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  Author's note
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This book is written in New Zealand English, so it may have more ‘s’s and ‘u’s than you’re used to. 
It is set in an alternative near-future world much like ours, which is experiencing the effects of climate change (using expectations of a moderate global warming pathway). Unlike our world, there are demigods, shifters and other supernaturals. 






  
  CHAPTER ONE

Freya arrives in York

[image: image-placeholder]

The odour of hot steel assaulted Freya’s nostrils in waves as she stepped off the train into York station. The smell was accompanied by a hint of soot, warm asphalt, and a strong suggestion of impatience and a lack of facilities. Burnt coffee overlaid the whole. Wrinkling her nose, she lugged her suitcase behind her, bumping it with difficulty up the stairs which led to an overbridge crossing the tracks. The cat cage in her other hand was just as unwieldy, but much lighter. Halfway up, she switched hands, as the suitcase handle bit unbearably into her palm. There was a discontented yowl. 
“Sorry, Mr Fluffbum,” she answered the yowl. “Not long now.” 
Or I hope it won’t be long. Why did I pack so much stuff? This thing weighs a ton. Still, it’s not as though I could have left anything behind in my student flat. No-one else was staying on. 
Despite the heavy luggage and unpleasant odours, Freya felt a frisson of excitement as she ascended the stairs. She was now officially an adult, graduated, moving to a new city and a new job on her own—well, on her own apart from her cat—and with nothing to mark her as anything but mundane. She nodded to herself at the thought. 
Yes, I can be a normal person here. Whatever that is. She hauled her suitcase up another step. Only a trickle of other passengers had disembarked, and none stopped to help her with her heavy luggage. As she reached the top of the stairs, arm muscles burning from the effort, she felt like she had ascended into an oven, the cavernous domed barn overhead seeming to catch the unseasonal heat instead of shielding her from it. She paused to push tendrils of dark blonde hair off her face and give her arms a break. But as sweat sprang up on her forehead, she wished she hadn’t bothered to stop. 
This is the north of England; it’s not supposed to be hot.
Freya flapped at her face to try to generate a breeze, but it didn’t make much difference. 
Just keep going. It’s got to be cooler soon. 
She bent down to check on her cat.  
“Not long now, Mr Fluffbum. You’ll like the new apartment. It’s got a huge back yard according to the pictures—pretty much in the country. I expect there will be lots of mice.” 
The cat’s eyes glowed yellow in the darkness of the cat carrier, then blacked out as he blinked. 
“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it too. We’ve been in a city too long.” Resolutely, Freya picked up both cat cage and suitcase and set off again. 
Freya was halfway across the overbridge when another train squealed to a halt below her. A surge of people erupted from its doors, and a minute later, she was surrounded by a buffeting wave of humanity. Or no, not quite humanity. As she tried to continue her luggage-encumbered crossing of the overbridge, she found herself surrounded by a ring of brown-haired young men, all about the same height as her. They maintained a constant chatter around her, even as she looked for an exit. Trying to assess the situation, she noticed short, dense beards, furry forearms, long curved nails. Their eyes darted around, faster than human. One man was fiddling with some sort of fidget toy. Or maybe that was just his keys. Nostrils flared around her; someone let out an excited whoop. They looked similar enough to be brothers. The clues all added up to one thing.
 Oh, no. Weres, she thought. Not again. Still, they’ve got no reason to bother me. 
But their conversation became more specific to Freya. She shivered and tried to increase her pace, hampered by the surrounding bodies. 
“She smells like new blood, Harry. Gonna invite her to join us?”
“Depends if she’s willing, dunnit?”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“Willing’s more fun, though. I like fun.”
“I like her hair, it’s nearly our colour.”
It is not, Freya thought. Her hair was not nearly so brown, though it had never been as blonde as her sister’s, either. Just nondescript. Neither one thing or another. She’d always wished it was blonde like her sister’s or black like her friend’s hair. 
“Why don’t we just ask her if she’ll come?”
Sounds like as good an opening as I’m going to get.
“Excuse me, gentlemen. You’re in my way. Would you mind moving aside?” 
OK, that was pathetic. Come on, Freya, be forceful. 
Around her, heads cocked to one side, a couple of men nudged each other with their elbows. One appeared to nominate himself as a spokesman. 
“We’re off for a drink, want to join us?” He sounded cheerful, not too pressing. 
Maybe I’m imagining the threat here, thought Freya. They could just be very enthusiastic human youths. 
“No thanks, I have an appointment,” she said aloud. 
“Aw, come on. The pub’s just round the corner, it won’t take long,” said the spokesman. 
Freya shook her head firmly. 
“Sorry, I’ll be late.” Or at least I’ll arrive in the dark to a place I’ve never been. Worse than late. 
The group pressed in closer around her, forcing her to stop. More voices joined the first. It seemed hotter than ever with so many bodies so close. 
“Just one drink, yeah?”
“Are you a toff or something, think you’re too good for us?”
“Be a sport, lady. No harm no foul, yeah?”
Freya began to feel panicked. How had her arrival turned sour so fast? 
Someone’s hand touched the arm holding the cat cage. Someone else tugged on her ponytail, before sliding a hand down her side towards her butt. Her back was still protected by her rucksack, but this was too much. 
“No! Get away from me!” she shouted, dropping the handle of her suitcase, rather more carefully setting down the cat cage, and applying her elbows and knees to whatever soft parts she could reach. Where were station security? What about all those other people who’d got off the train? Freya realised with a sinking heart that with so many people packed around her, she probably couldn’t even be seen by anyone outside the circle. 
“We’re just being friendly,” a voice leered in her ear. She whipped around, trying to catch the speaker with an elbow. 
“Not my style of friendly,” she panted. Someone caught her by the rucksack, and another caught her upper arm, preventing her from moving. She tried to kick out as she’d been taught in self-defence class, and was briefly rewarded as one of her assailants staggered back, clutching at his groin. However, her triumph was short-lived as another body took his place. She was trapped. 
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  CHAPTER TWO

A stranger to the rescue

[image: image-placeholder]

“There seems to be an absence of gentlemanly behaviour in this station,” observed a new voice, formal and slightly accented. Standing nearly a foot taller than the group of men who surrounded her, a large man was looking over the huddle with distaste. He wore dark clothes, well-tailored garments that highlighted muscular limbs and a broad chest. Dark red hair was brushed smoothly back from his face, showing broad cheekbones and eyes of some indeterminate colour. He looked to be a couple of years older than her. It was probably only her imagination that the heat in the station intensified as he approached. 
Why do rich people always seem to have smooth hair? Freya wondered irrelevantly. Not that she had any evidence that the newcomer was rich, but he did have an aura of power that she associated with wealth. She patted her own rather wavy dark-blonde hair (not brown, definitely not) self-consciously. After the tussle with the were-whatever-they-weres, it was anything but smooth. Definitely not wealthy, me. Maybe it’s just that he doesn’t have to fight his way through a train station. She found her eyes dwelling on him anyway. This is not the time to be dwelling on muscular men. Focus on getting away from the weres.
“Who are you saying in’t a gentleman?” asked the spokesman gruffly, patting his own clothes down with his free hand. “We’re just inviting this here young lady to have a drink with us.” 
There was a general widening of space around Freya, and she breathed a little more freely. 
“She does not appear to be thirsty,” said the newcomer dryly. 
“Sure, she is, anyone would be in this heat.”
“I’m really not,” said Freya mendaciously, firmly shaking the hand off her arm. 
The ring of men looked at one another and back at the red-haired man, and shuffled back a step. 
“Right you are, then. Enjoy your day, miss.” The group of men streamed past her down the stairs to the main station. She felt one of them pat her bottom as he passed, and she twisted aside indignantly. Baffled by the sudden change of behaviour from her attackers, not to mention their abrupt language transition—they sounded like servants from some period drama, now—Freya was left alone on the overbridge, looking at her apparent rescuer with some concern. 
“Thanks,” she said. 
“No thanks are required. It is my pleasure to ensure that beautiful women are not molested in this city.”
Okaaay. What do I say to that? What about the not-beautiful women? 
Inclining his head formally to her, the man strode off after the departed group. 
I guess I don’t have to say anything, then. Just as well, I don’t know whether to thank him or tell him off for being an archaic so and so.
Freya reclaimed her suitcase and her cat cage. She peered anxiously at the black and white cat within. 
“Are you OK, Mr Fluffbum?” she asked the cat. There was no answer, just wide eyes glinting light back at her. “Yeah, I know. Not the way I expected this to go either,” she said. Freya patted herself down to make sure nothing was missing, and started on the long, bumpy descent down the stairs. It hadn’t been a pleasant encounter, but as far as attacks by weres were concerned, she’d experienced far worse in the past. Freya wondered what sort of weres they had been. She mentally added up the clues. Short, sleek brown hair, fairly playful—at least at first—and working as a group. Hmmm… She paused at the base of the stairs to pull out her phone. Her hand needed a break from the suitcase anyway. A quick search for mammalian pack hunters gave her a shortlist. 
They hadn’t seemed particularly canine despite operating as a group. Maybe were-mongooses? No, otters, I think. Those cute little ones, that live in groups at the zoo, not the big river otters. Though those guys weren’t cute. Were-otters. That’s a new one for me. 
Shrugging off the incident as best she could, she exited the station at last, and having deposited half her luggage in a locker, began the search for the correct bus to her new accommodation. A new life lay before her; she’d finished university and landed a real job. Freya was determined that roving packs of were-otters notwithstanding, she was going to try being a mundane human being for a change. In the past, she’d been hampered by her heritage as a demigoddess, with were-foxes providing unpleasant interludes. But there seemed no reason for her to use the small powers she had as an eponymous descendant here in York. She was going to be employed as a scientist working on plant diseases. Surely that was as far as anyone could get from being a demigoddess? It sounded so ordinary. Boring, even. She could hardly wait. 
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  CHAPTER THREE

A country house

[image: image-placeholder]

Freya eyed the two-storey building with some trepidation. It was a lot more remote than she’d been expecting, for a house only a few minutes by bus from the city. Although it had other dwellings flanking it on either side, they were separated by large stretches of land swathed in grass and dotted with trees. A large, dark yew tree offered welcome shade by the short driveway that led to the house. 
No point in standing here, no matter how pleasantly shady it is. It’s time to brave the dragon—I mean, landlady. 
Freya stiffened her resolve, and picking up Mr Fluffbum in his cage, wearily began pulling her suitcase along the gravelled drive. It bumped annoyingly from side to side as the small wheels encountered larger rocks. Still, this was the last leg of the trip to her new life, she could stand an irritating suitcase. She reached the stone steps that led to the door. A metal boot scraper was fixed to the top step, but its gleaming metal surface suggested it hadn’t seen mud in a long time. It was an odd contrast to the door, which was dark green and battered, with a horseshoe affixed to it as a doorknocker. 
As the unexpectedly loud echoes from the knocker died away, Freya stood as far away from the door as the steps allowed, wondering what to expect. There hadn’t been many photos online, but the low rent and the fact that tenants were allowed pets had encouraged her to apply as soon as she’d had confirmation of her new job. 
The door swung inwards with a creak, and a rather dishevelled blonde woman was revealed, holding a glass of wine in one hand. Wisps of hair framed her face, falling out of a messy bun. She wore a salmon-coloured tank top over cut-off jeans, and her feet were bare. 
“Oh, hello then. You must be Freya. Come in and take a load off, it’s far too hot to be walking around. Is that the cat, then?” Without waiting for Freya’s answers, the woman ducked down and held out a hand to Mr Fluffbum, who looked up at Freya through the bars of the cat cage before deigning to sniff the woman’s hand. 
“Oh, and I’m Angie, a ‘course,” she added as an afterthought. “Come in and let him explore. Want a glass?” She waved her own glass at Freya, the liquid slopping dangerously close to the brim. 
Not a dragon at all, it seems. She seems totally mundane, thank goodness. If a little sozzled. 
Freya repressed the urge to take a step back. 
“No, I’m good. Maybe later?” she said. 
“Course, love, course. Now come in and I’ll give you the tour.” Angie stepped aside to allow room for Freya to enter. “Here, I’ll bring your suitcase up. That must have been a challenge on the bus.”
Well, thought Freya, sozzled or not, at least she seems to care. And she sure doesn’t reek of power. A quick glance at Angie’s forearms reassured her that she wasn’t likely to be domiciling with a were of any sort. 
“Thanks,” she said aloud. “That’d be great.”

      [image: image-placeholder]She approached the university labs early the next morning. A bus had taken her from near her new lodgings to a stop just outside the campus. This part of the university was mostly postgraduate labs and research centres, so there was less of the usual bustle of students here. A few vehicles were parked outside the big buildings and a rack of bicycles was mostly full. Signs directed her to a reception area, where she spent several minutes signing documents to get her work ID card. It was all reassuringly human, right down to the ten pages of rules she had to read and sign before being allowed into the main building. 
“There you go, love,” said the receptionist. “Canteen’s off to your left, and here’s a map to help you get you to your lab. Good luck!”
Freya stepped out with a will. It was time to start her new life. 
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  CHAPTER FOUR

Bat woman
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“Furl your wings a moment please, bat-woman.” 
The voice came from behind Freya as she walked along the long driveway towards the bus stop after work. Embarrassed, Freya pulled in the edges of her cloak and tried to walk a bit closer to the edge of the narrow concrete path. It was really too hot to wear her cloak this afternoon, but the morning had been chilly and it was easier now to wear it than carry it. Besides, she enjoyed the flare and billow of the cloak as she walked. To her surprise the man who’d caught up with her didn’t pass by, but instead fell into step beside her. With a start, she recognised him as her anonymous rescuer from the train station. She wished she could think of something intelligent to say. Instead, she stammered. 
“It’s really a cloak. Not like bat wings at all, they only have skin for wings.” Why did I say that? Now I sound like an idiot.
The man laughed at her, teeth gleaming. The afternoon sun lit sparks in his red hair. 
“You must be in the biology section then, to know such things?” He had an unusual accent, very precise in his enunciation. Freya couldn’t identify it. 
“Yes, I’ve only been here a couple of weeks. Well, you saw me when I arrived at the station, I guess you know that. I keep getting lost on my way through the building here, all those long white corridors look identical. But then I turn a corner, and have to swipe my card to get through some doors and they won’t let me through because I’m in the wrong place. It’s maddening! I hope I get used to it soon.” Am I talking too much? Freya wondered. I am talking too much. 
The man nodded, and it took Freya a moment to realise he was responding to her comment, rather than to her unspoken thought. 
“Yes, I am sure you will. But it does take time. Perhaps you will find me by accident one of these days. I am Stefan, geologist. You will be on the wrong side of the building if you find my lab. But maybe that will not be a bad thing. Look for my name on the doors. See you when you next get lost!” With those words, he quickened his pace and crossed the drive into the car parking area. Freya watched him stride past the grassed areas where she had seen black rabbits frolicking in the evenings, the last couple of weeks. She didn’t know what to make of the encounter. Had she been invited to make friends, or jeered at?
At that moment, she heard the roar her bus made as the driver used engine braking to slow down before the stop. She had to break into a run to reach the bus stop in time, her cloak flapping once more as she raced along the shrubby driveway to the road where the bus was drawn up under tall trees. 
“Wait, I’m coming!” she yelled, waving her arms as she ran. Too late. With another roar, the bus jerked into motion just as she reached its rear end. Banging her hand against the side of the bus in frustration, she stopped running—only to be surprised when the bus stopped and waited for her, the driver opening the doors. 
“Sorry love, you’re a bit late today.” The bus driver was unusually polite as Freya scrambled on and fumbled out her ticket. She hadn’t realised that she’d been noticed. But then, she was the only one getting on the bus at this time. Perhaps it wasn’t so surprising. She staggered to the back seat, lurching as the bus took off once more, speeding up as though to make up for lost time, before the brakes were slammed on again to take a tight turn down a small country lane. She clung to the seat in front of her to avoid being flung forward down the aisle. Freya was enjoying her new job on the edge of the countryside—far from the sea and its dangerous deities—but the local transport certainly left something to be desired.
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  CHAPTER FIVE

Enter the chilli guy
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Freya inadvertently worked through the usual lunch hour the next day. There was only a thin scattering of people left in the canteen when she hastened there. She viewed the price list for the remaining food in the canteen with dismay. 
“A tenner for lunch? Isn’t there a cheaper option?” 
“Of course, love, you can just have the vegetables for a fiver.” The server was unsympathetic as she gestured to a pile of dark green cooked leaves, soggy carrots and partially dried-out yellow-crusted mashed potatoes. “Not that there’s much of them, mind, the weather gods aren’t helping anyone.”
Though it was cool in the air-conditioned building, the heat wave that had met Freya in York still hadn’t given way to the more usual grey skies. Freya’s boss was taking bets on how long it would last. 
“I’ll take the vegetables, I guess,” Freya sighed. 
Was that reference to the weather gods coincidental or deliberate? Surely it was just a chance phrase.  
She scanned her phone to transfer the money, took the plate she was given, then looked around. The policy analyst who worked in the office next to her lab was sitting at a nearby table. His grey hair covered by a cap, always clad in rumpled dun-coloured clothing, he hadn’t struck Freya as an obvious choice of companion. Unexpectedly, he waved her over. He was never talkative, bolting his food as though it would be snatched away if he ate too slowly. Feeling stuck, she joined him, sitting in the chair opposite. He nodded acknowledgment of her presence, but continued to eat. 
Freya resolutely took the first bite of what was possibly spring greens. 
Ugh. Not spring greens—at least, not in any form I’ve ever tried them. Or want to again. She chewed on. If I get this mouthful down, I can leave the rest. Maybe the other vegetables will taste better.
 Her morose chewing was interrupted.
“Spices. That’s what this food is always missing. We could learn a thing or two from the Mexicans, I reckon.” 
Freya could only stare. This was the longest sentence she’d ever heard from the taciturn analyst. 
“Er… yes?” she ventured. 
“Yeah. I went to Mexico once, when I was young. Best food ever. Real taste. Not like this stuff.” 
Freya was astonished. Who knew that the policy nerd could actually venture forth a conversational gambit, for a start? And what a surprise that he’d been abroad—and liked it. He gave the impression of being a traditionalist stay-at-home person. Maybe she’d judged too much from his nondescript clothing and ancient cheese-cutter cap. 
“How long were you there for?” she asked. 
“My brother and I went for three months. Before the storms got so bad in the Atlantic. I still dream about that food. Amazing sauces. Spice like you wouldn’t believe. Hot and sour, with chillies and limes. I’ve got a few chillies growing at home, but it’s not the same.” The analyst paused. “Do you like chillies?”  
Freya answered diplomatically. 
“They’re all right, I suppose.”
“They’re my favourite thing,” he said. “I make bottles of chilli sauce to get me through winter. But I get told off when I bring it to work. Apparently, it breaks the quarantine rules. Shame. The food here needs spicing up.” 
Freya had to agree with him. Spices would definitely improve the taste of her lunch. Though chilli wouldn’t be her first choice. Or her second... 
“They overcook the greens, too,” she said. Her nameless greens were a case in point. 
“Oh, I don’t mind that, really. If only we had spices, I could live with it. Spices were the basis of empire, you know. How the mighty have fallen, eh?” 
“We have plenty of basil, oregano, that sort of thing.”
“Oh yes, things we can grow here, cool climate stuff, but not the rest of the palate. Are you old enough to have tasted real cinnamon? Or nutmeg? Rainforest spices, the taste of heated lands. Not as good as chilli, of course, but they had their own special place.” He was gazing into the middle distance, now. He tasted the air a couple of times, snakelike. 
Creepy. This guy is waxing poetic over spices? I thought he was into policy, not food.
“Surely it’s all in the way you cook food,” she argued. “Mingling flavours and stuff. And we still have chocolate. And half the stuff in the supermarkets is flavoured with cinnamon.”
The policy analyst—what was his name, even?—managed to look offended as he shovelled mashed potato into his mouth. 
“Fake essence is what they use in the supermarket,” he said once his mouth was clear. “Chemistry lab stuff, not the real thing. And it’s all very well cooking food well, but you have to have the right ingredients, too. I will give you; chocolate is one of them. Goes well with chilli.”
“That’s hard to imagine.” Freya shuddered inwardly at the idea of mingling her favourite food with her least favourite spice.  
“Look, tell you what. I’ll show you. I have a group of people coming over to see my chillies later in the summer. You come too, and see what I mean. I’ll have some of my favourite dishes prepared.”
“Er…” Freya wondered how she could refuse without giving offence, but failed to come up with a way. “Thanks?”
 Maybe I can figure out something by next week. 
“Good. I’ll drop an invite in your pigeonhole.”
The analyst finished the few scraps of food lingering on his plate, stood up, and left to deposit it in the waiting racks of dirty plates.
Freya finished her unappetising meal of overcooked carrots, aged mashed potatoes and unknown greens, alone, pondering the unexpected conversation.
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  CHAPTER SIX

A lack of spices
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Back in the lab she raised it with Kylie, another lab worker who had been showing her the ropes. 
“I had lunch with what’s-his-name. The chilli guy. Policy person. Whatever. He was saying we used to have a lot more spices. Do you know anything about that, coming from abroad and all?” 
Kylie hailed from Australia, though with her brown hair and darkly tanned skin she didn’t fit Freya’s idea of a typical Australian. Well, maybe the tan fit. Of course, Freya hadn’t met many Australians—world travel was enough of a challenge that not many made it this far.
“Oh, you got cornered by Phillip, did you? He gets everyone sooner or later. No one suspects he has anything to say, and then, boom! It’s chilli this, and how can we survive without spice the other. He’s a bit odd, but he’s usually right about policy stuff.” Kylie passed Freya an empty box for pipette tips, ready to be filled. It was the sort of mind-numbing job that drove Freya crazy with boredom, but it had to be done at least once a day. 
Why did I think a job in science was going to get me out of all the boring jobs? Oh, that’s right, I was aiming for boring. Boring and paid.
“Well, it wasn’t exactly boom. I mean, it wasn’t very dramatic. But what about the spices?” she asked.
“Oh yeah, that’s true enough. Only old geezers like him talk about it though. Although I guess in a place like this, we should know all about it really. I mean, it’s plant diseases that are half the problem.”
“And the other half?”
“Come on, Freya, you live in the world, don’t you? Would you bother putting something expensive on a ship these days? I mean, chances of a bad storm are like, a hundred and fifty percent between here and the equator. And it’s not like the sky’s full of planes the way it used to be. I had to save for years before I could afford to get here.”
“Oh, I know that. I guess the thing that surprised me most is that someone like Phillip would express opinions.”
“You always have to watch the quiet types.” Kylie winked, making her statement into a joke. 
 Did the chilli guy just want to invite me to his party, or is there something more going on? Freya wondered, as she started on the tedious task of filling each empty hole in the pipette tip box with a reusable, sterilisable plastic tip. Their lab went through several boxes a day, and refilling the boxes after they’d been through a glorified dishwasher was a task everyone loved to hate. “Come with me to his get-together, then. See what the quiet type gets up to at home. I’d rather have someone as backup, anyway,” she added, half under her breath.
“Ooh, you have an invite to one of the chilli guy’s famous parties? Count me in!” said Kylie. 
For a moment Freya was sure that Kylie’s ears twitched forward. No, I must have imagined it. “Seriously, you want to go?” She couldn’t imagine the analyst’s get-together being a desirable gathering. 
“You bet. I’ve been hearing about Phillip’s parties since I got here. And I haven’t had an invitation.”
“All right, then. Assuming Phillip doesn’t mind an extra. You ask him, all right? And you have a car, don’t you? You can drive us both there. I’ll let you know when I get the invite.”
If everyone’s so keen to go, I guess I should check it out. And maybe Kylie will be a friend. I could do with one here. 
“That’s awesome, Freya. I can’t wait,” Kylie said, dumping a fresh load of clean pipette tips onto Freya’s bench. 
“Thanks ever so,” Freya said, eyeing the pile wryly. 
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  CHAPTER SEVEN

An evening with Angie
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That evening, Freya once again related her day’s encounters to Angie, as she’d begun to do in response to Angie’s frequent requests for a bit of a chat of an evening. 
“I don’t think he’s handsome, exactly.” Freya felt she should be clear on this point. 
“Go on, you’ve been talking about this Stefan person for fifteen minutes already.”
“Er. Yes. He’s just different from anyone else I’ve met, that’s all.” Despite the confusing combination of his aura of power, attractive features, and his unusual figures of speech, Freya found Stefan an intriguing figure. She wondered if he attended the weekly pub gatherings on Friday after work. She hadn’t been to one yet, as she’d been busy moving her things from a locker near the station to her new room—a task that relied on clear skies, as she didn’t own any waterproof mode of transport. So far, Fridays had been the best day for buses and weather.
 “Could be worth talking to,” was Angie’s opinion—not that Freya expected any other point of view. Angie worked as a nurse and had a husband who was away most of the week, and she thought pretty much anyone was worth talking to. This meant that Freya spent more time talking to Angie than she had expected when she was accepted for the rental. Freya was finding it a novelty to have someone so interested in every detail of her daily life. Angie extracted every speck of information about Stefan, then announced that it was wine-o’clock, and did Freya want to join her? 
“Depends on the vintage,” said Freya with a laugh. Over the last week, Angie had invariably produced English wine in a cardboard cask. 
“Only the best around here.” Angie grinned, and sure enough, pulled out the same cardboard cask. “To semi-handsome oddly accented men,” she declared, raising her glass. Freya laughed, and raised her own. There were worse ways to end the day.
“So, any other interesting things happen today?” Angie asked. 
 Freya explained about her lunch with the policy analyst. 
“Ooh, I’ve heard about him. You should go, no question. He’s a real kingpin around here, or so I hear.”
“Really? He doesn’t look like one. Or act like it either.”
“Well, he wouldn’t at work, would he?” Angie took a large gulp of her white wine. “I’ve heard rumours about the chilli king though. Half of them probably aren’t true, but I bet you could do worse than go to that party. You might find out something interesting. Or make some useful contacts, that’s always important, or so they tell me. It’s not something I have to work at in my job.”
“I’m not really very good at networking,” Freya said. 
“All the more reason to go. Besides, I want to hear about what his place is like. That’d give me some good gossip on the wards. Not that I gossip, of course.” Angie winked. 
“All right, all right, I’ll go!” Freya was a bit annoyed that Angie seemed more interested in the chilli guy than in Stefan. She’d rather think about Stefan. He was much better eye candy than the chilli guy, at any rate. Even if he was odd.






  
  CHAPTER EIGHT

Friday pub gathering
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Friday afternoon saw Freya in the beer garden of her lab’s preferred pub for the first time, nursing a half pint of cider at a wooden table and hoping the afternoon would end before it got to her round. She didn’t begrudge buying a round in general, but this week she was cash-poor, having sunk most of her money into the deposit for her new room and not having been paid yet. Since she worked at a university, everyone was paid two weeks in arrears, and then only if the paperwork had gone through a week beforehand. All things considered, she’d be lucky if she got paid in the next two months. 
Freya found herself looking for Stefan’s face amongst her colleagues, and was slightly irritated with herself for being disappointed by his absence. She had more or less got the hang of getting to her own lab from the front desk each morning, getting lost less often as the days went on. However, that meant she hadn’t accidentally-on-purpose located the geology lab either, as she’d half-hoped to do. She sighed, and discovered she’d drained her cider. Looking around, she saw that everyone else’s glasses were empty too. Her nearest neighbours had already stood a round. Oh well, nothing else for it… 
“My round, what’s everyone drinking?” she said brightly. Her lab-mate, Kylie laughed. 
“If you’re buying before you’ve gotten paid, they can all drink lime and soda. Don’t worry, I’ll get this one. You can owe me, next time.” Freya felt a sharp spurt of relief. She’d made the offer, and that counted, socially. She’d had to learn such niceties when she started studying at university. Her mum had not encouraged pub visits, and the society that went with them. 
At least I’ve passed that test. Human, see, just like the rest of them—or at least making a good appearance of being one. When Kylie went to order the next round, she followed to help carry the drinks. 
“Thanks, Kylie. I owe you one.”
“No dramas,” said Kylie in her distinctive Australian twang. “Stefan from geology did the same for me, the first week I was here. Government payroll sucks big time. But we all know how it works.” Together Freya and Kylie picked their way back to the table their lab group occupied.
“Cheers, then!” Freya raised her glass in salutation, feeling supported by her workmate, but still somehow isolated. She was almost sure that she was the only demi-goddess at the table, probably in the room. She wondered how many other demis were out there, and if she’d ever know when she met one. That was a supernatural sense she didn’t have—she had to rely on the cues she’d been drilled in, growing up. Her mother had told her that her sensing ability might grow in with time, but if not, she was to treat everyone as fully human. She was still waiting for that sense to appear. Some days she felt lonely, isolated, being unable to reveal her true self. Today, though, she let herself relax in the company of her unsuspecting, presumably all-too-human workmates. She’d wanted to see what it was like to be a mundane. This, apparently, was it. 
“Cheers.” Kylie clinked her pint glass against Freya’s.
Freya sat back and observed her fellows. There was a broad cross-section from her lab present, many of whom she wasn’t yet familiar with. She caught herself looking for Stefan again, then told herself she wasn’t doing so. 
Focus. This is the time you’re supposed to be networking, being social. She’d learnt that lesson at uni too, a lesson others hadn’t seemed to need. 
“Does Stefan come here often?” she asked Kylie in a low voice, hoping she wasn’t giving away her interest too obviously. 
“Most weeks, except just lately. Why, are you hoping he’ll cover the next round?”
Freya laughed. No, she hadn’t betrayed her true interest.
A snippet of conversation at the table beside hers caught her attention. The speaker was someone Freya didn’t know, an older woman with olive skin. Her companion was a blonde woman she’d seen in the canteen. 
“…heard she was just on her way home the usual way, when she was attacked,” said the older woman.
“Do they know who did it?” asked the blond.
“Not yet. She told me the police didn’t believe what she told them, so that won’t help.”
Freya focussed on the odd conversation, forgetting to reply to Kylie’s joking question.
“What did she tell them, then?” 
“She told me she saw a giant dog out of the corner of her eye. Next thing she knew she was bleeding on the road and her wallet was missing. I had to print her a new ID card.”
A touch on her arm brought Freya back from her neighbours. 
“Earth to Freya, are you there?”
Reluctantly, Freya returned her attention to Kylie.
“Sorry, what?” She didn’t want to lose track of that conversation, but she couldn’t ignore Kylie. 
“I asked if you wanted some crisps. I’m going to go order some.”
“Oh, sure. Yes. Please.”
“Look after my drink, then, will you?”
Kylie walked back to the bar, and Freya returned her attention to the conversation at the other table. To her disappointment, the topic under discussion had moved on to the merits or otherwise of real ale. The olive-skinned woman was walking towards the exit. Kylie returned, opening a bag of crisps wide and placing them on the table for general sharing. She helped herself to a generous handful and gestured for Freya to do the same.
“Kylie, have you heard anything about someone from work getting attacked?” 
Kylie was usually up on local gossip. Freya wasn’t sure how she managed it, because she almost always saw Kylie hard at work in the lab, not out and about chatting to people. 
“Oh, yeah. One of the women from accounting, I think. She’d probably upset someone by telling them they were over budget and would have to cut back.”
“Sounds harsh.”
“I’m kidding, Freya!”
Oops, missed that cue. Pay attention, Freya.
“I know,” Freya lied, “I just wondered what really happened.”
“So do the police. Me too, if I’m honest. No-one needs a predator around.” Kylie gave an exaggerated shudder. “Better make sure we don’t go home alone, eh?”
Later, Freya accepted a lift home rather than take the late bus the way she had planned to—it would have been churlish to refuse the offer, not to mention risky. But she missed having the quiet time on the bus to process the day’s happenings. 






  
  CHAPTER NINE

Stefan appears
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Giving Kylie a cheery wave as she closed the car door, Freya turned towards her driveway and gave an involuntary shriek. Beside the giant yew that towered over the drive, a tall figure lurked. The pub discussion about predators sprang to the front of her mind. Freya’s heart pounded uncomfortably fast as she considered her choices. Run? Nowhere to run to, unless you counted empty fields. Her ride had already driven away. Fight? She had never been much of a fighter, preferring to avoid conflict. By default, she froze, feeling like a rabbit in the headlights. The dark figure stepped forward, and out of the deep shade took on a veneer of familiarity. 
“Stefan? What are you doing lurking in my driveway like a stalker?”
Stefan chuckled, moving into her personal space as he did so. Freya started to back up. She might find him intriguing, but after the evening’s tales, she was not in an especially receptive mood. She abruptly realised that her place of refuge was in the other direction, past his looming figure, and stopped backing. He began to talk, somewhat to Freya’s relief. A talking, looming male was much better than an attacking, looming male. 
Come on, Freya, this is the handsome Stefan. There’s nothing to fear from him, Freya told herself. No giant dogs here. And he didn’t attack, he just startled you. She fanned her suddenly hot face with her hand.
“There is no need to worry. I have been trying to clear the roads of a menace. You have heard of those attacks, yes? I too. And I am not one to leave a cowardly attacker of the weak with free range in my home territory. I have not yet found him however, and so I wait here to make sure that you are not victimised by this nuisance.”
His words echoed her thoughts, his odd phrasing distracting her from her spurt of fear. Freya felt that she should say something, but couldn’t think what. She shifted her weight and found her voice. 
“Er, great. I heard something about that at the pub this evening. Um. For a moment I thought you were a lurker, you gave me such a fright.”
“My apologies for frightening you so. As you see, my motive was quite the opposite.”
“Thanks, I guess. So, I’ll just be going in then. Er. Excuse me.” She stepped sideways in an attempt to show Stefan that he was in her way. The edge of her cloak brushed him and to her relief, he stepped aside. 
“Onwards, brave maiden, to your sweet place of rest. See you in the geology wing soon, yes?” 
“Yeah, maybe,” muttered Freya. She didn’t quite run inside, but it was a near thing. Stefan in the hallways and corridors at work was attractive. Stefan stepping unexpectedly out of the bushes outside her home was disturbing.
Safely ensconced in her room, Freya pondered Stefan’s strange actions. He hadn’t actually threatened her in any way—in fact he had been protective if his own account was to be believed. 
But how did he know where I live? 
Maybe she should find out more about him before she pursued any notions of attraction. It took her a long time to fall asleep that night.
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  CHAPTER TEN

An invitation to dinner
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Freya wasn’t sure what she would do with herself, next time Stefan appeared in her vicinity. While she’d been interested in getting to know him better previously, she wasn’t so certain that would be a good idea now. The decision was taken out of her hands at lunchtime soon afterwards, when Stefan appeared at her table with a laden lunch-tray. 
“Good day to you. I trust your rest was unbroken by nefarious strangers over the weekend?” 
Seriously? thought Freya. Why do I meet so many people with archaic language patterns? 
“Er, yes. I mean, no, it wasn’t.” 
“Ah, good to know. You have spent time in this area before? You know the hazards?” Stefan asked. 
Freya frowned at him. 
“What hazards do you mean? Stray sheep?”
“Ah, you are not a local here, I take it. It is good to know of the people who live in this area, before you run abreast of them unprepared.” 
Freya looked sharply at Stefan. What was he hinting at? What sort of people should she be worried about? Was he actually a supernatural of some type, warning of other supernaturals? Demi-gods could be harder to pick than weres. But maybe there were simply lots of odd people in the area. 
 “Tell me what I should know, then,” she invited, “so I am prepared. I assume you aren’t a local either.” She picked at the salad remaining on her plate. Today’s vegetable offerings had clearly been affected by the continuing heat, the lettuce wilted and bitter and the broccoli showing signs of bolting.
Stefan looked around them, perhaps calculating the distance to their nearest neighbour in the canteen. He took a large bite from his dish of stew and chased it with a mouthful of bread. 
“Here is not so good,” he stated after swallowing. “Meet me in the city, for dinner. Your bus goes there, if you stay on it all the way.” 
Freya wasn’t sure what to say – she hadn’t expected a dinner invitation. It was a bit creepy that he knew what bus she took—but then, he’d seen her catch it the other day, hadn’t he? 
Should I be going out with someone unknown, if there are attacks happening? But Stefan’s not unknown, and he helped me out at the train station. 
She decided to take the plunge and do it anyway – after all, if Stefan was some kind of demi, she’d need time to observe him to figure out what type. She sat silent for a few moments, thinking.  Stefan didn’t seem to mind, eating his meal with good appetite. They were joined by Kylie before Freya had decided what to say. Kylie slid into the free chair on the side of their short, square table.
“Gidday, Stefan. I didn’t know you knew Freya, here.”
Stefan looked at Kylie with a strange expression on his face. Was it dislike? Fear? Or perhaps longing? Freya couldn’t decide.
“We are only just beginning to know one another, I think,” he said. 
“Checking out the new blood, are you?” Kylie was openly derisive this time. 
I thought Kylie said Stefan had helped her out when she was new. She doesn’t seem so keen on him now. Freya wondered if there was some untold history between them. That might explain the flicker of emotions that crossed Stefan’s visage as he looked at Kylie’s challenging expression. In the end, he glanced away, seeming ill at ease. 
“Stefan rescued me from a bunch of over-enthusiastic young men at the station when I first arrived,” interjected Freya, trying to dissolve the conflict. “I’d have lost my luggage otherwise.” Or had to go for an unwanted drink.
“Good to know you haven’t lost your touch for rescuing people, Stefan. I hope you’re at least as much of a gentleman to Freya here as you were to me,” said Kylie. Her sarcastic tone removed a lot of the complimentary aspect of her comment. “Something similar happened to me in my first week in the job, here, Freya. Bit of a coincidence, don’t ya think?”
“It is fortunate that I have been in a position to help both of you beautiful ladies, is it not?” said Stefan smoothly. 
“Just peachy,” drawled Kylie. 
Freya decided she’d had enough of this conversation with its metaphorical concealed daggers.
“Kylie, if you want to tell me something, just say it. I’m not good at picking up on hints. And Stefan, you were asking me about dinner. I’ll go.” Without Kylie there, Freya might have simply declined. But something about being told not to do something made Freya want to do it anyway. 
“I am most happy to hear that,” said Stefan. 
“I’ll talk to you back in the lab, Freya,” said Kylie. She stood up and walked away stiffly. Was she angry? Upset? Freya wished she was better at reading faces. Had she offended her new friend? It seemed like it. 
Freya turned back to Stefan.
“I’ve only been to one restaurant in the city. And that was before I moved here,” she said.  That time Aisha and I visited Karim. Freya tried not to feel bitter at the reminder of Karim, her friend’s brother. He had seemed so determined to see more of her, the first year he had moved for university, but that hadn’t lasted. She wrenched her attention back to the present. 
“Never fear, dear lady. I have an extensive knowledge of the local restaurants. We shall go to the best, depending on what your tastes dictate, of course. Tell me what flavours you enjoy.” 
Well, that’s straight to the chase! He certainly doesn’t waste time. 
“So long as there’s a good selection, I don’t mind,” she temporised. “Anything would be better than the options here. But I haven’t got a lot of money yet, so perhaps a cheaper option would be good.”
“We are all working at academic rates, yes? You may be assured that dinner will not be breaking the bank.” 
Freya was a little reassured that he didn’t immediately suggest paying for dinner himself. She liked to maintain her independence. And if she took the bus to the city, she’d have a definite end-time, as she would have to catch the last bus home. She found herself becoming intrigued by the idea of a night out in the nearby walled city. She had not been confident to explore it much on her own yet, although the last few years of self-defence classes had helped her to overcome some of her fear of groups of strangers. 
“All right, then. I’ll meet you at the bus stop after work. Thursday?” A week night would also mean an earlier night—just in case she needed an excuse to leave. 
“Most assuredly a good day to go. Until Thursday it is.” Stefan took his empty lunch tray, and depositing the remains in the compost receptacle across the canteen, he walked out. Freya addressed herself to her own remaining lunch in a state of some confusion. Was it a really a good idea to go to dinner with Stefan? Especially when Kylie seemed so antagonistic towards him. If he actually was some sort of demi like her, shouldn’t she find out? Even if she was trying to pass herself off as a mundane. Another part of her was flattered that the attractive-looking Stefan was showing interest in her, no matter how odd he seemed. 
In the lab after lunch, Kylie avoided meeting Freya’s eyes, scurrying from the lab bench to the samples freezer and back repeatedly. 
Finally, Freya decided to broach the topic herself. 
“What’s with you and Stefan, Kylie?” she said. 
Kylie hunched over the sample she was working on.
“Ancient history,” she said. “Don’t mind me. Go on and have fun with Stefan.”
Freya frowned. Whatever was bothering Kylie, it didn’t seem like it was such ancient history that she was over it. 
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  CHAPTER ELEVEN

Angie wants gossip
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When Freya recounted her conversation with Stefan to Angie that evening, Angie had no doubts. 
“Woohoo, dinner date already,” she hooted. “That calls for a celebration!” Going to the cupboard, she brought out an actual glass bottle. “I’ve got just the thing!”
“No, no,” said Freya, laughing at Angie’s enthusiasm. “It’s not a dinner date as such—at least I don’t think so. He said he’d tell me about the local hazards. He didn’t want to talk about it at work, which is a little concerning, now I come to think of it. What if some of the hazards are there?” She frowned. “It all seems very normal so far. Students doing their thing. People telling me what to do. Lots of middle-aged people who’ve done their jobs forever. Like that chilli guy. To look at, you’d think he’d be a meat and three veg eater, but he was waxing lyrical about Mexican food.” 
“Oh, the chilli king. You shouldn’t judge people so much by appearances, Freya. I mean, look at me. If my hair was still dyed pink the way I had it in my teens, you’d probably think I was a right cracker. Whereas now, you’d never know, right?” Angie was wearing her usual random out-of-uniform selection of clothes, topped off tonight by a fascinator in rainbow hues.  
Freya laughed, which she suspected had been Angie’s purpose. 
“Fair call. I’ll try not to be so judgmental.”
“Good, because I want to know more about that party you’ve been invited to. When is it?” Angie twisted the top off the bottle. “You know, I wish we still had corks for this sort of thing,” she said, before pouring a generous measure of wine into two glasses. “Shame the cork trees are gone.”
Freya shrugged. She’d never paid attention to wine corks, though the loss of the cork oaks was something her dad had complained about when she was a kid, and had perhaps influenced her interest in plant diseases. 
“The invite turned up at work today, and it’s not till August.”
“Oh, that’s a pity. I’ll have to wait on my gossi- I mean, the girls at work will be disappointed not to get to hear about it yet.”
“My heart bleeds for them.” Freya raised her eyes heavenward, and sat down on her now-customary chair with her glass. 
“I’ll pass on your sympathy. So, if I can’t have the chilli king this week, tell me more about the infamous Stefan. Where is he going to take you?” Angie asked, settling herself comfortably. 
“I don’t actually know where we’re going. You know I haven’t spent much time in the city, so I couldn’t suggest anywhere. I’ll have to tell you afterwards.” 
“I can’t wait to hear about it. I’ll wait up if I’m not on shift!”
“You’re incorrigible.” Freya smiled. Angie was a little over-enthusiastic at times, but it was hard to resist being drawn in by her ebullience. “Don’t wait up, though—I’ll take the bus home.”
“And leave me wondering how it went? Not likely,” Angie said. 
Freya had to leave it at that. It would be rude to complain about someone looking out for her, after all. 
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  CHAPTER TWELVE

Dinner date
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Thursday rolled around all too soon. Freya found it hard to concentrate at work that day. 
“Hey, Freya,” Kylie asked at some point. “Was it you who loaded the centrifuge with these empty tubes?” 
“Oops, sorry.” She reloaded the equipment in question with the tubes she’d meant to use. A few minutes later, another plant pathogen was on its way to being decoded. Freya couldn’t decide if she was nervous or excited about the evening to come.
Clocking out time came at last, but Freya had to make sure the lab was tidy before she left. She’d had so many accidents today, there was a lot of cleaning up to do. Finally, she could delay no longer without missing the agreed-upon bus. 
After the cool of the air-conditioned lab, the heat hit her like a wall when she walked outside. She shed layers of clothes as she walked, hanging the discarded clothing over one arm, which immediately grew uncomfortably sweaty. 
I wish this heat was over already. What happened to having just two weeks of proper summer in Britain? We really appreciated it then.
The heat seemed to intensify as she walked. Most people had already departed for the day, so the path out to the bus-stop was empty. However, as she approached the stop—hidden from lab buildings that made up the university complex by a small copse of trees—she saw that Stefan was waiting for her. Despite it being the end of a long, hot day, he looked well-groomed, his clothing accentuating his broad shoulders and long legs. 
I wonder if he works out, to keep those perfect muscles? Freya couldn’t help but admire his form as she approached. 
 She didn’t usually see him at the bus stop, so she had assumed he was more of a car person. More people owned cars, out here in the country. It was very different to the city where almost everyone took the bus, train or other public transport. Her own family had always been staunchly against using cars. Freya had often thought that probably because they couldn’t afford one, they’d made it a point of principle. However, Stefan hadn’t suggested using a private vehicle, and she was happier using a public mode of transport with an unfamiliar person—no point in providing entrapment opportunities. She wondered briefly if she was more paranoid than the average person.
“Ah, well met, Freya of the evening,” called Stefan.
Freya couldn’t tell if his tone was mocking or cheerful. OK… I know he speaks oddly. Work with it… 
“Where are we going tonight?” she asked as they walked side by side toward the business end of the bus stop. She was hyper-aware of his presence beside her, but determined to act casual.
“I have made a booking at the fine establishment of the Red Dragon. I have not actually eaten there before, but it has excellent reviews. I am sure you will love it.” 
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