

CHAPTER ONE

Nicole

THE PAINTING FELT, IN THE DARK GOLD LIGHT OF ESTWOOD’S Museum of Art and Antiquities, like glimpsing the immortal urges slumbering inside her.

It was just a glossy poster, displayed in the marble foyer and lit by a spotlight. Most visitors had walked right past it. But then, Nicole had always felt a palpable draw to paintings of Empyreals.

‘The Wild Hunt of Odin,’ read the gold cursive script, ‘painted by Peter Nicolai Arbo in 1872. Generously loaned by esteemed Mythography Professor Diana Westmoore.’

Nicole raked her eyes over the painting. In it, Empyreals streamed from the heavens on an endless metamorphic hunt, riding a sky cleaved by wicked clouds. The cold gleam of the moon illuminated one corner and its inky battlefield, while the archaic gold of the sun in the other backlit the descending warriors.

This was the title piece of Nicole’s undergraduate Art History dissertation. But it also had, hidden within it, the last message from her mother.

One that might keep her family safe from the Wake forever.

‘There you are!’

Nicole blinked, tearing her attention from the painting’s lure. She stilled the thoughtful back-and-forth movement of her thumb over the broken button on her cuff. The sharp edge tested her skin, but little could pierce it. Her fingers slid from where they’d been tucked under the sleeve to the silky, blood-coloured lining, and she turned to see her best friend, Remedy Winters, strolling through the crowded foyer.

No matter what Remi said, the melody of her voice always drew attention, and her beauty kept it. The low lights brought out undertones of gold and purple in her brown skin and a sharp lick of black eyeliner accentuated the dark eyes she scanned over Nicole.

‘How did I know I’d find you here?’ Remi asked with a smirk, coming to a stop, her violet perfume and the camel-coloured coat draped over her shoulders brushing Nicole’s tweed jacket.

Nicole smiled, recalibrating. ‘Probably because I’ve been visiting it for days. The curator has asked me to stop “loitering” in front of the poster.’

Remi laughed. ‘Didn’t he run away from you last week?’

A few human visitors turned towards the sound of a Siren’s joy. Humans knew nothing about supernaturals: not that they lived amongst them in every town and city in the world; nor that the Wake kept supernatural society safe and secret. They believed the supernatural was something that belonged in paintings, or movies. And yet they still sometimes looked a moment longer, their senses whispering that there was something about certain things or people.

Nicole wondered if, as some sensitive humans could, the curator knew on some level that she wasn’t human: that she could hear the bloody rush of his pulse beneath his skin; that she could kill him in an instant. Not that she would, or wanted to. She was a predator of deadly supernaturals, not humans. That didn’t mean, as her teenage years spiralled closer to her twenties, that she hadn’t noticed how some people found it difficult to keep eye contact with her apparently intense dark gaze.

It would be even worse if she ever had her first transformation. Until then, her Empyreal power felt like a being separate from herself, and Nicole could keep telling herself she was just like a human.

Gentle. Safe.

And always in control.

‘All I did was check on the progress of the painting being moved here. Yet every time he sees me, he acts like I’m the harbinger of the Wild Hunt.’

Remi shook her head, eyes sparkling with mirth. ‘He’s probably just jealous you get to work with Westmoore’s whole collection while he’s having to bend over backwards to have just one of her paintings in the museum. How long has he been asking her?’

‘Almost as long as I’ve wanted to see them, too.’ Nicole returned her attention to the painting and sighed. ‘Ten years.’

‘And here it is.’ Remi looked up, her soft curls brushing Nicole’s cheek. ‘It’s so … vicious.’

Nicole said nothing as a complicated twist of fascination and longing went through her. She’d spent years combing through the pieces in the museum, looking for paintings of supernatural origin that might fit her mother’s last clue – ‘divino artista’ – which meant, among other things, supernatural art. But besides the Celtic artefacts she loved, and the nineteenth-century paintings of ships in dark storms, the museum didn’t hold what she was looking for. So she remained convinced the answer lay in Westmoore’s infamously secret art collection, and the sprawl of supernatural antiquities kept private in her local coastal manor.

Tonight, Nicole would finally find out if she was right.

‘Come on,’ Remi said. ‘I want a coffee and you don’t want to be late for her first lecture, do you?’

Nicole smiled, letting Remi steer her towards the glass entrance.

Warm sea air breathed up under her jacket and loose, white satin shirt as they came outside. Estwood felt gorgeously academic this morning. The sky had turned overcast with a slowly encroaching storm, giving the air a warm magnetism and muting the gold and greys of the historic stone buildings. It made the distinctly non-magical place feel almost mystic and even more ancient and Celtic, set as it was between Devon and Cornwall on the south coast of England.

‘How did the meeting with your supervisor go?’ Nicole asked as they headed down the museum’s wide steps and onto the cobbled streets.

‘He approved my dissertation, thankfully,’ Remi said. ‘So don’t forget, when you see the collection let me know if there are any Siren or Mermaid paintings with instruments in, okay?’

‘Yes, of course.’

Remi’s research into the history of music often had her poring over old texts describing the world’s most ancient instruments, lost to time. Nicole didn’t know the full extent of the reason Remi and her family also hid from the Wake, but it had brought them to Estwood and bonded them tighter than Nicole had ever dared to wish for.

‘Great.’ Remi squeezed Nicole’s arm softly. ‘Thanks. What about you, did you catch Westmoore this morning after our Folklore class?’

Nicole sighed, thinking of the enigmatic professor who’d been in Oxford for ten years. ‘No, I tried her office, but it was locked. I think the lecture or tonight will be my first chance to properly introduce myself. I just want to see her as soon as possible.’

They passed the old church where Nicole’s father worked which now housed the university’s library. The lantern-guarded entrance to the university’s oldest buildings was next, along with its grassy quad where students milled about, their bikes tied up beneath Victorian streetlamps. Then headed down a narrow adjoining alley that branched on to the next street.

Estwood was the perfect blend of ancient and new: pale, ornately carved townhouses circled a great Mermaid fountain, and the surrounding shops featured delis, bakeries and other essentials. It had everything you’d expect of a little Cornish town: ancient-looking teahouses nestled alongside art galleries and crystal shops. Then the academic necessities: bookshops, art supply stores and cheap coffee and wine bars where students could get drinks all hours of the day and night. More modern glass buildings sat between the old ones like invisible extensions into the present, inextricably interlinking the campus with the town itself.

After retrieving their coffees – a lavender oat latte for Remi and an americano with cream for Nicole – they approached the glass-fronted lecture building, nestled between the Folklore and Art History townhouses where a flood of students waited inside.

‘I’m going to try and catch her,’ Nicole said as they stepped into the cool, modern interior.

‘Good luck,’ Remi said, turning to head to her own lecture. ‘But let me know how it goes tonight, okay? I know you’ll figure it out.’

Nicole smiled, thinking of the wealth of supernatural artefacts and the academic excitement of figuring out her mother’s last clue. She shrugged softly. ‘I have with all the others.’

The previous clue had led them to Estwood, but there was one element of it she hadn’t figured out; that had kept her awake at night these last few years, winding that low coil of worry in her gut. Knowledge, her mother had always told her, was power. The more Nicole knew about the supernatural world, the easier it would be to keep her family safe. And, beyond continuing to live a blissful secret life in Estwood, keeping her family safe was Nicole’s one and only goal.

The one she’d let nothing come in the way of.

Remi smiled. ‘She’d be proud of you. Her little mythographer.’

An unexpected knot of heat formed in Nicole’s throat. She’d only been three when her mother had been murdered. In some ways, too young to remember her – as powerful and mythic as she was – and yet those simple words meant so much. ‘Get out of here before you make me like you even more.’

Remi laughed and waved, and Nicole watched her go. She’d never had a friend other than her siblings before. Being hunted, fleeing from one safe house to the next; fearing the Wake was just over their shoulder, had made it impossible. Especially to find another supernatural who understood not just their plight, but how it felt to hide the very essence of who you are. To shrug on humanity like a coat every morning before leaving a house full of supernaturals.

Nicole’s fingers rubbed against the rough hem of her mother’s jacket as she turned back to the bank of students. They were strangers, all of them. But all humans.

She took a breath and raised her chin slightly. As a child, she’d been paranoid in a crowd like this, unsure if someone in her midst was a creature capable of triggering her first transformation.

Nicole paused in the entrance to the colossal lecture theatre, her breath catching with anticipation.

The room was dark and tiered, the seats circling a giant screen like a crescent moon. Laptops were gleaming to life where people had found their seats. She looked over at the empty podium where Professor Westmoore was due any minute. On screen, gleaming darkly, was a mythological oil painting and the words ‘Introduction to Art History’.

Nicole headed up the steps, excited for the anonymity of university. She’d been craving the freedom this year of research offered her over the more rigid types of undergraduate degrees.

It was a foundation course offered by Estwood University – the specialised arts school – allowing teenagers who’d just left sixth form to pick a dissertation and study any humanities classes they desired to complete it. It meant Nicole could take classes in Celtic History, Mythology and Folklore, Gothic Literature, and of course Art History. All of which allowed her to study the supernatural in some form or another. If she couldn’t be around it in real life, this was the next best thing.

She’d managed to design a dissertation that allowed her to straddle both worlds, using human-made paintings that – unknowingly to the humans – depicted real creatures. It gave Nicole the excuse to leaf through every human folkloric text as well as literature and art, searching for real supernatural truth: from dark fairy tales to steamy paranormal novels. Even a few shockingly made, yet mysteriously bingeable supernatural TV-shows she’d laughed herself hoarse watching with her sister and Remi.

Nicole took a seat, scenting the rough fabric of the chair, various types of coffee, new books and every person in the room. But she was used to overstimulation after nearly nineteen years of heightened hearing, strength, sight and speed, so tuned it out as she pulled out her laptop and set it on the attached folding arm. She tried to smile at the people who sat in the seats around her, their eyes snagging on her a little longer. She scanned her reflection in the unlit screen of her laptop, finding the same dark eyes and dark hair as her mother.

The same deadly urges.

Sleeping, she reminded herself. Controlled.

As the lights dimmed, Nicole sat up straighter and her senses unfurled. There was a gleam of movement by the podium and a moment later a voice pierced the darkness.

‘Mythography.’

Professor Westmoore’s voice was unhurried and elegant, with the gentle rasp of age and subtle power of someone inhuman. It caused the hairs on Nicole’s body to rise. She hadn’t heard this voice since the stormy night her father and siblings first came to Estwood, fleeing an encounter that could have ruined their lives forever.

‘Researching mythological art is a seriously understudied speciality.’ A short, gleaming cap of silver hair became visible as a spotlight bloomed on the stage, revealing a woman who appeared somewhere in her eighties.

Even from across the lecture theatre, there was something Elfin about her features, yet Nicole knew the art collector and professor was actually a powerful Seer, like Nicole’s father and sister, and likely much older than she appeared. Nicole had an unusual flicker of Seer abilities, but she’d never had much practice with them. It was unheard of for an Empyreal to have any other gift than the deadly reflex to transform.

‘During this year,’ Westmoore continued, ‘my lectures will take you through a myriad of supernatural images, some from my own collection.’

Artwork flooded the dark, lighting student’s faces in flashes of blood-red or royal-blue. On the screen, moon-eyed Pre-Raphaelite nymphs tugged Hylas into violet water thick with lily pads, their red hair drenched to an ancient rust colour. Next, nineteenth-century oil paintings of Mermaids and Satyrs appeared. Delicate watercolour illustrations of Faeries. Armoured men spearing great dragons and gallivanting scrawny devils in fiery depictions of the Last Judgement. Then, pages from jewel-toned bestiaries from the Middle Ages with chimera-like creatures – rivalling the bestiaries in Nicole’s family library.

The array concluded with a Celtic cauldron, raucous creatures dancing around the bronze rim, and a twisted torc that snagged Nicole’s attention. The ancient gold necklace swirled with anthropomorphic patterns, made to look like slowly moving creatures.

‘Today,’ Westmoore said, ‘I encourage you to forget what you think you know of the world. Because if these artists didn’t believe such creatures were real, they entertained the supernatural through allegory, fairy tale or religion and with such artistic fervour that might make you believe they were. You will be shown that beneath the human history of the world, art reveals a secret, seething, supernatural one.’

The professor looked directly at Nicole in the crowd. They were the only two in the room that knew the creatures in these paintings were real, knew how magic and vicious the world truly was.

Except in Estwood, Nicole reminded herself as her excitement bittered with worry. We’re safe here. Hidden.

‘To these artists,’ Westmoore continued, ‘the temptation of magic was too strong to ignore. Let me show you why.’




CHAPTER TWO

Kyan

KYAN MCCARTER’S LATEST HUNT HAD TAKEN HIM TO A DARK, coiled forest in the Fae heartlands of Dartmoor known as Wistman’s Wood. Its ancient, eerie trees and mossy boulders were lush after a long night of late summer rain, yet the silver sky glimpsed above the tangled canopy was burnished and threatening as an axe.

Kyan felt quite the same, stalking the woods.

His transformation hadn’t taken hold yet, but even with his heightened senses he was all too aware of every crack and brush of life, every pulse of the forest. It almost made him remember his earliest and most intimate history in Ireland; almost focus on the fact that just over the Irish Sea was the place he’d once called home.

Almost.

Kyan slowed, his tall, muscled form primed with power and tension, gently straining. He stilled, his boots darkened by the wet blades of flora, and closed his eyes.

The Fae he was hunting had killed three humans before Kyan had been given the mission. It lured its prey with unnatural beauty, seduced them, then left their bodies bordering the woods. He had tracked this one across the moors, its usual scent permeated with what the Wake had dubbed the ‘kill hormone’. It led him on an unmissable path, spiralling through the hunter-green density, and was the only thing that would truly begin and complete his transformation.

He inhaled it deeply.

Empyrean power surged through his body. A welcoming heat, edged today with viciousness.

He felt the transformation in his arms first as Fae magic flooded his veins, turning them proud and dark beneath the skin. Then his mouth filled with the taste of earth, sweet and heady. This power felt archaic, perhaps he was becoming one of the most ancient type of Fae, those so removed from humanity they allowed their incessant hungers free rein and their deadly magic to bloom.

He never knew for certain what he’d transform into on a hunt. Every time was different because his Empyreal would remake him into the natural predator of whatever it was he was hunting. He could guess, after so many centuries, yet the change was always accompanied by a rush of intense relief and a rightness so true it wiped any essence of fear from his mind.

He hadn’t felt fear in centuries: he trusted his impulses too much.

Kyan opened his eyes.

They would be completely black now. His ears newly pointed; his dark hair suddenly longer than the efficiently short cut he usually favoured.

He turned to scan the trees with new vision. They seemed to pulse, alive and four-dimensional. The great trunks and branches were like broken fingers, draped with ancient moss. Long-handed ferns stirred and brushed against his body. Above, the wood’s canopy was sloped, as if it had been bent long ago by a supernatural force. Now, he could see the power in the wood.

And he could feel his prey.

Kyan moved slowly, silently. He couldn’t risk being spotted by his target, not until the last possible moment when it went for the kill and the change in its hormones fully unleashed Kyan’s transformation. Otherwise, he risked the life of the newest girl it had stolen.

And Kyan didn’t accept casualties.

Stepping into the small, twisted glade, he found them at the base of a great tree. The girl almost looked human but he knew she was not. She was young and pretty with dark red hair, but he could see the fear in her eyes as her panicked gaze flittered over the looming creature’s shoulder, finding him. The Fae hadn’t noticed, too busy murmuring into the girl’s neck.

Kyan motioned for her to remain quiet, showing her the circular scar of the Wake on his forearm. Her eyes widened and then closed in relief.

His target made the killing decision a moment later and the scent coiled through the wood. Kyan’s transformation stole through his body like a knife. There was no pain, no scream of metamorphosis, his body was made for this.

So, he gave himself over to the hunt.

He flung out his arm and an inky spear of power shot through the woods. The Fae staggered back, unable to breathe as its throat gushed with clear blood. It gave Kyan the moment he needed to cut close enough to grab the girl as she staggered and slipped in the roots of the tree. He hauled her from the mossy ground and shoved her with enough force she’d know to run for her life.

‘Run!’ he ordered as he allowed the Fae behind him to strike a vicious, desperate claw across his shoulders. Kyan grunted at the force of it. Pain seared his skin as a rush of hot blood and magic slickened his back. Sometimes it made the hunt faster and more effective to allow his prey to believe it might escape him.

They never did.

The girl, however, got a few feet before she slipped and fell hard with a cry, striking her head and passing out.

Kyan threw himself in front of her as the Fae lunged. He caught it by its bleeding throat and slammed it against one of the ancient trees, gritting at the splintering bark and strike of the Fae’s claws across his chest.

Kyan bared his teeth as the creature roared. It should have looked beautiful. White hair, sharp features, an otherworldly lure. But right now, it exposed its rawest hungers and Kyan thought of his missions of late and how creatures were becoming more and more bloodthirsty.

‘There’s no point.’ Kyan growled as it clawed at him, dousing his body in blood. Hunger, bright and wild burned behind his eyes as a rush of deathly Fae magic rose beneath his skin.

‘Dog,’ the Fae spat in its language.

The veins in the back of Kyan’s hand pulsed as his body tugged magic from the woods and funnelled it through him. With his temporary Fae abilities, he located his target’s life force and drew it out. Its power flooded into Kyan’s body slowly and fuelled him with longings, whisperings. But he forced the magic back out into the earth and felt the splintered trees knitting themselves back together.

Then his prey slumped and stilled in his grip, a quick end to a murderer that hadn’t given that grace to his victims.

Satisfied the creature it hunted was dead, Kyan’s Empyrean power began quickly returning him to his normal form. The urges lessened and the heaviness of unfamiliar magic bled away as his body shifted back to his natural state. An Empyreal again. Not the being he’d just been or the thousands before that. Just him and the gilded power inside, eternally ready for another transformation should the need arise.

He let the creature’s body slip to the ground and turned to find another Fae leaning against a particularly coiled tree, his black hair long and loose, his skin pale as moonlight. He had the thorn-sharp, untrustworthy beauty of an ancient one. And the amusement of one not usually held accountable.

‘Watch where you hunt, Empyreal. You’re in sacred woods.’ The Fae stroked a long finger down the still splintered, slowly healing bark. ‘Damaging these trees is a terrible omen.’

Kyan bared his teeth, but no creature had anything to fear from him unless it planned on killing. He couldn’t transform his body at will.

‘Take it as an omen not to kill people,’ Kyan suggested, heading towards the unconscious girl.

‘Says the hunter with blood on his hands.’

‘Most creatures are grateful that I rid them of killers,’ he said over his shoulder.

‘He was ours to deal with.’

Kyan shook his head, checking the girl’s vitals. Alive. Just a bloody welt on the head. Irritation and anger simmered as he turned towards the Fae. ‘It’s almost like you’ve forgotten what an Empyreal is. That the Wake sends us to protect people.’

He suddenly recalled first kneeling before the Wake all those years ago, when the world was so different. When his heart had been broken by loss and his powers had been so new. When vengeance had made him a hunter.

The Fae’s lips pulled back. ‘I haven’t forgotten. We just don’t like them fucking in our business.’

Challenge welled up in Kyan’s body and he stalked closer slowly. ‘I don’t give a shit about your politics.’

‘No,’ the Fae said, with renewed interest, glancing at the unconscious girl. ‘You don’t, do you? That’s going to have to change.’

‘Keep your people in line,’ Kyan warned, ‘and I won’t have to.’

The Fae smiled, sharp as a threat, a dangerous intrigue glimmering in his ancient stare. Then he was gone.

The girl stirred, and Kyan heard the quick flurry of her heartbeat galloping with panic.

He walked back to her and knelt at her side, ducking his head to catch her fluttering gaze.

‘You’re safe,’ he told her calmly. He rarely used Influence unless he needed a human or creature to forget they’d seen him, but in instances like this, the mind-altering tone was even more useful. She relaxed and her heartbeat slowed. Hesitantly, she lifted her hand to try and give him something. When he realised what it was, his blood cooled.

‘No, it’s all right.’ He’d received gratitude a few times, and yet it always made him uncomfortable. He wasn’t doing anything he should be thanked for. Hunting: protecting, it was his entire purpose. He couldn’t deny the impulse if he tried.

Being so close to the ancient Druid sites only made that clearer.

‘Please,’ she insisted weakly, forcing her eyes open and closing his hand around the offering.

He looked down at the acorn. To Kyan it was a reminder of the tree of the Druids, the ones he’d once had to watch burn, his people slaughtered beneath them. But to her kind, it was a talisman of sorts that would return you to your family if they were lost.

‘It’s worked for me,’ she whispered. ‘You’re taking me home. Now – it’s yours.’ She attempted to push it into his bloodied fingers.

Kyan’s jaw tightened so much it felt liable to crack. ‘I … don’t have a family to return to. Keep it.’

‘Then it will find you another,’ she whispered, as her eyes flickered closed.

He wasn’t supposed to keep things. The Wake didn’t encourage it. Items meant attachment, and he couldn’t afford to be anything but focused on his missions. And yet Kyan couldn’t bring himself to discard the gift, either.

The hunt was his purpose, killing deadly creatures to protect others. That was all he needed. So Kyan lifted the unconscious girl and began the trek to a local village where he could leave her safely and disappear, but the acorn burned a hole in his palm the entire way.

His townhouse had been built over a century before, its dark, red-brick facade blending easily with the identical houses of Rodney Street.

There were other locations he could have gone to debrief. The Wake had buildings and connections in every city in the world: Edinburgh’s windswept silver city, or historic Bath, which had been closer, and yet Liverpool had called to him.

He barely came here any more. The Wake preferred its hunters to stay in its own way-houses, and he preferred it too. Yet he found himself unlocking the front door.

Kyan only allowed himself this one place. It wasn’t a home, so much as the only building he’d ever owned.

He took the stairs three at a time and shouldered open the door to the upper living room.

It was dim with overcast light; the walls painted a dark, hunter-green. It hadn’t been redecorated for years, so the remnants of Victorian furniture gave the room a sense of history he usually avoided. He’d done mindless chores and renovations with his own hands to keep out anyone other than his housekeeper – a little Irish woman, who also happened to be a Hearthea, and who refused to do half of what he asked, doing tasks her own way. Otherwise, he’d had to Influence any others he’d needed to come in to forget what they saw.

In this room especially.

Kyan went to the fireplace, its mantel heavy with ancient artefacts. He hesitated before placing the little acorn among them, nestling it between a battered gladiator’s helmet, the coiling gold of a two-thousand-year-old torc and a few Celtic Revival pieces from the Victorian period.

The Wake warned that remembering the past was dangerous. It could make Empyreals mad with regret and longing for those they’d lost. Every time he was here, he was reminded of the ages of his immortality and wondered if they were right. Yet something deep, or perhaps quietly confident, was sure he would manage. History was something he could use to learn and better his hunts. It had already served him well.

As long as he didn’t think of family.

Nothing here had been given to him by them, not even the torc. The one his mother had originally gifted him had been lost to time. No, these were items from past hunts, periods that felt like past lives, or gifts from grateful creatures that he couldn’t bear to throw away.

Kyan tugged at the dark curls at the nape of his neck. His hair had grown with the transformation. He ran a hand through it, his back and chest no longer smarting from the slash of the Fae’s claw marks, completely healed. His fingers gripped the curling lengths and a small unease coiled in his stomach: any longer and it could be plaited.

He’d have to cut it.

Kyan removed his other hand from where it gripped the dark marble, the knuckles white.

Then, locking the door, he walked away from the memories, and went in search of his next mission.




CHAPTER THREE

Nicole

DRIVING DOWN THE LONG TREE-LINED PATH TOWARDS Westmoore Manor, Nicole’s breath caught as she peered up through the windshield.

The manor rose from the sand dunes like a sea-girt palace. The sky had darkened quickly tonight, so the building’s pale Jacobean facade was lit by violet twilight. The gold grasses of the beach behind it swayed beneath the heavy purple storm moving inland and the sea thrashed, white tipped as if laced.

Nicole had borrowed the family jeep for the short drive, after reassuring the gilded trio of her father, brother and younger sister, that she’d call with news if she discovered anything. She thought of them as the car rolled to a stop, crunching over gravel. They weren’t as desperate to discover this final clue. Perhaps because they’d been safe here for almost a decade, perhaps because they weren’t convinced there was still a clue to be found. And yet, Nicole couldn’t ignore the last line of her mother’s message, how it tugged at her, whispering that there was something more. Something undiscovered in this coastal haven.

Even if that was just a whisper of a connection to her mother in the form of Professor Westmoore.

Nicole checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror, smoothing down her carefully done hair and wiping away a bit of stray mascara. She wasn’t a little girl anymore, her sweaty hand in her brother’s, staring wide-eyed up at the supernatural paintings behind Westmoore and the Seer’s knowing eyes the first and last time they’d met. She’d grown, she’d researched. And if she was right, after tonight, she would have the key to keep her family in this blissful nook of the world. Her heart swelled at the mere thought.

Nicole got out of the car and was immediately struck by strong, warm sea air. Late summer rose petals, so pale they were almost white, drifted across the stone with the scents of coastal flora and the strong salt of the sea.

Nicole hadn’t caught Westmoore after the lecture, nor had she spotted her on the tour of the Art History department.

The last time she’d been to the manor had been the night her family arrived in Estwood a decade ago. Westmoore had been a trusted friend of Nicole’s mother, and had agreed to help them where she could. But she hadn’t allowed them access to her paintings, not then. Westmoore had claimed it ‘wasn’t the right time’ and that Nicole’s mother only wanted them to uncover the final clue at some unnamed date. Shortly after, she accepted a teaching position at Oxford, taking some of her paintings with her and leaving the others locked up in the manor. But this year, she’d come back to Estwood University and the fact she’d agreed to be Nicole’s advisor told Nicole that now, finally, must be the time.

She came to the manor’s grand doors, tracing the Mermaid-shaped handles and rang the doorbell, her finger burning from its cool, pebble-like press. She clamped her lips together to stop from smiling, reeling that she was finally here!

There was a great echoing clack as the door opened to reveal an older woman with pale skin. She was dressed in a smart navy dress, and Nicole realised she must be the housekeeper.

‘Miss Palmer?’

Nicole nodded and the housekeeper moved aside, allowing her entry.

She stepped into the polished stone foyer, the roar of the sea muting as the door closed behind her and her breath caught as she looked up into the bronze dark. The coving was heavily detailed in gold and marble, while the ceiling itself was a dark depiction of gods and monsters gazing down past a heavy, glittering chandelier.

A little sigh escaped her.

‘Please, come this way, the professor is awaiting you in the study.’

They headed through an elaborate drawing room and into countless rooms of art and antiques, the myriad of supernatural artefacts winking in the lamplight. Nicole felt like she’d been let loose in a treasure trove and tightened her fingers around the strap of her satchel so she wouldn’t start inspecting. If there wasn’t art on the walls, there were murals of reclining creatures and mythological characters.

The manor was hushed, other than the sound of the storm outside and the distant crackle of a fire, so Nicole’s heeled loafers gently clipped on the polished wood.

Soon enough, they came through a great ballroom with glass doors overlooking the beach, and finally reached the study.

Richly furnished, the rectangular room had paintings of supernatural women adorning the wood-panelled walls. Grey silk armchairs shimmered from the glow of the enormous, ornate fireplace, where life-sized stone Nymphs supported its mantel. The fire bathed Nicole in golden heat as she stepped inside, and subtly scented the place with smoke and salt and stalks of lavender crumbling within. Tall glass doors on the right led out to the sand dunes and were swathed by luxurious curtains. The burnished wood gleamed and the murals between them gave an eternal depth to the room.

And, there, sitting in the room’s centre, backlit by the fire, was Professor Westmoore.

Nicole suddenly felt like she needed to curtsy.

‘Thank you, May,’ Westmoore said to the housekeeper, who nodded and closed the door behind them. ‘My,’ the old Seer said, ‘you look so much like her.’

Nicole knew, intellectually, how much she resembled her mother, but meeting a relative stranger who could say that …

She swallowed, her throat burning. ‘Thank you.’

Westmoore smiled. ‘Tell me, Nicole. What is it you hope to discover within my paintings?’ The question was gentle, and yet it felt like a test.

She met the professor’s eyes, which had the ability to look both piercing and cloudy, then turned to the satchel at her side and gently removed the illustration within.

‘This was the last clue we have from my mother.’ She had always left them clues like this: paintings, sketches, pieces of obscure supernatural history that would lead them from one safe house to the next. Two things had been scrawled on the back of this one in her mother’s hand.

‘Estwood’ and ‘divino artista’.

Estwood was easy enough to understand, and when they’d arrived they’d discovered Westmoore, who was not just one of the only other supernaturals in town, but one with a mythological art collection to rival any museum.

The illustration was an exquisite pencil drawing by Marianne H. W. Robilliard from 1909 of a woman on a seashore. In it, the figure’s dress and long dark hair were wind-whipped to look like the thin garb of ancient Greek statues.

‘Mum talked about divino artista, the divine artist, for years. Humans think it has a religious meaning: God – the Divine Artist that created the world. But for us, for supernaturals, it explains why some artists have an intimate relationship with the supernatural world. Writers, poets, painters, sculptors and symbologists notice things other humans don’t, can see and spot creatures, thus paint them like their inhuman counterparts.

‘But it also represents supernatural art and any paintings that depict creatures. Your manor is full of them. It’s safer and more guarded than the museum and gallery in town. And you knew Mum. She trusted you enough to send us here, I was sure that your collection held the answer. That she’d left something with you. Some … piece of information?’

Nicole didn’t want to voice her theories too soon. Westmoore was still, despite her help, a stranger.

The professor rose and went to a panel in the wall where a door had been cleverly hidden by a painted fold of red drapery.

‘Come, I have something to show you.’

A dull click sounded, and then part of the wall swung back. Nicole glimpsed weak moonlight streaming into the colossal, dark space and glinting off gold frames. Curiosity and unease swirled in her stomach. And then she felt it: the supernatural essence of the artworks like a wall of power.

‘Welcome, Nicole, to my gallery.’

Westmoore flicked a switch, and lamps about the room slowly gleamed to life.

Around and above were several mezzanines containing thousands of books. She’d never been around this many nonhuman publications before. To buy them you needed to use your supernatural ID, to ensure information about supernatural history didn’t end up in human hands. She could make out three more storeys, two great chandeliers splintering light. Multiple silk upholstered seating areas made up reading spaces and golden, glass-boxed Celtic artefacts glinted on the shelves.

Nicole looked up to discover a fresco of a supernatural apocalypse on the ceiling: swirling creatures and heavens and gods, the Wild Hunt raging to life at its edges. On the wall opposite were several glass doors leading onto the beach, and another door she noticed in the panelling to her left which must lead to Westmoore’s private rooms.

But the real allure was the paintings.

At each interval between the dark, glossy bookshelves was a painting, gently illuminated with a picture-light. The gold frames were all engraved with supernatural and Celtic patterns.

There was a painting of winged boys with curling horns peeking through their tousled hair; one with a flush of copper wings, the other with small, budding teal ones. Another painting showed a trio of nude Nymphs tugging a Satyr into ancient woods. Then, nineteenth-century paintings of Mermaids, all languid and lovely, their heavy tails like a spill of silver coins.

A sudden, powerful sense of belonging stole her breath. It was like the paintings were watching her; recognised her as one of them. They preened, full of secrets and details to interpret.

I’m here. Tell me everything.

But amid the paintings of creatures, there were others that drew her focus. Scenes from the Metamorphoses, the ancient Roman stories of transformation. And painting after painting of—

‘It’s a timeline,’ Nicole said softly, ‘of Empyrean history?’ She turned to the professor for confirmation and saw a small smile on her lips.

Westmoore began to walk around the room, taking them past paintings of the Dark Ages, past images of Druids and Sirens, then to Empyreals transforming, hunting and being inducted into the Wake – kneeling in columned, temple-like spaces.

Two millennia ago, the Wake had risen, believed to consist of powerful supernaturals with the desire to keep the world safe from deadly creatures. They had searched out and practically collected Empyreals for their cause. Their argument being they could help Empyreals, and would pay them for their missions, grant them resources and connections to better travel and hunt. In return, Empyreals would swear fealty to them. Now, the Wake was the most powerful organisation in the world, and every discovered Empyreal joined their ranks of loyal hunters.

‘I curated this collection carefully over many years. Supernatural history is well guarded by the Wake, as I’m sure you’ve discovered in your mother’s books. They use art as propaganda, yes, but they have done things to keep control of our society that would shock you. Atrocities, assassinations. And of course, collecting every Empyreal they could find to hunt for them. Your mother knew that one day the truth would need to be outed, so we curated the collection together; carefully choosing pieces that spelled out this hidden history or commissioned artists to paint special pieces. But, Nicole, this collection holds much more promise than a single clue. This is not the location of another safe house.’

There it was, the very thing Nicole had suspected.

‘The Wake will do anything for these paintings and their secrets, do you understand?’

After the night her mother was murdered, Nicole knew that better than anyone. She nodded softly. ‘The only thing I can’t understand is, why now? Why didn’t you let us see it sooner?’

‘My dear, you were all but eight when you arrived in Estwood. And though your father is more than capable, your mother distilled something in you. I don’t know if she hid it in your mind through the things she taught you, or left it for you to unravel. I couldn’t tell you because I don’t know what it is. That, and the Wake know of me, so I couldn’t risk communicating with you until a certain point in case they ever sent anyone to check up on me. Hence why I’ve spent the last decade in another town.

‘Your mother made it very clear, and I agreed with her, that this art could only be revealed to the public at a certain point in our history, and that you wouldn’t be able to uncover the truth behind her message until then. It has taken centuries to put the right people and information in the right places; to try and guarantee the events that will come forth. To make sure they lead to success, over defeat.’

Nicole frowned. Success? Defeat? Relief swooped through her stomach at the thought she was right, but it swiftly morphed into worry.

‘I say this to make sure you understand,’ Westmoore continued. ‘To make sure you’re ready, and to tell you that whatever this information is, you could use it to barter for your own safety one day. Your mother has hidden a secret so far-reaching and ancient that it could threaten an institution like the Wake. A supernatural art conspiracy kept alive and secret through centuries. But the Wake are killing in search of it. Collectors. Creators. Anyone who still remembers the ancient truths or wishes to share it and unearth long-slumbering legends. So, I have no more time to wait.’

Dread pooled through Nicole. ‘Do they know about you? Are you in some kind of danger?’

Westmoore waved a hand. ‘No more than any other time in my life. You make a surprising number of enemies collecting artwork.’

Nicole thought of the night her mother was murdered, murdered for … this secret?

She felt a dark tremor of reluctance. If she uncovered this, what would stop the Wake killing her, too? But then, her family lived in hiding because of that very concept: the idea that if the Wake discovered who and where they were, they would assume her mother had passed this information on to them.

The night her mother was killed, Nicole, Dylan and Bells had been hidden by her mother’s Influence. The Wake’s Empyreal had been in the room with them and not seen or heard them. They’d survived for their father to come home and discover not just his three crying children, but that his wife was dead and her body taken.

Nicole looked at Westmoore’s paintings. If the Wake would hunt them down anyway and kill them, believing her mother had passed on that dangerous information, it was better if Nicole actually had it and the promise of using it.

‘Why did you do all this?’ she asked. ‘Keep these paintings? Agree to help us if it put you in danger?’

The professor’s eyes softened, and she looked out over the collection. ‘Your mother saved my life once, a long time ago. And the Wake are not the paragon of safety they claim to be, it’s time the world knew.’

‘Is that why you’re allowing the painting to be shown at the museum?’

Westmoore inclined her head slightly. ‘Partly.’

Nicole realised they’d come to the end of the timeline and found herself standing before The Wild Hunt. It was enormous – a sprawling, wicked piece that made it seem as if the Empyreals within could pour from the canvas.

Humans had sensed the violent edges of Empyreals’ hunts in the past and written of their wildness. Because they were hidden to humans, hunts were thought to be the haunt of spirits, and yet they were frequent enough that the idea of a supernatural predator had permeated the folkloric psyche, resulting in stories that led to paintings like this. It was a truth despite the ages. A truth that waited, sleeping in its legendary essence, inside Nicole, too.

She’d expected to feel intrigue when finally faced with the painting; instead, Nicole found herself completely bewitched, almost unnerved.

But there was another piece beside it, like some dark, violent secret that opened that maw wider.

‘Is this a Bouguereau?’ Nicole’s lips parted as she came to stand before the scene from hell. In it, two nude men were fighting, one with red hair, the other dark. They were locked in a vicious embrace with the fire-toned light of hell around them and a winged creature swooping above. It was dynamic, aggressive, and she could barely look away.

‘William-Adolphe Bouguereau’s Dante and Virgil, yes.’

‘I thought this was in the Musée d’Orsay. In Paris?’

Westmoore gave a quiet chuckle. ‘A copy is there, one safe for the humans to view.’

Nicole’s brows rose. There were many supernatural paintings out in the public, painted both by creatures or humans that knew about their world, the most famous being the Mona Lisa. Humans just had no idea.

But the longer she examined this Empyreal painting, the more her supernaturally heightened senses began to make out its shimmering glass-like pane of supernatural varnish. Layered over paintings, supernatural varnishes could keep the true appearance of creatures hidden from human eyes. Some were posthumously varnished, if a human painter had stumbled onto a creature and their painting would have exposed them, but most were varnished by the artist themselves. It changed anything from a figure’s eye colour to its entire form and was how supernatural stories had been passed down through the ages, with variations and levels of magical varnish. Some had been designed so only the owner of the painting could see to the true image beneath; some allowed every creature true sight but kept humans oblivious – like the paintings in famous museums around the world.

The varnish in Dante and Virgil cracked like old paint under her gaze and the ghost of another painting appeared beneath.

Two key differences became apparent.

The dark-haired man losing the fight now had a twisted gold ornament around his neck that glinted, intricately made: a torc. And the vicious, red-haired man had his almost clawed hands around it, to tear it off.

Nicole’s eyes began to burn. Unnerved, she wiped one, trying to concentrate, until ice shot through her body. The world tilted sharply, and she was thrown from the present into the past with such intensity, she lost her breath in the process.

Visions didn’t plague her the way they did her sister, so Nicole was never quite prepared for the bloody veins they would paint in her eyes, nor the feeling of being dragged by the throat into another time and place.

Her boots slammed into the give of soil as air rushed back into her lungs. She sucked in a breath, scenting blood and earth and musk.

Her sketchbook was gone, her bag, the gallery. Her time.

She scoured her new surroundings. Amber grass scratched at her legs and dampened her clothes. A mist thick with an unnerving tinge of magic transformed hills and boulders into looming shapes. Horrified, terrified screams raced through the void around her. Nicole spun, trying to track the sounds.

Then she felt someone charging towards her, sensed the strength in their body, could hear cries and groans as they cleaved a path through enemies that were little but shapes in the mist.

And then he burst through the white.

Nicole froze as the violence of his being shuddered over her, forcing her to stare up at his height. He stilled in the clearing, his bare torso heaving with deep barrelling breaths; his dark hair partially braided. Blood spattered in frantic handprints over the brush of hair on his chest, like someone had either gripped him for help while dying, or to try and stop him killing them.

A gold torc sat around his neck, winking in the dim, supernatural gloom.

It wasn’t his barbaric appearance that made her stomach clench and the Empyreal inside her bristle with anticipation, but the dark fire of his eyes; the wild passion in that unnervingly direct gaze that made her body throb with the ratcheting of her heart.

A bolt of heat went through her as he met her gaze, and it cooled to panic as a frown deepened in his brow. As if he saw her and couldn’t understand why.

The stranger’s eyes warned her of his movement before the muscles in his thighs jumped with a step closer. Then he began to move.

To stalk.

Nicole’s instincts kicked in like a slap. She reached for the hilt of a blade stabbed into the ground beside her. Her heart was beating so frantically she couldn’t make out any other sound.

He couldn’t see her. It wasn’t possible. No vision allowed a Seer to be seen.

Yet he was looking right at her.

He closed the distance between them, his chest heaving millimetres from her face. Sweat rolled down the thick muscles of his chest, streaking through the dirt and blood. Wicked heat rolled off him. The taste of blood and supernatural power prickled across her tongue. Now, she could see that he wasn’t as old as he’d appeared, slick with battle and simmering with fury. He was a few years older than her, at most. And there was agony in his eyes along with suspicion. Youth; a tinge of mercenary magic.

And a worry that speared her like a blade.

Nicole’s lips parted – to speak? She didn’t know what she’d say.

And then he was gone.

Nicole slammed back into herself with a force that had her staggering backwards. She hissed at the stinging in her eyes, before blinking at the floor, her teary vision clearing to see her satchel lying by her boots on the dark-red carpet.

A soft hand on her shoulder made her whip out to grab their wrist, immediately clamping on the thin arm of the professor.

Westmoore Manor. She was here, safe, and being guided to a luxurious chair in the gallery room.

Nicole released Westmoore gently, cursing herself for losing track of her surroundings. What if she’d hurt her? ‘I’m sorry, I—’

‘Are your visions usually so intense?’

Nicole swallowed. ‘No. I … I barely ever have any. Bells and Dad are the Seers, this doesn’t usually happen.’ Her heart hadn’t yet calmed, and she clutched at the delicate wooden arm of the chair with clammy fingers.

‘May I?’ asked Westmoore, her hand hovering near Nicole’s temple.

Seers and a few other creatures could view a Seer’s visions through physical touch. Nicole tried to speak, but her throat was too tight. She gave a small nod, getting her bearings as Westmoore’s cool fingers brushed her temple, and the old Seer’s eyes went blood-dark with Sight.

Nicole tried to manage her breathing while the vision played out for Westmoore.

‘I see,’ the professor said softly.

‘Who …’ Nicole tried, swallowing hard. ‘Who was that? I didn’t realise this painting depicted someone real.’

But Westmoore gasped in a breath as other images overcame Nicole, these from Westmoore’s mind as a vision took over the professor.

Someone reaching out, pleading, their fingers singed, trying to pull their priceless paintings from the burning wreck of their house—

They disappeared as Westmoore snatched her hand from Nicole.

Nicole pushed up. ‘Professor, are you all right?’

The vision still raced behind Westmoore’s blood-dark eyes for a few moments, and when she blinked, she looked suddenly weak. She reached for the glossy table behind her and Nicole went to help her, but Westmoore waved her off with a faint smile.

‘I think that’s enough for tonight.’

‘But what did you see? Is someone in danger?’

Westmoore gave a tight smile. ‘Don’t worry about that, it … it wasn’t for your eyes.’

Perhaps not, but she’d still seen it.

‘Here’ – Westmoore dug something from a deep pocket and then placed a cool, ancient key in Nicole’s hands – ‘Tomorrow you’ll begin. I’ve organised with the museum that you’ll have full access to The Wild Hunt, so you’ll be able to work on your dissertation and this research. This art is intertwined with the past, the present and the promise of a future. Use this key to stay in the manor for as many nights as you need to find the answer. But for tonight, go.’

Nicole stared, the key warming in her palm. Stay in the manor? They had been due to research together at night as well as in Nicole’s free periods thanks to her busy daily schedule, but –

She nearly asked more, but took in the professor’s wearied posture. Nicole backed up. When her sister or father had visions of death, sometimes they needed to be alone to recalibrate. So, she nodded gently and picked up her satchel from where it had fallen, the illustration and her mother’s words spilled out onto the floor.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ Nicole said. ‘And, thank you, professor.’

Westmoore’s veined eyes met hers, and she gave a soft smile. ‘Remember what your mother taught you, and trust yourself, my girl. No doubting.’

Heat pricked the backs of her eyes. She turned and walked shakily through the dark manor, past its moonlit artefacts and flashes of luxury.

When she burst outside, she felt breathless, trapped by the lure of history and visions of a two-thousand-year-old artefact. She took a deep breath of coastal air, despite being immediately pelted by warm rain. Then reached up, absently, to her throat, where the heavy torc had sat around the warrior’s throat; a throat corded with muscle.

As if he would either release a roar of battle, or something vicious and intimate.

Nicole had known Westmoore’s paintings would hold secret messages but she had never had visions looking at art before. They’d had to piece together the history behind paintings and artists with the knowledge they’d gleaned from human and supernatural lore. Evidently, she would need both to uncover the spiral of mysteries in the collection.

She looked down at the ancient key in her palm. Perhaps staying at the manor would be a good idea. That way she could research the paintings all hours of the night, too. Resolved, she headed for the car. Tomorrow, when she was feeling less shaky, she’d find out what Westmoore had seen and make sure she was all right.

But tonight … tonight she’d been given a glimpse into an artistic conspiracy that spanned thousands of years. That could repaint their world.

So she put aside her unease, and drove through the glinting dark towards home.




CHAPTER FOUR

Kyan

AT 3.15 IN THE MORNING, KYAN WAS SUMMONED TO THE Wake’s Liverpool headquarters.

St George’s Hall sat amid the modern city like an ancient temple, the sky above inky with clouds and a few bright stars despite the distant rumble of thunder. Its pale columns had been a steadfast visual over the years as the city curled and changed around it. Now, traffic, giant electronic billboards and a train station of steel and glass gleamed opposite.

Kyan ascended the steps and angled his scarred forearm to the giant gilded doors, which opened soundlessly to reveal the ornate hall. He’d been here earlier, to debrief and wash away the energy of the previous hunt in the Wake’s secret underground baths, but they had been waiting for confirmation about another mission before assigning it to him.

He’d bided his time in the Philharmonic pub, wanting a few quiet hours nursing a pint. The historic bar had been populated by creatures as well as humans. That hadn’t been a problem, until a group of Empyreals began needling him, calling him the name they gave him for being the best of them: the Wake’s dog.

He didn’t care about their opinions, but he did care that the name reminded him too much of a title from his past. One he’d tried to train himself to forget.

To a degree, they were right about him. He preferred the eternal hunt.

But while other Empyreals might have hunted for the thrill or the power, Kyan hunted to protect.

He strode over the circular mosaics, beneath the vaulted ceiling and past columns of red granite and came to the end of the hall where two statues of the Greek Titan Atlas held up a platform. On it were three awaiting Messengers. Used as go-betweens – as no one had ever met the leaders of the Wake – the Messengers were unnaturally still in the low light. Though they looked human, they were as unnerving as the dead and almost as quiet, with no pulse to give them away and no physicality, Kyan had walked through one many a time.

He knelt, the stained-glass window of St George slaying the dragon behind him.

‘Location?’ Kyan asked of the staid, holographic-like beings.

‘Estwood, Cornwall.’

‘Creature?’

‘A Spectre. Michael Lynch. He’s evaded three other Empyreals and all attempts at imprisonment. Vicious, smart, and deadly. We need our best.’

Kyan looked up. Their best. The Wake’s dog. He’d become so out of necessity, out of the desire to never repeat past mistakes and by trusting his power. Because if he’d been quicker, if he’d only listened harder to his Empyreal, maybe his mother would still be alive.

He recalled the feeling of bathing away his previous mission, cleansing him for the next one. The water had stroked up his face and head, lifting his hair, lightening the weight and ghosting his scalp like his mother’s braiding fingers. He’d recalled her Druid magic and the sacred patterns of life and history she’d taught him and sunk deeper. When he’d re-emerged, it felt like an almost emotionless, ruthless, return to purpose.

He went to rise.

‘There’s one more thing. There’s a supernatural painting that must be secured at your new base. Your instructions and new identity have already been sent to your phone. This is to be kept quiet.’

His interest flickered. Art had been a part of his missions before, even his last one in Liverpool. But it often made a situation more complicated, brought in more eventualities and need for control, all of which Kyan had experience with.

He inclined his head and accepted his latest hunt.

‘Consider it done.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Nicole

THE BEACH HAD BEEN WASHED CLEAN BY LAST NIGHT’S storm, so Nicole’s six a.m. jog was over sand as golden as an ancient artefact, packed wet and compact. To her right, waves crashed along the curved shore, their steady rhythm matching her heart and the push and pull of her breath. The sky was beginning its slow metamorphosis from a soft rose dawn into blue, tinged out over the water with the violet memory of a late-September storm. It beat back the dark, smoothing away the essence of the supernatural that had haunted her after coming home from Westmoore Manor.

She’d barely slept, dreaming instead of the warrior from the vision, embers of burning paintings swirling around him.

It had startled her awake earlier than usual with fingers of heat.

Now, she paused atop a sand dune and looked around the sweeping beach, the imprint of a waning crescent still above and took in the rhythm of the sleepy university town that had stolen her heart. Seeing that all was well, she berated herself for feeling tense and skidded back down the dune.

She’d already been jogging for an hour and hadn’t broken a sweat. Her legs worked without strain as she hiked up the next dune, each stride sure, but then, there wasn’t much in this town that would strain her. Here, there was no vicious risk of discovery, no temptation of transformation. Just the academic quiet, the cobbled streets, and the
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