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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Although Scottish Gaelic and Irish Gaelic are very similar, many of the spellings are different. Technically, the Scottish version of Sidhe (pronounced ‘she’) is spelled Sith but to avoid inevitable comparisons with Star Wars characters, I’ve taken some poetic liberty in using the Irish version. 
 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The girl with no name scurried down the corridor, hiking up her skirt to avoid the hem from trailing along the dusty floor. She’d already been in trouble once today for her appearance when the cook had cuffed her ear for wearing a stained apron. The fact that it was stained simply because she’d been in the garden and picking mudberries on the cook’s orders didn’t seem to matter. It was one thing, however, to be told off in the kitchen; it was quite another for it to happen in the grand hall in front of goodness knows who. 
 
    She hadn’t been in the Bull’s presence for months. The last time she was summoned it was to make up numbers at a cocktail party. Not, of course, as a guest; it was her role to hold up canapés to the mingling party goers – no mean feat for someone who was short for her age and surrounded by towering Sidhe adults.  
 
    She barely lasted ten minutes. Once the Bull spotted her, staring at her with dark glittering eyes, his skin suffusing with a mottled angry red, she was ushered away and scolded for drawing attention to herself. Since then she’d kept well out of his way, even risking the wrath of the cook by taking the long way round the dusty palace and arriving even later for her daily duties than she normally did. Frankly, she’d do just about anything to avoid the Bull’s terrifying gaze. 
 
    Rounding the corner at high speed, and worried about what was expected of her, she was less alert than she should have been. Colliding with the delicate, elfin form of Tipsania, she sent them both crashing to the ground; her bare feet became tangled with the other girl’s ornate skirts, the heavy fabric inextricably wrapping itself around her ankles. 
 
    ‘You stupid bitch!’  
 
    The girl yanked hard, attempting to free herself. There was an ominous rip of fabric as she finally pulled away, then she received a hard kick from Tipsania for her efforts.  
 
    Ignoring the sharp burst of pain, she scrambled to her feet then bent down to help the other girl stand up. Tipsania glared at the proffered hand as if it belonged to a cockroach instead of a child. She still took it, though. 
 
    ‘You should bloody well watch where you’re going,’ she hissed. ‘Now I look as if I’ve been dragged through a muddy puddle. Don’t they teach you how to keep clean?’ 
 
    The girl ducked her head down, mumbling an apology.  
 
    Tipsania clicked her teeth in disgust. ‘Byron will think I’ve been raised in a hovel. I’ll simply have to go and change.’ She spat, an astoundingly unladylike gesture for someone of her rank.  
 
    The girl’s eyes flew upwards. ‘Byron?’ She’d heard of him, of course. The privileged son of the Sidhe Steward Aifric Moncrieffe was well known around the court for his youthful misdemeanours. Only seventeen years old, he was already living up to his namesake as mad, bad and dangerous to know. It didn’t make sense, however, that he’d be coming here. Little as the girl knew, even she was aware that the Moncrieffes held little love for the Scrymgeour Clan, even though they worked together from time to time.  
 
    She swallowed the knot of pain that appeared in her throat. Was that why she’d been summoned? Was it an opportunity for the upper echelons of Sidhe royalty to sneer at her, as well as the lower ranks she normally dealt with? 
 
    Tipsania’s lip curled. ‘You don’t think he’s going to be interested in you, do you? A dirty urchin?’ She leaned in more closely, her smooth honey-coloured hair tickling the girl’s cheek. ‘A bastard?’ 
 
    The girl drew back. Her parentage wasn’t her fault. If she could change it, she would. It was incredibly unfortunate for her that her pure white hair and violet eyes reminded everyone of just who her father was.  
 
    She opened her mouth to answer back then snapped it shut again, thinking better of it. Tipsania had made an art form out of underhand cruelty that could extend for weeks when she thought she had been slighted. There was no point in antagonising her unnecessarily, tempting as it might be.  
 
    The girl dipped her head again, casting her eyes downward and hoping that her act of submission would encourage Tipsania to forget the flare of rebellion that had flickered across her face.  
 
    A door opened several metres away and the low hum of voices reached the girl’s ears. Her eyes snapped up, wary of who was about to join them. She received another sharp kick from Tipsania in response. 
 
    ‘Well, well, well,’ drawled a deep voice. ‘What do we have here?’ 
 
    This time, the girl kept her head firmly down. 
 
    ‘Byron!’ Tipsania tittered, her previously harsh tone now muted to a breathy giggle. ‘Are you lost? We’re supposed to be in the grand hall.’ 
 
    ‘Just exploring, Tipsy,’ he replied easily. ‘Who’s this?’ 
 
    The girl with no name felt his gaze burning into her. She told herself not to look up. 
 
    Tipsania’s lip curled. ‘She’s the one.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Byron sounded curious. He reached out, his fingers brushing under the girl’s chin, tilting it up so that she was forced to meet his eyes. 
 
    She shrank back, terrified of the new horrors that were about to be visited on her. Byron’s appearance certainly lived up to the hype. His hair, so golden in colour that it mimicked burnished bronze, fell artfully across his forehead. His skin was tanned, without a blemish, and his eyes glittered emerald green. He towered over her, a tiny furrow on his forehead as he took in her appearance. 
 
    ‘She’s a filthy thing,’ Tipsania dismissed. ‘I don’t know why you’d want to bother with her. Look at what she did to my dress! She’s going to pay for that.’ 
 
    Byron’s expression turned stony, flecks of frozen ice reflected in his brilliant irises. He flicked a glance at the older girl then back again. ‘You’re right,’ he said finally, ‘she is pathetic. If I were you I wouldn’t even speak to her.’ Without another word, he withdrew his hand and bowed in Tipsania’s direction. ‘My lady,’ he murmured. Then he strode off. 
 
    Both girls watched him go. When he was out of earshot, Tipsania turned to the girl again. ‘You’re lucky he didn’t want more from you,’ she hissed. 
 
    The girl with no name dropped her head again. Her stomach felt tight and uncomfortable. She clenched her fists and dropped her shoulders. Please, she thought, just leave me alone. I’m nobody. 
 
    Her submissive posture seemed to do the trick; Tipsania sniffed loudly and stomped off, no doubt to find another example of gold-edged finery with which to impress the Sidhe princeling. 
 
    The girl with no name waited, counting to twenty in her head to ensure Tipsania was not about to return and cause more grief. It would make her eventual appearance in the grand hall even more delayed and she risked the Bull’s anger increasing. She was already late by now, however. One minute or ten – either way she’d get her ears boxed for her troubles. Not from the Bull, of course. He never touched her himself.  
 
    Trembling from her encounter, she took several short, rapid breaths. Byron Moncrieffe’s supercilious attitude, combined with Tipsania’s venom, swirled around her head. When she was older, she decided furiously, she’d make both of them pay. She sniffed to herself.  
 
    She dusted down her apron and set off once more, her mind working feverishly as to why she’d been summoned and just what the Bull could possibly want with her. A door at the far end opened and bright sunlight spilled in. There was a shout and the guard, who’d been standing there silhouetted against the sun, turned to answer the call, leaving the gateway open.  
 
    The girl gazed out at the bright light, then back at the dark corridor behind her. She gnawed her bottom lip and looked again. After a brief moment of indecision, she began to run.  
 
    She wasn’t a prisoner. She’d never been told she couldn’t leave. But until that moment, with the glow of the outside world and its golden uncertainty contrasting with the darkness that no doubt awaited her in the grand hall, she’d never considered leaving. There was nowhere else for her to go.  
 
    In years to come, she’d describe her action as foolhardy and reckless. The right move, without a doubt, but one in which the possibility of success was hampered by lack of planning and foresight. Still, sometimes the stars simply align and the time is right. 
 
    She skidded down the corridor, emerged outside and blinked at the light. Without pausing, she veered left –towards freedom. 
 
    The guard, startled by the sudden movement, turned to watch her. His companion arrived, shading his face from the sun and squinting in her direction. Even without her long white hair whipping behind her and the determined set to her chin, her intent was obvious. 
 
    ‘Isn’t that…?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Should we stop her?’ 
 
    One side of the guard’s mouth crooked upwards. ‘Leave her be. I’m only surprised she’s not done it sooner.’ 
 
    ‘What about the prophecy?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘What about it? It’s mumbo-jumbo. Even the Sidhe don’t believe it.’ 
 
    ‘She’s still alive though, isn’t she? After what they say her father did…’ 
 
    The guard tutted. ‘Who’s going to kill a kid?’ 
 
    The girl was oblivious to their attention. She zipped ahead, down the well-worn path and away. No-one stopped her speedy descent down the drive and out past the ornate gates that were standing open to admit the Moncrieffe heir and his entourage. The Sidhe were far more concerned with keeping people out than forcing them to stay in. It was a hangover from the days of the Fissure and probably pointless now.  
 
    She ran out, pushing past the magical barrier that separated the Sidhe world and all its Clan members from the Clan-less, with little more than a shiver. Then she emerged onto a narrow country road and simply kept running until she reached the dual carriageway leading to Dundee in one direction and Aberdeen in the other. Confronted by the speeding cars and the lack of pedestrian walkways, she came to a stumbling halt in a layby. Less than a minute after she collapsed, breathless and shaking, a car pulled in. 
 
    Like a frightened rabbit caught in headlights, she froze. The vehicle was far removed from the gleaming sports cars and limousines that she was used to. This one was battered and rusty and gave every appearance of being unroadworthy. Indeed, after it came to a juddering halt, the exhaust coughed up a belch of black smoke.  
 
    The door swung open and a man peered out. Human – not Sidhe. Thank heaven for small mercies. 
 
    ‘Need a lift?’ he asked, his voice rasping in the cold air. 
 
    The girl blinked. This was far from what she’d been expecting. She looked him over. He had carroty orange hair, a quick smile and a friendly light in his eyes. He didn’t look particularly strong and he was definitely human. It didn’t mean he was good, though.  
 
    As if sensing her indecision, he held up his palms, indicating that he was weaponless. ‘I’m not very trustworthy,’ he said. ‘But I’m not going to hurt you.’ 
 
    She considered his words. ‘I’m Sidhe,’ she answered finally. 
 
    ‘I can see that.’ 
 
    ‘It means I’m very powerful,’ she lied. 
 
    He nodded his head gravely. ‘I have no doubt.’ 
 
    She weighed up her options. Climbing into a car with a perfect stranger wasn’t ideal but there was something about the man that made her trust him – and she had little alternative. If he tried anything, she could always make a grab for his groin and twist. She’d seen Tipsania do just that to one of the guards. It had seemed to hurt. A lot.  
 
    The girl pursed her lips then slowly nodded. His face broke into a smile and he jerked his thumb towards the back seat. After some difficulty, she opened the door far enough to squeeze herself inside. The radio was blaring, some political pundit jabbering away. ‘What Sidhe royalty lack is integrity,’ he argued. ‘They’re not like the rest of us.’ 
 
    She stiffened. She’d thought that once she was out of the Clanlands, she’d be free of the Sidhe. Less than five minutes into her escape and already they were being discussed on the radio. That didn’t bode well. 
 
    ‘What Clan are you?’ she asked. 
 
    The man flicked her an amused look. ‘I’m not with any Clan. I don’t hold to those Sidhe ideas.’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘But everyone’s in a Clan.’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘No, they’re not. I’m Clan-less. I don’t follow their rules. If that bothers you, you can still change your mind.’ He gestured towards the door. 
 
    She glanced outside. ‘No. I’m here now.’ 
 
    He pointed downwards. ‘Seatbelt then.’ 
 
    The girl stared at her new benefactor. He frowned and repeated the word. Finally understanding, she hastily pulled the seatbelt across her body, clicking it into place. With a satisfied grunt, he re-started the engine. ‘Anyone asks,’ he said, ‘you’re my niece, alright? We’re on our way to see your grandparents.’ 
 
    Confused as to why anyone would care, she bit her lip and nodded. He opened the glove box and rummaged around, then tossed her a faded baseball cap. No less baffled, the girl put it on, tucking her hair inside. Her stomach had a strange squirmy sensation that she didn’t like very much. 
 
    Less than half a mile down the road, when the talking on the radio had given way to a jazzy song, blue-and-red flashing lights appeared and the man threw her a meaningful glance. The car rolled to a stop and the unsmiling face of a uniformed policeman appeared. 
 
    Certain that this was for her, she squeaked and shrank back in her seat. While the police might technically be considered Clan-less and they certainly had no jurisdiction within the Clanlands, their wages were paid out of the twenty-four Clans’ pockets. There was no doubting where their allegiance lay. 
 
    ‘License and registration.’ 
 
    The man calmly handed them over. The policeman inspected them briefly then turned to her. In a fit of desperation, she burst out, ‘We’re going to see my gran. She’s sick. She needs us.’ 
 
    The policeman’s expression softened. He waved them on, already focusing his attention on the car behind them. 
 
    Once they were safely away, the man spoke, glancing at her in the mirror as he drove. ‘That was good work,’ he said. ‘A bit shaky but the improvisation was clever.’ He nodded. ‘It’s been a real stroke of luck meeting you. Perhaps we can help each other out. I’m Taylor. What’s your name?’ 
 
    The girl, eyes wide and hands clenched tightly in her lap, took a deep breath. ‘Integrity,’ she said suddenly, her voice clear. ‘My name’s Integrity.’ 
 
    Taylor laughed aloud. In fact three hours later, when they finally pulled into a dark Aberdonian street, he was still laughing. It was a long time before she realised why. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    You have to do bad shit to get ahead. Taylor had told me that a million times and for a long time I’d bought into it. After tonight, however, things were going to be different. A new leaf and a new me. That was what I was planning.  
 
    I’d been thinking about it for a long time but since I’d received the letter in elegant, handwritten script demanding my appearance at the Sidhe court, I felt I had no choice but to step up my plans to vamoose out of the city. I didn’t want anything to do with those bastards. Not unless it meant ripping them off. Frankly, I’d rather head down to the Lowlands – and the Veil – than venture near the Clanlands.  
 
    At least Taylor had promised that my final hurrah was going to be a straightforward job. ‘In and out,’ he’d said. ‘The place will be empty.’ 
 
    ‘You know I’m leaving after this one,’ I reminded him. Not that it was likely it would have slipped his mind but with Taylor sometimes certain points bore repeating. 
 
    ‘Of course, of course! As if I could forget.’ His eyes took on a knowing look that I chose to ignore. ‘You’ll miss it though. You won’t get many thrills from tramping around the countryside.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not tramping around the countryside. It’s mountain rescue. I think saving lives will be thrilling enough.’ 
 
    He grimaced at that. ‘You’ll be bored.’ 
 
    I simply smiled back. We’d had this conversation often enough in recent weeks. My mind was made up and even he couldn’t change it. 
 
    ‘I’ll always be here,’ he said. ‘If you do want to come back, that is.’ 
 
    I hugged him impulsively. ‘I might not come back to work but I’ll always come back. You’re my family.’ I meant every word. We’d had a few rough times over the years but who hadn’t? Taylor had been there for me when no-one else was, even if his motives weren’t always pure. I worried about him more than he’d ever know. 
 
    He looked abashed at my heartfelt words and ran an awkward hand through his hair. It was no longer the carroty mop he had when I first met him all those years ago. Now it was more silver, far closer in colour to my own locks, which still drew curious looks and the odd question about my ancestry, even amongst the Clan-less underbelly. For the most part I shrugged them off.  
 
    It was a very long time since I moved in Sidhe circles. I crossed the road to avoid passing close by any of my kin, no matter how distantly related they were. And one of the reasons I was leaving Aberdeen was because they’d contacted me.  
 
    It wasn’t that I was afraid of what they might do if they got hold of me, although that was a part of it. I just wanted a quiet life. My childhood with the Sidhe was little more than a distant memory; in fact sometimes I felt as if it had happened to someone else.  
 
    I ignored the gossip mags and whispered rumours about what each Clan was up to.  I lived in the underclass, far away from them. I didn’t care whether Aifric remained Steward and was therefore still in charge, or which man Tipsania Scrymgeour was currently stepping out with. I didn’t even care that her father, the Bull, appeared to be making more money than Bill Gates. The Sidhe could spend their days worrying about politics, jockeying for position and doing whatever they could to rise above other Clans. I only cared about me and mine. And none of mine were Sidhe. Or Clan. 
 
    I tested my kit, adjusting the harness at my back to ensure it was secure, and skirted round the back of the building. It might be the middle of the night during a bank holiday weekend but I still needed to be circumspect. It would be sod’s law if I got nabbed on the very last day I spent as a career criminal. Tapping my forehead three times with my index finger to signal to my waiting crew, I gave one last look around then sprang up. 
 
    My fingertips curled easily around the first ledge. Despite the typical Scottish chill, I was barefoot. It made it far easier to gain purchase on the smooth glass surface of the towering bank. I also admit that I rather enjoyed it when I glanced down and caught a flash of the sparkly nail varnish adorning my toenails. It felt appropriate for this job; we were, after all, going after some more sparkles ‒ albeit of the more expensive kind.  
 
    Clambering up with fluid, nimble ease, I made fast work of my ascent. Beads of sweat were only just appearing on my brow when I reached the assigned floor. Piece of cake. I tightened my grip with my left hand, using my right to reach behind and unclip the glass breaker that was hooked to my belt.  
 
    It was a nifty piece of kit, designed to help trapped motorists break out of their cars. While I’d never heard of anyone actually using one to save their own life, I found mine particularly useful. It was a gift from Taylor when I graduated from simple manipulation tactics and dull look-out posts to full-blown thief. The others might scoff at its hot pink colour but I’d had it for seven lucky years and it had never let me down. I might wear black to stay camouflaged against the night sky but that didn’t mean that everything I carried had to be boring monochrome too. 
 
    Leaning back as far as I could, I swung it into the centre of the pane of tinted glass, shattering it instantly. Thanks both to the glass breaker’s and the window’s design, all the shards of glass fell inwards just as I wanted.  
 
    Flashing a satisfied smile to my inner thief, I heaved myself inside with a leap, landing far enough in to avoid catching my skin on any of the dangerous broken pieces. I pivoted round and grinned, curtseying at the now-gaping hole. Then I checked my watch. Less than ninety seconds from pavement to entry. That was impressive, even for me. 
 
    Without wasting another minute, I unclipped my harness and tested the nearby wall. The plaster seemed sound enough so I pulled out my tiny drill, made a hole in the wall and carefully inserted the climbing wire. I gave it an experimental tug; it would hold. Less than thirty seconds later, I was lowering the rope out of the window and whistling down softly. 
 
    Three dark shadows broke away from different corners of the street. As the rope grew taut with the weight of the first climber, I surveyed my surroundings. Taylor had insisted that this floor would be the easiest one for entry. Looking around at the low-spec furniture, I was inclined to agree. The employees on this level were clearly not the wealthy bankers who occupied other areas of this building and were universally despised by the rest of the world. The guys who worked here looked like they filled their days with dull data entry whilst suffering zero-hour contracts.  
 
    I wrinkled my nose and made my way along the narrow aisle between the cubicles until I reached the office, which was separated by walls rather than flimsy partitions. Frankly, it was a wonder that more people didn’t turn to a life of crime. Working here would drive me insane. 
 
    Inside the manager’s office was a heavy walnut desk and swivel chair. It looked considerably more comfortable than the chairs out front. I sat down experimentally and swung myself around. Yup - it was pretty damn fine. I examined the collection of family photos of beaming children and heavily lipsticked trophy wife; I resisted the temptation to find a Sharpie and draw a moustache on them.  
 
    The frame was marked with the Macfie Clan colours. Typical. I bet Mr Manager here had aligned himself with them, whereas his minions in the larger room outside remained Clan-less. The Macfies were always into bloody banking. If they’d chosen a different path, we wouldn’t be targeting them so bloody often. I shrugged. Their fault.  
 
    I helped myself to several boiled sweets from a crystal jar, raised my legs up, crossing my feet on the desktop, and waited. 
 
    The crunch of glass signalled Speck’s arrival. He hated heights so he had to be forced to go up the ropes first. If the warlock was left until last, he’d never pluck up the courage to clip on his carabineer. We’d learned that the hard way a couple of years ago and lost out on a fat purse as a result. I had tried coaching him through his fear but nothing seemed to work ‒ other than a swift kick up his arse. With Lexie following on his tail, of course, that wasn’t a problem. 
 
    Speck appeared in the doorway, cursing. ‘We didn’t have to climb. I could have bypassed the front door in less time than it took to get up here.’ 
 
    ‘Relax.’ I gestured towards the sweets. ‘Have some sugar and calm down. You know this was the sensible option.’ 
 
    He grumbled at me, reaching out for the jar with a trembling hand. I knew better than to comment. His terror would subside by the time Brochan, the last of our motley crew, joined us. To point out that Speck was shaking like a leaf served no purpose. He could be rather sensitive, even at the best of times. 
 
    While he crumpled up the sweet wrapper into a ball and tossed it carelessly onto the floor, I opened up a drawer and peered inside. Lying on top of several heavily perfumed envelopes was an ornate letter opener. I lifted it out. It was an expensive tool, especially in today’s digital age. Made entirely from silver and with a perfectly balanced blade, it seemed a travesty to leave it where it was. I regarded it seriously for a moment then slid into one of my many zippered pockets. It would make a nice souvenir. 
 
    When Lexie appeared, grinning broadly at Speck’s pale face, I got to my feet and scooped up the jar of sweets. It wouldn’t be long now. I went back out to the main room, depositing one sweet next to each keyboard. 
 
    ‘One for you,’ I sang out, ‘and one for you, and one for you.’ I paused at one cubicle laden with Star Wars memorabilia and pursed my lips. ‘You deserve two.’ 
 
    ‘You’re such a geek,’ Brochan told me, appearing silently from behind with the coil of climbing rope. 
 
    I winked at him and rattled the now almost empty jar. ‘Want one?’ 
 
    He patted his flat stomach. ‘Watching my weight.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Are we clear?’ 
 
    ‘As a mountain stream.’ 
 
    I shot him a look, wondering whether that was a gibe at my upcoming change of career. His expression was innocent but I caught the faintest hint of merriment in the back of his eyes and stuck out my tongue. 
 
    ‘If the wind changes…’ 
 
    I waved a hand in the air. ‘Yeah, yeah. We’re not in Sidhe territory, remember.’  
 
    ‘Well you’re the one who’d know.’ 
 
    I tossed back my hair and ignored the rejoinder. ‘Come on. Let’s get going.’ 
 
    Leaving behind the depressing office space, the four of us moved quietly out towards the bank of lifts. We required little in the way of communication by this point; we’d worked together long enough to have an almost telepathic understanding of what was required. Still, out of respect for this being our last mission together, Speck glanced at me and I gave him a nod of acknowledgment. He unscrewed the button panel in the wall, short-circuiting the system and disabling all the elevators in one fell swoop. He jerked his thumb at Brochan who immediately stepped forward and wrenched open the doors to reveal the cavernous drop.  
 
    ‘First one to the bottom is a rotten egg,’ he smirked. 
 
    Speck sighed. ‘Can’t we just take the stairs?’ 
 
    Lexie tutted, giving him a sharp shove. Speck stumbled through the gap, his curse echoing as it bounced off the walls. 
 
    ‘We are trying to stay quiet,’ I reminded her with a frown. 
 
    She shrugged. ‘No-one’s here, Integrity. We’d be waiting forever for Speck to make a move if I’d not done that.’ 
 
    I didn’t entirely disagree; I didn’t entirely approve either. ‘There’s no point in taking unnecessary risks.’ 
 
    ‘Your impending retirement is making you boring.’ 
 
    I folded my arms and gave Lexie a stony glare. Unfortunately I wasn’t able to maintain it for long before a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I can still get to the bottom quicker than you though.’ 
 
    The other woman grinned. ‘Go on then.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath and jumped. Although the drop to the bottom should have been lethal, Taylor had cleverly modified all of our jumpsuits so it was a piece of cake. He was a regular Q. Each suit was fitted around the shoulders with a small canopy-style parachute. It was no good for heights of more than eighty metres, as sheer velocity would negate its gliding power. For something like this elevator shaft, though, it was perfect. Less than one floor down and I’d already released it, enjoying the air rushing past my cheeks as I descended with Lexie a heartbeat after me on the other side of the narrow drop. She might have beaten me if Speck hadn’t somehow gotten in her way and forced her into the wall instead of directly on top of the roof of the frozen lift. 
 
    ‘Oops,’ he said, entirely unrepentant. 
 
    ‘Idiot!’ Lexie hissed. ‘I’ve been trying to beat Integrity at this for months and you know this was my last chance to do it.’ 
 
    ‘Tell you what, Lexie,’ I said. ‘I promise I’ll meet up with you in a few weeks once I’m settled in Oban and we can have a jumping session then. As many times as you want.’ 
 
    Brochan joined us, his large feet clanging loudly against the metallic lift. His merman body was better designed for water rather than land, even though he had a profound fear of the sea. Any footwear he ended up with looked like outsized clown shoes.  It was a miracle he managed to stay as quiet as he did. ‘Waste of time,’ he dismissed. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Lexie demanded. ‘You don’t think I’m good enough?’ 
 
    ‘She’s Sidhe. You’re not. You’re a cute pixie but you’re not like her.’ 
 
    I stiffened. What did that mean? Fortunately I was prevented from asking by Speck’s obvious snigger. ‘She’s Sidhe. That’s funny.’ Brochan looked at him blankly. ‘Sidhe? She? You know. Sidhe is pronounced she and you said she is…’ His voice faltered at Brochan’s expression. ‘Never mind,’ he muttered. 
 
    Lexie sniffed. ‘Integrity is not Sidhe. Not like the rest of them are, anyway. She’s better than that.’ 
 
    I gave her a grateful look even though we all knew the truth. ‘We need to get a move on,’ I said, changing the subject. ‘We’ve been here far too long as it is.’ 
 
    Working together, we easily unscrewed the air vent panel opposite. I went first, wriggling my way through, followed by Speck, Lexie and Brochan respectively. It was unfortunate that Brochan was somewhat larger than the others and ended up getting stuck halfway. With considerably hilarity – muted though it was – we managed to pull him through. He landed with a rather painful sounding thump, rubbed the base of his spine and grimaced.  
 
    ‘You really do need to watch your weight after all,’ I commented, dodging out of the way of his playful swipe. Then I winced melodramatically. ‘Ouch. If looks could kilo…’  
 
    ‘Watch it,’ he growled back, jabbing his thumb ahead to focus me on our goal. 
 
    With only one barrier left, we all took a moment to admire the not-inconsiderable steel door in our path. 
 
    ‘It must have cost a pretty penny,’ Lexie said, her eyes wide. 
 
    ‘Hundred and twenty thousand,’ Speck answered. ‘Retail, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Waste of time when you think about it.’ 
 
    We shared a grin.  
 
    ‘Are you sure the drill isn’t going to be too loud?’ Lexie asked, gnawing at her bottom lip. 
 
    ‘Worry wart. We’ve tested it. No one’s going to hear a thing.’ 
 
    ‘And,’ I added, ‘even if they do, they’ll associate it with the building works next door. They’ll assume some poor sod has been pulled in over the holiday to speed up the construction.’ 
 
    ‘I could still cast a spell,’ Speck began. All of us shook our heads in vigorous denial. Speck pouted. ‘Just because the last one went slightly wrong…’ 
 
    ‘Slightly? I almost lost my eardrums!’ 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder. ‘Really, Speck, there’s no need. This drill is the business.’ I pulled out several parts from my small backpack while the others did the same. We assembled the heavy-duty piece of machinery in next to no time then I hefted it and gave an experimental tug on the button. It was definitely audible but no louder than our normal speaking voices. I raised it in Speck’s direction. ‘Would you like to do the honours?’ 
 
    He held up his palms. ‘This is your last gig, Integrity. You should do it.’ 
 
    I glanced at Lexie and Brochan, both of whom nodded solemnly in agreement. For a brief moment, a hard knot rose up in my throat. Bugger. ‘I’m really going to miss you guys.’ 
 
    Brochan turned his head away while Lexie blinked rapidly several times. Even Speck grabbed my hand and squeezed it. ‘It won’t be the same without you.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly and tried to pull myself together. This was neither the time nor the place to get all maudlin. At least they weren’t trying to change my mind. I’d miss my life as part of Taylor’s crew more than I could possibly admit, even to myself, but I knew I was making the right decision. ‘Let’s get a move on then,’ I whispered. 
 
    Brochan tapped the wall thoughtfully then measured out four points, marking each with a small piece of chalk. He stepped back, allowing me to take his place. We exchanged a quick smile before I pulled a mask over my mouth and nose and got started. 
 
    The diamond-tipped drill made fast work, piercing through to the other side at each point in less time than it would take to brew a cup of coffee. A cloud of fine dust filled the air, coating the gleaming vault door right next to us.  
 
    Lexie traced out a giant smiley face on it. When Brochan gave her a funny look, she shrugged. ‘It might make them happy when they walk in here first thing on Tuesday morning.’ 
 
    ‘Somehow I don’t think they’re going to be happy.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got insurance. They’ll get over it.’ 
 
    I straightened my shoulders, massaging my neck and eyeing my handiwork. ‘A bit wonky,’ I decided, ‘but it’ll do. Off you go, Lex.’ 
 
    The blue-haired pixie grinned, using the edges of the gap to hoist herself up while Speck and Brochan helped steady her. ‘Are you staring at my arse, Speck?’ she called out. 
 
    He coughed, going slightly red. ‘Course not,’ he mumbled. ‘I respect you too much, Lexie.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ she said, sounding disappointed, ‘that’s a shame. I’ve been doing extra squats just for you.’ 
 
    Speck went even redder. I pressed my lips firmly shut, trying not to laugh.  
 
    Even with Lexie’s petite form, it was a tight squeeze. It took almost as long for her to shimmy through as it did to complete the drilling. It was just as well that this particular model of vault had a failsafe button on the other side in case anyone got trapped inside. There was no way the rest of us would have made it through that gap. 
 
    When her feet finally vanished and she stood up, Lexie peered back at us from the other side. ‘Peekaboo!’ 
 
    ‘Open the damn door,’ Brochan growled. 
 
    ‘What’s the rush?’ 
 
    ‘Well, let me see,’ he said sarcastically. ‘We’re breaking and entering into what is supposed to be one of the most secure vaults in the country to steal a gemstone that’s worth more than most people will make in their lifetime. If we get caught, we’ll end up in prison until we’re all grey and wrinkled. So, sure, take all the time you need.’ 
 
    She jabbed a finger through the gap. ‘Pixies don’t go grey. And Integrity’s hair is already pure white. So it’s only you and Speck who have to worry about that side of things.’ 
 
    ‘Lexie…’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay. Give me a moment. It’s pitch black in here, after all.’ 
 
    Brochan started to mutter something under his breath.  
 
    ‘Counting to ten?’ I asked, amused. 
 
    ‘I could count to a thousand and she’d still annoy me.’ 
 
    ‘You love her really.’ 
 
    There was a loud creak as the vault door began to open. Speck pushed forward, tripping over his own feet in his haste to get inside. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe you’re leaving me on my own with these two,’ Brochan grumbled. 
 
    I smiled and gestured at the door. ‘Moany mermen before shady Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not moany. Not any more than you’re shady, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a thief,’ I said simply. ‘I’m about as shady as you’re likely to get.’ I gave him a gentle nudge. ‘Come on. Weren’t you getting worried about the time?’ 
 
    He blew air through his cheeks and followed the warlock in. I held back for a moment, savouring the last time I would ever do this. It had been a hell of a ride. Then I entered the dark vault too. 
 
    Speck had recovered enough from his stumble to click his fingers and create enough light for the four of us to see what we were doing. The vault was lined with box after narrow box.  It reminded me of Doctor Who’s TARDIS. Even with its huge door, the size of the vault and the number of safety deposits boxes were surprising. 
 
    ‘What number is it?’ Brochan asked. 
 
    ‘A724,’ I answered. ‘Further down the back.’ 
 
    ‘Did I ever tell you that I’m slightly claustrophobic?’ Speck asked. 
 
    ‘Only every time we do this,’ Lexie replied. ‘Is there anything you’re not scared of?’ 
 
    He seemed to think about it for a moment. ‘Spiders,’ he said finally. ‘I quite like spiders.’ 
 
    The pixie shuddered delicately. ‘Ugh.’ 
 
    ‘There it is,’ Brochan said, breaking into the conversation. He strode over, examining the box in question with a practised eye. 
 
    ‘You know,’ Speck said, ‘there must be a lot of wealth hidden behind all of these. We don’t just have to take the jewel.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to be the person who steals some poor grandmother’s family heirloom?’ I asked, watching Brochan carefully. ‘Or Joe Bloggs’ life savings?’ 
 
    ‘You have an interesting sense of morality. We are here to nick the Lia Saifir after all.’ 
 
    ‘The lordling who owns it is as rich as Croesus. He won’t miss it.’  
 
    Speck snorted but I ignored it. ‘Can you open it, Brochan?’ 
 
    ‘I reckon so.’ 
 
    ‘Do you need some tools?’ 
 
    He drew back his fist and smashed it into the box. The door sprang open. He looked at me from over his shoulder. ‘Nah,’ he grinned. ‘I’m good.’ 
 
    My eyes danced. There was nothing like sheer brute strength. I stood next to him and gazed down. This was always my favourite part, the heart-stopping moment before the big reveal when all our hard work and preparation would pay off. With a deep breath, I reached out and slid open the drawer. 
 
    I stared, my mouth dropping open. Crap-a-doodle-doo. Brochan cursed and spat. 
 
    ‘What?’ Speck asked. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    Lexie squeezed her way in and gazed down. ‘Shit. It’s gone?’ She shoved her hand into the box and felt around. ‘Maybe it’s rolled to the back?’ 
 
    I shook my head. Frustration, disappointment and just the tiniest edge of relief mingled together in my stomach. ‘No. It’s empty.’ I sighed. ‘Taylor was so sure it would be here.’ 
 
    ‘A month!’ Speck shrieked. ‘It’s taken us a month of planning to get here and the stupid gem’s not there? Now what?’ 
 
    There was only one answer to that. I slammed the box back into place. It clanged, the sound reverberating around the vault. ‘Now we go home. We’re done.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I stood at the back, leaning against the wall with my arms folded while the others yelled. 
 
    ‘You know how long we took in planning that operation? Goddamnit, Taylor!’ 
 
    ‘How could you have gotten the intelligence so wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I could have died climbing up that building and all for nothing!’ 
 
    Taylor glanced at me. ‘Wouldn’t you like to join in as well?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘We went for the Lia Saifir and it wasn’t there. End of.’ 
 
    His mouth twisted. ‘Everything I had led me to believe it was there. My contact said…’ 
 
    ‘Well, your contact was bloody wrong, wasn’t he?’ Speck exploded. 
 
    ‘This isn’t over,’ Taylor said calmly. ‘We’ll still get it. You’ll still get your payday.’ 
 
    Lexie squared up to him. There was something very amusing about the tiny pixie with her fists at the ready while Taylor’s large, hulking shape gazed implacably down at her. ‘You’re damn right we will. I still want my money. It’s not our fault the jewel wasn’t there.’ 
 
    Taylor scratched his temple. ‘It wasn’t mine either.’ 
 
    ‘But it was your plan! Your orders!’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘Okay, I admit, I may have been slightly hasty and didn’t double check everything. But I’m in rather a tight spot and time was of the essence.’ 
 
    I had a sudden sinking sensation. There was something about the tone of his voice. This was familiar territory as far as Taylor was concerned. 
 
    ‘How much are you in for?’ I asked quietly, fixing my gaze on him. 
 
    The other three swung their heads in my direction then back towards Taylor. Brochan frowned. ‘What does she mean?’ 
 
    Taylor waved his fingers in the air in an attempt to be dismissive. It didn’t work. ‘A small matter. I might have borrowed some money and had a punt on the horses.’ 
 
    Lexie’s nose wrinkled. ‘Gambling?’ 
 
    ‘Just the horses?’ I asked. I would have crossed my fingers if I’d thought it would help. 
 
    Taylor wouldn’t meet my eyes. It was even worse than I thought, then. ‘Well, I went to the casino once or twice.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘A hundred grand. Give or take.’ 
 
    I mulled it over, slightly taken aback. It was peanuts as far as Taylor’s usual indiscretions were concerned. ‘Less than the cost of a state-of-the-art bank vault door,’ I commented. ‘It’s bad but it’s not horrific. You’ve been in worse states.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying,’ Brochan growled, ‘that we’re not going to get paid because you’ve been betting on Princess Pony to win the bloody Grand National?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, I lost most of it on Appaloosa at Ascot.’ Taylor pursed his lips. ‘But it was very good odds and I had an amazing tip.’ 
 
    Speck threw up his hands. ‘Unbelievable. Absolutely frigging unbelievable. Did you travel down to England too? Because the cost of avoiding the Veil and the Lowlands…’ 
 
    ‘There’s a fabulous new invention, Speck. It’s called the internet. I can place bets without leaving the comfort of my own home.’ 
 
    Speck flipped up his middle finger and turned away in disgust. 
 
    I was still focused on Taylor, not taking my eyes away from him. Something about this didn’t fit. ‘So pay those three then pay the loan back. Arrange for instalments or whatever with your usual broker. I can wait until you’re back on your feet.’ 
 
    He took in a deep breath. ‘Under normal circumstances, of course that’s what I would do.’ 
 
    Lexie stared at him. ‘Normal circumstances? How often does this happen? We’ve worked for you for more than five years.’ She turned to me. ‘Why didn’t you tell us this was a problem?’ 
 
    Because until now it hadn’t been any of her damned business. I didn’t take my eyes off my old mentor as I framed my answer. ‘Because it never really has been before,’ I said, keeping my tone level and calm. ‘There have been a few times when things got a bit hairy but we always sorted it before we reached total disaster. What’s different this time? What’s happened, Taylor?’ 
 
    He shifted his weight, a shadow crossing his face. ‘Someone else has bought the loan.’ 
 
    I cocked my head. ‘People can do that?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘Why would someone bother?’ 
 
    His mouth flattened into a grim line. ‘To make a quick buck.’ 
 
    I drew in a breath. ‘So talk to whoever bought it. Do a deal with them.’ 
 
    ‘I tried,’ he said helplessly. ‘They won’t talk to me. They’re demanding immediate repayment.’ 
 
    Begging the question of why. I tightened my jaw. ‘Stall them.’ 
 
    ‘I did. I don’t think they’re prepared to wait any longer. I had a buyer lined up for the Lia Saifire and I thought that would solve all our problems but…’ 
 
    ‘All our problems?’ Lexie asked, incredulous. ‘Our problems?’ 
 
    Taylor gazed helplessly at me. I shook my head. Lexie did have a point. I sighed and raised my eyes heavenward. ‘Tell me who they are and I’ll talk to them.’ I’d done it before. I could do it again. 
 
    Taylor’s response was heavy. ‘I don’t know who they are. We only communicate through a courier.’ 
 
    My eyebrows flew up. I’d not heard of that one before. ‘That’s rather old-fashioned, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I figured they didn’t want to leave a digital footprint. You should see the delivery guy though. He’s a brute. At least seven foot tall and almost the same distance wide again. He has a massive scar from his eyebrow to his mouth. No visible Clan markings.’ Taylor shivered. ‘He’s dangerous. And he’s just the errand boy.’ He flicked me a look. ‘Wild Man, of course.’ 
 
    Of course. I passed a hand over my eyes. I’d bailed out Taylor many times in the past so my own savings weren’t as substantial as they should have been, given my career. They’d be enough to tide him over, though. ‘I have about a hundred and twenty thousand. That’ll cover your loan and leave some left over to give to Speck, Brochan and Lexie.’ I glanced at them all. ‘If you can wait for the rest, I’d appreciate it.’ 
 
    Brochan shook his head. ‘Nuhuh. No way are you paying for us. I’ve got money. I can wait.’ 
 
    Speck’s hand shot up in the air as if he were still a pupil at school. ‘I can wait too. It’s not like I ever really spend much money anyway.’ 
 
    They both looked at Lexie. She pouted, her expression stubborn, but it took her less than five seconds to crack. ‘Fine! I’ll wait. Jeez.’ 
 
    The relief on Taylor’s face was palpable. ‘I’ll make it up to you, I promise.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I know you will.’ I meant it too. He always put things right ‒ sooner or later. 
 
    He beamed at us. ‘I think I have a new lead on the Lia Saifire. What we need is…’ 
 
    ‘Whoa.’ I put up my palms. ‘This was my last job. I’m out, remember?’ 
 
    Taylor winced. ‘But you didn’t get the gem.’ 
 
    I was sympathetic but adamant. ‘Not my fault. I’ll help you out with the money but I’m done. I’m due in Oban in five days’ time. I can’t start planning a new heist.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs, I need you.’  
 
    I met his eyes. ‘I’m sorry but Lexie, Speck and Brochan are capable enough and you have others you can contact if you need a fourth. I made my decision and I’m not backing down.’ 
 
    He gave a pleading look that stabbed at my heart but, when it was clear he could look at me like that all day long and I still wasn’t going to break, he nodded imperceptibly and sighed. ‘I understand.’ 
 
    The others remained silent, unwilling to get involved in what was essentially a family matter. I pushed myself off the wall and walked over to them giving Taylor a hug first. ‘I’ll send the money over this evening,’ I told him. ‘But I need to get home, get some sleep and start packing.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ He hung his head but didn’t quite let go of me. 
 
    I forced a smile at the others. ‘We’re still on for drinks before I leave though, right? At the usual place? You might need to buy those drinks now, of course but…’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be there!’ Lexie cried. ‘Of course we will!’  
 
    The pixie rushed towards me, ignoring the fact that Taylor’s arm was still round my shoulders. Speck rushed in too and then Brochan. All of a sudden all five of us were embracing in a warm, tight, group hug. 
 
    ‘Guys,’ I squeaked. ‘I can’t breathe.’ 
 
    They broke apart. ‘I’m going to miss you kiddo,’ Brochan said gruffly. 
 
    I smiled tremulously. ‘Drinks first, remember? I’m not leaving just yet.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still the end of an era though,’ Lexie sighed, her chin wobbling. 
 
    I took a step backwards. Despite – or perhaps because of ‒ our failure at the bank and the drama of Taylor’s admission, this was all getting a bit too much. I had to leave before I collapsed in floods of tears. I wasn’t usually ashamed to cry but I was afraid that if I started I’d never stop. ‘Saturday night?’ I managed to get out. 
 
    They all nodded. Then, very quickly and before my first tear escaped, I made my escape. 
 
    * 
 
    Dawn was just breaking. I wound my way through the familiar Clan-less streets while the sky broke apart into streaks of pink and purple, promising a perfect day. It was a long walk along the banks of the River Don but it helped me to get my head together. It was also a chance to take in the familiar landmarks and make my own silent goodbyes.  
 
    Crossing the invisible boundary into Old Aberdeen, I passed the High Kirk of St. Machar, pausing for a moment in front of its grubby, sandstone façade. In all the time I’d lived here, I’d never been inside. The place still gave me a shiver though. Along with numerous bones belonging to ancient bishops from the Clans, the left quarter of William Wallace’s body was buried deep inside. His brutal execution signalled the very last time that a person of Clan-less birth was ever allowed a position of leadership.  
 
    Things might have improved over time, if it hadn’t been for the Fissure. The Sidhe took full advantage of that terrible war with the Fomori demons ‒ and the ensuing Veil, which smothered the borders of Lowlands from the Firth of Clyde right down to England itself. Now they ruled without challenge. Either you played along and gave allegiance to one of the remaining twenty-four Sidhe Clans or you were out in the cold with the Clan-less and grubbing about to make a living. But then, Scotland was never known for its warmth. 
 
    I shoved my hands into my pockets and continued walking. A group of boisterous Bauchan fell out of a nearby pub, laughing uproariously to themselves. I gave them wide berth, resisting the temptation to follow them home. They looked like roughnecks, enjoying the fruits of several weeks’ labour out on the North Sea. They’d be loaded – and far too drunk to notice a tail. They were Clan-less though. I had some morals. 
 
    I wandered across the Brig O’Balgownie, raising a hand in greeting to Rab the Troll, who pulled himself up onto the stone parapet. ‘How’s business?’ I asked. 
 
    His grey face twisted. ‘Bollocks. Haven’t seen a Sidhe in weeks. Other than your fine self, of course.’ 
 
    I lifted an apologetic shoulder. ‘I don’t count.’ 
 
    ‘When times are desperate…’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. ‘Don’t get cute.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah. You see any of your kinsfolk, send them my way.’ 
 
    As if. I just smiled. 
 
    By the time I got back to my flat, the pretty dawn sky had given way to a crisp blue morning. It was a shame I’d spend most of it in bed, catching up on the sleep I missed thanks to last night’s activities. Usually I loved early mornings. I had no idea whether it was a Sidhe thing or just a me thing, but the break of day was the best time to be up and about as far as I was concerned. 
 
    I unlocked my door, dropping my equipment as soon as I was inside and peeling off my black jumpsuit as I walked to the bathroom. At least at this time of the morning the water would be hot. My one indulgence when I moved in was to get a power shower installed with all manner of angled jets and sprays. It was well worth it. It didn’t matter how much money I paid, though – this was still Clan-less territory and I lived in an old building. It was undeniably beautiful, with a solid granite structure outside and cornices and stained glass inside. Perfect plumbing, however, was a luxury reserved for others.  
 
    I turned on the shower and got in, yelping as I half scalded my skin. Still, it was so good to get clean. I scrubbed away all the traces of grime and oil from my climb up the building and my ascent down the lift shaft – not to mention the clinging dust from the drill.  
 
    It was a crying shame that I couldn’t wipe away my guilt at the same time. I felt guilty for leaving Taylor in the lurch when things looked so dire for him, and guilty for enabling his gambling habit by paying off his debts. I dreaded to think what I would have done if he hadn’t helped me out all those years before. I wasn’t naïve enough to think that he’d not used me but he’d never once judged me for who or what I was, and he’d always been there when I’d needed him. Maybe Saturday would be a good time to mention Gamblers’ Anonymous again. 
 
    It was a good twenty minutes before I stepped out of the shower, my skin pink from the heat. I stared at my reflection in the mirror. My white hair hung down past my shoulders, an unfashionable length for a Sidhe. My violet eyes blinked back out, with just the faintest trace of shadows underneath them. I looked even paler than normal. It didn’t matter how many hours I spent in the sun, there was never a tan or a blush of sunburnt glow to my cheeks. I never even got any freckles. Other people often commented on my skin, saying that they wished for the same kind of flawless complexion. I just thought it was boring. It might seem strange to desire a bout of acne but I actually did. If nothing else, it would make me appear less Sidhe – although with my eyes and hair, I was probably not going to pass myself off as anything else any time soon.  
 
    Giving up on my appearance, I towelled myself off and wandered through to my bedroom, pulling on a comfy pair of worn pyjamas before lying down on my bed and closing my eyes. I was dog tired and should, by rights, have fallen asleep within seconds. 
 
    My brain, unfortunately, had other plans. No matter how hard I tried to turn off my thoughts, my worry about Taylor wouldn’t let me rest. I ran through scenario after scenario. There had to be a way to help him out so that this kind of situation never arose again. I gnawed over the problem for three-quarters of an hour when, still wide awake, I got up again. Maybe some hot cocoa would work. Unfortunately I’d forgotten about my discarded jumpsuit and, while rubbing my eyes, I didn’t see it. My foot caught up in one of the sleeves and I went flying, sprawling on the floor in an ungainly heap. 
 
    ‘Bollocks,’ I swore, picking myself back up again. I could scale buildings, abseil down mountains, perform feats of extraordinary acrobatic skill – but when it came to walking along a small corridor, I failed. My only saving grace was that I lived alone so no-one else had witnessed my clumsy collapse. 
 
    I turned round and eyed the offending clothing then scooped it up, heading towards the kitchen and the noisy old washing machine. It had a nasty habit of juddering its way across the floor in a thunderous motion which sounded more like a volcanic eruption than a mere spin cycle. I’d been meaning to replace it for years but it was low on my list of priorities. Now I was leaving it didn’t seem to matter although it was hardly likely to induce sleep. But right now it didn’t appear that the land of nod was anywhere on the horizon. The least I could do was get the last of my chores out of the way. It would make packing easier. 
 
    I patted down the pockets and pulled out a few errant sweet wrappers, a plastic Hello Kitty pinky ring that I’d completely forgotten I owned and which made me smile, and the letter opener I’d taken from the office. I threw the jumpsuit, along with my last remaining dirty items of clothing, and turned the machine on, then stared at the small knife. The handle was rather remarkable. My finger traced along its ornate carvings. Here in the light of day, it seemed much less elegant and graceful than it had in the dim office. There was something about it that drew me to it. Goodness knows why. It wasn’t even pink. 
 
    ‘Like a moth to a ruddy flame,’ I muttered, pulling the knife out from its sheath. 
 
    The blade was stained. Clearly its previous owner hadn’t cared for it very much. The heady and unpleasant perfume from the letters it had been used to open still clung to the metal. Grabbing a nearby dishtowel, I gently rubbed along its length, wiping away the grime and, hopefully, the smell. 
 
    The washing machine began to kick into high gear, starting its shuffle across the marbled floor. That’s probably why I didn’t notice the strange buzzing sound to begin with. It was the odd scent of cinnamon which caught my attention first. 
 
    Wondering if it was a base note from the perfume, or perhaps remnants of a long-forgotten cleaning agent, I sniffed the blade again. As I did so, a blinding flash of light seared my eyeballs. What the hell was that? Crying out, I dropped the knife and covered my face with my arm. 
 
    ‘I can still see you, you know. It doesn’t work for ostriches and it doesn’t work for you.’ 
 
    I froze. The booming voice sounded as if it had come from right in front of me. Baffled, and still squinting, I lowered my arm and stared. The knife lay on its side where it had clattered to the floor and the washing machine continued to rumble ‒ but there was definitely no one else in the room. I was going mad. Or dreaming.  
 
    I turned slowly, wary that someone might be behind me. There was nothing more than the battered ironing board propped up against the far wall and the kitchen table covered with old bills and bits of paper that I’d left out so I could file them away in carefully labelled folders, ready for transportation. 
 
    ‘Honestly, for a faerie, you’re pretty stupid.’ 
 
    Okay: I definitely hadn’t imagined that. ‘Hello?’ I asked cautiously, wondering whether it could be a ghost.  
 
    ‘Great Scott!’ The voice said, utterly exasperated. ‘I’m down here!’ 
 
    Rubbing my eyes again, I stared at the floor, feeling like an idiot. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Here!’ 
 
    A flicker of movement caught my eye and I saw him, crouching down next to the discarded letter opener. A tiny man wearing what appeared to be a tuxedo. He wasn’t any larger than my thumb. I did what any girl would do in such a situation. I gaped. 
 
    ‘I knew a goldfish who did that once,’ the little man commented. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    A grin spread across his face. I realised that he was the most perfectly apple-cheeked being outside of the toddler three doors down that I’d ever seen in my life.  
 
    ‘I’m Bob!’ he answered cheerfully. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘Uh,’ I licked my lips, still not sure if any of this was real, ‘Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity? That’s a strange name. I’m guessing it’s not your true one.’ 
 
    Something inside me closed off. ‘You mean because I’m a Sidhe,’ I said flatly. ‘Well, we’re not all the same. I don’t have a true name.’ 
 
    ‘Every Sidhe has a true name. And a magical Gift to go along with it.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I put my hands on my hips. ‘They don’t.’ 
 
    Bob put a hand on his hip too, obviously mimicking me. Then he flounced. I definitely did not look like I was doing that. Whoever this strange intruder was, he was making fun of me. That was okay. I liked daft jokes ‒ but I still dropped my hands.  
 
    ‘Ooooooh,’ Bob said. ‘Touchy.’ 
 
    Folding my arms, I glared down at him. ‘What the hell are you and how did you get into my flat?’ 
 
    ‘Well, duh! Isn’t it obvious?’ 
 
    A prickle of annoyance ran down my spine. ‘If it was obvious, I would hardly be asking you, would I?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘It’s true that you don’t seem to be the smartest owner I’ve ever had but, hey, it’s not like I had much of a choice.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed. That was an interesting – and incredibly distasteful – choice of words. ‘Owner?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ He pointed to the letter opener. ‘I am Bob. The Genie of the Sword.’ 
 
    I looked from the fallen blade to him and back again. ‘You mean letter opener.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, no, no,’ he declared. ‘This is a sword.’ 
 
    ‘It’s really not.’ 
 
    He flicked a disdainful glance at it. ‘Alright,’ he conceded, ‘it’s not a sword. But it is a very fine example of a dagger.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a letter opener.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s a…’ 
 
    I held up my palm to forestall him. ‘Let’s agree to disagree, shall we? Besides, I thought genies lived in lamps. How do you live in a letter opener?’ 
 
    ‘Dagger. And there was one genie who lived in one lamp a very long time ago who gets all the sodding credit and is in all the sodding stories. Most of us aren’t that lucky.’ 
 
    ‘You live in the metal?’ I asked doubtfully. 
 
    ‘Of course!’ He sprang back to the blade, grinning. ‘Watch.’ 
 
    There was another painful flash of light. I swore again, wincing because my eyeballs felt like they were on fire. When I recovered enough to see properly again, I picked the knife up gingerly between my finger and thumb. Sure enough, reflected there in the flat surface, was Bob’s smiling face. He gave me a two-dimensional wave. Then the air filled with a hum once more. At least this time I was smart enough to cover my eyes. 
 
    ‘So,’ Bob said cheerfully, ‘what would you like?’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘What wishes would you like? You get three, you know.’ 
 
    No way was I going to fall for that trick. Anyone with a scrap of intelligence knew to steer clear of anyone offering wishes. ‘I’m good,’ I told him with a definite edge to my voice. 
 
    ‘I don’t care whether you’re good or bad. What do you wish for first?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I don’t need anything.’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ he scoffed. ‘Everyone needs something. Go on. You can tell Bob everything. I can make it happen.’ 
 
    ‘No thank you,’ I said primly. 
 
    He gazed at me, disappointed. ‘Why ever not?’ 
 
    ‘I know how these things work,’ I told him. ‘I ask for money and the next thing I know I’m receiving compensation for having my leg chopped off in a freak accident. I’ve read the stories. Everyone’s read the stories.’ 
 
    He pouted. ‘You’re no fun.’ 
 
    That stung. ‘You know what the psychiatrist said to the genie, right?’ 
 
    Bob looked at me suspiciously. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘That his feelings were all bottled up.’ 
 
    He deadpanned me. ‘I don’t get it.’ 
 
    I thought about explaining and then decided against it. Life was too short. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘jump back into the let— I mean the dagger, and I’ll take you back to where I found you. You can give the banker his wishes instead.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa! Hold your horses, Uh Integrity! I don’t want to go back there!’ 
 
    I waggled my eyebrows. ‘Well, you’re certainly not staying here.’ 
 
    ‘He’s never once cleaned the blade. I’ve been trapped inside that thing for years! I can’t go back to that.’ Bob got down on his knees and clasped his fingers together, holding them up beseechingly in my direction. ‘Don’t make me!’ 
 
    ‘So what do you suggest?’ I said. ‘I’m certainly not going to pass you along to someone else so they can get burned by wishing for stupid stuff they don’t need.’ 
 
    Bob gazed at me with an air of unmistakable desperation. ‘I take back what I said before. You’re obviously very smart for a Sidhe. Let me stick around. Even if you don’t use any of the wishes, I’m sure I can still help you.’ 
 
    ‘First of all,’ I said, ticking off my fingers, ‘I don’t need any help. And second of all, I’m not really a Sidhe.’ 
 
    His brow furrowed. ‘Of course you are.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve renounced my heritage.’ 
 
    Bob threw back his head and laughed. ‘It doesn’t work like that, you stupid…’ His voice faltered mid-sentence. ‘Oops. I didn’t mean that.’ 
 
    The washing machine suddenly groaned as it switched gears. Shaking dramatically, it began its inexorable path across the kitchen floor. Bob, alarmed, jumped about a foot in the air. ‘A monster!’ he yelled. ‘Don’t worry, Uh Integrity! I’ll save you!’ 
 
    Good grief. How long had he been stuck in that letter opener? ‘It’s not going to hurt you. It’s just a machine.’ 
 
    His eyes went wide and saucer-like. ‘You mean it’s a robot?’ he whispered. 
 
    I hissed through my teeth. ‘No. I’m going to bed. If you’re going to stay here then don’t touch anything. I have to get some sleep.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s morning. Why do you have to go to bed in the morning?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes I work nights,’ I said shortly. I waved a finger at him. ‘And I meant what I said. Don’t touch a damn thing. I’ll decide what to do with you later.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, sure.’ He nodded his head vigorously. ‘There’s just one thing though.’ 
 
     ‘What?’ 
 
    There was a sudden loud thump on the door. 
 
    ‘Someone’s here to talk to you,’ Bob answered cheerfully. And with that he hopped straight back into the blade. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whoever was at the door was feeling anxious. What began as a single loud thump turned into a battering ram of knocks that gave the washing machine a run for its money in the noise stakes. I pitied my poor neighbours. I also didn’t open the door immediately. Hours earlier I had, after all, been engaged in serious criminal activity. The last thing someone in my position wanted was the door to shake in its frame. Despite our failure at the bank, I was convinced we’d covered our tracks well but it was possible we missed something. Surely though, if this really were the police, they’d have announced themselves by now. Or broken down the door. 
 
    Remaining cautious, I grabbed Bob’s knife and slid it back into its sheath, hiding it underneath one of my piles of paper. Then I grabbed my kit from where I’d dropped it, shoved it into the wardrobe and jammed the door shut. Satisfied that there was nothing else incriminating on show, I nervously opened the front door. 
 
    The second I saw Taylor, I let out a sigh of relief. When I took in his dishevelled appearance, however, my wariness returned. 
 
    ‘You took your time,’ Taylor huffed, pushing past me and pivoting to stare worriedly down the corridor as if angry hordes were on his tail. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I asked, alarmed. Taylor lived his life in a cloud of blithe calm. Even taking his money worries into consideration, his present demeanour was uncharacteristic. ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘The others left not long after you. I went out to get a pint of milk and saw the muscle on the way back.’ 
 
    I was momentarily confused. ‘The muscle?’ 
 
    ‘The Wild Man I was telling you about. The Incredible Hulk with the scar. He kicked in my door.’ Taylor grimaced. ‘He means serious business. If I’d not popped out then…’ He swallowed, his voice trailing off. This was a different Taylor to the one I was used to. He was definitely scared. 
 
    ‘He wants the money and he’s not prepared to wait,’ I surmised.  
 
    ‘That has to be it.’ He scratched his neck and look at me helplessly. ‘What do I do?’ 
 
    I took his arm and guided him gently in the kitchen, sat him down and put on the kettle. ‘It’s fine, Taylor. Give me the name of the courier service and I’ll get the money wired over immediately. Once your creditor has that I’m sure he’ll call off his attack dog.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Taylor’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. ‘You’re right. That’ll work. The money is all they want.’ He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. His hands shook.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. I’d expect this kind of reaction from Speck but Taylor was normally laid back to the point of being horizontal. He was the very definition of blasé. Whoever this scarred Wild Man was, he had Taylor seriously rattled.  
 
    ‘Integrity, he was carrying a gun. And I’m certain he meant to use it.’ 
 
    That troubled me. From the very beginning Taylor taught me that, no matter what we did, violence was not our gig. We didn’t carry anything on any job that could be construed as a weapon: we were thieves, not thugs. It was a concept I stringently adhered to. There was always an alternative to fighting, even if it meant doing nothing more than running away. We usually avoided getting mixed up with people who were liable to be violent. Taylor really had got involved with some dodgy people this time. 
 
    I smoothed out the paper and looked at the phone number scrawled on it. I cleared my throat and tried to stay calm. ‘I’ll call them now and tell them they’ll have their money within hours. Relax, Taylor.’ 
 
    He pressed his lips together and nodded while I searched for my phone. Eventually finding it behind a wilting spider plant, I jabbed out the number. It rang three times before a disembodied voice answered, ‘Yes?’ 
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘I’m calling on behalf of Andy Taylor,’ I said. ‘I have your money and I will send it to you now. You’ll get what you want so there’s no need to get all worked up.’ 
 
    There was an almost imperceptible pause. Then the voice spoke again. ‘The payment is late. There is a penalty.’ 
 
    My fingers tightened around the phone. Loan sharks had no damn shame. ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Double the original amount.’ 
 
    I choked. ‘That’s ridiculous! He’s not that late.’ 
 
    ‘I take punctuality very seriously. Double the amount or a he’s a dead man walking.’ 
 
    ‘You’re being unreasonable,’ I began. 
 
    ‘He owes me.’ 
 
    I tried to think quickly. ‘We’ll need more time.’ 
 
    ‘You have seventy-two hours.’ 
 
    I closed my eyes briefly. ‘Thank...’ 
 
    ‘Oh, and Integrity?’ the voice interrupted. ‘Tell Taylor that if he tries to run I’ll personally make sure that he never walks again.’ 
 
    The phone clicked off. I pulled it slowly away from my ear and stared at it. ‘He knows my name,’ I whispered. I looked at Taylor. ‘Just who in hell have you got yourself mixed up with?’ 
 
    He glanced up at me, misery etched into every line of his face. ‘I’m so sorry, Tegs. I’ve really screwed up.’ 
 
    * 
 
    We went round and round in circles, trying to come up with a quick-fix solution. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I can ask around,’ Taylor said heavily. His shoulders were slumped. ‘Get a bit of money from someone else. Borrow from Peter to pay Paul, so to speak.’  
 
    Normally I’d counsel against creating debt to pay off debt but this situation felt very dangerous. I was pretty certain that neither Brochan, Lexie nor Speck would be keen to help. As much as they professed loyalty and had agreed to delay their own payment for last night’s failed heist, Taylor would burn every bridge he had if he borrowed money from them. He couldn’t afford to alienate them, not if he wanted a chance of turning a profit in the future; the fastest way to lose friends or colleagues is to mess things up financially.  
 
    Discarding them as potential lenders, I considered. ‘Who could you ask?’ 
 
    ‘There’s Boon.’ 
 
    I sucked in a breath. Boon was a distinctly sinister moneylender. Much like everyone else in my little underworld, he was Clan-less. That didn’t mean he wasn’t scary. I’d heard stories about what happened to borrowers who defaulted on his loans and, unless Taylor was keen to have a section of his soul cut away, it wasn’t much of an option. ‘I don’t think…’ I began. 
 
    ‘Who else is there?’ Taylor asked. ‘As long as I keep up the repayments, Boon won’t create problems.’ His face shadowed. ‘I’ve taken money from him before.’ 
 
    I stiffened. ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Before you.’ 
 
    I studied his expression. How had he gone from being so bright and confident the day before the bank job to so desperate now? ‘There must be another way.’ 
 
    ‘Can you think of anything?’ 
 
    My gaze fell on the sheet of paper on top of the letter opener. There was always Bob. I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. Was it merely a coincidence that I’d come across the genie now – when desperation might lead to me using him? I nibbled my lip and decided his appearance was too far-fetched to be anything more than serendipity. Serendipity that I’d be a fool to make use of. Going down the wishing road could cause more problems than it solved.  
 
    I held off making a decision for now. It wasn’t like the genie was going anywhere. ‘It won’t do any harm to ask Boon for terms,’ I said finally. ‘Don’t commit yourself to anything. Just see what he says.’ 
 
    Relieved to have something to do, Taylor nodded. I passed him my phone, then gave him some privacy to speak. In the bathroom I splashed cold water on my face, then leaned against the sink and pressed my forehead against the cool mirror. If only the damn Lia Saifir had been where it was supposed to be, we wouldn’t be in this mess. So much for my big move to Oban. I couldn’t leave until things were straight with Taylor. I owed him too much. 
 
    When I went back to check on him, he was even paler than before ‒ if that were possible. ‘Let me guess,’ I said drily, ‘the terms are too steep?’ I wasn’t particularly surprised. Boon was a bloody charlatan. 
 
    Taylor shook his head slowly. ‘He won’t do it,’ he croaked. 
 
    I blinked. I hadn’t been expecting that. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He won’t give me the loan. He said he knows who’s bought it and he doesn’t want to piss them off. I got the impression they’d already been in touch with him. He refused point blank to tell me who it was.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t make any sense.’ I sank down into my chair. Except it did. This wasn’t about money at all; this was about someone wanting to destroy Taylor. No wonder they knew my name. ‘Who is it? Who really took the loan?’ 
 
    He looked me in the eye. ‘I don’t know. I was telling the truth, Tegs. I really don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘You must have pissed off someone.’ 
 
    ‘Not that I can think of. The last time I really did that was before you came along. I’ve been keeping my nose clean.’ 
 
    Other than arranging for a series of high-profile thefts, I thought. Apparently reading my mind, Taylor sighed. ‘You know what I mean. I’ve not upset anyone in the underworld.’ 
 
    ‘Could it be someone we’ve stolen from in the past? Someone wanting serious revenge?’ 
 
    A spark flared in his eyes. ‘I might not be much of a gambler, Tegs, but I am good at my job. No one knows who we are.’ 
 
    I had no idea what we were going to do. ‘Okay,’ I said. I’d have to make this up as I went along. ‘This is what we’re going to do. Um…’ 
 
    There was a sudden thump at the front door that made us both jump. I looked at Taylor. ‘Stay there,’ I told him, every muscle in my body tensing up.  
 
    It was nothing more than the morning paper. I cursed myself for being as jumpy as a kitten and picked it up. ‘It’s alright,’ I called out to Taylor, picking it up from the doormat. ‘It’s just the newspaper.’ I tossed it down onto the kitchen table with the rest of the detritus. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Taylor said miserably. ‘I’ve screwed everything up. Here you are trying to pack, trying to make a new life yourself and…’ 
 
    ‘Stop.’ I mustered my sternest look. ‘Yes, you’ve messed up. But we’ll deal with it.’ 
 
    His head drooped. ‘How?’ 
 
    I straightened my shoulders. Sneaky was my middle name. But when sneaky didn’t work… ‘I’ll find this courier and talk some sense into him. If we can get the name of the guy who bought the loan, we can find out what he really wants. Because I’m betting it ain’t money.’ 
 
    Taylor jerked his head up in alarm. ‘The Wild Man will squash you, Integrity! This isn’t someone you want to mess with.’ 
 
    I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. ‘Maybe he’ll find out that I’m someone he doesn’t want to mess with.’  
 
    Besides, at this moment we were out of damn options. 
 
    ‘I should come with you then.’ 
 
    ‘No. Right now you’re the target. It makes more sense for you to stay here. It’ll be easier for me to talk my way out of things if I’m alone.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘Once upon a time, it was me giving the orders.’ 
 
    ‘Once upon a time, you weren’t a decrepit old man.’ I winked. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll sort all this out.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    From where I was standing, Taylor’s little house looked empty. The door was closed, the curtains were drawn and there were no signs of life. A few people scurried along the street, one or two of them with faces I recognised. Wanting to avoid getting drawn into a chat about the weather, I stayed in the shadows. I couldn’t afford to get distracted. You’re tough, I told myself. I nodded at the tiny voice inside my head that chirped: ‘And when the going gets tough, the tough get going.’  
 
    I could do this. I had to do this. 
 
    As soon as the street was clear of pedestrians, I darted forward. It was possible that the hulking brute had vanished when he realised Taylor wasn’t around. That wouldn’t help my cause; I needed to confront him. He knew who I was and that meant he probably also knew I was Sidhe. I would bet, however, that he didn’t know that I had no Sidhe Gifts to work with. I could play with that. Assuming he showed up again. 
 
    When I reached Taylor’s door and examined it, the splintered frame was easy to see. The lock itself was completely bust. I pushed open the door stealthily but it took only one touch for it to creak ominously, fall forward, drop off its top hinge and slam against the wall with a loud crash. So much for a discreet entry.  
 
    With little choice, I folded my arms and stalked inside, yelling as I went, ‘Hey Scarface! Where the hell are you?’ I injected a gravelly growl into my tone. Ha! Take that, scary enforcer man. 
 
    Without slowing down, I stormed through the hallway and into Taylor’s living room – to be greeted by a scene of utter devastation. He was normally fastidious about tidiness. When I lived with him after fleeing the Bull, he snapped at me for so much as leaving an empty glass on a table. If he could see how things looked now, he’d have palpitations. Oh wait. He already was having palpitations. 
 
    Taylor’s computer monitor, which normally sat neatly on the desk in the corner, was lying smashed in the centre of the room. There was a huge rent through his watercolour of the Aberdeen skyline, and there was paper everywhere. There was also a strong smell of cloves. 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ I snarled. I marched over to the rug in the middle of the room and picked up one of the cushions from the sofa. It appeared to be stained with some sort of icky brown liquid. ‘You better have wide pockets,’ I shouted. ‘Because you’re going to have a hell of a dry cleaning bill!’  
 
    As threats went, that was hardly going to have a thug quivering in his boots. I had to do better. ‘You lily-livered guttersnipe! Come out and show yourself!’ Nope. That wasn’t much of an improvement. 
 
    Just then there was a thump. I froze and slowly lifted my eyes to the ceiling. There was another thump and, as I watched, a crack appeared in one corner of the plasterwork then snaked its way across. Okaaaay. Upstairs then. 
 
    Trying not to be terrified at what sort of creature could cause structural damage so easily, I balled up my fists. Bring it on. 
 
    I thumped over to the stairs. I wasn’t going to cause any cracks to appear but at least I could make myself sound unafraid. ‘Show yourself!’ I yelled. 
 
    A strange rumble reverberated through the house. I swallowed hard. That didn’t sound good. Before I could place one foot on the bottom stair, a vast shadow appeared. There, directly above me, was a monstrous dark shape. I couldn’t make out any features but, whoever he was, he was possibly the largest being I’d ever seen in my life. It was a wonder he’d ever made it up the narrow staircase. No doubt this was Taylor’s Wild Man then. The only saving grace was that I couldn’t see any sign of the aforementioned gun. 
 
    I ignored the rapid flutter of my heartbeat and frowned upwards. ‘I’m guessing you like to disco,’ I called up. ‘Because you’re doing a bloody good impression of the boogieman.’ 
 
    For a moment there was silence, then I heard a tiny wheeze. Was that a good or a bad thing? ‘You like jokes?’ I asked. No response. I took a deep breath. ‘What does one penny say to the other penny?’ 
 
    There was still no answer. I provided it for him. ‘Let’s get together and make some cents.’ Nothing. ‘Okay, okay. So it’s an American joke,’ I said. ‘It’s still good though, right? You can still understand it. And, you know what? This, right now?’ I waved my arm. ‘You being here? It’s making no sense. Your boss, whoever he is, will get his money. But seventy-two hours is ridiculous. We need more time. You tell him that you don’t scare me. You want a fight then I’m here and I’m ready.’  
 
    I puffed up my chest, emboldened by the continued silence from the enforcer. It was all for show, of course. I didn’t fight. Ever. ‘What’s your boss’s name again?’ 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the monster-shaped man didn’t answer. I was going to have to be a damn sight cleverer than that. ‘Strong and silent, eh?’ I asked. ‘I’m betting you’re actually a real softie at heart. You probably hate violence.’ I took one step up. ‘You play the part of the bully but really you like puppies and pansies and crying at romantic comedies.’ I took another step up. 
 
    There was another loud rumble. I forced myself not to clutch at the banister as the entire house shook. It took me a moment or two to work out what the sound was. Shit. It was laughter. I shrugged. 
 
    ‘Okay then. I pegged you wrong. You do like violence. You are a bully. But you know what? Most bullies can be beaten. You probably live off your size. People run away in fear before you even raise your little finger. Well,’ I said, hoping to hell that I sounded bold and confident, ‘I’m not scared of bullies. Not any more. Until you’ve faced a vicious Sidhe teen girl, you don’t know the meaning of the word bully. So you? You’re nothing.’ 
 
    He still didn’t bloody move. This was like talking to a brick wall. I stepped up once more. I was getting closer. And he was still a freaking statue. 
 
    ‘I’m Sidhe, you know,’ I said casually, hating myself for bringing up my heritage. What the hell. I was leaving town anyway. ‘You want to know who my father was? Gale. From Clan Adair. He was a mean wanker with more power in his pinkie than you could ever even dream of.’ So I’d been told. I flicked a cold smile up at the statue. ‘Clan Adair might not be around any more but I’ve got his power. I am his daughter.’ 
 
    He didn’t so much as flinch. My words might be tough but I didn’t have a single thing with which to back them up. I tossed back my hair. ‘So get your boss on the blower and tell him to back the hell off. If he does, he’ll get his money. But if it’s not money he’s really after, then tell me what he wants and I might just let you go.’ 
 
    In a world of ridiculous notions, that was about the silliest thing I could have come up with. I was a third of this guy’s size. But I was banking on the fact that it was so ridiculous, it might actually work. Unfortunately I was wrong. 
 
    The huge man wheezed again. He started to move down towards me, one step then another. I ignored the tremble in my knees and held my ground. It was all I had. If I ever got out of this, though, I was going to wring Taylor’s neck.  
 
    The reek of cloves got stronger. I peered at his face but it was still shadowed. I lifted up the corner of my mouth in a rueful smile. ‘You’re going to be sorry if you come any closer,’ I told him. 
 
    I’d barely finished my sentence when he reached out with one huge hand and grabbed the front of my T-shirt, hauling me off my feet. Quashing my terror, I began to mumble incoherent nonsense. I screwed my eyes shut. ‘Qaleghqa'mo' jIQuch! LwlIj jachjaj’ I ignored my legs dangling helplessly in the air and waved my arms around as if I were about to cast a spell. Then I opened one eye and peeked. 
 
    His face was still shrouded in darkness but I could make out the scar that Taylor had mentioned. It was clearly an old wound but it was an angry red colour, cutting a jagged line from one side of his face to the other. His nose was large and bulbous but his eyes were nothing more than shaded chasms of black. Uh oh.   
 
    He cleared his throat. ‘Since when do the Sidhe know Klingon?’ he grunted in a deep voice. 
 
    I winced. So much for that. Without further warning, he thrust his free hand in a tight fist at the side of my head. For a brief second I felt a burst of pain and tiny lights danced in front of my eyes. Then the world slid into darkness. 
 
    * 
 
    When I came to, I was completely disorientated. I thought I was back in my own bed and had dreamed up the entire thing, until I tried to sit up and felt the pain in my head where he’d struck me. I raised my hand and gingerly touched my temple. It throbbed and was tender but I didn’t appear to have suffered any lasting damage. Then it occurred to me that the brute of an enforcer might still be around and I leapt to my feet.  
 
    I was back in Taylor’s living room, lying on his sofa with my head propped up on a cushion – which made no sense whatsoever. Of the monster man there was no sign. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ I called out cautiously. There was no response. I cast a wary glance upwards to the ceiling. Had he gone back upstairs? The crack seemed to have grown, threading its way out across the white surface. I stared at it and made a decision. Whether my attacker was there or not, I was done. It was time to get the hell out of Dodge. 
 
    I half ran and half stumbled out of the door, almost colliding with the warm, familiar figure of Brochan. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ he said, catching my arm. ‘What gives? I came round to see if Taylor was alright and I saw his door.’ He pointed at the semi-destroyed frame. ‘I’m going to guess that wasn’t you.’ 
 
    ‘We need to get out of here,’ I told him. ‘Now.’ 
 
    I filled him in on the details as we half walked, half ran back to my flat. Brochan listened, his face expressionless. When I was done, he stared at me with an intensity that I rarely saw. ‘You should leave, Integrity. This is Taylor’s problem. Not yours.’ 
 
    ‘Taylor’s problems are my problems. And vice-versa.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘You can’t spend the rest of your life beholden to him.’ 
 
    ‘If it wasn’t for him, I don’t know what I would have done.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve paid him back tenfold.’ 
 
    I straightened my spine. ‘And I’ll continue to pay him back.’ 
 
    Brochan sucked air in through his teeth. ‘It sounds to me like you’re in over your head.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s the fun part,’ I said lightly, punching his arm. ‘Besides,’ I joked, ‘I live for danger.’ 
 
    Brochan didn’t crack a smile. ‘I know what it’s like. We all know what it’s like. We’re just as Clan-less as you. It might be a bit different for you because you’re Sidhe…’ 
 
    ‘It’s not different,’ I interrupted. ‘I’m not different just because I have Sidhe blood running through my veins.’ 
 
    ‘Every Sidhe has a place. Every Sidhe has a Clan. That can’t be said for the rest of us.’ 
 
    ‘There are mermen in the Clans.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Sure. Just like there are pixies and warlocks. And all the rest. But they only work for the Clans. They’re not tied to them like the Sidhe are. And there are plenty of us who aren’t in the Clans either. You’re the only Sidhe in the country in that situation. You’re bound to feel the need to belong somewhere. It doesn’t mean you need to kill yourself because of it.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me,’ I snorted, ‘I have a very strong survival instinct.’ 
 
    He spoke quietly. ‘Not strong enough. Pack up your stuff, Integrity. Get out of here and go to the mountains like you planned. Taylor will manage without you. He got himself into this situation. You said he’s owed money before and got himself back into the black again. He’ll cope.’ 
 
    I thought of the hulking Wild Man in Taylor’s house who’d laid me out with one single swat. ‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘There’s something about all this that’s different.’ I tilted my head up to the sky and felt the faint drizzle on my skin. ‘I can delay Oban for a few more days if I have to. Besides, this guy – the one who’s bought the loan – he’s given us seventy-two hours.’ I checked my watch. ‘My train leaves in seventy-five so I’ll probably still make it.’ 
 
    ‘You might not be in one piece, that’s all,’ Brochan muttered under his breath. 
 
    I laughed, trying to sound more confident than I felt. ‘If this moneylender guy wants a piece of me, then he’s got good taste.’ 
 
    ‘Let me speak to the others. I’m sure between the three of us we can scrape together enough money to sort things out.’ 
 
    A part of me really wanted to say yes but it wasn’t fair. ‘If you don’t think I should be involved,’ I said firmly, ‘then you lot definitely shouldn’t be. Taylor and I will work something out. There’s still time.’ 
 
    ‘Integrity…’ 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘I promise that if I can’t find an alternative solution then I’ll come and talk to you, alright? I’m sure it won’t come to that though.’ It definitely wouldn’t. I’d use Bob’s wishes before I involved the crew. The scarred man was dangerous, even if he’d laid me down on the sofa after knocking me out. I remained convinced that his boss wanted something more than money – and until we knew what that something was, it made sense to keep things between Taylor and me. ‘This isn’t your problem,’ I reiterated. 
 
    ‘Why is it,’ he complained, ‘that you can say that to me and believe it, but I can’t say it to you?’ 
 
    I smirked. ‘Sheer stubborn contrariness, of course.’ 
 
    He gripped my fingers tightly, bare seconds before there was a squeal of tires and the sudden sharp howl of a siren. My stomach dropped. Oh shite. We were cornered and there was nowhere to run. 
 
    ‘Iain Brochan! You’re under arrest for assault. You do not have to say anything but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’ 
 
    I gaped. Assault? What the hell? A burly police officer jumped out of the car, snapped a pair of handcuffs round Brochan’s wrists and flung him into the back seat. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ I shouted. ‘He’s not done anything! You can’t do this!’ 
 
    The car door slammed shut. From the other side of the window, Brochan stared at me with wide eyes. ‘Get the others,’ he mouthed. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ I shrieked again. It was pointless. The police officer didn’t give me so much as a glance; he simply clambered into the driver’s seat and the car took off, leaving me standing there frozen with shock. Dry leaves skittered across the road in the wake of the car’s departure. 
 
    With shaking fingers, I pulled out my phone. Before I could dial, however, it rang and Lexie’s name flashed up on the screen. Thank the stars. 
 
    ‘Lexie,’ I said, urgently, ‘listen. Something’s happened. Brochan…’ 
 
    ‘It’s Speck,’ she broke in. ‘He’s been arrested. He sent me a text message just now. They broke in his door, Integrity.’ 
 
    The tendrils of dread curling round my heart squeezed further. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ she babbled. ‘There wasn’t time for him to explain. It has to be the bank job. How did they get onto us? How…’ 
 
    Cold rationality replaced my fear. ‘Leave now, Lexie,’ I told her. ‘Don’t pack anything. Get out of your house and find somewhere to lay low. Someone’s after us and I don’t know why.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Do it! Dump your phone too. I’ll come and find you when I know what’s going on.’  
 
    ‘I’m scared.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Me too. But go, Lex. Now.’  
 
    I sprinted the last few hundred metres home, flung open my door and bolted inside. Taylor’s strained expression greeted me.  
 
    ‘Who else knows about the bank job?’ I demanded. 
 
    He blinked. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The Lia Saifire, Taylor. Who else did you tell about it?’ 
 
    Confusion was written across his face. ‘No-one. I’m not stupid. What’s happened?’ 
 
    I cursed, flipping on my laptop to scan the news. There was nothing. It was still the holiday; in theory no one would have noticed the break-in yet. But then why had both Brochan and Speck been arrested? 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor said again, ‘what’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘Brochan was just arrested for assault, right in front of me.’ 
 
    He rose up from his chair, staggering slightly. ‘Assault? But he would never…’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I answered grimly. I pulled out my phone again, smoothing back my hair and trying to adopt a calm, professional tone. It took seconds to find the number I needed. ‘This is Joanna Smith,’ I said into the receiver. ‘I believe you’ve just arrested a client of mine, Mark Specton. What are the charges?’ 
 
    I waited while the person on the other end tapped at a keyboard. When I got my answer, I muttered a brief word of thanks and hung up. 
 
    ‘Speck’s been arrested for hacking,’ I told Taylor grimly. 
 
    He sank back down into his chair. ‘Now that I could believe,’ he said, ‘except for the fact that Speck’s too damn good.’ 
 
    I agreed. Never mind being one step ahead of the cyber-crimes unit, Speck was about a thousand. He was too skilled to leave a trail and get caught. I shook my head. ‘This isn’t a coincidence. Your loan. Brochan. Now Speck … it’s all connected.’ 
 
    ‘What about Lexie?’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully she’s safe. I told her to get away.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Taylor whispered.  
 
    I was right there with him. We were criminals – all of us – and we knew there was always a possibility we’d screw up and the police would come knocking at our doors ‒ but for stealing. Not for these other things. And why the hell didn’t they scoop me up at the same time as Brochan? 
 
    Taylor’s phone chirped with an incoming message. We exchanged a look of dread then he reached down to check it. He squeezed his eyes shut, confirming my worst expectations. I peered down. 
 
    Get my money and your friends will be released. 
 
    I felt sick. ‘Who has that kind of power?’ I asked. ‘Who has the police in their pocket like that? It couldn’t be a Sidhe. Not unless it’s a previous target who’s found out who we are and wants revenge.’  
 
    Taylor opened his eyes again and stared at me miserably. ‘If that’s the case,’ he said flatly, ‘then we’re fucked. But truthfully, I have no bloody idea who is behind all this.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever he is, we need to pay him. We need to get that money and get him off our backs. What else do you have? There must be other jobs on the back burner that I can…’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing, Tegs.’ A shadow crossed his face.  
 
    I glanced at the paper-strewn table. Bob was going to get his day of glory, after all. I started to reach for the letter opener but Taylor jumped back up. He adjusted his cuffs, drawing my attention to his hands. My eyes narrowed. He might be getting old but he didn’t make any movement that wasn’t deliberate. 
 
     ‘What’s going on?’  
 
    ‘You mean apart from being threatened by a Wild Man? Nothing.’ He fiddled with one of his buttons.  
 
    I hissed through my teeth. ‘Seriously, Taylor?’ 
 
    He blinked at me innocently. Too innocently.  ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You trained me. Everything you know, I know.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘So?’ 
 
    I pointed down. ‘Do you really think I’m not going to notice that kind of sleight of hand?’ 
 
    He cursed. ‘I knew I should have kept back a few tricks.’ He sighed and slid a rolled-up piece of paper out of his sleeve. 
 
    I recognised the photo immediately. It was taken not long after I’d joined him. Both of us were beaming into the camera; both of us looked so young. ‘You didn’t need to steal this,’ I said softly. ‘I’d have given it to you if you’d asked.’ 
 
    He looked away. ‘I didn’t want to come across all soppy.’ 
 
    I tutted. ‘Taylor, come on. I think after all we’ve been through…’ I paused and my eyes narrowed. Hold on a second. ‘Smart. Real smart. Use an old diversionary tactic. What are you really hiding?’ 
 
    His eyebrow twitched. Tell-tale giveaway. Sometimes he forgot that I knew him almost as well as I knew myself.  
 
     ‘What have you really got hiding there?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. There’s all your junk, today’s newspaper and some daft knife.’ 
 
    Was this more trouble to deal with? ‘It’s a letter opener.’ I met his eyes. ‘And? What else are you covering up?’ I demanded. 
 
    ‘And nothing. How did it go at my house? You were quite a while.’ 
 
    ‘I bumped into your friend.’ Or rather his fist bumped into my head. Whatever. The Wild Man was the least of our problems. ‘It didn’t go very well.’ 
 
    Taylor’s eyes widened. ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ This wasn’t the time to skirt around the truth. My gaze hardened. The only thing that I hadn’t seen was the newspaper. That must be what he was trying to conceal. ‘Hand over the paper.’ 
 
    He shook his head vehemently. ‘There’s nothing there. I was just reading the horoscopes. You don’t want to know what mine said.’ 
 
    The day that Taylor was superstitious and believed the bumph the newspapers printed was the day I stopped liking hot pink. I lunged towards him, feinting right then grabbing the newspaper with my left hand. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ he howled. 
 
    I backed away and smoothed it out ‒ and saw the headline. 
 
    ‘I could leave the country,’ Taylor started. ‘I’ve heard Belize is nice at this time of year.’ 
 
    I ignored him, scanning the story. And I’d thought things couldn’t get any worse. I should have known better. 
 
    ‘You’d have somewhere nice to come and visit on holiday,’ he continued. 
 
    ‘And what about Brochan and Speck?’ I sighed. There was no choice. ‘No,’ I said, pointing to the huge picture on the front of the paper. ‘I’ve got a far, far better idea.’ 
 
    Taylor squinted. ‘You can’t.’ 
 
    I nodded to myself. ‘I can. It’s the Lia Saifir. And look who’s got it.’ 
 
    He stared at the smooth good looks of the man in the photo. ‘Oh.’ He sank down, deflated, into the nearest chair. ‘I didn’t see that,’ he mumbled in a blatant lie. 
 
    ‘He’s staying at the Astor Hotel. He’s in town, Taylor. We can still get the jewel.’ 
 
    ‘No, Tegs. You can’t do it. It’s not fair.’ 
 
    I touched his arm. ‘We steal from the Sidhe all the time, Taylor.’ 
 
    ‘Not like this. Not when there’s a chance you’ll be recognised.’ 
 
    ‘Every time I step outside I might be recognised! It’s been sixteen years. If they cared where I was, they’d have found me by now.’ I refrained from mentioning the letter I’d received summoning me back to the Sidhe court. Taylor had tried to hide the newspaper because he didn’t want me to get that up close and personal with a Sidhe who knew my real background. He’d go nuts if he discovered I’d been summoned back ‘home’. 
 
     ‘I think I can handle one Sidhe,’ I said decisively, although I had no idea whether that was true or not. But how hard could it really be? ‘What choice do we have? I get the jewel and you get the money to get us out of this messed-up hole.’ 
 
    ‘But him? He knows you, Tegs.’ 
 
    I smiled grimly at Byron Moncrieffe’s photo. ‘He’s a playboy with nothing more on his mind than wine and women. It’ll be a piece of cake.’ 
 
    Taylor regarded me soberly. ‘You’re supposed to be leaving.’ 
 
    ‘Next week.’ I shrugged. ‘I can’t leave now, can I? Besides, I steal the Lia Saifire from Byron in the next seventy-two…’ I checked my watch, ‘make that sixty-eight hours, and I’ll still have plenty of time to pack and say my goodbyes. Whoever the bastard is who’s pulling the strings of this loan and screwing with our crew, they can’t argue if we actually pay up. You just need to make sure the buyer is still in place. And see if you can find out who the money lender is. We need to know so we can stop this happening again.’ 
 
    Taylor still looked troubled. ‘Stealing from this Sidhe could go very badly. You shouldn’t do it. If he recognises you…’ His voice trailed off. 
 
    My eyes flickered again to the spot where Bob’s letter-opener was hiding. The genie was a last resort but he was still there if we needed him. But nicking a gem from a spoilt Sidhe Clan heir should be easier than taking candy from a baby. I could solve all our sudden problems in one fell swoop. And if Byron recognised me … well, I’d spin him a line or two. I was pretty damn good at manipulation when I put my mind to it. Not when it came to burly Wild Men or the arm of the law when I hadn’t had time to prepare but with this idiot … no problemo. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taylor wasn’t happy when I’d told him to get lost. It was, however, for the best. He wasn’t going to be able to help me with Byron. At this short notice, the only plan I had time to put into place was that of femme fatale. As much as I hated doing it, it wouldn’t be the first time. And I had to admit that it was almost always successful, even if I normally passed the dubious honour of acting as bait over to Lexie who enjoyed that kind of role-playing far more than I did. For now, it was more important that both Taylor and Lexie were safely tucked away from the moneylender’s reach until we had the necessary coin to get him off our backs. Whether he was after something else or not, he wouldn’t be able to argue if we paid him back. 
 
    Once I was sure that Taylor was out of the way, I sprang into action. Desperate times called for desperate measures. I depilated, plucked and pruned myself to within an inch of my life, before liberally dousing my skin with the expensive scented moisturiser which I saved for special occasions. Then I grabbed The Dress.  
 
    Every girl has one of these – an item of clothing that says ‘shag me but don’t you dare screw with me’ written all over it. Mine was hot pink, naturally – and very, very tight. It cost me an arm and a leg but it was well worth it, even if I’d only ever worn it twice before and felt distinctly awkward on both occasions. The cunning stitching around the bodice created the illusion that my breasts were far larger than they really were and the fabric panels around my hips accentuated my waist until I looked like some kind of sculpted Barbie doll. It was bloody uncomfortable to wear and sitting down was not a feat for the faint-hearted. I had to go for it, though – I had no choice. It helped that the vast majority of men were generally pretty stupid when it came to such matters. I had no doubts that Sidhe men – even Sidhe men who had females throwing themselves at them every minute of the day – would be no different. 
 
    I was less successful with my make-up, carefully applying eyeshadow before stabbing myself with the mascara wand so my eyes watered and I looked like a Pierrot clown in the rain. I was clearly out of practice. I wiped it all off and started again, more slowly this time. When I was done, however, and looked at the results in the mirror, I felt satisfied. The effect was that of a wide-eyed sultry temptress. Byron would have no chance. Or so I hoped.  
 
    I ignored the tremor of fearful butterflies rippling in my belly. I wasn’t a terrified child any more, I reminded myself. I grabbed a bag, flinging extra lipstick and powder inside. Then, as an afterthought and because you simply never knew, I shoved Bob’s letter opener in too.  
 
    Tottering out on high heels, I almost collided with Charlie, my dodgy black-market-dealing neighbour. I usually avoided him. This time his reaction to my appearance served me well. For once, I got what I wanted. 
 
    ‘Whoa! Integrity, wherever you’re going, I want to come too!’ He leered at me, his eyes dropping to my chest and lingering there. 
 
    I pushed away the creeped-out feeling that was threatening to overcome me and smiled. ‘Sorry, Charlie. Invitation only.’ 
 
    ‘I can be your plus one.’ 
 
    I placed my hand on his arm. I needed both the practice and the affirmation. ‘That’s so kind of you,’ I purred. ‘But no.’ 
 
    He almost dropped his bag. Given the fact that it contained his takings for the day and he usually clung onto it like a drowning man to a raft, it was the response I’d been after. He licked his lips. ‘Check this out,’ he said in a low whisper. He dug into his pocket and took a small silver sphere. Threads of red ran through it. I peered down.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Poison. It’s from a plant which grows along the Veil. It almost killed me to retrieve it. Give this to your worst enemy and they’ll drop dead in seconds.’ 
 
    Ugh. ‘Why are showing it to me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s brand-new stuff, Integrity. And expensive. I’ll let you have it for free.’ From the lascivious look on his face, he had a different kind of ‘payment’ in mind. 
 
    ‘I don’t want it. Anyway, you shouldn’t be venturing near the Veil. It’s dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘You’re worried about me,’ he said, his eyes suddenly gleaming. 
 
    ‘No,’ I replied flatly. ‘I’m simply giving you sensible advice.’ 
 
    ‘The Veil is secure, Integrity. Nothing gets out of there and nothing’s getting in. You should check it out some time. I could take you.’ 
 
    ‘No thanks. Whatever the Lowlands hold is of no interest to me.’ 
 
    ‘Are you scared of a little Fomori demon?’ 
 
    I gave him an irritated glance. ‘Have you ever seen a Fomori demon?’ 
 
    He pouted. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. No one has seen a Fomori demon and no one wants to. The Fissure isn’t some cautionary tale to keep children in line, Charlie. The Fomori annexed half of Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘That was almost three hundred years ago. Who cares?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I was done with this conversation. ‘You can keep your poison. I’m on my way out.’ 
 
    ‘Why go out when you can party with me here?’ 
 
    I smiled and pointed at his chin. ‘I think you’re drooling,’ I told him. Then I sauntered off, appreciating the fact that I could feel him staring after me. For good measure, I threw in a little extra hip swing. There was an audible sigh from behind. Charlie was a sleazebag for sure but I felt better knowing that my outfit was such a success. 
 
    Thankfully, the taxi was already waiting; I didn’t like the idea of hanging around on the street looking like this. I arranged myself on the seat, running through the moves I’d need to make to attract Byron’s attention. When I’d covered various different scenarios and was confident of the possible outcomes, I finally started to relax. Maybe this could even be fun. Maybe. 
 
    The moment the taxi pulled up outside the Astor Hotel I slipped into character, nodding imperiously at the doorman who helped me out of the car. There was a nervous moment when I realised just how high my dress was riding up on my thighs but I pulled it down in one fluid movement and strolled inside. From the looks I received from both the staff and guests milling around at the front, my plan was already working. 
 
    Taking tiny mincing steps, I made it to the bar without falling over. Then I crooked a finger to grab the bartender’s attention and ordered a glass of champagne. Normally, of course, I drank beer but right now I was selling an image. 
 
    It took less than three minutes for the first guy to approach me. ‘Hello there.’ His voice had a definite Cockney twang. That was surprising in itself. Most English people avoided coming to Scotland if they could possibly help it. That was due mostly to superstition about breaks in the Veil but it was also a difficult journey to make. He would have had to cross the Channel to France and then gone overland across Europe and up to Scandinavia. Flying anywhere near the Lowlands was a big no-no. Whatever was going on there caused jiggery-pokery to electrical systems. It just wasn’t worth it.  
 
    His lip curled up in a good impersonation of Elvis. ‘I couldn’t help but notice you from my table. That’s some dress. You have good taste.’ 
 
    I flicked him a look. A human coming onto a Sidhe? That was pretty daring, even for a guy as overtly good looking as this one. ‘I do have good taste,’ I told him. ‘And that’s why I’m not interested.’ 
 
    He affected an expression of mock hurt. ‘Why so hasty?’ His gaze drifted down my body. Irritatingly, my dress had begun to wiggle back up my thighs again. It was like the damn thing had a mind of its own. ‘Nice legs. When do they open?’ 
 
    Oh, he so did not want to go there. I fixed him with my coldest look and brushed my index finger against his lips. ‘Nice mouth. When does it shut?’ 
 
    A spark flared in his eyes. ‘Wonderful! I like my women feisty.’ 
 
    When was the last time a man was called feisty? I resisted the urge to put him down further; I was here for a reason and, while I needed him to back off, I didn’t want to appear too haughty. I couldn’t see any Sidhe in the bar but that didn’t mean there weren’t already others here who were in some way related to Byron. ‘Thank you,’ I murmured, softening my smile. ‘But I’m really not looking for anything other than some peace to enjoy my drink.’ I tapped the side of my glass for emphasis and turned away. 
 
    He stood there for another moment or two as I prayed he’d piss off. Eventually he got the message.  
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, I sipped my drink and covertly checked the time. It was still early evening but I was feeling the effects of my sleepless night. It would be really nice if Byron could show up right about now. If he waited until later – or, worse, if he didn’t make an appearance at all – I was liable to end up snoozing on the bar before I could put any of my plans into action. 
 
    ‘You alright there?’ the bartender asked. 
 
    I nodded, looking him over. He was human but wearing the Fairlie Clan badge. That was unsurprising considering the Fairlies owned this hotel. No Sidhe – even a lower-class member – would be caught dead serving drinks. It was typical for the Clans to press others into service to do the jobs they had no desire to do themselves. The bartender might have pledged allegiance to the Fairlies but that didn’t mean he was blindly loyal to them.  
 
    I dropped a tenner and raised my eyebrows. He glanced from the money to me and back again. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked finally. 
 
    I kept my tone casual. ‘You got many Sidhe staying here this weekend?’ 
 
    He shrugged, sliding his hand over the note and palming it with professional ease. ‘Quite a few. They usually end up down here. Which Clan are you?’ 
 
    I tapped the side of my nose as if it were a secret and winked. I might have been honest about my origins with the Wild Man but that was in pursuit of a greater cause. Advertising that I was the last remaining member of the Adair Clan wouldn’t serve me now. Fortunately, the bartender got the memo and nodded knowingly. If he was curious about my reasons for keeping my Clan secret, he was too polite to show it. 
 
    I passed over another ten-pound note and lowered my voice. ‘I might sit here for a while,’ I said. ‘I like people-watching.’ I tilted my head. ‘I don’t particularly enjoy getting drunk though.’ 
 
    The bartender stroked his chin. ‘We have a wonderful sparkling cider that’s entirely alcohol free. And it’s very similar in colour to champagne.’ 
 
    I grinned, briefly forgetting my role as temptress in favour of acknowledging the bartender’s understanding. ‘That sounds wonderful.’ 
 
    He smiled in return. ‘Last night, Byron Moncrieffe arrived around seven,’ he told me. 
 
    I decided to brazen it out. ‘Am I that obvious?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the first woman who’s heard that he’s in town. You’re not even the first Sidhe.’ He jerked his head to a table over to the right. I discreetly followed his movement, registering the three young Sidhe girls dressed up to the nines and giggling. 
 
    I lifted a shoulder in rueful acknowledgment that he’d caught me out. As if. ‘Any tips?’ 
 
    The bartender’s looked quickly left and right, as if someone might be listening in. Then he leaned over. ‘He prefers doing the chasing himself.’ 
 
    ‘Noted.’ By the sound of things, the playboy princeling was as predictable as I had imagined. I had no idea what the bartender thought of me trailing after royalty and I didn’t much care.  It would suit my purpose if he lumped me in with all the other hangers on. 
 
    Less than twenty minutes later, when my champagne glass had been helpfully filled with cider rather than anything that might cause inebriation, three snooty-looking Sidhe swept into the bar. I was in luck. A helpful nod from the bartender confirmed my suspicions.  
 
    The Sidhe ejected a family from the best table in the centre of the room and set about checking the surface for minute traces of dirt and ordering drinks. Ah ha. The advance entourage. 
 
    I straightened my posture and angled myself away from the table. Just as another group entered, Byron Moncrieffe included, I flipped out my hair in a move calculated to garner attention. Then I pointedly ignored them all.  
 
    The hum of voices from the other patrons quieted to a hush, although the group of giggly Sidhe girls found it impossible to stifle their excited laughter. I was almost surprised that there wasn’t a trumpet to herald his arrival. Honestly, for someone who was in his position for no other reason than the circumstances of his birth, the reaction he received was ridiculous.  
 
    I twisted my head slightly so that I could see the table reflected in the mirror hanging across the bar. I counted seven people in total: the three who’d entered first, two women, a cheeky-looking dimpled friend and Byron himself. They were all Sidhe and, by the insignia they were sporting, all from Clan Moncrieffe. That was good. A tight-knit group who kept to themselves would be less likely to know about me – even if I had once had the displeasure of meeting Byron himself. 
 
    Surreptitiously – and still using the reflection in the mirror – I eyed him. He had an easy smile which contradicted my memory of him. His bronze hair and golden skin remained the same but he’d definitely grown into his body. Trying to remain dispassionate, I took in the roped muscles on his arms. His clothing, while casual, was as well-designed to display his buff physique as my dress was designed to show off other, uh, attributes. Nah. He wasn’t that good-looking. Maybe he was alright if you liked your men golden and muscled and charismatic. Shite. Okay, he was as sexy as hell. 
 
    I noted a small scar underneath his eye that I didn’t remember. It must be fairly recent. Unfortunately, it worked for him, taking away his disturbing perfection and giving him more of a rakish air. Probably the same air that the stubble around his jawline was meant to provide. I leaned slightly to one side to get a better glimpse of it. And that was when I realised he was watching me right back. 
 
    I choked slightly as Byron raised up his glass in greeting. Don’t blush, Integrity.  I raised my fake champagne to him and offered a distant smile. Then I caught the bartender’s attention and engaged him in a conversation about the weather.  I didn’t look into the mirror again. 
 
    It didn’t take the three Sidhe girls long to make their first advance. The prettiest one waltzed up and, although I didn’t see what she did, her voice was loud enough to make it clear that her approach was welcome. In less time than it took the bartender to pour me another drink, her two friends joined in, pulling over chairs and simpering. I remained aloof. If he liked the chase, then that’s what he’d get.  
 
    I let a tiny Mona Lisa smile play around my lips. I was mysterious and interesting. And bloody uncomfortable sitting in this dress. There was a spot on my back where my bra strap was rubbing against the zip. It was very itchy and very annoying but interesting, mysterious women don’t do contortions in public to give themselves a damn good scratch. I twitched my shoulders but it wasn’t going away. That was okay though. I could saunter my way to the bathroom – drawing attention to myself along the way – and take care of it there. 
 
    Nodding my intention to the bartender, I slung my bag over my shoulder, then carefully descended from the stool. The door to the restroom was in the far corner. Perfect: I’d have no choice but to walk past Byron’s table. I flipped my hair over my shoulder again and strutted off.  
 
    The Cockney guy who’d approached me before glowered in my direction. This time I gave him a sweet smile, filled with sultry promise. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as he swallowed. Then I tilted up my chin and walked past Byron, the Sidhe girls and his entourage, telling myself that this would be a really bad time to trip and fall flat on my arse. 
 
    When I eventually made it to the safety of the bathroom, I immediately found the itchy spot and moaned in satisfaction as I scratched it.  
 
    There was a muted flash of light and Bob’s booming voice floating up from my bag. ‘Don’t tell me you’re doing what I think you’re doing,’ he said. 
 
    I cursed and unzipped the bag. ‘How did you get out?’ I complained. ‘I thought you had to wait until I rubbed the blade.’ 
 
    Bob thrust his hips forward. ‘Uh Integrity, you can rub my blade any time.’ 
 
    Oh for Pete’s sake. I started to zip the bag closed again but he made a good show of protesting. ‘Oh come on! That’s not fair! Until you take all three wishes, I can appear whenever I want to, okay?’ 
 
    That certainly didn’t sound right. ‘I thought I was your owner.’ 
 
    ‘You are! But if you’re going to keep ignoring what a wonderful opportunity you have with these wishes, then I’m going to keep appearing to remind you of what you’ve got.’ 
 
    ‘Until I give you back to the guy who owned you originally,’ I said shortly. 
 
    A crafty expression crossed Bob’s face. He held up his miniscule index finger and gave me a shit-eating grin. ‘He never cleaned the dagger. I never appeared to him.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ I asked sourly. 
 
    ‘You don’t know much about genies, do you, Uh Integrity? I’m yours until you take the wishes. You can give me away, hide me in a drawer, drop me in the ocean if you like. I’ll still come back to you.’ He gave me jazz hands. Actual jazz hands. ‘It’s magic!’ 
 
    I stared down at him. ‘That can’t be right.’ 
 
    ‘It is! Try it. Go on. Try it.’ He craned his neck upwards, glee in his eyes. ‘We’re in the ladies room? Please try it, Uh Integrity! Leave me here! I love being in the ladies room!’ 
 
    ‘You’re disgusting.’ 
 
    He beamed at me. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to your begging me on hands and knees to keep you around?’ 
 
    He gave an indolent shrug. ‘Twenty-four hour cooling-off period.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You get twenty-four hours after picking me up to change your mind. That passed, oooh, about thirty minutes ago.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. I should have dumped him the second I realised what he was. 
 
    ‘In my experience,’ Bob continued, ‘this generally goes better when the owner thinks they’re in control and making all the decisions. I like you though. I can tell you’re a bit different.’ He winked as if he were paying me a wonderful compliment. Or softening the blow. ‘Now tell me, who are you trying to impress? I can help. I’m good at true love wishes. Sometimes. Okay, almost never. But I can still help. Who’s the lucky guy?’ 
 
    ‘Never you mind,’ I told him as the door opened and one of the Sidhe girls strolled in. She gave me a funny look; she probably thought I was holding a conversation with myself. There certainly wasn’t a trace of fear in her expression so she didn’t recognise me. It was a relief to know that my face wasn’t plastered on Wanted posters all over the Clanlands. 
 
    I snapped the bag shut and firmly zipped it. There was a muffled squawk of irritation from Bob, which I covered with a cough. I gave her an airy smile. 
 
    ‘I was drinking a glass of champagne,’ I told her, ‘when I heard someone say hello. Then I realised it had to be the drink talking.’ 
 
    Her mouth fell open slightly as my feeble joke sailed right over her head. She looked me up and down and edged away. ‘Are you from Macquarrie Clan?’ 
 
    ‘No. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No reason.’ She backed quickly into one of the stalls and firmly closed the door. I shrugged and walked back out. There will always be haters. 
 
    This time, when I walked back past their table, I fixed on the handsome dimpled Sidhe who was sitting next to Byron. He caught my eye and smiled. I smiled back slowly. His eyes danced. Yahtzee. I continued to saunter past and, just for a moment, there was a brief lull in the conversation. Well, well, well. It appeared I was already getting somewhere. 
 
    I jumped awkwardly back onto my bar stool and smiled at the bartender. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘What do you know about the Macquarrie Clan?’ 
 
    He opened his mouth but was forestalled by a smooth voice from behind. ‘Other than the fact that insanity runs in their family?’ 
 
    I glanced round, my gaze falling on none other than Byron himself. ‘Insanity, huh?’ I murmured. ‘That makes sense.’ 
 
    The corners of his chiselled lips lifted . ‘I’m Byron,’ he said. 
 
    I gave a tiny smile back. ‘I know.’ 
 
    His emerald green eyes laughed at me. ‘Then you’re at an unfair advantage. Aren’t you going to tell me who you are?’ 
 
    My tongue darted out and wet my lips. His eyes followed the movement and I felt a frisson of unexpected lust in my belly. That was quite enough of that, I told myself firmly. I sniffed. ‘I’m here incognito,’ I told him quietly. ‘I could tell you…’ 
 
    ‘But then you’d have to kill me?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I’m a pacifist. But, yeah, at the very least I’d have to tie you up in a room somewhere while I made my escape.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like fun,’ he murmured. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t bother, mate,’ grunted the Cockney, appearing at my other side in a bid to get the bartender’s attention. ‘She’s not interested.’ 
 
    Perfect timing. I waved a hand in the air. ‘He’s right,’ I said cheerfully. ‘You should go back to your friends. I’m just enjoying a quiet drink.’ 
 
    Byron folded his arms so that his biceps bulged. I wondered how many times he’d practised that move in the mirror. ‘Right now,’ he drawled, ‘it’s far more interesting here.’ He gestured to the stool next to me. ‘May I sit down?’ 
 
    I did my best to look nonchalant. ‘It’s a free country.’ 
 
    He sat down. My dress was already riding high again but, to Byron’s credit, his eyes didn’t once drift downwards. I caught a whiff of spicy aftershave that almost did me in. Then I remembered what he was really like and what I was here for.  
 
     ‘I’m surprised that you’re not aware of the Macquarrie Clan’s reputation,’ he commented. ‘It’s well advertised across the Sidhe world.’ 
 
    That throwaway observation meant that he didn’t recognise me from our encounter in the Bull’s palace all those years before. It had lasted only a few seconds so that wasn’t completely surprising but it meant that, despite my white hair and eye colour, he hadn’t connected me to my father. He’d pegged me as one of the lower-class Sidhe, probably from a minor Clan.  My chances of success had just quadrupled.  
 
    ‘I don’t get out much,’ I told him. Then I crossed my legs. It was deliberately calculated body language to give off the vibe that I wasn’t interested. ‘Hard to get’ would win the day. 
 
    Byron beckoned the bartender, who’d finished serving the annoying Cockney. He gave a deferential bob of his head and poured him a neat whisky without asking what he’d like. I guessed that this wasn’t Byron’s first evening here. And he probably took a different girl home with him every night. As long as I was that girl tonight, nothing else mattered. 
 
    ‘One for the lady too,’ he purred. ‘But make it the really good stuff.’ 
 
    Shite. ‘I’m good with what I have.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it’s nice. I happen to know, however, that there are wonderful vintage bottles in the cellar. They only bring them out on special occasions.’ 
 
    The last thing I wanted was for the bartender to pop a cork right in front of us. ‘Well,’ I said lightly, ‘this occasion isn’t that special.’ 
 
    Byron’s eyebrows shot up. ‘In that dress? I’d say it was very special.’ 
 
    Watch it, I thought. You’re verging on sleazy now. ‘I’m not wearing this because I’m looking for attention,’ I said, coolly. ‘I’m wearing it because I like it.’ 
 
    His eyes glittered. ‘You like hot pink?’ he asked, emphasizing the word ‘hot’ so it was laden with innuendo. 
 
    ‘I do,’ I replied, irritation flashing down my spine. 
 
    Byron appeared amused. ‘Then make that bottle pink champagne, Timothy,’ he instructed the bartender, who nodded again and walked off, no doubt to the famed cellar. So much for my bribe then. I had to admit, though, that it was interesting Byron had taken the time to learn the man’s name. I hadn’t.  
 
    If I protested any more, I’d end up going too far. Beaten for now – at least in the alcoholic stakes – I caved. ‘It’s very kind of you.’ 
 
    His eyes held mine. ‘You can thank me later.’ 
 
    I shivered. ‘No,’ I said firmly, ‘I’ll thank you now.’ 
 
    Byron threw back his head and laughed. ‘Very well. Thank me by telling me your name.’ 
 
    I turned back towards him, deliberately relaxing my posture as if I were warming to him. Which I most definitely wasn’t. He was a wanker who’d once treated me as if I were a piece of dirt. He’d called me pathetic. Well, I wasn’t so pathetic now. I was going to wrap him round my little finger, take from him exactly what I wanted, and then never, ever see him again. ‘What would you like it to be?’ 
 
    He reached out and placed his hand on my bare arm. His touch seared my skin and, involuntarily, I jerked away. That wasn’t in the script. ‘Tell me,’ he repeated. 
 
    I hadn’t had a name when he knew of me before and the best lies are those that are wrapped around the truth. Deciding it wouldn’t do any harm, I told the truth. ‘Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting name.’ He leaned forward. ‘So, Integrity, do you live up to it? Are you honest and morally upright?’ 
 
    ‘If I wasn’t, would I admit it?’ I asked. Both of us were amping up the flirtation. It was faster than I’d have liked but I had to follow his lead. I had to make sure I didn’t screw this up. 
 
    He laughed again. ‘I guess not.’ He reached out again, this time taking my hands. I managed not to flinch. His thumb stroked the centre of my palm in a manner that was too familiar for someone I’d just met. Damn, but he was good. ‘You have very soft skin,’ he told me. 
 
    ‘Actually, I have eczema all over my chest,’ I said with a straight face. 
 
    For the first time he appeared taken aback. ‘Really? That’s awful.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I cast my eyes down and tried to look sad. ‘I have a cracking pair of tits.’ 
 
    For a horrifying heartbeat I thought I’d completely misjudged the moment. Then Byron’s eyes crinkled and he laughed again. Without taking his eyes off my face, he purred, ‘I can’t disagree with that.’ 
 
    I winked saucily just as Timothy returned with the bottle. Without so much as a flicker of apology for breaking our earlier deal, he presented the label to me. I swallowed. That was seriously expensive stuff. I gave a tiny nod – what else could I do – and he pulled out the cork in an expert motion. Without spilling a drop, he filled my glass. 
 
    I murmured my thanks and sipped. Although champagne wasn’t my usual tipple, this was damned good. ‘Aren’t you having any?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I’m more of a Scotch man myself.’ His eyes danced. ‘Even if whisky does make me frisky.’ 
 
    I sucked in a breath. I opened my mouth to match his comment with one of my own when one of the other giggly Sidhe girls elbowed her way between us. ‘Your highness!’ she cooed. ‘Why don’t you come back and join us?’ 
 
    I caught a flash of annoyance in Byron’s emerald green eyes. Then he turned to her and smiled. ‘There’s no need to be so formal,’ he said to her. ‘Call me Byron.’ 
 
    Her mouth parted and she licked her lips. She moved away from me so I was presented with her back and started to regale him with an anecdote about her girlfriends and another local bar. It wasn’t particularly interesting; besides I was prepared for competition. She was too young and too eager. I knew he’d get rid of her before long. And I could play this game too. 
 
    I shuffled away on my bar stool to give myself more room, took another sip of the delectable champagne and glanced casually around the bar, my gaze falling on the Cockney bloke. Feeling my eyes, he looked up and glowered. I shrugged in apology and offered a half smile. His mouth tightened and I thought he wasn’t going to take the bait but he wasn’t that unpredictable. Less than twenty seconds later he was back by my side. 
 
    ‘You’ve changed your tune,’ he snarked. 
 
    I toyed with my glass. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude before. I’ve had a bad day. Now I’ve got a drink or two inside me, I’m starting to relax. Perhaps I can buy you one to make up for how I acted.’ 
 
     ‘I don’t let women buy me drinks,’ he threw out in typical Neanderthal fashion. Then he looked at Byron and the girl behind me. ‘I guess you’ve been given the brush off too.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘I guess so.’  
 
    He leered down my dress. ‘Why don’t we leave this place and head upstairs? Then maybe you’ll open those legs for me after all.’ 
 
    Ick. Ick. Ick. I held up my palms. ‘Er, actually I…’ 
 
    There was a sudden crack in the air and he was thrown backwards, falling several feet through the air and landing dazed against the wall. My mouth dropped open.  
 
    ‘I think you owe the lady an apology,’ Byron growled. He was on his feet, his brows snapped together and his mouth tight. I’d expected a reaction but not that fast and not that violent. The Sidhe girl backed away, her hand clasped to her mouth as she looked from the sprawled Cockney to Byron and back again. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ she squeaked. 
 
    I frowned at him. ‘I don’t need a hero,’ I told him. ‘I was handling that.’ 
 
    His expression grew even darker. ‘It didn’t sound like you were handling it.’ 
 
    I wondered if I was now seeing the real Byron, heir presumptive to the Sidhe stewardship and all that entailed. If that was the case, he certainly had a temper. 
 
    I made a quick decision. The flirtatious banter had gone and was unlikely to return. I still needed to be in full control of this situation and with Byron’s friends on their feet and the tense atmosphere in the bar, I wasn’t going to achieve that if I stuck around. I threw some money down and stood up, putting my bag on my shoulder. ‘I told you I was a pacifist,’ I said softly. ‘This is a little too rough and tumble for my liking. Thank you for the champagne. It was lovely meeting you. I’ll have something to tell my grandchildren.’ Then, without another word or glance at either him or the Cockney, I walked out. 
 
    Something poked me in my ribs. There was a muffled protest coming from my bag: Bob. I jabbed him back and began to count, crossing my fingers as I did so. One. Two. Into the lobby. Three. Four. Five. Shite. This was taking too long. Past the table with the elaborate flowers. Six. Seven. Up to the doorman. Arse. I’d misjudged the situation. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ 
 
    I allowed myself a tiny smile. No, I’d got it right after all. I turned slowly, reluctantly. 
 
    ‘Byron,’ I said with a sigh. ‘I think my quiet evening has been ruined. It’s time to head home.’ 
 
    He regarded me seriously. ‘I can’t let you do that.’ 
 
    He would have to do better than that. Come on, Golden Boy. Give me something to work with. ‘I don’t think it’s up to you.’ 
 
    ‘But it is. How can I possibly let you go with what happened there as the only story for your grandchildren? It’ll hurt my reputation immeasurably. You need to give me another chance so that they’ll think better of me.’ 
 
    Better. I gave a silent round of applause. ‘I promise I’ll paint you in a very favourable light, my liege.’ 
 
    He winced. ‘Don’t call me that. My father might be Steward but that doesn’t mean I will be.’ 
 
    ‘Byron.’ I softened my voice and looked at him up through my eyelashes, noting his reaction. Yep. He might be a pretty face but he was also pretty dumb. ‘I can’t go back in there,’ I told him, gesturing towards the bar. ‘It really is better if I go home.’ 
 
    He tilted his head, a bronzed curl falling across his eyes. ‘We were getting along very well, Integrity,’ he murmured. ‘Let’s not ruin things. I have the penthouse suite. I can get Timothy to send up the champagne. No one else is going to drink it and it would be a shame to let it go to waste.’ 
 
    I did an imaginary dance. I am a sexual goddess. At least for tonight anyway. ‘I don’t know… I’ve got work tomorrow and…’ 
 
    ‘Please. Just one drink.’ 
 
    I met his eyes and something inexplicable flared between us. What the hell was that? ‘Okay,’ I said finally. ‘Just one. But only because you’ve paid for that champagne and it’s so expensive.’ 
 
    A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth and he held out his arm. ‘One drink,’ he breathed. ‘I promise.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    We stepped into the lift. As the doors glided to a smooth close, I turned to Byron. ‘So that’s your Gift, is it? Telekinesis? Throwing things around with the power of your mind?’ 
 
    ‘It’s one of them.’ 
 
    Surprised, I asked, ‘You have more than one?’ That was unusual.  
 
    He gave a dismissive shrug. ‘Comes with the family. I only have two though. Not as many as my father unfortunately.’ He paused. ‘What’s yours?’ 
 
    ‘Not worth mentioning,’ I demurred. I didn’t have any. I’d left the Sidhe lands before I could receive either my true name or my Gift. Like I cared. I got along quite well without either of them. It wasn’t too much of a big deal – plenty of lower-level Sidhe didn’t have much zap behind their Gifts.  
 
    To avoid further interrogation, I kept the focus on him. People love talking about themselves. ‘Your Gifts must be very strong,’ I purred. ‘What’s it like?’ 
 
    Byron grimaced. ‘It’s easy to push out lots of strength like I did in the bar. It was actually a dick move. What’s far harder is being delicate and targeted.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ I asked innocently. ‘Like what?’ 
 
    Mischief danced in his emerald-green eyes. ‘I’ll show you.’ He blinked languorously like a cat. That’s when I felt it. The zip at the back of my dress tugged. What the hell? I jumped and he chuckled – but he didn’t stop. Without touching me, he continued to lower my zip. My fingers scrabbled at my back. 
 
    ‘Stop that!’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Okay.’ The strap on my shoulder began to slip down instead, exposing my bra. ‘Mm. Hot pink underwear to match your hot pink dress. You do like that colour.’ 
 
    I squeaked, ‘That’s enough!’ 
 
    ‘If you insist.’ 
 
    ‘I do!’ I wagged my finger. ‘One drink, remember? Nothing else.’ 
 
    ‘As if I could forget,’ he murmured. ‘Come on, turn around. I’ll fix you back up.’ 
 
    I didn’t ask why he wasn’t using his Gift to return my clothing to its appropriate state. I already knew. His fingers brushed against my skin, lingering as he gently pulled my shoulder strap back up. Then he slowly pulled up the zip. ‘I can’t believe our paths haven’t crossed before,’ he said in a low voice. 
 
    Oh, he knew all the right things to say and all the right moves to make. I reminded myself that he was a playboy. I knew that, even though I avoided reading the tabloids and gossip sheets whenever the Sidhe were involved.  
 
    Control, Integrity. You’re in control. 
 
    ‘Just our bad luck,’ I whispered. 
 
    A bell sounded as the lift arrived at its designated floor. Both Byron and I flinched then I turned round to catch his eye and laughed nervously. He stared at me for a moment before smiling. ‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘Home sweet home. At least for the next three nights anyway.’ 
 
    He took my hand and led me into the penthouse and through a heavy self-locking door which I took careful note of. Once inside I made a point of looking around casually. Damn. This was pretty swish. I walked over to the large window and gazed out. ‘You’re a lucky guy,’ I commented, ‘getting to experience all this.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I know.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re only here for three nights?’  
 
    He nodded. ‘I have some business to attend to.’ 
 
    I got the impression from his tone that he didn’t want to talk about it. That suited me. I only wanted to know where the Lia Saifire was being kept. I offered a brilliant smile. ‘I’ve never been in a penthouse before. Can you give me the grand tour?’ 
 
    His mouth quirked up. ‘It would be my pleasure.’ 
 
    I followed him around. The place was impressive. And ostentatious. I exclaimed over the elaborate chandeliers and cooed over the soft furnishings. I wasn’t expecting to see the gem on display, of course, but there was bound to be a safe somewhere. I strolled over to a large painting of two hunting dogs gazing up at a bird of prey. 
 
    ‘Beautiful artwork,’ I said as I tried to work out whether it was a front for a wall safe. 
 
    ‘It’s not really to my taste,’ he said. ‘Come on. I’ll show you the bedrooms.’ 
 
    I trailed after him, hoping it was clear that this was a tour and nothing else.  Fortunately, after the little show of power in the lift, he was now on his best behaviour. He pointed out the vast bed and the modern painting hanging above it, as well as the ensuite. His tone remained neutral. Thank goodness.  
 
    We were returning to the main living room area when I saw it. One of the vast wardrobe doors was open less than an inch and, nestled there inside like a gift from the gods, was a safe. My stomach flipped. Bingo. I could feel my skin prickling in anticipation. Now I was getting somewhere. 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I use your bathroom?’ I asked. 
 
    Byron grinned at me. ‘Be my guest. You can use the ensuite or there’s another one to your left, next to the second bedroom.’ 
 
    As tempting as it was to scoot back to Byron’s own bedroom and see what I could make of the safe, I wasn’t stupid enough to burn all my bridges just yet. I gave him a rueful smile, suggesting that I wasn’t brave enough to venture back into his bedroom, and pointed to the other bathroom. I received a lazy smirk in return. 
 
    ‘Don’t be long.’ 
 
    My stomach flipped again. Goddamnit. The sensation was because I was so close to my goal, I told myself. It had nothing to do with the smoky look in his eyes or the rasp in his voice. I did not want Byron Moncrieffe. I wanted the freaking Lia Saifire. Everything depended on it.  
 
    I shut the bathroom door and carefully locked it, then leaned against and put my hand to my forehead. This was a job, like any other. It was time to stop acting like an idiot and start being more professional. Byron was ripe for the picking; everything he’d done up till now had proven that. I knew where the Lia Saifire was. I was on easy street. I just had to remember that. 
 
    I opened my bag. Bob grinned at me and gave a little wave. ‘Hey! How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘Get back into your blade,’ I growled. ‘I don’t have time for this.’ 
 
    He pouted. ‘Aw, come on, Uh Integrity! Where are we?’ He pulled himself up, peered over the edge of the bag and gave a low whistle. ‘Damn, girl! This is seriously posh! High living!’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said through gritted teeth, ‘so help me God, if you don’t get back into your blade and give me some peace I’m going to throw you out the window.’ 
 
    He stuck out his tongue. ‘I already told you, you can’t get rid of me that easily. Not any more.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not. But it’ll still hurt when you hit the ground. And keep your voice down.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Are you playing hide and seek? I love hide and seek! I’m so good at it! Let me join in.’ He began jumping up and down, making the bag bounce. ‘Come on. Let me join in!’ 
 
    I gave him the nastiest look I could muster. He sighed dramatically. ‘You’re really mean.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ I told him. ‘I really am. Now shut the hell up and get into that blade.’ 
 
    He pulled another face. ‘You didn’t say I wish.’ 
 
    ‘Bob…’ 
 
    He retreated. ‘Fine, fine. Honestly. Women!’ 
 
    I covered my eyes as he flashed back in. Relieved that he was doing as he was told, I rummaged around for my lipstick and quickly unscrewed the bottom of the tube. Two small white tablets fell out. I palmed them quickly. Byron might be Sidhe but these babies were enough to knock out an ox. They were harmless enough, though. He’d wake up in the morning with a sore head – by which time I’d be well away.  
 
    After flushing the toilet and checking my make-up, I left the bathroom. Byron was gazing out over the night sky, his back turned. Timothy had sent up the champagne and two chilled glasses were sitting on the table top. Perfect. With one fluid movement, I dropped the tablets into the one that was furthest away. The tablets fizzed slightly but dissolved to nothing within moments. I gave myself a mental high five.  
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘You’re switching to champagne?’ 
 
    He turned. ‘Like I said, whisky makes me frisky. And I promised you one drink and one drink alone.’ He reached behind me and grabbed the nearest glass by its stem, handing it to me before taking the other – the spiked one ‒ for himself. 
 
    ‘You’re a true gentleman,’ I murmured, raising my glass up to his then taking a sip. ‘Slainte.’ 
 
    ‘Slainte,’ he replied. Then he drained his glass in one gulp. Hurray! 
 
    I smiled and took a sip from mine. ‘This really is good.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad you approve.’ He leaned towards me and I felt a lurch in the pit of my stomach, sure that he was making a move. Instead, he reached around me again and returned his glass to the table top. Then he pulled back. ‘So, Integrity. I know you like hot pink and you hate violence but I don’t know much else. What do you do for a living?’ 
 
    ‘I’m in security. It’s pretty boring.’ 
 
    ‘Security?’ He glanced up and down my body until I was forced to repress a shiver. ‘Forgive me, but you don’t seem built for that kind of position.’ 
 
    I needed to get him sitting down. The last thing I wanted was the current Steward’s son keeling over in mid-conversation and banging his head. I didn’t need to be accused of attempted regicide, whether Byron claimed he held no actual title or not.  
 
    I put down my own glass and met his eyes. ‘What kind of position do you think I’m built for?’ I asked. There was no mistaking my meaning. 
 
    He ran his tongue across his top lip. ‘Well, I can tell from your attitude that you enjoy being on top. Being in control.’ 
 
    He had that right. I smiled, turned and walked over to the large sofa in the centre of the room. ‘You’re right. I do like being on top.’ I sat down, making zero effort to stop my dress from riding up, and leaned back against the cushions. 
 
    Byron stayed where he was. ‘The trouble is,’ he muttered, ‘I like being in charge too.’ 
 
    I tucked one leg underneath me. It wasn’t easy but it was worth it to see the flare in his eyes. Come on, Byron. Get your arse over here and sit down before you fall down. ‘I suppose that makes us incompatible then,’ I said with a tinge of sadness. ‘Nothing more than ships that pass in the night.’ 
 
    He still didn’t bloody move. ‘Don’t say that, Integrity,’ he said. ‘I have a feeling that we’re going to know each other for much longer than that.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I patted the seat next to me. ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    He seemed to make a decision. He strode over and sat next to me, his thigh dangerously close to mine. I could smell his aftershave again. Delicious. 
 
    Byron smirked. ‘What is?’ 
 
    I started. Had I said that aloud? ‘Er,’ I stuttered, embarrassed. ‘Your scent. It’s delicious.’ 
 
    His smile grew. ‘Really? Because I think you’re delicious.’ 
 
    It was the type of comment that would normally have me rolling my eyes. Instead, my chest felt tight and it was like I’d forgotten how to breathe. Byron stared into my eyes, his emerald depths darkening to a deep jade. There was a question lurking there.  
 
    My senses swam. Oh, why the hell not? He’d be unconscious before this really got anywhere. I gave the tiniest nod of my head. I’d almost achieved what I’d come here to do; I could allow myself a bit of fun in the process. It would hurt him more tomorrow when he discovered the theft of his sparkly jewel. And he deserved the hurt after the way he’d spoken to me when I was a kid. 
 
    Byron didn’t take any further convincing. He gave a faint groan and leaned in, his lips brushing softly against mine. Screw that. If I was going to make this kind of error of judgment, I was going to go all in. I grabbed the back of his head and deepened the kiss, pressing into him. He tasted of whisky and champagne mixed together. His stubble scraped my cheek. I felt dizzy and exhilarated all at once. A kiss shouldn’t feel this good. Especially a kiss with such a wanker. I pulled back, breathing hard. He stared at me, a stunned expression on his face. 
 
    ‘I told you I liked to be on top,’ I said, hooking one leg over him so I could sit astride him. His body was rock hard. I ran my hand up his chest and he shuddered. He must have put in an extraordinary number of hours at the gym to achieve that sort of physique. He adjusted my weight, shifting my body so he could get more comfortable. 
 
    ‘Oh really? Because I think you’ll find I’m the one in charge here.’ 
 
    ‘No chance,’ I whispered, leaning in once more. Then I pulled back abruptly. 
 
    He frowned. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    I put one hand up to my head. It didn’t feel good. ‘Something’s not right,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ he rasped, ‘this is so right.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I shook head. My vision was beginning to blur. ‘I feel strange.’ And then, for the second time that day, I keeled over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    This time when I woke up, I was more aware of my surroundings than I was when the Wild Man knocked me out. That was mainly because there was an arm wrapped tightly round my waist and a leg thrown over my hip, pinning me into place. And that damn aftershave was everywhere. It was as if I’d been sprinkled liberally with it.  
 
    I groaned and tried to move my arm, eventually managing to squeeze it out from underneath me. I rubbed my eyes. I glanced down at myself and froze. My pink dress was gone. All I was wearing were my bra and panties. At least I wasn’t naked. I wasn’t sure if I could take that sort of shame. I’d never live it down if Lexie discovered I’d let myself be this vulnerable.  
 
    What the hell had happened to me? Everything was going so swimmingly … I ran through the events in my mind. It had to have been the champagne. Somehow – and I had no idea how – I must have drunk from the spiked glass instead of Byron. That would explain why I’d felt the sudden urge to throw caution to the wind and fling myself at him. And the current wham-wham pounding in my head. Frankly, it was a bloody good thing that I’d passed out before things went any further.  
 
    I scowled. He didn’t have to strip me though. And he could have put my unconscious body in the second bedroom. Or on the sofa. 
 
    His breath, hot on the back of my neck, was soft and even. I’d just have to hope he was a sound sleeper because I was getting into that safe and getting the Lia Saifire right now. Enough was enough.  
 
    As gingerly as I could, I wriggled my hips forward to extricate myself from his leg. Then I reached down for his arm and tried to loosen his grip. He murmured something in his sleep and tightened his hold. Crapadoodle. I tried again. 
 
    Inch by slow inch, I slid down and forward, trying to create enough room so I could roll free. I could climb up glass-faced buildings, jump down elevator shafts and perform acrobatic feats that the general public would find impossible, yet freeing myself from one stupid, sleeping Sidhe was almost impossible. In the end, I pulled myself away with a sharp tug. I hadn’t had much choice. 
 
    I sprang backwards and looked at Byron. He was still fast asleep, long lashes curling against his cheek. His hair was rumpled and he remained as sexy as hell. Mentally I slapped myself. Get a grip, girl.  
 
    Spying my dress on a nearby chair, I tiptoed over and grabbed it. I shimmied into it, just managing to pull up the zip, then edged to the safe. Byron hadn’t moved a muscle. This was good. I’d just reached the wardrobe, however, and was sliding it open to access the safe when there was a sudden cough. Shite.  
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ he asked, sleep blurring his voice. 
 
    ‘Uh, just looking for my shoes!’ I sang out. Damn it. 
 
    He sat up. ‘You’re leaving?’ 
 
    Not without the Lia Saifire, I wasn’t. ‘Yes,’ I said, doing what I could to look guilt-ridden. ‘Walk of shame.’ 
 
    Byron ran a hand through his hair while I tried very hard not to notice the ripples in his chest. Not hard enough. ‘You can stay,’ he said. ‘I can order in breakfast.’ 
 
    There was a traitorous part of me that loved that idea. We could sit across the table from each other, nibbling at croissants, then… ‘I really should go. I’ve got, um, work.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Okay then.’ 
 
    Was that disappointment or relief in his face? ‘Well,’ I said airily, ‘it was nice meeting you. Thanks for the champagne and sorry about the, you know, falling unconscious part. I should remember to eat next time.’ Not that there would be a next time. I pivoted on my heel. 
 
    ‘Integrity, wait.’ 
 
    I turned slowly back. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    His eyes fixed on me, freezing my body into place. ‘Nothing happened last night. I’m not that kind of guy. You conked out so quickly that I was worried. It made more sense to keep you with me so I could check on you.’ He inhaled. ‘I’d really like to see you again.’ 
 
    I almost snorted. He’d not achieved end-game status yet; that was why he didn’t want this to be over. So predictable. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I’ll call you.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have my number.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘The hotel is pretty well known. I’ll find you.’ 
 
    Before I could leave, Byron got to his feet. Without meaning to, my eyes drifted down. He was wearing a pair of silky black boxers and nothing else. I stared for a moment at the trail of hair leading downwards and swallowed, then glanced up again. His mouth twitched and he stepped right in front of me. 
 
    ‘Why do I get the feeling that you’re giving me brush off?’ he asked, reaching out and fingering my hair lightly. 
 
    I tried to smile. ‘I don’t know. Perhaps it happens to you a lot?’  
 
    ‘Girls don’t normally try and run out the door. They normally try and hang around for as long as possible.’ 
 
    I bet they did. ‘What can I say? I’m a busy person.’ 
 
    His gaze heated up. ‘Promise me that you’ll call. I’m in meetings all day but I’ll be free after six.’ 
 
    I looked straight at him. ‘I promise,’ I lied. 
 
    ‘Good.’ He bent his head until his breath was hot against my neck. ‘I’ll look forward to it,’ he whispered. 
 
    I almost ran out of the room. I could swear he chuckled as the door closed behind me. So he was good looking, I told myself. And I could feel fizzy lust zipping through my system whenever I looked at him. It was merely a combination of the drugs and the fact that it had been too long since I’d had  a man. He was a sexy guy and I wasn’t immune. It didn’t make me want to marry him or have his babies any more than he wanted that from me. I sighed. He certainly lived up to his reputation. 
 
    Locating my shoes at the far end of the sofa, I scooped them up along with my bag. There wasn’t a peep from Bob so at least something was going my way. I clumped out to the front door, keeping one wary eye on Byron’s bedroom. When I was sure he wasn’t about to suddenly appear, I wrenched open the door and stood back, letting it slam shut. There was still no sound from the bedroom. Perfect. I tiptoed over to the silent unoccupied second bedroom and sneaked inside.  
 
    There was a gap underneath the bed. It would be a tight squeeze but I reckoned I could manage it if I had to. Helpfully, there were also several built-in wardrobes. It was nice to have options. Now all I had to do was wait and hope that Byron didn’t plan to hold his meetings here in the suite. He had to leave sooner or later. I pinched the bridge of my nose and wished I’d thought to grab a glass of water before I pretended to leave. My mouth was as dry as a badger’s arse. My breath probably smelled even worse. 
 
    If I closed the bedroom door completely, I wouldn’t be able to see a thing. Whoever had crafted this room put a lot of effort into the details. I was certain, however, that it been ajar last night so, as long as I was careful, I could leave it that way and give myself a line of sight into the living room.  
 
    I experimented with the light, checking that my shadow wouldn’t give me away if I stood in the corner, and peeked out. The chance of Byron wandering in here was slim. If he did, however, I wanted to be able to scoot under the bed without him noticing the flicker of movement. 
 
    Once I was satisfied with my position, I relaxed a little. Not a moment too soon either as I heard the door opening and Byron emerging. I squinted at him through the gap. He’d dressed casually in a pair of jogging trousers and tight T-shirt. It was as if he had to show off his pecs, even when he was alone. Poser. 
 
    He moved around the room, sometimes within my line of sight and sometimes not. After downing a glass of juice which looked so orange and so tasty that I was gagging to run out and snatch it from him, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone. He walked to the window and murmured into it. It was annoying that I couldn’t hear what he was saying. I tensed, straining my ears, but no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t catch more than a word or two. 
 
    Not long after he hung up, there was a sharp rap on the door. Byron strolled over and opened it. 
 
    ‘Morning. How are things?’ asked another male voice. ‘I thought you’d be done by now.’ 
 
    ‘Things are good,’ he answered. ‘It’s just a more delicate operation than I realised. I’m going to take my time. Come on. Let’s head downstairs and see what Jamie has to say.’ 
 
    I frowned. Delicate operation? That was an odd way to talk about getting your leg over. Not that I really cared. In fact, it probably wasn’t anything to do with my little sleepover and was about the business he was in town for.  
 
    I nibbled my bottom lip. Was he here just for the Lia Saifire or was the jewel merely an added bonus? The part of me that had flirted with him the night before hoped the jewel’s disappearance wouldn’t cause him too many problems. The part of me that remembered what it was like to be eleven years old and dismissed by him hoped that it would.  
 
    I wasn’t used to feeling this conflicted and I didn’t like it. 
 
    After he left, I stayed where I was. It was important to wait for at least ten minutes. Speck used to tell a story about when he’d hung around hotels and, using a cleverly keyed master card that he’d developed himself, darted into the guest rooms when the occupants went down to breakfast. There were at least three occasions when he was almost caught. People are forgetful. They come back to see if they’ve left the iron on. Or they need their wallet or their phone or whatever. I had to allow for those sorts of memory lapses. It’s not like this was my first snatch and grab; I was an experienced professional. 
 
    Once the allotted time had passed, I opened the door and snuck out. The suite was completely silent. Allowing myself a moment of luxury, I grabbed a glass, filled it with water from the tap and gulped it down. Damn, that was good. Then I squared my shoulders. It was time to get down to business. 
 
    Humming the theme tune to The Guns of Navarone, I went back into the main bedroom, making a beeline for the wardrobe. I pushed it open and knelt down, examining the small safe. I almost laughed aloud; it was a typical cheap hotel version. Breaking into this would be a piece of cake. The standard keypad lock would take me mere seconds to open. You’d think that a hotel as exclusive as this – and a suite as expensive as this – would have a better system. I tutted to myself. Served them right for taking so much care over the luxury fixtures and fittings and skimping on the important stuff. 
 
    I tried a few quick variations, just in case Byron had been daft enough to use an easy to remember number. When 0000 didn’t work, nor 1234 or 4321, I pressed down on the ‘lock’ button until the LED display flashed. With my thumb, I jabbed in a series of nines and the safe buzzed. Hey presto. It really was that easy. I grinned. No crappy hotel safe was a match for me. 
 
    I reached inside. There were envelopes and papers and a slim, velvet-covered box. I took out the box and flipped it open. A dazzling necklace lay there, nestled against the black lining. Well, that was a nice little bonus. I lifted up one edge of it then I frowned. It was fake. The gems were nothing more than paste. I snorted. Some poor girl was going to be unpleasantly ‘tricked’ by good old Byron.  
 
    I tossed it back inside and squinted towards the back of the safe. Three seconds later I stood up and slammed my fist down on the top of it, making the contents inside jump.  
 
    No sodding way. Not again. The Lia Saifire wasn’t inside here either. 
 
    I cursed, closed the safe door and paced round the bedroom. I’d been so sure that’s where it would be. I took several deep breaths. It wasn’t the end of the world; it just meant that Byron wasn’t stupid enough to trust the safe. He’d either left the jewel in the main hotel safe downstairs – which would be a pain in the arse to get to but far from impossible – or it was somewhere else in the suite. 
 
    I pursed my lips and considered. If I were a Sidhe Clan heir with more money than sense, where would I keep a priceless gem? Under the bed, perhaps? I got down on the floor. Nope. Nothing there. Maybe in a cupboard. I checked every one I could find. No luck there either. Fridge? No. Under the sofa cushions? No. In the toilet cistern? No.  
 
    I spent a good thirty minutes exhausting every possibility. When I was certain the Lia Saifire wasn’t anywhere I could access, I plonked myself down in the centre of the room to mull things over. It would take another twenty-four hours to access the main safe next to reception and I didn’t want to waste that kind of time unless I absolutely had to.  
 
    Perhaps the wardrobe safe was a front and there was another one lurking somewhere, albeit better hidden? But how long could I waltz around here before Byron decided to come back? 
 
    I picked at a hangnail then grabbed my bag. It wasn’t ideal but if I played my cards right I might able to wing it successfully. I slid out the letter opener and gave it a tap. When nothing happened immediately, I rubbed it against the fabric of my dress. There was an odd hiss followed by the familiar flash of blinding light and Bob appeared, standing on my leg. 
 
    ‘I was asleep,’ he complained. ‘You ignore me for days and then, when I finally decide to get some shut-eye, you force me to get up.’ 
 
    Exasperated, I folded my arms. ‘It was hardly days. It’s been less than ten hours.’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ 
 
    ‘I just lose all track of time when I’m stuck in that thing.’ He looked around, realising he was on my thigh and grinned. ‘Hey girl. Nice legs!’ 
 
    ‘Piss off,’ I grunted. 
 
    He bent over, poking me experimentally. He was too tiny for it to hurt, but it was still irritating. ‘Nice muscle tone, Uh Integrity. Wait a minute though. Weren’t you wearing this before? Have you not been home yet? Girrrrl! You one bad lady.’ 
 
    I willed myself not to react. ‘Bob…’ I said tiredly. 
 
    ‘Huh?’ He glanced up as if confused. Then he shook himself as comprehension dawned and a look of pure glee transformed his face. ‘You’ve finally come to your senses! You want your first wish!’ 
 
    I drummed my fingers against my arm. ‘Let’s say I’m thinking about it. It’s just…’ I let my voice trail off. 
 
    Bob frowned. ‘Just what?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to offend you. Go back to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, no, no! You can’t offend me. Tell Uncle Bob what the problem is.’ 
 
    I fidgeted. ‘How do I know you’re any good? I mean, I know there’ll be side effects from any wish I make but what if the wish doesn’t work? I get all the nasty stuff to deal with and none of the benefits. I’d like to make a wish but I’m not sure I can trust you to be experienced enough.’ 
 
    Bob’s jaw dropped. He stared at me as if I were mad. ‘Not experienced enough?’ he shrieked. ‘Not experienced enough?’ His voice rose to an extraordinarily high pitch. Any choir would welcome that sort of soprano. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said hastily, ‘maybe you do have lots of experience. But you could be really rusty too. You said yourself that you lose track of time when you’re stuck in the blade. Who knows how long it’s been since you last did any wish fulfilment? I’m not sure I can take the risk.’ 
 
    Bob was clearly aghast. ‘I am a wish expert. In the world of wishes, there is none better than me!’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Prove it.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ he snapped. ‘Ask for something.’ He waved his little arms in the air. ‘Make it something small, mind. I’m not giving away the big stuff for free.’ 
 
    I blew air out through pursed lips. ‘So asking you to cure a fatal disease would be a no-no, then?’ 
 
    ‘You bet your cute arse it would be.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. Okay. How about you find an object? Lost and found has got to be pretty simple, right?’ 
 
    He scoffed. ‘Yeah, right. You ask for the Hope diamond as a test and then you’re set for life.’ He waggled his finger at me. ‘No chance, sweet cheeks.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, you don’t need to retrieve the object. Just tell me where it is. If you don’t think you can do even that though…’ 
 
    ‘I can do that! Of course I can do that! What shall I search for?’ 
 
    I tapped the corner of my mouth. ‘There was something in the paper yesterday about a jewel. Some kind of sapphire, I think. Lia Saifire, perhaps?’ 
 
    He clicked his fingers. ‘Done!’  
 
    Placing two fingers on his temples, he closed his eyes and began to murmur. ‘Shamamamamamama.’ 
 
    ‘What on earth is that?’ 
 
    He opened one eye and frowned. ‘Don’t interrupt me! I’m concentrating.’ 
 
    I leaned back and kept my mouth shut, doing everything I could not to grin. After several seconds, he looked at me again. ‘The Lia Saifire is in the possession of a young Sidhe man. He has dark hair, two adorable dimples in his chubby little cheeks and he’s staying at the Astor Hotel in room number 907. Ta da!’ His brow creased. ‘Hold on. Where are we right now?’ 
 
    ‘We’re on the floor next to a coffee table.’ 
 
    ‘The floor where?’ Bob’s eyes narrowed. ‘Wait a minute. We’re in the Astor Hotel too! You bitch! You tricked me! That’s what you wanted to know all along!’ 
 
    ‘Oops.’ 
 
    ‘I hate you, Uh Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Bob,’ I said, obviously not sorry at all. ‘Knock knock.’ 
 
    Bob sniffed loudly. ‘Who’s there? Bitch.’ 
 
    ‘Raoul.’ 
 
    ‘Raoul who?’ 
 
    I gave him a serious look. ‘Raoul with the punches.’ 
 
    ‘I hate you!’ he howled. 
 
    ‘Bye Bob. Go back and catch up on your sleep.’ 
 
    He waved his fists in the air. ‘I’m going to pay you back, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I nudged him gently with the tip of my finger. ‘Go on. Off you go.’ 
 
    He turned his back on me and folded his arms. ‘I’m not talking to you.’ 
 
    ‘I deserve that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re damn right you do.’ Without another glance at me, he leapt back into the letter opener. I only just managed to shield my eyes in time. ‘Sorry,’ I murmured again. ‘Needs must though.’ 
 
    I returned the blade to its sheath and considered what he’d told me. I knew exactly who he was referring to. What didn’t make sense was why Byron had palmed off the jewel to one of his entourage rather than keeping it for himself. Unless it was a gift, of course. A pretty expensive gift, though.  
 
    I leaned back on my hands. It appeared I’d been attempting to seduce the wrong Sidhe. Oh well. It was a lady’s prerogative to change her mind. I pushed away the flicker of disappointment. From the blush I’d received from my new target in the bar yesterday, he’d be far easier to manage than Byron. I just needed to shift gears slightly.  
 
    I got to my feet and yanked down my dress. As I was about to pull on my shoes and leave, I heard the buzz of voices right outside the door. Shite. I grabbed the shoes, my bag and the letter opener and made a dash for the spare bedroom. Byron’s timing sucked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I pushed myself into the corner of the room away from the door. In theory, I no longer needed to spy on Byron and find out what he was doing. but it was possible he was with his Sidhe mate who had the Lia Saifire. That would be useful to know. When I peered through the open gap, it certainly wasn’t so I could catch another glimpse of the Moncrieffe heir. No sirree. 
 
    There was only one person with Byron and it wasn’t Mr Dimples. It was some massive guy who was blocking my view. I wrinkled my nose. Come on. Get out of the way. I could hear Byron chatting about something to do with keys, which made next to no sense to me. The big guy shifted his weight. Jeez. He was the size of a freaking Wild Man. A second after that that thought, I smelled the cloves. No. Sodding. Way. 
 
    My heart hammering against my chest, I pulled back from the door and pressed against the wall. Why would the Wild Man enforcer be here with Byron? It wouldn’t make sense unless he was working for him. Unless Byron himself was the moneylender who’d bought Taylor’s loan. Several pieces slotted into place. I was a complete and utter fool. I thought I’d been manipulating him when all along he’d been the one manipulating me. 
 
    I thought of the letter I’d received demanding my presence at the Sidhe court. The one that had made me ramp up my plans to leave Aberdeen. When I didn’t answer, Byron must have put his own plans into action.  
 
    He dangled the cherry of the Lia Saifire in front of our eyes then yanked it away, ensuring at the same time that the jewel’s whereabouts were well publicised. He found a weak spot with Taylor and bought his loan, then demanded immediate repayment – along with impossible interest – to force the issue. Who else but a Sidhe princeling could pull the police’s strings and get Brochan and Speck arrested on nonsensical charges? Byron pretended to be into me while I pretended ‒ sort of pretended ‒ to be into him. He made me promise to come back tonight. All this was part of some elaborate plot to make me do as he wished and go to the Sidhe court. I still had no idea why but I didn’t bloody care. The utter wanker. The total bastard. The… 
 
    ‘You can come out now, Integrity.’ 
 
    I swore bitterly and flung open the door, glaring at him. ‘You prick,’ I hissed. ‘You set me up.’ 
 
    He linked his hands behind his head and grinned at me. ‘You set me up too.’ 
 
    I jabbed my finger at his chest. He was bloody lucky I hated violence because right now I was tempted to poke his eyeballs out. ‘Why? Why go to all this trouble?’ 
 
    ‘If you’d answered the first missive…’ 
 
    ‘Missive? What are you? An eighteenth-century weirdo? Why not phone? Or show up at my door? If you’d talked to me in person…’ 
 
    ‘You were already making plans to run off,’ Byron said calmly. ‘You wouldn’t have listened. This way I got your attention.’ 
 
    ‘My friends are in jail!’ I shrieked. ‘My mentor is hiding out in my flat under the impression that his throat is about to slit!’ I glared at the Wild Man. ‘Your henchman knocked me out!’ 
 
    There was a rumble. ‘Sorry about that,’ the Wild Man said. ‘I tried to be gentle but you’re pretty fragile for a Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t his fault,’ Byron said. ‘Candy was under orders.’ 
 
    ‘Candy? That’s his name?’ I muttered under my breath. ‘You’re all a bunch of nutters.’ 
 
    Byron swept a bow while I continued to glower. ‘At your service, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘The champagne,’ I accused. ‘You knew it was spiked and you switched the glasses.’ 
 
    ‘Hello? I’m a telekinesis expert, remember?’ 
 
    I shook my head. All this bloody time… ‘You can’t keep me here,’ I spat. ‘This is a free country and I’m not eleven years old.’ 
 
    ‘No. You’re not that pathetic either.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. ‘You remember who I am.’ 
 
    He looked at me patiently. ‘Integrity, how many other women are there with your colouring wandering the streets? Of course I know who you are. Everyone knows who you are.’ 
 
    What did that mean? I cleared my throat. ‘Everyone?’ 
 
    ‘Your location was found less than forty-eight hours after you flitted from Bull Scrymgeour. Lots of people have been keeping tabs on you, not just me. We needed to know where you were because we knew we might possibly need you in the future.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘I must say, you’ve had a very interesting career.’ 
 
    My nausea increased. ‘Let me out of here.’ 
 
    Byron stepped back. ‘You’re free to go at any time.’ 
 
    ‘Just as well,’ I huffed. I stalked past him, eyeing Candy in case he tried anything. Fortunately, the Wild Man didn’t move a muscle. I placed my hand on the doorknob and tugged. 
 
    ‘There is just one thing,’ Byron interjected. 
 
    I swung my head round. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Your mentor, whatever you want to call him, still owes me money.’ 
 
    Shite. Well, I’d just find another way to solve that little problem. ‘You’ll get your money.’ I opened the door. 
 
    ‘And your friends are still enjoying the very best that the prison service can offer.’ He tutted. ‘It would be a real shame if someone tipped the police off about all those thefts that have been occurring in the city. Your friends might never get out.’ 
 
    I stared at the lift. It was right there, waiting for me. All I had to do was get in it and go home. I clenched my fists. ‘What do you want?’ I asked finally. 
 
    ‘Close the door, come inside, sit down and we can talk about it. I promise, it’s really not that bad.’ 
 
    Like I’d believe that. My shoulders slumped. So you can never escape your past after all. Fine. I’d listen to what he had to say then I’d take Bob and make whatever wishes were necessary to get myself and my adopted family out of this mess. Sod the consequences. Byron Moncrieffe might think he was holding all the cards but he didn’t know everything.  
 
    I crossed my arms and stalked over to the sofa. I pushed myself into the far corner. The stupid hot pink dress immediately rode up my legs. I pulled down the hem and crossed my arms again. ‘Speak then.’ 
 
    ‘I did tell you,’ Byron said, ‘that I preferred it when I was in charge.’ Rather than joining me, he ambled over to the fridge and reached inside for a bottle of water. ‘Would you like a drink?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I replied stiffly. 
 
    ‘Not even pink champagne?’ His amusement was clear. 
 
    ‘Piss off.’ Oh, what a brilliant rejoinder that was.  
 
    ‘Not just yet. Candy, if you’d be so kind…?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, boss.’ The huge Wild Man lumbered out, closing the door behind him.  
 
    Byron smiled. ‘Alone again.’ 
 
    I felt sick. This could not be happening. ‘Spit it out,’ I snapped. ‘What do you really want?’ 
 
    ‘You know, you were far more pleasant to talk to last night.’ 
 
    ‘Last night I didn’t know that you were a scheming manipulative wanker who enjoys playing with innocent people’s lives.’ 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. ‘Innocent? Is that what’d you call a group of thieves who between them are responsible for some of the biggest heists this century has seen?’ 
 
    ‘It’s 2016,’ I said flatly. ‘That’s hardly much of a feat. And besides, you know exactly what I mean.’ 
 
    He grabbed a chair, pulled it over and placed it in front of me before sitting down. ‘You were quite prepared to steal from me when you thought I was innocent.’ He ran his tongue across his lips. ‘I can still taste you.’ 
 
    Oh God. I hugged myself. ‘Either tell me what it is you really want or I’m walking.’ 
 
    ‘Tough words.’ 
 
    I stared at him. He sighed, his amusement fleeing. ‘It’s not as sinister as you imagine. All you need to do is open a box.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I sneered. ‘All the might of the Sidhe world behind you and that’s something you can’t manage on your own? They didn’t cover box opening in Fey finishing school?’ 
 
    He took a long swig of his water. ‘It’s a very special box.’ 
 
    For a brief moment, a saucy sexual innuendo was on the tip of my tongue. I bit down very hard. No way was I going there. Not again. ‘Go on,’ I said grimly. 
 
    ‘On the wall behind you, there’s a thermostat. It controls the temperature of this room so it’s never too cold or too hot. It’s really an extraordinary feat of technology when you think about it.’ 
 
    I was going to get a lesson on thermodynamics now, was I? I resisted the urge to look round. ‘And?’ I asked, sounding as bored as I could. 
 
    ‘The Sidhe lands run on a similar concept except instead of temperature control, what we concern ourselves with is magic. Too little magic and systems start to fail. Too much magic and, well, kaboom. It’s not pretty when that happens.’ His mouth tightened and his eyes were momentarily distant and unfocused. ‘The tidal surge down the Dee a couple of years ago? That was one of those occasions.’ 
 
    I might have known. Hundreds of people died. Not Sidhe people though, of course. Poor people. Underclass people. My people. ‘So the Clans are destructive and murderous as well as power hungry.’ 
 
    His chin tipped up and I spotted a sudden flash of anger. ‘A lot of my friends risked their lives that day to hold back the water.’ 
 
    ‘Well they didn’t do a very good job, did they?’ 
 
    The way Byron’s body tensed, I wondered whether he was about to punch me in the nose for that comment. I rather hoped he would. It would release some of the tension both of us were feeling.  
 
    ‘It might not have been broadcast in your neck of the woods, but Sidhe died too.’ 
 
    I did what I could to ignore his haunted expression. ‘My heart bleeds. Get to the point,’ I snapped. 
 
    Byron straightened his shoulders. His green eyed gaze held mine until I felt trapped. ‘Long ago, checks and balances were put into place to prevent any one Clan from gaining an overly advantageous hold on the flow of magic. The four strongest Clans were each granted a key, if you like, to the Foinse. Unless all four keys were used at once then the Foinse couldn’t be touched.’ 
 
    ‘Foinse meaning…’ 
 
    He gave me a strange look. I was pretty certain it was along the lines of ‘you’re an absolute idiot for not already knowing this’. It was hardly my fault old Bull hadn’t permitted me an education. And Sidhe lore wasn’t exactly a concern of Taylor’s. ‘Source,’ he said finally. ‘The Foinse is the source of all Scottish magic. And it’s failing.’ 
 
    I could feel the corner of my mouth twitch in an uncontrollable spasm. It wasn’t a particularly funny situation but it was still difficult not to laugh. Even I had enough scanty knowledge of Clan hierarchy to work out what was wrong. Things might have changed in the last two or three decades but, before then, the top Clans had remained the same for five hundred years.  
 
    ‘Let me guess,’ I said, ‘you need access to this magical Foinse to solve the problem. The four Clans with these special keys are Moncrieffe, Kincaid, Darroch and,’ I paused, ‘drum roll, please, ladies and gentlemen…’ 
 
    Byron nodded. ‘Adair. And you are the sole remaining member of the Adair Clan.’ 
 
    No wonder they’d been keeping tabs on me. I wondered what they’d have done if I had inadvertently walked out in front of a bus. It would have been adios muchachos and not just for me. Then my humour fled. No doubt this was the reason why I was shoved into the Bull’s care, such as it was, instead of simply being smothered as a baby. 
 
    ‘So you’re going to blackmail me into helping you open the Foinse. Like I give a shit whether the magic fails or not. In fact, seeing the Clans brought down might be worth my friends spending a bit of time in the slammer.’ I tipped my head. ‘Long term goals versus short term gains.’ 
 
    Byron regarded me with a flat, emotionless expression. ‘I was warned you’d be like this,’ he said finally. ‘Bitchy and uncaring. Last night I thought they’d got it wrong and you were actually a nice person. Clearly, I was wrong.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘They?’ 
 
    ‘The Clan Chieftains. They don’t normally agree on much but they agreed on you.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t spoken to a single Sidhe in fifteen years. Whether your lot have been keeping tabs on me or not, none of you know anything about me. Don’t presume that you know what I’m like or who I am,’ I hissed. ‘You have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘And don’t presume that keeping the magic stable in the Clan lands is purely to benefit the Sidhe,’ he shot back. ‘That magic does many things which the Clan-less also benefit from.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ I sneered. ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘That magic controls the Veil,’ he said. ‘The barrier that prevents the Fomori from entering the Highlands.’  
 
    I scowled at him. Okay, the Fomori were pretty scary demons who were better kept well away from us.  
 
    ‘That same magic keeps nature in check,’ Byron continued in the patient, patronising tone you’d use when explaining something to a particularly stupid child. ‘You want to build a factory? The magic adjusts itself so the environment isn’t irreparably harmed.’  
 
    I didn’t want to build a factory but I got his point.  
 
    Byron wasn’t finished. ‘You want more disasters like the Dee surge? Only on a far greater scale?’ He folded his arms. ‘Then be my guest. Let your friends rot in jail. Let your mentor pay his debts by losing part of his soul. You’ll also be letting all of Scotland suffer.’ 
 
    Alright. Jeez, he’d made his point. ‘You could have told me all this in the first place. The Lia Saifire ruse was unnecessary.’ 
 
    ‘Would you have listened?’ 
 
    Maybe. Okay, probably not. In fact no, I wouldn’t have. The first ten years of my life ensured that the last person I’d listen to was a Sidhe. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ I snapped. ‘I’ll do what you want. Release Taylor from his debt though and let Speck and Brochan go.’ 
 
    ‘That will happen when you’ve done what we require.’ 
 
    My eyes flashed. ‘You don’t trust me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a thief, Integrity. Why would I trust you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not just my name. I’ve got more integrity in my little finger than the Sidhe will ever have. No matter who my father was.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘We’ll have to agree to distrust each other then. We’ll go to the Clan lands, you’ll help us with the Foinse, then you can go back to your oh-so-wonderful criminal existence.’ 
 
    I hated him. I really, really hated him. I stood up and, as he moved his head to watch me, his hair fell across his eyes. Damn it. I also still lusted after him. Awkward.  
 
    ‘First,’ I said, as calmly as I could, ‘I need a shower and a change of clothes. Second, I need to tell Taylor what is going on. Once I have achieved both those things, I will come and meet you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not letting you out of my sight.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘you are. I will present myself at the Sidhe court this evening. Until then, you’ll have to wait.’  
 
    And, with that, I stalked out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Taylor couldn’t stop shaking his head. ‘All this time? They’ve been watching you all this time? How could we not have known?’  
 
    ‘I doubt they’ve been staking me out twenty-four hours a day. They probably just check on me from time to time.’ 
 
    ‘But this is ridiculous! I’m a professional, Tegs. I should know when someone is watching me.’ 
 
    I walked over to him and held his head in my hands. ‘Stop jiggling your head around like that. It’s making me nauseous.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. But to keep tabs like that… Do you think they were watching during the Scone job?’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Whether they were watching or not, they didn’t do anything to stop us. They’ve always chosen to take a hands-off approach.’ I frowned. ‘Until now, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think they’ll leave you alone? After you help them reach this Fonzie thing?’ 
 
    ‘Foinse,’ I corrected him absently. ‘And right now, I doubt it. I do this for them and then in a couple of years’ time there’ll be something else, then something else, then something else. I’ll never be free.’ I met his eyes. ‘I’m sorry. It turns out that all this mess is my fault.’ 
 
    ‘If I’d not gambled…’ 
 
    ‘Brochan and Speck would still have been rounded up. They’d still have found another way to get me to do what they want. Maybe it’s better that they’ve forced the issue. The failure of the magic is a big deal and I should help out. It’ll be disastrous for everyone if I don’t. Now I know they’re watching me, however, I’ll do a better job of disappearing once I’ve fixed their problem for them.’ 
 
    His eyes scoured me. ‘You mean for good, don’t you?’ 
 
    I gave a helpless shrug. ‘What choice is there?’ 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and I suddenly realised how old he looked. There were lines on his face and a pallor to his skin that went beyond grey hair.  
 
    ‘What if…?’ He swallowed.  
 
    ‘Yes?’ I prompted. 
 
    Taylor sighed. ‘You said that the reason they didn’t get rid of you when you were a kid was probably because they knew that they might need you for something like this. Once the Foinse is accessed, what if they decide that they don’t need you again?’ 
 
    ‘You mean they’ll kill me once I’ve helped them open it?’ 
 
    He nodded, trouble written all across his face.  
 
    ‘I’ve considered that,’ I told him truthfully. ‘I’m going to need several exit plans to ensure it doesn’t happen.’ 
 
    ‘Was what your father did really so bad that an entire Clan needed to be exterminated?’ 
 
    It was a rhetorical question but I answered it anyway. ‘He was responsible for more than a thousand deaths. He exterminated Clan Adair himself. I’m not aware of more than that, though. I was a baby when it all went down and no one ever saw fit to tell me the salient details.’ I smiled, although my smile was tinged with sadness. ‘I was a nobody, remember?’ 
 
    Taylor reached over and hugged me tight. ‘You’re not a nobody now.’ 
 
    For a brief moment, I felt safe and secure but it was only temporary. I pulled away. ‘I have to get going. There’s a lot to do before I walk into the lions’ den.’ I met his eyes. ‘Why did the lion lose at poker?’ 
 
    Taylor didn’t smile. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Because he was playing against a cheetah.’ 
 
    His eyes crinkled. Relief ran through me. That was more like the Taylor I knew and loved.  
 
    ‘Tegs, you’re not going to…’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to do whatever’s necessary to keep myself and my family safe,’ I said. ‘No matter what.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Wearing a far more sensible, if boring, black ensemble, I strolled onto the pavement, whistling a merry tune. I glanced up one way and down another. Two Sidhe were sitting in a car directly opposite, and there was a shadow in an alcove about fifty feet away. I pursed my lips. I could handle three of them. This was my territory, after all – not theirs. 
 
    I shoved my hands in my pockets and ambled to my left. Keeping my pace measured and my steps short, I didn’t stop anywhere but neither did I rush. Losing a tail was a game of patience and wit more than anything else.  
 
    I nodded to a few familiar faces, murmuring greetings. I didn’t let anyone engage me in conversation but I needed my three followers to think I was relaxed and going about my business before handing myself over to them. That’s why I made a beeline for the post office. 
 
    It was pension day so even though it was already after midday, the place was busy with people waiting to collect their money. Pensions weren’t something that the Sidhe had to worry about, I thought sourly, as my gaze travelled the length of the waiting area. Everyone here was, unsurprisingly, Clan-less, from the short dwarf with wrinkles so deep you could probably hide coins in them to the stooped human in a headscarf.  
 
    Instead of joining the queue, I went to the side, pulled an envelope out of my pocket and scribbled out an address. I didn’t have a stamp but I didn’t really need one. I simply walked over to the gap marked ‘international mail’ and dropped it in. I made a brief show of looking round anxiously in case anyone had noticed me, then left again.  
 
    At the corner, as I waited for the lights to change, I used the glass front of a nearby shop to scan behind me. As I expected, one of my followers – all of whom were now helpfully on foot – peeled off and entered the post office, no doubt to try and retrieve my letter. The post office didn’t like people messing with their systems, even if those people were well-connected Sidhe, so it would take him some time to do it. One down. Two to go.  
 
    It was interesting to note that one of the remaining tails was Mr Dimples. I wondered whether he still had the Lia Saifire on him. There wasn’t any noticeable bulge in his pockets but you never knew. Whether he had it or not, there was another pleasing bulge in his trousers that I enjoyed. Handsome and well-endowed. Well, well, well. 
 
    The moment the green man appeared, I crossed over, maintaining my earlier speed. This time, however, I lengthened my strides so I covered more ground more quickly. They would be expecting me to keep the same pace and it would take them a minute or two to realise that I was pulling away. It was a simple trick, but a good one. It was also well-timed as there was a set of crossroads ahead. 
 
    I checked my watch. 12.28pm. Perfect. I kept to the side of the pavement so my shoulder was almost brushing against the tall buildings on my left. A minute and a half later, I was at the MacReedy building just as the glass doors opened to let the vast secretarial department sprint out for lunch.  
 
    I hunched down, taking my battered baseball cap from my jacket pocket –it was the very same cap that Taylor gave me all those years ago – and jammed it on my head, tucking my hair underneath. Then I pushed my way through the crowd, zipped round the corner and ran. 
 
    Del’s Coffee, a grubby dive of a place, was less than thirty feet away. I weaved my way in and out of the busy foot traffic and ducked inside. It might serve coffee that you’d be inclined to avoid if you didn’t want to end up juddering for the rest of the day on a serious caffeine high but, with two exits, the place was ideal for me.  
 
    I sped through, throwing out a quick wave to the eponymous Del, the one-horned Bonnacon who ran the place. 
 
    ‘Hey, Integrity. Bit of a speed merchant today, ain’t ya?’ 
 
    ‘I only sell to friends,’ I threw over my shoulder as I opened the door opposite and continued. I ran into a nearby pawnshop to check on my pursuers. Running around on the streets like a crazy person would ensure they caught up with me again; hiding was far smarter. 
 
    ‘You wanna buy something or not?’ 
 
    I twisted round, spotting the shop owner behind the cage that protected him from his less savoury customers. He eyed me with a hard look that warned of trouble. His hand hovered somewhere beneath the counter. Either there was a gun or a panic button under there. Right now, I’d prefer the gun; I didn’t want to attract any undue attention. I weighed up my choices and made a decision. 
 
    ‘Here,’ I said, reaching into my pocket and pulling out a five-pound note. ‘I’ll be out of your hair in less than two minutes.’ 
 
    His frown deepened. I cursed under my breath and took out another one. ‘Will that do you?’ 
 
    The owner didn’t answer; he merely turned and hobbled away. That was an expensive sodding two minutes. Rather than dwell on it, I turned round to get a decent line of sight on Del’s. It was just as well – I’d barely manoeuvred myself into position when Dimples burst out of the cafe, his head frantically turning from right to left. No prizes for guessing who he was looking for.  
 
    When the second tail didn’t appear, I grinned. They must have split up to better their chances of finding me.  
 
    I crouched down, still keeping an eye on Byron’s second-in-command. He couldn’t seem to make up his mind which way to go. There was a chance that he’d try the pawnshop but he had plenty of other avenues to consider. My luck was in. He went right, jogging away from both the pawnshop and me. Now all I had to was to get out. 
 
    I stretched up to the bell hanging from the door, yanked it off and tossed it away. I didn’t need it jangling; if Dimples heard it, he’d definitely turn around. Besides, ten quid for a dirty piece of junk like that? The shopkeeper was still getting a bargain.  
 
    If he heard what I’d done, he didn’t come back out to investigate. Smart move on his part, I decided. I didn’t fight but he didn’t know that. 
 
    I sneaked back out into the street, shivering as a gust of wind whipped my hat straight off my head.  I lunged for it but it was too late. It flew away, tumbling down the quiet back street like a ball of tumbleweed in one of those old Western films. The ones where there was about to be a terrible shoot out.  
 
    That hat was an important part of my history and I didn’t want to lose it. I gave a quick look to see if Dimples was still in play. His shoulders were slumped and he was trudging away, not turning round. I smiled smugly. He knew he’d lost me. 
 
    Staying light on my feet, I ran after him ‒ or rather I ran after my hat. I just managed to snag it before there was another gust of wind. Giving the cap an affectionate pat, I put it back on and double-checked Dimples. He was oblivious to what was going on behind him. I did a little jig, causing a scurrying rat to pause and blink at me. I shrugged at it. ‘You’re right,’ I whispered. ‘It’s time to go.’ 
 
    I was just about to head off in the opposite direction when I noticed Dimples’ backpack. There wasn’t much of a bulge to it, which was probably why it hadn’t registered before. I gnawed my bottom lip. The bag didn’t fit with his tailored suit. It was a strange thing to carry unless… My smile grew wider. He still had the Lia Saifire with him. 
 
    In theory, snatching the jewel was now a waste of time. No matter what I did, Byron was going to hold me to my promise to open the Foinse. But it was a matter of professional pride; I wanted the arrogant playboy to know that he still wasn’t completely in control.  
 
    I licked my lips. This was not the clever thing to do but it would be fun.  
 
    I jogged forward on the balls of my feet. If I could get close enough, I could probably swipe it. There was one seriously nervy moment when Dimples looked round. I was saved by a collection of mouldy cardboard boxes outside a door; I threw myself behind them, my heart hammering. When there was no shout or sound of feet thundering in my direction, I peered up. Dimples was blithely continuing on his way. Excellent. 
 
    When I got closer, I slowed my pace. One stretch of my arm and I’d be able to reach the backpack. I matched Dimples step for step so he wouldn’t realise anyone was right behind him and eyed the bag. It was beyond ridiculous that the Lia Saifire would be in there. Firstly, taking it on a stake-out would be stupid. Secondly, leaving it in an unlocked backpack in this neighbourhood was dumber than surfing on Ben Nevis. There was no way the jewel was in there. I should have turned back round immediately and got on with what I was supposed to be doing. My fingers were itchy, however. I just couldn’t help myself. 
 
    Pickpocketing is a hell of a lot easier than most people suppose. It just takes a delicate touch. Holding my breath, I reached forward and grabbed the edge of the zip, sliding it open two inches. Then I slipped my hand inside. My fingers brushed against something soft and velvet and I pulled it. Whatever it was, it was heavy. I pulled a bit harder, just as there was a sudden ring. 
 
    I froze, my hand still inside his backpack. He stopped, forcing me to stop as well, dug into his suit pocket and took out a shiny phone. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he grunted. 
 
    I started tugging again, gently lifting the object towards the opening. 
 
    ‘No sign of her. Byron’s going to be seriously pissed off.’ 
 
    The velvet snagged on the edge of the zip. Shite, shite, shite. I was rusty. It had been a long time since I’d bothered with the sort of small ticket items you could get from this type of theft.  
 
    ‘We should double back. She might go back home.’ 
 
    Just as I thought I was going to have to use my teeth, I managed to free the fabric and pull away. In my hand was a small black velvet bag, tied with a gold string. Whatever was inside, it was going to be valuable. Even if it wasn’t the Lia Saifire, it was still satisfying. I carefully closed the zip again, something many pickpockets didn’t bother with. Taking the time – and the risk – to do it meant it would be longer before he noticed that anything was amiss.  
 
    I sidestepped left just as Dimples went right and headed back the long way. The moment I was sure there was enough distance between us, I pressed myself against the wall until he’d vanished completely. Then I opened the bag. The deep-faceted blue of the Lia Saifire blinked up at me.  
 
    Crapadoodledo. Go me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The small bar on the edge of St. Andrews Square was smoky and reeked of stale beer. I cast my eyes around, quickly alighting on Lexie who was sitting in the far corner, nursing some strange green concoction. It was so lurid in colour that I was briefly reminded of Byron’s eyes. Ick. I didn’t want to give him a single thought. Not unless it involved stripping him of all his wealth (and maybe his clothes too). 
 
    I slid into the seat opposite. ‘Piss off,’ Lexie grunted, without looking up. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said softly. ‘It’s me.’ 
 
    Her head jerked up and her face filled with relief. ‘Integrity! Where the hell have you been? What’s been going on? Why haven’t you been in touch? Have you heard from Brochan or Speck? Do you know if I’m in danger? What about…’ 
 
    ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa.’ I raised my palms. ‘Chill, Lex. Everything’s good.’ 
 
    She gazed at me like I was a total idiot. ‘Good? Good? How can everything be good?’ 
 
    I winced. ‘Keep your voice down. You need to keep a low profile, remember?’ 
 
    She subsided into a series of blue-tinged grumbles. 
 
    ‘That’s better,’ I said, like a disapproving teacher. ‘How many of those have you had?’ 
 
    She tapped her glass. ‘These? I dunno. Half a dozen maybe.’ 
 
    I eyed the drink with distaste. ‘What’s in it?’ 
 
    ‘Crème de menthe, vodka and Amaretto. Want to try?’ 
 
    Eurgh. ‘No thanks.’ I caught the attention of the bartender. ‘Jug of coffee, please. And make it strong.’ 
 
    ‘You’re no fun. I’m drowning my sorrows. You should join me.’ 
 
    ‘I have things to do. And so do you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? Like what?’ 
 
    I took out the velvet bag and threw it on the table. It clunked heavily against the wood. Lexie looked at it and then at me. She took another sip of her green monster before curiosity got the better of her. She picked up the bag and peered inside it. 
 
    I waited. When her jaw dropped and her eyes went wide, I grinned. 
 
    ‘How…?’ she breathed. 
 
    ‘Long story. Taylor can fill you in on the details later.’ 
 
    She shook her head with incredible vehemence. ‘No way. You can ply me with all the coffee you like and give me as many priceless jewels as you can find but I’m not venturing out there again. I’m not going to prison, Tegs.’ 
 
    About this, at least, I was confident. ‘You’re not going to go to prison,’ I told her. ‘They’re no longer looking for you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ She did a good impression of one of those disbelieving women you get on daytime chat shows when they’re told their husbands have been cheating on them.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ I replied firmly. ‘It was me they were after and they’ve got me.’ 
 
    Lexie blinked. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, Taylor will fill you in. What you two need to do is to get hold of the buyer and get rid of that.’ I nodded towards the Lia Saifire. Recovering it had opened up a whole host of options. ‘With the money, hire the meanest, nastiest lawyer in town. Get Speck and Brochan released, even if it’s only on bail. Once that’s done, you need to talk to Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘My neighbour. He deals in a lot of black-market stuff. One of things which he professes to have is a device that will temporarily negate the barrier spells the Sidhe have put around the Clan areas. All four of you have to get to the Cruaich.’ 
 
    Lexie’s face paled. ‘That’s where the Sidhe court is.’ 
 
    ‘Yup. Get there. Find somewhere to hide. Every night at midnight, set off our signal. I’ll come and find you. If five nights pass and I don’t come for you then get the hell out of there and don’t look back.’ 
 
    She stared at me. The bartender appeared out of nowhere and slammed the coffee jug down on the table between us. We both jumped.  
 
    ‘Got it?’ I asked her softly. 
 
    She nodded. ‘I’m not dreaming, am I? I don’t think there’s absinthe my drink but I could be mistaken. It’s happened before…’ 
 
    I pointed at the coffee and stood up. ‘Drink that before you leave,’ I instructed. ‘All of it.’ 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Less than two hours later, I was standing in front of the gates leading to the Cruaich with a small pink suitcase in tow. As with many places in Scotland, it hadn’t been easy to get here. So much for the joys of living in a rural location; not for the first time, I wished someone had invented the Star Trek transporters for real. Public transport was a pain in the arse.  
 
    I tugged at my case. I was hoping it wouldn’t take long to do this Foinse business but it never hurt to come prepared. There weren’t any guards on duty although, with the magical barrier in place, there really didn’t need to be. I guessed that although the Sidhe knew the magic was failing, they weren’t expecting it to happen today. 
 
    I took off my hat and ran my fingers through my hair, getting rid of any tangles. I’d swapped my trainers for a pair of high stiletto boots. I’d paid a cobbler to paint over the soles for me in lacquered hot pink. They weren’t Christian Louboutin - they were better. Dressing to kill always made me more confident and I was going to need all the confidence I could muster. I’d even managed to paint my nails on the way here in the taxi and it took a steady hand to achieve that sort of art. The colour matched the shoes. Naturally. I was going to show all those Sidhe wankers ‒ Byron included ‒ that I wasn’t afraid of them.  
 
    Just in case someone was watching, I tossed my hair disdainfully. The wind caught it and a halo of white flew up around my head. Even I had to admit it was impressive. Still looking like an avenging angel, with Mother Nature herself at my beck and call, I stepped through. 
 
    If I’d been here when I was a kid, I didn’t remember it. Cruaich in Gaelic translates as ‘hill’. What wasn’t apparent from the other side of the barrier was the vast castle on top of that hill. The length of the driveway wasn’t obvious either. I glanced down at my shoes. Maybe I should have worn my trainers after all. I shrugged. Well, I was here now. It wasn’t the time to start rummaging through my bag. 
 
    I started walking. The trees here were different to the ones on the other side; their leaves were greener and their branches spread further. They were also considerably more gnarled, attesting to their age. A faint memory tugged at me as I strode upwards, one involving my far younger self clambering up a similar specimen to retrieve a particularly delicious-looking apple. As I recall, I fell long before I reached my goal and received a sharp scolding as a result. Not that getting a scolding was anything out of the ordinary for me. Not back then.  
 
    I allowed the memories to flood over me. Almost every single one was unhappy and they bolstered my feelings of antipathy. The Sidhe weren’t likely to convince me with their tales of ‘oh, but we’re saving the world’ as long as I could remember how they’d treated one solitary orphan. 
 
    I was halfway up the drive, my expression grim and my heart hard, when I spotted someone. Unmistakably Sidhe.  He came right out of the main gate, standing to one side as I approached. Whoever he was, he didn’t appear to be doing anything other than watching me. Not long after, he was joined by another one. Then another and another and another.  
 
    By the time I’d gone another sixty steps, there must have been a hundred Sidhe watching me. None of them uttered a single word. It was seriously creepy. I could feel my stomach in knots. What exactly were they planning? I was no match for one well-trained Sidhe, let alone this number. However if they tried to rip me to shreds, they’d have no chance with the Foinse. If they were going to use words to intimidate me … well, I was sure I’d heard worse in my time. I stiffened my resolve. How bad could this be? 
 
    When I reached the first watcher, I made a point of refusing to look at him. There was a sudden movement and I tensed, waiting for the attack to come. There was nothing. The next Sidhe also moved, followed by the one after that. One by one, each of the watching Sidhe copied the next. At first I couldn’t work it out; it was like some strange Fey Mexican wave. When I finally looked over and realised what they were doing, it hit me like a painful bolt in the chest. They were bowing. To me. 
 
    My heels clicked against the ground. Even I heard my steps falter. Then I picked up the pace again. They were probably just relieved I was coming to save their sorry arses. It didn’t mean they wouldn’t try and stab me in the back once I was done. 
 
    I’d almost reached the castle when another figure appeared. This one I knew. Byron was no longer wearing the casual T-shirt from our last encounter; instead he had on an elaborate floaty white shirt which was open at the neck. He’d foregone trousers for a traditional kilt in Moncrieffe colours. Irritatingly, it matched his eyes as if it had been designed just for him. The heavy tartan folds rippled in the gentle breeze. If he was trying to look like a cover model from a steamy historical romance, he was succeeding. 
 
    He pasted a smile on his face that belied his anger. When I stepped up to him and took his outstretched hand, he pulled me close and whispered in my ear. ‘The Lia Saifire appears to have gone missing. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Goodness. How very careless of you to lose such a priceless gem.’ 
 
    Byron growled and released me. ‘Miss Adair, if you’d like to follow me.’ 
 
    I raised up my chin. ‘Actually, it’s Taylor.’ 
 
    Something unfathomable crossed his eyes. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Taylor,’ I told him. ‘My name is Integrity Taylor. Clan Adair is of no consequence to me.’ I took Taylor’s surname not long after I joined him. It meant far more than some defunct Sidhe Clan ever could. 
 
    Byron’s green eyes darkened. ‘These people are here because of the Adair name.’  
 
    ‘Despite what my father did?’ 
 
    ‘Look a little closer. They’re all lower-level Sidhe. You won’t find many amongst the highborn bowing to you.’ His tone was more sympathetic than taunting. 
 
    I looked back at the Sidhe who were still watching me and shrugged. ‘Curiosity never killed anything except a couple of hours. They can rubberneck what they want.’ Hell, despite the weird bowing thing, they were probably hoping I had horns sprouting from my head and a forked tongue. I was almost sorry to disappoint them. 
 
    Byron seemed to decide that engaging me in discussion about my name was pointless. He turned round and strode ahead. I gazed after him for a second then followed. Whatever was about to unfold within the depths of the Cruaich castle, it certainly wouldn’t be dull. 
 
    Once inside, I was surprised at the interior. It wasn’t as flash as I expected. It was grand, certainly, but more from a sense of ancient tradition than ostentatious wealth. Byron was moving well ahead of me but rather than quicken my step to keep up, I deliberately slowed my pace and drank in my surroundings.  
 
    A red carpet ran the length of the stone-flagged floor and the walls were draped with the different Clan tartans, most of which I was surprised to recognise. The Adair Clan colours, a clash of orange, blue and green as I recalled, were conspicuously absent. So much for making a big deal out of the Adair name, I thought sardonically. 
 
    There was a set of grand doors at the end of the carpet. Byron stopped at them and turned, impatiently tapping his foot as I ambled towards him. He didn’t seem happy at my slow progress.  
 
    I was overtaken by a sense of mischief that I rarely indulged. I stopped and took out my phone. Byron’s expression grew even more thunderous, especially when I took several selfies, flicking my hair and pouting at myself. I was taking inspiration from Lexie; she was very skilled at this sort of thing. 
 
    ‘Get a move on.’ 
 
    ‘But, Your Highness, I want to record myself for posterity. There has to be some sort of record that I was here. Otherwise when you try to get rid of me once I’ve helped you reach the Foinse, I won’t be able to prove that I was here.’  
 
    Byron blinked in astonishment. Interesting. Perhaps that wasn’t the endgame after all – but I wasn’t going to take any chances. 
 
    ‘I’m going to send this to a few friends,’ I chirped. ‘So they know where I am.’ I pressed the necessary buttons. My hairdresser would be very surprised when she checked her messages. 
 
    ‘Whatever you might think,’ Byron said, his voice softening a touch, ‘we are not going to hurt you.’ 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’ I jerked my head at the doors. ‘Aren’t we going in?’ 
 
    A muscle in his jaw throbbed. ‘Just one thing first.’ He dug into his pocket and pulled out an envelope. I recognised it immediately. It was good to know that my little diversion had worked. I wondered how hard it had been to retrieve the letter from the post office after I dropped it into international mail. ‘Can you explain this?’ 
 
    ‘Explain what?’ 
 
    He slid out the glossy page that was folded inside the envelope and waved it in my direction. I’d torn it out of one of Taylor’s girlie mags; it was a particularly graphic representation of a mocked-up Sidhe man performing fellatio on a rather well-endowed female troll.  
 
    ‘You know that intercepting mail is a serious offence?’ I enquired, cocking my head. 
 
    ‘These immature little rebellions are pointless. They’re only going to delay matters.’ 
 
    I looked at him from under my eyelashes. The loss of the Lia Saifire and the pornographic post were really getting to him - probably because he wasn’t as ‘in charge’ as he liked to be. Good. 
 
    ‘How long are these matters going to take?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘We’ll head out for the Foinse straight after dawn. It takes about a day to get there. We’ll arrive in the grove by midday Tuesday so if all goes to plan, you can be back home and sleeping in your own bed by Thursday night.’ Something sparked in his eyes. ‘If you wish, I can tuck you in.’ 
 
    Byron was obviously irritated and was trying to intimidate me and put me in my place. I quashed down the lustful butterflies that sprang up in my stomach and licked my lips. I twirled my fingers through my hair and moved closer to him, brushing against his body. The answering tension in his muscles brought me deep satisfaction. 
 
    ‘Don’t,’ he growled. 
 
    I stepped back. ‘Then stop trying to flirt with me. We both know that moment has passed.’ 
 
    He looked like he was about to say something and thought better of it. ‘Fine,’ he snapped, ‘come on then.’ 
 
    Without further ado, Byron pushed open the large doors, revealing a vast room. Smack bang in the centre was a table, with a lot of well-dressed Sidhe sitting around it. Every head twisted in our direction while I sucked in a breath. I’d thought Byron was attractive but these guys were something else. Not a single blemish marred their skin and not one hair was out of place. It felt like I was walking into the pages of Vanity Fair.  
 
    A man at the far end of the table got to his feet. The simple gold band encircling his head signified his role and I immediately spotted the family resemblance. So this was Byron’s father, the Sidhe Steward Aifric. He’d been the leader of the Clans for years. It had always seemed a rather pointless role – not just to me but to many Clan and Clan-less people. Each Clan head had his own agenda which almost never corresponded with anyone else’s.  
 
    The general consensus was that the Steward was ‘permitted’ to make small decisions of matters of bureaucratic import and that he acted as a conduit to keep the others in check. Apart from the destruction of the Adair Clan, Aifric had done well to avoid outright war between any of the Sidhe groups. It didn’t mean there wasn’t still murder; it just meant there was less murder than if someone else had been in charge. Well, whatever he did, he wasn’t my damned leader. 
 
    No doubt in deference to Aifric rather than me, the others also stood, gliding to their feet in smooth, practised movements.  
 
    Byron addressed them all. ‘Good day to you all.’ He paused for effect. ‘I would like to present Integrity…’ He paused again and shot me a quick look, ‘Taylor.’ 
 
    I felt an unexpected flash of gratitude that he’d used my chosen surname instead of Adair. The Sidhe Clan heads and royalty were taken aback and several threw startled glances in Aifric’s direction. To the Steward’s credit, he didn’t blink. 
 
    ‘Well done, Byron,’ he murmured. 
 
    There was a chorus of assent from around the table.  
 
    ‘You did well to bring her in,’ someone commented. 
 
    I balled up my fists. Yeah, go, Golden Boy. You brought the stupid Clan-less orphan in out of the cold. Let’s not acknowledge her personally though. I pinned my mouth firmly closed. The tension of being around all these Sidhe wankers was getting to me. The last thing I needed was to snark out some comment that would put them on edge and make them hate me even more than they already did. 
 
    Aifric, dressed in a similar manner to Byron, approached me. Watch it, I projected silently. Get too close and I might bite. 
 
    He put his hands out, reaching for mine as if to clasp them. I stepped backwards and crossed my arms. I might be trying not to antagonise anyone but I wasn’t the prodigal daughter returning home. I wanted it made clear that I was there under sufferance. 
 
    Despite the intake of breath from several of the other Sidhe, Aifric barely reacted. He gave me a flicker of a smile and a nod of acknowledgment, and returned his hands to his sides. 
 
    ‘It was good of you come. May I call you Integrity?’ 
 
    ‘You may,’ I replied formally. ‘I didn’t have much choice. I had to come.’ 
 
    Aifric’s facial features might be a match for Byron but his eyes were a brilliant blue rather than an emerald green. They fixed on me with surprising kindness. ‘There is always a choice. We are glad that you are here.’ 
 
    I wondered whether that was the royal ‘we’. Judging by the dark expressions on some of the other courtiers’ faces, they didn’t share the sentiment. One gaze in particular caught my attention. When I recognised it as belonging to the Bull, I almost staggered backwards. I hadn’t realised he’d risen to the position of Chieftain for the Scrymgeour Clan.  
 
    I felt the familiar feelings of inadequacy but I wasn’t eleven years old any more, I reminded myself. I could do this. 
 
    ‘Explain to me exactly how this will work,’ I said, in a clear voice that was free of tremor. 
 
    ‘A delegation will ride out tomorrow.’ 
 
    I choked. Ride? As in horses? Shite. 
 
    Aifric didn’t notice my reaction but I was certain that Byron did. I could almost feel the amusement emanating from him.  
 
    ‘It will take just over a day to reach the Foinse. It’s not an easy journey and the rural location requires old-fashioned transport. There will be two representatives from Kincaid, Moncrieffe, Darroch, as well as you. Kincaid’s key opens the path. Our key – the Moncrieffe key – opens the cavern. Darroch’s key opens the bridge and your key opens the final barrier to the box, within which the Foinse resides.’ 
 
    I nodded, trying to look wise. ‘And the key looks like…?’ 
 
    There was a snort from the table. I was pretty certain it came from the Bull but I couldn’t be sure. Aifric barely reacted but I could swear his shoulders stiffened. ‘The key is you. The humans call it DNA. We are less prosaic. We call it your soul.’ 
 
    Oh. That made a kind of sense. ‘No problem.’ 
 
    Aifric smiled benignly. ‘All you have to do is whisper your true name and the key will work. The difficult part will be getting to the Foinse. Once you’re at the site, it will be easy.’ 
 
    I stared at him. A tiny furrow crossed his brow. ‘Is something wrong?’ 
 
    ‘The, um, true name part.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I can understand why you’d be worried about that. No-one will hear you say it. Every representative will be respectful. You have my word.’ 
 
    ‘She’d better be respectful back,’ someone muttered. ‘If she learns one of the others’ true names then…’ 
 
    Byron strolled over to the red-haired grumbler. He didn’t touch her or speak to her; he simply stood behind her chair. She immediately fell silent. Damn. That was some power. What exactly did he do for his father? Was he some kind of enforcer? I knew of a few Clan-less gangs that had people like that in their ranks. They didn’t tend to last very long.  
 
    I shook myself. Whatever Byron’s role, it didn’t alter the issue confronting all of us. 
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘This probably isn’t the best time to bring this up but I should mention it as it has a bearing on your plan.’ 
 
    Aifric appeared confused. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘I, er, don’t have a true name.’ 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the room. 
 
    ‘Say that again?’ 
 
    I licked my lips and repeated myself. ‘I don’t have a true name. I never received one.’ 
 
    It started slowly. Aifric’s cheeks flushed pink then, second by second, they grew darker until his entire face was a mottled purple. His blue eyes turned icy. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ 
 
    I stepped back. It wasn’t my fault. If any of them had stopped to think about it, they’d have realised. All the same a shudder of fear ran through me. What would he do now? 
 
    Byron returned to his spot next to me. Surprisingly, he wrapped his hand round my upper arm and squeezed it reassuringly. By the look on his father’s face, however, that wasn’t going to help. 
 
    ‘How can you not have your name?’ He turned to the table of astonished Sidhe, fixed on the Bull and raised his voice. ‘How can she not have her name?’ 
 
    The Bull’s eyes darted around in terror and I realised for the first time that the man who was such a focus for my nightmares when I was a child was actually rather unremarkable. He was morbidly obese, which detracted slightly from his Sidhe good looks and poise, but he wasn’t the monster that I remembered. Whether age had diminished him or whether it was simply that I was no longer a child, I found that I could look at the Bull and feel nothing more than vague disdain. I was neither scared nor angry nor vengeful. I had won. 
 
    ‘She was eleven years old when she ran away,’ he stammered. ‘It wasn’t my responsibility.’ 
 
    ‘She was your responsibility!’ Aifric thundered. 
 
    Byron’s grip round my arm tightened. 
 
    ‘We agreed to leave her be,’ the Bull began. 
 
    ‘Enough!’ 
 
    ‘If she doesn’t have her true name, then she didn’t receive her Gift,’ the moany red-haired Sidhe interjected. ‘That’s why she didn’t…’ The woman’s voice trailed away as Aifric’s icy blue gaze turned on her. 
 
    I frowned. Didn’t what?  
 
    ‘Byron,’ Aifric snapped, ‘you will attend to this immediately.’ 
 
    He bowed. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘We will have to delay the journey to the Foinse.’ Aifric stroked his chin. His voice dropped. ‘When was the last time one of us waited until adulthood to receive our name?’ 
 
    Silence answered him. He scowled.  
 
    ‘It might make the fever worse,’ a stunning blond hulk of a man muttered. 
 
    ‘It could be a week before she can travel,’ someone else agreed. 
 
    Excuse me? Fever? I crossed my arms and glared, expecting someone to explain. 
 
    Aifric shook his head in irritation. ‘Either way, we are forced to wait.’ He looked at Byron again. ‘Make the arrangements.’ 
 
    A haughty-looking man with a hooked nose cleared his throat. ‘Is the Adair grove still standing?’ 
 
    Several of the Sidhe exchanged nervous glances. I spotted a few shrugs and one or two head shakes. 
 
    ‘Even if it’s still there,’ Aifric stated, ‘we don’t have time to travel there. We’re going to lose enough days as it is. We have no clue when the Foinse is going to give out. It might be days or it might be months but we can’t afford to wait. She can use the Cruaich grove.’ 
 
    There was a collective intake of breath. ‘That’s reserved for Clan heirs,’ the ginger woman complained. 
 
    Aifric appeared unimpressed. ‘She’s the heir to the Adair Clan.’ 
 
    She wanted nothing to do with the Adair Clan. I decided, however, that this was a good time to keep my mouth shut. Sometimes you learn more by listening. It wasn’t a habit I practised very often but I held my tongue ‒ at least until I had a better grasp of this situation. 
 
    ‘You can’t let her in there!’ someone burst out. ‘What if she desecrates the ground?’ 
 
    ‘It’s sacred,’ another agreed. ‘Not for the likes of her.’ 
 
    I almost laughed. It was amusing that they thought I would soil their precious grove simply by my presence. Not for the likes of me, indeed. Had I wandered into the pages of a Victorian novel? 
 
    Byron growled, ‘She’s not going to desecrate the grove. She’s here, isn’t she? She’s going to help us with the Foinse. She’s hardly some marauding brute out to destroy us all. She’s not her father.’ 
 
    I was rather touched by Byron’s interjection. I noticed that he failed to mention that I was here because he’d blackmailed me. Or that I was a criminal. 
 
    ‘She will use the grove here,’ Aifric boomed, his expression thunderous. ‘And I will hear no more on the matter.’ He glared at every single person. Most – but not all – dropped their eyes. 
 
    Still piqued, he sniffed loudly, gathered up his robes and swept out of the room. The remaining Sidhe looked at me and I looked at Byron. I wasn’t going to damage their damn grove. I was more concerned about myself than a bunch of old trees. 
 
    ‘Fever?’  
 
    Byron looked at me with a new light in his eyes but ignored my question. ‘All those thefts. I was sure you had to have…’ He shook himself. ‘You’re more impressive than you realise.’ 
 
    My earlier amusement dissipated, replaced by tingling wariness. I didn’t understand what was going on but I definitely didn’t like it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    It was with some relief that Byron escorted me out. ‘Naming ceremonies typically take place at midday,’ he told me. ‘They go more smoothly when the sun is at its peak so you’ll need to hang around here until then.’ 
 
    ‘What was that ginger woman going to say?’ I asked. ‘What didn’t I do because I’ve not received my gift? And what the hell is this about a fever?’ 
 
    ‘You have to understand, Integrity, that this has never happened before. All Sidhe receive their true names when they turn thirteen. This is new territory for all of us.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t answer my questions,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what she was going to say,’ he admitted. 
 
    There was a husky interruption from the side. ‘Byron, you’re back! I was hoping you’d come up to my rooms and visit.’ 
 
    My hackles rose. I craned my neck round, stiffening when my worst fears were confirmed. Tipsania. What was she doing here? 
 
    She sauntered up to Byron and hooked her arm round his neck, planting a kiss on his lips. He shifted awkwardly, extricating himself from her grasp. 
 
    ‘Hi Tipsy.’ He gestured to me. ‘I’m sure you remember Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ She glanced at me, pretending to be surprised. It was a ridiculous display. Considering how many Sidhe had watched my approach to the castle, she had to know about my presence. This show with Byron was probably for my benefit. ‘Oh,’ she said, her lips curling. ‘It’s you. So that’s what you’re calling yourself these days.’ 
 
    I refused to be cowed. ‘Hello Tipsy. How wonderful it is to see you again. It’s like meeting my long-lost sister after years apart.’ 
 
    She almost choked. This was more fun than I thought it would be. ‘Yeah,’ she muttered unconvincingly, turning away and focusing her attention back on the hapless man. ‘Thank you so much for my present. It’s beautiful.’ She touched her neck. Hanging against her alabaster skin was the bright emerald necklace I’d found in Byron’s hotel safe. The fake one. ‘I love that you gave me emeralds,’ she gushed. ‘The colour matches your eyes perfectly. Every time I wear it, I’ll think of you.’ 
 
    My eyebrows flew up. So these two were involved? Given what I remembered of her nature, it was hardly surprising. Tipsania had always had an uncanny knack of getting what she wanted. I almost felt sorry for Byron. Almost. 
 
    ‘It must have been really expensive,’ she continued, kissing him again. 
 
    I let out a tiny snort. Byron’s eyes flashed at me in warning. I shrugged. It wasn’t my fault he was pulling the wool over her eyes with some bits of pretty glass.  
 
    ‘I’m glad you like it,’ he told her. ‘But it wasn’t expensive. It’s…’ 
 
    ‘Darling! That’s so like you to downplay things. You know,’ she said with a wink, ‘I like emerald rings too.’ She held up her hand, rubbing her thumb against her marriage finger. Well, well, well. Byron’s flirtation with me had been all about the manipulation; I doubted that he was the marrying kind. He certainly hadn’t appeared unhappy when the giggly Sidhe girl came onto him. Maybe good old Tipsy was prepared to agree to an open marriage. 
 
    Byron coughed. ‘I need to take Integrity up to her room. I’ll come and find you later, alright?’ 
 
    She beamed. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’ 
 
    Taking my elbow, he led me away. Once we were out of earshot, I couldn’t help myself. ‘You and Tipsy, eh? How long has that been going on?’  
 
    ‘It’s complicated,’ he grunted. ‘And I’m sorry you had to bump into her like that. I know she wasn’t very nice to you when you were a kid.’ 
 
    Wasn’t very nice? That was an understatement. ‘You weren’t very nice to me either, Byron.’ 
 
    He didn’t look at me. ‘No,’ he said after a long pause. ‘I don’t suppose I was.’ 
 
    We lapsed into silence. I still wanted answers to my questions about the naming but I sensed this wasn’t the right time. He’d shoved his hands into his pockets and was looking particularly grim. I’d find someone else to explain - Byron apparently had far weightier things to worry about. 
 
    He deposited me in a small suite of rooms in the high reaches of the castle without saying another single word. It wasn’t until he was preparing to leave that he grunted that someone would come to help me settle in. Whatever that entailed. 
 
    Still, I was finally getting some much-needed solitude. I looked around the rooms approvingly. While I was betting that the other Sidhe were housed in far more luxurious quarters, the simple elegance here pleased me. Until I sat down on the bed; it was rock hard. I tried bouncing up and down and received nothing more than a sore arse for my efforts. I snorted. Well, it wasn’t like I was here to sleep. 
 
    Checking the door and the corridor and satisfied that I was well and truly alone, I opened my bag and pulled out the letter opener. I had been rather mean to Bob the last time we talked and I needed him on my side. Especially now. Steeling myself for some grovelling, I unsheathed the blade and gave it a good rub. 
 
    Bob appeared with the now-familiar flash of light. That was a start at least. He was, however, clearly put out. I received a petulant grimace before he turned his back on me, sat down and crossed his legs and his arms.  
 
    ‘Come on, Bob,’ I soothed. ‘Don’t be like that.’ 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings before or to take advantage of you. I won’t do it again. I promise.’ 
 
    When he still refused to look at me, I reached out with my little finger and gave him the gentlest poke. ‘You know how you were impressed with the luxury of the last place? Wait until you see where we are now.’ 
 
    His body jerked. I was getting somewhere. 
 
    ‘It’s not as opulent,’ I continued, ‘but it’s certainly exciting. You must be bored being stuck in that knife all the time. Now you can do something more interesting.’ 
 
    He muttered a few words under his breath. I leaned forward, not quite catching them. ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘Dagger. It’s not a knife. It’s not for buttering bread. It’s a dagger. In fact,’ he said, ‘from now on you will only refer to it as a sword. Or a scimitar. Yes. Call it a scimitar.’ 
 
    I pressed my lips together, forcing myself not to laugh. The letter opener was about as far removed from a scimitar as I was from a troll. If that was all it took to appease him, though, I could manage it. 
 
    ‘Scimitar, then. It must be boring inside the scimitar.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not so bad. I have Deep Space Nine to keep me company.’ 
 
    I whistled. ‘The boxset?’ 
 
    ‘The entire boxset. Frankly, you’re interrupting my viewing.’ 
 
    Sitting down with a slab of chocolate and some classic sci-fi sounded incredibly appealing and I was genuinely envious. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to see if it was within his powers to lend it to me. How did he even get it inside the knife? Distracting questions swirled around my head before I tamped them down and got back to business. 
 
    ‘You’ve still not asked where we are,’ I said, dangling the carrot in front of him again. 
 
    He sniffed. ‘I don’t need you to tell me. I’m perfectly capable of working it out for myself. I’m a vastly powerful magical being, remember? I…’ He halted in mid-flow. Then he stood up and slowly spun round, his expression full of awe. ‘The Cruaich? We’re at the Cruaich? Girlfriend!’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘See? I knew you wouldn’t be disappointed.’ 
 
    He bounced up and down. ‘I thought you were some crappy minor Sidhe with no powers. But you’ve brought me to the Sidhe Court. I’ve never been to the Sidhe Court before. Are the hallways really paved in gold?’ 
 
    ‘Er, not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ He seemed disappointed. ‘But I bet all the plates are encrusted with diamonds, right? I like diamonds.’ 
 
    ‘I have a fondness for shiny, sparkly things myself,’ I confided. ‘But I’ve not been given anything to eat so I can’t tell you what the kitchenware is like.’ 
 
    His expression was eager. ‘Find out. You must find out.’ 
 
    ‘I will do my best.’  
 
    My earlier rudeness apparently forgotten, Bob leapt onto the palm of my hand, belly-flopping and linking his fingers underneath his chin. ‘So, why are we here?’ 
 
    ‘Something to do with the Foinse and the flow of magic. It’s running out or broken. I’m going to help open it so it can be…’ I hesitated. Actually, I was bit unclear about what was going to happen once it had been accessed. Rebooted, perhaps? 
 
    ‘What?’ He sprang up, the very picture of alarm. ‘The Foinse is failing? Uh Integrity, that can’t happen! You can’t let it happen!’ 
 
    I regarded him thoughtfully. It hadn’t occurred to me that the Foinse would regulate Bob’s magic too. I supposed it really did affect everyone after all. ‘I’m certainly going to do my best,’ I told him, meaning it. ‘The thing is, before I can help the other Sidhe to open it up, I need to receive my true name. I left the Clans and the Sidhe before I was thirteen so I never went through the ceremony and I have no idea what to expect.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know?’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Everyone knows what happens during the naming ceremony. You get your true name. And usually a magical Gift too.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that part I’m aware of. But how does the ceremony work?’ 
 
    ‘You’re the Sidhe,’ he blustered. ‘You should know.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘You don’t know anything about it either, do you?’ 
 
    His shoulders drooped. ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘Not a scooby.’ 
 
    Shite. ‘There was something about a fever,’ I said, worried at the thought that I might get sick. ‘I’m going to need you to stick close,’ I told him. ‘I might need to use one of those wishes after all.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tease me, Uh Integrity,’ he moaned. ‘I know you’re one of those stubborn types.’ 
 
    There was a sharp knock at the door. I looked meaningfully at Bob and he snapped off a salute, hopping back into the blade with another blinding flash. He gave me a little wave from inside then vanished. 
 
    Cautiously opening the door a fraction, I gazed out. Well, well, well. It was none other than Dimples himself. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ I said cheerfully. ‘Good to see you again!’ 
 
    He threw me a look that was dirtier than the magazine picture I had shoved into the envelope and pretended to post. Okay, he was going to hold a grudge. That was a shame.  
 
    ‘I’m here to ask if everything is to your satisfaction.’ 
 
    He wouldn’t even look me in the eyes. He was probably being made to do this as a punishment for losing the Lia Saifire. I should feel guilty but he shouldn’t have been so naïve as to carry it around with him in the seediest part of Aberdeen. 
 
    ‘The bed’s going to feel like I’m doing penance for my sins,’ I said cheerfully. ‘But other than that, I’m all good.’ 
 
    ‘Great.’ His expression wasn’t thrilled. ‘I’ll leave you in peace then.’  
 
    ‘So I can rest?’ I punned. ‘But I’m too young to die!’ He gazed at me blankly. ‘Rest in peace,’ I tried to explain. 
 
    ‘Is that supposed to be a joke?’ 
 
    ‘Obviously not a very good one,’ I muttered. ‘What’s your name, anyway?’ I didn’t think he’d warm to me very much if I went around calling him Dimples. 
 
    He grunted in response. ‘Jamie.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Integrity.’ I stuck out my hand for him to shake. He eyed it like it was a venomous snake. ‘Maybe we could start over, Jamie. I feel like we got off on the wrong foot.’ 
 
    ‘I got into a lot of trouble because of you. You stole from me.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the Lia Saifire? Byron mentioned something about that. What makes you think that was me?’ 
 
    He threw me a doleful glance. ‘I’m not a complete idiot.’ 
 
    I bit my tongue, waving my hand instead. He took it reluctantly, his grip tight and painful. I squeaked and pulled away. ‘While you’re here, Jamie, do you think you could tell me a little about this true name ceremony thing?’ 
 
    His lip curled. ‘You don’t know?’ 
 
    Would I be asking if I did? ‘No,’ I replied pleasantly. 
 
    Jamie sighed as if a huge burden had been placed on his shoulders. The sigh was followed by a strange burble. I blinked at him. ‘Are you feeling alright?’ 
 
    The burble deepened. Jamie’s eyes widened and he stared at something behind my shoulder. Ha. I wasn’t going to fall for the old ‘look behind you’ trick. I was smarter than that. Or at least I thought I was until something coiled round my waist and dragged me backwards. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ I shrieked. 
 
    Jamie tried to back away but as I was dealing with the tentacle round my waist, another one snapped up round his wrist and dragged him inside the room. My fingers scrabbled, trying to loosen the damn thing’s grip. It wasn’t dry to the touch, despite its scales; it was slimy and wet, making it even more difficult for me to get a decent hold on it. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ I gasped, as I was flung against the far wall, ‘that you have a useful gift like telekinesis.’ 
 
    ‘Psychometry.’ He karate-chopped the tentacle that encircled his wrist. All he succeeded in doing was pissing it off because another tentacle appeared from nowhere and grabbed his other arm. ‘It means,’ he said, as he squirmed desperately, ‘that I can tell you this is a stoor worm. From the North Sea. It’s just a baby.’ 
 
    What kind of a worm has tentacles? This was not good. ‘If it’s from the sea, then how the hell did it get here?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t know,’ he muttered as he was thrown up into the air then slammed down onto the stone floor with a painful thud. 
 
    ‘Is this normal?’ By which I meant: is someone likely to work out what’s going on and come and rescue us? 
 
    ‘No!’ He was face down so his answer was muffled. 
 
    ‘Is it because of the Foinse?’ 
 
    There was another muffled grunt that sounded like another no. The tentacle round my waist tightened until pain shot through me. If this wasn’t a result of the magic failing then it had to be because someone had conjured it up. Someone who wanted me dead. There was no way I was going to allow that to happen. Death by sea monster while three hundred miles inland was not the way I wanted to go. 
 
    Another tentacle whipped out, this time aiming for my throat. I lashed out with my feet, doing everything I could to kick it away. The squeeze around my waist was bad enough but if the worm latched onto my neck it would be adios muchachos. My feet flailed, jabbing at the slimy thing. I managed to keep my body clear of it but that enraged the thing even more.  
 
    There was a strange, high-pitched noise. I didn’t speak sea monster but I guessed it was something along the lines of ‘screw you’.  
 
    Abandoning me for the time being, the lashing tentacle snaked towards Jamie’s squirming body instead, wrapping itself round his legs and starting to drag him out of my line of sight and towards the window. Panicking, I stretched up to grab the light fitting in the ceiling so I could turn and get a better look. My fingers just managed to curl round the hanging wire so I could spin round. I could already feel the electric cord stretching – it would break in seconds.  I had enough time, however, to see what the stoor worm actually was. 
 
    Jamie said this was a mere baby; I dreaded to think what the fully grown version looked like. Half of its body hung out of the open window. The other half was a monstrous size, filling the room. I counted six tentacles – but they weren’t what really bothered me. It was the gaping mouth lined with sharp yellow teeth and the vast, dark, sightless eyes which struck terror in my heart. We had no chance. 
 
    I swung my legs back and forth, trying to gain some momentum. The worm responded by squeezing harder until my breath was coming in gasps and I felt as if my intestines were about to rise up through my gullet. The pain grew more intense and I was afraid I was going to black out. I forced myself alert. Once I had built up enough energy, I dived down and grabbed one of Jamie’s white-knuckled hands. His head rose and he stared at me in stark fear. 
 
    ‘Hang on,’ I grunted, adjusting my grip so I wouldn’t lose him. Then I swung back, yanking hard.  
 
    Like a toy caught between two toddlers, Jamie’s body was now being pulled in both directions. His mouth opened in a silent scream. The stoor worm let out a strange whine again and loosened its hold slightly. Jamie was no longer being pulled in the direction of its cavernous mouth but it wouldn’t be long before it happened again. 
 
    I cast around. There had to be something here I could use as a weapon. Bob’s knife – scimitar – was on the floor but it was well out of reach.  If I could grab one of the pillows on the hard bed I could smack the stoor worm round the head – but unless the worm was allergic to feathers, that wasn’t going to help. 
 
    Growing more and more angry, the stoor worm threw out another tentacle. It smashed against the side of my head, making my senses reel. There was no way out of this, not without asking for help. 
 
    ‘What do we do?’ Jamie shrieked. 
 
    ‘The scimitar,’ I gasped. ‘Throw me the sodding scimitar.’ I couldn’t reach it from up here in the air but if Jamie could grab it I could summon Bob. Yes, there would be dangerous consequences but the alternative right now was either being squashed to death or chomped on.  
 
    Jamie was baffled. ‘Scimitar?’ 
 
    ‘Letter opener! Throw me the letter opener!’ 
 
    His head swung round until his eyes alighted on the little knife. ‘It’s too small. It’s not going to do anything,’ he yelled as the stoor worm’s jaws snapped forward, narrowly missing him. 
 
    ‘Just do it!’ 
 
    He stretched out, taking the hilt and flinging it upwards. Unfortunately he timed it badly and the knife bounced into another swiping tentacle. Instead of  flying up to me, it went out of the other window. 
 
    ‘Bob!’ I screamed as the silver flashed in the failing sunlight. The genie didn’t answer. 
 
    He had told me that I couldn’t rid myself of him and that, like a bad penny, he’d always turn up again. I had the sneaking suspicion that this would be all over for both Jamie and me by the time that happened. I cursed, just as there was another tug round my waist. The stoor worm had apparently decided I was the tastier one and was pulling me towards its mouth. 
 
    I stared down the thing’s throat. Dark saliva glistened from within. I swallowed my fear and tried to reach the light fitting again. This time I was too far away. 
 
    The dim recesses of my brain registered how stupid all this was. Who got eaten by a sea monster when they were up a mountain? It’d go down in history. I wondered if the person who’d used magic to bring the damn thing here knew about the Foinse. They had to. But didn’t they realise that by killing me they were damning everyone else too? 
 
    The stoor worm whined, then made several clicks. It was probably telling me that I was going to make a bloody tasty snack. Wait a minute… 
 
    ‘How good is your psychometry?’ My words came out garbled but I think Jamie got the gist. 
 
    ‘I’m one of the best.’ 
 
    ‘Can you use to it learn the language? To communicate?’ The tentacle round my waist tightened and I winced in pain. 
 
    ‘And say what? Please don’t eat us?’ 
 
    ‘No. Say there’s a river. The River Tay’s near here, right? It leads to the sea. Use your psychometry to glean enough words to tell this thing that it can get back home. We didn’t bring it here but we can help it escape.’ 
 
    For what seemed like an eternity there was absolute silence, not just from Jamie but from the stoor worm as well. It pulled its tentacle towards its horror of a mouth again. Now my toes were only inches away from those teeth. 
 
    Jamie screeched then he clicked. The stoor worm’s jaws opened wider and I knew it was about to bite. I squeezed my eyes shut while Jamie whined. My life should have been flashing in front of my eyes right about now but all I could think about was how pointless all this was. I held my breath. Hopefully death would come quickly. 
 
    Nothing happened. There was a series of clicks from the worm but unless my adrenaline had truly kicked in to the point where I could feel zero pain, it wasn’t actually eating me. I lifted up one eyelid. The worm’s blind eyes were turned in Jamie’s direction. It hissed and spat. Jamie whined once more then I fell to the ground with a heavy thump as the worm released its hold on me. It withdrew every tentacle, lifted its head up in sea-monster acknowledgement and a heartbeat later it slithered out of the window and vanished. 
 
    I stared at the spot it had just vacated. Pushing away the urge to scream, I scrambled to my feet and lurched to the window. The stoor worm was already on the ground, its body snaking with incredible speed towards the Tay. A few Sidhe standing around far below shrieked, but the worm paid them no attention. Before I could draw another breath, it was out of sight. 
 
    Jamie shook his head in disbelief. ‘It worked. I’ve never used my Gift before to learn another tongue. I thought what I had was useless unless it involved archaeology or analysing a murder weapon.’ 
 
    I refrained from telling him that I had had the same thought. Psychometry generally meant you could touch an object and learn its history because the object’s energy field would transfer knowledge to someone gifted enough to understand it. Using psychometry to communicate with a sea monster had seemed like the longest of long shots. 
 
    I looked at him as he got to his feet. ‘I thought I was a goner,’ I told him, honestly, my heart still rattling around my ribcage. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Me too. How did you know it would leave like that?’ 
 
    ‘Because it didn’t want to be here either. Someone used their Gift to drag it here from whichever sea depths it came from. It was angry and scared so it attacked us.’ 
 
    He held my gaze. ‘I can’t believe we’re still alive.’ 
 
    I fervently agreed. ‘We make a good team.’ Without thinking, I reached over and gave him a tight hug. His arms wrapped round my body, holding me close. He smelled really good.  
 
    He sucked in a breath and pulled back slightly, looking into my eyes. ‘I’m shaking,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘Adrenaline,’ I said, more breathily than I’d intended. 
 
    We stared at each other then his gaze dropped to my mouth. I licked my lips and he groaned. A second later we were kissing, a frantic ‘seize the moment’ kind of action that left us both gasping for air. His mouth pressed hard on mine, stealing away my breath. 
 
    ‘This is a mistake,’ he told me as he curled one hand round my head and the other round my waist. 
 
    ‘Textbook,’ I agreed. 
 
    My fingers fumbled with his shirt, undoing the buttons and pulling his shirt free. He grabbed my top, virtually ripping it off me and running his hands up and down my bare skin.  
 
    ‘We should stop.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    His mouth trailed down towards my collarbone. I felt the damp sheen of sweat but I had no idea whether it was from him or from me. 
 
    ‘You smell like worm.’ 
 
    I sniffed and grinned. ‘So do you.’ 
 
    His fingers tugged at the waistband of my jeans, then dipped below. Coherent thought fled. This had nothing to do with Jamie and me and everything to do with the consuming desire to remind ourselves that we were alive. I fumbled with his trousers, getting the zip caught in the fabric and cursing. Giving up, I knelt down and yanked. There was a loud rip. Within moments we were naked, clinging to each other and falling backwards onto the hard floor. His expression was tense and filled with concentration but, as our bodies rose to meet each other, he began to relax.  
 
    It was fast and unromantic but, sod it, it was fulfilling. 
 
    Drenched in sweat, we collapsed against the wall. ‘Shit,’ he swore. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…’ 
 
    I touched his cheek. ‘I wanted it too. Don’t apologise.’ 
 
    Then the door opened. Both Jamie and I froze, our heads turning guiltily towards the interloper. Byron. Of course it was. 
 
    His expression was impenetrable as he stared at us with granite-flecked eyes. Jamie sprang up, snatching his clothes to cover himself. I considered doing the same but I wasn’t going to let Byron make me feel ashamed for doing what had felt so natural. It wasn’t like I’d committed adultery. If he wanted to judge, he could go ahead. Besides, he’d already seen me virtually naked. 
 
    ‘There were reports of a disturbance,’ he bit out. ‘Except now I can see it wasn’t a disturbance at all.’ 
 
    Jamie flushed. ‘There was a monster. It tried to eat us,’ he said quickly, in a vain effort to explain away our actions. 
 
    ‘You should go,’ Byron snapped. ‘I want to talk to her alone.’ 
 
    I was tempted to say to Jamie that he should tell Byron to piss off. Judging by the expression on his face, however, it probably wouldn’t help. With his bundle of clothes still clutched to his body, he darted out of the door. 
 
    I got to my feet, deciding to brazen it out. ‘Don’t you knock?’ I enquired. 
 
    Byron bent down, grabbed my discarded top and flung it at me. ‘Cover yourself.’ 
 
    I caught it but made no move to put it back on. ‘If you’re embarrassed, you are free to leave.’ 
 
    He hissed through his teeth, ‘Is this a ploy to get back at me for Tipsania? Are you trying to make me jealous?’ 
 
    I blinked. Seriously? ‘No. It had nothing to do with you.’ 
 
    Byron snorted. ‘Sort yourself out. When you’re decent, I’ll be waiting in the library.’ 
 
    Like I was supposed to know where that was. He spun round and stalked out before I could ask him for directions. I glared at his retreating back. God, this place was even worse than I’d thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    After dousing myself with water and scrubbing my skin clean of slime, gunk and Jamie’s lingering scent, I went in search of Bob. Byron’s glowering face could wait.  
 
    I ignored the many Sidhe who stared at me with unchecked fascination and limped downstairs. It was painful to breathe; I could swear that the damned worm had broken one of my ribs. Whatever, I was going to have some brightly coloured bruises. Going by the looks I was getting, there was a good chance several of them would be on my face.   
 
    I glared at a few of the less subtle Sidhe and they backed off. I also scanned every face for signs of disappointment that I was still alive. One of these wankers had summoned the stoor worm. Unfortunately, if my would-be executioner was one of these guys, he or she was a damned good actor. 
 
    I’d just reached the front doors and was about to step outside when there was an alarmed shout.  ‘Chieftain Adair! You can’t leave! Not yet.’ 
 
    I turned, sucking in a breath as my body complained at the sudden movement. ‘It’s Taylor, not Adair. Whoever my parents were, the Adair Clan is dead.’ 
 
    The Sidhe who’d addressed me was an older woman with a lined face and less than pristine clothes that marked her as a lower-class Sidhe. She caught up with me. ‘You should be proud of that name,’ she scolded. ‘Pride is important. Like lions. Lions are strong. They’re the kings of the jungle. That’s why they live in prides.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. I’d been accosted by a mad woman. ‘Why should I be proud? Everyone treats me like I’m a leper because of that name.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘They’re just too scared to come and talk to you.’ She grabbed my shirt and started pulling, as if she wanted to drag me back inside. ‘The Adairs are legends in their own right.’ 
 
    ‘Were legends,’ I said flatly, shaking her off. ‘But thank you for your words.’ I supposed the least I could do was to be polite. I turned to go. 
 
    ‘Where are you going? Don’t leave! We need you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not leaving,’ I said through gritted teeth.  ‘I’m going for a walk.’ 
 
    Her eyes rolled in an alarming fashion. ‘Walk the walk and talk the talk! Let me get you an escort at least.’ 
 
    I shuffled away from her. ‘I think I can manage to walk on my own.’ Besides, the only person in the entire castle who I trusted at that moment was Jamie. He was the only one who couldn’t have set the damn stoor worm on me. 
 
    ‘I knew your parents,’ the old woman burst out desperately, her frizzy hair trembling with the effect of her outburst. ‘Mummy and Daddy. Mother and Father. Mum and Dad. Mere and Pere. Ma and Pa.’ Her voice trailed off. 
 
    I looked at her. When I was growing up in the Bull’s demesne, I heard my father mentioned a lot. No one ever breathed a word about my mother. The woman beamed at my sudden interest. ‘I can tell you all about them,’ she said. She flapped her arms. ‘Chat chat chat!’ 
 
    Something inside me hardened. Whoever my mother was, she was dead now. And I’d had it drummed into me that my father was a villainous prick who sacrificed hundreds of lives simply because it had suited him. People said the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Well, I didn’t want to be anywhere near it. Anyway, this woman was clearly nuts. 
 
    ‘No, thanks,’ I said curtly, trying to ignore the way her face fell. 
 
    I shoved my hands in my pockets and strode away, glad that she didn’t try and stop me. It was already dusk, with the sky the colour of murky purple in the way you only ever see in the Highlands. I sucked in a breath, got my bearings, and marched round the castle walls. My posture and frown made it clear to anyone watching that I wanted no further part in small talk about my heritage or even the damned weather. 
 
    I found Bob’s ‘scimitar’ in a clump of dandelions by the far west corner. Glancing up, I could still see the trail of slime left by the stoor worm. I shook myself, still incredulous that I’d escaped, then reached down, grimacing in pain, and grabbed the hilt. 
 
    Checking that no-one was watching me, I rubbed the blade.  
 
    Bob squinted up. ‘This isn’t a good time,’ he declared. ‘Sisko’s in trouble and I’m not sure he’s going to make it.’ 
 
    ‘Oooh, The Visitor? The episode where he’s come unstuck in time and his son is trying to save him? That’s a good one.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ He glared. ‘Can I get back to watching it?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you need to put away the boxed set and start paying more attention. I almost died half an hour ago.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm?’ Bob drummed his fingers impatiently against the ground. ‘Do you think his son will save him?’ His mouth pursed. ‘No, wait. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’ He cupped his hands round his ears. ‘Tralalalalala. I’m not listening.’ 
 
    I sighed and waited. It took him a moment or two. He blinked and dropped his arms. ‘Wait a minute. You just about died?’ 
 
    ‘Stoor worm.’ 
 
    Bob’s puzzlement grew. ‘We’re still at the Cruaich.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘How stupid do you think I am, Uh Integrity?’ he said, affecting hurt. ‘Stoor worms live in the bottom of the ocean.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    He leaned forward and sniffed. ‘Soap,’ he declared. ‘Definitely not stoor worm. Soap and,’ he paused, ‘sex.’ He lifted his eyebrows admiringly. ‘Fast work.’ 
 
    I gazed at him, exasperated. ‘I’m not lying. There really was a stoor worm. Someone must have conjured it to try and get rid of me.’ 
 
    Bob shrugged. ‘So they failed. Better luck next time!’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. ‘You want me dead?’ 
 
    He threw up his hands. ‘My raison d’être, Uh Integrity, is wishes. First there was the banker who was too stupid to realise what he had right in front of him, and now there’s you who’s a stubborn as a mule and refuses to ask for anything in case I’m trying to cheat her. The best thing I can hope for is that you drop dead as quickly as possible so I can move on.’ His expression was defiant but also slightly nervous. 
 
    ‘That’s my point, Bob,’ I told him. ‘I wanted to ask for a wish. I would have made a wish. But you were thrown out of the window so I couldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you throw me out of the window?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Because you know if you want to make a wish, I have to be in the room to hear it,’ he said. ‘I have unbelievable magical powers which you can only dream of but they don’t work if I can’t hear you.’ 
 
    I folded my arms. ‘Bob,’ I said, in the sternest tone imaginable, ‘I need you to pay attention. You told me you will find your way back to me if I try and throw you away.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it’s true. Because I am a supreme being with powers that…’ 
 
    ‘…that I can only dream of. Yes, I got that part. Well, listen, Bob. I’m not going to throw you away. In fact, I’m going to make sure you stay very, very close to me.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh! Uh Integrity, I had no idea! You’re rather large and lumbering compared to me but you’re not bad looking, I suppose. We could work something out.’ He waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    Good grief. ‘I’m going to keep you very close because it appears that someone is trying to kill me,’ I said with patience that was wearing thin. ‘And, despite my best intentions, I might be forced to make a wish to survive. Which means that until I say otherwise, you need to pay attention at all times. If we get separated, you need to jump back to me as soon as you can.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a wish?’ he asked eagerly. 
 
    ‘No. But if you want me to use up any of your wishes, then this is the best shot you’ve got.’ 
 
    Bob’s bottom lip jutted out. ‘But Sisko…’ 
 
    ‘My next of kin is a man named Taylor. He’s human. He won’t recognise you for what you are.’ I stroked the blade. ‘He will, however, appreciate this very fine silver and melt it down to make something more bankable.’ 
 
    Bob was aghast. ‘He wouldn’t dare.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t know. So,’ I said, ‘my death will not help you. The only chance you’ve got of me asking for any wishes is when my back is against the wall and I have no choice. So pay sodding attention.’ 
 
    I thought for a moment that I’d gone too far and that Bob would relapse into a sulk. Instead, he shrugged cheerfully. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘Can I just watch the end of the episode first?’ 
 
    I considered. ‘Very well. But only because it’s a really good one and I don’t want to have to listen to you talk about it for days to come. Once it’s done, you’re frosty and alert at all times. Got it?’ 
 
    ‘Got it, Uh Integrity.’ He winked. ‘We’re going to make a great team.’ 
 
    I sighed. I really hoped that it wasn’t going to be long before Lexie showed up with the others. Between now and then, I probably needed to learn some patience. Like immediately. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What do you call it,’ I asked Byron when I eventually found the library and his stiff-backed form staring out a window, ‘when worms take over the world?’ 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    ‘Global worming,’ I informed him. 
 
    He turned and faced me, his brows drawn together. The hair which normally fell so artlessly across his forehead had somehow formed a cute little curl. It was difficult to resist the urge to brush it away. 
 
     His eyes searched my face. I wondered what exactly he was looking for. ‘Jamie told me what happened,’ he said finally. 
 
    ‘He tried to tell you when you barged into my room,’ I reminded him. ‘You just didn’t seem to be in the mood to listen.’ 
 
    ‘The Foinse must be failing faster than we’d thought,’ he said, ignoring my pointed comment. 
 
    ‘You’re kidding?’ I scoffed. ‘You think it’s because the magic is draining away from your safe little Sidhe world that a sea monster suddenly appeared from hundreds of miles away? In my bedroom? I gave you more credit than that, Byron. Either someone wants the Foinse to break down, or their desire to rid the world of me is stronger than their desire to see the magic safe.’ 
 
    ‘No-one would dare,’ he growled. ‘You have guest privileges.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah? Because I’m pretty sure someone just did dare. If you don’t believe me, go have a look outside. The stoor worm left a lovely snail trail all the way down your wall.’ 
 
    His jaw worked. ‘I’ll have a guard put on you.’ 
 
    The last thing I wanted was to be watched twenty-four-seven. ‘I don’t need a guard. I need you to make sure that whoever is behind this is stopped.’ 
 
    ‘Investigations have already begun,’ he said stiffly. 
 
    ‘Good. Now tell me what you want.’ 
 
    He took a step closer so I had to crane my neck to look up at him. His voice dropped until it was both silky and dangerous. ‘Did he make you scream?’ 
 
    ‘The worm? Of course I bloody well screamed.’ 
 
    Byron’s emerald eyes glittered. ‘No. Did Jamie make you scream?’ 
 
    I swallowed and stared at him, my tongue suddenly unable to form any words. 
 
    ‘I could make you scream,’ he continued. He reached over and brushed my bare arm with the tip of his index finger.  
 
    I jerked away and Byron laughed.  
 
    ‘Is that why you summoned me here? To measure your sexual prowess against your mate’s?’ 
 
    He watched me with amusement. I decided I preferred glowering Byron. ‘No. We need to go over the arrangements for tomorrow and the naming ceremony.’ 
 
    I felt an odd mixture of relief and disappointment. ‘Well, good. Go on, then.’ I crossed my arms firmly across my chest. Just in case. Of course I received a sharp jab of pain in my ribs when I did so. It was a struggle to stay composed. 
 
    ‘Normally, the ceremony would take place on your Clan ground,’ Byron explained. 
 
    ‘I don’t have a Clan.’ 
 
    He didn’t rise to the bait. ‘Just so. Besides, after your father’s untimely demise, the Adair grounds were salted. It’d be a miracle if the sacred grove is still standing.’ 
 
    ‘You guys don’t mess around, do you?’ I asked, feeling faintly sick at the wanton destruction and the thoroughness with which the Adairs had been treated. 
 
    He looked as if he knew what I was thinking. ‘It was before my time. And tempers were running high.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet.’ 
 
    ‘The grove here at the Cruaich will serve just as well,’ he continued, as if I’d not spoken. ‘Every Clan is represented here.’ 
 
    ‘Even the murderous Adairs?’ 
 
    He held my gaze. ‘Even them.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. So what do I have to do?’ 
 
    ‘You enter alone.’ He pulled out a scroll and tossed it in my direction. ‘You read this aloud, asking your ancestors to guide you. Then you’ll receive your true name. Your Gift should emerge within a few days.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got more than one Gift. Maybe I will have too.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. I only have two. Your father had three.’ 
 
    I was surprised. Three Gifts? I’d known he was powerful. I just hadn’t realised by how much. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Byron continued, ‘you might not get any. Your body might not be able to handle the shock as it’s already in the full bloom of adulthood. Your system might just reject it.’ 
 
    Such a scenario would probably be the best for everyone. I didn’t need a Gift to open the Foinse. Perhaps whoever had tried to kill me would back off if I were essentially powerless. 
 
    ‘I know you have telekinesis,’ I said. ‘What’s your other Gift?’ 
 
    ‘Do you care?’ he asked softly. 
 
    I guessed not. I shook myself and changed the subject. ‘That’s why there’s a fever,’ I mused. ‘It’s the body fighting against the Gift.’ 
 
    Byron gave me an approving nod. ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘It’d be better if that didn’t happen. Then we can leave for the Foinse immediately.’ My tone was decisive. I ignored Byron’s sharp look .  
 
    ‘The onset of the fever happens almost immediately,’ he admitted. ‘You’ll know you’re getting sick before you leave the grove. The sicker you are, the stronger your Gift. Because I received two, I was ill for a fortnight. It wasn’t … pleasant.’ 
 
    That sounded like a considerable understatement. Great. I didn’t need a temperature and sweats to add to my already aching body. I sighed. ‘There was something else I wanted to ask.’ 
 
    ‘You wanted to know what Rebekah meant.’ 
 
    ‘Rebekah is the ginger nut?’ 
 
    He stiffened slightly. ‘She wouldn’t take kindly to being called that but, yes, that’s her. There have been many Sidhe who wondered why you didn’t come back to take revenge for what happened to your Clan.’ 
 
    These guys were all about knee-jerk reactions. Maybe I should try harder to borrow Bob’s DS9 box set and force them all to sit down and watch it. They might learn something from Commander Sisko. ‘I suppose I might have once taken revenge on the Bull for making my childhood so miserable. But I’d be more likely to thank him than punch him. If he hadn’t been such a wanker, I might not have left when I did. Then I’d never have met my real family. The ones who count.’ My eyes narrowed accusingly. ‘The ones who you’re messing with.’ 
 
    Byron cocked his head, gazing at me as if he were trying to work me out. ‘You should never have been placed with him. My father made a mistake, even if he had the best intentions.’ 
 
    I didn’t want to discuss the past. It was, after all, the past. ‘From what I was told, what happened to my Clan was my father’s fault. And I can’t take revenge on a dead guy.’ 
 
    Byron stepped back and ran a hand through his hair. ‘You’re not your father,’ he said.  
 
    I searched his face. He was telling the truth. Unlike most of the other highborn Sidhe in this place, neither he nor Jamie seemed to care whose daughter I was.  
 
    ‘Sir? Byron?’ someone interrupted. ‘You’re wanted in the grand hall.’ 
 
    Both of us turned. It was a nervous-looking pixie who was doing everything he could to avoid eye contact with me. Interesting. Perhaps these people really were afraid of me. I could use that. 
 
    ‘On my way,’ Byron grunted. He gave me a final glance. ‘I’ll escort you to the grove tomorrow. Until then, try and avoid having sex with anyone else. We don’t need half the castle in love with you.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Why ever not?’ 
 
    Byron rolled his eyes. ‘By the way, it’s pyrokinesis.’ 
 
    Puzzled, I stared at him. ‘What is?’ 
 
    ‘My second Gift.’ He touched me lightly on the shoulder and walked out. The pixie ran. 
 
    I watched them go, then dropped my head and examined my shoes. I didn’t like the idea of being able to call up fire. Certainly it would have its uses but in this day and age it would be used far more for destruction than anything else. I shivered and thought about Byron’s other comments. Whenever I got answers, I also ended up with more questions. I hadn’t come here to learn about myself, however. I didn’t need new revelations or an emotional growth spurt. I was happy the way I was.  
 
    I lifted my chin up and spotted a pretty feather in an inkwell on a table nearby. I picked it up, then whistled. I couldn’t be entirely sure but this looked like it came from the wings of a unicorn. It was priceless. The damned beasts were so hard to catch unawares that unless you were an unblemished virgin, you’d no hope of getting close to one. I grinned to myself. Charlie would give me a good price for it. I shoved it down my top. It tickled my skin but I wasn’t going far. I was Integrity Taylor, thief extraordinaire after all – not Integrity Adair, Clan princess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I took one last critical glance in the mirror. It was just as well I’d arrived at the Cruaich well prepared. The hot pink scarf went very well with my black jumpsuit. Topped off with diamante-encrusted sunglasses, I decided l looked more like a footballer’s wife than a shady Sidhe. It wasn’t a bad effort but I didn’t want any of these royal idiots getting the wrong idea and thinking I was a glittery pushover so I also attached my trusty utility belt with my thievery gadgets. Ha! Let them make of that what they would. 
 
    ‘We need to go now, Integrity,’ Byron drawled from the doorway. 
 
    I tapped the scimitar nestled securely in my inner pocket where it would be safely out of sight. ‘You ready for this, Bob?’ 
 
    There was the tiniest vibration in response. The genie had kept me up half the night with his plans to find an astronaut for his next owner and blast off in a spaceship. I’d let him babble on. It might keep him more focused for the next few days if he felt like he had plans for the future that didn’t involve stubborn Sidhe naysayers. 
 
    ‘Coming!’ I called, before stepping out to meet Byron. The second I did, I was tempted to duck back into the bathroom and change my clothes. The formal finery he was wearing put me to shame. 
 
    ‘You look nice,’ he told me politely. 
 
    Damned by faint praise. ‘Well, you look like an over-dressed duck,’ I told him, pretending not to notice the way his shirt moulded itself to his torso. 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow. ‘Are you suggesting that I’m fowl?’ 
 
    I stared at him. ‘Did you just make a joke?’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘It seems like it’s the best way to get your attention.’ 
 
    Slightly nonplussed, I let him take my arm and lead me out. It was a long way down to the ground floor. Several Sidhe minions and other Clan workers dipped in curtseys and bows as we passed. 
 
    ‘It must get kind of irritating,’ I muttered, ‘having people do that all the time.’ 
 
    He gave a short bark of a laugh. ‘They’re not doing it for my benefit.’ 
 
    I bristled. ‘Well, they’re certainly not doing it for mine. Most of you lot hate me. And one of you is trying to kill me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not found any evidence of a plot against you. And nobody hates you.’ 
 
    We passed by Tipsania, who was wearing an alarmingly low-cut gown. ‘Interior, how are you?’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘It’s Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’ she simpered. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m just awful with names.’ 
 
    ‘Alright,’ Byron conceded once she was behind us, ‘most people don’t hate you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know why her knickers are in such a twist. She’s got the perfect life. At least in her eyes, anyway. I’m the lowlife crim without a true name.’ 
 
    ‘Not everything is as it seems,’ he replied cryptically. ‘Not even you.’ 
 
    When we eventually made it outside, the older woman who’d stopped me before was in front of us. She swooped down in another low curtsey and said, in a clear voice, ‘Chieftain Adair.’ Unfortunately her words were followed by a high-pitched cackle that made her appear even crazier . 
 
    I stiffened. There was a murmur from the cluster of Sidhe around us and I spotted several dirty looks. It confirmed that all those who despised me openly were high born. I chewed this over silently as Byron and I continued on our way.  
 
    The last person we encountered before the grove was Jamie. His cheeks reddened rather adorably but he did give me a small grin. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I said softly. 
 
    He raised a hand in acknowledgment. Feeling Byron’s gaze, I smiled tightly and walked on. 
 
    ‘Jamie is a good man,’ he told me quietly. ‘I’d hate to think you were toying with him.’ 
 
    Actually, I felt a bit sorry for Jamie. He’d probably been chewed out by Byron and was suffused with embarrassment when he saw me. Well, two could play the cryptic game. ‘As you said, Byron dear, not everything is as it seems.’ 
 
    Without waiting for his reaction, I strode ahead, halting only when I reached the edge of the grove. I peered inside. There was a path and there were a lot of trees but I couldn’t make out much else. 
 
    ‘You know,’ I said to Byron as he reached my side, ‘when I was four or five, I made the mistake of stumbling into the Scrymgeour grove. I didn’t get very far. It was probably only a few metres. The reactions I got though?’ I whistled and shook my head. ‘You’d think I’d tried to commit murder.’ 
 
    He squeezed my fingers. ‘That was wrong,’ he said simply. ‘The groves are holy places to us all but you were only a child.’ 
 
    I stared in, emotions warring inside me. Trepidation was winning. ‘Are you going to come with me?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He released my hand. ‘Only one person should enter at any time. It makes it less confusing for the ancestors.’ 
 
    ‘But whose ancestors will I meet?’ I whispered. 
 
    Byron didn’t answer. From here on in, I really was on my own. I reached for Bob’s scimitar and handed it over. Byron looked confused. ‘You’re giving me a letter opener?’ 
 
    It was safer not to get into a discussion about what it actually was. Not with Bob listening in. ‘Just hold onto it for me, will you? It has, um, sentimental value.’ 
 
    Despite my concerns that someone was out to get me, I couldn’t risk Bob hearing my true name. There was no telling what he’d do with that kind of power. And even if Byron tried to clean the blade, Bob wouldn’t appear. Until I used up my wishes – or died – I was Bob’s owner. Besides, the sacred groves were places of peace. It would be sacrilege for someone to attack me here. 
 
    Byron nodded, watching as I squared my shoulders. With a deep breath, I crossed into the grove and focused on logical thinking rather than my twisty emotions. Truth be told, I was hoping that my true name would be something manageable. My knowledge of formal Sidhe language was scanty; it was just as well it was only used in ceremonial settings and for legal documents, or I’d be stumbling around here without a clue about what was being said around me.  
 
    If I received a complicated Sidhe name, I’d be as likely to forget it as to make the mistake of letting someone else know what it was so they could attain absolute power over me. One syllable might be okay: ‘Pink’ would be cool if someone hadn’t already nabbed that name. Two syllables could work. If my true name turned out to be ‘Danger’, I could have a lot of fun. I imagined meeting someone for the first time. ‘Hi. I’m Integrity and Danger is my middle name.’ The best part would be no one would ever twig I was telling them the truth. It’d be a great in-joke. Unfortunately it was more likely that I’d end up with Poo Madra Na Cathrach Ar Mo Brog or something equally dim-witted and unpronounceable. 
 
    I ducked my head to avoid some low lying branches. I thought the trees lining the driveway on the way up here were unusual, but they were nothing compared to these. None of them possessed a single leaf but all the same they were stunningly beautiful. The branches and trunks were a soft silver, gleaming in the weak midday sunshine. I glanced back; I couldn’t make out Byron’s figure. Despite the lack of foliage, these trees did a damn good job of concealment. 
 
    I was surprised at how nervous I was feeling. I’d been a part of some seriously ambitious heists in the past and never felt more than the faintest trickle of nerves. In those scenarios, however, I was always well prepared. Right now I had no idea what to expect. By the time I reached the small clearing in the centre of the grove, with its gurgling fountain and paved stone circle, I was shaking. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said aloud, balling up my fists, ‘I’m here.’ I pulled out the scroll Byron had given me and began to read, my tongue stumbling over some of the words. I felt beyond awkward. Once I was done, I took a deep breath and looked up. Nothing happened. Now what? 
 
    There was a whisper from right behind me. I spun round, expecting to see someone but there were only trees. The branches hung overhead, gnarled twigs reaching out towards me like ancient fingers. I shivered and turned back just as there was another strange whisper. I took a deep breath. 
 
    ‘You’re going to have to speak up,’ I called out. ‘I can’t hear you.’ 
 
    The whispers increased in volume, although what they were saying remained incomprehensible. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to identify the words. Their sibilantic hush made that impossible until they all abruptly fell silent and one clear musical voice of no distinguishable gender spoke, freezing my bones. 
 
    ‘Adair.’ 
 
    A strange image flitted through my head of a young man in old-fashioned dress. He had brilliant white hair and violet eyes. He was also wielding a sword, swinging it with unrestrained violence about his head. His eyes turned in my direction and I gasped involuntarily as he heaved the sword towards me.  
 
    Then he was replaced by another man of similar build and colouring. Then another and another and another. The images came so thick and fast that I felt dizzy. The only thing that seemed to change was the mode of clothing. I cried out, willing them to slow down. There were too many and it was all too quick. Nausea filled my stomach. I couldn’t take any more. It had to stop. It had to… 
 
    Another man appeared. This time he wasn’t alone; he was pressing his cheek against the rounded stomach of a heavily pregnant woman. Both of them looked at me and smiled and, unable to help myself, I smiled back. There was tenderness in their expressions – and unfathomable, immeasurable love. Even though I knew they were only in my head, I still reached out. I wanted to touch them.  
 
    The woman held out one graceful hand. If I stretched I might be able to grasp hold of her fingers. The moment I tried, however, she began to choke. Blood trickled from her mouth and she collapsed. The man roared in helpless, silent agony as she slid from his arms to the ground. His eyes filled with an anguish that turned to rage. I stepped back as he stretched out his arms and howled at the heavens. He seemed to be struggling with some terrible inner turmoil. In the past I might have made fun of the phrase ‘gnashing their teeth and renting their clothes’ but it suddenly made sense. I desperately wanted to help him, to soothe him in some way, but I had no idea how. His body writhed and his eyes bulged. Then, like a cloud passing, it was over. His eyes were clear as he turned to me. 
 
    ‘Layoch,’ he said before vanishing entirely.  
 
    I fell to my knees. There was a wetness on my cheeks. It took me a moment or two to realise it was tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    It took some time before I could pull myself together enough to get to my feet and start walking back. I was confused by what I’d seen and my thoughts were in free fall, tumbling one after the other as I tried to make sense of it all.  
 
    The one thing I knew was for certain was that I hated my true name. Layoch? I mean, come on. It sounded like it belonged to a boy. Had Daddy Dearest been wishing for a son? If so, maybe it was just as well he’d not stuck around long enough to meet me. 
 
    The journey back seemed longer. Perhaps it was because of the kerfuffle going on inside my head. Despite my sniffy attitude towards my true name, I kept seeing the expression in my parents’ eyes as they looked at me. It was haunting – and not in a particularly good way. My father didn’t looked like an evil murderer. He looked like a man grieving.  
 
    I was so focused on the recurring images that I didn’t notice the root jutting out from the ground until it was too late. The tip of my toes caught it and I went flying to the ground with a heavy thump, receiving a mouthful of dirt in the process. It was the only reason I didn’t scream aloud in pain. Who knew that a cracked rib could hurt so much? 
 
    I choked. ‘Nice move, Integrity,’ I scolded myself. Between tripping up over a pile of clothes in my own flat and a tree here, I was starting to think I was developing some serious coordination problems.  I’d need to get Taylor to put me through my paces when I got back to Aberdeen. I didn’t want my new colleagues at mountain rescue thinking I was as unbalanced and tottery as Bambi. 
 
    I pushed myself up gingerly, dusting the debris off my scarf with a hiss of irritation. Then there was a far louder hiss and something flew past my head in a rush of heat, almost blistering my skin. 
 
    There was a loud crash, followed by a strange sizzle. I glanced back into the clearing and gaped when I saw one of the trees behind me ablaze. There was another hiss. This time I paid more attention. I ducked down, covering my head in my arms as a genuine, honest-to-goodness fireball blazed past, slamming into another tree and immediately engulfing it in flames. 
 
    Pyrokinetics, I thought. That’s Byron’s second gift. I cursed myself for a fool for beginning to trust him and rolled to my right, away from the path and the danger. I move just in time. A third fireball appeared, flying much lower this time. If I’d stayed where I was, I would have been toast. 
 
    ‘Man’s house is on fire,’ I muttered to myself, still rolling, although now I was away from the path it was harder to avoid the trees and, with every move, my ribs yelled up at me to stop. ‘He calls up the fire brigade and asks for help. “How do we get there?” asks the fireman. The man frowned. “Don’t you still have those big red trucks?”’ 
 
    My shoulder crashed into one of the solid tree trunks and I yelped in pain again. No more fireballs appeared to be on their way; not surprising really. If I’d been standing up on the path – which I should have been – they’d have hit me already. Unless they were sentient fireballs that could weave in and out of trees, now I was in the dense wood I wouldn’t be hit. I got to my feet and stared at the blaze.  
 
    It might have been only three trees that had been struck but the ferocity of the flames licking at the dry branches meant that more of them were catching fire. Before my very eyes, the flames danced, attacking another one, blackening the bark and crackling with intensity. In less than five minutes the entire grove would be alight. The entire sacred grove that was so special some of the Sidhe thought I shouldn’t be allowed inside to taint it. 
 
    Cursing loudly, I uncoiled my scarf and ran towards the nearest tree, using it to whip at the flames and contain the fire. My movements were curtailed by my previous injuries and I couldn’t move as fast as I normally did. When I managed to stamp out one section of burning wood, another started up at the side of me. I ran from tree to tree and branch to branch, doing what I could. Shite, shite, shite.  
 
    With no water and no help, I was fighting a losing battle. Screw my stupid true name: I should have brought Bob along after all. Instead I’d thrown him into the hands of the man who might end up being my greatest enemy. Yet again, it was damned good luck that I was still alive. If I had died and Bob’s wishes were passed along to Byron – the villain – then goodness knows what might have happened. 
 
    I continued to fling myself from tree to tree, fighting the fire. The heat was tremendous and it was getting harder and harder to reach the flames, let alone douse them. Soon I’d have to abandon the grove altogether if I wanted to save myself. The sacred grove was screwed. 
 
    Making one last effort, I let out a war whoop and threw myself towards the flames, praying that the velocity of my body would do something to stamp them out. Before I reached them, however, something knocked into me and I was shoved aside rudely. I blinked teary eyes against the now billowing smoke, my mouth dropping open when I realised who it was. 
 
    ‘Stay the hell back, Tegs!’ Brochan shouted. ‘I’ve got this!’ 
 
    He raised both his hands. I was beyond glad to see him but I wasn’t sure what he could do to help. He might be a merman but, as the stoor worm had already attested, we were a long way from the sea. The sea that Brochan was terrified of. 
 
    I tried to rush forward to help but I was beaten back. The fire was too strong. I stumbled backwards, unable to do anything more than watch as Brochan grasped at air as if he were pulling it down. The atmosphere felt heavy and unnatural and I jumped as thunder rolled across the sky. Brochan didn’t react; he simply continued to yank at the air. 
 
    And then I felt it. One little drop splashed on my cheek. I gasped as hope sprang anew. The drop turned to a drizzle. Before I could blink again, it became a deluge.  
 
    The rain sizzled on the fire, steam flying up as the weaker flames were extinguished. More and more water fell until Brochan and I, and all the trees around us, were soaking wet.  
 
    I ran over and wrapped my arms around him. ‘You did it!’ I croaked. ‘How did you do it? Thank God, Brochan. This place is important.’ It really was. After what I’d experienced in the clearing, I was no longer the blithe and dismissive person I was before I’d entered. 
 
    ‘I’m a merman, Tegs, you know that. It’s a simple matter of the water cycle.’ 
 
    His face was wan and drawn and I realised that it wasn’t a ‘simple matter’ at all. ‘Thank you,’ I said into his ear. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s really got it in for you.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again.’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s really…’ 
 
    I smirked.  ‘Yeah, yeah. Come on.  Let’s get out of here before they try again.’ 
 
    Foregoing the path in order to keep ourselves safe – and Brochan’s presence hidden ‒ we tramped through the trees while he filled me in on his news. It was slow going because I was hurting all over now, but at least it allowed Brochan plenty of time to cover all the details.  
 
    As the trumped-up charges against both him and Speck were entirely false, it wasn’t difficult to get them released. Of course, the sizeable wad from the sale of the Lia Saifire had helped. Money talks. Taylor had stayed behind in Aberdeen to ensure there was no further fall-out while the rest of the gang vamoosed over here. 
 
    ‘You had no problem getting through the magical barrier?’ I enquired, stepping over loose bracken. 
 
    ‘Your friend came through.’ 
 
    I snorted. ‘Charlie? He’s not what I’d call a friend. He does have his uses, though.’ I shot Brochan a curious, albeit grateful, look. ‘How did you know I was in the grove?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘We have got ourselves a prime piece of real estate. Some disused tower towards the east side. It’s got great views. We were able to watch you walking with that Sidhe guy then entering the spooky forest.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a grove.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever it is, it’s not natural. Even from our vantage point we couldn’t see anything. It’s all obscured by these damn trees.’ He poked one as if scolding it for existing. 
 
    I was puzzled. ‘Then how did you know I was in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t. We only knew you were alone. It seemed like the perfect opportunity to come and talk to you.’ He looked troubled. ‘It’s just as well I did.’ 
 
    I nodded fervently. ‘Amen to that.’  
 
    Going by what Byron had said, only one person was ever allowed into the grove at any one time. I wondered if that was merely tradition or if Brochan had gained access because he wasn’t Sidhe. Either way it gave me an edge on all these Fey wankers. Doing the unexpected and the unthinkable seemed to be the only way I’d have of surviving this stint.  
 
    ‘The smartest move is for all of us to lie low. It’s not ideal and I know you’re hoping for a fresh start in Oban but we’ve talked it over and, if it’s okay with you, we might come and join you. Just temporarily,’ Brochan added hastily. ‘We don’t want to cramp your style or anything.’ 
 
    I laughed, then regretted it when my ribs complained again. ‘You lot are hardly going to cramp my style. I’m more likely to get extra cool points for having you with me.’ 
 
    Brochan grinned, relieved. ‘Now we’ve got the money to sort out Taylor’s debts and we’re out of jail, we can all skedaddle. Is there anything you need to fetch before we leave?’ 
 
    I sighed. Skedaddling was incredibly tempting. Unfortunately I had to choose another path. ‘I can’t go,’ I told him reluctantly. I explained about the Foinse. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure if you were paying attention, Tegs, but one of those people who’s so desperate for you to stick around and save them, just tried to kill you. Do you really care if the magic fails? I understand things will be bad for a lot of people for a while but maybe you need to think long term. If this weakens the Clans’ hold, it might end up being a good thing.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s the line, though? Is one death enough to shove the Sidhe into oblivion? Is one hundred?’ I ran my hand through my hair. ‘A million? Because that might be what it takes.’ 
 
    Brochan was silent for a moment before replying. ‘It’s not up to you to save the world, Tegs.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘Actually, in this scenario it might be.’ What I left unsaid was that the trippy images I’d just experienced had made me wonder if I’d done the right thing by abandoning my Sidhe heritage. Maybe I was going to stick around here until I had a better grasp on all this Adair shite. 
 
    More light started filtering in through the trees. It was clear we were reaching the edge of the grove. I halted and gazed out. ‘You should go. You and Lexie and Speck. You should all leave. Go to Oban. I already have a deposit down on a house. Use it.’ 
 
    ‘Do you really think we’d abandon you here? No chance. We’re family, remember? We’ll stay and do whatever we can to help you out. With this Foinse thing and,’ he paused, ‘whatever happens after that.’ 
 
    Brochan was one shrewd merman. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I whispered, ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    He beamed. ‘So what’s the plan?’ 
 
    I considered. ‘There’s the guy who walked me down here. One of his Sidhe Gifts is pyrokinesis.’ 
 
    Brochan whistled. ‘So you think it was him who chucked those fireballs at you?’ 
 
    My mouth thinned into a grim line. ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘How many gifts does he have?’ 
 
    ‘Just the two. Which is two more than me. I don’t need any freaky Sidhe magic though. What I have to find out is if he wants me dead. If he does, then I need to know.’ I pushed away the surge of dismay I felt at saying those words out loud. Our childhood encounter notwithstanding, I’d known Byron for all of three days; I knew him no better than he knew me. Why he’d gone to such an effort to bring me here to simply kill me didn’t quite fit; neither did the fact that he wouldn’t benefit in any way from the Foinse failing. But fireballs after his announcement of being gifted in pyrokinesis? I couldn’t shake off my suspicion. 
 
    Brochan threw me a sidelong glance. ‘Forgive me if I’m mistaken but aren’t Sidhe supposed to get their Gift when they get their true name? If you just received your name, then…’ 
 
    I interrupted him. ‘I feel fine.’ Apart from a cracked rib and singed eyebrows. ‘Apparently Sidhe also get sick. Something to do with their physical body accepting the Gift. I reckon that because I’m an adult that time has passed.’ I grinned at him. ‘It’s a good thing. It makes me more human than Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    I punched him on the arm. ‘I do.’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘So you’re going to confront this guy?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. I’ll do a little reconnoitring first. The others were prepared to delay the journey to the Foinse if I got ill. I’ll pretend I am so that I’ve got enough time to find out what’s going on.’ I thought of Bob and my mouth turned down. ‘He also has something of mine that I want to get back.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good,’ he said approvingly. ‘We can help with all that.’ 
 
    My eyes gleamed. ‘You can. There are enough other species and races around here that you three can probably wander around the Cruaich more easily than I can.’ 
 
    ‘What do you need us to do?’ 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘Find out what really happened to the Adair Clan.’ 
 
    Brochan sucked in a breath. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. We’ll use the signal to get in touch with you once we have something.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No. I have a better way.’ Expect the unexpected. ‘You can summon me. Layoch. My true name is Layoch.’ 
 
    Brochan’s jaw dropped. ‘You shouldn’t have told me that, Tegs. If I know your name then…’ 
 
    I waved an airy hand in the air. ‘Yeah, yeah. You can obtain absolute power over me. I already trust you with my life, Brochan. Lexie and Speck too. The least I can do is trust you with one sodding word.’ 
 
    ‘The Sidhe never reveal their true names. Not even to their families.’ 
 
    ‘They can’t trust each other,’ I said simply. 
 
    ‘You’re still taking a big risk.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘No, I’m not.’ 
 
    He squeezed my shoulder. ‘Do you know what it means?’ 
 
    ‘My name? No. It has a meaning?’ 
 
    ‘You should brush up on your Gaelic,’ he scolded. ‘It translates as “warrior”.’ 
 
    I gaped. ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    He lifted one shoulder in apology. 
 
    ‘Oh, well,’ I dismissed. ‘I’ve not lived up to Sidhe expectations so far. I’m certainly not going to live up to that name. Not unless it’s an X-Box warrior anyway.’ 
 
    Brochan turned and gazed back out of the grove. ‘Well, if you’re not going to fight your way back to the castle, how do you suggest we slip out of here unnoticed? The last thing we need are more fireballs being flung your way.’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention it’s better if we’re not seen together,’ I agreed.  ‘Er…’ 
 
    ‘Pssst!’ 
 
    Both Brochan and I jumped. ‘What the hell was that?’  
 
    ‘Over here!’ 
 
    We exchanged glances then peered in the direction of the hushed whisper. As soon as I realised who was speaking, my shoulders relaxed. ‘It’s her,’ I said, thoughtfully. ‘That’s good.’ 
 
    Brochan watched the old woman as she continued to beckon. ‘Who is she?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently she used to know my parents. She might have insights into Clan Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Can we trust her?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said cheerfully. ‘We can’t trust anyone here. She also seems to have a touch of crazy about her. But she might still help us out.’ And with that, I stepped out from under the cover of the grove and joined her. 
 
    ‘What happened? I saw smoke.’ She shivered. ‘Burny, burny. There were reports of fire…’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s fine. Can you do me a favour? Can you help my friend get to the tower over there?’ 
 
    She didn’t take her eyes off me but she nodded. ‘There’s only supposed to be one person in the grove at any time. Grove for one and one for grove.’ 
 
    ‘So much for that then,’ I said. 
 
    ‘I can help you too, Chieftain. We can use the back way. If you go to the fork instead of the spoon and turn right, you’ll be on the servants’ path. No-one will bother you there.’  
 
    I frowned. ‘I’m not a chieftain. Thank you for the information about the path though. I’ll use it.’ 
 
    ‘I can come with you if you want,’ she added eagerly. 
 
    ‘It’ll be better if you stick with Brochan. I don’t want you drawing attention to yourself by being seen with me.’ 
 
    She looked like she wanted to argue. I placed my hand on her arm in what I hoped was a reassuring manner. ‘I’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Chieftain.’ 
 
    I sighed, exasperated. ‘My name is Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Chieftain.’ 
 
    I obviously wasn’t getting anywhere with this. Brochan looked amused. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked her. 
 
    ‘Lily Macquarrie. Macquarrie Lily.’ 
 
    Ah. That explained a lot. ‘Pretty name,’ I said aloud. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Chieftain!’ she beamed.  
 
    ‘Lily, before you go, could you point out Byron Moncrieffe’s room to me?’ 
 
    Startled, she jerked her hand up towards the castle. ‘It’s next to the flagged tower. The fourth window down.’ 
 
    I made a mental note. ‘Excellent.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a good man,’ Lily said, with a hint of anxiety. ‘Not like some of the others.’ 
 
    He was good at putting on an act, at least. I didn’t want to upset her so I refrained from commenting.  
 
    ‘We should go now.’ She pointed to her left. ‘We can take that path, sir. We won’t bump into anyone that way.’ She dipped a curtsey, displaying odd-coloured stockings. One was striped black and white while the other was adorned with flowers. The effect was rather kooky and cool.  
 
    ‘Let’s do it,’ Brochan said. He gave me a meaningful glance. ‘I’ll see you soon.’ 
 
    ‘Call me and I’ll come.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t have any choice,’ he grumbled. ‘Toodle pip.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    As soon as Lily and Brochan vanished from view, I started making my own ascent to the castle. I quickly reached the fork in the path and turned right. As Lily had promised, other than a few scurrying figures, none of whom were Sidhe but all of whom were laden with goods, it was empty. No one stopped me and no one bothered me. They apparently had their own problems to worry about. 
 
    Soon I was high enough to see the commotion going on in front of the grove. A large group had assembled there and there appeared to be a lot of hand wringing and shouting. Excellent. The more arguments, the better. It would give me more time to do some real investigating. 
 
    I turned my back on the anxious cluster below and jogged up to the castle walls. At least their imposing height would provide me with some cover. While I reckoned the castle’s interior might be quiet enough for me to skulk through the corridors, the tower I was aiming for was hidden from view thanks to the curving edges of the castle walls to the right. I fancied a bit of exercise.  
 
    Using Lily’s directions, I skirted round until I was directly below Byron’s room. No doubt he’d still be down with the others at the grove. With any luck, he’d think I was a burnt-out corpse. I’d never get a better chance to sneak into his room than this. 
 
    Craning my neck up, I examined the stonework. It helped that the castle was old because there were plenty of footholds. Unfortunately a lot of the stone was worn and weathered; I’d have to be careful to avoid the smoother patches. I grinned at my foresight in bringing my toolkit and sprung up. 
 
    Despite my aching body, I was surprisingly fast. It was considerably easier scaling up this sort of surface than glass. I found several cracks wide enough to wedge my fingertips in. Only once was I forced to unclip my old ice-pick and jam it between two bricks to avoid sliding back down. All the same, Byron’s room was higher than our entry point at the bank had been, so I was sweating by the time I hooked my leg over his window ledge and pulled myself in.  
 
    I was surprised to see that Byron’s rooms were smaller than mine. They were very clean and tidy but there wasn’t room to swing a cat. Maybe it was some sort of show of humility. If he could be the Steward’s son and not demand the grandest suite in the castle, then other Clans couldn’t complain about him getting preferential treatment. No wonder he’d gone all out at the Astor Hotel. I bet he spent as little time here as possible. Byron probably lived in palatial luxury back on Moncrieffe lands. 
 
    Ignoring his lingering scent, I made a beeline for his bed and checked underneath the mattress and the frame. I found a chewed-up pen lid and little else. I stood up again and stepped over to the chair where a pile of folded clothing lay. Carefully examining each item, I discovered nothing interesting. Perhaps Byron was too clever to leave anything incriminating behind. It was annoying, however, that there weren’t even any jewels or money that I could nab. There wasn’t even a crappy safe to crack. 
 
    After running through all the items in the bathroom, including checking the shampoo to see if it had a false bottom, I returned to the bedroom and sat on the end of the bed. I could play the seduction game again but I doubted he’d fall for it after walking in on Jamie and me. I wasn’t entirely sure I could stay in control in that kind of situation either. I needed to be sneakier.  
 
    I might have failed miserably at hiding out and spying on Byron at the Astor but if he really thought I was dead, he wouldn’t be expecting me here. 
 
    I sniffed my armpits. After my climb, I was definitely on the whiffy side. Not wanting my own smell to give me away, I grabbed his bottle of (surprisingly cheap) aftershave and daubed myself with it. I rather liked it. Maybe I’d keep it. Without thinking, I stuffed the bottle into one of my pockets. Then I smoothed down the sheets to remove all traces of my presence and scooted under the bed. I rather hoped he’d take his time returning. I could do with a little nap. 
 
    I was dozing off when the door slammed open. I just managed to stop myself from banging my head painfully as I jerked up. Close call. 
 
    ‘Fuck!’ There was another bang. It was definitely Byron. He thumped something else. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ 
 
    Was he upset because he’d realised there wasn’t a body – charred or otherwise – inside the grove and I’d escaped? Or was he upset because he thought I was dead and he now had no way of restoring the Foinse? 
 
    I watched his feet stomp about, up one way and down another, over and over again. Considering the size of the room, I thought he’d get dizzy after a few turns but he just kept stomping and turning. 
 
    Eventually – and scant seconds before I thought I was going to go insane from watching his feet – there was a hesitant knock on the door. Byron flung it open with such force that it banged against the wall. If the castle hadn’t been made of stone, the ensuing vibrations would have been felt floors below. 
 
    ‘What?’ he snapped. 
 
    I twisted my head, peering at the new set of shoes which had appeared. I was still trying to work out who they belonged to when the nervous cough enlightened me. 
 
    ‘The Steward asked me to inform you…’ 
 
    ‘Of what?’ There was a strained urgency to Byron’s voice. 
 
    Jamie dropped the formality. I was glad. Regardless of what else was going on here, it didn’t seem fair for him to lose one of his friends just because of a quick shag based on post-traumatic desire. ‘Byron,’ he said, ‘she’s not there. Integrity’s not in the grove.’ 
 
    Shite. I needed to see the expression on Byron’s face to be able tell whether he was pleased at this news or not.  
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, he finally spoke. ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She must have got out another way. She’s not in her room – we’ve already checked. I mean,’ Jamie backtracked, ‘Brody checked. Not me. I didn’t go inside. I…’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine, Jamie. But if she’s not in her room then where the fuck is she? Whoever did this might have hold of her. I should have taken that story about the worm more seriously.’ He thumped something again as overwhelming, unmitigated relief flooded through me. It hadn’t been him after all. ‘Fuck! I told her!’ 
 
    ‘Uh, told her what?’ 
 
    He groaned. ‘That my second gift is pyrokinesis. No wonder she’s run.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she wouldn’t think that you had done all that though.’ 
 
    Oh, you’d be surprised, Jamie.  
 
    Byron sighed. ‘Why would she trust me? I blackmailed her into coming here. I escorted her to the grove where someone threw fire at her. What if she’s hurt? If she’s hiding somewhere we might not find her in time.’ His voice was growing in both sound and desperation. That was nice. I could feel myself relaxing. 
 
    ‘The Foinse isn’t dead yet,’ Jamie answered, obviously doing his best to be reassuring. ‘It could be months before all the magic leaks out. We’ll find her in time.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Of course. It wasn’t my life that was important; it was making sure the Foinse survived another thousand years that was the issue. I didn’t know why that stung. I didn’t want the magic to fail or gazillions of people to die. Even if someone else apparently did. 
 
    ‘We’d better,’ came the growly rejoinder. I shivered. I was glad that Byron wasn’t the evil mastermind I’d suspected but I was still disturbed that he had such an effect on me. A husky rasp like that made me think of our encounter in his hotel room, with him underneath my legs, pinned so that I could… I mentally slapped myself. Enough of that. 
 
    Jamie coughed. ‘There is something else.’  
 
    Silence stretched out. I didn’t think it was possible for the nervous tension to ratchet up any further but I was wrong; I could virtually feel the air crackle. I was half tempted to leap out and grab Jamie by his lapels, shove my nails into his cute little dimples and demand that he get on with it. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ Byron said grimly. 
 
    Yes, Jamie, get on with it. 
 
    ‘The police were forced to let her two partners in crime go.’ 
 
    Byron hissed. ‘We knew that was going to happen sooner or later.’ 
 
    ‘Not this soon, though. I still have evidence of that last job they pulled. I could make an anonymous tip.’ 
 
    I seethed. So much for our night of passion, Jamie. Or hour of passion. Okay, ten minutes of passion. Brochan, Speck and Lexie might be safely tucked away around the corner but they’d want to return to their own world sooner or later. If Byron made that an impossibility, I’d ruin him – whether he was concerned about my wellbeing or not. 
 
    ‘No,’ Byron answered. ‘We’ve gone past that point now. It was a means to an end. But how did they get out so quickly? I thought we’d have a couple of days at least.’ 
 
    Jamie coughed again. Uh oh. Here we go. ‘There was a barrister. He petitioned the courts.’ 
 
    ‘Where did the money come from to pay him?’ Jamie didn’t answer. I heard a heavy sigh. ‘Let me guess,’ Byron said tiredly. ‘The Lia Saifire.’ 
 
    ‘It was sold for a considerable amount to a warlock over in Fort William.’ 
 
    There was another loud thump. ‘Fucking hell.’ 
 
    I frowned. He was taking the loss very badly. Did the sapphire have powers that I’d not been aware of?  But why use it as bait if it were so precious? Surely the Moncrieffe Clan could have rustled up some non-magical gems to use. Something wasn’t adding up. 
 
    ‘Does my father know?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Jamie said. 
 
    Byron sighed. ‘Come on then. You can watch me be the bearer of yet more bad tidings.’ 
 
    I stayed where I was until I was certain both of them had left the room. Then I scooted out from underneath the bed. Well, well, well. Byron had been correct: – all was most definitely not as it seemed. 
 
    * 
 
    I slid out of the room, taking extra care in case anyone spotted me. I didn’t want to be caught sidling out of Byron’s rooms. Thus far, the lower class Sidhe and the servants had appeared to be on my side, but that didn’t mean I was going to take unnecessary risks.  
 
    I stayed as low as possible until I was well away from Byron’s wing of the castle. As I walked, I pinched my cheeks; hopefully I could make them red enough to give the illusion of an oncoming fever. The moment I emerged out onto a busier corridor, I straightened my back, allowed my features to form into a hard mask and marched towards the round-tabled room where I’d encountered Aifric and the rest of the Sidhe royal wankers. 
 
    Several people gaped at me along the way. I glared at them, satisfied when most of them scuttled away. When I reached the room, I slammed open the door and glowered. The light from behind me was strong, silhouetting my form. Aifric, Byron and Jamie were there and they had to shade their eyes to work out it was me. I rather liked that effect. I’d have to time grand entrances like this more often. 
 
    ‘What gives?’ I snarled. ‘I thought the grove was supposed to be sacred. Now you’re all trying to kill me instead. I’ve got a banging headache, I don’t feel well and I’m in a really shitty mood. Where did those fireballs come from?’ 
 
    Aifric recovered his voice first although I noted that both Byron and Jamie looked relieved. Yeah, yeah. I was still around to save all their sorry arses. Hurray. 
 
    ‘I’m glad you’re alright, Ms Taylor.’  
 
    It was a shame he didn’t address me as chieftain; that would have been even more fun. ‘No thanks to any of you. Who is doing this? Who’s trying to murder me? That’s two attacks in less than twenty-four hours!’ 
 
    Aifric’s expression was grim. ‘I can assure you that we’re working on it.’ 
 
    ‘Working on it? You’re going to have to try a damn sight harder than that. Who has more than one Gift around here? Pyrokinesis and summoning? Who can do both?’ 
 
    Aifric exchanged a look with his son. ‘No one that we know of. We have our best people working through the magical register though. We will find them.’ 
 
    I tilted up my chin. ‘You’d better hope it’s before I end up getting fried. Where will you all be then?’ 
 
    ‘We will put a guard on your rooms.’ 
 
    ‘No, you sodding won’t. How can I trust your guards? They might be in on the plot.’ 
 
    He stiffened. ‘Our people are loyal.’ 
 
    ‘When someone stops trying to murder me, I might believe that.’ I swept an imperious gaze across the lot of them. ‘I don’t feel well,’ I declared. ‘I’m going to lie down. Give me back my letter opener.’ 
 
    Jamie and Aifric both gave me strange looks but Byron dug into his pocket and handed it over. I felt considerably more secure with Bob back with me. As soon as I’d tucked the knife away, I held a hand to my forehead and frowned. 
 
    ‘You have a fever.’ Byron’s voice was quiet.  
 
    Yes, Golden Boy. I have a very bad fever. Spread that little titbit around so everyone thinks I’m about to receive some terrible Gift that’ll put yours to shame. 
 
    ‘It better not last long,’ I grumbled aloud. ‘The faster we can start travelling to the Foinse, the faster I can escape this hell hole.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have some chicken soup sent up to your room. That usually helps.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed in disgust. ‘I thought you guys had been keeping an eye on me. Don’t you know I’m vegetarian?’ I had no idea where that came from. I loved bacon. I must have been trying to goad poor Aifric Moncrieffe into more grovelling. 
 
    ‘I’m sure we can arrange something that will suit your tastes,’ he said without a trace of a grovel. Oh well. 
 
    I harrumphed loudly and spun round, adding a wobble for good measure. Then I stalked out. 
 
    My grand exit wasn’t as dramatic as my entrance. Mainly because I’d barely gone three steps before Byron caught up with me and grabbed my elbow. ‘Are you okay?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘Do I look okay?’ I snarled back. ‘I’m amazed I have any eyebrows left after that fiery demonstration.’ 
 
    He gazed at me, his face impassive. ‘How did you get out of the grove without anyone noticing?’ 
 
    A slightly crazy Macquarrie woman. I sniffed. ‘It’s not my fault if you weren’t paying attention.’ 
 
    Something sparked in his eyes but he sensibly held his tongue. ‘You should take up the offer of the guards,’ he said instead. ‘Whatever you might think, the Moncrieffes are not trying to hurt you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’ 
 
    He ran a hand through his bronzed hair. Damn that stupid curl for still being there. ‘I know you think that it was me because my second Gift is pyrokinesis. It wasn’t me, though, Integrity. I promise you that. I wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble of bringing you here simply to try and kill you. I could have done that when you were sleeping in my arms.’ 
 
    I stiffened. This time it wasn’t an act. Why did he have to bring that up again? ‘I know it wasn’t you,’ I said with an air of affected insouciance. ‘You’re not the type.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t suspect me?’ He was watching my reaction very carefully. 
 
    ‘No,’ I lied. ‘I’m good at reading people.’ 
 
    Byron looked relieved. ‘I’m pleased.’ 
 
    ‘Now I really do have to go and lie down.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll escort you.’ 
 
    I looked him over. It would take a brave evil mastermind to try and kill me when the Steward’s son was around. He could easily get caught in the crossfire. ‘Fine,’ I snapped. ‘Lead the way.’ 
 
    Byron took my arm. I must have been doing a better job of acting sick than I’d realised. He leaned in towards me and sniffed. ‘You smell … interesting.’ 
 
    Shite. I’d forgotten that I’d thrown his aftershave all over my skin. ‘What can I say?’ I shrugged. ‘I meant it before when I said you smelled delicious so I bought some of that aftershave to use myself.’ 
 
    Something flitted across his face and he dropped his voice. ‘I like that you want to smell like me. It’s as if you’ve been rubbing yourself all over my body like a cat.’ 
 
    I pushed away the image of me doing just that. It certainly hadn’t taken him long to get over the trauma of my ‘death’. ‘It’s the smell of the aftershave I like. Not you.’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘And here was me thinking you were a girly girl with all of your hot pink attire.’ 
 
    A girly girl? I liked Hello Kitty and hot pink and sparkly nail polish. But pigeonholing me was unfair; I also liked science fiction and scaling high walls without a rope. Why did men always think you were either a tomboy or a princess? It was possible to be both. 
 
    Byron must have sensed my antagonism. ‘It doesn’t mean I think you’re a pushover,’ he breathed. ‘Far from it.’ 
 
    His voice had changed into that husky rasp again. It was sooo time to back away. ‘Considering I’ve survived being eaten by a giant sea worm and being barbecued like a marshmallow, I’d say that was a given,’ I said stiffly. And with that, we walked in silence back to my room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    I might not have known much about the Sidhe but people were predictable. It was pretty much a given that Aifric would place an unobtrusive guard on my rooms. He couldn’t afford to have me killed off by whichever renegade Sidhe was doing all this shit – not before I’d fixed his Foinse. With that in mind, I slipped out soon after Byron dropped me off – and before any guards could take their places.  
 
    I couldn’t wait around for Brochan to use my true name to bring me to him. I wasn’t sure how long I could carry off this fever business. When it was all over, I’d also need to pretend that I had gained some stupid Gift. I had no idea how I’d manage that. Still, I still felt chipper, despite my near-death experiences; I was certain that my words to Brochan were going to prove true and I was going to escape any divine presents. 
 
    I found all three of them huddled round a table in a room near the top of the tower Brochan had pointed out. Lexie and Speck sprang up, barrelling into me with outstretched arms. 
 
    ‘You’re safe!’ Lexie exclaimed. ‘Brochan told us what happened. How can these idiots want you to save them when they’re trying to kill you at the same time?’ 
 
    ‘Because you said it, Lex,’ Speck added, giving me a warm hug. ‘They’re idiots.’ 
 
    Lexie raised her blue eyebrows. ‘Are you actually agreeing with me for once?’ 
 
    ‘Even a stopped clock is right twice a day,’ he said. 
 
    She frowned at him before turning back to me. ‘You wouldn’t believe the bounty we’ve managed to get while we’ve been here. These Fey planks just leave stuff lying around all over the place. Look!’ She pointed to a collection on the table: there was all manner of jewellery, coins and fripperies. 
 
    I gave an approving nod. ‘Nice work. Take care who you target, though. It might be better to leave the Moncrieffes alone.’ 
 
    Even Brochan looked surprised at that. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Byron Moncrieffe is stepping out with Tipsania Scrymgeour. He gave her a beautiful emerald necklace made entirely out of glass.’ 
 
    Speck’s eyes gleamed. ‘A man after my own heart.’ 
 
    ‘Not only that,’ I continued, ‘but he seemed very worked up at the loss of the Lia Saifire. I think the Moncrieffes are broke.’ 
 
    Lexie’s mouth dropped open. ‘No shit. There’s not been the faintest whisper of that anywhere on the streets.’ 
 
    I shrugged, picking up one of the gold coins and weighing it in my hand. ‘They’d want to keep it quiet. Aifric Moncrieffe might have been the Steward for the last three decades but if he can’t keep his own finances in check, the other Clans might toss him out.’ 
 
    ‘What goes around comes around,’ Speck shrugged. ‘Although it explains why his son’s shagging Tipsy Scrymgeour. Her Clan is loaded.’ 
 
    Brochan was watching me carefully. ‘I’m guessing that since you’re not encouraging us to help ruin them, Byron Moncrieffe isn’t responsible for the attacks.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not. And sometimes better the devil you know. Aifric Moncrieffe is a known quantity. If someone else took his place as Steward, things might get better – or they might get a whole lot worse. Until I have a better understanding of Sidhe politics, we’re best not exacerbating his situation.’ 
 
    Both Lexie and Speck shot glances in Brochan’s direction. ‘I told you,’ he said smugly. ‘She wants to stick around.’ 
 
    ‘And be a Sidhe?’ Lexie whispered. She stared back at me. ‘Really? I thought you hated them.’ 
 
    ‘I do hate them. But there’s more to the story about my parents than I realised. I want to stick around and find out what. If my father wasn’t the murdering bastard that everyone has made him out to be…’ 
 
    Lexie smirked. ‘Hell hath no fury like an angry Integrity.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    Speck gnawed on his lip. ‘Aren’t you worried about whoever is really trying to kill you?’ 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘Frankly, I was expecting it. I get enough looks that could kill when I wander around the castle. A lot of the highborn Sidhe really don’t like me. And they’ve not even spoken to me. I’ve laid the groundwork for them to believe that I’ll have at least one gift emerge in the next few days. I’ve also made a big show of being angry rather than scared. It might buy me some time.’ 
 
    Speck wasn’t ready to let it go. ‘That’s all very well, but shouldn’t you be scared? I’m terrified and no one even knows I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘I have a secret weapon,’ I said simply. I pulled the scimitar out of my pocket and laid it down. 
 
    ‘You’re going to read their mail?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a letter opener.’ 
 
    Lexie frowned. ‘It looks like a letter opener.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a scimitar.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs, I love you to bits but that’s not a scimitar.’ 
 
    I placed my finger to my lips, encouraging her to be silent. ‘Watch.’ I slid the blade out of the sheath but, before I could rub it, there was a painful flash of light. All four of us moaned in sudden pain, covering our eyes. 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I complained, ‘I’d not summoned you yet.’ 
 
    ‘Jeez Louise. You tell me to pay attention in case you need me at the drop of a hat then you fling me off to some Sidhe dude who stomps around and shouts a lot and you’re annoyed because I’m listening in and ready to appear when you want me to.’ 
 
    He had a point. ‘Okay, okay. But it’s nice to have some warning before you do the flashing thing.’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘Flashing? I can do flashing if that’s what you want.’ He began to unbuckle his tiny belt.  
 
    ‘No! That’s quite alright.’ 
 
    ‘It’s larger than you’d think.’ He winked at me. ‘Size does matter.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth while the others slowly pulled their hands away from their eyes and gaped. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ Speck asked, recoiling. ‘I don’t like little people. They give me the creeps.’ 
 
    Bob stuck out his tongue. 
 
    ‘He’s so cute though!’ Lexie interjected, jabbing Speck in the ribs. It must have been painful because he exhaled loudly and threw her a dirty look. 
 
    ‘I prefer handsome,’ Bob said. ‘Or stud-like. Magnificent will also do. Cute suggests kittens and puppies.’ He shuddered. ‘That’s not me.’ 
 
    Brochan, still staring, let out a massive sneeze that startled us all. ‘Genie,’ he said flatly. 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘I’m allergic.’ He took out an embossed handkerchief and rubbed his nose.  
 
    Bob jumped up and down. ‘You’re allergic to genies? That’s awesome! Let me get closer! Can I make you sneeze on command?’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said warningly, ‘that’s enough of that.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity, you’re no fun.’ 
 
    ‘So you keep saying.’ 
 
    Lexie’s brow knitted together. ‘Tegs, you’ve not made a wish, have you? Because that could be related to all the attempts on your life.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said cheerfully. ‘Those are all Sidhe and nothing to do with Bob. Up till now there have been no wishes.’ 
 
    The pixie looked relieved but Speck’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘Up till now?’ 
 
    I beckoned all three of them over. We got into a huddle, our backs turned on Bob. ‘I know what the side effects are,’ I whispered. ‘But they’re always related to the wishes themselves.’ 
 
    Speck nodded. ‘I heard there was a guy in Fife who came across a genie. He wanted everyone to like him so he wished he could hear everything that was said about him. The genie turned him invisible and he was never heard of again.’ 
 
    ‘If he was never heard of again,’ Lexie pointed out, tossing her hair, ‘how did anyone ever hear the story of the wish? Although there was that woman who wished to be younger and ended up trapped in the body of a baby. That was real.’ 
 
    Speck scowled at her. ‘Why is your story real and mine isn’t?’ 
 
    Brochan rolled his eyes. ‘Enough. Either way, wishes always go wrong. This is a bad idea, Tegs. You can’t trust genies.’ 
 
    ‘I can still hear you, you know,’ Bob piped up from behind. ‘I’m not deaf. I’m not evil either.’ 
 
    ‘I know all that,’ I told them, ignoring Bob. ‘It’s why I’ve not asked for anything yet, despite what’s happened.’ I didn’t bother mentioning that I would have tried when the stoor worm attacked if I’d had the chance. Under that kind of pressure, I could really have messed things up. It was better not to dwell on it. 
 
    ‘So why now?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m going to wish for knowledge. If I phrase it properly, it won’t screw things up.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Speck said seriously, ‘if you wish to know who wants you dead, you might end up with a long list of people. It’ll drive you insane.’ 
 
    Brochan nodded in agreement. ‘Any time anyone’s thought they’d like to kill you might count. You’ll never trust anyone again.’ 
 
    I tilted my head. ‘Are you three saying that you’ve thought in the past that you wanted to kill me?’ 
 
    Lexie wouldn’t quite meet my eyes. ‘Not seriously.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Speck added, ‘not like we’d actually kill you. Just more the fleeting thought that we’d like to rip your head off and flay your skin.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you liked me!’ 
 
    Brochan tutted. ‘We do like you. We love you. But sometimes…’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes what?’ 
 
    Speck shifted his weight. ‘Those jokes are really annoying.’ He looked relieved to have said it. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Lexie bobbed her head. ‘They’re so cheesy.’ 
 
    ‘And you tell them all the time,’ Brochan added. 
 
    I looked at him. ‘You too? You feel this way?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘The thought might have crossed my mind once or twice. It’s not any different to the way I’ve wanted to kill Lexie for singing all the time.’ 
 
    She glared at him.  
 
    ‘I can’t believe this,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘You could have mentioned before that you didn’t like my jokes.’ 
 
    ‘Would you have stopped telling them?’ Speck asked hopefully. 
 
    I frowned. ‘Don’t be silly. I’d have told more so that you could get a wider range of them. What do you call it when you tell a joke in the shower?’ 
 
    Speck stared at Brochan. ‘Please make her stop.’ 
 
    ‘A clean joke!’  
 
    Lexie groaned. ‘That’s the worst one I’ve heard in a long time.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ I said, putting my hands on my hips. ‘Well, expect a lot more from now on, darling.’ 
 
    Bob coughed. ‘Helloooo? I’m still here, you know.’ 
 
    I turned round. ‘Bob,’ I began. 
 
    ‘Tegs, don’t.’  
 
    I held up my finger. ‘I’ve got this.’ 
 
    Bob smacked his palms together in glee. ‘Yes, Uh Integrity? I think I’m going to cream my pants in anticipation.’ 
 
    Speck winced. ‘Don’t. Just … don’t.’ 
 
    ‘I wish…’ Brochan interrupted with three loud successive sneezes. Speck and Lexie jumped nervously but I stayed on track. ‘I wish to know who’s responsible for trying to kill me with the stoor worm and the fireballs.’ I smiled to myself. As wishes went, that was pretty much perfect. I’d kept things as simple and specific as possible. 
 
    Bob beamed. He snapped his fingers. ‘Uh Integrity, your wish is granted.’ 
 
    There was a strange buzzing in the air. My muscles felt tight and tingly, then it was like I was being pulled. Pulled very painfully. Oh shite. ‘No!’ I yelled as I realised what was happening. ‘I want to know! Not see! Bob!’ 
 
    He shook his head sadly, ‘Sorry Uh Integrity. The wishes do what the wishes want to do.’ 
 
    I braced myself. As cool as teleportation was, this could be very, very bad. With one final sharp tug on every molecule in my body, my vision went blurry. My stomach lurched and, for a brief second, I was convinced I was going to throw up. Blinking hard to keep as much control of my senses as possible, I clenched my fists. At least I’d know what it felt like to be teleported before I ended up in a bodybag, I thought dully. 
 
    When my eyes focused and I saw the stunned face of the Bull staring at me, I groaned. I might have known. 
 
    ‘You … you…’ he stammered. ‘Your gift is teleportation?’ 
 
    I squashed down my terror and smiled nastily. It was time to lie for my life. ‘One of them. I have several. I am Clan Adair, after all.’  
 
    The Bull swallowed. All I could think was ‘oh shite’. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    It took the Bull less time to recover from my sudden appearance than I  anticipated. He flung back his head and roared. It was a deafening sound. If his intention was to scare me, it worked. When his eyes fell on a point beyond my shoulder, however, I realised he’d done it for a different reason. Behind me was a door. He was calling for back up. 
 
    Assuming that he had Clan members close by, I wasted no time. To the right there was an oak table. It wasn’t huge but it might buy me some time. I grabbed the edge of it and tipped it so it fell heavily against the door. For good measure, I also gave the lock a hefty kick, splintering it to help jam it. It was a move Taylor had me practise for weeks on end until I’d got it right – goodness knows how many doors we’d gone through. He’d insisted that it was important in case I ever found myself cornered during a heist and needed some breathing space to work out an escape route. At the time, I’d stubbornly declared that I’d never approach a job without having numerous escape routes and I’d never be stupid enough to let myself get cornered. Now I was seriously grateful for that training. 
 
    Unfortunately my preoccupation with the door gave the Bull time to attack. He came at me from behind, swinging a heavy sword. I heard the whisper as it flew through the air and just managed to duck in time, leaping away a heartbeat afterwards. He didn’t manage to hit me but there was an odd buzzing in my ear that didn’t sound right. I shook my head in a bid to clear it and focused on the Bull. 
 
    ‘Now that’s a weapon,’ I said. I showed him my bare palms. ‘I’m not here to fight though. In fact, I’m a pacifist. I don’t do violence.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ he sneered. ‘Then what’s that in your pocket?’ 
 
    Rather than take my eyes off him, I raised one hand to check. It was Bob’s sodding letter opener. No doubt he’d come along for the ride in the hope that the mess created by my first wish would make me ask for a second.  
 
    ‘This is a letter opener,’ I told the Bull. Screw Bob’s delicate ego. ‘It’s not much good for anything. I keep it handy for urgent letters. I’d forgotten I had it.’ 
 
    There were several shouts from the other side of the door, followed by a series of loud thumps. The Bull bared his teeth. ‘You’ve got about five minutes before you’re surrounded. Whatever you’re going to do, you’d better do it fast,’ he said. 
 
    He swung the sword again, his muscles straining. Sadly for him, he’d clearly fallen out of shape over the last twenty years and those muscles were encased in far too much fat. He’d made the classic error of using a weapon that was too unwieldy for him to manage. It was easy to avoid his blow and scoot to the other side of the room. 
 
    I pursed my lips. He’d kept me at such an arm’s length when I was a kid that I’d never known what his Gift was. Judging by the fact that he was obviously biding his time until his Clan came to rescue him, I bet it was something fairly useless. Of course, that knowledge would only help me until his goons arrived.  
 
    ‘You didn’t do the actual conjuring, did you?’ If he possessed that kind of Gift, he’d already have used it here. 
 
    ‘Unlike you, I have a loyal Clan bursting at the seams with talented people. They did what I asked.’ 
 
    I felt a slight twinge. It’d be handy to have people around who jumped to your every demand, even if it was attempted murder. ‘Why are you trying to kill me?’ 
 
    ‘You know why.’ 
 
    Er, no. ‘If I die,’ I said, circling away in case he decided to take another heavy-handed swipe, ‘then you’ll never be able to open the Foinse.’ 
 
    His lip curled. ‘The Foinse is already doomed.’ 
 
    I blinked. He didn’t even think it was worth trying to kickstart it? ‘You’ll lose all your magic. The Sidhe will lose their standing. Not to mention it might mean hundreds of thousands of deaths.’ 
 
    ‘The Scrymgeours are prepared. Any Clan worth its salt is prepared. This has been on the cards for a long time.’ 
 
    ‘You’re rich,’ I said quietly. ‘As rich as Croesus. You’re going to make sure that your Clan survives because you can pay for the protection you’ll need.’ There was a flicker of acknowledgment in his dark eyes. ‘You might even be happy,’ I continued. ‘If other Clans are decimated then you’ll rise up even further in the ranks.’  
 
    ‘You have no idea what it’s like,’ he hissed. ‘I’ve got bodyguards outside my door because you can never be sure what the others are going to do. You think I was a bastard to you? Well, think again. I’m nothing compared to some of these bloodthirsty pricks.’ 
 
    I had the odd sensation that he was telling the truth. Or at least that he believed what he was saying. ‘I don’t see your bodyguards right now,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘They’ll be here. Do your worst, Adair.’ 
 
    I just kept circling. Even if had the skills or the desire, getting into a fight wouldn’t help me. I had to be smarter. If I could keep him talking, perhaps I’d find a weak spot. ‘That’s why you could fling those fireballs at the grove,’ I realised. ‘If the Clans are doomed then it doesn’t matter if the sacred ground is destroyed too.’ 
 
    His face twisted. ‘I don’t need the other Clans on my back right now. You were going to be alone. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.’ 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. ‘Other than me. Why do you hate me? Even as a child, you hated me.’ 
 
    ‘Black,’ he spat.  
 
    ‘Come again?’ 
 
    ‘Your aura is black. It always has been. Even when you were a babe in arms, it was black.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your gift,’ I breathed. Wow. That was pretty impressive. You’d know as much about your enemy as they did about themselves. Another wave of nausea hit me but I swallowed it down. ‘You read auras. What does black mean?’ 
 
    He shifted his grip on the sword. Even from here, I could tell that his palms were sweaty. He was as likely to drop it on the ground as he was to strike me with it. ‘Evil. It has to be. No-one else has an aura like yours. I see greens, blues, reds. Every hue under the sun. You’re the only person, Sidhe or troll or damned kookaburra, who’s got black. No wonder you hang around with the dirty Clan-less.’ 
 
    I was taken aback by the venom in his voice. Was that why I’d been treated so badly when I was his ward? Because everyone thought I was evil? I didn’t feel evil. I was a thief, sure; I wasn’t always on the right side of the law. But pure, unadulterated evil? I was confident that if my soul truly was like that, then I’d know it. Hell, I’d probably revel in it. That’s what evil people did. 
 
    ‘Your father was evil,’ the Bull spat. ‘And you’re evil.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said I was the only person you’d ever seen with a black aura?’ 
 
    ‘His was close enough. Dark grey.’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen a lot of those?’ I was genuinely curious. 
 
    ‘What are you trying to do? Are you going to kill me or talk me to death?’ 
 
    ‘I could tell you a few jokes,’ I suggested. 
 
    He stared at me as if I were insane. Right now, he probably wasn’t far off the mark. I was trapped in a room with the man who’d caused virtually every nightmare I’d ever had, and half his Clan were trying to break down the door. If anything was likely to make me crazy, then this would be it.  
 
    The continued banging on the door finally had some effect. Whoever was on the other side had kicked hard enough to make some headway. Now there was little more than the table between me and several vicious Scrymgeour goons. 
 
    Panicking, I pulled out the letter opener and sprang towards the Bull. He was three times my size – it was no wonder how he’d earned his name.   If I could put the blade to his throat, however, the rest of his Clan might back off. It was unlikely but I was desperate. 
 
    ‘You think that’s going to work?’ he sneered.  
 
    No, not really. I kicked upwards, knocking the sword out of his hands. It fell to the ground with a clatter. 
 
    ‘You made a mistake coming here, girlie. It’s a shame you won’t live long enough to regret it.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me,’ I grunted, shoving the letter opener towards his throat and grabbing him from behind, ‘I’d rather be falling out of the sky than here with you.’ 
 
    The door burst open and a number of grim-faced Sidhe piled in, a few of whom I recognised. Before I could say so much as boo, however, my body was yanked backwards.  
 
    ‘Teleporta…’ the Bull started to yell. Except his shout was swallowed up in the billowing wind. We were no longer in his quarters. Sodding hell: we were falling through the sky. 
 
    My stomach lurched. Bob. I kept my grip on the Bull but I was losing control of my body. We twisted and tumbled through the air. The ground seemed a long way down. As I spun one way, I could just make out the dot of the castle below. It might look far away but it wouldn’t take us very long to go splat. 
 
    ‘What the hell have you done?’ the Bull yelled. Instead of pulling away from me, his hands frantically scrabbled forward, latching onto my shoulders. ‘Get us out of here!’ 
 
    ‘Bob!’ I screamed. ‘You wanker!’ 
 
    There was the inevitable flash of light. I heard a curse from the Bull, before the genie appeared in front of my face.  
 
    ‘Hi, Uh Integrity!’ The little shit had a parachute strapped to his back. 
 
    ‘First you send me to him and now you do this?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Nah, I didn’t do this. You didn’t say “I wish”.’ He gave me a salute. ‘I’m here at your service if you need me, though.’ A tiny furrow lit his brow. ‘You must have … never mind. I seem to be stuck here with you.’ 
 
    He spoke the truth. I switched my attention to the Bull, who was gaping at Bob. ‘What are you?’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘None of your sodding business,’ I snapped, trying to time to stretch my body in the way I’d seen free fallers do on television. ‘I thought you said your Gift was aura reading?’ 
 
    ‘It is! This is down to you, you Adair bitch!’ 
 
    Huh. I jerked my head down. The castle was getting bigger. Maybe I had received a Gift after all: I really could do teleportation. Pretty cool. I grinned to myself. 
 
    ‘What are you smiling at, you freak?’ he yelled. ‘We’re going to die!’ 
 
    I released my grip on him. His eyes widened in terror. ‘Don’t do that! Hold on to me!’ He clutched at me in desperation, his fingers white-knuckled. 
 
    ‘You tried to kill me,’ I said calmly. Now that I was in control, I was starting to enjoy myself. My hair was flying up behind me like Superman’s cape – or so I imagined. Unfortunately the gusting wind was making my eyes water. My ear was still buzzing irritatingly. Next time I tried this, I’d remember to bring goggles – and perhaps ear plugs as well. Bob perched on my elbow, grinning manically. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ the Bull babbled. ‘But it was only a matter of time before you came after me for what I did.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me. Tell me what you did.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to die,’ he moaned. ‘Tipsania will be all alone. She’s just a kid. She’s not going to manage.’ 
 
    No. I was just a kid when he’d treated me like shit. Now we were all adults. I glanced down at the castle again. As this was my first skydive, it was difficult to estimate how much time we had before we reached the ground. It didn’t look like it would be long. 
 
    Almost casually, I reached over to the Bull’s left hand and eased it away from my body. He clawed it back but I twisted away. With only one set of fingers linked to me, the Bull’s terror was growing. 
 
    ‘There’s no time,’ I said sadly. ‘I’m going to have to go. It’s a shame because I really wanted answers.’ 
 
    ‘No. No. Don’t go.’ His eyes pleaded with me. 
 
    ‘Give me your true name and I’ll take you back with me.’ 
 
    His face went pale. ‘I can’t do that.’ 
 
    I shrugged, which isn’t easy to do in midair. ‘Your choice.’ I turned my attention to his right hand, prying off one finger. 
 
    ‘You said you were a pacifist. This is murder.’ 
 
    I considered. ‘It’s more manslaughter than murder. I didn’t intend for this to happen. You just came along for the ride.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to rot in hell.’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ I pointed down. ‘Hey, look! I can see sheep!’ I pried off another of his fingers. They were remarkably fat and squat; clearly he wasn’t a piano player. ‘Before I go, do you want to know what the hardest part of skydiving is?’ The Bull stared. My grin widened. ‘The ground.’ 
 
    ‘Alright! It’s Cul-Chain. My true name is Cul-Chain.’ 
 
    A wave of power filled me. It wasn’t just an emotional reaction, I felt a physical surge as well. ‘Let’s test that, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no time!’ 
 
    ‘I’m off,’ Bob announced, breaking into our conversation. I’d almost forgotten he was there. He pulled his parachute cord and jerked upwards. ‘I’ll catch up with you later, Uh Integrity!’ 
 
    I looked down. The ground was getting dangerously close. ‘Let go of me, Cul-chain,’ I ordered. 
 
    The Bull released his grip. Crapadoodle – it worked. I lunged forward and grabbed him again, while he closed his eyes and muttered a prayer. I’d have to hope that the first time wasn’t simply a fluke. ‘The library,’ I said aloud. 
 
    For one heart-stopping moment, nothing happened. Then I felt the tug. Both the Bull and I fell onto the hard, stone floor, smack bang in front of a grey-haired Sidhe who was so astonished he dropped the pile of books he was carrying right on top of us. Ouch. 
 
    I picked myself up and pushed off the books. Stretching a hand down to the Bull, I offered to help him up. He screwed up his face. ‘Piss off.’ 
 
    ‘You could be a little more polite,’ I told him. ‘Especially as you’ve sworn fealty to me now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve done no such thing.’ 
 
    I turned my head, addressing the older Sidhe who was still staring at us. ‘Leave us.’ 
 
    He didn’t need telling twice. He pivoted on his heel and ran off. 
 
    ‘Cul-chain,’ I said in the most dulcet tone I could manage, ‘be more polite.’ 
 
    The Bull’s expression tightened. He bowed, however. ‘Yes, Miss Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Taylor,’ I said. ‘Until Clan Adair is resurrected, call me Miss Taylor.’ 
 
    He bowed again. I clapped my hands. I could get used to this.  
 
    ‘How did you do it?’ he asked. ‘How did you do the teleportation?’ 
 
    ‘Beats me,’ I shrugged. ‘I’ll let you into a secret – I didn’t think I’d get any Gifts. When I didn’t get a fever, I was sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant.’ There was a dangerous glow in the back of his eyes. The Bull still hated me probably more than ever now. But his fear was greater than his hatred. With my knowledge of his true name, he’d do whatever I asked even if that meant slitting his own throat. ‘How did you bring me along with you?’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘I know other Sidhe who can teleport but they can only bring themselves and the clothes they are wearing. They can’t even hold a cupcake and bring it with them.’ 
 
    No wonder he didn’t seem concerned when I grabbed hold of him in his room. Thanks to Bob’s machinations, the Bull already believed I could teleport before I did so – but he didn’t think I could include him on the trip. Interesting. ‘You will tell no one about this.’ 
 
    The Bull nodded. Then there was a tiny twitch at the side of his mouth.  
 
    I smiled. ‘I almost forget. It’s like Simon says, isn’t it? I have to say your name to force you to do my bidding. Cul-chain.’ I rolled the word around my mouth like a tasty treat. ‘You will tell no one about this. And you will order your Clan to keep quiet too.’ 
 
    He snarled. He also said, ‘Yes, Miss Taylor.’  
 
    I circled round him. ‘Let’s start at the beginning, shall we? Why did I become your ward?’ 
 
    ‘Aifric commanded my Chieftain. I either agreed to take you in or lost several key lands to the north.’ 
 
    I rubbed my chin. ‘But why you?’ 
 
    He looked defiant. ‘I’m the Bull.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    He set his jaw. ‘Your mother was engaged to me.’ I sucked in an astounded breath. He ignored it. ‘But because I am the Bull, she grew unhappy and left. I assume he thought that because you were her child, I would take good care of you.’ He looked at me. ‘I swore to keep you alive.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re the Bull, she split up with you?’ I asked, puzzled. He rolled his eyes at the same moment I realised what he meant.  ‘Ohhh. You’re not called the Bull because you’re a big guy. It’s because you think of yourself as a stud.’ I looked at his body derisively. 
 
    ‘I was younger then,’ he spat. ‘I was a different man.’ 
 
    He’d have to have been very different for anyone to want to shag him. I stared at him in mock horror. ‘My goodness! You could have been my real father after all!’ 
 
    He hawked up a ball of phlegm. Before he could do anything with it, I wagged my finger. ‘I don’t think so, Cul-chain.’ 
 
    He swallowed it back down. Eurgh. 
 
    ‘So,’ I said, ‘you wanted to kill me because of my aura. And because you want the Foinse to fail. Is that correct, Cul-chain?’ 
 
    Yes,’ he mumbled. 
 
    ‘Speak up.’ I nudged him gently with my toe. ‘Is that correct?’ 
 
    He cleared his throat. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Was my father really evil?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ His gaze was unwavering.  
 
    ‘If I asked any other highborn Sidhe, would I get the same answer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘What about the lower classes?’ 
 
    He looked away. ‘They’re naïve.’ 
 
    ‘Why do they think differently?’ 
 
    ‘He manipulated them. There are stories suggesting that it wasn’t him. Or that he was possessed by a demon.’ His expression made it clear how unlikely he thought that was. 
 
    ‘Very well. From now on, Cul-chain, you will not seek to harm me. You will ensure no-one in your Clan seeks to harm me. In fact, you will not seek to harm anyone.’ I smiled. ‘I wasn’t lying. I really am a pacifist. I might have an imaginative interpretation of the word but I’d never have let you fall.’ 
 
    His eyes spat fire. ‘Evil bitch.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Evil bitch who’s now your boss.’ Not that I thought he needed reminding. ‘You may leave now.’ 
 
    He turned tail and ran. As I watched him go, my hard demeanour softened to something more genuine and far more troubled because from the moment, the Bull told me his true name, I’d been able to see a strange halo round him. It was a sickly yellow and it followed him as he spun out of the library door. The aura of the grey-haired man who dropped the pile of books was more of a chocolate-brown colour.  
 
    I had no way of interpreting what each hue meant but apparently I could add aura reading to teleportation as one of my gifts. It was a damn shame it wouldn’t be of any use without a colour chart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The faint buzzing in my ear still hadn’t gone away. It was incredibly annoying.  I tried scratching and slapping at it but they had no effect. It was as if I had a bee trapped inside my ear canal. I wondered if one had flown in during my little skydiving adventure but I’d been too high up for bees – and the buzzing had started before then anyway. Odd. 
 
    Bob winked into existence. He’d managed to lose the parachute but he still had a smug smirk plastered over his face. 
 
    ‘You waste of space, genie,’ I hissed. ‘You almost got me killed.’ 
 
    He raised his eyes to the heavens. ‘Come on, Uh Integrity. You knew there would be consequences. You told me about them often enough. Besides, it all turned out well in the end, didn’t it? You discovered your Gift and you got the nasty old Bull to tell you his true name. Now you own two people.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘I don’t “own” anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Monsieur Scrymgeour and I would beg to differ.’ 
 
    I scratched at my ear again. Damn, that sound was annoying. 
 
    ‘That’s your friends,’ Bob told me cheerfully. ‘I told them it probably wouldn’t work.’ 
 
    My brow furrowed. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘They’re trying to summon you with your true name but they’re not Sidhe. They can probably bend you to their will if you’re in the same room as them and you can hear them. But from a distance?’ He shrugged. ‘It’s never going to be a strong enough call.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s stupid,’ I said irritably. ‘If they’d summoned me back straightaway then your little game would have been null and void.’ 
 
    ‘As I’ve already said, you have benefited immeasurably from my,’ he sketched air quotes, ‘ “little game”. Don’t be a sore winner.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be worried. I should get back.’ 
 
    Bob beamed. ‘You’re right. They are worried.’ 
 
    I started running out of the library. I had to get back to Lexie, Speck and        Brochan as quickly as possible before they did something rash.  
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Bob shouted after me. 
 
    What did he think I was doing? I cursed under my breath then smacked into a hard body. Slightly dazed, I pulled back. Byron. The shimmer around him was a deep purple. It should have clashed with his bronze hair but instead it made him appear more regal and charismatic. Great. That was all I needed. 
 
    He caught my arm and gave me a funny look. ‘I thought you were feeling sick and lying down in your room.’ 
 
    Shite. ‘Er, I was. But now I feel better.’ I gave a disarming smile. ‘I can’t tell what gift I have yet, though.’ I might have more reason to trust him but that didn’t mean I was going to volunteer information. 
 
    His eyes suspiciously. ‘How did you get past the…’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘The guards that I asked you not to post but you did anyway?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘Someone’s trying to kill you, Integrity. You shouldn’t be flippant about these matters.’ 
 
    ‘Not until the Foinse is safe and sound anyway, right?’ 
 
    A strange expression crossed his face. ‘Right,’ he muttered.  
 
    ‘Actually, I was coming to find you,’ I said. ‘That’s why I was in the library. You asked me to meet you there before, so I thought it might be where you liked to hang out.’ I gave myself an imaginary pat on the back. Nice little side step I did there. 
 
    ‘What do you need?’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘As I’m clearly hale and hearty, we can get on with the crusade to the Foinse. The sooner we fix it the better, don’t you think?’ 
 
    I still hadn’t allayed his suspicions. He folded his arms and gazed at me. ‘Are you sure you’re up to the journey?’ 
 
    I beamed. ‘I can’t wait. Let me rush upstairs and grab my things and I’ll be ready to go.’ 
 
    The furrow in Byron’s brow deepened. I caught sight of Jamie and Tipsania hovering in the back and gave them an enthusiastic wave. ‘We’re going to the Foinse,’ I bellowed out. ‘Do you want to come? We could take a picnic.’  
 
    Jamie threw a nervous glance at Byron then looked embarrassed again, while Tipsania wrinkled her nose irritably. I wondered whether her father would tell her what had transpired between us; somehow I doubted it. The Bull wouldn’t want to look weak in front of anyone, even if they were his closest family or loyal Clan members.  
 
    It was interesting that Tipsania’s aura was a pretty pink, with some flecks of scarlet. How come I was the evil black-aura woman and she got pink? 
 
    ‘They can’t come,’ Byron muttered. ‘Only two representatives from each Clan are going to travel to the Foinse.’ 
 
    ‘Why two?’ 
 
    He didn’t meet my eyes. ‘It’s an auspicious number.’ 
 
    ‘Really,’ I said flatly. ‘Or is it because you need an heir and a spare?’ 
 
    ‘Accidents happen.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what we’re calling murder these days?’ I asked, although there was a lightness behind my words. Byron might not be aware of it but there was little chance of any further mishaps now I’d sorted out the Bull. But it still didn’t seem fair that I was the only one without a buddy. ‘There’s only me from Clan Adair,’ I said, pointing out the bleeding obvious. ‘Does that mean I can nominate someone to come with me?’ 
 
    Byron’s gaze flickered towards Jamie. ‘I’ll talk to my father. But even if he agrees, you can’t bring someone who’s in the Kincaid, Darroch or Moncrieffe Clans because they will be already be represented.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Suits me. Jamie can be one of the Moncrieffe reps.’ I winked at him. The corners of his mouth tugged up in a quick answering smile. He was still very cute, especially when he put his dimples on show like that. 
 
    Byron’s jaw tightened. ‘No, he can’t. Both my father and I will be travelling for Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    I was surprised at that. Byron’s attendance made sense; he had, after all, been one of the few Sidhe I’d had proper contact with and I doubted that the other Clan reps would be keen to chew the fat with me during our journey. However, I’d assumed that the Steward would delegate the journey to someone else. He must be a hands-on kind of leader. 
 
    Tipsania was looking bored. ‘He’s made things very awkward for the other Clans. Now they all have to send their Chieftains so they don’t lose face.’ 
 
    ‘As they should,’ Byron replied. ‘This is a matter of some importance.’ 
 
    ‘So I’ve heard,’ she said sarcastically. 
 
    His expression softened. ‘Sorry. It’s been a long week.’ 
 
    Tell me about it. ‘Can we get this show on the road?’ I interrupted. 
 
    ‘I’ll inform the others. Despite your sudden desire to get going, we won’t leave until first light tomorrow. By the time everyone gets their gear together, it’ll already be too late today.’ 
 
    I remained cheerful. ‘More time for me to hang around the Cruaich and get to know the Sidhe, then. What fun.’ 
 
    Tipsania rolled her eyes. ‘Byron, baby, will you come with me to the garden? I need some fresh air.’ 
 
    ‘It would be my pleasure.’ It was interesting that his expression told an entirely different tale. He was going to have to work on his acting ability if he planned to make an alliance with the Scrymgeours through Tipsania to solve the Moncrieffes’ financial woes. Although, looking at the way she hooked her arm round his and gazed adoringly up at him, that might not be too hard.  
 
    I watched them go. Jamie  said reluctantly, ‘I have to, um, I have to go too.’  
 
    I smiled at him. ‘Okay.’  
 
    Byron’s head turned for a moment, as if he were checking up on his mate. Perhaps he was worried I’d jump on Jamie and rip his clothes off right here and now. But as soon as Jamie walked off in the opposite direction, Byron returned his attention to Tipsania. 
 
    ‘You like him,’ Bob said coyly into my ear. 
 
    I jumped. He was perched on my shoulder like a damn parrot. ‘Don’t sneak up on me like that!’ 
 
    ‘Why? Are you worried I’ll catch you drooling?’ 
 
    ‘For Jamie Moncrieffe?’ I considered it. ‘His dimples are rather alluring.’ 
 
    ‘Not him,’ Bob purred. ‘The other one.’ 
 
    I stiffened. ‘Just because I might find Byron Moncrieffe sexually attractive, along with his friend,’ I added quickly, ‘does not mean that I drool. Besides, as you can see, he’s already taken.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see no ring.’ 
 
    ‘Watch this space.’ I started to stride away again. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity! Stop!’  
 
    ‘I have to find the others,’ I said. ‘They probably think I’m dead by now.’ 
 
    The genie looked exasperated. ‘So why are you taking the long way around?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Bob stood on his tiptoes and smacked me on the side of my head. ‘Hello? Teleportation?’ 
 
    Oh. I’d completely forgotten. I grinned. ‘Thanks, Bob.’ 
 
    He tsked. A faint shadow crossed his face while I snapped my fingers and declared in a deep voice, ‘The tower.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to do that with your hand, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I know but I think it adds a little something to the effect,’ I said, as I felt myself being tugged away. It really was a handy Gift to have. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Lexie, Speck and Brochan were relieved to see me. Once again I enjoyed several hugs. ‘We’re making a habit of this,’ I joked. 
 
    ‘We didn’t know what had happened to you!’ Lexie burst out. ‘That wanky genie…’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘It wasn’t his fault. But I certainly won’t be asking for any more wishes any time soon.’  
 
    ‘What happened, Tegs?’ Brochan asked. ‘Who was it?’ 
 
    ‘It was the Bull all along. I should have suspected him from the start. I guess there are so many people around here who seem to hate me that he was too obvious.’ I explained to the three of them what had happened. 
 
    Speck’s face turned green. ‘Heights. I hate heights.’ 
 
    ‘It was kind of fun once I realised I wasn’t going to hit the ground.’ 
 
    ‘What colour is my aura?’ Lexie asked eagerly. 
 
    ‘Orange. It’s very bright,’ I admitted. 
 
    She folded her arms. ‘Orange? That’s awful!’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Orange and blue don’t go together at all. Now I’ll have to re-think my entire wardrobe! Not to mention dying my hair.’ She shook her head. ‘All this time I’ve been clashing.’  
 
    ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, Lex. I don’t think there’s anyone except the Bull and me who can see it.’ 
 
    She pouted. ‘That’s two people too many.’ 
 
    ‘What am I?’ 
 
    I turned to Speck. ‘Dark blue. And Brochan is…’ 
 
    He held up his hands. ‘I don’t want to know.’ He paused. ‘Tegs, have you thought about how you came to have this Gift?’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it? You take the Bull’s true name and now you have the same Gift as him?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never heard of that happening,’ I said slowly. ‘But it does seem to make a kind of sense.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s face it, you could write down everything all four of us know about the Sidhe and it probably wouldn’t fit on the back of a stamp. Maybe it’s not just the true names that have power. Maybe if give away your true name, you also give away part of that power.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure the Bull would have realised if his Gift had been diminished.’ I nibbled my lip. ‘What happened with Bob…’ My voice trailed away. 
 
    Speck scratched his chin. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Teleportation. It wasn’t until after Bob had teleported me to the Bull that I could suddenly teleport myself. And others, too. The Bull seemed to think it was strange that I could bring him along with me.’ 
 
    ‘You think you absorbed some of the genie’s magic too?’ Lexie’s eyes were round. ‘That’s so cool!’ 
 
    Speck nodded. ‘Osmosis.’ When he received a funny look from Lexie, he scowled at her. ‘What? Just because I paid attention in school when you were too busy partying…’ She thumped him and he let out a small screech. ‘Stop doing that! You know I don’t respond well to pain.’ 
 
    Brochan gazed at the pair of them with an expression of long-standing sufferance. Then he turned back to me. ‘Maybe the Gift you received is one of learning. You learn what other people can do.’ He drew in a breath. ‘It would make you incredibly powerful, Tegs.’ 
 
    ‘I can think of a few Sidhe who wouldn’t be very happy about that.’ I shrugged. ‘I didn’t learn pyrokinesis, and those fireballs were flung at me after I received my true name.’ 
 
    ‘That was immediately afterwards. Maybe you weren’t ready.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Unless someone else uses their Gift on me, it’s not a theory we can test. I’m certainly not about to ask for anything else from Bob.’ 
 
    Lexie gasped. ‘What if you caught wish-granting from him?’ 
 
    ‘You make it sound like a disease,’ I grunted. ‘And I don’t think that would be possible. Wishes are specific to genies. Teleportation, however…’ 
 
    ‘Hello darlings!’ Bob sang. ‘My ears were burning so I knew you were talking about me.’ 
 
    I stared at him suspiciously while Brochan sneezed. ‘Why did it take you so long to get here?’ 
 
    ‘I was in the library doing some research.’ He reached up to the tips of his ears; tiny flickers of flame were dancing around them. ‘Scorchio!’ he hissed.  
 
    ‘Your ears are burning,’ Speck said in wonder. 
 
    Bob threw him a scathing look. ‘I already said that.’ 
 
    We glanced at each other. ‘Ear we go,’ I grinned. 
 
    Everyone groaned. Bob settled down on the back of a chair and pulled off his shoes. He started to examine his toes, picking out miniscule bits of fluff.  
 
    Lexie turned away. ‘That’s disgusting.’ 
 
    ‘You’d probably like to know what I discovered in the library,’ he said, holding up a greenish ball to the light before chucking it over his shoulder with a shrug. Speck jumped back about a metre. 
 
    No-one said anything. ‘Oh come on,’ Bob complained. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me?’ 
 
    I exchanged a look with Brochan. ‘Go on then,’ I said finally. ‘What did you find out?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ he huffed, ‘if you don’t want to know…’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘I do.’ It was probably some pointless fact about genies’ feet, which was why we were being subjected to this display of toe picking. 
 
    ‘To all intents and purposes,’ Bob declared, ‘the Adair Clan doesn’t exist.’ He pulled his socks and shoes back on and stood up, looking around as if he were expecting applause. 
 
    ‘We know that,’ I told him. ‘It’s hardly news.’ 
 
    ‘You misunderstand me. There’s no record of the Adairs. Some books have pages ripped out of them. Others just have a blank space. I am certain that you could scour every piece of paper in that place and you wouldn’t find a single mention of them. Isn’t that curious?’ 
 
    I paused. ‘They’re being wiped from history.’ I licked my lips. ‘I’m being wiped from history.’ 
 
    Brochan pursed his lips. ‘Very few cultures do that. Most prefer to remember their mistakes so they don’t repeat them.’ He gestured towards me. ‘And the Adair Clan is, in effect, still here. Erasing you doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘Why would someone do that?’ 
 
    ‘Because in a generation or two, it’ll be like they never existed,’ Speck answered. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen it happen before,’ Bob said knowledgeably. ‘The Timentuns, for example.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ Lexie asked. 
 
    He snapped his fingers. ‘Exactly!’ 
 
    They all looked at me. ‘It does make it more likely that there’ll be another attempt on my life once the Foinse is sorted,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘Rubbing out the past is a big deal. I wonder what they’re all so scared of.’ 
 
    ‘More bad jokes,’ Bob said cheerfully. 
 
    I stuck out my tongue at him, then softened my expression. ‘Thank you,’ I told him. ‘You didn’t have to do that. Look around the library, I mean.’ 
 
    He blushed. ‘Against my better judgment, I like you, Uh Integrity. This is the most fun I’ve had in a thousand years.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the plan?’ Speck asked. 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair. ‘I travel to the Foinse with the others. I might be able to glean some information during the journey. Aifric Moncrieffe is going and there’s no way that he doesn’t know that the Adair Clan is being deliberately forgotten. Perhaps I can find out why.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to have to make a run for it once the Foinse is opened,’ Brochan said grimly. ‘It might have only been the Bull who was trying to kill you before but that could change when you’ve done your duty.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yep. Teleportation makes escape pretty simple though.’ I pointed to Speck. ‘Can you go back to Aberdeen and talk to Taylor? He knows a lot of people who’ve been around for a long time. See what the Clan-less know about the Adairs.’ 
 
    ‘He probably already knows, Tegs,’ Speck answered. ‘You might have wanted to abandon everything to do with your family and the Sidhe, but I bet that he looked into what happened.’ 
 
    He was probably right. And if Taylor had never discussed it with me, it was probably because what he’d unearthed wasn’t good. I had to stop pretending it wasn’t part of me. I’d take the news, whether it was good or bad. 
 
    ‘Brochan, it’s a lot to ask, but do you think you can find a way to get to the old Adair lands? It’s almost three decades since they were used but…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do it. There might be traces there of things that can help.’ 
 
    ‘I can use the teleportation thing to get you there,’ I began. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No. I can use the journey to help me. There’ll be some tired travellers along the way who might be more loose-lipped than the people around here.’ He looked at me warningly. ‘Rely on those Gifts too much and who knows what you’ll miss.’ 
 
    He had a point. It wasn’t just teleportation. I could spend hours trying to work out what one person’s aura meant instead of paying attention to more reliable indicators like body language and tone of voice.  
 
    Lexie bounced up and down. ‘What can I do?’ 
 
    ‘Eavesdrop. Everywhere. Sneak around here and find out what’s really going on with all these highborn Sidhe wankers. Not just in terms of the Foinse and the Adairs, but everything.’ 
 
    She beamed. ‘Gotcha.’ 
 
    ‘And me?’ Bob piped up. ‘You’ve still got two wishes, you know. You ask for the Adair Clan to be restored to their rightful position and…’ 
 
    ‘No. No more wishes,’ I said. 
 
    He pouted. ‘I’d be better at eavesdropping than her.’ 
 
    Lexie looked like she was about to slam her palm down and squash Bob like a bug. ‘I think she’ll do fine,’ I replied drily. ‘You’re coming with me. You can be another pair of eyes. An honorary Clan member.’ My eyes gleamed. ‘For the first time in twenty-six years, the Adair Clan entourage will outnumber the others. There’ll be three of us for two of them.’ 
 
    ‘Three?’ Brochan asked. ‘Who’s the third person going to be?’ He looked at my face and groaned. ‘No. Not her. She’s nuts.’ 
 
    I grinned at him and winked. Right now, she was the only Sidhe apart from possibly Jamie whom I trusted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    The Sidhe were sticklers for punctuality. I’d slept surprisingly well on the hard bed and the pain in my ribs was far more manageable now I’d had some rest. It was a struggle to get up and drag myself down to meet the rest of my merry band at dawn, even though I was usually a morning person.  
 
    They were waiting, several with scowls on their faces. It clearly galled a lot of them that they’d had to come to an Adair for help– and that they’d been forced to delay the trip because of me. For my part, I waved happily at them. Lily and Aifric smiled back. Byron glared at me suspiciously for a moment before relaxing into a small smile. The others simply glowered. 
 
    ‘Chieftain! You honour me with your request,’ Lily sang. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe the Macquarries let her come,’ the younger of the two Kincaids muttered. 
 
    ‘That’s because they’re all crazy,’ I heard the Darroch Chieftain reply. Even though she was agreeing with Kincaid, she still received a nasty look for butting in on the conversation. Interesting. Maybe they all hated each other as much as they hated me. 
 
    One by one, they mounted their horses. Even Lily sprang up onto a pretty white mare. ‘No bells,’ she said sadly. ‘I like bells. Ding a ling a ling a ling!’ 
 
    Byron leaned over to me. ‘She wanted them tied into the mane,’ he informed me. ‘Along with multi-coloured ribbons.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘What’s wrong with that?’ If I could get a nice docile horse with hot-pink fripperies attached to its mane, maybe this riding business wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    Byron frowned. ‘You haven’t forgotten how serious this mission is, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said lightly, ‘I chose to accept it. It would have been a shame if you chose to self-destruct ten seconds after delivering it, though.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘Mission Impossible?’ 
 
    Aifric and his horse trotted over. ‘This mission is far from impossible, Ms. Taylor. Don’t be so anxious.’ 
 
    Good grief. Pop culture references were clearly going to be lost on this lot. 
 
    ‘Mount up, Integrity,’ Byron said. ‘We don’t want to waste time.’ 
 
    He pointed at a red-faced man who was struggling to keep hold the reins of a massive black stallion. It bucked and snorted. Even the other horses seemed terrified of getting too near to it. 
 
    My mouth dropped open. ‘You have to be kidding me.’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘Psych,’ he whispered. ‘He’s mine. That one’s yours.’ He pointed at a chubby mare. It had a vacant expression in its eyes and what appeared to be the chewed remnants of a straw hat hanging out of its mouth. ‘Ethan Hawke might not agree but I thought Barbie would be a better fit.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘Barbie?’ And Ethan Hawke? Byron wasn’t that removed from the rest of the world after all. 
 
    His amusement increased. ‘She likes hot pink too.’  
 
    I gazed doubtfully at Barbie. Judging by her expression and her lack of interest in the world around her, I was going to have a hard time getting her to keep up with the others. I wondered if Byron had deliberately picked her to make me look like a fool. Then I dismissed the idea. He was conniving, sure, but generally he was a decent guy. 
 
    I walked over and patted  Barbie’s neck nervously. She ignored me. Maybe that was a good thing. I stepped back and eyed her saddle. I could climb up tall buildings without a rope; surely, I could get on top of a horse. I put one foot into the stirrup and pulled myself over. Barbie didn’t so much as twitch. 
 
    ‘Yee-ha!’ I yelled, lifting a hand in the air as if I were on a bucking bronco.  
 
    The Kincaid wanker sniggered, throwing me such a derisive look that I stiffened. I formed my fingers into a gun and mimed shooting him. His amusement was immediately replaced by stark fear. I smiled coldly. Yeah, buster; it was probably not the best move in the world to piss off the mass murderer’s daughter.  
 
    As I adjusted my weight, out of the corner of my eye I spotted Byron approaching the black beast. The stallion visibly relaxed, allowing him to stroke his mane. With one lithe movement, Byron sprung up. I eyed his thigh muscles as they tightened round the horse’s girth then coughed slightly when he glanced round, grinning as he caught me staring. Oops. I willed the horse to buck him off but although it had appeared to be a deranged beast, now it stood as docile than Barbie.  
 
    Aifric moved to the front of the pack and turned to address us. From my position, I had to crane my neck to look up at him although his aura, a vivid scarlet, remained visible. ‘You should all be proud of yourselves,’ he intoned. ‘What we do will secure the Clans for generations to come. Your children’s children will thank you.’ 
 
    My shoulders tightened. I wasn’t doing this to ‘secure’ the damn Clans. Aifric seemed to sense my thoughts and continued. ‘By ensuring the safety of the Foinse, we will save countless lives, both Clan and Clan-less.’ 
 
    That was better. I noticed the two Darroch reps nudge each other at the mention of the Clan-less. I narrowed my eyes at them. Unfortunately they didn’t notice. 
 
    ‘We will return victorious,’ Aifric boomed. ‘Because for the Sidhe, there is no other way.’ He gazed at us meaningfully then, with a flourish, turned his horse round and took off. 
 
    The others followed in his wake. I tried to remember what I was supposed to do to get Barbie to move. I squeezed my legs together but nothing happened; she simply kept on chewing. I gripped the reins. ‘Giddy up!’ She swung her head round as if vaguely curious, blinked once, and returned to chewing. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. This couldn’t be that hard. ‘Come on, girl,’ I whispered. ‘You can do this.’ Even Lily was managing her horse perfectly. If I didn’t get Barbie to get a wiggle on, the others would disappear out of sight. 
 
    The red-faced man who’d been holding Byron’s horse walked over. I opened my mouth to ask him what on earth I was supposed to do to get her going. He didn’t say a word, just smacked Barbie on her rump. Startled, she burst forward into a canter. I was so unprepared for the sudden movement that I almost fell off backwards. Hanging on for dear life, I bellowed out a thank you. I don’t know whether he replied; I was concentrating too hard on not falling off. Barbie might not look like much compared to the others but, given the right incentive, she really could move. 
 
    I followed the others for some distance before we caught up. Aifric still led the way but Byron was at the rear. As soon as Barbie reached him, she started eyeing the stallion’s backside in a manner that had me very worried. She trotted up and gave him a nudge. The stallion was unimpressed, whipping his head round and giving a good imitation of a horsey glare. Before she could try it again, I tugged her reins. She swung her head round at me as if to ask what on earth was wrong with me.  
 
    I shrugged. ‘Sorry, Barbs,’ I told her. ‘I don’t think messing with the monster is a good idea.’ 
 
    Byron, turned his head and frowned. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean you,’ I explained. ‘You’re not a monster.’ I thought about it. ‘Well, you’re a blackmailing monster. And a manipulative monster. But…’ 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ he sighed. ‘I thought we were past all this. What kept you, anyway? Were you admiring the scenery?’ 
 
    ‘I have a dozy mare,’ I pointed out. ‘You have a stallion.’ 
 
    Byron slowed down until we were neck and neck and looked at me critically.  ‘You need to relax,’ he instructed. ‘Sit back in the saddle. You’re not a jockey and this isn’t the Grand National. You’ve been hanging around with your old mentor for too long.’ 
 
     ‘You mean instead of spending more time with stand-up guys, like the Darroch women who can’t even pretend to care about the lives of the Clan-less?’ Byron opened his mouth to answer but I didn’t give him a chance. ‘Or with the Kincaids who think it’s okay to sneer openly at another Clan? You lot spend all this time telling the world that you’re better than everyone else when you all hate each other, snipe at each other and apparently go around trying to kill each other.’ 
 
    His jaw tightened. ‘I’ll admit,’ he said stiffly, ‘that there are some Sidhe who need to learn both manners and humility. And Sidhe politics can be … bloody. But we are not bad people, Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Neither are the Clan-less.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken.’ 
 
    I sniffed. Well, good. Rather than continue spelling out the flaws of the Sidhe, I focused on something less controversial. ‘The Foinse?’ I said, a question in my tone. 
 
    ‘What about it?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know it’s failing? The magic is still working, right? I’ve almost died twice as proof of that.’ 
 
    Byron considered my question. ‘You’d know if you spent more time on Clan lands,’ he said. ‘The magic is easier to sense here so it’s easier to notice changes. You’re aware of the change in atmosphere before a storm?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Sure.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s a similar kind of thing with the magic. We can feel a difference. Few people have been affected so far but it’s definitely there.’ His face took on a tight, brooding expression. ‘There are always lulls with the Foinse, moments when it’s harder to get a handle on our Gifts, or when things don’t work as they should.’ 
 
    I absorbed this. ‘And when we reach it and open it, then what?’ 
 
    ‘The representatives here aren’t just along because of their Clan blood.’ Byron nodded towards Aifric. ‘My father is better at telekinesis than I am. He will able to fine tune anything that isn’t working. The Darroch woman – not Mali the Chieftain but the younger one – she’s an expert in dowsing. If there’s a blockage somewhere, she’ll be able to locate it.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ I said knowledgeably, ‘so it’s like plumbing then.’ 
 
    Byron looked amused. ‘Sort of.’ 
 
    ‘And the Kincaids?’ 
 
    ‘Both of them are Gifted in precognition.’ 
 
    I started. ‘Telling the future?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite as obviously as that. They get glimpses of a future that might be. Which is another one of the reasons that we knew the Foinse was failing.’ 
 
    ‘So if we can fix it, they’ll get glimpses that tell them everything will be okay?’ 
 
    ‘In theory. Precognition isn’t an easy Gift to manage.’ 
 
    I could well imagine. I resolved to keep well away from the pair of them. Not just because they were snooty Sidhe but because seeing the future was about the creepiest thing I could imagine. If Brochan’s theory about me learning others Gifts was correct, then I had to avoid them like the plague. Half the fun of life was not knowing what came next. 
 
    ‘What do you know about my father’s Gifts?’ I asked, dropping my voice slightly so that the others wouldn’t hear. ‘You said there were three.’ 
 
    He looked away. 
 
    ‘Byron?’ I prodded. 
 
    He sighed. ‘I don’t know much. You have to remember I was only seven when all that happened.’ 
 
    Not to mention that there was a conspiracy to get the world to forget the Adairs ever existed. ‘I know,’ I said aloud, crossing my fingers and making a quick decision to twist the truth wherever possible. ‘But as we suspected I didn’t receive a Gift from the grove and I’m curious about what his were.’ 
 
    ‘I heard it said that one of them was soul punching.’ He still wouldn’t meet my eyes.  
 
    Whatever that was, it didn’t sound good. ‘What is that?’ I asked quietly. 
 
    A muscle twitched in his jaw. ‘It’s the ability to reach inside a person and kill them. Their soul is attacked and, well, they die.’ 
 
    I absorbed this information. ‘Is that what happened to everyone in the Adair Clan? He … punched their souls?’ 
 
    Byron nodded. ‘For what it’s worth, I don’t think you’re like that.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think I’m like a mass murderer? Well, that’s comforting.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘I know.’ I took a deep breath. ‘I heard a story that my father was possessed by a demon. That it wasn’t him at all.’ 
 
    ‘Apart from one incident when I was a kid, there haven’t been demons this side of the Veil in five hundred years. I’m sorry, Integrity. I realise you don’t want to think ill of him.’ 
 
    ‘I never even met him,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what to think.’ I knew what I saw in the grove, though. 
 
    Without warning, Byron released one of his reins and took my hand. He squeezed it tightly. Rather than making me feel comforted, the action made me flinch. I tried to force myself to relax. Byron meant well, after all. He pressed his thumb into my palm, drawing small concentric circles. My eyes shot up. He watched me intently, making my mouth dry. It was getting damned difficult to think with any semblance of coherence. 
 
    ‘There’s something I want you to know,’ he said awkwardly. 
 
    I forgot to breathe altogether. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘That day. When we first met and you were just a kid.’ 
 
    I stiffened, desire fleeing as quickly as it had arrived. ‘The day you called me pathetic.’ 
 
    He winced. ‘Yes.’ His fingers tightened round mine again as if he were worried I would escape. ‘I knew that things were difficult for you living with the Scyrmgeours.’ 
 
    ‘Difficult?’ I tried to pull away but his grip was too strong. ‘I wasn’t even given a name, Byron. I was just a thing. The Bull’s hounds were treated like kings compared to me.’ 
 
    ‘If I’d been nice to you that day in front of Tipsania, what do you think would have happened?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell should I know?’ I snapped. ‘I ran away about ten minutes after you pissed off. It was the best thing I ever did.’ 
 
    A shadow crossed his face. ‘I didn’t know you were going to do that,’ he said. ‘All I knew was that if I showed you kindness, Tipsania would take it out on you later. I was trying to get her to leave you alone. It was clumsy and probably did more harm than good. Honestly though, I wasn’t being mean to you.’ 
 
    I scanned his expression. He seemed earnest; hell, he seemed more than earnest. ‘Why her?’ I asked. ‘If she’s such a bitch, why are you with her now?’ 
 
    He cursed under his breath. ‘She’s not a bitch, although I can see why many people think that. I’m not with her either. I just hang out with her sometimes. Really, it’s all politics. Her father has money.’ His eyes narrowed unhappily. ‘The Moncrieffes are broke.’ 
 
    I tried to keep my expression blank. It wouldn’t do either me or him any favours to point out that I’d worked that out already. ‘How can you be broke? You’re the most powerful Clan.’ 
 
    ‘My father hasn’t gone into details but he’s alluded to plenty. Buying loans, paying for expensive penthouse suites and drinking pink champagne doesn’t help,’ he said, shooting me a wry look. ‘And it’s not easy keeping the other Clans in check.’ 
 
    I glanced ahead. The Kincaid kid and the Darroch woman, whose Gift was dowsing, were bickering loudly. ‘I’ve seen that,’ I admitted. ‘So he’s spent the Moncrieffe fortune because he’s the Steward. Why not give up the title? Pass on the reins to someone else?’ 
 
    Byron let out a sharp laugh. ‘I’ve asked him that. He’s hell-bent on being his responsibilities, though. He doesn’t think it would be fair to quit.’ 
 
    My eyes fell on Aifric’s back. He seemed relaxed but if I looked closely, I could just see the line of tension down his spine. ‘Maybe the Clan-less don’t have it so bad,’ I commented. 
 
    Byron smiled sadly. ‘Maybe not.’ 
 
    ‘Is that why you sleep around?’ I asked curiously. ‘Because you don’t like Tipsania in that way but you can’t tell her directly?’  
 
    The atmosphere between us shifted abruptly and he dropped my hand. ‘I didn’t say I didn’t like her. And I’m not the one who sleeps around. I rather think that’s you.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Jamie. That wasn’t a sex thing.’ 
 
    His emerald eyes flashed. ‘You could have fooled me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the one with the playboy reputation.’ And the one who continued to flirt outrageously with me. 
 
    ‘And,’ he said, his voice dangerously soft, ‘I’d have thought that with your reputation, you’d know better than to place credence on such matters.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve never cheated on poor Tipsy? Because, Byron, we came pretty close.’ I knew there was unreasonable anger in my tone, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    ‘I told you, I’m not with her. Besides, you wanted it a hell of a lot more than I did,’ he growled. 
 
    He had me there. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t dwell too much on that,’ I spat back. ‘After all, I drop my knickers when any man so much as looks at me.’ 
 
    His expression darkened. I had the feeling he was tempted to drag me off poor Barbie and shake me. If it hadn’t been for Lily’s timely interruption, he might have. 
 
    ‘This is fun, fun, fun!’ she exclaimed, dropping back. ‘Can you feel the crickle crackle, Chieftain?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a chieftain, Lily,’ I said tiredly. ‘What crickle crackle do you mean?’ 
 
    Byron nudged the black stallion and sped up, joining his father at the front. He didn’t look back. 
 
    ‘Him,’ she said, in a tone that suggested she was pointing out the obvious, ‘and you. Lots of crickle crackle.’ 
 
    I stared at Byron. That was certainly one way of putting it. Me and my big mouth. 
 
      
 
   


  
 






Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    We finally made camp a few hours after dusk. Byron had resolutely refused to speak to me since our argument and Lily, while fun to have around, was often flighty, taking off in mid-conversation to gallop after a butterfly or a beam of sunshine or whatever happened to take her fancy. I tried to ask her several times what she could tell me about my parents but, whereas before when I hadn’t wanted to know she’d practically begged to tell me about them, now she didn’t seem interested.  
 
    I started wishing I could bring Bob out, just so I’d have someone to talk to who wasn’t going to go off on a tangent or sulk. I even wondered if it would be really bad to teleport myself to the Foinse and do my bit then leave. Perhaps the others wouldn’t notice my absence.  
 
    Of course, it didn’t help that my arse was incredibly sore. After hours of bouncing up and down in the saddle, I could barely stand when I slid off Barbie. For her part, she seemed unconcerned, nudging me curiously when my legs gave way and I crumpled right next to her. She proceeded to grab a mouthful of my hair and chew on it. The Darroch dowser, whose name I discovered was Diana, found that very funny. I dragged myself up, using Barbie’s bulky frame, rescued my hair, and started muttering. 
 
    ‘Diana Darroch dowses dutifully. Diana Darroch dowses dutifully. Try saying that five times over,’ I called out to her. ‘It’s a great tongue twister.’ 
 
    She sniffed and turned her back on me. It was better than the sniggering. I didn’t want anyone sniggering unless it was at one of my jokes. 
 
    Once I’d untacked Barbie – which took me far longer than anyone else because I was hurting so much – I watched with interest as Byron used pyrokinesis to light a fire. While the others started cooking, and Lily curled up next to the fire and promptly fell asleep, I wandered off and tried to do the same as Byron. No matter how hard I concentrated, I couldn’t create a single spark. That answered one question at least: it wasn’t enough for me to be in the vicinity of someone when they used their Gift; to learn it – if that was even what I did. I tapped my mouth thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I whispered. ‘Are you there?’ 
 
    There was no answer. I slid out the letter opener and glanced around again to double check that I was on my own. It was just as well that I did because Aifric suddenly appeared from out of the trees. 
 
    ‘Integrity! You ran off very quickly. We’ve got some food. Come back and join us. We don’t often cook for ourselves, you know,’ he added with a wink. ‘You should enjoy the moment while you can.’ 
 
    I smiled at him, smoothly returning the blade to my pocket. ‘You’re right. Highborn Sidhe doing the job of a servant? What is the world coming to?’ 
 
    Aifric appeared very easy going for someone in his position. ‘The others wanted to bring more people along to serve us,’ he confided. 
 
    ‘You didn’t want them?’ 
 
    ‘The groves are sacred. The Foinse even more so.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘It regulates all the magic, right?’ He nodded. ‘And the magic affects everyone in some way or another, whether they have Gifts or not.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ he agreed. 
 
    ‘Well then, don’t keep the Foinse hidden away. It shouldn’t be a matter of privilege. Everyone should be able to see it. It would solve your problem of these soul keys if that were the case.’ 
 
    He looked speculatively. ‘You’re a lot like your father.’ 
 
    I blinked. I wasn’t expecting that. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, carefully. 
 
    ‘He always thought that power should be spread more evenly. He advocated opening the magical barrier and letting the Clan-less come and go as they please. The other species who work for us receive a higher wage, thanks to his efforts.’ 
 
    Apart from Lily’s ramblings, this was the first time I’d heard someone say something positive about my father. ‘What was he like?’ I asked, suddenly desperate to know more. 
 
    ‘He was a good man,’ Aifric said heavily. ‘A very good man. Better than the rest of us put together – but what he did was wrong. It changed the course of history, and not in a good way. But his wife, your mother, died during childbirth and he just couldn’t take it. He went mad.’ Something dark crossed his eyes. ‘Not like the Macquarries, you understand. Theirs was true insanity. No, something dark took hold of your father and wouldn’t let go.’ 
 
    ‘Like a demon?’ 
 
    Aifric looked at me sympathetically. ‘I’ve heard that story too but it wasn’t that. It couldn’t have been.’ He shook himself. ‘Such a waste,’ he muttered.  
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear any more. ‘What about my mother?’ I asked.  
 
    He smiled, although his eyes were tinged with melancholy. ‘Everyone wanted your mother. She was truly beautiful, inside and out. There were a lot of happy men around the day she rejected the Bull. Of course, she only had eyes for your father.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘C’est la vie.’ 
 
    I twirled a strand of hair round my finger. I needed to tread carefully. ‘I was in the library the other day. The Cruaich one, I mean. I couldn’t find anything about the Adairs. Anywhere.’ 
 
    Aifric took my hands. ‘It was a difficult time in our history,’ he said. ‘We tried to keep it as quiet as we could. There are a lot of people in the Clans. We didn’t want the Clan-less to realise we were vulnerable and we definitely didn’t want anyone else getting ideas.’ 
 
    ‘Ideas of genocide?’ I was confused. 
 
    ‘Some things are better forgotten.’ He squeezed my fingers. ‘Anyway, will you come and eat?’ 
 
    I was tempted to try and hold him back, to pry out more information. From the look on his face, however, I’d pushed him as far as I could for now. Nevertheless, I decided that it might be worth cultivating my relationship with Aifric Moncrieffe, no matter how his son felt. 
 
    I was passed a plate as soon as I sat down. My fingers brushed inadvertently against the Kincaid Chieftain’s as I took it from him. I’d never seen anyone flinch so obviously.  
 
    I cocked my head. ‘Do you think that you’ll catch a disease by touching me?’ I asked. ‘Or are you afraid that I’ll take offence that you touched me and murder you tonight in your sleep?’ 
 
    His younger Clan companion joined him, expression blazing. ‘Adair,’ he snarled. ‘You think you’re important now. Once the Foinse is dealt with, you will crawl back to the dirty hole you came from. You’re no one.’ 
 
    Aifric threw an arm round his shoulders. ‘Relax, Malcolm. We are all friends here.’  
 
    Malcolm Kincaid didn’t look happy but he didn’t throw off Aifric’s arm either. He subsided in a series of grumbles before eventually going to the other side of the fire –as far away from me as possible.  
 
    Aware of Byron watching me, I picked up a hunk of crusty bread then said to no-one in particular, ‘A man asked his friend, “Want to hear a joke about butter?” His friend was like, “Sure.” The man thought about it then changed his mind. “Nah, I butter not tell you. You might spread it.”’ 
 
    They all stared at me. ‘Not my best, I admit,’ I said, then ignored them all and ate my dinner. 
 
    * 
 
    The next day, as we started to ride again, my muscles screamed with pain. I couldn’t stop thinking about Darth Vader. He was evil. In fact, he was arguably one of the best science fiction villains ever created. When Taylor introduced me to Star Wars not long after I joined him, I was utterly terrified. But I was convinced that, while I might tread on the wrong side of the law and I was far from perfect, I wasn’t evil. And, in the end, as well as the beginning (although I refused to dwell too much on those films), Darth Vader wasn’t bad. He was also Luke Skywalker’s father.  
 
    Darth Vader and my dad were not all that different. It’d be nice to think that my father didn’t go in for the whole heavy breathing thing, though – that was just creepy. 
 
    ‘I’m Luke,’ I said decisively to Lily, who was dreamily gazing up at the sky. ‘I don’t have a light saber – and I wouldn’t want to use it even if I did have one –but I think I’m Luke.’ 
 
    Barbie whinnied in agreement. 
 
    ‘Lookee, lookee,’ Lily hummed.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ I grumbled, ‘people generally liked Luke. No-one bullied him. He was a hero.’ 
 
    ‘Gale Adair was a hero,’ Lily said. 
 
    I froze. ‘Was he?’ I asked carefully. ‘Can you explain why?’ 
 
    She gazed at me, her expression reflecting a clarity I’d not seen since we set off yesterday. ‘He saved people,’ she said. ‘They say he didn’t but he did. He was a good man.’ 
 
    I stared at her. Unlike everyone else I’d seen so far, her aura was continually changing colour like a kaleidoscope. Right now, there were shimmers of blue not all that different to those I’d seen for Speck. It was frustrating that I had this key to people’s souls and I still couldn’t unlock it. ‘What happened, Lily?’ 
 
    ‘He was betrayed, Chieftain. Make sure the same thing doesn’t happen to you.’ Her aura changed again, settling into a cloudy white. 
 
    ‘Lily,’ I hissed, ‘this is important. How was he betrayed?’ 
 
    She placed her finger to her lips. ‘Shhh,’ she said. ‘There are ears. Ears of corn. Bunny ears. Big ears.’ She winked. 
 
    I looked up and noticed that both the Kincaids and the Darrochs had twisted round in their saddles and were frowning at us. I clenched my fists – and my entire body tightened. Barbie, sensing the movement and misinterpreting it, abruptly sped up into a canter. She narrowly avoided Diana Darroch’s huge bay gelding and made a beeline for Byron’s black monster. I tried in vain to pull her up but I guess his swishing tail just looked too tempting to eat. 
 
    Byron’s horse was unimpressed. He swung his round to take a bite out of Barbie.  
 
    ‘Hey! Leave my horse alone!’ Okay, she started it but still, he was at least double her size. 
 
    ‘Then keep your pony under control,’ Byron hissed. 
 
    Aifric smiled. ‘Help her out, Byron.’ 
 
    Byron muttered something under his breath and pulled back. ‘You’re still doing it all wrong,’ he observed calmly, although the dark jade in his eyes suggested he was feeling something different. 
 
    ‘Frankly, it’s a miracle I’m doing it at all.’ I rubbed my aching arse for good measure. ‘I don’t understand why anyone bothers with all this horse malarkey.’ 
 
    Byron pulled up his reins, bringing the stallion to a halt. Barbie, of course, kept going. I twisted my head. ‘What are you doing?’  
 
    Byron’s eyes were fixed on my bum. ‘Curvy. You have some padding there.’ He scratched his chin. ‘It can’t be that sore.’ 
 
    I glared at him. ‘Wanker.’ Was he deliberately trying to get a rise out of me? 
 
    There was the faintest grin. He nudged his horse forward again and gestured at the horizon. ‘Look at all that. Why wouldn’t anyone want to do this?’ 
 
    I followed his finger. We were surrounded by undulating hills, each one cloaked in a myriad of colours, greens and browns and even purples. I focused on one distant patch of wild thistles. Even from here, the colour mimicked the aura around Byron’s head. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I conceded.  ‘It’s pretty.’  
 
    He was watching me. ‘It’s more than pretty,’ he said quietly. 
 
    I sucked in my breath. One minute he was all snarly and the next minute he was flirtatious. I didn’t understand him at all. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry I was so touchy yesterday,’ he continued. ‘You have an uncanny knack for winding me up.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Hey, I guess I have a gift after all.’ 
 
    He still didn’t look away. ‘Whatever impression Tipsania might have given you, we’re not romantically involved. We’re just friends.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and thought of the necklace. ‘Perhaps you should tell her that.’ 
 
    ‘She knows.’  
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that.  
 
    ‘I’m single, Integrity.’ His eyes glittered. ‘For now.’ 
 
    There was a tight knot in the pit of my stomach. I cleared my throat and pointed at Barbie. ‘Aren’t you going to tell me what I’m doing wrong? It would be nice to be able to stand up when I get to the Foinse.’ 
 
    For a moment he didn’t answer. I was about to repeat my words when he finally said, ‘Sure.’  
 
    Other than the mechanics of riding, he didn’t say anything else for a very long time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
    It was around eleven when the path we were following began to narrow. Although I was more comfortable astride Barbie after Byron’s help, I could still feel tension across my neck and shoulders. Every time I turned round, either the Kincaids or the Darrochs were spitting silent venomous looks in my direction. Once the Foinse was fixed, I definitely wasn’t going to stick around to find out whether they would make a move on me. It might be paranoia but they certainly appeared to hate me enough to want to get rid of me for good after I’d served my purpose. 
 
    Forced into single file, we meandered down the valley. With our goal getting ever closer, everyone dropped into a meditative silence. Even Lily ceased her humming. I supposed it made sense; this was a pilgrimage that no one had completed for years because of the difficulty in getting together at least four different people from four different Clans to make it. For once, I wasn’t at a disadvantage; I didn’t think anyone knew what to expect.  
 
    The path gradually changed from worn dusty grass to sharp stones. The horses were forced to slow down and pick their way down carefully. It seemed to suit Barbie; for once she wasn’t at a disadvantage. As the sides of the valley grew narrower, however, I wondered if her wide girth would make it. I could feel claustrophobia setting in when the slopes at either side became so steep that the blue sky was nothing more than a strip above our heads. 
 
    We eventually emerged into a small circular clearing, deep within the hills. The cliffs were just as craggy and foreboding and the atmosphere remained oppressive. All the same, a wash of relief overtook me. It wouldn’t be long now. 
 
    The others jumped lithely off their horses. I stayed where I was. I wasn’t convinced that, even with Byron’s helpful advice, I’d be able to walk without bowed legs. I was going to take my time. 
 
    ‘Look,’ Diana Darroch said softly, pointing ahead. ‘There it is.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘It’ was another gap in the landscape leading to another narrow passageway, almost identical to the one we’d just left. The only difference was that this one was even darker and even more of a tight squeeze. I eyed the gap then glanced at Barbie. There was no way she’d fit. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if I would fit. 
 
    Malcolm strode forward, halting right in front of it. He placed his palm flat against the air. That was when I saw what had really grabbed the attention of the others. There was a ripple in the air, almost like heat rising – but this was Scotland in October. It might be a sunny day but it was still damned cold.  
 
    As I watched, he pushed his hand further in. It was as if he was pressing against a vast, invisible force. He shivered and quickly withdrew. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ he announced. ‘I can feel it.’ 
 
    My skin prickled and when I glanced down, I saw goosebumps on my arms. 
 
    ‘We shall have to leave the horses here,’ Aifric said.  
 
    ‘How far is it to the Foinse?’ I asked. If it was going to be a long hike, I wasn’t sure my aching muscles would make it without a hot bath and long massage first. I looked at Byron. Perhaps he could… 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Aifric replied. ‘A few hours, I expect.’ 
 
    ‘We should eat first,’ Diana said. ‘Then we can leave the rest of our supplies here.’ 
 
    He pursed his lips. ‘Good idea.’ 
 
    Byron walked past me. He was whistling and carrying some wood which he must have collected from the campsite. He turned up and gave me an arch look. ‘You’re going to have to get off sometime,’ he said. His mouth curled up in a smile. ‘Barbie needs the rest. Would you like some help?’ 
 
    I had a sudden vision of falling on top of him because I couldn’t hold my own weight any more. He’d definitely be carrying some wood then, I’d straddle his chest. It would be similar to our position in the penthouse – except the ground was hard and there was an audience.  
 
    ‘It’s fine,’ I sniffed. ‘I can manage.’ I looked helplessly round and caught Lily’s eye. 
 
    She beamed at me and danced over. Byron’s smirk grew then he continued on his way. 
 
    ‘How are you, Chieftain?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I’m okay, Lily but I might need a bit of help getting down. I’m rather stiff.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t worry about it too much,’ Malcolm interrupted. ‘I’m sure after the Foinse is opened, you won’t feel any pain at all.’ 
 
    Lily and I stared at him. I licked my lips. ‘And why is that?’ 
 
    He gave me a long look filled with cold amusement. ‘It’ll be so reinvigorating that’ll you’ll forget all about your aches.’ 
 
    Or I’ll be an unfeeling corpse, I thought. I’d received his message loud and clear. I glanced at Aifric who was murmuring to William, the Kincaid Chieftain. Would he step in? Would Byron? 
 
    ‘Give me your hand, Chieftain,’ Lily said. ‘I’ll help you.’ 
 
    I realised that her aura had changed again. It was a crisp green that reminded me of spring. ‘Are you sure? I don’t want to squash you.’ 
 
    She flexed her muscles. ‘I feel very strong.’ She tapped her head. ‘And the cobwebs have gone. It’s good here.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the Foinse,’ Diana said. ‘It’s affecting her.’ 
 
    I heard Byron grunt. ‘It’s affecting me too. I can’t light the fire.’ 
 
    We turned to him, watching him flick his fingers. No matter what he did, nothing worked. He grinned ruefully. ‘Does anyone have a lighter or some matches?’ 
 
    Aifric grimaced. ‘I was afraid of this.’ 
 
    I watched them warily. ‘Afraid of what?’ 
 
    ‘We’re too close to the Foinse. Its hold here is too strong. Our Gifts won’t work.’ 
 
    Diana’s brow furrowed. ‘How are we going to fix it then?’ 
 
    ‘There will be a way,’ Aifric said. 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Because there has to be,’ he replied simply. 
 
    Tension uncoiled deep within me. How could this have happened? How could they be so poorly prepared that they’d not thought about this eventuality? It was beyond ridiculous.  
 
    I made an effort to get off Barbie and swung one leg round. Sharp needles of pain shot through my legs and I thought better of it. 
 
    ‘You should never walk into something without knowing what the possible outcomes are!’ I said, throwing my hands up in the air even though it  made me wobble dangerously and almost fall off the saddle. ‘We might make the Foinse worse instead of better! I put my trust in you lot. I thought you knew what you were doing!’ 
 
    ‘Shut that bitch up,’ the Darroch Chieftain muttered. 
 
    In a flash, Byron was in front of her. ‘Don’t call her that. She didn’t have to come here and help us.’ 
 
    Actually, I kind of did, Byron. You forced me into it. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ sneered Malcolm, ‘you don’t want to annoy her. She might go nuts just like her father and murder us all.’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough!’ Aifric roared. ‘I understand tensions are running high but this is neither the time nor the place! We have far greater things to worry about. This young lady has endured two attempts on her life and yet she’s still here. Do you remember when you found the adder in your bed, Dorienne? You didn’t leave your lands for a year after that! She’s here helping and she’s braver than the lot of you.’ 
 
    I felt flustered at the attention and unhappy that my outburst had caused a scene. All these Sidhe wankers – myself included – had a lot of pent-up frustration. Maybe I should recommend yoga? 
 
    ‘We’ll go to the Foinse and see what the situation is,’ Aifric continued. ‘If we can’t fix it without our Gifts, then at least we can try to understand what the problem is. If we need to go back to the Cruaich and re-group then that’s what we do.’ 
 
    I was alarmed. I didn’t want to spend any longer among this lot than was necessary, even if a delay meant there was less likely to be another attempt to kill me. Besides, if I stuck around to find out what had really happened to my parents and the rest of the Adair Clan, I wanted it to be on my terms, not because I was forced to wait for someone to come up with a solution for the Foinse.  
 
    I looked at their faces. There was a lot of anger towards me, bitterness towards Aifric and resignation that our quest was already doomed. Taylor was a great believer in positive thinking when it came to heists. If we walked into a job thinking we were going to fail, then we would. What was needed around here was some optimism. 
 
    I drew in a breath. ‘I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn. I am sure that our combined intellect can find a way to restore the Foinse. You guys are the best and brightest of your Clans. Of course we can do this.’ 
 
    ‘Go Chieftain!’ Lily yelled. 
 
    I winced at the sour expressions on the faces of the Kincaids and Darrochs. Yoga was out and a group hug was probably not a good idea, either. We needed something – however temporary – to  band us together.  
 
    ‘Let’s take a photo!’ I burst out. ‘All of us together. Then we’ll have it for posterity.’  
 
    There were a few grumbles. ‘Good idea,’ Byron said briskly. ‘Do you have a camera?’ 
 
    Shite. I thought quickly. ‘No, but I’ve got my phone.’ I dug it out of my pocket. ‘You lot get together and I’ll take it.’ 
 
    Lily shook her head solemnly. ‘No, Chieftain. I will not travel any further from here, so I’ll take the photo. The Saviours of the Foinse together!’ 
 
    The others looked at Aifric. He smiled and nodded. ‘Come on then.’ 
 
    I slid down from Barbie, using Lily as a crutch to stop my knees from giving way. Then I handed her the camera. Aifric took centre stage and placed his arms round the shoulders of the Darroch and the Kincaid Chieftains. Their smiles were fixed and forced – but at least there were smiles. 
 
    Diana and Malcolm joined in. I stood awkwardly to the side until Byron beckoned me. He placed his arm round my waist and grinned. Malcolm leaned as far away from my body as possible. Subtlety was clearly not his thing. 
 
    ‘What did Cinderella say when she left the photo store?’ I asked Malcolm. Byron’s arm tightened. I tried to ignore the way he drew me closer and that his hand was holding me possessively. 
 
     ‘Everyone say cheese!’ Lily said. 
 
    ‘Some day my prints will come,’ I said, pasting on a huge smile. ‘Cheese!’ 
 
    We posed. Diana extricated herself from the group and grabbed the phone to examine the result. ‘It’s good,’ she declared. ‘We’re beautiful people.’ 
 
    Byron and I exchanged amused looks. I shrugged, banking down the desire to stay where I was. He still smelled far too good. I pulled away, gave the photo a cursory glance and tucked the phone back into my pocket. 
 
    ‘I’ll make sure you all get copies,’ I promised. ‘Or we could set up a Foinse Facebook page. Every year we could meet back here and have a reunion.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t push your luck,’ Malcolm muttered. Aifric shot him a warning look. 
 
    ‘Is there any food we can eat before we set off that doesn’t require cooking?’ he enquired. 
 
    Diana rummaged around in her bag. ‘I’ve got fruit.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect. Ten minutes, fill your stomachs and then we shall depart. Lily, you are content to stay behind and look after the horses?’ 
 
    She nodded eagerly. The animals didn’t look particularly thrilled. I leaned over and massaged my aching thighs, willing some life back into them. I had the feeling I was going to need it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    The first up were the Kincaids. They conferred briefly and then Malcolm walked up to the shimmering barrier. Everyone else took several respectful steps backwards, including William. Just to be certain I couldn’t be accused of listening out for his true name, I shuffled as far away as possible and stuck my fingers in my ears, but I still watched carefully. I wanted to see how this worked. 
 
    With his back to us, Malcolm leaned in. I could tell from his shoulders that his breath had quickened and he was feeling more nervous than he wanted us to know.   
 
    There was a sudden, blinding flash of light and a faint chiming ring. Something wriggled in my inside pocket. I gritted my teeth.  
 
    ‘I hadn’t realised there would be light like that as well,’ Diana said to Aifric. 
 
    I cursed inwardly. Thanks a lot, Bob. The genie continued to wiggle around as Malcolm turned round and looked at me suspiciously. I folded my arms to try and prevent Bob making a bid for freedom and smiled. 
 
    Malcolm sniffed. ‘The Kincaid key has done its job,’ he intoned, spreading his arms wide. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the melodrama and, taking my place at the rear, followed the others in. I looked back at Lily. She beamed and waved at me. ‘See you soon,’ I called. Or so I hoped. 
 
    Bob took advantage of my momentary distraction and shoved his way upwards, appearing at my collar before hopping down my arm.  
 
    ‘I’m bored,’ he mouthed. 
 
    I glared at him and tried to grab his tiny body. He danced away. ‘Get lost!’ I hissed. 
 
    William Kincaid, directly in front of me, turned and frowned. I tried to smile at him but it came out as a grimace. He turned back, fortunately without noticing Bob, who was stretching languidly.  
 
    I lunged for the genie and he leapt backwards. 
 
    Trying to convey the importance of the situation to him, I glowered and put my finger to my lips. He smirked and nodded, then lifted his hands to mimic a rolling camera. Eh? 
 
    He held up two fingers. Exasperated, I realised he was playing charades. I tilted my chin, pointedly ignoring his antics. When he finally worked out I wasn’t going to play, he tutted loudly, making Kincaid turn round again. I took advantage of the moment, seized Bob’s squirming body, then thrust him behind my back.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I apologised. ‘I almost slipped.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare fall into me,’ he hissed. 
 
    I started to nod, just as there was a painful nip on my index finger. I let out a cry. This time everyone turned round. 
 
    ‘Is everything alright?’ Aifric called out from the front. 
 
    ‘Fine! Fine! I was just making sure you were all paying attention!’ 
 
    I received a few scowls. Oops. 
 
    Once they were facing ahead again, I pulled Bob out. The little bastard had bitten me. I mimed pulling his head off and he pouted. He pointed to my ear and gave me a pleading puppy-dog expression. Sighing, I lifted him up. He perched between my ear and my skull and I pushed my hair forward to cover him. That was when his incessant chatter began. 
 
    ‘I’ve been paying close attention, Uh Integrity. These guys are very dull and most of them really don’t like you.’ 
 
    Tell me something I don’t know, I thought, concentrating on not tripping on the sharp scree as the path grew steeper and more precarious. 
 
    ‘The only one who thinks you’re alright is that Byron fellow. The one you want to cover in whipped cream and eat for dessert. The Diana woman is starting to soften too. Everyone else hates you. Even the fat pony.’ 
 
    Unable to answer him without drawing attention to myself, I grimaced.  
 
    ‘It’s kind of cool that I can come here though. I thought I’d be blocked, but because I’m a supremely magical being I’m clearly allowed to enter.’ 
 
    Either that or, by using his key, Malcolm had opened up the path for anyone who followed. It was a shame that Lily had stayed behind, if only because she would have proved to Bob that he wasn’t as unique as he liked to think. 
 
    ‘You should make a wish now,’ Bob whispered. ‘To test the magic. If my magic works here, I’m obviously far more powerful than any Sidhe. And you need to know if my wishes still work for when they all try to kill you and you can’t teleport yourself away.’ 
 
    Crapadoodle. He had a point – although they’d find it a damn sight harder to do me in without their Gifts. As long as I kept my wits about me, I’d be fine. Anyway, I had a back-up plan; I always had a back up plan.  
 
    Several stones skittered down, knocked loose by our feet. I could hear William Kincaid breathing heavily as he braced himself against the sharp mountain walls. I reached out to steady him but he flinched away. His choice.  
 
    Although technically we were still outdoors and the sky remained visible, the angle of the slopes on either side of us meant that we were almost completely shrouded in darkness. Only a chink of light allowed us to see where we were treading. The passageway grew narrower until we were forced to sidestep down it. 
 
    ‘Your ancestors really made it hard to get to this Foinse thing, didn’t they?’ Bob commented. ‘They didn’t trust anyone.’ 
 
    I considered this. Bob was right; trust appeared to be the one thing that was seriously in short supply where the Sidhe were concerned. The Clans, who’d put the Foinse here and made it so that no one person could reach it without the support of others, hadn’t trusted anyone. And the Moncrieffes didn’t trust anyone enough to tell them they were essentially penniless. And they all seemed to distrust me.  
 
    My foot slipped, sending a tiny avalanche rumbling down.  
 
    ‘Be careful!’ Aifric snapped from the front. The stress was obviously getting to him. 
 
    ‘Can you do something more interesting, Uh Integrity? I’ve been cooped up for days. Go and trip that dude in front of you. He doesn’t like you anyway and the Kincaids have already done their part. You don’t need him any more.’ 
 
    I resisted the urge to strangle Bob. Anything to shut him up, though. Spying an expensive watch round William Kincaid’s wrist, a fit of mischief took me. He was so focused on not falling that he’d never notice. It was time I lived up to his lack of trust. 
 
    Counting my breaths so I timed it perfectly, I let my foot slip again. This time, however, I cried out sharply and fell against William. My right hand grabbed his wrist, ostensibly to stop me crashing into him and making us all topple like a line of dominoes.  
 
    William grunted back and tried to pull away but I looked at him desperately. With more scree sliding around our feet, he also lost his balance and was forced to grab me. By this point, I’d loosened the watch enough for my purposes. Expensive ones like these, with leather buckles, were always the easiest. Keeping my finger in the right spot to avoid the prong from slipping back in, the buckle detached completely and I palmed the watch. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said again. 
 
    ‘Aifric said to be more careful!’ Kincaid snapped. 
 
    I hung my head apologetically. As soon as he’d righted himself and was following the others down, I passed the watch back to Bob. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ he whispered in my ear. ‘You are a goddess.’ 
 
    I smiled and took out the letter opener, gesturing to it and hoping he’d do as I asked.  
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘But only so I can examine this beauty in more detail.’  
 
    I shook my head and pointed ahead. I needed him to wait until the next key was used. A flash of light here would be impossible to hide. 
 
    Sensing rather than seeing him nod, I flicked my hair out to cover both the watch and him. There was a sliver of light ahead. At least we were almost at the next lock. 
 
    ‘We’ve made it to the cavern,’ I heard Dorienne Darroch say. 
 
    ‘Thank fuck,’ Kincaid muttered. 
 
    One by one we squeezed out. The relief of getting back to a more open space was overwhelming. I gulped in air and looked around. The light was deceptive. Rather than natural light filtering in from above, it was an eerie glow reflecting from thousands of green lights in the roof of the cavern to the dark pools below.  
 
    ‘Glow worms,’ Bob hissed in my ear. ‘Nasty unfriendly creatures.’ 
 
    Diana gasped. ‘Is it magic?’ 
 
    ‘Glow worms,’ I said knowledgeably. ‘Lovely little things.’ 
 
    She sent me an approving glance. Perhaps Bob was right and she was feeling less antagonistic. The genie, however, was unimpressed at my showing off and flicked my ear lobe. I jumped half a foot in the air. 
 
    ‘I’m still a bit stiff from all that horse riding,’ I explained when the others looked at me, puzzled. 
 
     ‘You or me, boy?’ Aifric said, addressing Byron. 
 
    Byron gestured ahead. ‘Please.’ 
 
    Aifric gave a tiny smile and stepped up. Just as before, we stood back to give him privacy. I put my hand on the letter opener to remind Bob to make tracks – but this time he timed it rather badly. The flash of light came about three seconds after Aifric whispered his true name.  
 
    Aifric looked round, a strange expression on his face. ‘All I’ve done for months is research this journey. There was nothing about light flashes when the keys were used.’ 
 
    I tried to look stupid. It must have worked because his gaze slid over me to his older companions. Neither Dorienne Darroch nor William Kincaid had a clue, of course. 
 
    Aifric shrugged. ‘Let’s hope there’s nothing more up ahead that I don’t know about,’ he said. ‘Fixing the Foinse is going to be hard enough.’ With that, he straightened his back and plunged in, the strange light from the glow worms throwing dappled shadows across his body. 
 
    Byron raised his eyebrows at me, as if to check I was okay. I flicked back my hair and threw him a kiss. His emerald eyes glinted then he turned and joined his father. The two Darrochs followed then Malcolm Kincaid plunged in. William, however, hung back. 
 
    ‘Don’t get any ideas about the Steward’s son,’ he hissed. ‘You won’t be around long enough to see them come to fruition. In any event, he’s spoken for.’ The spite in his voice was unmissable. For good measure, I blew him a kiss too. He snorted loudly and strolled into the cavern. 
 
    I watched him go. If anyone was going to make a move against me when this was over, Chieftain Kincaid seemed to be the most likely. Vowing to keep a close eye on him I followed him. I hoped that whatever he was planning he’d do it quickly. I wasn’t sure I could take much more waiting around for the stab in my back. 
 
    The cavern was rather pretty. The green light cast by the worms should have created a horror film effect; instead, the place was soft and welcoming. I sidled between the stalagmites (or was it stalactites? I could never remember) and enjoyed not being squashed between walls of stone. It was like walking through a grand cathedral; I wouldn’t have been surprised if organ music suddenly bellowed up ahead.  
 
    With more space to manoeuvre, the others abandoned single file. Their heads bobbed as they conferred: Byron and Aifric, William and Michael, Diana and Dorienne. I tagged along at the back, taking in the scenery. Even without the hushed voices of the Sidhe, the cavern wasn’t silent. There were splashes of water falling from the smooth, rounded ceiling. There was also a strange but not unpleasant whine that whistled past my ears. When the others stopped moving and I realised where the sound was coming from, my stomach dropped. 
 
    ‘Shite,’ I whispered. 
 
    There was a rope bridge stretching from the edge of the cavern across an abyss. I couldn’t see the bottom but I bet it was a long way down. Picking up a loose stone, I threw it over the edge. It was a good ten seconds before it struck something.  For the first time since this journey started, I was glad that Brochan, Lexie and Speck weren’t here with me. Speck would have a heart attack. 
 
    ‘That rope must have been here for decades,’ Diana said in a low, worried voice. ‘How can we be sure it’s safe?’ 
 
    I waved my hand. ‘I’m good with heights,’ I chirped. ‘Once the Darrochs have opened the way, I’ll go first.’ 
 
    ‘The hell you will.’ 
 
    I glanced at the source of the growl. Byron. Why was I not surprised? ‘We need you for the final section,’ he said, his face dark. ‘The rest of us can afford to slip and fall. You can’t. Someone will have to go first to make sure it’s safe.’ 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Malcolm Kincaid looking disgusted.  
 
    ‘I’m lighter than the rest of you.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Looking at his son curiously, Aifric spoke up. ‘I’m sure it’s safe. I’ll go first. But make sure no more than one person is on the bridge at any one time. Dorienne, will you do the honours?’ 
 
    The older of the two Darroch women bit her lip and nodded. By now I was finding the whole true name thing rather dull. I dutifully stepped away and covered my ears. She did her thing, leaving everyone puzzled when no flash of light followed. 
 
    ‘Is that a good sign or a bad sign?’ she asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    Nobody answered. I would have patted her on the back reassuringly but I was tired of everyone flinching away from me so I simply shrugged and smiled. 
 
    Aifric’s first few steps were slow and shaky. He gripped the ropes as he shuffled along. It wasn’t until he was about halfway along that the group’s breathing returned to normal. So much for the Foinse being the only difficult part of this journey. 
 
    Encouraged by Byron, I went next. I wasn’t a complete fool. I tested my weight first, gingerly taking the first section. When I was sure the rope was secure, however, it was very satisfying to skip across in a fraction of the time that it had taken Aifric. 
 
    When I reached the other side, he smiled. ‘You really do have a head for heights.’ 
 
    I grinned back. False modesty wasn’t my thing. ‘Yeah,’ I agreed, ‘I do.’ 
 
    The others followed one by one. Despite his muscle, Byron was pretty fast. From his quickened breathing when he came off, though, he’d found it harder than he was letting on. 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ I inquired solicitously.  
 
    ‘Oh, I’m perfect,’ he replied, straightening up. His eyes glinted as if he dared me to disagree. 
 
    ‘Of course you are,’ I said quietly. 
 
    The Darrochs were both slow but steady. Malcolm Kincaid crossed with so much sweat streaming off his forehead and into his eyes that I was amazed he could see anything; his father struggled even more. His skin turned white as he inched his way, the ropes swinging dramatically on several occasions as he struggled to keep his balance. When he finally arrived, he threw me a nasty look even though my expression was bland. 
 
    ‘You want to say something, Adair?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Taylor,’ I reminded him. ‘My name is Integrity Taylor.’ 
 
    He flexed his fingers. Considering how tightly he’d grabbed the rope, they had to be stiff and sore. ‘Yes,’ he sneered. ‘I’d be ashamed of my Clan if it were yours.’ 
 
    I didn’t deign to reply and turned my back. ‘I guess I’m up next,’ I said lightly. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    After the rope bridge, the ground was fairly even. There was enough space to walk comfortably and even the scree underfoot was less of an issue. All the same, my stomach was twisting in nerves. Whether it was because I was worried about the Foinse or because I was about to acknowledge the importance of my true name – and therefore my Sidhe heritage – by passing the final hurdle, I wasn’t entirely sure. At least the tunnel we were moving along was getting darker so the others couldn’t see my tension.  
 
    The first indication I had that we were getting close was when we rounded a corner and I felt a breeze on my face. My eyes might have fully adjusted to the gloom but I still couldn’t make out anything that might be Foinse-shaped. I imagined that the Foinse would be like a small fountain with streams of multi-coloured magic bubbling up instead of water. Unfortunately, everything ahead was a dark black well . 
 
    I sniffed the air. For a long time, in fact since we’d entered the cavern, it had been growing gradually staler but now there was something different about it. It was almost fresh. I picked up my pace. We were almost there; I could feel it. 
 
     When we turned another corner, the Foinse was there. It was a huge chest bathed in light, although goodness knows where the light was coming from. 
 
    Diana, who was close behind me, gasped. With the chest perched on a stone pedestal and the light cascading from above, it was like entering an ancient temple to pay homage to a god. 
 
    I felt the final barrier before I saw it. When I was less than ten feet away from the chest, I could no longer press forward; there was an invisible force field around it. It was clear, though, where the light was coming from. Hundreds of metres above us there was a round hole. If I squinted, I could make out a dash of blue. 
 
    ‘We’re in the centre of the mountain,’ Malcolm said, awestruck.  
 
    Byron drew a breath. ‘It’s your turn, Integrity.’ 
 
    I nodded, glancing at the others to make sure they were going to give me the same privacy that they’d been given. There was a calculating expression in William Kincaid’s eyes but Aifric gripped his elbow and pulled him back. Giving them a tight smile, I turned my attention to the last lock. I pressed my palms against the barrier and marvelled at the magical craftsmanship that must have gone into making it.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and breathed my name. ‘Layoch.’ 
 
    The sensation of the barrier shattering was extraordinary. I felt a wash of power surge through me. Basking in its glow, I smiled. For the first time, I felt what it was to be Adair. I revelled in the moment – until Malcolm pushed past me, making a beeline for the chest. 
 
    He grabbed the corners and lifted. Nothing happened. I watched his shoulders strain and heard him grunt but the chest didn’t budge. Byron joined him, as did Diana. The three of them heaved but it still refused to open. Aifric, Dorienne and William joined them, all six of them scrabbling and straining. I folded my arms and kept back. There was no visible lock on the front, other than a simple iron latch. Sheer muscle was going to be a waste of time. There was a lightly coloured panel of wood on the left-hand side that told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you going to help us?’ William Kincaid spat. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. ‘If six of you can’t open it, one more person isn’t going to make any difference.’ 
 
    Aifric stepped away, his shoulders sagging. ‘She’s right. There has to be another way. We must have missed something.’ 
 
    Diana joined him and pursed her lips. One by one they moved back until only Malcolm remained there, huffing and puffing. ‘It has to open!’ 
 
    ‘It’s not going to. We’ll have to take it with us and find a way to pry it open back at the Cruaich,’ Aifric said decisively. 
 
    ‘It’s massive! How will we carry it?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll just have to manage.’ 
 
    The six of them took up their positions and attempted to lift the chest off the dais. It didn’t budge. 
 
    ‘It’s stuck fast,’ Byron grunted. ‘This isn’t the way.’ 
 
    Aifric cursed. ‘There must be another key. It shouldn’t be this hard.’ 
 
    William Kincaid kicked it. ‘Blasted thing!’ 
 
    I smirked, wondering how long this would go on for. Really, they were lucky they had me with them. For now, I amused myself by watching their wasted efforts. 
 
    It was Byron who noticed first. He glanced over and clocked the expression on my face. He abandoned the chest and marched over. ‘There aren’t any records of a container like this. It’s obviously not ancient like the Foinse is.’ He eyed me. ‘You know what to do to open it.’ It wasn’t a question. 
 
    I smiled. ‘I’m a thief, Byron. I do this for a living.’ 
 
    Both irritation and amusement flitted across his face. ‘Go on then.’ He cleared his throat. ‘The rest of you need to get back. Give Integrity some room.’ 
 
    Malcolm snorted. ‘She won’t be able to open it if we can’t.’ 
 
    Aifric looked at me. ‘Step back,’ he ordered. He gestured at me. ‘On you go.’ 
 
    I rubbed my palms together. Malcolm and William rolled their eyes but Diana simply looked curious. ‘You’re going to have to give me some room,’ I said. ‘I need the light and you’re blocking it.’ 
 
    I walked round the chest, examining it from every angle. Although it looked heavy and cumbersome, the craftsmanship was superb. It was designed to appear deceptively simple. The reality was anything but. I couldn’t help feeling a tinge of admiration for our long-deceased Sidhe ancestors who’d placed it here. They didn’t just want the four strongest Clans to prove they could work together to reach it. They wanted them to prove themselves worthy of it too. They’d obviously decided there was no point in throwing open the source of the country’s magic to a bunch of people who didn’t even have the smarts to open a box. 
 
    I ignored the latch at the front and focussed on the left-hand side. I’d noticed earlier that it had a band of faintly discoloured wood. 
 
    ‘She’s got no damn clue,’ William hissed. 
 
    ‘Shh!’ Byron admonished. 
 
    I hunkered down and carefully ran my fingers across the front. There was a knot at one end, which was out of keeping with the rest of the chest. Pressing into it with my thumb, I kept my body out of the way. A heartbeat later, a long drawer sprang open and brushed against my midriff. The others’ astonishment was audible. Both Kincaids rushed forward but I frowned, forcing them to falter.  
 
    I sidestepped, tapping the back of the chest and listening. Then I nodded and went to the right-hand side. The panels of wood here were more evenly coloured. Closing my eyes and using my fingertips, I located the second hidden latch within seconds. As soon as I pushed it, another drawer opened. 
 
    ‘Chinese boxes,’ Aifric said. ‘Find the hidden latches and open them in the correct order or don’t open the chest at all. Cunning bastards.’ 
 
    The third panel was at the front, concealed beneath the large rusty latch that Malcolm had been tugging at. My fingers only had to brush against this one and I heard a click. I smiled and returned to the back of the chest and another drawer slid open easily. This one was both wider and deeper and when I pulled it all the way out and peered inside the gap into the centre of the chest, I knew I’d hit the jackpot.  
 
    I rested on my heels and gazed up at the others. Even in this dim light, their auras were still clear. Byron’s was a rich purple, Aifric’s was a sharp scarlet. I could see flickers of the same red colour in both Dorienne and William’s auras, although they weren’t so pronounced, and I wondered if red was a chieftain thing. When I spotted it flickering against Malcom’s grey aura too, however, I wasn’t so sure.  
 
    I looked at the Foinse. It had an aura as well, as if it were as alive like us. The Foinse, which wasn’t like a fountain at all and was actually more of a sparkly orb, had a sickly yellow aura that wasn’t far off the colour of bile. It was definitely sick; even I could work that one out. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ William Kincaid demanded. ‘What can you see?’ 
 
    I reached inside. It was warm to the touch and, when I cupped my hands round it, I felt a flicker of soothing energy. I pulled back and stood up, displaying it to the others. Then I grinned.  
 
    ‘Take that, bitches.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Three 
 
      
 
    There was considerable debate about what to do next. Most of the discussion took place between the three Chieftains, William, Dorienne and Aifric, with Malcolm occasionally interjecting his opinion. The rest of us stood back. 
 
    ‘We don’t have the means to solve the problem here,’ Aifric said. ‘We should take the Foinse back to the Cruaich and deal with it there.’ 
 
    ‘If it goes back to the Cruaich,’ Dorienne pointed out, ‘then by default the Moncrieffes end up with the ownership of it. We cannot allow that to happen.’ 
 
    ‘My dear, the Cruaich belongs to us all. It’s not as if I’m scurrying away with it to the Moncrieffe Clan lands. You’ll know where it is.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all very well, Steward, but the Cruaich is hardly close to Kincaid lands. We have a lot of skilled people in our Clan who will be well placed to heal it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not giving that kind of power to the Kincaids!’ 
 
    The argument went round and round in circles. I eyed the Foinse that was  now being cradled by Aifric. If I looked closely, I could swear that its sickly aura now had a slightly different tinge. 
 
    ‘How long has the Foinse been held here?’ I asked Byron in an undertone. 
 
    He shrugged, his expression displeased as he watched the to-ing and fro-ing between the Clan heads. ‘A thousand years, give or take.’ 
 
    I considered the chest. It was an old piece but I’d estimate it was no more than two hundred years old. The aura around the Foinse suggested that it was a living being. And, speaking for myself as another living being, I didn’t think I’d do particularly well trapped inside a box. I’d probably get sick after two centuries of darkness too.  
 
    I craned my neck upwards at the shaft of light. It was less strong now, indicating that the end of the day was approaching. I wondered whether the position of the box beneath the light had been deliberate. Unless you were a stoor worm used to the dark depths of the ocean, chances were you’d need sunlight. 
 
    I glanced at Byron. With his head in the beam of light, his bronzed locks were burnished and gleaming. 
 
    ‘Do me a favour,’ I said, ‘and bring the Foinse over here. Your father’s more likely to hand it to you than me.’ And Kincaid and Darroch would be less likely to complain about Byron taking it as well. 
 
    ‘What are you thinking?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I just want to try something out,’ I prevaricated. 
 
    With a shake of his head, Byron did as I asked. Aifric appeared reluctant to let it go, as I’d surmised but he was hardly going to say no to his son and heir. 
 
    ‘I’d thought it was going to be bigger,’ Diana said, as Byron brought it back over. ‘It’s still pretty, though.’ 
 
    ‘It’s warm,’ he said, surprised. ‘And I can feel it almost … pulsating.’ 
 
    ‘Can you hold it up to the light?’ I asked. 
 
    His brow furrowed but he stepped over and allowed the sunlight to filter down. Not only did the Foinse seem to glow more strongly, but its aura began to change. It still didn’t look healthy but I could definitely see an improvement. 
 
    ‘Can I hold it?’ Diana asked eagerly. 
 
    Byron shrugged. ‘Sure.’ He passed it over.  
 
    She hefted in her hands. ‘Just think,’ she whispered, ‘this tiny thing is responsible for all of us.  For all of our gifts and all of our magic.’ 
 
    ‘The best things come in small packages,’ I agreed. I held up my palms. ‘May I?’ 
 
    She handed it to me, taking great care not to drop it. I smiled as I might at a gurgling baby. Aware that the three Chieftains had interrupted their conversation to watch me, I made sure I didn’t appear overly possessive. ‘Have you ever read Harry Potter?’ I asked casually. 
 
    Malcolm’s lip curled but Diana nodded. ‘You know Quidditch?’ I said. ‘What’s the name of the flying ball that they try to capture to win the game?’ 
 
    She smiled suddenly. ‘You’re right! It’s exactly like that! The snitch. That’s what it reminds me of. If it had wings, it would be a perfect match.’ 
 
    ‘Mm.’ I let my fingers brush against the Foinse’s warmth for another second. Then I threw it up into the air directly into the sunbeam. 
 
    They all gasped in horror. Byron lunged for it while Aifric and William sprang forward. Dorienne appeared to be frozen in place. 
 
    ‘You idiot!’ Malcolm screeched. ‘What have you done?’ He flung himself at me, slamming me down to the ground. Despite the painful crack of my spine on the stone, I kept my eyes on the Foinse.  
 
    They say that what goes up must come down – but the Foinse definitely wasn’t coming back down. In fact, it was gathering speed, rising up and up and up. As Malcolm drew back his fist and punched my face, I saw the Foinse reach the hole in the top of the mountain, wink once against the failing sunlight and disappear. Then my nose exploded in pain. 
 
    I felt Malcolm’s weight being dragged off me and the smack of more flesh on flesh. Blinking away tears, I struggled to my elbows, just as William Kincaid grabbed me and yanked to my feet. 
 
    ‘You’ve doomed us all!’ he shouted. I got a strong whiff of garlic from last night’s stew. ‘You’re just like your father after all!’ 
 
    I pulled back. Malcolm’s nose was streaming with blood, much like my own. Byron had his hand on Malcolm’s shirt as if he were afraid he was going to hit me again. Saved by Golden Boy. I supposed I should be thankful. I wiped away the blood with my sleeve and gazed at the angry faces. Aifric, in particular, appeared to be incandescent with rage.  
 
    ‘It’s the source of all the magic,’ I said quietly. ‘It doesn’t need to be rescued by us. It can fix itself. When we get far enough away and the Kincaids can use their precognition again, they’ll be able to tell us that everything’s going to be fine. The Foinse’s free and so is the magic. No single Clan has to be in charge of it. You don’t need to worry about putting more safeguards in place to stop someone misusing it. All your problems are solved.’ 
 
    My calm explanation didn’t appear to dampen the group’s ire. Only Byron looked at me speculatively. Everyone else wanted to murder me. That wasn’t much different to an hour ago; now they were just more open about it. 
 
    ‘Don’t you know what we could have done with the Foinse? The good we might have achieved?’ 
 
    Considering that none of us could use our gifts in its vicinity, the only ‘good’ it could have achieved would be for one Clan to hold it to ransom over the others. I wisely kept my thoughts to myself. 
 
    ‘I want to go back to the Cruaich now,’ I said carefully, reaching down into myself. Unfortunately, even with the Foinse no longer close by, my teleportation still wasn’t working. Shite. 
 
    ‘If we get back,’ William spat, ‘and the magic is still failing, I’m going to string you up by your nipples.’ 
 
    I winced. That sounded painful. ‘Aw, and I thought you were my breast friend, Willie.’ 
 
    Aifric exhaled. ‘She might be right, you know,’ he said, his anger  disappearing as quickly as it had arrived. ‘She might have saved the magic for everyone.’ He clapped his hands once. ‘We won’t know until we get far enough away from wherever the Foinse is now. We need to move quickly so we can recapture it if need be.’ 
 
    The fact that the benevolent Steward used the word ‘recapturing’ as if the Foinse was a Sidhe prisoner spoke volumes to me.  
 
    ‘Then let’s go,’ William snapped. He jabbed me with his finger. ‘You stay in front of me. I want to know where you are and what you’re doing at all times.’ 
 
    I swept a curtsey. ‘Of course, Chieftain,’ I said mockingly. 
 
    ‘There’s no need for that,’ Byron interrupted. For a moment I thought he was scolding me but I realised he was addressing William. ‘She can be trusted.’ 
 
    ‘She’s given us no evidence of that yet,’ he ground out. 
 
    I put my hand on Byron’s arm. ‘It’s fine.’ I needed to get away from here as quickly as possible so I could teleport myself to safety. If that meant having William Kincaid at my back then that’s what I would do. 
 
    Aifric strode off, his pace brisk. He held his head high but I noted that his fists were still clenched tightly. No matter what he’d said, he was struggling to give me the benefit of the doubt. Without further ado, everyone fell into line, William bringing up the rear with me directly in front of him.  
 
    Byron was touchingly worried about what was happening and kept swinging his head back to check on me. Every time he did, I gave him a wide smile. I had few doubts that I’d done the right thing with the Foinse. What happened from here on in, however, was anyone’s guess. 
 
    We marched back to the bridge. Silence reigned, which suited me perfectly. I was aware of William Kincaid’s every breath and footfall. I wanted to know what he was going to do before he did it. I reckoned it was pretty obvious where the attack would come. They’d have to be pretty nimble, though. Even if the Kincaids teamed up with the Darrochs, when it came to heights I was better than the lot of them. 
 
    At some point Aifric and Byron swapped places so, by the time we reached the rope bridge, there was an interesting shift in order. I hung back as Byron crossed, then Dorienne and Diana, followed by Malcolm and Aifric. I could hear my heart thumping in my chest. Before William changed his mind about staying at my back, I leapt in front of him and  virtually sprinted across, keeping every sense alert.  
 
    When I landed on solid ground, I was almost disappointed. Perhaps they’d realised that trying to take me out here would be a waste of time and would reveal their intentions. I gritted my teeth as William began his wobble across the bridge. Now I’d have to be on my guard more than ever.  
 
    ‘The Cruaich,’ I whispered, earning a strange look from Aifric. I remained where I was but didn’t feel the slightest tug on my body. The teleportation still wasn’t working. These Gifts were sodding useless. 
 
    In a reverie as I tried to guess where the next danger spot would be, I almost missed it when William’s foot slipped. A second later he cried out, his hands frantically snatching at the ropes on either side of the bridge to stop himself from falling. Dorienne shrieked in alarm. William threw one leg up, hooking it over the bottom rope, while his hands clung onto to the two higher ones. He was sweating, though, and with moist palms, he couldn’t hold on for long if he didn’t haul himself upright. The precarious bridge was swinging dramatically from side to side. My eyes snapped to the muscles straining in William’s arms. Crapadoodle. He wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    I didn’t think. Instead I shot back along the rope bridge towards him, using my own body weight to counter the swing and give him more stability.  
 
    ‘Hold on!’ I yelled, lunging for his hand.  
 
    I was too late. His fingers had already slipped into the air and he was hanging down, head first, with only one leg stopping him from falling into the chasm below. If I’d had any doubt whether this was a staged accident, his look of white-faced terror laid that thought to rest. 
 
     ‘Integrity!’ Byron shouted, as I jumped over William’s leg to twist myself back and grab him from a better angle.  
 
    ‘Don’t! Don’t come on here! Three people will be too many. I’ve got this! Just trust me.’ 
 
    Using my elbow as an anchor, I swung into the air. William’s arms were flailing around. I tried to snatch his hand but he was panicking too much. 
 
    ‘Calm down,’ I hissed. ‘Stop jerking around and I will catch you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to die,’ he muttered. ‘I’m going to die! I’m going to die!’ 
 
    ‘You are not going to die.’ I gave another swing and slapped him hard across his cheek. 
 
    He stared at me in shock. ‘Stay calm,’ I repeated. ‘If you get hysterical, this is going to take much longer. I will pull you up.’ I looked him in the eyes. ‘William, I will get you. Got that?’ 
 
    He nodded mutely and relief rushed through me. ‘Can you lift your arms up? I need to get your wrists. If I grab your hands, they’ll be too sweaty and you’ll slip. Understand?’ 
 
    He nodded again and stretched upwards. Shite. I still wasn’t close enough.  
 
    ‘My leg,’ he whispered. ‘It’s not going to make it.’ 
 
    I looked up. He was right. He was hanging on now by his ankle. Cursing to myself, I pulled up and looped the less taut section of rope round my right ankle. It would give me the length I required but it wouldn’t hold for long. I had to do this quickly. 
 
    Ignoring the shouts from the others, I swung down once more. With a burst of adrenalin, I stretched out my arms and curled my hands round William’s wrists. He gasped in relief. 
 
    ‘You know you really reek of garlic,’ I told him. ‘Remember that when you want to give me a grateful kiss later on.’ 
 
    He managed a shaky smile but, feeling tremors ripping through his flesh, I wasted no more time. ‘We’re going to swing back upwards, William. On a count of three, you’ll go right, I’ll go left and then we’ll meet in the middle. Got that?’ 
 
    He gulped for air. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘When we’re close enough, be prepared for me to release your left wrist. Then I’ll grab the rope and get both of us back up.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t drop me.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t. I told you, I’ve got this. Ready? One, two, three!’ 
 
    I pushed upwards. William’s frame wasn’t exactly slight and his fear made it hard for him to find the energy to gain sufficient momentum. From somewhere deep within himself, however, he managed. With my hands half a metre away, I dropped his wrist and swung harder, only just managing to snatch hold of the rope and heave William’s body up. 
 
    I freed my foot from the loop and got back to my feet, yanking him to me as I did so. The moment his feet touched the rope, he almost collapsed in relief. I was forced to steady him again before he fell once more. 
 
    The yells of relief overtook us. William began to turn, lifting one hand from the rope in acknowledgment of his close call. As he did so, and as his body blocked my view of the other side, someone else stepped out onto the bridge. 
 
    ‘No!’ I yelled in alarm.  
 
    The weight of a third person made the bridge swing once more, this time with even more force. The rope jerked to one side and William lost his footing again. I lunged for him. I’d have caught him if the other person on the bridge hadn’t pulled back in alarm, and leapt off the bridge to safety. That movement caused the rope to switch directions so I was flung off balance too. Instead of William’s hand, all I grasped at was air.  
 
    In terrible slow motion, his eyes bulged and he reached towards me. His mouth opened to scream but nothing came out. A second later he was swallowed up by the darkness. Malcolm Kincaid shrieked his name but it was far, far too late.  
 
    The inevitable thump as he reached the ground made me double over, as if I’d been kicked in the stomach. Retching, and with hot tears streaming from my eyes, I stumbled blindly back across the bridge. The horror etched on the faces confronting me mirrored my own. 
 
    ‘I didn’t realise,’ Aifric mumbled. ‘I thought I could help.’ 
 
    I stared at him. He’d been the one to step out on the bridge then. Anguish lined his face. Ripping away my gaze, I looked at Malcolm. He was kneeling on the ground, tearless sobs racking his body.  
 
    Byron put a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder and he stumbled to his feet. He lifted up his head and addressed me. ‘You killed him,’ he said in a clear voice. ‘You killed my uncle. You killed my Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t,’ Byron said. ‘It wasn’t her fault.’ 
 
    I put my hand up, forestalling him. Grief was never a rational thing and this wasn’t the time for recriminations. Still feeling sick, all I said was, ‘Let’s get out. Now.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    We stumbled back out into the stone clearing where Lily greeted us with a faltering smile. She looked from one of us to the other, her eyes eventually landing on me and staying there. 
 
    ‘What happened, Chieftain?’ she asked. ‘Your nose is purple.’ 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. ‘Integrity,’ I said tiredly. ‘Call me Integrity. And my nose will be fine.’ I could hardly complain about it given what else had occurred. 
 
    Lily glanced at the rest of the group. ‘Where’s Chieftain Kincaid?’ 
 
    ‘He’s gone.’ 
 
    She absorbed this information then bobbed her head. ‘He was a bastard anyway,’ she said succinctly.  
 
    I glanced at Malcolm. His features were wan and drawn. ‘It doesn’t mean he deserved to die.’ 
 
    Lily touched me gently on the arm and turned away. 
 
    Aifric frowned. ‘Malcolm’s in no fit state to do anything. We need to get him away from here as quickly as possible.’ He threw me a hard look. ‘We still need to find out what’s happened to the Foinse and the magic.’ 
 
    ‘If their gifts were precognition, how come they couldn’t foresee what was going to happen?’ I said, as much to myself as anyone else. 
 
    ‘Some futures don’t reveal themselves,’ Byron told me quietly. ‘And William’s reluctance to cross the bridge the first time around…’ His voice trailed off. 
 
    I nodded. Maybe he had foreknowledge that he’d kept to himself. 
 
    ‘We’re going to need to get Malcolm back to the Cruaich as soon as possible. But we have to untack William’s horse and clear up here.’ 
 
    I saw an opening. ‘I’ll sort out the stuff here and follow you.’ 
 
    Byron looked troubled. ‘I’m not convinced that’s a good idea. Someone is probably still trying to kill you.’ 
 
    I laughed and waved at the steep mountainsides surrounding us. ‘I’ll see them coming before they see me. Anyway it’s probably be better if I’m not around Malcolm.’ 
 
    His eyes searched my face; there was something unfathomable lurking in their depths. ‘You won’t catch us up on Barbie.’ 
 
    I checked on my horse. She was edging towards Byron’s black stallion again with a look of determination. ‘Don’t underestimate her,’ I said. ‘But if I can’t get to you along the way, I’ll find you back at the Cruaich.’ I half turned to go but he grabbed my arm and pulled me closer. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.  
 
    I bit my lip and nodded. 
 
    ‘I mean it, Integrity. That would have been a traumatic experience for anyone. There wasn’t anything you could do.’ 
 
    I jerked my head at Malcolm. ‘Tell him that.’ 
 
    Byron sighed and ran a hand through his hair. ‘You won’t run off, will you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I wasn’t going to run anywhere. I was going to teleport. 
 
    He released me reluctantly and went to speak to his father. Aifric glanced at me and nodded. ‘Good idea,’ he said briskly. He dug into his bag and pulled out a bottle of water and some jerky. ‘Take this. With any luck, you’ll catch us up along the way. As soon as Malcolm is up to it, we’ll check on the Foinse.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Aifric’s bright blue eyes met mine. ‘If I hadn’t walked out onto the bridge, he’d still be here.’ 
 
    I looked away. ‘We could spend our lives wondering “what if?”. What’s done is done. Look after Malcolm. He’ll be alright but he’ll need some time.’ 
 
    Aifric straightened his shoulders. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    I gazed up at the sky. Dusk was falling. Other than a few wispy clouds and the faint outline of the moon, there was nothing to be seen. ‘The Foinse will be fine, too. You’ll see.’ 
 
    Aifric’s mouth twisted. ‘We will.’ 
 
    I hung back, watching as Byron helped Malcolm onto his horse and the diminished group trotted back off through the narrow path. Lily stayed with me, refusing to join them. 
 
    ‘You should go,’ I told her. ‘I’m not safe to be around.’ 
 
    ‘I can think here. Everything’s clearer.’ 
 
    Perhaps the Foinse hadn’t spun off as far as we’d imagined. Its magic was still affecting Lily and there was no sign that anyone’s gifts had returned. ‘You can’t stay here forever, you know.’ 
 
    She smiled enigmatically in response. ‘Tell me a joke,’ she said. 
 
    My chest tightened. ‘I’m not sure this is the time.’  
 
    Barbie snickered and Lily reached out. ‘Please?’ 
 
    I stared after the departing Sidhe and thought of my role in William Kincaid’s death. ‘I’m sorry and I apologise mean the same thing,’ I finally said. ‘Except at a funeral.’ 
 
    Lily swung her hair. ‘That’s not really funny.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I agreed sadly. ‘It’s not.’ 
 
    Working together silently, we untacked William’s horse. Lily unclipped a rope on his bridle and connected it to Barbie on one side and her white mare on the other. She patted her horse’s mane.  ‘I really would have liked those bells.’ She shook herself. 
 
    I scooped up the last of the rubbish and glanced around. ‘I think that’s it.’ I took out Aifric’s jerky and offered her a piece. She examined it for a moment then shook her head. ‘I’ll take some of that water though.’ 
 
    I unscrewed the bottle and passed it over. Lily stared down at its contents, a tiny smile playing around the corner of her lips. ‘You need to avenge your parents,’ she said suddenly. ‘You can’t let him win.’ 
 
    Uneasiness rippled through me. ‘Let who win?’ 
 
    Her smile grew. ‘Bottoms up.’ She tilted her head back and gulped, draining the entire bottle then wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Everything will be alright, Chieftain. You’ll see.’ All at once she started to choke. 
 
    ‘Lily?’ I slapped her on the back, assuming she’d swallowed some water the wrong way but she only got worse. Becoming more alarmed, I grabbed her shoulders. Her cheeks were turning puce. ‘Lily? Lily!’ I shook her.  
 
    Saliva frothed at the corners of her mouth. Her eyes met mine in one final smile and then she slid out of my grasp and crumpled in a heap. I knelt down, moving her head to one side, hooking my finger inside her mouth. My hands were shaking and desperation clawed at me. Perhaps something was caught in her throat. I thumped her chest but nothing happened. She let out a faint gurgle. 
 
    Without thinking, I grabbed the letter opener and rubbed it furiously against my thigh. ‘Bob!’ I shrieked.  
 
    He appeared in an instant, his gaze sweeping from me to Lily’s prone form. 
 
    ‘I wish for you to save her!’ I shouted. He didn’t move. ‘Bob!’ I said again. ‘Do something!’ 
 
    His expression was sorrowful. ‘I can’t. I can’t change death, Uh Integrity. That’s beyond even my powers.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not dead! She was just here! She was fine. She…’ 
 
    ‘She’s gone.’ He flew up to my face and pressed his little hand against my cheek. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘But… but…’ I stammered. I stared down at her. Her eyes were wide and unseeing.  
 
    Swatting Bob away, I tilted back Lily’s head and began mouth to mouth resuscitation. I thumped her chest again. ‘Come on, Lily!’ 
 
    ‘She’s not coming back,’ Bob said. 
 
    I ignored him. ‘She has to!’ I breathed into her mouth again. I could taste something bitter on my lips, followed by a strange tingle. Rubbing my mouth with the cuff of my sleeve, I spat on the ground. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ he said, using my name correctly for the first time. ‘She’s dead.’ 
 
    Tears blinded me. I rocked back on my heels. ‘I don’t understand,’ I sobbed. ‘I don’t get it.’ 
 
    My hands fell to my sides, knocking over the bottle of water that had fallen when Lily had. I looked down at it blurrily and the bottom drained out of my world. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    ‘What did you do with the horses?’ Taylor asked, handing me a cup of tea. ‘I know a guy who deals in premium horsemeat, you know. I could have taken care of them for you.’ 
 
    I threw him an irritated look. He grinned in return. Now that his debts were cleared, his normal insouciance was returning. I curled my fingers round the cup’s warmth and sighed. ‘I left them in the courtyard at the Cruaich just before I returned Lily’s body to her Clan and retrieved those two.’ I nodded towards Lexie and Brochan who were sitting opposite with Speck perched on the arm of the sofa next to them. All of them looked grim, their mouths tight and tell-tale shadows under their eyes. 
 
    ‘You’d seemed to think you could trust Aifric.’ 
 
    My head drooped. ‘I should have known. He’s the Steward. A lot of his power might be inconsequential but he still has more of it than anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it wasn’t him. Someone else could have spiked the water.’ 
 
    I dug into my pocket and threw him my phone. ‘Look at the photos,’ I said dully. 
 
    The last one was the group photo that Lily had taken. Taylor examined it. ‘They don’t look happy, I’ll admit, but…’ 
 
    ‘Look at Aifric.’ 
 
    She’d snapped it at just the right moment. When you enlarged the photo, it was easy to see. Aifric was fingering a tiny silver ball with veins of red running through it. I’d seen one of those before – Charlie had tried to give me one. It was filled with poison. 
 
    ‘I was a fool,’ I said. ‘I thought it was the Kincaids who hated me, the Darrochs too. But it turns out that Aifric Moncrieffe is an excellent actor. William Kincaid was collateral damage. And so was Lily.’ 
 
    ‘What about his son? Byron, is it?’ 
 
    Something clutched at my heart. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think he’s involved but I can’t be sure. I can’t be sure of anything any more.’ 
 
    ‘I found out a lot when you were gone,’ Lexie admitted. ‘The Moncrieffes are destitute because Aifric’s been forced to pass a lot of money to some of the other Clans. He’s been doing it for years.’ She swallowed. ‘Ever since Clan Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Bribes. To cover up whatever it was he did.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s responsible for what happened with your father?’ 
 
    I shrugged helplessly. ‘It seems that way.’ 
 
    Speck shifted. ‘The vast majority of the Clan-less don’t give a flying bejesus what happens with the Sidhe but…’ 
 
    Taylor broke in. ‘But anyone who met Gale Adair has nothing but good things to say about him. No matter what he might have done.’ 
 
    My eyes flew to his. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 
 
    ‘If you’d dwelled on your life with the Sidhe, I would have. But you wanted to forget that part of you had ever existed. You were just a kid, Tegs. You needed to heal. If you didn’t want to know, then I wasn’t going to stir up the past for you.’ 
 
    I understood the sentiment. But while I might have needed Taylor’s protection when I was eleven years old, I certainly didn’t need it now. My world had been turned on its head and nothing would ever be the same again. ‘Did you find anything at the Adair lands, Brochan?’ I swallowed. ‘At my lands?’ 
 
    He took a moment before answering. ‘There’s definitely still evidence of an immense battle. Old scorch marks, rubble that no-one’s cleared up. That kind of thing. It’s been too long though. I can’t say what happened with any certainty.’ 
 
    Speck looked at me with dark, worried eyes. ‘He’s going to know you’re still alive. He’s not going to stop trying to get rid of you. I don’t know what his reasons are, but with the Foinse out in the open and no issue any more with the magic, he has no cause to keep you alive. Especially now that you know he tried to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘He’s much more dangerous than the Bull ever was,’ I agreed. ‘Aifric is intelligent enough to manipulate people into believing that he’s a decent guy.’ I took a deep breath and stood up. ‘But he’s not going to be sure whether I know his true nature or not. He’ll expect me to suspect him but he doesn’t know I have proof. I can use that. I need time to find out more about what happened all those years ago. If I’m going to expose him, I’ll need evidence of what happened to my parents and the rest of Clan Adair. Not to mention why it happened.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the plan?’ Lexie asked. ‘Because whatever it is, I want in.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Speck piped up. ‘There’s no way I’m letting that blue-haired pixie get all the glory.’ 
 
    ‘I’m in too,’ Brochan agreed. ‘Aifric Moncrieffe isn’t going to get away with this.’ 
 
    Taylor stood up as well. ‘So Integrity? What is the plan?’ 
 
    I looked at him. ‘You’re normally the man with the plan.’ 
 
    He smiled, although his smile was tinged with a sad pride. ‘I think the student has become the master. You held it together through all this. I’m the one who fell apart.’  
 
    I squeezed his arm. 
 
    ‘All you need to do,’ Bob drawled from where he lounged on a cushion, ‘is wish for…’ 
 
    ‘No,’ we chorused. ‘No wishing.’ 
 
    I looked at them all. ‘You have to do bad shit to get ahead. I’m not going to fight Aifric. But I am going to be smarter than him. We’ll sort out things with the money and lull him into a false sense of security. Then we’ll go back to normal and act as if nothing’s happened.’ 
 
    Lexie’s brow furrowed. ‘How’s that going to help?’ 
 
    My eyes gleamed. ‘Because it’ll force him to come to me. He won’t be able to help himself. Bit by bit, I’m going to make Aifric Moncrieffe my bitch. And then I’m going to destroy him.’ 
 
    Bob lazily got to his feet. ‘And his son?’ 
 
    I looked away. ‘Sometimes there’s collateral damage.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Six 
 
      
 
    I strolled in through the gates of the Cruaich three days later. I didn’t have the welcoming committee I’d endured last time but I still received a lot of startled looks. I caught a few hushed whispers and was unsurprised at their content. The others were being hailed as heroes for first saving the Foinse and releasing it. I was being cast as the person who allowed William Kincaid to die and possibly murdered Lily Macquarrie in the process. I didn’t care what they said; I held my head high. 
 
    My intention had been to make a beeline for the hall. Whether all the Clan Chieftains were there or not made little difference. My words would get back to the people who needed to hear them no matter what Aifric tried to do. I was stopped in my tracks, however, by a familiar voice. 
 
    ‘I thought you weren’t going to run away.’ 
 
    I turned, drinking in Byron. He looked rumpled, the shadow of stubble across his jawline. For once his hair wasn’t so perfect but his emerald eyes remained bright. I forced down the irritating prickles of desire that danced through my veins. I wasn’t going to believe the worst of him yet. Jumping to conclusions wouldn’t aid my cause but whatever was behind that sexy façade, I couldn’t let myself trust him. Not when I knew the truth about his father.  
 
    ‘Circumstances altered my path. How’s Malcolm?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Grieving.’ He took a step towards me. ‘What happened? The Macquarries sent word that you appeared like a bat out of hell carrying Lily’s body.’ 
 
    ‘Lily’s corpse,’ I corrected quietly. 
 
    A shadow crossed his face. ‘For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think it was me who poisoned her then?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He met my gaze and held it. ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    I shook out my hair. ‘It was the water,’ I told him. ‘There was something in it. It was obviously meant for me.’ 
 
    Byron sucked in a breath. ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘It must have been William Kincaid,’ I continued blithely. ‘He hated me with every fibre of his being. He’ll be spinning in his grave that he missed his shot.’ 
 
    Byron’s jaw tightened. ‘The magic is fine,’ he said. ‘As you assumed. Wherever the Foinse is, it’s no longer broken.’ 
 
    I liked to the think of the source of all Scottish magic as a ‘she’, rather than an ‘it’.  Kind of like Mother Nature. ‘I told you so,’ I said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    He didn’t rise to the bait. ‘Why are you here now, Integrity?’ His voice was low and husky. There was an odd light in his eyes and I realised he was searching for a particular answer. I shrugged. Whatever. 
 
    ‘Here,’ I said, thrusting out a brown envelope. ‘That’s what Taylor owes you. Including your unreasonable interest.’ 
 
    He gazed at my outstretched hand. ‘You don’t have to do that. It was a mean trick in the first place.’ 
 
    I cocked my head. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers, Byron. Your Clan needs the money and you have his loan paid in full. We’re all leaving town and I want to make sure there are no loose ends before I go.’ 
 
    ‘Leaving? Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘I was always going to be leaving. I have a new job.’ I smiled. ‘This one is on the right side of the law.’ I wasn’t quite so sure that Lexie, Speck, Brochan and Taylor would adhere to that but they weren’t his concern. I checked my watch. ‘In fact, my train leaves in a couple of hours so I don’t have long.’ 
 
    A muscle throbbed in his cheek. ‘You’re Sidhe. You don’t have to work among the Clan-less.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said cheerfully, ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    A door opened at the far end of the corridor. It was difficult to be sure with the light behind them but it looked like Aifric. I forced myself to stay relaxed and raised a hand in greeting. I didn’t check to see whether he waved back.  
 
    ‘Anyway,’ I continued. ‘This is for you.’ I took out a small velvet bag from my inside pocket. ‘I thought you might want it back.’ 
 
    Byron was genuinely surprised. ‘Is that the Lia Saifire?’ 
 
    I inclined my head. ‘It is. And it’s all yours. Clan Moncrieffe can do whatever they wish with it.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d sold it on.’ 
 
    I smiled. It had been a piece of cake to steal it back from the human who’d bought it. He’d shoved it in a display cabinet in a showy castle up in the north. There was a vast collection of artwork and other jewels alongside it. I bet it would be months before he even noticed it was gone. Teleportation made everything easier. It was just as well I was changing professions; I’d be bored out of my wits if heists were always so simple to pull off. 
 
    ‘I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure knowing you all,’ I said lightly, ‘but I can’t deny that I’m glad all this is over.’ 
 
    He took another step towards me. ‘Is it? Is it all over, Integrity?’ 
 
     ‘Of course it is.’ I paused. ‘What did the beaver say to the tree?’ 
 
    Byron frowned. ‘Integrity…’ 
 
    ‘It’s been nice gnawing you.’  
 
    He didn’t acknowledge my joke. There was no appreciation for the finer art of humour these days. 
 
    ‘Goodbye Byron.’ I tossed him the bag with the Lia Saifire in it, turned on my heel and walked out, whistling. I’d be back. 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Old habits die hard. It wasn’t entirely my fault though; if the Sidhe from the Clan Carnegie hadn’t been quite so brash about flashing his wealth on the street I’d have left him alone. But when he stepped out of his chauffeur-driven, brick-red SUV, summarily pushing an elder Clan-less pixie out of the way and into a dirty puddle, then made an ostentatious show of adjusting his cuffs so we could all see his gleaming over-priced Rolex, I couldn’t resist. I’d only popped out for a pint of milk but this seemed far more exciting than another conversation with the human who ran the small corner shop at the end of my road.  
 
    In the Highlands of Scotland, you were either Clan or Clan-less. The Clans were run by the Sidhe but other individuals could swear fealty and enlist. In return they received a modest wage, a degree of protection from all the ills the world had to offer, and long hours working at whatever the Clan deemed necessary. Not everyone wanted to become a Sidhe slave though. Avoid the Clans and you were left to scrub out an earning on the cold, hard streets. Neither option was perfect. I might have been the only Clan-less Sidhe in the entire country but until recently I’d always been proud to call myself Clan-less. We might be the bottom of the rung but at least we were free.  
 
    I tracked the pompous Carnegie Sidhe along Oban’s main street and down towards the harbour. He strutted along like he owned the place. It didn’t help his cause that he had a skinny Bauchan, a sort of Scottish hobgoblin, trailing after him with an umbrella to protect his precious Sidhe skin from the unrelenting sleet. He paused in front of a rusty boat, jerking his head imperiously at the pale-faced sailors visible on the deck. Whatever cargo he was here to inspect, it had to be valuable for him to bother making this trip.  
 
    It might have been January but spring was still a long way off. Still, even wealthy Sidhe like him couldn’t order deliveries from across the Veil. For the last three hundred years, the Fomori demons had ruled the Scottish Lowlands from the other side of the magical barrier called the Veil. Unless you wanted to risk being torn apart limb by limb by a horde of murderous evil-doers, you couldn’t go through the Veil and you couldn’t fly over it. If you wanted something delivered from the rest of the world, you had to bring it by sea or get a plane to go the long way round. 
 
    The sailors hastily threw down the gangplank. I suspected that it wouldn’t matter how quickly they opened up access for him, he would still have that lemon-sucking expression on his face. The high-born Sidhe nobles had been in their positions for too long to expect anything other than the smoothest and most immediate service. Maybe his attitude wasn’t his fault; after all, he had been conditioned through generations to act that way. 
 
    He marched up, his foot catching on a patch of ice. I had to bite my tongue to stop from laughing aloud as his arms flailed dramatically and he tried to stop himself from pitching over into the dark, freezing waters below. The Bauchan, who’d remained behind on the dock, lunged upwards while the sailors darted down. The Sidhe was caught just in time, several pairs of arms steadying his body before helping him up the rest of the way. Shame. 
 
    I cast around. There was a Clan Haig tugboat nearby, its familiar blue tartan flying from the mast. I stepped back and eyed it. The distance to the Carnegie ship wasn’t so great; I could bypass the waiting Bauchan by leaping from one deck to the other. The Carnegie sailors would be so distracted by the noble’s visit that they probably wouldn’t even notice me. I grinned to myself. 
 
    ‘Did you hear about what happened when the blue ship and the red ship collided?’ I said to the wind. ‘Both crews were marooned.’ 
 
    As if in response, a stronger gust whirled round me, catching my white hair and blowing it round my head. It was usually a colour that made me stand out in a crowd but in greyer-than-grey weather like this, it was almost perfect camouflage. 
 
    Shoving my hands in my pockets and whistling, I wandered over to the Haig tugboat. It appeared deserted. With a quick look over my shoulder, I jumped up, caught hold of one of the ropes that tethered it to the dock and hoisted myself up. Keeping low, I crept along the smooth deck until I reached the starboard side. My brow furrowed. Somehow, from this angle, the distance to the Carnegie vessel looked greater.  
 
    The sailors, most of whom appeared to be mermen, were making a great show of looking busy. Keep at it, boys. I waited until most of their backs were turned then, inhaling deeply, threw myself forward, legs and arms akimbo. My fingers only just caught the edge of a porthole and my body slammed into the side of the ship a moment later. There was a heavy clunk which had my insides stiffening in alarm. I hung there for several seconds, trying to keep my grip secure. I hadn’t expected the porthole to be so slimy, which in hindsight was remarkably stupid of me, and it wasn’t easy to cling on. Eventually a few shouts carried over by the helpful wind reached my ears. The sailors’ attention was focused on the other side of the ship. I didn’t need to worry. 
 
    The ship’s hull might have been slippery but it was also obviously used to far deeper waters than these. There were enough barnacles which, if I didn’t allow my toes to linger on them for too long, could provide the grip I required. I craned my neck to judge my route then, knowing I wouldn’t be able to hang onto the rim of the porthole for much longer, leapt up. The second I hit the deck I rolled, using the steel containers crammed along the side to conceal myself from alert eyes. The ship heaved in the water. It was no wonder I usually chose to stick to dry land; even within the safety of the harbour, the waves were enough to make my stomach rise into my throat. 
 
    I pressed myself against the container’s side, not just to keep myself from being spotted but also because it was reassuringly solid. Edging along, I peered round the corner. There was an open door leading into the blackness of the ship’s hold.  
 
    I was in unknown territory. Under normal circumstances I sneaked into buildings, and modern architectural design, especially when it came to interiors, tended to be much of a muchness. Even without floor plans, it didn’t take much common sense to understand layouts and locations. But, beyond the fact that icebergs were to be avoided at all costs, I knew next to nothing about ships. Perhaps if I just wandered in yelling ‘Ahoy me hearties!’ I’d be alright. 
 
    Before I could dart inside, the Sidhe noble reappeared. He had a long thin nose, which spoke of some ancient Roman heritage, and piercing eyes. I didn’t recognise him so he wasn’t the Carnegie Clan Chieftain, despite his regal bearing. 
 
    ‘It all needs to go to the Cruaich immediately,’ he said in a cultured tone, referring to the seat of Sidhe power where duplicitous Aifric Moncrieffe ruled as Steward. 
 
    One of the mermen cleared his throat. ‘There’s been a heavy snowfall…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care,’ the Sidhe snapped. ‘We can’t afford prying eyes seeing what we have.’ 
 
    A tiny smile played around my mouth. So this was all supposed to be a great big secret? Even better. If his precious cargo was too large for me to spirit away, I could simply take a few photos and post them around for all to see. His big secret, whatever it was, would be exposed to the world and I’d win either way. Since I’d turned my back on the world of thievery, I had to get my kicks where I could.  
 
    The merman bowed, although it didn’t take a genius to notice that he was more than slightly piqued by the command. All mermen, my friend and erstwhile colleague Brochan included, had a line of small fins running down the length of their spines. Usually this was covered by specially designed clothing which reached up to the nape. This sailor was wearing a low, crew-cut T-shirt so his first few fins were on display and, even from my hiding place, I saw them bristle and tighten. But it didn’t matter how irked he was, he wasn’t about to deny the Carnegie lordling. That meant the Sidhe probably possessed one of the more volatile magic Gifts – and wasn’t afraid to use it against less magically inclined beings. One of the reasons that the Sidhe held the powerful position that they did was as a result of their Gifts – anything from pyrokinesis to telepathy. Most Sidhe only had one; a lucky few could boast of two or even three. My situation was a lot more complicated. I still wasn’t sure what I had – or whether I even wanted it. 
 
    I waited until the Sidhe started to leave. He was more careful this time and took his time stepping onto the gangplank. While the sailors watched him, no doubt keeping their fingers crossed that he would slip and fall, I took advantage of their distraction to fly out from behind the container and duck into the doorway. 
 
    This was no pretty wooden boat like the Clan Haig tugboat. It was a working ship, not a pleasure boat, and I was surrounded by steel plates and rusting rivets. That meant I’d have to be careful to keep quiet. Metal conducted sound almost as well as it conducted heat.  
 
    Oddly, the strong tang of salt from the sea seemed stronger inside the hold than outside. I tiptoed gingerly down the corridor, ignoring the girly pin-ups from old magazines which had been fixed haphazardly to the walls. Half-naked merwomen just didn’t do it for me. 
 
    I sneaked past several rooms, ranging from a galley kitchen to an officers’ mess. I might not know much about ships but I was betting that the cargo the Carnegie Sidhe was so concerned about would be kept down in the bowels of the ship.  
 
    The further in I went, the more the vessel seemed to be alive. It creaked and groaned like an old man getting out of bed. I skirted to my right, avoiding the murmur of voices from the other direction, and let out a sigh of relief when I spotted some narrow stairs leading downwards. Bracing my hands on either side of the walls, I crept down, aware of every sound around me – not least the tiny, yet very audible, clank of my footsteps. 
 
    The area below was well lit with fluorescent lights hanging from the steel ceiling which gave off a harsh glow. It was also surprisingly tidy. I glanced at the first huge pallet; I couldn’t tell exactly what was inside but it looked like sections of black, smoky plate glass. Certainly it contained nothing worth stealing – or nothing worth a Sidhe getting their knickers in a twist about. I shrugged and kept going, passing crate after crate filled with similar material. It was only when I heard the rattle from ahead that I paused. That was … interesting. 
 
    More wary now, I pushed on. The rattle sounded again. I rounded another pallet, spotted a large cage and halted immediately. Was there an animal inside? Or something worse?  
 
    I strained my eyes to make out what was in there. The cage seemed empty but it was in a prominent position, with a clear space around it. That signified its importance; this was more than just an empty cage ‒ and it was also worryingly large. 
 
    Just as I was about to take another step, there was a cough behind me. ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ said a dry voice. 
 
    I whirled round. It was a rare day when someone managed to sneak up on me. Deciding to brazen it out, I shook out my hair and tilted up my chin. ‘Why not?’ 
 
    A merman stepped out from behind one of the pallets. ‘She doesn’t like strangers.’ 
 
    Tension knotted across my spine. She? I licked my lips. ‘Lord Carnegie asked me to…’ 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, the merman boomed out a laugh. It reverberated around the hold and bounced off the steel walls. ‘You’re no Carnegie Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not,’ I said softly, ‘but I am Sidhe.’ Usually that detail was enough to prevent further questions.  
 
    ‘I know exactly who you are.’ 
 
    Uh-oh. That wasn’t good. I thought quickly. The sailors above deck had been terrified of the Carnegie lord so maybe I could use that to my advantage. Right now, the merman was blocking my exit and, lithe as I was, I didn’t think I’d make it back up that narrow staircase without him grabbing me. I’d have to continue down the intimidation route, distasteful as it might be. 
 
    ‘Then you know what I’m capable of,’ I said clearly. 
 
    The merman folded his arms. ‘Bad jokes and safe cracking?’ He smirked. ‘Because if you crack that safe, Integrity, you’re not going to get out of here alive.’ 
 
    I blinked, taken aback. He really did know who I was. ‘How do you…?’ 
 
    ‘I have a cousin,’ he said. ‘A sea-fearing idiot of a cousin. Instead of enjoying all that the ocean has to offer, he lurks around cities stealing shit.’ He snorted. ‘Landlubber.’ 
 
    My shoulders sagged in relief. ‘Brochan.’ 
 
    The merman inclined his head. ‘Just so.’ He regarded me for a moment. ‘We don’t tend to talk about him. His parents aren’t exactly proud that their firstborn is thalassophobic.’ 
 
    Afraid of the sea. I had to admit it was certainly an unusual – and not particularly welcome ‒ trait in a merman. But Brochan was also my friend. ‘He’s far more capable than most. He might have turned his back on the ocean blue but he doesn’t have to kneel to a Clan and he doesn’t have to worry about getting wrinkly fingers from spending too much time in the water.’ I raised my eyebrows pointedly. 
 
    The merman grinned. ‘Indeed. We meet up from time to time. He likes you a lot. He’ll be pleased to know that you’re sticking up for him.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t need me to stick up for him. He can fight his own battles.’ 
 
    He took no offence at my sniffy comment. ‘Just so. I’m Jimmy, by the way.’  
 
    I inclined my head in wary greeting and watched him for a moment. ‘So what’s in the cage?’ I asked finally. 
 
    ‘Nothing you’d want to nick.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Come on, Jimmy. We’re practically family.’ 
 
    He laughed wheezily. ‘Good one. The day I’m practically family with a Sidhe is the day my parents disown me too.’ 
 
    I frowned. He already knew that I wasn’t like other Sidhe. Surely he could grant me a little leeway. ‘Tell me what’s in the cage,’ I coaxed. 
 
    He was still amused. ‘If you really want to know…’ He raised his head and whistled. There was another rattle, followed by a hiss. I turned to see a creature out of my worst nightmares drop down from the roof of the cage.  
 
    ‘We call her Debbie,’ Jimmy said. 
 
    I stared at the giant spider. Her glittering eyes were fixed on me and she was the size of a horse. One long hairy leg tapped impatiently on the steel floor. I swallowed, taking in the expanse of her rounded belly. I hoped its size meant she’d just eaten because, frankly, I’d never seen anything so terrifying. ‘Why the hell does the Carnegie Clan want a giant spider?’ I whispered, more to myself than to Jimmy. 
 
    ‘Why do the Clans want anything?’ He shrugged. ‘All I know is we need to get this darling up to the Cruaich without anyone seeing.’ He wagged a finger in my direction. ‘Without any Sidhe seeing.’ 
 
    Was the Carnegie Clan planning some kind of assault on the Cruaich? I shook my head. It didn’t make sense. As far as I knew, the Carnegies were in a good position but they certainly weren’t strong enough to challenge Aifric of the Moncrieffe Clan for Stewardship. He’d been the leader of the Sidhe Clans since before I was born after all. I couldn’t think of any other reason why this thing was here, though.  
 
    As if sensing my thoughts, Debbie gave another rattle and scuttled towards me. I squeaked and jumped backwards.  
 
    Jimmy laughed. ‘Relax. She’s a sweetie really.’ 
 
    My mouth was dry. ‘Really.’ 
 
    ‘You just need to get to know her.’ He stepped past me and up to the bars. I watched horror-struck as he put one hand into the cage. Debbie drew up as if she were preparing to strike – until Jimmy started scratching her under her chin. She let out an unmistakable hiss of delight. Okay then. 
 
    ‘As I said,’ Jimmy continued, ‘she doesn’t like strangers. But she’s alright, she doesn’t kill mermen.’ He threw me a sidelong look. ‘We’re too salty.’ 
 
    I took another step back, just to be on the safe side.  
 
    Jimmy grinned and pointed at the vicious-looking pincers protruding from either side of her gigantic mouth. ‘Watch out for them. One shot of that poison and you’ll be paralysed for a week. Debbie likes taking her time over her meals. It would be a long week.’ 
 
    I tried to smile back but I only managed a grimace. ‘Yeah. She’s a real sweetie.’ 
 
    The pager clipped to my belt began to buzz. Jimmy glanced at me. ‘You seem to be vibrating.’ He pulled his arm out of the cage. Debbie stared at him for a moment, waiting to see if this was merely a momentary lapse of concentration. When no further caresses came her way, she sprang up and twisted in the air until she was hanging from the roof of the cage once more. 
 
    I took out my phone, ready to snap a quick photo. Jimmy shook his head. ‘Can’t let you do that. If Carnegie finds out someone saw her, he’ll stuff my gills with cotton wool.’ 
 
    It took some effort to push that image out of my mind. ‘So you won’t tell him I was here?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. But no photographic evidence. I don’t trust technology.’ 
 
    He didn’t trust a mobile phone but he was happy to thrust his hand out in the direction of a giant flesh-eating spider? Brochan was obviously the only sane one in the family – and that was saying something. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I conceded. I still didn’t understand why the Carnegies were so keen to take this hairy monstrosity to the seat of Sidhe power but I certainly wasn’t going to steal her from them. My pager buzzed again. ‘I have to go.’ 
 
    Jimmy shrugged. ‘Okay. Tell that dry-footed freak I said hi.’ 
 
    I backed away, keeping my eyes on Debbie the entire time. She’d already dismissed me but I wasn’t about to turn my back on her – cage or no cage. ‘Will do.’ As soon as I reached the stairs, I turned and ran out of there like hell itself was on my heels. 
 
    * 
 
    I made it to the mountain rescue centre with seconds to spare. Travis, the gruff leader of our rescue team, shot me a look as I jogged up. 
 
    I checked my watch. Any rescuers on call had to show up within thirty minutes of their pagers sounding otherwise the team would leave without them. ‘Sorry,’ I called. I was within the limit – just – but it was clear the others had been waiting for me. 
 
    Travis merely nodded. If I’d been anyone else, he’d probably have chewed them out for taking so long to appear but he was too nervous of me to say anything to my face. Much as he appreciated my skills in picking up the injured and foolish from the surrounding mountains, he still found it hard to accept that he was working alongside a Sidhe. I had the impression that he was expecting me to demand everyone’s fealty at any moment. It didn’t matter that I’d explained a million times that I was Clan-less. In fact, when I said I was Clan-less because my father had been the Chieftain of Clan Adair, things got worse. Considering the world believed that my father had committed genocide against his own people and destroyed Clan Adair in one single afternoon over twenty-five years ago, that wasn’t hugely surprising.  
 
    I’d also believed those stories until recently. I still wasn’t sure what had happened to my parents but a vision I’d received in the sacred grove at the Cruaich told me that my father wasn’t the murderer everyone thought he was. And I was betting that Aifric Moncrieffe had something to do with it. After all, the Sidhe Steward had tried to kill me by handing me a bottle of water laced with poison. That’d make even a damn sheep suspicious. 
 
    ‘No problem,’ Travis grunted.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said again. 
 
    He waved his hand as if it didn’t matter. It’d be nice if he stopped tiptoeing round me; I wasn’t anything special and I wished he understood that. 
 
    Words wouldn’t help me though so I offered him a shiny smile before turning my back and hopping into the helicopter. The others – a brother and sister team of humans called Tim and Tam, and Isla, a Nicnevan witch attached to the Polwarth Clan, gave me a more enthusiastic greeting. 
 
    ‘Hey, Tegs. Travis giving you a hard time?’ 
 
    ‘If only,’ I said cheerfully, shrugging into my gear as the helicopter took off. Of course, it was all hot pink; I was rather passionate about that colour. As long as I could be identified against the winter snow and ice, the colours I chose to wear were up to me. Unfortunately I’d not had much success in persuading everyone else to don hot pink as well. That was a shame, it would rather suit Travis. 
 
    ‘So what’s the deal?’ I asked, shouting over the noise of the rotors. 
 
    ‘Husband and wife team,’ Tam yelled back. ‘Went out this morning to Aladdin’s Mirror and were supposed to check back in after midday.’ 
 
    I tied back my hair, tucking it safely out of the way, and frowned. It was already four o’clock and at this time of year, it’d be dark within the hour. Four hours might not sound like a long time to go missing but in the Scottish Highlands in the depths of winter, it could be a lifetime. Or two. 
 
    ‘Everyone goes to the Mirror,’ Isla said, rolling her eyes.  
 
    She had a point; this would be my fourth rescue there this year. Considering the Mirror was little more than a wall of ice, I didn’t understand the attraction. I reckoned it was the allure of the name as much as anything else. Names, as every Sidhe knew, had power. Aladdin’s Mirror did indeed sound rather mystical. It wasn’t; it was just a wall of frozen water that claimed far more broken bones and call-outs than should be allowed. 
 
    I was the newbie on the team but after four months I had a pretty good handle on how things worked. While I couldn’t ever imagine this job becoming mundane, the longer I spent at it, the more confident I grew. I knew what to expect. 
 
    The helicopter couldn’t fly directly to the Mirror so it put us lower down Coire an t’Sneachda. Try saying that ten times in a row; I might be getting better at these rescues but my tongue still fumbled with the different pronunciations of the locations. 
 
    Isla threw me an arch look. ‘Where are we going, Integrity?’ 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at her and she laughed. I tried to concentrate. I could always get the first part right but stumbled at the end when the spelling had virtually no bearing on the way the name was pronounced. ‘Um, Kor In Tray…’ 
 
    ‘Korin Tray Achk.’ 
 
    I repeated it under my breath. It wouldn’t matter; next time we made it up here, I’d have forgotten again. Gaelic just wasn’t my thing. Whatever ‒ I couldn’t be brilliant at everything. 
 
    The sky was already darkening when we jumped out. It was the time of year when you’d miss sunset if you blinked: one minute it was day and the next it was as if someone had flipped a switch and night had descended, even though it still wasn’t teatime. Travis frowned upwards, clearly unhappy at Mother Nature. The wind was picking up, sending tiny particles of ice and snow flying against our bare faces. It wasn’t just in heists that balaclavas were useful. I pulled mine over my head while the others did the same. Before my eyelashes could freeze, I yanked down my goggles. Thank goodness for hardy climbing equipment.  
 
    Once we were ready, Travis held up his index finger and circled it in the air. We all nodded. We knew what to do. 
 
    Travis led the way. As the greenie, I was directly behind him carrying the first-aid equipment. Tim and Tam followed behind with the stretchers, while Isla took up the rear. It was slow going. Even with our state-of-the-art gear, there was only so fast we could move when we were laden with stuff and walking on an uphill ice-skating rink. For a long time all that could be heard were our combined breaths and the crunch of snow beneath our feet. I was as fit as anyone and I was already sweating under my layers of clothing. I kept my head down. With visibility almost at zero, there was no point in looking at anything other than my feet. That was why I spotted the tracks. 
 
    I reached out and tapped Travis on the shoulder, causing him to halt. He turned, followed my finger and glanced down. The falling snow would cover them within minutes but there was no mistaking what was there. I had never seen signs of animal life this far up the mountain; at this time of year any beast smart enough to survive was much further down the slopes. From what I could tell, this brave creature had three legs ‒ something else which didn’t make sense. 
 
    Travis frowned, crouched down and lightly touched them. They weren’t large: each paw print was less than an inch in diameter. At least that was something: if a mountain beast was watching us from behind a snow-covered rock, it would be unlikely to attack five people who were a hundred times its size. 
 
    ‘What are the tracks from?’ I asked. 
 
    Tim peered over my shoulder. ‘Bird?’ 
 
    ‘With three legs?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Maybe its tail is broken and it’s dangling down in the snow as it walks.’  
 
    We shared a glance. It was a nice theory but it was clearly wrong. This was no bird – but at least I was sure it wasn’t a damned giant spider either. 
 
    Travis straightened. ‘Whatever it is, we don’t have time to worry about it.’ 
 
    There was the sudden, unmistakable sound of a flare being set off further up. It rocketed into the dark sky, a plume of red shooting a path of pain. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Tim murmured, ‘one of them is still alive.’ 
 
    We picked up our pace. Travis began jogging and the rest of us fell into line after him. As we rounded the last craggy outcrop, Aladdin’s Mirror loomed in front of us. With the sky as dark as it was, it was difficult to see much of it but we weren’t here for sightseeing ‒ the whimper from the foot of the Mirror confirmed that. 
 
    Travis strode forward. He was almost as sure-footed as a fey Sidhe. He reached a shadowy lump just ahead of us and dropped to his knees. ‘My name is Travis,’ he said calmly, in a manner designed to put injured climbers at ease. ‘Are you Maggie?’ 
 
    ‘Y–yes. Maggie Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    I stiffened. No-one had mentioned that we were here to rescue a Sidhe, let alone one from Aifric and Byron’s Clan. At the thought of Byron Moncrieffe, Aifric’s son, my stomach tightened. I pushed away the image of golden boy’s handsome face which had popped unprompted into my head. It didn’t matter who these people were; they still needed rescuing.  
 
    Tim and Tam pushed past me, already assembling the stretcher. 
 
    ‘You alright?’ Isla asked me. 
 
    I shook myself. ‘Fine,’ I muttered.  
 
    Travis ran his hands over Maggie’s body. ‘Where does it hurt?’ 
 
    ‘My ankle,’ she gasped. ‘I think it’s broken.’ She yelped as his fingers touched it gently. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Travis soothed. ‘Don’t worry. We’re going to get you onto the stretcher and down from here. You’ll be back home in no time.’ 
 
    That was all very well but she was alone. I hooked my backpack off my shoulder, pulled out a splint and bandages and glanced at Isla. ‘Isn’t there a husband?’ 
 
    She nodded. I knelt down beside Travis and started binding Maggie’s ankle so that she could make the journey back down without further damage. ‘Maggie,’ I said softly, ‘where’s your husband?’ 
 
    She moaned in pain. As her pupils were dilated and she was clearly drifting into unconsciousness, I had the uncomfortable feeling that she was suffering from far more than a broken bone. I reached for Travis and gripped his forearm, jerking my chin at her. He gave me a grim look of acknowledgement. We had to get her to a hospital fast. 
 
    ‘Maggie,’ I said again. ‘I need you to look at me. Where’s your husband? He was here with you.’ 
 
    Her pulse fluttered rapidly in her neck and her skin was hot to the touch but she was as tough as the other Moncrieffes I knew. Her eyes met mine and she managed a weak whisper. ‘He went for help.’ 
 
    Shite. We’d not passed any tracks other than those belonging to the strange, unidentified animal. He must have wandered off in the wrong direction. It didn’t matter how often we instructed hikers and climbers to stay together when there was a problem; someone always thought they knew better. 
 
    ‘What’s his Gift?’ I asked. If he were Sidhe he might be able to call up magic which would help him survive, otherwise he might well be lost for good. Unfortunately Maggie had given us all she could; she’d already closed her eyes. 
 
    I stood up. ‘You need to get her to a hospital now. She’s probably bleeding internally from the fall.’ I looked up at the sheer ice wall of Aladdin’s Mirror. If I squinted, I could make out an ice pick buried about twenty feet up. There weren’t any ropes, though. No wonder she’d landed so badly. Daft bint. 
 
    Travis nodded. While Tim and Tam carefully laid her onto the stretcher, he pressed a button on his walkie-talkie and called the helicopter to arrange the rendezvous.  
 
    ‘There,’ Isla said, pointing to our right. ‘There are footsteps.’ 
 
    The continuing snow flurries were already starting to cover them. ‘I’ll go after him,’ I said. 
 
    ‘You can’t go on your own, it’s too dangerous.’ 
 
    Travis looked at the pair of us. ‘You’ve got fifteen minutes. It’ll take us longer to get back down to the landing point anyway.’ 
 
    I licked my lips; they were already dry and cracked. ‘And if we don’t find him?’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll take Maggie to the town and come back later.’ 
 
    I nodded, although that didn’t sound like a brilliant plan. Judging by the state of the weather, things weren’t going to improve any time soon. I was no snow expert but I could tell that the wind was getting stronger. Dangerously so. If this got much worse, the helicopter wouldn’t be able to fly, let alone drop us back here. I caught a look in Travis’s eye before he turned away; he knew it too. If we didn’t find Maggie’s husband and get him to the helicopter soon, we’d be forced to abandon him for the night. And he probably wouldn’t make it if that happened. 
 
    ‘We’d better get a move on,’ Isla murmured. 
 
    ‘Fifteen minutes,’ Travis repeated. ‘I mean it. This isn’t the night for silly heroics.’ He looked at me as he said those last words. That wasn’t entirely fair; I’d followed his instructions and commands to the letter over the last four months. Still, I nodded in acknowledgment and Isla and I took off. 
 
    The footsteps were close together, suggesting that Maggie’s husband had been moving slowly. That was good, it meant we had a better shot of catching up to him. I followed Isla’s lead, keeping my own steps light and brisk. I counted silently in my head to keep track of the time. Realistically we couldn’t follow his trail for more than eight or nine minutes before we’d have to return.  
 
    Time was not our friend and neither was the Coire an t’Sneachda. Even with the crampons I was wearing, my feet struggled to find purchase. Isla wasn’t much better and we slipped and slid our way along. As more of the snow gave way to hard ice, the trail disappeared until we were surrounded by howling winds, lethal rocks and very little else. 
 
    ‘Which way?’ I shouted to make my voice heard above the growing gale. 
 
    Isla looked around. ‘I don’t know. We have to go back. He could be anywhere, he could be miles anyway.’ 
 
    Bugger it. Moncrieffe or not, we weren’t going to leave him if I could help it. I unzipped the pocket on my thigh. There was always Bob, the genie who’d saddled himself to my side.  
 
    Before I could pull out the scimitar – or rather letter opener as it actually was – the wind abruptly changed direction. Unprepared as I was, it yanked me off my feet, flinging me to the ground. I yelled in frustration and tried to pull myself to my feet. As I did, I caught sight of the crevasse to my left.  
 
    I rolled over and peered down. There, wedged against another snow-covered rock, was a body. I couldn’t tell from here whether he was alive or dead but he certainly wasn’t moving. 
 
    ‘Isla!’ 
 
    She understood immediately and joined me at the rim of the crevasse. ‘Arse,’ she muttered. ‘He’s too far down.’ 
 
    ‘We can get him.’ 
 
    ‘Not without going in after him.’ 
 
    ‘Grab my feet.’ 
 
    I couldn’t see Isla’s face because of her balaclava and goggles but I knew what her expression would be. I gave her a nudge. She muttered another curse and hunkered down as I unwound the rope I always carried on these rescues. ‘How much time do we have?’ 
 
    ‘Not enough.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth; I’d just have to work faster. Isla’s hands curled round my ankles and I stretched out. At least the crevasse provided some shelter from the wind that was whipping around us. I pushed my body out as far as I could. My gloves made my fingers clumsy but I managed to snake the end of the rope round the body, tying a knot to hold it in place. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ I heard Isla scream. ‘I can’t hold on for much longer.’  
 
    ‘I’ve just about got him,’ I shouted back. I checked the knot. It would hold. Hopefully. ‘Okay, pull me up.’ 
 
    Isla wasted no time. She heaved and pulled until, slowly, I returned to safer ground. She must have been exhausted but she still took the other end of the rope and, with both of us using all our strength, we jerked it backwards. My feet slipped on the ice but I managed not to fall. Inch by inch, we strained to bring him up. When he was almost at the lip, Isla tapped my shoulder and I nodded, darting forward to pull him up the rest of the way. 
 
    ‘You’d better be alive, buster,’ I told him, as I rolled his body to safety and checked for vital signs. I leaned towards his face, peeling up my balaclava until I could feel warm breath on my cheek. He was still with us ‒ for now at least. 
 
    ‘We’re out of time, Integrity,’ Isla said urgently. ‘We have to go.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s get out of here,’ I told her with a dark grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Taylor, Lexie, Speck and Brochan, my mentor and old thief buddies who’d followed me here from Aberdeen, were far more interested in what I had to tell them about Debbie than my prowess and death-defying rescue at Aladdin’s Mirror. 
 
    ‘A giant spider?’ Lexie breathed, her eyes wide as she handed me a mug of hot tea.  
 
    ‘Just like in Lord of the Rings,’ I said, taking a sip and scalding my mouth. ‘But scarier.’ 
 
    Brochan threw me an exasperated look. ‘You’re even more of a geek than Speck is.’ 
 
    I punched him in the arm. ‘By the way, Jimmy says hello.’ 
 
    The merman’s face took on a distant expression. ‘I can’t believe he’s working for the Carnegies,’ he muttered. 
 
    Speck shrugged. ‘What of it? We’re working for the Adairs.’ 
 
    My jaw tightened. ‘You’re not working for me.’ 
 
    ‘I did make you a cup of tea,’ Lexie pointed out. 
 
    ‘Out of the goodness of your heart, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘If you paid me more, I wouldn’t make it so hot.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t pay you anything,’ I growled. 
 
    She winked at me. ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Enough,’ Taylor broke in. ‘Tell us more about this spider. Would we be able to hold it here? What does it eat?’ 
 
    ‘You mean besides tasty human flesh?’ I sighed. ‘Taylor, the cage wouldn’t fit through the door. In fact, the spider probably wouldn’t fit through the door. She’s massive.’ 
 
    He rubbed his chin. ‘So ransom is out.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘It was just an idea. Pickings have been slim since we moved up here.’ 
 
    I felt a ripple of guilt. My team of ex-thieves had come with me to Oban because of my Sidhe heritage. Like it or not, their lives were tied up with mine and they were vulnerable to the other Clans because of their association with me. It didn’t matter that they were all Clan-less and therefore were barely worth a raised eyebrow under normal circumstances. I might have managed to live under the Sidhe Clans’ radar for well over a decade since I ran away from them as a kid, but those times were long gone. And my friends were guilty by association.  
 
    Brochan was more sensitive than he let on. He tapped my arm, his fingers brushing my skin so lightly that I almost thought I’d imagined his touch. ‘It’s not your fault, Tegs.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I said with a slight lift of my shoulders. ‘But it doesn’t make me feel any better.’ 
 
    Speck, fiddling with a circuit board at the back of the room, looked up. ‘Did the spider have an aura?’ he asked curiously. 
 
    Taylor frowned at me. ‘You’ve not told them?’  
 
    Lexie tilted her head, her blue hair falling to one side across her shoulder. ‘Told us what?’ 
 
    I held up my fingers. ‘It’s been four months since I learnt how to read auras.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Since you made the Bull your bitch because he told you his true name.’ She was referring to my erstwhile guardian, the Chieftain of Clan Scrymgeour. 
 
    I smiled at her. ‘His Gift is aura reading,’ I agreed. ‘He got it along with his true name when he was thirteen years old. I didn’t manage to see auras until I’d … dealt with him.’ 
 
    ‘Shoulda killed him when you had the chance,’ Brochan rumbled. 
 
    ‘Oh, he’s a prick,’ I agreed, ‘but you know I don’t like violence.’ Taylor beamed at me with the benevolent smile of a father. ‘Anyway, a couple of weeks ago, it just kind of stopped. The aura reading, I mean.’  
 
    ‘You can’t read auras any more?’ 
 
    ‘Technically, I never could. I could see them but I had no idea what they meant. The ability to see them just faded away.’ 
 
    Speck pursed his lips. ‘Well, it would make sense. We’re away from the power source of the Clan Lands. If you returned, it’d probably come back.’ 
 
    I grimaced. ‘I don’t think it works like that. No, it feels like it’s gone for good.’ 
 
    ‘Just like the teleportation?’ 
 
    I nodded. After Bob, the most annoying genie in the world, had teleported me to the Bull’s after I made a wish, I was able to teleport as well. As handy a Gift as it was, it hadn’t lasted. I used it all of five times before I simply ran out of magic juice. It was a bugger; mountain rescue would be a piece of piss if I could teleport up and down the Cairngorms. So would casual thievery. Nope, I really wasn’t very special at all.  
 
    I’d never heard of any other Sidhe losing their Gifts. Whatever you received when you were thirteen years old was supposed to stay with you for life. I told myself it was because I was an adult when I finally got my true name and that it wasn’t because I was merely defective. Most of the time I believed it. 
 
    Lexie’s jaw jutted out. ‘Shitty Sidhe shite.’ Then she threw me a guilty look. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said lightly, ‘I’m with you.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need magic anyway,’ Speck said loyally. I pretended I couldn’t see the disappointment in his face. 
 
    ‘Well, magic presents aside, what are you going to do about the spider?’ Taylor asked. ‘If we can’t kidnap it and the Carnegies are going to use it against the other Clans, are you going to leave them to it or warn them in advance?’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘I’m looking for a way to twist the Moncrieffes round my little finger. Not only did I just save two of their Clan but I have knowledge which might help them avert a bloodbath.’ I winked. ‘You know what they say about friends and enemies.’ 
 
    Brochan nodded wisely. ‘Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.’ 
 
    My smile broadened. ‘Nah. I’m talking about what you call a fake friend.’ I received four identical eye rolls. I made an imaginary drum roll. ‘A faux, of course.’  
 
    * 
 
    Bob lay belly down on my dresser, his tiny chin in his even tinier hands. ‘You can’t polish a turd, Uh Integrity,’ he told me solemnly. 
 
    I put down the mascara wand and glared at him. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ 
 
    ‘The truth hurts.’ He tapped his cheek thoughtfully. ‘There is a way you could look more desirable, you know.’ 
 
    I kept my mouth firmly shut. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. 
 
    Bob pouted. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me about it?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ I turned back to the mirror, checking my hair. It was a pain in the arse to leave it down because it was so fine. One gust of wind and it ended up plastered across my face. It would suit my purposes for now though. I’d do whatever was necessary to keep Byron Moncrieffe onside.  
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob whined. ‘I used to belong to Marilyn Monroe. How else do you think she was discovered so suddenly? She was nothing more than the pretty girl next door before I got involved.’ 
 
    I snorted. ‘Yeah, and look how she ended up.’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t my fault.’ 
 
    ‘It never is.’ 
 
    He got to his feet. ‘Just make a wish and I’ll turn you into the most beautiful woman in the world. Men will fall at your feet. Women too. Forget Helen of Troy. You’ll be Integrity of Oban.’ 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. ‘It doesn’t have quite the same ring, does it?’  
 
    Bob shrugged. ‘It’s not my fault you live here. The town with more seagulls than culture.’  
 
    ‘I like them,’ I lied. I hated those buggers. They were the size of cats and they’d rip the food right out of your hands if you gave them half a chance. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ he pleaded. ‘One teeny, tiny wish…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    I pinched the tips of my thumb and index finger together, grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and held him up to my face. ‘Enough of the wishes,’ I growled. ‘I’m not making any more.’ I had two wishes left at my disposal and, frankly, would have preferred it if there were none. Capricious magical wishes were almost never a good thing. 
 
    Bob stopped wriggling and sighed. ‘Fine. But there’s just one thing...’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    He smiled innocently. ‘Now that I’m this close to your pores, I’m shocked. I could drive a four-by-four through those babies.’ 
 
    I dropped him. He howled before vanishing in mid-air. Good riddance. 
 
    Speck popped his head round the door. ‘You ready?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ I gestured at myself. ‘How do I look?’ 
 
    ‘Um…’ Speck seemed baffled. ‘Like you?’ 
 
    I sighed; that was probably the best I was going to get. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    The plan was fairly straightforward. With Speck in tow as back up, I was going to ‘escort’ Maggie and her thankfully still-breathing husband back to the Clan Lands, making sure I bumped into either Byron or Aifric along the way.  
 
    When we reached the hospital, however, it was obvious that wasn’t going to be the case. Standing in front of the main doors was a very familiar face. 
 
    ‘Jamie!’ I called out, delighted to see Byron’s dimple-cheeked Sidhe friend. 
 
    His cheeks went a vivid shade of red as soon as he realised who was calling his name. ‘Hi,’ he mumbled. 
 
    I punched him lightly on the arm. ‘There’s no need to be so shy.’ I meant it; after all we’d had sex after a rather unpleasant encounter with a conjured stoor worm. The worm I’d prefer to forget but Jamie was kind of sweet, even if he was a Moncrieffe. 
 
    ‘Are you here to pick up Maggie and her man?’ I asked. 
 
    He nodded. ‘His name’s Rory.’ Then he added unnecessarily, ‘Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very kind of you to come all this way.’ 
 
    He gave an awkward shrug. ‘They’re part of our Clan.’ He looked at his shoes. ‘We look after our own.’  
 
    No doubt he was embarrassed because I didn’t have a Clan but I wasn’t thin-skinned enough to take offence. Instead I glanced meaningfully at Speck and he nodded. He hadn’t met Jamie before but he had a keen understanding of the situation. As nice as Jamie was, he wasn’t the Moncrieffe bigwig I was looking for – but he could help me get to him. Judging from his sidelong glances, Jamie didn’t know who Speck was; we could use that to our advantage.  
 
    Without any prompting, my old warlock buddy pulled back his shoulders. ‘I’m Dr Speck,’ he said, stepping forward and thrusting out his hand. Jamie stared at it warily before taking it and receiving a vigorous shake in return. ‘I’m here to oversee the return travel of the Moncrieffe pair.’ 
 
    Jamie was taken aback. ‘You are? But isn’t Speck the name of…’ 
 
    ‘Maggie and Rory have both had serious accidents,’ he interrupted sternly, before Jamie began to connect the dots and realised who Speck really was – a thieving warlock who had worked with me on all manner of heists. ‘They need to be closely monitored.’  
 
    Jamie frowned. ‘Aren’t you a little young to be a doctor?’ He clamped a hand over his mouth. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude but…’ 
 
    ‘I have a baby face,’ Speck replied. I almost snorted. Speck’s features were thin and gaunt, as befitted a typical geek warlock. The last thing anyone would describe him as would be baby-faced. 
 
    Jamie looked at me suspiciously. Unfortunately for us, he wasn’t just a pretty boy; now he was getting over the shock of seeing me, his brain was starting to work again. ‘The other doctor said they were both fine to travel.’ What he left unsaid was obvious – that he didn’t trust anything or anyone when I was in the picture. I didn’t know what I’d done recently to merit such mistrust; I’d not been perfect but I’d returned the jewel I’d stolen from the Moncrieffes and helped save the damned world by freeing the Foinse, the source of all Highland magic. Surely I deserved some brownie points for that?  
 
    ‘What gives?’ I asked softly. ‘I thought we were almost friends.’ 
 
    Jamie patted his pocket as if he were checking for his wallet. When he realised I’d caught him in the action, he took a guilty step back. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ I said. ‘You think I’m going to pick your pocket.’ 
 
    ‘You did it once before.’ He had a point.  
 
    ‘I didn’t know you then. I don’t steal from people I like.’ 
 
    ‘You like me?’ 
 
    I tried to look disarming. ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘And do you like me?’ interrupted a second, lazy voice. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. Leaning against the door with his arms folded across his broad chest and burnished gold hair falling artlessly across one eye in a way that could only be artful, was Byron, the Moncrieffe heir. My stomach flipped. ‘Byron,’ I cooed, unable to hide my joy at his presence. ‘I don’t like you. I love you.’ 
 
    He blinked. I realised I’d probably said the wrong thing so I slung an arm round Jamie’s shoulders, ignoring his obvious flinch. ‘I love Jam Jam too.’ 
 
    Byron raised his eyebrows. ‘Indeed.’ I couldn’t tell whether he was amused or annoyed. He flicked a look at Speck. ‘You’re the warlock.’ 
 
    ‘Um, that’s Dr Warlock to you,’ Speck responded. 
 
    Byron’s perfect brow furrowed. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Never mind,’ I said quickly. ‘How are Maggie and Rory doing?’ I spoke about the pair of them as if we were old friends. 
 
    ‘As well as can be expected when you’ve a ruptured appendix and severe hypothermia to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what happens when you wander up Scottish mountains in the middle of winter,’ I said cheerfully. ‘They really should have had better equipment. Maggie was attempting to climb up an ice wall without a rope.’ 
 
    If I’d expected Byron to look annoyed that one of his Clanlings had thrown caution to the wind and almost been killed in the process, I was disappointed. He smiled. ‘Was she really?’ He shook his head. ‘Good for her.’ 
 
    ‘Good for her? Are you kidding me? She almost died! Not to mention the cost of the rescue team venturing out to find her and her fool husband. What happened to common sense?’ 
 
    ‘You were part of the team that helped them,’ he said with dawning comprehension. ‘I heard there was a Sidhe involved but I assumed it was someone from the Polwarth Clan. They’re usually the ones up in these mountains.’ 
 
    I sniffed. ‘There was a Polwarth with us but she’s not Sidhe.’ I wasn’t annoyed that he’d not kept tabs on me. No siree. Not me. ‘How’s your lovely girlfriend Tipsania?’ I asked snidely. 
 
    Byron’s expression closed immediately. ‘Fine.’ He pushed himself away from the door. ‘I’ll tell her you were asking after her.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she’ll be thrilled,’ I shot back. 
 
    Speck brushed against me, giving a gentle reminder about what I was really here for. Bugger. He was right. I shook out my hair and plastered a fake smile on my face. Byron Moncrieffe wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the foolish actions of others when I told him about Debbie and the fact that the Carnegies were carrying her off in secrecy to the Cruaich for their own nefarious purposes. 
 
    Byron stepped towards me. He was at least half a foot taller than me and I had to resist the urge to pull back and give myself some breathing space. I did drop my arm from Jamie, however, and he scuttled away, watching Byron and me with wide eyes. 
 
    ‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ I said. 
 
    ‘And I’ve got something to tell you,’ Byron returned. ‘For your information, Rory and Maggie were practising for the Games. Last time the Adventure course involved some ice climbing. They were working for the glory of the Moncrieffe Clan, regardless of how lacking in common sense you think they were.’ 
 
    ‘Games? You’re kidding me? They risked their lives so they could win some pennant?’ 
 
    Byron tsked. ‘You really have no idea, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Go on,’ I taunted. ‘Enlighten me.’ 
 
    The rancour disappeared from his face and his tone dropped. ‘Believe me, there’s nothing I’d like more.’ His gaze dropped to my mouth and lingered there; there was no doubt as to what he was really referring. 
 
    I balled up my fists. ‘Oh, I’m more enlightened than you think.’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ 
 
    I flicked a look at Jamie; judging from the way his shoulders were hunched, he wanted to be a million miles away from here. Nevertheless, I pointed at him. ‘Ask him,’ I said. ‘Your friend can tell you how enlightened I am.’ 
 
    A muscle jerked in Byron’s cheek. He moved away and I expelled a silent sigh of relief. ‘Do you know what the Games are?’ he asked. 
 
    I folded my arms. ‘No.’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘They’re held every generation. Almost every Clan participates and, while the prize for the winner is grand, they’re really about the honour of beating everyone else.’ 
 
    Honour? Ha! If the prize was so grand, then they wouldn’t trouble themselves with honour. You couldn’t feed a family on it, after all. 
 
    My thoughts must have been written across my face because Byron’s expression lit up. ‘Honour is important to the Sidhe.’ His eyes glinted. ‘Most of us, anyway. But I’m not lying, the prize really is worth having because the winner can ask for anything. If it’s within the means of the Clans to grant it, they shall receive it.’ 
 
    I hadn’t been expecting that. I felt Speck shiver in delight next to me, although he managed to keep his mouth shut. ‘Anything?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Byron said smugly. 
 
    ‘Wow.’ I couldn’t dampen my curiosity. ‘So what did the last generation’s winner ask for?’ 
 
    Jamie squeaked. ‘Oh!’ he blurted out. ‘But last time…’ He stopped mid-sentence. 
 
    I paused, my eyes narrowing. ‘Last time what?’ Suddenly Byron looked guilty, as if he wished he’d not brought up the subject. ‘Spit it out, princeling.’ 
 
    ‘The last winner asked for a black rose,’ he said heavily. 
 
    My nose wrinkled. ‘A black rose? What use is that?’ 
 
    ‘They’re very rare.’ 
 
    Big deal. I wasn’t a complete idiot though. Jamie’s reaction hadn’t been anything to do with the prize; his squeal had been because of the winner. Something squirmed inside me. ‘Who won?’ 
 
    ‘It was a long time ago, Integrity. Does it really matter?’ I didn’t say anything. Instead I just held his eyes, silently demanding the truth. Byron sighed. ‘Fine. The last winner was Gale Adair.’ 
 
    Both Speck and I sucked in audible breaths. My father. Supposedly the least honourable Sidhe who had ever existed ‒ if Moncrieffes like Byron’s father were to be believed. I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Integrity.’ Byron sounded like he meant it. ‘I wasn’t thinking.’ 
 
    ‘Most people either recoil at any mention of him or pretend he never existed. You don’t do that,’ I said flatly. I tilted my chin. ‘Any Clan can participate in these Games?’ 
 
    He grimaced, sensing the direction of my thoughts. ‘Almost any Clan.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning what exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Every generation, a different Clan is responsible for planning the Games. We take turns because it wouldn’t be fair for the organisers to participate as well. It’s important that the challenges are kept secret to make the playing field as even as possible.’ 
 
    I felt a strange fire light up in the pit of my belly. Ohhhhhh, yes. ‘And the Clan organising these Games?’ I asked. ‘It’s obviously not the Moncrieffes because you lot are running around trying to get yourself killed before they start.’ 
 
    ‘The Carnegies,’ Byron said, confirming my suspicion. ‘It’s their turn. Apparently they’re going all out to create a spectacle. Even though they can’t participate, the organisers compete to make the Games they hold better and more exciting than everyone else’s. There’s a lot of kudos involved in getting them right.’ 
 
    Luckily I had some experience in maintaining a poker face. I sent a quick prayer of gratitude towards Taylor for all his training. ‘I see.’ I shrugged. ‘How interesting. Well, as you and Jamie are both here, I think Dr Speck will be happy to release Maggie and Rory into your care. Providing they stay away from any mountains, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Dr Speck,’ Byron said drily. 
 
    Speck coughed. ‘Not a problem.’ 
 
    I turned, ready to go.  
 
    ‘Wait, you were going to tell me something,’ Byron said. ‘It sounded important.’ 
 
    There was no way I was going to blab about Debbie now. I might not have heard about the Games before now but I was already on the inside track and I wasn’t going to lose that advantage. 
 
    ‘Um,’ I demurred, before alighting on something which would explain what I’d said. ‘There were strange tracks on Coire an t’Sneachda.’ 
 
    Byron looked confused ‒ I was probably still pronouncing it wrongly. ‘The mountain we rescued Maggie and Rory from.’ I described the three-legged paw prints.  
 
    ‘What size were they?’ Byron asked. 
 
    I made a shape with my fingers to indicate their girth.  
 
    ‘Something small, then.’ I nodded. Byron patted me on the arm. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it. That high up, it was probably just a bird.’ He grinned at me. ‘Well, it was … entertaining to see you, Integrity. No doubt our paths will cross again soon.’ He leaned towards me and I caught a hint of his natural musky smell. ‘The Games start in a fortnight. If participants aren’t at the Cruaich and registered to enter by the fourteenth, they have to wait a generation for their next shot.’  
 
    ‘I do so hate killing time,’ I quipped. 
 
    Byron’s eyes danced. ‘You should get a watch-dog.’ 
 
    Speck groaned. ‘You’re as bad as each other.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, doctor,’ I said to him, turning on my heel. ‘Let’s leave the Moncrieffes to their family reunion. Byron and Jam Jam clearly don’t need us. And,’ I added in a muttered breath, ‘we’ve got things to do.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    My old mentor Taylor scratched his chin while the five of us sat around my small kitchen table and pondered Byron’s news. ‘I’ve heard of the Games,’ he said slowly. ‘They’re a really big deal.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t think to mention them before?’ I asked mildly. 
 
    He shrugged, the very picture of ambivalence. ‘Only Sidhe can enter them and you didn’t want anything to do with your kin, so I didn’t pay much attention to Sidhe competitions. And considering how rarely they’re held, it’s a miracle I can even remember the last ones.’ 
 
    Lexie’s eyes were shining. ‘You can ask for anything?’ 
 
    ‘If you win,’ I said. 
 
    She nodded distractedly. ‘Yes but anything?’ 
 
    I glanced at Speck for confirmation. He pushed up his glasses and gave a wide grin. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘That’s what Tegs’s crush told us.’ 
 
    I threw him a nasty look. He didn’t even notice. 
 
    ‘It’s a shame that only Sidhe can enter,’ Brochan said, helpfully drawing attention away from me. ‘Although it’s probably just as well.’ He gestured at Lexie and Speck. ‘These two would probably get themselves killed, especially if one of the challenges involves that spider.’ 
 
    Lexie shuddered. ‘I hate spiders.’ 
 
    ‘Aw, Lex, don’t be like that,’ Speck interjected. ‘Spiders are very clever creatures who deserve respect.’ 
 
    ‘Says the warlock who’s afraid of just about every damn thing in the world,’ she growled. 
 
    I held up my palm. ‘Enough. Can we focus on what’s important?’ 
 
    Taylor smiled. ‘Winning the Games and getting a pot of gold. We could be set for life.’ 
 
    ‘No. It’s not money I’m after.’ His face fell. ‘I’m sorry,’ I apologised. ‘But we can always make more money. There are some things that even the biggest treasure chest can’t offer.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ Taylor seemed baffled that I’d even consider anything other than hard cash. 
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘The Adair Lands.’ 
 
    Even Brochan’s jaw dropped at that. ‘You’d ask for your own Clan Lands? But technically they already belong to you, don’t they?’ 
 
    ‘First of all,’ I said ticking off the points on my fingers, ‘the Lands were destroyed by being covered in salt and then confiscated. They’ve been lying empty ever since…’ I didn’t finish the sentence. ‘If I asked for them back, every single Sidhe would have to recognise my Clan again and I’d be in a better position to find out what really happened to my parents.’ And to get my revenge. 
 
    ‘But you’re the only member of Clan Adair,’ said Speck. 
 
    I grinned. ‘Didn’t you all say you were working for me?’ The Sidhe might run the Clans but there was no law against getting others to work for them.  
 
    ‘I love you Tegs but I’m not swearing fealty.’ Lexie flipped back her hair. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘You know I wouldn’t ask you for that. I’m sure we could come to an alternative arrangement.’ 
 
    A gleam lit Taylor’s eyes. ‘It would be like throwing sand in the other clans’ faces.’ 
 
    ‘Not sand,’ Speck said thoughtfully. ‘A whole lot of our sweet-smelling shit.’ 
 
    ‘And we’d rub their faces in it,’ grinned Taylor. 
 
    ‘Not to mention,’ Bob’s voice piped up as Brochan sneezed, ‘we could leave this town and go somewhere more civilised.’ 
 
    ‘Who says you’re coming along?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘You might need me.’ I snorted but Bob looked only momentarily put out. ‘If you want,’ he said, warming to the topic, ‘you could make a wish and win automatically. Job done.’ 
 
    I didn’t even deign to answer. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Taylor interjected, ‘I’m pretty certain that there are wards in place to prevent anyone from using magic to win.’ 
 
    ‘Participants can’t use their Gifts?’ 
 
    ‘They can use them during the individual challenges but not to control the outcome of the Games as a whole. There’s some trigger system that alerts the organising Clan. Anyone caught trying to play the system is banned from competing for the next six generations.’ 
 
    More of Byron’s supposed honour shite. Whatever. I fixed my gaze on Taylor. ‘What else do you know about the Games?’ 
 
    He frowned, searching through his memory. ‘There are three challenges: Artistry, Adventure and Acumen.’ 
 
    Speck pursed his lips. ‘Alliteration.’ 
 
    ‘Bless you,’ said Lexie. He glared at her. 
 
    Taylor ignored them and continued. ‘The nature of the challenges changes every time. If memory serves me right, that ice wall thing Byron Moncrieffe was talking about came in the Adventure challenge last time around.’ 
 
    Lexie clapped her hands. ‘That would be a piece of cake for Tegs!’ 
 
    Taylor grimaced. ‘It was only part of the whole thing. The reason I heard about the competition in the first place was because of what came after the ice wall in the last Games. In the Acumen challenge.’  
 
    ‘Which was?’ 
 
    ‘A Yeti.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. There were some rather brutal, er, deaths.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Wow. So we can make a reasonable guess about which part of the competition Debbie is going to be in. Do you know anything else?’ 
 
    Taylor shook his head. ‘No. I could find out. If I asked around, I’m sure someone would have some information.’ 
 
    I thought about it. ‘Nah, best not. We don’t want to seem like we’re cheating. And I’m betting the Clan Chieftains will do whatever they can to stop me participating. We don’t want to give them a reason to cancel my entry.’ A smile played around my lips as I imagined their reaction if I won. ‘Besides, if the challenges aren’t repeated from one set of Games to the next, information about the last ones won’t help ‒ although it wouldn’t hurt to keep our ears to the ground. We know the Carnegies are the organisers so maybe something will drift our way. Debbie did.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re definitely going to compete?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    My smile spread until I was grinning so hard it was possible my carefully applied make-up would crack. ‘You can count on it.’ Aifric’s face hovered in my mind for a moment before I added, ‘And I’m going to win.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Travis was only too happy to give me time off from mountain rescue. He was so quick to agree that I almost opened my mouth to argue with him but in the end I decided it was easier not to look a gift horse in the face. It was a close-run thing though. I really had to stop letting my emotions get the better of me.  
 
    Once that small matter was taken care of, my posse set about making the necessary preparations. That meant locating supplies – not to mention finding the cash to buy them. 
 
    ‘We could just nick everything we need,’ Lexie said pragmatically when we pooled our money and realised how little we had. 
 
    It was tempting but I couldn’t take the risk. ‘We don’t steal from our own. And if we steal anything from the Sidhe who turn up at the Cruaich…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah. But buying all that food will be expensive.’  
 
    I grimaced. After Aifric Moncrieffe tried to poison me we couldn’t take any chances: no food or drink could pass our lips at the Cruaich so we had to buy in. It was necessary – but costly. 
 
    ‘We also need to get hold of your Clan tartan,’ Lexie continued, ‘and weaponry for when…’ 
 
    ‘Whoa. No weapons.’ 
 
    She looked exasperated. ‘I know you don’t like fighting but I don’t think you’ll be able to avoid it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to give those bastards another reason to slag off my name. If I win through force then that’s not a win. Weapons won’t be necessary.’ 
 
    ‘Hello?’ She knocked the side of her head. ‘Gigantic spider to beat off? Not to mention what else they’ve found or what they’ll ask you to do. This is a weakness of yours, Integrity. If the other Clans are determined to stop you from winning, they’ll exploit your unwillingness to fight.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘They don’t know about it so they can’t exploit it.’ 
 
    ‘I think they’ll realise it quickly enough,’ Lexie grumbled.  
 
    ‘If they do,’ I responded calmly, ‘we’ll deal with it.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ she said, with a toss of her blue hair. ‘You still need your tartan, though. In fact, if we’re going to be your entourage, we need to wear it too.’ She pursed her lips and indicated a mark on her thigh just below her arse. ‘I’m thinking mini skirt. Or hot pants.’ 
 
    Unfortunately for Speck, he chose that moment to wander into the room.  
 
    ‘Hey Speckster!’ Lexie called. ‘Do you think I should wear hot pants?’ She twirled round. ‘Or a mini skirt?’  
 
    His face immediately went flame red. ‘What?’ 
 
    Mischief glinted in her eyes. ‘In the Adair colours. It’s to support Tegs. I could always run up a tartan bikini as well.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be February, Lex,’ I said. ‘In Scotland.’ 
 
    She grinned. ‘That’s okay. The Cruaich is bound to have a hot tub, right? Although,’ she added, her face taking on a thoughtful cast, ‘we’ll save money if I just go in the nude.’ 
 
    Speck didn’t know where to look. Feeling sorry for him, I came to his rescue. ‘What have you got, Speck?’ I asked. 
 
    He coughed. ‘First of all,’ he said, looking pointedly at Lexie, ‘you can’t use the Adair tartan. It’s verboten.’ 
 
    I screwed up my face. ‘Those pricks. No wonder it wasn’t present in the Cruaich main hall.’ Every single one of the other twenty-four Clans’ tartans was proudly displayed there for all to see – except the one for Clan Adair. ‘Can’t we resurrect it?’ 
 
    ‘No – but you can use a variation of it as long as it’s not the original thing.’ 
 
    I shook my head. I shouldn’t have felt disgusted because I’d never been an Adair by name; when I ran away from the Sidhe and their damned Clans, I took Taylor’s name as my own. But banning my own Clan’s tartan seemed like spitting in my face. ‘They’re really going all out to wipe any trace of the Adairs off the planet.’ 
 
    Speck gave an uncomfortable smile. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s hardly your fault.’ I sighed. ‘Is that all?’ 
 
    This time his grin was wider. ‘No. I managed to hack into the Cruaich’s system.’ He held up his palms. ‘Before you say anything, I didn’t go near any of the secrets ‒ I think the Carnegies are keeping those to themselves. But I did access all the information which the other Clans have already received and which the Carnegies neglected to send to you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think they’re expecting me to turn up and resurrect the Adairs. In fact, they’re probably hoping that I’ll crawl back beneath the rock they found me under so they can pretend I don’t exist. They certainly won’t want me at the Games.’ 
 
    ‘Byron Moncrieffe seemed to expect you to attend.’ 
 
    I ignored the slight flutter I felt and focused on what was important. ‘What did you find out?’ 
 
    ‘The opening ceremony will take place on the tenth. It’s the second new moon after the Winter Solstice. It’s also…’ 
 
    ‘Chinese New Year,’ I finished. ‘Is there a link to the Zupu?’ I asked, referring to the Chinese version of our Clans. 
 
    ‘Not as far as I can tell. I think the ceremony’s always been then. With a new challenge starting every two days and time allowed for the opening ceremony and the prize giving, the Games last for a week. You receive points for how highly you’re placed in each challenge. There’s a sort of league table displayed at the Cruaich’s main door which keeps the tally. Each Clan can field up to five Sidhe but each challenge is a competition for individuals so only one person can win.’ 
 
    ‘No prizes for the runner-up then,’ I said drily. ‘And the challenges themselves?’ 
 
    ‘Taylor was right: Artistry, Adventure and Acumen. You’re allowed to bring one object into the arena for each one. Details of the Artistry challenge have already been sent out so the competitors can prepare.’ 
 
    He lapsed into silence. Lexie and I stared at him.  
 
    ‘Well?’ she demanded. 
 
    ‘Well what?’ 
 
    ‘What is the Artistry challenge?’ I asked. ‘If the others are preparing for it then I need to get ready too.’ 
 
    Speck dropped his head. ‘You understand that if you do poorly in one challenge you can still make up points in the others. You don’t have to come first in everything. No one ever does.’ 
 
    ‘Speck,’ I said, using my best warning tone, ‘what is the challenge?’ 
 
    Taylor appeared in the doorway and watched us with interest. Speck looked at him for help but he’d already been rescued once today; it wasn’t going to happen again. 
 
    Speck sighed. ‘The Artistry challenge will involve music.’ He crossed his arms defensively. ‘Don’t shoot the messenger.’ 
 
    I paled. ‘Music? Oh, shite.’ 
 
    Lexie gazed at me in dismay. ‘You’re screwed.’ 
 
    ‘With time to prepare, I might manage it. Taylor can sing, he could teach me.’ I turned to him.  
 
    His eyes were wide with alarm. ‘No, no, no, no, no. We’ve been down that road before. My ears are still bleeding.’ 
 
    I frowned at him. ‘That was eight years ago, Taylor. I was only a teenager.’ He gestured to his ears, wincing as if in terrible pain. ‘You’re a crappy actor,’ I told him. 
 
    ‘And you’re tone deaf. A block of wood has more rhythm than you.’ 
 
    Brochan wandered into the kitchen, oblivious to our glares, and slumped shoulders. He filled a glass with water before realising anything was wrong. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Artistry,’ Speck said glumly. ‘It’s the first challenge. Tegs is supposed to prepare something musical.’ 
 
    Brochan went pale too. ‘Ah.’ He put the glass down carefully. ‘The Adair lands aren’t really that important to you, are they, Tegs? I mean, they’re covered in salt and they’re right next to the Veil. They’ll be more trouble than they’re worth. I vote we all stay here and have a party instead.’ 
 
    Lexie nodded vigorously. ‘Drinking games, not Sidhe Games.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘We have almost two weeks. That’s more than enough time to practise.’  
 
    Speck shook his head. ‘We’re doomed. This is going to be the longest two weeks of my life.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Speck may have learned that the Artistry challenge involved music but we didn’t know much beyond that. Taylor sat me down with a triangle, wary reluctance all over his face. 
 
    I held it up. ‘A triangle? Really? I’m not going to win any prizes with this.’ 
 
    ‘It’s to get you started. Take the small pointy stick and hit it against the side.’ 
 
    I gave him a long look. ‘I understand how a triangle works, Taylor.’ He muttered something under his breath. It wasn’t very complimentary. ‘What was that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ He sighed. ‘I’m going to play you a piece of music. All you have to do is hit the triangle every eighth beat.’ 
 
    ‘Every eighth beat. Got it.’ I paused. ‘Do I hit it hard or softly? Does it matter where I strike it?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just focus on the beat for now,’ he said firmly. He pressed play. ‘Let’s hear you then.’ 
 
    I concentrated hard, I swear I did. I heard the first chimes of some classical piece which I was sure I recognised and began to count. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Beat. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I said every eight beats.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I did.’ 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Are you even listening to the music?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ 
 
    He gazed at me, exasperated. ‘So why aren’t you hitting the beat?’ 
 
    I flicked my hair and pouted while he started plucking the stuffing out of my favourite cushion. Shreds of synthetic wool dropped onto the floor, creating an arc around him as if he could shield himself by dint of polyester. Unfortunately, from that point things went downhill. Three hours later, I was ready to jam the triangle up his nostrils. Preferably the left one – it was hairier. 
 
    ‘Singing,’ Brochan suggested, appearing when Taylor let out such a howl of frustration that the entire flat shook.  
 
    ‘You try,’ Taylor snapped. ‘I’ve had enough.’ 
 
    I watched him leave. ‘I don’t know why he’s so upset. I was trying. We all know music’s not really my forte.’ I smirked. ‘Geddit?’ 
 
    Brochan was not amused. ‘Let’s try some scales, shall we?’ 
 
    I only got halfway through the first octave before Bob appeared in a blinding flash of light. ‘Please, Uh Integrity, I can’t take this any longer. I have Amnesty on speed dial and if you continue with this, I shall have no choice but to report you for torture.’ I’d have argued with him if Brochan hadn’t looked so relieved.  
 
    I sighed. ‘This isn’t going to work, is it? How bad is it if I place last in the first challenge?’ 
 
    ‘Speck estimates your chances of winning the entire Games at around 0.5 percent,’ Brochan said quietly. 
 
    I sank down into the nearest chair. ‘Shite.’ 
 
    From nowhere, Bob drew out a miniature violin and launched into an impressive rendition of Barber’s ‘Adagio for Strings’. I couldn’t tell if he was any good but Brochan seemed impressed. ‘It’s a shame the wee one’s not Sidhe.’ 
 
    Bob halted mid-note and glared. ‘Who are you calling wee?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve known taller leprechauns,’ I told him. I rubbed my eyes. ‘There has to be something I can do.’ 
 
    The genie snapped his fingers. ‘There is!’ 
 
    ‘I am not going to make a wish.’ 
 
    He nodded solemnly. ‘You can’t. But…’ 
 
    A kernel of suspicion formed in my belly. ‘But what?’ 
 
    Bob put his hands behind his back and acted bashful, his foot tracing a pattern on top of the table. ‘Leprechauns,’ he said. 
 
    I was puzzled. ‘What about them? Because even if they are musical, we’ll never track one down in time.’ 
 
    ‘Leprechauns are Irish.’ He beamed at Brochan and me as if he’d just discovered the secret of alchemy. 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said, ‘you must be all of – what? A thousand years old?’ 
 
    He patted his cheeks. ‘I look young for my age. It’s closer to two.’ 
 
    ‘Fabulous,’ I replied drily. ‘You’re two thousand years old and you’ve only just discovered that leprechauns are Irish. Impressive.’ 
 
    ‘You can tease me all you like, Uh Integrity. It’s not going to change the fact that I can save your Sidhe bacon.’ He flew onto my shoulder and picked up a lock of my hair. ‘I told you you’d need me.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have short-term memory loss? I can’t make any wishes. It’ll nullify any chances I have of winning the Games.’ 
 
    He yanked so hard on the curl that I yelped in pain. I reached up to brush him off but he danced out of my grasp and settled on the top of my head. Two tiny feet began to stamp into my skull in a continuous, drumming beat. It didn’t hurt but it wasn’t improving my mood. 
 
    ‘What’s he doing?’ I asked Brochan. 
 
    The merman’s face had taken on the most peculiar expression. It wasn’t helped by his eyes starting to stream because of his proximity to Bob. Poor Brochan was allergic. ‘Riverdance, I think.’ He wiped his eyes. 
 
    Bob swung over my forehead, hanging upside down and waving. ‘Ireland is the answer!’ 
 
    I growled and tried to grab him again. He disappeared in a puff of bright green smoke, reappearing on the tip of Brochan’s ear. The merman sneezed three times in quick succession but Bob didn’t react; he just crossed his legs and smiled. ‘I will do what I have never done.’ 
 
    Resigned to the situation, I blew air out through my pursed lips and glared. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I will accept an IOU.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘IOU. I realise you are not the most intelligent Sidhe, Uh Integrity.’ He leaned down, whispering loudly to Brochan, ‘Sharp as a sack of wet mice. An IOU is…’ 
 
    ‘I know what an IOU is.’ 
 
    ‘Then what’s the problem?’ He blinked innocently. 
 
    ‘You’ll help Integrity out if she promises to make another wish,’ Brochan said. 
 
    ‘A pot of leprechaun gold to the man with the runny nose!’ Bob applauded noisily. He lifted an eyebrow in my direction. ‘Well?’ 
 
    ‘I promise to ask for a wish in the future and you’ll help me become musical?’ 
 
    ‘I won’t make you musical but I’ll tell you where to get the equipment you need to pass the test.’ His brow furrowed. ‘Or win the challenge. Or whatever.’ 
 
     ‘Equipment?’ 
 
    ‘Magical equipment which even you could play.’ 
 
    I met Brochan’s eyes. ‘That doesn’t sound so bad.’ The ‘future’ could be an eternity. 
 
    ‘Just one caveat,’ Bob chirped. ‘You have to make the wish within the next six months.’ 
 
    Bugger. ‘Can I think about it?’ Although it sounded like a brilliant idea, everyone knew that asking a genie for wishes would only end in disaster. I’d already made one and it had almost led to me having my head lopped off by the Bull when I’d been transported into his quarters on the back of a poorly conceived desire. 
 
    Bob shrugged. ‘Okay.’ Ten seconds later, he pulled up his cuff and gazed at his watch. ‘Time’s up!’ 
 
    ‘Do you have a better idea?’ Brochan asked me. ‘Because however bad you sound to yourself, Tegs, you sound a million times worse to an audience.’ 
 
    I muttered a curse under my breath. ‘Fine.’ 
 
    Bob beamed. ‘Say the words.’ 
 
    ‘I’m probably going to regret this.’ I looked at him. ‘If I win the Artistry challenge, I promise to make my second wish. Alright?’ 
 
    Bob made a face. ‘No, this is not contingent on success. I’m not having my life’s goals disrupted because you’re an idiot. You either promise or you don’t. There’s nothing in between.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth in defeat. ‘I promise.’ 
 
    There was a tiny clap of thunder. Bob jumped up in the air, hovering for a second with his arms stretched upwards. ‘Hurray!’ He executed a perfect somersault. ‘Best decision you’ve ever made.’ 
 
    Somehow I doubted that. ‘Go on. What information do you have?’ 
 
    ‘Dagda.’  
 
    ‘What the hell? That doesn’t mean anything!’ 
 
    ‘Man.’ He shook his head. ‘You really are the poster child for contraception, aren’t you? Dagda? The ancient Irish hero?’ 
 
    I folded my arms. ‘Never heard of her.’ 
 
    ‘Him.’ Bob rolled his eyes. ‘Women aren’t heroes.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it! I’m going to melt down your damn letter opener at the nearest smithy.’ 
 
    ‘Women are heroines, Uh Integrity.’ He wagged his finger at me like a disapproving teacher. ‘Get your grammar right.’ 
 
    If the genie lived to the end of the day, it would be a miracle. ‘Who was Dagda?’ 
 
    ‘Ugly guy. Great long beard which used to get in his way all the time. There was food stuck in there for…’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I warned. 
 
    He threw up his arms. ‘Fine, fine. Anyway, it’s not really Dagda you want ‒ he’s been dead for five hundred years. What you seek is his harp, Uaithne.’ 
 
    ‘If I can’t play the triangle, I’m hardly going to be able to play a harp.’ 
 
    Bob shook his head. ‘This is a special harp. Play Dagda’s harp – even just one note – and you’re almost guaranteed to win the challenge. I can’t account for the Sidhe, mind, but I know the harp.’ 
 
    ‘One note?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘And this harp is in Ireland?’ I tried to calculate. We could take the nearest ferry and be there the next day. It was definitely doable. And surely even I would be able to play a single note. 
 
    ‘Ah, well, to be sure, to be sure, it’s an Irish harp which belongs in Ireland,’ Bob said with an affected Irish lilt. 
 
    ‘But?’ 
 
    He shrugged nonchalantly and flicked Brochan’s ear. The merman growled and tried to throw him off. ‘But the Fomori stole it a while back. They’re not interested in it these days though, so it’s shoved in a cellar in a back street in Glasgow.’  
 
    My jaw dropped open. ‘In Glasgow. In the Lowlands? Beyond the Veil?’ 
 
    Bob nodded. ‘Yes!’ 
 
     ‘Where the Fomori demons are and no other living person has set foot for three hundred years because if they do they’ll be slaughtered into a bloody mess of bones and sinew and torn flesh?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not strictly true…’ Bob’s voice trailed away when he saw my expression. ‘Yeah, okay. Pretty much.’ 
 
    Well crapadoodle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    ‘Isn’t this taking things a little too far?’ Taylor asked as we stood in front of the Veil, staring at its dark cloudy expanse. It stretched the entire length of the country, from the North Sea on one side to the Atlantic Ocean on the other, blocking off the Lowlands from anyone who wasn’t a demon. It had been this way since the Fissure in 1745 so goodness only knew what was on the other side. Unsurprisingly, there wasn’t another soul in sight. Few people ventured this close to the Veil on purpose. 
 
    My stomach was churning and I worried that I was going to heave up my guts right onto Taylor’s feet. Bolts of lightning lit up the darkness from time to time, just in case anyone wasn’t already fully aware of the dangers of the Veil. 
 
    ‘Look on the bright side,’ I said. ‘The Fomori won’t be expecting me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not very comforting. Whoever your father was, I doubt he’d be impressed at you dying to win back the Adair Lands.’ 
 
    I was silent for a moment. The truth was, none of us had any idea what would have impressed my father. Since the day I’d seen a vision of him in the grove at the Cruaich, however, the thought of him had been gnawing away at me. I set foot upon this course months ago; I wasn’t going to back down just because it was a little bit scary. Or a lot scary. 
 
    ‘You know,’ I said softly, ‘those lands are very close to here. My father probably saw the Veil on a regular basis. He might even have stood on this very spot.’ 
 
    ‘Your father is dead,’ Taylor said. 
 
    I turned to him. ‘He died because of the Sidhe, not the Fomori. I can do this.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t even know if the bloody genie is right about the harp.’ 
 
    Actually, I had the feeling that despite Bob’s posturing he really wanted me to succeed. I shrugged. 
 
    ‘You should take him in there with you. At least then if you need to make a wish to save yourself…’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No. I’ve already committed myself to one wish. I’m not going to bring him along and be tempted to say the words while I’m under pressure. What if it went wrong and I wished myself out and the wish made the Veil disappear? I could be responsible for the Fomori taking over all of Scotland, not just the Lowlands.’ 
 
    ‘If they wanted to do that,’ Taylor said, ‘they probably would have done it already.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘You know what I’m saying.’ 
 
    He squeezed my shoulder. ‘I do. And I see that you’re committed to this course.’ He heaved a breath. ‘To be honest, I almost did this when I was younger. Crossed the Veil, I mean. It wasn’t for a good reason like yours, though.’ He looked rueful. ‘I’m no honourable Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘There are tales of a lot of riches on the other side. And I wanted to be a hero.’ 
 
    ‘What stopped you?’ 
 
    He gave a crooked smile. ‘In the end, I was too frightened.’ 
 
    I smiled back. ‘I’m pretty damn terrified myself.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. But you’re Integrity Adair. You’ll be fine.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. I’d been Integrity Taylor for so long that hearing him call me something else jarred. ‘I’ll always be a Taylor too,’ I told him. 
 
    His expression grew serious. ‘I know.’  
 
    I wrapped my arms tightly round his thickening waist. ‘I might be doing this for my biological father,’ I whispered, ‘but you’ve been my real father.’ 
 
    Taylor jerked back. ‘Don’t you dare.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘This is not a suicide mission. You are not going to die and you are not saying goodbye. Don’t you dare talk as if you are.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    He glared at me. ‘I mean it.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ I nodded. ‘I’m just going for a stroll and a bit of shopping and I’ll be back before you know it.’ I tried not to notice the way his eyes glistened. 
 
    Taylor raised a hand. ‘Happy travels. I’ll be right here when you get back.’ 
 
    I filled my lungs, breathing in the fresh Scottish Highland air. The faint scent of heather clung to the back of my throat. This was my home and I’d be back soon.  
 
    ‘See you,’ I said quietly. And I pivoted and plunged in. 
 
    My skin prickled with a thousand shots of pain. Individually, each one felt like nothing more than a light pinch but, combined, they made my whole body judder. It felt as if my very bones were crackling. Holding my breath, and keeping my head down, I forced my way forward. I was already starting to regret trying this. I squeezed my eyes shut. Come on, Integrity. Come on. I pushed ahead, one foot after the other. 
 
    The relief when I passed through the barrier of the Veil was overwhelming. I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, trying to rid myself of the last of the painful tingling, and looked around. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting but if I’d thought about it, it would have been pretty much like this. The sky was dark grey and the ground underfoot didn’t contain any evidence of plant life. In fact, there wasn’t evidence of life anywhere. The earth was hard and compacted and, while I could still see evidence of the Scotland I knew with its dark hills and mountains, this was a scarred and troubled landscape. 
 
    The one good thing was that I knew exactly where I was going. I’d chosen my entry point carefully as the nearest point from the Veil to what had once been Glasgow. I had less than fifteen miles to cross before I reached the fringes of the city. If I kept up a good pace and didn’t have to hide to avoid any Fomori, I’d be there in less than three hours. I adjusted my watch and set the stopwatch to keep track of time – who knew how things worked in this part of the world – and set off. 
 
    There wasn’t a trail as such but it didn’t matter. The ground was so hard that I could have been running on concrete. There weren’t any roots or holes to avoid and though the air was both clammier and staler than that which I’d left behind, it didn’t hamper my progress.  
 
    I kept going in a straight line, looking for anything which suggested life ‒ or danger. There were no lights, no creatures and no demons. Perhaps all the Fomori eschewed a rural life and were city dwellers; if so, they were city dwellers who enjoyed the dark. Before too long I could make out the shapes of the buildings in Glasgow but there wasn’t a single light to illuminate them.  
 
    Unlike Aberdeen – or even Oban – the structures were low-lying. The Fomori hadn’t spent the last three hundred years matching the rest of the world’s bid to create cloud-reaching skyscrapers. When I reached the edges of the city, it was even clearer that this was a place caught in a time warp. I half expected William Wallace himself to come charging out from the ramshackle stone houses, kilt flying up around him and swinging a vast broadsword in my direction. There was nothing. The city was as silent as the countryside had been. 
 
    Warier now, I slowed to a walk. I’d memorised Bob’s directions so I knew exactly where to go. He’d assured me that his information was accurate as of 1923. Considering that was close to a century ago, it wasn’t the most comforting thing to hear. Bob had been with an English lord who wanted to woo his new bride and whose wish had thrown up Dagda’s harp to help him. Needless to say, things hadn’t turned out very happily for the lord and the harp ended up staying exactly where it was. When I’d pressed Bob for more details, he’d given an enigmatic shrug and suggested I could wish for the information if I really wanted to know. Genies. Honestly.  
 
    My slower pace meant that I noticed more of what was around me. The buildings, which were growing in number and density, might have been simple and covered in a sticky dark mould which I was far too sensible to touch, but their craftsmanship was obvious. Abandoned or not, they were built to last. It was difficult to avoid the sense of history which imbued the atmosphere; the tragic fate of all those who’d lived here prior to the Fissure left me feeling empty. 
 
    It felt as if I’d been walking for hours. I was starting to wonder whether the entire race of Fomori demons had died out and no one had noticed because no one ever came here, when something from the interior of one of the buildings caught my eye. I didn’t want to make a detour – I didn’t want to spend more time here than was absolutely necessary – but my curiosity was too strong. For all I knew, I was the only non-horned being to have been here in centuries. The least I could do was to get a proper idea of what the Lowlands were really like. I owed all those lost souls that much. 
 
    Stepping over a broken oak door which had fallen off its hinges and was lying across the threshold, I tiptoed carefully inside. I didn’t have to go far to see what had attracted my attention. Etched into the wall was a name. I squinted at it through the half-light: Matthew MacBain. 
 
    I hadn’t felt cold before but I certainly did now. I had no idea who Matthew MacBain was but the MacBains were one of the remaining twenty-four Clans. Did the graffiti mean that he had wandered through here from the Highlands like I had? And if he had, what had happened to him? 
 
    The letters were crude, as if carved out of the stone with a blunt instrument. I reached out with my finger and traced them. ‘Who were you?’ I whispered. 
 
    I turned my head and looked further into the gloom of the house. If I went much further from the door, the dim light would vanish. Outside remained as silent as before. I was completely alone and, because I was inside, completely concealed from any dark demon eyes. I pulled out my phone and turned it on so I could use its light to look around properly. Not surprisingly, there was no signal. No matter: I wasn’t about to chat to anyone or update my Facebook page with my current location. 
 
    Now that I could see better, I noticed a dark patch trailing down from Matthew MacBain’s name. Frowning, I leaned forward and sniffed. All I could smell was damp but the patch looked suspiciously like old, dried blood. I sidestepped to examine it from a different angle – and tripped over something on the floor. My feet flew out from underneath me and I landed with a heavy thud, expelling the air from my lungs.  
 
    When I looked at what I’d stumbled on, I threw myself backwards, my heart racing. 
 
    It was a skeleton. Scraps of flesh and a few rags still clung to the bones but it had obviously been here for a long time. I reminded myself to breathe, my hand rising to my chest until my pulse began to calm. Then I went back to look more closely. 
 
    Physiologically, humans and Sidhe were almost the same and my knowledge of biology wasn’t extensive enough to tell the difference between them. Even so, I bet that this was poor Matthew. When I spotted the signet ring on his third finger, I knew for sure: it was engraved with the MacBain crest. 
 
    Holding my breath, I bent down to pull it off. ‘It’s only a skeleton, Integrity,’ I muttered. ‘You can do this.’ It came off easily – after all, there was little more than bone for it to cling to.  
 
    I examined it. Even covered in dust, dirt and goodness knows what else, its rich, buttery gold shone through. By the looks of things, Matthew MacBain had been highly placed in his Clan.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry for what happened to you,’ I said to his body, aware how pathetic my words were.  
 
    I shoved the ring deep into my back pocket and glanced to my left. There was something else written on the wall. When I got close enough to read it, my bones turned to ice. This was worse than Matthew MacBain’s body. 
 
    There were only two words. They weren’t cut into the stone but drawn on it with what again looked like blood. With my heart in my throat, I backed away. I didn’t want to be here; I had to get the damned harp and get out of here.  
 
    I left quickly, returning to the makeshift road and picking up speed. It was probably my imagination but it felt like it was getting hotter and it was becoming harder to breathe. The dark sky felt oppressive. I started to run again. There was no one here; I could afford to be less careful. 
 
    Fortunately, it didn’t take long to reach a crossroads. On the far corner there was an old church. The steeple had long since fallen but there were five pillars in front, which Bob had described to me in painstaking detail. I was to turn right and count down twelve buildings. From there I would see a thin bridge leading across the Clyde River and then the house I was looking for would be twenty-seven steps east.  
 
    I whispered the numbers as I passed. ‘Ten, eleven, twelve.’ I looked over and saw the bridge. It looked precarious; there were no handholds, just a long strip of cracked stone starting from the bank and stretching over the river. I peered down. The oily black waters of the Clyde were far below. 
 
    The rivers in the Highlands were of every imaginable colour. Up in the mountains, they tended towards a deep crystal blue. In Oban, the smaller rivers included tinges of green, while in Aberdeen they were a murkier brown – though they still contained fish. Many of the Clan-less who couldn’t find gainful employment or couldn’t afford seaworthy vessels regularly fished there before selling their catch cheaply in the streets. Somehow, I didn’t think the Clyde here had any life in it. A rank odour rose up from it, reminiscent of sewage and rotting rubbish. I guessed the Fomori hadn’t yet cottoned on to recycling. 
 
    I left the river to count my steps and find the house where the harp was hidden. Disturbingly, it was exactly the same as Bob had described, an unremarkable structure of weathered sandstone with the faint etching of a four-leafed clover over the entrance, like an X marking the spot. Someone wanted Dagda’s harp to be found. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the rusting door and stepped inside. This was far grander than the place where Matthew MacBain had breathed his last. It was also far, far darker. Using my phone to light the way, I picked my way across a floor filled with rubble and unidentifiable detritus. Towards the back, where a large stone fireplace indicated that this room had once been a kitchen, was the gaping maw of the entrance to the cellar. 
 
    Despite the fact that it seemed to be my lot to venture down into the depths, I wasn’t a bloody troll. I much preferred airy heights. I decided that from now on, I was going to avoid anything below sea level.  
 
    The cellar was small and dry with several rotting old barrels standing at one side. On top of one stood a bottle. I blew off a thick layer of dust and examined the label: Auchentoshan whisky. I shrugged. I’d never heard of it but that was hardly surprising as I wasn’t much of a connoisseur. Taylor, however, would enjoy it. I grinned for the first time since I’d come through the Veil, amused by the idea of bringing back a souvenir. This beat a fridge magnet. I shoved the bottle inside my jacket, zipping up so it would stay safe, then I looked round some more. The harp was supposed to be here. 
 
    I was starting to think that Bob had sent me on a fool’s errand when I spotted it, hiding in the shadows of the far corner.  
 
    ‘Yahtzee,’ I whispered. 
 
    I’d worried that I wouldn’t be able to carry a harp – they are hardly the most portable of musical instruments. Bob had assured me it would be fine and, yet again, he was right. Maybe Dagda was a particularly petite hero because his harp was little more than the size of a lute.  
 
    Still, after Matthew MacBain’s skeleton, I was glad not to fall across the bones of the last lord who’d come seeking the harp. I tried not to think about what might have happened to him and picked up the instrument. Unlike the bottle of whisky, there wasn’t a speck of dust on it. It was a pale wood, with taut strings which looked virtually new. I almost plucked one of them before hastily drawing back my hand. If Dagda’s harp had the sort of powers which Bob had alluded to, playing it here in the Lowlands wasn’t a wise idea, even if there wasn’t a demon to be seen or heard. 
 
    I tied the instrument to my back using a small length of knotted rope which I’d brought with me. When I was sure it was secure, I shrugged. ‘Well, this harp certainly isn’t in any treble.’ I looked round the cellar one last time. ‘Time to go.’ 
 
    I was halfway between the house and the bridge and humming tunelessly with a lightness of spirit that I should have known better than to feel, when the clanging of a loud bell nearly gave me a heart attack. I froze in my tracks. What the hell was that? It didn’t stop, clanking and shrieking in a way that would have had Taylor eating his words about my musical abilities. Dread poured through me and I checked my watch: it was exactly midday. That couldn’t be a coincidence.  
 
    From all around me harsh, guttural sounds started to fill the air, drowning out the clanging bell. I couldn’t work out where they were coming from until I looked upwards. On top of every building along the street, dark shapes were rising up and moving. I saw a vast set of wings stretch out on one corner and a spitting, snarling fight start up on another. I glanced fearfully back at the house but it was too far away to offer a refuge. I couldn’t stay out here in the open, though. As the bell stopped and the shrieks and caws from the demons took over, I did the only thing I could to hide myself: I pitched to my right and dived into the evil-looking Clyde. 
 
    The shock of the cold, almost viscous water came close to being my undoing. It coated every part of me until I was like a bird caught in an oil slick. I kicked as hard as I could, reached the side of the river and pressed myself against it, praying that it would hide me. The last thing I wanted was to duck my head underneath the water.  
 
    It was a struggle to stay afloat, not just because my clothes were saturated and pulling me under but because it felt like the river itself was beckoning me down into its depths. I flattened myself against the bank, my fingers clawing into the wet dirt, and held my breath. The demon shrieks were giving way to keening cries as hundreds of warped, twisted things rose up into the dark sky. Not all of the creatures were winged; some pounded down the street above my head like an unsynchronised army on a march to the depths of hell. At least a dozen of them turned onto the narrow bridge ahead. I wanted to look away but I couldn’t help myself. Hieronymus Bosch eat your heart out. 
 
    They were, to a demon, ugly bastards. Every one that I could see was naked, the male Fomori with grotesque large penises which hung down between their legs, slapping against their balls as they ran. The females proudly displayed wrinkled breasts with puckered nipples which seemed to catch the weak light. Most were completely hairless, their gaunt, sinewy bodies shaped for the most arduous of physical activities, although I spotted a few with hair sprouting in patches from their skulls and chests. Every so often, a head turned and I caught a glimpse of searing red eyes and sharp yellow teeth. I began to shiver and it wasn’t just because of the cold water. If one of them saw me, I’d be ripped to shreds before I could tell them my best demon joke. 
 
    By now, the skies were heavy with the flying Fomori. This wasn’t a flock of birds and there didn’t appear to be any order to the way they moved. The winged, wheeling shapes collided frequently, sending each other spinning off in different directions. There was a lot of jostling and snapping of teeth; seemingly the demons didn’t even like each other. 
 
    One high-pitched shriek sounded louder than the others and suddenly heavy wings began to beat in my direction. I’d been spotted. I prepared to do whatever I could to defend myself. In the Cruaich grove, my parents had given me my true name of Layoch, Gaelic for warrior. I hated violence but I wasn’t going to lie down and let the demons take me. I’d go down at least attempting to fulfil that name.  
 
    But it wasn’t me that the winged demon had seen. It swooped upwards and away from the Clyde’s oily surface at the last second then flung itself towards the demons that were still crossing the bridge. Most of them scattered but one pulled itself up and gestured arrogantly. Almost forgetting the danger, I watched as the pair launched into a vicious, bloody brawl.  
 
    The bridge demon landed one or two swift punches, making its opponent hiss and pull back. He wasn’t going to give up that easily though. He sank sharp claws into the other demon’s back and flapped as he rose into the air. There was a screech and they pulled away from each other. I expected the non-winged one to crash down into the river below with a tremendous splash but it hung there, suspended in the air. 
 
    I blinked. That meant the Fomori demon was Gifted, just like the Sidhe. I should have realised: how else would they have managed to over-run half of the country if they didn’t have the same powers as the Sidhe? This one could obviously levitate. Damn, that would be a handy Gift to have and for a moment, I wished I could do it too ‒ it might have made escaping a bit easier.  
 
    A breath later I felt a wave of dizziness and my stomach was assailed with nausea. Shite. The cold was getting to me more than I’d realised. 
 
    Just then, the floating demon squawked and flapped his arms in alarm. A heartbeat later he plummeted downwards, crashing into the river and creating a mini tsunami in my direction. Panicked that he would notice me, I took a gulp of air and plunged underwater. I couldn’t see a thing; I just hoped that I could hold my breath long enough to keep out of sight. 
 
    I stayed under until my lungs were burning with a fire I’d never felt before. I had a choice: either drown or break the surface to get more air. I kicked, fighting against the pull of the water. My legs felt heavy and sluggish and it was only because I was next to the bank and could dig my hands into the mud that I managed to heave my head back up. 
 
    I gasped loudly but the noise of the demons covered my involuntary wheeze. The demon who had fallen in the river was already at the opposite bank, being helped out by a friend. I wiped the clinging, dark liquid from my eyes and peered across. He was gesturing into the air, confused; he obviously hadn’t expected his Gift to fail like that. Despite my shivers, I felt a flicker of curiosity – and suspicion.  
 
    His friend laughed and patted his shoulder then the pair of them turned their backs and walked away. My gaze flitted back to the bridge. There were only one or two Fomori on it now, still jogging across to catch up with the others. The skies were emptying. I had no idea where all the demons were off to; I was just thankful that they were leaving. 
 
    Five minutes later, everything was silent again. My heart was drumming against my ribcage, my fear still not entirely gone. If it hadn’t been for the water, I probably would have lingered for longer until I was sure it was safe to clamber out, but it was too cold. The chill was penetrating my bones and I realised that I would soon be in danger of severe hypothermia, despite the hot clammy air. 
 
    I moved along the bank, looking for a spot where it would be easier to pull myself out. There was a good metre of mud bank between where I was and the street further up where I wanted to be. No spot appeared better than any other so I reached up, thrust my fingers into the sticky mud and dug in my toes. Mustering up all my strength, I flung myself upwards. It was time to get out of here. 
 
    I made about five inches before the drag of the thick water was too much. I was still wearing my shoes and carrying the harp on my back but even without them the mud would have been too slimy for me to get sufficient purchase. I tried again but this time was even worse and I fell back into the water with a loud splash. Forcing myself to lie still, I waited in case something had heard me. Fortunately, I seemed to be in the clear ‒ but I still couldn’t get out of the Clyde. 
 
    ‘Shite, Integrity,’ I muttered. ‘Think. How can you do this?’ 
 
    The answer popped into my head: levitate. I snorted. Yeah, right ‒ then my skin tingled and suddenly I was doing it. My body was pushing upwards of its own accord. The water level moved down to my chest, then my stomach, then my waist and still I continued to float upwards. I waved my arms around, sending drips of dark water flying in all directions. How was this happening? First teleportation, causing the Bull and I to end up tumbling through the sky at the Cruaich. Then aura reading after I took the Bull’s true name from him. Now I was capable of levitation. I had learnt to levitate just by watching that demon. It didn’t seem possible. I’d certainly never heard of anyone else tripping from Gift to Gift like this. I thought of the expression on the demon’s face. Something had happened to him. Had that something been me? Fear and worry flickered at me. It wasn’t normal. I wasn’t normal. I shook my head and tried to push away my thoughts and focus on getting the hell out of there. 
 
    Finally free of the water, I wobbled in mid-air. My clothes felt heavy and their weight was sapping my energy. I bit my tongue as hard as I could and tried to concentrate. All I had to do was reach dry ground. I wobbled again before righting myself and turning to face the street. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I whispered. Thankfully my body obeyed and slowly drifted over.  
 
    Less than a foot across the street I let go, crashing to the ground with a thud. What I wanted to do was roll over, kiss the hard Fomori earth and then sleep for a few hours. What I did was jump to my feet and run. I couldn’t stay out in the open. 
 
    The only positive aspect of my situation, other than still being alive and unharmed, was that I appeared to be taking half the Clyde with me. I was covered from head to toe in a black oily film. It made movement difficult and I was leaving a visible trail of footprints but it did help to camouflage me. I was now a shade darker than the sky and my white hair was a sticky black. All the same, I clung to the side of the buildings and used what cover they offered. There was neither sight nor sound of the hundreds of demons but I could no longer afford to take any chances. 
 
    I reached the bridge again and veered round to the main street along which I’d arrived. It was as clear and empty as it had been an hour ago and I breathed a sigh of relief. Thank goodness; I could be back home and dry before teatime. All I had to do was run. I shook my body like a dog, trying to get rid of some of the strange water. And that was when I heard a sudden hiss and looked up to see a demon right in front of me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    She was smaller than the others I’d seen but she possessed the same glowing red eyes and sharp teeth. Her breasts were criss-crossed with scars; disturbingly, there was what looked like an old bite mark where her right nipple should have been. She cocked her head at me for a moment as if puzzled. Then she lunged. 
 
    I couldn’t move fast enough and the demon’s teeth ripped into my forearm, making short work of my jacket before piercing my flesh. I yelped in pain. It seemed that she didn’t appreciate the taste of the Clyde any more than I did, however, because she withdrew quickly, spat on the ground and glared at me as if the bitterness on her tongue was my fault. 
 
    I held up my palms, trying to ignore the lancing pain in my arm. ‘Let’s talk about this,’ I said, ignoring the tremor in my voice and trying to stay calm. ‘I don’t want to hurt you. I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to leave quietly and go home.’ 
 
    The demon was confused. She’d probably expected me to fight, not try and talk my way out of danger. I didn’t even know whether she understood me. I tapped the centre of my chest. ‘I’m Integrity,’ I said helpfully. ‘Integrity.’ I pointed towards her. ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
    She didn’t like that and she threw herself at me once more. I didn’t even think; I simply rose upwards and levitated away from her grasp. Her fingers were long with cracked, dirty nails; whoever this demon was, she certainly wasn’t living the good life. 
 
    Her mouth dropped and she gaped at me. She had no tongue; I couldn’t see whether it had been removed or whether it was some kind of naturally occurring phenomenon but it made my flesh crawl. Her eyes were wild with an edge of vicious insanity. Clearly, she hadn’t expected me to use a Gift. To be fair, I probably looked as far removed from a Sidhe as it was possible to get – if this demon even knew what a Sidhe was or what one looked like.  
 
    She swiped upwards but I remained out of reach, wary that she’d use her own Gift against me. Instead she flung back her head and howled, an ear-shattering sound that could probably be heard miles away. Bugger. Dealing with one Fomori demon was one thing; dealing with a thousand would be a different matter. 
 
    Unsure about how high I could ago, I kept pushing up through the air. The trouble with levitation was that it was only a distant kin to flying and it felt as if I were moving at a snail’s pace. I rose higher while the demon below grew more frustrated. She jumped up and down, lunging for me even though I was out of reach. A minute later there were some guttural shouts in a language I didn’t recognise, followed by the sound of running feet. I threw myself towards the roof of the pillared church and lay flat on my back, scanning the sky for more of the winged bastards. Fortunately none appeared. 
 
    There was an anguished scream from below and I flipped onto my belly and peered over the parapet. Two other demons had joined the female. One had grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and was holding her so that her feet dangled in mid-air. The other spat indistinguishable words in her face, no doubt demanding to know why she’d made all that noise. She pointed upwards, her jaw working uselessly and nothing more than moans coming from her mouth. I pulled back as both Fomori males looked up and then there was another pained scream.  
 
    I sneaked another look. The demon in front of her launched a sharp kick to her stomach and she doubled over. The one behind stretched out his claw-like fingers and swiped at her neck; dark blood gushed from the wound, splattering onto the black earth. The first one spat something at her and stalked away in disgust. The second kicked her again and then did the same. She whimpered, curling into a foetal position. I rolled onto my back again, stared up at the clouds and breathed once more. 
 
    When I was sure the two demons had gone, I floated back down and started running down the street. I had to get out of the city – and fast. I’d barely gone fifty metres, however, when something tugged deep inside me. I sighed, slowed to a halt and turned around. 
 
    The female demon was still lying where the two pricks had left her. The wound she’d received to her neck looked pretty nasty – I didn’t know how much blood a Fomori demon had but unless her Gift was healing, she probably wouldn’t make it until nightfall. I sighed, then gritted my teeth and jogged back to her. 
 
    She didn’t even twitch as I approached. ‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ I said softly. 
 
    She still didn’t respond so I moved a bit closer and crouched down. Taking a deep breath, I reached out and touched her shoulder to let her know I was there and I wasn’t dangerous. She flinched, cowering on the ground like the beaten thing she was. 
 
    I peered at her neck. That demon had bloody sharp claws; blood was still pulsating out and, even with the mess of ripped flesh, I could tell the wound was deep. She was lucky it hadn’t slashed into her jugular. I bit my lip and tried to work out what to do.  
 
    Moving back to give myself room – and because an injured animal is the most dangerous of all – I untied the harp and laid it carefully on the ground. Next I unzipped my jacket and took out the bottle of whisky. ‘Sorry, Taylor,’ I murmured.  
 
    I pulled off the top and edged back to the demon. She smelt really bad, a combination of wet dog and rotting flesh. Or maybe that was me. Ignoring her trembling recoil, I knelt down and motioned with the bottle. She stared at me with wide red eyes. I moved the bottle towards her and she flinched away. 
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ I told her. ‘It’ll help.’  
 
    To show her, I put the bottle to my own lips and took a quick swig. It was surprisingly mellow. I swallowed and held the bottle out to her again. Her expression seemed resigned to whatever fate I was about to deal her and she tilted back her head. I tipped a small amount of whisky in her mouth; her face screwed up at the taste but she let it slide down her throat. Her lack of tongue didn’t seem to make any difference so I gave her some more. By the second swig, she seemed to be warming to the taste. 
 
    I took my jacket off and pulled my T-shirt over my head. Despite her fear, the Fomori demon goggled at me. Given that she was naked, she’d probably assumed my clothes were part of my skin. My T-shirt had protected my torso from the worst of the Clyde and I was aware of how strange I looked – black hair, black face, black neck, white middle and black legs.  
 
    I poured a tiny amount of whisky onto the T-shirt’s sleeve where the water hadn’t seeped through so much and used the underside of the material. I kept adding more, making the spot as sterile as I could, then held it towards her wound. 
 
    ‘This is going to hurt,’ I told her. I grabbed hold of her hand and she stiffened, clearly waiting for a blow. When it didn’t come and I squeezed her fingers in reassurance, she relaxed slightly. Then I pressed the whisky-sodden material to her neck. 
 
    She yelped but cut off the noise herself by clamping her free hand over her mouth. She wasn’t stupid; she knew what would happen if more demons heard her and came running. I wiped away as much of the blood as I could, hoping the alcohol would prevent any infection.  
 
    There was a faint mark on her shoulder, a tattoo. A tattoo of a small Scottish lion on its hind legs with its front paws splayed out into the air. Shaking my head in confusion, I pressed the material against the demon’s wound and moved her hand up to hold it. ‘You need to keep it like that until the bleeding stops.’ 
 
    She blinked at me and I sighed. I pushed down on her hand once more, trying to make her understand. When I finally stepped away, she kept her hand in place. I nodded, satisfied. ‘I have to go,’ I told her. ‘I can’t stay here.’ My eyes drifted down the street. If those others demons came back… ‘I’m sorry.’  
 
    She jerked suddenly and I leapt back, alarmed. She pointed at her chest and made a strange sound. I frowned, suddenly realising what she was doing. 
 
    ‘Ay? That’s your name?’ She shook her head and tried again. ‘Bay? Hay?’ Damn it. ‘May?’ The demon nodded vigorously. ‘May. Your name is May.’ I met her eyes. ‘It’s nice to meet you, May.’ 
 
    Her face twisted into a strange semblance of a smile. I smiled back until she moved her hand away from her chest and pointed behind me. I turned round but the long street was still empty.  
 
    ‘Yes. I have to go.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Look after yourself, May.’ I picked up my jacket, put it on and zipped it up, then I returned the harp to my back and gave her a wave. I really did have to skedaddle.  
 
    I looked at myself ruefully. Even standing next to May, I looked like a half-dead zombie. Maybe demons really were a ghoul’s best friend. 
 
    * 
 
    I made better time than I expected getting back to the Veil and I located the same spot that I’d emerged from with relief. Nothing followed me and I saw nothing else. Wherever those demons had marched off to, it wasn’t here. Thank heavens for small mercies. 
 
     I shook myself. The strange water from the Clyde had dried on my clothes and skin and black flakes fell off when I moved, like the world’s worst case of dandruff. 
 
    I gave the dark, unforgiving landscape one last look; I never wanted to come back here again. It seemed that there were worse places than the Cruaich after all. Even Aifric Moncrieffe and his wily, manipulative, murdering ways seemed a piece of cake compared to this nightmare. I took a deep breath and stepped back through the Veil. 
 
    The sensation as I passed through was as agonising as before and the noise as I came out onto home turf immediately put me on edge. My eyes darted round. Something was wrong; maybe one of the demons had invisibility as a Gift and had followed me here.  
 
    When I realised what was making the noise, I simultaneously relaxed and grimaced. I nudged Taylor with my toe. ‘Wake up!’ 
 
    He mumbled something and rolled over. ‘Taylor!’ I crouched down and shook him. ‘You’re snoring loud enough to bring a horde of Fomori stampeding through the Veil. Wake up!’ 
 
    He grunted and opened his eyes blearily. ‘Huh?’ He fixed his gaze on me. ‘Integrity! You’re back!’ He sat up and pulled me towards him, enveloping me in a tight hug – then immediately let go. ‘You smell worse than a badger’s arse. And what on earth are you covered in?’ 
 
    ‘Long story,’ I told him. I glanced back at the Veil. ‘Let’s get home to the others and then I’ll tell you.’ 
 
    * 
 
    I’d never before had such a rapt audience. All four of them were on tenterhooks, listening to my every word. 
 
    ‘You helped a Fomori demon?’ Brochan appeared thunderstruck. 
 
    I shrugged. ‘It seemed like the right thing to do.’ 
 
    Lexie goggled at me. ‘She wanted to kill you!’  
 
    ‘Out of instinct rather than anything else, I think.’ I gestured at myself. ‘I do look like the creature from the black lagoon. Besides, being a pacifist isn’t about apathy and turning your back. It actually involves taking action too.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to take samples,’ Speck muttered, still focused on my appearance. ‘It’s like no water I’ve ever seen.’ 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. ‘Ever the scientist.’ She leaned forward. ‘And you levitated. Like hovered-in-the-air levitated?’ I nodded. ‘Can you do it now?’ 
 
    I furrowed my brow and concentrated. I managed to rise half a foot before the effort was too great and I sank back down again. ‘I think the power is fading just like with the other Gifts.’ 
 
    Brochan stared at me with unwavering intensity. ‘What were you thinking? When you saw the demon levitate?’ 
 
    I paused. ‘That I’d really like to be able to do that,’ I admitted. ‘I also suddenly felt dizzy and sick.’ 
 
    The merman scratched his chin. ‘And do you remember what you thought when you learnt the Bull could read auras? Did you feel dizzy then as well?’ 
 
    ‘It was the same,’ I said slowly. ‘I thought it was a cool Gift and I felt a bit sick.’ I paused. ‘You don’t think…’ 
 
    Taylor jumped to his feet. ‘It would be perfect. We thought that you were learning Gifts from others but it’s more than that. You see something you want and you can take it. You see a Gift you want and somehow you leech it into yourself. That’s why the Gifts don’t last. That’s why the demon lost his. You stole it from him.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. ‘That doesn’t explain the teleportation. I never met another Sidhe who could do that. Not that I know of anyway.’ 
 
    Taylor snapped his fingers. ‘But the genie can teleport.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open. ‘You’re right.’ I looked round. ‘Where is Bob?’ 
 
    Brochan gave a long-suffering sigh. ‘I locked him in your bedroom. I just couldn’t listen to him prattle on any longer. And he’s still making me sneeze.’ 
 
    I pushed back my chair and flung open the door. Bob was standing on my dresser, wearing what looked like a long cocktail dress and a pink feather boa. He was turning this way and that, admiring himself in the mirror. ‘Bob!’ I said sharply. 
 
    He froze before slowly moving his head to look at me in comical astonishment. ‘Um, hi, Uh Integrity. I was just, um … never mind.’ 
 
    ‘You look beautiful.’  
 
    He curtsied. ‘You don’t. You’re covered in some strange icky black stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind that now.’ The others were crowding round at my back. ‘Bob, you remember yonks ago when I made that first wish and you teleported me to the Bull’s rooms at the Cruaich?’  
 
    ‘Technically, I didn’t do that. The wish did that.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever. After that happened, I could teleport. Did you…’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘Did you feel any different afterwards?’ 
 
    He twirled the end of the boa in the air. ‘You mean did I notice that you’d stolen some of my power from me? Sure. Why do you think I spent so long falling through the air with you when you teleported out of the window? It certainly wasn’t through choice.’ He shrugged amicably. ‘There’s no need to worry though. I’m a genie. I have limitless powers which you can only dream of. My teleportation returned quickly enough.’ 
 
    I folded my arms and stared at him. ‘You didn’t think to mention this before?’ I asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    ‘You didn’t ask.’ He gave an innocent smile. ‘I thought you already knew.’ 
 
    Brochan growled. ‘I’m going to take that damn letter opener you live in and…’  
 
    Bob wagged his finger. ‘It’s a scimitar.’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said, ‘this is important. After I visited the grove, someone attacked me with fireballs. I saw Byron use pyrokinesis. I couldn’t do that though even though I tried.’ 
 
    He tsked. ‘Because you didn’t want to. You’re a natural thief. Your subconscious only takes the Gifts that you want.’ 
 
    ‘For a limited time.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Yup. Depends on the Gift though. You took aura reading and it lasted for ages, probably because you made the Bull your slave first so it was easier to draw more of it from him.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not my slave,’ I snapped. 
 
    ‘He kind of is,’ Lexie whispered. I glared at her over my shoulder. 
 
    ‘He didn’t say anything about losing his Gift.’ 
 
    ‘Again,’ Bob said with a weary air, ‘you didn’t ask him. You need to learn the right questions, Uh Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘He was probably afraid of showing you how weak he was,’ Brochan agreed. 
 
    ‘Or,’ Speck added, ‘he was shitting his pants that he’d lost it completely and he was terrified of you and what you’re capable of.’ 
 
    ‘Either way,’ I mused, ‘no-one else knows I can do this.’ My brow furrowed and l looked at Bob. ‘Right?’ 
 
    ‘Right!’ he responded cheerily. ‘Now do you mind? I want to try something sparkly.’ He gestured at his outfit. 
 
    ‘Fine.’ I turned to go. 
 
    ‘Oh, Uh Integrity,’ he called out. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m really glad you didn’t die in the Lowlands. The harp will help.’ His tone was both honest and earnest.  
 
    I blinked. ‘Uh, thanks.’ 
 
    ‘You’re welcome.’ He twirled the boa. ‘It’s probably a good idea if you don’t try to play it before the actual challenge.’ 
 
    I was instantly suspicious. ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see.’ 
 
    ‘Bob…’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, I’m a genie.’ He waved at me. ‘Now, shoo.’ 
 
    Taylor, Brochan, Speck, Lexie and I sat down again in the kitchen. For a long time nobody said a word. 
 
    ‘You realise what this means?’ Taylor said finally. We all looked at him. ‘You have the potential to be the most powerful Sidhe in the country. The most powerful being in the country.’ 
 
    I shivered. I wasn’t sure I liked that idea. ‘It’s nuts,’ I said, shaking my head. 
 
    Everyone nodded solemnly. ‘It truly is,’ Brochan rumbled, scratching at his gills. 
 
    I picked a flake of dried Clyde off my arm. ‘I should go and get cleaned up,’ I said. The shower was calling out to me, like heroin to an addict. 
 
    ‘Sounds good,’ Speck said, with perhaps a little too much fervour. I guessed I really did smell bad. ‘We should probably try and get this harp cleaned up too. Goodness knows if it’ll work after the dip it’s taken.’  
 
    I grimaced, glancing at the dirty instrument. ‘All we can do is try.’ Bob’s warning not to play the thing niggled at me. I hoped I wasn’t going to regret going to so much trouble to retrieve it. 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor said when I was at the door. ‘What were the words?’ 
 
    ‘Hm?’ 
 
    ‘The words you found written in blood inside that house. Next to Matthew MacBain’s body. What did they say?’ 
 
    My reply was quiet. ‘Save us.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Despite my vociferous protestations, Lexie sold off some jewellery she’d held back from an old heist and paid for our transportation to the Cruaich. Last time I walked up the long winding driveway, I had to deal with a hundred gawking eyes. This time we still had onlookers but for a different reason. Lexie had hired a horse-drawn carriage and flirted with its owner to persuade him to drape it in the new, improved Adair Clan tartan – the old version shot through with lines of hot pink. It certainly wasn’t a tartan for the shy and retiring. I felt a little dismayed for my descendants, should I have any, who would have to endure it for generations to come. I did, however, really, really like it. 
 
    Brochan and Taylor sat up front, essentially acting as my guards. It suited me; it meant I could lounge in the back like the Sidhe noble I was supposed to be and, more importantly, stay well away from the horses. If I thought about it long enough, I could still feel the ache in my arse from the journey on horseback to the Foinse last year.  
 
    Even Speck was in on the action. He’d rigged up the carriage with some kind of overly boisterous speaker system. As we passed through the magical border and into the land surrounding the Cruaich, it cranked up with ‘I Love a Lassie’.  
 
    When I threw him a look, he merely shrugged. ‘We want to make a grand entrance. There can’t be any sneaking in and pretending you’re not really here. The bigger the noise, the harder it will be for the other Clans to turf you out.’ 
 
    He had a point. Although technically speaking I was within my rights as a Sidhe to enter the Games, I wouldn’t put it past the Clans to find some way of stopping me from taking part. I had to do whatever was necessary to avoid that. In any case, thanks to the music we had an impressive audience by the time the carriage pulled up outside the Cruaich’s entrance. 
 
    Aifric Moncrieffe strode out as if he’d been expecting us all along. He beamed happily as I examined his face for signs of dissemblance. He’d fooled me before when I’d believed he was on my side. The Steward, however, was a far better actor than even Taylor. It didn’t matter how closely I stared at him, I saw nothing but warmth. I wasn’t likely to forget that he’d tried to poison me, though – and killed poor Lily MacQuarrie in the process. She’d known my parents as a child and had only wanted to help me out. Unfortunately it hadn’t done her any good in the end. 
 
    Lexie muttered a curse under her breath and I squeezed her arm. ‘Appearances, remember? We don’t want him to think that we suspect him of anything.’ She remained tense. ‘I mean it, Lex. It could save our lives.’ We had to be alert to further attempts on my life; there was no point in asking for more trouble at the same time. 
 
    It took the blue-haired pixie some effort but she managed to calm down and relax. I forced my mouth into a dainty smile and waited while Taylor, clad head to toe in a suit made out of the new Adair tartan, came and helped me down. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Aifric boomed. ‘What a pleasure. It’s so good of you to come and support the Games.’ 
 
    I leaned forward, kissing him effusively on both cheeks and looking for all the world as if I’d missed his presence terribly. ‘It’s lovely to see you again,’ I said. Then I raised my voice to make sure no-one missed my words. ‘But I’m not here to support the Games.’ 
 
    Aifric’s smile wavered slightly. ‘You’re not?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness no!’ Careful, Integrity, I warned myself. That was dangerously close to a simper. I had to be sure not to overdo it. ‘I’m here to compete.’ 
 
    His mouth dropped open before he remembered himself. ‘Er, were you invited to participate?’ 
 
    Ha! He knew very well I wasn’t. I looked concerned. ‘Oh, I thought that any Sidhe could take part. Isn’t that what it says in the rules?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, I suppose so. It’s usually for the honour of your Clan though ‒ and with their full backing. I’m sorry. I’m sure you understand…’ 
 
    ‘Of course! Of course! I don’t have a Clan. It’s just as well really. Knowing what I do about the Adairs, I think it’s best that they’re consigned to the history books.’ They weren’t even allowed that; the history books at the Cruaich had virtually wiped out any mention of them. My smile widened and I leaned forward to whisper, ‘Can I trust you?’  
 
    ‘To death and beyond, my dear.’ 
 
    I smiled at him like I’d expected nothing else. ‘The thing is,’ I told him, ‘it’s very lonely being Clan-less. I’m the only Sidhe without a clan and my friends are … well, they’re not Sidhe, if you know what I mean. I want to win so that I can ask to be accepted into a Clan as one of their own. Return to the fold, so to speak. The Scrymgeours looked after me before. Maybe I could prevail upon their goodwill and…’ 
 
    Aifric looked delighted. No surprise there: if I swore fealty to a Clan like the Scrymgeours – hell, if I did that to any Clan – then the Adairs would be laid to rest once and for all. There would be no one left to take up their cause. 
 
    ‘I think that’s a wonderful idea. Simply wonderful.’ 
 
    I managed to blush. Go, girl! ‘I probably won’t win because I don’t have any Gifts like the others. But if I can use this opportunity to get to know everyone better, who knows what might happen?’ 
 
    ‘You’re so right.’ Aifric gazed at me like a proud father. As much as I abhorred violence, my fists itched. ‘But it will depend on the other Clans agreeing to your participation. Naturally you have my full support but you’ll need two supporters to secure your place. It’s a formality for most competitors but we do like our traditions. You’ll need their agreement before the opening ceremony if you’re going to compete.’ 
 
    Damn it, that’s what I’d been worried about. Aifric was happy to lend me his support because he wanted me to think he was on my side – and right now he didn’t see me as a threat. Getting two other Clans to throw their hats in the ring for me would be tough.  
 
    ‘Also,’ he continued, ‘we didn’t expect you, so we’ve not prepared any quarters. The competitors stay in a specially converted village. We find things work better that way. I’m sure we can find you some space though.’ 
 
    ‘You’re very kind, my liege,’ I murmured. 
 
    Aifric laughed heartily. ‘Oh, I’m only the Steward. It’s nothing like a liege lord, I assure you.’ Yeah, yeah. I laughed back; Aifric didn’t seem to notice how false it sounded. ‘You must be tired after your journey,’ he continued. ‘Let me arrange for some refreshments while someone sorts out your accommodation.’ 
 
    I dipped a curtsey. The light in his eyes still glimmered. Good; Aifric Moncrieffe thought I’d fallen hook, line and sinker for his lies. All I had to do to succeed was keep it that way. 
 
    * 
 
    Six hours later, we still hadn’t been shown to our rooms. The plates of food and goblets of wine, water and some indefinable liquid lay untouched in front of us. Even Brochan’s patience was being tested. For the last hour he’d been pacing up and down the flagstones, his arms crossed and his glower dangerous. Speck was glued to his phone. Lexie, Taylor and I were taking a different approach: every time someone passed by, no matter who they we were, we did our best to charm them into conversation. Operation Smarm was well under way. 
 
    Despite not having an ounce of Sidhe blood, Lexie did a sterling job of flirting with the older nobles. It was difficult for anyone to resist her impish smile and I saw more than one flushed cheek when she inadvertently brushed her body against her targets. Taylor was almost her equal; he oozed charm, gently complimenting the ladies without appearing overly familiar and using his down-to-earth attitude to remain unthreatening to the men.  
 
    It was markedly different for me. Every time I tried to engage someone in conversation, they shied away. More than one of them clutched their jewels, their bags or their pockets, as if I were going to spirit away their wealth from beneath their noses. It didn’t matter how I approached each Clanling, nothing worked. I’d never been as skilled at verbal dexterity as Taylor but I’d been pulling street cons before I hit puberty. I knew how to talk to people – and these people were having none of it.  
 
    The various non-Sidhe flitting around would probably have been friendlier ‒ I spotted a few warm glances from the servants and errand boys ‒ but they were in a rush and it wasn’t their approval I needed. Winning the Games would be one thing; I’d still need some Sidhe on my side to have any real measure of success afterwards –and I still needed to secure two votes to let me participate.  
 
    Despite the cold shoulders, I persisted. Sooner or later, someone would soften up. 
 
    ‘I never took you for a social butterfly,’ drawled a familiar voice as my attempt to get close to a Clan Orrock woman failed miserably and she all but sprinted away. 
 
    I turned. ‘You can’t really be sociable when people act as if you’ve got the plague.’ 
 
    Byron shrugged languidly. ‘They’ll come around.’ 
 
    ‘You mean when they realise I’ve not nicked their family heirlooms? Someone’s obviously been telling tales.’ 
 
    His look of discomfort was answer enough. ‘There have been … stories,’ he admitted. ‘What happened with the Foinse doesn’t help.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘No-one’s seen it. It’s the source of all magic, Integrity. You were the last person to hold it and you possess a clever sleight of hand.’ 
 
    ‘You think I palmed it when no-one was looking? You saw the damn thing fly away just like I did, Byron.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ he replied equably. ‘But people don’t trust you.’ 
 
    ‘Gee,’ I said sarcastically, ‘blow me down with a feather. I never realised.’ 
 
    ‘You are a thief, Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Reformed.’ Sort of. ‘Besides, I’ve never stolen from any of the Clans.’ Actually, that was a lie; I’d spotted at least one noble who I’d relieved of a rather ugly-looking emerald ring. But that was years earlier and he’d have no reason to suspect me of the crime. 
 
    Byron tilted his head and gave me a long look. ‘You stole from me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s where you’re wrong. I stole from Jamie.’ I smirked. ‘Call it foreplay, if you will.’ Byron’s eyes suddenly darkened. ‘And I returned your silly jewel.’ I said, referring to the stunning Lia Saifire. 
 
    A muscle jerked in his cheek. ‘Are you expecting my gratitude?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I nibbled on my bottom lip. ‘Why didn’t you tell your father that I was going to compete in the Games?’ 
 
    ‘I had no idea you were going to do such a thing.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you did.’ I eyed him speculatively. ‘In fact, I think you told me about the Games because you wanted me to compete. Were you missing me?’ 
 
    His face took on a look of mock sorrow. ‘Yes. I couldn’t sleep at night without knowing where you were. Food tasted like ash in my mouth. I couldn’t find joy in anything. When the sun shone, it was as if the very heavens were laughing at me.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? And when was the last time the sun shone?’ 
 
    Byron grinned suddenly with such a flash of pure enjoyment that I wished I’d done more to see it earlier. ‘Probably October.’ 
 
    I smiled back. ‘Holding these Games in February seems a deliberate action to freeze my tits off.’  
 
    I thought maybe I’d been too crude and wished I could back take the words but Byron responded with his own spark. He leaned forward and whispered in my ear, ‘My balls are blue. I can’t imagine what they’ll be like tomorrow when I have to wear a kilt.’ He winked and my mouth went dry. I didn’t normally have fantasies about those particular body parts but I had a very vivid image now. ‘Nice tartan, by the way. I’m guessing the hot pink is your personal addition?’ 
 
    Before I could answer, I spotted Tipsania in the doorway. Her eyes landed on us and she wasted no time in making her way towards us. ‘Your girlfriend’s here,’ I murmured. I gave her my most professional smile.  
 
    She sniffed and stopped inches from us. ‘Integrity.’  
 
    I tried not to look surprised that she’d remembered my name. 
 
    ‘That tartan wouldn’t look out of place in a mock Highland stripper show in Vegas.’ She bared her teeth. ‘You know, in one of those smaller venues where a shot of vodka costs about a dollar. A real … classy joint.’  
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know,’ I returned coolly. ‘I’ve never been to one.’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you?’ She moved alongside Byron and hooked her arm through his, laying claim to her man and marking her territory. I was surprised she didn’t hike up her skirts, squat down and urinate on his shoe. ‘We went last year, didn’t we, By? It was just the two of us. It’s more romantic than you’d think.’ She giggled. ‘There was a wedding chapel I really liked. You weren’t so keen, were you, Byron?’ She glanced at me. ‘I think he’d rather have a large traditional ceremony.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘You’re engaged?’  
 
    Tipsania preened. ‘Not yet.’ She cast a sidelong look at Byron. ‘But who knows what might happen when the Games are over?’ 
 
    Byron cleared his throat; he was obviously uncomfortable and I had a sudden flash of insight. He was going to compete and if he won, he’d ask for a monetary reward to help bring his Clan out of their dire financial straits. If he lost, he’d probably end up having to wed good old Tipsy. The Scyrmgeours were loaded. I felt a flicker of unexpected sympathy for her. It didn’t last.  
 
    ‘You don’t really think that you can win the Games, do you?’ she asked me. ‘It’ll be so embarrassing when you come last. And you do understand the terms of participation? That each participating – and losing ‒ Clan has to help provide the prize for the winner. That’ll be rather difficult for you when you have no Clan.’ She pasted on an expression of mock concern. ‘You don’t want to find yourself heavily in debt for the next twenty years.’ She touched my arm. ‘I’m just thinking of you.’ 
 
    ‘Your kindness knows no bounds,’ I managed through clenched teeth. ‘But my mind is made up.’ And then, because I could think of nothing better than seeing the expression on her face when I outdid her in every single challenge, I asked, ‘And you? Will you be competing?’ 
 
    She tittered. ‘Of course. But we all know who’s going to win.’ 
 
    ‘Do we?’ 
 
    Her grip on Byron tightened. ‘Of course. He’s the most powerful Sidhe we’ve seen in decades, aren’t you, darling?’ 
 
    ‘It takes more than brute strength to win the Games,’ he said, his eyes on me. His focus – especially while Tipsania was hanging off him like a limpet – was making me uncomfortable. 
 
    ‘May the best Sidhe win,’ I murmured. ‘I’ll look forward to holding the same title my father did.’ 
 
    Tipsania was taken aback that I’d chosen to invoke my father’s ghost but Byron smiled.  
 
    Seeking the fastest route out of the conversation, I searched for anyone who might provide an escape route. Brochan gave me a meaningful glance – he was ready to step in if necessary – but I’d spotted someone else. 
 
    ‘Chieftain MacBain!’ I called. 
 
    The woman, draped in her Clan tartan and holding herself stiffly upright as she swept through the hallway with numerous Sidhe trotting behind her, turned at the sound of her name. When she saw me, she blanched.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let her get away. ‘Excuse me,’ I said to Tipsania and Byron and darted away before the Chieftain could make a run for it. 
 
    ‘I was hoping we might get a chance to catch up,’ I said, sweeping a wholly unnecessary curtsey. 
 
    She looked down her nose. ‘How nice but I’m in an incredible hurry.’ She tried to push past me but I held my ground, ignoring the vicious looks I was receiving from her hangers-on. 
 
    ‘I have something you might be interested in,’ I told her. 
 
    She sniffed. ‘I doubt that.’ 
 
    ‘When did Matthew MacBain go missing?’ 
 
    Her body stilled. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    You heard me, you old bint. ‘Matthew MacBain,’ I repeated. ‘One of your ancestors. When did he disappear?’ 
 
    She looked speculative. ‘A long time before you were born.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what happened to him?’ 
 
    I could see that she desperately wanted to get away from me but curiosity was getting the better of her. ‘There are … stories,’ she said stiffly.  
 
    ‘He went to the Veil, right? Passed into the Lowlands?’ 
 
    She had a good poker face but she couldn’t control the faint flush around her neck. It drew attention to the ugly silver and pearl necklace which hung there. There was no accounting for taste. 
 
    ‘How did you know that?’ 
 
    I looked round. There were too many people eavesdropping on our conversation. ‘Perhaps we can meet in private later,’ I said. ‘I really do think I can shed some light on what happened to him.’ 
 
    She stared at me. She had dark hair shot through with threads of grey which was pulled back tightly in an elaborate bun. Her mouth was pursed and tight. I had the impression that this was someone who wouldn’t suffer fools gladly. All the same, I’d piqued her interest. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ she said finally. ‘I am otherwise engaged tonight but after tomorrow’s opening ceremony, I will grant you an audience.’ 
 
    The MacBain leader had delusions of grandeur – grant me an audience indeed. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Taylor shake his head at me. He was right. She might well prove to be my ticket in. ‘How about before the ceremony?’ I hedged. 
 
    Chieftain MacBain’s eyes turned cold at my presumptuousness. I thought she’d deny me but she wanted to know what information I had. In fact, I’d say she was desperate. ‘Was Matthew your grandfather?’ I asked, before she could answer. 
 
    ‘Uncle,’ she said shortly. She glared at me for a moment as if it were my fault he was no longer with us. ‘Very well. My quarters at 11 a.m.’ Then, in case I tried to change the time again, she marched away. 
 
    I watched her go. If I played this correctly, I’d have her vote to get me into the Games. Perfect. I looked at Tipsania and Byron who were both still watching me. ‘Tipsy,’ I called out cheerfully, ‘where is your father right now? I’d love to catch up with him.’ 
 
    She turned away, pretending not to hear me.  
 
    ‘He’s at the main tent out the front,’ Byron told me. There was a question in his eyes: why would I seek out the Bull when I’d run away from his so-called guardianship when I was a child? There was clearly no love lost between us. But Byron didn’t know everything. 
 
    I called my thanks and beckoned to my posse. ‘I need you to stay here. Sooner or later someone will show us where we can sleep. They won’t want to lose face by having us bed down here.’ 
 
    ‘They should have taken us there the moment we arrived,’ Brochan growled. 
 
    ‘Let them play their petty games,’ I said. ‘We’ll keep our big guns for the important stuff.’ 
 
    Lexie fiddled with her hair. ‘I’ve been trying to get the Sidhe onside. They’re all being very friendly but as soon as I mention your name…’ 
 
    ‘I know. Someone’s been spreading nasty rumours about me.’ I shrugged. ‘It’s no big deal. Much as it galls me to accept it, Aifric has promised to give me his support and if I go and talk to the Bull now, I can force him to do it too. It looks like Chieftain MacBain might just be our third supporter.’ 
 
    Taylor’s chest puffed out. ‘That’s my girl.’ 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Byron was correct: the moment I stepped into the vast tent designed to keep the Games’ attendees pampered and refreshed, I spotted the Bull leaning heavily against the bar. At least it was still early, so the tent was virtually empty. No doubt it would be a different scenario tomorrow when the Games began. 
 
    Weaving my way through the empty tables and chairs – and avoiding the harassed-looking servants of every ethnicity and race who were under pressure to make everything ready – I made a beeline for him. I didn’t think he had registered my approach but he didn’t look surprised when I made my presence known. 
 
    ‘Chieftain Scrymgeour,’ I said, with a hint of amusement. ‘Buy me a drink?’ 
 
    The sour turn to his mouth proved how unhappy he was to see me but he couldn’t refuse. In order to save his life, he’d given me his true name and now he was mine. He couldn’t say no to me – no matter what I asked of him. He did, however, have some wiggle room. 
 
    ‘I’ll have a Buckie Delight for the lady,’ he said, crooking a finger at the barman. 
 
    ‘Water will…’ 
 
    He held up a palm. ‘No. I think you’ll enjoy this.’ I could tell from his tone that a Buckie Delight was probably the most disgusting drink known to man. I shrugged. I could make him order me something else or brazen it out; for some stupid reason, I chose the latter. 
 
    While the barman turned away to make my drink, I focused on the Bull. If anything, he looked heavier than the last time we’d met. For someone with his wealth and position, he didn’t lead the healthiest of lifestyles. 
 
    ‘You should take better care of yourself,’ I told him. ‘You look like Jabba the Hutt with a bad case of stomach flu.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    I sighed. The least I could have done was find myself an unwilling slave who knew something about popular science fiction. ‘Never mind.’ I propped an elbow onto the bar and rested my chin on my hand. ‘How’s your Gift doing these days?’ I asked. 
 
    Suddenly his face was wide and fearful. ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ he growled. I’d asked the question though, so he couldn’t evade it that easily. ‘It is … diminished,’ he said through gritted teeth.  
 
    I sucked in a breath. So it was true. My subconscious was stealing Gifts, whether I wanted it to or not. I absorbed the information, my mind whirring through the possibilities. 
 
    Malevolence glittered from his dark eyes. ‘It’s because you stole my name from me.’ 
 
    No, it wasn’t but he didn’t need to know that. ‘So it’s been like that since our escapade through the air?’ I prodded. ‘Your Gift lost its power and it’s not returned?’ 
 
    He glared at me. ‘No. It’s not. I can still see auras but they’re weaker than before.’ 
 
    Interesting. I wished he’d thought to mention that to me before. I could only conclude that I’d unconsciously stolen part of his Gift and, while whatever magical pizzazz it imbued me with had gone from my system, it had not returned to him. The idea that I could strip all those proud Sidhe of their Gifts was exciting. I tried – and failed – not to appear too happy. 
 
    He put down his drink. ‘What do you want? Are you just here to gloat?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said cheerily. ‘I got hold of some anti-gloating cream to stop me doing that.’ I paused. ‘Although it is very tempting to rub it in.’ The Bull stared at me. ‘Oh, come on, you have to admit that was at least a little bit funny.’ 
 
    The barman placed a long glass with a thick purple liquid inside it. I gazed at the glass then pushed it towards the Bull. ‘Drink,’ I ordered. 
 
    ‘Don’t you trust it?’ he sneered. 
 
    ‘No, funnily enough I don’t.’ 
 
    He rolled his eyes and took the glass, took one large gulp and licked his lips. Then he placed it back down and slid it towards me. Without thinking I picked it up and took a sip, then choked and spluttered as it hit my tongue. I pulled away from the bar and doubled over. I was pretty sure my liver screamed. 
 
    The Bull smiled for the first time. ‘But that’s funny.’ 
 
    I wiped my mouth. ‘What is in that thing? It’s strong enough to fell a damn troll.’ 
 
    ‘The Wild Men like it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s hardly a ringing endorsement,’ I grunted, eyeing the glass as if it were about to leap out and attack me. 
 
    ‘It’s Buckfast, tequila and beer. You have to use the right beer though or it just tastes rotten.’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ I wiped my mouth once more. Buckfast was a fortified wine brewed in England which had gained a loyal following up here. It tasted like cough syrup and packed a punch powerful enough to make even Brochan dance on tables. Lexie would probably love it. 
 
    ‘So,’ the Bull said, ‘what do you really want? I don’t imagine you’re really concerned about my health.’ 
 
     ‘You’re right. I need you to sponsor me as a competitor for the Games. I need three Clan Chieftains to okay my entry.’ 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed, a ringing guffaw that made even the bustling servants stop and stare. ‘You? You’re entering the Games?’ 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. ‘What of it?’ 
 
    He laughed again. ‘You’ll be eaten alive. There’s a reason only Sidhe are allowed to compete. It’s too difficult for anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘Hello? In case you’ve forgotten, I’m as Sidhe as you are.’ 
 
    His lip curled. ‘In name only. You’ve not been brought up like everyone else. You don’t really know what it means to be like us.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. ‘You were my guardian,’ I pointed out. ‘Any gaps in my knowledge are your fault.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t bring you up. I gave you a roof and nothing more.’ 
 
    I drew myself up. ‘You gave me a shitty childhood, a servant’s apron and regular beatings.’  
 
    ‘I didn’t lay a hand on you.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I shot back, my anger growing. ‘You couldn’t even take that responsibility, could you? You got others to do that part.’ 
 
    ‘Your father was a homicidal maniac. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.’ 
 
    ‘My father won the last Games,’ I spat. ‘And you’d better watch yourself, Cul-Chain,’ I added, using his true name. 
 
    The Bull froze before darting a nervous look around him in case anyone had heard. He was fortunate that the barman was engaged in conversation at the other end of the bar and no one else was nearby. With slightly less vigour than before, he spoke again. ‘Even with your Gift, you’ll be no match for the others.’ 
 
    He still thought all I could do was teleportation. Fool. ‘All the same.’ My voice hardened. ‘You will openly support me in this.’ 
 
    ‘You might have my vote,’ he sneered, ‘but you won’t get anyone else’s.’ 
 
    ‘Aifric has already given me his support.’ At least the Steward had done it publicly so he couldn’t withdraw it, no matter how much he might want to.  
 
    ‘That’s still not enough.’ 
 
    I leaned in towards him, enjoying his flinch. ‘Watch this space.’ 
 
    * 
 
    By the time I got back to the main hall, my smile had returned. I wasn’t going to let the Bull keep me on edge and in a foul mood. Unfortunately, the expression on Brochan’s face suggested something far, far different. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. 
 
    His brow had settled into deep, lined furrows, the creases displaying an even darker shade of green than I was used to. ‘The Steward,’ he said, refusing to use Aifric’s actual name, ‘has finally deigned to show us where we’ll be staying.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I guess it’s not up to your standards.’ 
 
    He glowered further. ‘It’s not up to the standards of a bedevilled newt. You are a Chieftain in all but name. To expect you to stay somewhere like that is an affront.’ 
 
    I was touched that he was so angry on my behalf. Truth be told, as long as there was a bed and a lack of rats – which was pretty much a given at this time of year as it was far too cold for even their furry hides – I didn’t much care. ‘We’ll manage,’ I told him. ‘It’s not going to be for long.’ 
 
    His irritation didn’t subside. ‘Wait until you see it,’ he said. 
 
    He led me through a side door and down a winding path. The competitors’ village looked rather pleasant with twinkly lights which were just coming on as dusk settled. The path was lined with trees and free from frost. Someone had been using pyrokinesis to make sure no one slipped and broke their ankle before the Games began. I wondered idly if it was Byron and then pushed the thought away.  
 
    There was a hubbub of noise from the largest of the buildings. The different Clans might be in competition with each other but there was obviously a sense of camaraderie. It would probably disappear once the competition began – and I doubted that this fellowship would be extended to me. Nonetheless, the laughter was pleasant to hear; usually the Clans were at each other’s throats, vying for a foothold in their invisible hierarchy and forming and breaking alliances here, there and everywhere. The Games happened so infrequently that maybe this was an opportunity to put aside petty expressions of one-upmanship, even if only for a night or two. 
 
    Brochan marched ahead, his clunky shoes that were designed to hide his huge webbed feet slapping against the ground. We passed building after building until most of the lights were behind us and I felt my first trickle of foreboding. Aifric was certainly making sure we were well out of the way – and that could only be for a reason.  
 
    It was another five minutes before we reached the small cabin. There was a glimmer of light from inside and I could see that the exterior was flimsy. The last time I was at the Cruaich, when I’d agreed to help save the Foinse, I’d been granted luxurious rooms. Part of me preferred this set-up – it was more honest. 
 
    Brochan rapped four times on the door, a staccato beat which we’d used for years as a code to indicate safety, and then entered with me on his heels. That was when I realised just how bad things were.  
 
    The light was cast by candles dotted around on the floor at strategic points although they still only gave off a weak glow. There were four scabby-looking sleeping bags – annoying considering there were five of us – and I could swear it was colder inside than it was out. My gaze swept round, taking in the glum faces. Speck’s teeth were chattering. 
 
    ‘Wow. Where’s the en suite?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘For our ablutions,’ Speck said, his words vibrating, ‘we are expected to walk for another ten minutes down that way to an ancient stone house with an outside loo.’ 
 
    Charming. ‘Well,’ I said, trying to make light of the situation, ‘I’m sure things could be worse.’  
 
    Taylor’s shoulders slumped. ‘You had to say it, didn’t you?’ 
 
    Lexie shook her head and shivered. ‘Now you’ve done it, Tegs.’ 
 
    I pointed at Speck. ‘He’s meant to be the superstitious one. Don’t be silly.’ 
 
    Just then, a loud patter came from the corrugated iron roof. Rain: and it took Mother Nature all of five seconds to find a suitable gap. One drop landed directly on the bridge of my nose and rolled down, hanging off the end until I shook it away. 
 
    ‘That’s your fault,’ Lexie said, barely audible above the racket. 
 
    ‘What they’re failing to say,’ Brochan rumbled, ‘is how dangerous this is.’ He gestured at the door. ‘No lock. Even if there was one, the walls are so flimsy that anyone could break them down. We can’t afford to take chances like this. It’s not safe.’ 
 
    The merman had a point. Between us, we could probably make the place more comfortable but making it secure from potential assassins was another matter entirely. 
 
    ‘A Sidhe, a pixie, a warlock, a human and a merman all walked into a hut,’ I began. 
 
    Speck groaned. 
 
    ‘Don’t forget a genie,’ Taylor said, with raised eyebrows. 
 
    I grinned at him and snapped my fingers. ‘You’re right.’ I took out Bob’s letter opener as Brochan hurriedly sought a handkerchief in preparation. ‘Oh, Bob?’ I sang out, in my best casual tone. ‘Are you there?’ 
 
    There was a pause. That was good, it meant he’d not been paying attention to the outside world. I called again and the blade shimmered. We covered our eyes just in time to avoid being blinded by the flash of light as he appeared. ‘What is it, Uh Integrity?’ he asked eagerly. ‘Do you want to use up that wish? Make it a good one, darling!’ 
 
    Brochan sneezed violently as I shook my head. ‘The Games haven’t started yet. I promised I’d do it afterwards, remember?’ 
 
    Bob’s shoulders slumped. ‘Oh yeah. What is it then?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to drag you away from whatever TV box set you’re currently enjoying but we thought this would be a great time to have a pre-Games party. Just us as a team.’ I gave him my best smile. ‘And you’re part of that team, Bobster!’ 
 
    A slow smile spread across his tiny face. ‘Am I? Am I really?’ He bit his bottom lip and held his hands up to his chest. ‘That means so much. Usually I’m left out of things like that. People forget that I’m a person and that I have needs too. I’m a social animal really. But it’s soooo hard to socialise when you’re stuck inside a scimitar all day long. And when you’re the size of a sparrow.’ He bobbed his head from side to side. ‘You lot are considerably below my normal standard and it’s difficult for my superior intellect to maintain polite conversation when your brain capacities are so small but I can cope for now. Where are the jelly shots? Do we have strawberry?’ 
 
    I smiled as he looked around. The further his head swivelled, the more his jaw dropped. ‘Uh Integrity,’ he whispered. ‘Where are we? Is this hell?’ 
 
    I laughed. ‘Don’t be so silly! We’re at the Cruaich. We decided we’d bond together before the opening ceremony tomorrow and stay here instead of somewhere nicer. You know,’ I told him with a conspiratorial wink, ‘sleeping on the floor is very good for your back.’ 
 
    Another drop of rain slid from the roof and splattered down next to him. He leapt out of the way with a shriek. ‘No! I will not do it! You cannot make me stay here!’ 
 
    I shook my head in dismay. ‘Bob, what on earth is wrong? This place is great. Rustic living is so fashionable these days.’ 
 
    Brochan sneezed again. Bob drew himself up and pointed in his direction. ‘Even the merman is feeling the cold.’ 
 
    ‘His sneezing has nothing to do with that and you know it.’ 
 
    Lexie got in on the action. ‘Yeah,’ she agreed, although her lips were twitching. ‘Brochan loves this place. Being close to nature like this makes you feel as if you’re at one with the planet. I thought we might do some yoga later on and then some early morning mediation before the sun rises.’ 
 
    Bob’s face screwed up like a squashed tomato. ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘Does it matter, Bob?’ Speck asked, shrugging. ‘You’ve got your letter op– I mean, scimitar to hang out in. If you don’t like communing with the earth, you can stay there.’ 
 
    The genie jabbed his thumb at Speck. ‘But I’ll still know what is out here. I’m almost two thousand years old!’ he howled. ‘I deserve better than this!’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘we’re staying. If you want to leave, that’s fine. We can catch up with you after the Games.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no.’ He shook his head. ‘I know what you’re doing and I’m not going to let you fool me like that. You can’t rid of me that easily, sister!’ He glared. ‘Don’t go anywhere,’ he hissed. ‘I’ll be right back.’ And with that, he snapped his fingers and disappeared. 
 
    We looked at each other. I felt a little guilty for pulling the wool over Bob’s eyes yet again but it wouldn’t do any harm to see what solution he came up with. What was the point in having an all-powerful genie if you couldn’t manipulate him into giving you what wanted from time to time? 
 
    Brochan wiped his nose. ‘Should have brought antihistamines,’ he grumbled. ‘Damn genie.’ 
 
    ‘Where do you think he’s gone?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    ‘Hopefully to magic us up a five-star hotel,’ Lexie replied. ‘In the Caribbean.’ 
 
    I gestured around the room. ‘And miss out on all this?’ She stuck out her tongue. ‘We’re in Sidhe lands, Lex. If the wind changes…’ 
 
    Her features quickly smoothed. ‘Bloody magical bastards ruining everything.’ 
 
    There was a crackle and Bob reappeared. He gave a smug smile and waved his arms. ‘Mamamamamama,’ he chanted. 
 
    Brochan frowned. ‘What…?’ 
 
    ‘Shh.’ 
 
    The air shimmered as molecules snapped and re-formed. I blinked in astonishment and looked around: everything glinted and gleamed with a rich opulence. Whatever I’d been expecting, it wasn’t this. 
 
    ‘I have re-modelled based on what the Sultan of Brunei is currently enjoying in his palace,’ Bob announced with considerable flourish. 
 
    No wonder there was so much gold. The cabin was the same size but now there were shiny walls and large mirrors, creating the illusion of something far larger. Plush cushions and five red brocade-covered beds took the place of the sleeping bags.  
 
    I whistled. ‘Pretty impressive, Bob.’ 
 
    His smile widened. ‘I know.’ 
 
    Brochan was still frowning. He opened the door, stepped outside, look around and then came in again. ‘It looks exactly the same as it did on the outside but in here … good work, genie,’ he said grudgingly. Then he sneezed again. 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘that’s the comfort part taken care of. Now we just need to worry about security.’ 
 
    Bob’s eyebrows snapped together. ‘Hold on a minute,’ he said. ‘Are you telling me that…?’ 
 
    I interrupted him before he could get worked up. ‘We should take turns to stay on guard,’ I said. ‘We need to be prepared for anything.’ 
 
    ‘Do you expect Aifric to attack?’ 
 
    ‘I think that where he’s concerned, we need to expect anything,’ I said grimly. 
 
    ‘I’ll take the first watch,’ Taylor said. 
 
    ‘Great.’ I yawned and jumped on the nearest bed, stretched out and closed my eyes. Judging by the last few hours, I was going to need all the rest I could get. 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ Lexie said approvingly. ‘I think I’ll bed down myself.’ 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement from Brochan and Speck, followed by faint creaks as they also lay down. Taylor grunted and headed outside to take up position. 
 
    ‘You’re all having me on, aren’t you?’ Bob said gleefully. ‘Very funny, guys. Pretending to sleep instead of partying? Hahahahaha!’ 
 
    There was a loud snore which only Speck could make. I pressed my lips together and tried not to smile.  
 
    ‘It’s barely evening!’ Bob yelled. ‘What about that party? The team-building? The jelly shots?’ 
 
    Nobody answered. 
 
    ‘Guys?’  
 
    Silence.  
 
    ‘I hate you all.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I slept for a good five hours before doing my stint outside, then returned to bed for a further snooze. When I woke up, Bob was obviously over his sulk because he was curled up next to me in a pair of silk pyjamas and snoring louder than Speck.  
 
    I yawned, stretched and got up. Then I frowned; it was already morning but the outside world was remarkably quiet. Something felt wrong. 
 
    There were five sudden taps in quick succession on the door, the code for danger. I woke the others, putting my finger to my lips to encourage silence. Bob refused to open his eyes but everyone else was alert within seconds. 
 
    I stepped to the door and pressed my ear against it. Lexie was outside on guard duty. ‘What’s going on?’ I said, hoping my voice would travel enough for her to hear. 
 
    The door creaked open and she rushed inside, her face pale. ‘Something’s out there in the woods. Something big.’ 
 
    Brochan tensed. ‘Friend or foe?’  
 
    ‘As far as the Cruaich is concerned,’ I grunted, ‘everyone is a foe.’ 
 
    Taylor glanced at me. ‘You’re the expert here, Tegs. What do we do?’ 
 
    Some expert. I felt the weight and pressure of their expectation. Drawing a deep breath, I kept my voice low. ‘We need to know what we’re facing. If it’s a Sidhe and they’re close by – and I see them using their Gift – then maybe we’ll get lucky and I can steal it from them. If that’s not the case, we need to know what we’re dealing with so we can defend ourselves properly. Lexie, wander back out. Don’t look around, just head out the back as if you’re … um…’ 
 
    ‘Going for a pee?’ 
 
    I snapped my fingers. ‘Perfect. I’ll take the front. The rest of you wait for my signal.’  
 
    I propelled Lexie forward without waiting for their agreement. She swallowed, masking her fear with a blank expression as she strolled out. I counted to five in my head and followed.  
 
    When I realised Brochan was at my heels, I scowled. ‘You’re supposed to stay inside!’ I hissed. 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah. If you think I’m going to let that blue-haired cretin face the action out here while I cower inside, you’ve got another thing coming, Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    ‘I bet the other Clan Chieftains don’t have this problem,’ I grumbled, my eyes scanning the landscape for any sight of the monster that might be about to rush us. 
 
    ‘What problem?’ Brochan asked innocently. 
 
    I was saved from answering by a flicker of bright green, such an unusual colour for this time of year that it stood out against the dark trees and layer of white frost. Brochan stiffened. I nodded and directed him to the right while I went left. We hugged the walls of the cabin. Whatever it was, it would make a move soon. Lexie had definitely been right about one thing – it was huge. 
 
    I might have bowed out of group heists but it wasn’t that long since Brochan and I worked together. We both possessed a sort of sixth sense about what the other was going to do, the kind that only develops after years of working closely together. Like symbiotic twins, we glanced at each other and began moving stealthily towards the trees on the other side of the path. I ducked behind a fir, struggling to peer round its bushy foliage; Brochan sensibly concealed himself behind a pine tree so it was easier for him to get a bead on what was ahead. While I shifted and craned my neck to get the best vantage point, out of my peripheral vision I spotted him do a double take. I turned towards him as he held up his hands and sketched a shapely female figure in the air. That didn’t make any sense. Then I heard the voice. 
 
    ‘Hello? Candy? Are you there?’ 
 
    I stiffened. Tipsania. What the hell was she doing here? While her antagonism towards me was no secret, she’d always been open about her hatred and I wouldn’t have put it past her to attack me in public. Skulking around in Scottish trees didn’t seem like her style. And who the hell was Candy? That name was worrying familiar. 
 
    I edged round the fir, adjusting my position so that I could see her and remain hidden. Peering through a gap in the needles, I understood why we’d assumed she was some enormous beast. The dress she was wearing looked like a full-blown ball gown; it was a ridiculous, with a Cinderella-type, meringue-shaped skirt that had to be five feet wide. I liked a pretty dress myself but her get-up wouldn’t be any good for covert action. This wasn’t about us at all. Something else was going on. 
 
    There was a loud wheeze, followed by the crunch of heavy footsteps. Brochan plastered himself against the tree trunk as the unmistakable form of a Wild Man appeared from beyond a dense copse of trees. I suddenly realised where I’d heard the name Candy before: he’d been working for Byron when we first met in Aberdeen. He’d also knocked me unconscious. 
 
    Like most of his kind, he was barefoot and built like a rhinoceros. When he spoke, however, his gentle tone completely belied his size. ‘Tip?’ 
 
    Tipsania let out a girlish squeal and ran towards him, ignoring the fact that her skirt was catching on twigs and dead leaves. She flung herself at him while Brochan and I both gaped. Candy grabbed her waist and spun her round, lifting her up so he could kiss her. It was a passionate clinch. She’d been all over Byron yesterday; what on earth was going on? 
 
    ‘I can’t stay long,’ she breathed, when he finally let her go. ‘I’m supposed to be at the competitors’ breakfast in twenty minutes.’ 
 
    My stomach growled. A hot breakfast sounded really good. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Aifric – or anyone else – had ‘forgotten’ to tell me about it. Neither should I have been pissed off because it wasn’t like I could eat anything for fear of it being poisoned. The invitation would have been nice though. 
 
    ‘I’ve missed you. Can’t you skip breakfast?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone else will be there and my absence would be noted.’ She sighed and leaned her head against his chest. Compared to the Wild Man, Tipsania looked tiny, even in that massive wedding cake of a dress. 
 
    ‘It’s not too late to back out of the Games,’ he rumbled. ‘You know the later challenges are going to be dangerous and I don’t want you to get hurt.’ 
 
    ‘I can look after myself. And you know it’s the only way.’ 
 
    ‘The chances of you winning…’ 
 
    ‘Hush.’ She tilted her head up and gazed into his eyes. ‘I’m very motivated.’ 
 
    He breathed in. ‘Tipsania Scrymgeour, I love you.’ 
 
    She smiled, her expression reflecting a softness I hadn’t thought she was capable of. ‘I love you too, Candy Man.’ 
 
    They kissed again while I cringed. He started fumbling with her dress, his large fingers surprisingly nimble, as if he was in the mood to shag her right here. I motioned to Brochan. We really didn’t need to see this. He nodded enthusiastically and we tiptoed back to the cabin. It was just as well it was the merman who ventured out with me; if it had been Taylor or Speck, they’d have wanted to stay and watch. 
 
    When we got back inside, Bob was awake and flitting from bed to bed. ‘I wanna kiss you,’ he sang. ‘I wanna fu…’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ 
 
    He faltered. ‘You’re no fun, Uh Integrity.’ He arched an eyebrow in my direction. ‘Is it because you’re too cold-hearted to understand the language of l’amour?’ 
 
    I threw him a dirty look. He just grinned. 
 
    ‘The genie’s right?’ Taylor asked.  
 
    I sat down heavily on the nearest bed and nodded. I still couldn’t believe it; the Tipsania I knew would never stoop to a dalliance with a non-Sidhe especially when she had Byron, the Steward’s son, in her sights. Was this some kind of ruse? Did she know more about the Games than she was supposed to and was she using the Wild Man so she could earn an advantage?  
 
    ‘The look in her eyes,’ I mumbled. 
 
    Brochan nodded. ‘She’s head over heels in love. It sounds like she’s entering the Games so that if she wins she can ask for the Clans’ approval for her relationship with the Wild Man as her prize.’ 
 
    He was probably right and I felt affronted on Byron’s behalf. Sure, I knew he was using her because of his Clan’s financial situation but she didn’t know that. What if he was also in love with her? She was waltzing around behind his back, canoodling with a Wild Man … and a Wild Man who worked for Byron, at that. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob piped up. ‘Your face has gone a most curious shade of purple.’ 
 
    There was a sharp knock from the far side of the cabin. ‘Lexie is still out there,’ I said, glad of the diversion. 
 
    ‘I’ll go and get her,’ Speck said. 
 
    I gave him a tight smile of acknowledgment. Unbelievable. I couldn’t even muster an appropriate joke. 
 
    * 
 
    A couple of hours later, still reeling from the revelation that Tipsania was tiptoeing around behind Byron’s back, I met with Chieftain MacBain. She still maintained the taut pout of disapproval but curiosity no longer lingered behind those sharp eyes. I felt a faint trickle of foreboding down my spine which was confirmed when her first words had nothing to do with her missing uncle. 
 
    ‘Was it you?’ she demanded. ‘Because if there is any evidence that it was, you will be thrown out of here before you can so much as say Clan Adair.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘You know exactly what I’m talking about.’ 
 
    I took a step back and folded my arms. ‘No,’ I said coolly. ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    She pointed to her neck. She was dripping in finery in much the same manner as Tipsania. Clearly this opening ceremony called for grander clothes than I possessed. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I’m not very good at charades. How many syllables?’ 
 
    ‘My necklace,’ she sneered. ‘I took it off last night before I went to bed. Now it’s nowhere to be found ‒ and there’s only one thief here, Ms Adair. What have you done with it?’ 
 
    Actually there were five thieves hanging around the Cruaich but I didn’t think she’d appreciate me pointing it out. I immediately wondered if one of the others had taken a midnight jaunt to line their pockets but I knew none of them was daft enough. They wouldn’t risk this entire escapade for the sake of some silver and pearls. Nah: forget five thieves – there were at least six. 
 
     ‘I didn’t take your necklace,’ I told her. And then, because I wanted to be honest, ‘I only take pretty things.’ 
 
    Her mouth twisted angrily. ‘You…’ She seemed unable to get the words out. 
 
    ‘Bitch?’ I shrugged. ‘I’ve been called worse.’ 
 
    ‘You’re almost as bad as your father,’ she spat. 
 
    ‘Really? Because I understand he was really something of a good man.’ 
 
    ‘Apart from the time he murdered over a thousand of his own Clan.’ 
 
    ‘Did he really, Chieftain MacBain?’ I asked. ‘Did he really do that?’ 
 
    She didn’t answer. ‘Just give it back.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t take it.’ Understanding was beginning to dawn, however. Apparently Aifric Moncrieffe had decided that killing me at the Cruaich was too dangerous, even for him. Why assassinate someone and leave a bloody mess to clean up when all you have to do is discredit them by stealing a few choice items and letting others point the finger at your victim? 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you,’ Chieftain MacBain sneered. 
 
    ‘Until you’ve got proof I took it, your accusation is demeaning,’ I told her, using the Sidhes’ own warped sense of honour against her. I’d have offered to let her search the cabin if I didn’t think that the necklace had probably already been planted there. At least Bob had returned the place to its original squalid state before we left that morning. It paid to be careful; unfortunately, we’d not been careful enough. 
 
    The calm demeanour which MacBain had shown yesterday had vanished and turmoil was written all over her face. This necklace must be important to her. She wanted to clap me in irons but, without evidence to back up her claims, she didn’t dare. 
 
    ‘Look,’ I said patiently. ‘I didn’t take your necklace and I’m not here because of it.’ I dug into my pocket and pulled out Matthew MacBain’s signet ring. She didn’t give me the chance to show it to her. 
 
    ‘Until you return my necklace, I have nothing to say to you. Get out.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    She raised a trembling hand and gestured towards the door. Damn it; obviously she wasn’t going to listen to a single thing I had to say. I’d probably have to run back to the cabin to find the damn necklace and dispose of it before she sent out troops to ransack the place. So much for getting her on side for the votes I needed to participate in the Games.  
 
    I looked at my watch. If I hurried, I could still check out the cabin. 
 
    I ran out of the MacBain suite of rooms, yelling to Taylor, Lexie, Brochan and Speck who were waiting outside with hopeful expressions, and sprinted down the castle stairs, taking them three at a time. Narrowly avoiding crashing into a nervous-looking pixie laden down with a tray of canapés, I ran out of the castle towards the competitors’ village, damning the fact that our cabin was located so far away. 
 
    I was too late. By the time I reached the cabin, the door was already wide open and there were shouts from within – and two burly Sidhe guys on guard outside. No doubt there would be questions about the amount of food we’d brought with us and I hated the thought of some Cruaich guard rummaging through my underwear. It wasn’t the potential discovery of the necklace which worried me the most, though – it was what might happen to Dagda’s harp, sitting quietly in the corner. 
 
    I stormed over, demanding to be allowed in and to know what right they had to invade our private space, just as Lexie showed up behind me. No doubt the others were close behind. 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on, Tegs?’ 
 
    ‘Necklace. Stolen.’ 
 
    I didn’t need to go into detail. Lexie immediately understood and tossed back her blue hair defiantly. ‘And they think we took it,’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘Actually, they think I did.’ 
 
    ‘One and the same,’ she grunted as Brochan arrived. He didn’t ask questions – he took one look at the cluster of bodies ransacking the cabin and barrelled forward. ‘Get the fuck out!’ he yelled. 
 
    The guards exchanged glances then moved to intercept him. ‘Sir,’ one said with undisguised loathing, ‘you need to wait outside.’ 
 
    ‘No chance,’ he snarled. He made to push past them but the second one raised his hand. 
 
    ‘Brochan!’ I shouted in warning but it was too late; the guard, whose Gift seemed to involve some kind of electrical lightning strike, had already made his move. Brochan was thrown back, his body rising several feet into the air then landing some distance away with a heavy thump. Sickeningly, his limbs were still twitching. 
 
    ‘You wankers!’ Lexie screamed, ready to follow in Brochan’s wake. Fortunately Speck appeared and grabbed hold of her. She struggled against him. ‘Let me go!’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to pay for what you’ve just done,’ I said calmly to the guard. 
 
    His lip curled as he looked me up and down. ‘I’m quaking in my boots,’ he sneered. I glared at him with the most hate-filled look I could muster up and his face paled. ‘Shit.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I told him. ‘I might not look much and I might hate violence but that doesn’t mean I’m not capable of doing whatever is necessary to protect me and mine, buster.’ 
 
    ‘Could someone,’ said Byron from behind me, ‘explain what’s going on here?’ 
 
    Realisation dawned and I looked at the guard. ‘You’re afraid of him, not me.’ I nodded. ‘Right.’ Then I shrugged and tried to look fierce. ‘You’ll learn.’ 
 
    The guard bowed to Byron while Goon Number One began babbling. ‘Integrity Taylor stands accused of theft. Chieftain MacBain’s necklace was stolen in the middle of the night while she slept. It’s worth thousands of pounds and…’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ 
 
    Taylor appeared, breathing heavily and with sweat on his brow. He caught sight of Brochan, still lying inert on the ground and ran over. ‘Is he…?’  
 
    ‘He’s fine,’ Speck said, peering over Lexie’s shoulder. ‘Just a bit winded.’ 
 
    Just as fucking well. I looked at Byron. ‘They have no evidence and no right to barge in to our room and rake through our stuff. We were all here all night. He,’ I jabbed my thumb in Goon Two’s direction, ‘assaulted a member of my entourage for no good reason. I demand reparation.’ 
 
    Byron, his jaw set, gave me a grim look then strode past the guards and stared into the hut. Whoever was in there had stopped searching when they heard him arrive. ‘Out,’ he ordered. 
 
    He looked round for a long moment before turning back to us. ‘Who gave you this cabin?’ 
 
    ‘A servant brought us here,’ Speck said, loosening his grip on Lexie. She wrenched herself away with a glare that said he was in serious trouble later on and rubbed her wrists. 
 
    Byron looked even madder. ‘Does my father know this is where you are staying?’ 
 
    That’s pretty much a given, I thought. ‘I have no idea,’ I said aloud. ‘Why? Is something wrong?’ 
 
    Angry as he was, Byron still had time to look at me suspiciously. I tried to flutter my eyelashes but it probably looked like a fly had flown into my eyeballs. Thankfully, he switched his attention to the wankers who’d just left our cabin. 
 
    ‘Did you find anything?’ he demanded. ‘Any necklace or stolen property?’ 
 
    The guards wouldn’t meet his eyes. ‘Well, there’s a harp which looks pretty expensive.’ 
 
    I balled up my fists. ‘If you’ve damaged it…’ 
 
    Byron held up his index finger and I quietened. I’d made my point. ‘Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    I gave a silent sigh of relief. Was that because they’d not had time to find the necklace? It had to be planted somewhere. 
 
    ‘Get out of here.’ 
 
    I thought for a moment that Byron was referring to me but I relaxed when I realised he meant the Cruaich guards. ‘Yeah,’ I added. ‘And for your information it’s Integrity Taylor Adair. A. D. A. I. R. Adair. Got that?’ 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Byron said. 
 
    ‘Yep?’ 
 
    ‘You can shut up now.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone’s a hater,’ I mumbled. ‘Just because who Adairs wins.’ 
 
    He didn’t smile. I rolled my eyes and stepped up beside him to peek inside. When I saw the harp uncovered but seemingly unharmed, I stood up straighter. Thank goodness for small mercies. 
 
    ‘I apologise,’ Byron said stiffly, ‘that you were given accommodation like this. You should be in the village with everyone else. I’ll arrange for you to be moved there immediately.’ 
 
    I looked quickly at the others, noting the glint in their eyes. ‘It’s not so bad here. The peace and quiet is nice and we like rustic living.’ 
 
    Lexie nodded. ‘Communing with earth.’ 
 
    ‘At one with nature,’ Speck threw in. 
 
    Byron frowned but didn’t pursue it. ‘If you wish.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘We do. Although if you could install a permanent guard then we can avoid any future misunderstandings of this sort.’ 
 
    His frown slowly evaporated and he scratched his chin; he knew where I was going with this. ‘You understand why you’d be a suspect, Integrity. You are a thief.’ 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘I was a thief. Maybe you’re right and I still am that person but I’m not going to jeopardise my chance to compete in the Games. This wasn’t us.’ Brochan groaned and sat up, rubbing his forehead. My voice hardened. ‘Any of us.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you,’ Byron said quietly. 
 
    I nodded. ‘Thank you.’ Then, because I could afford to, I widened my smile. ‘I don’t suppose you could help us clean up?’ 
 
    He bowed. ‘It would be my pleasure. Stand back.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and did as he requested. He smirked slightly and the green in his eyes deepened. I jumped about an inch into the air as there was a clatter from the cabin. 
 
    ‘Have you ever seen Mary Poppins?’ Byron asked. ‘Or Fantasia?’ 
 
    ‘It’s been a while.’ 
 
    He leaned in towards me and lowered his voice. ‘Then watch this.’ 
 
    More clatters sounded. As the rest of us gaped, all manner of objects rose up and righted themselves. A pair of off-white Y-fronts floated in the air. Taylor coughed. ‘They’re mine. Black suitcase.’ They danced away and folded themselves neatly inside it.  
 
    A teddy bear waved at us. Byron crooked an eyebrow towards me but Speck raised his hand. ‘Into the backpack, please.’ 
 
    The sleeping bags – which were unused, of course – rolled themselves up. The cartons of juice, bottles of water and pot noodles stacked themselves on the counter. A hot pink bra edged with lace dangled in the air. 
 
    ‘I know who this belongs to,’ Byron murmured. I swallowed. 
 
    ‘Neat trick,’ Speck whispered as everything slotted back into place. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I agreed. ‘I wish I…’  
 
    Oh shite. I swayed slightly, feeling both dizzy and sick. ‘Byron, I didn’t mean it.’ 
 
    He looked at me confused. Brochan got to his feet, albeit rather slowly, and threw me a warning glare. I grimaced and fell quiet, passing my hand across my forehead. 
 
    ‘Lord Byron,’ Taylor asked, ‘do you feel okay?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just Byron. And yes, I’m fine.’ He was still puzzled but at least his attention was elsewhere. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Er … I just wondered if using your Gift took much energy,’ Taylor replied hastily. ‘That’s all.’ 
 
    Byron smiled. ‘Not unless it’s for protracted periods of time. And that rarely happens with telekinesis.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘It was definitely handy when I was a teenager and had to tidy my room in a hurry though.’ 
 
    We all laughed, although the sound was forced.  
 
    Byron checked his watch and swore. ‘I have to go. The opening ceremony is starting soon and I promised Tipsy I’d help her with her dress.’  
 
    ‘Go,’ I urged, wincing inside with every word. ‘You don’t want to let her down.’ 
 
    He leaned towards me again and for a second I thought he was going to kiss me on the cheek. His face hovered near mine and his musky, male scent tickled my nostrils. I stared into the depths of his emerald-green eyes and licked my lips. ‘I’m sorry about the false accusations,’ he said. ‘And the … sleeping bags.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said,’ I told him, ‘we’re fine.’ 
 
    He grinned, his gold hair flopping over his forehead, then he pulled back leaving me ridiculously disappointed. As I watched, he turned and jogged away. 
 
    I covered my eyes with my hand. ‘Oh no,’ I moaned. 
 
    ‘Did you do it?’ Lexie asked. ‘Did you steal his Gift?’ 
 
    My shoulders slumped. ‘I’m afraid to check.’ 
 
    Brochan walked over and held out a leaf. He let it go and it fluttered to the ground. ‘Try.’ 
 
    ‘How are you feeling, Brochan? That Sidhe hit you with a hell of a wallop…’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. Try to lift the leaf, Tegs.’ 
 
    I sighed, looked down and concentrated. It didn’t take long: three or four heartbeats of focus and the leaf moved upwards.  
 
    ‘Can you levitate at the same time?’ 
 
    I tried. Sweat popped out across my brow but it was no use. ‘I think the levitation has gone.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to experiment with multi-tasking next time,’ Taylor said.  
 
    I drew in a sharp breath. ‘Don’t you get it? I just stole from Byron! I told him I wasn’t a thief and I wasn’t going to steal from anyone and he believed me! And then I did just that! Not only that, but I took his buggering Gift. What if he needs it? What if he notices?’ My shoulders slumped. ‘This is shite.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t mean to take it,’ Lexie pointed out. 
 
    ‘And,’ Speck added, ‘it’s a pretty cool Gift.’ 
 
    Lexie glared at him. ‘I’m still not done with you yet.’ 
 
    He threw up his arms. ‘That’s not fair! I saved you from being zapped like Brochan.’ 
 
    ‘At least I was trying to help Brochan, you geeky warlock. What were you doing?’ 
 
    The merman interrupted them both. ‘Stop it. Aren’t we forgetting something? If that necklace isn’t in here, where is it and who took it?’ 
 
    There was a rustle of leaves from across the path and the Wild Man appeared. Seeing our shocked faces, he grinned. ‘Really? Did you really think I wouldn’t notice you spying on me this morning?’ 
 
    Uh oh. I tried to stay calm. ‘Why didn’t you say anything at the time?’ 
 
    He gave an amiable shrug. ‘Tip would only get flustered. It’s easier this way.’ He reached into a pocket and pulled out Chieftain MacBain’s silver and pearl necklace.  
 
    ‘Where did you get that from?’ I asked. 
 
    The Wild Man jerked his head towards the cabin. ‘In there. In a backpack’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t steal it!’ Speck babbled. ‘I promise! Sir…’ 
 
    The Wild Man continued to smile. ‘Call me Candy.’ He nodded at me. ‘Nice to see you again.’ 
 
    Speck drew back. ‘Tegs? You know this monster ‒ I mean, Wild Man?’ He dropped his chin. ‘Fuck. Sorry.’ 
 
    Candy didn’t appear to have taken offence. Considering his size, that could only be a good thing. He raised the necklace a little higher. ‘One of the Moncrieffe servants dropped by earlier and left it for you as a little present.’ 
 
    Taylor lunged for it but the Wild Man was too quick and held it out of reach. ‘I’ll hold it for safekeeping. I won’t tell anyone about it if you keep your mouths shut about me and Tip. Say anything, though, and it might end up back in one of your bags.’ His smile widened. ‘And we know what that will mean.’ 
 
    I let out the breath I’d been holding. ‘We can do that. We can keep a secret.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t tell anyone,’ Candy warned. ‘Not even your own mothers.’ 
 
    My mother was long gone. ‘No problem.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs, are you sure we can trust him?’ Lexie eyed him with an expression that suggested she’d have no qualms about hitting him over the head with her handbag and then chopping him up into tiny pieces to dispose of the evidence. 
 
    I looked at Candy. He’d certainly been gentlemanly towards me before and I reckoned he was alright. ‘Yes.’ Anyway, what choice did we have? 
 
    The Wild Man gave a happy nod. ‘Excellent.’ He turned and lumbered away. 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor whispered, as the Candy vanished. ‘Do you think he heard us talking about you stealing Byron’s Gift?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ I shook my head. ‘What a freaking mess.’ 
 
    ‘If it was a Moncrieffe servant who planted the necklace, does that mean your Byron is a double agent?’ 
 
    ‘Fucked if I know,’ I muttered. ‘But it definitely makes me more shaken than stirred. Come on. We need to get to that ceremony.’ 
 
    ‘What about Chieftain MacBain?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘I think we might be too late. Let’s go and get ourselves thrown out of the Games. At least the masses will be entertained.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The opening ceremony was taking place at an open field near the main tent where I’d found the Bull the previous day. The field was surrounded by a grandstand and the sounds of the thronging crowds proved what a big deal these Games were. Considering the prize, it wasn’t surprising they were held so infrequently but it was a shame this seemed to be the only time that Clan differences were set aside. Then I spotted a Fairlie Sidhe being deliberately jostled by a small group of Dundas Clanlings. Whatever camaraderie existed yesterday had already vanished; the serious business of winning was in the air.  
 
    The competitors were crowded into a small area, waiting for their grand entrance to the showground and making a great show of admiring each other’s costumes. As I walked up with my team behind me, there were nudges and hushed whispers. Obviously the news about my ‘crime’ had spread quickly and I wondered if news of my exoneration had been transmitted with the same speed. Judging by the dirty looks, it didn’t appear so. 
 
    I glanced down at my jeans and warm jumper, wishing I’d had time to change into something more appropriate. I might not have a gown to match Tipsania’s but I looked like I’d not made any effort at all. Not everyone was wearing evening wear, of course; I spotted all-in-one jumpsuits made of Clan tartans, traditional kilts and even a top hat and tails.  
 
    I couldn’t stop my eyes drifting towards Byron, who was lingering at the front of the crowd with Tipsania. Thanks to her massive skirts, there was quite a gap around them. He looked damn good in his kilt.  
 
    He didn’t even glance in my direction. I wondered whether he was too embarrassed to claim a friendship – of sorts – with a dirty rotten thief like me. The thought stung more than I would have liked. 
 
    Fortunately, Lexie had a scarf in the new Adair tartan which she pulled off her shoulders and looped round my neck. It was better than nothing. I untied my hair, shaking it out and letting it fall down my back. Yes, it was white, just like my father’s had been; I wasn’t going to hide my heritage. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Taylor nodded. ‘Don’t let these bastards make you feel anything less than you are.’ 
 
    ‘Was I being that obvious?’ 
 
    He squeezed my arm. ‘I know you pretty well.’ 
 
    I tried to smile as an elderly Sidhe official in Carnegie colours cleared his throat and began to speak. ‘Competitors will enter with their individual Clans, parade past the grandstand and halt in front of the royal box where their participation will be verified. Remember, it takes three Clans to validate entry.’ 
 
    I felt sure he was saying that for my benefit. It didn’t help that several of the other competitors turned in my direction, mocking amusement glinting in their eyes. 
 
    ‘Clans will enter not in alphabetical order, as was previously stated, but in order of importance.’ 
 
    I shared a look of disgust with Taylor. Since I’d taken on the Adair name, I’d moved to the top of the pack as far as ABC was concerned but this wasn’t Sesame Street. I had no doubt that despite the tradition attached to the Adairs, and the fact that my blood had been keyed into the Foinse as the sole member of one of the older, supposedly important Clans, I’d be in last place. I shrugged. If nothing else, I’d give this lot something to remember. 
 
    Brochan eyed me. ‘You’re planning something,’ he accused. 
 
    My mouth twitched. ‘When they throw me out for not being good enough or strong enough or whatever enough, I want to make sure they all realise what a mistake they’re making.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs…’ 
 
    I grinned, although there wasn’t much humour in it. ‘My new trick is telekinesis. Let them see what I can do when I choose to use it.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a good idea?’ 
 
    ‘The witch in Sleeping Beauty is always painted as the villain,’ I murmured. ‘But she was left out in the cold. Depending on which version you read, her invitation was either forgotten or she was deliberately left off the list. She took her revenge ‒ and then some. I’m not going to curse any Sidhe damsels but I’m not going to let them humiliate me without saying something about it.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Speck said, looking troubled, ‘the witch in Sleeping Beauty was vanquished.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I growled, ‘it’s good that we’re not living in a fairy tale.’ 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the Moncrieffes were called first. There were five of them in total: Byron, Jamie and three others whom I vaguely recognised. Unsurprisingly, neither Maggie nor Roy made an appearance; their attempt to practise in the mountains, which Byron had so admired, had put paid to that. The crowd of competitors fell silent as music sounded. 
 
    ‘It’s the Moncrieffe anthem,’ Taylor murmured. 
 
    ‘It’s bloody awful is what it is,’ I replied. I was having a hard time discerning a tune. It was a screeching wail, played on bagpipes to make it sound even worse. ‘I don’t suppose they’ll have the Adair anthem to hand.’ 
 
    ‘It’s disallowed.’ 
 
    I grunted. Big surprise. 
 
    Speck smirked. ‘Don’t worry, Tegs. I’ve got it covered.’ 
 
    I shot him a grateful look. Screw the Sidhe. I didn’t need them when I had this lot by my side. 
 
    The last notes faded away and an imperious voice sounded over a microphone. I recognised it immediately; it belonged to the Carnegie lordling whom I’d seen on the ship where Debbie the Spider was being held. Knowing who he was ‒ and what a prick he was ‒ would it make it easier to sneer in his face when he ejected me. 
 
    ‘Clan Moncrieffe. Who will stand for you?’ 
 
    ‘Clan Scrymgeour,’ boomed the Bull. 
 
    ‘Clan Calder,’ added another voice. 
 
    ‘Clan Orrock.’ 
 
    ‘Clan Moncrieffe has the requisite three votes and is permitted to compete.’ 
 
    My fingers jerked and I bunched my hands into fists to avoid giving a slow, sarcastic round of applause. 
 
    ‘Scrymgeour,’ the official grunted. ‘You’re next.’ 
 
    I folded my arms. No doubt that was because of Tipsania’s relationship with Byron. I tried to keep the sour grimace off my face as she trooped out with four others from her Clan. The same pattern was followed: loud, tuneless music, the voices of three other Clans stating their support, and then acceptance into the Games. I plonked myself down, sitting cross-legged on the ground. If this was going to take a while then I was going to conserve my energy. 
 
    The others joined me as the Kincaids were called. ‘Tell us a joke, Tegs,’ Speck urged. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘I thought you all hated my jokes.’ 
 
    ‘We do,’ he responded cheerfully.  
 
    I smiled. ‘What do you call a faerie who hasn’t taken a bath?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Tegs,’ Lexie said in a loud voice, ensuring that as many of the other competitors as possible heard her. ‘What do you call a faerie that hasn’t taken a bath?’ 
 
    ‘Stinkerbell.’ 
 
    She collapsed in laughter and Speck and Taylor followed her lead. Even Brochan managed a guffaw. They might be faking their amusement but the irritated glances we received from those around us were well worth it.  
 
    One by one the Clans were called and each was quickly granted entrance to the Games. It seemed like a long wait but suddenly we were the only people remaining and I had to stride out there alone because my friends weren’t Sidhe and couldn’t participate. It suddenly felt like the last hour had flown by.  
 
    There was a final bellowing roar from the crowd as the MacQuarries passed muster. Taylor straightened. ‘You’d better go.’ He threw me a look. ‘We’ll be watching, Tegs. You’re not on your own in this.’ 
 
    I smiled at him but we all knew that when it came to rejection – especially rejection on such a wholescale level – you were always on your own. It was always personal. I stood up and dusted myself off. 
 
    ‘How do I look?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Gorgeous.’ Lexie paused. ‘Apart from that big smudge of dirt on your cheek.’ 
 
    I lifted my hand to my face and started rubbing. ‘What smudge?’ Lexie had already turned her back. ‘Wait!’ I yelled. ‘Is it still there?’  
 
    She didn’t answer. I wetted the edge of my cuff with saliva and rubbed some more. It was one thing to be a genuine orphan returning to the Sidhe fold, but the last thing I wanted to look like was a grubby urchin. Bugger it. 
 
    The Carnegie official peered at me. ‘It is time,’ he said with a sniff. 
 
    ‘Do I have mud on my face?’ I asked. 
 
    He looked away just as the opening to ‘We Are the Champions’ started up. I closed my eyes. Speck. Of all the bloody songs to choose… 
 
    The official appeared even more unimpressed. I wasn’t surprised. While the Sidhe tended towards obvious and unpleasant side of arrogance, that wasn’t what I’d been aiming for. Then again, I supposed it didn’t really matter. 
 
    I walked past him and into the tunnel that led out to the grounds. Was it my imagination or was the crowd considerably more subdued now? 
 
    Light flashed, making me falter. ‘Bob!’ I complained. ‘This really isn’t the time.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the perfect time,’ he purred. ‘If they’re not going to let you compete, this is exactly when you should make that wish. You could wish for every Sidhe to have their head on backwards. I had a client once who did that at a concert. It went down a treat.’ 
 
    ‘Would you piss off?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ he continued blithely as I continued towards the light at the end of the tunnel – and the metaphorical darkness of pariah land, ‘if that doesn’t take your fancy, you could wish for their children to be struck down by madness. Or give them bubonic plague.’ 
 
    ‘Jeez, Bob. I had no idea you were so bloodthirsty.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Uh Integrity. Wishes were made for revenge.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not here for revenge,’ I said. As soon as I said it, I realised it was true. I’d toyed with the idea of it before but really I just wanted answers – and I didn’t need to compete in the Games for those. I could find another way. ‘Thanks,’ I grinned as the tunnel gave way to the field. ‘I needed that.’ 
 
    ‘What did I do?’ Bob asked, his voice growing muffled as he wriggled into the folds of my scarf to hide.  
 
    I didn’t answer. Instead I held up my hand and waved enthusiastically as the grandstand blurred into a mass of colours and shapes. At least a few people cheered and some more clapped; thank goodness non-Sidhe were permitted in the audience.  
 
    I flipped my hair and tilted up my chin. As long as I didn’t trip, I could do this. I could do anything. Growth mind-set. Easy-peasy. 
 
    An official beckoned me towards the royal box. I stopped, eyeing Aifric and the twenty-three other Chieftains who were sitting there. Come on, I thought, do your worst. 
 
    ‘Clan…’ There was a pause. It seemed like the twenty-thousand-strong crowd were holding their breath. ‘… Adair,’ the Carnegie lordling finished. 
 
    I smiled broadly. ‘See?’ I said to him. ‘You said the word aloud and you didn’t spontaneously combust!’ 
 
    He ignored me. ‘Who will stand for you?’ 
 
    Silence rippled across the crowd like a Mexican wave.  
 
    The Bull reluctantly got to his feet. ‘Clan Scrymgeour.’ 
 
    Several of the other Chieftains did double takes and there were a few nudges. The Bull shrugged. From where I was standing I heard him mutter a vague explanation: ‘She was my ward. What else am I supposed to do?’ 
 
    I almost snorted. If I didn’t have his true name and hadn’t forced him to speak up, he’d have spat on me before supporting me. And his support didn’t even matter.  
 
    I turned to Aifric, waiting for him to throw in his hat. The voice which followed, however, wasn’t his. 
 
    ‘Clan MacQuarrie.’ 
 
    I took a half-step backwards. The MacQuarrie Chieftain twinkled down at me. ‘For Lily,’ he mouthed. 
 
    I was taken aback; I thought they’d blamed me for Lily’s death. After all, I did show up at their gates with her corpse in my arms. I was going to gain admission to the Games after all. A tiny smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. No. Way. 
 
    Aifric looked at me. He remained sitting, but there was no mistaking the overdone sorrow in his expression. My eyes narrowed. I knew he was a murdering bastard but he’d promised publicly to support me. It appeared, however, that I couldn’t count on honour from him. I drew in a shaky breath. To have come this close and have the opportunity snatched away at the last moment … talk about a rollercoaster.  
 
    ‘Clan Polwarth.’ 
 
    There was a flash of darkness from Aifric. I was dumbfounded – I wasn’t even sure who the Polwarth Chieftain was. I searched the stand, finally alighting on the rake-thin figure of the Sidhe who was standing up. Of everyone, he was dressed appropriately for the weather with an animal skin draped round his shoulders. I spotted the glint of an old carabineer at his belt and understood. Isla, my mate from mountain rescue: she wasn’t a Sidhe, but clearly her role in mountain rescue meant something. The man who’d given his support flashed me a smile and sat down again.  
 
    ‘Clan Adair has the requisite three votes and is permitted to compete.’ 
 
    I lifted my eyes and looked at Aifric. He was probably as surprised as I was. The sorrow on his face had been replaced by a beaming grin and he clapped loudly. I curtsied and wished him dead, before remembering that I was a pacifist and I shouldn’t ever wish for someone to die. Not with Bob clinging to my neck or this weird Gift knocking around in my blood. 
 
    The Carnegie lordling moved towards me and gestured irritably. I ignored him, scanned the crowd and looked for my friends. When I finally caught sight of them at the back, jumping up and down, I relaxed. I waved at them and received a ragged cheer from several others in return. 
 
    ‘Hurry up!’ the lordling hissed. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t do that at all. I took my time, treating the audience as if they were my biggest fans. Fake it till you make it. The many blank faces only made my curtseys, waves and bows more energetic. I was tempted to make good on my threat of telekinesis but I thought better of it and moved across to the other competitors with a buoyant hop, skip and jump. Byron raised his eyebrows. I grinned at him, wondering if he was as good an actor as his father. Then I turned and took my seat. 
 
    Tipsania, positioned in the back row which was reserved for the top seeds, leaned forward. ‘Anyone would think you’d already won with the way you’re carrying on. You poor child.’ 
 
    Considering she was about five months older than me, that was some endearment. I smirked at her. ‘You don’t understand, do you? For me, that was the hardest part. From here on in, you won’t even see my dust.’ 
 
    She let out a tinkling, derisive laugh. ‘Oh my dear, you’re so entertaining sometimes.’ 
 
    My eyes gleamed. ‘I suppose I am somewhat on the…’ I paused, ‘wild side.’ 
 
    Her jaw tightened a fraction. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I wouldn’t have spotted it. Buggering hell. Did all these Sidhe spend years learning how to act? I thought I was pretty skilled, and manipulation and con artistry were tools for my trade, but I was starting to think I had nothing on this lot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    As organisers of the Games, the Carnegies put on quite a show. Once the formalities were over, the field exploded into a riot of colour. Young women danced on with streaming ribbons billowing out behind them. In perfect formation, they arranged themselves into different shapes, ranging from a bank of thistles to two battling figures. The lone piper, who’d been responsible for the ear-bleeding Clan anthems, was joined by a large band. I was amused to see that the bass drummer was a tiny Seonaidh, a water sprite who was dwarfed by the gigantic drum he held in front of his belly. He was out of his depth in more ways than one. 
 
    As the dancers and pipers marched off, a tall Carnegie Sidhe woman strode out. The competitors around me, most of whom had pasted on expressions of utter boredom, leaned forward and there was a buzz in the audience. I had no idea who she was or what she was about to do, but I bet it would be impressive. 
 
    ‘Morna Carnegie. She calls nature,’ the MacQuarrie competitor next to me said, registering my curiosity. He stuck out his hand and grinned. ‘Nice to meet you. I’m Angus.’ 
 
    I smiled back and shook his hand. ‘Integrity,’ I murmured. 
 
    ‘I know. I don’t think there’s anyone here who isn’t aware of who you are.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not convinced that’s a good thing.’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding? The other Clans have been at the top for so long, they’ve forgotten what it’s like to have some real competition on their hands. I’m expecting good things from you, Integrity Adair.’ My unspoken question must have been reflected in my face. ‘Lily was my cousin,’ Angus MacQuarrie told me. ‘She was a good person.’ 
 
    A wash of sadness overtook me. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, inadequately. ‘She helped me a lot.’ I sucked in a breath. ‘She deserved a better end.’ 
 
    He touched my arm. ‘You brought her to us so we could lay her to rest in the MacQuarrie grove. A lot of others wouldn’t have bothered, not least because we’re considered the weakest and most unimportant of all the Clans.’ He grimaced. ‘The madness we experience has a lot to do with that.’ 
 
    I felt a prickle along the back of my neck and turned to see Byron glaring at me. What was his problem? I looked back at Angus, wanting to ask him more about the infamous MacQuarrie insanity, but the boom of a cannon drew my attention. 
 
    ‘Watch this,’ Angus whispered. ‘Morna’s amazing.’ 
 
    The Carnegie woman reached the centre of field and raised her arms to the heavens, her head tilted back as if she were talking to the clouds. A heartbeat later, the ground beneath my feet began to vibrate. I jerked up my feet, alarmed. Angus laughed although I noticed that a few others had reacted the same way as me.  
 
    The air crackled as if coalescing into something heavier and more oppressive. I didn’t like this at all and I sat up straight, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. There was no need, though – it was all part of the show. As I watched, gobsmacked, Morna Carnegie snapped her fingers and a row of purple heather sprang out from her left. I gaped. She clicked again and the same thing happened from her right hand. She spun, moving faster and faster. Now more and more lines of different coloured heather appeared in an intricate and predesigned pattern. I shook my head in amazement. ‘How…?’ 
 
    ‘Impressive, right? When it comes to flora, there’s very little that she can’t call up.’ 
 
    This was a Gift that I wanted. I sat on my hands, willing myself not to unconsciously steal it. I couldn’t just go around ripping magic from everyone I met. It was too late, though: whatever made my blood sing when I saw Morna Carnegie’s Gift was already working. My senses swam with the now-familiar head rush and stomach-churning nausea. I closed my eyes to steady myself while next to me Angus stiffened. 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen her falter before.’ 
 
    Shite. I opened one eye, worried about what I’d see. This was an elderly woman; who knew what would happen if I stole part of her Sidhe nature? I bit my lip while Morna Carnegie paused, confusion clouding her face. All around her the banks of multi-coloured heather swayed, their tips leaning towards her as if they were concerned about her. She blinked once, twice, shook herself and continued. I breathed out. She’d obviously felt something happen but she still had some of her Gift left.  
 
    I had to find a way to control my new power. I couldn’t be responsible for sending Sidhe, who were no more of a danger than professional flower arrangers, into an early grave. 
 
    ‘What happened there?’ I asked, wishing my heart would stop racing. 
 
    Angus looked puzzled. ‘I don’t know. Maybe she skipped breakfast or something.’ 
 
    I leaned back, sitting on my hands to stop them trembling, and watched her finish. She certainly had amazing control. As her arms continued to flick out around her and her fingers snapped with increasing speed, the design of the flowers around her started to take shape. A Celtic knot entirely made out of heather ‒ damn, that was clever. Everyone else obviously agreed with me, leaping to their feet with thunderous applause.  
 
    Morna curtsied, although there was no denying she still looked shaken. She walked off, the flowers parting to allow her to leave without trampling on a single bloom. Then a man of similar age strode out to take her place. 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ I asked. 
 
    Angus scowled. ‘Morna’s opposite.’ 
 
    His actions were similar to hers: he raised his arms, swung them out with a flourish and clicked his fingers. The first row of blooming heather withered and died. An involuntary cry escaped me, followed by a snicker from several of the other competitors. At least Angus didn’t laugh this time and he squeezed my hand reassuringly. 
 
    The man spun round, snapping away. One by one, each row of flowers died. What a shitty Gift. Where Morna had provided life – natural life filled with beauty and optimism – this Sidhe was completely different. I glared at him as he killed off the intricate design, leaving behind little more than blackened roots. Needless to say, I felt no dizziness; I wanted no part of this Gift, subconsciously or otherwise. 
 
    He bowed. The response from the crowd this time was less enthusiastic. As he strode off arrogantly, there was a whine from the microphone and the Carnegie lordling spoke up once more. 
 
    ‘I am sure the symbolism is not lost on this esteemed crowd,’ he intoned. ‘With one breath, you can be riding high and winning. But these are the Games; one false step and your success will wither and die before your very eyes. As might you. We have done what we can to assure competitors that their safety is uppermost in our minds, but accidents do happen. There may be severe consequences for those who fail in the two more risky challenges.’ 
 
    I didn’t think I was imagining the bloodthirsty glint in his eyes, or that he flicked a look at me. I straightened my shoulders. They could underestimate me all they wished; it would only serve to make my win sweeter.  
 
    ‘The Artistry challenge will begin at dawn tomorrow. We don’t expect any life-threatening wounds in that one.’ He paused while the crowd dutifully chuckled. ‘Until then, we beg you to enjoy the refreshments we have arranged. These Games will go down in history as the best ever. The Carnegie Clan will see to that.’ He stepped down from the dais.  
 
     ‘Yeah, right,’ Angus whispered in my ear. ‘Last time around, when Gale Adair ‒ your father ‒ won, the Jardine Clan were the organisers. They had twelve Gifted illusionists. Apparently the show they put on was so spectacular it will never be beaten. The Carnegies hate the Jardines but it doesn’t matter what they do, they can’t surpass that kind of spectacle.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘Were you even born when the last Games took place?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I’ve heard a lot about them.’ 
 
    I ignored the Sidhe around me who were getting up and preparing to leave the field. ‘My father?’ I asked. ‘What did you hear about him?’ 
 
    Angus smiled. ‘He was a hero. According to Lily, anyway. He could have asked for anything but all he wanted was a black rose.’ 
 
    I was fascinated – and very, very eager to know more. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Why a black rose?’ 
 
    ‘Lily told me that it was because he wanted to prove that it wasn’t about the prize. And the prophecy might have had something to do with it because…’ 
 
    ‘It’s time to go.’ Byron was standing in front of us. I thought he’d been glaring before; now he looked about ready to wring my neck. 
 
    ‘In a minute.’  
 
    ‘The MacQuarrie Chieftain wants to speak to his son.’ 
 
    I was surprised, I hadn’t realised Angus was so high up the food chain. I was also very irritated at the interruption. What prophecy? 
 
     ‘I’d better go.’ Angus stood up, his eyes crinkling with bonhomie. He took my hand and pressed it against his lips. ‘Until next time, Chieftain Adair.’ 
 
    A thrill ran through me at his words. Only Lily had ever called me that before; there was something gratifying about hearing someone else repeat the title, especially with Aifric Moncrieffe’s son and heir standing beside me. 
 
    ‘Call me Integrity,’ I told Angus. 
 
    He bowed and I watched him go, enjoying the warmth I felt at knowing that not every Sidhe was against me. I was sure that there had been no guile in Angus’s words or expression. 
 
    Byron, apparently, had a different opinion. ‘You should be careful who you make friends with.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ I inquired, turning my attention back to him. 
 
    ‘You know most nobles here would be happy to see you gone.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Even after I saved all your sorry arses by helping you with the Foinse?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so naïve, Integrity,’ he snapped. 
 
    ‘Well, don’t you be so antagonistic,’ I bit back. 
 
    He came closer. ‘Me antagonistic? You should take a look in the mirror.’ His voice was low. He reached out and took a strand of my hair in his fingers. ‘How can you show up, looking like that with your Adair hair, and expect me to believe that you’re not deliberately trying to annoy every damn person here? We know what you are, Integrity. There’s no need to flaunt it.’ 
 
    I was taken aback. Someone had clearly got out of the wrong side of bed this morning. It was only hair. Considering the dramatic clothes that everyone else was wearing, I could hardly be accused of being showy. 
 
    ‘My appearance is annoying you? Really? Maybe if I wore a nun’s habit, you’d think it was more appropriate.’ I pointed at his muscular legs, visible beneath his kilt. ‘Although you’re displaying a lot more skin than I am. Are your balls as blue as you thought they’d be?’ 
 
    ‘Would you like to check and see?’  
 
    I felt Bob stir from the folds of my Adair tartan scarf. He was virtually quivering with excitement. Bugger it. Worry surged through me at the prospect of the genie doing something stupid and it was like a bucket of ice water. It didn’t just dampen my irritation; it also provided sudden brisk clarity. 
 
    ‘You’re jealous,’ I breathed. ‘That’s why you’re so annoyed. You don’t want me making  ‘friends ‘ with anyone apart from you.’ I glanced at Tipsania’s retreating back. ‘What would your fiancée make of that?’ 
 
    Turmoil flickered across his face. ‘It doesn’t sound like I’m the only jealous one around here,’ he pointed out. ‘And she’s not my fiancée.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. The only way you’ll escape that particular noose is if you win these Games.’ The corner of my mouth tugged up in a smile. ‘Right?’ 
 
    He folded his arms. ‘I have responsibilities, something you don’t seem to understand.’ He shrugged. ‘And maybe I am jealous. We left a lot of business unfinished when we first met. I seem to recall you were particularly keen to be on top.’ 
 
    Memories of our assignation in his hotel room in Aberdeen assailed me. ‘What can I say? You’re not unpleasant on the eye and I’ve always had a soft spot for blonds.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ he asked, his voice dangerously quiet. ‘That’s what you like about me?’ 
 
    ‘That and your sexy legs.’ 
 
    Something flared in his eyes. He cursed to himself. ‘This is ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I agreed. ‘I don’t even really like you that much.’ 
 
    Byron grinned suddenly, his expression lightening. ‘Ditto. You’re far too much like hard work.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m worth it though.’ 
 
    ‘I’m starting to think that maybe you are.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘We should probably just have sex and be done with it. Get all this,’ I waved a hand in the air, ‘tension out of our systems.’ 
 
    He took a step closer. ‘What colour would your eyes turn, I wonder, when I made you scream in ecstasy?’ 
 
    ‘You’re very sure of yourself.’ 
 
    His grin widened. ‘I have good reason to be.’ 
 
    ‘Jerk.’ 
 
    ‘Witch.’ 
 
    We stood there, smiling at each other like idiots. ‘It’s probably easier if we just stay away from each other.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he sighed. ‘Probably.’ 
 
    My body relaxed. ‘In another life perhaps, Byron.’ 
 
    He turned away, his kilt swinging sexily as he walked off. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity!’ Bob screeched in my ear. ‘What is wrong with you? That man is sex on legs and he’s panting after you like you’re on heat!’ 
 
    ‘His father tried to kill me.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d be the last person to apportion blame to children for what their parents have done.’ 
 
    Bob was making good sense. ‘True,’ I replied. ‘But he’s got Tipsania.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t she shagging a sweet Wild Man?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell Byron that. And I’m starting to think that the pair of them are being forced into a relationship, whether they like it or not.’ 
 
    ‘All the more reason to encourage him to break it off.’ 
 
    Byron’s figure was being swallowed up in the crowds leaving the grandstand. I gazed after him, my eyes savouring every last moment. Just before he disappeared, his head turned and he sought me out. I lifted my hand to wave. Then he was gone. 
 
    ‘I can’t,’ I said to Bob, ignoring the remaining competitors who were nearby. By their expressions, they seemed to think that I was holding an in-depth conversation with myself. ‘He’s the one in a relationship. He’s the one who needs to make a move.’  
 
    I thought of Aifric. Even if Byron were completely innocent of his father’s actions, I couldn’t imagine him being pleased if I told him the truth, no matter how good the sex was. Thanks, Byron, I did indeed scream in ecstasy – oh and by the way, your father is trying to kill me. Nope. Not gonna work. And at some point he’d work out I’d stolen part of his Gift. 
 
    ‘Pff! You Sidhe are ridiculous,’ Bob muttered. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ I couldn’t disagree. 
 
    I walked off, choosing not to follow everyone else but to look at the field. The dead, blackened heather crunched beneath my feet. No matter what Angus had said, it was still an awesome display of power, suggesting that the Carnegies had absolute control over both life and death. And that life was a fleeting thing, not to be cherished too dearly or it would be snatched away. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’  
 
    I turned to see Lexie jogging towards me, her blue hair swinging in the breeze. ‘That was brilliant! Did you know the Polwarths were going to do that?’  
 
    I waited until she caught up. ‘Not a clue,’ I admitted.  
 
    ‘Maybe they’re one of the decent Clans,’ she said. ‘They can’t all be bad, right?’ 
 
    I thought of the MacQuarries and smiled. ‘No, I guess not.’ 
 
    ‘Did you…?’ Her voice faltered slightly. She pointed at the dead flowers. 
 
    I pushed back my hair. ‘Yeah,’ I said reluctantly. ‘Not the destructive part. I took the growing part though. I didn’t mean to. It just … happened.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘We all saw the old woman pause.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘I’m going to have to learn control. I can’t just steal from people whenever I see them use their Gift.’ 
 
    Lexie blinked. ‘Why ever not?’ 
 
    I considered her question. ‘Their Gift is not a thing,’ I said finally. ‘It’s not a cold, hard object. I’m taking away part of them and leaving them weaker because of it. It just feels … wrong.’ 
 
    I could see she was about to start arguing but then something caught my eye. ‘Look,’ I said suddenly. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    I bent down, my fingers lightly brushing the ground. ‘Here. They tried to obliterate all those flowers but there’s one left. One survived. You can try to destroy everything but it’s a lot harder than people realise.’ I grinned. ‘After all, I’m still standing. Maybe the will to survive is greater than the will to destroy.’ 
 
    Lexie looked at me. ‘Tell that to the dodo,’ she snorted. 
 
    * 
 
    By the time we made it to the main tent and caught up with Speck, Brochan and Taylor, drinks had been distributed by tartan-clad servants. Taylor was staring morosely at his glass. ‘All that money they put into these Games,’ he muttered. ‘All that time and effort and they couldn’t even get hold of a decent malt for their guests.’ 
 
    I laughed. He gazed at me balefully. ‘I mean it, Tegs. I’m thrilled you managed to get the three votes you needed, but seriously.’ He held the glass up. ‘It’s been months since I had a decent whisky.’ 
 
    Brochan rolled his eyes and looked away. ‘You shouldn’t be drinking anything that doesn’t belong to us.’ 
 
    ‘It came out of the same bottle as everyone else’s. I’m not entirely without wit,’ Taylor answered benignly. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Taylor. I did try to get you something better beyond the Veil,’ I said. ‘I found an old dusty bottle of something called Auchen…’ My brow furrowed, as I tried to remember. ‘Auchen-something. I had to use it to save that Fomori demon.’ 
 
    Taylor stared at me as if I were mad. ‘You used malt whisky to save the life of a Fomori demon? Malt whisky from the Lowlands? That would have been more than three hundred years old? That no-one has drunk in ten generations? You used that to save a demon who tried to kill you?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Yep. Sorry.’ Clearly I wasn’t. 
 
    ‘What was the name of it?’ Brochan asked. There was an odd tone in his voice. 
 
    This time I managed to wrap my tongue around the name. ‘Auchentoshan.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yeah.’ Brochan looked troubled. ‘What?’ He didn’t answer. ‘Brochan, what is it?’ 
 
    His gills, visible on his neck, tightened. ‘When I was stuck out at sea, I used to try to calm my nerves by drinking.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Speck said, ‘you were surrounded by liquid.’ 
 
    ‘Leave the jokes to Tegs,’ Brochan growled. 
 
    I brightened. ‘Really?’ At the looks on their faces, I returned to the subject at hand. ‘Sorry, Brochan. Go on.’ 
 
    He exhaled. ‘The point is that I know a lot about whisky. There were only five Lowland whiskies in production before the Fissure and I can assure you that Auchentoshan, whatever it is, wasn’t one of them.’ 
 
    Lexie shrugged. ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So someone’s been brewing.’ 
 
    ‘The Fomori are probably bored. There can’t be much fun to be had across the Veil.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Speck said, shaking his head, ‘Fomori demons don’t drink.’ 
 
    Lexie stepped backwards. ‘What? Never?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that, Speck?’ I asked quietly. 
 
    ‘It was one of the many reasons they gave for the Fissure. They didn’t want to be near heathens such as ourselves who partook of such evil substances.’ 
 
    ‘The evil Fomori demons brought war against Scotland and stole half our country because of the demon drink?’ 
 
    He look at her, exasperated. ‘Hardly. But it was one of their excuses for what happened.’ 
 
    Lexie blew air out through her pursed lips. ‘ ‘Excuses’ is right. Evil substances! Honestly!’ 
 
    I nibbled my bottom lip. Speck knew his history. All the same… ‘It was three hundred years ago, Speck. The Fomori might have changed their attitude towards booze.’  
 
    He shrugged. ‘Sure, they might have. But put that into context with the message you found on the wall of that house and…’ 
 
    ‘And there weren’t just people trapped on other side of the Veil immediately after the Fissure. Their descendants are probably still there now.’  
 
    ‘Or their descendants at least.’ 
 
    I tugged at my scarf, suddenly feeling hot. ‘Everyone assumed the original inhabitants were all slaughtered when the Fomori demons invaded.’  
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see anyone when I was there, only the demons. If there are still humans, pixies, even Sidhe beyond the Veil, then…’ I couldn’t finish the sentence. 
 
    ‘Then,’ Brochan said grimly, ‘they’re probably being kept as slaves.’ 
 
    Lexie’s hand grasped at her throat. ‘That’s awful,’ she gasped. 
 
     ‘What do we do about this?’ Speck finally asked. ‘We can’t just leave them there. If they are there.’ 
 
    My gaze flitted towards Aifric Moncrieffe. He caught me watching him and beckoned me over. I sighed. ‘In an ideal world, I would tell the Steward and he’d deal with it.’ 
 
    Brochan followed my gaze. ‘Except the current Steward is him.’ His voice was laced with disgust. ‘He’s not going to care.’ 
 
    ‘He might. Just because he wants to kill me doesn’t mean he won’t want to know about the Lowlands.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t trust him, Tegs.’ 
 
    There was a glimmer of irritation from Aifric that I hadn’t immediately jumped at his command. ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘And how are you going to explain to him that you visited the Lowlands? If you tell him about Dagda’s harp, he’ll probably make the Carnegies introduce a new rule to prevent you from using it.’ 
 
    ‘I think the fate of thousands of people who might be held in subjugation and slavery is more important than winning these Games, regardless of what I could do with the prize.’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘And I don’t have to tell him the whole truth, do I?’ 
 
    I walked over to Aifric, weaving in and out of the packed crowds. Most people saw me coming and leapt out of the way – they were probably still afraid I was going to boost all their fine jewels and fripperies. I had half a mind to make notes so that I could stalk them once the Games were over and do just that. It would serve them right. There again, I probably didn’t need any notes; Speck, Lexie, Brochan and Taylor had probably already made a comprehensive list all on their own. 
 
    ‘Steward Aifric,’ I said when I reached him. 
 
    He deliberately took several moments to react, focusing on the conversation beside him. It was a childish manoeuvre to make me understand that if I was going to keep him waiting, he’d do the same to me. I wondered idly if that meant he was dropping the ‘friend’ act but when he finally turned to me with a beatific smile, it was clear that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ he boomed. ‘I’m so pleased that you’ve made it through and that you’ll compete.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. ‘Me too.’ 
 
    He took my hand, drawing me to the side. I felt a shiver of revulsion at the touch of his skin on mine but I could dissemble when I needed to. If I could walk into a gambling den filled with trolls and Bauchans and stroll out with all their hard-earned cash, I could handle Aifric Moncrieffe. 
 
    ‘I must apologise for not speaking up to endorse your bid to compete in the Games,’ he said quietly. ‘I thought it would look better to the rest of the Chieftains if you had support from others rather than me. After all,’ he added, squeezing my fingers, ‘everyone knows how highly I regard you.’ 
 
    The man had no shame. ‘Oh,’ I said, the very picture of innocence, ‘so you knew that Polwarth, Scrymgeour and MacQuarrie would give me their votes?’ 
 
    ‘Of course! I’m the Steward, I know everything that goes on.’ He lowered his head. ‘Between you and me, I did encourage the Bull to add his voice to the others. It was the least I could do.’ 
 
    Oh, you stupid, stupid man. ‘Thank you,’ I murmured. ‘It’s much appreciated.’ 
 
    ‘You’re welcome.’ He smiled at me magnanimously. 
 
    ‘There is one thing I need to talk to you about,’ I said, treading carefully. 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘I recently had cause to pass through the Veil.’ 
 
    Whatever Aifric had been expecting me to say, it obviously wasn’t that. He blinked several times and stepped back. ‘You…’ He shook his head. ‘Why would you do that?’ 
 
    I thought about what Taylor had said. There was no reason not to live up to expectations. I shrugged. ‘Oh, looking for riches that I could sell on the black market.’ 
 
    His mouth tightened. ‘That was … unwise, my dear. It’s a very dangerous place.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so you’ve been there too?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness gracious, of course not. I don’t think anyone has visited the Lowlands in generations.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Did you find anything of value?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to speak of,’ I demurred. 
 
    ‘And did you see any Fomori?’ 
 
    There was something in his eyes which made me pause. It wasn’t eagerness exactly, but whatever it was put me on edge. ‘No,’ I lied. ‘I didn’t stay long and there was very little to see.’ Which was sort of true; it had been very dark. 
 
    If I hadn’t been watching him so closely, I’d have missed the flash of relief. ‘That’s probably for the best, my dear. I dread to think what those vile creatures would have done if they’d spotted you.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Anyway, I did see something which you should know about.’ I explained about the message written in blood and the bottle of Auchentoshan whisky, although I didn’t say where I’d found it. 
 
    ‘And do you have this whisky now?’ he inquired. 
 
    ‘Er, no. I left it behind.’ In a manner of speaking. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t worry about it,’ Aifric said, patting my shoulder and setting my teeth on edge. 
 
    I pressed ahead. ‘But it could mean that there are people there. Not just demons but humans and Sidhe and...’ 
 
    ‘If that were the case, we’d know about it.’ He smiled. ‘The youth of today. I was the same at your age. I remember I went to my father and asked to lead an expedition into the Lowlands to see if we could negotiate with the Fomori. They can’t be reasoned with, though. And there’s no one of our kind there, I can assure you of that.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. Concentrate on the Games, my dear. Who knows? You may acquit yourself well enough to place.’  
 
    I opened my mouth to argue further but he’d caught someone else’s eye and was moving away. He strode off and I stared after him. He may not have given the reaction I wanted but I’d certainly learned something from our little chat.  
 
    I twirled a curl of my hair round my little finger. Aifric was right about one thing: I had to concentrate on the Games for now. Once they were over, however, I reckoned I’d be making another visit beyond the Veil. I didn’t need his help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The five of us stood in the main hall, eyeing the gigantic board displaying the Games’ league table. Every Clan was listed there, along with each competitor’s name. Not only was I down at the bottom but there was no denying how insignificant Clan Adair was compared to the others.  
 
    ‘Look on the bright side, Tegs,’ Lexie told me. ‘At least you don’t have to compete against people you actually like.’ 
 
    Someone jostled me sharply from behind. I spun round to see a MacBain competitor giving me a shrug in a vague – and obviously faked ‒ apology. I narrowed my eyes. Whether they had proof or not, they clearly still believed I had stolen their Chieftain’s necklace. 
 
    ‘You know,’ I said loudly, ‘I had a great joke about fighting.’ The MacBain guy stiffened. I glanced at Lexie. ‘Except all I can remember is that it had a good punchline.’ 
 
    ‘Keep that up, Tegs,’ she growled, with a toss of her blue hair, ‘and I’ll be the one punching you.’ 
 
    I grinned. Brochan and Taylor rolled their eyes. Speck didn’t seem in the slightest bit interested. ‘This board is running off a simple interface,’ he said, oblivious to everything else. ‘I could easily hack it and…’ 
 
    ‘Let’s not do that, Speck,’ I interrupted, before someone overheard him and mistook his techy musings for a plan to cheat. ‘We’re doing this by the book, remember? It’s the only way I won’t get thrown out.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just saying,’ he mumbled. 
 
    ‘It won’t matter,’ I said decisively. ‘Once I play Dagda’s harp, my name will be at the top of the board. And it’ll stay there.’ 
 
    Brochan rumbled, ‘We still don’t know if the harp will work. You’ve not tried it yet.’ 
 
    ‘Bob didn’t think it was a good idea to test it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t trust that genie.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not as if we have any alternatives. If the harp doesn’t work, what am I going to do? Sing?’ Brochan’s answering look was enough.  
 
    ‘If every competitor gets five minutes to perform and there are one hundred and twenty, not including you, it’s going to be an age before this first challenge is over,’ Lexie complained. ‘Do we have to sit through every single act?’ 
 
    ‘I certainly hope not. I was planning to do a little … digging while everyone else is otherwise occupied. I’ll watch the first couple then sidle out.’ 
 
    Speck pouted. ‘But you told us we couldn’t nick anything!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to sneak out to steal. I’m going to spy.’ 
 
    ‘Like James Bond?’ 
 
    ‘Without the car chases. Or guns. Or explosions.’ 
 
    Speck brightened. ‘Great! I’ll be Q. Taylor can be M.’ 
 
    ‘Who am I then?’ Lexie asked, her hands on her hips. ‘And if you say Moneypenny, I swear I’ll…’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’  
 
    Taylor arched an eyebrow. ‘Why are you bothering to watch the first few performances, Tegs?’ 
 
    ‘Because that’s when people will see me. They’ll pay attention to me sitting down and won’t notice later when I slip out.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Right. I understand.’ His brow furrowed and he glanced at the others. ‘Which Clan is performing first?’ 
 
    Lexie cocked her head. ‘I have no idea.’ She shaded her eyes and looked up at the league board. ‘Whose name is that at the top? My eyesight isn’t what it used to be.’ 
 
    ‘I think it starts with an M,’ Speck said slowly.  
 
    ‘MacBain?’ 
 
    ‘No. Is it Moncrieffe?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘You lot are very funny. Not.’ 
 
    They all ignored me, even Brochan. ‘So you’re saying that Byron Moncrieffe will perform first?’ 
 
    Taylor made a great show of surprise. ‘I suppose he will. But Tegs wouldn’t be interested in watching him.’ 
 
    ‘No. She doesn’t go for pretty-boy types. Besides, there’s a good chance he’s working with his father and trying to kill her.’ Lexie grinned. 
 
    ‘Guys…’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention,’ Speck said, ‘that sooner or later he’s going to notice that his Gift has been, er, stolen.’  
 
    ‘Only part of his Gift,’ I snapped. ‘And I didn’t mean to do it.’ 
 
    They threw each other amused looks. ‘Don’t worry, Tegs,’ Lexie said loudly. ‘I have a lot of experience with men who are too sexy for their own good.’ She winked at Speck and he coughed, his cheeks turning scarlet. ‘I’ll hold you back if you can’t stop yourself from rushing him when he walks out with his gold hair ruffling in the wind and his kilt picking up ever so slightly to show off those muscular thighs.’ 
 
    ‘You are hysterical,’ I said flatly. 
 
    ‘To be fair to Tegs,’ she mused, ‘his eyes are a wonderful shade of green.’  
 
    ‘More emerald, I’d say.’ Taylor rubbed his fingers together. 
 
    Brochan winked. ‘And with that tanned skin…’  
 
    ‘Hey,’ Byron said from behind me, ‘checking up on the competition, are you?’ 
 
    I froze, my cheeks turning as red as Speck’s. I slowly turned, meeting those very same green eyes. Lexie stifled a giggle. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I said stiffly. 
 
    Byron frowned, obviously confused. ‘Are you ready for the Artistry challenge?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Pretty much,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘Hi, Byron,’ Lexie said coyly, hooking her arm through his and smiling up at him. 
 
    He scratched his chin. ‘Uh, hi.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you think Integrity is looking rather wonderful this morning?’ 
 
    I was going to kill her. Byron’s gaze flicked to me, seeming to understand what was going on. ‘I think she looks stunning. As always.’ 
 
    ‘Her hair is very soft,’ Lexie continued. ‘She has a new shampoo. Touch it.’ She grinned. ‘It smells lovely too.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘I am going to get the harp.’ 
 
    ‘Aw, but Tegs, it’s only polite to reciprocate and tell Byron how wonderful he’s looking this morning too.’ 
 
    I spun on my heel and walked away. Who needed enemies when you had friends like those? Honestly. 
 
    * 
 
    Dagda’s harp was wrapped in a makeshift case which Taylor had fashioned so there was no need to strap it to my back this time. Bob was pacing up and down in front of it, making a show of keeping guard. Ever since the ‘break-in’, we’d made sure that at least one of us kept an eye on it at all times.  
 
    The genie gave a tired salute. ‘’Bout time,’ he grumbled. ‘Deanna Troy will be missing me.’ He blew the harp a kiss. ‘Bye, darling.’ Then he blinked away in a flash of blinding light. 
 
    I scooped up the instrument from the corner of the cabin and went to the auditorium where the Artistry challenge was going to be held. I wasn’t due to play until the next day but I wasn’t taking any chances that the powers-that-be would suddenly change their minds and move me up the roster. And I felt better with the harp in my arm where I could keep my eye on it. 
 
    It felt lighter than before, almost as if it were sentient and was aware that, after years of disuse, it was going to be played again ‒ even by fingers as clumsy as mine. I picked my way back along the path, taking care not to trip as I cradled it against my chest.  
 
    With the harp in front of me, my vision was slightly obscured and it didn’t help that my thoughts were on what had happened back in the main hall. I was almost past the competitors’ village before I realised that there were three figures up ahead waiting for me and deliberately blocking my path. 
 
    ‘Well, well, well, look who we have here,’ the larger of the three called. ‘It’s the murderer’s offspring.’ 
 
    I peered round the harp and eyed their tartans: Clans Riddell, Kincaid and Blair. The Clans were working together to bully me. How sweet. 
 
    ‘Is your hair white because your darling papa shocked you so much when he slaughtered a thousand Sidhe in front of you?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t kill anyone,’ I replied in a calm, clear voice. 
 
    ‘No wonder she’s friendly with the MacQuarries,’ the Blair Sidhe sneered. ‘She’s as crazy as they are.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t belong here,’ his Riddell buddy broke in. ‘You’re not going to win the Games and you’re not welcome. You should fuck off back to your own kind.’  
 
    The Kincaid idiot got in on the action. ‘Yeah. You should be with the dirty Clan-less. The Cruaich is for those of us who belong.’  
 
    Did they believe that they were so intimidating that I’d run off into the sunset with my tail between my legs? 
 
    ‘Careful, Pike,’ the Riddell Sidhe said in a mock falsetto. ‘Piss her off and she might nick your wallet.’  
 
    Pike smirked and reached into his pocket and took out his wallet. He flipped it open, took out a penny and threw it at me. Rather than sidestep, I let it hit my cheek. The three men fell about laughing. 
 
    ‘There you go, bitch. That should be enough for you.’ Pike looked like he’d just found the meaning of life. 
 
    I sighed, laid the harp carefully on the ground and watched them all. 
 
    ‘She’s not done yet,’ said the Blair bully. ‘Give her another penny. See what she does then.’  
 
    ‘I’ve got a better idea.’ Pike raised his eyebrows and leered. ‘She’s quite pretty. I bet we could show her a good time before she goes.’ 
 
    The Riddell guy looked repulsively excited. He licked his lips. ‘What a great idea.’ 
 
    There weren’t many times when I regretted my pacifist stance but now was one of them. I even considered pulling out Bob’s letter opener and waking him up to ask for that wish but I didn’t want to give those idiots that kind of compliment. If I couldn’t deal with them on my own, I really didn’t deserve to be here. 
 
    Pike, apparently the ringleader, advanced. I leapt out of his path and performed a perfect landing onto the soft snow next to the path. He smirked as if he were already enjoying the chase. He wasn’t particularly canny, though. I’d landed feet away from the fire-cleared path; Pike chose to step across it, not realising that the pyrokinesis which had created the handy walkway had also melted the edges around the path. As the water re-froze it changed from snow to deadly ice. The second his foot landed he slipped, his legs flying out from under him. He landed flat on his back with a heavy thump and a loud groan. 
 
    ‘Bitch,’ he muttered, like it was my fault he’d lost his footing. 
 
    His friends scuttled over to help him but he pushed them away. This time all three of them advanced on me.  
 
    It was handy that there were so many trees around. I leapt upwards and caught hold of a sturdy branch, swung out above their heads and landed behind them. I should have tried out for the Scottish gymnastics team; I would have given those bendy Russian girls a run for their money. 
 
    The three boys below me – because they were boys – howled in frustration. I dusted snow off my thighs. ‘Give up yet?’ 
 
    The Blair idiot screwed up his face. The air crackled and I realised with a sinking feeling that he was using his Gift – whatever it was. When a dark cloud appeared between us, twisting and turning before taking the form of a hooded creature holding a scythe, I rolled my eyes. Virtuosity – or Illusion as it was also known – held all manner of possibilities but creating a three-dimensional version of the Grim Reaper smacked of someone who wasn’t really trying. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, Blair was rather talented and this wasn’t an insubstantial vision. Death swung at me and although I scooted away just in time, his scythe caught the edge of my hair, causing several strands to float down. The boys laughed. Pricks.  
 
    ‘I expend a lot of energy avoiding split ends,’ I growled, as Death took yet another swipe. ‘I don’t appreciate a damned Illusion undoing all that work.’ 
 
    ‘Tell you what,’ Pike said, ‘stop fighting us and we might leave your pretty hair alone.’ 
 
    ‘Aw,’ the Riddell Clanling protested, ‘but I like it when they fight.’ 
 
    Something inside me tightened. I tilted back my head and concentrated on the snow-laden branches above the Grim Reaper’s head. It took very little effort to shake them and a heavy pile of snow dropped off, landing on his dark cloak. Like a roadrunner cartoon, his form collapsed into a puddle on the ground while his arm hung on for an extra few seconds, gripping the scythe until it too vanished. That was easier than I expected. 
 
    ‘Get her!’ Pike roared. 
 
    I’d had enough of this. Using Byron’s Gift once more, I focused on the snow pile I’d just created. It swirled upwards, forming a whirling barricade between me and my assailants. I could just make out their flailing arms and hear their shouts of irritation. It wasn’t quite what I wanted, though. My brow furrowed and I drew in more snow from the surrounding embankments. It solidified into chunks, combining and coalescing. I lifted up my index finger and spun it round. The snowflakes bound together, forming bricks which I piled higher and higher around the three idiots. Their vision was so obscured that they didn’t realise what I was doing until it was too late and they were trapped by my snow tower. 
 
    I stepped over and prodded the outer edge. It might look like snow but it was as hard as the ice upon which Pike had slipped. Unless one of them had a match, a lighter or pyrokinesis, they’d be trapped there for some time. 
 
    ‘You bitch!’ I heard Pike yell. ‘I’m supposed to be backstage getting ready! If I’m late, they won’t let me participate.’ 
 
    He should have thought of that before he tried to attack me. I bent down to pick up the harp and turned my back, ignoring their shouts. I had to go; I didn’t want to miss Byron’s performance, after all. 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When I finally arrived at the auditorium, a sniffy Carnegie official tried to make me leave the harp in a side room with the other Sidhe instruments. I shook my head and pushed past him. Fortunately for him, he didn’t try to stop me. I really wasn’t in the mood.  
 
    I stomped in, still fuming. When I caught sight of the stage and the vast crowd seated in front of it, however, I forgot my annoyance. This was something else. 
 
    The stage was huge, with varnished oak underfoot and hundreds of lights trained on its centre. There was a raised dais to one side with a lectern, which was no doubt reserved for the Carnegie officials, and heavy red velvet curtains on either side. There were hundreds of seats in a gentle arc around the stage area. The self-styled important Clans were at the front, with Aifric sitting dead centre.  
 
    I avoided looking at him in case I drew his attention. Instead my gaze swooped round. Although the other competitors who wouldn’t be performing until the next day like me were visible, the majority of the spectators were other Sidhe proudly displaying their Clan colours. Some had made banners – and not all of their messages were positive. At least there was no confusion over who hated whom and which Clans possessed strong affiliations. I committed as many of them to memory as I could; Clan politics could turn on a dime but it wouldn’t hurt to know which Clans were working together right now. Every scrap of information was potentially useful. 
 
    I spotted the Polwarth Chieftain, made a show of turning towards him and bowing and noted the murmur as several other Clans took note of what I was doing. By acknowledging him first, I was giving Clan Polwarth superiority over Clan Adair. Not only would the Chieftain appreciate that I wasn’t going to forget his support during the opening ceremony, it might make him amenable to further approaches later on. I already had enough enemies; it was time to start making allies. I didn’t bow towards the Bull, though – I just winked at him and he glared in return. Ha! Let those nosy spectators make of that what they wanted. Although, in the evil-looks category, the Bull had nothing on Chieftain MacBain. 
 
    ‘It would be wise to avoid antagonising the MacBains,’ a voice murmured in my ear. 
 
    I turned and recognised Angus MacQuarrie. ‘Believe me,’ I said honestly, ‘I’m not trying to do that.’ 
 
    ‘She can be … touchy,’ he told me. ‘But she does have many fingers in many pies. It would be good for you if that necklace showed up.’ 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. ‘So you also think I stole it?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, no.’ He leaned forward. ‘But I reckon if you tried hard enough you could get it back. I’ve heard you have a knack for doing such things.’ 
 
    I scanned his face, wondering what he was getting at, but his face was innocent. ‘I have some skills,’ I said slowly. 
 
    Angus grinned. ‘When you have some free time, my Chieftain would like a word.’ 
 
    ‘I’m free now. I will meet with Chieftain MacQuarrie whenever he requires.’ I meant it; I owed him a considerable amount for his support. Not to mention what had happened with Lily. 
 
    ‘He’s not here,’ Angus said. ‘He doesn’t like the Games much so he’s only going to show up when it’s absolutely necessary.’ 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. ‘Why doesn’t he like the Games?’ 
 
    Angus shrugged. ‘He sees them as yet another opportunity for the more powerful Clans to show off.’ 
 
    ‘But surely anyone can win?’ 
 
    ‘He reckons they’re rigged.’ 
 
    I wasn’t surprised. And if Angus hoped to dismay me, then he was going to be disappointed. I’d lived most of my life as Clan-less and I was used to having to cheat, cajole, steal and manipulate. If anything, the MacQuarrie suspicions warmed my heart. Honour was just a pain in the arse: it was nebulous and, as Aifric kept proving, far too easy to set aside. Honest underhandedness was much more straightforward. 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘Chieftain MacQuarrie is welcome to come by our cabin any time. Just knock first.’ 
 
    Amusement flickered in Angus’s face. ‘In case you’re not decent?’ 
 
    I thought of Bob’s Brunei-borrowed opulence and grinned back. ‘Something like that.’ 
 
    He gave a friendly farewell as I caught sight of my friends. I went to join them, sat next to Brochan and handed him the covered harp. He glowered at me. ‘What happened to your cheek?’ 
 
    Puzzled, I raised my fingers to touch it. They came away wet, with a smudge of blood on their tips. ‘Let’s just say that people have been throwing money at me.’ 
 
    The merman looked annoyed but Taylor watched me for a moment before smiling slightly. ‘Good for you.’ 
 
    Pride flickered through me at my old mentor’s approval. I smiled at Brochan. ‘Don’t worry.’ 
 
    ‘How can I not be worried? We’re stuck here with a bunch of people who are trying to kill you. I can think of other things I’d rather be doing.’ 
 
    My smile vanished. He’d been in a good mood earlier so what had changed? I looked at Speck and Lexie. Neither of them seemed particularly happy either. In fact, only Taylor appeared to be cheerily buoyant. Something stirred inside me. ‘What’s happened?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing!’ Taylor replied sunnily. I knew that look. 
 
    I cursed. ‘You’ve been gambling, haven’t you?’ I should have known. This was a competition, after all; there were probably bets going on all across the auditorium. ‘Goddamnit, Taylor, it’s not like we have any money to spare. Where did you get your stake from?’ 
 
    Lexie looked uncomfortable. ‘I gave it to him,’ she admitted. ‘He told me it was to get something to help you.’ 
 
    I sighed. Taylor threw up his hands as if to ward me off. ‘It is to help you! We make money off this and it’ll help all of us.’ 
 
    ‘Taylor…’ 
 
    ‘Relax, Tegs.’ 
 
    I ground my teeth in frustration. When that didn’t help, I glared at Lexie for lending him money and then at Speck and Brochan for not stopping Taylor from placing any bets. Finally, I crossed my arms and saved my best scowl for Taylor himself. 
 
    He looked back at me with puppy-dog eyes. ‘Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t. Just don’t.’ It wasn’t really his fault because he was a gambling addict but that didn’t make me feel any better. It was fortunate for him that the Carnegies chose that moment to start the challenge. 
 
    A drumroll sounded and the same lordling strutted onto the large stage. There was nothing on it save a microphone on a stand; if that was all we were getting to support our performances, it was just as well I had the harp. I concentrated on breathing in and out, calming myself, as he began to speak. 
 
    ‘Esteemed ladies and gentlemen. Thank you so much for attending our humble little Games. We are proud to be the organisers of these challenges and, considering the line-up of competitors, there is no doubt that you are in for a thrilling time.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Brochan grunted under his breath. ‘Amateur musical performances are always thrilling.’ 
 
    Several people turned round and threw him nasty looks. All five of us returned their looks in kind and they hastily moved their eyes to the front again.  
 
    ‘This place is packed,’ Lexie whispered. ‘Just think of what we could…’ 
 
    ‘No. No stealing.’ 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. ‘That’s not what I was going to say.’ When she saw my disbelieving look, she smirked mischievously. 
 
    The lordling continued. ‘Each of the competitors will be granted five minutes to perform. Any and all instruments are allowed, whether living or otherwise.’ I swallowed my faint nausea. Dagda’s harp might possess magic I couldn’t understand but it was definitely not a living being. What kind of instrument was? A nervous giggle escaped me as I imagined someone playing a cow like a set of bagpipes. A few people turned and threw me dirty looks; even the lordling glanced my way in annoyance.  
 
    ‘Performers are also permitted to utilise their Gifts if they see fit,’ he boomed. ‘But they can only do this during the individual performances and they will be judged by our wholly impartial panel.’ He swept an arm out to the side where a spotlight focused on a table where three older Sidhe were seated.  
 
    ‘They’re all Carnegie?’ Brochan asked. 
 
    I squinted. ‘Yeah. They’re all wearing the Carnegie tartan.’ 
 
    ‘Is that good or bad?’ 
 
    ‘Difficult to say.’ I shrugged. We all knew there was no such thing as an impartial judge. There was also Angus’s warning to consider. 
 
    Taylor, apparently eager to make amends, leaned across. ‘The Carnegies are in a long-standing feud with Clan Jardine and Clan Darroch. They have strong allies with Ochterlony though. That might help us.’ He met my eyes. ‘Coira Adair, your mother, originally hailed from Clan Ochterlony.’ 
 
    I grimaced. ‘I’m not sure that will help. Let’s face it, she wasn’t exactly a highly placed Sidhe noble.’ It was about the only thing I knew about her. ‘Plus, they weren’t in a rush to speak up when I was looking for my three votes of support to enter the Games.’ 
 
    ‘You need to use every advantage you can. I’ve heard the word honour bandied around far too much over the past few days. I think they’re trying to convince themselves that they’re filled with it.’ 
 
    ‘The Clans doth protest too much, you mean?’ 
 
    Taylor nodded. ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    I considered his words. I’d been banking on Dagda’s harp to do all my work but if I could add some old-fashioned manipulation into the mix to help my cause, that would be all to the good. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Does that mean I’m forgiven?’ Taylor batted his eyelashes. 
 
    ‘Don’t push your luck.’ 
 
    A fanfare sounded and Byron strode out, still wearing his kilt from yesterday. I ignored the looks which Lexie and Taylor sent me and focused on him. With his shoulders back and his head high, he looked every inch the heir to the highest-placed Clan in Scotland. It occurred to me that what I’d once believed was arrogance had more to do with self-belief. It must feel good to have such unshakeable self-confidence. I thought I did a pretty good job myself but I didn’t exude that kind of power. 
 
    Byron’s gaze swept round the auditorium as if he were searching for someone in particular. I couldn’t prevent a flash of hope that it might be me but that was a ridiculous notion. The stage lights were too bright so there was no chance he could see this far up.  
 
    When his eyes alighted on someone and he bowed and blew a kiss, my heart hardened. The object of his affection stood up and curtsied. Tipsania. Of course. I had no idea what game the two of them were playing but I meant what I said to Byron. It would be safer to keep as well away from them as I could. 
 
    A gigantic timer appeared over Byron’s head and was lowered so that it was visible from every angle. Five minutes flashed up, followed by a loud gong and his performance began. 
 
    He dropped his head. Five seconds went by, then ten. I frowned. What on earth was he doing? I looked at the clock as a full half-minute ticked by, my heart in my mouth. Was this deliberate? I hoped it had nothing to do with me inadvertently nabbing part of his Gift. Just as my stomach squirmed in panic and the crowd started to murmur, there was a faint squeak of wheels from the wings. As if it were propelling itself, a baby grand piano appeared and wheeled its way towards Byron. He smiled but, other than that, remained perfectly still. 
 
    The moment the piano halted, the first note sounded, slow and melodic to begin with before speeding up into a pounding, powerful beat. Byron was at least five feet away from it; he was playing the piano through his Gift. The only thing that indicated he was responsible for the sound was the movement of the muscles in his face and body – a twitch of his forehead here and a bunching of his fingers there. As the music rose into the air, swelling in majesty, I forced myself to empty my mind and focus solely on the tune. The last thing I wanted was for my own mind to rip away more magic from him.  
 
     I didn’t have to try that hard. The tune, whatever it was, was so stirring that it felt like it was consuming me. The piano keys moved, changing from fast to slow and from hard to soft, a velvety rhythm that overtook me completely. My heartbeat seemed to change, mimicking the melody. The auditorium was filled with the sound and I didn’t need to look at the rest of the audience to know that they were as rapt as I was. How was it possible for a simple piece of music to be so imbued with emotion? Goosebumps rose on my arms and I felt odd stirrings of patriotism when I heard birls and lilts that were unmistakably Scottish. As Byron manipulated the keys into a crescendo, my blood buzzed and the music fizzed through my veins. And when the last note echoed away, I felt the wound on my cheek sting because I’d been crying without realising it. 
 
    The crowd rose to its feet, bellowing approval. I hastily wiped away my tears and joined them. 
 
    ‘That was unbelievable!’ Lexie yelled. 
 
    Brochan remained seated. ‘If you like that sort of thing.’ His eyes were suspiciously glassy. 
 
    ‘If I was wearing underpants, I’d be tempted to take them off and throw them at him,’ Taylor admitted. ‘No wonder you like him, Tegs.’ 
 
    Byron bowed and turned to the judges. They each pressed a button, lighting up screens that were set into the league table. Nine. Nine. Ten. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe he didn’t get a perfect score,’ Speck muttered. ‘I can see why they keep harping on about how dangerous these challenges are. If everyone else is that skilful, then I’m in danger of losing my heart.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘Speaking of harping on, it doesn’t matter how impressive Dagda’s harp is,’ I said. ‘I think I’m pretty much screwed. I can’t compete with that.’ 
 
    Not one of my friends disagreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I stayed for the next few performances. Although none were as impressive as Byron’s, they were still very proficient. I was tempted to disturb Bob and get him to listen and see if he thought that Dagda’s harp was going to be enough for me not to come last. But there were too many people around and it was probably too late to do anything about it anyway. Even though I was bottom of the list and wouldn’t perform until late tomorrow, I wouldn’t acquire any musical ability by then, no matter how much I wanted it. I’d just have to keep my fingers crossed that Dagda came through. 
 
    When the five Moncrieffe competitors finished and Tipsania glided onto the stage, I decided it was time to do something. Leaving the rest of them to maintain appearances, and after passing the harp to Brochan, I slipped out the door. With most of the Cruaich’s visitors in the auditorium, it was the perfect opportunity to see what I could find. There would be less chance of bumping into anyone who wanted to make an example of me, like the trio who had set upon me earlier. 
 
    There was no question about who I was most interested in. As Steward, Aifric was beholden to his guests and forced to remain in the auditorium; it wouldn’t do for him to publicly snub a Clan by leaving during a performance. What was no doubt a pain in the arse for him was a godsend for me. All I had to do was locate his quarters and I could snoop around to my heart’s content. 
 
    I had a vague idea where all the rooms and suites were located after my last visit here but the Cruaich castle was still a maze. With twenty-four Clans staying, not including my own, it would be a waste of time for me to skulk down every corridor in the hope of finding flashes of the Moncrieffe tartan so, rather than wander around aimlessly, I strolled into the main hall and looked for someone who would help. 
 
    The Sidhe nobles might despise me because of my lineage but the lesser Clanlings were far more amenable. In fact, they often seemed in awe of me. It was one of the many things that made me wonder what my father was really like. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure I’d ever get an answer.  
 
    Spotting a scurrying pixie, I barred his way. ‘Hello!’ I beamed. 
 
    The pixie, obviously flustered, gave a brief bow. ‘Chieftain Adair.’ 
 
    I tried not to look too happy that he’d used my real name and title. ‘I wonder if you can help me,’ I said to get the pixie on side. 
 
    ‘Of course. Would you like some refreshments?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you. I’m hoping for a tour of the castle. Is there anyone who could take me round? It’s just that I’m new here and I’m constantly feeling wrong-footed. If I had a better idea of the layout, I’d know what people are talking about when they discuss the Cruaich’s history.’ I tittered. ‘Last time someone asked me to meet them in the library it took me hours to find it!’ 
 
    The pixie blinked at me. ‘Er…’ 
 
    He was reluctant to point me in the direction of someone with free time. ‘Let me guess,’ I said drily, ‘you’ve heard the rumours about my thievery skills too.’ 
 
    He had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘I don’t believe them, Chieftain. Honest.’  
 
    Considering I was a thief, he shouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss those whispers. Either way, I did have some sympathy for his position. ‘But if someone finds out that you showed me around and something went missing…’ 
 
    He nodded, the flesh under his chin shaking. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay. I understand. You’re probably very busy and have a lot to do.’ 
 
    His relief was palpable. I stepped out of his path and let him continue on his errand. The staff weren’t going to help – I’d have to find another way to locate Aifric’s chambers.  
 
    When I heard footsteps behind me, I turned and realised I had a more useful person to target. ‘Jamie!’ 
 
    The Moncrieffe Sidhe’s eyes widened when he caught sight of me and I had the feeling that he wished he were somewhere else. I trotted up to him before he could escape. ‘I really enjoyed your performance,’ I told him.  
 
    It was true. He’d chosen to go the more traditional route and played the bagpipes, using a lilting Scottish lament to enthrall the audience. Most bagpipe music just sounded like noise to me but Jamie’s dexterity with the instrument had elevated my appreciation. He’d not used his Gift but that wasn’t surprising. Like most Sidhe, Jamie only had one Gift and his was psychometry, the ability to touch an object and learn its history. I couldn’t see how that would be useful in entertaining a large group of people – though I could use it for something else. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ he mumbled. He tried to move past me. 
 
    I sighed audibly. ‘I’m sorry that you still feel awkward around me. That wasn’t my intention.’ 
 
    His eyes dropped. ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘What we did wasn’t anything to be ashamed of.’ 
 
    He grimaced. ‘Try telling that to Byron.’ 
 
    There was an odd fluttery sensation in my stomach. ‘I’m sorry if you got into trouble for consorting with the enemy.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t like that. It’s just…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    I desperately wanted to prod him to tell me more but this wasn’t the time. ‘Okay.’ I bit my bottom lip. ‘Look, I was wondering if you could help me out.’ 
 
    He looked almost as uncomfortable as the pixie had. ‘Um…’ 
 
    ‘It’s won’t get you into trouble.’ I held up my hands. ‘I promise. It’s an object I have that I want to know more about.’ 
 
    Jamie started to relax then a thought seemed to cross his mind and he stiffened. ‘It’s not a necklace, is it?’ 
 
    I groaned. ‘You think I took Chieftain MacBain’s pearl monstrosity? I promise you I didn’t, although this is related to her.’ 
 
    His eyes shifted. ‘In what way?’ 
 
    I told the truth. ‘I crossed the Veil. There was something in the Lowlands that I needed.’ The colour drained from Jamie’s face as I ploughed on. ‘I found a ring there. It wasn’t what I was looking for but I think it’s important. It was on the finger of a corpse which I spotted inside an old house. Written above it was the name Matthew MacBain and the ring has the MacBain crest on it.’ 
 
    Despite his shock that I’d passed into the Lowlands, I could tell that Jamie was interested. ‘Why not give it to the MacBains then?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I tried. I arranged a meeting to do just that but then I was accused of stealing the necklace. I don’t want to be accused of stealing the ring too. If you could use your Gift to find out more about it, you’d be able to tell I didn’t steal it.’ I paused. ‘Not from anyone living, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Matthew MacBain.’ Jamie shook his head in wonder. ‘There are lots of stories about him but no one really believed he’d gone through the Veil.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure he did,’ I said quietly. ‘And that it didn’t go well for him.’ 
 
    He swallowed. ‘Okay. Where’s the ring?’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘It just so happens I have it right here.’ I glanced around. ‘There are a lot of servants around. It would be better if we went somewhere private. I’d hate someone to see what we’re doing and for others to find out before Chieftain MacBain does.’ 
 
    ‘We could go outside…’ Jamie began. 
 
    ‘Or to your room,’ I interrupted. ‘That way we can be sure of privacy.’ 
 
    His alarm returned. ‘I don’t think that would be a good idea.’ 
 
    My grin widened. ‘We don’t have to go to your bedroom. In fact you’re right. The village is quite a way off. There must be a Moncrieffe sitting room up here in the castle somewhere.’ 
 
    He eyed me warily. ‘I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant! Let’s go then.’ 
 
    * 
 
    I walked quickly, not because I was in a hurry but because I didn’t want Jamie to change his mind before we reached the Moncrieffe quarters. Aifric would be installed here at the Cruaich because he was the Steward and I was banking on the fact that he’d keep his Clan close to him. The competitors only formed a small part of the current population; there were plenty of other hangers-on here for the entertainment. 
 
    Jamie, moving quickly to match my speed, loped up the stairs to the sixth floor. He turned left and led me into an impressive drawing room with a huge fireplace and artfully arranged furniture. Looking around, you’d never know that the Moncrieffes were struggling for cash. 
 
    I was dubious. ‘Are you sure this is a good spot? If we’re interrupted…’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be fine. This is the Moncrieffes’ own space. It’s only used when the Steward has to meet privately with someone. His personal quarters are next door. No one would dare venture in here without an invitation.’ 
 
    Perfect. I made a show of considering and then agreed. We perched on a sofa, which was as hard and uncomfortable as it looked, and I dug into my pocket and pulled out the ring. Jamie didn’t move, he simply stared at it. ‘That’s certainly the MacBain emblem.’ 
 
    ‘I thought so but it’s good to have it confirmed. You know your stuff.’ I took care not to overdo the compliment but I could tell by his smile that he appreciated it. 
 
    He took a deep breath. ‘And you really found this in the Lowlands?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    He didn’t try to take it. As the silence grew more awkward, he ran a hand through his hair. ‘It’s not an exact science,’ he admitted. ‘My Gift, I mean. Sometimes, especially with older objects, it’s hard to control what I see. There’s a flood of images and so many memories that it can be difficult to separate things out.’ 
 
    I suddenly understood what he was referring to. ‘You’re afraid of what you might see.’ 
 
    Jamie nodded. ‘If Matthew MacBain died violently, if he was wearing this ring while he was in the Lowlands and bad things happened to him…’ 
 
    ‘You’ll see it all.’ His reluctance made sense; useful as his Gift might be, it didn’t sound like it offered its user many pleasant experiences. No doubt the unhappy memories were the ones which would stick. Tragedy was often like that. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said softly. ‘If you don’t want to do this, I’ll find another way to prove I didn’t steal it.’  
 
    ‘No. I’ll do it.’ He exhaled and reached out, his fingers curling round the ring. He lifted it, taking care not to touch me. Then he closed his eyes, stood up and shuddered. 
 
    I wondered if I should support him as he swayed backwards and forwards but I doubted he’d appreciate my help so I withdrew. When Jamie’s eyes finally opened, he was pale and shivering. 
 
    ‘I can assure Chieftain MacBain,’ he said in a stilted voice, ‘that you took this from her uncle’s body in the Lowlands.’ 
 
    I nodded, trying to remain calm. ‘What else did you see, Jamie?’ 
 
    ‘The demons,’ he whispered. ‘The Fomori. There are thousands of them.’ He paused. ‘Hundreds of thousands.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Did you see anyone else?’ 
 
    He wouldn’t meet my eyes. ‘I think I should leave everything else for Chieftain MacBain.’ 
 
    I didn’t press him. The horror of what he’d seen was still written across his face. I silently thanked the heavens that my subconscious had decided not to steal this particular Gift. ‘I’ll leave the ring with you,’ I told him quietly. ‘Do with it what you will.’ 
 
    Jamie didn’t reply. I raised my hand in gesture of both gratitude and farewell and left him, shoulders drooped and skin clammy, as he absorbed what he’d seen. 
 
    I didn’t have time to reflect on what Jamie was experiencing, much as I felt guilty about it. I left the drawing room door and jogged to the next door. I knocked once and, when no one answered, twisted the doorknob and peered inside. 
 
    These were Aifric’s rooms all right. The Moncrieffe tartan was everywhere and if that wasn’t enough of a clue, the suit he’d been wearing yesterday was hanging on the side of the huge oak wardrobe. The bed was neatly made and there nothing on either of the side tables next to it. I opened the drawers, using the cuff of my jumper. I doubted that Aifric ever dusted for fingerprints but it paid to be circumspect.  
 
    There was a small bottle of pills inside. I picked it up and examined the label, whistling softly. Strong stuff. So the Sidhe Steward was having trouble sleeping ‒ as well he should. I replaced it carefully, closed the drawer and looked around. 
 
    I couldn’t find much that interested me. There was a heavy chain inside a small glass cabinet, probably a symbol of the Stewardship, and there were carefully ironed clothes in the wardrobe. The rest of the room was spartan in its tidiness and emptiness. I wondered what Aifric was getting out of his position – it certainly wasn’t money; his Clan was all but penniless. I’d not heard of him enjoying any romantic dalliances so sex was out of the equation. I thought about the way he comported himself and decided it had be a power thing. What an idiot; real power comes from inner peace and contentment, not ordering others around. Half the servants in this place could probably have told him that. 
 
    There were two other doors. The first one led into a well-appointed bathroom with mod cons which looked out of place in such an old castle. The second door opened into a small study. Yahtzee. There was a large desk, covered with letters and papers. I was bound to find something here. 
 
    Sitting down on the cracked leather chair, I looked through the first bundle. There were a lot of petitions from different Clans: the Kincaids wanted to search for the Foinse, which had flown off after I’d released it from the cavern deep in the Scottish mountains; the Jardines were in the middle of a land dispute with the Carnegies and demanded that the borders be re-drawn, while the Chieftain of the Innes Clan was hoping for a loan from the Cruaich coffers so he could go hunting for the mythical white stag. I snorted.  
 
    One unsigned letter caught my attention. I had no way of knowing who it was from but my own name stood out like a beacon. Someone was demanding that I be taken care of ‒ apparently I was a danger to society. It was suggested that I’d hidden my Gift because, like the last one of my father’s, it was soul punching. That is, the ability to draw inside an opponent and yank out their life essence. Apparently it was how he’d killed so many so quickly. The suggestion in the letter was that any moment now I might slaughter every one of the Sidhe in vengeance for what had been done to my Clan.  
 
    Now that was interesting. Why would I want vengeance when it was supposedly my father who’d done the killing that had left me alone in the world? It was another piece of evidence that he was innocent and that, somehow, Aifric Moncrieffe was involved in setting up my father and committing genocide. 
 
    The knot of anger in my chest expanded. It was an unfamiliar sensation; Taylor had taught me to take each day as it came and to appreciate what I had without worrying about the past or the future. I had elected to avoid the Sidhe wherever possible – unless it was to steal from them, of course. Now, whether my entire Clan were dead or not, it felt like I’d let them down. I was still floundering around in the dark for the truth. 
 
    Abandoning the desk, I looked for a safe where Aifric might hide more sensitive materials. I couldn’t find it. Unless Aifric was using magic to conceal it, there was no safe here.  
 
    Irritated, I stood up. Considering all the effort it had taken to get here, I had very little to show for it. I tilted my head backwards and stretched my neck – and that action that made me spot the one thing that looked out of place. 
 
    The study was lit by a small chandelier, much like the other rooms I’d seen in the Cruaich. This one was as finely made as the others, with little crystal shards decorating the frame in a spiral pattern, but something darker was teetering above the glass. I pulled over the chair and, standing on it, I grabbed the edge of what felt like cold metal and brought it down so I could examine it more closely.  
 
    When I saw it, my veins ran cold. It was a tiny pewter lion on its hind legs and with its paws in the air as if ready to do battle – in fact, it was exactly the same as the tattoo I’d spotted beneath May’s battle scars when I’d fought her when I was beyond the Veil. Whatever I’d been expecting to find, it wasn’t this – because here was proof positive that Aifric was working in some way with the Fomori demons.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    By the time I returned to the auditorium, the performances were finishing for lunch. I looked around for a friendly face. I couldn’t see any of my group but I did spot Byron in a cluster of giddy-looking girls. Clearly, he’d not lost his playboy touch. Pushing back my shoulders, I marched over. 
 
    ‘It’s her!’ one of the girls gasped. 
 
    I licked my lips and looked her up and down. She blanched. Dear me. ‘Girls, if you could excuse Lord Byron for a moment…’ 
 
    A dark-haired Sidhe, who was clearly the boldest of the group, stepped forward. ‘If he doesn’t want to talk to you, he doesn’t have to.’ 
 
    My eyebrows flew up and I glanced at Byron. ‘You don’t want to talk to me?’ I dropped to my knees and clasped my hands. ‘But why? It’s not fair!’ My voice rose with every word until we were attracting quite an audience. ‘I want you to talk to meeeeee!’ 
 
    Byron folded his arms. ‘Integrity,’ he sighed. ‘Is this really necessary?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were my friend.’ 
 
    ‘The last thing we are is friends,’ he grunted, although his mouth twitched and I didn’t imagine the hint of smoky promise that crossed his face. ‘Ladies,’ he said with a bow, ‘perhaps you could give us a few minutes.’ 
 
    They glared at me but they weren’t about to gainsay Byron. They swirled away, voices low and irritated. I held out my hand so Byron could help me up.  
 
    He didn’t move. ‘I think you can manage by yourself.’ 
 
    I shrugged and stood up. ‘True.’ 
 
    The people who’d been watching my little show returned to their own conversations. I grinned at Byron. 
 
    ‘I was under the impression that you thought we should stay away from each other,’ he remarked. 
 
    I jabbed a finger at him. ‘Hey, you’re the one who approached me this morning. Anyway, you looked like you needed rescuing. And I wanted to congratulate you on your performance this morning. It was sensational.’ 
 
    ‘Is that another joke?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said honestly.  
 
    His eyes scanned my face. ‘Then thank you.’ 
 
    I curtsied. ‘My pleasure.’ 
 
    His expression softened and we looked at each other for a moment in silence. My stomach tightened. Crapadoodle. I had other things to focus on than the hot, zippy feeling in my groin.  
 
    ‘So, Integrity,’ Byron said, finally breaking the silence. ‘What do you really want?’ There was no denying the suggestive lilt to his tone. 
 
    I pursed my lips and watched him carefully. Focus, Integrity. Focus. ‘Fomori demons.’ 
 
    He blinked, taken aback. He’d obviously been expecting me to say something else. ‘What about them?’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever met one?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘I think I’d know if I had,’ he answered drily. ‘What on earth has come over you?’ 
 
    I pressed on. ‘What do you think of them?’ 
 
    He stared at me. ‘You mean besides the fact that they’re bloodthirsty bastards who changed the face of our country forever and ruined what could have been a wonderful place? Well,’ he said sarcastically, ‘I think they’re fabulous.’ 
 
    He looked puzzled and vaguely irritated. Yes, all these Sidhe were damned good actors but I didn’t think he was faking.  
 
    ‘Great!’ I said sunnily. ‘Thanks!’ 
 
    I turned to go but he caught my arm. ‘What was all that about?’ 
 
    I caught sight of Jamie out of the corner of my eye. He was hovering in the background, looking nervous. ‘Ask your mate,’ I said flippantly. Then I wandered off. 
 
    Lexie, Speck, Brochan and Taylor were huddled in a cluster by the door, looking worried. I strolled up and looped my arm round Taylor’s broad shoulders. ‘Everything alright?’ 
 
    I received four identical guilty looks. Clearly everything was not alright. ‘Did you find anything?’ Brochan asked gruffly.  
 
    I nodded. ‘Yeah.’ I lowered my voice. ‘Aifric is working with the demons.’ They stared at me in stunned silence. ‘I thought that would grab your interest.’  
 
    ‘When you say demons,’ Brochan said slowly, ‘you mean…’ 
 
    ‘Fomori.’ 
 
    ‘That’s insane,’ Lexie whispered. ‘I knew the guy was a vile prick but how could he ally himself with them?’ 
 
    Taylor shook his head in disbelief. ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ I told them about the little iron lion.  
 
     Speck sucked in a breath. ‘That’s nuts.’ 
 
    Lexie agreed with him. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. Why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘Beats me. But I’m guessing it’s to do with my dad.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll find out the truth,’ Taylor said, his eyes meeting mine. 
 
    ‘You bet your arse we will.’ I paused. ‘That’s a metaphorical bet, by the way, not a literal one. Now tell me what the problem is.’ 
 
    Lexie attempted an innocent expression. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘When I walked over you all looked as if the world was ending. What gives?’ 
 
    Brochan tapped his foot. ‘These Sidhe are too good.’ 
 
    ‘Too good?’ 
 
    ‘Musically,’ Speck broke in. ‘You’ve got no chance. Some Kincaid performer dropped out and one of the Blairs didn’t show up either. Unless more of them decide they’re not good enough and back out, you’re screwed.’ 
 
    ‘The harp…’ 
 
    ‘Play one note and you’ll beat everyone? There’s no way, Tegs. There was a Darroch woman who made butterflies dance.’ 
 
    ‘And that woman with the stupid name who’s shagging the Wild Man with the even stupider name sang so beautifully that Brochan gave her a standing ovation.’ 
 
    I shot him a look. ‘Really?’ 
 
    His eyes dropped. ‘She was very proficient.’ 
 
    ‘The point is,’ Taylor said, ‘that you need to be prepared for coming last, harp or no harp.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just one event,’ I reminded him. ‘And I have faith in Bob.’ 
 
    They exchanged looks. ‘It might not matter,’ Speck said. 
 
    I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    He shuffled his feet. ‘We were right to wonder about the judges,’ he said. ‘I cloned one of their phones.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ I asked warily 
 
    ‘And the Carnegies are under orders to place you last no matter what you do.’ 
 
    My spine stiffened. ‘Orders from whom?’ 
 
    ‘Moncrieffe,’ Speck mumbled. 
 
    A dark hole opened in my chest. ‘Byron?’ 
 
    ‘Aifric.’ 
 
    I balled my hands into tight fists. Shite. Despite my conversation with him about how I wanted to win so I could ask for permission to join the Bull’s Clan, Aifric wasn’t taking any chances. He obviously didn’t trust me any more than I trusted him. I gritted my teeth and tried to think. ‘This could be a good thing,’ I said finally. 
 
    ‘I fail to see how,’ Brochan rumbled. 
 
    ‘If he’s contacting the Carnegies without disguising his tracks, he’s being open about how he feels about me. We can use that.’ 
 
    ‘You have a plan?’ Lexie asked eagerly. 
 
    ‘No.’ I chewed on the inside of my cheek. ‘Yes.’ I glanced at Speck. ‘How did he contact them? Was it a call?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Text.’ 
 
    I snapped my fingers. ‘So you cloned his phone. Text the Carnegies back and say you – he has changed his mind.’ 
 
    ‘We can do that,’ he answered, ‘but then we’re showing our hand as much as Aifric is. Right now, he thinks that you believe him. When he discovers otherwise, things could change drastically.’ He paused. ‘As in more assassination attempts.’ 
 
    ‘Or,’ Lexie added darkly, ‘successes.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a good point,’ I said. I pressed my lips together. ‘Okay. Make that a last resort. As far as I know, the Carnegies aren’t particularly close to the Moncrieffes. All we have to do is to encourage them to ignore that order.’ 
 
    ‘They might not like Aifric Moncrieffe but he’s still the Steward. They won’t want to piss him off or they’ll receive the fallout themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ I said, ‘we’ll have to be bloody careful.’ I grinned suddenly. ‘I have just the thing.’ I looked around the room, my eyes alighting on a table laden with scones and sandwiches. ‘Watch this space.’ 
 
    I strode over to it and leapt up. My heel landed smack bang in a large chocolate cake, sending ganache flying in all directions. ‘Oops,’ I said to the wide-eyed Sidhe who gaped at me from below. ‘Is that a cake or a meringue?’ I frowned. ‘No, I was right. It’s definitely cake.’ I winked. ‘I guess you have to be a real Scot to get that joke. Am ah wrang?’ I asked, deepening my accent. 
 
    ‘Integrity, what on earth are you doing?’ Byron strode over, his brow furrowed. 
 
    A couple of Sidhe nudged each other. ‘Told you she was as mad as the MacQuarries,’ one of them said. 
 
    My foot slipped, inadvertently sending a gloop of chocolate towards her. It landed on her cheek and she shrieked.  
 
    ‘I’m so sorry,’ I mouthed. Then I cleared my throat. It was unnecessary; I already had the attention of the whole room. ‘Ladies and gentleman,’ I shouted, in my most formal tone. ‘For those of you who don’t know, my name is Integrity Adair. I’m the only Adair left in the world because my father was a dishonourable bastard.’ There was an audible intake of breath. I silently apologised to my Clan – and my father – but I reckoned they’d understand. ‘I didn’t know him but I still represent Clan Adair and I want to prove to you all that I am honourable. I know there are rumours that I’m a thief, that I stole a necklace from Chieftain MacBain and that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. But I’m not a murderer and I no longer break the law. Instead, I’ve been saving lives by working with mountain rescue. In fact, just a couple of weeks ago two Moncrieffe Sidhe survived partly because of me. I am making amends for my past.’ 
 
    I paused. Although a few people were softening towards me, most of the crowd was still against me. ‘I understand that honour is vital to our kind. I have heard the word many times in the past few days; these Games are all about honour. We seek to honour our Clans by participating. Winning is not important compared to being able to look your fellow competitors in the eye and act with the same honour that they show to you. That is why I must speak the truth.’  
 
    I took a deep breath. The three Carnegie judges had entered the room and were standing at the back. I met each of their gazes in turn as I continued. ‘Recently, there was a Carnegie ship in the dock at Oban. I spoke to one of the sailors on the ship and discovered what was on board. It wasn’t deliberate on my part; at the time I had no idea the Games even existed. But I learned information which places me at an unfair advantage and which dishonours Clan Adair. In the interests of fair play, I can do nothing but share this information with every competitor here. We live and die by honour, after all.’ 
 
    There was an angry murmur from several of the watching competitors. ‘What?’ someone shouted. ‘What did you find out?’ 
 
    I glanced at Byron. He was looking at me thoughtfully. Right now, however, he wasn’t my target audience – those judges were. I focused on them. ‘I discovered that a giant spider is being brought here. It can only be for these Games. This is knowledge which I gained unfairly and which I now have to share with you. I need to prove to you that Clan Adair does have honour.’ I bowed my head. 
 
    Speck, Lexie, Brochan and Taylor began to clap. Some pixies and trolls joined in, along with several humans. Applause is often infectious and soon most of the occupants of the room were acknowledging my ‘honour’. I stepped down from the table, wiped the chocolate cake off my shoe and joined my friends. 
 
    ‘Nice work,’ Taylor said approvingly.  
 
    I kept my expression serious but he’d noted the gleam of satisfaction in my eye. ‘It was worth giving up that advantage to get a fair hearing from the judges,’ I said. ‘And it might make everyone feel a bit less antagonistic towards me. Goodness knows, I mentioned honour often enough.’ 
 
    ‘I might have clapped but I don’t really understand what’s going on,’ Lexie whispered.  
 
    Brochan leaned over to her. ‘Tegs just positioned herself as the most honourable person in the room. She gave away vital information that would have helped her win the challenge. If the harp does what Bob says it will, those judges won’t get away with giving her a low score. Integrity has made too big a deal out of being a proud Sidhe who’s brimming with uprightness. If they act maliciously, everyone will know it. And because of this little speech, everyone will pay attention.’ 
 
    Speck smirked. ‘Integrity has integrity.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Not really. But Integrity is prepared to look as if she has to manipulate the hell out of this lot.’ 
 
    ‘Amen,’ Taylor murmured. ‘Amen.’ 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The following day, my confidence was less obvious. As I was the last competitor to go on the stage, I was alone in the waiting room behind the wings. Alone apart from Bob, of course. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ he said frowning, ‘couldn’t you have dressed up for the occasion?’ 
 
    I glanced down at my outfit. ‘What do you mean? I’m wearing the Adair tartan.’ I twirled round; I’d fashioned a length of it into a skirt which I thought looked rather fetching.  
 
    ‘No,’ he tutted. ‘Pink is not your colour.’ 
 
    I glared at him. ‘Pink is exactly my colour. It matches my eyes.’ 
 
    ‘I hate to break it to you but just because your hair is white does not mean you are an albino. Your eyes are not pink.’ 
 
    ‘They’re violet,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘It’s the same colour-family as pink. And this is coming from the genie who was wearing a cocktail dress and a feather boa not too long ago?’ 
 
    He winked at me. ‘And don’t you wish you had my style?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned to more serious matters. ‘Is this going to work?’ I asked him, hefting the harp in my arms. ‘I’ve taken you at your word and told the others that I trust you but…’ 
 
    ‘But?’ he shrieked. ‘But? If you trust me, then there is no but!’ 
 
    ‘I’m just checking. It’s not as if I know how to play a buggering harp.’ 
 
    Bob puffed up his chest. ‘There are strings,’ he told me self-importantly. ‘You take your finger – any of them will do – and you pluck one string.’ 
 
    ‘Which string?’ 
 
    ‘C sharp.’ 
 
    I gazed at him in panic. ‘Which one is C sharp?’ 
 
    He snapped his fingers and disappeared in a flash of light, just as the door opened and a dark figure ushered me forward. Crapadoodle. My stomach was churning and I was certain that the piece of stale bread I’d munched on for breakfast was about to come back up again. That would make an interesting display for the audience, I thought sourly, as I walked down the long corridor.  
 
    I shook out my hair and attempted to focus. How hard could this be? 
 
    The auditorium was packed. I’d been told that usually most of the audience had dwindled away by this point ‒ after all, there’s only so much musical prowess that even the most dedicated listener can take. But my performance in the tent the previous day had reversed the norm. I didn’t know whether they wanted me to fail spectacularly or they were on my side because I’d made such a point about the importance of honour. As long as I didn’t come last in this challenge, I was still in with a shot of winning the Games. I kept that thought firmly in mind as Angus MacQuarrie strode off the stage and stopped beside me. 
 
    ‘How did you do?’ I asked, glad to have something else to focus on. 
 
    He grinned. ‘Better than I expected. Music isn’t really my thing.’ 
 
    I grimaced. ‘It’s not mine either.’ 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. ‘And you’re playing the harp? Isn’t that meant to be the hardest instrument to master?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that I’ve exactly mastered it,’ I said.  
 
    The official standing next to us tapped his clipboard and pointed at me. I inhaled sharply. My hands were trembling. I smoothed my palms down my thighs and shuddered. I’d never wanted to be a popstar or an actress when I was a kid; public performances weren’t my thing. 
 
    ‘You’ll be fine,’ Angus said warmly. ‘Just picture the audience naked.’ 
 
    ‘That’s such a cliché,’ I muttered. ‘Does it work?’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding? With all that flabby flesh?’ He leaned closer. ‘I know for a fact that the head judge is wearing a leopard-print thong. I saw his bum crack this morning when he bent over to pick up a piece of paper.’ 
 
    I blinked. The official glowered and grabbed my arm, propelling me onto the stage. The lights were blindingly bright, making it difficult to see anything but the only thing I could think of was which one of the judges was an animal lover. I sent a grateful nod towards Angus; if nothing else, he’d taken my mind off the hundreds of pairs of assessing eyes. 
 
    There was a red spot in the middle of the stage. I walked towards it, gently put down the harp and stared at it dubiously. C sharp couldn’t be that hard to locate, could it? I thought of The Sound of Music and attempted to run through the octave in my head. Maria Von Trapp hadn’t mentioned C sharp, though. Or played the damn harp. 
 
    The audience quietened. If nothing else, the instrument looked impressive as the stage lights bounced off of it. Looking at it more closely, however, I spotted a little dark spot on its polished surface; it was probably a remnant from the dip the harp and I had enjoyed in the Clyde. As the massive clock above my head began to tick, I leaned over to wipe it away. Unfortunately, I inadvertently brushed one of the strings and a single note rang out. Shite, that wasn’t C sharp. Or it probably wasn’t: I wasn’t musical enough to tell. 
 
    Before I could correct my mistake, the audience erupted. I glanced up, baffled. Were they laughing at me already?  
 
    ‘Give me a bloody chance,’ I whispered under my breath. I scanned the first row. Every face was contorted in hysterics. Some people were doubled over, clutching their stomachs. So they were all still against me. Bastards. 
 
    I stared again at the strings and chose one at random. Whatever. This was only five minutes of my life and I was already making a fool of myself. What did it matter which string I plucked? I twanged it and another perfect note spun out, almost breath-taking in its clarity. 
 
    The laughter stopped abruptly. There was a loud gasp, followed by a sob from somewhere to my right. I plucked the same string again. Yeah, yeah. So I couldn’t play any kind of tune.  
 
    There was another sob and several people cried out. I gritted my teeth; I was probably making their ears bleed, just as Taylor had foretold. I glanced at the few visible faces and saw that most of them were crying. Eh?  
 
    I flicked another look at the judges. Two of them had their arms round each other, while the third was wiping away tears with a large spotted handkerchief. I shook my head in confusion and stared at the harp. 
 
    ‘Okay dokey,’ I whispered as I realised what was happening. The first note had made everyone laugh; the second one had made them cry. Dagda’s harp really was magical. Awesome. Then I shrugged; enough adulation. I ran my hand from one side of the harp to the other. The sound was extraordinary, a chiming thrum that grew in tempo and volume.  
 
    I focused on one woman in front of me. Her face twisted from glee to anger to abject misery. By the time the notes faded away, she was clutching her heart with such an expression of delight that I almost fell backwards. It was too much to look at. 
 
    I turned my head and checked the clock. It felt like half an hour had gone by but I was barely into my second minute. I was done though; I shrugged, picked up the harp and walked off. 
 
    The official who’d been so annoyed with me moments earlier was on his knees, gaping at me. Even Angus, who hadn’t left yet, stared at me in awe. A heartbeat later, there was a roar of what sounded like thunder. I frowned. It hadn’t looked like a storm was coming when I arrived. Then I realised it wasn’t thunder – it was applause. 
 
    I peered out from the curtains. The audience were on their feet, not just clapping but stamping and shouting for more. One of the judges called for an encore. I pulled back, dropping the harp as if it had burned me. 
 
    ‘I’ve never heard anything like that in my life,’ Angus breathed. ‘So much for not being musical.’ He grasped my hand and squeezed it. ‘That was incredible.’ 
 
    ‘Er, it wasn’t really me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so modest. You were amazing.’ 
 
    With the clock ticking down the last few seconds, the crowd continued to roar. The judges consulted and I held my breath. When the scores flashed up, it took a moment for them to register. 
 
    ‘A perfect score,’ the official gasped. ‘Wonderful! Simply wonderful!’ 
 
    ‘Um, thanks.’ I didn’t know where to look. Bob and Dagda had come through, and then some. I gingerly stretched out my hand, my fingers curling round the cool wood. The harp felt exactly the same, apart from the slightest vibration that was invisible to the eye. ‘You were fabulous,’ I whispered. I didn’t think it was my imagination that the vibrations grew momentarily stronger before fading away entirely. 
 
    I left Angus and the official gaping after me and quickly covered the harp before picking it up and walking into the bathroom nearby. As soon as I was inside, I locked the door and pressed my forehead against the mirror. If I thought I was shaking before, it was nothing compared to now. 
 
    Light flashed and Bob appeared. ‘Told you!’ he sang out. ‘Aren’t I wonderful? Don’t you want to have my children?’ He bounced up, landing on my shoulder and moving back my hair to whisper in my ear. ‘Don’t you want to make a wish right now out of gratitude for my awesomeness?’ 
 
     I pulled back. ‘I think it’s the harp that’s awesome, not you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the one who found it for you. And it’s not as if you played it particularly well. I told you to choose C sharp, not strum it like a guitar. You’re lucky that things didn’t go completely tits up. Some of those strings create notes that can cause difficulties for weak-minded people who aren’t fabulous genies like me.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell me it was going to have that effect?’ 
 
    He tutted. ‘What did you think would happen? That’s what Dagda’s harp does. Honestly, Uh Integrity, sometimes I despair of your naivety.’ 
 
    There was a sharp knock on the door. ‘Tegs? Are you in there?’ 
 
    Bob grinned. ‘The others are coming to congratulate me. Let them in. We should get this over with before I start to feel embarrassed.’ 
 
    I unlocked the door and Lexie flew at me, her small arms wrapping me in a hug. ‘I knew you could do it! You were brilliant!’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Bob said. 
 
    ‘I have to admit,’ Brochan rumbled, ‘that was pretty amazing.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know. There’s no need to go on about it, though,’ the genie continued. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Bob,’ Speck said. ‘Tegs, you are a musical genius.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t do anything!’ Bob howled. ‘Why are you praising her? I’m the one you should be thanking!’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ I said, glaring at him, ‘I think the harp did all the work.’ 
 
    ‘It was you who played it,’ Lexie said loyally. ‘And you got full marks. That means you’re top of the table. Let’s head out there and gloat.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ Taylor said, frowning. ‘They love you right now but it doesn’t take much for adoration to turn into jealousy. You should play things down. It would be better to head back to the cabin and keep a low profile. Besides, we ought to prepare for the Adventure challenge. I don’t think the Hunt will be easy, even for Tegs.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Taylor’s right. This lot are fleeting with their loyalties. Let’s get out of here while we can.’ 
 
    Lexie pouted but agreed. Bob, however, crossed his arms. ‘You’re denying me my moment of glory.’ 
 
    ‘Bob?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘C sharp when you cross the street or you’re going to B flat.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a threat?’ he demanded. ‘Are you threatening me, Uh Integrity? Because grammatically it doesn’t even make sense. Just because you wish you were as magnificent as me.’ He sniffed loudly. ‘You were right, Taylor. It didn’t take long for some people to become jealous.’ 
 
    I ignored him and looked at the others. ‘Come on. Time to vamoose.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The audience were leaving the auditorium. I noticed more than one Sidhe with mascara streaks running down their cheeks – men as well as women. Several people congratulated me but I merely inclined my head in brief acknowledgment and kept moving. Lexie, Speck, Brochan and Taylor formed a helpful cordon to ward off the more enthusiastic well-wishers as we squeezed our way through and escaped into the cold air. 
 
    We weren’t the only people outside. Taylor jerked his chin towards a copse of trees where I spotted Aifric remonstrating with one of the judges. He hadn’t seen us, which was probably just as well. I wasn’t sure I could cope with his saccharine-sweet falseness right now. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ I turned to see Byron. He caught up, his eyes raking over me. ‘That was some performance.’ 
 
    I dipped into a curtsey. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Was it you or the harp?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ He tilted his head. ‘You were very good,’ he said quietly. 
 
    I tried not to notice the others slipping away to give us some space and gave an awkward shrug. ‘It was just one challenge,’ I reminded him. ‘There are still two more to go.’ 
 
    ‘True. But now you’re in pole position.’ 
 
    ‘Go me.’ 
 
    A small smile tugged at his mouth. ‘Indeed. Go you.’ He took a step towards me and his voiced dropped. ‘What are you playing at?’ 
 
    I stepped back. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘There’s more going on here than meets the eye. What was that business with the ring and Jamie? He said you found it in the Lowlands, which is frankly ridiculous. Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to go there?’ 
 
    Taken aback by the sudden turn in the conversation, I glared. ‘Do you? Have you ever passed through the Veil?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not! I’m not reckless like you.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you’re boring,’ I shot back. 
 
    ‘Boring?’ 
 
    This time I stood my ground. ‘It appears so.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll show you how boring I am,’ he muttered under his breath. He leaned towards me. Before anything could happen, however, there was a loud curse from Aifric. We both turned to watch him stomp back towards the auditorium. 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘What do you think that was all about, Byron? Why would your father be so angry at the judges?’ 
 
    The crackle in the air between us changed to something else entirely. ‘Are you trying to insinuate something?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just saying that it’s a bit strange that he’s so worked up.’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed. ‘My father has been nothing but generous towards you. He didn’t have to be like that, considering all the trouble you’ve caused.’ 
 
    ‘All the trouble I’ve caused?’ 
 
    ‘He’s on your side, Integrity. Just like me.’ 
 
    I hoped that Byron wasn’t like his father at all. I shook my head. I could stand here and argue till I was blue in the face but Byron wasn’t going to listen to a word against his dear daddy. I sighed. ‘I have to go.’  
 
    He reached for me but I whirled away and ran after the others. I didn’t look back. 
 
    ‘What was that about?’ Taylor asked with a glint in his eye. 
 
    ‘Not what you’d like it be,’ I sighed. ‘I’m just burning bridges.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed slowly. We spent most of the time discussing what might occur during the upcoming Adventure challenge. Considering my role with mountain rescue, I was well-placed to win. The trouble was that the Carnegies – and Aifric – would be very aware of that. When night fell and I curled up in bed to get some sleep, my mind was still whirring over the possibilities. I had to be prepared for every eventuality. If I slept, it wasn’t for long. 
 
    It was a relief when dawn came. I spent some time applying make-up to hide my bruised eyes and dressed carefully so that I looked my best. I didn’t want anyone to think that I wasn’t ready for whatever the second challenge would bring; showing weakness of any kind was not an option. In any case, it was worth the effort when I glimpsed the briefest flash of irritation on Aifric’s face as I joined the other competitors in the main hall. I also caught the Bull grinning evilly at me. Clearly he was hoping – and expecting – that I’d fail miserably. I resisted the temptation to order him to start cheering my name but it wasn’t easy. 
 
    ‘We would like to thank Clan Carnegie for the wonder of the Artistry challenge,’ Aifric boomed. ‘And we are excited by what the Adventure challenge will bring.’ 
 
    From my left, Angus nudged me. ‘Is that the royal we?’ he said in an undertone.  
 
    I smirked. ‘Now, now,’ I whispered back. ‘He is our Steward, after all.’ 
 
    ‘He shouldn’t be.’ 
 
    I glanced at him, surprised and not entirely sure what he meant. There wasn’t time to ask, though, because Aifric was speaking again.  
 
    ‘We trust that there have been no further leaks and that the nature of the Acumen challenge remains under wraps.’ He didn’t look at me as he said this but several others did. I tried to look innocent. ‘We will pass over to the Carnegies to explain how the challenge will work. In the interests of fairness, only the competitors and the organisers shall remain in this hall.’ He bowed once and swept out. 
 
    The supercilious lordling who seemed to be the MC stepped up. ‘Competitors will be blindfolded and transported to the challenge site, then released onto the course in groups. You are permitted to work with others to achieve success but any points garnered will be your own. As I’m sure you are all aware, Adventure asks a lot of all the competitors, both emotionally and physically. Your progress will be tracked sporadically via drones, and the audience will watch from the auditorium so as not to disturb the action. Places will be decided by the order in which you return with your Clan flag in hand.’ He smiled coldly. ‘Your ultimate goal is simple. Find your flag. You will receive clues at particular points throughout the challenge to help guide you on your way. Hopefully most of you will return in one piece. In this challenge, anything goes.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘What does that mean?’ I asked Angus. 
 
    ‘That competitors can use their Gifts as they see fit,’ he murmured. ‘And they can interfere with others, as well as help them. In theory, it’s the Carnegies’ job to make sure that no one gets injured. In practice, the more blood that’s spilt, the better.’ 
 
    Bugger. That didn’t sound particularly good, especially as I would now be a target with my name shining out from the top of the league table. Maybe winning the Artistry challenge hadn’t been so wise after all.  
 
    Most people were dressed for action; even Tipsania had foregone her voluminous skirts for a jumpsuit. I noticed her at the front, clinging to Byron. No matter what was going on between me and him, it irked me that she was cuckolding him behind his back. I reminded myself that it wasn’t my problem but it didn’t help.  
 
    She simpered as a piece of paper was handed to her. I scowled. Tipsania did a good job of playing the role of helpless female; I didn’t think she was any more helpless than I was. 
 
    The paper was a map and we all received a copy. It wasn’t very detailed but there was enough information to indicate where the first clue was located. It seemed that we were to start at the base of a small group of hills and move towards the ocean’s edge. On the map the distance didn’t appear far; neither did the terrain seem treacherous. Judging by the way the Carnegie MC had spoken, however, those would both be dangerous assumptions.  
 
    I studied the map closely, then folded it and tucked it inside my jacket. Another official came over and gave us each a cursory check, looking for forbidden items. He eyed Bob’s letter opener and my bottle of water. ‘You are only permitted to bring one object with you,’ he intoned. ‘The water or the,’ he paused, ‘knife.’ 
 
    I thought that calling the letter opener a knife was being overly generous but Bob would be pleased. I weighed up my options and decided on the genie. At this time of year, there was bound to be snow I could melt down if I got dehydrated. And Bob would be entertaining, if nothing else. 
 
    Angus watched me make my choice. ‘Wouldn’t a pocket knife be more useful?’ he inquired. 
 
    A wet sponge would probably be more useful, I thought. I smiled though, aware that Bob would be listening. After the lack of glory yesterday, he could probably do with some ego stroking. ‘Oh, this scimitar is more useful than you think,’ I said airily. 
 
    Angus’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Scimitar?’ 
 
    I coughed. ‘Yes. What are you taking?’ 
 
    He pointed. ‘Rope. My grandfather used to say that there was nothing more useful. There’s a lot that can be done with it.’ 
 
    It was a sensible choice. ‘I’m sure it’ll serve you well,’ I said sincerely. I glanced round, trying to see what the others were bringing along. There was a worrying number of weapons. I made a note to avoid anyone who was carrying anything of that ilk and began to stretch.  
 
    Angus seemed amused. ‘Getting ready for a sprint? The Adventure challenge is more of a marathon.’ 
 
    ‘I want to make a quick start,’ I told him. It was true. In discussion with Taylor the previous day, we decided it was the only way. Go too slowly and others would follow me; go slowly and I’d end up caught up in their tracks and mistakes. To be successful, I had to pull away from the herd. If necessary, I’d choose a circuitous route even if it was longer. The Hunt was going to be difficult enough because we were being sent out in staggered groups. Also, I was used to relying on a team so doing this alone would be tough. But it was not insurmountable; this kind of challenge was far more suited to my skills than music. 
 
    Angus nodded. ‘Interesting. You don’t want to team up with me and work together? We’ll both be in the last group, after all.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Thanks but I’m probably going to draw considerable fire. You’ll do better on your own.’ Plus, he’d slow me down. 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ 
 
    We fell silent as the first group – the Moncrieffes, Scrymgeours and Kincaids – stepped up. A Carnegie tied black masks around each person’s head. Byron turned to me just before the mask hid his eyes and I caught a flash of emerald before they were covered up and he was led away with the others to a waiting vehicle.  
 
    ‘There go the winners,’ Angus said, without a trace of rancour. ‘I’m surprised they didn’t change the order after your showing in Artistry.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I’m surprised you’re not more bothered about your place. You got a decent score too.’ 
 
    ‘Not decent enough. No one expects me to win and I know I’m not going to.’ 
 
    ‘So why take part?’ 
 
    ‘You know the answer to that already.’ He raised his voice. ‘Honour, darling. It’s all about honour.’ 
 
    I was really starting to hate that word.  
 
    Enjoyable as Angus’s company was, it wasn’t easy waiting around before we were called to go. With twenty minutes between each group setting off, I regretted not staying behind in the cabin so I could snooze. The fact that everyone was called up in groups of three also worried me. When the MacQuarries were called along with Angus, and I was the only person left standing, those worries were confirmed: the Carnegies were making up for their failure to keep me at the bottom of the league table the day before. Whether I wanted to team up with others or not, they were making the choice for me. I tried to keep my expression blank; I wouldn’t let them see how much their decision to separate me from everyone else rankled. 
 
    By the time I was motioned forward, my veins were buzzing with the need to get started. Let them do what they wanted, I decided. I submitted to the blindfold, although the official who tied it made the bindings uncomfortably tight. Roughly, he led me outside. I heard an engine running and I was pushed unceremoniously into a vehicle. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought I was being kidnapped.  
 
    I concentrated as the car moved off, listening to the sounds and trying to note the twists and turns but the journey was too long and, without my sight, I was soon lost. I estimated that well over an hour passed by the time we came to a halt. 
 
    The same rough hands hauled me out. I felt the crunch of snow beneath my feet and I shivered. 
 
    ‘Count to twenty,’ a gruff voice said. ‘Then remove the mask.’ 
 
    I wrapped my arms around my body and started to count. A bitterly cold wind assailed the exposed parts of my skin. I listened hard as the car drove away, gears squealing, then there was nothing but me and the elements. That was odd: I’d expected to hear some noise from the other competitors.  
 
    The moment I reached twenty, I tugged at the blindfold. With the brilliant white of the landscape, it was difficult at first to adjust my vision. When I finally looked around, my heart sank. Bugger those Sidhe. 
 
    It was clear that I was in a bad situation. There was no sign of the three hills which I’d seen on the map and neither were there any tracks from previous competitors or drones. The only signs of life were the tracks from the car which had just left. Uneasiness trickled through me as I scanned the barren landscape, searching around in case this ended up being an ambush rather than a competition. It appeared, however, that I was completely alone. 
 
    ‘Bob!’ I hissed. He didn’t answer. I drew out the letter opener and shook it. ‘Bob!’ 
 
    There was the familiar flash of light and he appeared, blinking and yawning. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you been paying attention? The second challenge has started. I need you alert in case I have to make a wish.’ 
 
    He shook himself. ‘Are you going to make a wish?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘Well then,’ he huffed. ‘I’m going back to my beauty sleep.’ He looked me up and down. ‘Something you should consider too.’ 
 
    ‘Bob, this isn’t the time. Pay attention. Where are we exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Unless you say the magic words, Uh Integrity, I’m not going to tell you.’ 
 
    I counted to ten in my head. ‘Really? Because if you take a look around, you’ll see that we’re smack bang in the middle of a frozen wasteland. Just me and you. If I die of hypothermia, how long do you think you’ll lie here before someone picks you up? One year? Five? Maybe,’ I said with an evil grin, ‘it’ll be decades.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob said petulantly, ‘I don’t know why you feel the need to torment me. I have done nothing but help you. Without me, you would be nothing.’ 
 
    ‘An ugly nothing.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Exactly. Although if you’d take my beauty tips we could sort out the ugly part.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I said.  
 
    He peered at me. ‘Are you being sarcastic?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’ I took out the map and unfolded it. ‘We are supposed to be here, Bob.’ I jabbed at the spot on the map. ‘But it doesn’t seem like we are.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Can I go now?’ 
 
    I cursed. ‘They took me to the wrong damn place. Why would they do that?’ 
 
    ‘They don’t want you to win, dummy. Or, like you said, they want you to die of hypothermia.’ He grinned. ‘It’s lucky I’m around or you’d never know anything.’ 
 
    His words made sense. If I came last in this challenge, the Sidhe wouldn’t have to worry about me. And if their reasoning was even more sinister, they might be looking for a way to get rid of me permanently. If I walked off in the wrong direction, I could easily freeze to death. The Carnegies would make a great show of wringing their hands at my loss, Aifric would be satisfied – and I would be a block of ice. So much for honour; I supposed honour only counted when people were watching.  
 
    I had to choose the right direction. I squinted into the weak morning sun. No doubt I wasn’t too far away from the main event ‒ we couldn’t have travelled that far. And if I ended up as a frozen corpse on the other side of the country, questions might be asked.  
 
    ‘There are some bumps over there,’ I mused. ‘Do they look like hills to you?’ 
 
    Bob had taken out a nail file and was giving himself a manicure. ‘Hmm?’ 
 
    ‘Bob!’ I snapped my fingers. ‘Pay attention. Do those look like hills?’ 
 
    He glanced over. ‘Yeah. They’re not the hills you want, though.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘I just do. I know many things, Uh Integrity because I am a…’ 
 
    ‘A magnificent being with power and knowledge of which I can only dream of. As you have already said many times, Bob. If those aren’t the hills I need, then where are they?’ He didn’t answer, absorbed in shaping the perfect rounded tip. ‘Bob. You’re a magnificent genie.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ He still didn’t look up. 
 
    ‘Can you use that magnificence and tell me which direction to go in?’ 
 
    He sighed as if a heavy burden had been placed on his shoulders. ‘This isn’t a wish?’ 
 
    ‘No. But if I die here…’ 
 
    ‘Then someone will find your body and I’ll be transported back to the Cruaich.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘What I was going to say was that if I die here, then I’ll never get the chance to make that wish that I promised you. I still have two to go, remember?’ 
 
    He paused then tossed the tiny nail file to one side. ‘Very well. Wait here.’ He wagged his finger at me. ‘And no stealing my teleportation.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a conscious thing!’ I protested. ‘I don’t know how to stop myself from stealing people’s Gifts.’ 
 
    He pursed his lips. ‘Walk over there and turn around.’ 
 
    Maybe a bit of distance between us would work, although it hadn’t with that old Carnegie flower-growing woman. I emptied my mind of thoughts of teleportation and Bob and fixated on the ground. The snow was different here to up in the mountains near Oban; it seemed coarser and more crystalline. I knelt down and traced my name on the surface with my gloved finger. 
 
    ‘Vanity is a terrible sin,’ Bob said in my ear.  
 
    I jumped about half a metre. ‘Did you have to creep up on me like that? And why haven’t you left yet?’ 
 
    He looked at me smugly. ‘I left, I saw, I came back. And all so that you can conquer.’ He jumped off my shoulder and landed in the snow, sending up a spray of it towards my face.  
 
    ‘Et tu Brute,’ I grunted. 
 
    ‘Don’t you want to know where to go?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then say it.’ 
 
    ‘Say what?’ 
 
    He tutted. ‘Pretty please with a side order of chocolate-dipped cherries and Princess Leia in a gold bikini dropping them into my mouth.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying that.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you liked science fiction.’ 
 
    ‘I do, but that is stupid. Just tell me which direction to go in. We’re wasting time.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll tell you where to go if you put on a gold bikini and wear it back at the cabin when we return. You have to put your hair into giant ear muffs as well.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t have that hair style when she wore the gold bikini.’ 
 
    Bob shrugged. ‘Those are my terms. And don’t get any ideas about why I’m asking for this. It’s not because I’ve got the hots for you, it’s because I enjoy ritual humiliation.’ 
 
    I crossed my arms. ‘At least you’re honest.’ 
 
    He smiled at me. ‘Promise.’ 
 
    I could not believe I was doing this. ‘Fine,’ I snapped. 
 
    He held his hand up to his ear. ‘I didn’t hear that exactly. What will you do?’ 
 
    I pictured Bob strung up on a tree and being attacked by a million midges. ‘I promise to wear a gold bikini.’ 
 
    ‘And the hair?’ 
 
    ‘And I will put my hair in giant ear muffs.’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘Thank you!’ He flew up and hugged me. Considering his arms didn’t go round my neck, it was more like having a small, damp snowball thrown at me.  
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said. ‘Which way?’ 
 
    He peeled himself off. ‘North!’ He pointed. 
 
    I peered ahead. I couldn’t see anything. ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity…’ 
 
    ‘Fine, fine. I’m going.’ And with that, I started jogging. I had to make up for lost time. 
 
    * 
 
    The wanker who had left me was smarter than I’d given him credit for. After twenty minutes of maintaining a good pace, I realised that I’d been travelling up a light slope. Thanks to a trick of perception, when I reached the top the hills I was aiming for were suddenly visible. Without Bob’s help I’d probably have set off in the opposite direction – and doing that might have killed me. I’d have to be on my guard; it wouldn’t take long for them to realise that their ploy hadn’t worked. Until I caught up with some of the other stragglers, I was alone – and therefore at risk. So much for simply climbing up an ice wall or two before triumphantly collecting my flag and emerging victorious. At this rate, I’d be grateful to emerge alive. 
 
    I picked up speed, moving faster now that I had a bead on where to go. Even with my decent footgear I slipped a few times, but such minor mishaps only made me more determined. I ran around this sort of place for a living so a wet, bruised arse wasn’t going to slow me down. 
 
    Just an hour or two after I was supposed to be at the starting point, I finally arrived there. The hills were smack bang in front of me and there were footprints. Most were going in the same direction although a few competitors had decided to take less direct routes. That was what I’d planned to do as well, but I was so far behind that I had little choice but to opt for the shortest possible distance. 
 
    ‘Yay!’ Bob shouted, perched once more on my shoulder. ‘We made it! Now we can go back and you can wear that bikini!’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said patiently. ‘Now the challenge is really on.’ 
 
    He blew a raspberry. ‘You’re not going to win. You might as well quit now.’ 
 
    ‘Adairs don’t quit.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity, how many Adairs do you know?’ 
 
    ‘I know me. Now hang on.’ And with that I took off. 
 
    Anyone who’s ever run on a beach – or through snow – knows how hard it is. What the organisers hadn’t counted on was that the feet that had gone before me had done a great job of stamping out a path. I knew that I was moving faster than the others. It didn’t mean I’d catch them up but it did mean I had a chance. 
 
    I hit the tree line before noon, just as the first buzz of a drone sounded overhead. It hovered above me, as if even the machine couldn’t quite believe what it was seeing. I tipped back my head and addressed it. 
 
    ‘You thought you could delay me by dropping me in the wrong place,’ I said. ‘Or maybe even kill me. But here I am anyway.’ I grinned and stuck out my tongue. ‘You can’t keep a good Sidhe down.’  
 
    Unfortunately, because I was still moving and not looking where I was going, I slipped again and landed flat on my back. I eyed the drone while it continued to watch me. As soon as it gave up and took off, I pushed myself to my feet and continued. 
 
    The Carnegies had picked a pretty spot for their Hunt. Even in winter, with the branches of the evergreens bowing with snow, and crisp cool air that was less gusty now I was out of the open, it was a stunning vista. I called up a mental image of the map. I didn’t think the first clue would be too far away now.  
 
    My vision cleared and I frowned at the path: something was wrong with those tracks. No sooner had the thought entered my head than a shape barrelled out of the trees with an inarticulate war whoop.  
 
    I leapt out of the way and the shape flew past me, halting a few feet away and spinning round. ‘Who are you?’ I yelled. 
 
    ‘You know exactly who I am, you bitch!’ 
 
    I regarded the pretty blonde carefully. I’d seen her face before but I couldn’t place her. ‘Um,’ I demurred. ‘You’re…’ 
 
    ‘Kirsty Kincaid,’ she snarled. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ I nodded wisely, as if I should have already known. ‘Hi, Kirsty. What can I do for you?’ It was a daft question; it was clear she was here to stop me in some way. The Kincaids had been in the first group that set off and she should have been miles away from here by now. 
 
    ‘You stole the Foinse. Where is it?’ 
 
    Oh for goodness’ sake. ‘I didn’t take the damn Foinse. It flew away.’ 
 
    ‘So where is it then?’ 
 
    I threw up my hands. ‘How should I know?’ 
 
    Kirsty glared. For some reason, she seemed to believe me but she wasn’t done yet. ‘You forced my cousin out of the competition.’ 
 
    ‘Pike?’ I snorted. ‘That was his fault. As you probably already know.’  
 
    She glared at me but she didn’t mention Pike again. ‘You killed my Chieftain.’ 
 
    I kept my arms by my sides and my tone calm. ‘No, I didn’t, I tried to save him. He fell.’ It was true. On our return journey from the Foinse, he’d unbalanced himself whilst crossing a precarious rope bridge. I’d done what I could to save him; if it hadn’t been for Aifric, I’d probably have been successful. 
 
    Something like panic crossed her face. ‘Liar.’ There was little conviction behind the word. 
 
    ‘No. I’m not.’  
 
    She flung herself at me, her hands curved into claws and her nails raking my face. I winced and pulled away. ‘I’m kind of busy here, Kirsty. Maybe we could have this conversation some other time.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you!’ She attacked me again, grabbing hold of my hair and yanking it hard. Buggering shite. Give me a guy any day over this; women fought dirty. ‘Tell me why!’ she shrieked. ‘Why did you do it?’ 
 
    I prised away her fingers and held them at arm’s length. She tried to swipe me with her other hand but I dodged. ‘I didn’t do it,’ I said patiently. 
 
    She glared at me. ‘I’ll get the truth.’  
 
    I half snorted. I’d given her the truth, whether she realised it or not. Although, it would admittedly be lovely if you could just desire the truth and then receive it in turn. It would certainly make my life a lot easier with tracking down what had actually happened to my Clan and what Aifric was up to.  
 
    She freed herself from my grip and stepped back, her eyes wide. ‘Why did you kill William Kincaid?’  
 
    My skin tensed in goose bumps. They felt unnatural. ‘I didn’t kill him,’ I repeated. ‘And what exactly are you trying to do to me?’  
 
    ‘You’re a witch!’ 
 
    I shrugged. It was hardly the worst insult in the world. ‘Kirsty…’ 
 
    ‘Did you kill him?’ she demanded. 
 
    Good grief. My skin prickled again. ‘No.’ 
 
    Her nose wrinkled. ‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ she whispered. ‘Why isn’t it working? What are you doing? Why isn’t it working?’ 
 
    The penny finally dropped. ‘You’re a Truth Seeker.’ And I’d half-wished for that kind of ability. Dread spun through me then, before I could stop it, I felt her Gift. It was as if something in my blood called out to hers. Nausea, worse than before, flooded through me. I gasped and stumbled. ‘Get away from here.’ 
 
    She shook her head in confusion. ‘What…? I feel strange.’  
 
    ‘Kirsty,’ I said though gritted teeth. ‘Run!’ I turned and started running away from her, hoping that the distance between us would work but it was too late; I could feel her power pumping through my veins. She gave a soft moan and there was a thud. I looked round. She’d already collapsed and was lying unmoving in the snow. ‘Shite.’ 
 
    The drone returned at that moment, its buzzing filling the sky. I was well aware of how this looked: Kirsty Kincaid was unconscious and I was standing next to her. I cursed loudly. The Carnegie MC might have said that anything went as far as the challenge was concerned but my popularity would hardly increase if the people watching back at the Cruaich thought I’d done her in. Maybe I had. 
 
    I edged closer and knelt down to check her pulse. It was still strong. As long as she could get to safety, she’d be fine. ‘You need to get someone here!’ I yelled up to the drone. ‘She needs medical attention!’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob said, muffled within the folds of my scarf, ‘they’re not going to help her.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that,’ I snapped. 
 
    ‘It’s the name of the game. You come out here, you take the consequences.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m a magnific…’ 
 
    ‘Shut up.’ I eyed Kirsty’s prone form. Damn it, Bob was probably right. If I wanted to win I had to leave her behind, but if I left her behind she’d freeze to death. Apparently it was the price you had to pay for daring to compete. I sighed in irritation, then scooped her up in my arms and threw her over my shoulder in a fireman’s lift. Bob scuttled to my opposite shoulder. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked. 
 
    I threw a rude gesture towards the drone. It didn’t react but continued to hover above us, transmitting every image. Bloody thing. 
 
    ‘She’ll die if I don’t do something. There’s no point taking her back to the starting point because there’s no one there. I’ll just have to bring her with us.’ To the people watching, it probably looked like I was talking to myself. Screw them. 
 
    ‘She’ll slow you down,’ Bob said. 
 
    ‘No shit.’ 
 
    ‘She attacked you.’ 
 
    ‘She scraped my face and pulled my hair,’ I returned. ‘I think I’ll live. Besides, she obviously thought she was justified.’ 
 
    ‘Are you making excuses for her?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘It’s my fault she’s unconscious.’  
 
    ‘You’ll come in last if you do this,’ Bob warned. 
 
    I rather thought that Kirsty would come in last but I took his point. ‘I won’t be last if I’m smart,’ I said. 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    I smirked and twisted to my left, plunging into the trees and leaving the footsteps and the path behind. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity!’ Bob shrieked. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘It was a long shot to think I’d catch up with the others,’ I said. ‘The map only leads to the first clue. There’s nothing that says I can’t skip it and find the flags instead.’ 
 
    ‘How will you find the flags without directions?’ 
 
    ‘Lady Luck, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a freaking idiot,’ he muttered. 
 
    I grinned, shifting Kirsty’s weight to make her easier to carry. ‘I know.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    There was more method to my madness than Bob realised. I’d planned all along to avoid the trail left by the others; I was just doing it earlier than expected. I never trusted solely to luck ‒ I wasn’t that stupid ‒ but Bob didn’t need to know that. It would be fun to see his expression when he realised my shortcut was working.  
 
    I’d noticed that Kirsty doubled back before she threw herself at me. She’d already been to at least one other clue before apparently deciding she couldn’t win so she might as well go after me instead. I fumbled as I walked, eventually finding the folded paper in her coat pocket. I scanned it carefully: it was the third clue. I wriggled in delight before adjusting my direction. Despite Kirsty’s weight, her attack was proving to be a boon. Now I knew exactly where to go. 
 
    With the time I’d lost from being dropped in the wrong place, as well as my slower pace now I was carrying Kirsty, this new route was exactly what I needed. I could avoid what looked like a giant loop designed to irritate the competitors. Nipping through the woods would take me to the end point faster than wending my way through all the marked clues and, because of the tree cover, the drone couldn’t follow me.  
 
    I picked my way through the trees, moving north-east to where the end point should be. From time to time, Kirsty stirred, mumbled something under her breath and then collapsed again. If I needed proof that my inadvertent theft of Sidhe Gifts could cause problems, this was it – although I was pretty excited at the thought of trying out Truth Seeking on Aifric. It could get me the answers to all my questions – and then some.  
 
    Despite the cold air, sweat was pooling uncomfortably between the tight fabric of my bra and my breasts, but even with this mild discomfort and my worry about Kirsty the challenge so far wasn’t unpleasant. Occasionally there was a chirp from a passing bird or a scuttle from something in the undergrowth. The thick pine trees gave off a heady scent unlike the sharp freshness that I was used to at higher altitudes with mountain rescue. As someone who’d spent most of her life among urban dwellers, I was rapidly beginning to appreciate more rural surroundings. That didn’t mean that I wouldn’t enjoy sitting in a pub with a hot toddy and a roaring fire though. A skilled masseuse would be equally welcome because my back was aching from lugging around Kirsty. Unfortunately I doubted I’d find one around here. 
 
    I’d been on the move for a good two hours when I spotted the first tracks. My heart leapt in my chest because they weren’t from any Sidhe competitors. These tracks were far too small – and whatever had made them was three-legged.  
 
    I propped Kirsty against a nearby tree and checked her over. There was a faint bloom to her cheeks but she’d not yet come around; I really hoped I’d not done her any permanent damage. Reassured that she wasn’t in any immediate danger, I went back to the tracks and knelt down to examine them. 
 
    They were definitely the same as the ones I’d seen up on the mountain when I was with the rescue team but I wasn’t any closer to working out what had made them. Some kind of winter creature? If I knew, I might have been able to work out whether they led deeper into the forest or would take me back out.  
 
    I hissed to Bob. ‘Hey! Take a look at this.’ There was a faint snore, obviously faked. ‘Bob, stop being annoying. I need your help.’ 
 
    He snorted. ‘Well, blow me down with a peacock feather,’ he muttered. ‘You walk off into the creepy woods and then you need my help. Big surprise.’ His head popped out from under my scarf. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘What made these tracks?’ 
 
    He looked down. ‘How the hell should I know? Probably some kind of bird.’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I sighed. ‘How many birds do you know with three legs?’ There wasn’t any answer. ‘Bob?’ 
 
    ‘What? I’m waiting for the punchline.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a joke, it’s a real question. You’re a magnificent being who knows everything, right?’ 
 
    ‘I never said I knew everything. I just know most things, that’s all.’ 
 
    I reminded myself that patience was a virtue. ‘So do you know what made those tracks?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    I considered them for a moment. ‘Wait here,’ I said decisively. ‘Keep an eye on Kirsty.’ 
 
    ‘What? Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to follow the tracks.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity! You can’t do that!’ 
 
    ‘Bob, sweetie, I can do whatever I want to. Besides, I won’t be long.’ I pinched him between my thumb and forefinger and dropped him on Kirsty’s head. She didn’t even twitch. Then, enjoying the freedom to run, I took off.  
 
    I followed the tracks for five minutes, curiosity fighting against the desire to keep going in the challenge. I didn’t want to expend too much energy on this but maybe the tracks would lead somewhere helpful.  
 
    Whatever had made the trail was on its own; there were no other tracks to indicate a family of three-legged creatures. In the end I gave up and went back. My three-legged friend wasn’t going to show itself and I couldn’t count on it to lead me anywhere useful. I probably only had an hour or two left of daylight and I couldn’t afford to waste it on foolish errands, tempting as they were. 
 
    When I reached Bob and Kirsty again, he was poking her cheek with a stick and she was swatting at him with her hand as if he were a fly. She hadn’t opened her eyes yet but she was definitely coming around.  
 
    ‘Kirsty?’ 
 
    ‘Mmph?’ 
 
    I gestured to Bob to get out of the way. He stuck out his tongue but did as I requested. Kirsty opened one eye, fixing it on me. It took a moment or two for recognition to set in and, as soon as it did, her expression hardened. ‘You.’ 
 
    ‘Me,’ I said cheerfully. ‘Good to see you’re awake again.’ I peered at her. ‘How do you feel?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I guess,’ she said grudgingly, pushing herself away from the tree. ‘Where the hell are we?’ 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    She opened her other eye and looked around. As she glanced from tree to tree, I saw awareness set in as she realised how isolated we were. ‘We’re in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why there are trees. What did the little tree say to the big tree?’ Kirsty blinked at me as if I were mad. ‘Leaf me alone!’ 
 
    She got to her feet and began to back away.  
 
    ‘It was a joke,’ I tried to explain. ‘Not an order.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do to me?’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Er … nothing.’ 
 
    ‘If you hurt me, people will find out about it!’ 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. ‘Kirsty,’ I sighed. ‘You’ve been unconscious for hours. If I wanted to hurt you, don’t you think I’d have already done so?’ I ignored the fact that I had hurt her by stealing her Gift but Bob raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t going to forget it. 
 
    Kirsty rubbed her forehead and continued to back away. ‘Something’s wrong,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t feel right. What have you done to me?’ 
 
    My insides tightened. ‘Besides carry you here so you didn’t die of hypothermia? Nothing,’ I said, crossing my fingers. ‘You’re the one who tried to attack me, remember?’ Then, because my first attempt at a joke had fallen so flat and I needed to get her to relax so we could get going again, I said, ‘What did the lipstick say to the mascara when it tried to pick a fight?’ I paused. ‘Let’s make-up!’ 
 
    Unfortunately my words seemed to have the opposite effect and Kirsty completely freaked. She spun round, narrowing avoiding smacking into Bob. Luckily she was so panicked that she didn’t see him. Then she started running, streaking through the trees with admirable speed considering she’d only just woken up. 
 
    ‘She’s smarter than I gave her credit for,’ Bob said as we watched her. ‘Your jokes make me want to run away screaming too.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not screaming,’ I pointed out. 
 
    There was a sudden high-pitched shriek. ‘She is now,’ Bob said. 
 
    ‘Shite.’ I took off after her. The forests of Scotland, even in Sidhe country, rarely contained dangerous creatures but I’d already come across one set of strange tracks. It was possible there was something else out there. I pelted forward, ready to rescue Kirsty once again. 
 
    However, it wasn’t a dangerous sharp-toothed, three-legged monster that had Kirsty in its clutches: it was Byron and Tipsania. 
 
    ‘She’s trying to kill me!’ Kirsty howled. ‘Help me!’ She clutched at Byron, wrapping her arms round him in a way that made even Tipsania raise her eyebrows. 
 
    I came to a stop as Byron looked over Kirsty’s head. He didn’t seem surprised to see me. ‘I might have known you’d catch up,’ he grinned. 
 
    My stomach did an odd twist as Tipsania rolled her eyes. ‘Honestly. Integrity is obviously trying to hurt her competition and take us out one by one. Look at the Kincaid girl,’ she snapped. 
 
    ‘Help me!’ Kirsty moaned. 
 
    Exasperation overtook me. ‘Oh for goodness’ sake, I’m not trying to hurt you! I helped you. Use your damned Gift to find out.’ 
 
    Kirsty twisted round, her back firmly against Byron’s chest. She took a deep breath as she tried to compose herself. She really was terrified. 
 
    ‘It’s alright, Kirsty,’ Byron murmured, with a questioning glance at me. 
 
    ‘Are you going to hurt me?’ she demanded. 
 
    I tilted up my chin. ‘No.’ 
 
    Kirsty’s legs seemed to give way; if Byron hadn’t been holding her, she’d have sunk down to the ground. ‘It’s gone,’ she whispered. 
 
    Byron frowned. ‘What’s gone?’ 
 
    A trickle of dread ran down my spine. 
 
    ‘The girl is hysterical. Leave her be,’ Tipsania interrupted. 
 
    ‘My Gift,’ Kirsty whispered. ‘It’s completely vanished. I can’t feel it any more.’ She raised her eyes to mine. ‘What did you do to me?’ 
 
    ‘She couldn’t have done anything,’ Byron said. ‘Your Gift won’t have gone anywhere.’ Something dark crossed his face. ‘It’ll just be the stress or something.’ 
 
    Or something indeed. Had I really taken it all from her? I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek.  
 
    ‘It’s gone,’ Kirsty repeated. ‘It’s really gone.’ And then she smiled. 
 
    I did a double-take. She was happy? 
 
    ‘I can’t believe it,’ she said, shaking her head in awed disbelief. 
 
    Byron’s expression turned grimmer. ‘What happened?’ he asked me. ‘Why are you two together?’ 
 
    I drew in a breath. ‘She was waiting in the trees for me. She tried to attack me then she, er, collapsed.’ It was sort of what had happened, I’d just omitted a few significant details. 
 
    ‘I wanted answers,’ Kirsty mumbled. She was still beaming from ear to ear.  
 
    ‘Are you sure your Gift has disappeared?’ I asked cautiously. 
 
    She nodded. ‘I think so.’ She pulled away from Byron and twirled round in the snow. ‘This is fantastic!’ 
 
    ‘You don’t seem upset.’ 
 
    Kirsty continued to dance. ‘Do you have any idea how tiring it is to know when people are lying?’ she said in between spins. ‘It’s a shitty Gift.’ 
 
    Tipsania folded her arms. ‘Whatever do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘When my mother told me she didn’t have a favourite child, I knew she was lying. When my fiancé told me he loved me, I knew he was lying. Ignorance is bliss.’ Kirsty looked at Byron. ‘Do you remember the Christmas ball? When you told me I looked pretty?’ Her mouth flattened. ‘I knew you were lying.’ 
 
    Byron winced. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your fault. You were just trying to be nice. And I was wearing a rather garish form of pink.’ I frowned. Garish pink was the best kind.  
 
    Kirsty didn’t pay any attention to me as she gazed meaningfully at Byron. ‘That’s the trouble with my Gift. I can tell when someone’s lying but I don’t know the reason behind the lie. And sometimes people don’t tell the truth because the truth hurts. People lie for all sorts of reasons. It’s not necessarily a bad thing.’ 
 
    I pondered over Kirsty’s words. I could see what she meant. If she was going to be so thrilled at losing her Gift, I wasn’t going to feel any guilt about using it. 
 
    Kirsty turned to Tipsania. ‘Lie to me,’ she begged. ‘Say anything you like as long as it’s untrue.’ Tipsania looked at her like she was insane.  
 
    ‘Go ahead, Tipsy,’ Byron murmured. 
 
    She sighed dramatically. ‘I have blue skin.’  
 
    Something deep within my veins buzzed. Lie. Duh. As I tried to absorb what I’d experienced, Kirsty gave a peal of laughter. ‘Brilliant! I felt nothing!’ She reached over and hugged Tipsania who stiffened, her arms remaining rigid by her sides. Kirsty tossed her hair. ‘I’m out of here, losers!’ She turned on her heel and marched away, a bounce to her step. 
 
    ‘Er … Kirsty?’ I called. ‘Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘There were only two reasons I had to compete,’ she replied over her shoulder. ‘One was to try and win so I could ask the Chieftains to put money into research for ways to stop our Gifts. But I was too far behind so it wasn’t going to happen. And it doesn’t matter because I don’t need to win any more to stop my Gift.’ 
 
    Byron looked puzzled. ‘What was the second reason?’ 
 
    ‘To attack me for killing William Kincaid,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘But you didn’t kill him. His death was an accident,’ he said 
 
    I threw up my arms. ‘I know!’ Kirsty’s shape disappeared among the trees. ‘I should go after her. She’s just spent half the day in a coma. She has no idea where she is or where she’s going.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll be fine,’ Tipsania said dismissively. ‘There’s a clue point about a half a mile away. All she has to do is wait there and someone will pick her up.’ 
 
    I gave a sidelong glance. ‘Really? Or will the Carnegies just leave her to freeze to death?’ 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t do that.’ 
 
    I wouldn’t bet on it. I reckoned that they were bloodthirsty enough to do just that – and not only to me. Kirsty wasn’t important enough in Sidhe hierarchy to merit a rescue. Judging by the expression on Byron’s face, he thought the same. I shook my head. ‘I suppose you guys are out in front?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    That was something; by taking a risk, I’d found the leaders. In fact, because I was in the last group to depart I was in now in first place. I could take time out to make sure Kirsty was alright. 
 
    ‘Great. Good to see you both. It’s, um, nice that you’re working together.’ 
 
    Tipsania’s eyes narrowed. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly what I said.’ I grinned. ‘Toodle pip.’ 
 
    I started to jog after Kirsty, following her tracks. There was the crunch of footsteps behind me, then Byron was by my shoulder. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Coming with you. Kirsty’s more likely to listen to me than to you.’ 
 
    That was true. ‘But I’m in the lead,’ I pointed out, while striding forward once more. ‘Sort of anyway. You need the extra time to get ahead of me. Don’t you want to win?’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be time enough to beat you.’ 
 
    No chance. Rather than rise to the bait, I reminded him we weren’t alone. ‘Can you beat Tipsania?’ 
 
    ‘I can catch up to Tipsy later. I am working with her, after all.’ He sent me a sly glance. 
 
    ‘Why?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Why am I working with her? Let’s just say our desires currently converge.’ 
 
    What did that mean? I decided I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of asking.  
 
    ‘You know,’ he commented, ‘your cheeks are almost as pink as the colour of your tartan. It’s rather adorable.’ Adorable? What was I? A puppy? He continued in the same tone of voice. ‘Did you have anything to do with Kirsty losing her Gift?’ 
 
    The easiest way to reply to a question you don’t want to answer is to ask another question. ‘How could I have done that?’ I asked flatly. ‘I don’t even have a Gift of my own.’ 
 
    He scanned my face. ‘I’m starting to think that’s not true. The Bull seems to think you have one.’  
 
    My mouth pursed. The Bull was meant to be keeping quiet about that. He’d probably found some irritating way to work around the command I’d placed on him. He and I would have words later. ‘I wouldn’t tell the Bull what toothpaste I use,’ I replied, ‘let alone my supposedly secret Gift.’ 
 
    ‘You can trust me, Integrity.’ 
 
    There was another buzz in my veins and instinctively I knew he was telling the truth. Thank you, Kirsty. ‘Okay then. You’re right, I do have a Gift.’ 
 
    Byron smirked. ‘I knew it.’ 
 
    I leaned in towards him and licked my lips. ‘I’m very, very gifted,’ I breathed. 
 
    Something flared in his eyes. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘I have lots of presence.’ 
 
    He stared at me. ‘Very funny.’  
 
    Lie. I pulled back and shrugged. ‘I thought so,’ I said aloud. Perhaps it was time to give Byron a test while Kirsty’s Truth Seeking still swirled in my veins. I switched tactics to throw him off balance. ‘Why is your father trying to kill me?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ he blinked, obviously taken aback. ‘He’s not. He likes you. Why on earth would you think that?’ 
 
    Truth again. I was surprised by how happy that knowledge made me and I beamed at him. ‘For that reaction,’ I said airily, ‘I’m not even going to tell you the punchline.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘That was another joke? Do you ever take anything seriously?’ 
 
    Only people trying to kill me. I pointed at Kirsty’s tracks. ‘I take Sidhe girls running off into the woods in the middle of winter seriously. Come on. We need to find her.’ 
 
    Byron was watching me. Despite my new Truth Seeking powers, I had no idea what he was thinking. ‘Fine,’ he replied eventually. Then he grinned. ‘This is a competition. Why not make it more interesting? First one to find her has to pay a forfeit.’  
 
    Eh?  
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ he prodded. ‘Are you afraid I’ll beat you?’ 
 
    I snorted. ‘As if.’ I tilted my head. ‘We’re on. On a count of three.’ 
 
    ‘Three,’ he purred. 
 
    ‘Two,’ I added. Then, before he could say another word, I took off. I heard him curse behind me. I laughed and ran for all I was worth. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob said in my ear, making me jerk and stumble. Unfortunately that was all Byron needed to overtake me. ‘Were you flirting with that man?’ 
 
    ‘Piss off, Bob,’ I hissed, picking myself and sprinting after Byron.  
 
    ‘You need to have hot steamy sex with him and get him out of your system,’ the genie continued blithely. ‘He is the son of your mortal enemy after all.’ 
 
    I ignored him in the hope that he’d get the message and shut up. Byron was pulling away from me so I dug down inside myself to find an extra spurt of energy. He might have athletic prowess – which was evident in every curve of every muscle ‒ but so did I. And I was used to this sort of terrain. 
 
    Bob sighed heavily in my ear. ‘This will end in tears.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. I curved round a large pine and kept my attention on Byron’s back. There was less than a metre separating us. Unfortunately, I also caught glimpses of Kirsty up ahead too; we’d be on her in in a matter of seconds. Come on, Tegs, I muttered. You can do this. 
 
    It was hard not to keep the exultant smile off my face when I drew level with Byron. He was breathing heavily, the thin air and thick snow combining to make exertion difficult for him. I was coping better ‒ plus I had a clear path to Kirsty while he had several trees to wend round.  
 
    ‘I guess you’re going to lose again,’ I said. 
 
    He grimaced. ‘Watch your shoelace. You’re going to trip.’ 
 
    I looked down at my feet just in time to see my lace unravelling. It caught under my foot and I went flying, receiving a mouthful of snow as I crashed to the ground. Byron laughed just as Kirsty turned to see what the commotion was about. I lifted my head in time to see him reach her. He threw me a wink. Crapadoodle. 
 
    ‘I can look after myself,’ she said, as I dusted myself off and joined them. 
 
    ‘We’re in the middle of nowhere,’ he pointed out. ‘Just let us take you to the last checkpoint. There’s a road there which will lead you to the nearest town. Let us put you on it and then we’ll know you won’t get lost and freeze to death.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ she asked suspiciously. ‘You’ll lose time. This is still a race.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the honourable thing to do,’ I said, wondering why I was bothering. 
 
    Kirsty gazed at me then shrugged. ‘It’s your competition to lose,’ she said finally. ‘And this is a free country. Do what you want.’ She began walking once more. Byron and I exchanged glances. 
 
    ‘I won,’ he said with an easy grin. 
 
    ‘You cheated.’ 
 
    A lock of bronze hair fell across his forehead. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘You made my shoelace come undone with your damned Gift.’ 
 
    ‘And?’  
 
    I sighed. ‘Whatever. You can get your prize later. Let’s not lose Kirsty again.’ 
 
    We caught her up quickly enough and trudged along beside her. For a while all that could be heard were our combined breaths. I could tell from the way that Byron kept glancing at Kirsty that he had something to say. She knew it too. 
 
    ‘Will you stop doing that?’ she said eventually. ‘If you’ve got something to say, say it.’ 
 
    ‘When you lost your Gift,’ he said, ‘how did you feel?’ 
 
    I could feel my spine stiffening. 
 
    ‘I passed out. How do you think I felt?’ 
 
    ‘Did it hurt?’ 
 
    ‘No, not exactly. But I could feel it leaving me, like it was ripped away. At the time I didn’t know what it was and I blacked out before I could think about it.’ She considered her next words while I tried not to look guilty. I had a horrible feeling I knew where Byron was going with this and I really wished he wouldn’t but I had to listen. I needed to know exactly what damage I’d done. ‘Have you ever had chewing gum stuck to your clothes? Or your skin?’ 
 
    ‘I guess,’ he said doubtfully. 
 
    Kirsty shrugged. ‘Well, it was a bit like having chewing gum peeled away. Uncomfortable but not exactly painful.’ 
 
    Byron pressed on. ‘And you have no idea what triggered it?’ 
 
    ‘Not a clue.’ She shot me a look. ‘You were there. Did you feel anything?’ 
 
    I couldn’t meet her eyes. ‘No,’ I murmured, hating myself for the lie. 
 
    ‘Did you see anything?’ Byron asked me. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Kirsty eyed him, before asking the obvious question. ‘Why?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘I’ve felt it too.’ 
 
    Her eyes went round. ‘You’ve lost your Gift?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got two,’ he said. ‘And no, they’re both still there but one of them is sort of … less than it was.’ 
 
    ‘When? When did it happen?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I didn’t feel anything was wrong until the Artistry challenge. As soon as I tried to use it, I knew it was less than what it was.’ 
 
    I swallowed. So the pause before he’d started playing wasn’t deliberate. I felt like a complete shit. I hadn’t meant to take his Gift, I hadn’t meant to take Kirsty’s either, but there was no denying that I had. 
 
    Kirsty absorbed this information, a worried expression on her face. ‘Have others had this happen too?’ 
 
    Byron shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t tell anyone about it because I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it.’ He laughed shortly. ‘And I didn’t want anyone to think less of me.’ 
 
    ‘But if it’s happened to the two of us maybe it’s happened to others.’ 
 
    He gave a grim nod. ‘Exactly. Perhaps they’re not aware of it yet or they think they’re the only ones and are too ashamed to talk about it.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think it’s some kind of disease?’ Kirsty asked in a small voice. 
 
    ‘Frankly, I have no idea – but it could have serious implications. Imagine if every Sidhe lost their Gift. Where would we be then?’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘Would it be so bad? Kirsty seems happy enough.’ 
 
    ‘I hated my Gift,’ she said. ‘Most of the others love theirs.’ 
 
    A muscle jerked in Byron’s jaw. ‘I’ll have to tell my father about this,’ he finally said. ‘We can’t just ignore it.’ He glanced at me. ‘I don’t suppose you have any theories?’ 
 
    ‘I know very little about how Gifts work,’ I mumbled. Until I found a way to control what I was doing, I’d have to be very, very careful. ‘Look!’ I said suddenly, spotting a break in the trees up ahead and relieved to be able to change the subject. ‘There’s the road!’ 
 
    We emerged onto its flat expanse. After being surrounded by trees and nature for so long, it was strange to have this reminder of civilisation. I felt like I’d been out here for days, not hours. 
 
    Kirsty looked up and down the road. ‘My sense of direction is all messed up. Which way was that last clue again?’ 
 
    Byron pointed to the left. ‘Back that way. And with those Baugans waiting with the traps, you don’t want to go that way.’  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. No wonder I’d managed to catch up. I’d obviously managed to skip one of the more dangerous parts of this challenge. My shortcut was proving more advantageous than I’d realised.  
 
    Byron pulled out a perfectly folded map from his pocket and smoothed it out. It was almost identical to Kirsty’s apart from one extra mark: the finishing line. I beamed in delight. 
 
    ‘There’s only one more place to go and that’ll be where the Clan flags are,’ he said, jabbing his thumb at a spot that seemed to be back in the centre of the forest. ‘I reckon if you continue on down the road to your right, you’ll come to Crianlarich. It’s a hop, skip and a jump to the Cruaich border from there.’ 
 
    Kirsty grinned. ‘Perfect. Thank you for your help.’ She turned to me. ‘And,’ she added grudgingly, ‘thanks for yours too.’ 
 
    I bowed. ‘No problem.’ 
 
    ‘It took you ages to show up, you know,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d missed you.’ 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. ‘Let’s just say that I didn’t have the easiest start to my Hunt.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t take you long to catch up though, did it?’ Byron remarked. ‘Did you skip all the clues?’ 
 
    ‘Er…’ 
 
    Kirsty’s brow furrowed and she delved into her pocket. When her hand came out empty, an odd light came into her eyes. ‘You took my map.’ I didn’t bother denying it. She flicked back her hair. ‘Well, thank you anyway. I’m sorry I attacked you.’ 
 
    I’d stolen her Gift and she was apologising to me; I couldn’t have felt more awkward. ‘No problem. Look after yourself and don’t leave the road.’ 
 
    ‘No worries,’ she grinned. ‘Have fun, you two.’ There was a flicker of mischief in her eyes.  
 
    ‘What was that last comment about?’ I asked Byron as she walked away. 
 
    He leaned towards me and dropped his voice. ‘I think she senses the sexual tension between us.’ 
 
    I gave him a shove. ‘As if.’ 
 
    ‘You owe me, Integrity. I won the bet.’ A smile tugged at his mouth. ‘I’d hate to think you’re a sore loser.’ 
 
    ‘Not in the slightest.’ Besides, anything that kept the conversation away from missing Gifts could only be a good thing. ‘I suppose you want me to hang around here so you can beat me to the finish line?’ 
 
    He snorted. ‘Hardly. I can beat you without you doing that.’ 
 
     ‘So,’ I said, crossing my arms, ‘what do you want then?’ 
 
    His smile grew. ‘A kiss.’ 
 
    It took a moment for the word to sink in. When it did, I stepped back. ‘You want what?’ 
 
    ‘You heard me.’ 
 
    I flung an arm out towards the trees. ‘Tipsania is out there! Your fiancée!’ 
 
    ‘She’s not my fiancée.’ He was telling the truth. 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you many times that my relationship with Tipsy is complicated.’ 
 
    I thought of Candy. ‘I’ll bet it is but I’m not the kind of woman who interferes in relationships. Even complicated ones. You need to ask for something else.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He watched me carefully. ‘I won the bet and that is what I want.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t going to make things better between us, Byron,’ I said. 
 
    ‘It might.’ He took a step closer. ‘Even Kirsty can sense the tension between us so maybe it’ll act like a valve and release some of that … pressure.’ He shrugged nonchalantly. ‘And I can’t remember much from Aberdeen. Did we kiss then? Because you’re probably really bad at it and then I can walk away and concentrate on the Games instead of on you.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open. ‘Wanker! I’m a great kisser.’ The kiss we’d shared in Aberdeen was seared into my memory. Had he really forgotten it? His phrasing hadn’t been direct enough for me to use Kirsty’s Gift to ascertain the truth – or lie. 
 
    His eyes danced with both promise and challenge. ‘Prove it then.’ 
 
    I muttered a frustrated curse. ‘This is ridiculous.’ 
 
    Byron didn’t say anything. I sighed. ‘Fine,’ I said, snapping. ‘One kiss.’ I leaned over but he pulled away. 
 
    ‘No peck on the cheek,’ he warned. ‘I’m asking for a real, passionate, proper kiss.’ 
 
    ‘You want a snog,’ I said flatly, ‘like a horny teenager.’ 
 
    He ran his tongue across his top lip. ‘I suppose I do.’ He bent his head and whispered, ‘And I am horny.’ Another truth. Shite. 
 
    ‘I hate that word,’ I said, dissembling. 
 
    ‘Horny?’ He smiled. ‘Would you prefer randy?’ 
 
    I made a face. 
 
    ‘Lustful?’ he inquired. 
 
    ‘More like prurient.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No. Try infatuated.’ 
 
    For a moment I forgot to breathe. ‘Then maybe I will kiss you really badly to rid you of that,’ I said. 
 
    His eyes held mine. ‘Go on then.’ 
 
    I could think of many reasons why I should just turn on my heel and run away but a bet was a bet. I wasn’t Taylor’s ward for nothing. I stepped up to Byron and stood on my tiptoes. I could smell his raw masculinity – an indefinable scent which suggested power and sex and a whole lot of other things that I didn’t want to think about. Emerald eyes glittered at me. 
 
    ‘What are you waiting for?’ he breathed. 
 
    I had no idea. Perhaps I was simply savouring the moment. A snappy comeback was on my lips but I ignored it and pressed my mouth against his. 
 
    Byron didn’t react immediately and I grinned. He was creating his own mini-challenge. Let’s see how long he could resist. I coiled my body against his, running my fingers lightly around his waist. When that didn’t work, I ran them in the opposite direction. I was rewarded with a sharp intake of breath. 
 
    My tongue flicked against his and I deepened the kiss. Byron muttered something and yielded, grabbing my waist and hoisting me up, forcing my hands to leave their teasing dance and reach round his neck. He pushed forward, so my back was pressed against a tree. The trunk was rough but I barely noticed.  
 
    Cupping my face and moving in for the kill, Byron’s teeth nipped at my bottom lip, sending an explosive burst of pleasure rippling through me. Every semblance of common sense fled and I gave myself up to the heady sensation of his taste, his body and his ardour, which more than matched my own. 
 
    It was only a distant buzzing which managed to break through my consciousness. ‘Byron?’ I murmured, as my insides squirmed. ‘Stop.’ 
 
    His fingers brushed my skin, searing in a way I’d not thought possible. ‘Mm?’ 
 
    ‘Drone.’ I couldn’t even form proper sentences. The buzzing got louder and I pushed him away. ‘There’s a drone coming.’ 
 
    His breath was ragged as mine. We stared at each other as the buzzing got louder and the drone appeared, hovering above us.  
 
    ‘They should have banned those things. It’s not like they’ve been used before at the Games.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a brave new world.’ 
 
    He eyed me. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I suppose it is.’ 
 
    ‘Byron!’ a voice called. 
 
    We turned. The four other Moncrieffe competitors – Jamie included – appeared round the corner. The spell was well and truly broken. 
 
    ‘Your Clan like working together,’ I said in an undertone. 
 
    ‘Tactics,’ he muttered, raising a hand in greeting. 
 
    ‘Where’s Tipsy?’ Jamie asked. 
 
    ‘Ahead.’ 
 
    I ignored the suspicious glances they sent me. Jamie frowned. ‘How did you get here, Integrity?’ 
 
    I shrugged and grinned. ‘Tactics.’ I wiggled my fingers at them. ‘See ya!’ Then I took off, pelting back into the woods. There was still a challenge to win. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    There were shouts from behind me but it didn’t take long for me to pull away from the group of irritated Moncrieffes. Byron wasn’t close enough to pull any tricks like untying my shoelaces with his telekinesis Gift – and somehow I didn’t think he’d try that again. In this world, where the word honour was bandied about as if it was as common as oxygen, I thought he probably had some. Apart from when it came to Tipsania. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob said, emerging from his hiding place once more, ‘that was some kiss. I’m still blushing.’ 
 
    ‘Does voyeurism come as part and parcel of being a genie?’ I asked, avoiding a low-lying branch. 
 
    He ignored my question. He was probably upset that his prediction about everything ending in tears hadn’t come to pass – not yet, anyway. ‘You knew I was there,’ he sang out. ‘You were trying to titillate me, weren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, Bob,’ I muttered sarcastically. ‘That entire episode was purely for your benefit.’ 
 
    ‘I knew it!’ he crowed. ‘You can’t fool me!’ 
 
    Whatever. I kept running. Judging by Byron’s last clue, there wasn’t far to go. If I concentrated and avoided going off track, I’d still catch Tipsania in no time. It helped that I had the tracks to guide me. Adrenaline fired through me; I couldn’t wait to see the look on Aifric’s and those damned Carnegies’ faces when I got back into first position despite all their efforts to stop me. Or kill me. 
 
    Now that I was on my own, I reached the point where we’d left Tipsania very quickly. Her small footprints diverged off to the east and I called up another mental image of Byron’s map. Good old Tipsy still seemed to be heading in the right direction. All I had to do was catch her up. 
 
    I continued with my fast pace, ripping through the undergrowth in a way that would have impressed even Travis. The trees were getting denser but I was spry enough to dodge through them without slowing down. No problem – or it wouldn’t have been if the sky hadn’t already started to darken. By the time I reached Tipsy, I could barely see a thing. 
 
    No wonder I’d caught up with her so quickly; she was on the edge of a frozen loch and was eyeing it with trepidation. I wasn’t in a hurry to test the thickness of that ice either. Climbing up an icy expanse was one thing; falling through ice into frigid water was something else entirely. 
 
    As I approached, she turned and tossed her head disdainfully when she recognised me. ‘Hi Tipsania!’ I called out cheerily. 
 
    She looked away. ‘Where’s Byron?’ she asked. ‘Or have you stabbed him in the back so you can get in front?’ 
 
    The guilty memory of our kiss surfaced briefly before I pushed it down again. ‘Oh, I’m sure he’s on his way, along with the rest of his Moncrieffe crew.’ 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes. ‘The rest of his Clan have caught up?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yep. They seem to like working as a team.’ And then, because I couldn’t help myself, ‘Unlike you.’ 
 
    Tipsania sneered at me. ‘What would you know about it?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing apparently.’ 
 
    ‘You think you’re pretty amazing, don’t you? Swanning around like you’re better than the rest of us. You’ve got no idea what it’s like to be part of a Clan and to have responsibilities.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said softly, ‘I don’t. Maybe that’s because you wouldn’t let me.’ 
 
    ‘Just because my father took you in as a charity case, doesn’t mean you were ever a Scrymgeour,’ she spat. She threw me a glare that Medusa herself would have been proud of. ‘Screw you, Integrity.’ With that, she edged away from me onto the ice. 
 
    I watched her. She’d barely taken three steps when there was an ominous creaking sound. In one lithe movement she sprang back. In a reflex action, I grabbed her arm to steady her. She snatched away and glowered. ‘Don’t touch me!’ 
 
    ‘Are you afraid you’ll catch something?’ I inquired. ‘It’ll be like things between us have come full circle then.’ I paused. ‘Scurvy.’ 
 
    She gave me a blank look. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going around,’ Tipsania announced. She started walking off. ‘Don’t you dare follow me!’  
 
    ‘I don’t have to follow you,’ I called after her. ‘I was in the last group to set off – that means I’m already three hours ahead of you.’ 
 
    She didn’t answer; she didn’t even look back. I shrugged. If Tipsania was going left round the frozen loch, then I’d go right. I didn’t want to be anywhere near her.  
 
    Before long Tipsania had disappeared. I was tempted to run round the loch but it was fairly large and there was an odd prickling sensation running down my spine that suggested this challenge couldn’t be that easy. Conserving energy seemed sensible. It had been a clear day, so it should have been a clear night but I couldn’t see the stars or moon. That didn’t make any sense. Even the air around me tasted artificial. No doubt the Carnegies had more up their sleeve than simply making the competitors run around the countryside for a bit.  
 
    When there was a sudden whooshing noise and a row of flags at the far end of the loch was illuminated by several dozen flickering fires, I knew I was right. The finishing line was right behind them. 
 
    I slowed down and eyed the flags warily. This was a common trick used by museums and art galleries around the world: beam lights onto your most valuable object and draw moths to it like a flame. It worked for the general public during visiting hours and, in theory, worked for sticky fingers like mine. But I wasn’t an inexperienced thief and I knew that whatever was most brightly lit was usually an elaborate fake or a ploy to keep would-be thieves away from more profitable items. The Carnegie organisers weren’t stupid, they just lacked originality. 
 
    As I considered what to do next, pounding feet drew up alongside me and quickly passed. It was Jamie, with another Moncrieffe Sidhe behind him. That meant Byron and the other two Moncrieffes had elected to go the same way as Tipsania. No one would be reckless enough to try the ice.  
 
    That thought brought me to a halt. As the Moncrieffes pulled further away, I gazed at the frozen loch and stepped to its edge. The surface was glassy and smooth. 
 
    ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall…’ I murmured, then I turned and walked back the way I’d come. 
 
    The other competitors were closer than I’d realised and more and more appeared from the dark shadows of the woods. As each Sidhe passed me, I received an array of glares and frowns, most of them suspicious and calculating. They scanned me through the gloom, checking to see whether I had hidden my flag and was strolling past them because I wanted to make a show of being in the lead. I gave them all a happy, innocent smile. Nothing to see here, move along.  
 
    Of course, the congregation of competitors meant that the drones arrived too. The noise they made was incredible; so much for the peace and quiet I’d been enjoying earlier. Now it was dark, they were using bright lights to illuminate the area and continue filming. It made it easier for me to see others – and for them to see me. 
 
    By the time I reached the spot where Tipsania and I had spoken, I’d counted thirty-three other competitors. It stood to reason that the same number had passed out of sight on the other side of the loch. That was good: I wanted as many as possible to zoom on ahead. It wouldn’t help my cause if my new plan was broadcast. The fact that so many of the later groups had caught up did niggle, however; they must have followed the tracks made by the first Sidhe on the course, just as I had done. It was February; nobody would be surprised that there was snow on the ground. Either the Carnegies were hoping for a thrilling photo finish for the spectators back at the Cruaich or they had something else to throw at us to separate everyone out. Considering there had been little action so far, I reckoned it would be the latter. Oh goody. 
 
    It didn’t take long before the first figure – no doubt Tipsania – was silhouetted in front of the distant fires. I squinted to watch. When she reached a flag and tried unsuccessfully to pick it up, I knew I was right. More figures joined her, each one with the same result. Those flags weren’t any more real than the Carnegies concept of honour. It was a clever illusion – just not clever enough. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’  
 
    I turned at the sound of the familiar voice. Angus MacQuarrie. Perfect. I grinned and beckoned him over. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ he asked, as he jogged up. ‘The flags are over there.’ 
 
    ‘No, they’re not.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’  
 
    ‘Watch.’ I pointed across the frozen lake as the frustrated yells from the competitors reached our ears.  
 
    ‘But the map said…’ 
 
    ‘We’re in the right place but the flags are in a slightly different position.’ I grinned. ‘Imagine looking into a mirror.’ 
 
    He was still confused. ‘I don’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘The flags you can see are an illusion. It’s a mirror image of them.’ 
 
    Angus’s expression cleared. ‘Oh,’ he said, finally getting it. ‘You mean they’re in the loch.’ His troubled look returned. ‘Under the ice? But…’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I nodded. ‘It’s dangerous but it makes perfect sense. It is supposed to be a challenge and,’ I lifted my head towards one of the drones, ‘the audience will be hoping for some action.’ 
 
    Angus swallowed. ‘Why would the flags be under the ice here? Why not at the other end?’ 
 
    ‘Because when you look in the mirror,’ I said serenely, ‘everything is reversed.’ 
 
    He licked his lips. ‘You didn’t have to tell me about this.’ 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder. ‘Yes, I did. I’m going to need your help.’ 
 
    He frowned and I jerked my head towards the rope he was carrying. Suddenly a smile spread across his face. ‘You can’t beat a length of rope.’ 
 
    We shared a look of mutual understanding. ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    A few other competitors appeared, pausing to stare at us and look dubiously at the ice before shrugging and picking up speed to head round the loch.  
 
    ‘How can we break the ice?’ Angus asked. 
 
    Tipsania had almost managed that. ‘I don’t think it’s as solid as it looks. If we walk onto it, our weight will probably do the trick.’ 
 
    He grimaced. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ 
 
    We waited until most of the other competitors had gone past. Angus even gestured to three of his fellow MacQuarries to go on ahead. When I shot him a questioning look, he shrugged. ‘It’ll look odd if all of us hang around here.’ 
 
    He had a point. Most of the challengers were still near the flags, trying to puzzle out what was going on. It wouldn’t take them too long to work it out. The longer we could give ourselves, the better. 
 
    Now that darkness had fallen, I felt extraordinarily shivery – and with our impending dip in the loch’s frigid waters that would probably get worse. Byron’s other Gift was pyrokinesis and it was tempting to enrol him in this breakaway escapade but I couldn’t get hold of him without drawing the attention of dozens of others. He was probably at the other end of the loch with the cluster of Sidhe. 
 
    Angus uncoiled the rope and looped one end round the nearest tree. It wasn’t long enough for both of us; we’d have to do this one by one. 
 
    He held it out to me and raised his eyebrows. ‘Ladies first.’ 
 
    ‘You’re giving me the advantage if you let me go first,’ I warned. ‘Once I get my flag, I’m going to the finish point.’ 
 
    ‘Second place is better than anyone expects of me,’ he said. ‘And I’d like to see the look on those Moncrieffe faces when you win the whole freaking Games.’ He dropped his voice. ‘It’s not all selfless though. If your theory is wrong and there’s nothing under the ice, you’ll get a freezing cold dunk while I stay toasty and warm.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘I’m not wrong.’ 
 
    He gestured at the ice with mock gallantry. ‘Go on, then.’ 
 
    I tied the rope securely round my waist ‒ I really did not want to find myself trapped beneath the surface ‒ then took a deep breath and edged out. The ice groaned and it felt very flimsy under my feet. Although I needed it to break so I could fall into the water below, a part of me still hoped that wouldn’t happen. I took another step and another. The ice complained more loudly. 
 
    I’d gone about ten feet when something caught my eye beneath the frozen surface. The water was dark but I was sure I’d seen a flag. I squeezed my eyes shut, jumped and landed back on the ice. There was a loud cracking sound and tiny fissures appeared. They weren’t enough; I needed more if I was going to manage my swim. I leapt again, this time smashing down as hard as I could. A few seconds after I landed, the ice cracked loudly. I barely had time to hold my breath before I fell in. 
 
    The shock of the water was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. I had scant seconds to do what was necessary before I’d have to pull myself out. While the loch might not have the dank, viscous oiliness of the Lowlands Clyde, I knew that the water here was far more dangerous. I dived under the surface but I couldn’t see a thing. Great. The Carnegies had lit fires to illuminate the fake flags but not used lights to help locate the real ones.  
 
    I fumbled for my pocket, my fingers already seizing up with cold, and managed to pull out Bob’s letter opener and rub it against my sleeve. As per usual, he appeared in a brilliant flash of light. It was a risky move – it would have been visible to almost everyone on the shore – but I didn’t have much choice. 
 
    Unfortunately, the flash provided by Bob’s appearance was too brief and too bright to help me see. He floated in front of my face in an old-fashioned Victorian one-piece bathing suit with maroon stripes covering him from his neck to his knees. He waved. 
 
    My lungs were starting to hurt. I tried to move my hands to indicate that I needed light but he just waved back. Gritting my teeth, I lunged to shake some sense into him. He pulled away at the last minute, his swimming costume transforming into a mermaid’s tail to help him move. 
 
    My head hurt and I knew I didn’t have long. There was a tug on the rope; Angus was getting worried. Screw Bob, I could do this without him. I began to kick, reckoning that my flag would probably be in the most inaccessible spot. Estimating that I’d already been underwater for at least thirty seconds, I moved as fast as I could. 
 
    I trailed my hand downwards, feeling different poles that stuck upright from the bed of the loch. There were too many and this was too much of a crapshoot. I’d have to go back to the surface.  
 
    And then the Carnegies did something incredibly stupid.  
 
    Whoever was warm and safe in the Cruaich and responsible for the drones’ actions was obviously concerned that I’d discovered the flags’ location before anyone else. From underneath the layer of ice, I heard the buzzing as the drones converged over my head. They were not only noisy, they were also bright. With their lights beaming onto the ice, I suddenly had enough light to see. And there, less than five feet away, was the flag emblazoned with the Adair tartan. 
 
    Bob gave me a thumbs up but I ignored him, kicked out towards it and curled my hands on the sodden material. I tugged but it wouldn’t come free. Shite. I tugged harder. Come on, come on. I was almost out of breath; I had to get the bloody thing now. 
 
    I tried and tried but I didn’t have the strength. I pulled back and concentrated. As bad as I felt for stealing part of Byron’s Gift, it was proving useful. With a bit of focus, the flag finally came free. I closed my eyes in relief and took off.  
 
    With the drones now lighting the way, I could see almost all the Clan flags and make out the hole that I’d created in the ice. Thankfully it wasn’t cold enough for the water there to re-freeze. I swam like I’d never swum before, reached the gap and pushed my head upwards. 
 
    ‘Ice, ice, baby!’ Bob yelled. He was bobbing on the surface. He had foregone the mermaid look in favour of spiky hair and large sunglasses.  
 
    ‘There are drones everywhere,’ I hissed. ‘They mustn’t see you.’ 
 
    He stuck out his tongue but unfortunately it landed on a chunk of ice and got stuck. He flapped his arms and I rolled my eyes. He managed to peel away his tongue before flipping back his hair like he was some kind of Bond babe emerging from tropical waters. ‘That’s okay, Uh Integrity. I’m ready for my close-up.’ 
 
    There were shouts from the shore as the Sidhe competitors ran towards us from all directions, finally realising what had been right in front of their faces all along. Angus waved to me frantically. ‘Integrity! You’ve been in too long!’ 
 
    I waved back to him. There was one more thing I had to do. I took another deep breath and plunged down again. Fortunately, the drones stayed where they were and I knew the location of all the flags. The MacQuarrie ones were nearby. I wrapped my hand round the nearest one and it came free almost immediately. Surprise, surprise. What were the odds that the only flag that had difficulty in parting itself from the waters was the Adair one?  
 
    I pushed back to the surface as more Sidhe came onto the ice. Some were less careful than others and fell in because they’d chosen spots where it was particularly thin.  
 
    ‘Get back!’ I shouted. ‘The flags are here. Take the shortest route or you’ll freeze to death.’ 
 
    Most of them ignored me. I didn’t have time to worry about them – I had to get out. I grimaced. ‘Bob, go and tell them to stop being idiots.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you didn’t want anyone to see me.’ 
 
    ‘Better they see you than that they end up drowning or dying of hypothermia,’ I grunted, starting to swim for shore. 
 
    ‘If you make a wish, I could…’ 
 
    ‘Bob, just warn them. Please?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty please?’ he asked. ‘Pretty please with…’ 
 
    I swam as fast as I could before I had to deal with any other silly demands.  
 
    ‘Where are you going, Uh Integrity?’ 
 
    ‘I have to get out now or I’ll freeze to death.’ 
 
    Bob didn’t say any more. I heaved a sigh of relief as Angus pulled on the rope and helped me out. Considering how much of the ice had now broken as a result of the enthusiastic competitors, his assistance was welcome. 
 
    As I fell onto the bank, I rolled onto my back, panting. Angus grabbed me and yanked me upwards, wrapping himself around my body. ‘You’re freezing,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll help you warm you up before I go in for my flag.’ 
 
    I’d never felt cold like this. ‘No need,’ I said, teeth chattering. ‘I’ve got yours too.’ I held up both flags. 
 
    ‘Integrity Adair,’ Angus murmured. ‘You are amazing.’ 
 
    I looked over Angus’s shoulder, beyond grateful for the heat of his body, as Bob yelled something at a bunch of stunned Sidhe. A few feet away, glowering at me, was Byron. He turned on his heel and faced the ice, using pyrokinesis to melt as much of it as possible and help those who were stranded under the surface. 
 
    ‘We need to get out of here, Angus,’ I said. ‘Everyone else has caught up.’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ he grinned, ‘let’s go and win this thing.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    We knew where the finish line was, directly behind the row of illusory flags. Bob continued squawking, even though those who had plunged into the freezing loch were now being helped by Byron’s efforts. Angus and I silently agreed to compete against each other. He took off around the left side of the water’s edge and I went right.  
 
    Chaos reigned. The drones were buzzing manically as energy and adrenaline overtook everyone. Some ran past me, heading towards the side where I’d started my swim; others were splashing in the water, gasping for breath. I estimated there was probably less than a mile to the end of the race. Now that everything was lit up, I could see Angus pulling ahead of me on the opposite bank. I put my head down, blotted out everything else and ran – and that was almost my undoing. 
 
    As soon as I passed the far end of the loch itself, a shadow fell across my path. I should have been alerted by the drone following my progress closely from overhead but stupidly I assumed it was there because I was about to win. Instead I almost crashed into the hairy giant who was blocking my way, only just managing to pull myself up in time. 
 
    He leered at me with a slack-jawed grin. I saw Angus in an attack stance on the other side of the loch, facing his own giant; there were glowing balls of an eerie green colour in the palms of Angus’s hands, suggesting that his Gift was of the more violent sort.  
 
    ‘Let me past,’ I grunted to the giant in front of me, ‘and I won’t hurt you too badly.’ 
 
    He guffawed and a line of spittle dangled from his chin. Physiologically, giants have large brains but they aren’t known for their intelligence. He would be under strict orders to do whatever was necessary to bar my path and his single track mind would be focused on that and that alone. Nothing I could say would help me. I thought about the competitors behind me and hoped that none of them would hurt him. The Carnegies shouldn’t have inveigled him into this. It simply wasn’t fair. 
 
    The giant threw back his head and let out such a massive roar that I could swear the ground shook. Then he lunged forward with a massive swipe that caught me on the side of my head and I went flying backwards. Shite, shite and shite again.  
 
    Gasping for air, I struggled to my feet. The giant cracked his knuckles in anticipation. There was a howl of pain and I glanced over to see one of Angus’s green orbs smack into the other giant’s chest. He fell backwards and Angus wasted no time in swerving round him and running off. It didn’t look like I was going to win this challenge after all. 
 
    My distraction served my opponent well and he took full advantage of the opportunity, punching out again and this time catching me full on the chest. Yet again I was almost unable to breathe. I wheezed and spluttered but managed to stay on my feet. Just. 
 
    I looked to my left. I could avoid my opponent by going towards the loch. I might even get lucky and the ice would hold my weight but somehow I doubted it ‒ and there was no way that I was going to brave those waters again. To my right, the banks were steep and covered with ice and snow. I was agile but I knew my limits. If I tried to leap up there, I’d slide back down again and that would lead me to my doom. 
 
    The giant grinned vacantly. His left flank was completely open and I could have attacked him there and made my move. I was aware of distant footsteps behind me; it wouldn’t be long before I was overtaken by more than just Angus. I gritted my teeth and ran forward full pelt. 
 
    At the very last minute, as the giant’s huge arms swirled in my direction, I ducked and threw my body into a rolling dive. I skidded through the gap in his legs, closing my eyes to avoid the unsavoury temptation to peek under his heavy kilt. While the giant heaved in frustration and tried to turn, I was already on my feet. 
 
    ‘Run!’ Angus yelled. 
 
    I faltered. Angus had stopped right in front of the flags. Why hadn’t he already passed the finish line? What was he waiting for? 
 
    I picked up speed, skidding to a halt next to him. ‘What are you doing?’ I shrieked. ‘You could have won by now!’ 
 
    One corner of his mouth curved up in a disarming smile. ‘I’m under orders from my Chieftain,’ he said. ‘He’s been called away on business so he can’t meet with you like he planned. Between you and me, he’s thrilled to have the excuse to avoid the rest of the Games but he’s disappointed not to be able to do this himself. I think that he’ll appreciate my timing though.’ His smile grew. ‘Clan MacQuarrie is prepared to pledge allegiance to Clan Adair and we will prove our loyalty in any way necessary.’ 
 
    I stared at him. ‘There is no Clan Adair. There’s only me.’ 
 
    Angus’s smile grew. ‘The Kincaids might be the only Gifted with foresight,’ he said, ‘but my allegiance to you is about more than what happened with Lily. We haven’t forgotten the prophecy.’ I frowned. There was that prophecy palaver again. What did he mean? Before I could ask, he glanced towards the sky and noted the drone above us. He knelt down and for a bizarre moment I thought he was about to propose. ‘On behalf of Clan MacQuarrie,’ he intoned, ‘I swear fealty.’ 
 
    It was a bold, public move that made no sense. My mind spun. Was it really to do with the mysterious prophecy? I didn’t believe in mumbo-jumbo like that any more than I thought I’d one day perform my own comedy routine on stage. I continued to gape at him, like a guppy on its slowest setting. 
 
    ‘You should get a move on,’ Angus said. ‘Tipsania and Byron have just reached the giants.’ 
 
    I finally found my voice. ‘Get up,’ I muttered. 
 
    He did as I bade. ‘My lady.’ 
 
    I pointed at the finish line, glittering ahead of us less than twenty feet away. ‘Go.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘You won this fair and square, Angus,’ I said firmly. ‘If these Games are supposed to be about honour then you need to show everyone that you’ve come first.’ 
 
    ‘You need the win,’ he argued. 
 
    ‘I’m already in the lead. Coming second won’t change that. Besides, the staggered start might still work in my favour.’ I grinned. ‘I might still beat you even if I wander in after you.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘You swore fealty to me,’ I reminded him. ‘You should do as I say.’ 
 
    He gazed at me then gave me an easy grin and a sloppy salute. ‘As you command.’ He took off and jogged to the finishing line. As soon as he passed it, there was an explosion of fireworks that lit up the night sky with multi-coloured flowers and sparkles. I waited for as long as I dared. I really did think he deserved first place. 
 
    When I finally heard footsteps pounding behind me, I ran after Angus. Byron was hot on my heels and Tipsania came right after him. Both of them were soaking wet. I couldn’t help noticing how Byron’s clothes clung to his body so that every muscle and bulge was clearly delineated. When I caught his look and glanced down, I realised I was in the same state. 
 
    Campbell Carnegie appeared from nowhere. ‘Angus MacQuarrie wins the Adventure challenge!’ He grabbed Angus’s hand and held it aloft. 
 
    ‘You let him win,’ Byron said in my ear. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It was the right thing to do,’ I murmured. 
 
    ‘You bitch! You did that deliberately so I would come fourth!’ Tipsania shrieked. 
 
    I flicked her a puzzled look. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not even a word! You have the manners of an oik!’ 
 
    Thoroughly confused, I looked at Byron. ‘I managed to get past the giant on my side easily enough because Angus had already used up most of its energy. You didn’t fight your giant so…’ 
 
    Oh. ‘So Tipsania had to do it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re goddamn right I did!’ she yelled.  
 
    I glanced past her. The giant was flat on his back, although his chest was still rising and falling. Streams of competitors were racing past him to reach the finishing line and get a decent placing. I shrugged. ‘Is he okay?’ 
 
    ‘Who cares?’ Tipsania flounced. 
 
    The Carnegie MC, obviously upset that the attention wasn’t on him, cleared his throat. ‘In second place, we have Byron Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    Our heads snapped towards him. Byron frowned. ‘Integrity Adair was second,’ he said evenly. 
 
    ‘Unfortunately,’ Carnegie purred with an evil smirk, ‘Integrity Adair has had marks deducted for dishonourable behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘What? What did I do?’ 
 
    Carnegie’s thin nose twitched. He was really enjoying this. ‘You brought a genie with you. This is meant to be a solo event.’ 
 
    Anger spurted up through me. I should have known.  
 
    ‘That’s not fair,’ Byron said, aware that I was about to say something that I would regret.  
 
    Carnegie inclined his head deferentially. ‘The decision has been taken.’ 
 
    Tipsania crossed her arms. ‘I think it’s fair. These Games are based on honour, after all.’ 
 
    Angus looked at me helplessly as I cursed under my breath. ‘The genie didn’t help me win,’ I said. ‘And besides, at the beginning of the Hunt I was left in the wrong place. I wasn’t dropped at the start line like everyone else.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish,’ Carnegie blustered. My veins buzzed as the lie tripped out of his mouth. So, the slimy master of ceremonies was in on the plot.  
 
    ‘It’s true,’ I said calmly. Byron’s interruption had given me the breathing space I required. They wanted me to get worked up; acting sensibly and appearing unperturbed was the only way I had a chance. 
 
    Cheers sounded from behind as, one by one, the other competitors crossed the line. I didn’t look at them; my attention was wholly on Carnegie. 
 
    ‘Not only that,’ I added, ‘but I made what I was bringing very clear. I didn’t try to hide it. You can check the footage from the waiting room. I was asked whether I wanted to bring a bottle of water or this.’ I pulled out the letter opener and shrugged. ‘I chose this.’  
 
    Carnegie’s eyes narrowed. I might not have been open about the fact that Bob lived inside the blade but I hadn’t concealed what I was taking into the challenge. That had to count for something. 
 
    ‘There you have it,’ Byron said, sounding bored. ‘Integrity comes second.’ 
 
    ‘Byron!’ Tipsania complained. He didn’t look at her. 
 
    Carnegie sniffed. ‘I shall take this information to the judges to consider. Final places will be announced tomorrow.’ He pulled back his shoulders and marched off. 
 
    ‘Were you really dropped off in the wrong place?’ Byron asked. 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer but Angus walked over looking troubled. ‘You should never have let me win, Integrity,’ he said miserably. 
 
    ‘It’s done now. Let’s get back to the Cruaich.’ My clothes were still dripping wet and I could feel a deep chill settling in my bones. ‘I really need a hot bath.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘It’s absolutely ridiculous,’ Brochan blustered the next day when the final decision was handed down. ‘Ten points deducted! That means you’re placed fifth on the league table when you should be first!’ 
 
    ‘I suppose we should be grateful I’ve not been thrown out of the competition,’ I said. No doubt Byron’s intervention had something to do with that. I’d have to thank him later. ‘At least they took the mitigating circumstances that Bob didn’t help me win into consideration.’ 
 
    ‘Pffft!’ Lexie said. ‘And after all that trouble I went to with the drones.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘You mean when they lit up the ice for me?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘We knew something was up when you weren’t filmed starting like everyone else. I got to know the control room guys well enough to point out that the drones shouldn’t miss any of the action when you went under the loch.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I said fervently. ‘Without that intervention I’m not sure I would have made it out of there.’ 
 
    The pixie blushed slightly. ‘You’re welcome. It wasn’t much of a hardship, they’re a fun bunch of guys. Even if they are Sidhe.’ 
 
    Speck scowled. ‘Let’s focus on the matter in hand. Integrity can still win the Games.’ He glanced at me. ‘I’ve been through all the permutations. It helped a lot that Angus MacQuarrie won that last challenge. He did too poorly in Artistry to win overall so we don’t have to worry about him. All you have to do is beat Byron Moncrieffe and Tipsania Scrymgeour and you’ll come out on top.’  
 
    A mental image of the last time I was on top of Byron floated into my mind. I coughed. ‘That’s great.’  
 
    ‘What happened out there?’ Taylor asked. ‘There was a lot the drones didn’t capture.’ 
 
    I took a breath and ran through the details, including Kirsty but omitting what happened in the forest with Byron. Taylor rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘So you took her entire Gift? She doesn’t have it any more?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Speck brightened. ‘Maybe that’s the way to stop the Gifts you steal from running out. Take away every last trace from their original owner.’ 
 
    I didn’t like the thought of that. ‘She could have died,’ I pointed out. ‘For a while I thought she was going to.’ 
 
    ‘But you can still tell when someone’s lying?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘It’s like my blood hums or something and I just … know.’ 
 
    Speck whistled. ‘Cool. Lie detectors can be beaten but Truth Seeking as a Sidhe Gift? Just think about the applications it could have.’ 
 
    ‘Mm,’ I murmured non-committally. 
 
    ‘For now, I’m more interested in this prophecy business,’ Taylor said. 
 
    I grimaced. ‘I was hoping you’d know something about it.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I’ve never heard of such a thing.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to talk to Angus about it,’ I mused. ‘I still can’t believe he swore fealty like that.’ 
 
    Speck deepened his voice. ‘Clan Adair. The return of the Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘I always preferred The Empire Strikes Back.’ We shared a grin.  
 
    ‘As nerdy as that might be, you’ll have to watch for the Sidhe striking back,’ Brochan said. ‘They’ll be trying even harder now to make sure you don’t win.’ 
 
    I sighed. Buzzkill. ‘I know but we can’t worry about that now.’ I nibbled my bottom lip. ‘I’ve got a promise I need to keep.’ 
 
    He gazed at me quizzically but I didn’t elaborate. Instead I shooed them all out of the cabin before calling on Bob. The genie emerged in his usual flash of blinding light. He had a deliberately casual expression on his face and a shiny gold medal round his neck. I ignored both.  
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I promised you a gold bikini.’ 
 
    Bob frowned and leaned in. ‘What colour?’ 
 
    ‘Gold,’ I replied flatly. 
 
    He cupped his hand to his ear. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘If you don’t want me to…’ 
 
    ‘No, I do! I do! I just wanted to highlight what a pretty colour gold is. It’s the colour for winners, you know, Uh Integrity.’ He held up his medal. 
 
    ‘So I hear. Can we get this over with before the others get bored and come back?’ Bob grinned and pointed to the medal. I sighed. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Medal. Gold.’ 
 
    ‘I see that.’ 
 
    He beamed. ‘You know why I’m wearing it?’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you just tell me?’ 
 
    ‘Because, Uh Integrity, I am a winner.’ He leaned forward and enunciated carefully. ‘Winner.’ 
 
    I clearly wasn’t going to get anywhere until I played along. ‘What have you won, Bob?’ 
 
    He pouted. ‘Isn’t it obvious? I have won the hearts and minds of the Sidhe. After all, I rescued them from certain death.’ 
 
    ‘You told the stupid ones to stop taking the long way across the frozen loch,’ I said. ‘And, I might add, at my behest.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ he said dramatically, ‘now everyone knows who I am. Forget Robert the Bruce. I am Bob the Brave!’ 
 
    I wondered how bad things would get if I told him that no one had been interested in his name. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘you did very well.’ I paused. ‘Who gave you the medal?’ 
 
    He puffed out his chest. ‘I gave it to myself. It’s a shame you didn’t come to the medal ceremony. It was quite something.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry I missed it,’ I said drily. 
 
    ‘You bet you are!’ He continued to admire the medal. 
 
    ‘Bob?’ 
 
    ‘Call me Sir Bob. You’re my friend, after all.’ 
 
    I counted to ten in my head. ‘Sir Bob. A promise is a promise and…’ 
 
    ‘And you promised me gold bikinis and ear-muff hair.’ 
 
    ‘Gold bikini singular. But yes.’ I gazed at him meaningfully. ‘I don’t of course own a gold bikini…’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a problem, Uh Integrity. Let Sir Bob perform his magic for you.’ He magicked up a tape measure from nowhere and held it up, squinting. ‘Say the magic word,’ he intoned. 
 
    Heavens above. ‘Please.’ 
 
    Bob tsked. ‘Don’t be silly. Abracadabra.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘Uh Integrity…’ He wagged his finger. 
 
    ‘Fine. Abracadabra.’ 
 
    Bob grinned and snapped his fingers. A half second later I was bloody freezing all over again. I gazed down at my body. A gold bikini might have suited Carrie Fisher but I had milk-white skin. It was just as well no one else could see me. 
 
    There was a knock from outside and Bob shouted out. ‘Come in!’ 
 
     The door opened before I could yelp a word of warning. Byron’s face went stiff when he caught sight of me. I could be embarrassed or I could brazen this out. No choice, really. 
 
    ‘Hi honey!’ I said cheerily. ‘Pool party?’ 
 
    He glanced past me into the cabin’s plush interior, which Bob hadn’t bothered to return to its spartan chill. ‘No wonder you didn’t want to move. The genie did all this?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yep.’  
 
    From one of the red velvet cushions, Bob waved enthusiastically. ‘Hi Byron!’ he gushed. ‘It’s great to finally meet you! Uh Integrity wouldn’t let me show myself before but now that the whole world knows my name, there’s no point in staying hidden.’ 
 
    Byron ran a hand through his bronzed hair. ‘What is your name?’ 
 
    Bob was suddenly crestfallen. ‘You don’t know? It must be because the sight of Uh Integrity in that bikini has surprised you into forgetting.’ 
 
    Byron flicked a look at me. ‘Nothing Integrity does surprises me these days,’ he said. He kept his eyes firmly on my face. I was tempted to do a little jiggle, perhaps even a belly dance, but it probably wasn’t a good time. I cleared my throat. 
 
    ‘It’s Bob the Brave!’ the genie interjected before I could speak. ‘That’s spelt B – O…’ 
 
    Byron held up his hand. ‘I got it. Thanks.’ He paused, taking Bob’s measure. ‘You did a wonderful thing by helping everyone out of the loch and directing them away from the water.’ 
 
    Bob folded his arms and smiled smugly. ‘I know.’ 
 
    Byron stared at him for another moment. Finally he spoke again. ‘Do you think you could give us a moment or two so I can speak privately to Integrity?’ 
 
    ‘Your wish is my command!’ Bob swept a bow and vanished in a blinding flash of light before I could warn Byron to cover his eyes. He winced, blinking rapidly to clear his vision. 
 
    ‘I didn’t make a wish,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I know,’ I reassured him. ‘Bob knows too.’ 
 
    ‘Because using a genie and making wishes is incredibly dangerous, Integrity. Tempting as it may be, you would do better to get rid of the genie before something bad happens.’ 
 
    Something bad like someone trying to kill me? I gave a tight smile. ‘I’m not an idiot.’ I tossed back my hair. At least I’d not yet put it up into those silly coils. ‘Is that why you’re here? To warn me about the risks that Bob poses?’ I grinned. ‘Why did the genie cross the road?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘Please don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. If you’re not here for my keen wit, what are you here for?’ 
 
    He met my eyes. ‘I’m sorry about what happened.’ Our kiss. It hadn’t taken him long to regret that little dalliance. ‘It wasn’t fair for those points to be deducted,’ he continued, surprising me yet again. ‘There are wards in place to prevent competitors from seeking outside help of a magical nature. I checked the list and genie magic is included. The Carnegies already knew you hadn’t cheated.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Oh. Um, thanks.’ 
 
    A tiny furrow marred his perfect brow. I dropped my gaze from his vivid eyes and focused on the little scar on his cheekbone. I needed something to distract me.  
 
    ‘You don’t seem that bothered,’ he said. 
 
    ‘It’s the sort of behaviour I’ve come to expect from the Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not all bad.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Perhaps not. You’re not all honourable either, no matter how much you protest otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve spoken to my father. He’s going to do whatever he can to impress on the Carnegies that they need to deal with you fairly.’ 
 
    ‘Is he now?’ I murmured.  
 
    ‘He’s the Steward, Integrity,’ Byron said. ‘The Carnegies will listen to him. So will the other Clans.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ I said under my breath. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ I felt like a sullen teenager. This was stupid. 
 
    ‘I should go,’ Byron said. His eyes travelled down my body for the first time. ‘You’re obviously … busy.’ 
 
    ‘I’m only wearing this because I promised Bob. I really was dropped in the wrong place at the start. I probably wouldn’t have made it to the start line without his help.’ 
 
    He gave me a long, considering look. ‘I’ll speak to Carnegie again. He really shouldn’t have let that…’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘Don’t bother.’ The supercilious MC would only snigger behind Byron’s back at his naivety. 
 
    Hurt flashed in his eyes. ‘Suit yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine, Integrity. Good luck with the final challenge. I’m told that the points accrued mean that either I, you or Tipsania is going to win.’ He stuck out his hand for me to shake. I took it and a shiver ran down my spine. He leaned closer. ‘I should probably go. Seeing you in that get-up makes it difficult not to pounce. Princess Leia has always been a bit of a fantasy of mine.’ 
 
    And then, before I could respond, he turned and left. 
 
    Light flashed and Bob reappeared with a whoop. ‘I told you that bikini was a great idea!’ he crowed. 
 
    I tutted. ‘Were you listening?’ 
 
    ‘I was. And I can tell you that he might be a handsome bastard but he’s gone down in my estimation. Get rid of me! Honestly!’ 
 
    I tried to smile. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob said, suddenly serious, ‘you need to tell him the truth about his father.’ 
 
    ‘And that I stole part of his Gift,’ I sighed. ‘Yeah, I know.’ I slumped onto the edge of the nearest bed. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ he screeched. ‘Hair, girl! Hair! Come on! You still owe me!’ 
 
    Shite. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Byron wasn’t the only person to come knocking. After managing to persuade Bob to allow me to change back to my regular clothing, and Lexie, Speck, Brochan and Taylor had returned from scoping out potential future targets for thievery, someone else appeared on the doorstep.  
 
    It was Speck who answered. He didn’t say anything, he simply stepped back and gestured her in. The stone-faced MacBain Chieftain strolled in, her back ramrod straight as it always seemed to be. She swept her gaze around the cabin and sniffed. ‘So this is what you’re putting the genie to use for? Soft furnishings.’ 
 
    I bit back a sarcastic response and pasted on my best smile. ‘Chieftain MacBain. We are honoured by your visit.’ 
 
    She sniffed again. I wondered if she had caught a cold. ‘I won’t stay long,’ she said. ‘I received the ring.’ 
 
    ‘Good. And, for the record, I didn’t steal your necklace.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so. I’m prepared to overlook the entire incident if you tell me where the Foinse is. It’s vital that we recover it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know where the damn Foinse is. How many times do I need to bloody well repeat myself?’ 
 
    She gave me a long, cold stare. ‘Very well,’ she said finally. ‘In the absence of the source of all magic, I will request that you pass the genie to me once your three wishes are completed.’ 
 
    Of everything I’d expected her to say, that wasn’t even close to the top of the list. ‘Er … what?’ 
 
    She threw me a long-suffering look. ‘Do you need me to say that again?’ 
 
    ‘What on earth do you need Bob for?’ Lexie broke in. ‘You can’t trust the wishes, you know.’ 
 
    She didn’t take her eyes from me. ‘What I do with him is my business. Do we have a deal?’ 
 
    I frowned. My skin was still itching from the heavy gold material of the bikini and I was certain I was breaking out in a rash. ‘He’s not a thing to be passed around from person to person. He’s a being in his own right.’ 
 
    ‘Got that right,’ Brochan rumbled. 
 
    Chieftain MacBain gazed at me as if I were moon-touched. ‘He’s a genie,’ she said flatly. ‘His purpose is to serve.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I answered. ‘It’s not. If he wants to go with you, he’s welcome to do so. It’s his decision though. He’s not my slave.’ 
 
    Her face didn’t so much as twitch but I could feel the coldness emanating from her. ‘Very well. Convey to him my … request.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ I pointed to the door. ‘You can go now.’ 
 
    She didn’t move. ‘There is one other thing.’ Her fingers plucked at her long gloves. ‘I have a lot of power. There are things I can do for you. Your friends might be useful but they don’t understand the Sidhe. I’m not a mad MacQuarrie, you know. I can help you.’ 
 
    She’d certainly changed her tune but I had no idea where she was going with this. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    She looked away. ‘Bring me my uncle’s remains.’ I didn’t say anything. ‘Matthew MacBain,’ she snapped. ‘If he’s beyond the Veil then I’m asking you to fetch his bones and bring them to me. I’ll pay you in return.’ 
 
    I sensed desperation. She might come across as cold-hearted but I’d bet that he meant quite a lot to her. ‘I don’t need money,’ I said. Taylor sucked in a breath but managed to stay quiet.  
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s true,’ she said. ‘Name your price.’ I made a show of considering and she sighed in irritation. ‘Spit it out, girl!’ 
 
    I tilted my chin. ‘My name is Integrity Adair. And I passed girlhood some time ago.’ 
 
    Angry turmoil spread across Chieftain MacBain’s face. ‘I apologise,’ she said stiffly. I didn’t think those were words that she said often. She must want Matthew MacBain’s body very badly. ‘What would it take for you to bring him to me?’ 
 
    ‘A favour,’ I said. ‘Of the manner and time of my choosing.’ 
 
    Her jaw tightened. ‘You ask a lot. I’ll give you a hundred thousand pounds instead.’ 
 
    Behind me, Taylor bounced from foot to foot; it was a miracle that he’d not already taken over negotiations. ‘No deal. One favour. It’s my final offer.’ 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment. ‘Very well. Bring me my uncle’s bones and I will grant you a single favour.’ 
 
    She was telling the truth. For all her imperious nature, perhaps Chieftain MacBain was one of the more honourable nobles. That was good to know. 
 
    We exchanged a stiff handshake and she departed. 
 
    Lexie whistled. ‘Things are looking up, Tegs. Keep this up and you’ll be the most popular girl – sorry, woman – on the block.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she’d prefer lady,’ Taylor interjected, obviously miffed that I’d turned down the money. 
 
    ‘Nah,’ Speck grinned. ‘Dame.’ 
 
    ‘Harridan.’ Lexie suggested. 
 
    Speck’s grin grew. ‘Hag.’  
 
    ‘Witch,’ said Taylor. 
 
    They all glanced at Brochan. He shrugged. ‘Damsel.’  
 
    Lexie winked. ‘Chick.’  
 
    ‘Shut up!’ a tiny voice yelled. ‘Shut up, shut up, shut up! Don’t be mean to Uh Integrity!’ 
 
    We all paused, taken aback. Bob flew towards me, grabbing hold of my index finger and wrapping his body round it in an odd version of a hug. ‘Thank you, Uh Integrity. For what you said to that Sidhe about me. No one’s ever been that nice to me before.’ 
 
    I patted him awkwardly with my other hand. ‘No problem.’ 
 
    He withdrew, hovered in the air and pulled out a massive handkerchief. He blew his nose loudly and looked at me. ‘Will you wear a Deanna Troy costume for me this time?’ 
 
    * 
 
    Nervous about what the final challenge might involve, I went for a walk after dinner. I saw few other competitors; no doubt most of them were exhausted after the Adventure challenge. There were, however, numerous clusters of Sidhe in the Cruaich grounds and I spotted more than one wad of money changing hands. The bets were apparently on. 
 
    I hadn’t gone far past the village where the other competitors were staying when the familiar lumbering figure of the Bull came into view. He saw me coming from the bottom of the path and tried to head in the opposite direction. For such a large guy, he was very nimble but that didn’t help him. I had his true name and he had to do what I asked. 
 
    ‘Wait!’  
 
    He froze where he was and I caught him up. ‘What do you want?’ he snarled. 
 
    ‘Oh, there are so many things.’ I gave my prettiest smile. ‘I just don’t know where to begin.’ 
 
    The hatred in his eyes deepened. ‘Why are you even here? The Steward told me that you wanted to join my Clan, that you’d ask for that as your prize if you won.’ He spoke with venom but there was no denying his fear. To be fair, I couldn’t blame him. If I joined the Scrymgeours, he’d be expecting me to use his true name to make him obey my every whim. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t worry about that,’ I dismissed. ‘Do you really think I’d want to go back to being near you and the Scrymgeours? I’m a glutton for punishment but that’s taking things too far.’ I stepped towards him and dropped my voice. ‘That’s between you and me though, Cul-Chain. No gossiping about my intentions to anyone else.’ 
 
    Relief was etched into his face although all he did was grunt. 
 
    ‘Do you know what Tipsania will ask for if she wins?’ I asked, more out of curiosity than anything else.  
 
    The Bull refused to meet my eyes. ‘No.’ 
 
    Interesting. ‘Are you pushing her into a relationship with Byron Moncrieffe?’ I inquired. 
 
    ‘None of your goddamned business.’ 
 
    I tutted. ‘Answer the question.’ I pushed myself up onto my tiptoes and chucked him under his heavy chin. ‘Cul-Chain.’ 
 
    He snarled but couldn’t avoid doing what I’d requested. ‘The Scrymgeours are doing well financially but we’re still regarded as a lesser Clan because we don’t have the history or the status of some of the others.’ His bitterness was apparent. ‘This will be a good match – for the Moncrieffes and for us.’  
 
    ‘So you cooked it up with Aifric and you’re both pushing Byron and Tipsania into marriage.’ 
 
    ‘They understand their responsibilities. And you should address Aifric as the Steward.’ 
 
    I waved a hand. ‘Yeah, yeah.’ 
 
    He glared at me. ‘Is that what you wanted? Can I go now?’ 
 
    ‘Not just yet,’ I replied silkily. ‘Tell me what plans are in place to ensure I don’t win the third challenge.’ 
 
    His face contorted. ‘I…’ 
 
    ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    He let out another snarl of frustration. ‘The challenge will take place out on the main field. It’s been cordoned off all day while preparations are made. There won’t be an audience. People are being told they can’t watch so that the competitors aren’t distracted.’ 
 
    ‘No drones either?’ 
 
    He shook his head. Veins were bulging alarmingly at the side of his neck. He needed to go for a medical check-up. ‘Then what will happen?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    He was telling the truth. No doubt the Carnegies were keeping the details of how they’d get rid of me to themselves. It made sense. So did banning everyone from watching the challenge; no witnesses, no come back. All I had to do was change that. 
 
    ‘You’re going to demand that people are allowed to watch,’ I ordered the Bull. 
 
    ‘I can demand all I like. Didn’t you hear me say that I’m not considered important enough to be taken seriously?’ 
 
    ‘All the same,’ I said. ‘That’s what you will do.’ 
 
    His sausage-like fingers bunched into hard fists but he jerked out a nod. It didn’t change the overpowering hatred simmering within him. I’d have to be very careful how I treated him; I didn’t need the Bull manoeuvring behind my back and trying to kill me again. 
 
    ‘Thanks!’ I spun off. 
 
    My next target would be considerably harder to manipulate. I ran through various possibilities in my head but unfortunately there was only one way I could see this going. 
 
    I found Aifric seated in the bar area. A large group of hangers-on were clustered around, fawning over him. Was that why he did all this? Because he enjoyed having his ego massaged? I could work with that. 
 
    I strolled up, wasting no time in playing games. I could have waited for him to call me over but I wasn’t feeling patient. Instead, I joined the group and smiled prettily. ‘Steward, you are looking wonderful this evening,’ I cooed. ‘That shirt fits you like a glove. I can see where Byron gets his good looks from.’ 
 
    There were titters from around me but I ignored them. Aifric pinned his eyes on me. ‘Why, thank you, Integrity. It’s very kind of you to say that.’ He half-turned as if to ignore me.  
 
    I giggled. ‘I wonder if I might ask you for some help,’ I said girlishly. ‘I’m so new here and I understand how important it is to act with honour. I’ve been trying to emulate the other Sidhe but obviously I’m still getting it wrong. Otherwise I wouldn’t have had those points deducted in the last challenge.’ Aifric glanced at me. Excellent. I’d hooked him. Now it was time to reel him in. ‘I have some information which might put me at a slight advantage in the next challenge. I don’t want to lose more points so maybe I could ask for your advice. Then I’ll know whether I should share that information or not.’ 
 
    A muscle jerked in his cheek. He scanned my face, clearly desperate to know what information I had gleaned. He didn’t want me to have any kind of advantage, whether there were plans in place to do away with me or not. ‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘I am more than happy to guide you in the right direction.’ 
 
    I simpered and forced a blush. ‘Oh, you’re too kind – but it would be better if we could talk in private.’ I looked pointedly at the other Sidhe. 
 
    ‘Of course, of course!’ he boomed. ‘Shall we step outside?’ He slid off his stool and offered me his arm. I stared at it; I really didn’t want to touch him. When his smile began to waver, however, I hastily placed my hand above his wrist. ‘You’re such a gentleman,’ I gushed. ‘I’m not used to this kind of treatment.’ 
 
    He patted my hand. It took everything I had not to recoil in disgust. ‘You’re not amongst the Clan-less any more, my dear.’ 
 
    We walked out and found a quiet spot not too far away from the tent’s entrance. ‘Now, he said benignly, ‘what have you learnt?’ 
 
    I dropped my pretence. ‘The Bull is going to ask that the audience be allowed to watch every thrilling moment of the Acumen challenge.’ My eyes were hard and my tone was harder. 
 
    Aifric stepped back, clearly confused by my shift in tone and canny enough to be wary. ‘My dear, that’s simply not possible. The noise they make will be off-putting and you will require your full concentration to succeed.’ 
 
    I faked a smile. ‘I can work under those conditions. When the Bull puts forward his case, you will agree.’ 
 
    Aifric’s expression turned to stone. ‘I will not.’ 
 
    ‘I have his true name.’ 
 
    He stared at me as if he couldn’t believe what I was saying. ‘You can’t have. Why would he give you that?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘He was under duress. The means aren’t important. The point is that you will know I’m speaking the truth when he asks for the audience to be present, regardless of what else you might have ordered.’ 
 
    ‘The Carnegies are the organisers. I will not interfere with…’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit. You’ve already interfered, probably on numerous occasions.’ I swept a bow. ‘And yet I’m still here.’ 
 
    Aifric inhaled. The mask which seemed to be permanently in place finally slipped and his features took on an ugly twist. ‘I knew you weren’t the innocent little maid you pretended to be.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I think you’re the one doing all the pretending.’ I stepped forward and tilted up my head. Anyone watching us from a distance would think I was merely being coquettish. ‘When the Bull makes his request, you will back him up.’ 
 
    ‘No, I won’t. You might have him wrapped around your little finger but you can’t tell me what to do, little girl.’ 
 
    ‘You want Byron and Tipsania to be together. Am I right?’ He glowered at me. ‘Well,’ I said, inspecting my fingernails, ‘I can use the Bull’s true name to make him order his daughter to keep away from Byron. Where will your financial machinations be then?’ 
 
     ‘You want my son for yourself,’ he spat. 
 
    Well, yes, that was true but that wasn’t why I was doing this; I wasn’t in the business of manipulating romance or feelings. It wouldn’t hurt my cause if that’s where Aifric thought my motivation came from, though. ‘People in love do crazy things,’ I said. ‘Bring the audience back.’ 
 
    ‘What reassurance do I have that you won’t split up my son and Tipsania anyway?’ 
 
    ‘You have my word.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a dirty Clan-less bitch. I wouldn’t trust anything that came out of your mouth.’ 
 
    ‘And now we have it,’ I said softly. ‘The truth will out in the end.’ I dropped my voice to a whisper. ‘Always.’ 
 
    He raised his hands as if he were about to hit me and I waggled my finger at him. ‘People are watching, Steward. Do what I say or suffer the consequences.’ I sounded like a comic book villain. Maybe I should get a cape. 
 
    His gaze shifted to something behind me. The Bull was lumbering towards the tent, his shoulders drooping. I smiled. ‘Time’s up.’ I patted Aifric on the shoulder, pivoted and followed the Bull in.  
 
    ‘Do it now,’ I hissed to him. ‘In front of everyone.’ 
 
    The Bull growled under his breath but he walked to the centre of the room and cleared his throat. I glanced behind me. Aifric, looking sour, had also entered. 
 
    ‘I’ve been thinking,’ the Bull rumbled, as the crowd gradually fell silent. ‘It’s not right that we can’t watch the Acumen challenge. There’s always been an audience in the past. I move that we let the people in to see the action.’ 
 
    There were several murmurs of agreement and a few scattered claps but several of the higher-placed Carnegies cast anxious looks at Aifric. The good old Steward was very, very unhappy but he wasn’t about to let this lot see his distress. He pasted on a beatific smile and strode forward. 
 
    ‘What a good idea! I agree wholeheartedly. We should let people watch. The Games are entertainment, after all.’ He slapped the Bull’s back and resolutely refused to look in my direction. ‘What say you, Clan Carnegie?’ 
 
    There was a brief, awkward silence. The Carnegie Chieftain, a thin wiry man, pushed his way forward. ‘We can do that.’ He paused. ‘If the Steward demands it.’ 
 
    Aifric laughed heartily. ‘Oh, I’m not demanding anything. The Games are yours to run. It’s merely a suggestion.’ 
 
    ‘Then that is what we shall do,’ Chieftain Carnegie said. ‘As always, Steward, you are very wise.’ 
 
    The weak applause started again but soon changed into something louder and more enthusiastic. I didn’t know or care whether it was forced or genuine; I’d got what I wanted. With people watching my every move, I’d be as safe as I could be. It would be blatant dishonour for the Carnegies – or anyone else – to harm me.  
 
    I turned on my heel and walked out again, passing closely by Aifric. He didn’t say a word but I could feel his anger. I’d have enjoyed letting him believe that I’d fallen for his lies for a while longer but, let’s face it, the truth was going to come out at some point.  
 
    The chill night air was pleasant and briskly reinvigorated both my body and my mind. I didn’t pay much attention to where I was going; I was too busy working out what Aifric’s next move might be.  
 
    I was lost in thought, my head down and my attention elsewhere, when a cold voice emerged from the darkness. ‘Look who it is. The girl who’s too good to fight.’ 
 
    I looked up, seeking the voice’s owner, and made out two shapes at the top of the hill. Tipsania and Byron. A flash of bitter jealousy zipped through me. For two people who were apparently faking their relationship, they spent a lot of time together. Did she know he’d kissed me? Or that he’d been alone with me a couple of hours ago when I was almost naked? 
 
    ‘Having a little moonlit dalliance, are you?’ I called out, an edge to my tone. It annoyed me that I was annoyed; I could deal calmly with Aifric Moncrieffe who was trying to destroy me but, when it came to his son, my emotions overtook my rationality and sense. 
 
    ‘We’re discussing strategy,’ Tipsania returned coolly. ‘If one of us beats you tomorrow, you’re going to lose. That’s what happens when you’re too afraid to fight. If you’d beaten that giant and passed Angus MacQuarrie, you’d be in a better position.’ 
 
    I marched up to her. ‘I’m not afraid to fight,’ I said, getting in her face. ‘I’m just too good for it. I don’t have to throw my fists around to win these Games. When I’m standing on that dais and getting that prize, you’ll see exactly what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Never going to happen,’ she sniffed. ‘Tell her, By.’ 
 
    ‘Tipsy…’ 
 
    She threw up her arms. ‘Now you’re on her side? Why am I surprised?’ Her shoulders slumped. ‘This is important. We can’t let her win. You know that.’ 
 
    There was such an air of dejection about her that I felt a ripple of sympathy. ‘You know, Tipsania,’ I said softly, ‘if you don’t win the Games, you could just ask your father to give you what you want. He does love you. I’m sure he’ll do whatever he can to keep you happy.’ 
 
    ‘And what would you know about it?’ she snapped. ‘Besides, it’s not up to him.’ She gestured at Byron in frustration. He looked away and she hissed at me, ‘Just because you don’t care what others think of you doesn’t mean the rest of us can afford to be like that.’ She picked up her skirts and walked off. 
 
    I sighed, sat down on the wall and watched her go. Byron sat next to me. ‘You know, she’s not as bad as she pretends.’ 
 
    ‘She was a real bitch to me when we were kids.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But kids can be mean.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not particularly nice now,’ I pointed out. 
 
    He sighed. ‘She has her reasons. You two hate each other for what happened when you were kids but don’t you think her father should be the one to take the blame?’ 
 
    Everyone seemed to blame their parents for their woes and my father, Gale Adair, received far more censure than the others when he probably deserved it least. I exhaled. ‘The sins of our fathers should not be ours to bear.’ 
 
    Byron’s hand touched mine lightly. ‘What your father did had nothing to do with you.’ 
 
    I straightened and pulled away. ‘My father didn’t do anything, no matter what anyone else says. I wasn’t talking about him.’ I was talking about you, I added silently. 
 
    He didn’t answer, simply squeezed my hand and then let it drop. I was painfully aware of his proximity.  
 
    ‘You’re going to marry her, aren’t you?’ I said. ‘If you don’t win the Games.’ 
 
    For a long moment, he didn’t say anything, then he spoke heavily. ‘The Scrymgeours have a lot of money. The Moncrieffes don’t.’ He sighed again. ‘What are you going to ask for?’ 
 
    I pressed my lips together. ‘The Adair lands,’ I said. ‘They were confiscated after what my father did but I’m still here. The Adairs aren’t dead and buried just yet.’ 
 
    ‘That’s noble of you.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ 
 
    ‘You could ask for money.’ 
 
    I laughed softly. ‘I might be a thief but I know there’s more to life than gold.’ Byron grimaced. 
 
    ‘There’s always another way to get what you need. Your father could resign the Stewardship,’ I said. ‘Concentrate on building up your Clan again.’ 
 
    ‘He’s too big hearted for that.’ 
 
    I almost fell off the wall. Big hearted? Aifric Moncrieffe?  
 
    Byron sighed. ‘I’ve suggested it to him several times, but he takes his responsibilities as Steward too seriously. He won’t relinquish that position just for personal benefit.’ 
 
    Because personal financial benefit didn’t come close to whatever other benefits he received from being Steward. When it came to his father, Byron was blind.  
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘He tried to kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Your father.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Integrity.’ 
 
    I sought his eyes. ‘It’s true,’ I said simply. ‘Lily MacQuarrie died from drinking poison that was intended for me.’ 
 
    ‘Integrity, I understand you think we might have a future together but attacking my father isn’t going to achieve that. Besides, you said William Kincaid tried to poison you.’ 
 
    I pushed off from the wall and backed away. ‘I lied. And this isn’t about you and me, it’s about your father. You can’t trust him, Byron.’ 
 
    ‘He is a good man. He has a lot of honour.’ 
 
    Fucking honour. ‘Smoke and mirrors. He’s an evil bastard and you need to open your eyes to the fact.’ 
 
    ‘Now hold on a minute…’ he said, obviously upset. 
 
    ‘Stop shouting!’ came a shaky, high-pitched voice from the darkness on the other side of the hill. ‘You’re scaring the snowdrops!’ 
 
    We both fell silent as Morna Carnegie appeared, taking small unsteady steps towards us. ‘This is a very important time for the flowers,’ she admonished. ‘It’s touch and go and they’re very sensitive.’ 
 
    I stared at her but Byron gave a tight smile. ‘I apologise,’ he said. 
 
    She sniffed. ‘I don’t need you to apologise. I just need you to keep the noise down.’ She looked at me. ‘You’re the Adair girl.’ 
 
    Bloody Carnegies. ‘Integrity,’ I said coldly. 
 
    ‘Pfft! No need to get the hump. When you get to my age, everyone is either a girl or a boy.’ Her pupils dilated. ‘I knew your father, you know. He had respect for his environment.’ She cocked her head. ‘Don’t believe everything you hear about him.’ 
 
    I drew in a breath. ‘Do you mean…’ 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, she jerked back. ‘It was you,’ she whispered suddenly. ‘You took it. I can see it in you.’  
 
    Oh shite. 
 
    ‘Took what, Morna?’ Byron asked. 
 
    ‘My Gift. You stole my Gift.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No, no, no, I didn’t.’ My voice faltered. I squeezed my eyes shut and sighed. ‘I didn’t mean to. And I didn’t take all of it.’ 
 
    ‘You have no control!’ she snapped. ‘You can’t just go around stealing others’ magical powers!’ 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Byron said slowly, ‘what is she talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ I looked at him. He backed away as comprehension sank in. 
 
    ‘Kirsty,’ he said. ‘It was you who did that to her.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t deliberate! I didn’t mean to, it just kind of happened.’ 
 
    Even in the darkness, I could see his face grow pale. ‘You took my Gift too, didn’t you? Not all of it but you took some. Ripped it from me. That was why it felt so strange in the Artistry challenge. Are you really that desperate to win?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t like that!’ I protested, feeling the situation and my control slipping away. I was desperate for Byron not to think badly of me. 
 
    He gave me a long, cold stare. ‘You really are a bitch.’ 
 
    ‘Byron…’ 
 
    He shook his head and stepped away. ‘Stay away from me, Integrity. I don’t want you anywhere near me.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, Byron.’ 
 
    It was too late. He’d already whirled away and was striding back down the hill. My shoulders sank.  
 
    Morna Carnegie was still looking at me. ‘The truth will out, Integrity Adair,’ she said. ‘It always does.’ 
 
    Her words were so similar to those that I’d snapped at Aifric that I froze and stared at her. She smiled then squeaked, ‘Excuse me.’ She reached inside her coat and pulled out a ball of brown fur. ‘I told you to stop doing that,’ she said sternly. I blinked. The fur quivered in her hands and she sighed. ‘Fine. But don’t go far.’ 
 
    Morna bent down and released the ball. It wasted no time in scampering off, leaving behind a three-legged trail. My mouth dropped open. ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    ‘A haggis,’ she said dismissively. ‘Bloody things keep running off.’ 
 
    ‘Haggis? But…?’ 
 
    Morna snapped her fingers in front of my face. ‘Focus on what’s important, girl! People your age get distracted too easily. No wonder you keep making such a mess of things.’ Before I could protest, she held up her hand. ‘Not everyone is against you,’ she said. ‘No matter what their fool Clan Chieftains are doing. Come and see me once all this is over. I can help you with your Gift.’ 
 
    ‘Gift?’ I scoffed. ‘Some Gift. Is stealing your magic a fucking Gift?’ 
 
    She touched my arm. ‘The boy will come around.’ She watched me then said, almost to herself. ‘Maybe the prophecy is true.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed. ‘What prophecy? I keep hearing it mentioned but I don’t know what it is.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know?’ She paused. ‘Then perhaps we should keep it that way. Knowledge is not always a good thing. You might kill yourself trying to fulfil it and then where would we be?’ 
 
    In the ground most likely. The old woman was right though. I didn’t have time for mumbo-jumbo like this. 
 
    ‘Come and find me,’ she repeated. Then she walked away. 
 
    Left alone on top of the hillside with nothing more than the haggis’s trail beside me, I felt more alone than ever. Morna could make all the overtures she wanted; whether I had my friends with me or not, Byron’s censure meant that the bottom had been ripped out of my world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    When day finally dawned on the morning of the last challenge, I wasn’t feeling any better. No matter what Lexie, Speck, Brochan, Taylor or Bob said, I just muttered dull responses. I was supposed to win this challenge for my father and my Clan, and to take the first step towards righting all the wrongs that had been done them, but I couldn’t muster the energy to care right now. 
 
    Taylor’s concern was palpable. ‘This challenge is as much about brain work and intelligence, Tegs. You need to snap out of this funk.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah!’ Bob agreed. He jumped onto my shoulder and started dancing. ‘No funk! Let’s get funky!’  
 
    I ignored him. ‘We need to go,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to be late.’ 
 
    Lexie looked miserable. ‘Tegs…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ I told her. I lifted my head and looked at them. ‘I will do this. I’ve not come this far to fail at the final hurdle.’ 
 
    ‘That’s my girl,’ Taylor boomed but he still looked worried. My blues were dampening everyone else’s spirits. I took several deep breaths and focused. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I said. I shook my head. ‘I’m letting everything get to me.’ 
 
    ‘Tell us a joke.’ 
 
    I tried to think but even my cheesiest lines had deserted me. ‘I’m all out of them.’ 
 
    Speck brightened. ‘Things aren’t all bad then.’ 
 
    Everyone grinned and their warm camaraderie did its usual job. The tight knot inside me loosened and I smiled slightly. As they beamed at me like idiots, I started to relax and I couldn’t stop myself from grinning back. Brochan slapped me on the back in a gesture of solidarity. Unfortunately, he didn’t know his own strength and I went flying into Speck, who tried to dodge out of the way but ended up tangled in his own feet and crashed against Lexie. The pair of them went down in a mass of writhing limbs. 
 
    ‘Speck, darling,’ came Lexie’s muffled voice, ‘I know you’re hot for me but perhaps we should wait until we have some privacy. And until I’ve shaved my legs.’ 
 
    The warlock extricated himself awkwardly, pulling back and glaring. She got to her feet, curtseyed and gave him a saucy wink. 
 
    Bob and I started to giggle. I clamped my hand over my mouth to try and stop myself. Speck continued to glare but his eyes flickered with amusement – and what I thought might be a tinge of longing.  
 
    I straightened up. I was going to win these damned Games and I’d worry later about what happened next. There would be time enough for apologies and recriminations once I had the prize in my hands. If could get back the Adair lands, I’d be making headway towards returning my Clan to where they deserved to be. 
 
    * 
 
    The remaining competitors congregated at a tent by the entrance to the main field, where we’d been a few days earlier for the opening ceremony. As we entered, we were patted down; we were not permitted to bring in anything for this challenge. I was searched more thoroughly than the others but I submitted without complaint; if they didn’t find anything on me now, they couldn’t plant anything on me later. 
 
    As I looked round, it seemed that the numbers were considerably depleted. Whether it was because of injuries sustained in the Adventure challenge or because some contestants knew that they’d never win, I estimated that we were now down around seventy in total - almost half the original number.  
 
    Just like last time, Byron and Tipsania hovered at the front. One of the Scrymgeours was patting Tipsania’s brow with a small towel, like she was some kind of prize fighter. I rolled my eyes. Ridiculous. 
 
    ‘We’ve lost a lot of people,’ Angus murmured by my side.  
 
    I nodded. ‘But there are still too many more.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t worry about it. You’re the only Chieftain competing so it stands to reason that you’ll beat everyone else. Besides, I caught a whisper that the number of competitors is about to dwindle even more.’ 
 
    I frowned but he merely smiled and pointed to the front. Byron was studiously avoiding looking in my direction; his focus was fixed on the Carnegie official who’d just appeared from the tunnel. 
 
    ‘Clan competitors!’ the official called.  
 
    It was difficult to hear him over the hubbub and he wasn’t throwing his voice. Byron held up a hand and everyone fell silent. I bit down the temptation to start chattering loudly to Angus, not because I wanted to annoy Byron but because the naughty child inside me would do almost anything to get his attention. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t a lovesick teenager; hell, I’d never been like this even when I was a teenager. I hated myself ‒ but I still wished he’d look at me. 
 
    ‘To make the final round as fair and interesting as possible,’ the Carnegie official intoned, ‘we are going to weed out the chaff. Only the leading competitor from each Clan will be allowed to compete in the Acumen challenge.’ 
 
    My brow furrowed. ‘Did he really just call almost fifty Sidhe nobles chaff?’ I murmured to Angus. ‘That’s brave.’ 
 
    There were a lot of grumbles and hissed complaints. A lot of people were extremely annoyed and I didn’t blame them. If these Games were all about the honour of competing against your peers, a lot of Sidhe had effectively been tossed into disrepute. 
 
    The Carnegie official was oblivious. ‘Unless you are the sole Clan representative, you must leave the area,’ he said, without a trace of emotion.  
 
     I shook my head. They just didn’t get it. They harped on and on about honour and how important it was, and in the next breath they made it clear that unless you were in with a chance of winning, you might as well not participate. I was surprised that they didn’t chuck out everyone apart from me, Tipsania and Byron but perhaps that would be step too far even for this lot. 
 
    The discarded competitors filed out. When Jamie passed me, he raised his eyebrows and said, ‘Good luck.’ 
 
    That was nice of him. Obviously, Byron hadn’t shared his insights about me with the rest of his Clan. Unfortunately Jamie’s friendly overtures were followed by one of the Scrymgeour competitors hissing something about wanting to see my entrails pulled out. 
 
    When the tent was empty, and there were only twenty-five of us left, the Carnegie Sidhe spoke again. ‘There are only three competitors whose accrued points put them in a position to win. If the rest of you want to drop out, go ahead. This is a short challenge and it won’t be long before we have our winner.’ No one moved. He shrugged as if we were all idiots and continued. ‘You will each take a number from this bag. The number you take corresponds to your assigned door. When the klaxon sounds, you will go through it. Your goal is to find the red button and push it.’ He stared at us. ‘Simple, really.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that,’ Angus whispered. ‘We know there’s going to be one giant spider to contend with at least.’ 
 
    And then some. I took my place in the queue, eventually pulling out a small plastic disk with the number thirteen etched onto it. Unlucky for some. We arranged ourselves in numerical order and I was none too pleased to see that Tipsania had drawn number fourteen. As we filed out onto the field, she trod on my heel. ‘Oops,’ she simpered. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    I turned to look at her. ‘Why are you doing this?’ I asked her. ‘Why are you being a bully?’ 
 
    She snarled, ‘Your very existence is an affront to all that the Sidhe stand for.’ Her words dripped with vile condescension but, for the first time, I saw something behind her eyes that suggested she lacked conviction. Or maybe I was just softening towards her.  
 
    We heard the roar of the crowd long before we saw them. The grandstand was filled to capacity. There were a lot of makeshift placards proclaiming support for the competitors and I was shocked to see a few Sidhe from other Clans holding signs up for me. That was unexpected – and probably dangerous for them. Maybe people liked to show that they’d backed the winner; my odds, which had been three hundred to one before the Artistry challenge, now placed me as favourite. I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased that my efforts were being acknowledged or to worry about the target that was now placed on my back.  
 
    I took my place in front of my assigned door. The field was almost covered with walls of smoky black glass – the ones that I’d seen stacked in the pallets aboard the Carnegie ship. I had visions of a crazy arena inside where we’d be forced to fight each other to the death like some bloody, warped Battle Royale. I clenched my hands. If that was the case then I was pretty much screwed.  
 
    The countdown started and Campbell Carnegie’s dulcet tones came over the loudspeaker. I bounced up and down on the balls of my feet. If I had to make a run for it then I would.  
 
    Five. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Two. 
 
    One. 
 
    The klaxon screamed and a heartbeat later all the doors swung open, revealing nothing but darkness within. Without looking at anyone, I stepped in. I was going to win these Games and I wanted all those Sidhe who’d spat on my father’s grave to see me do it. 
 
    I ran forward – but not into an arena. The narrow corridor lined with more of the dark glass showed that this was some kind of maze. Heart pounding with anticipation, I took the first turning to the left. The key to successfully negotiating mazes was to be consistent. Left, left and left again. When I hit the first dead end, I spun back round, almost colliding with a wide-eyed Blair Sidhe who backed away from me. I ignored him and pushed past. 
 
    After about five minutes I started to realise what an immense structure this maze was. The consistent turning and reaching dead ends then spinning back around again was more tiring than I thought it could be. Rather than continue at a pace I couldn’t maintain, I slowed slightly. I’d need some energy for whatever was yet to come. I’d all but blocked out the crowd. I just concentrated on going forward, left, back, left, forward once more. 
 
    Then I came to a stop. At the far end of the latest turn, there wasn’t just an empty corridor. A body lay prone on the floor and, next to it, a table with two flagons and a set of identical glasses. When I got closer and saw that the body belonged to Angus, my stomach tightened in fear. I bent down to check his pulse, nausea rising in my stomach. If he’d died for the sake of this stupid challenge… I let out a sigh of relief; he was still breathing. He was out for the count and out of the running, but he was okay. There was a glass not far from his hand. I grabbed it and sniffed but whatever was inside was odourless.  
 
    I stood up. I didn’t have time to worry about him, I had to concentrate on myself.  
 
    I examined the table. Both flagons contained clear, identical-looking liquid. I sniffed each one but neither of them smelled of anything. Behind the table was another door. Apparently I had to drink from a flagon: choose the right one and the door would open; choose wrongly and I’d end up fast asleep like Angus.  
 
    Written on parchment next to the flagons was a riddle. 
 
    My left is in dress and trousers and suit 
 
    No key however will unlock my loot. 
 
    My right is in feline, bold and proud 
 
    Only a fop would wear this shroud. 
 
    I read through it several times. Shroud had obvious implications – was that choice of words a red herring? I frowned, trying to work out what it meant. 
 
    ‘Dress, trousers, suit,’ I muttered to myself. ‘Material? Cloth? Zip?’ My brain felt cloudy: the harder I thought, the more elusive the answer seemed to be. 
 
    The word ‘fop’ stood out, not just because it was old-fashioned but it wasn’t the sort of word a Sidhe would use. Could fop stand for something else? I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to think. All I associated with the word ‘fop’ was a dandy like the Carnegie MC. A dandy feline. 
 
    ‘Dandelion,’ I whispered. I opened my eyes and stared at the flagon on the right. It had to contain essence of dandelion which was entirely harmless. And the flagon on the left was… I grinned. Hemlock. That was the one to avoid. 
 
    Without wasting any more time, I grabbed the right flagon and poured myself a shot, muttered, ‘Bottom’s up,’ and downed it in one.  
 
    It tasted earthy and fragrant. I held my breath in case I’d made a mistake but the door in front of me opened and the crowd outside roared, either in approval or dismay. I couldn’t help throwing my arms in the air in delight. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Angus,’ I whispered. Then I moved round the table just as another competitor ran up behind me. 
 
    I twisted my head to watch Tipsania. She didn’t even look at Angus and neither did she read the riddle – she simply poured from the same flagon that I had. She couldn’t have seen what I’d done because she’d been too far behind. I gritted my teeth. No – she already knew which one to choose. I rolled my eyes and ran on. Honour. It was a waste of breath to say the word around here. 
 
    The one thing in my favour was that the maze was too complicated for anyone to memorise. All I had to do was move faster to give myself more time at any stations like the last one and I could still do this. I ran even faster, still only turning left. Although the audience weren’t visible, they could obviously see what was going on. As I sprinted ahead, I could hear more and more people yelling my name. That was good; it meant I was doing well. 
 
    I hit another dead end and spun round, dirt flying up around my ankles. When I turned the next corner, I saw a long, long corridor stretching in front of me.  
 
    I stopped, warily. The corridor had to be a hundred feet long. I glanced from side to side. With my blurry reflection bouncing back at me from various angles, and with my white hair falling down my back, I looked a ghost. An avenging ghost, I amended.  
 
    It would be wise to be careful here. I yanked off a button from the top of my shirt and threw it forward. Immediately there was a whine and, from above the high walls of the maze, a sharp blade scythed downwards, slicing through the air and what would have been my soft flesh if I hadn’t erred on the side of caution.  
 
    Feeling like a character in a computer game, I prepared to run again. The difference between me and Lara Croft, though, was that I didn’t have an automatic save or infinite lives. Things were about to get hairy.  
 
    I watched the spot where the blade had come down, etching it into my memory, then burst forward. Three seconds before I got there, I threw myself into a roll, ducking under the great blade as it made another heavy swipe. I felt the air rush past my head. Damn, that was close. As soon as I was sure the danger had passed, I picked myself up and carried on running. I half-expected a giant boulder à la Indiana Jones to roll after me. Thankfully, that didn’t happen. 
 
    At the end of the corridor I was greeted by a smooth wall. My stomach lurched. Had I braved that damned scythe only to find myself at another dead end? Of all the shitty things to do… I cursed loudly. As I did, my breath clouded up the glass, revealing something underneath.  
 
    I paused, then breathed out some more. Indistinct words began to form on the glass; I breathed several times and read them quickly before they disappeared again. 
 
    Solitary life maketh me 24, my Clan maketh me 20. But add one more and beware for one extra maketh me unclean. 
 
    I smirked: this was easier than the last riddle. It helped, of course, that I’d broken similar codes in the past while breaking in to one or two homes owned by Sidhe who thought they were being clever by creating puzzles to remind themselves of their security passwords. I ran through the options in my head, checking and re-checking. The twenty-fourth letter in the alphabet was X. Put two Xs together and you got the old Roman numerals for twenty. Add one more and we were in Taylor territory with his girly magazines and dodgy porn websites – XXX. 
 
    I said it aloud but nothing happened. Pursing my lips, I breathed out to mist the glass again. I drew an X shape with the tip of my index finger, right across the entire riddle; there was a creak and the wall slid open, revealing the next section. Yahtzee. 
 
    I pelted round the corner. My palms were clammy and I could feel sweat beading my forehead. I was close now; I could feel it ‒ and when I saw what was right in front of me, I knew I’d been right. It was an open space with a small dais and smack-bang on top of it, in all its shining glory, was the red button.  
 
    Unfortunately there was another figure standing in the gap on the opposite side. Byron, panting slightly, stared at me while I stared at him. Distant sounds of skirmishes and cries could be heard from other parts of the maze. For us, however, time seemed to stop. He wasn’t ignoring me now: his emerald eyes glittered, challenge reflected in them. It was a mere six or seven strides to the finish – and victory. I could do this.  
 
    ‘It’s me or you,’ he said. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. ‘It’s always me or you,’ I replied softly. 
 
    Something flashed across his expression, regret perhaps or something else. His muscles tightened as he prepared. From outside the maze, the audience was chanting. I couldn’t hear my name being yelled any more. They were all on Team Byron. 
 
    ‘You have a lot of supporters.’ 
 
    He tilted his head. ‘I’m one of the good guys.’ His implication was clear. Enough already. 
 
    I leapt forward at precisely the same moment as Byron, my hands outstretched towards the giant button. I was almost there when there was a faint rattle and a shadow appeared across Byron’s determined face. Debbie’s massive jaws lunged down, inches away from his head. 
 
    Byron realised the danger at the same time that I did. He jerked his thumb to the right and, doing as he bade, I flung myself against the smoky mirrored wall. Debbie hissed, the hairs on her gigantic legs quivering. 
 
    ‘There’s your spider,’ Byron grunted. ‘Pretty little thing.’ 
 
    She rose up on her hind legs, then sent a jet of silk towards me. It encircled my arm, pinning me back. ‘Little?’ I snarled, as I extricated myself, using my free hand to rip away the sticky strands. ‘Compared to what?’ 
 
    Byron bunched his muscles and dived for the floor, rolling until he was behind Debbie’s massive frame. ‘Your ego,’ he said. 
 
    I scowled in annoyance while Debbie lumbered round to face him, the sound of his voice leading her away from me. I glanced at the button. It was really close; I could probably reach out from here. Instead I turned back to Debbie.  
 
    ‘Go for her belly,’ Byron suggested, breathing heavily as he dodged her snapping jaws. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to hurt her.’ I took a step back and considered. ‘It’s not her fault she’s here.’ 
 
    ‘You need to get your priorities in order.’ 
 
    I thought of the red button behind me. The man had a point. ‘Hey,’ I said softly. I reached out and prodded Debbie’s arse. Her body tightened and she swung towards me. ‘Remember me? We’ve met before. I’m not a bad person.’ 
 
    Her eyes glittered with hatred; clearly Debbie didn’t have much of a memory for faces. I touched my forehead, using my index finger to wipe away a drop of sweat. It dangled on the tip. ‘Sorry about this, Debbie,’ I apologised, then I flicked my finger, arcing the droplet upwards. It splashed onto Debbie above her gaping mouth. She let out a strange howl and leapt upwards, disappearing out of sight. 
 
    Byron gaped. ‘What the hell?’ 
 
    ‘Giant spiders don’t like salt,’ I informed him. I smiled. ‘Now it really is just you and me.’  
 
    I jumped up, somersaulting backwards until I was right behind the dais and the button. He stared at me expressionlessly as I made my move.  
 
    There was a loud rattle. The salt of my sweat had only been a temporary setback for Debbie. She appeared above Byron’s head once more but this time the look in her many eyes was rage. Her mouth opened again and she snapped.  
 
    I didn’t think. I veered off course, missing the dais completely and crashing into Byron. He staggered. 
 
    ‘What the fuck!’ he yelled. 
 
    Debbie hissed, annoyed that she’d temporarily lost her prey again. She flicked a hesitant leg at me but I dodged it easily. She was scared that I might bombard her with more salty sweat and she was keeping her distance but Byron was still in her sights. I scrambled to my feet as she reared up and snapped towards him again. This time, as I pushed him out of the way once more, he fell backwards, his arms reaching out behind his body to brace himself for impact. Quite by accident, his elbow hit the button and a loud gong sounded, along with a burst of fireworks. Shite. 
 
    Byron blinked, stunned, while Debbie pulled back and scuttled away, the sound throwing her off balance. I curved round him and slammed down my own hand to register my position in second place. The gong boomed again but there were no fireworks this time. The winner had already been announced – and it wasn’t me. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    I received a warm, tight group hug in commiseration. Several well-dressed Sidhe tutted loudly at the blatant show of friendly contact but we ignored them. 
 
    ‘You came so close,’ Lexie sniffed. ‘It’s not fair.’ 
 
    ‘It is what it is. In the end, Byron was better.’ I was being overly generous but for some reason I didn’t want my friends to think badly of him. 
 
    Brochan growled, ‘A Sidhe would never be better than you.’ 
 
    I gave him a watery grin. ‘I’m a Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘If you’d just…’ Speck started. 
 
    ‘Speck, leave it,’ Lexie said. ‘Tegs doesn’t need to know the permutations of what might have happened if she’d let Debbie go for Byron.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.  
 
    I squeezed his arm. ‘You can tell me later.’ 
 
    Taylor smiled. ‘It’s not all bad. I just won sixty-five thousand pounds.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘Gambling’s not such a terrible thing after all.’ 
 
    I gaped at him. ‘But I lost.’ 
 
    His smile grew. ‘I didn’t bet on you.’ 
 
    Lexie punched him. ‘You gambled away my money on Byron Moncrieffe instead of Tegs? You prick!’ 
 
    ‘I won though! Byron won! I was right to do it.’ 
 
    ‘So much for honour amongst thieves,’ she grumbled. 
 
    I tried not to laugh. It might have been overwrought hysteria or it might have been genuine amusement ‒ at this stage it was difficult to tell. 
 
    The lights in the auditorium dimmed and we took our seats. As befitted the runner-up, I was directed to the front. I could see Lexie and Taylor beaming as they were moved to the front of the audience with Speck and Brochan right behind. They weren’t skulking in the back row now and that was satisfying. We hadn’t achieved what we’d set out to but I’d reap the rewards from these Games for some time to come. I had sacrificed my chance of winning to save Byron from Debbie’s arachnid stomach. I promised myself that I wouldn’t be a sore loser. I was better than that.  
 
    I smoothed down the new improved Clan Adair tartan and reminded myself to maintain a proud posture. And I was proud. I might be a Clan of one – with some bloody decent friends behind me – but I’d beaten the others against all the odds. I was worthy. I had no idea how I would win back my father’s lands but there was always tomorrow. I would always be optimistic. What else was there? 
 
    The league board had been moved onto the stage for the prize giving. My name glittered near the top, with Byron’s right above it and a single point separating the pair of us. Byron strode up and took the winner’s seat next to me; it was several inches higher than mine. I couldn’t help noticing that he took considerable pains not to touch me but I tried not to let it bother me. 
 
    ‘Congratulations,’ I said. 
 
    He didn’t look at me; I ignored the sharp stab in my chest and shifted away slightly. I’d respect his wishes, much as I wanted to grab him and yell that nothing that happened had been my fault. Looking at the faces in the watching crowd, many of whom were far friendlier towards me than they had been when these Games had started, it occurred to me that I’d gained many allies. But I’d lost some too. I sighed inwardly; I couldn’t blame Byron for how he felt but it didn’t stop the hurt from searing through me. 
 
    There was a dramatic drum roll, then the Carnegie MC marched out. He was wearing a bizarre cape that flowed out behind him, as if he were some kind of tartan-clad vampire. He took his spot at the front, nodded to the pixie who handed him a microphone, and started to speak. 
 
    ‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ he boomed. ‘I am sure you will agree that the 2016 Games have been the best ever!’ There was a loud cheer from the stands. I noticed that the loudest cheers came from the Carnegie onlookers. ‘We have never had such a close-run race or such a nail-biting finish.’ 
 
    ‘Or so many clichés,’ I muttered. I felt Byron glance at me and fell silent again. 
 
    ‘We would like to welcome our third runner-up to the dais to receive his medal. Clan MacQuarrie will be very proud of their son this evening. Never before have they placed so highly.’ 
 
    There was a loud round of applause as Angus stood up and walked over. He was smiling broadly but when he walked it looked as if he was still hurting. He bowed his head as the small iron medal was placed round his neck. He made a show of kissing it and held it up to the crowd. Then he looked in my direction and winked.  
 
    ‘Our second runner up is Tipsania Scrymgeour!’ Carnegie declared. 
 
    Tipsania got to her feet far more stiffly than Angus and walked up to Carnegie. She’d gone all out with her outfit: it was a glittering dress which I could swear was made out of diamonds. There was nothing like flaunting your wealth in front of the great and the good. Now the Games were over, I wondered if she’d notice if I helped myself to a few of those sparkly jewels. It would be minor compensation for what I’d gone through, if nothing else. 
 
    Tipsania’s medal was bronze. Although she held it up in a similar manner to Angus, her lip curled slightly as she touched it and I grinned. I guessed she wasn’t used to such ordinary metals. 
 
    ‘Our first runner up is…’ the MC paused, not for dramatic effect but because he felt disgusted by my name on his lips. My smile grew. He still had to say it. ‘Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    The noise from the crowd was remarkably pleasing. Not everyone clapped and many had glowering expressions and folded arms. But I’d won over enough people that there weren’t tumbleweeds blowing across the stage. That was enough for me. 
 
    I strolled to the front and made a sweeping bow. I wouldn’t let anyone see that I was disappointed at not winning. I turned round and Carnegie gazed sourly at me as I bowed my head. He managed to drop the medal round my neck without brushing my skin. I wondered if he’d practised that move beforehand. 
 
    The drum roll started up once more and lights danced across the stage, finally stopping in a circle round Byron. Rather than looking happy, he looked uncomfortable. 
 
    ‘And the winner of the 2016 Sidhe Highland Games is Byron Moncrieffe!’  
 
    Naturally the applause for Byron was the loudest and it seemed as if the very walls of the auditorium rocked. There was a large group of girls – and older women – who screamed his name and flashed considerable cleavage. I shot a sidelong look at Tipsania but she was staring ahead, not looking at the supposed love of her life. I couldn’t work out why she wasn’t happier. She hadn’t won, and she’d still have to navigate the minefield of dealing with her relationship with a Wild Man, but Byron was about to release both of them from their awkward charade. That could only be a good thing, right? 
 
    Byron strode forward, his discomfort unable to disguise his confident, sexy, swagger. There were more girlish screams but he didn’t pause to acknowledge the crowd. He simply walked up to the Carnegie MC and shook his hand. He wasn’t even smiling. 
 
    ‘Byron Moncrieffe,’ Carnegie purred, thrusting the microphone in his direction. ‘How do you feel?’ 
 
    ‘Fabulous.’ 
 
    He didn’t look as if he felt fabulous. His mouth was pressed in a grim line. My skin buzzed with Kirsty Kincaid’s stolen Gift as I recognised the lie. Going by Byron’s expression, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he punched Carnegie rather than shaking his hand. Maybe it was supposed to be Sidhe stoicism in the face of victory, another one of those damned honour ideals which had about as much substance as an eyelash in a hurricane. 
 
    Carnegie picked up the winner’s gold medal and it caught the light, glittering and twinkling as it spun. I felt a moment of bitter regret that I quickly quashed. Byron deserved this moment, much as it galled me to admit it; when it really counted, he’d been better than me. 
 
    He bowed his head, permitting Carnegie to drop the medal over his head. Byron’s hand briefly touched the metal disk then he turned to face his adoring public. The roar of cheers was extraordinary.  
 
    After what felt like minutes, the MC gestured to the audience to be silent. Even then it took some time for everyone to settle down. 
 
    ‘As we all know,’ he intoned dramatically, ‘the winner of the Games is permitted to ask for any prize. If it is within the power of the Chieftains to grant it, then grant it they shall.’ He gave a small smile. ‘In fact, there has only been one occasion in the Games’ five-hundred-year history when the requested prize was not given – and that was for a unicorn’s horn.’ 
 
    There was an appreciative titter from the crowd. I glanced at Tipsania. Her shoulders were slumped; maybe her dalliance with Candy was nothing more than a way to pass the time. Perhaps she really did want Byron after all. 
 
    ‘Byron Moncrieffe,’ Campbell continued. ‘What do you request?’ 
 
    Byron’s emerald eyes momentarily caught mine. It was a fleeting look, so swift I wasn’t even sure if it had happened. He swallowed once, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. I looked away, searching for my friends. The others were watching Byron but Taylor was looking at me. He gave me a bright smile and a thumbs up. I smiled back. 
 
    ‘I would like,’ Byron said, ‘for the Adair lands to be returned to their Clan daughter.’ My head whipped round and my jaw dropped open. He looked at me. ‘Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    I stared at him, shock holding me rigid. His expression didn’t flicker.  
 
    Carnegie was a different matter, however. He could have caught a swarm of dragonflies with his mouth. ‘Are you sure that’s what you want?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    Byron turned to him. ‘It’s my prize to claim,’ he said evenly, ‘and I have made my request.’ 
 
    Campbell turned to the Chieftains. In theory I should be with them but I was glad that I wasn’t. I didn’t need to be beside them to know what some of them were saying; the sparks of anger in their eyes were enough.  
 
    Returning my lands was something which would cost the other Clans nothing in in terms of money. There were more than few muttered whispers indicating that they were calculating the risks but, with so many eyes watching, they couldn’t deny Byron. He knew it, I knew it and everyone else knew it too.  
 
    When Aifric got to his feet, he didn’t glance at his son as he addressed the crowd stiffly. ‘The Chieftains grant Byron Moncrieffe this prize,’ he said. He bowed once as everyone roared in approval. 
 
    I turned to Byron but he resolutely avoided my gaze. He folded his arms across his chest and nodded at Carnegie. 
 
    ‘In that case,’ the MC boomed, ‘I declare these Games over!’ 
 
    The audience rose to their feet. Everyone was yelling and clapping but Byron was already striding back off the stage. I stood up hastily, pushed back my chair and ran after him.  
 
    I spun past Carnegie, who hissed something under his breath. I didn’t pay any attention to him, he wasn’t important. 
 
    ‘Byron!’ I called. He kept walking, not even turning his head to acknowledge me. I caught up with him and grabbed his arm. I could feel his muscles under my fingers. 
 
    ‘You got what you wanted, Integrity,’ he said, without looking at me. ‘Be happy.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ I gasped, shaking my head in confusion, ‘but why?’ 
 
    A muscle worked in his jaw. ‘Because it was the right thing to do.’ He wrenched his arm away from me.  
 
    ‘Your Clan. The money you need…’ 
 
    His head turned and his eyes met mine for a second. ‘There’s always another way.’ His mouth tugged up at the corner. ‘Right?’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘Right.’ His words didn’t alter my disbelief. ‘Uh, thank you. Thank you so much.’ 
 
    He looked as if he wanted to say something else.  
 
    ‘Byron!’ Aifric was standing at the end of the corridor. I shivered involuntarily. ‘This doesn’t concern you, Miss Adair,’ he said. ‘I would like to talk to my son.’ 
 
    Irritation flooded me; he had the knack of showing up at the worst possible moments. Why couldn’t Byron see the truth about his father?  
 
    ‘Go, Integrity,’ Byron muttered. 
 
    I gritted my teeth then nodded. ‘Fine. I’ll leave you in peace.’ I flicked a look at Aifric. ‘There’s just one thing though, Steward.’ 
 
    He glanced at me. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Chieftain Adair.’  
 
    And then I smiled. 
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    The rusting Fiat which Speck had managed to procure smelled of fish. Not in a fresh by-the-sea-with-a-tang-of-salt-and-wind-blowing-in-your-hair fish smell. More like a vat of rotting carcasses left in the hot sun for several days, and with several human corpses thrown in for good measure, smell. 
 
    ‘You’ll get used to it!’ he exclaimed cheerily, as we piled in and Lexie half retched. ‘Just wind down the windows. In any case, fish is remarkably good for you. All that Omega Three.’ 
 
    Brochan, who looked even greener than his merman skin normally allowed, reached over and tried to open the grubby window on his side. Given that his large frame was already hunched because of the cramped conditions, it wasn’t a particularly easy manoeuvre. All the same, I craned my neck round and gazed hopefully at his contortions. The window didn’t budge. 
 
    ‘Try your side, Tegs.’ 
 
    I squeezed my hand down. With Lexie, Brochan and myself packed into the tiny back seat, it wasn’t easy to get the space that I needed. As soon as I tugged on the handle it came away in my hand. Shite. 
 
    I held it up. ‘No luck this side.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I can do this,’ Lexie said. ‘I can barely breathe.’ There was a wildness about her eyes and it looked as if full-blown hyperventilation wasn’t far off.  
 
    I patted her on the arm. ‘Don’t worry.’ I bent down and pulled out my trusty hot-pink window tool. Before Speck could protest, I smashed the back window. The tinkle of breaking glass was drowned out by his cry of anguish. 
 
    ‘This car belongs to Tommy the Knock! He’ll kill me if I return it like this.’ 
 
    ‘He can bill me,’ I said. 
 
    Taylor glanced round from the front passenger seat, his white eyebrows rising. ‘And you’ll pay him with what, exactly?’ 
 
    I grinned. I’d been waiting for him to bring that up. ‘You have all those winnings from the Games.’ I shrugged. ‘I’ll just use those.’ 
 
    He muttered something under his breath about ungrateful Sidhe. My grin widened. ‘You auto know better than to rile me,’ I punned. 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Lexie said heavily. ‘It’s over a hundred miles to the Adair Clan Lands. If I have to put up with your jokes as well as this smell and these conditions, I will kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ said a muffled voice. Bob made his presence known and Brochan instantly sneezed into a spotted handkerchief. ‘I’ll do it for you.’ He pushed himself up onto her knee and held up his tiny hand. Lexie mimed a high-five. 
 
    ‘Remind me again why we’re doing this? Why we’re not staying in Oban or, even better, moving back to Aberdeen?’ Lexie demanded. 
 
    ‘Where’s your sense of adventure?’ I asked. ‘We’re going to reclaim my heritage, Lex. To right the wrongs of a generation and return Clan Adair to its formal glory.’  
 
    She blew out air through her pursed lips. ‘Hurrah. Wake me up when it’s over.’ 
 
    Speck chose that moment to turn on the stereo. The car was so old that it actually took cassette tapes. As the booming tones of the Proclaimers deafened us, he turned round with a happy smile. ‘Chill. This will be fun. I made us a mix tape for the journey.’ 
 
    Lexie linked her fingers. ‘Help me, Bob. Please. I’ll wish for anything. Just make this stop.’ 
 
    Bob’s chirpy grin vanished. He jabbed a finger in my direction. ‘Gotta wait till she’s done with her other two wishes first.’ Both he and Lexie turned to me with palpable hope. 
 
    ‘Nope,’ I said. 
 
    ‘You promised, Uh Integrity!’ Bob whined, his voice rising to the sort of pitch that would soon only be audible to dogs. ‘Don’t forget you promised.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make that next wish soon enough.’ As soon as I had figured out how to ask for something without bringing the sky crashing down on my head. I’d vowed to Bob that I would make my second wish within the next six months; the trouble was that genie wishes almost always had devastating consequences. 
 
    Bob subsided into a series of grumbles. With Lexie holding her nose, Brochan sitting with his arms folded, Taylor unfolding a newspaper to examine yesterday’s racing results, Speck humming wildly and Bob in a sulk, we set off. 
 
    Despite the fishy reek and the less-than-enthusiastic atmosphere, I felt a swirl of excitement in my belly. I’d never even seen my Clan Lands before, much less been able to claim ownership of them. After my father, Gale Adair, had supposedly murdered every member of my Clan – my mother included – the Lands were salted and confiscated. I’d hoped to win them back by beating all the other Sidhe competitors at the Games. I didn’t win but Byron Moncrieffe, who was the eventual victor, had asked for them on my behalf. That was after I’d stolen some of his magic and tried to explain to him what a prick his father really was. Byron didn’t believe me on that score but the fact that he’d given up his chance of avoiding an arranged marriage with Tipsania Scrymgeour so that I could get my land back had to mean something. And of course, I didn’t want him to marry Tipsania any more than he did.  
 
    I shook my head slightly. The thought of Byron might make my insides squeal and squirm but I couldn’t let myself worry about him now. Easier said than done though. 
 
    From the get-go, Speck drove like a demon. For all his concern about what Tommy the Knock might do if his rust bucket wasn’t returned in a decent state, he didn’t seem to care about the suspension. We flew down the road with every pothole and bump making its presence painfully known. Before too long we were out in the open countryside surrounded by snow-topped mountains and moors; faint tinges of heather indicated the start of spring.  
 
    Cold air blasted in from the broken window and I tilted up my chin, enjoying the brisk breeze. I had no idea what the future might hold but it wouldn’t be dull. I’d gone from accomplished thief to saviour of all the magic in the land to temporary mountain rescuer then competitive Sidhe; I certainly couldn’t claim boredom and monotony as companions. Unfortunately, danger and excitement weren’t usually good things either. 
 
    After a good thirty minutes, Speck muttered, ‘Something’s up ahead.’ He turned down the music and peered through the windscreen. I jerked out of my reverie. 
 
    Taylor put down his paper. ‘Is that a car?’ 
 
    I twisted my head, trying to see. I caught sight of billowing black smoke and vicious flames on the side of the road in front of us as the screaming started. This was not good. Speck slammed on the brakes. 
 
    A woman, her clothes ripped and her face contorted in anguish, ran out in front of the Fiat. My anxiety rocketed tenfold. I tugged at the door, trying to open it. Curse this rusted piece of shite. Speck and Taylor were already out on the road and Lexie was trying to squeeze forward. With panic clogging my throat, I eventually shoved the door ajar with my elbow. I half fell, half ran out. 
 
    ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘My children!’ she screamed. She pointed at the car. ‘They’re trapped inside. Help me! Save them!’ 
 
    Children. My insides twisted. Brochan and Taylor tried to advance but the heat was immense.  
 
    ‘Back seat?’ I yelled. 
 
    She covered her face in her hands and began gulping in air in huge ragged sobs. She was hyperventilating. Damn it.  
 
    I darted towards the back of the car where the fire was less intense. Even so, I had to shield my face and stay at least ten feet away. I wasn’t going to waste precious time and risk debilitating injury until I knew exactly where the kids were. I had to be smart if they were going to be saved. If only there wasn’t so much blasted smoke; it was next to impossible to see the vehicle’s interior. I needed to make a decision.  
 
    Was that a small shadow towards the right? I couldn’t tell. I tried to get nearer and it felt as if my very skin was being singed off. If those kids were still alive, they probably only had seconds.  
 
    Taylor appeared next to me. ‘This is not good,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘Bob!’ I yelled. I guessed he was going to get his heart’s desire sooner rather than later; this was no time to play scared. ‘I wish for the children in that car to get out safely!’ 
 
    There was a flash of light and Bob appeared in front of me. ‘Uh Integrity,’ he said sadly. ‘I’d love to help you out. I’d love to say that your wish is my command.’ 
 
    I flung up my arms. What the hell was wrong with him? ‘Then do it!’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘They’re already dead?’ Helplessness overtook me as I stared around. There had to be something we could do ‒ it couldn’t be over before we’d even started. 
 
    Brochan had given up attempting to reach the burning vehicle and was standing at the side of the road, chanting. No doubt he was trying to draw moisture from the air and bring about a rainstorm to douse the flames. Lexie was dashing round, doing what she could to peer inside the car.  
 
    ‘Something’s wrong, Tegs,’ Taylor said, his voice preternaturally calm. 
 
    Bob snapped his fingers in front of my face. ‘The old man is right. Pay attention! I can’t save them because they aren’t there.’ 
 
    I swung my gaze back towards him, confused. ‘Eh?’ Then my hackles began to rise. I looked at the children’s mother who had stumbled over to join us. She tilted her head towards me and dropped her hands. The tears which had been streaming down her face were gone and she was breathing normally. She shrugged. ‘Sorry. Not sorry.’ 
 
    Realisation finally dawned. I was the worst kind of idiot. We all were. ‘It’s an ambush.’  
 
    And just like that, they were upon us. 
 
    It was a classic manoeuvre and one that all of us should have known better than to fall for. Draw the mark’s attention by creating a diversion: the car. Even better, make that diversion create its own real smokescreen with the fire and smoke which obscured a large part of the banking to the side of the road. Then, when your mark is at its most vulnerable, attack. 
 
    I counted six. They were dressed like the worst kind of stereotypes: in black from head to toe with balaclavas covering their faces. They ranged in build from slight and wiry to squat and heavy. From the bulges, I reckoned they comprised two women and four men.  
 
    They’d planned this attack carefully. The two largest immediately ran at Brochan. With his size, he’d be the target to worry about the most – at least in terms of physicality. One woman headed for Speck and another for Lexie. That left two others – not to mention the so-called mother still standing to the side. Shite, shite and double shite. 
 
    I thought quickly. I still had some Gift residue lingering inside me. Telling lies from truth, the Gift which I’d nabbed from Kirsty Kincaid, was useless here as was what little remained of Morna Carnegie’s magic that encouraged life from the ground. But I’d stolen from Byron too, even if I hadn’t meant to, and his Gift was telekinesis. I hoped there was enough of that strange magical juice left inside me to do what was necessary.  
 
    The group had chosen their spot well: we were smack-bang in the middle of a steep-walled valley that effectively blocked us off from any escape beyond the road. That could work in our favour though – if I could get this right. 
 
    I flung my gaze towards the car, willing it to move. The wind was blowing the flames and smoke away from us. I concentrated hard. There was a loud creak and the car juddered upwards. Imagining my body as a magnet, I pulled it towards me. There was a strange feeling in my stomach and I knew I’d have to make this good or I’d be calling on Bob again out of sheer desperation.  
 
    I could already feel the magic draining from me. ‘Come on,’ I said through gritted teeth but the car didn’t care that I was desperate.  
 
    Taylor, turning to the two men who were already upon us, did his best to shield me. ‘Whatever you’re going to do, Tegs, do it quickly.’ 
 
    Sweat beaded my brow. ‘I’m trying.’  
 
    As I tugged hard at the magic, the car heaved itself over, tumbling with ungainly somersaults. One. Two. Three… Bugger. I was losing control. I screeched, grabbed Taylor’s arm and yanked him backwards out of the car’s path.  
 
    Brochan, Speck and Lexie sprinted towards us in the nick of time, skirting past the flames so closely that I was terrified their clothes would catch fire. I forced the car to halt, creating a fiery barrier between us and most of the ninja-esque goons. One slipped through, however, and was already squaring up to us. 
 
    ‘We’ve got this!’ Lexie yelled at me. 
 
    Between the flames and the angle the car was lying at, I’d bought us some time. Brochan, Speck and Lexie were dealing with the sneaky wanker who had made it through and I knew I could trust them to hold their own. Right now, my pressing concern was the fake mother. I spun round. 
 
    She wasn’t Sidhe so at least I didn’t have to worry about any violent Gifts rearing up to bring us down. She was, however, standing spread-eagled, with a shiny dagger clutched in each hand. There wasn’t a scrap of emotion in her face; this wasn’t personal for her. Somehow that made it even worse. 
 
    She gave a loud battle cry and leapt in our direction. Although Taylor tried to act as cover once more, it was clear that it was me she was interested in. She lashed out with one blade, slashing it against his arm, and then kicked him in the chest so he staggered backwards. As he gasped in pain, she continued her advance.  
 
    ‘Fucking Sidhe,’ she hissed. ‘You’re all as bad as each other.’ She lunged with her dagger again.  
 
    I held up my hands. ‘Can we at least talk about this? I’m assuming you’ve been paid to attack us. How about we double that payment?’ 
 
    She ignored me and swiped through the air. Taylor groaned and tried to get up but I spat out an instruction for him to stay down. He wasn’t as nimble as he used to be and this would be easier without me having to worry about him. I danced to the side, avoiding yet another blow.  
 
    ‘We were told you didn’t like to fight much,’ the woman said with a cold smile. ‘Perhaps you should revise your position.’ From the expression in her eyes, I knew at least some of her buddies had managed to get round the burning car and were now at my back. That had been far too fast. These bastards were chillingly good. 
 
    There was a shriek from the far side of the car. Lexie ‒ she was in trouble. Speck cried out and ran to her side but she pushed him off and gestured frantically at the ninja who was now taking on Brochan. Taylor was on the ground and bleeding. I could hear blood pounding in my ears and the continued roar of fire from the car. Even with the trickle of telekinesis which remained inside me, we were no match for this bunch: they were too strong and too determined. It was time for that last resort. Again. 
 
    ‘Bob! I wish…’ 
 
    A huge hand appeared from behind and clamped over my mouth, followed by a tree trunk of an arm that encircled my chest and squeezed my ribs until it was painful to breathe.  
 
    Floating in front of my face, Bob shouted, ‘You have to say the words!’ 
 
    I bit down hard on the fleshy part of my captor’s palm. He yelled but he didn’t let go.  
 
    Bob threw himself forward, kicking and tugging. ‘Let her go! Let Uh Integrity go!’ 
 
    ‘Once you die,’ said a rough voice in my ear, ‘the genie is mine.’ His arm left my chest. Before I could gasp in relief, his free hand wrapped round my throat and threw me to the ground.  
 
    ‘Tegs!’ Taylor shouted.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of one of the attackers punching him in the side of the head and he collapsed like a sack of potatoes. Rage unfurled inside me and I kicked violently upwards in a bid to free myself. The woman was right: I abhor violence but dare to hurt one of mine and my rage is incandescent.  
 
    Anger wasn’t going to help me, though. The grip round my throat tightened until my eyeballs bulged. The man fumbled at his side with his free hand and thrust a black object in my face. Gun, I thought dimly. That’s a gun. 
 
    ‘You’re not all that good after all,’ he sneered. ‘Say ta-ta.’ 
 
    I couldn’t believe it had come to this. After everything I’d been through and all my recent successes, I was going to end up as a corpse at the side of a quiet country road. Sorry, Dad. I tried. 
 
    There was a crunch of footsteps. A pair of booted feet halted by my side and a balaclava-covered face peered down. ‘Integrity? Is that you?’ a female voice asked. 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but managed little more than a grunt. The figure gestured towards my captor and he released me. ‘What gives?’ he grunted as I rolled and coughed, my eyes streaming. 
 
    The woman muttered something in response. I tried to lift my head but the effort seemed too great. There was a loud curse and then I was hauled up by my armpits. The speaker pulled off her balaclava and I stared into a pair of arresting cat-like eyes. I half grimaced, half smiled. ‘Chandra. Long time no see.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    It took us some time to re-group. With a series of malevolent glares, Brochan helped bring the fire under control while Taylor had his wounds tended. Lexie and Speck stood, arms crossed, both looking considerably worse for wear. Even Bob was in a huff and stayed as far away from Chandra’s gang as possible. 
 
    I took a swig of water, wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and threw my one-time nemesis a suspicious look. ‘So you’re an assassin now?’ I asked, unable to keep the sneer out of my tone. 
 
    ‘It pays well. And we’re very choosy about our targets.’ 
 
    I scoffed loudly. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ She didn’t look apologetic at all. ‘This was a rush job with limited time to carry it out.’ 
 
    ‘Let me guess,’ I said drily. ‘You had between the Cruaich and the old Adair Lands to take me down.’ 
 
    ‘Yup. All we knew was that you were a Sidhe. I should have twigged the truth. Who else would be interested in going to that place?’ She looked at me curiously. ‘Why are you going there?’ 
 
    I ignored the question. This could be my chance to prove once and for all that Aifric wasn’t the upstanding man everyone pretended he was. Byron’s father, the Steward of the Highlands, was determined to see me dead. Knowing wasn’t evidence though. If I could get Chandra to give me proof that he’d hired her to kill me, then Byron would have to believe me. ‘Who’s your employer?’ 
 
    ‘You mean who wants you dead,’ she said. It wasn’t a question. ‘I have no idea. It was a dead drop. We advertise on the Dark Net and anonymity is assured for both client and freelancer.’ 
 
    Shite. And thanks to the Gift I’d stolen from Kirsty Kincaid which, because I’d ripped it away from the hapless Sidhe in its entirety was showing no signs of dissipating, I knew she was telling the truth. ‘There’s no way you can…’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get it, Chandra,’ burst out the man who’d thrust a gun into my face. He’d taken off his balaclava to reveal dark, swarthy skin, an impressive moustache and the largest set of ears I’d ever seen. He glared at her. ‘Our job is to kill her. She’s just a Sidhe, so why the hell don’t we get on with it before she pulls more sneaky magic shit?’ 
 
    ‘She’s Clan-less, Ramsay.’ 
 
    That wasn’t actually true any more but somehow I didn’t think this was the time to mention it. 
 
    ‘Bullshit. There’s not a single Clan-less Sidhe in the whole of the Highlands.’ 
 
    Chandra gave him a long-suffering look. ‘This is Integrity Taylor.’ 
 
    Ramsay started, more surprised than was sensible considering the gun he still held loosely in his hands. As he jerked involuntarily, it went off. Everyone jumped, apart from Speck. He screamed. 
 
    ‘You arse,’ Chandra said to Ramsay. ‘You could have killed someone. It’s lucky that car was already set for the knacker’s yard.’ 
 
    I frowned and looked round, my heart sinking when I saw what she was referring to. The stray bullet had slammed into our fuel tank; a steady dribble of petrol was already leaking out. 
 
    ‘Brilliant,’ I sighed.  
 
     Twitchy-Finger stared at me. ‘Integrity Taylor is a myth.’ 
 
    My eyebrows flew up as his words drew my attention away from the poor car. Before I could say anything, Chandra laughed. ‘What colour is her hair?’ 
 
    ‘White.’ 
 
    ‘And is she old enough to have white hair?’ 
 
    ‘She looks mid-twenties,’ he said grudgingly. ‘But she could have dyed it.’ His lip curled. ‘You women like to do that.’ 
 
    Chandra rolled her eyes. ‘Us women? Just remember who pays your wages, boyo.’ 
 
    One of the others sidled up. ‘You’re really Integrity Taylor?’ 
 
    I coughed. ‘I hadn’t realised I was so famous.’ 
 
    ‘Infamous more like,’ Chandra snorted. ‘I keep telling them that I kicked your arse and broke your nose but they never believe me.’ 
 
    ‘I was thirteen.’ 
 
    She looked at me blankly. ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t do that to me now.’ 
 
    ‘Honey, we almost killed you about ten minutes ago.’ 
 
    Okay, I’d give her that. I tugged at a loose curl, tucking it behind my ear, and massaged my neck. My skin was tender and I had no doubt that by tomorrow I’d be sporting some very unsightly bruises. ‘Lots of people know who I am, Chandra. Why’s he being so weird?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve not been in Aberdeen for a while, have you?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I guess not.’ 
 
    ‘There are a lot of stories coming out of the Cruaich that you infiltrated the Sidhe and stole the source of all their magic.’ I frowned. ‘Plus,’ Chandra added, ‘some people say you won the Games.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t win.’ 
 
    Chandra waved her hand in the air as if it didn’t matter. ‘Your old neighbour, Chump?’ 
 
    ‘Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Chump has been going around saying that he knows you intimately and that you’ve been using magic for years. He says you’ve sworn vengeance against the Sidhe for what they did to your family and that you’re an amassing an army to destroy them.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open. I glanced round at Speck, Brochan, Taylor and Lexie. Formidable thieves they might be, but they were hardly an army.  
 
    ‘If you need some help,’ Chandra said casually, ‘then we’ll offer our services.’ 
 
    I gaped at her. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    She leaned in. ‘The Clans have had a hold over us for too long.’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘It’s time to start fighting back.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t fight,’ I whispered. ‘And I’m technically one of them.’ 
 
    ‘No you’re not.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve taken my Clan name back,’ I told her. ‘I’m Integrity Adair. Not Taylor.’ 
 
    Chandra lifted her chin. ‘You’re still one of us. You’ve still got the Clan-less in your heart.’ She jabbed her finger at my chest. ‘In your soul. You know what it means to be on our side of the magic.’ 
 
    I did. But I wasn’t a fighter. Then I thought of my true name, the one I’d received in the Cruaich’s sacred grove: Layoch, meaning warrior. I shivered. 
 
    ‘You’re not ready yet,’ Chandra declared. ‘But you will be. I can see why they want you dead. You should take care, Integrity Adair. Watch your back. You’re damned lucky it was me who picked up this little gig. I’ll spread the word, though, and make sure no one else takes up the contract. I can be pretty scary when I want to be.’ 
 
    My thirteen-year-old self could attest to that. At least thanks to the stolen Gift running through my veins I knew she was telling the truth. ‘Thanks,’ I murmured. 
 
    She grinned and whacked me on the shoulder, sending me flying. ‘Any time.’ She pointed. ‘We’re parked over there out of sight. We’ll give you a lift into Perth. You should be able to find someone to come out and do something with your … car.’ She said the last part dubiously as if she wasn’t sure if such a rust bucket merited that title. 
 
    ‘Are you going to pay for the damage?’ 
 
    Chandra flicked me a look. ‘Well, sure,’ she said easily. ‘I reckon five hundred quid would more than cover it.’ 
 
    I spotted Taylor wincing out of the corner of my eye. Great. He probably owed her money. And it was probably five hundred pounds. 
 
    ‘We should make a move before it gets dark. On the bright side though, it’s Saturday night. There’s a ceilidh on in the town hall.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather go to a rave,’ Lexie muttered. 
 
    Chandra smiled then jerked her head. ‘Come on, boys and girls.’ Her team started trailing after her. One or two of them sent me suspicious looks while the others seemed to regard with me with awe.  
 
    I looked at my friends. ‘We should go with them,’ I said finally. ‘That car’s not going anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘You mix with disappointing company, Uh Integrity,’ Bob said. ‘They are … grubby. I don’t like the way that Ramsay man looked at me.’ 
 
    ‘And here was me thinking that you couldn’t wait for me to make those remaining two wishes so you could get away from me.’ 
 
    ‘The grass is not always greener,’ he said patronisingly. 
 
    ‘It’s pretty green on this side because we’re fertilised by your bullshit.’ 
 
    He stared at me. ‘Is that a joke? That had better be a joke.’ He rolled up his sleeves and formed tiny fists with his hands. ‘Otherwise I’ll break that pretty nose of yours again.’ He danced from foot to foot and began humming Eye of the Tiger. ‘I’ve seen every Rocky film. I will pulverise you, Uh Integrity. They will be picking bits of you up when I’m done.’ 
 
    ‘Bits of me smashed into the green, green grass?’ I enquired with a wink. 
 
    ‘You betcha! You…’ 
 
    ‘How do you really know her, Tegs?’ Lexie interrupted. ‘Chandra, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘We went to school together,’ I said absently, turning my attention away from the genie. ‘She was in the year above me.’ 
 
    Speck cocked his head. ‘You went to school?’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Are you saying I come across as uneducated?’ 
 
    ‘No. It’s just that I’m having great difficulty imagining you dressed in a uniform and doing your homework. Did you have pigtails?’ 
 
    ‘She only lasted six months before she was expelled,’ Taylor said. ‘I home-schooled her after that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not my fault,’ I protested. ‘Living as a nameless Sidhe servant didn’t exactly prepare me for the world of education.’ 
 
    Taylor patted my cheek fondly. ‘You did alright in the end.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not the end yet,’ I grumbled. ‘Let’s grab that lift into town with Chandra. We don’t need any more … mishaps.’ 
 
    We all began to move, apart from Brochan who remained immobile. I looked at him. ‘You coming?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t anyone going to point out the obvious? Raising an army against the Clans?’ 
 
    ‘She was only talking, Brochan. It was just bluster.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t sound like bluster,’ he said. ‘It sounded like hope.’ 
 
    Something indefinable tightened across my shoulders. ‘It’s a really silly idea and you know it. Besides, the only really dodgy Sidhe who needs stopped is Aifric.’ 
 
    Brochan rubbed his chin. ‘Mm.’ 
 
    I looked up. Chandra had already reached the top of the hill and was glancing back. She wouldn’t wait around forever. ‘Let’s go,’ I said softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The mechanic, a loud, blousy woman with grease ingrained so deeply in her palms that I doubted it would ever come off, agreed to pick up the Fiat. She seemed doubtful about how quickly she’d get round to fixing it so we ended up buying yet another heap of a car so we could reach my Clan Lands before the month was out. Taylor was grumpy at the amount of money it cost but the last thing I wanted was to hang around Perth for days on end.  
 
    We were dangerously close to the Moncrieffe Lands here and it wouldn’t take Aifric long to realise that he’d failed yet again in his bid to kill me. All the same, none of us were in the mood for getting back on the road just yet. I, for one, needed a drink to calm me down. Adrenaline was still firing through me and making me twitchy. Speck looked like he was about to pass out. We could wait until morning before continuing on our way. 
 
    Bob made a good effort to keep up everyone’s spirits by jabbing light insults and flitting around us, but we were all shaken by what had just transpired. This was the second real attempt on my life – and there had been other half-hearted efforts too. It was a lot to take in. I was far from perfect but knowing there was someone out there who wanted me cold in the ground was definitely sobering. Especially when that someone was almost certainly the Steward. Even Brochan looked fed up. 
 
    ‘I was an assassin, you know,’ I said, as we strolled towards the homely pub where we’d arranged to meet Chandra. ‘I used to make a killing.’ 
 
    Brochan grunted.  
 
    ‘Well, that’s great, Integrity,’ Speck said, his arms crossed as he marched alongside me. ‘When Tommy the Knock puts a contract out on me for destroying his pride and joy, it will good to know that you’ll be around to joke with him about it afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about Tommy the Knock. I’ll speak to him.’ Besides, I seriously doubted that the Fiat was his ‘pride and joy’. 
 
    ‘This is a bad omen,’ Lexie said. ‘We’re not even at the Adair Lands yet and everything’s going to shit.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not looking at this properly.’ Taylor grinned. There was a lilt to his voice that put me on alert. ‘We just escaped a serious assassination attempt. I’d say that’s very a good omen indeed.’ 
 
    I looked at Taylor then I looked around. By now, most of the high-street shops were shut and, this being a bitter Scottish February, it was already dark. Even so, there were people out on the street, mostly glammed up for a night on the town. I scanned each and every one of them. I didn’t recognise anyone but that meant nothing. I knew from Taylor’s expression that he’d spotted a way to gamble. Probably some old crony he’d spotted.  
 
    With a sinking feeling I cleared my throat. ‘You’re going to come to the ceilidh, right?’ 
 
    He blinked at me innocently. ‘Of course! I love a good ceilidh.’ He grabbed hold of my hands and yanked me along. ‘The Gay Gordons is my favourite.’ He hummed loudly, cantering up and down the street. Then he stood on my foot. 
 
    ‘Ouch!’ 
 
    ‘Oops.’ He grinned. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and moved away. ‘Look, there’s the pub.’  
 
    ‘Praise be,’ Lexie said. ‘I’m parched.’ 
 
    By unspoken consensus, we picked up speed, ignoring the wind blowing against us. A small group of Bauchans was hanging around outside. I guessed my supposed infamy hadn’t reached these parts yet because one of them caught sight me and muttered to his mates, ‘There’s another fucking Sidhe.’ 
 
    As soon as we reached them, all five made a show of curtseying. The action was far too deliberate and melodramatic; they swept the ground in a manner that suggested blatant disrespect. There were some Sidhe who would take great offence at that, though I wasn’t one of those. Frankly, I’d rather be on the Bauchans’ side than the Sidhes’. It wasn’t a problem, though: I could match like for like and show them that we weren’t all bastards. And I could have a little fun too. 
 
    I halted in front of the little group, pushed up my chin so my nose was in the air and held out my hand. ‘Paupers,’ I said loudly, in a posh, affected accent. ‘Your manners do you well. I will permit you to kiss my hand in return.’ 
 
    Four of them looked at me, aghast, apparently believing that I was taking myself seriously. The fifth, however, with a mischievous glint, did exactly as I asked. He bent across and began licking the back of my hand. Then he turned it over and began nibbling at the softer flesh on the other side. It kind of tickled. I remained perfectly still.  
 
    ‘I like your nail polish,’ he said, between slobbery licks. ‘Hot pink turns me on.’ He grabbed his groin with his free hand. ‘I’m already getting hard.’ 
 
    I tossed back my hair. ‘Kiss me more.’ 
 
    His mouth twitched as he held back his laugh. ‘My lady.’ 
 
    I started moaning. Brochan, clearly put out by my display, hastily pushed open the door to the pub and disappeared. Speck followed, the tips of ears bright red. 
 
    ‘Have fun, Tegs,’ Lexie purred, taking Taylor by the arm and propelling him inside. 
 
    My moaning increased. The four other Bauchans were backing away, shaking their heads. I threw my head from side to side in an almost perfect Meg Ryan imitation. ‘Yes!’ I cried. ‘Oh yes! More!’ 
 
    The Bauchan chuckled.  
 
    There was a flash of light. Bob appeared, floating behind the Bauchan’s head and staring at me. ‘Uh Integrity, what are you doing?’ 
 
    I gave him a wink. Then I let out a tiny scream and pulled my hand back. I shook myself. ‘That was orgasmic.’ 
 
    The Bauchan smiled. ‘And here was me thinking that the Sidhe didn’t have a sense of humour. I’m Fergus, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Integrity.’  
 
    ‘Which Clan?’ 
 
    I held his gaze. ‘Adair.’ 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and whistled. ‘Seriously? I thought they were all dead.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously not,’ Bob said from behind, suspicion glazing his every word. 
 
    Fergus stared at him. ‘Is that a genie?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen one in the flesh before.’ 
 
    ‘I can hear you, you know!’ Bob flew in front of my face as if he was trying to protect me. Sweet, but really not necessary. 
 
    ‘You should be careful.’ Fergus looked past Bob at me. ‘It’s not a good idea to ask a genie for wishes.’ 
 
    ‘I got it,’ I said drily. 
 
    His grin widened. ‘Yeah, you seem like you can look after yourself.’ He pointed at the pub. ‘Can I buy you a drink?’ 
 
    Tempting. He was good looking, even for a Bauchan, and I liked his banter and his way of thinking. It probably wasn’t the best time, though. And he didn’t have floppy golden hair or emerald-green eyes. ‘I’m with my friends.’ 
 
    He took the hint. ‘Another time, perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    Fergus bowed like a well-trained diplomat and left, sauntering down the street to join his gullible buddies who were still in a state of shock. He did, however, receive a slap on the back. I shook my head in amusement. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity!’ Bob hissed. ‘What did you think you were doing?’ 
 
    ‘Taking the piss.’ 
 
    He recoiled. ‘What? What piss? Do you mean urine? Were you taking that Bauchan’s urine?’ 
 
    ‘It’s an expression. As an all-knowing supreme being, you should know that. It was just an act, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘Did he know that?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    He glared at me. ‘Really? Because I think you were indulging in some very risky behaviour. I thought you were all lovey-dovey about Byron Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed. ‘And I thought you were more fun. Now get back into your letter opener unless you want to be bothered by every single person who walks into that pub.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a scimitar!’ he yelled. ‘You know fine well it’s a scimitar!’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Scimitar.’ 
 
    He sniffed. ‘That’s better. And, for your information, I’m lots of fun.’ 
 
    I stretched out my pinkie and ruffled his hair. ‘Course you are.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The second I entered the pub, I was whacked in the face with what appeared to be a bundle of cloth. ‘What the…?’ I spluttered.  
 
    Chandra smiled at me serenely. ‘Come on, Integrity. You can’t go to a ceilidh dressed like that.’ 
 
    I glanced down at my jeans, warm jumper and sparkly hot-pink scarf. I didn’t look that bad, surely? ‘I have other clothes,’ I said, gesturing at my bag. Chandra was well known for her appreciation of tight and revealing attire. Considering she was wearing bright green hot pants and a halter top and it was February, for goodness sake, I dreaded to think what was in the bundle she’s thrown at me. I had no problem with getting dressed up but even I had limits. ‘And since when were shorts de rigeur for ceilidhs?’ 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. ‘De rigeur? My, my. Your vocabulary is coming up in the world.’ 
 
    I stuck out my tongue and shook out the cloth. It was a tiny purple dress which glimmered with sequins.  
 
    ‘Pretty, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose,’ I said grudgingly. ‘But…’ 
 
    Lexie appeared from the restroom in an electric-blue jumpsuit. ‘I love this!’ she squealed. 
 
    Chandra grinned. When Speck appeared wearing a similar get-up, I almost choked.  
 
    ‘Aw, Specky!’ Lexie beamed. ‘We look like the perfect couple!’  
 
    He looked like Elvis Presley on an acid trip. I flicked a look at Brochan who was still wearing his normal clothes. ‘Are you…?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ His face said it all. 
 
    I stifled a smile.  
 
    Taylor’s new clothes at least were slightly more sober, although his white suit with its giant lapels and shoelace-thin tie certainly weren’t designed for a shy and retiring wallflower. I arched an eyebrow at Chandra. ‘You just happened to have all these outfits lying around?’ 
 
    ‘I’m branching out,’ she said, flicking back her hair and adding a saucy wink which somehow still managed to be laced with danger. ‘I can’t be an assassin forever. It’s murder on my knees.’ 
 
    I couldn’t begin to imagine what her knees had to do with it. It was probably better not to. ‘You’re going into fancy dress?’ 
 
    ‘Fashion, darling.’ She waved a hand. ‘I designed all of this.’ 
 
    ‘So you want us to be walking adverts for your new line?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’ll be great publicity. You’re not exactly inconspicuous, are you? Not with that long white hair.’ Her eyes gleamed.  
 
    Without thinking, I touched my hair. Then I realised what I was doing and quickly dropped my hand. ‘I’ll try it on,’ I told her. ‘But I’m not promising anything.’ 
 
    Bob coughed. ‘Do you have anything in my size?’ he asked hopefully. 
 
    Before I could see what Chandra might come up with for the fashion-conscious genie, I vamoosed into the bathroom. It was small, with only a single stall, a sink and a frosted window, but thankfully it was clean.  
 
    It was surprisingly difficult to get the dress on. I turned it this way and that. There was no zip. Under or over? I frowned. If I pulled it down over my head, I could probably manage to wriggle it on ‒ if I held my breath. I stripped off, hanging my own clothes over the door to the toilet stall.  
 
    I found the right end of the dress, yanked it over my head and began an awkward shimmy to pull it down. Unfortunately for me, the dress somehow got completely twisted. 
 
    ‘This is what things have come to,’ I said to myself, my voice muffled by the flimsy fabric. ‘Chieftain of the Adair Clan stuck in a dodgy pub bathroom, half naked and with a dress wrapped round her head.’  
 
    Unwilling to yank too hard in case I ripped the damn thing, I carefully unwound it, ready to start again ‒ except a bone-chilling scream from somewhere outside stopped me in my tracks. A dark, heavy shape fell against the window with such force that it shattered, spraying glass everywhere. I yelped and darted back, pressing myself against the wall. There was another scream and the shape collapsed. Shite, shite, shite. This day was just getting better and better. 
 
    I grabbed my shoes, hauling them onto my feet to avoid getting cut by the glass, and peered out of the window. An older-looking man wearing a bulky coat was lying on the ground outside. I couldn’t tell whether he was breathing or not. I leapt out, scraping my side against some shards of glass, and bent down to check him. He was gasping, his fingers scrabbling at his face as he tried to suck air into his lungs. I grabbed the collar of his coat and dragged him up to a sitting position. From somewhere further down the street, there were several more shrieks. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    His face was turning purple. ‘Can’t … breathe…’ 
 
    Heart attack? I had some pretty good first-aid knowledge from my stint with mountain rescue but I was far from expert. I reminded myself to keep calm while I fumbled to unfasten his coat and loosen his shirt. 
 
    ‘Does it hurt? Your chest?’ 
 
    He half shook his head then he half nodded. Damn it. Which was it? 
 
    People were spilling out of the pub door. Several idiots already had their mobile phones in their hands, no doubt more concerned with filming the action so their mates could gawp at it on social media than with the chaos that appeared to be descending. 
 
    ‘Taylor!’ I yelled. ‘Call an ambulance!’ 
 
    He appeared by my side. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Might be a heart attack. Might be a panic attack. Keep him calm and don’t let him go into shock.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    I jerked my head grimly at the distant shouts and screams. ‘I’m going to find out what the hell that is.’ Without wasting any more time I took off, pelting down the street. I heard Taylor shouting behind me, something about ‘underwear’ and ‘naked’ but I ignored him. I wasn’t any good in a fight but I was a Sidhe Chieftain. Keeping the Highlands safe was supposed to be my job, even if right now all I was capable of was telling truth from lies and growing pretty little flowers. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to find the source of the problem ‒ there was a trail of horror-stricken people to follow. As I rounded one corner, I grabbed a cowering guy who was close enough to reach. ‘What is it?’ I demanded. ‘What is causing all that noise?’ 
 
    He gaped at me. I wasn’t sure whether it was because of what he’d seen or the fact that a white-haired Sidhe in her lacy underwear was standing in front of him. I didn’t have time for this. I tried again, hardening my tone to encourage him to snap out of his daze. ‘What is going on?’ 
 
    He found his voice. ‘Fomori demon,’ he stuttered. ‘I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    For one long second, I stared at him. He was telling the truth; he definitely believed that was what he’d seen. If I’d been anyone else, I probably would have thought he was delusional but I’d been across the Veil and I’d seen thousands of the bloody things. I knew how distinctive they looked – and I could see the expression in this guy’s eyes. I couldn’t begin to imagine why one was here now after all these years, but I couldn’t run away and hide either.  
 
    I spun round and began to run faster. I didn’t feel the cold; I didn’t feel anything other than the first vestiges of true panic. I splashed through dirty puddles and ignored the wind whipping round me. The streets were now almost deserted; everyone with any sense had already hurried inside for cover. 
 
    ‘Which way?’ I yelled at an apron-clad shopkeeper who was standing, frozen, outside a small greengrocer’s. Judging by the large set of keys he was holding, he’d been locking up for the night. 
 
    He didn’t move, he was so terrified that he couldn’t, but his eyes flicked slightly to the right. I took the hint and continued in that direction. When I rounded the corner and the River Tay came into view, I saw the creature.  
 
    There was no doubting it was a Fomori demon. It stood bow-legged by the side of the river, hairless and naked. Its skull bulged grotesquely and, where there might have once been ears, there were now only scarred holes. It hadn’t seen me but its jaws were lolling open wide and its head was swinging heavily from side to side like a dog’s. For a moment I was tempted to throw a stick and see if it would run panting after it. But this was no friendly Labrador ‒ it wasn’t even a trained, vicious guard dog. This was a thing of pure evil and I had absolutely no idea what to do. 
 
    I sidled closer, trying not to make any sudden movements which might draw the demon’s attention. Unfortunately this part of Perth was fully pedestrianised; that was great if you were out shopping and having lunch but wasn’t so helpful when you were hunting the most vicious beast known to man. I couldn’t even be grateful that it was dark; from what little I’d gleaned from my journey beyond the Veil, the Fomori lived in semi-darkness. I’d probably have more luck sneaking up on it in broad daylight. 
 
    A thought struck me: I might not be able to wield any power over the sun but light was something I could manage. It was unfortunate that I’d left Bob’s scimitar with the rest of my stuff and, in my virtually naked state, I didn’t even have my phone. But there was a hardware shop directly opposite which was bound to boast powerful torches in its inventory. If I could break in, I should be able to find one. The trouble was, that meant leaving the Fomori demon on its own.  
 
    I had no idea why it had stopped moving but I bet that it wouldn’t linger by the river for long. Surely the police would be on their way soon? Unless they were taking their time because they didn’t want to get munched. Given that I was trembling with fear myself, I could hardly blame them. 
 
    I waited for the right moment to dart across the street. Now that I was no longer moving, I noticed the chill. My skin was covered in goose bumps; whether they were from fear or because I was standing in sub-zero temperatures in my knickers and bra, I wasn’t entirely sure.  
 
    I prayed desperately that the demon wouldn’t take off again. Fortunately, it lifted its head up and sniffed and an expression of what could only be puzzlement traced across its gaunt features. As it sniffed once more, I pelted across. I didn’t look back again until I was safely on the other side of the street. I had no idea what scent the demon had caught but it was certainly finding it interesting. Interesting enough not to notice me. 
 
    Pressing my back against the glass of the shop front, I edged over to the door and wiggled the doorknob. It was too much to hope that it had been left unlocked and I cursed under my breath. The fastest way in would be to break the glass but that would alert the demon to my presence. I made a quick decision and pulled out a bobby pin from my now-less-than-perfect hairstyle. It would be a lot quicker with a real lock pick but my days of secreting one of those in my hair were long gone, more’s the pity. 
 
    I kept glancing over my shoulder and checking on the demon. It was still sniffing the air and it still wasn’t moving. I tried not to question my good fortune and concentrate on the matter in hand but it was bloody hard.  
 
    It took a few tries but eventually I heard a click and the lock slipped into place. I breathed a sigh of relief, opened the door and my gaze immediately fell on a large industrial torch on special offer on the front counter. I’d barely taken a single step inside, however, when the entire place lit up and sirens shrieked.  
 
    ‘Arsing hell!’ What kind of shop had a crappy door lock that could be broken in less than thirty seconds but invested in a state-of-the-art security system inside? I twisted round, ready to throw myself on the floor in a last ditch bid to hide. It was too late; the demon was already there. 
 
    I’d been right about the light. The demon was covering its face and keeping its head down as if even electrical light would burn the skin off its sinewy body. It knew I was there, though; it couldn’t fail to see me, illuminated as I was like a damned naked mannequin. 
 
    I lunged for the torch, grabbed it and flicked on the switch. Nada. It might have been on display but it didn’t have any batteries. So much for running out of the shop blasting torchlight into the demon’s eyes.  
 
    As I watched, the demon edged a few inches closer. It was still shielding its face but was showing a steely determination. I was relatively safe here within the light but sooner or later it would gain enough confidence to come after me. Or it would leave and I’d have no way of stopping it from whatever other chaos it decided to create.  
 
    I took a few steps backwards, wondering if there was something else that I could use. A range of expensive hammers hung along one wall. Despite the obvious danger of my current situation, I couldn’t imagine myself using one to smash a hole in the demon’s skull. Besides, as far as I could tell, the demon hadn’t done much yet except look threatening. 
 
    It took another step, then another. My eyes travelled up and down its body as I tried to assess it for vulnerabilities. I spotted a dark shape on one arm – a tattoo just like the one I’d seen on May, the demon I’d saved in the Lowlands. It was also just like the concealed ornament I’d found in Aifric’s quarters. Something about the design clarified my thoughts. There was only one thing left to do. 
 
    I wrenched the door open again and stepped into the street, facing the demon head-on. It stiffened and recoiled. Was it afraid? I lifted one arm behind my head, then thrust the other one forward. In my mind, I looked like Bruce Lee, ready to perform some outstanding kung fu. Or so I hoped. I needed the demon to fight me – and I needed it to use its Gift to do so. If it had been sent here from beyond the Veil, logic dictated that whatever magical skill it had at its disposal was violent.  
 
    It was still afraid of the light cascading onto the street from behind me and barely peeked at me from underneath its smooth arm. The siren continued to peal but there was no sign of the cavalry. 
 
    ‘It’s just me and you,’ I called out. ‘Why don’t you use your Gift? I know you have one, just like me.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Let’s make this an even match. I’m Sidhe, you’re Fomori.’ I smiled humourlessly. ‘It’ll be like old times.’ 
 
    I couldn’t tell whether it understood me or not. It blinked once and I gritted my teeth. Come on, you bastard. Use your freaking Gift so I can steal it and throw you off balance. It’ll hurt but it won’t kill you. It’ll be best for both of us.  
 
    The demon didn’t move ‒ I needed to do more to goad it. I took a tiny step towards it. It hissed in response and that’s when I felt it, a light brush, nothing more than a probing touch against my mind. Psychometry. Just like Jamie Moncrieffe’s Gift. The Fomori was looking into my very soul and assessing what I was. A shudder rippled through me.  
 
    Three things happened almost at once. I stared hard at the demon, wishing for its Gift; if I could wish hard enough, perhaps I could rip it from its body and make it collapse. As I did that, however, it turned to flee, a glinting expression I didn’t recognise crossing its eyes. At the very same time, from out of nowhere, came a bloody fireball. 
 
    It slammed into the demon’s back, sending it flying with a hard smack onto the concrete. The heat was almost as searing as Chandra’s car trap had been. How many times was I going to be subjected to having my damned eyebrows singed off? I ran forward to the sprawled demon, averting my eyes from the massive hole that now gaped from its spine. Glassy dead eyes stared up at me. I grimaced and turned away, my stomach heaving. 
 
    Footsteps sounded from behind but I didn’t look up. Somehow I already knew who it was going to be. His musky scent wafted over, intermingling with that of the demon’s. ‘I had that under control,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘It didn’t look like it from where I was standing,’ Byron said. His voice was tight and controlled. ‘It looked like it was about to swallow you whole.’ 
 
    I closed my eyes, blocking out the image of the curl of bronzed hair which fell across his forehead and the clinging cashmere sweater which was more appropriate on a Paris catwalk than on a dirty cold street in Perth. Violence with style. I shuddered and wondered if I should be happy that he was speaking to me. Last time I’d seen him, he’d done everything he could to avoid looking in my direction.  
 
    ‘I was taking its Gift from it so it would faint,’ I said. ‘Then it could have been captured alive.’ 
 
    His expression went stony. ‘Yes, stealing the magic essence of people is right up your alley, isn’t it?’ 
 
    He was pissed off about that? He killed the damn thing. I wouldn’t have done that. I wouldn’t resort to playground taunts either.  Apparently Byron still had a streak of spoilt playboy running through him. I opened my mouth to tell him exactly that when another thought struck me. ‘How did you know that Fomori demons have Gifts?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘I just do. Everyone does.’ 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that. I filed it away and let it go for now and pointed at the demon. ‘It was running away.’ 
 
    Byron snorted. ‘Bullshit.’ 
 
    I twisted my head and met his eyes, the green searing into me with almost the same heat as the fire. ‘Where did the fireball hit?’ I asked. 
 
    He glanced down. ‘It’s a Fomori demon, Integrity. If you’re going to suggest that it was cowardly to strike it in the back then perhaps you need to check your history books.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘The sins of the father. That’s what it always comes down to with you lot, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    His jaw tightened. ‘Are you suggesting that I should have been nice? Invited it round for tea, perhaps? With you standing there naked and vulnerable as it…’ His voice trailed off. 
 
    I pressed my lips together and tried not to react. ‘It hadn’t hurt anyone.’ 
 
    ‘There’s an old man who’s just been taken to hospital.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t hurt him, Byron. That old man just saw it and had a panic attack. Or a heart attack. Or something.’ 
 
    He stepped towards me. ‘And that makes it alright?’ He pointed at the body. ‘A Fomori demon? Here? Next to my Clan Lands? Did you really think I’d just let that pass?’ 
 
    I dropped my shoulders. He might be acting petulant and bristling with far too much self-righteous anger but he was right: a Fomori demon next to the Moncrieffe Lands couldn’t be a coincidence. I pushed aside my own internal irritation. There were more important things than verbal tit-for-tat with Byron Moncrieffe. 
 
    ‘How did it pass through the Veil?’ I asked. Three hundred years ago, we had created the magical barrier which separated the Highlands from the Lowlands to keep out the Fomori demons. Was it failing? I felt sick. Or was Aifric responsible for more than just the attempts on my life? 
 
    Byron shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    He was telling the truth. I mulled it over. The demon must have been here on Aifric’s behalf; Byron’s father could have done something to let it cross. Out of everyone, he probably had the power to achieve such a feat. And the most to gain. Was he planning a secret meeting, some kind of alliance? Fear shivered across my skin. In any other scenario, I might have managed to keep my mouth shut. This, however, was too important. ‘Where’s your father?’ I demanded. 
 
    Byron crossed his arms over his chest as his anger spiked once more. In fact, I had the distinct feeling that if I were just about anyone else the demon wouldn’t be the only charred corpse around here. His glare intensified but I was determined to stand my ground. ‘Why?’ he said in an undertone so low I almost had to strain to hear it. He drew himself even closer. Furious tension sparked between us as he dropped his head towards mine. ‘So you can accuse him of more wrongdoing? What if I told you that Taylor was a mass murderer?’ 
 
     ‘I wouldn’t believe you because he’s not,’ I said flatly. Byron gave me a pointed look and I sighed. I understood why he couldn’t grasp that his own father was a villain but sooner or later he’d realise I wasn’t lying or delusional. I might have been digging my own grave but my desperate need for Byron to see the truth wouldn’t let me stay quiet. I tried a different tack. ‘Aifric tried to kill me again this afternoon, Byron. Your beloved saint of a father wants me dead.’ 
 
    Something dark flitted across his face. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘He hired an assassin. We were attacked on the road.’ 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ he demanded. The icy anger in his eyes was turning to incandescent rage. Whoa. Back up there a second. 
 
    ‘Obviously. But we got lucky.’ I shivered. ‘It could have been far, far worse.’ 
 
    He scanned my face, as if trying to glean the truth. His gaze dropped to my body, drifting down as if to check I really was alright before relaxing ever so slightly. Then, because our strange slow dance wasn’t apparently done yet, he stepped back towards me once more. Crowding me yet again. His actions were starting to seem very deliberate. ‘How do you know it was my father?’ he asked in a soft voice laced with steel. I opened my mouth then closed it again. Shite. Byron leaned in towards me. ‘Give me proof. Give me one tiny scrap of proof that my father, the Steward of the Highlands, wants you dead.’ 
 
    I had nothing and he knew it. ‘Logically—’ I began. 
 
    ‘Logically, nothing. You’re full of shit, Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘I might be shit out of luck,’ I shot back, ‘but I don’t have shit for brains.’ I’d gone too far. I could see it in the tightening round his mouth and I wished I could take back my words. Shite. He dropped his arms while I lowered my voice and tried to get him to see reason. ‘Just think about it, Byron. Think about what I’ve said. It makes sense. I’m not lying.’ 
 
    ‘It seems to me,’ he said softly, ‘that you’re the one who’s concerned with the apparent sins of other people’s fathers.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t hate you for what he’s done, Byron.’ 
 
    He thrust his hands into his pockets and looked away. ‘He’s not done anything.’  
 
    I clenched my jaw at Byron’s blinkered naivety. I wrapped my arms around my body for warmth, not for modesty. ‘Have you told him about what I can do? That I can … take Sidhe Gifts?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Relief ran through me and my veins buzzed with magic. He was telling the truth. That was something at least. ‘Why not?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘Because I know what will happen to you if I do.’ I opened my mouth but he held up a hand to forestall me. ‘Not because my father would see you hurt but because he would be hung, drawn and quartered for letting someone so potentially dangerous run around the Highlands.’ 
 
    Oh, please. ‘Aren’t you worried about that? About dangerous little me?’ I uncrossed my arms and revealed more of my bare skin.  
 
    He ran a hand through his hair and avoided looking down. ‘Integrity, there are many things that worry me where you’re concerned.’ He raised his eyes heavenward and I wished I knew what he was thinking. ‘I have to go. I need to tell my father, the Steward, the person who ensures the safety of every soul in the Highlands, about what just happened.’ He pointed at the demon. ‘And you’re welcome for saving your life.’  
 
    I glanced at the dead demon once again.  ‘Oh, you’re a real hero.’ 
 
    He scowled. ‘Yeah. I am. And that’s because you’re still alive thanks to me.’ 
 
    ‘I was doing just fine without your help,’ I pointed out calmly. 
 
    “You were about to be killed.’ He said the words flatly and without inflection. 
 
    ‘Would that have really bothered you?’ 
 
    He growled something under his breath. ‘You know it would have. You know that despite what you’ve done, there’s something between us. I wanted to pretend there wasn’t but I can’t.’ Frustration twisted his features. ‘You have to admit it as well. You need me.’ To scratch a particular itch perhaps. Not for any other reason. Byron wasn’t finished though. He leaned back slightly and eyed me with a mixture of what I could only define as both distaste and desire. ‘Go and put on some bloody clothes. Why the hell are you naked anyway?’  
 
     ‘I’m not naked.’ 
 
    ‘A couple of scraps of lace hardly count as clothing.’ 
 
    I pointed at my shoes. ‘Look. Trainers.’ Then I pointed at my bra. ‘Marks and Spencer’s finest.’ 
 
    He rolled his eyes. I thought he was going to leave but instead he shrugged off his jacket and put it round my shoulders. It was warm and snug and it smelled of him. Goddammit. 
 
    ‘Take this,’ he said gruffly. His mouth twitched. ‘I’m a heroic gentleman after all.’ 
 
    We stared at each other. I rather he thought he was waiting for me to yank the jacket off and throw it at him.  Instead I turned up the collar as if pretending to be cool.  His mouth twitched again. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I said. Why the hell did the villainous wanker of the world have to be his father? 
 
    Byron’s fingers reached out and brushed away an invisible speck of dust from my shoulder as his expression softened. 
 
    ‘Look after yourself, Integrity. Please stop with the silly accusations.’ 
 
    He jerked his head and two liveried Moncrieffe men appeared from out of nowhere. They paled at the sight of the demon but when Byron reached down and picked up its head, they swallowed their fear. One took the torso and the other the legs. Without another look at me, they walked off with their gruesome burden.  
 
    ‘They’re not silly, Byron,’ I whispered sadly. I pulled his jacket closer and inhaled. Then I trudged back in the direction of the pub. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    By the time I got back I was in no mood for dancing, despite Chandra and Lexie’s assertions that it would ‘warm me up’. Images of the dead demon kept flitting through my head. I knew it was a Fomori demon but surely executing it in that fashion should have bothered Byron, at least slightly. I pinched the bridge of my nose. Yet another reason why we were wholly incompatible.  
 
    I pulled on my clothes, downed a double whiskey, gagged when I remembered that I really didn’t like the stuff and wandered off to an upstairs room which Taylor had had the foresight to get hold of. If I’d thought worries about Fomori demons and assassins would stop me sleeping, I was very wrong. I was asleep so fast I barely remembered getting into bed.  
 
    It was good to wake up surrounded by my half-comatose mates. I’d have time to get my head together before they emerged from their post-ceilidh fug. I didn’t plan on wasting any of it. Leaving them to their slumber, I went downstairs, inhaled a large mug of tea and pulled out my phone. It rang several times before being answered. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ muttered Angus’s sleep-fogged voice. 
 
    ‘Hi!’ I said chirpily. ‘It’s Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘It’s six o’clock in the morning,’ he grunted. ‘Piss off.’ He hung up. 
 
    Somewhat nonplussed at his grumpiness, given how polite and friendly he’d been towards me in the past, I waited a minute and tried again. 
 
    ‘It’s you again, isn’t it?’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘You’re really not a morning person, are you? I just have one question then I’ll let you get back to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘Is it urgent?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. But you’re awake now.’ 
 
    He groaned. ‘I thought I liked you. Now I think I might throttle you.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to get in line,’ I said cheerfully. There was an unfortunate ring of truth about that statement. ‘What do you know about Fomori demons?’ 
 
    ‘Ugly. Evil. Live on the other side of the Veil. What’s there to know? There’s not been one here in years, one that showed up at the Cruaich before getting slaughtered.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, there was one in Perth last night.’ 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Then, sounding much more alert, Angus asked, ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Saw it with my own eyes.’ 
 
    He swallowed. ‘Shite.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ I explained what had happened. ‘The thing is,’ I said, ‘what I really want to know is what you know about Fomori Gifts.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, the Fomori have Gifts?’  
 
    A knot of tension tightened in my lower back. That was pretty much all I needed. 
 
    ‘It does make sense,’ Angus continued. ‘I’d just never thought about it before. To be honest, I never really thought much about Fomori demons before. Does the Steward know what happened last night?’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ I said drily, ‘I imagine so. Thanks, Angus. Go back to dreamland.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I can sleep now,’ he said. ‘Stay safe, Integrity. Call me if you need anything.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Thanks. I appreciate that.’ I drummed my fingers on the table. Angus was just one guy; he wasn’t the only person I could call.  
 
    Unfortunately, it was a bit more complicated getting hold of the Bull. I had to go through several layers of people before I could finally speak to him. ‘You have to give me your mobile number,’ I instructed him when he finally huffed at me from the other end of the line. ‘I need to be able to get hold of you quicker than an asthmatic snail can move up Ben Nevis.’ 
 
    ‘I am not your slave.’ 
 
    He seemed to keep forgetting that part. I reminded him helpfully. ‘Actually, you pretty much are.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a mobile.’ 
 
    I couldn’t tell whether he was being truthful or not. It was interesting to know that Kirsty Kincaid’s Gift only worked face to face. Either way, that kind of problem was easily solved. ‘Get one,’ I told him. I had the Bull’s true name and he had to do what I commanded. ‘And tell me what you know about Fomori demons and Gifts.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Do Fomori demons have Gifts?’ 
 
    I could picture him screwing up his face in response. ‘How the hell should I know?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Not good enough. Answer the question properly.’ I paused and used his true name, ‘Cul-chain.’ 
 
    He let out a curse at which even Taylor would have raised his eyebrows. ‘I do not know if the demons have Gifts. Alright?’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘Why do you need to know that?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing you need to worry your pretty little head about,’ I said lightly and changed the subject. ‘How are the wedding preparations coming along? For Tipsania and Byron, I mean. It has to be on the cards some time soon.’ I realised I was holding my breath and cursed silently. 
 
    ‘It’s not,’ he said sourly. ‘We are waiting for the Moncrieffes to make their move so we can announce the engagement. They are dragging their heels for some reason. The Steward is also disinclined to accept my requests for a private meeting.’ 
 
    I scratched my nose. I might have been rather rash when I’d informed Aifric that I had the Bull’s true name. Oh well. I couldn’t change the past and it would be good if Byron and Tipsania got married. Then Byron would be off the table for good. Wedding rings were a serious turn-off. And Byron was not for me. I opened my mouth to tell the Bull to hurry things along then changed my mind. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘you do the same when they get in touch. Drag your heels ‒ for as long as possible.’ I mentally slapped myself.  
 
    ‘This is because you want him for yourself,’ the Bull spat. ‘Byron Moncrieffe and Tipsania are in love and you’re going to steal their happiness away from them. You -’ 
 
    I interrupted before he could go any further. ‘I have to go now. Bye!’ 
 
    I hung up. The Bull was both right and wrong. No, Byron and Tipsy were most definitely not in love but yes, I did want him for myself, even with my serious doubts about him creeping in again. Crapadoodle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The others roused themselves before midday, groggy and bleary-eyed. Brochan was the worst. When Taylor saw my look, he leaned over and whispered, ‘Tequila shots. And a rather fetching merwoman who insisted he dance Strip The Willow with her afterwards.’ 
 
    I winced. Strip the Willow was a ceilidh dance that involved spinning. Lots and lots and lots of spinning. Poor Brochan. ‘Are we okay to leave? We can delay if you guys need more time.’ 
 
    ‘We should probably go now,’ Taylor said with studied casualness. I looked at him suspiciously and he shrugged. He didn’t even look guilty. ‘There are a few selkies who came in from the river. They weren’t very pleased when I fleeced them of their wages.’ 
 
    He’d been gambling again. Big surprise. I might have been expecting it but the revelation still didn’t make me happy. ‘You can’t keep doing that. You’re an addict. You told me you’d stop.’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘No, you told me I’d stop. Besides, we need as much money as we can get. It wouldn’t be so bad if people weren’t try to kill you all the time, Tegs, but those Clan Lands of yours aren’t going to get fixed up on their own. And if we have to keep buying new cars all the time…’ 
 
    I held up my palm. ‘Try to avoid making any bets for a while. Try it for a week.’ 
 
    ‘I can stop gambling whenever I want to. How about I turn the tables? You stay away from Byron and I’ll won’t bet.’ 
 
    Those were two completely different things. I shook my head. ‘Come on,’ I sighed. ‘Let’s get on the road.’ 
 
    Our ‘new’ car didn’t have the smell of fish that the Fiat had provided but it did bestow us with a series of alarming groans whenever Speck tried to change gear. He still managed to bring it up to an admirable speed, zipping out of Perth and back onto the road in no time. On the bright side, the stereo system was broken so we were treated to an unexpected and welcome silence.  
 
    As we settled in for the journey, we agreed that we wouldn’t stop this time, even if Mother Theresa returned from the dead and asked for help. Enough was enough. Fortunately, the road was quiet and no one tried to interrupt our journey. I was lost in my own thoughts – and still wrapped in Byron’s jacket ‒ when we arrived at the gateway to the Adair Lands. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ Speck said with obvious relief.  
 
    I looked up. A large sign was hammered into the ground. ‘This land is off limits to all. By order of Aifric Moncrieffe, Steward of the Highlands.’ 
 
    ‘Stop the car,’ I said softly. 
 
    I opened the door, got out, walked over to the sign then drew back my fist and punched it. Pain slammed through my hand. Taylor’s door opened but I called out to him to stay inside. This was for me. 
 
    I kicked the sign, using as much force as I could muster. It creaked and the old wood splintered but it stayed upright, so I grabbed the edge of it and started yanking it, moving it back and forth until I could pull it completely free from the ground. I threw it down and slammed my heel onto it then I dusted off my palms and got back into the car. 
 
    ‘Feel better now?’ Taylor enquired. 
 
    I shrugged and pulled out a splinter, sucking on the tiny wound. ‘I guess. How far is it to the main house?’ 
 
    ‘Only about a mile,’ Brochan answered. I was glad that I’d sent him here before and that what was up ahead wasn’t entirely unexpected. I gave him a satisfied nod.  
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re up to this?’ he asked. 
 
    I considered the question. ‘What lies at the bottom of the sea and shivers?’ 
 
    ‘I know that one!’ Bob yelled. ‘A nervous wreck! Ha! Got it! You can’t pull the wool over my eyes! There’s no kidding a kidder!’ 
 
    ‘Well done. Now look at Brochan. Does he look scared?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Because there’s no sea near here. So there’s no need to shiver and no need to be scared. Hell, yes, I’m up for this. Home sweet home.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be fine, Tegs.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Lexie said. ‘We’re all here with you.’ 
 
    My shoulders sagged. ‘Am I that obvious?’ 
 
    She grinned. ‘Yeah, kind of.’ 
 
    Speck put the car into gear and we drove on slowly. I stared out at the land. It didn’t look like a place of evil. There wasn’t anything growing but then I already knew that would be the case, given the salting that had taken place after my father’s alleged murder spree. It was barren but sun was splintering down from the clouds and the resulting light was soft and welcoming. Off in the distance, however, there was a lone, desolate tree. For some reason that single sign of life struck at my heart more than anything else. 
 
    Gravel crunched under the wheels as the road curved to the left. That was when I caught my first sight of what had once been the Adair stronghold.  
 
    It was far larger than I’d envisaged, a grand building which must have housed the entire Clan very comfortably. Even from this distance, though, it was clear that it was a state of incredible disrepair. Moss and lichen crawled up one side of it; on the other side it looked as if some of the stonework was loose and crumbling. The heavy door at the front gaped open and there were scorch marks across it.  
 
    I breathed in and reached inside myself, detaching the childish part of me that still occasionally wished all this was a mistake and that at any moment my parents would jump out from behind a corner and yell ‘surprise’. I wasn’t a child any more. I had to deal with this. 
 
    Speck parked at the front. I got out, craning my neck and gulping in every detail. Lexie came up beside me and grabbed my arm. Taylor took the other one.  
 
    ‘It’s not as bad as I expected,’ I told them. ‘I’m alright. It’s just that…’ I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. Something seems off.’ 
 
    ‘It’s because it’s so quiet,’ Speck said. As soon as the words left his mouth, I realised he was right. There was the faint sound of wind echoing through the building but there was nothing else – no voices, no wildlife, not even any birds. I swallowed and took a step forward, then another and another. Before long I was standing on the threshold. My father had passed through here, my mother too. Maybe he’d gone with tradition and carried her over the threshold in his arms. They’d both have been laughing. Loving. I shook my head. These ghosts were of my own making. There was nothing here. 
 
    Drawing in air and holding it in my lungs, I moved inside, passing through a large entrance area which was covered with rotting wood and piles of what seemed to be old fabric. I caught sight of some ancient bloodstains and hastily looked away. I didn’t need to see those.  
 
    Beyond the entrance area was a large open courtyard. A chill descended across my body and I bit my lip hard, drawing blood. A dark patch covered the dirty flagstones and, feeling my chest tighten, I walked over to examine it. I bent down, trailing my fingers along its edge.  
 
    ‘What is it, Tegs?’ 
 
    My hands shook. ‘It was here,’ I said in a whisper. ‘I’m sure it was here.’ It didn’t make any sense but somehow I knew. Apparently some invisible tie linked me to the past in ways I couldn’t begin to understand. 
 
    Bob buzzed over. ‘What? What was here?’  
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Taylor told him, not unkindly. ‘Your parents?’ he asked me. 
 
    I laid my palm flat on the spot, feeling the cool stone radiate against my skin, and nodded. ‘They died here. Both of them.’ I didn’t have any tears, just a hard knot in my chest that seemed to expand. I stood up and walked away, breathing quickly. 
 
    Taylor followed me and touched my arm. ‘We can still turn round and walk away.’ 
 
    I pressed my lips together. ‘No. Let’s do this.’  
 
    Averting my gaze from the patch, I looked at the rest of the courtyard. It was in a very sorry state. Weeds poked up here and there, nature asserting itself over our arrogant attempt to claim the land. There were numerous other dark splodges, old cracks and piles of rubble.  
 
    Discounting the main entrance, there were three other doors leading into the dark maw of the interior. ‘Eeny meeny miny mo,’ I muttered, before raising my chin and striding towards the first one on the left. I’d barely stepped inside when there was a strange rush of air. Speck shrieked. A heartbeat later, dozens of bats came flying out, wheeling round the open courtyard then exploding into the air. I ducked to avoid them. 
 
    ‘My hair!’ Speck screamed. ‘They’re in my hair! Help me!’ He cowered, his hands covering his head. ‘Bats. Hate bats. I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m okay.’ 
 
    Brochan ambled over and yanked Speck to his feet. ‘You’re okay,’ he said gruffly. 
 
    Speck slowly dropped his arms. He looked around. ‘They’ve gone?’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘They’ve gone.’ 
 
    He shuddered.  
 
    ‘You’re such a wimp,’ Lexie told him. 
 
    ‘Bats are dangerous,’ he replied, his voice still high. ‘They carry rabies, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. And if one bites you, you’ll turn into a vampire. Then, hard as it is to believe, you’ll be even paler than you are now.’ 
 
    He stuck his tongue out at her and she grinned back. ‘Now I, on the other hand, would make a fabulous vampire queen. I’d dress in blood red and swan around Aberdeen making everyone my bitch.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone’s already your bitch,’ he mumbled. 
 
    She patted his cheek. ‘No. Only you.’ She sauntered away from him. 
 
    Leaving them to it, I peered through the open doorway. ‘Hello?’ I called, not expecting an answer but hoping that any other wildlife would hear me and get out of the way. This time only silence answered me so, ignoring the faint hammering of my heart, I stepped inside. 
 
    I was in a long and surprisingly wide corridor. It was dark and dingy, with wood panelling and heavy green wallpaper which felt furry to the touch. Here and there I saw old paintings, most of which were covered in so much grime that it was impossible to see what they were of. The place smelled heavily of guano. 
 
    Taking the first door, I pushed it open. Something was blocking it from the other side so I used my shoulder against it. It opened enough to allow me entrance. Now at least there was some light; whatever this room was, it was well designed in that respect. Windows lined one side and, although the majority of the panes were smashed and brocade curtains fell across a large portion of them, this was no dingy cave.  
 
    A long-dead fireplace that was probably larger than my first bedroom stood at the end. Hanging over it was a grimy and dust-laden emblem. I squinted: it could only be the Adair coat of arms. How long was it since that symbol meant anything other than death and disaster? I traced over it with the tip of my finger, blowing off the dust, then pulled back. My father had stood here, my mother too. They’d gazed at the emblem just like I was doing, except their emotions were probably proud. I wished wholeheartedly that I could feel the same. 
 
    The wall along the right was filled with book-lined shelves. Abandoning the coat of arms, I stepped gingerly across an old armchair and pulled out one dust-laden tome, blowing at it so I could examine its title. Midwifery for the Modern Household. My jaw tightened and I quickly returned it to the shelf. 
 
    The other rooms were very similar. Signs of decay and creeping mould, not to mention the destruction that had happened so long ago, were visible everywhere. Thankfully there were no bodies. No doubt whoever had been here after my father’s purported massacre had cleaned them up.  
 
    I took my time exploring, memorising the layout. With four storeys and rooms galore, it took a long time. I found it hard to imagine myself growing up here. Even in this sorry state, it seemed a world away from the childhood I’d actually experienced.  
 
    When I finally emerged into the courtyard, Brochan was busy pulling up weeds. Speck, Taylor and Lexie were in a huddle. There was no sign of Bob.  
 
    ‘This place is a real mess,’ Lexie said quietly. ‘Just cleaning it up will take years.’ 
 
    ‘It’s huge too,’ Speck agreed. ‘Can you imagine us rattling around here with only ourselves for company?’ 
 
    The blue-haired pixie waggled her eyebrows at him. ‘Well, there are a lot of bedrooms. We could christen each one. Just you and me, Speck. A different position in each…’ He gave her a small shove. 
 
    ‘Will you two cut it out?’ Taylor grumbled. ‘Tegs needs this. We’re going to be here for her no matter what.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? And what exactly are we going to eat?’ Lexie demanded. ‘We can’t just wander down to Tesco. There’s no Wi-Fi, no phone, no electricity. We’re miles from anywhere that—’ Speck hit her arm as he caught sight of me listening in. She faltered. ‘Oh. Hi, Tegs.’ 
 
    A smile tugged at my mouth. ‘Don’t stop on my account.’ 
 
    She had the grace to look embarrassed, which wasn’t my intention at all. ‘What do you call a power failure?’ I asked. 
 
    Her head drooped. ‘Don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘A current event.’ 
 
    ‘Ha ha,’ she mumbled. ‘I suppose I deserve some cheese.’ 
 
    I was only just getting warmed up. ‘What do you call cheese that is sad?’ 
 
    She glanced at me through her fringe. ‘Haven’t I suffered enough?’ 
 
    I smirked. ‘Blue cheese.’ I pulled out a scrunchie and tied back my hair. It was time to get down to business. ‘Now let’s get serious. You don’t have to be here. I’m not going to hold it against you if you want to leave.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that. It’s just…’ Her voice trailed away. 
 
    ‘Getting this place into shape is going to be more work than any of us realised.’ 
 
    Lexie bit her lip and nodded. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘I have the money I won from the Games. I could use it to hire some Clan-less. Get enough of them and we can clean this up,’ Taylor said. 
 
    ‘We’ll run through that cash far too quickly. But it would be good if you could work on getting some power down here. Even that will cost a pretty penny. They must have had electricity at some point so it shouldn’t be too hard. It’s not as if my parents were around in the dark ages. Wi-Fi though…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get on it,’ Taylor said. 
 
    I smiled at him gratefully. ‘As for cleaning up, I have an idea. We can get one of the other Clans to help us. I promised Chieftain MacBain I’d retrieve her uncle’s body for her.’ 
 
    Lexie paled. ‘The one beyond the Veil?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ I bit my lip. ‘You know I have to go back. I have to find out whether the Fomori are keeping people like us as slaves.’ The evidence had certainly pointed that way when I’d breached the Veil before the Games to retrieve Dagda’s Harp. It wasn’t a thought I wanted to dwell on but I couldn’t forget about it either. 
 
    ‘You told Aifric. He’s the Steward, he should send a team to find out,’ Brochan protested. 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘We all know that’s not going to happen. Besides,’ I added, trying to make light of the situation, ‘it shouldn’t be too hard. Matthew MacBain’s remains are in an abandoned house on the fringes of Glasgow. I can scout around on the outskirts and look for evidence of others while I’m there. It’s unlikely I’ll even see a Fomori demon.’ Given the events of last night, my words sounded hollow even to myself but I soldiered on. ‘And in return I’ll ask Chieftain MacBain for some help with sorting this place out. She promised me a favour for retrieving her uncle’s body and she’s got minions coming out of her ears.’ 
 
    ‘You know,’ Brochan rumbled, ‘you did promise the genie another wish.’ 
 
    I winced. ‘Yeah, but I don’t want to waste it on something we could probably manage ourselves with a bit of elbow grease. If I wish for this place to be returned to its former glory, we’ll probably end up in the middle of another massacre. You know how wishes work.’ 
 
    ‘That didn’t worry you when your old mate Chandra attacked us.’ 
 
    ‘Saving lives is a whole heap of different. Speaking of which, that’s what the rest of you need to do.’ I paused. ‘If you choose to stay, that is.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Find a way to reactivate the magical border. We need to know that we’ll be safe within these Lands, if nothing else.’ 
 
    ‘We can do that,’ Lexie said quietly. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Is all this going to be worth it?’ 
 
    I looked round at the high walls and tried to envisage what the place could be like. ‘Yeah,’ I said, wishing I could convince myself. ‘I’m sure it will be.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By unspoken agreement, we moved out of the mansion for the night. Until the place was cleaned up and sparkly new, it was too damned spooky to sleep in. Taylor settled into the back seat of the car and Lexie, petite as she was, curled up in the front like a cat. The rest of us pulled out some old blankets and bedded down on the ground. It wasn’t the epitome of luxury and we had to snuggle together to keep out the cold but  it was quite romantic being outside and staring up at the dark night sky. I bundled up Byron’s jacket and used it as a pillow, telling myself that it was because it was bulky and comfortable; the fact that I could smell him every time I twitched had nothing to do with it. 
 
    Stars twinkled down at us. I stretched my arms behind my head, ignored the loud snores coming from either side of me and trailed my eyes across the dark expanse. Despite the long day, I didn’t feel in the slightest bit tired; my mind was too busy, flitting from problem to problem. Aifric. The Perth Fomori demon. My ability to steal magic. The Adair Lands. What might be happening beyond the Veil. The truth about my parents. On and on and on and on. 
 
    A faint buzzing rose up in my ears and I slapped at myself absentmindedly. Damn midges, they were the bane of every Highlander. It was hard to believe they were alive at this time of year; surely it was still far too cold. Then I frowned and sat bolt upright. 
 
    I scanned the horizon. Everything was dark but I could make out the shape of the lonely tree off to the right and, if I craned my neck, the looming hulk of my ancestral home. There wasn’t a sign of anything else but if Aifric was sending more would-be assassins after us, this was where they’d arrive. Until that magical border was up, we were vulnerable. 
 
    I was too jumpy. I had to be imagining things but the buzzing was getting louder. I pushed off the blankets and stood up, trying to avoid disturbing Speck and Brochan. I stepped over their sleeping bodies and tensed my muscles.  
 
    A strange, keening cry came from the distance. I whipped round, eyes narrowed to try to see what manner of beast this could be. Another demon? 
 
    ‘Yeeeeeeeee...’  
 
    I tilted my head. That sounded like…  
 
    ‘...haaaaaaaaaa!’ 
 
    I did a double take. No, strike that: it was more like a triple take. From round the far corner of the Adair mansion came Bob’s tiny figure – and he wasn’t alone. Instead he was perched on a glowing orb of silvery light which was hurtling towards me at immense speed. 
 
    Convinced that it was going to smash into my face, I ducked. The sound, which I couldn’t believe I’d mistaken for a cloud of midges, grew louder. It wasn’t a buzz though, it was more of a happy hum. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity!’ Bob yelled. ‘Are you playing hide and seek? Because that’s not a very good hiding place. Just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean I can’t see you!’ 
 
    I lifted my head. Hovering directly above me was Bob, clad in full cowboy gear complete with tiny leather chaps, a battered Stetson and spurs. And he was sitting astride the Foinse – the source of all Scottish magic which no one had seen since I’d freed it from its mountain prison. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘You need to go see a good dentist. I can see all your teeth and, sister, they ain’t looking good.’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said faintly, closing my mouth so I no longer looked like a guppy. ‘You’re riding the Foinse.’ 
 
    He beamed. ‘I know! I think Foinse is a daft name though. I’m going to call it Draoidheachd instead. That’s Gaelic for magic,’ he said knowledgeably. ‘I’ve been practising the spelling. You Scottish people don’t half make life difficult for yourselves. Anyway, let me tell you, having this kind of power between my legs makes me realise why all those women love me so much.’ He flung an arm up into the air. ‘Giddy up!’ The Foinse didn’t move. Bob frowned. ‘Come on. Let’s go that way!’ 
 
    Rather than flying in off in the direction Bob wanted, the Foinse gently lowered itself down and brushed – or, truth be told, nuzzled – my cheek. It felt oddly warm and pleasant. 
 
    ‘What is it doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob said patiently. ‘I am a magnificent being with powers you can only dream of. I have told you this many times. However, the source of all Highland magic does not speak, even to a wondrous personage such as myself.’ 
 
    The magic in my veins buzzed. I scratched my head. ‘Kirsty’s Gift still works,’ I said quietly. ‘In fact, it feels stronger than normal.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘The last time I encountered the Foinse…’ 
 
    ‘Draoidheachd,’ Bob prompted. 
 
    ‘Dree…’ I rolled my eyes. ‘I can’t even begin to pronounce that. The last time I encountered the Foinse, being close to it nullified all Gifts. This is different.’ I gave the orb a suspicious look, as if it were some kind of imposter. 
 
    Bob’s expression turned serious. ‘You of all people should understand just how powerful freedom can be. Truth, liberty and justice for all.’ He glanced sidelong at me. ‘I helped write the American pledge of allegiance, you know. I wanted it to be truth, liberty and cake for all but they seemed to think justice was better. Ha! Goes to show what they knew.’ He snapped his fingers and produced a cupcake, then buried his face in its icing and made sounds of approval. 
 
    ‘It’s free,’ I said quietly.  
 
    ‘I already said that,’ Bob told me through a mouthful of crumbs. 
 
    ‘It’s happy.’ I reached out a hand, thought better of it and withdrew it. ‘So the magic is stronger.’ 
 
    ‘Freedom,’ Bob agreed. ‘George Michael was right when he sang about it.’  
 
    ‘Careless,’ I whispered back with a wink.  
 
    The Foinse pulled back and started to shake. Bob tossed the remnants of the cake away and hopped off, landing on my shoulder. Still agog at its appearance, I continued to watch it. ‘I wonder if it’s been here all the time since I freed it from the box in the mountains.’ 
 
    ‘None of those Sidhe would have thought to look for it here,’ Bob agreed.  
 
    I felt a sudden gnawing worry. ‘Some of them thought I’d stolen it to keep it for myself. Even Chandra thought that.’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t really believe it, though. They just don’t like you. They wanted something they could hang that hatred on to,’ Bob said with surprising insight. 
 
    I pointed at the Foinse. ‘It’s here, on my land. If anyone finds out, everyone will think I really did nick it.’ My insides tightened. ‘With Aifric’s assassination attempts failing, he’s going to do the next best thing.’ 
 
    The genie nodded wisely. ‘Go on a booze cruise in Ibiza.’ 
 
    ‘No, you idiot. He’s going to discredit me.’ The Foinse hummed louder. ‘And if anyone finds out the Foinse is here, he won’t have to try very hard.’ 
 
    ‘You’re being paranoid.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No. I’m not.’ I bit my bottom lip. ‘There’s a reason it took four Clans to unlock the way to the Foinse in the first place: nobody wants anyone else to have more power than they have. The Foinse is the source of all magic; it provides more power than most people could ever dream of. The Sidhe designed a system to keep it away and keep the Clans honest. If it’s here on these Lands, it will look like I’m trying to grab all that power for myself.’ 
 
    Bob pondered this. ‘Well,’ he said slowly, ‘there’s probably only one thing you can do.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Grab all that power for yourself.’ I rolled my eyes and he sighed patiently. ‘Then no one will want to get angry about it because you’ll zap them. It’ll be like you have your own phaser. Instead of setting it to stun though, you’ll use it to kill.’ 
 
    ‘As much fun as it would be to have a phaser if we were on the Starship Enterprise, I can guarantee that right now you and me would be wearing red shirts.’ 
 
    Bob winced. ‘Red really isn’t your colour.’ 
 
    As if bored of all this talk, the Foinse shot up into the air, doing a dramatic loop-the-loop and then shooting off back the way it came. It disappeared round the far side of the mansion, its silver shimmer swallowed up by the inky night.  
 
    At my feet, Speck stirred. ‘Wha…?’ 
 
    ‘Shh,’ I said. ‘Go back to sleep.’ 
 
    He murmured something, turned over and his snoring started up again.  
 
    ‘Out of sight, out of mind?’ Bob asked. 
 
    I stared off in the direction the Foinse had flown. More shite to worry about. ‘If only, Bob,’ I sighed. ‘If only. If this sort of thing keeps up, I’m going to be making apocalypse jokes like there’s no tomorrow.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The next morning, as we breakfasted over a delectable mix of stale rolls, salt-and-vinegar crisps and Irn Bru and I tried to think of a way to gently break it to my friends that we were harbouring the root of all Scottish magic, I spotted Speck flexing his fingers and looking confused.  
 
    ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    He pressed his lips together. ‘I dunno. I feel … strange.’ 
 
    Lexie leaned over and caressed his cheek then her fingers trailed teasingly down his body. He jerked away. ‘You’re right,’ she said with a grin, ‘you do feel strange.’ 
 
    ‘Piss off.’ He scowled. ‘It has to be the effect of sleeping out in the open. It’s playing havoc with my sinuses.’ 
 
    Somehow I bet it was a lot more than that. ‘Speck,’ I said slowly, ‘when was the last time you tried a spell?’ 
 
    ‘Hogmanay,’ Lexie said, answering for him. ‘He tried to do those fireworks, remember?’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t my fault!’ Speck protested. ‘The average person can only concentrate for a maximum of twenty minutes and the display you wanted involved a lot more than that!’ 
 
    I grimaced. Oh yeah: instead of pretty explosions of light, we were treated to an out-of-control Catherine wheel that burned off Taylor’s eyebrows. Speck was a warlock but, truthfully, that didn’t mean much. Few warlocks could control their magic and they tended to err on the side of dismal failure. In fact, many of them were so clueless that they often died young as a result of magical experiments that went horribly wrong. When Speck was at his best, he could conjure up enough magic to bust open a padlock; at his worst, he burnt down entire buildings when it all went tits up. The Sidhe might be limited to whatever their own personal Gifts dictated but at least they had absolute control over what they could do.  
 
    I decided to throw caution to the wind. ‘Try now,’ I said. 
 
    He stared at me. ‘You’re inviting me to do a spell?’ 
 
    Brochan put down his cup carefully, stood up and backed away. Even Taylor looked alarmed. ‘Tegs, I don’t think…’ 
 
    ‘Shhh.’ I twisted round. ‘You see that window up there? On the right? It’s about the only one that’s not been broken.’ 
 
    ‘I see it,’ Speck said warily. 
 
    ‘Can you open it? With your magic, I mean?’ 
 
    He paled slightly and swallowed. ‘Sure.’ 
 
    I glanced at the others. ‘Maybe we should all move away. Just in case.’ 
 
    ‘You realise he might blow up your ancestral home?’ Lexie whispered loudly. Speck threw her a nasty look. 
 
    I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. ‘It’s one way to sort out the mess inside.’ 
 
    Speck wiped his mouth and stood up. Lexie squeaked and ran behind Brochan. I stayed where I was. Speck closed his eyes and pointed upwards. ‘Aperio!’ 
 
    I held my breath as we all stared up at the window. Speck opened one eye and squinted. ‘Huh,’ he grunted. ‘Nothing happened.’ 
 
    ‘Thank the Highland heavens!’ Lexie stepped out from her temporary cover just as there was a sudden creak.  
 
    I kept my eyes trained upwards. With what appeared to be a mighty effort, the window swooped open. Unfortunately it also swung round and smacked itself against the stone wall, immediately shattering into a thousand tiny shards which tinkled to the ground. 
 
    Speck blew air through pursed lips. ‘Almost.’ 
 
    Hm. I yanked my gaze away and looked at him. ‘How do you feel?’ 
 
    I received a suspicious glare in return. ‘Why are you asking?’ 
 
    ‘Humour me.’ 
 
    He twitched. ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘Any different to normal?’ 
 
    An awkward expression crossed his face. ‘Yeah,’ he admitted. ‘I feel more … tingly than usual.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this all about, Tegs?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    I took a bite out of my roll. It really was almost inedible. I chewed vigorously for a moment then swallowed and, without further preamble, told them. ‘The Foinse’s here,’ I said. 
 
    Speck flung his head around wildly. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not here here,’ I tried to explain. ‘It’s just … here.’ 
 
    ‘On these Lands?’ Brochan rumbled, understanding my garbled attempt at an explanation. 
 
    I nodded. Taylor whistled. ‘That’s amazing! We can sell it off for more money than any of us have ever dreamed of! Forget the Sidhe, I’ve got a few contacts in China. I bet they’d be keen to part with a considerable amount of yuan. Or there was that dodgy American businessman I met at…’ 
 
    ‘Taylor.’ 
 
    He pasted on an innocent expression. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a free agent, not a slave to be bought and sold.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a thing. It’s not a person.’ 
 
    I looked up at him. ‘Frankly, we don’t really know what it is. Besides, it belongs in Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but just think of all that money!’ 
 
    I tutted.  
 
    Brochan was still watching me. ‘You want to know if the Foinse being here is affecting Speck’s magic.’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    He didn’t move a muscle. ‘Is it affecting yours?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have much magic left in me to experiment with other than truth-telling and its presence isn’t blocking that.’ 
 
    ‘Speck tried. You should too.’ He pointed at the distant tree. ‘You’ve still got that Carnegie woman’s Gift, right?’ 
 
    ‘A bit of it. I think.’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ Brochan said quietly, ‘make the tree grow.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s already dead.’ I paused. ‘What’s wrong with the lonely fir tree? It’s pining to be poplar.’ 
 
    Nobody smiled. ‘Go on, Tegs,’ Lexie said. ‘What’s the worst that could happen?’ 
 
    I wagged my finger at her. ‘Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that.’ I ran my hand through my hair, teasing out the ends. ‘Fine.’ I stood up and walked towards it.  
 
    It was further away than it looked and, when I finally reached it, it was in an even sorrier state than I’d realised. I touched the gnarled bark; it felt cold and dead. This was never going to work. 
 
    ‘Think positive,’ Taylor said from right behind me. 
 
    I jumped. ‘How can you do that?’ I complained. ‘How can you always know what I’m thinking?’ 
 
    His eyes were warm. ‘I know you.’  
 
    I muttered something uncomplimentary and stared back at the tree. I reached down inside myself, feeling the tug of Morna Carnegie’s nature-based Gift. Then, not knowing what else to do, I flicked my fingers at the tree. ‘Grow,’ I commanded. Needless to say, nothing happened. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s how you do it,’ Lexie said. 
 
    I grimaced at her. ‘Any suggestions then?’ 
 
    Speck cleared his throat. ‘Look inside the tree itself. If there’s a spark of life left in it, you can focus on that.’ 
 
    I bit my tongue to avoid snapping that I didn’t have X-ray vision. Instead, I nodded and tried it. I screwed up my face and hunched my shoulders, focusing all my energy on the tree. ‘It’s not working. Nothing’s happening.’ Morna’s Gift swirled through me. ‘Nope,’ I declared. ‘It can’t be done.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor said. ‘Look.’ 
 
    I opened my eyes properly. ‘What?’ 
 
    He pointed to the furthest branch. ‘Right there.’ 
 
    I sucked in a breath. He was right: at the very tip of the long, skeleton-like branch was a single little bud. ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘That’s power over life and death,’ Speck breathed. 
 
    I could taste something unpleasant on my tongue. ‘No. It’s not. It’s just…’ I cursed. ‘I don’t know what it is.’  
 
    Brochan nodded. ‘She’s right. It’s hardly a scientific experiment. She might have been able to do that without the Foinse.’ 
 
    ‘She is standing right here,’ I muttered. 
 
    Taylor slapped me on the back. ‘And she needs to stop over-thinking and get going. Tree or no tree, you’ve got a Chieftain to sweet talk.’ 
 
    I watched the bud for a moment. It was a tiny splash of green against the almost black tree. Extraordinary. Goose pimples danced along my arms. ‘Yeah,’ I said finally. ‘It’s time to go.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The one good thing was that the MacBain Clan Lands weren’t far away. The MacBains were lucky not to be located as dangerously close to the Veil as the Adair Lands were. I managed to reach them before it was time for a mid-morning snack. I took Bob with me for company but, after his night flying around on the Foinse, he was inside his letter opener and refusing to come out. All the same, I kept him close to me, attached to my belt for quick and easy access if necessary. 
 
    I halted at the border, which was signified by a monstrous flagpole displaying the MacBain colours. Unlike the Cruaich, which was open to all Sidhe, the magical border here wouldn’t permit me entrance unless I already had permission. The different Clans were too wary of each other’s machinations to let just anyone wander in. 
 
    I stepped up and pressed my palm against the border and received a mild electric shock in return. Hopefully that would be enough to alert any nearby guards. Then I hopped onto the bonnet of the car and waited. It didn’t take long. A figure appeared from a distant guard house, marching down the road towards me. Troll. That figured; the Sidhe always used trolls as guards. 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ he snarled. He was dressed in ridiculously formal livery. Chieftain MacBain seemed to think she was living in the eighteenth century. It didn’t help that, of all things, he appeared to be carrying a spear. 
 
    I smirked. ‘Nice togs. Are you going to a fancy-dress party?’ 
 
    The spear shook. ‘No.’ 
 
    Okay then. I stared at him and he stared back at me. Eventually, growing bored, I sighed. ‘I’m Integrity Adair. I’m here to see Chieftain MacBain.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t informed. There are no visitors due today.’ 
 
    I held up my palms, trying to get him to relax. It didn’t work. ‘It was a loose invitation. She wants me to help her retrieve something.’ 
 
    ‘If your name’s not on the list, you don’t get in. I don’t care who you are.’ 
 
    I smiled pleasantly. ‘Why don’t you phone up and check? I’m sure when she knows I’m here, she’ll want to see me.’ 
 
    The troll’s lip curled. ‘Rules are rules. Without her permission, you have to stay out.’  
 
    I jumped down from the car. He waggled the spear at me in what I assume he thought was a menacing fashion. ‘Keep back!’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘Rules are rules. It’s very important to stick to them.’ 
 
    He sniffed. ‘I’m glad someone agrees with me.’ 
 
    I nodded wisely. ‘Not everyone understands how important security is.’ 
 
    He stood up a little bit straighter. ‘Yes! They complain to me all the time. Demand to be let in when they’re late. Forget to log out when they leave. It’s my job to make sure this area is secure! It’s me who’ll get in trouble when something bad happens.’ 
 
    I noted he said when, rather than if. I murmured soothingly, ‘People just don’t get it, do they? They’ll learn when a marauding band of Fomori demon come marching through.’ 
 
    He snapped his fingers. ‘Exactly!’ His gaze softened as if he was starting to think we were kindred spirits. 
 
    ‘You’re a troll to be admired. Not all security specialists are as dedicated as you.’ 
 
    He bowed. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
    ‘Sorley.’ 
 
    I clapped my hands. ‘Great name!’ His cheeks went slightly pink. ‘Anyway, Sorley,’ I said, ‘I’d be so grateful if you could tell Chieftain MacBain that I’m here to see her. Don’t break any rules. It’s very important that you stick to them ‒ I wouldn’t want your security compromised in any way, shape or form. Honestly, I wish my Clan had as good a set up as this.’ I dropped my voice in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Don’t tell anyone, but we don’t even have a proper border in place.’ 
 
    Sorley looked utterly horrified. ‘What did you say your name was again?’ 
 
    ‘Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Adair? But…’ He clicked his heels together. ‘I see.’ 
 
    See what? Before I could ask, hooves clattered up from behind. I turned in time to see a lordling I vaguely recognised pull up on a monster of a horse. Admittedly, all horses looked like monsters to me. 
 
    ‘Sorley,’ he barked. ‘What’s the problem?’ 
 
    ‘Her name’s not on the list.’ 
 
    The lordling, who had more muscles than I’d seen in a long time, leapt off the horse and landed on both feet. I glanced down and realised that his torso might be the size of an oak tree but his legs were more like puny saplings. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself laughing. Someone hadn’t been doing their exercises properly.  
 
    He cast a long look over me. He seemed rather wary. ‘Don’t you know who this is?’ he demanded of Sorley. 
 
    I winced. 
 
    ‘I do now,’ Sorley replied shortly. ‘She’s Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Chieftain Adair,’ the lordling said. 
 
    ‘Makes no difference,’ the troll mumbled. ‘Her name’s not down on my list.’ 
 
    ‘And your dedication is admirable.’ I broke in before the increasingly irate Sidhe let out a barrage of expletives. I smiled. ‘I really would appreciate it if you could check with Chieftain MacBain and then…’ 
 
    The lordling clicked his fingers. ‘Let her in.’ 
 
    The troll looked at him then back at me. ‘I cannot.’ 
 
    ‘You will do what I say or…’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘I will wait here until Chieftain MacBain agrees that I can enter. Alright?’ 
 
    Sorley threw a smug look at the lordling, who seemed very put out. ‘I will tell her you’re here,’ the lordling said huffily. Then he clambered back on his horse and cantered through. 
 
    Sorley checked his watch. He looked a bit upset.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry about him,’ I told him. ‘He’s just another Sidhe wanker.’ 
 
    Sorley’s eyes shot to mine and he coughed. ‘It’s not that,’ he said stiffly. ‘He said he’d be back at 10 a.m. It’s 10.12. I’ll have to log that and write a report. He should be more punctual.’ 
 
    I pressed my lips together hard. ‘Mmmm.’ 
 
    I was expecting Chieftain MacBain to make me cool my heels for some time. It’s what Aifric would have done ‒ anything to make sure I knew my place. Surprisingly, less than fifteen minutes passed before she appeared followed by a large retinue. She strode down the long driveway at such a brisk pace that her hangers-on struggled to keep up. I guessed that, for all her mistrust of me, Chieftain MacBain believed in manners. 
 
    ‘Ma’am,’ Sorley said as she reached us. 
 
    She looked at him coldly. ‘How many times have I told you to address me as Chieftain?’ 
 
    He shuffled his feet. ‘Ma’am, Stuart MacBain was twelve minutes late. I really do think you should have a word with him about...’ Her glare intensified. Sorley noted it but kept on going. ‘…about punctuality. What if we’d sent a search party out for him? It’s simply not good enough. You put me in charge of security.’ 
 
    ‘Enough of this nonsense.’ She said it quietly but there was more menace in her tone than the Bull could have managed with an ear-splitting bellow. 
 
    ‘Chieftain Adair,’ she said, turning to me. 
 
    I almost fell over. That was the last way I’d expected her to address me. I recovered quickly, however, and inclined my head as if I was completely used to being treated as a highborn Sidhe noble. ‘Chieftain MacBain,’ I returned. 
 
    ‘I was not convinced you were going to keep your word.’ 
 
    I stood my ground. ‘I told you I would do as you asked and retrieve your uncle’s body.’ 
 
    ‘So where is he?’ She obviously wasn’t in the mood to waste time.  
 
    ‘I don’t have him yet. Our agreement was that I would receive a favour from you in return.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes,’ she said impatiently. 
 
    ‘Fifty people,’ I said, plucking a number out of thin air. It sounded like a lot to me. ‘I would like to borrow fifty of your people to help me clear the Adair Lands and make the mansion habitable. They need to be strong, capable workers.’ 
 
    Something akin to relief crossed her face. I wondered what she thought I was going to ask for ‒ the soul of her firstborn? ‘How long for?’ she asked with a sniff. 
 
    ‘Er …’ I tried to calculate how much work would be involved. ‘Three weeks?’ 
 
    ‘Done,’ she said, snapping her fingers.   
 
    I blinked. Shite. I should have asked for a lot more. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘They will travel to you as soon as I receive the body.’ 
 
    I nodded. That was good. It would give me time to impress upon the Foinse that it needed to stay hidden. Although how on earth I was going to tell it that was beyond me at the moment.  
 
    Chieftain MacBain stared at me. ‘Is there anything else?’ 
 
    Sorley shuffled his feet. No one looked at him. I shook my head and tried not to appear too grateful.  
 
    ‘Good. Then I have a demand of my own.’ 
 
    Uh oh. ‘Go on,’ I said cautiously. I’d listen to her ‘demand’ at least. 
 
    ‘I do not know you, Chieftain Adair,’ she said, ‘but I do hear certain things. I appreciate that I may have been too hasty in believing you stole my necklace at the Games. However, there is little about that you is trustworthy.’ 
 
    I didn’t like where this was heading. ‘I can assure you that I will not go back on my word,’ I said, stiffening. 
 
    She didn’t blink. The woman was like a damn lizard. ‘And, strangely, I believe you won’t. But you did present me with a gold ring which was found near my uncle’s body.’ 
 
    ‘It was on his body,’ I said through gritted teeth. I was starting to understand. ‘He must have been wearing it when he died.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps there was more than just his ring. When he left us, he was carrying a considerable amount of money.’ 
 
    I couldn’t imagine why; I didn’t think the Fomori cared much for Sidhe cash. ‘If I find any money, I will bring it back and give it to you.’ 
 
    ‘Of this I am not so convinced. You are a thief, are you not?’ 
 
    ‘I was a thief.’ I tried to smile. ‘Surely everyone should get the chance to turn over a new leaf?’ 
 
    Her mouth turned down. ‘Please do not use clichés in my presence. I simply abhor language of that ilk.’ 
 
    I shouldn’t have done it but I couldn’t help myself. ‘Well, this worm has turned. I’ve moved onto bigger and better things, and I think even my harshest critic would say that I’ve come on in leaps and bounds.’ 
 
    The expression on Chieftain MacBain’s face suggested that she was screaming inside. ‘You are not amusing in the slightest.’ The Gift I had stolen from Kirsty Kincaid informed that she was telling the absolute truth. Before I could throw another quip at her, she continued. ‘I would like someone to accompany you. Someone from another Clan that is not your own. Someone Sidhe.’ 
 
    My heart sank as I thought of the rude lordling who’d stopped earlier and I tightened my jaw. ‘Someone from Clan MacBain? I think it’s my turn to show my mistrust, Chieftain MacBain. How do I know you won’t order them to stab me in the back once I’ve led them to the bones?’ 
 
    She drew back with an incredulous shiver. ‘How dare you? A MacBain would never act in such a manner!’ 
 
    Okay. Enough was enough. ‘So you won’t trust me,’ I said icily, ‘but I should trust every single one of you?’ 
 
    Two spots of colour appeared high on her cheeks. Apparently Ma MacBain had suddenly realised how rude she’d been. She’d want to save face and not back down entirely, but I’d already learnt enough about the premium she placed on manners to wonder what she’d do next. 
 
    ‘Then we compromise,’ she said finally. ‘You may choose someone from the main Clans. The important ones.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. The important ones? ‘You mean Darroch, Kincaid or Moncrieffe,’ I said. 
 
    ‘They can all be trusted.’ 
 
    I almost laughed aloud. This lady was more nuts than I’d realised. ‘Look, I…’ I paused. Hang on a minute. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll accept those terms. I nominate Byron Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘Why him?’ 
 
    Because Aifric would hold off on the assassination attempts if his son was hanging around. Of course that was the only reason. Definitely. Absolutely. One hundred smackeroony percent. ‘I know him. He’s a hero.’ My eyes gleamed. ‘And as the Steward’s son, he’s beyond reproach.’ 
 
    I watched MacBain’s reaction carefully but all she did was agree with me. ‘True.’ She nodded. ‘I’ll send word immediately.’ 
 
    ‘Great. I’ll depart for the Veil as soon as he arrives.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent.’ She turned to go. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in for a cup of tea?’ I called after her, checking how far I could test her civility. 
 
    She didn’t respond but Sorley coughed loudly. ‘Ma’am.’  
 
    ‘Chieftain!’ she snapped again, over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Please…’ 
 
    She sighed dramatically and turned round. ‘What?’ 
 
    He looked at me. ‘She needs security.’ 
 
    I was slightly taken aback. ‘Er, yeah.’ A lot of security probably but I wasn’t going to admit that in front of his boss. 
 
    He faced her. ‘I would like to tender my resignation and go with Ms Adair. I don’t feel that my skills are appreciated here and you have other trolls on your staff to take care of your needs.’ 
 
    Chieftain MacBain raised her eyebrows while I took an involuntary step back and swallowed. Say what?  
 
    Sorley gave me a hasty glance. ‘If you’ll have me, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, I’ll have you.’ What else was I going to say? 
 
    She addressed me. ‘He counts as one. You only get another forty-nine.’  
 
    Was she displeased or ecstatic at this development? I couldn’t tell. I shrugged in resignation. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    She nodded again and strode off. I glanced at Sorley. ‘That was, uh, a bold move,’ I said finally. ‘I thought once you swore fealty, you were with a Clan for life.’ 
 
    ‘Trolls don’t swear fealty ‒ but neither do we all wish to be completely Clan-less. A group of us struck a bargain with the Sidhe decades ago.’ His expression made it clear that he thought the Clans had got the best deal. 
 
    Ah. That explained his refusal to call her Chieftain. I scratched my neck. ‘I don’t have much money at the moment to pay you.’ 
 
    ‘That is not a problem. I can wait.’  
 
    For someone who was such a jobsworth, he was remarkably laid back about remuneration. Taylor would love him. I sighed and pointed at the car. ‘Come on then.’ 
 
    He smiled suddenly, a wide grin that spread from ear to ear. Then he stepped across the border and got in without once looking back. I had the feeling I was going to regret this – but at least Sorley was happy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Regardless of how gruff Sorley was while on duty, now he was in the car he proved to be quite the garrulous troll. He rambled on for almost the entire journey, barely pausing to take breath. I heard about the merits of magic versus machinery in keeping out larger species of wildlife; a treatise on punctuality; details about some failed key-card system which apparently the MacBain Clan had instituted in a bid to rid themselves of the trolls. At one point Bob roused himself, appearing in his usual flash of light. Sorley didn’t falter; he just kept on talking. It took Bob all of twenty seconds to decide that he was going back to sleep. 
 
    It hadn’t occurred to me that I’d be glad to see the Adair Lands but when we approached their border, I exhaled with relief. Sorley was well-meaning but even I had limits. 
 
    ‘So you see, if you take a combination of an interlocking system and add it to a linear magic fold, then you’ll— Stop the car!’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘I said, stop the car!’ 
 
    I slammed on the brakes. ‘What is it?’ I hadn’t even finished the question when he leapt out and ran over to where I’d flung down Aifric’s old sign. 
 
    There was another blinding flash of light. ‘Charming fellow. Is it safe to come out yet?’ 
 
    ‘He takes security very seriously, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘He needs to get out more.’ 
 
    Rather than involve myself in a pointless argument, I got out of the car too and joined Sorley. He had picked up the old sign and was gazing at it with disgust. 
 
    ‘It’s defunct,’ I told him. ‘I’ve been given back the Lands.’ 
 
    He wrinkled his nose and glared. ‘Desecration,’ he hissed. 
 
    Er… ‘Well,’ I said, folding my arms, ‘not really. The Land was confiscated after Gale Adair ‒ after my father supposedly killed the entire Clan. But, like I said, it’s been given back to me. The sign no longer holds.’ I tried not to sound antagonistic; I didn’t succeed. 
 
    ‘That’s not what I was talking about,’ Sorley snapped. He twisted his squat body and flung the splintered wood away. It hurtled some considerable distance through the air. 
 
    I blinked. ‘Have you ever considered taking up the javelin?’ I enquired. 
 
    Sorley ignored me. He knelt down and began scrabbling at the dirt with his long, yellowing fingernails. 
 
    ‘Look,’ said Speck, appearing over a small hill with Brochan who was carrying several large, heavy books. ‘The line is here.’ 
 
    ‘I am not disagreeing,’ Brochan said. ‘But the magic is not.’ 
 
    ‘How would you know? You’re just a merman.’ 
 
    ‘Just a merman?’ 
 
    Speck caught sight of me and took advantage of my presence to change the subject. ‘Integrity! Hey!’ 
 
    I waved up at them. ‘Wotcha doing?’ 
 
    ‘Trying to sort out the border,’ Speck called back. He jogged down, leaving Brochan to glare after him as he shifted the pile of books in his arms and lumbered down in Speck’s wake. 
 
    ‘Any luck?’ 
 
    Speck clicked his tongue. ‘Nada. In theory, it shouldn’t be that hard. We simply find the right spot and turn it on and, hey presto. Except we can’t find the spot and we don’t know how to turn it on. I’m also starting to feel a bit queasy. It’s all these open spaces. Without the comfort of a city, I just don’t feel right.’ He pushed his glasses up his nose and looked at me anxiously. 
 
    ‘I knew you were claustrophobic,’ I said, ‘but I didn’t know you were agoraphobic as well. Isn’t that some kind of weird oxymoron?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘I’m a walking mess of contradictions. I can’t help it.’ He glanced down at Sorley. ‘Did you know that there’s a troll wearing a peculiar outfit digging into the ground beside your feet?’ he asked in exactly the same tone of voice. 
 
    ‘This is Sorley.’ 
 
    ‘Why is he here?’ 
 
    Sorley straightened up. ‘To sort out your ridiculous mess of a security system, you dunderhead.’ He jerked his head at me. ‘Do these two have clearance?’ 
 
    Brochan finally reached us. He stared at Sorley as if he’d never seen a troll before. ‘Clearance?’ 
 
    I took Sorley by the arm and pulled him to one side. ‘We only arrived yesterday. We’ve not had time to put a proper system in place. Why don’t I leave all those details to you?’ 
 
    An odd light appeared in his eyes. His mouth twitched and he began scratching furiously at a spot on his arm. ‘To me?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I shrugged. ‘You’re the security expert.’ I decided against mentioning that my life as a thief meant that I knew quite a bit about security myself. I just didn’t have a clue about magical borders. 
 
    ‘Er, Tegs?’ Speck said from behind. ‘Can I have a word?’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    He glanced at Sorley but the troll wasn’t listening. He still seemed awestruck by the fact that I’d given him complete control. He stared around him as if he couldn’t quite believe what was happening. 
 
    ‘Security expert?’ Speck asked.  
 
    I nodded. ‘Yep. He was working for Chieftain MacBain but he chose to leave and join us instead.’ I pasted on a big grin, hoping to encourage Speck to welcome the troll rather than just continue giving him the nasties with his eyes. 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ he said plaintively, ‘we’re thieves.’ 
 
    ‘We were thieves,’ I corrected. ‘Anyway, so what?’ 
 
    ‘Security expert? Thieves? Oil and water come to mind, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘I worked with a troll once,’ Brochan broke in. ‘Good guy.’ 
 
    Sorley shook himself back to the present. ‘You are referring to the one who shall not be spoken of.’ 
 
    I stared. ‘Voldemort?’ 
 
    Sorley gave me a funny look. ‘No.’ He glanced round as if he was afraid he would be overheard then dropped his voice. ‘Harris.’ 
 
    ‘Harris?’ Speck asked loudly. 
 
    ‘That was his name,’ said Brochan, remembering. 
 
    ‘Sssshh! We don’t talk of him. He brought us great disrepute. He took everything we taught him and used it against us.’ 
 
    Brochan pursed his lips and nodded. ‘He was a very good thief.’ 
 
    ‘Scum.’ 
 
    Brochan pulled himself up. ‘Now just hang on a minute—’ 
 
    ‘Whoa! Let’s all calm down!’ I stepped between them. ‘Let’s agree to disagree, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Brochan snarled, ‘the damn genie is bad enough. You are dreaming if you think I’m going to get on with this … this…’ 
 
    ‘I had a dream last night!’ I said desperately. ‘I dreamt I wrote The Lord of The Rings! I was Tolkein in my sleep.’  
 
    It wasn’t my best effort. Brochan’s lip curled but a strange sound escaped Sorley and we all turned to look at him. He clamped one massive hairy hand over his mouth, his eyes were filled with mirth and his shoulders shook. He was definitely giggling – and in a surprisingly girlish manner. We exchanged looks. 
 
    ‘I tell you what, why don’t we leave you here to inspect the border, Sorley?’ I said. ‘I’ll check in with our other two companions. Then you can, um, report to me later.’ 
 
    Sorley nodded. Tears were starting to pour from his eyes. It should have been gratifying that he found my joke funny but I was slightly concerned by his dramatic reaction. ‘If a Moncrieffe shows up, bring them up to the mansion,’ I instructed. Speck looked alarmed. I shook my head. ‘Strike that. If Byron Moncrieffe shows up, bring him up to the mansion. Try to keep everyone else out.’ 
 
    Swallowing hard in a bid to compose himself, Sorley nodded to show he understood. 
 
    ‘I didn’t think he had a sense of humour,’ I whispered to Speck and Brochan as we got into the car and drove up to the mansion. 
 
    Brochan threw me a look. ‘He obviously doesn’t,’ he sniffed. 
 
    I checked the mirror. Sorley was still chuckling to himself. I grinned. ‘I think this is going to work out great.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We sat down together outside the main door to touch base. I explained what had happened with MacBain and Lexie shook her head in dismay. ‘You should have asked for Jamie. That would have had your Byron sprinting here in his place.’ 
 
    Speck looked confused as I rolled my eyes. I had enough going on in my life as it was; I didn’t need to play silly games. 
 
    Brochan reiterated what they’d discovered about reinstating the magical border, which was nothing useful. Taylor had also not had much luck. He’d driven more than fifty miles to get a phone signal only to be told that the electricity company might be able to get to us by April. If they could squeeze us in. 
 
    I whistled in dismay. ‘That’s ridiculous. What about running water?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Sorry. They said they might get that to us by the summer.’ 
 
    ‘It’s those bloody Clans. Aifric must have done something. He’ll be behind the scenes pulling the strings.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that for sure.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an educated guess,’ I said sourly. My earlier good mood was quickly disappearing. 
 
    ‘I found a well,’ Lexie said, trying to be helpful. ‘But the water is pretty rank. There was something floating in it. Old clothing maybe. Perhaps someone died in there when…’ Her voice trailed away. 
 
    I grimaced. ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘There is one thing I don’t understand,’ Taylor said. ‘You’re pretty certain that it wasn’t your father who killed everyone.’ 
 
    ‘The vision I had in the Cruaich grove suggested that,’ I agreed. 
 
    ‘Well, if the magical border only disappeared when the land was confiscated and it was up and running when the massacre took place, how did the actual killers get in? There must have been a lot of them to take care of everyone here.’ 
 
    My mouth turned down. ‘It must have been someone my father trusted. Someone who’d already been invited in.’ 
 
    ‘You mean someone like Aifric Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of people don’t like me,’ I pointed out. ‘But he’s the only one who’s tried to kill me.’ 
 
    ‘The Bull tried to kill you.’ 
 
    I nibbled my lip. I’d almost forgotten about that. ‘True.’ 
 
    ‘And there might be others that we don’t know of.’ 
 
    I gazed into the distance. ‘I’m still convinced that Aifric is behind all this. I don’t have proof, I don’t even have circumstantial evidence, I just…’ I sighed. ‘I just think it was him.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Taylor said cheerily, ‘it’s a good thing you’re not in love with his son then, right?’ 
 
    I scowled. ‘I’m not in love with him. I…’ 
 
    ‘Want to get into his kilt? Wear his clothes? You need to get over it, Tegs. I understand you can’t help how you feel but it could end up getting you killed.’ 
 
    My cheeks reddened. I sat on my hands to stop them plucking at Byron’s jacket, which I was still wearing. Keen to change the subject, I focused on Lexie. ‘Speaking of the grove, did you find the Adair one?’ 
 
    Her eyes danced. ‘I thought we were speaking of Byron Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. ‘Lex…’ 
 
    She flashed me a grin before sobering up. ‘There’s nothing that I could see. Just that one tree that we’ve already been to.’ 
 
    We turned to look at it. Silhouetted black against the sky, it was like some post-apocalyptic vision, tiny bud on one branch or not. I shivered.  
 
    ‘So,’ Brochan said, ‘the Adair sacred grove is all but dust. The mansion is overgrown with weeds and bats and goodness knows what else. We’re not going to get any power or running water for months. We can’t work out how to kick start the border that’ll keep us safe – and even if we did, we’re not sure whether it will keep us safe.’ I opened my mouth to speak but he held up a palm. ‘Your theory about what happened with your father and the Clan is speculation, Tegs. Sorry. And,’ he flicked a look up at the grey clouds overhead, ‘it’s about to rain.’ 
 
    ‘I hate rain,’ Speck said. 
 
    ‘You hate everything.’ 
 
    My shoulders sank. Shite. I hated it when things went wrong like this. I liked sunshine and early mornings and cheesy jokes and optimistic science fiction that made no sense. I didn’t like glumness. 
 
    I got to my feet and dusted off my jeans. ‘There is one thing we can solve.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    I grabbed Bob’s scimitar from my belt and slid it out of the sheath. After I gave the blade a quick rub, he appeared in a flash of light. ‘Where’s the troll?’ 
 
    ‘Not here.’ 
 
    He looked round suspiciously. Brochan sniffed then cursed. 
 
    ‘You should see a doctor,’ Bob informed him. ‘You always have a cold.’ 
 
    Brochan glared. ‘I’m allergic to you.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Bob said, ‘I’m allergic to you. You bring me out in hives.’ He showed us his forearm. ‘Look!’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing there.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because your eyesight isn’t good enough.’ He flew into Brochan’s face and thrust his arm out. ‘Look harder.’ 
 
    Brochan sneezed with such violence that Bob was sent spinning backwards in the air. Spluttering and wiping his face in disgust, he shook his fist angrily. ‘You did that deliberately!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t sneeze on cue.’ 
 
    ‘You disgusting merman!’ 
 
    This wasn’t the usual good-natured banter; there was a definite edge to it. I wasn’t sure that what I was about to do would improve the mood but at least it would provide us with a different focus. And it would answer one very salient question. 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said loudly. ‘I’m ready to make that second wish.’ 
 
    Everyone turned, slack-jawed. ‘Tegs, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’ Taylor looked troubled. ‘You were right before. You shouldn’t go wishing for things we can get on our own. We could try breaking into the nearest power station to see what we can do about electricity. Wish for it and we’ll end up blasted by lightning.’ 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ Lexie agreed reluctantly. ‘Much as I’d like to take the easy way out, you can’t trust the genie. Sorry, Bob. No offence meant.’ 
 
    ‘Huh!’ he blustered. ‘Lots of offence taken! Ask for that wish, Uh Integrity!’ He puffed out his chest. ‘I am here and I am ready. Wish, wish, wish.’ From nowhere he produced a banner with the word WISH emblazoned across it. As he waved it in the air, it lit up in neon pink. ‘I made it pink just for you,’ he added. 
 
    ‘The MacBain woman is sending people,’ Speck said. ‘You really don’t need to do this.’ 
 
    ‘I promised Bob that I would and I’m not going back on my word. And anyway, this isn’t something that can be done by hand.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose anyone knows if Tegs’ father built a bunker?’ Speck asked, looking round. 
 
    ‘If he did,’ I said simply, ‘we’re about to find out.’ I drew in a breath and looked at Bob. ‘I wish to know what happened here on May 5th, 1989. More specifically, what happened when the Adair Clan was massacred?’ 
 
    Lexie and Speck drew in breath simultaneously. Brochan rubbed his cheek vigorously and Taylor went completely still.  
 
    For once Bob was completely serious. ‘Integrity Adair,’ he said, ‘your wish is my command.’ 
 
    There was a crack like thunder and the atmosphere suddenly felt heavy and oppressive. Lexie swung her head from side to side, alarmed. I remained perfectly still. 
 
    Speck watched me. ‘Do you know? Did the knowledge, like, just pop into your head?’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t know yet,’ Brochan said. 
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ 
 
    ‘I just can.’ 
 
    I waved my hand at them. ‘Back up.’ 
 
    Speck frowned. ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘Back up,’ I hissed. I moved several feet away just as the hairs on the back of my neck started to rise and several ghostly forms appeared from the main entrance. They were wispy and transparent but their identities were clear, even with more than twenty-five years separating us. 
 
    ‘Is that a fucking ghost?’ Lexie whispered. 
 
    Bob shook his head. ‘It’s what she asked for. It’s a memory.’ 
 
    Aifric Moncrieffe, his face unlined and his step jauntier than I’d ever seen it, smiled into the distance. The other men beside him wore faded Moncrieffe colours. I didn’t recognise any of them but their expressions were grim and set. I realised my legs were shaking but I pulled back my shoulders and walked up to Aifric, passing a hand across his face. He didn’t blink. I reached forward to touch him. 
 
    ‘Don’t,’ Bob called out. 
 
    I drew back. ‘What will happen if I do?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know exactly but this is a wish. And you know there are consequences to wishing.’ 
 
    It was the first time Bob had ever directly admitted that. Wisely, I did as he suggested and stepped to the side once more.  
 
    A couple walked up from behind the others. I held my breath. I had seen these two before in the grove at the Cruaich when I’d received my true name. My parents. I drank in the sight of them hungrily. My mother was petite and pretty, with an elfin delicateness about her features. The same couldn’t be said for her belly, however. It was massive, protruding like a taut drum. One hand rested protectively over it as she smiled warmly at Aifric. By her side my father was tall and muscular; the brilliant shock of white hair which I’d inherited was visible even through this opaque vision. There was a faint slump to his shoulders and a pained look on his face although he was smiling through it. My stomach tightened. Was this it? Was this a hint of the madness that everyone said had caused the destruction of my Clan? The vision I’d seen in the grove suggested otherwise and that was what I’d believed. There was always a tiny kernel of doubt, though. Always. 
 
    My father strode forward, embracing Aifric in a tight hug. They clapped each other on the back and their mouths moved as they spoke.  
 
    ‘What are they saying?’ I burst out desperately. ‘Why can’t I hear them?’ 
 
    ‘I have no control over this, Uh Integrity,’ Bob said. ‘This is the wish. I can only promise that it will fulfil what you asked for.’ 
 
    I balled up my fists and glared at the camaraderie between the two ghostly men. It took everything I had to keep my greedy eyes away from my parents and focus on Aifric. I had to see what he did. He was here. Despite the fatigued, sickly look on my father’s face, this had to be the moment when Aifric gave the order for slaughter. To believe otherwise might kill me.  
 
    I watched every twitch and every movement but Aifric didn’t do a damn thing. He kissed my mother’s hand and gestured at her stomach – at me – then simply left. 
 
    A choked sob escaped me. Taylor came up and put an arm round my shoulders, squeezing me tightly. ‘It has to be him, Taylor,’ I whispered. ‘It has to be Aifric.’ Aifric was already disappearing down the road, however, vanishing out of sight as it curved away. 
 
    I shook my head. My mother turned to Gale, my father, and touched his cheek, murmuring something. He put his arm round her waist, his tenderness making me catch my breath once more. She brushed her hand against her belly again and grinned at him in a way I recognised; there was an impishness that I had seen in myself in the mirror. My father returned her smile with an expression of fear, hope and joy. 
 
    He passed a hand across his forehead and nodded, then turned back inside. I followed immediately, barely aware of my friends behind me.  
 
    Gale left my mother in the courtyard and disappeared through a doorway to the left, trudging heavily up the stairs to where the bedrooms were located. As I watched, he walked into one, fell heavily onto a bed, turned onto his stomach and closed his eyes.  
 
    I screamed in frustration. ‘What are you doing? You have to realise what’s about to happen!’ He didn’t stir. Of course he didn’t stir. ‘It’s the middle of the fucking day. Why is he sleeping?’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t look well, Tegs,’ Speck murmured. ‘Maybe he was sick.’ 
 
    Brochan sighed. ‘He’s not sick. He’s hungover.’ 
 
    I exhaled loudly. It made sense. His old buddy had spent the night and they’d probably been carousing until late. I could understand the action but I couldn’t condone it. Not knowing what I did.  
 
    ‘He slept. He fucking slept while everyone was being murdered.’ Something stabbed at my heart and I spun round, pushing past the others to sprint back downstairs. 
 
    The courtyard was empty. Where had my mother gone? I ran left into the vast room with the gigantic fireplace, searching desperately. A group of Sidhe was clustered there, joking and laughing, while a servant tidied up a cluttered mess of whiskey bottles and glasses. My mother wasn’t there. I ran to the next room, then the next. By the time I reached what was once the dining hall, I was getting desperate. ‘Where is she, Bob? Where did she go?’ 
 
    The genie fluttered up and placed one tiny palm on my cheek in a gesture he’d never made before. ‘Be patient. The wish will show you what you need.’ 
 
    My mouth twisted in frustration. The wish wasn’t showing me a fucking thing. My father was comatose upstairs, my mother had vanished, and here were dozens of Adair Sidhe who I didn’t know filing in for their lunch break. This wasn’t what I needed to see. 
 
    ‘Cheese freaking sandwiches?’ I yelled. ‘Who the hell cares?’ I watched a group of laughing women toss back cups of water poured from large flagons and gritted my teeth. ‘This is ridiculous!’ 
 
    ‘Look.’ Brochan said it quietly but there was an urgency in his voice that made my tantrum subside immediately. 
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    ‘The far end of the table. The woman.’ 
 
    I followed his gaze. One of the older women, dressed in servant’s clothes, was turning purple and choking. Without thinking, I darted forward. Taylor grabbed my arm, pulled me back and reminded me that what we were watching had already happened. There was nothing I could do to change things. 
 
    Bit by bit, her companions started to notice. A burly warlock hauled her out of her seat and thumped her on the back. When that didn’t work, he wrapped his arms round her body to start what could only be the Heimlich manoeuvre. Even if he could have pulled if off, it wouldn’t have worked. As it was, he began having breathing difficulties. He released the woman, whose eyes had already rolled back into her head, and doubled over in agony.  
 
    Lexie pointed at the group of laughing women. They weren’t having fun now. Several of them had been sick, a pool of their vomit spreading across the long wooden table. At least one was already dead. 
 
    Watching this terrible scene unfold in total silence made its horror even more wrenching. These were my people ‒ and they were all dying. 
 
    ‘It was poison,’ I said, turning away, unable to look any longer. ‘It wasn’t my father who killed them. It was poison.’ 
 
    Taylor nodded grimly. ‘And we already know Aifric has form for that method of disposal.’ 
 
    I tried to think clearly though it wasn’t easy. ‘It’s still circumstantial. There’s no actual proof that he did this.’ 
 
    ‘Who else could have?’ 
 
    I didn’t have an answer. I wanted to feel relieved that it wasn’t my father who’d committed such a heinous act but, until I knew for sure who was culpable, I couldn’t relax. 
 
    My mother appeared in the doorway, right in front of my eyes. She was sweating and pale but there was a smile on her face. She was clutching her belly and obviously looking for help. Labour, I thought dully; she was in labour. 
 
    It was the expression on her face that made me start crying my own huge, silent tears. Her eyes darted round the dining hall, her smile slowly disappearing as first confusion, then horror followed quickly by terror filled her face. She ran forward, a few stumbling steps made all the more awkward by her size and condition. Then she seemed to think better of it; perhaps she realised there was nothing she could do. Maybe she wanted to get my father. To fetch help. 
 
    She spun round and ran out. We went after her. She fell into the courtyard, threw back her head and screamed, her mouth wide open.  
 
    A shadow flitted in the corner of my eye. Lexie cried out and so did I. But we couldn’t warn Coira Adair. She couldn’t see us. She saw the archer though, and turned to him just as he loosed the shot. His eyes were dull and pained as he melted away again but right now, it wasn’t him I cared about. 
 
    Whoever he was, his aim was true. The arrow struck my mother in the chest, embedding itself deep in her body. Without realising it, I clutched at the same spot on my chest. There was another flutter of movement as my father appeared, running towards her and scooping her into his arms. The anguish on his face filled the entire courtyard. He yanked open her simple peasant’s blouse, his fingers touching the arrow, pulling away and then touching it once more. 
 
    ‘He can’t decide what to do,’ Speck said softly. ‘Should he pull it out or leave it in?’ 
 
    I didn’t answer. I wasn’t capable of speech. 
 
    My mother wasn’t dead. She grabbed at my father, her lips moving. He shook his head and she tried again. He was crying but her eyes were clear as she told him what she wanted. She was a warrior right up till the end when her body jerked violently just once before going still.  
 
    I collapsed to my knees; I could barely see what was happening through my tears and I wiped furiously at my face. My father seemed frozen for a long moment, staring down at her as if willing her to wake up. Then he sprang up and ran to a bag hanging from a nail. He drew out a knife with a long sharp blade and went back to her.  
 
    I knew what he was going to do and the last thing I wanted was to see it but I had to. I owed both of them that much; they deserved that I bear witness to this terrible event. It was, after all, what I’d wished for.  
 
    Brochan knelt down beside me and took my left hand; Lexie did the same to my right. I felt both Taylor and Speck at my back and Bob on my shoulder. They were there with me. I wasn’t alone. 
 
    My father cut through my mother’s flesh, slicing through it as his own body shuddered in pain. There was blood everywhere. It seemed to take an age and I could sense him withdrawing into himself. There was just him and his gory task; nothing else remained. When he pulled out the tiny red baby, her face contorted and her umbilical cord still linking her to her mother, I felt as if I was being stabbed in the heart over and over again. 
 
    ‘That’s you,’ Taylor said. ‘That’s actually you.’ 
 
    Coldness descended across my shoulder blades. ‘And that’s Aifric Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    The Steward strode through from the main entrance, his hands gripping a sword. My father didn’t even notice. Aifric sliced the sword through the air, once, twice, and then he smirked. A heartbeat later he plunged it into his old friend’s back. 
 
    My father spasmed and crumpled, falling as my baby self fell with him. Moncrieffe hands took me from him as Aifric stood over his failing body and grinned from ear to ear.  
 
    I stopped looking at my father’s killer; instead I focused on my father. ‘I’m with you,’ I mouthed.  
 
    He blinked slowly. He knew he was dying, it was there in his eyes and in the way his body relaxed. He didn’t fight death; it was almost as if he welcomed it. A world without Coira, his wife and my mother, wasn’t worth lingering in. I saw the light leave his face and his jaw slacken.  
 
    And then the ghostly vision disappeared and I was looking at the old dark patch and the few forlorn weeds still pushing up from the ground. 
 
    It took me a long time to move. At some point I was aware that my tears were drying and my heart was still beating. I got to my feet and slowly walked over to stand on the spot where my parents had breathed their last. 
 
    ‘That’s how he did it,’ Speck said. ‘Aifric. That’s how he beat the magical border. He pretended to leave but didn’t. Probably killed whoever was guarding it and simply waited for the poison to do its job. Then he came back to mop up.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a miracle he didn’t kill Tegs too.’ 
 
    ‘She was a baby. An innocent baby.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone else in Clan Adair was innocent too,’ I said aloud. My voice rang out more steadily than I thought it would. 
 
    Lexie murmured something as I walked away. I loved my friends like family but right now I needed to be alone.  
 
    ‘What about the consequences of the wish?’ I heard Speck ask. 
 
    ‘You’re looking at them,’ Bob said. ‘The consequences of fulfilling the wish are already consequences enough.’ 
 
    I kept walking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I sat under the tree for the rest of the day, watching both the real shadows and the imaginary ones. The others were sensible enough to leave me in peace. I’d like to say my thoughts were coherent but there was little other than pain. For now I didn’t plan or scheme or plot, I just let myself feel. I was entitled to that much. 
 
    The sun had fallen when Taylor eventually approached. His hands were in his pockets and he ambled slowly, giving me plenty of advance warning. When he reached me, I looked up. ‘You drew the short straw then?’ 
 
    He gave a crooked smile. ‘I wanted to come.’ He held out his arms, ready to envelop me in a hug. There was no denying the anxious light in his eyes. 
 
    I shook my head and stood up. Enough wallowing; I was supposed to be a warrior, after all. ‘No. I’m good now.’ There was just the slightest tremor in my voice. 
 
    ‘Integrity…’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay, Taylor.’ 
 
    He searched my face, trying to ascertain the truth. Then he nodded and dropped his arms. ‘Good. The, um, troll. Surly?’ 
 
    ‘Sorley.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, him. He’s causing some kind of ruckus. He’s not very … happy.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he really is surly?’ 
 
    Taylor’s smile grew, albeit tentatively. ‘Yeah. I’m not sure he’s going to fit in. He’s very stressed. About everything. What if he decides to go back to Chieftain MacBain and tells her about how pathetic our security is?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said slowly, ‘we’ll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it.’ 
 
    Taylor looked at me. I looked back innocently. 
 
    ‘You know,’ he said, ‘that joke doesn’t actually work. He’s not a bridge troll.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘You still got it though. Come on. I’d better go see what he wants.’ 
 
    When we reached the courtyard, I dared myself to look at the dark patch for a moment. Pain lanced through me. I could feel Lexie, Speck and Brochan watching me anxiously. None of them said a word. Get a grip, Tegs. 
 
    ‘I’m alright, guys,’ I said, when the silence became too uncomfortable. 
 
    Lexie bobbed her head. ‘Course you are.’ 
 
    ‘We’d expect nothing else,’ Speck agreed. They kept on sending me sneaky looks though, when they thought I wasn’t looking.  
 
    Brochan cleared his throat. ‘I thought…’ He coughed again when Speck nudged him. ‘We thought that this would be a good time to swear fealty to you.’ He got down heavily on one knee and the others did the same. 
 
    Alarmed, I stalked over. ‘Get up!’ 
 
    ‘We need to do this, Tegs.’ 
 
    Nope. Not happening. I shook my head vehemently. ‘No, you don’t. Anyway, I’m not accepting your oaths so don’t even bother.’ 
 
    Lexie lifted narrowed eyes. ‘You’ll take the crazy MacQuarries but not us?’ 
 
    I sighed and put my hands on my hips. ‘You’re my family.’ 
 
    ‘We agree,’ Taylor interjected. ‘That’s why we want to make it official.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate it, I really do. But I’m still not accepting.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs…’ 
 
    I held up my hand. Fealty would change everything between us. I was not going to set myself apart from the only people who mattered simply because of my blood. I paused. Hang on a minute. ‘There’s another way.’ I cast around, looking for something I could use. Eventually my gaze fell on the Swiss army knife which hung loosely from Taylor’s belt. I pointed at it. Confused, he unhooked it and silently handed it over. 
 
    Concentrating, I slid out a small blade and nicked my forefinger. A bead of blood appeared on my skin. I raised my eyebrows at Taylor and he understood instantly and grinned. He took the knife from me and did the same to his own thumb then we pressed them together. 
 
    ‘Now your blood runs in my veins,’ I said softly. ‘And vice-versa. We’re officially family.’ 
 
    Lexie arched an eyebrow. ‘Does that mean he has to change his name? That we can’t call him Taylor any more because he’s Adair?’ 
 
    Speck waved an irritated hand at her. ‘Hush.’ He stepped forward and we completed the ritual. He had to look away and bite his lip to avoid the sight of his own blood but he still did it. I squeezed his shoulder hard.  
 
    Brochan moved up. ‘This is an honour,’ the merman rumbled, bowing his head. 
 
    ‘It is for me too,’ I told him honestly. Even if it made me feel like I was six years old and playing around with a few mates. 
 
    When we were done, I glanced at Lexie. ‘You don’t have to do this. No one will hold it against you.’ 
 
    ‘I will!’ Speck said. 
 
    I glared at him.  
 
    Lexie tossed back her hair. ‘You think I’m going to let you lot keep me out of the inner circle?’ she scoffed. ‘As if!’ She sliced open the tip of her thumb, making more blood gush out than she’d probably intended. Speck gave a tiny whimper then, just as with the others, we made a blood bond. 
 
    We stood there for a moment, absorbing the solemnity of the occasion.  
 
    ‘We should come up with a secret handshake,’ Speck said finally. 
 
    Lexie rolled her eyes. ‘In case we can’t recognise each other, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘No. But it would be cool. All the best societies have secret handshakes.’ 
 
    ‘If you want a secret handshake, then you can have one,’ I told him. 
 
    He beamed and stuck his tongue out at Lexie. Brochan threw me a long-suffering look. If Speck could bear the sight of blood for this rite, then Brochan and Lexie could bear a few silly rituals. Let’s face it – we all needed a little silliness. 
 
    Sorley was slumped in the corner, his head in his hands. I guessed his ‘ruckus’ had faded away. I smiled to reassure the others and walked over to him. ‘Sorley,’ I said gently, ‘what’s the matter?’ He muttered something about desecration. ‘You said that before, when we arrived at the border. What do you mean?’ 
 
    He raised baleful eyes and gazed at me. ‘Who did this?’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Who did what?’ 
 
    He gestured round at the mansion, with its crumbling walls. ‘This.’ 
 
    I looked away. ‘Aifric Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    ‘The Steward?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Sorley stood up, stretched his legs, cracked his knuckles and started to stride away. 
 
    ‘Whoa! Where are you going?’ I shouted. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ 
 
    Not really. I quickened my pace to try and catch up with him. For a troll with short legs, he was remarkably fast. ‘Sorley, wait.’ 
 
    ‘He cannot be allowed to get away with it.’ 
 
    I was puzzled. ‘I agree with you, of course I do. This was my Clan. But why are you so upset about it?’ 
 
    He stopped in his tracks and turned slowly, disbelief colouring his swarthy features. ‘Why am I so upset?’ he repeated. ‘Why am I so upset?’ 
 
    I held up my hands to ward him off. ‘Er, Sorley, I…’ 
 
    ‘Blasted Sidhe. Think they’re the centre of the universe,’ he muttered. ‘Bunch of dunderheads who wouldn’t know if the sun fell from the sky and struck them on the nose.’ 
 
    Clearly I wasn’t the only person having a bad day. ‘You’re going to have to spell it out for me,’ I told him. ‘I’m not that bright.’ 
 
    ‘Got that right,’ he mumbled. ‘Come on then. I’ll show you.’ 
 
    He set off again, marching out of the mansion and down the driveway towards the border. We followed him, trooping behind him in a ragtag formation. I exchanged a look with Brochan who shrugged. Apparently the ways of trolls were a mystery to us all. 
 
    When we arrived at the spot where the sign had stood, Sorley halted. There was a mound of earth that reached up to my waist; as there was no sign of any tools, I could only imagine that the troll had dug it out with his bare hands.  
 
    ‘For those of you who are uneducated fools,’ he said, ‘this is the most important place in the whole of your godforsaken Clan Lands.’ He pursed his lips. ‘It’s no coincidence that the Steward placed that sign here.’ 
 
    When we stared at him blankly, he rolled his eyes. ‘This is the conduit for the border, the border that lets you sleep at night without fear of attack from fell beasties.’ 
 
    Speck flinched visibly. ‘What beasties?’ 
 
    Sorley ignored him. ‘When you came to the MacBain Lands, what was the first thing you saw?’ 
 
    I thought about it. ‘A flag?’ 
 
    ‘Is that a question or an answer?’ 
 
    I counted to ten in my head. ‘I saw a flag. A MacBain flag that was large enough and ostentatious enough to be seen for miles.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ He crossed his arms. 
 
    I tilted my head. ‘So?’ 
 
    Sorley spluttered. ‘So?’ 
 
    Taylor leaned forward, agog. ‘What you’re saying is that the source of the magical borders around every Sidhe Clan comes from a single spot, just like this one? And it’s marked by a flag?’ 
 
    The troll threw his hands up into the air. ‘Finally, someone who has more than a single brain cell! Yes! The Clan sustains the magic but we guard the spot.’ 
 
    ‘Do you realise how important this information is?’ Taylor breathed. ‘We’ve never broken into a Sidhe stronghold for one very good reason.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs was hiding from them,’ Speck said. ‘That’s why.’ 
 
    Taylor squinted. ‘Okay, yes. That too. But also because when you don’t know where the lock is, you can’t pick it. Now we know.’ He beamed triumphantly. ‘Folks, this opens up a whole new world. We’ll be the most successful thieves in history. They’ll be writing songs about us a thousand years after we’ve gone. We’ll…’ 
 
    The sour expression on Sorley’s face made Taylor falter. The troll rose another notch in my estimation; there weren’t many people who could make Taylor forget what he was saying with just one look. ‘Knowing this is the conduit doesn’t do anything. You still couldn’t break in,’ Sorley said. ‘Not without inside help.’ 
 
    Taylor’s face glowed. Inside jobs were his favourite. I quickly shushed him before he got carried away. ‘So you’re saying that after the massacre, Aifric had the Adair flag taken down for more than just symbolic reasons.’  
 
    Sorley’s face tightened. ‘Yes,’ he said, turning his head. For some reason he wouldn’t look directly at the hole. ‘The Clan members’ deaths would have weakened the magic to the point where the border was only hanging on by a single thread.’ He glanced coldly at Taylor. ‘So massacre several hundred people all in one go and you might be able to break into any Clan Lands that take your dunderheaded fancy.’ 
 
    Taylor’s scheming expression vanished. ‘Aifric Moncrieffe is a monster,’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘Monster’ didn’t begin to cut it. There wasn’t a word invented that came close to describing that wanker. Sorley, however, seemed momentarily appeased. He nodded. ‘And I’m going kill him.’ He turned and started walking away again. 
 
    ‘If he’s going to walk all the way to the Cruaich,’ Taylor said, ‘it’ll take him weeks.’ 
 
    Brochan scratched his chin. ‘He really does take security seriously, doesn’t he? That’s a bold move for what’s really just a gate. A pretty cool gate but…’ His voice trailed away. 
 
    I followed Sorley’s progress for a moment or two before calling, ‘Wait!’  
 
    ‘Maybe you should let him do it, Tegs,’ Speck suggested. ‘The worst that can happen is that he fails.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want Aifric dead.’ 
 
    Even Taylor looked surprised. ‘He killed your father with his own hand. He ordered the deaths of your mother and all of your Clan. He—’ 
 
    I interrupted him. ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs, I realise pacifism is your thing but you can’t let him get away with all that.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. ‘I’m not going to. Believe me, Aifric Moncrieffe will get his come-uppance – but not through death.’ I tried to explain. ‘Death is quick. It’s the end. And everyone dies. It’s not punishment because it’s inevitable.’ 
 
    Bob winked into existence beside us. ‘You still have a wish left. You can make his death the longest and most painful event the world has ever seen.’ He seemed almost gleeful. 
 
    I looked at him suspiciously. ‘You’ve been eavesdropping?’ 
 
    He looked slightly guilty. ‘I wasn’t sure how you’d react after the wish. People have been known to try and shoot the messenger, you know. It’s happened before. It seemed prudent to stay … hidden for a while.’ 
 
    Exasperated, I gazed at them all. ‘You all know I hate violence. Did you really think that I’d let Aifric Moncrieffe compromise my morals and my beliefs on top of everything else he’s done? He’ll just win again if that happens.’ 
 
    No one said a word. Bob, looking downcast, flew up to my ear. ‘You’re the most amazing person I know,’ he whispered. Then, abashed, he pulled back. 
 
    ‘Aifric can’t get away with what he’s done, Tegs,’ Lexie said. 
 
    ‘And he won’t. I can steal his Gift from him, I can humiliate him, I can do any number of things to him ‒ but I won’t stoop to his level. I won’t kill him. There are far, far worse things than death.’ My voice shook with angry promise. 
 
    Speck put his hand up in the air like a schoolboy. When I frowned at him, he spoke up. ‘You’re pretty scary when you want to be, Chief.’ 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. ‘Don’t call me that.’ 
 
    Brochan cleared his throat. ‘Who’s the leader of the hankies?’ 
 
    ‘The handkerchief,’ I answered automatically. Then I stared at him. ‘Did you just make a joke?’ 
 
    He lifted his massive shoulders in a shrug. ‘The situation seemed to call for it.’ 
 
    I turned to Taylor, worried that he’d be upset at losing his role as de facto leader of our little group. Not only did he seem blithely unconcerned, he was fixated on Sorley’s hole. I edged over to get a better look then sucked in a sharp breath. Where the Adair flagpole had once stood, there was now a collection of bones. 
 
    ‘There must have been trolls guarding this spot back then.’ 
 
    ‘And Aifric killed them, along with everyone else, and flung their bodies here.’ I glanced at Sorley’s retreating back. ‘No wonder he’s so pissed off.’ I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment and then ran after him. ‘Sorley!’ 
 
    As soon as I reached him, I grabbed his arm. He yanked it away. ‘Leave me alone. I have things to do.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t go after Aifric.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t stop me.’ 
 
    I drew in a breath. ‘No, I can’t. But you know that he’ll kill you first. You probably won’t even get within a hundred feet of him.’ 
 
    He straightened up. ‘I won’t be alone. There are more of us than you realise.’ 
 
    ‘Trolls?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘He’s Sidhe,’ I said simply. ‘And he’s the Steward. It doesn’t matter how many of you there are.’ 
 
    ‘He’s responsible for the deaths of my kinsmen!’ Sorley yelled, bunching up his fists. ‘Then he sullied their memory and ensured their souls would get no rest by burying them there! In that spot!’ 
 
    The location obviously held some important religious significance for him. I bit my lip, trying to show that I understood at least some of what he was feeling. ‘I’m going to get revenge on him,’ I promised. ‘Just not like this.’ 
 
    A fat tear rolled down Sorley’s cheek. ‘They have to be avenged.’ 
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘They will be.’ I bent my knees slightly so that we were face to face. ‘What happened to them is my responsibility,’ I said. ‘I’m Chieftain Adair and they were working for the Adair Clan when they died. I will take care of it.’ In that moment I believed absolutely that I would. There was no other choice. ‘Will you come back with me? We should remove their remains and bury them properly. I know the grove doesn’t exist any longer but there’s one tree left.’ I smiled bitterly. ‘It’s only half dead now. Will you help me lay your kinsmen to rest there?’ 
 
    Sorley’s eyes widened. His nostrils flared and he took several steps backwards. It suddenly occurred to me that I’d made a horrible mistake. Of course he wouldn’t want trolls buried on Sidhe sacred ground, especially not on Sidhe sacred ground that was tarnished with the blood of hundreds and all but laid to waste. Shite. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I…’ 
 
    He bowed before I could finish my sentence. ‘Thank you, Chieftain. That would be an honour.’ He wiped away his tears with the back of his hand while I scanned his face, unable to decipher what he was thinking. He took a deep breath and an expression of calm descended. He cleared his throat. ‘Such a ceremony would normally be conducted at sunset. We mirror the going down of the sun with the laying of our fallen comrades.’ 
 
    Nice symmetry. Relieved that Sorley wasn’t mortally offended and that he’d realised going up against Aifric would be useless, I tried to smile. ‘Tomorrow then?’ I asked, glancing upwards. We’d already missed today’s sunset. 
 
    He bowed again. ‘There are no words,’ he said simply. I blinked, still confused by his demeanour. He turned and looked back. ‘I shall ensure that the border is reinstated. Clan Adair will have the strongest gateway that Scotland can provide. It will help that the Foinse is here. We can draw on its magic.’ 
 
    I started. ‘You know it’s here?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Of course. I can feel it.’ 
 
    Okay. That wasn’t great. ‘Can you maybe keep that to yourself?’ 
 
    His heavy brow creased. ‘It is a great honour having the source of all magic reside here.’ 
 
    ‘A great honour which other Sidhe might be, um, jealous of.’ 
 
    His expression cleared. ‘I understand.’ He met my eyes. ‘I shall leave the dealings with those other Sidhe in your hands but I am available for you to call on should you require further help.’ His sudden formality was surprising. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I murmured, not entirely convinced I understood all that had just happened. 
 
    He inclined his head and together we returned to the others. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sorley refused to abandon his post at the border so, in deference to him, we all stayed there for dinner. Taylor produced a few tins of beans which we heated up over a small fire. No one said very much but I thought it was less out of awkwardness and more because we needed time on our own to absorb the day’s revelations. Once the tins had been scraped clean, however, the lack of conversation began to grate on me. 
 
    I was just about to try and engage Sorley in small talk when he raised himself up slightly from his cross-legged position and farted. 
 
    Taylor raised an eyebrow. ‘I can do better than that,’ he declared. He proceeded to do so. 
 
    Lexie got up and backed away, holding her nose. ‘You guys are disgusting.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on, it’s perfectly natural.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to be so … so … blatant.’ She sniffed. ‘At least my farts smell pretty.’ 
 
    Even Speck laughed at that. ‘Pretty?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Like roses. Or a fresh sprig of lily of the valley.’ 
 
    Bob looked at her archly. ‘I am a magnificent being – but even my bodily emissions do not smell like that.’ 
 
    Brochan leaned over to me. ‘This would be a good time for a joke, or in about sixty seconds flat we’re all going to be sniffing each other’s arses.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘You want a fart joke? Really?’ 
 
    ‘Lesser of two evils.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth but, before I could speak, there was a squeak. Speck looked at Lexie. ‘So not only do your farts smell like flowers but they sound like mice?’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t me!’ she huffed. 
 
    We turned to Bob. He threw his little arms up in the air. ‘What? Just because something strange happens, you automatically think it’s me?’ 
 
    There was another squeak. The smile disappeared from Sorley’s face and he leapt to his feet. ‘It’s an intruder. It has to be.’ 
 
    ‘Mate,’ Taylor drawled, ‘I understand you take your job seriously. But we don’t have to worry about rodents sneaking in. We can’t worry about every furry creature or we’ll go even crazier than we already are.’ 
 
    Sorley ignored him. He was in full attack stance, his legs splayed and his head darting from side to side. ‘Sorley,’ I said gently, ‘it’s alright. It’s not a monster. And it’s not going to hurt us.’ 
 
    He whipped round a full one hundred and eighty degrees. A tiny ball came hurtling from out of the darkness and crashed against his leg before hopping manically upwards. Everyone jumped about a foot.  
 
    ‘Kill it!’ Bob shrieked. 
 
    I sighed. ‘Bob…’  
 
    Sorley lifted one massive foot. Alarmed at what he was about to do, I lunged forward and grabbed the fur ball with both hands. It squeaked again and wriggled, trying desperately to get free. 
 
    Taylor peered at it. ‘What the bejesus is that?’  
 
    I held it up. ‘It’s a haggis.’ 
 
    Lexie nudged Speck. ‘I knew it,’ she said in a loud whisper. ‘It was only a matter of time before hanging around with all those Sidhe made Tegs lose her marbles.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob said. ‘Haggises are not real. Not unless they’re on a plate anyway.’ 
 
    Brochan pursed his lips. ‘Isn’t it haggi?’ 
 
    I held the squirming creature towards them. ‘Whatever the plural is, it really is a haggis.’ I shrugged. ‘Something to do with Morna Carnegie.’ 
 
    ‘The flower woman?’  
 
    I nodded. At the Games, she’d used her Gift to give life to the most stunning display of heather that I’d ever seen. I was on a promise to visit her and gain control over my Gift. Considering I’d stolen part of her Gift – whether unconsciously or not ‒ and she hadn’t censured me for it, it wasn’t a promise I wanted to break. ‘They get all over the place. The haggis, I mean. I’ve seen their tracks everywhere. It’s probably just lost.’ 
 
    Sorley glared at it. ‘I don’t like it.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t hurt you.’ I crouched down and released it. It ran straight back to him, leaping up at his leg once more. I laughed. It wrapped one of its three legs round Sorley’s ankle and nuzzled him. He tried to shake it off. ‘Vermin!’ 
 
    ‘It’s not doing any harm.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know? You should be wary of anything linked to the Sidhe.’ He shook his head vehemently. ‘Giving life to a … a … thing like that is not natural.’ 
 
    ‘I think it likes you.’ 
 
    Speck nodded. ‘Looks like love to me.’ 
 
    Sorley shuddered. He started to bend down but the haggis suddenly let out a loud yip and yanked itself away, disappearing into the night just as a set of headlights appeared in the distance. Whoever was out there was heading directly for us. 
 
    ‘We’re not ready! The ground needs to be re-consecrated. The border isn’t in place.’ Sorley flung out his words. ‘Get to your places!’ 
 
    Lexie scratched her head. ‘What places?’ 
 
    He started stamping out the small fire. ‘Like a bloody beacon,’ he muttered. He slapped himself around the face. ‘Idiot.’ 
 
    ‘If it was someone dangerous,’ I pointed out, ‘they would have kept their lights off.’ 
 
    ‘It could be a diversion. There could be others coming from different directions.’ 
 
    I watched the vehicle approach. ‘Nah. Don’t forget I’m expecting a visitor.’ 
 
    Lexie twirled a blue curl in delight. ‘You think it’s…?’ 
 
    I smiled. A couple of butterflies made their presence known to my stomach. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    We turned and watched as the vehicle pulled to halt about fifty feet away. The engine and lights were turned off and the door opened. Sorley tensed but I put my hand on his arm. ‘It’s alright. Really.’ 
 
    Despite my words of reassurance, I was still relieved when the figure silhouetted against the moon was unmistakably Byron’s. My eyes travelled across his broad shoulders. His hair was edged in silver from the moonlight, although his face remained shadowed. 
 
    ‘I don’t get it,’ Speck muttered. ‘I know you like Byron Moncrieffe but his father is our mortal enemy.’ 
 
    Sorley drew himself up. ‘Moncrieffe?’ 
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ I soothed. ‘He’s not like his father. And I told you he might be coming.’ 
 
    The troll threw me a suspicious look but he didn’t rush Byron and try to stab him in the chest or cut out his heart, so I felt things weren’t going too badly. 
 
    ‘Sorley,’ Lexie said patiently, ‘Byron likes our Tegs too.’ 
 
    He was still confused. ‘But the Steward…’ 
 
    ‘Aifric’s trying to kill me,’ I pointed out, ‘but Byron still thinks the sun shines out of his arse. Either he’ll avoid another assassination attempt while his son is here and we’re all safe or...’ 
 
    ‘Or he’ll try again and Byron will finally see the truth.’ Lexie nodded. ‘Of course, it helps that you like him. A lot.’ 
 
    Brochan growled under his breath. 
 
    I shrugged. ‘He’s a good guy.’ 
 
    Lexie smirked and shook her blue hair. ‘Sure.’ She winked. ‘You still should have asked for Jamie, though. Nothing works better than a bit of old-fashioned jealousy.’ 
 
    ‘Are girls always so manipulative?’ Speck asked plaintively, appealing to Taylor. 
 
    ‘Apparently so,’ I muttered, as Byron walked round the car, opened the passenger door and another figure appeared. ‘Because Tipsania Scrymgeour has managed to invite herself along with him.’ 
 
    Two other shapes extricated themselves from the back seat. 
 
    ‘And,’ Brochan grimaced, ‘he’s brought back-up.’ 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The butterflies, which had been reaching a delicious crescendo, evaporated in an instant. Byron took Tipsania’s arm and the pair of them strolled towards us, flanked by their companions. As they drew closer, it was apparent that the back-up consisted of two trolls. I resisted the urge to shoot a questioning look at Sorley and forced myself to look relaxed. I’d brought this down on my own head and I could blame no one but myself. The least I could was to disguise my annoyance. Taylor had taught me well. 
 
    I waved enthusiastically. ‘Hello! Have you broken down? Do you need help?’ 
 
    Something glinted deep in Byron’s eyes but Tipsania merely looked at me as if I was deranged. ‘No,’ she said flatly. Her gaze drifted to the still-smouldering embers of the fire. ‘Is this the best that the Adair Lands have to offer? A few sticks to rub together?’ 
 
    I tried my best to smile. ‘You should have been here five minutes ago. The entertainment was … ripe.’ 
 
    ‘And,’ Lexie butted in, ‘we had haggis.’ 
 
    Tipsania recoiled. ‘I don’t like haggis. Sheep’s stomach and oatmeal? My tastes are more cultured.’ 
 
    I battened down the urge to call the haggis back and order it to attack her. Instead I turned my attention to Byron. ‘So what can we do for you this evening?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play coy, Integrity,’ he said. It was more of a purr than an accusation. Apparently Byron’s ego had been massaged by the fact I’d asked for him. Whether that was a good or a bad thing, I wasn’t entirely sure. ‘You know very well why we’re here.’ 
 
    I tapped the corner of my mouth thoughtfully. ‘You’re delivering your wedding invitations by hand?’ 
 
    Funnily enough, both their expressions soured. ‘No,’ Byron said, a muscle throbbing in his cheek. ‘I’m here as the designated hero.’ He placed emphasis on that last word. ‘Apparently you require help to travel beyond the Veil and retrieve the body of Matthew MacBain.’ 
 
    I think I made a good show of frowning prettily. ‘Oh? But it’s scary and dangerous. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.’ Byron glowered at me. I shrugged. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers,’ I said cheerily. ‘I suppose you’ll do. Why don’t you come in and I’ll give you the grand tour? We can’t leave for the Veil just yet, no matter how keen you are to meet some Fomori demons.’ 
 
    Sorley coughed. ‘If they must be permitted entrance, they cannot be left unattended at any time.’ 
 
    I rubbed my chin as if thinking about it. ‘You’re right, Master Sorley,’ I said. I beamed at our new guests. ‘I’m sure you understand that we can’t take any chances.’ 
 
    Byron shrugged, giving every impression that I could rip off my clothes and prostrate myself on the ground with legs spread for his personal delectation and he wouldn’t care. Tipsania, however, was less impressed. ‘What do you take us for?’ She waved an elegant hand around. ‘Do you think we’re likely to steal a piece of wood?’ She nudged one of the empty tins with her slippered toe. ‘Or a piece of your rubbish? We’re not thieves like you, you know.’ 
 
    I reminded myself that I was a pacifist; throwing her in the dirt and rubbing her face in it would go against my beliefs. ‘Oh, Tipsy, you have no idea what delights await you inside. You might not be able to help yourself.’ 
 
    Her lip curled. ‘I can hardly wait.’ 
 
    I glanced around. ‘Brochan,’ I said, ‘you are not to leave darling Tipsania’s side.’ 
 
    He bowed. I was so surprised – and amused – that I almost fell over. ‘My pleasure, Chieftain,’ he intoned. 
 
    I snuck a look at Tipsania. She was not happy at the deferential treatment Brochan was bestowing on me. Her mouth tightened and she folded her arms across her chest. Given that when we were kids, she’d treated me as little better than a slave and now I was Chieftain of my own Clan, she must be feeling put out at the way the tables had turned. I shrugged inwardly. She was on my turf now. 
 
    ‘Speck,’ I said, pointing at the troll on the left, ‘take this one. Lexie,’ I added, gesturing to the other troll, ‘take that one.’ 
 
    They aped Brochan’s movements, bowing so dramatically that at one stage I thought Speck would topple over, then flanked each of the burly guards. I noticed that the troll next to Lexie was staring hard at the hole in the ground where Sorley had discovered the remains of his kin. It wasn’t a friendly look. 
 
    ‘Er, Chieftain,’ Sorley interrupted. 
 
    ‘Yup?’ I coughed. ‘I mean, yes, Master Sorley?’ 
 
    ‘I can look after the trolls here.’ 
 
    Byron stiffened but the expression on Sorley’s face was so earnest – and Speck looked so relieved – that I agreed. At least then he could explain that it wasn’t me who’d desecrated the bodies by dropping them here. ‘Very well.’  
 
    I went over to Byron’s parked car, reached for the keys and tossed them to Taylor. ‘It’s a pleasant night. Why don’t we walk up to the main house? Taylor will drive your car up.’ 
 
    Tipsania glowered. ‘Who’s looking after Byron?’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘If I’m to be guarded like some dirty Clan-less…’ Her voice faltered slightly at my look and she started again. ‘If I’m to be guarded and the trolls are to be guarded, why isn’t Byron going to be babysat as well?’ 
 
    I smirked. ‘Oh don’t worry. He’s the Steward’s son so it’s only fitting that I take care of him personally.’ 
 
    She looked like she’d swallowed a sour plum. Byron remained silent; whatever he was thinking, he was hiding it well. I skipped up to him and hooked my arm through his. I felt his bicep twitch almost imperceptibly but, other than that, he was motionless. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Tipsania. ‘Can you feel the air crackle?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she snapped. 
 
    I pursed my lips. ‘Hm. I’d tell you a chemistry joke but I probably wouldn’t get a reaction.’ 
 
    Byron exhaled loudly, as if under great sufferance. ‘I’d tell you a joke about sodium but you probably wouldn’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘Try me,’ I said. 
 
    He gave me a long look. ‘Na.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Does this mean we’re friends again?’ 
 
    Something flashed in his eyes and his amusement vanished. ‘We were never friends, Integrity.’  
 
    True. I pulled my arm away from his, feeling more hurt than I had any right to. ‘Then you shouldn’t have come here.’ I marched away. He could follow me if he wanted to or he could stay here. His choice. I quashed down the relief I felt when I heard the crunch of his footsteps behind me.  
 
    The car engine revved and Taylor drove past, slamming on the horn in acknowledgment as he did so. 
 
    Sorley started to laugh. ‘Sodium. Na. That’s funny.’ He laughed harder. 
 
    Byron caught up with me. ‘Your troll is laughing at my joke,’ he said with an air of competitive smugness. ‘Not yours.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not my troll.’ 
 
    ‘He called you chieftain. I’ve never heard a troll do that before.’ 
 
    I paused in mid-step. Byron was right. I shook myself; considering what he now knew about Byron’s father, Sorley probably did it for show. ‘If you really don’t want to be here, you can leave,’ I told him, ignoring the lurch I felt. 
 
    ‘You need me. As I told you in Perth.’ He dipped his head. ‘You asked for my help.  Here I am.’ He paused. ‘Milady.’ 
 
    I exhaled all my breath in a rush. ‘One minute you’re not talking to me. Then you’re arguing with me. The next minute we’re bantering and…’ 
 
     ‘Flirting?’ he inquired.  
 
    ‘If you want to call it that.’ 
 
    He raised a lazy shoulder. ‘I find you attractive. And manipulative as hell.’ 
 
    That stung.  Even if he was right. Before I could respond, however, Tipsania hissed right behind us. ‘Stop treading on my heels, you lumbering merman!’ Tipsania hissed.  
 
    I smirked, which was unfortunate because at that moment I got my toe caught in a small pothole and went flying. Byron lunged and grabbed my arm, only just keeping me upright. ‘I guess,’ I said somewhat breathlessly, ‘I just can’t stop myself from falling at your feet.’ 
 
    He rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t you ever stop with the jokes?’ 
 
    I blinked innocently. ‘Why would I?’ 
 
    He muttered something under his breath and clicked his fingers. ‘It’s dark out here.’ The air fizzed. A glowing ball of fire coalesced in front of our eyes, hovering about a foot away and throwing long flickering shadows onto the ground. 
 
    ‘Pyrokinesis is a handy Gift to have, Integrity,’ he said softly. ‘Don’t you want to steal it from me?’ 
 
     ‘It doesn’t work like that,’ I said honestly. I started walking again. The little ball of fire kept pace, lighting up the road beneath our feet. 
 
    ‘Then how does it work?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It’s not deliberate, Byron. I tried to explain that to you before.’ 
 
    ‘Explain it to me again.’ 
 
    So he could take all my secrets to his damned murdering father? No chance. Byron might have kept quiet up until now but that didn’t mean I was going to be reckless. ‘You just said we weren’t friends. Why would I want to confide in you?’ 
 
    ‘You are determined to misunderstand me, aren’t you? You know what I meant when I said that. I also said I’m attracted to you. Crazy and criminal must be the new sexy.’ His eyes glittered with what I could only interpret as smoky promise but wariness still lurked there too.  
 
    Oh. Well, okay then. Now I knew. If I was honest, it was a large part of the reason why I’d nominated him for this little venture. I sighed and pushed back my hair. Byron’s eyes followed the movement. ‘We don’t trust each other,’ I said finally. 
 
    ‘That’s a given.’ 
 
    ‘We have nothing in common.’ 
 
    He leaned his head down to mine. ‘That’s not entirely true.’ 
 
    This was a mistake; I should never have brought him here. ‘Sex,’ I told him. ‘We need to have sex and then we can clear the air and be more professional.’ 
 
    Byron didn’t smile. ‘I’m game if you are.’ He looked round the darkened landscape. ‘Right here? Because we should probably let Tipsania and your merman go up to the buildings first. Unless you’d like an audience.’ 
 
    Was he joking? I was tempted to call his bluff and find out. I massaged my shoulders. There was no doubt that things would be very different without the spectre of Aifric hanging between us.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. It was far less dramatic than throwing him to the ground and ripping off his clothes but it would do for now. 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘Everything,’ I answered softly. ‘And nothing.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure he’d understand but I should have given him more credit. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Me too.’ And with that, we walked the rest of the way in silence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With Byron’s Gift to light the way, I gave Tipsania and Byron a cursory tour. ‘The bedrooms are up there. There’s a kitchen through there. This is the courtyard.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not exactly luxurious, is it?’ Tipsania sniffed. 
 
    Brochan rounded on her. ‘It’s been lying empty for a generation. What did you expect?’ The venom in his voice was unusual for him. 
 
    Fortunately, before Tipsania could respond with a stinging retort of her own, Byron got involved. ‘Actually, Tipsy, you’re not seeing it properly. The craftsmanship and stonework are quite extraordinary.’ He whistled through his teeth. ‘This place was built to last. I’d have expected its condition to be far worse.’ He looked round. ‘And this courtyard is magnificent.’ 
 
    I had no right to feel proud at his words but I did. ‘We’ve not been spending much time inside,’ I said gruffly. ‘Not until we get it all cleaned up. Last night we slept in the car.’ 
 
    ‘In the car?’ Tipsania shrieked. 
 
    Byron took her hands and murmured something while Brochan sidled up to me. ‘Why do you think he brought her?’ he asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Damned if I know.’ I watched them, ignoring the tug of jealousy at the way he soothed her with just a few words and at the sight of his thumb caressing the back of her hand. 
 
    She nodded, turned around and walked back out through the main entrance. Brochan nodded to me, then followed her. 
 
    ‘Tipsania’s tired,’ Byron said, as if that explained a lifetime of bitchy selfishness. ‘She’s gone to lie down in our car.’  
 
    I shrugged to indicate that she could do whatever she wanted. He looked at me for a long moment as if trying to decide something. Eventually he ran a hand through his hair and I pretended not to notice the way it flopped silkily across his forehead. I wasn’t a sex-crazed Sidhe who was turned on by nothing more than the faint smell of shampoo and pretty golden locks. Nope. 
 
    ‘Have you had a chance to look over the rest of the land?’ he asked, his tone somewhat less stiff now. 
 
    ‘Not really. There’s not much to see. Everything was salted so nothing is growing, apart from the tree where I think the grove used to be.’ 
 
    ‘Will you show me?’ 
 
    I was probably supposed to say something along the lines of, ‘Hell, no. It’s sacred Adair Land, boyo!’ I knew that in his own way he was holding out an olive branch though.  I chose to take it. So sue me. I nodded and led the way out. Let’s face it, at this point, it was pretty much just a half-dead tree; maybe it would look pretty in the firelight from Byron’s Gift. The little fireball was still bobbing around in front of me like an overexcited puppy tugging at its leash. 
 
    Tipsania was already back inside Byron’s car. I lifted a hand to Brochan, who had perched himself on top of its roof. Taylor was leaning against the nearby wall with Speck, Lexie and Bob surrounding him in a suspicious-looking huddle. As soon as Byron and I drew close, they threw us gigantic fake grins and stopped talking. I narrowed my eyes but their smiles widened. 
 
    ‘Your friends are … interesting,’ Byron commented, once we were out of earshot. 
 
    ‘They’re the best people I know,’ I said simply. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t trying to put them down.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    Byron sighed. ‘We always seem to be at odds with each other, Integrity. This isn’t how I intended things to go. I could have handled things better but you…’ he exhaled, ‘you don’t tend to encourage my rational side.’ 
 
    I passed a hand across my face. ‘Why did you give me the Adair Lands? You won the Games, Byron. You could have asked for anything.’ He could have got himself out of his relationship with Tipsania; it was only manufactured to help the Moncrieffes with their appalling financial situation. Instead he had helped me – and that was after he’d discovered I’d stolen part of his Gift and accused his father of murder. 
 
    He was a silent for a moment before answering. ‘I was blisteringly angry with you. I still am. But the look on your face when you…’ He heaved in a breath. ‘Does it really matter?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said, frankly. ‘It does.’ 
 
    He scratched his chin. ‘However I felt towards you at the time, you deserved the win. But I also feel like you and I have unfinished business. I suppose I wanted to have you in my debt.’ His eyes glittered. ‘I wanted you to owe me a favour even if I couldn’t face talking to you at that moment.’ 
 
    I was taken aback by his honesty. ‘Is that why you came here? You want to call in that favour? Just because I named you to Chieftain MacBain doesn’t mean you have to follow.’ I paused. ‘I would have understood if you’d stayed away.’ 
 
    He snorted. ‘You didn’t really think I’d cower in my castle, did you? I want to see the Lowlands for myself. And keep an eye on you. Besides, despite everything, I know the real reason you asked for me.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘Do you now?’ 
 
    There was a gleam of mischief in his eyes. ‘You’re still wearing my jacket.’ 
 
    I immediately began to shrug it off but he held up his hands. ‘Keep it. It suits you better than it does me. Anyway,’ he added with a lightness of tone I’d not heard for some time, ‘it proves that you have feelings for me.’ 
 
    This was one of those occasions when I should have remembered to think before speaking but, rather than maintaining the banter, the words fell thoughtlessly from my mouth. ‘Right now, most my feelings are centred around frustration that you won’t see the truth about your father.’ 
 
    He stiffened. Just like that the moment was gone. I. Was. An. Idiot. I damned myself for it. 
 
    ‘You’re delusional.’ He said it quietly, and with less anger than before, but there was no denying that he believed I was fantasising. ‘I can understand it, Integrity, believe me, I can. You’ve been shat on from a huge height for most of your life. I agree that my father should have done more to help you when you were a child and we’ve had words about that. He recognises that he could have done things differently. But he didn’t try to kill you. You’re jumping at shadows.’ 
 
    I stopped walking and folded my arms. ‘Do I seem damaged to you?’ I enquired. ‘Yes, my childhood wasn’t the greatest but I’m okay. I sleep well at night. I’m generally a pretty happy person.’ I thought about it a bit more. ‘In fact, I’d say I’m a very happy person considering how many times I’ve had brushes with death recently. A lot of that is to do with those four people back there. I’m not leaping at shadows because my mind is warped from maltreatment.’ An image of Aifric thrusting his sword into my father’s back flitted into my mind and pain lanced through me. ‘I’m hurt,’ I said softly. ‘And I’m angry. And maybe I want revenge for what happened here to my Clan. But don’t ever mistake that for irrationality or insanity, Byron.’ 
 
     ‘My father is a good man, Integrity.’  
 
    Byron was blind. Desperation clawed at me. What could I do to get him to see the truth? ‘How did you know that the Fomori are Gifted?’ I asked, repeating my question from Perth. 
 
    He frowned at me. ‘Why do you keep asking that? What do you mean?’ 
 
    I sighed and pushed back my hair. ‘No one else knows that the demons have Gifts, just like the Sidhe. I checked. How did you know? Did your father tell you?’ 
 
    He stared at me like I’d lost my mind. ‘Are you seriously trying to suggest that he’s in league with the Fomori?’  
 
    ‘I know it sounds implausible but hear me out. Your father—’ 
 
    ‘For goodness’ sake! Can you even hear yourself?’ 
 
    All I’d succeeded in doing was making Byron think I was even crazier than he’d realised. But I’d started so I’d finish ‒ what choice was there? ‘Your father has an emblem hidden in his room,’ I said. ‘I saw the same emblem tattooed on a Fomori demon.’ 
 
    ‘So what you’re trying to say is that my father, the Steward, is working with the demons.’ His eyes turned to cold chips of icy emerald. ‘Maybe he’s a time traveller. Maybe he’s actually three hundred years old and he conspired with them to annexe the Lowlands.’ Byron crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Maybe he’s a Fomori demon in disguise.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me? You’re the one who’s being ridiculous. He wants to help you.’ He unfolded his arms and gazed at me in frustration. ‘He’s not perfect but he has your best interests at heart.’ 
 
    My skin prickled. That sounded ominously like Aifric was planning something else and he’d somehow drawn Byron into his scheme. I knew from the Truth-Seeking Gift that Byron believed every word he was saying. I also knew he was wrong. Heartbreakingly so. ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    His jaw tightened. ‘It’s a beautiful night. You called me here and I came.’ His voice lowered to a husk. ‘You want me and maybe I want you too. Let’s not spoil things by talking about my father any more.’ 
 
    That was easy for him to say.  He didn’t have imminent death hanging over his head. I made a show of acquiescing for now though. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘The last part of the Adair grove is just up here.’ I stalked up the hill, leaving him to follow me while I mulled over the possibilities. Obviously I wasn’t going to beat information about his father out of him. I had to trick him into blurting out the truth somehow. Damn it. The trouble with that was Byron was already on his guard and was far too clever. My breath clouded in the cool night air. There was always a way. 
 
    Even with the little bud on the far branch, the single tree was stark against the barren landscape. As soon as we reached it, Byron stretched out his palm and placed it against the bark. ‘This is definitely it,’ he said, as much to himself as to me. ‘It’s a miracle there’s anything here at all. It means that Clan Adair isn’t dead, not by a long shot.’ 
 
    As if in response, the little fireball suddenly flared up, ballooning in size and distracting us both. Byron snapped his head round. ‘Did you do that?’ 
 
    ‘No. I can’t do pyrokinesis.’ 
 
    Despite softening towards me, he obviously didn’t believe that I’d not stolen his other Gift from him while he wasn’t paying attention. The little fireball continued to grow and, when the silvered glow of the Foinse appeared from the other side of the hill, rising up behind Byron’s head, I suddenly knew why. The Foinse was magnifying Byron’s magic. Shite. I couldn’t allow him to see that it was here.  
 
    Desperate to distract him, I lunged towards him and grabbed his collar. Startled green eyes looked into mine as I pulled him towards me and pressed my lips against his, kissing him as passionately as I could. At the same time, I waved a desperate hand at the Foinse to make it leave. 
 
    Byron stood stock still, not responding but not pulling away either. The Foinse bobbed around behind him as if it was having incredible fun. I gestured frantically at it to shoo it away; it responded by executing a perfect somersault. I thanked the heavens that it wasn’t making that strange humming noise any more but I really wished it would take the hint. I couldn’t afford Aifric finding out it was here. 
 
    A deep noise sounded somewhere inside Byron’s throat then his arms went round me. He opened his mouth, his teeth nipping at my bottom lip, just as the Foinse finally seemed to get the message and flew off in the opposite direction.  
 
    I yanked myself back, panting. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. I stepped back, my instincts telling me to be ready to flee. My heart was fluttering almost painfully against my ribcage. Shite. 
 
    A slow smile crossed his lips. ‘See? You do want me. You lust after me.’ He took a step forward.  ‘Am I in your dreams, Integrity? Are you going crazy imagining all the things I could do to you?’ His eyes were fixed on mine with unwavering intensity. ‘Is your imagination as vivid as mine?’ 
 
    For once I was lost for words. I stared at him, my mouth dry. He reached out and pulled me towards him. 
 
    ‘I saw the heat in your eyes. Do you think I’m going to let you pull a move like that and then just waltz back off to your friends?’ He lifted his hand and brushed my cheek. I shivered. ‘I was right about those feelings you have for me.’ 
 
    ‘I made a mistake.’  
 
    His heart was thudding against mine. ‘A mistake?’ 
 
    I could feel my cheeks going red. ‘Let me go, Byron.’ 
 
    ‘This is why we’re not friends, Integrity,’ he growled. ‘This is why we can never be friends.’ And then he curved one hand round the back of my head and kissed me again. 
 
    I should have stopped things right there. Our situation was too complicated. This wouldn’t solve any problems; all it would do was make things worse. The heady scent of his masculinity made it difficult for me to think though. And when his lips left mine and began trailing down my neck, I forgot all about resisting. Fire seared through me. 
 
    Byron spun me round, pushing me backwards until my spine pressed against the bare trunk of the tree. This is probably wrong, a little voice said deep in my mind; this was supposed to be a sacred grove, not the back of the bike shed. His hands cupped my breasts and I gasped. 
 
    ‘What is it about you?’ he muttered, his breath hot against my skin. ‘You fling around accusations about my father, you steal my magic, you dance on the wrong side of the law, you run around cities half naked and you can’t even tell a decent joke.’ 
 
    I would have murmured a protest but his fingers brushed against my nipples, then circled round them, making coherent thought flee my brain. 
 
    ‘All that,’ he continued, ‘and yet every time I see you, all I want to do is rip your clothes off and chain you to my bed.’ 
 
    ‘I might have known you were nothing more than a caveman at heart,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘You have no idea,’ he returned. He pulled away slightly, his hands leaving my body and moving up to cup my face. He stared into my eyes, holding my gaze, then he stepped back. 
 
    The rush of cold air which replaced the heat of Byron’s body was like a bucket of icy water. Why had he stopped? I flicked an unspoken question at him but he shook his head slightly. ‘Stay where you are.’ 
 
    His eyes roved slowly down my body. He paused at my breasts, a tiny smile flickering at the corner of his mouth, then his gaze dropped further. I squirmed. He was taking his time and the fire that was flaring in his expression as he watched me was turning this into one of the strangest – and most erotic – moments of my life. I bit my bottom lip so hard I almost drew blood. There was an ache in my groin that was painful.  
 
    ‘Do you want me to beg?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Stop talking.’ 
 
    Or what? I swallowed hard. My breath was growing more rapid and, even though I curled my nails deep into the soft flesh of my palms, I struggled to control myself. Fine: two could play this staring game.  
 
    I let my eyes travel up and down the length of Byron’s body with the same unerring, aching slowness that he’d achieved. For someone who enjoyed a position of privilege, everything about him suggested hard work. I’d once thought that his taut muscles and golden glow were the product of hours in the gym and the tanning salon. Now that I knew his body better, it was clear that his physique was less to do with protein shakes and dumb bells than a simple by-product of his day-to-day life. 
 
    I lingered on the obvious bulge of his erection, enjoying his sharp intake of breath. He got his revenge, though, staring at me in return with such sultry, smoky promise that my head swam. We were both fighting for dominance – and he was winning. 
 
    ‘I told you once,’ he said silkily, ‘that I could make you scream. I think now’s the time to prove it.’ 
 
    Pushing myself away from the tree, I wasted no further time. I pulled my jumper over my head and threw it to the side then I did the same to my bra. This was no sexy striptease; the hungry expression on Byron’s face told me I didn’t need to do that. When I undid the button on my jeans, rolled them down and kicked them away, he actually groaned aloud. I allowed myself a tiny smile and then removed my panties. ‘Do you have a condom?’ I asked, ignoring his previous command to stay quiet. 
 
    He smirked and pulled one out of his pocket. Had he been expecting this to happen? A delicious shiver of anticipation ran down my spine. 
 
    I should have felt cold and vulnerable. I’ll admit to the cold part but, even with Byron still fully dressed, I felt an odd sense of power running through me. Maybe he did think I was crazy, maybe his father would be successful sooner or later and would manage to kill me, but right now, all I needed was Byron’s hot gaze and I could conquer the world. I crooked my little finger and beckoned him over. He stayed where he was, crossing his arms. 
 
    ‘Admit it,’ he said. ‘Admit that you need me.’ 
 
    I narrowed my gaze at him. ‘I need you.’ 
 
    Triumph flared in his eyes. ‘How badly?’ 
 
    I abruptly realised that he needed me to submit. I’d hurt his ego when I’d stolen his Gift from him and told him the truth about his father. Perhaps that was another reason as to why he’d given me the prize he’d won from the Games. He wanted to prove he had sway over me. Byron was used to women fawning over him. Even though I wanted him, I’d not acted like that and he didn’t like it. Strangely, the knowledge empowered me, rather than annoyed me. 
 
    ‘I’ll beg if you need me to,’ I said softly. I dropped to my knees and eyed the bulge at this crotch. Now it was Byron’s turn to freeze. From the expression on his face he was struggling to maintain control. Rather than smirk, I shuffled over and stretched my fingers over to his belt, unbuckling it with one swift movement. I was rewarded with a sharp intake of breath. The condom fell from his hand onto the ground with a soft thud. 
 
    Ever so slowly, I undid his zip. Mmm. Tighty whities. I eased his trousers down until I had full access then, with his erection inches from my face, licked my lips. ‘Please, Byron,’ I whispered. ‘I’ll do whatever you want.’ Using the tip of my index finger I ran it down his length. He shuddered. ‘Be good to me.  Give me what I want.  I’ll do anything.’ 
 
    ‘Anything?’ he growled. 
 
    I tugged on a stray hair curling up towards his flat, tanned stomach.  ‘Just give the order.’ Although I hoped he’d do it quickly. Despite the lusty fire raging inside me, I was starting to get bloody cold. 
 
    He placed his hands on my arms and gently pulled me upwards. ‘Like you’d ever follow my orders.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Try me.’ 
 
    Raising his eyebrows, he pointed to a spot on his cheek. I leaned up, wetting my lips and then licking it. Mirroring my movement, he did the same to me, his stubble scratching my skin. Then he undid the buttons on his shirt, revealing the full expanse of his chest and touched his nipple. I ducked my head down and took it in my mouth, nibbling and teasing it with my tongue. Despite the freezing air, I could taste the salt of his sweat.  
 
    Breathing hard, he gripped my shoulders and pushed me back.  Without touching any other part of my body, his own mouth fixed on my breast, his tongue circling the nipple. Unable to help myself, I moaned. He took it gently in between his teeth and nipped. My moan turned into a cry. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ he said. 
 
    I could only mumble incoherently back. 
 
    ‘It’s fucking freezing.’ 
 
    A stifled giggle escaped me. Fighting for control, I found some words. ‘Then let’s stop playing.’ 
 
    He growled in agreement and spun me round, pulling me back against him.  I could feel him hot and hard against my body, his skin burning mine where we touched. He nudged my legs apart with his knee while his hands left my waist and moved my hair aside as he traced down my spine. 
 
    ‘So beautiful.’  
 
    I gasped, my eyes opening wide. Then I wished I hadn’t. For the briefest second my gaze focused. The sole tree of the Adair Clan grove was standing there, utterly silent. Judging me. It felt like I’d just been doused in icy water.  
 
    Oblivious, Byron ducked down, reaching for the fallen condom before returning back up. And then, as his fingers reached the spot between my shoulder blades at virtually the same point where the cold steel of his father’s sword had slid into my father’s body, I jerked away.  
 
    I spun round, panting. The heat in his expression had been replaced by confusion and wariness.  ‘What is it?’ 
 
    My jaw worked helplessly. I stared into his eyes and tried desperately to get him to understand. ‘We can’t do this.  Not here.’ 
 
    His face shuttered off immediately. His arms dropped by his side while his body shook for control. 
 
    ‘This was – is - my Clan grove,’ I said, doing what I could to explain. My back tingled almost painfully. None of this was Byron’s fault. ‘I want this.’ I swallowed.  ‘I want you. But not here.  Not like this.’ I congratulated myself for once managing to keep Aifric’s name away from my lips. Thoughts about suggesting returning to the mansion before continuing what we’d started flitted through my mind but not only had the moment gone, where would we go? Into a dead room filled with ghosts and the memory of a massacre? Or the lumpy backseat of a smelly car like a pair of teenagers? No.   
 
    Byron scanned my expression. At first I thought he was angry but even though his features remained taut, he seemed to understand some of what I was feeling.  Some. He nodded slowly, his own inner turmoil reflecting mine.  His fist curled round the still wrapped condom. ‘Okay,’ he said.  His mouth tightened. He stepped towards me once more. ‘This isn’t the most romantic setting.’ 
 
    I didn’t think romance was what either of us had been looking for a few moments ago but I just bobbed my head in mute response. 
 
    ‘Understand this though, Integrity,’ he continued in a low voice. ‘I will have you. Whether it’s on a four poster bed covered in rose petals and with chilled champagne or on a frozen hill, I will possess you. I will make you scream.’ 
 
    The magic in my veins buzzed. Byron was telling the truth and both of us knew it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
     
 
    True to form, the next morning I woke early, just as the first signs of light were showing. The darkness of the night was giving way to a dusky pink and I lay there, tracking the shifting colours, my mind empty for a blessed few minutes. I couldn’t stay like that forever though. Eventually I pushed myself up and stretched, doing what I could to ignore the pleasant aches from last night mixed with both regret and relief that things hadn’t gone further. It was time to get down to business, not dwell on what might have been. 
 
    Nobody else was stirring. Brochan and Speck were merely lumps on the ground, their sleeping bags pulled up over their heads to guard against the cold. Only Brochan’s size and Speck’s rumbling snores distinguished them.  
 
    There was silence from Byron’s car. Its windows were tinted and I resisted the temptation to sidle up and peer in to see whether Tipsania and Byron were coiled together in slumber. Instead, I jogged down to the border to check on Sorley. 
 
    If I’d thought for one moment that the gruff troll would be asleep, I was mistaken. He was sitting on a long wooden pole with his chin cupped in his hairy hands. When I approached, he jumped up and nodded gravely. ‘Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to call me that,’ I told him softly. 
 
    ‘I know.’ He paused. ‘Chieftain.’ 
 
    I swallowed. To break the awkwardness of the moment, I pointed at the pole. ‘Where did that come from?’ 
 
    ‘Lyle and Kirk retrieved it last night.’ 
 
    ‘They’re the other trolls?’ Sorley nodded. I glanced around. ‘Where are they now?’ 
 
    He jerked his head to the right. ‘Sleeping over there. All I need from you is some Adair tartan and we can sort out the border.’ 
 
    Fortunately Lexie had made sure we had plenty of tartan material for the Games last month so getting a swatch wouldn’t be difficult. I was sure there would be some lurking around in her bags.  
 
    Worrying as the Adair border was, it wasn’t my immediate concern. ‘Sorley,’ I said, seriously, ‘you said you could feel the Foinse. Does that mean that they can as well? Lyle and…’ 
 
    ‘Kirk,’ he supplied helpfully. ‘Yes, of course.’ 
 
    I nibbled at my bottom lip. ‘The thing is…’ 
 
    ‘They won’t tell anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure? Because they’re working for the Moncrieffes and if they say a word, we could all be screwed.’ 
 
    He remained expressionless. ‘They won’t say anything. Trust me.’ 
 
    I didn’t really have much choice. For the first time, however, I wondered whether I could even trust Sorley himself. It wouldn’t be beyond credibility that he was still in MacBain’s employ. I pushed the unpleasant thought away and decided to hope for the best. ‘Do you happen to know where the Foinse is right now?’ I asked. 
 
    His deep brow furrowed. ‘No. Sorry.’ 
 
    Shite. ‘That’s alright.’ I gave him a tight smile. ‘I’ll make sure you get that tartan.’ 
 
    Sorley bowed and I turned away, walking away from both the border and the mansion. I pulled out Bob’s scimitar and rubbed it absently against my leg. He appeared in a flash of light, hovering in the air next to my face. 
 
    ‘Were you just rubbing me against your soft thigh, Uh Integrity?’ he asked, arching an eyebrow. ‘Is that because Byron Moncrieffe didn’t do it for you last night and now you’re looking for a real man?’ He puffed out his tiny chest. 
 
    ‘Let’s get one thing clear, Bob,’ I said, jabbing my finger in his direction. ‘My sex life is off limits, alright?’ 
 
    ‘Oooh! Touchy much!’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘This is neither the time nor the place, Bob. There are far more important things to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He shook his head solemnly. ‘I don’t think there are.’ 
 
    I sighed and rubbed my eyes. ‘I need you to tell me where the Foinse is.’ 
 
    He cocked his head and said in a loud conspiratorial whisper, ‘I think you pissed it off last night by shooing it away.’ 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. ‘How do you know about that?’ 
 
    ‘I am a magnificent being who—’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said flatly, ‘were you spying on us?’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing wrong with a little voyeurism.’ 
 
    I felt ill. ‘Bob…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. Honestly, Uh Integrity, you are very easy to wind up. I saw what was going down and I left you to it. Alright?’ I glared at him suspiciously but he just grinned. ‘I think the source of magic is a mile or so that way,’ he said.  
 
    I strode off in the direction he was pointing at. ‘You’re welcome!’ he yelled after me. 
 
    I padded along, the frost making the ground crunchy underfoot. From here it was clear where the border had once lain. On one side were varying shades of green, even at this time of year, but on the other it was a different story. Aifric had really gone out of his way to make this place uninhabitable.  
 
    I shoved my hands in my pockets. Why had he done it? To have proof from Bob’s wish that Aifric was responsible was one thing, but I couldn’t fathom out his motives. Jealousy? Of what? Malice? It seemed rather extreme, even considering what I knew of the Steward. Had my father been blackmailing him? Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that Byron refused to believe a word I said; even I couldn’t begin to imagine why Aifric had done all this. 
 
    I was so lost in my thoughts that I almost missed the Foinse. It was nestled in a tumbled stone cairn and only the dim sunlight reflecting off its edges made me notice it. I paused. Was it sleeping? Is that what magical orbs did from time to time? 
 
    I cleared my throat, trying to be quiet but alert the Foinse to my presence at the same time. It jerked as if in surprise, rising half a foot into the air. It remained there, hovering, and I couldn’t escape the feeling that it was staring into my very soul. My skin prickled uncomfortably. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ 
 
    It hummed gently in what I presumed was a response.  
 
    I scratched my head. ‘Um, I’m sorry if I came off as a bit rude last night. But, well, I think it’s probably best if you don’t let anyone see you. There might be … trouble.’ 
 
    This time the Foinse did nothing. I wondered if I was being completely daft trying to communicate with it. Then, without really thinking, I stretched out my hand, my palm flat. Slowly, the Foinse approached until it was barely an inch away. It hummed again and flopped down. I drew in a sharp intake of breath. It was still incredibly warm to the touch. 
 
    ‘Please?’ I asked. ‘Please keep yourself hidden. They put you in a box in the heart of a mountain before. I don’t know what they’ll do this time.’ 
 
    It felt as if the Foinse was getting warmer. It twitched and started rolling up my arm, coming to rest against my neck and pressing itself against me as if for reassurance. I couldn’t stop myself smiling. It felt like its glow was somehow leeching into me through the pores of my skin. I wouldn’t say I felt more powerful or more magically imbued, just … more at peace. 
 
    It didn’t last. I was closing my eyes as warmth spread through me when suddenly the Foinse yanked itself away with a high-pitched buzz. My eyes flew open in time to see it bury itself back in the cairn as if it was trying to conceal itself. From far behind me there was an angry yell. Something was wrong. 
 
    ‘Stay there!’ I yelled, hoping the Foinse understood me. I spun round and sprinted back in the direction I’d come. 
 
    All three trolls were on their feet. Sorley had his spear in hand and was holding it against his body as if trying to defend himself. The other two were dancing from foot to foot, jumping backwards and then forwards and then backwards again. I wasn’t the only one alerted by the noise; from the top of the drive I saw Byron, Tipsania, Taylor and Brochan jogging down. The trolls’ movements grew even more frantic and jerky. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ I called out. 
 
    ‘Bleeding haggis!’ Sorley snarled. ‘Get it away from me. Get it away!’ 
 
    My gaze dropped and I finally spotted the little fur ball. It was in as much of a state as the trolls were. It flung itself at each one in turn, spluttering and squeaking like it was choking on something. 
 
    Sorley jabbed his spear at it just as I reached down and scooped it up. The haggis wasn’t interested in my protection, however; it shook violently in my hands and tried to squirm away. Notwithstanding the creature’s apparent affection for Sorley, it seemed to be acting out of character. ‘Something’s wrong.’ I looked around.  
 
    ‘What’s the problem?’ Byron said as he reached us. His jaw was set and, rather than glancing at me, he kept his attention on the quivering haggis. There was no doubt that it was severely rattled. 
 
    ‘It’s upset,’ I told him. ‘But I have no idea why.’ 
 
    Tipsania goggled at it. ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    I couldn’t be arsed with her questions. ‘A haggis,’ I said tersely. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Which direction did it come from?’ Byron asked. 
 
    We turned to Sorley. He recoiled from the still-squeaking haggis with a comical look of disgust on his face and pointed past the border. I couldn’t see anything. ‘We’re very close to the Veil here,’ I said, dread fingering its way along my spine. ‘And there was a Fomori demon in Perth just a few days ago…’ 
 
    The three trolls immediately braced themselves, their heads swinging in unison as they scanned the landscape. ‘If a demon comes here, we’ll take care of it,’ Sorley said. His spear shook. 
 
    ‘And what if there’s more than one?’ I murmured, as much to myself as anyone else. 
 
    ‘Tipsy.’ There was an edge of warning to Byron’s tone. 
 
    She nodded. Her perfect Sidhe skin was even paler than normal; her eyes took on an unfocused look and I tensed as I felt the vague buzz of magic. I stared at her. I’d never stuck around long enough when we were kids to find out what Sidhe Gift she’d been bestowed with. Now curiosity warred with trepidation. Just what was she doing? 
 
    A half beat later, it was clear: right before my eyes, she was turning transparent. I turned to Taylor to check that he was seeing the same thing – but he was staring at me. I glanced down at my body and realised that I was doing the same as Tipsania. In fact, we all were.  
 
    ‘Invisibility,’ I breathed. Desire collided with fear and I started to run. I had to get as far away from Tipsania as possible. The traitorous part of my subconscious that I couldn’t control wanted to rip every last shred of that Gift from her and keep it for myself.  
 
    I’d barely gone twenty metres when I realised my feet had vanished completely. My heart was slamming against my ribcage and blood was thrumming in my ears so loudly that I could only just make out Sorley’s panicked yelling. I lifted the hands I could no longer see and pressed hard against my temples.  
 
    ‘No, no, no, no,’ I moaned. Dizziness swam through me and I felt the now-familiar nausea as I fell to my knees. Bitch or not, she was here as my guest and I’d reached inside her soul and ripped away her magic. 
 
    Sorley shouted again. ‘Chieftain! Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Tipsania,’ I croaked.  
 
    I turned my head to look back but there was nothing to see other than the pile of earth beside Sorley’s hole. Through dint of her Gift, she’d made us all invisible. I forced myself to my feet. I had to go back and make sure she was alright. If she’d collapsed and no one could see her… Except that was the moment when I saw them.  
 
    There were at least twenty of them. They were far enough away that they probably hadn’t heard the commotion but now that they’d rounded the curving road, the valley sides would make sound travel more easily.  
 
    I ran back up to the others. ‘Sorley!’ I hissed. ‘Be quiet!’ 
 
    ‘Chieftain! Where are you? Are you—?’ 
 
    ‘Shhh!’ 
 
    There was a tiny squeak from somewhere to the right of my feet. I bent down, my fingers searching for the haggis. As soon as I felt fur, I grabbed it and held on tightly, bringing up to my chest. 
 
    ‘Fomori,’ Sorley whispered. 
 
    I thrust the haggis towards the sound of his voice. ‘Take this. Get back to the others at the mansion and tell them to stay out of sight.’ 
 
    ‘As you command, Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘Tipsania?’ I asked shakily. ‘Are you there?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘I’m back at home in front of a roaring fire, completely safe. Of course I’m still here.’ 
 
    I closed my eyes momentarily in relief. ‘You need to get back to the mansion too. Everyone needs to get back.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor whispered. I swung my head, trying to work out where he was. ‘We’re invisible. They can’t see us.’ 
 
    I thought of the way the Fomori demon in Perth had seemed to scent the air. ‘There are five senses,’ I said in a low tone. ‘As you very well know.’ 
 
    Taylor sucked in an audible breath. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘Stay quiet as you go,’ I warned them all. ‘They’re getting closer.’ 
 
    I heard them move away ‒ most of them, anyway. ‘You have to go as well, Byron,’ I said. ‘The Steward won’t look kindly on me if you end up with your limbs torn off.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see you leaving,’ came his hushed response. 
 
    ‘Tracks,’ I said tersely. I ducked down and began smoothing the ground. There was nothing I could do about the hole; it was too late to fill it in and, even if I did it in time, it would obviously be fresh. Maybe the demons would put it down to random trophy hunters passing by. 
 
    ‘I’ll get the ones higher up,’ Byron said, almost in my ear. 
 
    I half jumped, keeping one eye on the ground underneath and one eye on the approaching horde. The nausea still wouldn’t go away but now it was more to do with the sensation of being off balance because I couldn’t see myself rather than because I’d stolen Tipsania’s Gift.  
 
    When I’d cleared as many of our tracks as I could and I stood up again, I got a head rush that even the most violent of vertigo sufferers had probably never received. 
 
    The footsteps I made as I ran away from Tipsania still remained. There was little I could do about them now because the demons were already far too close. At least those tracks headed away from the Adair Lands, rather than towards them because, with the Fomori as close as they were, the only thing I had left now was hope. 
 
    These demons were smarter than their counterpart who’d ended up barbecued in Perth. As they drew nearer, and their faces grew more distinct, I saw that they were wearing darkened goggles to shield their weak eyes from the sun. Strangely, it made them look like a contingent of Hell’s Angels. It didn’t help that they’d smeared their bodies with some kind of gunk to prevent the sun from searing their skin. Of course, they could have avoided all the dangerous UV rays and simply stayed on their side of the bloody Veil. Why were they here? Why now? And why wasn’t the Veil keeping them back? Even I found it hard to believe that Aifric could be responsible for all this. 
 
    Something poked my waist: Byron. ‘That better be your finger,’ I hissed. 
 
    He didn’t rise to the bait. ‘We need to get back.’ 
 
    I shook my head then remembered he couldn’t see me. ‘Okay,’ I whispered. I tiptoed three steps backwards and stayed put. Run and hide? No chance. I had to use this opportunity to find out why the demons were here. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Byron said through gritted teeth. 
 
    ‘Quiet.’ Then, ‘You can still go.’ 
 
    I could picture his eyes flashing in frustration but he didn’t leave. We stood together side by side as the Fomori demons approached. The wind blew their foul stench towards us but, as long as it didn’t change direction and send our scent back to them, I could stand the reek. If I could stand Taylor and Sorley’s bout of wind last night, I could stand almost any smell. 
 
    It occurred to me that the Fomori demons’ behaviour was markedly different to what I’d observed in the Lowlands. There had seemed to be no order or discipline to the demons when I was in Glasgow. It had been the exact opposite – total, uncontrolled chaos. This lot, however, were marching in time in straight lines, arms swinging by their sides. That was far, far scarier. 
 
    The demon on the far right barked a harsh, guttural command and they halted. I held my breath. He stepped out in front of them, flashing some kind of sigil on his arm as he turned our way. He jerked a long gnarled hand down at one of my footsteps and another demon stepped out and crouched down to examine it. Could he tell how fresh it was? His expression remained blank. Then the first demon, presumably the leader, gestured at two others. They peeled away from the group and edged forward. 
 
    If their movements had been decisive and militaristic before, they were like nervy cats now, inching forward bit by bit. At first I didn’t understand what the problem was but then I realised: they thought the magical border was back in place. Except Sorley was waiting to remove the bones and re-bury them before kick-starting that magic again.  
 
    I’d been in plenty of tense situations before but I didn’t think I’d ever felt the silent screaming of fear that I did right now. I didn’t know whether it was because of our proximity to this group with their militaristic attitude, my concern for my nearby surrogate family or simply that this was happening on my ancestral lands, but I was terrified. Even when Byron reached out, fumbling to find my hand and grip it, my tension didn’t lessen. 
 
    The two demons came to a halt less than a foot from the hole and their gaunt faces peered at it. The one on the left gave a guttural laugh and threw an indecipherable comment at the leader. Then he stretched out one hand. 
 
    Nothing happened. He wiggled his fingers, reached an inch further then shuffled forward a few inches. It seemed as if all of us were holding our breath – Byron, me and all the demons included. The leader shouted another command and the other demon slowly nodded before raising his own hand. A streak of what looked like lightning zapped across, flickering several feet through the air and missing Byron and me by centimetres. 
 
    Mutterings rose from the assembled Fomori demons. The one Gifted with lightning lifted a leg, paused as if he couldn’t decide whether to move or not, then straightened his shoulders and strode forward abruptly, past where the border should have been. I didn’t mistake the look of relief that crossed his expression. He turned round and gave a wide-mouthed, toothy grin that would send anyone scurrying underneath their bed in fear. The monsters were real. 
 
    The leader marched up and joined him. He also smiled, although he conveyed more grim satisfaction than his minion. He bent down by the hole where the Adair flagpole had once stood and rummaged around, pulling out a misshapen, cracked and dirty troll skull. He threw back his head and laughed, a cackling sound which made Byron’s hand tighten round mine. The demon hawked and spat and a greenish ball of phlegm landing on top of the other bones. A dribble of spittle remained on his lips before slowly making its way down his narrow chin. He threw the skull to one side as if it was nothing more than a piece of rubbish. 
 
    ‘Ach mag ne tre!’ 
 
    The other demons visibly relaxed. The one crouching down by my tracks stood up and used his index finger to slice a line across his throat. ‘Adair!’ 
 
    I stiffened. The demons, however, found this hilarious and laughed uproariously. A particularly ugly one with limp straggly hair hanging down from one side of his head, pointed towards the mansion. ‘Vas?’ 
 
    The leader spat again and shook his head. He straightened his shoulders and looked in the direction of the Veil. ‘Hame.’ 
 
    The Fomori demons bellowed and thumped their chests. They returned to their formation, wheeled round and marched back off again. They were leaving. Praise be. 
 
     I unclenched my jaw, realising how tight it was. My shoulders dropped and I remembered to breathe. Now that the demons were striding away, the air was sweet and fresh again. 
 
    ‘Aifric is working with them,’ I half-whispered to myself. ‘But he couldn’t have sent them here. They’re leaving because they think all the Adairs are dead and the land here is still abandoned and empty.’ 
 
    Byron dropped my hand like it burned him. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? My father is not working with them at all. It’s yet more proof that everything you believe about him is nothing more than a figment of your imagination.’ 
 
    I moved away. ‘The first time I used an elevator,’ I said softly, ‘it was really uplifting but in the end it just let me down. When you find out the truth about him, Byron, I really hope you’re not too disappointed. He’s no hero.’  
 
    I watched the Fomori demons disappear round the bend in the road and turned to go back and find the others. I couldn’t cope with another argument with Byron on the subject of his father. Not now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Despite my fervent hope that the demons had only been checking out the Adair Lands and were unlikely to return, our group’s mood remained sombre. Even Bob seemed to have developed a nervous tic; his left eyebrow jerked to a fearful rhythm for what seemed like hours. Sorley was tense, barking orders and commands at everyone as he worked to bring the border back to life. When it crackled into action so many years after it had been extinguished, he still didn’t relax. He directed Taylor, Speck, Brochan and Lexie to remain on guard as the sun began to dip. Not one of them pulled a face or argued. 
 
    Sorley, Lyle and Kirk marched slowly up from the border with the bones of the long-dead trolls placed carefully on an old wagon which Brochan had unearthed. Their ceremonial solemnity would have been comical if the situation were not so tragic. I went on the hunt for Tipsania. I could have asked Byron for help; he didn’t seem to be doing anything more than standing by the old tree where we’d almost shagged each other’s brains out and glowering. It was testament to how awkward I felt around him that I preferred to speak to bloody Tipsania rather than to him. 
 
    I found her in the old kitchen, an expression of disgust pasted on her face. ‘This place is filthy.’ 
 
    ‘What do you expect?’ I asked mildly. ‘It’s not been cleaned for a generation.’ 
 
    She flung up her arms as if to convey how ridiculous she thought my comment was. It was difficult not to smirk when her fingers inadvertently caught in a long cobweb hanging from the ceiling and she let out a tiny screech of repulsion. 
 
    ‘I have a question,’ I interjected quickly, hoping to forestall any further histrionics. 
 
    ‘What?’ she snapped, wiping her hands vigorously on her dress. I decided against pointing out that now she had a snail-trail of cobweb dangling down her thigh. 
 
    ‘The trolls are bringing up the bodies of the guards who were killed here back when—’ 
 
    ‘When your father murdered everyone?’ 
 
    I kept my tone as even as possible. ‘He didn’t. He was framed.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ she scoffed. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath. ‘Anyway, I’m going to bury them up where the Adair grove used to be. I don’t know much about the customs of those places though, or what’s expected when the ceremony takes place. I thought you might be able to tell me.’ 
 
    She lifted her eyes to me slowly. ‘You’re going to do what?’ Her voice rose into a high-pitched tone of disbelief. 
 
    ‘I’m going to bury the remains of the trolls in the grove,’ I repeated, reminding myself that patience was a virtue. 
 
    ‘I thought that was what you said,’ she muttered. ‘I just didn’t believe it.’ She shook her head. ‘Are you out of your mind?’ 
 
    I crossed my arms and stared at her. She threw her arms up, again catching them on the cobwebs. This time, however, she didn’t react to their touch. ‘Clan groves are for the Sidhe. They are sacred places which cannot be defiled.’ 
 
    Defiled? Good grief. Had she even looked around this place? ‘I don’t see how burying people who belonged to the Clan in the Clan ground can be an issue,’ I said stiffly.  
 
    ‘They’re not Sidhe!’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Nobody does that! Nobody allows non-Sidhe bodies to be buried in their groves! Not even the MacQuarries are that insane.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed. ‘Leave off the MacQuarries. And the trolls will be buried there, no matter what you say.’ 
 
     ‘You can’t do it.’ 
 
    I gave her an icy glare. ‘I can and I will. You are forgetting yourself.’ I drew myself up. ‘I am the Adair Chieftain and you are a guest on my Lands. I didn’t invite you, but here you are. I suggest you keep a civil tongue.’ I was starting to sound like I’d been educated at Eton; Tipsania was rubbing off on me – and not in a good way. It seemed to do the trick, though. She paled slightly and dropped her gaze. 
 
    ‘I apologise.’ 
 
    I blinked in astonishment. I’d never heard Tipsania apologise for anything. ‘Well, then.’ I scratched my neck. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘It’s not a good idea. Regardless of what these Lands are like, the grove is still a sacred place. To place the remains of someone who’s not Sidhe there could cause all manner of problems. The magic—’ 
 
    ‘Screw the magic.’ I had utter respect for the Foinse but she was talking about the same magic that had allowed me to steal her own essence. Besides, I was going to do this; I’d promised. 
 
    She sucked in a breath but she didn’t protest any further. That was something. I shrugged. I’d never understand these Sidhe, no matter how hard I tried. I would do this without any help. I’d just make it up as I went along. How hard could a little re-burial be? 
 
    By the time I ventured back outside, Sorley and his little cortège had arrived. I fell in behind the wagon and dropped my head. As the sky continued to darken, we made our way slowly towards the solitary tree. 
 
    There was probably a particular spot that was designated for burials but, with almost the entire grove destroyed, I couldn’t imagine where that would be. I pointedly ignored Byron’s curious gaze and took the rusting shovel which Sorley was holding out. He couldn’t look me in the eye and I suddenly understood that he was expecting me to change my mind and tell him that his kin couldn’t be buried here after all. I gave him a reassuring pat, noting the wide-eyed stares from Lyle and Kirk, and eyed the ground. In front of the tree seemed as good a spot as any. 
 
    I walked over and started to dig. Unfortunately, the ground up here was so cold and hard that it took some time before I made any headway. My hands were clumsy and the watching audience of the three trolls and Byron did nothing to ease my embarrassment. After I’d made several attempts, which succeeded in making little more than a dent, Byron stepped forward but I threw him such an angry glare that he backed down. His expression was astonished at my actions but I registered a glimmer of approval as well. I told myself firmly that I didn’t care and continued to dig. The only saving grace was that once I got through the top soil, it seemed to get easier. It was bloody back-breaking work, though, and my hair was soon plastered to my forehead with sweat despite the freezing air. 
 
    Once the hole was big enough, I turned to Sorley and raised my eyebrows. He nodded and walked to the wagon, carefully lifting the first few bones before passing them to me. I struggled not to recoil at their coldness. My fingers already felt stiff and frozen from gripping the shovel and I willed them not to fumble as I placed the bones gently into the ground. Lyle – or maybe it was Kirk ‒ gasped audibly before mumbling ‘sorry’ for breaking the silence. One by one, I took the shattered remains of those brave trolls who’d stood at my Clan’s defence and added them to the others. Once they were all there, I faced Sorley. 
 
    ‘As Chieftain of the Adair Clan,’ I intoned, feeling horribly like a fraud, ‘I commit these souls to the ground. There is no doubt that they died as heroes and the memory of their sacrifice shall not be forgotten. They were as much a part of Clan Adair as my father was.’ I bit my lip. What had happened to his body and my mother’s was a complete mystery. Still, I couldn’t explain how I knew it but I was sure that he would approve of this action. ‘Ashes to ashes,’ I continued. ‘Dust to dust.’ Was there supposed to be something else? Shite. I was awful at this. 
 
    I pressed my lips together, guilt rippling through me because I was doing the trolls a great disservice by not being more eloquent. But it was the sight of the tears brimming at the edge of Sorley’s eyes that almost proved my undoing. I cleared my throat awkwardly, hastily picked up the shovel again and filled in the hole. 
 
    ‘When spring comes,’ I said, ‘we’ll plant a tree here. You are welcome to visit any time, as are all of your kin.’ 
 
    The three trolls nodded solemnly, exchanged glances and turned abruptly, marching back towards the mansion as slowly as they’d come. The soft murmur of their voices reached my ears. 
 
    ‘That was unorthodox,’ Byron commented. 
 
    I tossed back my hair. ‘I suppose you’re like Tipsania and you think it was sacrilege to bury them here.’ 
 
    His expression didn’t flicker. ‘Actually, no,’ he answered quietly. ‘That was a good thing you did.’ He gazed after the trolls thoughtfully and rubbed his chin. Then his eyes dropped to the spot where we’d been the night before, heat rising up in their emerald depths. I swallowed. 
 
    For the sake of something to do rather than think about Byron, I moved over to check on the tree. Where there had once only been a bud, now the entire branch was coming to life. Tiny leaves were sprouting; they were still tightly furled but they gave a hint of what was to come. I smiled then twisted on my heel and left, hugging myself to guard against the encroaching cold. Byron remained where he was, although I could feel his eyes boring into my back. I injected just the tiniest extra swing to my hips, damning myself for it at the same time as I hoped he noticed. I was a lost cause. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to catch up with Sorley, Lyle and Kirk. They were clearly on a mission to go straight back to the border, but they didn’t appear displeased to see me. 
 
    ‘The others will hold the fort for a while yet,’ I told them. ‘Why don’t we get that fire started again and I’ll make you a cup of tea? The ceremony can’t have been easy on you and you deserve a bit of a breather.’ 
 
    ‘It’s our job to guard the border,’ Sorley demurred. I frowned at his use of the pronoun. Our? He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Besides, we have more important matters to discuss.’ 
 
    His tone was brusque and business-like but something about it set me on edge. ‘What?’ I asked, warily. 
 
    Lyle coughed. ‘We will spread the word about what you have done for us, Chieftain. Every troll in the Highlands will know.’ 
 
    ‘Uh … thanks, Lyle. I didn’t do much, though.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Kirk.’ 
 
    I flinched. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said earnestly, blinking up at me from beneath his heavy forehead. ‘No other Sidhe would have done that for us. You care. You treated the dead as if they were your own family and we will never forget that.’ The emphasis he placed on the word ‘we’ sent shivers down my spine; he seemed to speaking for far more than the three trolls next to me. 
 
    Sorley looked over his shoulder again. He was definitely skittish about Byron but I wasn’t sure why ‒ unless he knew something about what Aifric was planning. ‘Sorley,’ I began, testing the waters. 
 
    ‘He’s going to poison you!’ he burst out. 
 
    My stomach dropped. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ Kirk said. ‘We know what he’s carrying.’ 
 
    I could feel my pulse speeding up. ‘We’re talking about Byron here? Not Aifric?’ I searched Sorley’s face, attempting to quell my sudden anxiety. 
 
    Sorley stiffened dramatically, whipping his head from side to side. ‘Aifric Moncrieffe is here? Where? I’ll lance his head like a boil! I’ll cut off his cock and—’ 
 
    I held up a palm. ‘Unless you know something I don’t, our murderous Steward is back at the Cruaich.’ Now it was my turn to glance behind. There was no sign of Byron. I couldn’t believe that he would try to hurt me, not after everything that had happened between us, but regardless of logic my heart was still hammering against my ribcage. ‘Let’s slow down and take things from the beginning.’ 
 
    Kirk swallowed. ‘Byron Moncrieffe is going to give you a sleeping draught. It’ll knock you out for a day. Lyle is supposed to watch over you while Byron and I travel through the Veil to retrieve the body of Matthew MacBain.’ 
 
    The worry I felt hardened into instant, vicious anger. That wanker. That total wanker. He really did want to play the damned hero after all.  I shook my head in disgust. Screw pacifism. I’d rip his sodding head off.  Aifric was one thing but Byron and I had been starting to reach the point of no return in our relationship. We didn’t trust each other but we weren’t enemies. Far from it. The thought that he would do this stabbed into me. No doubt this was what his enigmatic comment about his father’s supposed good intentions had been referring to. I struggled for control.  He’d said I was manipulative but his father was a goddamned genius at it. And now he was too. How could he do this to me? How could…? My mind swirled. I struggled to reach for the shreds of my own rationality. It didn’t make sense. I reminded myself to breathe. No. He wouldn’t do this. He wasn’t a bastard. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I said slowly. ‘Byron’s never struck me as a glory hunter and he’s going beyond the Veil anyway, so he can play the hero whether I’m there or not. I suppose the Moncrieffes could be trying to ingratiate themselves with the MacBain Clan but they’re already on good terms. So why would he do that to me?’ 
 
    ‘The Lowlands are dangerous. He wants to keep you safe.’ 
 
    I tried to ignore the sudden warmth in my chest. ‘That’s silly. I’ve been there before, I know what to expect and where Matthew MacBain is. I’m not some delicate maiden and he knows that. He also doesn’t have a clue about where Matthew MacBain’s remains are.’ I mulled it all over. ‘Aifric gave him the draught, right?’ 
 
    Lyle and Kirk nodded. 
 
     ‘Did he say anything about it to you? Or did all your orders come from the Steward?’ 
 
    Kirk picked at a wart on his cheek. ‘We picked up the Scrymgeour woman just after we left the Cruaich. He wouldn’t say anything in front of her.’ 
 
    Absence of evidence wasn’t evidence itself.  All the same… I forced myself to calm down. ‘Well, we can pretty much guarantee that it’s going to do more damage than send me into dream land. Poison is Aifric’s weapon of choice.’ 
 
    Even surrounded by darkness as we were, I could still see Sorley growing redder and redder. ‘We force it down Byron’s throat instead. Then he’ll get what’s coming to him.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt he even knows.’ I swallowed. ‘I hope he doesn’t know.’ I glanced at Kirk and Lyle. ‘You work for the Moncrieffes. Why are you telling me this?’ 
 
    They exchanged looks, turned to face me and got down on their knees. I took a step backward. ‘Wait,’ I said. I’d been in this situation before; I didn’t need more people on my conscience. It was just more to worry about. 
 
    Kirk was not going to stop. ‘Chieftain Adair, we pledge fealty to you and your Clan. The honour you have shown us this night proves that you are more than worthy.’  
 
    Sorley got to his knees and joined them, clasping his squat fingers together and staring at me beseechingly. I addressed him. ‘You said the trolls didn’t swear fealty to anyone.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t,’ he answered simply. ‘Now we do. We are yours, if you’ll have us.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m making all this up as I go along.’ 
 
    Sorley smiled faintly, causing huge wrinkled lines to form across his cheeks. ‘Chieftain Adair, will you have us?’ 
 
    ‘Get up, you gobshite.’ I sighed. ‘Yes, I’ll have you. This is going to be the strangest Clan that Scotland has ever seen. A Sidhe, a merman, a pixie, a warlock, a human and three trolls. Good grief.’ 
 
    Kirk and Lyle both started but Sorley shook his head at them. 
 
    ‘What?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ he said innocently. ‘Now, what are we going to do about Byron Moncrieffe?’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two hours later the fire was going and, much to Tipsania’s disgust, Taylor had managed to produce some more tins of beans. Sorley, Lyle and Kirk had wanted to stick around but I persuaded them to stay down by the border. Despite their oaths, I wasn’t sure I could trust them to not bop Byron on the head and slice off his ears. With everyone clued up, there were more than enough eyes to make sure that Byron didn’t spike my food or drink while I wasn’t looking. All the same, I was wary of his telekinesis Gift. He’d managed to switch drinks on me once before, so I still had to be careful. For his part, he didn’t act any differently to usual. Neither did Tipsania. 
 
    ‘There is a huge dining room in there,’ she said, jerking her head towards the mansion. ‘Why aren’t we eating inside?’ 
 
    I smirked. ‘There are cobwebs.’ I gestured to the door. ‘You’re welcome to go in if you wish.’ 
 
    It was obviously a struggle for her not to snark out a reply. She managed it though. Barely.  
 
    Bob yawned loudly. ‘It’s so boring here. There are no nightclubs. There are no pubs.’ He pouted. ‘I need some excitement in my life.’ 
 
    Brochan sneezed three times in quick succession. ‘Go back to your letter opener then. We don’t need you.’ He wiped his nose. ‘In fact, we’ll be better off if you keep away.’ 
 
    ‘Brochy baby, don’t be like that. Besides, you know very well it’s a scimitar, not a letter opener. And I can’t go back there yet. Daniel Jackson just died in Stargate. It’s too emotional for me to return to the scene of the crime.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a television show! There is no scene of the crime!’ 
 
    Bob shook his head sadly. ‘You don’t get it. You have no soul, Brochy. I can help you with that. Get Uh Integrity to wish you one.’ 
 
    ‘Let me strangle him, Tegs,’ Brochan appealed. ‘Or at the very least tie him up.’ 
 
    Bob instantly brightened. ‘Now that sounds fun! A bit of BDSM is right up my alley.’ 
 
    ‘You’re disgusting.’ 
 
    The genie tutted. ‘It’s perfectly normal.’ He snapped his fingers and produced a length of rope. I was pleased to note that it was dyed hot pink. Atta boy. ‘Uh Integrity, you’d like to be tied up, wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Bob, once upon a time, I was a master thief. I can pick locks, break into vaults and I can certainly get myself out of any knot that you could tie.’ 
 
    He puffed out his chest. ‘That sounds like a challenge.’ 
 
    Tipsania was goggling at us like we were a bunch of maniacs. Byron, however, regarded me with interest and I raised an eyebrow in his direction. Did that kind of sex game float his boat? ‘Okay then, Bob. Give it a try.’ I held out my hands. ‘Tie me up and I promise you that I will free myself in three minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Done!’ he yelled. ‘But I’ll have you know that I used to grant wishes for Houdini.’ He crossed his fingers and held them up. ‘We were like this.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t he die in a failed escape attempt?’ I enquired. ‘Was that because of one of your wishes?’ 
 
    Bob looked affronted. ‘No, he died because of peritonitis. He’d wished to feel no pain, so he didn’t feel it when his appendix ruptured and didn’t seek help in time.’ 
 
    Speck edged away from him and collided with Lexie. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled. 
 
    ‘I like it when you get close, Specky,’ she purred. He turned bright red. 
 
    ‘Come on then, Bob,’ I said, drawing away attention from the embarrassed warlock. ‘Get on with it.’ 
 
    Bob flitted over and winked, then made an elaborate show of looping the rope and circling it round his head. He flung it towards me, whistling to himself as he knotted it this way and that, tugging at various points and frowning. He seemed to take an age. 
 
    ‘You know,’ I said drily, ‘if it takes longer to tie the damn thing than it does for me to get out of it, I’m not sure that it’s entirely fair.’ 
 
    ‘I’m done. Sheesh! Hold your horses, girl!’ He flew backwards and admired his handiwork before holding up his hand for a high-five. Unfortunately no one obliged. 
 
    Taylor leaned across the fire. ‘Byron, twenty quid says she gets out within sixty seconds.’ 
 
    ‘No! Don’t you dare!’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on, Tegs. It’s not a serious bet. It’s just for fun.’ 
 
    ‘I mean it, Taylor.’ I glared at Byron to make sure he understood how much trouble he’d be in if he took the bet.  
 
    ‘Hey! I’ve not said a word? Why am I the bad guy?’ he protested. 
 
    Why indeed, I thought sardonically. ‘Just a warning,’ I said aloud. 
 
    Bob sniffed. ‘You do realise, you’ve already had forty seconds?’ 
 
    ‘What? That’s not fair! Come on, Bob, I’ve not started yet!’ 
 
    He shrugged. Exasperated, I turned away and began to extricate myself. It didn’t take long. In barely three breaths I faced them, dangling the length of rope in my hand. ‘Piece. Of. Cake.’ 
 
    Bob stared at me. ‘You cheated.’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘You did! You cheated. Was it one of those Gifts of yours?’ 
 
    ‘No magic involved.’ The corner of my mouth curled up. ‘Frankly, your rope work is so poor that I imagine even a toddler could break free within seconds.’ 
 
    ‘I want a re-match!’ Bob demanded. 
 
    ‘I’ve already won.’ 
 
    ‘Best of three?’ 
 
    ‘No. Give it up, Bob. You’re a sore loser.’ 
 
    His bottom lip jutted out. ‘I’m very good at rope work, it’s just that you’re either incredibly lucky or some kind of prodigy. Speck! Let me try it on you! I bet you won’t be able to get free so easily.’ 
 
    Speck pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘No, thank you. Hemp brings me out in hives.’ 
 
    Bob turned to Brochan. ‘No,’ said the merman. ‘Don’t even think about it.’ 
 
    ‘You guys are shite,’ the genie whined. ‘You’re dull and boring and—’ 
 
    ‘Shite?’ 
 
    ‘Yes!’ 
 
    Byron stood up. ‘I feel sorry for the wee man. Go on. You can try it on me, Bob. Tie me up.’ 
 
    I felt a flurry of excitement. ‘You don’t have to do this.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Where’s the harm?’ 
 
    ‘At least someone around here is vaguely interesting,’ Bob said, zapping over to Byron before he could change his mind. He grinned as he looped round his hands and between his wrists, taking the rope with him. ‘Is that too tight for you?’ 
 
    Byron wiggled his fingers. ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Damn.’ The genie seemed disappointed. ‘Do you mind if I tie your ankles too? I did such a bad job with Uh Integrity that I need to save face.’ 
 
    For a moment, I thought Byron would refuse. Apparently Bob did too, because he didn’t wait for a response but flew down to the ground, magicked up another rope and started tying Byron’s feet. ‘Okay!’ he sang out. ‘Your time starts now.’ 
 
    I scowled. ‘Why does he get a warning about the start time and I don’t?’ 
 
    ‘Quit complaining, sweet cheeks.’ 
 
    We fell silent and watched Byron as he twisted one way and writhed another, straining against Bob’s bonds. His face was taut with exertion but it wasn’t long before it was clear that he couldn’t free himself. He yanked at his hands and tried to wriggle out of the knots at his feet. When that didn’t work he paused, and I could sense him trying to use his telekinesis Gift. Frustration clouded his eyes before he eventually shrugged and winked, as if to show he was a good sport. ‘I guess I’m just not as skilled as Integrity,’ he said. ‘I give in. You win, Bob.’ 
 
    Bob eyed him suspiciously. ‘You’re not just trying to be nice to me, are you? Pretending that you can’t free yourself to massage my ego? Because I have other body parts that you can massage instead—’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Byron interrupted. ‘You’ve got me. I’m well and truly stuck.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Taylor. He nodded and loped over, checked the knots and gave me a thumbs up. I smiled. Lexie reached over and tossed me Byron’s bag. I glanced inside, rummaging around while his expression grew darker and darker. 
 
    ‘Undo the ropes, Bob,’ Byron said. 
 
    ‘Can’t do that, golden boy.’ 
 
    Byron look from the genie to the others and then to me. Lexie couldn’t keep the smirk off her face. Tipsania got to her feet. ‘I’ll do it.’ She turned to Byron and began to fumble. For a moment I felt worried but Bob grinned and gave me a minute shake of his head.  
 
    ‘They won’t budge,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘You used magic.’ 
 
    Bob bowed dramatically. ‘I’m a genie. Magic is my raisin debtor.’ 
 
    ‘Your what?’ 
 
    ‘Raisin debtor,’ he repeated patiently. 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said, ‘it’s raison d’être. It’s French.’ 
 
    He stared at me for a second. ‘I know that! I’m a magnificent being!’ He turned and glared at Taylor and I instantly understood what had happened. No doubt my old mentor had been playing around with Bob and telling him porkies. I sighed inwardly. There had probably been money involved.  
 
    Bob sniffed. ‘I was just testing you. Although,’ he mumbled, ‘I did wonder what raisins had to do with it.’ 
 
    My fingers curled round an object at the bottom of the bag and sickness lurched through me. I didn’t think the trolls had been lying but physical confirmation of the ‘sleeping draught’ was not what I’d wanted to find. I pulled it out – a tiny silver vial with veins of red running through it - and held it up towards Byron. 
 
    ‘Do you want to explain what this is?’ I asked softly. 
 
    Byron glared at me. ‘I’m certain you already know.’ 
 
    I nodded to myself and dug out my phone, searching through the photos. When I found what I was looking for, I got to my feet and walked over, holding it up to his face. ‘Remember this?’ I asked. ‘This was the group shot of us before we found the Foinse. Can you see what your father is holding there?’ 
 
    Byron’s eyes continued to flash cold rage. 
 
    ‘Come on, babe,’ I urged. ‘Surely, you can see it’s your wonderful daddy holding a little vial identical to this one.  Not long after this shot was taken, Lily MacQuarrie dropped dead from poisoned water. Poisoned water intended for me.’ 
 
    ‘The photo doesn’t mean anything because that is not poison,’ he said angrily. ‘The trolls. Lyle and Kirk. They gave me up?’ 
 
    ‘They did.’ 
 
    He tried to get to his feet and failed. Muttering a curse, he exhaled instead. ‘Are we really going to do this here? In front of an audience?’ 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    Byron rolled his eyes as if he were the wronged one. I struggled to keep hold of my temper, counting to ten as he continued to stare at me. ‘I wasn’t trying to hurt you, Integrity. It would just have put you to sleep for a while.’ He was telling the truth. I closed my eyes for a beat. That was something. ‘And,’ he added, ‘I wasn’t even going to use it.’ 
 
    Another truth. Feeling the others watching me, I gave them a stiff nod. Lexie and Speck relaxed slightly but I could still feel the animosity rolling off Brochan and Taylor. Bob, however, had magicked up a large popcorn and was watching us with a massive, cheesy grin and a pair of nonsensical 3D glasses. 
 
     ‘Why bother bringing it at all then?’ I asked softly. 
 
    He shrugged with feigned nonchalance. ‘Going across the Veil is dangerous. It didn’t seem right putting you in that position. After all, if something goes wrong, there are lots of Moncrieffes. My Clan would survive. But there’s only one of you. In the end, I figured that you can make that decision for yourself though. I didn’t have much time once I received your summons and I was rash when I packed.  It’s not the end of the world.’ He raised a pointed eyebrow. ‘I’ve not actually tried to spike your drink.’ 
 
    ‘You have before,’ I snapped, referring to when we first met. ‘Was all this your idea? To send me to sleep and go find MacBain’s body on your own?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    I gave him a sad smile. Couldn’t he see how his strings were still being pulled even though his father was hundreds of miles away? ‘You forget that I’ve got Kirsty Kincaid’s Gift.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ Tipsania exclaimed. ‘You have her Gift? Truth Telling? The one she lost at the Games? And what exactly is going on here anyway? Byron—’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Tipsy,’ he said tiredly. She flinched but he kept his attention trained on me. ‘Fine,’ he admitted. ‘My father suggested it. But it proves that he’s not out to get you because he wants to keep you safe as much as I do.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘You really do still believe that.’ 
 
    ‘For goodness sake, Integrity!’ he exploded. ‘If he wanted you dead, wouldn’t letting you cross the Veil be a good way for that to happen? There are still thousands of Fomori demons over there. It’s incredibly risky. Why would he want to stop you if not to protect you?’ 
 
    ‘Why indeed?’ I murmured. ‘Why indeed?’ I shrugged. ‘That’s a question for another time.’  
 
    A muscle ticked in his cheek. ‘I can see how this looks.’ He gestured with his bound hands at the little vial.  ‘I’ll prove it to you. I’ll drink it and then you’ll see.’ 
 
    I glanced down at the innocuous looking thing. ‘Except,’ I told him, ‘then you’ll be dead and I won’t be able to tell you I told you so.’ I checked my watch. ‘I have to go or I’ll be late.’ I turned on my heel and began striding off. 
 
    ‘You can’t do this on your own!’ he shouted after me. ‘Untie me and I’ll come with you. No more sleeping draughts!’ 
 
    ‘You had your chance,’ I heard Brochan rumble. ‘Now you’re staying with us.’ 
 
    ‘Tipsania…’ Byron appealed. 
 
    ‘What?’ she snapped. ‘You’ve made your bed. You lie in it.’ 
 
    I grinned humourlessly to myself. Clearly, she didn’t like being told to keep quiet, even by Byron Moncrieffe.  
 
    ‘It’s not fucking poison!’ he yelled. ‘Integrity, you can’t do this on your own.’ 
 
    I spun round.  ‘Because it’s too dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘Yes! And because you know Chieftain MacBain won’t accept you doing this on your own. She doesn’t trust you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I’m the untrustworthy one here,’ I snarled. ‘You’re not turning out to be much of a hero.’ 
 
    Byron struggled to compose himself. ‘Fine. Give the vial back to me. You know from your Truth-Seeking that I won’t use it against you. And I’ll prove to you once and for all that my father means you no harm because I’ll take it to a lab and get it independently tested. Then we’ll both know the truth.’ 
 
    Now that was a damned good idea. Taylor, sensing my shift in thought, gave me a warning glance. ‘Tegs…’ 
 
    Byron softened his features. ‘You don’t trust me. Fine. But I don’t trust you either, remember? You stole from me while I haven’t actually done anything yet. Let me come with you.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you even want to come?’ I demanded. ‘And remember I will know if you’re lying.’ 
 
    Two high spots of colour lit his cheeks. I blinked. Byron was embarrassed. He heaved in a breath. He seemed to be struggling with the answer. ‘Fine,’ he said eventually. ‘I want to come because I want to be with you. I want to make sure you’re safe. I want to help you out. I couldn’t give a toss about Matthew MacBain. He’s been dead for a generation. But I care about you.’ 
 
    Nobody said anything. Lexie did clasp her hand over her mouth, however, and look rather delighted. 
 
    I bit my lip hard. Then I gestured towards Bob. He jerked up. ‘Really?’ I nodded. He shrugged to himself. ‘It’s your funeral.’  
 
    The tiny genie flapped his way over to Byron at the exact same time as Brochan stood up and wandered over. He flashed an uncharacteristically warm smile and then, without warning, drew back his fist and slammed it into Byron’s jaw with a sweeping undercut. Byron’s head snapped back and he collapsed with a heavy thud. 
 
    ‘What the…?’ I sprang over. 
 
    ‘He’s out cold,’ Bob pronounced solemnly. 
 
    I wheeled round to face Brochan. The large merman was rubbing his fist but he looked incredibly self-satisfied. ‘What did you do that for?’ 
 
    ‘You’re letting your emotions get in the way, Tegs,’ he said with an unrepentant shrug. ‘You can’t trust him.’ 
 
    ‘He was telling the truth! He wasn’t going to use the poison!’ 
 
    ‘But,’ Taylor interjected, ‘you don’t know that he wouldn’t do something later on when you least expect it.’ 
 
    ‘You too, Taylor? You condone this?’ 
 
    ‘Stop thinking with your heart, Integrity,’ he said sternly. ‘You know better than that. We win by logic not by heat.’ 
 
    It had been such a long time since Taylor had acted like my mentor and told me what to do that I was momentarily bereft for words. I stared at Byron’s prone form. ‘We don’t do violence,’ I said finally. Tipsania snorted loudly but when I glanced at her she shrank back in what could only be a frisson of fear. Anger surged through me.  This was why we didn’t hurt people.  Ever. 
 
    ‘He’s not dead,’ Brochan pointed out.  ‘He’s just unconscious. You were already prepared to go without him anyway. Stick to the plan. It means you don’t have to watch your back.’ 
 
    I hissed in frustration. This wasn’t the way we did things.  
 
    ‘They’re right,’ Speck said, pushing up his glasses. ‘Bringing him along is too dangerous. You’re better without him.’ Lexie hit him in the arm but he ignored her in favour of blinking owlishly at me. 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Do you trust him?’ 
 
    My shoulders sank. ‘No. I can’t. Not with Aifric controlling his every move. Not with a price on my head.’ 
 
    Taylor sucked air in through his teeth.  ‘There you go then.’ He checked his watch. ‘You‘d better leave now if you’re going to make the Veil by midnight.’ 
 
    I glared at him then at Brochan. ‘You still shouldn’t done that.’ 
 
    The merman’s expression didn’t change. ‘Stay safe, Tegs.’ He reached down and picked up my bag and handed it to me. ‘We’ll look after the princeling.’ 
 
    ‘You…’ I sighed and shook my head. I didn’t know whether I was supposed to be angry or relieved. ‘We’ll talk about this when I get back.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure we will.’ He gave me a tiny shove. ‘Now go.’ 
 
    I hefted the bag onto my shoulder and gave Byron another look. What a freaking mess.  I sighed, turned on my heel and left him where he was. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
     
 
    There was a solitary figure waiting for me just beyond the Adair border. On my side of it, Sorley was gripping his spear with both hands. Judging by the way his shoulders were hunched and his head was thrust forward, he was glaring at the visitor. 
 
    ‘It worked?’ he grumbled without taking his eyes off him. 
 
    ‘Yep.’ In a manner of speaking anyway. 
 
    ‘You should have let me kill him. It would have been cleaner.’ 
 
    I patted him weakly on the shoulder. ‘I don’t do things that way.’ 
 
    Sorley jabbed his spear, pointing it across the border. ‘Can you trust him?’ 
 
    I pushed away thoughts of Byron and managed a grin at Angus MacQuarrie. He waved and dipped into a bow. ‘He’s sworn fealty, just like you.’ 
 
    The troll’s suspicion lessened only by a fraction. ‘He has untrustworthy hair.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the way it’s styled,’ he hissed. ‘It’s … untrustworthy.’ 
 
    Nonplussed, I stepped back. ‘He’s Sidhe. They all look over-styled, even the good ones.’ 
 
    Angus ran his hands several times through his hair, messing it up. Now he looked like some kind of boy-band reject. ‘Is this better?’ he asked. 
 
    Sorley huffed. 
 
    ‘He’s one of us,’ I said. ‘Now remember, I’ll be back within forty-eight hours. Seventy-two at the latest. Taylor’s in charge while I’m gone. If I don’t come back…’ 
 
    Sorley’s hand trembled ever so slightly. ‘We will come in after you.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ My voice hardened. ‘You won’t. You’ll be free to stay here or to leave. But you will not come after me.’ He mumbled something under his breath. ‘I need you to promise me, Sorley.’ 
 
    He jutted out his bottom lip stubbornly. I wasn’t going to yield, however, and he knew it. ‘I promise,’ he said finally. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ I grinned. ‘I really will be back very soon.’ 
 
    I walked through the border, feeling the magic crackle around me. Angus bowed again. ‘Don’t do that!’ I protested. 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Would you prefer a handshake?’ 
 
    I grimaced. ‘A hug would be nice.’ More than nice. I needed one. 
 
    He stretched out his arms and drew me in tightly. ‘I’m a champion hugger,’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I said into his chest. ‘Not just for the hug but for coming. You didn’t have to. You can still change your mind.’ 
 
    He pulled back and beamed. ‘Are you kidding me? I’ve always wanted to travel beyond the Veil. I’m excited.’ He leaned his head towards me. ‘And terrified. But mostly excited. I’m not sure why you asked me, though. I reckon you can take care of yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I can,’ I said absently, moving away, adjusting my jacket and pulling out the headpiece. ‘But Chieftain MacBain wanted a representative from one of the big three Clans to come along too.’ 
 
    Angus squinted. ‘I hate to break it to you, but that’s not the MacQuarries. We’re at the bottom of the heap.’ 
 
    ‘You’re at the top of my heap. But I know what you mean. Recent revelations mean I’m not going to follow her instructions and she won’t trust me on my own.’ My voice wavered slightly. Damn Byron. And damn Brochan too. ‘You’re the compromise,’ I said to Angus and tossed him the Go Pro. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘Strap it round your head. As long as you stay behind me, it’ll record everything I do. We always have one on hand because it can be handy to look back on our, um, …’ 
 
    ‘Break-ins?’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘Yeah. It’s fully charged so it should be good enough to satisfy Chieftain MacBain that I’m not looting her beloved uncle’s resting place.’ 
 
    ‘Nice.’ Angus looped it round his head, making sure it was secure. ‘Are we ready?’ 
 
    I nodded decisively. ‘We are.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The MacQuarries might be the bottom of the heap as far as the other Clans were concerned but Angus owned the nicest car I’d travelled in for a long time. It certainly beat the rust buckets I’d been in lately. I did my best to put my woes with Byron behind me. He’d feel sore and angry when he came round but I supposed at least he’d be safe. Plus, I knew now that he really did care for me. It was time to start feeling cheerier. 
 
    ‘This thing is huge!’ I said, stretching out my legs. ‘You could fit the whole of Scotland in the back seat.’ I grinned. ‘It’s an in-car-nation.’ 
 
    Angus groaned. ‘That might be the worst joke I’ve ever heard.’ 
 
    ‘Give me time. I can do worse.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, if it takes your mind off the hordes of Fomori demons waiting for us on the other side of the Veil, it’s worth it.’ 
 
    He winced. ‘That demon you saw in Perth wasn’t the only one that ventured through, you know. I’ve been hearing other reports.’ 
 
    I sucked in a breath. That wasn’t good. ‘Just the Highlands? There’s been no problem in England?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘I checked. Hadrian’s Wall is still holding firm on the other side. I don’t think the Fomori have tried to breach it.’ 
 
    I thought of the group that had appeared at the Adair border. ‘They’re after something.’ 
 
    Angus tightened his grip on the steering wheel. ‘Or someone.’ 
 
    ‘Aifric Moncrieffe,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    I nodded grimly. ‘I do. I found something in his rooms at the Cruaich that ties him to the demons but I have no idea how or why.’ 
 
    Angus whistled. ‘It would explain a lot.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. It doesn’t bode well, though.’ That was the understatement of the year. 
 
    He pulled the car to a halt less than fifty metres from the dark, cloudy expanse of the Veil. For a long moment he didn’t say anything but simply stared at it. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to take the car across,’ I said softly. ‘It’ll draw unwanted attention. Matthew MacBain’s body isn’t very far from here. All the same…’ 
 
    ‘You’re the boss. Better safe than sorry.’ Angus’s voice was low and nervous. ‘I’ve never been this close to the Veil before.’ 
 
    ‘Most people haven’t. I think we’d all prefer to pretend it doesn’t exist. Let’s face it, the Clan-less have got other things to worry about and the Clans don’t need reminding of their greatest failure.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘It does make you wonder, doesn’t it? What might have been if it weren’t for the demons?’ 
 
    I thought about that. ‘Nah,’ I said finally. ‘I don’t believe in what ifs. We need to live with the hand we’ve been dealt. There might be an alternate universe somewhere where all this doesn’t exist. But if that’s the case, there’s an alternate universe where Scotland doesn’t exist in any form any longer either.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t realise you were a student of Plato.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not – but I do like Doctor Who.’ I grinned. ‘Let’s do this.’ We got out of the car. ‘This is going to feel strange,’ I warned.  
 
    A jagged bolt of lightning lit up the section of the Veil in front of us. Angus jumped. ‘No shit.’ 
 
    ‘Just stay right behind me. You’ll be fine.’ Without further ado, I ducked my head and plunged inside the Veil once more. 
 
    In theory, it should have been easier this time ‒ after all, I knew what to expect and I knew I would come out the other side. Like last time, I held my breath. The smoky clouds which swirled round me still made my eyes sting and the myriad of lightning pinches felt more painful than I remembered. I started to run, willing myself to move as quickly as possible. All I could hear was the hiss and crackle of the Veil itself. I could no longer tell whether Angus was behind me. 
 
    I burst through the other side, choking and spluttering. Managing to stagger away a few feet, I spun round and tensed. Ten heartbeats went by, then twenty. Where was Angus? He should have made it by now. I was wiping my eyes and heaving a breath of the foul Lowland air into my lungs, ready to go back to retrieve him if I had to, when he fell through several metres to the left. He must have been confused and moved diagonally rather than taking a direct route.  
 
    As he fell to his knees, I jogged over, yanked a bottle of water from my backpack and handed it to him. 
 
    ‘Gah!’ he spat. ‘That was about the worst thing I’ve ever experienced.’ I grimaced in sympathy as he chugged down half the bottle then squinted at me. ‘What? No cheesy joke to mark the moment?’ 
 
    I was too relieved that he was here and had made it through. ‘No.’ 
 
    Angus pulled himself to his feet. ‘Then the situation must be worse than I thought.’ 
 
    I managed a smile. ‘Things seem as quiet as they were last time I crossed the Veil. We need to be careful though, especially with all the recent sightings in the Highlands. I wouldn’t be surprised if we pass a cohort of Fomori demons heading this way. If it’s easy as that for us to cross over, it’s probably just as easy for them. There might be many more attempting it.’ 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. ‘You call that easy?’ 
 
    ‘We made it one piece,’ I said softly. ‘And as long as we keep our wits about us, we can make it out in one piece too.’ 
 
    ‘Amen to that.’ Angus wiped his forehead and looked around. ‘It’s not the most welcoming of places, is it?’ 
 
    He was right. The landscape was exactly the same as the last time I’d been here – dark, gloomy and devoid of any plant or animal life. The ground was rock hard and almost black in colour. There might have been softly undulating hills in the background and the remnants of what had once been two cities in the distance ahead of us, but the Lowlands were far removed from the Highlands. Even on the dankest, wettest day in Aberdeen, the Granite City ‒ famed for its greyness ‒  there was an explosion of colour in comparison. And it felt a damn sight hotter here as well. My white hair, which was normally flyaway under the best of circumstances, hung limply around my face and shoulders. 
 
    ‘I’d like to tell you things will get better,’ I said, ‘but I’d be lying.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe dawn will brighten things up.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think dawn exists here.’ 
 
    He glanced up at the dark sky. ‘It’s always like this?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ I sighed. ‘I don’t know how or why, but the Lowlands seem to be in permanent darkness.’  
 
    Angus shuddered. ‘Then let’s get going. I don’t want to spend any more time here than we have to.’ 
 
    I nodded in agreement and we set off.  
 
    We kept up a good pace. Despite the desolation and lack of life, I didn’t want to rush and end up tripping over any demons wandering up to the Veil. Neither did I wish to dally, however. Having Angus at my back was more reassuring than I’d predicted but I still kept scanning the horizon for signs of danger. There was nothing; the only sounds were our footsteps and our breathing. And Angus constantly fidgeting. He was more nervous about this little expedition than he’d let on. 
 
    ‘Tell me what you know about the Lowlands,’ I said quietly. 
 
    He laughed sharply. The sound was strange and hollow, as if such sentiments could never be welcome here. ‘I think you probably know more than I do. You’ve been here before.’ 
 
    ‘Indulge me.’ Anything to keep him talking and his mind off our task. 
 
    Angus sighed, although I knew without turning around that it was more because he was wondering where to start than with exasperation. ‘We don’t know where the demons came from,’ he began eventually. ‘But come they did. There are reports of sightings as far back as the mid-seventeenth century. Back then, Scotland was a very different place. Edinburgh was the seat of power and the Clans were too numerous to mention. There was trade and affiliation between different Clans but no single Scottish group was in control. There was no government. 
 
    ‘There were skirmishes,’ Angus continued. ‘They grew in size and violence, culminating in a vast, bloody battle near Stirling. The casualties on both sides were horrific. The way the history books tell it, the Fomori demons were growing in such numbers that they were impossible to beat. There are stories about some of the atrocities they committed.’ He fell silent. 
 
    I kept striding ahead. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    He muttered something under his breath. ‘Rape, torture, cannibalism. Do you really want me to go into detail?’ 
 
    He had a point. ‘Okay,’ I agreed, ‘skip that part.’ 
 
    ‘Eventually,’ he said, ‘four Clans, whose numbers and strength remained the greatest, banded together: Darroch, Kincaid, Moncrieffe and…’ 
 
    I tucked a curl behind my ear. ‘Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ His voice was grim. ‘They pushed the demons back in one massive surge but it was only temporary. They knew it wouldn’t be long before the demons retaliated.’ 
 
    ‘So they had no choice but to create the Fissure and break the country apart.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Using their combined Gifts, the Clans set up the Veil, forcing the Fomori to stay back. They took as many refugees from the Lowlands as they could before it happened, but we’re talking a few thousand instead of hundreds of thousands. The English already had Hadrian’s Wall in place. The magic there is ancient enough to keep out just about anyone.’ He paused. 
 
    ‘Giving up half the country must have been a hell of a thing.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    I scratched my head. ‘We can pass through the Veil and we’ve learnt that now the Fomori can too. Why didn’t the demons push on regardless? If they were so strong, the Veil wouldn’t have stopped them.’ 
 
    I pictured Angus shrugging behind my back. ‘My old teacher said it was because the Fomori already had everything they wanted. They had our Lands and they had us quaking in our kilts at the very thought of them. Why waste more lives unnecessarily?’ 
 
    I pondered this then opened my mouth to ask a question. Before I could, however, something flickered at the corner of my eye. Shite. ‘Something’s coming. We need to take cover.’ 
 
    ‘A fine notion,’ Angus muttered. ‘Take cover where?’ 
 
    He was right. We’d not yet penetrated far enough to be near any buildings where we could shelter. There weren’t any trees and the nearest hills looked miles away. I did have one trick up my sleeve, though. ‘Hang on.’ 
 
    I drew down deep inside myself, searching for the threads of Tipsania’s Gift which I’d unwillingly stolen from her. I could feel her magic inside me. I closed my eyes and yanked on it, encouraging it to swirl up to the surface and envelop both Angus and myself. 
 
    ‘What the…?’ he exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Shh!’ I concentrated harder, I couldn’t afford to get this wrong. I drew out more and more until I was absolutely sure. Then I opened my eyes and stared down at my hands. They were no longer there; we were invisible. If only I could mask our scent as easily. 
 
    From a distance, there was a harsh shout. Three figures came into view, apparently travelling from Glasgow to goodness knows where. My hand fumbled for Angus. When I found him, I gripped his arm tightly. We stood, unmoving, as the figures approached. 
 
    They were preternaturally fast. It was just as well I’d spotted them when I did because if I’d wasted any further time, they would have been on us before we could have done a thing. Yet again, I was struck by how the demons truly were the stuff of vicious, soul-sucking nightmares.  
 
    None of them was wearing a stitch of clothing. Skin stretched across their features, making them gaunt and almost skeletal, with sunken eyes and dry, parched lips. They loped towards us, their hairless bodies hunched and warped. I felt Angus tremble beneath my touch and I shared his fear. My heart thrummed like a caged bird making a desperate and futile bid for freedom. All we could do was to stay silent and hope they had stuffed-up noses and couldn’t smell our presence. I had a vision of the demons sharing Vick’s Vapo-rub and using delicately embroidered handkerchiefs to blow their bony noses. The image was so acute that hysteria threatened to overwhelm me. It was only Angus’s presence next to me that kept me in check. I was responsible for his safety; I couldn’t lose my head now. 
 
    The vile trio drew level and, without faltering, passed right by us. They continued their strange gallop as I breathed out in relief. I was too quick to relax, however; they’d barely gone twenty metres when the nearest one stopped in his tracks. The other two came to a standstill and looked at him curiously.  
 
    ‘Vas?’ 
 
    ‘File en chan,’ the first one grunted and walked back in our direction.  
 
    I dropped my hold on Angus and clamped a hand over my mouth, terrified that my breathing would give me away. A waft of bitter sweat from the Fomori demon tickled my nostrils as he inched closer. 
 
    He stopped less than a metre away from our frozen bodies. He tilted back his head and sniffed loudly. It didn’t sound like he had a blocked nose. I could see his chest expand, his ribcage standing out in stark relief.  
 
    I thought quickly. He could smell us but he couldn’t see us and we had to use that to our advantage. Of course, I had no idea what Gift he possessed but if he used it, perhaps I could encourage my subconscious to steal it from him. If Angus stayed here and I… 
 
    The demon stumbled backwards and a strange expression crossed his face. His two companions, alarmed by his actions, sprang towards him. He spoke harshly and they both drew themselves up, their scrawny heads swinging from side to side as they searched for us. 
 
    ‘Vitarnic.’ 
 
    All three nodded then sprang forward without warning. For a horrifying moment I thought they knew exactly where we were and were preparing their attack but instead they whipped past us, sprinting hard in the direction they’d come from. I didn’t move or speak until they’d completely disappeared. 
 
    ‘That’s not good,’ I whispered to Angus. ‘I think they know we’re here. What do you bet they’ve gone for back-up?’ 
 
    I felt him jerk beside me. ‘That’s what it looked like.’ 
 
    ‘We should leave, go back home and re-group. It’s too dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘How far is it to MacBain’s body?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe ten minutes, I think. If we sprint.’ 
 
    He drew in a deep breath. ‘Then let’s keep going. We just need to be fast.’ 
 
    ‘Angus…’ 
 
    ‘Integrity.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Chieftain. We are here for a reason. Let’s complete our mission.’ 
 
    ‘Matthew MacBain is already dead. We’re not, not yet anyway. And what if it’s mission impossible?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘You’re Integrity Adair. Nothing’s impossible.’ 
 
    Indecision warred inside me. We were so close now – and I’d given Chieftain MacBain my word. Besides, I was here for more than a collection of old bones. ‘We’d better get a move on then. That demon, he had the oddest look on his face when he scented us.’ 
 
    Angus remained silent for a few seconds. ‘Fear,’ he said finally. ‘The expression on his face was fear.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Still invisible, we ran. My eyes darted all over the place, terrified that at any moment a vast army would appear, on its way to kill both Angus and me in the most brutal and painful manner possible. It didn’t help that I wasn’t sure which ramshackle little house Matthew MacBain’s remains were in. When I was here last time, I’d been focused on other things.  
 
    At least with my worry about what might appear on the horizon, I wasn’t looking at my feet as I ran and therefore avoided the strange nausea I’d experienced when Tipsania turned us all invisible. It wasn’t much to be grateful for but I’d take whatever I could to keep my spirits up.  
 
    The small stone houses began to appear, lining the road. They were in an even greater state of disrepair than I remembered, with cracks and holes in the stonework. From time to time, I double-checked the roofs; that had been where the demons had sprung from – literally – when I was in Glasgow retrieving Dagda’s harp. Fortunately, these outer reaches seemed to be as silent and dead as they looked. 
 
    With relief, I spotted the building where Matthew MacBain lay. I hissed a warning to Angus. ‘On the left! The third one along with the broken door.’ 
 
    ‘Gotcha.’ 
 
    I sprinted forward, taking one last look ahead. There was still nothing. Darting inside, I came to a skidding halt in the gloomy interior, right next to poor Matthew’s body. 
 
    Angus’s voice drifted over. ‘Wow. When you said there was nothing more than bones, you weren’t kidding.’  
 
    ‘Yeah. He must have been lying here undisturbed here for years. With the rate of decomposition, there must be insect life around here. He’s all but picked clean.’ 
 
    I dropped my backpack and rummaged through it. It was as invisible as I was, making my attempts to find the body bag Brochan had fashioned almost impossible. I cursed loudly. ‘This invisible-man malarkey would be a hell of a lot easier if I could turn it off and on when I wanted.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, about that…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll explain later.’ My tone brooked no argument. Considering Angus was under fealty to me, he wasn’t likely to argue. It was an odd piece of knowledge to have. ‘Here, help me get him in the bag. We need to move quickly before more demons show up.’ 
 
    I obviously hadn’t thought this through carefully enough. Although both Angus and I took great care lifting MacBain’s body and manoeuvring him into the bag without losing so much as a skeletal finger or toe, his bones weren’t under the same invisibility spell as the bag was. When I zipped it up and hefted it over my shoulder, Angus squeaked, ‘It’s like a weird floating skeleton.’ 
 
    ‘Evil Dead eat your heart out.’ I paused. Half a dozen skeleton jokes zipped through my brain but I managed to ignore them. This really wasn’t the time. 
 
    ‘This isn’t going to endear Chieftain MacBain to your Go-Pro plan. She won’t be able to see you.’ 
 
    Shite. ‘Look at me. Or at the body.’ I stretched out my fingers until I could feel his face then made sure I was pointing in his direction. ‘Chieftain MacBain, we have been forced to use a Gift to conceal ourselves but you can see that I am carrying Matthew MacBain.’ I turned. ‘Angus, move your head round slowly. Let the good Chieftain see that there’s nothing else here.’ 
 
    ‘Doing it now,’ he informed me. There was a moment of silence before he spoke again. ‘Hang on. There’s something written on that wall.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not relevant. MacBain is only concerned that I might steal her family heirlooms.’ 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    ‘Leave it, Angus. Let’s get out of here.’ I edged back to the door and peered out. No demons in sight. ‘The coast is clear. Let’s vamoose.’ 
 
    With Angus’s footsteps right behind me, I ran as hard as my burden would let me. The bones clanked together sickeningly but I couldn’t afford to be squeamish. I had to get Angus and Matthew MacBain back to the border.  
 
    Angus matched me step for step. Our invisible feet pounded the hard ground as we ploughed back towards the Veil. There were still no marauding demons behind us; maybe we’d been very, very lucky.  
 
    ‘I can see the Veil!’ Angus called out. ‘We’re almost there.’ 
 
    Praise be. I ran the last half mile, coming to a halt on the edge of the mass of the lightning-sparked cloud. ‘Angus! Take my hand!’ I jerked it out in front of me, searching frantically for his body.  
 
    ‘Here.’ He lunged and grabbed my wrist.  
 
    ‘Don’t let go,’ I warned him. ‘I can’t risk you veering off again.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I’m not letting go.’ 
 
    I tugged and he followed. We plunged back through the Veil and I concentrated on staying in a straight line. One foot then the next; one foot then the next. Less than twenty steps later, we were out in the Highlands. The first streaks of dawn were appearing, lighting up the sky with pinks and blues and purples. 
 
    ‘Red sky in morning,’ Angus muttered. ‘Shepherd’s warning.’ 
 
    ‘Minced lamb and potatoes,’ I returned. ‘Shepherd’s pie.’ 
 
    There was a high-pitched scream. ‘It’s the walking dead! The zombies are after me. I knew it would come to this. I just knew it!’ Something flew at my face, whacking into my nose. 
 
    ‘Ouch!’ I shrieked. ‘Bob, you bloody idiot.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity? Is that you? Run for your life! Run! The dead have arisen.’ His voice dropped into an impressive Vincent Price impression. ‘When darkness falls across the land—’ 
 
    ‘It’s morning. It’s already light.’ I took a deep breath and straightened up, rubbing my nose and wincing. ‘And the dead have not arisen. This is Matthew MacBain. I’m invisible, you dolt.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘Oh.’ He flapped round and peered at a spot several feet to my left. ‘Are you alright? Did you manage to lose that MacQuarrie kid?’ 
 
    ‘I’m right here,’ Angus said drily. 
 
    ‘Oh. Better luck next time.’ Bob raised his eyebrows. ‘Is it a good idea to be invisible right now?’ he enquired. ‘I’m not sure this is the best time for hide and seek.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. It was a shame he couldn’t see me do it. ‘I’m not sure how to remove the magic and I don’t want to lose it just yet.’ 
 
    ‘You think the demons are still after us?’ Angus sounded nervous. 
 
    Bob pulled back his shoulders. ‘Demons?’ he squeaked. ‘Fomori demons?’ 
 
    ‘I think we’re in the clear,’ I told him. 
 
    ‘You think? Think is not good enough, darling. I need to know.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a magnificent being, you work it out. What are you doing here anyway?’ 
 
    Bob’s eyes widened as he tried to appear innocent and guileless. ‘I thought I’d come and welcome you home.’ 
 
    ‘Bob…’ 
 
    ‘Alright.’ His shoulders sagged. ‘There’s a problem – but it’s only a teeny problem. In fact, I don’t even think you should let it worry you.’ He fluttered his eyelashes and clasped his hands together. 
 
    Worry squirmed through me. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t have this conversation with you when I can’t see you. It’s like talking to Skeletor.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘Bob, I swear to God if you don’t tell me I’m going to pick you up by the scruff of the neck and fling you into the Veil as hard as I can.’ 
 
    ‘Jeez!’ he whistled. ‘Testy, much? I told you it’s not that big a deal. It’s just that Byron woke up… 
 
    ‘That’s good.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm. Then he got himself free…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I shrieked. 
 
    ‘And he came here after you…’ 
 
    My voice got even higher. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘And he went through the Veil.’ 
 
    I almost dropped Matthew MacBain’s body. ‘What?’ 
 
    Bob winced. ‘You don’t have to screech like a banshee. It’s just Byron Moncrieffe. I know you fancy the pants off him and he’s your love bug and dreamy and sexy and—’ 
 
    ‘When was this?’ I demanded. ‘Why didn’t you stop him? How on earth did he escape? Those were supposed to be magic ropes.’ 
 
    Bob heaved a dramatic sigh. ‘So many questions.’ He held up his index finger. ‘About an hour ago. He was gone before anyone realised. He used one of the opened tins of beans to saw through the bindings.’ He shrugged. ‘I only protected them against magic. I wasn’t expecting bloodymindedness. Anyway, didn’t you see him?’ 
 
    ‘Bloody great neep!’ I yelled. 
 
    ‘Is that me you’re referring to?’ Bob asked. ‘Or Byron Moncrieffe?’ 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. Unbelievable. Reaching round, I lifted the body bag and held it out in the vague direction of Angus. ‘Here. Take this to Chieftain MacBain and tell her my promise is fulfilled. Then you’d better get yourself home.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa. No way. Are you going in after Byron? Integrity … Chieftain … if he was foolish to wander in by himself then it’s up to him to get out.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yes, it is. But I was always going back in. Take the bag.’ 
 
    Angus reached forward, fumbled with it and took its weight. ‘You’re really going back in? Through the Veil?’ 
 
    ‘I have to,’ I said simply. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, mate,’ Bob chirped. ‘We’ve already told her she’s as mad as a MacQuarrie for doing this. She wouldn’t listen.’ 
 
    ‘I’m coming with you,’ Angus said. ‘After all, I’m a mad MacQuarrie.’ 
 
    ‘Oops.’ Bob pretended to look apologetic. 
 
    ‘No. You’re not coming, Angus. I promised Chieftain MacBain she’d get her uncle’s remains back. I need you to do this for me. Please?’ 
 
    He didn’t speak immediately. Not being able to see his expression was making this conversation incredibly difficult. Then he asked, ‘Has this got anything to do with the words you wouldn’t let me read? The ones written on the wall of that cottage?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘The genie is right. You are madder than a MacQuarrie.’ 
 
    ‘There’s method to my madness.’ I bit my lip. ‘Thank you for all your help.’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘any time you need someone to travel through a fifteen-foot cloud of pulsating electricity into a scorched land where it’s permanently night so you can play dodge with some ugly naked demons and turn yourself invisible in order to pick up a skeleton, I’m your man.’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘You’re a good guy.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re still nuts.’ 
 
    I spun round and shook out my hair. Not as nuts as a certain Moncrieffe heir I knew. Byron was an idiot for doing this; he clearly thought he could still play the hero. He’d learn his lesson if he ended up with his entrails hanging out and a demon munching on his brain. He was lucky I’d intended to go back and would be able to save his skin. If he needed saving.  
 
    ‘Uh Integrity?’ Bob piped up. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I can come with you. You might need to make a wish. In fact, you could just make your last wish and then we can finish all this right here and now.’ 
 
    ‘You’re staying here. I won’t be long.’ 
 
    ‘Famous last words,’ he said in a loud stage whisper, magicking up a noose and pretending to hang himself from it. 
 
    I tutted. And then I passed through the Veil once more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was no sign of any more demons; unfortunately there was no sign of Byron either. Without knowing where Matthew MacBain’s remains were, he could have wandered off in virtually any direction. Yeah. He must have veered off course or Angus and I would have seen him.  
 
    I gnawed the inside of my cheek. I wanted to find evidence – or, preferably, a lack of evidence – that the Fomori demons had captives, the captive descendants of all those poor Scots who hadn’t made it out of the Lowlands after the Fissure. I didn’t know where to look exactly, although Glasgow or Edinburgh seemed likely bets. Along the way, I could search for Byron though I wasn’t sure how much time I could devote to him. For all I knew, he’d strolled around for a bit and was now leaving the Veil at a different spot. Clan lordling he might be, but he wasn’t completely stupid; he was an idiot but he wasn’t a total idiot. Unless he was spotted by any demons, he’d probably extricate himself. Probably. But he wasn’t invisible like me. 
 
    I took off at a jog. I’d expended a lot of energy in my sprint with Angus and it seemed prudent to recoup some of it by taking my time.  
 
    ‘Did you hear about the best way to confuse an idiot?’ I whispered to myself. ‘Show him two shovels and tell him to take his pick. Byron Moncrieffe should have brought a damned shovel with him. At least then he’d have something to dig his own grave with.’ 
 
    I was already talking to myself; I was as crazy as Bob had suggested. I shrugged. If I already knew I was crazy, then I couldn’t actually be crazy. Or something. I slapped myself round the cheek a few times. That was better. 
 
    By the time I reached the MacBain cottage again, I’d stopped mulling over the issue of my own sanity and was focused on my irritation and anger. I should have been glad that no demons had reappeared; instead, I was pissed off at Byron for complicating my life. At least I told myself that I was pissed off. That was better than being petrified. 
 
    I had a quick look inside but the building was as empty as it had been when I’d left. Maybe I should have brought Bob along after all. I dampened down that thought quickly. If I wished for Byron to get out of the Lowlands safely, he’d probably be followed by a teeth-gnashing demon who would rip out his throat the moment he exited the Veil. If I wished to be led to Byron, I’d come across his corpse. Wishes were just too damn tricky.  
 
    ‘He’ll be fine, Integrity,’ I said aloud. ‘He’s a big boy. He’s not your concern.’ My stomach still churned with worry. 
 
    I was turning to leave when there was a snuffling sound. I froze ‒ I was sure the place had been empty an hour ago. Then I heard it again. I twisted round, scanning the gloomy interior. This was the point in horror movies where the dippy girl went to investigate the strange noise and ended up as victim numero uno of the serial killer. Don’t do it, Tegs, I warned myself. I rose up on my tiptoes and stepped forward. 
 
    It could be Byron, I reasoned. Or it could be a Fomori demon on my trail. If I called out, I’d know for certain but it wouldn’t be a wise move. I tiptoed forward until I was against the wall and, as silently as I could, pressed my back against it and hunkered down. The safest thing to do was to wait. The walls were damp and musty with mould. My low position might mask my scent slightly. Right now, it was the best I could do. 
 
    The sound had come from the far corner of the house where there was another room. It was too dark and gloomy to see inside so I closed my eyes and focused on what I could hear. The snuffling sound continued, followed by a harsh, guttural ack. Crapadoodle. No Sidhe made that kind of noise. I clenched my fists and waited. 
 
    ‘Ack! Eg. It. Ee.’ 
 
    Perhaps whichever demon was lurking around inside was trying to learn the alphabet.  
 
    It came again. ‘Eg. It. Ee.’ 
 
    Why couldn’t they speak English? Captain Kirk never had this problem; every alien he met had no problem communicating. This wasn’t even an alien and it sounded like it didn’t have a frog in its throat but a warty toad with lung cancer. I hadn’t understood the other Fomori demons when they spoke but at least the sounds they made seemed like words. I paused. Hang on. 
 
    I opened my eyes and cocked my head. A hand appeared round the edge of the lintel; I could just make out long, cracked fingernails. The hand was followed by a head – a remarkably familiar head, even if it did boast a lack of hair and several old, vicious-looking scars. My eyes travelled down as her body appeared. That looked like a tattoo on her shoulder and she was missing a nipple. I was right: it was May, the demon I’d helped after she’d been maimed by some of her colleagues for attempting to give me up.  
 
    My eyes narrowed. Of all the abandoned houses in all the world…? No. This couldn’t be a coincidence.  
 
    ‘Eg. It. Ee,’ she said again. 
 
    Her head turned and there was the faintest glow in her eyes as they swivelled in my direction. I forgot to breathe as she straightened up and her mouth opened, a wide tongue-less chasm. 
 
    ‘Eg. It. Ee!’ She clapped her hands and rushed forward. 
 
    I held up my hands to ward her off. I might have helped her, and we might have managed to introduce ourselves, but she was still a Fomori demon. She’d also been wounded last time. She didn’t attack me, though; instead her hands clutched downwards, digging into my shoulders and dragging me up. She pulled me forward in what I could only describe as a hug. Unfortunately, it was the strangest – and probably most unpleasant – hug of my life. When her cold skin touched mine, I couldn’t stop myself shuddering. 
 
    Trying to free myself gently from her embrace, I stepped away. ‘You can see me?’ 
 
    ‘Ack?’ 
 
    Shite. I took her hands and gently lifted them up to her eyes. ‘Can you see me?’ 
 
    She shook her head vigorously and pointed at her nose instead. ‘Ay eh.’ 
 
    ‘You can smell?’ I sniffed loudly to add emphasis to my words. 
 
    May nodded, comprehension gleaming. 
 
    ‘May,’ I hedged, knowing it was probably a pointless question, ‘why are you here?’ 
 
    I assumed she wouldn’t understand me. We didn’t have any words in common and there was no point of reference for us to bounce off. But she was a smart cookie; she jerked her head once and pointed to a scar on her neck which looked fresher than the others. Then she beamed her strange, wide-mouthed smile again. ‘Eg. Eh. Ee.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Eg. Eh. Ee.’ 
 
    Close enough, I supposed. ‘You wanted to catch up for old times’ sake? Say thank you? It was nothing. De nada.’ 
 
    May’s eyes widened and she spun round. Alarmed, I followed her into the other room. She knelt down on the floor and started scrabbling around. Her fingers curled over something and she let out a crow of triumph. She hopped to her feet and presented it to me, flat on the palm of her hand. 
 
    I peered at it. When I saw what she was holding, my veins ran ice cold. May bounced from toe to toe and thrust the thing out to me once more. Reluctantly, I took it. It was cold, a warped thing made of what appeared to be iron. It was also incredibly grimy – but there was no mistaking what it was. It was a facsimile of the old Adair coat of arms, virtually identical to the one which hung over the ruined fireplace back at the mansion. 
 
    I stared at it for a long moment. How had she known? She hadn’t given me this by chance. Her smile started to falter and she looked upset, apparently worried that she’d offended me.  
 
    ‘Where did this come from, May?’ I asked quietly.  
 
     She shuffled her feet and looked down. And that was the exact moment that I heard the shouting. 
 
    I spun round, a knee-jerk reaction that propelled me towards the door and the outside world. May also reacted immediately: she lunged towards me, grabbing a fistful of material from the back of my jacket. As she pulled backwards, I pushed forwards. She clacked her teeth and made a low, urgent, hissing sound.  
 
    I wrenched to my right. May was still clinging to the invisible piece of material but the action allowed me to catch a glimpse of what was happening outside.  
 
    There was a cluster of demons, jabbering to each other and hissing – and encircling someone. I twisted, desperate to see more. There was a loud crack and several of the demons fell backwards, scattering to the ground as if blown back by a massive gust of wind. As they fell, they revealed Byron. His expression was calm but his shirt was ripped and, while he concentrated on calling up a fireball which sparked at his fingertips, he couldn’t see what I could. I opened my mouth to yell a warning but May flung herself bodily at me, knocking me to the ground. I raised my head in time to watch one of the Fomori demons swing a chunk of wood at Byron’s head. He crumpled in an instant. 
 
    I writhed against May, desperate to get out there and do something to help him. Anything. She clung on to me. ‘May, let me go!’ 
 
    ‘Ack!’ 
 
    One of the demons closest to us swung his head in our direction and his eyes glittered in suspicion. At that moment, however, Byron groaned and all attention turned back to him. Another demon clumped him on the head and he went limp. 
 
    A demon strode forward, hands on hips and pelvis jutting out. I recognised him instantly: this was the leader of the gang that had approached the Adair Lands. He frowned at Byron’s prone figure then bent and grabbed a hank of his hair, lifting up his head to get a better look at his face. For what seemed like the longest moment, he examined Byron’s slack features before finally turning and barking an order to someone behind him.  
 
    The remaining Fomori parted and, from behind them, came two thin and gangly humans. They weren’t as naked as the Fomori – loincloths covered their modesty and one had a scrappy length of scarf wrapped round his neck – but they definitely looked cowed to me. 
 
    The leading demon jerked his head imperiously and the pair of them knelt down and hauled Byron up by his armpits, holding him between them. Byron’s head hung loosely, his brilliant golden hair dull in this gloomy light. The two human men shuffled round, displaying a criss-crossed network of scars on their backs. They’d been whipped – and more than once. 
 
    I struggled against May’s hold. ‘I have to get out there,’ I tried again in an urgent whisper. ‘I have to get him before they drag him away.’ 
 
    She wasn’t having any of it and her response was to tighten her grip on me. I reached down inside myself. If I could find the last vestiges of the telekinesis Gift that I’d stolen from Byron, perhaps I could do something. But there was nothing there; I’d used it up when Chandra and her team set up their ambush.  
 
    May’s bony arms pinned me down and she hacked out an incomprehensible whisper into my ear. Without understanding the words, I knew what she was saying. There were too many of them and, if I went out there, I’d be captured too. All I could do was watch helplessly while the leader kicked his fallen companions until they struggled to their feet and returned to formation. They wheeled round and marched off, with the two humans and Byron between them. He was lost. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    It was some time before May released me. I guessed she was worried I was going to hurl myself upwards and start pelting after Byron and his captors. That moment – if it had ever existed – had gone now. When she finally relaxed her hold and I slowly got to my feet, all I did was stumble to where the scuffle had taken place and stare down at the marks on the ground. There was a strange, heavy emptiness inside me.  
 
    ‘This is my fault,’ I whispered. ‘The demons wouldn’t have come here if Angus and I hadn’t been spotted.’ 
 
    I passed my hand across my eyes and, with detachment, noted that I was becoming visible again. I wasn’t solid; I was more like an opaque, ghostly being. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the last of Tipsania’s Gift slipped away. A rescue mission at this point, and on my own, was futile.  
 
    May came and rested her head on my shoulder. I gave her arm a quick squeeze and straightened up. I had to get a move on. There was no telling how much time Byron had left. 
 
    I pulled away from May and started running back towards the Veil, calculating the time in my head. An hour to reach the Veil – less if I really pushed myself. Without mechanical transport, another hour or so back to the Adair Lands. I worked through different scenarios. There was a way out of this; I just had to find it. 
 
    I was so focused on my thoughts and plans that I’d been running steadily for almost fifteen minutes before I realised that May was behind me, keeping pace. I looked at her curiously over my shoulder. Her eyes were fixed on me and there was a half-hopeful, half-pleading expression in their glowing depths. I nodded once and kept going. 
 
    This time I barely even paused at the Veil. All I did was grasp May’s hand, shuddering again at her icy touch. The part of me that wasn’t consumed with thoughts of Byron wondered whether she was cold-blooded. Before I could think about it too deeply, however, we were inside the Veil and slamming our way through. 
 
    I didn’t feel the relief I’d previously experienced at emerging in the sunny, colourful Highlands. I didn’t have time. Unfortunately, I’d forgotten about the effect of the sun’s rays on May’s skin and eyes. As I started running again, she screamed and let go of my hand. By the time, I turned round she was curled into herself, a shivering, screaming, foetal shape on the ground. 
 
    I yanked off Byron’s jacket and covered her shaking body. Her screaming subsided to a loud whimper but my jacket alone wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    A flash of bright light made May cower even more. Bob, dressed in what could only be described as a superhero costume, replete with billowing cape and underpants on top of his trousers, beamed at me. 
 
    ‘So,’ he grinned, ‘what do you have this time to scare me with? Have you dressed bootilicious Byron Moncrieffe as a Fomori demon? Because, Uh Integrity, you can’t fool me. I’ll admit the skeleton had me going but you can’t catch me like that again.’ 
 
    ‘Byron has been captured by the Fomori,’ I said tersely, ignoring his shocked look. ‘This is May. I need to cover her properly or she’ll burn to a crisp.’  
 
    ‘And May is…?’ 
 
    I gestured in irritation. ‘A Fomori demon, of course.’ 
 
    Bob folded his arms. ‘Yeah, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘I am not playing this game,’ I snapped. ‘Are you going to help or not?’ 
 
    There was the beep of a horn and I looked up to see Speck careening down towards us in the rusty car. I exhaled in relief as he jumped out. ‘I need a blanket! Or your clothes!’ 
 
    He blinked at me. ‘Er…’ 
 
    ‘Now, Speck!’ 
 
    He knew me well enough not to ask questions. He ripped off his coat immediately and luckily it was a long, Matrix-esque affair. I grabbed it from him and hastily draped it over May, covering her as best I could and helping her up. I made soothing noises but she wouldn’t stop whimpering. 
 
    ‘Open the car door!’ 
 
    Speck did as he was bade and, with one arm round May’s tragic figure, I helped her inside. She got into the back seat and hunkered down in the foot rest. 
 
    Bob’s mouth was a perfect circle. ‘That’s a Fomori demon.’ 
 
    ‘As I told you. Come on. We need to get home straightaway.’ 
 
    ‘But Uh Integrity…’ 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood. I spun round, beckoned Speck to get in and hustled into the back with May. Bob merely gaped. 
 
    ‘Angus came back via us before heading onto the MacBain lands,’ Speck threw over his shoulder. ‘He said you might need a lift back.’ He glanced at May. ‘Is that really a Fomori demon?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I waited for him to do his usual and freak out. Instead, he simply bit his lip and nodded then started the engine. ‘Byron?’ 
 
    ‘Is not here. That’s why we have to hurry.’ 
 
    The car wheels spun in the dirt as he made a quick U-turn. Bob appeared on the dashboard, staying as far away from May as possible. ‘Speck,’ he said seriously, ‘I know we were joking about Uh Integrity being crazy before but now she really has flipped. She’s gone through the Veil one too many times and it’s addled her brains. I’m a magnificent being with superior power that you can only dream of and I’m telling you we need to perform an intervention.’ 
 
    Speck turned the steering wheel sharply and Bob fell off the dashboard. ‘Hey!’ he yelled. ‘Watch it!’ 
 
    I put a hand on May’s back. ‘Just get us home, Speck.’  
 
    Thankfully, he drove like the demon May was. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sorley held up his hand to stop us in front of the border. ‘Chieftain,’ he intoned, looking relieved as I rolled down the window. ‘I am extraordinarily glad that you have returned. I just need to check the vehicle for any bugs or hidden intruders and then you can be on your way.’ 
 
    I reminded myself that I’d given the troll carte blanche over security. ‘Sorley,’ I said, ‘time is of the essence here. Just let us through.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot.’ He peered in, turning a shade of white that I would have thought was impossible for a troll. ‘Demon!’ He grabbed his spear and immediately thrust it into the car. My hand shot out, stopping its progress before it could impale May.  
 
    There were several high-pitched squeaks. I frowned and looked around. At least seven or eight little haggis fur balls were jumping around Sorley’s feet. How odd. 
 
    Bob gazed at me smugly. ‘See? You can’t bring a demon here.’ 
 
    I drew in a deep breath. ‘I can and I will.’ I looked away from the haggis and met Sorley’s eyes. ‘She’s one of us. She needs our help. But right now she’s not the only one in trouble. I need to get some things and get to a phone.’ 
 
    Sorley didn’t move a muscle. I thought he was going to refuse but then he stepped back and gestured us ahead.  
 
    ‘You stupid troll!’ Bob shrieked. ‘That’s a Fomori demon! What do you think you’re doing? She’ll murder us all in our sleep! There’s already been one massacre here and now you’re going to be responsible for another one!’ 
 
    I stretched my hand through the gap in the front seats and pinched Bob’s foot, holding him upside down in the air. Then I pulled out the water bottle from my backpack, emptied the rest of the contents and rammed him inside it before screwing on the lid. He formed tiny fists with his hands and began to beat against the sides. I ignored him and tossed the bottle away. He’d be able to get out if he really wanted to. 
 
    Speck accelerated up the driveway, bringing the car to a screeching halt in front of the main doors. Taylor, Brochan and Lexie were already waiting. I flung open the door. ‘Help me!’ 
 
    They raced over. ‘Is it Byron?’ Lexie asked. ‘Is he alright?’ 
 
    I tugged at May as gently as I could. Speck got out too. ‘It’s not him.’ 
 
    Taylor squeezed round to help me, his fingers brushing against May’s skin as he did so. He instantly pulled back. ‘What…?’ 
 
    ‘Just get her inside.’ I squinted at him. He swallowed once and agreed. 
 
    It took some doing but between us we got May into the mansion, up the stairs and into one of the few rooms which still possessed functioning curtains. I made sure they were tightly shut. May scuttled into a corner and hid her face in her hands. 
 
    Lexie, watching from the doorway, eyed me with trepidation. ‘Is that what I think it is?’ 
 
    ‘Probably,’ I answered. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Speck said. 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ Taylor broke in. We all turned and stared at him. He shrugged. ‘Interrogation will help. We can find out all there is to know about the Lowlands from our visitor and then Tegs can rescue those forlorn souls trapped there.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not a prisoner.’ 
 
    He did a double take. ‘Er … what?’ 
 
    ‘You remember I told you about the demon I helped? The one I used the whisky on? Well, that’s her.’ 
 
    Taylor scratched his neck. ‘Tegs…’ 
 
    ‘No. Absolutely not!’ Lexie looked at Speck and Brochan. ‘This can’t be happening.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not a bad person,’ I began. 
 
    ‘She’s not a person! She’s a demon!’ 
 
    I took Lexie’s hands and squeezed them. ‘If ever you need to trust me, this is the time. May is good.’ 
 
    ‘May? As in sunshine and daffodils and dancing round poles?’ Lexie flicked her hair. ‘And you know I don’t mean stripper poles, Speck, before you say anything.’ 
 
    He muttered something under his breath. She glared. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said. ‘May’s under my protection. She all but saved my life.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a demon, Tegs.’ 
 
    I pointed to the shivering, huddled heap on the floor. ‘Look at her. I mean really look at her.’ 
 
    They did as I asked. ‘She doesn’t look dangerous,’ Brochan admitted. He shuffled his large, webbed feet and avoided looking at me. Apparently someone was feeling a tad guilty. I pushed away my desire to begin protracted recriminations. What was done was done. 
 
    Lexie still wasn’t happy. ‘Yes, but…’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ I didn’t shout but the tone in my voice was so strong that the four of them stared at me in astonishment. ‘If it makes you feel better, lock her in here. I don’t think she’s in any fit state to go wandering around anyway. I’ll sort her out later and then you’ll see what she’s really like. There are other matters I need to attend to. Byron’s been…’  
 
    My voice faltered as Tipsania strolled into the room. Her normally intricately styled hair was tied up in a dirty scarf and she was carrying a mop and bucket. She seemed as surprised to see me as I was to see her. 
 
    ‘Oh. You’re back. I didn’t realise this room was occupied. I’ll come back.’ 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. ‘Tipsania, what are you doing?’ 
 
    She gave me a funny look. ‘I’m cleaning, of course.’ 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. ‘You?’ 
 
    She sniffed. ‘If you think I’m going to stay here while the place in this state, you are crazier than your friends think you are. You lot might be Clan-less idiots prepared to live in a hovel but I am not.’ 
 
    Even Lexie’s attention was diverted from May. ‘There’s no shame in being Clan-less,’ she hissed. ‘Although we are Adair.’ 
 
    Tipsania sighed. ‘Yes, I suppose you are. You should have stayed Clan-less. It would mean you’re free of Byron’s slimy prick of a father.’ I did a double take. She glanced at me. ‘You can’t trust him, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ I said, surprised at her words. ‘Have you mentioned your feelings to Byron?’ 
 
    ‘He won’t believe anything bad about his father.’ She sniffed as if it was of no importance. ‘Most people don’t. Anyway, I was going to talk to you about the whole Adair Clan thing. I want to stay. If you’ll have me.’ She shrugged awkwardly and looked away. ‘I’ll swear fealty if it’s that important to you.’ 
 
    I almost fell over and we all gaped at Tipsania. Even May seemed to sense the change in atmosphere because she stopped whimpering. ‘What?’ I managed. 
 
    Tipsania raised a hand dismissively. ‘I’ll become part of the Adair Clan and swear fealty to you.’ She paused then dropped both her hand and her voice. ‘Please.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ I asked in a strangled voice. 
 
    She inspected her fingernails. ‘My father wants to marry me off to Byron. If that doesn’t work, he’ll find some other noble sap. I don’t want that.’ 
 
    I noticed that her hands were shaking. She was also telling the truth. Wow. ‘What about your responsibility to the Scrymgeours?’ 
 
    ‘I have lots of cousins,’ she said simply. ‘They’ll be more than happy to step into any breach my departure might create.’ 
 
    Tipsania was obviously unaware that I had her father’s true name and could make him do whatever I wanted. One word from me and he’d let her marry whoever the hell she wanted. I couldn’t cope with this right now, though. I tucked my hair behind my ears and rubbed my face. ‘You can stay,’ I said. ‘We’ll talk about the fealty thing later.’ 
 
    Her expression tightened and I knew she was thinking that I didn’t want her in my Clan. Truthfully, I didn’t; I wasn’t even sure I wanted this damn Clan at all. Every time I turned around, there seemed to be more people clamouring to join. 
 
    Tipsania inclined her head stiffly then looked at May. ‘Who’s that?’ 
 
    ‘She’s a Fomori demon.’ 
 
    For a moment Tipsania’s jaw worked in shock then she shrugged resignedly. ‘I suppose she’ll need cleaning too.’ She stalked over, knelt down beside May and started talking to her in soft tones. At that point, Elvis Presley and Lord Lucan could have strolled arm in arm into the room and I would no longer have been surprised. 
 
    I edged over to Brochan. ‘Do you think Tipsania has been possessed?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible,’ he admitted. ‘Listen, Tegs, about Byron…’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘I don’t agree with what you did and if you ever do anything like it again then you will leave. I don’t care who you are, Brochan, or what you mean to me. But,’ my voice softened, ‘I do understand why you did it.’ 
 
    Relief flashed across his face. I gave him a tight smile. ‘We have another bigger problem.’ I tilted my chin and looked at my friends. ‘Byron has been taken prisoner.’ 
 
    Brochan swayed back on his heels, paling, while Taylor inhaled sharply. ‘That’s not good.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I clenched my fists. All I wanted to do was to pelt back through the Veil and rescue him but my logic was beginning to reassert itself. I had to be smart. I had to take my time, think it through and do what was best for him. Blindly sprinting after him wouldn’t make for a successful venture. I already knew that I’d have to wait until midnight when the Fomori demons seemed to sleep. I needed every advantage I could find to slip through undetected if I was going to find Byron. 
 
    Lexie raised her eyebrows and, her voice dripping with sarcasm, said, ‘Let me guess. He’s been captured by the Fomori demons? Her kinsmen?’ 
 
    ‘I told you her name is May.’ I sighed. ‘But yes. I don’t know what they’re going to do to him but it’s probably not going to be good.’ 
 
    Taylor straightened. ‘We’ve been in some tight situations in the past. This probably beats them all.’ 
 
    Lexie snorted. ‘I’ll say.’ 
 
    ‘Stop it.’ Speck’s voice was quiet. ‘Do you think I’m not scared that there’s a Fomori demon in the corner? Or that the Steward, who was already gunning for our blood, now has us to blame for his son being a Fomori prisoner? And that’s without mentioning the bugs and the bats and the ghosts that this place has to offer. Of course, I’m scared. I’m petrified. But Tegs will find a way out. She’ll have a rescue plan. She’s our friend.’ He paused. ‘In fact, she’s our family. We trust her so you need to stop complaining. It’s really not helpful.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard Speck make such a long speech before. I’d certainly never heard him speak to Lexie like that. Apparently neither had she because, after gaping at him for a moment, she wound her arms round his neck and planted a very big, very wet and very long kiss on his lips. 
 
    ‘I’ll get everyone to stop moaning if you stop going on about my gambling,’ Taylor said in an aside to me. 
 
    ‘Nice try,’ I told him. ‘No chance.’ 
 
    ‘I love you, Speck,’ Lexie breathed. 
 
    He flushed bright red. Brochan ignored the pair of them and glanced at me with worried eyes. ‘Can we get back to the matter in hand? What on earth are we going to do about Byron?’ 
 
    I breathed in deeply. ‘I need to get to a phone line.’ I curled my fingernails into the palms of my hands until my flesh stung. ‘I’m going to have to talk to Aifric.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the end, I was forced to take the car and travel more than forty miles north to get a damned phone signal. The thought of speaking to the man who had so cold-bloodedly murdered my father made my skin crawl but I couldn’t rescue Byron on my own. I needed his help. 
 
    Brochan came with me for moral support. He was obviously keen to make amends. When I finally got bars telling me I had enough signal to make the call, I gestured at him to pull over. He gave me a long look. ‘Are you sure about this?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Byron. I can’t just leave him to rot.’ An image of him strung up and horribly tortured sprang unbidden into my mind. I quashed it down with difficulty. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry he’s been captured.’ He heaved in a breath. ‘But you still give that boy far too much of your concern,’ he chided gently. I shrugged helplessly. 
 
    Brochan nodded once and passed me the number. With trembling fingers but a steely heart, I pressed the keys. Unfortunately, when the phone started to ring, my so-called steely heart lurched into imminent vomit. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows to Brochan. ‘When does a horse answer the phone?’ He squeezed my free hand. ‘Whinny he wants to!’ 
 
    He didn’t smile. ‘You can do this, Tegs. You’re already the better person. Better than Aifric, better than Byron.’ He paused. ‘Better than me.’ 
 
    I frowned at his last words although it appeared I was even more transparent now than when I was invisible. I took a deep breath and prepared to put on my best phone voice just as the ringing ended. 
 
    ‘Good morning. You have reached the Cruaich.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning!’ I trilled back. ‘This is Integrity…’ 
 
    ‘To speak to a member of the administrative team, press one. To find out when you can make an appointment to…’ 
 
    I cast my eyes upwards. Automated bloody machines. I glanced at Brochan. ‘Your call is important to us,’ I mimicked. 
 
    ‘Your call is very important to us,’ said the disembodied and overly cheerful voice. 
 
    I waited, eventually pressing nine to connect to a real person. At least the delay meant that some of my tension dissipated.  
 
    ‘Hello! This is Mhairi. How can I be of service to you today?’ 
 
    Finally. ‘Hello Mhairi. This is Chieftain Adair. I have an urgent phone call for the Steward.’ 
 
    ‘Hold the line please.’ The sound of some tragic bagpipe dirge filled my ears. Appropriate. I drummed my fingers and waited. ‘Hello, Chieftain Adair. I’m afraid that the Steward is unavailable.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for your time.’ She hung up. 
 
    I cursed loudly. ‘He’s refusing to talk to me. Typical.’ I sighed. I needed to try a different tack. I pursed my lips and located the Bull’s number; at least after our last phone call, I knew he’d answer. Unfortunately it didn’t make him any more polite. 
 
    ‘What?’ he snapped down the line. 
 
    If he was going to dispense with the niceties then so was I. ‘You are going to do me a little favour.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have time.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care.’ 
 
    He huffed. ‘Listen up, Chieftain. You might enjoy playing lady of the manor but the rest of us have real issues to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘My heart bleeds.’ 
 
    ‘Funny you should say that because I was under the impression that it did bleed for the Clan-less. I guess you’re just like the rest of us, after all.’ 
 
    I sat up straight. ‘Explain yourself.’ 
 
    The Bull couldn’t refuse. ‘You’ve heard about those little Fomori incursions, I presume? The one in Perth? The others further north?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it appears they were just the beginning. Last night, there was a full-blown attack.’ 
 
    My world shrank in on itself. Fear tugged at my soul and I gripped the phone so hard, I heard the casing crack. ‘Where?’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘Aberdeen.’ I didn’t think I was imagining his note of smug satisfaction. I’d all but grown up in Aberdeen after I’d abandoned the horror of the Bull’s household. 
 
    It was a struggle to get the words out. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Union Street is burning. Estimates place the casualties at more than two hundred. It’s difficult to tell. We’re never sure about how many Clan-less vermin there are in one area.’ 
 
    The Bull was very, very lucky he was on the other end of the phone and not in front of me; at that moment, I would have happily renounced my pacifism. I’d almost felt sorry for him when Tipsania said she wanted to stay with me. I was starting to change my mind. A lot. 
 
    ‘What are you doing about it?’ I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s the city’s main thoroughfare so there are a number of Sidhe businesses. We are trying to put the fires out.’ 
 
    ‘I’d hate to see a loss in Sidhe revenue,’ I spat. 
 
    He didn’t seem to realise I was being sarcastic. ‘Exactly. The current economic climate is bad enough as it is.’ 
 
    ‘Where are the demons now?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently they’ve vanished but I have a feeling they’ll be back. I wonder where they’ll strike next,’ he mused. ‘Your lands are very close to the Veil, aren’t they?’ 
 
    What was going on? Why was this happening now? The thought that it was related to my incursions into the Lowlands nibbled at the edges of my heart. I couldn’t breathe and there was a roaring sound in my ears. Brochan reached over and punched my arm. ‘Ouch!’ 
 
    ‘Have you hurt yourself?’ the Bull enquired, not in the least bit solicitous. 
 
    I glared at Brochan but he merely shrugged. ‘Where are you now?’ I said into the phone, rubbing my throbbing bicep. 
 
    ‘I’m at the Cruaich, of course. All the Chieftains have been summoned to an emergency council. Well,’ he amended, ‘almost all of them.’ 
 
    I didn’t pay any attention to the snub. ‘Take this phone and hand it to Aifric. Tell him it’s a Moncrieffe Sidhe up in Aberdeen who needs to speak to him right away.’ 
 
    ‘Lie to the Steward? He already mistrusts me enough as it is. Are you out of your tiny mind?’ 
 
    Funny, Tipsania had asked me exactly the same question not that long ago. ‘Just do it.’ My voice hardened. ‘Now.’ 
 
    He huffed and puffed but he had no choice. I waited a moment or two, ignoring Brochan’s repeated gestures to tell him what was going on. 
 
    ‘This is Aifric Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    I breathed out. ‘Your son has been captured by the Fomori. He’s across the Veil and he needs your help now.’ 
 
    Cold silence answered me. I wondered whether I’d have to repeat myself and was about to when Aifric finally spoke. ‘Chieftain Adair, I presume.’ 
 
    ‘You should have spoken to me when I first called,’ I told him. 
 
    ‘I am a busy man.’ 
 
    ‘Too busy to mount a rescue to save your own son?’ 
 
    This time, Aifric’s voice vibrated with anger. ‘Don’t you understand what’s going on right now? The demons are attacking the country.’ He blew out air, making the line crackle and hiss. ‘This is all your fault.’ 
 
    The truth-telling Gift didn’t work down the phone but for some reason, I knew he wasn’t lying. ‘Because I went across the Veil?’ 
 
    ‘What else, you brat? You’re just as arrogant and narrow-minded as your father.’ 
 
    His words had the opposite effect to what he intended. The hot tears which had been brimming in my eyes were held at bay and the pain I felt inside coalesced into an icy anger. 
 
    ‘Why did you try to stop me from going? It’s a dangerous place. If I had died there, you would be free from blame forever.’ 
 
    There was a pause. Aifric roared some garbled words which sounded vaguely like ‘get the fuck out of here’. I made out some scuffling of feet and slamming of doors, then he came back on the line. 
 
    ‘You just don’t get it, do you? This was the deal.’ 
 
    I held my breath. ‘What? What deal?’ 
 
    When he answered this time, his voice was more even and controlled. Although I instinctively knew that this was it – that I was finally about to get some answers – I was also painfully aware that there was very little Aifric did without reason. Even with his only child in mortal danger, he still knew what he was doing. This was a calculated move. ‘The deal to keep the Highlands safe.’ He laughed harshly. ‘You think all this is about you but you’re just a leftover. It’s your heritage that counts, not you. You’re nothing more than a tiny piece of the puzzle. And an inconsequential piece, at that.’ 
 
    Somehow I doubted that. He wouldn’t keep going to such trouble to do away with me if that were the case. I stayed silent, however. I didn’t want to interrupt him now he was on a roll. 
 
    ‘Twenty-five years ago,’ Aifric continued, ‘when I first became Steward, the demons sent an emissary. They wanted more land. Unless we agreed to move back the Veil, they threatened to come here. To kill babies, Highland babies. Sidhe babies. I put my own safety at risk to broker a deal to stop them from taking what they wanted. They agreed to it with a single proviso.’ He paused dramatically. Considering I didn’t think this phone call could be any more dramatic, it was a wasted effort. ‘Destroy the Adair Clan. Wipe out the entire line and erase them from history.’ 
 
    He was doing it; he was admitting what had happened. ‘So,’ I said, with a quick look at Brochan, ‘you’re saying that my father didn’t kill anyone. You did.’ 
 
    ‘What would you have you done in my place? Would you be brave enough to take one life in order to save a thousand?’ 
 
    I knew I was brave enough not to; compromise your morals and you compromise the fabric of society. I didn’t bother answering his question. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘What did the Fomori demons have against the Adairs?’ 
 
    ‘The prophecy, of course,’ he snapped. ‘That the one Adair will save Alba.’ 
 
    I froze. Aifric had used the old Gaelic word for Scotland but there was no denying the direct simplicity of the prophecy I’d heard so much about. I was the one Adair ‒ I had to be because I was the only one left. But how could I save the entire country? My world flipped on its head.  
 
    Aifric continued blithely. ‘The demons took it to mean that if an Adair lived, they would destroy the Veil and destroy them. They wanted you all dead and gone before that happened. In return, they left us alone. The only reason you weren’t killed was because you were an innocent baby. I’m not a complete monster.’ 
 
    Trying to overcome my shock at the revelation that I was supposed to be some kind of national heroine, I almost laughed. ‘That’s not true, is it? You wanted leverage against the Fomori in case everything went tits up. Plus, there was the small matter of the Foinse possibly failing. Even then, you probably knew the magic was faltering and you’d need me to help bring it back.’ 
 
    ‘You’re very cynical for one so young. I saved you. Now you need to repay that favour. Your trip across the Veil before the Games must have alerted the Fomori to the fact that the Adairs are not all dead and buried. That’s why they’ve returned. They’re searching for you. I could have persuaded them that they were mistaken but you went back to the Lowlands again. You just couldn’t help yourself. You are the master of your own destruction – and my son’s. The question that remains is how many are you prepared to bring down with you before that happens?’ He spat in disgust. ‘The only thing that will save Byron – and the rest of the Highlands of Scotland – is if you give yourself up to the demons. Then the Adair Clan will be finished for good and the country can live in peace. You brought this on your own head.’ He waited a beat. ‘And this is how you fulfil the prophecy.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘And what if I say no?’ I asked, my mind whirling. ‘You’ll just leave your own son to be tortured? Enslaved? Murdered?’ 
 
    There was a moment of silence. ‘He’s only one person. To send anyone after him would be to send them to their deaths. We can’t beat the Fomori, we can only negotiate.’ 
 
    ‘And your only negotiating power is me?’ 
 
    ‘Your life for his. And Scotland’s. Chieftain Adair,’ he spoke the name disdainfully with his treacherous tongue, ‘the choice is entirely yours.’  
 
    And with that, he hung up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    We sat cross-legged in a circle in the main courtyard. Although Brochan’s gills were bristling, the tips of Speck’s ears were bright red and Lexie was clutching the fabric of her skirt so tightly that it was a wonder she had any circulation left in her fingers, no one said a word. 
 
    Taylor was absent-mindedly rolling the water bottle, with Bob inside it, up and down his thigh. I could only imagine that the genie had elected to stay inside because he was making a point – whatever that may be. The continuous spinning motion seemed to be turning him green. Eventually, as Taylor paused for a moment, Bob rapped sharply against the plastic sides and glared. Realising what he’d been doing, my old mentor placed the bottle upright in the centre of our circle. 
 
    ‘Byron’s already been gone for almost four hours,’ I said, when it became clear that no one else was going to break the silence. ‘We know from my first visit that the demons rouse themselves at midday. If we’re going to mount a rescue plan, we have about twelve hours before we can head back into the Lowlands.’ 
 
    Taylor folded his arms. ‘You need to take Byron Moncrieffe out of the equation.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t even know whether Aifric was telling the truth.’ 
 
    I fingered a curl, wrapping it round my pinkie. ‘He was telling a version of the truth. There are still a lot of unanswered questions.’ 
 
    ‘Such as,’ Brochan said, ‘whether that damn prophecy is true.’ 
 
    ‘And,’ Lexie piped up, her eyes now filled with concern rather than censure, ‘how the freaking Fomori found out about it.’ 
 
    I released the curl and flicked it over my shoulder. ‘They have Gifts too. There could well have been a Fomori demon with precognition who foretold the same prophecy as the Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘Prophecies are tricky things,’ Taylor argued. ‘They are only one possible version of the future. Our lives are not set in stone. Even if you sacrifice yourself, it might come to naught.’ 
 
    I nodded distractedly.  
 
    ‘What about Aberdeen?’ Speck asked quietly. ‘Should we go up there and try to help?’ 
 
    ‘That was my immediate reaction,’ I admitted. ‘But I get the feeling that whatever has happened up there has been and gone. By the time we reach the city, things will be under control.’ 
 
    Bob knocked against the side of the bottle and I unscrewed the lid. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You could make a wish! That would solve everything.’ 
 
    I put the top back on again. ‘Aifric said that this all started because the Fomori wanted more land but that doesn’t make sense. They have lots of land. As far as I can tell, the demons all live within the city limits. They’ve got acres and acres of countryside.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs, I’m not sure how this started is relevant right now. I know you. You’re going to do what Aifric said, aren’t you?’ Taylor ran a frustrated hand through his white hair and gazed at me. ‘You’re going to sacrifice yourself.’ 
 
    I lifted my chin. ‘Last time, the entire Clan was massacred. The trolls who worked for the Clan, the pixies, the warlocks and the mermen and whoever else had sworn fealty – they all died.’ 
 
    Speck blanched. ‘When we shared blood, does that mean…?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. If I’m gone, they’ll still come after you. Aifric or the demons or whoever. Sacrificing myself means sacrificing all of you too.’ 
 
    They absorbed this for a moment then Lexie got slowly up to her feet and tossed back her blue hair. ‘So be it. If you’re going to kill yourself to save Scotland then so we are we.’ She fist-pumped the air. ‘For the Highlands! At least that demon hanging out upstairs with Tipsania won’t be a worry any longer.’ 
 
    ‘Martyrdom isn’t my idea of a good time,’ I said drily. ‘I’m not about to throw myself to the demons on Aifric Moncrieffe’s say-so. I’m certainly not going to do it to you.’ 
 
    Her relief was palpable. ‘Oh. Good.’ She sat down again. 
 
    There were some muffled words from inside the water bottle. Once more I unscrewed the lid. ‘Say that again, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘I said,’ he called upwards, ‘I’ve known some great martyrs in my time. It won’t be that bad. I’ll make sure there’s a statue built of you all. Something with a fountain. It’ll be pretty. We could even make it pink.’ 
 
    ‘Gee, thanks Bob,’ Brochan said sarcastically. ‘Except you’re one of us so you’ll need to martyr yourself too and become a piece of pink stone. And get out of that stupid bottle.’ 
 
    Bob wrinkled his nose. ‘Not until Uh Integrity apologises.’ He paused. ‘Am I really one of you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I told him. ‘As I keep telling you. But I have nothing to apologise for.’ 
 
    He got to his feet and began railing. ‘You put me in a bottle! I am not the genie in the bottle! I am the genie in the scimitar!’ 
 
    ‘Christina Aguilera would like you if you were a genie in a bottle,’ Lexie pointed out. 
 
    Bob’s brow furrowed. ‘She is kind of cute.’ Then his expression cleared. ‘But no. Apologise or I’m staying right here.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Stay there then.’ 
 
    Before he could launch into yet another tirade, Taylor interrupted. ‘So you’re telling me that you’re going to let Byron be tortured or executed or whatever by the Fomori demons and you’re going to let the threat of more attacks hang over everyone’s heads?’  
 
    ‘Don’t be silly.’ I forced a grin. ‘I’m going to come up with a fabulous fool-proof plan to save Byron and protect the Highlands.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ He scratched his chin and leaned over to Speck. ‘I’ll give you good odds that by this time tomorrow we’ll all be dead.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    I started with Perth because it was the closest city of any reasonable size. If I’d had more time, I’d probably have tried elsewhere but I was painfully aware that, as far as Byron was concerned, time could mean vital organs. And that was before I started worrying about what was happening in the rest of the country. 
 
    Speck parked the car as close to the city centre as he could and we all piled out. Lexie threw me a baseball cap. ‘To hide your hair,’ she explained as I caught it. ‘So no one knows it’s you.’ 
 
    I tossed it back to her. ‘I think the time for worrying about staying incognito is gone.’ I didn’t feel good about what I was going to attempt but it was the best I could come up with at short notice. ‘It’s probably wise to not let anyone see the Foinse though.’ 
 
    Taylor held up the drawstring bag containing the magical sphere. It thrummed happily and golden light leaked round the edges of the cotton. It didn’t look natural; if anyone happened to see it, they’d wonder if we were hoisting around a lump of radioactive plutonium. ‘Is this going to make a difference?’ he asked dubiously. 
 
    ‘I have no idea but having it with us can’t do any harm. If we’re lucky, it’ll help me steal just that little bit more without damaging anyone too much in the process.’ 
 
    ‘They’re only Sidhe,’ Speck grumbled. ‘Steal away.’ 
 
    I grimaced. My feelings on that matter were complicated. I’d just have to be careful, that was all. 
 
    I’d been slightly nervous that, despite the time of day, there wouldn’t be any Sidhe around but I shouldn’t have worried; apparently the terrible events up in Aberdeen had brought the locals out in force. Unfortunately, far too many of them were using the opportunity to make a big deal out of their status, stopping people in the streets. Both ends of the pedestrianised precincts had been closed off and there were burly Moncrieffe, Polwarth and Calder Sidhe bullying passers-by and interrogating them about their purpose. When one little old lady, who appeared Clan-less, refused to show any identification, one of the Calders conjured up a black cloud that enveloped her entire body. The Clan-less, whether they were little old ladies or not, were made of strong stuff but even so I could hear her screams from inside it and my blood curdled. 
 
    ‘What Gift is that?’ Speck asked. 
 
    ‘Buggered if I know. It might come in handy, though.’ I concentrated hard, focusing on the Sidhe and telling myself I wanted the Gift because it could help with concealment. I had to fight with my own subconscious; I didn’t want to make anyone scream like that. My stomach flipped and I staggered. It had worked. I could already feel the magic flowing through me. 
 
    The Calder Sidhe let out a strangled yell and his own cloud dissipated. He clutched at his chest. His companions seemed to think this was the old lady’s doing and prepared to advance. 
 
    ‘I’ve got this,’ Brochan said.  
 
    He strode forward, reached into the cloud and yanked the woman out. She fell backwards with him. She was scratching all over and her eyes were wild, writhing white in their sockets. Even Brochan seemed to be affected and he started rubbing at his arm where it had connected with the cloud. His movements grew more and vigorous and there was a strange keening moan deep inside his chest. He jerked and twitched, then he began remonstrating loudly. The Polwarth Sidhe seemed to take umbrage at his interference and flicked his fingers. Whatever he’d just done, it wasn’t good for us. Brochan’s voice faltered and he began to choke.  
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor warned. 
 
    I grimaced. ‘I’m trying.’ It wasn’t working. No matter how hard I concentrated, I couldn’t make myself believe that I wanted any part of that Darth Vader-like Gift. Fortunately, another Moncrieffe Sidhe showed up, placed a hand on the Polwarth’s  arm and forced him to quit. Brochan gasped, apparently released from the spell. 
 
    ‘I know that guy,’ Speck said. 
 
    I glanced up. It was Byron’s buddy, Jamie. Shite. I didn’t want to let him see me ‒ it would just mean conversations and delays. ‘Let’s try a different street,’ I suggested. 
 
    We moved away from the main thoroughfare. Brochan rejoined us soon after. ‘Are you alright?’ I asked. 
 
    He grunted in assent. We all pretended not to notice the red marks round his throat.  
 
    A female Sidhe, who could have been from the Jardine Clan judging from the colours she was displaying, stepped off the pavement and began to cross the street. ‘Lexie,’ I said, ‘you’re up.’ 
 
    She grinned and nodded, peeling away from our group. As soon as she got close to the Sidhe, she started shouting. ‘Are there more demons? Are you going to protect us?’ 
 
    The Sidhe woman looked horrified. She obviously hadn’t expected to be accosted on the street. ‘We are doing our best,’ she said in clipped tones and tried to move away. 
 
    Lexie wasn’t about to let her prey go. ‘Do you have a Gift? If a Fomori demon showed up right now, could you use it to help us?’ 
 
    The woman tapped her foot. ‘There are no demons in the vicinity.’ 
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ Lexie clutched at her arm. ‘They could be on their way. An entire army. They’ll rip out our entrails and use our intestines as washing lines. They’ll chop off our fingers and toes and throw them to their children to play with. They’ll…’ 
 
    ‘My Gift is far-sensing,’ the woman snapped. ‘I can tell there are no demons anywhere near here because I can sense what’s coming from up to two miles away.’ 
 
    ‘Have you tried recently? When was the last time you used it? Because two miles isn’t far, you know. All they have to do is teleport and…’ 
 
    ‘Oh for goodness’ sake! Stop babbling. I’ll try now.’ Her eyes rolled up into her head. I stretched out my senses. This time, I caught a snag of her power in the air. The trail of magic led me right to her Gift and it was a simple matter then to pull at the strands and draw some of it into myself. 
 
    The woman gasped. 
 
    ‘What?’ Lexie demanded. ‘Are they coming?’ 
 
    She passed a hand across her forehead. ‘No. I just felt a bit light-headed.’ 
 
    ‘You should see a doctor about that.’ Lexie beamed and danced away, leaving the Sidhe woman frowning after her. 
 
    ‘That’ll be handy,’ Taylor said. 
 
    I nodded. ‘Definitely. Two miles isn’t far but I can make good use of it. Maybe I can use it to locate Byron.’ 
 
    ‘We should try down by the river,’ Speck threw in. ‘We might get a catch there as well.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea.’ I turned on my heel, forgetting how taxing stealing Gifts was. My head swam and I felt my knees wobble.  
 
    Brochan grabbed me. ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut until the moment passed. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    He and Taylor exchanged looks. ‘You have to be careful, Tegs. You’ve never stolen more than one Gift at a time.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘If you pass out for days as a result of all this, your Byron is going to be pretty much screwed,’ Speck said. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. ‘Just one more then. Something I can really use.’ 
 
    A dark shape pushed off from the wall by the far side of the street. ‘I can help.’ 
 
    We all jumped. How on earth had someone managed to follow us and stay hidden? We were normally better than that. I squinted. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    The figure bowed and swept off his hat. ‘You don’t remember me?’ 
 
    ‘Fergus,’ I breathed. ‘The Bauchan.’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘At your service. It’s good to see you again, Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. I’m kind of busy though. Maybe—’ 
 
    ‘I looked you up,’ he interrupted. ‘After our last encounter. You had me … intrigued.’ 
 
    Damn. As much fun as that had been, this wasn’t the time for more fake orgasms. If there ever was a time.  
 
    ‘You’re an interesting person,’ he continued. ‘And now I’ve just seen a little more, I’m even more interested.’ 
 
    ‘Mate, you need to back off,’ said Speck. 
 
    ‘I told you,’ Fergus said casually, ‘I can help.’ He kept his eyes trained on me. ‘You can take their Gifts, can’t you? That’s what you just did.’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Please. You said you were busy. Let’s not play games.’ 
 
    I watched him. He had an easy smile and the manner of a con artist. I liked him. ‘Go on then.’ 
 
    ‘I make it my business to know the people in my town. Knowledge is power, after all. Tell me what kind of Gift you’d like, and I’ll tell you if there’s anyone in Perth who has it.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs, this isn’t a good idea.’ 
 
    ‘It’s alright,’ I murmured to Speck. I raised my voice. ‘What would you get out of such an arrangement?’ 
 
    His eyes gleamed. He knew he had me. ‘Bad times are coming,’ he drawled. ‘It’s going to be survival of the fittest.’ He winked. ‘Or at least the smartest.’ 
 
    I snorted. ‘Or the most underhanded.’ 
 
    He didn’t take offence. ‘Call it what you will.’ His mouth crooked up. ‘I want sanctuary with the Adair Clan. Not right this minute, you understand, but if and when the tide turns and there are more attacks. If there’s war, well, you have magical borders. I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not a very optimistic fellow, are you?’ I gestured agreement. ‘Fine. Lead me to a Sidhe with the Gift of my choosing and I will grant you sanctuary on my land.’ 
 
    ‘Me and my friends.’ 
 
    ‘You and your friends.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs!’ Taylor hissed. ‘You don’t know how many ‘friends’ he’s talking about.’ 
 
    I leaned back and lowered my voice. ‘Are we really going to deny anyone safety if they need it?’ 
 
    Speck coughed. ‘I don’t want to break up the party but I’m not sure the Adair Lands are the safest place.’ 
 
    I placed my finger on my lips. ‘Hush.’ I went to Fergus and held out my hand. ‘You have my word.’ 
 
    He grinned and shook to seal the deal. ‘What manner of magic would you like?’ 
 
    I bit my lip. If I were anyone else, I’d ask for something powerful and violent but I was me. I thought of all those visions I kept having of Byron being tortured, not to mention the suffering happening up in Aberdeen. I knew exactly what I wanted. ‘Healing,’ I said finally. ‘Lead me to someone who has the Gift of healing.’ 
 
    Fergus snapped his fingers. ‘I have just the person.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though it was broad daylight, I was dubious about where Fergus was taking us. He veered away from the main streets almost immediately and strode down a small cobbled alleyway. At least he was setting a good pace. I couldn’t stop repeatedly checking my watch; the more time that passed, the more danger Byron was in.  
 
    The alley might have been small and cramped but it was remarkably clean and well-maintained. Here and there, planting boxes hung off the walls. They contained little more than soil – it was far too early in the year for any spring blooms to be emerging – but I spotted some snowdrops stretching up their heads. 
 
    ‘I don’t like this,’ Taylor muttered. ‘We don’t know where we’re going. We don’t know what to expect.’ 
 
    I understood his worries. Back in my thieving days, we never engaged in a heist without thorough planning and preparation. More and more these days we were flying by the seat of our pants, jumping into precarious situations without looking for an exit route. But then again, we’d never had this level of danger and imminent death to worry about before. 
 
    ‘Chill, old man,’ Fergus said. ‘She’s my ticket out of here. I’m not going to jeopardise it.’ 
 
    I pondered his words as we twisted right and moved further and further away from the crowds at the town centre. ‘What do you know that we don’t? Why are you so sure there are going to be more attacks?’ 
 
    Fergus swung his head towards me, a curious look in his eyes. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? They’ve not bothered us for centuries and now the demons are popping up all over the place. They’re planning something. Whatever it is, you can bet it’s not going to be good for the people of Scotland.’ He sniffed. ‘What I should say is it’s not going to be good for the Clan-less people of Scotland. The Sidhe will hide behind their magical borders with their underlings to serve them. They’ll be alright. It’ll be everyone else who suffers.’ 
 
    Brochan placed a heavy hand on my shoulder and squeezed. He knew exactly what I was thinking. If Aifric was right and my death would put a stop to the Fomorian attacks, then countless thousands could be saved. The stupid prophecy, which was the new bane of my life, would be fulfilled.  
 
    I wasn’t particularly afraid of death; after all, I’d been brought up in the knowledge that my entire Clan was made up of corpses. But I wasn’t going to run and embrace it until I had all the information. And I wasn’t a lone wolf; my pack needed me if they were going to survive. 
 
    Fergus stopped in front of a brick wall. He turned and grinned. His expression was open but I felt my stomach tighten; there was no way out of here other than back the way we’d come. If there was going to be an ambush, this was the perfect spot. The others tensed as well but the Bauchan only laughed at our expressions. 
 
    ‘I hope none of you are afraid of heights,’ he said. ‘Because now we go up.’ He pointed at a drainpipe that led up the building on the left-hand side, reaching up to the roof about five storeys above us. 
 
    Speck stuck his hand in the air and waved it around. ‘Me. I’m afraid of heights.’ 
 
    Brochan gazed at him askance. ‘You’ll brave the mad blue-haired pixie’s wrath but you’re afraid of that? It’s not a skyscraper. We’ve been up far higher.’ 
 
    Speck bared his teeth. ‘When we planned it out and we had appropriate safety equipment.’ He paused. ‘Fancy a dip in the ocean after this, Bro?’ 
 
    The merman’s eyes narrowed but he refrained from making any further comments. 
 
    ‘Stay here and make sure no one else comes down this way,’ I told Speck. 
 
    ‘If they do…?’ 
 
    ‘Then yell as loudly as you can.’ 
 
    He nodded grimly.  
 
    Taylor rubbed his hands together. ‘It’s been a long time since I’ve done any climbing. Let me go first.’ He hoisted himself upwards. The drainpipe creaked and groaned alarmingly but it held his weight. He flashed us a quick smile and scurried up. 
 
    ‘He’s pretty spry for an old geezer,’ Fergus commented. 
 
    Speck, Lexie, Brochan and I glared at him and he held up his hands as if in surrender. ‘Whoa. Sorry. It was intended as a compliment.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Lexie said sweetly, ‘you should keep your comments to yourself.’ She sprang up after Taylor. 
 
    Brochan waited until she was pulling herself up over the edge of the roof before he began. I stepped back and frowned. Lexie appeared to be struggling; she was normally much more nimble. Perhaps she was just out of shape. When the top of Brochan’s head reached her foot, however, I understood. Her legs flailed around and then her foot landed on his forehead. Her hands let go of the roof’s edge and she balanced herself on one tiptoe.  
 
    Brochan cursed and snarled. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ 
 
    Lexie bent down, her head swinging towards his. ‘You called me mad. Do you want to take that back?’ 
 
    He scowled up at her. Taking that as a no, she pivoted on his head with all the delicacy of a ballerina and reached for the gills on the side of his neck. She stretched her fingers forward and began to tickle. Brochan’s body shuddered. ‘Do you want to take it back now?’ she enquired. 
 
    ‘Fine! I’m sorry I called you mad!’ 
 
    Speck applauded. Pleased with herself, Lexie leapt onto the roof, finally leaving Brochan free to continue. 
 
    ‘Crazy bunch of people you work with,’ Fergus murmured. 
 
    I smiled proudly. ‘Yeah.’  
 
    ‘You know, your bag is glowing in the most peculiar manner.’ 
 
    I twisted away, using my body to shield the drawstring bag containing the Foinse from him. ‘What of it?’ I gave him a little shove. ‘Your turn.’ 
 
    Looking amused, Fergus shimmied up. As he hauled himself onto the roof, I nodded to Speck and followed. When I got to the top and looked around, I finally saw where Fergus was taking us. 
 
    ‘That,’ he said with a grandiose sweep of his arm, ‘is the town residence of Ochterlony Clan.’ 
 
    We stared at the high walls and impressive façade of a large, expensive-looking townhouse. Directly below us was a perfectly manicured garden, including a lawn worthy of Wimbledon, and a pretty fountain.  
 
    Fergus jerked his head at the building next to it. ‘That place houses seven families and it’s a fifth of the size. And it is used by one Sidhe Clan family who spend less than two weeks a year here.’ 
 
    Taylor raised an eyebrow. ‘So it’s empty and you’ve brought us here to point out the inequalities of society?’  
 
    Fergus held up an index finger. ‘Right now, it’s very much occupied. And I suggest we all get down before we’re seen.’ 
 
    Lexie opened her mouth to speak just as the sound of a door opening reached our ears. In an instant we were flat on our bellies, peering over the parapet in a bid to keep out of sight but see what was happening. 
 
    A human woman, dressed in a French maid’s outfit, stood at the door as a Sidhe girl with bright red pigtails flew out. She couldn’t have been older than thirteen or fourteen. A small dog barrelled along at her feet. 
 
    ‘Just five minutes, Nana!’ she cried. ‘I’ve been stuck inside all day and Baxter needs to run around.’ 
 
    I put my head in my hands. ‘Her? Tell me you don’t mean her.’ 
 
    ‘Got her Gift about two months ago. She’s only the fifth person in the whole of Scotland to be currently bestowed with the power of healing.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know all this?’ Brochan asked. 
 
    ‘I told you,’ Fergus said, ‘I pay attention to the people in my town.’ He looked at me pointedly. ‘Especially the ones who are … interesting.’ 
 
    I drew in a breath. ‘I can’t steal a child’s Gift.’ 
 
    ‘She’s thirteen years old,’ Taylor said. ‘Pre-Fissure she’d already have been married off and popping out more little Sidhe-lings.’ 
 
    ‘We’re probably related. My mother was Ochterlony. And she’s just a kid.’ 
 
    ‘So were you. You were younger than that when you ran away from them. That dog is being treated better than you were.’ There was considerable rancour and bitterness in his voice about what had happened to me before I’d met him.  
 
    Below us, the girl threw a ball and the dog bounded after it while she laughed. 
 
    ‘You said she was the fifth,’ I appealed to Fergus. ‘Where are the others?’ 
 
    ‘Two are in Shetland,’ he said, referring to northernmost islands which were way out of reach. ‘One is over ninety and hasn’t left her Clan Lands in more than thirty years. I believe the other is currently hosting an emergency council meeting at the Cruaich.’ 
 
    I started. ‘Aifric Moncrieffe? His Gift is healing?’ I couldn’t keep the disbelief out of my voice. I knew he possessed telekinesis like his son, but a benevolent Gift like healing seemed beyond the pale. 
 
    ‘One of them. I thought you, of all people, would have known that,’ Fergus said easily. 
 
    ‘God,’ Lexie whispered. ‘He killed all those people.’ 
 
    Fergus looked interested and I shook my head at her to keep quiet. Fortunately she got the message – but she was right. How could someone who was Gifted with magic that had such potential for good be so damned evil? I watched the girl for a moment longer. If I only I could take Aifric’s Gift instead. He wasn’t there, though; the young teenager was. 
 
    ‘If you’re going to do this,’ Fergus said, ‘you need to get a move on.’ 
 
    I could feel everyone watching me. I pinched the bridge of my nose. There was no telling what stealing from someone so young might do; she might recover in an instant or it might be her undoing. 
 
    ‘I’ve got such little control,’ I said. ‘I could get this all wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Byron might be injured…’ 
 
    I waved an irritated hand. ‘I know, I know.’ It just didn’t seem right. 
 
    Another figure stepped into the garden, a tall man with similar features to the girl. He watched her proudly for a second. ‘Frances, it’s time to come back in.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no one here! It’s perfectly safe.’ 
 
    A shadow crossed his eyes. ‘We’re leaving in ten minutes. You need to make sure you’ve packed everything.’ 
 
    ‘We only just got here,’ she complained. ‘If the demons come, then we’ll fight them.’ 
 
    The arrogance of youth. No doubt her father was thinking the same thing because he shook his head in dismay. Then, however, his facial muscles twitched ever so slightly. 
 
    A tabby kitten appeared at his feet. It batted his shoelace and meowed and the dog instantly jerked up its head. A heartbeat later, it was bounding after the ball of fluff. The kitten tumbled and ran indoors with the dog hot on its heels. 
 
    ‘Did you have to do that?’ Frances shouted. Her father frowned and rubbed his head, looking rather woozy. 
 
    ‘Illusion,’ Brochan murmured. 
 
    I nodded. I could already feel it flowing through my veins and tracing into my soul. It might not help Byron but that didn’t mean I couldn’t put it to good use. 
 
    I scrambled backwards. ‘Come on. I’ve got everything I need. We need to go.’ 
 
    I felt a tug of regret as Frances sulked her way back inside. I hoped I hadn’t condemned Byron to death by not stealing a tiny part of her Gift. Darkness gripped at my heart while the three new strains of magic pumped round my body.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    My plan began to coalesce as we raced back towards the Adair Lands. Despite the severity of the situation, I was imbued with sudden, buoyant hope. There were a few problems but I could iron those out. There was always a way. I lifted my chin. I could do this. As long as Byron was still alive, it would all work out. 
 
    ‘You seem to have recovered your zest,’ Lexie commented. 
 
    I grinned. ‘When life gives you lemons, squeeze them in someone’s eye.’ 
 
    ‘You know what you’re going to do,’ Taylor said, glinting approval. 
 
    ‘I do. And when all this is over, it’ll work perfectly in our favour.’ I outlined my idea. 
 
    Speck swallowed. ‘Is that really going to work?’ 
 
    I bobbed my head. ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘If it does, it’ll open up lots of possibilities for learning more about what Aifric is really up to,’ Brochan said. 
 
    My smile grew. ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘It’s very dangerous,’ Taylor said. 
 
    I patted Taylor’s arm. ‘Life’s no fun without some risk.’ 
 
    ‘We should come with you across the Veil this time.’ 
 
    ‘No. It’s vital that you stay behind because you’ll need to…’ My voice trailed off as I saw what awaited us at the Adair border. ‘Crap. A. Doodle.’ 
 
    There were hundreds of them. Speck rolled the car to a halt and we all gaped.  
 
    ‘It’s a sea of trolls,’ Lexie breathed. 
 
    ‘More like an ocean,’ Taylor said. 
 
    Speck shook his head. ‘No. It’s a bloody tsunami.’ 
 
    ‘Stop using sea metaphors!’ Brochan roared, loud enough to draw the attention of the nearest trolls. Their squat heads turned towards us. Like a bizarre Mexican wave, the crowd rippled until every single troll was staring right at us. Or rather, right at me. 
 
    ‘Reverse!’ Lexie shrieked. 
 
    Speck crunched the gears but, in his haste, he couldn’t work the gearbox. The wheels spun and the panic inside the car grew.  
 
    ‘There are too many of them!’ 
 
    ‘Why are they even here? It must be because of Sorley. Damn that ugly bastard, I’ll…’ Taylor shouted. 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, the mass of trolls dropped down. Lexie threw me a look. ‘Was that you?’ 
 
    I shook my head slowly. I pushed the handle, ignoring Speck’s yelp of warning, opened the door, and stepped out. As soon as I did, the trolls’ heads fell. Suddenly everything made sense.  
 
    I closed my eyes. I really didn’t need this. 
 
    ‘Chieftain!’ Sorley’s familiar voice shouted. 
 
    I searched the crowd. He appeared from towards the back, stumbling to his feet. The trolls, still on their knees, parted awkwardly as he loped towards me. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ I asked faintly. 
 
    He wrung his hands. ‘I wanted to warn you but you’ve been to-ing and fro-ing so much that I didn’t get the chance. They’re all here. We’re all here.’ 
 
    I passed a hand across my eyes. ‘I can see that. Why, though?’ 
 
    He straightened his shoulders. ‘To serve you, of course.’ 
 
    I cast my gaze across them. There were so many different colours on display. Many were wearing the livery of whichever Clan they had just come from; I spotted Orrock, Kincaid, Innes, Ochterlony … in fact, I bet if I looked hard enough I’d see the colours of every damn Clan in the Highlands.  
 
    ‘Sorley, if they’re all here, who’s guarding all the borders?’ 
 
    He grinned toothily. ‘Who cares? The magic is still in place. None of those stupid Sidhe have the faintest idea how to maintain the boundaries but that’s their problem now. They can do their own grunt work for once.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ I said, struggling to make sure I wasn’t being obtuse, ‘all the trolls have come here instead. To … work for me?’ 
 
    Sorley licked his lips. ‘We swore fealty.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said slowly, ‘you and Kirk and Lyle swore fealty. I’m pretty certain I’d have noticed if there was an army around at the time.’ 
 
    ‘We are one and the same. My word counts for everyone’s word.’ 
 
    I stared at him. ‘You’re the trolls’ Chieftain?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have a Chieftain.’ His brow furrowed even more. He seemed worried that I was displeased but I was more flabbergasted than anything. ‘We speak for each other.’ 
 
    I took several deep breaths. ‘All I did was bury some of your old comrades.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said seriously, ‘you treated us as equals. We will serve you and we will serve Clan Adair however you see fit.’ 
 
    I looked round. Every so often a head bobbed up and beady eyes fixed on me. As soon as our eyes met, the head jerked down again. I felt like I was trapped in some strange Salvador Dali painting or that I’d gone to sleep and woken up as Eva Peron.  
 
    I opened my mouth and tried it out. ‘Don’t cry for me, Scotlaaaaaand,’ I sang. 
 
    Sorley clamped his hands over his ears. ‘What was that? You dunderhead! Is that what passes for music in your world?’ He stopped. ‘I mean, er … shite. Sorry, Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry. I was just testing a theory.’ I bent down to speak in his ear. ‘Could you get them to stand up? They’re kind of creeping me out like that and it can’t be very comfortable for them.’ 
 
    He nodded vigorously and started waving his hands around. One by one, the trolls began to rise. Some looked embarrassed, others awed. I was pleased to note that one or two seemed sceptical; at least they hadn’t been brainwashed. I dreaded to think what five hundred Manchurian trolls would be like. 
 
    ‘Sorley, you realise we don’t have enough food for ourselves? We can’t look after this many people.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll work it out. The old woman said she’d help.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Which old woman?’ 
 
    ‘Morna Carnegie. I wouldn’t let her in without your permission and she said that there were so many of us that she felt claustrophobic. She went off for a walk.’ 
 
    ‘Morna Carnegie is here?’ Guilt flashed through me. She had caught my attention at the Games with her life-giving performance during the opening ceremony. She also knew exactly what I was capable of doing to Sidhe Gifts. I’d been supposed to go and see her to learn how to control myself but there was never enough time. I didn’t have much time now. 
 
    Sorley scowled. ‘Yes. She brought more haggis with her too.’ Then he pursed his lips. ‘We could always eat them.’ 
 
    I breathed in. ‘Let’s wait before we skewer them, shall we?’ 
 
    He reluctantly acquiesced. ‘Fine. And don’t worry, Chieftain, we know how to be discreet and unassuming. You’ll barely even notice we trolls are here at all.’ 
 
    Considering how many of them there were, I very much doubted that. ‘Tell you what,’ I said, ‘let everyone through the border for now. We’ll worry about later, well, later.’ 
 
    Sorley beamed. ‘Yes, Chieftain.’ 
 
    I turned and waved to the others in the car to reassure them. Their faces were pressed up against the windows, their eyes wide and their mouths open. Even Brochan looked like a fish. ‘Tell that lot to get themselves inside as well.’ I checked my watch. ‘I don’t have long.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Chieftain.’ 
 
    I began to stride away. ‘I’m going to search for Morna,’ I shouted. I spotted a haggis a few hundred feet away. It seemed like a good place to pick up the older woman’s trail. I hoped she wasn’t bringing more problems. If she fell to her knees and swore fealty, I might drop everything and find the nearest boat heading for Timbuktu. Enough really was enough. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I found Morna about a mile away. She was bending over, carefully examining a tiny patch of grass on this side of the border. I couldn’t see what was so interesting about it but, hey, I wasn’t exactly green-fingered like she was. 
 
    She didn’t bother to look up as I approached. ‘So you’re finally back.’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Morna. It’s so lovely to see you again.’ 
 
    ‘Why haven’t you answered any of my summons?’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘What summons?’ 
 
    She hissed in frustration. ‘I’ve sent at least twenty! What’s wrong with you, girl?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t receive anything.’ A haggis squeaked at Morna’s feet. Suddenly I understood. ‘Oh. You mean them. You sent them.’ No wonder so many of them kept appearing. 
 
    ‘Obviously. I thought you’d understand that you should stop playing house and come and see me. You’re not as smart as I gave you credit for.’ Despite her words, her tone was mild. She brushed her fingers against the ground. As I watched, a cluster of tiny snowdrops burst up from beneath the soil. Wow. 
 
    Morna grunted, wiped her hands and stood up straight. When she looked directly at me, her mouth twitched. ‘Ah.’ 
 
    ‘Ah what?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been practising. I can see the magic in you.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’  
 
    ‘I’ve been doing a little practising of my own,’ she told me. ‘When there’s someone running around with powers as dangerous as yours, it seemed appropriate to put my knitting to one side for at least a short spell.’ 
 
    I couldn’t tell whether she was making me a joke or being deadly serious. ‘Look,’ I said awkwardly, ‘it’s very kind of you to come. But I can’t stick around here. Byron Moncrieffe has been—’ 
 
    ‘Taken prisoner by the Fomori.’ 
 
    I drew back. ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘I pay attention.’ 
 
    I watched her for a moment. I should introduce her to Fergus. ‘Well,’ I said with a shrug, ‘I’m going to rescue him. So I really can’t hang about.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t worry about him,’ she said dismissively. ‘There are plenty of Moncrieffes. Besides, I had the impression that he didn’t want anything to do with you.’ 
 
    ‘That was last month.’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes. ‘You might be able to draw Gifts inside you more effectively but can you stop yourself from taking them? Do you have the self-control to deny yourself something that you want?’ 
 
    I thought of Tipsania and the way I’d had to run off to avoid stealing all of her invisibility. ‘I’m working on it,’ I said stiffly. 
 
    ‘Then you have to realise you’re putting others in incredible danger.’ 
 
    I cocked my head. ‘Moi?’ I clasped my heart dramatically. ‘But I’m supposed to be the saviour of Scotland, not the destroyer.’ 
 
    Morna sighed. ‘So you’ve finally heard the prophecy.’  
 
    ‘Is it true?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell should I know?’ she snapped. ‘You’re the one connected to the magic and with the Foinse strapped to your back. No wonder your border feels so strong. It’s not just the trolls bolstering it – you have the source of all magic here with you.’ 
 
    I’d forgotten about that. I coloured. ‘I didn’t steal it. It just … came here of its own accord.’ 
 
    She regarded me seriously. ‘Then I think you already know whether the prophecy will come true or not.’ 
 
    I shivered involuntarily. ‘I didn’t ask for this.’ 
 
    Her expression told me exactly what she thought of that statement. ‘Deal with it.’ 
 
    I unhooked the bag from my shoulders and reached inside. The Foinse buzzed as I drew it out. Bathed in its glow, Morna’s expression was one of awe. I took advantage of her distraction. ‘Is that why you’re here?’ I asked. ‘You want to help me save the Highlands?’ 
 
    The Foinse jiggled slightly then zipped up into the air in a giddy spiral. It tumbled across the border and vanished, unimpeded by the magic. 
 
    ‘I’m here to stop you from hurting innocent people by stealing from them,’ Morna said when it was clear the Foinse wasn’t coming back for more aerial displays. 
 
     She was telling the truth. I thought of how closely I’d come to stealing the magical essence of a thirteen year old. Perhaps she had a point.  
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, realising just how tangled it was. Using my fingers to work through the knots, I sighed. ‘I told you. I’m going through the Veil to rescue Byron Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have time to dilly-dally around with love. What about the rest of the country?’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘I’m working on it.’ Giving up on my hair, I dropped my hand and looked down at the ground. ‘Can you make other things grow? Not just plants?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    I tapped the corner of my mouth. ‘There’s someone I think you should meet.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    May was still in the same corner of the same room. The door was unlocked but Bob, who was still inside the empty water bottle, was sitting cross-legged and watching her in case she did anything dangerous like raise her head. I noticed that she had been cleaned up. She was wearing one of my over-sized Hello Kitty T-shirts. I tried not to feel irritated that Tipsania must have rooted through my things and reminded myself that I should be grateful she was making herself useful. 
 
    This time, Morna was genuinely surprised. ‘That’s a Fomori demon.’ 
 
    I was getting a bit tired of people stating the obvious about May. ‘She doesn’t have a tongue,’ I said briskly. ‘Can you make it grow back?’ 
 
    The Carnegie Sidhe just stared. I snapped my fingers in front of her eyes. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    She shook herself. ‘I can try,’ she said. She didn’t sound very confident. 
 
    ‘We’re all about trying around here,’ I told her. 
 
    ‘You’re certainly very trying,’ Bob harrumphed, his voice muffled. I ignored him. 
 
    Morna held herself well back. For all her brusque demeanour, she was clearly terrified of May.  
 
    I edged forward and knelt down, putting my hand on the demon’s shoulder. She jumped about half a foot in the air. ‘Sorry,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Ha!’ There was a flash of light from behind. May squeaked in terror and buried her head in her arms again.  
 
    ‘Bob, you idiot!’ I complained. 
 
    He flapped up to my face. ‘You apologised. I knew you’d apologise sooner or later. You realised you were in the wrong and you’re making amends.’ His smile stretched from tiny ear to tiny ear. ‘You are permitted to grovel now.’ 
 
    I stared at him. ‘I was apologising to May.’ 
 
    ‘No, you weren’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I was.’ 
 
    ‘No, you—’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘Enough.’ I turned my attention to the demon. ‘May,’ I said softly. ‘This is Morna. She’s going to help you.’  
 
    ‘I cannot promise anything,’ Morna said. 
 
    I took May’s hands. Her skin felt less cold this time. As gently as I could, I drew her up to her feet and she stood there, cowering. The hot pink T-shirt reached to her knees and looked ridiculous against her scarred, grey body. She looked like an embalmed corpse dressed for a children’s party. 
 
    ‘Can you open your mouth?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Eg. It. Ee.’ May whispered. 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yes. Integrity.’ I motioned to Bob. ‘Bob. Morna.’ 
 
    May looked at them both for a second and then flinched. I placed my index finger under her chin and tilted it up then I opened my own mouth and pointed, before gesturing to May to do the same. She started to shake. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry, May. Please?’ 
 
    She stared at me pleadingly, as if desperate for me to let her escape. The empathy I felt for her almost overwhelmed me but this was important. It would help both of us. I gestured again. 
 
    Still shivering uncontrollably, May did as I asked. Very, very slowly, she let her mouth to fall open. As soon as she did, both Morna and Bob gasped. 
 
    ‘Did we know that Fomori demons don’t have tongues?’ Bob asked. 
 
    I kept my voice even. ‘May’s was cut out.’ 
 
    Morna moved beside me and took May’s right hand. Obviously her own sympathy for the demon was overtaking her fear and she smiled reassuringly. ‘May I?’ She lifted her free hand to May’s mouth. 
 
    May submitted like a whipped dog as Morna brushed feather-light fingers across the demon’s scarred lips. There was the faintest change in the atmosphere and a look of intense concentration on Morna’s face. Sweat broke out on her brow. May whimpered. I didn’t think she was in pain or uncomfortable but she was still terrified. 
 
    After several long moments, Morna pulled back. ‘I can’t,’ she said finally. ‘I’m not Gifted in healing, I’m Gifted in growth. This wound is too old and the nerve endings are completely sealed over. There’s nothing for me to work with.’ 
 
    I forced a smile; it had always been a long shot. ‘Thank you for trying.’ I thought about Frances. ‘Maybe one day we’ll be able to persuade a Sidhe Gifted in healing to help her. I hoped May could tell me where to find Byron. I managed to steal some far-sensing, though. That’ll probably be enough.’ I hoped. A two-mile radius in an area the size of Luxembourg wouldn’t be easy. 
 
    ‘You’ve already gotten into Byron’s pants. Leave him with the demons. It’ll do him some good,’ Bob said. I threw him an irritated look and he grinned. ‘True love. Honestly, it’s much more trouble than it’s worth. You’re lucky you have a magnificent being with powers you could only dream of on your side.’ He spun across to May. 
 
    ‘Var heptylon?’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Bob? You speak Fomori?’ 
 
    May stared at him. ‘Ep?’ 
 
    Bob turned and pointed at me. ‘Byron a Uh Integrity.’ He wrapped his arms round himself and pretended to be in mid-snog. To my amazement, May giggled. Bob smiled and snapped his fingers, changing his clothes into a kilt and a white shirt open to his navel. He puffed out his chest and swaggered. ‘Gan ep var?’ 
 
    May looked from Bob to me and back again. There was a sudden light in her eyes that I’d not seen since we passed through the Veil. She gave a little hop and began babbling. ‘Ar. It. Ah.’ 
 
    ‘Paper,’ Bob said. ‘And a pencil.’ I was still gaping at him. He tutted loudly. ‘Honestly, Uh Integrity. Jump to it! Paper, pencil. Now.’ 
 
    I ran off, returning a few minutes later. Silently I handed the paper and pencil to Bob. He stared at the hot pink fluffy ball on the end of the writing implement and rolled his eyes then he gave them to May. She hunkered down on the floor and immediately started drawing, all the while jabbering to Bob. He nodded knowingly.  
 
    Morna tilted her head towards me. ‘I’ve never heard of a genie helping someone out willingly without a wish before.’ She looked at me appraisingly. ‘Then again, I’ve never heard of trolls swearing fealty before either.’ 
 
    ‘We’re all about firsts in the Adair Clan,’ I replied.  
 
    May leaned back, satisfied, and handed the paper to Bob. He squinted at it and shrugged. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s no Ordnance Survey map but I think it’s clear enough.’ He thrust it at me. 
 
    I had no bloody idea what I was looking at; it was nothing more than a scribble. It was like looking at a foetal scan. But May was so proud of herself and I was ridiculously happy that she was no longer cowering in the corner.  
 
    ‘You really were absent the day that brain cells were handed out, weren’t you?’ Bob pointed. ‘The castle.’ He moved his finger along. ‘The Royal Mile. A bunch of other streets.’  
 
    My expression cleared. ‘This is Edinburgh.’ 
 
    Bob looked at me. ‘Hang on,’ he said. He flew down, grabbed one of the spare sheets of paper, wrote a massive D on it and curled it into a cone. Then he deposited it on top of my head. ‘That’s better.’ He glanced at Morna. ‘Don’t you think?’ 
 
    I pulled off the dunce’s cap. ‘Let’s focus on the matter in hand, shall we?’ I jabbed at the X. ‘I guess this is where the prisoners are taken.’ I frowned. ‘But that’s not the castle.’ 
 
    ‘No. And that would be the logical place to keep enemies of the state.’ Bob frowned. ‘It proves we can’t trust your pet demon.’ 
 
    I ignored him. ‘If not’s Edinburgh Castle, what is it?’ 
 
    Morna looked over my shoulder. ‘Arthur’s Seat. It’s the hill that overlooks the city.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been there?’ I asked in astonishment. All I knew about Edinburgh was that there was a castle and… Nope: all I knew was that there was a castle. That’s what happened when demons overran a place and stopped anyone from visiting it. 
 
    Morna tsked. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
 
    I dismissed her comment. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’ve got the power and I’ve got the destination. I’ll memorise the route. Now all I need is the prince.’ 
 
    ‘If she kisses him, he turns into a frog,’ Bob said. ‘Ribbit.’ 
 
    May giggled and I grinned at her. ‘Thank you, May. You might just have saved our lives.’ She didn’t understand what I was saying but I was sure she looked pleased. 
 
    ‘Hey! Don’t I get a thank you?’ 
 
    I blew Bob a kiss. His apple cheeks went bright red and he ducked his head. 
 
    Morna raised her eyebrows. ‘Good luck,’ she muttered. ‘You’re going to need it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Jamie showed up five minutes before midnight. We were all hovering around the border, stamping our feet and shoving our arms into our armpits to stave off the cold.  
 
    ‘You know,’ I said conversationally, ‘it’s actually pretty hot on the other side.’ They looked at me. ‘What?’ I asked. ‘It just is.’ 
 
    ‘I was expecting the lead-in to another joke,’ Brochan said. 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Lexie agreed. 
 
    ‘I can do that if you want.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘What do you call a Fomori demon crossed with a—’ 
 
    ‘Tegs?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Shut up.’ 
 
    ‘One day,’ I promised, ‘I’m going to tell the funniest joke you’ve ever heard. You’ll be laughing for days. Weeks, even.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll wait with bated breath.’ Speck narrowed his eyes. ‘And that is not a cue.’ 
 
    ‘You just don’t know genius when you see it.’ 
 
    ‘I keep telling you all that,’ Bob interjected. He raised his hand and I gave him a teeny high-five. 
 
    Tipsania, who for some reason had managed to invite herself along, tittered and we all looked at her. She tossed back her hair and grabbed my arm, leading me away from the others. ‘Go on then,’ she said, when we were out of earshot. 
 
    I stared at her. ‘You want a joke?’ 
 
    ‘No, you white-haired cretin.’ Her lip curled in disgust. Anyone would think I’d just offered her a plate of mouldy Brussel sprouts instead of some fabulous humour. She sighed. ‘Take my Gift.’ 
 
     ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you do, isn’t it?’ 
 
    I stepped back warily. ‘Byron told you that?’ 
 
    ‘You’re like everyone else, you think I’m stupid because I happen to be beautiful.’ 
 
    The words were out of my mouth before I could stop myself. ‘You’re beautiful?’ 
 
    Something flashed in her eyes, reminding me of the Tipsy I used to know, but she didn’t stamp her feet and walk off or slap me around then kick me when I was down.  
 
    ‘Do you ever take anything seriously?’ she enquired icily. ‘You’re about to pass through the Veil and risk your life. If you die, who the hell knows what’ll happen to all your little Clan-less friends? Byron might already be dead. Or worse.’ 
 
    ‘This is how I cope,’ I said. ‘You act like a bitch to hide your vulnerable, soft-as-marshmallow centre. I act like a fool.’ What I didn’t add was that the fear I’d initially felt at Byron’s capture was growing inside me like a malignant tumour. If I didn’t stay focused, there was every chance it would overwhelm me.  
 
    ‘You got that right,’ she said. ‘The fool part, I mean. I’m not vulnerable.’ She took a deep breath and in a great rush, spat out a trail of words. ‘I-am-a-bitch-though-and-I’m-sorry-I-shouldn’t-have-treated-you-like-that-I-have-no-excuse.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    Tipsania composed herself and tried again. ‘You are right. I am a bitch. I am sorry for what I did to you. There’s no excuse.’ She opened her arms wide. ‘You took Kirsty Kincaid’s Gift. I don’t know how, and frankly I don’t want to know, but take mine too. You’ve already had part of it anyway and invisibility could mean the difference between life and death. Take all my Gift and then we’re even.’ 
 
    Tipsania was right on one point – she was smarter than I’d given her credit for. I couldn’t believe she was being entirely altruistic but it was a hell of thing to offer. As tempting as it was to take her up on it, I couldn’t be sure what my limits were. I’d already drawn in three different kinds of magic. Any more and I might keel over. ‘Thanks,’ I said gruffly. ‘It’s probably not a good idea though.’ 
 
    Her pale face tightened. ‘Why not? It’s not defective. I’m not defective.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what my limit is,’ I tried to explain. ‘I’ve already stol— I mean, taken – Gifts from three others. If I had more time to experiment then I would, but I can’t risk taking too much and collapsing. Byron’s already been in there for almost twenty-four hours. We can’t leave him for much longer.’ 
 
    She stared at me for a long time before speaking. ‘There’s nothing going on between us,’ she said finally. ‘Between me and Byron, I mean. I know it might look that way but,’ she heaved in a breath, ‘there’s someone else.’ 
 
    ‘I got that impression when you said you’d rather swear fealty to me than return home to marry Byron,’ I said drily. I didn’t mention that I already knew about Candy the Wildman. Tipsania was being more honest and open with me than I ever could have imagined; telling her that I was aware of her deepest, darkest secret probably wouldn’t endear me to her. 
 
    ‘I could come with you,’ she said. ‘Help you out.’ She didn’t want to, that much was obvious, but the fact that she was offering made me realise that I had underestimated her. Not for the first time, I wondered just how much damage our forebears did in setting us against each other. Maybe she wasn’t all bad. 
 
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ I reassured her. The headlights of Jamie’s car appeared in the distance and I jerked my chin in their direction. ‘I even have a plan.’ 
 
    Tipsania kept her eyes on me. ‘I really am sorry.’ 
 
    The truth of her words sang inside me. An apology didn’t make up for years of hurt and she still possessed a mean, bitchy streak. There was still that hint in her posture that showed that she believed she was better than everyone else. But we all had our faults and I knew deep down that her desperate words weren’t just so she could absolve herself of guilt. Whatever her relationship with Candy was doing for her, it was making her a better person. I knew what it took for Tipsania to admit culpability and I admired her for it. 
 
    ‘I accept your apology,’ I told her. To prove it, I bit back the terrible pun that was on my lips. If she could admit her past failings, I could show restraint. 
 
    She relaxed slightly. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘for someone whose father was a genocidal maniac, you’re not that bad.’ 
 
    I stared at her. ‘Gee. Thanks.’ I paused. ‘As I’ve already said, he wasn’t a genocidal maniac.’ 
 
    She simply gave me a pretty smile in return. We watched Jamie approach. When he pulled up and got out, it was clear that he’d rather be anywhere else in the world. ‘Hey,’ he said weakly. 
 
    I threw him an enthusiastic wave. There was no point in being anything other than zippily optimistic. He needed to see that I could do this – so did everyone else, for that matter. The glum expressions on their faces when they thought I wasn’t looking were getting to me. 
 
    ‘Thanks for coming!’ I trilled. 
 
    ‘Byron’s my best friend,’ Jamie answered. Despite his show of bravery, he had to shove his hands in his pockets to stop them shaking.  
 
    I walked over to him. ‘Relax. I just need you to stay here. I asked you because I trust you. Byron trusts you. When I return with him,’ my voice wobbled slightly, ‘he might need medical attention.’ I thought of Frances, away in the Ochterlony Lands. ‘You’ll be better placed than me to help him if he needs it.’ Jamie looked beyond relieved then beyond guilty for feeling relieved. I patted him on the shoulder. ‘The others will stay here until Angus arrives. He’ll keep you company.’ 
 
    ‘MacQuarrie?’  
 
    I nodded. It was all part of the master plan.  
 
    ‘And what are they going to do then?’ Jamie asked. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ I said airily, ‘they’re going to make sure Chieftain MacBain keeps her promise. She’s sending a contingent to help clean up my Lands.’ 
 
    Jamie looked at me oddly. ‘While you’re risking life and limb, they’re going to be cleaning?’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘Yeah. I got the better part of the deal, didn’t I?’ 
 
    He didn’t smile. ‘Why did you steal the trolls? We need them now more than ever. Without their expertise, our borders are weakened.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t steal them, Jamie. They’re not objects.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but…’ 
 
    ‘They chose to come to me.’ I sighed. It wasn’t Jamie’s fault that he’d spent his life believing that everyone who wasn’t Sidhe was at his beck and call. I softened my tone. ‘Frankly, there are far too many of them. I can’t feed them and I don’t want them. If you want to persuade them to go back, then be my guest.’ 
 
    ‘If the Fomori demons attack again…’ 
 
    I chose not to mention that the people who’d suffered the most from the last attack had been Clan-less. The Fomori had stayed well away from any Clan Lands. Apart from mine, anyway. ‘We’ll worry about that later,’ I said. ‘Let’s focus on Byron for now.’ I reached into my pocket and threw him the brooch which May had given me. ‘Here. Keep yourself busy while I’m gone. Use your psychometry Gift to find out what you can about that.’ 
 
    He stiffened as if even touching it gave him the heebie-jeebies. He did, however, give me a tiny bow. ‘I’ll do what I can.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ I met his eyes. I should have felt guilty about all of this but I couldn’t muster up enough sorrow for it to make a difference. This was the way it had to be – for all our sakes.  
 
    I returned to my friends and hugged them tightly. Taylor, in particular, clutched at me as if he was afraid that if he let go I’d dissipate into a puff of air. ‘I’ll be fine,’ I told him. ‘I can do this.’ 
 
    ‘The odds of this working…’ 
 
    I drew back for a moment and frowned. ‘Have you made a bet?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Not this time. Not when you might not return.’ He swallowed. 
 
    I enjoyed the safety of his arms for one more moment. ‘I’ll return,’ I whispered. ‘I keep telling you that I’m a bad penny. You can’t get rid of me.’ 
 
    His arms tightened. ‘I’d better not.’ 
 
    I stretched up on my tiptoes so that my lips were by his ear. ‘Tell Tipsania the truth about what we’re planning.’ 
 
    He was so surprised that he jerked his head back. That would have been fine except Speck was standing right behind him and he received an inadvertent head butt as a result. The warlock let out a sharp howl and glared.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Taylor asked me. 
 
    I glanced at her. Tipsania’s fingers were twitching, plucking anxiously at the folds of her skirt. There was a lot at stake for her as well. I could ask her to swear fealty – she had already offered to do so after all – but somehow I knew it was better not to go down that road. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ It felt right. 
 
    ‘You’re the boss.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to try and tell me I’m wrong?’ 
 
    Taylor smiled. ‘You’re not a little girl, Tegs, you’re my Chieftain. Brochan and I shouldn’t have argued with you about Byron. Go bring your boy home.’ 
 
    My bottom lip trembled. I stepped away and looked at the others. Lexie had a curious sheen to her eyes that probably mirrored my own. Speck’s glasses had fogged up and Brochan wouldn’t look at me. 
 
    I raised my hand. ‘I’ll be back before you know it.’ And then, before I had to look at their forced smiles, I spun round and plunged back through the Veil. Third time lucky. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Secrecy was far more important than speed. I had to keep my presence hidden; it was the only way I had a chance of rescuing Byron. Rather than rushing, I took my time. I had to be absolutely sure that there were no demons around. I was even wearing the Hello Kitty t-shirt which I’d taken from a reluctant May. It reeked to high heaven but, if it helped to disguise my scent, it was worth it. 
 
    I skirted away from the route I’d taken on my two previous visits. I was heading in a different direction and I needed to change others’ expectations. If I were a balding, ugly demon with murder in my heart, I’d expect the object of my desire ‒ me ‒ to take the same path she’d taken before. Of course, if I were that demon and I possessed any iota of sense, I’d also keep an eye out everywhere else too. But I reasoned that the demons couldn’t be everywhere at once.  
 
    There was a considerable expanse of land between here and the old capital. Aifric had said that the Fomori had wanted more land but that didn’t make sense; they really did have all the space they could possibly want or need. With the sky obscured as it was, they didn’t grow anything; not even weeds could live in this barren landscape. I couldn’t see the Fomori as farmers; whatever they ate – and I was trying not to think about that part too much – the need for more land was the one point I was sure Aifric was lying about. The other thing I couldn’t reconcile was that he was prepared to lose his son because of whatever was going on with the demons. That was a level of unfeeling callousness that, even knowing what I already did about him, was impossible to fathom. 
 
    Although I was travelling in a different direction, the Lowlands were still depressing in their uniformity. The atmosphere was sticky and unpleasantly humid; the ground was hard and dark. Everything was still shrouded in an unshakeable evil. The idea that Byron might spend his last hours on earth here was untenable. I set my jaw. His father might not care enough about him to mount a rescue but I was damned if I was going to abandon him – no matter how little he trusted me. 
 
    I was just getting used to the silence when there was a low whistle. Managing not to shriek out loud, I lunged for the tiny figure that appeared from nowhere. I’d left Bob’s scimitar back at the Adair mansion so he must have hitched a ride without me noticing. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I hissed. ‘You know I can’t risk this getting screwed up!’ 
 
    ‘It is pretty grim, Uh Integrity,’ he said. ‘Let me take you somewhere nicer. The Caribbean is looking particularly good at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Bob, so help me God…’ 
 
    He sighed dramatically. ‘I thought you might need some help. And if not help, then some company. It’s not my fault that you can’t control yourself when I’m around. You only have one wish left anyway. How much damage can one teeny little request do?’ 
 
    I glared at him but his face was the picture of innocence. He knew damned well just how much damage could be wrought. If I found Byron and he was in a bad way, there was no telling what I’d wish for. Bob could harp on about self-control all he wanted, but if temptation was there I’d reach for it if I couldn’t see any other way. And the consequences could be catastrophic. 
 
    ‘Get yourself back home,’ I told him. ‘Now.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not my boss.’ He paused. ‘Well, you are, sort of. But I’m tied to you. I can’t risk you dying before I get what I’m owed.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to die. Besides, if I die you’ll just find a new owner who’ll probably be more than happy to make lots of wishes.’ 
 
    Bob scowled. ‘The merman said that if you die, he’ll bury my scimitar in the ground.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt he meant it.’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ Bob flounced. ‘I know he did.’ He leaned into my ear. ‘I don’t think he likes me. It hurts my feelings. I’m a congenial genie.’ He flashed a grin. ‘Congenial genie. Cool, huh?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Do you see what I’m doing now? Where we are? I do not have time for your petty bullshit.’ 
 
    ‘Just because you don’t care what others think doesn’t mean the rest of us can be so blasé.’ He stuck out his tongue. ‘Just for that, I won’t tell you about the twenty demons that are about to show up.’ 
 
    I froze. Shite. Bob beamed and burrowed his way back into my bag while I swung my eyes from left to right. I couldn’t see anything but I knew that the Fomori could move at ridiculous speeds. They could be on me at any moment. I twisted round, checking my back. Nothing there. The Veil was already out of sight. Where…? 
 
    ‘Made you look,’ Bob trilled. 
 
    I counted to ten very slowly; when that didn’t work, I lunged for Bob’s squirming figure. ‘Hey!’ he cried. ‘You make jokes all the time. Obviously you don’t like it when you’re on the receiving end.’ 
 
    ‘Why the hell doesn’t Kirsty Kincaid’s truth-telling Gift work with you? Nothing told me that was a lie.’ 
 
    He tossed his head. ‘Duh. I wasn’t lying, I was telling a joke.’ He waved his tiny hand in the air. ‘It’s all about intentions, darling.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed. That was an interesting – and sobering ‒ difference. ‘It wasn’t a joke because it wasn’t funny.’ 
 
    ‘Then how do you get away with being unfunny all the time?’ he enquired. ‘Besides, it was a little bit funny. The way you panicked…’ He halted mid-speech and his eyes widened. ‘There are demons heading right this way.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to fall for that again, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘I’m being serious this time! Uh Integrity, hide!’ 
 
    Even Bob couldn’t fake that note of terror. I flung myself on the ground and flattened my body as much as I could. My heartbeat was so loud that I was certain any creature within a ten-mile radius could hear it. I did what I could to regulate my breathing.  
 
    The only saving grace was that the demons, who numbered at least thirty, were taking some pre-designated route which didn’t involve coming this way. I watched them; it was difficult to tell from this distance but there seemed to be a tension about them that I’d not seen in our previous encounters.  
 
    I thought about what Angus had said about the look of fear on the other demon’s face. I considered what I knew of the prophecy. Were they more afraid of me than I was of them? The thought wasn’t comforting. Fear made all living creatures act rashly; in terms of fight or flight, it didn’t take a genius to work out which option the demons would take.  
 
    I was worried that the troop was heading to the Veil to attempt another attack on the Highlands but they veered away from the border. They were searching for something. Or someone. I nibbled on the inside of my cheek. Hm. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob whispered, once they were out of sight, ‘I have a bad feeling about this.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Me too.’ 
 
    ‘Is he really worth it?’  
 
    There was no point asking who Bob was referring to. ‘It’s not just Byron,’ I said. ‘The Fomori have enslaved others. They need my help too.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that. They might be perfectly happy working for the demons.’ 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer. Bob sighed. ‘You don’t know how many are enslaved. You wouldn’t come to their rescue without knowing as much as you could about them first. Don’t kid yourself. No matter what is going on in this godforsaken land, you’re here for Byron Moncrieffe. There’s no shame in it but you’re risking your life for someone who doesn’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth.’ There was no censure in his tone; there wasn’t even any amusement. He was merely stating a fact. 
 
    I inhaled deeply. ‘I’ve accused his father of genocide, of trying to kill me. Why would he believe me? It’s his father.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t choose Aifric Moncrieffe as his father. He chose you, though.’ 
 
    I shook my head sadly. ‘I don’t think it’s possible to choose who you fall in love with. If it was, the world would be a far happier place.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s in love with you?’ 
 
    I shrugged awkwardly and stood up. ‘I don’t know, Bob. I think he feels a hell of a lot of lust for me, whether he wants to or not.’ 
 
    ‘Are you in love with him?’ 
 
    I thought about the way I couldn’t get him out of my head. The way his golden hair flopped across his forehead. How his green eyes flashed when he was angry. The tone of his voice when he spoke to me and only me. The stiffness with which he’d held himself when he’d given me the prize for the Games, even though he’d won. ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’ I said eventually.  
 
    Bob cocked his head for a moment before flying up to my cheek and leaning against it as if in sympathy.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Bob.’ 
 
    He didn’t reply. We remained there like that for a moment longer. ‘You know,’ he said eventually, ‘we could call you Byntegrity. A romance for the ages.’ He frowned. ‘No. The other way around. Integron.’ 
 
    I grunted. ‘Sounds like a Transformer.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re right. You should call this whole thing off. It’s not going to work after all.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s probably not.’ I tucked my hair behind my ear. ‘You need to go, Bob. It’s too dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to leave you here on your own.’ His voice was small. 
 
    ‘I appreciate the thought, I really do, but I can’t risk having you here. Go enjoy yourself in the Caribbean. Have a cocktail for me.’ 
 
    Bob nuzzled against me. ‘I’ll go. But don’t get hurt, Uh Integrity.’ He paused. ‘You’re the only friend I’ve got.’ 
 
    And then, before I could say anything else, he’d gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    There was part of me that regretted sending Bob away. Annoying as he could be, and as much as we sniped at each other, I enjoyed his company. It was oddly reassuring having him by my side and I was pretty certain he felt the same way. He was my friend, as Speck or Lexie or Brochan or Taylor were. I couldn’t imagine asking the little genie for my last wish but, if I did, I worried about what would happen to him afterwards. I sighed. It seemed like all I did was worry these days. I pushed him out of my head. At least he was safe for now. For my part, the solitude and silence were clawing at me and there was a tightness around my shoulders that belied my own tension. I had to get on and find Byron. There was simply no other choice. 
 
    Wary after seeing the troop of demons pass by, I moved in a more easterly direction than I’d planned, curving round the valleys and hills until Edinburgh grew close, looming up out of the darkness. 
 
    If I’d expected a city like Glasgow, I was mistaken. Glasgow was all low-lying buildings and cracked stone; Edinburgh, even from a distance, was completely different. The castle rose above the city, watching over everything and giving the place an air of drama and mystery. Given its history, that was hardly surprising. Even with my limited education, I knew what role the city had played in Scotland’s past, but I hadn’t imagined that it would appear so majestic. I’d seen a couple of ancient oil paintings ‒ I was pretty certain I might even have stolen one once from a merchant’s Aberdeen townhouse ‒ but seeing the castle was entirely different. It was also comforting to know that the demons hadn’t destroyed it. It had stood for eleven hundred years; maybe it would stand for eleven hundred more. One could only hope. 
 
    As I got closer, it was clear that the castle was in need of some repair. A tower on the eastern side was little more than rubble. That wasn’t surprising; apparently this was one of the last strongholds to maintain a presence against the demons after their invasion. The people inside – both Sidhe and otherwise ‒ had fought hard. No one knew what had happened to them. It was believed that they’d all died when the castle had fallen. Considering what I now knew, the truth was probably worse. 
 
    In any event, it wasn’t Edinburgh castle that I was aiming for. I tore my eyes away from it and focused on the buildings and the roads which surrounded me. They seemed as empty and lifeless as the ones in Glasgow but this time I knew better than to take things at first glance. I peered into dark interiors and kept a close eye on the rooftops. Getting here had taken ages and I was nervous about time slipping away. I knew the demons roused themselves at midday so I’d have to find cover before then. I didn’t know how long they stayed up for, however, or what they did during those hours of wakefulness. I guessed I’d soon find out. 
 
    I kept on a straight path, heading for Arthur’s Seat. From time to time, I twisted away as odd noises travelled over the rooftops. They were never anything definite, just muffled thuds breaking the eerie silence, punctuated by the occasional swishing sound. There were no voices or snarls or screams but each time my hackles rose and I adapted my course to keep well away.  
 
    The only thing I was thankful for was that I didn’t have to cross any rivers. The memory of the stinking, viscous Clyde was more than enough to live with. I’d jumped in there when I was avoiding the demons in Glasgow. The waters had concealed me then, but I didn’t feel the need to go for a dip in another Fomori river again.  
 
    As I wended my way forward, I reminded myself that the Gifts I’d stolen were finite; I had to resist the temptation to use them because I was feeling nervous.  
 
    To keep my spirits up I sang in my head, where I was pitch perfect and no one could complain that their ears were bleeding. As I arrived at a crossroads and prepared to turn left, I launched into a rendition of ‘I’m Too Sexy’. I hadn’t even finished the first line when I spotted a flurry of movement down one of the streets. I flung myself backwards, using the corner of the nearest building to shield my body. Then I peeked round. 
 
    Whoever they were, they weren’t Fomori. For one thing, they were too tall and I caught a glimpse of a flap of fabric and a flip of long hair. I had yet to see a single demon which wasn’t naked or virtually bald. Curiosity got the better of me and I looked again. 
 
    There were a lot of them; I counted at least thirteen heads crossing the cobbled street before they were swallowed up by the darkness. They appeared to be carrying objects from one broken-down old house to another. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to know who they were and what they were doing. The demons slept on the rooftops, not inside, and I’d seen no evidence that they entered any of the buildings. Perhaps the houses were kept purely for their slaves, those poor souls descended from the people trapped here when the demons annexed the Lowlands. It was also almost ten o’clock at night which didn’t tally with the other information about the demons either.  
 
    I could edge my way forward and see whether any of them spoke English. If they spoke Gaelic, I could probably use my own meagre smattering to have a quick conversation ‒ but there was no way of telling whether they’d want to talk to me or not. Whoever they were, they knew no other life than this. They might be terrified and immediately raise an alarm. They might adore their demon overlords and run to tell them that the scary Adair was here.  
 
    I told myself firmly not to get side-tracked. Byron needed me. These others might need me too but right now I couldn’t be sure. Until Golden Boy was safe and sound, I had to deal in absolutes. 
 
    I waited until the last of them disappeared and sped across the road. It looked like there was another street veering left a couple of hundred feet away. It wasn’t too much of an adjustment to my course. 
 
    I stayed close to the walls of the empty buildings, maintaining a good pace but staying vigilant. The desolation of the old city was starting to get to me. From time to time I spotted objects lying forlornly on the ground: bits of broken wood that looked like they might once have made up the parts of a children’s toy; a glass bottle or two; some china plates lying intact, as if they’d been used for a game of Frisbee before being abandoned abruptly. There was even a mottled cannon ball that had gouged a hole in the cobbles. I shivered. I could only wonder at their provenance. 
 
    There was another turning ahead. I could choose to go straight on or turn right. I knew from May’s crudely drawn map – and Bob’s explanation – that going straight was the most direct route but that didn’t necessarily make it the best one. It was important that I stayed away from main thoroughfares in case some of the Fomori got up early, looked over their parapets and saw me. And there was the tiny matter of those patrols. 
 
    I glanced in both directions. On the right-hand side, about halfway towards the next crossroads, the road seemed to be blocked. Timber, chairs, tables and beds, which had probably once adorned the house of some rich, dead dude, were piled up to create a barrier that would be awkward, although not impossible, to get over. The road straight ahead was completely clear. 
 
    Rather than immediately taking the easy path, I pursed my lips and leaned back against the wall. The troop of demons which Bob had forewarned me about had led me to enter the city limits at a different angle to the one I’d planned. The non-demon workers had made me change course again, if only slightly. There were distant noises which had spooked me enough to make me keep away. Now there was a very obvious barrier so I was forced to go ahead rather than right.  
 
    ‘I don’t believe in coincidences,’ I whispered. Considering where I was, I didn’t think I was being paranoid. I thought I was moving towards Arthur’s Seat through dint of my own free will but what if they knew I was coming? What if I was being herded? 
 
    I squashed the sudden, sharp stab of terror and shuffled further back into the shadows. It made sense. If the Fomori knew about the prophecy and believed in it – and were scared of what I might do as a result – then they’d want to be careful. Maybe Aifric had told them I was on the way. That scenario was the most optimistic: he’d have bargained Byron for me. I hoped that the Fomori wouldn’t want to hurt the Steward’s son too badly – but I couldn’t bank on that. 
 
    Regardless of how they knew I was coming, they’d take their time approaching me. If I were them, I’d wait until I had the perfect spot for an ambush before setting my trap. I’d want the odds to be in my favour. 
 
    I was canny enough to avoid falling into that kind of trap. The issue was that if the Fomori already knew I was coming, they’d know where I was heading too. They’d use Byron as bait to lure me. On the one hand, that was good; it meant that, they’d keep him alive. On the other hand, it made my task harder. 
 
    I wanted to reserve my stolen magical Gifts until I really needed them. I was sure that the Foinse had helped me to draw in more magic without harming the original owners too much, but they were still finite resources. All the same, there was no point in keeping the Gifts back if it meant risking capture. I closed my eyes and concentrated. I wasn’t going to be particularly good at this part because I’d had no practice. I had to be sure, though. 
 
    It was the oddest sensation. I pulled on the threads of the Jardine Sidhe’s far-sensing and sent them out in all directions. I didn’t want to expend all the energy at once so I was very, very careful. A vague awareness tickled at the back of my mind. I couldn’t explain how it worked but it was like when your subconscious felt someone looking at you from behind and you turned without even realising it. Unfortunately for me, it wasn’t just what was behind me that was the problem. 
 
    I was completely encircled by a mass of demons, too many of them to count. It was a net of Fomori which would tighten and tighten until I had no way out. Even if I had the wherewithal to fight, I’d never manage it. There were simply far too many of them. 
 
    For now, they were keeping their distance; there was a radius of about a mile before I could sense a single Fomori soul. That left a considerable margin of error on their part. It only made sense if they had someone doing the same thing as me – far-sensing. I was looking at them but they were also looking at me. Crapadoodle. 
 
    I didn’t want to reveal that I knew they were surrounding me so, after massaging my joints for a few minutes, I took off again. I did as the demons wanted and ignored the barricaded street. I might have managed to continue moving as if nothing had changed, but my mind was flying through the potential outcomes. Things were not looking good. 
 
    My best bet was to take out whoever was doing the far-sensing, otherwise I’d be tracked to hell and beyond. Sticking to the shadows like before, I focused on drawing out a single thread. This time I wasn’t searching randomly, I was looking for a specific demon. I trained my mind on that thought: find the far-senser. 
 
    I felt the magic strain away from me as if it was being drawn by a magnet. It wasn’t hampered by buildings or stone or makeshift barricades; instead it stretched out and made a beeline for the east. A face flashed in my head: a male demon with sunken eyes and a dreamy expression which contradicted the frozen snarl on his lips. His mouth was pulled back to reveal sharp, yellowing teeth. 
 
    I sucked in a breath. He was directly in front of me, surrounded by a cluster of other Fomori. As the Gift slowly drained out from me, I memorised his face. The magic tugged at me, leading me towards him and I cursed under my breath as I fought to think of a way out. Then I lost control. The Gift surged and I tripped. 
 
    Whether it was a result of my stumble, or because it was hard to manage the three Gifts I held within my body, I wasn’t sure. Perhaps it was a combination of the two. Either way, as the ground rushed up towards me, I lost my hold on the magic.  
 
    There was a hiss and I was abruptly enveloped in a dark, choking cloud. I couldn’t breathe. It filled my lungs and stung my eyes and, as the cloud smothered me, everything around me evaporated. My fingers clawed at the air as panic set in and I hit the ground with a thump. My legs kicked and writhed. Burning. It was burning everything. 
 
    It was only the tiny insistent voice inside my head which brought me back. You, it said, you are the one doing this. I forced my hands to still, curling them into tight fists. I rolled clear of the cloud, even as it started to dissipate. I lay on my back, panting, while the atmosphere cleared. 
 
    There wasn’t much point in being afraid of the demons surrounding me if I was going to lose control and do their job for them. That had been worse than the damned Veil, worse than ducking my head in the Clyde, worse than just about anything. My head spun but I struggled to my feet.  
 
    For the first time, I was fully cognisant of how dangerous the ability to steal and hold others’ Gifts could be. The black, choking cloud was my own creation and yet, when it swirled around me, I couldn’t think of anything else. It wiped away almost all coherent thought. The Lowlands, the danger Byron was in, the demon watching my progress … they all slipped away as I panicked. 
 
    I paused. That was it; that was what I had to do. If I could send that cloud to cover the far-sensing bastard, I could momentarily mask my presence and use it to slip clear. Could I make myself to do such a thing to another living being? Even though I was in mortal danger, I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I checked my watch. Midday was approaching and time was not on my side. Finding cover for up to twelve hours seemed pointless when the entire horde was apparently already awake. I pulled up a mental image of May’s map. There was an open area facing the castle which would be the logical place for the demons’ ambush. In theory I should avoid it at all costs. The space was less than two miles from here and there had been no flicker of Byron’s presence when I’d far-sensed, so I had to work on the premise that he was still being held up on Arthur’s Seat. I didn’t have to go through the centre of the city to reach the small mountain.  
 
    The Fomori didn’t know that I had May or that I knew they didn’t keep their captives at the castle. Logically, the castle was where I would start searching for him. That was one of the reasons they were directing me to that spot; they expected me to try the castle first and they didn’t want to alert me to their ambush just outside it. I’d do what they wanted for now. In a manner of speaking. 
 
    I grinned. ‘Arthur any demons going to stop me?’ I said aloud. My voice echoed round the empty streets. No one answered. I took that as a no. I was going to do this. 
 
    I started by changing tactics. Instead of taking the route I’d originally intended, I veered off, not enough that the demons would notice but enough to get me where I needed to be more quickly. After about ten minutes, I flipped on my internal far-sensing switch once more. This time I was very careful not to lose control. I just needed the right moment. 
 
    The Fomori demon’s face flickered into my head. He had the same intense expression as before. Speck had said that the average person could only concentrate on one thing fully for twenty minutes; I hoped that held true for demons. My watcher must have been focused on me for far longer than that. All it would take was a short distraction and I’d have the advantage I needed. 
 
    It took longer than I hoped. The Gift inside me was unravelling and slipping away. My nerves began to fray. This would be much harder if I lost it before the demon broke. I estimated that I only had a few minutes left when he finally blinked. He pinched the bridge of his nose with dark, claw-like fingers and shook his head. A hand holding a cup of something dark and unpleasant appeared in front of him. As he reached for it, I spun round and ran. Usain Bolt had nothing on me. I sprinted like the hounds of hell were after me – which they pretty much were.  
 
    It was a full twenty seconds before the demon turned his attention back to me. As soon as he realised I was off course, he opened his mouth in a silent scream. Then he disappeared from my head as the last vestiges of the Jardine’s Gift left my system. It didn’t matter now. 
 
    My heart raced and my feet clattered, thumping on the ancient cobbles. I wasn’t going to lose the demons so I needed to throw them off their game and encourage them to lose some of their poise and balance. The only thing that would help me win the day now was if I did the unexpected.  
 
    The alarm was raised quickly and I heard hoots and calls around me as the demons reacted. They dropped all pretence of concealment and I knew that they were moving in for the kill. I kept the castle in my sights. It was vital they thought I was heading for it. My sprint for escape meant they’d catch me before I got to their planned ambush spot. All to the good. 
 
    They began to crowd in from the sides and a thunderous roar headed in my direction. Plenty of the Fomori demons had wings and I knew they’d be on me within seconds. I had to lock eyes with the far-senser first though.  
 
    I ignored the keening cries and wheeled round a corner as something swooped. I ducked and threw myself out of the way just in time. There was a screech of anger. I lifted my head, ready to sprint again, but I was faced by a wall of demons. They bristled, some spat at me and one or two ventured forward a step. They were all as ugly as each other and they all had murder in their eyes. I was going to be ripped apart. I swung my head across, searching for weak points but there were none. This time they were using their own bodies as a barrier.  
 
    Playing along, I pivoted on my heel. Demons were advancing from behind. I looked left and right and saw that I was hemmed in on all sides, plus there were hundreds of flying Fomori above my head. It seemed as if all of us were holding our breath.  
 
    I slowly turned to the front again and started to lift my hands as if in surrender. Once more my gaze swooped across the wall of demons and this time I found my target: the far-senser was there. I was pretty sure that he was now giving a snarl of triumph rather than one of concentration.  
 
    Angling my body towards his I inhaled, drawing in as much of the reeking air into my lungs as I possibly could. Then I straightened my shoulders. I’d give them something to be afraid of. Instead of continuing to raise my hands, I flung them outwards, away from my body. I was rewarded with a collective flinch from the demons. I gave a massive war cry and then I let the black cloud of the Calder Sidhe’s Gift envelop me once more. I’d let this damned Gift attack me again rather than the Fomori. All they had to do was get out of the way. 
 
    This time I felt less panic because I had consciously instigated the cloud of doom rather than triggering it by accident. All the same, its suffocating madness clawed at my skin. I barrelled forward towards the far-senser. Dimly, I heard the demons shriek. I didn’t know whether they’d tried to enter the cloud surrounding me or not but no claws ripped into my skin. If any demons broached the darkness, they didn’t get very far.  
 
    I yanked on every part of the Gift, doing whatever I could to let the damn thing grow. At the same time I kept moving ahead, taking the cloud with me. The demonic shrieks ebbed and rose and time itself seemed to stand still. It was just me and the encroaching darkness. It was seeping into me, I was absorbing it through the pores of my skin. I’d turn mad … or worse. It was only when I was sure that what I felt was my very brain cells withering and dying that I broke loose. I just had to pray that I’d already done enough. 
 
    I doubled over and ran, pushing my way through the choking miasma and leaving it behind me as a pulsating mass of fear. As soon as I crossed through, returning to the usual humidity of the Lowlands, it no longer felt as if I were surrounded by foul air. For once, the atmosphere seemed sweet and clear. Frankly, the aftermath of a nuclear explosion would seem sweet and clear after being inside that cloud. 
 
    All around me was utter bedlam. Demons were scattering in every direction. I couldn’t see the far-senser; with any luck, he was panicking and fleeing like everyone else. Chaotic screeching filled the air and I was jostled and shoved. I saw white eyes writhing in terror but none of the demons seemed to recognise me; they were all too concerned with the desperate need to get away. All the same, I stayed low. I had to get as far away from here as possible. The cloud would only remain where it was for a short while before it vanished into the ether. I could already feel the magic leaving my body as I slammed through. Then I ran and ran and ran.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I slowed down eventually, not because I was certain I’d escaped but because I didn’t have enough energy to continue running at full pelt. So far nothing had stopped me. No claws had raked into my back. There were no angry shrieks at my departure. In fact, although I estimated I was only a mile away from my doom cloud, it was so silent that I could have been on the other side of the world. 
 
    I began taking stock. My heart was still battering my ribcage and my skin felt as if it was coated in that damned darkness but my legs were still working. So were my arms. Unless I was hugely mistaken, I was alive and well. 
 
    I kept jogging, glancing over my shoulder as I went. Nothing followed me. I’d have felt a lot better if I could have tried far-sensing again to be sure but there was none of that magic left inside me. All I had left was Truth Telling, which was apparently now permanent, and Illusion. And I needed to keep the Illusion part until later.  
 
    Still, if I’d played my cards right, the demons would re-group and assume that I’d ventured up to the castle to look for Byron or that I’d skedaddled back towards the Veil with my tail between my legs. Fortunately the castle was large, so it would take them some time to realise that I wasn’t there. Nevertheless, I still had to be pretty damned quick. They’d probably send an extra contingent up towards Arthur’s Seat just to be sure I wasn’t there. I was praying to Lady Luck that there wouldn’t be so many of them that I couldn’t slip past. 
 
    Although I’d been prepared to see the people enslaved by the Fomori, I was still shocked when I approached the small mountain. Hundreds of wooden poles, thousands probably, stretched from the foot of the mountain as far as my eye could see. At the base of each one there were heavy-looking chains; some were attached to huddled figures and some appeared empty. As far as I could see there were no guards but I was well aware how quickly the Fomori could be upon us. 
 
    With my heart in my throat, I stepped up to the nearest pole. Whoever was chained to it was in a sorry state, with matted dark hair, ragged clothes and their head buried in their arms. I bit my lip hard. Maybe I could rescue at least one of them. 
 
    I knelt down, searching for the lock. I was a thief and there were few locks that I couldn’t unpick. It didn’t take me long to realise that there was no lock. This poor soul wasn’t actually chained to the pole; if they wanted to get up and walk away, they could. 
 
    Puzzled and desperately worried, I reached over to shake the prisoner’s shoulder. Before my fingers touched them, there was a shout from several feet away. ‘Blas ack na var!’ 
 
    My blood froze. It was only when I slowly rose and my gaze pierced the darkness that I realised the words hadn’t come from a demon. Unless I was seeing things, the person standing up and gesturing at me was Sidhe. 
 
    I licked my lips nervously and edged towards him. He wasn’t yelling for help or running for back-up, so I guessed I was relatively safe for now. As I got closer and noted his hair colour, fine features and pointed ears, I knew my initial reaction was correct. What I hadn’t spotted until I was less than a few feet away was how scared he was. 
 
    ‘I don’t speak Fomori,’ I said softly. 
 
    His eyes widened and he stared.  
 
    I tried to smile. ‘Er … Chan eil Fomori agam,’ I tried, using my rudimentary Gaelic. 
 
    The Sidhe looked at me as if I’d just swallowed a frog. I scratched my neck. Shite. 
 
    None of the misshapen bundles around us looked our way, although I did see one or two twitch nervously. I guessed they were hoping to deny seeing anything when the Fomori came and asked questions.  
 
    The Sidhe lifted his shoulders in a nonchalant shrug. ‘She is tired. She needs to sleep.’ 
 
    For a moment, I didn’t have the faintest idea what he was talking about, then there was a grunt and I realised he meant the huddled shape I’d approached. ‘Okay,’ I said. His eyes narrowed as if he didn’t understand me. ‘So you speak English?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    I breathed out in relief. ‘Cool.’ 
 
    He frowned again. ‘Cool?’ He glanced around. ‘It seems temperate to me.’ He understood English but he wasn’t au fait with contemporary slang. I nodded to myself. That figured; he’d been stuck here without any contact with the outside world ‒ why would he speak a modern dialect? 
 
    I smiled at him. ‘My name is Integrity.’ 
 
    He blinked. ‘Oh.’ 
 
    I waited but he didn’t say anything else. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked eventually. 
 
    ‘I don’t have one.’ He spoke like I was a stupid child. ‘Only the Fomori have names.’ He appraised me. ‘But you are not Fomori.’ 
 
    I bit back a sarcastic remark and focused on what was important. ‘You really don’t have a name?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    That wasn’t so strange to me. I hadn’t had a name until I was eleven years old and I’d run away from the Bull and into Taylor’s beat-up car. Keeping people nameless was a great way to stop your minions getting uppity and thinking for themselves. It was ironic that the Fomori were doing to the Sidhe what the Sidhe had done to me.  
 
    ‘Why aren’t you chained up? Why isn’t she chained up?’ 
 
    Again, he looked confused. ‘We have done nothing wrong.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ I paused, ‘if you’re not a prisoner why don’t you escape?’ 
 
    He stared blankly. ‘Escape? From what? To where?’ 
 
    I sucked in a breath. Okey-dokey. Tempting as it was to bring up Pavlov’s dog, I didn’t have time to argue the merits or otherwise of conditioning. I glanced over my shoulder to double-check I was still in the clear, then squinted further up the slope. 
 
    ‘Are there any Fomori here?’ 
 
    ‘They are at the top, guarding the villain.’ 
 
    Villain? ‘Does this villain have blond hair? Green eyes? Strange clothes?’ 
 
    ‘You know him?’ 
 
    My heart leapt with hope. ‘Yes. He’s not a villain though, he’s a good guy.’ 
 
    ‘Guy?’ 
 
    I tutted. ‘Man. I mean, man. How many demons are there?’ 
 
    ‘Five. Six. I do not know.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. Five or six was a pitiful amount and that didn’t make sense. If Byron was the bait to lure me in, did that mean there were other demons hiding elsewhere?  
 
    Somehow I didn’t think my new nameless friend could help; I already knew he was telling the truth. I threw out a quick thanks and began jogging. As pitiful as this man’s situation was, Byron was my priority.  
 
    I’d only gone about twenty feet when something occurred to me. I half turned. The Sidhe was still standing beside his pole. ‘What’s your Gift?’ I asked. 
 
    He seemed puzzled. ‘I do not know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Magic. What magic do you have?’ 
 
    ‘Only the demons possess magic.’ 
 
    I tightened my jaw. Well, that answered a whole bunch of questions. I thanked him once more. The Fomori plot was definitely thickening. Concentrate on Byron, I told myself. Worry about everything else later. 
 
    Time was not on my side. I was still expecting masses of demons to start flinging themselves my way. They’d drawn me towards the castle but they’d catch on sooner or later that I was on my way here to Arthur’s Seat. I pelted up the hill, scree flying in all directions. Some of the figures got to their feet and watched my ascent but others didn’t raise their heads. The eeriness of the whole set-up was starting to get to me. 
 
    Not every ‘prisoner’, if I could call them that, was Sidhe. I spotted pixies, Bauchans, humans, trolls … virtually every race was represented in some way. There was no doubting who was in charge; the Fomori’s grip was iron-clad. The demons had a hell of a lot to answer for – and maybe we did too for letting this continue for so long. The thought spurred me to move faster. 
 
    It was hard going. I was used to mountainous terrain from my short stint with mountain rescue and this was more like a big hill than a mountain, so it should have been easy for me to climb. Adrenaline was still pulsing through my veins, which helped considerably, but the knowledge of the demons both behind and ahead of me, and my worry about Byron’s state, made climbing difficult.  
 
    I was sweating, my clothes sticking to my skin and my hair plastered to my forehead. Whatever scent I’d got from wearing May’s discarded T-shirt was no doubt gone. Eau de sweaty Integrity was all that remained. The gnawing feeling that I’d have to fight if I wanted to rescue Byron wouldn’t leave me. It’s inevitable, an irksome little voice whispered; your true name means warrior. It’s time to go to war. 
 
    I was getting used to the silent, huddled shapes around me. They were a sorry, downtrodden lot – so when a hand stretched out and grabbed my ankle, it was so unexpected that I went flying. 
 
    I twisted, kicked away and scrambled backwards, my breath coming in short, heavy gasps. I blew back the damp hair that had fallen into my eyes and peered at whoever had made me fall. My hands were already up to ward off the next attack.  
 
    It was a pixie but not a cheeky, dimpled pixie like Lexie. This version was covered in a layer of grime so thick I could probably grow daisies on her skin. Unlike almost all the other people here, she was chained up. She raised manacled wrists and pressed a finger to her lips, warning me to be quiet. I gaped at her. 
 
    ‘You have white hair. Purple eyes.’ She stared at me in wonder. ‘You are the one they fear,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve heard about you.’ 
 
    I scrambled forward. ‘What? What have you heard?’ 
 
    ‘They say that there’s a prophecy, that you will kill them all.’ Her eyes gleamed through the darkness. ‘Do not hesitate. You must do it.’ 
 
    ‘I…’ I shook my head. ‘I cannot. The prophecy is wrong.’ 
 
    She leaned towards me. ‘If it was wrong, the demons would not be so terrified.’ 
 
    ‘They’re mistaken.’ 
 
    She bared her teeth into the semblance of a smile. ‘They are not. We need you.’ She clanked her chains as she jerked her hand and pointed. ‘You are here for him.’ 
 
    ‘The Sidhe man?’ I asked urgently.  
 
    She laughed softly. ‘The well-fed one? Yes. They thought you would go to the castle and take the dreeocht. You will need to do that but now is not the time.’ 
 
    ‘Take the what?’ 
 
    ‘Dreeocht,’ she repeated. 
 
    I couldn’t work out what she meant. ‘Dree…’ My voice faltered. She was using the Gaelic word. Draoidheachd.  
 
    ‘Magic,’ I whispered. 
 
    She smiled again and nodded. ‘You will return. And you will take it.’ She lunged forward and I thought for a moment she was going to attack me. The intensity in her expression was painful to look at. ‘You will save us.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not the one you want,’ I said. Putting hope in me would only lead to desperate disappointment. 
 
    The pixie didn’t argue. ‘Go now. I will help you.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask her another question but it was too late. She flipped back her head and began to shout at the top of her voice. Her words were nonsensical to me but, whatever she was saying, it was loud enough to wake the dead. Or the Fomori.  
 
    I hurtled away in a bid to put as much distance as possible between me and the pixie. It was just as well I reacted so quickly because, within a few breaths, several Fomori demons came clumping along, hissing and spitting in her direction.  
 
    She yelled and shrieked. They were so focused on the screaming pixie that they didn’t notice me barely a few metres away. 
 
    And then I finally saw him. 
 
    He was set apart from others and tethered to a pole with a chain which was wrapped cruelly round his torso. His trousers were ripped and he was shirtless. Several cuts were visible across his chest but there didn’t appear to be any fresh blood seeping from them. His head had fallen forward so I couldn’t see his face. If it wasn’t for the slight rise and fall as he breathed, I’d have wondered whether he was dead. 
 
    There were no other demons in sight. The pixie continued to screech. There were harsh words from the demons, followed by a loud crack. I shuddered. A whip. 
 
    I wasted no more time. I still expected to be waylaid by hordes of the ugly, naked bastards but, as I darted towards the pole, nothing happened.  
 
    ‘Byron!’ I hissed. 
 
    He groaned and I gritted my teeth. Still no more demons came. Were they waiting until I released him? Maybe they wanted me to think I’d won and then they’d snatch away my victory.  
 
    I fumbled with the rusting padlock that held the chains in place. It was solid and looked impenetrable but it was old and the lock mechanism was simple. It took very little effort to wield my lock pick and force the padlock open.  
 
    I pulled at the chains as quietly as I could. Byron lifted his head, his pain-glazed eyes taking me in. ‘Hallucinating,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘You’re not bloody hallucinating!’ I hissed. I unwound the last of the chains and carefully lowered them to the ground whilst attempting to support Byron’s body. He fell heavily against me. 
 
    ‘You smell awful,’ he said. He frowned. ‘You’re really here.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how you know I’m real? Because I smell bad?’ I put my arm round his waist and tried to get him to move.  
 
    ‘Normally,’ he murmured, in a voice so shaky and weak it was barely audible, ‘you smell like strawberries. If this was a dream, then that’s what I would smell.’ His head dropped onto my neck. ‘You smell like shit.’ 
 
    Unbelievable. All this way to rescue his sorry arse and all he could say when I showed up was that I was stinky. ‘Shut up,’ I whispered tersely. ‘Conserve your strength. We need to get the hell out of here.’  
 
    There was a loud crack and the pixie abruptly fell silent. My stomach tensed. What had they done to her? ‘We need to go, Byron, otherwise we’re both dead meat.’ 
 
    We stumbled away, slipping and sliding in our bid to get down Arthur’s Seat and as far away from here as possible. I spun round once we were almost out of sight. I could already see the stretching shadows of the returning demons. I squeezed my eyes shut and prayed this would work. Illusion was a difficult Gift to master – or so I’d heard. I only had it in limited quantities and there was very little time. I had to concentrate or all was lost. 
 
    Heady power swirled through my veins. I felt Byron tense and my shoulders tightened. Come on. Come on. Then I opened my eyes. ‘It worked,’ I gasped.  
 
    There, bent against the pole, was a near-perfect illusion of Byron. It was like he’d never left it. A shiver rippled through him. ‘You stole Illusion,’ he whispered.  
 
    ‘Let’s not get into an argument about the rights and wrongs of thievery till later.’ I twisted round once more. Byron fell against me but I managed to catch him. Once again we began half stumbling, half running down the hill. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ he said, his voice barely audible, ‘the illusion won’t last long. We’ve got minutes at best.’  
 
    I grimaced. ‘Then we need to damned well hurry.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Rather than re-trace my steps through the silent – and potentially deadly – city streets, Byron and I went in the opposite direction. We could skirt round most of the buildings. It meant we’d be exposed but we’d have more warning if thousands of Fomori demons came after us. What was left unsaid was that, no matter what we did, if we found ourselves in that situation we were not going to make it. 
 
    Byron was in a bad way. He put up a good show of not being in pain but the white lines around his mouth and the frequently glazed look in his eyes gave him away. The demons hadn’t treated him kindly; I guessed the Geneva Convention didn’t apply to them. When he started shivering, I hastily peeled his jacket off my shoulders and draped it round him. 
 
    We were still stumbling along old cobbled streets when his legs gave out completely and he collapsed into a heap. ‘Integrity,’ he gasped. ‘You…’ 
 
    I knew exactly what he was about to say but I wasn’t going to give him the chance. I put my finger to his lips then took a bottle of water from my bag and discarded everything else. If we were further away, I’d let him rest but we had to get away from the city limits first.  
 
    Without saying a word, I put his arms round my neck. He instantly understood but tried to resist. Fortunately for both of us, he was as weak as a kitten and I was stronger than I looked. I took his legs and staggered up so he was hanging over me piggy-back style. He groaned, whether in pain, embarrassment or relief I had no idea. I shifted his weight and we continued, albeit far more slowly. Now I wished he didn’t have all those heavy, sexy muscles. Why couldn’t he be a skinny runt instead? 
 
    ‘When we get back home,’ I huffed, ‘I’m going to have you arrested for those guns.’ 
 
    He didn’t answer. Panicking, I paused in mid-step but I could feel his hot breath on my neck. He was still with me. Barely. 
 
    I struggled on. The buildings began to thin out and become even more derelict. I had to put as much distance between us and the city centre as possible because I was still wary of the far-senser. The Gift I’d stolen only had a radius of two miles but his might be very different although I had to assume, given that I’d made it this far, that he couldn’t stretch it indefinitely. But I was getting weaker and my knees were starting to buckle under Byron’s weight. It didn’t help that I had to clutch at him to prevent him from sliding off my back. 
 
    When I was certain I could go no further, I left the road and headed for the nearest building. To be honest, building was probably a generous description ‒ it was only two walls and half a roof ‒ but it would do for now. I needed a break to regain some strength. 
 
    I meant to let Byron down gently but unfortunately he landed with a heavy thump, cracking his head on the dirty flagstones. I winced and hunkered down to check him over. His pulse was weak but steady. Hopefully I’d not done his skull any permanent damage.  
 
    I unscrewed the lid on the water bottle and tipped a small amount of liquid into his mouth. His swallow reflex kicked in so I gave him a bit more before taking a tiny swig myself. Then I leaned back against the nearest wall, closing my eyes. Ten minutes. All I needed was ten minutes’ rest. 
 
    It felt like about ten seconds. My entire body ached but as much as I wanted to curl up and get a proper sleep, I couldn’t afford to. I glanced down and realised that Byron’s emerald-green eyes were fixed on me. 
 
    ‘Hey.’ 
 
    His tongue darted out, wetting his lips. ‘You shouldn’t have come for me,’ he said huskily. 
 
    I shrugged, ignoring the shooting pain the movement sent down my spine. ‘I was at a loose end.’ 
 
    He forced himself up to a sitting position. ‘I mean it, Integrity. Leave me here. You need to get back to the Highlands. The demons…’ He shuddered. ‘The demons are after you.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me something I don’t know.’ I smiled. ‘It’s fine. We’re less than two hours away from the Veil. We’ll make it.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘They kept saying your name.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I replied, ‘it is a pretty cool name.’ 
 
    ‘Your Clan name,’ he said. ‘They said it over and over again. Adair. Adair.’ He pushed back a lock of golden hair. ‘Every time a new demon appeared, they got into my face and said it again. Adair.’ 
 
    ‘Did they say anything else?’ 
 
    ‘That was all I understood.’ 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. ‘They’re scared of me. It’s something to do with that stupid prophecy. They think I’m going to save Scotland by killing them all.’ I hadn’t thought he could get any paler but he did.  
 
    I laughed without humour. ‘What no one seems to realise is that I’ve already saved Scotland. I freed the Foinse. By saving the magic, I saved the country. All this demon stuff is nonsense.’ I tried not to think about the magic the chained-up pixie had mentioned. 
 
    ‘I don’t think they got that memo.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I dropped my eyes. I didn’t want to do this but, considering what was coming next, I had to try. I had to give Byron one last chance to believe me. ‘Your father didn’t want me to come,’ I said quietly. ‘He was going to leave you here to…’ My voice trailed off. Byron’s imagination was probably more vivid than mine; he’d had plenty of time chained to that post to think about what was going to happen to him. 
 
    His jaw tightened. ‘My father did the right thing. Other people cannot be sacrificed because of me. You should have left me.’ 
 
    ‘Would you have left me if our roles had been reversed?’ He didn’t answer. ‘Byron,’ I persisted. ‘Your father admitted that my father didn’t massacre his own Clan. Aifric engineered it because the Fomori wanted more land and the only way he could stave them off was to give them the Adairs. He thought that would stall the prophecy.’ 
 
    ‘But they already have all the land they could possibly need,’ he returned.  
 
    ‘I know but that’s what your father said. He…’ 
 
    There was a sudden screech from overhead. Without meaning to, my hand snapped out and clutched Byron’s. He squeezed it sharply and then we both froze, awaiting inevitable discovery.  
 
    ‘You have to go,’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘Hush.’ 
 
    We waited. Five seconds. Ten. Almost a full minute passed before the screech sounded again. This time it was further away fading into the distance. I let out the breath I’d been holding. ‘We both need to go,’ I said firmly. 
 
    ‘Leave me,’ he insisted. ‘I’m too weak. I can’t feel my Gifts but if I rest some more I’ll recoup enough energy to bring them back. Then I can fight.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not fighting, Byron. We’re fleeing.’ I stood up and tugged at his hand. ‘Can you stand?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not coming.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Then I’m not going. We’re at an impasse.’ 
 
    ‘Integrity…’ 
 
    ‘Look at me. I’m not leaving you behind.’ I grinned. ‘Otherwise it’s a complete waste of a day.’  
 
    ‘You’re the most bloody stubborn woman I’ve ever met. Even Tipsania is more amenable than you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘but you love me really.’ 
 
    Something flashed in his eyes. ‘Integrity,’ he said again. 
 
    ‘We’re leaving.’ I tied back my hair and pulled him to his feet. ‘Now.’ 
 
    Thankfully he stopped resisting. The rest had done enough to allow him to walk, although I remained close in case he fell again. We limped our way forward, the sunny Highlands beckoning to us. I kept the thought of hills covered in blooming purple heather, the smiling faces of my friends and even the half-derelict Adair mansion in the forefront of my mind. The dark, scarred landscape we were in was almost too much to bear. Even with the knowledge that their skin was too sensitive to sunlight to withstand the world beyond the Veil, I couldn’t fathom how the demons and their captives managed to live in this godforsaken land. I’d barely spent a day there and I already felt like I was going insane.  
 
    After an hour of relentless plodding, I asked Byron if he needed another rest. He shook his head grimly, the heaviness of the Lowlands affecting him as much as me. He was looking paler, so I put my arm round his shoulders to support his weight. We struggled on like that – and it was just as well we did. Not ten minutes passed when the expanse of the Veil finally came into view. 
 
    I felt Byron’s muscles sag with relief. Finally the end was in sight. 
 
    ‘We made it,’ he said, as if he couldn’t quite believe his eyes. 
 
    I pulled my own gaze away from the streaks of lightning which, for once, were a pleasure to behold. He reached out and cupped my face. ‘Thank you. I owe you my life.’ 
 
    I tried to smile. I knew what was coming next. ‘You’re welcome.’ I looked ahead. It was probably only another twenty minutes before we’d pass back through again. There were still no demons in sight.  
 
    I stiffened and Byron’s expression turned abruptly to alarm. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I can sense them,’ I whispered. ‘They’re coming.’ 
 
    He whipped his head round. ‘I can’t see anything.’  
 
    The landscape behind us was utterly bare. I couldn’t even see the silhouette of Edinburgh any more. 
 
    ‘Illusion wasn’t the only Gift I stole,’ I urgently – and vaguely. ‘We don’t have long.’ 
 
    For once, he seemed to believe me. ‘Can we make it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It’s an army of Fomori and the vanguard is close. We need to do something to keep them back long enough for us to escape.’ 
 
    ‘Where are they?’ 
 
    ‘Due south.’ I put my hand over his. ‘Can you find any magic inside yourself? Anywhere?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a trickle, nothing more.’ He shook his head in dismay. ‘Not enough to put up a decent defence.’ 
 
    I ignored the surge of panic in my belly. ‘Enough for one fireball?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. It’ll be weak. And I don’t know where to send it.’ 
 
    ‘Straight ahead.’ I pointed towards the city we’d just left. ‘They won’t know you’re using up all the magic you’ve got. It’ll throw them off and give us enough time.’ 
 
    ‘Or tell them our exact location.’ His expression tightened. ‘I can run. We can get to the Veil.’ 
 
    I was adamant. ‘No, we can’t.’ 
 
    If Byron hadn’t been in such a bad state, he would probably have refused me. But I had just rescued him and he had to trust me. He nodded and bit his lip. I felt him shudder. I shouldn’t be asking this of him while he was in this condition but I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    He drew in a deep, shaky breath and a little ball of fire sprang into life. It was weak but it was the perfect beacon. Like moths to a flame, I thought grimly.  
 
    ‘That way,’ I urged, before he lost the energy or changed his mind. 
 
    Byron threw it out. The fireball arced into the air then sprang forward, lighting up the darkness. I had to hope it was enough. I needed some Fomori to follow us through the Veil. 
 
    ‘It’s not going to do anything more than singe their eyebrows.’ 
 
    It didn’t have to. ‘They don’t have eyebrows,’ I said. ‘Come on. Let’s get out of here.’ 
 
    We turned and ran as quickly as we could. I prayed to whoever was listening that Byron’s magic had worked. I didn’t want an actual army, I only needed one demon. 
 
    The Veil drew closer. At one point, Byron started to lose momentum but I hooked his arm round me and we managed to keep going. Less than fifty feet from the Veil I finally heard them. Thank goodness. 
 
    ‘They’re here!’ Byron croaked. 
 
    ‘I know.’ I crossed my fingers, hoping that this would work. ‘But we’re almost home free.’ 
 
    There were three of them of the winged variety, their huge leathery appendages helping them gain on us with unerring speed. One swooped over my head and I ducked just in time to avoid being yanked up into the air. It snarled and spun into a somersault.  
 
    ‘Run!’ I shrieked as the demons landed behind us, their wiry bodies making the transition from air to land in a heartbeat. They pelted after us. Somehow Byron found the strength and, together, we surged towards the Veil. 
 
    There wasn’t time to take a breath. The three Fomori were almost close enough to touch us and I swear that I felt the scratch of curved claws snatching at the back of my shirt. ‘Hold on tight,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘We’re almost there.’ 
 
    ‘Fabulous,’ Byron gasped in response before the swirling clouds of the Veil made speech impossible. ‘Except they are too.’ 
 
    Golden Boy had a made valid point. As I hauled him through, step after painful step, worry about what was coming next clenched at my gut. If this didn’t work, I was out of options. The trouble was that the alternative – certainly in the long term – would probably be far, far worse. 
 
    We fell out on the other side of the Veil, heaving in the fresh air. I heard Jamie shouting and, within seconds, Angus was by my side. ‘We have to get away from the Veil,’ I said, gasping heavily. ‘There are three demons coming through.’ 
 
    I barely had time to register Jamie blanching before Angus took Byron’s weight from me and looked at me meaningfully. I nodded once and he looked away. Half stumbling, half running, we moved from the edge of the Veil towards the waiting cars, parked fifty feet away and shrouded in darkness. This would be a damn sight easier if it was daytime. Now we had no advantage against the trailing demons. 
 
    ‘You take Byron in yours!’ Angus called to Jamie. ‘I’ll look after Integrity.’ 
 
    Angus and I pulled ahead of the other two; with his limp, Byron wasn’t going anywhere fast. I twisted slightly; my toe caught on a stone and I went flying, taking Angus down with me. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ I called out, getting to my feet and helping Angus up. ‘Just get to the bloody car!’ 
 
    Byron didn’t want to. I could see the desperation on his face. Fortunately for all of us, Jamie yanked him away, wrenching open his car door and ushering him inside. A heartbeat later, I heard a cacophony of snarls. The demons had joined us. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Angus warned, his voice rising in panic.  
 
    ‘Hang on,’ I told him. ‘Just hang on.’ 
 
    A dark shape flew out from behind the nearest car. Chandra, her eyes glittering in the weak moonlight, stretched out her arm. In her hand was a gun with a long, lethal-looking barrel. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Tegs.’ Her words rang out in the cold air and made even the demons pause. ‘It’s nothing personal. You understand that.’ She smiled and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Pain exploded in my chest; I hadn’t expected it to hurt so damned much. My world slid sideways and I collapsed. Dimly, I heard Byron shout. My gaze fell on him struggling to get out of the car. You idiot, I thought. Just stay put and everything will be fine. 
 
    Angus screamed my name. He fell to his knees beside me, his hands fumbling. 
 
    ‘The demons,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘Don’t die, Tegs.’ He grabbed the lapels of my dark blouse. ‘Don’t you dare fucking die!’ 
 
    With my peripheral vision, I spotted Chandra throw the three demons a nervous look before she spun on her heel and ran, escaping into the cold Highland night. The fashion-forward assassin knew when she was out-matched. 
 
    I coughed, tasting blood in my mouth. ‘Get out of here, Angus.’ 
 
    He shook his head violently. ‘No.’ 
 
    Everything was starting to feel hazy. Byron was still shouting and I heard a crackle as a fireball whizzed past my head. There was a shriek from the demons. How Byron had found the strength to call up his Gift once more, I had no idea. 
 
    ‘He can’t kill them,’ I whispered. ‘Don’t let him kill them.’ 
 
    Angus stared into my face then nodded. He leapt to his feet and waved his arms frantically at Jamie. ‘Get him out of here!’ 
 
    I reached down into myself. A long, rippling shudder ran down my spine. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ Then, ‘Fuck off, Jamie!’ With more strength than I thought he could possibly have, Byron bounded over and collapsed beside me. I felt his hands on my face. His breathing was coming in short, sharp gasps and he started to moan. ‘No. No. You can’t. Integrity. Tegs, don’t do this to me. Don’t…’ 
 
    Jamie’s arms pulled him backwards. ‘We have to go.’ 
 
    ‘I am not leaving her for those monsters!’ Byron’s cheeks were glistening and I realised that he was crying. Pain stabbed through me. Not for me, Byron. Don’t do that for me. 
 
    ‘It’s too late,’ Jamie hissed. 
 
    Angus ran to his car as Jamie manhandled Byron away. In normal circumstances, he’d never have managed it; Byron’s body was built for strength and those muscles weren’t just for show. But he was weakened by his ordeal and our escape and he couldn’t put up a fight. When I heard the car door slam once more, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Two engines revved and headlights streamed onto my body. The demons took their chance, loping towards me, cackling. The nearest one bent down. This was the most dangerous part. He prodded me with his finger, peering into my eyes and stretching a cold, bony finger to my wrist to feel for a pulse. There was the gleam of a blade. Shite. That wasn’t good. 
 
    ‘Get away!’ I heard Angus yell. He hit the horn and his car lurched forward, making it clear that he’d run both them and me over if he had to. ‘Get back to where you came from and leave her the fuck alone!’ 
 
    The demon stood up slowly. ‘Vern tack Adair. Var?’ 
 
    ‘Vas.’ His companions said in apparent agreement. They grinned, laughed ‒ and then turned and went back to where they’d come from. The Veil hissed and spat as it swallowed them, resenting the intrusion and welcoming them back at the same time. 
 
    Jamie gunned his engine, the tyres spinning as he reversed and speeded off. I could still hear Byron yelling at him to stop. Good boy, Jamie. Keep going and don’t look back. Angus did the same, following immediately in Jamie’s wake. I stayed where I was, less than fifty feet from the continuously sparking Veil. At last, I was completely alone. I was dead. Finally. 
 
    I didn’t move for a long time. To be honest, I was more worried that those damned demons would come back and chop off my head as a trophy than anything else.  
 
    ‘Tegs?’  
 
    With difficulty, I propped myself up onto my elbows and squinted. Chandra, with Bob perched on her shoulder, came towards me. I rolled away, blinking as the illusion of my corpse started to fade. 
 
    ‘It worked.’ I shook my head in amazement. Then I winced; I had a hell of a headache from the way I’d thudded down. And that was without mentioning my chest. ‘That bloody hurt,’ I complained to Chandra. I spat out a gobbet of blood. 
 
    She shrugged amiably. ‘It might have been a rubber bullet but it was still a bullet. It’s supposed to hurt.’ 
 
    ‘I can kiss it better, Uh Integrity,’ Bob piped up, puckering his lips. 
 
    I didn’t answer. Instead, I let Chandra to help me up to my feet.  
 
    ‘Those demons were pretty scary,’ she said. ‘It’s just as well they left when they did. I don’t fancy my chances against one, let alone three.’ 
 
    ‘We got lucky,’ I agreed. ‘At least now they think I’m dead. But we should get out of here in case they decide to come back.’ 
 
    Bob sniffed as we limped away. ‘I thought your Byron would have been more heroic. Ranting is one thing but he didn’t do anything helpful. If it had been me, I’d have done something. I’d have thrown myself in the path of the bullet. Then I’d have tackled the shifty assassin and…’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’ Chandra protested. ‘Who are you calling shifty?’ 
 
    ‘If the shoe fits,’ Bob dismissed. He flicked a disdainful look at Chandra’s footwear but, when he clocked her silver knee-high boots, his expression changed. ‘Nice,’ he said approvingly before returning to his original topic. ‘All Byron actually did was cry your name a few times and then start weeping. What kind of man sheds tears? Pah!’ 
 
    Chandra and I exchanged looks. ‘The kind of man,’ she said icily, ‘who has a heart and is in touch with his feelings.’ 
 
    Even through the Gift of Illusion, which made me appear dead, I’d seen the anguish in Byron’s face. I wished desperately that there could have been another way but we needed the breathing space that my supposed death offered. Aifric wasn’t going to stop trying to kill me, no matter what happened, and my luck would only have held out so far. Sooner or later he’d have hit his mark.  
 
    Now Byron would carry the news of my death back to his father – and his father would believe it because Byron had seen it with his own eyes. The three Fomori demons had, too. If what Aifric said was correct and they were attacking the Highlands because of my existence, they would now withdraw and leave everyone in peace. As far as the both the Highlands and the Lowlands were concerned, every single member of the Adair Clan was very, very dead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We regrouped back at the mansion. Sorley was grinning from ear to ear. ‘It was perfect,’ he said, clapping his hands. ‘You should have seen it, Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘Oscar-worthy,’ Angus agreed. 
 
    I leaned back against the reassuringly solid wall of the Adair house and smiled. ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘The MacBains got here about midday. All they managed to do was start clearing out some of the rooms with Tipsania ordering them around like she was queen of the castle. We lit a campfire for them and Taylor opened up some of tins of beans…’ 
 
    I groaned slightly. ‘More beans?’ 
 
    ‘They were well behaved, those MacBains,’ he said. ‘No farting.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Angus continued, ‘I came flying through right after I left you.’ He threw me a look. ‘I wasn’t faking my panic, those demons were seriously scary. I screeched about how you’d been killed and there were demons at the Veil, and the MacBains went into a blind panic.’ 
 
    Sorley jabbed at his chest. ‘That’s when I stepped in. Told them that with the last Adair gone, we were claiming the land ourselves. The trolls were taking over and the MacBains could do nothing about it. They vamoosed before we could even shake our spears.’ 
 
    ‘I cried,’ Speck said proudly. ‘I rubbed Vicks under my eyes.’ In fact, his eyes were still streaming tears. With our apparent victory, however, he no longer seemed to notice.  
 
    ‘Taylor?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I did exactly as you said. Made a big song and dance about how we were going through the Veil ourselves after the demons. We ran out at the same time as the MacBains, then doubled back when they’d all gone.’ 
 
    Lexie bobbed her head. ‘If they look for us, they won’t find a thing. They’ll just assume we’ve been killed.’ 
 
    ‘And if anyone tries to investigate these lands, they’ll find an army of squatting trolls in their way,’ Brochan rumbled. ‘It was a good plan, Tegs. The last-minute inclusion of that lot worked perfectly.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a permanent solution,’ I warned. ‘Sooner or later someone will discover the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Taylor came up and put his arm round me. ‘But we’re all safe for now. The Fomori will stop attacking and Aifric will think he’s won.’ 
 
    ‘Except he won’t know what’s hit him,’ Lexie said, rubbing her hands together in glee.  
 
    My smile didn’t quite reach my eyes. I still couldn’t erase the look on Byron’s face when he thought I was dead. I’d find a way to reveal the truth to him and I’d just have to hope he didn’t hate me too much when he realised what I’d done. It was a necessary evil. Short of actually dying, I couldn’t think of an alternative. 
 
    ‘It’s a shame the MacBains weren’t here for longer to help sort out this place,’ I said, gazing up at the high walls. 
 
    ‘I can stay for a while,’ Morna said. She wagged her finger. ‘I’m not swearing fealty, mind, but I’ll help put some life back into this place.’ 
 
    ‘And we don’t need the MacBains now we have the trolls,’ Brochan said. ‘There are more than enough hands to get everything shipshape.’ 
 
    Tipsania appeared in the doorway. May shuffled in behind her, with a shy smile on her face. Chandra’s eyes lit up. I knew exactly what she was thinking: there might only be one Fomori demon in the whole of the Highlands but if the wily assassin had her way, she’d be that demon’s fashion designer. Before I could say that we needed to keep May’s existence as much of a secret as mine, Tipsania spoke. 
 
    ‘What are you cretins doing?’ she shrieked. ‘I’m not your slave! There are floors that need scrubbing and rooms that need to be emptied. Get a move on!’ 
 
    Everyone turned and stared at her. 
 
    ‘It’s four o’clock in the morning,’ Speck complained. 
 
    ‘You’re up, aren’t you, Four Eyes?’ 
 
    I winced. Tipsania still needed some work to become a functioning member of our tiny society. We’d get there though. Somehow we’d all get there. I couldn’t stay dead forever but for now everyone was safe. I had to separate the part of my heart that yearned for Byron and focus on what we’d achieved. He was safe – and so was my country. We’d won the battle, if not the war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Neither Jamie nor Byron said a word until they reached the outskirts of Perth. Jamie’s hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly the entire way that he had cramp but that was nothing compared to the pain that Byron was feeling. He ignored the blood which continued to seep through his clothes and the sapping weakness which drained his body. The physical pain was nothing and the cuts would heal. His power would return. Not everything else would, though. 
 
    Byron stared out of the window when Jamie stopped at a petrol station to fill up. This was all his fault. Integrity, with her laughing violet eyes and smile that would light up the entire country, was gone.  
 
    ‘That MacQuarrie bastard,’ he ground out, when Jamie returned. ‘Coward.’ He cursed and his shoulders drooped. ‘So are we. We should have stayed. We should have done something.’ 
 
    Jamie stayed silent for a long moment. ‘We couldn’t have done anything. You barely had the strength to lift your head and I have no useful Gift. Not against Fomori demons, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘She’s dead.’ Byron spoke in a strangled voice. ‘Integrity is dead.’ 
 
    His friend gripped his hand, squeezing it tightly. He didn’t say anything else. 
 
    The gaping chasm inside Byron grew until he was overcome by a void of grief and pain. He kept seeing her face over and over again, that cheeky grin, the way she flipped her hair over her shoulder when she was trying to make a point. Her godawful jokes. He went over and over it in his mind. It had happened so quickly. Who the hell was that woman who’d shot her? What could he have done differently to prevent it from happening? 
 
    He clutched his head. It didn’t feel like she was gone but he’d seen her die right in front of his own eyes. He’d chase down that woman – and anyone else who’d had a hand in Integrity’s death ‒ and make them rue the day they’d crossed Integrity’s path. If he couldn’t have her, he’d have vengeance instead. 
 
    ‘Here.’ Jamie reached into his pocket and pulled something out, tossing it into Byron’s lap.  
 
    He shook himself and frowned. ‘This is the old Adair emblem.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Integrity gave it to me before she went through the Veil. She wanted me to use my Gift on it.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t suppose it matters much now.’ 
 
    Byron turned it over in his fingers. He lifted it up to see if her scent still clung to it but all it smelled of was old metal. It wasn’t much to remember her by but he held it up to his chest, pressing it tightly against his heart.  
 
    ‘What did you see?’ he asked dully. Jamie didn’t answer. ‘What did you see when you used psychometry on it?’ Byron asked again. 
 
    Jamie’s jaw tightened and a muscle ticked in his cheek. ‘It’s antique,’ he said finally. ‘There’s a lot of history to it. It was forged by a blacksmith before anyone in Scotland had even heard the word Fomori.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    He sighed heavily. ‘It was passed down through generations. The Chieftain usually wore it.’ 
 
    ‘So Gale Adair was wearing it when he died? Integrity’s father?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He swallowed. ‘It was stolen before that. It was passed to the Fomori demons as a symbolic part of a promise to wipe the Adairs from the country.’ 
 
    For the first time since they’d left the Veil, Byron sat up straight. ‘What?’ 
 
    Jamie gave an awkward shrug. ‘That’s what I saw.’ 
 
    ‘Who stole it?’ 
 
    Jamie looked away. Somehow Byron already knew the answer but he still waited to hear it. ‘It was your father,’ Jamie said so quietly that Byron had to strain to hear. 
 
    He breathed in deeply. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Okay.’ There could be all sorts of reasons for that. Even if there weren’t, it didn’t mean Aifric was guilty of everything that Integrity had accused him of. He squeezed the brooch. 
 
    ‘Your bag is there,’ Jamie said softly. ‘Angus MacQuarrie gave it to me.’ 
 
    Byron pushed away the flash of anger at further mention of MacQuarrie and reached down to drop in the emblem. He’d keep it safe for now and speak to his father about it later.  
 
    Unfortunately, as soon as he unfastened the clasp, a strong smell escaped. It reeked of rot and death. Jamie recoiled. ‘What the hell is that?’ 
 
    Byron shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’ As terrible as the smell was, at least it was a momentary distraction from the searing pain of his own thoughts. He peered inside. ‘It’s a haggis,’ he said finally. ‘A dead haggis.’ Big deal. 
 
    Jamie frowned. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently Morna Carnegie has been using her Gift for less than salubrious reasons.’ Byron managed a weak shrug. What did one dead fur ball mean now? 
 
    ‘Was it smothered by the bag?’ Jamie asked. ‘I thought magically imbued creatures were supposed to be tough.’ 
 
    ‘They are.’  
 
    Byron reached in and drew out the tiny creature. It lay limply in his hand, its features contorted as if it had died in agony. Something was caught in one of its tiny front paws. He gently pulled it free, holding it up as the first evidence of dawn began to appear across the sky.  
 
    Byron’s muscles bulged and, curling his fingers into a fist, he lashed out and punched the windscreen. It immediately shattered, making Jamie yell in alarm. Byron paid him no attention. His eyes were fixed on the dead creature.  
 
    The haggis was holding the vial which had contained the sleeping draught intended for Integrity. The one his father had given him. Except there wasn’t any of the liquid left. The little haggis must have drunk it; the little haggis that was now dead.  
 
    An inarticulate howl rose up from deep inside Byron’s chest while the sun continued to force its way upwards, signalling a brand new day. 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you get when you cross a goose with a mouse?’ 
 
    I frowned. As much fun as cheesy jokes were, I was trying to concentrate. ‘This isn’t really the time, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘Ohhhh,’ he flounced. ‘So it’s alright for you to force your poor excuse for humour in our faces but when one of us tries to do it…’ 
 
    A passing troll halted and glared at him. ‘Chieftain. If you wish the imp to be disposed of, then I would be more than happy to oblige.’ 
 
    Bob gasped in outrage. ‘How dare you! You great lump! I’m a genie, not an imp.’ 
 
    The troll’s gaze grew even more disparaging. ‘You all look the same to me.’ 
 
    Flitting up to the troll’s face, Bob reached inside his tiny jacket pocket and drew out an even tinier glove. He reached out and slapped the troll across the nose with it. ‘I challenge you to a duel, sirrah.’ 
 
    The troll swung his heavy head towards me. ‘Chieftain, shall I…?’ 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. ‘No.’  
 
    He nodded once. ‘Very well.’ 
 
    Bob and I watched him amble off, shuffling with a heavy gait towards the mansion. ‘Yeah! Run away like the coward you are!’ the little genie shouted. 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said tiredly, ‘give it a rest.’ 
 
    ‘S’not my fault,’ he mumbled. 
 
    I shook out my hair. Effectively trapped here within the Adair lands, we were all going stir crazy but it didn’t change the fact that there was still work to be done. I had to gain control over my magic; the fate of thousands of people across the Veil might depend upon it, not to mention everyone here behind the Adair borders.  
 
    I refocused on the patch of ground. I was getting there. Faint threads of power snaked through my veins and I felt rather light-headed. There was a hiss and the hard ground began to crack. Green shoots pushed their way upwards all along the largest fissure. Yahtzee. 
 
    ‘You’ve still not answered me, you know,’ Bob said. ‘What do you get when you cross a goose with a mouse?’ 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. Just a little bit more … beside my toe, a bud was already beginning to emerge. 
 
    ‘A moose!’ Bob started to cackle, the sound penetrating my skull to the exclusion of anything else. 
 
    I exhaled loudly and straightened up. ‘I don’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘Duh!’ He spun up and twanged me between my eyebrows with his fingers. ‘Goose combined with mouse makes moose. It’s all about blending the letters.’ 
 
    ‘I understand that part,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘But where’s the funny?’ 
 
    His brow furrowed. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not funny, Bob. Jokes have to make people laugh.’ 
 
    He stared at me, still not understanding. ‘Nobody laughs at your jokes.’ 
 
    ‘Sorley does.’ 
 
    Bob snorted. ‘Sorley is an idiot.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply but I was interrupted by Morna stamping over. She gazed at my growth efforts with what could only be described as disgust. ‘Integrity Adair!’ she scolded. ‘I did not permit you to take more of my Gift so you could fritter away your time. Is that all you’ve managed to accomplish?’ 
 
    Suddenly I felt like a small child caught with her hand in the cookie jar instead of Chieftain of my very own Clan. Albeit a remarkably odd Clan. ‘I’ve been distracted,’ I protested. ‘It’s Bob’s fault.’ 
 
    ‘A good Chieftain takes responsibility for herself and for her Clan. You’re the one in charge.’ 
 
    ‘Ha ha!’ Bob jabbed his finger at me. ‘Stop blaming me! A bad workman always blames his tools.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘And we all know that you’re a tool.’ Bob’s mouth dropped open in mock outrage. 
 
    ‘Robert,’ Morna said, fixing her steely gaze on him, ‘aren’t you supposed to helping inside?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on a break.’ Morna simply looked at him. His head dropped. ‘Going back to work now,’ he muttered. He floated off. One day I’d like to exercise that kind of control but it didn’t matter what I did; I’d never achieve Morna Carnegie’s iron power. 
 
    ‘Felled by a mere glance,’ I said to myself. I looked at Morna. ‘When will you let me take that Gift?’ 
 
    ‘Being Chieftain is more than the title, Integrity. It’s a state of mind.’ 
 
    ‘The job’s yours if you want it. The pay is shite and there aren’t any holidays. But you get to pretend to be dead and that really cuts down on your junk mail. Plus, I’ve not had a bill to pay for months.’ 
 
    Her expression didn’t change. ‘You can’t play dead forever.’ 
 
    My attempt at humour faded away. ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘I have to get back to my own Clan soon. My Chieftain is starting to think I’ve been abducted. I’m running out of excuses to explain my absence.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘I do appreciate what you’ve done for us.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not for you. The prophecy has yet to be fulfilled.’ 
 
    ‘It has been fulfilled. I saved the Foinse. In return, I saved the country.’ 
 
    Morna raised her hand dismissively. ‘You and several others. Besides, that wasn’t the prophecy.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that.’ 
 
    She smiled serenely. ‘Yes, I do. It’s all in the wording.’ 
 
    ‘One Adair will save Alba. Yeah, yeah. That’s what I was told. I saved the Foinse, therefore I saved Alba.’ 
 
    Morna patted my shoulder. ‘Alba doesn’t just mean the Highlands. It means all of Scotland.’ 
 
    I wrinkled my nose, my scepticism palpable. Scotland hadn’t been a whole country since the Fissure – and that was almost three centuries ago. Scotland, in the sense that Morna meant, no longer existed. ‘There are a hundred thousand Fomori demons in the Lowlands. At least. Even if I weren’t a pacifist, there’s not a single thing I could do that would change that.’  
 
    Despite my dismissive reply, the thought of all those demons and the people they’d effectively enslaved – and conditioned not to question their enslavement – continued to gnaw at me. I wasn’t about to abandon them to their fate but, even with an army of trolls at my back, I couldn’t see a way to help them. Yet. I clung onto that word every night when my churning thoughts refused to let me sleep: yet. 
 
    Morna shrugged. ‘I didn’t say I had all the answers. But with the Foinse here, I’m now more inclined to believe in the prophecy than to discard it out of hand.’ She pointed at the patch of green by our feet. ‘Now come on. Before you save anyone, I’d like to see you rescue yourself. Bring this land back to life.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a real pain in the arse, Morna.’ 
 
    Her smile spread. ‘I know, dear.’ 
 
    I returned my gaze to the signs of growth. It was slow going but, thus far, I was rather impressed with my efforts. Aifric Moncrieffe had ordered this ground salted after the massacre which took place on the day of my birth. Normally that would mean many generations’ worth of unusable land. With the help of Morna’s Gift, however, I was reversing the effects. From what had once been the sacred Adair grove to down here by the old mansion, there was now a swathe of green. Morna was a hard taskmaster though; she expected more. 
 
    I reached down inside myself and concentrated. Her Gift buzzed through my blood, my veins and my very soul. I had to admit that it was getting easier, although I could still feel the queasy light-headedness. I had little choice but to embrace it. 
 
    ‘Good,’ the older woman said. ‘Search for the power in the earth and draw it out.’ 
 
    I swayed. When you knew what you were looking for, it was quite remarkable. I could feel the throb of life from Mother Nature calling out to me, asking to be restored in much the same way that a desert flower will stay dormant for months and even years, waiting for the rain that finally brings it to blossom. I was the rain. Here, at least, I was life. 
 
    Lights exploded behind my eyes and I gasped. My body fizzed with the sudden surge of magic. Goosebumps rose across my skin, pricking me with their intensity. 
 
    ‘Not too much,’ Morna warned. 
 
    As more blades of grass and green shoots sprang up, I yanked on the threads of power inside me before carefully dampening them down. I might have Morna’s Sidhe-given magic but, unless I ripped it all from her, it was a finite source. I had to use it sparingly. Breathing hard, I struggled for control while the ground continued to transform into a blanket of spring. I staggered. 
 
    ‘You’re getting there,’ she said approvingly. 
 
    I clutched at my chest, my heart hammering against my ribcage. ‘I don’t suppose you’d like to take over,’ I enquired when I could finally speak again. 
 
    ‘I could,’ she answered. ‘But then you’d never learn anything.’ She looked at me searchingly. ‘Your magic is running out. You need to take more.’ 
 
    ‘No, I have enough.’ 
 
    ‘Not for the whole Adair lands, you don’t.’ She took my hands in hers and squeezed. ‘Take,’ she ordered. ‘You have enough control.’ 
 
    She had considerably more faith in my abilities than I did. I was tempted to refuse but her eyes were hard and insistent. I swallowed and focused on the glow inside her. It wasn’t that I could see it, as such, more that I could sense it. Like all acts of thievery, the more often I drew from the Gifts of other Sidhe, the better I became at it. I tugged at wisps of her magic, pulling them gently into myself as if by osmosis. I had to be careful – the last thing I wanted to do was to take too much. My soul hungered to grab and guzzle but I pushed down my primal urges and sucked in a breath, stopping when I felt the nausea. 
 
    ‘You should take more,’ Morna chided gently. 
 
    I pressed my lips together and shook my head. ‘No. You need it. It’s yours.’ 
 
    She let out a bark of laughter. ‘I’m an old woman. There’s a whole wellspring of magic inside me which is untouched. Better that it gets used than it seeps away into the ether when I finally quit this body.’ 
 
    I glanced at her, alarmed. Surely she didn’t think she was at death’s door? Her expression was calm and placid. ‘How long till you go?’ I asked. Then I realised how that sounded and said quickly, ‘I mean how long till you go back home?’ 
 
    She frowned as she considered my question. ‘Soon,’ she said eventually. ‘But we should conduct a field test first and see how adept you’ve really become at stealing.’ 
 
    There was a certain irony in that, given what I used to do for a living and how good I’d been at it. I rubbed my chin. ‘I can’t be seen. And we should wait until after the next visit.’  
 
    Although Morna knew exactly what I meant, ‘visit’ was something of a euphemism. Delegations from the Clans had been appearing with increasing regularity at the Adair border. So far they’d given the trolls a whole lot of pleading mixed with some grandiose promises. They’d been little more than an annoyance up till now but, when the Sidhe finally realised the carrot was never going to work, they were going to switch to the stick.  
 
    ‘They’re not going to stop, you know. The Clans want their security details back.’ 
 
    I let out an unladylike snort. ‘I can’t see why it’s such a big deal. The Fomori have retreated back beyond the Veil. There haven’t been any attacks since Aberdeen.’ 
 
    ‘It’s about more than the illusion of safety, dear.’ Morna’s eyes were sad. ‘It’s about power.’ 
 
     There was a sudden screech from above. I twisted round in panic, only to see the shining orb of the Foinse fly out from one of the higher windows, followed almost immediately by Tipsania’s scowling face. ‘You bastard!’ she shrieked after it. ‘You numbskull ball of idiocy!’ 
 
    The Foinse somersaulted in a manner that could only be described as taunting and sped away. Morna raised an eyebrow. ‘Does the Scrymgeour lass know that she’s screeching at the source of all magic?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ I nodded. ‘She has no qualms about who she yells at.’ 
 
    Morna bent down and cupped a daisy. Its petals were white and delicate with just the hint of blush at their tips. I had helped to bring that to life. If I thought about it for too long, I was completely staggered by what I’d done. ‘It proves my point,’ Morna said. 
 
    ‘You mean that by yelling and throwing insults, Tipsania feels like she’s more powerful?’ Tipsania had bullied me when we were kids so I was well aware that she had a history of wanting to feel strong. 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Morna said. ‘But I was actually referring to the Foinse. The Clans locked it away. They hampered its power and clipped its wings. Look at what it’s capable of now that it’s free.’ 
 
    I knew what she meant. As a warlock, Speck had access to some magic. Sure, it was unreliable and weak and had almost killed us on more than one occasion back in our good old thievery days, but it had always been there. The longer he spent near the Foinse, the stronger his magic grew. And, unlike the Sidhe, he wasn’t limited to whatever Gift he’d been granted at puberty. We had access to clean, running water as a result of Speck’s abilities – not mine.  
 
    The only person who didn’t seem happy with his burgeoning magic was Lexie. I suspected that was out of fear that she would no longer be good enough for him rather than jealousy. We were complex beings indeed. 
 
    I pointed at the ground and the now-verdant carpet. ‘How much of that is down to the Foinse?’ 
 
    A trace of a smile crossed Morna’s lips. ‘I suppose we’ll never know.’ 
 
    I muttered something under my breath. She looked at me expectantly and I shrugged. ‘The Fomori,’ I explained. ‘I can’t help wondering about their magic.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the draoidheachd you were told about,’ said Morna, pronouncing the word dreeocht and with a far better Gaelic accent than mine. 
 
    I nodded. ‘The Foinse is supposed to be the source of all Scottish magic. But if the Fomori have their own version locked away in Edinburgh Castle, someone’s screwed up. And if they have it, why don’t they do more with it?’ 
 
    ‘Their skies are black and their earth is scorched, Integrity. I’m not sure they care.’ 
 
    ‘May cares. She came outside last night and spent several hours rolling around in the grass like a puppy.’ 
 
    ‘I think we all agree that May is different.’ 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. Everyone treated the mute Fomori demon who’d tailed me back from beyond the Veil as if she were made of glass. Even Lexie and Bob, initially the most reluctant to befriend her, were now going out of their way to help her. Having her around was proving to be a welcome distraction and the busier we kept, the less we worried about the outside world. And the less I thought of Byron and the look on his face when he realised I was apparently dead. I could still taste him on my tongue. It was a ridiculous notion; I had brushed my teeth many, many times since we’d last kissed. And yet…  
 
    I sighed. No. Keeping busy was definitely important. 
 
    Taylor popped his head out from the mansion entrance. ‘Grub’s up,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Some tasty looking game birds which made the mistake of wandering across the border. Last one to the table is a rotten egg.’ 
 
    ‘Your old mentor has no doubt laid a bet with one of the trolls as to which one of us will get there first,’ Morna muttered in a disgusted undertone. ‘The man is incorrigible.’ 
 
    Taylor twinkled at us. ‘Brochan will snarf it all down if you don’t hurry. And Lexie’s pissed off at waiting. That’s not to mention some very hungry-looking trolls who—’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘I got it, Taylor.’ I glanced at Morna. ‘What did the gamekeeper say to the Lady of the Manor?’ She responded with a long suffering sigh. I grinned. ‘The pheasants are revolting.’ 
 
    Bob winked back into existence by my shoulder. ‘I don’t get it, Uh Integrity. Where’s the funny?’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. He grinned and spun up to my shoulder, perching next to my ear. ‘It’s not all bad, is it?’ he whispered. 
 
    I smiled. ‘I guess not.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Taylor was right about one thing ‒ dinner was indeed very tasty. It was just a shame I didn’t get to eat more than a few bites before we were interrupted.  
 
    Lyle burst through the doors when I was mid-chew. ‘Chieftain!’ he gasped, doubling over, his sweat-sodden hair straggling against his bulbous forehead. ‘The border! Someone’s there!’ 
 
    I muttered a curse. I’d been sure we’d have another few days before the next Clan contingent arrived. I pushed back my chair and stood up. ‘How many?’ 
 
    He held up a single finger. I frowned. One? That was unusual enough to merit notice. One interloper was more intimidating than several; it suggested a diversion – or an ambush.  
 
    ‘The other lookouts?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘They’ve been alerted. Nothing as yet.’ 
 
    ‘Is our visitor Sidhe?’ 
 
    Lyle dropped his shoulders. ‘I couldn’t tell.’ 
 
    I grimaced. Disguised, then. That didn’t do a damned thing to assuage my concern. Someone friendly would have no need to conceal their identity. 
 
    Brochan was already on his feet and handing me my jacket. Tipsania waved her hand. ‘Do you want…?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘If you wouldn’t mind.’ I hated having to resort to magic all the time but I had to be careful for all our sakes. She flicked her fingers towards me while I squeezed my eyes shut, reminding myself that I didn’t want to steal her Gift. She’d give it all to me if I demanded it. 
 
    The only indication that she’d finished was the faintest prickle across my skin. I opened my eyes and glanced down. The strangeness of not being able to see my own body encouraged a rush of nausea. These days I felt sick more often than a pregnant woman in her first trimester. I gave her a hasty thanks and darted for the door. ‘Anyone who’s not a troll stays put,’ I yelled behind me.  
 
    Lexie’s plaintive complaint rang out across the dining hall. ‘Aw, Tegs, come on.’ 
 
    ‘The only ones who are supposed to be here are trolls, Lex. Everyone else needs to stay hidden.’ What I didn’t say was that if the border had been breached I’d also need people I could count on to stay back here and hold the mansion. We had to be prepared for every eventuality. Even with his knowledge of my apparent death, I could never be sure what Aifric was planning. 
 
    I sensed the blue-haired pixie pouting but she fell quiet. I barrelled out of the door and sped towards the border, doing everything I could to avoid looking down again at my own body. One of these days I was going to get the trolls to build a giant slide from the mansion down to the bottom of the hill. Either that or learn how to roller-skate. 
 
    The only light visible by the border was cast by old-fashioned torches which used flame rather than electricity to illuminate the area. The flagpole remained in place but, in order to keep to the fiction that the Adair Clan was finally gone for good, Sorley had taken down the flag. Instead he’d concealed some stitched Adair colours into the flat top of the pole to maintain the border magic but to keep my presence secret from prying eyes.  
 
    I scanned the area and spotted a small army of trolls glaring at the lone figure who stood across the border and who was, incongruously, holding a bicycle. The nearest settlement was miles away; it was a long way to cycle, especially in the dark. 
 
    Whoever our visitor was, he was wearing a hooded top and keeping his face shadowed. Sorley was closest to him and was gesticulating wildly. ‘Show yourself!’ he hissed. 
 
    The hooded man crossed his arms. ‘Not until I see Chieftain Adair.’ His voice was hoarse. I frowned. I recognised the accent. 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you. She’s dead. We own these lands now.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe she’s dead at all,’ the man – or rather the Bauchan ‒ said huskily.  
 
    My eyes narrowed. Fergus might have proved knowledgeable on the few occasions we’d met in the past but that didn’t mean he should not believe I was dead. Had someone talked?  
 
    I stepped forward, inadvertently brushing against one of the trolls. He flinched, a movement so brief that I barely caught it.  
 
    Irritatingly, Fergus noticed it too. ‘Chieftain Adair!’ he called out. ‘How good of you to come and greet me!’ 
 
    Sorley spun round, searching for me. ‘You’re seeing things,’ he growled. ‘Because unless Integrity Adair’s ghost is haunting these parts, she’s not here.’ 
 
    ‘It’s alright, Sorley,’ I said softly. 
 
    He stiffened, rage at his security measures being discounted lighting up his eyes. He took his job very seriously. I skirted through the trolls until I was by his side. ‘I know this guy,’ I told him in a half whisper. ‘He’s helped us out before and—’ 
 
    ‘And you made me a promise,’ Fergus said. ‘Tell me, did you steal Invisibility from Tipsania Scrymgeour? Or did she give it to you?’ 
 
    I hissed. He had better sources than the Nile, the Amazon and the damned Mississippi combined. First things first, though. ‘Are you alone?’ 
 
    He pushed back his hood, displaying his face for the first time. His good looks were marred by several ugly bruises. I couldn’t be sure but it also looked as if his nose was broken. The dark shadows round his neck suggested that his croaky voice wasn’t down to an overly energetic karaoke session. ‘Yes,’ he said pleasantly, ‘I am.’ 
 
    Truth. I relaxed slightly. During the Sidhe Games the previous year, I’d inadvertently stolen all of Kirsty Kincaid’s Truth-Seeking Gift. The action had almost killed her, although she was relieved when she discovered what had happened because she’d found being able to separate truth from lies too onerous a burden. So far, I was finding her Gift very useful. All the same, I wasn’t about to let my guard down entirely. 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ I asked. ‘How did you know that I was still alive?’ 
 
    Fergus’s mouth lifted into a half-smile, revealing two chipped front teeth. He had indeed been in the wars. Curiouser and curiouser. ‘A certain green-eyed assassin,’ he said. I stiffened. There was no way that Chandra had given me up. ‘She undertook a perilous job to kill a certain Sidhe and yet, despite the obvious dangers, she abandoned her team to complete the murder alone.’ He shifted his weight. ‘She could have killed this Sidhe on a previous occasion but she chose not to because they were old friends. However, weeks later, she changed her mind and suddenly assassinated her bestie in full view of the Moncrieffe heir and his mate.’ His smile grew. ‘And a couple of Fomori demons. I’m told this assassin still has no trouble sleeping.’ Fergus shrugged. ‘I like puzzles. And this one was easy to solve.’ 
 
    I tried to breathe normally. ‘Who else knows?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not told anyone, if that’s what you mean. As to who else is as intelligent as I am and has managed to work it out, I couldn’t say.’ 
 
    It was difficult to intimidate someone when they couldn’t see you but I still tried. I hardened my voice and crossed my arms. ‘Yes, you can. You’ve proved you’re intelligent enough.’ 
 
    Fergus nodded smugly. ‘Yeah, alright, you’ve got me there. I don’t believe anyone else has put two and two together. Not with the state Byron Moncrieffe has been in. He’s been marching up and down the Highlands and growling at anyone who so much as glances in his direction.’ He smirked. ‘Your boy is hurting.’ 
 
    Pain stabbed at my heart. The urge to leap through the border and grab Fergus by his blood-stained lapels and demand he tell me everything he knew about Byron was almost overwhelming but I had to act responsibly. My role demanded it. ‘You’ve been in a fight,’ I observed, glad that my voice remained tremor-free. ‘Tell me about it.’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to. But, Chieftain, why don’t you let me inside first? You promised me sanctuary.’ 
 
    ‘I promised sanctuary in the event of more Fomori attacks,’ I pointed out. ‘I don’t believe they’ve ventured across the Veil since I died.’ 
 
    ‘You’re nit-picking.’ Fergus stepped forward, letting the bike drop to the ground. His features were clearer now that he was closer to the flickering torches and I realised how pale he was. He was in considerable pain. ‘I need asylum.’ He swayed slightly. 
 
    Alarmed as I was by his condition, I still needed to know more. I couldn’t afford to be soft-hearted. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I might have slightly irritated the Innes Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    Fergus’s eyes were growing unfocused. ‘I might have met his only daughter in a Dundee nightclub. And I might have taken her back to my place.’ He paused and shrugged ruefully. ‘She had fun but Daddy Dearest is less than impressed. Our Sidhe overlords don’t like the idea of their bloodlines being tainted.’ 
 
    Tiring of the conversation, Sorley waggled his spear. ‘I suggest we keep him outside the border until we can be sure, Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘Let him in,’ I said. ‘He’s telling the truth.’ 
 
    Sorley’s heavy bottom lip jutted out. He did as I bade, however, gesturing to two other trolls who took hold of Fergus by the arms to help him. 
 
    ‘Bring him up to the mansion,’ I said. ‘At least Taylor will be kept busy for a while.’ My old mentor was no surgeon but he did possess some sterling first-aid skills. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Fergus whispered. ‘There’s something else.’ His eyes fixed on a patch of ground to my right; I was, after all, still invisible. ‘I was right before, wasn’t I? Tipsania Scrymgeour is here.’ 
 
    I took a leap of faith. ‘She is.’ 
 
    Fergus chuckled softly. ‘Is her dress ready?’ 
 
    Confused, I asked, ‘What do you mean?’ His jaw worked in response. Judging by his pupils, he was on the verge of passing out. ‘Fergus!’ I demanded. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘The invitations have gone out,’ he said. ‘Her wedding to Byron Moncrieffe is happening in thirteen days’ time.’  
 
    I drew back. What? That didn’t make any sense. I opened my mouth to question Fergus some more but his head dropped forward. He was already out for the count. Shite. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    ‘He’s still unconscious,’ Taylor informed me. ‘I don’t think he’s in any real danger but he’s travelled a long way and he’s lost quite a bit of blood. There’s probably mild concussion too.’ 
 
    Tipsania flounced towards him, hands on hips. She was the perfect modern-day representation of Scarlett O’Hara. ‘Can’t you throw water in his face or something? I need to know what’s going on!’ 
 
    As ridiculous as her statement was, I sympathised with her. Even her father, the Bull, wasn’t thick-headed enough not to have noticed that she’d been missing for months. How on earth he planned to hold a wedding without the actual bride was beyond me. Tipsania wasn’t concerned with logistics, however; despite the appearance she maintained in public, she had no interest in Byron. Not these days, anyway. Her heart belonged to a rather intimidating Wild Man by the name of Candy. 
 
    ‘He needs to sleep,’ Taylor said.  
 
    Tipsania gave a frustrated growl. May, who’d been watching the proceedings wide-eyed, shuffled over and put her head on Tipsania’s shoulder. It was a measure of how far my old adversary had come that she didn’t shake off the demon and start throwing things. 
 
    ‘It could be,’ Brochan rumbled, his gills twitching with the tension, ‘that it’s just smoke and mirrors and the wedding will be cancelled at the last moment.’ 
 
    I scratched my head. ‘But to what end? The marriage is supposed to cement the alliance between the Moncrieffes and the Scrymgeours. Leaving Byron standing at the altar isn’t going to achieve that. In fact, it’ll do the opposite.’ What I didn’t ask was why Byron was apparently going ahead with the charade. I shouldn’t feel hurt – after all, he thought I was dead. And even if I wasn’t dead, I had no claim on him. But rationality has no place when it comes to affairs of the heart; I could still feel a dull ache in the centre of my chest.  
 
    Lexie piped up. ‘Maybe they think the wedding is still going ahead.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t go ahead without the bride,’ Speck said. He paused. ‘Can it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ I dismissed. A niggle of worry gnawed away at me. I wouldn’t put anything past Aifric Moncrieffe; he might change the law to suit his own purposes, although I couldn’t imagine that he’d get away with marrying someone off in absentia. Even he wasn’t that crazy. But the Moncrieffes were still in debt and they’d been counting on the Scrymgeour gold. 
 
    Morna laughed without much humour. ‘The other Clans would never let him do that. We’re living in the twenty-first century, not the first. And Byron is a decent boy. He wouldn’t permit it.’ 
 
    ‘He hasn’t seen or heard from his supposed fiancée in weeks and yet he’s apparently letting the wedding proceed,’ I pointed out, disgust in my voice. 
 
    ‘He knows I’m here,’ Tipsania said dully. ‘My father knows I’m here and he’s going to force me to leave.’ 
 
    Taylor shook his head. ‘He can’t. He couldn’t get past the border.’ 
 
    I swung my head towards her. ‘Does he know you’re here?’ I asked sharply. 
 
    She sank down, her shoulders dropping in defeat. ‘I don’t know. It’s not like I left a note. I wasn’t followed here, I made sure of that.’ 
 
    ‘Did you tell anyone you were coming?’ 
 
    Her face was completely miserable. ‘Only Candy. And Byron knew as well, of course, because he brought me.’ 
 
    I exchanged glances with the others. ‘When was the last time you spoke to Candy?’ 
 
    ‘Last month.’ She gave me an icy glare. ‘If the phone signal was better…’ 
 
    Exasperated, I pushed back my hair. I couldn’t solve all the problems in the world, regardless of what everyone thought. If all we had to worry about was the lack of a mobile phone mast, we’d be laughing. ‘Would Candy have confided in anyone else?’ 
 
    She scowled. ‘If you’re asking whether he’d betray me then the answer is no.’ 
 
    I hoped she was right. ‘Who else knows that the pair of you are together?’ 
 
    ‘Only Byron.’ 
 
    I blinked in surprise. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Byron wouldn’t know but for the fact that he walked in on us a while back. He didn’t care. He wasn’t interested in me in the first place and, unlike most Sidhe, he’s not against inter-species relationships.’ 
 
    My heartstrings twanged with joy. It had been a long time since I’d believed that his relationship with Tipsania was anything but a farce but knowing for certain still made me feel like dancing on the ceiling. Lexie gave me a knowing glance and I immediately sobered up. 
 
    ‘We should find out what’s going on,’ I said decisively. ‘I’ll investigate.’ I rather liked the idea of being Hercule Poirot; maybe I could invest in a moustache to twirl at appropriate moments. Hot pink, of course. 
 
    Taylor blew air through pursed lips. ‘It’s far too dangerous. What if someone sees you?’ 
 
    It probably wouldn’t be wise to suggest my Poirot disguise idea. I pointed at Tipsania. ‘Hello? Invisibility?’ 
 
    ‘It won’t last for more than a few hours. That won’t even get you past Perth.’ 
 
    Tipsania’s mouth flattened. ‘She can take my Gift from me. As much as she needs.’ 
 
    ‘You might regret that later,’ Brochan rumbled. He had a point. I didn’t want to draw on Tipsania’s Gift unless it was absolutely necessary. I’d already taken more from her than I probably should have when I ventured across the Veil to retrieve Matthew MacBain’s bones. ‘Besides,’ he continued, ‘a wedding is not that big a deal. It’s certainly not worth risking discovery over.’ 
 
    ‘You green-skinned oaf! It’s my wedding we’re talking about here! My life!’ Tipsania yelled. 
 
    ‘But you’re here,’ he said calmly. ‘You can’t marry Byron Moncrieffe if you’re not at your own ceremony.’ His heavy shoulders rolled in a shrug. ‘So who cares?’ 
 
    Even without the narrow glance he shot me, Brochan’s meaning was clear. I cared – whether anyone else wanted me to or not. 
 
    ‘It’s not going to be difficult. All I have to do is get far enough north to get a signal and call the Bull. He’ll tell me what’s what.’ I smiled at Tipsania. ‘I can make sure he cancels the wedding.’ I had his true name, after all; I could make him dance the merengue with a stoor worm if I so wished. 
 
    ‘You can’t compel him unless you’re face to face, and you can’t do that without him realising that you’re still alive.’ 
 
    True. ‘Then I’ll meet him face to face. I’ll command him to keep my resurrection a secret.’ 
 
    Taylor shook his head. ‘You’re putting too much faith in your ability to bend the Bull to your will. There are ways around those sorts of things. He could still drop enough hints to Aifric to make him doubt your death.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure the Bull is that intelligent.’ I realised I was casting aspersions on Tipsania’s father but she wasn’t listening. She was too wrapped up in her own panic and worry, pacing up and down and causing various haggis to flee out of her path with alarmed squeaks. 
 
    Brochan folded his arms. ‘You can’t take that chance.’ 
 
    ‘Much as I hate to say it, Tegs,’ Speck interjected, ‘I think he’s right. And we all know that you’re not concerned because of Tipsania. You should let Byron go.’ 
 
    Lexie frowned. ‘Why should she?’ 
 
    ‘Well, for one thing he thinks she’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘That can be easily solved,’ she scoffed.  
 
    Somehow I doubted that. Even if I told Byron the truth, he’d probably never speak to me again. ‘This is about more than Byron,’ I said, not sure whether I was being honest with myself or not. ‘Something must be up for the wedding to be going ahead in Tipsania’s absence. We can’t allow Aifric’s machinations to continue and we need to know exactly what he’s up to. Knowledge is power, people.’ 
 
    Bob beamed. ‘Indeed it is! I am a supremely knowledgeable being. It’s only natural that you’d want to be as wise and knowing as I am.’ Nobody acknowledged him but it didn’t seem to matter. He snapped his fingers, magicking up a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles and a mortar board.  
 
    ‘Much as I hate to say it,’ Morna said, ‘I think this is worth investigating. Aifric Moncrieffe never does anything without good reason. Something worrying is going on here and it would pay to know what. It would be nice to think that you can hide here for the rest of your days but it’s completely unrealistic.’ She nodded. ‘We can kill two birds with one stone: find out what’s going on with the wedding, and make sure you have a decent enough handle on your Thievery Gift.’ 
 
    Before the others could protest again, I said, ‘So it’s settled. And who knows? Maybe we’ll find what we need to bring Aifric down for good. We can get in touch with Angus, too. He might have other insights we can use.’ Suddenly, I felt buoyant with optimism. I clapped my hands. ‘Now all we need is a plan.’ 
 
    Taylor looked as if he wanted to argue some more but in the end he just sighed. ‘We need to be sensible and make sure the odds are in our favour. The longer everyone believes in your death, the better.’ He jerked his chin at Brochan. ‘I think that has to include the Bull, too.’ 
 
    May squeaked, no doubt sensing my excitement and I grinned in response. This could end up being a lot more fun than leaving the safety of the Adair Lands just to make a phone call. ‘No problem.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    It felt like a lifetime since I’d last been in Aberdeen. It was like returning to an old friend – albeit one who’d been in the wars since I’d last seen them. From the foot of the main parade at Union Street the evidence of the Fomori demon attacks was still painfully visible. Many of the grey granite buildings were scarred and there appeared to be a healthy trade in scaffolding. All the same, a deep satisfaction uncurled within my chest; it really was good to be back. 
 
    For the time being, we’d gone the old-fashioned route. Not for nothing had I spent my formative teenage years practising the art of thievery on the streets. I’d learnt how to blend in. It wasn’t about wearing a hat and big sunglasses, it was about attitude. So while my long white hair was completely covered, my skin was temporarily darkened and my face was in shadow, I also held myself differently. Rather than projecting the image of an all-powerful Sidhe Chieftain who cared nothing for the opinion of others, I’d chosen to take on the persona of a slick trophy wife. 
 
    Anyone who’s never had to disguise themselves won’t get it. Amateurs always believe that the best way to conceal yourself is to hunch over and fade into the background. The truth is that there are very few people capable of successfully pulling off that kind of feat. Even my years of slinking around the corridors of the Bull’s mansion and trying to avoid being noticed hadn’t made me an expert at it. Misdirection is far easier. As far as anyone who saw me knew, I was a rich woman who cared far too much about her appearance. My tight, expensive clothes and showy designer headscarf were as much about creating a picture as providing a disguise. With the obvious strut in my step and the way I thrust out my chest, even people I knew would be hard pressed to believe I was anything other than what I presented. Although my posture meant that my lower back was beginning to twinge, the high heels I was wearing made me feel rather sexy. It was a real shame they weren’t pink. Even with my supposed demise, pink would have been too dangerous. 
 
    ‘Admit it, Uh Integrity,’ Bob murmured in my ear, ‘right now you think you’re pretty hot.’ 
 
    Just then a car passed by with a scruffy-looking warlock in the passenger seat. He leaned out and leered at me. I smiled. ‘I don’t think, Bob,’ I murmured. ‘I know.’ It was true; looking like this was about self-belief. As Bob himself could attest if he were introspective enough, ego was vital to any façade. 
 
    I lifted my chin and strutted down the long street. From time to time I paused and glanced in shop windows to check who was behind me as well as to maintain my cover as a woman hell-bent on shopping. So far so good. I hummed to myself and crossed the street. As Tipsania had said, there was only one store in town worth visiting if you were planning upscale nuptials. I grinned as MacKay’s Marriage Emporium came into view. Bring on the meringues. 
 
    The door jangled as I entered, not with a bell-like noise but with the opening bars of Wagner’s bridal march. Neat. 
 
    ‘I think I just vomited in my mouth,’ Bob whispered. 
 
    I avoided rolling my eyes as a shop assistant gave me the once over. Apparently deciding I was a fish worth reeling in, she strolled over and thrust out a perfectly manicured hand. ‘Good afternoon,’ she purred. ‘My name is Shona and I’m a bridal consultant here at the wonderful MacKay’s Emporium.’ Her smile grew to a blinding intensity. ‘We can make all of your wishes come true.’ 
 
    Bob choked. I returned Shona’s smile and took her hand. ‘Thank you so much,’ I responded breathily in my best Italian accent. ‘I have heard you are the best in Scotland and, as I cannot be home in Milano for my wedding, I am looking for a shop which can meet my expectations.’ I leaned in slightly. ‘They are very high. One only gets married once ‒ or perhaps twice.’ I paused and gave a self-deprecating laugh. ‘Maybe three times. It’s very important that the wedding is perfect.’ 
 
    Shona didn’t even blink. ‘Of course! And you’re Italian, you say? Benvenuto al nostro meraviglioso negozio.’ 
 
    Shite. I should have opted for Greek. I clapped my hands as if in wild applause. ‘You Scots are so charming!’ I replied in English, adding just the faintest patronising tone to keep her away from any more attempts at my ‘native’ language.  
 
    A consummate professional, Shona’s smile didn’t waver. ‘Is this your first visit here?’ she enquired. 
 
    Playing dumb was fun. I smiled prettily to mask my smirk. ‘To the Granite City? Why no.’  
 
    ‘Uh, great.’ Shona’s expression didn’t flicker. ‘And is it your first visit to our little store?’ 
 
    I looked around. Calling MacKay’s Marriage Emporium ‘little’ was hardly apt. The place might look rather nondescript from outside but I could see that inside it stretched back in a cavernous confection of lace, frills and wedding joy. 
 
    ‘It is,’ I replied. ‘I’m just shopping around for now. The truth is that I don’t even have a date yet. My fiancé, Byr…’ I shook myself. Where the hell had that come from? ‘My fiancé,’ I repeated, ‘wants a spring wedding but I’m not sure I can wait that long.’ I added a simper. Considering I was already blushing, it looked very natural. 
 
    Shona raised an eyebrow. I couldn’t be sure whether my Freudian slip had caught her attention or not. ‘Oh, spring is simply the best time,’ she said. ‘Let me show you what we have on offer.’ 
 
    I allowed Shona to lead me round, pausing every so often to gush over a particular piece of tulle or laced frippery. When we reached the display of wedding cakes and her head was turned the other way, Bob zipped out from underneath my headscarf. In one fell swoop he knocked both the miniature bride and groom off the top of the largest tiered monstrosity. Then he posed this way and that while I tried – with some difficulty – to keep a straight face. When he dropped onto his back and began to wave his arms and legs up and down to make an icing angel, I had to blink rapidly and swallow. 
 
    ‘Your collections are beautiful,’ I said, taking Shona and leading her away from the cake before she noticed him. I spoke with a fair degree of honesty; there was a tad too much virginal white for my taste, and my eyes were beginning to swim from all the delicate lace, but there was no denying that MacKay’s took great care over its offerings. I bit my lip. ‘I wonder, though, whether you can produce what I require. I anticipate my wedding will be very large scale.’ I smiled innocently and pretended not to notice the flash of avarice in Shona’s expression.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ she said reassuringly, ‘we deal with large weddings all the time. How many guests were you thinking of?’ 
 
    I plucked a figure out of the air. ‘I’ve only just started the list,’ I answered, ‘and I’m already at more than a thousand. It’s so important in this day and age to ensure that no one is left out in the cold or offended because they’re not included. Perhaps if you could tell me of any large weddings you’re currently planning I would have a better idea about whether you could manage mine. I want it to be the best.’ I sounded like the worst kind of bridezilla. Considering Shona didn’t blink, however, I guessed that in this industry it was par for the course.  
 
    Fortunately it worked. She glanced round as if wary of being overheard and then dropped her voice. ‘You didn’t hear this from me,’ she said conspiratorially, ‘but we’ve been engaged to arrange the upcoming nuptials of Byron Moncrieffe and Tipsania Scrymgeour. It’s going to be the wedding of the century, and not just because it’s Sidhe. Byron is son to the Steward himself and the Scrymgeours are incredibly wealthy. No expense will be spared.’ 
 
    My eyes lit up while I quashed the desperate sinking feeling in my stomach. ‘How wonderful!’ I cooed. ‘I imagine Ms Scrymgeour has been in regularly for dress fittings. She’ll want to make sure everything is perfect for such a high-profile ceremony.’ 
 
    This time Shona couldn’t prevent her mask from slipping. Her face dropped in genuine dismay, although she did her best to provide Tipsania with excuses. ‘She’s been far too busy to come in. We are some distance from the Scrymgeour Clan Lands here. We have precise information of her measurements, though, and we’re confident her dress will be perfect.’ 
 
    I looked from side to side. ‘I don’t suppose I could see it? I promise I won’t tell a soul.’ Her expression immediately closed up. Uh oh. She opened her mouth to speak but I forestalled her. ‘Of course, I understand if you can’t. Confidentiality is important and if the dress isn’t ready yet…’ I paused. ‘When did you say the wedding will be?’ 
 
    Shona began to fidget. ‘A week on Saturday.’ 
 
    ‘That’s cutting it fine.’ 
 
    ‘The dress is ready. In fact we’re to deliver to Miss Scrymgeour tomorrow.’ 
 
    I smiled, making it obvious that I didn’t believe her. ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    My prevarication did the trick. Shona took me by the elbow. ‘You can’t tell anyone.’ 
 
    Only just managing to keep the grin off my face, I nodded fervently. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    We veered through the shop, side-stepping a few wide-eyed women, and headed into a back room. There, in the centre, was a massive white … thing. My jaw dropped and I wasn’t even faking. ‘That’s, er, that’s big.’ My gaze drifted over the white monstrosity. There were bows everywhere. The skirt was so large that I doubted Tipsania would fit through the massive doors at the Cruaich. It was also surprisingly demure, with a high sweetheart neckline. In fact, it looked like the kind of dress a girl dreamed of when she was about six years old. Or the kind of dress a father might imagine his princess wearing. 
 
    I scratched my head. ‘So, this is what Tipsania Scrymgeour wanted?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Shona nodded proudly. 
 
    ‘She told you that?’ I asked, circling it. It took a good ten seconds to work my way around, even at a brisk pace.  
 
    ‘She was very explicit in her emails.’ 
 
    Sure she was. Asking to see those emails would be a step too far, even for the compliant Shona. Anyway, I had everything I needed from her. Whatever was going on, the Bull was fully complicit. I smiled my thanks, retrieved Bob from underneath a scrap of veil that he was admiring himself in and made my escape. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    ‘The wedding’s not taking place at the Cruaich,’ Angus MacQuarrie informed me. He joined us as we regrouped down by the windswept dunes of Balmedie beach, where the granite grey city of Aberdeen met the stormy grey North Sea.  
 
    That was a surprise. Given Byron’s status as the Steward’s son, I’d assumed the Sidhe seat of power would be the natural choice for a venue. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘The invites have only just gone out or I could have come and told you about it in person. It appears that both Clans have decided on neutral ground. It’s happening on Muck.’ 
 
    ‘I take it that you’re referring to the Hebridean island and not that this entire charade is a piece of shite and everyone’s just mucking around?’ I asked drily.  
 
    His mouth flattened into a grim line. ‘Tegs,’ he said, sounding worried, ‘word is that Byron wants it to happen there because it’s where his mother was from. He wants to marry the woman he loves there in a homage to his mother.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Nope. This whole thing has been cooked up between the Bull and Aifric. They probably want it to happen there because it’s the most isolated damn place you’re likely to get. That way neither Tipsy nor Byron is going to run away at the last minute.’ 
 
    Taylor placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. ‘Tipsania’s already run away.’ 
 
    I ignored that part. ‘What we still don’t have is motive,’ I mused. ‘Aifric needs the money the Scrymgeours can offer but there must be a reason why he still wants the ceremony to go ahead even though he doesn’t have the bride. And we still don’t know what that reason is.’ I toed at the soft sand. ‘Something’s afoot.’ 
 
    Taylor remained impassive. ‘Are you sure you’re not getting involved in this because of what’s between you and Byron?’ 
 
    I ignored Angus’s raised eyebrow. ‘Nothing’s going on between me and Byron. He thinks I’m dead. And it’s not just me who thinks this is worth the risk. Morna reckons it should be investigated.’ I paused. ‘And Tipsania is my guest. It’s my duty to protect her.’ I didn’t meet his eyes; I was starting to feel that I was protesting too much. 
 
    Taylor gazed at me, our decade and a half long relationship reflected in the knowing wisdom in his eyes. ‘Don’t kid a kidder, Tegs. And don’t kid yourself either.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I conceded. ‘Maybe part of this is to do with Byron. But,’ I held up my hand, ‘more of it is to do with Aifric.’ Taylor huffed in disbelief. ‘I mean it. We know that Aifric is the bastard here, Taylor. He’s the one who murdered my parents and destroyed my Clan. He’s the one who was desperate to see me cold in the ground. What if he knows that Tipsania is missing and is going to use her absence and the way that absence snubs Byron to attack the Scrymgeours? It could be some kind of power grab. Now he thinks he doesn’t have to worry about me any more, he could be going after the rest of his competition.’ 
 
    Taylor eyed me. ‘What do you care? You’ve lived most of your life without giving a hoot about any Sidhe, living or dead.’ 
 
    Angus nodded in agreement. ‘The Clans have always ignored you. Leave them to their machinations.’ 
 
    I glanced from one to the other and sighed. ‘I can’t pretend that I’m that person any more,’ I said quietly. ‘And one way or another I’m going to bring down Aifric Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    ‘Even if it means destroying his son in the process?’ 
 
    I looked down. ‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.’ I was hoping I wouldn’t. Unfortunately, there’s no fool like an optimistic fool. 
 
    ‘Three to one this is going to end in disaster,’ Taylor said. My head shot back up and I glared at him. ‘Those are pretty good odds given the circumstances.’ 
 
    I tutted in disgust, although I appreciated that he was doing what he could to lighten the mood. ‘Let’s stay focused, shall we?’ I pulled off my headscarf and let the wind do its worst to my hair, whipping it round my face in white tangles. ‘Maybe we should concentrate on the Bull. He’s the weak link in all this and not just because I have his true name. He must know that his daughter is missing. I mean, she’s been with us for months.’ 
 
    ‘He’s telling everyone that she’s sick and is staying at home.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously she’s not though,’ I persisted. ‘Why hasn’t he done something to stop the wedding?’ 
 
    ‘That’s easy,’ Lexie said, appearing from behind the nearest dune and holding hands with Speck. ‘He’s afraid of Aifric.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll have more cause to be afraid when Aifric’s only son gets jilted at the altar. We need to find out for sure,’ I said decisively. ‘They could be in cahoots and he could lead us to Aifric’s true motives. The Scrymgeour borders are weak because of the lack of trolls guarding them. We can slip through.’ 
 
    Speck frowned. ‘There’s no we,’ he chided. ‘You don’t have enough of Tipsania’s Invisibility Gift left and you can’t afford to let Aifric see you and realise you’re still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Except,’ I grinned, ‘I’m the only one who knows the layout of his castle. It’s too complicated to map out for you. I have to go. I can conceal myself well enough without magic.’ 
 
    ‘Brochan won’t like it.’ 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Lexie tilted her chin, her blue hair ruffled by the wind. ‘Speaking of the grumpy merman, where is Brochan? Did he find Candy?’ 
 
     ‘No trace of the Wild Man. They’re a law unto themselves at the best of times.’ I smirked. ‘Brochan is hiding back there, away from the sea. Bob is keeping him company.’ 
 
    We exchanged glances. I pushed myself onto my tiptoes and looked over the bank of sand. Bob was wearing a rather startling mankini and tugging at the finger of a glowering and sneezing Brochan as he tried to get him to move closer to the sea.  
 
    ‘I think Brochan will be happy we’re going to the Bull. At least we’ll be inland,’ Lexie mused. 
 
    Speck still appeared troubled. ‘This castle. We’re not going to have to scale any walls, are we? And it doesn’t have any mice or bats or anything, right? Or cramped spaces?’ 
 
    My smile widened. ‘You’re the most powerful warlock in Scotland now, Specky. All you have to do is cast a spell.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather stay here by the sea,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘What do you call a warlock who hangs out on the beach?’ I received nothing but sighs of irritation in response. ‘A surfer druid!’ 
 
    ‘I have to say it, Tegs,’ Lexie interjected. ‘That’s truly the worst one you’ve told us for a long time.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’m under a lot of pressure these days, though,’ I admitted. ‘Stick with me and I’ll do better soon.’ 
 
    She raised her eyes to the heavens. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    We left Angus to return to the MacQuarries. It was no secret that he’d sworn fealty to me on their behalf and, even with my alleged death, it was important that he didn’t do anything out of the ordinary which might raise suspicion. Having him – and the rest of his Clan – on our side made me feel considerably better. Despite my jokey bravado, however, I had mixed feelings about coming back to the Bull’s corner of Scotland.  
 
    Taylor pulled up in the same layby where we’d first met all those years before and I couldn’t prevent a shiver rattling down my spine as I stared at the familiar spot. With the wedding less than two weeks away, time was of the essence. We couldn’t afford to run back to the Adair Lands so that I could nab some more of Tipsania’s Gift. Even so, I was starting to regret not taking a couple of hours to find a Sidhe in Aberdeen whose Gifts I could steal. I was being brave, not foolhardy, I told myself. This was necessary. 
 
    Lexie, Speck, Brochan and Bob were oblivious to the historical nature of our surroundings but Taylor and I got out of the car and stayed silent, looking around then looking at each other. ‘It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’ I asked him eventually. ‘If you’d left five minutes earlier…’ 
 
    ‘Or if you’d come out at a different spot…’ 
 
    I smiled at him. ‘You’d probably have been arrested. You’d have ended up in the clink as the buddy of some hulking Bauchan with wobbly tattoos and a penchant for ginger-haired humans.’ 
 
    ‘There’s not much ginger going on these days. My hair’s almost as white as yours.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you the lucky one?’ 
 
    Bob buzzed over and peered at us. ‘What’s with you two? We’re in a godforsaken layby in a scrap of land. It’s hardly a romantic setting and yet the pair of you are making googly eyes at each other.’ He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. ‘Is there something you’re not telling us? I know there’s a bit of an age difference but did you come here and…’ He made a rude gesture with his fingers. 
 
    ‘Ewww! Bob, get out of my face!’ I flicked him away. ‘This is where Taylor and I met.’ 
 
    Bob’s bottom lip jutted out. ‘Here? I will never understand humans. Why would you come here? I mean, I’m an all-knowing supreme being with…’ 
 
    ‘…powers you can only dream of,’ the rest of us chorused for him. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ he huffed. ‘But why would you come here?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Fate?’ 
 
    ‘Luck?’ Taylor suggested. 
 
    Bob regarded us both. ‘I met Lady Luck once.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Between you and me, she’s not all there.’ He tapped his temple. 
 
    Taylor stared at him. ‘Lady Luck? She’s a real person?’ 
 
    ‘Well, duh.’ 
 
    ‘Is she still around? Because I’ve got to tell you I could really do with—’ 
 
    ‘Bob’s having you on,’ I said, glaring at the genie. ‘And we’ve got more important things to do than shoot the breeze and discuss how you can gamble away more of your life.’ I pointed at a clump of bushes. ‘Come on. The Scrymgeour border is over this way. Single file and stay frosty.’ 
 
    ‘This is just like old times,’ Lexie sighed happily as she fell into place.  
 
    My skin prickled in a familiar frisson of anticipation. All I had to do was to focus on the fact that this was a heist of sorts – and forget that I was returning to the place where I’d spent my deeply unhappy formative years – and I’d be fine. 
 
    Bob aside, we all knew exactly what we were doing. We were dressed in black from head to toe, camouflaged for the night and against prying eyes. I kept my body low as I wove my way through the foliage, avoiding the thorns and brambles which barred the route. Soon we emerged onto a thin path which snaked upwards. If I squinted, I could just make out the glimmer of lights up ahead. I hoped the Bull hadn’t done any drastic renovations in the years since I’d run away. Despite his wealth, he was a tight-fisted bastard so chances were that everything remained the same and I’d have no trouble finding my way around. I crossed my fingers just in case. 
 
    We skirted silently through the woods. It had rained recently, so each of us left distinct tracks in the mud of the path. It didn’t matter; it’s not as if we were actually stealing anything. It was unlikely that anyone would discover our footprints and think that a gang of highly skilled thieves had wandered up this way in the dead of night. All the same, we’d have to take care that we didn’t track mud into the castle. That would be a sure-fire giveaway that something was up. 
 
    It was a good twenty minutes before the border finally came into view. Just as with the Adair Lands, there was a massive flagpole with the Scrymgeour colours hanging loosely at the top. The flag was there for more than just show; the magic that kept the border in place stemmed from it, bolstered by ancient spells and wisdom lost to almost all Sidhe. The trolls who normally maintained these borders were well aware of it, though. Sorley had given me a detailed – and rather unnecessary – history, as well as bestowing on Speck the means to unlock the magic to permit entry. 
 
    If the trolls had still been in place, I doubt we’d have managed to sneak in but the trolls were now at Clan Adair. All we had to deal with were a few dozing Scrymgeour servants. The presence of the Scrymgeour Sidhe inside the border helped bolster the magic but Speck was strong enough now to beat it. 
 
    I counted four border guards: a warlock, two humans and – surprise, surprise – a Sidhe. I wondered what he’d done to piss off the Bull and end up here on guard duty. He was the only one of the four who seemed fully alert. He scowled at his companions from time to time, especially when the warlock let out a loud snore. As I stayed low and watched, he strode towards the warlock’s slumped body and raised his foot, as if preparing for a sharp kick. Then he grimaced and seemed to think better of it – though he still looked distinctly unhappy. 
 
    I considered. It was imperative that we slip through unnoticed and it didn’t appear as if the Sidhe boy was going to drift off any time soon. 
 
    ‘You’re going to have to do it, Tegs,’ Brochan murmured in my ear. ‘It’s the best way.’ Unfortunately, Brochan was right. Short of waltzing up to the Scrymgeour Sidhe and clocking him on the nose before he managed to raise the alarm, I couldn’t see an alternative. I wasn’t convinced that this course of action fitted with my pacifist morality but I’d brought us here and I had to step up to the proverbial plate. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and holding the air in my lungs, I concentrated just like Morna had taught me. If I focused hard enough and used the meditation techniques I’d been practising, I could almost visualise the swirl of magic within the Sidhe’s soul. I had no idea what his Gift was and I wasn’t stealing from him because I wanted it for myself – there was another method to my madness. 
 
    Bit by bit, I tugged, grasping first at a single thread of his Gift and pulling it inside me as if my body were a magnet. As his power left him and filled me, I gasped inadvertently. The Sidhe would have heard me if he hadn’t already started to feel woozy. He clutched at his stomach, then at his head and groaned faintly. I slammed on my magic brakes; I didn’t want to seriously hurt the poor bugger and neither did I want to steal his Gift in its entirety. He might be a Scrymgeour but he was a stranger to me and I couldn’t completely destroy him. 
 
    ‘He’s gonna chuck,’ Bob said knowingly. 
 
    I gestured to him to keep quiet. He huffed in irritation but did as I asked. We watched from the shadows as the Sidhe staggered backwards then spun round and began retching violently. I winced. Shite. So much for all that pacifism. 
 
    The sound was enough to wake his dozing companions. The warlock muttered in alarm and scrambled to his feet. The two humans looked groggier but they got up and stumbled over to check on the Sidhe. 
 
    ‘Now. Speck,’ I hissed. 
 
    He slipped forward, moving soundlessly past Brochan and me and up to the flagpole. Even through the darkness I saw him gulp. It was rare that Speck was our point man but, given how much his recent proximity to the Foinse had affected his magic, he needed to get used to it. All the same, I watched him with my heart in my mouth. If any of the Scrymgeour sentries turned round, he’d be done for. 
 
    The Sidhe continued to retch, falling forward onto his knees. I was starting to suspect he was making a bigger deal out of his nausea than was absolutely necessary. I’d stolen partial Gifts from others and they’d not reacted this badly. I gnawed at my bottom lip and prayed I was right. The humans were hunkered down, one on either side of him and both facing away from the border. The pesky warlock, however, was kneeling in front of him. All he had to do was lift his head and he’d catch sight of Speck pulling the scrap of Adair fabric from his pocket and pinning it to the base of the Scrymgeour pole. 
 
    ‘Go, Bob,’ I said urgently. 
 
    For once the genie chose not to argue. He spun in the air, transformed himself into a large bluebottle and zipped forward. As Speck murmured out the words to let us pass the border, Bob landed on the Scrymgeour warlock’s ear and buzzed loudly enough to be an irritation. Scowling, the warlock stood up and batted him away but Bob wasn’t about to quit and shot towards his ear again. The warlock cursed and waved his hands around, shaking his head like a dog emerging from a dip in the sea.  
 
    The tightness in my stomach eased slightly as Speck signalled. I sprang forward, angling my body to the left to veer round the Scrymgeour group. With the others on my heels, I wasted no more time; I acknowledged Speck with a bob of my head as he joined us and we pushed past the border. 
 
    My skin tingled, traces of the magic that held the border in place still trying to hold me back. I’d been through far worse than this; let’s face it, if I could pass through the damned Veil several times, then I could skip through the Bull’s weakened border. As the Sidhe finally stopped being sick and wobbled back to his feet, pushing his companions away in irritation, our small group sped towards the nearest copse of trees on the Scrymgeour side. By the time we reached them, the sentries had turned back to their original posts. The Sidhe was still rubbing his stomach and looking confused while the other three settled down again to return to their doze. Excitement over. 
 
    I breathed out. Speck, visibly shaking, let a large grin spread across his face. ‘Did you see me?’ he whispered in delight, punching the air. ‘I was awesome!’ 
 
    Lexie shifted her weight and stretched up on her tiptoes to plant a sloppy kiss on his lips. When she pulled away, they both looked flustered. Speck pulled off his glasses and began hastily to rub them. 
 
    ‘Steaming up?’ I asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    Brochan choked. Bob, now back to normal, looked unimpressed. ‘Don’t I get a kiss?’ he complained. ‘I’m the one who had to get up close and personal with those guys.’ He licked his finger, an expression of utter pleasure crossing his face.  
 
    ‘What are you eating?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    Bob blinked. ‘Mm? Oh, ear wax.’ He held his finger out. ‘Want some?’ 
 
    Taylor looked almost as ill as the Sidhe had. ‘I’ll pass.’ 
 
    The genie shrugged and licked it again. ‘Your loss.’ 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Brochan turned to me. ‘What did you steal?’ he asked. ‘What was his Gift?’ 
 
    I reached down inside myself, feeling for the magic. It was definitely there – and it was definitely unfamiliar. ‘I have no idea,’ I admitted. ‘And we’re still too close to those guards for me to experiment and find out.’ I glanced up at the night sky. ‘We’ve got a good four hours before dawn. Let’s make the most of it and see what we can learn from my old friend the Bull.’ I pointed upwards. ‘This way will take us round to the back of his castle. We can enter through the kitchens but we’ll have to hurry. When I lived here there was always someone up early baking bread. We need to get inside before they start work.’ 
 
    ‘Are you alright, Tegs?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    I smiled. Now that we’d overcome the first hurdle, I could concentrate on the matter in hand. The rattling memories inside my head were just ghosts from another life; I wasn’t that scared little kid any more. ‘I’m good,’ I told him. I meant it. ‘Now let’s move.’ 
 
    We were lucky that it was a cloudy night because the moon was almost obscured, making it easy to slip unnoticed to the main buildings. I spotted a couple of others wandering about the grounds, no doubt under orders to keep the Bull safe, but they didn’t glance in our direction.  
 
    Buoyed up by our success so far, I sped up, knowing that the others would keep pace. Before long, I was standing in front of the old oak door leading into the Scrymgeour kitchens. Taylor was breathing heavily – it was a long time since he’d participated physically in any heists – but there was no denying the gleam in his eyes. He’d missed this. Perhaps we all had. 
 
    The door was locked and bolted from the other side. Opening it wasn’t impossible but there were easier ways to gain entry than to waste time fiddling around and trying to pick the lock. I spotted a grimy window high up in the right corner of the wall. If the Bull had been re-modelling, he hadn’t done anything to change the exterior. Not that the comfort of his servants had ever been his concern; he’d always demanded that the kitchen door be kept closed so the grounds staff couldn’t wander in to nab some food whenever they wanted. It could get mightily hot when the kitchen was in full swing, however, so back in my day that little window was always left open to provide ventilation. It appeared that nothing had changed.  
 
    I jerked my chin and the others understood instantly. Brochan strode over and pressed his back against the wall before cupping his hands. I lifted my foot onto his makeshift step and pushed myself upwards until my heels were on his shoulders. Then Speck shunted Lexie upwards. His hands lingered on her arse – that was definitely a new development since we’d last done this manoeuvre – until she gained enough purchase to clamber up both Brochan and myself to reach the little gap. The pixie shimmied inside head first. There was a faint clatter as she landed on something metal on the other side. I froze for a moment, waiting to see if the noise had alerted anyone. When the silence continued, I dropped down and dusted off my palms. 
 
    Unbolting the door to let us in, Lexie gave us a little curtsey and an apologetic glance. She pointed at a large saucepan which she must have knocked down during her descent. No harm, no foul; I shrugged and patted her shoulder. From here on in, however, we had to be as silent as the grave. 
 
    Leading the way, I padded through the tiled kitchen, noting the differences since I’d last been here. A sudden image of the head cook slapping me for tardiness rose unbidden in my head but I choked it back down. I could reminisce later. 
 
    Using memory rather than sight, I went to the interior door and nudged it open with my toe to reveal the long, dimly lit corridor ahead. I paused, head cocked, but I couldn’t hear a thing beyond the faint buzzing from one of the wall sconces. With a quick signal to the others, I made a beeline for the Bull’s study. No one was allowed inside – even Tipsania had been roundly scolded one day for daring to snoop while her father was away – and at this hour the Bull himself would be in his quarters snoring like a foghorn. It was the place where we were least likely to risk discovery and also where he would keep any information about the upcoming wedding. 
 
    I turned right then left and right again before emerging into the main hall. There was a sudden eep from behind me. Alarmed, I spun round; Speck was clasping his heart and staring, stricken, at an ancient suit of armour. I frowned at him and he looked embarrassed. Bob, taking every opportunity to assert himself, flew into Speck’s face and put his finger to his lips in overly dramatic outrage. At least he did it quietly.  
 
    Apart from the occasional creak of a floorboard and the heavy tick from the grandfather clock next to the armour, everything was silent. This was proving to be a piece of cake. 
 
    Our mute train continued, twisting down corridors until we reached the room I needed. Just to be on the safe side, I leaned towards it and cupped my ear against its reassuringly solid door. No one was inside. I tried the handle, delighted that the Bull relied on his Clan’s obedience and had left it unlocked, and pushed it open. We shuffled in and closed it behind us. Yahtzee. We were finally inside. 
 
    As it was one of the few rooms I’d never entered during my time here, I was curious to see what secrets it held. The reality was disappointing; it looked like any other study anywhere in the world. There were bookshelves containing row upon row of leather-bound tomes, none of which, I noted sardonically, had cracked spines. It was no surprise that the Bull wasn’t much of a reader. He also wasn’t very clean or tidy. Despite the lack of a lock, he guarded the interior of this study too carefully to allow anyone inside to dust or sweep up and the results were obvious. There was a thick layer of grime along the windowsill, making me glad that we’d not entered that way, and several messy piles of papers on the desk. And, in the far corner and in plain sight, an old-fashioned safe. 
 
    Taylor cracked a grin and stepped over to it. He ran his hand across its top in admiration. ‘I’ve not seen one of these models for years,’ he whispered. ‘What a beauty.’ 
 
    Lexie scrunched up her face. ‘It’s ancient,’ she said with a note of disgust. ‘I’d been hoping for a challenge.’ 
 
    Taylor wagged his finger at her. ‘Now, now,’ he warned. ‘Just because it’s old, doesn’t mean it’s weak.’ 
 
    ‘Are you talking about yourself, old man, or about the safe?’ 
 
    He jabbed a mock punch in her direction. ‘Have some respect for your elders. One must wait until evening to see how glorious the day has been.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth but Brochan reached over and clamped his hand over it. ‘I love you, Tegs, but no.’ 
 
    ‘Mmmmph.’ 
 
    ‘You have to promise.’ 
 
    I glared at him then nodded. He released me. Stepping away, I pouted. ‘It was a really good joke. Now you’ll never know just how funny it was.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll live.’ He pointed at the safe. ‘Open sesame.’ 
 
    Bob, who’d been snoring on my shoulder, jerked his head up abruptly. ‘You called?’ 
 
    ‘Figure of speech, Bob. We’ve got this.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘Are you sure? Because you could just wish…’ 
 
    ‘No wishing.’ I glanced at Taylor. ‘Do you want to do the honours?’ 
 
    He swept a bow. ‘I’d be delighted.’ He grinned at Lexie. ‘Watch and learn, young one. Watch and learn.’ 
 
    He knelt by the safe, one hand on the dial at the front and the other resting on the side. A look of intense concentration crossed his face as he began to turn the dial. It clicked round, Taylor muttering to himself as he listened for the tell-tale changes in sound that would indicate the correct numbers for the combination. I left him to it and flicked through the papers on the Bull’s desk. There was little here of interest, just letters from tenants and old bills. Interestingly, there was a photo of Tipsania hidden behind one pile of envelopes. She looked about twelve years old and she was wearing a dress that wasn’t a million miles away from the one I’d seen in MacKay’s Marriage Emporium. So that was where the Bull had got his inspiration from. I picked it up to examine it more closely and realised as I did so that the photo didn’t quite fit the frame. There was something underneath it. Biting my lip, I unclipped it to reveal another picture. When I drew it out, my mouth dropped open. 
 
    Brochan edged up and peered over my shoulder. ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘My mother. I knew they’d had a relationship but I thought it hadn’t meant much because the Bull cheated on her.’ I stared down at her smiling face, itching to take the photo with me. I didn’t have any images of her; whatever was left in the Adair mansion had been destroyed. I’d really liked to have had this one but if I took it would be like leaving the Bull a great big note saying ‘Integrity was here!’. I cursed aloud and put the photograph back inside the frame. Desire for just one photo of my mother warred with common sense. Damn him. I returned the frame to the desk but my eyes lingered on it. 
 
    ‘Ta da!’ Taylor stood up and cricked his neck. He checked his watch and gave Lexie a cheesy grin. ‘And in record time, I might add.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah. Is there anything useful inside?’ 
 
    Speck knelt down and rummaged through the contents. ‘Deeds to some land up north. Some cash, a few bearer bonds and stock certificates…’ He whistled. ‘This Bull guy really is loaded, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Leave the money,’ I instructed. 
 
    ‘Aw, Tegs…’ 
 
    ‘It’s not what we’re here for. Is there anything about the wedding? Anything about Aifric?’ 
 
    Speck rifled some more. ‘Not that I can see.’ 
 
    ‘Shite. Are you sure? Because—’ 
 
    Bob piped up. ‘I think I should tell you guys that we’re about to be interrupted.’ 
 
    We all swung our heads towards him. Bob held up his hands. ‘I can feel the Bull’s presence. Ommmmmm…’ 
 
    Double shite. ‘Everyone out. Now!’ 
 
    They didn’t need telling twice. Lexie wrenched open the door, darting out and away with the others hot on her heels. I went to join them but realised at the last moment that the sodding safe was gaping open. Gritting my teeth, I dashed back and tried to slam it shut. A piece of paper jammed in the opening. Feeling my pulse speed up, I fumbled to yank it free and toss it back inside so I could close the safe door. It was lucky that the Bull was a messy boy or he’d immediately have realised someone had been going through his papers. 
 
    I got back to my feet. Making a hasty and knowingly foolish decision, I grabbed the photo frame off the desk and ran for the door but it was too late. The Bull was only steps away. 
 
    I pulled back inside. There had to be somewhere to hide. Behind the curtains perhaps? They were too flimsy. Under the desk? No, that was stupid. I could wedge myself between the bookshelf and the wall. I leapt towards the gap just as the Bull’s shadow fell into the room. Too late.  
 
    The Bull stared at the open study door, his expression thunderous. Then his eyes landed on me, catching me red-handed in the middle of his room. So much for my supposed death. Oh well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The Bull’s expression immediately changed from anger to what I could only describe as terror. ‘Integrity Adair,’ he breathed. He snapped his arm upwards. 
 
    Convinced he was going to attack, I did the first thing I could think of: I reached inside myself for the Gift I’d stolen from the retching Sidhe at the border and drew on it, desperately hoping it would be something I could use to defend myself. Magic flashed through me but, instead of anything useful, the photo frame in my hands suddenly felt heavier. I glanced at it; it had turned into gleaming gold. My heart sank. A useful Gift in most circumstances but not in these ones. 
 
    ‘Don’t, Cul-chain’ I commanded, using his true name to compel him. I really should have done that at the start. 
 
    His arm dropped to his side like a heavy weight. ‘B‒b‒begone, spirit,’ he stammered. 
 
    I blinked. Eh? 
 
    ‘I cast you out,’ he intoned, his voice still shaking. ‘I cast you out!’ 
 
    I tucked the frame into my waistband and relaxed. So the Bull was superstitious. Brilliant. ‘That’s not going to work, Cul-chain.’ I hummed, trying to make my voice sound mysterious and ghostly. ‘I’m haunting you for a reason.’ I suppressed the temptation to add a woooo for effect. 
 
    ‘It’s not my fault you died! I didn’t know Aifric was going to kill you!’ 
 
    The Gift I’d stolen from Kirsty Kincaid buzzed in my veins. ‘You’re lying. I can see everything and I know the truth.’ 
 
    He dropped to his knees. ‘I’m sorry.’ He covered his face with his hands. ‘I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    Pathetic. I folded my arms across my chest and tilted my head. ‘You have been getting yourself into trouble, haven’t you?’ He murmured something. ‘Take your hands away from your face and say that again.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ he said miserably, lifting his face. ‘Go ahead and curse me. I deserve it. And you can’t do anything worse to me than what’s already been done. Why do you think I’m awake at three o’clock in the morning?’ His eyes turned baleful. ‘Did you murder my daughter?’ 
 
    Er… I cleared my throat. ‘She is beyond your reach now.’ 
 
    He choked out a sob. ‘Tipsy. My Tipsy…’ 
 
    ‘You know she’s gone and yet you persist with this wedding,’ I said, watching him closely. 
 
    ‘It’s not me who wants it to go ahead!’ the Bull babbled. ‘The Steward will kill me when she doesn’t show up! Do you think I want to die?’ 
 
    I stepped forward. ‘Do you think I wanted to die?’ 
 
    He blanched, going paler than I would have thought possible. ‘It wasn’t me! It was him! It was the Steward. Aifric Moncrieffe did it all. I’m innocent!’ 
 
    ‘The last thing you are is innocent, Cul-chain,’ I scoffed. ‘Why don’t you tell Aifric that she’s missing?’ 
 
    ‘He already knows! Of course he knows! Do you think I could keep something like that a secret from him? The man has eyes and ears everywhere.’ 
 
    I rocked back on my heels. ‘So why is he going ahead with the wedding?’ 
 
    ‘He’s got Farsensers out scouring for her. He thinks he can find her.’ 
 
    I managed – just – to remain expressionless. ‘But he won’t.’  
 
    The Bull moaned. ‘If Byron wasn’t in love with her there wouldn’t be a problem.’ 
 
    For some reason my tongue stopped working. I stared at him, dumbstruck. 
 
    ‘It’s all that boy’s fault. Aifric is trying to make up for the fact that he left his son for dead across the Veil. He’ll give him whatever he wants.’ 
 
    I licked my lips and swallowed. ‘And … and what Byron Moncrieffe wants is to marry Tipsania?’ Even though Kirsty’s Gift told me the Bull was telling the truth, I didn’t want to believe it. Every other piece of evidence I’d had was to the contrary but doubt was starting to creep in. Actually ‘creep’ was the wrong word; it was more like a vicious assault. 
 
    The Bull’s head dropped again. ‘Tipsania was such a beautiful girl. She wasn’t perfect and I know she was spoilt but she didn’t deserve to die so young. Byron will be heartbroken. He wouldn’t listen to me when I tried to delay the wedding. He wants it done as soon as possible.’ He moaned again. 
 
    I barely heard him. I was still absorbing the revelation that Byron was pushing for the ceremony. I’d been such an idiot. The others were right: this had nothing to do with Aifric’s machinations. Byron was in love with Tipsania and wanted to wed her – or worse, he wanted her money to maintain his Clan’s ascendancy, regardless of anyone’s feelings.  
 
    I knew the Bull was telling the truth and I knew that I was the worst kind of idiot. I wasn’t denying that Byron had felt something for me but it obviously hadn’t run very deep. Sharp pain stabbed at my heart. My alleged corpse was barely cold. I understood that I’d betrayed him by faking my death in front of his eyes but I hadn’t had any choice ‒ it had been pretend to die or, well, die.  
 
    My knuckles tightened around the picture frame and the hurt in my chest expanded. How could one man make me feel like this? A hard knot rose in my throat. I wasn’t going to cry. There was no way I was going to cry.  
 
    ‘What else is he planning?’ I asked once I could form words again. ‘What else does Aifric Moncrieffe have up his sleeve?’ 
 
    The Bull’s eyes were wild. ‘How the hell should I know? I’m not exactly his confidante, am I? You put paid to that when you told him you had my true name.’ He paused, his expression suggesting he’d suddenly had a revelation. ‘Hang on. If you know everything then why don’t you know what Aifric is up to?’  
 
    I thought quickly. ‘I have your true name. That is why I know of your dealings, Cul-chain,’ I intoned. 
 
    The Bull was only mildly appeased. He looked me up and down, taking in my dark clothing. His stance shifted and, as he put his weight onto his toes, I saw suspicion in his eyes. Without further warning, he lunged for me. ‘You’re no ghost,’ he spat. 
 
    I dodged the blow just as the study was abruptly illuminated with a glowing white light. An odd sensation flitted through my stomach and I felt myself rise into the air, as if my system still had traces of the Levitation Gift I’d once stolen from a Fomori demon. If it hadn’t been for the glimpse I caught of Speck in the open doorway, his hands raised and a look of intense concentration on his face, I’d have believed that’s what it was.  
 
    I swallowed and went with the flow while the Bull staggered back a step, slack-jawed. ‘Oh you fool,’ I told him. 
 
    He cowered. ‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Just don’t hurt me!’ His hands covered his head as if he were trying to protect himself from a blow. 
 
    My lip curled. ‘You have been punished already. You will suffer to the end of your days knowing that your daughter is gone as a result of your actions. Tell anyone of this encounter and you will be considered nothing more than a demented old man, turned mad by grief.’ 
 
    He shook his head violently. ‘I won’t tell anyone!’ 
 
    ‘Promise me, Cul-chain.’ 
 
    ‘I promise!’ 
 
    I watched him. He was telling the absolute truth; given that my use of his true name compelled him to do what I said, that was hardly surprising. But truth was rarely absolute. Just because he believed he’d stay quiet now didn’t mean he wouldn’t change his mind later. As Brochan had pointed out, he could find ways around the compulsion.  
 
    There was little I could do about it. I’d just have to enjoy the relative safety of my death for as long as I could and be prepared for things not remaining that way. I wondered what Byron would think. Would he regret jumping to Tipsania so quickly or had he been in love with her all along? It felt like there was a gaping hole in my chest, exactly where my heart used to be. 
 
    Behind the Bull, Speck was starting to tremble. A bead of sweat ran down his forehead; he couldn’t hold out for long. I gave him a brisk nod and, with relief, he released the spell and dropped me back to the ground with an unghostlike thump. The Bull started to look up but I growled at him.  
 
    ‘I’m taking this,’ I told him, pointing at the photo frame. He flinched then both Speck and I were in the corridor and sprinting away soundlessly. 
 
    *** 
 
    Morning was well under way by the time we arrived back at the Adair border. I remained silent for most of the journey, lost in my thoughts and assailed by a sense of grief for something I’d once almost had and now lost forever. The others had the sense not to press me. Unfortunately, that same sense didn’t apply to Sorley, on duty out by the flagpole with a few other trolls who were standing rigidly upright. Unlike his compatriots, Sorley was kneeling down and murmuring something, his squat fingers running over the fur of a nearby haggis. When he saw us approach he stood up and aimed an irritable kick in the little animal’s direction. I noticed that his foot wasn’t close to connecting with it. 
 
    ‘You’re not supposed to be back yet,’ Sorley sniped when Speck rolled down the window. The troll was holding a clipboard in his hands; he tapped it with a gnarled fingernail and glared. ‘I’m responsible for everyone’s safety. If you don’t stick to the schedule, you make my life almost impossible.’ 
 
    ‘Sorley,’ Taylor groaned, leaning across to speak to him, ‘this really isn’t the time for your complaints.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah, dunderhead? Then when is the time? There was another contingent of Sidhe here while you were gone. This time they said that if all the trolls didn’t return to their posts within the next seventy-two hours, they’d come down here and make us.’ He glared and pointed to some scorch marks on the ground on this side of the border. ‘Look at what they did!’ he spat. ‘They said it was a warning.’ 
 
    I grimaced. Wonderful. ‘How many of them were there?’ I asked. As much as I might want to go up to my bedroom with a bottle of wine, a ton of chocolate and Joni Mitchell on repeat, I couldn’t abandon my duties as Chieftain. And one of those was making sure that all of my Clan members were safe. 
 
    Somewhat mollified at being taken seriously, Sorley’s hold on his spear relaxed. ‘Seven,’ he grunted. ‘All from Clan Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    I cursed. That wasn’t good; anything that the Moncrieffes did was a worry. Still, I reasoned, in a half-arsed attempt to be logical, at least concentrating on the wedding and trying to find Tipsania would distract Aifric from the trolls for a while. 
 
    ‘One of them was a Farsenser,’ Sorley added, destroying any silver lining I thought I’d found. 
 
    ‘Shite!’ I exploded, causing everyone – even the trolls – to turn and gape at me. I sighed. ‘Sorry. But the Bull told me that Aifric has got Farsensers out searching for Tipsania.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t have much reach though, do they?’ Brochan said. ‘A mile or two?’ 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, teasing out the tangles and trying to stay calm. ‘Based on what I know from stealing farsensing, yeah. Some will be better at it than others, of course. There was no reason for them to come down this close to the Veil to look for her so I didn’t worry about it before, but now…’ My voice trailed off. 
 
    ‘They’d be trying to work out how many trolls are here. Or to search for weak spots in the border,’ Taylor said, in an attempt to ease my worry, ‘not Farsense for her.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘It doesn’t really matter why they came here to begin with. They’d have been on the alert for her presence so we have to assume that they know now that she’s here. They can’t pass through the border and drag her out because of the trolls, so they’re going to try something else.’ 
 
    We exchanged glances. ‘The Wild Man,’ Lexie said. ‘Candy. He’s missing. The Moncrieffes must know about his relationship with Tipsania and they’ll use him to force her out of hiding. It’s the only thing I can think of that would make her give herself up.’ 
 
    ‘How can they know about him?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    ‘Byron,’ I said grimly. I didn’t want to believe it of him but Tipsania had been adamant that no one else knew about her and Candy. And Byron knew that Tipsania had been here on my land because he brought her himself. Maybe he’d even sent the Farsenser to see if she was still here. 
 
    Nobody looked at me. I bunched my hands into fists. ‘We need to think quickly. Right now we have the edge because we know what they’re up to. That’s not going to last for long.’ 
 
    Taylor licked his lips. ‘I hate to be the one to say it, Tegs…’ 
 
    I crossed my arms. ‘But you’re going to anyway.’ 
 
    He gave me a disarming smile which didn’t fool me for a second. ‘You don’t owe Tipsania anything. I can understand why you’re concerned about the trolls. They’ve sworn fealty and they’re Clan Adair now. Tipsania Scrymgeour isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘She offered fealty,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘But she didn’t actually give it.’ 
 
    Speck sniffed. ‘Taylor is right. We all know she’s a bitch—’ 
 
    ‘A reformed bitch.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! She’s not there yet,’ he replied. ‘She treated you like shit when you were kids. If Byron Moncrieffe wants to marry her then let him marry her. It’s no longer your concern.’ 
 
    For once even Lexie didn’t stand up for the Moncrieffe princeling. I tried to make the hurt I felt inside coalesce into anger but it didn’t work. I still just felt hurt. ‘Aifric and Byron have probably banded together to kidnap, or maybe even kill, Candy for falling in love with the wrong person. They’ll get away with it because they’re the rulers of this stupid country. Not only that, they’re going to force a woman who’s currently under my protection to marry someone else, as if we’re living in the Middle Ages instead of the twenty-first century.’ I looked at them. ‘I can’t just let that lie.’ 
 
    Brochan’s mouth turned down. ‘When you put it like that…’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I have to do what I can.’ I lifted my chin and gazed at the horizon – and the dark cloud of the Veil. ‘It’ll be another good opportunity to practise stealing Gifts and prepare us for what’s to come. Sooner or later I’m going to have to deal with the Fomori demons.’ 
 
    ‘The Lowlands of Scotland are not your responsibility, prophecy or no prophecy,’ Taylor said. 
 
    There didn’t seem much point in responding. We all knew we couldn’t let the situation in the Lowlands continue forever; someone had to do something. And if that someone was going to be me, whether I had a clue about what to do or not ‒ well, so be it. Before that, however, I was going to rescue a damsel in distress and her boyfriend. And I was not going to waste any time being heartsick over any bastard of a Moncrieffe. Screw the lot of them. 
 
    *** 
 
    I showered quickly before grabbing my bag and stuffing everything I could think of inside it. I had no idea when there would be another gang of Sidhe at our door but I had to assume it wouldn’t be long. Time was of the essence. 
 
    With wet hair still dripping down my back, I went off in search of Morna and found her at the edge of the Adair grove. New saplings were already springing up, pushing their way towards the sky with an optimism that gave me hope for the future. If they could grow here, on this land that was once so desolate and destroyed, then anything could happen. I brushed the nearby leaves, which might look tiny and delicate but were imbued with considerable strength, and cleared my throat. 
 
    ‘What is it, dear?’ Morna asked, half-turning towards me. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I said, the epitome of awkwardness. ‘The trees are looking good.’ 
 
    Morna smiled. ‘They are, aren’t they? You’ve done a good job. They’re still small but they’re all healthy.’ 
 
    ‘What type of tree fits in your hand?’ She looked at me patiently. ‘A palm tree.’ 
 
    I received another polite smile in response. ‘Very good, dear. You’re not here because you want me to laugh at your jokes, though.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I smoothed my hands down my jeans and took a deep breath. ‘You were right. It’s time for you to go.’ 
 
    Morna looked at me questioningly. ‘Are you strong enough to manage on your own?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to be.’ I looked away. ‘It’s too dangerous for you to stay any longer. Aifric is virtually at the gates.’ 
 
    ‘Does he know you’re alive?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet but it’s just a matter of time. There are … other matters to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘The boy? Byron?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I scratched my neck. ‘Yes. Sort of.’ 
 
    She tutted. ‘You should just find him, tell him you’re alive and that you’re in love with him.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘He doesn’t want me.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that very much.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true. It doesn’t matter anyway,’ I said dismissively. ‘It was never going to happen. I’m going to help Tipsania then go across the Veil and try to help the people there.’ 
 
    Morna’s gaze was sharp. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know yet,’ I answered honestly. ‘I’m still making all this up as I go along.’ Every avenue I thought of ended up in abject failure and my own tortured death but where there was a will… 
 
    ‘It pays to be prepared.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I know. And I will be. I’ll steal everything I could possibly need until I’m the most powerful damn Sidhe this country has ever seen.’ 
 
    Morna smiled faintly. ‘You’re already that, dear.’ She put her hand on my arm. ‘Have you been practising while you were away?’ 
 
    ‘A little bit. I stole part of the Gift from a Scrymgeour Sidhe. I didn’t even know what it was and yet I managed to take it. Not all of it ‒ he’s still okay. He still has some magic but…’ I shrugged again. 
 
    ‘Good. You’re learning self-control. I’m proud of you. Your parents would be proud of you.’ 
 
    I was both taken aback and embarrassed. Unsure of how to respond, I murmured, ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘When would you like me to leave?’ 
 
    It was starting to sound like I was kicking her out. I suppose I was. ‘Er … as soon as possible. And I have a favour to ask.’ I winced; I’d already asked so much of her. ‘Can you take Tipsania with you? Drop her off at the MacQuarries’ Land? They’ll keep her hidden for a little while, at least until her wedding date has been and gone.’ I explained briefly about Candy and what I thought was going on. 
 
    For a moment I thought Morna would refuse. Eventually, however, she sighed. ‘Yes, I suppose I can do that. You’re not going to tell her the truth?’ 
 
    ‘She’ll do something stupid like fly off to try and rescue Candy and mess everything up. She’s a lot stronger than she looks but I’ll feel better if she’s out of the way. If she goes after Candy she’ll walk into a trap.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not going to like it when she finds out the truth,’ Morna warned. 
 
    I sighed. ‘The truth makes fools of us all.’ 
 
    Morna watched me closely but chose not to pursue the line of conversation. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘if that girl is coming with me, I’d better stay at the MacQuarries for a few days until she settles down. If she’s on her own she’s liable to open her mouth and cause offence. Even with their sworn oath to you, that won’t go down well. She really has to learn some manners. I’ve had enough spoilt Sidhe brats in my time. I’m getting too old to deal with many more of them.’ 
 
    I breathed out. ‘You’d do that?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘But only until I convince her to think before she speaks and the MacQuarries to grant her some leeway.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I said wholeheartedly. ‘You’re the perfect person to teach her the error of her ways.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ Morna raised her eyebrows. ‘And speak of the devil.’ 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see Tipsania flouncing up the hill towards us. ‘Integrity!’ she yelled.  
 
    How did she manage to make her voice so piercing? I pasted on a grin. ‘Hi, Tipsy!’ 
 
    She marched up, hands on her hips. ‘What’s going on? Nobody is telling me a thing. I’d like to remind you that this is my wedding we’re talking about. Is it just a farce or is it really going ahead?’ I opened my mouth to answer but she didn’t give me the chance. ‘Well?’ she demanded. ‘Come on! Tell me. I insist that you do.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘Pah! That’s easy for you to say!’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s under control. I want you to go away with Morna for a few days. Just until things have died down.’ 
 
    Tipsania’s mouth fell open. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be safer with her.’ 
 
    A fleeting expression of hurt crossed her face. ‘Sure. I understand. You don’t want me around.’ She turned away. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed her arm. ‘It’s not like that. It really is for your own safety. You’re welcome back here after the wedding.’ 
 
    ‘The wedding that’s not going to happen.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Hopefully. 
 
    ‘I want to see Candy. I think a Wild Man will be able to protect me better than a geriatric.’ She glanced at Morna. ‘No offence.’ 
 
    Morna gave a tight smile.  
 
    ‘Candy wants you to go with her,’ I lied. 
 
    Tipsania frowned, her delicate brows snapping together. ‘Why? He’s never met her.’ 
 
    ‘I spoke to him and he agreed it was for the best,’ I said, crossing my fingers behind my back. 
 
    Her expression immediately brightened. ‘You saw him? Is he alright?’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ I lied again. ‘Now go grab your stuff. You’re leaving in an hour.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ she shrieked. ‘It’ll take me longer than that to pack. And what about May? I can’t just leave her here with that … that … Bauchan.’ Her voice dripped with disdain. 
 
    I tilted my head, confused. ‘Fergus?’ 
 
    ‘Never mind, dear,’ Morna interjected. ‘You go get your bags.’ 
 
    Tipsania sniffed haughtily. ‘Someone will need to carry them for me.’ She didn’t wait for a response but twirled round and stomped back towards the mansion. 
 
    ‘I think half the time she just wants to get a reaction out of people,’ I said hastily to Morna. 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    ‘And what did she mean about Fergus and May?’ 
 
    Her face wreathed in sudden smiles. ‘You should go and see for yourself.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    I found Fergus and May in a newly sprouted meadow near the back of the mansion. They were sitting together, surrounded by long-stemmed flowers; a few bees buzzed close to them and the Foinse was lazily making figures-of-eight in the air. A gigantic umbrella which appeared to have been fashioned out of an old bedsheet and some branches was shielding May’s delicate skin from the sun. Even with their backs to me, I could see how relaxed they were. Standing watching them made me feel like a voyeur and I almost turned away to leave them to it but then May’s head turned, as if she sensed my presence. She grinned at me and waved. Caught out, I felt I had no choice but to join them. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said. Feeling awkward was starting to become my natural state. 
 
    Fergus leaned back on his hands and grinned. ‘Hey yourself. You’re back.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re awake.’ 
 
    He gestured nonchalantly. ‘You can’t keep a good Bauchan down.’ 
 
    ‘Mm,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I’m not here for long. I’m just heading back out again.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘Is that a good idea? You’re safe here.’ 
 
    ‘Fergus,’ I said, not unkindly, ‘unless you want to swear fealty, right now you’re effectively an asylum seeker. What I do and where I go is my business.’ 
 
    He held up his palms. ‘I wouldn’t dream of telling Chieftain Adair what she should do,’ he said easily. Then his expression sobered. ‘Thank you for taking me in. You didn’t have to do that. I’ll swear in if you want me to.’ 
 
    ‘God, no. I don’t need more warm bodies on my conscience. But you’re welcome to be here. I’m glad to see you’re on the mend.’ 
 
    ‘The blue-haired pixie told me something about what happened up north. You should have waited until I woke up. I could have told you that it was Byron who wanted the wedding to go ahead.’ 
 
    Damn it. I’d managed to stop thinking about Byron for at least a minute. ‘You were out for the count. And there’s more going on than just Byron Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    The Foinse stopped its swirling and spun round, zipping towards me with such velocity that I thought for a moment it was going to smack me in the forehead. It stopped inches away from my face, however, and nuzzled in towards me. The warmth exuding from it was rather comforting. 
 
    ‘Did you ever consider why the Clans were so keen to keep the Foinse locked away?’ Fergus asked. 
 
    I reached up and stroked it tentatively. It buzzed happily in response. ‘They wanted control of the magic.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I hear your warlock friend is suddenly growing remarkably adept.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘Lexie has been telling a lot of tales.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he grinned, ‘that part wasn’t the pixie. May told me that.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘May doesn’t have a tongue.’  
 
    I smiled at her and she gave an uncertain smile in return. Fergus turned to her, his hands fluttering. May watched them carefully and responded. My jaw fell open. ‘Sign language?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘But she doesn’t speak English.’ 
 
    ‘Gaelic.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.’ 
 
    Fergus’s eyes softened. ‘Yeah. She’s pretty amazing.’ 
 
    I stared at him. There was an odd flush rising up in his cheeks. I looked at May; she was peeking up at him from beneath her eyelashes. I took a step back. No wonder I’d felt like I was intruding. 
 
    ‘Er, Fergus?’ 
 
    He didn’t take his attention away from May. ‘Mmm?’ 
 
    ‘What about the Innes girl?’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘You’re here because you shagged some Sidhe girl and her dad was pissed off.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah.’ He registered what I was saying and turned to meet my gaze. ‘You want to know what my intentions are.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t lead May on.’ 
 
    His expression was serious. ‘That’s not what this is about.’ 
 
    I bloody well hoped not. 
 
    ‘Uh. Eh. Ee.’ May got to her feet and grinned. She braved the weak Scottish sunlight for a few moments and wrapped her arms around me. Not long ago, those arms had been little more than twigs but now I could feel flesh beneath her skin. She was definitely looking healthier. It was amazing how quickly things could change. She leaned her head on my shoulder while the Foinse buried itself between the pair of us. I hugged her back. 
 
    There was no mistaking the warning in the look I gave Fergus. He bowed. Oddly enough, I didn’t think he was being facetious or flippant this time. Eventually I drew away and led May gently back to the safety of the shade. Hugs were all well and good but I had business to attend to. ‘Where would Aifric Moncrieffe keep a prisoner?’ 
 
    Fergus gave me a confused look. ‘In prison.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No, I don’t mean a murderer or…’ 
 
    ‘A thief?’ 
 
    ‘Funny. Where would he keep someone he wants to hide?’ 
 
    A spark gleamed in his eyes. ‘Now who would the Steward want to hide?’ he mused. ‘You’re here. Your friends are here. The trolls are here. Your assassin buddy is busy opening up a dress shop. Byron Moncrieffe is getting measured for his new wedding kilt.’ I tried not to flinch. ‘So who are you asking about?’ 
 
    ‘That’s on a need-to-know basis.’ 
 
    ‘You can trust me.’ 
 
    I snorted. ‘You know it’s been bugging me for a while about who you remind me of. I’ve finally got it. You think you’re like Q. From Star Trek.’ 
 
    For possibly the first time since I’d met him, Fergus didn’t know what I was talking about. ‘Is that a television programme?’ 
 
    I smirked. ‘Yeah. Sci-fi. Q is an omnipotent being who knows everything.’  
 
    From out of nowhere, Bob zapped into existence. ‘Hey!’ he complained. ‘I’m the only all-knowing being around here, Uh Integrity!’ He glared at Fergus as if the Bauchan were stealing his very soul. 
 
    I laughed. ‘In the end, Q has to keep going to the Enterprise crew for help. He’s not as all-knowing as he thinks he is.’ 
 
    Bob frowned suspiciously. ‘Are you alluding to me or to him’ – he nodded at Fergus – ‘with this pathetic comparison?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘You’re the clever ones. You tell me.’  
 
    There was a shout from behind us. Taylor and Brochan were near the mansion and waving at me. I checked my watch; yeah, it was time to go.  
 
    ‘Look after May,’ I said to Fergus. 
 
    He put his arm round her. I couldn’t be sure but it looked as if she blushed. ‘I will,’ he said quietly. 
 
    I nibbled on a hangnail. ‘Could you ask her about what things are like beyond the Veil? The more information we have about life there…’ I shrugged. 
 
    Fergus’s eyes were sharp. ‘You’re planning an expedition?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly but we can’t just pretend it’s not there. People are suffering. Sooner or later, I’m going to have to do something.’ 
 
    May’s shoulders shrank as if she knew what we were talking about. Fergus edged even closer to her. ‘I can do that,’ he said finally. ‘If she’s willing to tell me. But,’ he added in a rush, ‘if you go, then I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ I asked suspiciously. 
 
    ‘I deal in knowledge, Chieftain. Just think what I could do if that knowledge extended to the Lowlands.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t guarantee your safety,’ I said honestly. 
 
    He gave me a lopsided grin. ‘No one ever can.’ I nodded in agreement and turned to leave. ‘Integrity?’ he called out after me. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘The Cruaich has a series of dungeons underground. They can be reached from a closed-off staircase next to the library. That’s where I’d keep someone if I were the Steward.’ 
 
    I grinned my gratitude. Excellent; I’d been aiming for the Cruaich all along. 
 
    ‘I could have told you that, Uh Integrity,’ Bob complained. He folded his arms and pouted. ‘In fact, if you make a wish to free Candy, I can show you just how impotent I really am.’ 
 
    ‘I think you mean omnipotent,’ I said drily as I started walking away. 
 
    ‘Candy?’ Fergus asked from behind. ‘The Wild Man who works for Byron Moncrieffe?’ 
 
    ‘Nice going,’ I muttered to Bob.  
 
    ‘It’s not my fault Bauchans have big ears.’ 
 
    ‘A right ear, a left ear and a final front ear?’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Bob shoved the Foinse out of the way and scooted up to my neck, settling himself above my collarbone with a happy sigh. ‘I really hate you sometimes.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy to persuade the others to stay behind, even though I knew it was the sensible thing for them to do. The Cruaich wasn’t like the Bull’s castle and, even if the Moncrieffes worked out that Tipsania was no longer here, the trolls were in increasing danger and might need help. Unfortunately, my surrogate family was all packed and ready to go and gazing at me with expectant faces.  
 
    ‘I need people here,’ I explained. ‘We don’t know for sure what the Clans are going to try next.’ 
 
    Brochan glowered. ‘There are hundreds of trolls.’ 
 
    ‘Yep,’ I nodded, ‘there are. But they’re no match against Sidhe Gifts. You can control the weather ‒ you could call up a storm and delay anyone who tries to get in.’ 
 
    Brochan’s gills flapped in irritation. ‘I can’t control the weather. And I can’t create storms.’ 
 
    ‘You can make it rain.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not the same thing.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘It’s going to be easier for one person to slip in and out of the Cruaich. Especially a Sidhe. You’re better placed here.’ 
 
    Speck stepped up as if he were tag-teaming the merman. ‘We’ve done it before. And now I’ve got magic,’ he said. ‘Real magic. You saw how strong I’m getting. I just proved it by helping you get away from the Bull.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why I need you here too. That magic might be needed.’ I crossed my arms. ‘Anyway, if you stay close to the Foinse your magic will get stronger.’ 
 
    ‘The Adair border is strong, Tegs. It’ll hold against anyone who tries to breach it.’ 
 
    There was a stubborn set to my jaw. ‘We don’t know what else Aifric might have up his sleeve. The Adair Lands need to remain unbreached.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t have magic,’ Lexie interrupted. ‘I can come.’ 
 
    ‘You need to stay and keep Speck grounded.’ I pushed back my hair. ‘This is the most sensible course of action.’ 
 
    ‘What about me?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    I glanced at my old mentor. As much as I’d like to have him along, even just for reassurance, I couldn’t live with myself if he got hurt. ‘No,’ I said flatly. ‘You have a good relationship with the trolls. They’ll listen to you if everything goes tits up.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘You’re supposed to be dead. If anyone who’s not as stupid as the Bull sees you then…’ 
 
    ‘Then, as I keep saying, we’ll deal with it. I’ve taken some threads of Tipsania’s Gift for emergencies and I’ll steal more Gifts when I’m at the Cruaich. I’ll need them for later when I venture across the Veil again.’ 
 
    Bob beamed. ‘Excellent. Uh Integrity can go and save Sweetie and we’ll all stay here. I’d been hoping for a holiday. Some relaxation time will do me good.’ 
 
    ‘His name is Candy. And you’re coming with me.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘I might need that last wish from you, Bob.’ 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue then thought better of it. I turned to look at the bits of rubbish near my feet just as he leaned in towards Taylor and whispered loudly, ‘Reverse psychology.’ He grinned. ‘Works every time. You’d know that if you were as powerful as I am.’ 
 
    ‘What’s with the rubbish?’ Taylor asked, ignoring the genie. 
 
    My eyes danced. ‘Has no one ever wondered why the Scrymgeours are so wealthy?’ 
 
    ‘They’re canny bastards.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, they are that,’ I said. ‘But they’ve also got some particular Clanlings who help them out from time to time.’ 
 
    Taylor’s brow furrowed. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    I smirked. ‘Watch.’ I pulled on the Gift I’d stolen and directed it at the mess on the ground. As everyone gaped, the tins, empty crisp packets and various bits of shite began to transform. 
 
    ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    I nodded smugly. ‘Gold. That Scrymgeour Sidhe’s Gift was Alchemy.’ 
 
    Taylor swallowed. ‘No way.’ He knelt down and picked up a twig, holding it up to examine it more closely. Its golden edge gleamed in the sunlight. ‘Do you know what this means?’ 
 
    ‘I do. It means you have no need to gamble ever again because we have all the wealth we could ever need right here.’ 
 
    His face immediately fell. ‘That’s not what I…’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ I pointed at pile of gold. ‘But there’s enough there to bribe anyone. And enough to at least make a decent effort to sort out this place. The trolls have done well but we’re lacking in raw materials. I’ll take a bit of gold with me for emergencies but you can keep the rest.’ My gaze turned hard. ‘So even if I don’t return, there’s enough to set you and everyone else up for life.’ 
 
    Lexie tossed her head. ‘You’ll return.’ She jabbed Speck’s ribs. 
 
    He coughed. ‘Yeah. You’ll return because no one else can do anything about the Lowlands.’ 
 
    ‘You’re too damned stubborn,’ Brochan agreed. 
 
    Taylor scratched his chin. ‘And we’re going to need more gold so you’ll need to come back and make us even richer.’ 
 
    I laughed. ‘That’s the last of it. I needed to make room for other more useful Gifts.’ 
 
    He stared at me. ‘More useful Gifts than Alchemy?’ 
 
    ‘Au, is that all you want me for?’ 
 
    Taylor frowned. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Au? A U?’ 
 
    Lexie shook her head in dismay. ‘Yeah, you’re right. We’ll stay here and Bob can go with you. I’ve heard enough, thank you very much.’ 
 
    I jabbed a finger at her. ‘If I die, you’ll end up with a gilt complex.’ 
 
    She put her hands over ears. ‘Just go.’ She paused. ‘No, wait.’ She ran up and gave me a tight hug. ‘Now, go. And if you see Byron Moncrieffe, turn invisible and give him a good kick in the balls for me.’ 
 
    I ignored the lurch in my stomach. I was going to make sure I kept well away from him. It was doubtful he’d even be at the Cruaich ‒ he had a wedding to prepare for, after all. ‘I have no claim on Byron. I never did.’ I was speaking the truth. I couldn’t help feeling wounded by his sudden desire to marry Tipsania but I couldn’t keep moaning about it. 
 
    ‘We all know that’s not true,’ Lexie scoffed. 
 
    ‘I’m also a pacifist,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘There are exceptions to every rule, Tegs. Stay safe. And,’ she added with a wink, ‘guard that heart of gold of yours.’ 
 
    Speck nodded. ‘He only wants Tipsania because he’s a gold digger.’ 
 
    ‘Rescuing Candy could prove to be incredibly useful,’ Brochan said. ‘He’s probably a gold mine of information about the Moncrieffes.’ 
 
    Taylor gave me a fatherly grin. ‘We’ll stay here and be as good as gold, Tegs.’ 
 
    I straightened up. ‘Don’t try to beat me at my own game.’ I waved goodbye to them all. ‘Remember,’ I called out over my shoulder as I got into the car, ‘I’m going to be interrupting Aifric and Byron’s plans so when I get back, be sure to have my gold meddle ready for me.’ 
 
    Bob just groaned. 
 
    *** 
 
    As it was the seat of power of the Highlands, the Cruaich borders were simple to cross. All Sidhe were granted admittance automatically and there were simply too many people of all backgrounds and ethnicities passing back and forth for strict rules to be maintained. Perhaps it was arrogance, too; except for the Fomori demons’ incursion earlier in the year, no one had attacked the Cruaich for decades. If they had done, they’d have found themselves up against a considerable number of Gifted Sidhe – and no wanted those sorts of hordes after them. The Sidhe Clans were adept at keeping everyone else in their place. 
 
    All the same, I wanted to stay hidden. Long before I reached the border, I abandoned the car in favour of walking, skulking around like a shadow, flitting in and out of the trees that led towards the main Cruaich driveway. While I couldn’t expect the Bull to maintain his silence forever, I didn’t think he would have already passed on tales of my ‘ghost’. It would take him a while to realise that what he’d seen was wholly corporeal and alive. At least for now, I could count on being unexpected and I had to make as much use of that as I could. 
 
    The first group of people who passed me were humans heading up towards the main castle. They looked nervous and their heads were bowed in conversation as they walked. No doubt they were petitioning the council on some matter. I wished them well but they weren’t the sort of people I needed. 
 
    I hung back until they were out of sight then kept on going and eventually crossed the border itself. My skin buzzed faintly with the magic but my Sidhe blood kept it at bay easily. Staying alert, I skirted away from the drive, continuing to use the trees as cover but staying near enough to the road to see who was on it.  
 
    I’d barely gone a hundred feet when a lone Sidhe came wandering down, hands in pockets and expression distant. A Labrador trotted by his side, which immediately made me warm to him. Then I reminded myself why I was here and concentrated on stealing whatever Gift he had. 
 
    Nothing happened. I kept pace with him and concentrated harder. I could see the magic inside him but, when I called to it, it refused to come. The first vestiges of panic swirled inside me. I’d always been confused by my strange Gift of theft, even if it made sense considering what I used to do for my day job. I’d come to rely on it and to expect it to work at my bidding; the thought that it might have deserted me was worrying. I focused, feeling pressure behind my skull. Still nothing happened. What was going on? 
 
    I reached into the sheath which hung at my waist and carefully drew out Bob’s letter opener. He spent more time out of it than inside it these days but he was prepared to hide in there to avoid listening to any more of my quips. I waited until I was completely alone again and then rubbed the blade with my sleeve. 
 
    There was a familiar flash of light and Bob blinked into existence. ‘I need your help,’ I hissed. 
 
    ‘You want your last wish?’ He drew himself up with quivering excitement. ‘Well, that’s worth abandoning Buffy the Vampire Slayer for.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Do you want Byron to suffocate in his sleep? Or something a little more violent? I can arrange for castration…’ 
 
    I winced. ‘No. Listen, it’s—’ 
 
    ‘Massacre everyone in the Cruaich?’ 
 
    ‘Jeez, Bob. How many times do I have to tell you that I won’t resort to that kind of thing? I’m not psychotic.’ 
 
    He pursed his lips. ‘It’d be fair retribution for what happened to your Clan. Revenge isn’t psychotic, Uh Integrity, it’s noble. This world has been built on the pillars of revenge.’ He snapped his fingers, creating a miniature floating pulpit that he climbed on to. ‘Think Caesar,’ he intoned with a grandiose flourish. ‘Think Charles IX, the forty-seven Ronin, Operation Wrath of God.’ His eyes gleamed. ‘Think Lorena Bobbit.’ He lowered his voice in a knowing aside. ‘Guess which one of those I had a hand in!’ 
 
    ‘Bob!’ I snapped. ‘Pay attention!’ 
 
    The miniature pulpit vanished. ‘Go on then.’ 
 
    ‘I just tried to steal the Gift from a passing Sidhe. It didn’t work.’ I tried not to sound too anxious. ‘Is something wrong with me?’ 
 
    Bob regarded me seriously. ‘I wouldn’t even know where to begin, Uh Integrity. We’ve had words already about your dress sense. Then there are those jokes…’ 
 
    I ground my teeth. ‘Bob.’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘No, you are the same as always.’ 
 
    ‘Then why couldn’t I steal from him?’ 
 
    ‘As you keep saying, you abhor violence regardless of how sensible and fulfilling it can be. The Sidhe probably had a violent Gift. Thus proving that if you concentrated harder, you could probably tell what each person’s Gift was. Your subconscious knows, so you just need to tap into that.’ 
 
    Could Bob be right? ‘Okay,’ I said slowly. ‘Let’s try that theory. Point me in the direction of more Sidhe.’ 
 
    He cocked his head. ‘Is that your wish?’ 
 
    ‘Call it a favour.’ 
 
    ‘In return I would like…’ He fell silent at the expression on my face. ‘Fine,’ he muttered. He jerked his head to the right. ‘There’s a group about two hundred metres away.’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t so difficult now, was it?’ 
 
    He stuck out his tongue. 
 
    Following Bob’s directions, I carefully wound my way towards the oblivious Sidhe. I doubted whether I could work out what Gifts each one had; it wasn’t something I’d been capable of before now. If I couldn’t achieve that kind of knowledge with Morna’s help, there was little chance I could do it with Bob’s. It would make life considerably easier, though. If I could pick and choose which magic to steal, I could end up with an array of Gifts as part of my arsenal. That thought spurred me on and I moved faster. 
 
    ‘They’re in a clearing just up ahead,’ Bob whispered in my ear. 
 
    I cast around. Just in front of me there was a large oak tree with some low-lying branches and heavy foliage that might do the trick. Grinning, I began to climb. When I thought I was high enough, I shimmied out across one of the far-reaching branches and peered through the leaves. Bob was right: there were more than a dozen male Sidhe milling around for no apparent reason.  
 
    I looked from one to another. Their clothing signalled they were from different Clans – Moncrieffe, Kincaid, Darroch, MacGillivray and Riddell. I didn’t recognise any of them. Focusing my attention on the closest one – a youngish guy with red hair – I furrowed my brow. As before, I could see the magic inside him but I had no clue as to what it was. I emptied my mind of all my turbulent thoughts, blocked out the Sidhe’s chatter and my arboreal-induced discomfort, until the two of us might have been the only people in the entire world. His Gift called to me. Desire to take it ran through my veins as if I were being seduced into stealing. I held my breath, only aware of the thrumming of my heartbeat and the twisting magic within the Sidhe. 
 
    ‘Huh, that’s interesting,’ Bob said. 
 
    I just managed to avoid yelping. ‘Goddamnit, Bob!’ I hissed, my fingers gripping the branch harder so I could remain in place. ‘I’m trying to concentrate!’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ he huffed, ‘I’d have thought you of all people would be interested in their conversation. D’you think Byron would invite me?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    He tsked and poked my cheek. ‘He thinks you’re dead. I have no reason not to be here. I could pretend to bump into him and then maybe he’d invite me along. I like parties.’ 
 
    ‘Bob, what on earth are you on about?’ 
 
    He sighed as if I were incredibly dim-witted. ‘Listen.’ 
 
    I widened my focus so that instead of being wholly absorbed in one man, I was paying attention to them all. 
 
    ‘What about strippers?’ asked one swarthy Sidhe, who was Moncrieffe judging by the tartan he was wearing. 
 
    ‘I know this girl,’ another answered, ‘who is able to shoot ping-pong balls…’ 
 
    I gagged and made a face. Fortunately, I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    ‘Mate, this is Byron we’re talking about. He’s classier than that.’ 
 
    ‘But this girl is classy! You need to meet her. She’s got legs that go on for miles.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a company lined up. They’re going to give us their most talented girl for the evening.’ 
 
    ‘Which company?’ 
 
    The speaker consulted his phone. ‘Tartan Exotica. I know Mark, the owner, and he’s giving me a good deal.’ 
 
    ‘Grand.’ 
 
    There was a rustle of leaves. All the Sidhe turned guiltily, relaxing only when they saw who had joined them. ‘So,’ Jamie Moncrieffe said. ‘How are the preparations going? Have you managed to book the Haven?’ 
 
    ‘Done and dusted, mate.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Good. Byron has no clue about what’s going on. I’ll tell the band to show up around 7pm but it’s up to you guys to make sure everything’s a surprise.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ 
 
    ‘And the entertainment is sorted? No strippers, right?’ 
 
    The others all nodded vigorously. ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘Damn,’ Bob whispered. ‘If it’s a surprise, I’ll need to talk to Jamie about my invite. He doesn’t really know me, though.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to Byron’s bloody stag do, Bob.’ 
 
    He pouted. ‘I might find out some serious intel. Maybe Aifric will be there.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, because I’m sure that the Steward wants to spend his evening with strippers and young Sidhe blokes getting off their faces.’ I snorted in disgust. ‘This is a waste of time.’ I started slithering back down the branch. I had zero interest in this. 
 
    ‘Oi! Where are you going? What about their Gifts?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll find some others instead. Anyway, it’ll be safer to nick their magic when they’re alone.’ As to what that magic might be, I’d just have to hope I managed to get some worthwhile Gifts. A lucky dip rather than a selection box. No problem. 
 
    *** 
 
    Obviously, wandering in through the Cruaich’s main doors was a big no-no. I took inspiration from our jaunt to the Bull’s lair and headed round the back of the massive castle. I shoved all my hair inside my trusty baseball cap and kept my head down. It was unlikely that any Sidhe would be hanging around the servants’ quarters so all I had to do was avoid looking anyone in the eye and I could skate by without suspicion. If the worst came to the worst, I had enough of Tipsania’s Gift to vanish.  
 
    I smiled humourlessly. If word got round that Integrity Adair’s ghost was haunting the Cruaich, at least I’d have something new to laugh about. 
 
    I found a small door leading in to the staff quarters. Having used one of the guest rooms at the Cruaich on a previous occasion, I was shocked at how shabby these rooms were. They were cramped and small, they didn’t look particularly clean and the sheets on the dorm-room beds were threadbare. Another black mark against the Moncrieffes, I thought sourly. 
 
    A couple of people wearing the Cruaich livery brushed by me, obviously on their way to work. I angled my face away and murmured greetings. As I’d suspected, everyone was too busy to pay me much attention. 
 
    Towards the end of the first corridor, I came to a bank of old-fashioned bells, the sort once used in grand houses to summon servants. The signs beneath these bells were new, however. When the one marked ‘Boss’ began to ring, I almost jumped out of my skin. Aifric really was an old-fashioned kind of guy. I was tempted to remove the ringer so that he would sit for hours waiting for someone to bring him a cup of tea but it would be a petty thing to do – and it would get the servants into trouble. Instead I moved smoothly past, happy in the knowledge that he was tucked out of the way, and set off for the library. 
 
    This was going to be the most dangerous part of the expedition. I hissed at Bob to remind him to keep out of sight and debated for a moment whether I could afford to use Tipsania’s Gift. I wanted to be sparing with it; it was a finite resource and, if I took too much from her, she might end up with none. Ripping away someone’s Gift in its entirety seemed to be the only way for me to keep hold of it for good but that was too high a price to pay for more power. 
 
    I cast my gaze across the wide space, taking in the different people milling around. I couldn’t see the library from here and all I knew from Fergus was that there was a door nearby leading to the dungeons. I’d have to hope that I found the right one without too much bother. Waiting for an appropriate break in the crowd, I took a deep breath and strode out. 
 
    I’d barely gone ten metres when a well-dressed woman who I vaguely recognised from the Sidhe Games strolled in my direction. Attempting to look casual, I stayed on my path for a few steps then moved to my right. I craned my neck up as if examining the large painting hanging on the wall. When the woman stopped at my side and also glanced up at the giant picture, my stomach dropped. 
 
    ‘It’s not often you see people stopping to take in their surroundings,’ she said approvingly. 
 
    ‘It’s a beautiful piece,’ I murmured, praying she’d keep her attention on the painting rather than look at me. My tell-tale white hair was hidden and I was wearing contact lenses to mask my violet eyes but my weak disguise wouldn’t stand up to close scrutiny. All she had to do was look me in the face to discover the truth. I might have to use Tipsania’s Gift and make like a ghost again after all. 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m told it was acquired from the Adair Clan after they— Well, you know.’ 
 
    I stiffened. Shite. She must have recognised me. I tensed, ready for action. Run or hide? 
 
    ‘I suppose,’ she continued, ‘they’re going to be consigned to history now.’ 
 
    I almost snorted, despite my panic. Aifric controlled history like everything else. I’d seen what was missing from the library with my own eyes; he had effectively rubbed out the Adair Clan’s existence. Until I came along. 
 
    ‘Still,’ she said, as if reading my thoughts, ‘the Steward knows best.’ She paused. ‘And what’s your name? Are you Clan Moncrieffe?’ 
 
    I licked my dry lips, trying to find my voice. ‘You don’t know?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she replied pleasantly as my veins buzzed with the truth of her answer. Her comment about the Adairs was nothing more than coincidence. I almost sagged to the floor in a puddle of relief. She glanced at me curiously as I angled my face away. ‘Have we met?’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer but fortunately I was interrupted by someone calling to her from across the room. She turned, her arm brushing against my body and her Gift – whatever it was – immediately spoke to me. Like a pickpocket with invisible hands, I responded. 
 
    I gasped faintly while she stalled and pressed her hand to her forehead. ‘Goodness,’ she said, ‘I suddenly feel rather light-headed. Do excuse me. I think I’d better sit down.’ She walked away with small, uncertain steps, leaving me and the painting alone. 
 
    Bob whistled in my ear. ‘That was close, Uh Integrity.’ 
 
    Yeah. It really had been. I reminded myself of everything I’d learnt while growing up with Taylor. People saw what they were expecting to see – and she wasn’t expecting to see Integrity Adair because Integrity was dead. Therefore she saw a stranger rather than me. I’d do well to remember that. 
 
    I turned slowly. If I could steal that woman’s Gift in plain view of everyone else then I could certainly steal more. Buoyed up, I got to work.  
 
    I avoided the elderly male Sidhe crossing my path, unsure what stealing from someone so advanced in age might do, and picked on a simpering man who was giving detailed instructions to a servant. ‘I want a glass of water,’ he ordered. ‘Room temperature, no ice. A slice of lemon cut diagonally and placed on the rim so that…’  
 
    I closed my eyes momentarily and snatched a fistful of his magic. He staggered as I turned away.  
 
    Wandering in from a nearby door were three giggling girls. ‘Did you see her face?’ the middle one cackled. 
 
    I stole from her first, pulling at the threads of her magic and drawing them into me. When she froze mid-step and her two companions stopped to check on her, I stole from them too. 
 
    My soul stretched and settled, as if altering itself to accommodate the new Gifts. I had to be careful not to overdo it – I’d already made that mistake once before and too much magic could finish me. As long as I took small amounts from each person, however, I didn’t think I’d be over-burdened and they would recover quickly from my actions. 
 
    I wove my way to the library, grabbing a pinch here and a saucerful there. I was beginning to feel heady from the power surging through me. The magic mixed and coalesced. These Sidhe with their airs and graces, they had no idea what real power felt like. I wanted more. I needed more. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity…’ Bob began. 
 
    I brushed him away, lifting my hand as if I were flicking away an irritating fly. In the far corner a man was flirting, turning a simple stick into an elaborate bunch of flowers through what must be his Gift of Illusion. Amongst the Sidhe, Illusion was considered a lesser Gift, something with which to amuse children. No one could make use of it quite like me, though. 
 
    I drew on it, sucking it inside me and feeling delight course through me. The hapless Sidhe fell against the wall while Bob pinched me. ‘What are you doing? You’re taking too much!’ 
 
    I barely heard him. Right now I felt strong enough to fly. I could take down Aifric with one swoop; I could storm into the Cruaich dungeons and free Candy with a blink of my eye. I could twitch my little finger and every scrap of Scottish magic would be mine. I could … oh shite. I twirled round and faced away from Byron as he strode in from the hall to the right. 
 
    ‘I was going to warn you,’ Bob murmured. ‘But you seemed kind of preoccupied.’ 
 
    Suddenly, I felt woozy and nauseous. I wasn’t the only one. Several of the Sidhe from whom I’d stolen also looked distinctly unwell. I paid them scant attention. It was the knowledge that Byron was at my back that made me tremble all over.  
 
    I shuffled to the nearest wall, as far away from him as I could without drawing attention to myself. I’d allowed my over-confidence, along with the adrenaline of theft and the vertigo-inducing nature of magic, to make me almost lose control. If I wasn’t more careful it wouldn’t matter how many Gifts I managed to steal; I’d end up in the cell next to Candy. Or worse. And I’d hurt a lot of people in the process. 
 
    I gulped in air as Byron swept past me. He didn’t feel my eyes on him because everyone else was watching him too. I couldn’t see his face but that didn’t stop me fixating on him. The way his hair curled into the nape of his neck and the tantalizing glimpse of tanned skin where he’d pushed up his sleeves. I frowned. Had he lost weight? 
 
    I shook myself. He was probably on a damned wedding diet. It was no business of mine and I wasn’t here to gaze after him like a love-struck puppy. I was a Highland Chieftain who was far, far better than that – whether anyone here was aware of me or not. 
 
    As soon as there was enough distance between us, I scooted back to the other end of the room. Seeing Byron had been helpful in the sense that it brought me back to full awareness, like having a bucket of icy water poured over my head. I passed the library. Spotting a plain unvarnished door next to it, which I hoped led to the staircase Fergus had mentioned, I made a beeline in that direction. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity! Byron’s turning round!’ Bob squealed. ‘He’s looking this way. He seems…’  
 
    I wrenched the door open and ran inside to the welcoming darkness. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity? Why are we in a cupboard?’ 
 
    I twisted round, knocking over a mop. When I tried to pick it up, I hit my head against a low shelf. I cursed loudly as pain exploded in my skull and lights danced in front of my eyes. I didn’t need to worry about Aifric or Byron or anyone else; at this rate, I would inadvertently kill myself. 
 
    ‘As unpleasant as it is in here,’ Bob remarked, ‘it’s no spooky dungeon.’ 
 
    ‘Gee,’ I said sarcastically. ‘Thanks, Bob. I hadn’t noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Just trying to be helpful.’ He waited for a beat. ‘Byron looked really bad.’ 
 
    I stiffened. ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘Tired. Great big expensive Louis Vuitton bags under his eyes. Awful skin. He must be stressed out because his fiancée has disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said sourly, ‘he must be.’ Whatever. ‘Any chance you saw another door when you were gawping at Byron? One that might lead to the dungeons we’re supposed to be heading for?’ 
 
    ‘Ooooh!’ Bob flounced. ‘Get you! I’m not the one who was getting drunk on magic and flitting around like the Artful Dodger on speed.’ 
 
     ‘Sorry. I messed up,’ I muttered. I could hardly pretend otherwise. 
 
    ‘What?’ he screeched. ‘No, no, no, no, no! A Chieftain does not apologise. Have you ever heard me apologise?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘I’m not infallible just because I’ve got a poncey title.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you’re not. But you don’t ever let other people know that.’ He paused. ‘Are you making a face at me?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘You are, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I already said no, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘Honestly,’ he huffed. ‘This is what I get for working with amateurs.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Although I hadn’t intended to hide in a bloody broom cupboard, in the end it proved rather useful. It gave me time to sort through the different Gifts I’d taken and work out what each one was. Together with Illusion – and I was already well aware of how useful that particular Gift could be – I’d taken Electrosurge, Dowsing, Animal Summoning and Apportation. I sent out tiny bolts of each one, tugging tentatively to test them and identify them while Bob crowed out the different magical names. An ancient lightbulb, long since blown, zapped back to life and illuminated the tiny cupboard until I released the magic. I sensed a string of jewels round an elegant Sidhe lady’s neck less than twenty feet away which called seductively to my inner thief. A cat meowed outside the cupboard door and scratched the wood until I hastily sent it away. I sent a mop head up to the top turret and brought it back. I flexed my magic muscles until I was satisfied that I could control each one. Candy’s life might depend on it. 
 
    When I eventually edged out of the cupboard, the large hall was as busy as before. Fortunately there was no longer any sign of Byron and no one paid me any further attention. The giggly Sidhe girls from whom I’d stolen were still hovering around, no longer looking worse for wear. As long as I hadn’t done any permanent damage, I could ignore my temporary loss of control.  
 
    My eyes landed on another door that was almost identical to the one to the cupboard. Hoping that this time I’d found the correct route to the dungeons, I slipped over and turned the knob. When I saw a narrow stone staircase leading downwards, I expelled the air I’d been holding and quickly entered, making sure to close the door behind me. 
 
    ‘Now we’re getting somewhere!’ Bob squeaked, freeing himself from his hiding spot and flying in front of my face. ‘But if it turns out these dungeons are empty and Sweetie isn’t here, you’re going to feel pretty foolish.’ 
 
    ‘His name is Candy, as I keep telling you. And keep your voice down. We’re not out of the woods yet.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we are. We left the woods ages ago. Now we’re in the castle.’ 
 
    I tutted. ‘Come on, let’s find out if I’m right and Candy is here.’ Part of me hoped he wasn’t then I could still pretend that Byron wasn’t culpable. 
 
    Apart from the dilapidated staff quarters, the parts of the Cruaich I’d seen had all been well maintained. Here, however, the air was stale and there was more than one cobweb looping across the cracked ceiling. I wound my way downwards. Apart from the occasional clunk of hot-water pipes, there was nothing to be heard. I felt as if I were descending into the very belly of the beast itself, as if the Cruaich were a living, breathing monster rather than an ancient castle made out of nothing more dangerous than stone. 
 
    By the time we reached the bottom, I’d counted almost two hundred steps. That placed us at least five floors underground. Despite the fusty odour and the depth, the basement level was well lit. I guessed there was nothing like fluorescent strip lights for highlighting every facet of fear on your captives’ faces. 
 
    A long corridor stretched out, with branches off in various directions. I started walking down it, resisting the temptation to whistle to fill the silence. The first few turns seemed to lead to dead-ends. I peered round each one, using my SAS-style navigational skills from my thieving days. My caution seemed to be unwarranted; this place was dead. 
 
    Just as I was wondering if I’d been mistaken about Candy’s whereabouts, Bob flapped his arms and gesticulated wildly to the right. I peered across. The light down there was dimmer – and there was a Sidhe woman leaning against the wall, gnawing at her fingernails. 
 
    I pulled back out of sight and considered. I had numerous options and I didn’t want to rush into doing the wrong thing. Neither did I want to hurt her, even if her job was some sort of black-ops guard duty. If I played my cards right, I could turn this into a fact-finding mission as well as a covert rescue. I grinned. 
 
    Because I’d been high on magic and not worried about the consequences, I’d stolen more of the last Gift than any of the others so there was a fair amount of Illusion swirling around inside me. Concentrating hard, I pulled on it, letting the Gift envelop me completely. When I saw Bob’s look of horror, I knew that it had worked. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ I asked quietly. I pirouetted. ‘Close enough to the real thing?’  
 
    He stared then jabbed a finger at me. ‘Steward Moncrieffe?’ he asked, his voice wavering.  
 
    I smirked. ‘Call me Aifric.’ 
 
    Bob shook his head in a mixture of giddy fear and delight. ‘Awesome,’ he breathed. 
 
    ‘Glad you like it.’ 
 
    He pointed at my newly acquired paunch. ‘How does it feel to carry around that extra weight?’ 
 
    ‘It’s an illusion. I’m not actually Aifric Moncrieffe.’ 
 
    ‘You certainly look like him.’ His gaze turned wary. ‘How do I know you’re still Uh Integrity under all that?’ 
 
    ‘I might look like him but I don’t sound like him, do I?’ 
 
    Bob still seemed doubtful. ‘What’s your favourite colour?’ 
 
    ‘Hot pink.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Everyone knows that’s your favourite colour.’ 
 
    There was a shuffling noise round the corner; the Sidhe guard had probably heard something and was coming to investigate. I glared in warning but the genie wasn’t done yet. ‘Who is the smartest person you know?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Fergus.’ 
 
    He glared. I grinned. There was no further time for Bob to interrogate me as the guard was upon us. ‘Who …’ her voice faltered. ‘Steward. I apologise. I didn’t realise it was you.’ 
 
    I reminded myself that Aifric presented a benign, kindly face to the world and twinkled at the Sidhe. I coughed to disguise my voice. ‘No problem.’ 
 
    Luckily she was still surprised by my appearance or she might have questioned why ‘Aifric’ sounded so strange. I would have to limit my words if I wanted to pull this off. I jerked my head in the direction of the corridor, a question in my eyes. The Sidhe understood. ‘He’s sleeping,’ she said. ‘He had some food at midday.’ 
 
    ‘Hm,’ I nodded. I waited, still looking at her expectantly and hoping my silence would encourage her to fill the void with helpful chatter. 
 
    ‘It’s good he’s sleeping,’ she said anxiously, as if desperate to please. ‘It means that when you get him down to the Adair Lands, he’ll be more alert.’ I pursed my lips to encourage her to continue. ‘I still can’t believe that a Wild Man is working with those trolls. Traitors,’ she spat. ‘And abducting Byron’s fiancée.’ She shook her head. ‘It beggars belief. He deserves to be hung, drawn and quartered.’ I frowned and she quickly backtracked. ‘I know you’re trying to be lenient, Steward, because of the pressure everyone’s been under. It’s not a criticism. Obviously you have the full picture and I’m just a lowly guard.’ 
 
    I patted her on the shoulder. Aifric had been spinning quite a yarn to his minions. What were the odds that if he managed to get Candy down to my border to dangle him in front of Tipsania, the Wild Man would then die in some horrific ‘accident’?  
 
    Byron wasn’t that kind of bastard; maybe he wasn’t involved in this at all. Not that it mattered either way. I’d had my suspicions confirmed and I now knew for sure that Candy was going to be used as bait to drag Tipsania back for her impending nuptials. Once I got Candy out of here, Aifric’s plans would be scuppered. There was a lot of satisfaction in knowing that. 
 
    I smiled at the Sidhe and pointed behind me. ‘You may go,’ I croaked. 
 
    Her brow furrowed. Desperate to get rid of her before she started to question my hoarse voice, I folded my arms and tried an expression of vague impatience. She was obviously still confused but she bowed her head and marched past me, snapping out a salute as she passed. Maybe it would be a good thing if she came down to my place; she’d get on with Sorley like a house on fire. 
 
    As soon as the Sidhe had disappeared, I dropped the illusion in order to conserve my magic and hurried down the corridor. 
 
    ‘You weren’t very convincing,’ Bob told me. 
 
    ‘I only need five minutes. Keep watch in case she comes back.’  
 
    He saluted as well, although it was a considerably sloppier version. I checked my watch, took a deep breath and looked around. 
 
    There were six cells. Three didn’t look as if they’d been used since the days of Robert the Bruce, given the rusting manacles and the thick layer of dust in each one. Two were spick and span but empty; there was a spatter of dried blood in the corner of one which made me shudder and reminded me that Aifric Moncrieffe really was a bastard. The last cell held a sleeping occupant.  
 
    I looked at Candy’s inert form. His cheeks were ruddy and a lock of long, straggly hair, which fell across his forehead, gently lifted every time he exhaled. So he was here and he was alive. I watched him for a moment. This was where love got you: thrown into a deep, dark dungeon with only damned spiders for company.  
 
    I shook myself. As insane as it might appear to those on the outside, I was going to do my best to give Candy and Tipsania their happy ending. Someone had to come out all of this with a smile on their face otherwise what was the point? 
 
    I checked the corridor again then, satisfied that it was clear, I ran to the cell door and knelt, making short work of its lock. This was not a state-of-the-art system. I frowned and touched one of the bars. Candy was a Wild Man; I didn’t know much about them but their strength and size were legendary. Candy had once bopped me lightly on the head and knocked me unconscious. I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t tried to bend these bars. Surely he had the power to do so? Surely he wasn’t scared of one little Sidhe guard? 
 
    Biting the inside of my cheek, I swung open the door. It creaked, making me wince and Candy stir. He grunted softly then, as if realising someone was standing and staring at him, suddenly bolted upright. 
 
    ‘Wh–what?’ His jaw dropped as he stared at me. ‘Integrity Adair. What in bejesus are you doing here? I thought you were dead.’ 
 
    Huh. ‘Tipsania didn’t tell you I was alive?’ She was more circumspect than I’d given her credit for. Or maybe the world didn’t revolve around me after all and when she’d spoken to him on the phone they’d been talking about other things. The thought of them murmuring sweet nothings was kind of cute. 
 
    ‘Tip?’ Panic flared in his eyes. ‘Is she alright? Has she been hurt?’ He leapt to his feet. Given the way he was looking at me, I suddenly understood why they were called Wild Men.  
 
    Now that I could see him properly, I could see several painful-looking bruises on his face and body. I gestured at him awkwardly. ‘She’s fine.’ 
 
    He glanced from side to side, his pupils dilated and his muscles bunched up. ‘Is she here?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I soothed. ‘She’s away. She’s safe. They can’t get to her.’ 
 
    Candy’s attention returned to me and, as he fixed on my face, he appeared to calm down. I wasn’t fooled though; he was still panicking. He was just doing a better job of hiding it. ‘They?’ 
 
    ‘Aifric. Byron. Whoever. Let’s concentrate on getting you out of here.’ 
 
    Candy didn’t move. ‘Does Byron know you’re alive?’ 
 
    ‘No. Let’s go.’ 
 
    ‘Does Byron know where Tip is?’ 
 
    ‘No. Come on, Candy. I’ll answer your questions properly once we’re out of here.’ 
 
    He stepped backwards. ‘He needs her.’ 
 
    I blinked. Er… ‘Byron needs her? But don’t you need her too?’ I asked stupidly. 
 
    Candy crossed his arms across his massive chest. I swear he had the girth of a bloody oak tree. ‘I have her.’ 
 
    I tilted my head to the side. ‘I hate to point out the obvious but you’re stuck in a medieval dungeon while she’s wandering around in the free, fresh air of the Highlands.’ 
 
    He regarded me impassively. ‘You should tell Byron you’re alive. He’ll be very happy.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. ‘Look, Candy,’ I said, trying again, ‘I understand this is all a surprise to you but we probably don’t have very long. We need to get out of here before the alarm is raised.’ 
 
    He turned round and settled back on his narrow bed. I gaped at him. ‘I have to stay here,’ he rumbled. ‘I promised Byron.’ 
 
    ‘Byron is planning to marry the love of your life!’ I shrieked. ‘You can’t trust him!’ 
 
    ‘He is very honourable.’ 
 
    Good grief! ‘Candy…’ 
 
    ‘I am staying here.’ 
 
    ‘Aifric is going to drag you down to the Adair border – my border – and use you to lure Tipsania out.’ 
 
    He shrugged, rolling his massive shoulders. ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean you know? Don’t you care?’ 
 
    ‘Is Tip safe?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. For now. But—’ 
 
    ‘Then I am staying here. You should tell her to give herself up.’ 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. ‘What is going on?’ I turned and looked again at the bars which were ostensibly holding the Wild Man here. ‘You could have escaped at any time,’ I whispered. ‘But you’re choosing to stay. Why?’ 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer. Before he could, there was a shout from Bob. ‘Someone’s coming!’  
 
    Shite. ‘Candy,’ I pleaded. ‘This is our last chance. We need to get out of here.’ 
 
    He turned his head away. I balled up my fists, at a complete loss. I couldn’t force him to come. Bob zipped towards me, his arms akimbo and his expression panicked. ‘There are at least six of them. We need to get out of here! I don’t want to end up as the Steward’s slave.’ 
 
    If there were so many, my Illusion ruse as Aifric had probably been discovered. Maybe the guard had bumped into him when she left or she’d realised how wrong our conversation had been. Either way, I couldn’t use that deception any more.  
 
    I reached into myself, grabbing Bob with one hand and slamming the cell door with the other. With one last baleful glance, I yanked on Tipsania’s Gift and turned both myself and Bob invisible. I heard Candy gasp but there was little I could do about him now. The posse of Moncrieffe guards was already here. 
 
    They ran down the corridor, their boots hammering on the hard floor. I pressed against the wall, hoping that Candy wasn’t about to give me up. The guards stared into his cell as I sidled past and jogged away, keeping my steps as light as I could. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ I heard one of them demand. ‘Has anyone been here?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been sleeping,’ Candy said, his voice coloured with confusion. I exhaled the air I’d been holding in my lungs. He hadn’t completely gone over to the dark side then and he was covering for me. I spun away, twisting back to the staircase, my thoughts racing and tripping over each other as I flew towards the main hall. I didn’t understand what was going on and, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make sense of it. The best I could do right now was to get out of this place. 
 
    I rounded the last corner, my heart dropping into my stomach when I spotted the large figure looming in the doorway ahead. His features were in shadow but there was no mistaking that silhouette. Aifric. And he was completely blocking my path. I might be invisible but I was still solid. I came to a halt, holding my breath and trying to decide what to do next. 
 
    His legs were spread; I could barrel forward and push myself through the gap ‒ he might never notice. Then he shifted his weight, pulling one leg closer to the other. I wasn’t so petite that I could slide through now. I clenched my teeth. All I had to do was wait. He wouldn’t stand there forever. 
 
    Barely any time passed before I heard the booted feet pounding back up the staircase towards me. Now I was caught between the bloody guards and Aifric. None of the Gifts I’d stolen would work here. I tiptoed another few steps until I was so close to the Steward that I could feel his hot breath on my skin. My heart was hammering so loudly that I was sure he could hear it. 
 
    ‘Steward!’ gasped the first Sidhe guard. ‘There’s no one there. The Wild Man is still in his cell.’ 
 
    ‘Did you talk to him?’ Aifric demanded. ‘Touch him? Are you sure he’s not an illusion?’ 
 
    Arse. Damn Aifric for being such a canny wanker.  
 
    ‘It’s him alright.’ 
 
    Aifric turned and, for the first time, I saw his expression; in fact, I could almost hear the cogs turning in his head. If he wasn’t sure that I was dead, he’d know immediately that all this commotion was down to me.  
 
    ‘Someone is here. Someone is playing with us and I want to know who.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Set guards around the perimeter. No one is to get in or out unless I know about it. And release the dogs. Maybe they’ll pick up this intruder’s scent. Whoever they are, they’re going to rue the day they picked a fight with me.’ 
 
    I was tempted to open my mouth and tell him that there hadn’t been any fighting and he should look to his own actions before he pinned the blame on others but I was more concerned about the mention of dogs. Neither Invisibility nor Illusion would work against the nose of a hound. And if the Cruaich border was going to be teeming with guards on the lookout for the slightest thing, I couldn’t count on escape in that direction. 
 
    ‘Do we have any Farsensers on the grounds?’ Aifric asked. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. Just when I’d thought things couldn’t get any worse…  
 
    ‘Most of them are off scouting for the Scrymgeour lass. But I think Stephen McGillivray is a Farsenser. He’s here for the stag party.’ 
 
    Aifric nodded. ‘Find him. No one rests until every inch of this place has been checked.’ He pivoted and marched away. 
 
    Without waiting for the guards to pass me, I leapt up and darted left towards the main doors, away from Aifric. 
 
    ‘This is bad, Uh Integrity,’ Bob hissed. ‘What are we going to do?’ 
 
    I was rather touched that he said we. ‘I don’t know,’ I muttered tightly. I could already feel the invisibility draining away; I wouldn’t be able to use it for much longer before I started becoming less invisible and more opaque. I had to find somewhere to hide, somewhere out of reach of a Farsenser. 
 
    I ran outside and tried to think. I could always go to the old Games grounds. That cabin where we’d been made to stay would work as a hiding place if it weren’t for the Farsenser. I had to find a way of disguising my trail. Something that would fool the magic… ‘I’ve got it,’ I whispered. If this didn’t work, nothing would. 
 
    I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, glad that there was a cement path leading down to the grounds. ‘I used to have a hobby pouring cement,’ I told Bob. ‘But then it became too hard.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling jokes?’ he howled in my ear. ‘We’re about to become dogfood and you’re telling jokes?’ As if on cue, I heard barking in the distance. 
 
    ‘Chillax, Bob. I’ve got this.’ The wind whipped past, making my baseball cap fly off and my hair stream out behind me. Crapadoodle. I stopped, prepared to run back and get it, then I saw Byron’s stag mates appearing around the corner of the castle. I grimaced and left the cap where it was. I had to hustle. 
 
    The towering trees and dark shadows of the Cruaich grove soon came into sight. When Bob saw that was where I was heading I felt him relax against me. ‘Clever girl,’ he murmured.  
 
    ‘I hope so.’ I crossed my fingers on both hands for luck. The grove was sacred – no way would a pack of hounds be allowed to tear through it after an intruder who hadn’t actually done any damage. If my plan worked the magic bound into the land would stop anyone, regardless of how skilled they were, from being able to farsense through it. As long as no one thought to come and comb through the grove, both Bob and I would be safe. 
 
    I ran through the first fringe of trees, keeping to the path until I was deep enough inside to slow down. The sunlight disappeared almost immediately above the canopy as I was swallowed into the grove’s interior. The sounds of the dogs and the shouting faded away but I didn’t slow down. Even when strands of my hair caught in outstretched twigs and it felt as if my scalp were being pulled from my skull, I didn’t stop. I was not going to let Aifric win. I was never going to let Aifric win. 
 
    Gasping for breath, I pounded ahead. I only realised that I’d arrived at the central clearing – the place where I’d seen fleeting images of my ancestors and received my true name – when I felt a frisson of electricity shoot through me. I sloughed off the invisibility and came to a halt. 
 
    Bob was awestruck. ‘Uh Integrity,’ he breathed. ‘This is amazing.’ He stretched out his arms, spreading his fingers wide. ‘I can feel the power. I can even hear it.’ 
 
    So could I. Already a chorus of indecipherable whispers was rising in my ears. I swallowed. It was probably alright for me to be here. Unlike the individual Clan groves, this one at the Cruaich was open to all Sidhe. In essence, it was the central point for all of us.  
 
    I put my hands on my hips, trying to slow down my breathing. Regardless of right or wrong, it would be wise to stay away from the clearing. I didn’t need to be haunted by angry Sidhe spirits of yore. 
 
    I turned round, planning to leave the path and plunge into the trees in case a search party did come through here. Before I could take a step, a word rang out and made me freeze. ‘Layoch.’ 
 
    My true name. I thought I was nervous before, trapped on that staircase between Aifric and his guards, but it was nothing compared to this. I slowly turned around. 
 
    ‘Layoch.’ 
 
    My mouth was dry. I swung my head from left to right but, unlike the last time I was here, there was nothing to see. There was the only the voice, accented with a gentle Scottish lilt which I couldn’t distinguish as male or female. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity,’ Bob quavered. ‘This is scary.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.’ I wished I could be sure of that. 
 
    ‘Join them,’ the voice whispered. 
 
     My spine went rigid. Join who?  
 
    ‘Join them,’ the disembodied voice repeated. 
 
    I folded my arms. Now hang on a bloody minute. ‘If you’re telling me to join the damn Moncrieffes, you’ve got another thing coming,’ I said aloud. ‘I don’t care who you are. I’m not doing that.’ 
 
    Something icy cold brushed against my cheek and I leapt about three feet in the air. 
 
    ‘Join them, Layoch. Join them and Alba will be saved.’ 
 
    The whispers rose in a tide, encircling me, getting louder and louder. I cupped my hands over my ears. ‘Stop it!’ I yelled. ‘Stop it!’ I twirled round and sprinted out of the clearing until I was surrounded again by nothing more than trees. Then my knees buckled underneath me and I collapsed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Dusk was falling when I finally felt safe enough to pick myself up and leave the grove. Bob and I skulked towards the edge and peered out. The search for me had been abandoned for now; I could hear no dogs and see no people. Aifric had had a good four hours to search the Cruaich and its grounds and with Stephen McGillivray, or whoever the Farsenser was, it would have taken much less time than that. All the same I remained cautious in case we were walking into a trap down by the border.  
 
    I slipped across the main thoroughfare to the line of trees beside the long, snaking driveway. All the while Bob crowed in my ear, ‘Ha ha! We showed them, didn’t we, Uh Integrity! We are the masters. All those Sidhe against us and every single one of them was clueless while we are free and in the wind.’ 
 
    Much as I appreciated that I wasn’t now facing an executioner’s axe, I felt that Bob was viewing our expedition as more of a success than it actually was. ‘We came to rescue Candy,’ I pointed out, ‘and he didn’t want to be rescued. I wouldn’t get over excited. In effect, we’ve accomplished nothing.’ 
 
    ‘But just look at what we’ve learned, Uh Integrity. Now you’re getting a glimpse of what it’s like to be as all-knowing as me.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure we’d learned anything useful. ‘Candy has made some mysterious promise to Byron which makes no sense.’ I sighed. ‘And the Sidhe ancestors think I should join up with my enemies.’ 
 
    ‘Technically that’s not what they said.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘So what do you think they meant?’ 
 
    Bob stroked his chin. ‘I could tell you,’ he said slowly, ‘because of course I know.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘But you need to come up with the answer yourself to achieve true enlightenment.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So what you’re actually saying is that you don’t have a scooby what they were on about.’ 
 
    He sniffed. ‘I’m not even going to deign to answer that.’ 
 
    I gave up on debating further as we approached the border. There were more guards in place than before but I reckoned I had just enough of Tipsania’s Gift left inside me to slip across without being noticed. I brought it up, vanished from sight and darted towards the car. 
 
    ‘The good thing,’ Bob said, once the last of the danger had passed, ‘is that we get to go home and sleep in our own beds.’ 
 
    I pointed at the letter opener, still hanging from the belt around my waist. ‘You can go to your own bed whenever you want.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t tend to sleep in there any more.’ 
 
    I was surprised. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. It’s much more comfortable snuggling up to Brochan. Do you know he talks in his sleep?’ 
 
    I wondered if the merman was aware that he had a sleeping companion. Deciding it was probably better not to know, I kept my mouth shut and jogged to the car, got into the front seat and started the engine. The sense of failure still hung over me like a cloud. 
 
    I checked my watch; it had just gone half past six. The night was still very young. ‘You know, Bob,’ I said, as casually as I could, ‘it’s been quite a stressful day. And you really were fabulous ‒ you were a great lookout. We might not have rescued Candy but I did pick up lots of shiny new Gifts which I can use in all sorts of situations.’ 
 
    ‘I was magnificent, wasn’t I?’ Bob beamed, bouncing up and down on the dashboard. 
 
    ‘We should have a drink to celebrate,’ I said. ‘You know, wind down and prepare for the journey home.’ 
 
    Bob considered. ‘I’m not sure that drink-driving is a good idea, Uh Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have a Coke but you don’t need to abstain.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. There’s a great place in Dundee that does the most amazing mango daiquiris.’ 
 
    ‘Yum,’ I said unconvincingly. ‘I was thinking Perth would be a better idea. It’s closer to home.’ 
 
    ‘Last time we went to Perth you streaked naked down the high street. I’m not sure the good people of that fair city want to see you again.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t streak. I just happened to be in my underwear when a Fomori demon showed up.’ 
 
    ‘One and the same. Byron Moncrieffe might find your jiggly bits attractive but you need a good personal trainer to…’ He paused. ‘Hang on a minute,’ he said suspiciously. ‘Where exactly in Perth were you thinking of going?’ 
 
    I smiled innocently. ‘I’ve heard some nice things about the Haven.’ 
 
    He put his hands on hips. ‘And I have it on good authority that the Haven is closed for a private party tonight. Byron Moncrieffe’s stag party.’ 
 
    The corners of my mouth lifted. ‘Well, now that he’s taken, I need to find a new bachelor, don’t I?’ 
 
    Bob shook his head dismally. ‘This is going to end in tears.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    I’d never been inside the Haven but the place was much as I expected. Loud music thumped and I swore I could taste the tinge of tequila in the air. 
 
    A burly Bauchan was on the door, no doubt to prevent anyone who wasn’t on the stag party list from getting in. I had more wiles than that, however. Rather than approach the front, I skirted round the side of the building, weaving in and out of empty beer barrels until I found the back entrance. There, inhaling deeply on a glowing cigarette was a young, pretty human woman wearing a large coat. Handy. I’d even put a bet on with Taylor at this point that she wasn’t wearing much underneath. 
 
    I loped up to her, nodding in greeting. She nodded and took another drag. Despite my lack of disguise, there was no flicker of recognition in her greeting. It helped that it was now dark; in this light I could pass for a blonde. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said cheerfully, ‘I was hoping you could help me. I’m looking for a friend of mine. Chandra. She’s…’ 
 
    The woman blanched slightly. ‘I’ve heard of Chandra. If you know her, then you’ll know where to find her.’ 
 
    My mention of my ex-assassin buddy did the trick, placing me at an advantage. I kept my tone casual and continued. ‘Yeah. She’s not at her shop though, so I thought she might have gone out for the night.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t be here. The Haven is off limits tonight.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘So I hear. You’re working inside?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. What of it?’ She eyed me, the unspoken challenge obvious, but I wasn’t about to comment on her job. As long as being a stripper was her choice, it wasn’t my place to say anything. 
 
    ‘Nothing. It’s a stag party, I take it?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘So I’m told. My boss wouldn’t say who it’s for.’ She stubbed out her cigarette and tossed it into a bucket. ‘Like I care. Just another bunch of spoilt Sidhe wankers.’ 
 
    I coughed slightly. She tilted her head and looked at me more closely. ‘Oh. You’re Sidhe too. Sorry, I didn’t mean any offence.’ She gave me a pretty smile but there was no denying that she was suddenly scared. She clenched her fists and there was a faint wobble to her voice. Personally I was thrilled. She wouldn’t have any qualms about abandoning her job for the night if she didn’t care that the Steward’s son was the party boy.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said. ‘I might be Sidhe but I’m still a nobody. I have a useless Gift and I’m from a useless Clan. I think the lot of us are wankers.’ I smiled slightly. ‘I’m on your side, not mine.’ The woman relaxed a little but she was still very wary. I had to make sure she stayed here until I got what I wanted.  
 
    Before she could vanish inside the club, I forced my eyes to well up with unshed tears. Unless she had a heart of lead, she’d feel compelled to stick around for at least a bit longer. I sniffed and bit my bottom lip. ‘Maybe it’s just as well that Chandra’s not around. I was going to ask her to…’ I shot the woman a look and faltered, as if I’d just realised I was talking to a complete stranger and was about to reveal that I wanted someone killed. ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    She raised a knowing eyebrow. ‘Let me guess. Ex-boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘Ex-fiancée.’ 
 
    The woman winced. ‘Ouch.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Between you and me, he’s the one getting hitched.’ I laughed humourlessly. ‘I should just let bygones be bygones. It bloody hurts though.’ Unfortunately, I wasn’t lying. 
 
    ‘I don’t think Chandra is the answer.’ 
 
    Yeah, she definitely knew all about Chandra’s old job. ‘You’re probably right. I’d still love to get my revenge on him.’ 
 
    ‘I hear you.’ 
 
    I took out the gold I’d carried with me for emergencies. ‘I was going to give this to her as payment.’ I gazed at it ruefully. ‘I’m not sure what to do with it now. I’m tempted to throw it at him. Maybe I’ll get lucky and hit an eye.’ 
 
    The stripper stared. ‘That’s a shitload of money.’ Her expression soured and I immediately knew what she was thinking. I was Sidhe; to me this was probably small change. 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘I’d give it all away if I could just confront him. Let him see what he’s given up for that bitch. I don’t really want to hurt him but I’d love to bring him down a peg or two.’ I sighed loudly. The best way for this to work would be for her to make the suggestion but I could only lead her so far. ‘He’s got a bunch of minders with him though. They’d never let me get near him.’ 
 
    I could see her mind working through the possibilities. I was holding the equivalent of more money than she’d probably ever seen in her life; she had to weigh up the chance that she would get fired versus the chance that she could be set up for years to come. I held my breath. Come on, love. You want to do this. 
 
    ‘Well,’ she said slowly, ‘you could always take my place.’ 
 
    Yahtzee. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, looking surprised. 
 
    She dug into her coat pocket and pulled out a pretty feathered mask. ‘I usually wear this when I go in to these kind of parties. Some men like imagining you could be anyone, you know? I wasn’t going to bother because of today’s outfit.’ She opened her coat and I caught a glimpse of a fake police uniform. ‘But it’d let you get in and close to him and then you could say your piece.’ Her eyes drifted back to the gold in my hand. ‘I’m all for the sisterhood.’ 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed. ‘I’d just love to see the look on his face. But won’t you get in trouble with your boss?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I’ve been thinking of finding something else to do with my life. These hours suck and there are only so many times you can let men paw at you before it becomes tired.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I hear you.’ I thrust out my hand before she could think about it any further. ‘Here, take this in return. You’re doing me a massive favour and I won’t forget it.’ 
 
    She took the gold and hefted it before it disappeared into her coat. ‘You’re really not going to hurt him?’ 
 
    I met her eyes, hoping she could see the truth; I didn’t want her to feel bad about this in any way. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I really won’t. I just want to say my piece then maybe I can get on with the rest of my life.’ 
 
    ‘Amen to that,’ she murmured. ‘Well, good luck to you. Someone will come out soon and tell you when it’s time.’ She smiled slightly. ‘Don’t get hurt.’ With that, she whirled round and took off into the night.  
 
    I grinned. That was easier than I thought. 
 
    There was a flash of light and Bob appeared, two points of colour high on his cheeks. He was absolutely furious. ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing, Uh Integrity? This is not part of the plan! I thought you were going to hide in the corner and watch him. Do this and you’ll get caught and everything we’ve done up to now will have been a complete waste.’ He threw up his hands. ‘If you want your revenge on Byron so badly then ask for your last wish. I’ll do what I can to minimise the damage. But you can’t throw everything away because you’re feeling hurt that he’s moved on.’ 
 
    I was touched by his concern. ‘Chill, Bob. I’m not going to get caught. And I’m not looking for revenge.’ 
 
    ‘Then what are you after?’ he demanded. 
 
    The truth was that I wasn’t entirely sure. The glimpse I’d caught of him back at the Cruaich had started up a strange, yearning itch, one that I’d never be able to scratch again. Maybe this was my last chance to get my kicks with Byron before all hell broke loose. Maybe I thought I could find out what he and his father were up to. Or maybe I was just a fool. I suspected it was the latter but it didn’t matter now; I was set on my course. 
 
    ‘Never mind,’ I said dismissively. ‘But if I can use Illusion to pretend to be Aifric and get away with it—’ 
 
    ‘Almost get away with it.’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ I continued, ignoring his interruption, ‘I can use it to pretend to be that woman.’ 
 
    He stared at me. ‘You’re going to pretend to be a stripper? Do you even know how to strip?’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ I scoffed. ‘It’s taking your clothes off, Bob. I do that every single day.’  
 
    I concentrated, pulling out the magic and telling myself to mimic every part of the stripper, seen and unseen, until I was transformed. It couldn’t just be coincidence that I’d ended up with more Illusion than any other Gift. This was meant to be.  
 
    I examined myself. Instead of my usual pale, milk-bottle skin, I had an all-over tan. I whistled. Damn, I looked good. I checked underneath the coat. Hmm. I was also dressed as a policewoman as the stripper had been. Talk about stereotypes. I glanced at the mask she’d given me and, deciding the Illusion was more than good enough, discarded it.  
 
    I gave Bob a twirl. He huffed and looked away. ‘Stay out here,’ I told him. ‘It’ll be safer for you that way.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t come crying to me when you end up in a real grave instead of an imaginary one.’ 
 
    ‘Everything will be fine.’ 
 
    He sniffed loudly and vanished just as the back door opened and a rush of noise greeted my ears. A face peered out. ‘Chardonnay? Is that you? Are you ready?’ 
 
    Chardonnay? Good grief. I smiled and nodded. At least my voice would be less of a concern this time around. I pitched my tone slightly higher to match the real Chardonnay’s. ‘Who am I looking for?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know? The stag is Byron Moncrieffe.’ He said it as if there should be a drum roll. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ I tried to look impressed and I felt the Illusion ripple to mimic the thought. ‘Okay, then.’ 
 
    He looked me up and down sleazily. ‘He’s a lucky boy.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. I smiled daintily and dropped a curtsey. ‘Then let’s get this show on the road.’ 
 
    I followed the man inside, past cardboard boxes filled with pork scratchings and crisps which made my stomach grumble loudly. He turned and frowned at me. I giggled. ‘I’ve not eaten yet,’ I said. ‘I find I’ve got more of an edge on an empty stomach.’ 
 
    He waggled his eyebrows. ‘Well,’ he said in a voice that was more of a growl than a purr, ‘I can fill you up when you’ve finished with those Sidhe.’ 
 
    I tried – and probably failed – not to look nauseated. 
 
    He gestured at me to wait behind the door. I took off my coat, and he smirked at my police outfit then popped his head out front to check that everything was ready. All of a sudden, I felt the tumble of butterflies in my belly overtaking my pangs of hunger. Bob was right: this was a mistake. All I was doing was torturing myself.  
 
    I took a step backwards, ready to run away, but the man wasn’t having any of it. When he saw me hesitate, he shoved me onto the main club floor. Shite. I couldn’t change my mind now. 
 
    The music, which had been pumping out a loud staccato beat, abruptly faltered. I strode into the centre of the floor as at least forty pairs of eyes turned in my direction. Licking my dry lips, I lifted my chin – and almost had a mini heart attack when I saw that Aifric was here after all. I reasoned that he’d have no reason to suspect that the Illusion ruse from earlier was being carried on here but all the same, I was suddenly more terrified than before.  
 
    Forcing myself to play the game, I completed a slow half turn. Byron was looking distinctly ill at ease in a chair in front of me. I cleared my throat. How was this supposed to go? 
 
    ‘Er… You’re all making too much noise,’ I said. 
 
    A chorus of jeers immediately answered me. I scowled and raised my hand. ‘The borough of Perth takes noise pollution very seriously.’ 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aifric frown and jerk forward. One of the men from the Cruaich clearing grabbed hold of him and murmured in his ear. He relaxed and settled back, with a leer on his face. Ick. 
 
    ‘Who is in charge of this gathering?’ I demanded. 
 
    Jamie, believing I was the real thing, opened his mouth, his brow knotted with tension but several others smirked and pointed at Byron. Keeping my expression severe, I looked straight at him. He wasn’t as naïve as his Moncrieffe friend and I could already see the angry recognition in his eyes that his buddies had hired a stripper to make the evening more entertaining. His reaction sent him up a notch in my estimation – a tiny notch, anyway.  
 
    Bob was right: Byron looked painfully tired. He might be dressed to the nines but the shadows under his eyes were very heavy and there was a pallor to his skin that I’d never seen before. I quashed my worries and glared, still in my role as angry policewoman. ‘You’re going to have to explain yourself,’ I said loudly.  
 
    Byron, still looking irritated, got to his feet. ‘I don’t want this.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ I answered, injecting the tiniest amount of breathiness into my words, ‘you’re going to have to try harder than that.’ I deliberately dropped my gaze to his crotch. ‘The borough of Perth doesn’t enjoy limp responses.’ 
 
    Laughter rose amongst Byron’s friends. He rolled his eyes. ‘Look,’ he said, in a way that almost made me feel sorry for him, ‘I’ll pay you if you just…’ 
 
    I walked up to him. ‘Did you just try to bribe a police officer?’ I pulled the handcuffs from by my belt and dangled them in front of him. ‘I think that’s a very serious offence.’ 
 
    He raised his hands to try to get me to back off and in one swift movement, I snapped the cuffs round his wrists. Now he was even more pissed off. I gave him a tiny shove, forcing back onto his chair, then I lifted my foot, nudged his legs apart and rested my shoe on the edge of the seat, right in front of his groin. 
 
    Catcalls rose all around us but this time I barely heard them. Byron was mine. ‘You’ve been a naughty boy,’ I purred. ‘But I’ve lost my truncheon. I don’t suppose I could borrow yours? It looks … big.’ 
 
    The shouts got louder. Byron, glancing around at the crowd, realised that he’d get out of this faster if he just played along. He sagged back, irritation still flickering in the emerald green depths of his eyes. I flicked a hand at the DJ and the music started up again. This tune was much slower than before. 
 
    I took three steps backwards and the men formed a circle round me. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the lot of them had started drooling and I’d ended up drowned in puddles of spit. Bleurgh. I played along, however, reaching up and loosening my hair from its tight constraints. I shook out the dark waves that were so unlike my own tresses.  
 
    I spotted Jamie in the corner, shrugging to himself then turning away to line up shot glasses. As I started unbuttoning my blouse, he poured vodka, moving up the line until every glass except one was full. I threw back my head and laughed while he surreptitiously sneaked a bottle of water from his pocket and used that to fill the final glass. Now that was interesting. 
 
    I spun round, wiggling my arse, all the while unfastening buttons until I reached my waist. It appeared that I was wearing a very lacy bra that left little to the imagination. I swayed in time to the music, backing up until I was almost sitting on Byron’s lap. I started rubbing against him, half wishing I could see the expression on his face and half hoping the ground would swallow me whole. 
 
    I pulled the blouse off my shoulders, intending to slide it down my back, but it caught on the bra strap. I tried to tug it free while still looking sexy; maybe this was going to be harder than I’d realised. I wiggled this way and that; when that didn’t work, I tried to yank the blouse away even if it meant ripping the fabric. From the expressions on a few of the watching faces, my contortions were more like those of a beached whale than a sexy stripper.  
 
    I turned my face to Byron’s. ‘You’ll have to use your teeth,’ I breathed. 
 
    ‘Good grief,’ he muttered. He sighed and then I felt the fabric free itself. He must have used his Telekinesis Gift instead of his mouth. Oh well. 
 
    I twisted round until I was facing him, then hovered over his hips and raised my hands, lifting my hair and running my fingers through it. His gaze remained stony cold. 
 
    ‘Here,’ Jamie said, thrusting a shot glass in between us. He held it to Byron’s lips and the princeling downed it in one as everyone cheered. Suspiciously, I leaned forward and nipped at Byron’s bottom lip with my teeth, my tongue darting out to brush across his mouth. He hissed in annoyance. Taking the hint, I leaned forward to his ear instead, using my curtain of hair to conceal my expression. It was Byron who was sneaking water, not Jamie. I hadn’t been able to taste alcohol on his lips at all – which begged the question why he was supposedly getting pissed. 
 
    I moved back slightly, trailing kisses along his neck and back up towards his mouth. Byron didn’t relax; his body was stiff and unyielding and there was no doubt he was hating every second of this. I smirked. I could rise to that challenge. 
 
    I twined my arms round his neck, swaying slightly. Jamie pushed another shot at Byron and he dutifully drank it before glaring at his friend and muttering, ‘Get me the hell out of here.’ 
 
    I pretended to push Jamie away, affording him a saucy wink which inflamed the watching crowd. I wondered what Aifric made of all this. But then, as Byron’s eyes narrowed in disgust and I moved my head down, drawing in his musky scent, I forgot to care. My head dipped and my lips brushed against his once more. I deepened the kiss and pressed against him. With his hands still cuffed, there was little he could do to stop me. Even with our audience, I felt my pulse speed up but he was determined not to respond. 
 
    I ran my hands down his arms, resting them briefly on his biceps. My mouth was insistent and continued to press against his. I trailed one hand down his body and he groaned suddenly, his lips parting. My tongue darted inside his mouth and the catcalls and whoops faded into background noise. It was just me and Byron. A moment later, he gave in and began kissing me back. He raised his arms, looping them over my head, and pulled me closer to him. Blood roared in my ears. God, he tasted good. I moaned slightly ‒ and then I was blinking as something wet splattered my face. 
 
    Drawing back, I saw Jamie looking overly contrite, holding a glass and apologising. ‘I’m so sorry! I tripped!’ 
 
    Byron yanked his arms back and stared at me, confusion clouding his gaze. His eyes swept across my features and for a moment I was assailed with panic that the Illusion was fading. Then he shook himself slightly. ‘Get up,’ he muttered. 
 
    I paused, unsure whether to obey or not but my body was lifted as his Gift pushed me to my feet. Byron got up as well, swaying from side to side. ‘Thish lovely policewoman wantsh to take me in for questioning,’ he said aloud. I tilted my head. He should be careful, he was overdoing the slurring. And what on earth was he up to? ‘We’re going to go upshtairsh to a more private room.’ 
 
    His friends’ response was a mixture of disappointed boos and encouraging shouts. Byron jerked his head at Jamie who nodded and led the way. ‘I’ll show you where you can go,’ he said, half smiling. Close up, there was no denying that he was worried.  
 
    Jamie led the way as the yells behind us got louder. Someone muttered that they should have hired more than one stripper. I tried not to shudder and allowed myself a sneaky look at Aifric. He wasn’t watching me; he grinned in amusement at his son then turned away to talk to an older man.  
 
    The three of us tripped up the stairs and into a room on the left. Jamie closed the door behind us and locked it, while I told myself I wasn’t nervous. 
 
    Byron dropped the act immediately. He flicked his magic towards his bound wrists and the handcuffs fell off and clattered to the floor. He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Who are you?’ he hissed. 
 
    I smiled. ‘Who would you like me to be?’  
 
    He snarled and whirled away. ‘Pay her,’ he snapped at Jamie. 
 
    ‘We can’t just let her walk away,’ Jamie answered. ‘Not now you’re supposed to be up here and…’ 
 
    Jeez. Even with everything else that was going on, I really hadn’t thought that Byron was this sleazy. He cursed under his breath. 
 
    I found my voice, only just remembering in time to alter it so I didn’t sound like myself. ‘I’m a stripper,’ I said, ‘not a hooker.’ 
 
    ‘Relax. Nothing’s going to happen.’ Byron looked at Jamie. ‘This could work in our favour. She’s the perfect diversion.’ He bunched his fists. He seemed unable to look me directly in the eye. Was that because I’d ignited his desire and he was embarrassed about it? If only I’d not set my own lust alight at the same time. ‘We’ll pay you triple,’ he said, ‘if you stay up here and don’t tell anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I think everyone already knows,’ I said, forcing myself to smirk. 
 
    He glared. ‘We’re leaving.’ He pointed at Jamie. ‘Me and him.’ He ran a hand through his hair and I watched as it flopped down against his forehead, one golden curl standing out against his perfect skin. ‘You will stay here until morning. If you keep quiet and don’t answer the door, you’ll get three times your usual fee.’ 
 
    What the hell was going on here? What were they up to? ‘I guess I can do that,’ I said hesitantly. 
 
    All business now, Byron nodded. ‘Jamie, we’ll stick to the rest of the plan. You stay downstairs in case anyone gets suspicious. If you need to, you can come up here and pretend to check on me from time to time.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘None of your business,’ Byron said sharply. 
 
    Jamie touched my arm. ‘He’s sneaking off to see his fiancée,’ he said. Well, I knew that was a lie even without my Truth-Seeking Gift. ‘It’s nothing against you. He’s just not that into the whole stag night thing.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Byron muttered unconvincingly. 
 
    I moved past him and perched on a sofa. ‘Sounds like easy money to me.’ 
 
    ‘Do up your shirt.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ I glanced down and realised I was still proudly displaying my – or rather Chardonnay’s ‒ rather bounteous assets to the world. I licked my lips. ‘Don’t you like what you see?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not interested,’ Byron growled. There was an edge of anger in his words that I’d never heard before, not even when he’d discovered I could steal magic. 
 
    If Jamie hadn’t been present, I might have played around some more. Instead, I nodded and fastened the buttons. ‘So where is your lovely bride?’ I asked casually. 
 
    He ignored me. ‘I’ll be back before dawn.’ 
 
    ‘See that you are,’ Jamie said. ‘You know what could happen if this gets screwed up.’ 
 
    Byron’s answer was flat. ‘I’d better not screw up then.’ With that, he walked to the sash window, yanked it up and disappeared into the night. 
 
    Jamie looked at me. I held up my hands. ‘I’ll be good.’ 
 
    ‘Can I get you a drink or something while you’re waiting?’  
 
    I shook my head. ‘I’m absolutely fine. You go and enjoy the rest of the party.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for this.’ He was being honest. Jamie Moncrieffe really was a nicer guy than anyone gave him credit for. 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I’d hate to stand in the way of true love.’ 
 
    He scratched his chin. ‘Have we met before? I’m sure we haven’t but there’s something about you that’s incredibly familiar.’ 
 
    Er… ‘I get around,’ I purred. ‘Maybe you’ve been to one of my parties before.’ 
 
    For a moment, he looked absolutely terrified. ‘I don’t think so.’ He opened the door and stepped out. ‘Thanks again.’ 
 
    The second the door shut behind him, I sprang into action. I grabbed a chair and propped it underneath the doorknob ‒ that would keep him out for a short while if he felt the need to come up and check. Then I dashed to the window and peered out. Byron was already on the ground, running towards a parked car. I flipped over the edge of the window sill, dropping cat-like. I had no idea what he was up to but I was going to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    ‘Well?’ Bob grunted, flashing back into existence when I called softly to him. ‘Have you finished making a complete idiot of yourself? Have you been killed yet? Because black is not my colour so don’t expect me to go to your funeral and mourn.’ 
 
    ‘Come on!’ I hissed. ‘We need to move. Byron’s already driving away.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, that he’s pretending to be drunk, pretending to be in a room shagging Chardonnay and is actually driving away on some secret mission. We need to get to the car and follow him.’ 
 
    Bob blinked, as surprised as I had been. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    I grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, pinched him between my finger and thumb and began to run. ‘There’s no time to delay!’ 
 
    ‘Is he like James Bond, do you think?’ 
 
    I snorted. ‘Hardly.’ 
 
    ‘Or maybe he’s the Milk Tray man. He knows where Tipsania is and he’s going after her with a box of chocolates.’ 
 
    I didn’t deign to answer. Instead, I vaulted over the wall to my left and dashed for our car with Bob flitting behind me. Maybe I’d get lucky and catch up with Byron at the first intersection. I bit my lip, remembering that one of my stolen Gifts was Electrosurge. I squeezed my eyes shut and focused, silently telling all of the nearest traffic lights to flicker to red. From the distance, there was a squeal of tyres and some loud beeping of horns. Shite, I hoped I’d not just hurt anyone. More haste less speed, I reminded myself. I wasn’t in the business of causing car accidents. 
 
    I flung open the car door and jumped in, before gunning the engine and taking off. I swerved round the corner and completed an illegal U-turn to head the car in the same direction as Byron’s. When I spotted it up ahead, waiting in a growing queue, I exhaled in relief and released my hold on the traffic lights.  
 
    There were four cars between me and Byron. That was good; I didn’t want to get too close. Many aeons ago, not long after I’d passed my driving test, Taylor had schooled me in the art of evasion whilst in control of a car. Despite his dire warnings about how difficult it would be to avoid the police if they ever tailed me, it had been more fun than anything else. Unfortunately I’d never had any practice at being predator rather than prey. 
 
    The lights changed back to green. As soon as I started driving again I winced, noting with a sinking heart the fender-bender between two cars that had stopped on the side of the road to my left. Bob, perched on the steering wheel, made a point of highlighting it too. ‘You’re a pacifist, Uh Integrity. Or is it that you’re a pacifist except when you’re chasing down the hot, sexy man of your dreams?’ 
 
    I craned my neck, breathing out in relief when I saw the two drivers getting out of their stalled vehicles. They were obviously unharmed. ‘No one got hurt.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the point.’ 
 
    Bob was right. I was determined to follow Byron but I wasn’t going to put anyone else in harm’s way. I braked slightly, staying back from the car in front, and forced my shoulders to relax. 
 
    ‘Go back and get their number plates, Bob,’ I said. ‘I’ll make things right later.’ I could track them down and send them some kind of compensation. Frankly, compensation was the least I could do. The last day or two I’d been getting ridiculously reckless. I needed to remember who I really was. 
 
    Bob threw me a scowl but did as I asked and zapped away. When he returned, he sniffed grudgingly. ‘They’re fine. The damage is minor.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘That’s not the point.’  
 
    Appeased, he shrugged and patted my finger then turned to the front. ‘Let’s not waste all our efforts and lose Byron now. Look, he’s indicating left up ahead.’ 
 
    Bob was right. Two of the cars in front drove straight on, leaving only two between Byron and me. That was cool. I followed them, keeping strictly to the speed limit as we continued through the streets of Perth. 
 
    ‘Where do you think he’s going?’ Bob asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t have a clue. Neither do I understand why he’s sneaking away from his own stag party.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he’s doing a runner. He’s going to head for the sea and swim across to Europe.’ 
 
    ‘Right now we’re going west,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘So he’s going to America then.’ Bob began to hum the ‘Star Spangled Banner’. 
 
    I had no idea how I managed to get into these conversations. ‘You think he’s going to swim across the Atlantic Ocean? What is that? Three thousand miles?’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Bob said, obviously stung. ‘What’s your suggestion?’ 
 
    ‘I told you, I don’t know where he’s going or what he’s doing. That’s why we’re following him.’ We were reaching the city limits now and I still couldn’t work out where we were heading. The Cruaich was in the other direction and The Veil – and my own lands – were more southerly. 
 
    ‘You’re no fun.’ 
 
    I huffed. ‘Bob, we’re tailing Aifric Moncrieffe’s son. He’s obviously on some secret mission and we’re the only ones who know about it. What kind of fun do you want?’ 
 
    Bob considered this. The last of the street lights vanished in the rear view window and another car pulled off the main road, leaving just one vehicle between Byron and us.  
 
    There was a blinding flash and I cursed, swerving across the centre of the road briefly before righting the car again. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I glared at Bob. He’d changed into a tuxedo and was sipping what looked like a martini.  
 
    ‘Mish Moneypenny, you ought to calm down.’ His accent was a good approximation of Sean Connery’s but I still rolled my eyes. ‘If Byron Moncrieffe isn’t going to be James Bond, then I will be.’ 
 
    ‘No more of that,’ I hissed. ‘Any further flashes of light and Byron will know something’s up. If we’re going to be spies, then act like one.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, Uh Integrity,’ Bob said, more cheerful now. ‘This isn’t my first secret mission. I worked with Kim Philby, you know. If it wasn’t for me, he’d never have been a double agent for the KGB.’ 
 
    I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel. There wasn’t much petrol left in the tank so I hoped Byron wasn’t planning a long expedition. ‘So what you’re saying is that you aided and abetted a traitor.’ 
 
    Bob pursed his lips. ‘I’m helping you. You’re a traitor too.’ 
 
    ‘It’s hardly the same thing.’ 
 
    ‘Depends whose point of view you’re looking from.’ 
 
    I was liable to toss Bob out of the window if he didn’t stop talking soon. I did the only thing I could think of to shut him up. ‘What do you call a traitor with a lisp?’ 
 
    ‘Is this a joke?’ he asked suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Judith.’ I grinned. 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity…’ 
 
    ‘What do spies do when they get cold?’ 
 
    He dropped the martini in favour of putting his hands over his ears. ‘Stop it,’ he moaned. ‘I’ll tell you whatever state secrets you want to know. Just please stop the torture.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’m going to need you to be quiet. Not one word out of your mouth unless I ask for it. Got that?’ 
 
    He nodded vigorously. ‘Sure. Sure. Sure.’ He drew his finger across his lips. 
 
    I beamed. ‘Great.’  
 
    Bob dropped his hands and sighed ‒ but at least he didn’t say anything. 
 
    ‘Oh, one more thing,’ I added casually. ‘Cold spies go undercover.’ 
 
    His cheeks went bright red. It was quite possible that Bob was about to explode. 
 
    *** 
 
    We tracked Byron for several miles. He wasn’t speeding and he didn’t seem in any hurry, though he wasn’t driving at snail’s pace either. It wasn’t until we passed a road sign that I got an inkling of where he might be heading. It made even less sense than Bob’s theory about Byron swimming across the Atlantic so I kept my mouth shut and continued, grimacing when the last car between us turned off the road and away. The only saving grace was that it was dark and the glare from my headlights would prevent Byron from seeing inside the car. All the same, I slowed down slightly and let him pull away from us.  
 
    When we reached the next turn off, I swung towards it. Bob opened his mouth to question my action then remembered his promise and snapped it shut again. 
 
    I brought the car to a stop and waited until Byron’s headlights were little more than pinpricks in the distance. Then I killed my lights, did another U-turn and headed after him again, making sure that this time I didn’t even begin to get close. From this distance we’d be all but invisible. I smiled. Who needed magic when you had a bit of nous?  
 
    It wasn’t long before Byron’s car also turned – and when I saw where he was going, I realised that my suspicions were correct. Bob gazed round, his expression as flummoxed as mine, as we tailed Byron down the first part of the driveway which led to the Moncrieffe Lands.  
 
    Aifric spent most of his time at the Cruaich, as befitted the Steward of the Highlands, but this was still his ancestral home. That meant it was Byron’s home too – so why was he sneaking away from Perth simply to return to his own damned house?  
 
    I was forced to stop again after Byron paused at the border. It was too dark to tell for sure but this time he seemed to get out of his car. I watched, worried that new guards had been posted there now that all the trolls had vamoosed. If that were the case, I’d have to be more than careful ‒ I’d have to be the luckiest damn woman alive to tail him up to the main building. There was nothing obvious, however, other than a flare of light which was extinguished quickly. A torch, perhaps? 
 
    Unwilling to drive right through the Moncrieffe border – or even close to it now that there might be prying eyes scanning the landscape ‒ I parked near a copse of trees and walked the last part. The driveway wasn’t as long as those at the Adair or the Scrymgeour Lands and I could see the lights of Byron’s car as he continued on his way. He didn’t go to the Moncrieffe castle but halted halfway. Maybe that was where everyone was supposed to park. 
 
    Aware that we were now some way back, I hurried towards the border with Bob on my shoulder. Unfortunately, this time we were without Speck. Although I understood how passing through individual Sidhe Clan borders worked in theory, I wasn’t convinced that I could manage it in practice, not without preparation. I couldn’t even call my warlock buddy for help; the signal at the Adair Lands was too weak to receive calls. All the same, I wanted to give crossing the border a shot. My curiosity was too great to turn back now. 
 
    When we were less than fifty feet away, I slid towards the bushes at the side of the road. We were in the middle of nowhere so there was little light, something that was working in my favour. I hunched and tiptoed forward. I couldn’t see any flickering shadows but that didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone there and it didn’t ease my tension. I moved faster and gradually got closer to the border. There weren’t any people ‒ but there was something there. 
 
    I stopped at the edge of the border, remaining still for a long moment, as I scanned up and down for any sign of life. I knew from the puddle of fabric at my feet that I wasn’t going to see anyone; Byron hadn’t stopped and got out of his car for a chat with a family servant, he’d got out to bring down the Moncrieffe flag. No doubt he’d done so by sending up a pyrokinetic bolt so the flag fell to the ground without Byron putting a single foot across the border. That was the little flare I’d seen. And he hadn’t stopped there; Byron had apparently made use of his second Gift as well, lifting up the flagpole to remove it entirely from the spot that controlled the border itself. It now lay uselessly on its side. 
 
    I rocked back on my heels. Byron could never have managed a feat like this if the trolls were still in place. Their presence helped maintain the magic of the Sidhe borders, together with the flagpoles, the Clan colours and the incumbent Moncrieffe Sidhe, most of whom were back at the stag party. The majority of Sidhe didn’t understand how the borders worked but it was obvious that Byron did. What wasn’t obvious was why he had sneaked away from his own party and was skipping unseen into his own Clan Lands. He should have been able to pass them without consequence. 
 
    I glanced at Bob. He raised his eyebrows at me and I jabbed a finger at him. ‘Speak.’ He crossed his arms and pouted. ‘Bob,’ I said, ‘you may speak. I won’t tell any jokes.’ I gestured at the fallen flag and horizontal flagpole. ‘But I need to understand what’s going on.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘S’easy. Byron knows you’re tailing him and he’s setting a trap. He’s made it easy for you to cross his border. As soon as you do, he’ll pounce on you, tie you up and slit your throat.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    ‘Or,’ Bob added, ‘he doesn’t want anyone to know that he’s been home. If there’s no real heavy magic in place at the border, no one will know that it’s been crossed, even by a Moncrieffe Sidhe.’ 
 
    I rubbed my chin. ‘But why? He’s the sodding Moncrieffe heir. He can come and go as he pleases.’ 
 
    ‘So now you want to hear my theories?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘If we’re talking about wild speculation, no. Can I pass through unnoticed now?’ 
 
    Bob tapped his mouth. ‘Probably. There’s still magic there but it’s pretty faint. What remains is less likely to be activated against another Sidhe than it is against, say, a Fomori demon.’ He paused. ‘However, as an all-knowing magnificent being with powers you can only dream of, I would say it’s still too dangerous. You’re far better abandoning this entire project so we can go back home.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yeah.’ He beamed in glee but I wasn’t done. ‘You stay here. If I’m not back in three hours, head back to the Adair Lands and tell the others what’s happened.’ 
 
    Bob’s smile vanished. ‘If you’re dead, I’m no longer beholden to you in any way, shape or form. I don’t want you to be dead. Despite your irritating nature, you’re my friend.’ I didn’t imagine the pleading note in his voice. ‘Leave it be. I understand how you feel about Byron Moncrieffe but this isn’t worth it. You’ve got more important things to do. You’re supposed to save Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘If that prophecy is real,’ I said with an arch grin, ‘then I’ll save Scotland regardless of what happens. So there’s nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity!’ Bob howled. ‘You know prophecies don’t work that way!’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t bring it up.’ I smiled reassuringly. ‘I’ll be back before you know it.’ Before he could protest any further, I ducked my head and passed across what little remained of the Moncrieffe border. 
 
    *** 
 
    I sprinted up the driveway, no longer attempting to conceal myself. The darkness was enough of a shroud, although it also worked against me as the road here was almost as badly maintained as the Adair one. On at least one occasion I narrowly avoided landing in a deep pothole. When I reached the spot where Byron had parked his car, I wondered if he’d left it there to avoid damaging its suspension on the uneven ground. Given what I’d seen at the border, however, he could well have parked there because he wanted to disguise his approach to the castle.  
 
    I paused to peer through the windows. The car was spick and span; I’d find no clues there. 
 
    I started running again. I’d never been here – at least, not that I could remember – so I was travelling blind. Taylor had always maintained the importance of preparation when making an incursion and I’d always stuck to that rule but these were special circumstances. I pushed away the voice that told me I was being reckless and acting out of character and kept on going.  
 
    The Moncrieffe castle was lit by two flickering torches near the heavy, studded main door. I couldn’t see any other lights in the windows; with their crappy finances, the Moncrieffes were probably trying to cut back on the electricity bill. Perhaps Aifric considered financial fraud beneath him, even if mass murder was acceptable.  
 
    I debated whether to open the door, slip inside and take on whatever came my way but it was too much of a risk. And there was always another way in. Always. 
 
    I darted to my left. There was a bank of windows along the eastern side, all firmly closed. It didn’t matter; Scottish architecture always included a handy back door. I’d nip in through there.  
 
    I ran softly round the outskirts of the castle, taking care to duck and roll every time I passed a window in case someone happened to spot me flying past. I zipped round the corner, my confidence growing when I saw a small door built into the back wall. Easy-peasy. 
 
    I tugged on the handle. Nothing happened so I tugged again. Arse. I couldn’t even find a suitable lock to pick; the bloody door was bolted on the other side in several places. Not insurmountable, but it would take time I didn’t have. Maybe it was locked because Aifric knew someone could finagle their way in past the border and massacre everyone inside. After all, he’d done that himself to my Clan. Then I reminded myself that the Bull’s back door had been locked too. I was over-thinking. 
 
    I pulled back, looking around for another entrance. If Byron had sneaked in here, he had to have entered the castle somehow. It was his childhood home so he’d be well aware of every nook and cranny, unlike a stranger like me. I was, however, a gifted thief; if there was another entrance through which I could slip in unnoticed, I’d find it.  
 
    I abandoned the far side of the castle in favour of the western-facing wall. This structure was simple, little more than a square. That narrowed down my options and meant I wouldn’t waste time wandering around exterior alcoves. When I rounded the last corner and spied a window which was ajar on the first floor, I finally smiled. Good enough. 
 
    I positioned myself directly underneath, bending my knees slightly before springing up. The walls were smooth and there were no helpful footholds. I managed to curve my fingers over the sill and used sheer strength and will power to pull myself up, nudging the window open further with my elbow so I could slip inside. I flipped over in an unnecessary somersault ‒ but one which I felt the situation called for – and landed on my feet facing the room. A second later, a hand slammed across my mouth and a muscled arm tightened across my chest, holding me in place. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Byron growled in my ear. 
 
    Shite. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I struggled against his grip but, when it was clear he was far too strong and I was never going to get clear, I let my body relax. He was a lot more tense than I was. I might have fallen for the oldest trick in the book and wandered in through the only entrance to the castle because it had been left open for me to do just that, but my one advantage was that he didn’t want anyone to know he was here. He was on his own and wanted things to remain that way, which gave me some breathing room. Anyway, he’d probably have learned sooner or later that I was still alive; at least this way I might get some answers about what was really going on. 
 
    Unable to speak with his hand clamped over my mouth, and confident that he’d realise that soon enough, I waited for him to release me. As soon as he did, I spun round to face him. The expression on his face wasn’t the stunned epiphany that I’d been expecting; instead he was glaring at me with a malevolence that shone from every pore of his body. ‘Who hired you?’ he demanded. ‘Was it my father?’ 
 
    For a moment I was totally confused. Why would Aifric hire me? I was his sworn enemy and, anyway, he thought I was dead. Then I realised that I’d been so focused on Byron and what he was up to that the Illusion I was Chardonnay was still in place. Byron thought I was the stripper. Well, wasn’t I a prize idiot? I’d needlessly wasted almost all that magic.  
 
    ‘No,’ I said softly, ‘he didn’t.’ I stepped forward until I was inches away from him. ‘Byron…’ 
 
    He snarled something under his breath and side-stepped as if he were afraid of me. He flexed his fingers. ‘I could snap your neck like a twig,’ he spat. ‘So start talking before I do you some damage.’ 
 
    I almost grinned. I could believe a great deal of Byron: I could believe he wanted to marry Tipsania to get the money his Clan needed so badly; I could believe he was now working with his father against Candy; I could even believe he was sneaking into his own house even though I didn’t know why. But I couldn’t believe he was that kind of violent person. He’d threaten and bluster but he wouldn’t physically hurt me. Not to that extent anyway.  
 
    His voice was low and dangerous. ‘Are you amused?’ His fury seemed to grow. ‘Do I amuse you?’ He flicked his wrist, sending out a stream of magic in my direction that bound itself round my chest and lifted me into the air. I hovered there, still wearing the ridiculous police uniform. ‘I don’t have time for this,’ he muttered, as much to himself as to me. 
 
    ‘You’re very angry,’ I told him. 
 
    He glared at me in disbelief. ‘Angry? You have no idea. Angry doesn’t even begin to cover it.’ 
 
    I continued to watch him. I didn’t want to play games but I had to ease my way in. Right now, he looked as if he were about to have an aneurysm. ‘You wanted me back at the Haven,’ I said carefully. ‘You were … turned on.’ 
 
    The magic binding me tightened slightly. Careful, Byron.  
 
    ‘I was not,’ he said through gritted teeth.  
 
    My veins buzzed with the lie. I licked my lips. ‘Does Tipsania make you feel that way?’ 
 
    His eyes hardened even more. ‘No one makes me feel that way.’ There was an edge to his voice I’d never heard before. 
 
    ‘Someone must have rocked your world once,’ I said softly. 
 
    He stared at me, something indefinable in his expression. Come on, Byron, you can puzzle this out. ‘The only person who ever made me feel anything,’ he said, ‘is dead. And that’s what will happen to you if you don’t start answering my questions.’ 
 
    ‘You desired me,’ I told him, my heart in my mouth. ‘You wanted me. Maybe you still do. Byron…’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ he ground out. ‘Shut the hell up.’ 
 
    My stomach churned. He was too focused on the Illusion to work out what was going on. There was no other way around this – it was time for the truth. All the truth. I took a deep breath, reached down into myself and extinguished the Illusion. My long dark hair transformed into pure white. The tan I’d so admired disappeared back into my milk-pale skin and my body shifted. There, I was Integrity again. I’d miss those breasts though. 
 
    Byron blinked. ‘What the fuck?’ He peered at me and blinked again. He took a step back, swallowed and balled up his fists. ‘What is this?’ he snarled. ‘You think you can taunt me? You’re obviously a Sidhe. Which Clan are you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s me, Byron. It’s Integrity.’ 
 
    His emerald eyes flashed. ‘Integrity is dead. Just because you have powerful Illusion magic doesn’t mean I’m an idiot.’ His neck muscles were straining as he held himself back. Held himself back from what, I wasn’t entirely sure.  
 
    ‘I’m Integrity, Byron,’ I repeated. ‘I stole Illusion from someone back at the Cruaich earlier today. I pretended to be that stripper because I wanted to know what you were up to.’ And I wanted to see you again, I added silently. I wanted to press myself against you and have your arms round me so I could pretend that everything was alright between us. ‘I faked my death because if I hadn’t, your father wouldn’t have stopped coming after me. Neither would the Fomori demons.’ My voice faltered slightly. ‘I wanted to tell you the truth. But I didn’t have any choice.’ 
 
    He took another step back then a step forward. Then he went back again. If this situation weren’t so serious, I’d have made some quip about his dancing but he still looked as if he were barely controlling himself. His jaw tightened and he flicked his wrist again, bringing me towards him so my face was directly in front of his. He reached up as if about to touch me and drew back again. ‘This isn’t real,’ he whispered. ‘You aren’t real.’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ I scanned his features, willing him to see the truth. ‘I can prove it. Ask me anything Integrity would know.’ 
 
    His nostrils flared. I knew he was scenting me, doing everything he could to ascertain the truth. ‘Where did we first meet?’ 
 
    ‘In a hotel bar. We drank pink champagne.’ My mouth curved into a smile. ‘Well,’ I amended, ‘I drank pink champagne. I’d been trying to avoid alcohol but you didn’t give me much choice. You were avoiding alcohol tonight, too. Why don’t you tell me what you’re up to?’ 
 
    He ignored my question. A muscle in his cheek pulsated but he’d schooled the rest of his face into an impassive mask. ‘During the Games, I went to see you in your competitors’ accommodation. You were wearing a fancy outfit. What was it?’ 
 
    ‘Princess Leia,’ I answered easily. ‘But only because I’d made a deal with Bob.’ Byron’s eyes narrowed. I countered with another of my own questions. ‘Why are you holding Candy captive? Isn’t he supposed to be your friend?’ 
 
    He didn’t answer, just kept staring at me unable to believe the evidence of his own eyes. That was understandable. My tongue darted out, wetting my lips. He followed the movement. ‘We almost made love under the only remaining tree in the Adair grove,’ I told him quietly. ‘There are more trees there now. They’re saplings really but they’re growing. When I went across the Veil, I found you on top of Arthur’s Seat in Edinburgh, shackled to a post. I used Illusion to help us escape so it shouldn’t be too hard to believe that I’ve used it for other things. You told me I smelled bad.’ 
 
    Byron seemed to stop breathing. 
 
    I leaned forward, pushing against the constraints of his magic as best as I could. ‘I wouldn’t know any of these things unless I really was Integrity.’ 
 
    Even with the darkness surrounding us, his skin seemed leeched of all colour. ‘You’re a ghost.’ 
 
    ‘Oh for goodness’ sake!’ I said, without thinking. ‘What is it with you Sidhe and ghosts? The Bull thought I was a bloody ghost, too. I thought you were smarter than that.’ 
 
    Something changed in Byron’s eyes. All at once he released me, dropping the Telekinesis that had been holding me in place. Before I fell to the ground, however, he grabbed me, wrapped his arms round and pulled me to him. His hand cupped my face and his thumb stroked my skin while he gazed into my eyes. ‘You’re alive,’ he said simply. 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply but he didn’t give me the chance. His lips descended, pressing into mine with hot urgency and a demanding possessiveness that was almost painful. We stumbled backwards until I was pressed against the wall. Byron ran his hands down my body. His legs pinned me in place while he explored every clothed part of me, as if double-checking that I really did exist. All the time, his mouth didn’t leave mine. The air was being pushed out of my lungs but, despite the violent embrace, I didn’t want him to stop. He couldn’t ever stop. Then, whether by accident or design, he bit my bottom lip. 
 
    I yanked my head away, my yell of pain loud and sharp. Now it wasn’t just Byron I could taste in my mouth. There was also the bitter tang of blood. 
 
    He drew back, panting, and giving us both the breathing space we needed. My tongue darted out to the tiny cut while Byron’s green eyes followed the movement. He closed his eyes briefly as if in agony, his fists curling and uncurling as he calmed himself. I reached out and touched his jaw and he relaxed. 
 
    Rather than apologise, he tilted his head and planted a soft kiss on the wound. He gently brushed my hair away from my face before starting to trail butterfly kisses from my temple down to my neck. On the way he pulled back – once, twice, three times. Every time, he stared hard at me, as if checking it was still me. Every time it just made the ache inside me grow. Neither of us spoke because neither of us needed to; we were saying all we needed to without a single word. 
 
    More carefully now, he helped me out of my jacket and tossed it to one side. He lifted my hand and stroked upwards towards my shoulder with the lightest of touches. I couldn’t stop myself from shivering. His fingers danced across my collarbone and then down my other arm before venturing to my waist where they twitched at the hem of my T-shirt. Together, we pulled it over my head. As soon as it was out of the way, his stroking began again, feather-light movements down my chest. I groaned. He brushed against the lace of my bra then swept further down over my belly. Then he crouched down and I felt his hot breath against my skin as, instead of his fingers, he used his tongue. When he reached my belly button, he circled it exquisitely slowly. 
 
    I unhooked my bra and he watched me take it off, his greedy eyes fixed on me. He stood up, his thumbs brushing against my painfully erect nipples then he used his tongue to circle them slowly while I clumsily tried to unfasten the buttons on his shirt. As my fingers grazed his skin, he gave a guttural growl and pulled away, taking it off himself. As soon as it was discarded, he moved onto his trousers, kicking them away. And enjoyable as it was letting my eyes travel across the tight bulge in his perfect white underpants, he wasted no time in divesting himself of those too. He stretched out his arms, inviting my gaze to take in every inch of him. Despite the obvious fatigue lining his face and the visible weight loss, he still possessed a taut washboard stomach. The sight of him standing in front of me like some kind of sacrifice made my heart skip a beat. 
 
    He gestured at my jeans, his meaning clear. I smirked and shook my head, pointing down at his feet. He frowned then, realising I wanted him to take off his socks, did just that. Only then did I unbutton my jeans and slide out of them. I hooked my fingers teasingly into the waistband of my panties, threatening to wriggle them down over my hips but not quite seeing it through. Byron’s eyes narrowed enough to make me quit playing the flirt. A moment later, the pants joined the pile of clothing on the floor. Forget Chardonnay – this was much more my kind of striptease. 
 
    He tugged at my hand, leading me over to an elegant chaise longue. I draped myself across it, the very image of lady of the manor – apart from the fact I was stark naked. He smiled slowly and lifted his foot, gently nudging my legs apart until he was satisfied I was completely exposed to his hot gaze. 
 
    He knelt down, turning his attention to my feet and using the same feathery light strokes to caress my skin. He swept upwards with his fingers before going back to the beginning and doing the same with his tongue, inch by inch, centimetre by centimetre, gradually getting closer and closer to the top of my thighs. I shuddered and moaned with both the sensation of now and the expectation of soon.  
 
    Just as he reached my inner thigh and I could bear it no longer, he shifted and moved onto the chaise. He blew gently and I almost fainted. His head lowered, his tongue darting down my clitoris, mimicking the same circular motion he’d used everywhere else. I let out a ragged sob, my fingers clutching the crushed velvet of the chaise. At the sound, Byron stiffened and lifted his head. His eyes met mine with an odd note of regret that I didn’t understand at first. When I focused on the tension of his body and the flaring desire in those emerald depths, however, I realised what it was. He wanted this to be perfect. He wanted it to be slow and sensual and to last for hours. The trouble was that he couldn’t wait.  
 
    Recognising this because I felt the same, I smiled and pulled him upwards until the length of his body hovered over mine. I grabbed his hips, positioning myself. We shared one mutual glance of fire and desperate need before we met each other halfway and he plunged inside me, filling every inch of me. 
 
    He withdrew more slowly, teasing out the sensations, his eyes fixed on mine. I could feel his body trembling and I shook my head. Enough of slow ‒ I wanted fast and hard. I twisted, forcing him to move with me, flipping round until I was on top of him. I had to take charge or he’d feel guilty for losing control. His hands curved round my waist while I set the tempo, sliding up and down, almost purring as I built up to the inevitable crescendo. I’d never felt connected like this before, not just physically but on an almost telepathic level. I could feel him clinging on, still wanting to draw this out. No. I wanted it now. I increased the strokes and he rose to meet me every time, our bodies pounding together. Byron moaned, his eyes boring into mine one last time. Then I nodded, crying out as he thrust upwards in one final, fluid movement and we collapsed into each other, his heart hammering against mine as wave after wave of orgasm racked us both and the rest of the world fell away into meaningless ether.  
 
    I dropped my head against his chest. This was the way it was meant to be. This was what the poets wrote about. For one long moment, we lay together, my skin burning and my mind at rest.  
 
    I felt it the instant the atmosphere changed. Still slick with sweat, Byron yanked himself away from me and stood up, tension rolling across his shoulders. There was still passion in his eyes but now it was passion of a different sort. ‘You bitch,’ he said quietly. 
 
    I propped myself up on my elbows. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘You let me believe you were dead.’ 
 
    Uh-oh. I guessed the celebration was well and truly over. Bites aside, I’d known he was going to get angry sooner or later but I’d kind of hoped that what had just passed between us might delay it. I got to my feet, not bothering to cover myself. We faced each other, both as naked as the day we were born. ‘I had good reason,’ I said calmly. 
 
    ‘After everything we’d been through, you really thought that the best way forward was to fake your own death?’ His voice remained low but there was a tremble to his words. If I thought he’d been angry before when he’d caught me flipping through the window, I was sadly mistaken. This muted rage was far scarier than any shouted admonition.  
 
    He wasn’t done yet. ‘Who else knows you’re alive?’ he demanded.  
 
    ‘Hardly anyone. Taylor, of course. And Bob, Brochan, Speck, Lexie, the trolls…’ 
 
    ‘Angus MacQuarrie,’ he ground out. ‘He was there when you supposedly died. Does he know the truth?’ 
 
    Shite. I was getting the impression that there was little I could say to appease him. Maybe I should just jump on him again and kiss him. That would shut him up. I sighed. It would also only delay the inevitable. 
 
    ‘How many times,’ I asked, ‘did I try to get you to see the truth about your father? I even tried again, right before the entire charade. I had no choice.’ 
 
    ‘There is always a choice, Integrity. Always.’ 
 
    I drew myself up. ‘Yes, there is. I’m a Clan Chieftain, Byron. I have to make decisions and choices not just for myself but for the people under my care. If I hadn’t pretended to die, those demons would have kept after me until I really was a cold corpse. They would have hurt the people I loved, too.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t justify lying to me. Do you have any idea what that did to me? What the last few months have been like?’  
 
    ‘I’m sorry. But you don’t seem to have been all that upset.’ 
 
    He glowered. ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. ‘Your wedding to Tipsania,’ I said pointedly. ‘You don’t know where she is and yet you’re still going ahead with it. You’ve kidnapped the love of her life and you’re going to use him as bait to draw her out. And for what, Byron?’ I demanded. ‘So the Moncrieffes can have a bit more money to spend on blackmail and murder and…’ 
 
    He stepped towards me with such a look in his eyes that I lost track of my words. ‘I am not my father.’  
 
    I barely heard him. ‘Yeah? But you’ve defended him enough bloody times! I told you again and again and you wouldn’t believe me! How was I supposed to trust you?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you get it?’ his voice was strangled. ‘Don’t you understand how I feel about you? Your supposed death almost destroyed me, Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you still marrying Tipsania?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not.’ The magic inside me told me he was telling the truth. Confused, I shook my head while Byron clenched his jaw. ‘Why couldn’t you see how much your death would hurt me?’ 
 
    ‘It was a necessary evil.’ I glared at him. ‘Why is your friend rotting away in a damn dungeon?’ 
 
    ‘He’s perfectly comfortable and he’s there because I asked him to be there. I have a plan and he’s part of it. What the hell have you been doing all this time? Laughing at me?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’ve been getting stronger and sorting out my damned ancestral Lands. You know, the ones your fucking father effectively destroyed. And what’s your plan? What’s so important that it’s worth locking up someone for?’ 
 
    ‘Bringing down my fucking father.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open and I stared at him, stunned into silence. It wouldn’t have lasted long, however, if it weren’t for the sudden thump from outside. Byron and I looked at each other with wide eyes. He lunged forward, grabbed me and hauled me behind a large chintz-covered chair, effectively barricading me within the cage of his arms. He murmured, ‘Stay quiet.’ 
 
    I raised my head, peered round the corner and spotted the chink of light under the door at the far end of the room. Someone was on their way. 
 
    ‘Byron,’ I hissed. ‘Our clothes!’ They were still strewn all over the floor. He cursed and I felt his body tense then he used his Telekinesis Gift to yank at each discarded item and drag it out of sight. He was just in time – a heartbeat later the doorknob turned and a figure glanced in. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    I tried not to breathe too loudly. I could feel Byron’s naked chest against my back, his pulse hammering. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing there,’ someone else said. ‘Come to bed.’ 
 
    ‘I could swear I heard something.’ 
 
    ‘Love, no one is going to break into the Moncrieffe castle. If they did, the Steward would hunt them down and set their head on a pike.’ There was a yawn. ‘Come on. I need to sleep.’ 
 
    I remained frozen, praying that the first figure would take the advice. Silence stretched out then the door closed and Byron and I were alone again. I exhaled. That was too close. 
 
    ‘I thought you were a skilled thief,’ Byron murmured in my ear. 
 
    ‘Usually, I come prepared,’ I replied with a hint of snottiness. I waited for a moment but he didn’t move. ‘You can let me go, you know,’ I told him. 
 
    For a second, his arms tightened as if he were afraid to let go. Then he released me and I stood up and began searching for my clothing.  
 
    ‘Tell me,’ I said, finding my T-shirt underneath a chair and pulling it over my head, ‘why are you sneaking into your own house?’ 
 
    ‘It’s part of my plan.’ He tugged on his trousers. ‘I meant what I said. When I realised what my father was really doing – what he’d done – I started looking for ways to stop him.’ 
 
    I paused. ‘So you believe me now?’ 
 
    Byron’s answer was grim and he was telling the truth. ‘Yes.’ Still shirtless, he took my hands. ‘My father killed your parents and committed genocide against your entire Clan. He plotted to have you killed as well. And he’s probably in league with the Fomori demons.’ He drew in a breath. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you before. And, trite as it sounds, on behalf of Clan Moncrieffe I am sorry for the wrongs done to you.’ 
 
    Suddenly there was a painful lump in my throat. ‘Thank you.’ My fingers grazed the rough stubble on his cheek. ‘But it’s not your fault. Are you … are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had a while to get used to the idea.’ He laughed harshly. ‘For a long time I was more fixated on the fact that you were dead.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘How long have you known the truth?’ 
 
    ‘Eighty-two days. That’s how long you’ve been gone, Integrity. Eighty-two fucking days. I found out about an hour after you…’ He cursed and stared at me with an uncomfortable intensity. 
 
    Shite. That long? ‘I’m sorry too.’ I meant it with every atom of my being but words couldn’t compensate for the agony in his eyes. ‘I’m sorry I pretended I was dead. It wasn’t done to hurt you. I really didn’t think I had a choice.’ His eyes glittered in the faint light. I frowned. ‘Are you crying?’ 
 
    Byron didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    For some reason that scared me more than anything else. ‘Oh. Okay then.’ 
 
    ‘Does that make me less of a man?’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘No.’ 
 
    We grinned at each other like idiots until Byron glanced at his watch. ‘Damn it. We need to get a move on. I’ve got things to do and I have to get back to Perth before dawn.’ He pulled away and finished dressing. 
 
    ‘Why? What exactly is going on?’ 
 
    ‘My father’s study. He must have papers in there which either incriminate him or provide more information about what he’s up to. I’ve been through what he has in the Cruaich and came up short. It makes sense that he’d hide the important stuff here, where it’s less likely there will be any snoopers. Jamie arranged the stag party and invited everyone who might possibly get in my way or find out what I’m up to.’ 
 
    ‘The whole party is a ruse?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ He looked embarrassed for a moment. ‘I wasn’t expecting a stripper though.’ 
 
    I smirked. ‘You fancied me.’ 
 
    ‘You had a great body.’ 
 
    ‘Had?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant.’ Byron coughed while my smile grew. ‘She reminded me of you. You reminded me of you.’ He shook his head. ‘Never mind. Let’s not get into this now.’ 
 
    I nodded but there was one other thing. ‘Candy,’ I said quietly. ‘And Tipsania.’ 
 
    Byron sighed. ‘I know. I needed my father to believe I’d do what he wanted. Candy agreed to help. I knew Tipsania was probably still hiding at your Clan Lands so I was going to wait until the last minute and go down there with him.’ 
 
    ‘You’d threaten to hurt him if she didn’t come out.’ 
 
    He looked away. ‘Yes. I need everyone to think the wedding is going ahead. I wouldn’t have actually hurt him.’ 
 
    It wasn’t a very sound plan and I wasn’t ready to let him off the hook completely. ‘You said you weren’t going to marry her.’ So that I didn’t come over as a whiny sort-of-ex-girlfriend, I added, ‘Tipsania doesn’t want you.’ 
 
    ‘I know. And I’m not. Trust me on this, Integrity, I’m really not going to say any vows. I didn’t think I’d ever get married after you…’ His voice faded and I watched him carefully. This wasn’t the Byron from before, it was an odd, contradictory mix; he was both harder and more vulnerable.  
 
    ‘I need Tipsania there for the ceremony or my father won’t believe it’s real. He has to think that everything is as he wants it to be.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘All I requested was that the wedding take place on the Isle of Muck. My mother was from there so it was easy. It’s isolated and small and every damn Sidhe with an ounce of power in the Highlands will be there for it.’ He smiled humourlessly. ‘The Steward demands it. I’m going to wait until everyone is in the church and expose my father to the world for what he really is. There will be too many witnesses for him to escape.’ He paused while I tried to absorb his words. ‘That’s why we need to move. If I can find proof in his study of what he’s done, everyone will have to believe me. He won’t be able to wriggle out of it.’ 
 
    Byron was either incredibly brilliant or incredibly naïve; until I thought about his plan some more, I had no idea which. For now, however, I’d do whatever I could to help him. ‘Then,’ I said softly, ‘let’s get a move on.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    As we tiptoed out of the door and headed down a long, dark corridor, Byron insisted on holding my hand. It was a bit weird and if I thought about it too much I’d probably have been annoyed but it was also oddly reassuring. To be fair, if I’d thought he’d died I might have not wanted to let go of him either. I kept my mouth shut and let him lead me past old portraits of frowning Moncrieffe Clan Chieftains until we reached a set of stairs down to the ground floor. 
 
    ‘His study is that door at the bottom on the right,’ Byron whispered. ‘He keeps it locked when he’s not here and no one ever goes inside. I think I’ve only been in on six or seven occasions in my entire life.’ 
 
    I couldn’t help being reminded of the Bull and his own special snowflake version. These old men with their secrets. I shook my head. Idiots. 
 
    We waited for a moment or two. When Byron was confident that everyone in the castle was either asleep or elsewhere, we padded down to the door. I reached up to my hair for the tiny lock pick I’d concealed there but Byron was prepared. As I watched, open-mouthed, he pulled his own version from his pocket, knelt down and got to work.  
 
    ‘You have been busy,’ I murmured. 
 
    ‘I’ve not been twiddling my thumbs for the last few months, Integrity,’ he sniped, obviously still not completely over the news of my resurrection.  
 
    It took him more time than it would have taken me but he managed to get the door open. Go, Byron. With a swift glance at me, he nodded and we entered. In comparison to the Bull’s study, this place was far neater. Other than old books on the shelves, there was little on display. The room possessed a certain shabby chic which, had I not known what Aifric was like, might have made me admire him.  
 
    Carefully closing the door behind me, I looked at Byron. ‘Do you know where he’s likely to keep the most incriminating documents?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘One of my earliest memories is when I was a kid,’ he said. ‘I must have escaped from the nursery and come here to find my father.’ His expression soured. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so angry as when he realised I’d sneaked in.’ 
 
    My heart went out to him. Since he’d discovered the truth about Aifric, he’d probably spent hours – days even – poring over their relationship and everything that had occurred between them. He’d have wanted to know if he could have accepted the truth earlier, or if there had been any clues that his own flesh and blood was a murdering maniac. I’d spent most of my life believing the same of my father and, although the circumstances were very different, I wasn’t insensitive to how Byron probably felt.  
 
    ‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘from what I remember, there were renovations going on. There wasn’t anyone present apart from my father but the place was a mess. There were brushes and tools … it was like he’d been building something. I never thought much of it before but now I’m not so sure. What if he built somewhere to hide the things that no one else should see? Some kind of secret compartment or room?’ He gazed at me in mute appeal; he needed me to agree with him even if Aifric really had just been redecorating. 
 
    I considered Byron’s words and stepped back to get the best vantage point. The study was a perfect oblong and there were no signs of anything out of place. I had to trust his instincts, however. He watched me carefully. ‘Do you see anything?’ 
 
    ‘Not at this minute,’ I said truthfully. ‘Despite the age of most of the buildings in the Highlands, you’d be surprised at how few secret rooms there are. Even the ones that do exist are usually easy to find.’ 
 
    Byron pointed behind himself. ‘I’ve not just been practising the art of lock picking,’ he told me. ‘I’ve also been scouting things here. The library is on the other side of this wall and a store cupboard in the opposite direction. The dimensions of the library are wrong. It’s cleverly concealed because of the shelving but, if there is a secret room here, it’s behind this wall.’ 
 
    There was an easy way to find out. I edged from one side to the other, thumping the wall at strategic points. Thud. Thud. Thud. Dup. I grinned. Dup. Dup. Thud. ‘It looks like plaster but there’s definitely something behind here. It’s hollow. We need to find a way in.’ 
 
    Byron’s eyes flashed in grim delight as if he were not sure whether to be pleased or dismayed that his suspicions were proving correct. He nodded decisively. ‘Step back,’ he said. 
 
    I did as he asked, thinking that maybe I was blocking his line of vision. As soon as I was out the way, he flicked his wrist and a little fireball coalesced in front of him. 
 
    I scratched my head. ‘Er…’ 
 
    The fireball grew in size, hissing and crackling. Within the confines of the small study, the heat was immense and I was forced to turn my head. With one intense glare, Byron sent the fireball smack into the hollow part of the wall. The plaster crumbled almost immediately; it wasn’t just the fire but the force of the fireball that did considerable damage.  
 
    Dark billowing smoke filled the space. Coughing, I darted to the window and yanked it open. ‘If anyone is outside…’ I began. 
 
    Byron wiped his streaming eyes. ‘No one’s there. They’re all either upstairs or at the stag party. I made sure of it.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘All the same, I’m not sure wanton destruction was the best way to go.’ 
 
    As the smoke cleared, I saw him shrug nonchalantly. ‘I’ve been planning this for a long time, Integrity. I wasn’t sure anything was here but I covered every eventuality. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.’ 
 
    I had no choice but to let it go. I mirrored his shrug, grabbed a sheaf of paper and wafted it vigorously to get the rest of the smoke out so we could see what was behind the magical door. 
 
    ‘Bricks,’ I said. I peered closer. The fireball had certainly done its job; there was a good-sized hole in the wall. But if this really was Aifric’s secret room, where was the door? Maybe one of Aifric’s Gifts was the ability to turn himself incorporeal; that would be seriously cool. 
 
    Byron glanced inside. ‘I can’t see anything,’ he muttered. He flicked his hand again and sent out a small flame. In an instant the tiny space was flooded with light. I gasped and pulled back. 
 
    ‘What—?’ Byron whispered. 
 
    I shook myself and checked again but I hadn’t imagined it. There were no boxes filled with dodgy documents, no flashing signs indicating that the evidence we needed to put Aifric away for good was here. There were, however, three fully-dressed corpses. 
 
    I retched. No wonder the bloody wall was brick and the study’s dimensions were odd. Whoever these unfortunate people were, they’d been buried alive. They weren’t like the stripped skeleton of Matthew MacBain that I’d come across in the Lowlands; judging by the two quick glimpses I’d had, these bodies were more recent. Not this year, or even this decade, although they appeared more mummified than decomposed. Their clothes were old-fashioned but not ancient. 
 
    ‘They’re not Sidhe,’ Byron muttered. 
 
    I steeled myself for another look. He was right. Nausea roiled across my stomach. ‘They’re not human or Bauchan or troll. Or anything like that. These three are … were…’ 
 
    ‘Fomori,’ Byron finished grimly. He looked like someone who thought they’d reached rock bottom and thought there was no way things could get any worse. The trouble was that I knew they always could. 
 
    ‘We should go, Byron. There’s nothing else here and you probably woke up everyone when you busted the wall.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not leaving yet. There has to be something else, some evidence of his culpability.’ 
 
    A thin layer of dust now covered Aifric’s desk. I tugged on the drawers, pulling them open and looking inside before gesturing helplessly. ‘See? Nothing. Much as hate to say it, your father is too smart to leave anything lying around, even here. I found evidence at his rooms in the Cruaich that he’d had something to do with Fomori demons.’ I pointed at the hole in the wall. ‘Now we have more. Those bodies look too recent to be anything other than a result of his work. Maybe that’ll be enough.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not,’ Byron growled. He glanced at me balefully. ‘You’re new to this world, Integrity. I’m not. I know exactly what it will take to get everyone to believe the truth about my father.’ He jerked his head at the three dead Fomori demons. ‘And this is not going to do it. He’s got a silver tongue that can talk him out of anything. Maybe he’ll place the blame on some poor builders who were never even here. Maybe he’ll even own up to it ‒ they are Fomori demons, after all. Who’s going to mourn their deaths? We’ve got your Clan emblem which Jamie gave to me. Even with his psychometry, that gives us circumstantial evidence against him at best. There’s the Fomori trinket you found which my father could dismiss as some kind of artefact. And these three bodies. It’s not enough.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to find a smoking gun. But if you can plant enough doubt in the other Chieftains’ minds…’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get it! Half of them will believe any lies he tells them. The other half will either already be colluding with him or will keep quiet because they’re too afraid. He’s fooled me my entire life! I’ve been working my way around the other Clans and listening to what’s going on and how they think. I need more to get them to pay attention.’ 
 
    I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. ‘They’re wearing clothes,’ I said eventually. 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘The Fomori demons are wearing clothes, probably as much to cover their skin from the sun as anything, but almost all the others I’ve seen were naked or as good as.’ 
 
    ‘The demons who attacked Aberdeen last winter apparently had some kind of gloop all over them. They were virtually naked too,’ he said slowly. ‘So why would these ones wear formal attire? Look – that one’s even got a bloody tie on.’  
 
    I squinted. Is that what it was? I hadn’t been sure. It solidified my suspicions. ‘When in Rome…’ I said. ‘They’re dressed as you would be if you were visiting a foreign country and wanted to appeal to its leader. By matching the fashion of the day.’ I considered. ‘Check their pockets.’ 
 
    Byron gave me a sidelong glance then stepped into the nightmarish hole. I heard fumbling and a muffled hiss before everything went silent. ‘What is it?’ I asked.  
 
    He didn’t answer. Quelling my squeamishness, I looked into the hole. Byron was staring at a tattered piece of paper. He held it up. ‘It was in the middle one’s inside pocket.’ 
 
    I peered at it. Bloody Gaelic again. I tried to translate it. ‘Arrive here for all Fomori to ask for…’ I frowned. Er… ‘A fox?’ 
 
    ‘We come here on behalf of all Fomori demons,’ Byron corrected, ‘to request a peaceful settlement between the Highlands and the Lowlands.’ 
 
    Oh. ‘No foxes?’ 
 
    ‘No. But,’ he said, in a bid to make me feel better, ‘the words are fairly similar. It’s an easy mistake to make.’ It was unfortunate that the magic inside me assured me he was lying. He offered a half smile and stepped out. ‘The demons came here to petition my father for peace. And they ended up dead.’ 
 
    I gave another quick glance at the three Fomori bodies. Whatever other secrets they’d held, they were never going to reveal them now. This document was all we had. ‘When they say peace, what do they mean exactly?’ 
 
    Byron’s expression was cold. ‘It’s all written down here. In return for the Sidhe dropping the Veil and returning the Lowlands to their former state, the Fomori were prepared to open trade negotiations and make amends for wrongs done in the past.’ 
 
    I rocked back on my heels. ‘Wow. Aifric never mentioned this to you?’ 
 
    ‘As far as I know, he never mentioned it to anyone. Maybe he never saw it. He might have killed these three before they got the chance to make the offer.’ 
 
    I mulled it over. Aifric had mentioned that he’d made a deal with the Fomori but what he’d actually said was that he’d killed my entire Clan at the Fomoris’ insistence to stop them from coming to the Highlands and killing many more. He’d told me this over the telephone so I couldn’t be sure of the veracity of his words, but it seemed as if they’d had a kernel of truth. All the same, I’d seen nothing from any of the Fomori demons I’d encountered that suggested they wanted to broker a deal with us now. Of course there was May, but she was unique. The Fomori demons were vicious monsters who had annexed half our country. They lived in darkness and, to all intents and purposes, kept other races as slaves. How could we ever come to an agreement with them? Nevertheless, my skin tingled. Something like this really could change the world. A niggling voice at the back of my mind whispered ‘prophecy’ and every part of me seemed to light up. Don’t jump to conclusions, Tegs, I warned myself. 
 
    ‘What was it really like for you?’ I asked. ‘After the demons grabbed you, I mean.’ 
 
    Byron grimaced. ‘I was unconscious for most of the time. They certainly weren’t kind to me.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. He’d been in a sorry state when I’d found him. A group of demons looking for peace wouldn’t have tortured the Steward’s son. Something else occurred to me. ‘If someone like me was discovered to have infiltrated the Moncrieffe Lands, what do you think your father would do to me?’ Byron looked at me impassively. I waved my hand. ‘Okay, bad example. How about if it was the MacFie Lands?’ 
 
    ‘They’d probably hurt you. Are you trying to make excuses for the Fomori demons? Justifying the fact that they hurt me because I intruded on their turf? Because they’ve killed people here, Integrity. Recently.’ 
 
    I spoke quietly. ‘I know. You killed one of them too.’ Byron scowled at my reference to the demon he’d barbecued in Perth and I held up my hand. ‘I’m not trying to make excuses for them. I’m just…’ I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe trying to see things from their point of view. I’ve been a criminal for most of my life, Byron. I guess that makes me a bad person ‒ but I’m not evil.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never killed anyone,’ he pointed out. 
 
    True, and I wasn’t planning to do so. I persisted. ‘Most of the world believes that my father was a mass murderer. Clan Adair is being wiped from existence. Even the history books mentioning us have been … amended.’ I leaned forward, suddenly animated by the idea. ‘What if it’s not the first time? What if we believe the Fomori are evil for no other reason than we’ve been told they are? What if history is wrong?’ 
 
    Byron looked at me for a long moment. It was good that he was no longer dismissing my theories out of hand but he still didn’t buy it. ‘It’s a big leap.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but it’s possible. Maybe they’re not the villains, Byron. Maybe we are.’ 
 
    He sighed and glanced at the three bodies. ‘Regardless of what’s going on with the demons either now or in the past, we need to get a move on. I wasn’t expecting the, er, delay upstairs.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you’re calling it?’ 
 
    Amusement flickered in his eyes. ‘Come on.’ 
 
    ‘You went to all the trouble of sneaking in past the border,’ I told him, ‘and yet you’ve left a great big pyrokinesis-induced hole in your father’s study. Isn’t that going to be something of a giveaway?’ 
 
    ‘I knew I’d have to cover my tracks,’ he said. ‘Just as I knew that having the library next door was going to be an advantage.’  
 
    I was still confused. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    He smiled sadly. ‘Watch.’ He strode out and opened the library door.  
 
    I gaped; it was a beautiful space. Say what you like about Aifric, this was magnificent. Even in the gloom of the wee hours, shelves upon shelves stretched out. I couldn’t stop myself reaching over to the nearest one and trailing my finger along the leather-bound books. ‘This is wonderful,’ I breathed. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Byron took a deep breath and flicked his fingers, sending out a plume of fire straight ahead.  
 
    I yelped in alarm. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I made to run forward but he grabbed my arm and pulled me back. The old books had already caught fire, the smell of burning paper filling the air. 
 
    ‘You might not have come prepared, Integrity, but I did. One of my best friends is in a dungeon because of me; I’m going to blackmail Tipsania to draw her out of hiding; I’ve broken into my own father’s study.’ His eyes studied me intently. ‘If all that, plus burning down his house, means removing him from power and showing the rest of the world what he’s really like, it’s more than worth it. Collateral damage.’ 
 
    Fire rippled along the walls. It wouldn’t be long before the whole place was ablaze. ‘Just how far are you prepared to go?’ I whispered. 
 
    He didn’t blink. ‘I thought he’d killed you,’ he replied simply. 
 
    ‘He didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Not for want of trying.’ He tugged gently on my arm. ‘We need to leave.’ 
 
    ‘There are people inside here! Sleeping! You can’t—’ I was interrupted by a loud fire alarm screeching from all corners of the castle. 
 
    ‘My first Gift is Pyrokinesis and I was a precocious child,’ Byron said. ‘The fire systems here are up to date. It’s about the only thing that is. Now we really need to go.’ 
 
    We pelted to another room where Byron yanked open the window and all but shoved me out. He dived after me and we began running down towards the driveway, away from the growing inferno that was the Moncrieffe stronghold. Everyone would be too occupied with dealing with the fire to look for anyone scurrying off but I still felt rather sick. Just as with my foolish actions in altering the traffic lights back in Perth, there was still the possibility that someone would get hurt.  
 
    Byron, seeming to sense my reluctance, slowed down. ‘Trust me, they’ll all be fine.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t be sure of that. And won’t someone have called Aifric and told him what’s going on? He’ll be on his way here.’ 
 
    ‘Which,’ he said with infinite patience, ‘is why we need to hurry.’ 
 
    We reached his car and jumped in. Byron gunned the engine and careened down the road. ‘How did you get here?’ 
 
    ‘Car,’ I said. ‘Bob is waiting with it.’ I checked my watch. There were still ten minutes before my deadline to meet him. 
 
    Byron nodded, driving past the border and then coming to a halt. He sprang out and began using telekinesis to return both the flagpole and the slightly singed fabric to their original places. From out of nowhere, Bob’s tiny shape flew at him. ‘What are you doing?’ he shrieked. 
 
    Nonplussed, Byron batted him away. ‘I’m busy,’ he said. ‘Just hang on.’ 
 
    Bob’s eyes were wild. I walked up behind him and softly murmured his name. He swung round. ‘Uh Integrity! You’re…’ he glanced at Byron. ‘You’re alive! It’s a miracle!’ 
 
    Byron grunted as the pole dropped back into place. I smiled at the genie. ‘It’s alright, Bob. He knows.’ 
 
    His face screwed up. ‘Well so much for that master plan,’ he grumbled. ‘Isn’t he pissed off?’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer but the expression on Bob’s face stymied me. ‘What?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘You ‒ you ‒ you had sex! You shagged him, you dolt!’ He put his hands on his hips as if it were a personal affront. 
 
    ‘How do you…?’ Oops. I mentally slapped myself. 
 
    ‘How do I know? How do I know?’ His voice was getting higher and higher. ‘I’m a magnificent being with powers you can only dream of!’ 
 
    ‘Bob,’ I said tiredly. 
 
    ‘Your T-shirt’s on back to front,’ he informed me. I glanced down. Ah. ‘You’d better pray you used protection,’ he continued. ‘Who knows what nasty disease you might have caught? And what about Tipsania?’ 
 
    I reached out, grabbed him and cupped him in both hands to muffle his protests. He banged around, nipping with his teeth at the soft, fleshy part of my palm. I grimaced in pain. Byron, satisfied he’d returned the border to its original state, strolled over and bent down. ‘Hi Bob,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Great to see you too.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t anyone notice that the Moncrieffe flag is a bit burnt?’ I asked anxiously. 
 
    Byron shrugged. ‘If they do, they’ll think it’s some old damage from years gone by. I don’t think it’s been changed since I was in nappies. I only found out that I could gain access this way a couple of weeks ago ‒ although it helps that half the Moncrieffe Sidhe are in Perth for the stag party. Those trolls were good at keeping their mouths shut.’ He gave me a sidelong glance. ‘They still are.’ 
 
    Bob yelled something. We both ignored him. ‘What now?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I tie you up, shove you into the boot of my car and prevent you from leaving me ever again.’ His expression was so deadpan that for a moment I believed him. ‘Or you could find Tipsania and tell her what’s going on so I don’t have to make a show of threatening Candy to draw her out.’ 
 
    ‘You still want to go ahead with planning the wedding? I thought you didn’t have the evidence against Aifric to pull off your plan.’ 
 
    ‘Even with this Fomori letter, I don’t think I have. But the stag night was scheduled for tonight so there would be enough time for Plan B if I needed it. There’s a fortnight to go before the ceremony. You might not be dead but my father’s still a monster who needs to be stopped. You won’t be safe until he’s dealt with.’ He brushed a lock of hair away from my face. ‘You wouldn’t trust me before but you can trust me on this.’ 
 
    Worry gnawed at me. Aifric had been prepared to abandon his only son to the Fomori demons beyond the Veil. I dreaded to imagine what he might do if he discovered just how far Byron would go to betray him. But he wasn’t my father and I had to let Byron do this. ‘Okay,’ I whispered. ‘Okay. I’ll get Tipsania. I’ll tell her the plan and take her to her father’s to get ready.’ 
 
    He relaxed and pulled me towards him, one arm wrapped round me while the other cupped the back of my head. ‘Despite everything, this might have been the best night of my life,’ he said. 
 
    He hadn’t lied to me; I couldn’t lie to him. ‘Mine too.’ 
 
    His head dipped. Bob, still caught in between my hands, zapped me with an electric shock. ‘I’m still here!’ he yelled. ‘And you won’t be saying that soppy stuff tomorrow when you realise you have itchy pants!’ 
 
    I kissed Byron and pulled back, releasing Bob. He spun up into the air, still indignant. Then he stared behind me. ‘Fire! There’s a fire up there!’ 
 
    ‘We should go,’ I told Byron. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he nodded. ‘We should.’ 
 
    Neither of us moved. 
 
    ‘Make a wish, Uh Integrity!’ Bob yelled. ‘I can put the fire out if you just wish for it!’ 
 
    I watched Byron. ‘I’m not sure this fire will ever go out,’ I said quietly. Then I kissed him once more and turned away to my car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    ‘He wasn’t angry?’ Speck asked. ‘When he realised you were alive?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he was raging,’ I said happily. ‘He got past it though.’ 
 
    ‘He was so furious that he set his own castle on fire,’ Bob added with a knowing waggle of his eyebrows. ‘But that’s confidential. Don’t tell anyone.’ 
 
    Lexie threw herself at me. ‘I’m so thrilled for you!’ she squealed, wrapping her arms round my chest. ‘He’s been working against his own father all this time! That’s brilliant!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that encouraging patricide is a cause for celebration,’ Brochan said. 
 
    I glared at him. ‘Byron’s not going to kill Aifric.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I am.’ I folded my arms. Then I remembered the coldness in Byron’s expression whenever he mentioned his father and the way he’d said the words ‘collateral damage’. I dropped my arms. ‘I think I am.’ 
 
    Brochan wasn’t the only one who was concerned. Taylor rubbed his chin and sat down with a heavy sigh. ‘It’s a convoluted plan. A fake wedding?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘The best plans are the simplest ones.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘This is not a simple plan.’ 
 
    ‘To be fair,’ I argued, ‘we’ve not managed to come up with anything to beat Aifric. At least Byron is trying.’ 
 
    Brochan’s gills bristled. ‘We’ve been busy.’ 
 
    I threw up my hands. ‘I know! I wasn’t blaming anyone. If anyone should have been working out some way of dealing with the Steward, it should have been me. All I’m saying is that Byron’s way might work and we should support it.’ 
 
    ‘Might work,’ Speck said. ‘Key word might.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Taylor drawled in agreement. ‘I’m not sure about those odds.’ 
 
    Lexie wrinkled her nose. ‘Tegs is right. Byron Moncrieffe has had nothing but this to think about. He’s probably already considered every other avenue. He succeeded in breaking into the Moncrieffe castle, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Lex, it hardly takes a criminal mastermind to sneak into your own damned home.’ 
 
    She whirled round, squaring up to Speck. ‘Oh yeah? Because last night, I seem to recall that you couldn’t even sneak into your own bedroom after doing some midnight magic gallivanting!’ 
 
    The rest of us exchanged looks. Perhaps it was time to change the subject. ‘Just because we don’t have a plan yet,’ Taylor said, ‘doesn’t mean that we can’t come up with one. Get Byron down here, Tegs, and we can thrash out some ideas.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. He has to stay and make sure everything is ready for the wedding. And he’s got his Plan B to sort out.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t even know what Plan B is.’ 
 
    I sighed and glanced down at my feet. ‘I’m not blind to the fact that it’s not perfect, I’m really not. But he was right when he said that the Sidhe and the Clans aren’t my world. I don’t know them like he does. In the absence of any alternatives, I think we need to go with him.’ 
 
    Taylor ran a hand through his hair. ‘We have an alternative.’ 
 
    There was something about the tone of his voice that I didn’t like. ‘What?’ 
 
    He wouldn’t meet my eyes. ‘We play Aifric at his own game. I’ve done some research and it wouldn’t be too hard to get hold of some kind of poison…’ 
 
    Bob clapped his hands together in glee. ‘Now we’re talking!’ 
 
    I counted to ten. ‘I can’t believe you’re bringing that up as an idea.’ Taylor was normally as anti-violence as I was. 
 
    ‘Take a look around, Tegs. We saw exactly the same vision that you did.’ He pointed over to the faint patch on the cobbles where my mother and father had breathed their last – and I had breathed my first. ‘He ran a sword into your father’s back, not to mention murdering your entire Clan. Maybe it’s time to put your pacifism to one side.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been through this before.’ My jaw was clenched so tight that it hurt. ‘No. Nothing’s changed since last time.’ 
 
    ‘A lot’s changed. Byron is with us now. That bodes well for the future.’ 
 
    Brochan shook his massive head from side to side. ‘I told you not to mention this.’ 
 
    I glared at them. ‘So you’ve been discussing this while I was away? Behind my back?’ 
 
    ‘Stop being so testy. It’s a reasonable conversation to have. You wouldn’t have to have anything to do with it. One of us could manage it for you.’ Taylor finally looked at me directly. ‘We need to keep you safe, Tegs. Having this temporary reprieve has made us all realise just how good life could be here when we don’t have to keep looking over our shoulders.’ 
 
    ‘No. And if any of you try anything like that, we’re done. I don’t care how good your intentions are, I won’t have it. We are better than that.’ I paused. ‘Is that clear?’ Everyone nodded. I tried again. ‘I said, is that clear?’ 
 
    This time I received a chorus of replies. ‘Yes, Tegs.’ 
 
    ‘You do still have one wish left,’ Bob began. 
 
    I pointed at him. ‘Zip it.’ 
 
    Lexie raised her hand tentatively. ‘Are you angry now?’ 
 
    I exhaled. ‘No. I understand where you’re coming from. And you don’t have to put up your hand to speak, Lex.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re not angry?’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. ‘If you want I’ll tell you all a joke to prove just how un-angry I am.’ 
 
    Taylor stood up and backed away. ‘There’s no need for that.’ 
 
    Sorley, who’d been sitting silently in the corner and gnawing impressively on a yellowing toenail, glanced up. ‘I’d like a joke.’ Everyone groaned loudly and hushed him. He shrugged his wide shoulders then he seemed to squeak. 
 
    Lexie tilted her head, confused. ‘Did your bones just cheep?’ 
 
    His eyebrows snapped together. ‘I’m not cheap! I swore fealty. I don’t require financial remuneration because my kind is too honourable to stoop to mere monetary rewards.’ 
 
    ‘No, I meant cheep. Like a bird.’ 
 
    ‘No, you blasted pixie! I’m a damned troll.’ There was a momentary pause before there was another squeak. 
 
    Lexie stared round at us all. ‘I’m not the only one who heard that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Sorley,’ I asked, ‘are you carrying around a haggis?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ He got to his feet, his face the picture of outrage. ‘Why would I carry one of those vermin around with me? It’s bad enough that they get into everything and chomp on all my equipment. I wouldn’t want to touch one.’ His loose-fitting shirt bulged; poking its way up from the collar was the tiny questing nose of a haggis. Sorley whipped round and fumbled with his shirt. 
 
    ‘If you want the trolls to sort out this mess then we can,’ he bellowed, trying to disguise what was now a series of high-pitched haggis complaints. ‘We can muster within the hour and march on the Cruaich.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t your fight.’ 
 
    He turned round, the haggis no longer in sight. ‘It’s Clan Adair’s fight and we are Clan Adair,’ he said stiffly.  
 
    I shook my head and smiled. ‘We’re not fighting. We’re too smart for that.’ 
 
    The Foinse spun down from a nearby window, nuzzling into Sorley’s belly. There was another, much happier, squeak. 
 
    Brochan raised his eyebrows. ‘I wouldn’t count on that.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Taylor and I set off at first light, heading north again, although this time we were heading for the small MacQuarrie Clan Lands near the east coast. This wasn’t going to be a particularly dangerous venture and my old mentor’s presence effectively killed two birds with one stone. Because of Taylor’s age or gender, Tipsania was more likely to listen to him than she was to me ‒ and she’d probably require some persuading to go along with Byron’s fake wedding plans. Plus, Taylor’s presence appeased the others. Speck, in particular, seemed to think that as soon as I was let loose in the wild blue yonder I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from running full pelt back to Byron and conceding my wits, personality and independence to him with one simple kiss. Given his relationship with Lexie, he ought to have known better. 
 
    I’d made a half-hearted attempt to get Bob to come along with us but he’d huffed so much about being dragged away from his latest boxset, not to mention about being left to wait around in the dark while I had ‘thrilling, dangerous sex’ – his words, not mine – that in the end I left him behind. I wasn’t going to be gone long and I certainly had no intention of using up that last wish, no matter how often he dropped it into the conversation. It was rather nice to get some time alone with Taylor. I’d missed our chats. All in all, things seemed to be looking up.  
 
    Not long after we hit the main road, when I finally managed to get a signal on my phone, I rang Morna. ‘How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘Well, dear,’ she answered, slightly caustic, ‘you spend time alone in close proximity with Tipsania Scrymgeour and you tell me how you think it’s going. I swear the MacQuarrie Chieftain almost took his father’s sword and lopped off her head the other night.’ 
 
    I winced. ‘Is she being difficult?’ 
 
    ‘That girl won’t give me a moment’s peace. And every time I suggest to her that good manners are a boon, she spits fire.’ 
 
    ‘Uh…’ 
 
    ‘Things are fine. We’ve relocated away from the main castle and we’re in a cottage near the border. I’m working on placating the MacQuarries, too.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘That’s good of you but you don’t have to worry about it now. I’m on my way up. It’s kind of complicated but I’m going to take Tipsania back to her father. You won’t have to worry about her for more than another hour or two.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘Could you perhaps make it three or four hours? She’s cleaning the cottage and I’d hate to pull her away from that. If she keeps it up then at least the MacQuarries will get something out of all this besides my flowers.’ 
 
    I laughed. We all enjoyed the fact that Tipsania was a bit of a neat freak. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Are you quite sure about this, dear? Returning her to the Bull will undo all the progress she’s made. The man is a buffoon. He’s bound to rub off on her again.’ 
 
    I grimaced. ‘He certainly is a buffoon but it won’t be for long. I’ll explain what’s going on when I get there. It’s probably best if you don’t mention anything to her in the meantime.’ 
 
    ‘Anything for a quiet life,’ Morna replied cheerfully. ‘Is this going to save Scotland?’ 
 
    I considered her question. If everything went to plan, it just might. ‘Who knows? I still don’t think we should put too much credence in the prophecy. No one else does.’ 
 
    Morna snorted. ‘That’s because they’re too afraid.’ 
 
    I didn’t have anything to say to that. Hanging up, I settled down while Taylor threw me an arch glance and sped up to overtake a trundling tractor that seemed to be dropping more hay than it was actually carrying. ‘Is she still harping on about the prophecy?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ I nibbled my bottom lip. ‘Maybe this plan of Byron’s will mean that we stop Aifric and get him locked up. Then Scotland will be saved.’ 
 
    ‘Then why isn’t Golden Boy named as the one?’ 
 
    I thought about it. ‘Because he’d never have believed the truth about his father if it weren’t for me,’ I said eventually. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Taylor drawled. 
 
    ‘It might not even be me. It says the one Adair will save Alba. That could be my child. Or my grandchild. Or any number of descendants.’ 
 
    ‘Do you really want that burden to be on someone else?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘And since when were you planning on children?’ His shoulders shot up as a thought struck him. ‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’ 
 
    I smirked. I could have a little fun with this. ‘We never did have that conversation about the birds and the bees, you know. I’m not sure I know how it all works.’ 
 
    Taylor’s cheeks reddened. ‘I asked Bella to talk to you.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘She did. She told me never to charge less than fifty and to make sure they paid up front.’ 
 
    He seemed to go even redder. ‘She said what?’ 
 
    ‘Byron did mention something about…’ I wrinkled my nose as if trying to remember. ‘Con … dom? I told him I was good enough at conning for the both of us and that I didn’t need Dom to help me.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs?’ 
 
    ‘Mm?’ 
 
    ‘You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?’ 
 
     I grinned. ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘That boy doesn’t know what he’s getting himself into,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘He’s one of the good guys, Taylor. No matter what happens, remember that.’ 
 
    Taylor was silent for a long while. ‘How often do the good guys win?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes it might take them a while but they always win in the end.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘George Lucas.’ Taylor hissed through his teeth. I shrugged. ‘What’s the bet that the prophecy is actually about rescuing a haggis called Scotland from the clutches of a grumpy troll called Sorley?’ Taylor opened his mouth to answer and I realised what I’d said. ‘Whoa ‒ no actual bet. It was a figure of speech.’ 
 
    It was his turn to grin. ‘Yeah. You’re backtracking because you know the good guys win in the end.’ 
 
    I laughed again and reached over to give him a quick hug. ‘Amen to that.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    It was still fairly early when we reached the MacQuarrie border. Taylor parked carefully and we both got out and walked up on foot. ‘If you didn’t know that Morna was visiting these Lands,’ I said wonderingly, ‘you could certainly work it out.’ 
 
    Taylor put an arm round my shoulders and drew me close as we gazed in front of us. ‘She’s definitely something,’ he agreed. 
 
    Swathes of multi-coloured heather covered a hilly bank, reaching all the way around it. There wasn’t a pattern as such, and the flowers didn’t spell out ‘MacQuarrie’ or anything as twee as that, but the different hues somehow fit – deep reds blending into seductive purples, followed by musky blues then brilliant greens. It was a damned shame Morna hadn’t worked out how to make hot-pink heather. All the same, my gratitude to her was immeasurable. She kept going above and beyond our growing friendship. It wasn’t just because of the prophecy; she believed in us. All of us. Either that or Tipsania had said some truly heinous things to the MacQuarries that Morna was trying to atone for. 
 
    Alongside the flowers there was a winding road leading up, no doubt, to the main MacQuarrie buildings which were currently invisible to the eye. On the other side was a forest. It was an even more stunning copse than the Cruaich grove. Trees of all shapes and sizes grew there, each one perfectly placed to receive the optimum amount of sunlight or shade, depending on the species. Was this a result of nature or of magic? It occurred to me that I could beg, borrow or steal as much of Morna’s Gift as I wanted but I’d never have the knowledge to support it so I could achieve something on this scale. The Bull’s Gift was the same. I’d stolen Aura Reading from him without realising it but it hadn’t done me the slightest good without a key to understand the auras. Admittedly, I wasn’t convinced that the Bull had a key either. He’d been convinced that my aura – identical to my father’s – meant that I was evil. Slightly wicked, perhaps. Definitely not evil. 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I mused, ‘Sidhe are only given one or two Gifts because that’s all they can handle. Having a lot doesn’t work. You become a jack of all trades instead of a master of one.’ 
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor said, his voice taut with tension. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    I turned my head, my veins turning ice cold as I saw a plume of dark smoke snaking its way upwards to the clear, blue sky. The MacQuarries wouldn’t bother with a bonfire; with Morna visiting, the Gifts they had at their disposal negated the need to burn old crops or garden waste. And it was hardly the weather for an open hearth. Of course, one of the MacQuarries could simply be playing around with their magic. Or it could be something far, far worse. 
 
    ‘Where’s the MacQuarrie flagpole?’ I asked, whipping my head around. 
 
    ‘I don’t see it,’ Taylor muttered. ‘But it might be round that hill or near another section of the border.’ 
 
    I ran ahead, feeling the brush of faint magic across my skin. ‘There’s virtually no border,’ I spat. A scream rent the air. That was when I began to sprint. 
 
    I paid no more attention to the beautiful field of heather. Instead, heart pounding, I ran as fast as I could. When I reached the top of the hill, I saw what was wrong. On the other side, less than a hundred feet away, there was a quaint little thatched cottage. Its roof was burning and billowing smoke was pouring from its open door. That was the good news. Outside were two Fomori demons. There was a gap between them but they looked as if they were struggling to hold onto something. Or someone with the Gift of Invisibility. 
 
    ‘Tipsania!’ I yelled and ran towards them. 
 
    Both demons’ heads jerked up and I heard their snarls. One of them fell back and yelped in pain. I smiled grimly to myself; I knew from experience just how sharp Tipsania’s kicks could be. Then I caught a glint of sunlight from a long, lethal blade that he was holding and my smile vanished. 
 
    I searched deep inside myself, scanning through the different trickles of magic which I’d stolen from the various Sidhe at the Cruaich. I had to have something which would work. Dowsing was useless, as was Animal Summoning. Getting a creature here would take far too long. Apportation, however… 
 
    I focused in on the long knife and concentrated. It shimmered for a few seconds before zapping away to drop into the old well back at the Adair Lands. The demon gaped down at his suddenly empty hands, baffled by what had happened. ‘You bitch!’ he screamed. He charged right for me. 
 
    There was a strange cracking sound and the ground beneath our feet trembled. A moment later the demon was sprawled face first, his ankle caught on a root which had appeared from nowhere. Morna. I looked around but I couldn’t see her and there wasn’t time to seek out her position. There was still another demon to deal with. From the way his arm was being wrenched from one side to another, he still seemed to be wrestling with Tipsania. I was almost out of options. 
 
    I drew out the very last of the Illusion magic, using it to make my hands light up as if on fire. ‘Release her or I will barbecue you!’ I shouted. 
 
    The demon turned to me. His expression was an ugly snarl but the distraction was enough. He was yanked to the side and let out a frustrated screech. 
 
    ‘I’m free!’ Tipsania’s voice screamed. ‘End him!’ 
 
    I swallowed hard and raised my hands. The demon cowered, holding his hands over his head. Then Taylor was by my side, handing me a loop of rope. ‘It was in the boot of the car,’ he explained. ‘It seemed like the sort of thing you might need.’ 
 
    I nodded gratefully, darted over to the creature before he could change his mind about surrendering and tied his hands and feet together. He lay curled foetal-like in the long grass while I surveyed the damage. ‘Where’s Morna?’ I scanned around. ‘Morna!’ I called. ‘You can come out now. It’s safe!’ 
 
    ‘How the hell did Fomori demons get the border down and get through here?’ Taylor asked. 
 
    ‘They’re not demons,’ I said tersely. ‘Morna!’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘That one who tripped and knocked himself unconscious called me a bitch.’ Where the hell was Morna?  
 
    ‘Some of them must speak English though?’ 
 
    ‘Not with Aberdonian accents, they don’t.’ 
 
    Taylor grabbed my arm. ‘There.’ 
 
    I looked at where he was pointing and saw Tipsania materialise. She let out a cry and fell to her knees. Something flickered in my peripheral vision; the main castle inhabitants had apparently realised something was wrong. I dimly registered Angus leading the charge towards us. The MacQuarries weren’t my focus though; it was the crumpled figure at Tipsania’s feet, almost completely camouflaged by the long grass, which made me forget to breathe. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down. It was probably only seconds before I reached Tipsania and collapsed beside her but it felt much longer. When I saw what state Morna was in, things got even worse. She was on her back, her white hands clutching at the hilt of the knife that protruded from her belly. Blood bubbled up from her lips as she tried to breathe. Oh God, oh God, oh God. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to do,’ Tipsania yelled, grabbing my sleeve. ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    My jaw worked as I tried to speak. Morna’s eyelashes fluttered as she turned her face to me. She opened her mouth to say something but no words came out. 
 
    ‘Integrity!’ Tipsania screamed. ‘What the fuck do we do?’ 
 
    I didn’t know. I reached down for the knife. Maybe I should pull it out or do something to stem the blood that was seeping out from the edges of the ragged wound. My heart thumped against my ribcage with fear. None of the Gifts I had would work, not a single one. Think, Integrity. Bloody think. 
 
    Taylor joined us, taking in the situation in one glance. Deftly he examined the wound. I didn’t need to read his expression to know how grave the situation was. I grabbed hold of Morna’s hands. ‘Let go,’ I told her, hoping my voice didn’t betray my panic. ‘I need you to let go.’ 
 
    For a moment I wasn’t sure she’d heard me then one hand moved away from the lethal blade and flailed upwards. ‘Integrity,’ Morna whispered. 
 
    ‘Don’t talk,’ I said. ‘Conserve your strength.’  
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Taylor said, his voice strained. ‘The blade is too deep. There’s nothing you can do.’ 
 
    I paid him no attention. His skills lay in first aid, not mortal wounds; he didn’t know everything. I yanked off my jacket then pulled my T-shirt over my head, before bending over to dab at the wound and clear some of the blood so I could get a better look. Maybe the blade wasn’t that long. It was possible that none of Morna’s vital organs had been hit. 
 
    She moaned in response. ‘Stop,’ she gasped. 
 
    I ignored her. ‘Blood loss,’ I muttered. ‘We need to stop her from losing more blood.’  
 
    Taylor tried again. ‘Integrity…’ 
 
    I growled at him and pressed down, trying to staunch the flow. Tipsania reached round me to help. A heartbeat later Angus was with us. ‘What the hell happened?’ 
 
    ‘We need to get her to a hospital.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘There’s already an ambulance on the way.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anyone here with the Gift of Healing?’ I asked, even though I already knew the answer. 
 
    ‘No.’ His was face was pale. ‘Why would Fomori demons come here? Why would they do this?’ 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Morna whispered again. ‘Take it.’ 
 
    I stared at her face. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Take it,’ she repeated. Her pupils were unfocused. A tear rolled from the corner of eye, trickling down her lined cheek. 
 
    ‘I told you to be quiet,’ I choked. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t hurt any more.’ 
 
    ‘Morna…’ 
 
    ‘Take it.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Angus shook his head. ‘I don’t understand. What is she talking about?’ 
 
    Morna’s lips moved again. Tipsania’s face was bloodless as she looked at me. ‘She says it’s her time.’ 
 
    Morna blinked. ‘Do it.’ 
 
    I couldn’t begin to imagine where she got the strength to speak. I clenched my teeth. ‘Don’t you dare give up, Morna Carnegie. It is not your time. The ambulance is on its way and this time tomorrow you’re going to be scolding us all from a comfy hospital bed.’ 
 
    She smiled sadly. ‘No, I’m not. Take it, Integrity. You’ll need it.’ 
 
    I heaved in a ragged breath. ‘You’re too weak. It will kill you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m…’ Her chest rattled as she struggled to speak. ‘Already dead.’ She clutched at me. ‘Take it now.’ 
 
    I glanced at Taylor. Sorrowfully, he gave me the tiniest shake of his head and rocked back on his haunches. Tears flowed freely from Tipsania’s eyes and Angus had to glance away. Only Morna was calm. She fixed me with a serene gaze. ‘Do it.’ 
 
    My tongue darted out, wetting my dry lips. I rubbed furiously at my own eyes and then focused. I could see the swirl of magic within her. She was right – it was already leaking away, dissipating into the ether. She had only seconds left. My body was racked with uncontrollable shivers while Morna’s skin seemed to grow paler by the second.  
 
    I released the breath I was holding and did what she asked, pulling her magic inside me. The force of her Gift almost overwhelmed me as it flooded my system. I fell back, dizzy and sick and gulping for air, just as Morna’s hand dropped and she went completely still. 
 
    Tipsania gave a choked sob. Through blurred vision, I saw Angus reach down and close Morna’s eyelids. No. It wasn’t going to happen like this. I wasn’t going to let it. I threw back my head and screamed. ‘Bob!’ Then Angus was by my side and hauling me up to my feet and away from Morna’s body. 
 
    Taylor rushed round and grabbed my shoulders. ‘Don’t do it, Tegs.’ 
 
    ‘Bob can get here. I still have a wish left. I can…’ 
 
    He cupped my face and forced me to look at him. ‘It’s wrong. You know it’s wrong.’ 
 
    I didn’t give a toss. Bob had told me before that he didn’t have the kind of power to resurrect people but I’d make him do it ‒ no matter what it took. I opened my mouth to yell for him again. This time I’d make damned sure the genie heard me.  
 
    Taylor slapped my cheek, stunning me into silence. ‘Morna wouldn’t want this.’ His voice hardened. ‘You don’t want this.’ 
 
    I stared at him for a long moment then I sagged against Angus, barely able to hold my own weight. That’s when I really started to cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how much time passed before I finally stood up again. I declined Taylor’s offer of help and brushed myself off, then swung my head with bitter malevolence towards the two supposed Fomori demons. They were encircled by a large group of stony-faced MacQuarries. The Chieftain stood to one side, his arms folded and his expression grim. I walked over, forcing my arms to remain loose by my sides. 
 
    ‘Chieftain Adair.’ He inclined his head. ‘Words cannot express my sorrow. We granted Morna Carnegie sanctuary and failed. This loss is ours to bear.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ I said dully. ‘I’m the one who sent her here with Tipsania.’ I glanced back at my old nemesis who was still kneeling beside Morna’s body, her face slack with shock. ‘And besides, if we’re going to go down that road then Lily’s death was down to me.’ I tilted up my chin and met his eyes. ‘And we both know that’s not true.’ I knew that the guilt about what had happened here would affect me for the rest of my life but I also knew that I hadn’t wielded the blade: I hadn’t killed Moira. I was going to have to work hard to remember that. 
 
    Straightening my shoulders, I walked over to the two captives. ‘Who sent you here?’ 
 
    The nearest one hawked up a ball of phlegm. Before he could spit it in my direction, a MacQuarrie Sidhe cuffed him hard on the side of his head. He reeled down to the ground, making a demon-shaped dent in Morna’s pretty heather. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Don’t.’ I hauled him upright and stared into his eyes. They still looked like Fomori eyes.  
 
    ‘They’re demons,’ Chieftain MacQuarrie said. ‘We should execute them and be done with it.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not demons,’ I replied. ‘Not that that should make a difference.’ I pointed to the brilliantly blue sky, which had only a few fluffy clouds scudding across it. ‘The sun is shining.’  
 
    If the MacQuarries were confused, they didn’t say anything. I ran my tongue across my teeth and took a deep breath then I grasped ahead with the full force of my soul, ripping away the last of the magic that remained there. Morna’s killer let out a howl of anguished pain. I just prevented myself from flinching and turned to his companion and did the same to him. Then I stared at them. They weren’t demons but neither were they Sidhe. I crouched down by the first one. ‘Hey,’ I said softly. ‘Remember me?’ 
 
    Ramsay, the surly human who’d been on Chandra’s crew when I was ambushed on my way to my Clan Lands, glared at me. ‘Thought you were dead,’ he grunted.  
 
    ‘Ta dah,’ I answered with a grim smile. ‘I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking Sidhe.’ 
 
    ‘That sentiment would make more sense if you weren’t a hypocrite about it. If you really hated all Sidhe, you wouldn’t have taken the contract to come here. You wouldn’t have let a Sidhe wrap you in their magic so all this could be blamed on demons from beyond the Veil.’ 
 
    His mouth flattened. The same MacQuarrie as before raised his hand as if to hit him again. I flashed a frown and his fist dropped.  
 
    ‘Who hired you?’ 
 
    A glint of stubbornness lit his expression. ‘Soon as I tell you, you’ll kill me.’ 
 
    I remained calm. ‘I’m not the murderer here.’ 
 
    ‘Unless reading minds is one of your blasted Sidhe tricks, you’ll never find out the truth.’ 
 
    I considered this before looking at his companion. His head hung low so I reached over and gently put my fingers under his chin to force him to meet my eyes. He still wouldn’t do it. I pursed my lips; I could work with this. 
 
    Digging out my phone from my back pocket, I found Chandra’s number and dialled. She answered almost immediately. ‘Designs by Chandra,’ she trilled. ‘How may we be service of you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s me.’ 
 
    She dropped the phone voice almost immediately. ‘Hey. What’s doing?’ 
 
    ‘Chandra,’ I said, deliberately using her name so that the two bastards in front of me knew who I was talking to. ‘I’m looking at an old buddy of yours. Ramsay.’ 
 
    There was a moment of silence. ‘Did he try to hurt you?’ 
 
    ‘Not me.’ 
 
    She sucked in a breath. ‘But someone else.’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ I watched Ramsay’s companion stare at the phone. He was obviously trying to work out how someone who had a hot-pink mobile had managed to best him. Sucks to him. 
 
    ‘He wasn’t working for me, Tegs. I told you, I’m not in that business any more. After what happened with you, I decided it was time to retire for good.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure I could persuade you to do one or two more jobs for me. They wouldn’t take long.’ 
 
    The nameless human stopped caring about the colour of my phone and suddenly paled. He swung alarmed eyes towards Ramsay who looked away, his jaw set. 
 
    ‘Er…’ Chandra paused. ‘Is that really you, Tegs?’ 
 
    ‘Ramsay is here with a friend,’ I told her. ‘Human but looks kind of like a troll. Heavy brow, wiry hair, bad skin.’ I looked him over. ‘Wearing a silver necklace with a tooth on it.’ 
 
    ‘Smack.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Smack who?’  
 
    ‘That’s his name.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ I raised my eyebrows at him. He was frozen, not even blinking. Somehow I didn’t think the innocent puppy-dog look was going to work for him here. ‘You must know where he’s from.’ 
 
    ‘Little town north of Inverness. Some godforsaken hole with nothing more than a post box and a pub to commend it.’ 
 
    ‘And he has family there?’ 
 
    ‘Tegs, you’re not really suggesting…’ 
 
    ‘The Bull!’ he burst out. ‘It was the Bull who hired us!’ 
 
    Ramsay sighed loudly in disgust. 
 
    ‘Never mind, Chandra,’ I said. ‘Talk to you later.’ She murmured back, obviously confused. I’d explain later. I hung up and crossed my arms. ‘What were your instructions?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘To retrieve his daughter.’ 
 
    At his words, Tipsania flung her head up and stared at him with a haunted expression. Her hand curled round her own throat.  
 
    ‘And do what?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘Bring her back to him. That’s all.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No, it’s not.’ 
 
    His nostrils flared. ‘We were to dispatch the old woman too.’ 
 
    ‘Dispatch?’ Taylor growled. 
 
    ‘Send her to Sidhe hell,’ Ramsay said, unhelpfully. He received a kick for his effort. This time I didn’t complain. 
 
    ‘That’s not all, though, is it?’ 
 
    ‘We were to get rid of as many MacQuarrie Sidhe as possible.’ 
 
    There was an audible gasp from the others around me. My chest tightened. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘She asked why!’ Angus spat. 
 
    ‘He’s telling the truth,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t know.’ 
 
    I turned my back on him, shoving my hands in my pockets and walking away a few metres. It was only a few days since I’d seen Tipsania’s father and been assured that he thought she was dead. Something had happened since then to change his mind. Not only had he worked out that she was here but he’d turned vengeful in the process. I gnawed on the inside of my cheek. Something didn’t fit. 
 
    Tipsania, looking more dishevelled than I’d ever seen her, got to her feet. She pushed her limp hair away from her tear-stained face and cleared her throat. ‘No,’ she said, her voice ringing out across the meadow. ‘He wouldn’t do that.’ She put her hands on her hips as if daring me to disagree. The trouble was that she was right. 
 
    There was no denying that the Bull was a bully and I wouldn’t have put it past him to kidnap his own daughter. I wouldn’t even have put it past him to suggest that anyone helping her – like Morna – be killed in the process. But to come here? Onto another Clan’s Lands with the intention of destroying as many of those Sidhe as possible? That was tantamount to inciting civil war. The MacQuarries were considered the weakest of all Sidhe and the Bull, with his magically enhanced wealth, would probably have no trouble in seeing them off, but others would protest if he moved against the MacQuarries. No one would stand for another’s Clan seat being invaded unless… 
 
    I sucked in a breath. ‘Where’s the ambulance?’ I whirled round. ‘How long has it been?’ 
 
    Angus blinked and checked his watch. ‘Too long,’ he admitted. ‘I’d forgotten with Morna’s … passing. They should have been here ages ago.’ 
 
    Who had the power to stop the emergency services from getting through? Who had the impunity to cause bloodshed on another’s Land? ‘We need to get out of here,’ I whispered. ‘All of us.’ 
 
    The MacQuarrie Chieftain cocked his head. ‘What do you—?’ He broke off mid-sentence, his eyes falling on something behind me. A heartbeat later I heard the engine. I closed my eyes briefly. Too late. 
 
    It was a stretch limousine. It glided towards us, halting next to where Morna lay. As the door opened, I raised my voice and spread out my arms. ‘Everyone get back.’ When they didn’t immediately do as I said, I repeated it louder. 
 
    Tipsania seemed frozen. Taylor, sensing her dismay, grabbed her arm, pulling her back towards the crowd of MacQuarries for safety. The pair of them had only just moved past me when Aifric emerged. ‘Try anything,’ he smiled at us, ‘Invisibility or Teleportation or goddamned flower arranging, and it’ll be the last thing you do.’ 
 
    It was hardly the most inspirational of threats. Then again, when three burly guys stepped out after him, each holding a shit-scary machine gun, it didn’t need to be. 
 
    I watched them all. The Apportation trick had worked on Ramsay’s knife but I wasn’t sure how much magic it would take to work simultaneously on three guns and, with no practice, it was a dangerous manoeuvre. If it had just been me standing there, I would have tried it without thinking but there were fifty people at my back. 
 
    The last person to get out of the car was the Bull. His eyes landed immediately on Tipsania and he let out a choked cry, throwing out his arms as if to run towards her full of fatherly joy. He hadn’t realised that Morna was lying next to him, however, and his foot caught on her outstretched hand. If Aifric hadn’t grabbed him, he’d have gone flying. Tipsania snorted in disgust but I could feel her fear. 
 
    Aifric smiled at me, the very picture of dictatorial benevolence. ‘Integrity,’ he boomed. ‘I’m so thrilled that you’re still alive.’ The scariest thing was that I knew he was telling the truth.  
 
    ‘If you want to call for Bob again,’ Taylor murmured, ‘now would be a really good time.’ 
 
    If I could have been sure that Bob would hear me and appear in a flash I wouldn’t have hesitated but there were too many variables to consider. I told my thumping heart to quieten down. I wasn’t even close to waving my white flag – but I wasn’t going to rush into anything either. 
 
    ‘I believed you, you know. The whole death shebang. It was very clever.’ Aifric smiled again. ‘Just not clever enough.’ He paused. ‘Tell me, does my son know you’re alive?’ 
 
    I prayed that my expression wouldn’t give me away. If Aifric remained ignorant of Byron’s actions, it could only work to our favour. I supposed there was a certain irony: Byron wouldn’t believe that his father was evil and Aifric wouldn’t believe that his son could plot against him. All the same, I didn’t reply. I wasn’t ready yet. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?’ he grinned, trying to appear disarming. ‘Or are you still pretending to be a ghost? You know it took me some time to work out what my friend the Bull here was referring to when he kept going on about hauntings.’ 
 
    I cursed inwardly. So the Bull had found a way past the compulsion after all. Maybe I could use his real name to order him to attack Aifric. That was an idea. 
 
    The Steward was already five steps ahead of me. ‘Unfortunately for him,’ he continued, ‘your knowledge of his true name makes him too much of a liability these days. Even though he did as I asked in hiring these idiots to mop up things.’ Aifric shrugged at the Bull. ‘It’s not my fault, friend. It’s hers.’  
 
    He stepped away and flicked a finger at the gunmen. There was a sharp retort and then, as if in slow motion, a blossom of red appeared on the Bull’s chest. He seemed puzzled initially and stared down at himself, then he spun and fell, landing in a sprawl next to Morna. Tipsania screamed, her knees buckling beneath her. The rest of us stared in horror. Sickness rose in my gullet, threatening to overwhelm me. Aifric Moncrieffe wasn’t just the villain of the piece; he was bloody psychotic. 
 
    ‘It’s quite a clever set-up, don’t you think?’ Aifric murmured. He jerked his thumb at Ramsay and Smack. ‘The Bull hired them to get his daughter back then, when he refused to pay them, they took their revenge and gunned him down.’ He rubbed his palms together. ‘That was the plan I originally had but that was before I realised you were still breathing, Miss Adair. Now I have an even better idea.’ 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. Setting aside my unfeigned disgust at what he’d just done to the Bull, I drew myself up. ‘Chieftain,’ I growled. 
 
    Aifric put his hand up to his ear. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Chieftain Adair, you prick.’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘Not for much longer. And it’s not much of a Clan that you’re Chieftain of, is it? Although I have to thank you for getting rid of the trolls for me. I’m not sure I’d have managed to broach the MacQuarrie border if it weren’t for you.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Call it my own petty revenge for you breaching mine. Is Pyrokinesis a Gift of yours or did you simply use a match?’ 
 
    I breathed out. He definitely didn’t know about Byron ‒ that was something. Neither was he aware that I could steal Gifts. There was still some wiggle room. 
 
    Tipsania was gulping for air by my side. Any second now, she’d probably do something that would get her killed too.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry, my dear,’ Aifric said to her, apparently thinking the same thing. ‘I need you. You’re going to marry my son, after all.’ Nonchalantly he inspected his fingernails. ‘Your father’s untimely death means you inherit more quickly and the Moncrieffes can get those Scrymgeour riches.’  
 
    ‘Never,’ she gasped. 
 
    Aifric smirked and rolled forward on his toes. ‘But I’ve still got your sweetheart.’ He laughed at her expression. ‘Tut, tut. Didn’t your new best friend tell you? Integrity, I thought more of you than that.’ He grinned. ‘Candy is enjoying the very best dungeons that the Cruaich has to offer. He’ll stay there at my pleasure.’ He paused and licked his lips. ‘Unless you step out of line, dear Tipsy. I’ve always known you and he had a thing going on. The truth is, I know just about everything.’ 
 
    Nope, not everything. My blood was still fizzing with Morna’s magic, not to mention the rest that was swirling around my system. If I could get Aifric out of the way, I could steal his. I just had to work out how to do it without his goons shooting everyone first. 
 
    ‘Steward!’ the MacQuarrie Chieftain bellowed. ‘This is outrageous! You cannot come here and do this. You will answer for your crimes!’ 
 
    The three gun-toting goons raised their weapons once more. With my heart in my mouth, I yelled, ‘No!’ 
 
    Aifric was amused. ‘There’s no denying that you have some moves, Chieftain, but I don’t think you can dodge bullets. What’s to stop me from killing everyone right here, right now?’ 
 
    Morals? Decency? A shred of empathy? None of those was worth mentioning to him. However, the fact that we were still talking and not yet bleeding suggested that Aifric did indeed have something else up his rotten sleeves. 
 
    I regarded him calmly. ‘What is it that you want?’ 
 
    His smile grew. ‘Oh, there are so many things that I want.’ He was determined to eke out this moment.  
 
    The bastard was enjoying every minute of this. Well, I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of looking frightened. I pasted on a bored expression and examined my fingernails. ‘Try me,’ I drawled. 
 
    His mouth twitched and I realised that my nonchalance was irritating him. Good. ‘You come with me. You will answer for your crimes.’ 
 
    ‘My crimes?’ Was he for real? 
 
    ‘You have been a naughty, naughty girl.’ His nostrils flared. ‘I have a little gathering planned. My son and heir is getting married on the Isle of Muck in a matter of days.’ He looked at Tipsania coyly and she all but snarled in response. ‘Everyone who’s anyone will be there. And not just Sidhe.’ Aifric licked his lips. ‘I’ve made sure of that.’ He cracked his fingers. ‘You see, you were becoming a folk hero. The young orphan who battled against the evil Sidhe empire and who tragically lost her life in the process. People are talking about you on the streets. There are gatherings using your name to galvanise the sheep into action against us. I can’t have that.’ He made a moue of disgust. 
 
    ‘You can’t control everyone,’ I told him flatly. ‘You’re not the respected leader you think you are.’ 
 
    Aifric laughed. ‘Do you think I care about respect? I’m not a school teacher. I’m delivering this country from evil. I’m Scotland’s saviour.’ 
 
    I stared at him. He was telling the truth; he really believed that about himself. Maybe he wasn’t just psychotic, maybe he was plain insane. 
 
    Aifric stepped towards me. ‘Right now you’re a martyr. The world will think differently – the Highlands will know differently – after I tell them the truth. Instead of being the figurehead that encouraged a bloody coup, you’ll be the most reviled name in history. I’ll make sure of it. People will soon know who the true hero is.’ 
 
    ‘You?’ I scoffed. 
 
    Aifric didn’t even blink. ‘Me.’ He inhaled deeply and looked around. ‘Everyone knows that Clan MacQuarrie has more than a touch of the moon about it. You will all remain here behind your pointless borders. You will not communicate with anyone. You will not come to the wedding and you will not get in my way.’ 
 
    ‘And why the hell should we do that?’ Chieftain MacQuarrie growled. 
 
    Aifric beamed, as if he were delivering wonderful news. ‘If you don’t, I will raze your Clan to the ground. Do this, keep quiet and you might live to see next year.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll do no such thing! We could never trust you anyway.’ 
 
    I turned round and met his eyes. The MacQuarrie Clan had sworn fealty to me and they would do what I asked. Yes, Aifric was lying; he’d find a way to destroy this Clan one way or another, no matter what we decided today. But if they didn’t give him at least the illusion of passive agreement, he would destroy them right now. There was no choice to make. ‘Agreed,’ I said quietly. 
 
    Chieftain MacQuarrie opened his mouth. He would have disagreed but something in my expression gave him pause. ‘I’ve got this,’ I told him. I looked at Angus. He looked almost as sick as I felt. ‘Bob,’ I mouthed silently. 
 
    Angus swallowed and nodded slightly to show he understood and I relaxed slightly. I knew Angus: there was no way he’d permit Bob or the others to mount a kind of rescue without him. Even if Aifric killed me right now, Angus would make sure that Bob’s indenture, such as it was, passed to him or someone on our team. If I didn’t live to fight another day, they would. 
 
    ‘There,’ I said to Aifric, ‘you’ve got what you wanted after all.’ 
 
    His lip curled. ‘Somehow I don’t feel I can trust you.’ He pointed at Tipsania. ‘I want her too.’ 
 
    Tipsania was an independent being and I couldn’t tell her what to do, I could only hope that she understood there were other factors in play. We weren’t giving up entirely, not yet. I swallowed and looked at her, expecting her to flatly refuse. Her eyes drifted from Morna’s body to me and then back to Aifric. She tossed her head. ‘It would be my pleasure,’ she said loudly.  
 
    I sensed Taylor stiffen. Hell, even I was taken aback and I knew she was lying. 
 
    ‘I never wanted to be with these dirty outcasts,’ she continued. ‘I want to be the wife of the next Steward. It’s what my father wanted for me.’ 
 
    Considering her father was lying dead in front of her, she did a damned good job of dissembling. From the expression on Aifric’s face, he wasn’t buying her act, regardless of how believable she appeared. All the same, I inwardly applauded her for trying. Tipsania understood the machinations required to get what she wanted – she’d had all her life to perfect that attitude. No doubt if all this ended as Aifric wanted it to, she’d find a way to worm herself back into his good books, not because she was a bad person but because she understood what survival took. That thought scratched at me.  
 
    She marched ahead, her spine ramrod straight. She didn’t glance at me as she passed. When she reached Aifric and his goons, he patted her hand. ‘My condolences on the passing of your father.’ 
 
    For the briefest moment, her eyes widened. Realising that she was on the verge of smacking the Steward in the face, I intervened. ‘You’ve got Tipsy for your son. The MacQuarries will stay here and stay quiet. I will come with you and participate in whatever bullshit farce you’ve got planned.’ My mouth flattened. ‘You win.’ 
 
    Aifric examined me like I was a bug under a microscope. There was an odd light behind his eyes. ‘Not quite,’ he said eventually. ‘I’m still not convinced I know everything that you’re capable of and I want to make sure you’re not going to stray from my plan.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got what you came for.’ I stepped forward, holding my hands in front of me. ‘Go ahead. Tie me up. I’ll be good, I promise.’ 
 
    Aifric held up a finger. ‘I’m not sure you will be.’ He beckoned and the nearest machine-gun toting goon peeled off, striding over to stand next to me.  
 
    ‘What do you call a man holding a machine gun?’ I asked. He gazed back at me impassively. ‘Sir.’ I managed a smile. ‘See? I’m not going to do anything stupid.’ I glanced at Aifric. 
 
    He smirked. ‘I know.’ He raised a second finger. This time it wasn’t pointing at me, it was pointing at Taylor. 
 
    Panic overtook me. ‘No, wait!’ I dug down into myself, drawing on all the available magic I had left preparing to use it in one go, even if I didn’t know how it would work. It was too late. The goon next to me raised his gun and brought it down on my skull just as there was a short burst of gunfire. I heard Taylor scream in agony and the world slid to black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    My mouth felt like sawdust. Every bone, muscle and sinew in my body was screaming out in agony and it felt like there was a duck-egg sized lump on the back of my head. I moaned and opened my eyes. Even though the light here was dim, it was still painful.  
 
    ‘You’re okay,’ rumbled a gruff voice. 
 
    I winced and slowly turned round. Candy. ‘Are we at the Cru…’ realising that once I’d begun, I could barely speak. 
 
    ‘No, we’re being moved somewhere.’ 
 
    I sat up and everything swam until I felt like I was on the verge of passing out again. I lay down again hastily, pressing my palms against the large metal bars underneath me for balance. The room continued to sway. 
 
    ‘Boat,’ I whispered. Candy grunted in affirmation. We had to be on our way to the Isle of Muck. Everything came flooding back to me in a rush of images. Taylor’s scream reverberated round my head. No. Just … no. 
 
    ‘I’ve been told to tell you,’ Candy said, ‘that the old man is alive.’ His voice was flat; he was apparently repeating the words verbatim. ‘But he is wounded and requires medical attention. In order to ensure that you do as you are told, he will remain in that condition until after that wedding.’ 
 
    I heaved in a breath, my fingernails curling into my hands and digging painfully into my flesh. He wasn’t dead. Taylor wasn’t dead. 
 
    Another lighter voice spoke up. ‘And if there’s even the faintest hint of a genie showing up, he will suffer more than you could ever imagine.’ 
 
    I pushed myself up onto my elbows. A woman was watching me from behind another set of bars. I recognised her instantly: she was the guard I’d fooled with my Aifric Illusion. I guessed she was here to get payback. She smiled at me nastily. ‘We’re watching you twenty-four seven,’ she said. ‘Just to make sure you don’t try anything.’ She eyed me predatorily. ‘Personally, I’m hoping you do. I could do with a little fun.’ She cracked her knuckles. ‘You should be glad you’re in that cage.’ 
 
    Candy scowled at her. ‘Here,’ he said, thrusting something under my chin. ‘Drink.’ 
 
    Grateful for the distraction, not to mention the liquid, I gulped at the water. It was brackish and foul-tasting but it was wet. The thought that it might be poisoned crossed my mind but Aifric could have already injected me with anything he wanted. Not only was I as weak as a kitten but there was no telling how long I’d been out for. I swung my head back to Candy, a question in my eyes. 
 
    ‘Two days,’ he said. ‘They gave you something to keep you under.’ 
 
    I grimaced, drained the cup and forced myself up to a sitting position again. The world still wobbled around me but it was becoming more manageable.  
 
    ‘Has anyone else been down here?’ I kept my eyes averted from the guard. She snorted as if amused but at least stayed quiet. 
 
    ‘They swap the guards every four hours,’ Candy answered. He pursed his lips and shook his head to indicate that no one else had been to see us. Candy wasn’t stupid; he’d know I was referring to Byron.  
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or dismayed that Byron probably didn’t know what was going on. Somehow I doubted his Plan B had included this little scenario. I calculated: if I’d been comatose for two days, there was still plenty of time to find a way out. The wedding wasn’t scheduled for another week at least. There was a whole lot I could do with seven days. 
 
    ‘The ceremony’s been moved forward,’ the guard said cheerfully, as if she could read my mind. I narrowed my eyes, wondering whether mind-reading was a Gift, then I relaxed. If she possessed that kind of magic, she’d have known instantly that I wasn’t Aifric when I spoke to her at the Cruaich dungeons. She was just bloody canny. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow morning,’ Candy answered, before I could ask. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. This was as much of a disaster for him as it was for me. He had obviously worked out that everything was going tits up. 
 
    I grimaced. Well, shite. I wondered whether Aifric would create a sham trial first or simply dunk me in a well to check whether I floated. He had to know that I’d spill the beans if he gave me chance to speak. I tried to work through the possibilities but my mind felt too sluggish and slow.  
 
    Candy sighed loudly and lay down, putting his hands behind his head and gazing at the ceiling. The Sidhe guard continued to stare at me. It was so discomforting that in the end I did the same as Candy, lying back and looking up and wondering desperately if there was any chance I could find my way out of all this.  
 
    In the far corner of the room, barely visible through the shadows, a spider lurked. It was larger than your usual Scottish beastie and seemed to be having difficulty spinning its web. Silk spun out behind it, missing its invisible target. While I watched, the spider paused for one long moment as if it were giving up. Then it abruptly scuttled down the wall, travelling at what had to be an immense speed for its size. Maybe it had gone to get its buddies to help. 
 
    I closed my eyes, focusing on the throbbing pain in my skull and trying to will it away. When that didn’t work, I searched within myself to see what magic I still had that I could make use of. There was definitely still a trickle of Apportation. Unhelpful. I could transport objects away from me but I couldn’t transport anything to me. And I couldn’t do anything with that eagle-eyed guard staring at me. 
 
    I could still call animals towards me. I pushed out, sensing some nearby rats. Ignoring the shudder that ran down my spine, I considered bringing them over. Maybe I’d get lucky and the guard would have a phobia. She’d run away screaming and I’d … what? Shamble slowly out of this cage and swim for it? 
 
    My big toe itched and I shook it absently. It didn’t help. Muttering a curse, I glanced down. It was the damn spider, sitting right next to my big toe and staring at me with all of its glittering black eyes. Eurgh. I lifted my foot and shook it harder, sending the spider flying away from me. I supposed I should be grateful it wasn’t like Debbie, the giant arachnid who’d been used in the Games last year. I paused. This cage we were in did look remarkably familiar. I supposed that until the wedding was official and Aifric could claim the Scrymgeour wealth for his own purposes, he had to make savings where he could. 
 
    Candy shifted restlessly next to me, muttering something unintelligible under his breath. He should have escaped when he had the chance, I thought sourly. All of us should have. I sighed. Then I felt my damned toe itch again. 
 
    The guard laughed. ‘Looks like that creepy-crawly is the only friend you have left, Adair.’ She hawked up a ball of phlegm and spat it noisily onto the floor. ‘I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree after all.’ 
 
    I glared at her. So we were back to that again, were we? That Gale Adair, my father, was a genocidal maniac? Why couldn’t people see what was right in front of their faces? ‘I’m not quite sure what you mean,’ I said icily. ‘My parents were heroes who died at the hands of your boss.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ she scoffed. 
 
    ‘You are a Moncrieffe, right? Don’t you think it’s strange that the Steward is locking up another Clan Chieftain? What about the police? Since when was Aifric Moncrieffe allowed to act like judge, jury and executioner?’ 
 
    Rather than think about what I was saying, she looked at me as if I were toe fungus. ‘You give the Sidhe a bad name.’ 
 
    I laughed coldly. ‘The Sidhe do that perfectly well without my help.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve endangered everyone in the Highlands by your actions with the trolls. This whole country could be attacked by the Fomori demons and we’d all be vulnerable.’ 
 
    ‘But this country has always been vulnerable to that. It’s only the Sidhe who’ve had the liberty of hiding behind their magic borders. What about everyone else?’ 
 
    Her lip curled. ‘Because of you, Fomori demons attacked the MacQuarries.’ 
 
    She was as blind as she was annoying. ‘No, they didn’t. It was Illusion magic. It was a Sidhe who was behind that. And Aifric Moncrieffe was pulling their strings as much as he is yours.’ 
 
    She didn’t seem to hear me. ‘You’re a thief and a murderer.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll allow the thief part but I’ve not hurt anyone.’ I cast around, trying to think of a way to penetrate her thick skull. If I could get this woman to doubt Aifric and come over to my side, perhaps I’d have a sliver of a chance. So would Taylor. 
 
    My toe itched again. Irritated, I reached down to brush the bloody spider away once more. It was staring up at me and this time, one of its long – and remarkably hairy – legs was tapping against my skin as if it were impatient. 
 
    ‘I’m not listening to you,’ the guard declared. ‘The Steward said you’d try and turn me but I’m loyal.’ 
 
    ‘To a fault,’ I muttered in response. I was no longer interested in her, however. 
 
    The spider leapt off me and darted over Candy’s shins back to the corner. My eyes followed it. I lay down to avoid appearing too obvious but made sure I tracked its every move. I really hoped I wasn’t going crazy. 
 
    Once again, it tried to spin silk. Fine threads shot out and it leapt from one side of the cage to the other. This wasn’t the perfect web of a normal spider, though; it looked more like a clumpy mess. 
 
    ‘Do you know the tale of Robert the Bruce?’ I asked Candy. 
 
    ‘Sidhe bloke round the time of the Fissure, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yep. There are quite a few famous stories about him.’ 
 
    ‘Cave,’ Candy grunted. 
 
    ‘Yeah. He hid out in one after his army was routed by the Fomori. He was convinced that all of Scotland was lost. Then he saw a spider.’ 
 
    ‘If this is your way of telling me that you’re not going to give up, then I got it,’ drawled the guard. ‘But remember that your friend’s life is still hanging in the balance. Not that I suppose someone like you cares. You probably don’t care about anyone.’ 
 
    Whatever. I let her babble on. ‘The spider,’ I said to Candy, over the top of her voice, ‘was trying to weave a web. The first time it failed. It tried again, and again it failed but it didn’t give up. It kept on going and on the third attempt it finally succeeded. Because of that one little spider, Robert the Bruce decided not to yield. He pulled himself together for one more fight and he succeeded. The Highlands are free in part because of that, not because of magic but because of a spider. He could have had a genie with him but it wouldn’t have made a difference because it was that spider that saved the country.’ 
 
    As I watched, the spider halted in its attempts to spin its web and did what I could only describe as a flounce. I smiled. ‘I hope Taylor’s alright,’ I half-whispered. 
 
    The spider stared at me again then twisted round and scarpered out through the gap in the bars. I tracked its movements until it was completely out of sight. Thanks, Bob, I said silently. It made a big difference knowing he was around. If everything really did fall into total shite, I could fall back on a wish. It was a last resort, and there was a part of me that was curious to see just how Aifric was going to play things tomorrow, but at least I knew I had a Plan B of my own. 
 
    *** 
 
    I tried to stay awake for as long as I could, waiting for Bob the spider’s return but my spirit was far more willing than my flesh. After an hour or two, despite my best efforts, I succumbed to unconsciousness again. In fact, I’d probably have stayed under for another forty-eight hours if a bucket of icy water hadn’t been flung at me. 
 
    ‘Get up!’ 
 
    Freaked out by my sudden awakening, I sprang to my feet. I shook off the freezing droplets and glared at my attacker. It was a different guard this time – a burly Moncrieffe Sidhe male. He took out some kind of truncheon and slammed it against the metal bars. 
 
    ‘Sort yourself out!’ he screamed like a stereotypical drill sergeant. ‘We are leaving!’ 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. I still hurt all over but at least it was a dull ache rather than an all-encompassing pain that made it difficult to think. I straightened my wet clothes as best I could and glanced up to see if Bob was there. Unfortunately, there wasn’t any sign of spiders or a genie. There was, however, a long length of web stretching from one side of the cage to the other. I squinted: it looked like a T followed by a squiggle. I couldn’t work out for the life of me what the squiggle was though. T what? T bloody what? 
 
    Something smacked me in the face. More stunned than anything, I gasped. The new guard laughed. ‘Put those on.’ When I didn’t move, he let out an impressive snarl and rattled the cage bars once again. I winced at the noise, bent down and picked up a pair of handcuffs. I considered refusing but it wouldn’t help matters. I snapped them on and looked up again, still trying to work out what Bob’s impenetrable message meant.  
 
    The guard unlocked the cage door and beckoned. ‘Come on, then. This isn’t summer camp. Get the hell out, scum!’ 
 
    Scum? ‘Surely you can come up with better invective than that,’ I said, acting cheerful to throw him off his game. He glowered at me dumbly. ‘Use your imagination,’ I suggested, in a bid to help him along. He still didn’t answer. Oh. ‘A better insult,’ I amended. ‘Surely you can come up with a better insult.’ 
 
    ‘Adair witch! Get the fuck out!’ 
 
    Hmm. Not really better. I shrugged and shuffled forward. There were parts of my body which hurt that I hadn’t realised existed before now. I supposed I could at least be certain that I wasn’t dead. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ Candy yelled. ‘What about me?’ 
 
    The guard ignored him. Damn it, I wanted Candy with me as much for my sake as for his. Safety in numbers. ‘He needs to come too.’ 
 
    The guard reached forward, grabbing me painfully by the shoulder in a bid to shove me along the corridor. Behind us, Candy gripped the bars of the cage. This wasn’t the Cruaich dungeon – these bars were reinforced and no match even for a Wild Man. All the same, the metal creaked and shuddered. ‘Let me out!’ he roared. 
 
    ‘Look,’ I said, biting my lip to take my mind off the rest of my pain. ‘Tipsania Scrymgeour won’t go ahead with the wedding until she sees him. You’ll only have to come back later. It makes sense to bring him along now.’ 
 
    The guard didn’t pay me any attention but propelled me at speed through a maze of dark wooden corridors. I could still hear Candy shouting; it wasn’t until I was dragged up a set of shaky stairs and taken out onto the deck that his voice finally faded away. 
 
    As good as it felt to get some fresh air into my lungs, I remained rigid with tension. Although the boat was busy with deckhands, the sky was still dark. Not just that, there was a fair wind gusting and repeatedly making my loose hair fly into my face. Cuffed as I was, I couldn’t brush it away so, effectively blinded, I tripped and stumbled my way along.  
 
    I stretched out my senses. There had to be useful magic here that I could steal. The guy holding me was definitely Sidhe. I concentrated on pulling on the thready tendrils of his Gift but it was no use. It refused to come. Another strain of violent magic, then. With Morna dead, the MacQuarries corralled and Taylor seriously injured, maybe sticking to my pacifist guns wasn’t such a good idea.  
 
    I was forced to stop, the guard’s heavy hands pushing me downwards until I was on my knees. The good thing was that I was more sheltered from the wind and could see again; the bad thing was that I was eye-level with his groin. 
 
    He cupped himself. ‘You like what you see? Right now, you’re in the perfect position. We’ve got time. The Steward won’t mind if I enjoy myself a bit first.’ 
 
    I drew back my lips. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I’ve still got teeth. This could be fun.’ 
 
    His face twisted. Suddenly a surge of power sprang from him, striking me in the chest. Cold spread across my body, numbing me down to my arteries. 
 
    ‘Not so funny now, are ya?’ he spat. 
 
    Someone shouted from behind and, distracted, he turned to talk to them. At the same moment, a merman strolled down the deck towards me, his large arms wrapped around a box entitled ‘wedding favours’. He didn’t glance at me as he went past but I could see his gills flapping rapidly at the back of his neck. If I hadn’t appreciated how dire the situation was before, the sight of Brochan on a boat of all things would have hammered it home. 
 
    Brochan paused at the gangplank and shifted his burden, ostensibly to get a better grasp on it, as the guard returned his attention to me. He was holding a swathe of dark shapeless material. 
 
    ‘Black?’ I enquired. ‘I’m not sure that’s an appropriate colour for a wedding. Before we go any further, could I get something to eat? Something sugary would be best. I’m feeling rather shaky.’ 
 
    The guard’s lip curled. He shook out the material and began to pull it down over my head. 
 
    ‘A boiled sweet would do!’ I called out before the hood completely covered my face. ‘Even just a barley sugar… I’m sure I saw some below deck.’ 
 
    He cuffed me on the side of my head and I went reeling. I let out a muffled squeak and righted myself. Although the hood was claustrophobic, it was vital that I stayed calm. Brochan would have understood my message. It was me the Sidhe were worried about so the chances that there was a guard watching Candy now that I’d gone were slim. Brochan would have a good chance of freeing the Wild Man. We needed all the help we could get. 
 
    I was hauled up again and elbowed in the back. I stumbled forward, almost completely disorientated. Then I felt myself moving downwards, no doubt onto the gangplank. The wood under my feet felt unsteady and I could hear the sea lapping angrily against the side. I considered pitching to the side and falling in but, between the cuffs and the hood, there was too much that could go wrong. I told myself to act like a good girl. I could still find a way around Aifric’s machinations. 
 
    I wished I knew more about Muck. I’d thought there would be time to research it properly before the wedding so any reading I’d done was scanty. I knew it was a tiny island – less than two and a half miles from end to end – and the native population reflected its size. Beyond that, we could have been landing on the moon for all I knew about the place. Its size meant we wouldn’t have far to travel. Given how long it took me before my feet hit solid ground and I left the gangplank that was just as well. 
 
    I was jostled and shoved and yanked along. At least there was a proper tarmacked road so I didn’t stumble as much. I sensed someone else join us, muttering a barely audible conversation to the guard as we shuffled towards wherever we were going. Then something scratched at the back of my neck and I felt the fabric of the hood shift. A moment later, Bob’s weight settled in its usual spot behind my ear. 
 
    ‘Don’t speak,’ he warned in a low whisper. ‘This is the first time they’ve been distracted. They’re watching out for me and I have no desire to become genie kebab because of you, Uh Integrity.’ 
 
    He was all heart. I exhaled and let out a soft murmur, simply to let him know that I understood. 
 
    ‘Good. Now listen. You know from my message about Taylor how he’s doing. It’s not looking good for him at all. He’s lost a lot of blood and I’m not sure he’ll make it beyond the end of the day. I think there might be some organ damage. You need to prepare yourself for the worst.’ He sighed. ‘Humans are so delicate.’ 
 
    Tears pricked at the back of my eyes. No. I was not going to let him die. Not if it killed me. 
 
    ‘Tipsania is here too. She’s been locked in a room in the hotel. I can’t get near the place. There are guards and magic barriers everywhere. Aifric Moncrieffe isn’t taking any chances. Byron is somewhere in that building as well but he’s got people round him constantly. I don’t think he’s a prisoner but his father’s not leaving him alone. Angus has gone to see if he can sneak in but he’s a lost cause. They both are.’ 
 
    I hissed. Bob was taking far too much for granted ‒ and he wasn’t finished yet. 
 
    ‘Speck and Lexie are waiting offshore in a fishing boat they nicked in Mallaig. After I give them the signal, I’m going to count down from twenty. There will be an explosion. I can’t do much about the handcuffs but I’ll get this hood off. As soon as I reach one, you’re going to run left. Just keep running. It’s less than five hundred metres to the shore then a short swim. I’ll make sure everyone is kept off your tail. After that, you’ll be free and easy.’ 
 
    He had to be kidding. I had never heard Bob sound so serious in all the time I’d known him but this had to be a joke. I was not going to run away and leave everyone else behind. I shook my head vigorously. 
 
    Bob tutted. ‘Integrity,’ he said, using my real name for emphasis. ‘Byron and Tipsania can look after themselves. Aifric is not going to hurt them, no matter what happens.’ That was probably true but I wasn’t leaving. ‘Taylor is dying,’ Bob continued. He did his best to sound matter of fact but I heard his voice catch. ‘I’ve spoken to him and he understands. All he wants is for you to get away safely. If you stay here, you will die alongside him. That much is a given. I need to start the countdown. We don’t have much time.’ 
 
    I shook my head. No chance. 
 
    ‘You’re an idiot,’ Bob told me. He didn’t sound surprised. ‘I should tell you then,’ he said heavily, ‘that over on the western side and far out to sea where they can stay undetected are about a thousand trolls. They commandeered an ancient ferry. If you die, they will attack. It’ll be a bloodbath and most of the blood will be theirs. Leaving now is the safest option.’ 
 
    Nope. Still not going to happen. The trolls’ presence just meant I’d have to work harder at not corking it. I was not running away. It had been the best option for me when I’d been a kid but it wasn’t the best option for me now.  
 
    Bob cursed. ‘You’re still not going to leave, are you?’ 
 
    Got it in one. It was showdown time between Aifric and me. It was bound to happen sooner or later. I’d have preferred to have the upper hand or some element of surprise but I wasn’t going to cry about it. I had to deal with this. My parents had named me warrior and I was going to war. Enough was enough. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Bob said, sounding completely miserable, ‘you still have a wish left. You could use it. But unless…’ He sniffed and altered tack. ‘It’ll end badly. You know it’ll end badly.’ 
 
    I shrugged. Yeah, it would, but as much as Taylor’s death would destroy me, I wouldn’t subject him to the whims of a genie wish. Goodness only knows what might happen and he’d already made his feelings pretty clear when Morna died. I’d almost made that mistake then; I wouldn’t do it again. But, regardless, the wish was there. 
 
    ‘This is all my fault. If I’d come with you to the MacQuarries…’ Bob started. I growled. Aifric. This was Aifric’s fault and no one else’s. ‘Please, Integrity,’ he pleaded. ‘Please escape.’ 
 
    I straightened my shoulders and started to walk more quickly. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ the guard barked. ‘What’s the rush? You keen to die, scum?’ 
 
    Bob made one last ditch attempt. ‘Integrity…’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to face him,’ I whispered. ‘It’s time.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, after spending the entire time in what at best guess from the smell and the plastic bowl was a portaloo, I was feeling less confident. It wasn’t that I didn’t think I could outsmart Aifric or that I was afraid of what pain I might have to go through, it was the waiting. I’d been adept at lying in wait for hours during my time as a thief if the situation called for it but I’d always known what I was waiting for. Now I didn’t have a bloody clue what was going to happen.  
 
    Bob had left ages ago to inform the others that I wouldn’t run away, so he was no help. All I could do was to cool my heels and turn over every possible eventuality in my mind. Few of them ended well. It was almost a relief when I heard the door unlock and the guard came to take me to my fate. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I yelled. 
 
    There was a grunt then he lifted up the front of the hood slightly to stare in my face. Unfortunately he got far too close and I caught a whiff of unpleasant halitosis but it was worth it to see the light outside. If Aifric was going to de-hood me, I didn’t want to waste thirty seconds adjusting my sight while he chopped off my head. 
 
    ‘I bet your dentist always looks down in the mouth when you show up,’ I quipped. The guard stared at me. ‘You should lay off the tuna fish TicTacs,’ I suggested. 
 
    His fat fingers bunched into a fist and I was sure he was going to punch me on my nose until another face appeared behind him. ‘Not the face,’ the second guard cautioned. ‘The Steward don’t want anyone feelin’ sorry for her.’ 
 
    The guard nodded and drove his hand into my stomach instead. He yanked the hood back over my face and dragged me out while I was still winded and gasping for air. 
 
    I counted steps for no other reason than it gave me something to do and kept my mind off the pain in my stomach. We didn’t go far. At sixty-nine, where I’d have made another joke except it would have been lost on these two numbskulls, we stopped. I could hear Aifric’s dulcet tones, although they were slightly muffled as if far away – or on the other side of a door.  
 
    ‘We live in dangerous times. While that doesn’t mean we should stop living or be afraid of celebrating the simple, sincere love of two young people like dear Tipsy and my son, it does mean that there are actions which must be undertaken to keep us all safe. The Highlands of Scotland may be small in size but they are not small in stature. We need to do whatever is necessary to minimise the risk to our homes!’ 
 
    There was a rumbling cheer which started small and got louder and louder. Aifric apparently had his audience in the palm of his hand. I tsked so loudly that I received a sharp kick in the shins. 
 
    ‘To that end,’ he continued, ‘it falls on me to perform some unpleasant but very necessary duties. I would hate to be accused of being underhand so these duties will take place in full view of all you good people. It pains me to do this but I have no choice. There is a Sidhe who stands accused of the most heinous crimes. I cannot pass judgment so I will leave it to you to hear the evidence and make the final verdict. Only that way will this be fair.’ 
 
    I snorted. Fair? If he was being fair, I’d be in a proper court of law with a real defence. I had to admit that Aifric Moncrieffe certainly knew how to talk the talk. He was also leaving nothing to chance. No matter who was supposedly passing judgment on me for my ‘crimes’, whatever they were, I would be proclaimed guilty. But Aifric didn’t hold all the cards. 
 
    I heard doors swing open and I was made to shuffle forward. There were several intakes of breath and low whispers. As yet, it appeared that no one knew my real identity. 
 
    ‘Who is that?’ someone near me asked, as I fumbled ahead. 
 
    ‘None of the MacQuarries are here,’ somebody else murmured. ‘Do you think…?’ 
 
    The voices fell away as I was told to stop and turn around. This wasn’t the time to act up so I did as I was told, keeping my head bowed. My best shot right now seemed to be to act like an innocent, demure young woman. Maybe that way some of the more traditionally minded Sidhe would feel sympathy and veer to my side. You never knew. 
 
    There was movement beside me. I took a deep breath. ‘Tonight, Matthew,’ I intoned, ‘I’m going to be…’ I paused and the hood was whipped off my head. ‘…Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    I was standing next to the altar of a church while a sea of wide-eyed, shocked faces stared at me. For a moment, I wished I still had my phone with me; a snapshot of this would win every photo competition hands down. Just about all the Sidhe I’d ever met was here – and a whole bunch of others whom I didn’t recognise. Obviously the MacQuarries were absent and I couldn’t spot Tipsania or Byron, but everyone else was here. And it was so quiet that I was sure that if I concentrated, I’d hear the hair standing up on the neck of the hirsute Fairlie Sidhe seated just in front of me. 
 
    Slack-jawed, Dorienne Darroch got to her feet then she sat down. Then she stood up again. She shook her head in amazement. I looked away from her and scanned the room. There were very few people here who seemed happy to see that I wasn’t dead. 
 
    The Ochterlony Chieftain pointed a bony finger at Aifric. That was interesting. My mother was from that Clan, although she wasn’t highly placed. They’d never made friendly overtures towards me but we were kin. ‘You said she was dead.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Aifric’s expression was grave. ‘She faked her own death. Unfortunately that’s the least serious of her crimes.’ 
 
    Wanker. I opened my mouth to argue but no words came out. It wasn’t that I’d lost my voice, I’d forgotten how to speak. I couldn’t make a sound. With narrowed eyes, I looked at Aifric. Yeah. There was a glint behind his sombre mask. On his orders, some bastard was doing something to prevent me from talking. I had to work out who. 
 
    ‘Unbelievable.’ The Ochterlony Chieftain shook his head and sat down again. If I hadn’t been sure about his feelings towards me before, I got an inclination now from his moue of distaste as he flicked his hands at me. 
 
    Malcolm Kincaid rose smoothly to his feet. I didn’t need to wonder about his allegiance ‒ I knew that he hated me. He also appeared less surprised at my resurrection than the others. Uh-oh. ‘Well, this is a shock,’ he said, his voice carrying across the congregation. ‘I’ll be very interested to hear what Miss Adair has to say for herself.’ 
 
    If I could have killed him with a look, I might have. Last time I checked, I was still a bloody Chieftain and I still ranked alongside him. I tried to speak again, to no avail. 
 
    ‘If she has done the deeds of which you accuse her, however,’ Kincaid continued, ‘there is no doubt that she will lie. In fact, she has already obviously lied because she is standing there, living and breathing.’ 
 
    Aifric rubbed his chin as if deep in thought. Were these idiot Sidhe falling for this act? ‘Hmm, yes. I wonder if you would be so good…’ he gestured towards the Kincaid Clan. 
 
    ‘It would be our pleasure. Several of my Clan members have Truth-Telling as a Gift.’ Malcolm Kincaid nodded at Kirsty.  
 
    She blanched. ‘Someone else.’ 
 
    He seemed puzzled. So she’d kept the information that she no longer had her Gift from her own Chieftain. That was curious because Tipsania knew that she’d lost it. Before I could dwell on this little titbit, however, Kincaid pointed at an older woman. ‘Molly then.’ 
 
    Molly Kincaid inclined her head and stood up. Aifric beckoned her over. With obvious reluctance, she sidled past her compatriots and walked up the aisle, brushing past various flowers and ribbons. 
 
    ‘Let’s try again, shall we?’ Aifric said. He turned to me and asked in a sad voice, ‘Did you fake your own death?’ 
 
    I hissed and this time the sound tripped out of my mouth. ‘Yes. But…’ The rest of my sentence was ripped away from me. Apparently I wasn’t going to be allowed to say much at all. That could prove troublesome. 
 
    There was a murmur from the watching Sidhe. This was beginning to feel like an episode of Jerry Springer. Aifric sighed loudly. ‘This is very hard for me,’ he declared. ‘I took it upon myself to help Integrity. There were many among you who did not want her to visit the Cruaich grove and receive her true name but I trusted her enough to permit it. I was willing to take her in and treat her like one of my own family, despite her well-advertised past as a thief. You all know how close I was to her father and how difficult it was for me to accept what happened all those years ago.’  
 
    My mouth dropped open, so wide with disbelief that Brochan could probably have steered a container ship through it. Many heads nodded in agreement. Aifric was being incredibly canny here; his words were vague enough to avoid being outright lies but there was no doubt what he was implying. ‘I have to face facts: Gale Adair was a dangerous man and his daughter is no different.’ 
 
    I didn’t hit people. I didn’t hit people. I didn’t hit people. But I trembled with bitter rage.  
 
    One of the Moncrieffes from Byron’s stag party stood up. ‘She let the Foinse escape! We’ve got less magic now because of her!’ There was a chorus of angry mutters. It got louder and I felt as if I were being assailed with a wave of hatred from the crowd. Right now that was nothing compared to how I was feeling about Aifric, who held his hand up for quiet. 
 
    ‘That is true,’ he said as if he begrudged admitting it. ‘She did do that. And she has done even worse.’ He turned to me again. ‘Integrity Adair, how many times have you travelled across the Veil?’ 
 
    The compulsion to remain silent was lifted from me once more. I was getting really tired of this. ‘Technically four, although…’ I ground my teeth as I lapsed into silence again. I searched the hundreds of Sidhe facing me, each face agog. Whoever was doing this would give themselves away. There had to be some kind of tell-tale movement. 
 
    Aifric raised his eyebrows at Molly Kincaid. She bobbed her head primly. ‘She is telling the truth.’ 
 
    I gazed across the gathered Sidhe. To say that they looked shocked would be an understatement. I forced myself to stop concentrating on how they felt and continued methodically searching for who was using their Gift to control my mouth. There were hundreds of them; I was going to need some luck. Scratch that. I was going to need a lot of luck. 
 
    ‘We all know,’ Aifric said, ‘that the Fomori have been causing us many problems lately.’ He made an excellent effort at looking sad. ‘The incursions they’ve made into the Highlands have had a devastating effect and I shall impart more tragic news concerning that in a moment.’ He sighed. ‘It was not clear before why they had decided to suddenly start broaching the Veil after years of peace.’ His voice dropped. ‘I think it is now. Tell me, Integrity, did they come here because of you?’ 
 
    I snapped my eyes away from the crowd and stared at him. The fact was that he had told me they’d come to the Highlands looking for me, that they’d been afraid of the prophecy. On at least two occasions, I’d had proof of their motivation from my own eyes. ‘It’s complicated,’ I began, as the magic lifted from me once more. 
 
    Aifric shook his head. ‘Yes or no will suffice.’ 
 
    Screw him. He was the one who had three dead Fomori demons bricked into a cavity in his study. I drew back my shoulders. ‘No.’ My voice rang out clear as a bell. 
 
    Molly Kincaid flinched. ‘She’s lying.’ 
 
    I wanted to scream. The worst part was that this was Molly telling it as her Gift saw it. It wasn’t the absolute truth – but there was enough of a lie in my answer for her Gift to tell her I was lying. 
 
    Chieftain MacBain rose slowly to her feet. Her face was white and pinched. ‘Chieftain Adair,’ she almost choked on the words, ‘came to me to arrange for payment in return for passing through the Veil and retrieving Matthew’s bones. If I had known she had ulterior motives I would have prevented her. To be in league with those creatures…’ Her horror was palpable. 
 
    I looked at her, using everything I had to impart silently that I had made no pact with the Fomori demons. Our alliance might be shaky but if I could just get her to see… It was no use; she’d already made up her mind. 
 
    ‘She really is just like her father,’ someone murmured. 
 
    Catching the whisper, I glared at the offender. Yeah? I was just like him, I was just like him because I was a decent person who was being destroyed by Aifric Moncrieffe. Unfortunately for me, my simmering and obvious anger only created fear. Fear of me. 
 
    I looked from one face to another. No. No. No. No. Someone here was controlling me and I had to find out who. Not them. Or them. No. No. Maybe. Damn it. No. 
 
    ‘I have it on good authority,’ Aifric intoned, ‘that the Fomori are amassing an army. They are gathered on the other side of the Veil and are preparing to attack.’ 
 
    For a moment his words barely registered then I stopped my panicked scan of the room and turned to him, gaping. The same Truth-Telling Gift which buzzed through Molly’s body told me that he was speaking the truth. Things were worse than I thought. 
 
    ‘Whose Lands are closest to the Veil?’ Aifric asked softly. 
 
    ‘Adair!’ someone shouted. 
 
    He nodded grimly. ‘Yes, Adair.’ 
 
    Seriously? Now I was being damned because of geography? I threw my hands up in disgust but, because of the handcuffs, the gesture was lost on my audience although those on the front row did pull back as if they were scared that I’d attack them. 
 
    ‘You will have noticed,’ Aifric continued, ‘that the MacQuarries are not here. They were attacked only two days ago. There were…’ he closed his eyes for a brief second as if in pain ‘…some deaths. Tipsania Scrymgeour’s father, whom we know Integrity Adair despised, and Morna Carnegie.’ 
 
    The entire Carnegie Clan jerked in horror. They weren’t alone; Morna had been well liked by everyone. The Bull was dead as well but even this lot knew he had been an oaf. It was Morna’s passing which caused the real dismay. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ Aifric said, looking me directly in the eyes, ‘was her death a result of your actions?’ 
 
    It seemed as if the congregation was holding its breath. That absolute bastard. He didn’t know that by stealing her Gift, I had hastened her passing but he did know that I believed she would still be alive if I hadn’t asked her to go to the MacQuarrie Lands. In that sense, she was indeed dead because of me. What answer could I give? 
 
    The Sidhe were growing agitated with my silence. ‘Answer him!’ several of the yelled. ‘Say the words, you Adair bitch!’ 
 
    Aifric knitted his fingers together. ‘I’ll ask again. Was Morna Carnegie’s death a result of what you did?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ My voice was barely audible but it didn’t matter. The room erupted and at least five Sidhe leapt out of their chairs and lunged towards me. Aifric blocked their path but they seemed determined to rip me to shreds. They were like a group of baying hounds – and they were baying for my blood. The noise was deafening. Aifric turned to face me, making sure no one else could see his expression. There was a glimmer of triumph in his eyes and a sly smile on his mouth. Then his face smoothed over into the calm façade of the benevolent Steward once again.  
 
    ‘People! Calm down! She will answer for her crimes in prison!’ 
 
    There were shouts in response. ‘No! She deserves to die!’ 
 
    ‘Execute her!’ 
 
    The call rippled round the room as if we were in a football stadium. At this stage, I wouldn’t have been surprised if they started a Mexican wave. The chant rose and rose, ‘Kill her. Kill her. Kill her.’ 
 
    I straightened my shoulders. There was no sensible way out of this. I would have to rip the Gifts from as many of these Sidhe as possible and damn the consequences. I didn’t know what I’d be getting but I’d have to pray to get at least some magic I could use ‒ and that taking it and using it to serve me wouldn’t send Taylor to his grave. I drew in a deep breath and prepared ‒ then the doors of the church were flung open and a fireball was launched across everyone’s heads, slamming into the wall just beyond Aifric’s head. The chanting stopped immediately as Byron strode down the aisle, followed by Jamie and Angus.  
 
    ‘What the fuck is going on here?’ 
 
    Aifric recovered from his shock in record time. ‘Byron! You’re supposed to be getting ready for your wedding.’ 
 
    With his kilt swinging angrily from side to side and a crisp white shirt open at the neck, Byron marched up to his father until they were barely inches apart. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    If Aifric was concerned about his son’s anger, he didn’t show it. ‘I didn’t want to interrupt your preparations,’ he said calmly. ‘You shouldn’t be worrying about all this.’ I could see the cogs turning in his mind; he realised the situation was slipping away from him and he needed to bring it back under control. I held my breath. What was he going to do?  
 
    I jerked forward to try and warn Byron but Aifric’s arm shot out and held me in place. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, my son has always had a soft spot for Integrity. It would hurt him immeasurably to know of her crimes—’ 
 
    ‘She hasn’t committed any crimes,’ Byron snarled. ‘The only criminal here is you.’ 
 
    A loud gasp reverberated around the room. Aifric’s hand went to his mouth. ‘Has she bewitched you? Son…’ 
 
     Byron stepped away and glanced at me. The harsh light in his eyes softened for a heartbeat and then he re-focused and pointed at his father before addressing the congregation. ‘Aifric Moncrieffe, the Steward of the Highlands and my father, killed Gale and Coira Adair and destroyed the Adair Clan.’ Two old biddies in the second row clutched each other but everyone else seemed frozen. ‘On several occasions he tried to murder Integrity Adair. Jamie’s psychometry Gift will prove it.  My father has plotted against all of us.’ Byron held up the letter we’d discovered in the Fomori demon’s pocket. ‘This is a petition for peace from the Fomori demons. The three who brought it died at his hands.’ He met his father’s eyes. ‘The only danger to the Highlands is you.’ He gestured at Molly. ‘Am I telling the truth?’ 
 
    She squeaked and nodded. Aifric, however, merely tutted. ‘You think you’re telling the truth because this woman has manipulated you into believing her. We have proved that she is the evil one, not me. All of these people will back me up. In fact, even Integrity will back me up.’ 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Bob high above the heads of the stunned Sidhe. He was flapping his arms wildly in a panic. My stomach dropped. What now? 
 
    Byron exploded. ‘Bullshit!’  
 
    Aifric drew back and gestured upwards. I saw Taylor on the balcony above us, propped up between two burly goons. His shirt was soaked in blood and I wasn’t sure he was conscious. Byron, realising something was amiss, followed my gaze but Taylor and the two guards had already vanished. At the same time as Byron looked up, Aifric opened his palm, flashing a concealed blade. It wasn’t me he was threatening, however, it was his own son. 
 
    The magic that prevented me from speaking was lifted abruptly. ‘Speak, Integrity.’ I didn’t need to hear the warning tone in Aifric’s voice to know what would happen if I didn’t say what he wanted. 
 
    Rage spread through me, burning my body with more force than Byron’s Pyrokinesis ever could and I trembled with the potential for violence. There wasn’t anything Aifric wouldn’t do to get his own way; he’d slaughter his own son right here in front of just about every Sidhe in Scotland if that was what it took.  
 
    ‘I’m the only thing keeping the Fomori demons at arm’s length,’ Aifric muttered. ‘Without me they would swarm across this country and destroy us all. This isn’t just about you and me. This is much, much bigger. Do the right thing.’ 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath. Everything fell away and the large Sidhe congregation no longer existed. The walls of the church were nothing and even Byron ceased to exist. All I could hear was the thumping of my heart and all I could see was the intelligent evil glittering from Aifric’s soul. That and the three strands of magic swirling inside him: Pyrokinesis, like Byron, Dowsing and Healing. I blinked and looked away.  
 
    Byron said something to me but it seemed as if it were from a long way off. I shook myself and focused on the rest of the Sidhe. Perhaps it was a result of the brute force of my anger; whatever the reason, I could now see all their Gifts too. Levitation here. Precognition there. With a clarity that I wouldn’t have previously thought was possible, I could tell from looking at them what magic each person possessed. I stared at the man whose Gift was the ability to control another’s body against their will. My eyes narrowed and I reached inside him and yanked it away, dragging it into myself and taking it all. I staggered back. The man let out a terrified scream and collapsed. 
 
    The sound was all it took to galvanise the Sidhe into action. Several yelled and surged forward once more. Aifric couldn’t stop them this time and he probably didn’t want to. All the same, he grabbed Byron and pulled him backwards. ‘That was you,’ he hissed in a low voice so others wouldn’t hear. ‘You burned down our own house. It wasn’t an accident after all. You have betrayed me.’ 
 
    ‘No, Father,’ Byron replied. ‘You have betrayed Scotland.’ 
 
    Aifric threw out his arms, sending out plumes of fire across the church. ‘Byron, no!’ he yelled, immediately blaming his son for his own actions. ‘Don’t hurt these people!’ 
 
    As I dodged a spark of lightning from a seething Fairlie Sidhe, the walls caught fire. All around us people shouted, pushing past one another in a bid to get to the door. A few with water-based Gifts tried to douse the fire but it had caught too quickly. The whole structure was doomed. The people around us screamed, scattered, stampeding towards the door to escape the flames. 
 
    ‘I killed my best friend and his entire Clan,’ Aifric said, speaking the truth for the first time. ‘Don’t think I’ll hesitate to kill my own son too if you continue to get in my way.’ Molly Kincaid’s mouth dropped open. She’d heard his words and, unaware he’d been overheard, this time he wasn’t masking his meaning.  
 
    I lunged forward, shoving her away to get her as far from Aifric as possible before he realised his error. ‘Get out of here!’ She turned and ran, only to be replaced by three Sidhe who were less afraid of the fire than the others. They came at me, their enraged and contorted faces obscured by the now billowing black smoke. ‘You’re not going to murder anyone else, bitch!’ 
 
    Byron spun towards them and used Telekinesis to push them away before they could do any harm. As he turned his back, Aifric lunged for him. Most of the Sidhe wouldn’t believe a word that came out of my mouth but Byron was a different matter and that made him a more dangerous opponent for Aifric.  
 
    I didn’t waste any time ‒ I needed this Gift anyway. I squeezed my eyes shut and reached out, separating Aifric’s magic until I had what I needed. I snatched at the first strand and drew it away. Aifric gasped, feeling its absence. I ignored him and kept pulling. I needed it all. Aifric’s knees buckled and he collapsed.  
 
    It was difficult to tell through the thick, choking smoke but it seemed as if everyone else had managed to escape.  
 
    ‘Integrity!’ Byron yelled. ‘We have to get out of here!’ 
 
    That was stating the obvious. I tugged at Aifric’s body. ‘Help me.’ 
 
    ‘Just leave him.’ 
 
    I wiped my streaming eyes with the back of my hand. ‘No. We’re not murderers.’ And, I added silently, he’s still your father. You’ll never recover if you do this. 
 
    I couldn’t see Byron’s expression but a moment later he was lifting his father and throwing him into a fireman’s lift over his shoulder. Then, with his free hand, he grabbed mine and began to run, ploughing through the church and out to safety. 
 
    The bright morning seemed incongruous compared to the hell we’d left behind. Most of the others seemed to have moved a safe distance away. A few were still trying to put out the fire. There were still some pained grimaces in my direction. 
 
    A roar came from behind some small houses to the left and Candy appeared, carrying massive bundle of white fabric. It took me a moment to register that it was Tipsania. He bounded towards us, Brochan hot on his heels. 
 
    ‘Bob!’ I yelled. ‘Show them where the boat is!’ There was a flash of blinding light and Bob appeared, bowing grandly in front of my face before taking off with the merman, the Wild Man and what could have been Little Bo Peep in his wake. 
 
    Byron lay his father on the ground. Aifric coughed, spluttered and rolled over to one side. I watched him for a brief moment; he’d be alright. ‘Taylor!’ I yelled, bending down and getting into his face. ‘Where is Taylor?’ 
 
    Aifric didn’t answer and I cursed loudly. Was Taylor still alive? 
 
    There was a rumble as the timber roof of the church collapsed. Terrified that he was inside, I prepared to go back in if need be. Then I heard a shout from towards the back wall. With my cuffed hands in front of me, I ran as fast as I could. 
 
    Three bodies, Jamie and Angus standing over them. My heart in my mouth, I stumbled forward to Taylor’s prone form. I was shaking all over. Tears were leaking down my cheeks; whether they were from the smoke or because I thought Taylor was dead, I couldn’t have said. 
 
    ‘He’s still breathing, Tegs,’ Angus said. He didn’t sound reassuring, despite his words. As I felt for my old mentor’s pulse and registered his shallow, heaving breaths and the sallowness of his skin, I knew the reason why. This was like Morna all over again; Taylor was dying. This time, however, I could do something about it and it was all thanks to Aifric. The tragic irony wasn’t lost on me. 
 
    I could only guess how the Gift of Healing worked. I ran my hands lightly across Taylor’s body, trying not to let the gaping wound in his torso stop me doing what needed to be done. His eyes were closed and, even without any medical training, I knew that he was at death’s door. Well, death could keep on knocking as far as I was concerned. Today, no one was going to answer. 
 
    I searched inside myself for the right magic and withdrew a delicate tendril. The last thing I wanted was to fill Taylor’s body with power and cause an overload. While Angus and Jamie watched, confused and probably assuming I was saying my goodbyes, I let the magic out to do its work.  
 
    An invisible thread sneaked across and wrapped around Taylor’s weak body. It bound him, spinning, working almost of its own volition. He moaned softly and Angus stiffened. I gnawed on my bottom lip, worried I was getting it wrong. Then I heard Byron’s voice behind me. ‘His cheeks.’ 
 
    I jerked up my head. Byron was right: there was the faintest bloom of colour in Taylor’s cheeks. Emboldened, I drew out another wisp of magic and pushed it towards Taylor. His eyelids fluttered open and he blinked a few times before he focused on me. ‘Tegs,’ he breathed. 
 
    ‘Shhh.’ 
 
    ‘Let me go.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Fat chance. You’re not going anywhere.’  
 
    He frowned as if puzzled and I grinned. ‘Stop thinking about what you know and focus on what you feel.’ 
 
    His white eyebrows creased together and he raised a hand to his stomach. ‘It doesn’t hurt.’ 
 
    I nodded and pulled up his shirt. There was still a great deal of congealed blood but the wound had closed. I breathed once more. 
 
    Panic flared in Taylor’s eyes. ‘You didn’t. Not Bob.’ 
 
    I patted his cheek. ‘No, you’ve got Aifric to thank for this.’ I snorted. ‘Although it’s the least he could do.’ Then I remembered that Byron was at my back and I faltered. I stood up and looked at Angus and Jamie. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Jamie nodded awkwardly and thrust his hands into his pockets. Angus reached out and wrapped me in a hug. I pulled him close, realising too late that there was a scowl on Byron’s face. ‘This isn’t over yet,’ he warned, angling his eyes away from us. 
 
    I nodded and pulled away. Byron was right. ‘Speck and Lexie are in a boat off the shore. The others are already heading that way. Can you help Taylor get there?’ 
 
    They nodded and picked him up. As they jogged away, I checked the other two bodies. Both seemed to have suffered from a series of right hooks and were out for the count; they’d have sore heads but they’d survive. I opened my mouth to say something about the state of their faces and then stopped. Taylor was alright and that was what counted for now.  
 
    I looked up. ‘Here come the pitchforks,’ I muttered. A mass of Sidhe were heading in our direction from the other side of the church. They seemed to have shaken off their shock and regrouped to confront us. Judging by the expressions on their faces, they weren’t looking for white flags; they still wanted vengeance. 
 
    Byron looked at them. ‘I can talk them round.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Emotions are running too high. You were right earlier: too many of them are still on your father’s side. And the evidence against me did look damning. We need to get out of here. Unless your Plan B…’ 
 
    He grimaced. ‘No. My Plan B was to use a Truth-Seeker like Molly Kincaid to help us.’ 
 
    ‘Moncrieffe minds think alike,’ I said before I could stop myself. 
 
    His jaw tightened. ‘No. They don’t.’ 
 
    A small bunch of belligerent Sidhe peeled away from the main group and raced towards us. I counted at least three different violent Gifts among them. ‘We don’t want to hurt you, Byron!’ one of them yelled. ‘But your father was right. She’s done something to warp your mind. She’s trying to bring down our country!’ 
 
    Bob popped up beside me holding a stick with a charred marshmallow on one end. He took a delicate lick and gazed at us. ‘Some of those Sidhe are on your side, Uh Integrity. More than you’d think, especially after what you did in saving the Steward. Some are a bit doubtful. Many, however, still want to kill you. Crowd mentality prevails. Wanna wish?’ 
 
    I considered. ‘Nah. Let’s run. When things calm down, maybe more sensible heads will prevail.’ I thought about what Aifric had said. A Fomori army was preparing to cross the Veil; there wasn’t time to worry about what was happening here – not any longer. 
 
    Bob nodded and tossed away the marshmallow. ‘Amen to that.’ 
 
    As the first Sidhe thundered towards us, we sprinted away. I was done talking anyway. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I’d never seen Brochan look so ill. In fact, when Speck and Lexie’s tiny fishing boat pulled up alongside the massive ferry which held the trolls, he was so terrified that his hands seemed unable to release their grip on the side. 
 
    ‘You need to let go. We have to get away from here as quickly as possible,’ I said, trying to be gentle. 
 
    Bob, now wearing tiny red Speedos as if he were auditioning for a part in Baywatch, opened his mouth to speak. I narrowed my eyes warningly and he pasted on a look of mock hurt and shrugged. ‘I’m going to check on Taylor,’ he declared and flew upwards onto the deck of the ferry. 
 
    ‘Just give me a minute,’ the merman wheezed. Then he leaned over and threw up. 
 
    ‘Don’t be a wuss, Brochan,’ Speck said cheerfully. 
 
    Brochan pushed himself upright and gave Speck a look which would have felled the Sidhe on our tail. ‘You have every phobia under the sun,’ he growled. ‘We pander to your fears all the time. I’d have thought, of all people, you would understand.’ 
 
    Speck sniffed. ‘When I’m scared you roll your eyes and tell me to get over it. You seem to think that approach works on me so why shouldn’t it work on you?’ He shrugged. ‘Besides, I think Lexie is rubbing off on me. I don’t feel half as jumpy as I used to.’ Something splashed in the salty water beside him and he shrieked, leaping towards Brochan and cowering against him. ‘What the hell was that? What was it? I’m allergic to shellfish! Don’t get me started on jellyfish either! In fact…’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘Take a look behind you.’ Brochan and Speck did as I asked. ‘You see all those boats? The ones heading for us?’ They nodded. ‘They’re full of magically endowed Sidhe who are hell-bent on seeing us dead. Get into the bloody ferry.’ 
 
    Brochan and Speck exchanged looks. ‘Someone got out of the wrong side of bed this morning.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Speck…’ 
 
    He offered me a lopsided grin. ‘Don’t worry, Tegs. I’ve been practising.’ He lifted up his chin and pointed towards the mini armada. ‘Paneste.’ 
 
    From out of nowhere, a wave between us and the Sidhe fleet began to swell, rising up in their direction. I licked my lips nervously. ‘We don’t want to drown them.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t we?’ Brochan asked. Apparently I wasn’t the only one becoming more blasé about hurting people.  
 
    Speck patted my arm. ‘Don’t worry. This is a warning shot.’ 
 
    Unfortunately for us, the approaching Sidhe sent out their own warning shot in return. As the wave grew in size and threatened to engulf them, one of them slammed out their own Gift, making the wind pick up and smash the little fishing vessel against the ferry’s starboard side. As the Sidhe yelled and tried to avoid the wave, there was a sound of splintering wood from our boat. We had seconds. 
 
    I ground my teeth. ‘Get out.’ 
 
    Brochan finally worked up the courage, reaching up for the flimsy rope ladder and pulling himself up. Speck followed on his heels and I took up the rear. Hands hauled me onto the deck and I spun round. The Sidhe were drenched and their boats had been pushed back some distance by the force of the wave but they were still standing. 
 
    ‘Sorley!’ I screamed. ‘Move this beast!’ 
 
    Almost immediately, a foghorn sounded and the ferry shuddered, rolling away slowly then picking up speed. Several Sidhe tried to fling magic at us but the bolts of lightning and various other projectiles fell short. 
 
    ‘Shall I send out another wave?’ Speck enquired. 
 
    I watched as we grew further apart. ‘No. It’s not their fault Aifric has a silver tongue. They’re only doing what they think is right.’ 
 
    I sensed rather than saw Byron come up behind me. ‘You’re more forgiving than I am.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘It’s not about forgiveness. It’s about empathy.’ 
 
    He ran a hand through his golden hair, which was damp with sea spray and curling more than it normally did. ‘That didn’t exactly go to plan.’  
 
    Speck smiled in commiseration. ‘Well,’ he began. ‘We can always—’ 
 
    Lexie appeared out of nowhere and grabbed his arm. ‘Come with me,’ she ordered. 
 
    ‘What? Why?’ 
 
    She muttered something at him about male stupidity and dragged him away. Byron and I looked at each other. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. 
 
    ‘None of this was your fault.’ 
 
    ‘It was my plan.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I conceded. ‘You’ll need to work a bit harder next time. I think you’ve still got potential though.’ 
 
    He didn’t smile. ‘Angus told me about Morna.’ 
 
    I glanced away. ‘Yeah.’ I clenched my teeth together so tightly it hurt. ‘I saved Taylor. I couldn’t save Morna. She deserved better than that.’ I shook my head, feeling the tears at the back of my throat. I pushed them away. If she’d seen me crying when there was still work to be done, Morna would have scolded me to hell and beyond. 
 
    Byron leaned forward and rested his forehead against mine. ‘He’ll still pay for what he’s done. We’ll work this out,’ he promised.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘We will. Robert the Bruce didn’t quit.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    Byron drew back and watched me for a long moment. ‘I saved you,’ he said, eventually. 
 
    I blinked. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘I saved you. In the church. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be dead now.’ 
 
    I crossed my arms. ‘I had things under control.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! It didn’t look like it from where I was standing.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘Really? We’re really going to do this? Because while you were primping and preening and getting ready for your wedding, I was kicked around and locked in a cage. You were probably enjoying chilled champagne and strawberries while I was working on a way to save Candy, Taylor and Tipsania.’ 
 
    Byron pursed his mouth. ‘Doesn’t matter. I still rescued you.’ He moved closer again. ‘You needed me.’ 
 
    ‘I did not!’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘You did. I understand it’s hard for you to admit but you need a big, strong man like me around to save your skin from time to time.’ He rocked forward on his toes. ‘You owe me.’ 
 
    ‘Screw you!’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘Funny. I was just thinking that would be the ideal payment.’ He dropped his voice to a husky whisper. ‘I’m picturing you lying on my bed in suspenders.’ He paused. ‘Nothing else.’ 
 
    I glared. ‘No chance.’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘Unless they’re hot-pink suspenders.’ 
 
    ‘Now you’re talking.’ Byron reached out, his thumb caressing my cheek. Heat flared up between us. Then someone cleared their throat right behind us. 
 
    ‘Chieftain?’ It was Lyle or maybe it was Kirk; I still got those two trolls mixed up. ‘What are your orders?’ 
 
    Shite. I needed to come up with a plan that would keep us all alive. I gave Byron a last reluctant smile and gently kissed his cheek. He growled. 
 
    ‘Time to get to work,’ I told him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The ferry was huge. Goodness knows where Sorley and his buddies had boosted it from at such short notice. Sorley was doing well ‒ I’d make a proper career thief of him yet. Everywhere I looked, trolls were doffing imaginary caps to me in deference as I walked by. Part of me smiled at the celebratory atmosphere; part of me was overtaken by foreboding about what was to come next. 
 
    ‘Is everyone here?’ I asked the security-conscious troll. 
 
    ‘There are a hundred or so trolls back at your Lands keeping everything ticking over,’ Sorley informed me. ‘I can assure you that they will let no one in or out.’ His small eyes grew distant and his fists bunched. I imagined that he was dreaming about the joy he would take in doling out punishments if any trolls disobeyed orders. Sorley wasn’t their official leader but he might as well have been. 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. ‘I need another hundred at the MacQuarrie Lands.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s too dangerous. We need to protect you.’ 
 
    ‘Sorley, there are hundreds of trolls on this ferry. I think we’re good. We can spare some.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ he sniffed, ‘there are one thousand, two hundred and twenty-three.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there you go then.’ Guilt surged through me. ‘We should have had them there from the outset.’ 
 
    ‘We all decided it would have caused more problems than it solved. If the other Clans had noticed…’ 
 
    I pushed back my hair. ‘I know.’ I sighed. ‘But still…’ 
 
    Sorley dropped his head. ‘She was a good woman.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yeah. Too good for the likes of us.’ 
 
    We shared a glance. My heart ached at the thought of Morna and I was pretty certain I wasn’t alone. 
 
    Sorley shook himself. ‘We have set up perimeter guards around the deck.’ 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. ‘In case we’re attacked by mermaids?’ 
 
    He threw me a nasty look. ‘Those Sidhe have all sorts of Gifts. They could send one of their water-Gifted dunderheads to assassinate you. Then there where would we be?’ 
 
    ‘You’d be on a ferry in the Atlantic Ocean.’ 
 
    The corners of his mouth tugged up. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Brochan said, ‘we’re technically in the Firth of Lorn, not the Atlantic Ocean. It’s further west.’ He scratched his gills. ‘I wish I didn’t know that kind of thing.’ I patted his arm reassuringly. Considering where we were and what he’d just gone through, he was performing admirably. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Sorley huffed. ‘As soon as we hit land, I’ll send a group off.’ 
 
    ‘They’re our allies,’ I reminded him. ‘And they’re in trouble because of me. They need protection.’ 
 
    He gave a grudging nod. ‘The rest of us should march on the Cruaich immediately. It’ll take the Clans a while to sort themselves out. This is the best time to invade.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t World of Warcraft. Besides, we have bigger things to worry about than the Sidhe.’ 
 
    Taylor hobbled up, supported by Angus and Jamie. He was having some difficulty moving around but his eyes were alert and his skin had a ruddy glow which only good health and robust sea winds could provide. My heart lightened slightly. ‘What is it, Tegs?’ he asked quietly. 
 
    I sighed and told them what Aifric had said about the Fomori. 
 
    Angus’s eyes were wide. ‘You’re sure he wasn’t lying?’ 
 
    ‘Positive. I took all of Kirsty’s Truth-Telling Gift from her so the magic doesn’t run out as it does when I steal smaller doses.’ 
 
    Jamie exhaled. ‘Bugger.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    A haggis rolled up to Sorley and started nuzzling his ankle. He reached down and scooped it up, cooing at it. Then he cleared his throat. ‘Big deal. Let the Steward deal with them. The Adair borders are secure. We’ll all be safe.’ He glanced down at the haggis and affected a high-pitched tone of voice. ‘Won’t we? We’ll be safe, won’t we? Who’s the cutest little…?’ He stopped halfway through his sentence, seeming to realise what he was doing. He put the haggis back down on the floor and glared at us all. ‘They’re upset because of the Carnegie woman. I’m just being nice to them to stop them from annoying everyone else.’ 
 
    I tipped my head to one side. ‘You could have left them at home,’ I pointed out. 
 
    Sorley’s eyes shifted. ‘I … er…’ 
 
    I smiled and returned to the topic in hand. ‘I can’t pretend the Fomori aren’t there. I have to do something to get them to back down.’ 
 
    Taylor glanced at me. ‘But you won’t fight them.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I conceded. 
 
    He lifted his shoulders in defeat. ‘Then what are you going to do? How are you going to stop them?’ 
 
    I gazed at him. ‘I’m open to suggestions.’ 
 
    Byron burst in through the doors. ‘You’re not going to believe this,’ he breathed, as giddy as a child. ‘But I just saw the Foinse. It’s here! The source of all magic is here on this ferry!’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Come, look.’ 
 
    Jamie abandoned Taylor, dashed out the door and almost collided with Speck on his way in. ‘Bloody hell! Who brought the Foinse here?’ 
 
    Speck beamed. ‘Me!’ 
 
    Byron turned to stare at him. I threw up my hands. ‘What if the Sidhe had caught up to us? It needs to be kept safe, Speck!’ 
 
    ‘I thought we might need the extra magical boost. It helped me create that wave. You know, the one that allowed us to escape?’ he added pointedly. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Byron’s expression flatten into an impenetrable mask. He folded his arms. Crapadoodle. ‘You know it’s here,’ he said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    I scratched my neck. ‘I do now,’ I answered slowly. 
 
    ‘That wasn’t what I meant.’ He eyed me. Even Sorley seemed to think it was a good idea to back away. ‘You’ve had the Foinse in your possession all this time and you didn’t tell me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not in my possession.’ I wondered how I could extricate myself without pissing him off again. ‘It’s got free will. It chooses where to go.’ 
 
    Speck jabbed his finger at me. ‘Yes! If the Foinse hadn’t wanted to come here, it wouldn’t be here. So it’s not my fault.’ 
 
    I frowned at him and he grinned. I looked at Byron. ‘And it’s not like it’s always been hanging around. It’s only been with us since we got back the Adair Lands. It was there when we arrived.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ Taylor nodded. 
 
    ‘So what you’re saying is that when I visited you there, the Foinse was there too?’ 
 
    This wasn’t going very well. ‘Er, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And you kept it a secret?’ 
 
    ‘Byron, I…’ I sighed. ‘Yes, I kept it a secret.’ 
 
    A muscle jerked in his jaw. He took a step towards me. ‘Why shouldn’t you tell a secret around a clock?’ His voice was dangerously low. 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘You heard me.’ He tapped his foot. 
 
    ‘Because, um, time will tell?’ 
 
    Sorley’s eyes turned from me to Byron and back again then his face cleared and he let out a loud guffaw. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Byron said silkily. ‘And if it takes us until the end of time, I’m going to make sure that you trust me. You got that?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got it!’ Shite. ‘I mean, I do trust you. I just … forgot to tell you about the Foinse, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine.’ He stepped away. 
 
    Feeling hot and bothered, I rubbed my neck. I had completely lost track of what was going on. It was just as well that Bob took that moment to harangue us. He flashed into the room with a disdainful glance. ‘You’ll be relieved to know that we’re safe. The Sidhe are no longer trying to pursue us.’ He sniffed loudly. ‘You’re welcome.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Bob.’ 
 
    He zipped up to Byron. ‘I didn’t hear anything from you.’ He wiggled his earlobe. ‘I know you’re broke but manners cost nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Bob.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ the genie demurred, ‘okay then.’ He flew down, hovering at the edge of Byron’s kilt. ‘What do Scotsmen wear under these things? I’ve always wondered…’ 
 
    Byron grabbed him before he could take a peek. ‘Manners cost nothing,’ he reminded him. 
 
    Bob pouted. ‘Yeah, yeah.’ He looked over his shoulder at me. ‘I should tell you that Tipsy is throwing a tantrum up on the deck. Fergus, May and Candy are trying to calm her down but they’re not having much luck.’ 
 
    I pressed the base of my palms against my temples. ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘okay.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Bob hadn’t been kidding about the tantrum part. Tipsania was marching up and down the slick boards, picking up everything that wasn’t nailed down and throwing it away. ‘I will wring his neck. I will pull out his fingernails one by one.’ She grabbed a lifebelt and hurled it into the grey, churning sea. Mm. We might need those. 
 
     Candy stood to one side. ‘It’s better to let her run out of steam,’ he advised. 
 
    ‘Steam?’ Tipsania shrieked. ‘I’ll show you steam. I will ram a steaming hot poker right up his arse. Then you’ll see steam.’ 
 
    May shuffled up, Fergus following with a large golf umbrella in a bid to shield from the sun. ‘Ip. Ee!’ she squeaked. 
 
    ‘Not now, May!’ 
 
    Byron said, ‘That’s a Fomori demon.’ 
 
    Ah. ‘Yes. Yes, it is. She’s nice, though. Honest.’ 
 
    ‘If it takes until the end of time, Integrity,’ he reminded me. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t keeping her a secret! She just never came up!’ 
 
    He obviously didn’t believe me. I gave up and focused on Tipsania instead. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    She stopped what she was doing and stared at me. ‘What’s wrong?’ she shrieked. ‘What’s bloody wrong? You imbecile! You poor excuse for a Sidhe! You white-haired cretin!’ 
 
    ‘I tried to warn you,’ Candy rumbled. 
 
    ‘Tipsania,’ I said, trying again. ‘I know this has been tough on you. I’m really sorry about your dad. It’s important to grieve but I’m not sure this is the best way to go about it.’ 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and marched up to me. ‘My dad was a wanker,’ she said icily. ‘I’m not happy he’s dead and I’m certainly not happy about how it happened but that’s not why I’m angry.’ 
 
    Angry didn’t begin to cover it. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d turned green and ripped her way out of her sodden wedding dress. 
 
    ‘Aifric,’ she said, spitting the name out with disgust. ‘He’s not dead.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘I want to kill him. Slowly.’ 
 
    Bob began to applaud. ‘Yes! You go, girl!’ 
 
    Before I could say anything, Tipsania moved up until she was inches from my face. ‘Do you know what he said to me? He said that if I didn’t marry Byron, he would drag me to the altar himself and marry me. He would marry me! The nerve of the man!’ I opened my mouth but she still wasn’t finished. ‘As if I would tie myself to someone like him! And look!’ She grabbed my head and forced it down. ‘Look at what I’m wearing! It’s a monstrosity. Bows!’ she spat. ‘Nobody wears bows! I look like Cinderella. I’m not some servant playing dress up!’ 
 
    Candy held up his hand like a wary school kid. ‘I think you look pretty.’ 
 
    She paused for a moment. ‘You always think that! That’s not the point! My wedding day is supposed to be the happiest day of my life. Now it’s ruined!’ 
 
    I was confused. ‘You wanted to get married?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t understand anything!’ 
 
    ‘Tipsania,’ I said reasonably, ‘Aifric can’t touch you now. We’re well away from him. You don’t have to worry.’ 
 
    She scowled at me ferociously. ‘There’s only one thing that will stop me worrying.’ She stomped over to Candy. He looked rather frightened and I wasn’t surprised. ‘I want you to know,’ she said, ‘that I am not doing this just to take myself off the market and stop Aifric from forcing me into marriage with him or Byron or anyone else who comes along. I’m doing this because I love you. Got that?’ The words flew out of her at a tremendous pace. She swallowed, smoothed her billowing dress down and forced herself to relax. Then she got down on one knee. ‘Candy Carmichael. Will you marry me? If you don’t say yes, I will cut off your bloody—’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    She blinked. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I will marry you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s alright then. I don’t want this horrific excuse for a wedding dress to go to waste.’ She clambered awkwardly to her feet and began kissing Candy. There was a lot of tongue action. Trying not to look at the way she was attacking his mouth, I coughed. ‘Congratulations. But, er, we don’t have a minister on board. You can’t get married.’ 
 
    Tipsania broke away and gazed at me scornfully. ‘Idiot. How long do you think I’ve been planning my own wedding?’ Apparently it was a rhetorical question because I wasn’t given chance to reply. ‘Since I was six years old! A ship’s captain can marry someone.’ 
 
    ‘She’s right,’ Angus said, butting in with a cheesy grin. Byron flashed him a glare but he didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    ‘Who’s the captain?’ I asked. ‘It’s not me. I don’t know anything about boats.’ 
 
    Fergus pointed at Brochan. ‘He’s a merman. He should be captain.’ 
 
    ‘Piss off.’ 
 
    I thought about it. ‘Sorley is the one who commandeered this ferry. Him and all the trolls. I guess that makes him captain.’ 
 
    Tipsania paused for a moment. ‘I’m to be married by a troll?’ 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    ‘Whatever. Let’s get on with it.’ 
 
    Candy beamed at her. ‘I can’t wait.’ 
 
    ‘I love you,’ she breathed. They began kissing again. 
 
    ‘True love,’ I muttered. ‘Oh well. I guess we’re going to a wedding after all.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The trolls worked quickly. They cleared out the canteen area and arranged themselves and us in formation. Someone managed to rustle up some cans of Irn Bru for a post-ceremony toast although we had to share them. I reckoned I got a thimbleful.  
 
    ‘This is the strangest wedding I’ve ever been to,’ I said quietly to Byron as Sorley straightened the tie he’d borrowed from Taylor and mumbled to himself as he tried to remember his lines. The Foinse zipped overhead with one of Tipsania’s lacy bows perched on top of it. Byron didn’t answer. I turned to him and realised he was watching me closely. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ he said. He licked his lips. ‘Do you like weddings?’ 
 
    ‘I like emotional weddings. The kind where even the cake is in tiers.’ 
 
    ‘Ha,’ he murmured. He put his arm round my waist and drew me close. I told myself sternly not to snuggle but it was a close-run thing. 
 
    Candy, looking rather nervous, took his spot. Then, while Bob produced a baby grand piano and began to tinkle out the wedding march, Tipsania made her grand entrance. The trolls acted suitably impressed, oohing and aahing at her dress. I decided now probably wasn’t the time to tell her that she had a trail of seaweed knotted into some of the ribbons at the back. 
 
    ‘Dearly beloved,’ Sorley shouted, causing half of the makeshift congregation to wince, ‘we are gathered here today to witness the binding together in matrimony of this man and this woman.’ From his ragged pocket, he produced a length of fabric. He wound it first around Tipsania’s wrist then around Candy’s, joining them together. As he continued, I stared at it.  
 
    ‘Join together,’ I whispered. ‘Of course.’ I could have slapped myself for not thinking of it earlier. My ancestors at the Cruaich grove had given me the answer to all our problems and I’d been too stupid to see it. 
 
    Byron gave me a strange look. I grinned and leaned my head on his shoulder. The last few days had been amongst the worst in my life. Morna’s face flashed into my mind; maybe it was just as well that we were all being kept busy, otherwise I’d have had to lock myself away in a dark room to deal with her loss. Aifric had so much to answer for. He would come after us again and next time he wouldn’t waste time on fake trials, he’d move straight to the main event. I wasn’t going to kill him though; I was better than that. 
 
    Candy and Tipsania leaned towards each other as they said their vows. I spotted Taylor wiping away a surreptitious tear, together with dozens of the supposedly hardened trolls who were watching. Tipsania looked radiant, all tantrums forgotten. And all of a sudden, there was a glimmer of real hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t difficult to drag Fergus and May into a corner during the post-ceremony celebrations. Fergus told me what he’d already gleaned about the Lowlands then we huddled together while May patiently answered the rest of my questions, with Fergus standing in as interpreter. A couple of times she seemed to falter and a shadow crossed her red eyes. On each occasion she stared hard at me and nodded to herself before telling me what I needed to know. When I had all the information, I asked her to open her mouth. I congratulated myself on not recoiling at the sight of the stub of her tongue that remained. Then, as Fergus gripped her hands tightly, I used Aifric’s Gift. 
 
    It was the oddest sensation for both of us. May had obviously become accustomed to her condition because she looked as if she’d been given a humungous gobstopper. To suddenly have this thick fleshy thing shoved back into her mouth couldn’t have been pleasant. She kept sticking it out and waggling it around. As for me, the act of growing new flesh was very different to healing Taylor’s wounds. There had always been a strange connection between May and me, but now it felt more physical as if, somehow, we were tied together in ways I didn’t understand. It went some way to explaining why the Gift of Healing wasn’t used more often. Although I was filled with spreading warmth at the obvious success, I instinctively knew that using this Gift too regularly would invite insanity. The new connections that were formed each time between healer and healed would spread the magic user too thinly, both physically and emotionally. It was a sobering revelation. 
 
    May couldn’t yet talk properly. The sensation of using an organ which she’d become so used to doing without meant that it was easier for her to continue communicating with Fergus through sign language. It didn’t mean that she wasn’t going to practise the ‘new’ sounds she could make, however. When I got up to leave, murmuring to Fergus about what I needed from him next, she clutched at his arm and beamed, her brow furrowed in deep concentration. ‘Fer … gus.’ 
 
    I pressed my lips together hard. It was difficult to say who was more jubilant, Fergus or May.  
 
    I turned to go, leaving them to enjoy her newfound skills. Fergus grabbed my arm. ‘You should know,’ he said, his eyes focusing on mine with an intensity I’d not seen from him before, ‘her tongue wasn’t removed as a punishment. It wasn’t done to hurt her.’ 
 
    ‘Then why?’ I asked, my voice barely audible above the raucous cheering of the trolls around us. 
 
    He shrugged awkwardly. ‘From what she’s told me, it was some kind of parasite. It burrowed its way in and cutting out her tongue was the only way to get rid of it. Even then, she didn’t think she was going to make it. Most demons affected in this way don’t.’ 
 
    ‘I assumed it was torture,’ I said. 
 
    ‘So did I. But she keeps saying that the Fomori aren’t as bad as we all think.’  
 
    We exchanged glances. I bit my lip, nodded and walked away. There was still a lot to do before the night was over. 
 
    *** 
 
    We reconvened at the prow of the ferry. I checked my watch and gave a satisfied nod. Three in the morning. Many of the trolls were still on patrol but I reckoned we had a good five minutes before they’d swing round this way again. 
 
    Fergus had already worked out what was going to happen. He leaned nonchalantly against the side of the ship, a smile playing around his lips, while I outlined the plan. Byron remained impassive and I appreciated his silence until I’d finished talking. ‘That’s an even worse idea than planning a fake wedding,’ he told me.  
 
    I was expecting this reaction. ‘Right now, there’s no alternative. Not unless letting an all-out war start is your idea of fun.’ He looked irritated. I shrugged. ‘I’m telling you all this because I’m not keeping any more secrets.’ 
 
    Byron raised his eyebrows. ‘Is that why Lexie, Speck, Brochan and Taylor are currently tucked in bed and not here?’ 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘Taylor almost died. And you’re right, this is a really bad idea. It’s risky and stupid and if he knew, Taylor would give me astronomical odds against the chance of success. If any of them was aware of what I’m about to do, they’d demand to come along but I’m not putting them in that kind of danger. I’d prefer not to put you in that kind of danger either. But for you,’ I gestured helplessly, ‘full disclosure.’ 
 
    His response was quiet. ‘Thank you. I appreciate that more than you know.’ 
 
    ‘It would be good if you stayed behind—’ 
 
    He growled. ‘I’m coming.’ As if that were the end of the matter, he looked at Fergus. ‘Why him?’ 
 
    ‘Because I promised he could come.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll volunteer to stay behind!’ Bob piped up. ‘I have no desire to sneak beyond the Veil. I don’t want to die yet, I still have the new season of Doctor Who to watch.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. You don’t get a choice.’ 
 
    He gazed at me dolefully. It was a long time since he’d pretended that asking for wishes wouldn’t have disastrous side-effects. I wasn’t sure there would be much choice, however. I sighed heavily. Risk versus reward. 
 
    Heavy footsteps sounded along the deck, heading in our direction. I checked inside my bag one last time then closed it and swung it over my shoulder. I glanced at the three of them and they all nodded.  
 
    Byron turned his gaze towards the lifeboat hanging in readiness on the side of the ferry. Using Telekinesis, he lowered it silently down to the sea. Fergus let out a low whistle of approval. I scowled at him for making a noise then vaulted over the side and down into the boat. I didn’t want to hide from the trolls but if they knew what I was up to, I’d end up with an army at my back. Reassuring as that might sound, it would only cause more problems than it would solve. 
 
    Byron released the lifeboat from the last of its moorings. The ferry chugged past us, its vast hull like some steel monster gliding through the night. That was it; we were on our own. I started the tiny starboard engine. We were fairly close to the coastline so it wouldn’t take too long to reach land.  
 
    Fergus held up his hand. ‘Wait.’ 
 
    I glanced at him, askance, then I heard a soft splash. What the hell? May’s unmistakable clawed hand curved round the lifeboat’s edge and she hauled herself in. ‘What?’ I hissed. ‘No! May, get back!’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s too late,’ Fergus said drily. The ferry was already some distance away from us. 
 
    I glared at him. ‘It’s too dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘She’s the one person who can really help us. You know that.’ 
 
    ‘We’re putting her life at risk!’ 
 
    ‘All our lives are at risk. She knows that and she wants to come.’ 
 
    ‘You told her what we were doing.’ 
 
    He gazed at me implacably. ‘No secrets.’ 
 
    A smile tugged at the corner of Byron’s mouth. ‘Can’t argue with that.’ 
 
    May gave me a cautious smile. ‘In … tegrity?’ she asked, trying out the word. 
 
    I sighed. Crapadoodle. ‘Fine. Let’s go.’ 
 
    Bob’s bottom lip jutted out. ‘Avast, me hearties,’ he mumbled. 
 
    ‘Everything will be fine,’ I told him. I injected as much confidence as I could into my voice. Sooner or later I was bound to start believing my own hype. 
 
    Bob crossed his arms and huffed. ‘Remind me of that when Fomori demons are chewing on your heart.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    We made land shortly before dawn, pulling the small lifeboat onto a chilly, deserted beach before clambering over the dunes and jogging towards the Veil. I wasn’t certain about our location but, when I saw the dark, lightning-filled wall of cloud looming ahead of us, I knew that my calculations had brought us close. From the expressions on my companions’ faces, however, our proximity wasn’t a cause for celebration. Each of them had good reason to be nervous. 
 
    ‘I never thought I’d say this, Uh Integrity,’ Bob quavered, ‘but I’d quite like a joke right about now.’ He wrapped his arms around himself and shivered. ‘It’s not that I’m scared for me, you understand. It’s you lot who will suffer. You need your minds taken off the horror that’s about to come.’ 
 
    May might not have understood Bob’s words but she understood his tone of voice. She gave him a huge grin and stuck her thumbs up. He tutted. 
 
    ‘We should hold hands,’ I said decisively. 
 
    Fergus raised his eyebrows. ‘Are you looking to get close to me? Because I think I’m kind of spoken for.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! No, but when I crossed with Angus he almost got lost in the Veil. It’s safer if we hang on to each other.’ 
 
    Byron’s jaw tightened. ‘I need to know. Are…?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I touched his shoulder. ‘We’re just friends. I promise.’ 
 
    He scanned my face then nodded. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ 
 
    ‘Trust works both ways.’ 
 
    I patted my bag then Byron took my hand and squeezed. On my other side, I grabbed Fergus’s hand while he took May’s. 
 
    Bob squeaked, ‘Byron? Can I hide under your kilt?’ 
 
    Byron pointed downwards. ‘Sporran.’ 
 
    The genie’s face was suddenly wreathed in smiles. He darted down towards the traditional leather purse and zoomed inside.  
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘Let’s do this. There’s a prophecy that needs fulfilling.’ 
 
    Byron grimaced. ‘You know this could all be over in a matter of seconds. They’re likely to slaughter you as soon as they catch sight of you.’ 
 
    ‘Not if we play our cards right.’ I had to believe that; there simply wasn’t any other choice. ‘Remember what I told you.’ They all nodded. I licked my lips, wishing they weren’t quite so dry. ‘And on a count of three. One … two … three.’ 
 
    Linked together, we stepped forward and plunged inside. Bob shrieked from the depths of Byron’s sporran. I’d never had the comfort of so many others around me on previous occasions when I’d crossed over. Perhaps it was that, or perhaps it was the familiarity of the choking clouds and sense of impending doom, but I didn’t feel scared. Adrenaline shot through me but there was also a pervasive feeling of calm, as if everything up until now had been leading to this point.  
 
    I held my breath and kept going, yanking on Fergus’s hand when he started to falter. Then, when it seemed as if we could go no further, we were out the other side and breathing in the dark, dank air of the Lowlands. And there was indeed an entire army of Fomori demons facing us. 
 
    It was almost comical. As I stared at the long ranks of demons standing to attention, at first they didn’t seem to notice our sudden appearance. Less than twenty feet separated us from the thousands of them. I sensed rather than saw when one pair of demon-slitted eyes landed on me. I turned my head and gazed at him as he gazed back at me, his shock swiftly transforming into abject horror. Good. That was what I’d been counting on. He reached across and hit his companion. One by one, the demons turned to look at us. Hello. 
 
    The ranks stretched lengthwise as far as I could see. I couldn’t begin to guess how many of them there were but it was clearly too many for the Highlanders to cope with. If they attacked my homeland, it would be a bloodbath – and the demons would inevitably win. Armies, however, were prepared for armies; they weren’t prepared to deal with a tiny group. A single person could stand against a tank; might and power weren’t always about numbers. As far as the Fomori demons were concerned, I was the bogeyman; I was also the bogeyman who’d returned from the dead. 
 
    One of the demons who was made of sterner stuff than the others took a step forward. I calmly released Fergus and Byron’s hands and reached into my bag. We had seconds before the Fomori recovered and charged. 
 
    The Foinse hummed as soon as my fingers brushed against it. The sound was reassuring, even though it felt hotter to the touch than normal. With slow, deliberate movements I drew it out and held it aloft, bathing us in its warm, silvered glow.  
 
    The nearest demons cowered, including the one who’d moved in our direction. It wasn’t surprising; the Fomori lived in semi-darkness and these guys weren’t swathed in the strange gloop I’d seen some demons wear when they crossed into our part of Scotland. That meant they hadn’t planned any incursions until nightfall because they felt vulnerable to the light.  
 
    The Foinse didn’t exude ultra-violet rays but the light which the source of magic cast was strange enough to create more fear and paranoia. Whatever the Draoidheachd looked like, it was either very different to this or it was kept well out of sight from the Lowland’s citizens. 
 
    A peculiar rumble filled the air, growing louder and louder. I knew that sound. Next to me, Byron sucked in an alarmed breath. We’d been fortunate not to emerge in front of any of the winged demons but it was only a matter of time until they approached. It was now or never. ‘Come on, baby,’ I whispered. The Foinse hummed louder in response. 
 
    ‘I should tell you before you do this,’ Byron said, his voice even and controlled. ‘I love you.’ 
 
    Magic crackled to my right as the Fomori prepared to attack and it prevented me from responding. I gave a tiny smile and then I threw the Foinse, using every ounce of my energy. Whatever sentient energy it possessed meant that it knew what it was doing; it somersaulted and kept low as it hurtled towards the Fomori ranks. They screamed and scattered.  
 
    The four of us began to run. Byron, Fergus and May veered to the right and I went left. The gap in the ranks created by the Foinse was greater than I’d hoped. While it danced and spun and held the Fomori at bay, I sprinted for all I was worth. 
 
    There was a whoosh of wind and my hair blew around my face. I grimaced. One of the flying demons was gunning for me and it was getting close. I zigzagged, trying to throw it off. The Foinse zipped towards me but I muttered and it curved off, heading away. The demon above me screeched in fury at my audacity in showing up then it flung a bolt of darkness towards me. 
 
    I had no way of knowing what sort of Gift this was. I could have paused, turned, and examined the demon but that was hardly likely to happen. Instead, I did what I could to speed away from the encroaching darkness.  
 
    My toe hit a rock that was jutting up out of the ground and I stumbled forward, forcing my body into a roll at the last moment. The demon screeched again and this time the call was taken up by the thousands at my back. I leapt to my feet, momentum propelling me forward. I clenched my fists to stop the trembling and glanced to my right. There were a couple of demons on the others’ tails. I swallowed, my mouth dry. Another flying demon swooped down towards them, gaining on them. 
 
    ‘Adair!’ I yelled, knowing the windless atmosphere would make my voice carry far across the grim moors.  
 
    The demon flipped its head and stared in my direction. The delay gave Byron, Fergus and May a chance. Byron lunged upwards, snatched the Foinse out of the air and bundled it inside his jacket. I smiled grimly. Before long, the darkness would swallow them up. Or so I hoped. 
 
    I yelled again. The thunder of thousands of feet slamming into the ground behind me would strike fear into anyone’s heart. As long as they focused on me – the Adair – then I was happy. I took a deep breath, calling up my last traces of the Electrosurge Gift. There were raucous shouts behind me and I knew that the Fomori were preparing to throw every last scrap of magic they had at me. The element of surprise was well and truly over. My skin tingled. Work, I prayed. Please work. 
 
    The air ahead of me spat and crackled. Preparing for the pain, I tensed myself. Then I squeezed my eyes shut, drew out the last magic, and felt the power slam through me as if I’d been punched in the head by a giant. So that’s what it feels like to be struck by lightning, I thought, as I spun in slow motion towards the ground. Shocking. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    It was all about the illusion of control. When Aifric had me under lock and key, he’d grown over-confident because he thought he was in charge. This was effectively the same scenario: now the Fomori demons had the terrifying, monstrous Integrity Adair as a prisoner, especially after she’d electrocuted herself, they’d feel empowered. They’d hopefully be curious enough about me to delay their Highland invasion even if only for a day or two. Of course, there was the very real concern that they’d simply cut my throat and be done with me, but I’d removed the threat I presented by knocking myself out. The Fomori were supposed to be evil but how many people would execute an unarmed, unconscious young woman? Especially one they’d want to interrogate first? It had been a gamble but it was a gamble worth taking when you considered the alternatives. Still, when I woke up in even more pain than I had experienced at Aifric’s hands, I was relieved that I’d woken up at all. I hoped that the others had escaped. 
 
    I’d wanted to find myself on Arthur’s Seat, the same hill next to the old city of Edinburgh where Byron had been taken. Unfortunately, I wasn’t there – in fact, I couldn’t tell where I was other than that I was inside. Being blindfolded, trussed up and gagged had something to do with that. The Fomori weren’t taking any chances.  
 
    I still had two of my five senses left. I couldn’t hear anything but I could smell urine and vomit. Deciding that this situation simply wouldn’t do, I shuffled on my back like an upturned turtle. It took some time but I made my way around the room, estimating it was about the size of a small bathroom. Or a prison cell. There was a metal bucket in one corner, which was where the godawful stench was coming from. I got as close as I could manage, retching once or twice. Given the danger of vomiting when I had a gag in my mouth, I needed to acclimatise pretty quickly. 
 
    I assumed that the Fomori demons didn’t have an Ikea they could pop down to when they needed some cheap, disposable hardware. That meant the bucket had either been forged in a blacksmith’s or it harked back to the pre-Fissure era. Either way, I hoped to find a sharp edge on it. Then all I needed was a little bit of friction. 
 
    Holding my breath, I figured that sight would help me more than anything else so I flipped onto my stomach and lowered the side of my head towards the bucket’s rim. It took considerable effort – and numerous attempts ‒ but I eventually pushed the blindfold upwards so that I could see. Only one eye was free and I probably looked like a jaunty pirate, but I felt buoyed by my success. 
 
    Sitting up, and scooting as far away from the offending bucket as possible, I took in my surroundings. It was indeed a small room but there were no bars so it wasn’t a jail cell. There was a solid-looking oak door with a spyhole in the centre; thankfully, it was closed. No matter how hard I listened, I couldn’t make out anyone on the other side but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone there. 
 
    My head hurt and I felt weak and trembly. There were some grazes on my arms that hadn’t been there before but other than that I seemed to be injury free. That boded very well for the future; as long as the Fomori weren’t in a hurry to maim, torture or kill me, hope remained. I grinned. Hope always remained. 
 
    There were a number of ways that I could free myself from the rest of the restraints but the easiest and the quickest would be to use Apportation and simply magic away the ropes and bonds. I could even call any nearby rats and encourage them to gnaw through the bindings. But I wasn’t Cinderella any more than Tipsania was, and I had serious doubts that I could make wild animals do my bidding. Besides, rats? Bleurgh. No, it made sense to conserve what magic I had. Alongside Kirsty Kincaid’s Truth Gift, I now had Healing from Aifric and the ability to grow things from Morna. As I’d stolen those Gifts in their entirety, they were going to stay with me. The other magic I’d stolen from the Sidhe at the Cruaich was little more than a trickle now, even Illusion. I needed to be sparing. 
 
    With that in mind, I glanced at the bucket. There was a steel handle on one side of the rim which was attached by a nail. It wasn’t very sturdy. It would take some doing – and no doubt more retching – but I reckoned I could use the sharp edge of the nail to saw my way through my bonds. Once my hands were free, I could unfasten everything else. It would take a lot of time but it wasn’t as if I was going anywhere and it would give me ample opportunity to consider my next move. 
 
    In the end, it took me little more than an hour. I faced the door in case any demons appeared. My hands kept slipping and I almost knocked over the bucket on at least three occasions. Thankfully it stayed upright; the last thing I wanted was to be soaked by the contents of someone else’s bladder and bowels. 
 
    Although the rope was wrapped tightly round my wrists and the knots were cleverly secured, it wasn’t difficult to free myself. My thief background made it easier for me than it might have been for someone else, but the ease of the process gave me pause. I inspected the frayed edges of the rope; it wasn’t very well made. I pursed my lips and considered. There was still no sound from outside and I seemed to be very much alone. I was beginning to wonder, however. 
 
    Shrugging, I loosened the gag. My mouth was unpleasantly dry and I’d have been tempted to sell Bob for a glass of water. I tried to work up some saliva and began to unknot the rope round my ankles. I didn’t hurry; I had a feeling about what was going to happen once I was free. When I unwound the last loop and kicked the rope away there was a scuffle on the other side of the door and it swung open. Shite. Sometimes I hated being right. 
 
    The light was dim and the figure staring at me was difficult to make out. I tilted my head to one side and squinted. The Fomori demon spat on the ground and stepped inside. As his features grew clearer, I realised he wasn’t looking at me with fear or apprehension. There wasn’t any malevolence or sense of triumph in his gaze; he seemed simply curious. ‘Adair.’ 
 
    I decided that was a question. Staying on the ground to show that I was happy to remain subservient, I nodded. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    He grunted. In stilting, albeit grammatically accurate English, he asked, ‘Why did you not use magic to free yourself?’ 
 
    So it was a test. What would they have done if I’d had Teleportation as a Gift? Were they prepared for every eventuality? Given the neutrality of his expression, I thought the answer was probably yes. 
 
    I chose my words carefully, wanting to ingratiate myself without appearing manipulative or sneaky. ‘One who relies on magic alone is a fool,’ I said. 
 
    The demon rolled his tongue around his sharp, yellowing teeth. I suppressed a shudder and continued to look at him as if we were having an idle chat in a café.  
 
    He nodded. ‘This will be interesting then.’ He stretched out his bony arms and cracked his fingers one by one. I guessed I was supposed to be intimidated and I was. I was probably also supposed to ask why ‘this’ would be interesting but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. 
 
    If he was disappointed by my silence, it didn’t show. He looked at me and I looked at him and absolutely nothing happened. It was like a bizarre staring contest. I was tempted to remain quiet and see if I could break him. Be good, Tegs, I told myself. This wasn’t about my ego. 
 
    I licked my chapped lips. ‘You speak English very well.’ 
 
    The demon snorted. ‘Yes. Our kind spent considerable resources learning Gaelic so we could communicate with your people.’ He didn’t crack a smile. ‘Imagine our unbridled joy when we discovered that more spoke English than Gaelic.’ 
 
    My eyebrows raised. Sarcasm? From a demon? ‘Are you in charge here?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ I said, without irony, ‘take me to your leader.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    I scratched my head. Okay, then.  
 
    The demon gave a guttural noise and two more appeared and walked past him. They looked more nervous than him as they hauled me up by my armpits until I was face to face with their apparent boss, even if he wasn’t the boss. 
 
    ‘We know of your prophecy,’ the demon said. 
 
    ‘Prophecies are tricky things,’ I returned. ‘They often don’t come true.’ 
 
    He inclined his head and a length of straggly hair fell from his forehead. He tucked it behind his ear with one gnarled hand. ‘You are correct. It is also true that to blame the individual for the words of a prophecy is to blame the tide for rising.’ 
 
    I was starting to like this guy. ‘So,’ I said softly, ‘there is no need for us to be at odds with each other.’ 
 
    He smiled for the first time. ‘There is plenty of need for that. Furthermore, the Fomori are not in the habit of taking chances, even if we are less bloodthirsty than our Sidhe neighbours.’ 
 
    Less bloodthirsty? I’d seen compelling evidence to the contrary so that was an interesting statement. ‘The prophecy is vague,’ I pointed out. ‘It could refer to anything.’ 
 
    ‘Vague?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘It means—’ 
 
    ‘I know what the word means. There is nothing vague about the prophecy however.’ 
 
    I was prepared to argue the point, even though the demons on either side of me had tightened their grip painfully. ‘One Adair will save Scotland.’ I shrugged. ‘Or Alba, anyway. That could mean anything. Technically, the Lowlands are part of Scotland.’ I leaned forward as much as I could. ‘We are all Alba.’ 
 
    ‘That is not what the prophecy says.’ His lip curled. ‘One Adair will destroy Alba.’ 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. ‘No! That’s not the wording.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is.’ He regarded me calmly. ‘Your own king confirmed it.’ 
 
     I almost spat. Aifric. ‘He is no king.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever.’ The demon flicked his hand dismissively. ‘We are not monsters, regardless of what your kind may believe. But we will not take chances either.’ For a brief moment, I saw sympathy flicker in his eyes. Then he gestured to the other two. ‘Bring her.’ He turned on his heel and left.  
 
    *** 
 
    I was dragged through many narrow corridors. Given how vast this place was, together with the fact that it appeared to be made entirely of stone, there was only one answer: I was in Edinburgh Castle. That was both good and bad.  
 
    I kept my eyes peeled and my wits about me, trying to learn as much as I could during the uncomfortable journey. Other than a large number of closed doors and a lack of decoration, there was little I could work out. The silence, however, was gradually giving way to a strange sort of thunder. I’d never been past the Veil when the weather was anything but hot and muggy but it was possible that storms occurred.  
 
    Eventually I was taken up a winding flight of stairs. A female demon was waiting at the top; she glared at me with such ferocity that I thought she was going to kill me right then and there. Instead she unlocked the door next to her and I was shoved inside. 
 
    Shaking my head and rubbing the bruises on my arms, I looked around. The noise was deafening. It waxed and waned but it sounded too unnatural to be a storm. I still couldn’t work out what it was. 
 
    ‘It’s you!’ 
 
    I jumped half out of my skin. From the shadowed corner of my latest holding pen came the tiny, familiar figure of a pixie. The last time I’d seen her, she was chained to a wooden pole on Arthur’s Seat. Now she didn’t look any the worse for wear for the experience; she was smiling so broadly, I wondered if her cheeks would split. 
 
    ‘You’re here to save us,’ she breathed. ‘You came back.’ 
 
    Uh-oh. I was here chancing my arm because I was out of other options and the Fomori army was on the verge of invading the Highlands. I was as much of a prisoner as she was, even if I had a plan or two up my sleeve. Taking the cautious route, I shook my head. ‘If only,’ I muttered.  
 
    She stared at me. ‘You’re right,’ she said eventually. ‘There’s always someone listening.’ She glanced round and raised her voice. ‘You hear me? We’re not imbeciles! We’re not going to fall for your stupid plots!’ I gaped at her. She turned her head and winked, then settled down in a heap on the floor.  
 
    ‘Where are we?’ 
 
    ‘Castle, of course.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yes, but…’ 
 
    ‘Arena,’ she said sourly. ‘We’re in the holding pen for the arena.’ 
 
    Nausea rose in my stomach. That sounded… ‘That’s cheering, isn’t it?’  
 
    The pixie nodded and my shoulders sank. So the arena was some kind of gladiatorial hell-pit. ‘They think it makes them civilized,’ she spat. I didn’t need to ask who they were. ‘Instead of killing us outright, they pretend to give us a way out. Win and you’ll be freed.’ She paused. ‘As if. No one ever wins.’ 
 
    ‘Execution as sport,’ I whispered. Even Aifric wouldn’t conceive something so horrific. No wonder the Fomori hadn’t hurt me. 
 
    The door opened and the scowling female demon entered, carrying something on a tray. She thrust it at me and muttered a string of incomprehensible Fomori sentences. 
 
    ‘You’re to take the food,’ the pixie said. ‘It’ll help you in the arena.’ 
 
    I blinked and stared. That was food? It looked like ‒ fungus. The demon glared and yelled something. Helplessly, I took the tray. 
 
    ‘She doesn’t like you,’ the pixie offered. 
 
    ‘I kinda got that.’ 
 
    ‘You killed her niece.’ 
 
    I almost dropped the tray. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘That’s what she says.’ 
 
    I looked wide-eyed at the demon. I’d never killed anyone; I was never going to kill anyone. She spat at me and backed away, not taking her eyes from me until the door was closed again. 
 
    ‘The more dead Fomori the better,’ the pixie said. 
 
    I didn’t have a response to that. I huddled down with the tray, sniffing cautiously at the brown and grey lumps. 
 
    ‘We are lucky. They feed us well before the arena. They want us to be strong enough to give them a good show.’ 
 
    I grinned, thinking she was making a joke then I realised she was being serious. Sobering up, I avoided looking at her, lifted the crude cup and took a sip. It was definitely water. It tasted even fouler than the stuff I’d been given when I’d been held at the Steward’s pleasure. I tried not to think too hard about where it had come from and steeled myself to try the food. It helped that I was ravenously hungry. 
 
    I picked up the oddly carved spoon and gingerly tasted. It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared – just mildly salty – but the texture was off-putting, something between the sludge that collects underneath drainpipes and wallpaper paste. I had serious doubts whether it had any nutritional value. Then again, the same could be said for my normal diet of Irn Bru and salt-and-vinegar crisps. One day I’d learn to eat my greens but apparently not today. 
 
    I forced down the lot. As soon as I put down the eating utensil, the door was opened again. I was expecting the same angry demon as before but this time it was a different face. Two different faces, in fact. 
 
    ‘Watch out,’ the pixie muttered. ‘This one can tell truth from lies.’ 
 
    Interesting. That was at least one other Gift which had transferred to the Fomori. 
 
    The other demon, a pockmarked male with a sunken chest, kept his distance. He barked something at me. Unable to understand, I shook my head. He hissed and pointed at the pixie. She sighed. ‘He wants to know how much magic you have,’ she said. 
 
    Nonplussed, I frowned. ‘Er … quite a bit?’ 
 
    She translated for me. The demon glowered and clenched his fists. He shouted at her. ‘How many magics,’ she corrected. 
 
    ‘Oh. You mean how many Gifts?’ I considered. I supposed I had just the one: stealing. I said as much, holding up a single finger for emphasis. The pixie translated. 
 
    The demon’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. He stepped forward, his fist raised. His companion touched his arm and murmured something in his ear. 
 
    ‘She says you’re telling the truth,’ my cell-mate informed me. 
 
    At this, he scratched his head. He looked as if he’d been given a simple sum to complete that somehow wouldn’t add up. He wrinkled his nose then lifted his knobbly shoulders. He yelled a few words, wheeled round and they both left. 
 
    I frowned after them. ‘Didn’t he want to know what my Gift … I mean, my magic … is?’ 
 
    The pixie didn’t seem to care. ‘He already knows,’ she replied carelessly. ‘He told the others to make sure the arena fliers are overhead and at all the exits to stop you.’ 
 
    ‘Stop me from what?’ 
 
    She glanced at me as if I were slightly mad. ‘Using your Gift.’ 
 
    Now I was even more confused. Of course, they were under the impression that my Gift was something other than stealing. Last time I was here I’d used that strange dark cloud magic to make my escape. I’d used other magic too but, as far as the demons were concerned, that was the one they had evidence of because they’d seen me use it. Perhaps they thought Byron had created the Illusion of his body still in chains so he could fool them for long enough to run away. I couldn’t see how some winged demons would make a difference against a heavy choking poisonous cloud, however. I didn’t recollect it doing anything other than skimming the ground and rising up perhaps three or four metres. Some odd, nebulous thought tugged at the back of my mind, demanding attention. Unfortunately, before the idea was fully formed, it vanished again. Stupid synapses. 
 
    ‘What does the brain do when it sees its best friend?’ I asked. 
 
    The pixie looked at me from under her eyelashes. 
 
    ‘Gives it a brain wave.’ I smirked. 
 
    Instead of laughing, she looked dejected. ‘You’re not the one we’ve been waiting for at all.’ 
 
    Everyone was a hater. ‘Guess not,’ I mumbled.  
 
    Outside, the arena crowd gave a roar. This time it was so loud I felt the vibrations beneath me. ‘We’re getting close,’ she said. ‘They’re building up to the main event.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘Us?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She stared into the distance. ‘I suppose I should be proud that they’re putting me out there with you, even if you’re not the saviour. They only hold these events twice a year so there are a lot of fights and executions to get through. I’ve been kept waiting for a long time.’ 
 
    I put my arm round her little shoulders. Poor thing. She deserved better than my jokes. She deserved better than this. ‘What did you do to end up here?’ I asked softly, not really expecting a response. 
 
    The pixie answered, ‘Stabbed three Fomori and drank their blood.’ My mouth dropped open and I pulled away. She shrugged. ‘I was really hungry.’ 
 
    I leaned my head against the stone wall of my new prison. The illusion of control indeed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The food, if you could call it that, was still sitting uncomfortably in the pit of my stomach when they came for us. I made a last stab at negotiation. ‘Look,’ I said reasonably, ‘I have important information to impart. If you could take me to the guy in charge, I’m sure we can sort all this out.’ 
 
    None of the many demons who were standing in the corridor and gawking at me answered. 
 
    ‘Or gal in charge,’ I added. ‘If you lot are all about equal rights and it’s a woman who’s the boss, that’s great by me. I’ll talk to her too.’ 
 
    All I got was silence then one of the demons, somewhat younger than the others, stretched out an inquisitive finger and poked me. He snatched his hand back and cackled. The demon next to him looked at it in awe. I was tempted to lunge towards him and see what effect that had but I had to make sure that none of these demons saw me as a threat. Frankly, from what she’d told me, the threat was the tiny pixie by my side. She was about as far removed from Lexie as it was possible to get. 
 
    We were taken to an open doorway. Peering out, I saw row upon row of demons arranged round a large open area where we were no doubt meant to fight. Hoardings, with lethal-looking spikes poking out, were in place around the audience, presumably to protect them from the evil they were here to watch.  
 
    There weren’t just Fomori in the crowd; I spotted various different races, including Sidhe. A frisson of fear ran down my spine; they were baying for my blood and I hadn’t even done anything. They hated me because of what I might do, not because of anything I had done. I wanted to march out there with my hands on my hips and tell them they were being ridiculous. Not that they’d hear me; now we were almost at the arena, the noise was deafening. 
 
    The surface of the arena was covered in grey-coloured sand. Here and there were dark patches; I knew without getting close that they were blood. I hissed through my teeth. There had been a lot of variables to consider before I crossed into the Lowlands but I hadn’t imagined anything like this. 
 
    There was a loud beating of wings. From this angle, it was difficult to see what was happening but the vast shadow of a winged Fomori was visible across the sand. I guessed he was someone important because the crowd immediately hushed. He began to speak, his harsh voice reverberating around the rickety stadium. He was the MC. 
 
    ‘Hammer time,’ I whispered. 
 
    The pixie glanced at me. ‘They don’t let us have weapons,’ she informed me. ‘It’s not meant to be a fair fight.’ 
 
    I nodded; an explanation at this point would be far too complicated. And pointless. As the MC demon droned on, and the guards at my back bounced around in a buzz of excited anticipation, I raised and lowered myself on my toes and cricked my neck. I couldn’t imagine just how shite things were about to get.  
 
    One of the demons shoved me hard in the small of my back, forcing me onto the arena floor. I stumbled forward, just catching myself from falling. The pixie followed. She might be a hardened killer but she was shaking. We both were. 
 
    I didn’t know how many eyes were on us but it seemed like hundreds. Everyone was silent, which was more frightening than the thunderous cheering I’d heard before. I swung round, taking in every inch of the crowd. The air was filled with hovering demons, all of whose attention was fixed on me. I ignored them for now. If this was like a Roman gladiatorial venue, there would be an obvious spot for the very important demons. As I turned to my left, I saw them. 
 
    There was a dais, elevated a few metres above the rest of the audience no doubt to keep the elite from being splattered with all that pesky blood or to protect their delicate nostrils from the smell. The combined body odours of all these Lowlanders rivalled the bucket in the cell.  
 
    Without the night vision that I assumed everyone else enjoyed, it was difficult to make out much about the demon leaders. There were six seated figures that possessed the same wiry, skeletal bodies as the rest of the Fomori. Beyond that, I couldn’t tell much more about them. I squinted, narrowing my eyes to see more, but it was a wasted effort.  
 
    There was a single harsh shout, which sounded like a heartfelt curse, from one of the audience members behind me. That yell opened the floodgates and they all began roaring and chanting again. Far too many tried to throw things. If the projectiles had been rotten eggs or squishy tomatoes that might have been okay but these were stones. With the force that they were being thrown, I’d only need to be hit once in the wrong place and I’d be a goner. 
 
    I bobbed and dodged. A small pebble glanced off my shoulder – it still bloody hurt. The pixie yelled, a figure of unmitigated fury. I had to admire her tenacity. She whirled round while I ducked yet another missile.  
 
    Just as I was starting to think we’d be stoned to death, a loud horn sounded. The stone hurling stopped and a loud cheer ran round the crowd. They began to stamp their feet, one after the other in perfect timing. 
 
    ‘Here it comes,’ the pixie muttered. 
 
    There was a shudder from the other end of the arena and I saw a rusty-looking gate heave upwards. A furious bellow from the dark corridor beyond was followed by a snort. I licked my lips. ‘What is that?’ 
 
    The pixie’s response was unequivocal. ‘Monster.’ 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. The thing that emerged was something out of my worst nightmares. It had some of the features of a Fomori demon but it wasn’t like any of the ones I’d seen before. For one thing, it seemed to be twice the size of the others. Its body was crisscrossed with scars, some gouged so deeply into its flesh that it was a wonder the wounds had ever healed. It was wearing a covering around its groin which I doubted had anything to do with modesty. It wore enormous boots, studded with sharp nails; its face, contorted into a snarl, spoke of darkness and pain. 
 
    Involuntarily, I stepped back and the crowd roared louder in delight. The pixie held her ground though her legs were shaking. I kept my focus on the creature advancing slowly towards us, one heavy foot after the other. The closer it got, the more the promise of vile murder glittering in its eyes became obvious. 
 
    One of the winged bastards above us dropped something on the sand in front of the monster’s feet. It didn’t even pause but bent down and scooped it up while it continued to stride in our direction. With a sinking feeling, I realised that it was a medieval flail – a spiked ball on the end of a heavy chain. It was far larger than anything I’d seen on television or in a museum and its weight didn’t seem to bother the bastard. With as much effort as it would have taken me to wave a feather boa round my head, the monster began to swing. And still it advanced. 
 
    Suddenly it broke into a run, the flail spinning in the air with greater and greater speed. The pixie screamed, a sound not of terror but of a battle cry. She launched herself towards the monster and I had no choice but to throw myself after her. One swipe of that weapon and she’d be mincemeat. 
 
    I grabbed a hank of her hair and she yelled in pain as I threw her to one side and out of the demon’s path. It bared its teeth in what was supposed to be a smile. By this point, I was barely aware of the screaming crowd.  
 
    The best thing I could do was to get rid of the flail. That was where the immediate danger lay. As my hefty opponent took his first shot and almost lopped off my head, I concentrated on the last trickle of Apportation magic I had left. There was very little there and, even as I pulled it out and concentrated it towards the weapon, I knew it would be touch and go. I clenched my fists and focused. The flail vanished from the creature’s hands. While it stared down at its empty palms, I let out a quick breath of relief.  
 
    The creature snarled while the crowd booed their dismay then it barrelled towards me, using its whole body as a weapon. I ran, zigzagging away. It bellowed in frustration and turned from to me to the pixie, who was just getting back to her feet. Shite. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ I yelled. ‘Ugly boy! Get your arse over here!’ I jumped up and down and waved. 
 
    It snorted and glanced back. Whatever it might look like, it wasn’t stupid. It knew that I was trying to distract it and didn’t veer off course. Before I could think of something to do, there was a sickening crunch of breaking bones as its fist connected with the pixie’s body. She crumpled like a rag doll. The move was so sudden and completed with such brute force that I had no way of knowing whether she was alive or dead. Whatever state she was in, the demon decided he was no longer interested in her. He twisted back to face me and grinned, his tongue lolling out of his mouth in delighted anticipation. 
 
    I backed up again, unable to go much further because of the dangerous spikes surrounding the arena floor. In my peripheral vision, I caught a glint of metal as something flew down from the crowd behind me. A knife thudded into the sand by my feet. Huh; so not everyone was against me. I picked it up, gripping the smooth blade in my sweaty, clumsy fingers. There was a scuffle in the audience, no doubt because of whoever had tossed me this weapon. I didn’t have time to worry about them; the demon was charging towards me again. 
 
    I took off, running away and following the ring of the arena round and round. I noted that the pixie was still breathing – that was something. The demon kept pace, hurtling behind me at full speed. When I felt it gaining on me, I switched direction and darted across the middle of the floor. It leapt high into the air, landing a foot or so away, then it kicked, catching me on my thigh as I spun away to avoid the blow. 
 
    I crashed in a shower of sand. I rolled, throwing myself into the movement to get away. When I thought I had enough momentum, I sprang back to my feet. The demon was already there in front of me and still grinning. 
 
    I raised my hand, the knife in front of me. For a second, the demon’s smile faltered as I gazed from the blade to its stomach and back again. With a shrug, I tossed the knife away and crossed my arms. 
 
    It blinked then it hit me on the side of my head and I went flying. The force of the punch was strong enough to send me crashing into the ground several metres away. I climbed to my feet again and again the demon came after me. This time it went for a kick to my stomach. I was thrown onto my back, wheezing for air. I tried to spring up but my body wouldn’t respond and I lay there, motionless, for several seconds. My opponent nudged me roughly and snarled. I knew what he wanted. He could have easily killed me by now but this was about more than ending my life; he was putting on a show. 
 
    I staggered up and faced him, stretching my arms out and waiting. He lunged and grabbed my hair and it felt like my scalp was tearing away from my skull. The pain was excruciating. He threw me in the air once more, sending me to the other side of the arena. I coughed, spitting blood. My vision was swimming but I got to my feet.  
 
    ‘Great plan, Tegs,’ I muttered. ‘You’ve really outdone yourself this time.’ Then my knees buckled and I fell again. 
 
    The demon threw back his head and laughed. He started shouting at the watching crowd and they shouted back, delighted. I dropped my gaze; every iota of my strength was seeping away into the blood-soaked ground. I tried to push myself up again but I couldn’t. Then I saw the pixie lying less than three feet away. 
 
    I crawled over to her, stretching out my hand. ‘Heal,’ I whispered, ‘heal.’ The magic flowed from my fingertips and almost immediately she stirred. 
 
    There was a roar from the demon as he realised I was up to something. He sprinted towards us. I swallowed. His figure blurred as I tried to focus on it but there was no doubt he was getting closer.  
 
    Then I blinked and he was gone. 
 
    I couldn’t hear anything. There was a ringing in my ears and I didn’t know if I was about to throw up or pass out. The pixie sat up and gaped at something above her head. Trying to clear my vision, I followed her gaze. Directly above us was the demon monster, impaled on one of the spikes. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘What?’ 
 
    The pixie stared. ‘He tripped.’ She started to laugh. ‘He tripped.’ 
 
    I frowned, my brain clouded by confusion as much as pain. I glanced to my other side. There, half embedded in the sand, was the flail. Apparently I’d had so little Apportation magic left that all I’d managed to do was transport it from his hands to the other side of the arena. The demon’s foot must have caught on it. Now, instead of slamming my soul from here to kingdom come, the monster was skewered in its own playground. 
 
    Blood leaked from the wound in its stomach. It groaned, its hands slippery as it tried to slide away from the spike. I stumbled over and lay my hand on his shoulders. Once again, I called on Aifric’s Gift as I pulled the limp body of the demon backwards. While he groaned, his weight shifted; he fell away from the spike and sprawled right on top of me. I gasped, writhing to get free. He clutched at what had been a mortal wound and stood up, looking at the blood on his hands. 
 
    ‘What the fuck have you done?’ the pixie screamed. ‘We had him. We could have won.’ 
 
    I ignored her and watched the demon. I didn’t have the energy to stand up again; the pain was too much. The demon scratched his head and looked away, glancing at something above. I rolled over. All six of the Fomori leaders were on their feet. The one on the end gestured to the demon. He nodded once and bent down towards me. I held my breath. Not again; I couldn’t cope with another blow. Rather than slamming into me, however, he dragged me to my feet then half pulled, half dragged me across the arena. 
 
    Now what? The demon on the end, who was wearing a cloak round his shoulders, gazed at me. He leaned over to his companion and murmured and I realised it was the English-speaking Fomori from earlier.  
 
    There was only one question. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It was right,’ I gasped as another wave of agony rippled through me. 
 
    ‘He was going to kill you.’ 
 
    I gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘Who isn’t trying to kill me?’ 
 
    The demon leaned towards me, his face looming closer. ‘Under our laws, if you won the battle we would have set you free. You had won. He was dying.’ 
 
    I shrugged, almost immediately regretting it as I felt my knees shudder once more. Only my would-be executioner by my side was keeping me upright. ‘I’m a pacifist.’ 
 
    The demon frowned, still struggling to understand. ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t justify violence.’ 
 
    His brow furrowed as he absorbed this. He murmured something to the boss man who stared at me, wide-eyed. Then he muttered something and his translator spoke again. ‘That explains why you did not use the knife and why you did not attempt to fight back. It does not explain why you healed him. He was dying as a result of a clumsy accident, not by your hand.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. I knew this was my one chance; there was no other way I could explain myself and get the chance to turn everything around. ‘Standing by and not helping when I have the power to do so is the same as wielding a blade myself.’ I squeezed my eyes shut. ‘Forgive me. I’m not explaining myself very well. I don’t feel too good.’ 
 
    He regarded me quietly. ‘Why do you not heal yourself?’ 
 
    I started. It hadn’t even occurred to me that I could do that. ‘I…’ 
 
    ‘You told us you had one type of magic. We assumed that was the ability to control the air, which we have already seen. You apparently did not lie. And yet we saw evidence of several different sorts of magic that cannot possibly be connected in the way that Levitation and the creation of clouds could be. You do not seem to fully understand some of this magic yourself. What is the truth?’ 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop. I felt rather than saw every member of audience lean forward as if they were afraid to miss my answer. ‘I steal,’ I said simply. ‘I am a thief and I can steal magic. That is my Gift.’ 
 
    A twitch in his cheek was the only evidence he’d heard me. ‘You could steal my magic from me?’ 
 
    I nodded then I focused on the invisible swirl within him. ‘You have the ability to teleport yourself,’ I said. I smiled in understanding. ‘And to learn any tongue should you so desire it.’ 
 
    The demon rocked back and muttered quickly to the Fomori boss who gestured impatiently. The demon bowed in answer and looked back at me. ‘Show me,’ he demanded. ‘Show me how this works.’ 
 
    I had no idea whether I still had the strength for this. If he would give me a minute I could see if I could use my stolen Gift to heal myself but I didn’t think that any delays would serve me well. Wasting no more time, I snatched and took a thread of his magic, drawing it into my own being. 
 
    He gasped, his hand reaching involuntarily to his chest. ‘I can feel it.’ He turned to his leader. ‘It’s gone. Not a lot, but I can feel that it’s lessened slightly. She took my magic from me. I might not have noticed if I hadn’t known what she was going to do.’ 
 
    I tilted up my chin. ‘Think on this,’ I said in perfect Fomorian. ‘I could have stolen teleportation and taken myself far from here but I did not. You can trust me. I am here to negotiate, not to fight, not to challenge, not to steal. Neither am I here to destroy Alba.’ I met the leader’s eyes. ‘Deal with me.’ 
 
    The watching crowed gasped. Unfortunately it barely registered with me because the energy it had taken to steal, not to mention how difficult it was to make my little speech, had almost done me in. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ a female voice shouted. ‘Leave her alone!’ 
 
    May strode out from the far gates with Byron, Fergus ‒ and presumably Bob ‒ in her wake. I was sure I was still having issues with my vision because May never walked with that kind of confidence. Neither did she speak with that kind of authority. 
 
    She walked up to us, glaring at the huge demon who was holding me up and then addressing the Fomori leaders. ‘She is not what you think she is.’ 
 
    ‘You can talk,’ someone burst out. 
 
    ‘I have a tongue.’ May pointed at me. ‘Thanks to her.’ 
 
    I looked past her. The expression on Byron’s face suggested that he didn’t know whether to attack every single Fomori in the place for even thinking about hurting me or whether he should run over and cradle me in his arms like a wounded child. I was hoping for the latter. Fergus, meanwhile, had his mouth flattened and his face masked. There was a glittering rage in his eyes as he watched May, which didn’t make sense. 
 
    ‘She isn’t evil,’ May continued. ‘She isn’t planning our downfall. With this one we can really negotiate.’ 
 
    A thought poked through the clouds of pain and confusion in my mind. ‘Wait,’ I said suddenly. I looked at the English-speaking leader. ‘Levitation. You said I could levitate. I only did that once though when—’ I looked at May. ‘You told them about that.’ 
 
    She met my eyes. ‘Yes. That was before I knew what you could really do.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ the other demon said, ‘when you told us you only had one Gift and we knew you weren’t lying, we assumed it was something to do with manipulating the air. We had never seen such a thing before. But,’ he smiled slightly, ‘we have never seen anyone who could steal magic before either.’ 
 
    My eyes drifted back to May then to Fergus whose jaw remained tight with tension. ‘May’s a spy,’ he spat, bitterness lacing every word. ‘She’s been working for the Fomori demons all along. She followed you across the Veil to watch you and report back. All along she’s been manipulating us. May is no victim.’ 
 
    His words penetrated my skull and I wobbled, agony nibbling at my body. Byron cursed and marched over, glaring at the monster demon who shrugged and passed me over. Byron wrapped his arms round me so I could lean back into his chest. ‘You’re alright,’ he murmured into my ear. ‘We’re all still alright.’ 
 
    And with that, I felt like I could let go. I’d been clinging to consciousness with every shred of my being; now Byron was at my back it was if my body decided of its own volition that I could relax. Voices continued but I closed my eyes and passed out. Later, my mind whispered. Later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    There was something on my nose. Even without opening my eyes, I was fairly sure as to what – or rather who – it was. 
 
    ‘I know you’re awake, Uh Integrity,’ came Bob’s plaintive voice. ‘Just how many times have you had a fainting fit in the last week? Should I start stocking up on smelling salts?’ 
 
    My eyelids fluttered open. He was perched on the tip of my nose, staring fixedly at me. I pretended not to notice his relief and frowned. ‘I have not had fainting fits,’ I said in mock irritation. ‘In fact, I think you’ll find I’ve been in full control of my faculties.’ 
 
    He peered at me. ‘You have a concussion,’ he declared. 
 
    I sat up, brushing him off. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    On the far side of the room, which didn’t look all that different from the prison cells I’d been in, a door opened. Byron, looking tired and harassed, saw that I was awake and strode over. ‘How are you?’ he demanded. ‘Where does it hurt?’ His emerald eyes roved over me. ‘What do you need?’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Which question would you like me to answer first?’ 
 
    His shoulders relaxed slightly although the concern in his expression didn’t flicker. ‘You looked like you were half dead in that arena,’ he growled. ‘What they did to you…’ 
 
    I dismissed his worry. ‘They had their reasons.’ To appease him as much to rid myself of the pain that throbbed through my body, I sought out more of Aifric’s Healing Gift. Unsure how it worked, I pulled it out and told it to heal me. My body tingled, my blood hummed and a pleasant warmth spread through me, right down to my toes. 
 
    ‘Wow.’ I shook my head in amazement. ‘So that’s what it feels like.’ 
 
    ‘You should have done that at the start,’ Byron chided. 
 
    I shrugged. ‘It honestly didn’t occur to me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an idiot.’ 
 
    I smiled at him. He smiled back. 
 
    ‘Jeez!’ Bob said. ‘Get a room!’ 
 
    Byron didn’t glance in his direction. ‘We have a room. You should get out.’ 
 
    Bob put his hands on hips and huffed. ‘The nerve!’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ I interrupted, albeit rather reluctantly, ‘we have other things to do. Where are Fergus and May?’ 
 
    Byron grimaced. ‘Fergus is next door. We’ve not seen May since … well, you know.’ 
 
    I nodded. She really was full of surprises. I stood up, declining Byron’s offer of help, and looked down. I might have healed my wounds but I looked the worse for wear. My clothes were covered in blood, dirt and other things it was probably wise not to examine too closely. 
 
    ‘They don’t know about Bob,’ Byron said. ‘But they have been more,’ he pursed his lips, ‘hospitable than I would have expected. Your plan worked.’ 
 
    I grimaced. I did almost die and we still had a long way to go before we could call this expedition a success. All the same, my optimism was coming back with considerable force. 
 
    *** 
 
    We found Fergus slumped against a wall. It was the first time I’d ever seen the canny Bauchan look dejected. I knew I should probably keep my mouth shut but knowing it and doing it were different things. ‘Why do spies avoid capitalisation?’ I asked. He lifted doleful eyes to me. ‘Because they like to keep things low key.’ 
 
    A muscle jerked in his cheek. Other than that, there was no sign that he’d heard me. ‘Too soon?’ I sighed. ‘You really shouldn’t be upset about May. It’s not the first time someone’s lied and it won’t be the last. Besides, did she really ever lie? I didn’t ask her why she followed me across the Veil.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Bob piped up, ‘that’s because she didn’t have a tongue so she couldn’t tell you.’ 
 
    I ignored him. ‘She was doing what she thought was right. She’s probably a hero to the Fomori demons. She thought she was risking her life to spy on someone who was supposedly the greatest threat to the existence of her race. We shouldn’t be upset that she wasn’t a helpless victim, we should admire her. In her position, I might well have done the same.’ I watched him. ‘And so far everything’s turned out alright. She helped us, Fergus. She weighed up all the evidence and decided that we weren’t monsters after all. She even fell in love.’ 
 
    He blinked. I smiled and knelt beside him. ‘Are you sure you’re not annoyed because she fooled you and you’re not used to that?’ His eyes narrowed but I ploughed ahead regardless. ‘Maybe,’ I told him softly, ‘you’ve met your match.’ Fergus wasn’t a fool and I could see him absorb my words.  
 
    There was a sharp knock on the door. We all stiffened and exchanged wary glances. Bob zipped over, burrowing into my collar to stay out of sight. Byron took a deep breath, walked over and opened it. As soon as he did, he was all but bowled over by a demon bustling in and shoving past him. My stomach tensed when I realised it was the furious female demon who’d been my guard down by the arena. 
 
    I put up my hands to ward her off but it was to no avail ‒ she wasn’t going to be stopped. She threw her thin arms around me and squeezed. ‘Thank you! Thank you! What you did for May was more than I could have asked. If you need anything, you ask for me.’ 
 
    ‘What is she saying?’ 
 
    I translated for the others who seemed as taken aback as I was. I met Fergus’s eyes meaningfully and he nodded, getting to his feet and picking up his bag. I pulled back from the demon. ‘We would like to meet with your leaders now,’ I told her in Fomori. Probably the sooner the better. The language Gift I’d acquired was only a tiny dose and it wouldn’t last for long.  
 
    ‘Yes, yes!’ she beamed and bowed, before nodding towards the door and heading out.  
 
    I looked at the others. ‘This is where it really gets serious,’ I warned. 
 
    ‘All for one,’ Byron muttered. 
 
    Bob whispered into my ear. ‘Screw that. If this goes tits up, you lot are on your own.’ 
 
    I just laughed. 
 
    *** 
 
    There was something unsettling about the sky always being dark. Part of me expected dawn to break at some point and for the sun to illuminate everything in golden brilliance, even though I knew it wouldn’t. I itched to get back to the clean, fresh air of the Highlands. I was actually pleased when May’s friend took us outside to a parapet rather than deeper into the bowels of the castle. The darkness was claustrophobic enough without being kept inside. No wonder the Fomori demons slept on the rooftops instead of inside the old buildings which remained from the pre-Fissure days. 
 
    The same six demons from the arena faced us, seated in a row. May stood to one side and her eyes immediately sought Fergus. Without turning, I couldn’t tell what his reaction was. I cleared my throat. ‘Thank you,’ I said. 
 
    ‘For what?’ asked the robed Fomori. 
 
    ‘For not killing us. For listening to what I have to say. For the chance to change all our futures.’ 
 
    ‘The prophecy remains. You are still a threat.’ 
 
    I lifted my chin. ‘I don’t believe I am.’ 
 
    He knitted his fingers together. ‘We shall see.’  
 
    I ran my eyes across them, seeking potential allies but their expressions were masked. Even May’s expression was studiously blank. These guys would be fantastic at poker. I swallowed and began. ‘Across the Veil, we have a fixed view of what you are like. It is a given that you are evil, that you are monsters who have no qualms about who you murder. Recent evidence bears this out. Your demons attacked one of our northern cities and there were several deaths. You have encroached onto our land and it rarely ends well.’ 
 
    A couple of the demons stirred. The robed leader held up his hand to still them. ‘We might say the same of your kind,’ he replied mildly. ‘You have made incursions into our territory. You have threatened us. We have nothing and yet you still seem to want to take that away.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘You’re referring to me? I’ve been here a few times.’ I thought of the magical harp I’d used in the Games. ‘On the first occasion I did steal something but I could argue that it didn’t belong to you any more that it belonged to me. If it helps, I have stolen far more from the Sidhe than from you.’ 
 
    ‘We do not just refer to you.’ 
 
    I considered this. I didn’t know of anyone else who’d been beyond the Veil who hadn’t been with me. Then I frowned. ‘Matthew MacBain.’ It was a long time ago now but memories were long and grudges extended beyond mere lifetimes.  
 
    The Fomori demon turned to one of his companions. They nodded and he looked back at me. ‘That was the name we were given by one of your kind who dared to come to us. He said he was a treasure hunter. We do not like hunters.’ 
 
    I kept my voice calm and level. ‘What happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘You see where we live, Adair. We do not have sun. Very little grows without light. We struggle to feed our people.’ For a brief moment, I recognised sadness in his eyes then the mask fell again.  
 
    I considered the pixie and what she said she’d done. I was fairly certain I understood what had happened to Matthew MacBain and nausea churned in my stomach.  
 
    ‘I am not condoning what happened to him or to others who thought they could come here at will,’ he continued. ‘But understand that hunger will drive even the sanest person to depths they would never previously have considered.’ 
 
    I inclined my head. ‘It would be easy for me to stand here in judgment of those actions,’ I told him. ‘But I have never starved.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have children?’ he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    ‘Then,’ he said, ‘you cannot understand what it is like to see your baby, your flesh and blood, wither in front of your eyes and to be unable to help them. That is the reality we live with here, every single day. Understand, Adair, we are a violent people but in this land, only the strong survive.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you leave?’ 
 
    His answer was simple. ‘We have nowhere else to go.’ 
 
    ‘The one thing Scotland has,’ I said, ‘is land. If you had come to us…’ Even as I said the words, I realised they were stupid. 
 
    The demon knew this too and he laughed harshly. ‘Do you think we haven’t done that? We tried every method possible of asking for aid. For a long time we were too proud then we were too desperate.’ 
 
    My voice was quiet. ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘We began with threats: help us or we will hurt you. More often than not we were beaten back by the Sidhe. Or we hurt the wrong people. You might think we are brutal but your people are brutal also.’ 
 
    I knew what he meant. To the Sidhe, with their Clan Lands and magic and wealth, the rest of the country was disposable. However, from the departure of the trolls to the effect of the freed Foinse, that was changing. I knew it in my bones. 
 
    ‘We tried other tacks. We appealed to your leader and, initially, he appeared amenable. He told us we could barter, that he would provide aid. He also warned us that our entire race was in great peril.’ 
 
    Byron didn’t understand what was going on so I risked a glance in his direction. I gave him a reassuring smile but he remained on edge. ‘That peril was me,’ I said. 
 
    The demon nodded. ‘Your Clan. He told us he would rid us of this immediate threat if we agreed to stay away and contact only him. He was,’ he licked his lips, ‘very persuasive.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ My jaw clenched. ‘He has that skill.’  
 
    Aifric could have done something; he could have helped them. He’d been in a position to change Scotland for the better and, because he wanted to remain the strongest leader in the land, he hadn’t. Other Sidhe wouldn’t have appreciated his actions and might have challenged him; equally, he might have been worried that uniting Scotland would make his position less meaningful and more diluted. And yet he had kept the Fomori sweet. He wanted to have them ready for his own sinister purposes. 
 
    ‘We sent delegations. Your Clan killed them.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what he told you?’ 
 
    The demon looked at me. ‘Are you suggesting he was lying? It would be in your interests to suggest that was the case.’ 
 
    ‘I spent most of my life believing my father was a genocidal maniac. I have no problem with believing that there were those in my Clan who were … less than noble.’ I told him about the three dead demons Byron and I had discovered. ‘You can get your Truth Teller. My story will not change.’ I pointed at Byron. ‘He will tell you the same.’ 
 
    ‘We do not test our friends.’ 
 
    I was taken aback. ‘Am I a friend?’ 
 
    He smiled toothlessly. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    I considered this and hope flared through me. We were getting somewhere, we were really getting somewhere, but there was still a great to be said. I drew in a breath. ‘What happened in Aberdeen…’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes. A tragedy for all concerned.’ He glanced down. ‘Our situation is dire. We went to see if there were others we could negotiate with. As soon as your kind saw us, however…’ His voice trailed off. 
 
    ‘They attacked,’ I whispered. Byron himself had done so; he’d casually tossed a fireball into the back of a Fomori demon who’d pitched up in Perth. Fight first, ask questions later. We were all guilty of something. 
 
    ‘Yes. We tried other methods of communication but they were misunderstood.’ He looked at me archly. ‘Including by you.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘We knew that sooner or later someone would come looking for, what was his name? MacBan?’ 
 
    ‘MacBain.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. We left a message for anyone who came.’ 
 
    I closed my eyes. Save us. It was written in blood above his bones. I’d assumed it was a message from the Fomori’s slaves but I was wrong. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    He shrugged a bony shoulder. ‘We should have been more explicit. We know our ancestors did your kind wrong when they first came here. They were afraid and they believed they needed to fight in order to stay. Our fathers sinned and we have been paying the price ever since. We know what you think of us; telling you the truth about our desperate situation would have invited disbelief. We were hoping for … investigation.’  
 
    ‘Because that way lies the truth,’ I said. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘And the others? The ones who aren’t Fomori?’ I leaned forward. ‘You don’t even allow them names.’ 
 
    ‘Names have power. They are powerless.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed. ‘Yes, but—’ 
 
    He held up a hand. ‘It has been a point of contention for some time. We have struggles amongst our own kind ‒ fights, violence, death. I’m sure you have noticed the scars.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen the fights. I’ve seen your arena.’ 
 
    ‘We have to keep the peace somehow. If we permit the others to have names, they will feel more empowered and there would be greater possibility of riot. There would be more death.’ 
 
    ‘It’s wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ He sighed. ‘But things were not easy for us after the Fissure. We had to do something with the people from your side who remained. It was either kill them or find a way to keep them from hurting us further. I think we chose the more humane path.’ 
 
    I wasn’t convinced. ‘It will have to change.’ 
 
    He seemed amused. ‘Or what?’ 
 
    ‘There is no alternative. I am not threatening you, I’m here to help.’ 
 
    The demon’s amusement grew into laughter. ‘You? How can you help? You’re not the Sidhe leader. They’ve been trying to kill you as much as we have. We’re not stupid, Adair, for all that you believe we are savages. May has told us enough.’ 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I noticed her flinch. Actually, I didn’t think she’d told them everything. I swallowed. ‘Bob,’ I whispered. 
 
    He didn’t waste his time burrowing out from his hiding place. The demons’ jaws dropped as Bob glared at them, daring them to do something. ‘He’s a genie,’ I said unnecessarily. ‘And I have one wish left.’ 
 
    The leader recovered first. ‘It is unwise to ask a genie for anything.’ He regarded me soberly. ‘We have learnt this in the past.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘It’s true that there are always negative consequences but I’m sure we could put our heads together and think of a way to minimise the impact.’ 
 
    He didn’t move. ‘What would you wish for?’ 
 
    ‘How about a return to your homeland, wherever that is?’ 
 
    ‘It is gone. It no longer exists in anything other than fairy tales.’ He continued to watch Bob warily although he addressed me. ‘Adair, we have lived here for three hundred years. This is our homeland.’ 
 
    ‘There is always a way.’ 
 
    Bob wasn’t protesting much, which was uncharacteristic, and I didn’t think it was because he was scared of the demons. 
 
    ‘You could wish for our demise. The prophecy—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, to hell with the damned prophecy!’ I snapped. ‘It’s worthless! It was probably made up in the first place. Even if it wasn’t, most prophecies don’t come true. Events don’t stay fixed and people take different paths. You should ignore that kind of mumbo-jumbo. There’s no future in prophecies.’ 
 
    The demon’s mouth twitched. Then, almost inconceivably, he started to giggle. 
 
    Bob glanced at me. ‘These demons are even worse than I thought.’ 
 
    I waited until the demon calmed down then walked to the edge of the parapet and gazed around. A lot of this place looked familiar; I could even see Arthur’s Seat from here. I massaged my neck. I probably only had enough Language magic left in me for a few more sentences so I was going to make them count. 
 
    ‘I’ll prove to you that we can work together,’ I said. ‘That we can be on the same side and things can change. That, with the right circumstances, your entire society can change.’ I beckoned to them. May came over but the others were reluctant. I sighed. ‘I couldn’t throw you over the edge even if I wanted to.’ 
 
    It took another moment but they got up and joined me. ‘When I steal part of a Gift,’ I said, ‘it doesn’t last for long. Eventually it runs out. When I steal all of a Gift, however, it’s mine forever. And this,’ I took a deep breath, ‘is a Gift I’ll have until I die.’ I flicked out my hands, using everything that Morna had taught me. I really hoped this was going to work ‒ with the dim light, it was possible there wouldn’t be much of an impact. Work, I prayed. Bloody work. And then it did. 
 
    It started at the edges, down at the base of the castle. At first it was difficult to tell what it was but the demons had better eyesight than me in this dark land. They gasped. Byron stood beside me, placing an arm round my shoulder and sliding out Bob’s letter opener from his sporran. He passed it to me and I carefully tucked it away. He didn’t say anything; it was enough to know that he was beside me. 
 
    I continued my work as if I were merely rolling out a carpet. Grass unfurled, followed by flowers. I cast my power out towards Arthur’s Seat. Screams reached my ears even from that far point as the people there were terrified by what was happening all around them. I didn’t stop, though. My heart was racing, hammering out a beat against my ribcage and it was painful to breathe. To the east, I produced wheat; to the west, it was barley. I was hardly aware of the demons staggering as the scent of fresh, plant life rose into the air. 
 
    Then there was a loud crash and I stumbled. 
 
    A demon raced in from inside the castle. ‘The Sidhe!’ he yelled. ‘They’re here! They’re attacking!’ 
 
    The Fomori leader snapped his eyes to me. ‘Bitch! You did this to distract us! You…’ his words fell away as the last of the Language magic left me and Fomorian became incomprehensible once more. Another four demons burst through the door, each one dragging a captive: Lexie, Speck, Brochan and Taylor.  
 
    Bob shrieked and disappeared in a flash of light and I stared in dismay while all hell broke loose. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Almost immediately we were rounded up and backed against the wall. Three Fomori stood in front of us, ready to cut our throats at the first command. Their weapons were unnecessary; I could see what magic swirled inside them and it made my veins run ice cold. ‘Listen,’ I began. ‘We…’ 
 
    The Fomori leader spun towards me with such force that I stopped. He barked something, no doubt along the lines of shut the hell up, then he turned to the messenger and spat out a question. 
 
    ‘This is no good,’ I muttered. I had to understand what was going on. 
 
    I looked at the English-speaking Fomori. His brow was creased in a worried frown and he was poised for action. I hissed softly and then, as delicately as I could, reached out for his Language Gift once more. I tried to think of myself as a sneak thief and hoped he wouldn’t notice what I was doing. Unfortunately, he was now so aware of my abilities that he sensed my magic grab almost instantly. His eyes narrowed and snapped towards me – but instead of a vengeful return attack he gave me a grim nod. Maybe, despite appearances, he was coming round to my side. 
 
    The messenger was explaining what had happened. ‘We were unprepared,’ he babbled. ‘They didn’t pass through the border, they came from the coast in boats and passed through the Veil there.’ 
 
    Shite. I turned to Taylor and the others. ‘How did you get here?’ I asked urgently. 
 
    Lexie glared, tossing her blue hair. ‘If you’re pissed off that we’re here, you should have told us what you were doing.’ 
 
    ‘Lex!’ 
 
    ‘By sea,’ Brochan replied. ‘We anchored in the middle of some dark, gloopy river and walked the rest of the way. That’s why it took us so long to get here.’ 
 
    The Clyde. Crapadoodle. ‘The entire ship passed through the Veil?’ 
 
    His mouth flattened and his gills twitched. ‘It was not my idea. Nor was it fun.’ 
 
    I stared at them all. This was important. ‘Were you followed?’ 
 
    For a moment no one answered. I repeated my question. ‘Were you followed?’ 
 
    Eventually, Speck nodded. ‘Yes. But it’s okay. We have a plan. We wanted them to come here.’ 
 
    ‘You have a plan?’ I shrieked. ‘What kind of plan is going to resolve this?’ Shite, shite and damn Aifric to shite. This was my fault: the Sidhe were here because I was. Aifric was worried about what I was up to. I curled my fingers into fists. Well, he should be worried. 
 
    ‘Where are they?’ the Fomori leader asked the messenger. 
 
    ‘On the fringes of the city but they’re moving in.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    Even in this dim light, I saw the messenger blanch. ‘Thousands. It’s as if every Sidhe in Scotland is here.’ 
 
    He was probably right; apart from the MacQuarries, they’d all been gathered in one place. It would have been simple for Aifric to order all of them to arms. I shook my head. All my plots and plans were going to unravel and if it came to a direct confrontation between the Sidhe and all the Fomori ... a sickening chasm opened up in my chest. I wondered if the Fomori’s version of the prophecy – that I was going to destroy Alba – was about to come true. 
 
    Suddenly there was a mammoth roaring noise and the sky lit up with an orange hue. Byron lunged, throwing himself on top of me. I was knocked to the ground, disbelief and shock rippling through me. A heartbeat later, the castle was rocked. There were screams, followed by the sound of stones breaking off and falling far below.  
 
    ‘Pyrokinesis,’ he said in my ear. ‘The Sidhe are attacking.’ 
 
    I pulled away from him, searching desperately for the Fomori. They’d been knocked off their feet by the impact but they were still conscious. The three who’d been in front of us, holding us in our place, scrambled towards their leader without thinking. 
 
    Fergus, a trickle of blood leaking from his forehead, pulled himself to his feet and wiped it away. ‘It’s a warning shot,’ he said calmly. ‘Or there would have been more. The Steward is sending a message.’ He looked at May and said the same to her in Gaelic.  
 
    ‘Tegs,’ Taylor whispered. ‘We were caught as we came looking for you but we’d already found something else.’ 
 
    I frowned at him, not sure what he meant. He unzipped his jacket a little and a faint golden glow appeared before he hastily zipped it up again. I gasped then clamped my hand over my mouth to muffle the sound. ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘Know what?’ 
 
    ‘That I needed the Draoidheachd?’ 
 
    He turned his head to Speck. ‘Told you that’s what it was,’ he said smugly. ‘You owe me fifty quid.’ 
 
    ‘Keep it hidden,’ I told him. I looked at Byron, a question in my eyes. 
 
    He nodded, pointing to the bag by Fergus’s feet. ‘It’s there.’ 
 
    I drew in a shaky breath. Good. That was very good. 
 
    ‘May,’ Fergus said. ‘She knows we have it as well.’ 
 
    I stiffened, glancing in her direction. After explaining the warning shot theory to the others, she was watching us, an intelligent gleam in her eyes. The tiniest smile crossed her lips and she turned away. ‘She’s not going to say anything. She knows what might be about to happen.’ 
 
    Taylor frowned. ‘Why would she say something? And what’s about to happen?’ 
 
    We had a lot of catching up to do but there wasn’t time – the three Fomori had returned.  
 
    ‘Get up!’  
 
    We all got awkwardly to our feet. 
 
    ‘We should execute them now!’ one of the others said. 
 
    My mouth was dry. The English-speaking Fomori murmured something into the boss-man’s ear. He nodded. ‘We can do that later. We can do that any time. But we might need them first.’ He turned to the messenger. ‘Get everyone in the city to safe ground. Not here – this will be the first point of attack. Get them to Arthur’s Seat and tell them to be ready.’ 
 
    The messenger didn’t ask what they should be ready for. He bowed, whirled round and fled. 
 
    The air around us sizzled. At first, I thought it was simply from the tension but then, without further warning, an Ochterlony Sidhe flashed into existence right next to us. We barrelled towards him to stop him doing anything dangerous. He held up bare palms, however, and cleared his throat. ‘I’m here to parley.’ 
 
    The English-speaking demon stepped forward. ‘You teleported here.’ 
 
    The Sidhe inclined his head. He didn’t look in our direction; he was wholly focused on the demons. ‘Our leader, the esteemed Steward of the Highlands, Aifric Moncrieffe, is requesting safe passage to this castle to discuss current … developments.’ I almost snorted. Current developments? Is that what we were calling war these days? 
 
    There was a pause while this was translated. The Fomori leader scratched his chin. ‘He is permitted to come with four others. None of them can be Sidhe.’ 
 
    Again we had to wait for the translation, which was troublesome and time-consuming. I wondered how much had been lost in nuance over the years as a result. I promised myself that once all this was over I’d learn Fomori properly. I reckoned I was going to need it. 
 
    ‘Nine others,’ the Sidhe shot back. ‘And they must all be Sidhe. We need to know that he will be safe.’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting that we would hurt him during the truce?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not only Fomori demons who are here,’ the Ochterlony idiot responded. He still didn’t look at us but we knew who he was referring to. 
 
    They bargained back and forth, eventually settling on five – a mix of Sidhe and others. Still unsmiling, the Ochterlony Sidhe bowed and vanished. ‘You should have nicked Teleportation from him,’ Taylor grumbled. ‘We could do with being as far away from here as possible.’ 
 
    At his words, I glanced at the English-speaking demon. His other Gift was Teleportation and he’d heard what Taylor had said but all he did was smile. 
 
    Byron squeezed my hand. ‘I trust you with my life, Integrity. You need to make a decision and act now. If my father gets here, he’ll do whatever’s necessary to manipulate the situation. We won’t last five seconds.’ 
 
    I looked at the others. Every one of them met my eyes.  
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re planning, Tegs,’ Taylor said, ‘but if anyone can find a way out of this, you can.’ 
 
    Fergus nodded. ‘We’re dead anyway.’ 
 
    Speck’s hands were shaking. ‘Did I ever tell you that I’m afraid of the dark? The sooner this happens, the better.’ 
 
    Brochan rumbled in agreement and Lexie bobbed her head. Then, from out of nowhere, May spoke. Her Fomorian words were slightly stilted but she’d obviously mastered the art of speaking properly in record time. ‘If your Steward demands your death, my king will grant it. He won’t even think twice. The prophecy is still a danger, no matter what you say. Integrity, you must show him he can believe in you. And you have to do it now.’ 
 
    Fergus sidled over to her; he didn’t look at her but his arm brushed against hers in solidarity. 
 
    Strangely enough, I didn’t feel nervous. This would either be our moment of glory or the moment when everything went to shite. It felt like my whole life had been leading up to this. I was going to succeed; I had to succeed. The fate of Scotland depended on me. 
 
    I cleared my throat. ‘We haven’t been properly introduced,’ I said, my voice carrying across the air. ‘I’m Integrity Adair.’ 
 
    The demon leader looked at me. I had no clue as to what he was thinking but there was calculation in his red eyes. ‘Names have power,’ he said. 
 
    I sucked in a breath. ‘My true name is—’ 
 
    He interrupted me. ‘I do not require or desire that sort of burden. I am Asbar.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nice to meet you.’ 
 
    He blinked. I had the feeling I needed to get on with it or he’d get bored and fling me over the edge. ‘I told you before that I can help you. I was telling the truth.’ 
 
    There was a flash of light. The demons winced and shielded their eyes. ‘Is it time?’ Bob demanded. ‘Are we getting ready to rock and roll? Because I gotta tell you, I’ve been thinking about this and I reckon it’s a good idea after all. No other genie has tried something like this.’ He nodded vigorously. ‘They’ll be singing my name for the next thousand years.’ He looked round. ‘Long after you lot are dust.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Bob,’ I muttered drily. I pointed at Fergus. He swallowed and reached for his bag, opened it and pulled out the Foinse. Its silver light cast a strange glow over us all. The demons gaped. Some were afraid, others were simply awestruck. ‘This,’ I said, with a dramatic flourish, ‘is the Foinse, the source of all Highland magic.’  
 
    It hummed in response and pulled upwards from Fergus, flipping once and then spinning over to me. I smiled at it and reached out, brushing its warm surface with my fingertips. I gestured to Asbar. The Foinse seemed somewhat reluctant but even so it flew over and hovered in front of him. He stared at it in fascination. ‘We have something similar,’ he said, ‘as I’m sure you already know.’ 
 
    ‘The Draoidheachd. Yes.’ 
 
    He didn’t take his eyes from the Foinse. ‘Your pronunciation is appalling.’ 
 
    I wasn’t going to get into an argument about the merits or otherwise of my Gaelic. ‘What do you understand about it?’ 
 
     ‘We keep it locked away. Looking at its light hurts us and we are wary of its capabilities. We would never permit it to get this close to us.’ 
 
    I looked at Taylor who looked back, wide-eyed. He might not understand Asbar’s words but he guessed the gist of them. ‘Don’t let go of it,’ I warned him. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    He nodded, unzipping his jacket once more and drawing out the golden sphere. At least three of the demons cried out. 
 
    ‘What is the meaning of this?’ Asbar demanded. ‘Where did you get it from?’ 
 
    Taylor straightened, smiling casually even though I could see through the curve of his mouth to the fear beyond. ‘We stole it.’ 
 
    I grinned and added a quick translation. I received several furious snarls in response.  
 
    The nearest demon lunged for it. May, however, jumped in front and blocked his path. ‘Wait,’ she said clearly. ‘Just wait.’ 
 
    It was Byron’s turn. ‘My name is Byron Moncrieffe,’ he said. His voice rang out confidently. ‘I am the son of Aifric, the Steward of the Highlands. I have read enough history to know what happened during the Fissure.’ He pointed to the Foinse that was still bobbing in front of Asbar’s face and then to the Draoidheachd. ‘When the Veil came down and Scotland separated, so did the magic. These two used to be one. They used to be together, just like Scotland was.’ 
 
    Asbar looked at him. Oh. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘He doesn’t understand what you’re saying. It sounded really good though.’ I quickly translated. 
 
    Asbar drew himself up. ‘What are you suggesting?’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘If we join the Foinse and the Draoidheachd together then,’ I shot a glance at Byron, ‘we think the Veil will collapse.’ Every single demon froze; even Asbar seemed lost for words. I took a deep breath and continued. ‘I might have used magic to create crops for you but we all know they won’t survive for long without sunlight. Lose the Veil and I’m betting this land will return to what it once was.’ 
 
    ‘Without adequate protection, sunlight will kill us.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘But I still have one genie wish left.’ 
 
    There were shouts from below the castle walls. Fergus edged over to have a look. ‘It’s Aifric,’ he said grimly. ‘He’s here. Work quickly, Chieftain.’ 
 
    I stared at Asbar. ‘You don’t need the Steward. We can end this right now without him.’ 
 
    A Fomori demon spoke up. ‘Don’t forget the prophecy. She could wish for anything. She could wish for us to be destroyed! They’ll take back the Lowlands and forget we ever existed!’ 
 
    ‘She’s not their queen,’ another agreed. ‘We should wait to hear what the other one has to say first.’ 
 
    Asbar listened to them both and others chimed in with their own arguments. I tried to calculate how long it would take Aifric and his retinue to get up here. Minutes at best. 
 
    Byron leaned over. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘They’re trying to decide,’ I told him. ‘Most don’t seem to think it’s a good idea. They don’t trust us. They don’t trust me.’ 
 
    He gazed at me. ‘Then you know what you have to do.’ He was right. There was no point wasting any more time. Do or do not, as Yoda would say.  
 
    ‘Bob,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘Integrity,’ he warned, using my real name for once. ‘Think very carefully about this.’ He was quivering in front of me. 
 
    I smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I already have.’ I closed my eyes. I had lots of options but I knew which one was right. ‘I wish for the Lowlanders to receive no ill effects from the sun.’ 
 
    Bob’s eyes welled up with tears but he held them back and bowed. ‘Your wish is my command.’ 
 
    All at once the demons stopped talking. ‘Did you feel that?’ one asked. ‘My skin…’ They turned towards me, realising something had happened. ‘What has she done?’ 
 
    ‘Get her!’ 
 
    Byron stepped in front of me, using telekinesis to throw back the first furious advance. Asbar snatched out, attempting to grab the Foinse. It flew away, spiralling towards me. ‘Now, Taylor,’ I yelled. ‘Release it now!’ 
 
    His hands left the Draoidheachd and, for a moment, it hung in mid-air. Then it flipped and spun on a direct collision course with the Foinse. 
 
    Everything seemed to slow down. I heard Asbar shouting. Bolts of magic blasted out from everywhere as the Fomori tried to do something – anything – to stop what was about to happen but they were no match for the magics. I smiled serenely and stepped back. A sudden explosion of light blasted us backwards, Sidhe, Fomori and everyone else. A loud hum filled the air, musical and light – and, above all, triumphant.  
 
    The conjoined magic spun upwards, zipping vertically as if it wanted to reach the stars. Above our heads there was a shaft of light, as if the sun were piercing through dark storm clouds. The light grew and grew, bathing everything in gold. At first I heard screaming and then there was nothing but awe. 
 
    I was the first to stand up. I walked over to the castle wall and gazed out. The view was magnificent; instead of the dark, dim shadows, green land stretched in front of me. Whichever way I turned, all I could see was bright light and beauty. The Veil had gone. We were one. 
 
    Bob flitted up to my shoulder. I dragged my eyes away from the magnificent vista and spoke, my words heavy with dread. ‘Go on then,’ I said. ‘What are the consequences? What’s going to happen as a result of my wish?’ 
 
    He pulled backwards, hovering away from me so I could see him properly. He took out a massive handkerchief and blew his nose. ‘Bob,’ I said, even more alarmed. ‘Tell me. Is this going to hurt the Fomori?’ 
 
    He wiped his eyes and threw the handkerchief to one side. Unfortunately it smacked Asbar on the nose. He hissed in disgust but he seemed to understand what I was asking of the genie. He watched us while the others gaped at the newly transformed Lowlands. 
 
    ‘There are no consequences.’ Bob said, with a tremulous smile. ‘Not for this.’ 
 
    My brow furrowed. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    He nodded gravely. ‘I know. No one ever does.’ He leaned towards me. ‘Why didn’t you wish for the Fomori to be sent away? A bit of sunlight isn’t going to stop all your problems. There still might be war.’ 
 
    ‘Asbar said it himself,’ I told him. ‘This is their home now. For better or for worse. There’s a Sidhe army out there preparing to meet them and…’ I choked slightly. ‘Things might yet become very bad. But this was the right thing to do.’ 
 
    ‘There’s your answer,’ Bob said simply. ‘Your wish was selfless. It won’t solve your problems and they might still turn around and kill you. So might Aifric. But you used your wish to benefit them anyway. Most people suffer the consequences of their wishes because most people wish selfishly.’ 
 
    Byron put his arm round my waist. ‘You’re saying the key is altruism? Why the hell didn’t you tell us this before? It would have saved a lot of heartache.’ 
 
    Bob rolled his eyes but Fergus understood. ‘Because if you knew that to succeed you had to be selfless, it would be almost impossible to be selfless. It wouldn’t work. Your mind would trick you.’ 
 
    Bob nodded. ‘He’s right.’ He raised his voice. ‘But I’m still the magnificent being around here. Not him.’ Fergus just looked confused. 
 
    The English-speaking demon, who was listening in, murmured to Asbar. The Fomori leader stared at me. ‘This is true?’ 
 
    I pointed at the sun. ‘You’re not burning up yet.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He gazed round in wonder then he walked over to me and held out his hand. ‘You have saved Alba. And destroyed her too. We have a future now. All of us.’ 
 
    ‘You fucking bitch! What have you done? You’ve doomed us all!’ 
 
    I glanced over at Aifric’s furious figure as he stood in the doorway and glared at me. Shite. It wasn’t time to celebrate yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    ‘You cannot trust this woman!’ Aifric bellowed at Asbar. ‘The prophecy tells the truth! Look at what has happened! The sun will scorch your skin. Your children will burn and die. This is the end and she has caused it!’ 
 
    ‘Father,’ Byron said, ‘shut up.’ 
 
    Aifric stared at his son. Calculation flitted across his expression and then he spread out his palms pleadingly. ‘Byron,’ he said heavily, projecting himself as the voice of reason. ‘I understand you have feelings for her. She is attractive in her way and power is always alluring. But she is a thief. I know the truth now. She stole my Gift from me. She ripped it from my very soul. That’s the kind of person she is.’ 
 
    Byron folded his arms. ‘I know exactly what kind of person she is.’ 
 
    ‘She’s believes she’s doing the right thing but by bringing down the Veil, she’s brought about the destruction of the Fomori. And before the UV rays kill them, they will make a damned good attempt at killing us. Their armies were on our borders less than three days ago.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ Byron replied implacably, ‘they’re not there now.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘You have so much to answer for. What really happened to Clan Adair?’ 
 
    ‘Gale Adair killed them.’ 
 
    ‘No, he didn’t.’ 
 
    A muscle jerked in Aifric’s cheek. The Sidhe, pixie and Bauchan, who’d been selected to come along, stared at each other. ‘Fine,’ Aifric spat. ‘But you need to understand the harsh reality of life. The only person who was strong enough to keep the Highlands safe was me. I was bargaining with the Fomori. If it weren’t for me, they would have invaded us long ago.’ He glanced at Asbar. ‘You know you were thinking about it.’ 
 
    Listening to the translation, the Fomori leader shrugged. He didn’t seem to care; he already had everything his heart desired and it had nothing to do with Aifric. ‘It is true that we considered it. But we discarded the idea as too risky.’ 
 
    I told Aifric what he’d said. The Steward of the Highlands could barely look at me. ‘You see?’ he said softly to his son. ‘It was too risky because I made it too risky. Gale wanted us to adhere to the old traditions of term limits. He didn’t think any one Chieftain should be Steward for too long. He clung to the old, outmoded ways without realising that experience is more important than length of service. I had that experience. He just wanted to take my place.’ 
 
    Nothing I’d learned about my father suggested that was true. Other than offering my interpretative skills, however, I wasn’t getting involved in this. Byron needed to do this for himself, otherwise he’d never find peace. 
 
    ‘So you killed an entire Clan?’ he demanded. ‘Because their Chieftain had a different political opinion to you?’ 
 
    ‘Until Integrity Adair got involved, there wasn’t a single Fomori demon incursion for twenty-six years,’ Aifric said. ‘What I did might have been brutal but we’ve had peace for that reason. Now we are on the brink of war.’ 
 
    ‘On your orders,’ Byron sneered. ‘You are the one who is causing the problems. You could tell them to stand down but I already know that you won’t.’ 
 
    ‘They,’ Aifric jabbed his finger at the Fomori, ‘will come to us. If the sun doesn’t kill them, they will invade our land – our land which is vulnerable because of Integrity Adair. They will attack us and kill us. There will never be peace while they roam free. They do not belong here!’ 
 
    ‘They’ve been here for three hundred years. I’m not suggesting it’s going to be easy; we have different standards and different morals. But I’m confident we can find a way. We will work together, Father, and we will live together. That is the future. Even if it weren’t for them, the Sidhe are no longer the most powerful beings in Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘Because,’ Aifric spat, ‘she let the Foinse go.’ 
 
    ‘And we imprisoned it. And she has a name. Integrity. She’s the woman I love and you need to start getting used to it.’ For the briefest second I forgot to breathe.  
 
    Aifric was far from done. ‘Just wait. Just wait and see how enjoyable life is when you’re being told what to do by a warlock or one of those ... things.’ 
 
    Speck frowned and started forward. I shook my head, warning him to stay out of this. 
 
    ‘It’ll be an improvement on being told what to do by you,’ Byron retorted. ‘No more lies, no more manipulation. Scotland is free.’ 
 
    ‘The sun…’ 
 
    Byron turned to me. I nodded and slid out Bob’s scimitar. ‘This belongs to the genie,’ I said softly. ‘I used my last wish to arrange for their protection from the sun. No one is getting fried. Although,’ I amended, ‘they might get a nice tan.’ 
 
    Asbar huffed. He’d had enough of all this to-ing and fro-ing. ‘Let’s just kill him. There are more important things to do.’ 
 
    ‘No!’  I said abruptly. He looked confused. For what would probably not be the last time, I tried to explain. ‘We don’t need to kill him. We don’t need more violence.’ 
 
    Despite not understanding my exchange with the Fomori leader, Aifric’s entourage sensed the danger. One of them stepped forward and addressed Byron and me directly. ‘If any harm comes to the Steward, the army has been ordered to attack.’ 
 
    I grimaced. Aifric had thought of every eventuality. I appealed to Asbar once more. ‘If you just…’ 
 
    Aifric lunged towards me with such speed and suddenness that I wasn’t prepared. Byron tried to shove him out of the way, a tiny fireball flickering at his fingertips, but it was too late; the Steward was holding Bob’s scimitar and backing away. 
 
    ‘Don’t even think about it, son,’ he hissed. ‘I’ve got the power now. With this letter-opener and with a genie at my beck and call, I can make all of this right. I can keep all of us safe.’ He glared at me. ‘You think you’re so powerful. Integrity Adair, the woman who has it all. You’re just a child,’ he sneered. ‘You’re no one. If it wasn’t for your Gift and your ability to steal magic from others, you’d still be hiding under a rock with your criminal friends. Well, let’s see what happens when I have that power instead.’ He held up the blade. ‘I wish for the Gift of Stealing, just like hers.’ 
 
    Bob flew up, his expression utterly miserable. He looked at me helplessly but I knew he didn’t have a choice. ‘Your wish is my command,’ he whispered. 
 
    Aifric’s eyes widened then he threw back his head and laughed. ‘I can feel it! I can feel it flooding through me. I can take any magic I want.’ He strode towards me. ‘And I’m going to take yours.’ 
 
    ‘Father…’ 
 
    It was too late, Aifric was already doing it. He reached inside me and ripped out all the magic contained there. He took back his Gift of Healing, he took Morna’s Gift of Growth and Kirsty’s Gift of Truth-Telling. He took the trickles of Animal Calling and Electrosurge. He took it all. I felt like my insides had been sucked out, like someone had reached to me and taken my heart. My legs gave away and I fell.  
 
    I heard Byron cry out and rush towards me. Blood thumped in my ears. Taylor was at my side, then Lexie and Brochan and Speck and Bob and May and Fergus. They were all there. Even Asbar started towards me. I was dimly aware of Aifric cackling loudly and dancing, pirouetting around the castle top. 
 
    ‘The power!’ he yelled. ‘It’s consuming me! I will be unstoppable!’ He spun and cheered. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I whispered. Nobody heard me. I tried again. ‘He’s taken too much in one go. He’s not used to it and he’s going crazy with the adrenaline and the rush.’ 
 
    Bob floated in front of my eyes. He winked at me, as aware of the consequences of the wish as I was. I lifted my head while Aifric jumped up and down. ‘I’m going to take it all,’ he roared. ‘All the magic in Scotland will be mine. I’ll take Scotland and then I’ll move to England. The world will be mine for the taking. I’ll…’ his eyes widened. ‘Shit.’ 
 
    In his glee he hadn’t paid attention to where he was going. He was too close to the edge and the wall designed to hold people back wasn’t high enough. He was already toppling to one side. His hands flailed. ‘Help me!’ he screamed. ‘Help…’ I caught a glimpse of self-awareness and terror in his writhing eyes as he tipped over the edge. ‘…me….’ 
 
    I closed my eyes. A second later there was a thump as his body landed far below. Bob zipped over and looked down. ‘It’s not a letter opener!’ he shouted. ‘It’s a scimitar!’ He frowned for a moment then turned to us and shrugged. ‘I don’t think he heard me.’ 
 
    ‘The army,’ I whispered. 
 
    The group who’d come with Aifric stared at the spot where he’d disappeared then turned and ran, disappearing through the door through which they’d entered. They wouldn’t get far but that might not matter. Any Sidhe Farsensers would have already realised that Aifric was dead. ‘We have to do something,’ I gasped. 
 
    Asbar snapped out brusque orders, telling the others to muster their forces and meet the Sidhe face on. ‘No, no, no,’ I whispered. ‘No.’ 
 
    Over my head, I heard Fergus shout. With Byron’s help, I struggled up. ‘I need to see,’ I said. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    He pointed. ‘There,’ he said quietly. ‘There they are.’ 
 
    He was right, they were all there. The Sidhe were amassing and, even though I couldn’t see any expressions from this distance, I knew they were ready for the fight. Fomori demons came spilling out from the castle gates below and from Arthur’s Seat to the side. It wouldn’t matter who won, this would be a massacre on both sides. 
 
    ‘Relax,’ Fergus said. 
 
    ‘How can I relax? Hundreds, thousands are going to die and I can’t do anything to st—’ I paused. ‘What’s that?’ A cloud of dust was approaching the Sidhe army at a tremendous speed. I gaped.  
 
    ‘I told you we had a plan,’ Speck said. He wagged his finger at me. ‘You should have more faith, Chieftain.’ 
 
    ‘Are those trolls?’ Asbar asked, blinking out in shock. Everyone around me beamed and nodded. ‘Are they being led by a very large man and a woman in a strange white dress?’ 
 
    Lexie gave Taylor a high-five. I shook my head. ‘But won’t the Sidhe…’ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Byron cautioned.  
 
    I blinked and stared. The trolls weren’t alone; the MacQuarries were behind them. So much for their promise to stay within the safety of their Lands. Next to them stood a towering group that couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than Wild Men. 
 
    ‘Candy came through,’ Brochan said. He raised his eyebrows at Speck. ‘And so did your lot.’  
 
    My mouth was dry. Hundreds and hundreds of warlocks were encircling the group. 
 
    ‘The Foinse is free,’ Speck said simply. ‘Now we have more magic than the Sidhe. The Clan-Less aren’t powerless any more.’ 
 
    ‘We stand with Clan Adair!’ they screamed, their combined voices as loud as if they were standing next to us.  
 
    Tipsania raised her hand. Whether reluctantly or not, the entire Scrymgeour Clan pulled away, crossing the divide and joining her. There was a pause and then, when she dropped her arm, they all bellowed, ‘We stand with Clan Adair!’ 
 
    Byron smiled grimly. ‘You’re not the only one who’s been working hard to make things better.’ 
 
    A smaller figure appeared from the middle of the Sidhe. The army of trolls came to a halt and Tipsania walked forward, her head held high and with the confident deportment of a Chieftain, and met the other figure halfway. I squinted. ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    ‘Kirsty Kincaid.’ Byron grinned. ‘She must have done what she promised.’ 
 
    ‘Which was?’ 
 
    ‘To usurp her own Chieftain and take the reins of her Clan. They’re one of the top four, you know. The others are conditioned to listen to her.’ 
 
    I watched in shock. Molly Kincaid’s tiny figure joined them and she shouted something to the mass of waiting Sidhe. From this distance, her words were indistinct but I had a good idea of what she was saying. In fact, she was still talking when Jamie Moncrieffe strode up to her. 
 
    ‘I told you I wasn’t twiddling my thumbs while you were dead,’ Byron chided me. ‘I wasn’t just learning how to pick locks. Obviously not all of this is down to me but I’ve helped smooth the way.’ He sounded rightly proud. ‘They were taken in by my father’s words but now they’re seeing the light.’ 
 
    Literally and figuratively. I stared while the entire Kincaid Clan moved, effectively switching sides. They took up places next to the MacQuarries. ‘We stand with Clan Adair!’ 
 
    At Jamie’s behest, at least three-quarters of the Moncrieffes did the same, then the Carnegies followed. Their Chieftain was a canny woman: she knew which way the wind was blowing and she knew what it would take to survive. With the Veil gone, the smart move was to fall back and, whether she liked me or not, she was smart. Others peeled off and followed. Each time they did, the call was the same. 
 
    ‘We stand with Clan Adair!’ 
 
    ‘We stand with Clan Adair!’ 
 
    ‘We stand with Clan Adair!’ 
 
    I pressed my lips together, my vision blurry with tears. ‘Three days ago, they wanted me dead.’  
 
    ‘And now the Steward is dead instead,’ Fergus murmured. ‘People gravitate to where the power is. Some would have followed you anyway. Others will follow you because you’re the one who’s now in control. There will be plenty who are praying that you fail but unless you do, they’ll keep quiet. They’ll do whatever’s necessary to keep themselves safe.’ 
 
    Crowd mentality indeed. Fickle freaks. Taylor took my hand, squeezing it hard. ‘The Adairs are never going to be forgotten now,’ he said quietly. 
 
    Bit by bit, the original Sidhe army was decimated. Plenty still remained but their ranks were in tatters. Even though I knew that I’d have their unmitigated hatred for a generation, all I could do was gape. 
 
    ‘The Fomori are still approaching,’ Fergus warned. 
 
    My heart pounded. I turned to Asbar and gestured helplessly. ‘Call them off. We’ve helped you.’ I smiled at Speck. ‘There was a plan.’ He grinned back and doffed an imaginary cap. Then I pointed at the brilliant blue sky and gave Asbar another meaningful look. ‘You’re free now. All of us are free now.’ 
 
    He stared at the dappled shadows around us which highlighted the now-golden sunshine. Even the Fomori army below us kept craning their necks upwards as if to check that the sun was still there. This wasn’t the day for fighting. It might be the end of Scotland as we knew it but it was also the beginning of our country. The Fomori king knew it as much as I did. 
 
    Bob beamed. ‘I can go tell them we’re all friends now.’ He glanced at Asbar and addressed him in Fomorian. ‘If that suits you? Are we friends?’ 
 
    Asbar blinked rapidly before turning to me questioningly. ‘There is a lot that needs to change,’ he said. 
 
    I nodded. ‘On both our sides. We will need to talk and draw up agreements.’ My voice hardened. ‘We will not accept violence.’ 
 
    He rubbed his chin. ‘It will not be easy.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing good ever is.’ I glanced at Byron with the tiniest of smiles. 
 
    Asbar held out his hand. ‘You have proved yourself,’ he said simply. ‘You have honour. You have…’ he looked at the green expanse stretching out from the castle and faltered for a moment ‘…changed our world. We will change with it.’ His voice hardened ‘We will have to change with it. So, yes, I suppose we are friends. You may go … Bob. I shall send other messengers too. Just in case.’ 
 
    The little genie fist pumped the air, choosing not to hear the last of Asbar’s words. ‘Bob the genie saves the world! The prophecy was all wrong. It’s me who’s the saviour.’ With that, he zipped away.  
 
    I glanced down at the masses of people. Bob was going to be disappointed. The combined glowing swirl of Foinse and the Draoidheachd was already there, drawing enough attention to itself to distract anyone who had considered getting blood on their hands. We were going to have to come up with a better name for it now. 
 
    Byron pulled me to him and wrapped his arms round me. ‘I’m sorry about your dad,’ I told him. 
 
    He sighed. He wasn’t grieving yet but he would. ‘Yeah. He did it to himself in the end, though. I’m sorry he took all your magic.’ 
 
    I grinned into his shoulder. He’d only taken what I’d already stolen. Because he had wished for the Gift of Theft from Bob, he hadn’t taken that from me with the rest of the magic. I wasn’t quite as bereft as Byron thought. 
 
    ‘I’ll get over it,’ I told him. My smile grew. Maybe I’d keep this one secret for a little while longer. Just for fun. 
 
    Far below us, the Fomori army stopped their advance. As the remainder of those loyal to Aifric dropped their shoulders and slunk to the side, the front ranks of the Sidhe, trolls, warlocks and Wild Men walked forward cautiously to greet their opponents. There were no smiles but the threat of violence had diminished. Nobody actually wanted to die. We’d been brought up to hate them and they’d been brought up to hate us. It would take a long time before we achieved real peace and I knew things wouldn’t smooth themselves out just because I, Bob, Asbar and a few others said we were okay now. Revolutions might happen overnight but real change took far longer. We’d get there though; we were Scotland, after all. 
 
    ‘If the prophecy really is coming true,’ I said slowly, mulling it over, ‘then that kind of makes me The Highlander. You know what that means.’ 
 
    The others groaned behind me. ‘What?’ Byron asked, humouring me. Yeah, he’d get tired of that pretty soon. I’d have to milk it while I could. 
 
    I drew back and met his eyes. ‘There can be only pun.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    A few days later, I was back at the same spot, gazing at Edinburgh and the land beyond. There had been skirmishes and fights and a lot of traded insults but some Highlanders and Lowlanders were beginning to integrate. It helped that the trolls were glaring at anyone who dared to think about breaching the peace. I was under the impression that they were absolutely delighted.  
 
    Bob flitted up, landing on the parapet in front of me. ‘Penny for your thoughts,’ he said. 
 
    I gave him a smile. ‘I was just wondering what my parents would have made of all this and if they’d be pleased that the Highlands and Lowlands are back together again. If they’d be happy that we’re going to co-exist with the Fomori demons or if they’d be terrified that we’d never find a way to get along.’ 
 
    ‘If they’re anything like you, Uh Integrity, they’d be thrilled. They’d be so proud of you. I know because I’m a magnificent all-knowing being with powers you can only dream of.’ 
 
    I laughed slightly. ‘If you say so.’ I glanced round. ‘Where’s Byron?’ 
 
    Bob sobered up. ‘Looking after his father’s remains.’ 
 
    I bit my lip and nodded. Aifric might have been a bastard but he was still Byron’s father. Byron was going to be very mixed up about his feelings but he was a decent, good man and I knew he would grieve. ‘I’m surprised you’re still here,’ I said to Bob. ‘I thought you’d already be off looking for a new target. Those wishes ain’t gonna wish themselves.’ 
 
    Bob toed the stone. ‘I thought I might hang around here for a while, if it’s alright with you.’ 
 
    He didn’t look up so he didn’t see my happy grin. ‘It’s very alright with me.’ 
 
    Bob suddenly beamed. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ 
 
    He leapt up into the air and somersaulted. ‘Great! I need your help then. All you have to do is to sneak my scimitar into Brochan’s pocket. You’re a thief, you can do it without him noticing. I think the big merman and I could have a lot of fun together.’ 
 
    I watched him and he deflated slightly. ‘You’re not going to do it, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Uh Integrity! You’re just no fun.’ 
 
    I smiled and gazed down the hill. If I squinted, I could make out May and Fergus. It looked as if she was introducing him to a group of Fomori demons. I shook my head in amusement. The Bauchan would end up running the entire country if we weren’t careful. 
 
    ‘They make a good couple, don’t they?’ Bob beamed. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I nodded. ‘They really do.’ 
 
    ‘So when are you going to do it?’ 
 
    I glanced at him. ‘Do what?’ 
 
    ‘Duh! You know what. You and Byron. When are you going to tie the knot? Get hitched? Walk down the aisle? Take the plunge? Get yoked? Say I do?’ 
 
    ‘It’s early days yet. Anyway, I think we’ve had enough excitement for a lifetime.’ 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. ‘You think your wedding will be exciting? It’ll be the most monotonous and boring day I could imagine. It’ll be you and Byron gazing googly-eyed at each other and going all soppy.’ He made vomit noises.  
 
    ‘Then why are you bringing it up?’ 
 
    Bob straightened. ‘Because he’s the one.’ 
 
    I loved Byron. But to say he was the one? That seemed rather … definite. ‘I don’t know that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you do,’ Bob said, not unkindly. ‘You’re not that stupid, Uh Integrity. You know what love is.’  
 
    ‘Perhaps. But too many women think that a wedding is good just because it has a nice ring to it.’ 
 
    ‘I could kill you with my thumb, you know.’ 
 
    My grin widened. ‘Go ahead. Give it a shot.’ 
 
    He tutted. ‘Be serious, please. Is Byron perfect?’ 
 
    ‘No. Although,’ I amended, ‘he might be perfect for me.’ 
 
    Bob grabbed my little finger and gave it a tight hug. ‘Lust projects. Lust sees perfection where none exists. You know Byron has faults and you know he’s not perfect. He knows you’re not perfect. You’re stubborn and hard-headed and you have a criminal past, not to mention that your jokes are possibly the worst ones in the universe.’ He held up his tiny hand. ‘Don’t interrupt me, I’m on a roll. Love isn’t about possession. It’s not about filling an empty void within yourself. I see you when you look at him. You want the best for him. You don’t idealise him. You know he still has a spoilt streak. You know he still has untapped potential but you want him to realise that for himself. You think your feelings for him are complicated but they’re really not. There are no secrets. No ulterior motives. No joking around or kidding yourselves. You’re willing to accept each other as you truly are. That’s why you should get married.’ 
 
    I stared dumbly at him. For the first time in my life I might have regretted making a stupid joke before giving Bob a chance to speak. The genie clearly had hidden depths I didn’t know about. 
 
    ‘Plus,’ he added, ‘I have always wanted to be a bridesmaid. None of that ugly dress shite though. I want to be beautiful. And I want fabulous wedding favours. Also, the chance to ridicule you because you’re wearing a giant white meringue.’ 
 
    I flicked him away. ‘Get lost.’ I rather liked the idea of proposing to Byron. Maybe I’d consider it but I wasn’t wearing white. Hot pink all the way. 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ He glanced behind my shoulder. ‘Speak of the devil.’ 
 
    I turned round and spotted Byron. We smiled at each other, the rest of the world fading away until I barely noticed when Bob vanished, no doubt off to do more mischief. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said eventually, when it became clear that we’d probably just stand there and grin at each other all day. ‘Did you manage to sort out, uh, your father?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ve arranged for him to be taken back to the Moncrieffe Lands. His body will be safe from desecration there. And it’s important that we don’t just pretend he didn’t exist. Like it or not, he’s part of our story now.’ He slipped his hand into mine. ‘If he’d seen in you what I see in you, he would have yielded long before.’ I gave him a questioning look. Byron shrugged. ‘You’re a fighter. No matter how bad the going is, you never give up. When things are dark and it seems like there’s no way out, you find the exit. You’re a true warrior, Integrity.’ 
 
    ‘Layoch,’ I whispered. I smiled. ‘That’s my true name.’ Byron’s mouth dropped open slightly. ‘I told you I would trust you.’ 
 
    His eyes gleamed. ‘I’m Buaidh. It translates as victory.’ He watched me carefully; a shiver ran down my body. ‘I’ve not been victorious yet though.’ He swallowed. Then I realised his hands were shaking.  
 
    Alarmed, I stared at him. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard about this place down near England. I thought maybe we should go and pay it a visit.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Are there problems there? Has there been fighting of some kind?’ I gnawed on my bottom lip. ‘I know there are going to be difficulties but I thought we’d have at least a bit of breathing space first. Surely none of us have got that far down the country yet.’ Something else suddenly occurred to me. ‘It’s not the English, is it? That’s all we need.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that. And it’s not a problem. It’s just that there’s an old blacksmith’s there which used to be very famous. I remember reading old stories about it in my school history books. Of course, it fell out of use after the Fissure.’ 
 
    ‘A blacksmith?’ I was thoroughly confused. ‘Are you getting some horses?’  
 
    ‘Uh, no. Bob reminded me about it. It’s called Gretna Green. I know it might not seem like the right time but…’ He scratched his neck. ‘This is harder than I thought it would be. Maybe you think we ought to spend more time together first. But when you know, you know.’ 
 
    Know what? I was thoroughly confused now. I’d seen Byron in a lot of different situations and I didn’t think I’d ever seen him look so scared. 
 
    From out of nowhere, Bob reappeared. ‘What are you doing?’ he screeched. ‘I’ve already softened her up for you. Just say the words!’ 
 
    Byron ignored him. Still holding my hands, he got down on one knee and gazed up at me. 
 
    My mouth dropped. Hang on a minute… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for reading Highland Magic and sticking by Integrity to the end! 
 
      
 
    I truly hope you enjoyed it.  Once you turn the page, Amazon will offer you the opportunity to leave a review. It would mean a huge amount if you could review – any and all feedback is so very, very welcome and hugely important for independent authors like myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To make sure you don’t miss out on any new releases and to receive exclusive content – then you can sign up for my newsletter here. 
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