 
 
    ‘The wraith. Shit.’ 
 
    De Florinville bit out his words. ‘How did it get out? How did it escape from the circle?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It was trying to break free and I walked over to it and then…’ Rymark’s voice trailed off. ‘I feel like I’ve been hit by a damn truck.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to see that wraith strung up.’ The Dark Elf’s tone was equal measures adamant and harsh. ‘I’ve barely been gone ten minutes. They can’t have gone far. The bastard won’t be able to move quickly with Saiya in tow.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg stroked his chin and walked out of the bedroom towards them. ‘I don’t understand. Why does this girl have such significance?’ 
 
    I strained to hear the answer but whatever de Florinville said was lost to me. Both he, Rymark and Ghrashbreg were leaving the suite of rooms, no doubt to search for the supposed wraith and his ‘kidnap victim’.  
 
    I breathed out. I’d miraculously managed to escape their notice. Go me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    By the time I crawled back down to the town centre, Gabriel de Florinville’s once-pristine white shirt was dirty and torn. He’d certainly done a good job of persuading Ghrashbreg to raise the alarm. It had been easier to get myself out of the castle than it was to wend my way back through the city now that patrols and search parties were all over the place. More than once I’d been forced to cower behind various piles of rubble as goblin soldiers marched past with their heavy boots scuffing the cobbled streets. The only reason I escaped detection was because I got lucky. 
 
    I didn’t dare go home. Enough people knew my name now that to head for my own bed would be tantamount to suicide. At least I had a list of potential hideouts, tucked away in the back of my mind for just such an eventuality. There were more than enough abandoned houses and blocks of flats where I could cower.  
 
    I even treated myself, sneaking into one of the upmarket buildings which had once been used by a family of Irish immigrants who’d owned a jewellers out by Mercat Cross but who had long since abandoned the dubious delights of a city under siege for their home country. Judging by the array of rubbish littering the once-gleaming parquet flooring, I wasn’t the first to hide here. But the smell lingering inside held a hint of decay so I knew I’d be alone here for a while. I took full advantage of the situation and curled up and slept in one of the smaller bedrooms. Goodness knows, I needed the rest. 
 
    When I came to, it took a while to remember where I was. Bright sunlight was filtering in from the window, making my eyes itch, and it felt as if there were several layers of dirt on my skin. My stomach grumbled loudly. It was quite some time since I’d had any food. I should have asked de Florinville for a slice of chocolate cake, I thought ruefully.  
 
    I sat up and stretched. Having my shadow back with me felt damned good and I gave it a little self-conscious wave. I also flexed my fingers. There was a brief tingle in both pinkies but, other than that, no sign that either of them had been broken. De Florinville’s magic was definitely strong.  
 
    It occurred to me that I’d achieved the impossible – I’d broken into Stirling Castle and stolen back what was mine from under the noses of a thousand goblins and one strange Dark Elf. If I didn’t have more important things to do, I’d be composing ballads about my heroics. I’d saved myself; now I had to save Becky’s mum. 
 
    I raked through cupboards for five minutes in search of food but there wasn’t so much as a dented tin of Pedigree Chum. That was hardly surprising but the search was worth the effort because I found a wardrobe full of clothes. I stripped off the grubby shirt in favour of more suitable attire. The designer black trousers and grey jumper were ridiculously large for me but the muted colours would help me blend in. I unearthed a narrow leather belt to stop the trousers falling down.  
 
    I suspected that the Filits would do their best to conceal that they’d been infiltrated by a wraith so, despite last night’s searches, once de Florinville had gone things would probably die down. There was every possibility that I’d get away with my adventures scot-free – after all, the Dark Elf was on a ticket out of here this evening. I remembered the odd look of tenderness in his expression as he’d tended my wounds then I pushed the image of him away. He was no longer my concern. 
 
    Jamming an old baseball cap onto my head, I glanced briefly in a dusty mirror. I reckoned I could pass for a bloke unless under close inspection. Deciding that my appearance would have to do and that I couldn’t afford to hide until nightfall, I shoved my hands into my pockets and left the house, trying to appear casual and unworried. All I had to do was to blend in with everyone else and I’d probably be safe. Probably. 
 
    I was making a beeline for the Tolbooth via the narrow back streets when a crowd of about fifty people passed in front of me, all of them chattering excitedly. I jogged to catch up and fell in beside one of the friendlier-looking faces. ‘What’s going on?’ I asked. 
 
    The woman beamed at me, her eyes crinkling. ‘There’s a Dark Elf in the city! He’s on a tour right now. We’re going to see him. I knew the Prime Minister hadn’t forgotten about us. I just knew it!’ 
 
    I bet that if I’d spoken to her yesterday, she’d have cursed Prime Minister James and everyone else who had made the decision to let Stirling rot under both goblin rule and goblin siege. If this woman was expecting Gabriel de Florinville to save us all now, then she was sorely mistaken – he was leaving in a few hours. I didn’t have the heart to destroy her hopes, though. 
 
    ‘A tour where?’ I asked carefully. 
 
    ‘All around! He’s at Mercat Cross now.’ 
 
    Ah; that confirmed why the goblins had removed the gallows. It was a temporary measure to make it appear that they didn’t execute their citizens when the mood took them. 
 
    Hearing her words, a gaunt man leaned across. ‘I heard it’s Gabriel de Florinville. He’s important, you know. He’s bound to help us.’ Optimism laced his every word, making my spirits sink. This is what we did, I thought despondently; we clung fiercely to every scrap of hope. Time and time again we were disappointed but hope always remained even though it didn’t put food in anyone’s belly or keep people like Ange Horrocks safe. I sighed while pasting a smile on my face. 
 
    I slowed my steps, letting the excited group pull away in front of me. False hope aside, I could use this. The Filits would be doing everything they could to keep de Florinville away from the seedier parts of town and its grubbier, more dangerous citizens. The citizens, in contrast, would be doing everything they could to get close to him. The ruckus might provide me with the distraction I needed. Heading for the Tolbooth meant I’d be veering dangerously close to the Dark Elf but it might also give me a greater chance of success. It wasn’t just the people up ahead who were feeling hopeful now, I realised. 
 
    By the time I reached the front of the Tolbooth, the clamour from Mercat Cross was ricocheting through the streets. I passed more people, all of whom were clearly hoping to catch a glimpse of de Florinville or to beg him for help.  
 
    As I passed through the Tolbooth’s entrance, I wondered if the Filits or the Dark Elf had a clue as to what kind of monster they’d unleashed with his walkabout. I shrugged and relaxed my shoulders, before pulling off my baseball cap and approaching the front desk. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ I chirped, aiming for a light, easy-going manner but with a hint of vacancy in my expression. 
 
    The Filit behind the counter glared at me. ‘Whaddya want?’ 
 
    I knew from Marrock to appreciate that asking for Ange would garner me more trouble than I could handle but I needed to get into the cells. It was the only way I’d find her. ‘I’m here to see my brother.’ 
 
    The goblin rolled her eyes to indicate just how dumb she thought I was. ‘I’m not bleedin’ psychic,’ she muttered. ‘Whatsisname?’ 
 
    ‘Eric. Eric Quiddle.’ 
 
    ‘Stupid name.’ 
 
    She had me there. I smiled at her. ‘I’m Erica Quiddle.’ 
 
    The goblin grunted. Her mouth twitched at the corners as if she were trying very hard not to laugh. It was kind of her to attempt a straight face; it reminded me that while many goblins were gruff, they weren’t all bad. Not every Filit was cut from the same cloth as Ghrashbreg.  
 
    I was aiming for ridicule, of course. The dafter I appeared, the less any goblins like the one in front of me would consider me a threat. It’s odd but people are also more likely to believe the unbelievable than the mundane, as if they can’t imagine that you’d make up something outlandish out of thin air.  
 
    ‘Did your parents not like you or summat?’ 
 
    My eyes went wide. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Eric and Erica. S’bad enough when your last name is summat like Quiddle, but Eric and Erica?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what our parents thought,’ I said in a small voice. ‘We were brought up in an orphanage.’ 
 
    Sympathy flooded the goblin’s expression, with a hefty sprinkle of guilt at her own words thrown in for good measure. She pursed her lips and scanned the clipboard in front of her. ‘He’s in cell fifty-six,’ she told me. ‘It’s one floor down. There’s no one available to escort you right now though. All spare hands are dealing with the Dark Elf.’ She said this with a derisive sniff and I liked her even more. It had been a while since I’d felt kinship with a goblin. 
 
    I wrung my hands. ‘I have to get my rations later. I’m scheduled for two o’clock and you know what’ll happen if I’m late. Please. This is the only chance I have to check up on Eric and make sure he’s alright. He’s such a hothead and I don’t want him to get into even more trouble while he’s here.’ 
 
    I must have sounded overly whiny because a brief moue of distaste crossed the goblin’s face. She sighed and gestured irritably towards the door leading to the cells. I bobbed my head towards her gratefully and hastily scampered through before she could change her mind. 
 
    I’d been in the bowels of the Tolbooth before and every time I told myself I’d never return. A lot of that was to do with the reek of urine, faeces and vomit, mixed with the sweat of terror. Not everyone who ended up in here went to the gallows but the threat of execution – and worse – hung over the inmates’ heads. Even if you were only imprisoned here for a few days for a small misdemeanour, it meant that your card was marked. Once the Filits had your name on their blacklist, they didn’t forget it. I’d prided myself on staying under their radar but obviously that had changed now. I scowled to myself. Half the bloody city probably knew my name by now. 
 
    I strode along the narrow corridor, breathing through my mouth. The first few cells were unoccupied but soon pale faces were staring out at me, their expressions entreating me to help them. It was hard living on normal rations outside these walls; living on prisoner rations in here meant balancing on a knife edge between starvation and survival. I bet that Gabriel de Florinville wouldn’t be wandering around here any time soon. 
 
    Hearing my footsteps approaching caused a few of the bolder inmates to step up to the bars of their cells. Hands stretched out towards me, attempting to snatch at me. One or two even called out. ‘Hey pretty! Got any food on you? I’ll make it worth your while.’ 
 
    I closed off my emotions, detaching myself as wholly as I would detach my shadow, and continued walking. When I reached Eric Quiddle’s cell, I glanced in although I didn’t slow my steps. He was curled up in a corner, his chest rising and falling with gentle snores. His infraction was minor, at least in the eyes of the goblins. He’d be released before too long. Probably. 
 
    At this point, it was tempting to send off my shadow self to find Ange. Given what little I knew about the circumstances of her arrest, I was sure that she’d be held at the furthest, most secure point in the Tolbooth. The further I got from Eric Quiddle, the harder it would be to explain away my presence if any goblin guards noticed me. But I was still wary of being apart from my shadow for too long after what had happened with de Florinville, and I was conscious that the goblins would probably be conducting sweeps for wraiths after what had happened in the castle. I had to bank on there being only a skeleton crew inside the Tolbooth as the guard at the front had intimated. 
 
    Taking care to tread more lightly now, I stayed on the balls of my feet but maintained my speed. When I didn’t see Ange in any of the cells on this floor, I tiptoed down the winding staircase to next one, then the one below that. The further down I went, the more my trepidation increased.  
 
    The air grew danker and by the time I reached the deepest part of the Tolbooth basement there was very little light. In the last corridor, lined with more cells, there were only two flickering torches hanging off the wall. Water trickled down between the stones and even in the gloom I could see the sheen of slime clinging to the granite. There was a faint scuttling sound from up ahead: rats. If Ange was down here, her situation was very dire indeed. Only the worst criminals were kept in the worst cells. 
 
    Ignoring the shudder that ran down the length of my spine, I pushed on. There was a lump of rags in one cell which, when I stared, moved slightly. At first I thought it might be a human being but when a small questing nose and quivering whiskers pushed out from underneath it, I shook myself and moved on. I didn’t really want to know whether there was a body under those rags as well. 
 
    I was almost at the end of the line of cells – and losing hope that Ange was here – when I heard a sharp, feminine cry. Alarmed, I sprinted forward until I saw the shape of a woman through the bars of the last cell but one. We were some distance from the flaming torches; it was so dark at this end that it was difficult to see anything. There was another yelp and the sounds of a scuffle inside the tiny cell. Ange’s terrified face loomed out of the darkness just as another darkness, a deeper darkness, dragged her back. A wraith. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time. Abandoning my physical body without a thought, I detached my shadow and darted through the rusty iron bars of the cell. My sight adjusted almost immediately to the shadows. I just had time to see Ange being held against the wall by her throat before I flung myself at the wraith, barrelling into it and knocking it away from her.  
 
    It sprang up, facing me, arms aloft and hands curved into claws like some kind of monster. We stared at each other, one shadow to another, neither of us moving an inch or yielding a breath. I’d never come across another of my kind before, not face to face like this. 
 
    In the end it was Ange who broke the deadlock. She squeaked and scuttled backwards, pressing herself into the corner as if she could escape by merging into the walls. The wraith tilted his head slightly and pointed at her then at himself, as if to indicate possession.  
 
    I vehemently shook my head and shifted slightly to shield her from him. For the first time I understood why people found wraiths so menacing. Facing a dark shape, which had no facial features and was nothing more than its own wellspring of midnight black, was genuinely terrifying. I couldn’t read either his expression or his body language – but he couldn’t read mine either. 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ Ange whispered, recognising my inert body standing just beyond the cell door. ‘Where is Becky? Please tell me she’s safe. Please tell me the goblins don’t have her.’ A ragged sob escaped her lips as if the thought of her daughter in the hands of the Filits was too much to bear. 
 
    I couldn’t do anything to soothe her; to answer her would mean abandoning my shadow and returning to my physical body. Even if it were only for a few seconds, the other wraith would be free to do whatever he wanted to her. It didn’t take a genius to recognise that he was here for no reason that I would like. 
 
    ‘They keep asking me about the Stone. They say I know where it is. They say I have the key.’ Ange’s voice rose as her desperation increased. ‘They can’t get it. If they do, we’re all lost. Help me, Saiya. Help me!’ 
 
    I sensed rather than saw the wraith fix his attention back on her. Something she had said was important to him. Ghrashbreg and the other goblins had mentioned a stone too but what was it and why would it matter? I needed to find a way to communicate with the wraith but I didn’t have the faintest idea where to begin. 
 
    I raised my hands to use some sort of rudimentary sign language. The wraith stiffened immediately as if I were about to attack him. I shook my head but he jerked towards me, indicating he’d attack me first if I moved again.  
 
    In the end, the decision was taken out of both of our hands. Muffled by the stone walls around us, but unmistakable nonetheless, came the sounds of heavy goblin boots hammering towards us from above. There were shouts and garbled yells. Whether an alarm had been tripped or my absence at Eric Quiddle’s cell had been noted was unclear but it was obvious that several goblins were hurtling towards us. 
 
    The wraith sprang away, elongating his form and sliding out of the bars to flit down the corridor. I flung my own shadow backwards, merging it with my body. 
 
    ‘Becky’s fine,’ I hissed at Ange. ‘She’s safe.’ 
 
    She let out a half-strangled sob before opening her mouth to ask me more. There wasn’t time and I jumped in before she could speak. ‘Why have you been arrested, Ange? I need to know.’ 
 
    ‘They think I know something about this Stone. I don’t know anything! They keep mentioning my family but…’ 
 
     I held up my palm in warning and she fell silent. A heartbeat later, five swarthy goblins appeared at the far end of the corridor. I fell to my knees in a gesture of submission and pasted on a terrified expression. I was getting pretty adept at playing the role of scared little girl. 
 
    ‘A wraith,’ I babbled. ‘There was a wraith here.’ 
 
    The first two goblins pulled out guns before I finished my sentence. ‘Where did it go?’ snarled a third one, her thick accent bellowing across the expanse of corridor.  
 
     ‘I don’t know! It vanished into thin air. It grabbed me and pulled me down here. It was right in front of me and holding my arm then…’ I swung my eyes around wildly as if expecting the wraith to reappear. As far as I knew he was still cowering in one of the dark and empty cells; as far as I was concerned, he was on his own. I didn’t doubt that he’d been here to end Ange’s life; the question was why. Clearly it had something to do with this damned Stone that everyone kept talking about. Maybe it was some kind of jewel. 
 
    The nearest goblin grabbed one of the torches from the wall and thrust it in the direction of the first cell while his buddy waved his gun. I could have told them that shooting a wraith’s shadow wouldn’t do them any good; they’d need something along the lines of the magic that Gabriel de Florinville had employed. Funnily enough, I didn’t feel a great desire to point this out. All that was in my mind was to get out of here before someone like Ghrashbreg decided to show up. He couldn’t be far away. 
 
    ‘The Gneiss bastards must have sent it,’ spat one of the female goblins from the rear of the group. They jumped to the next cell and frantically waved the torch around. ‘They know.’ 
 
    ‘They can’t know.’ 
 
    ‘They can if someone’s told them. If one of us has betrayed the cause.’ 
 
    What the hell was going on? Part of me felt as if an abyss of secrets had just opened up at my feet and I was teetering on the edge. Whatever the Filits were up to, they appeared to be close to achieving it. Perhaps that was why they were all so suddenly loose-lipped. I’d seen the proximity of success cause that kind of problem many times before. But whatever this Stone was that they were after, they didn’t have it yet. 
 
    I reached out, curling my fingers round one of the rusty bars in front of Ange’s cell ostensibly to help me stand up. The goblins continued their slow search towards me while, unseen by their eyes, Ange reached out and gripped my hand tightly, understanding reflected in her touch. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she breathed in a barely audible whisper. 
 
    I nodded and stood up just as the first goblin reached the cell I’d seen the other wraith dart into. A flicker of a shadow caught my eye and, while the goblin jerked his hand into the cell and waved around the torch to search the darkness, the wraith’s form danced across the ceiling and out over the goblins’ heads. I hesitated for a moment, debating what to do. Then I lurched forward, making the goblins stop in alarm and start yelling. 
 
    ‘Cease! Stay where you are!’ 
 
    ‘With that thing running around?’ I gave a high-pitched shriek. ‘No way! It’s obviously after that prisoner. I want to get as far away from her as possible!’ 
 
    While the wraith paused in the doorway leading up to the staircase as if watching me, I jogged forward to make it clear that I’d rather be beaten by the goblins than be caught by a wraith. The guards exchanged glances and the wraith disappeared, taking his chance while he could. 
 
    ‘We need to move the prisoner,’ one muttered. ‘Ghrashbreg will have our heads if anything happens to her before—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care what you do with her!’ I screeched. ‘Just let me get out of here! I only came to visit my brother and I’ve been accosted by a freaking wraith!’ 
 
    The lead goblin winced and pointed at me. ‘She’s making my ears bleed. Get her out of here and then get the other woman. We’ll take her up to the ground floor where there’s plenty of light.’ 
 
    The other goblins blanched; as a simultaneous action, it was quite impressive. ‘But the wraith—’ 
 
    ‘Do it!’ he snarled. I noted that he was staying well back. 
 
    Rather than wait to be escorted out, I pushed past the goblins and made for the stairs. They seemed happy enough to let me go. By the time I reached the doorway, satisfied that I’d done enough to have Ange transferred somewhere the wraith couldn’t get to her, they were moving warily in her direction.  
 
    I darted up and away before any of them thought to interrogate me further. I might still have more questions than answers but I was getting close to something. Whatever the hell it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    I’d barely stepped out of the Tolbooth when a plan began to form in my mind. It was as risky as a teenage boy in a garden shed with his dad’s old magazines but I was starting to feel virtually untouchable. I only needed to make enough of a diversion and there was a good chance could free Ange.  
 
    With the cold afternoon sun shining down, I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about the wraith coming after me but, just to be sure, I stayed on the sunny side of the street and occasionally checked the shadows. There was no sign of him. I hoped that the goblins were so keen to find out what was inside Ange’s head that they’d keep her safe until I could put my plan into action. She’d been scared, sure, but she hadn’t appeared mistreated. There were no visible signs of torture and these days that counted as a win. 
 
    I rounded the corner, sticking my hands in my pockets and humming tunelessly to myself. Then I froze. I’d broken my number one rule and allowed complacency to get the better of me. Less than twenty feet away, surrounded by goblins and humans and staring right at me, was Gabriel de Florinville. His momentary shock was replaced with a look of dark, glittering satisfaction. He pushed away the two nearest goblins and strode towards me. 
 
    My default in a fight or flight situation is always flight but for some reason, my feet felt like clay. Move, insisted an urgent voice in my head. Run. My thoughts collided and I finally managed to get my body to obey my will. I turned to leave but it was already too late. De Florinville’s hand shot out and clamped round my arm, swinging me towards him until we were inches apart. 
 
    ‘Saiya.’ He said my name possessively and an involuntary shiver ran through me. ‘You escaped. You’re alright.’ 
 
    I tore away my gaze from his, realising that there were several dozen humans and goblins. They included Ghrashbreg, who was staring at me thoughtfully and rubbing his chin, and Rymark, whose eyes were narrowed with deep suspicion. 
 
    I glanced at de Florinville. He hadn’t taken his eyes off me for a second. ‘Hi,’ I said weakly. ‘Yeah, I escaped.’ 
 
    There was a shout from behind. ‘Lord Ghrashbreg!’ 
 
    My heart sank. I recognised that voice. My dodgy plan was falling apart before it had even started. I watched in dismay as the lead goblin from the Tolbooth’s depths marched towards. ‘There was a wraith in the Tolbooth! It was…’ he paused, apparently realising too late that he had an audience ‘…in the bottom basement.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg’s gaze snapped to his underling. ‘What?’ he roared. Members of the crowd gasped in horror and stepped back as if they were about to be attacked by a shadow monster at any moment. 
 
    The hapless Tolbooth goblin swallowed. I tried to use the distraction to wrest my arm away from de Florinville. He released his grip but instead of letting me go, he curved an arm round my waist and drew me to him until I could feel the hard length of his body against mine. Instead of horror at his physical proximity, something entirely different stirred deep within my groin. Um… 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ he murmured into my ear. ‘No wraith is a match for me. I won’t let it take you again.’ He looked up at Ghrashbreg, his voice hardening. ‘We have to capture it.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg stared at me. ‘The prisoner?’ he barked at the Tolbooth guard. 
 
    ‘She’s fine,’ he answered. 
 
    ‘She’d better be.’ Ghrashbreg cast his narrowed gaze up and down my body and I felt de Florinville stiffen next to me. 
 
    ‘Which prisoner?’ asked the Dark Elf. His tone suggested nothing more than mild curiosity but I could hear the steel beneath. 
 
    ‘No one that concerns you,’ Ghrashbreg answered. ‘You should get your Fior Ghal back to the castle. I’m not sure she’s safe in Stirling. Clearly, she’s a target for this wraith. Perhaps it would be wise for you both to take your leave.’ 
 
    No chance. With a concerted effort, I wrenched myself away from de Florinville. He looked slightly puzzled rather than angry. ‘I’ve got things to do,’ I said huffily. ‘I’m not going anywhere other than home.’ 
 
    Gabriel de Florinville chuckled. ‘You don’t need to go back there. I’m going to take you to my home instead. I’m sure you’ll like it.’ My mouth dropped open while he looked at Ghrashbreg. ‘But first I want to find this wraith. And I want to know who this prisoner of yours is. There must be a connection with him and Saiya if the wraith is after both of them.’ 
 
    I could have happily slapped him. Ghrashbreg was already coming to that conclusion himself but the Dark Elf didn’t need to bloody well spell it out for him. ‘You forget whose city you are in,’ the goblin growled. 
 
    The air crackled with the tension. Desperately seeking a way to defuse it – and to extract myself from this deepening pile of manure – I took a deep breath. ‘Look, I think that…’ 
 
    I was prevented from saying anything else by a sudden high-pitched whistle from overhead. All at once people scattered in every direction; screams and panicked yells rent the air. It was over a year since we’d last heard that sound but we all knew what it was – a Gneiss shelling bombardment.  
 
    De Florinville reached for me again, yanking me backwards and down onto the ground just in time. The missile smacked into the corner building, sending dust and stone and shrapnel flying in all directions. De Florinville’s body covered mine, pressing me down. I could feel the rapid thud of his heartbeat and smell the musky spice of his skin. Then the smoke cleared; where I’d been standing there was now a massive pile of rubble. Shit. That had been really close. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I muttered to the Elf. I wriggled out from underneath him and stood, brushing myself down. A heartbeat later there was another whine. This time it careened into a building ahead of us about a hundred metres away. I stared at the devastation then at the cloud of smoke and new debris crashing onto the road. Oh God. Between here and there, there was only one building that mattered: the Gneiss goblins were aiming for the Tolbooth. Suddenly there was no question in my mind as to why, especially if they’d been the ones to send in the wraith. I’d done the wrong thing in letting my supposed kin leave. I started to run. 
 
    I was dimly aware of de Florinville shouting my name and then Rymark shouting his. The visitors could do whatever they wanted to; I had to get Ange out of there before the entire building came down. Leaping over the rubble and choking in the clouds of dust, I sprinted for the Tolbooth’s entrance. 
 
    A large chunk of stone broke off from the jutting roof and crashed down towards me. I narrowly avoided getting crushed by it, veering away in the nick of time. Small fires were already alight, flickering both outside and inside what remained of the buildings. I pulled up the collar of my dark jumper to cover my mouth and nose and ducked underneath a beam that had fallen in front of the Tolbooth’s doorway. 
 
    If visibility was low outside then inside I was virtually blind. Even detaching my shadow wouldn’t work here. It wasn’t the darkness, it was the smoke from the fires and the dust that were saturating every particle of the air. Within seconds my eyes were streaming.  
 
    I felt someone push up against my back and grab me. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ exploded Gabriel de Florinville. 
 
    I pushed him off. ‘Piss off. Someone I know is in here and I’m going to get them out.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t…’ 
 
    His words were swallowed by a small explosion from what I assumed was a gas canister. Three men barrelled past us, slamming into our bodies before they exited, and de Florinville staggered away from me. I ignored him. He was a Dark Elf; he could look after himself. 
 
    I plunged in deeper, weaving round fallen stones and furniture. The unmistakable sound of another missile reached my ears and the ground rocked.  
 
    ‘Gabri…’ Rymark’s voice was lost as the Tolbooth’s entrance crashed down behind us, blocking our way out. That wasn’t good. 
 
    Hoping there would be another way out, I kept going. ‘Ange!’ I yelled, flailing my arms blindly in front of me. ‘Ange! Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Saiya!’ 
 
    I muttered a curse. De Florinville was really starting to get on my nerves. I ignored him and pressed on. ‘Ange!’ I shouted once more. 
 
    This time there was an answer. From the far corner, beside the staircase, there was a weak croak. ‘Here. Saiya, I’m here.’ 
 
    I bounded towards her, stubbed my toe on more rubble and grimaced before continuing. It took longer than it should have to reach her but at least with the staircase beside her there was pocket of air that made it easier to breathe. I rubbed at my streaming eyes; when that didn’t work, I fumbled to see where she was tied up. There was a set of handcuffs holding her arms behind her back and a chain that appeared to be looped to the wall. I tugged at it, doing everything I could to pull it away but it wouldn’t budge. Yelling in frustration, I tried harder until I felt a hand on my shoulder. Bloody de Florinville. Again. He squeezed for a moment and then reached past me. I heard some kind of murmur, archaic words that I didn’t recognise, and there was a clink as Ange’s handcuffs fell open. 
 
    ‘Now can we get out of here?’ he enquired with what sounded like simmering rage. 
 
    I stood up, pulling my jumper over my head and wrapping it round Ange’s face to protect her from the worst of the dust and smoke. ‘Now we can.’ 
 
    He took my hand and pulled while I held tightly onto Ange. For a moment I thought he was going to head for the now-blocked door and I was about to protest. Instead he tugged me towards one of the walls. 
 
    ‘Stand back,’ he instructed. ‘This could get messy.’ 
 
    I was beginning to understand what he was capable of so I took him at his word and moved away, shielding a cowering Ange with my body. I was gripping her so tightly it was a wonder she still had circulation in her hand. There was more muttering and this time it felt as if the air around us was buzzing with his power. There was a loud crack and several thuds as more stones fell, then sunlight poured in from outside and de Florinville grabbed me again. The three of us fell into the open air and ran, just before the wall came crashing down. 
 
    My heart was thudding painfully against my ribcage and my lungs were burning but that was probably nothing compared to what Ange was feeling. Using my forearm, I rubbed my eyes furiously until my vision started to clear.  
 
    De Florinville was already at Ange’s side, peeling away the jumper from her face and using gentle fingers to check for wounds or serious injuries. Tears ran down her cheeks and her eyes were squeezed shut. She was heaving in breaths and trying to speak.  
 
    I touched her arm. ‘It’s okay, Ange. We’re okay. Don’t try to talk just yet.’ 
 
    She nodded, wrapping her arms around herself and sliding down until she was a small tight ball on the edge of the chaotic, war-torn street. From the other side of the towering pile of rubble and beyond the thick smoke, harsh, guttural shouts filtered through. I stiffened. We couldn’t stay here; I couldn’t let any of the goblins see that Ange had escaped.  
 
    My mind spun, seeking out the possibilities. The only thing I was certain of was how badly the Filits wanted Ange. If they knew I had her, they’d rip the city apart to find her. I needed somewhere to go where we’d be safe, even if only temporarily. The trouble was that the only place I could think of was the one place I’d already been warned away from. Bringing Ange with me for another visit was liable to end in blood.  
 
    I had to get rid of Gabriel de Florinville too. I didn’t know what this Fior Ghal thing was, even though it seemed to have something to do with me, but he was bound to work out who I really was sooner or later. He was a Dark Elf; he wasn’t an idiot. I glanced at Ange, while de Florinville continued to check her over. Maybe I could finagle this somehow after all. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said suddenly. ‘We need to move.’ 
 
    ‘She needs medical attention and somewhere to rest. If we can get her back to the castle, I can sort her out.’ 
 
    The very last place we were going was Stirling bloody Castle. ‘Don’t you get it?’ I hissed at him. ‘The Filits had her locked up. She knows something that they want about some stupid Stone thing. They’d cut open her skull and read what was inside if they could. We’re not in Holyrood now, mate. This is Stirling.’ 
 
    His head lifted and his dark eyes stared at me. All of a sudden he was very pale. ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘This is Stirling.’ I was getting impatient now. ‘And the Filits aren’t as sweet and friendly to us as they are to you. They’ll kill her, given half the chance.’ 
 
    He didn’t blink. ‘About the Stone. What did you say about the Stone?’ His voice was low and urgent. 
 
    The shouts were getting louder. There would be goblins here before we knew it, scrambling over the rubble or running around via an alternative route. ‘There’s no time for this!’ I grabbed his arm. ‘We have to go now!’ 
 
    For a heart-stopping moment I was sure he was going to refuse and drag me to the goblins. Then he gave a terse nod and stood up, helping Ange to her feet. She wobbled, barely able to hold her own weight. De Florinville did the decent thing and scooped her up into his arms as if she weighed nothing at all. Given how little she usually had to eat, even when she wasn’t being held prisoner, that was probably true. 
 
    ‘Lead the way then.’ 
 
    I swallowed. It was the middle of the day and it would be difficult to avoid detection. If we were going to do this, we would have to do it fast. I pointed right. ‘This way.’ A second later we were off. 
 
    I had no idea what Gabriel de Florinville was thinking and right now I didn’t care. As long as he kept up with me and kept hold of Ange, we’d be alright. The one thing in our favour was that the sudden shocking renewal of bombs from the Gneiss lines meant that the streets were deserted; everyone who had been milling around had no doubt taken cover in bunkers and basements.  
 
    I kept one ear cocked, listening for the chilling, familiar whine of missiles but it seemed as if the Gneiss goblins were done for now. I wondered if they’d been deliberately targeting the Tolbooth – and therefore Ange – or if it was de Florinville they wanted to kill. Maybe they were just bored. What the hell did I know? 
 
    Rather than taking the most direct route and marching through the main Stirling streets, I led the way down quieter side streets, pausing whenever I heard something. Unfortunately that was often; whichever way we turned, the sound of goblin boots hammered on the roads and pavements. They were certainly calling out the cavalry.  
 
    We skirted along a narrow street and ducked into an alley. I stopped to check on de Florinville and see whether he was managing with Ange’s weight. She might not have been heavy but she was awkward to carry. The Dark Elf merely smiled at me, a flash of white teeth indicating he knew what I was doing and that he was perfectly fine. Truth be told, he looked as if he were simply out on a jaunt. There was certainly no sign of strain on his face. I nodded in acknowledgement and turned back, confident that I could move a little faster. 
 
    At the end of the alleyway we came to a wider street that we needed to cross. Not only was it open, with views in both directions, but there was a market at one end that was frequented by both goblins and humans. There were also high buildings with excellent views of anyone down below. This spelled danger but there was no other side route we could take to get to our destination without being noticed. We simply had to take the risk.  
 
    I sucked in a breath, glancing this way and that before I decided it was safe. I’d barely taken a step into the street, however, when I was yanked back. De Florinville pulled me into his side, holding me close. I’d have protested if it weren’t for the sudden sound of a vehicle approaching.  
 
    It was alien to my ears; even the Filits hadn’t been able to procure petrol to use within the city walls since the first months of the siege. When they needed something carrying, they simply grabbed the nearest citizens and set them to work. The wealthier families who were still around did the same, although they offered token supplies in return. To be honest, I preferred the goblins’ brutal methods. At least they were more honest. 
 
    Ange moaned softly in de Florinville’s arms. Worried, I forgot about the approaching petrol guzzler, leaned across and checked on her. She was even paler than before. 
 
    ‘She’s going into shock,’ de Florinville told me brusquely. ‘I can help her but we need to be somewhere safe first where I can lay her down.’ 
 
    ‘Ten minutes,’ I said, ‘if that.’ The sound of the approaching vehicle got louder. De Florinville hissed under his breath and stiffened. Alarmed, I jerked my gaze towards his. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Those aren’t Filits approaching.’ 
 
    I shook my head in confusion. ‘Then who…?’ My voice trailed off when I heard the shouts from the few people who were brave enough to look out of their windows. ‘Gneiss?’ I whispered. ‘But how? Why now?’ 
 
    ‘Hush,’ he cautioned, urgency vibrating through the word.  
 
    A moment later the vehicle passed, some kind of armoured truck with its low suspension suggesting a heavy load. I stared. At least a dozen Gneiss goblins clung to the sides and the top. Their expressions were grim and fixed and they didn’t look left or right. Given our proximity to the road, that was probably what saved us. 
 
    ‘Are they here for you?’ I asked, when I was sure they’d passed by. 
 
    De Florinville’s face was a mask. ‘Unlikely,’ he bit out. His dark eyes flicked towards mine. ‘They’ll be here for the Stone.’ I frowned at him. He shook his head. ‘I’ll explain later,’ he said. He paused for another moment as if listening. ‘That’s the only vehicle. They must be hedging their bets. At least we have something to be thankful for.’ 
 
    This was making no sense. I didn’t have the faintest idea what was happening – and I didn’t like it. I wasn’t used to being kept in the dark; usually I heard enough whispers to piece together what was going on. Nothing about this was making any sense but it stiffened my resolve to get to safety as quickly as possible. 
 
    I glanced out of the alleyway once more. The coast finally seemed clear. I exchanged a quick look with the Dark Elf and he nodded. We ran, darting across to thoroughfare. The acrid smell of burning smoke clung to everything. The only good thing was that the wind was drifting in our direction, causing the smoke to move with it and help to obscure us. Using it to our best advantage, I let it camouflage us as we jogged the rest of the way. It wasn’t until Marrock’s bowling alley came in sight that I finally slowed. The air here was clearer but the danger was more palpable. 
 
    ‘Whatever happens,’ I said in a low voice, ‘let me handle this.’  
 
    De Florinville’s eyes snapped to mine but he didn’t say anything. I hoped he had the good sense and intelligence that he’d shown glimmers of when I was eavesdropping on him. This was not the time for showy Dark Elf antics. 
 
    Holding my hands up in the air, I walked slowly towards the alley. As expected, Marrock’s two goons stepped out. They were paler than normal; clearly they hadn’t been expecting the renewed shelling either. I wondered whether they knew that there was a Gneiss contingent in town. It was quite possible that this day would end up being the last for all of us. 
 
    ‘You’ve already been warned off, Saiya,’ Pat said. To give him credit, his eyes were as steely as ever and his voice betrayed no tremor. 
 
    I tilted up my chin. ‘I think Marrock will change his mind,’ I said, ‘when he sees who I’ve brought with me.’ I gestured at Gabriel de Florinville. 
 
    Pat’s fellow goon, whose name I’d never bothered to learn, gaped. ‘That’s a Dark Elf!’ Her expression was so astonished that it was almost comical. When De Florinville strode forward before I could stop him, however, the astonishment was all mine. 
 
    He might have been holding Ange in his arms but he still managed to sweep out a half bow. ‘I am Gabriel de Florinville,’ he intoned. ‘And I am here to seek an audience with Marrock.’ 
 
    Well, well, well. The Dark Elf was not only a good listener but he was as canny as I thought. That was both good and bad for me. In response, Marrock’s minion started to curtsey until halfway down she realised what she was doing and awkwardly straightened up again.  
 
    Pat the goon glared at her then he ran his hand through his hair and almost simpered. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘The pleasure is all mine,’ de Florinville said smoothly. ‘I’ve heard a lot about the security here and I’m pleased to see that it meets all expectations. You two are really on the ball. I’d shake your hand but, as you can see, I’m somewhat occupied right now. If you could lead us to Marrock, I would be eternally grateful.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, sir! Yes! Right this way!’ 
 
    I shook my head in amazement, thinking of all the times I’d had to fight tooth and nail to speak to Marrock. So much for handling this myself. I’d expected de Florinville’s presence to help us get inside but it hadn’t occurred to me that Marrock’s goons would become so greasily obsequious. But they hadn’t lost their edge entirely; when I started forward, a regretful expression crossed Pat’s face. 
 
    ‘She has to stay behind. Marrock told us not to let her in again.’ 
 
    If I’d been here alone, he’d have laughed in my face while turning me away. Instead he looked apologetic. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ De Florinville considered this for a moment. ‘Well, where Saiya goes, I go. If she cannot enter then we’ll have to go elsewhere.’ He flashed me a dazzling smile. ‘It’s no problem, darling. You said there were plenty of others we could see instead.’ He turned away. I shrugged and did the same. This had better work – Ange needed help sooner rather than later. 
 
    ‘Fuck’s sake.’ Marrock’s voice bellowed out from the upper window. ‘Let them all in.’ 
 
    Marrock’s goons were obviously relieved. ‘This way!’ Pat burbled. ‘I’ll show you where to go!’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and sidled up to de Florinville. ‘I thought I told you that I would handle this,’ I muttered. 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow. ‘Do you have a problem with what I’ve achieved so far?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I just wanted to remind him that I was in charge here, not him. 
 
    ‘You’re in charge here, Saiya,’ he said softly. ‘Not me. I’ll follow your lead.’ 
 
    I stared at him. Bloody hell. Either he was a mind reader, or he was far more sensitive than anyone had given him credit for – or my thoughts were displayed on my face. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.  
 
    I huffed quietly and pushed it out of my mind. Ange wasn’t safe yet. Not by a long shot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The smoked-glass doors had barely closed behind us when Marrock appeared. Even with the behaviour of his goons outside, I was still shocked. Marrock enjoyed possessing the perception of power even more than possessing power itself. I thought he would enjoy watching a Dark Elf walk down one of his bowling lanes to be granted an audience, especially when that Dark Elf was Gabriel de Florinville. Instead, Marrock was just as star struck as everyone else. His face was wreathed in smiles and he held his arms out expansively, grabbing hold of me as we drew close. 
 
    ‘Saiya!’ He yanked me towards him, planting a wet kiss on my cheek and squeezing me tight. ‘How wonderful of you to come and see us!’ He angled himself away from de Florinville and muttered into my ear, ‘That better not be Ange Horrocks he's holding.’ Then he stepped back and smiled benevolently at the Dark Elf.  
 
    What he received in return was an icy glower. De Florinville’s spine was stiff, as if he were filled with both rage and tension. Given his mild manner outside, I was surprised but I could only assume that it was part of his plan. It certainly wasn't part of mine, though. 
 
    ‘Marrock,’ I said, speaking loudly and formally. ‘I would like to present to you Gabriel de Florinville and Angela Horrocks.’ 
 
    Marrock’s answering smile stiffened. ‘Lord de Florinville. I am delighted to make your acquaintance.’ That part was genuine at least. He glanced down at Ange. ‘Your companion looks unwell. Why don’t I have her taken to the nearest doctor? I can arrange for transport. She looks like she needs medical attention.’ 
 
    I almost snorted. There were no doctors left in Stirling, none who were alive or prepared to work on humans like us. 
 
    De Florinville didn’t take his eyes off Marrock. ‘I am not a Lord and I am perfectly capable of seeing to Ms Horrocks’ needs myself. I just require somewhere to lay her down safely and comfortably so I can work on her.’ He maintained his smile but there was something threatening about it. That was a neat trick; no wonder Prime Minister James had named the Dark Elf as Envoy. What I didn’t yet understand was why he had such an underlying air of menace. He didn’t know Marrock – and the wee man had let us inside, offering us help and sanctuary at great danger to himself. I scratched my head. Puzzling. 
 
    ‘We have several booths which should suit your purpose.’ Marrock also continued to smile. He clicked his fingers and two nameless minions appeared. ‘Help Mr de Florinville with the woman.’ 
 
    ‘Gabriel is fine. And I can manage on my own.’ 
 
    Marrock bowed. ‘As you wish. The booths are just over to your right, past the Penny Falls arcade.’ 
 
    De Florinville didn’t move. He looked at me, his dark eyes unblinking. ‘Come, Saiya.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat, aware that colour was rising in my cheeks. ‘Give me a couple of minutes. I want to talk to Marrock first.’ 
 
    De Florinville’s eyes narrowed, sparking with an anger that loomed over us all. What exactly was his problem? I folded my arms and met his gaze. It was less than five minutes since he’d assured me that he’d follow my lead but he seemed to have forgotten that already. I tried to stare him down, willing him to stop being an arse, but I’d never been in a staring competition with a Dark Elf before. It felt as if I were being swallowed up by the glitter of his gaze. 
 
    If Ange hadn’t shifted slightly and moaned, I’m not sure what would have happened. Her intervention did the trick and broke the crackling tension. Gabriel de Florinville didn’t pull his eyes from mine but he did relax slightly and nod his head. A moment later, he turned and left for the booths, the two minions trailing in his wake. 
 
    I let out the breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. Marrock waited until he was sure de Florinville had gone before turning to me. ‘What the fuck are you playing at, Saiya?’ he growled at me. ‘I told you to stay away.’ 
 
    I did my best impression of a nonchalant shrug. ‘You also told me to find out more about the Dark Elf. What better way to do that than to bring him here in person?’ 
 
    Marrock’s expression didn’t change. ‘I don’t like playing games.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not playing.’ 
 
    Something about my tone persuaded Marrock of my sincerity because he relaxed slightly and the twitching muscle in his eyebrow subsided. ‘You’ve told him about me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not told him anything,’ I said. 
 
    Marrock regarded me implacably. ‘Well, he knows something. That’s unvarnished hatred that he’s feeling and he’s feeling it for me – for no apparent reason that I can think of.’ 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably. I could hardly pretend I’d not noticed de Florinville’s strange antagonism. ‘I don’t know what that’s about,’ I muttered. 
 
    Marrock watched me for a moment longer. ‘You shouldn’t have brought that woman here,’ he said, abandoning Gabriel de Florinville for the time being. 
 
    My gaze dropped. The box with his henchman’s head in it was still seared in my mind. We both knew the risk I was placing on Marrock’s slight shoulders by coming here. ‘We won’t stay for long. If there had been a choice I wouldn’t have come. But she’s important, Marrock. I don’t know how or why, but there are secrets locked inside her skull that the Filits are desperate to know. And I think she’s the reason why the Gneiss are here.’ 
 
    Marrock jerked slightly, my words obviously coming as news. ‘The Gneiss have broken through the siege?’ 
 
    ‘Not many of them.’ I told him what I’d seen from the alleyway. 
 
    ‘Just the one vehicle?’ 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    His face grew dark. ‘That doesn’t make sense. If they have the power to break through into the city then why just send one carload?’ He jerked his chin to where de Florinville and Ange had gone. ‘What makes you think this is to do with her and not him?’ 
 
    ‘They want her,’ I said quietly. ‘They don’t want him.’ 
 
    His eyes met mine. ‘We need to know more. Come with me.’ Marrock strode away. I jogged to catch up with him, unsure where he was going or what he was planning. 
 
    ‘I have an unrelated question,’ I said, keeping my voice low. ‘Have you heard of a Fior Ghal before?’ 
 
    Marrock sent me a sidelong glance. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And? What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m curious why you’re asking.’ 
 
    I pressed my lips together. Never give away more information than you need to. Apparently, however, I didn’t need to because realization lit Marrock’s face. ‘That’s why he hates me.’ He gave a loud laugh that echoed around us, bouncing off the silent bandit machines. ‘Now it makes sense!’ 
 
    I glared at him. ‘I don’t see how.’ 
 
    ‘You’re his Fior Ghal. You have no idea what that means, do you? Or how precious it makes you.’ 
 
    I sighed in irritation. ‘Marrock…’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you ever wondered why there are so few Dark Elves in Scotland?’ 
 
    I crossed my arms. ‘I wonder what’s going to be in my weekly rations and whether I’ll live long enough to eat them. I wonder whether today will be the day that the goblins break down my door. I don’t wonder about Dark Elves.’ 
 
    ‘Why would the goblins break down your door, Saiya?’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t they?’ I retorted. 
 
    ‘You’re Gabriel de Florinville’s Fior Ghal. That’s reason enough, I suppose.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘But we both know there’s even more to you than that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sexy, smart and wonderful. Yes.’ I was hardly about to tell Marrock I was a wraith. ‘Now enlighten me. What is a Fior Ghal?’ I repeated. 
 
    He jabbed his finger at me. ‘Bear in mind this information is third hand. I don’t move in Dark Elf circles so I don’t have all the lowdown.’ 
 
    ‘I hear you. Tell me what you do know.’  
 
    ‘You’re his baby mama.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Excuse me?’ Of everything I’d expected to hear, that certainly wasn’t on the list. 
 
    Marrock’s grin split his face, creasing it from ear to ear. ‘There are so few Dark Elves because for each Elf there’s only one other person in the world who can have their babies. You’re the only person on this earth who can carry Gabriel de Florinville’s child to term. It’s destiny. It can’t be altered.’ He laughed again. 
 
    I thought of the strange jolt I’d felt when de Florinville first touched me, the gentle way he’d treated me and his willingness to follow me into burning buildings. It suddenly made sense. ‘I’m a brood mare,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘A Dark Elf incubator.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    I felt nauseous. ‘Can…’ My voice was faint. ‘Can I have any Dark Elf’s child?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Just his.’ He chuckled.  
 
    I wondered whether I should rejoice or whether it made me feel worse. I’d been starting to warm to the Elf, despite what had gone on before. Now I didn’t have to worry that he’d kill me if he found out I was a wraith; he needed me more than I needed him. Then a second more horrifying thought occurred to me. He didn’t actually need me, he just needed my body as a vessel. 
 
    ‘Mr I’m-not-a-Lord-de-Florinville doesn’t like me because he thinks we’re an item. You and me! What a ridiculous idea!’ Marrock chuckled. ‘You’re looking rather pale, Saiya.’ 
 
    No shit. I was feeling kinda bloody pale. The urge to run and get as far away from Gabriel de Florinville as possible was almost overwhelming. 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ The voice of the Dark Elf himself floated over from the gloom somewhere to my right. 
 
    I couldn’t prevent an alarmed squeak from escaping my lips. Marrock’s response was far cheerier. ‘We’re going to do a little spying on the goblins,’ he said. ‘Wanna come with?’ 
 
    I felt de Florinville watching me but I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t even say anything.  
 
    ‘Sure,’ he said finally. He walked up to me and hooked a proprietorial arm round my waist. I flinched and drew away. Something dark flickered in his gaze but otherwise he didn’t respond. 
 
    Marrock laughed again. He seemed to be under the impression that all this was simply a show for his own entertainment. ‘How’s the woman? Ange?’ 
 
    ‘Sleeping. She’ll be alright.’ 
 
    I folded my arms and moved as far away from the Dark Elf as I could. I wasn’t ready to use Marrock as a shield between De Florinville and myself but I wasn’t too far from that point. ‘When can she be moved?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘In a few hours.’ He was still looking at me. Damn him. ‘It’s not like fixing some broken fingers. She’s sustained considerable abuse over a period of time and there was internal damage to sort out.’ Fury lit his words as if he were only just finding out that the goblins didn’t tuck us up in bed at night or hand out sweets and chocolate and free hugs to make us feel safe. 
 
    Marrock spat on the floor. ‘Ach,’ he said, ‘I’ve seen far worse.’ 
 
    So had I. I was under the impression that the Filits had been afraid to go too far with their torture of Ange in case they accidentally killed her. Whatever she knew about this Stone thing was clearly important to them. From the way de Florinville had reacted when I mentioned it, he thought the same. Not that I cared what he thought. 
 
    ‘Boss.’ Another of Marrock’s minions sidled out of the darkness. It would drive me crazy having people do that all the time – and I was a damned wraith who lived for dark shadows. ‘Word is there are Gneiss goblins in town.’ 
 
    Marrock’s lip curled. ‘No shit. I knew that half an hour ago. Where are they now?’ 
 
    The minion smirked. ‘Mercat Cross.’ 
 
    Marrock clapped his hands together and rubbed his palms. ‘As I’d hoped. Excellent.’ He smiled, first at de Florinville then at me. ‘You’re going to enjoy this.’ 
 
    Somehow I doubted it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Marrock took us up a narrow fire escape that led out of the bowling alley onto its flat roof. The worst of the smoke from the Gneiss’ shelling had dissipated but the sky remained grey and lifeless. 
 
    ‘I don’t do this very often,’ Marrock called over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Take people up to the roof of your building and throw them off?’ I muttered while de Florinville shot me a look filled with equal measures of surprise and amusement. 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ Marrock chided. ‘So cynical.’ He grinned at de Florinville as if sharing a joke. To the Dark Elf’s credit, he looked away. 
 
    Although I could have easily sent my shadow up here, I’d never actually been on the roof of the bowling alley. I’d never had any cause to be here; Marrock’s machinations held little interest to me. I sold him the secrets he wanted and didn’t think too hard about what he did with the information he paid for. Maybe the day I became a saint, I’d be in a position to judge him but that wasn’t today. All the same, when I saw what was sitting on top of Marrock’s roof, my jaw dropped open. 
 
    The wee man obviously took pleasure in my surprise. He puffed out his chest and strutted over to the gigantic, angled mirror. ‘You’re not the only one with secrets to tell, Saiya,’ he called. ‘I have more methods of seeking out the truth and keeping an ear to the ground than you might imagine.’ He licked his lips in self-satisfaction. ‘You get the best view if you stand here.’ 
 
    Warily, I edged over with de Florinville on my heels. When I got to the point where Marrock was standing, I realised what he meant. We were over a mile away from Mercat Cross but the reflection in the mirror was of those streets. I could see a large group of Filit goblins facing off against a smaller group of Gneiss goblins. Each faction glared at the other, with the only the odd twitch proving that the image was live rather than static. 
 
    I stared harder. ‘This is happening now?’ 
 
    ‘There’s about half a second delay. But essentially, yes. Normally I use it when there’s a hanging taking place – not to be voyeuristic, you understand. It helps to know who is being targeted by the Filits. With the gallows currently out of action, I assumed the system would be defunct.’ His smile grew. ‘I couldn’t be more wrong.’ 
 
    De Florinville hissed under his breath. ‘The auction block. It’s used for hanging?’ 
 
    ‘When we don’t have Dark Elf dignitaries in town,’ Marrock responded. 
 
    I was barely listening; my attention was wholly on the mirrored device. ‘Is it magic?’ 
 
    ‘Physics.’ Marrock took me by the arm, ignoring the way de Florinville suddenly stiffened, and drew me to the side of the roof. ‘There,’ he said pointing. ‘It’s angled into the block of flats there. The entrance has caved in and I make sure no one is curious enough to venture inside with some well-placed warnings and traps. The mirror here reflects the mirror on the top floor of the flats. That in turn reflects a smaller version set into the old clock tower, which is angled down into Mercat Cross. It took considerable time and effort to get it all right. It’s rather nifty engineering though, isn’t it? We’re trying to establish a similar version to look into the castle but the angles are more complicated and, alas, we can’t see through stone.’ 
 
    I turned back to the mirror behind us. One of the Gneiss goblins had stepped forward and his lips were moving. None of the other goblins appeared particularly happy. ‘It’s … very impressive,’ I conceded. 
 
    Marrock preened. ‘It takes a lot to get a compliment from you, Saiya. You don’t impress easily. Thank you.’ 
 
    From several feet away, de Florinville sniffed. ‘It could be better.’ 
 
    A muscle in Marrock’s cheek twitched but his smile remained in place. ‘We welcome any suggestions.’  
 
    The Dark Elf raised his right hand in the air. ‘Saiya asked about magic,’ he said quietly. ‘This is magic.’ He clicked his fingers once. Initially, it seemed as if nothing happened then the air crackled and I realised what he’d achieved. 
 
    ‘…the information we received appears to be true.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not. You need better spies.’ 
 
    My eyes widened. Those were the unmistakable accents of two goblins: one Filit and one Gneiss. De Florinville had gone one step further than Marrock; he’d used to magic to let us hear what the goblins at Mercat Cross were saying. If there were a record button, this would be the best CCTV system in the country. 
 
    I shuffled closer to get a better look. Even from this distance it was obvious that the tension between the two groups was at breaking point. Frankly, I was amazed that the Gneiss goblins were still alive. They had dared much by coming into the city like they had. And they were standing slap bang in the city centre. 
 
    ‘If you have the Stone,’ the Gneiss general continued, ‘we deserve to know about it.’ 
 
    Another familiar voice rang out and Ghrashbreg appeared, shoving his way through the ranks to appear in front of the other Filits. ‘If we had the Stone, you’d already know about it. Get out of our city.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not yours.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg looked amused. ‘According to the laws of Scotland it is. Even Prime Minister James hasn’t interfered with our ownership.’ 
 
    The swarthy Gneiss goblin was unimpressed. ‘He is weak.’ I sneaked a look at de Florinville. His expression was stony and his arms were folded tightly against his broad chest. I guessed he wasn’t very impressed either. ‘Besides, he knows that the law states Stirling is goblin land. Not Filit. Not Gneiss. Merely goblin.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg shrugged. ‘We were here first. And you know what the humans say. Finders keepers…’ 
 
    ‘But if you’ve not found the Stone yet, perhaps it’s time you let someone else try. You are growing careless with your efforts. Gabriel de Florinville is here. If he discovers the truth…’ 
 
    ‘He is leaving this evening,’ Ghrashbreg growled. ‘And he knows nothing. The Dark Elf might be powerful but he has other things to distract him.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘His Fior Ghal is here in this very city.’ 
 
    The Gneiss general started. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ Ghrashbreg sniffed derisively. ‘Unless you managed to kill her when you destroyed the Tolbooth. We’ve not seen her or de Florinville since the walls collapsed. The Prime Minister won’t be happy if you’ve killed him. He might even take umbrage and send in a larger contingent. You thought you were killing our only lead to the Stone. Instead you might have ended all our efforts in one fell swoop.’ 
 
    ‘Our efforts?’ 
 
    ‘We’re all goblins here.’ 
 
    The Gneiss smiled. ‘We are. Why don’t you let us take over the search so you can get a rest?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck off.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to be rude, Lord Ghrashbreg.’ 
 
    Ghrashberg took a menacing step forward. ‘I mean it. Get out of our city. We will give you ten minutes to leave the city walls or your compatriots will find your heads in the next diplomatic bags.’ 
 
    For a moment it seemed as if the Gneiss leader was going to hold his ground, whether he was outnumbered a thousand to one or not, but in the end he inclined his head and moved back. ‘So be it. But tell me, Lord Ghrashbreg, if you do find the Stone as a result of this woman, will you use it? Or is there another Filit with even grander delusions of power?’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg laughed. ‘It’s not if we find the Stone, you imbecile. It’s when.’ His laughter stopped. ‘Now get out.’ 
 
    The Gneiss goblin jerked his hand upwards and returned to the vehicle, which still had its engine running. As he clambered aboard and it reversed away, I glanced at de Florinville. He was looking pale under his tan and beads of sweat were breaking out across his forehead. Holding the eavesdropping spell was obviously taking more of a toll on him than he wanted us to know. This, I thought smugly, was why wraiths were far superior to Dark Elves. But for all the strain etched on his face and contained within the stiff lines of his taut body de Florinville clung on. 
 
    As soon as the Gneiss goblins had departed, Ghrashbreg turned to the other goblins. ‘He’s right about one thing – we are growing careless. Our proximity to success is causing us to lose focus. Make sure the Gneiss bastards leave and don’t return. Plug the gap they’ve created. We need to find where the damned Horrocks woman has gone. Does de Florinville have her? Because if he does and he knows about the Stone…’ He sucked in a breath and didn’t bother finishing his sentence. Judging by the expressions of the other goblins, he didn’t need to.  
 
    ‘Find them both,’ Ghrashbreg ordered. ‘Especially Angela Horrocks. Go door to door until you’ve scoured every damn corner of this city. Kill whoever gets in your way but bring her to me and make sure she is still alive and capable of talking. If you can’t find her, then find her damned brat.’ He paused then, when no one immediately moved, he roared, ‘Move!’ 
 
    Goblins scattered everywhere. De Florinville gasped and the spell was broken. Mercat Cross was still reflected in Marrock’s clever mirror but we could no longer hear what was going on. It didn’t really matter; I reckoned all of us had heard enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for the other two, I spun away and flew down the fire escape, pelting my way back through the dark bowling alley towards Ange. It was only a matter of time until the Filits found us here and it was imperative that I got her to safety. I’d have to get her to Sally’s, retrieve Becky and find a way to get both of them out of Stirling. There were plenty of gaps in the siege line – the Gneiss goblins had just proved that. What Ange and Becky needed, however, was a blind gap where they could slip through entirely unnoticed by either side. I’d find a way for them; I had to. 
 
    Ange was still sleeping, her face calm and relaxed for what was probably the first time in months. Tough: there was no longer any time for rest or for dreams. I shook her awake. She sprang upwards, terror lighting her eyes. ‘No!’ she shrieked. ‘I don’t know where it is! I don’t even know what you’re talking about! Let me go!’ 
 
    ‘It’s me. It’s Saiya.’ 
 
    Ange stared at me, her eyes still wide with fear. ‘Saiya, I…’ Her shoulders slumped. ‘I’m safe,’ she whispered. ‘It’s okay.’ She smoothed her hair back with trembling fingers. ‘It’s all going to be fine.’ 
 
    Not necessarily. Rather than sugar coat things, I crouched in front of her. ‘You’re not safe and neither is Becky. Every damn goblin in Stirling is searching for you. By the sound of things every damn goblin outside Stirling wants to kill you. We need to get you both out of here and we need to do it now.’ 
 
    Her face paled. She’d survived in Stirling for too long to pass out or to crumple, however. Her eyes closed briefly as she absorbed my words and then she stood up on shaky legs. ‘Then we’d better get moving.’ Ange was a survivor. At this point we all were. 
 
    With no way or knowing what Marrock or de Florinville were going to do – and no real reason to trust either of them – I was more than ready to skedaddle and leave the pair of them in the dust. I hooked one of Ange’s arms round my shoulders. ‘It’s you and me, okay? We can do this.’ 
 
    She nodded. It’s not like there was much choice. We’d barely gone three steps, however, when Marrock appeared in front of us, barring our path. 
 
    ‘Get out of my way,’ I snapped. ‘You didn’t want her here and now I’m granting your wish and taking her away. Don’t worry. Neither of us will mention your name if we’re caught.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t leave now, Saiya,’ he said, with an air of pragmatism that was most unlike him. ‘You won’t get twenty metres down the street before you’re spotted.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we can’t stay here. We’ll be sitting ducks.’ I gave him a pointed look. ‘And we all know what will happen to you and your people if she’s found here. You won’t be able to hide behind your dodgy deals this time, Marrock. Think of the box they sent you.’ 
 
    His expression didn’t flicker. ‘I am thinking of the box. It’s all I’m thinking of.’ 
 
    ‘Then you don’t want us anywhere near here. You were right the first time, I should have stayed away.’ 
 
    Marrock shook his head. From the gloom beyond, I was aware of Gabriel de Florinville watching our exchange. He wasn’t my priority though, even if his presence filled the room. ‘I didn’t know what was at stake before,’ Marrock said calmly. ‘I do now.’ 
 
    De Florinville spoke up. ‘I told him what the Stone is.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure it mattered but curiosity won out. ‘So?’ I asked. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘There’s only one Stone they can be referring to,’ he said with a heavy sigh. ‘The Stone of Scone.’ He pronounced the word ‘scoon’, in Gaelic fashion. ‘Also known as the Stone of Destiny.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘But that’s in Holyrood. It’s the thing the King is crowned on, right?’ If there ever was a king. The monarchy was based in England these days. 
 
    ‘You’re only half right. Yes, the Stone of Scone is what the Kings and Queens of Scotland are traditionally crowned on. It’s heavy and ugly and has been around for centuries. It’s also fake.’ 
 
    I stared at him. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    He shrugged as if it were a matter of little consequence but it was bloody big news to me. ‘It’s fake. The real one disappeared centuries ago. King Edward of England wanted it so the Scottish Crown took measures to hide it. They put a fake stone in its place.’ 
 
    ‘We’re talking about a lump of granite here, right? A slab of stone? Who cares?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not granite,’ he said softly. ‘It’s red sandstone. It can be traced as far back as Jacob and the Book of Genesis. The power and magic contained within it are immense. The Stone in Edinburgh is merely ceremonial; the Stone the goblins are looking for possesses very real power. If one of them is crowned using the original Stone, they will have the power and the right to usurp the government. They’ll be able to take over Scotland, maybe even beyond. The world as we know it will never be the same. You can forget about democracy.’ He put his hands in his pockets and gazed into the distance. ‘This is why,’ he said softly. ‘This is why the goblins are fighting over this scrap of land and refusing to give in.’ 
 
    ‘It is here,’ Ange said, her voice so quiet it was barely audible. ‘The real Stone is in Stirling.’ 
 
    All of three of us looked at her. She coughed and ducked her head. ‘I mean, the goblins are convinced it’s here. They think I know where it is but I don’t. I really don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Why do they think you know?’ I asked, nervously glancing towards the exit. I half expected an army of Filits to storm in at any second. 
 
    ‘Bernard,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Your ex? Becky’s dad?’ 
 
    Ange nodded. ‘He’s dead now. Sepsis or something.’ Her face twisted. ‘Good riddance to him. He might have been a bully who preferred using his fists to solve his problems but apparently he could trace his lineage back to the people who first hid the Stone. He left me his stuff in his will so I could pass it on to Becky. I thought there would be food or money, something useful, you know? There were a few things. He was a cunning bastard who had more on his shelves that most but other than food, there were just some old clothes, a watch and a worthless little trinket box.’ 
 
    The same worthless little trinket box that Becky had shown me; the one Ange had hidden in their secret stash and which she knew wasn’t worthless at all. I hummed in disappointment but otherwise kept my mouth shut. Neither Ange nor I were stupid enough to discuss it further. 
 
    I looked at de Florinville. ‘Big deal.’ 
 
    His mouth dropped open. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    I shrugged and repeated myself. ‘Big deal. We’ve had to deal with goblin rule for three years. We’ve managed. Lots of us are dead, lots of us are starving, but no one’s come running to our rescue. Not you, not the Prime Minister, not anyone. If the Filits or the Gneiss find this Stone and end up ruling all of Scotland instead of all of Stirling, it’s probably not going to change my life or Ange’s or even Marrock’s. It’ll just be more of the same.’ 
 
    De Florinville’s dark eyes held mine. ‘There are lots of reasons why we couldn’t get involved. We wanted to, believe me – the last thing any of us wanted was to leave Stirling to goblin rule – but our hands were tied. Believe me, Saiya. I’d have fought for Stirling if I could have.’ His voice dropped. ‘I’d have fought for you.’ 
 
    ‘But you didn’t.’ 
 
    He wasn’t going to give up. ‘The Stone changes things. With the goblins actively searching for it, the treaty is broken. The protectorate doesn’t hold. We can retake Stirling. Things can go back to normal.’ 
 
    ‘None of that does us any good,’ I pointed out. ‘We’re still trapped here. And that’s even if they don’t find the bloody rock.’ 
 
    His hand reached out as if he were going to caress my cheek. Something in my expression must have changed his mind because he pulled back at the last moment. ‘Not for long,’ he said grimly. ‘It’s imperative that we get news of the Stone to James. He’ll have no choice but to act.’ 
 
    Except James would still be on the outside. If this Stone really was that important, then leaving the city meant leaving it to the Filits. All the armies in the world wouldn’t do any good if Prime Minister James couldn’t get them into Stirling to retrieve the Stone. 
 
    Another chilling thought occurred to me: in the event that James couldn’t put his regal mitts on the Stone of Scone, maybe he’d do everything he could to ensure that no one else would either. And that would mean obliterating the city. I glanced at de Florinville from under my eyelashes but if he knew what I was thinking then his face didn’t show it. Thinking on my feet, I pulled back my shoulders and met his eyes. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘But we have to focus on Ange as she’s the one who might know where the stupid Stone is.’ 
 
    ‘And Becky,’ Ange interrupted, twisting her hands. ‘We can’t leave Becky.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Don’t worry. I have a plan.’ Sort of. I pointed at de Florinville. ‘You need to go back to the goblins. Delay them. Talk to Ghrashbreg and tell him you saw Ange’s dead body. Mine too. It’ll take them time to clear away the rubble from the Tolbooth and find out the truth. That’ll give us a chance to collect Becky and get her and Ange out of the city.’ 
 
    The Dark Elf’s expression was a mask. He certainly wasn’t giving much away but I could tell from his tone of voice that he wasn’t happy about the idea. ‘That’s all very well,’ he said. ‘But how will you get out of Stirling without being noticed? It’s not just the Filits who are after Ange. The Gneiss goblins are obviously aware of her existence. There was a reason why they targeted the Tolbooth – they knew the Filits were getting close and they wanted her dead.’ 
 
    I thought of the other wraith who’d been moments away from wrapping his shadowy hands round Ange’s throat. ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘I can solve the problem of the Filits,’ Marrock said. ‘I have a route. We normally use it for bringing in supplies for the black market. It tunnels under the city.’ 
 
    I flung him a look. ‘A tunnel?’ 
 
    ‘Truthfully, I have more than one. Besides the one that will help you escape, which is located on the outskirts, there are others that start from here. One leads to the Tolbooth in case I ever need to mount a rescue. One is an escape route should I ever end up besieged.’ He returned my look. ‘I take care of my own.’ 
 
    I sniffed. ‘Don’t the Filits know about it?’ 
 
    ‘They tend to turn a blind eye to my activities.’ He bared his teeth in a semblance of a smile. ‘I know which palms to grease and, until recently, I didn’t upset them.’ 
 
    ‘Except now you have upset them very much,’ I said. ‘They know you have interest in Ange. You asked about her. Your henchman died because of that interest.’ 
 
    ‘That was at your behest,’ he said, as if I needed reminding. 
 
    I didn’t rise to the bait. ‘I’m aware of that but it doesn’t change the fact.’  
 
    Marrock rubbed his chin. ‘They also know that I received the warning loud and clear and have pulled back from my … enquiries. Plus, I can contact Lord Ghrashbreg and inform him of your earlier visit. That should provide us with some leeway.’ 
 
    So it was us now. What strange bedfellows I’d found. 
 
    ‘I’m coming with you,’ de Florinville interjected. ‘It’s too dangerous outside the city walls with the Gneiss goblins prowling around. Besides, you’ll never gain access to the Prime Minister quickly enough without me.’ He held up his hands before I could argue. ‘I’ll still go to the Filits and provide the diversion that you need but then I’ll meet you at Marrock’s escape point and we can travel together.’ His gaze held mine, making it impossible for me to look away. ‘You know it makes sense, Saiya.’  
 
    It did. Being with de Florinville would offer protection that I couldn’t manage myself, not without my shadow form. What he didn’t know was that I was not going to leave the city. I’d see Ange and Becky out and wave at de Florinville as he tripped off with them. Then I was going to turn right back around and find this damn Stone before the goblins did. Now that I knew of its existence, I couldn’t just forget about it. Hell would come to the Highlands before I’d let the goblins take over the country. One city was bad enough. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ I said, as if acceding to his will. ‘That’s a good idea.’ 
 
    Marrock smiled grimly and snapped his fingers. A few moments later, another minion ran over with a map. Marrick rolled it out on a table and jabbed at the northeast corner. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘I have a tunnel under the walls which is accessed via an old school building. It takes you out beyond Stirling. You’ll come out close to an old church in the east. It’s not too far from the Gneiss encampment so you’ll need to be careful but it’s not impossible. For someone like Saiya, it will be a piece of cake.’ 
 
    Gabriel de Florinville’s eyes grew sharp at that comment but he didn’t say anything. I nodded and checked my watch. ‘Three hours,’ I said. ‘That’ll give Ange and I enough time to retrieve Becky and get to the school. That should you give you two chance to get to the goblins and plant the necessary seeds to help our escape.’ I felt goose bumps of anticipation rising up across my skin. The next few hours might prove to be the most important of my life. ‘How do we get out of here without being noticed?’ I asked Marrock. I knew I could manage it on my own but, with Ange in tow, it would be far harder. 
 
    ‘There’s a lane which leads out along the river. It’s rarely used by the goblins. The Elf can leave first. He’ll stall any goblins heading in this direction and divert them. Then you take the Horrocks woman and go. After that, I’ll head off and do what I can to delay Ghrashbreg and his bastards further.’ There was a note of macabre satisfaction in Marrock’s words, as if this were something he’d been waiting to do for a long time. 
 
    ‘What do you get out of this, Marrock?’ I asked. I knew my motivation and Ange’s, I even understood de Florinville’s, but Marrock had no reason to jeopardise his life in this fashion. He was sitting pretty. 
 
    He flashed me a sudden smile. ‘Immortality, of course. That’s worth risking everything for. Instead of a dodgy black-market racketeer, history will remember me as the man who saved Scotland from goblin rule.’ My brow furrowed and Marrock grinned wryly. ‘Me and a few others.’ He patted my arm. ‘Wait here. I’ve got supplies I can pass over.’ He glanced at Ange. ‘I have some more appropriate clothes you can change into as well.’ He took her arm and marched her off in the direction of the bowling alley kitchen. 
 
    De Florinville didn’t even wait until Marrock was out of sight. ‘Can he be trusted?’ 
 
    I bit back the answer that I knew Marrock a damn sight better than I knew him and tried to smile. ‘I believe so.’ 
 
    The Dark Elf drew nearer to me, until our bodies were almost touching. I resisted the urge to step away. ‘What is he to you?’ His voice was a low, dangerous growl. 
 
    It was none of his damned business. ‘An old friend,’ I said shortly. 
 
    ‘Friend?’ De Florinville’s eyes sparked. 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to say something flippant, challenging and entirely untrue about the wonderful sex I had with Marrock. I could even have said that I was carrying his child – but this wasn’t the time. The idea of being Gabriel de Florinville’s brood mare might turn my stomach but it meant he’d move hell and high water to keep me safe. I could use that.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ I conceded, deciding to tell the truth. ‘Perhaps friend is stretching the truth. Marrock is self-serving and selfish but he’s not a liar and when he says he’s going to help us, I believe him. He has no more love for the goblins than the rest of us.’ 
 
    ‘He could have left Stirling years ago but he chose to stay.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Lots of people chose to stay, de Florinville. This is our home.’ 
 
    Something akin to anger flashed across his face. ‘Gabriel.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    He dipped his head towards mine. ‘My name is Gabriel. I’d like it very much if you’d call me by it.’ His voice lowered. ‘I want to hear it on your lips.’ 
 
    My mouth suddenly felt very dry. This was beyond weird. Suddenly, though, I wanted to please him and to see the darkness reflected in his gaze replaced by something warmer. My tongue darted out and I wet my lips. His eyes followed the movement. ‘Gabriel,’ I whispered. I shook myself. What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    He smiled, displaying even white teeth. My stomach did an odd flip that made no sense whatsoever. ‘That’s better.’ He scanned my face, drawing even closer. A strange, distant part of me noted that his hair looked very soft. ‘Once we are safely out of Stirling, Saiya, you and I have a great deal to talk about. I’m going to look forward to getting to know you a whole lot better.’ His expression grew tender. He was probably thinking about his future babies. He could piss off. 
 
    I drew in a breath and finally managed to move away. Gabriel – or rather de Florinville – looked disappointed. It was probably fortunate that Marrock returned with Ange, who was now dressed in an oversized boiler suit. At least it was a dark colour; it would help her stay hidden if we had to conceal ourselves in a hurry.  
 
    ‘We shouldn’t waste any more time,’ I said, trying to be brisk and business-like. ‘The school in three hours.’  
 
    ‘It’s a date,’ Gabriel murmured, with the sort of husky promise that almost made me believe it was.  
 
    I didn’t dare look back at him. Instead I took Ange’s hand and, seconds later, we were outside and running for our lives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I vaguely knew the lane that Marrock had directed us towards. As far as I remembered, I had only ever used it on a few occasions; when I needed to be subtle, I used the shadows. At other times the tarmacked roads and pavements were far more useful than the swampy mud track which Ange and I found ourselves on. Our feet squelched as we walked and our speed was severely hampered by the fact that, when we weren’t getting our shoes stuck in thick brown gloop, we were sliding all over the place. At this rate, I estimated that it would take us around an hour to reach Sally’s house then another hour or so to get to the school. I prayed that Sally hadn’t chosen to do anything daft like take Becky out for the day. There wasn’t a lot of time to spare if I had to go searching for them. 
 
    Initially Ange and I walked in silence. It was important that she conserved her strength and I needed to hear if anyone, especially any goblins, were drawing close. The only sounds for a long time were the squelches of our feet tramping in the mud and the river slowly lapping against the bank to our left. My nose tickled with the smell of smoke that still clung to the air from the Gneiss’ bombardment. Frankly, it was a relief to have the reek of sewage from the dirty river as well – it was an improvement on burning flesh. 
 
    We’d gone some distance and not seen or heard a soul when Ange murmured something. I glanced at her sharply, thinking it was a warning of some kind, then realised she’d said something else. ‘It’s very good of you to help us, Saiya,’ she repeated. ‘I know how much you’re risking by doing this. You usually keep yourself far from any trouble.’ 
 
    I gave a soft laugh. ‘I could say the same about you.’ 
 
    Ange shrugged helplessly. ‘It would still be true if it weren’t for arsing Bernard. He’s caused even more trouble in death than he did in life.’ She grimaced. ‘And that’s saying something. When I was in that cell, I started to wonder if he’d left me that stupid box deliberately because he knew how much trouble it would cause.’ 
 
    I gestured. ‘It’s about this size? With a lacquered covering and seemingly impossible to open?’ 
 
    Ange started. ‘You’ve seen it?’ Panic flared in her eyes. 
 
    ‘Becky showed it to me. I told her to hide it somewhere safe. I don’t know where it is now.’ I hesitated. ‘Have you opened it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how.’ She shivered. ‘If Becky is the only one who knows where it is…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I won’t let the goblins get to her. I won’t let anyone get to her.’ 
 
    Ange bit her bottom lip. I wasn’t sure whether she believed me but I reckoned that she needed to believe in something. ‘I’ve not opened it,’ she whispered. ‘And I don’t know how to.’ I felt an odd prickle on the back of my neck. At the corner of my eye, something flickered. ‘Bernard mentioned it once and said that—’ 
 
    I grabbed her arm. ‘Be quiet.’ 
 
    Her eyes widened in alarm. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    If I told her, she’d freak out and she’d already undergone enough trauma. Ange was doing a good job of holding things together but everyone had their limits; I had no desire to test Ange’s. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ I said, keeping my voice low. ‘It might be nothing.’ I scanned the path ahead, spotting an old lock-up that had probably been used by fishermen when there were fish in the river. ‘You see that shed up ahead?’ 
 
    Ange nodded. 
 
    ‘I want you to get inside it. I just want to check that nothing’s following us. We’re probably in the clear but it doesn’t hurt to be careful.’ The shed was ramshackle and the door was falling off its hinges so it wouldn’t protect her but it would keep her in one place so I could deal with what was behind us.  
 
    ‘But what about you? Will you be alright?’ 
 
    I smiled at her. ‘I’ll be fine. Now off you go.’ I gave her a gentle shove. Fortunately she didn’t argue.  
 
    I waited until Ange was inside the shed and turned round to wait. I didn’t have long. The wraith, who I assumed was the one who’d been despatched to kill her at the Tolbooth, peeled away from the shadows of a nearby wall and flitted down to the ground to face me. His own shadow reshaped into a three-dimensional form. He wouldn’t be able to talk – but he would be able to listen. 
 
    He wavered to and fro for several moments, as if taunting me. When I didn’t react, he raised his shadow arms in a shrug and stopped moving. 
 
    ‘If you are here for her,’ I said carefully, ‘I will hurt you. Otherwise I have no quarrel with you.’ 
 
    The wraith held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. I was optimistic – but I wasn’t stupid. I remained where I was, ready to attack him. It was eerie staring into a shadow and seeing nothing but darkness staring back. I’d long since moved past the stage where I stared at my shadow in the mirror and I’d forgotten how creepy it could be. 
 
    ‘Who hired you? Was it the Filits?’ I knew they hadn’t but I wanted to test him. If he were going to lie to me, I’d offered him the perfect opportunity. 
 
    The wraith shook his head. Either he was very canny or there was a chance I could trust him. I pressed ahead. ‘Was it the Gneiss goblins?’ 
 
    He hesitated and then nodded. Good. ‘And you found a way to contact them after you left the Tolbooth. That was why they attacked. They wanted to make sure she was dead.’ 
 
    The wraith offered another shrug. He didn’t appear particularly bothered that I’d effectively caught him red-handed in an assassination attempt – but then he was a wraith.  
 
    I ignored the fact that we were potentially related and pressed ahead. ‘Did they tell you why they wanted her dead?’ 
 
    He shook his head but again there was a brief hesitation. 
 
    ‘Do you know why?’ 
 
    He half turned, slowly twisting back in the direction we’d come from then he nodded. I assumed from that that he’d traced us to Marrock’s bowling alley and eavesdropped on our revelations about Ange and the Stone. It irked me that I hadn’t spotted him while we were there. I’d had other things on my mind but all the same, I could have been more cautious. 
 
    ‘So what are you going to do now?’ I asked. He was tailing us for a reason. Perhaps he took pride in his profession and was determined to finish the job he’d been set, regardless of the consequences. Who was I to say? 
 
    The wraith cocked his head, apparently considering. This kind of communication was slow and ponderous and it didn’t help that he seemed a particularly slow and ponderous person in the first place. I changed my mind on that a second later, however, when he snapped forward with the speed and violence of a whiplash.  
 
    I tried to raise my hands to block him but he was too fast. I was forced into the only defence move I could take and separated my shadow. It left my physical form vulnerable but I needed to be in a strong enough position to counter-attack. With my body standing as an empty shell, I lunged for the wraith. That was when I realised what he was doing: he wasn’t attacking me, he was hugging me.  
 
    From a short distance away, I watched his shadow squeeze his arms round my real body and gaped. Well, it was one way to prove he was friendly. Wraiths could touch one another without the need to recoil. It was one way for Mother Nature to ensure the continuation of our species. 
 
    When I was sure he meant me no harm, I drifted back into my body and blinked at him. He pulled away before using his index fingers to draw a smiley shape in the air. Okay. Then he pointed at me and sketched a question mark. He wanted to know who I was. 
 
    ‘I could ask the same of you,’ I muttered. ‘My name is Saiya. Yes, I’m a wraith but I’m not like you.’ I scowled for effect. ‘I don’t kill. Not in cold blood, anyway.’ 
 
    He danced round me, kicking his legs up like a can-can dancer on cocaine. I had no earthly idea what that was supposed to mean.  
 
    ‘Look,’ I said eventually. ‘I’m on a clock here. I’d love to stay longer and find out who you really are because I’ve never spoken to another wraith before but I really don’t have the time. And I don’t think you were following us just to say hello and give me a hug. So can you get to the point?’ 
 
    The wraith hunched his shoulders and stomped towards me in a realistic impression of a goblin, then raised his arms as if throttling me. 
 
    ‘The goblins want to kill me? No surprise there,’ I said drily. ‘And they don’t even know the half of it.’ 
 
    The wraith lifted both his hands to ears and pulled on them.  
 
    I frowned. ‘The Dark Elf. What about him?’ 
 
    He began another charade. I squinted, watching his antics until I thought I understood. ‘The goblins want to kill the Dark Elf?’ I ignored the strange lurch in my stomach. ‘That doesn’t make sense. He is here with their agreement. Until a couple of hours ago, he was their honoured guest. They certainly won’t want the hassle they’d get from the Scottish government if he died. Not unless…’ My voice trailed away. Not unless they thought he was getting to the truth behind what they were up to. If they thought he’d spoken to Ange, or someone else who knew about the Stone of Scone, they’d slit Gabriel de Florinville’s throat in a heartbeat. 
 
    ‘He seems intelligent,’ I said softly. ‘He’ll be able to extricate himself from their plots.’ 
 
    The wraith shrugged, making it clear that he was simply passing on relevant information; he didn’t really care either way. He raised one hand to start another shadow charade but then he froze. He wasn’t the only one – I heard it too. They weren’t in sight yet but those were definitely goblin yells and, by the sounds of them, yells that indicated the goblins were hunting. No prizes for guessing who. I sent up a silent prayer that Gabriel de Florinville wasn’t already dead and prepared to spring away. The wraith nodded in agreement, giving me a little push and indicating that he would stay put.  
 
    My eyes widened in alarm. ‘It’s not necessary,’ I said. ‘You can hide easily enough. Escape. Get out of here. We’ll be fine.’ 
 
    He shook his head. I opened my mouth to argue but he pushed me away again. 
 
    ‘Because of the Stone,’ I said.  
 
    It wasn’t a question but the wraith nodded anyway. He might be a heartless assassin, prepared to murder someone like Ange without questioning why, but he understood what it meant if the goblins, whether Gneiss or Filit, harnessed the power of the Stone of Scone. He was prepared to put up a fight and sacrifice himself so we could get away. And I didn’t even know his name. 
 
    There wasn’t any time left. I had to get Ange away while I still could. I leaned over and pecked the wraith’s shadowed cheek. ‘You should still leave,’ I told him. ‘Get back to your real body and you can raise the alarm about the Stone.’ 
 
    He shook his head sadly and suddenly I understood. ‘The Gneiss goblins have your body,’ I said. He was in mortal danger whatever he did. They’d want to know why he’d failed with Ange; hell, they’d demand to know. They’d also demand to know what else he had learnt. They’d managed to keep their search for the Stone and the real reasons behind the Stirling siege quiet for three years. If there was the faintest suggestion that the wraith had learnt about it, he would be toast regardless of how well he could manipulate the shadows. 
 
    The wraith nodded at me, blew me a kiss and turned away, presenting me with his dark back. I reached out once again, brushing my fingertips against his shoulders. Sadness shivered through me but I still had to go. A second later, I started running. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ange did her best to keep up with me. When it was clear that she had no strength left, I gave her a piggyback. Ignoring the yells behind us, and the screeches that indicated the goblins had found my new wraith buddy, we ploughed through the streets and snickets. My chest was hurting and I was convinced my legs were going to give way by the time Sally’s house came in sight. I’d have felt relieved but our journey was nowhere near over. 
 
    Ange slid off my back. Our proximity to her daughter had given her renewed strength and vigour. Without bothering to knock on the door, I entered the house with Ange at my heels. ‘Becky?’ Her voice was high-pitched and filled with alarm. ‘Becky? Are you here?’ 
 
    There was a clatter from the kitchen and Becky came flying out, covered in flour and wearing an oversized apron. ‘Mum!’ she shrieked. She flung herself into Ange’s arms, sobbing wildly. I could see where she got all the emotion from; Ange’s tears were even louder. 
 
    Sally also appeared in the doorway, wincing at the noise the pair of them were making – but there was no denying the twinkle in her eyes. ‘So, Saiya, you’re back and you’ve brought another guest. I didn’t doubt that you’d make it.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t stay,’ I told her. ‘We have to get out of here. You should come too. The goblins are on our tail and they could trace us back to here. They’re looking for blood, Sally. They’re going door to door and if they discover the faintest trace of Becky or Ange they won’t hesitate to destroy you.’ 
 
    Sally didn’t move a muscle. ‘I am not leaving my home. Not for goblins, not for you. Not for anything.’ 
 
    ‘Sally—’ 
 
    ‘I mean it, Saiya. I know you mean well but I’m too old and set in my ways. If they come here, I’ll deal with them.’ 
 
    We both knew how that would end. Sally was tough but she was no match for the Filits. ‘You’re being ridiculous,’ I began.  
 
    The skinny shape of Martin, the boy she’d taken in, appeared behind her. He raised a large saucepan and hit her over the head with it. Sally went down like a sack of potatoes. Martin looked both pleased and horrified in equal measure. Then he bent down and scooped her up, glancing at me. ‘Where are we going?’ he asked. 
 
    Damn. He had bigger cojones than me; I’d never have dared to knock Sally Slate out, whatever the situation.  
 
    She was too big and he staggered under her weight. He wouldn’t be able to carry her more than twenty feet. ‘There’s an old wheelchair next door,’ he grunted. ‘No one’s been in there for months but I’ve seen it in the garden. It’s rusty but it’ll do.’ 
 
    Becky wriggled out from Ange’s embrace. ‘I’ll get it!’  
 
    Martin nodded approvingly. ‘Good work, squirt.’  
 
    I continued to stare at him. He glared at me. ‘What?’  
 
    I held up my hands. ‘On your own head be it.’ 
 
    Less than five minutes later, our motley band was racing back through the quiet streets. I spotted one or two pale faces staring out from the few houses that were still occupied, watching our mad dash. Ange was exhausted, the effects of her ordeal still affecting her, despite Gabriel de Florinville’s efforts to heal her. All the same she kept up, spurred on by Becky. I was beginning to feel like we could do this; we could reach the school and get out of here.  
 
    When we burst through the school’s main doors, Gabriel de Florinville and his companion, Rymark, were already there. There was no mistaking the relief on his face. Ignoring everyone else, he sprang forward and pulled me into his arms. 
 
    ‘You made it,’ he whispered into my ear, his warm breath tickling my neck. ‘That’s it. I’m not letting you out of my sight again, Saiya. No matter what happens we’re staying together.’ 
 
    I coughed, aware that everyone was staring at us. ‘You got away.’ 
 
    ‘And managed some misdirection. The Filits won’t come near here for some time. Between their search for your friend, Marrock’s whispers and the fallout from the Gneiss bombing, they have things on their mind other than Rymark and me. Or you.’ He pressed his lips against my temple with a strange, searing heat. 
 
    Sally, who was rubbing the back of her head and groggily spitting fiery insults at her teenage ward, stopped talking and gazed at us open-mouthed. 
 
    ‘I want everyone to know,’ de Florinville said aloud, realising that we were the object of everyone’s attention, ‘that Saiya Buchanan is my Fior Ghal.’ 
 
    Becky, Ange and Martin looked confused but a smile twitched the corners of Sally’s lips. ‘Your Fior Ghal?’ she crowed. ‘Excellent! This is the best news I’ve had in years!’ 
 
    I stared at her. The best news? That I was destined to become an incubator for Gabriel de Florinville’s sperm? What the hell was wrong with her? The Dark Elf might be extraordinarily good looking, with intelligence and power to boot and, yes, my tummy might feel a little odd whenever he looked at me with those dark glittery eyes… But as a matter of principle I hoped for a say in the matter of whether I had children – not to mention who I had those children with.  
 
    ‘What’s a Fior Ghal?’ Becky asked. 
 
    ‘No one important.’ I glared at de Florinville. When all this was over, he and I were going to have some serious words – if I ever saw him again. Destiny shmestiny.  
 
    Gabriel smiled at her. ‘Someone very special to me. Saiya is unique.’ 
 
    Irritated, I interrupted them. ‘Where’s this tunnel? We need to get out of here.’ 
 
    Pat, Marrock’s annoying henchman, peeled himself away from the far wall where he’d been skulking. ‘I’m here to show you,’ he declared, in a voice that suggested we should bow down and be grateful to him. Then he glanced at de Florinville and bowed himself. Idiot. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    Our little group trailed after him, past old display boards with ragged posters for long-since-forgotten dances and warnings about bullying. Most children had managed to get out of Stirling in the early days of the siege. I glanced at Becky. Most of them.  
 
    I bloody hoped de Florinville was paying attention. His kind could have stopped all this long ago. In response he gave me a warm smile. It made my toes feel tingly and I scowled to myself while doing what I could to smile back. This wasn’t the time, I reminded myself. There were far bigger things afoot than my feelings. 
 
    When we reached the end of the dusty corridor, Pat pointed into a classroom that looked as if it were filled with old boxes. Desks had been pushed into one corner; in another there were towering stacks of uncomfortable looking chairs. It was the perfect place for an ambush. 
 
    Apparently I wasn’t the only one who thought so. De Florinville stepped forward, motioning to the rest of us to stay where we were, then he entered without a backward glance. Without thinking, I followed. 
 
    ‘Stay in the corridor, Saiya!’ 
 
    He was worried his baby mama might damage her womb if there was a fight. I ignored his command and put my finger to my lips, pointing to the left. I didn’t wait to see if he did as I bade but slipped to the right, peeking over the boxes and glancing into the crannies. It seemed safe. It seemed that we were alone. 
 
    ‘Happy now?’ Pat’s voice echoed round us. ‘Marrock told me to get you out of Stirling safely and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.’ He sounded miffed that we didn’t entirely trust him. ‘You can count on me.’ He added a smile for good effect. It didn’t really help.  
 
    I didn’t bother reminding him that a few nights ago I’d stripped in front of him because he’d threatened me and demanded to check for weapons, or that he was a sleazy bastard who would probably sell his grandmother if it meant he’d get another foothold in the hierarchy of life.  
 
    ‘Saiya?’ De Florinville asked, deferring to me in a manner that almost made me fall over in shock. 
 
    I gave him a tight nod while Pat’s oily, unpleasant grin widened. ‘She trusts me,’ he said. ‘She knows me,’ he added a wink. 
 
    I ignored de Florinville’s questioning look and raised my eyebrows. ‘Let’s get on with this,’ I said. 
 
    Pat shrugged. ‘The entrance is over here.’ He shuffled over to a large cardboard box labelled ‘Exam Texts’ and pulled it to one side, revealing a gaping hole in the floor. There was a precarious-looking rope ladder going into it. I eyed it with concern; I’d manage it and so would de Florinville and Rymark – but Ange? Becky? Sally? It looked as if it went a long way down. 
 
    ‘How far is it?’ 
 
    Pat pursed his lips. ‘Fifty feet maybe? It takes you down to the old sewers that lead under the city. There are rats but if you wave a torch around they usually run away. I’ve used it plenty of times to bring in supplies for Marrock. There are torches at the bottom that you can use.’ He bared his teeth. ‘Are you scared?’ 
 
    I didn’t bother responding. I’d simply have to get everyone down first and then come back up on my own. No doubt de Florinville would try and stop me but I’d worry about that when the time came. 
 
    ‘I’ll go first,’ de Florinville declared. ‘Then send the boy down.’ 
 
    I considered and nodded. ‘Good idea. I’ll help Becky. She might struggle but she’ll want to do it and if she gets down then Ange will follow. Then your man can go before Sally—’ 
 
    ‘Rymark.’ From behind me, he cleared his throat. ‘My name is Rymark, my lady.’  
 
    I’d never been called ‘my lady’ before. I stumbled slightly but de Florinville was already there, catching my elbow and steadying me. ‘Thanks,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ he said. 
 
    I forced a smile. ‘Thanks, Gabriel.’ 
 
    His face lit up in a smile, a dimple creasing his cheek, and my heart missed a beat. Good grief. Coughing to cover my embarrassment, I nodded at Rymark. ‘It’s good to be formally introduced,’ I said. ‘And, um, thanks for earlier at the castle. It was nice of you to help me when you didn’t know who I was.’ 
 
    He smiled at me with a friendly twinkle. ‘Any time.’ 
 
    Let’s hope not. 
 
    Gabriel moved to the hole and swung himself easily over the edge. Keeping his eyes on mine, he lowered himself down. As soon as he was swallowed up by the darkness, I beckoned to Martin. He looked nervous and scratched at his neck with shaking fingers. ‘It’ll be fine,’ I reassured him. 
 
    Once the tension was released from the rope ladder, I called down. ‘Is everything okay?’ 
 
    Gabriel’s voice floated back up. ‘It’s fine. Hang on.’ There was the faint sound of fumbling and then a brief roar. A moment later, light appeared as he lit one of Marrock’s torches. I peered over and saw him beckoning.  
 
    ‘Go on, then,’ I said to Martin. ‘You can do it.’ 
 
    The boy gulped but he’d been with Sally long enough to do as he was told. He found it more difficult than Gabriel to lower himself but, after a few attempts and some nervous tugging at the rope ladder, he managed it. Once he was halfway down, I walked back to Becky. She was still clutching Ange’s hand as if she were afraid to let go in case her mother disappeared again. 
 
    I addressed them both in a low voice. ‘We can’t let the goblins get the Stone. Not the Filits and not the Gneiss. We have to find it first. If I can search for it then I might be able to do something about it.’ I met Ange’s eyes. ‘You’ve seen what I really am. You know I’m capable of this.’ 
 
    Ange looked back at me fearfully. If she hadn’t worked out what I was when I’d approached her in her Tolbooth cell, then she had to know by now. She’d been watching from the fisherman’s shed when I’d spoken to the other wraith. To her credit, she hadn’t yet mentioned it – but I’d seen the look she gave me after we’d left the area. 
 
    ‘I’m not like the others you’ve heard of, Ange,’ I said, praying she’d believe me. 
 
    She licked her lips and swallowed before finding her voice. ‘I know,’ she whispered. She knelt down beside Becky. ‘Tell Saiya where you hid Daddy’s box.’ 
 
    Becky didn’t hesitate. ‘Five doors to the left from Sally’s house. In the garden in a hole in a big tree.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ I glanced at Ange. ‘Do you know what’s in it?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Not a clue. And I was telling the truth before. I really can’t open it. What lies inside might lead to the Stone. Then again, it might not. I couldn’t say for sure.’ 
 
    Except her ex-husband had believed it would. He’d probably never gone after it himself because he couldn’t open the box. Maybe the goblins would be in the same position but they believed in its contents as well. If I was going to trust in the existence of an alternative, true version of the Stone of Scone then I ought to believe in everything else attached to it. 
 
    There was a muffled shout from the tunnel. I smiled down at Becky. ‘It’s your turn.’ 
 
    Her hand tightened round Ange’s and her face went white. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    I gave her an approving nod. Her knees were knocking together in terror but she wasn’t going to be the one to hold us back. 
 
    ‘I’ll be right behind you, sweetheart,’ Ange promised. 
 
    I gently propelled Becky over the edge.  
 
    Sally pushed herself up out of the wheelchair and gazed down dubiously. 
 
    ‘How are you doing, Sal?’ I asked. 
 
    She didn’t look at me. ‘I’ve got an egg-shaped bump on my noggin and I have to go down a hole on a rope ladder which probably won’t hold my weight because I need to cuff the ear of the damn boy who gave me the bump in the first place.’ 
 
    I breathed out. ‘Good.’ 
 
    Her voice lowered a fraction. ‘The bang on the head has done me some good. Apparently it really is time to cut and run. Despite what appearances may suggest, I don’t have a death wish, Saiya.’ She raised her eyes to mine. ‘Do you?’ 
 
    I didn’t bother answering. Instead, I manoeuvred into position so I was hanging from the rope ladder with one hand and used my free hand to beckon over Becky. ‘I’ll go first,’ I told her. ‘You’ll be right behind me. That way, if you fall I’ll be able to catch you. But you won’t fall. I’ll guide you all the way.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ There was a pause. ‘Saiya?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. You saved my mum. She’d be dead if you hadn’t helped us.’ 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true; there were others who had aided her escape both deliberately and inadvertently. And we weren’t out of the woods yet; Ange was still in danger. Even so, I took Becky’s words in the spirit in which they were given and smiled. ‘You’re welcome.’ 
 
    Becky turned and edged her way down. I waited until her feet were on the rung directly above my head and stepped down. ‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘Lift your right foot and bring it down. Another inch. The next rung is right there.’ 
 
    Becky gasped, her knuckles white with the strain of gripping the rope. The further down we went, however, the more she grew in confidence. By the time we reached the bottom, where Gabriel and Martin were waiting, she was climbing like a monkey. 
 
    ‘I did it!’ The flicker of the torch lit up her face, showing her delight. 
 
    Gabriel grinned at her. ‘You were amazing.’ He glanced at me. ‘You were amazing too,’ he added. ‘You have a way with children.’ 
 
    The warmth that had been spreading inside me chilled. ‘Great,’ I muttered. I craned my neck. ‘Hang on, Ange!’ I called. ‘I’m coming back up to help the rest of you get down.’ Without looking at the Dark Elf, I sprang upwards again, away from him. 
 
    Back up top, Pat was starting to look nervous. Keeping my senses alert for any sounds of goblins, I checked on him. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘You lot are very slow,’ he said. ‘This is taking a long time. Longer than it should.’ 
 
    I gestured at the front of the school. ‘Is anyone there?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Then stop whining. This isn’t a bunch of soldiers, they are children and women who’ve been tortured for days in the damn Tolbooth. If nobody’s out there, we’re still clear. We can take our time.’ 
 
    Pat pointed at Sally. Rymark, it appeared, was already halfway down. ‘How is she going to manage it? She’ll get stuck.’ 
 
    As if. I rolled my eyes at him. Sally took a different approach. Carefully wheeling her chair over, she gave him a sweet smile then she swung it upwards and smacked it into the side of his head. Pat sprang away just in the nick of time. ‘You bitch!’ he howled. ‘I’m on your side!’ 
 
    She sniffed. ‘You could have fooled me.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you get to be so fat, anyway? Everyone else around here is starving and you…’ 
 
    Sally reached for the wheelchair again. She only had to raise it slightly in the air for Pat to back off. ‘Screw the lot of you,’ he snarled. ‘I’ve done what Marrock wanted and brought you here. From now on, you’re on your own.’ He whirled away and stomped off, like a toddler denied his favourite sweeties. 
 
    As he disappeared, Sally breathed out. ‘I thought he was never going to leave. He can’t be trusted, you know. You can see it in his eyes. It’s important that he believes we’ve all used the tunnel to escape. We don’t want him knowing that you’ve stayed behind.’ She chuckled at my look. ‘You’re not as good at keeping secrets as you think you are, little Saiya.’ She patted my arm. ‘Use the shadows. You can do this. If anyone can find the Stone, you can.’ 
 
    Without another word, Sally turned to the hole. Raising her eyes to the heavens and making the sign of the cross, she turned round to start her descent.  
 
    ‘Wait a minute,’ Gabriel said. ‘I’m coming out.’ He braced his hands on either side of the hole and deftly leapt out, dusting himself off and offering me an arch smile.  
 
    I frowned. ‘What are you doing? I can help Sally get down. You don’t need to be here – stay with the others and make sure they’re alright.’ 
 
    ‘Saiya.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘You’re beautiful and intelligent and beyond brave. You’re also ridiculously naïve if you think that I don’t know what you’re planning.’ 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. ‘I’m planning to get everyone out of here. Then you can take Ange to your Prime Minister mate and she can explain about the Stone and the goblins and what’s really going on.’ 
 
    ‘Rymark will do that.’ 
 
    ‘You need to keep Ange safe!’ 
 
    ‘I trust Rymark completely. He’s more than capable and he acts in my name. He’ll gain entrance to Holyrood and Prime Minister James just as fast as I would. I’m going to stay here so that you and I can search for the Stone of Scone.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘That is what you’re planning to do? I have excellent hearing, you know. I heard every word you said to Ange about the little box. I’m disappointed you didn’t bring it up before but at least we have a decent clue to start with. I doubt this box is so complicated that I won’t be able to open it.’ 
 
    His confidence was irritating and I was annoyed that he’d heard our conversation. I was getting sloppy – and sloppiness could cost me dearly. ‘You’re a Dark Elf!’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re the government’s Envoy! You need to get out of here and keep yourself safe.’ 
 
    His expression remained calm. ‘You’re my Fior Ghal. I need to keep you safe. If that means traipsing around a besieged city while fending off hordes of goblins and searching for a slab of sandstone that has been missing for almost a thousand years, then so be it. I go where destiny leads me.’ For a moment amusement flickered in his eyes. ‘And you, Saiya, are my destiny.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have a bloody clue who I really am! If you knew the truth, you wouldn’t be so complacent.’ I glared at him, about to snap that I was a wraith and as far from his destiny as anyone could be, but Sally let out a high-pitched squeak.  
 
    ‘Hey! Dark Elf chappie! Help me get down here, will you? I need a hand down the first few rungs and then you and lovely Saiya can skip off and save the world for us.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I’d appreciate it if you did it quickly. I’ve got next year’s potatoes in the garden and the frost will get to them if I’m not around to look after them.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her but she didn’t look at me; instead she held out her hand and waited for Gabriel to help her. With little choice, he turned and held onto her hand while the rest of her body moved downwards. She didn’t look in the slightest bit panicked; I had a sneaking suspicion that, despite her bulk, Sally was nimble enough to dance down the rope ladder faster than the rest of us. 
 
    Gabriel waited until she’d reached the bottom then called out, ‘Take care!’ 
 
    Rymark’s voice drifted back up. ‘You too.’ There was a chorus of chiming farewells from below. Clearly they all knew what we were about to do. So much for being surreptitious. I sighed.  
 
    Yielding to the inevitable, I moved the Exam Texts box over the hole to conceal it from prying eyes and looked at the Dark Elf. ‘I suppose it’s just us two then.’ I didn’t sound happy about it. 
 
    ‘Alone at last.’ His voice held husky promise. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘I know. And I know you were about to tell me something important about yourself before Sally interrupted. Do you want to tell me now?’ 
 
    I crossed my arms and looked away. The moment had gone. ‘No.’ I needed Gabriel on my side; I knew we’d have more luck locating the real Stone if we worked together. I supposed I could trust him. Slightly. 
 
    ‘You can tell me later when all this is over,’ he said. ‘But whatever it is, we’ll work it out. I’m sure the truth isn’t as bad as you think.’ 
 
    I’d liked to have heard the odds on that statement. I sighed and shoved my hands into my pockets before striding off towards the exit. A moment later, Gabriel followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Our first objective was to retrieve the little box from the garden near Sally’s house. The goblins had been searching for the Stone for nigh on three years and not had any luck. We had no chance without some kind of clue about where to look. Although maybe, I considered as Gabriel and I jogged silently along the Stirling streets, we were in a better position than I’d thought.  
 
    I knew the city well; I had contacts and knew secrets that were bound to be useful. Gabriel de Florinville was a Dark Elf; he had power at his fingertips which I could only begin to dream of. And between us we knew where to find a box which, if we could open it, might lead us to the Stone of Scone. Perhaps I’d use it to crown myself Queen of Scotland then I could use my power to expel all goblins from our shores forever. I’d send the current government into exile alongside them. The Prime Minister and his Parliament at Holyrood didn’t deserve a second thought after abandoning Stirling to its three-year siege. Ancient laws be damned; basic human rights had to count for more.  
 
    I sneaked a look at Gabriel. I might keep him around – if he stopped going on about this Fior Ghal stuff. 
 
    ‘How long will it take them to reach James and speak to him?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Two days.’ 
 
    I was taken aback. ‘That long?’ It was a specific and very fast answer. Optimistic suspicion – if there was such a thing – poured through me. 
 
    ‘If the Filit goblins haven’t worked out that Ange is still alive and not buried under half a ton of Tolbooth rubble, they will soon. Once they’ve finished tearing the city apart, they’ll realise she found a way out and will search for her outside. The Gneiss goblins tried to destroy the Tolbooth, presumably because they knew she was inside and could bring the Filits closer to the Stone. If they couldn’t hear her secrets themselves, they’d prefer to see her dead so that no one else can. But sooner or later they’ll realise that she’s alive and start looking for her. The goblins might have kept the secret of the Stone to themselves but they can’t seem to keep any secrets from themselves. I’ve instructed Rymark to take an obscure route and ensure that no one sees him and Ange. It’s more circuitous and it will take a day or two, but it’s the safest option. The Prime Minister needs to hear from Ange herself.’ He paused. ‘That gives you and I time to find the Stone before he decides what to do with her information.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’ll destroy the entire city.’ I said it quietly, even though my insides were seething. 
 
    ‘It’s the smart move. Destroying Stirling will either destroy the Stone or bury it for several hundred more years so it will be someone else’s problem.’ 
 
    My fingers twitched and I tensed them irritably. ‘Everyone inside the city limits will die. There are probably twenty thousand people here and most of them are packed into the centre where they think it’s safer. If James flattens Stirling to protect that chunk of rock, all those people will be killed.’ 
 
    ‘They will be. But if the goblins, be they Filit or Gneiss, harness the Stone of Scone then many more will die.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t make it right.’ I glanced at him. ‘If you were the Prime Minister, is this the decision you’d take? Obliterate Stirling and everyone in it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not him,’ he said. 
 
    ‘That’s not what I asked.’  
 
    Gabriel sighed. ‘I know.’ 
 
    We turned round a sharp corner towards an old shopping arcade. There was a dry cleaners with dusty windows and a half-smashed glass front door, a small newsagents which had long since been ransacked, a pharmacist which was no doubt in similar straits, and a long-abandoned Chinese restaurant. I sent it a forlorn glance as we passed. ‘I really miss barbecue spare ribs. And prawn crackers.’ To add emphasis, my stomach took that opportunity to grumble. 
 
    Gabriel’s mouth tightened. ‘You are very thin.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the special siege diet. When all this is over, I’ll write a book and make gazillions. I’ll use the money to stuff myself with spare ribs and prawn crackers.’ I paused. ‘Followed by five tiers of chocolate cake.’ 
 
    ‘We were assured repeatedly that the citizens remaining in Stirling received weekly rations.’ 
 
    I laughed bitterly. ‘Sure. We all receive rations – if we’re good.’ I patted my tummy. ‘We get bread which has been bulked out with sawdust and the odd tin of mouldy beans. Maybe, if we’re truly lucky, we’re given half a turnip. We used to get meat but if you pay attention you’ll realise that there aren’t animals round here any more. You might find the odd rat in Marrock’s sewers but there are no horses. No cats. No dogs.’ 
 
    ‘Not everyone is starving.’ 
 
    ‘No. Such is life.’ I shrugged. ‘But don’t try to convince me that you thought everyone in Stirling, regardless of their connections, was fat and glowing and happy. I’m not going to believe you. With respect, Gabriel, you’re not that naïve and you’re not that stupid.’ 
 
    ‘I have tried to help.’ 
 
    I smiled sadly. ‘You’ve not tried hard enough.’ 
 
    He took my hand and squeezed it. ‘You are right. I’ve not.’ 
 
    At least he didn’t try to plead ignorance or suggest that he’d spent the last three years hassling the government to do more, but I still pulled back my hand. He was smart enough not to reach for it again. 
 
    We jogged in silence for several uncomfortable seconds until the awkward atmosphere was interrupted by something far more sinister. At first I didn’t think much of it – it was just an odd prickling on the back of my neck – but Gabriel clearly noticed too and slowed to a walk. A lone starling, perched on top of a nearby tenement, flew off with a startled squawk. I didn’t know what was wrong but the air didn’t feel right. 
 
    I stopped moving and realised that there was an odd vibration underneath my feet. Gabriel stopped too, a small line creasing his brow. ‘Have the Gneiss goblins ever tried any other kind of bombardment?’  
 
    I shook my head. ‘Just air missiles.’ I gnawed on my bottom lip. ‘You don’t think they’d be tunnelling underneath the city, do you?’ It would be one way to get past the barricades without anyone noticing. 
 
    ‘No.’ Gabriel looked unhappy. ‘It would be strategic suicide. If anyone noticed they were down there, they’d be sitting ducks.’ 
 
    The earth rumbled, shaking this time with tiny undulations. ‘You feel that, right?’ I said to him. ‘I’m not imagining things?’ 
 
    Just then, a small fissure opened up by my toes. It was only a crack in the tarmac but it was enough to make me yelp and spring backwards. Unfortunately it wasn’t the only one; as I scrambled back onto the pavement, hundreds of little cracks appeared, a gigantic spider’s web of destruction forming at our feet. A loud rumbling noise rent the air and, instead of gently shaking, the ground began to sway violently.  
 
    It was the smell that really gave it away. It was like guano with an edge of blue cheese; it was a familiar, distasteful scent but I’d never experienced it so strongly. More cracks appeared in the walls of the buildings around us; their foundations were crumbling before our eyes. 
 
    ‘A Mongolian Death Worm,’ Gabriel yelled over the racket. 
 
    I nodded, my blood chilling. ‘A freaking massive one.’ I clutched his arm to stop myself from falling. ‘We have to get it. The others are underground – if it comes across them before they get back to the surface…’ The Worms were subterranean creatures. Up here they were vulnerable but underground they were king. 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ His eyes scanned ahead. ‘Back there near the shops. I’ll force it up at that point.’  
 
    I breathed out. ‘Okay. Give me thirty seconds to get behind it so it’s cornered.’ I sprinted forward without waiting for his answer. I heard him yell out something about being careful and rolled my eyes. This wasn’t my first encounter with a Death Worm though it was the first time I’d not been in shadow form.  
 
    Despite their name and predatory nature, they were fairly easy to kill once you forced them out into the open. With sightless eyes because of their underground existence, and soft bodies that could be penetrated easily with a sharp weapon, they were more of a nuisance than anything – unless you were part of an unsuspecting group travelling underground with children and injured people. I’d never seen one larger than the size of a small car but, given what was happening under our feet, this particular Death Worm was far larger. 
 
    I scooted towards a crossroads and whirled round. Gabriel was standing stock still, his arms outstretched and his palms turned towards the sky. Even from this distance, I could hear him chanting, his deep voice echoing down the road towards me.  
 
    The ground continued to rumble before heaving open with a loud crack that reverberated under my feet. I only just managed to stay upright. The beige head of the Death Worm suddenly reared up in front of me. 
 
    It was massive. Even though the fissures in the ground had prepared me for its size, I was taken aback. The rotting smell almost overpowered me but it was the Worm’s vast mouth swinging towards me, with its rows of tiny sharp teeth, that really affected me. Imagine the mouth of a great white shark multiplied at least threefold. The Worm’s jaws hung open as it snapped and I only just managed to throw myself out of the way. I heard Gabriel shout again from behind its rearing body but I couldn’t focus on what he was saying. Right now all I could do was worry about myself. 
 
    Breathing through my mouth, I rolled right and forced myself to calm down. I’d dealt with Death Worms before; this creature might be bigger but that didn’t mean it was invincible. As it sensed my movement and its head careered down towards me again, I leapt to my feet and ran, sailing upwards and round until I was behind it. Then I twisted in mid-air so that I landed on its back.  
 
    The Worm screeched, immediately putting all its efforts into flinging me off. It shook violently, first one way then another. Its skin was damp and cold to the touch, leaving me covered in a filmy goo wherever I touched it, but I was damned if I was going to let go.  
 
    Gabriel shouted again and there was a flare of light as he sent some Dark Elven magic bolt into the Worm directly below my own body. The Death Worm screamed again in agony this time rather than frustration. It writhed while the muscles underneath its slimy skin twitched and tensed. It heaved out of its hole, its tail lashing out as it fought to twist round and face Gabriel head on. 
 
    I wrapped one arm tightly round the Worm’s girth, digging my toes into its fleshy folds so that I didn’t slip. Once I was confident that I wasn’t going to slide off, I used my free hand to start searching. This might be a monster but all Death Worms had vulnerable points; one was usually on its belly and the other was somewhere beneath its shoulder blades. 
 
    ‘Saiya!’ Gabriel yelled. ‘You need to get off! I can’t shoot it again with you in the way!’ 
 
    I flung out a hand irritably, gritting my teeth as I continued to search. Most of the Death Worm’s body was soft, with springy tissue that shielded it from the wear and tear it would receive while moving around beneath the earth’s surface. I was looking for a hard nub of bone. 
 
    Despite my body getting in his way, Gabriel found an opening and sent another bolt of magic towards the Worm. This time the creature was better prepared and decided that enough was enough. After recoiling from the hit, it hissed loudly and whipped its tail. It took a moment to breathe in before lunging forward. It wasn’t built for defence; Death Worms were so-called because they preferred to be on the attack. 
 
    It slithered towards Gabriel with preternatural speed, mouth opening as it drew close enough to snap. Gabriel gave a loud war cry and leapt backwards, managing twice the height and distance that I would have been capable of. It didn’t matter though; the Death Worm had him in its sights now and wasn’t going to give up however far Gabriel jumped. It lunged again and this time I felt it collide with Gabriel, knocking him off-balance. Although my heart was hammering against my ribcage, I didn’t look up. The only way either of us was getting out of this was if I found the weak spot I was looking for. 
 
    The tips of my fingers sneaked under yet another fold of pale, flabby skin, brushing against something furry that sent a rippling shudder of disgust through me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Gabriel was back on his feet again. He was more sensible this time and dived to his right to shelter behind a garden fence. It was only flimsy wood and it wouldn’t hold for long but it would give him cover to regain some of his strength. And at least I knew he was still breathing. 
 
    The Death Worm seemed unimpressed at this lack of bravado. It reared up, flinging its body backwards. My left foot slipped and I felt my arm, which was wrapped round the thing’s neck, starting to slide as well. I cursed under my breath and squeezed my eyes shut, stopping my desperate search in favour of doing everything I could to stay on its back.  
 
    The Death Worm lashed out, using the side of its long head to smash against the fence and break the brittle wood into smithereens. Gabriel thrust out his hands and another bolt of magic flashed out from his fingertips. It streaked through the air and smacked into the Death Worm’s left flank but I knew without looking that the magic hadn’t penetrated its tough hide. Gabriel de Florinville might have extraordinary power at his disposal but, unless he knew where the Death Worm’s vulnerable spots were, he had no hope it bringing it down. Fortunately, I did.  
 
    As the Worm jerked away from what must have been searing pain, I found it jutting out from underneath one of the flaps. The bone was horn shaped; all I had to do was to grab it, yank it upwards and snap it off. I’d only get one chance and it was a two-handed job. I needed the Worm flat on the ground for this to work. 
 
    ‘Gabriel!’ I yelled. ‘I have it! I need you to run! I need to be flat, not riding this damn thing like a prancing pony! Let it chase you!’ 
 
    Gabriel’s eyes fixed on me with an unfathomably dark expression. He nodded and did as I asked, turning on his heel and sprinting away. The Death Worm, apparently sensing that it finally had its prey where it wanted it, slammed down and started to follow. It could move faster on its belly – but now I was virtually horizontal, I could do what I needed to. 
 
    With a hole running the length of the street, Gabriel’s options were few. Instead of streaking ahead in a straight line, he was forced to jump to the far side where the pavement lay. The pavement was ruptured, however, and every time he reached another gaping fissure, he slowed as he bounded over it. The Death Worm’s size meant that it could slither across each gap with barely a bump. 
 
    With the Worm’s muscles rippling underneath me, I raised myself upwards, my feet flat against its back. I brought up my arm until I was gripping the hooked curve of bone with both hands. Swinging this way and that, I yanked upwards as hard as I could and almost immediately there was a cracking sound as the bone gave way.  
 
    At the same time, the Worm reached Gabriel, its jaws snapping at him. No longer able to run, Gabriel was forced to face the monster. He flicked out a bolt of magic just as it slammed him down to the ground. Wishing I still had my knife, but knowing I’d have to do this the hard way, I raised one hand to jam it into the gap created by breaking the jutting bone so I could pull out the Worm’s main artery. As I did so, the Worm belatedly realised the danger it was in and let out another ear-splitting shriek. Then, abandoning Gabriel, it slammed against a wall, doing everything it could to shake me off.  
 
    Breathing hard, I tried again but the Death Worm wasn’t giving up. This time, it started to roll; if it couldn’t throw me off, it would use its bulk to squish me flat. The Worm flipped and darkness descended as its body covered me. I punched my way through, feeling for the artery and pulling it upwards. As the Worm’s body crashed down on top of me, scalding hot liquid gushed out of it. The Worm had scant seconds left – but then, so did I. 
 
    The weight of its body pressed me down. With hard cement against my back and the flesh of the heavy Worm on top of me, I could no longer breathe. I tried to squeeze my head to the left to gulp in air but it was no good. The damn thing was too heavy.  
 
    Its body convulsed, deep in sudden death throes, but that didn’t help me, pinned as I was. I couldn’t see anything. I braced myself to separate my shadow; it was just possible there was enough of a gap through which my wraith form could slide out and shove the Worm away.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut then abruptly I was free. The Worm’s body rolled off me. Covered in slimy gunk and warm blood, gasping for air, I used my legs to push myself to safety. 
 
    Standing at the side, with crossed arms and a smug expression, Gabriel smiled at me. ‘You’re welcome.’ There was a nasty gash on his cheek where the Worm’s teeth must have slashed him but otherwise he appeared unharmed. He was also annoyingly clean. 
 
    Pulling myself to my feet, I shook off the worst of the dripping blood and scowled. I smelled like a sewer. Worse. As something disturbingly viscous slid down my forehead and threatened to blind me, I used my sleeve to wipe my face. Yuckity yuck yuck. 
 
    ‘I think you’ll find,’ I said with a huff, ‘that I was the one who killed it.’ 
 
    Gabriel’s smile widened. ‘You did. You were fabulous.’ 
 
    Somehow his praise made me even more uncomfortable. ‘I’ve never seen a Worm that big before,’ I muttered. 
 
    He walked over to me. ‘Indeed.’ He turned to eye the Worm’s corpse, which was lying flaccidly against the gigantic fissure it had created. ‘But at least it’s proved good for something.’ 
 
    I couldn’t possibly see what. ‘I’ve tried Worm meat before,’ I said with a sniff. ‘It’s inedible.’ 
 
    Something dark and horrified flickered in Gabriel’s eyes before he masked it. ‘That’s not what I meant,’ he said stiffly. ‘Death Worms of this size live far below the surface. They don’t tend to come this close to us unless they have a very good reason.’ He gave me a meaningful glance. ‘The goblins must have driven it out.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth would they do that?’ I said, without thinking. A Death Worm would kill goblins just as quickly as it would kill the rest of us. Then I realised what he was referring to. ‘They’re drilling underground,’ I breathed. ‘They think the Stone of Scone is buried somewhere.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘It would make a lot of sense.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘But they’re not as smart as they think they are.’ 
 
    A guttural voice sounded behind us. ‘Who?’ Ghrashbreg enquired. ‘Who is not as smart as they think?’ 
 
    Oh shit. Bring back the damned Worm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, that was a conveniently timed arrival,’ Gabriel said, although the friendly smile on his lips offset his sarcasm. 
 
    The Dark Elf had a point. I wondered whether the Filit lord had deliberately hung back, watching our fight from a safe distance and hoping that the Death Worm would win the day. It would be a convenient way to dispose of the pair of us without having to lie to the Prime Minister about how his Envoy expired. Ghrashbreg had to be suspicious about what Gabriel was up to by now. Not to mention that Gabriel had supposedly told him I was dead.  
 
    Regardless of what Ghrashbreg was really thinking, he’d brought a veritable goblin army with him. They stood silently at his back, maintaining relaxed-looking positions that were anything but. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ the goblin Lord murmured, matching Gabriel’s smile. ‘Although if you’re suggesting that we deliberately waited until you’d killed this gruesome creature, then I’m disappointed.’ He bowed in my direction. ‘Saiya Buchanan. I’m pleased to see you alive and … well.’ His slitted eyes roved up and down my gunk-covered body. With any luck it would encourage him to keep a safe distance from me. ‘Tell me. Did anyone else escape from the Tolbooth with you? You dashed in there with undue haste. Generally it’s considered safer to run away from collapsing buildings rather than running into them.’ 
 
    I wondered whether the desk goblin had managed to escape for long enough to tell him about Erica Quiddle. I hoped not. I shuddered deliberately and met Ghrashbreg’s gaze head-on. ‘I couldn’t help myself. The thought of all those people trapped inside…’ My voice trailed off. ‘Alas, I couldn’t save a single soul before the walls starting collapsing around us.’ I bit my lip. ‘Why have the Gneiss goblins started bombing us again?’ I injected a pained entreaty into my words, as if I trusted the Filit Lord to offer an appropriate answer. 
 
    Ghrashbreg shrugged as if the matter were of little consequence. ‘Goodness only knows. Gneiss goblins are vicious bastards as you well know, having been trapped in this city for three long years. They have no care for the well-being of others.’ He displayed his teeth. ‘Unlike us.’ 
 
    Gabriel put an arm round me, apparently not caring about my physical state. ‘It’s a miracle that Saiya is alive. To lose my Fior Ghal mere hours after finding her…’ He shook his head. ‘It’s too terrible to contemplate.’ There was a strange edge to his tone, a sort of bitterness that I didn’t immediately understand. Then I realised with a chill what it was. Gabriel de Florinville wasn’t the sort to resort to subterfuge or deceit. He might employ diplomacy to great effect but he’d already shown that he had the sort of misplaced noble attitude that despised lying or prevaricating. But surely he understood that the only way to avoid being cut down by Ghrashbreg and his men was to glide past the truth? 
 
    Breaking the habits of a lifetime, I reached round Gabriel’s waist and squeezed it, attempting to warn him. Even his stomach was rock hard. I cleared my throat as much out of awkwardness about touching him as to draw attention to myself. ‘All this Fior Ghal business is rather baffling to me,’ I said, trying to focus the topic of conversation on something relatively benign – at least as far as Ghrashbreg was concerned. ‘I don’t really understand what it entails.’ I pulled back and punched Gabriel lightly on the arm. ‘You’ve not explained it to me.’ 
 
    Ghrahsbreg smirked, an oily expression that made him appear even more heartless. ‘I’ve always wondered about Fior Ghals,’ he said. ‘Do they feel the same as their Dark Elf counterparts or are they forced to go along for the ride?’ He thrust his pelvis back and forth a few times in a crude suggestion of sex. 
 
    I felt Gabriel stiffen. Surely he was too intelligent to rise to such obvious bait? ‘There’s a lot more to being Fior Ghal than that.’ Anger vibrated through him. 
 
    I sniffed. Yeah: nine months of incubating a Dark Elf child, apparently. ‘Well,’ I said, in a bid to smooth things over so we didn’t end up with our guts spilling out next to the Death Worm’s, ‘I look forward to findi—’ 
 
    I didn’t get chance to finish the word, let alone the sentence. Gabriel was already interrupting me. ‘In fact, it seems that it’s not the only thing around here that has more to it than meets the eye. Take this siege, for example.’ 
 
    He had to go there; he had to open up a festering wound and not only put our lives in danger but our search for the Stone in jeopardy. 
 
    ‘Whatever do you mean?’ Ghrashbreg arched an eyebrow as if he were nothing but curious but I knew he was bristling with suspicion. He wouldn’t hesitate to put us both down. Gabriel might be a Dark Elf but he’d just been slammed around by a gigantic Death Worm. Ghrashbreg had dozens of Filit goblins watching us, ready to act at a moment’s notice. Bloody Gabriel; he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. 
 
    ‘It’s not the city of Stirling that you and the Gneiss goblins are fighting over. It’s—’ 
 
    I flung my arms round Gabriel’s neck. ‘It’s honour,’ I said breathlessly. ‘They don’t talk about it but it’s impossible to miss. It’s the same as you being too honourable to kiss me even though it’s all I’ve been thinking about.’ I reached up on tiptoe, registering the astonishment on his face before I planted my lips on his. It was the only thing I could think of to shut him up. The idiot seemed to keep forgetting he was on enemy territory.  
 
    For a moment, I thought that he wasn’t going to move then a deep growl sounded in his chest, his arms moved round me and his mouth opened. My lips tingled. In fact, my entire body tingled. He tasted like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Even though I was pressed against him, he seemed to be trying to pull me even closer, absorbing my body into his. Some dim part of my brain knew that Ghrashbreg and dozens of goblins were staring at us but it didn’t matter. All that existed were Gabriel’s hands tight on my waist and the way he sucked my bottom lip before cupping my face and gazing into my eyes, dark desire lighting his own. I moaned. It was too much. I kissed him again, enjoying the feel of his rough stubble against my skin, the warmth of his tongue pressing against mine, the staccato hammer of his heartbeat which matched my own perfectly, the… 
 
    ‘We should get these two back to the castle,’ Ghrashbreg said loudly. ‘I enjoy a show as much as the next goblin but this is making me distinctly hot under the collar.’ 
 
    I yanked myself away. ‘That wasn’t supposed to happen,’ I muttered, feeling bewildered and off-balance.  
 
    Gabriel seemed equally stunned. He took a step back and ran a shaky hand through his hair. His tongue darted out, licking his lips, and I followed the movement. It took almost everything I had not to throw myself at him again. My cheeks burned and the squirming sensation deep in my groin intensified. It wasn’t real, I told myself; it was some strange side effect of this Fior Ghal business that made me want to open myself up to him. It was creepy Dark Elf magic designed to entice me into making love and falling pregnant. I drew in a ragged breath. Knowing that didn’t change things; I desperately wanted Gabriel de Florinville’s body on me. And I wanted it now. 
 
    I ripped my eyes away from Gabriel and re-focused on Ghrashbreg. He seemed amused, flicking his gaze from Gabriel to my bruised lips. It was only when his eyes drifted downwards to glance at my fingers, as if checking to see if they were still broken from his earlier torture, that I brought myself back to the here and now. 
 
    ‘Well,’ the goblin said briskly. ‘Shall we? I will escort you both back to the castle forthwith. Your transport out of Stirling is already waiting for you. I’ve cleared a space for Ms Buchanan so she can leave with you.’ He paused. ‘I haven’t seen your manservant for a while though. Ryland, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Rymark,’ Gabriel growled, his voice still husky. ‘And he’s not my servant, he’s an esteemed colleague. I’m afraid we can’t leave Stirling until he is located. It would be dangerous to leave him here, given his position at Holyrood. I’d hate to think that the Gneiss goblins could burst through the city walls and get hold of him. The knowledge contained inside his head is rather valuable. We can’t have it fall into the wrong hands. And we all know there’s a wraith lurking around here somewhere.’ 
 
    He finally seemed to have learnt the value of lying. I nodded in agreement and tried not to react to his mention of the supposed wraith assassin.  
 
    Ghrashbreg, however, was unimpressed and his expression hardened. ‘We can keep a lookout for your man and send him on to join you once he’s found. He’s not in the castle so he could be anywhere. And I wouldn’t worry about the wraith – we’ve captured it again and we won’t let it go like you did.’  
 
    Nausea rose inside me at Ghrashbreg’s words. He wasn’t done yet either. ‘There might be others, though. Its target was your charming Fior Ghal and she is still very much alive. You should get her to safety while you still can.’ He lifted his head and scanned the skies. ‘Goodness knows if the Gneiss goblins are going to try to bomb us again or how many dangerous prisoners escaped when the Tolbooth was destroyed. This siege has created many monsters.’ 
 
    I almost laughed aloud at that last part. Still, I was glad that Ghrashbreg was laying it on too thick. His mention of the wraith made Gabriel stiffen as well as me and I was aware of the worried look he shot me. It was a piece of the puzzle the Dark Elf had yet to work out – thankfully – but his concern for my safety could ruin everything. The Stone of Scone was what was important, not my ability to pop out an elven kid. All the same, if I got the chance to help out the captured wraith, I would. I owed him that much. 
 
    ‘We shall wait until tomorrow,’ Gabriel said. ‘It’s possible Rymark has got himself entangled with some of Stirling’s other delights and will return later. If he has not appeared by noon, then we shall have to depart.’ He reached for my hand, entwining his fingers with mine. A pleasant buzz spread through me but I ignored it. Like hell was I departing Stirling. ‘I would also like to interrogate the wraith. I assume you’re keeping him at the castle?’ 
 
    ‘We are. He is still in shadow form and we have the situation under control. He’s in the dungeon and cannot escape again.’ 
 
    ‘All the same,’ Gabriel said, his voice taking on an edge of steel, ‘I want to see the wraith myself.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ Ghrashbreg said, with false cheeriness. ‘I have plans this evening as I was not expecting your company. I will escort you to the wraith tomorrow morning. I don’t suppose it will be a problem if I arrange for you to sup dinner in your room tonight?’ His mouth twitched. ‘It will enable you and Saiya to … to get to know each other better.’ 
 
    ‘That will be fine,’ Gabriel replied smoothly. ‘Let us leave for the castle at once.’ He gestured at himself and I realised that our embrace had transferred a lot of slimy goo from my body to his. ‘A hot shower would be particularly welcome.’ 
 
    I’d not experienced a hot shower for more than two years. Was that even possible? It almost made returning to Stirling Castle surrounded by goblins worthwhile. 
 
    *** 
 
    We said little on the journey back. Even when we reached Gabriel’s rooms and the door closed behind us, he motioned at me to keep quiet, indicating that I should be careful about what I said. 
 
    ‘Home sweet home,’ he said aloud. He walked over to a small desk, opened a drawer and took out a piece of paper and a pen. With elegant penmanship, he scratched out a message: We leave again at midnight. 
 
    I took the paper, my fingers brushing against his. I wanted my touch to linger against his but I focused and, with considerably messier handwriting, wrote my response: They’ll still be watching. 
 
    Gabriel’s follow-up was simple: I know. 
 
    I didn’t know whether he had a plan to sneak out from under the eyes of a thousand goblins or he was merely full of bravado - and I didn’t get the chance to find out. There was a brisk knock on the door and a moment later a string of servants appeared, each one carrying a bucket full of steaming water. They seemed to know where they were going; they traipsed across the room, through another door next to the main bedroom. 
 
    A nervous-looking woman appeared, her uniform rather like the grubby chef’s whites I’d put on when I’d been here earlier. She half curtsied and half bowed, her eyes fixed on a spot over Gabriel’s shoulder. ‘Lord Ghrashbreg has ordered that your bathroom be prepared for a shower. If we draw you a bath, the, uh, dirt covering will simply slide off and float in the water.’  
 
    I was intrigued. So they really could shower properly here. A shiver of delight ran through me, despite my distaste at the waste of electricity. 
 
    ‘You mean the wooden contraption?’ Gabriel asked. 
 
    The woman nodded. ‘I will show you.’  
 
    Smoothing her hands down her front, she walked into the bathroom. The last of the water-bearing servants had just departed. There was a ceramic bathtub in one corner but in another was a wooden tub with high sides and a ladder propped up against it. From the steam rising at the top, it seemed that this was where the hot water had been deposited. 
 
    ‘There’s a pump here,’ the woman said, pointing. My eyes followed her finger and understanding finally dawned. She squeezed the lever up and down a few times and a sprinkling of water appeared from a shower head. The setup was ingenious. Then another more sobering thought occurred to me. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘The pump is here. The shower is there. Someone needs to be in the room to pump the water while I shower.’ 
 
    The woman nodded vigorously. ‘Oh yes. There are only three of these showers in the castle and we would never expect the users to have to pump for themselves.’ 
 
    I suspected there was an innuendo in there somewhere but this wasn’t really the time. ‘Right,’ I said slowly.  
 
    ‘But don’t worry,’ she continued, ‘we’ll arrange for a servant to do that for you.’ 
 
    Absolutely no chance. It wasn’t a modesty thing, it was the thought of some poor sap sweating while I enjoyed a hot shower that offended me. 
 
    ‘Saiya and I will manage for ourselves.’ Gabriel smiled. 
 
    Whoa. Absolutely no chance – and this time it was a modesty thing. Forget that he’d already virtually seen me naked; I wasn’t going to shower in front of him. No way. 
 
    ‘As you wish,’ the woman replied. 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue but Gabriel’s hand shot out and squeezed my arm in warning. I glared at him. He ignored me. 
 
    ‘Dinner will be brought to you at eight,’ she added. ‘We will set it up in the main drawing room.’ 
 
    I knew that room well; it was where my shadow had been trapped inside the salt circle. 
 
    ‘Perfect. Thank you very much.’ 
 
    She stumbled out as if she couldn’t wait to leave. As soon as I heard the click of the main door, Gabriel turned to me. ‘Get your clothes off then.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘You’re filthier than I am, Saiya.’ He stretched over and tested the shower pump. As a gush of water sprinkled down from above, he lowered his voice. ‘And with the water running, they can’t eavesdrop.’ 
 
    Oh. A flutter of disappointment coursed through me. Fair enough. 
 
    ‘I’ll shower after you,’ he said. ‘So come on. We don’t want the water to get cold. Clothes off.’ His tone was business-like; he could have been a doctor performing a routine inspection. It didn’t matter; I still felt awkward. 
 
    Turning my back on him, I fumbled with my top. A good amount of Death Worm gunk had dried on it, making the material stiff and unyielding so it wasn’t easy to remove. After a moment or two of watching me struggle, Gabriel apparently had had enough. ‘Don’t move,’ he murmured.  
 
    I felt rather than saw him behind me. His warm breath clouded against my neck, followed by his fingers gently edging their way round. I was frozen to the spot. 
 
    ‘Saiya?’ 
 
    I squeaked. 
 
    ‘Don’t forget to breathe.’ 
 
    All at once I expelled the air I hadn’t realised I was holding. ‘I…’ I stammered. 
 
    ‘Shh.’ He reached up, brushing his fingers against the soft hairs that curled round my ear. ‘I know. I was there for that kiss too. The connection runs deep, Saiya, deeper than even I could have imagined. I felt what you’re feeling. I feel the same now.’  
 
    Good for him. But I didn’t know what I was feeling. Heady lust, combined with something far stronger that could only be because of this stupid Fior Ghal thing. I burned where his skin touched mine but that didn’t mean I was going to let him use me as his baby incubator.  
 
    His hesitation yanked me back to reality. I didn’t pull away but I coughed and straightened. ‘We’re both covered in ick and the water’s getting cold,’ I said, recovering the use of my voice and most of my senses. ‘And we have plans to make and a country to save. Just rip the fabric and let’s get on with this.’ 
 
    ‘As my lady commands.’ Gabriel’s voice was barely audible, even though his mouth was right by my ear. With one deft movement, he tore my top apart before stepping back. I peeled the rest of it away from my skin and discarded it then swiftly divested myself of my remaining clothes. Without looking at him, I stepped underneath the shower and hot water cascaded down. 
 
    Gabriel’s touch might have been like nothing I’d ever experienced before – but the shower was sublime. I groaned as the water hit my skin; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a shower, let alone one with hot water. This was orgasmic. I closed my eyes, giving myself to the moment. Then I reached for the soap, started to scrub off the Worm goo and spoke. 
 
    ‘You were going to confront Ghrashbreg about the Stone out there,’ I said, my voice just audible over the rush of water. ‘If you’d done that, we both would have been dead.’ 
 
    ‘You’re probably right,’ Gabriel conceded. ‘But at that moment it seemed like the right thing to do. I am unused to lying. Concealing the truth or what I’m thinking does not sit well with me or my kind.’ 
 
    I wondered how he’d react if he knew how many truths I was concealing. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘if you get the urge to spill all again, give me a sign first so I can take over.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t happen again. I understand what’s at stake, Saiya, more than you know. Although we can be grateful for one thing.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ I asked, focusing on a particularly stubborn patch of dried gunk on my thigh. 
 
    ‘The wraith has been captured. That’s one less enemy to worry about.’ 
 
    I didn’t stop scrubbing. I was glad I was facing away from him. ‘How are we going to get out of here without the goblins noticing us?’ 
 
    There was a smile in his voice. ‘Before I came here, James made me have a plan prepared and ready so I could escape from the city with Rymark in tow. It involves some unusual Dark Elf jiggery-pokery but we can use it to escape from the castle. Trust me. It’ll be fine.’ 
 
    Had I any choice in the matter? I quickly rinsed off and scooted out from underneath the water. Gabriel was already thrusting a towel towards me; he was also naked. I had no idea how he’d managed that while pumping away at the water. I tried hard not to gawk at the expanse of smooth, nut-brown skin on display and swapped places with him. Averting my eyes, I fiddled with the pump then asked, ‘Ready?’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    With steady, regular movements, I pushed down and pulled up, surprised at how smooth the machinery was. Gabriel didn’t appear quite as ecstatic about the shower as I’d been, but he probably had a scalding hot version of his own every single day. And I bet that didn’t involve a hand pump and a dozen servants. 
 
    ‘We have to find Angela’s little box of tricks,’ he said, using a squirt of shampoo to wash his hair. ‘With luck, it’ll lead us to the Stone.’ He paused. ‘You’ve still not told me where her box is.’ 
 
    No, I hadn’t. I probably should; if something happened to me, it made sense that Gabriel also knew its location. Whatever his motivation, there had been nothing to suggest we weren’t on the same side – the side of finding the Stone of Scone and keeping it as far away from the goblins as possible. 
 
    ‘Your hesitation says it all, Saiya,’ Gabriel continued. His tone vibrated with anger. ‘You don’t trust me.’ He turned in my direction. ‘Look at me.’ 
 
    Reluctantly I lifted my eyes to his, avoiding gawping at his body. Darkness glittered back at me. ‘You will learn to trust me,’ he promised. ‘In everything. And the next time you moan like you did under that shower it will be because of my touch and my touch alone.’ 
 
    My tongue cleaved to the roof of my mouth, his husky vow robbing me of my voice. No one had ever spoken to me like that before. Whether I was more astonished or more turned on was anyone’s guess.  
 
    Gabriel’s mouth curved into a crooked smile. ‘There’s not much water left and it’s getting bloody cold. We’ll leave at midnight and take things from there. Assuming Rymark and Angela get to Holyrood and speak to James, then time is running out for us.’ He began to soap his torso. Eyes, Saiya; look him in the eyes. ‘I don’t know you well yet and I don’t know what you’re thinking or what you’re capable of but I’m pretty certain you’re not someone who likes to fail. Neither do I. We’ll do this, Saiya. We’ll do it together. And then…’ His voice trailed off. 
 
    And then I’ll run away screaming. The thought popped into my head before I could stop it. I smiled back. ‘Let’s focus on the Stone for now.’ I switched hands, my right one sore from working the pump for so long.  
 
    Gabriel shook himself, wiping away the last of the soap suds, and stepped out unselfconsciously. While he reached for a towel, I muttered something about feeling cold and left him to it so I could get dressed. The image of his naked body was seared into my mind and I needed space to shake it away, but that was easier said than done. With my own clothes ruined, yet again I was forced to wear something of Gabriel’s. His scent lingered around me in a permanent cloud.  
 
    There were worse things. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    ‘I thought I might go for a wander round the castle,’ I said, as casually as possible. It was hard work maintaining a conversation when we were probably being eavesdropped upon. ‘We still have a couple of hours before dinner and I’d like a look round. I might not get another chance.’ 
 
    Gabriel’s brows snapped together. ‘But you worked here as a chef. You must know the castle inside out.’ 
 
    Darn it; I’d forgotten that. I couldn’t tell him the truth even if I wanted to, not without the sound of running water to mask our conversation. ‘Well,’ I demurred, ‘I spent most of my time in the kitchen. And I hadn’t worked here for long when I, uh, ran into you.’ 
 
    A muscle throbbed in his cheek. ‘Who was it who broke your fingers, Saiya? Was it Ghrashbreg?’ 
 
    I sighed. Two snapped pinkies seemed of little consequence considering what else was going on. Truthfully, I’d forgotten all about them. ‘It doesn’t matter now.’ 
 
    His eyes darkened. ‘Yes, it does. It might be easy to forget about after the recent traumas you’ve experienced. You were abducted by a wraith. You almost had an entire building collapse on top of you. There was a Death Worm. And…’ he glanced round, remembering that we might be overheard, ‘lots of other things.’ 
 
    ‘Just leave it,’ I said tiredly. ‘It really isn’t a big deal any more.’ 
 
    Gabriel folded his arms. ‘I seem to recall,’ he said, ‘that some time in the not-too-recent past I made it clear that I wasn’t going to let you out of my sight ever again. That holds true. If you’re going for a wander then I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ 
 
    He looked surprised, as if he’d been expecting me to argue. He was right about one thing: he really didn’t know me very well. I offered a meek smile and his expression relaxed. Poor Gabriel, I thought, telling myself it was pity and not guilt that I was feeling. 
 
    ‘Before we go, tell me something.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘What’s your favourite colour?’ 
 
    ‘Blue.’ 
 
    Gabriel smiled. ‘Like the sky.’ 
 
    Yeah. So? ‘What’s yours?’ 
 
    His eyes dropped to my lips. ‘Dusky pink,’ he murmured. He grinned at my expression. ‘Okay. I really like yellow the most. Like sunlight. What’s your favourite type of music?’ 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him I’d not heard proper music for months but that wasn’t what was going on here. I gazed at him, vaguely exasperated. ‘R&B, I guess. You?’ 
 
    ‘Classical.’ 
 
    I managed not to roll my eyes. 
 
    Gabriel smirked. ‘I have a penchant for Rihanna as well.’ 
 
     I scoffed and moved for the door. He caught my hand and pulled me back. He scanned my face, suddenly looking serious. ‘I know you’re holding a great deal back from me, Saiya, and I know you don’t really trust me. Colours and music don’t mean that I know you well as a person. I don’t need to know those kinds of things to feel the connection we have between us and how deep it runs.’ He took my hand and placed it against his heart. ‘Our hearts beat in unison now. I’m not being cheesy – it’s actually true.’  
 
    He let out a short laugh but the look in his eyes intensified and his pupils darkened until they were almost black. ‘I’d been prepared for the physical sensations my Fior Ghal would inspire but I hadn’t expected the emotional sensations to be so extreme as well. We might have met under traumatic circumstances and you might despise me for not acting sooner to help Stirling but I promise you one thing: I will spend the rest of my life proving that I’m worthy of you. Whatever it takes.’ 
 
    My mouth was dry. Underneath my fingers, I felt the steady thrum of his heartbeat. He was right, it did mirror my own, but that did nothing to make me feel better. I tried to remember how he’d treated my shadow form. I tried to remember that I hated being touched and that I was really nothing more to him than a vessel for his child. In the end all I could do was pull away and ignore the brief flash of disappointment in his face. 
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ I muttered. ‘It will take us a while to walk round.’ I didn’t look at him again, I simply walked out of the room.  
 
    But when I heard his footsteps following me, I did relax. Infinitesimally, anyway. 
 
    *** 
 
    I wasn’t ambling carelessly around Stirling Castle because I could; I had a definite destination. Ghrashbreg had stated that the wraith was being held in the dungeons. He wouldn’t have very long left. By my estimate, his shadow must have been separate from his real body for at least twelve hours; much longer and he’d pass the point where he’d have the energy to slip unnoticed out of the city. The Gneiss goblins could be holding his physical form and they might destroy him for his failure to kill Ange. I couldn’t let him give up on escape. If there was a way to help him, I would find it. 
 
    I took a circuitous route because the last thing I wanted Gabriel to know was my destination. As he caught me up, I paused at a portrait of an extraordinarily ugly looking goblin and pretended to be interested in the brush strokes. Then I headed outside. I stopped in the inner courtyard and glanced around, as if not sure where to go next. 
 
    ‘There’s a pretty garden over to the east,’ Gabriel murmured. 
 
    I didn’t want to go there, I wanted to go in the opposite direction. I’d never been inside the building where the castle dungeons were located but I knew where it was. I tilted my head towards Gabriel and managed a smile. ‘That sounds good although…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    I shrugged and looked abashed. ‘I’d quite like to see the sunset from up here. Any time I’ve been here before, I’ve been working in the kitchens at this hour and not had the chance to see it. Considering the views you can get up here, it must be something.’ 
 
    His expression softened. ‘You’re more of a romantic than I realised.’ 
 
    No, I thought sadly; I’m just better at lying than you realise. It occurred to me that I really wanted to tell him the truth but I knew it would cause more complications than I could deal with right now. Instead I smiled and he returned it with a dazzling glimmer of white teeth that made my heart lurch. Then he turned towards the left and the western side of the castle where we could enjoy the sunset together – and where I would have easy access to the dungeons. 
 
    We passed numerous goblins. At one point, I spotted Boxburn, the Filit to whom I'd promised some nettle soup. He glanced in my direction and for a moment it seemed as if he were coming over and speak to me but his eyes drifted to Gabriel and he swallowed, before quickly turning on his heel and heading in the opposite direction. Interesting. 
 
    Although my motive for heading to the western wall was sneaky, I couldn’t help being impressed by the view when we got there. From the edge of the sandstone parapet, rolling hills with a faint covering of evening fog stretched out as far as the eye could see. Majestic trees dotted the landscape, their verdant green visible even from this distance.  
 
    If I glanced to my right, I could see Stirling city stretching down towards the muddy brown river. Unsurprisingly, there were few people on the streets; with night approaching, anyone sensible who didn’t possess the protection of wealth like the Markburys was already hiding inside their cold homes. My fellow citizens were probably staring at their empty cupboards and wondering where they would find enough food to feed their starving families. Even those who’d just received their weekly rations would know they had very little to stretch out until the next handouts. I sighed. Maybe this time next week things would be different. 
 
    If I looked away from the city; to the right I could see the Gneiss encampment. To my untrained eye, there were thousands of them. They’d been there for three long years but this was the first time I realised just how many of them there were. It was a miracle that they hadn't already gained access to Stirling and usurped the Filit goblins. 
 
    There was a steady stream of vehicles heading into the encampment rather than away from it. No doubt they were shoring up their reinforcements to prepare for what would happen when Ghrashbreg and the others found the Stone of Scone. Nothing would happen if I found it first. 
 
    ‘It’s quite something, isn’t it?’ Gabriel murmured. ‘Remarkably beautiful. You’d think this city alone would be worth fighting for.’ 
 
    You’d think it would be – but apparently it was not until kingship of the entire country was at stake. Power trumped everything these days. ‘Yeah.’ I ran a hand over my head and sighed. 
 
    The sun was lowering, its brightness diminishing; streaks of pink and red and violet skated across the sky. We were late and I had to hustle. I coughed and then looked at Gabriel. ‘Erm,’ I said, awkwardly, ‘I actually really need to…’ Pee? Powder my nose? Take a whizz? What sort of vocabulary did one use around an Envoy like him? 
 
    Fortunately, he seemed to understand without my having to spell it out. He frowned and looked at a doorway in one of the smaller buildings. ‘There might be appropriate facilities in there,’ he said.  
 
    I looked over. No one had come in or out of that doorway since we’d arrived. It would have to do. ‘I won’t be long,’ I said. Without meeting his eyes, I scuttled off, wrenching open the oak door and making sure to close it behind me. There was a small open window; it was more than big enough for my shadow to slip through. 
 
    Sprinting down the stone-flagged corridor, I spotted another door. Inside was a large room with an open fireplace and various sticks of furniture. The ornate chairs and carved wooden table were not much help to me but the large armoire in the corner was perfect and I darted over to it. It contained nothing more than a few loose leaves of yellowing paper and some old books. I squeezed inside and pulled the armoire door closed so that I was hidden if anyone entered the room. It wasn’t perfect but it would do at a pinch. 
 
    Heaving in a deep breath and absorbing the musty air into my lungs, I separated my shadow from my body. My consciousness moved into wraith mode. Sliding out from the small gap in the armoire door, I retraced my steps. This time I flitted against the wall and moved much faster than I’d been able to do with my corporeal form. 
 
    When I reached the open window, I sprang up and peeked out. Gabriel's back was turned towards me, his hands resting against the stone parapet as he watched the sun continue its slow descent. I probably had less than five minutes before he started to get suspicious and came looking for me. It wasn’t enough, but beggars couldn't be choosers. Not this beggar anyway. 
 
    Condensing my shadow shape, I pushed out of the window and hastily skittered across the small open courtyard towards the door that led down rather than up. As soon as I was inside I picked up more speed, using every ounce of energy I had to get down to the dungeon quickly. I curved round and round a spiral staircase, ignoring the flickering torches that illuminated the descent. It went against every instinct I possessed but, now that I’d made the decision to do this, I didn’t have much choice. 
 
    When I reached the bottom of the staircase I knew I was in luck: there was only one guard posted in front of the main dungeon door. The door’s iron bars attested to both its purpose and the bone-chilling details of what lay beyond. Ordinarily the goblins preferred to keep their prisoners in the Tolbooth, both for safety's sake and convenience. The layout of this building suggested that the dungeons here were too small to house every poor being who fell foul of their quixotic laws.  
 
    The Filit guard had broad shoulders and scarred skin and he was probably fearless in carrying out his duties – but he had to see me to stop me. It was far easier to slide past one powerhouse than to sidle past several pairs of eyes belonging to weaker goblins. 
 
    I stood motionless until the guard blinked. With impeccable timing, I threw myself up to the ceiling, using the shadows there to hide, then I scampered along like a gigantic spider. When I passed above the guard’s head he didn't even flinch. After that it was easy to squeeze my shadow through the iron bars towards the cells. 
 
    There were only six of them and they were in an even worse condition than the Tolbooth was before the Gneiss goblins blasted it to smithereens. Slime dripped from the walls and the damp air would have made even the healthiest set of lungs cough. I peered into the first cell, my gaze sweeping its corners before I moved on to the second one. Bingo.  
 
    It was clear that the Filits were taking no chances. There wasn't one ring of salt around my new wraith buddy, there were three concentric circles trapping him inside. That was my fault; by escaping from Gabriel's magical web, I'd made the goblins paranoid.  
 
    They hadn't left the wraith much wiggle room; he was standing bolt upright with only about three inches of air encircling his shadow. If I had been inside the circle, I would have been like him – unable to do a single thing to free myself. But magical wards like this one were difficult beasts to manage. The magic was contained within the circle, not outside it, and that meant that even in my shadow form I could break it. After all, I was currently outside the danger zone rather than inside it. 
 
    Unwilling to waste any more time I kicked out, sending salt flying in all directions. The wraith jerked, suddenly aware of my presence. I scuffed the floor again, this time disturbing enough of the salt to break all three circles. It was the best I could do. Regardless of the wraith’s employers, or what he'd been sent here to do, I had no quarrel with him. He had sacrificed himself so that Ange and I could get away; the least I could do was to give him a fighting chance of escape. Whatever awaited him when he returned to his physical form with the Gneiss goblins was his problem but I would have paid my debt. 
 
    For a moment the wraith seemed to look at me, his shadow entirely motionless. Then he raised his hand in acknowledgement and leapt past me. A breath later he was gone. I spun round, ready to follow him out of the small dungeon when something caught my eye in one of the other cells. I paused. I had to get back to Gabriel but something was tugging me towards that cell. I edged down to get a better look. I wished I hadn't. 
 
    It was Marrock. He might have been face down on the floor in a puddle of blood but I'd have recognised his slight form anywhere. When I realised that the cell door was open, a shudder rippled through me. There was only one reason why the goblins wouldn’t worry about a prisoner escaping through an open door.  
 
    I sprang towards him, altering my shadow so that I could flip over his inert body. As soon as I did so, my worst fears were confirmed. One eye stared sightlessly up at me, the glazed white caul of death already covering its surface. His other eyeball dangled uselessly from its socket by a thin red membrane. His blood had stopped flowing but the open wounds on his body showed what had happened to him after we'd left him. The goblins had worked fast. I wondered how much information Marrock had yielded while under torture. He might have had his uses for the Filits but, when discovery of the Stone of Scone was in play, they were obviously taking no chances. 
 
    I stumbled away, feeling sick to my stomach. Had Marrock known this would be his fate when he promised to delay the goblins so we could escape? Did this mean that there was already an army on its way to intercept Ange, Becky and the others on their urgent errand to Prime Minister James? I wondered if there was anything I could do about it and realised probably not. Our only hope now lay with Gabriel and me finding the Stone before the goblins did. If we didn't, more of us would suffer Marrock's fate. 
 
    I did everything I could to disconnect myself from what I had seen. With a heavy soul, I trudged back towards the main dungeon door. The goblin guard outside was in exactly the same position as before. I should have felt glad that my fellow wraith had slipped out quietly and without giving my presence away but all I felt was ill. The one time Marrock had done something unselfish, he'd wound up as a corpse face down on a cold, slimy floor. What a fucking waste. 
 
    I flitted back across the ceiling, keeping an eye on the guard, and went back up the staircase and out the way I’d come. When I reached the courtyard outside, not only had the sun dipped beyond the hills but there was no longer any sign of Gabriel. That meant he was looking for me, ratcheting up the danger for us both to perilous levels. At that moment I found it hard to care, given the gruesome sight I'd just seen. There was a strange, dull ache in the centre of my chest; by the time I reached my physical body, still hiding lifelessly in the armoire, my nausea was coalescing into rage. 
 
    After my shadow reconnected, I started to push open the armoire door and step out. The unmistakable sound of goblin voices reached my ears and I held back. I strained to listen. 
 
    ‘…worry about him. He might be a Dark … still mortal.’ 
 
    ‘If he can smell… We … all … trouble…’ 
 
    The voices faded away. I gritted my teeth. It was obvious who they were talking about but I'd only heard a phrase or two and I couldn't connect the dots. I was supposed to be good at piecing together secrets from fragments but I was struggling to push past the mental image of Marrock's corpse and focus. I wasn't used to my emotions overpowering me like this.  
 
    I couldn't dwell on it. I had to get back to Gabriel before he did something we’d both regret. I jumped out of the armoire and made for the door, pulling it open an inch so that the corridor beyond was visible. Whoever the goblins were, there was no sign of them now. With my heart thudding against my ribcage, I skidded back towards the main exit. Before I reached it, however, it slammed open.  
 
    Ghrashbreg and Gabriel appeared, one looking worried and the other suspicious. 
 
    ‘Saiya.’ There was no mistaking the relief in Gabriel's voice. ‘Where did you go?’ 
 
    If ever there was a moment to lie convincingly, this was it. I locked away my feelings about Marrock – and everything else – in a small box deep inside my heart and pasted a bashful look on my face. ‘I'm sorry,’ I gabbled. ‘I could say I got lost on my way to the restroom but the truth is that I was distracted by the castle. It's amazing in here. There are chairs in that room over there that must be hundreds of years old. The fabric on them is like nothing you've ever seen before. The gold brocade and the intricate embroidery.’ I shook my head in breathy amazement. ‘You need to come and see them.’ 
 
    Gabriel blinked. I hadn't given any indication that I was interested in antique furniture or that fine needlework would ignite my inner joy. It wasn't him I needed to convince, however.  
 
    Ghrashbreg smoothed the suspicion away from his eyes and smiled at me. ‘Saiya,’ he sighed. ‘Dear Saiya. It's not safe to wander around the castle without an escort. You might be mistaken for an intruder. The last thing we want is for you to be hurt because you are nosing around places where you shouldn't be.’ He glanced down at my hands very deliberately, as if to remind me exactly what he was capable of. 
 
    I wondered whether Gabriel noticed the dangerous edge to Ghrashbreg's words or the way he looked at me. I didn’t dare look at him to check. ‘You are right, Lord Ghrashbreg,’ I murmured, not faking my fear. ‘I offer my sincerest apologies. I was being foolhardy by poking around on my own.’ It occurred to me that I was laying on my apology a bit too thickly and I pulled back slightly. ‘You can't blame me, though. You goblins have kept us out of most of the castle for decades. It's only natural to want to look around – but I’ll heed your warning and I won't do it again.’  
 
    Rather than appear too contrite, I tilted up my chin as if daring him to argue. The goblin Lord would never believe a grovelling apology but a touch of misplaced defiance was something he could get behind. I hoped I'd done enough. At least I wasn't in the building which housed the dungeons; if I'd been caught there, we were doomed. 
 
    ‘I can understand your enthusiasm,’ Ghrashbreg said, in a tone that suggested he didn’t. He turned to Gabriel. ‘You ought to keep a closer eye on your Fior Ghal,’ he said, as if I were an errant child who deserved a smack. Or a leash. 
 
    ‘I will.’ Gabriel looked grim and the darkness in his expression didn't bode well for me. Perhaps I was about to see his true colours. Perhaps the honour that he expressed so openly in polite company disappeared when he was behind closed doors and faced with a baby mama who had a wandering spirit. A niggling voice inside me said I had to stop doubting him so much; I was the shadowy one around here, not Gabriel de Florinville.  
 
    I lifted my gaze to meet his and was surprised to see amusement glinting back at me. I swallowed and looked away. The atmosphere was claustrophobic and it was increasingly hard to stand with Ghrashbreg facing me when I knew whose blood he had on his hands. My throat constricted. I had to get out of there. 
 
    ‘Don’t you have a meeting to go to, Lord Ghrashbreg?’ Gabriel enquired mildly.  
 
    ‘I do indeed,’ the goblin said. ‘Now that the sun is down.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Gabriel drawled, ‘please don't let us keep you. Saiya and I will return to our rooms.’  
 
    ‘That's a good idea,’ Ghrashbreg said. ‘I've taken the liberty of sending up a particularly fine bottle of wine for you to enjoy before dinner. It's uncorked and waiting for you.’ He plastered a smile on his swarthy face but it didn't reach his eyes; it was even more fake than the smile I was giving him. 
 
    Gabriel held out his hand to me. ‘Saiya?’ he questioned. ‘Shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ I walked towards him, realising that I was shaking. It had to be a result of Ghrashbreg's proximity. Doing everything I could not to touch the goblin as I passed, I took Gabriel's arm, ignoring the sharp look he sent me. As soon as my skin touched his, I felt another strange tingle. Oddly, it soothed me while his nearness was equally reassuring. But I still had to fight the urge to sprint out of the building and away from Ghrashbreg and anything to do with any goblin ever again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Neither Gabriel nor I said a word on the way back to his suite of rooms. I was mourning Marrock; I may not have called the wee man a friend but the pair of us had enjoyed a mutual understanding. He didn't deserve to die like that. I promised myself that I would do what I could to grant Marrock what he’d wanted and give him the immortality he craved. Whether we were successful here or not, the world would know Marrock’s name. I pulled my hand away from Gabriel and curled my fingernails deep into the flesh of my palms until I almost gasped with pain. People would be singing about Marrock for years to come. Centuries even. 
 
    I was starting to feel more composed by the time we got to the King’s Old Building. There was less than five hours until midnight when Gabriel and I would make our move. If it took my bloody death to resolve this, then I’d go happily. I was even starting to look forward to the prospect of escaping the goblins and thwarting their plans, despite the obvious peril.  
 
    I had no idea what Gabriel was thinking. Whatever brief amusement he’d exuded as I’d exchanged words with Ghrashbreg had vanished and his expression was now inscrutable. The way he marched forward with a stiff spine and clenched fists suggested intense anger. As far as I was concerned, he could keep his thoughts to himself but as soon as the door closed behind us, he was obviously determined to do anything but that. 
 
    ‘What the fucking hell was that all about?’ He grabbed my shoulders and glared into my eyes.  
 
    I was shaken by his rage. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘You know exactly what I'm referring to, Saiya. What were you doing sneaking around that building? You were fooling nobody. Don't you realise the danger you put yourself in?’ 
 
    I pulled away from him and put my hands on my hips, mirroring his ferocity. ‘Danger? Danger?’ My voice rose. ‘You dare to talk to me of danger?’ I raised a hand in the air, extended my index finger and twirled it before tugging on my earlobe to remind him that we were probably being eavesdropped upon. 
 
    Gabriel emitted a low growl, a primeval sound that affected me in ways I didn't dare to think about too closely. He opened his mouth to speak, frustration obvious on his face, then cast his eyes up to the ceiling and tempered his words.  
 
    ‘Stirling Castle is ruled by the goblins,’ he said in a tone laden with equal measures of both ice and fire. ‘And Stirling city is ruled by the goblins too. You might be my Fior Ghal but that does not mean you have the key to this damn castle. You cannot wander around it and expect not to be challenged. I don't care how interested you are in gold brocade or pretty embroidery. Even I wouldn't dare nosey around goblin rooms.’ 
 
    ‘Nosey around? I was interested!’ I threw my hands in the air. ‘Unlike you, I'm from this city. I have every right to admire the furniture. It's more mine than it is yours.’ 
 
    ‘The furniture belongs to the goblins,’ he retorted. ‘They control this place.’ 
 
    Much like they control life and death, I thought. My life; Marrock's death. A tear rolled down my cheek. I wasn't sure who was more taken aback, me or Gabriel. He stepped towards me, concern etched into his expression. I stepped back, indicating I didn't want him to touch me, and dashed the tear away. 
 
    ‘Just how many babies am I supposed to give you before you’ll leave me alone?’ I demanded. 
 
    Gabriel stared at me. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ I said. ‘Or is my role to keep on getting pregnant over and over again until my body gives way or the menopause kicks in?’ 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ he said slowly, ‘what on earth are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘This freaking Fior Ghal business,’ I said. ‘The reason you're so determined that I don’t do anything to put myself into jeopardy.’ 
 
    His brow furrowed as if he still didn’t understand me. ‘Saiya?’ he said again. ‘What do you—?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up!’ I yelled. Every turbulent emotion I was feeling was flung into those two words. I didn't know what was wrong with me. I didn't normally act like this. I didn't normally feel like this. 
 
    ‘I can't answer your question unless you let me speak,’ Gabriel said calmly, which infuriated me even more. 
 
    I ground my teeth. Bloody Gabriel de Florinville with his rock-hard body, his perfectly chiselled lips and his ability to get under my skin in a way no one ever had before. I folded my arms. ‘Fine,’ I snapped. ‘Talk.’ 
 
    He gave me a long, considering look. ‘All the times that I imagined my Fior Ghal, I never thought she would be like you,’ he said softly. ‘The fire and anguish inside you is almost unbearable to watch. All I want to do is take away your pain and make your life better. I want you to stop flinching every time I come close. I want you to learn to trust me, Saiya.’ He spoke my name like a caress but I didn’t want to be caressed; I wanted to scream and punch something. 
 
    Gabriel stepped backwards as if affording me the space I craved. ‘What do you think a Fior Ghal is?’ he asked carefully. 
 
    ‘Marrock told me,’ I said, my voice catching on his name. Another tear escaped and this time I didn't bother brushing it away. ‘I'm supposed to have your babies. Supposedly I'm the only one in the world fertile enough for your damned sperm. My role is to incubate Dark Elf children and populate Scotland with more of your kind.’ I glared at him. ‘Go on then, tell me I'm wrong.’ 
 
    Gabriel watched me silently for a few seconds then heaved a sigh and ran a hand through his hair. ‘It makes more sense now,’ he muttered. ‘I assumed you knew what a Fior Ghal was. I should have done this differently – I should have done it all so differently.’ He sighed again. ‘It is true that you are the only woman in the world able to bear my children.’  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but he gestured at me to let him finish. 
 
    ‘However, there is far more to it than that. Each Dark Elf has only one Fior Ghal, the person they are destined to spend their life with. We use the word Fior Ghal but what we really mean is soul mate. It's not about procreation; it’s not even about the joy of sex. It's about a far deeper connection than that.’ His eyes beseeched me. ‘Don't deny it, Saiya. I know you feel the same connection when I touch you. That's why you're so scared of it. You feel like I do. There is no one else in this world for me and there’s no one else in this world for you. Fate means us to be together. Our lives are written in the stars. Our passion, our feelings, our love, are all unquenchable. The only thing that will ever make me truly happy,’ he said with a hint of desperation, ‘is making you truly happy.’ 
 
    I wrapped my arms tightly around my body. The space between us felt like a chasm. ‘You are saying,’ I said slowly, ‘that a Fior Ghal is a soul mate.’ The words didn’t compute. 
 
    ‘No,’ he replied. ‘Not a soul mate. The soul mate. My soul mate. You're the only one for me.’ He gave a faltering breath. ‘It's not supposed to be this hard,’ he said. ‘The hard part is supposed to be finding your Fior Ghal, not convincing them that’s who they are.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know this is true?’ I ignored the tremor in my voice. ‘How do you know this isn't just biology telling you that you want to have sex with me so that I will have your child? Once I'm impregnated, your job will be done,’ I said bitterly. ‘Once I’ve popped out a baby, my role will be over.’ 
 
    ‘It's not like that,’ he growled. His dark eyes swept over my body. ‘I'll prove it to you.’ He stepped towards me, his body stiff with resolve.  
 
    I swallowed my fear. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘I'm going to prove to you how much we are meant to be together.’ He took another step towards me. 
 
    I backed up until my spine pressed against the wall. ‘Don't you dare touch me,’ I hissed. 
 
    ‘I promise I will not lay a finger on you,’ he said, ‘until you beg.’ His eyes gleamed, his earlier frustration replaced with desire coupled with determination. No way. This was not happening. 
 
    ‘That's not going to happen.’ I wished I felt as confident as I sounded. 
 
    ‘After you have begged me to touch you,’ he said, as if I hadn’t spoken, ‘I will make you scream in a way that no man has ever done before.’ 
 
    I was a wraith – I hated being touched. Supposedly. I'd never been with a man who had made me scream before because I'd never been with a man but I wasn't going to tell him that. ‘We can’t do this,’ I insisted. 
 
    ‘Of course we can.’ He reached me. 
 
    I had no clue what he was planning to do. I banked down the temptation to feel his hands, his lips, his body on me, and gazed at him with sad eyes. Marrock, I mouthed. 
 
    Whatever Gabriel had been about to do, I stopped him in his tracks. The flames of desire in his dark eyes were replaced by something different; it looked like a flash of hurt replaced quickly by anger. Then it occurred to me that it wasn't anger that Gabriel was feeling, it was jealousy. He had completely misunderstood my meaning when I’d brought up Marrock’s name. 
 
    I met Gabriel's eyes, my own gaze unwavering, then I slowly drew one finger across my throat. He looked confused for a moment before he realised what I meant. His eyes widened as if requesting urgent confirmation and I nodded.  
 
    Gabriel staggered back slightly and his shoulders dropped. It was one thing to know theoretically what the goblins were capable of; it was another to learn that it had happened to someone you knew. Gabriel de Florinville was finally beginning to see what it meant to live in Stirling under goblin siege and goblin rule. Part of me wished I could erase the knowledge from his eyes and part of me wanted to reach out and hug him. 
 
    He spun away back to the desk, opened a drawer then another and another. In our brief absence, it appeared that someone had been inside the room and removed all the paper and pens. Whether they had realised what we had been up to or they were guarding against future notes, I couldn't say. I wondered what else was missing. The goblins’ actions sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    Gabriel's posture was ramrod straight and a muscle throbbed in his cheek, indicating his fury. There was no telling what he would do. I’d witnessed plenty of others with the same look in their eyes, especially during the early days of the siege. It only took a second to completely flip and say or do something that would lead to destruction. Gabriel was teetering on the edge between rationality and fury; I had to bring him back. 
 
    I placed a hand on his arm. It was such a small gesture and I didn’t believe it would be enough to calm him but, as soon as my skin touched his, he stopped moving. He was as still as a statue. I left my fingers where they were, marvelling at the heat of his body and how right it felt to touch him. To someone else it would be a fleeting gesture of comfort but for me it was a revelation.  
 
    Gabriel was right. I knew in my heart of hearts that we were connected for life. It wasn't just sexual intimacy with him that I craved – although I knew from the look in his eye that when he'd promised to make me scream he had not been lying and there was a lot to look forward to. No; what really made me understand the connection between us was the revelation that I needed, wanted and couldn't bear to stop having him close to me. It was knowing that I could touch him and he would calm. It was knowing that I could touch him and I would feel reassured by the sensation rather than horrified. His muscular body, his handsome face and his glittering eyes were wonderful things but they paled into comparison with the way my heart felt when I was next to him. He made my blood sing.  
 
    I lowered my head, ran my fingers down towards his wrist and felt his pulse throb steadily against my hand. Whether it made sense or not, his heart rate did indeed match mine. Goosebumps rose along the length of my body – and I wasn't even slightly cold. 
 
    Gabriel was looking at me with an unfathomable expression on his face. His earlier anger and his shock at the news about Marrock had been replaced by understanding. He knew what I was thinking and that I'd finally realised what it meant to be his Fior Ghal. Soul mate didn't begin to cover it; those words seemed trite in comparison to the truth. I'd never truly lived until this moment. I was completely terrified – but maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. 
 
    I pulled my hand away, absorbing the sensation of loss at no longer feeling his bare skin, then I reached up and gently brushed my lips against the corner of his mouth.  
 
    Gabriel still hadn't moved a muscle, as if he were afraid to break the spell. Perhaps movement would make both of us lose all sense of decorum and logic. And we knew, without saying it aloud, that we needed logic more than ever right now. Decorum, on the other hand, could go hang itself.  
 
    Pulling back my shoulders, I turned away from him and strode towards the window. I selected the same warped pane of glass that had helped me find these rooms, leaned forward and breathed out, fogging up the glass. With the tip of my index finger I traced out a single word: Torture. 
 
    Gabriel moved behind me and wrapped an arm round my waist. With his other hand he erased the word. His breath misted the pane and he wrote his own question: Where? 
 
    It wasn't possible to see the western side of Stirling Castle from here so I wrote: Dungeon.  
 
    Gabriel nodded in understanding, moved away and poured himself a glass of Ghrashbreg's wine. I glanced at a small carriage clock on the table to check the time. I started to cross the room to look at it more closely when my feet scuffed against something on the floor. It was salt – remnants of the magical circle that Gabriel had used to bind my wraith form. I froze.  
 
    I turned and looked at him as he swirled the ruby liquid in his wineglass. I had to tell him the truth about who I was. I just didn't know how. 
 
    Gabriel raised the glass to his lips. As soon as he did so, the pieces slid into place. My mouth opened in horror and I let out a strangled yell but it was too late. I was too late. The first of the wine had slipped past Gabriel’s lips. 
 
    I ran towards him and dashed the glass from his hand before slamming my fist into his back to force him to spit out the wine. A small amount of red liquid left his mouth and he frowned at me. He still didn’t understand the lengths the goblins would go to; he still thought he was safe. I knew in my heart that the wine he'd just sipped was poisoned. Either Marrock had yielded to the torture and given us up, or this was what Ghrashbreg had planned all along when Gabriel didn’t leave Stirling as he was supposed to.  
 
    I pointed to the liquid seeping across the floor like blood. I jumped up and down like a mad woman, trying to tell Gabriel what the problem was without alerting any goblin listeners. His tanned skin was already turning pale and beads of sweat were breaking out on his brow.  
 
    I mimicked ramming a finger down my throat and he nodded grimly. He tried to make himself sick but it was already too late; I could see his thighs trembling and his muscles going into spasms as he bent over.  
 
    Whatever was in the wine was fast acting and very strong. Ghrashbreg and the other goblins would expect us both to be drinking it by now. I gave us less than quarter of an hour before they came to pick up our dead bodies. Maybe they'd fling them into the same cell as Marrock’s. Whatever.  
 
    One thing was clear: if Gabriel and I were going to escape we had to leave now, not at midnight. Given the deathly pallor of Gabriel’s skin, I didn't rate our chances. 
 
    I dragged him to the window. I’d never told him where Ange’s box of tricks was hidden and in return he’d never told me the plan for escaping from the castle. I hastily scrawled the question. Escape plan? 
 
    Gabriel raised his head. Fever was already lighting his eyes and when he tried to speak all that came out was a groan. We were screwed; even if I could stop the poison rushing through his bloodstream, we couldn’t get out of the castle unnoticed. Even if we got out of the castle unnoticed, I couldn’t stop the poison. But I had to do something. 
 
    I thought quickly. Right now, my most pressing concern was the goblins discovering what was happening and finishing what they’d started. I had to delay them from coming here in such a way that they wouldn’t get suspicious. 
 
    Gabriel groaned. His knees gave way and he collapsed against me, no longer able to support his own weight. Flooded by panic, I crouched beside him. His lips moved. Filled with hope that he knew a way out of this, I put my ear by his mouth. He had to have a plan. 
 
    ‘Run.’ 
 
    That was it. I pulled back in despair and stared at him; he stared back in anguish, no longer able to speak. 
 
    Run. Pah. That wasn’t a plan. I couldn’t run and carry him, not when he was like this. Gabriel clutched weakly at my arm as if insisting that I go. I gently took his hand away and helped him into a more comfortable position, with his head elevated on a cushion . He tried to grab me again, his hand flailing upwards, but he was foiled by his own body as a racking spasm jerked through him and he collapsed again.  
 
    I wasn’t a doctor and I knew only the most basic first aid. I didn’t have a clue how to help him beyond what I’d already tried. If he hadn’t swallowed the poison before I’d stopped him, simply tasting it had done enough for it to enter his body. I cradled his head in my lap, gently opening his jaw so I could peer inside. His tongue was swollen and blue. It was a wonder he could breathe. 
 
    I racked my brains. Delay the goblins and stop the poison. There had to be a way – I wasn’t going to give up now. Then my eyes widened and suddenly I knew what to do. Carefully returning Gabriel’s head to the cushion, I stood up. Determination flooded through me.  
 
    I grabbed one of the high-backed chairs, dragged it to the main door and propped it under the handle. It would only hold back an unwanted visitor for a minute or two but a single minute could mean the difference between my life and death. Between Gabriel’s life and death. 
 
    I darted back to the window and tried to open it. The catch snagged. Unwilling to waste any more time, I grabbed a candlestick and smashed the glass. 
 
    From the floor, Gabriel moaned again. 
 
    ‘Everything will be fine,’ I said. ‘I’ve got this.’ Maybe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Much as I wanted to stay behind with Gabriel and make sure he was all right, I couldn't. I didn't dare look at him as I separated my shadow and left my shell next to his pain-wracked body; I didn't want to know if he'd noticed what I’d just done. He certainly gave no indication that he'd suddenly realised I was a wraith.  
 
    I burst through the broken window pane, making sure to keep one edge of my shadow along the side of the castle so that I didn't lose momentum. Pausing only for a second to get my bearings, I slid down the wall until I reached an open window that led into the floor that I needed. 
 
    The last time I’d sneaked along these corridors as a wraith, they'd been almost deserted and I was praying that they still would be. But considering that Ghrashbreg had sent lethal poison to the government’s Envoy, I wasn't convinced that I could count on that sort of solitude. Ghrashbreg and the other Filits were probably dancing around the castle corridors, gleefully anticipating our deaths. Rather than holding me back, that thought spurred me on. 
 
    I flitted from wall to wall, bouncing between the shadows so that I spent as little time in the light as possible. Harsh voices drifted out from beyond the corridor but I didn't try to listen to what was being said; my focus was on the closed door at the end of the corridor. I bloody hoped this would work. 
 
    I reached the last of the flaming torches that were hooked high on the wall, came to a sliding stop and concentrated on my shadow. This was the most dangerous part. I squeezed my eyes shut and pictured my hand in front of me before flexing my fingers and testing my grip. When I thought I had it, I opened my eyes to look at the torch. With my heart in my mouth, I stretched until my shadowy hand covered its conical wooden base. With slow deliberate movements, I lifted it up and pulled it free from its wall bracket.  
 
    It was so heavy that I knew I couldn’t hold it for long. Shadows, even sentient wraith shadows, aren’t built for lifting physical objects. I had no idea whether it was down to physics or magic but a flaming torch was more than a match for me. As I felt it already begin to slip from my grasp, I turned towards the closed door and concentrated even harder. By myself, I could have slipped underneath the gap at the bottom but I had to bring the torch with me, and that meant forcing open the door. 
 
    If shadows could sweat, I would have been dripping wet. Gripping the torch tightly, I used my free hand to turn the doorknob whilst slamming the rest of my shadowy body against the edge of the door. Thankfully it gave way and I stumbled forward but the momentum made me lose my precarious hold on the torch. It dropped to the floor, the flames flickering and dying against the cold stone flags. Panicked, I threw myself after it and scooped it up again. The last thing I wanted was for the fire to go out. 
 
    The room was exactly the same as it was the last time I’d ventured inside it. It didn’t appear as if anyone else had been here. The same cardboard boxes lay stacked all around, with the same faint stench of old clothing lingering in the air. I opened the nearest box, double-checked the contents, then shoved it so that the old clothes, rags and bits of paper were strewn across the floor. I did the same to a second box and then a third. By the time I'd done that, the torch was sliding from my fingers again. This time I let it fall. 
 
    There was enough rubbish on the floor for my plan to work. The flames started to lick at a mothballed tartan blanket. I'd been nervous that damp might have set in and the material would not ignite. Fortunately, this entire room didn't look as if it had been used for years and its contents were drier than Sally Slate’s wit. The edges of the blanket caught light almost immediately, the fire running along the fringed edges before leaping to some pieces of paper and an old ball gown. As the romantic hopes of a wealthy socialite went up in flames, I backed away. It was imperative that I kept an eye on the fire until I was sure it was properly ablaze. I couldn't afford for it to fizzle out. I needn't have worried; there was so much junk in this room that it transformed into a mini-inferno. 
 
    Thick, dark smoke seeped out into the corridor and the orange glow from the flames leached away behind me, as if pointing towards my shadow’s only escape route. The smell of burning was strong and pervasive and I'd barely gone three metres from the room when a goblin guard came to investigate.  
 
    Her attention was caught by the flames rather than by my dark shape. Her expression quickly turned to one of horror and, while I skittered above, she threw back her head and yelled. Moments later, more goblins appeared. As they took in the situation, panic quickly escalated. Stirling Castle was made of stone but there were plenty of wooden rafters and flammable structural additions that could throw the stability of the King’s old building into doubt, not to mention the valuable items dotted around all over the place. As several of the goblins began screaming for water, I nodded grimly. The more of this the better; Gabriel needed the diversion. 
 
    With the goblins focusing on the fire rather than on the dancing shadows, I sneaked past them without difficulty. I was on the look-out for a certain grape-carrying nymph. While Ghrashbreg came storming down the corridor and the goblins finally organised themselves into getting hold of some much-needed water, I located the statue snug in its alcove where, half a lifetime ago, I had hidden my backpack.  
 
    Using the same technique I’d employed with the torch, I transformed my hand into a three-dimensional form and snagged the bag from its hiding place. The one good thing was that the bag’s shape made it easier to carry than the torch had been. I was also fortunate that the fire was growing in intensity and all eyes were focused on it. If anyone saw a shadow transporting a backpack along one of Stirling Castle’s corridors, I dreaded to think what might happen. 
 
    My energy was draining with every step but I heaved the bag up the staircase until I was outside Gabriel's door. I dropped it with a loud thump and sagged in relief. A moment later my shadow altered its shape and I slipped under the tiny gap at the foot of the door so I could return to my physical body, move the chair, open up and retrieve the bag. 
 
    Gabriel hadn’t moved an inch. His eyes were closed and his skin looked even paler but at least he was still breathing, his chest falling and rising. Harsh, guttural gasps emitted from his mouth. I should have been relieved but I felt a pained lurch deep within my heart.  
 
    ‘If you die,’ I whispered, ‘I'll raze this castle to the ground.’ Then the world – and the goblins – would really know what wraiths were capable of.  
 
    I fumbled with the bag, finally opened it and pulled out the bottle from the first-aid kit. When I'd asked Marrock for the iodine I didn’t know what I would use it for. It had seemed like a sensible precaution at the time and if the wee man had been here now, if he had still been alive, I’d have kissed his lips for arranging it. At the very least.  
 
    The fact that the iodine inside the bottle was potable was a boon. I didn't know whether it would do Gabriel any good but it could hardly harm him. If this went as I hoped, the healing properties of the iodine would cancel out what the poison had done to him. It wasn't an antidote and it wouldn't work miracles but if it only halted the poison’s effects there would be hope. 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ I said softly. 
 
    All I received in response was a faint moan, barely audible over the sounds of shouting from the frantic goblins trying to put out the fire below us. 
 
    With no idea whether he could hear or understand me, I explained what I was about to do. ‘I’m going to give you something to drink, Gabriel,’ I said. ‘It probably won't taste very nice but I need you to drink it. I need you to do your best because,’ my voice dropped to a whisper, ‘I need you.’ 
 
    I unscrewed the top of the iodine bottle. Should I give him a few drops or should I throw caution to the wind and dump all the contents into his mouth? Darn it. I gritted my teeth and went for it. 
 
    The liquid was almost black and more viscous than I’d expected. At first, I allowed only a tiny amount to pass his lips then I leaned back on my heels and watched him carefully. Nothing happened: he didn't rise up and proclaim himself cured but neither did he choke or cough or die. That might be the best I could hope for.  
 
    I bent forward, gave him some more and again pulled back and waited. I let the iodine drip into Gabriel's mouth until more than half the bottle had gone. For good measure, I followed it up with a couple of the old paracetemol to help with the pain.  
 
    I stared at his chest. Was it my imagination or was he finding it easier to breathe? I put my ear to his heart; its beat seemed steady, if a little weak. It would have to do – I couldn't delay the inevitable any longer. 
 
    I stood up, taking Gabriel's heavy body with me. I hooked one of his arms round my shoulders to make it easier to carry him but I still staggered under his weight. This was going to be bloody hard. 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ I murmured, ‘I need you to try and walk. One foot in front of the other. One small step at a time.’ 
 
    He groaned. 
 
    With forced cheerfulness, I said, ‘I'm going to take that as your version of, “Why yes, Saiya, I would be delighted to walk. What a perfect evening for a stroll. And is that a barbecue I smell?”’ 
 
    He didn't say anything; he didn’t even groan. I steeled myself and shuffled towards the door, dragging Gabriel with me. ‘Come on,’ I muttered. ‘We can do this.’  
 
    The shouting from the floor below was increasing in intensity and the burning smell was growing stronger. Maybe I should have felt guilty at setting an ancient building full of extraordinary history alight but I didn’t. 
 
    Avoiding the closest staircase that led down next to the burning room, I heaved Gabriel to the stairs at the far end of the corridor. My throat was beginning to tickle. We’d barely managed a few steps when tendrils of yellow smoke snaked their way around us. 
 
    Gabriel groaned. ‘Fire,’ he muttered. ‘Not safe.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. I tried to ignore him but he dug in his heels, refusing to go any further. I turned my head towards him, registering the pain in his normally bright eyes. ‘We have to do this,’ I said firmly. ‘The fire is at the other side of the building. We need to get out of here and you need to cooperate.’ 
 
    He gazed at me for a moment as more smoke filtered upwards. Finally, he blinked in acquiescence. Thank goodness. He couldn’t do much to move himself forward but at least he was no longer resisting.  
 
    When we reached the third floor where the fire was, at first I was grateful that the smoke was thick and visibility was virtually nil. Three goblins sprinted past with wet cloths covering their faces. They were less than two metres from us but they didn’t even register our presence. My gratitude didn’t last long. By the time they had disappeared into the corridor, my eyes were streaming and my lungs were burning. I dreaded to think what effect the smoke was having on Gabriel in his already weakened condition. I had to get him out as quickly as possible. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, I speeded up, holding Gabriel firmly in place. We stumbled down the stairs to the second floor and then to the first without passing another living being. The air was clearer here but that also meant that the risk of being spotted was greater.  
 
    I’d just put my foot on the step at the top of the final staircase when Gabriel’s knees gave way and he collapsed. I dragged him back up, using the wall to prop him up, and we slipped down the rest of the way. I didn’t have the strength to carry his weight; our situation was becoming worse by the second. 
 
    It was obvious on the ground floor that we’d never get out of the main door. Goblins were streaming in, passing buckets of water to each other. It wouldn’t be long before they had the fire under control. Hissing, I dragged Gabriel into the nearest room and slammed the door shut behind us. 
 
    I released his body into a chair and he slumped forward, as if the effort of sitting was too much for him. I massaged my shoulder and neck to get rid of their stiffness then I twirled round, looking desperately for something that could help us escape. Any sort of disguise would be useful but there was nothing here. All I could see were old bits of rope and random jumble.  
 
    I couldn’t waste time searching. As soon as the fire was extinguished, Ghrashbreg would send someone to Gabriel’s rooms to check that we’d taken the poison and were dead. When he realised we’d escaped, he’d sound the alarm. We had to get far away from the castle towards Sally Slate’s neighbourhood to retrieve the puzzle box while we still had the chance. I tried not to think of the odds that we’d get within a mile of it. I had to stay optimistic.  
 
    Heading for the closed window on the western side – and therefore round the corner from the main entrance where the rest of the goblins were – I undid the latch and swung it open. The fresh air was like nectar. I gulped it in and then spun back round for Gabriel. The window was only a couple of metres off the ground but I had to get him through it somehow. 
 
    I grabbed him under his armpits and pulled him up. He fell against me and we staggered back, sending a pile of crockery smashing to the floor. Gabriel opened his eyes and blinked at me, a smile crossing his face. ‘Beautiful Saiya.’ 
 
    This was hardly the time for compliments and I had the sinking sensation that he was delirious. ‘We need to get out of here,’ I told him. ‘I’m going to have to push you out of the window.’ 
 
    His brow furrowed. ‘Huh?’ 
 
    I didn’t bother explaining again but dragged him to the window and tried to push him up towards it. I got him halfway up before my body gave way and he fell down again. Gritting my teeth, I tried again. I manoeuvred myself underneath him, using my knees to shove him upwards and my back to hold his body in place. Inch by screaming inch, I raised his heavy body, sliding him up the wall towards the window. He was a dead weight and it seemed like an impossible task.  
 
    I gathered every remaining ounce of strength and gave one almighty shove. With a faint groan, Gabriel fell out of the window and landed outside. I exhaled and wiped my forehead and eyes with my sleeve. One step at a time, Saiya, I told myself, trying not to think of the enormity of what lay ahead. 
 
    Scampering after Gabriel, I landed on my feet next to his prone body. I crouched down next to him. ‘Gabriel?’ I hissed urgently. ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    There was no answer. This time he didn’t even groan but he was still breathing, which eased my worry slightly. He was completely out for the count, however. I lifted up his eyelids, noting his dilated pupils, and quickly re-checked his mouth. The discolouration and the swelling seemed to be subsiding. I swallowed. Well, we were out of the building and maybe his condition was improving. Things could be worse. 
 
    Standing up, I left him where he was to check the area. We needed a clear route out. Given how hard it had been to shove him out of the window, there was no way that I could do the same thing at the castle walls. They were far higher and there was a steep drop to contend with on the other side. The only way I could get him out was through the front gate – but even with the fire, there was no way the gate would be unattended. 
 
    Skirting round the edge of buildings and avoiding the front of the King’s Old Building where the goblins were congregating, I hunkered down in a shadowy corner and hastily detached my shadow. I nipped up and over the rooftops so I could get a better vantage point.  
 
    There will still three goblins at the front, fidgeting anxiously and repeatedly glancing away from the entrance towards the castle. Great plumes of smoke rose into the night sky and I could see the glow of flames. Good, I thought grimly. I’d done a better job with the fire than I’d realised. With any luck, it had spread to other rooms. 
 
    I might not have been a genuine assassin like other wraiths but I knew that I could kill if I had to. Bringing down three goblins before they raised the alarm about another wraith intruder was beyond my death-inducing instincts but I had to try. How else would I get Gabriel out? 
 
    I was just about dart over the last roof so I could get as close to the goblins as possible when something caught my eye. Storming up the hill towards the gate was a familiar-looking figure. I squinted, then finally realised who it was: Isabella Markbury, with her girly entourage in tow. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ she demanded. ‘Are those Gneiss bastards attacking the castle now?’ 
 
    The middle guard stepped forward. He obviously recognised her and inclined his head respectfully. When he spoke, however, there was a hint of a sneer in his voice. She might be rich, and the Filits might be keen to keep her and her family on side, but she was still a human at the end of the day. 
 
    ‘Ms Markbury. You should go home.’ 
 
    There was a nervous titter from the twins behind her. Isabella put her hands on her hips. ‘I will not go home. I heard that Gabriel de Florinville is still here. In fact, I heard that he has found his Fior Ghal. I want to see this supposed soul mate.’ 
 
    Ah, now her visit made sense. She didn’t care about the fire blazing deep within the castle walls; she was the scorned woman and she wanted to know who she’d been tossed aside for. Where did she get her information from? I was impressed – the rich girl had skills. 
 
    Flitting back to my body, I quickly reconnected then jogged round until I could be seen at the main gate. I slowed to a walk and glanced over. True to form, Isabella was still arguing. I stopped, making sure that I chose the right spot so that she had a clear line of vision. After all, I was wearing one of Gabriel’s shirts. 
 
    Isabella halted in mid-sentence. She glared at me from behind the guards. ‘Is that her?’ 
 
    One of them looked over his shoulder, his eyes narrowing when he spotted me. Clearly I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. I froze, looking for all the world like a rabbit trapped in headlights. 
 
    ‘You!’ Isabella pointed at me with a long, imperious finger. 
 
    I glanced behind me, as if expecting someone else to be standing there. Isabella tutted loudly. ‘You, girl! With the white shirt one! Come here!’ 
 
    I bit my lip and shuffled over. ‘Yes?’ I did my best meek and mild impression. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘Saiya. Can you help me? Gabriel de Florinville is trapped inside that building and,’ my eyes widened expressively, ‘it’s on fire!’ I wrung my hands. ‘I only came out to get some nibbles that we could enjoy with the wine Lord Ghrashbreg sent up to us and now I can’t get back in.’ 
 
    All three goblin guards smirked. They obviously knew exactly what was in the wine but as long as they were imagining our impending deaths and not thinking too closely about how daft my story sounded, I didn’t care. 
 
    Isabella looked horrified. ‘You left him in there to fry?’ 
 
    The nearest guard folded his arms, his smirk growing into a grin. He was enjoying the show; I suppose human cat-fighting was better entertainment than worrying about your home being burned to the ground. ‘Tell you what,’ he drawled, ‘why don’t you all head back in. The fire will be under control soon and both of you can check on the Dark Elf and talk to him yourselves.’ He smacked his lips in anticipation of a fight. 
 
    I blinked rapidly. ‘Are you friends with him?’ I asked Isabella. ‘I’m sure he’d love to see you! It would be great to celebrate our engagement with someone he knows instead of all these goblins.’ 
 
    The smile disappeared from the guard’s face but Isabella didn’t even notice. ‘Engagement?’ she barked. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ the goblin growled. ‘Why don’t you all go in and celebrate?’ His voice dripped with disdain and he all but pushed Isabella and her three friends in my direction.  
 
    ‘Uh,’ I scratched my neck, ‘I’ll take you to the building where we’re staying but we should go the long way round. They’re working at the front to put out the fire. Once it’s been taken care of, I’ll take you up to Gabriel.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ she snapped, two points of colour high on her cheeks. There was another titter from the twins. This time the other friend, Tilly, joined in.  
 
    I walked off in the direction that I’d come from, taking small nervous steps so as not to alert the still-watchful guards. 
 
    ‘Are you really his Fior Ghal?’ Twin One asked. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Heather!’ Isabella snapped. Then she glared at me. ‘Well? Are you?’ 
 
    Relaxed in the knowledge that we were out of the goblins’ sight, I turned to them. ‘Who the fuck cares? There are more important things going on.’ They were stunned into silence. ‘Besides which, you were only ever interested in him because you thought he could help you get out of the city.’ 
 
    Isabella gaped at me. It wasn’t until her friends started to titter that she recovered and shook herself. ‘How dare you! I don’t know who you think you are but—’ 
 
    ‘Keep your voice down,’ I hissed. ‘This isn’t the time for histrionics. Gabriel de Florinville needs your help.’ I twisted past her and strode towards the dark corner where I’d left him. At first she didn’t seem inclined to follow but, when I looked over my shoulder and raised an irritated eyebrow, she stepped into line. And where Isabella went, her friends followed. 
 
    It wasn’t rocket science. She might not know me from Adam and she might not trust me in the slightest but I’d told her that Gabriel needed her help. I’d observed enough of human behaviour during my time in the shadows to know those were the magic words. He needed her help; he’d turned her down in front of an audience but now he couldn’t do without her. Coming to his aid made her feel like the bigger person. She’d happily play the role of saviour, especially with an audience surrounding her, because it would make her feel good about herself. Gabriel didn’t just want Isabella Markbury, he needed Isabella Markbury. It was simple psychology. Whether she actually could help him or not was a different matter. 
 
    I led Isabella and her less-than-merry troop the long way round, avoiding any further encounters with goblins. I had to literally shove them along when the fire in the Old Building came into view. Although there was more thick black smoke seeping out from every open window, the flames looked less fierce than they had been ten minutes ago. That didn’t bode well. 
 
    Gabriel was still lying in the same position. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or dismayed. In any case, Isabella’s reaction superseded my emotions. She let out a small cry and ran to his side. ‘What did you do?’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘I didn’t do anything. It was the goblins. He learnt more than he should have about what they’re up to so they poisoned him to get him out of the way. Right now they’re occupied by the fire but as soon as it’s been extinguished they’ll come looking for him. And me,’ I added. ‘We have to get him out of the castle before they start searching.’ 
 
    I hadn’t expected Isabella to flap her hands and run around squawking but her calm appraisal of the scene, not to mention her ability to sniff out the truth of the matter, impressed me. In an odd way, she reminded me of Marrock. Perhaps a brisk, impersonal manner was a natural by-product of dealing with the goblins on a day-to-day basis.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ she enquired. ‘What are the goblins up to?’ She tilted her head up towards me, her expression studiously bland, while Tilly examined Gabriel’s mouth and the twins just stared. 
 
    I didn’t waste time debating what to tell her – there wasn’t time. ‘The Stone of Scone,’ I said. ‘The version in Holyrood is fake. The goblins are seeking the real one and they think it’s here in Stirling. If they find it…’ 
 
    Isabella stood up in one smooth movement. ‘I understand,’ she sniffed. I must have looked surprised because she rolled her eyes. ‘I had a tutor who was convinced that the Stone was a fake. He was very verbose about the matter. The story is too far-fetched not to be true.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘Do you know where the real stone is? Gabriel de Florinville is an important person but the Stone is more important. My father might think he can do business with the Filits under any circumstances but, if they gain the power bound into the Stone of Scone, nowhere in Scotland will be safe from their stranglehold. The privations suffered by one city under goblin rule are bad enough. I don’t want to imagine what would happen if that spread across the whole country.’ 
 
    I worked hard not to snort. I knew very well that the privations Isabella and her friends had suffered were nothing compared to the rest of us. She didn’t know the meaning of the word hungry. ‘Locating the Stone is our priority,’ I said. I didn’t bother elaborating; I didn’t need to. 
 
    Isabella stared at me for a moment. ‘Fine.’ She inclined her head imperiously. 
 
    The twins gasped. ‘We’re not seriously going to help her, are we?’ Twin One exclaimed. ‘If the goblins find out we’ve been working against them, they might revoke our privileges!’ 
 
    We ignored her. ‘If I help you retrieve the Stone before the goblins get it,’ Isabella said, ‘I want the Prime Minister to know what we did.’ She pointed at Gabriel. ‘And if he makes it out of here alive, I want him to know. If the Filits are dispersed, some people might accuse my family of being collaborators. I can’t have that.’ 
 
    Playing both sides in this manner was a dangerous game but I had the feeling that Isabella Markbury knew the odds and had already considered every possible outcome. She was making her own interests clear and her self-serving motives made her a damn sight easier to understand and trust.  
 
    ‘That’s not a problem,’ I said aloud. 
 
    ‘Isabella!’ Twin Two interjected. 
 
    Isabella looked at her friends. ‘Either you help or you don’t. It’s your choice.’ 
 
    Tilly was already reaching down and dragging Gabriel to his feet. I darted over and helped her. 
 
    ‘Of course we’re going to help,’ Twin One said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Twin Two added. ‘We’re just saying that if we all die, it’s going to be your fault.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Isabella replied calmly. ‘It’ll be her fault.’  
 
    The four of them looked at me. I shrugged. ‘I’ll take that,’ I said. I looked up at the sky again; the glow of the fire was all but dead. ‘We need to move. Now.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    I had to hand it to Isabella. She might be a spoilt party princess who didn’t have the faintest understanding of what life was like for the most of Stirling’s citizens but when she had a specific goal in mind, she was virtually unstoppable. This was someone who adapted quickly.  
 
    It was a testament to how seriously Gabriel took the Fior Ghal stuff that he hadn’t fallen for her charms. With a pang of pain, I recognised that they’d have made a good couple. I wondered what he’d have thought of me if fate hadn’t conspired to make me his soul mate. Was love really blind? The question was still bouncing around my head when, at Isabella’s direction, both twins pranced up to the guards at the front gate. 
 
    Twin One, whose name was Ophelia, coyly unhooked the expensive silk scarf from round her neck while her counterpart, Cordelia, flicked her hair and giggled. They caught all three guards’ attention for a moment but I could tell it wasn’t going to last. Regardless of their ample charms, the guards were too edgy to be distracted. 
 
    ‘This isn’t going to work,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘Have a little faith,’ Isabella said. ‘Just be ready.’ 
 
    I gave her an irritated look but it slid off her; she simply met my gaze serenely, while Ophelia and Cordelia continued to charm the goblin guards away from their post. 
 
    ‘It’s real, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘That you’re his Fior Ghal. That the Fior Ghal exists.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I s’pose.’ 
 
    She reached for my hand but I yanked away before she could touch me. The shudder that ran through me at Isabella’s light contact was horribly familiar; it was obvious that only Gabriel’s touch didn’t repel me. Her eyes narrowed. Even Tilly, on the other side of Gabriel propping him up, noticed my reaction. 
 
    ‘Whatever he means to you,’ Isabella said, ‘if it comes to a choice between stopping the goblins from getting the Stone or helping him, you have to choose the Stone.’ 
 
    ‘You’re new to this party.’ I growled. ‘I’ve been doing nothing but try to stop the damned goblins from getting the damned Stone.’  
 
    I glanced at Gabriel’s slack face and my heart wrenched. Truth be told, I should have already abandoned him and gone after the Stone. It would have been the sensible choice – but I wasn’t going to say that aloud. I could barely admit it to myself. 
 
    ‘My tutor didn’t just babble on about the Stone of Scone,’ Isabella said, turning from me to watch the twins. They’d succeeded in pulling away one guard by Ophelia wrapping her arms enthusiastically round his neck. ‘He was a well-educated man even if he was rather too dedicated to conspiracy theories. He said that if you wanted to unmask a wraith, all you had to do was to watch for someone who recoiled at physical touch. Apparently the shadow beasts hate the sensation of another’s skin on their own.’ 
 
    I didn’t let an eyelid flutter betray me but my insides were screaming. Loudly. Fortunately Tilly, of all people, came to my rescue. ‘Bells, do you have any idea how heavy this sodding Elf is? Can we please get a move on and stop with the stupid lessons from your stupid tutor?’ 
 
    Isabella tapped her mouth before offering a shrug. ‘Very well.’ Without glancing at any of us again, she sauntered out towards the goblins and the twins. 
 
    I adjusted my hold on Gabriel. He was still breathing but he was also still comatose. Tilly was right about his weight. Slipping him out of the castle while he was like this would be tremendously difficult, even with the help of every society girl from a goblin arse-kissing family in Stirling. 
 
    Come on, Isabella, I prayed. Give us what we need. 
 
    Cordelia and Ophelia were distracting but Isabella was something else. Even my attention was caught by the way her hips swayed in a mesmerizing fashion. Tilly noticed my reaction and whispered, ‘Some Like It Hot.’ 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    ‘It’s Bells’ favourite film. She spent hours teaching herself to walk like Marilyn Monroe does in that film.’ 
 
    By the time Isabella reached the guards, they were virtually drooling. With a swift about turn, she positioned herself so she was facing us, forcing the guards to turn their backs on us to look at her. As soon as they did so, Tilly and I moved. To get this right, our timing had to be impeccable.  
 
    I wasn’t used to depending on others like this; then again, I wasn’t used to helping others to this extent. Regardless of Isabella Marbury’s Monroe-inspired sway or her family’s connections, if we were noticed now she’d lose her head just like the rest of us.  
 
    The twins began laughing, their giggles masking any scuffing noises which Gabriel’s feet made on the cobbles as Tilly and I dragged him along, inch by inch towards the gate. Isabella glared at the guards. 
 
    ‘Thought you were going to see the Dark Elf with his missus,’ the bolder of the goblins said. 
 
    ‘Yes, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? You’d like to see me humiliated. You know, that little girl he claims to be in love with isn’t as sweet and innocent as she pretends to be.’ 
 
    I stiffened but I didn’t stop moving. I had to trust Isabella. 
 
    ‘No.’ Isabella’s voice rose. ‘In fact, you should keep a close eye on her. She wanted us to go into that building with her. The one that’s on fire!’ 
 
    We were about twenty metres behind the guards. Judging by the look on her face, even Tilly was starting to get nervous.  
 
    ‘You know,’ Isabella continued, ‘I have a mind to have words with your superior. It’s not on that you let her waltz around the castle. She’s not a goblin, she’s not even from a proper family like me or my girls. For all you know, she could be a Gneiss spy in disguise.’ 
 
    All three guards laughed at that, even the one who’d been distracted by the twins. Before he could glance at us, however, Ophelia planted a wet and passionate kiss on his lips. Eugh. Kudos to her – I could never have managed that. I owed these women a great deal. So did Gabriel.  
 
    Tilly and I kept moving and Isabella kept talking. Every time their attention was about to stray, she made a slight movement that fixed their eyes back on her. At one point she began toying with her neckline, tiny movements that displayed tiny amounts of cleavage. Then she ran the tip of her index finger across her moistened lips. I was impressed. I was also growing in confidence; maybe we were going to escape the castle walls after all. 
 
    When Tilly, Gabriel and I reached the gate – and the guards were less than five feet away from us – Isabella went in for the kill. 
 
    ‘I mean,’ she scoffed, ‘would you want to have that scrawny bitch on your arm or would you like a real woman like me?’ She gestured to her ample curves while Tilly and I heaved Gabriel’s limp body under the shadow of the gate. Freedom was a mere breath away.  
 
    Isabella placed both hands under her breasts and pushed them up. I didn’t need to see the guards’ expressions to know what they looked like. Humans like Isabella Markbury were usually off-limits but if she was going to hand herself to them on a platter, they were hardly going to say no. While the guards leaned towards Isabella, Tilly and I exchanged brief, amused looks of triumph. And that was when everything went wrong. 
 
    Gabriel, unaware of our risky situation, flicked his eyelids open in confusion. If he spotted the goblins, their presence didn’t register on his consciousness because he groaned loudly. The twins did their best to cover the sound by giggling but they were a fraction too late. All three guards heard him and whipped round in our direction. 
 
    Under any other circumstances, this would have funny. The goblins’ jaws dropped open, displaying yellowing teeth and melodramatically shocked expressions, while Tilly and I froze like rabbits in headlights.  
 
    Gabriel raised his head and blinked. ‘Hey guys,’ he said blearily. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    Several things happened at once: I dropped Gabriel and his body sagged against Tilly’s; unable to hold him on her own, she staggered backwards, and Gabriel collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    ‘What the fuck?’ The guard Ophelia had kissed tried to yank himself away but she snagged her silk scarf round his neck and spun him round so his back faced her. She leapt up, planting her feet against his back and pulled on the scarf. The goblin’s squat fingers scrabbled at the fabric and his eyes started to bulge.  
 
    At the same time, Cordelia darted forward. From out of nowhere, she pulled a slim dagger. Before I had the chance to spring towards her, she slid it across the guard’s throat. Hot blood spilled over his fingers and he sank to his knees.  
 
    Isabella was even faster. With barely a flicker on her beautiful face, she lashed out one hand at the last guard. A spring mechanism on one of her rings was released, revealing a tiny, glistening barb. The guard barely murmured before his eyes rolled back into his head and he too collapsed. 
 
    ‘Nice work, Tilly,’ said Ophelia with a snarky grin. ‘I like the way you stumbled there.’ 
 
    ‘Piss off. That bloody Elf is heavy. The only reason I didn’t do anything is because you were already in prime position. It’s not my fault I was given scut duty. At least I wasn’t locking lips with a goblin. Yuck.’ 
 
    Isabella held up her hands. ‘Hush.’ She raised an eyebrow at me. I was still gaping at the lot of them. ‘What? You didn’t really think that just because we’re rich bitches, we can’t look after ourselves? We’ve been in training since before the siege began. Daddy doesn’t like leaving anything to chance.’ 
 
    ‘I … uh…’ I stammered. 
 
    From the ground behind me, Gabriel coughed. ‘What’s going on?’ His voice was weak but at least he was coherent and able to speak. I breathed out in exhausted relief. 
 
    Isabella met my eyes. ‘What’s going on is that we’ve just killed the guards at the main gate, and the fire I’m assuming you created as a diversion has been extinguished. Even if we hide the bodies,’ she said, giving the nearest goblin corpse a kick, ‘I estimate you’ve got less than ten minutes before half of the Filit horde is on your tail. I assume you’ve got a plan and that it’s not contingent on bumping into the right kind of people at the right time?’ 
 
    Er… ‘The plan is that we leave. Now.’ 
 
    There was a ragged but loud cheer from beyond the nearest buildings by the King’s Old Building. ‘Well,’ Isabella said, ‘you should probably get a move on then.’ 
 
    The rich bitch was right. I helped Gabriel to his feet. He looked confused, and frankly I didn’t blame him, but he was keeping his balance. He even managed a few steps towards Tilly, followed by a sweeping bow. She blushed.  
 
    I realised I was scowling and quickly wiped my expression. ‘Thank you,’ I said to the women. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome.’ Isabella smiled, although the smile didn’t reach her eyes. ‘We will deal with these three idiots. You will find the Stone of Scone before any of the Filits do.’ 
 
    I nodded. I liked that she’d phrased it as a statement rather than a question. ‘Yes. We will.’ To say anything else would be to admit defeat and I would never do that.  
 
    ‘Can you do this?’ I asked Gabriel. ‘Can you stay conscious and keep on the move?’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed as if I’d questioned his masculinity but he couldn’t see what I could. His pallor was still tinged with green and he looked as if he were about to collapse again. But I had to trust his judgment; if Gabriel de Florinville was well enough to take offence then he was well enough to run.  
 
    Five seconds later, both of us were out of the castle and heading for the cover of the tree-lined cliff. Before long, every goblin in Stirling would be after us. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was a gamble whichever way we went. Using the roads and passing through the Stirling streets would enable us to go faster and we might bump into more Stirling citizens who could help us get to where we needed to be. If Isabella Markbury and her crew were willing to come to our aid then just about anyone would. However, we would also be more visible. Gabriel might be fully conscious but he was still suffering from the effects of the poison and it was possible he’d relapse. I couldn’t risk him collapsing in the middle of Mercat Cross.  
 
    Traversing the slope at the side of Stirling Castle offered us an opportunity to stay hidden. The trees grew close together and there was no obvious path. Even if the goblins suspected we’d gone this way, they would struggle to find us. Also, the slope was virtually perpendicular in places and very dangerous. Of course, what was dangerous for the Filits was doubly perilous for Gabriel and I, especially when he was still sick and we’d have to move so slowly. The Filits would spread out across the city in front of us and we’d lose any lead we might have. 
 
    In the end it was a simple decision to make. There were enough hidey-holes in and around these slopes that I could bundle Gabriel into and keep him concealed. Then it would be simple to sneak out on my own and retrieve Ange’s puzzle box. It was so small and lightweight that my shadow could carry it. Using my wraith form was the only way this venture would work. 
 
    I kept a tight grip on Gabriel’s hand as we slipped and slid our way down. I listened for any goblins crashing down after us but, whatever Isabella and the others were doing, it appeared to be working. Time and distance stretched between us and the castle walls; much more of this and I’d start to relax. 
 
    ‘How are you doing?’ I grunted, worried that Gabriel was struggling to keep up. 
 
    Annoyance flashed in his eyes. He was definitely on the mend. ‘Fine,’ he growled. Then his foot slipped and he crashed down against me.  
 
    I grabbed for a branch or a tree trunk or even a damn bramble bush to keep the pair of us in place, but it was no good. The mud underneath our feet was too slippery and the slope was too steep. Although I managed to wrap my fingers around a thorny twig, it snapped off; Gabriel and I went barrelling downhill, tumbling one after the other.  
 
    Unable to do anything else, I pulled up my knees and put my arms around my head to protect myself. I could feel my body picking up speed as rocks and jutting stones slammed into me. This had the potential to end very badly. A gigantic fir tree loomed in front of me and I knew I was still gaining too much momentum to swerve round it. I squeezed my eyes shut and tensed for the inevitable collision. 
 
    It never came. Suddenly we stopped falling. I slowly opened one eye and then the other. I was hanging in mid-air, the tip of my nose less than a foot from the tree. Gabriel, still clinging onto my hand, was next to me. His lips were moving and I could hear his murmured chant. Thank goodness for Dark Elf magic. 
 
    I stretched out a foot, carefully putting it down and testing my weight. Then I brought down the other one. When I was sure I was safe, I tugged at Gabriel. He opened his eyes and stared right into me, as if searching my soul. ‘That was close,’ I said. ‘Good job.’ 
 
    His jaw clenched and he looked away. ‘Yeah,’ he said sarcastically. ‘Go me.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    I tilted my head to the side and examined him closely. ‘Gabriel, are you pissed off with me or with yourself?’ 
 
    He started to fold his arms across his chest but his foot slipped again, and he was forced to abandon the position in favour of grabbing a birch tree to avoid a repeat of our hillside tombola fun. ‘I told you to run,’ he growled. 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘You heard me. I told you to run. You should have run then you’d be far away from here and safe.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ I nodded. ‘Of course, in that scenario you’d be dead already.’ 
 
    ‘There are more important things than my life,’ he snapped. ‘You can’t put yourself at risk like that!’ 
 
    ‘Because there’s no contingency plan for locating the Stone?’ I asked. 
 
    A shadow crossed his face and in that moment I knew he wasn’t thinking about the Stone of Scone, he was thinking about me and my safety. I was so taken aback that I stepped backwards, momentarily forgetting where we were. Almost immediately I started sliding again and lost my balance. This time Gabriel thrust out a hand and caught me. He pulled me into his chest and wrapped one arm round my body while his other hand cupped my face and tilted it up to his. 
 
    ‘I’ve only just found you,’ he whispered. ‘I didn’t really believe that you existed before now. You can’t put yourself into danger like that.’ 
 
    I gazed back at him. ‘I think you’ll find that you were the one in danger. You were the one who almost died. Your tongue turned blue and you almost stopped breathing. And I had to enlist Isabella Markbury and her mates to help us get out of the castle. If another Filit goblin spots you, you’re a dead Elf.’ 
 
    ‘Not when I’ve you got around to protect me.’ 
 
    I smiled. Gabriel dipped his head until I could feel his warm breath against my cheek. Then his expression darkened. ‘I don’t know what happened back there.’ 
 
    ‘You were poisoned,’ I said helpfully. ‘By Ghrashbreg’s wine.’ 
 
    ‘I got that part.’ 
 
    ‘I dragged you out of the castle. Isabella, Tilly, Ophelia and Cordelia killed the goblin guards at the gate so we could escape.’ 
 
    ‘I worked that part out too.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Then what’s the problem?’ 
 
    His eyes were growing darker and more troubled by the second. ‘Ghrashbreg said he’d caught the wraith that kidnapped you. He must have been lying, though, because I definitely saw one when we were leaving.’ Uh-oh. My stomach dropped. Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he tried to remember. ‘I was pretty out of it. That poison was bloody strong – but there was definitely a wraith there, Saiya. It must still be after you. I’ll deal with the Stone. You’re not safe. You should get the hell out of here while you still can because the wraith must be after you because of me. You won’t be safe till we get to Holyrood where I can protect you properly.’ 
 
    The warmth that had been spreading inside me chilled immediately. ‘I thought we’d already covered that,’ I said, in a much lighter and more humorous tone than I felt. ‘I’ve been the one protecting you.’  
 
    I had to tell him the truth. I had to tell him I was the wraith. Once that secret was out in the open, we could finally move on. 
 
    Gabriel’s expression didn’t change. ‘Wraiths are dangerous, Saiya. In fact, they’re more than dangerous – they’re evil little bastards who only care about themselves. This world would be a whole lot safer if they didn’t exist.’ 
 
    If they didn’t exist? What exactly was he suggesting? ‘They’re not all bad.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they are.’ His voice was insistent. ‘If you see a shadow out of place, you must tell me. I can put down any wraith that tries to attack you. I won’t let you get hurt.’ 
 
    I tore my eyes away from his and turned away. I couldn’t even begin to think of an appropriate answer. I had to either start yelling in his face or change the subject. ‘We need to go. The goblins might still come down the cliff after us. There’s a small cave near here where we can hide. You’re obviously still weak after the poison and you need to rest up.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Your skin is still green. You might have performed a magic spell to stop us being squished against a tree but you’re not right yet. You can’t half die and then run around the Scottish countryside without expecting some side effects.’ 
 
    ‘I do have a strange taste in my mouth,’ he admitted.  
 
    That would be the iodine I’d forced him to drink. ‘Well, there you go,’ I said briskly. ‘We find the cave and hunker down for thirty minutes while you get some rest and we can check that we’re not being followed. Then we’ll head out and sort the Stone out once and for all. Okay?’ 
 
    For a moment I thought he was going to argue but fortunately he took a deep breath and acquiesced. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    I forced a smile. ‘Great. Let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t completely sure about the cave’s location; it was a long time since I’d been in these woods and it wasn’t easy to get my bearings. Eventually, however, I spotted a familiar rocky outcrop and I knew we were on the right track.  
 
    I stomped through the undergrowth towards it, churning over what Gabriel had said about wraiths – and starting to quiver with anger as a result. How dare he dismiss an entire race out of hand like that? He’d virtually advocated genocide when he said that the world would be safer if we didn’t exist.  
 
    My mind flitted back to the other wraith, the one who’d been despatched to kill Ange. Yes, he was an assassin but he’d turned his back on that and helped us when he realised what was going on. In fact, he’d not just helped us, he’d sacrificed himself. And I wasn’t an assassin. I wasn’t evil. Ange knew the truth and she didn’t despise me. 
 
    My thoughts tripped over one another and my rage increased. This was yet another first for me. Normally I found it easy to separate my emotions and deal rationally with whatever problem I faced but I’d never experienced a problem like Gabriel before. 
 
    When I finally located the cave, I kicked away the dead branches that blocked the entrance and crouched down to enter it. I didn’t bother checking to see if Gabriel was following me; I knew from the sounds he was making that he was hot on my heels.  
 
    Once I’d crawled in a few metres, the cave widened and I could stand. It was very dark and gloomy, just my kind of place. I glowered at Gabriel as he also stood up but he couldn’t see my expression through the darkness. He murmured something under his breath and, a moment later, a faintly glowing ball of light appeared from nowhere and floated above our heads. Great. 
 
    ‘You’re angry,’ he said. 
 
    ‘We need to rest.’ 
 
    He moved over to me but he was sensible enough not to touch me. I was painfully aware of his proximity. ‘What’s the matter?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been through a great deal, Gabriel, and you’re still not recovered. At least sit down.’ 
 
    He remained where he was. ‘Usually I have no problem getting to the crux of a matter and understanding what’s going on. Where you’re concerned, it’s like staring at a closed book. Give me something, Saiya. Anything.’ 
 
    You think the world would be safer place if I didn’t exist, I thought. ‘I’m worried that you’re going to collapse again,’ I said aloud. ‘Not to mention what will happen if we don’t find the Stone of Scone before the goblins do. Or what your Prime Minister James will do in the meantime.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Gabriel said slowly. ‘Those are concerns, valid concerns but they’re not what’s really bothering you.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I was a closed book,’ I snapped. 
 
    ‘You are.’ His dark eyes glittered. ‘I’ll just have to work harder to get you to open up. After all,’ he added, ‘I know one thing for certain about you.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘You feel the same way about me as I do about you.’ He gave a self-satisfied smile. ‘You wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of saving my life if you didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever thought that maybe I just feel sorry for you?’ 
 
    Gabriel’s smile grew. ‘No.’ 
 
    I hissed in irritation. ‘Until recently you were all but dying. Get some rest.’ I turned away towards the cave’s entrance, as if I were going to keep watch.  
 
    Gabriel reached out and gently tugged me back. ‘I don’t want rest. I told you before that I wouldn’t touch you until you begged but we’re a bit short on time, so I’m going to have to resort to faster methods. Thirty minutes, you said?’ His eyes gleamed. ‘I can work with that.’ 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ I began, my frustration rising even further. ‘You…’ My voice caught as he reached out, his thumb gently brushing my bottom lip. His head dipped and he sucked on it then his hands were on my waist. 
 
    ‘I can’t help it,’ he murmured against my ear. ‘The poison is clearly still acting in some very strange ways.’ He planted several small kisses along my jawline. ‘Perhaps the taste of your skin will counteract the effects.’ His tongue darted out, licking me. 
 
    I yelped and sprang backwards. ‘Stop that! I’m not a lollipop!’ 
 
    ‘But you’re so sweet.’ He moved towards me again.  
 
    I held up my hands to ward him off. ‘You know that’s a terrible line, right?’ 
 
    Gabriel took my right hand and caressed each finger in turn. Then he placed my palm flat against his chest. ‘You can feel how fast my heart is beating. I told you already, Saiya, our heartbeats are in unison. So if mine feels like it’s hammering against my ribcage then yours will too.’ 
 
    ‘My pulse is perfectly normal.’ 
 
    His smile took on a wicked tinge. ‘Really?’ He bent his ear towards my chest, hovering less than an inch away. ‘If that’s normal,’ he whispered, ‘then you need to see a doctor. It just so happens that I’m a fully trained first aider.’ 
 
    ‘Pah!’ I scoffed. I moved my hands down to my sides. They were shaking – and the last thing I wanted was for Gabriel to see how scared I was. 
 
    He stood back and pulled off his shirt. Under the dim, magical light, his skin glowed. My eyes involuntarily tracked down from his hard pecs and erect nipples to the trail of dark, curly hair leading to the waistband of his trousers. 
 
    ‘Do you like what you see?’ he asked. 
 
    Embarrassed, I looked away. ‘Get some sleep,’ I said, although my insistence was growing weaker by the second. 
 
    ‘Tell me to stop.’ He took my hand again, turning it over and tracing my heart line with his index finger. 
 
    I shivered. Gabriel placed it over his heart. The skin-to-skin contact sent another delicious shudder rippling through me. 
 
    ‘Tell me to stop.’ 
 
    My body felt as if it were suddenly on fire. With the gentlest of touches, Gabriel nudged my hand down. And down. And down. I gasped. Then he stepped back, the smile disappearing from his face. ‘Tell me to stop, Saiya.’ 
 
    My mouth was dry. My hands were still shaking and speaking was beyond me. Was this normal? No wonder poets waxed lyrical about love. 
 
    ‘Saiya?’ Gabriel prodded. 
 
    I shook my head, mute. The consequences of this might be too great to handle. He still hated my kind – and by extension me. I was still lying to him. Right now, however, denying either of us was beyond me. I wanted more of him. Fuck it. I wanted all of him. 
 
    A low growl emitted from Gabriel’s throat and he pulled me into him. Then his lips were on mine, gentle at first, then hot and bruising as if he tried to control himself and couldn’t. I pressed into him, my arms round his body and my hands against his back. I marvelled at the smoothness of his skin and the hard nubs of his spine. I didn’t feel revulsion when I touched Gabriel; I felt joy. 
 
    ‘I haven’t told you,’ he breathed shakily, ‘how sexy you look in my shirt.’ 
 
    My stomach flipped. Doing my best to hide my thoughts, I made a weak attempt at a joke. ‘Maybe I should keep it on then.’ 
 
    He gave a low laugh. ‘Not a chance.’ His fingers reached for the buttons and began to undo them. He was halfway down before he stopped. ‘I will stop if you want me to. At any point. Just say the word.’ His voice was tense, anxious.  
 
    My turbulent emotions were written on my face. With my heart in my mouth, I responded to him the only way I could think of; it was the only way that made any sense. I undid the next button. And the next. And the next. I shrugged off the shirt and discarded it. Wearing only my old underwear, I was standing in a cave with Gabriel de Florinville. I swallowed. What if I wasn’t good enough? 
 
    He groaned. ‘You’re so beautiful. And so damn skinny. When we get out of here, I’m going to feed you up until you burst.’ 
 
    My heart was hammering so hard so that I felt as if I were going to burst right now. Awkwardness and embarrassment surged through me. He was right; I was nothing more than skin and bones. What was desirable about that? I raised my arms as if to conceal my body but he shook his head.  
 
    Suddenly understanding seemed to light through him. ‘You’ve never done this before,’ he said, as if in wonder. 
 
    ‘I don’t like being touched,’ I muttered. ‘Normally.’ 
 
    He bent down and picked up the shirt, handing it to me. Without thinking, I took it. ‘I didn’t realise.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I … wow.’ He stepped away, still looking flummoxed. 
 
    I stared at him. ‘So that’s it?’ 
 
    He glanced at me. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a virgin who’s never allowed herself to be kissed before so I’m weird and you no longer want me? Or have you changed your mind because I’m too thin?’ The accusation in my voice made him flinch. 
 
    ‘No. God, Saiya, no.’ He drew me into his arms. ‘I want it to be special for you. If this is your first time then…’ 
 
    ‘Then there should be a four-poster bed with rose petals and candlelight?’ I snorted. ‘We might be dead before we see another bed, Gabriel. You can’t spend all this time convincing me and then change your mind.’ I set my jaw. ‘This is happening.’ I threw the shirt back onto the ground, reached down and started unbuckling his belt but I couldn’t unfasten the buckle and my fingers kept snagging against the leather. 
 
    ‘Enough,’ he said softly. He lifted my hands away. ‘You have such a look of grim determination on your face. It’s like you’re about to hold your nose and swallow some awful medicine.’ 
 
    ‘We are doing this. You and me. Sex. Now.’ 
 
    Gabriel quirked an eyebrow in amusement. ‘I almost died an hour or two ago. A few minutes ago you wanted me to stop.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘You’re not dead. And I don’t want you to stop any more.’ 
 
    He cupped my face and stared deeply into my eyes. ‘Then I’m going to have to use all my powers to make you relax.’ He whispered into my ear, ‘Then I’ll make you moan. This cave had better be sound-proofed because if there are any goblins nearby they’ll hear you.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but he pressed his index finger against my lips and hushed me. While I continued to tremble, he gently lifted my bra straps and slid them down my shoulders. I turned and allowed him to unclasp it. Every time his skin connected with mine I felt the same wonderful shiver. When I turned back and he brushed his thumbs against my nipples, I actually staggered. 
 
    ‘Trousers,’ I said, my voice more hoarse than I’d expected. 
 
    Gabriel dipped into a bow. ‘As my lady commands.’ He undid his belt, the button, then the zip. He’d barely pushed the material over his hips before evidence of his erection was fully apparent. I sucked in a breath. A moment later, I hastily pulled off the last of my underwear, kicking it out of the way. When we were both naked, he reached for me again, pulling me against him until his heat pressed into mine. 
 
    Gabriel’s hands ran down the length of my body, alternately caressing and exploring. His lips followed, first at my nape before blazing a trail along my collarbone and down. When his mouth found my breast and his teeth grazed the soft flesh there, I couldn’t stop myself any longer. My fingers reached for his head and twined into his hair. His breathing was uneven and ragged but he didn’t stop.  
 
    One hand moved down, seeking its way to the dampness between my legs. While his mouth continued to suck and lick and nibble, his fingers teased my pubic hair until I thought I couldn’t bear it any longer. That was until he flicked gently at my clitoris and my entire being exploded. I gasped, shuddering in shock at the immediacy and violence of the orgasm.  
 
    Gabriel refused to give me any respite. His lips left my breasts and he moved downwards until his mouth was where his fingers had been. I was in a dark cave with hordes of goblins on my tail and all I could think about was what he was doing to me. His hands held my hips in place while I arched my back and pressed myself deeper into him. I moaned, thrumming with an even greater need.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I reached down for his arms and hauled him up so I could see his face. There was no denying the smug delight displayed there. ‘Please,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘You’re begging?’ 
 
    I stared into his molten dark depths. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ he husked. ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘I want you inside me.’ The note of pleading in my own voice was one I’d never heard before. I’d never wanted anything this much before. 
 
    Gabriel smiled. ‘Now you’re mine,’ he said. With one swift movement he thrust, filling me, his eyes on mine the entire time. There was a brief flash of searing pain and I cried out but it was momentary. He began to move, carefully at first until he realised I was enjoying the sensation and moving with him, no longer hurting but needing to feel more of him if that were possible.  
 
    He groaned. ‘Now I’m yours.’ 
 
    We staggered until my back was pressed against the cave wall. My hips rose to meet his and my breaths grew more frantic. ‘Gabriel,’ I begged. The feelings were building up in my body again. Sweat beaded the length of my skin. He thrust again and again and our eyes met. As if by mutual agreement, we smiled. Then my body burst, shattering into a million pieces while Gabriel shuddered and cried out my name. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Gabriel was snoring. It wasn’t an earth-trembling rumble or a wet, nasal snort; the sound was actually rather cute – like a series of contented hiccups. It was comforting. I felt strangely safe like this. There was nothing remotely logical about it; I was lying on cold hard ground, and had the arms of someone who apparently hated my very existence wrapped around me, but not a single part of me regretted what had just happened. 
 
    ‘Wanted,’ I whispered to myself. That was what it was. Someone wanted me – and not just any someone.  
 
    I wasn’t naïve enough to think that I could hide my nature from him forever; sooner or later he’d realise I was a wraith. Unfortunately it was going to be sooner and I had no clue how he’d react.  
 
    Right now, Gabriel needed to rest and I needed to get hold of a certain little box. Regardless of his protests, he was obviously still feeling the after-effects of Ghrashbreg’s vile poison. It was probably for the best; this would go easier if I were alone.  
 
    Reluctantly, I left my body where it was, encircled by Gabriel, and separated my shadow so I could rise up, get dressed and be away. Before I left, however, I took a moment to gaze down at the pair of us. The green tinge had vanished from Gabriel’s skin and he looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen him. He wasn’t the only one; I may not have been sleeping but my physical body was entirely at ease. It was like I belonged there with him. I sighed inwardly and pulled myself away. 
 
    It was as black as pitch when my shadow emerged from the cave. The forest around me was silent, only the rustle as the wind blew through the trees reaching my ears. Wherever the Filit goblins were, they had no clue as to our whereabouts. That boded well.  
 
    I wove in and out of the trees, eventually emerging at the foot of the castle hill. I was expecting to see numerous foot patrols; Ghrashbreg and the other goblins must have realised that we’d escaped the confines of the castle by now. Perhaps they were hoping that the poison had done us in and our corpses were lying in a ditch. It seemed unlikely though. The effects had been too fast acting for either Gabriel or me to have got far had we both drunk enough of it to die.  
 
    I paused for a moment, swinging my gaze back up towards the castle entrance. There was no sign of any kerfuffle. Uneasiness slid through me; something about all this didn’t sit right. I couldn’t afford to investigate it further, however. Carrying Ange’s trinket box while in shadow form would take all my energy. Besides, I was loath to leave Gabriel alone with my husk of a body for long. 
 
    I slipped down the first side street, taking the long way round towards the suburb where Sally had lived. I passed the odd person shuffling through the quiet streets and a group of wealthier citizens who were probably on first names terms with Isabella and her cronies. For the most part, though, my journey was entirely unimpeded.  
 
    For curiosity’s sake, I turned left down the street where Gabriel and I had confronted the Mongolian Death Worm. Ghrashbreg was no fool; he must have wondered what we were doing in that area. If I’d been him, I’d have posted sentries and sent out search parties but this road was as quiet as everywhere else. 
 
     I was perturbed to note that the Worm’s carcass remained in place, albeit with large chunks carved out of its slowly rotting flesh. I’d tried Worm meat and it wasn’t pleasant. Give me a tin of Pedigree Chum any day. I hoped that didn’t mean the Filits were reducing rations even further; with their impending success in locating the Stone, you’d think they’d be feeling more generous. 
 
    Abandoning the Death Worm’s corpse, I headed back to Sally’s street. Despite the lack of people, I remained wary and took my time, keeping my shadow flat against the walls and fences where other shadows would render me invisible. There was nothing and no one. The thought struck me that the lack of Filits might be because they’d already located the Stone and were crowning their own King or Queen at this very moment and a chill ran through me. If that were the case, there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do was to stay on my current course and hope for the best. 
 
    Although I was both wary and careful, in the end I reached my destination less than half an hour after leaving the cave. I’d never have managed that without my shadow form and, as I hopped over the wall and into Sally’s neighbour’s garden, I added it to my checklist of reasons that being a wraith wasn’t all bad. I needed as many as possible to persuade Gabriel. Maybe when he realised how many positives there were to my ‘condition’, he’d be pleased. Yeah, right. 
 
    There was only one tree. Becky had been right – it was a massive old thing, towering above me with its long leafy branches. I bet it concealed far more secrets than the little trinket box that she had hidden away there. It took no time to locate the little hidey-hole in the trunk. I adapted my shadow before reaching in and, steeling myself for its weight, drew out the box. 
 
    I hefted it from shadow hand to shadow hand. Its lacquer covering boasted a more intricate pattern than I’d previously appreciated when Becky had shown it to me. I rattled it; whatever was inside was still there. With any luck, when I got it back to the cave I would work out how to open it. Or Gabriel would.  
 
    Holding it carefully, I twisted round. It would be much harder work getting back whilst carrying the darn thing and it would take me longer to return than it had to get here. Still, it was possible that Gabriel was still asleep. I could come up with a story about how I retrieved the box along the way. 
 
    *** 
 
    I made it back to the cave without incident. It was a struggle getting back up the tree-covered hillside with the box in my hands and I had to stop and lay it down more than once. When I reached the tiny opening, I felt an overwhelming relief. There was no sound from within. Perhaps I had pulled off my mission without Gabriel learning what I really was. 
 
    I ducked in, enjoying a sense of zippy optimism, but the moment I was inside the cave it dissipated. My limp body lay in the same spot where I’d left it but Gabriel was no longer wrapped around it – instead he was standing bolt upright, fully dressed, and staring at me, his eyes hooded and his expression hard. Above his head, the glowing ball of magic light sparked and shook with jerky, mid-air vibrations, as if reflecting his ire.  
 
    Facing him, but keeping my movements deliberate and slow, I crouched down and placed the trinket box on the ground. Then I stepped over to my body and re-attached my shadow. Gabriel didn’t move a muscle but his eyes followed my every action. Swallowing hard, I stood up and faced him. ‘Hey,’ I said. My voice echoed around the cave. ‘I got the box.’ 
 
    For a long moment, he didn’t say anything. He didn’t even blink. The only sign that he wasn’t a statue was the muscle ticking in his cheek. My heart skipped a beat and I knew his heart must have done the same. Regardless, he remained motionless. 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘So,’ I said, ‘it also turns out I’m a wraith.’ I stretched out my arms. ‘Surprise!’ He still didn’t say anything. With my tongue cleaving to the roof of my mouth, I stepped towards him. In response, he folded his arms across his broad chest. I immediately faltered. 
 
    ‘It was you all along.’ It wasn’t a question. 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘Er…’ 
 
    ‘You were the wraith who sneaked into my room to kill me. You were the one I captured. And you weren’t kidnapped at all. You manipulated me from day one. Who are you really working for, Saiya?’ He glared at me. ‘Is your name even Saiya?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I whispered. ‘Everything about me is true except for the wraith part. I’ve not lied to you. Not much anyway. The only thing you don’t know about me is what I really am. Everything else is the same.’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ His voice was flat. 
 
    ‘Really!’ Desperation attacked my insides. ‘I wasn’t in your room to kill you, Gabriel. I’m not like that.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you were laughing your head off when you discovered you were my Fior Ghal.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Alarmed, I shook my head. ‘I didn’t even know what a Fior Ghal was, Gabriel. Believe me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t call me that,’ he snarled. ‘Don’t call me Gabriel. You haven’t earned the right. You’re a despicable thing. You’re a creature of horror and death and—’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell!’ My anxiety exploded into anger. ‘It’s your prejudice that brought us to this! You’re the one who hates wraiths. You’re the one who forced me to keep quiet because I knew you’d react like this. I’m not an assassin. I was in your room to eavesdrop. I sell secrets. I don’t kill unless I have to. I’m not part of some murder conglomerate! If I lied to you, I did it because I had to do so to survive.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re a spy, not an assassin?’ he enquired icily. ‘Is that supposed to make me feel better? I suppose you really work for the Gneiss goblins. I heard they employ wraiths to do their bidding but I didn’t think they’d stoop this low.’ 
 
    I threw up my hands. ‘I’m not a damned spy! I sold secrets to Marrock in return for food, medicine and supplies. I’d like to see you survive in this city without resorting to illegal methods. I don’t work for the goblins. They’re here because your lot wouldn’t do anything about the siege. Not because of me!’ 
 
    ‘They’re here because the law says—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, screw the law,’ I spat. ‘People are starving to death because of your bloody adherence to the law! We’ve been living in terror, with people executed whenever the damned goblins feel like flexing their muscles. I’m not the one at fault here!’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said sarcastically. ‘How could you be the one at fault? How could you ever make a single mistake? I’ve owned up to the errors we made by not breaching the siege and I’ve apologised. All you’ve done is sneak around and lie.’ He bared his teeth. ‘From the moment we met, you’ve been using me.’ 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. ‘Like you’ve not been using me? I’m your stupid Fior Ghal and I’ve got no choice in the matter. What if I’d already been with someone? What would you have done then? You bulldozed me into this. It’s not like I wanted to be your damned soul mate! Before you came along, I knew who I was and what I was doing. Since you showed up, I’ve become this over-emotional, stupid person who can’t keep her head straight! I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t want this.’ 
 
    Gabriel shook his head. ‘You lied to me. I knew you were hiding things but I didn’t imagine it was on this kind of level.’ 
 
    ‘Is that’s what bothers you most? We’re trying to save Scotland from being ruled by power-hungry goblins and what upsets you is that you didn’t know the whole truth? Or is your ego so big that you’re pissed off you didn’t work it out for yourself?’ 
 
    His eyes held mine. ‘I’m not the villain here.’ 
 
    I stared at him. So obviously I was the evil one; regardless of my intentions or the fact that I couldn’t help being a wraith, I was the bad guy. So much for spending the rest of eternity together. Unable to stay a moment longer, I bent down and swept up the trinket box. Then I twirled round to storm out. 
 
    ‘I’ve not finished yet,’ Gabriel growled. 
 
    ‘Well, I have,’ I flung over my shoulder. ‘I’m off to find the Stone of Scone. You can do what the hell you want to.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not doing a damn thing without me.’ He grabbed my arm and spun me round to face him. 
 
    ‘Why? Because you don’t trust me? Maybe you think that I’ll use the Stone to crown myself ruler of Scotland. I’ll make it a mecca for all things wraith!’ I laughed manically and tried to pull away. 
 
    Gabriel’s face was inches from mine. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he hissed. ‘There are goblins all over the place. You can’t just wander out there.’ 
 
    ‘I can do whatever I please. I can look after myself. I’m a stone-cold killer, remember?’ 
 
    He moved his head down, his lips hovering over mine. ‘You…’ He ground his teeth in frustration then pulled back. ‘Give me the box.’ 
 
    I thrust it into his hands. He glared at it as if it were causing great offence. ‘How do you open it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ I forced myself to calm down and drew a deep breath. ‘Tell you what, you work it out. I’m going to find out what the goblins are up to. They’re not looking for us and I want to know why. They might be close to the Stone even without the clue from that box.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going alone.’ 
 
    That was what I’d been planning to do but I could hardly stop him from coming with me. I shrugged in irritation. ‘Whatever.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take a look at what they’re doing and I’ll figure out how to open this box. As soon as we have it unlocked, we’ll know where to find the Stone of Scone. Maybe I should just break it open.’ 
 
    ‘That might work.’ I avoided looking at him directly. Focus on the Stone, I told myself. That was what was important. 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ he sighed. He hesitated. He was obviously thinking the same as I was. ‘You brought back this box here. You obviously don’t want the goblins to find the Stone any more than I do. Let’s deal with it and then we’ll sort out this thing between us later. Okay?’ 
 
    I glared at him. ‘Okay.’ I yanked myself away from him. ‘Come on then. Let’s see if you’re good enough to keep up.’ I turned round and scuttled out through the small exit. I shouldn’t have felt relieved when I heard him start to follow. I did though. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Dawn was already breaking. The faintest golden glow was visible and, instead of simply being a looming dark shape, Stirling Castle was silhouetted against the sky in all her majesty. Fronds of pink were emerging and, here and there, bird call sounded across the city. 
 
    Neither of us paid any attention. The expression on Gabriel’s face was as steely grey as the lump of stone that was lodged deep in my heart. We might be slipping through the streets together and working towards the same goal but we couldn’t have been further apart. He could barely look at me; he kept his attention trained on the box, continuing to fiddle with it as if it were miraculously going to open because he willed it.  
 
    My mind drifted back to what we were like in the cave, before he’d discovered the truth. My earlier rage had vanished – in truth it had been born out of fear and hurt more than anything else. Now I was simply filled with sadness and pain. So much for a life of happiness with my soul mate. Gabriel obviously believed me to be a monster. 
 
    He broke the silence, muttering a frustrated curse. 
 
    I glanced at him. ‘You should just break it open like you said. Smash it against the cobbles or something.’ 
 
    For a moment, I wasn’t sure he was going to answer. ‘I could do that,’ he said finally. ‘But there might be a mechanism inside to guard against that sort of action. Breaking the box might destroy the contents. That would be a good thing of course…’ 
 
    ‘…if it weren’t for the fact that the Filits might still find the Stone on their own,’ I finished for him. 
 
    We exchanged a grim look. If I thought that Gabriel was starting to ease up, I was sadly mistaken. He tore his gaze away from mine. ‘You’re right about one thing,’ he said grudgingly. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Something’s not right. It’s too quiet here. Where are all the goblins? Is it normally this deserted in the centre of the city at this time in the morning?’ 
 
    I was about to answer him when, up ahead, there was the sound of a brief yelp, followed by a door slamming. The sound reverberated up the street. Oh shit. 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ I said in warning. ‘We…’ 
 
    I didn’t have time to finish my sentence. There was a brief guttural yell followed by the sound of heavy clomping boots. A moment later, Filit goblins marched up around us, appearing from every street and alleyway. There were hundreds of them and there was no doubting their target. They encircled Gabriel and me impassively, leaving us barely a few metres of space. This was a well-practised manoeuvre. There wasn’t a gap through which we could hope to escape and the goblins had to be twelve deep; they were taking no chances. 
 
    Gabriel, in what was probably a reflex action rather than anything else, began to raise his hands and mutter even though Ange’s trinket box was still in his fist.  
 
    A swarthy Filit lunged forward. ‘Arms down and shut up,’ he snarled. 
 
    Gabriel stiffened and I thought that he was about to argue or to attack the goblin head on. Gritting my teeth, I leaned over to him. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, we’re surrounded.’ 
 
    His jaw tightened. ‘We can’t just give in,’ he muttered. ‘You’re a damned wraith. You do something.’ 
 
    Like what exactly? Before I could snap a response, a loud echoing laugh came from high up on the rooftops. I craned my neck, my heart sinking when the owner of the laugh came into view, striding over the nearest tiled roof to grin down at us. 
 
    ‘I was so sure that you would notice us before we managed to get close,’ Ghrashbreg said. ‘Dark Elves’ skills are supposed to be legendary. I mean, you single-handedly caught a wraith sneaking into your room. You have magic at your fingertips. You even escaped the effects of deadly poison.’ He leapt down, landing on the pavement in front of us with considerable agility. It was only a few metres but few goblins could manage such a feat due to their dense bone structure. I wondered whether Ghrashbreg did Pilates in his spare time to limber up. 
 
    ‘Lord Ghrashbreg.’ There was no mistaking the venom in Gabriel’s voice. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg’s smile grew. ‘Indeed. And how kind of you to retrieve my box.’ He reached for the trinket box.  
 
    Gabriel didn’t yield it. ‘It’s not yours.’ 
 
    ‘It’s from Stirling. Everything in this city belongs to us.’ He leered at me. ‘Even the people.’ 
 
    A low growl emitted from Gabriel’s throat. ‘You go too far.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg painted on an innocent expression. ‘Do I? I think you’ll find the law is perfectly clear in this matter. It always has been. Stirling is a goblin protectorate. You have no rights here and neither does your Fior Ghal. In fact, as a citizen of Stirling, she belongs to me not you.’ He glanced at me. ‘Although given what a thorn in my side you appear to have become, Ms Buchanan, I should have done more than break your little fingers.’ 
 
    Gabriel snarled and lunged forward. Ghrashbreg had obviously been hoping he would do that because he flicked his wrist and two more goblins peeled away and leapt towards me. While Gabriel wrapped one hand round Ghrashbreg’s throat, the two goblins grabbed my wrists and hauled me backwards. 
 
    Ghrashberg didn’t move a muscle. ‘I suggest you release me.’ 
 
    The goblins tightened their grip on me and wrenched my wrists backwards with such violence that I cried out and tears of pain sprang to my eyes. They were hurting the wrong person if they thought this would make Gabriel hand over the box, however.  
 
    Blinking back the tears, I gazed at the little thing still clutched in Gabriel’s free hand. My vision was slightly blurred, making the bright lacquer surface swim. My unfocused vision allowed a totally different interpretation of the intricate designs on each side of it. I gasped and fell to my knees. 
 
    ‘The love of your life is in agony,’ Ghrashbreg continued, arching an eyebrow towards Gabriel. ‘Don’t you want to help her?’ 
 
    I moaned, briefly registering the smirk on the Filit goblin’s face. Most goblins were unlikeable but Ghrashbreg was psychotic. I could almost see his palms itching to reach over and snap my neck. I wondered what he was looking forward to more – my death or Gabriel’s reaction to it. He couldn’t know that I was less horrified by the pain and more by the continuing touch of the goblins’ skin on mine.  
 
    That answered one question at least: being with Gabriel and enjoying his touch was a one-off. I’d not been cured of my phobia because the sensation of being touched by others still gave me shudders. Gabriel was unique and special. But I already knew that. 
 
    Whatever Ghrashbreg’s true motivation was, I had to make a move before he did. It would be touch and go given all the witnesses surrounding us but I reckoned I was close enough to manage it. It helped that everyone here – Gabriel excluded – believed I was weak and inconsequential. 
 
    ‘You can’t do this,’ Gabriel hissed. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Ghrashbreg replied, ‘I think you’ll find I can. Now kindly remove your hand from around my throat before…’ 
 
    I snapped forward, releasing my shadow so it sprang towards Gabriel and slammed the trinket box out of his hands. I leapt back, returning my shadow to its natural place. Gabriel jumped, losing his grip on Ghrashbreg. That was probably for the best. As I moved, I kept my eyes on the spinning box, taking a mental snapshot of each lacquered side. A second later, it smashed to the ground, wood and glass splintering everywhere.  
 
    A tiny scroll rolled towards Ghrashbreg’s feet, coming to rest in front of his toes. Gabriel saw it too and went to snatch it up, a split second before the goblin Lord. He was too late; Ghrashbreg’s boot stomped down on the scroll. 
 
    ‘Well, well, well,’ Ghrashbreg murmured with a nausea-inducing smile. ‘The box gives up its secrets.’ He raised his eyebrows at me. I was fairly certain that I’d moved quickly enough to avoid detection but there was no denying the sudden scepticism in his eyes. ‘You know, the wraith we captured earlier managed to escape without anyone noticing. The guard swears he didn’t fall asleep. In fact, even after having his left eyeball punctured, he promised he didn’t lose focus. It’s ironic that the only thing capable of slipping past him to rescue the wraith would be another wraith.’ He flicked his eyes from me to Gabriel and back again while I stopped breathing. ‘I don’t suppose it really matters now.’ He bent down and picked up the miniature scroll. ‘We have all we need.’ He gestured to the two goblins still holding me. ‘Take both them to the gallows. They can swing.’ 
 
    I grimaced at Gabriel. This was not the time for elven heroics; I needed him to play prisoner. Unfortunately, he had other ideas. Straightening his posture, he beckoned to the goblins surrounding us. ‘Come on then,’ he taunted. ‘I’m looking forward to this.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg tsked. ‘You should take a leaf out of your Fior Ghal’s book. She understands that there are worse fates than death. You should be grateful that I’m granting you an easy way out, especially after you disdained my poison.’ His expression grew earnest. ‘I’m trying to be good to you. For a Dark Elf who works for the government, you’re a rather personable fellow. I don’t want to torture you.’  
 
    He raised his squat, hairy, index finger and another goblin moved. She didn’t advance on Gabriel but stepped towards me, removing a sharp, curved knife from the folds of her jacket. I made a show of struggling. I really didn’t want to end up with my intestines spilled across the cobbles. 
 
    ‘Get away from her,’ Gabriel snarled. 
 
    The goblin raised the blade, brandishing it towards my left eye. I flinched without meaning to and her mouth split into an unpleasant smile. 
 
    ‘This is going to end up with same result, de Florinville,’ Ghrashbreg purred. ‘It’s your choice whether you both die quickly.’ He paused. ‘Or slowly.’ 
 
    Gabriel let out an inarticulate mutter. ‘Fine. I’ll go to your damned gallows.’ 
 
    The goblin lord smiled. ‘Shame. Submit your hands then.’ 
 
    For a moment, I thought Gabriel was going to refuse again but he lifted both hands reluctantly. The goblin by his side immediately bound them tightly with rope. 
 
    ‘Make sure the knots are secure,’ Ghrashbreg advised. ‘His skills are not to be underestimated.’ 
 
    I heard Gabriel’s sharp intake of breath as the ropes were tightened. Then I was shoved away from the group while Gabriel was dragged from in front. 
 
    ‘If one of them does turn out to be a wraith,’ Ghrashbreg called after us, ‘or if another wraith shows up to mount a rescue, you have my permission to make all their deaths as unpleasant as possible.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. It was obviously important to him to have the last word. I couldn’t have said anything in response even if I’d wanted to, however. I received a sharp blow in my back, making me double over and gasp for breath. The only saving grace was that I managed to catch Ghrashbreg’s muttered expletive when he unrolled the tiny scroll. ‘What the fuck is this supposed to say?’ 
 
    Then Gabriel and I were pulled away, out of both sight and earshot. 
 
    *** 
 
    We were dragged along several streets to Mercat Cross to the sinister and silent gallows. Or they would have been sinister if the nooses had been replaced. I guessed that Ghrashbreg had forgotten his fiction and this was now merely an auction block, rather than a site for swift executions. Gabriel and I were securely tied to a post while the Filits organised themselves. 
 
    My mind raced, analysing the possibilities. There had to be a way out of this. Stirling was depending on me and I wasn’t going to let my city down if I could help it. 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ I murmured under my breath when our captors started hastily repairing the gallows and re-knotting the nooses. ‘Do you have anything on you that can help us get out of this?’ 
 
    He didn’t answer; his expression was blank with intense concentration. Huh. Maybe it was some kind of Dark Elf meditative state. So much for elven magic.  
 
    I cast around. Other than the goblins, there wasn’t a soul in sight. Everyone would know by now that something terrible was stirring and would be keeping well away from the Filits. I’d have to manage our escape on my own. Unfortunately, given the number of goblins Ghrashbreg had sent with us, that was easier said than done. Of course I could have detached my shadow again – it would be more convenient to attack the goblins that way. But they had hold of both my physical body and Gabriel. If these Filits had a single brain cell between them, they’d slaughter us both before I could damage any of them.  
 
    I flicked my eyes around. Of the dozen or so goblins with us, there was only one who looked small or vulnerable. He was barely out of his teenage years and I noted that a few of others went out of their way to help him, guiding him with noose-looping instructions and occasionally sending him glances to check that he was managing with his grisly task. If they were worried about how he was coping, then he would be my target. If I was fast enough, I could send my shadow out to grab him and take him hostage. It was hardly a foolproof plan but it was the best I could come up with. 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ I whispered when I was sure that the goblins weren’t listening. ‘Pay attention. I know where the Stone is. I have a plan. You need to—’ 
 
    ‘Be quiet, Saiya. I’ve got this under control.’ 
 
    He didn’t look like he was controlling anything. ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ I hissed. ‘I’m telling you that—’ 
 
    ‘Trust me. You wouldn’t trust me before – and God knows I don’t trust you – but believe that I’ve got this.’ 
 
    He didn’t look at me. I stared at him, clenching my fists. We were trussed up like turkeys. I had a plan that could help him to escape and save Scotland from an eternity of servitude to the goblins – and he seemed determined not listen. 
 
    He let out a short, humourless laugh. ‘I can almost hear the cogs in your mind whirring. I’m telling you, just relax and trust me.’ 
 
    I didn’t want to. Every part of me was screaming to ignore him. This wasn’t just my life on the line – it was everyone’s. But the truth was that he’d never given me any reason not to trust him. Whether he hated me or not, whether he was a prejudiced bastard with preconceived ideas or not, there was no doubt that his motives were pure. I ground my teeth. ‘You understand the consequences if they hang us?’  
 
    ‘Saiya,’ Gabriel answered, ‘shut up.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath and a gigantic leap of faith. My hands were shaking; hell, my entire body was shaking. Despite that, I had faith in Gabriel.  
 
    The young goblin walked over to us. He was biting his lip and looking for all the world as if he wished he were somewhere else. It was probably his first execution and part of me felt almost sorry for him. Almost. Throwing Gabriel a last meaningful look, I stayed where I was when the goblin untied me, then let him to lead me up the rickety wooden steps. When he placed the heavy rope round my neck, however, it took all I had not to resort to my plan. I was already imagining the rope tightening and constricting my throat. 
 
    Another goblin went to Gabriel, untied him from the post and led him up the steps. For a second Gabriel’s eyes met mine – then a gigantic shadow passed overhead while the air filled with a strange, loud thumping. It was followed immediately by a screech. I craned my neck upwards and my stomach dropped.  
 
    A gigantic bird was spiralling directly over our heads. It screeched again, beating its wings with such force that the very ground seemed to reverberate, before it dive-bombed the nearest goblin. The Filits scattered. One of the cannier bastards pulled out a gun, aimed it upwards and fired. The bird swerved to avoid the shot and the goblin aimed again but it was clear when the trigger clicked that the gun’s chamber was empty. The bird swooped again, knocking the goblin off his feet, its beak tearing into the soft flesh of his cheek. The goblin shrieked and rolled away.  
 
    While I stood gaping, Gabriel leapt up the last of the steps. He removed the noose from my neck and wrapped one arm round my waist. ‘I need you to hold on tightly,’ he said grimly. 
 
    ‘I … uh…’ I could barely speak. 
 
    ‘Saiya!’ he snapped. ‘Hold on.’ 
 
    I squeaked and nodded. Gabriel raised one hand and the bird dived towards us but, instead of attacking him, its clawed feet grabbed him by the shoulders.  
 
    I shook my head. This was nuts. Who commandeered birds like this? And it didn’t really help matters. The bird might be huge but we would to be too heavy for it. I started to release my hold on Gabriel; at least he would have a fighting chance.  
 
    ‘Saiya,’ he warned. He gripped me tighter, refusing to let go. Before I could speak, we were rising up into the air. Then we were flying over the rooftops and away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    I estimated that we travelled less than ten miles before the bird dropped us by the side of a road. I don’t think I’ve ever been so glad to feel solid ground under my feet. I gasped and fell forwards. By the time I got up again, the bird had already risen into the air, a black speck vanishing into the distance. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?’ I breathed. 
 
    Inscrutable, Gabriel looked at me. ‘I told you I had arranged for a way out of the city if we needed it.’ 
 
    ‘By bird?’ My voice rose. ‘By gigantic fucking carrier pigeon?’ 
 
    For the first time in what felt like an age, he almost smiled. ‘It’s a roc. Its kind and ours have helped each other for centuries.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘It pays to be a Dark Elf. Do you get air miles?’  
 
    ‘Is that a joke?’ 
 
    ‘Nervous tension,’ I muttered. 
 
    Gabriel shrugged. ‘You’re the person who can remove her shadow and split herself into two.’ He grimaced and I winced internally. ‘Besides, travelling like this is an emergency-only situation. Rocs have been hunted almost to extinction. They don’t like to reveal themselves unless they absolutely have to.’ 
 
    ‘How did it know to come? Was that some kind of Dark Elf magic?’ 
 
    Gabriel held out his hand and opened his palm, revealing a small button. ‘If you call clever technology magic. It’s a sort of homing device.’ 
 
    I swallowed. Damn. Apparently he’d thought of everything – but he didn’t know everything. With shaky legs, I set off back towards Stirling. 
 
    ‘Where the hell are you going?’ 
 
    ‘I know where the Stone of Scone is,’ I called out. ‘We had the clue all along.’ 
 
    Gabriel caught up to me and grabbed my elbow. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘It was on the box.’ When he frowned in confusion, I explained. ‘The lacquer ware wasn’t just a pretty design, it was a map. I don’t know what was on the scroll that Ghrashbreg found. Maybe something, maybe nothing. It doesn’t matter. The Stone of Scone is being held underneath the Tolbooth. There was a line of blue on the box that represented the river. It led right up to a small cross, which is Mercat Cross, and then three little bars.’ 
 
    Gabriel stared at me. 
 
    ‘The Tolbooth. It’s a prison. That’s what the bars represent.’ 
 
    ‘I got that part. I’m just…’ He sighed. ‘You remember that the Tolbooth is in ruins, right? The Gneiss goblins have destroyed it.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘They destroyed the surface. The Tolbooth extends for several floors underneath – and I bet there are more underground secrets beyond that. We know that the Filits were seeking the Stone underground. They probably thought it was under the castle and that’s why it’s never been bombed. But the Tolbooth is just as old as the castle. The Stone is there. I’m sure of it.’ I set off again. 
 
    ‘So your plan is what?’ Gabriel called. ‘To single-handedly storm back into Stirling and retrieve a stone that weighs a ton? We have to get to Holyrood. Your friend Ange and the others will be there by now. We need to speak to the Prime Minister. We need to find the best way to manage this.’ 
 
    ‘The Prime Minister will want to destroy the city and destroy the Stone,’ I pointed out, turning to face him again. 
 
    ‘All the more reason to go and talk to him first. Besides, the government has all sorts of tools at their disposal.’ He gestured upwards, as if referring to the roc. ‘Where there’s a will, there’s a way.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘We’re in the middle of nowhere with no transport. Even if we had a car, it would take us—’ 
 
    ‘An hour to get to Edinburgh?’ Gabriel jerked his head at a small copse of trees. ‘I told you I had a back-up plan. Did you think the roc dropped us here by accident?’ 
 
    Oh. Okay. ‘I still think…’ 
 
    ‘We are going to Holyrood,’ he said firmly. ‘You owe me that much at least. We need to prepare for success, Saiya.’  
 
    I’d have kept on arguing but his eyes were flinty and cold. ‘Fine,’ I muttered. ‘But I’m not staying long.’ 
 
    ‘Suit yourself.’ He headed towards the trees.  
 
    I watched him for a moment. Our near-death experience hadn’t softened him in any way. Pushing aside the pain inside me, I went after him. 
 
    *** 
 
    I tried not to stuff the entire pastry into my mouth in one go. It was a long time since I’d seen food like this. Tasty as it was, though, it didn’t make me feel much better.  
 
    Gabriel and I had reached Holyrood almost an hour ago. He’d been taken directly through to address the Parliament while I was left cooling my heels in an antechamber. I nibbled round the edges of the pastry and savoured the delicate filling. Five more minutes, I decided. Then I was out of here. 
 
    I was standing up and heading for the door when there was a cough behind me. A liveried guard smiled and I was finally beckoned inside. Feeling nervous, I walked through to an impressively large room where Gabriel, Rymark and numerous others waited. Power seemed to vibrate in the air. There was, however, no sign of the Prime Minister. Impatience gnawed at me and Gabriel’s grim expression didn’t help. His arms were folded across his chest, his biceps taut and his spine straighter than an army colonel’s. No prizes for guessing what Prime Minister James was planning, then. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, squared my shoulders and joined them. Rymark immediately stepped into my path, barring my way. From his expression, Gabriel had told him what I really was. ‘Move,’ I said tiredly. 
 
    He glared. ‘Make me.’ 
 
    I shrugged, my shadow stepping away from my body. With one dark hand, I reached out to push him away. Before I connected, Gabriel was already there. ‘It’s fine, Rymark.’ 
 
    ‘She…’ 
 
    ‘Hush.’ Gabriel addressed me. ‘You should probably leave. Ange and Becky are around here somewhere. I’m sure they’d like to see you again.’ 
 
    I tilted up my chin and met his dark eyes. ‘He’s going to do it, isn’t he? He’s going to destroy the city.’ 
 
    His gaze shifted away. ‘There’s no choice.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit!’ I exploded. ‘There’s always a choice! Don’t tell me you agree with this.’ 
 
    A muscle throbbed in his jaw. ‘I do whatever my government commands.’ 
 
    Ignoring Rymark’s appalled gasp, I moved closer to Gabriel. He still smelled so damn good. I shook my head to dissipate his musky, masculine scent from my nostrils. ‘Doing whatever your government commands is how things got into this mess in the first place. If you’d stopped the siege as soon as it began and got rid of the Gneiss and the Filits, we wouldn’t now be scrambling to save the country.’ 
 
    ‘Not everything is as black and white as you’d like it to be, Saiya.’ 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. ‘It seems pretty black and white as far as you’re concerned.’ I punched my own chest. ‘I’m a wraith therefore I’m bad. You’re a Dark Elf therefore you’re good. He’s the Prime Minister therefore he can’t put a foot wrong. We—’ 
 
    There was a cough from behind. I wouldn’t have bothered to turn but for the fact that Gabriel paled slightly. ‘Prime Minister,’ he muttered. ‘Saiya was just leaving.’ 
 
    ‘I am not!’ I clenched my fists furiously. ‘James, you can’t do this. You can’t destroy all of Stirling.’ 
 
    Tired brown eyes met mine. ‘It’s not something I want to do,’ he said. ‘And don’t blame young Gabriel for this – he has tried very hard to persuade me otherwise. Just like he tried to persuade me to prevent the Filits from ruling Stirling as they did.’ He looked briefly at Gabriel. ‘I should have listened to you.’ He sighed. ‘Now we have no choice. The goblins have access to the Stone. As soon as one of them is anointed King on it, they will absorb its power and magic. The whole of Scotland will be theirs for the taking. We abandoned Stirling to her fate and the rest of the world will abandon us to ours. Before more people suffer as the people of Stirling have suffered, we must destroy all the goblins, both Filit and Gneiss. And we have to destroy the Stone of Scone. We have to obliterate Stirling. This is what power is – it’s making the hard decisions that no one else can.’ For the briefest moment, James’s eyes filled with tears. He swallowed and turned away. 
 
    ‘No.’ I wasn’t even aware I’d said the word aloud until everyone looked at me. ‘You can’t do this.’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t any choice.’ James started walking away. Gabriel reached out to stop me but even he couldn’t hold me back. 
 
    ‘There’s a boy in Stirling!’ I yelled after him. ‘He’s just a kid, probably hasn’t reached double digits yet. Just this week he was prepared to stand up to a full-grown man who could have killed him for the sake of three tiny tomatoes. His little sister needed food.’ The Prime Minister stopped but he didn’t turn around. I swallowed and continued. ‘There’s a woman in Stirling called Isabella Markbury who had enough wealth and power to hide behind and save herself but she risked her life to get Gabriel out. Her friends risked their lives to help us too. Ange was tortured because of the Stone but she still made it here with her daughter. She didn’t do it to save herself, she did it because she thought you could save Stirling. That knowing about the Stone of Scone meant you’d finally do something. There was a man called Marrock.’ My voice caught on his name. ‘When he learnt what was really happening, he sacrificed himself.’ Anger vibrated in my voice. ‘You can bet your regal arse he didn’t do it so you could kill an entire city. There are thousands of kids and Marrocks and Anges and Isabellas. You can’t kill them all.’ 
 
    Silence descended. My plea was falling on deaf ears; I could see it in the line of Prime Minister James’s spine. He was going to give the order and everyone in Stirling was going to die. 
 
    ‘There’s Saiya.’ Gabriel spoke quietly but his words were clear. I stiffened and turned, staring at him. ‘She’s a wraith. Her kind are anathema to us.’ 
 
    ‘Not without good reason,’ Rymark muttered. 
 
    Gabriel’s voice rose. ‘Revealing her identity meant she was likely to die. She knew that but she still did it because Stirling needs her. She did everything she could to retrieve the Stone of Scone. She never faltered, she never gave up, no matter how she was treated, no matter what I said to her. She risked everything. Stirling deserves a chance – and so does she.’ 
 
    I almost stopped breathing. 
 
    ‘What would you have me do?’ James’ voice was barely audible. He turned and looked at Gabriel and me. ‘What would you have me do?’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘I am a wraith. I can get back into Stirling. I can get to the Stone.’ I glanced at Gabriel. ‘I was told once that wraiths had the ability to remove an object’s shadow. If I can do that to the Stone of Scone, I’ll render it useless. The goblins can do whatever they like with it, they can crown whoever they want but if the Stone has no shadow, it has no power.’ 
 
    James shook his head. ‘It’s too risky. The Gneiss and the Filits have the clues to find the Stone and the chances are they’ll get to it before you do. I’ve heard enough over the last hour to realise just how much cruelty they’re capable of. If one of them is anointed the supposed true King of Scotland, all will be lost.’ 
 
    Enough was enough. I stepped up to James and glared at him. I ignored the horrified gasp from the onlookers that a despicable wraith such as myself was getting so close and threw every last shred of desperation I had at him. ‘You used the law as an excuse not to get involved with the siege of Stirling. If it weren’t for the Stone of Scone, you wouldn’t be getting involved now. Three years. Three years of siege and starvation and living according to the whims of a bunch of goblins who’ll string you up on the gallows as soon as give you a few crumbs to eat.’ 
 
    The gasps were more audible this time. Prime Minister James clenched his jaw and I wondered whether I was about to be flung into the nearest dungeon for daring to argue with such an august personage. 
 
    ‘We couldn’t get involved,’ he said stiffly. ‘The law is very clear: unless the goblins seek to encroach on the rest of Scotland, Stirling belongs to them. That’s the way it’s always been. We’ve entered into negotiations on several occasions but until now our hands have been tied.’ 
 
    ‘While people were dying, you were playing politics.’ 
 
    James’s face reddened. I stood my ground, ready for whatever he was about to throw at me. Gabriel moved up beside me and took my hand, squeezing it tightly. Pain wrenched deep within my heart; he didn’t hate me after all. I wondered if he realised what his simple action meant to me. I hesitated for only a moment before squeezing his hand back. 
 
    Prime Minister James clenched his fists and muttered something inaudible under his breath then, surprisingly, his features relaxed. ‘You are right. We could have handled it better. I could have handled it better. I didn’t realise how bad things were in Stirling. I was trying to avert war with the goblins, whether Gneiss or Filit, and as a result all I achieved was more suffering.’ He glanced at Gabriel before returning his attention to me. ‘How confident are you that you can get to the Stone to remove its shadow without being noticed?’ 
 
    I tilted up my chin. ‘I have every confidence. I’m a wraith, I can slide in anywhere and not be spotted.’ 
 
    ‘With all the wraith activity, the goblins are bound to have alarms that will be triggered by your presence.’ 
 
    ‘No alarm is foolproof,’ I said calmly. 
 
    James looked at me for a long moment. ‘If you fail, you will be tortured. The goblins will see to that. Lord Ghrashbreg will see to that. You will die and you will die brutally.’ 
 
    That was the understatement of the year. ‘I won’t fail,’ I told him. 
 
    He sucked in a breath and raised his eyes, staring at a spot somewhere beyond my shoulder. ‘Six hours,’ he said finally. ‘You’ve got six hours to get in and out. After that, I will have no choice but to give the order to level Stirling to the ground.’ He nodded at someone. They bowed then drew out a heavy-looking object and held it out to me. ‘It’s a satellite phone. If you manage to take away the Stone’s power, use it to call me and I’ll stop the attack.’ 
 
    I took it before realising that James must have already arranged for the phone. He had wanted me to persuade him. I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased by that or terrified.  
 
    Six hours. I swallowed. It wasn’t much time but it was more than I’d hoped for. I nodded, pulling my hand away from Gabriel. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’d better get going.’ I turned away. 
 
    ‘Saiya,’ James said softly, ‘I will give that order. There won’t be any further delay once the six hours is up.’ 
 
    I paused then I walked away. There was no point saying anything more.  
 
    I’d only just left the room when Gabriel caught up with me. ‘I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll just get in my way.’ As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realised I probably wasn’t doing his ego much good. ‘I’m a wraith, Gabriel. I can use the shadows and move faster and stealthier than a Dark Elf. It’s best if I go alone.’ 
 
    His eyes darkened. ‘I won’t allow it.’ 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. ‘Five minutes ago you wouldn’t even look at me. Now you want to hold my hand while I fling myself into the jaws of goblin hell?’ 
 
    He tensed. ‘I was angry,’ he said quietly. ‘You lied to me.’ 
 
    I gave a brief, humourless laugh. ‘You hate wraiths.’ 
 
    ‘I love you.’  
 
    ‘We only met a couple of days ago,’ I reminded him.  
 
    ‘What does that matter?’ he asked simply. ‘Fior Ghal or not, Saiya, when you know, you know. There’s no future for me without you.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I can overcome my prejudice against wraiths. But I would like it if you didn’t lie to me again. I’m not going to run away. You and I are in this together.’ 
 
    I stood my ground. If I had to have this conversation, I wanted everything out in the open, warts and all. ‘You told me that you thought wraiths should be wiped off the face of the earth.’ 
 
    Gabriel flinched. ‘It was a throwaway comment. I didn’t mean it. If I could take back those words, I would. I’m more sorry about it than you know.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure about that? Or is all this backtracking because I’m your Fior Ghal?’ 
 
    He put his hands in his pockets but his eyes didn’t stray from mine. ‘Of course that’s part of it, a large part of it. Would I think twice about wraiths if you weren’t one? Probably not. That’s why we’re so good together. I can learn from you. You can make me a better person.’ He sighed. ‘I need you. I’m not complete without you. I’ll do everything I can to throw away every prejudice I have because of you.’ 
 
    The weight and truth of his words, not to mention the intensity of his expression, made me shuffle awkwardly. ‘Most wraiths do bad things,’ I mumbled. ‘Or so I’ve heard, though I’ve not met many others.’ I sniffed. ‘I have some prejudices too. And I should stop lying so much. I wouldn’t lie to you now, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘You suppose?’ he asked, although there was a faint amusement in his voice. 
 
    The corners of my mouth curved up. ‘Nobody’s perfect.’ 
 
    Gabriel’s gaze was steady. ‘You’re wrong about that.’ 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. ‘I still have to go. I’m the best chance everyone’s got. If you come along, the odds of success decrease dramatically.’ 
 
    He was silent for a moment. ‘And what are the odds of success?’ 
 
    I looked away. ‘I told the Prime Minister I was confident.’ 
 
    ‘Saiya…’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘One in ten. If I’m lucky.’ 
 
    Gabriel cursed. ‘At least you’re being honest with me.’ 
 
    Damn it. ‘It’s probably one in twenty actually.’ 
 
    He took my hands in his then leaned forward so his forehead was against mine. ‘I wish I could stop you.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘I wish I could do this for you.’ 
 
    I pressed my hand against his cheek. ‘Thank you,’ I said. 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve lied to you about who I really am but you stood by me with James and you’ve almost forgiven me. You make me a better person too, Gabriel.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘You’re a work in progress.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and went to hit him but he caught my hand and moved his head down, kissing me hard. As his body pressed against mine, I could feel our hearts beating in unison. 
 
    ‘You have to come back, Saiya,’ he breathed in my ear. ‘I’ll kill you if you don’t.’ 
 
    I grinned at him, ignoring the sudden sharp pain in my chest. ‘I’ll hold you to that.’ And then, because I couldn’t bear to stand there with him any longer, I pulled away and left him. 
 
    The old car we’d commandeered to get us here was exactly where Gabriel and I had left it with the keys still in the ignition. I slid into the driver’s seat and turned on the engine. I’d have to floor it back to Stirling. I reckoned that by the time I reached Marrock’s old escape route, I’d only have five hours left. That was barely enough time to find somewhere to keep my body – and the satellite phone – safe while my shadow saved the world from a goblin apocalypse. That didn’t sound daunting at all.  
 
    I clipped in my seatbelt and took a deep breath then I was flying down with the street with Gabriel’s stiff unyielding figure in my rear-view mirror. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t just eaten tasty pastries when I was waiting at Holyrood. I’d also formulated a plan. Not much of what I’d planned recently had succeeded but I reckoned I was finally onto a winner. Save the world or die trying: it was becoming an annoying mantra in my head. It was time to go all out and let the cards fall where they may. 
 
    Keeping a close eye on the digital clock in the car’s dashboard, I sped down the motorway. It was so long since I’d been out of Stirling that I should have enjoyed the view, not to mention the freedom, but there wasn’t time. I pressed my foot down all the way, gripping the steering wheel until my knuckles were white. I was a wraith; I couldn’t think of a better person to be a bat out of hell. 
 
    I hurtled past Stirling. If Gabriel – or anyone else – had known what I was planning, they’d have locked me up for my own safety but there was method to my madness.  
 
    I didn’t slow down until the outer blockade came into sight, with the Gneiss tents and flags fluttering in the breeze beyond it. Several Gneiss goblins sprang into the road in front of me, waving at me to stop. I bit down the temptation to run over the lot of them and did as they asked, before rolling down the window and sticking my head out. ‘I need to get past,’ I said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, sweetheart,’ replied the nearest burly Gneiss guard whose jiggling jowls put me in mind of a swarthy, clean-shaven Santa Claus. ‘Do you know where you are?’ 
 
    I cast my eyes up to the heavens, exasperated. ‘How could I not? Do I look like a complete moron?’ 
 
    The guard blinked at me, clearly unused to being spoken to like that. ‘Go home,’ he said. ‘We don’t want your kind here.’ 
 
    I sighed then I detached my shadow, allowing it to slip out of the car window while my body stayed behind. The guard and all of his companions yelped and jumped backwards. I shrugged at them in an exaggerated manner and returned my shadow to its original position.  
 
    Shaking myself slightly, I gave them all a cold smile. ‘I think you do want my kind here. Why don’t you go and tell someone more important than yourself that I’m here and I have important information from inside Stirling.’ I checked my watch. ‘I’ll wait for five minutes. Any longer than that and you won’t see me for dust. Your choice.’ 
 
    The guards muttered to each other. I held my breath, hoping my nervousness was concealed. Those Gneiss idiots would never know how relieved I was when one of them peeled off and sprinted away. 
 
    ‘Wait here,’ said the same guard, gruffly.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. What else was I going to do? 
 
    In the end, it took them four minutes and fifty-two seconds. I was motioned out of the car and escorted by a dozen Gneiss goblins beyond the checkpoint and into their encampment. There may be have been twelve of them against one of me but they kept a wary distance. Maybe I should have owned up to being a wraith before now; I rather enjoyed the space. 
 
    After a few hundred metres, they beckoned me towards a large tent. It had once been a pristine white colour but years of standing here with no protection from the gloomy Scottish weather meant it was now a dirty grey. The flap was open; was that supposed to be welcoming? I shook my head. I was being reckless by coming here but I wasn’t a complete fool. 
 
    There was a minute or two of muttered conferring then two of the guards went inside. I held my breath until a larger Gneiss goblin emerged, the medals pinned to his breast indicating that he was a superior. Now we were getting somewhere. 
 
    ‘You’re a wraith.’ For an arrogant Gneiss general, his voice was remarkably reedy and high.  
 
    Managing not to pass comment, I inclined my head. ‘I am.’ 
 
    He regarded me for a long moment. ‘I have never met a female of your species.’ 
 
    I didn’t answer because I wasn’t sure what was I supposed to say. He watched me for a little longer and then, predictably, tried to fill the silence and take control of the situation. ‘Are you here to offer your services?’ 
 
    I glanced around. Being close to so many Gneiss goblins was less intimidating than I’d expected. ‘Not exactly. I know what happens to wraiths who do that.’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    I didn’t waste any further time. ‘You have one of my … brethren. Release him and I will tell you where the Stone of Scone is.’ 
 
    Every goblin froze. It was like the world’s most threatening game of musical statues.  
 
    ‘You know of the Stone?’ 
 
    I made a show of examining my fingernails. ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘And you know where it is?’ 
 
     ‘I do.’ I smiled. ‘I also know that the Filit goblins have discovered a clue as to its whereabouts. In fact, they’re probably close to getting their grubby mitts on it.’ I checked my watch and pursed my lips. ‘They found a scroll hidden inside an old puzzle box. I imagine that it will tell them everything they need to know.’ I was banking on the fact that the Gneiss goblins were already aware of the hunt for Ange’s little box. It lent my tale the credibility I needed. 
 
    The Gneiss general’s expression didn’t flicker but I could feel the excitement of the other goblins. ‘Why are you telling us this?’ 
 
    ‘It’s simple. You have one of mine and I want him back. If he’s still alive and not at death’s door, I will tell you what you need to know.’ 
 
    His eyes held mine. ‘You understand what we are planning to do with the Stone if we recover it?’ 
 
    I rather liked this goblin. He had an air of honesty that was conspicuously absent in Ghrashbreg. ‘I do,’ I answered. ‘But it doesn’t worry me. I’m not planning on sticking around in Scotland for long.’ And I was, after all, a wraith – a soulless creature who wouldn’t give a hoot what happened to everyone else. 
 
    The general tapped his mouth. ‘What’s to stop us forcing you to tell us where the Stone is?’ 
 
    I didn’t blink. ‘Nothing. Everyone breaks under torture sooner or later.’ I leaned forward. ‘The question is, can you break me before your Filit cousins find the Stone?’ 
 
    ‘She’s just a girl,’ another goblin burst out. ‘It’ll take us five minutes to get her to spill everything she knows.’ 
 
    I smirked. The general rolled his eyes. ‘Idiot. You don’t know the first thing about where real strength comes from.’ He looked back at me. ‘You have a deal.’ He gestured to several of his minions and they scurried away. 
 
    The Gneiss goblin obviously wasn’t one for small talk. Instead of asking me questions or chatting inanely, he watched me while we waited, his hands knitted loosely together. He might have been examining me for weaknesses so he could pounce when it suited him but I had the feeling I could trust him. Perhaps he was the Gneiss equivalent of Gabriel, noble and honest to a fault, or perhaps he recognised that he had very little to lose. They probably had no further use for my fellow wraith who had already indicated to me that his days were numbered. Why not hand him over?  
 
    While the goblin watched me, I watched him; two could play at this game. I only looked away when a flicker in the corner of my eye finally indicated some activity. 
 
    It was an older man, probably close to sixty years of age. He was looking worse for wear and being hauled towards us by two Gneiss goblins. His feet dragged on the ground. I might not have seen his physical form before but I’d still have recognised him. It was a wraith thing. 
 
    When the trio reached us, the two goblins released their prisoner. He collapsed in a heap at their feet. So much for the Geneva Convention. Any trace of guilt about what I was doing vanished instantly. You could tell a lot about a group of people by the way they treated their prisoners. 
 
    ‘I want him alive,’ I commented. ‘Not dying. He’s no use to me if he dies half a mile from here.’ 
 
    The Gneiss general raised his shoulders. ‘He’s alive at this moment.’ He kicked the wraith who let out a small groan. ‘See?’ 
 
    I glared at the goblin. ‘Not helpful,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘Not my problem. Tell me where the Stone of Scone is.’ 
 
    ‘The dungeons.’ 
 
    His brow furrowed. ‘The Tolbooth?’ 
 
    ‘Those aren’t the only dungeons in Stirling.’ 
 
    He stared at me for a moment before his expression cleared. ‘The castle,’ he murmured. ‘There are dungeons underneath there.’ 
 
    ‘It fits,’ said another goblin. ‘We know the Stone’s below the surface. We always suspected the castle was the logical location.’ 
 
    As if by unspoken consensus, they all turned and began marching at top speed into the encampment. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ I yelled. ‘Can’t one of you give me a hand?’ 
 
    Not one of them turned. I sighed, shuffled over to the half-comatose wraith and heaved him up. ‘Sorry, mate. I’m going to have drag you like they did. It won’t be for long though.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ he gasped. 
 
    ‘Don’t try to talk. We’re on a clock here.’ I huffed and puffed as I walked. At least this guy was easier to drag than Gabriel. 
 
    ‘What,’ he said again, ‘have you done? You told them…’ 
 
    I smiled, passed the outer checkpoint and bundled him into the back seat of the car. I patted his shoulder and he shuddered as I touched him. I could relate to that. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said.  
 
    The Gneiss goblins had taken the bait and I hadn’t even lied to them. I’d simply implied that the Stone of Scone was hidden under the castle instead of under the Tolbooth. ‘Everything is going to plan.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    After driving back to where I needed to be, I left the wraith in the car. I explained what was going on and where we were. If he had any sense, he’d give himself an hour or two of breathing space to recover then he’d drive the vehicle as far away from here as possible. I still didn’t know his name but it was probably better that way. We were wraiths, not pack wolves. 
 
    Although there was every chance that the tunnel through which the others had escaped had been compromised, whether by Death Worms or the Filits, I had no choice but to use it to get back inside the city boundaries.  
 
    I found the entrance on the hillside close to the old church without too much difficulty. It wasn’t particularly well concealed – all I had to do was follow the tracks, no doubt caused by Marrock’s transportation vehicles, which scarred the ground. Slipping inside, I was surprised by how dry the tunnel was. It must have taken a Herculean effort to carve it out and I gave credit to Marrock. Wherever his soul was now, I hoped he was happy. He might have taken advantage of the siege in many unsavoury ways but, in the end, he’d proved more than worthy. I prayed that his sacrifice wasn’t in vain. 
 
    When I emerged into the old, tumbledown school, I paused to look around. Everything was the same as when we were here before. The dust lay in the same spots and the tables and chairs hadn’t been disturbed. That made me feel considerably better.  
 
    It was tempting to slide into shadow form; in theory, I’d be safer that way. The trouble was that, despite my words to Gabriel and the Prime Minister, I didn’t know how I was going to remove the shadow from the Stone of Scone. I didn’t know whether I had to be in wraith form or in physical form and I couldn’t take the risk of leaving my body somewhere when I might need it after I found the Stone.  
 
    Fortunately, when I ducked my head out of the door and saw the smoke rising from the west, next to the Gneiss encampment, I knew they’d done as I hoped. They were sending every soldier they had into the city to retrieve the Stone. All eyes, hands and death wishes would be far away from me.  
 
    I crossed my fingers that the Filits and Gneiss would keep themselves occupied fighting each other and racing to search the castle dungeons for the Stone. I was working with an entirely different countdown. 
 
    I spun away from the main roads, hiding as much as possible whilst maintaining my speed. I kept up a steady jog to the bowling alley. There was the occasional boom in the distance, along with some yelling and gunfire, but I blotted it out and focused on myself.  
 
    I slowed down when I reached the approach to the alley but no one jumped out in front of me to stop me. I suppose there was no longer any need for guards since Marrock was no longer there. 
 
    Once inside, I cast around. He might have mentioned other tunnels that led from here but I didn’t know where they were. I searched the front of the house, the deserted kitchen where the smell of old grease still clung to the air, and various nooks and crannies. There was nothing. Then my eyes fell upon the silent bowling alley lanes. Hmmm. 
 
    Skirting round the back to the door marked ‘Staff Only’, I found myself behind the lanes. The heavy apparatus that returned the skittles to their places lay dead; it hadn’t worked for a long time. I examined everything but it wasn’t until I reached the very end that I spotted the hole leading downwards. With my heart in my mouth, I wasted no further time and began to descend. 
 
    When I reached the bottom, my eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness. There were three tunnels branching off; the left-hand one headed towards the river and the direct escape route that Marrock had mentioned. Whether the right tunnel or the middle one led underneath the Tolbooth was anyone’s guess. I debated for a moment and then elected to travel down the middle one.  
 
    For a long time, the only sound was my breath and my feet. I pounded along until I came to a dead end. The tunnel was impressively shored up with timber; in another life, I’d have stopped to admire the effort that had gone into it. Instead I cursed that it led to nowhere. I’d made the wrong choice and had to go back. 
 
    I was halfway back to the tunnel’s entrance when a shuffling noise reached my ears. I stopped dead, my heart racing. Something was there but I had no idea what. 
 
    Slipping into my shadow, I left my body and darted forwards. Whatever – or whoever – I’d heard was now silent but that didn’t mean they weren’t still there. I skittered on and caught a glimpse of something moving. I leapt up to the ceiling and speeded up.  
 
    My wraith form was soundless but when I saw who was there, I almost screamed. I dropped down, landing in front of Gabriel.  
 
    He jerked and stared at me. ‘Saiya?’ 
 
    I nodded, before realising he could barely see the movement. I raised my shadow hand and brushed it against his cheek then, seething, sprinted back to my body. As soon as my consciousness returned, I shouted, ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ My voice echoed down the tunnel and, a moment later, his answer drifted back. 
 
    ‘I couldn’t let a wraith take all the credit for saving Scotland,’ he yelled back. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Was that supposed to be funny or was he being serious? ‘Don’t come down this way. It must be the right-hand tunnel that leads to the Tolbooth. I’ll catch you up,’ I called, silently adding ‘idiot’. 
 
    He must have kept his steps deliberately slow because he wasn’t far along the tunnel when I reached him. Huffing, I glared at him. ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Neither should you,’ he commented. ‘I thought about what you’d said about moving faster on your own and I decided I didn’t care. You might need me.’ 
 
    ‘You were making a lot of noise. If someone else had come down here and heard you…’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘First of all, I was completely silent. Secondly, if anyone else is down here you’ll definitely need my help.’ 
 
    I scowled, even though there was a happy lurch in my stomach that he’d come. He watched me for a moment before speaking again. ‘The Gneiss goblins have broken through the walls. They’re here in the city. They wouldn’t be doing that unless they thought the Filits had the Stone within their sights. They seem to be moving towards the castle though. That’s great for us because they’re not looking this way. We couldn’t have planned for a better diversion.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    ‘You did it, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    He sighed, scratching his chin in apparent resignation. ‘I don’t know how you managed it but it was a clever idea. It meant I could get here without any problems. It means we’ve got time to locate the Stone of Scone and do what’s required.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Let’s get a move on. Time is running out.’ 
 
    Together, we ran down the tunnel. The further in we got, the more difficult it became. Towards the end, we were both hunched over. Gabriel’s large frame made it particularly difficult for him. When I finally spied a ladder reaching upwards, he was all but crawling. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ I told him. ‘We’ve made it.’ 
 
    ‘I should go first,’ he said. 
 
    I ignored him and started upwards, making short work of the ladder.  
 
    ‘Saiya…’ 
 
    ‘Shhh. I’m not trying to be a damn hero here, Gabriel. I don’t want to be a bloody hero. But I’m smaller than you are so, if the tunnel narrows again, it makes sense for me to do this.’ 
 
    I sensed him wanting to argue but instead he climbed up after me.  
 
    At the top, there was a wooden cover. I heaved my shoulder against it and it thudded open. Holding my breath I looked out, immediately recognising the Tolbooth dungeon. I was right. The upper floors might have been almost destroyed but down here, other than an overpowering reek of decay and burning, the cells were intact.  
 
    The tunnel was located in one of the far cells and, judging by the straw and bits and pieces in it, had been covered up with debris to conceal it. Marrock had dared even more than I’d realised; he must have had inside help from some of the Filits to create it. I wondered who they were; I’d have liked to shake them warmly by the hand for their help. I pulled myself out of the tunnel and stood up, glancing around.  
 
    Gabriel followed, hot on my heels. ‘It doesn’t make sense,’ he commented. ‘If the Stone of Scone is here, the goblins would have found it already.’ 
 
    I grimaced, nodding in agreement. ‘It must be concealed somewhere. Maybe we should start checking the walls and the floor.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll start this end.’ He jerked his head to the left. 
 
     ‘Okay. I’ll try this way.’ 
 
    I wandered through the cells, trying to avoid letting the lingering sense of ghostly desperation from old prisoners get to me. The knowledge of all the fallen bricks above our heads didn’t help the claustrophobic feeling and I could swear that the cells were even danker and more miserable than they had been when Ange was here. 
 
    ‘Saiya!’ Gabriel spoke urgently. 
 
    I turned away from the gloomy cell I was inspecting. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I have something here.’  
 
    I darted over to join him in another cell. He pointed to the far wall. ‘There’s something there,’ he said. ‘I can sense it. There’s an entire room beyond this one. It might just be a quirk of the building but I think there’s more to it.’ 
 
    I stared at the wall; it looked exactly the same as the others. I stepped over to it and thumped it. It sounded normal as well. ‘I don’t know how…’ 
 
    ‘Stand back.’ 
 
    I moved out of the way. As I watched, he raised his hands and started to murmur, concentration etched on his face. ‘I have to be careful,’ he muttered. ‘The foundations are probably already weak. We can’t afford to have the rest of the Tolbooth come down on top of our heads.’ 
 
    That was a strategy I could get behind. I pressed my lips together, tension stiffening my body, as Gabriel chanted a few more lines. A fissure appeared in the stone, then another and another. I blinked. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. He really did have massive amounts of power at his fingertips. 
 
    With a grim smile, he fell quiet then lashed out with his foot, kicking the centre of the wall. Clouds of dust rose up, momentarily obscuring our vision. When it cleared, there was a large hole in the wall – certainly large enough for us both to fit through. We exchanged looks and I shuffled up and peered through. As soon as I saw what lay beyond, I gasped and pulled back. 
 
    ‘It’s there. The Stone is really there.’ 
 
    Gabriel grinned, looking smug. ‘See?’ he said. ‘I told you that you needed me.’ 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself smiling back then I raised my body and heaved myself through the gap. 
 
    I didn’t approach the Stone until Gabriel joined me. He murmured again, using the same magic as he had in the cave to create a glowing ball of light. The Stone of Scone stood before us, in the centre of a small chamber. It was as if it had been waiting for centuries just for this moment and for a second we stared at it. It was an oblong rock, grey in colour, with four sturdy stone legs. Set into its top was a rusted iron circle. Despite its nondescript appearance, power throbbed from it.  
 
    ‘Unbelievable,’ I whispered. 
 
    Gabriel nodded. ‘It’s a thing of wonder. I can feel its magic from here. The strength is unbelievable.’ He paused. ‘Now you need to do everything you can to render it useless.’ 
 
    I shook myself from my reverie and crouched down next to it. ‘Can you move the light?’ I asked. ‘I need to see the shadow.’ 
 
    He did as I asked. Bit by bit, the dark shape of the Stone of Scone’s shadow elongated along the floor. I brushed my fingers against it. I could feel it – and if I could feel it then I could take the shadow away. 
 
    Curving my fingers round it, I searched for weaknesses. Just at the point where the shadow joined the far leg of the Stone, I found one. I lifted the shadow slightly, grunting with the effort, then I tugged. The only thing I felt was resistance. Trying harder, I shifted my position to get a better grip. I kept gaining purchase and losing it but, just when I thought I was never going to manage to get a proper hold on it, my hands tightened and I felt the shadow shift slightly. Awe flooded me. Come on, Saiya. Bloody come on. I heaved all my weight, effort and concentration towards spooling it away from the Stone. Bit by bit, it yielded. 
 
    ‘I’ve almost got it,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘I can feel it pulling away.’  
 
    The magic of the Stone trembled through my fingertips as if it were doing everything it could to resist losing its shadow. That was nuts, I told myself. It was just a stone. It might have ancient magic running through it but at the end of the day it was a hunk of rock.  
 
    I peeled away an edge, gasping at the effort. ‘Almost there…’ 
 
    There was the sound of footsteps from beyond the dark chamber. I yelped and fell backwards. A moment later a face appeared in the gap in the wall and there was a loud shout of triumph. Pat! Bloody hell.  
 
    He pushed himself into the room with eight Filit goblins right behind him. When I realised that one of them was Ghrashbreg, dread flashed through me. I picked myself up and stood next to Gabriel. This probably wasn’t going to end well. 
 
    The little room had felt small before but now it was claustrophobic. Pat had a look of glee on his face. ‘I told you!’ he cackled. ‘I told you they were here. I saw her, then him, come into the alley and I followed them. I saw which tunnel they took. I even heard them shouting about it.’ He looked at me with delight. ‘Not so hoity-toity now, Saiya. I’ve bested you for good.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg stepped forward, his eyes glittering. ‘So you have.’ His hand snapped out and I just caught the glint of a blade before he plunged it deep into Pat’s chest. I let out a cry and lurched forward but Gabriel pulled me back behind him.  
 
    Ghrashbreg smirked. ‘He was helpful,’ he admitted. ‘But I don’t like traitors. You can never trust them.’ 
 
    Pat let out a choking groan and a small bubble of blood formed at his lips. He sank to the ground and collapsed. 
 
    ‘You two have been remarkably helpful. I have to thank you for sending everyone else to the castle. It means I’m free to make use of the Stone.’ Ghrashbreg looked down at the slab of sandstone. ‘Quite an ugly thing, isn’t it?’ He reached down and placed a hand on top of it, as if hoping to feel its power through his skin.  
 
    As he did so, several other Filit goblins appeared, brandishing lethal-looking weapons. I recognised two of them – Boxburn, the goblin who’d been posted outside my building to keep an eye out for Becky, and the guard who had let me into the castle under false pretences. Their expressions were stony.  
 
    Gabriel raised his voice. ‘You’ve not brought many goblins with you, Lord Ghrashbreg. Can I assume that you’re hoping to crown yourself King before anyone notices?’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg snorted. ‘Can you blame me? Three years I’ve been looking for this damn thing. I’m not hanging around while the others decide which one of us is worthy. There’s nothing wrong with taking a bit of initiative – it’s what all good rulers do.’ He bared his teeth. ‘Not that I’m planning to be a good ruler. Not for the likes of you, anyway.’ He stroked the stone as if it were a pet. ‘I wonder what it will be like. Will I feel a sudden rush of power? Will sparks fly from my fingertips? I’m hoping for the ability to cause sudden death. Surely this old Stone is worth that much.’  
 
    I swallowed. ‘You don’t have to do this,’ I said. ‘We can bring down this roof and bury the Stone and no one need ever know it’s here.’ 
 
    He let out a short laugh that echoed round the room. ‘Why on earth would I want to do that?’ 
 
    ‘No one person should possess so much power over an entire country. The responsibility will drive you mad. You can still do the right thing. This isn’t just about you, Ghrashbreg.’ 
 
    The goblin Lord raised his eyebrows at Gabriel. ‘Can you believe her? First of all it appears that she’s the wraith we’ve all be searching for and now she thinks that my better nature will make me walk away from all this. As if I’m going to do anything of the sort!’ 
 
    ‘You should think about it,’ Gabriel said quietly. ‘You’ve persecuted the people in this city for three years. They’re starving and terrified. If you think that the power this Stone will give you will allow you to persecute the rest of the country, then you’re not thinking clearly. It won’t happen. The rest of the world won’t permit it.’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg laughed again. ‘Just like the rest of Scotland didn’t permit what happened here? They’ll stand back and let the dice roll. Before too long, I’ll have such iron control over Scotland that it will be too late, even if anyone wanted to step in.’ 
 
    ‘You’re turning an ancient democracy into a dictatorship. How many dictators do you know who have come to happy ends?’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg licked his lips greedily. ‘I think I’ll manage. I’ll have more power than anyone else has had in the last thousand years. It’s going to be quite a ride. Not that you two will be around to see it.’ He sniffed loudly, sat down on the Stone and gestured to Boxburn. ‘Come on then, let’s not waste any more time. When I have the Stone’s gifts for myself, I’ll experiment on the two of you first. You’ll go down in history, if nothing else.’ He leaned back and gave a cold, heartless laugh. ‘I can’t wait.’ 
 
    Boxburn pushed back Gabriel and I and stood in front of Ghrashbreg. ‘Sire, are you willing to take this burden?’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg beamed. ‘I am.’ 
 
    Boxburn placed a gnarled hand on Ghrashbreg’s head. ‘Receive the magic, the power and the strength which is embedded in this Stone. Receive the glory and the righteousness of the crown. Receive the strength of this land and stand firm in the state of imperial dignity. The gathering here bears witness to your coronation. Arise King Ghrashbreg, ruler of Scotland!’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg stood up, blinking slowly, before stretching out his arms. ‘I feel…’ he boomed ‘…no different.’ He glared at Boxburn. ‘You said the words wrong.’ 
 
    The goblin stammered, ‘I said them as you instructed me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, try again!’ Ghrashbreg seated himself once more. 
 
    Boxburn coughed. ‘Sire, are you willing to take this burden?’ 
 
    This time Ghrashbreg didn’t smile. ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘Receive the magic, the power and the strength which is embedded in this Stone. Receive the glory and the righteousness of the crown. Receive the strength of this land and stand firm in the state of imperial dignity. The gathering here bears witness to your coronation. Arise King Ghrashbreg, ruler of Scotland.’ The words might have been the same but his tone was considerably less dramatic this time around. 
 
    Yet again, Ghrashbreg stood up. He pointed a finger at Gabriel. ‘Die,’ he commanded. ‘By the power of the throne, I order you to die!’ 
 
    Nothing happened. Gabriel smiled and made a show of feeling for his pulse. ‘Hmm. I don’t think it worked. What do you think, Saiya?’ 
 
    Ghrashbreg growled and lunged for him. The other goblins stood back and watched while their Lord wrestled with Gabriel. The goblin let out a strangled curse. ‘Help me, dammit!’ 
 
    I did what I could to stop the goblins but the nearest one slammed me to one side. They rushed forward, grabbing hold of Gabriel. ‘Stop and think about what you’re doing,’ he hissed at them. ‘You’re making a mistake, maybe the worst one of your lives.’  
 
    ‘Shut up.’ Ghrashbreg brushed himself down and glared. ‘We probably need to take the Stone into the daylight. Being underground may be stopping it from working.’ 
 
    ‘Or you’re not worthy,’ Gabriel said, relaxing against his captors rather than fighting them. It made me think he still had a plan. 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Ghrashbreg snapped, but I could see the flare of panic in his eyes. I wasn’t the only one; the goblins around us shifted and murmured. 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ I chimed in. ‘The Stone of Scone isn’t recognising your authority. You’re not meant to be King.’ 
 
    ‘Kill both of them now,’ Ghrashbreg snarled. ‘I’ve had enough of these two to last a lifetime.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Gabriel said easily, ‘kill us and get some peace. It won’t last long. The Prime Minister knows we’re here. If we don’t signal him in the next hour, he’s going to level the entire city to the ground. Without the Stone’s power, you can’t do a thing to stop him. Scotland is a free country and it’s going to remain so, regardless of Stirling’s fate. The only thing to decide is what happens to the goblins who dared to threaten that liberty.’ 
 
    ‘I said kill them!’ Ghrashbreg screamed. 
 
    Boxburn and the others raised their weapons and my heart sank. By killing us, they were consigning Stirling and all her citizens to hell. We’d stopped Ghrashbreg but we hadn’t saved the city. 
 
    ‘You can’t do this,’ I began. 
 
    ‘We already have,’ Boxburn said.  
 
    He swung his blade round in Ghrashbreg’s direction and cut through his neck. 
 
    The goblin Lord didn’t even have time to shriek or make the same groan that Pat had. He simply fell to the ground, blood spattering against the Stone of Scone. He lay there twitching. All I could do was stare. 
 
    The goblins exchanged looks, then the guard who had felt sorry for me at the gates to Stirling Castle cleared his throat. ‘You will remember that we helped you.’ 
 
    Helped us? They’d held us captive in our own city for three years. I swallowed back the retort on my lips and gave a tight nod. One by one, they turned and stepped over the fallen bodies of Pat and Ghrashbreg before filing out. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe that just happened,’ I whispered after they had gone. I reached down into the shadowy corner behind me and, using the tip of my index finger and thumb, pulled up the Stone’s shadow. I’d managed to yank it away in the nick of time. 
 
    ‘Self-preservation,’ Gabriel said. He let his fingers fall through the dark shape then shook his head in amazement before dropping his hand to his side. ‘When the Stone failed, the others knew what choices they had.’ He held out his hand to me. ‘Come on. We need to get back up to the surface so I can tell Holyrood what’s happened. Stirling is safe.’ 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Boxburn and his cronies worked fast. By the time Gabriel and I reached the surface, both the Filits and the Gneiss goblins were fleeing the city, large convoys racing to get out as quickly as they could. They didn’t even pause to glance in our direction – they were hell-bent on saving themselves. I didn’t think they’d run very far. Only minutes after Gabriel’s signal, Scottish troops were piling in and replacing the goblins’ fearful frowns with brilliant smiles. 
 
    Gabriel and I limped up to the castle. Along the way, people started to emerge from their houses, staring at us with gaunt, hunger-lined faces. I saw the small boy who’d risked his life for a few tomatoes and raised my hand in greeting. Of course he didn’t recognise me. I didn’t look like a wraith. 
 
    We shambled past with weary smiles. Ripples of jubilation were already running through the city. Stirling might not know the details but it knew what was happening and there were a lot of tears. By the time we reached the castle, the cries of delight and happiness could be heard on every street.  
 
    Less than an hour after Ghrashbreg breathed his last, we were standing in the main hall in the castle facing the Prime Minister. ‘Where’s the Stone of Scone’s shadow?’ he asked. ‘Once we get the Stone back to Holyrood we should reattach it.’ His face glowed. ‘Just think what that ancient power and magic can do for Scotland.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer but Gabriel spoke first. ‘Funny thing about shadows,’ he murmured. ‘They’re slippery. Imagine a helium balloon; when it’s no longer bound to the earth, it flies away. When shadows are no longer bound to their original physicalities, it is much the same. Not to mention that it’s a shadow.’ He looked at the flickering shapes that surrounded us. ‘It could be anywhere. Finding it again will be harder than finding a needle in a haystack.’ 
 
    The Prime Minister was visibly disappointed. ‘Ah, I see. That is a shame.’ 
 
    Rymark appeared in the doorway. ‘There’s quite a crowd gathering outside. I think all of Stirling must be out there. They want to see you, they want to know it’s all over.’ 
 
    James smiled. ‘I’m on my way.’ He glanced at me. ‘Thank you, Saiya. I promise you that everything will be done to return Stirling to its former glory. You have my word.’ He turned and left. 
 
    Gabriel raised his eyebrows at Rymark. His old friend sighed in exasperation. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’m going. You two can have all the privacy you need.’ He glanced at me. ‘For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you earlier. You’re a wraith and finding that out was … well, it was difficult for me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I told him. I meant it as well; I was supposed to be the bogey man, after all. Who could blame him for what he’d thought? It was good to think that he was open-minded enough to change his views.  
 
    I thought of the other wraith I’d rescued and wondered whether he’d turn away from his murderous work and do something more charitable now. It would be nice to think so but I couldn’t demand it. We all have to carve out our own paths and live by our own morality. Wraiths who murder for nothing more than gold coin deserved to be hunted down – but they also deserved the chance to make different choices. That’s what freedom is. Ghrashbreg had been given that choice and so had Boxburn and the other goblins. And, in a way, Gabriel and I had been also. 
 
    Rymark bowed and followed the Prime Minister out of the door. As soon as Gabriel and I were alone, I raised my eyebrows. ‘You know I still have the shadow right here?’ I rummaged in my own dark gloom behind me, pulled it out and held it up. 
 
    He nodded. ‘I know. I also know that Prime Minister James is a good man. He’s honourable and forthright and, whether he always makes the right decisions or not, they are made with the best of intentions.’ 
 
    ‘You lied to him,’ I pointed out. That was a turn up for the books. 
 
    ‘I did,’ Gabriel admitted. ‘Because sometimes the best intentions aren’t enough. And who’s to know who will succeed him? The best thing is for you to take the Stone’s shadow and hide it far from here. The Stone of Scone should not be a thing to be feared but neither should it be revered. It’s already caused enough suffering.’ 
 
    I stared at it then passed it to Gabriel. ‘You can take it,’ I said quietly. ‘I trust you to find somewhere safe for it. I’m sure you can find a way to do that with your magic.’ 
 
    For a long moment he didn’t move then he raised his eyes to mine. I was taken aback by the warmth in their black depths. ‘Maybe we should find somewhere to hide it together,’ he said. ‘All our success seems to come when we work together.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Maybe we should do that.’ I scuffed the ground. ‘I’d like that. I want to spend more time with you so we can get to know each other before I’m forced to be barefoot and pregnant for the rest of my child-bearing life.’ 
 
    ‘Saiya, that would never—’ 
 
    I interrupted him. ‘I’m joking.’ 
 
    He relaxed. ‘Oh. I should have known that. You’re not always the easiest person to read.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to fix that,’ I said softly. ‘Bring everything out into the light, so to speak.’ I bit my lip. ‘I don’t know anything about you really. This soul-mate business hardly makes sense.’ Before he could argue with me, I held up my hands. ‘Let me finish. The destiny thing is weird – I can barely pronounce Fior Ghal, let alone understand it. I’ve spent so long on my own that being with someone else is alien to me. And there’s so much still to deal with. Between the remaining goblins and the state of Stirling…’ I sighed. ‘This is only just the beginning of what’s going to be a long road for all of us. Our story’s just starting.’  
 
    I fiddled with the buttons on my shirt. ‘The truth is that you’re the only person who can touch me who doesn’t make me recoil.’ I tapped my temple. ‘Ever since I met you, you’ve been here inside my head like – like some kind of bug that won’t go away. Except,’ I struggled to find the right words, ‘I don’t want you to go away. I’m terrified that you will, though. I’m terrified that you’ll get hurt or that I’ll say or do something to make you hate me again. And every time I look at you I just want to…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    I shrugged awkwardly. ‘Jump your bones.’ 
 
    Gabriel laughed briefly before sobering up. He took my hands, forcing me to meet his gaze. ‘You were shocked that I lied to James but that’s not the only time I’ve lied or at least stretched the truth.’ His tongue darted out and wet his lips. ‘A Fior Ghal is a soul mate and not every Dark Elf finds theirs. Sometimes the ones who do are disappointed. Destiny might proclaim that they’re supposed to be together but the resulting relationships are not always … harmonious. That’s not going to happen with us. You’re the bravest, most honourable person I’ve ever met. If it takes a lifetime to prove to you that I’m worthy of you, that’s what I’m prepared to give. I might not know your favourite food or your background but I do know there’s no longer any life for me without you in it. I want you by my side. In everything.’ 
 
    My mouth was inexplicably dry. ‘I feel the same. In everything.’ 
 
    Gabriel suddenly smiled, dazzling me. He pulled me against him and, with his arms wrapped around me, I felt more safe, more comfortable and more happy than I’d ever thought I had the right to feel. It was nuts – but it was right. 
 
    The door burst open. ‘Saiya!’  
 
    Gabriel muttered a curse but when we realised who had interrupted us, we relaxed. Becky was standing there with a smiling Ange and a rather more worried Rymark hovering behind. 
 
    Becky beamed at the pair of us. ‘Thank you! Thank you so much!’ She darted towards me for a hug. I managed a tight squeeze. Perhaps I really was getting better at this human contact thing. 
 
    ‘You saved us,’ Ange said. ‘You’ve saved Stirling.’ 
 
    I coughed awkwardly. The last thing I wanted or needed was to be touted as the hero of this story. Even with Gabriel by my side, I enjoyed anonymity. 
 
    Sensing my discomfort, Gabriel stepped into the breach. ‘Actually,’ he murmured, ‘the real saviour was Marrock. He created the tunnels. Without him, none of this would have been possible.’ He glanced at me, as if checking that he was doing the right thing. He understood me better than he realised. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘Marrock might have died but we should sing his name from every rooftop in Stirling. He achieved the impossible.’ 
 
    Becky’s brow creased but Ange gently squeezed her elbow and her daughter shrugged. ‘We should build a statue to him then.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘We should.’ 
 
    ‘Can we all stay here now? Can we live in Stirling?’ 
 
    ‘We can.’ Gabriel’s arm rested across my shoulders. ‘If this is your home, Saiya, then this is where I want to be. You were right before. There’s a lot of work to be done to make this city everything it should be.’ 
 
    Sally bustled in with an unsmiling Martin trailing in her wake. ‘You bet your bony arses there’s a lot of work.’ She waggled her finger at the teenager. ‘He’s coming with me to make up for hitting me over the head. Honestly! He’s lucky I’m not pressing charges. To make up for his actions, he’s going to spend the next six months getting my garden back up to scratch, then there’s decorating that needs to be done. And I’ve heard there’s some godawful Death Worm carcass laying out in the open just a few streets away from my home that needs clearing up. You, my boy, are going to be spending the rest of your teenage years making amends.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t force me to stay with you now,’ Martin muttered, but the corners of his mouth were crooking up into an involuntary smile. 
 
    I sighed happily. There was a roar of approval from the gathered crowd outside. Whatever James was saying, it was clearly going down well.  
 
    ‘You know what I think?’ Gabriel said. I raised my eyebrows at him questioningly. He kissed me gently on the lips and gazed into my eyes. ‘You can only appreciate the light when you understand the shadows. One doesn’t come without the other.’ 
 
    I leant forward and kissed him. He was right. No matter who we were, shadows surrounded us. We had to deal with them in good ways and in bad but that didn’t mean we couldn’t love the light that life bestowed on us too. The fallout of the last three years was going to be considerable, and there might still be plenty of darkness to come, but the light was growing brighter by the second. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading Wraith! I really hope you enjoyed it.  It would mean a huge amount if you could leave a review – any and all feedback is so very, very welcome and hugely important for independent authors like myself. 
 
    Find out more about me and my books, as well as the chance to sign up for my newsletter at http://helenharper.co.uk 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s note 
 
      
 
    I’ve been fascinated by the Stone of Scone ever since I first heard of its existence. Although it is fictionalised for the purposes of this novel, there is a real Stone of Scone, also known as the Stone of Destiny, and its legend extends back to biblical times.  
 
    Traditionally, the Stone has been used as an integral part in Scottish – and later English – coronations because, at the tail end of the thirteenth century, it was captured by Edward I and transported to Westminster Abbey in London, England. However, rumours abounded even then that the English had been fooled by a substitute stone and that the real thing was still hidden in Scotland.  
 
    Much more recently, in the 1950s, a group of Scottish students stole the Stone of Scone from Westminster in order to return it to Scotland. Eventually it was recovered and brought back to England but yet again there were rumours that the returned Stone was a forgery.  
 
    Finally, in 1996, the British government allowed the Stone of Scone to be moved to Edinburgh where it currently resides, alongside the Scottish crown jewels. Whether it’s genuine article or not, no one can say for sure. 
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