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If you are reading this and English is
 your second language, I want to dedicate
 this book to you. Because once upon a time,
 I was just like you.
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CHAPTER ONE

It was ten minutes until the warning alarm that rang around Vangsford Park every night, and most people were already heading for home.

Not Caine.

He strode past families packing up picnics and friends finishing up their football match, the reds and golds spilling across the sky a fitting end to a warm June day. His eyes, though, were elsewhere. On the grotty stick his dog, Blue, had just picked up.

The black husky, with his eyes of piercing blue, stared up at him expectantly. ‘Seriously? More?’ Caine sighed. ‘Half an hour’s not enough for you then?’

Blue tilted his head, confirming that it absolutely was not.

‘Come on then,’ Caine said, reaching for the slobber-soaked stick and tossing it high into the air. It landed on the sun-scorched grass and cartwheeled several times. Blue bounded off and snatched it off the ground before it even had a chance to fall still. Caine retrieved it from the husky’s jaws and threw it high again.

‘Uh oh,’ he said. Because he could see what was about to unfold. The stick bounced off a rock hidden in the grass and headed straight for a man who looked like a giant thumb covered in tattoos of dubious artistic merit, striking him hard in the calf. The man grunted and turned, reaching a thick arm down to pick up the stick. Slowly, his dark eyes rose to meet Caine’s.

Four other guys, all clearly part of his group, looked over, every one of them with a similar hard expression on their face.

Caine held up an apologetic hand. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean … I was just trying to throw the stick for my dog.’

‘’Cept you hit me,’ the large man pointed out.

Caine winced. ‘It was the rock …’ he trailed off.

The large man grinned. ‘Don’t doubt you didn’t mean to. But you hit me all the same. So here’s what’s going to happen …’ He started taking off what looked to be a very expensive watch, then laid it down on the bench beside him delicately. ‘I’m going to hit you back with this stick. Just once – I’m not a monster. Sound fair to you?’

It didn’t sound remotely fair to Caine, but he didn’t get the chance to say as much because at that exact moment Blue bounded over, snatched the large man’s watch off the bench and sprinted off with it in his mouth.

‘Oi,’ the man called. ‘Give that back!’

‘I’m so sorry!’ Caine took off after his dog. ‘Blue!’

The group ran after them. At that exact moment, the usual night-time warning alarm began to blare through the park like a foghorn and the message came over the loudspeakers: ‘A dangerous creature has been seen in Vangsford Park at night. We strongly advise all parkgoers to leave the premises by 9 p.m. If you remain, we accept no responsibility for what may happen to you. You have been warned.’

Caine didn’t believe in the creature the news had dubbed the Night Terror. Some so-called ‘witnesses’ had described it as a huge black wolf and others a panther. But there was no photographic evidence, so in his humble opinion it was almost certainly just collective panic.

Still, as he sprinted after a galloping Blue, Caine could have done with a shadowy monster to slow down his pursuers …

Blue cut through a small cluster of trees at the eastern edge of the park, streaked across the empty road towards Vangsford High Street, then made a sharp right into a dark alley. Caine followed at speed, but when he looked back and saw the men had fallen far behind him, he slowed, entering the alley to find the husky sitting at a dead end, wagging his tail.

‘Drama every time with you, eh?’ Caine said, breathless. He held out his hand. ‘Come on. Give it over.’

Reluctantly, Blue leant forward and dropped the fancy watch into Caine’s waiting palm. Caine looked at him for a long moment.

Then he winked. ‘Good work. Went just like we planned.’

Caine looked over his shoulder, to the alley entrance where the man and his friends would soon appear. ‘Ember, how are we looking?’ Caine asked. His friend was not in the alley with them, but she was close enough her enhanced hearing would pick up his voice.

‘I’ve taken down the cameras on this end of the road,’ Ember said, voice coarse and low in the distance. ‘Greg is still about thirty seconds away. All that vaping’ll do that to you.’

‘SM0KE would be proud of you,’ Caine said, peeling off his T-shirt.

‘She could have done this in her sleep,’ Ember scoffed.

Caine took off Blue’s collar. ‘Why are you so sure they’re a she ?’

‘If you saw how classy her code was, you’d know it was a woman.’

‘Except no one’s seen this legendary hacker’s code in a couple of years. So maybe she’ s—’

‘I dare you to finish that sentence,’ Ember warned in the distance.

Even mentioning the idea that SM0KE, her idol, could be dead would get you the silent treatment for days.

Caine smiled down at Blue. ‘Should we get going? You know what to do.’

With that, Blue began to Flip.

Black fur withdrew into every pore in his skin, wagging tail shrinking into a coccyx. Blue’s jaw cracked and his nose narrowed, vicious canines receding into red gums.

When he stood up – this time on two feet – Blue had transformed into a dark-skinned boy with dyed-white hair and glacier-blue eyes that twinkled mischievously. He grinned proudly, looking down at the midnight blue skin-tight outfit they had dubbed the FlipSuit. ‘I’m getting quicker. Soon I’ll be as fast as you.’

Caine threw Blue his shorts and chuckled. ‘We’ll see about that.’ Caine got on to all fours and Flipped. Jaw clenched against the pain, he became his animal-self. Dark fur spilt through the fabric of the FlipSuit, as fingers shrank and a long tail grew from the base of his spine.

For the first few months after he’d woken up in an unfamiliar forest as this, Caine had spent countless hours practising his own transformation, attempting to master it, to endure the pain and streamline the process. Now, one year on from that terrible night, he’d whittled his Flip down to seven seconds.

When he opened his eyes, Blue was dressed in Caine’s clothes and moaning about it. ‘Listen, I can endure the pain of Flipping, but do I really have to wear this ? Shorts and a T-shirt aren’t really my style. You know I’m more of a smart trousers and linen shirt type of guy. Or, you know, a suit.’

‘Sorry we didn’t have Caine walking his dog in a suit, Blue,’ Ember said, her eye-rolling almost audible a street away. ‘We don’t have time for this. Greg’s five seconds away.’

Blue gave Caine a grin and made a cradle with his arms. ‘Up you come. I know you hate being touched, but this was your plan.’

Caine not liking another’s touch was an understatement. But he didn’t have a choice this time. So Caine took a steadying breath, then leapt up into Blue’s waiting arms. A moment later, Greg and Co. came barrelling around the corner, wheezing and spluttering.

‘Oi, you,’ Greg called. ‘Where’s my …’ But when he saw a dark-skinned boy holding an animal that was very obviously not a husky, he trailed off.

‘You all right, fellas?’ Blue said, walking towards the group. ‘Bit late for a jog, but each to their own.’

Greg stared at cat-Caine like he’d never seen anything like him before.

Blue noticed. ‘Handsome, isn’t she? But she’s a right little escape artist. Always sneaking out to this alley to hunt mice, aren’t ya, Mabel?’

Oh, I’m going to kill you, Blue.

‘But that’s a cat,’ Greg said, baffled. ‘Where’s the dog?’

‘Eh?’ Blue said, acting confused himself. ‘She’s a chunky one – Maine Coons usually are – but she’s no dog. Why, what’s up?’

Greg blinked. ‘A dog … stole my …’ He shook his head, realising how absurd what he was about to say truly was. ‘Something’s … off about this.’ He eyed Blue and Caine closely. ‘I’m sure I saw those two thieves come into this alley. But now it’s just … you two.’

If he notices Blue’s wearing my clothes, we’re in trouble.

Silence in the alley as baffled looks passed back and forth between the friends.

Then a figure flashed by the alleyway entrance, drawing the group’s attention. A flustered girl stuck her head around the corner, black eyeliner sitting over amber eyes. She ran a hand through her tsunami of red hair that was buzzed short on one side. ‘Any of you lost a dog? Big black wolf-looking thing …’

Greg growled. ‘Yeah, where is it?’

The girl pointed down the high street. ‘Down there. Nearly knocked me over …’

Greg looked over his shoulder at his friends. ‘Come on. Let’s get it.’

With that, Greg and his friends spun around and sprinted away.

Blue let out a long whistle as he put Caine down, then looked up at the redhead suspiciously. ‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were in on this, love.’

Ember slowly crossed her arms and grinned. ‘What would you two do without me, eh?’





CHAPTER TWO

There was nothing quite like pizza after nicking a Rolex.

Caine, Ember and Blue sat on the grass in front of the crumbling gardener’s shed they had lived in for the last couple of months, after they had found it abandoned in the centre of Vangsford Park, only a deep clean away from being livable. Aside from a draught that came in through a large hole in the ceiling they now thought of as a skylight (and the odd creepy-crawly) it was nice, even. Paradise compared to some of the grotty places they had slept in. And this – an extra-large pepperoni pizza laid out on the box in the centre of their three-person circle just after darkness had fallen – had become a routine they all cherished. To celebrate a job well done.

‘Question,’ Ember said. ‘Why do I never get any of the fun jobs?’

‘You don’t put your most valuable asset on the front line,’ Caine said, using a plastic knife to cut the pizza into slices. ‘Everyone knows that.’

‘Besides,’ Blue chimed in. ‘You can’t exactly go walking a fox in the park, can you?’

‘I saw a woman walking a ferret in this park the other day,’ Ember said. Then, just for good measure, ‘A ferret.’

Blue waved a hand at her. ‘Caine’s right, love. Without you, we wouldn’t even know that Greg Kacey takes off his precious watch when he’s about to fight, would we? Just think of it like this – we’re the foot soldiers; you’re the general.’

This seemed to raise Ember’s spirits. At least until a streetlight close by flickered and then went out. ‘I know it’s thanks to the rumours that we have this park to ourselves, but don’t you sometimes think it could be real? The Night Terror …’

‘Oh, give it a rest,’ Blue snorted. ‘Not this again. Stuff ’s all nonsense. Some idiot dressed as Bigfoot stalking the streets. Nothing more.’

‘What about that couple who spotted it?’ Ember said, tapping on a tablet Blue had nicked for her almost a year before, and bringing up a news article about an older couple who had claimed to see a monstrous creature on their nightly walk through Vangsford Park.

‘Or the university students who said a large predator was watching them from the woods?’ Ember asked again, bringing up another article.

‘These are stories, Ember,’ Caine said. ‘The couple saw a “big black blur” and the uni students only “heard a growl from the dark”. For all we know, that was Blue’s stomach!’

‘And if you don’t hurry up with slicing that pizza, fella, they’re about to hear another one.’

Ember raised a hand. ‘All I’m saying is the police put up a warning for a reason.’

Blue was distracted by movement at the gate. ‘Oi oi. That fella and his dog are here again. Think they’d be walking around if there was some murderous monster out and about?’

Sure enough, there he was again, a slender old man and his large pit bull, cutting through the park. They saw the man there most evenings, and he, at least, didn’t seem concerned there was a monster on the loose.

But Ember had fallen silent, biting at her black lipsticked lips.

Caine leant closer. ‘You know something we don’t, Ember?’

Ember winced. ‘It’s just that … well, you know I keep an eye on the park CCTV, just to make sure no one is watching us? A few nights ago, I saw something. I’m not sure what, exactly. Just a flash in the darkness. But it was … big. Twice the size of husky-Blue at least.’

Ember was not one to overplay anything, so Caine was always inclined to believe her. But believing her this time brought up an entirely new thought. ‘Show it to me later? If the Night Terror is real, they might be linked to us and our … situation.’ Caine’s hand instinctively drifted up to the marble-sized bump at the base of his skull.

When they had first discovered their matching bumps a year before, the same night the three of them had woken in that dark forest, they thought them nothing more than a mole. But, strangely, the lumps were under their skin, the same shape and size as a paracetamol tablet. Scared, wearing only their FlipSuits and with no memory of who they were, they had run through the dark. Strangers forced together to survive. Now, though, they were family. And all they wanted was to find out who they were before and why someone had done this to them.

‘’Course,’ Ember said. ‘Any lead will do at this point.’

‘Still need to be careful though,’ Caine said. ‘We don’t know who’s behind this.’

‘It’s been a year, fella,’ Blue said. ‘Sleeping rough and stealing to get by, all while we try to piece together who we are and why we can Flip into animals. And we don’t know anything more than when we started.’

‘Shhh,’ Ember scolded, glancing over her shoulder for the man and his slobbering pooch.

Blue lowered his voice. ‘All I’m saying is, maybe it’s time we reach out to someone for help. Like the police or the news.’

‘So we can be poked and prodded and dissected?’ Caine shook his head. ‘There’s a reason you don’t hear about people like us, Blue. We’re not meant to exist.’

‘I’ve looked, remember?’ Ember added. ‘Everywhere I could think to look and some places on the internet I definitely shouldn’t have looked. And … nothing. That’s why I’ve been trying to track down SM0KE. I may not be good enough to find us answers, but she is.’

‘You’re the best there is, Ember,’ Caine said.

‘My coding ability is all muscle memory from a time before all of this, but she is pure talent. And we need to find her.’

‘Maybe there’s nothing online at all,’ Caine said, ‘but someone out there must know who we are. What we are …’

‘But all of that can wait until after we’ve finished this,’ Blue said, eyeing the pizza hungrily. Then he reached for the biggest slice.

Caine grabbed his wrist. ‘Ah, ah, ah. You know the rules.’

‘Beast Mode?’ Blue raised an eyebrow. ‘Even after I embarrassed you last time?’

‘Today’s a new day.’ Caine pushed himself to standing. ‘And Beast Mode isn’t a thing.’

Blue shrugged and started stripping down to his FlipSuit. ‘Oh, it’s a thing. Our usual course? Winner gets the biggest slice?’

Ember joined them. ‘Count me in this time.’ She gave Caine a wicked grin. ‘Call this payback for sullying SM0KE’s name.’

Blue chuckled. ‘A dog and a fox against a cat. You’re outmatched, fella.’

‘It’s not the size of the cat in the fight, Blue, it’s the size of the fight in the cat.’

‘I’m pretty sure you’re horribly mangling that quote,’ Ember said. ‘Now, what’s the penalty for the loser?’

Caine thought for a moment. ‘Shall we say … washing duty for the week?’

‘Perfect,’ Blue said, rubbing his hands together.

Ember rolled her shoulder and got on all fours, then Flipped in the darkness, Blue right behind her.

Caine Flipped too and joined them at the base of a tall willow tree. He used a sharp nail to draw a start line in the dirt, then took a pebble into his mouth and climbed a little way up the tree to place it carefully on a branch above. Once set, he hopped down and they stood on the start line, waiting for the wind to knock it down and start the race.

The moment the pebble hit the grass, they took off.

Ember and Blue were lightning fast in a straight line, but Caine made up for that with his agility. When it came to sharp turns and tight spaces, no one could touch him.

They slalomed around the course they knew so well – taking a left at the Michael Jenkins 1974– 2024 bench, then a right at the duck pond, over the largest of the many bridges that crossed the river which cut through the park, and then looping around the iconic but crumbling clock tower at its heart. That marked halfway.

By that point Blue had pulled ahead, with Caine just behind and Ember on his heels. But Caine knew where he was going to overtake – on the very last turn, where the grass beneath the Michael Jenkins 1974– 2024 bench was still slightly muddy from the previous week’s summer storm. He was sure Blue hadn’t seen that. Ember would have, meticulous as she was, but if Caine could keep his bulky body in front of her, there was no way his friend could use her speed to pass him.

They hit the Michael Jenkins 1974– 2024 corner hard, and Blue lost his footing. He growled in frustration, but he’d already fallen too far back. It was Caine and Ember now, jostling for position as they raced for the finish line—

Caine slid to a stop and used his body to block Ember, who whined in protest. Until she, too, saw what Caine had seen.

Standing at the finish line, with eyes of molten gold, was a gigantic black nightmare.

Bigger than any animal Caine had seen in real life, it didn’t seem to belong to the natural world.

Caine’s enhanced senses were suddenly screaming. Putrescence emanated from the creature. As its enormous eyes flickered from Caine to Blue to Ember, none of them dared move. Slowly, the black beneath its eyes withdrew to reveal a row of the largest fangs Caine had ever seen. But it wasn’t until the shadow’s eyes fell on Caine that his blood slowed in his veins.

Then the creature raised its head to the sky and let out a howl that vibrated through Caine’s skull. He clenched his jaw and willed it away. But it echoed in the dark long after the shadow had closed its mouth.

Caine turned, found his friends’ eyes and thought one word.

Run.

And they did. Kicking up dirt and grass, they blasted off together. Staying low and galloping through the trees, the trio cut back through the park and then took a turn for the road, Caine hoping the lights and the cars would scare the Night Terror away.

But the creature followed, the dry grass crackling beneath its immense weight.

Caine didn’t dare turn because he knew he would see it gaining on them, step by awful step.

When the lights and noise didn’t put it off, Caine changed tack. He couldn’t lead this massive beast into Vangsford’s heart, where it could attack innocent people. So he went left, hoping to lead it away, to somewhere quiet and—

The Terror appeared on their left, breathing heavily and staying in Caine’s peripheral vision. Like it wanted him to see it there.

What do you want with us?

Caine’s heart thundered as he again tried to lead Ember and Blue left. To one of the many out-of-the-way bridges they had slept under during the last year. But this time, the Terror growled and snapped its jaws viciously. So Caine had no option but to lead his friends right.

They cut through empty streets, running beside and then leaping across Vangsford’s famous canals, trying desperately to lose the creature. But even as seconds turned into minutes, the Terror would not give up the chase.

One or two people must have seen the spectacle, but all Caine heard were shrieks that quickly faded away when their pack turned again.

Caine now tried to lead them right, down towards the docks and the steel crates the trio had sheltered in when the winter cold threatened to sink into their very bones. The docks would be empty at this hour and they might be able to lose it there.

But, again, the Terror appeared on the roof of the building in front, forcing them to slide to a stop and whip around, back uphill.

Is it … herding us? Caine wondered. But where?

They were climbing now, up towards the ugly grey stone building that looked down over Vangsford. Once an old library, it had been bought a decade before and turned into a mansion that was now all sharp angles and conical turrets that seemed to pierce the sparse cloud cover. The three of them had spent a couple of nights inside last winter, when Ember had assured them that the billionaire owner, Donovan Spire, was away on business. This was not where Caine had wanted to run.

But it was clear that he was not the one leading now.

They skirted the edge of Spire Mansion, the fences circling the property tall and barbed. Cameras pointed towards the street, guarding the building against intruders, but Caine had no intention of taking them inside, so—

The Night Terror sped past and skidded to a stop in front of them, blocking their way. Dust whipped up around it, so only those eyes were visible. But that was enough.

Caine gave Ember and Blue a look.

Follow me.

On one side of the road, two trees had grown about two metres apart, jostling for sunlight and water, their roots cracking and blistering the pavement. And while an average person couldn’t have taken advantage of them, Caine, Ember and Blue could.

Caine bounded towards the trees, leapt on to the trunk of one, pushed off hard and jumped across to the trunk of the other, then immediately used his momentum to spring back over to a branch of the first tree. From there, it was barely a skip on to the high wall that kept people out of Spire Mansion.

Good thing they weren’t exactly people.

When Caine looked down, Blue was already halfway up, leaping from tree to tree just like he had done. But Ember hung back, waiting, her eyes flickering between the Terror, who stalked slowly closer, and Blue, who had almost made it to Caine.

Why is she waiting?

The Night Terror took another step closer, its huge black paw emerging from the dust cloud like a warning.

But still Ember hesitated.

Caine checked his shoulders, unsure whether any of the cameras that watched the street below also looked along the top of the wall.

I don’t have a choice.

Caine Flipped, pressing himself to the wall in the hopes that, even if there were cameras, no one would see. Then he looked down at his friend. ‘Ember, jump up as far as you can and I’ll catch you.’

Ember whinnied, something still holding her back.

‘WWSD, remember?’ Caine called, smiling despite the nightmare that ghosted ever closer to his friend. ‘What Would SM0KE Do?’

Ember nodded, then sprinted towards the trees, jumped on to one and zigzagged on to the other. Then, just as she was making the final jump to the branch, Ember closed her eyes.

Ember’s paw overshot the branch, and she scrambled for a hold, trying not to fall.

Quick as he could, Caine leaned out, stretching just enough to grab Ember’s tail. She yelped and opened her eyes, but when she saw she was high above the ground, she closed them tight again.

Husky-Blue grabbed Caine’s ankle and pulled, dragging them both back to safety.

When Ember had caught her breath, Caine eased her down on the inside of the wall, then joined his friends. They ghosted across the perfectly manicured lawn, they as fox and dog, he as human.

Just when Caine thought they were safe, he saw a huge black figure leap on to the outer wall, watching them from up on high.

‘We need to get inside,’ Caine said, backing away.

But when he turned around, Blue was human and had the bottom floor window open. ‘Already on it.’

They clambered inside, closed the window and peered out from just above the lip of the windowsill.

The Night Terror had vanished.

Ember slumped to the floor. ‘I’m so sorry. I … don’t know what happened.’

‘Heights,’ Caine said, sliding down next to her. ‘New fear or old?’

‘Old, I think,’ Ember said. ‘Everything inside was telling me not to climb those trees. I somehow already knew I would hate being high up.’

‘Yeah,’ Blue said, kneeling. ‘That’s old fear territory. How are you, love? No injuries?’

Ember shook her head. ‘No, I’m fine.’

Caine grinned. ‘Course it was WWSD that got you moving.’

‘Naturally.’ Ember pushed herself to standing then gestured to the darkness of Spire Mansion. ‘But now we all need to ask ourselves, What Would SM0KE Do in this situation?’





CHAPTER THREE

Caine knew Spire Mansion well.

If Ember had had her tablet on her, she could have hacked into the security system, and they would have had free rein of the house all night. But with who knew what security measures still in play and the guard in his hut by the main entrance, they had to be extra careful. Even if it looked like Donovan Spire was away that night.

‘We could just leave now,’ Blue whispered, poking his head out of the palatial bathroom. ‘Save us having to hold out overnight in a house that has more security than Buckingham Palace.’

‘We stay until morning,’ Caine said, peering into the darkness with his enhanced eyesight. ‘The Night Terror will be gone by then and we can escape.’

Ember flicked Blue on the temple. ‘Do I get an apology for the whole “it’s just some idiot dressed as Bigfoot” thing?’

Blue went to let out a groan but thought better of it. ‘How was I meant to know that thing was real, eh? I’ve just spent ten minutes running from it and I still don’t believe in it.’

Ember glanced through the window. ‘Could it be … you know, one of us?’

Caine bit his lip. ‘I don’t know. When I heard the rumours, I thought it was nonsense. But then I saw it …’

‘Whether it is or isn’t,’ Blue whispered, ‘something tells me that fella isn’t a talker. More of a mauler.’

‘So what do we do?’ Ember asked. ‘Avoid it and hope it never tracks us down again?’

Caine stepped into the bathtub and slid down inside. ‘We sleep. Then figure it out in the morning.’

Blue paced the room, every now and then glancing out of the cracked door. ‘We sure we can’t even have a little look around? Last time we were here I saw a Basquiat just chilling in a corner in the East Wing. Wouldn’t mind getting a closer look—’

‘Do you have a couple million pounds you haven’t told us about?’ Caine asked, linking his fingers behind his head. ‘Because unless you do, you’ve got no business with a Basquiat.’

‘Can’t a fella just admire great art?’

Caine cracked an eye open to look at Blue. ‘We both know “admire” and “nick” mean the same thing to you, Blue, and I’ve had enough drama for one day.’

Ember lifted a hand from where she now sat. ‘Agreed.’

Blue frowned and perched on the radiator. ‘Soul of an artist, fingers of a thief and where does that leave me, eh? With you two miserable—’

‘Doesn’t it weird you out?’ Ember cut in. ‘That we have these … skills ? I can hack, Blue can pick locks and identify a masterpiece from half a mile away and Caine … well, we all know what he can do.’

Blue snorted. ‘Yeah, in the same way Superman was probably weirded out when he found out he could fly. But I’d call our excellence a pleasant surprise, love. We’d have struggled to survive this long without them. Even if we do keep finding out new skills and fears each day. It’s like memory roulette.’

‘Well, I don’t like memory roulette,’ Ember snapped. ‘I want to know who we were and why we can Flip into animals. I’m sick of living in limbo.’

‘Me too,’ Caine chipped in. ‘But I also want to sleep. And seeing as we can’t do anything about the we-have-no-memory-of-our-past situation right now, I vote sleep.’

There was peace for a moment. Then Blue said, ‘I reckon I lived in a place like this.’

‘How could a cocky thief with an eye for art possibly live in a mansion?’ Ember chimed in.

‘The term we prefer is gentleman thief. And I reckon it was a sort of side hustle for me. Heir to a fortune by day, dog burglar by night.’

‘Why would you steal someone’s dog?’ Ember said, horrified. ‘That’s terrible.’

‘It’s a play on cat burglar, Ember.’ Caine grimaced. ‘But just for the record, I’m mad I had to explain that joke.’

‘Dad jokes at your age,’ Ember said, wincing. ‘It’s all downhill from here.’

‘Nah, but come on,’ Blue said. ‘Don’t you lot think about what our lives were like before that night in the forest?’

Silence again, this time loaded. Because they had never had this conversation.

‘We weren’t heirs to anything good,’ Ember said eventually. ‘That I’m certain of.’

‘Pffft. Speak for yourself, love. I come from royalty. I can feel it in my bones. Caine?’

Caine had never said it aloud, barely even allowed himself to think it, but he agreed with Ember. With their skillsets and the animals that lurked deep inside them, whoever they were before, they were into something very suspicious at best, and illegal at worst. ‘Me? The way I see it, if I have one good person waiting for me at the end of this, that’s all I need.’

‘Seriously?!’ Blue said, exasperated. ‘No grand life waiting for you either, fella?’

‘One person who loves me,’ Caine said with a shrug. ‘I call that a grand life.’

Ember leant over the bathtub and batted her eyelashes. ‘How about two?’

Caine laughed. ‘Sounds like I’m already living a grand life.’

‘Says the fella sleeping in a bath.’

‘It is a really fancy bath though, eh?’ Caine said.

Outside, a door creaked open. All three of them froze, eyes wide.

‘Thought no one was in?’ Blue whispered.

Caine sat up, a finger pressed to his lips. They listened for movement, but all was still.

Ember let out a long breath. ‘Just the creaking of an old house—’

‘Hello there,’ a low voice growled as the cracked door eased slowly open. ‘I thought I heard some little rats crawling around.’

Caine sprang up to see a massive security guard, face illuminated by the moonlight. His face was scarred and covered in black, patchy facial hair. Three old gashes ran from above his left eye to just below his right ear, passing through a cloudy white left eye and cutting across his lips. His good right eye was the colour of charcoal and sat over a badly broken nose he hadn’t bothered to straighten. ‘Now, I reckon it’d be wise to stay right where you are.’

‘Fat chance of that!’ Blue said, flying to his feet and shoving the man back. But the security guard was nimble, and strong, and he caught himself before lunging forward.

Ember, who had moved behind the door, instinctively threw out her foot and the guy went stumbling deeper into the room. But, again, he caught himself before falling, clinging to the windowsill.

This guy is no joke, Caine thought, springing out of the bath. Only one thing for it.

Caine grabbed Ember and Blue by the wrists and dragged them out of the bathroom, slamming the door behind him. Outside in the hallway was a long, ugly-looking statue of a giraffe, the perfect shape and size for what he needed. He snatched it up and dug it under the handle, jamming the door closed.

‘There is no way you just used a gold Helli statue to lock that fella in!’ Blue said, aghast.

‘Time to get the Helli out of here,’ Caine called, dropping to his knees in a camera blind spot and Flipping.
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