
Chapter One 

			“…leave your message after the tone, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

			I can’t help but roll my eyes at the pre-recorded voice. But then, what choice do I have? Once more I wait for the tone, then begin to speak.

			“Mum? Hi. It’s me, again. Danika.” Ugh. It hasn’t been long enough that she would forget my voice. Has it? “Um. I know you’re still upset but…but…please talk to me. Please?”

			Voices swirl around me, soft but excited. Something warm and soft, though oddly scaly, drops into my lap. I chance a glance around the room and find several pairs of eyes staring at me expectantly.

			Crap, is it my turn?

			The coffee table in front of me is covered in an array of cards, one of the piles with two more than when I last looked. The stack of brightly coloured matchsticks serving as currency is also larger.

			“Um, yeah, that was it, Mum. Bye, I guess.”

			I squish the end call button and shove it into a pocket low on the thigh of my trousers.

			The tiny, cheerful, and incredibly affectionate chittarik in my lap purrs softly, a rumble of sound that turns slowly into an utterance of my name. “Daaaan. Danika?” she murmurs. “Kar-kar. Karson.”

			I hug the talkative pest to my chest and nuzzle my chin into the space between her thin, gossamer wings. Cuddling her resembles getting close to a lizard, mixed with a cat, bred with a dragonfly, but I don’t care. She’s my baby and I adore her. “Thanks, Norma.”

			From across the table comes an impatient grunt. “Chica, you make us wait? Match or fold? Your hand, it can’t be so good. I know so, your bluff is terrible.”

			“Yeah? Well, Noel, your face is terrible.” I shoot back the angry retort without thinking.

			Thankfully, both he and the woman at his side snort with laughter rather than offence.

			Noel slaps a hand to his mouth, feigning distress. “Aah, so cruel, so cruel. Jadz, my love, she hates me so. She hates me.” He stretches tall, then slumps dramatically across his girlfriend. Once there, he murmurs happily and nuzzles his face deeper into her lap.

			She smacks him over the top of the head. “Oi. Later, boy. I have a bet to win.”

			“You will not win.”

			“I damn well will. And you’ll eat those words.”

			He surfaces long enough to smirk. “I would rather eat other things.”

			“Pig,” she murmurs.

			“Bitch,” he fires back.

			Their banter makes me laugh, almost enough to put aside the gnawing sense of loss and pain growing in my chest.

			Another week, another phone message.

			I’ve lost count of how many messages I’ve left for my mother by this point. How many voicemails and handwritten letters, and emails too. I even sent Norma to her house at one point, though in hindsight, that probably wasn’t my smartest move.

			Mum never did enjoy my choice of pets.

			But I can’t give up. For one thing, it has never been in my nature, and for another, neither my sister nor my girlfriend will let me. Even if I wanted to.

			As Norma claws her way up my shoulder, using all twenty of her damn claws in the process, I glance at the fan of cards I’m holding.

			A ten, a three, and a six. All clubs. Hmm.

			On the table, a nine, seven, and an eight. In diamonds. Of course. Then beside them, a king and a two, heart and spade respectively.

			I force a smile to my lips and push six of my matchsticks into the centre. “I’ll see that, and raise. You two are going down.”

			Jadz drags Noel’s head off her lap and shoves him into a sitting position. With her gaze pinned hard on me, she shoves the rest of her matches into the centre. “All in.” Her grin is wide and feral, showing off teeth slightly too sharp to be entirely natural. A long wing of dark hair falls across one half of her face, throwing shadows. The blue-black tattoos on the other side of her head, shaved bald, seem to stand out in sharp relief.

			I hold the smile, confident. Screw them. Of course I can bluff. I’ve been a SPEAR for years—this stuff is my bread and butter.

			After tutting at his hand, Noel dumps the cards on the table and sits back against the soft cushions of the sofa. “Fold, ladies. I want no fight with you. I know I’ll lose, sí?”

			I tighten my fingers on the cards. A small motion, but these two will probably notice it. Damn. Well, no choice left now, right?

			I push my matchsticks towards hers. “Oh, it’s like that, is it?”

			“Hell yeah, Queen B.”

			That makes me laugh. Sure, it might sound like a wonderful compliment in some circles, but I know what the B stands for.

			Norma screeches like a harpy and digs her claws into the side of my neck. Not viciously, of course, but apparently because she knows something I don’t. She bends close to my face and rubs the side of her beak against my cheek. “Dan, dan, dan.” She seems to sigh.

			“What?”

			Jadzia Ramachandra, werewolf, poker master, and all-round badass, squeals and claps her hands together like a child. “Why do you do this, Agent? Are you so off your game?” She fans her cards across the table, still grinning.

			Well, shit.

			A ten and a seven of diamonds nestle among the rest of the selection.

			I arch an eyebrow. “Fuck.”

			She bounces up and down on the sofa, still clapping, before putting out both hands to scoop the matchsticks towards her. “Game, set, match,” she says.

			“That’s tennis.”

			“Who cares? I win.”

			Another little sofa bounce, then she turns and hurls herself at Noel. Her lips meet his with crushing force, and the pair of them fall heavily over the arm of the sofa. “I win,” she growls. The pair then spend a few seconds whispering into each other’s mouths and swapping spit before remembering themselves.

			Noel fights his lips free long enough to call out, “Thanks for the game, Dee-Dee.” He returns to kissing Jadz with renewed ferocity.

			I roll my eyes at the pair of them, not that they can see, and leave my cards on the table when I stand.

			The kitchen, when I reach it, is dark and gloomy. I would snap on the light, but the dimness reminds me of the passing time, and a sudden thrill buzzes through me. Norma seems to feel it too, because she chitters low in the back of her throat and taps lightly against my shoulder with her barbed tail.

			Yup. Nearly sundown. Time to go home.

			On the sideboard lie my car keys and utility belt. The first go into my pocket, the second around my hips, and then I’m striding for the back door. “Thanks for putting up with me, you two. You can go back to shagging now.”

			A giggle floats through the air but not much else.

			Fine. Let them have their fun.

			Assuming I can get home with no trouble, I’m about to enjoy plenty of my own.

			* * *

			Back home, Norma flies ahead of me towards the double-reinforced doors. Since sunset has only just arrived, the security system takes an extra few seconds to let us through. To either side, and across the front of the house, blackout shutters rise from the windows on the ground and first floors.

			She swoops in, glides back and forth in front of the opening, crooning that throaty cackle I love so much. She’s through before they open fully and cuts to the right and out of sight.

			I know where she’s going. That’s where our kitchen is, and my sentiment no doubt matches hers. Food sounds like a great idea.

			Inside, the rooms are light and bright, compensating for a lack of natural sunshine with carefully curated fake illumination. Even the windows rotate through beautiful outdoor scenes, including a park at midday, a snowy mountaintop, ocean views, and glittering cities by night.

			Rayne’s idea. Not my taste exactly, but I can’t clearly remember the last time I was able to say no to her. Pippa doesn’t seem to mind either, so I let them do what they want with the indoor decor.

			Seems only fair when they’re the ones who can’t go out by day.

			As if to think of her is to call her to me, my sister pops her head through the doorway of the room she has taken for her study. She sleeps there too sometimes, and by the fact that she steps out wearing a creased and rumpled trouser suit, I know this was one of those days.

			“Another late morning?”

			She grunts and drags a hand back through her hair. With effort. It’s tangled all over the place. “I lost track of time.”

			“Don’t you have a built-in timer?”

			Pip eyes me coolly. “I’m a vampire, not an alarm clock.”

			“Look who woke up on the wrong side of the coffin today.”

			“Oh, shut up.” She yawns loud and long, and for a second I catch a flash of her fangs. “Do we have any B-pos in?”

			I shrug. “We have apple and blackcurrant.”

			Her eyes briefly flash silver. “Why are you like this?”

			“My mama never loved me?”

			“Drama queen.” She yawns again, stretches, then pads ahead of me towards the kitchen on light, bare feet.

			I can’t help but giggle. Maybe I should be over it by now—I’m old enough, after all. But messing with my baby sister is too much fun. Especially when she’s barely woken up.

			Norma sits on her perch near the fridge. There is already food up there for her, or at least I assume there is, because she seems to be eating happily.

			I catch sight of a wisp of fur flying through the air and the skinny strand of something that might once have been a tail.

			Oh. At least we don’t have to worry about mice in this house.

			At the large silver fridge, Pip roots through the various neatly labelled medical bags stacked on shelves within. With a triumphant cry, she drags one from the very back of the fridge. “Aha. I knew we had some. Goody, goody.”

			Pip simply bites through the plastic and sucks from the pack. The redness within oozes and bubbles as it slides into her greedy mouth.

			“Animal,” I mutter.

			The other fridge, smaller and black, houses all the actual food in the house. From it I pull a tub of butter and the last two crumpets in a rumpled pack. I shove the latter in the toaster and lean against the sideboard to watch my sister finish her breakfast.

			I cock my head. “You know, that’s equivalent to just drinking milk straight out of the bottle?”

			“So?” She burps. “Not like I plan to share it. Do you think Rayne wants my leftovers?”

			I shake my head. “She prefers O-neg.”

			Pippa drains the blood bag and dumps the carcass in the bio-waste container near the oven. “She’s showering, by the way. No doubt she’ll be down soon.”

			Another little thrill hums through me at the thought of my super sexy, naked girlfriend in the shower. “I hope not.”

			A smirk. Then, “So what did you do all day?”

			“Noel and Jadz entertained me for a bit. Poker. Movies. Bitching about Maury.” I pull a plate from the cupboard and lay it on the table, ready for my toasted treat.

			“Ah, classic workday.”

			Soft but persistent crunching sounds drift from the top of the fridge. Norma mutters to herself, soft and contented. Mangled bone fragments fall from the sides of her beak.

			I really am living with a bunch of monsters. Wonderful, lovable, kind ones…but monsters, just the same.

			“I just want to get back to actual work.”

			“Dani—”

			I raise my hand. “Please don’t. I don’t need the lecture from you too. I get it. But I’m allowed to be bored, aren’t I?”

			“Bored is better than dead.”

			As if to add weight to the sentiment, the skin on my back abruptly begins to prickle. I twitch my shoulders, a weak attempt to get some friction from my clothing. “But I’m fine. Look at me—you can see that well enough.”

			“We’ll all be able to see later.”

			I shoot her a questioning look.

			Eye roll. “You forgot again, didn’t you?” When I continue to stare blankly, she sighs. “You’ve more tests today. We’re running them at Clear Blood after your desk shift.”

			Ah. Of course.

			Another three hours wearing half a gown, exposing my butt to a bunch of scientists, so they can study the marks spanning my back and shoulders. Another three hours being poked and prodded, scraped and jabbed, weighed and measured.

			“Pip, I can’t—”

			“You can. And you will.” Her voice becomes stern. “I don’t make the rules, but to be honest, I would probably have made this one myself if I had the option. We don’t know what that creature did to you and—”

			“And he’s dead,” I cry out. “Dead. Doornail dead. Rayne saw to that.”

			“Flint Liddell is dead”—she nods—“but the thing that came out of him isn’t. Come on, Dani, you know this. We’ve talked about this. We don’t know what it is.”

			She’s right. Of course she is. But frustration bubbles through me like lava.

			“Well, all these tests aren’t helping, are they? We’re no closer to learning more than we were weeks ago. Meanwhile I’m wasting away. I’m…I’m losing my mind.”

			Before I see her move, Pip is in front of me. Her smile is kind and gentle, and her arms, when she wraps them around me, are strong and full of love. I allow her to hold me, to hug me, to let me vent into the huge mass of tangled curls that make up her hair.

			“It’s going to be okay,” she murmurs. “It will. Just give us more time.”

			“How much longer?” I know I must sound like a child, but I can’t help it. “I just want it to be over.”

			After a moment, I realise she is stroking my back through the layers of clothing.

			Though I can’t see them, I know her fingers are tracing the lines of the strange marks that absolute creep Flint Liddell carved into my back. Or rather, the thing living inside him.

			The thing that still gives me nightmares.

			Tall, skinny, black as ichor, and wispy like smoke. The thing with huge yellow eyes and a harsh, grating voice like stones grinding over chunks of shattered glass. The thing that literally crawled out of Flint Liddell’s mouth. Tried to crawl into mine.

			“Go see Rayne,” she says at last. “I know she’ll want to see you.”

			I pull back from the embrace, startled to find faint pink streaks on her cheeks. “Pip…”

			She shakes her head. “I’m fine. I’m just…I’m fine.”

			She’s not. Obviously. But I won’t push her.

			Instead I give her one last squeeze and leave the kitchen.

			Behind me, I hear her sniffling, followed by the cooing sounds she always uses when talking to Norma.

			And Norma, of course, responds in her usual, gravelly way: “Dan-dan? Nika, kar, kar, dan…”

			




Chapter Ten 

			I don’t have time to follow or even question Erkyan. An absent glance at my watch reminds me I’m supposed to be at Clear Blood in fifteen minutes.

			The journey is thirty by car.

			By the time I reach the fancy research facility, I’m twenty minutes late for the appointment, a problem made still worse by the fact that parking is a nightmare.

			After much searching, I find a space at the far end of the underground car park, wedged between a pillar and a wall. It might not even be a true parking space because I’m forced to wriggle my way out the window to escape the narrow space.

			Inside, after showing off my ID, climbing several sets of steps at a run, and diving into the research labs, I’m sweating buckets. My clothes stick to my back and thighs, and my locs have tumbled free of their pony.

			Two figures in lab coats wait for me, one clutching a clipboard, the other gnawing on the end of a pen.

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” The words tumble out on the back of my loud panting. “I got held up.”

			The pen gobbler frowns at me. “After last time, we didn’t think you were coming.”

			Last time? Oh, but of course. Now I remember him. This is the guy who insisted on standing behind me the entire time I stood in front of the scanners wearing a chilly, backless gown. To this day, I’m unsure if he intended to protect my modesty or take advantage of my lack of it. Can’t remember his name, but it doesn’t matter all that much. The biro he chews on is chipped and broken, and I can’t think of any more appropriate name than Pen Gobbler.

			Clipboardina, on the other hand, is new. Or at least, I don’t recognise her. She moves with the smooth, near boneless glide of an edane, but I’ve no idea what flavour. When I begin to shrug off my clothes, she raises a hand to stop me.

			“Not this time, Agent. Given how low we are on time today, we’ll be doing some different studies. You won’t need to change.”

			Thank fuck. Last thing I want to be doing now is pulling off all my gear. While I don’t have my gun, I still have everything else I tend to carry on my hips and in my pockets, including several knives and all my throwing stars. Those are new.

			She leads me along a light, bright corridor lined with several doors while Pen Gobbler brings up the rear.

			Yup. He definitely likes being behind me.

			Somewhere towards the middle of the corridor, Clipboardina stops and glances at her namesake. “Today we’ve brought in several different edane volunteers to sit with you in controlled conditions for a total of ten minutes each. You are to converse with them calmly and naturally, though we ask that you don’t touch anybody. They are instructed to treat you kindly and respectfully on the understanding that they are taking part in a social experiment on humans and edanes in tight spaces.”

			I open my mouth, thinking she might pause to take a breath, but no. She ploughs on again, this time, faster still.

			“You will spend time with werewolves, sprites, trolls, various fae, goblins—and humans as a control. Some will be known to you, others not. Of course we can’t get any vampires today, but maybe later when the sun sets.”

			“Sunset? But it’s barely midday now. How long do you want me to be here?”

			Clipboardina glances away from her notes to eye me over the top of her narrow glasses. “As long as it takes, Agent. I’m sure you understand how serious your condition is.”

			I fight the urge to reach behind me. “It isn’t hurting anybody.”

			“Nor is it something we understand. Those markings may be the sign of an illness, possession, a calling sign, or even a death message, we don’t know. And we also don’t know if it isn’t hurting people.”

			“I haven’t spat up any black goo if that’s what you’re worried about.”

			She actually looks alarmed. Even takes a step back.

			“Sorry, poor taste.”

			Pen Gobbler clears his throat. “Have you experienced any discomfort since your last visit? Any unusual physical symptoms we don’t know about?”

			I shrug. “My periods stopped again. But I expected that.”

			A nod from Clipboardina. “Lupine immunity shots often disrupt that cycle. That’s fine. But have there been any mood swings or emotional changes?”

			This time I eye them both. “No.” The word is slow off my tongue. “Are you two leading somewhere with this?”

			No answer. Instead Clipboardina opens the door before us and gestures me inside. “We’ll be observing from behind the glass. If you have any questions, there will be a button on the table in front of you. If you need anything, use that same button. There should be a bottle of water and a cup there too, as well as a few snacks.”

			“Goody.” I step through and wince as the door snaps shut behind me with a firm, final click.

			It’s going to be a long day.

			* * *

			“Are we done yet?” I manage to wait for my latest visitor to step away before I complain. She’s an excitable and cheerful werewolf child from the deeply reclusive Long Tooth pack. Barely more than six, her glee at being invited to Clear Blood is a sight to behold.

			She asked me questions non-stop for the entire ten minutes, her eyes and voice lively with joy. Apparently she loved the idea of speaking with a SPEAR agent and had all sorts of questions about becoming one herself. Chatting to her had been a much needed breath of fresh air following several conversations with an assortment of bored, confused, weary, or downright agitated others.

			And Clipboardina hadn’t exaggerated at all—several fae visited me in that room, including a gnome, an oak sprite, and even a spriggan, though I’ve no idea what they expected from that encounter. The tiny thing simply bounced off the walls for ten minutes, screeching and scratching, before settling into a corner to glare at me from behind several rude hand gestures.

			Watching them extricate the creature had been fun, though.

			I followed my instructions closely and refused to touch it, even when it somehow got hold of a spoon and gnawed the end to make a sharp, deadly point.

			On top of them, I’d spoken with several human civilians including a banker, a teacher, a nomad, and an exotic dancer. I have no idea where Clear Blood found these people, but all of them were normal and boring. Well, compared to the life of a SPEAR.

			In between all the strangers came a handful of people I knew—various Deltas or Omegas from within SPEAR. Even a Beta or two, a mixture of humans and edane. But now, several hours on…

			“That must be the last one, right?”

			“One more, Agent.” Pen Gobbler’s voice crackles through the speakers set into the upper corners of the room. “Then we’re done. A goblin colleague of yours.”

			That sits me a little straighter. Most of the goblins on staff that I know are in Delta or Psi teams, so I’m unlikely to know them well. But it’s always interesting to learn what’s happening in training and research or even on the switchboard, where a lot of Delta agents work.

			I sip the last dregs from my third bottle of water and turn my attention to the door. It opens.

			Shakka walks through.

			I spit my water.

			“What the hell are you doing here?”

			He glares back just as hard. “Dealing with you during work hours isn’t enough. Seems I have to sit here for a chin-wag during my off time too.”

			“Great.” I stab the button on the desk. “Hey, guys, can we cut this one short?”

			“Why?” Clipboardina this time.

			Shakka sits and folds his thick arms across his chest. “Because the little SPEAR agent is no good at holding to her word, that’s why. She agreed to stay for the whole trial? Bet she’s been trying to weasel her way out of it the whole time.”

			I lower my face to the table, forehead first. “I’m not in the mood, Shakka. I’m tired, I’m hungry, I desperately need a piss, and your miserable face is the last thing I feel like staring at for the next ten minutes.”

			“Back at you, Karson.” He spits, actually spits, on the ground near my feet.

			“You two have an antagonistic history?” Clipboardina’s voice is high with interest.

			I sigh. “You could say that.”

			“No. I just don’t like liars.”

			“I’m not a liar.”

			“Breakers of their word, then.”

			“I’m not that, either.”

			Shakka slaps his hands on the table and leans forward. He doesn’t come close to touching me, but he’s certainly in danger of reaching my personal space. “You. Owe. Me.” His voice is a low snarl. “If only you understood what this means. What’s at stake—”

			“Why not send one of your little minions out after it?” Almost the very second I say it, I want the words back. Part of me hopes he doesn’t notice, but this is Shakka, after all. He notices everything.

			“Minions?”

			I sigh. “I spoke to Erkyan today. She”—I glance warily at the speakers above and the cameras mounted in opposite corners—“told me some things.”

			The goblin becomes very still. “She shouldn’t have done that.”

			“Perhaps not. But I think she did it because she cares for you. Hell if I know why, though.”

			He smiles, actually smiles. The difference is startling. Abruptly, Shakka is no longer a grouchy, grumbling, ugly old thing, but a bright-eyed, almost coy little figure. His busted up nose and mangled ears do nothing to take from his obvious surprise and joy.

			“What did she say?”

			“She called me ignorant for one thing—”

			“And she’s right.” The smile is gone in an instant. “You surprised me by even knowing who Glal is, but you’re just like the rest.”

			“I—”

			“That blade is mine. Mine. It doesn’t belong with any cave sprite or in some human museum—it belongs with me. And I want it back. You’re the only person who can get it.”

			“What, no minions available right now?”

			He glares. “Do you think I’d ask you if I had any other choice? Do you really think I haven’t already tried? That sprite is from a tiny town several miles north that barely even recognises the Supernatural Creatures Act. They act like it’s still 2001, and no one has a clue who we are. I need a human to head out there, and damn it, the only one even remotely competent is you.”

			I lean back in my seat, alarmed. “That…that was a compliment.”

			“The hell it was.”

			“I know what I heard.” And for the first time, I look at him. Really look at him.

			Shakka looks old. Sure, he’s warty, pockmarked, and scarred, but I’ve never seen the fine lines across his forehead before. Or the darker rim of colour beneath his lower eyelids. His lip corners are stretched and turned down, his long, mangled ears, droopy.

			I hesitate. “Erkyan said it’s an honour. That you wouldn’t have asked me unless you truly trusted me.”

			Well, that’s a slight exaggeration, but no one will know.

			He snorts. “At least you know that much. A human laying hands on our treasures without losing several fingers is no small thing. Why do you think Glal decided to march across Mercia in the first place?”

			I’ve no idea, but I keep my mouth well closed, in case my lack of knowledge is enough to set him off again.

			“You owe me a favour, Karson, but you…” He winces. “You’re also good at what you do. You’re stupid, rash, impulsive, and a huge pain in my arse, but you get the job done. This is a job that needs to be done.”

			“Thanks. I think.”

			We sit in silence for several seconds, him glaring at his balled-up fists, me staring at the top of his head, trying to imagine a crown on it.

			Moments later, the door opens, and Pen Gobbler looks through. “That’s it, Agent. We’re done. Sir, if you’d like to step out, we’ll escort you to your next appointment. And you, stay here a moment longer—my colleague will tell you what’s next.”

			Shakka sighs and shoves back from the table. He has to hop to reach the ground, then slap-slaps his barefooted path towards the door.

			“Wait.” The word is out of my mouth before I can catch it.

			Pen Gobbler stares at me expectantly, but Shakka looks bored, waiting for his turn to be through the door.

			Deep breath. “I’ll see what I can do, Enk’mal. I keep my word.” My spoken Goblin is terrible, clunky at best, but I know immediately that Shakka has understood me.

			He smiles the smallest of smiles. “That’s more like it, Karson,” he replies in kind, flawless and fluent, of course. “I’ll get you anything you need. Be ready tonight.”

			And he’s gone.

			Alarmed, Pen Gobbler treats me to a questioning look.

			I shrug, waving off his concern with a smile of my own. “Goblins, am I right?”

			* * *

			I’m barely back in my car—through the window again—and on the move before my phone trills with an incoming message.

			This time I have to pull over to slip my Bluetooth headset into place. “Hello?”

			“Danika.” Maury’s voice is clipped and fast. “Are you done at Clear Blood?”

			“Yes.” I stretch the word into several syllables. “What’s wrong?”

			“We have a lead. Finally. You need to come back in, right now.”

			“But—”

			“Now, Karson. We can’t waste any time on this. How soon can you get here?”

			I glance at the road signs ahead of me, particularly the one indicating that SPEAR HQ is a mere half mile away.

			“Soon.”

			“Good. Do it. Trust me, you want to hear about this.” He hangs up.

			I drum my fingers against the steering wheel, thinking.

			A lead. Out of nowhere? What on earth. And who? When? How?

			I think of this morning’s briefing and my team’s glumness as they discussed the distinct lack of anything concrete. It seems just a little bit too perfect for something to come up now. Right now.

			Back inside after the trial of identifying myself, I weave my way through the office to reach Maury’s corner.

			And there he is. Maurice Cruush, his chunky, round-bellied self wedged between his chair and desk. He shoves back as I approach, and the wheels on his seat squeal in protest.

			“Danika.”

			“Maury.”

			He grins.

			I wait.

			“Crack a smile, Karson, good grief. I thought you’d be pleased.”

			“I just spent over three hours chatting nonsense with a bunch of strangers inside Clear Blood. I’m tired. I’m fed up. I still haven’t slept all that well, and I’m hungry too.”

			He gestures to a stool hastily pulled up on the other side of his desk. “I won’t keep you. Sit. We’ll go through it.”

			The stool is wobbly and uneven. I perch on the end of it and engage my core while trying to feel relaxed and comfortable.

			It doesn’t work.

			“Erkyan brought in a lead not too long ago. We’ve checked it as best we can, but there’s no more we can do without sending you out there.”

			The reading on my internal-suspicion radar flickers upward. “Me? Why me? And a lead on what?”

			“The marks on your back.” Maury’s eyes are shiny, his voice low but excited. “She found an old scholar in some village called Moarwell who specialises in ancient writings. This woman is old and skilled, but she can’t travel.”

			A cool prickle of alarm washes over my skin. Moarwell. As in Rayne’s hometown?

			I lean back, trying to make my body as relaxed and unconcerned as I hope my voice sounds. “So…?”

			“So you need to go there so she can study your back.”

			I hesitate. “I’m supposed to be grounded. Why can’t we just send this woman pictures?”

			Maury shakes his head. “Believe me, I’d prefer that. But according to Erkyan, this woman is something of a savant or a psychic. She needs to physically see you and touch you.”

			“And Erkyan found her?”

			He nods.

			Riiiiiight.

			“And you’re happy with me going?”

			A snort. “Of course not. You’re supposed to stay here until we figure out what’s going on, but no one is making any progress. We have to do something.”

			“So you’re sending me to…?”

			“Moarwell. I doubt you’ll know it.”

			Ha. He can doubt whatever he likes, but yes, I know the name. Well enough to know that there may be some complications on the way. “How soon do I need to leave?”

			“As soon as Rayne wakes up.”

			Oof. Yup. There it is.

			As if sensing the tonal shift, Maury wags a finger at me. “I’m sending her because of the pair of you, she’s the one with the common sense. She can watch over you.”

			“Only at night-time.”

			He eyes me. “True. That’s why I’m also sending Solo and Duo with you. I think between the three of them, they’ll be able to stop you doing anything stupid.”

			I would fight that remark, but I think Maury has earned his slight distrust and reluctance. I’ve not had the best track record since he took over from Quinn. But at least he doesn’t hate me the way she did.

			“Fine. Is there anything else I need to know?”

			He fishes a thin folder off his desk and hands it over. “Everything is in there. Make sure you’re well informed before you arrive.”

			“Sure.” I turn to leave.

			“Oh, and Karson?”

			Pause.

			“Don’t piss anybody off this time. Please?”

			“I don’t do it on purpose.”

			“No, but you do do it. Stay close to Rayne or the wolf twins. Get in, get out, come home. Clear?”

			“Crystal.” I tuck the folder under my arm and walk away.

			Partway back to my desk, Erkyan intercepts with a shy, almost embarrassed look on her face.

			She pats my hip. “Thank you,” she murmurs. In Goblin, no less.

			And with that it comes together in a rush.

			This is nothing to do with the black smoke creature or the mark on my back. This is Shakka’s doing. I’ve no idea how, but his last words to me ring loud in my memory.

			Be ready tonight.

			While I stare at her, gobsmacked and stunned, she presses a USB flash drive into my hand and holds her fingers to her lips. “All the information is in here,” she murmurs. Again in Goblin. “If you need help, call. But call me, not SPEAR. Do you understand?”

			I nod wordlessly.

			How? How has he done this so very quickly?

			Erkyan’s smile is bright and broad. “You’re a good person, Danika.” And with another pat against my hip, she’s gone.

			I hide a bemused snort behind the back of my hand. Clearly I’ve underestimated Shakka. Sure, there’s more to him than I could ever have known, but all this?

			In that moment, I promise myself that I’ll do everything in my power to avoid ever getting on his wrong side.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			I hate packing. There’s something so stressful about trying to decide what clothes one might need. And I don’t even know how long this journey will take.

			Maury instructed that I go in, investigate, and leave, but the true purpose of this mission might not be as simple. Hell, I’m not even sure there is a psychic to see. And what about the cave sprites holding the Blade in the first place?

			Skimming through the folder of notes barely helps. Neither does reading it in full.

			Typed neatly and annotated with Maury’s bold hand, the notes indicate a human woman who goes by Fiona Bristow. Apparently she is able to read and see things by way of touch and mystic sight and offered her services to SPEAR in exchange for leniency on a charge of possession of faerie dust, with intent to sell. The charge is signed off by a huge, elaborate scrawl I recognise to be Jack’s signature, so I can only assume that she is real. Maybe it’s another of Shakka’s favours. I get the feeling he has them all over the place.

			Beneath that is an address and a headshot from her criminal record, so at least I know who to look for. Fiona appears to be around sixty, with thick, curly hair in an untidy braid over one shoulder. In the photo she wears glasses with achingly thin frames and a sparkling chain that loops about her neck, with the ends attached to each arm. Her expression is calm and sombre, her lips pressed tight into a thin, unimpressed line.

			With all that is the receipt for a booking at a small B & B for two twin rooms and the notation of a fuel allowance to make the drive.

			Standard stuff.

			Nowhere does the file mention Shakka or Glal or cave sprites, but I should expect that. If Shakka was going to go through all this trouble, there’s no way he would risk it by being overt.

			I toss a few more pieces of underwear into my holdall and dump a pile of T-shirts on top. Next, two pairs of jeans, joggers, and a jacket. That should do it, right? Then I can worry about things like toothpaste, shampoo, and shower gel.

			Nestled inside the bag, seemingly unconcerned at the stacks of clothes lying on top of her, is Norma. She’s been calm since my return home but clearly recognised the bag to mean Danika is going away forever and never coming back. I assume she intends to sneak along with me, hoping I’ve not noticed her in the bag. She can’t come, of course, but there’s no point in upsetting her yet, so I leave her in place and pack around her, occasionally whispering a soothing word her way.

			She sleepily coos a few Nika-nikas and Dan, dan, kars for me but nothing more.

			I decide against packing on Rayne’s behalf. Not only is she more likely to want her own choices, but I’d probably have to do it in the dark. Her room is calm, cool, and dark during the day, and though I could turn on the overhead light, it seems, I don’t know, rude almost.

			Even if she rests like the dead, she’s not actually dead. So to root about in her room feels intrusive.

			Instead, I make my way to the living room and pull out my mobile, ready for yet another phone call.

			As I swipe my finger over the screen to reach my mother’s details, I wonder once more if there’s any point to my continued efforts.

			The phone rings and rings and rings some more. Click.

			“This is Teresa Karson.” Her answering message is short and professional. “I’m unavailable right now, so please leave your name and number, and I’ll get back to you. Thank you.” Beep.

			I sigh. “Mum. Danika, again. I get the feeling you’re not even listening to these any more, but Pip won’t let me stop, given she’s scared to call herself. Even Rayne wants me to keep it up. So here I am again. My number is the same, my address is the same. Please talk to me. Please? Don’t you think this has gone on long enough?” I bite my bottom lip. “I know you’re angry, and I know you’re scared, but Pip and I, we’re still who we always were. We just live differently. Please…I miss you.”

			Even as I speak the words, I’m stunned to realise they’re true. I do miss her. I miss the endless chatter about her Bible groups. I miss the occasional psalm or verse she would quote my way when I did something particularly nuts or stupid. I miss the chatter about her Spanish classes and her fascination with vampire businesses. I even miss her well-meaning but invariably annoying attempts to set me up on blind dates.

			That last one is probably the hardest now.

			I have Rayne, but now I don’t know if Mum will, or can, ever accept that. And not just the vampire part either. The idea of me falling for a woman seems harder to swallow than the fact that Rayne stopped being human long ago. But then, Mum’s idea of family has always been something traditional.

			Couple that with the fact that Rayne was the one to turn my sister into a vampire, it’s no wonder Mum is having a hard time. But surely she’d feel better if she spoke to us, rather than letting her own mind spin tales.

			“Mum, I’m not going to keep doing this,” I murmur. “I love you, truly I do, but this is hurting me. I need to live my life, and even though I want you in it, I can’t force you.” I hadn’t intended to say that, but now that the words are out, I realise how true they are. “It’s up to you now, okay? I’m here. I always will be, but I need to live. I love you.”

			I swipe my thumb to end the call and let the phone drop into my lap.

			Wow. That was harder than I thought it might be.

			But I do feel better for it.

			I lean my head back and close my eyes. Just for a moment. I allow myself to go through a quick mental inventory of the task ahead and how to balance seeing this Fiona woman on top of visiting the cave sprites. I don’t know much about cave sprites beyond the fact that they, well, live in caves. I know they are small, social creatures who tend to be reclusive and skittish. The fact that one came to Angbec at all is strange in and of itself because they tend to travel in packs, but this one must have been deeply troubled to leave the nest and come out alone.

			Why did it do that? And how?

			A cave sprite alone is vulnerable at best, a walking snack pot at most.

			Super freaking weird.

			* * *

			I wake to the gentle press of Rayne’s lips against mine.

			Hadn’t even realised I’d been asleep.

			I flutter my eyes open and find the most beautiful of sights above me—short, sweet, delicate Rayne in her underwear, leaning over me, with her hair tumbling down towards her eyes.

			“Good morning,” I manage.

			She smiles. “Good evening. So you did need some extra sleep after all.”

			“It’s been busy.”

			Rayne settles into my lap, her knees to either side of my hips, and peers into my face. “You’ve packed a bag. Why? You know you’re supposed to stay in Angbec.”

			For the smallest of moments I think about keeping Shakka’s mission to myself. Not because I don’t trust Rayne, of course, but because Shakka has revealed himself to be very much a private person.

			But the thought is fleeting, barely a second, before I understand how stupid and impossible it would be to try. Besides, I don’t like keeping things from Rayne.

			“Remember I told you about Shakka and that knife thing?”

			“The Blade of Glal,” she corrects.

			“We need to go get it.”

			She studies me closely, head tilted slightly to one side. “What changed your mind?”

			“All sorts, but mostly there’s more to Shakka than either of us ever knew. And he’s somehow managed to pull together a psychic to check my back too. It’s all cleared by Maury.”

			“How soon do we leave?”

			“When you’re packed.”

			Her study of my face intensifies. “Are you sure about this? Where is it we’re going?”

			I bite my lip. I don’t mean to, of course, but I’m not looking forward to this.

			Of course she catches my hesitation instantly and fixes me with a narrow, suspicious stare. “Danika?”

			“Moarwell.”

			Rayne jerks hard. Her entire body stiffens like a lead rod as she stares deep into my face. “Moarwell?” She’s so still, that creepy edane stillness that I both hate and find fascination in.

			“Y-yeah.”

			“Mama…and Bubi…”

			“I know. But maybe it’s a different one. Maybe there are two…?”

			“I don’t know of any other Moarwells that we could reach in one night.” The stiffness leaks away, leaving her limp and weary. “It must be the same.” She sags against me, her head resting against my shoulder, hair sticking up my nose.

			I pat her back gently. “You don’t have to come. I’m sure Maury will understand if—”

			“No. I don’t want him to know. I don’t want anyone to know.”

			“But—”

			“It’s fine, Danika.” Her voice firms up. Slowly she leans back to give me her gaze again. “I can handle it. Just because I’m there doesn’t mean…” A soft sniff. “We’ll be there for the cave sprites and for the psychic, that’s all. Everything else is to the side.”

			She says that, but I can’t quite believe it.

			“Rayne.” I grip her hands gently. “You don’t have to pretend. You were so excited yesterday when you talked about your sister. Surely, now that you have the chance, you want to speak to her?”

			“We have a job.”

			“No, I have a job. You’re on babysitting duty. But if I promise not to do anything stupid, you’ll be free to go visit them. And the twins will be there.”

			Rayne pulls the smallest of smiles. “Maury really has you on tight reins.”

			“No kidding. But I don’t care. If it gets me out the city or even out the house for a day or two, I’ll take it. I’ll be on my best behaviour.”

			“But—”

			“Come on, I’m getting cabin fever. And this is the closest I’ve been to actual work for weeks. Besides, you really think Shakka will let it go? He’s the one who arranged all this.”

			She lifts her eyebrow at me.

			“The psychic was found by Erkyan.” I make the air quotes with my fingers. “And Shakka told me to be ready tonight. Too many coincidences all at once to be anything but his work.”

			“How does he have that level of power? How many favours does he have?”

			I grin. “Oh, I’ve some stories to tell you. Let’s go pack, and I’ll fill you in.”

			And so I do.

			Rayne fills a bag while I tell her everything, from my conversations with Erkyan and Shakka, to our encounter during my Clear Blood testing. I explain how I learned about Glal in the first place and Erkyan’s revelation about Shakka’s heritage.

			She seems far less surprised than I was, but then Rayne has always been an accepting sort. Or maybe she just never had to watch Shakka chow down on dripping chunks of raw meat before. I’m pretty sure if she had, she’d have the same trouble as me believing him to be descended from goblin royalty.

			In return, she tells me about Moarwell.

			It seems the idea has settled in her mind and she is becoming used to the idea of potentially being close to her lost family. But with every word she speaks, the more my confusion grows.

			“You’re telling me they don’t believe in edanes? You said it yesterday, but it still doesn’t make sense.”

			She zips the top of her holdall and swings it onto her back along with mine and a third containing the tools from what we’ve playfully dubbed our travelling spy kit. Holy water, varied bullets and wires, steel cutters, pressed flowers, small phials of coloured liquids, communion wafers, steel knives, silver knives, gold knives, crystal knives…a lot of knives. Sensible, mundane things too, like matches, torches, batteries, water purifiers, a first aid kit, ropes. We might even be going on a camping trip. Oh, and the narrow, light-proof pod designed for Rayne to safely spend the daylight hours.

			I was never a Scout or Girl Guide in my youth, but the idea of be prepared is a strong backbone to most activities a SPEAR agent does.

			“It’s not that they don’t believe but that the village is small. They don’t have to acknowledge edanes because the entire population is human. And any non-human there stays out of the way. It’s hard to explain.”

			“You make them sound like some lost tribe cut off from civilisation.”

			Rayne frowns. “They’re not the ones cut off. We are. We’re the weird ones, the extraordinary ones, the unusual ones. Angbec isn’t like anywhere else. I imagine you’ll see it clearly soon enough.”

			As we walk down the stairs, Norma, now freed of my bag, waits for us at the bottom. She has her wings spread, her tail held high, her head cocked to one side. Though she briefly glances at Rayne, her attention is all for me as we approach.

			“Hi, little baby,” I coo.

			“Karson,” she snaps, clearly agitated. “Dan, dan, kar, dan?”

			“You can’t come. Stay here with Pippa. You’ll have a great time together.”

			I mean, I hope so. Pippa isn’t even here, having shot off for Clear Blood as soon as the sun dipped low enough to allow it.

			“Son, da-kar, son, son, dan.”

			No idea what that means, but she sounds as though she means it.

			“I can’t. Please, Norma, don’t make a fuss.”

			The pesky creature stands fully and weaves herself in and out of my legs. She is more catlike than ever in this moment, rubbing her head against my ankle, butting my shins with her wings. Her tail curls tightly up around my leg, barbs laid flat so as not to hurt.

			She’s so gentle, even when being a colossal pain.

			I glance at Rayne, who immediately shakes her head.

			“We can’t.”

			“But look at her.” I scoop the spiky chittarik into my arms and hold her out, like a child with a stuffed bear. “We can’t leave her, look how sad she is. She’s barely been apart from me more than a few hours since she imprinted on me.”

			Sigh. “If I say no we’re going to end up discussing it, aren’t we?” The sigh deepens when I nod at her. “Maybe this time we can just take the shortcut?”

			No idea what she means, so I just continue holding up my pet, fixing my face into the most pleading and cute expression I can manage. I can’t see it, but I feel like an idiot. “Pleeeeease?”

			“Fine. But only if you keep her with you. And don’t tell Maury.”

			As if sensing the decision, Norma throws out both wings and cackles happily. She wriggles out of my hands and along my arm to reach my shoulder where she drapes herself comfortably, forelegs towards my chest, rear legs down my back. Her tail wraps delicately about the back of my neck.

			“Not a word,” I promise.

			Rayne rolls her eyes and heads towards the kitchen.

			I hear the fridge open and know she’s loading up a cool box to take some blood supplies for the trip, so I take the chance to cuddle Norma close.

			“Best behaviour, okay, baby?”

			“Nika?”

			“We’re on an important mission, and I won’t take you to the cave sprites, but you have to sit in the back of the van.”

			“Ka, dan. Son, da.”

			“Fine with me. But you have to sit in my lap.”

			“Nik-ika.”

			Oh. I’ve not heard that one before. I pet her scaly head slowly, scratching that area beneath her chin where the pocket flap rests.

			She croons and chitters at me, before resting, lowering her head to her front legs.

			While it isn’t strange for Norma to join me on car journeys, one as long as this is going to be rough on her. Part of me reconsiders the idea of bringing her at all, but the rest has noticed how very clingy she has become over the past few weeks.

			While the imprint has always left my pet keen to be near my side, just lately she has been underfoot so much more. Or pulling at my bedsheets, fussing with my hair, sleeping in my dirty clothes. I’ve no idea why, but maybe with so much else going on this isn’t the time to figure it out.

			I leave her comfortably on my shoulder and make a quick call to Pippa to let her know we’ll be gone for a few days.

			She is absent on the phone, barely listening. I have to repeat myself several times just so I can be sure she understands. By the time the call is done, Rayne has packed up her supplies and we’re good to go.

			I can’t help smiling as we head out to the van where Duo and Solo are already waiting. The vehicle is SPEAR issue, meaning it has a safe space for Rayne should we get caught out by sunrise, as well as communication lines that will serve us and allow us to report back to SPEAR. The windows are shatter- and scratch-proof, the engine far more powerful than anything required for casual day-to-day driving. Beneath the seats in the back are secure storage for weapons and survival gear, including a tent and several sleeping bags. There’s a lidded cabinet with a chilled interior between the two seats in the front.

			Perfect.

			The twins seem to be in the middle of some hand-based guessing game rather like rock paper scissors. There are other gestures I don’t recognise, though, which means it takes me a moment not only to figure out who has won but what they are playing for.

			Duo leaps into the driver’s seat with a triumphant grin, while Solo schlumps his way to the passenger side with his head bowed.

			Seeing them like this, I’m struck by how young they are, despite their maturity and power.

			Without asking, Rayne and I take the back, securing both our bags and ourselves in place. The journey is a long one for us, about two hours, maybe three, so I take the chance to lean and rest my head in Rayne’s lap. No, she doesn’t need sleep, but I sure would appreciate it.

			The general lack of sleep, coupled with the nightmares, has left its mark on me, that’s for sure.

			Norma settles herself into the space between my arm and chest, making a small, comfy resting spot.

			“All aboard, ladies.” Duo grins. “We’re off. Keep your hands and arms inside the vehicle at all times unless an angry—”

			“Werewolf,” Solo cuts in.

			“I was going to say troll.”

			“Werewolf is better. We’re far more dangerous than a troll.”

			“No way. Trolls are so big and powerful…”

			“So are we, when we shift.”

			“When we shift.” Duo nods sagely. “But until then, we—the pair of us, I mean—are little weaklings with better hair than common sense.”

			Solo dashes his fingers through the vibrant red of his hair. “It is pretty good. But it’s fine—if you’re worried, I’ll protect you.”

			“Aren’t I the one more likely to take care of you?”

			As the brothers continue to bicker, Rayne flicks a glance down at me. Though she says nothing, I agree entirely with the sentiment building in her eyes. It’s going to be a long drive.

			* * *

			The twins don’t stop for the entire journey. Not once. From bickering to singing to reminiscing to play-fighting and back to bickering again, the werewolves in the front seat chatter non-stop.

			Once or twice I might have fallen asleep, but I wake swiftly each time when a loud bark of laughter or grunt of annoyance pierces the still of the car. Norma doesn’t budge, tucked up against my chest, gently snoring, her tiny chest billowing with each breath.

			Beneath me, Rayne has helped herself to Shakka’s flash drive and studies the contents via a small handheld device. Each time I wake, she relays a little more information to me, including sketches of what Shakka believes the Blade to look like.

			Most of it is history, rather than anything I can use. Shakka has clearly been investigating this artifact for many years, and his notes include plenty of eyewitness accounts, speculation, and supposed sightings.

			From what he writes, this area of the country is probably about right for where the Blade might be now. But the world has changed so much since the time when the likes of Glal walked freely.

			What if there’s nothing to be found?

			We talk about it quietly, but Rayne has no comfort for me. Aside from reassurance that we’ll do our best, there really isn’t more we can do.

			So she allows me to rest. But the drive isn’t particularly restful. Not least Duo and Solo’s constant chatter is a distraction, but each time I do manage to close my eyes, I see flashes of black smoke and twin spots of Day-Glo yellow, gleaming through the darkness. I can’t rest. I can’t settle, and I can’t stop seeing that thing crawl out of my father’s body.

			I do my best to hold it in, or at least be subtle about the nightmarish visions, but I know Rayne will have some questions for me once we leave the van. Her free hand rests lightly on my back, at first as somewhere easy to rest, but gradually as a comforting presence. She rubs gently at my spine each time I wake, not speaking, just being there.

			I’m grateful. The last thing I want to do is explain all this to the young wolves, but I don’t especially want to explain it to her either. So much for keeping it secret. I should have known better.

			Somehow Duo turns the three hour drive into one and a half. I know at this time of night traffic must be lighter and the roads freer, but they’re still narrow country lanes designed for lower speeds. So the only conclusion I come to is that he’s crazy. Instead of dwelling on how fast we must have been travelling, I sit up and stretch to work some of the knots out of my back.

			Norma yawns and wakes enough to follow, crawling up my body so she can curl up on my head.

			The sky is still dark as Duo guides the van towards a tall, white sign, lit from beneath with several spotlights. It reads Welcome to Moarwell, Please Drive Safely in clear, bold letters of blue, red, and green. Beneath the sign are several clusters of flowers, all closed for the night.

			Beyond the sign, the village spreads out before us like something from the back of a Christmas card or chocolate box.

			The single road winds down the middle of a double line of houses which would likely be described as cosy or quaint. To me, they’re simply tiny. Several metres on, the road branches into two to surround a wide green area with a tall tree in the centre. On the other side, the road joins again only to split shortly after into three. One leads further on our current path and presumably out of the village, and the other two, to the left and right, where they appear to loop around the back of the houses.

			Only as we reach the other side do I realise that not all the buildings are houses. At least one of them is a pub, while another is clearly a church. I recognise it from the news reports of the day before, from the stained-glass windows, now dim and gloomy in the darkness, and the lines of scaffolding all over the front. Some have already been removed, from what I can tell, but on the far side, some of the structure remains.

			A handful more are probably shops, though that’s more difficult to distinguish in this light.

			The rest I can’t see clearly because the few street lamps lighting the area are dim, if lit at all.

			A small cat watches us from atop a wall near the pub, and more than once I spy curtains twitching. There is no one on the streets at all, but for an owl I hear hooting in a tree some distance away.

			Past the green, the centremost road crosses a small river by way of a low bridge, and then, more buildings continue. These ones are set further back from the road with cute gardens bursting with flowers, ceramic gnomes, and wind chimes.

			This place truly is tiny.

			And yet, I’m excited.

			Now that we’re here, I’m sure Rayne’s worry is unfounded. It’s not as though I’ve never been to a small village before. During my childhood, we would often take camping trips and caravan holidays to small, picturesque places like this. Once Pippa had been invited to the birthday party of one of her pen friends that took place on a village green very much like the one in the centre of the split roads.

			Frankly, after the heaps of tests and the noise of Angbec, part of me grows excited that this might feel more like a holiday than work.

			Duo slows the van to a crawl and begins scanning the buildings up ahead. I know he’s searching for numbers, but my eyesight isn’t good enough to lend a hand. Not in this darkness anyway.

			After a moment, Rayne points ahead to a slightly wider, taller building on the right. The street lights there are much brighter, enough for me to see the words Kidson Bed and Breakfast in fine, elegant lettering on a narrow sign waving gently in the breeze.

			The tiniest of slip roads leads around the side of the building towards an abandoned parking area. In it are several piles of wooden logs, a dilapidated shed, and a fenced-off garden with gaudy plastic furniture turned down for the night. When Duo turns off the engine, the silence of it all is a little daunting.

			I’m first out of the van, eager to stretch my legs.

			Norma immediately takes off from my head and flies a few quick laps around the small space. She stays close but seems fascinated by the area, gently chittering her interest as she goes.

			When Rayne follows, she carries all the bags, with especial care given to the travel pod she will spend her days in. Though I can’t see her well, her shoulders are high and her hands twitching. I grasp at them, holding tight with my own.

			“You’re okay,” I whisper.

			She doesn’t look at me. Instead her gaze is focused on the garden beyond the fence and, maybe, the tree on the far side of it. “I used to play in there.” Her voice is haunted. “There used to be a tree house in the old oak back there. Gone now, though.”

			I squeeze her fingers. “Are you going to be all right?”

			“I have to be.”

			




Chapter Twelve 

			A door creaks open behind us. A bright spill of warm yellow light lands on the ground and fills the air with the welcome brightness. “Are you the soldiers?” a small voice murmurs.

			Solo slides gracefully from the van and bumps his door closed with his hip. “We’re the party of four you’re expecting if that’s what you mean.” His voice is low and cool.

			“Oh.” The owner of the voice continues to hesitate inside the door, just out of sight. “Yes, yes, I’m so sorry. Yes, visitors.”

			“Tourists,” Duo adds, taking care to emphasise the explicit term we instructed them to use. He locks the van, and it gives a little bleep of confirmation. Two more bags dangle easily from his grip.

			“Oh, of course. Yes. Tourists. Very hush-hush and secret and all that, isn’t it? Well, do come in. I’ve already prepared your rooms. You should be able to settle in for a day of, uh, touring tomorrow.”

			As I guide Rayne towards the door, at last I’m able to see the figure half hidden on the other side of it.

			A woman, sixty if she’s a day, with the wildest, curliest grey hair I’ve ever seen. It forms a huge cloud around her face and shoulders and reaches as far as her elbows. The thick mass is studded with dozens of little charms, sea shells, and crystals, and seems to be winding free of what might have been a braid. A pair of glasses dangle and rest awkwardly on top of the dozens upon dozens of beaded necklaces clattering against her chest. She even wears gloves, long, white ones that reach past her elbows. Ah. Of course.

			Rayne finally releases my hand and steps forward. “Mrs. Bristow?”

			She flaps a hand around. “Please, call me Fiona. That Mrs. nonsense makes me feel so old.”

			“Fiona, then.” I step fully into the light and through the door. “Nice to meet you.”

			“No, no, nice to meet you. I’m too old for jail, child, so a chance to help you is exactly what I needed. Imagine, nine months for carrying faerie dust. Whoever heard of such a thing?”

			A little cough from Rayne. “Well, it is illegal.”

			“Not the way I use it. I wasn’t hurting anybody.”

			I step across Rayne’s attempt to argue. Given her police background before becoming a SPEAR, I know exactly how she feels about drugs of any sort. “Well, we’re grateful. Did you say the rooms were ready?”

			“Yes.” Suitably distracted, Fiona steps further back to allow us fully into the rear of the building.

			With the five of us all crowded near the door, it is cramped and uncomfortable and nothing exciting to look at. Just a kitchen. A large one, with lots of counters and appliances cramped into it. Ahead of us is another door, leading deeper into the house, and to the right a secure door with a
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