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Daniel liked to cut through Richmond Park on the way home. Even at the end of October, he enjoyed going through the largest urban parkland in Europe, with its formal gardens and ancient oak trees, and herds of red and fallow deer.

At 6pm it was already dark, so he stuck to the road, but he glimpsed the deer in the shadows of the oaks. He walked quickly on his long legs, more out of habit than because he was in a hurry, but Abby wasn't there to slow him down.

His phone rang, and Abby asked when he would get home.

"I'm almost there, honey, give me another five minutes."

The sound of a whole herd running made him turn around while he put away his phone, and he saw them crossing the road as if they were pursued, making the cars brake to avoid them.

And then he saw the hunters – black, huge, hideous, riding on black horses and large black goats, with jet black hounds running with them. He even heard them sounding and winding their horns, but the cars didn't stop or slow down, as if they couldn't see them, passing through the ghostly party as if they weren't there.

Daniel stared at the twenty or thirty huntsmen, incredulous, as they vanished in the shadows behind the deer. The animals had seen them, humans hadn't, except him. He was rather special, though, hence he'd been able to see what definitely looked like the Wild Hunt of folklore, a chase led by a mythological figure escorted by a ghostly or supernatural group of hunters engaged in pursuit.

He hadn't recognized the leader of the hunt, but they'd gone too fast and he'd been too surprised to immediately go after them. He could catch up with them if he waited for the traffic to stop and let him cross, but they weren't worth the pursuit.

Seeing the Wild Hunt was thought to forebode some catastrophe such as war or plague, or at best the death of the one who witnessed it. He knew the latter wouldn't be the case. Or even people encountering the Hunt being abducted to the underworld or the fairy kingdom. He knew where the Wild Hunt came from. Elsewhere, the world of Elementals where his own father belonged.

His half-blood allowed him to see cryptids and mythical creatures who trespassed on Earth. But in his thirty years he hadn't met many. He knew how to deal with them, but this was different. The Wild Hunt had come and gone with no damage to humans, only scaring the deer of the park.

It must be a sign something was wrong, the world was out of order and in flux, a dangerous place. He should consult with his house fairies, but without Abby listening in. He might be a half-blood with some magic, but she had none, and knew nothing of his true nature.

He resumed walking even faster, in order to get home as soon as possible. He was definitely late, no wonder Abby had called him. He was almost out of breath when he reached the flat he shared with her.

The stylish apartment had one bedroom with a king size bed and one bathroom, a cozy living room with an ottoman and a small kitchen. The flat came with a balcony and free parking outside the building. Not that he took the car to go to work, but he owned one – a battered Ford Focus that had been his first car and his mother's gift for his eighteenth birthday.

Abby was blonde and petite, barely reaching his shoulders. She had to stand on tiptoe to give him a kiss. Her golden mane was in a short bob framing her heart-shaped face and fleshy lips. She was very pretty, with the right curves in the right places, and they'd moved in together a year ago, after his mother passed away and she fought with her own family.

"I'm going to take a shower," he told her, leaning to give her a peck on the forehead.

"Sure. I'll be here. Cooking." She shrugged.

She looked a little grumpy. Maybe she was tired. Working in retail with Halloween so close must be really stressful. He was glad to have a white-collar job with a multi-national company, and to deal only with colleagues all over the world instead of the public.

He went to the bedroom to grab clean, comfy clothes. The house fairies were waiting for him, their butterfly wings fluttering behind them, half a dozen tiny women with long hair and short tunics.

Since they tended to talk all at the same time, he had long ago imposed the rule that only one of them should speak for all. They had followed him when he had moved out of the flat where he'd grown up with his mother by hiding in his things.

If he had hoped to get rid of them with the move, he'd have been very disappointed, but in fact he'd been relieved to find them all in the new place. He would have missed them, even if he was the only one who could see them.

Iris Honeytwig had a golden mane, a short yellow tunic and yellow butterfly wings with dark brown edges. She had golden bracelets on her arms and yellow flats on her feet, and she was the only one who followed him into the bathroom, where they could talk without Abby thinking he was talking to himself. The sound of the shower running would cover their whispers.

"The Wild Hunt came," he said. "What have you heard from Elsewhere?"

The tiny house fairies were always in contact with Elsewhere. He had to take the ghost bus to talk to his father or anyone else, but the house fairies were connected to the magic world they came from.

"The Shadows are moving," she answered. "The Wild Hunt is a warning. Beware of the Shadows."

He scoffed. Not very helpful. He knew Shadow Elementals were tricky.

His father, Lunhris, was an Air Elemental with pale blond hair and wings of the same color. Daniel had inherited his blue eyes and the skill of manipulating air, as well as being as fast as the wind when necessary.

"Should I go Elsewhere?" he asked.

"I think this war will be fought on Earth," Iris Honeytwig answered gravely. "You should try to find other half-bloods and form a team."

"And where am I supposed to find other half-bloods?" he retorted. "On the ghost bus, maybe?"

"You're not the only half-blood in London," she replied. "I'm sure you'll meet the others soon, one way or another. You are all magnets for Shadows and cryptids, just keep your eyes open – and be ready to defend yourself."

"I'm always ready," he assured her entering the shower.

He joined Abby with his short dark hair still damp, and helped her finish preparing dinner and setting the table. She admitted she'd had a bad day at work, and she was tired. He told her they could go to bed early for a change, and cuddle under the covers, which seemed to please her.

They did watch some TV before retiring to the bedroom, though. A brief good-night kiss and they lay side by side in the dark.

And then he felt her moving over him, straddling and kissing him, her hands slipping under his pajama and touching him everywhere. He tried to protest what felt like an assault, but she closed his mouth with hers.

She tasted and felt different, but he was too aroused to stop himself. The room was darker than usual and only later did he realize he had felt something was off. Abby was bigger, heavier and different. And he had felt pinned to the bed, like a prisoner.

"It wasn't Abby," Iris Honeytwig's tiny voice was right next to his ear. "You both were visited. We couldn't stop them."

Daniel sat and switched on the light on the nightstand. Abby seemed asleep, but it wasn't a peaceful sleep. He shook her awake.

"Are you all right, honey?" he asked, worried.

"No, leave me alone," she muttered, rolling over to give him her back.

He glanced at Iris Honeytwig who nodded eloquently. Sighing, he switched off the light and lay down to sleep again. He should really get on the ghost bus and ask his father for advice. If the Shadows were targeting him, he had to find a way to protect himself and Abby.
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Daniel woke up in anguish. The memory of the nightmarish visit seemed to linger in the room. Abby was still grumpy, and as they sipped their morning tea, she accused him of forcing himself on her the previous night.

He apologized profusely and promised never to do it again – although he hadn't done anything and had been abused himself, but she had no idea of the danger they were in – which seemed to appease her.

They parted for the day to their respective jobs, and he decided to leave the office early to go to Richmond Park. He knew in the depths of the wilderness there was a particular oak that could channel Herne the Hunter, and the ghost might know something of what was going on.

If the mythical being couldn't help, he'd go to Elsewhere and talk with his father. He would need a full day off, and he knew he had meetings today he couldn't miss, but he could leave at 5pm instead of staying longer like he had done the day before.

The sun set around half past five, so by the time he got to Richmond Park, it would be dark enough for the ghost to be moderately visible. At lunchtime he checked in with Abby who was feeling a little better, but still felt tired.

He told her to talk to a doctor, since she might be going down with the flu. It was flu season, after all. She muttered something about "not the flu" but added they'd talk about it when they got home, so he left it at that.

At 5pm sharp he left the office building in Central London and took the Tube to Richmond. When he got off the Tube and stepped into the street, the sun had set. Instead of taking the bus, he headed for the park.

The red and fallow deer watched him pass by, mostly ignoring him. The wind still seemed to carry a residue of the stench that had followed the Wild Hunt the previous evening.

He reached the particular oak tree and checked nobody was around, but it was too deep in the wilderness for people to wander that way after sunset.

Herne the Hunter was a ghost associated with Windsor Forest and Great Park in Berkshire, but Daniel knew he could be called to any oak old enough to stand in for the original one. He stood in front of the old tree and invoked the spirit of Herne the Hunter.

Soon the ghost, a man with antlers growing from his head and carrying shaking chains seemed to emerge from the tree. He glared at Daniel with shifting eyes that faded to black holes in a white mist and back to human.

"Greeting, Herne the Hunter. I am Daniel, son of Lunhris, and I wish to ask you a few questions about the Wild Hunt."

"You saw us, huh?" The ghost smirked. "I thought there was some half-blood hanging out last night. What do you want to know?"

"What do you portend? Why did Shadows visit me and my girlfriend who is completely human?"

"Beware of the Shadow conspiracy, half-blood. They're out for you people. They're awakening their own half-bloods, and soon there will be war."

"War with the Shadows?" he asked, puzzled. "Why?"

"This I do not know," the ghost answered with contempt. "I am not privy to their secrets."

Of course, he was a ghost, not a Shadow.

The Shadow Elementals supposedly ruled the underworld. Maybe they wanted to be under the sun, like the rest of them. Maybe they wanted to rule on Earth, and for that they needed to get rid of half-bloods.

The ghost quickly faded after that, leaving him in the darkness of the park. He found his way back to the street with the help of his phone's torch and headed home, lost in thought.

His Elemental father had vanished when he was five years old, breaking his mother's heart and making her miscarry the baby she was expecting, so Daniel remained the only child of a widow. Elemental spouses must be kept secret, or they vanished, forgetting their human spouse and offspring.

Daniel had rekindled his relationship with Lunhris in his teens, when his half-blood had awakened and the house fairies had explained to him what the strange silver coins that had his name on them were for.

He knew that in the new millennium all Elementals were retiring Elsewhere, except the Shadows. Water, Fire, Air and Earth had stopped having half-bloods at the end of the 20th century, but clearly Shadows were still doing it.

And they mated with humans as incubi or succubi, as he had experienced the night before. Two of them had come to his bedroom, taking both him and Abby. Hopefully they hadn't impregnated her.

He hurried home, worried for his girlfriend's health. She wasn't back yet, so he texted her to ask her if she needed anything. She answered they should order takeaway for dinner, because she didn't feel like cooking.

So he suggested they dined out, since apparently they had some talking to do, and she agreed. He booked a table in a smart, intimate restaurant decorated with film posters for a relaxed Italian dinner by candle light, and waited for her to get home.

They always went to that restaurant for important talks. The service was kind and friendly. The food was delicious and extremely well prepared. It wasn't a big place, but it had a great atmosphere.

They both loved the pasta, but tonight both decided to opt for the pizza, which turned out to be the best one they'd had in London, and they'd had many, especially when they went out with friends.

Daniel held Abby's hand throughout the meal, and she slowly seemed to get back to her old sunny self.

"Did you go to the doctor?" he asked as they waited for dessert.

"No need." She shrugged and looked away. "I know what's wrong."

"And what is it?" he asked, worried.

She looked him in the eye. "I'm pregnant." She squeezed his fingers. "I was waiting for the weekend to tell you. We're both always so tired during the week."

He took her hand in both of his.

"Oh, my... I'm so happy! Should we get married right away?"

She giggled.

"No rush," she assured him. "It's barely two months. We have time to plan it – if we feel like we need a piece of paper, that is."

Her parents were divorced, and she didn't have a good opinion of marriage. Considering how her parents had fought over custody of their children when they split up, and how she had alienated both of them when she'd become an adult, he couldn't blame her.

His own father had vanished pretty early and his mother had never remarried, so she had never pressured him into tying the knot with Abby. She might have wished for a grandchild, especially when cancer was ravaging her, but she had never asked them to provide her with a baby.

Although she did ask Abby to move in with Daniel when she was gone, which they had done, albeit in a new, smaller place. As for getting married... maybe in the next life.

They'd been together for five years, and now they lived under the same roof. They didn't need a piece of paper to seal their love, although they might get one for the sake of their children. But, like Abby said, there was no hurry in doing that.

He was relieved to hear she was already pregnant when the Shadow had forced himself on her. She was carrying his baby, not a half-Shadow.

The Tiramisù was delicious, like the rest. They went home hand in hand and cuddled until they fell asleep in each other's arms.
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Jessica liked the semidetached house Justin and his family lived in. The British dream house in Greater London was so different from the apartment she shared with her mother! Sometimes she dreamed of getting one too, possibly when she got married and started having kids.

She was twenty-nine and had been going out with Justin for a couple of years now, but they hadn't discussed moving in together or getting married yet. She thought they made a nice couple, him blond and blue-eyed, her with slightly exotic looks inherited from a Chinese father she had never met, since he had vanished before her birth.

She relaxed in Justin's arms, thinking it was good to cuddle after a day's work. His house was quiet and they were the only ones in, curled up on his bed in his upper-floor bedroom. London could be cozy even in November if one was with the right person.

His bedroom was at the back of the house and quite small, but at least he didn't have to share like his sisters who slept together in the bigger bedroom at the front of the house.

His hand caressed her arm, sending shivers down her spine, and she sighed, closing her eyes in bliss.

"You're hotter than ever," he whispered in her ear.

"Hasn't the central heating kicked in?" she asked, puzzled. "It seems to be pretty warm in here."

"No, the heating is broken, that's why I'm glad you're here," he replied. "I was freezing all day and the engineer didn't show up to repair the boiler."

"Weird, I'm actually sweating." She sat up and looked around the room. She leaned across to touch the radiator, but it was cold. "The central heating is still not working!"

"I told you the engineer didn't show up," he replied with a shrug.

"Do you smell smoke?" Her eyes went to the window. "Look!" She pointed outside, frowning.

Curling smoke came up from the backyard, as if someone had lit a bonfire under the window. Guy Fawkes Day had come and gone, and besides it was late afternoon, who would be so stupid as to light a bonfire on a weekday and leave it unattended?

He went to open the window and check, and the smell of burning plastic and paper filled the room, making them cough.

"Shit, there's a fire somewhere!" she said, jumping to her feet.

The floor felt very hot. The kitchen was right under Justin's bedroom.

"It's from the house!" he said, incredulous.

"Did you leave the kettle on when you made tea?" she asked.

"No! I haven't been to the kitchen since lunchtime!" he answered, worried.

They both rushed out of the bedroom to a column of smoke coming up the staircase. Now they could hear the flames crackling under their feet – the kitchen was on fire and it was spreading fast.

"Jesus!" Justin grabbed his phone and dialed 999 to report the fire. They told him to get out of the house if possible, and that the fire brigade would be there in five minutes.

Justin stared worried at the flames that blocked the way out, since the carpet of the entrance hall was on fire, but Jessica wasn't afraid.

"I'll get the front door open," she said, determined.

She ran down and pulled the door wide open.

"Come on, jump!" she told Justin, who stared wide-eyed at her from the staircase.

He hesitated, then jumped from the last steps and ran out of the front door. His shirt was on fire, and she quickly extinguished it with her hands. Justin collapsed, moaning, as the sirens of the London Fire Brigade approached.

Jessica smelled burnt hair and cursed under her breath. Her sweater was on fire, so she rubbed her back against the house wall until she felt no more heat. Outside it was a chilly, cloudy November day and she hadn't grabbed her coat.

Four fire engines soon blocked the street and two dozen firefighters went to work to extinguish the fire. The London Ambulance Service crews also arrived to check on her and Justin, but she was fine, despite her clothes catching fire.

Justin, on the other hand, had slight burns and looked fairly shocked. The ambulance crew didn't take him to the hospital, though, and soon left since there were no other casualties.

Fire crews from Lewisham, Lee Green, Greenwich and Deptford fire stations were at the scene and it took them almost an hour to extinguish the fire. All the while Jessica stayed with Justin on the pavement, keeping him warm with her own body heat.

Justin's parents arrived when it was over, and Jessica went back inside to retrieve her coat and her purse. The upper floor was barely burned, but she could imagine the lower floor was mostly destroyed.

The engineer for the boiler arrived as she exited the house. A handsome firefighter in his forties, with amber eyes and a kind smile, stopped her before she reached the group of people gathered in front of the house.

"I know you're fireproof, but do you have any idea how this started?" he said.

"I'm not fireproof!" she snapped, glaring at him. "And no, I have no idea how the fire started in the kitchen! I was upstairs with Justin!"

"Ah, oblivious, I see." He pulled out a card. "Well, whenever you want to talk about it, call me."

She took the card, puzzled and upset, and he went back to his crew. Three of the four engines were leaving the scene.

She joined Justin and his parents who were still talking with the local brigade. The cause of the fire was still under investigation, and eventually they let her go. She headed for the bus stop, the words of the firefighter still haunting her. "Fireproof"? "Oblivious"?

She checked his name on the card. Harry Smith, Lewisham Fire Brigade. So he lived closer to her than Justin. The semidetached house was in Lee Green, and she shared an apartment with her mother in Lewisham.

She climbed on the red double-decker bus that took her back to Lewisham. Her mother called, worried, and she told her she was on her way.

"Do you want me to grab something to eat?" she asked.

Her mother sent her a short list, so she stopped at the supermarket before heading home. The apartment was up a flight of stairs in a rectangular three-story building with three main entrances. Each landing had two apartments opening onto it.

The small apartment had five rooms, all opening off the entrance hall. Her bedroom was the first door to the right, with the window opening on the front of the building. Next to it was the living-cum-dining room, then her mother's bedroom with the window opening on the back of the building, the bathroom and the small kitchen.

Her mother was in the kitchen, preparing dinner, and Jessica gave her the groceries before dropping her purse off in her bedroom. She also took off the burned sweater and threw it away before grabbing another.

Felix, the mackerel tabby they had adopted a few years ago, greeted her with a meow, and she quickly petted him before joining her mother.

"Sorry I'm late," she said.

"You were with Justin, right?" her mother asked, amused.

"Yes." She hesitated. "There was a fire at Justin's home, that's why I'm late."

"Oh! Did they find the cause?"

"No. The central heating was broken and nobody was in the kitchen, but still something caught fire and damaged the whole lower floor."

Her mother shook her head with a sigh.

Susan Taylor was as tall as her daughter, but that was the only thing they seemed to have in common. Susan had chestnut brown hair and blue eyes when she had met a dashing Chinese man at the British Museum, and they had started dating almost immediately. When she had found herself pregnant, he had already vanished on her.

Susan had never married nor had other children. She loved Jessica who loved her back fiercely, hence her husband would have to accept her mother's presence in the house. The boyfriends she'd had so far had eventually dumped her because they thought she was too dependent on her mother, but it was actually the opposite.

Now that she was an adult, she was the one who looked after her mother, whose hair had gone gray and who looked forward to retiring from teaching. That was why Jessica had started working at the bank, so she'd have a steady job that would allow her to help her mother pay the bills.

After their quiet dinner, Jessica went back to her room and texted Justin to make sure he was okay. He answered they were all dining out, since the kitchen was gone, but at least the boiler was repaired, so they'd have the central heating back for the night.

The master bedroom and Justin's room had been declared unsafe, so he and his parents would
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