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  Author's note
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This book is written in New Zealand English. It may contain more 'u's and 's's than you're used to! 
Chronologically, it falls between Storm Surge and Heat Wave in the Weather Gods series.







  
  Chapter One

A new home

[image: image-placeholder]

Freya joggled the old key until it fitted into the lock of the peeling, blue-painted door that led to her new flat. The flat was a ground-floor one, part of a row of brick and stone houses that lined the sides of the valley. Another door next to hers probably led to the flat on the upper level of her building. Across the road, tall trees shaded a similar row, slightly higher than those on Freya's side. The terraced valley was one of many in the city of Sheffield that Freya had just arrived in; she'd passed endless rows of similar ones on the bus from the station, some with street trees, more without. She would be living a fair walk from the nearest set of shops, but not unbearably so. The key grated in the lock a moment, then the locking mechanism caught and the door swung open onto a short, narrow hall lined with aged beige wallpaper. There had probably been a print on it once, but years and the passage of the flat’s occupants had worn any pattern away. An open door off the hall revealed a tiny front parlour containing a battered couch and a dusty radiator.  
Freya put down the cat cage containing Mr Fluffbum in front of the couch, and after closing both the front door and the parlour door, released the black and white cat from his durance vile. He gave a small meow as he stepped cautiously out and proceeded to sniff every surface. Then he leaped onto the couch, kneaded it into submission, and sat down. His eyes glowed yellow-green as he fixed them on Freya. He meowed again, more intensely this time. 
“Yes, Mr Fluffbum, I’ll get you some food really soon. As soon as I’ve looked at the rest of the flat, so I know it’s safe, all right?” Honestly, I wish 10-year-old me had come up with a better name. Still, it’s his now.
Freya was too excited to be taking ownership—well, rentership—of her own student flat to be overly concerned about her cat’s unflattering name.
A second door down the hall promised another room, so Freya slipped through it, careful to shut the parlour door behind her. She would explore the rest of her new-to-her student flat and close any windows that looked like Mr Fluffbum could climb out of them. For the next two weeks, at least, the internet assured her she should keep her cat indoors. 
Ten to one, he finds a window he shouldn’t be able to get to and climbs out of that. 
But some scares when he was younger had taught her that she had to try to keep him in. She didn’t want to start off life at university by losing her beloved cat. And with any luck, a dish of tasty cat food should ensure that he stayed indoors for at least a few hours. She’d made sure to pack some, but it was inaccessible at the bottom of her backpack. Exploring could come first. 
Freya found herself in a bedroom—the only one the flat possessed. She’d have to find herself a bed, the agent had explained, as there had been… issues… with the last one. Freya hadn’t been brave enough to ask what issues could arise with a bed in a student flat. She’d seen photos of the flat before signing the agreement online, so she knew more or less what to expect, but seeing it in person was different. For example, she could see distinctive scars on the bare wooden floorboards that looked very much like those left by rootlets. A boarded-over hole in the middle of the room could well have been caused by a tap root. 
Did some hapless demigod student discover their dryadly powers while meditating in bed one day? It certainly looks like it. 
Freya bit her lip as her imagination ran riot. 
Still, there’s no proof. Perhaps they smashed up the bed, and the floor, some other mundane way. There could be a simple, everyday explanation. 
Freya was in search of mundane explanations for a lot of things these days. That was why she was here, in an inland city, ready to attend a mundane university, and hopefully get a mundane degree to do mundane science. It sounded a bit dull when she put it like that, but Freya felt she’d had enough of the supernatural to last her a good many years. She’d applied at university towns well away from any were-havens she knew of, as well as away from the coast, and she’d been accepted by her second choice. It was a shame she hadn’t been able to follow her friend Karim to York, but at least she was still in the North. Her mum’s reaction had surprised her. 
“Not near the sea? At least you’ll be safe.”  Then she’d turned away. After some thought, Freya had decided that that was probably about her still-missing sister, Tammy.
Don’t think about Tammy. There’s nothing you can do.
Tears pricked her eyes despite herself, and she angrily blinked them away. Even now, with a new flat, a new town to explore, and a degree to pursue, thoughts of her sister threatened to overwhelm her. She looked out the window at the surprisingly sunny skies. No point in looking for her friend Lio. He only turned up with storms. And Aisha, her other friend, had stayed behind in their coastal town.
She cast another look at the floor and hoped she’d be able to afford at least a mattress to sleep on this week. The lack of complete furnishings had made this flat cheaper than many. That, and the agency’s willingness to accept pets, had made it the only possible choice for her. She left the bedroom and found herself back in the hall, staring at a kitchen, which was definitely not large enough to swing a cat in. Not that she would, of course. 
A late rose tapped on the window, and Freya leant over the small counter to see a short sloping lawn adorned with some small shrubs. The garden of the row of houses opposite her own sloped upwards from a stone wall which separated the properties. According to the agreement she’d signed online, Freya had shared use of the garden, but as the ground-floor flat, she had the easiest access. A small well of delight sprang up inside her, and she flung out her hands as though to share it with the world.
“This is great, Mr Fluffbum,” she called to the cat. “We’re going to love it here.” A mew at her feet drew her attention. “Mr Fluffbum? How did you get out?” Freya bent and patted the cat anyway, eliciting purrs of pleasure. 
A few steps completed her exploration, with the discovery of a clearly tacked-on bathroom with a half-bath and overhead shower taking up much of the space. 
I guess bathrooms weren’t a thing when this house was built. However, many hundreds of years ago that was. Or maybe it's just that they split the house up for single flats. Freya returned to the kitchen with her cat at her feet. When she stopped, he twined around her legs urgently. 
“Yes, I know you’re hungry,” Freya said. “I’ll find you some food soon. I’ll have to buy more soon; I know you don’t like the cheap kibble.” Her usually unfussy cat had turned his nose up at the small packet of budget bits she’d kept at the top of her backpack. She opened the kitchen cupboards at random, finding mostly dust and cobwebs. But one cupboard held some elderly tea bags, their packet a little faded but still legible. The final cupboard stuck until Freya found a knife from her bag and chipped away at the poorly applied paint that held it closed. It grudgingly opened with a firm application of her knife to the gap between door and shelf. Inside, Freya found a single tin of salmon-flavoured cat food. She read the label suspiciously. 
“What do you know, Mr Fluffbum?” she exclaimed. “It’s still good! Mum would call this a sign.” She hesitated. “I think I do too,” she said. “In any case, here’s your lunch, puss!”
She lost no time in opening the can and setting it down for her cat. Watching him lick at the food gave Freya a warm feeling. This place could be home, it really could. All she had to do was unpack her few things, and find a bed. If she didn’t manage that today, she could always sleep on the sofa, however uncomfortable it looked. She settled down on the single chair next to the cooker, where a tiny table provided a place to eat. Rummaging in her backpack for a snack, she came across her phone. The screen was black, and it wouldn’t turn on, even when she held the power button down. Freya shrugged. She’d figure out the phone later, after she’d finished enrolling in her classes. Meanwhile… a piece of chocolate and an orange-chocolate flavoured oat flapjack meant only one thing. It was lunchtime.
“Well, Mr Fluffbum.” Freya bit into her flapjack hungrily, leaving the chocolate to have as a luxurious second course. She swallowed her mouthful, enjoying the tang the orange lent to the otherwise sweet, chewy snack. “This is going to be home. I hope you like it.”






  
  Chapter Two

A new phone

[image: image-placeholder]

Freya inspected the proffered mobile phone doubtfully. She didn’t really know the Hephaestus demi who was selling it, but that wasn’t the only cause of her unease. It was also her conditioned response to avoid other demigods. For much of her life, she had been taught to recognise and steer clear of her fellow demigod and demigoddess descendants, relying on a collection of minor cues—modes of dress, names that related to gods, personal traits or physical characteristics. Although in her teens she had realised that she probably didn’t need to fear other demigods (or demis, as they were known in her family) as much as her mother had told her, it was hard to overcome a lifetime of training.  
On the other hand, her friend Karim had recommended Kessler, the mobile phone dealer, and the phone he was selling was considerably cheaper than anything in the shops. If there was one thing Freya had discovered she couldn’t do without in the city, it was a phone. 
“You won’t find a better deal,” Kessler said in persuasive tones. “My phones last longer than anything mundanes make. Bring it back if you have problems. Not that you will.” 
She considered Kessler and the phone once more. Kessler was tall, clean-shaven, all angular jaws, prominent cheekbones, and silvery eyes. His hands looked like they could have been used to stoke a furnace, calloused and with a myriad of small cuts, mostly healed. There was little doubt of his Hephaestean origins in Freya’s mind. There was the technical know-how, the work-worn hands… Apart from anything else, he’d approached the student bar from the engineering building. According to her mum, many engineers were also descendants of the Greek smith-god. 
Freya bowed to the inevitable. 
“All right,” she said. “Do I need to do anything to get it started?” 
“It’s all good to go,” Kessler replied. “Transfer me the money and it’s yours.”
Freya hesitated. “Do you take cash?” she asked. 
Kessler lifted his eyebrows in surprise, and Freya hastened to explain.
“I don’t have a phone at the minute. My Mum gave me her old one before uni started, but it died a few days ago.” 
Kessler whistled. “Wow, what dark ages have you been living in?” 
Freya couldn’t prevent her blush and a deep sense of embarrassment. 
“I just…well, I haven’t had enough money, that’s all.” 
Kessler laughed. She could hear the disbelief in his voice. 
“Well, since Karim has vouched for you, I guess cash is ok. Welcome to the 20th century,” he said. 
Freya opened her mouth to correct the century, then realised he was making a joke. 
“Oh. Thanks, then.” She pulled out the bent envelope in which she’d been hoarding cash from occasional stints at her friend Aisha’s family cafe. “Here. This should cover it.” Feeling a pang of loss, she handed over the cash. She’d have to forage to get enough to eat until her student allowance came through next week. Hopefully, she would find edible things growing in walking distance from her rented flat, since she now didn’t have cash for trams or buses. Fortunately, she had bought an extra-large bag of slightly more expensive than usual cat kibble at the start of the semester, so her cat, Mr Fluffbum, wouldn’t go hungry even if she did.
Kessler riffled through the wad of cash and handed back a ten-pound note.
“Here you go. Discount just for you, 'cos no-one should be without tech.” He passed her the shiny black phone. “Pleasure doing business with you, Freya. See you round.”
Stuffing the cash into a back pocket—isn’t he worried about being pickpocketed? Freya wondered—Kessler sauntered out of the run-down student bar into the late-autumn sun. 
Freya drank the rest of her lime & soda (the cheapest drink available since it was aimed at student drivers) and set the empty glass down with a sigh. Moving away from home was proving to be more of a culture shock than she’d anticipated. 
I’d forgotten how lonely it is, not having a friend. Even Mum was company. 
So far, she didn’t really know anyone. Most people in her classes seemed to live in other suburbs, or perhaps they drove around. She hadn’t seen them walking her way. The longest conversation she’d had in weeks was the negotiation for a new phone just now. And living in a city instead of a town meant that she’d have to go a long way to find wild edibles that weren’t at dog height. Freya looked at the money in her hand. It would buy seven packets of pot noodles, one for each day of the week. Or three tins of baked beans. She wrinkled her nose at the thought. Maybe she should enliven them with wild autumn greens. That might be an improvement. But meanwhile… she turned on the phone and was relieved to see it glowed with the current time like any other phone would. Unfortunately, that time showed her that she was five minutes late to her next lecture. 
“Frigg! I’d better run.” Slipping the phone into her own pocket, she hastened out. With any luck, she’d be able to slip into the back of the lecture theatre unnoticed. 






  
  Chapter Three

Late to a lecture

[image: image-placeholder]

Freya had forgotten that the only entrance to the lecture theatre for her afternoon class was down by the podium. The lecturer had already started speaking. The thin, grey-haired woman broke off mid-sentence with an indignant glare at Freya, who hunched her shoulders and scurried to find a seat. The only seats left were in the front row, which meant a short scurry, but one which left Freya feeling as though every eye in the room was locked onto her. She folded down the seat, which squeaked loudly in the silence, and groped in her bag for a notepad. Her ancient laptop had run out of battery earlier in the day and she hadn’t managed to recharge it yet. The lecturer started speaking again as Freya scrabbled for a pen. 
“As I was saying, it is vitally important that we make the most of each session. We have only a few days left before the study break, so today we’ll be reviewing what we’ve covered this semester in preparation for your term test.”
Freya’s pen had run out of ink. She swirled it in circles on her notepad in the hope that the ink would magically start to flow again, but that had never been the sort of magic she possessed. When no ink appeared, she burrowed into her bag for another pen and came up with a pencil. A minute later, the lead broke. Resisting the urge to bang her head on the awkward slide-out table in front of her, she reached in desperation for her new phone. Perhaps if she recorded the lecture now, she could take notes later. She’d overheard other students telling each other about doing that. Freya found the voice record function and laid the phone casually on the table. Three minutes after that, the lecturer’s flowing words once again came to an abrupt halt.
“No recording devices allowed in this room, young lady,” she said, staring directly at Freya. Freya felt her cheeks burn and wished she could sink into the floor. Behind her, there was a rustling murmuration, as a hundred or so students shifted uncomfortably and covered their own phones. Freya hurriedly put her phone in her bag, and the lecturer resumed speaking. A tap on her shoulder startled her. Turning around, she saw a young woman with exceptionally curly hair holding out a pen. Silently mouthing ‘thanks’, Freya took it and turned her attention to her notes once more.

      [image: image-placeholder]In the post-lecture chaos, Freya felt alone amongst the buffeting crowds. She wished she’d got into York, where Karim was, or that Aisha hadn’t stayed home on the coast. Starting over again was proving harder than she’d imagined it would be, socially speaking. She angled sideways to remove herself from the crowd, trying to avoid eye contact. She jumped when someone tapped her arm. It was the curly-haired girl from the lecture.
“Oh, sorry, I forgot to give your pen back!” Freya exclaimed, conscience-stricken.
“Nah, it’s only a pen. I wanted to ask if you want to join me and my friends. We’re off to the pub. Maybe dancing after.”
Freya hesitated. Dancing wasn’t something she’d done a lot of in her life. And a pub visit meant spending money.
“Go on, it’ll be fun,” said the girl. “You looked like you were down in the dumps. It’s not that bad here once you get used to it.”
Freya still hesitated. Although the girl was acting friendly, Freya didn’t usually jump into new friendships. However, she wasn’t sure how else she’d meet anyone here. Perhaps this was the moment to stop holding back.
“Oh, all right then,” Freya agreed. University was supposed to be fun, wasn’t it? So far, she’d concentrated on getting a place to live and finding her classes. She could almost imagine Aisha encouraging her. 
Go on, live a little.
Freya wasn’t even sure what the lecture had been now that she’d left. Biochem? Organic chemistry? Biological systems? Hopefully, her notes would make more sense later. Though she was sure doing a university degree was the key to a better future for her, and she looked forward to the day she graduated, the actual minutes in a lecture theatre were passing at the speed of the now-vanished glaciers—and that didn’t include assignments, tests, exams… She gave an internal shudder, and turned her focus to the external world. The girl with curly hair was walking alongside her, or perhaps half a step in front, leading the way to the student pub.
“I can’t believe I signed up for this on purpose,” Freya said to her new acquaintance, feeling greatly daring at making conversation.
“I know, right?” said the girl. “And we’ll be paying for the experience into middle age, barring miracles. I’m Val, by the way.”
“I’m Freya. Are you expecting miracles?” Freya asked.
Val laughed. “No, if I wanted miracles, I’d have gone in for theology. Or business school, I guess. I hear they manage the odd miracle.”
“Seriously?” 
Val winked. “They say one lecturer has the Midas touch. But he’s probably in league with Plutus. You know, Greek god of wealth.” 
Freya felt her eyes bug out. “For real?” A demigoddess herself, albeit one with limited powers, she had been conditioned to hide what she was from mundanes, the assumption always being that people were mundanes until proved otherwise. 
Val ducked away from the main crowd. A group of people followed her. She turned a corner into the shade of the old traffic over-bridge that cut the campus in half. Although Freya had been appreciating the sun, she followed, glancing back nervously at the trail of people.
“Of course, not for real,” said Val. “If I were for real, I’d be telling you to watch out for that biochem lecturer, 'cos she has some serious bad power vibes. And the stats lecturer is probably a vampire, but my brother says he’s careful about his victims and doesn’t choose students, it’s against uni policy. And the—”  
“Stop!” said Freya, half laughing. “If you go on, I doubt I’ll make it to any of my lectures. And I can’t afford to fail.”
Val snickered. “Didn’t think you’d heard the rumours. It’s all nonsense, really. You’re not from round here, right?” 
“Right. But surely most people are just, er, normal?”
“No-one is truly normal,” said Val in a deep mock-serious voice. 
Freya wasn’t sure what to make of that. She looked at the rest of Val’s followers, who had grouped themselves into a loose circle. Better talk, she thought, feeling cornered.
“How about you introduce yourselves?” she said. “I’m Freya. I’ve lived all over, but most recently, in a little village near the coast.” She hesitated, unsure if she should tell them more about herself. “I’ve never really lived in a city till now.” She was reassured when there were understanding nods from the group. They were a varied looking crew, all manner of skin tones and hairstyles. Freya thought that probably meant that they were unlikely to be a were-pack of any sort. She didn’t see any of the usual tells for werewolves at any rate. She relaxed a little.
“Well, you know me now,” said Val. “I come from down South. Don’t think I’ve ever been to the coast. Not up close, anyway—the Thames doesn’t count. Isn’t it dangerous with all the storms?” She didn’t wait for an answer, but hurried on. “The dude on your right trying to hide under a hood despite it being the hottest day since we’ve arrived is Nesh, on account of him always being cold.”
Nesh shrugged and looked sheepish. 
“I was born for warmer climes,” he said in an accent that assured Freya that he came from the same wet and usually chilly climate that she did. “But my parents thought Bristol was enough warmer than Skegness to count. Believe me, Bristol is warmer than this place.” He shivered dramatically, and pulled his hood further down over his black, curly hair. Freya smiled at his self-deprecating introduction. 
Val turned to the girl who stood in front of Nesh, a head shorter and dressed in shades of grey. A large white cartwheel symbol adorned her t-shirt. Her hair was short too, in a light brown pixie cut. She gave Freya a brief smile. 
“Don’t believe anything Val tells you about me,” she said. “I actually do come from near here. But my dad’s in London too these days, so I’ll be going there during the breaks. I’m a biology major. I’m guessing you are too, since I’ve seen you in most of my classes. If you want to swap notes sometime, you’re welcome.” 
“Way to bring the mood down, Jemima!” said Val. “We’re on our way to have fun, not swot.” 
Jemima gave a small shrug. “There’s no harm in friendly study, either,” she said. 
Freya got the impression that this was a continuing argument.
“Why don’t you finish the introductions, and we can get on to the pub?” Jemima suggested. 
“I’m only agreeing 'cos you’re right this time,” said Val. 
“I can introduce myself,” said a young man with tanned skin, who loomed taller than Nesh, but narrower and a little hunched, as though he wanted to be smaller. Freya caught herself admiring his dark eyes and elegant cheekbones as he talked. They reminded her a little of Karim or Aisha.
“My name is Manuel. I am also used to warmer climes, with better reason than Nesh there.” 
“Why is that?” Freya asked, although she reasoned that his accent placed him from beyond Britain’s borders. 
He broke into a smile.
“I come from South America,” he said. “Much, much warmer than this grey place. And the boat trip here was terrifying. But the maths department here is good, so I will put up with the rain for a while, and try to forget that I have to go back by sea too.”
“Are you sure?” Freya couldn’t help but ask. “You haven’t been here for winter yet, have you?” 
Manuel shuddered. “No doubt I will suffer for my art,” he said dramatically. “Although we have rain at home too.”
“I keep telling you,” said the short, blond, bearded man beside Manuel, “that mathematics is not an art, it is a science. Art is what I do.” He tossed his head a little, dislodging a rogue strand of golden hair that had dared to fall over his eyes. A stray ray of sun glinted off it, making Freya feel quite dull in contrast to him, with her dark-blond-shading-to-brown hair completely failing to catch the light. 
“Ben is in law,” explained Val. “He claims that arranging words is the only true art.” 
The dark-haired, Chinese-featured girl who had yet to be introduced spoke up. “He’ll learn. Probably.”
“There is nothing to learn,” Ben interrupted. “Using words to win an argument is the truest art form there can be.”
The girl looked put out, her lips thinning. She continued to introduce herself without engaging Ben again. 
“I’m Lin. I’m doing arts too, but history. Nice to meet you, Freya.” She gave Freya a friendly smile. “Shall we go? We’ll be lucky to find a seat in the beer garden at this rate.”
She and Val led the way, and Freya followed, bemused.
Apparently, she had been adopted. She just hoped that that was a good thing. 






  
  Chapter Four

A night on the town

[image: image-placeholder]

Back in the same pub she’d vacated earlier, Freya cautiously took a seat on the end of a worn wooden picnic table. The rest of the group piled around it without ceremony.  
“You’re up first, Val,” said Ben. 
Val stood up, although she had only just sat down. “What’s everyone having?” she asked. The group responded with a chorus of requests. Freya shrank into herself. How could she accept being part of a round of drinks when she couldn’t afford to buy one herself? 
Val’s eyes were on Freya, expectant. “What’ll it be then?” she said. 
“I’m not thirsty.” 
“You can’t come to the pub and not drink. Come on, what do you want?” 
“Just a soda and lime,” Freya replied, once again going for the cheapest drink.
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah,” she muttered. “It’s not pay week this week. And I had to buy a new phone.”
“Hey cool. What sort did you get?” asked Val. 
Freya shrugged. “Hopefully one that works. Unlike my old one, which my mum gave me after she had worn it out.”
“Better than nowt,” said Jemima. 
“Don’t go using Yorkshire on us,” said Ben. “You know we don’t understand it.”
“You just did,” said Jemima.
Ben shook his head disapprovingly, though Freya thought he could be teasing. He was sitting as close to Jemima as the pub seats allowed. Manuel sat on Jemima’s other side, and Freya had found a space opposite them on the end of the picnic-table seat. She rather thought Jemima was uncomfortable with her spot; the other girl twisted and turned in her seat as though trying to find a comfortable position. Manuel shifted a little sideways, and she gave him a grateful glance. 
“Anyway,” Val interrupted. “You’re welcome to your soda. But if you want something stronger, you can always buy next time.” 
“I’ll stick with soda today. But I’ll try to buy next time anyway,” said Freya, anxious not to be standoffish. She sat back on the wooden seat, its worn edges digging into her thighs. Loud chatter filled the garden bar, punctuated by frequent laughter. The smell of beer and wine, both fresh and old, overlaid everything. She wondered if this was really a good place for her to hang out, given her dad’s Dionysian origins. 
I should be alright if I stay away from wine. Not that I could afford it, anyway. 
Freya resigned herself to drinking soda for the foreseeable future.

      [image: image-placeholder]Her companions chatted amiably to each other. At first the conversation was centred around the usual uni things: assignments, labs, complaints about lecturers or tutorials. The range of subjects taken by her companions surprised Freya.
“How do you all know each other if you don’t have classes together?” she asked.
“We’re all in the same hall,” Ben explained.
“Oh, of course,” said Freya, feeling silly. 
“Did you go private?” asked Val. 
“Yeah. It’s much cheaper. And I have a cat.” 
There were understanding nods.
“Yeah, I miss my cat,” Jemima said. “But she stays with my mum.”
“I think I would starve if I went private,” said Manuel, “But I may starve anyway on the food I am given here.”
“You’ll have to learn to cook next year,” said Jemima.
“Plenty of time between now and then,” Ben joined in confidently. “Besides, cooking is a low-wage skill.”
Freya was silent, but she struggled to imagine a world in which someone her age couldn’t cook. Ben’s pronouncement seemed very classist. Once again, her unusual upbringing was making her stand out. Then again, perhaps Ben was the one who stood out. 
“I like cooking,” said Jemima. “Besides, halls food doesn’t agree with me. I’ll be glad to be out on my own. It’s more adult, too, right?”
“I’ve got the rest of my life to be an adult,” said Ben. “Why start before I have to?” 
Val’s return with the drinks interrupted the general laughter. 
“Give us a hand, you lot,” she demanded. “Or I’ll drink it all myself.” 
There was a general rush to relieve Val of glasses, and she made a second trip to retrieve the remaining drinks. 
Freya sipped her soda, enjoying the autumn sun on her back. It had been a hot summer, at least two weeks of heat wave, and the warmth had lasted into autumn, giving a golden glow to her first weeks at uni. However, before she was halfway through her drink, a cloud covered the sun. She shivered in the sudden coolness and looked up at the sky. 
“Is there a storm forecast?” she asked.
The group looked at each other.
“Can’t say as it’s something I watch out for,” said Ben.
Nesh shook his head. “You’re the one with a new phone. Why don’t you check?”
Freya ducked her head, embarrassed to be reminded. But she did pull out her phone and check the forecast. It was something to do with her hands, to cover her feelings. 
“Oh, hey. There’s a big one coming,” she announced with some surprise. It had been good weather for so long she’d begun to wonder if perhaps her new university town was blessed with perennially fine weather. “It’s even named.”
The group rearranged itself to centre around Freya and her phone. She shivered a little, not liking the crowd, however friendly they were being.
“There’s warnings and all,” said Jemima. “Perhaps we should skip dancing this once.”
“Oh no,” said Val, “I was looking forward to going out. We’re going to be inside, anyway. Why don’t we just carry on?”
Ben nodded. “Yeah, a big thunderstorm will add excitement.”
“Too much excitement if you ask me,” said Lin.
Before the argument about dancing had finished, large drops of rain began to fall.
“Forget dancing,” said Nesh. “I’m all for a night in.”
“Party pooper,” said Val.
“I’m not stupid enough to stand around in the rain, is all,” Nesh said. He drained his glass and stood up. “Anyone else heading home?” 
“I’m going home too,” said Lin. “I hate getting wet.” She, too, put down her empty glass and pulled a jacket out of her bag. “Let’s go.” 
“How bad can a storm be, away from the sea?” Freya asked aloud. She wasn’t at all keen to be caught out in a storm, but then again, her friend Lio usually appeared with storms. Given the mild weather since she’d arrived in Sheffield, she hadn’t seen him. She checked the time on her phone. She had a while before Mr Fluffbum expected to be fed. Then she shook herself, displacing some of the raindrops that had already fallen. “But there’s no point in sitting here in the rain having our drinks diluted. Where were the rest of you headed?” She hoped she wasn’t imposing herself on these new friends—but they’d asked her to join them, she reminded herself. 
"Centre of town, for those as are coming," Val declared.
“I’m up for dancing,” said Ben. “Coming, Jemima?”
Val stood too. “Come on, you lot,” she said. “I’m not doing a rain dance. Let’s go dance somewhere dry.” 
Everyone drained their glasses in a rush.
“Very good,” said Manuel. “A beer garden is better in a warmer climate. Lead on to warmth and dryness.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Following the reduced group through the slick, rainy streets and into an old building with a stone façade, Freya found herself in a dingy underground room throbbing with bass. Coloured lights strobed at random intervals, overlaying background dimness. Sconces that looked like they were dribbling metallic droplets adorned the walls without adding much to the lighting. The ceiling was covered with a mural that made Freya blush when she noticed it. She glanced at the bare concrete floor instead and hastily removed her attention from it. 
At least I have shoes on. Luckily. I’d hate to touch that floor with my bare feet.
Around her, the group threw themselves into the music in a variety of idiosyncratic moves. Ben tried to get Jemima to dance with him. Freya wasn’t sure if Jemima wanted to or not. It was hard to tell as Jemima spun one way, then another, Ben’s hand holding one of hers high. Val danced enthusiastically on her own. With a shrug, and the thought that perhaps this would be easier if she had drunk cider rather than soda, Freya tried copying some of their moves. 
With the bass reverberating through her, it was more natural to move than not. Before long, she was surprised to find that she was actually having fun. She essayed a few moves of her own, swinging first her arms, then her hips to the music. Feeling daring, she tried a spin, but wobbled as she concluded it. She hastily stepped sideways to steady herself and found Manuel beside her. He too took a sidestep, then added some fancy footwork. She grinned at his evident skill and tried a simplified version herself. Fitting her footwork to the beat was harder than she’d thought it would be, but she enjoyed the challenge. 
Manuel leant over to shout near her ear.
“You are a natural.”
Freya smiled at the unexpected compliment. 
“Thanks.”
She continued to improvise to the beat, warming up as she did so. Swaying her hips from side-to-side evoked whistles that she was uncomfortable with, but before long, the whistler’s attention moved elsewhere, allowing Freya to enjoy herself again as she stepped and swayed. The music changed, and she adjusted to the new song. Manuel danced between her and Jemima. Ben glared at Manuel whenever he got close to Jemima, but she smiled and kept dancing. Freya thought she should say something—she wasn’t sure what. Perhaps something about Manuel’s dancing, or maybe she should comment on the unusual décor. Then again, she'd have to shout to be heard. Before she could come up with a suitable topic, she noticed a strange phenomenon. All the dancers were forming a rough circle. Each group or couple edged away from the centre of the dance floor, still involved in their own response to the music. Manuel, too, had moved closer to the wall. Freya shuffled with him rather than stick out. 
In the middle of the circle, spinning wildly in the space created, was Val. Though she wore jeans, a belt with hanging objects created a skirt of sorts around her waist. The objects were hard to see in the flickering lights, but from her own position, dancing with Manuel on the side of the room away from the bar, Freya thought they were glowing. She squinted. Were those… ponies? Val raised her arms as she spun, as though to accept the energy of her surroundings. And Freya thought perhaps there was some sort of actual energy transfer. A roar went up from the dancers as Val’s hands pointed to the ceiling, head flung back, still spinning. The lights went black. The music stopped. The roar of the crowd turned to shouts of confusion. 
Screams pierced the darkness for unbearable minutes, till someone shouted, ‘shut up!’ in a voice loud enough to carry. There was a shocked silence, before an irritated voice exclaimed ‘go on then, haven’t you all got phones?’. Freya felt herself grin as she recognised the speaker as her new acquaintance, Val. Moments later, beams of light lit the room, faces highlighted in piercing moments of brightness as people looked around. 
“Nothing wrong here,” Val declared. “Someone get the music back on.” Sounds flared from someone’s phone. “Not that. Show some taste,” Val directed. 
“Get your own music then,” replied someone, presumably the music’s owner. 
Freya fumbled for her own phone. “Let’s get out of here,” she said in the direction where she thought Manuel was. “If it’s going to be dancing in the dark to someone’s phone, I could do it just as well at home. Besides, I need to feed my cat.”
There was no answer from Manuel. Freya’s brow wrinkled. Had he gone already? She found the flashlight and swung it around. Plenty of people, but none she recognised. Her heart sank. Had she been abandoned so soon? What had she done wrong?






  
  Chapter Five

What lurks in the night?
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Freya caught sight of the staircase she’d descended to enter the nightclub, faintly lit with tiny red lights, and made her way towards it, trying to ignore the yawning pit of rejection inside. Pushing her way through the crowd, she brushed against arms that were suspiciously furry. Someone or something sniffed loudly. There was a prickle on her arm that might have been claws. She shrieked involuntarily and scrambled away through the heaving crush of bodies. 
I’m sure there are no weres here, Freya reassured herself. But her mind couldn’t help but slip to the tales her friend Aisha had told her when she’d announced her university placement. 
“All those old mines, Freya. There’ll be cave trolls for sure. Goblins maybe. Probably darker things. Be careful, won’t you?”
But so far, she had seen only humans. Val’s warnings about the lecturers were the darkest things she had yet to come across. Bolstering her courage and drawing her shredded ego around herself, she slipped through the overexposed crowd and up the stairs. 
The bouncers were still standing at the door. One nodded at Freya. 
“Alright then?” he asked casually. Freya didn’t feel she could reply with the usual ‘Alright’ in reply. 
“You know there’s no power down there, right?” she said instead. 
The bouncer turned to her, streetlights gleaming on his leather jacket. Whatever power outage had occurred evidently hadn't affected those lights. 
“Yeah, it happens now and then. Should come on
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