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  Prologue

~ London, present day, Actualle ~


It was late as Verity Parker walked Fluffy, her aptly named Pomeranian, wincing against the cold wind. She’d fought with her boyfriend and had stormed out of their flat to get some space. How could he think having dinner with his ex was okay?! 
She walked blindly, seething with rage that boiled so much within her she couldn’t stay still, let alone think straight. Blood pounded in her ears, dulling the sounds of the evening traffic. As she stepped out to cross De Vere Gardens, the glare of headlights and screech of tyres greeted her; the driver gestured colourfully at her carelessness, blasting the horn for good measure. Heart thumping, she stumbled across to the other side and found herself on the outskirts of Hyde Park. It was a clear November evening and bitterly cold. The night sky was ablaze with stars that shone icily down upon the open green space of the Park. Cars, taxis and buses rumbled noisily along Kensington Road, west towards the High Street and east towards the City. 
Lights from offices and flats illuminated the edge of the park where Verity walked. She had stupidly not changed and only wore a onesie and Ugg boots and was freezing. Thank God it was dark, or else she’d be embarrassed and freezing. She swore under her breath: this was all Josh’s fault. She felt hollow, tears stung her eyes, and it hurt to breathe. 
Refusing to give in, Verity turned down one of Hyde Park’s many dimly lit walkways that led to The Serpentine Lake at its heart. There was the odd dog walker even at this late hour. 
Her mobile phone rang. Looking at the bright screen, she saw Josh’s face smiling up at her and viciously swiped it, cutting him off. The ass! He was the last person she wanted to talk to right now. Betrayal tasted bitter on her tongue. She continued to stomp along the path, fists clenched, nails digging deep, muttering as she went; Fluffy happily trotting by her side.
A howl disturbed the quiet of the night. 
Verity looked up with a frown. 
A responding howl echoed across the green lawns and trees. Then another and another. Glancing down, Verity noticed Fluffy’s fur was now on end. An extra long, extra loud howl reverberated across the park, and Fluffy began to growl. Not a light-hearted growl, but a deep guttural one that came from her belly.
“What’s going on, girl?” Verity asked, scooping her up and cradling her. Fluffy’s growls grew more and more pronounced. Verity could feel their vibrations and the thud-thud of her tiny heart beating wildly against her rib cage.
In the near-distance, Verity could hear the rustle of grass and splash of water as something, many things, made their way across the lake. 
There was an uneasy silence.
Then, a nearby yelp of a dog and a series of bloodcurdling screams shattered it.
Jumping out of her skin, she scanned the dark trees before her, heart in her throat. Fluffy’s growls reached a whole new octave as the hackles on the back of her neck stood on end. 
Hurriedly backing away, she hadn’t gone far when she saw the silhouette of a small dog emerge about ten metres from her. It looked like a Chihuahua. That wasn’t so bad. Maybe she was overreacting. 
“Hello, gorgeous! What are you doing out here all on your own? Are you lost?” Her voice was shrill, even to her ears. There were no signs of any owners. She really ought to check its collar.
Licking her lips, she took a tentative step forward and Fluffy immediately started pawing at her, barking frantically. 
Flinching, Verity hesitated. 
Just then, the silhouette of another dog appeared next to the Chihuahua, and another, and another, and another. Strays? 
“Alright, sweetie, it’s alright,” she soothed, as Fluffy continued to bark. “Shh. It’s okay, we’ll go home.”
Gripping the little dog tightly, she slowly backed away, throat dry. Bravely turning, it was as they began walking that Verity heard the howl. 
Looking over her shoulder, she saw the Chihuahua with its head thrown back, howling loudly. The other dogs copied and within seconds more dogs appeared, big and small, until there were thirty or more dogs gathered. 
In the darkness, she couldn’t make out their features, but the fetor that came off them was unreal: a heady cocktail of putrid flesh and rotten blood. Dread and nausea overwhelmed her as she turned and ran; though her legs refused to work properly, and she lost her footing more than once.
Behind her, a growl erupted from the Chihuahua and was picked up by the rest of the pack until they hummed in frightful unison. Glancing back, Verity saw the Chihuahua lurch forward, the rest of the pack behind it. Screaming, she ran as fast as she could, with Fluffy cradled in her arms.
Within seconds, the dogs were upon them, bringing her to her knees with an almighty crash. Rolling over to shield Fluffy, she screamed in agony as teeth gorged her arms and legs, face and body. The pain was so intense she wailed as everything went black. Their stench smothered her. Despite her efforts to fight them off, there were too many, and they were too strong; she was overpowered within seconds. Howling, she cried as they savaged her, lacerating her stomach, scattering her innards and tearing her limbs. 
It was only when she lay dismembered and bleary-eyed in a pool of growing blood that the Chihuahua approached her. Gasping for breath, blood bubbling at her mouth, she noticed it to be a dark swirling mass of shadows, darker than the night. It bent down to sniff her, casually licking her blood from her face. Verity let out a whimper, tears trickling down her mutilated cheeks. Looking at her, it formed eyes of the deepest, darkest red, filled with loathing. Then, lowering its head, it gently, teasingly, nibbled through her jugular. 
When the convulsions had finished and her soul lost its grip on her body, it was expulsed, a shimmering shower of black petals. The Chihuahua watched in satisfaction as they swirled and drifted away, lost and confused. 
They would find their way, they all did.
Only then did the Alpha Blood Hound step aside, allowing its pack to feed. 
A new member, a Pomeranian-shaped mass of shadows, approached the Alpha Hound, bending before it, paws extended. The Chihuahua welcomed it, licking one of its paws and inviting it to enjoy the feast, the more the merrier.
It had been a profitable night. 
Sire would be pleased.






  
  Chapter one
Wrathful


“Are you still here?!” 
Nineteen-year-old Erica Shylocke poked her head up over her barricade of books at the sound of the Library Technician entering the reading room. It was deserted apart from her.
“You know, I was thinking of moving in. I could pitch up camp over there, get the kettle on and I’d be well away, wouldn’t I?” She smiled wickedly, and he laughed. She gathered her things into her bag. 
“The day you do that is the day I get you help!” The Library Technician said as he went about straightening up chairs, tidying up scraps of paper and stacking his trolley with discarded books.
“Spoilsport!” Erica joked as she stood up. Flinging on her scarf, coat, and rucksack, she stopped to eye the pile of books.
“If you’re planning on borrowing any of those, the desk will close in ten minutes.”
“If?”
He then watched as she stacked the books up. “You can’t be seriously thinking of borrowing them all?!”
“Needs must. My tutor wants blood, so I’ve got to finish this essay double-quick!” She lifted the pile and grimaced under their weight: maybe he could kill her after all?
The Library Technician helped her through the door and she stumbled downstairs to join the other book-laden students at the front desk. Once she’d all her books stamped, she exited the library. 
She was in the second year of her BA History course at University College London. Whilst things were more than familiar, she still had to pinch herself as she walked along its Art déco corridors, with its lavish marble flooring and glamour-drenched buildings. When she’d first arrived as a Fresher last year, she’d been totally overwhelmed and, even after all this time, it still made tingles run down her spine. It couldn’t be more different from home. 
Senate House towered overhead, a white guardian angel in the chill November night looking benignly down on the scurrying humans below. The night sky was clear, and the moon bathed her in its light. Stars sparkled high in their heavens: the bitter cold having already encouraged ice to glisten on the pavements. 
Re-adjusting her books, Erica walked across Russell Square, towards the Underground station and home.

      [image: ]The train thundered into the station and stopped with a squeal of brakes and a screech of metal. Erica woke with a jerk and looked blearily out of the window: it was her station. Gathering up her books once more, she braced herself against the inevitable cold as the doors clattered open. Shivering, she made her way up the stairs to the exit and noticed she was joined by some of her ‘regulars’. The young lawyer, dark-eyed and sporting a stubble; the middle-aged man with a comb-over, buried deep in his newspaper; the singer dressed for another night’s work. London was such a huge city where anonymity and indifference reigned that Erica was glad to ‘know’ these people—even if it was only by sight.
Erica and the singer smiled at each other as they swiped their passes at the ticket barriers. It was then that Erica noticed another one of her ‘regulars’.
He was African, with skin the shade of ochre, and tall. Wrapped up in a smart three-quarter jacket, lined silk muffler, top hat and leather gloves, he looked as if he’d stepped straight out of a Victorian photo shoot for some magazine. She slowed as she walked by, surreptitiously studying him out of the corner of her eye. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, but there was a sense of agedness about him that fascinated her. Not to mention his good looks. What with his broad shoulders, chiselled jawline, full lips and aquamarine eyes, she felt weak at the knees.
He stood to one side of the circular entrance to High Street Kensington’s Underground station, bathed in the gloomy evening light that filtered through the vaulted glass ceiling. As usual, he was keenly watching the embellished date carved high on the frieze. He’d been standing in this same spot this past week, night after night, waiting for something. But what? 
Slowing, Erica let her gaze follow his. Sure enough, the carved date read ‘1960’ just-as-it-always-did?!
For, just then, the embossed numbers quivered and warped; morphing soundlessly to read ‘1781’. After a few moments, just as quietly, they shuddered and returned to their original date.
Stunned, Erica came to an abrupt stop, mouth agape, eyes wide in disbelief. She felt someone approach and found herself looking into those bright aquamarine eyes. Her stomach fluttered.
“How much did you see?” he asked, his voice euphonic.
Quickly composing herself, she gave a shrug. “Not much.” Anyway, she had to be mistaken. Buildings don’t just change. She was tired, that was all. 
Just then, the lawyer pushed past her, giving her a look as if she'd lost her mind. He shook his head, muttering something about ‘nutters’ before continuing up the Arcade.
“Meaning everything,” the man quipped, watching the lawyer leave thoughtfully.
“It’s late and I’m tired. Please, leave me alone.” She shifted the weight of the books onto her hips.
“Allow me, Miss…” he said, reaching for her books.
“Thanks, but no thanks. I wasn’t born yesterday!” She scoffed, dodging around him to continue down the Arcade towards the lights of the High Street beyond. She’d met way too many weirdos during her time in London to be taken in by another. Even if he was hot. 
Staggering onto the quiet High Street, she turned left, straining under the weight of the books. Why, oh, why, hadn’t they invented teleportation already? 
Scarcely halfway down the street, her mobile sounded. Cursing, she stopped by a shop window, precariously balancing the pile of books as she fished for her phone in her pocket. It was Lizzie Brennan, her best friend.
“Erica! You took ages. Am I interrupting?” Her friend’s voice asked hopefully.
“Yes, I’m trying to navigate London with a pile of books,” Erica said, setting off with the phone tucked under her chin.
“Get a life, Erica! You should be out partying!” On cue, loud music filtered down the phone.
“I know, I can hear. But I’m not you, Lizzie. Plus, I’ve got a deadline. This essay won’t write itself.”
“Screw deadlines! You only live once! Man, Erica, your brother’s fit,” Lizzie said suddenly, swooning. 
“Is he playing?” she asked, turning left onto Wrights Lane and walking wobbly past a café. It was still busy; comforting chatter spilt out onto the pavement as the door opened. She breathed in the warm coffee aromas with an appreciative sigh. Maybe she’d have a latte when she got home. Better yet, a Bailey’s latte! Or maybe even a Bailey’s hot chocolate! With a marshmallow. Or three.
“Yeah, they’re so good! He’s asked me to join them backstage later.”
“Well, call me when you get home. I’ll be up.”
“Okay. If I don’t, it’s because we’re ‘busy’! If you know what I mean!”
“Please, I don’t want to bring up dinner. I can’t afford another.”
Hanging up, Erica gazed at her phone, worrying her lip with a furrowed brow. What if Lizzie did get together with Guy?
Shaking herself, she continued down the road, cursing in between her huffs and puffs. She was so unfit.
The sound of dried leaves skittering along the road filtered through into her thoughts. Ears pricking up, she glanced back the way she’d come. There was no breeze; the night was quiet and the leaves gathering in the gutters remained still.
She scanned the street and its shadows. Some shadows seemed to warp, yet, if she focused on them, they looked nothing more than shadows.
Chiding herself, she carried on past a hotel and round past a block of Edwardian flats. She dreamt of the hot chocolate she’d make once she got home, ignoring the ache in her shoulders. Not far now.
There was a fizzle as the streetlights flickered once and died, plunging her into total darkness.
She froze, instinctively rooted to the spot. She couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction, though the shadows seemed to undulate and quiver every few seconds. She looked up and frowned; it had been a clear night but now it was pitch black, as if someone had blanketed the moon and its heavens. Fear gripped her. She suddenly felt massively disoriented, as if all clarity had gone. Her chest tightening, she fumbled with her mobile and turned on the torch. Its beam of light, normally so bright, failed to pierce the churning blackness. Her heart sank: not good.
The skittering sound echoed somewhere to her left. This time it sounded like dried bones being dragged along the tarmac. And close.
She took a tentative step away. Nothing.
She took another step and another until she was running blindly in the darkness. A face with blank eyes lurched out of nowhere, its sharp teeth snapping at her. Screaming, she flinched as another dived at her. Then, in the next instant, the darkness lifted, though the streetlights failed to turn on.
Gingerly she looked around the dimness, eyes coming to a stop on a writhing lump of shadows which swelled and oozed in the middle of the road. Erica was horrified as it gathered within it the nearby darkness and shadows, bulging further as it devoured their mass, growing larger by the second.
She remembered her books. The thought of throwing them at the weird shadow-monster crossed her mind. Taking aim, she grimaced. Nope. She couldn’t bear damaging them. Cursing, she ripped open her rucksack and stuffed the books inside, its straps straining with their weight. Then, using both hands, she swung it at the thing, which hissed at each blow. She was encouraged to see some of its matter disperse in thin tendrils when struck but, despite her efforts, the thing continued to grow; bloating grotesquely until it heaved with blackness. Her gaze was now transfixed. Because, as it grew, it took on a shape. And, as if watching through a camera lens being brought into focus, the shape became more defined. Finally, a shadowy face full of foulness and loathing bore down on her, malicious red eyes blazing.
She tried to tear her gaze from it but couldn’t: it wouldn’t let her. It wanted to see her suffer. 
Resisting the weight of its wrath pressing down heavily upon her, she felt her spine crunch. Then her knees buckled, and she felt the cool tarmac slam against them. Her grip on her bag slackened and it tumbled to the floor. A choir of shadows emerged from the creature’s bulk to encircle her. Her vision flashed red as they whispered in persistent, fierce unison. An overwhelming rage swelled within her, strangling her heart. Hot tears fell from her eyes, scalding them, making them bleed: how dare they?! How dare they doubt her! She’d make them pay, even if it killed her, she’d make them pay!
The choir of voices whispered to her soul: join us, sister… Together we can make them pay.
Unable to resist any longer, her body bowed in submission. 
Together… Her soul replied.
As one, the blank eyes of the shadowy choir snapped open and smirked at her knelt form, baring teeth as sharp as needles. An air of malevolent satisfaction settled on the monstrous mass as it bent to feed.
There was the sound of running feet, a whispered command and an explosion of light, so bright and pure that it engulfed all shadows, bleaching the world.
The choir that encircled her jolted as one, withdrawing back within the monster, hands raised; their cries of rage following in their wake.
Erica gasped for breath as the creature’s hold on her broke and immediately threw up. Wiping her mouth, she blinked against the glare, shielding her face with her arm. The massive body of shadows towered above her, but it was contorted in pain and trying to wriggle free from its assailant. For upon its shoulders, small and elfin was a form of brilliant blue-white light. Its surface crackled and swirled with energy: it was from this that the bright light pulsed and glowed, leaving the world scratchy and drawn. 
The shadows screeched and writhed as one, trying to buck the thing off. Its screeches turned to screams of pain as the form plunged a tiny fist into it. 
Twisting and turning, the engorged mass screamed in rage as it diminished, drowning in the light that filled it from within. It made a final violent attempt to claw at Erica before succumbing, erupting in a blinding flash; its howl of rage echoed into the night. 
All that remained as Erica looked up was a swirling flurry of black petals, which drifted as one into the night, bewildered and lost. 
The brightness subdued, and the little figure landed nimbly before her, cocking its head with interest. Pulses of energy flared across its skin and upon its head were fine wisps of light, resembling hair. A command was spoken and, with a flash, it streaked to where the gentleman from the station stood. Vanishing within a medallion, the stone in its centre shimmered once. Pocketing the medallion, the man ran over to where Erica was slumped on her knees, gasping for breath. 
Shock then caught up with her, and she began to cry. Tears gushed down her blood-streaked face. “What the hell was that”—she tried to think of a word to describe the creature that had tried to kill her and failed—“That thing?!”
“A Lost Soul, but first, let us attend to you,” he said, reaching into his jacket pocket to produce a red vial. Uncorking it, he wafted the salts gently under her nose. Her eyes widened as soon as the bitter odour hit her nostrils, and she sneezed violently. The tightness in her chest then melted away as air filled her lungs.
“And this is for your eyes,” he said gently once she’d finished, handing her a handkerchief.
“Thank you.” Taking it, she wiped her eyes and face. Traces of watery blood stained it. She shuddered.
Trying to stand, she trembled involuntarily, knees buckling. She fell back to the ground. Offering her a gloved hand, he helped her to her feet, steadying her.
“I am truly sorry that you should have had such an ordeal tonight,” he said. “I noticed the blackness on my way home and came as soon as possible.”
“It was real?” she replied dully.
“I’m afraid so. Most nightmares are… Pray, which direction to your house?”
She hesitated, folding her arms around her protectively.
“I’m not going to hurt you. I should like to ensure you get home safely.”
She looked at him, eyes raw. “How do I know?” she asked, her voice breaking.
He regarded her tenderly. “You have my word.”
A tremor ran down her spine, and she took a deep breath. She noticed the concern on his face. Sniffing, Erica looked around her, trying to get her bearings. She must have run down Abingdon Villas in her panic. She indicated to the left, turning at the mini roundabout. 
Taking her bag, he offered her his free arm. Steering her forward, they walked in time, their shadows elongating then shortening as they passed under the orange glare of the streetlights. The cool air was helping. Her head felt clearer, and she was no longer trembling. However, she found her heart still beating fast and wondered whether he could feel it, too.
“What was that thing?” she asked, finding her voice at last.
“It was a Wrathful. A Lost Soul. A soul that died with vengeance in its heart and, consequently, with wrath for its demise—its revenge pulls it back to earth.” He paused. When he spoke again, sadness coloured his tone. “All Wrathful are deadly,” he continued, “some more so. The one you were unfortunate enough to encounter was particularly vile due to its large Choir. If a Wrathful reaches Earth, those out in the field should be notified immediately, regardless of their station. They are that dangerous, but we were not,” he finished darkly, eyes glinting under his brow.
“‘Those in the field’?”
“People like me,” he said cautiously.
Erica looked at him, thinking back to the little creature that had plunged its fist into the Wrathful. “And what are you?” 
Nice, Erica. Real subtle.
“Someone who wanted to help.”
“And I’m really grateful, but it still doesn’t answer my question: what are you?”
“I cannot say. Contact is strictly prohibited.”
Contact? She yanked her arm free and rounded on him. “You’re the one who started it!”
“And you would be dead if I had not,” he said bluntly. “Sometimes, rules are worth breaking.”
She stopped short, guilt pinching her. “Fine,” she said, bottom lip sticking out. “But I will get it out of you, you and your little glow bug! You can’t expect something this weird to just happen and me to be okay with it.”
He doffed his top hat in acceptance of the challenge.
“What did it want? Or can’t you tell me that either?” she said, reaching for her rucksack. It weighed a tonne, but at least she could swing it at him if he tried anything funny.
“Your most valuable commodity: your soul. For without it, what would you be?”
She shuddered as a chill ran through her and pulled her jacket closer for comfort. “How many are there?” 
“Thousands and growing.”
“Growing? How?”
He caught her eye then, and she saw grief there, grief that had hardened over the years but remained grief, nonetheless. “Any person who falls victim to a Wrathful becomes one of its Choir. Those with a grudge are targeted first, since they are easy prey. As part of its Choir, they then seek revenge on those they believe failed it and brought about its demise. The number of Wrathful is not measured by their single form but by their Choir: the larger their number, the stronger they are.”
Erica stopped abruptly: the voices…
“You saw them?”
She blushed and nodded. She’d forgotten the malignant group, cajoling her in her revenge. She was glad when he didn’t press the matter. She herself hadn’t realised the depth of her resentment until the Wrathful bore down on her: to be honest, it shocked her.
“I arrived just as you attacked it—that was very brave,” he said warmly.
“A fat lot of good it did, though. How do you kill those things?” She swiped away her tears.
“Light. You must fill it from within with light.”
“Not exactly easy for people who don’t have glow bugs,” she scoffed, blinking against her sore eyes.
“No, it’s not. And it’s not a ‘glow bug’, it’s a Færie,” he said, hiding an amused smile.
“Of course it is,” she said, her voice weary. At this rate, her Bailey’s hot chocolate would be more Bailey’s than hot chocolate.
She hesitated, voice suddenly dry. “Do many die?”
“Not as many as before—security is tight. Well, it was…” Anger crept back into his voice.
“I’ve never heard of any; and I’m positive the media would never pass up on a story like that!”
“There are security measures in place, so such things are not reported—for people’s safety.”
“Ignorance is bliss, right?”
“It does appear to be the best way to avoid pandemonium.”
They walked past quaint mews and down windy cobbled lanes. They weren’t far from her flat now. Passing under a grand stone archway, they found themselves on a wide street lined with white stucco houses.
“Well, we’re here,” she said, coming to a stop. “I’m just over the road.”
She turned to find him quickly masking a look of shock.
“Thank you… Sorry, I don’t know your name, or is that something else you can’t tell me?” she said with a crooked smile.
“Michael, Michael Nicholas.”
“Nice to meet you, Michael. I’m Erica Shylocke.”
“The pleasure is all mine, Miss Shylocke. Please accept my profoundest apologies once more.” And he gave a little bow.
“If you hadn’t found me, I’d probably be dead or, or worse…” She stopped, voice fading to a hoarse whisper.
He bowed even more deeply. “You are too kind.”
She extended her hand. Smiling, he shook it.
“Well, goodbye. It was…” Her voice drifted off as she felt him place something cold against her palm. Looking, she saw his medallion. In its centre was a precious stone that winked iridescently at her. It was tear-shaped and encased in silver filigree, its edging intricate and tactile. Within the filigree was a tiny key-shaped relief. It was beautiful.
“It’s a periapt. Keep it for now. It’s talismanic; it will help keep you safe. Tap it and Ashayla will notify me. Ashayla is my ‘glow bug’,” he explained on seeing her confusion.
“I couldn’t!” She looked up in shock.
“I would feel happier knowing you had it,” he insisted. And with that, he closed her hand gently over it.
Crossing the road, he watched as she got out her keys and entered the building.
Once inside, she breathed a sigh of relief, depositing her bag to walk over to the window. She could still make him out in the glow of the streetlight, looking up at her. 
Just then, her mobile rang. She waved nervously as she answered Lizzie’s call and drew the curtains firmly shut.
“I gave up waiting,” whined her best friend. “What took you so long?”






  
  Chapter two
The Actualle


Erica had a penchant for all things vintage, amassing an  outlandish collection over her years of trawling markets and sales. Lizzie described her preference for skirts and pretty tops as ‘frumpy’. Erica preferred the term ‘eclectic’, especially as they hid her thighs so well. Provided there was an element of purple, she considered her outfit complete and made a quirky sight on most days. As a rule, she avoided wearing black (it reminded her too much of death), only wearing it for work.
Sadly, today was such a day and her black uniform of skirt and blouse smothered her petite, pale frame. Black hair framed her face, setting off her emerald-green eyes. Though at this precise moment, they were bloodshot and bleary: dull shadows hung heavily beneath them—she hadn’t slept well.
Admittedly, her encounter with the Wrathful had left her plagued by dreams of snapping teeth and malevolent shadows eager to feed on her soul. But she’d been disturbed several times during the night… She glanced down at the burns on her forearms, where fresh, unsightly blisters pocked the skin. There was a bluish tinge to them…
Fetching a glass jar from her kitchenette, she slathered on the pungent ointment, sneezing as the oils tickled her nose. Ensuring the burns were well covered, she bandaged them deftly, wincing as she tugged on a baggy cardigan. She pulled down the cuffs. Perfect, no one would know.
Just then, Lizzie video called her. She was back home in Bonsall opening The Bonsall Tea Rooms, her parents’ business.
“Erica! Come on! You’ve not even left yet!”
“I know, I know,” she said, fetching her coat and winter woollies. 
“You look rough. Bad night?” Lizzie was peering into the screen. The morning sun dancing across her auburn hair. “What’s wrong with your eyes?”
“Thanks. You know you’re a little too honest sometimes, Lizzie,” Erica said, rubbing them—they were still sore.
“Sorry! Guess what!” Lizzie’s face suddenly alight with excitement.
“You’re going to have lunch with Guy.”
Her excitement fizzled away. “How did you know?”
“It’s Saturday. He always eats lunch at the Tea Rooms on Saturdays.”
“He does? I made him his favourite: Chocolate Dandelion and Burdock cake,” she admitted, blushing. She was wearing one of her favourite slogan t-shirts with IN MY DEFENCE I WAS LEFT UNSUPERVISED emblazoned across her bosom. Paired with her signature leather jacket and skinny jeans, she was rocking it. Definitely dressed for Saturday lunch with Guy.
“Will you just ask him out already!” Erica moaned, grabbing her bag and locking the front door to her flat behind her.
“No way! He should ask me out. That way I'll know for sure.”
“Okay, yeah, you’ll know he likes you, but you already know that. We all do,” she said. “But isn’t loving someone about opening yourself up and being vulnerable? Letting them know they’re loved even if you risk not having the same feelings returned?”
“Erica, this is all a bit heavy for a Saturday morning. Why don’t you—”
“I’m not getting involved.” 
“He is your brother,” Lizzie pointed out, turning on the till.
“Exactly my point! Anyhow, I’ll call you later.”
“Are you going to run?”
“I don’t think I’ve got a choice.” Erica sighed, bracing herself.
“Wish I was there. You always make me laugh when—”
Erica hung up.
What followed was the usual mad dash to the Underground station, weaving in and out of people and dodging traffic. She found the Tube a cheerless place full of Londoners too glum to smile, who shot laughing tourists accusatory looks over the tops of their newspapers. What’s more, the airless tunnels and compressed darkness reminded her of catacombs twisting deep below the city. The one good thing was that these deep tunnels provided some respite from the chilly winter’s morning above ground. Plus, no one spoke to you, so you could read in peace.
As the train clattered from station-to-station Erica took the opportunity to continue reading one of the books for her essay; reluctantly stowing it away when she finally reached her stop.
She worked in Piccadilly, at the flagship store of a major book chain near to some of London’s most popular tourist attractions and theatres. As a result, her station was always busy with people coming and going and tourists ambling along with their noses buried in guidebooks. 
“Excuse me!” she apologised, squeezing past an excited gaggle in matching hats.
Climbing the stairs up into the bright winter sun she was momentarily blown away by the grandeur of the buildings that greeted her. Not to mention the chaos as Piccadilly, Regent Street and Shaftsbury Avenue collided in a whirl of neon and noise. She doubted she would ever get used to it.
It was then she noticed a young girl frantically handing out fliers to passers-by—her older sister had gone missing.
“She’d never leave without telling us!” The girl insisted, as Erica accepted a flier. A smiling face beamed up at her as she scanned it: she’d failed to return home last night from walking her dog. Unbidden, the Wrathful leapt from the shadows of her mind. A chill ran down her spine: could it be? 
It was then she noticed the time on her wristwatch. Cursing, Erica ran pell-mell up the street, arriving in a panting heap at the doors of the store.
“You’re late, Shylocke. Again.”
Breathing heavily, Erica smiled weakly up at Hincks Percival, the Store Manager, who was patrolling the doors. A short man with balding hair and a protruding neck, he resembled an over-angst vulture as he paced back and forth in his black waistcoat. A garish handkerchief peeped out of his breast pocket. He ran the store with military precision and abhorred lateness. 
She slipped through the doors he held open and, under his beady gaze, half-walked, half-ran to the service stairs.
The amazing irony of working in a high street monopoly was the people who tended to work there were so individual. Erica knew at least two amateur directors, five writers, six actors, three musicians, two photographers, seven dancers and one animator. (Not to mention all the other students, the communist-in-training and the clown who worked part-time in the True Crime department.) Nowhere else had she met so many creative and genuinely nice people under one roof. They’d put it down to the books, or maybe some illegal substance publishers laced their books with to keep sales high. It certainly wasn’t the pay.
Reaching the staffroom, she opened her locker and hung up her things.
“Glad to see you’re as colourful as ever.”
Looking over her shoulder, Erica smiled at her friend Marc Deveril who was looking pointedly at her purple tartan tights. “You know I don’t like black.”
“And is that eye makeup to complete the punk look or dark shadows under your eyes?” he teased. “Wait, what happened to your eyes?” His tone turning serious.
“Marc! You are so rude!” Joslin Singer said, coming over. He attempted a look of indignation and failed miserably; instead, resorting to a broad grin.
“But lovable, right?” he said, leaning against the lockers, a twinkle in his green eyes, his brown hair tousled.
“She never said that!” Erica pointed out.
“Cruel, that’s what you are! And it’s not even half eight,” he said woefully. He then paused and glanced at his mobile, catching her eye mischievously. “Oh, wait, it is! ‘You’re late, Shylocke. Again.’” Putting on his best impersonation of Hincks.
Erica flicked him playfully.
Marc was a little older than Erica and a PhD student of history, specialising in the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857. Whilst Joslin was the same age as Marc and the tallest girl Erica had ever met, easily dwarfing her modest 5’3”. As an actress, Joslin had been warned that she might have to ditch her lavender hair dye and nose ring for certain roles. But she was determined to keep them for as long as possible.
Waving hurried greetings to fellow colleagues, they closed their lockers and made their way to the service stairs, signing for their cash floats before leaving. All three of them worked on the same floor but in different departments: Marc in ‘Antiques & Collectibles’ and Erica and Joslin in ‘Health & Diet’. As a result, they’d become good friends over the last year and a bit, especially as they shared the same shifts.
“How did your audition go?” Marc asked Joslin, holding the doors open for them.
“Terrible!” she groaned. “I’d rather not talk about it.”
“That bad, huh?” Marc raised his eyebrows. A grin erupted on his face. “Go on! Tell us. We’ll be really sympathetic.”
“I bet,” she snarled.
Erica chuckled. “Well, we could do with something uplifting to start the day. Hincks is going to be down our throats, what with everything to do for Christmas.”
Joslin looked at Marc’s doggy eyes and sighed. “Okay! It’s actually quite funny.” She smiled to herself. “They got me to imagine I was a fish.”
“Come again? Since when did The Tempest feature fish?!” Marc looked at her in disbelief, stepping aside to let someone pass.
“They’re doing a modern interpretation.”
“Not enough humiliation in the original?” 
They caught each other’s eyes before bursting into fits of laughter.
“And the best bit is,” Joslin continued as they reached the door to their floor. “I got through!”
“You obviously make a damn fine fish.” Marc winked as he opened the door.
Laughing, all three walked through, only to be met by Hincks and his most icy stare. They came to an abrupt halt, hurriedly stifling their laughter.
“Nice to see you’re all getting into the festive spirit. Marc, I want you to make more room for Christmas stock. I’ll see you about displays later.”
“Right you are, Mr Percival,” Marc replied jovially, saluting.
Hincks eyed them impatiently before walking down the large marble staircase that was the focal point of the 1920s building. They heard his nasal voice echoing up as he reprimanded the chatter of the Children’s department.
“Wow. You’ve got yourself a barrel of fun later, haven’t you?” Joslin said, as they closed the door to the service stairs.
“Yeah, as if I need it. My supervisor’s on my case at the moment; the last thing I need is extra stress here,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair.
Erica nodded sympathetically. “Same. My tutor’s giving me a hard time too. My essay needs finishing for Monday…”
They looked at each other glumly.
“Well, you’ve kind of asked for it, haven’t you, going to uni. And you’re paying for it too!” Joslin said brightly.
“This Is Your Life presented by Joslin,” Marc chuckled, eyes twinkling once more. “Right, best go and make merry. I shall pester you forthwith, my beauties.” He bowed with a flourish before leaving for his own department.
“Maybe we could tell him not to bother?” Joslin joked.
“Tried that one, remember?”
“Maybe a restraining order….” she murmured thoughtfully as she turned on their till. It wasn’t long before they heard the footfall of customers on the stairs. 
“What did you get up to last night?” Joslin asked as they finished tidying up the counter.
“Nothing much. I was at the library, although the journey home was interesting.”
“Oh?”
Erica hesitated. She had wondered how much to reveal and had decided a drastically tamed down version would be best. She didn’t want people to think she was losing her grip on reality.
Joslin’s silky brown eyes looked at her expectantly.
“Oh, I was attacked by the usual weirdos, nothing much. He was just extra weird!”
Joslin flashed her a knowing look.
After playing ‘rock, scissors, paper’ to decide who would work the shop floor (and losing), Erica spent her morning stocking shelves and tidying up displays. Every so often, she would rush over to help Joslin at the tills—Deenesh would start at eleven, which would help.
It wasn’t a challenging job, but she enjoyed it. It was quite relaxing, and she loved being surrounded by books. The only downside was that, as they were based in the city centre, there was a constant onslaught of customers, tourists and people seeking refuge from the elements, so it was a never-ending battle to keep everything in order. And with Christmas looming, things were set to get busier; as well as people becoming more impatient the longer Christmas shopping dragged on. She felt her spirits dampen at the thought of Christmas—she should go home.
“Penny for your thoughts, luv?” Deenesh asked, approaching her and her trolley of books. 
She’d been standing staring across the room, muttering to herself, apparently lost in thought, a copy of Know Your Inner You for a Better You in her hands.
“Funky tights, man, as always.”
“Very smooth. What are you after?” She winked, subconsciously adjusting the sleeves of her cardigan.
Deenesh Sihota hadn’t worked long at the shop and unusually, in comparison to most staff, he was a scientist studying Astrophysics at Imperial. Most people thought him slightly mad, which was probably why he fitted in.
“Busy, innit?” he said, casting wide eyes over the milling crowds.
“Ooo! You haven’t had the pleasure of ‘Christmasageddon’ yet! That’s when the fun really starts,” Erica teased, as he started to help with the shelving.
“Can’t wait,” he muttered. “More, ‘I’m looking for a book’ queries, innit?”
“I keep telling them they’ve come to the right place.” Erica said, smiling.
“I need food!” Joslin moaned, clutching her stomach as she approached.
“Go take your break. I’ll cover,” said Deenesh.
“You’re a legend!” she replied, grabbing Erica by the wrist and leading her away. “You’re gonna take your break too, right, Erica?”
“Does she have a choice?” Marc laughed, coming through from his department to take his break as well. “Our stomachs must be synchronised; I was just getting hungry myself. Hey, what did you do to your wrists?”
There was silence. 
Joslin spun round and looked down at Erica’s wrists. Some of the bandages were peeking out from under the black cardigan, now exposed. Joslin let go.
“They’re just burns—hot water from the tap. Way too hot! I think the boiler’s on the blink.” Erica waved her hand dismissively.
“Again?! That’s like the tenth time in two months!”
“I know, I’ve told my landlord. He says I should be grateful I have any hot water at all.” She lied. 
“Do you want me to have a word with him?” he asked, ignoring Joslin yanking at his arm.
“No, he’ll get around to it in his own time. Thanks anyway!” She smiled brightly.
“Well, if you’re sure…” He looked unconvinced.
Erica blushed. She hated lying to Marc.
“Now that’s sorted, can we please get some food? I’m going to die of hunger!” Joslin moaned, now tugging violently at Marc’s arm and dragging him to the service stairs.
“And that would be a problem, how?” Marc’s voice floated back. 
Pausing, Erica tugged the sleeves of her cardigan down so that her bandages were once again concealed before joining them.

      [image: ]He didn’t know how long he stood there after he’d watched her enter her flat. He knew the area like the back of his hand; he’d lived there long enough. But he’d purposefully avoided this street. Ever since her…
Was this all just coincidence?
Memories flooded in on all sides, almost overwhelming him. They were never far away, but he was used to opening the floodgates whenever he wanted, not having them opened for him. For a moment, it was too much…
Breathing deeply, he steadied himself.
He looked up at the lit windows of Erica’s flat with mixed feelings. It had been a long time since he’d spoken with an Actualle and it surprised him how much he’d missed it. Though it did complicate things. And then there was the Wrathful… 
“Well, she was different.” A rich voice said, speaking softly in his ear. “‘Glow bug’!” It scoffed.
“Are you ill?” the voice asked when no reply came.
“No, just thinking…”
“That is the second Wrathful they have failed to warn us of.” The voice remarked, reading his mind.
He nodded grimly. “It could, of course, be an accident.”
“Of course.” Agreed the voice, indulging him, though they both knew the likelihood of an ‘accident’ happening once let alone twice.
The voice’s agreement with his own suspicions, though unspoken, unnerved him even more. Cold panic began to chill his bones. He had to go and see Christian—he’d know for sure.
Casting one last look up at Erica’s flat, now dark like all the others on the street, Michael Nicholas thrust his hands deep within his pockets and set off, his mind preoccupied and his heart full.






  
  Chapter three
Christian Blake II


It was gone one o’clock when he finally arrived. At this late hour he didn’t expect the hallway light to be on, let alone to be bumping into the short Asian man on the doorstep. He wore a leather jacket, black jeans and sported an undercut hairstyle. 
“Nathaniel, what are you doing here?” Michael asked warily, stepping aside. 
The man looked at him with his pitch-black eyes and hair and smiled, teeth flashing. “Nice to see you’re as direct as ever. It’s been a while, Michael.”
“Indeed. Where’s Christian?”
“He’s inside with Lunita—we’ve just come back from a hunt. I’ll see you around. I’ve got places to go, and people to—” 
“Eat?” 
Nathaniel Lee glanced over his shoulder in annoyance, meeting Michael’s stony gaze. “I do not ‘eat’ people!” He snarled, turning abruptly to set off down the dark street. After a few moments, there was a whooshing sound and the shadows nearby wobbled.
“Oh, not another one.”
Michael looked up at the vexed voice of Biggleswade, the butler, who was studying him as if he were something he’d just scraped off the bottom of his shoe. “It is late, Mr Nicholas, and the master of the house is already detained.”
“Please, can you tell him it’s urgent?”
“When is it not?” Came the tart reply.
“I know he’s just come back from a hunt. He shan’t sleep for hours,” Michael reasoned, trying to hit the happy medium between requesting and grovelling. He watched the butler contemplate his appeal, unable to garner anything from his indifferent countenance. Just as he deliberated diving past Biggleswade, the butler stepped aside.
“Thank you!” Michael said, rushing past before Biggleswade changed his mind.
Shoes squeaking on the herringbone flooring, Michael made a beeline for Christian’s study door. Hearing stunned voices from within, he paused. 
“It worked…”
“It worked? It worked! ¡Querido, lo hiciste! You did it!”
There was an excited whoop and Michael pushed open the door to find a man twirling a woman in an ecstatic embrace. They were still dressed in their combat gear, jackets, breeches, and boots. A fire burned low in the grate and an electric lamp cast its yellow glow over the desk closest to them. A bottle was upon it.
Stopping, the man set the petite lady down, his eyes wide with disbelief. He wore a pair of bulky goggles on his head. “I can’t believe it worked!”
“I had every faith in you, cariño.” The lady said sultrily, standing on tiptoe to kiss him. Her long dark hair flowing down her back in luscious waves.
“Did what?”
The couple broke apart in surprise, instinctively reaching for the knives in their utility belts.
“Good golly, Michael! You gave us a fright!” The man said, sheathing his blade. “I didn’t hear Biggleswade announce you.”
“He didn’t,” Michael said, entering the library-cum-study: it was a large room with three of its four walls covered in bookcases. The other wall housed a large display cabinet filled with Christian’s weapons and contraptions. 
“Oh. Like that, was it?”
“I think I was the metaphorical nail in his metaphorical coffin.”
“Dash it, that’s us eating porridge for breakfast, then,” Christian said, looking glumly at the lady. 
“I can cook,” she soothed, patting his arm.
“I wouldn’t. Biggleswade would be furious if he finds you in the kitchens. Then we’d have porridge every day.” His voice despondent.
“Perish the thought,” said Michael, warming himself by the fire. “So, what did you do?” 
Christian and the woman shared an excited look. She nodded encouragingly, and Christian pulled the goggles over his eyes. “Ta-da!”
“If that is a Dæmon detector, it looks like it is broken.” Michael looked pointedly at the woman.
The woman scowled at him, a low growl starting at the back of her throat. Her pitch-black eyes flashing copper.
Christian placed a reassuring hand on her waist. “Why don’t you head up to bed, querida. I won’t be long.”
“Por supuesto,” she said, giving Michael a look of daggers on her way out.
Christian Blake II, acclaimed Soul Gatherer and expert on Lost Soul Psychology, rounded on him. “Blast it, Nicholas, get off her case!”
Michael looked up in surprise.
“It’s been almost a year and you still can’t be civil with her. Not even for a minute. Can’t you just pretend to like her?” he asked, controlling his voice with difficulty.
“It is a quondam, a Dæmon. You cannot ‘be civil’ with a Dæmon,” Michael said coolly.
“Lycanthrope, if you will, or werewolf. And she is more amenable than you think. She’s assisting me with some research. If you were interested, you might regard her differently.”
Michael ignored him. “What if she turned on you?”
Christian took his goggles off impatiently. “She is mature enough to control her connate. I trust her. She’s not a pup. In any case, my blades are silver,” he added.
“Glad to hear your senses haven’t totally escaped you.”
Christian glowered at him. “I doubt you came all this way to lecture me on my bed fellows. Again.” 
“No. So, what did you do? What is in that bottle?” Michael said, glancing at the bottle on the desk. It seemed to be full of black petals.
“It hardly matters now, Nicholas. The moment’s gone,” said Christian, folding his arms.
“But I am interested.”
“I’d rather you be interested in Lunita! I love her. Don’t you know what that’s like?”
“Of course I do!” He couldn’t help the sharpness in his voice. He knew the bittersweet taste of love all too well. 
Christian looked at him, eyes pained. “Look, I’m sorry I—"
“No, it is I who am sorry...” Michael slumped his shoulders in defeat. “I was rude to Lunita. I shall apologise next time I see her
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