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      A soft but insistent beeping dragged me from the depths of sleep. I rolled onto my side and hugged my pillow over my ears, doing my best to ignore the noise.

      It took several minutes and half a dozen more beeps for the realization to hit: it was my phone.

      I swore and groped for it on the bedside table, then cracked an eye open. Multiple messages, sender unknown. I turned down the sound and then shoved the thing under the pillow. It was three in the goddamn morning and it had been a very long day. The last thing I needed was random texts at this hour.

      The phone started vibrating instead.

      I swore again, grabbed it, and hit the messages button. Twenty of them had come in the last five minutes, and all had the exact same wording—you need to get out of the apartment. Now.

      My pulse skipped several beats and then galloped on. While it was possible these texts were misdirected, I wasn’t about to ignore them. Not after all the shit that had gone down lately.

      I pushed into a sitting position, then sent back, who is this?

      There was no immediate response, and the stirring unease grew stronger. My gaze rose from the brightness of the screen to the deep shadows crowding the room. Nothing stirred, and the two knives that lay unsheathed on the spare pillow were inert. Those knives—which had been handed down to the firstborn female in the De Montfort line of witches from time immemorial—were a gift from the goddess Vivienne and born of magic as much as steel. While traditionally they held the power of life and death, they were now reacting to the presence of demons and dark elves, whether they were full or half blood.

      That the knives currently weren’t glowing didn’t ease the tension slithering through me.

      I scanned the darkness again. I was sleeping in my brother’s room because mine still had a great gaping hole in the roof thanks to the demon-spawned witchling who’d tried to bring the entire building down on top of me. Max wouldn’t object, as he was never likely to come back here.

      My brother—my twin—was a traitor.

      He was working with Darkside—the dark reflection of Earth that existed on a different plane, a place where demons, dark elves, and multiple other nasties lived—to bring down the current royal family in order to claim the throne and reinstall witch rule.

      Just how far he’d go—and whether he was truly willing to sacrifice me in order to achieve his dream—was a question that had yet to be answered. I might be his blood price—a payment extracted by dark elves for services rendered—but, as yet, that payment had not been called in.

      I wanted to believe that it wouldn’t be. That Max would, in the end, value me more than his dreams of domination.

      The saner part of my soul—the part that ran on practicality rather than emotion—said it was a vague hope, at best.

      Tears stung my eyes. I scraped a hand across them, then glanced at the screen as it beeped again.

      Who the hell do you think?

      A smile tugged at my lips. I could almost hear the annoyance running through Max’s reply. Then why are you texting from an unknown number?

      So I can’t be traced. By you or by others.

      Meaning he suspected we were aware of his duplicity. But did he know about Winter? I had a sudden suspicion no one had as yet told him about his lover’s death—or that I was the one responsible for it. I had no doubt his responses would be a whole lot more emotional if he was aware.

      Others being Darkside?

      Again, there were several beats before his reply came in. Yes.

      Why would you be worried about them tracing you when you’re working with them, brother?

      Mo—our grandmother, though in truth she was centuries older than that—might have wanted to string him along on the chance we could grab him and then force information out of him, but the fact he was texting from an unknown number suggested that was an unlikely hope.

      Not now that he’d claimed the sword in the stone, at any rate. That sword had for centuries chosen countless witch kings before the last of them had handed human royalty both the crown and the means of stifling any magical assault. Max might not be aware the sword he held wasn’t the true king’s sword, but it was nevertheless a powerful symbol to all those who believed witch rule needed to be restored, no matter what the price or the cost. There was certainly a scarily high number of them out there—and they were in all levels of the government, given just how many of our attempts to track down and question those involved in this mad plot had gone sideways.

      Of course, I wasn’t about to directly confront him about the sword, but I had no intention of letting him entirely off the hook, either.

      Because Darkside is not a united place, and there are a number of factions at work here. Some are friendlier than others when it comes to agreements made.

      At least he was no longer affronting my intelligence by denying he was working with them.

      Well color me surprised, I sent back and added a couple of shocked emojis. It’s fucking Darkside. They’ll eat you up and spit you out when they’re finished with you, brother.

      Gwen, you don’t understand what I’m trying to achieve.

      Oh, I believe I do.

      Look, I haven’t the time to explain right now, but there are reasons. Good reasons. But for now, you need to get out.

      Why?

      They’re coming for you. You have five minutes, if that.

      My gaze darted to the knives. Nex and Vita remained inert, but that didn’t mean trouble wasn’t about to hit. It just meant this time it wasn’t demons.

      But even as that thought crossed my mind, a faint flicker of lightning ran down Nex’s blade.

      I swore and quickly typed, then call them off!

      Not my faction. Move. Leave.

      Max!

      No response.

      I tossed the blankets off and scrambled out of bed. A storm raged outside, and the night was chilly. I shivered my way into jeans and a sweater before shoving on socks and boots.

      The flickers down Nex’s side grew brighter.

      I raced over to the window and slid it open. The wind whipped in, full of ice. The shivers got stronger, but I leaned out. No one moved in the small courtyard below; no shadows lurked near the metal bin or moved down the lane beyond the fence line.

      I had no idea what was coming at us, but it wasn’t doing so from this direction. Which was good, as it at least gave us a safe escape route.

      I moved back to the bed and shoved my hand under the pillow to retrieve the simple leather pouch I’d hidden there earlier. Though its weight told me its contents were safe, I nevertheless wasted several valuable seconds undoing the drawstrings then upending the pouch. The ring that tumbled into my hand was dominated by a huge red ruby onto which a cross and a rose had been carved. This was no ordinary ring, but rather, the Witch King’s coronation ring. If Vivienne were to be believed—and, in all honesty, who in their right mind would ignore the words of a very old goddess? —it was the only way to find Elysian, the Witch King’s real sword.

      As stone met skin, a bloody fire pulsed to life deep in the ruby’s heart and quickly fell into a rhythm that matched the rapid beating of my heart.

      That pulse was recognition. Acceptance. Proof that I was the true heir despite the fact that never before in the history of our people had a woman claimed either the sword or the crown.

      It was a fate I certainly wished had passed me by, but one I had no choice but to accept. Elysian was the only means of truly defeating and containing the dark army’s might.

      I shoved the ring back into the pouch, then carefully tucked it into my bra, under my left breast. It was a little uncomfortable, but as hiding places went, it was one of the better ones. A strip search would of course find it, but a regular pat down or emptying of pockets would not.

      Why instinct thought such an action might happen in my near future was something I didn’t dwell on.

      I shoved my phone into my pocket, strapped on the knife belt, then grabbed Nex and Vita and left the room. The wind tugged at the tarps covering the roof in my bedroom, and the flapping echoed through the stillness. I stepped into the room and raised Nex. Her bright light pushed away the shadows, highlighting both the hole in the floor and the one above. Nothing cut through the heavy canvas, and there was no sign of magic other than the multiple spells protecting this place.

      Which left only one option for an attack—the front door.

      I padded down the stairs, wincing a little as the floorboards creaked. Like most of the buildings in this section of old Ainslyn, ours was a three-story, fairly narrow brick terrace. Our book and healing store took up most of the ground floor, and the first floor held the kitchen and living area as well as Mo’s bedroom.

      I paused near her door and once again studied the shadows. Nothing stirred, and yet Nex’s pulsing grew stronger.

      I gripped the door handle; energy immediately caressed my fingers, probing my touch but providing no threat. That Mo had implemented a locking spell suggested she might have been expecting trouble. That she hadn’t passed the suspicion on to me wasn’t really surprising, given her already stated intention of drawing their attacks away from me.

      The door clicked open, and I stepped inside.

      “What’s happened?” she immediately asked.

      “Got a text from Max. He said we needed to leave ASAP.”

      She jumped out of bed and started pulling on clothes. She was very much a De Montfort in appearance—tall and lean, with brown skin and plaited gray hair that hung down to her butt. Her eyes were a merry blue, with irises that were ringed with gold and shone with power. I was almost the total opposite. Max might have inherited the De Montfort looks, but I’d taken after my mother’s side of the family—white skin, blonde hair, and dark eyes. And lean was something I’d never be.

      “I’m betting he didn’t actually say ‘we.’” Her warm, mellow voice held an edge of annoyance. “That boy has absolutely no consideration for the old woman who raised him.”

      A smile twitched my lips, despite the fact it was nothing but a bitter truth. “Hey, he hasn’t exactly called his dogs off me, either.”

      “Which makes me wonder why he’s giving you a warning now.” She threw on a rather colorful patchwork coat and then scooped up her purse and slung it over her shoulder. “It might well be a trap.”

      “Might be.” In truth, it was a possibility that hadn’t occurred to me. I still trusted him, still believed him, despite everything. “But he said it was a faction he didn’t control, and I’m thinking he’d rather his forces get me than the opposition.”

      She shot me a surprised glance. “He told you that?”

      “He told me it was an opposing faction, yes.” I hesitated. “But only after I said we knew he was working alongside them.”

      “Something he’d no doubt have guessed anyway.” She grimaced. “I damn well knew it was a mistake to come back here but—”

      “I wasn’t up to the longer flight back to Southport.”

      And for a very good reason—only forty-eight hours had passed since our battle at the dark altar, and I’d barely survived. That I had was due almost entirely to Mo’s healing abilities. But weariness still rode me, and there was a drifting “fogginess” in my brain that I rather suspected was due to my temporary incursion into the gray space—the unseen, uninhabited, energy-filled dimension between our world and Darkside.

      The only way to lock or unlock the main gate into Darkside was via the gray space, using Elysian. That was why my brother had been desperate to claim the sword in the stone, and why Mo had set up what I now knew to be a multidimensional wall of magic to warn us if any attempt was made to open that gate. What we’d do if that happened sooner rather than later, I couldn’t say, especially as we’d yet to find the real sword.

      “Yes, but we could have easily stayed overnight in a hotel.” Mo slipped on her boots. “Did you open Max’s window in case we need to escape?”

      “I did.”

      “Then let’s go lay a little trap and see what our attackers have to say for themselves.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t it be safer to just leave?”

      “Undoubtedly, but I’m getting a little tired of these bastards constantly attacking us. Time to find out why.”

      “We already know why—they want you dead and me captured.”

      “Well, yes, but it’s also an undeniable truth that the best way to kill any hydra is to sever its heads one by one.”

      I blinked. “Hydras are real?”

      “They were.” A smile tugged at her lips. “Too many got their heads severed, though, and the race died out.”

      I stepped back, allowing her to get past. “Could Winter have been one of those heads?”

      “It’s possible he was playing both sides, but I doubt it. It’s more likely he was the inducement and errand boy.” She strode across to the old sash window that looked out onto the street below.

      “From what I saw at the dark altar, he was a whole lot more than that. Errand boys don’t have the control over demons that he had.”

      “Except this one was also consort to a would-be king, and that would undoubtedly give him power. But he was in the end just a half-breed. Dark elves would never have rallied around one such as he.”

      I stopped beside her. The rain lashed the road below and raced along the gutters, but there was no sign of movement. That didn’t necessarily mean anything, given concealment spells were easy enough to access. I wasn’t spotting any of the usual tells of such magic, however.

      “If they’re already up on the roof,” I said, “they’re not yet attempting to cut through the tarp.”

      “Given their lack of success in previous attacks on us here, it’d be logical for their next attempt to be a two-pronged one.” She let the curtain drop and stepped back. “I’ll head upstairs and place a snare across the roof. You keep an eye on the front door.”

      I sheathed both knives and headed for the stairs. While I felt decidedly safer with them in my hands, the growing intensity of the lightning flickering down Nex’s sides would quickly give the game away to any intruders who lurked below.

      I paused at the landing and squatted close to the wall. Nothing appeared out of place below, and there were no shadowy figures to be seen, either within the store, in the section of street visible through the windows, or the inset entrance.

      The heated flickers of Nex’s power, now pulsing through the leather sheath and warming my thigh, very much suggested that appearance was a lie.

      I silently padded down the stairs and paused again on the bottom step, my gaze sweeping the service counter and the three lines of shelving that dominated the main shop area.

      There was nothing out of place and no evidence that anyone or anything had entered. The front door remained locked and bolted.

      Whatever Nex sensed, it wasn’t as yet in the building.

      I walked down the nearest shelving aisle and stopped just behind the small T at the end. By removing a couple of ornaments and books, I’d be able to see the front door while still remaining hidden.

      Magic touched the air, a familiar caress of power. Mo, creating her net underneath the hole in the roof. I couldn’t help but hope it wouldn’t be necessary. The last thing we needed with a storm in full fury was a sliced-open tarp incapable of keeping the weather out.

      A hulking, half-shadowed figure moved across the front window and stopped close to the inset doorway. My heart leapt into high gear, beating so fast it felt ready to tear out of my chest. I knew exactly what that figure was. Knew the damage he could inflict. And I certainly knew from bitter experience just how easily the energy whip coiled in his left hand—a hand that was the size of a shovel—burned through metal, wood, and flesh. I still bore the scars of my encounter with the last one.

      I sucked in a breath and resisted the urge to draw the knives and cinder his ass. Until I was sure there wasn’t anyone else out there, I had to be patient.

      Patience had never been one of my strong points.

      I shifted from one foot to the other, then stilled as a faint sparkle formed around the door’s sliding bolt; a heartbeat later, it was open. A similar sparkle assaulted the deadlock, then the handle turned and the door opened to reveal … no one.

      Which was impossible, of course. The giant hadn’t moved and certainly couldn’t have been responsible for unlocking the door. He was a half-demon and incapable of magic.

      I narrowed my gaze and gripped Nex’s hilt. That was when I saw it—a faint shift in shadows.

      A Blackbird.

      The giant was with a fucking Blackbird.

      While I was well aware that Darkside had their hooks into witches right across the spectrum, I hadn’t expected the Durants to be amongst their number. They were the ancient protectors of witch kings and still offered their services to the current royal family, even if that duty had technically ended when the crown had passed from witch to human. Their main skill set was the ability to manipulate both light and shadow, and it made them dangerous enemies, especially when many of them were also spell capable.

      But it did at least explain why the spells protecting this place hadn’t reacted—Mo had recently redefined who could and couldn’t enter the building after hours, and in that process had added an exception for Blackbirds.

      For several seconds, those shadows neither moved into the store nor back out of the giant’s way. Then they parted, and a woman stepped out. She was tall, curvaceous, and dressed from head to toe in black. What surprised me was the sword strapped across her back. As far as I’d been aware, only the male members of the Durant line of witches could wield the spirit blades. There were twelve in existence—one for each of the Blackbirds who stood at the round table—and each sword contained the soul of a witch whose penance on death was to destroy the dark forces whose power they’d coveted in life.

      Of course, that didn’t mean more swords couldn’t have been made in recent years, or that the males of the Durant line were in fact the only ones with the power or the ability to wield them.

      It also didn’t mean this sword was a spirit sword. It might simply be regular old body-slicing steel.

      The Durant glanced around, her gaze sweeping across the three shelving aisles before returning to the one hiding me. My breath caught in my throat, and I froze, mentally crossing all things that she wasn’t sensing Nex’s continuing pulse. While her energy was more an electrical discharge along the same lines of lightning than magic, it was now so damn strong that the faint smell of sulfur touched the air. Which was yet another new development when it came to these knives and one I could do without at this particular moment.

      After several more seconds, the Durant turned and began to weave an exception into Mo’s magic—something that absolutely should not have been possible. Not by anyone unfamiliar with her magic, at any rate. Mo wasn’t just an ordinary witch—she was an old-fashioned mage, proficient in both elemental magic and spellcraft. She basically held more power in her pinkie finger than most witches had in their entire being.

      The only person who could have told her how to safely alter Mo’s spells was Max—but why would he do that if the Durant worked for a different faction?

      It made no sense.

      But then, few things did these days.

      I tightened my grip on Nex’s hilt, then stepped clear of the shelving and silently walked forward.

      “I’d rather you didn’t weave a door into our magic for your hulking friend,” I said, voice flat. “The last time one of those bastards got in here, he half destroyed the place.”

      She made no sound or response; she didn’t even look around. She simply wrapped the shadows back around her body and disappeared from sight.

      Or so she thought.

      While I couldn’t physically see her, I could still see the blur of her shadows as she came at me. I had no idea whether this was due to my death grip on Nex or a result of my deepening connection with Luc Durant—a Blackbird who did hold a seat at the round table—but either way, it was a useful development.

      Particularly in a situation like this.

      I pretended to look around, as if confused by her sudden disappearance, but every sense I had was attuned to her silent approach. When the breeze of her incoming sword blow was close enough to wash across my skin, I dove away, rolled back up, then spun and lashed out with one booted foot, attempting to kick her legs out from underneath her.

      She didn’t fall. Not entirely.

      Once again, the air gave warning. I drew Nex and Vita, then thrust upright to meet the blow. Sparks flew as the crossed blades caught and held invisible steel. Nex’s lightning flared brighter and, just for an instant, I heard a scream—one that was high-pitched and not of this world.

      I frowned but sent Nex’s lightning up the sword onto its hilt, and then across the hand that held it. The stench of burning skin filled the air, and the woman hissed, quickly releasing her weapon. But as the sword clattered to the floor near my feet, the shadows moved, giving me a brief glimpse of the knuckle-duster coming straight at my face. I leaned back but not fast enough. Metal scraped across my chin, drawing blood.

      I lashed out with Vita, slicing through flesh and bone as easily as shadow. Blood sprayed, and the woman howled, a sound of agony and fury combined. I didn’t give her time to react—I stepped back, raised a booted foot, and kicked at the deep center of her shadowed form. There was a grunt, followed by a crash. The shelving shook as books and a body fell to the floor. I rebalanced and watched as the shadows unraveled around my attacker.

      She didn’t get up. There was blood on her face, a deep cut on her left arm, and part of her hand was gone. I glanced down and saw the missing digits still wrapped around the sword’s grip.

      An odd whistling had my head snapping around. The mutant man-mountain now stood in the doorway, and the energy whip lit the air as it cracked toward me.

      I cursed and dropped low. The blow that would have taken off my head sheered instead through the shelf behind me, destroying the long line of potions stacked there and sending glass and liquid flying.

      As the whip recoiled, I leapt up and followed it, Nex and Vita gripped tight in readiness. Lightning rolled down their sides and filled the darkness with their eagerness to kill.

      The man-mountain turned and ran.

      My footsteps were loud on the old flagstones as I chased after him. Both blades were afire, the lightning deadly snakes ready to strike.

      I dashed out onto the pavement and skidded to a halt. The man-mountain was a dozen buildings away already. For a big man, he was fast.

      But not fast enough.

      I crossed the knives and smoked his ass.

      As his ashes washed down the drain, I went back into our store and locked the door behind me. I had no idea if there were more Durants or demons out there, but it never hurt to be careful.

      The stairs creaked, and I glanced up, my grip briefly tightening on Nex’s hilt.

      It was Mo, not more bad guys.

      “What happened up there?” I sheathed the knives and walked across the room. The Durant’s breathing was rapid and thready, but her eyelids fluttered, suggesting she was on the cusp of consciousness. Which was good, because we definitely needed to question the bitch.

      “A couple of minor demons attempted to get through, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle.” Mo followed me through the room. “Who’s this?”

      “The Durant who was attempting to install a gateway in your magic so a man-mountain with an energy whip could enter.”

      She frowned. “Most Durants aren’t capable of magic—”

      “Luc and two of his sisters are, and they surely can’t be the only ones.” I squatted next to my captive and started going through her pockets. They contained her car keys but nothing else of importance.

      “Yes, but Luc is also a knight of the round table.”

      I frowned up at her. “Becoming one of the twelve gives them magic?”

      “In a sense, yes. When they’re matched with the soul blade, they gain the knowledge and power of the witch within. And his sisters inherited their magic from their Lancaster grandmother, did they not?”

      “Yes, but that only adds weight to my initial comment.”

      She grunted—though whether that meant she agreed or not I couldn’t say—then knelt beside me and lightly pressed her hands either side of the woman’s temple. Her fingers lit with a golden glow as she probed the woman’s injuries and then began the healing process. After several minutes, both the cut on the woman’s arm and the skin where her fingers had been severed healed over. Which I suspected wouldn’t please our captive, but missing fingers were a small price to pay for working with Darkside.

      Despite Mo’s healing touch, the woman didn’t wake. In fact, she seemed to slip into deeper unconsciousness. I frowned at Mo as she withdrew her touch. “You’re not going to wake her so we can question her?”

      “No, I’m not. As I said, I’m a little peeved over these constant attacks. Besides, she’s a Durant. They don’t crack easily.”

      “Speaking from experience, I take it?”

      I unzipped the woman’s jacket and patted her down, but there was no ID or anything else that might provide a clue as to who she was. I guess that wasn’t really surprising; she obviously knew the danger of attacking us and had no doubt divested herself of any means of identification beforehand.

      “I came across a couple of them back in the day when I was working as an interrogator for the High Council,” Mo was saying, “Not all Durants followed legal lines.”

      “Which I guess could be expected given their skill set. They’d make excellent thieves.”

      “It was more the assassination business that called them to our attention.” She frowned. “It’s rather an odd move for Darkside to send a Durant here, though.”

      “Not really. Not if their goal was simply to kill you and capture me.”

      “But in failing, they’ve very much revealed the depth of their infiltration into witch families. I wouldn’t have thought they’d be so sure of their position and strength at this point to risk it.”

      I motioned to the sword. “She was bearing what I think is a revamped version of the soul swords. Maybe they intended to sow confusion and doubt.”

      “Unlikely, given no one who knows anything at all about soul blades would ever mistake that thing for one. Whatever the hell it contained, it certainly didn’t follow the light.”

      “Most of those in soul blades didn’t either. They were placed in the sword as penance for fraternizing with Darkside.”

      A smile twitched her lips. “I think it safe to say they were doing a whole lot more than merely fraternizing. But still I don’t believe a soul inhabited this blade. I think it was a demon.”

      My gaze darted to the sword. “An actual demon? How in the hell is that possible?”

      “Anything is possible when it comes to the right spell, and dark elves do have a history of subjugating others to their will.”

      No doubt. “But what use would an actual demon be? It’s not like that can impart any sort of magical energy to help with a kill.”

      “No, but it’s not beyond the realm of feasibility that they could imbue the user with physical strength. There were plenty of such items in ancient times.”

      I frowned. “I was under the impression that the means of creating soul blades—and whatever this thing is—had been forgotten.”

      “We did. They obviously didn’t.” She rose. “I’ll keep an eye on our captive. You might want to grab her keys and go see if you can find her car. And call Luc on your way. He can organize for the preternatural boys to come and pick her up.”

      The Preternatural Division was a part of the National Crime Agency and had both witches and psi talents on their books to help investigate supernatural and magical crimes. They’d gotten involved in this whole mess after a number of possible heirs for the Witch King’s crown had turned up dead.

      Max, eliminating the competition and ensuring he was the only one able to draw Elysian.

      My eyebrows rose. “And you can’t call him because …?”

      “Because I’m an interfering old bird who has a vested interest in seeing you and him hook up.”

      “Do I want to know what this vested interest might be—aside from the satisfaction of proving you were right about him being my destiny, that is? Or should I just ignore the whole thing as per usual?”

      She grinned. “Luc knows. I’ve gone into great detail with the man.”

      I gave her a long look. “About what?”

      “Grandbairns, of course. I want lots of them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be expecting babies from me anytime soon—especially when we haven’t even had sex yet. And, besides, you already have two.”

      Which had been an utterly surprising revelation and no real cause for celebration. Max’s only intention in having kids had been to secure his line of succession. His twins—a boy and a girl—were currently under our guard, and while Max had made no attempt as yet to get them back, I had no doubt he would.

      Mo’s amusement faded. “Yes, and I suspect it’s going to take years for us to unpick the damage Darkside has done to them both.”

      I frowned. “Riona seemed relatively untouched by darkness.”

      “Reign is not. But that’s a problem for after we’ve stopped your brother and Darkside. Go.”

      I picked up the keys, dragged on a coat, and then headed out. The wind whipped around me and the rain hit hard, blowing me back a step or two before I caught my balance and trudged on.

      There were double yellow lines down most of the street, so unless you had off-street parking—we did, thanks to the old blacksmith building Mo had bought quite a few years ago—there was no legitimate place to stop. Not that those in league with Darksiders would be all that worried about rules. I headed in the same direction the man-mountain had been running. There might be no parking this side of the old bridge but the other side did have several out-of-hours sections. I couldn’t imagine the Blackbird would have risked allowing man-mountain to walk too far, dead of night or not. His size and shape made him not only easy to spot but also signaled to anyone who knew anything about demons and Darkside exactly what he was.

      I ran over the bridge and spotted a Ford Transit van sitting in front of the small café just down from the corner intersection. I clicked the remote, and the lights flashed in response. My hand drifted to Nex’s hilt, but her steel remained silent. No demons waited within the van’s dark confines. Whether anything else did was a question that could only be answered the hard way.

      I moved around to the back of the van, gripped the handles, then opened the doors and jumped back.

      Nothing attacked. The inside of the van was as empty as the front. I closed the doors, then walked around to the driver side and climbed in. The cab reeked of demon, and I half gagged, trying to breathe through my nose but nevertheless feeling the creature’s foul scent coat the back of my throat.

      After a cursory look around the cabin, finding nothing of note, I flipped open the center console. Inside was a shitload of rubbish. Whoever owned this van really liked his or her jelly babies, because there were multiple packets of them, most empty. I dumped them all onto the passenger seat and found, at the very bottom, a pink diamanté-decorated phone case. I unlatched it; there were four pockets inside, one containing cash and the other three cards. The first was a credit card, the second her license. Our Blackbird’s name was Noelle Durant, she was twenty-five years old, and she lived in Taunton, which if I remembered correctly was somewhere in Somerset. The third … My stomach dropped. The third was an ID. Our Blackbird worked for the Preternatural Division.

      And that, no doubt, explained how the damn demons had so easily uncovered the hospital where the preternatural team had been keeping my cousin Gareth, and why they’d unleashed such a strong force against the team’s defenses there. They’d been well informed of exactly what to expect by our traitorous witch.

      I shoved the ID back into its pocket and then hit the power button on the phone. It was one of the newer models with facial recognition, and immediately asked for a pin when mine was naturally rejected. As the keypad flashed up, my gaze was drawn to the shaded image behind it. It was of a smiling family—four men and five women—and they all shared the same facial structure, jade green eyes, and black hair. In the photo the Blackbird currently unconscious on our shop’s floor had her arm around the waist of a man I knew very, very well.

      If this photo was anything to go by, Noelle Durant was Luc’s sister.
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      I swore and scrubbed a hand across my eyes. While I’d never actually met any of Luc’s siblings, I knew from the few bits and pieces he’d said about them that they were a close-knit family. This was going to hit him hard.

      I stared down at the picture for several more seconds, wondering why on earth Luc’s sister would betray her family like this when she obviously—if this lock-screen picture was anything to go by—cared about them.

      I took a deep breath and released it slowly. I couldn’t call the preternatural boys. Not without warning Luc first.

      I got out my phone and rang him. The call almost immediately flipped over to voicemail and asked me to leave a message.

      “Luc, it’s Gwen. I need you to ring me as soon as you get this. It’s—”

      “I’m here,” he said, his deep, velvety voice sounding somewhat harassed. “Sorry, I was in a late-night meeting. Everything okay?”

      No, it isn’t. I briefly closed my eyes, gathering courage. “I need you to come to our store right away.”

      “That’s impossible, because I’m in London and it’ll take me hours to get to Ainslyn. What’s happened?”

      I hesitated, still reluctant to hurt him with the news his sister was working for the other side. And yet, was it not better he hear it from me first rather than anyone else? “Our store was broken into again—”

      “Why the hell are you there, rather than the safe house?”

      “Because I didn’t have the energy to fly all the way back—”

      “There’s a multitude of other accommodation possibilities between King Island and Southport that would have been—”

      “Will you just shut up and let me finish?”

      “Seeing you asked so nicely, please do proceed.” There was an edge of amusement in his tone—one that would sadly disappear all too soon.

      “A couple demons and another of those giant half-bloods wielding an energy whip broke in, but this time they were accompanied by a sword-bearing Durant.”

      He sucked in a breath. “It can’t be one of the twelve. They’re all here.”

      “It wasn’t. It’s a woman.”

      “The sword wasn’t soul-gifted, then?”

      “Unfortunately, it was, though it was a demon rather than a witch.”

      “But that’s—”

      “Don’t say impossible, because there’s been a ton of recent events that have proven there’s no such thing as impossible when it comes to this sort of shit.”

      He half laughed. “True enough. Is the woman still alive?”

      “Yes, and the sword is now inactive. Nex and Vita burned the demon from the blade.”

      “I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “Neither did I until it happened.”

      “Have you called Jason yet?”

      Jason was the man in charge of the preternatural team working the case, and a good friend of Luc’s. “Not yet. I thought I’d better give you the heads-up first.”

      “Thanks, but there’re plenty of Durants out there, and not all of them play on the right side of the tracks. There’s nothing I can do that Jason can’t.”

      “That’s not why I called you first.”

      “Then why?” He paused. “You have her name?”

      “I do.” I hesitated again. “It’s Noelle Durant.”

      “My sister? No, it can’t be. She wouldn’t—”

      “Luc,” I cut in softly, “there’s a picture of you and a group I presume to be your family on her phone.”

      The silence seemed to stretch on forever. I climbed out of the van, shoved Noelle’s phone into my pocket, and walked back toward the shop. The rain ran like tears down my face.

      “Is the phone in a case that’s pink and decorated with diamantés?” he asked eventually.

      “Yes.”

      He swore. “I gave her that for Christmas last year.”

      “I’m sorry, Luc.” Which seemed a totally inadequate statement, but I knew he’d understand the intent behind it.

      “So am I.” Footsteps echoed down the phone line—he was on the move. “Look, I don’t care how, keep her at the shop. I’ve a friend with a helicopter who owes me a favor, so it won’t take me much longer than the preternatural boys to get there.”

      “Okay.”

      “Thanks.”

      The line went dead. I took another of those deep breaths that didn’t do much to ease the churning in my gut, and pushed open the shop’s door.

      Mo was behind the service counter making a pot of tea. She’d obviously swept up the broken glass but Noelle remained where she’d fallen, though a rolled-up coat now lay under her head and a blanket had been draped over her body. Obviously, Mo had decided she wasn’t going to wake any time soon.

      Mo briefly glanced at me as she poured tea into her cup and my mug. “Anything?”

      I leaned against the counter and tugged off my sodden boots and socks. The flagstones under my feet were unexpectedly warm. It was almost as if heat was rising up from the earth. “Her name’s Noelle. She’s Luc’s sister.”

      Mo’s eyebrows rose. “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “He’s currently on his way here via helicopter. He wants us to hold her until he arrives, even if the preternatural team want to whisk her away.”

      “And you’ve rung them?”

      “Not yet. I figured he had the right to talk to her first.”

      “I’m not sure Jason and his crew would agree with that. Biscuit?”

      She held out the opened packet of Chocolate Hobnobs, and I plucked out a couple. Given it was unlikely we’d get back to sleep anytime soon, the crunchy, oaty goodness at least made a vague pass at being breakfast food.

      “I’ll call them in half an hour. That way, they should arrive the same time as Luc, depending on where exactly they are at the moment.” I accepted the mug she pushed my way with a nod of thanks.

      Mo leaned back against the counter. “I’m thinking once this particular mess is sorted out, we should make an effort to find the king’s sword.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “And how exactly are we going to do that? Fly around England with the ring in our claws, waiting for it to spotlight where it lies?”

      A smile tugged at her lips. “Not a bad idea but one that will take altogether too long.”

      “We could go ask Vivienne for clarification. I mean, she’s the Lady of the Lake and she made the goddamn sword. She has to know where it is.”

      “If Vivienne had been inclined to tell us, she most certainly would have already.”

      “Old goddesses,” I noted, “are very annoying.”

      Mo laughed. “Always. But I was thinking there might be a more ready reference to hand.”

      I frowned. “Like what?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Are you forgetting the old book of fables you bought back from Jackie’s after she was attacked?”

      Jackie was a longtime friend of Mo’s, and a witch who’d been studying and documenting the Witch King’s line for almost as long as she’d been alive. She was also one of the two people guarding Max’s twins.

      “Yes, but it didn’t give any indication of where the sword was. It’s just lots of lovely pictures of three witch kings and multiple others.”

      “And what of the backgrounds? There’s a reason your instincts centered on that book—you need to trust them more.”

      “I do trust them. I’m standing here right now because I trusted the damn things. But when it comes to information, they’re often as recalcitrant as old goddesses.”

      She laughed again. “Go get the book.”

      I put my mug down, snagged another Hobnob, and munched on it as I ran upstairs. The book of fables was still sitting on the coffee table, hidden in the middle of a number of other tomes, all of which smelled older than Methuselah. I pulled it out and lifted it. The title on the front was written in Latin, which I couldn’t read, but the handwritten transcription on the inside cover said its full title was The Fables of Kings from the Time of Swords. It was an absolute work of art—even the leather cover was an intricately carved and beautiful piece of work.

      I headed back downstairs and placed it on the counter. Mo carefully opened it up and began to look through the vellum pages. Each one was exquisitely and lavishly decorated, the colorful illustrations still vibrant, beautiful, and in many cases, inked with gold.

      The three witch kings were all in there, along with many others whose names I didn’t recognize. Interestingly, on second viewing, I realized the sword the three witch kings carried was far plainer than the ones held aloft by the others.

      I mentioned it to Mo, and she smiled. “Because when a sword holds true power, there is no need for ornamentation.”

      “We’re talking about kings here.” My voice was dry. “And have you ever met a man who wasn’t into the whole ‘mine is bigger and better than yours’ thing? Even Uhtric wasn’t immune to that propensity, if the somewhat elaborate design of the sword he left in the stone was anything to go by.”

      A smile twitched her lips. “There were two who didn’t care for ostentatious displays of wealth, but for the most part, you’re right.”

      She stopped at Uhtric’s image, which also happened to be the final one in the book, even though he wasn’t the last of the witch kings. Like many of the other illustrations, he sat astride a warhorse with his sword raised. Unlike the others, lightning burned from the sword’s tip and raced across storm-clad skies that answered in kind.

      “Did Uhtric call down lightning to kill the demons?” I asked.

      “Many times. But as you’ve discovered with the blades, it’s neither easy nor without risk.”

      “At least he lived to tell the tale. Cedric didn’t.” The second king to bear the sword to war had apparently been vaporized by the forces that had run through him—though thankfully not before he’d managed to contain Darkside and relock the main gateway.

      “Cedric was a moron who was warned multiple times not to raise Elysian’s full power when he wasn’t in the gray.” She tapped the page lightly with one finger. “The background in this is rather odd—it’s not a battleground or victory procession like most of the others.”

      I leaned forward and studied the image. I hadn’t really noticed it the last time I’d looked, but Mo was right—the gently rolling hills were a rather odd choice for a king not only portrayed in full battle armor but who’d won a major battle and saved all of England.

      “What background have Cedric’s and Aldred’s pictures got?”

      She carefully turned the pages back until she found Cedric’s. “Different angle but that’s definitely the same hill.”

      The hill in question vaguely resembled a man lying down, with a stony, beak-like nose. “And Aldred’s?”

      His image was close to the beginning of the tome, and the odd-looking hill made another appearance, albeit from yet another different angle.

      “It can’t be a coincidence,” I said. “Not given all the other images have very different backgrounds.”

      “I wouldn’t think so.” She took a drink of tea and contemplated the image for several seconds. “I have to say, it looks vaguely familiar, but for the life of me, I can’t place where it is.”

      I got my phone out. “I’ll Google ‘hills that look like people lying down’—there can’t be that many of them.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “It surely couldn’t be that easy.”

      “Why not? It’s about time something was.”

      “True enough.” She pushed away from the counter. “I’d better go check on our captive. It feels like she’s stirring.”

      I glanced across the room but couldn’t see any sign of movement. But then, I was neither a mage nor a healer attuned to the human body. “Where’s her sword?”

      “On the shelf above the hand creams. I thought the Blackbirds might want to examine it.”

      “To what purpose? It’s not like they can replicate the spell to force a soul into servitude, and besides, they’ve lost the skill to mold steel into swords capable of holding souls, haven’t they?”

      “As I said earlier, yes, but in truth, nothing is ever lost if you know where to look for it.” She bent to examine Noelle and after a few seconds, grunted. “Consciousness is definitely surfacing; these damn Durants can never be trusted to react as expected.”

      “Tell me about it,” I muttered as I typed in the search parameters.

      “I suspect that’s frustration with one particular Durant speaking.”

      She suspected right. The damn man had determined nothing would happen between us until the threat of a war with Darkside was over. He was also utterly ignoring my sensible response that given we might not survive said war, it would be far better to grab satisfaction now while we still could. He might not be made of stone, but he certainly had a core of steel. Nothing I’d said or done so far had changed his mind.

      I glanced down at my phone as the search results popped up. “Apparently there’re eight natural structures that resemble people. Four are sleeping giants, one that supposedly resembles the profile of a queen, and three are standing stones.”

      “Where are the four?”

      “Bute, Arran, Powys, and Bodmin Moor.”

      “Bodmin?” She rose and walked back. “That’s a definite possibility.”

      “Any particular reason why?”

      “Vivienne had a penchant for a couple of the lakes out that way. It was a long time ago—way before Uhtric’s time—but it’s worth checking.”

      “You think the sword’s in a lake? Wouldn’t that have a detrimental effect on the steel?”

      She gave me the look—one that said “don’t be daft.” “You’re talking about a weapon made by a woman who lives in water.”

      “Which doesn’t mean anything given the old gods did like mixing things up when it came to humanity.”

      “True, but Vivienne for the most part has a soft spot for us.”

      “A soft spot that has in the past killed thousands.” I held up a hand to forestall Mo’s response. “And yes, I know she had her reasons.”

      Her mouth twitched. “In truth, they weren’t always good ones. Something as simple as an unsatisfactory tithe could have dire consequences.”

      “Thank god we don’t have to tithe her these days, then.” I glanced at the time. “I’d better ring Jason.”

      She poured us both another cup of tea while I did so and then asked, “How long?”

      “Half an hour.” I leaned a hip against the counter and plucked another biscuit out of the packet. To hell with calories or the waistline. “We driving or flying to Bodmin Moor?”

      “Flying would be safer given what happened at the bridge.” She studied me for a second. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “The ring only reacts when it touches my skin, which means I’ll probably have to be in human form to use it.”

      “We can hire a car once we get there. No biggie.” She pursed her lips. “I might ring Barney and let him know we probably won’t make it back to Southport tonight.”

      Barney was her current lover and head of Ainslyn’s witch council. “Ask him if his nephew has enhanced those photos you took of the King’s Stone yet. It might be handy to know what the inscription actually says.”

      “I will.” She picked up her cup and headed for the stairs. “Keep an eye on her, just in case.”

      I nodded, waited until she’d made it up to the landing, and then pulled the pink phone out of my pocket and padded across to our captive. It took a couple of tries, but I eventually positioned it correctly to recognize her face and got the phone unlocked
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