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Chapter
One

 


Pain ripped
through Flicky as she staggered to lock the door. The urge to rush
out and help Ray came and went. He was beyond help, at least until
her original spell to resurrect him kicked in a moment later. She’d
been able to cast the spell without spilling the blood of
sacrificial victim by giving up some of her own life energy,
something she’d never have considered doing until she realised the
guy she was in love with was about to go to his death.

The spell to
protect his undead skin from the sunlight had been an easy one, but
it hadn’t stopped him from being staked. She’d barely been capable
of casting the final spell once he’d left; the one to let her keep
an eye on him from afar. She’d seen the fight through his eyes,
glad she couldn’t read his mind at the same time. It was awful
enough knowing he was fighting for another woman. The connection
broke when he was staked. The vampire was gunked.

Her heart
hammered. This was it. The price for his resurrection was to be
paid. The crippling pain that shot through her body made her fall
to her knees. She curled into a ball on the ground, eyes squeezed
shut. Her hands shook as the spell began to take what it needed
from her. She bit back a scream, knowing it would be over soon.
Wave after wave of fresh agony coursed over her as she grew weaker.
Her vision started to blur as her body convulsed. By the time she
finally passed out, she knew she’d made an awful mistake. It was
too late to undo it now.

“Flicky, wake
up. You have to wake up.” His voice was soft and encouraging.

She blinked as
she took in the darkness and pushed herself to sit. “Where... Where
am I?”

He came into
focus as her eyes adjusted, sitting right in front of her, his
features hard to make out.

“This place...
You can’t stay here. And you can’t ever come back.”

“But... What
happened? I don’t understand.” Her voice quivered and she shut her
mouth, afraid to say another word for fear of breaking down in
front of him. She knew what had happened. She wasn’t sure she
wanted to know what it meant that he was here now.

His arms
closed around her, warm and reassuring. He sighed. “You have to let
me go now. I didn’t make it.”

She held on to
him. “You’re here. What are you talking about?”

“The spell,”
he said. “It worked, but it was too late. I was too caught up in
the past. I let it destroy me.”

Her stomach
turned as she felt the truth in his words. “No. This can’t be
happening.”

“I’m sorry I
let you down,” he said. “You deserved better.”

The whoosh of
air she felt around them made her gasp and shudder. She closed her
eyes, feeling safe in his arms and never wanting to let go. When
she opened them again, she realised she was shivering on the cold
floor of the shop, disoriented. Her head spun when she moved,
attempting to get to her feet. Her arms shook as she steadied
herself, her legs too weak to take her own weight.

“What did I
do?” she whispered. Her voice sounded frail. She felt as fragile as
glass. She’d known this would be the price. That was acceptable
when she knew it would save him. That he’d died anyway, after her
efforts to bring him back... She stopped trying to get up. Tears
fell from her tired eyes. She’d just lost something she didn’t even
really have. It shouldn’t hurt so much, but it felt like she was
going to die from the pain.

The rattling
of the shop door made her wipe at her eyes. She sniffled. Whoever
it was could get lost. She wasn’t in the mood to face anyone right
now, let alone a customer.

Knocking came
next, light but insistent tapping on the glass door. She knew the
stand in the middle of the shop floor was hiding her from sight. If
anyone saw her right now, she’d never be able to hide the truth of
what she’d done. No one could ever know. She’d given up part of her
own life for nothing. More tears fell as she put a hand over her
mouth to cover the sound of her uncontrollable sobbing.

“Flicky, I
know you’re in there and you’d better open the damn door before I
break it,” the irritable voice was familiar and made her heart sink
further. If Suze was the one to find her heartbroken like this
she’d never live it down.

She summoned
the strength to pull herself together just enough to lift her head
and yell, “Fuck off, I’m busy.”

It was
torture, but she managed to haul herself to her feet using the
stand in the centre of the floor. Her legs trembled under her but
she was on her feet at least. The full brunt of her decision hit
her as she looked down at her hands. Her skin had paled, but that
was a temporary effect. She’d given up 23 years from her lifespan
to bring Ray back. She had maybe thirty years left to live, if she
was lucky. That hadn’t seemed like much of a sacrifice considering
how short the lifespan of a practicing witch usually ended up
being. She’d be lucky if she survived the next supernatural attack
that came her way. What did getting old matter in the face of
that?

“It’s
happening,” Suze called through the door. “Let me in.”

Flicky
frowned. “What?”

The irritable
witch rattled the door again.

“Don’t break
the door,” Flicky snapped, making her way over slowly. She unlocked
the door against her own better judgement and let Suze in, blinking
in confusion as she saw past the girl to the weird green smog
outside. “I think I’m seeing things.”

“Think again,”
Suze told her, with a wry smile. “The end is here, Felicity. It’s
time for us to step up to the plate.”

Flicky locked
the door and turned to the tall blonde witch. “What?”

Suze shrugged.
“The gates have opened. The prophecy came true. Guess what that
means?”

“Shit,” Flicky
said. “We’re up.”

 



Chapter
Two

 


Sarah got in
the back of her mother’s car, strangely numb from everything she’d
just been through. Killing Ben had been necessary. She felt like
she was lying to herself every time she thought about that, but it
was his fault Ray had gone off and turned himself into a
vampire.

No, wait, it
was hers. The truth stung but she couldn’t avoid it. If she hadn’t
gotten involved with Ben in the first place none of it would have
happened. Every decision she’d made had messed things up further.
She closed her eyes as Dev got in beside her. He took her hand in
his as her mother started the car.

None of it
mattered now. The gates were open to the Darklands and things were
going to start coming through. The world was about to change and
she was one of the few who could fight the threat to humanity. She
had to get her head in the game.

“What are the
police going to do?” She knew her mother had made some calls on the
way to the car. This was a red alert situation. The threat was here
and there were limited contingencies to deal with it.

“Warnings are
being sent out,” her mother said as they drove through the green
smog. “People are being advised to stay in their homes and lock
their doors to strangers. They’re treating it as if a deadly virus
has gotten loose.”

“And what’s
the plan?” It hit her that the prophecy of The Three had to be
linked to this disaster. “The Three are supposed to close the
gates. What do they need to do to close them?”

“Gwen has that
spell locked down. It’s being taken to the site of the opening. The
Three will be gathered up and taken there to perform the
ritual.”

Sarah glanced
at Dev, who was taking everything in wide-eyed. “Ritual?”

“Stop asking
questions. We need to get to White Oaks,” her mother said.

Sarah
shivered. She didn’t like the sound of it, any of it. “What about
Shaun?”

“Your brother
has his own job to do,” she said.

Sarah stared
out into the forever night and silently wished her brother luck. He
was going to need it.

 



Chapter
Three

 


Shaun watched
out the window by the front door as the Darklands weird green smog
rolled across the sky, obscuring the sun. The Seelie Princess and
her human boyfriend were locked in Andi’s magic-proof office. He’d
come to the realisation he was going to have to find Adrian, that
His enemy was vulnerable right now and might not be later. A
starting point was needed, so he’d called on Roman, suspecting
Niall would have his hands too full to spend any time answering
Shaun’s questions.

“It wasn’t
Jess. She wasn’t the catalyst. The Unseelie Prince fell for a human
girl he enslaved. The ring he gave her turned black, he fell in
love and the gates opened to unite both of their worlds.” Andi was
on the phone down the hall, close by, explaining how this sorry
mess had come about to her mother. Shaun had heard the entire call.
Harriett had been fraught, worried for Jess and what might have
happened. She’d known about Ky and the Unseelie Prince but she
hadn’t taken it too seriously. The Council Elders hadn’t either,
apparently.

A few minutes
passed and Shaun began to wonder what was taking the Darklands
fairy so long. He supposed this apocalyptic event was about the
best excuse Roman could have for ignoring him. He just hoped there
wasn’t another reason. His thoughts drifted to Teri and the knot in
his stomach tightened.

Andi’s soft
sigh brought his attention back to her. She smiled tightly, nodding
as her mother regained control of her emotions and started to bark
orders.

Shaun rolled
his eye. As if they’d bring Jess out of the house when Fey magic
was running wild across town. Not just this town, he
thought, wondering if he should call Sarah, or his mother. He
supposed his Mum would have called him already if there was any
reason to. He was still assigned to protect the Princess. That was
his sole mission, and right now that meant finding Adrian and
dealing with that monster before he could become a real threat to
his sister.

“What? No.
Shaun needs to go find Adrian. He needs to do that now.”

He supposed it
was kind of crazy, and more than a little risky, but he also knew
there was one thing that could stop The Three from being able to
close the gates. Pen’s allegiance to Adrian. She’d pledged it
before, and though Shaun had first-hand experience of her fickle
nature, he doubted she’d lost her evil-bitchness entirely. If he
didn’t deal with Adrian before The Three were due to close the
gates, everyone might as well wave goodbye to earth as they knew
it.

Roman blinked
into existence at his side just as he was contemplating how Pen
might react to Adrian being gone. Not well, he assumed, but surely
her grief would be less potent than her power hungry ambitions. He
could only hope.

“Well, it
happened,” Roman said, folding his arms. There was something
slightly less sombre about him, though Shaun would be hard-pressed
to say what it was exactly. He was in his usual black outfit that
made him look like a waiter from a fancy restaurant.

First
things first, Shaun thought. “How’s Teri?”

“She’s fine.
She’s safe. Bill took her home. He walked through the gates with
her.”

“Okay,” Shaun
said, a stab of hunger hitting him as he realised he hadn’t eaten
in what felt like an age. He checked his pockets and found a
Snickers. It didn’t seem to be squished, but it had probably been
in there for months. He hadn’t been snacking as much since he’d
been stuck on babysitting duty for the Princess. He wasn’t sure if
it was the lack of adrenaline-rush vampire hunting, or the home
made dinners that always seemed to create a ton of leftovers.
Probably both, he decided.

Roman gave him
a derisive glower as he bit into the bar. “Did you call for a
reason, because...”

“I need to
find Adrian,” he told Roman, around a mouthful of nutty
chocolate.

Roman raised
an eyebrow. “Why, exactly? The Three are going to stop him before
midnight. They have to. Or else this landscape you’re admiring
outside the window is going to become permanent.”

“I have my
reasons.”

“You have a
job to do, Shaun. Is hating whatever you’re doing just your default
setting?” Roman shook his head. “You think no-one else is going to
come after the princess? There are hundreds of reasons to kidnap
Fey royalty. You can’t leave her to go chase after that
psycho.”

Shaun frowned
at him. “What’s up with you right now, anyway?”

Roman sighed.
“Protect the Princess. And don’t call on me again. I have my own
part to play in this whole mess.”

He left and
Shaun finished his chocolate bar. The fairy had a point, but he
didn’t have to like it. Staying and protecting the princess felt
too much like standing still. He did a better job when he had
something to chase down.

Maybe he was
being a selfish idiot. Or maybe Roman was hiding something.

“His own part
to play?” He stared into the mist as he crushed the empty wrapper
in his hand.

Bill had taken
Teri through the gates, ensuring he would be flesh and blood when
he made it to the other side. He’d be able to protect her on earth
now, she’d be safe. Roman could easily have gone with them. Shaun
was certain it was what he wanted.

Roman had
already admitted that he was taking the gates opening as his second
chance to come back to earth in the flesh and be with his human
girlfriend. So why the hell hadn’t he stepped through them yet?

Andi put the
phone back into her pocket and walked his way.

“We’re being
ordered to stay put and protect Jess.”

He nodded as
she gave him a wry smile.

“I was just
talked out of going after Adrian.” The moment he said it, he knew
his doubts over Roman had just erased the guy’s credibility. He
still wanted, still needed, to go after the Seelie Prince.

“You don’t
sound too sure about that.”

“I’m thinking
about ignoring the advice,” he said, heading back along the
corridor with her.

She unlocked
the door to her office and he put an arm around her waist, bringing
her attention back to him. Her gaze met his as he figured out what
he needed to do. The pieces fell into place all at once. He kissed
her and she refused to let go when he tried to pull back. A wash of
emotions coursed through her, crashing over him as he felt their
connection flare. He gave in to the embrace, sorely wishing he
could blow off destiny to stay at her side.

She sighed
when she stepped back. “You’re going after him.”

“I am. You
need to stay here, stay locked in that room with them.”

Nodding, she
took a shaky breath. “We’ve been ordered to stay put, so that’s
what we’ll do. I have spells in there, tons of them. And Jess has
her magic. I’m sure I can give her a crash-course in using it.”

He felt better
knowing she’d be safe. What he was about to do was on the crazy
side. He was going to blame a lifetime of watching his sister make
those kinds of decisions.

“What are you
going to do, Shaun?”

“I’m going to
sleep.”

“Then
shouldn’t you stay with us?”

He shook his
head. “I need to be further away from all of you. I can’t give
Adrian a doorway that leads directly to the princess. If I’m in
that room with you I can’t guarantee he won’t find a way to use it
to get straight to her.”

Andi nodded
slowly. “I can’t let her dream, either.”

“Try to get
her to stay awake. If she really needs to sleep, you can cast your
spells to stop her from dreaming.”

She turned the
handle. “Be careful.”

He watched her
slip into the room and waited for the lock to click before he
walked away. The scent of magic outside was overpowering. He walked
through it, going back to his house to sleep. The Darklands was a
safer place to reach in dreams than to visit in person. He didn’t
breathe until he got inside his own house and locked the door
behind him. The scent was less powerful inside, but it took a while
to convince his tracker senses that it was contained to the
exterior of the house.

He didn’t lie
down until he was certain there were no lurking threats inside.
Until he was sure it was safe to leave his physical body
unprotected where it lay.

“No going back
now,” he murmured.

He had a
notoriously elusive psycho to catch and the clock was ticking
down.

 



Chapter
Four

 


Flicky moved
back from the door quickly as something whizzed past the glass.
Earthbound fairies behaved like humans for the most part. Darklands
fairies, it seemed, were a whole other kettle of fish.

“What the hell
was that?” Her voice finally sounded normal. She’d started to get a
sliver of her strength back after snacking on a peanut bar she’d
discovered under the till.

Suze folded
her arms. “Something we really don’t want to know about. Can you
hurry up? We need to get to the casting site and shut this crap
down.”

“Aren’t we
missing someone?” She didn’t want to think about Pen, but it was
unavoidable now. The troublesome witch made up the dark corner of
their triangle. They needed her to complete the mystery spell they
had to perform to close the gates.

Suze pulled a
face. “The Council are bringing her. We can’t all be together
before we get there.”

“Great,”
Flicky said, trying to test her magic with a simple levitation
spell. The pencil on the edge of the counter refused to budge to
her efforts. Her stomach turned at the thought of trying anything
else right now. How she was going to help cast a spell to do
something so monumental was beyond her. Even using a pre-prepared
teleport right now was probably asking for trouble. She groaned
inwardly.

“So?” Suze
asked, shrugging her shoulders.

“So what?”
Flicky played dumb. She raked about under the counter. She needed
more sustenance to build herself back up. Sighing, she realised her
snack supply was depleted. She moved towards the door to her flat.
“Just give me a...”

The tapping of
Suze’s foot on the hard floor made her cringe. “The sooner we get
there, the sooner we can get the world back to normal.”

Flicky opened
the door, another weary sigh issuing from her. Normal wasn’t ever
going to be the same again. “I barely slept last night and I’ve not
eaten today. I won’t be able to focus. Just give me five
minutes.”

She trudged up
the stairs, leaving Suze making huffing noises in the shop. Trust
the world to need her right after her own universe had been smashed
to pieces.

A drop of
guilt hit her at what she’d done to Callum when she saw he’d left
her a present and card on the kitchen table. He’d done it before,
teleporting presents when she wasn’t in the room so she’d be
surprised later. She tried to think when he must have sent this
one. She didn’t deserve it. Not after everything she’d done.

“Some birthday
this is turning out to be,” Flicky muttered, realising she’d
forgotten all about it up until she saw the present. She raked
around in her cupboards and ate any edible snack that she could get
her hands on. Each bite perked her up a touch until she felt
reasonably energised again, though it was nothing close to feeling
healed from the repercussions of the spell she’d cast.

The card and
present looked perfectly arranged. She wanted to send them back to
him, or to see him set them on fire in front of her. She picked up
the card and opened it. It was a ‘girlfriend’ card and she almost
put it down without reading it. When she opened it she realised
he’d sent it after he knew.

Chills went
down her spine as she read it.

I still want
you to have this, Flicky. I knew we were never going to stay
together. The first time I met that guy Ray, I knew you had
feelings for him. I cast a spell and saw what would happen. Maybe I
should have left you then. Either way, thanks for being mine when I
needed it. No hard feelings. Callum.

It was such a
strange message that she didn’t know how to feel. It was almost as
if he didn’t care that she’d cheated on him before they broke up.
She frowned at the present. The big black box was wrapped with a
red ribbon. It was the sort of box she’d normally expect some sort
of clothing to be inside. Her stomach twisted as she tried to
figure out whether she should open it.

Her hand
slipped to the silky ribbon and tugged. It unravelled, leaving the
box sitting there waiting to be opened. She knocked it open and
peered inside.

“Huh,” she
said, wondering why the hell he’d send her an empty box. The dread
that followed came courtesy of her own stupidity as she was
transported out of the room. Her actions had activated a teleport.
The room she found herself in was dark, but unlike the dream room
she’d been comforted in by Ray’s spirit, this place smelled of
death. Coughing, she stared into the pitch-black room and waited
for her eyes to adjust.

 



Chapter
Five

 


Teri paced
around the house, telling herself she was safe. It wasn’t working.
The gates had opened. She might have escaped becoming the key that
opened them, but now that the Darklands had made their home earth,
she’d never be safe again. No human would be.

She’d already
had Bill tell her to take it easy. He’d come through the gates with
her the moment they opened. Roman had been called away to ‘other
things’ by the Seelie Court. She’d wanted him to come with them,
but he said he’d get there later. He promised. She bit at her lip.
If he didn’t come before the gates closed she’d be stuck on earth
without him again. She knew she couldn’t go through that kind of
torture anymore. It was why she’d spent six months in the Darklands
after she’d gotten free from Adrian’s castle. She couldn’t bear
losing him again.

He’d kissed
her before she left. Promised her he’d come as soon as he
could.

Trouble was he
couldn’t hide what he was thinking from her now. She’d tried to
stop prying when she realised she was doing exactly what he always
had done to her in the past. It was hard to stay out of his head
when so much was going on, and when she couldn’t make sense of his
actions. So she settled for looking and biting her tongue in
response to the insanity he was determined to put himself
through.

He wanted to
come through the gates, but he was determined to hunt down Adrian
first, to eliminate him as a threat to her once and for all, and
the only way he could do that was to stay in spirit form. It was
the only way to fight another Darklands fairy. Play on his field,
or in his form.

What he’d
decided to do was dangerous and she’d wanted badly to tell him he
was being an idiot, that he had to come back while he still had the
chance. It was what he’d waited his whole after-life for; a second
chance at a life on earth. She knew his obsession with Adrian was
rooted in keeping her safe from him, and that there were good
reasons to do what he was doing, but she struggled to accept his
choice.

“Please,
Roman, come home,” she murmured, looking out the window into the
strange new landscape. The Darklands was no longer some mystical
faraway place. It was no longer a location that could only be
travelled to in dreams, or through hidden doorways. It was right
outside her door.

As much as she
felt like she was safe from Adrian, she knew there was nowhere she
could truly be safe now. It was the same for every other human out
there. The Fey were here and they would be making deals to ensure
they could get what they wanted once the gates were closed. There
weren’t nearly enough guardians or trackers to keep everyone safe.
They just had to hope the ritual to close the gates would work, the
sooner the better. Her stomach churned at the thought. But not
too soon, she hoped. Not before Roman’s promise was kept.

“What are you
doing?” Bill asked the unusual question, regretting that he had to
ask. He wasn’t used to it. Even he was used to just reading her
mind, something he’d never made obvious but she should have known.
None of them could help themselves.

“I was just
thinking,” she told him, not willing to tell him what about.

He seemed
pensive but his words only matched what he was thinking. “You know
you can’t go out there.”

“I wasn’t... I
won’t.” As terrified as she was about what was going on out there,
she wasn’t sure she could keep that promise. If she knew the gates
were about to close and Roman wasn’t back yet, she’d have to go and
drag him through them while she still could. Still, she made her
words sound convincing, and they seemed to reassure Bill for the
moment.

“The Three
will close the gates.”

He was trying
to reassure her in return. The effort made her smile. She was
seeing a new side of him now that things had been reversed. Not
much about Roman surprised her, but she’d known him well enough
before she could read his mind. Bill had been far more reserved. He
didn’t speak his mind, he only said what he had to say when he felt
he needed to say it. She put an arm around him as he stood beside
her at the window.

“It’s going to
be the day from hell,” she said, smiling wryly as he chuckled.

“We’ll get
through it.”

 



Chapter
Six

 


Andi locked
the door with a heavy heart. She understood Shaun had to do this,
but the thought of it made her feel ill. He was going after a
dangerous criminal alone, and one he had a history with. She
couldn’t explain the fear inside her to him, the overwhelming
emotions that were rushing over her as she kissed him. As much as
she wanted to tell him the secret she’d been holding for the last
few weeks, she couldn’t distract him, not when the stakes were
already so high. Adrian needed to be destroyed. She trusted Shaun
to do what had to be done. He didn’t need her to give him another
reason. Other fears that came out over the thought of telling him
washed away quickly. She knew how he’d react to this, whenever she
got the right moment to tell him.

Turning, she
smiled tiredly at Jess. “How are we doing?”

The food and
cushions she’d brought through from the other room had made them
slightly more comfortable, but Andi wished she’d had the foresight
to put a couch, or armchairs at least in the only room that offered
Jess any real protection against the Darklands threat.

She sat down
in one of the chairs, positioning the cushion so it wouldn’t slide
off the seat when she moved. Hard-wood chairs, what was I
thinking?

“He’s going
after my brother, isn’t he?” Jess asked, picking at
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