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  Dedications


To M, I, J and T

“The destiny of man is in his own soul.”

~ Herodotus ~








  
  Triggers


Soul Dominion is a thrilling adventure fantasy with nonstop action and includes elements of war, battle, hand-to-hand combat, blood, violence, graphic language, on-page romantic encounters, and murder mentioned on- and off-page. Readers take heed. 






  
  Previously in Keys of Time


One November evening Erica Shylocke stumbles across another weirdo on her way home from university, only to be rescued by said-weirdo when she is attacked by a demonic shadow. Learning that the world is not quite as it seems, her rescuer, Michael Nicholas, explains how she was attacked by a Wrathful, a Lost Soul hell-bent on acquiring her soul. Michael reveals how unreported attacks by Lost Souls are increasing, despite the safety measures in place. Perhaps something is amiss with the barriers? 
Against the wishes of The Guild, Michael continues contact with Erica, intrigued by her and her life as an Actualle. Then, when walking along the Embankment, Erica activates a Temporal Gateway to Victorian England. It is then that Michael produces a set of keys and closes the portal. As Erica comes to terms with what has happened, Michael explains she is a Time traveller, like him, and his heir. He also reveals her secret: that she is a medium able to see and communicate with spirits. Unimpressed, Erica tells him where to stick it, and quickly flees. 
Days later, Erica is overwhelmed by questions about the Lost Souls, her near-death encounter with the Wrathful, the Temporal Gateway she opened. Not to mention the unreported attacks Michael mentioned. Seeking Michael, she agrees to become his mentor on one condition—that she quits once she’s helped him and got the answers she needs.
As she goes undercover as Michael’s trainee, she travels to Limbo, the home of KeyMasters, their Færies and The Guild. Once registered, her studies as a KeyMaster-in-waiting begin at the University of Limbo. Despite setting off all the bells in the Sonnastry, Erica quickly adjusts to her new life as a KeyMaster, making friends with the other trainees, attending lectures and commencing combat practice.
Then, on her first outing into Time, Erica uncovers her ability to see Temporal Imprints and Temporal Auras. An ability that is unheard of in KeyMasters. Assuming this to be caused by her sensitivity to spirits as a medium, she puts it aside,
With the help of Michael’s friends Christian and Anatole, they begin seeking information on the unreported Lost Soul attacks and the weakened barriers of Limbo. 
Needing to choose her own Færie, Erica takes on board the advice of Michael’s Færie, Ashayla, and selects Xerxes, a cynical Færie with little love for humans who it has seen to be shallow and cruel.
As she settles into her new routine of attending university in Actualle London and in Limbo, Erica is summoned to Dr Finnegan’s office when he learns of her abilities to see Temporal Imprints and Auras. Agreeing to help him with his research, Erica hopes to learn more about her unusual abilities.
It is during a session of combat practice that Erica unwittingly charms a supernova. Thanks to the quick thinking of the Færies, no one is hurt. Facing expulsion from the university, a Cerebral Projection was performed to reveal the book of charms she used. Only to learn it was misplaced from the Regulated Section. But who took it? And why did they put it in the library for anyone to borrow?
Governments around the world declare a global state of emergency as more and more members of the public disappear without a trace. Curfews are imposed and lockdowns are threatened.
As the Christmas holidays approach, Erica and Dr Finnegan notice a repeating Aura as they review her travels through Time. Believing it to be more than just coincidence, Erica mentions it to Michael during a night out in London. Unable to avoid a mistletoe kiss by Marc, Michael watches as Erica is kissed and immediately realises he loves her. Storming off, he stumbles across a lady looking for her missing boyfriend. As he investigates, he meets up with the Korean vampire, Nathaniel Lee. Together they battle the Lost Souls but are too late to help the missing man.
Home for the holidays, Erica helps her best friend Lizzie in her endeavours to get Erica’s brother Guy’s attention. If that wasn’t enough, Erica learns that Lost Souls lurk in the woods and dales of the countryside. With spirits at much at risk from attack by Lost Souls as living humans, Erica determines to help her childhood spirit-friend Reggie pass on before he, too, is turned into a Lost Soul. With the help of Xerxes and Reggie, the trio look for a missing necklace, needed to clear Reggie’s name. Despite sustaining injuries, Erica is successful in helping Reggie pass on.
Surprised by Michael’s unexpected appearance on her doorstep on Christmas Morning, Erica is touched by his thoughtful gifts and attentiveness. Taking her back in Time for a date, Michael and Erica return to Erica’s home only to discover Guy and Lizzie are under attack.
With the help of Christian and other Soul Gatherers, the two KeyMasters and their Færies attack the Lost Souls. Despite the odds. 
Seeing them struggle, Erica’s mother reveals a periapt and, summoning its Færie, the Lost Souls are vanquished…






  
  Prologue


He remembered when he first saw her like it was etched onto his heart. Burnt onto his soul. Imprinted onto his very essence. 
It was the month before his eleventh birthday. He was careering through the woods behind St. James the Apostle’s Church, down the steep footpath heading to the park as he always did after school. Hardly anyone took this route as it meant you had to cut through the graveyard of the church. Whilst it bothered some, it didn’t bother him nor his sister Erica. To them, it wasn’t creepy. Although Erica spent far more time there than him—he just used it as a shortcut to get to the park. There was always a race to see who could claim the goalposts for their daily post-school match. Most days he won, although not without gaining a scraped knee or two.
She was sitting on a swing, lost in thought. The afternoon sun caressing her ruby locks. He burst through the undergrowth, startling her, and she twisted her slender neck to look behind her up the bank. The flash of her green eyes pulled him up sharply, and he lost his footing, hurtling down the path and over the bluff, landing in a tangle of brambles with a yelp.
Groaning, he nursed his rump as he got to his feet. Something hot trickled down his temple. Touching it, he pulled his fingers away to reveal blood. He felt his stomach heave.
A shadow fell upon him then and, peering up, he found the face of an angel looking down at him, her hair a fiery halo about her freckle-dashed face. She was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. All senses left him, and he stared, entranced.
Realising she was speaking to him; he stopped gaping and attempted to pull himself together. After all, she was just a girl. Just another winey girl who’d moan about you to the teacher whenever you picked your nose or left an earwig in their pencil case.
“Are you okay? You’re bleeding.” Her voice cleared as his brain tuned into reality; it was pleasant, and she spoke with a soft Irish lilt. It made him tingle inside.
He blushed and nodded, rubbing the back of his neck with a shy laugh. She extended her hand to him and he took it gingerly. She was younger than him and shorter and daintier. Bracing herself, she levered him up with a big heave-ho.
“Thank you.” He stammered, not daring to look at her.
“Don’t mention it. What’s up there? A shortcut?”
He nodded, all inhibitions melting away as he proudly described the route. He even suggested showing it to her the next day. 
“I’m Guy, Guy Shylocke,” he said, offering her his hand as he’d seen his dad do.
She looked at it in surprise before taking it. They shook awkwardly—her hand was warm in his. It felt nice. 
“I’m Elizabeth Brennan, but everyone calls me Lizzie.”
“Wait, the new girl?” Erica had mentioned her at dinner yesterday.
She nodded, blushing. “My parents have just moved over from Ireland. My grandma passed away and left us that,” she said, pointing to the Bonsall Tea Rooms over the road.
“Serious? Your parents own that? Cool,” he said, thinking of all the cake.
“Here,” she said, passing him a tissue from her pocket. “For your cut.”
He accepted it and their fingertips accidentally brushed. As her green eyes locked with his hazel ones, he caught his breath: he was a goner. Though he didn’t quite appreciate the magic of the frisson that ran up his spine, he knew one thing. There would be no one else who could claim his heart. It was hers. Every last bleeding piece. That was when he started loving her and, no matter how sense tried to tell him otherwise, he would love her always. She was now an intrinsic part of him, part of his very soul. He would die for her. 
Hell, he’d kill for her.
Just then, his best friend, Vaughn Gilchrist, blonde hair shining in the sun, thundered through the gates, others from school hot on his tail. They stared at Guy and Lizzie in astonishment.
“Mate, why are you bleeding?”






  
  Chapter one
The Ring

Christmas Day, Actualle


Jolted back to reality as the ambulance hurtled round the twists and turns of the A610. Guy instinctively steadied the stretcher where Lizzie lay, covered in blood and fighting for her life. 
They were heading to the nearest Major Trauma Centre in Nottingham and, despite the antidote Michael gave her, the wounds just wouldn’t stop bleeding—a mixture of red blood and black gloop. More gloop than blood. 
He worried his lip. The dark fluid seeped through the remains of her clothing, not to mention the blanket they’d covered her in. The air was thick with its fetid stickiness. 
The Emergency Medical Doctor and paramedic worked around her with expert efficiency, checking her obs and intravenous drips. A Police Officer had joined them and was querying Guy’s story.
“So, Guy, you made the emergency call at 1745 hours, reporting it as a Code 57. Can you describe your assailants?” she asked, making notes on a notepad she’d produced from one of the many pouches on her thick high-vis vest.
“Trees and shadow-blood beast things and Strigoi… There were Strigoi,” Guy repeated, quaking at the memory of the hellish crowd that had burst from the copse.
“Strigoi?”
He nodded, his stomach twisting as he thought back to the soul-thirsty souls bearing down on them with their sharp fangs and crimson eyes. It amazed him that any of them had survived… 
“The tree things are called Arbolis Noir. They’re poisonous. Did the Soul Gatherers you were with administer the antidote?” 
It felt so weird having this conversation with a Police Officer. “Yes, my sister’s friend gave Lizzie an antidote, but he’s worried it wasn’t soon enough.”
The Police Officer glanced across at Lizzie, her lips set in a grim line.
“It was in this small black bottle,” he said, fetching out the vial Michael had given him just before he’d climbed on board the ambulance. 
He handed the vial to the Police Officer who held it up to the light, scrutinising its contents with curiosity. She opened it and sniffed tentatively at the contents. “It’s the same,” she said, passing it to the doctor. 
“So, we don’t need one of these?” The female paramedic asked, pointing to an open aluminium crate. It was lined with foam padding and filled with hundreds of identical black vials.
“No. It would be too late anyway…” The male doctor said, and they shared a look.
Guy felt a coldness stroke his heart, and he trembled.
The Police Officer leant forwards, eyes bright with curiosity. “What were they like? The Arbolis Noir, I mean. The government has released no images, just a glossary on the different Souls. Funny about Bloodlings, but, I guess, everything has a soul. All we know about Arbolis Noir Lost Souls is that they’re possessed by the soul of those that didn’t receive a proper burial. I guess woodlands have always been a prime crime location…” 
Guy looked at her blankly. “Like a tree. A really, really pissed off tree.”
She looked disappointed. “That’s it?”
“With Tentacles.”
“‘Tentacles’?!”
“Well, they’re not exactly going to be wearing pink tutus and farting out glitter, are they?”
She cleared her throat and sat back, adjusting her hi-vis jacket. “No need to be rude. I was just asking. I’m impressed you made it out alive.” The Police Officer continued. “We’ve had no survivors of any Code 57s. You’re the only ones. Lucky you knowing Soul Gatherers,” she smiled, clapping him on the back.
Guy nodded darkly, thinking back to the glowing wolf-woman and blur-of-a-man with his talons and fangs. 
Boy, was he going to have one hell of a word with Erica… 
“Guy?” Lizzie sought him, her eyes unfocused, her voice weak and strained. 
“It’s okay. I’m here. Everything’s going to be okay,” he soothed, leaning forward. “We’re almost at the hospital. They’ll make you better. I called your parents before we left—they’ll be there waiting for you. I told them about the Code 57 and how we were attacked. But I said I was looking after you. You’ll see them soon.” He squeezed her hand reassuringly and reached for her, stroking her face. Sweat glazed her brow despite the cold winter night.
“Five minutes!” The driver’s muffled voice yelled through from the cabin.
The paramedic knocked on the bulkhead of the ambulance in acknowledgement.
“Well, this didn’t go according to plan,” Guy said. She looked at him. Her pupils were dilated, and she was shaking all over. “I’ve been planning this for literally years, but this scenario never once featured. I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry.” He bowed his head before her, fighting back tears.
“It’s not y-your fault.” She stammered through ragged breaths. 
“All I wanted was a bit of privacy. I should’ve just given it to you.”
“I-I don’t understand?”
And he produced a ring box. “Lizzie, it’s always been you. All these years, people said I was being silly, but ever since I met you, it’s always been you. I just didn’t believe I could’ve had found true love; but you’ve always been here,” indicating his head, “and here,” he said, putting his hand over his heart. “And, I just wanted to ask if, if you’d marry me?”
She was looking at him, eyes wide in shock.
He gulped. “Well? Erh, what do you think?”
“Yes! Of course! Yes!” 
Laughing in relief, he drew her to him, enveloping her, feeling her heart beating against his. The bliss was overwhelming—he was suddenly complete.
He handed her the box, opening it to reveal a simple hammered band with the words YOU & ME engraved on it. “I know it’s not a diamond ring; I’ll buy you one later, I promise. This is something I designed years ago and always wanted to give you. I made it myself.”
“Y-you made this?” she wheezed as he carefully placed it on her finger. She admired it, beaming from ear to ear.
“The internet is an amazing resource.” He grinned. “Erica gave me your ring size.”
He felt the ambulance slow down before taking a left. “Almost there!” He squeezed her hand reassuringly.
They were going to make it. They were going to grow old together, have a good life full of fun and laughter, children and grandchildren, and they were going to be happy.
It was whilst he was holding her she suddenly flinched, gripping her chest. Her breath catching in her throat.
“Guy? Oh, Guy, it hurts s-so much!” she whimpered, writhing in pain, trying to escape the torment within.
“Her BP’s dropping!” 
Guy looked up at the sound of the doctor’s stern voice. His colleague rushed over as Lizzie’s heart monitor beeped wildly.
“It’s okay, you’ve had the antidote, you’ll be fine.” Guy said reassuringly, stroking her face as the doctor and paramedic checked her drips and pulse.
“Her heart beats irregular!”
Lizzie nodded, smiling up at him as her eyes fluttered shut.
“She’s going into cardiac arrest!”
Guy looked up wildly at the weakening heartbeat on the monitor. Fear gripped him as an icy chill slowly filled him from within. It was like his own heart was stopping.
The medics worked as one, with one checking the defibrillator whilst the other drew back the blanket, exposing the pads already attached to her chest. Grotesque lacerations oozing black blood covered her torso. 
“What’s happening?! Lizzie!” Guy cried, his voice tremorous as he tried to make sense of the chaos unfolding before him. The putrid smell of her wounds hit the back of his throat, making him gag.
“Clear!” the doctor called, ignoring him.
The paramedic set the defibrillator pads to charge Lizzie’s chest, her body arching against the sudden surge running through her ribcage to her heart. 
Nothing except the incessant beep of the heart monitor.
“I don’t understand!” Guy shouted as the Police Officer held him back. They watched the man place his hands on her chest to continue compressions. 
“She’s suffered a severe haemorrhage—she’s lost a lot of blood.” The doctor explained, monitoring the whining defibrillator power pack. “I’m clear!” he shouted, and the paramedic stepped aside.
“We’re here!” A voice came from the front cabin and the ambulance pulled to a stop.
The doctor charged the pads once more and again her chest lifted unnaturally from the foreign power swelling within. 
Nothing but the weak beep of the heart monitor answered them.
The medics shared a look as the paramedic began compressions once more.
“How are we doing?” A quiet voice came from the front. Guy looked up through his tears to notice the driver looking through a hatch in the bulkhead, his face grave.
“Clear!”
Again, the whirl and surge of the defibrillator did nothing, and Lizzie’s body slumped against the stretcher. Her chest had stopped moving.
Guy gazed numbly at the flatline now upon the heart monitor.
Repeating the compressions, the female paramedic shook her head sadly.
“We’ve done everything we can…” the doctor said, placing his hand on her shoulders. “She’s lost too much blood… She can’t fight off the poison…”
“What?! ‘Everything you can’?! Keep trying!” Guy yelled.
“Guy! Please!” The Police Officer cried, hand on his shoulder.
Guy stared unseeing, unable to speak. He didn’t understand… She was just here…
The doctor held her wrist with dull resignation, seeking a pulse he knew he wouldn’t find. “Time of death: 18:48.”
“Death…?” Guy repeated, staring at them in disbelief.
“I’m sorry for your loss, son.” The doctor said, patting him on the shoulder. His eyes were full of remorse.
A smiling girl with a fiery halo leapt into his mind’s eye. Her green eyes piercing in their brightness. 
Loss. They didn’t even realise what the world had just lost. Her smile that could brighten up his saddest of days; the happy jig she did when her favourite song came on the radio; the wrinkle of her nose when she ate spicy food; her sharp wit and bright, smiling eyes, which he could always pick out of any crowd.
How could such a force vanish just like that?
There was a curse, and Guy looked up to find Lizzie sitting bolt upright. 
Recoiling, they all stared at the dead girl in shock. Guy registered some hearty expletives as he blinked rapidly, getting his bearings.
“Impossible!” the driver whispered, eyeing the heart monitor, which still displayed a flatline.
With rigid movements, the girl turned to face Guy, her eyes closed and skin sallow. She clumsily placed a hand on his face, making him jump. He caught his breath: she was already cold, too cold. She let her hand fall, tracing his neck and chest, stopping with a jerk over his heart. Her eyes flicked open then with pupils of the deepest red. Blinking, the eyes cleared to the green that he loved, confused and scared. 
“Guy?” Her voice wheezed, barely audible.
He reached for her and held her close. “Thank God you came back!”
“‘Came back’?” She looked at him, dazed.
A gasp escaped her then as her body arched and the convulsions started, accompanied by her agonised cries.
He held her tight, trying to calm her whilst she clutched at him as desperately as her soul clung to life.
The two medics looked on, too stunned to move.
“Do something!” Guy shouted, turning to them. 
The doctor dashed to the heart monitor, swearing as he revealed its flatline. “I don’t know what to do!” he admitted. 
“Maybe it’s faulty?” the Police Officer said in fright.
“Heaven knows!” Fumbling, the female paramedic reached for a syringe and prepared a sedative.
Guy held onto to Lizzie as she fought against the attack, chest heaving, fists bunched, eyes rolling into her head. 
Trapped. 
He was painfully aware of how trapped they both were: him in his body and Lizzie in hers. If only he could take her away and keep her safe! How helpless were they? Helpless to heal, helpless to stop the inevitable: totally, utterly helpless. 
The final throes of death were vicious as they took over. Overwhelmed, he could do nothing but cry as death consumed her. Her screams tearing through him to his very core. 
When the convulsions had passed, he sensed her soul lose its hold and her sudden emptiness as it left her. She looked the same, but she had gone. For real this time. Her spark and vivaciousness had been extinguished, like a candle on a stormy night. Its light and life consumed by the darkness. 
Hollow. 
He choked against the hole her passing left behind. It was like a chasm had opened itself up within his chest…
“Sweet Mother Mary.” A quiet voice came from the front. 
Guy looked up through his tears to find the driver crossing himself through the hatch, his face ashen.
The doctor edged towards Lizzie’s body.
He checked for a pulse and shook his head, apparently sighing in relief. “She’s gone. Time of death: 18:56.” 
The paramedic touched Guy gently on his arm. “You can let go now.” 
Trembling, he carefully laid her body back down on the stretcher. He’d never seen a dead person before, let alone held one. If it weren’t for the lacerations, blood and blackness, she’d look peaceful. No signs of the pain she’d felt were left upon her features.
There was so much blood… His stomach fluttered and he took a deep breath. She was here only a minute ago… Her screams still rung in his ears.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this… The tears fell afresh, and he slumped to his knees, head bowed: I’m so, so sorry. 
I know…
Looking up in shock at the sound of her voice, he saw her before him, cold and unliving, her skin pallid. 
It was then that they covered her with the blanket, pulling it over her head, and opened the ambulance doors, letting in the cold December night air.
Stumbling out, he welcomed the coolness, and watched as the paramedics wheeled the covered stretcher out of the ambulance. A wail greeted their arrival and Guy noticed Lizzie’s parents waiting at the entrance.
“Lizzie? No! No, no, NO! Not my baby!” Mrs Brennan collapsed upon the stretcher as the paramedics waited respectively to the side. Her husband’s hands were upon her shoulder, his head bowed with the weight of his loss, tears running down his cheeks.
Her mother looked up at Guy, eyes awash and blazing, burning through the distance between them. “‘I’ll look after her’, that’s what you said!”
Words hitting him hard, he watched them enter the hospital in anguish. He had. He had promised them. And he had failed. He had failed everyone. 
Reeling, he collapsed against the building, head in his hands, and cried more tears than he’d ever cried in his life. He was numb to his core, as if his heart had also stopped beating. How could the world carry on when his had come crashing down?
He didn’t know how much time passed, but a feeling of being watched interrupted his grief. 
Wiping away his tears, he noticed a black Ford GT40 with an illuminated taxi sign waiting in the rank over the road. 
Guy frowned. Who would use a GT40 as a taxi?
The driver was biting his nails absentmindedly. His eyes were of the palest blue and watched Guy keenly from under his shock of creamy white hair. He wore a beige jacket and a white top. Leather driving gloves adorned his hands. He twisted at the sound of a customer opening the rear door and the V8 engine roared into life. Giving Guy a half-salute, the taxi and its driver drove off into the night.
It was then that Guy noticed the blood and blackness on his hands.






  
  Chapter two
Aftermath


Snow blanketed the rolling hills of Derbyshire. Fresh snowflakes fell, causing the sleepy village of Bonsall to look even more festive on the eve of this Christmas Day. If it weren’t for the Police vehicles and floodlights picking out the bloodied and blackened snow, it would appear quite idyllic. 
Police Officers had secured the perimeter, cordoning off the fields leading to the copse, and the on-call Detective Inspector had arrived, followed swiftly by any available units and even an Armed Response Vehicle. The East Midlands Specialist Operations Unit was on its way. In the meantime, a scene log had been started, and statements had been taken, as well as the IDs of the Soul Gatherers involved, as per the new protocol.
The first ambulance had left a short while ago, bearing one victim. Having checked the second was stable, the paramedics had rushed the first to the nearest Major Trauma Centre in Nottingham. The second ambulance was expected any minute.
Besides the authorities, there was another gentleman crouching to take samples of the blackness that tarnished the snow of the field closest to the copse. Twin sabres were fastened on either side of his slender waist and he wore a long leather jacket, the hem of which was currently crumpled upon the crisp, snow-laden ground. 
His mousey blond hair was dishevelled and his amber eyes brimmed with interest as he scrutinised the black contents of the test tubes in his hands. Stowing his samples safely within a small pouch on his utility belt, he glanced about him nonchalantly before taking some of the black substance between his finger and thumb. 
It was viscous, and he watched it stretch in the space between his finger and thumb with boyish curiosity. As one of Limbo’s best Soul Gatherers, Christian Blake II had naturally seen much of the blood poisoned black by Lost Souls, but it never ceased to fascinate him. He pulled down his goggles to regard the substance through their yellow lenses. Nothing. Shoulders slumping, he bowed his head in disappointment. 
It must only work on the petals…
Then, unable to stop himself, purely in the line of scientific inquiry, of course, he licked the tip of his finger and immediately gagged, spitting viciously.
Two nearby Police Officers looked up at him bemused.
“Will you ever grow up?”
Christian turned at the American drawl of his friend and pushed the goggles back on the top of his head. 
Amberson Solway stood in his combat gear, arms crossed over his muscular chest. His glowing silver hair and eyes standing in stark contrast to his ebony skin. Not that Actualles, people from this Time, were aware. As a Fæ, he could charm his non-human characteristics out of sight. He’d shown them his NYPD Detective badge but was keeping a respectful distance from their investigations: they weren’t his concern.  
“I hope not, Solway, old chap. That would be rather dull, wouldn’t it?” Christian smiled.
He looked out over the fields and the milling Police Officers, watching the forensic team bag up DNA samples. Everything was so different from his time. 
For the umpteenth time, he glanced up at the farmhouse where he’d left his lover, Lunita José Inglesias, with Erica and her mother. He knew they would take care of her, but he still worried. It had all been a bit much for her: the attack, Lizzie’s predicament, Erica’s father’s injuries, Xerxes’ bite… And contrary to popular belief, Dæmons did have feelings. Talking of Dæmons…
He looked around. “Where’s Lee?”
Amberson pointed back to the farmhouse and its outbuildings. “He was looking peaky.”
“He’s a vampire. He always looks peaky.”
Amberson gave him a withering look. “You know what I mean.”
Christian peered round Amberson at the boy standing close by, monobrow furious. He was about fifteen, spotty, and still growing into his long legs and arms. “Are we any clearer on his charge?”
Amberson glanced behind him in annoyance. “No, not exactly.”
“I’m sure Lee’s got a perfectly good reason.”
“I’m sure he has.”

      [image: ]The sheep were at the back of the barn, just like she’d said they would be. 
He climbed over the fencing to the sheep pen. His nails were almost white: not good. He strode through the flock, which bleated wildly at his appearance, scanning them for his meal. It always intrigued him how animals knew, instinctively scrambling away from him, parting like the Red Sea to expose the old and frail. Their blood wouldn’t taste the best, but he didn’t care. He just needed to feed, and quickly: it had been a long night. What with Tobias’ dad and his gang and then the call to arms, his qi was depleted and massively so. He hadn’t gone into a frenzy for centuries and he really didn’t want to succumb now; it was so unbecoming. Plus, he couldn’t risk any harm befalling her. 
And Erica. 
Okay, them.
Unable to get far thanks to a bad limp, he grabbed at the sheep and lifted it over the fencing with frightening ease. Super strength had its advantages. 
Restraining the creature’s pitiful kicks of resistance, he slipped out the rear door, checking the coast was clear before falling on it hungrily, his fangs unhinging. 
The blood tasted stale, but its qi was what he really needed. The blood, along with all its nutrients, was a bonus and would replenish the hollowness his Soul Parent had gouged out when it had impregnated and killed him all those years ago. 
Some Soul Parents abandoned their ‘children’, but not his. His Soul Parent remained inside: watching, waiting, feeding… It enjoyed the shelter and solace, it said. He was often envious of Lunita’s relationship with her Soul Parent. Sure, it sheltered within her, but it actually seemed to care about her, whereas his was just a parasite.
Once finished, his eyes were no longer their usual warm black but glowed crimson from the feed. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he noticed his nails were now a pale pink. Better, but not good enough: he needed more. Especially if he had to face her soon. 
Of all the places, though, why Bonsall? 
He sighed. He was going to get into so much trouble if David found out.
It was then that he caught a hint of perfume on the night air and stiffened—jasmine and vanilla. Her favourite. 
They were close by. He sighed against the tremor that ran through him. How could she not notice him when all he did was burn for her?
He closed his eyes against his heartache. A dizziness overcame him—if his heart still beat, he knew it would be pounding. Or breaking. One of the two. Though she’d warned him that she wouldn’t know him here, at this time, it still hurt. 
Discarding the empty carcass, he went back inside the barn.
He needed more.
A lot more.

      [image: ]Despite the late hour, the farmyard was lit up by floodlights, with people scurrying about like frenzied ants. The Major Crime Team from the EMSOU had arrived from Ensor and was being briefed. An armed Police Officer stood guard at the gates to the farmhouse, checking the ID of any wishing access.
Inside, the farmhouse was a hive of activity as they waited for the second ambulance.
“Erica! Fetch me some towels!”
“Cole! I need hot water!”
Ursella Shylocke knelt by her husband’s side. He lay wrapped in a bundle of blankets in front of the stove. Despite the warmth, he was still shaking. The paramedic from the first ambulance had cut through his clothes to examine him. Happy he was stable, they’d left with Lizzie. But not before they gave him a sedative.
Ursella stroked the hair away from his face, trying her best to ignore the blood and blackness upon it. “Quentin, you hang on in there, okay?” she whispered. 
He winced, reaching for her hand and squeezing it. “I’m not going anywhere, Ursella.”
She bit her lip and nodded, trying to believe it. Gaping holes stared back at her where his eyes had once been. They’d been beautiful eyes—bright green—and when you stared into them, it was like looking into a verdant forest, like those you see in the tropics on television. But now, only clawed holes and ragged, bloody flesh greeted her; it was like looking into an abyss. A fetid odour came from the wounds, invading her senses and making her want to gag.
“He’ll be fine.” A mellow voice said from her side.
“Apart from his eyes,” she retorted.
“Yes, apart from his eyes…” Came the awkward reply.
She stared at her husband, pursing her lips. “Erica! Cole! Where are those—”
“Right here, mum.” 
Cole’s voice came from behind, cutting her off.
Turning, she saw him and his sister standing side by side. Unlike Guy, who took after her with his caramel brown hair and hazel eyes, their similarity to their father was striking, the jet-black hair they shared and their eyes—so green and alive! For a moment, she couldn’t look at theirs for how they reminded her of how Quentin’s used to be.
“I packed a bag for you both, just some essentials to tide you over the next day or two. Call us if you need anything else,” Erica said and placed a leather holdall on a kitchen chair. She then approached her mother with a pile of towels and flannels. “We’ll sort this, mum. You rest.”
“Erica’s right, you should rest, mum. Dad needs you to stay strong,” Cole said, helping her to her feet and sitting her down at the kitchen table where Lizzie’s leather jacket was draped over the back of the chair. 
Lunita was sat nursing a mug of coffee, her skin pale and eyes raw. A wolf was laying at her feet, watching them with interest. Occasionally it would paw at her and the lady would bend to fuss over it, burying her face in its fur. Though, it wasn’t normal fur. Instead, it was made up of luminous copper strands. Ursella gulped.
Seeing her right, Cole then collected a basin of hot water from the kitchen worktop.
Ursella watched in a daze as the brother and sister knelt by their father, placing the basin down carefully. Erica passed Cole a couple of flannels. She looked different in her leather combat gear: different and grown up.
Michael Nicholas, the African owner of the mellow voice, knelt with them, fetching out a small medallion from a pocket with his uninjured hand. He hadn’t yet removed his jacket, though the quad helmet he’d borrowed now sat on the worktop near the back door.
She glanced at his medallion. It was almost identical to the heirloom she’d inherited from her mother, as she had inherited from hers and she by hers and so on. On and on through the generations, a long-stretching ripple through Time. She looked at it now, laying casually in her lap, and noticed the tiny sun-shaped relief within its intricate filigree. The encased stone within sparkled up at her. 
It had worked; when they needed it, it had worked, just as her mother had said it would. 
Though probably not quite in the way she’d expected.
Ursella stole a glance at the strange being that stood close by. It was tall, with a broad, muscular chest and powerful arms. It wore cotton breeches, an open shirt and leather gaiters. An unearthly glow came from its skin and hair, as cool as ice. Its pupil-less eyes regarded the scene before it with mild curiosity. Upon its brow was a sun tattoo, like that on her medallion.
“Ashayla, we must cleanse the water,” Michael murmured. 
Ursella turned to look at the female Færie. It knelt at the feet of a second male Færie, which was slumped at the kitchen table, hand pressing a cloth against its throat, a fine sheen of sweat upon its brow. A golden substance soaked through the cloth it held—blood? They both had the same pupil-less eyes and glowing skin as the other creature with the sun tattoo. 
She gulped. So, some stories passed down were true… That then begged the question, how much else was?
The items on the tabletop had been tidied up neatly in their box: out of sight, but definitely not out of mind.
Ursella worried her lip. The box was like the proverbial elephant in the room, a poignant reminder of the truths she’d hidden from everyone. But she’d had her reasons.
Ashayla was biting its lip, worry furrowing the crescent moon tattoo in the middle of its forehead. It was slight, with glowing silver hair that flowed over its shoulders—a bright streak ran down the bridge of its nose and seemed to pulsate with the same energy as the moon tattoo. Barefoot, it wore lightweight harem trousers, a leather bodice, and a long waistcoat—totally unsuitable for the cold December weather. An intricate slave bracelet adorned its left hand and the tinkling of bells chimed from its anklets as it rose to its feet. It had several abrasions and cuts from their skirmish against the army of weird creatures they’d fought, but was otherwise unhurt. 
“You cannot heal the wound unless you are whole,” Michael reminded it. “We’ll monitor Xerxes. I promise to notify you if anything changes.”
The two Færies shared a hurried exchange of strange guttural sounds before Ashayla finally agreed. Bending, it pressed its forehead against that of the male Færie, with its shock of golden hair and proud aquiline nose, until their tattoos met. Their glowing essence within flared on meeting, and the male Færie smiled weakly in response, reaching up a hand to smooth its cheek. 
Ursella and Cole Shylocke watched in astonishment as the female Færie closed its eyes and fell forwards, dissolving in a cloud of shimmering mist that gathered together before streaking towards the medallion. The stone within the centre shone as it welcomed the Færie home.
Once returned, Michael pressed the periapt to his temple, lips moving in a soundless charm, before placing it carefully into the basin of water. Almost at once, the water fizzed until a hearty boil rocked it. Struggling to remove his arm from its sling, he took a flannel and soaked it in the basin.
“Don’t let its appearance deceive you, it’s quite safe to touch. It must continue to ‘boil’, for want of a better word, to keep the water pure as we use it.” He explained as he wrung the flannel, careful to mind his arm. “Ensure that no blackness remains,” he said as he wiped the wounds. “I’ll be gentle, Mr Shylocke,” he soothed as Erica’s father grimaced. 
Michael turned to Erica, her green eyes full and skin pale. He smiled reassuringly. “Mr Shylocke isn’t at risk of anything, but the blackness could cause him hallucinations to the point that he would wish for death. Hence, why the wound needs prompt attention. Actualle doctors might not be aware of this yet, so it’s best to be prepared.” 
Erica nodded tersely. She understood. Soaking a flannel, she wrung it out and passed it to Xerxes. “Here, clean your wound with this.” 
The Færie took it gratefully, pressing it to its wound. 
Then, unable to avoid it anymore, she looked at the jagged flesh where her father’s eyes had been and bit back tears: she could do this.
Without another word, Erica and Cole set to wringing out a fresh flannel each before cleaning the multitude of lacerations on their father’s face and hands. 
They worked in silence. Though, minutes later, Michael noticed her hands paused in mid-air, fingers trembling—he looked up to find Erica fighting back tears. Setting down his flannel, he reached for her, pulling her to him with his good arm and, within his embrace, she finally succumbed to the chaos within.






  
  Chapter three
Worst Christmas Ever


He rocked her gently, stroking her hair and soothing her as she cried: everything was different and there was nothing he could do to change it. 
Having her pressed up so close against him, sobbing into his chest, made everything so much more real: her heartache and his helplessness. He’d forgotten what it was like to love someone. To suffer alongside them as if the wound were his own. 
He closed his eyes against his frustration. Surely there was something he could do… She’d become so precious to him. If he were a Færie, maybe there’d be some charm he could cast…
He glanced across at Xerxes which regarded them with heavy eyes. The flannel was pressed against its neck. Dried blood glistened upon its chest like aureate tears.
Or maybe not.
He caught Cole’s stony gaze and smiled nervously, letting go of Erica.
“Do you think Lizzie will be okay?” Erica asked, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand.
He averted his eyes for the briefest of moments, long lashes framing his aquamarine eyes, dazzling against his ochre skin. “I… cannot lie to you. I’m concerned for her. She lost much blood… Maybe too much for the antidote to work…”
She bit her lip against the fear that threatened to consume her. Her whole life was crumbling apart. 
Cole squeezed her shoulder, and, flashing Michael an exasperated look, pulled her into a big bear hug.
“Lizzie’s a tough cookie. You know that. She won’t give up without a fight. Especially when she’s finally got her man!”
Erica laughed weakly. “I guess…”
“You got there as quickly as you could, so don’t blame yourself. Heavens knows why Guy wanted to take her to the treehouse.” He then cleared his throat. “So, erm, when were you going to tell us?” 
“Tell you what?”
“About your… friends.”
Erica looked from Michael to Xerxes to Ashayla bubbling away in its periapt. Her father had drifted off to sleep, exhaustion catching up with him.
“At some point.” She turned to her mother and cautiously picked up the lacquered box. It was breathtakingly beautiful with mother of pearl decorations of a sword cutting its way through a blazing sun. “And when were you going to tell us about this?”
“Not for a long time,” Ursella replied curtly. 
She licked her lips and played with a loose thread on her cardigan. “We all have secrets; some are to keep others safe. Some are to keep ourselves safe,” she said pointedly before sighing into her hands. She held up the medallion. “It’s from your great-great-too-many-greats-to-remember-grandmother. The one that vanished. She was a KeyMaster, or something. I forget what the diary says—most of it’s gobbledegook to me.”
“Wait, there’s a diary?!” Erica cried, rounding on her. “Does it explain things? Does it explain… me?”
Cole looked up. “What do you mean ‘me’?”
Ursella ignored him. “Not exactly. You’ll see, it’s in the usual spot.” She looked at her daughter pointedly. “You’ll know it when you see it. She left this medallion and everything else here, instructing them to be passed down the female line, insisting they were to be kept secret unless danger threatened. I’d planned to pass them onto you, Erica, on your thirtieth birthday, like my mum did to me and hers did to her. Not that it makes the best present. All I wanted was a spa day,” she sighed.
Erica got to her feet. “May I?” she asked, reaching for the medallion.
Her mother nodded. “They’re yours now; I pass them onto you. You may as well have them early.”
“Thank you,” Erica said, and she took the talisman carefully, feeling its weight in her palm. It could almost be identical to hers, save the sun motif. “They’re called ‘periapts’,” she explained to her mother. “Michael, look…” she showed him the sun motif. 
He wiped his hands on a towel before getting to his feet to join her. “It’s the same as the motif on your great-great-grandfather’s sword!” he said in surprise, scrutinising it in the light.
They looked at the sword Erica had left propped up against the dresser, her over-sized dagger next to it. She still hadn’t charmed it back to its original size. 
Taking it, Michael held it up and compared the motif on its hilt to that on the periapt. There was no doubt they were the same.
“What does it mean?”
“From what I know, this is the mark of a DawnBringer. If that is true, it would make this a DawnBringer Blade.”
Erica peered at it with curiosity, running a thumb over its bumpy grooves. Carved lines, like hot rays of sunlight, decorated its blade. “And what are DawnBringers?”
“Legend describes them as Knights of Limbo, the ultimate Soul Gatherers. They were called DawnBringers because their blades glowed like the sun.” 
“Wait, ‘legend’?”
“They are the fairy tales of the Normales, those KeyMasters from traditional KeyMastering families. When I learnt of them, I went to the Library to research them. There is little literature on them, but The Legend of the Valley is the most popular. It’s a favourite bedtime story of KeyMaster children.”
They all turned to glance at the tall Færie regarding them from its station near Ursella.
It unfolded its arms and spoke with deep, gravelly tones. “I am Bardhyl, the Færie-companion to Hannabelle Smythe, your ancestor. She is a DawnBringer. The twin to my periapt called me, and I answered.”
“Wait, she’s alive?!” Erica asked, shocked. “But that would make her older than you!” she said, turning to Michael.
He gave her a withering look.
“Wait, what?! How old are you?!” Ursella said, voice high with concern.
“My intentions are purely innocent, Mrs Shylocke, I can assure you,” Michael began quickly.
“Yeah, right,” Cole ground out.
Bardhyl cleared its throat impatiently, returning them to the matter at hand. “Hannabelle is unlike other mortals.” 
“And what sort of Færie are you?” Erica asked, happily taking its hint. 
“One of the Ancients, a Greater Færie, if I’m not mistaken,” Michael said, also seizing the opportunity to change topics. “It’s an honour. I’ve never met one of your kind.”
“Few remain on this plane and those that do are deployed in the Wastelands, far from life.”
“Why the Wastelands?” Erica asked, gathering up the basin and used towels, which Michael took from her, and Cole snatched from him. 
“It is safer there.”
There was silence as people tried to make sense of this information; even Michael looked bemused.
“It is where those we serve have been since they sought safety. We do not serve KeyMasters such as yourselves.”
“You’re a KeyMaster!” Erica’s mother said abruptly, looking at Michael, who was replacing his sling with a grimace: it ached.
“We both are,” Erica said, coming to his side defensively.
As her mother tried to figure out what to do with this revelation, there was a knock at the back door. Arms full, Cole could do nothing but watch with a scowl as Michael strode over. Cold air rushed into the kitchen as he opened the door.
“Sonam?!”
Looking up at Michael’s surprised tone, they were greeted by a Tibetan man standing in the doorway. With his shaved head and Buddhist robes of red and gold, he certainly stood out. Despite him having a translucent glow to him as if he weren’t entirely there. He grasped a bunch of rolled up parchment that twinkled like the night sky.
Michael glanced across at Erica and her family. “Sonam is a Buddhist monk from the Palcho Monastery in Tibet. He’s tasked with documenting life. His physical self is in the monastery.”
The monk gave a cheery wave.
“Isn’t that what we do?” Erica asked, joining him. She regarded the monk with intrigue.
“I’ve already had that conversation,” Michael smiled. “Sonam and the monks are slightly more… diligent, shall we say?” 
Erica stood aside. “Would you like to come in? You must be freezing.”
“I’m not, but thank you,” he said, accepting the invitation with a bow. 
He drifted in, feet inches off the ground, and looked around the kitchen with wide-eyed interest.
Michael peered out into the yard before closing the door. “No Nate?” He sounded relieved.
“He had somewhere he needed to be. He’ll be back soon.” The monk said with a smile.
“Who’s Nate?” Erica asked.
“You don’t want to know,” Michael muttered with a curse. 
The monk turned to her. “Please accept my condolences, Erica.” 
“‘Condolences’? Why—”
There was a second knock at the door. Michael seemed to steel himself before answering it, hand hovering over the door handle.
A second blast of cold air swept into the room and Christian entered, stooping slightly to avoid a concussion on the low lintel. 
“Oh, thank God! I thought it was Nate,” Michael said, visibly relaxing.
“He’s around?” Christian asked, looking wary.
“Apparently on his way back from wherever he is.”
“Oh. Best look sharp, then.”
Ursella looked at Christian in bewilderment, taking in his goggles, long leather jacket and twin sabres. With a cry, Lunita flew from her chair and he gathered her up into his arms. Her connate yipping in excitement as it bounded over to them. 
Burying his face in her hair, he let its silkiness envelop him. “Are you feeling better, querida?”
She nodded, overcome, and he held her.
Erica’s mum then watched as an African man at almost seven-feet tall bent himself in half to enter. A Dobermann at his heels. But his height wasn’t Amberson Solway’s most striking feature. That was his eyes. One minute they were a dark brown, then they’d melted to a silver which glowed like a Færies. Not to mention his matching, glowing hair. 
Beyond him, out in the farmyard, stood an East Asian man with a lanky teenager by his side. They were muttering crossly at one another.
“Hi,” Erica said shyly. “Thanks again for earlier, Amberson.”
“Don’t mention it, Little Lady,” he replied in his soft American drawl. 
Michael shook the Fæ’s hand. “Yes, thank you. I owe you a lifetime of debt, my friend.”
Amberson glanced from Michael to Erica and back again, a broad smile playing on his lips. “You’re most welcome. Do you mind if I leave Lily outside? To keep watch.” He asked Erica, gesturing to the dog, which was saying a happy ‘hello’ to Lunita’s connate with much tail-wagging. 
“Sure, but… Her name’s Lily…? She’s hardly dainty!” 
“Shhh, you’ll upset her,” he said with a chuckle, bending to ruffle the dog’s face and pointed ears. “Good girl. Guard!”
With a lick of his hand, the dog turned and went to sit in the doorway.
“I rescued her from some traffickers years ago.”
“Is that why her ears are cropped?”
“Yeah, otherwise she lives well with her scars. As we all do.”
Ursella appeared at the door, calling to those in the farmyard. “You might of as well come in too. You can’t be any weirder than the present company.”
“That depends,” said the boy, glowering at the man at his side who was fidgeting with his jacket and hair.
Erica thought back to the man’s speed and ferocity during the attack and remembered how Christian had described him and Lunita. She put on a smile that was far too cheery for the circumstances. “Mum, there’s something you should know first.”
“What?” she asked, turning weary eyes on her. “They can’t be any weirder than a wolf made up of light, Færies, and a giant of a man with glowing eyes and hair. No offense,” she blurted, turning to Amberson.
“None taken.” He gave a half-smile.
“He’s a quondam, a Dæmon. He and Lunita both are,” Erica continued.
“They’re a what? I don’t understand. Where’s his glowing dog?” she said, looking from the man to Lunita.
The man was good-looking, with a flawless, unearthly pallor and shining black eyes. His dark, glossy hair was in an undercut style, which he’d now tied in a topknot. He didn’t look Chinese, maybe Korean? A jade bracelet was around his left wrist and a silver hoop earring was in his right ear. He wore a black leather jacket paired with black jeans, a black t-shirt and matching boots. Tattoos decorated every inch of his neck. The colour was high in his cheeks, as if he were drunk. 
“He doesn’t have one,” Erica said, wringing her hands.
“I say, Lee, are you okay, old bean? You look flushed!” Christian said in surprise.
“I'm fine.” He looked from Erica to her mum. “I’m afraid you're missing a sheep.”
Erica’s mum glanced at Michael. The man, mistaking her look as one of indignation, shifted his feet uneasily. “Okay, make that four.”
“‘Four’?! What do you mean ‘missing’?”
Michael stepped forward. “Mrs Shylocke, there’s something you ought to know.”
With a sigh, the Asian dropped his fangs, and those in the kitchen recoiled in shock. 
Lunita rolled her eyes. “Show off.”
Erica looked at Christian in shock. “I thought you said he was a Dæmon?!”
“I did. Dæmon is another term for a quondam—a former human. He’s what you know as a vampire. Lunita’s a werewolf. Erica meet Nathaniel Lee. Nathaniel, this is Erica Shylocke. That is Erica’s father, Quentin Shylocke.” Christian indicated the sleeping man on the bed of blankets. “And this is Erica’s mother, Ursella Shylocke,” he said, finishing the introductions.
Ursella regarded Nathaniel warily. 
Now he mentioned it, Erica could see no breath hitting the chilly night air from his lips. Neither was his chest moving. 
Shaking herself, she stepped forwards: in for a penny in for a pound. She’d come too far to back out now. In any case, if he’d wanted to, he could’ve attacked them and not the sheep.
She extended her hand; it quivered slightly. “Hello Nathaniel, it’s nice to meet you. Thank you for your help earlier. I hope you took some of the older sheep.”
He looked at her from under his lashes, his eyes bright, and reached for her hand. His nails were a ruddy black. “I did. Sorry,” he added, his fangs retracting.
“I can imagine you can’t help it.” His hand was so cold that it took every ounce of her will not to flinch away.
“Not always.”
A gust of wind buffeted them, mussing up her hair. She tucked it behind her ears and noticed her perfume on the breeze. Just then, Nathaniel reacted, nostrils flaring as the scent hit him: jasmine and vanilla.
Their eyes locked, and something within her stirred.
“May I come in?” Nathaniel asked huskily. He cleared his throat before continuing. “I would say I was getting cold out here, but that’d be a lie. He is, though. Silly boy insisted on following, but only has his t-shirt and jeans.”
“So, it's true? Vampires need an invitation to enter a place?” Erica asked, changing the subject.
“Erica!” 
She ignored her mother’s call.
Nathaniel smiled. “Yes, ancient laws of decorum. Plus, when you’ve been around as long as us quons, you learn to appreciate manners.”
“Erica!” Her mother’s hand now gripped her shoulder, trying to pull her away, but she ignored her. 
“I seriously hadn't a clue. I thought you were just myths.”
“We are. But even myths have some seed of truth from which they came,” Lunita said, in her smooth Spanish accent.
There was a pause.
“So, can we come in?” The vampire repeated.
The teenager stood aside. “Whilst you decide, do you mind if I come in? I’m totally human, plus I’m freezing my butt off!” He spoke with a Canadian accent.
“No one asked you to come,” Nathaniel snapped as the boy squeezed past, seeking refuge in the warmth. The boy crossed over to stand by the stove.
“Anyway, I’ve drunk,” Nathaniel said, piping up. “And I don’t really do humans anymore, if you get me. Not like that anyway.” He added hurriedly. His exposed neck was covered in scrawling tattoos and ink, some big, some small. There was a large tattoo of a phoenix in flight on one side. 
She could feel Michael’s and her mother’s eyes on her. 
Colour warming her cheeks, she stepped aside. “Come on in, you helped us and answered Michael’s call—it’s the least we can do to say: ‘thank you’.”
“What do you think you’re doing?!” Ursella cried as she backed up against the wall.
Erica smiled reassuringly. “I trust him.”
Regarding her for a moment, the vampire strode past, taking in the crowded kitchen. “Well, this is cosy,” he said cheerily, propping himself up against the dresser. “Hi Sonam! It’s been a while,” he said, before his attention turned to Xerxes. “You don’t look so good.” He sniffed and licked his lips, tasting the air. “You don’t smell right either.” 
Xerxes glared at him with weary disdain.
“Any news?” Michael asked Christian.
“We combed the fields and the rest of the copse but couldn’t find anymore Lost Souls. They’re gone; for now, thanks to your friend,” he said, glancing up at Bardhyl.
Michael and Christian shared a look. Michael shook his head, as if reading his thoughts.
Just then, Nathaniel, Lunita and her connate stood to attention, eyes alert; ears picking up a sound too subtle for those with normal hearing to catch.
“Llegaron…” Lunita whispered.
“The ambulance’s arrived,” Nathaniel said, eyes flashing.
“We’ll talk about this later. Erica, keep this safe,” her mother said abruptly, catching Erica’s necklace in her grasp. It was a small silver magnifying glass held safe by a slender hand. There was a pinkish tint to it in the dim light of the kitchen.
“Of course, why?” she asked, reaching for it: she always wore it.
“I have a feeling you’ll be needing it,” she said, ending in hushed tones as voices approached. “Have a look at the diary, and everything else. I’ll answer any questions I can when I get back. Stay safe, please, both of you? Look after Guy.”
“Of course. You don’t need to worry, mum,” Cole said.
“I know I don’t.” His mother smiled tearfully. “I’m so very proud of you, both of you.” And she took their hands in hers.
Michael pocketed his periapt and walked into the living room with Amberson, but not before he leant in close and brushed his lips against Erica’s cheek. Caught off guard, all Erica could do was stand with a stupid grin on her face whilst tracing where his lips had been on her cheek. For a moment, Ursella forgot everything and looked like she might explode from excitement whilst Cole glowered after Michael’s retreating form.
The latch on the front door jangled noisily, bringing them all back to the present. 
Ursella handed the periapt to Cole. “Bardhyl, in my absence, my son, Cole, is in charge, understood? Help him keep my family safe.”
The Færie regarded Cole with its pupil-less eyes for the longest of moments, before finally inclining its head in agreement. Cole smiled nervously as it returned to its periapt with a flash. He thrust it into his pocket.
Erica was beckoning Xerxes to return to its periapt, but there was the sound of the front door opening.
“Too late,” Christian hissed.
Hastily, Nathaniel grabbed the teenager and Færie and swept them into the shadows, with Christian, Lunita and Sonam following close behind. They all disappeared with a pop!
Ursella looked at where they’d been, mouth agape. “Did you know he could do that?”
“It’s how they arrived,” Erica whispered, equally awed. “Christian called it ‘Umbrageous Teleportation’.”
“But Nathaniel prefers ‘shadow jumping’,” Cole reminded her.
Erica looked at her brother in surprise.
“Mrs Shylocke, the ambulance is here,” said a young Police Officer appearing from the hallway.
Two paramedics bearing a stretcher followed him.
“We, erh, washed the wounds. They smelt so,” Erica said, hiding her periapt behind her back as the paramedics placed the stretcher on the floor and transferred her father before tightening the straps.
“What?! Forensics won’t be happy!” He exclaimed. “Well, we’ll take it from here. There’ll be an armed officer posted outside your front door until we’ve completed a sweep of your property. And clean nothing else until Forensics say so!” 
Cole and Erica watched with apprehension as the officers carried their father out to the ambulance. Picking up the bag Erica had prepared, their mother kissed them goodbye before going after her husband. The front door shut behind them.
The brother and sister stood for a moment in the quiet kitchen. Erica’s stomach was knotted with anxiety for her father and for Lizzie…
“You know, I think this has got to be the worst Christmas ever.”
Erica looked up at her big brother, saw his defeated expression, shoulders slumped, and reached for him, squeezing his hand. “Ready?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”






  
  Chapter four
All this Time


The only light to punctuate the gloom of his room were the flickering ones from his computer game, dying his short blonde hair pink, orange, blue, and green. But they could do nothing to remove the frown on Vaughn Gilchrist’s face. 
Jilted! For the first time, and on Christmas Day too! 
There was a light tap at his door and, before he could grant permission to enter his cave, it opened and his mother’s face appeared. He pulled his headphones off his head.
His mother averted her eyes. “Vaughn, il est tard. You should sleep.”
She was ready for bed herself, dressed in pyjamas and a dressing gown. She was carrying some cookbooks in one hand. Her free hand fluttered by her side. 
“D’accord, maman,” he said, sensing her agitation as she glanced at the screen. He quickly exited the game and turned everything off. Now, the only light spilled in through the open doorway, silhouetting her. 
He flicked on the lamp on his bedside table.
His mother blinked as she took in the scene of devastation before her, canting her head with interest. He hadn’t bothered to tidy up his mess all day, so plates and glasses were littered amidst wrapping paper, tags, and cards. 
“C’est très désordonné,” she commented matter-of-factly.
He glanced over the detritus: she had a point. “I’ll sort it, maman. Il n’y a pas de souci.”
“Quoi? Qu’as-tu dit?” she asked, eyes flickering over the mess, fingers flying by her side.
Her agitation was getting too much. She didn’t like disorder.
“Ne t’inquiète pas, maman,” he said, and smiled.
“D’accord. Dormez bien.” 
She turned to leave, and his smile fell away. He ran a hand through his short hair. There’d been a time when his mother’s distance had hurt him. When he’d thought he’d done something wrong without realising it, that she didn’t love him. But, since her diagnosis, he realised how wrong he’d been. She loved him very much. She just didn’t show it in the usual way. He wondered, not for the first time, if that’s why his father had left them. Had he felt unloved? Had he not understood and taken it personally?
She was pulling the door to when she stopped in her tracks. “Is there a reason it’s so messy?”
Vaughn had started filling his bin, his hand hesitating over a can. Before, he’d have shrugged it off and then blame her for not pursuing it, but he’d learnt since. He sat upright and looked at her. Be direct. “I’m worried about Guy. I miss him.”
“Mais pourquoi? He hasn’t gone anywhere. He’s with Lizzie.” 
She was a pretty lady, slightly curvy, with chestnut hair, which she wore long, and a mole just above her lip. Plenty of bachelors in the village liked her, but she wasn’t interested.
“J’sais, I’m… just worried he’ll forget about me.”
“But he won’t forget about you. How could he? Tu es son ami,” she said with a frown.
He smiled despite himself. Sometimes she had the habit of saying the right thing, even though she hadn’t planned to. “You’re right. I’m being silly. Are you planning something for tomorrow?” he asked, nodding at the cookbooks in her hand.
She looked down at them: she loved to cook. The kitchen was her sanctuary.
“There is a pudding I’ve been meaning to try. A ‘Jam Roly Poly’. I don’t know why the English roll it. Anyway…” she shrugged and yawned, “don’t stay up too late. Dormez bien.”
“Dormez bien, maman. Je t’aime.”
She paused, before turning her eyes on him awkwardly, beginning to toy with her hair. “Je t’aime aussi.” 
Looking quickly away, she closed the door behind her. 
Vaughn sighed. He missed Mr Tibbles, his cat. It was times like this the furball would plonk itself on his lap, insisting on some fuss and his company. 
Deciding to get ready for bed, he started doing his routine exercises. He was in the middle of doing some push-ups when his mobile phone sounded half an hour later. He knew who it would be without needing to check the screen: there was only one person who’d call him, regardless of the time. Secretly, he was pleased.
Swiping the screen, he accepted the call. “This is
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