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Chapter 1


The delivery point was in Aldgate, in east London, and Vanessa arrived almost an hour before midnight. She wasn’t supposed to rendezvous until twelve, but it gave her time to scout the area for escape routes.

She walked down from Aldgate East station along a busy road. Behind the glass doors of closed office buildings she glimpsed empty reception areas. She moved past a small supermarket and the bored security guard inside barely glanced at her. The pub further along was ringing its bell for last rounds and the bouncer on the door gave her a far more professional once-over.

Vanessa turned a corner as three laughing, drunk people spilled out of a pizza place. The buildings on the next street held silent offices, a tiny Lutheran church and a gym, ‘Coming Soon’. She saw no people. She turned again, onto another empty street. She passed garage doors on one side and on the other the boards of a construction site. The panels were covered in several improbably stylish artist renditions of the office building that would rise there.

Through it all, she made sure she wasn’t followed.

The item Vanessa was delivering was in her small green backpack. Her leather jacket was a cheap affair, bought second-hand. Her black boots were plain and sturdy. The November night was cold, so Vanessa’s jacket was zipped up tight. She could pass for twenty-five and if anyone asked, that’s what she told them.

When she was close, she checked her phone to confirm the exact address. Her destination was a commercial building near the end of the street. A dark blue van was parked across from it. Vanessa turned down a side alley.

Paranoid? Maybe. But she made time for being paranoid.

A narrow alley ran behind the buildings between her and her destination. It opened into a small car park further down. She kept close to the wall to help conceal her silhouette. She could see in the dark, thanks to her supernatural eyesight, and she knew for a fact she wasn’t the only one in the city who could.

A single car sat in the car park. It was an electric vehicle, all smooth silver lines worth tens of thousands of pounds. Vanessa swept her gaze around and saw movement in a corner, its night shadows thick enough to hide someone from normal human eyes.

She edged into cover and took another look.

Whoever he was, he wore a leather jacket, much better looking than hers. He puffed out a white cloud from the vape he was smoking, while keeping his free hand shoved into his armpit. He looked surly at being out in the cold. She guessed he’d drawn the short straw.

Vanessa knew a sentry when she saw one. The delivery job had just got a whole lot more interesting.

Vanessa retreated to a safe distance, pulled out her phone and picked a number from her contacts.

A businesslike male voice responded on the first ring. “Dispatch.”

“I’m at my delivery point,” Vanessa said. “There’s an unmarked van out front and a sentry out back. Did the client say anything about personal security?”

“Nothing on the job ticket,” Dispatch said. “Would you like me to try calling the client?”

Vanessa weighed up the situation, running scenarios through her mind. “Give me a minute to put us in a better bargaining position. I’ll call you back.”

She tucked her phone away and returned to the corner where she could see the sentry. He took another puff from his vape, gaze shifting from the alley to the main vehicle entrance to the car park. She didn’t rate the sentry highly, but he was at least keeping a semblance of a watch.

It made her job harder, but only marginally.

And yet, she paused.

Odd’s Transport, the courier company she moonlit for, gave her the jobs they did because there was a chance of trouble and she still delivered, even if she had to punch her way through. But there was only so much trouble Vanessa wanted to find. Not because she couldn’t handle it, but because taking down too much trouble was noisy.

There were people who thought she was dead. She needed them to keep thinking that.

But according to her briefing, the client’s business was small. Whoever she was up against couldn’t be that big a deal, because the sentry she was spying on was only human, not something far more dangerous.

Not too noisy then, she decided.

Vanessa lowered herself into a crouch. The sentry was about fifty feet away. She planned out how she would cross the distance, planted her boots and waited.

Two minutes passed. The sentry lifted his vape to his mouth.

Vanessa crouched lower and leapt.

Power surged within her, like the rumble of a distant storm. It ran through her muscles like a current and she sailed across the full length of the car park. The silver car flowed under her. She landed, killed her momentum with a single step and reached for the sentry.

He drew breath to swear. She slapped her hand over his mouth. The force of the impact drove him into the brick wall behind him. His head cracked against the wall and his vape clattered to the ground.

Vanessa glanced towards the building. She saw no sign of movement.

The sentry sagged, dazed. She’d hit him too hard. She grabbed the front of his jacket to stop him from following his vape to the ground and waited for his eyes to focus on her.

“Hi,” she said.

The sentry panicked. He beat his fists against her shoulders. Vanessa took her hand from his mouth and slapped him. He almost lost consciousness, but she’d managed the strength of her blow better that time.

“Let’s try that again,” she said. “Hi.”

“Fuck,” he said, quaking.

She heaved him up the wall, so his feet swung ten centimetres off the ground. “If you call for help,” she said, “I’ll crack your skull like an egg. Do we understand each other?”

“Yeah.”

“Good boy. Now, I don’t care who you are, so I’m not going to ask you your name. What I care about is who you work for. Is it a Mr Calloway?”

The sentry shook his head in quick, trembling movements.

Mr Calloway was the client. If the sentry wasn’t working for him, then the job really had become more interesting.

“Then who do you work for?” Vanessa asked. “And why are you messing with my delivery?”

The sentry’s mouth worked. His nostrils flared. He didn’t answer.

Then Vanessa heard a click from inside his clothes, followed by a voice. “Checkers. Report in.”

“Guess I found out your name after all,” Vanessa said.

He was breathing faster, like he was working himself up to try something.

Click. “Checkers, report in.”

Checkers reached his hand behind him.

It came back with a knife, its shining blade the length of her palm. He thrust it at her. Vanessa caught his wrist and squeezed until he dropped it.

Checkers wasn’t going to be helpful. She tapped him on the head with her fist, hard enough to knock him out, not so hard as to break his skull.

He passed out.

Lowering him to the ground, Vanessa fished the radio from his pocket. It was a simple walkie-talkie. Even as she looked at it, it clicked and the voice came through. “Checkers. Report.”

Again, Vanessa considered her options.

She had multiple unknown hostiles inside, between her and her client. They knew something was wrong, but not what. She could get moving while they were still trying to figure out why they couldn’t reach Checkers, but that only worked if she knew where she was going, which she didn’t. Her instructions were to ring the buzzer for one of the companies in the office building. She looked up. The building’s lights were all in night-time mode. She didn’t even know which floor she was looking for.

She pressed the button on the walkie-talkie. “Hi.”

A pause followed. She knew what was happening in that pause. Whatever team was inside, their leader was thinking.

Vanessa used the opportunity to cross the car park and take cover near the staff door.

At last, the speaker came back on. “Who is this?”

“Odd’s Transport,” Vanessa replied. “I’m here to make a delivery to one Mr Calloway. I assume you’re holding him hostage?”

“What makes you think we haven’t offed him already?”

Vanessa tutted. “You don’t kill the target before the package arrives. You never know if you’ll need something from them. You wait until you have what you want and then you tidy up.”

The speaker was silent again. Vanessa could imagine the wheels in his mind turning.

“All we want is the package,” the speaker said. “You deliver it, you and Calloway get to walk out of here.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Vanessa said. “I’ll wait where I am. You come down here and we’ll see how things go.”

She switched the walkie-talkie off.

It was a calculated risk. Checkers’ boss could kill her client and then come out to deal with her. But even if Checkers himself hadn’t put on a good show, the leader of his outfit did sound like he knew what he was doing.

Vanessa waited.
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In an open-plan office space on the third floor, Eisen kept things cool.

“It’s just some fucking courier,” he said.

Eisen was a gaunt man in a short coat, its collar pulled up. His right hand was clad in a steel gauntlet with an arcane symbol engraved on the back and he stood slightly askew, as though it was far heavier than it looked.

Eisen grinned at François Calloway. The man sat tied to an office chair, one side of his face swelling and purple with fresh bruises. François held his legs together like he was struggling with his bladder.

Eisen’s crew were dotted around the office cubicles. Goss and Sumner both looked edgy, but then, they were just muscle, and muscle he only hired now and then at that. His regular partner, Lighter, had it much more together.

“Isn’t that right, François?” Eisen asked their prisoner. “Hell, she’s even right on time.”

“We should head down in force,” Lighter said. “Get this over with.”

Eisen nodded. “Take Goss and Sumner. Make it quick, make it clean.”

Lighter rounded up the two muscle-heads with a spin of his finger. Yellow sparks, like those from a fireplace, trailed after his finger. Goss and Sumner fell in behind him and headed for the stairwell.

Eisen brought his gauntlet-clad hand down on François Calloway’s shoulder and squeezed. The bound man groaned and pressed his legs together hard. Eisen chuckled.

“Cheer up,” Eisen said. “This’ll be over soon and you can take a bathroom break.”

He went over to the window. He could look down into the car park, but he couldn’t see the staff entrance, not properly. If the courier was down there, he couldn’t see them. He tried looking across to where Checkers was supposed to be keeping watch, but it was too dark for him to make out anything.

Movement flashed below.

Eisen craned his head and pressed his brow against the glass, but he couldn’t see anything. Earlier, he and his team had come in through the front door, so he didn’t know what the staff entrance looked like. It had to be recessed into the building, or he’d be able to see what was going on.

Eisen waited, then waited some more. At last he pulled out his walkie-talkie. “Lighter, report.”

A woman’s voice replied.

“Hi.”

Sweat popped out on Eisen’s brow. Checkers, Goss and Sumner, they were just heavies with knives. But Lighter, he had a few tricks up his sleeve. He could wreath his hands in fire. It looked scary enough for most people they confronted to give up.

Eisen crushed his worry with anger. “Who is this?”

“I’m a courier,” came the reply. “I work for Odd’s Transport. One of your boys was very helpful and gave me directions.” The woman paused. “I’ll see you soon.”

“You’ve got no idea who you’re dealing with,” Eisen snarled into his walkie-talkie. “You better hand over the package when you get up here or I’ll show you a world of pain. You hear me? Hello?”

He threw the walkie-talkie down and swore.

His gaze met that of François, who hurriedly hid the pained smile that had started pushing against his swollen cheek. Eisen stormed across the office towards him. A spectral blue glow gathered around his gauntlet.

Eisen shoved his face in François’. “Unless you want to find out what having your soul torn from your body feels like, you keep your eyes to yourself!”

The man lowered his head. His legs were jittering.

Eisen felt a sympathetic need to go to the bathroom.

“Shit!” He swung around to face the office entrance.

He stared. The office entrance was a double door. They’d tried wedging it open with office chairs, but the damned things were all on wheels. The doors had porthole-sized windows in them. Eisen’s gaze jumped from one to the other and back again.

He glimpsed movement through the window.

Then the doors opened and a woman strode in. Her dark hair was bound back in a ponytail and the way she moved reminded Eisen of a lioness he’d seen at the zoo as a kid. The straps of a dark green backpack ran over her shoulders. She carried something in one hand, a big something, and Eisen’s brain took a few seconds to parse it.

It was Lighter. Her fist was closed around the front of Lighter’s jacket. She dragged him into the open-plan office like he weighed no more than a shopping bag.

“Hi,” she said.

Eisen bared his teeth and wished he’d wiped his brow before she appeared. “Who the fuck are you?”

The woman dropped Lighter. She pulled off her backpack and set it aside. “Good evening, Mr Calloway. Be with you in a moment.”

Eisen couldn’t believe he was being ignored. He raised his gauntlet. Blue energy streamed around it. “You know what I can do with this? I can rip chunks out of your very soul.”

The woman reached up and tightened the band around her ponytail. As she lowered her hands, she closed them into fists. “Thanks,” she said. “That’s useful to know.”


Chapter 2


Vanessa received a message asking for help at seven the next morning.

But it wasn’t from Dispatch, or from anyone at Odd’s Transport. It was from Claudia, the owner of the coffee shop Beantastic.

Claudia: Help! Maja and Lucia both called in sick. Can you come in?

Vanessa had been doing her best to enjoy a mug of cheap instant coffee in her tiny London flat. She was reading the news on her phone when Claudia’s message popped up.

Vanessa was scheduled on the midday shift, from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. She’d planned for a slow morning, but Claudia was one of the few people in the world who Vanessa would do anything for.

She hit reply: I’ll be there at 8.

Claudia: You’re a star.

Vanessa regarded her instant coffee with the disappointment it deserved, gulped the last of it down and got up to get changed.

It was almost an hour later when she arrived at Beantastic. London was an expensive city to live in and the best she’d been able to afford was a long commute from the coffee shop. When she walked in, the queue stretched all the way across the shop to the door. Vanessa eyed the customers the way she did any foe, seeing the usual mix of the sleep-deprived, grouchy and desperate, all in need of Claudia’s barista skills.

Vanessa went out the back of the shop, dropped off her coat, pulled on her black apron and returned to the front counter. Claudia, the café owner, was a middle-aged woman whose glasses made her resemble an owl. She had a slightly harried air about her at the best of times.

“Where do you need me?” Vanessa asked.

Without looking up from the order she was tapping into the register, Claudia snatched up a handful of receipts and pressed them into Vanessa’s hands.

“On it,” Vanessa said.

It took ten minutes to get the queue under a semblance of control, but even then customers kept coming. Around nine-thirty Vanessa’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She took it out long enough to see a message from someone at Odd’s Transport, but she had no time to read it.

Vanessa had been working for an hour when Claudia pressed a hand to her arm. “Thank you, Vanessa. You’re a lifesaver.”

“No problem,” she replied.

“I’ll try to get you a break soon,” Claudia said. “And maybe we can get Lucia to cover for you later.”

Vanessa shrugged as she poured a latte. “Don’t worry about it.”

Claudia squeezed her arm again and went back to the register. Another customer was waiting.

It had been a year since Vanessa’s life had utterly collapsed, and eleven months since she applied for a job at Beantastic, using what was obviously a cheap fake ID. Claudia had asked no questions, then or since. It was a small life, but it kept her safe and it kept her hidden. For that, Claudia had earned her undying loyalty.

Vanessa’s phone buzzed again, this time with a call. She took her phone out l to refuse it. As she did so, she saw it was from the same person at Odd’s Transport.

She’d taken the courier job with some reluctance. Both her rent and her bills had risen steeply a few months back and Claudia couldn’t afford to pay well. The extra money allowed Vanessa to keep pace with her expenses again, but her phone was showing the early signs of battery death and her limited wardrobe was wearing out fast. Even so, she’d told Odd’s Transport from the start that she’d only fit courier jobs for them around her shifts at Beantastic.

As Vanessa handed a double-shot espresso to a young, slightly frantic man in a sports jacket, Claudia asked, “An admirer?”

Vanessa paused. “What?”

Claudia nodded to her pocket. “You keep getting messages.”

Vanessa waved a hand. “Odd’s. I’ll take a proper look on my break.”

Claudia sighed. “I’ll do my best, Vanessa.”

It was Vanessa’s turn to squeeze Claudia’s arm. “It’s not important. They can wait.” She checked the next order.

Vanessa had been up-front with Claudia about Odd’s Transport and made her priorities clear. But Vanessa’s reluctance to move on from Beantastic wasn’t just out of loyalty to Claudia. Jobs for Odd’s Transport sometimes involved trouble, like on the Calloway delivery. Small clashes with local operators were manageable, but she couldn’t go too big or too loud. Not if she wanted to stay hidden.

The people from her old life would be on her fast if they knew she’d survived.

An hour later, Claudia was able to give her a fifteen-minute break. Vanessa grabbed a sandwich from the counter and ate in the alley behind the shop while she checked her phone.

The message was from Enrica, the woman at Odd’s who had first recruited her. The call that she’d declined had also come from Enrica. She didn’t usually try so hard.

Enrica: Can you come to the Hammersmith office at three?

With both Maja and Lucia off sick, Vanessa knew she’d be working until closing. Vanessa finished her sandwich and replied: Working all day.

Enrica came straight back: 9 a.m. tomorrow?

Vanessa frowned. She had another shift tomorrow. 9 a.m. worked for her, but she didn’t like the extra interest. She’d only been to the company’s Hammersmith office once, when signing her contract.

But she replied: Works for me.

Enrica: Great! See you then!

Still frowning, Vanessa put her phone away. What did they want? A debrief on the Calloway job? The crew who kidnapped Calloway had been easy enough to deal with, but maybe she’d confused ‘easy to take down’ with ‘not much to worry about’.

“Hiding,” she said to herself, “means staying hidden.”

There wasn’t anything more she could do. She scrunched up the wrapper of her sandwich and went back inside for the second half of her shift.
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The Odd’s Transport offices were in an office block a short walk from Hammersmith station, in west London. Vanessa was familiar with the area, because the depot where she often collected or handed off deliveries was located nearby.

She rode the elevator to the third floor, along with a pair of middle-aged women chatting about the night before. The women got off ahead of her and she followed them into a medium-sized reception area. They greeted the receptionist and used access cards to swipe through a frosted glass door.

The receptionist was the same person who’d greeted Vanessa on her first visit. Her greying hair was tied back in dozens of small dreads and the dark eyes that peered over her horn-rimmed glasses had the weighing gaze of a gate sentry.

That gaze was fixed on a young man in a delivery rider’s jacket. “But I’m supposed to hand deliver,” the young man said.

“That’s not our policy,” the receptionist replied. Her name badge read JOLENE and her expression didn’t budge. “I can sign for it here.”

“The note on the order says to hand deliver,” the rider said. “It’s what I have to do.”

“No it doesn’t,” Jolene replied, “and no you don’t.”

Another young man in a black hoodie slid up beside Vanessa. He stood close like he knew her, though Vanessa didn’t know him. The young guy frowned at the confrontation, then grinned.

“Seen this delivery dude before,” he whispered. “He just wants to get in so he can flirt with Tamaya.”

Vanessa recognised his voice. She didn’t know his name, but she knew he worked in Dispatch. She’d taken a couple of jobs from him.

He must have spotted the partial recognition in her expression. “I’m Silas, from Dispatch. I know who you are, of course.”

Vanessa frowned. Silas’s grin faltered.

“You have to let me through,” the rider said. “My boss will have my head if I don’t do this right.”

“You’re not going through,” Jolene said.

A man in his forties emerged from the elevator, with a late-for-his-first-call spring in his step. He opened the office door with his card and hurried through.

“Oh, he’s going to try it,” Silas whispered to Vanessa.

The rider sprang for the door. He caught it before it closed and rushed through.

Or tried to.

The rider stumbled back as though he’d hit a glass wall and fell on his behind. He sat there, stunned. He turned his uncomprehending gaze on Jolene.

“I can sign for it,” Jolene said.

She was the gatekeeper for Odd’s Transport. Her barrier magic kept anyone from entering the offices without her permission. The hapless rider handed over his package, while Silas chuckled, gave Vanessa a wave and went through the door unhindered. Vanessa waited until the rider had beaten a sheepish retreat before stepping up to the reception desk.

“Vanessa Montiero. I have a nine o’clock meeting with Enrica.”

Learning that Vanessa was there on legitimate business did not soften Jolene’s expression so much as a micron. “I’ll let Enrica know you’re here.” She picked up a desk phone.

The door into the main office opened barely a minute later and a smiling woman in a business shirt and loose trousers emerged. “Vanessa, thanks for coming in. I know your time off is precious.”

“Enrica,” she replied, and let herself be ushered through the door. Enrica was a well-groomed woman in her forties who, in appearance and manner, could have worked in a bank, except that she chose bright colours for her fingernails. The hand that opened the door for Vanessa started at hot pink at the forefinger and graded down to deep red by the pinkie.

She was shown through an office divided into high-sided cubicles, into which chatting people were settling. Enrica opened another door for her and showed her into a meeting room. Thin London sunlight shone down on a rectangular table surrounded by six chairs. The interior wall was glass, but Enrica adjusted the blinds so no one could see in. A screen hung from one wall, switched off.

“Have a seat,” Enrica said, waving her to one side of the table. “The others should only be a minute.”

The others. “Is this a debriefing on the Calloway job?”

Enrica flashed her a polite but unrevealing smile. “Not exactly. Don’t worry, Vincent and Malik will be here any moment.”

Vanessa didn’t sit. Enrica hesitated, then remained standing as well.

The door opened again a few seconds later and two men entered. The first was middle-aged, but Vanessa recognised the signs of someone extending their life, or at least their health, with advanced alchemy. He offered his hand to Vanessa and said, “Good morning, I’m Vincent.” He spoke like he’d grown up in a country mansion that had been handed down through centuries of his family’s history.

The other man, who appeared younger, though Vanessa had her doubts, shook her hand after Vincent. “Malik. Pleased to meet you at last, Vanessa.” Tattoos like vines peeked out of the ends of his sleeves. Vanessa thought they moved for an instant as their hands touched.

When they were seated, Vincent spoke first. “I want to express my gratitude for your successful delivery to Mr Calloway last night. François has been a valued client of ours for many years. He was most appreciative of your efforts.”

They’d lined themselves up across the table from her, with Malik in the middle. She wondered if they’d arranged themselves against her on purpose. “Details of the delivery were obviously leaked to whoever it was I put down.” She’d snapped the man’s arm above the gauntlet with her first strike. It had been all over after that. “Who’s leaking, us or our good friend François?”

Enrica’s mouth twitched downwards. Vincent lowered his chin to look over his glasses at her. But Malik smiled. “I believe that when Vincent spoke to him this morning, François indicated that he had a pretty good idea where the leak came from, within his own organisation. We checked our seals as a matter of procedure, of course.”

“That’s reassuring,” Vanessa said, making no attempt to keep the dry tone from her voice. She didn’t like the way he dismissed the question, as though there was no chance the problem could be internal.

The corners of Enrica’s mouth twitched downwards again. Vincent grew even more disapproving. Only Malik’s polish didn’t scuff.

“Who was it that I ran into the other night?” Vanessa asked. “The guy with the spectral gauntlet, mainly, though the fire warlock he had working with him wasn’t a bad fight.” Not a long fight, but not a bad one. “They likely to hold a grudge?”

“The warlock with the gauntlet, his name is Eisen,” Enrica said. “He’s a freelance operator. We’re looking into who he might be working for. He’ll hold a grudge, but if you’re asking if he’ll come after you? No, not his profile. And not after the – the state you left him in.”

Enrica’s voice barely hitched. She must have read a doctor’s report on Eisen’s injuries. Vanessa thought she’d been restrained, considering that she’d needed to make sure his gauntlet wasn’t going to be a problem.

“We’ve been very happy with the work you’ve done for us, Vanessa,” Malik said.

It finally clicked. They were going to pitch her a job. A job that was too difficult, risky, or complex, or all three, for them to route it to her via Dispatch.

“François’s delivery was the most difficult you’ve done for us,” Malik went on, “but it’s not the first time there’s been trouble. You’ve handled all these incidents, I must say, rather handily. We’re wondering if you might be willing to tackle an even greater challenge.”

Damn, she thought.

The delivery for François Calloway had been low risk. His business was small-scale and any trouble that might come his way was likely to be local. She didn’t think word of her would get back to the people hunting her from a small operator like Eisen. But bigger was definitely not better, not for her.

“I’m not interested in anything high profile,” Vanessa said.

“Our clients value discretion,” Vincent said.

“The job we’d like to offer you will certainly require that,” Malik added.

It probably wasn’t legal, or at least, not strictly legal. The law could get hazy around things in London’s shadow world. She didn’t mind either way. It was a bigger version of Eisen that she was worried about. It was the noise that would come of taking someone like that down.

“I think,” Vanessa said, “that things as they are right now suit me very well.”

“We understand,” Enrica said. “But our client is in great need of an envoy. A herald, as he puts it. He’s willing to pay well.” Then she said what the job was worth.

Vanessa’s mouth fell open.

“I … I can’t,” she said as her mind struggled with the number. “Claudia needs me at Beantastic. I …”

“We understand how much she relies on you,” Enrica said. “We have an individual we’d like to slot into the café in your place. Purely to fill in for you, you understand. This individual will step aside once you’re available again.”

Vanessa’s mind was still reeling. “They’d have to be a good worker–”

“Claudia will, of course, have the opportunity to interview him.”

Vanessa shook her head. “The pay isn’t – I mean, Claudia does her best, but–”

“The person we’d like to fill in for you,” Malik said, “is sound financially. Working at Beantastic is more about socialising them, familiarising them to our world.”

Vanessa’s eyes narrowed. “A vampire?” An immortal who’d been out of things for a while, who needed an introduction to modern times. She would not put Claudia in danger.

“No one who will be a risk to Claudia,” Malik said.

His smile was one of the most polished reassuring smiles she’d ever seen.

Vanessa sat back in her chair, scowling. She couldn’t help but think of her ailing phone; her black leather jacket, which needed replacing; the impersonal emails she received notifying her that her bills were going up again.

She felt soundly outmanoeuvred.

“Shall we tell you about the job?” Malik asked, still smiling.
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It was 6.34 p.m. and Vanessa drank a smoothie she’d made herself, while she watched Claudia interview the replacement.

Sitting at a small table in the corner, she did her best to keep her expression mild, but she knew she was glaring at the back of the newcomer’s head. Claudia asked questions about past customer service experience. The answers were vague, but Claudia didn’t push.

It reminded Vanessa uncomfortably of her own interview, almost a year before.

The man who’d arrived at Beantastic just before closing was polite and looked around the interior like he’d never seen a coffee shop before. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties and introduced himself as Broderick. His accent fell somewhere between Irish and American. He was easy to look at and unfailingly courteous to Claudia, which was likely the cause of the slight blush on Claudia’s cheeks.

After twenty minutes, Claudia beamed and asked Broderick if he could start tomorrow. His gushing answer, which Vanessa thought was far too flowery, made her laugh. He shook her hand as if he wasn’t used to the gesture and Claudia showed him out.

“What do you think?” Claudia asked after she locked the door behind him.

Vanessa shrugged. “I guess you run him through the gauntlet tomorrow and see if he’s got what it takes.”

Claudia’s smile was indulgent and knowing. “He seems all right. And he wouldn’t be the first fixer-upper I’ve taken on.”

Vanessa had to stop her hand from tightening around her smoothie cup before she crushed it.

She took a deep breath and stood up. “Claudia, I’m sorry to do this to you. I never–”

“Oh hush,” Claudia said, holding up a hand. She came closer and put her hand on Vanessa’s shoulder. “I’m glad, you know. You can’t stay here forever.”

Vanessa’s face darkened. “Why not?”

Claudia patted her. “It’s just a waystation for you, lovely. A necessary stop from wherever you’ve been to wherever you’re headed. There’s nothing wrong with being a coffee shop assistant, but I’ve always known you’ve got more in you. I think you’re ready to find out what that is.”

Vanessa studied Claudia as she went behind the counter to finish tidying up. She had never asked about Vanessa’s life before she arrived at Beantastic. But it had never occurred to her that Claudia might know, if not the details, the rough outline of what had come before.

Only a very rough outline, she hoped.

“I will be back,” Vanessa said. “This new gig, it could be too …” She didn’t know how to explain without giving anything away. “Too big for me.”

“I doubt that,” Claudia replied. “I really do. Maybe it’s too big for Vanessa of a year ago. But not for Vanessa of now, hmn?” She opened the cash register and began counting out notes.

You don’t understand, she wanted to say. But she didn’t say it. Because she never wanted Claudia to understand, not about who she used to be. Yes, her old life had been bigger. But no one in it had been good.

“If Broderick doesn’t work out,” she said, “if he falls in a heap in the first hour, send me a message.”

Claudia smiled at her. “Get going, Vanessa. I’m sure you have a big day tomorrow.”


Chapter 3


Enrica checked in with the Dispatch shift supervisor. “Has the Leybourne job been assigned yet?”

The shift supervisor was a young woman named Ndeye, with several bracelets of wooden beads on each wrist. The intricately carved beads were her tools of magic. Enrica herself went in for a different style of casting spells.

“Silas has picked it up,” Ndeye said, tabbing over to a spreadsheet. “I don’t think he’s assigned it yet, though.”

“Thanks,” Enrica said. “I’ll check in with him.”

Her role at Odd’s Transport was to oversee operations and Dispatch fell under her purview. The Leybourne job was routine and normally she’d leave it to Ndeye, but Hugh Leybourne was an old friend of her father’s.

Dispatch was divided into high-sided cubicles, so that the workers there could make and take calls without being distracted by their neighbours. Dispatch worked in shifts, so there was no fixed seating, but in practice the team members all had their preferred desks. Enrica made her way to where Silas usually sat.

He was there as expected, dressed in the black hoodie that seemed to be his personal uniform. At nineteen, Silas was bursting with eagerness, as though his job in Dispatch was all he’d ever wanted. Enrica always expected him to be a brown-noser, but somehow he never went quite that far.

“Can I help?” Silas asked, shifting his headset off one ear.

She rested a hand on the top of the cubicle divider. “I hear you’re handling the Leybourne job.”

Silas gestured to his screen. “I was just about to assign it. He needs a finder, right? Simple find and retrieve.”

Enrica glanced at the job briefing. She’d written it herself, after Hugh got in touch. “How simple depends on who has the item.”

“Uh, right,” Silas said. “I was about to give the job to Leo.”

Enrica frowned. “The vampire?” Odd’s Transport didn’t discriminate. It accepted magicians, werewolves, vampires and other clients who were less definable. That said, their clients themselves were sometimes picky. Standard procedure for a magician client who needed the services of a finder was to assign a human.

“Leo’s got a good record with us,” Silas said. “Unless you think Mr Leybourne won’t be cool with it?”

For an instant, Enrica thought she detected a hint of stress in Silas’s over-eager smile.

She decided she was imagining it.

“No, I think Hugh will be fine with a vampire,” Enrica said. Especially if the vampire liked talking about old music. Hugh had a formidable vinyl collection. “Just don’t make the rendezvous point Hugh’s house.”

“Of course,” Silas replied. “Anything else I can help with?”

Enrica drummed her multi-coloured fingernails on the cubicle wall. “No, thanks, Silas. Let me know how it goes.”

“Will do.”

He was just over-eager, she told herself as she headed for her next meeting. And Enrica was well up the food chain, when it came to the company’s management structure. She sometimes forgot how she must seem to the more junior employees.
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Leo took the Victoria line down to Brixton in southwest London. Making his appointment meant taking the Tube in rush hour and most of his kind avoided doing that. Being packed into a tight space with so many warm human bodies, their pulses beating at their necks, was a temptation most vampires didn’t risk. Not unless they had the kind of self-control that came after several centuries of life, and by then they could afford private cars.

Leo wasn’t centuries old, but unlike most of his kind, he could manage the temptation well enough.

He let the surge of impatient commuters sweep him out of the train, along the platform and to the escalators that led to the surface. Once through the ticket gates, he turned left and made for the location he’d been given. The pavement was busy with workers heading home, with buskers and beggars, with people queueing for buses and with others getting in and out of taxis.

Leo slipped easily through the crowd. In appearance he was twenty, the age when he’d been turned. His skinny build hid the supernatural strength he possessed, which only grew as the years turned to decades. He wore black jeans and a black leather jacket with so many silver zips that he jangled as he walked. The jacket wasn’t an original from the era of his youth, but it was a close replica.

At last, Leo came to a pub called The Stag’s Crown. It was down an alley concealed behind a glamour. Anyone not a member of London’s shadow world saw a fence of old wooden boards plastered with adverts for music gigs. The barman was a young man with Celtic tattoos on one side of his face and he was flirting with two young women while he poured them bubbling drinks. Scents washed over Leo as he moved through the bar: the rich smell of beer, the sharper smell of wine, and the faint remnants of spilled drinks, voided stomachs and hardcore cleaning agents. But over it all was the scent of humanity and the rich, crimson vital essence that flowed within them, all but irresistible to his kind.

To most of his kind, anyway.

Dispatch had sent him a picture of the client. He found the man nursing a half-finished pint of lager, all by himself in a four-person booth, overlooked by the taxidermied head of a stag with too many antlers and uncomfortably lifelike eyes. The client was in his early sixties and wore a brown leather jacket, a little scuffed at the edges.

When he spotted Leo, his expression darkened.

“Mind if I join you?” Leo asked.

“Thought it was just doorways you bloodsuckers couldn’t pass uninvited,” Hugh Leybourne growled.

“I was being polite,” Leo said. He slipped into the booth opposite Hugh. “I’m the finder you asked for.”

“Are you now?”

In the upper levels of magician society in England, they wore signet rings set with gems that possessed magical properties. Hugh wore only a simple gold wedding band. Leo didn’t see any other signs of magic about him, so he couldn’t guess what kind of warlock Hugh was.

“Okay, so,” Leo said, “I know what you’re thinking. Yes, I’m a vampire.”

“I can bloody well see that,” Hugh said. “I learned how to mark your kind before I could legally drink.”

“Right,” Leo said. “I’m not going to drink your blood. That would be unprofessional of me. I’m not going to get much work from Odd’s Transport if I keep feeding on their clients.”

Hugh grunted. “Yeah, guess I can see that too.”

“Great,” Leo said, with what he hoped was a pleasant and fangless smile. “Shall we talk about the job? You need something found and retrieved, right?”

“A hip flask.” Hugh glowered at him, daring him to laugh.

“Where’d you lose it?” Leo asked.

Hugh’s face darkened even further. “I didn’t. I gave it to my friend Jake as a gift a long time ago. On his twenty-first. He died recently and he left it to me in his will. But his arsehole son Kenneth says he had a break-in recently and it was stolen.”

Leo was careful to appear non-judgemental. “You have reason to doubt his story?”

“Kenneth would sell his mother’s fillings if he could be bothered to dig her up.” Hugh made a visible effort to reign in his temper. “Whether Kenneth has it or some thief stole it, I want you to get it back for me.”

“It’s valuable, then?” Leo asked.

Hugh snorted. “I bought it for ten quid from an army surplus store. It’s only valuable to me and Jake. A memento, you know?”

Leo nodded. “Do you have Kenneth’s address?”

Hugh’s suspicion returned. “I thought you were a finder.”

“It could be useful to know whether I’m knocking on his door, when I get to wherever my gift leads me. I need something for my finder’s gift to home in on, too. I suppose you haven’t got a receipt for the flask.”

“After forty years? Of course not.”

“What about a photo?”

“Yeah, that I can do.”

Hugh went for the wallet in his back pocket. He pulled out an old, folded up photo. From the way he hesitated in handing it over, the photo was important to him. Leo unfolded it and examined the picture.

Two young men mugged at the camera. If you stripped away forty years, one of them was recognisably Hugh. The other wore a Smiths t-shirt and brandished a silver flask.

The picture cut hard into Leo, all the harder because he wasn’t expecting it. Leo had a picture much like it in his own wallet.

“That’s me and Jake,” Hugh said.

“You guys stay close, over the years?” Leo asked, still staring at the photo. At the way they had their arms around each other’s shoulders and the carefree grins on their faces.

“On and off,” Hugh said and Leo heard both the affection of a long friendship and the regret of missed years. “He stayed out in Essex, I moved down this way. We never lost contact and we made most birthdays, but it was a fair hike from here to there.” The regret sharpened.

Leo knew the feeling only too well.

“Were you both Smiths fans?” he asked.

Hugh eyed him with a different kind of suspicion. “Yeah, what about it?”

“I was always a Joy Division guy myself,” Leo said.

Hugh’s expression shifted to disbelief. “You going to feed me some bullshit about seeing them live in the Seventies?”

Leo smirked.

“Ha!” Hugh grinned. “You follow the rest of them into New Order after Curtis died?”

“Nah, electronica wasn’t my thing. I almost turned into a Smiths fan then.”

That made Hugh grin wider. “They knew how to make music back then. Loud and raw and with two fingers up to polite society.”

“You’re right about that.” Leo raised the photo. “Give me a minute with this.”

“Don’t damage it,” Hugh said, his good humour evaporating.

“I won’t.”

Many vampires had a gift, a talent, something extra after the gift of vampirism itself had been made. Leo knew a vampire who could read any text without knowing the language it was written in. He knew another who could whisper into your ear from across the street. For Leo, it was the ability to find things.

That was what he told people, anyway.

He focused his thoughts, using a technique he’d gleaned from a self-help book long ago. He formed his intent in his mind, into something almost like an image. Then, without speaking aloud, he shaped words of magic with his lips.

And then he knew which way to track the hip flask.

Leo handed back the photo. “I’ve got it. Thanks.”

Hugh inspected the photo for damage, then folded it with both hands. “Where is it?”

“My problem, not yours,” Leo said. He could only tell in what direction it lay, not how far. He sometimes got a sense of the object’s surroundings, but not this time.

Hugh still held the photo cupped in his palms. “Never seen a vamp use their gift, but I heard about it. I thought you could just do it, you know? You don’t have to cast a spell the way people like me do.” He nodded. “It looked like you were casting a spell.”

“Vampires can’t cast spells,” he said automatically. He should have hidden himself from Hugh while he invoked his finding gift. He should have turned his back, at least. He slid out of the booth. “Odd’s gave me your number. I’ll message you when I’ve got the flask.”

“How long is it going to take?” Hugh asked.

“As long as it takes,” Leo replied. “See you soon.”

He hurried off before Hugh could ask more questions.
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Because his finding ability didn’t give Leo a distance, he’d had to adapt. In this case, he’d had to reach back to his high school years, through the haze of inattention, and actually learn trigonometry.

He took a bearing while he was still in Brixton. Then he hopped on the Victoria line and rode it north, under central London and out to Tottenham Hale. He left the Tube with a crowd of people towing suitcases, all heading for the onward train to Stansted Airport. Leo slipped away from them when he could and took another bearing.

He wasn’t surprised when he came up with a location in Essex.

From there it was one stop back on the Victoria line, followed by an overland train east to Barking, and then the c2c train out to Basildon. He was feeling good about the route, because he’d expected to have to head all the way back into central London before heading out east again. Travelling around London could be like that.

He shared the trains with a mix of travellers. Most were tired and quiet after a day at whatever they did for a living. On the overland train, a woman near him spoke constantly on her phone, but her voice was soft and he was able to let it become background noise.

At Upminster, the last stop before Basildon, a man took the seat beside Leo. At first Leo ignored him, though he was mildly annoyed that the man had chosen to sit beside him when there were entire rows free elsewhere in the carriage. Then, as the train pulled out of Upminster, he realised the man had no scent.

Warily, Leo turned.

The man was in his early sixties. He wore a jacket with the West Ham football team’s logo on it. His attention was entirely on the game he was playing on his phone.

Leo squinted. He added a whole lot of hair to the man’s shiny scalp, subtracted the wear and tear of time and conceded that the stranger with no scent could very well be Hugh’s friend Jake.

He prodded the man’s arm, or tried to. His finger encountered only air. He cast a surreptitious glance around the carriage, but no one seemed to be paying Jake’s ghost any attention. They might not even have been able to see him.

“Do you talk?” Leo asked, keeping his voice low.

Jake’s ghost made no response.

Leo had picked up bits and pieces about ghosts over the years. There could be lots of reasons why a spirit stayed so close to the world of the living after their body died. One of the big ones was a piece of unfinished business that they couldn’t leave undone.

“I’ll get your flask to Hugh,” Leo said. “Leave it with me.”

When the train reached Basildon station, Leo got up to leave and found the ghost was gone.

[image: ]

His finding gift led him to a two-storey terrace house a half hour’s walk from the station. Leo could have figured out the local buses, but he’d taken another bearing as the train neared Basildon and figured he didn’t have far to go.

Hugh had messaged him Kenneth’s address and sure enough, Leo was standing in front of it. He pressed the doorbell and waited.

The man who came to the door was in his late twenties, wore shorts despite the cold weather and had mastered a suspicious squint for someone at such a relatively young age. If he was Jake’s son, the resemblance was weak. He looked Leo up and down once and said, “What?”

“Hi,” Leo replied, doing his best not to sound like he was selling something. “Are you Kenneth, Jake’s son?”

The squint grew more suspicious, not less. “Who wants to know?”

Leo had a pretty good idea how the conversation was going to go and that was: badly. He decided to cut to the end and cheat.

Just as he had when he invoked his finding gift, Leo centred his thoughts. He built the image of his intent in his mind. He recalled the words he needed to use.

He whispered the spell.

Kenneth jutted his head closer. “What?”

“I said, it doesn’t matter who I am,” Leo said.

Kenneth’s squint ratcheted down a level. “Yeah, yeah I guess not.”

“You’ve got a flask that belongs to your dad, right Kenneth?”

He grinned. “Yep!”

“It was supposed to go to your dad’s old friend Hugh.”

Kenneth’s grin broadened. “Screw that old bastard. I bet I can get fifty quid for it, easy.”

Leo nodded. “How about I just pay you twenty for it?”

“Sounds good to me!”

“Go fetch it now.”

“Righto!”

Kenneth went back into his apartment. The door slowly swung shut without him there to hold it open. Leo lifted his hand to stop it, but he hadn’t been invited in and couldn’t reach across the threshold. He sighed and watched as the door creaked closer, finally closing with a click.

He hoped Kenneth would come back.

Many vampires had a gift that they gained along with everything else when they turned. But only one gift.

Leo let others think his gift was his finding talent. He kept his compulsion ability to himself and used it only when he had to. He didn’t know what might happen if others found out he was different and unlike most vampires, he didn’t have a powerful patron to protect him.

But he didn’t think Kenneth presented any danger of his secret getting out.

Kenneth came back within two minutes. He brandished a hip flask as proudly as if he’d made it himself.

“Here’s your twenty,” Leo said, holding out a note. “Hand me the flask and its yours.”

“Fantastic,” Kenneth said.

Once the trade was complete, Leo said, “Kenneth, you won’t remember what I look like. You only remember I had a French accent.” Leo’s accent was firmly west London. “Good night.”

“Yeah, later,” Kenneth said and closed the door.

Leo looked the flask over. It was tarnished from the passage of forty years, but it was the flask his finding magic had locked onto. As he started walking back towards the station, he took out his phone and sent Hugh a message.

He didn’t see Jake’s ghost again on the way back into London.
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It was almost closing time when Leo returned to The Stag’s Crown. Hugh was waiting for him, in the same booth as at the start of the evening.

“If I’d known you were going to be this quick,” Hugh said, “I’d have stayed here and kept drinking.”

Leo handed the flask across the table.

Hugh didn’t tear up, not exactly, but it looked like a near thing. He turned the flask over in his hands, smiling at it, lost in the memories it conjured up.

“Who had it?” Hugh asked. “Was it Kenneth?”

Leo nodded.

“I knew that little prick was lying. How’d you get him to part with it?”

“I’m convincing,” Leo replied.

Hugh chuckled. “Those were the days, when me and Jake were young. We felt like we could do anything.” He lifted his gaze to Leo. “I guess you don’t have to worry about losing that.”

Except he had, in a way.

“I guess not,” Leo said. Uncomfortable, he slid out of the booth.

“I’d offer you a drink,” Hugh said, “but, you know.”

Leo smirked. “Not a good idea with my kind. Might give us ideas. Have a good evening, Hugh.”

“See you around, bloodsucker.”

Once he was out of the pub, Leo sent Dispatch a message to let Odd’s know the job was done. Let me know if you’ve got anything else going, he sent.

Will do, Dispatch replied.

He figured it wouldn’t be long before he had another job. Odd’s was sending him a lot of work lately, for some reason. Most of it seemed to come through the same guy, Silas. Not that he was complaining. It was doing good things for his bank balance.

Unbidden, the memory of the ghost he’d encountered on the train to Basildon returned. He thought of that and of the picture Hugh had clearly carried for forty years.

Leo pushed the thoughts away and headed for home.


Chapter 4


Vanessa was given instructions. The meet-up was not in London, so she caught an early train out from London Bridge, southeast into the county of Kent and the town of Sevenoaks.

The power she had expended rescuing François Calloway had returned with rest, though her strength was nothing compared to what it had once been. A year ago, when her entire life had burned down, the source of her power had burned with it. Vanessa had thought that once she spent the residual amount left in her, it would be gone forever.

And yet she recovered, given time. Not compared to what she had been back then, not even close, but some power did return to her. It felt like a distant storm on the horizon, where once it had been a thunderous deluge right overhead, but it wasn’t completely gone. She supposed even a broken rain catcher still caught some rain. She just didn’t understand where even this trickle of power came from.

Vanessa caught a taxi from the train station at Sevenoaks and was driven along winding country roads. The taxi dropped her off in a lane lined with tall hedges planted in front of solid brick walls. A closed wooden gate with an intercom beside it awaited her.

As the taxi drove off, she took stock of her wider surroundings.

A long time ago, longer than someone would think to look at her, she’d worked for an events company. They’d mainly worked weddings and birthdays. She’d be part of the crew that swooped in, set up the canopy, raised the tables and chairs and laid out the drinks. And then at the end of the night, she’d clean up and pack away, as the last few drunken stragglers made their way to wherever they were staying. The job had sometimes brought her to Kent, to set up on the lawns of large, old-money houses. She thought where she’d been dropped probably had a few such places along the lane, hidden away behind their tall fences.

The sky was grey and puddles on the side of the road testified to earlier rain. She flipped up the collar of her leather jacket, splashed through the shallow puddles in her boots and pressed the glowing button on the intercom.

The only answer was the rattle and rumble of the gate as it rolled aside.

Beyond the gate and at the end of the paved driveway, the house was much as she expected. It was old, that was for sure. From its size, she guessed it had at least five bedrooms and probably a few more rooms with the kind of old-fashioned names people rarely remembered any more. The house had a slight shabbiness to it, like a coat that had been worn more years than it should have been, but which hadn’t yet started falling apart. The gardens had been allowed to grow like an unkempt beard.

Her boots clicked on the driveway and the gate rumbled shut behind her. Vanessa looked back once and eyed the garden wall. It was solid brick, a good six feet tall. If she had to make an exit in a hurry, she could jump it.

The front door opened as she approached. No one came out to greet her.

Vanessa slowed and weighed her options. She didn’t like what she’d seen so far, but then, she’d been invited. She settled on ‘weird’ as an explanation, rather than ‘dangerous’. She walked through the front door.

The atrium inside was dimly lit by muted electric lights. They glimmered from a chandelier that hung overhead, made from a wagon wheel. The furniture was dark wood and old, though the brass knobs were polished to a shine. The dark red carpet was noticeably worn, especially near the atrium’s doorways.

A man awaited her in the middle of the room. He was neither young nor old, lean but not thin. His hair was swept back from a widow’s peak and tied near the base of his skull. His brown suit was that of a country gentleman, though Vanessa had seen enough of that class of Englishman to know his suit was decades out of date. He stood with his hands behind his back and one foot slightly forward. It struck Vanessa as the stance of a trained swordsman.

“Vanessa Montiero, I presume,” he said. “My name is Edric. I must apologise for the poor lighting, but I have an unfortunate sensitivity. I’ve been given to understand this will not be an issue for you.”

He had a formal accent, though not an easy one to place. His voice was unexpectedly rich. She thought he’d be a good singer.

“No, no problem,” she said. “I’m from Odd’s Transport.”

Edric gestured towards a doorway. “Shall we get to business? I’ve provided some refreshments in my study, should you be in need after your journey.”

“Let’s,” she replied, amused.

The study was large enough to hold both a desk and a coffee table, with padded chairs serving both. The longest wall held shelves of books and while many were old leatherbound volumes, the further she looked along the shelves, the more she saw modern paperbacks. On the far side of the room, to the left of the desk, shelves of vinyl records stood beside a compact modern record player.

Edric gestured to the coffee table. A pot steamed on a silver tray. “I’m told you also work at a coffee shop. I hope my blend suffices.”

It smelled rich and slightly burned, just as she liked it. “I’m sure it’ll do.” Edric waited until she was seated before he sat down himself.

“I’m afraid I must be a poor host and ask you to pour for yourself,” Edric said. “A problem I cannot elaborate on; suffice to say you have nothing to fear from it.”

He wasn’t one for touching, then. He was positioning himself firmly in the rich eccentric category. Vanessa leaned forward and poured coffee into the single cup waiting beside the pot. Edric held his silence while she blew on it and took a sip.

“Not bad,” she said.

He smiled. “I’m glad you approve. Coffee was once a passion of mine, but I’ve allowed my knowledge of it to fall by the wayside. I’ve a mind to pick it up again.”

She’d put money on Edric, like her, being older than he looked. He might even be much older than he looked. You never knew for sure, in their world.

“Was your journey pleasant?” Edric asked.

Vanessa sipped her coffee again. Yes, it had that toasted edge she liked. “I’m not really a small talk kind of person, Edric.”

“Refreshing,” he said, and appeared to mean it. “Business, then. I’m pleased Odd’s have agreed to contract you out to me, Vanessa. I assume you don’t mind me calling you Vanessa?” When she waved him on, he said, “Your qualifications are excellent.”

“You mean my delivery times, or did you get a work reference from the coffee shop where I work?”

Edric laced his hands together in his lap. “Miss Thomas was quite glowing with regards to your barista skills.”

He waited.

Oh boy, she thought. He thinks he’s funny. But the teasing light in his eyes was more good-natured than she expected.

“That’s good to hear,” she said. “I hope to go back to working with Claudia once this job is over.”

His eyebrow twitched. “Really?”

Vanessa went on guard. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing,” he replied. “If it’s what you want.” She saw the fencer in his bearing, then, in the way he sized her up. “But Vincent Argyle also passed along the medical reports of those who tried to prevent your delivery to another client of theirs.”

Vanessa lowered her cup. “He what?”

“Disabling injuries, for the most part,” Edric said, in the same way he might have commented on another swordsman’s technique. “But proportionate. The more serious injuries were reserved for the better armed and more dangerous opponents. You’re very good at what you do, Vanessa.”

Her jaw muscles rippled. Edric had touched on something she preferred not to think about. She hadn’t taken on the jobs for Odd’s only for the money, as much as she needed it. She enjoyed the challenge of pitting her strength and her wits against her opponents. She’d grown slightly bored at Beantastic lately. Just slightly. Enough to risk taking on the likes of Eisen. Enough to risk being less hidden.

“Now that we’ve established my credentials,” she said, “how about we move on to the service I’m here to provide.”

“As we should,” Edric said. “I want you to retrieve a young woman from Shepherd’s Bush, in west London.”

“I assume this won’t be easy. What obstacles will I face?”

“Firstly,” Edric said, “though it is the young woman herself who asked to be extracted, she has been a prisoner for some time. Such people can be difficult to rescue.”

“I’m busting her out of somewhere?”

“A prison with invisible walls,” Edric said, “constructed by her boyfriend.”

Vanessa recognised the picture forming even from such a rough sketch. In her life before Beantastic, it was a story she’d seen play out a number of times. “I assume he’s the second obstacle. How does he control her? Drugs?”

“Possibly in part, yes. Though it would have to be light drugs only, given how she is used.”

“How,” Vanessa asked, keeping her voice level, “is she used?”

Edric let out a long sigh. “What’s your level of understanding of magic, Vanessa? Some people in our world get by with just a few tricks, though such people can still be formidable, depending on what those tricks are. Others dive deeper into the arcane, spreading their knowledge and abilities wide.”

“I know a few things,” she replied. She had absolutely no intention of telling him where her powers came from. She had only ever told one person, and even then she’d left out much of it.

“Then you know that many of us use an external object as a focus,” Edric said. “An inanimate object is the least effective. An inanimate object that was once alive, is more effective.”

He meant wood and bone. Wood was easiest to come by, but bone lasted longer. Vanessa had once known a witch who made extensive use of petrified wood.

“Living objects,” Edric said, “make the most effective foci.”

“Witches and warlocks who use their own bodies burn out fast,” Vanessa said. And then she saw it. She put her coffee cup down with great care, before she crushed it.

“I see you understand,” Edric said. “Yes, our young woman, her name is Mia. She allows a warlock, a young man named Freddie, who is ostensibly her boyfriend, to use her flesh and blood in his ritual magic. She is his crucible. The toll on Mia is considerable, as you can imagine.”

The sketch Edric had drawn for her fleshed out into a full-colour painting. She could guess how Freddie had drawn Mia in, all charm and good times at first. How he’d made himself the most important relationship in her life, maybe the only positive relationship if she came from a rough background. Those girls were always the best targets. Then he’d have started asking. A little at first, then a little more, always reminding Mia that that he loved her like no one else did, that she was the most important thing in the world to him, that she would be doing it for them both. And before long, she would be a wreck, utterly under his control, on her way to being abandoned or killed once Freddie had sucked her dry.

She’d watched it happen. She’d watched and done nothing, because that was just the world she’d lived in.

“How much of a threat is Freddie?” Vanessa asked.

“According to my source, he hasn’t been a member of his organisation for long,” Edric said.

“Organisation,” she repeated, alarm bells going off. What they’d made out to her as a discreet job was sounding noisier by the moment.

“Yes. The rituals they use girls like Mia for, they grant great power, though at considerable cost to their crucibles. Freddie is not high in his organisation, but may still be a formidable threat. Certainly more so than the individuals who tried to interrupt your last delivery.”

She sat with her fists on the arms of her chair. “Edric, I’m going to be as frank with you as I can be. I was very clear to Vincent and the others that I don’t want to get involved in anything that will draw attention. I’m not going to say why, but that’s just not an option for me. You’re talking about an organisation of warlocks who are nothing to sneeze at. That sounds like it’ll draw attention.”

“I see.” Edric’s brow furrowed and to her surprise, some of that concern was for her.

She had the awful feeling she was dealing with a fundamentally decent person, one who wanted to help. She did not belong in such company.

“I’m sorry, Vanessa,” Edric said. “Vincent said nothing of the sort to me. It’s possible that Mia can be retrieved without you ever encountering Freddie or his friends. That’s how I would prefer this matter to play out. It’s not something I can guarantee, though.”

“No, you can’t,” Vanessa said. “Things have a way of getting out of control.”

“They do.” He spread his hands. “But Vanessa, the window of opportunity here is small. I’d prefer to spend longer gathering information, but I believe Mia doesn’t have that time. According to my source, though Freddie is new, his organisation has big plans for him and those plans will burn Mia up fast. You and I are, I think, her only real chance. Her last chance.”

Vanessa let out an irritated breath. She’d seen the faces of girls in Mia’s situation: hollowed-out, stuck in survival mode, losing more hope each day.

But if she made too much noise, if she got noticed, word of her might get back to the people in her old life. The people she kept low and small to avoid.

She stalled. “What’s your angle?”

His eyebrows rose. “My angle? I want to help Mia.”

“Is that all of it?”

He tipped his head to the side. “No.”

He wasn’t the altruist he first presented as, then. Weirdly, that reassured her. In her experience, no one with power was all good.

“But once Mia is safe,” Edric said, “her part in this, I hope, is over. We really will be saving her, Vanessa.”

“I’m not really the saving people type, Edric,” she said, though she said it offhandedly while she tried to decide what to do. “I’m doing this because I’m getting paid for it.”

“Not the saving type? Perhaps. But you are the ‘beat up people who deserve it’ type, I think. Should confronting Freddie become necessary, I can assure you, he very much deserves it.”

Her gaze snapped back to him at that. But he had that teasing gleam in his eyes again, the one that wasn’t unkind.

This is a mistake, she thought. But if she could avoid Freddie and his organisation, it would be simple enough.

She said, “How much of this have you got planned out?”
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Edric led her to the desk. He waved her towards the chair and moved to the desk’s far end. Throughout, he remained out of her immediate reach. She knew without asking that she’d be the one to handle anything they looked at throughout their planning session.

Whatever his no touching rule was about, he meant it.

Vanessa pushed the chair back and leaned over the desk. An open folder rested in the centre, stacked with documents and photographs. An envelope lay nearby.

“Mia Taylor,” Edric said.

The topmost item in the folder was a photograph of a girl in her mid-teens. She had an ‘oh yes I did’ grin on her face and a purple streak in her hair. An arm circled her shoulder, though the other person was otherwise cut out of the photo. The background could have been the booth of a pub.

Vanessa set the picture aside. Under it was another, this of a laughing young man around twenty-one, who she assumed was Freddie. He was looking to the side, at whoever had told the joke he was laughing at. Vanessa assumed the joke-teller was another guy. Freddie’s friends would all be male. His chin sported a short tuft of dark hair, a type of beard Vanessa couldn’t name but thought looked terrible on anyone who grew it.

“Freddie Wright,” Edric said. “No family background in magic, as far as I can tell. He fits the profile of those targeted by the organisation that recruited him. He wasn’t going anywhere in life before they found him. His prospects have improved since, which is what they offer.”

“Better life through magic,” Vanessa said. “They do rituals to improve their fortunes? That sort of thing?”

“As best I can tell, yes,” Edric said. “Also to increase their individual power. Individual power is very much part of what they sell.”

She eyed the photo of Freddie, wondering what his moves were in a fight. “What can he do?”

Edric offered a pained smile. “Unfortunately, if it comes to it, you’ll have to find out the hard way.” When she frowned, he added, “My operation is rather new. I contacted Odd’s Transport, instead of looking for someone such as yourself directly, because I know they support their envoys in the field. Though I will provide whatever information and support I can, of course.”

“You’ve mentioned sources,” Vanessa said. “What kind of sources are we talking about? What kind of support can they offer?”

“I’ve built a relationship with a ghost,” Edric said.

For a moment, she worried that Edric was a necromancer. But necromancers always had a certain vibe, as though the creepiness of undead things rubbed off on them. Edric wasn’t giving off that vibe. “How do you pay a ghost?”

Edric smiled thinly. “By helping them complete their unfinished business, of course. Celeste was a crucible for a member of Freddie’s organisation – the Brotherhood.”

Vanessa looked up, wary. “She wants revenge?” That would be the opposite of the quiet operation she was hoping for.

He shook his head. “Celeste only wants to save someone, to spare them the fate she herself suffered. She and Mia were friends. We used that former connection to reach out to Mia.”

Vanessa’s wariness subsided, but not completely. “If your source used to be inside this Brotherhood, why isn’t your intel on them better?”

“A fair question,” Edric replied. “But the answer is simple. The warlocks of the Brotherhood keep their crucibles out of their inner circle. What Celeste knows is, unfortunately, mostly generalities.”

Vanessa waved the photo of Freddie. “What about these? Who took them? It can’t have been a ghost.”

Edric’s expression slipped, became more guarded. “In fact, it can. If a ghost is a complete enough entity, there is a technique by which they can focus their energies to interact with the world of the living. But it is a demanding technique. Celeste must rest for a long time afterwards. She’s done her best, but it has made for slow going.”

Vanessa grunted and set Freddie’s photo aside. “If things go sideways, am I going to have the entire Brotherhood after me?”

“Unless you kill Freddie, no, you won’t have to deal with them. They’ll expect him to handle recapturing Mia himself.” He shrugged. “Individual power and all that.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, then.”

“It’s one of the things I particularly liked about your résumé, so to speak,” Edric said. “That you can disable rather than kill, as needed. Though he doubtless deserves it, I don’t seek Freddie’s death. Mia’s safety is my only concern.”

Was Edric too good? That would bring its own problems. “Mia safe and Freddie dead might be the same thing.”

“I will trust your judgement,” he said, unperturbed.

Too visible, she thought, pressing her hands into the desk. Once a job got underway, you could never fully control what happened. If Freddie didn’t let up, she might not have other options.

Next were a set of photos paperclipped together. They showed the outside of a small apartment, in a two-storey house. A street map was also attached to the photos, with an address highlighted.

“Where they live?” she asked.

“They’re both shift workers,” Edric said. “He’s an electrician, she works at a café. I have their timetables. We can select a time when only she will be home.”

“Will she be expecting me? How do I identify myself?”

“Tell her I sent you.”

“So I’m bringing Mia here?” Vanessa asked. “Are you set up to handle Freddie, if he comes knocking?”

“No,” Edric said. “I couldn’t handle Freddie, not directly. I’m in negotiation with a coven of witches, who can most assuredly deal with a single Freddie. I’m hoping they’ll take Mia in. Once I have their agreement, I’ll let you know where to take Mia.”

“They can handle Freddie, but not the rest of the Brotherhood, is that what you’re saying? Why will they agree to get involved at all?”

“The Brotherhood and the way they treat girls like Mia is everything they stand against.”

More of the big picture clicked into place. “You’re trying to convince them to work with you. You want to use Mia’s rescue to sway them. That’s it, isn’t it?”

Edric draped his hands behind his back. “Do you want to know? Or would you rather not get deeper into ‘anything visible’ as you put it?”

She didn’t see how her rescuing Mia would help Edric reach his goal. It wasn’t like he was building an army. Vanessa was a freelancer, in for just one job.

But Edric was also right. The more she knew, the more she’d be pulled in. The job already sounded too noisy for her. If a war between the Brotherhood and this coven of witches was Edric’s goal, she wanted out as soon as possible.

She scowled at him and tidied up the photos and maps. “What arrangements have you made for the extraction itself?”

“I thought it best to leave that to you.”

She nodded, but in her head she was running numbers. Taxis or hire cars? Once she knew where she was taking Mia, would it be flights or trains? All those things cost money. Claudia paid as well as she could, but Vanessa’s bank account wasn’t in a state where she could finance a job like this.

“You’ll find a bank card with your name on it in the envelope, there,” Edric said. “It should cover your expenses, including whatever transport you choose to take. I’ll keep an eye on the balance and ensure you’re never out of funds.”

She looked at him in surprise. “What’s my credit limit?”

“Please don’t book any international flights.”

She snorted and picked up the envelope. “Let’s talk timetables then. What are my pick-up windows?”

Edric’s gaze bored into her. For the first time, she noticed his eyes were sea-grey and in those eyes she saw that, whatever this was, whatever bigger picture rescuing Mia was part of, it meant a great deal to him.

That reassured Vanessa. She didn’t want to find herself cut loose with a bunch of angry warlocks on her tail. She didn’t want anyone else to have to hide from.

“You’ll take the job?” he asked.

When had she decided? She could think of too many good reasons not to take the job, and yet she knew she was already in.

“Let’s rescue Mia,” she said.


Chapter 5


Freddie Wright had screwed up. He hated screwing up. He didn’t like to think of himself as a screw-up. But in the deepest recesses of his mind, he knew he wasn’t just someone who screwed up now and then, like everyone did. No, he knew he was a screw-up through and through.

The way his bitch of a boss was handling it made it way worse.

“Are you okay, Freddie?” she asked. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m good, Hilda,” he said through clenched teeth.

“Let me look at you.” Hilda was a middle-aged woman who Freddie thought enjoyed too many chocolate bars when no one was looking. She wore a hi-vis jacket and carried a tablet computer, which she could type into at high speed despite one-inch fingernails, some covered in glitter.

“Nothing burned or bruised,” Hilda said. Then she turned to the mess and sighed.

The job was a sound system upgrade at a medium-sized speaking venue in central London. The crew Freddie worked with consisted of three electricians of different grades, his being the lowest. They’d ripped out the old system, which had been crackling like mad due to fraying wires. They were partway through installing the new system, but Freddie hadn’t earthed his equipment properly. He’d fried a speaker worth half his annual salary.

“Well,” Hilda said, “the insurance will cover it. And the missed deadline.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Could have been worse and given you a bad jolt. Let’s clean up. We’ll have to call it a day while we source a replacement.”

Hilda rounded up the other electricians. Freddie stood glaring at the thin stream of smoke pouring out of the fried speaker. He didn’t want to see the looks the other electricians shot at him. Hearing their curses was bad enough.

They tied off cables, packed up their tools and left the venue. The farewells from his coworkers were more curt than usual and he could see them thinking it. He could see it in their eyes.

You’re a screw-up, Freddie.

No I’m not, he wanted to shout at them. Not forever, anyway.

He simmered over it all the way home and by the time he reached his apartment in Shepherd’s Bush, he’d figured out what had gone wrong and how it wasn’t his fault.

Mia was already home. She’d worked an early shift at the café. She was curled up on the couch watching some crappy chick show and she stared at him with wide, uncertain eyes, because he was home earlier than expected. She switched the TV off fast.

“That fucking cow Hilda,” Freddie said. He stalked back and forth across their small living room. “She’s even got a cow’s name. Hilda! Who calls their kid that?” He paced, while Mia nodded and made agreeing noises. “It’s those damned speakers she bought. The jacks are shonky. You can’t earth them properly because the wiring’s not right inside. You don’t want accidents, you buy good shit. You can’t blame me for something that’s the manufacturer’s fault.”

He rounded on Mia. “Isn’t that right?”

“That’s right, Freddie,” Mia said.

He smiled at her. “You’re a good girl, Mia.” And Mia relaxed, but only a little. You had to make sure they never forgot who was boss. That’s what Ryder always said. Always make sure they know who’s boss.

“You staying in tonight?” Mia asked. “I’ll get a dinner out of the freezer.”

She couldn’t cook for shit. Microwave meals and two-minute noodles, that was her entire repertoire. “Nah,” he said. “I’m down the pub with the boys.”

“Okay.”

“I need a shower,” he said. “I smell like bloody electrical smoke.”

He showered and afterwards, in the mirror, he checked on the length of his chin strip. He thought about trying to grow it all the way along his jaw in a full chin strap, but the last time he’d tried that, there’d been patches missing. He liked the chin strip though. Mia told him he looked cool with it.

He had two tattoos from his time before the Brotherhood: an eagle on his right shoulder and the letters F-R-E-D on the fingers of his right hand. Since joining the Brotherhood, though, he’d had only three small tattoos done, coin-sized, along the inside of his left forearm. They were part of his rituals of ascension. He didn’t get any others because even though Ryder said it was fine, he didn’t want to confuse the magic.

Freddie pulled on jeans, a t-shirt and a jacket. “Don’t get too fucked up,” he said to Mia as he left. “You got to be ready for the big night on Thursday.”

“I won’t, Freddie,” she said. He’d taken her stash. It meant she’d be hammered on cheap red wine when he got home, but Ryder said that was fine.

He walked up to Uxbridge Road, caught a red double-decker 207 bus into the main commercial area of Shepherd’s Bush and headed along a quiet street until he reached a derelict pub. Though The Swan House was a short walk from the busiest part of Shepherd’s Bush, business had dried up when the big Westfield Shopping Centre was built and the punters were drawn away. The windows were boarded up, while a rusty padlock sealed the front door.

Freddie went around the back. A gate let him into the pub’s small beer garden. The ground was covered in concrete paving slabs and a few bits of broken outdoor furniture were piled in a corner. Freddie knocked the code on the back door and waited.

He heard a chain being pulled, then the door opened. Brother Patrick was on door duty, as always. “Good to see you, man.”

Freddie shook his outstretched hand. “I’ll raise you a glass, Paddy.”

Paddy scoffed. “Raise me three, you cheap arsehole. You’re on for training this week, right?”

“You bet.” Paddy was teaching him how to box. As Freddie rose in the Brotherhood and his powers grew, Paddy was also teaching him how to fight with his new abilities.

He looked forward to the chance to beat the shit out of someone for real. Sometime soon, he hoped.

Freddie went inside and through to the main bar area. The tables and chairs had been cleared out long ago. Chalk markings were scrawled on several walls and pillars. Runes of protection, Freddie had been told, to keep out magically prying eyes and help maintain a cleansed space for the business the Brotherhood did there. Freddie couldn’t read the runes himself. They made his eyes water and if he looked at them too long, he got a sharp pain behind his left eye. One of the brothers, Chaz, was refreshing the runes with a stick of chalk. Magic runes were his area of speciality; unlike the rest of the Brotherhood, they were how he did his magic.

Four other brothers were also there, including Ryder. The youngest was eighteen, same age Freddie had been when Ryder found him. The oldest was Ryder himself at thirty-five. Everyone had a pint in hand and everyone greeted Freddie as he entered. He grinned and waved and greeted everyone back by name.

The beer keg was set up on the bar. Freddie sorted himself a pint and went back to the others.

“How’s it going, Freddie?” Ryder asked.

“Shit day,” he replied and he related the same version of the story he’d told Mia, slightly improved after rehearsing it on her.

Ryder shook his head. “You’re meant for better things, Freddie. You’ll get that soon enough.”

“My next ritual?” Freddie asked, all but pleading. “We’re still on for next week?”

“Sure, sure,” Ryder said. “Once you’re fourth level, you’ll really start to feel things going your way.”

He nodded and drank his beer. He’d already come a long way since Ryder found him. He’d been doing part-time jobs and dealing a little on the side to keep the money coming in. Then Ryder had found him and told him that power waited inside him. Only a few had that potential, Ryder said, and even fewer could endure the rituals that unlocked it.

Freddie had tapped into that power. The electrician job had been the start of a big turnaround for Freddie. Even if that cow Hilda kept blaming him for things that weren’t his fault.

Fifteen minutes later, Ryder called for their attention. “We got business to conduct tonight. It’s Ian’s big night! Finish your drinks if you still got them. Chaz, get the circle set up. And someone call Paddy in.”

Freddie knocked back the last of his pint and dumped the glass on the bar. Like the others, he pulled off his jacket and left it on a stool. In chalk, Chaz drew a circle eight feet across on the wooden floor, muttering words of magic as he went. There were no bumps or squiggles in the circle. Chaz had a steady hand and the circle was as close to mathematically perfect as humanly possible.

Freddie took his place around the circle with the others. Though Ryder was the founder, most senior member and guiding hand of their group, the circle reflected their principle that they were all equals. Freddie didn’t feel it – only one other person had fewer tattoos on his forearm than he did. But he swore to himself he’d keep rising in the Brotherhood until he did. Until he was equal to all of them.

Ryder looked around. The circle didn’t have a head, but if it did, it would be where Ryder stood. “We’re ready.” He raised his voice. “Ian! Come forth!”

Ian came out of a side room. He held his girlfriend by the arm. Freddie struggled for a moment. Was her name Cora? Cara? He settled on Cora. It didn’t matter if he remembered the girlfriends’ names. The guys were the ones who mattered.

Ian entered the circle and positioned Cora at one side of it. He took up position facing her across the circle’s centre. Ian had five small tattoos on his right forearm, the last one still so fresh from when Ryder had applied it that the skin around it was red. Cora wore a short denim skirt and a sports bra. She had two tattoos on the outside of each thigh, all four matching the small tattoos on Ian’s forearm, but they were much larger, the size of a hand. The fifth one, the new one, the skin around it also still red, was on the left side of her abdomen. Cora kept her head down.

“Brothers,” Ryder said. “We come together as captains of our own destinies. We support and celebrate each other, helping our brothers unlock their potential and achieve the greatness that burns inside each of us. Tonight, our brother Ian seeks to ascend to the fifth level. Brother Ian, are you prepared?”

Ian grinned. He was jittery with nervousness and excitement. It was his fifth trial, but they only got harder each time. “I’m ready.”

“Brothers,” Ryder said, looking left and right around the circle, “we are here to witness our brother Ian’s ascension. We support him by sanctifying his ritual space. Do we agree that he is ready? Do we feel that he is worthy of his elevation within our brotherhood?”

Freddie joined in as the circle chorused, “Yes!” He was nervous and excited as well. Next week, it would be him inside the circle, with Mia standing opposite him. Next week, he would be the one his brothers pronounced as worthy.

“Begin the sanctification,” Ryder said.

Chaz led the chant and Freddie followed. The words weren’t in any language he knew and they made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He had to focus on them, had to concentrate to speak them right, because they tried to tangle up his tongue, somehow. It creeped him out, but his brothers expected him to do his part. He wouldn’t let them down.

Power gathered in the air as they chanted. The light thinned and everything paled, like clothes faded by too much sun. The effect was strongest inside the ritual circle. Ian began to resemble an old photo of himself.

Then Ryder gestured and Ian began to chant, a different chant to that of the circle. He held his right forearm out, fist clenched. He spoke long words of power, some of which Freddie could comprehend, some of which melted in his mind like burning plastic. The newest tattoo on his arm glowed firelight yellow. The matching tattoo on Cora, his crucible, did the same.

Ian’s voice rose in volume and power. His tattoo glowed brighter. Cora hissed in pain, though she stifled the sound with a hand over her mouth. As Ian stood taller and taller, Cora hunched over more and more.

Ian completed the last verse of the ritual. His tattoo flashed. Cora gasped out loud. Then it was over. Ryder held up his hands and silence fell.

“Brother Ian?” Ryder asked.

Ian was breathing hard, like he’d run a sprint. He lifted both hands and held them close together. His brow furrowed with concentration.

A ball of fire ignited between his hands.

“Hell yeah!” Ian crowed.

Freddie moved forward with the others to congratulate Ian. He glimpsed Chaz drawing an exhausted and stumbling Cora out of the way. He put her out of his mind and joined the others in cheering Ian.

Soon, Freddie would be the one ascending to the next level. Soon, he’d be the one being congratulated by his brothers. And some day, he’d be strong enough to get everything he deserved. Everything.


Chapter 6


Vanessa parked her car three houses down from the address Edric had supplied.

The car was a four-door rental. She didn’t have the money for a car, not even for a rental by the day, but since Edric was paying the bills, she’d splashed out. It wasn’t an indulgence, though. The extraction was the most critical part of the job. She didn’t want to risk it on something she couldn’t fully control.

Once they were underway, Vanessa’s plan was to move Mia clockwise around the centre of London, without going into the city itself. All she had to do was keep ahead of Freddie until Edric completed his negotiations and had a final destination for her.

Three houses down the street, a light was on in a window in the apartment she knew to be Mia’s and Freddie’s. The street was a narrow road lined with tightly packed two-storey buildings. Each was split down the middle into maisonettes, and their front doors were in the centre, side-by-side. A narrow gap ran between each block, barely wide enough to walk through. Some were well-maintained, others long overdue for a new coat of paint on their window frames. Cars were parked along one side of the street, but not so many that Vanessa didn’t have her choice of parking spots.

She wanted to stake out the place, to make sure Freddie was out and Mia was home. Edric was confident of the surveillance carried out by his ghost, though, and he insisted the rescue was too urgent for Vanessa to conduct her own.

And Vanessa wanted to get this job done as quietly as possible. That meant moving fast, while Freddie was out.

She left the car, clicked the fob to lock it, tucked the key in her jeans pocket and strode down the street. Both Mia’s apartment and the one next door had a light on in what she guessed was the living room, though she saw no signs of movement in either. Vanessa pressed the buzzer and waited.

No response.

She pressed the buzzer again and knocked. She waited.

“Come on, Mia,” she muttered.

Vanessa tried the door handle. Locked. Trying not to look suspicious, she glanced around. No one was watching, or if they were, they were peeking through a gap in the curtains covering one of the many windows she could see.

There was nothing else for it. She needed to get in.

Vanessa gripped the door handle and tried to turn it. She increased the pressure until the door began to creak. She pressed harder. The door let out a wooden groan. Then something metallic snapped.

The door opened.

She closed it behind her as best she could. Open doorways led into the ground floor living room and kitchen. A staircase led to the bedrooms on the first floor.

If Edric’s intel was wrong, she was about to meet Freddie.

Vanessa checked the kitchen first. It was small and cramped. A refrigerator, its door scuffed with age, hummed in one corner. The sink was filled with unwashed plates and empty bottles of wine. Crumpled beer cans lay around the bin.

She moved into the living room. The couch’s best days were several owners behind it. An ashtray piled with cigarettes squatted on the coffee table, along with an empty microwave meal dish and a three-quarters finished bottle of red wine.

Mia lay on the couch, asleep or passed out. An empty wine glass lay on the carpet beside her, a red stain on the inside. Mia wore long pyjama pants and an oversized hoodie.

Vanessa crouched down beside her. The purple streak was still in her hair, but the cheeky smile from the photo, she guessed, had not graced Mia’s face in a long time. She was pale and had dark circles under her eyes. The weariness that lined her young skin would take a lot more than a good night’s sleep to dispel. Her breath smelled of cheap red wine. Her fingers were clean, by which Vanessa assumed she wasn’t the cigarette smoker.

She didn’t have a lot left to give, Vanessa thought. Freddie would take it anyway.

“Mia,” she said. She shook the girl’s shoulder. “Mia.”

The girl didn’t stir.

Vanessa considered her options. In some ways this was better. Mia couldn’t make a fuss about leaving straight away or taking belongings with her. On the other hand, it meant Vanessa had to carry Mia to her car. Vanessa could lift her easily enough and carry her much further, but it would look suspicious.

“Looks like you’re flying first class,” Vanessa said.

She slung Mia over her shoulder in a fireman’s lift. The girl weighed nothing and felt skinny under the baggy clothes. Once Vanessa got the front door open, she lowered Mia so the girl lay in her arms. She got Mia out of the apartment without banging her head once.

Still no Freddie. Edric’s intel was holding up.

Vanessa scanned left and right as she carried Mia to her car, though she kept her head facing forward. There was someone on the opposite side of the street coming towards her, a white-haired man, but he was still some way off. At the entrance to his garden, he paused at the gate to stare in Vanessa’s direction.

Mind your own business, neighbour, Vanessa thought. The old man was close enough to recognise Mia, if he knew her. But Vanessa wondered if Freddie was the kind of neighbour people stayed away from.

The old man headed indoors.

Vanessa heaved Mia a little higher while she got her key out and unlocked the car. Front seat or back? In the end, she opted for the front seat, where she could keep an eye on her. She settled Mia in, lowered the seat back to make her more comfortable while she slept and put her seat belt on.

She searched the street. Still no Freddie.

Vanessa got in and drove off. She was three streets away and heading for Uxbridge Road before she allowed herself to think, A clean extraction.

Mia snored once, so hard she startled herself awake. “Whu–?”

Her eyes still on the road, Vanessa said, “Take it easy, Mia. Edric sent me.”

Mia sat up, rubbing her face. “Who are you? What’s going on?”

“My name is Vanessa,” she said. “Edric sent me. You reached out for help, remember? You spoke to Celeste. She put you in contact with Edric. He sent me to get you.”

Mia struggled with the seat belt. “What? Where are we going?”

“Just for a drive,” Vanessa said. “We can talk about it shortly. Just relax for now.”

But Mia was growing more agitated. “Where are we?” Her voice hitched into worried. “I can’t be out! Freddie’s home soon! He’ll expect me there!”

“You don’t need to worry about Freddie anymore, Mia,” Vanessa said. She didn’t think this was going to de-escalate the situation.

“Fucking seat,” Mia said. She searched around beside it and found the lever. The seat came up and smacked her in the back. “Fuck’s sake.”

Vanessa tried to keep an eye on the girl as she turned onto a busy road. A delivery driver on a motorbike swerved in front of her. Vanessa gritted her teeth and tapped the brakes.

“I can’t be out,” Mia said. She was starting to hyperventilate. “He’s expecting me to be home. I can’t be out.”

Vanessa looked for a place to pull over.

“This was a bad idea,” Mia said. “I can’t do this. He’ll be so mad.”

“I’m–”

“Let me out! Let me out!” Mia grabbed the door handle.

Vanessa took a hard left turn onto a side street. She pulled into the first gap, in front of another terraced house and behind a parked van.

Mia got the door open.

Vanessa reached over, put her arm across Mia’s upper chest and pushed her back into the seat.

“Let me go! Let me go!” She thrashed against Vanessa’s arm, but couldn’t budge her.

Vanessa reached over with her free arm and pulled the door shut. She glanced around, hoping no one was noticing. There were a few people walking past, but so far no one was paying attention.

“Mia.” The girl kept struggling. “Mia!” She didn’t stop.

Vanessa knew what to do. She needed to slap the girl. That would settle her down. Violence was probably a language she knew well. She opened her free hand.

Then hesitated.

Before Vanessa’s life fell apart, before she’d hidden herself away in Beantastic, she’d lived in a world where there were bad people and worse people. You did what you had to, and Vanessa had. That version of Vanessa would slap Mia to silence her, threaten her, then drive on. She knew how to do it. She knew it would work.

But working at Beantastic with Claudia every day, she hadn’t been that old version of herself. She’d buried her and intended never to dig her up. And that had been … better.

She didn’t raise her hand to Mia.

When the girl started panting from effort, Vanessa said, “Mia, I’m rescuing you. I’m taking you away from Freddie forever. You’ll never have to see him again.”

“He’ll find me. I know he will. He’ll be so mad!”

Vanessa kept holding Mia in place. “Mia, you asked for help, remember?”

The girl was still breathing hard, but she stopped struggling.

“Why, Mia? Why did you ask for help?”

Mia trembled. At last she mumbled, “Celeste.”

“She told you what happened to her. You saw what happened to her.”

“Freddie wouldn’t do that to me,” Mia said. “He loves me.”

“You know better than that,” Vanessa replied. “You know, Mia. You watched one of Freddie’s friends use Celeste up, same way he’s using you now. You know you’re just about done too. You can feel it.”

Mia’s eyes filled with unshed tears.

Vanessa pressed again. “Celeste came to you.”

She hung her head. “It was just a dream. Just a stupid dream. She kept fading in and out. That’s how I knew. Celeste went away when she and Lloyd broke up. That’s all.”

“Celeste came to you as a ghost,” Vanessa said. Spending a large amount of energy to do it, if Edric’s explanation was true. So much that she’d struggled to remain visible. “She told you what really happened.”

Mia kept her head down. “It was just a dream. I drank too much. I was seeing things.”

“You know Freddie’s messing with magic,” Vanessa pressed. “That’s enough to know that ghosts are real too. When Celeste came to you, when she told you what happened to her, you believed her. You asked her for help. She put you in touch with Edric.”

Mia looked up. “Bullshit. It’s all bullshit.”

“You never spoke to him directly, did you? He’s real, Mia. It’s all real. I’m the proof. Edric is out there and he’s making a safe place for you. He’s helping you. I know you’ve felt like shit for so long you don’t remember anything else, but he’ll help you get better.”

Mia’s mouth curled with scorn. “What do you care?”

“I’m getting paid,” Vanessa said. “Edric hired me.”

She scoffed. Then a calculating expression came over her face. “Okay, fine. I’ll go on one condition. There’s something I need that belongs to me.”

“Mia–” Vanessa started to say.

“It’s at home,” Mia said. “In my bedside drawer.”

“We’re not going back,” Vanessa said. “I don’t want to have to hurt Freddie.”

Mia’s eyelids flickered at that. It wasn’t the response she expected. But she rallied and ploughed on. “I won’t go without it. You’ll have to tie me up. Got any rope, with you? Nah, didn’t think so.”

Little idiot, she thought. She was hoping Freddie would come home and catch them. Then she could claim Vanessa had kidnapped her and back out of the whole thing. Stupid, trapped girl.

She checked the dashboard clock. They were still safely inside Edric’s time window.

Vanessa could physically overpower Mia in the moment, but if she had to keep her restrained, eventually they’d draw attention.

So much for my clean extraction.

“Fine,” Vanessa said. “We go back. But we’re in and out fast, you hear me? And once we’re gone, I expect you to keep your word and come quietly. Deal?”

“Deal.” The smirk she donned was a wan imitation of that grin in the photo, but it at least resembled it.

Maybe the girl isn’t all gone, Vanessa thought.

She settled back in the driver’s seat, watching Mia carefully, but she didn’t try to make another run for it. Vanessa put the indicator on, waited for a gap in traffic and drove back to Mia’s place.

She parked right out front this time. It wasn’t a good idea, but there was no time to spare.

“What happened to our front door?” Mia asked. “Did you fucking kick it?”

“No, I just pushed.” When Mia looked sceptical, she added, “I’m strong, in case you haven’t noticed. Get moving. We don’t have much time.”

Mia seemed troubled, but she went inside. Vanessa followed her upstairs to the bedroom and watched as she fished through the top drawer. She doubted Mia would come out with a weapon – she doubted Freddie would let her have one – but she wasn’t putting anything past the girl at this point.

Mia drew a small pouch out from the back of the drawer, after pulling out half a dozen other things. She opened the drawstrings and tipped a silver ring onto her palm. It was a twisty thing, given the shape of entwined vines.

“It was my nan’s,” Mia said. A weary sadness took her, and all the sorrows of her life seemed to weigh her down.

“Put it away and let’s go,” Vanessa said. “Don’t forget your promise.”

Mia covered her expression with another sneer. She tucked the ring back in its pouch. “I need to get changed. I’m in my PJs.”

Vanessa scowled. Mia’s eyes widened in fear. Vanessa tried to smooth her anger away. “Hurry. And don’t ask me to leave. I’m not taking my eyes off you.”

Mia discarded her pyjamas and put on a t-shirt and jeans. She pulled the hoodie on back over the shirt. She went to put the pouch with the ring in her jeans pocket, but Vanessa held out her hand. “Give me that.”

“Screw you.”

“Don’t make me take it.”

Maybe Mia remembered the front door, because she handed the pouch over. Vanessa felt a flicker of discomfort for threatening her but quashed it. They had no time for any such qualms.

“Let’s go.”

“But I’m not wearing shoes!”

“You won’t need them. Come on.” She took Mia by the arm and dragged her out of the bedroom.

They had to move and they had to move fast. The time Edric had given them was almost up. She didn’t want to drive off with Freddie’s face in the rearview mirror, knowing she’d taken Mia, knowing what car to look for. There was still time to salvage her clean extraction.

She raced down the stairs, Mia stumbling along after her. She yanked the front door open and took a step into the front garden.

A fist caught her right in the cheek.

Vanessa flew across the yard and crashed into the low brick wall that bordered it. Her head swam for a critical second. She was astonished. What the hell could have hit her that hard?

Roaring, Freddie punched her again.

The brick wall shattered. Vanessa sprawled in the passage between buildings, in a pile of broken brick. How was he so strong?

She felt hands on the back of her jacket.

She kicked backwards. It was a bad angle, but she connected. Freddie let out a loud “Ooof!” He reeled across the garden and caught himself on the gate.

Vanessa swept chunks of brick off her and flipped to her feet. “Hello Freddie,” she said.

He was her height, but lanky, one of those guys who never seemed to put meat on their bones. He’d pulled his jacket off and she glimpsed the three tattoos on his forearm. Even though the tattoos were small, she felt them twist in her eyeballs. Magic, then. That was where his strength came from.

She really wished Edric had known more of what to expect from Freddie.

“You!” he roared. “What the fuck are you doing with my girl?”

“I didn’t promise not to kill you, Freddie,” she said, “but I’ll try anyway.”

He bellowed and lunged at her. He was strong, but he wasn’t fast. He jabbed with his left and followed with a cross from his right. He had some training in boxing, then.

His strength made her grunt with effort. He swung again, the same jab-cross combo. She dodged to the side. When he tried the same combo for a third time, she decided she knew enough about how he fought to take him down.

But Freddie drew back, panting.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “What are you doing here? You trying to take Mia away from me? She’s mine!”

“Freddie,” she said, trying to draw him into swinging again, “I am taking Mia away from you.”

“You’re not taking her,” he snarled. “You’re not taking away my future!” He raised his hand.

Not to throw a punch.

Vanessa hesitated, and it cost her.

Freddie swept his hand upwards, fingers curled as though he held a tennis ball. The ruins of the low brick wall hurled themselves at her. Vanessa raised her arms as they pummelled her head and shoulders. She was driven backwards, towards the gap between the two houses.

Before she could recover, Freddie landed a rear hook right in her solar plexus. The wind exploded from her lungs. She flew down the passage between the houses, smashed through a wooden gate and into another brick wall.

But she was already unconscious.


Chapter 7


Vanessa was sinking.

She was surrounded by the cold, darkening depths of the sea. Far above, gold light flickered, her world burning to ashes. Below her were the depths that swallowed all life.

She drifted downwards. The battle was over. She had lost. Her body, so strong and fast and tough, was broken in ways she’d never imagined it could be. Her right hand gripped the hilt of a shattered weapon, but the hilt disintegrated and her fingers closed on nothing. Her thoughts were jagged and disjointed, as though her mind were broken glass.

She sank deeper. The golden light faded. The darkness tightened around her.

Vanessa snapped awake.

Her ears rang and her vision was blurred. What was wrong? What had hit her? What could possibly have hit her so hard?

Then she remembered Freddie.

Mia.

Vanessa brushed aside the broken planks of wood. In front of her was the hole she’d made in Mia’s and Freddie’s back fence when she hit it. Behind her was a brick wall, the back of a garage. Several bricks were missing, knocked free when she’d hit it.

Her jaw throbbed. She could feel every one of her teeth, pulsing with pain. Her ribs ached and she felt a sharp pain as she drew breath.

Inside her was a hollow place where once power had flowed, the power of sky and storm. Once upon a time, her body had transformed that power of thunder and lightning and rain, making her so strong and so fast that she was all but unstoppable. No matter how quickly she spent that power, the storm had never diminished and that place inside her had always refilled straight away.

That power was now gone, along with everything else from her old life. All that remained was a fitful gust of it, a light summer rain. She was still strong, but nothing like she had been.

It was the residue of her old power that flickered to life and began healing her. It restored her cracked ribs and sealed her punctured lungs. But it worked slowly, so slowly, compared to before. On the rare occasions when she’d been injured, back in the world before Beantastic, she’d healed in moments.

Vanessa combed splinters out of her hair, then stumbled through the hole in the fence and headed for the front yard, wincing with each breath. She didn’t know how long she’d been out, but if it had been only moments, there might still be a chance to take Mia back from Freddie.

The yard was empty.

The front door to the apartment was shut, but only because of a head-sized rock set against it. That the rock was on the outside meant that Freddie had taken Mia somewhere else.

Mia was gone.

Anger burned her then, not at Freddie, but at herself. He might have power, but while his moves spoke of training, she didn’t peg him at her level. She should not have lost to him. Not on any day of the week.

She let herself have that moment, fists clenched and shaking. Then she used that anger like a goad. Because Mia was gone. Freddie had her. She had to get Mia back.

Vanessa took stock.

She checked the time on her phone and guessed she’d lost about half an hour. Long enough for Freddie to get away and leave her with no idea of which way he’d gone.

She reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out the pouch that contained Mia’s nan’s ring.

Good. She could work with it, if she had to.

She pushed the stone away from the front door with her foot, then went into the flat, just in case. It was empty. Vanessa sat down on the couch in the living room, closed her eyes for a moment, then dialled one of her contact numbers.

“Vanessa.” Edric’s voice was warm and concerned. “Where do we stand?”

She could have hedged or tried to sugar-coat it. She could have blamed him for not warning her what Freddie could do. But that wasn’t how she did things.

“Freddie got the drop on me. He’s got Mia.”

“Are you hurt?” He sounded worried.

Worried his entire job was going sideways, she guessed. “Nothing I can’t handle. You know Freddie. Where could he have taken her? I’m at their place now and they’re not here.”

“Give me a moment.” She expected to hear the rustle of paper, but the only sound was the non-sound of the open line. “I have two possibilities. One is his mother’s place, which is only a few blocks away. The other is an old pub called The Swan House, currently unused. However, this is one of the Brotherhood’s regular gathering spaces.”

“Meaning I might run into more of them there,” Vanessa said.

“I’m afraid so. Vanessa.” She steeled herself for whatever outburst her failure warranted. “I apologise. I sent you in with incomplete information and practically nothing on the abilities of the Brotherhood themselves. My investigations of Freddie and his friends simply went too slowly. For Mia, it was now or never.”

Vanessa almost held the phone away from her ear to give it an incredulous look. Instead, she said, “Sometimes bad intel is all you’ve got, Edric. We know more about what he can do now.” She fed him the details of the fight. “In case it helps.”

“Thank you, Vanessa. I think I can make use of this. Perhaps I can combine it with the little I do know and give you a slightly better picture of what to expect.”

“Send me those addresses,” she said. “I’ll try the mother’s place first.”

“If you’re injured–”

“I can handle it.” Her jaw and her ribs still ached, but her breathing was back to normal.

“Very well,” Edric said. “Good hunting.” He closed the call.
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Freddie stormed back out of his mother’s house. He had the keys to his mother’s car in his right fist. He grabbed Mia on the way. She was waiting on the front step, just like he’d told her to.

As soon as they were both in the car, he reached out and shook her. “Who was that? Huh? Who was that? What the hell is going on?”

Mia kept her head down. “I don’t know. She was trying to kidnap me. I don’t know who she is, I swear!”

“Kidnap you? Kidnap? Looked to me like you were going with her pretty fucking willingly.”

She shook her head. “No, I promise, Freddie, I promise it wasn’t like that. She took me while I was asleep. I tricked her into going back. I made her go back, Freddie! I figured we’d still be there when you got home. I figured you’d save me.”

Freddie let out several grunting breaths, like a skinny-faced bull snorting. Yeah, he had saved her. Of course he’d saved her. He was strong! He was going places!

He shook her again. “Where was she taking you? What did she want with you?”

“I dunno, Freddie. She was crazy. She said someone was paying her to do it. That’s all she said.”

Paying. Paying. Someone was paying people to steal Mia from him. To steal his crucible. She was his tool, his gateway to the power he deserved, and someone was trying to steal her.

Someone was out to get him.

He got right in Mia’s face. “That bitch must have said something. She must have.”

Mia hunched her shoulders. “She was crazy, Freddie. Just crazy. I was really scared.”

He sat back, scowling, running his hand through his hair. Who? Who had it in for him? Who was trying to derail his life, just as he was getting going? He should have pulled that woman into the ground all the way up to her neck. Then he could have asked her. He could have made her talk.

“Fucking hell,” he said. He started the car and swerved out onto the road.

He fumbled with his phone as he drove and dialled a contact. He was worried the call would go to voicemail, but it picked up.

“Freddie?”

“Ryder!” He couldn’t help the relief in his voice. “Ryder, I’ve got shit going on, man. I need help. Someone’s out to get me.”

“Slow down, Freddie. Slow down. You’re not high? Not on anything?”

“Nothing.” Only the pints he’d had after Ian’s ascension ceremony. Those didn’t count. “Someone tried to steal Mia. This woman.”

“Where is the woman now?”

Ryder sounded steady and in control. He sounded like everything Freddie intended to become. That calmed him down some. “I hit her so hard she landed in the next yard. Then I got out of there, in case she had backup.”

“I’ll send Chaz to do a drive-by,” Ryder said. “What else do you know?”

Again, Freddie felt embarrassed that he hadn’t tried to interrogate the woman. Ryder would have thought of it. “Mia didn’t get much from her. You know how she is.”

“I see.” A thoughtful silence followed. “This is a test, Freddie. A test of who you are and who you will become.”

“I’m ready,” he replied, though he didn’t fully understand what Ryder meant. He just knew you had to be ready, when Ryder raised a challenge.

“You know how much time and energy the Brotherhood has invested in you,” Ryder said. “It’s time to show us it was worth it, by beating this woman. This is your moment to show you’re a winner.”

“You mean I have to do this on my own?” Freddie asked, his voice rising again as panic nipped at him. Then a traffic light turned red ahead of him. He hadn’t been paying enough attention and had to hit the brakes hard. He swore.

“The Brotherhood is here to support you,” Ryder said. “We’re brothers. That’s what we do. But it’s up to you to lead, Freddie. To show us all that you’ve got what it takes to stand proud amongst us.”

Freddie wanted to slam his fists against the car horn. He needed to keep moving. But he also needed a minute to think. What was Ryder asking of him?

Call in the cavalry? Round up all the boys and hit this woman and these mystery enemies hard? He liked the sound of that, but would that look too much like letting others solve his problems for him? Would they wonder why he hadn’t dealt with this hidden foe himself?

He had to do it alone. But that didn’t mean the Brotherhood couldn’t provide support, like Ryder said.

A car horn sounded behind him. The light had turned green and he’d been too lost in thought to notice. He gave the car behind him the finger and accelerated through the crossing.

“You there, Freddie?” Ryder asked.

“Sorry Ryder,” he replied quickly. “Just dealing with some arsehole.” He didn’t know who he was facing. All he knew was that he needed every ounce of strength he had. “Next week, Ryder. Can it happen sooner? Can it happen tonight?”

“I’ll make some calls,” Ryder replied. “See if I can round up enough of the guys. You’ve got your crucible with you?”

He glanced at Mia. She had her head down and hair hanging forward, but she kept darting worried looks at him.

“Yeah,” Freddie said. “I got her.”

“Lie low for an hour or so. I’ll call you back.” Ryder hung up.

Freddie felt better. Ryder was on the case and Ryder got shit done. In a few hours, he’d be stronger than ever and whoever was out to ruin his life would find out just who they were dealing with.
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Her jaw still bothered her, but Vanessa had no time to waste. She proceeded to the first location Edric had provided.

While she walked, she replayed her brief fight with Freddie in her mind. He wasn’t fast, but his blows had felt like his fists were made of stone. That, combined with the way he’d used the ground to grab her, gave her an idea of how his magic worked.

When she faced him again, she would put him down hard and fast. A longer fight only gave Freddie a chance to get lucky, or try some other magic she hadn’t seen yet.

Freddie’s mother was named Gemma and she lived in a small, shabby house in Bedford Park, which was close enough for Vanessa to walk there. She scoped out Gemma’s house for a few minutes. The living room light was on, visible through lace curtains. The light flickered regularly and Vanessa assumed a TV was on, though she couldn’t see it from her vantage point on the street.

Vanessa considered her options. She could find a position from which to stake the place out, but time was against her. She decided on the direct approach. Her clothes were dusty from when she smashed the fence, but not torn. She could pass for twenty-five. It was on the upper end of the range for plausibly passing as Freddie’s friend, but it would do.

She strode across the street and knocked on the front door. Then she listened.

What happened next depended on who answered. Mia’s footsteps would be soft and hesitant, but she doubted Freddie would let her anywhere near the door. Gemma’s would be light and unhurried. Freddie’s would be quick and heavy.

The instant she thought Freddie was behind the door, she would smash it in. She could knock the door down with a single punch.

Footsteps – light and unhurried. Freddie’s mother, then. Vanessa unclenched her fist.

The lock clicked and the door opened a crack. The chain was still on and it pulled taut. A woman in her fifties peered out suspiciously. “Who are you?”

“I’m a friend of Mia’s.” She did her best to be her least threatening self. “Is she here? I know she’s with Freddie tonight, but I can’t get hold of her.”

Gemma’s lip curled. “That girl. Good for nothing brat. She’s lucky to have my Freddie. Not that you’d know it from the way she acts.”

Vanessa kept her expression smooth. “They fight?”

Gemma shrugged. “They don’t come here much. It’s just what Freddie says.”

She nodded and kept her hands behind her back. “Sounds like Mia. Do you know where they are? I really need to talk to her.”

“Dunno. Freddie was here earlier. Borrowed my car.”

“What kind of car? What colour is it?”

Gemma’s eyes narrowed further. “Who are you? What’s with all these questions. You police? I’m telling you nothing about my Freddie.” She started to push the door shut.

Vanessa’s hand snapped out and caught it.

Gemma grunted and huffed as she tried to close the door. Vanessa’s arm didn’t budge.

“Your car,” Vanessa said. “Make and model. Colour and number plate.”

Gemma heaved against the door. “Get lost!”

Vanessa shoved. The chain snapped. Gemma reeled backwards as the door swung open. Vanessa stepped across the threshold and into her house.

She let her old self show.

“Make and model. Colour and number plate.”

Gemma stared up at her, shuddered and lowered her gaze. “It’s an Astra. A Vauxhall Astra. White.” She stammered out the registration number. “What’s this about, then? What trouble is my boy in?”

“The same trouble I’m sure he’s always in, Mrs Wright,” Vanessa replied. She stepped outside and pulled the door halfway closed. “Sorry about the door.” She shut it and strode away at a brisk pace.

She called Edric.

“He’s not at the mother’s place,” she said. “Freddie’s on the move. He’s got her car.” She relayed the details she’d taken from Gemma.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Edric replied. “Though I’m afraid my resources won’t be of much use in this area.”

“I might be able to work something,” she replied. “In the meantime, I’m heading for that pub.”

“Do be careful, Vanessa,” Edric said. “I’ve been looking through photos of the group’s membership. I only have useful photos of four of them, so this is a theory only. Several of them have tattoos on their right forearms. They might be arcane in purpose. Freddie has three tattoos. The others have two, five and five.”

“I saw them on his arm. You’re right, that’s where his magic comes from. Spellcasting tools.”

“Or the marks of past rituals,” Edric said. “Either way, if that’s what these marks mean, Eddie is of middling strength compared to the others. And I don’t know how high the scale goes.”

Vanessa let out an irritated breath as she walked back to her car. “It’s still something. Good work, Edric.”

He sounded amused. “Thank you. How will you approach the pub?”

She let her own amusement colour her voice. “Carefully.”

“Well,” he replied. “I suppose so.”

Five minutes later, she parked a short distance from the derelict pub and spent a while watching it. She could handle one Freddie, especially if she got the drop on him. Three or more was a problem she wanted to avoid.

Where are you, Mia? She reached into her pocket and closed her hand around the pouch there, the one containing Mia’s nan’s ring. The ring offered another option, one she realised she might have to choose.

She spent fifteen minutes watching the pub. When nothing happened, she left the car and approached it.

The front door was boarded up. If the Brotherhood were using the pub, this wasn’t their way in or out. She circled the building until she found the back entrance. The door was locked, but Vanessa had neither the time nor patience to let that stop her.

As she had at Mia and Freddie’s apartment, she twisted the door handle until it would go no further, then kept the pressure on. She kept it building until something inside the lock broke. She shoved the door open and stepped inside.

And recoiled.

“Damn it.”

Beyond the doorway lay a dark corridor. She reached her hand towards it. Where the door had been, her hand met a surface. It was hard and fizzled against her palm, like bubbles from a carbonated drink.

A boundary spell. The Brotherhood had themselves a doorkeeper. Without his permission, she would never gain access. She couldn’t even reach through and pull the door shut to disguise her attempted break-in.

Vanessa stepped back. She called Edric again.

“No luck at the pub,” she said. “They’re not here and the place has a boundary spell on it. If you know who their doorkeeper is, can you send me a picture?”

“I’ll try,” he replied. “You’re thinking you’ll coerce him to grant you entry?”

“Or kill him,” she said. “That works too.” When Edric was silent, she added, “Mia may not have the time and I may not have the luxury, if I’m dealing with several of them.”

“All true,” Edric said. “You don’t need me to remind you of the consequences of escalating matters with the Brotherhood–”

“That counts as a reminder, Edric.”

“–but I shall remind you anyway and continue to trust your judgement. I’ll see what I can do about identifying their gatekeeper.”

She touched the ring in its pouch in her pocket. “I can try to ambush them when they turn up here, but there’s no guarantee they will and they might be in force. We need to find Mia now. Do you have access to finding magic?”

“Unfortunately, no.”

His resources were limited and his information far from complete. It didn’t feel like incompetence. His operation really was new, as he’d said, and still hadn’t found its feet. “I think I know what to do. Message me information as you get it.”

“I will.”

She hung up and called another number.

“Dispatch.”

“I need a finder,” Vanessa said. “I have a personal item belonging to my target. I need this urgently and I need it here in Shepherd’s Bush.”

“Understood,” Dispatch replied. “This will take several minutes. I’ll contact you when arrangements are complete.”

Vanessa hung up and returned to her hire car. She sat, hands on the steering wheel and fingers spread. She glared down the street at the derelict pub, willing it to reveal its secrets to her.

If they were all there, how would she do it? How would she break in, fight her way through the Brotherhood and pull Mia from their grasp? All she had to go on was Freddie himself, the tattoos that Edric had spotted on the others and the knowledge they had a doorkeeper.

Part of her was sorry the Brotherhood wasn’t gathered in the pub. Part of her wanted that fight, wanted to test her wits and strength against it. Wanted to prove that despite their numbers and their power, she could take them down.

But it would be noisy. Exactly the kind of noisy she needed to avoid.

Her phone vibrated. She checked her messages.

Dispatch had come through.

Vanessa started the car engine. “Hang on, Mia.”


Chapter 8


The finder Dispatch sent to her was not what she expected.

She spotted what he was the instant he came into view. His stride was too light, too smooth, with too much speed held in check. The way he looked around at the people he walked past, eyeing them, assessing them, like he was wondering if they could run fast enough to escape him.

The finder was a vampire.

She met him across the street from Wood Lane station, in a parking space in front of the gleaming BBC Studioworks building. She stood beside her rental car, arms folded across her chest. People moved past her along the pavement, heading towards the station from whichever restaurant they’d dined at, or heading onwards for a drink at a pub. The vampire slid through the pedestrians like water flowing over river stones.

He was thin, maybe a little too thin. She guessed he’d been turned when he was about twenty years old. His black leather jacket was aggressively punk, with so many silver zippers you could melt them down into a set of steak knives. Vanessa had been around vampires and she knew some of them froze in the ways of a decade, the same way that they froze at the age they’d been turned. The vampire could have walked the streets of 1980s London and looked right at home. She bet he listened to a lot of Joy Division. At least his hair was slicked back, not stuck up in a mohawk.

His eyes were bright blue, like those of almost all vampires. His skin was too pale. He gave her the same look he gave everyone: How fast can you run? Where will I bite you when I catch you?

“You’re Vanessa?” When she nodded, he said, “I’m Leo. Dispatch sent me. You want me to find someone?”

“Let’s get in the car,” she said.

The moment the doors were shut, Leo began, “Okay, so, I know what you’re thinking. I could see it the second you saw me. Yes, I’m a vampire. No, I’m not going to drink your blood. Why not? Because that would be unprofessional, that’s why. I wouldn’t get much work if I went around sucking my clients dry. You can trust me.”

“If we’re being upfront about this,” Vanessa replied, “I’ve worked with your kind before, and I trust you only because you’re going to believe that I’ll break you into little pieces and stake you out for the sun if you cause any trouble.”

Leo hesitated. “You’ll what?”

She leaned closer. “Because I will, Leo. I will.”

He leaned away. “Oh-kay. Yep, I believe. Yep. Understood, loud and clear. No staking out in the sunlight will be required.”

Vanessa sat back in her seat, then handed over the pouch. Leo frowned and sniffed it. “Smells like weed.”

“Please tell me you’re not going to hunt my target by scent,” Vanessa replied.

He looked insulted. “Of course not.” He opened the pouch and fished out the ring. “This is it?”

“You have a finder’s talent then?” she asked. “That’s your vampire thing?”

“That’s my thing,” he said. “Give me a minute.” He closed his pale fingers around the ring and shut his eyes. His lips twitched as though he were subvocalising.

She frowned. Vampires didn’t cast spells. That wasn’t how their gifts worked. But he looked like he was casting a spell, the way a warlock would.

“A girl?” Leo asked. “Mia?”

Vanessa’s gaze sharpened. “Is she okay?”

Leo opened his eyes. “Scared. That’s all I can tell.”

“Give me her location.”

Leo looked slightly embarrassed. That caught Vanessa off-guard. In her experience, vampires got hostile, not embarrassed. Violently hostile.

“My talent doesn’t work that way,” he said. “I can’t tell you where she is, or how far away. I can only point you towards her.”

Vanessa’s plan had been for the finder to give her Mia’s location, then leave, job done. Discovering the finder was a vampire made her want him to leave even more. Amongst other things, she didn’t want to expose Mia to one. But if that was how Leo’s gift worked, then that was how it worked. She turned the engine on and said, “Strap in. You’re coming with me.”
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Freddie was lying low. He had enough wits not to go to his mother’s place, to avoid the Brotherhood’s meeting place and especially to keep away from his apartment. Instead, he took Mia to a fried chicken shop on a nearby high street and ordered three pieces, chips and a soft drink.

“Do we have to be here?” Mia asked. “You know I don’t like this stuff.” She’d only ordered chicken wings. Ungrateful of her. He’d even paid for them both.

They sat across from each other at a tiny metal table. The shop was doing a steady trade, though everyone else ordered takeaway because there was only the one table. Freddie ate slow, to keep it.

“We just need a good public place for a while,” he said. He’d sat so he could see the door and keep an eye on the street through the window. Whoever was out to get him, they weren’t sneaking up on him.

His phone was on the table, next to his drink. When it buzzed and flashed Ryder’s name on the screen, he snatched it up without even wiping his hands. “I’m here.”

“You sure you got nothing on this woman you say is after you?” Ryder asked.

“Nothing,” Freddie said, willing Ryder not to blame him. “Mia’s useless, you know how she is.”

“Chaz did a drive-by of your place,” Ryder said. “Then he got out for a better look. She’s gone. You’ve seen no sign of her since?”

Ice ran down his spine. “I’ve been lying low.” How could she be alive? He’d hit her hard enough to shatter her skull like an egg.

“She was one of the living, this woman?” Ryder asked. “Not a vampire? You know how to spot a vampire, right?”

“Yeah, I know.” He’d gone with two of the guys to a vampire bar once, just to show the undead freaks they weren’t scared of them. He’d seen some disgusting shit at that bar that he wished he could forget. “She was alive. She should have–” He caught himself and turned away from the shop and the people waiting for their takeaway. He faced the corner and said, “She should be blood and brains everywhere. Like a bomb went off in her ribcage.”

“Okay Freddie,” Ryder said. “Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do.”

A huge wave of relief swamped Freddie. Ryder was going to get him out of this. The Brotherhood had his back. After all, what else were they for?

“We’ve rounded up enough guys to get the ritual going,” Ryder said. “Paddy will be there in thirty minutes. You get yourself to The Swan House in half an hour and not before. Not before, you got me? Paddy will have the key. Once he’s there, he can let you in and keep this woman out.”

“Yeah, sure Ryder,” Freddie said, though silently he was thinking, Fuck that. He wanted inside Paddy’s protective perimeter as soon as possible. Paddy didn’t have to be there.

“We’re going to run the ascension ritual,” Ryder said and it was everything Freddie wanted to hear. “We’re going to take you to the next level. And then you’re going to take this woman down once and for all.”

Freddie grinned. “You got it.”

“Thirty minutes at the pub, Freddie. Not before.”

Ryder closed the line.

Freddie punched the air. He grinned at Mia and stuffed a handful of hot chips into his mouth.

“What’s happening?” Mia asked, an expression on her face like she was expecting bad news.

But it wasn’t bad news. It was the best news. “Our time has come, babe. It’s everything we’ve been working towards. We’re heading back to the pub and we’re taking it to the next level. You and me, babe.”

Mia turned pale.

“Finish your wings,” Freddie said. “We need to go.”
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Vanessa drove. With every turn they took, her expression grew grimmer. Their short drive took them back to the central part of Shepherd’s Bush, then down more familiar streets. Moment by moment, she was more certain that she knew where they were going.

The pub, the one where the Brotherhood performed the rituals that drained their crucibles. That’s where they were headed. They’d read the Brotherhood wrong again. Freddie had doubled back and called in the cavalry.

It meant more variables than she liked. Not to mention having a vampire on her team. That was a big variable right there.

Her last hope was that they’d intercept Freddie before he reached the pub and got inside. She drove as fast as she dared, but that window was closing.

“They’ve stopped moving,” Leo said.

They were two blocks from the pub. Vanessa was too late to intercept him.

But if her luck was going her way, he thought she was dead. His punch would have killed a human.

“Next left,” Leo said. As they came around the corner, he pointed. “There. That’s it. They’re in that boarded-up pub.”

Vanessa drove past, doing her best to scope it out as she went. A white Vauxhall Astra was parked out the front. It was empty.

She pulled over two doors down and switched the engine off. “Can you handle yourself in a fight?”

He raised his hands. “I’m just the satnav.”

“People don’t use satnavs anymore,” she replied, to cover her surprise. Turn down a chance to hurt and maim? That wasn’t like any vampire she’d ever known.

Maybe it was for the best. She’d have to keep one eye on him while she dealt with Freddie, and Freddie needed all her attention.

The pub was behind them. She checked the street in the wing mirror and saw no one. “I’m going in there and coming back with Mia. Can you drive?”

“No, I only have a license for a horse and buggy,” Leo replied. “Of course I can drive.”

“Quit with the sense of humour or I knock those fangs of yours out of your head. If you see me running towards you, with or without Mia, get into the driver’s seat and get the car started.”

“I’m not–”

She pointed a finger at him. “Also,” she said, “when I’m back with Mia, you be on your best behaviour. I know vampires. You act all civilised but as soon as someone so much as pricks their thumb, you go crazy. Mia’s off-limits.”

“I refer you to my previous comments about being a professional,” Leo replied.

“Make that your mantra. Get ready to drive if I come running.” She tossed the keys to him and slammed the door behind her as she got out.

Vanessa rolled her shoulders and closed her hands into fists several times as she marched towards the pub. She passed in front of it and did her best to peer inside. She couldn’t see any lights, though her view was minimal. If she was lucky, it was just Freddie and Mia in there.

She circled the building. The back door was open, the latch still broken from her last visit. Vanessa edged up to the door and peeked around the doorframe.

A single naked bulb shone on the corridor. No one was there. More light came from deeper inside. She heard footsteps moving on the wooden floor, maybe pacing.

She called out, “Mia!”

The footsteps stopped. Then they came running, a rapid clatter that Vanessa’s concerned mind told her signified half a dozen of them. If there were that many, she’d have to find a way to draw them out and pick them off one-by-one.

But only Freddie appeared in the corridor.

“You!” he said. “How the fuck are you alive?”

“I’m tougher than I look,” Vanessa said. “You know you’re in a lot of trouble, right?”

He blanched, then he stomped down the corridor towards her. “Bet you stay dead if I kill you twice, bitch.”

She needed to keep him talking, to goad him into coming outside. “How does it feel, Freddie? To be on the shit list of the people I work for?”

Fear wiped the anger off his face, but he rallied. “Who? Who do you work for? What did I ever do to them? This isn’t fair. I’m finally making something of myself!”

“By sucking Mia dry?” Vanessa asked. “Give her the ‘I’m hurting you for both of us’ speech, did you?”

Mia appeared at the end of the corridor, like a terrified ghost.

“What do you know?” Freddie spat. “You’re all talk. You can’t even come in. You know that, don’t you? You can’t come in unless I say.”

“I can’t come in unless you say,” Vanessa repeated. She tried to keep her voice level, because Freddie had just given away something vital. “If you’ve been invited in, you have the power to invite others in. Is that what you’re saying?”

“That’s right.” Freddie stabbed his finger at her, though he kept well back from the threshold. “And you are not invited, bitch.”

Come on, Mia, Vanessa thought.

“You want to make this easier on yourself?” Freddie asked. “You give up whoever sent you. You do that, and maybe when the boys get here we–”

“Vanessa,” Mia said, her voice trembling, “you can come in.”

Freddie half-turned towards her. “What–?”

Vanessa lunged.

Freddie had time to turn back towards her. He had time to raise his arm halfway into a defensive position.

The boundary spell let her pass. Her fist connected with his face.

Freddie’s head snapped back and he sprawled on the floor. Vanessa followed up. He tried to fend her off, but she slammed her fist into his face again. Then three more times. She snapped his nose, pulped his mouth, cracked at least one of his teeth.

The blows should have crushed his skull. His magic made him tougher, somehow. Tough enough for her knuckles to sting.

She dropped Freddie and stretched out her hand to Mia. “Come on! Come on!”

For an awful moment, Mia froze. Vanessa thought she’d have to spend the time getting all the way down the corridor and getting her all the way back. Freddie wasn’t unconscious. He might get his head together and use his magic against her. His friends might arrive.

But Mia unlocked and bolted towards her. Sobbing, she reached for Vanessa.

Vanessa grabbed her hand and ran.

She raced through the pub and back out onto the street. There was a car coming behind her, its headlights already picking them out. She hoped Leo saw her with Mia and did his part.

The lights of her rental car came on. The engine started.

Vanessa yanked the back door of the car open and bundled Mia inside. She glanced back. The car had stopped. The headlights spoiled her vision, but she still made out at least three figures.

She jumped into the backseat of the car. Even before she had the door shut, she shouted, “Floor it!”

Leo sent them screeching into traffic.


Chapter 9


None of the Brotherhood knew healing magic, but Paddy, their doorkeeper, had some basic first aid skills from his time as a boxer. He helped Freddie through to the bar area and did his best with a first aid kit they kept there.

Freddie felt a mess. His nose was broken and bloody, his lip swollen and one of his teeth felt loose. He was furious at the beating he’d taken, but he had a more immediate problem.

“How’d she get in, Freddie?” Ryder asked.

There was no disguising it. They’d found him inside and that meant the woman who’d stolen Mia had crossed Paddy’s boundary. His blood was on the floor. He couldn’t spin a story about getting caught outside as he arrived.

“They got to Mia,” he said. “I don’t know how. But they got to her.”

Freddie was seated on a stool brought out from the stack by the wall. Paddy was seated on another stool in front of him, doing what he could for Freddie’s face. Ryder and his second in command, Chaz, stood close by, arms folded across their chests. Two of the other brothers hovered in the background.

Ryder and Chaz exchanged a look.

“You saying they charmed her?” Chaz asked.

He didn’t want to say it. In the Brotherhood they expected you to control your woman. To command your crucible. If he’d failed at that, then he’d failed at one of their most basic responsibilities.

He just couldn’t come up with a convincing lie. Not with his head throbbing the way it was.

“I don’t think so,” he said. He had to drag the words out, but he made himself do it. “I think they got to her from the start. I don’t think this was a kidnapping. I think she went willingly.”

Ryder and Chaz exchanged another look.

While Freddie’s attention was elsewhere, Paddy reached out, pinched Freddie’s nose and snapped it straight.

Freddie roared and leapt off his stool. “What the fuck, man?”

“You’re done,” Paddy said. He stripped off the blue plastic gloves he was wearing and packed away the first aid kit.

Ryder stepped forward and gripped Freddie by the shoulder. “This is an important threshold, Freddie. Maybe this is someone coming after you. Maybe this is someone coming after all of us, which is becoming a possibility in my mind. Either way, you’re the tip of the spear. You’re our forward offence. Are you ready for this?”

“Always,” Freddie replied at once. “You know you can count on me.”

“I know I can,” Ryder said, gripping his shoulder tighter, almost painfully. “Right now, this is with you. What do you want to do about this woman? How are you getting your crucible back?”

It was a test, but everything in the Brotherhood was. You had to prove you deserved to be there, not once but every day.

The almost blinding pain from when Paddy straightened his nose had faded, but every part of his head hurt. He did his best to think through the headache and not ask for painkillers.

“They’re on the run,” he said. “They’ve got a head start. We need to kill that. I need to see them to hit them, but I don’t have to be there.” He turned to one of the others. “If Noah can show them to me, I can smash them so hard that by the time they wake up, I’ll be there.”

Noah was the newest member of their group and he only had two tattoos on his forearm. His magic was the ability to scry, to use mirrors to see things far away. Freddie had thought it was a weak power when Noah joined. Ryder seemed to have plans for him, though, so Freddie kept his mouth shut. He was maybe coming around, just a little.

Ryder squeezed his shoulder one more time and let him go. “We’ve got a plan, people. Noah, get set up. Time to spy us out a traitor.”
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Movement made Vanessa look forward, past the driver’s seat where Leo sat, and into the rearview mirror. His eyes were visible there, but they were constantly shifting. They rolled, they narrowed into a scowl, they tilted in laughter, they closed as though meditating.

Vanessa felt a flicker of concern when he closed his eyes, but she knew it was unnecessary. Vampires’ reflection never matched their real selves. Leo was probably keeping his eyes on the road.

He’d picked a strange route out of Shepherd’s Bush, avoiding the main motorway and taking them along Kensington High Street. The shops and restaurants along the street were more high-end the further they went. Vanessa didn’t have time to ask him about it though, because she had a new problem.

“Why did you hit him so much?” Mia asked. She sat as far as she could get from Vanessa in the back seat. “Why? What did he do to you? He didn’t deserve that.”

Mia had sobered up enough for the pressure of what they were doing to get to her.

Vanessa didn’t say that Freddie had most assuredly deserved being punched that hard and that many times. He’d hit Vanessa so hard that if she’d been human, she’d be dead. A few blows to the head was the least he warranted.

But Mia was starting to unravel and that wouldn’t help.

“What’s up with you?” Mia asked. Her eyes were so wide that the whites showed all the way around. “Why are you like that? Who hits a person that many times?”

“I needed to stop him from following us,” Vanessa said.

“You could have killed him!”

She should have killed him. Freddie’s raw power put him in a league beyond anyone she’d had to deal with while working for Odd’s Transport. That made the task of getting Mia away harder. Killing Freddie might incur the wrath of the rest of the Brotherhood, but it might also give them time to escape the city.

But that was the old Vanessa, from her life before Beantastic.

“Do you want me to calm her down?” Leo asked.

She glared at him in the rearview mirror. When his shifting expressions proved too disturbing, she glared at the back of his head instead. “What do you mean?”

Leo continued as though he regretted speaking. “I, uh, I’ve got a little of the compulsion gift. Just a little. Enough to straighten her out.”

“What’s he talking about?” Mia asked. “What are you trying to do to me?”

Vanessa reached a hand towards Mia, who shrank back from it. It was Leo she spoke to, though. “I thought your gift is finding magic.”

Leo shrugged. In the rearview mirror, his eyes crossed so much the irises almost disappeared. “That is my gift. I’ve just got a little compulsion too. Want me to?”

Mia’s voice went up an octave. “What’s he talking about?”

“Remember when I threatened to break all your bones and stake you out for the sun?” Vanessa asked.

Leo nodded. “I’ll take that as a no, then.”

Vanessa tried to reach for Mia again, but the girl flailed her arms. “Mia, he’s not going to hurt you. I won’t let him hurt you.”

“It wouldn’t hurt,” Leo muttered.

Vanessa tried to grab Mia, but Leo had distracted her. She tried again. This time she got a grip on Mia’s wrist. “Mia, we’re here to help you, remember? You asked for help. We’re the ones who came to help you.”

Mia’s face was as white as a sheet. “I want my mum. I want my mum. Take me to my mum.”

“She’s freaking out, Vanessa,” Leo said.

Vanessa scowled. “I can see that, thank you very much. Mia–”
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Vanessa was upside down.

Upside down?

Her head and shoulders pressed against a hard surface. Her body and legs were curled over the top of her. When she tried to move, she heard the clink of broken glass.

She heard sobbing.

Mia was still at the other end of the rental car’s back seat, but she was upside down. She cried and fumbled at the seat belt that held her in place.

Was the car on its roof?

Vanessa twisted around until she could bring her legs down, doing her best to avoid kicking Mia. Glass scraped along her palms, but her skin was tough enough for it not to cut her.

“Mia?” She grabbed the girl’s shoulder and gave her a gentle shake.

“I can’t get out!”

“I’ll get you out.”

Her brain was catching up with reality. If the car was upside down, then they’d either had an accident or they’d been attacked. Leo had been distracted by Mia’s meltdown, but he still had a vampire’s reflexes and should have been able to dodge any sudden obstacles. That left the worst option.

She checked on Leo.

It wasn’t obvious to her what had happened. Leo sprawled half in and half out of the car. One of his legs was bent in a way a leg shouldn’t bend.

No help there, then.

Vanessa crawled closer to Mia. She tried to unclip her seat belt, but it wouldn’t budge. She gripped the belt itself and pulled hard. Nothing. She gave it another, sharper pull. Something snapped. Mia fell on top of her.

The sobbing girl pawed at her. Vanessa couldn’t tell if she was trying to hold on or push her away. She took a hold under her shoulders and managed to crawl backwards, sliding Mia with her as she went.

Halfway out, Mia got her head together enough to help. Vanessa backed out and Mia followed, yelping in pain as the broken glass cut her bare feet. When she was far enough out of the car, Vanessa pulled her to her feet.

They were in the middle of a road. Not an intersection, just straight road, about a hundred feet from a pedestrian crossing. The car looked like it had been punched from underneath. A dozen strides away, a large chunk of concrete from an underground structure had burst through the road’s surface.

Freddie.

If he was close, he’d have already followed up his attack. That meant a long-distance strike via some kind of remote viewing, either a scryer or CCTV camera.

The chunk of concrete was big and the distance was a half hour’s drive. That took respectable strength. She’d underestimated Freddie again.

If they were lucky, his attack had taken all of his strength. If they were lucky, he’d need time to recover before he hit them again, if he even could. She had to assume the worst, though. She had to assume Freddie was closing in fast.

First thing she needed to do was get herself and Mia off the road. They’d attracted too much attention. Some cars had stopped, others were going around them. People stared from the pavement.

She checked to see if anyone was filming her. Because if a video of her got onto social media, if the wrong people saw it and realised she was alive…

But luck was with her.

She had to get moving. She checked on Leo and found he’d dragged himself out of the car too. He was banged up, but the broken leg was the real problem. He looked at his leg, hands hovering over it like he was afraid to touch it. He looked up at her.

Then he looked at Mia, at the bloody cuts on her forearms.

The vampires Vanessa had known, at best, regarded humans as interesting snacks. Even with the least terrible of them, the predator was always in there, watching, waiting for its moment. The worst vampires she’d known were so monstrous you wondered how they’d ever been human.

“She’s hurt,” Leo said.

Vanessa drew Mia away. Leo had done what he’d been paid for. He’d found Mia and brought Vanessa to her. They could part ways, their business complete.

Leo rolled his eyes and turned away. “That’s what I get for being professional, is it? Well, I’ll only slow you down anyway. Good luck with the rest of your rescue, Vanessa.”

He said it with such an unexpected bitterness that it jolted Vanessa. She known a few vampires, but she hadn’t seen that before.

She held out her hand.

Leo blinked in surprise. He took her hand and she hauled him upright.

She studied his expression. He had to be able to smell Mia’s blood. It had to be calling to him. But the monster that lived under his skin, she didn’t see it.

She tightened her grip on his hand. “Best behaviour, remember?”

“Broken bones, stakes, etcetera,” he replied.

She let him go.

Leo leaned on the car and kept his weight off his damaged leg. “What now?”

“We move before Freddie catches up,” Vanessa replied. “I don’t know how long we have.”

Leo waved at his leg. “I can’t run.”

“Put your arm around my shoulders. Mia, give me your hand. I need you close.”

“This is so fucked up,” Mia said, though not with an air of judgment. She was too overwhelmed to keep up with what was happening.

Vanessa turned them towards a narrow lane running off the main road. “Come on.”

They hobbled off the street, a weird composite creature of arms and legs and bloodied bodies. On the pavement, they passed a young man grinning like the crash was a show just for him. A middle-aged woman approached, her brow furrowed with worry. She started to speak, but Vanessa waved her off with a crisp, “We don’t need help.” The woman backed away.

“You have a wonderful menacing voice,” Leo gasped as they hobbled towards the narrow lane.

“I practise,” Vanessa replied. Mia had started to slow. She tugged the girl closer. “Can you heal yourself?”

“I am healing myself,” he said. “It’s just not fast.”

The oldest vampires Vanessa had ever worked with could shrug off damage that would flatten the younger ones. Splintered bones reknitted, shredded muscle tissue reformed, punctured skin woven back together, all in seconds.

Leo wouldn’t be running jobs for Odd’s Transport if he had that kind of age in him.

Behind the three-storey buildings with shop-fronts on Kensington High Street, they found equally tall apartment buildings with Georgian-style windows. Vanessa kept them moving until they reached the end of the first set of buildings. A driveway opened on the left. Vanessa diverted them down it. It was far better lit than she liked, but near the end she could make out a tight cluster of trees they could hide behind. There were no people.

Leo tested his damaged leg by putting some weight on it. He hissed in pain. “Didn’t think so.”

“Don’t pick at it,” Vanessa said.

“Hah hah.”

“Where are we going?” Mia asked.

Vanessa steered them under the trees. “Right here.” She leaned Leo against a trunk. Mia glanced back at the end of the driveway and chewed her knuckle.

Vanessa checked her over, not just for cuts but for bumps and bruises from the crash. Mia hunched, but didn’t resist. The girl didn’t seem to be badly hurt.

“Good thing you were wearing your seat belt, Mia,” Leo said.

“Freddie makes me do it,” Mia replied. She watched him warily.

A little luck was still on Vanessa’s side. Her phone was in her back pocket and the screen was undamaged. She made a call.

“Dispatch.”
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In the Odd’s Transport Dispatch centre in Hammersmith, Silas answered.

He remembered Vanessa. He’d encountered her in reception, when the courier was trying to sweet-talk his way past the implacable Jolene. He remembered the way she’d looked at him.

Though he was still human, Silas had made his way deep into the vampire world. He’d made friends and eventually met a vampire named Vander, who worked directly for one of the ancient ones, a vampire named Ambrose. Vander wanted Silas to work for him and Silas, realising how close he’d be to the top of the vampire hierarchy, didn’t hesitate to sign up. Now he was what they called a familiar, a human servant.

By putting in time as a familiar, Silas could earn the chance to be turned and become a vampire. Not only would he become truly immortal, but he’d seen the uneasy way human beings looked at vampires. He’d taken note of the animal reaction: prey in the presence of a predator. He wanted that.

When Vanessa had looked at him, she’d looked as though she was ready to punch him through a wall if he smiled at her wrong. From what Silas had learned while working in Dispatch, she was more than capable of it. He didn’t like that, not at all. If she knew who he really worked for, if she knew how powerful he was to become, she’d look at him with respect.

Rumour had it that a big job was going down that night. Silas had dutifully reported this to Vander and offered to trade shifts with one of his colleagues. According to Vander, Ambrose wanted Leo in the field as much as possible and he was relying on Silas to get him there. Silas didn’t understand why, but he did what he was told, knowing who he was earning favour with.

Vanessa’s call for a finder had been just that opportunity. Thanks to Silas’s efforts, Leo was with her.

Seated in front of his computer, with two screens before him and his headset on, Silas said, “Dispatch.”

“I need shading magic,” Vanessa replied. She spoke in that same, crisp, businesslike tone she always used. “Ideally, shading magic that can come to me. Then a place to hide and recover. Also some blood, good enough quality to heal an injured vampire.”

Yes! Silas thought. Getting Leo into the field was only the first part of his instructions. Vanessa’s request let him put the second part in play.

“On it,” Silas said.

His fingers clattered across his keyboard. He brought up a specific freelancer who worked at times with Odd’s, the one he’d been told to use. He opened a chat window and sent a message to their phone. “I’m activating a shading warlock now, one who can take you to a secure location. Estimate seventeen minutes to arrival. If you have to move, share your location with me.”

“Got it.”

“I’ll work on the blood request, but it’ll take some time. I’ll message you when I know more.”

“Understood.”

Vanessa hung up without another word. Silas was too excited to be offended.

In the chat window on his screen, Silas received a reply from the shading warlock. On my way.

It took all of Silas’s willpower not to giggle hysterically. He glanced around, made sure the other Dispatch operators were all in their cubicles, then took out his phone and sent a message.
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Seventeen minutes, Vanessa thought. It was time enough for Freddie to reach them. Or to hit them again.

“I didn’t realise Odd’s could work like this,” Leo said. “Not before tonight. I usually get booked in advance. Or with a few hours’ warning, at least.”

Vanessa’s smile was mirthless. “I didn’t know either. Figured I’d ask and see what happened.”

His mouth fell open. Then he laughed once and let his head loll back. He still had all his weight on one leg.

“What’s happening?” Mia asked. “What are we doing now?”

“I’m thinking,” Vanessa said. Still no follow-up attack from Freddie. Was he en route? If so, they had time, but not a lot of it and they were still close to the crash scene.

“Hey,” Leo said.

Vanessa turned to tell him to shut up, but he wasn’t talking to her.

“Hey,” Leo said again. He reached one hand out to Mia, palm up. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.”

Vanessa was about to slap that hand down, when she saw the way Mia reacted. She was hugging herself, shivering. But when she heard the tone of Leo’s voice, her whole bearing changed. She stared at him like she wanted to believe him, like she wanted nothing else.

Vanessa seethed.

“She’s good, isn’t she?” Leo asked, with a tip of his head in Vanessa’s direction. “Sounds like she knows what she’s doing, right? Even when things go wrong, she’s got a handle on it. Don’t worry, she’ll get us out of this.”

Mia’s shoulders seemed to untense with every word, millimetre by millimetre. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Leo said. “I’ve worked with a few people like her. She’s definitely the best I’ve teamed up with.”

“I want my mum,” Mia said again. Then she asked, “Are you really a vampire? Freddie said they’re real, but I haven’t seen one before.”

“That’s me,” Leo said. He grinned, baring his fangs. “Don’t worry though, I won’t bite you. I’m on the job and that wouldn’t be professional of me, would it?”

That earned a single snort of laughter from her. Mia leaned against the wall beside Leo, then slid down to sit. She buried her face in her hands.

Vanessa was still burning with anger. She leaned close and whispered, “I told you no compulsion.”

He whispered back, “I didn’t. Your bedside manner sucks, by the way.”

She felt an unexpected tingle of embarrassment. Leo leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes again, sparing her the added indignity of him witnessing his score. She scowled at him anyway. ‘Bedside manner’ wasn’t her department.

She nudged him in the arm. “Keep an eye on her. I need to go check the street.”

He arched an eyebrow. “What’s this? Trust? You’re trusting me?”

She waved at his leg as she started along the lane. “You can’t get away.”

“Well,” he said, then ran out of words. He sighed and leaned his head back.

Vanessa kept close to the wall as she left the driveway and returned to the corner of Kensington High Street. Traffic was still backing up. The scene of the crash would only get more attention as time passed.

If you knew what you were looking for, the broken concrete and shattered car were unmistakeably a magic attack. If the wrong person investigated, if someone uploaded a video with her in it to social media, she had a problem.

She brought her mind back to more immediate concerns.

She heard a siren in the distance, but the police hadn’t arrived yet. More importantly, she saw no sign of Freddie or his mother’s car. She searched the faces of the onlookers, searched the cars she could see and came up clean.

There were too many variables to consider, but if Freddie ran his ritual from the derelict pub, if he jumped straight into his mother’s car and gunned for them, she guessed he could reach them in the next five to ten minutes. Their backup, whoever was coming with shading magic, would arrive at about the same time.

She needed to get their beat-up group moving. She’d give Dispatch her live location, so their backup could find them.

Then she spotted something else.

He was an older man, thin grey hair on top, dressed in a dark blue suit. He held up a hand as he crossed the street towards the crashed car, waving his thanks to the driver who slowed to let him pass. When he reached the wreck, he moved around it in a slow circle. He had a straight-backed way of moving, as though he was always three-quarters of the way to standing to attention.

Uniform or no, Vanessa knew law enforcement when she saw it.

Then she caught a glimpse of reflected light. The man wore a signet ring on his right hand. The gold band sported a small green gemstone, one that reflected the light in a strange way.

Not just law enforcement. The man was a warlock.

Vanessa swore under her breath. They didn’t need yet another problem.

She backed away. For as long as she could, she avoided moving fast to draw attention. Then she ran.

Leo heard her footsteps. He pushed away from the wall as she arrived. “What is it?”

“Is it Freddie?” Mia asked.

“Up you get, Mia,” Vanessa said. She didn’t wait. She grabbed the girl’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “Leo, you need to hop fast.”

“Who’s out there?” Leo asked.

“A Shadow Magistrate.” She looped Leo’s arm over her shoulders again. “We’re moving.”


Chapter 10


Traffic was backing up around the car carrying Mia’s kidnappers when Freddie arrived. He pulled over first chance he got.

A headache still hammered at his skull, the one from when the woman – Vanessa, Mia called her – had cheated and knocked him down. On top of that, the magic he’d performed back at The Swan House, magic he’d had to perform without Mia to draw on, had drained him hard. A flu ache throbbed in his joints. His eyes were scratchy and during the drive from the pub, he’d started coughing.

He wasn’t letting it stop him. He couldn’t.

He left his mother’s car and walked. A small crowd had gathered to watch, and traffic was moving at a crawl. Two red London buses were trying to inch pass each other while cars blocked them from going further.

When he got closer, he could see the fist of concrete he’d pulled up from underground. It was a good hit, a bloody good hit. The car Mia had been in was on its back, with a big hole where the concrete block had punched up into the driver’s seat.

He’d hoped the woman, Vanessa, had been driving. He’d hoped to kill her with his blow, this time for good. But Noah had been unable to say for sure, only that she was in the car. Freddie put that down to how low Noah still was on the pecking order.

He’d also had to hope he didn’t seriously injure Mia. If she’d done as he always told her and put her seat belt on, he figured she’d survive with a few scrapes at worst. It was a risk, but he’d had to take it. He couldn’t let Mia be taken away from him.

The last he’d seen through Noah’s scrying had been three people crawling out of the car. No one was dead. One of them, the driver, was hard to make out. Noah claimed he couldn’t bring them into focus.

Yeah, still low on the food chain. Not like Freddie.

But Mia was one of them and she was moving. The chance he’d taken had paid off. She was on foot. He could catch up to her and take her back.

The police were already on-site and were doing their best to manage the flow of traffic. Freddie kept to the back of the crowd. Not far from him was an old guy in a blue suit, with a phone held to his ear.

“Yes, the police are here,” the old guy said. The way he looked and the way he stood reminded Freddie of the officers his dad had served in the army with, the ones his dad said were arrogant pricks always out to get him.

“There’s nothing here for the police to find,” the old man said. “The occupants of the car have fled on foot and the magic used in the attack hasn’t left any traces visible to the naked eye.”

Fuck, Freddie thought. He knows about magic. He edged out of the man’s field of view, but kept close enough to listen.

“How far did they get before you lost them?” the man asked. He listened. “I see. If you don’t mind, these knees of mine aren’t up for a ground pursuit. Can we get aerial surveillance?” He looked up at the sky, though when Freddie followed his gaze he saw nothing but black. “Excellent. I’ll continue combing the area. A witness told me which side street they went down when they fled the scene. I’ll see if there’s anything there before I call it.”

Freddie tried to put another person between himself and the old man when he hung up. The old man looked around, then walked with a stiff gait towards a street between two three-storey buildings. Freddie made note of the location and willed the guy to hurry. He wanted to check the street too.

While he waited, he drifted away from the crowd and called Ryder.

“What have you got, Freddie?”

“There’s cops here,” he said. “A magic cop too. Blue suit.”

“A ring on his finger?” Ryder asked.

Freddie winced. He forgot to check. “I wasn’t close enough. I mean, he never turned the right way for me to see. I heard him talking to someone on the phone though. They’ve got some kind of aerial surveillance going, but they lost Mia and the others.”

“Blue suit,” Ryder repeated. “Sounds like a Shadow Magistrate.” He was quiet for a moment, like he was thinking things through. “They may have been scrying, like us. Noah’s lost the target. I was going to put it down to how new he is, but this sounds like shading magic to me.”

Freddie thought hard through his throbbing head and aching body. Ryder expected him to be leading this effort. He expected Freddie to come up with a plan. “Noah saw them looking pretty banged up, right? I hit them real hard. That means they’re not running. They’re going to ground somewhere. They’re hiding, trying to recover from what I did to them.”

“I agree with your logic,” Ryder said. “Where are you going with this?” He didn’t sound impatient or irritated, but it was still a test. It was always a test.

“When Noah’s ready, he can start a search pattern.” Freddie moved far enough away from the accident to be away from the people still looking, but close enough to see when the Shadow Magistrate left the scene. He still wanted to check that alley. “He can look around and see where he can’t see.”

“That might be too advanced for Noah.”

Freddie clenched his teeth and resisted the urge to throw his phone in frustration. He knew Noah was a whole lot less than Ryder’s attention to him suggested. He knew his magic was second-rate. It was the magic of a follower, not a leader, not a doer.

“It’s a long shot,” Freddie said. “I know. But still worth trying. We don’t know how good their shading magic is.”

“Fair point,” Ryder said. “What else?”

“If they’re holed up resting, we’ve got time.” Freddie took a breath. “I want you to power me up. I want my fourth level.”

“You don’t have your crucible, Freddie.”

“But you can still do it, right? You don’t need Mia. You can do the magic tattoo stuff straight onto me.”

A thoughtful silence again. “You know why we use crucibles, don’t you? You understand what this will cost you? The cost to your body and your spirit?”

Freddie all but hunched over his phone. The memory of Vanessa’s fists pounding him into the floor flashed through his mind. “I need more. I need enough juice to take this bitch down once and for all. And she’s got someone else with her now. Noah saw three of them, didn’t he? I need more. I can take it.”

At first Ryder said nothing. Freddie wracked his brain for another argument. He didn’t see another way. He had to prove himself. And he couldn’t just grab some random girl off the street to take Mia’s place. The crucible bond took time to build.

“Okay,” Ryder said at last. “I admire your commitment to victory. I know all the brothers will. Come to my place in the morning. I’ll need to rest tonight to ready myself for the first step in the process. Then we’ll need a few hours together to apply the tattoo. I’ll get Chaz to organise a circle for when we’re ready for the second step.”

Freddie could have punched the air. “Thanks, Ryder. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t.” He hung up.

Freddie scrubbed at his itchy eyes. He hated what the woman Vanessa had done to him. He was going to kill her so hard her grandparents felt it.
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Leo made it three blocks before he needed a rest.

He tried to walk after one block. The instant he put his weight on his injured leg, he knew he’d made a mistake. He felt a snap of connecting tissue and a rush of pain. If Vanessa hadn’t caught him, he’d have landed on his face.

“Okay,” he croaked, “back to plan A, where you drag me along like a sack of potatoes.”

“That’s about all you have for brains, I’ll bet,” Vanessa replied. Then she hoisted his arm over her shoulder with that astonishing strength she possessed, and they moved on.

Mia tried to help as well, but her arms might as well have been wet noodles for all the strength they had in them. Leo didn’t have the heart to tell her to stop.

He hobbled along as best he could and willed the blood crawling through him to do its work faster. He wished he was older and could heal from a broken leg in minutes. He wished he had better, fresher blood in his system, to increase his ability to heal. He wished that bloody chunk of concrete hadn’t come up through the floor of the car and bent his leg in so many places.

Vanessa dragged the group up a residential street. Houses lined both sides of the road, fronted with black iron fences with gates that let to basement apartments. When they reached the next corner, a wave of dizziness almost pulled Leo under. “I’m sorry. I need a rest or I’m going to pass out.”

Vanessa eyed him, then pressed him against the fence. Leo sagged against it and if he’d still needed air, he’d have spent a few minutes trying to catch his breath. Instead, he waited for his head to stop spinning. Mia hovered by his side.

Vanessa stood watch. When he could think straight, Leo studied her. She was a strange one and not just because she was strong. Her black jacket and jeans were scuffed from the attack, but they’d already seen some wear. She’d combed her dark hair back with her fingers after the crash yet seemed unbothered by the strands still out of place. Leo had grown adept at pinning down peoples’ ages and while Vanessa looked mid-twenties at first glance, her dark eyes hinted at the experience that only came with more years – maybe many more.

Even standing still, even just scanning the street, Vanessa seemed like an implacable force ready to roll over anyone who stood in her way. Though she was fighting hard for Mia, and though she had warned Leo off with terrifying intensity, there was a cold, mercenary air to her. Leo hoped he never found himself up against her.

But she could have left him behind. It would fit with the little he knew of her. He didn’t understand why she hadn’t. Leo could only assume that she thought he’d still be useful in some way. There was a sense about her that her mind was constantly working, assessing, calculating, both when she made plans and as the situation changed. Whatever calculation engine was running in her mind, it had decided the trouble of carrying Leo was worth his future usefulness.

It wasn’t reassuring.

“What happens if Freddie catches us?” Mia asked.

The girl eyed left and right along the street like she was thinking about running for it and leaving them behind. Leo thought she wouldn’t even last an hour. Their hunters would find her. Leo didn’t think they’d be kind to her when they did.

“He won’t,” Vanessa said.

Leo suppressed a sigh. Did she not know how to comfort a scared girl? “We’ll be hidden by the time he gets here. Vanessa has everything in hand.”

He hoped that was true. Whatever Vanessa thought, she didn’t say.

A car passed them. It pulled over a short distance further along the street and the driver climbed out.

Vanessa stiffened.

Uh oh, Leo thought. He tested his damaged leg. No, still not healed enough to run on.

“Is this our shading warlock, do you think?” Leo asked.

“Yes,” Vanessa replied. Her hands curled halfway into fists. “Yes, he’s a shading warlock.”

Oh boy, Leo thought.

The warlock approached, buttoning up his coat as he did so. He didn’t wear a warlock’s ring, but Leo glimpsed a dark-coloured amulet before the warlock closed his coat over it. He could sense the magic in it, like undulating coils of smoke.

Vanessa stepped further away from Leo and Mia. She assumed a loose, ready stance that made a shiver run down Leo’s spine.

“Good evening,” the man said. He had a Portuguese accent. “I’m Miguel from–”

He stopped. His face drained of colour.

“Miguel,” Vanessa said by way of greeting.

“Rain,” he breathed. He edged half a step back. He was about to flee.

“It’s Vanessa, these days,” she said.

Well, well, Leo thought. He had no trouble, no trouble at all, believing that Vanessa was someone to be feared.

When she’d been known as ‘Rain’.

Miguel looked back at his car, like he was wondering at his chances of getting to it before she could catch him. Vanessa’s stance shifted, as if she would pounce on him if he tried.

She really wasn’t one for talking her way out of a situation.

“I’m Leo,” he said brightly. “And this is Mia. Thanks for coming. As you can see, we need your help.”

Vanessa shot a scowl at him. It should have scared him. Instead, he found himself enjoying her irritation.

“We need shading magic urgently,” Vanessa said. “If you haven’t switched it on yet, now’s the time.”

Miguel was still part-turned towards his car. He was ready to bolt at one wrong sign from her. He said, “I triggered my spell on the way here. We’re shaded.” He swallowed. “But if you’ve been standing here a while, your pursuers may have your position.”

“That’s sensible thinking, Miguel,” Leo said, still in that bright tone. “Let’s all pile into your car then. Miguel, would you be a pal and give me a hand? My leg’s not doing a great job of bearing my weight right now.”

“Uh,” Miguel said. He turned his head towards Leo, but he was still staring at Vanessa. “Uh.” He tore his eyes away from her. “Uh, sure. Sure, yeah, we’d better go.”

Miguel slotted himself under Leo’s arm and they hobbled towards Miguel’s car. Vanessa gave Mia a push in the same direction. Leo caught the frown on Mia’s face. He wasn’t the only one curious about the way Miguel had reacted to Vanessa.

Miguel’s car was a four-door hatchback. He levered Leo into the front passenger’s seat, triggering only a few hisses of pain from the injured vampire, then closed the door. In moments, he was in the driver’s seat, while Vanessa and Mia were in the back.

“I’m supposed to give you a place to hide and rest,” Miguel said, looking at Vanessa in the rearview mirror. “Is that right?”

“That was the request.”

Miguel nodded too many times. “My place is about ten minutes from here. Is that okay?”

“Let’s do it,” Vanessa said.

“Let’s do it,” Leo repeated.

With a sickly smile, Miguel started the car.

A raven landed on the fence just ahead. It eyed Leo and his companions with one shiny eye.

What’s a raven doing out at night? Leo wondered.

Then Miguel pulled out onto the street.
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Miguel’s home was in a council estate in Notting Hill, a complex of five-storey apartment buildings. The general state of them suggested to Vanessa that they’d been sold into private ownership decades ago and kept in excellent repair.

He parked in a ground-floor garage so small that it was just as well he didn’t own a large car. With his injured leg, they had to pull Leo out before driving into the garage, despite the risk of being seen.

“Let’s get inside quickly,” Miguel said. “I don’t think we were followed, but I don’t like to take chances.” His terror of Vanessa had subsided to the level of quick, worried glances. To Leo he said, “Can you put any weight on that foot?”

“I’m afraid not.”

Miguel sighed. “Well, there’s a lift, but it only takes two. Vanessa, we’ll meet you on the third floor.”

She grabbed Mia by the arm. “Let’s go, Mia.”

Mia was huffing by the time they reached the third floor. The lift was so slow they arrived before Leo and Miguel did.

His apartment was halfway along the walkway. “Go through to the living room,” he said as he unlocked the door. “I’ll come through in a minute.”

She went in ahead of Mia, just in case Miguel had somehow arranged an ambush. A doorway opened on her right into a small kitchen, and another on her left into a bathroom. The living room was big enough for a pair of two-person sofas, a coffee table and a flatscreen TV standing on a low cabinet. A tiny hallway held doors to a pair of bedrooms.

Leo hopped in behind them and lowered himself onto a sofa with a sigh. Miguel disappeared into a bedroom. He closed the door behind him.

“I need the loo,” Mia said.

Vanessa waved. “Go ahead.” Mia scuttled off.

Leo craned his neck, then in a low voice said, “Miguel’s shading magic comes from the amulet he wears, doesn’t it?”

But Vanessa shook her head. “It’s a tool he uses. He fixes his shading ward to it when he casts it. But it wears off, eventually.”

Leo nodded and settled back. “Useful to know, if he decides he’s not on our side.”

From another vampire, there would have been a snide undertone, a challenge because she hadn’t thought of it herself. Vampires constantly jostled for dominance and the situation with Miguel was a perfect opportunity for Leo to undermine her decisions.

She got none of that from him, though.

Miguel returned, minus his coat. “Where’s the girl?”

The muted sound of the toilet flushing reached them.

“Oh.” He tugged at his short beard. “Can I, uh, get you anything? Tea? Coffee?”

“Blood?” Leo asked, though he didn’t sound hopeful. “I’d settle for not fresh.”

Miguel essayed an awkward chuckle. “I don’t entertain many vampires.”

Leo just nodded, resigned.

“Coffee,” Vanessa said. “Black. Same for Mia.”

“Right. Be right back, then.”

She followed him to the kitchen. Like the rest of the apartment, it had seen refurbishment and good maintenance in the time since it had been built.

“You own this place?” she asked from the kitchen doorway.

Miguel startled, a cafetière in hand. “Ah, yes. In my line of work, I put people up now and then, as I am with you. Better to own the place than have a landlord asking questions.”

Mia emerged from the bathroom. She glanced at Vanessa, then hurried through to the living room.

Vanessa said, “Business must be good. This is a nice place. And you have your own garage. And Notting Hill can’t be cheap.”

Miguel put a kettle on to boil. “I bought it when I was young. Got in before that movie came out and even places like this cost a fortune.” He spooned coffee grinds into the cafetière, but his hands were shaking and he kept spilling it.

“You have nothing to fear from me, Miguel.” She kept her voice low enough that they wouldn’t hear her in the living room. “I’m just trying to get Mia somewhere safe.”

Miguel eyed her in disbelief. “I don’t want to know anything about your business.” He blinked several times. “Is that really what you’re doing?”

She nodded. “That’s what we’re doing. She’s got some bad people on her tail, but if your shading wards are still what they used to be, they won’t find us. We’ll be gone by dawn.”

He brushed his hand against his chest. She saw the outline of an amulet under his shirt. “My wards are as good as ever.”

“What was it,” she asked, “nine hours before you needed to refresh it?”

He pressed his trembling hand to the amulet under his shirt again. “Ten. Before you ask, we’re an hour in already.”

She’d seen Miguel cast his shading ward once. The words he’d spoken had blown through her mind like autumn leaves, gone without her retaining any memory of what they’d sounded like. That was how magic sounded to those who weren’t witches and warlocks. She recalled the complex gestures he’d made with his right hand while holding a wooden charm with his left.

“Don’t the charms wear out after a while?” she asked as the detail came back to her. “They break or something?”

“The wood can only hold magic so many times,” Miguel replied. “This amulet has a few charges left in it. Enough for what you need, I’m sure.”

She nodded. Nine hours, she thought. It was long enough for them to get some rest and figure out their next move. Long enough for Dispatch to come through with blood for Leo.

She turned to go, but Miguel spoke again.

“I never thought to see you alive,” he said. “I’d have thought you’d go down fighting. Right in the thick of it.”

Her eyes narrowed and he hurriedly returned to making coffee.

Vanessa marched down the hallway, anger coiling inside her.

Mia had chosen the seat beside Leo, much to Vanessa’s surprise. She was curled up on the couch in such a way that she leaned away from him, but she was beside him all the same. Leo sat in a low slump, his eyes half-closed. She was about to ask him how he was doing when her phone buzzed with a new message.

Dispatch: Blood not available. Some snafu. Can arrange transfer to vamp safe house in 3 hrs.

Leo moved only to open his eyes. “Good news?”

“No blood coming,” she replied. “Dispatch can get you to a vampire safe house in a few hours instead.”

“Ugh. What about you though?”

He could still be useful, but without blood to restore him he was a liability. “You found Mia for me. Your part in this is done.”

Mia sat up straighter. “What? You’re leaving?”

“We are leaving,” Vanessa said. “Leaving the city entirely, tonight. Leo stays behind. He’s done what he was hired to do.”

Mia’s eyes grew wider. “What if Freddie gets me again? I can’t go back. I can’t.”

Miguel shuffled into the room, a coffee mug in each hand. He handed one to Vanessa and put the other on the coffee table, in Mia’s reach. “Here you go. I can see you have a lot to talk about. I’ll go to the bedroom and give you some privacy. Knock if you need anything.”

He was out in seconds. The bedroom door shut a little too hard.

“You aren’t going back, Mia,” Leo said. “Vanessa won’t let them take you again. You’ve seen what she can do.”

“I saw Freddie knock her out, too.” She was working herself up to a full-blown panic. “You can’t go, Leo. I need you. She can’t do this by herself. She lost me once already.”

Thanks, Vanessa thought.

Leo shrugged. “And then she got you back. Don’t worry, Mia. Vanessa will get you where you need to be.”

He said it like he believed it, and it was enough. Mia still looked concerned, but she calmed down enough to pick up her mug and blow on it.

Vanessa had to admit, Leo’s bedside manner wasn’t bad.


Chapter 11


In Kent, at the desk in his study, Edric said to his phone, “Call Vanessa.” It was the third time he’d instructed his phone to call her in fifteen minutes. She hadn’t picked up the first two times and as his phone continued to ring, he conceded that she wasn’t going to pick up again.

“Hang up,” he said after the twentieth ring.

Edric sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers. There could be many reasons why Vanessa wasn’t answering and plenty of them were benign. No phone signal, catching a meal, resting. Others were less benign, such as running, or fighting, or her phone having been destroyed. The last was easy to imagine.

Edric knew well that once the first shots were loosed, the unpredictable was guaranteed to occur. He knew that Vanessa was experienced enough to know the same.

But he didn’t feel like they were winning. Vanessa and Mia should already be on their way out of the city, but they had yet to escape the Brotherhood’s clutches. Freddie Wright had proved more powerful and more resourceful than Edric had expected. The Brotherhood had shown more solidarity than he had been led to believe they had.

Edric looked at the clock ticking in the corner. He considered giving it ten more minutes and trying again. But modern phones had missed calls lists. Vanessa would see his attempts to reach her. Trying again would accomplish nothing.

His phone lit up with an incoming call. Edric’s hopes rose, but the name on the screen was not Vanessa. It was Gavina.

He allowed himself a sigh, then pulled himself together. “Answer call.”

“Hello Edric.” The woman’s voice was rich with a Scottish accent. “We see things aren’t going well with Mia’s rescue.”

Gavina’s tone was businesslike, but not unkind. Edric had decided from the beginning to be as honest as possible with Gavina and her fellow witches. “Regrettably, no. These warlocks are more powerful than I expected. But we’ll get Mia out, Gavina. I won’t give up until she’s with you.”

“If we agree to take her in,” Gavina said.

Edric kept his voice smooth. “Of course.”

“What the Brotherhood do to themselves is dark magic, I’ll grant you,” Gavina said. “Clever of the sick bastards to shift the cost of it to someone else. Those poor girls.”

He’d reached out to Gavina and her sisters because helping girls like Mia was something they had a reputation for, and because the Brotherhood were exactly the kind of people they considered enemies. He had not expected their conditions, though. Despite his frustration, when they’d explained why, he found he couldn’t fault them.

“I know you expect me to accomplish this rescue myself,” Edric said, “but I have to ask. Can you tell me what’s happening? I can’t reach Vanessa.”

“They’re under some very effective shading magic,” Gavina replied. “There’s nothing we can do.” Her regret sounded genuine.

Edric sighed. “I placed my faith in Vanessa. I will continue to do so.”

“She’s a risky choice, Edric,” Gavina said. “But I can understand the gamble. Let’s hope it pays off, for Mia’s sake.”

“And for the sake of our longer-term plans,” Edric added.

“That too.” Gavina was silent for several moments. “Edric, you’ve been honest with us and I’ll be honest with you. You know we’re interested in what you’ve proposed, but we can’t do this for you. We need to know we can count on you to get your side of things done. You need to prove yourself with Mia’s rescue.”

Worry wormed in his stomach. “I appreciate your candour. But Gavina–” He steeled himself. “Gavina, Mia shouldn’t pay for my failures. If it does look like I can’t get her out, please, step in. I know it will be the end for us working together, but I don’t want Mia to end up like poor Celeste.”

“I wish we could, Edric, but a war with the Brotherhood is a war we can’t fight alone. We’re all counting on your Vanessa now. Let’s hope she’s up to the task.”

She closed the call.

Edric sat alone in his office, out of contact, unable to reach out, unable to affect what was going on. He’d put his faith in Vanessa, as he’d said to Gavina. He would continue to do so.

He just wished he could do more.

“Celeste?” he said to the empty study. “Celeste, I know how much you’ve already given for Mia. But we need your help again.”

In the centre of the room, a pale smudge of light appeared.
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Leo wasn’t surprised when Mia fell asleep. She’d had a stimulating night, to put it mildly, and he could smell the stale wine on her breath. Miguel’s coffee might be strong, but there was only so much the human body could take, especially one as frail as Mia’s appeared to be.

He was far more surprised when Vanessa also fell asleep. Surprised and concerned.

“Vanessa?” Leo said. When she didn’t respond, he raised his voice. “Vanessa?”

She didn’t stir.

Leo tested his leg. Pain twanged back at him from several places along its length. It was healing steadily, but it wasn’t ready to take his weight. He eyed the distance to the other couch and mulled his chances of hopping over to Vanessa’s side without hurting himself.

The doorbell rang.

Miguel burst out of the bedroom and rushed down the hall. He didn’t use the intercom to speak to whoever had rung the bell. He let them straight in.

Leo’s fingernails tingled.

“Visitors, Miguel?” he called out. “Is that really the best way to keep us hidden?”

“It’s just a delivery,” Miguel replied.

He sounded far too nervous to be convincing.

“Vanessa!” Leo hissed. Her head stayed lolled back.

Miguel opened the door. Leo listened, but no words were exchanged. He heard footsteps coming down the hall. He smelled a man, old and somehow carrying the scent of decay.

He also smelled a vampire.

The man entered the living room first. He was in his sixties, with deep bags under his eyes that made him seem tired. He wore a smart-casual burgundy jacket. Leo’s senses were different to those of other vampires, though he didn’t know why. To those senses, necrotic energy curled around the man. It was almost the same energy he sensed in vampires.

Leo made to rise. He’d have to stand on one foot, but whatever this was, he didn’t want to face it sitting.

The newcomer spread his fingers in Leo’s direction and spoke a word.

Leo’s body froze.

He fell back onto the couch, stiff, unable to move. He willed his limbs to work, but they didn’t so much as twitch. It was like they’d turned to stone.

“I’ve got him,” the newcomer said.

The vampire came in next. She’d been turned around his own age, but she was dressed as though she was headed out to a fine dining restaurant. She approached Leo and slapped him on the cheek.

It barely stung, but the insult was sharp. Leo glowered back at her.

“Very good, Amaranth,” the man said. “Miguel, you can stop hiding in the hallway.”

Miguel huffed as he returned to the living room. “You have no idea, Serrano.” He was jittery, giddy. “You have no idea what Rain can do. Or what she’d do to both of us, if she could.”

“Someone is coming to take her?” the man, Serrano, asked.

“They’ll be here soon.” Miguel checked his phone. “Soon. You’ve got a good grip on the vampire?”

Serrano chuckled. “He’s young. Easy to control. Just like you, isn’t that right, Amaranth?” And he stroked the woman’s cheek.

The only parts of her that responded were her eyes. Leo saw anger there.

He guessed Serrano wasn’t just a warlock, but a necromancer. His control of Leo felt absolute. He assumed he controlled the woman, Amaranth, in the same way. Serrano lacked a warlock’s ring on his right hand, but he had a ring with a grey stone on his left. Leo sensed a glimmer of power from it, but not the cold, burning energy that bound him.

“Relax, Miguel,” Serrano said. “You’ve done well. The woman there goes to your old friend and the vampire goes to Ambrose. We’ll both profit handsomely from this.”

Ambrose? Leo thought. He knew who Ambrose was. If he’d been able to perspire, beads of sweat would have popped out on his brow. This just got much worse.

“What are you planning to do with the girl?” Serrano asked, eyeing Mia like she was a piece of meat. “I can always use the body parts.”

Then Vanessa stirred.

The blood drained from Miguel’s face. “Oh shit.”

Serrano scowled. “How much did you give her? I thought you said you were an expert alchemist!”

“I only started learning this stuff a couple of months ago,” Miguel replied. “But it should have worked! I gave her a triple-strength dose! She should be out for hours!”

Vanessa jerked, then sucked in a great, gasping breath of air.

“Oh shit,” Miguel said again.
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Vanessa was sinking.

The cold, dark depths of the sea sucked her battle-broken body downwards. The golden light above, bringing her world to its fiery end, faded. The weapon in her hand turned to nothing.

In her memory, her power rushed through her. It repaired her broken body and it purified the air in her oxygen-starved lungs. In her memory, pure survival instinct jolted her back to life, to fight against the pull of the lightless depths. It was a fight that had never stopped.

And she would be struck by a new feeling. As her power roared along her cracked limbs and ruptured flesh, re-weaving and re-knitting, new power did not rush into her. That had never happened before. She had never grown weaker. She had never diminished.

It was the shock of that change that kicked her survival instincts in, when the rest of her mind was still reeling from what had just occurred.

That was how she remembered it, but that wasn’t what happened this time. Instead, the depths kept pulling her down. No strength returned to her limbs, even as a hollowness grew at her core. The air in her lungs remained stale. She couldn’t draw breath. She couldn’t breathe.

Vanessa woke and heaved in lungsful of air.

“Oh shit,” someone said.

Her eyes wouldn’t focus. Even as she struggled to breathe, she tried to raise her hands. Her arms twitched uselessly. They felt like they were made of rubber.

“Miguel,” said an unfamiliar voice, in a warning tone.

“She can’t move.” The first voice. Male. Familiar. “See? Or we’d be dead.”

Vanessa’s vision came into focus even as her breathing settled into a regular pattern. She was still in Miguel’s living room. Mia slept on the other couch, curled up against Leo’s side. Leo sat with a strange rigidity, like a crash test dummy.

Miguel stood directly opposite Vanessa, in front of the TV. His arms were folded and his fingers twisted the hair on his chin like he was trying to braid it. Two others stood with him, an older man and a female vampire.

She felt a tremor in the hollow place inside her where power had once roared. A reverberation, a reaction to something familiar.

Her gaze fell on the older man’s left hand. He wore a ring like a warlock’s ring, but the gemstone was wrong. It was grey like cloudy quartz. It called to her.

It can’t be.

The older man noticed her attention. He frowned and covered his left hand with his right.

“It should have been enough, I swear, Serrano.” Miguel shook his head. “She can’t be as strong as she used to be. She can’t.”

The mystery of the newcomer, Serrano, and the ring he wore would have to wait. She had more urgent questions. Vanessa’s gaze dropped to the coffee table and the two mugs still sitting there.

“Yeah,” Miguel said. “I drugged you. I put enough in yours to put an elephant to sleep for a week.”

The bastard. He’d always claimed alchemy was beneath him. Vanessa rolled her eyes towards Mia.

“Don’t worry about her,” Miguel said. “I only gave her a single shot. Even that’s probably almost too much for her. She’s a scrawny one.”

Vanessa examined Leo, frowning with the effort of keeping her eyes focused. He didn’t budge. Even his eyes were fixed on a spot across the room. He looked like a fresh corpse.

“He can’t help you,” Miguel said. “I took care of that, at least.”

“Stop talking to her,” Serrano grumbled. “How far away is your help?”

Miguel checked his phone and muttered something in Portuguese. Then he said, “Not far. Not far.”

“Put her back to sleep,” Serrano said.

“I don’t have that kind of magic,” Miguel hissed. “Why do you think I drugged her?”

Vanessa tried to push words up her throat. All she managed to do was groan.

“Drug her again you idiot! Go!”

Miguel hurried out of the room. Vanessa turned her attention back to Serrano and tried to ignore the pull of the ring on his finger.

But it must have responded to her presence in some way. Serrano rubbed the grey gemstone in the ring, frowning. His gaze flicked to the female vampire. “Amaranth.”

She stepped closer, positioned one knee between Vanessa’s legs and pressed her forearm to Vanessa’s throat.

“Just in case,” Serrano said.

Vanessa glared up at the vampire. She stared back, but her eyes weren’t what Vanessa expected. A vampire’s eyes brightened to an almost mirror shine when violence was close. Amaranth should be excited. Instead, her eyes were a sullen blue.

Vanessa’s mind raced. Serrano hadn’t given Amaranth specific orders. He had to be controlling her with magic. A necromancer. And that control was a weak point.

Miguel returned with a steaming mug. “It needs a minute to steep.”

Vanessa tried with all her might to speak again. She had to act. She had to move. Not just before he drugged her again. If Miguel had called someone, then it could be someone else who knew her by her old name.

“Can your puppet hold her?” Miguel asked.

“Of course she can,” Serrano replied. “Don’t you know how strong vampires are?”

“You don’t know,” Miguel said, still holding the steaming mug. “You don’t know who she is. The kind of person she is.” He glared at Leo. “Do you know who you’re working with? I bet you do. A blood-sucking monster who feeds on humans. I bet she fits right in with you and your friends.”

Vanessa groaned again. This time, she managed to move her mouth and tongue. At first all she could manage was a wordless slur. Then sensation returned to her mouth. “Who did you call, Miguel?”

Sweat beaded his brow. “I was out, you know. Everything burned down, but I was out. I was clear. They don’t know I’m alive. They don’t look for you if they think you’re dead. Then you had to turn up. You, of all people.”

“Dose her, you idiot,” Serrano said.

“The potion needs longer,” Miguel snapped. “Just use your puppet to keep her down.”

Pins and needles prickled Vanessa’s fingertips, then her hands, then her arms. She sat as still as she could. She didn’t want to give herself away.

Vanessa closed her eyes to slits and let her head sag back. “Sounds like you’re giving yourself up too, Miguel. You really want to put yourself on the radar of the people who will still be after us?”

She kept an image of the room in her mind. She mapped out the actions she intended to take. If Serrano really was controlling Amaranth, he would be slow to react. She would have a chance.

“What’s this?” Serrano asked. “Are you bringing trouble down on me, Miguel?”

Perfect, she thought. He was distracted. She tried wriggling her fingers. She had full feeling. She tried to wriggle her toes. She got nothing back.

“They won’t care about you,” Miguel said. “They won’t care about me. They’ll only care about her.”

“I want this over with,” Serrano growled. “Ambrose is waiting. Dose her, now.”

Vanessa couldn’t wait any longer.

She thrust forward. She picked Amaranth up bodily and shoved her with all her strength. The vampire clipped Miguel and sent him sprawling. His mug fell to the floor and smashed.

Amaranth hit the window. The glass shattered and she flew into the night. Miguel crashed into the TV and it fell on top of him as he tumbled to the floor.

Vanessa was on her feet, but she still couldn’t feel her legs. She threw her weight forward. Even as Miguel, dazed, shoved the TV away, she fell on him.

Her fist shattered his ribcage. Blood flew from his mouth. He hit the floor in a heap.

She caught herself with a hand on the wall. With Miguel down, her gaze turned to Serrano.

He was more angry than scared. He gestured with his left hand. Vanessa braced for some kind of magic attack.

Cold hands gripped her shoulders from behind.

Leo grappled her, braced on his one working leg. His eyes were glassy, his face a rictus.

Vanessa tried to sweep his leg out from under him. Her own leg only twitched. She grabbed his waist, flipped him upside down and dumped him on the floor.

She glared at Serrano again. The necromancer paled. He scrambled across the room and fled.

Vanessa let him go. She didn’t have a choice.

“Are you free?” she asked Leo.

“Yeah.” He pulled himself upright, still balancing on his uninjured leg. “Thanks for not piledriving me into the floor. I thought my skull was doomed when you picked me up.”

“You were safe,” she replied. “I didn’t have the leverage.”

“Oh. Uh, good.”

Pins and needles rushed down her legs as feeling started to return. Vanessa glanced at Mia. She was still asleep.

“Can you stand?” Leo asked.

“Yeah,” Vanessa replied, though she said it with more confidence than she felt. She looked down at Miguel and even while still shaking off the effects of whatever he’d drugged her with, her mind was calculating.

“We need to be gone,” she said. “That vampire I tossed out the window will draw attention.”

“I agree,” Leo replied. “I don’t want to be here when that necromancer comes back.”

Would he come back? If Serrano could regain control of Leo, then with Amaranth he had two vampires to throw at her. But Vanessa had already shown him how well that would go.

“He won’t come back,” she said. “Not without reinforcements. We have a little time.” She went to Mia and checked her pulse. It was slow but steady.

“I don’t think we do,” Leo said. He looked spooked. “It sounds like Serrano is working for a vampire named Ambrose. He’s old and powerful. Serrano was taking me to him.”

Vanessa’s eyes narrowed. “What for?”

Leo shrugged helplessly. He was still using the windowsill to hold himself up. “I don’t know. I’ve never had anything to do with him. I don’t want to bring this trouble down on you and Mia. I think we need to part ways.”

Vanessa frowned. Was it a lie? A trick to get away from them? But she remembered Serrano saying the name.

The ring on Serrano’s finger – she couldn’t let that go. If Leo was her connection to it, she needed to keep him close.

“Mia was right,” she said. “Her chances of getting out of this alive are better with you around.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand how dangerous–”

“We need you with us, Leo,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument. “And we need you fully healed.” She jerked her head at Miguel.

His breath was coming in short gasps and the gaps between them were growing. His left leg twitched. His eyes were glazed.

Leo’s jaw dropped. “Are you saying–?”

“Do I have to spell this out? Feed on him, Leo. He’s dying anyway and we need you strong.”

He stared at her. She didn’t understand why he was holding back. He was a vampire: blood was their addiction.

Leo glanced at Mia, who still slept.

“I see why he was afraid of you,” Leo said. He knelt down beside Miguel and brought his mouth to the man’s neck.

Vanessa didn’t watch and she didn’t want to listen. She stumbled into the hallway, then into the kitchen. Her mouth felt like it was filled with mud. She found a glass in a cupboard, filled it from the tap over the sink and drank.

She neither pitied nor mourned Miguel. He’d been part of her old life and in that world, no one was good. If he’d been presenting himself as an ordinary warlock, well, he was no more that than she was a regular courier.

She realised the sounds from the living room had stopped, but she didn’t know for how long. When she turned, Leo stood in the doorway.

He stood tall on fully healed legs. His eyes were lamp-bright and his pale skin held a flush that made him seem almost alive.

“Ready,” he said. “We should go. Serrano must have called Ambrose for reinforcements.”

Vanessa wiped her mouth. “I’m sure whoever Miguel called is on their way too. We’ll take his car. Go find his keys. And get his amulet as well. The shading ward will keep us hidden until dawn, or thereabouts. I’ll get Mia.”

She didn’t know what she’d do when the shading ward wore off, but she had time to come up with something.

It was the work of several minutes to get all three of them into the car and hit the road. Leo drove again. Vanessa took the passenger’s seat. She’d laid Mia out in the back.

“Where to?” Leo asked.

Vanessa checked her phone. She had missed calls from Edric, but she wasn’t ready to deal with him. “Head east.”

“Anywhere in particular?”

“Just east, for now.” She didn’t want to tell Leo that she didn’t know where they were going.

Leo shook his head as he took them through a set of traffic lights. Either he was playing it super-safe, or he was the most conservative driver she’d ever encountered. Neither explanation suited any vampire that Vanessa had ever known.

“Unless you want me to keep driving until dawn,” Leo said, “we need another place to hole up.”

Vanessa snorted. “Let’s hope it goes better than last time.” She took out her phone to call Dispatch.

Leo asked, “How many people in Odd’s freelancer pool would know you as Rain?”

In a flash of anger, she almost snapped at him. “It’s Vanessa,” she said through clenched teeth.

He leaned away from her, as much as the car allowed. “Okay, sorry. But my question stands.”

Vanessa took a deep breath and when she let it out, she considered.

The chances were almost non-existent that she would be sent help from someone from her old life. The chances that Miguel would call someone in who wore a ring with that stone set in it were even smaller.

“They wouldn’t have given me this job if they didn’t want it to succeed.” Although she’d seen that kind of set-up in the past.

“Or it’s a very clever play,” Leo said. “How much do they know about you? Do they know you and Miguel have history?”

Vanessa snorted. “Now you’re talking like a vampire.”

There were too many coincidences, too many to trust that they really were coincidences.

“We need a place to lie low for the rest of the night,” Leo said again.

“Tomorrow too, if you’re sticking with us,” Vanessa replied. “Can’t have you bursting into flames while you’re at the wheel.”

“It’s never been my favourite way to drive either,” he said. “If you’re willing to extend me a tiny amount of trust, I have a suggestion as to where we can go.”

She scowled. “Pull over somewhere. I need to make a call.”

Leo did as she asked, and less than a minute later she stood outside a closed florist’s shop. Back the way they’d come, she could see the familiar roundel sign of the London Underground, over a stairway that led down into the station.

“Vanessa,” Edric said. He sounded like he was about to slide off his chair with relief. “Are you okay? What about Mia?”

“We’re okay for the moment.” She glanced back towards the car. Leo sat with both hands on the steering wheel. His eyes shone as though they were catching moonlight. “I’m afraid you’ve lost the deposit on the rental car.”

“Where are you?” he asked. “What can I do to help?”

“We’re still in Notting Hill. Do you have a final destination for me?”

“Unfortunately, no,” he replied. “The coven is aware of our situation, though.”

Meaning she hadn’t done enough to earn their help. There wasn’t even a whisper of blame in Edric’s voice, but she felt the burden of it anyway. “Then we need to find somewhere to hide. For the rest of the night and until tomorrow evening.”

“You don’t want to travel during the day?”

Travelling with a vampire made things harder, but she realised she did want Leo with her. She’d meant it when she said Mia’s chances were better with his help. “Daytime travel is out. Assume I’m a vampire.”

“I can call Odd’s–”

“No.”

When Edric didn’t respond, she realised she’d snapped the word.

“No,” she said again. “They sent us a shading warlock, but he turned on us. We’re still shaded until dawn, but we’ll need a new solution after that.”

“I see. What about the finder they sent you earlier? I assume they’re no longer with you?”

She glanced at Leo again. He didn’t blink at her, in that way vampires had. It could mean the predator had taken over and he was prepared to spring on her, but she didn’t think so. He’d just fed, for one thing. And … she didn’t get a sense of threat from Leo. She didn’t understand why not.

“He’s still with us,” Vanessa said. “He’s been useful. I may have promised you’d pay him for overtime, so to speak.”

Edric chuckled. “If he’s helping you, I’ll honour the promise. I’ll follow your judgement with him. At the same time, it sounds like you no longer trust Odd’s.”

Vanessa rubbed her eyes with thumb and forefinger. “It’s not the first time I’ve had my doubts about their security.” Who had Miguel told? If word was out about her … She shook her head and focused on the immediate problem. “Somewhere to hide, Edric. Somewhere the Brotherhood and Odd’s can’t find us. What have you got?”

“I’m sorry Vanessa, aside from Odd’s, I don’t have anyone I can reach out to. What about the finder? Does he have a place you can stay?”

“The finder actually is a vampire.”

“Ah. I wondered if that might be the case.” Edric was silent. “As I said, I trust your judgement, though you have my advice if you want it.”

What did you do, when all your options were bad ones? “I don’t think I have a choice. He’s been reliable so far. Edric, the ghost you used to conduct surveillance on the Brotherhood. Can you get her back on the job? Get me information on what they’re doing? Anything would help us slip out of their noose.”

“I’ve already set that wheel in motion,” Edric said. “Send me your location once you’ve found your hiding place. I’ll see what I can do about new shading magic, but I’m afraid I’m unlikely to be able to help with that one.”

“Understood. Thanks Edric.” She hung up and turned back towards the car. Leo had turned to check on Mia in the back seat.

He wasn’t a good option, but she was out of better ones. She returned to the car.

“Is Mia still asleep?”

“She stirred a minute ago,” Leo replied. “I think Miguel’s drug is wearing off. So, what’s the plan?”

“You said you have a place we could hide out and rest until tomorrow night,” Vanessa said. “Which means a place where a vampire can hide during the day. You’re not thinking of a vampire safe house, are you?”

Leo donned an uncomfortable smile. “A very small one? Run by someone who owes me? She only has one spare room, so there might not even be anyone else staying there.”

Vanessa grimaced and opened her messages from Dispatch. If it wasn’t the safe house Dispatch had sent her, it would have to do.

“Is it shaded?” she asked.

“I don’t know. We can ask?”

Would the Brotherhood risk attacking a vampire safe house? Would Freddie, since he was the only one in pursuit? Or would he lay in ambush outside, waiting for them to emerge?

“One more thing,” Leo said. “I hope you’re okay with the three of us sharing a room? One bedroom, like I said.”

“I’m sure she has a couch,” Vanessa replied.

Leo started the engine. “Oh good. I love couch surfing.”


Chapter 12


It was three in the morning when Leo pressed the intercom button.

Vanessa stood behind him, her arm around a groggy Mia. The seconds ticked by and Leo shot Vanessa what he probably intended to be a reassuring smile.

They were in Primrose Hill, one of north London’s more affluent areas. The terraced buildings that lined the street had ground floors painted white, and two floors of yellowish London stock brick on top. The cars parked along the wide street were all modern. The corner pub they’d passed as they drove in was closed, but in excellent repair.

Nothing about it shouted vampire safe house to Vanessa, but then she supposed that was the point.

At last, the intercom clicked. “Yes?”

“Hi Opal. It’s Leo.”

“Leo?” The voice was a woman’s, with an old-fashioned New York accent. “What are you doing here?”

“Can I come in?” Leo asked. “I’d rather not explain out on the street.”

“I suppose you’d better.”

The door buzzed and Leo held it open for Vanessa and Mia.

“Where are we?” Mia asked, her eyes only half open.

“Somewhere safe,” Vanessa replied, with a look at Leo that said it had better be. “We’ll get you tucked into bed in just a minute, Mia.”

Once inside, they found themselves in a hallway. A woman in a silk nightgown stood on the stairs to the upper floors. Her red-painted lips were set in a moue of disapproval. Glitter sparkled on her eyelids, as though she’d been about to go out clubbing, or had just returned from it. She held a long-stemmed cigarette in one hand and, as she took in Vanessa and Mia, she sucked on it as though desperate for strength.

“Playmates, Leo?”

“These are my friends, Opal,” Leo replied from the back of their group. “Definitely not for snacking on.”

“I don’t do human guests, Leo,” Opal said. “This is a vampire safe house.”

“This will square us,” Leo said.

Opal took a long draw on her cigarette and blew it out towards the smoke detector on the ceiling. When it didn’t go off, she sighed. “Very well. But if you tell anyone I hosted humans, I’ll have your eyeballs to go with my next martini, for the damage it will do to my reputation.”

“Sure thing, Opal.”

Leo ushered them into the downstairs living room. In the same way that Leo had chosen the 1980s to hold onto, Opal’s apartment could have come from the 1920s. The wallpaper, carpets and furniture were all New York art deco style. Vanessa didn’t know enough about the style to say either way, but she’d guess everything was in an original, not a modern reimagining. Even the window shutters, a necessity in a vampire’s dwelling, matched the style.

Vanessa led Mia directly to the couch and set her down. “My friend needs water.”

“Leo,” Opal said, “be a dear and fetch your friend some water.”

He appeared to know his way around. With an abashed glance at Vanessa, he headed off for the kitchen.

Opal flicked her gaze over Mia once, assessing and dismissing her in a moment. Her attention dwelled on Vanessa. “Should I expect trouble to be following you?”

Opal was much more what Vanessa expected from a vampire. The way she sized Vanessa up, as though working out how much of a struggle she could put up. The way she spoke down to her, trying to establish immediate dominance.

Vanessa always found this kind of thing tiresome. Mostly, it made her wonder more about Leo.

“We’re under a shading spell until sunrise,” Vanessa replied. “You’re safe enough.”

Opal arched an eyebrow. “I’m sure I can handle any trouble a mere human might bring to my door, dear.”

Leo returned and handed Mia a glass of water. “Can you conceal us, Opal? We need to stay here for the day as well.”

“My home would hardly be safe if I couldn’t, would it?”

One less problem, Vanessa thought. For now.

“Why does the lady in the bathrobe owe you?” Mia asked.

“It’s a nightgown, darling,” Opal replied. She drew on her cigarette again. “Leo found something for me, once. He was gracious enough to take an IOU.”

“And are you honouring that debt?” Vanessa asked.

Opal tilted her chin up. “What kind of an ingrate do you take me for?”

Leo grinned. “Thanks, Opal. I knew we could count on you. You, um, don’t have any food, do you? For my friends?”

“Only the food you brought with you.” Vanessa balled her fists and Opal smirked as she blew a cloud of smoke at the ceiling. “Look in one of the cupboards. There might be a tin or something like that.”

Mia’s brow wrinkled. “Is she supposed to be a vampire too?”

Opal scoffed. “Leo is still giving people a weak impression of our kind, I see.” She swept off. Vanessa glimpsed her moving up the stairs, but her footsteps were silent.

Vanessa lowered herself beside Mia. The mention of food reminded her she hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before.

“This place is posh,” Mia whispered. “Like an old movie.”

Vanessa, in a time long past, had watched a lot of late-night movies, made decades earlier and set in times earlier still. Mia was right about Opal’s apartment. “You watch movies that old?”

Mia turned a shrug into a hunching of her shoulders. “They’re romantic. I like them.”

Probably romance had not featured much in her life, not from Freddie, at least not after he got his hooks properly into her. “Fair enough,” Vanessa said.

“Opal’s a vampire like Leo?” Mia asked.

“She is.”

“She doesn’t seem much like Leo. He’s not so bad.”

Vanessa frowned, briefly distracted by the growing puzzle that was Leo. She said, “You meet a vampire, you assume they’re like Opal, not Leo.”

Mia stared at her with big eyes. Then she nodded.

Good girl, Vanessa thought.

Leo returned holding two bowls, each with a spoon slanting out of it. “Okay, so, this probably isn’t the most nutritious thing, but having met Opal for thirty seconds it won’t surprise you to learn that she doesn’t cater to humans. Here.” He offered a bowl to each of them.

Vanessa took hers. “What is this? Tinned peaches?”

“Fuck yeah,” Mia said and tucked in.

Leo sat opposite them in another couch. “Opal doesn’t have much in her cupboard. It was this or tinned green beans. Don’t ask me why she has green beans. We probably don’t want to know.”

Vanessa ate her peaches. As soon as her stomach realised food was on offer, it rumbled loudly. Even so, she didn’t eat as fast as Mia.

“You trust Opal?” Vanessa asked. She was aware that Opal hadn’t closed any doors and would be able to hear them, even if she whispered.

Leo shrugged. “She owes me. She keeps sending me messages, reminding me how distasteful she finds it being in someone’s debt and is there anything she can do to repay me.” He tilted his head. “I don’t know if it’s being in debt that bothers her or being in debt to me specifically. Probably me. Anyway, a debt is a debt.”

Mia tipped her bowl up and drank the remaining syrup. She wiped her chin, then asked, “How did you become a vampire? Was it something you wanted or, I don’t know, did you get attacked one night after the pub or whatever?”

Leo flashed a smile. “I wanted it. Me and a friend, Hack, we got into the scene together. Clubs, parties, that sort of thing. We made a few friends, then one of them took us under his wing, so to speak. He goes by Darien these days, though he’s old enough to have gone through a few names. Me and Hack, we’d do things for Darien in the daytime, when he couldn’t go out. Eventually, Darien was told he could turn us.”

“Both of you?” Vanessa asked. “Is that normal?”

Leo raked his long fringe of hair back from his face. “I don’t think so. But there’d been a few losses in the London population and Darien had done a few good things for his boss. The vampire court granted him permission to turn us both.”

Odd, she thought. Another little oddity to add to the pile.

“What happened to Hack?” Mia asked. “You still friends?”

Leo’s smile faded. “Hack didn’t go through with it.”

“That kind of sucks,” Mia said. Her eyelids were drooping. “Why did he back out?”

Leo leaned forward and took Mia’s bowl. “He met a girl. Decided he wanted a different life.” He set the bowl on a coffee table.

“You ever see him?” Mia slid lower on the couch.

“Not much, these days,” Leo said.

But Mia’s eyes closed and her head drooped. Leo leaned forward again and scooped her up. “Opal, I’m taking her to the spare bedroom.” He cocked his head, then smiled wryly at whatever Opal said in response. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Vanessa watched him carry Mia out of the room. His footsteps were as silent on the stairs as Opal’s had been, as though he was weightless, even with Mia in his arms. Once he was gone, Vanessa put her own empty bowl on the coffee table. The tinned peaches were of questionable nutritional value, but she did feel better for having eaten.

When she sat back, Opal stood over her, cigarette still in hand.

Vanessa tensed, then forced herself to relax. She looked up at the woman and said, “Want some peaches?”

Opal stared down at her. Vanessa wondered if she really was as old as the décor implied, or if it was a ruse. A ruse would be better, because younger vampires were less dangerous. The speed with which she’d appeared suggested it was not.

“Have you noticed it yet?” Opal asked. “With Leo?”

Despite being upstairs, Leo could almost certainly hear. “Noticed what?”

“How odd he is,” Opal said. She sucked on her cigarette, pursed her lips and blew a coiling cloud of smoke. “He and his sire don’t get along. Did you know that?”

Humans who wanted to be vampires, as Leo had, spent time running errands for their potential sires. They did it not just to earn the right to be turned, but to create a friendship of sorts. At the very least, it was meant to establish whether they could put up with each other for centuries.

But Vanessa was on guard. She had spent as little time as possible around vampires in her old life, but she knew the games they played. Opal’s question wasn’t just idle conversation.

“Well, when you know someone for decades, it can’t all be smooth sailing.”

“No,” Opal said. “But they’ve never liked each other. It’s strange. And it leaves him out in the cold. We all rely on our sires when we’re young. We stand on our own for the most part, of course, but there are always times one needs a trustworthy friend.”

Leo hadn’t returned. He must be listening from another room, maybe from the stairs. Vanessa said, “Good thing being reliable is one of the ways that Leo is odd.”

“Isn’t it,” Opal said. She strolled towards the living room window. “You said you’re protected by shading magic? And no one followed you here? I don’t want to get mixed up in whatever nonsense Leo has been foolish enough to lead you into.”

“You have nothing to worry about, Opal,” Leo said from the doorway. “Our shading magic is solid and I was careful driving here.”

“And it’s my nonsense, not his,” Vanessa said.

Opal’s smile dripped with contempt. “Thank you, I am entirely reassured. Leo, you know I only have the one spare bedroom. You and your friends will have to share.”

Leo rolled his eyes. “I’m planning to sleep on the couch. It looks very comfortable.”

She sneered and brushed past him to return to the hallway. Moments later, Vanessa heard a door shut.

“I don’t trust her,” Vanessa said.

Leo shrugged and sat down across from her. “Vampire safe houses are supposed to be, you know, safe. We need the place to stay. I don’t know what else we can do.”

“You get first watch,” Vanessa said. “Wake me if you get tired or if the sun comes up.” She studied his forever-young face and mop of black hair. “What happened with your sire?”

Leo sighed. “She had to say that. I don’t know. Everything was fine until he turned me. After that, he acted like he couldn’t stand me. I thought maybe it was because of Hack backing out. Getting to turn someone into a vampire, becoming a sire, it’s a big deal. But I heard that Darien sold the right to do it off to someone else. He did well out of the deal. So, I don’t know.”

“You said our shading magic is solid,” she said. “What makes you say that?”

Leo pulled Miguel’s shading charm from his jacket pocket. Surprise sent a prickling wave through her. She realised she hadn’t even thought to take it from him. The charm was vital to their survival and she’d just … left it with him.

“It’s still going strong,” he said. “I can feel it.”

“You can feel it?” She leaned forward. “You’re not a warlock, Leo. How can you feel it?” When he didn’t reply, she asked, “You have a finding talent. And compulsion. And you can sense magic. That’s not how vampire gifts work.”

He shrugged uncomfortably and put the charm back in his pocket. “What about you, Vanessa? You’re doing everything you can to get Mia to safety. You didn’t leave me back there when you could have. I figure, you’re an experienced operator, you’re a bit hard around the edges, but you’re a decent person in there.” His blue eyes stared deeply into hers. “But Miguel was scared shitless of you, Vanessa. Scared absolutely shitless. The things he said, well, they go with that menacing voice you do so well. And he called you by that other name.”

Vanessa met the challenge in his gaze head-on. She shifted forward on the couch. “Is there a question in that, Leo?”

He sat back, not so much backing down as disengaging. “You need to sleep. I’ll show you the spare bed.”

She wished she could argue, but he wasn’t wrong. She let Leo usher her upstairs to a bedroom, where Mia lay under a bedspread. Vanessa settled beside the girl with a sigh.

“Wake me if you get tired,” Vanessa said.

She didn’t hear if Leo replied.
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If she dreamed, she didn’t remember it. Vanessa fell so far down into sleep that oblivion claimed her. Like the depths of a dark ocean.

She woke to a sound.

She was still in bed, still in Opal’s safe house. The room was dark, though not too dark for her to see. Mia was beside her, her face looking painfully young in repose. She was snoring, softly.

It was not the sound that had woken Vanessa.

Opal stood in the doorway. She had a cigarette in one hand. Her other was raised to knock on the door again. When Vanessa sat up, she lowered her arm.

Her gaze fixed on the vampire, Vanessa rolled out of bed. She was still in a t-shirt and jeans. Her boots rested by the bed. She shifted into a better position to defend from if Opal attacked.

“What do you want?” Vanessa asked.

“You have to leave,” Opal said. She sucked on her cigarette and blew smoke into the bedroom. “Ambrose has people on the way. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

She glided away, leaving the scent of burning nicotine behind her.

Damn it, Vanessa thought.

She shook Mia awake and got them both fully dressed. When she drew the sleepy and confused Mia downstairs, it was to find Leo glaring at Opal in the living room, while she stared out the window at the dark night. Leo was fully dressed and ready to go.

“How did Ambrose find out we’re here?” Vanessa asked.

Opal didn’t look at her. “I told him.”

“For fuck’s sake, Opal,” Leo said. “Why?”

She turned a sphinx-like stare on him. “Because he’s my sire, Leo. He told me that if you ever came here, I was to tell him as soon as possible. It’s why he had me put myself in your debt in the first place.”

Leo groaned. “Ambrose is your sire?”

“I don’t get it,” Mia said.

“Ambrose made her into a vampire,” Vanessa said. “And if he tells you to do something, you have to do it. Right, Opal?”

She returned her gaze to the window.

“Why warn us, though?” Leo asked.

Opal’s face tightened in anger. “Not for your sake Leo. Not for you or your friends. My house is a refuge for any of our kind, regardless of the politics of the vampire court. If it gets out that I told Ambrose you’re here, my house is no longer safe, is it? My reputation will be ruined.” The cigarette shook in her hand. “He will have made me ruin myself.”

“How long do we have?” Vanessa asked.

Under her shimmery nightgown, Opal’s shoulders lifted. “Half an hour. Maybe less. He will send a tracker named Soren. He will hunt you by scent. Your little magic won’t hide you from him.”

“Let’s go,” Vanessa said and ushered Mia to the door.

Leo said to Opal, “What happens to you, though? Won’t you get in trouble with Ambrose?”

Opal bared her teeth at him, fangs on full display. Then she turned away.

“Leo,” Vanessa said from the doorway.

He sighed and shook his head. “I guess we’re square, Opal.”

She didn’t respond.

Outside, Leo tossed the car keys to Vanessa. “This is where I leave you.”

Mia exploded. “What? No! We need you!”

Vanessa glanced around the street. It was a couple of hours before dawn and the cold bit hard. The street was empty of people apart from themselves. “Leo, we’ve been through this already.”

“Ambrose is only after me,” he said. “And it’ll be sunrise soon. I’ll need to get somewhere safe. Without me, you can travel during the day.”

Mia clutched Vanessa’s arm. “Vanessa!”

“Leo, you’re distracting me. Right now, I need to think of how we’re going to deal with this tracker Opal warned us about. Get in the car.”

He shook his head. “He’s after–”

She tossed the keys back to him. “Leo, get in the car.” She opened the back door and bundled Mia inside, then got in the front passenger seat.

Leo watched her the entire time with a baffled look on his face. “But–”

“Leo!”

“Right! Right!” He got in the car.

“What do we do?” Mia asked.

Vanessa took a deep breath. They were both looking at her, expecting answers. But then, this was exactly the sort of thing she knew.

“You ever heard of the tracker Opal said is after us?”

Leo shrugged. “Heard of him, but nothing useful. Just that he’s the guy you want if you need to track someone.”

“We have to assume we can’t evade him,” Vanessa said. “We need somewhere private where we can deal with him.” Assuming he wasn’t old enough to outmatch her. She clenched her fist, feeling inside, assessing her own strength. She needed more sleep than she’d got, but she could work with it.

“A park?” Leo asked. “We’re right by Primrose Hill and Regent’s Park. Hampstead Heath isn’t far away–”

“Regent’s Canal,” Vanessa said. She knew what to do. “There’s less chance of anyone being around there at this time of night. Get us there now. Any part of it will do.”

“You’re the boss.” Leo started the car.

[image: ]

They didn’t go far. Leo drove them to a bridge over the canal, close to the north end of Regent’s Park. Vanessa hustled them down a flight of stairs and onto the towpath that ran along the canal.

It was as secluded as she’d hoped. The path ran on only one side of the canal and was empty of people. There were no canal boats moored against the sides. Heavy foliage blocked out the city and its lights on both banks. That wouldn’t be a problem for Vanessa and she assumed the tracker would also be able to see, but it removed the chance of onlookers spotting them.

A metal fence ran along the path, to keep people from wandering off it. The tops were upright metal rods, not sharp, but designed to keep people from climbing over. The smooth water made soft noises as it lapped against the sides of the canal.

“Here,” Vanessa said. “Leo, can you jump the canal here while carrying Mia?”

He eyed the water dubiously. The canal was at least ten metres wide. “I think so. If I push it.”

She turned to face them both. Leo’s nervous gaze kept shifting to the water. Mia huddled close to Leo’s side, not quite touching him. Her big eyes shone in the dark of her hood.

“The bad news is, we don’t have the means to throw this tracker off our scent,” Vanessa said. “The good news is, he has to follow our path. He can’t just get a bearing on our location the way you can, Leo. That means we’ll see him coming.”

“You plan to fight him here,” Leo said, nodding, “while I get Mia out of harm’s way. But Soren will be able to jump the canal even better than I can.”

“When I give the signal, you get Mia across to the other side,” Vanessa said. “If I tell you to get her out of here, you get her out of here. I’ll make sure you have a head start. I’ve sent you a number.” She’d sent him Edric’s number while they drove. “Use it, if you have to.”

“Vanessa,” Mia said, her voice trembling.

Vanessa had positioned herself so that she was looking back the way they’d come. She glimpsed movement. “This could be it. Get behind me.”

Leo drew a shaking Mia past Vanessa, who moved into the centre of the path. She planted her feet, loosened her shoulders and waited. Her right hand curled briefly, as though around the hilt of a weapon. She shook her hand to rid herself of the urge.

At first, Vanessa couldn’t make sense of the shape she saw moving in the dark. It was too big to be an animal, but too low to be a man, and it moved all wrong. When it came closer, Vanessa’s mind finally made sense of what she was seeing. A sliver of extra tension ran through her.

It was a man, running on all fours.

He slowed and pushed himself upright. His first few steps were unsteady as he shifted from walking on four legs to two, but then his stride steadied. He approached at a walk, wary but confident. As he drew closer, Vanessa saw his face.

She’d heard of his kind but never seen them. Some vampires, when they turned, they could no longer pass for human. The vampires despised these aberrations and usually destroyed them. But some survived and found places for themselves in the darkest corners of the vampire world. From what Vanessa had heard, the aberrations who survived did so because their dark gift, their talent, was powerful.

The tracker’s face was bestial. His nose was a snout, almost canine. His eyes were blue shading to white, like any vampire’s, but the pupils were slitted. His ears came to ragged points.

Under his long cloak, Vanessa glimpsed sheathed blades. She counted at least two long knives and on his left hip he wore a sword. His fingers ended in claws.

His savage appearance stirred the hungry urge within her. Dark anticipation made her limbs quiver with the desire for action and pulled her mouth into an eager smile.

The vampire paused.

“Soren, isn’t it?” Vanessa asked.

The vampire pointed. “I’m here for him.” His voice was a guttural growl that drew a whimper from Mia.

“I’m guessing your instructions are to kill the rest of us,” Vanessa replied.

He looked her up and down with his slitted eyes. Then he pushed his coat back and drew the long knife on his right thigh.

Vanessa’s grin tightened. “Leo – now.”

She heard his grunt of effort, then the flap of clothing as he soared across the canal. Vanessa watched Soren’s eyes follow them. It was enough to tell her when they landed on the other side.

“Mmm,” Soren said, his gaze returning to Vanessa. He raised the knife and spun it once in his grip.

“Come on,” Vanessa said.

He surged forward, faster than a human eye could follow. He led with his knife. Vanessa twisted aside and the blade punched through the space where her chest had been.

He gave her no respite. He followed up with a series of slashes and thrusts. Vanessa gave ground, evading when she could, blocking when she had to. Soren’s blade sliced through the edge of her jacket, her sleeve, the thigh of her jeans. It took everything she had to keep ahead of him.

He pulled back after slicing her thigh. He raised his knife to his snout, sniffed, then licked it with a long, pointed tongue.

“You taste,” he hissed, “electric.”

“You have no idea.”

She charged him, putting him on the defensive. She snapped her fists at his jaw and his ribs, kicked high, feinted, went in low. Soren turned aside her blows, gasping in surprise at her strength. She landed a kick square in his stomach and he reeled back. Vanessa snatched at him, lightning fast, before he could stumble away.

She succeeded in yanking his sword free from its scabbard.

Soren snarled and reached under his coat, to draw a long knife sheathed on his back. Vanessa swung the sword to test its weight. It was functional in design, the opposite of fancy, and barely long enough to qualify as a sword. But it felt hard and deadly in her hand.

“Exactly what I was looking for,” Vanessa said.

She attacked again. Soren was ready for her this time. His knives whirled and flashed, deflecting her sword strokes, slashing at her ribs and face. She used the extra reach the sword gave her. She opened a gash along his left arm, another across his chest. She traded a cut across the back of her right hand for a blow that almost took out his left eye.

They parted and stepped back. Vanessa was breathing hard. Soren rubbed at his face with his knuckles, feeling around the eye she’d almost taken.

“You’re good,” Vanessa said. “Good enough to remember.”

He came in hard. His knives came at her from left and right, high and low. His movements were quick, never telegraphed. It took all her skill with the sword to hold him at bay.

Then she saw her opening. He went high. She stepped in and stamped her foot on his ankle. Bone shattered. Soren tilted.

She saw the recognition in his eyes, the understanding that she’d won even before her next blow landed. The dark creature inside her thrilled at her victory.

She took his head off with a single horizontal slash.

It bounced off the towpath and plopped into the water.

Vanessa reversed her grip and drove the sword through Soren’s chest, right through his dead heart. She followed with a kick that sent his headless body tumbling into the water, sword and all.

It sank from sight at once.

Vanessa stood there, catching her breath. She stared at the water. The ripples were fading. No bubbles blew to the surface as Soren’s corpse settled on the bottom.

With a flutter of rippling clothing and a grunt of effort, Leo landed on the path nearby. He set Mia down.

“Fucking hell,” the girl said. “You’re fast.”

“You didn’t want to keep the sword?” Leo asked.

Vanessa grinned at him. “You never know how much killing a vampire will take. Better to leave it in his heart.”

“True,” Leo admitted, “and also, ‘Ew’.”

“What do we do now?” Mia asked.

Vanessa glanced at the sky. “It’s about an hour to dawn. We need to find a place to spend the day.” She grimaced. “I’m not sure where.”

“I have a suggestion,” Leo said.

“Is it better than your last suggestion?” Vanessa replied. “Because that didn’t work out so well.”

Leo winced. “Oh, I think you’ll like this one even less.”


Chapter 13


With nothing but a towel round his waist, Freddie checked himself out in the bathroom mirror.

He was aware of the pinched expression around his eyes and the tension lines around his mouth. He dismissed these signs as nothing but the after-effects of six hours enduring the needles of Ryder’s tattoo machine. Ryder’s work was more careful, more detailed and more meticulous than the mundane eagle tattoo on Freddie’s shoulder. Magic tattoos had to be exactly right and that meant more time on the couch.

Though he was under a great deal of pressure because of the Mia situation, he thought he had it under control. Yeah, he’d lost his crucible and lost status in the eyes of the others because of it. But he was taking action. He was taking charge.

Freddie studied his chest.

The tattoo Ryder had inked into his skin, the tattoo that should have gone onto Mia, took up the entire left side of his chest. It reminded Freddie of the patterns on the carpets of Indian restaurants, but was far more complex. He tried to follow the lines of it, to understand the pattern of it. But every time he blinked, it looked different.

He was supposed to have a much smaller version of it on his forearm. The big tattoo was meant to be on Mia, most likely on one side of her thigh. He bristled at her betrayal, at what she was costing him.

Gingerly, he touched the tattoo. His skin was still red and raw. Under normal circumstances, he’d have at least a day for recovery. But he needed to act.

He dried and dressed and drove to his destination in his mother’s car. They weren’t meeting at The Swan House. That location was compromised – another thing Freddie was on the hook for because of Mia. Chaz had spent the day working out something else.

That something else was an empty shop at the end of a high street in Acton, close to where a railway bridge crossed over the road. The sign over the shop window was gone, but an impression remained on the brickwork: at some point in its past, the shop had been called Jackson & Sons Discounters. Freddie knocked on the door and Paddy let him in.

“Got your mojo on this place yet, Paddy?” he asked as he entered.

Paddy wore a disgruntled scowl. “Nah. Not been long enough. Doing this the old-fashioned way.”

Which meant Paddy would be minding the door while the others performed the ritual. No wonder he was grouchy.

Whatever the shop had last been, all signs of it had been stripped out. The floor was bare concrete and discolorations showed where counters and shelves had once stood. Ryder was already there. So were Chaz, Ian, Noah and two others. It took a minimum of five to make a ritual circle. Either someone wasn’t participating, or Ryder had called in a spare.

“Lads,” Freddie said. He tried not to sound nervous and stressed. “Appreciate you all coming at short notice. What is this place?”

“Under refurbishment,” Chaz said. “Ian knew about it. His company’s doing the work.”

“Thanks for making this happen, Ian.” He reached out his hand. Ian took it and they shook.

“Anything for a brother, Freddie,” Ian replied.

But did he mean it? Ian had just ascended to fifth level. He had control of his crucible – Cora or Cara or whatever her name was. He was on the way up, while Freddie stumbled.

“Let’s get the circle going,” Ryder said.

Chaz drew his circle, as perfectly as if he had used a stencil. They took their places. Freddie assumed the usual position inside the circle, painfully aware of where Mia should be standing across from him.

“In the centre, Freddie,” Ryder said. “We do this a bit different, when there’s no crucible available.”

A flush stained Freddie’s cheeks. He moved to the middle and checked for Ryder’s nod of approval.

“Brothers,” Ryder said. “We come together as captains of our own destinies. We support and celebrate each other, helping our brothers unlock their potential and achieve the greatness that burns within.”

He swept his gaze around the group. “A threat has come upon us. An enemy who seeks to destroy all our works and deny us our true destinies. Our brother, Freddie, has borne the brunt of this attack. He has paid for it, on our behalf. But he doesn’t run from this threat. No, he confirms to us that he will do whatever it takes to defeat our enemy. I ask you, is he ready for his ascension? Has his commitment to us proven him worthy of elevation?”

As Ryder spoke his last words, Freddie found himself holding his breath.

But when the circle spoke, it was to say, “Yes!”

Freddie breathed again.

Chaz led the chant to sanctify the space. The air thinned and the light shimmered and to Freddie, the sights and sounds of the world seemed to fade away. In its place came the feeling of the magic the Brotherhood’s rituals had ignited within him. He could feel his connection to the earth. He could feel the solidity of rock, of stone that had once flowed through the world’s fiery heart.

At Ryder’s sign, Freddie began a chant of his own. It was similar to the chant he’d recited at his last ascension ritual, but longer and more complex. He’d spent the last few weeks struggling to commit it to memory, expecting to use it in earnest next week. It was difficult. Every word tried to crumble to dust in his memory. Every syllable tried to melt into a muddy slop. The air got harder to breathe, like it was too hot. He had to work his lungs like a bellows to get enough breath to speak.

The tattoo on his chest burned. The pain seared into him, through his ribs and lungs and heart. The ritual pulled at a part of him that was neither flesh nor bone but spirit. He almost stuttered and his mouth filled with the coppery taste of blood. But he bunched his hands into fists so hard his arms shook and he made the words come out.

Magic ran through him and it hurt. It hurt like nothing he’d ever experienced. He felt all his flesh stiffening, petrifying, turning to dead rock. He felt his bones turn to metal that rusted away to red dust in seconds. He felt his blood turn to lava and scour the walls of his veins and arteries.

Through it all, he kept speaking the words of the ascension ritual. If he mispronounced a single syllable, he’d die.

At last, bent over almost double, he reached the ritual’s final words. Power flooded through him. All the pain went away and his body felt like his own again. Freddie threw back his head and roared at the sheer rush of it. It seemed to carry him high into the sky, like a vast volcanic eruption.

When he came back to himself, he was standing in the ritual circle. His raised fists were clenched so tight they hurt. He grimaced as he unlocked his fingers.

“Freddie?” Ryder asked. “Do you have control?”

In response, Freddie gestured with one hand. A metal pipe under the floorboards wrenched itself free and punched up through the floor. It screeched as it warped upwards, stopping just before his hand.

Panting, Freddie grinned. “I got it.”

“Good,” Ryder replied. “Now go kill our enemies and take back what’s yours.”
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For the first time in a while, Vanessa woke up and was not in immediate danger.

She sat up and got her bearings. She was on a couch, in a small and obsessively tidy living room. The TV was small by modern standards. The bookshelves that flanked it were large and well-stocked. Wan afternoon light came in through thin curtains.

They’d needed a new place to lie low for the day. When Leo had hesitantly made another suggestion, she’d been so surprised that she said yes before she wondered if it was a trap.

He’d suggested his home.

Leo’s apartment was in Kentish Town in north London. It was located on a street of modest apartments, but it was close to the green expanse of Hampstead Heath and was probably worth a great deal of money. Vanessa imagined that Leo got hassled by estate agents on a regular basis.

She frowned at the window and the thin sunlight coming through. That it was afternoon meant Miguel’s shading ward had worn off hours ago. Yet they hadn’t been attacked.

It’ll last, Leo had said, before vanishing to his bedroom. I know it will. Trust me.

Trusting a vampire was madness, and what he said about the shading magic lasting was simply impossible. But she hadn’t seen any alternative, and so she’d swallowed her questions. At least, for the time being.

“Sleep okay?”

Mia sat at the table behind her, drinking from a mug she held in both hands. Beyond her was a kitchen, outdated but even more immaculate than the living room, bar a few things that were scattered about the kitchen counter. Vanessa guessed that was from Mia making her hot drink.

“What time is it?” she asked.

Mia shrugged. “Sorry, my phone’s charging in the kitchen.”

Vanessa followed a ticking sound, one that was familiar but rarely heard these days. According to a clock on the wall, it was a quarter past four in the afternoon.

“Oh yeah,” Mia said. “I forgot about that thing. Funny, I thought the ticking would drive me nuts, but I stopped hearing it.”

Vanessa rose to her feet and stretched. She felt rested and recovered from the battles of yesterday.

“Want some hot chocolate?” Mia asked. “Leo has some in the cupboard.”

She wondered why Leo had the makings of hot chocolate, when he was unlikely ever to drink it. “I don’t suppose he has coffee.”

“I think he might.”

Bemused, Vanessa circled the couch and went into the kitchen. She found an assortment of things in the cupboards, mostly in tins and sealed packets. He had the makings of a pasta dish, which was useful for unexpected dinner guests. He also had coffee in packets. Not bad stuff, either. On intuition, Vanessa looked in the fridge and found ground coffee in a jar.

She felt like she was learning a lot about Leo’s personality.

“You hungry?” Vanessa asked. She put the kettle on to boil and searched for a cafetière.

“I’m okay,” Mia said. “I ate a whole packet of crackers.”

“Just by themselves?”

Mia shrugged.

It was not a shock to discover Mia’s diet was poor. “Any sign of our host?” The bedroom was down a narrow hallway beside the kitchen. The noise Vanessa was making would be loud to vampire ears.

Mia shook her head. Then with a strange protectiveness she said, “He said not to go in there. That it would be disturbing to see him asleep because he looks like he’s dead.”

Vanessa spooned ground coffee into the cafetière. “I’ve seen sleeping vampires before.”

“Oh.”

She poured hot water onto the coffee grinds, then leaned on the counter, arms folded across her chest.

Vanessa wondered how Claudia’s new employee, Broderick, had managed on his first shift. She’d meant to check in, but the night had definitely got away from her.

“You single?” Mia asked.

The question derailed her train of thought. “Why do you ask?”

Mia looked at her over her mug of hot chocolate. “Leo’s nice.”

Vanessa snorted with laughter. “He’s a vampire.”

“He’s nice.” Mia was still all but hiding behind her mug, but a note of defiance thrummed in her voice. “He’s nice to me. He talked to me when you were asleep and he asked me what bands I like and he listened. And he’s had your back, whenever he can. Hasn’t always managed it, but he’s tried. And he’s letting us stay here. I don’t know, that just seems like a lot.”

Vanessa conceded the point. “It is. But he’s a vampire, Mia. That means he has two faces. One of them is the person you’ve gotten to know a little. The other is a monster. You saw some of it in Opal and more of it in Soren. That second face is always there, just behind his eyes, ready to take over. There’s nothing he can do about that. It’s just how vampires are.” Her expression grew grave. “I think you know what I’m talking about.”

Mia looked down and her shoulders sagged.

When she judged the coffee ready, Vanessa pressed the plunger and poured herself a mug. The smell wasn’t as rich as the coffee in Beantastic, but it reminded her of the shop all the same. Of the small, quiet, easy times there.

“Freddie was nice at the start,” Mia said.

When she didn’t say more, Vanessa sat down across from her. “I know. I know how it goes with guys like Freddie.”

Mia stared into the dregs of her hot chocolate. “Guess I should have seen it. Guess I’m too stupid.”

“No,” Vanessa said. “It’s all on him. He preyed on you. Showed you what you wanted to see. Made you feel like you mattered, maybe more than anyone else has in a while. Then he just … twisted things. Slowly, so it didn’t seem like much at the start, until one day you realised how far he’d taken it. You did the right thing when you reached out, Mia. That took strength.”

She shook her head. “I’m not strong like you.”

“It’s a different kind of strength, that you’ve got,” Vanessa said. “A more important kind.”

Mia kept her face buried in her mug. She didn’t drink from it, so Vanessa guessed it was empty. She tasted her coffee and was pleased with the result.

“Where are we going?” Mia asked at last.

Vanessa considered not telling her, to spare her one more worry. The vulnerability in Mia’s face was almost painful to see. But Vanessa believed she owed the girl honesty. “I don’t know. Edric is still trying to make arrangements with the people who will take you in. He wasn’t quite ready when you reached out.”

Mia hung her head lower. “I mess everything up.”

“No,” Vanessa said firmly. “You did the right thing. It’s my job now to keep you safe until Edric can line things up on his side. In the meantime, we just keep moving and keep ahead of the people after us.”

She looked up. “It’s gone pretty arse-over-tit so far.”

Vanessa could have responded to the challenge, but instead she smiled. “Yes, it has. Edric didn’t have much intel for me on Freddie and his friends. We both underestimated the power he has. But sometimes you can’t wait. You forge ahead and do your best. I’ve been in worse situations and turned things around.”

Mia didn’t back down. “How?”

She almost did respond to the challenge then, but she could see the scared girl behind the bravado. She just wanted to know that, despite all evidence to the contrary, she was going to get out alive.

The annoying thought flickered through Vanessa’s mind that Leo would have been the better choice to handle this conversation. Instead, she went with her own strengths.

“My original plan was to move us clockwise around the city until Edric has a destination for us,” Vanessa said.

“Going bangers so far,” Mia said.

“As a friend once told me, no plan goes to plan.” Vanessa sipped her coffee. “My plan assumed a clean extraction and it’s been very much the opposite. That, and Leo and I have been unlucky with business catching up with us. On the plus side, we have some solid shading magic on our side. If we can shake our pursuers loose, we should be able to keep clear of them.”

Her mind began building a list of things to check on. Could they safely keep using Miguel’s car? What was the latest from Edric? She reached for her phone and found her jeans pocket was empty.

“It’s charging next to mine,” Mia said. “Leo put it on for you. See? He’s nice.”

Vanessa grunted and returned to the kitchen. Their phones were tucked into a corner next to the microwave and she hadn’t spotted them while searching for coffee. She had missed calls from Edric, which was no surprise. He wasn’t one for leaving messages, for some reason. But he knew where they were, as she’d sent him their location when they arrived.

“I want to see my mum,” Mia said.

Vanessa set her phone down. Her first thought was, No way in hell. It was an obvious place for the Brotherhood to set a watch, in case Mia returned. “Why’s that?”

Mia rolled her shoulders, as though shaking a blanket off. “I’m leaving for good, aren’t I? Wherever I’m going, it can’t be London. I’m going away and I’m not coming back.”

“Yes.” She could have softened it, but she would just be lying. “It’ll never be safe for you here, not as long as the Brotherhood exists.”

“Then I want to see my mum before I go.”

She said it with that quavering courage again. Vanessa wanted to go easy on her, but she thought it best to be blunt. “Do you get along with your mum?”

Mia hunched her shoulders. “She’s still my mum. If I’m never going to see her again, I should say goodbye.”

“It’s an obvious place for Freddie to look for you.”

Mia shivered. “He won’t look for me there. Last time mum and I spoke, we just screamed at each other. Last few times, to be honest.”

Vanessa wondered how Leo would go about convincing Mia it was a bad idea. Annoyed again, she said, “Remember how it worked out when we went back for your nan’s bracelet.”

Mia scowled. “He got lucky. He came home early.”

“Do you want to give him another chance to be lucky?”

Mia looked down into her mug, but Vanessa could still see the defiance in her pose.

Then the girl slumped and cursed under her breath.

Vanessa crossed to the table and picked up her coffee. “I’m going to check on Leo.”

She knocked on the door at the end of the hallway and called out his name. She heard a curse, then, “Come in!” She pushed the door open.

The room had one window and the curtains across it were sealed tight. Vanessa’s supernatural eyesight penetrated the darkness all the same. The wall above the bed sported a giant poster of a band: sure enough, it was Joy Division. The cupboard to one side had no doors and every item that hung there or lay folded on its shelves was black. The other walls were crowded with bookshelves, though the books were as neatly arranged as the rest of the apartment.

Leo got up from the bed as she entered. He wore loose full-length pyjama bottoms, which were a black and grey plaid pattern, presumably because he hadn’t been able to find all-black ones. He was lean and slightly underfed in the way of some guys were at the age he’d been turned, so much so that she could see every flex of muscle as he moved. She was somehow surprised by the lack of tattoos on his pale torso.

Leo put the shading ward down on his bedside table as he got up. He crossed to the wardrobe, snatched up a black t-shirt and pulled it over his head.

“Sleep well?” she asked. He looked slightly cross, which she found amusing. But her mind was turning. What were you doing with the shading charm?

“Fine,” he said. “How was the couch?”

“I’d have slept well on a bed of sharp rocks. How’s the shading ward?”

Leo picked it up from his bedside table and tossed it to her. She caught it one-handed, easily.

“Still doing its job,” Leo said.

To Vanessa, it was nothing but dark-coloured wood, carved in the shape of a blank eyeball. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

He folded his arms across his chest and stared at her. But he kept shifting his weight from side to side.

“Miguel wasn’t all that as a warlock,” Vanessa said. “He’d charge this thing up so he didn’t have to keep concentrating and that was smart. But it lasted hours, not days, and we’re getting close to a day since we were at his place.”

Leo shrugged. “It’s working. You’ll just have to take my word for it.”

She recalled the elaborate gestures Miguel had made when he cast his magic into the amulet. When she’d entered the room, Leo had been holding the charm. But she hadn’t gained a clear view of how.

She wanted to ask more, but the last time she’d pushed, he’d pushed back, asking questions she never wanted to answer, not to anyone. She mentally cursed Miguel for saying so much in front of Leo. At least the charm did seem to be working, as the lack of violent interruptions while she slept attested.

She swallowed her questions again. For a little longer.

“We need to plan out tonight,” Vanessa said. “I’ll go close the curtains in the living room and kitchen.”

Tension drained from Leo’s stance. “There are hooks on the curtain edges and on the windowsills. If you hook them all up, it’ll be enough.”

Vanessa recruited a sullen Mia to secure the curtains. She didn’t want to help until she found out it was for Leo. Once the room was dark, Vanessa called out and he joined them, squinting at the traces of light that slipped through the curtain edges. The seal wasn’t as tight as in the bedroom.

They sat around Leo’s table and Vanessa began, saying everything she’d already said to Mia. “If Miguel’s car is in good shape, we could just keep driving all night. Head down to somewhere on the coast, like Brighton or Folkstone. Staying mobile will make us harder to find.”

Leo nodded along and when she was done he said, “The car will get us wherever you want to go. Though it would be helpful,” he added pointedly, “to know where you’re eventually taking Mia.”

Mia gripped the edges of the table. “You’re coming with us, right? Vanessa says you have to.”

“Does she?”

“Yeah. You know, last night.”

Leo sat back. “I need to find out what this business is with Ambrose. He’s not the kind of guy you want to have looking for you.”

“But we’ll be on the road,” Mia said. “They won’t be able to find us. This is the whole point of Vanessa’s plan.”

Leo shook his head but before he could speak, Vanessa said, “Staying mobile only works if we also stay shaded from scrying. The way Freddie demolished our first car back in High Street Kensington, the Brotherhood clearly have access to scrying magic. Miguel’s shading ward might have lasted this long, but it won’t get us through another night without being refreshed.”

He looked at her sharply.

How are you doing it, Leo? she wanted to ask. The time would come when she needed to know, but for now, there was another thing she could bank on.

Leo wouldn’t leave Mia in danger.

He let out an irritated breath. “Are you still paying?”

“Yes!” Mia leapt out of her chair and hugged him. Leo looked alarmed, then patted her awkwardly on the back.

Vanessa watched, closely. She watched Leo’s eyes and his mouth and his nose. She watched until Mia sat back down in her own chair, beaming.

“When was the last time you had a shower, Mia?” Vanessa asked.

“Urgh. How bad do I smell?”

“Leo, got any spare clothes Mia could take?”

His eyes darted from Vanessa to Mia and back. “They won’t fit.”

“I don’t mind,” Mia said.

He sighed and gave in. “Let’s get you sorted then.”

Vanessa sat with the remains of her cooling coffee while Leo dug out fresh clothes and a towel for Mia. Once she was in the bathroom and the shower was running, he returned to the living room. He didn’t sit at the table with Vanessa, though.

“Opal’s right about you,” she said. “You’re an odd one. When Mia was all over you there, you barely reacted. I mean, you’re obviously not a hugger. But you had a warm, living girl with her arms around you and you didn’t get even a little excited. Not even a hint of wanting to drink her blood.”

He twisted his mouth sourly. “Is there a question in that?”

She acknowledged the riposte with a small nod. “She wants to go visit her mum before we leave London. She knows she’s probably never coming back to London.”

Leo frowned. “Surely that’s a bad idea.”

“I think I made her see that.” Vanessa sipped her coffee. “It might be a good idea for you to check in on her and see if it took.”

He squinted at her. “You didn’t just … bark at her?”

She glowered at him.

Leo smirked. “Maybe we’ll teach you to have a warm bedside manner after all.” Then his expression turned wary. “On the subject of Freddie, and I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but if we do run into him again, from what I gather it’s two wins to him versus one to you.”

Vanessa bristled. “You’re counting when he smashed our car.”

“Speaking as the person whose leg bones were turned into matchsticks, it didn’t feel like a win. I could use my finding talent to locate what you need to beat him.”

“I can beat him,” she shot back. Then she took a breath, because Leo was right. Despite all the advantages her experience gave them, Freddie had still managed to defeat her twice. “I should be able to beat him,” she said and her frustration bled through.

“Yeah,” Leo replied, “you’re a good fighter and you know what you’re doing. That’s easy to see. But Freddie seems to be balancing that out with raw power. The way he hit us on the road? I’ve never heard of magic that powerful. Maybe what we need is to find you a hammer as big as his.”

She started to gel with the idea. “Or some other kind of advantage. But I thought that kind of magic was only for finding people or objects. Isn’t what you’re offering a little … nebulous?”

He shrugged. “Need is need. Whether it’s a person, a place or a, er, thing.”

It was a deeper understanding of magic than he needed to have. Vampire talents were just that, gifts that they possessed and were instinctively able to use. Vampires just did it. It was witches and warlocks who explored it further.

She could have used the opening to needle him about his surprising range of talents, but she left it. “I’ll keep it in mind. I’d still prefer to try slipping out of London without running into more trouble. Once we’re on the road, I think we’ll be clear.”

“Your call.”

She was grateful that he’d left it at that. He didn’t argue with her much, she noticed. Once she’d made a decision, he went with it. Maybe it was just because he was getting paid through her.

Rather than match his deathless stare, she let her gaze wander around his apartment. “You read a lot?”

Leo took her empty mug and started washing it in the sink. “We’re doing small talk, now?”

“We could sit here in stony silence until Mia is done in the shower if you like,” Vanessa said. “That might be a while, though.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yes, I read a lot. There’s this whole chunk of time each day when I can’t go outside because of the giant flaming ball of fire in the sky. It’s limiting.”

“What are The Sunless Chronicles?” she asked. “You have a lot of them.” At least two dozen dark, leatherbound volumes stood in a row on a high shelf. They stood out because of their uniformity.

“They’re the writings of a vampire historian,” Leo said. He put the washed and dried mug back in a cupboard. “No one knows who they are, but they seem to know everything about the history of vampires in Britain and western Europe.”

Vanessa nodded. “And did reading all that help you figure out what’s strange about you?”

He glared at her.

She smiled. “Got a set of clothes that would fit me? I could use a shower too.”


Chapter 14


They made their plans and were ready to depart by the time the sun went down. Then Mia got a text.

“He’s got my mum!”

She was panicking, waving her phone at them like it was a big sign. “He’s got my mum!”

Damn it, Vanessa thought.

Leo caught Mia’s wrists in a gentle but firm grip. Mia squirmed, trying to break free, even as Leo said her name, trying to snap her out of her panic. Vanessa stepped in and plucked the phone from Mia’s hand.

The message was short.

Freddie’s here. He won’t let me leave. Help me.

Mia was still hyperventilating, but Leo had managed to calm her down enough for him to let her go. Vanessa showed him the message.

“Trap?” he asked.

“Obviously,” she replied, her jaw working.

“We’ve got to help her,” Mia said. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were wide. “Freddie will … he’ll–”

“We talked about this,” Vanessa said. “You have to see that it’s a trap.”

“She’s my mum!” Mia shouted.

“Easy, Mia,” Leo said. He reached for her again, though he didn’t touch her. “Vanessa can handle this. Don’t worry.”

“We can’t leave her,” Mia said. She reached a pleading hand towards Vanessa. “We can’t! What would you do if he had your mum?”

Vanessa tried not to think of her family, but Mia’s words called up her memories of them anyway. It wasn’t her mother she thought of, though. It was her brother, and the angry words he’d thrown at her the last time they spoke.

Unable to stop herself, she imagined her brother and his family in Freddie’s grasp.

Damn it, Vanessa thought again.

“Vanessa will know what to do,” Leo said to her. “You’ve been in this kind of situation before, right Vanessa?”

“I have,” she replied and kept it at that.

Leo’s expression clouded. She could see that it had occurred to him to wonder which side of the situation she’d been on.

Vanessa took Mia by the shoulders. “Mia, we can’t risk leaving you here, in case this is a feint. We have to take you with us. Freddie will use that chance to try and take you back. Leo and I will do our best, but once the action starts, there’s no guarantee how it’ll end. Leo rightly pointed out to me earlier than we’ve lost to Freddie more than we’ve won. This could end with you back in Freddie’s hands and you know what that means.”

Vanessa could feel Mia shaking under her grip. Even so, Mia said, “She’s my mum. I can’t just leave her.”

Vanessa had no backup she could call in. Edric had no one he could send to rescue Mia’s mother in her place. Vanessa had to deal with this or leave Mia’s mother to whatever cruelties Freddie could dream up.

Sometimes all you had were bad options.

“All right,” Vanessa said. “Tell me about where your mum lives.”
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Vanessa scouted the location as the sun went down.

Mia’s mother lived on a council estate, in a complex of six-storey apartment buildings of dark brown brick. Vanessa wore her own leather jacket and jeans, as well as a fresh shirt she’d borrowed from Leo. The loose shirt, black of course, was long enough on her almost to qualify as a dress. She’d tucked it in as best she could.

The council estate had two main entrances and one pedestrian entrance to a park. Mia’s mother, Rose, lived in a second-floor apartment on an inward-facing side of the building. Vanessa left Mia and Leo in the car a block away and walked around the estate, as best the streets allowed. She saw no sign of a familiar white Vauxhall Astra.

She’d hoped Freddie would ambush her while she was out in the open. But if he was out there, he was smart enough to wait until he could see Mia.

Vanessa took out her phone. “Leo, bring her in.”

A minute later, Leo pulled up in Miguel’s car. As Mia scrambled out, Vanessa leaned through the open door. “You’re my wild card, Leo. Be there when I call.”

“You can count on me, my horse and my buggy,” he replied.

She snorted, then closed the door. Leo quickly drove off.

Vanessa kept Mia close as they entered the estate. The girl was shapeless in the hoodie and cargo pants that Leo had given her. She had the hood up. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but there was always a small chance that it would fool Freddie, perhaps long enough to make a difference.

“We need to convince your mum to come with us as quickly as possible,” Vanessa said as they crossed the car park. “Whatever she’s wearing, that’s what she’s going in. Will she have a coat handy?”

“Yeah, there’s a coat hook by the front door.” Mia was tense with nerves and Vanessa could hear it in her voice. “She might not want to come. She probably blames me for this. She’ll probably shout at me.”

“She’ll come if she knows what’s good for her,” Vanessa replied.

Away from Leo, they were outside the range of the shading charm. When they’d come up with their plan, Vanessa had asked Leo if he could fasten shading magic to her the way Miguel had to the charm.

“Even just for a short time,” she’d said.

At first, Leo was defensive. “I don’t know.” But then his expression grew thoughtful. “Maybe? I’d have to think about it.”

Vanessa had decided they didn’t have time to wait. “Then we plan for what we can do.”

She had weighed up the pros and cons of separating from him and decided it was better to have Leo as backup. And in any case, Freddie had to be close enough to keep watch on Rose Taylor’s apartment with his own eyes. There was nothing to be gained from concealing themselves from scrying magic.

They climbed the stairs to the second floor and the door of number 47. Vanessa listened, but heard no signs of movement. She moved Mia off to the side where she’d be out of the line of fire.

With a single motion, she kicked the door open. Wood splintered and the lock snapped. She raced inside, even as she heard a woman scream.

She found a kitchen first: empty. Then a living room: a middle-aged woman in a dressing gown, cowering in fright. A hallway to the bedrooms: clear.

“Where’s Freddie?” Vanessa demanded. “Is he here?”

Stammering and shaking, Rose Taylor said, “He’s gone.”

“How long ago?” She grabbed Rose by the arm. “Come on! How long?”

“I don’t know! Ten minutes! I don’t know where he went!”

“Mum!”

“Mia!”

Mia had come in behind Vanessa, despite being told not to, drawn by the sound of Rose’s voice. She rushed to Rose and threw her arms around her. “Are you all right? What did he do to you?”

“What did you do?” Rose shouted. “What did you do to set him off like that, you stupid cow?”

Mia shrank back, tears in her eyes. “It’s not my fault!”

But Rose was enraged. “It’s always your fault! What did you do? How did you mess up this time?”

“Enough!” Vanessa snapped. Both women jumped. “Rose, you’re coming with us right now. Mia, get her a coat.”

“I’m not–” Rose began.

“Now!” Vanessa said. Rose jumped again. Mia scurried back to the hallway.

Rose rallied. “I don’t know who you think you are–”

There was no time. Vanessa grabbed the woman by the arm and hauled her out of the room. Mia was standing in the hallway with a big coat, its hood lined with fake fur. She tried to get Rose into it. The woman tried to fend Mia off, until she spotted Vanessa’s glare.

Once they were out on the second-floor walkway, Vanessa got out her phone. “Leo, we’re on our way to you.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“My door!” Rose said, her voice shrill. “What did you to do my door?”

Mia had to keep gently pushing Rose to keep her moving. “It doesn’t matter, Mum!”

“That’s my bloody door! We can’t go! The door’s wide open!”

“We’ve got to get away from Freddie, Mum! Before he hurts you!”

Where is he? Vanessa wondered as they clattered down the stairs. In his place, she’d have hit them already, using the advantage of narrow spaces.

“Who is this person, anyway?” Rose demanded. “What’s she got you mixed up in?”

“She’s helping me, Mum. I’m leaving Freddie.”

“You are not! You–”

Vanessa grabbed Rose’s arm again and dragged her down the rest of the stairs.

The moment she came out of the stairwell, she spotted him.

Freddie stood a dozen metres away, in the centre of the car park. The nose she’d broken was straight, though still swollen, and he had dark circles under his eyes. But his grin was cruel and his eyes were furious.

“I knew you’d come,” Freddie said. “I knew you’d be this stupid.”

“Stupid?” Vanessa repeated. She loosened her shoulders and curled her hands into fists. “I’m glad you’re here, Freddie. My fists have been missing your face.”

“Hand Mia over,” Freddie snapped. “She belongs to me!”

“I’m not going with you, Freddie!” she cried back.

“Mia,” Vanessa said, her eyes on Freddie, “get your mother to the car.”

But Rose shook herself free of Mia’s grip, then grabbed her daughter hard by the arms. “I’m not going anywhere. And neither are you.”

Shit, Vanessa thought.

Freddie guffawed.

“Mum, what are you doing?” Mia wailed.

“You’re staying with Freddie,” Rose snarled. “He’s the best thing that ever happened to you. You were getting wasted on weed and opening your legs to God knows who every night.”

“He’s bad news, Mum!” Mia screamed. “He’s going to hurt me!”

“He cleaned you up and straightened you out!” Rose screamed back. “He even helps me out with the bills. You’re staying with him and that’s that!”

Vanessa didn’t dare move her gaze from Freddie. He was still laughing, but he was watching her, waiting for an opening.

Come on, Leo. It was down to him, now.

“How’s the jaw?” Vanessa asked Freddie. “Did you enjoy the free dental work? Care to leave a review?”

Freddie’s grin dropped away. “Oh, I’ve been waiting for this rematch. You think you got me figured out? I’ll show you how wrong you are!”

He thrust his hand at the nearest car, parked a short way off to the side.

The car shuddered and lowered on its suspension, as though a great weight had landed on it. Then its windows exploded. With a screech of metal, the bonnet and roof tore themselves away from the car.

Vanessa stared. Freddie had had an upgrade.

The bonnet threw itself at her, spinning like a giant, razor-edged disc. Vanessa rolled under it. She came up as the roof, also spinning, sliced down at her. Vanessa leapt to the side and it gouged the ground, sparks flying.

She threw herself at Freddie, covering the distance between them in three steps. Freddie gaped. His hands rose into a boxer’s ready position, but he was too slow. With a roar, she slammed her fist into his ribs.

It was like hitting a block of steel.

Freddie gasped, even as pain bloomed in Vanessa’s wrist and shoulder.

“Yeah!” Freddie crowed. “I’m fucking metal!”

He launched into his jab-cross combo. Vanessa expected it, blocked each blow. The impacts on her forearms were brutal. She let Freddie drive her backwards.

Behind her rose a scream of outrage.

Vanessa flipped backwards, putting distance between herself and Freddie. Then she risked a glance.

Rose sat on the ground, as though she’d been pushed over. Leo had his arms around a weeping Mia. He lifted her off her feet.

“Thief!” Freddie shouted. He raised his fist high and brought it down, as though pounding it on a table.

The ground under Leo smashed downwards in a crater five metres across. Leo’s legs flailed, but he landed with the agility of a cat. Rose bounced and fell on her side, shrieking in terror.

Leo glanced towards Vanessa, a question in his mirror-bright eyes.

“Go!” Vanessa shouted, waving at him.

“Get back here!” Freddie raised his arm again.

Vanessa charged him. She leapt. Her boot slammed into his face, with all the force she could bring to bear.

Freddie rocked back a step.

Vanessa landed on her hands, sprang past Freddie on his left. Before he could turn, she kicked him hard in the back of the knee.

He crashed to the ground with a hollow clang.

Vanessa rolled. She brought her elbow down on his face. He blocked with both arms and it was like hitting crossed iron girders. She hit him again, then heard the scrape of metal behind her. She somersaulted off him on instinct. The torn iron disc of the car bonnet skimmed past her.

When she landed, it was in time to see Leo making his escape from the estate grounds.

“You think you can run from me?” Freddie roared.

He slammed his fist against the ground.

But his target wasn’t Leo or Mia.

Rose cried out in terror as the ground collapsed beneath her. She fell from view.

And Vanessa knew.

She knew it was a distraction. She knew that she needed to stay focused on Freddie, to keep him occupied while Leo got Mia to safety. She knew that tactically, anything else was the wrong move. That included saving Rose’s life.

And she knew that despite Rose’s betrayal, Mia would be devastated if her mother died.

She sprinted across the car park and leapt into the crater. It was only a metre deep. Rose was on her hands and knees, frozen in terror. Vanessa grabbed her around the waist and lifted her.

When she looked up, Freddie stood on the edge of the crater. He thrust his arm upwards, his fingers open like claws.

A hand of cold London clay, like dead flesh, clamped around Vanessa’s legs.

She threw Rose towards the crater’s edge.

The hand dragged Vanessa beneath the earth.
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As the very ground collapsed beneath him, Leo held Mia tight.

He landed with a panther’s grace, though for a second he froze, astonished by what had happened.

Rose’s cry snapped him out of it.

He glanced across the car park at Vanessa, ignoring Freddie’s bellowing. They hadn’t expected this. Did she still want him to run? Or did she want him to send Mia on her way and help her? Or help Rose?

“Go!” Vanessa said.

Leo leapt out of the shallow crater, Mia still in his arms. He ran for the estate exit. The car was pulled up at the side of the road, a short distance beyond.

The ground bounced again. Leo kept his balance, grateful for his vampiric gifts.

He sprinted through the gate and reached Miguel’s car. He’d left it unlocked. He bundled a sobbing Mia into the passenger seat, closed the door, then leapt across the car’s roof, careless of who might see him do it.

Keep him busy, Vanessa. He’d seen the torn-apart car and could guess what had happened to it. I don’t want that to happen to our ride.

A cry of victory made him glance back.

He couldn’t see Vanessa. But he could see Freddie.

Leo slid into the car and started the engine. “Cover your eyes!” He planted his foot on the accelerator and sent them screeching into a tiny gap in the traffic.

Mia screamed and covered her eyes.

The car bounced, like the road had jumped beneath them. Leo’s head hit the ceiling and he cursed.

Then they were clear.

“We can’t leave her!” Mia said as she scrabbled for her seat belt.

“It’s what she told us to do,” Leo replied. “She knows what she’s doing.”

I hope you do, Vanessa.

Tears rolled down Mia’s cheeks. “She told me this would happen. I’m so stupid!”

“You’re not stupid,” Leo said. “She’s your mum. What else could we do?” He took a corner and slowed down to a more regular speed, though he kept checking the rearview mirror. “There, we’re out of line of sight. Freddie can’t get us now.” He hoped. He really hoped.

“What are we going to do?” Mia asked, still sobbing. “What if Freddie does something to Vanessa?”

“She’ll come through,” Leo said. “You can trust her.”

Come through, Vanessa, he thought. We can’t do this without you.


Chapter 15


In the airless dark of the earth, Vanessa held her breath.

Panic threatened her for a second, but only a second. She’d been close to death many times before. She had clawed her way back from it every time.

She didn’t know how far down into the cold, hard clay Freddie had pulled her. It didn’t matter. No matter how far down she was, she’d get herself out.

She could see nothing. She had only feeling to go by. She couldn’t even tell if Freddie had left her right side up. All she could do was try to move.

Her power was not of the earth. Hers was the power of sky and storm. The earth was her opposite and in that moment, her enemy.

She didn’t surrender to it.

The ground above her – what she thought was above her – had been disturbed by her passage down. Vanessa flattened her right hand into a blade and drove it upwards. At the same time, she pushed downwards with her feet. Inch by painful inch, she moved upwards.

The air in her lungs was getting stale. How long had she been underground? She thought she might have blacked out at first, at least partially.

All the more reason to get moving.

The earth held her in a bruising grip, but she pushed through it. She threw all of her supernatural strength into the effort. Little by little, she rose towards the surface.

The air in her lungs was now completely stale. Vanessa fought the urge to breathe in. There was no air to be had. All she’d do was inhale dirt and clay.

But she needed air. She needed it.

Then she felt the power within her stir. Lightning flickered on the horizon, a gust of wind brought the scent of rain. The air in her lungs purified. The desperate urge to breathe in faded.

Back in the days of her strength, she’d used this trick with the air. Then, it had seemed to cost nothing. But now, reduced as she was, it forcefully drained her strength.

Her limbs weakened.

Vanessa clenched her teeth behind her sealed-shut lips and reached deep inside. Right arm up. Then left arm. Then right leg. Then left. Each movement a hard-fought battle against the cold grip of the earth. Each a tiny victory in a long war.

The air freshened in her lungs again. Her limbs grew weaker still.

Her mind flashed back. A year ago, almost to the day, she’d crawled out of the sea. Her life was nothing but flames behind her. The power she’d grown accustomed to was draining out of her, moment by moment, until almost all of it was gone. She had survived. Unexpectedly, impossibly, she had survived. She had no idea what future lay before her. But there was a future, and for that she would fight with everything she had.

Right arm up. Then left arm up. Then right leg. Then left.

Her power flowed from the reservoir within her, a drizzle compared to what had once been a flood, a squall compared to what had once been a storm. It felt like there was almost nothing left. As her power flowed and cleaned the air in her lungs yet again, she felt that trickle taper off to nothing.

Right arm – up. Up! Come on, up!

You didn’t survive all that to die like this!

Her fingers broke the surface.

Vanessa resisted the urge to gasp. Her face was still underground and she’d just swallow dirt. She screwed her eyes shut and heaved. Her entire body trembled. She got her wrist clear. Then her forearm. Then her elbow.

She bent her arm and pressed her palm against the ground and pushed.

Left leg push! Right leg push!

The crown of her head broke the surface. She was so close to fresh air. So close! Her chest locked up in agony. Don’t breathe yet, not yet, so close, not yet!

Her face cleared the earth.

Vanessa drew a huge, gasping breath. She coughed it out, then drew in again. It felt like the air scraped her throat raw all the way down. But it was air, cool air, air from the wide sky above.

She let herself lie there, panting, giving her body a minute. If Freddie was still nearby, he could knock her skull clean off. She was vulnerable, but she couldn’t move.

At last the world came into focus.

She was in the bottom of the crater that Freddie had opened under her. The edges of it were about six feet above her. There were people up there looking down at her, with a combination of shock and horror. None of them was Freddie. Rose was also nowhere to be seen.

Of course Freddie was gone. Once she was out of the way, he’d gone after Mia.

Get her to safety, Leo, she thought. He was a vampire, the last person she should trust. But she believed he’d try.

Vanessa worked her other arm out of the ground, then with many grunts and groans, she heaved herself all the way out. She wanted to just lie on the broken ground for a thousand years, but she made herself stand up.

She could not remember feeling so weak. It had never happened, back in her old life. Never.

Anger swelled within her. She’d let herself lose to him. Again. So what if he was even harder to hurt than before? He was nothing compared to her as a warrior. Her old self would never have fallen for such a trick.

Her old self would have let Rose die without hesitation.

Vanessa shook her head. That was too much to think about now and she needed to focus. Because Freddie was after Mia and she didn’t know if he could find her. She still didn’t know why Miguel’s shading had covered them for so long and that meant she didn’t know if it was still working.

But she did know that the Brotherhood had a scryer in their ranks.

Vanessa took stock. Her clothes were covered in sticky, ground-in clay. Her phone was still in her pocket and when she checked it, the screen lit up. She tried to send a message, but the screen wouldn’t recognise her caked fingers.

She wiped at the clay clinging to her mouth, then moved to the edge of the crater and jumped for the surface.

Or tried to.

Vanessa gasped as she only just caught hold of the crater’s edge. She should have been able to jump straight out. How could she be this weak? Was she any stronger than a human?

Was her power gone for good?

Hands grabbed her wrists and helped pull her up. Someone asked if she was okay. “I’m fine. I’m okay. No, I don’t need an ambulance. I’m fine.” She pushed free of them.

She almost ran straight into the Shadow Magistrate.

It was the same tall, older man in a navy-blue suit. His warlock’s ring shimmered on his right hand. He grasped the lapel of his jacket with his left.

“Good evening, Madam,” he said. “Corporal Daniel Hagen, Shadow Magistrates. Are you in need of assistance?”

She tried to brush past him. “No, thanks.”

The air around her thickened. She slowed, like she was trying to push through gel.

“Then perhaps you might help me,” he said.

She should have been able to shove through his spell easily. Instead, with a wheezing grunt, she stopped trying. She eyed the old man warily. He looked frail, but the last twenty-four hours had taught her not to judge by appearances.

Vanessa put her right hand in the pocket of her jacket. Sure enough, it was filled with rough clay. She closed her fingers around it.

“I doubt it,” Vanessa said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go have a shower.”

“I can certainly appreciate why,” he said. “If you’ll accompany me, I’m sure we can accommodate you at our headquarters.”

“How’s your water pressure?” she asked.

“It’s–”

She threw the handful of clay at him.

The magistrate gasped. He swept his ring-hand around and the green gem on his warlock’s ring flashed. The clumps of clay scattered to the side.

Vanessa used the opening to run.

She couldn’t run fast. She could barely run faster than a normal human. But she put everything she had into her legs, until her lungs burned and her muscles ached.

If Corporal Daniel Hagen tried to stop her, she didn’t notice.
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In the Odd’s Transport offices, in the Dispatch area, Silas flinched as a message popped up on his screen.

Enrica: Any word from Vanessa Montiero?

Silas would rather deal with Vincent Argyle. Vincent was head of client relations and if the client wasn’t complaining, he was happy. Enrica’s focus was not so narrow.

No messages, sorry, he replied.

Nothing had come into Dispatch from Vanessa all day. That wasn’t procedure. Couriers needed to check in once per day on the longer jobs, unless prior arrangements had been made. Sometimes Odd’s Transport couriers went far, far beyond the range of mobile signal towers. But no such flag had been added to the job as far as Silas could see.

Enrica: When was the last message from her?

Silas checked the logs, though he already knew the answer. 11:47 last night.

Enrica: No contact from Miguel either?

Sorry, he sent, no.

Enrica took so long to reply that Silas began to hope she’d given up. Then the icon appeared on his screen to indicate she was typing.

She seemed to type for a long time.

Enrica: Strange. The client is giving us the runaround too. This smells fishy. I’ll have a poke around. Thanks Silas.

He gulped. Let me know if I can help.

She sent a thumbs-up.

He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want her poking around, but he had no idea how to divert her.

There wasn’t anything ‘fishy’ about what he’d done, he was sure of it. He’d been asked to send a shading warlock, and Miguel was on their file of freelancers. He’d been asked to arrange for a vampire to access healing and he’d contacted a vampire safe house that, as far as Odd’s Transport knew, was safe for them to use.

But he worried that there was some trace of his meddling to be found. And that was only the first thing weighing on his mind.

Because quite clearly, something had gone tits-up. Miguel was dead, a fact he hadn’t reported to Odd’s. Word had come back to Silas that Miguel had mishandled the situation and paid for it with his life. Silas had heard rumblings of a second incident, but he hadn’t been included in the loop.

He didn’t see how he could be held accountable. But if this all fell apart, blame would land on everyone involved, regardless of where the blame lay. And Silas’s dreams of immortality would turn to ashes.

All he could do was sit at his station.

And wait.
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Though her lungs strained and her legs burned, Vanessa ran.

She was a block away from where she’d fought Freddie and she kept going. Not because of the Shadow Magistrate. Not even because of Freddie.

Because she’d been caught on video.

Had anyone recorded her fight with Freddie? Probably not, and even if they had, she doubted it was any good. But when she climbed out of the ground? There’d been people close by, close enough to get a good look at her face. It was smeared with dirt, but not that much.

She was no longer hidden. Her hunters would find her.

For the first time in a year, Vanessa felt fully exposed. Her hunters thought she was dead and maybe that would buy her time. But if Miguel had called the wrong person, they’d be on alert. They would see the video sooner rather than later.

They’d come for her.

Vanessa was two blocks from where she’d fought Freddie when a familiar car pulled up beside her. The passenger side door popped open. “Get in!” Leo called from the driver’s seat. Mia was in the back.

Vanessa jumped inside. Leo didn’t wait for her to close the door before he sped away.

“Shit,” Mia said, “what happened?”

“I told you to get out of here,” Vanessa snapped at Leo.

“We lost Freddie,” he replied. “As tough as metal? Yes. As slow as if he’s made of metal? Also yes. And you’re welcome.”

She bit back a retort. They had more important things to worry about. “We need to ditch this car as soon as possible.”

“Don’t we need a car?” Mia asked. She was huddled deep in Leo’s oversized hoodie, staring at Vanessa like she was ranting and raving.

“We do,” Vanessa said. “But Freddie has seen it. If he can describe it to the Brotherhood’s scryer, it might be enough for them to track it. Then it’s the scryer versus Miguel’s shading magic, which is going to run out any time now.”

She said the last with a meaningful look at Leo. The shading magic was the only thing protecting them from her hunters, now. It was more important than ever.

Blissfully unaware of the full danger they were in, Leo responded with a knowing smile.

They ditched the car five blocks from Leo’s apartment. Leo’s place was a gamble in itself. They were assuming that Miguel’s shading spell had still been active while they were there. If they were right, Freddie and the Brotherhood didn’t know the location.

That left Odd’s Transport to be concerned about. Dispatch might know Leo’s home address. If they couldn’t be trusted, they might find company waiting for them.

Or whoever Miguel had called. If he’d called the wrong person, far bigger trouble could be about to crash down on them.

Vanessa was short of breath, like she was still running. “See that bus stop up ahead?”

It was a small shelter with a narrow bench for leaning on. A sign listed the buses that stopped there and a nearby streetlight lit the entire thing. There was no one waiting for a bus.

“What about it?” Leo replied.

“I need to stop there,” she said. “Five minute break.”

She was ready for a sarcastic remark. Instead, Leo’s brow creased and he hovered by her elbow.

When they reached the bus stop, Vanessa lowered herself onto the bench with a long sigh. The others stared at her, worry screwing up their faces.

“You should be keeping watch, Leo,” she said.

“Right. Right, of course.” He half-turned away from her.

Vanessa leaned against the back wall of the bus stop. She had forgotten what true exhaustion felt like. She wasn’t pleased to make its acquaintance again.

“What if–” Mia hesitated, swallowed. “What if you, you know, had some of Leo’s blood?”

Vanessa whipped around to face her. “What?”

Mia shrank deeper into her hood. “It’d heal you, wouldn’t it? I heard that about vampire blood.”

“It would also make Vanessa more suggestible,” Leo said. “And while I wouldn’t mind if she listened to me now and then, I don’t think Vanessa feels the same way.”

“It won’t work on me anyway,” Vanessa said. “It’s a different kind of magic to mine and they don’t get along.”

“Oh,” Mia replied. She bowed her head. “I’m sorry. It was a stupid idea. I’m so stupid.” She burst into tears.

Leo lifted his arm as though to put it around her shoulders, then took her hand instead. Mia buried her face in his shoulder anyway.

Vanessa opened her mouth to tell him to keep his eyes on the street. He shot her a scowl so fierce the words died in her throat.

“We shouldn’t have gone to see my mum,” Mia said. “She hates me. Why does she hate me? What’s wrong with me?”

Vanessa watched, fascinated, as Leo stroked her hand. What was with him? Was he a vampire or not?

“My dad didn’t like me much,” Leo said. “Didn’t like a son who read books all the time, instead of whatever he thought I should be doing. He definitely didn’t like the way I dressed. He called me a few things for that.” Old pain flickered across Leo’s features. “He didn’t understand me. I think maybe I made him feel inadequate, because I read all the time and he barely read a book in his entire life. He was even proud of that, or so he said. That was my dad, always putting me down. And he was all I had.”

“That sucks,” Mia said. She sniffled and wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her too-big hoodie. “Nothing I did was ever good enough for my mum. I’ve got no idea what good enough even means to her. It was always just whatever I wasn’t.”

“Families, huh?” Leo said. “Fucking suck.” He looked over at Vanessa.

Oh shit, she thought.

“What about you, Vanessa?” Leo asked.

She froze.

She had battled warlocks far more dangerous than Freddie and monsters far more terrifying than any vampire. In the back of her mind, there had long been a quiet dread that Claudia would find out something about her old life, and that would spoil how she looked at Vanessa forever. But she’d steeled herself for that one, even come up with things she could say to try to recover Claudia’s good opinion.

She was not ready for Leo to ask about her family.

Mia was still wiping her eyes. “Yeah, what about you?”

Vanessa shook her head in desperate negation. Leo gave her a look that was both pleading and insistent at the same time.

Shit, Vanessa thought.

“I–” She coughed. A misery she’d locked away inside her took its chance to slip its bonds. She was too exhausted to stop it. “I went away for a while. When I came back, it was just my brother left.” That was a lie, but no way would she get closer to the truth than that. “He wasn’t happy to see me. He blamed me for a lot of things that happened while I was away. We haven’t spoken since.”

Leo claimed his vampire gifts included compulsion. He must have used it on her. She would not have spoken otherwise, not about that. Anger boiled up inside her and she stared daggers at him.

“That’s not fair,” Mia said, still snuffling.

“Remember my friend Hack?” Leo asked. “We became friends in high school. I thought we’d be friends for life. When we got into the vampire scene, I thought we’d be friends literally forever. Then he backed out. We’re okay now, but we’re too different to really be friends.” He squeezed Mia’s hand. “We get it, Mia.”

“Yeah,” she said, head hanging down. “I just wish someone in my life wasn’t a complete shit, you know?”

“There’s a whole new life waiting for you when we get to where we’re going,” Leo said.

Without looking up, Mia asked in a whisper, “What happened to my mum?”

Leo tensed.

Vanessa said, “Freddie dropped the ground out from under her, but I threw her clear. She’ll be fine.”

“What if Freddie–?” Mia began.

“He only attacked her as a feint,” Vanessa said. “To distract me. He won’t have cared about her after that. She’s probably back in her apartment, having tea.”

“Or fucking vodka,” Mia muttered. “Why did she do that? Why did she do that to me?”

“Freddie manipulated her,” Vanessa said. “Same as he manipulated you. You heard your mum say Freddie was helping her with her bills. That’s how he got her onside.”

“I hope she drowns herself in that vodka,” Mia said, though she didn’t sound like she meant it.

Thank you, Leo mouthed.

Vanessa looked away. “I’ve rested long enough.”

“Are you –?” Leo began.

She was still furious with him. Her expression silenced him.

Vanessa stood up with a grunt. “Let’s get moving.”

It took ten more minutes to reach Leo’s apartment. Mia tried to help Vanessa up the stairs, but she couldn’t handle her weight. Leo had to take over while Mia followed.

While they climbed, Vanessa hissed, “Don’t you ever use your compulsion on me like that again.”

“I didn’t,” he whispered back.

Vanessa scowled and allowed herself to be hauled up the stairs.

But when they reached the front door of his apartment, Leo hesitated.

Vanessa went to high alert. “What is it?”

“Someone’s inside,” he said. “Maybe more than one person. No heartbeats.”

Vanessa went cold as she considered their options. She was in no shape for a fight, but she was in no shape to run. Whoever was waiting for them might already know they were outside.

She disentangled herself from Leo and stood straight. Flakes of clay fell off her.

“What are you going to do?” Leo asked.

“My menacing voice.”

She pushed the door open and marched inside.

The first person she spotted in the living room stood to the side, where they had a good view of the front door. The man wore a black suit and sunglasses, and he stood with his large hands folded in front of him. His skin had a dusky pallor to it that marked him as a vampire. The way he stood tagged him in Vanessa’s mind as a security guard.

The second person stood by the living room window, his back to them as he looked out. Gold blond hair spilled in waves down the back of his white suit. Gold rings sparkled on a finger of each hand. Unlike the burly security guard, he was slim, even boyish.

When he turned around, Vanessa discovered that, to her surprise, he was beautiful. He wore sunglasses with round lenses and gold rims, but the rest of his features were the kind that a master painter might use as a model for an angel. Or the devil.

“Ambrose,” Leo muttered. “Of course.”

Opal’s sire, the one who had engineered the scheme to hook Leo in, the one who had sent Soren to collect him. Vanessa tried to take his measure. There was no direct way to see a vampire’s age, but the further they got from their mortal lives the less human they became. Once Ambrose turned to face them, he became still. It was the kind of stillness that Vanessa associated only with old, old vampires.

Vanessa folded her arms across her chest. “Heard from Soren lately?”

Ambrose ignored the question. He appeared to study her from behind his sunglasses, but whatever he thought of Vanessa and her clay-encrusted appearance, he gave no sign of it. His regard alighted briefly on Mia before settling on Leo.

Vanessa didn’t like the way this was unfolding.

“It doesn’t show,” Ambrose murmured. His voice was soft. Vanessa could imagine that he had a sweet singing voice.

“What doesn’t show?” Leo asked, wary.

“The trick they’ve played on you,” Ambrose said. He had a hint of Italian in his accent, but only a hint.

Ambrose returned his gaze to Vanessa. He moved and she tensed, ready to be attacked. If he was as old as she suspected, he could move as fast as she could blink. But he only took a few leisurely paces towards her.

“Opal claims you are not what you seem,” he said. “That you dealt with Soren so effectively suggests she is right.”

He had no need of the security guard he’d brought with him. That was just a status display. Ambrose himself was all the protection he needed. She stood firm under his gaze, trying to give no sign that she was aware of the threat he posed.

“What do you want?” she asked.

Ambrose’s gaze drifted back to Leo. “You know who I am.” It was not a question. He did not think he had to introduce himself.

Leo nodded. He gently pressed Mia behind him.

“Do you know who you are?” Ambrose asked.

Leo blinked. “If we’re getting into the deep philosophical questions, all I’ve really got are Joy Division lyrics. Sorry.”

Ambrose strolled over to the bookshelves. He didn’t hurry. He knew he had their attention, that he had it for as long as he wanted it.

He ran a perfect hand along the spines of Leo’s collection of The Sunless Chronicles. “You don’t know. But you feel it, don’t you? And so you search for an explanation. This is a rare and unexpectedly complete collection. If you have absorbed the words of the chronicler, you know much of what you need. But you can’t put it together.” He swivelled towards Leo, again at that gentle pace. “Can you?”

“Leo,” Vanessa said, “are you following this cryptic bullshit?”

“Not really,” he replied. Though there was a focus in his expression that suggested he was listening hard.

Ambrose slid his sunglasses from his nose. He took a white kerchief from his pocket and cleaned the lenses, one after the other, on both sides.

At the sight of Ambrose without his glasses, Leo made a soft sound of surprise. Vanessa frowned.

His eyes were gold, bright like polished coins.

The old, old vampire slid his glasses back on, adjusted them to his liking and lowered his hands. He stared at Leo as though he were taking his time thinking things through.

“I thought to simply take you,” Ambrose said at last. “I find there is little I cannot simply take. It is a surprise that Soren could not, given how young you are, but that he was not your match perhaps offers us hints as to the mysteries around you.” He turned his head ever-so-slightly towards his security guard. “Vander.”

The vampire reached inside his jacket. Vanessa tensed. But when Vander’s hand emerged, it held a glass vial the length of an index finger. It was filled with dark red fluid. He tossed it across the room towards Leo, who caught it with his left hand.

“Human,” Ambrose said. “Fresh. The highest quality, from my personal supply. It will sustain a vampire of your age for several days.”

Leo held it up to the light. “Why?”

“A peace offering,” Ambrose said. “A gesture of goodwill.” He lifted one hand in a royal wave. “No need to stand on ceremony. Drink it.”

Leo glanced at Vanessa, then said, “I’ll keep it for later, if you don’t mind. I’m still full from the shading warlock I ate recently.”

Ambrose’s eyes narrowed a micron. Again, he had not had his way. “You feel what’s missing,” he said, “yet you cannot fathom it. You seek answers, yet you do not know what questions to ask. I do, Leo. Come with me now. We will walk the path together and learn the truths hidden from you. We will discover why you can do the things you can do.”

Vanessa thought, Ah hah. There were too many things about Leo that made no sense. She wasn’t the only one to see it. And whatever those secrets were, they were valuable enough to attract the interest of a vampire as powerful as Ambrose.

Leo’s jaw worked. Would he take the offer? Ambrose was undoubtedly dangerous, but if the old vampire was right, he was offering Leo something he had put great effort into trying to learn. The pay Vanessa was offering couldn’t hope to match that.

Leo glanced at Vanessa. Then he looked at Mia.

“That’s very generous of you,” Leo said. “I’m flattered that you’ve taken an interest, I really am. But my calendar is rather full at the moment, as you can see.”

Ambrose’s mouth tightened.

He doesn’t hear ‘no’ often, Vanessa thought. Had they denied him one time too many?

“I am a great admirer of the story of Alexander the Great and the Gordian Knot,” Ambrose said. “I assume someone who reads as much as you do is familiar with it?”

“Yes?” Leo replied.

“If I were to kill the woman and the girl, your calendar would free up, correct?”

Leo’s mouth fell open.

Vanessa grinned as that dark urge pulsed into life within her. Just how dangerous was Ambrose? How strong, how fast? How did an ancient Italian vampire fight? She was in no state to challenge him, but all the same, she wanted to know.

“Ambrose,” she said in a chiding tone, “you were doing so well. You’ve been so patient, just as I’d expect from an old one. You used Opal to lay your trap. You sat back and waited for her to lure Leo in and for Soren to bag him.” She loosened her shoulders and kept grinning at Ambrose. “And then you come here and you’re all nice about giving him some blood, and you play on his curiosity and his need to know himself and, Ambrose, it was all going so well. Then what? You hear ‘no’ and you snap?”

The points of his fangs grew more visible in his mouth. “If I were you, I–”

“You don’t know anything about me, Ambrose,” Vanessa said. “I mean, you know I left Soren chilling in Regent’s Canal in a few pieces. That’s not much, but then, you don’t come across actual threats much, do you? It’s been, what, decades at since you had to really exert yourself? Centuries?”

She stalked towards him. His lips peeled back from his fangs. His fingernails sharpened. Defensive reactions. Vanessa felt a savage thrill at catching him so off-guard.

“Last time I fought a vampire like you,” Vanessa said, lowering her voice, still grinning, “I had a great time. He knew three different styles of martial arts and he was a master of them. He’d blended them together into his own unique style. That’s why I enjoy fighting old ones like you. It’s always a unique experience.”

He stiffened as she came closer still, with anger or outrage or both.

“What do you bring to the table?” Vanessa asked. “What will I remember about fighting you?”

No one in the room moved. They waited to see how Ambrose would react.

Then in a normal voice, Vanessa said, “Or you could go back to being patient. You’ve laid out your trail of breadcrumbs. Give it some time and see if Leo follows them.”

“You’re only human,” Ambrose said. His voice was a hiss. “You’re filthy. You can barely stand.”

Vanessa shrugged. “Leo, drop the shading ward.”

Leo jerked. “What? But–”

“Do it.”

He stared for a second, then sighed. She heard him fish it out of his pocket. However he turned it off, he did it silently. “Done.”

He shouldn’t have been able to do it at all, but Vanessa had an idea why he could.

“And now if you snatch Leo, a seer or scryer will be able to see it, which is what you’ve been trying to avoid.” Vanessa smiled at Ambrose. “I like the Gordian Knot story too.”

He stared at her from behind his sunglasses. She knew that if he decided to strike, they were too close to each other for her to block him.

Ambrose turned away and stalked towards the door.

He paused beside Leo. “I will wait. But I won’t wait forever. And the secret that’s been hidden from you, it will tear you apart if you don’t become its master soon.”

He swept out the door. His security guard, Vander, trailed after him.

“Still with the cryptic bullshit,” Leo said. He sounded faint.

Mia hugged him, eliciting a mild grunt. “I was worried you’d go.” She looked up at him. “What was all that stuff pretty-boy was talking about?”

“Leo,” Vanessa said, “renew the shading ward.”

He stared at her, like he was thinking of pretending he couldn’t, despite everything.

“Renew it,” she said. “And then we need to talk.”


Chapter 16


Leo spoke to the wooden charm he’d taken from Miguel, holding it in his left hand while he made strange gestures with his right. The words made no sense to Vanessa, but she knew they were magic from the way it felt like the entire room rotated ninety degrees to the left.

Vanessa nodded to herself. That wasn’t how vampire gifts worked. She’d been right about him.

When Leo was done, he fetched a towel and handed it to Vanessa. “You’re getting dirt all over my apartment. Go shower. I’ll leave clothes for you in the bedroom.”

“It’s a nice shower,” Mia chimed in.

Vanessa didn’t resist. She felt weary in her bones, not just physically but from everything that had happened in the two nights since she’d dragged Mia out of her apartment.

Though a small part of her regretted not finding out what Ambrose could do in a fight.

Like the rest of Leo’s apartment, the bathroom needed renovation, but it was mould-free and the shower had good water pressure. She cleaned the dirt off her body and did the best she could with her hair. She was still tired afterwards, but she had to admit she felt refreshed.

She wiped condensation off the mirror over the sink and looked at herself, checking to see if she’d missed any clay in her hair. While she searched, her gaze moved downward.

A tattoo began just below her collarbones. It formed a ring there, the size of a large coin. A black line ran downwards, between her breasts and across her stomach to form a point just above her navel. Small tines spread sideways from the central line, none longer than her index finger. The entire thing conveyed the impression of a spooky key.

Once, when she’d possessed her full might, the tines had been thicker and longer. There had been other marks too on her forearms, on the backs of her hands and along her spine. The mark on her front was all that was left.

She stared at the marks, but turned her attention inwards. When she concentrated, she could feel that trickle of power entering her. She could still feel the rumble of distant thunder.

Leo had laid out clothes for her on his bed. To her surprise, they were women’s clothes. The black t-shirt and bomber jacket were a little large, but the jeans were a good fit. She slipped them on and followed the smell of cooking pasta to the kitchen.

“You’re just in time,” Mia said. She sat at the table, knife and fork in hand. One other place had been set and Vanessa grunted as she took it.

Leo put two plates of freshly cooked pasta covered in Italian-style tomato sauce on the table. Vanessa smelled oregano and other herbs she wasn’t sure of. After her first bite, she tucked in with enthusiasm.

“Gawd,” Mia said around a mouthful of pasta. She leaned towards Vanessa and stage-whispered, “Marry him.”

Vanessa snorted and kept eating. In the kitchen, Leo washed his pots and pans.

She knew that Leo was putting off their conversation. She didn’t call him on it, because she was doing the same. She needed to know more about Leo for what she had in mind next. But he’d shown he didn’t want to talk. She knew what it was going to cost her to make him.

“That was bloody great,” Mia said as Leo collected their plates. “How did you learn to cook?”

Leo shrugged and smiled. “I used to sort of date this girl when she was in university. She was interested in the vampire scene. She never wanted to get too far into it, just flirt with the danger and excitement of it a bit. We’d go to some of the tamer clubs together. She’d let me, well, you know. I learned to cook for her. Seemed only fair.”

“Oh,” Mia said. “Wow. What happened?”

He started washing their plates. “Nothing bad. She told me from the start that she didn’t want things to get serious between us. That we couldn’t be long-term. And she was right. She’s a well-paid solicitor these days. A vampire boyfriend who looks twenty would be awkward.”

“Do you ever see her?”

Leo shook his head. “This is, what, ten years ago? Eleven? She’s moved on a lot in life. That’s how it goes. I’m glad she’s doing well.”

“Am I wearing her clothes?” Vanessa asked. “Why did you keep them?”

“She just never came back for them.”

Vanessa let him keep stalling. He finished washing up and wiped down the kitchen. At last, he ran out of things to do. He leaned on the counter and stared at Vanessa, ready to fight.

Vanessa steeled herself. What she was about to do was harder than battling a vampire like Ambrose.

“What did Miguel tell you about me?” she asked.

He blinked in surprise. “He wasn’t really telling it to me, just sort of ranting to himself while I was there.”

“But you put together a few things,” Vanessa said.

“He was vague,” Leo replied, “but yeah. He made you sound like someone you didn’t want to mess with.”

Vanessa looked down at her hands. What to say and what to leave out? What to pull up from where she’d buried it all, without bringing every single horror screaming back into her mind? She had to be honest, or Leo wouldn’t be honest. But there was only so much she could bear to say.

“It’s easy, isn’t it?” she asked. “To fall in with the wrong people. The vampire scene seems exciting at first. They don’t let you see the whole picture in the beginning, not the parts with people like Ambrose and Soren and Opal in it. By then, you’re too far in to back out. Assuming it even crosses your mind.”

A sombre cast dimmed Leo’s bright eyes. He turned his head slightly away.

“It’s easy to meet a guy who seems great at first,” Vanessa said to Mia, “but who’s planning terrible things for you right from the start. Who even goes so far as to turn your own mother against you, to isolate you and give himself more power over you.”

Mia hunched down in her oversized hoodie.

“It was like that for me too,” Vanessa said. “I found myself in a world that was full of people like Ambrose and Freddie and the rest. In that world, they called me Rain.”

Her voice didn’t crack when she said that name. How, she didn’t know.

“Why?” Leo asked.

“My power,” she said, “came from storm and sky. I was much stronger then.”

“What happened?” Mia asked.

Vanessa tried to shrug her discomfort away and failed. “It all burned down. The source of my power was destroyed, which is for the best.”

“Why can you still punch people so hard, then?” Mia asked.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “However my power works, it leaves me with some residual strength.”

Leo snorted. “The way you took Soren apart, that was ‘residual’?”

“Barely an echo of what I was.” Her smile was brief. “When everything burned down, I got out and I went into hiding. I thought my power was good for nothing but hurting people. Then I discovered it can be used for the right things, if I aim it the right way. Which is why I’m helping you, Mia. And it’s why I didn’t leave you behind the first time Freddie smashed our car, Leo.”

“I guess that explains why you’re kinda scary,” Mia said. “Rain.”

It was harder to hear it from her, somehow. “Please call me Vanessa.”

She’d done her best. It had to be enough. She locked it all away in the dark again. “Your turn, Leo. You aren’t like any vampire I’ve known, which is not a long list, but it’s enough to see the differences.”

Leo sighed. He pulled out a chair and sat, slumped. “I don’t know why I’m different. I just am.”

“You keep wanting to protect Mia,” Vanessa prompted. She thought that was a safe place to start him talking.

“Vampires sometimes do that,” Leo replied. “You don’t leave everything behind when you turn.”

“Leo,” she said.

He rolled his eyes. “Okay, fine. I just kind of don’t want to kill people, the way other vampires do. I mean, I can do it, I don’t mind doing it, but I don’t get hungry for it, you know? It’s like a fire that didn’t fully light inside me.” He raised his hand and curled his fingers. His fingernails were human-shaped, not lengthened into claws. “I think it’s part of why my sire Darien doesn’t like me. I’m like a disappointing son.” He scowled. “Again.”

“You still see humans as people,” Vanessa said. “Is that it? Vampires lose most of that.”

“Yeah,” Leo replied. “That’s part of it.”

“What about the magic?” she asked. “Tell me about how you recharged the shading charm. I thought vampires couldn’t cast spells, but those were magic words you were saying. How did you learn them?”

“I … don’t know,” he said. He moved his palms across the table surface, as though seeking the feeling of the wood’s texture. “Not every vampire has a talent, did you know that?”

“No,” Vanessa replied. “I didn’t.”

Leo flashed a wry smile. “It’s about fifty-fifty. We don’t advertise it. Vampires don’t like even a hint of weakness and that’s what it sounds like, if you don’t have a dark gift.” He curled the fingers of his right hand so that the points of his nails were against the wood of the table. “At first, I didn’t think I had one. Another way to disappoint Darien. Then I tasted the blood of a witch who’d just used a finding spell. Just like that, I knew finding magic, the way she knew finding magic.”

Vanessa sat forward, astonished. “So that’s your gift?”

“I guess so. That little bit of compulsion I said I’ve got? It’s charm magic, but it’s the only bit of charm magic the warlock whose blood I tasted knew.”

“And now shading magic, from Miguel.” Vanessa couldn’t help but think of the implications. “Does Ambrose know about this? He seems to know something.”

Leo looked alarmed. “I don’t think so. I don’t see how he could. I’ve never told anyone, even Darien. I let everyone think I’m just a finder.”

Vanessa put her hand on his, then reached across the table and took Mia’s hand as well. “This is our secret. This is a powerful gift, Leo. If Ambrose even suspected you have it, he’d come at you a lot harder.”

His alarm settled into a furrowing of his brow. “Yeah. Yeah, word of this gets out, I’m kind of fucked.”

Mia grabbed his free hand. “We won’t tell.” She bit her lip. “Why did you tell us, though?”

Leo let out an embarrassed laugh. He sat back, slipping his hands from theirs. “It’s silly.”

Vanessa found herself sporting a growing smirk. “You’re a twenty-year-old guy, in some ways at least. And Mia’s a pretty girl in need of rescue. Perfect male fantasy.”

Mia’s face flamed scarlet.

Leo laughed again. “I mean, sort of. But, well, you see…” His smile faded. “I know what I am. I think about it a lot. I don’t hurt people, not the way I could, but still, I’m a monster of the night.” He looked over at Vanessa. “You were fighting hard to do the right thing for Mia. It felt good to be part of that. I’m a blood-sucking monster, but it’s like you said before, if I aim myself the right way …” He shrugged. “It’s sort of stupid.”

Vanessa stared at him, her mind all but blank. Leo had seen right through her. “No,” she said. “No, it’s not stupid.”

Miguel’s fear of her, everything he’d said about her, it was all true. All those things she didn’t let herself remember, the weight of them was always there.

She’d told Edric she was just in it for money, but there at the table with Leo and Mia, she admitted to herself that what Leo had said was true. Vanessa had dared to hope she could be better and that she could balance out what had come before.

But often enough, when she was alone at night, she doubted such a balance was possible. She was sure she was fooling herself and that the person she’d been in her old life was still there. Like a vampire’s second face, the predator’s face, always there, just waiting for its moment.

She had not expected to hear her own hopes echoed back to her. Certainly not by a vampire, of all people.

Vanessa took a deep breath and brought her mind to business. “Next steps. Leo, you said you could use finding magic to source a way for me to match Freddie. What he lacks in skill, he makes up for in raw power. If I can come closer to him in strength, I can beat him.”

Leo grimaced. “You don’t have to convince me, not after seeing how he ripped that car apart. The offer stands. Though of course, I can’t find something that doesn’t exist.”

“What happens then?” Mia asked. “Where do we go? Down to the coast?”

“Running isn’t working for us,” Vanessa said. “Even shaded, we keep getting found and we keep barely escaping with our lives. We’re going on the offensive. We charge me up and then we hit Freddie so hard he’s off our tails for good.”

Mia gulped, but nodded.

Leo said, “Yeah, let’s get that bastard.”

Vanessa stood. “Let’s get to work.”


Chapter 17


“Celeste has helped me recruit a new spy,” Edric said over the phone.

They’d caught the London Underground into the heart of the city. Leo’s finding gift only gave a direction and so they did their best, zigging and zagging as the Tube lines allowed. It was a wasteful way to hunt, but it was their only option.

The closer they got to the borough of Angel, the faster Leo’s internal magical compass shifted. At Angel Underground station, they returned to the surface and continued on foot.

Mia was with them. It wasn’t safe, but nowhere else was safer.

“Tell me about this spy,” Vanessa replied. She had her phone pressed to her ear as she followed Leo through the late-night streets. Angel was one of those areas where people never seemed to sleep. They passed people emerging from pubs and walking to bus stops. They gave way to delivery drivers collecting bags of prepared food from restaurants.

“My new spy is no expert,” Edric said. “And lines of communication are slow. But the information I’m getting is reliable.”

“I’ll take it,” Vanessa said. Any intelligence was better than nothing. “What have you learned?”

Leo turned off the busy high street and Vanessa followed. The road was quieter. They walked past shops either closed or closing for the night. Those gave way to apartment buildings, some old and shabby, others expensive and new.

“Freddie has regrouped with his brothers,” Edric said. “Not all of them at this point. You say he had new abilities when you last encountered him?”

“He’s upgraded from stone to metal.” The street went uphill. Leo frequently checked behind him to make sure the others were keeping pace. Vanessa had no trouble. Mia huffed and puffed but didn’t complain.

“That seems to be what the Brotherhood offers,” Edric said. “But they normally space these upgrades out over significant periods of time. I believe Freddie is being readied for another such upgrade ritual. There seems to be a long preparation phase with just the leader of the group, followed by a ritual attended by more of their members.”

“He wants another upgrade even though he beat me?” Vanessa wondered out loud.

“You did get away from him again,” Edric said.

She conceded the point. “You think Freddie is in this prep process now?” Vanessa skirted a drunk young couple who were too absorbed in each other to notice anyone else. “So quickly after the metal upgrade? And without his crucible?”

“I can only speculate as to the discussions within their group,” Edric said. “Is this Freddie’s initiative, or is the group pushing him to do it? Is this still about recovering Mia, or has it broadened to include yourself and your finder as targets? As to the cost of the ritual to Freddie without Mia to bear the load, I can again only speculate. I’ve discussed the matter with a third party. They don’t think this is healthy for the young man.”

Would Freddie self-destruct? Would it solve their problems if he did? “I may be able to use that. What about my shading magic request?”

“I was able to follow up on that for you as well,” Edric said. “My third party confirms that yes, your shading ward is as strong as ever. They’re quite complimentary about it, in fact. However you’ve managed it, keep it up.”

That would keep all their hunters at bay. “Thanks for this, Edric. Let me know if you come up with anything else.”

She hung up and shared what she’d learned with the others.

“He’s killing himself?” Mia asked. Despite everything, she looked troubled by the news.

“I doubt he’s doing himself any good,” Vanessa replied.

Leo stopped on a corner. “This is it. This is where we’ll find what you need.” He pointed. “Right there. Oh, this is interesting. Why him?”

Across the street, a modest restaurant was still open. Through its windows she could see the place was still about half-full, with some customers in the process of finishing their meals and heading home. Waiting staff in black flitted between the tables, collecting dishes and wiping down surfaces. It felt so similar to her responsibilities at Beantastic that the sight jarred her, as the worlds of her two different jobs overlapped.

In one window, a man in his sixties bent over a table and spooned dessert into his mouth. A glass of red wine stood in front of him and across the table, a stunning young woman in her early twenties watched, a glass of something red in her hand.

The necromancer Serrano and the vampire Amaranth.

Vanessa wasn’t surprised. They were too far away for her to feel the pull of Serrano’s ring, but she hadn’t forgotten it.

“Who are they?” Mia asked.

“They’re the people Miguel called in,” Leo replied. “You were asleep and missed the whole thing. Vanessa was awesome, of course.”

Vanessa ignored the comment. “Mia, stay out here with Leo.”

Leo started to argue. “You need backup. You aren’t–”

“Do not follow me in under any circumstances, Leo.” It would create the worst possible situation she could think of. “Remember how easily Serrano controlled you? I don’t want to find myself fighting you.”

“Having seen how that ends for your opponents,” Leo replied, “I don’t want you to fight me either. How do you think he can help you?”

“I know how.” She grimaced. “The question is, what will he make me pay for it?”
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“I’m meeting someone,” Vanessa told the waiter who met her at the door. “There he is, over there. Thanks.”

Wrong-footed, the waiter called after her, “We’re closing in half an hour.”

Vanessa just raised a hand without looking back.

She took stock of Serrano as she bore down on him. He was as she remembered from their brief meeting, with bags under his eyes that aged him. He wore his burgundy sports jacket despite the warmth of the restaurant. He was eating a slice of chocolate cake.

The restaurant was noisy, but Amaranth heard her coming well before she reached the table. Her head snapped around and her bright blue eyes turned a shade paler. She let go of her glass of wine – probably wine – and rose to her feet.

Vampires never took losing well. Amaranth would not forgive her for throwing her out that window.

She wasn’t back to full strength, but she met the vampire’s glare. “Serrano,” Vanessa said. “Sit your puppet back down. Let’s have us a chat.”

The old necromancer looked up at her with a mixture of fear and hatred. “I thought I’d see you again.”

His left hand was bare. She could see the paler skin where he’d worn the ring with the storm shard set in it. But he had it tucked away somewhere.

He really had been expecting her, the cautious bastard.

“I’m waiting for you to move your puppet, Serrano.”

“Oh, how rude of me.” He gestured with his fork, then scooped up more cake. Amaranth moved backwards until she stood at Serrano’s side. The predator burned in her eyes. All that stopped her from attacking Vanessa was Serrano’s will.

Vanessa took Amaranth’s seat and moved her wine – or whatever it was – further across the table. She gestured to the vampire with a lift of her chin. “Is she willing or is she a puppet? My guess is puppet, but you might be conserving your strength.”

Serrano spoke while chewing. “You think I’d let one of these things near me without controlling it?” He shrugged. “Although she knew what she was signing up for. She’s paying off a debt to a bigwig vamp. You know how it works with them.”

She knew a lot about vampires, but she tried to stay out of their business. “How’s Miguel’s ghost?”

“You know, it’s weird that I haven’t been able to call him up. Maybe the idiot is as invisible dead as he was alive.”

“Maybe you’re not all that as a necromancer, Serrano.”

Anger flashed in his sombre eyes. He was not afraid enough. That would make this harder.

He forked another mouthful of cake into his mouth, swallowed and dabbed the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “I know what you’re here for.”

“Tell me,” Vanessa said. How much did he know about what he had? How had he even come to possess it? He wasn’t from her old life, she was sure of that. She’d have known him, but more usefully, he’d have known of her.

Serrano reached into an inner pocket of his jacket and drew out a wooden box, the size of a ring box from a jeweller.

His smile was filthy. “Want to see it?”

She played along. “As long as you don’t plan to propose to me.” She glanced up at Amaranth. “I think I’m too alive to be your type.”

Holding the box tight with one hand, he opened it with the other.

She tried to brace herself. But the moment he opened the box, she felt the presence of the storm shard. The tattoo on her chest prickled painfully. The empty space inside her, where power had once roared, thrummed in time with the stone’s unseen vibrations.

The lights in the restaurant blinked twice. She thought it was just the stone affecting her, but Amaranth glanced upwards.

The stone had been polished into an oval the size of the last knuckle of her little finger. The longer she looked at its luminous grey surface, the more she sensed movement, like rolling storm clouds.

“How is the stone connected to you?” Serrano asked. “Don’t pretend it isn’t. I could feel the connection back at Miguel’s.” He snapped the ring box shut.

The hauntingly, achingly familiar power shut off. For the first time, she felt a desire she imagined was akin to a vampire’s thirst for blood.

“How did you come by it?” Vanessa shot back. “I happen to know that the stone on your ring was part of a larger object, one that was destroyed.”

From the flicker in his eyes, he hadn’t known that.

She knew the power in the stone the way she knew a lover’s body. It gave her a potential advantage over Serrano.

“You can’t use it, can you?”

He closed both hands around the box like he expected her to snatch it away. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You can tell there’s power in it,” Vanessa said. “A finite amount, too, did you know? Like I said, it was part of something larger. Once it’s drained of whatever still lingers in it, it won’t refill.” She felt the truth of that when her body resonated in time with the stone, even though a trickle of power returned to her own reservoir. “It’ll turn to inert stone.”

“Maybe,” Serrano growled. “But if I can tap it, even just for one big ritual–”

“You can’t,” she said. “It’ll never respond to you.”

He glared at her. Vanessa had seen that look before, on the faces of men who didn’t like her telling them what they could or couldn’t do.

“But it’ll work for you, will it? What do you want it for?”

“I want to put an enemy down so hard he never comes after me again,” Vanessa said. “The stone is useless to you as anything other than a bargaining chip, and it has no value to anyone but me. So tell me, Serrano, what do you want for it?” She smiled. “And don’t forget how things ended for Miguel when he crossed me.”

The waiter edged up to the table, glancing nervously from Serrano to Vanessa. “I’m afraid I have to tell you that we close in fifteen minutes.”

Neither of them acknowledged him. He fled from the tension crackling in the air.

Like she’d told Leo and Mia, the world Vanessa used to live in was full of bad people and worse people. She remembered Serrano’s comment about using Mia for spare body parts. He seemed like he’d fit right in. When he licked his lips, she knew what the price for the storm shard would be.

“You want me to kill someone,” Vanessa said.

Serrano’s shoulders shook with a dark chuckle. “You say it like it’s an imposition. It sounds to me like it sits squarely in your skillset.”

She loathed his gloating expression. She considered smashing his face in, fighting off the vampire, snatching up the storm shard and running for it. With Serrano’s death, the vampire might even take no further part.

“Who?” she asked.

“It’s an exciting time in London if you’re in my line of work,” Serrano said. “A lot of opportunity for those who know how to navigate the roads between life and death.”

She wrinkled her nose. “You want me to kill a competitor.”

“A young upstart who goes by the name of Rune, though if that’s the name her mother gave her, I’ll eat my cufflinks.”

“Why don’t you kill her yourself?”

His tongue darted out again. “And risk myself?”

The arrogant bastard. Whoever this Rune was, Serrano didn’t think he could take her, not even with Amaranth under his control. But he’d throw someone else into the fire.

She tried to conceal her disgust. “What are the particulars?”

Serrano smirked at her again, then turned to Amaranth. “Go settle the bill with that waiter before he has an aneurysm.” He pushed his chair back, took his time getting up and extended his arm to Vanessa, “Let’s go for a walk.”

“If you touch me with that hand,” she replied, “I’ll pull your arm from your shoulder socket.”

She said it casually, like it was nothing. Serrano’s confidence wavered. He was cunning rather than intelligent, an opportunistic rat rather than a hunting wolf. He thought he had her where he wanted her. But in that moment of doubt, she saw him flash back to Miguel’s apartment.

He grunted in displeasure and shambled towards the door. Vanessa followed.

Be out of sight like I told you, Leo, she thought.

Out on the street, Serrano buttoned up his jacket and waited for Amaranth. Vanessa turned as though surveying the street. She spotted Leo and Mia in a deep night shadow. Amaranth would spot them, but Serrano would not.

“Like I said, it’s an exciting time in this city for a man of my talents,” Serrano said. “I wouldn’t have come to this cesspit otherwise. Too many people.” He gestured towards the door. Amaranth was heading out to join them and was already glaring at Vanessa. “Take her, for example. Vampires hate necromancers, right? But I’ve got a steady stream of willing hands and willing bodies.”

“So you do work for Ambrose,” Vanessa replied. “He’s your supplier of vampires.”

He shot a glare at her. “I work with him, not for him.”

Vanessa wondered how true that was. Serrano might be able to control vampires, but the older they got, the stronger they grew.

When Amaranth emerged, Serrano threaded his arm through hers and started along the pavement at a steady stroll. Vanessa cast another look Leo’s way, gave a tiny shake of her head and followed.

“If you’ve got so many willing bodies, as you put it,” she said, “why not put a few of them to work solving your Rune problem? Surely you can make it look like you have nothing to do with it.”

“Eh. I tried. I don’t know what happened to them. None of them came back.”

A knowing smile curved her lips. “That must have gone down poorly with Ambrose.”

He threw her a scowl. “You see why I want to employ a blunt instrument such as yourself.”

He was in more trouble than she’d thought. That could be useful. “Call me a blunt instrument again and I’ll grab that box out of your jacket pocket by going through your chest.”

His scowl darkened. “You think I haven’t taken precautions? If I’m not the one who opens the box, the would-be thief will find their spirit locked in a cage for the rest of eternity.”

“You’ve a high opinion of your craft,” she said.

“I am all that as a necromancer.” To Amaranth he said, “Call a taxi.”

“If you want me to take out this Rune person,” Vanessa said, “I need intel. The more you give me, the quicker it gets done. And I’m guessing you’re under some pressure to get this done, aren’t you?”

He glowered at her. “Rune set up shop in some place in Fulham,” Serrano said. “Give your number to Amaranth. She’ll send you the details. Where’s that fucking taxi?”

Amaranth handed over her phone and Vanessa put her number in. When she handed the phone back, the vampire’s gaze lingered on her.

Vanessa could guess what she was thinking. She felt herself responding to the challenge. How old was Amaranth? How fast? How strong?

“Maybe we’ll find out some time,” she said as Amaranth took the phone back.

“Huh?” Serrano asked.

Vanessa merely shook her head. “Don’t forget that you’ll owe me when this is done, Serrano. Don’t forget how things worked out for Miguel.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Rain,” he replied as the headlights of a taxi swung over them.

When she had the storm shard, she was going to make him regret calling her that.


Chapter 18


In a late-night café in one of the rougher parts of Angel, Vanessa laid out the situation for Leo and Mia. It was Mia who spoke first.

“You’re just going to do it?”

Vanessa’s brow furrowed. “What do you–?” And then she knew what Mia meant. A cold rush swept through her and left an unfamiliar prickling sensation of guilt behind.

“You’re just going to kill this lady?” Mia asked. “Just because this other guy has something you want? What if the lady you’re supposed to kill is okay?”

Vanessa found herself at a loss for words.

In the familiar context of trading barbs and bargaining favours, she’d fallen right back into old ways of thinking. That was just how she used to do business. You didn’t have to ask yourself if your target deserved to die. One way or another, they all did. Even her.

The café was small, with eight tables. It was after eleven and they were almost the only people there. A young woman sat at the table furthest from them, her face lit up by the glow of her laptop and her ears covered by clean white headphones. A middle-aged man bustled behind the café counter, cleaning coffee-making equipment. Vanessa had a steaming cup in front of her. So did Mia.

“In Vanessa’s defence,” Leo said, “I’ve never met a necromancer who wasn’t a complete arse. They’re all the kind of person you think pulled wings off living flies when they were kids.”

Mia glared at him as though he’d betrayed her. “What happened to all that talk from you two about doing good things?” she asked. “I’ve been around people doing shit things to people for so long I can’t remember any other way. But you two, you made me wonder. You made me think, maybe it’s not all bad. Then you pull this shit. This, ‘Hey yeah, we’ll totally off this woman without thinking about it.’” She flounced back in her chair, hands buried in her armpits. She shook her head so that her hood fell over the upper half of her face.

Vanessa shared an embarrassed look with Leo.

“Let’s see what we’re dealing with,” she said. Her phone was buzzing regularly as messages came through from Amaranth.

Instead of checking them, though, Vanessa opened her chat with Edric.

Need a read on a necromancer named Rune in Fulham. Doesn’t get along with another guy named Serrano, if that helps.

He replied at once. I’ll see what I can do.

Vanessa read through Amaranth’s information while she drank her coffee. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Rune’s place of business, what abilities she’d demonstrated, what support she had. Vanessa swiftly constructed a plan from it. She knew how to make the approach, how to deal with the obstacles Amaranth knew about, how to plan for the ones she didn’t.

“Call a taxi, would you?” she asked as she neared the end of her cup. “To Fulham Broadway station. She’s not far from there.”

Leo’s gaze flicked between her and Mia. “So we’re, uh, doing this?”

Vanessa grimaced. “We’re scouting the location while we gather more information.” It was a stall and from the wry expression on Leo’s face, he knew it.

Mia’s words still bothered her. They bothered her more than they should.

The taxi pulled up outside and Vanessa led the way. Leo guided Mia with a hand on her shoulder. The girl wouldn’t look at either of them and muttered what sounded like “… don’t have anywhere else to go …”

Leo’s mouth worked. He clearly wanted to reassure Mia, but for once, his bedside manner failed him.

Fulham was in west London. Their route took them through the city centre and around the dark, green expanse of Hyde Park. They were passing through South Kensington when Edric’s name flashed on Vanessa’s phone. She answered the call.

“What do you have for me, Edric?”

“I have a few bits and pieces on your necromancer. I was surprised how quickly I was able to get a read on her, as you say.”

“Patting yourself on the back?”

She could hear the self-deprecating smile in his voice. “This has more to do with your person of interest than my skills in building a network of informants. Rune is relatively well-known in certain circles. If a ghost has unfinished business, she helps them finish it. She apparently has some skill at intuiting meaning from scatterbrained ghosts.”

Ghosts weren’t always complete entities and didn’t always make much sense. They might be the full spirit, or maybe little more than a blast of emotion, tied to a specific moment. Vanessa had seen ghosts that were barely echoes of the person they’d been. If Rune could work with that, she had genuine skill.

“I’m getting fixer energy here, Edric,” Vanessa said. “Not wrecker energy.”

“Erm,” Edric replied. “I’ve not heard it put that way, but yes, I think that’s a fair assessment. Is that helpful?”

Vanessa sighed. “Makes things more complicated. Anything on Serrano?”

“A little,” Edric said. “Most ghosts steer clear of him, if they’re coherent enough to understand the threat he represents. There are some nasty things you can do with the power of a ghost. Wrecker energy, I think you’d say.”

She got the feeling Edric knew a lot more about the subject than he was saying. She parked the thought for later. “Thanks Edric. If you get anything else you think is relevant, send it through.” She ended the call.

“I heard the word ‘complicated’,” Leo said from the front seat.

“You heard right,” she replied.

“What now?”

That was the question and she didn’t have an answer. She was aware of Mia glaring at her from the other side of the taxi.

Freddie wasn’t sitting on his hands; he was powering himself up for their next confrontation. She needed the storm shard and that meant she needed to make Serrano happy. Or come up with a brilliant alternative.

She didn’t have it by the time they left the taxi at Fulham Broadway. Vanessa ignored the station and made her way towards Rune’s address. Part of her wanted to slow down, because she still didn’t know what to do. The other part of her refused to.

They turned a corner and there was Rune’s shop, four doors down. There was a doorway and an intercom panel next to a butcher’s, which was closed for the night. Vanessa guessed the necromancer’s shop was on the floor above. According to Amaranth’s information, her opening hours were midday to midnight, to accommodate a broad range of clientele.

“Leo,” she said, “how wide is the effect of your shading magic? Because I want you and Mia to go back to that last pub we saw and wait there. It looks like it stays open late.” Most pubs were already closed for the night.

“Vanessa,” Leo replied. “Maybe we can–”

“How far?”

He sighed. “Remember how you asked if I could attach some of the shading ward to you when we went after Mia’s mum? I’ve been thinking about it since. If you let me put my hand on your shoulder, I can shade you. It won’t last more than an hour, though.”

Vanessa cocked an eyebrow. “Not one of Miguel’s tricks, then?”

“He was good at attaching his magic to things,” Leo said. “Attaching it to people is different, but I can see how to do it.”

He’d explained his talent as the ability to absorb the knowledge of others. This was something more. But there was no time to dwell on it. “Go ahead.”

The touch of his hand was feathery, like he was afraid he’d break her if he applied pressure. Leo whispered a string of nonsense syllables. For a heartbeat, the light from the nearest streetlight thickened and so did the darkness that surrounded it. Then everything returned to normal.

“You have one hour,” Leo said.

Mia’s face was pale. “Vanessa …”

“One hour,” Vanessa replied. “Get going.”

She waited until they were well along the street before turning back to her destination. She still didn’t know what she would do, but she wasn’t going to come up with anything just standing about. She marched up to the door and pressed the glowing button in the intercom.

After a few seconds, a woman’s voice answered. “Yes?” She had an accent, but Vanessa couldn’t place it from one uttered word.

“Do you do walk-ins?” Vanessa asked.

The intercom buzzed and the door clicked. She pushed it open and went inside.

A staircase led up to a door on the next floor. Steps creaked under her boots as she climbed. The door swung open as she approached, but there was no one behind it.

Ha, she thought. Parlour trick.

She smelled burning incense and beneath that, herbal tea. Several candles flickered on shelves, though the main source of light was an electric bulb that hung from the ceiling. The lace of its lampshade cast complex shadows over the table and chairs in the centre of the room.

The necromancer, Rune, stood in front of a curtained-off doorway. Her dress was black and extravagant with lace. Her posture was that of a classroom skeleton, stiff and upright. A large red gemstone winked from a ring on her right hand. Her long, straight hair was platinum blonde.

She had two faces.

One was that of a woman in her mid-twenties. The other face was the same, but the left side of her face was tattooed with runes that travelled down her skin in columns. Vanessa could tell she was only supposed to see the first face.

“Why the glamour?” Vanessa asked. She gestured to her own cheek. “The look suits your profession.”

Rune brought her hands together and ran her thumb over the surface of the red gemstone on her ring. “The reveal is more impactful. Those who can’t sense the glamour are surprised. Those who can sense it feel clever.” She pursed her lips. “Few can see through it.”

Her accent was Scandinavian. Vanessa guessed Norwegian, but she wasn’t sure.

“I’m told you’re here to kill me,” Rune said.

Vanessa had entered the room ready to defend herself. With Rune’s words, she prepared to attack before she could be attacked. “Who told you that?”

“I hear things,” Rune said.

Vanessa nodded. “The ghosts must really like you.”

Rune’s eyes narrowed. “I have run with the werewolves of the deep forests. I have followed the dead far across the mortal edge between life and death, and returned with the most harrowing secrets. You will find I am no easy prey.”

The strange patterns of light cast by the lampshade writhed into new shapes. The candle flames shimmered from yellow to serpent green. Rune separated her hands and between them, streamers of ghost electricity jumped from palm to palm.

Vanessa balled her hands into fists.

Then she grimaced and said, “Can we talk for a minute?”

Power crackled around Rune’s fingers. “Talk?”

“Yeah,” Vanessa said. “It’s just that, the guy who wants you dead, he’s a real arsehole. I’m wondering if there’s a different way to work this out.”

Rune stared at her. For what felt like a dozen heartbeats, she balanced between attacking and taking Vanessa at her word.

The electricity around her fingers died. The light and shadows in the room settled to stillness.

“Perhaps,” Rune said.
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She made tea, which Vanessa declined because it had barely been half an hour since her last coffee. Rune sat across from her and Vanessa laid out the problem, though she kept to the immediate facts. Serrano had something she needed. He’d trapped it, so she couldn’t simply take it from him. Rune’s death was his price.

The necromancer was one of the least expressive people Vanessa had ever met. She possessed the calm stillness of a deep pool in the high mountains. Nothing Vanessa said, not even the news that Serrano was making another attempt on her life, stirred that composure. When Vanessa finished, Rune sipped her tea and said nothing for minutes.

Vanessa checked the time on her phone. She still had a while before Leo’s shading spell faded.

Rune lifted her hand, the one with the ring on it. Her glamour disappeared. “Why not try to kill me?”

“The word on you is a lot better than the word on Serrano.”

“And that matters to you?”

She almost said, It matters to someone I’m with. Instead, she said, “I had my own unfriendly encounter with him.”

Rune lowered her eyes to the table, which she’d stared at throughout Vanessa’s story. She sipped her tea.

“What do you want from me?” Rune asked.

“An option?” she replied. “An alternative? I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

Rune lifted her gaze again. “I will not choose your path for you. I do not affect the affairs of the living unless they are the business of the dead.”

Vanessa had to suppress an amused smile. Leo was right about the general creepiness of necromancers.

Then she dismissed the thought and directed her mind to the problem. “Serrano didn’t explain why he wants you dead, beyond that you’re a business rival.”

“I do not seek him out,” Rune said. “But given who he is and what he does, the business of the dead at times conflicts with his own agenda. He perceives me as one who has taken from him.”

Vanessa turned that over in her mind a few times. “He has ghost servants. Or maybe ghosts who knew things he needed to know. You helped them wrap up their business and move on.”

Rune inclined her head over her teacup. “A matter of blackmail. He was not pleased to lose his leverage.”

Vanessa doubted there was anything in that which she could use, at least, not in a hurry. “What do you know about how he does magic? How he might have trapped the box?”

Rune’s eyes glittered, like she’d been waiting for the question. “What were his words?”

Vanessa cast her mind back. “He said if I took the – the object out of the box, I’d find my spirit locked in a cage for eternity.”

“A simple thing,” Rune said. “The item in question will spring a soul cage on you, if touched.”

“Does that also mean you have a simple solution?” Before Rune replied, another question came to her. “And what do you want in return for it?”

“If Serrano is no longer able to make attempts on my life,” Rune said, “I will be satisfied.”

Vanessa nodded. “Then we need a solution that’s final and ideally doesn’t trace back to you.” Her mouth slanted in a mirthless smile. “How do you untraceably kill a necromancer in a way that they can’t bother you again?”

“Therein,” Rune replied, “lies our challenge.”
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It was half past midnight when Vanessa found Leo and Mia sitting on stools at a bar inside the pub. Mia had a half-pint of beer in her hand and she was halfway through it. Leo had a glass of water, sitting ignored on the counter.

“Am I still shaded?” Vanessa asked as she joined them.

Leo nodded.

“Any sign of Freddie’s friends pushing at it?”

Leo shrugged. “I don’t know if I’d know. Sorry.”

Mia couldn’t wait any longer. “What happened? What did you do?”

Vanessa thought she’d feel relieved by what she had to say. Instead, she was just irritated. “Rune and I came to an arrangement.” She slid an object from her pocket and held it out to them.

It was a finger bone.

Mia blanched. “What did you do?”

“She gave it to me,” Vanessa replied. “She extruded it from her finger.”

Leo gaped. “She what?”

Vanessa put the finger bone back in her pocket. “Necromancers are creepy. Here’s what we do with it.”


Chapter 19


Serrano was smart enough to meet in public, though it was so late that public options were limited. He chose a place called Granary Square, close to King’s Cross station.

The taxi dropped them off beside Regent’s Canal, where it skirted the north end of King’s Cross. A pedestrian bridge was just ahead of them and even at this late hour, it was dense with people heading in both directions.

“You two stay on this side of the canal,” Vanessa said. To Leo she said, “If anything goes wrong, don’t try to help me. We don’t want Serrano to take control of you. Just get Mia to our meeting point. And don’t wait there any longer than we agreed.”

“Your ‘all business’ voice and your menacing voice are really quite similar,” Leo said.

She scowled at him. “Leo.”

He raised his hands. “I hear and obey.”

“If I don’t make it to the meeting point, call the number I gave you.” She’d sent Edric’s number to Leo’s phone. “He’ll help you and Mia get out of London.” Somehow, she thought, but didn’t say out loud.

“What happens if Freddie finds us out here?” Mia asked. She was back in near-panic mode.

“He can’t,” Vanessa replied. “Apparently, Leo is good at what he does.”

“Trust and compliments,” Leo said. “Now I know you’re warming to me.”

She didn’t dignify that with a response.

Granary Square was directly across the bridge. Serrano hadn’t specified where he’d be, but she could see the long benches arranged in rows in the middle of the square. Running her gaze along them, she found Serrano sitting near the end of one. Amaranth sat beside him in a dress too thin for the cold night. With a practised eye, she checked the rest of the square; she didn’t think Serrano had brought any backup.

Was he so confident of his ability to handle the situation if it went awry? Or did he think he was in complete control? A warlock who made a habit of puppetting vampires might make that mistake.

Vanessa walked up and sat down on the bench beside Serrano, at arm’s length from him. Amaranth was on his other side.

“Is it done?” Serrano asked.

“Yes.”

“You have proof?” he asked. “I’m not just going to take your word here, you know.”

Vanessa slid her hand into her jacket pocket, closed it around Rune’s finger bone and held it out between them. She kept her fist shut.

“Let’s see it,” Vanessa said.

Serrano grumbled, but he took the ring box from his jacket. He held it far closer to himself than Vanessa did the finger bone.

“What had she done?” Vanessa asked. “She said something about a blackmail arrangement going bad.”

Serrano pulled his hand back, his eyes crinkling in alarm. “You talked to her?”

Vanessa shrugged. “Oh, you know. There’s often a bit of chatter as you go about your business.”

His face softened, then he chuckled. Vanessa wasn’t surprised. He seemed the type to draw the moment out, if he could.

“I had a good set-up,” Serrano said. “Had a ghost that knew a few things someone in a high position didn’t want getting out. You can’t stand a ghost up in court, but in our world, you can get what you want with a lot less proof. A ghost’s word can be enough.”

Vanessa wasn’t surprised that he needed little prodding to boast. “It can be.”

Serrano’s mouth twisted. “Until that damned woman did her woo-woo for my ghost. All my leverage, gone! Do you know what I got out of that arrangement? What I would have got in future?” He scoffed. “Of course not. But it was valuable. Valuable. And she took it from me.”

Vanessa made the minimum sound needed to convince Serrano she was interested and listening.

“Did you see her?” he asked. “You see past that glamour she wears? Of course you did. Bet it dispelled when you finished her off. Freaky looking thing, wasn’t she? She could have at least made herself pretty, if she was going to bother with a glamour.”

Leo was right: Serrano was the type who picked the wings off living flies as a kid.

“Time to settle, Serrano,” Vanessa said. She opened her hand. “Show me the ring.”

He stared lustfully at the finger bone in Vanessa’s hand. She guessed it would be enough to bind Rune’s ghost to him. Enough to let him keep her as a trophy or source of information or even just a plaything.

Serrano opened the ring box and held it out, even as he reached for the finger bone.

Again, that wave of power washed over Vanessa. It pulled at the empty place inside her where the power of the storm had once flowed. She felt the urge to draw it in and feel complete again. The feeling so consumed her that she almost forgot what she was supposed to do next.

She slapped Rune’s finger bone down on the open ring box.

The spell Rune had worked into the bone fired with a flash like a camera. It made no sound that a human could hear, but Amaranth bent double and clapped her hands to her ears.

Serrano let out a frightened whinny.

Vanessa had no way to see what happened next. What Rune had told her would happen was that Serrano’s soul would be sucked out of his body, into the soul cage trap he’d rigged around the storm shard. Vanessa had to hope that Rune knew what she was doing better than Serrano did, or it would be her own soul trapped and at Serrano’s mercy.

She waited.

She was still sitting in the square. She could hear the bubble of conversation around her from people walking by. The cold night air brushed her cheeks.

Serrano’s face slackened. He toppled ponderously to the side. Amaranth recovered and caught him before he could fall.

Vanessa took the ring from the box, tossed the box aside and stood. She slid both ring and bone into her jacket pocket.

She looked down at Serrano for a moment, frustration nagging at her. She wouldn’t learn how he’d come by the storm shard, now. She wouldn’t learn if there was more of her old power source out there to find.

Then she dismissed the thought. There hadn’t been another way.

“Who do you work for?” she asked.

The vampire switched between glaring at her and looking worriedly at Serrano.

“Oh, come on,” Vanessa said. “Working for Serrano must have sucked.”

Amaranth settled on glaring at Vanessa. “I don’t work for him.”

“Which brings me back to my original question. You failed to protect him. Who will you have to report your failure back to?”

The vampire’s expression turned sickly. “Ambrose,” she whispered.

Vanessa nodded. “I’ve met him. That’s not going to go well for you.” She turned to leave.

Amaranth leapt to her feet. Serrano slumped onto the bench behind her.

“What?”

Amaranth’s eyes were so pale they were almost white. Her fingers were curled into rending claws. At first Vanessa thought she wanted payback for her humiliation at Miguel’s. Then he saw the fear contorting her features. She was so afraid of Ambrose, it was drowning out even her desire for revenge.

Amaranth’s expression lit up with an idea. “Give me the bone. If I go back to him with Serrano’s soul, he’ll be lenient. You and me, we’ll call it square.”

If she worked for Ambrose, she almost certainly did not deserve Vanessa’s mercy. “I can’t give you the bone.” She’d promised to return it to Rune. To leave a part of herself out in the world was to make herself vulnerable. “Tell you what, go see Rune before sunrise. Maybe she’ll give you the soul without the bone.”

Amaranth took a step closer.

Vanessa smiled. “I’m ready for round two.” Her smile widened. “I never did get to see if you’re any good in a fight. Will it even be worth remembering?”

Amaranth shuddered and lowered her gaze.

“Ah well,” Vanessa said.

She walked back over the bridge and met with the others. They were in the cover of a building, where they’d be unlikely to be seen from the square. Mia ran out from cover as Vanessa approached.

“What happened?” Mia asked.

“I’ve got what we need.”

“Amaranth looked like she wanted to mix it up with you,” Leo said. He looked at the smile on Vanessa’s face. “I see why she didn’t. What now?”

“We stop by Rune’s place,” Vanessa replied. “We need to keep our side of the deal.” She put a hand on Mia’s shoulder. “And then it’s time we finished things with Freddie.”

Mia shivered. She glanced at Leo, who nodded. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. What do you need me to do?”


Chapter 20


Freddie was in pain, and he was scared.

He’d asked Ryder for more. Begged him. The initiation to the fourth level had granted Freddie tremendous power, but he’d been banking on only fighting that woman, Vanessa. He hadn’t counted on the vampire being there too.

Freddie’s upgrade to fourth level had given him power he’d barely dared to imagine. He’d ripped a car apart, just by concentrating. Sure, the effort had left him unsteady afterwards. But he’d ripped apart a car.

It should have been enough. It should have been all he needed to flatten that woman and take Mia back. But they’d cheated.

Vanessa had just been a distraction. By the time he’d dropped Vanessa into the ground, that damned vampire had got away with Mia.

He’d tried to spin that with Ryder, but he could see the man knew. Ryder knew that for all the power he’d invested in Freddie, he’d still allowed himself to be outsmarted.

All that and according to the Brotherhood’s scryer, Vanessa wasn’t even dead. She’d clawed her way up out of the ground long minutes after she should have suffocated. How had she survived that? How? Could she even die?

Freddie needed the power to overwhelm the woman, the vampire and any other new thing they put in his way. He needed to be unstoppable.

“Fifth level,” Ryder said when Freddie asked. “It’s too soon for fifth level. You’re not ready.”

They were back at Ryder’s shop in Brentford in west London, the tattoo parlour where it all started for him. Ryder still owned the premises, even though it was no longer his primary business. Ryder stood with arms folded across his chest while Freddie paced. Chaz lurked in the background, his face a mask.

“I’m ready,” Freddie said. “I have to do this. I have to get Mia back.”

“Freddie,” Ryder said, “this magic we do, it’s powerful. But that power comes at a cost. That’s why we use crucibles. Right now, that new tattoo that brought you to fourth level, that put a lot of strain on your body and spirit. We should give you time to adjust, to make sure you can handle it.”

Freddie rounded on him. “I can take it. Look at me. I’m handling it. I’ve never felt stronger. I can do anything I want with this new power.”

I can crush a car, he wanted to say, but he was afraid of sounding childish.

“It’s just the wrong tool for the job I have right now,” Freddie went on. This was how he’d rationalised his latest defeat. “I need more tools in my toolkit. I got earth and now I’ve got metal and those are what I need to deal with that woman.” This time he would pack her into the earth so deep there was no coming back. Even if she couldn’t die, she’d be stuck down there with no one to hear her screams. “I just need more so I can burn that vampire to a crisp.”

He didn’t get why Ryder was trying to slow him down. Ryder had made it clear from the beginning that he expected Freddie to deal with this problem. That he expected to see leadership. Wasn’t Freddie doing that? You didn’t lead by sitting on your hands. You pushed and if that didn’t get you what you wanted, you pushed more.

Ryder exchanged a long, wordless look with Chaz. Chaz’s tiny shift in expression meant nothing to Freddie, but it seemed to mean something to Ryder.

“If I put another tattoo on you,” he said, “if I take you to fifth level, without a crucible, there’s risks. Grave risks.”

“I don’t care about that,” Freddie said.

Ryder raised a hand. “There’s only so much a body and spirit can take. There’s a reason why we work up through the levels. You don’t walk into a gym for the first time and start with the heaviest weights or you’ll do yourself a serious injury. Maybe a permanent injury. What we do is the same.”

“I’ve been going to this gym for a while,” Freddie replied. He pulled his sleeve back to show the three small tattoos on his forearm. “This isn’t my first workout.”

“We’ve invested a lot in you,” Ryder said. “Not everyone can go through this process. Not everyone has the potential within them. The Brotherhood risks losing that investment too.”

Ryder’s expression was grave, but the sharp gleam in Chaz’s eyes worried Freddie more. “I can take it,” he said.

Ryder let out a long, thoughtful breath. Then he nodded.

Freddie spent more hours in the chair, deep into the night, while Ryder worked with his tattoo machine. There was the physical pain, sure enough, but that was to be expected. As time wore on, what Freddie also felt was a stretching, like a part of him he couldn’t point to was being pulled in opposing directions.

Afterwards, Ryder handed him a beer and gave him some time to himself. Freddie sat hunched forward because his back was throbbing from the fresh tattoo. He drank his beer too fast and tried to stop shaking, while Ryder and Chaz organised a ritual circle.

Ryder said it was a risk and for the first time, Freddie could feel it. He didn’t understand the nature of the peril he was putting himself in, but he knew it was there.

He wondered if he’d gone too far.

He was pulling on his shirt, wincing as the fabric rasped against his skin, when his phone buzzed with a message. Probably his mum, wanting her car back. Freddie scowled and scooped up his phone.

It wasn’t his mum. It was Mia.

I’m so so sorry. I know I messed up. Please, you’ve got to get me away from these people. I thought they were here to help me but they’re taking me away. Please Freddie, come and get me before they take me away forever. I’m so sorry. I promise I’ll never do this again. Please Freddie.

Freddie roared in triumph. At last. At damned last. Mia had seen that she was wrong. She was so stupid, that was why it had taken so long. But she’d finally come around.

“What is it, Freddie?” Ryder asked. He stood in the doorway of the tattoo parlour’s back room.

Freddie spun around. He hadn’t realised Ryder was there. “It’s Mia. She wants me to come get her.”

Ryder moved forward, frowning, and held out his hand. Freddie hesitated. Ryder wanted his phone? He wanted to read his private chats with Mia? But he handed the phone over.

Ryder read the message. “You believe it?”

Sweat beaded Freddie’s temples. “Could be a trap. Noah still can’t see them, right? So we can’t tell if it’s a trap. Even if it is, it’s my chance to take that woman and her vampire down.”

Ryder regarded him from under lowered brows. “What do you want to do about the ritual?”

He didn’t want to mess this up. He wanted to win and he believed fifth level would give him what he needed. But that awful stretched feeling had him scared.

“You said it’s a risk,” Freddie replied. “Maybe I don’t have to take it, now. If Mia’s willing to come back to me, then I’ve got what I need. If it’s a trap, that means they’re ready to stand and fight. I can take them in a fair fight.” He’d bury Vanessa and the vampire both.

Ryder handed the phone back and nodded. “It’s your call, Freddie.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know what to do.” He started typing his reply.
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Vanessa waited, hidden in the night-time shadows of a tree.

The park was in Islington, a short walk north of where she’d met Serrano. She wanted open space to deal with Freddie. She wanted no more witnesses. Apartment buildings lined the park on one side, but at 3 a.m., the windows were all dark. The park’s other sides were closed off by tall trees and thick bushes. She would have preferred less light, but it would do.

Mia stood a short distance away at the junction of two tarmac paths. She still wore Leo’s hoodie, but she’d pushed the hood back so that Freddie would recognise her when he arrived. Leo was out of sight, moving along the park’s perimeter, keeping watch.

Mia looked miserable and scared. But a gentle pep talk from Leo had helped her find the resolve to play her part. She moved restlessly and looked searchingly in every direction.

She didn’t know where Vanessa was waiting. Leo had protested when Vanessa revealed that part of her plan.

“I don’t want her giving away my location,” Vanessa had replied. “If she knows where I am, she’ll look at me.”

Neither of them had been able to argue with that, though Leo had given her a dirty look.

Vanessa’s right hand was in her pocket. Her fingers were curled around the ring bearing the storm shard and her skin tingled with its power. It was tempting to draw that power into herself right there and then. To be strong again, like she once had been.

But she needed to save it for Freddie. She needed to be able to hit him so hard that even if his body was as strong as steel, he’d feel it.

A small part of her worried what she’d be like with that power flowing inside her again. After the end of everything, a different Vanessa had crawled out of the ocean. What if reclaiming that power took her back to that old self? She wasn’t far below the surface. She’d felt like that person again when dealing with Serrano. She felt like that person again every time she fought.

She waited in the dark.

After three quarters of an hour, a breeze stirred her hair. Then Leo whispered in her ear. “He’s coming. South entrance.” The air stirred again and he was gone.

He had another part to play. She hoped Freddie had no new tricks up his sleeve.

Vanessa recognised Freddie’s bow-legged stride as he hustled into the park. Mia saw him almost straight away. She flinched, then froze.

Hold it together, Mia, Vanessa thought. Just a little longer.

He bore down on her, looking from side to side as he closed in. His expression dripped with hatred. He wanted a fight and Vanessa itched to give him one. But she waited.

He’d almost reached the cowering Mia before he pulled his expression into what he must have thought was a welcoming grin. “Mia! I’m so glad I finally found you. Are you okay?”

Mia backed away a step.

Freddie stopped. The grin fell away, replaced by fury. “Mia,” he said in a warning tone.

“I’m sorry, Freddie,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again, I promise.”

Vanessa pushed away from her tree and projected her voice. “She won’t have to.”

Freddie’s head whipped around. That hate returned, a hate that burned in the very depths of his wretched little soul. “You! Yeah, I knew this was a trap. I knew it. But that’s okay. I’m having fun killing you.”

“And yet you’re so bad at it. Leo – now.”

Freddie tensed, but Leo didn’t go for him. He appeared at Mia’s side in a black blur. He swept her up in his arms, then vanished as swiftly as he’d appeared.

“No!” Freddie bellowed.

“It’s time to put an end to you, Freddie,” Vanessa said. She drew the ring from her pocket and slipped it on her finger.

The power.

Stormed.

Out.

Thunder rocked the air. Lightning crawled across her body. Wind roared and twisted around her.

The emptiness inside her filled.

It filled with swift, crackling power. It swept away all injury, all weariness, all the heaviness and slowness that had been hers this long year. She was herself again. She was power.

But even as it swept through her, she knew. She was too familiar with this power not to sense it.

It was a single bolt of lightning, not a storm. It was a gust of wind, not a tempest. It wouldn’t last.

She clenched her fists and grinned at Freddie.

It would last long enough.

He cowered before her, terrified by the display of her power.

“Come on then,” she said. “Show me what you got.”

Fear gave way to rage. He stamped his foot and the ground shook. He raised his hands and his magic tore the lawn apart. Soil heaved into the air, then hurled itself at her.

Vanessa was fast again. She was as fast as the pouring rain. She surged forward, dived under the wall of flying soil and rolled back to her feet. Freddie was right in front of her, shock spreading across his face.

She slammed her fist into his torso.

The impact made a loud crack, like iron hitting rock. Freddie’s breath rushed out of him. The shock of the impact travelled up Vanessa’s arm. Pain flared in her shoulder.

She struck again, this time hitting Freddie in the face. Again, that rock-slide crack. His head spun to the side.

Freddie should have gone flying backwards. But neither blow had so much as shifted his feet. “That all you got?”

He swung. She stepped back, evading his blows easily. Every punch he threw was telegraphed. He might as well have shouted out what he was about to do.

Freddie opened his hands and grabbed at nothing with his fingers.

Hard asphalt clamped around Vanessa’s feet.

His granite fist slammed into her jaw. She rolled with the blow, but her feet were stuck and she lost her balance. She pinwheeled her arms. He hit her again, this time in the stomach. Vanessa gasped as the blow bent her in two.

He grabbed her jacket and pulled her up. His arm was raised, fist ready to strike.

“Having fun yet, bitch?”

A dark laugh escaped her. “You have your moments, Freddie. I’ll give you that.”

“What?”

Vanessa kicked free of the grasping tarmac. She sent the power inside her crackling down her arm. Lightning shot out from her hand, a single blinding blink. Freddie let her go and backed away, arms raised to shield his eyes.

The lightning was gone. In her hand she gripped a sword. Runes glowed along the length of the blade. A grey gemstone, a larger version of the one from Serrano’s ring, was embedded in the hilt.

Freddie gaped.

She cut upwards.

The blade screeched as it sliced across his front. Freddie screamed and fell on his arse. He scrambled backwards and his shirt and coat flapped open. A shallow red line rose from his abdomen and across his left pectoral muscle.

“Freddie,” she said, “did I really see your name tattooed on your knuckles?”

He patted frantically at his injury, but he stopped and stared when he realised he wasn’t losing blood.

Interesting, Vanessa thought. The cut wasn’t deep, but it should have bled a little.

Furious, he kicked at her. She jumped backwards. Then she heard the scream of tortured metal behind her as the metal fence on the edge of the park ripped itself apart. Spears of metal streaked towards her.

She lashed out with her sword. Sparks exploded in the night. The metal spears missed her and Vanessa landed in a ready stance.

“You’re cheating!” Freddie roared. “You’re cheating!” He charged her.

Vanessa let him come. She slid aside, raised her sword high and brought it down with all her strength behind it. It struck Freddie’s flesh with the ring of steel on steel.

Freddie’s right arm flopped to the ground.

He collapsed, screaming. Vanessa kicked him and he sprawled onto his front. She reversed her sword and pounded the back of his skull with its pommel. She hit him, again and again. She pounded his face into the dirt and rattled his brain in his skull.

At last, he stopped moving.

Vanessa stood up, breathing hard.

The power of the storm still coursed through her, but she could already feel it draining away. For a moment, despair almost overwhelmed her. She wanted that might. She wanted to be it.

But the storm blew out. The power ran out of her. Just as it had when her world burned down and she plunged into the ocean, her sword vanished as though the wind had blown it away.

She used her boot to roll Freddie onto his back. His face was caked in London’s clay, but he was breathing.

For the first time, she noticed the marks on his neck. Had they been there the entire time? She wasn’t sure. They looked like the cracks in stressed rock, right before it blew apart.

The sliced halves of his shirt covered most of his chest. She reached down and flicked them aside. The marks spread out across his body, originating from the hand-sized tattoo on his lower torso.

“Stress fractures,” she murmured. What did they mean?

She’d fought only to disable him, but with him helpless, she reconsidered. It would be easy enough and it would solve a problem for them.

But Edric had said that would provoke the wrath of the rest of his Brotherhood. That, and Mia was probably watching from the edge of the park.

“Your lucky day, Freddie,” she said to his unconscious form.

She left him and went to meet the others.


Chapter 21


Leo knew a pub that stayed open until dawn, one that catered to people in the shadow world who didn’t want to draw attention to themselves.

“Got a shady past we don’t know about, Leo?” Mia asked.

“Who, me?” Leo replied. “Do I seem the type?”

“Yeah,” Mia said, “this nice boy thing is just a front. I see right through it.”

She was shaky, but she was keeping it together. At one point on their walk, Leo had let Mia get a little ahead and whispered to Vanessa, “I think you did the right thing, not making her watch Freddie you-know-what.”

“You sure?” Vanessa asked. “Might have given her closure.” It would have given her closure, she knew that.

Leo nodded. “She’s afraid of him, but she loved him not so long ago. It’s too soon.”

He skipped ahead to catch up with Mia. Vanessa followed, wondering how Leo had that kind of emotional intelligence.

The pub was called The Undercroft and true to its name, it was a basement bar. Runes glimmered on the steps as they walked down and Vanessa felt their magic tugging at her. If they’d had no magic of their own, they’d have turned away and forgotten the place. As it was, Leo had to keep one hand on Mia.

Once they were inside, the interior was low-lit. At first Vanessa thought the arches holding up the ceiling were the usual London yellow brick, but some of the stonework reminded her of Roman ruins. People huddled in the booths: a handsome woman in her fifties, her blackened fingers curled around a pint of beer; a man with the burly build of a werewolf, watching a video on his phone; a pair in hooded cloaks, no features visible, leaning across the table to whisper. Decorative mobiles hung from the arches, made of collections of small bones, moving slightly despite the stillness of the air.

Leo got them settled in a four-person booth and went to order drinks. Behind the bar, the bottles on the lower shelves were recognisable as modern spirits. The bottles on the higher shelves were of older, stranger designs.

“What now?” Mia asked.

“I don’t think we’ll see Freddie again,” Vanessa replied. “He’s not walking off what I did to him, not any time soon.”

Pain turned the corners of Mia’s mouth down and filled her eyes with unshed tears. Leo was right about her. Vanessa guessed it was one thing to know logically that you had to get away, but another to feel it.

Leo returned with three drinks. He set down a half-pint in front of Mia, a full pint in front of Vanessa and a glass of red liquid for himself.

“Is that blood?” Mia hissed.

“Yeah,” Leo sighed. “This place, they use cheap anticoagulant and they refrigerate it, then microwave it before serving. It’ll taste awful, but I thought it would be rude not to join you.” He raised his glass.

“What are we toasting?” Vanessa asked.

“Can we please get out of London now - that’s what we’re toasting.”

Vanessa snorted and tapped her glass against his. Leo clinked his glass against a wide-eyed Mia’s, then sipped.

“Mm,” Leo said. “Like candy floss topped up with kitchen cleaner.” He sipped again.

“Speaking of getting out of London.” Vanessa took out her phone and put it on the table. She dialled Edric’s number. When he answered, she said, “You’re on speakerphone.”

“Hello, everyone,” Edric said. “I’m glad you’re still with us.”

“Sounds posh,” Mia said.

“Hello, Mia. A pleasure to meet you at last, even over the phone.”

Mia rolled her eyes and mouthed ‘posh’.

“We think Freddie’s down for the count,” Vanessa said. “I saw these weird cracks in his skin. Could he be burning out?”

“I’ll try to get an opinion on that for you,” Edric replied. “In the meantime, I have good news.”

Vanessa’s gaze sharpened. “A destination?”

“Yes,” he said. “My negotiations are complete. Your victory against Freddie sealed it. Mia, you’re going to Edinburgh.”

At last, Leo mouthed.

“Edinburgh?” Mia said, like she’d never heard of it before. “Scotland Edinburgh?”

“The very same,” Edric said. “You’ll be staying with a powerful witch named Gavina. She’s looking forward to meeting you.”

Vanessa had many questions, not least of which was whether this Gavina could keep Mia safe, if the Brotherhood came knocking. But they were not questions to ask in front of Mia.

“Vanessa,” Edric said, “how would you like to get there? Trains leave Kings Cross for Edinburgh every thirty minutes.”

Her mind raced. “I don’t like the train. Once we’re on it, our location is predictable, regardless of how well shaded we are. We hire a car first thing in the morning.” She turned her gaze to Leo. “Which means leaving you behind, I think.”

Mia grabbed his arm. “Can’t we put him in the boot or something?”

“It’s about an eight-hour drive to Edinburgh,” Vanessa replied. “That’s a big ask.” She saw the thoughtful look on Leo’s face. “Eight hours curled up in a cramped car boot is a big ask.” When Mia opened her mouth to argue further, Vanessa said, “And if a police car pulls us over and asks to check the boot, they’ll find what looks like Leo’s corpse. And then he’ll catch fire, all of which will leave me with a lot of questions to answer.”

Mia sagged. “Oh.”

“There’s another option,” Leo said. “There’s an intercity transfer service for vampires. You can travel from city to city in a coffin in the back of a car driven by a human. They’ll have all the paperwork they need for it too, just in case we’re stopped.” He tapped his fingernails on the tabletop. “We’d have to check, but I’d be surprised if they don’t run to Edinburgh. They’re bloody expensive, though. Out of my price range.”

“But perhaps not out of mine,” Edric said. “Can you put me in touch with such a service?”

“I think so. I don’t have a number, but I think I know who I can ask for it.”

“Ask for a car, but not a driver,” Vanessa said. “Let’s keep this amongst ourselves.”

Leo reached for his phone.
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It was just after midnight when Amaranth reported to Ambrose’s townhouse. She had to explain herself to a security vampire at the front door, then to Ambrose’s head of security once she was inside. When they let her in to see Ambrose, she could tell they didn’t know if she would survive the experience.

She didn’t either.

He was in his library, reading from an old leather-bound volume. A young man sat a short distance away. Bandages covered three different places on his arm where Ambrose had drunk from him. Aside from looking pale from blood loss, the young man appeared to be in peak physical condition.

Amaranth thought that might make things better for her. If Ambrose had just fed, his temper might be less lethal.

The old vampire’s head of security leaned over Ambrose and whispered in his ear. He spoke so quietly that Amaranth couldn’t hear him. When he straightened, he moved to the side. He wasn’t there to stop Amaranth if things got out of control. He was there in case Ambrose couldn’t be bothered to kill her himself.

If she’d been alive, her heart would have been racing. Instead, her eye teeth and fingernails tingled, itching for the fight.

Not that she’d last five seconds against a vampire of Ambrose’s age.

He took a ribbon from the desk beside him, used it to mark his place in the book and set it aside. At last, he looked up at her with his eyes like polished gold coins.

“Show me,” he said.

Rune had given her a small black bag to carry her prize in. It was a shopping bag, which Amaranth found incongruous. A label on the bottom claimed it was made of recycled materials, which Amaranth found strangest of all.

It had been a terrible risk, going to see Rune. But she’d been sure that returning to Ambrose without something to show for it would be a death sentence.

She tipped the contents of the bag onto her palm. The item was a brass locket on a thin chain. Symbols were engraved on the locket and they shifted whenever she looked at them, like a sea of grass.

Amaranth edged forward, holding out the locket. She stopped when it was within Ambrose’s reach.

She flinched when he moved, but he merely picked the locket up with his slim, boyish fingers. He sniffed it, though as far as Amaranth could tell it had no special scent.

“Call Bogdan,” Ambrose said. “Tell him to come here immediately.”

Amaranth didn’t know who Bogdan was. She was relieved when the security guard took out his phone. The order hadn’t been for her.

“What did she want in return?” Ambrose asked.

She hesitated, but the question did seem to be for her. “She wanted me to bring her the remains of a vampire.”

His metallic eyes lifted from the locket. “Which vampire?”

“She said the opportunity would be obvious when it presented itself.”

“Hm,” Ambrose replied, though not a hint of a frown marred his smooth brow. “That was resourceful of you, to bring this with you.”

Amaranth dared to believe she would survive.

He set the locket on the side table, picked up his book and resumed reading. Amaranth didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t leave because she hadn’t been dismissed. She stood and waited and tried not to fidget.

At least she had survived so far. Though that might change when Bogdan, whoever that was, arrived.

After half an hour, during which Amaranth did her best not to make the slightest sound, a middle-aged man was shown in. His bristling beard stuck out in all directions and his wrists rattled with bracelets of fingerbones.

“You wanted to see me, Ambrose?” He had a Bulgarian accent and silver teeth.

Ambrose set his book aside again. He gestured to the locket. “I wish to speak with the soul bound there.”

Amaranth handed over the locket. Bogdan pulled out an eyepiece like a jeweller’s monocle, studied it and said, “I’ll need a body. A living human one, ideally male.”

Ambrose lifted a finger. One of his attendant vampires hurried out and returned moments later with a man in his early twenties. Amaranth knew him as a familiar, a human servant hoping to be rewarded with elevation to vampirehood. She didn’t know his name, though she did know by his accent that he was from up north somewhere.

Bogdan performed his magic and the fingerbones on his wrists clattered like someone clicking their fingers. When Bogdan finished, sweating from the effort, the familiar’s whole body language and facial expressions had changed. He spoke with an entirely different accent.

“I’m dead? Pah, I hate this. Bogdan, is that you? I can tell from your work. This is the worst possession spell I’ve ever seen.”

“Serrano,” Ambrose said. “Tell me what happened.”

What emerged was a story of a simple job gone wrong, of a freelance agent who made a deal and broke it. Serrano rambled at length about how you just couldn’t trust anyone these days, about how when he made a deal, he stuck to it, about how he should have dealt with the other necromancer, Rune, much sooner.

Ambrose plucked a name from the tirade. “Vanessa.” He turned his head towards his security chief.

“The woman with Leo,” the security chief replied. “That was her name.”

“How interesting,” Ambrose said.

Amaranth shivered.

Because a glint of interest had indeed appeared in the ancient vampire’s metallic eyes. And that never spelled good news for whoever had interested him.

“Serrano,” Ambrose said. “I am troubled by the insult you have experienced with this betrayal and death. I will help you balance the scales and deal with this Vanessa. We shall endeavour to find her at once.”

The head of security cleared his throat. “Sir, I have something on that front.” He wore an earpiece in his left ear. Amaranth had seen him tilt his head partway through Serrano’s rant as though listening to it.

“You asked to be informed of any information that came to us regarding Leo’s activities,” the head of security said. “We received word a few minutes ago. A booking for an intercity transfer vehicle, no driver. Our warlocks tried to scry the vehicle but couldn’t find it.”

Amaranth didn’t understand how not being able to find the car with magic was important, but Ambrose nodded.

“You see, Serrano?” Ambrose said. “Fortune is with you. We can assume this is our quarry, still hidden by this most effective shading magic. We can also assume Leo’s driver will be Vanessa, the very individual who so wronged you.”

“I want to see her pay,” Serrano spat. “I want to tear the soul from her body myself.”

“Of course,” Ambrose replied. “Vander will assist you. Vander, take a full detachment with you. Oh, and take Amaranth as well. I’m sure her direct experience with Vanessa will be useful.”

Amaranth remembered the way Vanessa looked at her after dealing with Serrano. The way the idea of a fight with a vampire was clearly a prospect she relished.

She swallowed nervously.
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Freddie returned to consciousness in the back seat of a car.

At first, he perceived nothing but the horrible ache in his head. His skull felt like a fragile shell on the verge of shattering into a thousand pieces. His eyes throbbed in their sockets. His spine felt impacted into his torso.

Then he remembered his arm.

He raised the stump. Vanessa had chopped off everything from below the elbow. Freddie screamed.

“Sounds like he’s awake.”

Chaz. That was Chaz’s voice.

His brothers had found him.

The pain was more than he could take. Freddie flailed and on instinct, he turned the stump of his arm to metal. The pain faded away.

But the shock of losing his arm made him shake. He was safe, back with his brothers, but Vanessa had cut his arm off. She’d taken away a part of him.

“Easy, Freddie.” Chaz again. “We got you, matey. Take a breath and get a grip.”

Get a grip. He almost laughed, but he was afraid it would come out as a sob. Chaz’s words reminded him that the Brotherhood expected victory, and he’d failed.

Yet again, he’d failed.

Vanessa had pulled a damned sword out of thin air. How was he supposed to deal with that? And how had she been so much stronger and faster than before? He’d actually felt her punches. She’d shrugged off the blows he did manage to land.

And most insulting of all, why had she looked like she was enjoying herself?

Your lucky day, Freddie, she’d said. It was the last thing he remembered. Everything had already been turning black.

Humiliation burned in him. That woman hadn’t just beaten him down. She’d thought him so useless that she’d spared him.

“How you doing there, Freddie?”

That was Ryder.

Freddie uncurled enough to take in his surroundings. He felt a twinge in his chest as he moved, from the sword cut there, but turned that to metal too. The car sped up, slowed down and turned like it was threading through London’s streets. Ryder was in the front passenger seat, twisting around to look at him. Must be Chaz driving.

“Sword,” he slurred.

Was that cold dismissal in Ryder’s eyes? Was Freddie’s newest failure the final straw? Was he out?

“She had a sword,” Freddie said around an aching jaw. “Came out of nowhere. And she was stronger. Dunno how. Could have stopped her, otherwise.”

“You talking about the woman who took Mia?” Ryder asked.

“Yeah.” Vanessa, who had it in for Freddie. Who was determined to tear his life apart. Who had mutilated him. What had he ever done to her to deserve that? “Had a ring. Saw it. Juiced her right up. Must have some serious backer.” That was the only possible explanation. Some big player was behind her.

Ryder nodded. “We’ll get you patched up, Freddie. You rest. We’ll work out our next move.”

It was a dismissal. Ryder wasn’t saying he expected Freddie to take the lead anymore. He was giving up on Freddie and taking over himself.

He struggled to sit up, but he couldn’t manage it with only one arm. He slumped back onto the car seat.

“Send me back in,” he gasped out, as darkness swam in from the corners of his vision. “Finish the ritual. Then send me back in.”

Ryder glanced at Chaz, though Freddie couldn’t see Chaz’s reaction, if there was one.

“Yeah,” Ryder said. “We’ll finish the ritual and send you in. I know you can take her.”

Freddie thought he heard something wrong in Ryder’s tone, but unconsciousness dragged him down again before he could figure out what.


Chapter 22


Vanessa, Leo and Mia were on the road by 4 a.m. The car supplied by the vampire rental company was an estate car, a five-seater with tinted windows and enough space in the rear for a coffin-like bed for a vampire. They offered more expensive models with enchantments on the tinted windows that would protect vampires, but Leo claimed it was pointless to spend the money. He was going to sleep in the box when the sun came up.

“You’re driving first, then,” Vanessa said to that.

Mia was in the back seat. She claimed she’d stay awake, but ten minutes after they set off, she was curled up asleep.

“What’s your plan?” Edric asked.

Vanessa had her phone plugged into a charging port. It meant she had to manage the cable as she held the phone to her ear, but that was a minor nuisance. “We’re on the M1 now. Still inside the M25, but we’ll be past it soon.” And then finally, officially, out of London. “I’m inclined to take the A1 up through Nottingham, but if we get any word of pursuit we can reroute to less obvious roads.”

“I’ll be certain to keep my ears open,” Edric replied. “Do you think pursuit likely?”

Vanessa shrugged, even though he couldn’t see her. “No. Freddie was looking pretty bad, last time I saw him.” Beside her, Leo craned his neck and she realised he was checking Mia in the rearview mirror. “Serrano, maybe, but it’ll take him time to get back into his body, assuming Rune hands over his soul. The Ambrose connection is something else to consider, but again, time is working for us here. We’ve got a good head start and we’re protected by shading magic. They haven’t got the time between now and dawn for an extensive search.”

“I can’t predict what the Brotherhood will do,” Edric said, “but I agree with your analysis. Your head start and your shading magic put you far enough ahead to reach Edinburgh before they can act.”

“On the subject of Freddie,” Vanessa said, “have you learned anything?”

“Yes. I spoke with the ghost of a warlock who was able to give me an opinion. From what you describe, yes, Freddie has pushed himself past the limits of his magical abilities. That push takes a toll on the body and spirit of the caster. It ‘burns them up’ is how my new warlock friend put it. Freddie has ‘cashed a cheque his body can’t pay’ and will need time to recover, though there is a reasonable chance he may never fully do so.”

That matched her own experience with witches and warlocks. “Celeste is introducing you around, now?”

“This was through a mutual acquaintance.”

“I get the impression this job has expanded your network.”

Edric chuckled. “You are correct. There are now a number of ghosts to whom I owe favours.”

Vanessa smiled at that. “That sounds like the kind of thing Rune can help with.”

“Indeed. I believe she will be well suited to provide assistance, if the lady is as talented as you say and her interests tend in that direction.”

“I hope your bank balance can cope.”

“Good help is expensive.”

“I’ll check in again in a few hours or if we change plans. Let me know if you hear any rumblings from London.”

“We have made a respectable number of enemies over the last few days,” Edric said, “but given their character, I cannot help but feel vindicated. Drive safely, Vanessa.”

That left Vanessa thinking as she lowered the phone. Better if they hadn’t made enemies at all, but she supposed if they had to, Edric had a point.

“Okay, so,” Leo said, “I couldn’t help but overhear.”

She snorted. “I’m sure you heard every word.” His hearing was far too keen for her to have had any privacy on the call.

“He’s got a point,” Leo said. “Judge a person by their enemies and all that.”

She couldn’t help but poke at him. “Feeling smug?”

Leo rolled his shoulders. “Yeah. Aren’t you?”

Her smile faded. “You’re an odd one, Leo.” Before he could respond, she asked, “I’ve made a big assumption that you can maintain our shading ward all the way to Edinburgh, especially given how new the ability is to you. What should I know?”

Leo sighed. “Yeah. I can feel myself spending my strength on it. It helps that we’re all together. It degraded faster when we separated and I put that patch of the ward on you. I can usually go a couple of days without needing a big feed and that awful drink I had back at The Undercroft helped. But I’ll need that blood Ambrose gave me before I sleep.”

“And when you do sleep?” Vanessa asked.

“I’ll charge Miguel’s charm again,” Leo said. “I think it’ll last until Edinburgh.”

“You think?”

He shot her a wry smile. “Like you said, this kind of magic is new to me.”

“Good to know what I’m working with.” She settled back in her chair.

And he was good to work with, she realised. His abilities were useful and he’d been more than willing to operate in a supportive role as needed. He’d taken the heat when she couldn’t and backed her up when she could.

She wondered if he liked being just a finder.

“What about that charge you got from the shard?” Leo asked.

“I spent it,” she replied. “It wasn’t much, really.”

“If that’s how you describe conjuring a sword out of lightning, I want to reiterate my point about never wanting to fight you.” He hit the indicator and changed lanes. “I ask this question out of curiosity, not to challenge you or anything. But was it worth keeping some power in reserve?”

Vanessa shook her head. “When you go into a fight, you leave nothing on the table. You hit your enemy with all the force it takes to put them down. Anything else is choosing to lose.” She turned her attention inwards, to that void inside her where power had once flowed. “Freddie needed putting down, at least for long enough for us to get out of London.”

“Makes sense to me,” Leo answered. “Hopefully he’s scared off coming after Mia ever again.”

Vanessa grunted. “Guys like that, they don’t let go that easy. It’ll be up to the witches in Edinburgh to handle that problem.”

“What, even though you took his arm?”

She shook her head. “They don’t let go.”

“No, I suppose not.” He indicated and changed back into the left-hand lane. “The witches, what’s their angle on this, anyway?”

She could have fobbed him off with a non-answer. After all, she knew nothing about the witches, including whether they truly could keep Mia safe. And like her, Leo was just the hired help. His part in all this was over once they delivered Mia.

But he’d gone way beyond his original brief. Edric would pay him for it, but he’d made far more than a minimum effort. He’d treated Mia well, helped her keep it together when needed and never objected to being on babysitting duty while Vanessa was busy. She felt he deserved a proper answer.

All that, and she felt like telling him.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But there is an angle. I asked Edric point-blank whether this was just about Mia and he said no. I didn’t ask more questions, but it’s obviously bigger than her. Still, whatever this is about for him, or these witches, Edric has done everything he can for Mia. I don’t just mean the money, either. He’s expanded his operation in London to help us get through. If you do that as fast as he has, you risk recruiting the wrong people, or just springing leaks and letting word get back to your enemies. This might be just a small part of a bigger picture, but he’s given it his all.”

“Who is he?” Leo asked. “What is he? Can he protect himself?”

Vanessa shrugged. “Rich eccentric, that’s all I got. And an affinity for ghosts, sounds like.”

“Necromancer?”

“Didn’t get that vibe.”

Leo chuckled. “Yeah, necromancers have got a vibe, that’s for sure.”

They passed the edge of the town of Watford and approached the overpass that crossed the M25. The highway that orbited London passed below, its lanes lit by the headlights of trucks. The M25 was not an official boundary, but at last Vanessa felt like she’d made it out of London.

“What about you?” she asked. “What are you going to do about Ambrose?”

Leo let out a short, high-pitched laugh. “What can I do? He’s got centuries on me and about a hundred guys working for him. I’m good at finding things. I can compel a vampire for a short time, but only if they’re young. Talk about a power imbalance.” He stretched his fingers on the steering wheel and his nails lengthened as he did so. “What would you do?”

“Go on the offensive,” she replied at once.

“I should have known.”

“That doesn’t mean with your fists, you dummy. Fists are my department.”

“Don’t forget lightning swords,” he said. “I’m not going to forget that in a hurry. I didn’t even know there was a lightning swords department.”

“You have other ways of solving problems, Leo. Use them.”

“Like what? Using my finding magic to find a rocket launcher that could blow him apart?”

“If that would work, sure.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Ambrose dropped a lot of hints when he was at your place about secrets being kept hidden from you. You know about that before?”

His brow crinkled. “No.”

“But you do know your gift is unusual. This ability to pick up skills from the blood of others.”

“Yeah. But I mean, where would I even start, looking into that?”

“You know the vampire world better than me. Besides, that trick you did, where you patched your shading magic onto me? Could Miguel do that?”

Leo took his eyes off the road long enough to glance at her, both worried and puzzled at the same time. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. It just seemed obvious enough.”

“You need to look into that, Leo.” She settled back again. “You want to go on the offensive? Start there and follow it until you find the thing that Ambrose wants. Then you’ve got leverage.”

He thought about that for a minute, as the M25 fell back behind them. “Not bad. Almost vampire thinking, that.”

“I remind you that I solve my problems with my fists,” she said. “I count vampires who give me cheek as problems.”

Leo grinned. “And not just fists. Okay, point taken. You should rest. I’ll wake you up when it’s getting close to dawn.”

She didn’t think she’d need to sleep, not with the residual power of the storm shard still in her system.

She let herself doze anyway.


Chapter 23


“Vanessa, wake–”

She heard a boom and the car lurched. Vanessa came instantly awake. The highway ahead was dark. Behind them, headlights on high beam lit up the inside of their car. A car was close in front of them, brake lights flaring. Another was right beside them.

A man with a shotgun leaned out the window of the car beside them. He aimed at their rear tyre. The shotgun boomed. The car lurched again.

“I’m losing it!” Leo said. “Hang on!”

The car ahead of them braked harder. Leo swung the wheel and they hurtled off the road. In the back seat, Mia screamed.

They crashed through trees and shrubs. Green leaves closed around them and somehow Leo kept them from smashing into a tree trunk.

They burst out onto a smaller road running parallel to the highway. Leo tried to swing them onto the road, but with the tyres blown out he lost control. They shimmied sideways. The back of the car hit a road sign with a crunch of metal and they spun. Leo slammed on the brakes. The car spun one more time and stopped.

“What happened?” Vanessa asked.

Leo still gripped the steering wheel. “They came up behind us. It happened so fast. I’m sorry, I–”

“Later.” She reached into the back seat, grabbed Mia and shook her. The girl stopped screaming. “Are you hurt? Mia?”

She was breathing fast, falling into panic mode. But she shook her head.

“Everyone out,” Vanessa said. “We need to get to cover. Leo, don’t forget your blood. Move!”

Outside, the night held the cold hush of predawn. The motorway was close by, the roar of vehicles only slightly muted by the bank of trees. They were at the junction of a road that paralleled the highway and some kind of service road. Vanessa rounded Leo and Mia up and shoved them in that direction.

Further down the road, headlights swung into view. A car engine roared as the vehicle accelerated towards them.

“Who are they?” Leo asked.

“Don’t wait around to find out. Into the trees, come on!”
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Amaranth winced as Dorian fired the shotgun for the second time. She watched from the back seat as their target lost control and veered off the road.

“Skye!” Vander was in the driver’s seat and Amaranth heard his voice both directly and through the earpiece in her left ear. “Go back to the last turn-off and cut them off. Tiago, follow them through that overgrowth. I’ll come at them from the next turn-off.”

The car behind their target made a screeching U-turn only a vampire could have brought off. The car in front pulled off onto the verge and began reversing hard. Vander then spun the wheel as a turn-off appeared.

Three cars. Eleven vampires and Serrano, possessing a mortal body. Amaranth’s fangs and talons were at full extension. Vanessa and whoever she was with were going down. And she intended to enjoy it, for what Vanessa had done to her.
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Vanessa brought up the rear as they crashed through a thick line of greenery. Then they stumbled out into an open car park, big enough for two dozen cars and completely empty.

“Crap,” Leo said. He had one hand around Mia’s arm to keep her moving. “Which way now?”

An office building rose on one side of the car park, its lights low. Vanessa pointed in the other direction. “Go! And drink your blood!”

He let go of Mia long enough to take out the vial of blood Ambrose had given him, pop the cap and pour the contents down his throat. Vanessa kept Mia moving.

“Wow,” Leo said. “That really is the good stuff.” He tossed the empty vial aside.

They reached the edge of the car park and plunged into greenery again. A car engine roared nearby. Tyres screeched. She glimpsed headlights through the bank of green behind them as the car accelerated again.

“Stop.” They were still covered by a line of trees and shrubs. “They’re about to cut us off.” The car motored past them.

“What do we do?” Mia asked, her voice a frightened gasp. “Are we surrounded?”

“We’re definitely outnumbered,” Leo said.

She gave him a withering look.

“Right,” Leo smirked. “Go on the offensive.”

“We need a new car,” Vanessa replied. “Let’s go get one of theirs.”
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Vander brought the car to a stop and Amaranth spilled out with the others. A brick building stood to one side of the road, though she had no idea what it could be out in the middle of nowhere. Industrial buildings of some kind rose to their right.

“Stay out on the road for now,” Vander said into his earpiece. “We’ll pick up their trail and close the net.”

The four vampires drifted apart as they moved back along the road. Amaranth extended all her senses, searching for the scent of their prey. Vander was right. They’d pick up the trail any moment. Then it would be just a matter of a chase.

“She won’t run,” Amaranth said. “Not this one. She thinks she can fight us.”

Dorian grinned, baring his fangs. His shotgun was a pump action and he’d already reloaded. “I love it when they turn and fight. I’ll take out a knee, then we’ll have our fun.”

Two figures broke from cover ahead and sprinted across the road. One adult, one smaller.

Dorian aimed and fired, so fast a mortal would have blinked and missed it. But the adult figure grabbed the smaller one and pulled them both out of the way.

“Contact!” Vander called out. “We’re in pursuit. Skye, Tiago, move up!”

Amaranth sprinted after the two figures. Vander was the oldest and fastest. He blurred as he moved, even to Amaranth’s senses. She was the slowest and both Dorian and the fourth vampire, Imogen, ran ahead of her.

Then another figure burst from cover, where the first two had been.

Amaranth recognised her.

Vanessa hit Dorian and they tumbled to the ground. Vanessa came up with her knee on Dorian’s chest and his shotgun in her hands. She spun it and fired it into Dorian’s face. His skull burst apart.

Shit! Amaranth thought and dived to the side.

Vanessa fired again and hit Imogen, before the vampire could jump on her. She stumbled and fell. Vanessa was on her fast. She dropped the shotgun and caught Imogen’s skull. Bones and ligaments snapped. Cold blood sprayed as Vanessa wrenched Imogen’s head off.

Amaranth kept sprinting for the trees.

Vanessa rolled and came up with the shotgun. She fired and Amaranth’s ankle erupted in pain. She crashed into a shrub.

For a second, she lay still, stunned.

Survival instinct kicked in and she scrambled to her feet. She couldn’t put weight on her right ankle and cursed at it.

Most importantly, Vanessa hadn’t followed her. She must have pursued Vander.

Even as Skye’s and Tiago’s cars swerved into the road, Amaranth limped to Dorian’s body. The damage to his head was extreme. He would recover if scraped up and given blood.

Amaranth refused to be out of the fight. She needed blood to heal her ankle. Not caring if the vampires in the other cars saw her, she dropped next to Dorian’s twitching body, bared her fangs and began to feed.
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Vanessa pursued Vander through another bank of trees and out into a wide open area. He was old and fast and pulling away from her. He was gaining ground on Leo, who was carrying Mia. Vanessa reached for more, but she didn’t have it.

Vander’s vampire nature saved her. He turned to fight.

Vanessa fired her stolen shotgun. Vander jinked to the side. She fired again – he dodged again. Then he was on her.

She slammed the butt of the shotgun into his face. His claws raked across her torso. They exchanged multiple blows, blink-fast. Vanessa lost the shotgun and struck with her fists. Vander lunged for her neck with his fangs.

He kicked her ankle and she staggered. He landed on top of her and drove her into the ground. Vanessa headbutted him and they rolled, scrabbling at each other. He went for her eyes with his claws. She elbowed him in the nose and he tumbled off her, blood spurting from the injury.

Vander recovered and leapt at her. She grabbed the shotgun again, whirled and blasted out his knee. Vander belly-flopped in the dirt. She fired again and the shotgun clicked empty.

He hit her in the middle, hard, propelled by his undamaged leg. Vanessa flipped them over and landed on top. She locked him on the ground with her knees and pounded his face with her fists, over and over. His claws raked her back, shredding material and skin. She kept going. He flailed, legs kicking, trying to buck her off. She hit him until his face broke and his skull caved in.

He wasn’t dead, but she’d run out of time. Vander’s reinforcements had arrived.

Five vampires came running out of the trees. Vanessa didn’t glance back, but she had to assume Leo had used the time to make his escape. The trail of his scent led through her. Any pursuit would come to her as well.

Vanessa roared and threw herself at the vampires. They were fast-moving shapes, all sharp fangs and claws, hard elbows and knees and feet. They were vicious and they knew how to fight, but they didn’t know how to fight in numbers.

She did.

She used their numbers against them. She kept moving, even as they tore and pummelled her. She twisted arms in their sockets, smashed knees, stabbed her fingers into eyes. The wounds she inflicted didn’t incapacitate, not like they would a human, but they slowed the vampires down, made them less effective.

The one named Amaranth landed on her back and bit her shoulder.

Vanessa grabbed her by the hair, wrenched her off and threw her at another vampire. Vanessa then rolled with a blow that almost took out her eye and instead cut across her brow. She’d have blood in her eyes to deal with in a minute. She shattered a vampire’s ribcage, but took three hard blows that dropped her to her knees.

“Hold!”

For a wonder, the vampires paused. They had their blood up and Vanessa didn’t expect them to stop until either she was dead, or they were. But they fell back in a loose circle, hissing at her, flexing their claws. Vanessa used the reprieve to assess their numbers. Three were down, struggling to move. Two others had arms too broken to use, one a knee he couldn’t put his weight on. She counted five whose injuries were so light that they could fight at full capacity.

It was a lot of vampires.

The one who’d given the order to stop, he was human. She could see nothing remarkable about him as he joined the circle around Vanessa. She’d have pegged him as no more than a familiar, had the vampires not obeyed him.

Though there was something she recognised in his smirk.

“Thought you were clever, didn’t you?” the young man asked.

Vanessa sighed. “Serrano. That was a quicker turnaround than I expected.”

“I told you, I am all that as a necromancer, you traitorous pig.” He drew closer. Vanessa stayed down on one knee, holding her side. “I told Ambrose I wanted to be the one to drain the life out of you. And here we are.”

“You’re an incredible bore, Serrano,” she replied. “Get it over with before I – Oh, damn it.”

Serrano had time to say, “Huh?”

They were all watching her. And they’d obeyed Serrano not because he spoke with Ambrose’s authority. No, lost in their battle frenzy, it would take more than that. He must have used his magic to exert some control over them. And so they weren’t paying attention to their surroundings. He wouldn’t let them.

Leo leapt through the circle of vampires and landed on Serrano’s back.

The necromancer had time to yelp. Then Leo’s fangs sank into his neck and the sound turned into a gurgle.

Ambrose’s vampires were let loose. Half of them went for Leo, the other half for Vanessa. The one named Amaranth screamed as she threw herself forward. Vanessa stabbed her fingers into Amaranth’s neck like a blade. She hurled the vampire aside and went for the next one.

She fought through the press, kicking and punching, until she reached Leo. He had three of them on him. She grabbed the skull of the first and snapped his neck with a twist. Leo bucked, got free and fell on another. They fought back-to-back, together. It was vicious, close-quarters, no holds barred. They broke bones and tore flesh. They pulled each other free when either was almost overwhelmed. Vanessa caught one around the neck and Leo tore out his heart. He grappled another to the ground and Vanessa stamped on her skull.

At last the tide turned. The three vampires who could still stand fell back.

Vanessa was breathing hard. She knew she’d been heavily injured, but for the moment, the pain was holding off. Beside her, Leo was a bloody mess.

She laughed.

“Ready to finish this?” she asked the survivors. “You’ve put up enough of a fight for me to remember it.”

Their leader hissed at her. But she backed away, ducking her head.

Vanessa wanted to wipe them out, to crush them utterly. She bared her teeth and wrestled that dark urge back under control.

Unclenching her fists, Vanessa wiped her gory hands on her jeans. “You tell Ambrose, he comes after us again, there’s plenty more where that came from.”

“He won’t forgive,” a vampire said. “He won’t forget.”

“That’s the point,” Vanessa replied. “He’s not supposed to forget. Now get lost.”

A car swerved into the field, wobbled along the nearest service road and came to a juddering stop.

“That’ll be Mia,” Leo said.

“She can drive?” Vanessa asked.

“Given that the ten seconds of instruction I gave her is all she’s ever had,” Leo replied, “I wouldn’t go that far.”

Vanessa snorted. “Right. Come on.” She strode towards the waiting car, kicking a downed vampire out of the way as she went. “And don’t pass out before we get in the car.”

“Doing my best,” Leo said.

“I was talking mostly to myself.”
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For Amaranth, the physical world faded away. The coil of necromantic energy that was her vampire spirit clung desperately to her broken body. Moment by moment, she was drawn into the mortal edge, the no man’s land between life and death.

She could see the spirits of the other vampires as she shifted into the mortal edge. Some, such as Vander, held to their damaged bodies. Others, like Dorian, were already falling away like a cloud of billowing fog. If that happened to her, she would blow helplessly on undead winds, little more than a sentient whisper. And that sentience would lose coherence over time, until what had been the vampire Amaranth dispersed into nothing.

She grasped with all her strength for her flesh. But Vanessa had inflicted too much damage. The blood within her was trying to repair her body, but she was too young and too far gone. Her fingertip grip slipped until she felt she was hanging on by a single nail.

Then, in the mortal edge, a figure coalesced before her.

The necromancer Rune was a shining presence, the light of a winter sun. The woman looked down at her and her face was the same enigmatic mask as when they’d met in her shop.

Help me! Amaranth cried.

Rune opened her hands. A web of ghost electricity shimmered there.

You said you would pay me with the remains of a vampire, Rune said. I have come to collect.

Amaranth screamed as her spirit was pulled into Rune’s soul cage.

In the physical world, her body surrendered and crumbled in the rapid decay of a dead vampire.


Chapter 24


Word came to Silas via the grapevine.

Crash and burn.

He rose from his desk and made his way as casually as he could to the water cooler.

He swept his gaze around the room as he gulped down a cup of water. In their cubicles, everyone else seemed to be working away steadily. Silas’s manager was off at a meeting somewhere.

It was the end of Silas’s shift. If what he’d heard was true, it was time to walk out and never come back.

Frustration boiled within him, but fear was his overriding feeling. Running meant dropping out of the vampire scene, walking away from his connections and ultimately giving up on the promise of living forever. But the operation had gone bad. Very bad. Bad enough for Silas’s life to be at risk.

He returned to his desk and unlocked his computer.

There, on a messenger app, his doom was spelled out in 12-point font, a warning from a fellow traveller and vampire hopeful. Someone close to the big dogs, a friend who stood in the background and listened.

Crash and burn. It’s all gone bad. They’ll tie up loose ends. That means you.

They would want no evidence of their infiltration of Odd’s Transport, no one who could answer insistent questions. Silas knew a promise to keep his mouth shut wouldn’t be enough.

He pretended everything was normal as he shut down his computer and waved farewell to his fellow dispatchers. He wanted to run for the elevator, but he kept his pace to an even stroll. He told himself he was just on his way to meet friends at the pub. He told himself to live that lie with every gesture he made.

Silas exited the room. One hallway lay between him and reception. One elevator ride lay between him and freedom.

When he turned into the hallway, he found Enrica waiting for him.

“Hi Silas,” she said. “Can we get you for a few minutes, just to clear something up? It won’t take long.”

She smiled.

Silas went rigid with terror.
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“What’s it going to be like?” Mia asked.

According to Vanessa’s phone, which she’d set in a mount on the dashboard, they were half an hour out of Edinburgh. They were approaching the city from the east, along the A1 road. A sign alerted them that they were about to reach the turn-off to the town of Haddington. Early morning traffic wasn’t too bad, but heavy rain had rolled in and visibility was poor.

Vanessa was at the wheel of the car they’d stolen from Ambrose’s people. Mia was in the front with her and Leo was in the back. In contrast to their last rental, Ambrose had spent the money on equipping his cars with enchanted tinted windows to protect the vampires inside. Even so, Leo was drowsy, his head drooping. He was in no condition to drive.

“I don’t know, Mia,” Vanessa said.

“Do you think I’ll live in Edinburgh?” Mia asked. “I’ve never been. I don’t really want to live in some place in the country. I like the city.”

“I’d like to think you’ll get a say in it.” She’d much rather Leo handled Mia’s questions, but he was busy nodding off.

“You think I’ll get homesick?” Mia asked. She stared out the window at the passing countryside, or what was visible of it through the rain. “I’ve never been away before. I don’t know if I’ll get homesick.”

“I think that’s likely, at some point,” Vanessa said.

Mia frowned at her. “Really?”

“Whatever your life was like in London, it was home. I’m sure it had its comforts. You’ll miss them until you find new ones here.”

Mia blinked at her as she thought about it. “I like Snickers bars. I’d live on them if I could. You think they’ve got them here?”

“It would be weird if they didn’t.”

The A1 was four lanes, two in each direction. Vanessa was stuck behind someone doing under the speed limit and she had to resist the urge to overtake. The road conditions were poor. She didn’t want to risk getting into an accident.

“You said you went away for a while,” Mia said. “Did you get homesick?”

That had been long ago, longer than a person looking at her would think. She tried to remember. “I think my new life was too exciting for me to get homesick.” That was one way of looking at it.

“Oh,” Mia said. She resumed staring out of the water-streaked window.

Green fields stretched away on either side of the highway. Fence lines bordered the road, though on the Edinburgh-bound side of the road a hedge concealed the fence. It had been like that for a while, though sometimes they cut through a hill, or the hedge gave way to a row of trees.

Vanessa’s phone vibrated. She took her eyes off the car ahead long enough to see it was a message from Edric.

“Look at that for me, would you?” she asked. She pressed her finger to the phone sensor and Mia picked it up.

“Um, he says he’s figured out how they found us. He says the vampire car rental company is owned by Ambrose.”

Vanessa grunted. “Didn’t think of that. Tell him thanks.”

Mia typed and clicked the phone back into the mount. “I wouldn’t have thought of that either.” She chewed her thumbnail. “What if Freddie finds me?”

She heard the fear in Mia’s voice, a fear she’d lived with for so long it had swallowed almost everything else. Leo must have too, because she heard him stir.

“The witches will have that covered,” Vanessa said.

Mia’s hand shook as she bit her nail. “But what if, like, it’s six months from now and I’m just walking about and he comes out of nowhere? What about that?”

“Like I said, the witches will have that covered.” When that didn’t settle Mia down, she said, “It’s a matter of expertise, right? Leo and I, we’re the experts at getting you somewhere and battling through the surprising number of people who didn’t want that to happen. And here we are, just about to hit Edinburgh. You trusted our expertise to get you here, didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” Mia replied. Though Vanessa remembered those times when Mia had looked ready to bolt. From her tone, Mia was thinking of them too.

Vanessa ploughed on. “Same thing with the witches. This is their area of expertise. Every question you can think of, they’ve already got an answer to it. Trust their expertise.”

Mia kept on chewing her thumbnail as she mulled that over.

“Guys,” Leo said, “I think we’ve got a problem.”

Vanessa glanced at him in the rearview mirror. When what she saw made no sense, she looked over her shoulder. Leo was sitting up straight. With one hand, he pulled his half-shredded jacket across his chest. With his other hand, he held out a pile of what Vanessa took to be black sand. From his pose, he’d scooped it out of his jacket pocket.

“Leo?”

He met her gaze. “This is Miguel’s shading charm.”

Vanessa turned her gaze back to the road, but her mind was racing. “How long has it been like that?”

“I don’t know. I only just noticed it.”

Her thoughts turned cold and hard as she calculated. “Could it have happened when Serrano and the vampires caught us? Could it have been damaged in the fight?” If so, they’d been exposed for hours. Hours their hunters could have spent closing in on them.

“I don’t think so,” Leo replied. He sounded worried, but he was thinking. “I think the material of the charm itself wore out. I think they do that. That feels right to me.”

“Then we don’t know how long we’ve been detectable to a scryer.” That could be better than she thought. The charm might only have failed while Leo dozed and that was only a couple of hours. Or it might be worse and it broke before the fight with Vander and Serrano.

“Can you get another spell going?” Vanessa asked. “Just shade us yourself? We’re only half an hour out.”

“I’ll try.” He shook the black sand off his palm. “But my finding magic doesn’t work during the day. This might be the same.”

She kept her voice even, despite wanting to grind her teeth together. “Mia, use my phone. Let’s get a more precise read on how long we have left. Also look ahead for any traffic congestion we can avoid.”

Mia held the phone so Vanessa could unlock it, then scrolled around with shaking hands. “What do we do?”

“Same thing we’ve been doing the last few days and nights,” Vanessa replied. “Things go wrong on a job. When that happens, you adapt.”

“No plan goes to plan, huh?”

Vanessa tried to smile, but all she could manage was a mirthless grimace. “Leo, how’s it going with that shading magic?”

“Look out!” he cried.

Ahead, fire flashed through the rain. Red brake lights blinked on and Vanessa slammed her foot down. The car shuddered as they came to a stop.

Three cars ahead, what looked like a wall of fire cut across the road. Not fire – it was too liquid somehow. Steam exploded off it as rain struck it. Vanessa stared, trying to understand what she was seeing.

A pillar of fire erupted under the car nearest the fiery wall and hurled it upwards. This time, Vanessa got a better look. As the car crashed down onto the verge, she said, “Lava.”

“Lava?” Leo leaned forward between Vanessa and Mia. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

The next car leapt upwards on a column of liquid burning stone. It spun through the air and crashed onto the lanes going the opposite way. A truck ploughed into it and sent it rolling along the road.

“I remind you that vampires are flammable,” Leo said, shrinking back.

“Everything is flammable when it comes to lava,” Vanessa replied. “It’s Freddie.”

“What?” Leo and Mia said at the same time.

“I’m going out. Leo, get in the driver’s seat. Try to get out of traffic and go back the other way.”

The final car in front of them flew into the air. Lava spattered on the bonnet of their car and immediately melted through the steel. The flying car landed in the lane beside them.

“Assuming we still have an engine,” Leo replied, “sure.”

She glimpsed a figure moving along the verge, a familiar gangly figure moving with a familiar rooster-like gait. “Don’t follow me.” She put the car in neutral and got out.

The rain soaked her ragged clothes at once. Both lanes were blocked and when Vanessa glanced back, she saw traffic screeching to a halt and backing up. She put it out of her mind. She needed to worry about Freddie.

His right arm looked like a bunch of stones clumped together. Maybe that’s what it was: a prosthetic arm held together by magic and willpower. When they’d last tangled, Freddie’s skin had been cracking apart under the strain of the magic he wielded. Now, his skin crawled with glowing red veins, like rivulets of lava coursed across him. She didn’t know magic the way a witch or warlock did, but she thought it was a bad sign for Freddie. And maybe an opportunity for her.

She moved around the front of her car. “Freddie,” she called. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Yeah,” he replied. “What are the chances?” Steam hissed off his shoulders where the rain struck.

“I’d shake your hand,” she said, “but, well, you know.”

His left fist, his flesh one, shook. “You’re going to pay for what you’ve done to me. For what you’ve taken from me!”

He raised his right arm, the one made of stones. The grinding sound it made as it moved made Vanessa clench her teeth.

He punched upwards with his fist.

Vanessa dived to the side. The ground where she’d stood ruptured and lava geysered into the air. She rolled and charged him.

Freddie roared wordlessly and punched the air again. Vanessa rolled and another gush of lava missed her. Black smoke filled the air, fighting the rain. It poured from the holes Freddie had torn in the ground and spread a haze across the road.

She sprang forward. Her fist rammed into his jaw. Freddie rocked back.

But he didn’t go down.

His return blow grazed her ribs and it had all his magical strength behind it. She stumbled and he followed up with a punch to the gut. Vanessa hurtled through the air, winded. She crunched into the overturned car in the next lane.

“Bastard,” Vanessa wheezed.

He lumbered through the rain towards her. He was stronger than her. Not faster, but if he could pull lava out of the ground, he had another advantage. This, she thought, might even be difficult.

That dark, eager urge rose within her. She shook herself free of the smashed car and charged him again.

They traded blows. She was faster, but when he hit, it was with a force she couldn’t match. Her ribs ached and her wrists throbbed from punching his metal-like skin. She tried to break his ankle and bounced off him. She brought both her fists down on his rock arm, but only a few pieces of gravel pinged off. She tried to crush his throat and all she did was make him cough.

And all the time, he was screaming at her.

“Give me Mia! Give me Mia!”

Vanessa leapt. She delivered a double-booted kick that mainly sent her springing away from him. Freddie stumbled back, but he didn’t fall. He didn’t even seem hurt. He came at her again and she switched tactics. She caught his stone wrist and used his own momentum to throw him.

He barely cleared the ground. He hit the tarmac with a rock-like thud.

Then she saw her mistake.

Mia had come out of the car. Vanessa glanced at the vehicle and saw Leo watching helplessly from inside. Mia had crept closer. When Vanessa threw Freddie down, he landed right in front of her.

Freddie pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. “Mia?”

“Freddie.” She sounded like she was crying. In the rain, it was impossible to see her tears. “What are you doing?”

He stumbled upright. “You’ve got to come back to me. You’re mine. You’ve got to come back.” He reached out with his stone hand.

She backed away. “What have you done to yourself?”

His face twisted in rage. The rivulets of lava on his skin pulsed red-yellow-red. “You did this to me! This is all your fault!”

Vanessa closed in. She circled behind him, trying to get beyond the scope of his peripheral vision.

“You were going to kill me!”

“I deserve it!” he screamed. “Don’t you get it, you stupid cow? This power belongs to me! I was going to show everybody!”

He lunged for her.

Vanessa leapt. As Freddie grabbed Mia, as she cried out from his touch, Vanessa landed on his back. She wrapped her arm around his throat and her legs around his waist.

He burned to the touch.

Freddie howled and spun around, trying to shake her off. Vanessa squeezed, but his neck was like stone. The heat coming off him burned through her clothing and seared her flesh. She held on, squeezing as hard as she could. Freddie kept roaring, kept flailing.

At last Vanessa had to let go. She sprang away from him and rolled to her feet. Her arms and legs burned with pain, but she made herself stand.

Freddie didn’t stop flailing.

The veins of lava intensified. The rain steamed off him, more and more. Freddie’s roar of rage turned to a cry of pain. He fell to his knees. His rock arm began to glow, the stones that formed it melting together.

Vanessa leapt across him. She grabbed Mia and turned the sobbing girl away.

Freddie’s very flesh turned to stone as his magic consumed him. That stone heated from inside and lost its shape, slumping down into a formless lump of molten rock. The fiery glow from within faded as the rock cooled in the pouring rain.

What remained gave no sign that it had once been a human being.


Chapter 25


The car did start, though a clunking noise from the engine suggested it wouldn’t keep running for long. Vanessa edged it through the damage Freddie had wrought, got back on the road and headed for Edinburgh.

Mia sat in the front with Vanessa. She held her injured wrist, shivering and sniffling. Once they were making progress again, Vanessa said, “Can you hang on until we get to Edinburgh? The witches should be able to heal you up.”

“You’re worse than me and you’re okay,” Mia replied, her teeth chattering.

The pain of the burns on her arms and legs was something she couldn’t ignore. All the same, she could compartmentalise it. “I’ve been through worse and you’re only human. Can you hang on?”

“Yeah,” Mia said.

Leo leaned forward and looked at her. “Vanessa, she’s going into shock. How far out are we?”

It was twenty minutes and that assumed that traffic wouldn’t be a problem. Vanessa did her best to screen out her own pain and think the situation through.

“Mia,” she said, “Leo’s blood can help. It won’t heal you instantly, but it’ll start the process and it should stop you from going into shock. Right, Leo?”

He stared at her, mouth hanging open. “You want me to–”

“Right, Leo?”

“Yeah! Uh, yeah, it will. But–”

“But it comes with a few side-effects, Mia,” Vanessa said. “Remember? You’ll be more susceptible to Leo’s suggestions for a while.”

“And other vampires will be able to smell it on you for a while too,” Leo said.

“Not forever?” Mia asked. She was shaking harder.

“Not forever,” Leo replied.

“It’s your choice, Mia,” Vanessa said.

“Don’t hit on me while I’m under the influence, Leo.”

“You can trust me, Mia,” he said. He raised his wrist to his mouth and tore through his skin with his fangs.
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Vanessa pulled into the short driveway of a three-storey apartment building in Canonmills, on the north side of Edinburgh New Town. She eased the car into the building’s single-car garage when the door rolled up and shut the clunking engine off when it rolled down back behind them.

“This is it,” Mia said. She was literally bouncing in her seat. “This is it. Right? We made it?”

“This is it,” Vanessa replied.

The garage interior door opened and a stocky middle-aged woman peered at their car. She wore loose trousers and a woollen cardigan. “You lot getting out?”

Vanessa went first. “Do you know who we are?”

“Of course I do.” She had a thick Scottish accent but sounded like she was making an effort to speak slowly and clearly for the foreigners. “I’m Gavina. You’re Vanessa and the boy is Leo. And that’s young Mia right there. Come on out, Mia. Time we got you squared away.”

Mia jumped out of the car and bounced on her toes. “Are you a witch? Did we make it? Are we here?”

Gavina eyed Mia sceptically. “What have you done to the girl?”

“Vampire blood,” Vanessa replied. “There’s a bad burn on her arm. She was going into shock.”

Gavina snorted. “We’ll see what we can do about that. You, vampire boy, you can come in. I’ll find you a broom cupboard to hide in until the sun goes down.” She eyed Vanessa up and down. “You can come in as well. I’ll even find you some new clothes.” She smiled at Mia and put her arm around the girl’s shoulder. “Come on in, Mia. You’re here now and you’re safe with us.”

She ushered Mia through the doorway and into the apartment proper.

“Boy?” Leo muttered as he joined Vanessa.

“I can think of worse things to call you,” Vanessa replied, though she smiled as she said it.

Leo sighed. “I hope it’s a luxury broom cupboard.”

Gavina settled Mia on a couch in a sitting room, wrapped in a blanket and with a cup of herbal-smelling tea that she said would help the girl even out. She then ushered Vanessa into a guest room with its own ensuite, saying, “You smell like burnt hair. There’s a towel in the bathroom for you. I’ll find you some new clothes.” And she bustled off to sort out Leo.

Vanessa stripped off the tattered remains of her clothes and had a long, shower. It soothed the ache in her tired muscles and cleaned the dirt out of her fast-healing injuries. The towel was soft and smelled like flowers.

All the while, she let her mind drift as it wished through different parts of the journey they’d been on, from the moment she accepted the job from Edric to arriving in Canonmills. Later she would assemble it in her mind, think through where things had gone wrong, try to come up with things she could have done differently. She didn’t dwell on such things as failures, but as ways of seeing what lessons she could learn for the future.

The future. Assuming she took jobs like this one again.

She’d told them back at Odd’s Transport that she didn’t want anything high profile. And instead of the discreet job they’d made it out to be, she’d had to smash her way out of London, an effort that involved several attempts. She’d butchered a vampire crew near Leeds. She’d left a ripped-up highway outside of Edinburgh. She was even on video, for some of it.

The future wasn’t taking jobs for Odd’s Transport. It wasn’t even going back to Claudia and Beantastic. The future was running again, assuming it wasn’t already too late.

Vanessa came out of the bathroom, one of the big towels wrapped around her, as Gavina entered the bedroom. She set a pile of clothing on the bed. “I’m good at guessing sizes. This should fit you. Might not be your usual style.”

Blue jeans, a white t-shirt, a black hoodie. “It’ll do, thanks.”

Gavina looked her up and down and Vanessa didn’t like how sharp and knowing the witch’s eyes were. Her gaze lingered on the tattoo mark on her chest, where it showed above her towel.

“Come downstairs when you’re ready. I’ve put out a few things for a late breakfast.”

“If you’ve got coffee,” Vanessa said, “I’ll owe you forever.”

Gavina smirked. “Careful what you promise a witch, dear.” She left Vanessa to get dressed.

The clothes fitted perfectly and while Vanessa thought it best to be polite to the witch of unknown power and thank her, she suspected that Gavina would be smug about it. Once she was dressed, she went downstairs to check on Mia.

Gavina was with her. Mia had drunk her tea and appeared more relaxed. She was eating a bowl of cereal. A pot of coffee steamed on a low table and Vanessa helped herself.

“I’ve stashed your friend in a room with blackout curtains,” Gavina said. “I’ve already told him that I’ll be changing the locks, so to speak, after he leaves, so that he can’t return.”

“Leo’s okay,” Mia said. “He was really nice to me.” She sounded sleepier by the word.

“He’s reliable,” Vanessa added. “Unusually so, for one of his kind.”

“Hm,” Gavina replied. “All the same. Some of the guests I have, they wouldn’t feel safe if they knew a vampire could walk in.”

Vanessa just nodded.

“How’s the coffee?” Gavina asked.

“Not bad.”

Gavina smirked. “And the clothes?”

Vanessa sighed. “They fit.” She’d been right.

Mia’s spoon clinked against her bowl as she nodded off.

Gavina clucked and gently pulled the bowl from her grasp. “She’ll sleep for a week, this one. Edric’s been telling me some of what you’ve been through in the last few days.”

“You’re set up to take care of a girl in Mia’s situation?” Vanessa asked.

“She’s not our first runaway,” Gavina said, and her mouth set in a sad line as she gazed at Mia. “Or first rescue. We can take care of her.”

“She likes being in the city,” Vanessa said. “And she likes Snickers bars.”

“We’ll take care of her.” Gavina turned that too-knowing look on Vanessa. “What of you?”

“I’m not really partial to Snickers bars myself.”

“Uh huh. How much has Edric told you, about what this is all about?”

Vanessa held her coffee cup in front of her mouth. She stared back at Gavina, narrow-eyed. “Very little.”

Was Gavina probing her with magic? Peeling her open to see what made her tick? Or looking backwards, to see where she’d been?

“I don’t know if I want you around for what comes next,” Gavina said. “There’s a bit too much of something about you that bothers me.” She reached out and stroked Mia’s hair. “But you got the girl here and by the sounds of it, that was no small undertaking. I’ll let Edric make the decision. That’s what I’ll tell my sisters.”

Vanessa said, “I don’t think I’ll be around for whatever comes next.”

“Because you got caught on video and it was uploaded to social media?”

Vanessa stilled. “What do you know about that?”

Gavina chuckled. “Do you think you’re the first person to get caught on camera doing something that ordinary people think is impossible? It’s not something you need to worry about.”

Vanessa stared at her. “How?”

Gavina waved the question away. “Ask Edric. When you talk to him about what’s next.”

Could she be telling the truth? Could that video of her fighting Freddie not have made it back to her hunters? “I haven’t said I want to be part of whatever this is all about.”

Gavina shrugged, still stroking Mia’s hair. “Who knows? That might be for the best. If we’re only talking about you, that is.”

“Meaning what?”

“Well,” Gavina said, “what about the next Mia? Who’s going to save her?”
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Vanessa spoke to Edric only long enough to arrange flights back to London. She elected to go early, on an afternoon flight, though it meant leaving Leo behind.

He was asleep when she checked in on him. The room with the blackout curtains had a bed, but Leo had chosen to sit in a corner. He’d propped himself there in such a way that he really did look like a corpse. His black hair, no longer slicked back, was long enough to cover one side of his face almost to the jaw. On the other side, his familiar features were slack, missing that essential Leo-ness.

But he stirred when she entered, a corpse juddering back to life. He blinked up at her as she told him about their flights.

“Gavina said you won’t be able to come back once you leave.”

“Yeah, that’s some powerful magic.” Leo scratched the back of his head. “I’ll be glad not to.”

“Thanks for everything,” Vanessa said. She stood across the room, by the closed door. “I’ll make sure you get paid.”

“Thanks. Got to keep me in beer money.”

“Do you ever drink beer?”

“I occasionally buy a pint and pretend, to be polite.”

“I’m in awe of your social skills.” She weighed up the tattered state of his leather jacket. “You worried about Ambrose when you get back to London?”

Leo laughed. “Oh yeah. But you know, vampires respect strength. We took out a whole lot of Ambrose’s crew on the highway. Word of that will get around.” His smile faded. “That, and I’m going to take your suggestion. See if I can figure out what’s happening with me. Ambrose’s hints tell me there’s more to find out. If he knows, someone else will too.”

“With what we’ve figured out about your abilities,” Vanessa said, “you’ve got more power than you think. Don’t be afraid to use it. And I think you’d better get moving on this, before word of what you can do gets around too.”

Leo sighed. “Yeah, our victory gave me some breathing room, but the clock is ticking.”

“If you get stuck,” she said, “or need some backup, you let me know.”

He looked up at her. “Is this it for you, for whatever’s going on with your boss and these witches?”

Vanessa found a smart comeback failing her. She didn’t know what to say.

“Well then,” Leo said with a grin, “if the pay packet I’m due is as generous as I deserve, let me say it’s been a wild ride working with you and I hope it’s less wild next time.”

She snorted. “I didn’t say anything about a next time.”

“Yeah, but I’ve seen the way you pull trouble to you. You’ll get desperate enough to need me again.”

I might, she thought. But she said, “Keep dreaming, Leo.” She left him there.
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She left without saying goodbye to Mia. Gavina didn’t approve.

“She’ll be fine,” Vanessa said. “Leo will still be here when she wakes up. She’d rather see him anyway.”

“You’re not fooling me,” Gavina replied, but she didn’t push.

Vanessa’s flight from Edinburgh landed at London Gatwick Airport, about an hour south of London itself. Vanessa took a taxi all the way to Edric’s home in Kent. It was a long trip and the hour was late, but Edric waved off both concerns.

He greeted her in the entryway, as standoffish as he’d been the last time. He ushered her into the same study. A pot of tea rested on the table, but Vanessa chose the decanter of red wine on the sideboard.

As before, Edric ate and drank nothing, and stayed well out of reach.

“Thank you, Vanessa,” he said, once they were seated. “The job was a great deal more difficult than I anticipated. Even so, you made it through. I have utmost confidence in Gavina and her coven. They’ll keep Mia safe and help her rebuild her life.”

“Gavina said you took care of a video of me that got uploaded to social media,” Vanessa said.

Edric shook his head. “That was Odd’s. You’ll have to ask them. Is it important?”

She tried her wine. It was smooth and rich and, she suspected, had been sitting for decades in a wine cellar beneath the house.

“Is Celeste around?” Vanessa asked. “I keep hearing her name from you.”

He sighed and sat back in his chair. “Celeste has moved on. Once you and Mia reached Edinburgh safely, the business holding her in this world was done. We won’t see her again.”

Vanessa nodded slowly. “I wondered if that might happen. You should pass the news along to Mia.”

“I shall,” Edric said.

She sipped her wine again. “I made things very expensive for you.”

“Yes,” Edric replied, “you did at that. But the prize was worth it.”

“Earning Gavina’s trust?”

He steepled his fingers. “Are you sure you want me to answer that question? I was conscious from the beginning that you wanted to give yourself a way out once we reached this point. You did your best to hide it, but I saw the way Mia’s situation drew you. This wasn’t just a job, for you.”

Vanessa frowned. “You’re not about to try and skimp on payment, are you?”

Edric smiled. “No. Both you and Leo will be well compensated. But you’re deflecting. I don’t want to push you into something you don’t want to be part of, but I think it best for both of us if you’re clear that you want out. Or don’t want out, as the case may be.”

Vanessa’s frown deepened and she sipped her wine again. She thought about girls like Mia, still stuck in the grip of the Brotherhood. She thought about how rewarding it had felt to do some good.

And she thought about how liberating it had felt to cut loose. Which was, perhaps, not so good. She thought about her hunters and what would happen if they found her.

“I don’t know,” she said at last. “You’re going after the Brotherhood, is that it?”

“What I’m about is bigger than the Brotherhood,” Edric replied. “Much bigger. But I expect that the path to my destination lies through them, not around them, if that helps with your decision.”

Vanessa nodded, but only to acknowledge his words. She eyed him where he reclined on his couch and shifted the topic.

“I’ve been trying to figure you out,” she said. “You’re not a vampire. You throw money around, not magic, so you’re no warlock. When you need to get information, you reach out to ghosts, and you seem to know a lot about them, but you’re no necromancer.”

He tapped his steepled fingers together. She saw the trained fencer in him again, in the way he guarded against her words, waited to see how she’d strike.

“Are you alive, Edric?” she asked. “Or are you a ghost? Is all this some unfinished business from who knows how long ago?”

Edric tilted his head to the side. “I assume, Vanessa, that you will respect my privacy on this matter, as I’ve respected yours when it comes to your own past.”

“If I keep working with you,” she said, “I might find out what you’re not telling me.”

Edric spread his hands. “It will probably be appropriate you do so, should the time come. But please do let me know either way as soon as possible, as to whether you wish to continue our arrangement. There’s much to do and I must be getting on with it. I hope you’ll agree to be part of it.”

“I’ll think about it,” she replied.

[image: ]

Ryder brought his Brotherhood together in the private room of a pub near Liverpool Street station, in east London. He used Brotherhood funds for the room rental, dinner and drinks. He could have afforded to treat them, but that wasn’t how he worked things.

Ten of them gathered around the long table. Ryder sat at its head, with Chaz at his right hand. Noah, their scryer and newest member, sat at the far end. They talked about being equals in the Brotherhood, but there was a clear hierarchy all the same. Except for Chaz, whose magic worked differently, it all came down to how many levels you’d climbed on your journey of ascension.

Ryder ate and drank and talked with them. Business would come after the meal was complete. Everyone knew to go lightly on the drinking until then and Ryder was pleased to see even their heaviest drinkers were exercising discipline. It was an important trait in any member of the Brotherhood, and not just in how they performed magic.

He flexed his hands after he’d finished eating. He could feel the gift in each of them, through the tattoos he’d worked on their skin. That wasn’t something he told them. So far, all Ryder could do was sense their magic, but as he proceeded along his own path of ascension, that would change.

When the food was finished and the plates cleared, Ryder rose to his feet. The others had been waiting for this moment and they stopped talking at once.

“Brothers,” he said. “Mastery of the world around you starts with mastery of self. You know this. You strive to live and breathe this. As you ascend the levels of your magic, that mastery spreads out from you and you shape the world to your will.

“Loss of that mastery,” he said, “loss of that control, is the path to self-destruction. Freddie was one of us. One of the special few with the potential for true power. But he let his control slip and it was his unmaking. Remember our brother. Remember his fate. Or lose control of your own and come to nothing, as Freddie did.”

He saw uneasiness in the eyes of the newer members, but those who had been brothers longer showed no fear. Only resolve and anger.

“You’re all wondering,” Ryder said, “what about the ones who stole Freddie’s crucible from him? What about the ones who brought him low?” He leaned forward and planted his fists on the table. “We will find them. We will come to know them. And we will end them.”

The Brotherhood roared and thumped the table, making the glasses rattle. Ryder straightened, a grim smile on his face.

Only Chaz didn’t fully join in. Apart from Ryder, Chaz was the only one who knew what they’d learned. Only he knew they weren’t dealing with just one enemy. Chaz knew, as Ryder did, that they were going to war.
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Vanessa made it to Beantastic at closing time. She was looking forward to seeing Claudia, but her mood soured the moment she walked in.

Enrica, from Odd’s Transport, was sitting at a table in one corner of the room.

“Vanessa!” Claudia said from behind the register as she entered. “Quick, order something before we close up!”

Vanessa smiled. “That’s okay. Can you spare me a few minutes once you’ve closed?”

“I can spare you as much time as you’d like, right now.” She turned to shout towards the back. “Broderick! Would you come and lock the front door, lovely?”

He came hustling out from the back at once. Even in a Beantastic apron and after what had no doubt been a long shift, he was effortlessly handsome. “Right away, Claudia.”

Claudia beamed at him as he locked the front door. Vanessa noted the particularly bright sparkle in her eyes.

“Enrica’s staying?” Vanessa asked, jerking her head towards the Odd’s Transport woman.

“She asked if she could speak with you,” Claudia replied. “She said she knew you’d be here.”

“If you don’t mind, Claudia,” Broderick said, “I’ll get back to stacking the dishwasher.”

“Thank you, lovely,” Claudia replied and the young – or young-seeming – man dashed off.

“How’s he working out?” Vanessa asked.

“You know, I’ve never known a man capable of being such a gentleman at absolutely all times. We’ve had the usual run of customers these last few days, including the difficult regulars. Somehow Broderick manages to charm them all.”

Vanessa wondered if the customers were the only ones being charmed. “If he’s working out, do you mind keeping him on a little longer? I … need to think.”

Claudia reached across the counter and put her hand on Vanessa’s. “Take as long as you want, sweetie. And if you find you’re not coming back, well, as I said the other day, perhaps it’s time.”

“Maybe,” Vanessa said. “I still prefer your coffee, though.”

“Oh, of course you do,” Claudia laughed.

Vanessa turned to eye Enrica as Claudia got back to work. The other woman was making a point of keeping her eyes on her phone screen, but the shop was small and she must have overheard every word. Vanessa crossed the room, pulled out a chair and sat opposite her.

“What can I do for you?” Vanessa asked.

“I thought a personal visit was in order,” Enrica said. “Your share of the payment is being processed today and should reach your bank account in the next day or so.”

“That doesn’t warrant a personal visit.”

Enrica flashed a smile. “No. Vincent thought an email would do and Malik thought we should invite you into the office again. I suggested this instead.”

Vanessa nodded. “Certainly my preference. What do we need to talk about? Damage control? I left plenty of damage in my wake to be controlled.”

“There are the small things,” Enrica said. “Such as Mia’s mother, who kicked up a stink once she realised Freddie wasn’t around to cover her bills anymore. We’re handling her well enough. But we’ll need you to come into the office tomorrow, I’m afraid. We’ve arranged a meeting with Corporal Daniel Hagen of the Shadow Magistrates.”

The one who’d seen her climb out of the ground. “I don’t talk to law enforcement, Enrica.”

“We know how to handle this sort of thing, even at this scale of damage. It’s thankfully rare, but we know what we’re doing.”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “Even the lava rupture on the A1?”

“Believe me, that’s not the worst we’ve had to clean up. Not by much, you understand, but not the worst.” She tapped her multi-coloured fingernails on the sides of her phone. “We’ll prepare you for the conversation and I’ll be there with you.”

Vanessa’s brows drew together. “The questioning, you mean. How hard are they going to come at me? Is there really no way to make this go away?”

“Recent changes in leadership in London’s Shadow Council have made law enforcement much more effective,” Enrica said. “The Shadow Magistrates came knocking on our door. They know that our world is full of powerful and dangerous beings, some of whom have a flagrant disregard for innocent life. If we pitch this the right way, you’ll find they can be surprisingly understanding.”

She didn’t want the Shadow Magistrates looking into who she was and where she’d come from.

“Trust me, Vanessa,” Enrica said. “We can handle this.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “The way you got rid of those videos of me fighting Freddie Wright?”

Enrica smiled thinly. “When we have a courier in the field on a job like this one, we’re on alert for such things. There are people who are very good at, shall we say, obscuring what really happened in such videos. We flagged it up at once. It was rendered harmless in less than ten minutes.”

So fast. That had to be fast enough. Vanessa allowed a knot of tension inside her to relax for the first time since she’d fought Freddie outside Mia’s mother’s place.

Enrica brightened her tone. “I also want to talk to you about the next job. Edric is very satisfied with your work. So are we. He’d like you to work with him again. So would we.”

She scoffed. “You also want me to keep contracting through you rather than going direct with him.”

Enrica spun her phone around on the table. “If keeping your activities hidden isn’t enough to convince you, I like to think that our meeting with Corporal Hagen tomorrow will demonstrate the value we can bring.”

Vanessa grunted. She had to admit, she was glad she wasn’t in a Shadow Magistrates interrogation room. If Enrica could deflect their interest, keep them from looking into her too closely…

“What about your operational security?” Vanessa asked. “I have my doubts.”

Enrica donned a pained expression. “Yes, your doubts turned out to be correct. We uncovered a mole in Dispatch.” She raised a hand when Vanessa opened her mouth angrily. “The mole wasn’t about you, as it turns out. From what we’ve pieced together, this was about the finder you worked with, Leo.”

Vanessa smiled grimly. “Ambrose.”

“Indirectly, but yes. We like to think of ourselves as a neutral party, but–”

“Are you?” Vanessa asked. “What if the Brotherhood hired you to ship one of their crucibles across the country?”

“We try to be choosy with our clients,” Enrica said. “We’ve expressed our displeasure to the vampire court. That may not go anywhere, but given the way vampire politics work, Ambrose will lose status for having been discovered. Hopefully it discourages others from trying to infiltrate us in the future. And hopefully, this also earns your trust. I know this left you alone in the field, without our support.”

“All right. Let’s see how you do.”

“I was trying not to eavesdrop,” Enrica said, “but I couldn’t help overhearing you saying you need a few days to think. I assume that means before choosing to work with Edric again.”

“It does.”

Enrica stood and slipped her phone into her bag. “Let us know as soon as you can, Vanessa. We want it to be you who Edric works with, but he can’t wait forever.”

Vanessa watched as Claudia let Enrica out of the shop. She watched, and thought, and wondered if she dared.
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Author's Note


It's been a while.

Resurrection Bridge, the last book of the Hawthorn House series, was the first time I completed a series. Storm's Edge is the first time I've started a new one in quite some time. And though I made it easy on myself in some ways by setting the Storm Herald series in the same world, there's still a whole lot of heavy lifting I needed to do here that I haven't done in a while. Specifically, and especially, it was getting to know the characters.

I generally have an idea of who my characters are when I sit down to write them for the first time, but it usually isn't until they begin speaking that I truly get to know them. Vanessa I got to know somewhat in Oncoming Storm, the prequel to this novel, but that Vanessa was in an earlier stage of dealing with the trauma of her past. She's still dealing with it here, but as Claudia points out, she's more ready for it now than she was then. Then there's Leo, who I hadn't met before. He wasn't quite who I expected, as I got to know him better, but I like who he turned out to be. And the crackly relationship between Vanessa and Leo was a lot of fun to write. I'm looking forward to more of it.

But it was Mia who surprised me the most, and in the best way. It takes a lot of courage to ask for help when everyone around you is bigger, meaner and stronger. She has more of it than it seems at first glance.

There's so much more to come in the Storm Herald series. Edric's plans move forward and Leo's secrets rise closer to the surface, but Vanessa's past hangs over them all like the darkest and deadliest of storms.

I hope you'll join us for the adventure.
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