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A dungeon horrible, on all sides round,

As one great furnace flamed; yet from those flames

No light; but rather darkness visible

Served only to discover sights of woe…
Milton, Paradise Lost, The First Book, 61-64






he demons first appeared on the day everyone said the world would end. Maybe someone meant that to be ironic. I never found out.
But I’ll never forget it.

“Hey, Ash, you know there’s supposed to be a zombie apocalypse today?”
My best friend Cara gestured toward a clove of garlic she’d pinned to her jacket, out of her misguided belief it would fend off potential supernatural threats. I decided not to mention it would only help with vampires, not zombies. Besides, I doubted a single clove of garlic would be much help in surviving the End of Days.
I had my own demons to contend with.
As people sloped into the assembly hall for the annual Careers Talk, I skimmed through my notes yet again, hoping in vain something would stick. For me, the following day held the title of Doomsday, the day of my interview at my top-choice university. Hell would be a better fate.
“Come on, Cara,” said Alice. “How many times is the world supposed to have ended now?”
“I’m not taking any chances,” said Cara, indicating she wore a headband threaded with garlic perched on top of her purple-highlighted hair.
“You’ll have a nightmare getting the smell out,” I told her. “Aren’t you supposed to be going out tonight?”
“Some guys like the smell of garlic,” said Cara, although she looked doubtful. “I think. Hmm. Maybe it’s a bit much.”
“Well, it better not be Armageddon, seeing as it’s my interview tomorrow,” I said. “Not to mention we’re in a careers assembly.”
Cara laughed. “I don’t know why I bothered coming, anyway. I’ve heard all this before.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Besides, if we’re going to die, I’d rather not be in this hellhole when it happens.”
“You know, Ash,” said Cara, squinting at me―the fluorescent lights in the hall gleamed far too brightly for a Monday morning―”you look like a walking zombie. When did you last get a decent night’s sleep?”
“Define ‘decent’?” I said.
“More than an hour. And not in the middle of school.”
I blinked at her concerned face. Her dark eyes―outlined in purple, in blatant defiance of the school’s no-makeup rule―saw past my carefully constructed mask. Her penetrating stare saw right through any deception―an ability most people found a bit unnerving.
“Um… a couple days ago? I can’t sleep, or I forget everything I know about Milton.”
“Jesus, girl.” Cara shook her head. “Who gives a crap about Milton, really? You’re going way over the top about this.”
“Maybe.” But sleep didn’t come easy when the fate of the world depended on my ability to pass an interview. Well, more like the fate of the school’s reputation. Ever since they’d found out about the Oxford interview, they wanted to hold me up as a beacon to prospective students. I thought this rather unfair to people like Cara, who’d worked just as hard as I had to get into a top-ten university but didn’t have to deal with the indignity of walking around under a spotlight. The worst part? I didn’t think I could do it.
I tried not to think about my record, which included scores of disastrous interviews for part-time jobs. And a tendency to panic in unfamiliar situations. But, this time, I couldn’t afford to screw up. This has to be worth it. Somehow.
“Ash, you’ll be fine. You’re a genius.”
I shook my head. “No, I’m not.”
I felt more like an imposter. I might be able to memorise past papers, but that didn’t make me an intellectual. I’d rather play Mario Kart than read Wordsworth. Would I really fit in at Oxford?
Would I fit in anywhere?
Most of the time, I just felt scared. Scared and helpless, as if I teetered on the edge of a cliff and I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop myself falling.
Mr Darton, our ever-clueless head of sixth form, began his customary mutter into the microphone―always the same speech. We had only one chance and this would affect the rest of our lives. The last thing I wanted to hear right now.
I tucked an errant curl of hair behind my ear and tried to focus on the passage from Paradise Lost I wanted to memorise. It’ll serve them right if I just drop out and run away to Australia or something, Not for the first time, I imagined doing exactly that. I need to get out of here. I felt like a cage surrounded me on all sides, a glass case no one could see but me.
Focus, for God’s sake! snapped a voice in my head, jolting me back to reality.
The words jumped around the page, like they possessed a will of their own. I rubbed my temples, fighting the urge to groan in frustration. How would I ever remember any of this when staring down at a table of distinguished literary professors? I’d be lucky if I could remember my own name. In the mock interview with my personal tutor, I’d lost my head completely and babbled about a book I’d never even read for a good ten minutes. Panic obliterated all intelligent thought.
At that moment, the lights in the hall went out, as did the projector, plunging us into dusty darkness. Cara let out a shriek.
“It’s happening!” she wailed, clutching at her garlic clove, which, not being securely fastened to her jacket, fell to the floor. With another shriek, she dived underneath her seat to retrieve it.
“Calm down! It’s just a power cut.” I furrowed my brow, trying to read my notes. Everyone talked amongst themselves as Mr Darton struggled to turn the projector back on. I couldn’t see any lights outside in the corridor, either. A whole school power-cut. Great. And why did I feel so cold?
A stream of faint winter sunlight shone through gaps in the blinds that covered the windows, lighting the myriad dust motes in the air. I sighed and tilted my head back, rubbing my eyes to stop them from closing. I could feel a headache building behind my temples.
Then a pair of eyes appeared amongst the rafters and stared right into mine.
They gleamed violet, with vertically slit pupils like a cat’s. They blinked, looking down at the confusion below. Then they locked onto me.
Once, when I’d cut my finger on a kitchen knife, I’d gone into shock and nearly passed out. My vision turned blue around the edges, and everything acquired an odd, blurred quality. Right now, looking into those sinister, alien eyes, I felt exactly the same.
I’m going mad. It’s not real. Cara’s superstitions have made me start seeing things.
That, or the lack of sleep. I realised I’d stopped breathing. I could feel sweat on my forehead, but, at the same time, I felt cold all over, cold as the frigid December air outside. As if fresh snow covered me, slowly seeping into my skin through my hoodie and jeans. Simultaneously, however,, it felt more like the kind of paralysing chill I associated with that moment in horror stories when someone saw a ghost.
Was it a ghost? I’d always thought ghosts would look… human. If I believed in them, which, up until now, I thought I didn’t.
All around me, I could hear the other students chatting, laughing. No one screamed, cried, or ran for the doors. It was as though my own private bubble of horror enclosed me like the cage I’d envisioned earlier. Trapped.
Then I heard a faint whisper, almost like a breath.
“Ash.”
I would have screamed if I’d been capable of making a sound. I knew beyond doubt that those eyes, that voice, belonged to something that wasn’t human.
The eyes blinked again, becoming part of the shadow once more as the hall lights came back on. For a moment, a swathe of blackness remained in the rafters, like a single patch of mist left behind after a fog has lifted. Not a single speck of dust disturbed the area around it.
Then it vanished.
I still couldn’t breathe. Those cold eyes remained imprinted on the insides of my eyelids, light purple, glowing and staring.
Staring at me.
I blacked out for a minute. When I came to, I heard Mr Darton’s low mutter into the microphone—not that anyone listened. Whispers filled the air, ordinary conversations. People talked about their plans for the weekend, not about monsters with violet eyes or piercing, unnatural coldness. The more studious skimmed through revision notes. I looked down and saw mine scattered all over the floor. I didn’t remember dropping them. I didn’t remember anything but those awful eyes.
I’ve cracked. Did staring violet eyes fall under the category of stress-induced hallucinations?
Cara tried to laugh off her moment of panic.
“I didn’t really think it was the end of the world,” she insisted.
The end of the world. Maybe that was what I’d seen. A sign.
Ridiculous.
The rest of the day passed in a blur. My parents tiptoed around me like I was a bomb about to go off, thinking I wanted to do my final interview preparations alone. Like I could concentrate.
My nerves seemed laughable by comparison. This fear went bone-deep, like I’d tapped into some kind of primitive instinct against an unseen danger. The fear of a child lost in the woods, seeing monsters in every shadow. Fear of the unknown, not of muggers or rapists or murderers. Unlike Cara, I didn’t actively seek out the supernatural, despite railing against it. I wanted nothing to do with it. Especially now.
I spent the evening wandering about the house, trying to control my rising panic as little by little, it sank in. I’m not asleep. I’m not going to wake up from this. Whatever happened back there―it was conscious. Either I’m mad, or I can see things that aren’t there. I didn’t know which would be worse.
And that voice…
How did it know my name?
Eventually, my mum insisted I go to bed. “Ash, you’re up at six tomorrow. I know you’re nervous, but try to get some rest.”
Sleep? Not likely. Macbeth shall sleep no more. Wait, that’s the wrong book. I buried my head in my hands. Shit, I really have lost the plot. I can’t even blame caffeine.
I usually picked Red Bull as my beverage of choice when attempting to get in a few extra hours of revision before dawn.
Goose bumps prickled my arms, even though I’d turned the heating to its highest setting, and I felt a cold draft against my skin as if I sat near an open window. The light-headed feverishness persisted.
Focus! I skimmed through my notes for the thousandth time, as the clock ticked away the remaining hours until morning. Every time my eyes flickered shut, the scene in the assembly hall replayed like a video clip.
I knew I could never rest until I found out that sinister creature’s identity.
So I got out of bed, took up my usual place in my swivel chair, and logged onto my laptop.
But I realised almost immediately that I could spend hours on the Internet, trawling through hundreds of obscure websites and get absolutely nowhere. Googling “ghost” brought up a procession of fake photographs and videos of hauntings, ranging from floating orbs in old English pubs to transparent figures in family pictures. On the more sinister side, I found images of exorcisms and Ouija boards. Bad idea. In the dead of night, every creak of our old house made my nerves jangle. Okay, I’d seen The Exorcist before, during an ill-advised horror movie marathon with Cara. Why should this be any different?
Because it might be real.
Browsing occult websites only made my terror more acute. People in forums seriously debated the existence of demons, ghosts, and spirits. Some claimed to have been possessed. Others claimed to be in cahoots with Satan.
What am I even looking for?
I typed the word demon.
If in doubt, trust Wikipedia.
But I saw no mention anywhere of violet eyes or living shadows.
Maybe I should do a medical search instead. Hallucinations. Or see an actual doctor?
What, and get locked away? I’m not mad!
Institutionalisation wouldn’t do my academic career any favours.
A lot of professors are mad.
Oh, be quiet.
Talking to yourself, now, are we?
I groaned. Enough Internet for me.
I caught sight of the pale spectre of my reflection in the window behind my desk. Cara has a point. I do look like a zombie. Or a ghost, watching through shadowed eyes…

It started out as yet another exam dream. I sat in the school hall, looking at an unfamiliar paper, as all the other students began to write with frantic enthusiasm, pens racing down the page.
I didn’t revise this at all. Panic rose within me. I looked around desperately. Everyone else scribbled away. The clock ticked, seconds passing. Minutes. Shit.
I felt a familiar surge of dizziness; my breath stuck in my throat, my heart pounded. I stared at the back of the seat in front of me, which seemed to waver and shimmer before my eyes, turning to blackness―
And a face grinned at me. Sharp teeth formed a malevolent smile. Violet eyes stared at me, unblinking. I could see nothing else for the smoke, which completely obscured everything before my eyes.
Then my chair tipped backward of its own accord. In slow motion, it leaned back, teetered for a moment. The demon grinned as I sat there, powerless to move.
The panic inside my chest spilled over, and I tried to cry out. But I couldn’t move my jaw, couldn’t open my mouth. I was frozen to the seat as it hit the floor with a soundless thud.
I couldn’t move.
I couldn’t feel anything.
And I couldn’t speak, couldn’t scream.
I lay on my back and, around me, people continued to write, like robots programmed to scribble endless pages. No one spared a glance for me. I was trapped there on the floor, and no one even knew I was trapped.
The eyes blinked, then vanished.
My heart restarted with a jolt, hammering in my ears. I fought to escape the trap. My eyes felt as though something heavy weighed them shut, but I managed to force my eyelids apart. The sight of my digital alarm clock greeted me, sideways; I’d fallen asleep at my desk, my head resting on my laptop, the cold edge digging into my face.
I tried to lift my head, but I couldn’t. I tried to open my mouth, but my jaw remained locked.
Impossible. I’m awake. Trapped again, this time for real. Not a muscle in my body responded to my pleas. I couldn’t feel my hands, but I knew my right hand rested under my chin where I’d used it as a pillow. I couldn’t feel my face, either.
I’d lost all feeling in my entire body, as if something invisible lay on top of me, pinning me down.
I tried to cry out, but not a sound escaped.
Move! I thought, trying to lift my head. The weight continued to press on me. I recalled one of those web sites I’d browsed had mentioned poltergeists that sat on people in the middle of the night, leaving them unable to move. Terror washed over me, cold and merciless.
Every short breath hurt my chest. Let me go. Please. Please―I’ll do anything, just let me move.
“Anything, Ashlyn?”
That voice.
What do you want from me?
Somehow, not being able to see the speaker made it a thousand times worse. It felt like a thousand invisible hands gripped me all over, numbing all sensation. At the edges of my vision, I thought I saw dark shapes, but no eyes, no mouth for the voice.
Demons.
Finally, the messages between my brain and nerves seemed to hit home, and I managed to raise my head, to lift my arm an inch. Slowly I regained feeling in my limbs. I shifted, twitched my hands, my feet.
Even then, I knew they watched me.
That day, the fear began.






sh! You’ve got something in the post!”
Groaning, I pulled the covers up over my head. Not now. Any time but now. I knew it was coming, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.
“Later,” I told my parents, when they showed me the three large envelopes, all addressed to Miss Ashlyn Temple. “Why three? Isn’t one rejection letter enough?”
“It might not be a rejection,” Mum said, consolingly. “This one’s from your Aunt Eve, anyway.”
“But it’s not my birthday,” I said. “She’s either five months too late or seven too early. Can I go to school now?”
“We’re not stopping you.” Mum stepped back into the kitchen, a touch of reproach on her face.
“Right. Sorry.”
I knew I’d pay for being snappish later, but I ranked exams next to interviews in the enjoyment factor. At least I had Milton down now.
No light, only darkness visible. How appropriate.
I saw another one on the way to school. A dark space, as I called them now. A squarish patch, no more than half a metre either way, but enough to block my path. And, within, a pair of eyes glinted. Purple, as usual. Bigger than human eyes, narrowed, with vertical pupils like a cat’s―and watching. Me.
“What?” I said.
No answer. Well, it was worth a try.
“I don’t suppose you’re going to move out of the way?” I’d already checked; no one else was around. One of these days, I’d no doubt get caught talking to myself, but, right now, I just wanted to get to school.
“Only I have an exam, see.”
Again, no answer.
“Going to be an asshole again? Fine.”
I crossed the road and went the other way. Maybe my luck would hold and they’d stay out of the exam hall.
Yeah, right.
I shivered, feeling the customary coldness intensify as it always did when I saw a dark space. Sometimes I felt like I could never get warm again. Nothing’s going to stop me passing this exam. Not even evil manifestations of my subconscious.
I glanced at the clock as I entered the school building. One hour to fit in some last-minute revision in the library. Cara sent me a text saying she’d join me in a bit.
“It’s bad luck to revise on the day of an exam,” she scolded me.
I like to think I’ve already used up my bad luck quota for today. First a rejection, then the demon. Now all I needed was―
I swore under my breath. There was a dark space in the library, too, across the Classics aisle.
For fuck’s sake, really?
“Hi, Ashlyn.”
I dropped my revision notes. Did that demon just say hi?
“What?” I said, putting my trembling hands behind my back. This doesn’t happen. Just when I’d gotten used to things being one way, the demons had concocted something else to torment me.
This particular demon said nothing, just watched me with its sinister violet eyes.
Great. Now I’ve insulted it. Or something. I don’t have time for this.
I scrambled to pick up my notes so I could get the hell out of there.
Thud. A book fell off the shelf, narrowly missing my foot.
“What the hell?”
“I wouldn’t relax your guard just yet, Ashlyn.”
What? Since when did demons make threats? Funnily enough, they didn’t usually need to.
Another book fell, this time a hefty volume of the Oxford English Dictionary. This time, I couldn’t put it down to the library’s old shelves falling apart.
Somehow, the demon could move things.
I picked up the dictionary, weighing it in my hands. A reckless daring sprang up in me, and, before my nerve left, I lobbed the book at the demon.
The dictionary sailed right through the dark space, as if it wasn’t there.
I turned tail and ran, nearly colliding with a group of Year Eights, who all sidestepped sharpish without looking at me. Don’t look at the crazy girl.
“Ash!”
I skidded to a halt, narrowly avoiding running smack into Cara.
“What’s the rush? You aren’t late. You’re ridiculously early, actually.”
“Nothing,” I said, absently. “No tables in there. Come on, let’s wait by the hall.”
I steered her away, again having to duck out of the way of a group of students, this time Year Elevens. Why did people walk toward me as if I wasn’t there? Sometimes, I felt like I was invisible to everyone except Cara. Even the teachers often forgot my name.
So much for being the amazing Oxford candidate.
No dark spaces waited for us around the assembly hall this time. Mr Darton stood, barring the door to make sure no one sneaked in to get a look at the exam papers. I raced through quotations in my head, praying to the gods of exams that the right question would come up. Avoiding a panic attack would be nice, too.
Breathe. I didn’t want a repeat of the interview. The word fiasco came to mind when I thought of the day after the demons came, when I’d sat before the stereotypically grey-bearded, distinguished professor of literature and, intelligently, said, “I like, um, reading.”
Thirty minutes of nonsensical rambling later, I’d left the interview room and walked right through a dark space that looked as though it had been torn out of the universe. A patch of air, densely black yet somehow transparent, so I could see through to the other side, where people walked along the corridor, talking, completely oblivious to the darkness.
Only I could see it.
And before I could even gather my thoughts, a pair of violet eyes stated at me from the blackness.
I cracked. I screamed my head off and ran.
“I think you made quite an impression,” said Mum, after I’d calmed down. “Not everyone runs screaming out of their interview.”
“Ha-freaking-ha,” I said sourly. Hardly the impression I’d hoped for―Ashlyn the lunatic as opposed to Ashlyn the knowledgeable literary critic.
The next day, my parents frog-marched me to the doctor’s for anxiety medication.
Like medication would make a difference. No prescribed medicine could cure fear of the dark. Or demons.
The fear never really went away, for all that I treated the demons like a minor annoyance. I’d chosen that over giving into insanity and locking myself away. Slowly, I’d adjusted to their staring eyes, like people who went on those reality TV shows must adjust to cameras being there all the time.
A reality TV show is a pretty good comparison. The demons watched me like a fascinating performance, just for them. Everywhere: at school, in the street, at the shops. Dark shapes would appear and I’d be greeted by cold, violet eyes and a chill that went bone-deep. But they’d never tried to harm me. Hell, I didn’t even know if they could. They just watched me curiously, as if my seeing them astonished them as much as it did me. After a while, I grew sick of it and stared back. I was bravest in my room, where they couldn’t get to me. Sometimes, when I was alone in the house, I felt that prickling sensation along my spine and just knew that, when I looked up, I’d see one, outside my window. But they never came inside, oddly enough; it contradicted their other behaviour because they had no physical substance; if the OED experiment proved anything. I assumed they could materialise anywhere at all. They appeared inside the school building all the time. Strange that they left my house alone, but not something to complain about. The idea of creepy eyes watching me in the shower―well, I’d almost rather have one of those nightmares.
Sometimes, like today, I spoke to them, like a five-year-old conversing with imaginary friends. Albeit vicious ones who refused to let me be. Insulting them brought no satisfaction; it was like swearing at my laptop when it stalled, like hurling insults at the wind.
The clock’s ticking brought me back to the present. Shit, how do I have only five minutes left? I pushed my hand to its limits, pen racing down the page, but the stubborn hand of the clock ticked on relentlessly. I wished it would stop.
The clock’s hand stopped.
Holy shit.
I glanced from side to side. Did I do that? Impossible.
The old school’s clock broke down, that was all. People couldn’t do things like that.
People couldn’t.
I looked around frantically, searching for any sign of a demon. Any shadow could be a dark space, right?
Don’t be an idiot―finish your answer!
I scribbled the end to my final paragraph, splattering ink everywhere.
A minute later, Mr Darton said to our deputy head, Mrs Cathers, “I make it half past the hour. Do you?”
The two exchanged whispers. I heard the clock mentioned. I can’t have done that. There’s only so much weird I can see in one day.
But that particular day wasn’t over. I still had to open my rejection letters.
The old nerves tightened around me like a vice as I hurried home after dismissal, Cara rushing to keep up.
“Text me the news!” she panted, as I veered off down my own road.
“Will do,” I said.
No divine force intervened to stop me finding the three ominously thick envelopes on the kitchen table when I let myself in. I took in a breath, my heart fluttering, and picked the most official-looking one.
Come on, you threw a dictionary at a demon today. Just open it.
I slid the wad of paper out of the envelope. One word leapt out: unfortunately. It never meant good news. I threw it aside, tears stinging my eyes. Dammit.
“Maybe if we plead for mitigating circumstances?” said Mum, retrieving the letter.
“For what? Being hopeless at interviews? They’ll never buy it.”
I could plead insanity, I suppose. Or stress. I’d give a psychiatrist a field day if I told them about the dictionary incident.
“Some people get nervous at interviews. It isn’t your fault.”
I shrugged. For some reason, ever since the demon, part of me knew I wouldn’t be going to Oxford and was strangely okay with it. I should be feeling something, I thought. Regret? Despair?
But numbness locked around me, like the cold when I saw a demon, dulling all feeling.
“What’s that?”
Dad handed me another envelope. “Where else did you apply?”
“Good question.” I unfolded the paper. “Blackstone University… where’s that?”
“Don’t ask me, you applied there,” said Mum.
“I suppose I did.” The name sounded familiar. “Was that the place no one’s heard of?”
“I haven’t,” said Dad. “What does it say?”
I blinked. “They’ve apparently offered me a place.”
“But that’s great news!” Mum swept us into a group hug. “Ash, you’re freezing. Are you coming down with a cold?”
“Never mind that now,” I said. “I’m going to uni!”
I felt a grin spread across my face and an unexpected warmth rush through me. So much for not feeling anything!
Mum looked through the brochures.
“This looks perfect! It’s a small village in the north of England, really small, like the size of our suburb. You’ll have on-campus accommodation. Not too far from Preston, either.”
“What about the reputation?” I said, and instantly felt like a snob.
“Says they don’t do league tables.”
“Their website was a bit dodgy,” I remembered. Cara, insisting that Blackstone wasn’t a real place, demanded to see it, only for the website, then the computer, to crash.
Now, I grabbed my phone to text her the news. Maybe she’d come with me to visit.
“Ash, don’t forget Aunt Eve’s parcel.”
I’d forgotten about the third envelope. A letter, in her illegibly looped handwriting, came with a smaller package. I broke the cellotape and found a pendant inset with a purple stone. Amethyst.
“What’s this for?”
Mum read the letter, frowning. “Early eighteenth birthday present. Make sure you write back and thank her.”
“I don’t know her address,” I said. “I thought she moved to Canada. Five years ago, wasn’t it?”
“You’re right.” Mum’s frown deepened. “I’m sure I must have it somewhere… dear me, I really am getting forgetful. Put that somewhere safe, Ash. You don’t want to lose it. Let’s see how it looks on you.” She pushed back my fine hair and lowered the necklace over my head.
“Lovely.”
It did look beautiful, though its purple glint reminded me a little too much of demon eyes. I picked up the letter, trying to decipher it. The first part told me that it was a family heirloom, but the ink ran through the middle section, making it illegible.
I made out two lines, which made little sense, “Your mind is your own. Guard your heart well.” She does have a weird way of putting things, I thought, recalling her strange tales of monsters in the woods when I’d spent summers at her Windermere cottage, before she’d moved.
“We have to celebrate! How about we go out for a meal tonight, Ash?” Dad asked.
“I have to pass my exams before we can really celebrate,” I reminded him. “It’s only a conditional offer.”
“I’m sure you’ll have done fine,” Mum said.
Yeah, maybe those extra five minutes made a difference.
I hadn’t the heart to kill the mood, so I nodded.

My phone buzzed. Cara’s texted reply said,”Yes! Told you so. Yeah, I’ll come with. When is it?”
“Next visit day’s on Saturday,” I typed.
“Awesome.”
“Ash, are you sure you don’t want to wait until your cold’s better?” said Mum.
“I’m fine,” I said, my default response to avoid explaining my theory that being cold all the time made me stop noticing it altogether.
I always felt as though there was a constant draft against my skin. The doctor unhelpfully said I had a cold. I might not be a medical practitioner, but to the best of my knowledge, colds generally went away after a few days.
There has to be a rational explanation, I thought. But I knew the demons made it cold. Only when I saw them did I really feel it.

Early Saturday morning, Cara and I took the train to Preston, where a bus service ran to the university.
“Bloody hell, it’s cold,” she yelped, as we jumped off the bus into a gale. The tour began just outside the student village, which was helpfully signposted.
“Pretty, though,” I said, indicating the collection of sandy-coloured houses surrounded by patches of vivid green grass. A field doubled as a car park, with a path down the centre leading into the nearby woods, and, on the other side, the village, also named Blackstone, through the woodland that surrounded the campus on all sides.
Blackstone University was about as isolated as you could get, a small campus tucked away on a hillside. As Cara put it, “The only inhabitants are students and sheep.”
Several of the latter watched us from the field, woollen coats fluffed up against the wind.
The tour took us on a winding loop around campus, and I felt my smile growing bigger by the minute. Perfect. Cara shook her head when I grinned at the reading list.
“You’re crazy, Ash.”
“You know you love me for it.”
“Damn straight. Enjoy your Milton. But”—she tapped me on the nose—”No. Stressing. Got it?”
“Yes, mother,” I said, with another grin.
I could trust Cara to stand by me. She’d scored an offer from Edinburgh the week before, and couldn’t wait to move to her favourite city.
“My sister went there, it’s ace,” she said. “Not sure I’ll go as wild as she did, though. She tells me she woke up next to a new guy every week and has a collection of traffic cones mounted on her wall.”
“Seriously?” I said. “Definitely not the life for me. Quiet literary discussions are more my thing.”
“You’re like an old woman, Ash. What about dating?”
“If I meet a guy who loves Milton, it’s clearly meant to be,” I said. “Well, I guess that’d be more like a threesome.” Truthfully, I never wanted to read Paradise Lost again, but my comment made Cara shriek with laughter.
“You’re a riot,” she said.
“Don’t forget about me,” I half-joked. My other friends… well, I’d never been Miss Popularity―less so since I’d ostracised myself―but I found it hard to ignore the way people sidestepped me in the corridors like I’d contracted leprosy, or walked into me like I was invisible. Even Alice and Sammy, my friends from primary school. I knew I looked the same, outwardly at least. I kept my insanity all on the inside. People changed, I guessed.
People at Blackstone University would accept me. I had to believe that. I hoped against hope I’d get flatmates who, like me, preferred to read a book or watch a film to clubbing.
“This place is like the set for a bad horror movie,” said Cara later, as we waited for the bus back, this time from Blackstone village itself. “You’re just asking for an encounter with a serial killer. Hannibal Lecter probably hangs out at the Coach and Horses.” She referred to the local pub frequented by students. Personally, I thought it quite cosy.
“It’d be pretty handy living on a hill if there’s a zombie invasion,” I said.
“True. But that forest is damn creepy. We should film our own version of The Blair Witch Project.”
“If you want.”
“You’re dead sure you want to come here?”
“I think so. Yeah.”
One thing swayed it for me. All day, I didn’t see a single demon.






en Months Later
The car rattled along the country road as we drove between rolling green hills. As usual, it sounded like it might fall apart, this time with the added weight of all my worldly possessions. Bags and boxes hemmed me in on either side and pinned my feet to the floor. The sense of claustrophobia didn’t help my nerves.
This really isn’t a good time to be having a panic attack.
My throat felt tight; I couldn’t swallow, much less speak. My heart drummed frantically, and I felt lightheaded. For God’s sake, not here. It would hardly be a shining start to my future if I passed out before I even reached the university.
University. It’s really happening. Ten months ago, I wouldn’t even have thought it possible.
The roads became harder to navigate the deeper into the countryside we drove. The car bumped and rattled, jolting me out of my seat every few seconds, and the trees either side of the path grew thicker, bay willows reaching out long arms to brush against the car on either side. At one point, a crow swooped right in front of us, causing Dad to brake so hard, the car almost stood on its nose. He swore loudly.
“Where in God’s name is this place?” he said. “We’re in the bloody forest!”
“It’s in the middle of nowhere,” I informed him.
“I get that!” he said. “These directions make no sense. You say there are buses here?”
“Yep,” I said. “Cara and I got one.”
She’d departed to Edinburgh the day before, after our tearful goodbye. My new iPhone―an unexpectedly extravagant birthday present from my parents―showed seven texts since she’d arrived.
I rolled my eyes as I read through the latest, advising me on the best methods of self-defence. Keys, apparently, made a useful weapon. I’d keep that in mind, assuming I didn’t lose my keys, something I managed to do at least once a week at home. But, as I’d told Cara, this place was about the safest anyone could find. I’d survived eighteen years in the Manchester suburbs, where stabbings made the headlines every day; I highly doubted a serial killer would pick this insignificant little village as a target.
And I’d long since stopped being frightened by ghost stories.
I scrolled through my text messages to take my mind off my erratic breathing. Right now, I’d take a chance at a new start―panic attacks and all.
We left the forest, re-joining the main road, where a queue of traffic waited. The car in front of us, like ours, sagged under the weight of bags and boxes. A girl sat in the back seat, pinned on either side by luggage. I could just make out a cloud of red hair behind a pile of books, which looked in danger of spilling everywhere.
Then I saw it. By the roadside, a patch of air shimmered, like a heat haze, a distortion in the world. Blink once and it looked normal. Blink twice and I saw a black void that shouldn’t be there. Though I could no longer claim they petrified me here, they still elicited the same physical response, teasing the hairs on my arms up, making my skin prickle all over. Anger rose in me. I directed my thoughts at the creature, along with my fiercest glare: Why do you bastards keep trying to ruin my life?
The thing just grinned at me, impossibly white teeth gleaming in a half-invisible mouth.
The fear returned in full. A chorus of shrill voices in my head screamed, What the hell am I thinking? Turn back!
Who was I kidding? I was incapable of acting normal. I’d be the outcast again, the strange twitchy girl always on the edge of her seat, incapable of relaxing around anyone. I might as well make invisible demons the topic of my first conversation with my new flatmates―why not cut to the chase?
Well, that’s just effing fantastic, I thought. Like I needed reminding now.
“As if you could escape us, Ashlyn.”
I twisted around and stared as we passed. It just spoke to me. The last time had been on the day of the Dictionary Incident.
But then the girl in the other car shifted in her seat. She pushed aside a pile of bags, to make space to see out of the back window where the demon hovered. Then she looked at me. Right at me. As if she knew.
Then the traffic started moving, and she was gone.
Mum and Dad drove me to the supermarket first, to stock up on enough food for the first few weeks. By the time we began the slow climb through the hills toward the university, a fine drizzle surrounded us in a cloud and turned the countryside into a blur of green. The road wove in and out of small copses, and, when we emerged from a longer stretch of forest, I saw a line of cars beside the sign that read, Blackstone University: Student Village. I knew from my last visit that the village was a collection of fifty or so sandy-coloured houses, four stories each, containing two flats per floor, each for six students.
“Hi!” squeaked a voice. A pink face underneath an umbrella greeted us with a wide smile. “The car park’s just this way!”
The girl directed us to an expanse of grass just behind the student halls. Dad parked the car next to a flashy-looking motorbike.
“I’m Danielle, your Student Rep. I’ll show you to your new room,” said the girl.
My hand shook as I opened the car door, but I managed to stumble out, ducking my head against the rain. My feet skidded in the wet grass as we crossed the field to the buildings. The air smelt clean here, untainted by urban life. I pushed the image of the demon from my mind. New start. Got it.
I felt like I walked through a miniature village. Poplar trees lined the paths, which wound around a central square surrounded by benches and neat patches of grass.
Danielle led me to my new home, on the ground floor of House 12. I tried my best to remember the number; I’d rather avoid the embarrassment of walking into the wrong flat.
“Right, here are your keys”―Danielle handed a bundle of keys to me―”here’s your welcome pack, and, if you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask!”
A fob attached to the key opened the door to the house. Blue carpets and beige-painted walls gave it a cosy feel. It all looked brand-new; I remembered the student village had been built only ten years ago, quelling Cara’s claim that an old university meant a plethora of ghosts would haunt my house.
Mum, Dad, and I looked around in silence. I think the moment hit us all at once. I’m moving out.
I nearly tripped over a pile of bags scattered haphazardly throughout the hallway of Flat 1. A pile of motorcycle manuals wedged one door open; another wore a sign that said: Abandon hope, all ye who enter here. I smiled at that. A quote from Dante―surely that was a sign of another eccentric.
I unlocked Room 3. The smoothly polished wooden door squeaked slightly as I turned the key and let myself into my new room.
‘Wow,” I breathed. Perfect.
A large desk dominated the back wall, far bigger than my one at home, with three drawers and two shelves underneath. A longer bookshelf extended above it. The wardrobe accommodated far more clothes than I owned. I tested the clearly brand-new mattress. Not lumpy at all. Best of all, the window overlooked the field. I could sit in my windowsill and read, without any disturbance.
Two hours and many trips to the car later, I surveyed the room, pleased. With Mum and Dad’s help, I’d arranged my books on the shelves―one shelf for course books, one for my favourites―and set up my new printer on the desk, next to the television and Nintendo Wii. The blank notice board now bore a collage of photos: Cara and me throughout our teenage years, and pictures of all our family holidays. I’d even brought my entire collection of landscape paintings and white-tacked them to the walls and the door to my en suite bathroom. Finally, my threadbare old teddy bear sat on my bed, next to my cuddly koala, a present from Cara’s holiday to Australia.
“Are you sure you don’t want your fan heater?” Mum fussed. “It gets awfully cold up north during winter.”
“I’ll be fine, Mum.” She hadn’t believed me when I told her the cold didn’t bother me. Not anymore.
“Ash,” said Mum, hugging me. “We’re going to miss you. The house will be so quiet without you there.”
“Are you saying I’m loud?” I said, with a smile, though the nerves kicked in again at the thought of being left alone.
Dad pulled me into a one-armed hug. “Keep yourself safe, kiddo.”
“I’ll be fine,” I said again, even though looking around at my new room and contemplating the five unknown flatmates outside made me feel like a four-year-old, about to start school for the first time. “Honest.”
If only I could convince myself…
Mum gave me a final hug. “Have fun! I’ll call you soon!”
“Sure,” I said. “See you in a few weeks.”
“‘Bye!” my parents called to me as they left the flat, leaving me alone.
Don’t panic.
I looked at Mum’s detailed instruction manual, which told me how to do everything from operating a tumble dryer to roasting potatoes. Most likely, I’d be living on instant noodles and dying my clothes blue for the next ten weeks, but I’d promised to try. It might be my first shot at living independently, but it comforted me to know that, in this aspect at least, everyone else started in the same position.
I changed out of my crumpled, damp clothes into a comfy hoodie and jeans, tugging a brush through my hair. I checked my jewellery box, where I’d tucked away Aunt Eve’s pendant.
I shivered again. Winter came early up here. I hated the cold, but I hated demons more. They’d better stay away from here.
I plugged in my iPhone to charge it and saw a new message alert. Must be from Cara.
But the number came up as unknown, and the message read, simply, “Welcome to Blackstone. Enjoy your stay.”
Strange. No one had my new number except Cara and my parents. Must be a prank.
Just then, someone knocked on the door. I took a deep breath. Time to meet the flatmates, I thought.
“Hi!” Danielle’s smiling face appeared in the doorway. “We’re having a meeting in the kitchen, just to get to know each other.”
“Sure.” I followed her out into the corridor.
The kitchen was all shiny surfaces and gleaming hobs. Four people already sat round the table, two girls and two guys.
“One more,” said Danielle cheerfully. “I’ll just knock on his door again.”
She left a slightly awkward silence behind, as the five of us sat trying not to look at each other, no one willing to start a conversation. I shifted in my seat uneasily, studying them out of the corner of my eye. The girl on my left was a head taller than me, her red hair a splash of colour against the modest tones of the kitchen. She rocked on her seat as if impatient. The other girl, who sat opposite me, looked shyly at the rest of us from beneath her round glasses, whilst picking at her nails. Next to her, a tall, sandy-haired guy sipped from a can of beer. The other had dark–hair and wore black, which together with his glasses gave him an oddly clerical appearance.
Before anyone could break the silence, another guy slouched into the room. He was slight, almost scrawny, and very pale. His grey eyes narrowed as he saw us.
“Right, here we all are!” sang Danielle, not put off in the slightest by the silence. “First, tell me your names, where you’re from, and what you’re studying!”
The red-haired girl was the first to speak. “Hey, I’m Alex. I’m from Kendal, and I’m studying English Literature.”
I looked up. I hadn’t dared hope I’d actually be put in the same flat as people on my course.
“I’m Pete,” said the guy with the beer can. “I’m from Leeds, and I’m studying Mechanics. Oh, and, for you lucky ladies’ information, my number’s 07936453751.” He winked at Danielle.
Is he being serious?
Danielle giggled, not at all perturbed. “You can save that for later.”
I wasn’t sure whether she genuinely meant it. Either way, I’d already marked him as a player.
“You next.” She pointed at me. I blinked, momentarily forgetting my own name. Idiot.
“I’m Ashlyn; usually people call me Ash. I’m from Manchester, and I’m studying English Literature too.”
Alex looked at me and smiled.
“Me too!” saidthe other girl. “I mean, I’m doing English too. Um, I’m Sarah. I’m from Nottingham.”
“I’m David,” said the boy who looked like a vicar. “I’m from Oxford, doing Literature and Politics.”
“Is that motorbike outside yours?” Pete demanded.
“Um, yeah.”
Danielle eyed him with interest.
“Nice,” said Pete. “It’s pretty slick. You’ll pick up a lot of birds with that.”
Birds? Seriously?
“I just like to drive fast,” said David, with a shrug.
“Motorbikes are for losers.”
All eyes turned to the last boy. He cast his eyes over us in a way I thought rather hostile and muttered, “What? You want a lame-ass intro from me? I’mTerrence. From Coventry. Doing Physics.”
That’s friendly, I thought. Now there’s a lesson in how to alienate your flatmates on the first day.
“Cool!” Danielle beamed at us. “Right, now you have your welcome talk in the Great Hall―I’ll show you the way―then in the foyer there’ll be free drinks. Can’t say no to that, can you?”
She bounded to her feet.
We followed her out of the flat into the hallway, where a crowd of students from the other flats joined us. Danielle tried to encourage everyone to introduce themselves as we walked through the student village toward campus. Again and again I said hi, told people my name, hometown, and course. The rush of new faces overwhelmed me; I doubted I’d remember any of their names later.
“So you’re doing English too?”Alex smiled at me. “Have you read any of the course books yet?”
“Not yet,” I said. “I decided to give myself the summer off after A-levels. Hopefully, they won’t expect us to have done all the reading yet!”
“Me too!” she said. “Thank God for that. I’ve been on a work placement all summer. I’ve literally had no time for reading.”
“You aren’t the only one.” Sarah joined us.
“I have no excuse,” I said. “Just a reluctance to be within fifty feet of a textbook after exams.”
Sarah laughed.
Instead, I’d spent most of the time playing Mario Kart and lying in my back garden, reading for fun. Once term began, I’d snap straight back into workaholic mode―it always happened.
“The course sounds pretty good,” said David, the Literature and Politics student. “I like how much free choice we get in which modules we do.”
“Yeah,” said Alex. “I really want to do the Victorian module next year.”
“I’m looking forward to studying more of Shakespeare’s plays,” I said.”Wow, it’s the first time I’ve actually been able to say that without being labelled a nerd.”
“That’s the great thing about uni,” said Alex. “You can be yourself; everyone’s accepted here. It’s not like my school at all.”
“Same,” said David. “People who judge others are just sad. You won’t find many of them here.”
We ended up chatting all the way to the Great Hall. The hill grew steeper toward the far end of campus, meaning we walked uphill the entire time. A strong wind swept in from the coast, tilting us farther back until we almost walked vertically.
Alex found it hilarious. “We should all hold hands; it’d probably help us to keep our balance!”
“Er… I’m not sure about that,” said Sarah. “If I fall over, I’d take you with me!”
“Like mountain climbers!” said Alex. “Does the uni have a mountaineering club? I’m so joining. Hiking, too. I’ve been hiking all over the Lake District already; it’s right on my doorstep at home.”
“I like the sound of hiking,” I said. “My aunt used to live in Windermere. We sometimes went for walks around the lakes when I used to stay there in summer, but I’ve never climbed an actual mountain.”
“Let’s both join! Sarah, how about you?”
“Not sure hiking’s my thing,” said Sarah. “Sounds like an awful lot of walking.”
Alex laughed. “That’s kinda the point.”
I laughed too. I liked Alex already. She made us all feel included; at one point she juggled four conversations at once and somehow managed to give them all equal attention. I liked Sarah, too.
Despite the wind doing its best to send us tumbling back down the hill, we reached the Great Hall in time for the welcome talk. The large, grey brick building looked more like part of a ruined castle than a university. Weeds grew everywhere, even out of the walls, as though the countryside objected to the intrusion and was determined to reclaim this patch of hillside for itself. Moss covered the aged grey bricks, and the oak doors wore a furry green coat. It gave me the odd feeling of stepping back in time as we passed through the doors.
“Didn’t know we were at Hogwarts,” Alex giggled. “I’m expecting to see moving staircases next.”
But, despite its size, the building was all one floor. Tables covered in glasses of red wine stood all along the foyer, supposedly for afterward. Most people disregarded this and grabbed drinks to take into the hall with them.
Consequently, by the time all the senior staff and members of the student union had introduced themselves, they’d lost most of their audience. Alex, in particular, seemed to find everything hysterically funny; she reminded me of Cara on the day she nicked a bottle of her Mum’s Lambrini. I didn’t particularly like wine, so she’d ended up drinking the whole thing herself. Not a good idea, as it turned out.
“He even looks like Professor Dumbledore!” Alex crowed when the bearded, bespectacled Head of the English Department stepped up to introduce himself.
Sarah and I escorted her back to the flat at the end of the talk, still giggling away. At one point, she fell into a bush, pulling the two of us down on top of her.
“This is why I don’t drink,” said Sarah, dragging herself out of the bush. “I’m such a lightweight it’s not even funny. One sip of alcohol, and I’m on the floor.”
“Same,” I said, trying to help Alex back onto her feet.
Between rescuing Alex from falling over, Sarah and I talked books. She loved Gothic fiction, especially Frankenstein. I admitted my admiration for Paradise Lost, but decided against giving my real reasons—that the apocalyptic imagery held a certain irony for me.
“I like Dracula, too, even though it gave me nightmares when I first read it.”
“Same,” I laughed. “I was about twelve at the time, though.”
Alex said, “That castle looks like Dracula’s castle! I wonder if any of the lecturers are vampires.”
“Highly unlikely,” I said, amused.
“Well, I’m more of a fantasy girl,” said Alex, swaying into a post. She didn’t seem to feel her head hit it with a loud thunk. “I don’t care what anyone thinks, nothing compares to The Lord of the Rings. One Ring to rule them all!”
By the time we got back to the flat, drenched and mud-splattered because of all the times Alex pulled us over, I felt I could sleep for a week. Sarah and I unlocked Alex’s door for her and more or less pushed her into her room because she kept trying to get out, insisting now was the perfect time for a midnight walk.
“It’s time for bed,.” I said. “I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”
“Yeah, ‘night,” she said. I saw her collapse onto her bed as we shut the door.
I breathed a sigh of relief.
“For the record,” I said to Sarah, “I’m not planning on getting hammered this week.”
“Good, me neither.” Sarah smiled. “Anyway, I’m knackered. ‘Night.”
“‘Night.”
Before I could go into my own room, the flat door opened again, and David came in.
“Are you okay?” he said.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Alex is off her face, though,” I said.
“I saw. Is tomorrow the day we register?”
“Yeah. Stupidly early.” I added,”I’m not a morning person at all. This should be fun.”
“I suppose we have to do it,” said David. “Are you two going to Redthorne tomorrow?”
“I guess,” I said. “Except, well, I’ve never been clubbing before.”
“Me neither,” he said. “I think I’m going anyway, though. It might be a good way to get to know people.”
“True,” I said.
“Well, I should be getting to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow, Ash.”
“‘Night,” I said as I went into my own room.
It was a start. I had three friendly flatmates, who, as an added bonus, were on my course, meaning I’d have someone I could walk to lectures with. And, even though I’d been here just a few hours, I felt an affinity with the place itself. It felt safe.
Before I closed the curtains, I looked out the window at the fields and trees beyond. Then I jumped back as something flew past. A shadow passed overhead, like a low-flying bird, except bigger than any bird I’d seen.
Yawning, I shut the curtains firmly. I was more than ready for sleep. It seemed as soon as I closed my eyes, my tiredness overpowered me and I sank into dreams.






onight,” Pete announced, “I’m gonna get laid.”
Silence followed this little announcement, as the other four of us―Sarah, Alex, David, and I―tried to gauge whether he was serious or not.
“By who?” Sarah ventured. “Danielle?”
“Anyone,” Pete said. Like the previous evening, he sipped from a can of beer, lounging back in his seat as if he owned the universe.
“Well, best of luck with that,” Alex said, looking at him with unconcealed dislike. She was back to her normal self today, without as much as a mild headache to show for the night before. She seemed pretty embarrassed about her behaviour, though.
Right now, we relaxed in the kitchen, anticipating our first night out of the term. To a nightclub, appealingly called Satan’s Pit, in Redthorne, the nearest town to Blackstone. I’d never been clubbing before, but I hoped Satan’s Pit wouldn’t be full of guys like Pete.
Our first full day at Blackstone had consisted of more introductory talks. Thanks to the eight a.m. registration time, we all resembled walking zombies on our library card photos, which would last for the entire duration of our studies. The rain didn’t help, and neither did getting lost on the way to the Second Hall, which, as it turned out, was on the opposite side of campus to the Great Hall. When we’d finally joined the line of drowned-rat-zombie-students and tried to make ourselves presentable, I looked more like a soaking wet, grumpy teenager than a sophisticated student.
Afterward, we’d come back to the flat to dry off. I’d managed to connect to the Internet on my laptop and add my new flatmates on Facebook. Well, I’d found Alex, Sarah, and David. I wasn’t overly keen to have Pete and Terrence as friends.
Terrence totally blanked Alex when she’d asked him if he was going out to Satan’s Pit. I didn’t know why he was so hostile, but I supposed I’d meet all kinds of people at university. I was determined to avoid the anti-social weirdo label this time around.
Pete was still drunk from the night before. Judging by the smell, he hadn’t bothered to change his clothes, either. David, however, wore a normal T-shirt and jeans today. Alex, Sarah, and I agreed he was the only remotely ordinary guy in our flat.
“Anyway,” said Alex, “I, for one, am drinking no more red wine. That’s a promise.”
“Good plan. Do you remember any of last night at all?”
“Most of it. I think something flew into my window. Might have been a dream, though. It looked too big to be a bat or a bird.”
“I think I saw it too!” I said. “Something flew past my window, just after I got in. Weird.”
“Unless we both dreamt the same thing,” said Alex. “I was totally out of it.”
“I was awake. I definitely saw something.”
“Maybe it was a waking dream?” said David.
I felt a shiver run through me as a repressed memory lurked at the corner of my mind.
“Is a waking dream literally just that?” I said. “I mean, you’re awake but dreaming at the same time?”
“Kind of,” said Sarah. “Have you ever had sleep paralysis? That’s freaky. You’re awake but, your muscles haven’t woken up yet, so you can’t move. I had it once. My eyes were open, but I couldn’t move at all.”
“That happened to me!” I said, momentarily forgetting to disguise the intense relief in my voice that at least one of the weird things had a rational explanation. “It was horrible. Like I was paralysed.”
“That’s what it feels like,” said Sarah, shuddering.
“Well, it wasn’t that. Never mind,” said Alex. “Have any of you guys seen Terrence today?”
“Not since this morning,” I said.
David shook his head.
“I don’t like him,” said Alex decisively. “He gives me the creeps. Have you seen the sign on his door?”
“Yeah, it’s a quote from Dante,” I said. “Kind of a weird thing for a physics student to have on his door.”
“Abandon hope, all ye who enter here,” said Alex.”It’d be funny if Terrence didn’t look so much like a serial killer. For all we know, maybe he does have a collection of torture instruments in there.”
“Maybe he’s raising the devil,” I said lightly.
David gave me a weird look. Great, so much for watching what I said.
“I don’t know,” said Sarah. “Maybe he’s just trying to tell people to go away.”
“He’s boring,” said Pete. “Maybe he thinks being a dick will help him get a shag.”
“And downing ten cans of Strongbow will?” said Alex.
Pete shrugged, tipping his can back to catch the last drops. “You’ll see.”
“I’m hungry,” Alex announced. “Anyone fancy a trip to Bargain Burgers?”
We’d discovered the on-campus restaurant whilst looking for the Second Hall earlier.
“Sounds like a plan,” said Sarah.
“Good excuse not to cook!” I said.
“Yeah,” Alex said. “Wish we had catering. Instant noodles and omelettes are all I can do.”
“Same,” I said. “My mum’s attempt at culinary lessons didn’t work. I still burn everything even if I use the microwave!”
The fire safety talk, which involved a demonstration of what would happen if someone poured a cup of water over a wok when it caught fire―a sudden whirlwind of flames―had made us all reluctant to be the first to use the reputedly temperamental oven in our kitchen.
When we got back from the burger bar, I phoned Mum and Dad to let them know I’d settled in okay, facing the predictable one hundred and one questions about my new flatmates. Then I rang Cara, who also wanted to know every detail―especially whether I’d met any cute guys.
“I’m not looking for a boyfriend,” I reminded her semi-truthfully. It had crossed my mind once or twice that being at uni would give me far more opportunities to meet guys than seven years at an all-girls’ school, but to get that close to someone without revealing everything about myself didn’t feel right. Mentioning invisible demons would send any guy running a mile.
“I’m going clubbing tonight, anyway.”
“Seriously? That’s awesome! You’ll love it. If you come visit me, you should totally come with me to Frisson. They’ve got this new DJ―he’s fit.”
“Sure,” I said, after listening to her burble about this dreamy new DJ for at least twenty minutes.”I’ve got to go now, anyway; need to get ready.”
“Sure thing! Have fun―but not too much fun!”
“Bye,” I said.
Then I surveyed my wardrobe. New black dress―the only one I’d liked out of the hundreds Cara had insisted I try on―check. New plain, black flats―ditto; heels combined with alcohol and my less-than-reliable sense of balance didn’t seem like the best idea―check. Basic makeup, check. Silver earrings, check. I hesitated before putting on my new amethyst pendant, too. Might as well wear it.
My hair was too straight and plain to do much with, but I combed the tangles out of it, wondering if the others would think the dress was a bit too Goth. But I liked black. It was simple and didn’t clash with anything. One nice outfit was all I owned, and all I wanted, really. I had no patience for spending forever applying an inch of makeup that I’d probably forget about and smudge anyway.
I decided to check on the others. David waited in the corridor, hands in his pockets.
‘You look nice,” he said.
I felt myself flush. “Thanks,” I said, awkwardly. “Um, so do you.”
Idiot. He wore the same plain T-shirt and jeans as earlier. Guys were lucky no one expected them to make an effort.
He didn’t laugh at me, which was a surprise.
“Have you been into the town before?” he asked.
I shook my head. “I’ve been to Blackstone, when I came here on the visit day, but I’ve not been to Redthorne yet.”
“It’s nice. We should go to the shopping centre there sometime this week. Might as well make the most of having no lectures.”
His words bounced around my head as I tried to figure out whether he meant we as in me and him, or the whole flat. Stop that. Of course he means all of us. It was Cara’s fault for talking about boyfriends.
Sarah spared me further embarrassment by coming out of her room just then. She wore a flowery green dress and matching flats. No heels. At least it wasn’t just me. I sacrificed height in favour of keeping my balance.
“I like the dress,” I said.
“Yours is nice, too. Is Alex still getting ready?”
“Just coming!” said Alex.
A second later, she opened her door. She wore a cute, little black dress and butterfly slides in her vivid red hair. Her heels made her the same height as David.
“You both look awesome!” she said. “Shall we go?”
“Wait a minute, isn’t Pete coming with us? Where is he?”
“Probably gone ahead.”
“Or he’s still in the kitchen.”
Pete was still in the kitchen―passed out at the table surrounded by empty beer cans.
“So much for him getting laid,” said Alex. “Let’s just leave him here.”
So we left Pete slumped in his chair, drooling, and set off for the bus stop.
Danielle and the other Student Reps waitedfor us. Although technically we could do whatever we wanted, they’d volunteered to accompany us first years, sober, and make sure nobody passed out or got lost. This couldn’t have been a fun job, given that half the new students were already inebriated.
The rain poured relentlessly, the wind driving sodden leaves into our faces as we stood shivering beneath the poplar trees by the bus stop.
“Aren’t you cold, Ash?”
“A bit,” I said evasively. Maybe I should’ve worn my coat anyway. I should’ve guessed they’d notice the cold didn’t bother me. Or warmth.
“Let’s get closer together. It’ll be warmer.”
So we formed a penguin-like huddle, which didn’t really help ward off the raging wind.
“Jesus, Ash, you’re freezing!” Alex pulled away. “Your arm’s like ice!”
“Really?” I tried to shrug it off. “Yeah, it is pretty cold.”
So now I knew my skin temperature was normal under the circumstances; I just couldn’t feel it. Heat and cold alike just bounced off me. It’s only a matter of time before they notice the other crazy stuff, an unwelcome voice in my head told me.
Finally, the bus came rattling up the hill. In Blackstone, the bus drivers were more concerned with reaching their destination than with whether the bus was the right way up when they got there. The four of us took the back row of seats and spent the journey sliding into one another and onto the floor. I gripped the seat in front, but Alex kept knocking me over anyway. The winding country roads threw us into the air at each twist and turn; every time the bus stopped, it jolted me into the seat in front.
“You know, it wouldn’t surprise me if the bus driver was wasted. I swear we nearly hit that tree!” said Sarah, clutching at Alex for support as she came close to sliding out of her seat again.
By the time we drove into Redthorne, the four of us felt as battered as if we’d just ridden the Big Dipper seven times in a row. Redthorne looked like a typical urban area of dismal grey buildings under equally dismal rain clouds. Satan’s Pit was a plain, red brick building at the end of a street. Inside, nothing suggested anything remotely satanic, unless the red carpet in the entrance hall was made of human entrails or something.
“Seems a bit of a dump,” Sarah whispered, as we queued to pay. The guy behind the counter looked bored out of his mind, giving each of our IDs no more than a brief glance before stamping our hands mechanically.
“You never know,” said Alex. “It might be full of fire and brimstone downstairs.”
At those words, a chill tingled through me, and I felt a sudden desire to get the hell out of there. Why did I leave the university? I didn’t know for certain, but I’d concluded there must be something about the place that stopped me seeing demons. I’d never gone so long without spotting one of those sinister creatures peeking through a gap in the universe.
But I told myself to stop being stupid. I’m entitled to go out and have fun with my friends. I won’t let the fear rule my life. Not at home, and not here, either.
So I paid the guy, got my hand stamped, and followed my flatmates through the black-painted double doors.






ppropriately enough, we found the dance floor downstairs, in the basement. I wasn’t sure if the thick swathes of cobwebs were an intentional feature, or simply no one could be bothered to do any dusting. Crooked candleholders hung from the walls, holding red lights, which threw eerie shadows around us. The spindly wooden staircase looked like it belonged in a crumbling old house, not a nightclub.
“I heard they used to have actual candles down here,” David said, “but they stopped because of the fire regulations.”
“Yeah, candles and drunken dancing aren’t a good combination,” said Alex.
“Can’t say I see what all the fuss is about,” Sarah said, looking exactly how I felt. Satan’s Pit reminded me of a school disco when only a handful of people turned up and everyone felt too awkward to dance. The few people here before midnight stood near the bar in groups, talking and drinking.
“Let’s go get drinks,” said Alex.
As promised, she declined the offers of cheap red wine, instead buying alcopops. An hour and a couple of bottles of WKD later, the atmosphere in the club started to pick up. Clubhouse music pounded out of the speakers and sent a ripple through the crowd; everyone swayed in time to the beat, arms aloft, feet thumping. The blazing strobe lights painted flame-like patterns across the floor.
That’s actually pretty cool.
“Hey, Ash, you never said your necklace glows in the dark! Neat.”
I looked down. The amethyst glowed, rivalling the bright lights. For some reason, I had the urge to tuck it away; it felt a little conspicuous.
“I didn’t know,” I said.
The DJ yelled, “Annnnnnnd… Satan has arrived!”
Everyone looked around. The music quietened, the clubhouse beat replaced by the sinister tones of an organ, like haunted-house music. Then a rope descended from the ceiling above the centre of the dance floor, and a tall, horned figure carrying a pitchfork spiralled down the rope to the ground.
The club went crazy. Satan, obviously a normal guy painted from head to toe in red paint, who’d probably performed this act a hundred times before, roared at the crowd, and, as everyone flocked to the dance floor, a sea of flailing limbs swallowed him whole.
“Let’s dance,” said Alex.
Usually, I wasn’t a fan of dancing, but, perhaps due to the fiery strobe lights and the alcohol buzzing through my veins, my self-consciousness completely melted away. In fact, I started to enjoy myself. Everyone seemed possessed with endless energy; I didn’t feel like one person but part of a laughing, dancing crowd. A fair-haired guy sauntered through the mass of bodies and took Alex by the hand, pulling her into the centre of the dance floor. She looked startled, but returned his smile, twirling gracefully as he spun her around.
The guy finished twirling her, planted a kiss on her cheek, and disappeared into the crowd once again. Alex returned to us, looking slightly flushed.
Another guy tried to dance with her, but, once he started grinding against her, she wriggled out of the way. “Get lost,” she said.
He went up to Sarah instead. “Come dance,” he slurred.
“No thanks,” said Sarah, backing away, but we were wedged amongst a crowd of people.
“Hey!” said Alex. “Leave her alone!”
She shoved him; he lost his balance and toppled into another group of girls.
“Suck my dick!” he yelled from the floor.
“No, thanks, I choke on small objects,” Alex shouted back, much to the amusement of everyone who could hear.
We pushed our way to the edge of the dance floor.
“Geez, they weren’t kidding about horny third-years,” said Alex. “Want to get another drink?”
My head was buzzing by the time we hit the dance floor again. I could sort of see the appeal in clubbing: it felt like being in a different universe, one with no responsibilities, where I could just stop thinking and lose myself in the rhythm.
At least, until a drunken girl staggered through the crowd, crashed into me, and nearly knocked me off my feet.
“Sorry!” the girl yelled over the music, trying to stand up but succeeding only in stabbing me in the foot with her heel.
I cried out in pain; it freaking hurt.
“Sorry!” she said again. She looked kind of familiar; I wondered if I’d met her the night before. Her long, wildly curly, reddish-brown hair bounced around her shoulders, and thick mascara framed her brown eyes. Her off-the-shoulder black dress was of the sort I wished I had the confidence to wear.
Then it hit me. It was the girl I’d seen before, the girl in the car, who’d looked at me when I’d seen the demon.
I opened my mouth to say something, then closed it again. I’d probably imagined it. Now was hardly the time or place, anyway.
So I said nothing and watched her disappear back into the crowd.
All the same, I couldn’t get back into the mood, and not just because my foot throbbed like a bitch. My thoughts raced, and, try as I might, I couldn’t keep them under control.
Could she really see the demons? Was it possible there were other people like me out there somewhere?
Stop it. Don’t get your hopes up, there’s no point. Even if there are people like me, what are the odds I’d run into them here, at one of the country’s smallest universities, in the middle of freaking nowhere?
Alex tugged on my arm. I couldn’t hear what she said over the music.
“Huh?” I said.
“I said, I’m going upstairs! It’s too hot in here.”
“Good idea.” Whilst I couldn’t feel the heat myself, the smell of sweat was almost overpowering. We fought through the crowd to the stairs and climbed them to the outside world, breathing in the fresh air with relief.
David turned to me. “You okay? I saw that girl stand on your foot.”
“I’ll live,” I said, examining the ugly purple bruise already forming. “Ouch.”
Then I saw something that chilled me instantly. Not two feet away from me―one of those dark spaces, a patch of nothingness, like a tear in the universe. I stared helplessly, waiting for the inevitable pair of malevolent purple eyes to meet mine.
But there was nothing there. Just blackness.
“Ash? What’re you looking at?” said Sarah.
“Nothing,” I said, tearing my gaze away. “Thought I saw someone I knew.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I continued to watch the dark space.
“I think clubbing’s kind of overrated,” said Alex. “Yeah, it’s fun for a bit, but I’d rather be watching a film or sitting in a pub or something.”
“Ditto,” said Sarah.
I shifted my gaze back to the dark space—and I almost stopped breathing. Something stepped out of the darkness.
The something was a shadow, black as the gap itself, hunched and shapeless, but, as it moved, it seemed to solidify into an animalistic shape, crouched on all fours. Shadows blurred around it like a long shaggy coat.
This was no demon; it was something else. I could hear its soft footfalls on the pavement. This creature was here, physically, not hiding behind a dark space. Before, I’d always instinctively known the demons weren’t part of the world as I knew it. But this creature was as solidly here as I was.
I backed away, almost tripping over the front step of Satan’s Pit.
“Ash? You okay?”
“Fine,” I said, amazed at how steady my voice sounded, despite the tremors that made my heart rattle against my rib cage. “It’s really cold out here. I think we should go back inside.”
“You sure?” David looked at me doubtfully. “Okay, then.”
Coward. A sharp voice in my head berated me for running away. But I didn’t want this, not now. Not now I’d almost regained a normal life.
But, before I could follow Alex, Sarah, and David back inside, someone grabbed my arm.
“It’s sensed you,” a voice hissed. ‘You can’t go back in there.”
I turned. It was the girl who’d knocked into me earlier, the red-haired girl from the car.
Swaying unsteadily on her three-inch heels, she pointed at the creature, which crept closer until its muzzle almost brushed my feet. It looked like a shadowy, oversized fox, but the eyes it fixed on me were crimson, like bloody gouges in its face.
I felt an icy claw grip my heart, rooting me to the spot.
“Shit,” I whispered. “What the hell is that?”
“A shadow-beast. It can’t see you, but it can sense you,” whispered the girl. “Move.”
But I couldn’t move. I was backed up against the door to Satan’s Pit.
The girl swore, stepping back to stand beside me. Dark tendrils rippled across the pavement like a creeping plant. The creature edged forward, raising its head to bare two rows of teeth. Shit, I thought. It’s really going to kill me.
The girl cursed and moved in front of me, taking something out of her bag so fast her hands appeared blurred. A plain, black Japanese-style fan, patterned with flames. She held it out in her right hand, between us and the creature.
Confusion leaked through my terror. What’s she doing?
For a second, I saw something flicker down her arms to her fingertips, then flames appeared out of nowhere, igniting the fan. She made a threatening motion toward the creature, which let out a high-pitched squeal. Faster than I could blink, it leapt at the dark space, vanishing into nothingness.
The girl flicked the fan, and the flames receded, becoming a simple pattern once again. She snapped the fan back into its case and stashed it in her bag. I couldn’t stop staring at her, speechless.
“That should scare it off, but there might be more. You’d better get back inside.”
Before I knew what was happening, she’d ushered me back into the club. I absentmindedly waved my stamped hand at the bouncer and stumbled into the corridor.
“What the hell just happened?” I said. “You―how did you―what was that?”
She didn’t seem to hear me. “I’m sobering up,” she said. “That’s a bad sign. I’m off to get another drink. Find your friends. I’ll see you later.”
“Wait!” I said. “At least tell me your name.”
“Claudia,” she said. “I’m sure I’ll see you later.”
And before I could say another word, she’d descended the stairs back into Satan’s Pit, tottering slightly.
I followed hesitantly, my mind whirling. It made no sense. That was no demon. Shadowy creatures had stalked me for nearly a year now, but. I knew from experience that, if I threw something at a regular demon, the object would simply pass right through it.
Now I didn’t know what to think. But it scared me shitless.
The club seemed twice as crowded, and I couldn’t see Alex or the others anywhere. I hovered at the bottom of the stairs, on the outskirts of the noisy, raving mass of human bodies, beginning to panic. What if something attacked my friends, too? There hadn’t been any more of those creatures, had there? In a weird way, I felt somehow responsible for the creature’s appearance. After all, no one else could see them…
“Ash! Where’ve you been?” Sarah yelled.
Thank God.
“Um, there was this girl, she was drunk and couldn’t find her way to the bus stop. I helped her get there.”
That sounded plausible enough to my own ears, and, to my relief, Sarah nodded.
“I did wonder. Alex and David are over by the bar. That creep tried to come onto Alex again, so she punched him in the face. It was pretty funny.”
“Damn it, I missed that?” I said, hoping I sounded convincingly annoyed. I still trembled all over, but I supposed I could always put it down to the effects of the alcohol.
We found Alex by the bar. “David met a friend and buggered off,” she said, raising her voice so we could hear her over the music. “I think we should get the bus back.”
“Good idea!” I said. Right now, I wanted out of Redthorne, as quickly as possible.
I couldn’t stop myself looking around anxiously as we shivered by the bus stop, but I couldn’t even the dark space anymore, only ordinary shadows between the brightly lit clubs and bars, between the blazing strobe lights spilling out onto the pavement. This looked like the least likely place for monsters to appear. But I’d learnt by now that fear walked out in the open, unseen.
The demons seemed to congregate in crowded places the most. I always saw more dark spaces when shopping in town than when I went out for walks alone in the park, when it was quiet. I imagined a large gathering would attract them in droves. But I was certain the creature I’d just seen had been different from the others. Now that I thought about it, although I’d been scared witless, it wasn’t like the cold, primal terror brought on by the sight of a true demon, even though the shadow-beast had presented a more direct threat.
A thousand questions chased each other around my head, and I felt an irrational surge of anger at the girl for not explaining anything. She’d just saved my life and vanished.
“You’re pretty quiet, Ash,” Alex commented, as we took the back row of seats on the bus again.
“I’m just tired,” I said, and didn’t have to fake a yawn.
I must have been more tired than I’d thought, because I actually fell asleep on the journey back, dreaming confused dreams of shadowy fox-like creatures climbing the sides of the bus. I awoke when Sarah prodded me, just in time to stop myself sliding out of my seat.
“Oops,” I said, shifting back into place.
“You enjoy your first clubbing experience?” Alex asked me.
“Yeah, I guess,” I said.
“It was okay,” said Sarah, “though I won’t be going out every night. I need my beauty sleep!”
“Same. I’m more of a morning person, really,” said Alex.
“I’m the opposite; I’m pretty much nocturnal,” I said. “But I guess all that dancing wore me out.”
“I’d rather be watching a movie,” said Sarah. “But I suppose it was fun.”
Fun, until the freakish monsters from my subconscious decided to make an appearance.
I’d just never expected it to happen in that way.






hat night, I dreamt I was encased in ice.
At first, I floated on the surface of a lake, enjoying the warmth of the sunlight that stroked my skin. The lake water washed across my face, deliciously cool, and I felt tears spring to my eyes. I could feel it, warmth and coolness, like before the demons. No more numbness. Normal.
Then something cold pierced my foot. I looked down and saw the water above my feet ripple as the surface froze. Ice flowed over the water, covering it in a glassy sheen. Before I could so much as move, it gripped me like a thousand icy pins, digging into my skin all over, making me cry out in pain. I struggled, but numbness paralysed my arms and legs; I could only watch in horror as the ice inched up my neck, spread over my face. A final cry escaped my mouth before ice flowed in, stapling my lips shut.
A voice whispered, “Did you think you could escape it by coming here?”
I forced my eyes open to find myself lying on my bed with my covers strewn around me. When I tried to lift my head, nothing happened.
Shit. Not again.
I forced myself to stay calm. This isn’t supernatural; it’s just sleep paralysis.
It still seemed to take forever for me to regain feeling in my limbs and sit up shakily. My watch told me it was almost six in the morning. I groaned. I’d been asleep only three hours.
But the memory of the dream hovered over me, making me reluctant to go back to sleep. I shuddered as I felt cold sweat along my back and neck and decided to take a quick shower.
Somewhat refreshed, I came out of my en suite bathroom and attempted to remake my bed. I pulled back the tangled sheets and noticed a handful of tiny, white shards scattered on my pillow. Like slivers of ice.
Brushing them away, I rearranged my covers and opened my curtains to see a thick, light mist pressing against my window. Today, I remembered, we had the morning free, presumably to allow everyone to recover from the first big night out, but we’d be picking course modules this afternoon.
I decided to go to the kitchen and get something to eat. There, to my surprise, I found a fully dressed David, eating cornflakes.
“Hey!” he said. “Another early bird.”
“I couldn’t sleep,” I said. I shook Frosties into a bowl. “Did you have fun last night?”
“Yeah, it was a laugh. Where did you disappear to?”
“I was, uh, helping this girl find her way to the bus stop.” I sat down, noting David’s eyes were shadowed, like he hadn’t slept.
“Ah, good call.”
We munched cereal in silence for a bit. I felt oddly self-conscious that all I was wearing was a hoodie and a pair of pyjama bottoms, but I supposed this came with being a student. I’d get used to it, no doubt. At least I’d not walked into a drunken orgy, like Cara had.
“Someone left the door unlocked!” she’d protested. “How the hell was I supposed to know they were naked in there?”
“Hey, Ash,” said David, bringing me back to the here and now, “want to go to Blackstone? I fancy a walk, and it’d be nice to have company.”
“Sure,” I said. “I need to get dressed first, though!”
In my room, I pulled on some jeans, wondering when I’d get used to this bizarre arrangement of living with other people my age. So far, my suspicions that living in a student flat would give me less opportunity to be an antisocial hermit proved true―probably a good thing. I’d planned to spend the morning playing Mario Kart and maybe reading a book. It would be nice to get out of the flat and see the town.
I met David in the hallway and followed him outside the building. Then I stopped, realising I’d forgotten my keys.
“Dammit!”
“Huh?”
“I’ve gone and left my keys on my bed.”
“It’s okay, I can let us back in.”
“Yeah, true. I need to stop doing that!” I said. “I do it all the time at home, but my mum’s always in so I can usually get back into the house. I’m still adjusting to the whole living-without-parents thing.”
“You’ll get used to it; it’ll be fine.”
I breathed in, savouring the fresh, cool morning air. The mist swirling around us left drops of moisture on my face as we walked through the student village. Dew clung to the grass, making the lawns glitter.
Blackstone lay on the opposite side of the valley at the bottom of the hill, on the other side of the woods. The path went in a relatively straight line, as Cara and I discovered on the visit day.
“We could get the bus if you’d rather,” said David. “I normally take my bike.”
I’d completely forgotten he owned a motorbike. He didn’t look the type, but what did I know?
“Walking’s fine with me,” I said. “I never got the chance to visit the countryside much at home.”
“You should definitely join the hiking club,” said David. “I’ve heard they go all over, camping in Scotland and all sorts.”
“I’m not sure about camping,” I said. “I’ve heard too many horror stories from my Aunt Eve! She used to travel all over before she moved to Windermere.”
“Sounds like fun. Windermere’s a nice place.”
“Yeah, I used to go there every summer. But I haven’t been there for a while now; not since my aunt moved to Canada.”
We talked as we followed the woodland trail, a path that led from the student village through the woods, then looped around the campus from the back. I found it easy to talk to David; unlike most of the people I’d met back at home, he seemed genuinely interested in what I said. The conversation turned to university applications, and it turned out Oxford rejected David, too.
“Yeah, they didn’t want me. I thought the interview went okay, but I guess there were a lot of applicants.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I hate interviews.”
“It’s about practice. And learning not to freak out. I used to do that a lot.”
“Really?”
David seemed pretty laid back; I didn’t think him the type to get worked up about things.
“Yeah. You get to a point when you realise it isn’t worth getting stressed over.”
By now, the mist had cleared to the point where we could make out the well-trodden path into the woods, marked with fallen leaves, dull brown and yellow. Pinecones and conkers littered the ground. A river flowed alongside the path, silently, as if unwilling to disturb the quiet. A blackbird sang softly from up in the horse chestnut branches, pecking at the spiny green conker shells.
“You’ve been to Blackstone before?” said David.
“I got the bus from there on the visit day,” I said, “but I didn’t really have the time to look around.”
“You should see the art gallery. It’s free to get into; we can have a look if you like.”
“Sure,” I said. It surprised me that a village as small as Blackstone had its own art gallery. “You’ve been there a lot? I didn’t think many people knew about this place.”
“My brother went to uni here a couple of years ago. I used to visit.”
“Ah, right.” That explained why he seemed to know the town so well.
I asked him about his motorbike; a good move, as it kept him talking enthusiastically all the way to Blackstone. When he went into detail about mechanics, I stopped trying to understand and zoned out, focusing instead on not slipping on the muddy path.
I liked that we could hear no traffic on the woodland trail, no human noise, just birdsong, and a rustling in the undergrowth that might have been a hedgehog or rabbit. I knew more wildlife lived on campus than in the city suburb I’d lived in all my life. In the student village, wild cats the size of rabbits darted in and out of the bushes, begging for milk from anyone with any going spare, and sparrows and robins nested in the poplar trees. I still couldn’t get over the fact that I could see sheep from my window, grazing in the field. At heart, I really wasn’t a city person at all.
Once out of the woods, we found ourselves on a dirt track that curved through the valley. Fields full of sheep and cows lay on either side. We passed the remains of a crumbling old manor house, surrounded by a swathe of ground completely bare of grass or life.
“That place was destroyed in a fire, about two centuries ago,” said David, casually.
The house resembled no more than a charred skeleton, most of the insides burned away so I couldn’t tell what had originally been there. Soot-blackened bricks roughly divided rooms of yawning emptiness like a giant rib cage. Something about it made me shudder; I saw a sudden, vivid mental image of flames ripping the house apart, scorching the area around it so no grass would ever grow there again.
“Who lived there?” I asked.
“The Blackstone family. The town’s named after them, as a monument to their memory.”
“Why? Were they important?”
“They were a really rich, influential family, and every one of them died in the fire.”
“That’s horrible.” I shuddered. “How did it start?”
“Who knows? It was a long time ago, and, back then, few people cared about investigating a freak accident in the middle of nowhere. I think one relative survived and inherited their millions and helped build the town as we know it.”
“Doesn’t really seem like good karma, naming a town after a family who all suffered horrific deaths.” My morbid thought came out before I could stop it.
David gave me a crooked smile. “Well, it hasn’t hurt it.”
Blackstone was a network of cobbled streets and old-fashioned houses, with the town square the main focal point. A pedestal sat in the centre of the square, on which there was a delicately carved statue of an angel. Though its stone face wore a benevolent smile, the raindrops gathering in the corner of its eyes made it look as though it were crying. The Art Gallery sat nestled in the shadow of an enormous Gothic cathedral.
The oak doors creaked as we entered, and our footsteps echoed loudly on the wooden floor.
Huge, framed paintings dominated the walls. We admired them in silence. I wasn’t much of an art enthusiast, but I found myself noticing that, the farther into the gallery we walked, the more bizarre and abstract the paintings became. The display ended with a wall devoted to depictions of Dante-esque visions of Hell. The signs told me they were imitations of Bosch paintings of the damned falling into the deep, of sinners on their deathbeds tempted by denizens of the underworld.
“Creepy,” I said, gesturing toward a painting of one unfortunate soul, surrounded by insect-like creatures which, for reasons unknown to me, wore human heads.
“Hmm.” David studied it, frowning. “Not entirely accurate, but Melivia did have quite an imagination, from what I heard.”
“Melivia?”
“Melivia Blackstone. She painted most of these.”
“Blackstone? Was she―?”
“Yeah. She was their eldest daughter. These paintings survived the fire, somehow. I think they must have been kept somewhere else.”
My eyes jumped to the one on the end: the only portrait. It showed a girl with delicate features, gazing into the distance. Her black hair curled to her shoulders, and she wore a long, black, Victorian-style dress. Around her neck hung a silver chain, on which gleamed a purple crystal, an amethyst.
For some reason, my hand jumped to my own neck, before I realised I’d left my own necklace in my room. An odd shiver went through me. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her pensive stare.
I jumped as the church bells rang out, echoing through the building.
“Want to go?” asked David.
I nodded, trying to push the mental image of roaring flames devouring the old house out of my head as we walked outside. The hellish paintings didn’t help.
“We can walk to the coast from here if you like, it’s just that way.” He pointed at an alleyway between the Art Gallery and the cathedral.
“Sure!” I said. “I haven’t seen the sea in forever. We were going to go to France this summer, but my parents needed to pay for all my stuff for uni.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean. It’s expensive, moving out. You don’t realise how much you take for granted until you’re on your own. This is the quickest way,” he added, climbing over a stone wall.
I followed. The hairs on my arms rose as I realised we were in a graveyard, around the back of the cathedral.
We walked swiftly, not speaking; something seemed to press on us like a heavy blanket of fog. I didn’t believe in ghosts―not the traditional ones, anyway―but, if ever a place seemed haunted, that place did. The graves themselves seemed to have a presence, like their inhabitants sat all around us, watching. I felt almost as unsettled as I did when I saw a demon.
As we climbed over a stile into a field, David said, “That place is abandoned, but it still creeps the hell out of me. I think it’s because that’s where the Blackstones are buried.”
I nodded. No one could escape that family here. The ruined house, the paintings, the cemetery―even the name spoke of their loss. I wondered why I hadn’t heard about it when I’d first visited. It seemed like the sort of thing Cara would find interesting.
We walked through a small copse, large oak trees forming a canopy that blotted out the sky. The uneven ground made it hard to manoeuvre, and, with no clear path, we had to skirt round broken branches and patches of thorns. Fungi grew in clusters around the ancient trees. The salty tang of the sea breeze mingled with the scents of decay. Crows nested in the branches above, looking down at us with distrustful eyes. Once or twice, I thought I saw the shadow of a larger bird pass overhead, but, whenever I looked up, I saw nothing there.
We emerged from the trees to find ourselves at the top of a rugged cliff overlooking a pebbly beach. Waves crashed against the jagged rocks below.
“People have barbecues down there in summer, when the weather’s nice.”
“Is the weather ever nice here?”
David grinned at me. “You’d be surprised.”
I suddenly felt awkward. It hit me we were alone together. Cara’s words echoed in my head. “If a guy asks you out alone, it means he likes you.”
I rarely took notice when she said things like this, but, then again, maybe that was because no one had ever been interested in me…
“It’s nice here,” I said lamely.
He looked away from me, out across the rippling sea. “Yeah, it’s nice. A bit isolated, but I guess you knew what you were getting into when you applied, right?”
He said this with a strange kind of emphasis, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
“Sure,” I said. “No one from my sixth form was coming here; it was perfect.”
“You wanted a fresh start?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“A lot of people do. You’re lucky to have had the chance.”
Lucky. Now I thought about it, I guessed I was lucky to be here, even though part of me worried it was a deception, that I’d not quite escaped the fear. I hesitated, on the brink of confessing what had really happened last night.
Stop. No, I couldn’t tell him. What would he think of me?
But the girl. She was proof I wasn’t the only one who could see the demons. She was a student at the university; it wasn’t unreasonable to assume we’d meet again. And, next time, I’d get some answers.






y the time we got back to the flat, Sarah and Alex sat chatting in the kitchen. We all walked up to campus to meet the heads of the Literature department and to enrol in the course. This meant a lot of trailing around in the rain that surrounded us in a constant haze of fine drizzle. In the fog, the older part of campus looked more Gothic than ever; and it gave me a start of surprise when a troop of people dressed as medieval warriors walked past. For a second, I was half-convinced we’d jumped back to the fifteenth century.
“That’d be the RPG Society,” said Alex.
“What, they walk around campus like that?” said Sarah, sceptically. “With the swords and everything?”
“So I’ve heard,” said David. “You get all sorts here. They’re not the weirdest.”
“They’re not doing any harm,” said Alex. “I think it’s pretty cool, actually. Y’know, in a nerdy way.”
Gotta admire their nerve, I thought, although using cardboard as the basis for their props might have been a mistake, given the weather. Their armour and weapons looked decidedly worse for wear.
“Not sure I’ll be joining,” said Sarah.
“Might be a laugh,” said Alex. “It’s Freshers’ Fair tomorrow, right? We can sign up to stuff then. I’m joining hiking. And maybe climbing and badminton. And―”
“Isn’t that a bit much?” I said. “You do have coursework as well, don’t forget.”
“We have only three years here,” said Alex. “I want to make the most of every second!”
And so we set off early for the Great Hall the following morning. Dark clouds smeared the sky, but nothing could dampen Alex’s spirit―not even the torrential rain that hit us when we neared the centre of campus. I half-expected her to start singing.
Sarah groaned and ran for shelter. I didn’t mind the rain so much; but the wind had kept me awake at night, rattling the windows and making me dream of shadowy figures trying to break in. It didn’t take much to set off my imagination.
We entered the Hall, now a riot of bright colours. People stood everywhere handing out everything from lollipops to bird whistles. Banners advertising the various societies adorned the walls, accompanied by demonstrations. The Role-Playing Society’s activities attracted a lot of attention. Two guys decked in cardboard armour duelled with plastic swords in the middle of the hall. Meanwhile, the Mountaineers set up a climbing wall; Alex ran in that direction and was soon enthusiastically swinging toward the ceiling. I saw David queuing next to a serious-looking group that advertised itself as the Politics Society. Nearby, the Cheerleading Club formed a human pyramid, and the Gaming Society demonstrated their various consoles. They looked more interested in kicking ass on Resident Evil than actually signing people up, though.
The noise and laughter were infectious. I decided to go all-out and signed up to the Literature Society, the Gaming Society, the student newspaper, and the Hiking Club. Alex joined no fewer than seven different societies, insisting she’d easily make time for hiking, climbing, backpacking, tae kwon do, swimming, kayaking, and badminton. Somehow, she also managed to talk Sarah and me into putting our names down for the first hike of the year, a day trip to Borrowdale in the Lake District.
“You’re a fan of the great outdoors, aren’t you?” I said, as we left the hall, laden down with freebies.
“Yeah, it’s awesome! Speaking of, are you guys up for a walk down to Blackstone? I’ve heard they have some neat little shops there.”
“Cool,” said Sarah.
“Sure, I’ll come,” I said. “I didn’t get to look at the shops when I went there with David.”
“Funny, that,” said Alex. “He doesn’t really speak to either of us, but he asked you to go with him to Blackstone! I think there’s something there.” She looked at me significantly.
I blinked. “I don’t know, we were both up early and he was going to go anyway. Nothing happened.” Honestly, it was just like talking to Cara. I hadn’t mentioned our little outing to her, either, to avoid exactly this.
“Sure. Oi, can I have a few more of those condoms? I’m planning a wild night.” She snatched another bag from the guy at the Safe Sex stand outside the hall.
“Alex, you’re terrible!” I said, laughing. “I think he thought you were being serious!”
“How d’you know I’m not?”
We all laughed. We’d established already that none of us was at university for the one-night-stands. Sarah actually had a boyfriend back home, where he was studying at the local college, and Alex was more interested in climbing mountains and joining every student society imaginable. As for me… well, I didn’t yet know what I wanted.
“I heard the person above me going at it last night,” said Sarah. “The walls in the flat are stupidly thin; you could hear everything. It was traumatising.”
“Fun,” said Alex. “I heard some weird-ass music coming from Terrence’s room.”
“Me, too!” I said. “Sounded like screaming. At first I thought he was torturing a small animal.”
“You never know,” said Alex. “That guy’s seriously weird. If we see him carrying a body bag out, then we’ll know for certain.”
“My best friend back home would say he’s planning to poison us all,” I said.
“Hope not,” said Alex.
“I think he’s given me the plague,” said Sarah, shivering. “I keep losing my voice.”
“That’d be Freshers’ Flu,” said Alex, knowledgeably. “Just keep your germs away from me!”
I decided not to mention that I’d been coughing all night, too. Since we’d still been tired, we’d watched a film in the common room then opted for an early night―albeit a restless one, punctuated by shrieks and yells from Terrence’s bizarre music collection. I kept shivering, even though I couldn’t feel any temperature change.
Wednesday was the day of the weekly market in Blackstone. Stalls selling everything from cupcakes to jewellery, from dog collars to DVDs, sprung up overnight along the street under white marquees. The cobblestones were slick with rainwater.
“Neat,” said Alex, examining a collection of precious stones.
“Lucky charm for you, love?” said the stall owner, a middle-aged woman adorned with layers of coloured shawls. “That amethyst there’ll ward off all evil.” She held up a stone like the one Aunt Eve had sent me.
“Um, no thanks,” said Alex, raising her eyebrows at the price tag. “We’re just looking.”
The stone winked at me as she put it back down, and I felt the hairs rise on my arms.
The strange feeling grew more pronounced as we moved farther into the market, nearing the town square. We hovered around a stall selling old books for a while, and I gave into temptation and purchased a book of Victorian vampire stories and a second-hand version of the poems of Lord Byron. After all, I reasoned, I’d probably need them at some point.
Last time I’d seen the town square, it was deserted, bare cobblestones circling the stone statue of the angel and the wooden benches empty. Now, stalls and crowds of chattering people filled every inch of space, and a large black tent obscured the entrance to the cathedral.
My skin prickled with uneasiness; I felt something slightly amiss. I walked toward the black tent to take a look, feeling the prickling intensify as I neared it.
My heart dropped.
All around the tent were dark spaces, tears in the universe, overlapping with reality like patches in a quilt. The untouched gaps between the dark spaces looked unreal, as flimsy as the fabric of the tent, like the world could collapse around us and send us spinning into a black void. I closed my eyes. I could feel myself trembling all over.
Someone stepped up behind me.
“A fortune-teller?”
I opened my eyes and saw the sign above the tent that read: Madam Persephone: Fortune-Teller.
“Not sure I want to waste my money on that,” said Alex. “Those things are usually hoaxes.”
“I think some are genuine,” said Sarah. “It’s just there are a lot of fakes out there.”
Ordinarily, I’d have agreed with Alex, but, after everything I’d seen recently, who was I to judge?
“Might as well get a free Tarot reading,” I found myself saying.
“Huh? Didn’t think you were into that stuff,” said Alex.
“I’m not. I think it’s a load of crap. I’m just interested to see what she says is all.”
Right now, I’d take any chance to find out the truth about me, why I saw the dark spaces, what the hell happened the other night. Questions bounced against my skull as I joined the line of people waiting outside the tent. I couldn’t see any demons…
The queue moved at an agonisingly slow pace. I couldn’t focus on anything except the dark gaps, scared that, if I looked away, something huge, black, and menacing would appear behind me.
“Hey, we’ll meet you later, okay?” said Alex as I reached the front of the queue. I nodded absently and ducked under the tent flap, emerging into what resembled the interior of a small shop.
It was very dark, lit by a few candles in bright holders on the table. The strong smell of incense filled the air. The table, draped in black cloth, showed an assortment of objects: glinting crystals, a deck of battered-looking cards, and, in the centre, a large crystal ball. A placard read: Madam Persephone. Charms hung from the ceiling, glittering moons and stars, and, behind the table sat a beautiful woman. A cascade of silver-fair hair fell past her shoulders, and she wore a long, black coat that covered her from head to toe. I couldn’t tell her age; in appearance, she could be as young as twenty-five, but her eyes assessed me with the sharp look of experience.
“Well now,” said the woman, “this is a surprise. I had no idea you’d come and find me of your own accord.”
I stood and gaped at her, all questions forgotten, as if my thoughts had been sucked into one of the black spaces. Her sharp silver-grey eyes pinned me to the spot, as though looking for symptoms of guilt over some crime I hadn’t committed.
“Are you incapable of speech?” she enquired.
“Um, no. No, I was just―I mean―have we met before?”
“Who knows? People meet in all kinds of extraordinary circumstances.”
Great. She’s going to screw with my head.
“Look, I came to ask―”
“I know you came to ask me to read your fortune. Forgive me, but I don’t think that will be necessary.”
“Huh?” The questions came flooding back. “I don’t understand. If you aren’t going to read my fortune, then why are you here?”
“I think you could do with advice that’s a little more direct than cryptic messages in tea leaves and lines on the palm of your hand.”
Something in her tone made me feel defensive. “Why? How do you know who I am?”
“Nobody knows who you are, save you yourself.”
I could just about wrap my mind around that, but it wasn’t particularly helpful.
“Fine. How do you know I need advice?”
“Let’s just say that I see things the way they really are. My first piece of advice is to avoid the Venantium.”
“The what?”
She gave me that assessing look again. I found myself unable to look away from her eyes.
“You haven’t spoken to Miss Delaney yet?” she asked.
“Who?” I said.
“Claudia Delaney and her companions have taken to finding people like you, and making sure you know not to do anything that attracts unwelcome attention.”
“Claudia,” I said. “I met her at Satan’s Pit, she fought off the…”
Something stopped the words. Could I really trust this strange woman? What if she’d somehow lured me inside and manipulated me in some way?
“Look,” I said. “Not to be rude, but who are you, anyway?”
“I’m known as Madam Persephone for the purposes of maintaining my position here in Blackstone. You do not need to know any more than that. Just trust that I can help you. I have your interests in mind, far more than the Venantium do.”
“Who are the Venantium?” I struggled to pronounce the word; it sounded like Latin to me.
“You haven’t met anyone else of your kind yet?”
“Kind?”
“Magic-users. Sorcerers. Those with a connection to the Darkworld.”
My breath caught in my throat. “Magic-users?”
“What do you know about the Darkworld?”
A pause, whilst my thoughts tumbled, as if in freefall.
“Nothing,” I said. “I don’t know a damn thing. I just know I can see things that aren’t there.”
“Like what?”
“Dark spaces. They’re everywhere outside.” I gestured at the tent around us.
“The spaces hide nothing more dangerous than spirits. People like us attract a lot of attention from the Darkworld, some more than others. They’re harmless.”
“But… those creatures. The purple-eyed ones…”
“You’ve seen demons?”
I nodded. “They stare at me, all the time. Like they’re after me…” My heart hammered in my throat.
“They can’t harm you,” said the fortune-teller. “Not from that side of the Barrier. They reside in the Darkworld.”
“What is the Darkworld?”
It was her turn to gesture around us. “The world beneath. The domain of spirits. Most are harmless, but demons… well, you’d be better to remain ignorant, for the sake of your mental health.”
Inexplicably, I felt a wry grin steal onto my face.
“Try me,” I said. “I dream about them anyway.”
“Demons are the ruling league of spirits and are more dangerous than anything in the physical world. Some would say that, given access to our world, they could rise from beneath to take possession of the entire human race. They’re immortal, cunning―and utterly inhuman. Are you frightened yet?”
Yes, I wanted to say. The thought of the world dissolving into a black void like the Darkworld turned my legs to jelly, but my voice sounded surprisingly steady.
“So what are they, devils or what? Are there angels as well?”
The fortune-teller gave me a pitying look. “Are you religious at all?”
I blinked. “Me? No, not at all. I just thought it was logical. If there’s something as evil as that out there, doesn’t it stand to reason there’s something good out there as well?”
“Not necessarily. That would depend on your definition of good and evil. Things are rarely so clear-cut. Spirits can be benevolent as often as deceitful. And, as much as many of the Venantium might protest that what they do is in the way of good, so far as we can prove, there are no angels.”
“Great,” I said sarcastically. “I don’t suppose there’s a way to turn off my second sight, or whatever the hell it is?”
“No, I’m afraid you’re stuck with this.” She tapped her watch. “Sorry, but I have other customers, and I know it’ll take time to adjust to what you know already.”
“I don’t know anything!” Frustration made my voice rise. “I can see things that aren’t there; I can’t get warm; I got attacked by a monster; and I think I’m going mad! Now you’re saying I’m a magic-user or whatever, that I’m not even human!”
“Oh, you’re human. I can assure you of that. Being a sorceress doesn’t take away your humanity. If it did, we’d all be hypocrites.” She gave a heavy sigh, and, for an instant, her composure seemed to waver, as if struggling to shoulder something unbearably heavy.
Then she snapped her attention back to me so fast I thought I’d imagined it. “And you’re not mad, either. You’re just one of the unfortunate souls doomed to suffer a connection to the Darkworld. You’ll always be able to see things others cannot. You’ll always be able to see the darkness beneath. But, in other ways, you’re quite lucky.”
I raised my eyebrows at her mock-cheerful tone.
“How’s that?” I said.
“You can see what’s really there.” She waved her hand in a gesture of dismissal. “Go. I’ve said enough for now, and I’ve fortunes to read.”
I stayed put. “Please,” I said, wincing at my pleading tone. “This is driving me mental. I just want to know.”
“Talk to Miss Delaney,” said the fortune-teller. “She and her little group are always on the lookout for people like you.”
“But… I don’t understand. How can you tell I’m a―that I have this connection?”
I couldn’t use the word sorceress; it sounded too absurd to my ears.
“There are ways of telling. I saw the way the spirits reacted to you.”
I snorted. I couldn’t help it. Cara and I had been accosted in town once by a woman who’d claimed she could talk to spirits. She’d insisted her dead husband was standing right beside her and tried to convince us the system was stifling her powers. When we’d backed away, she’d returned to conversing with a stray dog.
“I can see you’ll take some convincing, Ashlyn. Do you doubt everything you can’t see with your own eyes?”
“Sometimes,” I said. “I mean, the demons… I can see them. The Darkworld, too. But magic?”
“Real magic isn’t like you read about in fiction, nor is it the kind performed by stage magicians. It has its roots in ancient alchemy, the manipulation of fire and water. One can make subtle changes to the elements that make up our world, but cannot achieve total control. The strongest sorcerers can bend the laws of nature to their will, but few can achieve that without demonic assistance. And that never ends well.”
She gave me a stern look, as though she thought I planned to go and cast a spell there and then.
“I usually specialise in advice, not warnings, Miss Temple, but I think you ought to know that it is magic that attracts demons.”
A chill settled on the base of my spine.
“Is that… is that why they keep following me? Because I’m―
What? A sorceress? It still sounded absurd.
“Yes. Spirits are generally drawn to magic, but it is demons that crave it most of all. It is pure energy to them. Most sorcerers who form a contract with a demon do so by exchanging magical energy for enhanced abilities. But demons have a will of their own, and it rarely works in a sorcerer’s favour.”
“Well, I didn’t plan on summoning one,” I said. “I wouldn’t know where to start. Where can I learn about magic, then? Is there like a guidebook or something?”
“Not as such. It isn’t a widespread skill, and most work to keep it hidden. I have made it my goal to learn as much as possible, and the main lesson I have learned is that few know the true potential of magic. Even divination, and reading these”―she flipped over a Tarot card, The Magician―”are not true magic. I can tell you now that no one can really see the future, not even those who have contact with spirits. This is merely a disguise. Though it has its advantages; you certainly get to meet some interesting people…”
She looked at a timepiece on her table.
“You have distracted me, Miss Temple. But I have other customers to provide assistance to.”
“What, other magic-users?” I said. “Is that what you really do? Help people like me?”
“If you need my help, I am here. Even when I’m not open for business, so to speak, my tent is always in the corner of the square. You’ll be able to find it if you look hard enough… Well, goodbye for now, Miss Temple.”
Her face set, and I knew it would do no good to ask any more questions. Thinking about it, I’d never actually told her my name. Did the spirits tell her? I wondered as I left the tent. Then I wanted to laugh at myself. It had to be some kind of joke. Spirits… sorceresses… a place called the Darkworld… it was totally ridiculous.
And yet… in a weird way, it made sense.
“Wow, you were ages!” said Alex. She and Sarah waited for me on a bench nearby. “What did she say?”
I shrugged. “Load of bollocks,” I lied. “Told me I’d marry at thirty and have three kids. And I’d meet a tall, dark, handsome stranger next month.”
Alex burst out laughing. Then she frowned, looking over my shoulder. “Speak of the devil,” she said.
David approached, hands in his pockets and a deep frown on his face.
“Hi,” I said, smiling.
He didn’t smile back. “Were you in that fortune-teller’s tent?” he asked.
“Um, yeah.”
“Well, just so you know, it’s a hoax. A lot of people have been complaining.”
“Oh, I know,” I said lightly. “Just thought I’d give it a go, seeing as it was free.”
“Apparently, Ash is going to meet a tall, dark, handsome stranger,” said Alex.
David didn’t laugh.
“Well, I’d be careful before I trusted the words of a fortune-teller,” he said.
“Huh?” said Alex. “Who are you, her mother?”
David shook his head. “I didn’t mean it like that. Just… don’t go back to that fortune-teller again.”
I felt a sudden surge of anger. “Excuse me? I think I can make up my own mind.” I didn’t know where the words came from―probably from my ever-growing frustration that had been bubbling away beneath the surface ever since I had heard the fortune-teller’s first cryptic words.
David looked startled. “Sorry, Ash. I didn’t mean to sound patronising.”
I flushed. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. I’d better be going anyway. Sorry I upset you. See you later.”
And he went, leaving me feeling like an idiot.






tried my best to forget about everything I’d found out that day and to enjoy the night’s main event, a neon party in the undergraduate student bar. For a while, I managed to forget the fortune-teller and lose myself in the loud music. Glow sticks and bright neon paint were the order of the night; everyone was up for a laugh, and Pete, in a continuation of his quest to get laid, got absolutely trashed, then vomited all over Danielle’s shoes. Alex, Sarah, David, and I stayed until the end of the night, dancing and having a laugh. Despite her promise, Alex was on the wine again, and she kept trying to get us to dance on the tables. Even the usually sober David let a group of fellow Politics students talk him into drinking half a bottle of whisky. But by far, the most entertaining part was when a bunch of streakers ran past the window in the pouring rain, waving at us, doing one of the university chants.
“I have no idea where to look,” said Alex, giggling hysterically and spilling wine over her shoulder.
By the time we got back to the flat, it was almost four in the morning. I unlocked the door, seeing as I was the only one sober enough to hold a key except Sarah, who’d left early with a sore throat.
“Cheers, Ash,” David slurred, and walked into the wall instead of the flat. Biting back a laugh, I steered him in the right direction―not easy when I also held Alex’s hand to keep her from wandering outside.
“The sky’s really pretty!” she said. “I want to lie on the field and stare at the stars all night.”
“Lovely idea, but it’s raining,” I said firmly.
“Killjoy.”
Another late night and I’d pretty much gone back to being nocturnal again.
I awoke the next day at two o’clock in the afternoon with a throbbing headache and sore throat.
I groaned. What the hell? I wasn’t even drunk. I tried to stand up and doubled over, coughing. My throat felt raw and my nose was blocked. I looked in the mirror and saw my face was unnaturally flushed.
Oh God. I’d caught flu. Sarah, I’m going to kill you. As it turned out, our entire flat had caught the bug. Alex knocked on my door to tell me hoarsely she wasn’t going to be able to go out tonight, and Sarah couldn’t even leave her room, merely croaking something unintelligible from behind her door.
I spent the next two days in bed with a cool flannel on my forehead. Whilst I couldn’t feel the fever burning, my dreams were tangled and confused, startlingly vivid in detail.I dreamt of demons ripping their way out of the dark spaces, the world around me shattering like a mirror. I dreamt of fire searing a path of destruction through a manor house. I dreamt of being frozen, a living ice sculpture, whilst crowds of people gawped at me. I saw the faces of people I knew in the crowd. Cara. My parents. Alex, Sarah, David. The girl from the club. All turned their backs, oblivious to my shouts, until one remained: the fortune-teller, who regarded me with a pitying stare.
“Such a shame I couldn’t save you,” she murmured, her breath fogging the ice surrounding me. “But even the best of us can succumb to demons…”
In the hours I lay awake, my mind reeled, not with the fever, but with the fortune-teller’s words. Demons were one thing, but magic was another thing entirely. The fortune-teller had said that magic was more subtle than flashing lights and explosions, but if I was supposedly a magic-user, then I expected some kind of clue. Maybe I ought to check out the arcane section of the local library.
Maybe I should just forget about it. If magic attracted demons, then I’d be tempting fate. As attractive as I found the idea of trying a Harry Potter-style summoning charm, I didn’t want to bring a horde of demons down on me.
But they follow me anyway.
If there was one thing I hated, it was when people refused to give me a direct answer, and the fortune-teller had left me with more questions than she’d answered. I considered going back to talk to her again, once I’d recovered from flu, but I suspected I wouldn’t get answers easily this time, either. She’d only talked so much because… well, I didn’t know. Was she just trying to warn me off?
But she’d made one thing quite clear: I’d have to face up to this now. I couldn’t hide any more.
Despite the flu, I was gradually settling into the student life. I couldn’t imagine ever having lived differently. True, my first attempt at cooking had almost set the flat on fire, and the kitchen stank of burning for days afterward―and that was beans on toast. I omitted to mention that incident to my mum when she phoned, asking how I was getting on. Instead, I said truthfully that I was having the time of my life. Even with the fortune-teller’s words on my mind, I still wholeheartedly joined in the fun, whether it be long conversations in the kitchen with my flatmates late into the night, learning to play pool in the common room, or going along with Alex’s scheme to make milk chocolate by microwaving dark chocolate and then adding milk. Shockingly, it didn’t work.
I’d thought I was becoming nocturnal, but, judging from the noise coming from his room, Terrence didn’t seem to sleep at all. At all hours of the day and night, we could hear raised voices, opera music, and the occasional scream. Once we heard such a banging and crashing that we thought the ceiling was falling down.
“Who was he yelling at?” I said. He hadn’t exactly made an effort to make friends.
“I think he was on Skype.”
“Ah.” That explained it.
“Or he’s clinically insane,” Alex added.
But our sullen flatmate’s odd behaviour extended further than that. On Saturday night, when we returned from the fancy-dress pub crawl in Blackstone in the early hours of the morning, we found him just going out the flat.
“Where’re you off to?” I said in surprise.
“The lab,” said Terrence and stalked off as if I’d insulted him.
“Lab?” I said blankly. “Are we living with Frankenstein?”
“I think he means the physics lab.” Alex giggled. “Weird, though. Term hasn’t started yet. Unless he has assignments already.”
“Could be.”
The pub crawl was a laugh. The theme was Anything Beginning with the Letter B, so Alex had the bright idea we would all four of us dress as bin bags.
We’d looked a sight, traipsing downhill draped in black bags, but no one gave us a second glance. In the first pub, the Coach and Horses, we found a bizarre assembly. A guy in a banana costume led the group, accompanied by a contingent of bees, butterflies, bears, cardboard boxes, bartenders, and even a guy covered from head to toe in empty beer cans.
“I’m a brewery!” he announced, as I realised it was Pete.
“Ha, pretty appropriate,” muttered Alex. “Though I don’t see how he’ll pick up any girls wearing that; he reeks.”
“I’m surprised they haven’t thrown him out for bringing his own drinks,” I said.
Even though it rained for most of the night, it was fun, walking around dressed like lunatics and not caring a bit.
I’d kept an eye out for the girl, but hadn’t seen her anywhere. What I did occasionally see, though, when I was walking around campus, were a number of large birds flying around, swooping from one roof to another. They were easily the size of eagles, but jet-black as crows. Now, in the guiding lights lining the student village, I could make out the dark shapes just above the rooftops. I squinted at them, trying to work out what they were.
“I can’t see anything,” said Sarah, when I pointed out one to her in an attempt to figure out whether these birds were in the same visibility category as demons.
Still, I puzzled over it. If I couldn’t see demons in Blackstone, why could I see these creatures?
I went to bed as soon as I got back to my room, but I couldn’t sleep. The stuffy air in my room made it hard to breathe, so I went to open the window―then jumped away, biting back a scream.
“Jesus!”
Something white and shapeless lay outside the window.
I stood frozen for a minute, thinking of demons, ghosts, and God knows what else, before I forced myself to pull back the curtains again.
Then I laughed in relief and embarrassment: it was a sheep. It had clearly wandered up to the flat from the fields and dozed off right underneath my window.
Then I heard a voice.
“A sheep called Jesus? That’s a new one.”
A figure walked up to the window. My heart jolted. It was the girl from the other night. Her reddish-brown hair was plastered to her face with rainwater, and her red mini-dress was totally sodden. I guessed she’d just come back from Blackstone.
“Wha―what’re you doing out there?”
“I locked myself out of my flat.”
“What, you live in here?”
“First floor, yeah.”
It seemed weird I hadn’t seen her in the building, but she seemed genuine. “Wait there, I’ll let you in.”
I pulled a hoodie over my head and shoved my feet into my slippers, just remembering to snatch up my keys as I went out the room, and I walked smack into Terrence.
“Oops!” I said, steadying myself. “Sorry!” What’s he doing outside my room?
Terrence said nothing, just gave me a hostile look.
“Sorry,” I said again, feebly. “What’re you doing?”
He narrowed his eyes at me and stalked back into his room, the door slamming behind him. The words Abandon Hope, All Ye Who Enter Here swung back at me. It was a weird quote for a physics student to have on his door, when I thought about it.
I found the girl still standing in the field.
“Aren’t you cold?” she asked, through blue-tinged lips.
“Me? I haven’t been standing out here all night! Come inside.”
She shook her head. “I don’t particularly want to go back to my flat right now. I had an argument with Berenice this evening. It wasn’t pretty.”
“Which flat are you in?”
She gestured upward. “Flat Four. You never told me your name,” she added.
“I’m Ashlyn. People usually call me Ash. Why haven’t I seen you in the flat?”
“Oh, I haven’t been to any of the Freshers events this year. You’re first year, right?”
I nodded.
“Thought so. I’m second year, so are Howard and Berenice. You’re doing English, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, first year’s a piss-take, you only need a pass mark. So go wild when you can!”
“Right.” I took a deep breath and plunged in. “Look, I spoke to this fortune-teller the other day, and she told me―”
“Oh, you’ve spoken to Madam Persephone? Isn’t she the most exasperating person you’ve ever met?”
“Well,” I said, glancing up at the flat. It didn’t look like anyone was awake, but she probably knew better than I did. “I guess. She didn’t really answer my questions. She said―look, can we go and talk inside? It’s wet out here and anyone could be listening from in there.”
“They’ll be more likely to hear us if we’re inside, trust me. Want to walk in the forest?”
I hesitated, on the brink of pointing out I was hardly dressed for the weather, but the rain had slowed to a drizzle, and I decided to just roll with it.
“All right, then.”
The predawn sky was grey as paving stones; as we approached the forest; the trees seemed to glow with an eerie silvery light. But I was beginning to think of the patch of woodland as more of a sanctuary than anything.
My feet skidded on the rain-soaked carpet of leaves. I probably should have put on some shoes, I thought. Slippers weren’t the best choice of footwear.
I spoke only when we were deep under the leafy canopy.
“The fortune-teller said you’d be able to help me. She said I have a connection to the… Darkworld. Look, I barely know a thing about any of this.”
She regarded me, wearing a thoughtful expression. “You’re unregistered?”
“Huh?”
“Are your parents sorcerers?”
“No.” I shook my head. “No way. They’re totally ordinary.”
“Then you must have sorcerer ancestry somewhere. It’s rare that the Venantium don’t pick up on these things, though. They have every potential magic-user registered. They put it down to keeping neat records, but everyone knows it’s because they’re afraid.”
“Who―who are the Venantium? The fortune-teller mentioned them, too, but I’ve no idea about any of this. She seemed to take it for granted that I knew already, but, until I came here, I didn’t know a thing. I can see dark spaces and demons, but I still don’t know why.”
“So you’ve never used magic?”
“No. I don’t think so,” I said, although something nagged at me, one particular experience I’d put down to coincidence…
“How does magic work?” I heard my own voice say the words, but it struck me how weird it all sounded. I couldn’t believe we were actually talking about this.” And what does it have to do with this… Darkworld?”
“The Darkworld’s the source of all magic, the home of all non-corporeal species,” Claudia recited.”Well, that’s the textbook definition, anyway. We can use magic because we have a strong enough connection to the Darkworld that we’re able to take on its power ourselves, to control it.”
“So is the Darkworld a place?”
“Kind of, but not one we can get to it. As I said, only spirits live there. Some sorcerers have attempted to travel into the Darkworld. Theoretically, they say it can be done, but it’s a bad idea. They separate from their bodies and then they can never come back. The demons claim them.”
“So where do demons fit into this?”
“Demons are evil spirits. Evil because they can possess and kill humans.”
I shuddered. “The fortune-teller said they’re attracted to magic. Does that mean… they’ll come after us?”
“Nah, we aren’t important enough. But it’s true that they’re magical parasites. The Barrier stops them getting through to our world, but, if a sorcerer summons one, it causes havoc. The first thing they do is drain your power away, and use it to add to their own. Then they use your body as a vessel. They can possess you and make you do whatever they want. Even experienced sorcerers are no match for a demon, and there’s no way of blocking possession.”
I shuddered, cold tendrils wrapping around me. I thought of those staring, violet eyes. What did the demons want from me?
All the same, the word possession put me in mind of horror films such as Paranormal Activity and The Exorcist. It didn’t match up with the real world I thought I knew. Even as nightmares stared me in the face, part of me still clung to the old notion of reality.
I shook my head. “It makes no sense. I mean, the Darkworld? Possession? It sounds―”
“Like a bad horror movie, I know. I said the same thing. My parents decided to wait ‘til I was eighteen to tell me. It didn’t go over well.”
“At least you knew. My parents…” No. There was no chance they knew what really preyed on my mind. They knew nothing about this Darkworld.
“Well, you’ll never look at The Exorcist the same way. Pretty sure the guy who wrote it wasn’t actually a magic-user; most of it’s dead wrong. No ectoplasm, for one thing.”
“Why am I different?” I said. “Why do the demons look at me like that?”
“It’s like I said; they’re drawn to magic.”
“But isn’t there a way to make them go away?”
“Not from here. You saw me fight off that shadow-fox, but it was on this side of the Barrier. The Barrier’s like a force field around our world. It’s invisible; you can’t see it or touch it, but it’s there. Shadow-beasts can only get through if a sorcerer summons them. If that happens, we can fight them. There are kinds of magic demons are afraid of. According to the Venantium, that’s what we’re obliged to do. Like me sending that shadow-fox off. Though I’ve no idea who actually summoned the damn thing. They don’t get here of their own accord.”
“Who exactly are the Venantium?”
“They’re the ones who maintain the Barrier, the people who keep our world safe from demons. They call the shots. Officially, all magic-users should be registered under the Venantium.”
“So why aren’t I?”
“If there aren’t any other magic-users in your family, then they have no way of knowing about it. It’s quite unusual, but it happens occasionally.”
“So do I have to register, or what?”
“No, you don’t have to. They just like to keep tabs on all magic-users. The unofficial reason is so they can keep an eye on all potential demonic summonings. Only sorcerers can summon demons.”
“But why would anyone even do that, if demons can possess you?”
“Because a demon, like any other spirit, is temporarily under the power of the person who summoned it. A sorcerer can use a demon’s magic to enhance their own. The risk of the demon turning on its summoner is a small price to pay, in their eyes.”
“And if you’re possessed? What then? Can you break free?”
Claudia gave me a pitying look reminiscent of the fortune-teller. “No. Only if the demon chooses to let you go. But in nearly all cases, the demon kills the victim before the Venantium can set them free, then flees back to the Darkworld.”
My breath caught, and the old fear clawed at me―the fear of something otherworldly. “But they’re spirits, aren’t they?” I said. “How do they kill you?” My morbid streak took over again.
“They call it the touch of instant death. Once a demon’s in your mind, it’s a small matter of reaching out to the part of your mind that tells your heart to keep beating, and just as casually as you might flick a light switch… turning off your life.”
Coldness flooded me, as if every drop of blood in my veins had turned to ice.
I said, in a whisper, “How do you fight them? You scared off that… shadow-fox, right?”
“Fire,” said Claudia. “Demons thrive in darkness, in coldness. Their deepest fear is fire.”
She smiled at me, and I had the impression she got some kind of thrill out of unnerving me.
“Now, I suppose I’d better show you a magic trick that might well save your life.”






old out your hands,” Claudia said, extending her own palms. I did the same, observing that her nails were perfectly manicured, unlike mine, which were bitten down to stumps. “I’ve not gone through this for a while, but apparently it works. Right. This might sound weird, but trust me on this. The Darkworld’s all around us; you’re tuned into it, anyway. Just concentrate. You’ll feel it.”
Feel what? I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to focus on. I was aware of the sun peeking over the horizon, faint rays seeping through the trees and turning the leaves below us into a golden carpet. The strong smell of bark hung in the air, and birdsong echoed in a tuneful melody. I knew I shouldn’t be focusing on my surroundings, but on something else.
The Darkworld. That dark place, the world behind the gaps.
I called to mind the feeling that always came when a demon lurked nearby, the prickling sensation of something being there which shouldn’t be. I felt a familiar coldness shoot up my arms.
“Now… I don’t know how else to put this, but imagine you’re holding something hot.”
“Huh?”
“To create fire, you need to be in the right mind-set. That’s the quickest way. Maybe imagine you have fire under your skin, that’s what I do. Watch.” She looked down at her hands, forehead wrinkled in concentration for a second―then sparks ran down her arms and her hands were suddenly aflame.
I jumped back in shock as the fire danced from one palm to another, smokeless but alive. I stepped farther away; even from a distance, the fire felt uncomfortable against my skin.
“Shit!” I said. “How in hell did you―?”
“You try it.”
I looked sceptically at my hands. They felt like they could easier turn to ice than fire. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this.
All the same, I tried. “Fire,” I whispered, imagining flames leaping into life.
Nothing happened.
“It takes practice,” said Claudia. “But you know how to do it if you get attacked again. I’m sorry I can’t be more help. I’ve never taught a complete beginner before.”
“It’s all right. I’m just glad I found you. I was totally clueless on my own.”
“You should come to one of our meetings,” said Claudia. “Give me your number; I’ll text you.”
“Meetings?”
“A bunch of us meet up every week; well, we did last year. You know, people like us.”
“I get it. Like a secret circle.” I fought back an unexpected giggle.
“Not really. Just a few friends. Cyrus started it. He’s in third year now. Then there’s Howard, Berenice and me―and Leo, he’s a Fresher, like you.”
“So what do you do, then? Save mankind from the evil demons?” I couldn’t restrain another giggle. What was the matter with me?
“No, we just talk. It helps to talk to other people like you. Your number?”
I recited my new number, glad I’d memorised it, since my phone was in my room, and she added my name to her contacts on her mobile.
“It’s dawn,” said Claudia, glancing upward at the gleaming sun, which by now shone above the treetops. “I should probably head back. I think Berenice’ll be ready to apologise now.”
“Wait,” I said. “There’s something else I want to know. Why can’t I see demons here? Or in Blackstone?”
“I’d have thought you’d have guessed,” said Claudia. “The Venantium’s headquarters operate not far from here. They have this whole area under their protection, to prevent any demons from coming within a ten-kilometre radius. And, before you ask if it’s a coincidence, us being in the same area as them, it isn’t. Did you think you picked this university by accident? This place attracts those sensitive to the Darkworld. You must have felt it when you visited, a sense of belonging.”
My heart dropped. “So it’s fake, then? I just feel like I belong here because of that?”
“No, but it does have more of an influence on people like us. I’m not sure of the percentage, but I’d say a good third of the students here have some kind of connection to the Darkworld.”
“Really?” I said, thinking of my flatmates. Alex, Sarah, and David hadn’t reacted at all to the appearance of the shadow-fox outside Satan’s Pit. No one could be that good an actor, to be able to ignore something like that. Unless, of course, they were used to it…
“Not my friends,” I said firmly. “They don’t know about any of this.”
“I wouldn’t know,” said Claudia. “Well, I might have seen that guy take a look at the shadow-fox, but I can’t be sure. I was a bit drunk.”
“You mean David?”
“The guy who looked like he was totally into you? Yeah.”
What?
Claudia glanced up at the sky. “Anyway, I really need to get back to my flat. Come to our next meeting.”
“When will that be?”
“Last year, we met in the little games room above the common room; it’ll probably be the same this year. Wednesday afternoon, at three-thirty.”
“I’ll be there,” I said.

When I returned to my room and kicked off my muddied slippers, I didn’t go back to bed. Instead, I read through my new course booklet detailing our study timetable for the term, even though Renaissance literature was the last thing on my mind.
I absently switched on the television, only to be greeted by static. Flicking through the channels, I concluded there was no television signal out here in the middle of nowhere. It made sense; half the time I didn’t have a phone signal, and it always cut out during phone calls. Cara and I agreed to switch to Skype instead.
My concentration wasn’t up to playing on the Wii, so I switched off the TV and started rereading Shakespeare’s Hamlet. No progress later, I went to the kitchen to make some breakfast. I walked right past David, who stood in the middle of the corridor. My hand froze on the kitchen door, and I turned around.
“What’re you doing there?”
“Nothing.” He moved in the direction of his room.
I stared. He’d been hovering between my door and Terrence’s.
“What, you just felt like standing in the middle of the corridor?”
“I thought I heard something coming from there.” He indicated Terrence’s room, shifting from one foot to the other, like he was nervous.
“Ah. Yeah, I’ve heard weird noises from there, too. Screaming and crashing.”
“Sounded like sobbing,” he said, but he sounded doubtful, as if he didn’t quite believe it.
“Alex said she heard him yelling at someone. I think he must be using Skype. I feel sorry for the person on the other end.”
“Hmm.” He frowned. Then he gave me an unconvincing smile. “Sorry I was a bit of a dick the other day.”
“Sorry I overreacted.” I forced a smile of my own. “Don’t worry about it. Are you doing anything today?”
“I was thinking of going to Redthorne. I need to get some hiking boots.”
“Shit, me too!” I said, remembering. My old trainers were in no shape to scale mountains. “You’re in the hiking club, then?”
“Yeah, I figured it was a good idea. We’re not far from the Lake District here, might as well make the most of it.”
“Exactly!” I said. “I need to get a proper waterproof coat, too. And hiking socks. And…”
David laughed. “We can go in an hour or so,” he said. “Knock on my door when you’re ready, okay?”
“Sure,” I said.
I quickly dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved top, noticing my pile of washing was building up at an alarming rate. I’d need to visit the laundrette soon, something I looked forward to with trepidation.
I’d hoped to push all thoughts of demons and magic from my head, but the first thing I saw when we got off the bus in Redthorne―after we’d picked ourselves up off the floor―was a dark space, like someone had sliced through the air with a giant knife. A pair of violet eyes gleamed from its depths. Dread clutched at me.
Claudia’s words echoed in my mind. They call it the touch of instant death. Once a demon’s in your mind, it’s a small matter of reaching out to the part of your mind that tells your heart to keep beating, and just as casually as you might flick a light switch… turning off your life.
I clenched my fists, nails biting into my palms. So I could see it. Big deal. It couldn’t hurt me. I didn’t care that I was naïve to think like that. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life wondering if the next demon I saw would be my last.
I wouldn’t live in fear. Not anymore.
So, I walked right through the dark space as if it wasn’t there. Or as if I had the normal sight of a regular person, someone who couldn’t see the darkness.
The darkness beneath.
David gave me an odd look. “You feeling okay, Ash?”
“Sure,” I said, with a smile. Stepping through that dark space felt like a triumph, in a way.
But I couldn’t help noticing David walked slightly to the left of the dark space, as I’d walked through it. Can he see it, too? Is he like me?
Or had I imagined it?
Doubts crowded my mind, but I turned my thoughts impatiently back to the present. I couldn’t keep suspecting everyone I knew of having a connection to the Darkworld. It would drive me mad.
I enjoyed shopping with David, probably because it was so straightforward. Cara was a bit too much of a serious shopper; going to town with her required the patience of a saint, coupled with the arm strength of Hercules in order to carry all her bags home. But it took only an hour for the two of us to get everything we needed from the outdoors shop, and we still had time left for a visit to Waterstone’s.
“Want to get a Starbucks?” said David, as we left the bookshop. As always, it took extreme restraint on my part not to buy everything on the shelves. Even so, I’d caved into temptation and bought a couple books Alex and Sarah had recommended to me.
“Sure,” I said.
We chatted over coffee. David had bought some books, too, extra course reading for his Politics module. It made me feel kind of bad for not doing more background reading, but there was always the library. My student loan had been depleted enough by the gigantic £30 anthologies we’d already had to purchase.
“Another reason to be glad I didn’t go to Oxford,” I said. “I’d have been out of money by the second term.”
“Yeah, these things aren’t cheap,” said David, putting the book bag down with a thunk. “My parents said they’d pay for everything, but still.”
“I think mine were glad I came here instead, to be honest,” I said.
“I went to a private school, so it was expected for everyone to apply,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong; it’s a nice place, it just wasn’t for me.”
“I don’t know if I could have coped with the intense academic atmosphere. I mean, my school put me under enough pressure, and they’re just an average state school. I pretty much taught myself all my A-Levels. They weren’t arsed; all they cared about were my grades, and how they’d reflect on their reputation.”
“That sucks. You’re really intelligent, Ash. You shouldn’t let other people put you off doing what you want.”
“I don’t.” I felt my face burn. “I came here because I wanted to.”
“Yeah, same here.”
Was there something else in his tone? Had he simply liked the university, or, like Claudia said, was it some kind of psychic influence?
Now I didn’t know how much of what I thought I heard was coloured by the words of Claudia and the fortune-teller. Intentionally or not, together they’d completely fragmented my peace of mind.
David and I talked of other, insignificant things all the way back. My mind buzzed, not with suspicion, but because of the way he’d spoken to me. I was no good at reading people at all, but I knew Cara would have interpreted the fact we’d gone for coffee as just the two of us as indicatory of some interest in me.
And the part when he’d called me intelligent?
Inwardly, I groaned. Just what I’d hoped to avoid.
Did David like me? Was I reading the signs all wrong? I had no previous experience to draw on; I’d never dated before. And it wasn’t because I’d been to an all-girls’ school. I’d avoided this kind of thing like the plague in the past because I simply couldn’t be bothered with it. In my mind, it should be simply this: boy likes girl, girl likes boy, boy asks girl out, or vice versa, sorted. No angst or uncertainty or ambiguous feelings. But I hadn’t a clue whether I liked him, or if I’d just been embarrassed by the compliment.
This is ridiculous.
I sighed. I’d Skype Cara to ask her advice.






he first two days of lectures were fairly straightforward, even if I did feel like death getting up at nine on the first day. Maps and signposts made it easy to find the lecture theatres, and most of our lectures took place in the main building in the centre of campus, and seminars in one of two buildings in the central square.
Whatever psychic influence had compelled me to choose this university, there was no denying the course was perfect for me. The lengthy reading list wasn’t daunting at all, after what I’d put myself through for that interview almost a year ago. It more or less covered the basics of literature from the medieval period up until the twenty-first century, and, geeky or not, I couldn’t wait to get started.
On Monday evening, Alex, Sarah, and I went to the first meeting of the Literature Society, where I faced the challenge of remembering even more new names and faces. The meeting was an informal gathering in which members could talk about books, so it was pretty much a given that I’d get along with people. I couldn’t imagine anyone at my old school wanting to get involved in a heated discussion on feminism in Victorian poetry.
All the same, another future meeting lurked at the back of my mind. I saw Claudia on Tuesday morning leaving the main lecture theatre as I stood outside, but she didn’t notice me and quickly disappeared into the crowd. Still, it proved our last two encounters hadn’t been some weird hallucination on my part.
She texted me that night, asking if I was still coming. I replied in the affirmative. Even though I felt half-tempted to let it slide and pretend this part of my life didn’t exist, the fact remained that something had tried to attack me. What if it happened again?
And, whether I admitted it to myself or not, I wanted to know more. I still wanted answers.
When I finally got to sleep that night, I revisited an old childhood nightmare, one from the days when I used to stay at Aunt Eve’s Windermere cottage every summer. As a young child, I’d loved to play in the woods behind the house, despite Mum constantly nagging me to stay out of there, telling me I’d get lost. I loved the way the trees were so dense they cut out the sunlight even on the sunniest day, making it seem like I wandered through a twilight-lit fairyland. I loved the atmosphere, the absence of human noise. Yet it was so easy to lose track of time. Sometimes, when the sun was going down, I’d lose my way entirely, and darkness would steal in, obscuring the path even further. Then I’d panic. Fear would rise within me, and I’d run, feet pounding on the path, not knowing why but being unable to stop. Like I was running from something invisible.
Maybe even then I could feel the presence of demons.
In my dreams, the monsters that chased me were real, solid creatures, and tonight they looked like shadow-foxes. Their teeth snapped at my heels. I put on a burst of speed, almost as if I’d grown wings, feet barely skimming the ground as I flew between dark, twisted trees. But the shadows kept pace alongside me, and, as one brushed against my leg I felt a familiar paralysing chill sweep through me. My feet froze in position; my legs locked. Teeth sank into my ankle, and the searing pain jolted me awake.
I forced my eyes open to find myself half-in, half-out of my bed. My ankle burned with a sharp pain, but I couldn’t twist my head to look because, once again, I couldn’t move.
This is effing ridiculous!
I put in every bit of strength I could muster, coaxing my body to roll toward the edge of the bed―and tumbled over, hitting the floor with a jarring crash.
The impact jolted me out of paralysis. Clambering painfully to my feet, I examined the injury, expecting to see a line of teeth marks on my ankle, but, stranger than that, a pinkish line, like a burn, marked my skin. My skin itched.
Carpet burn? Weird.
I felt a cold draft from the open window, also odd, because I never left it open overnight. Not after the sheep incident. I didn’t particularly want the local wildlife paying a visit to my room. I wondered if I’d been sleepwalking or something.
I sat in the window seat with a book, watching the sun rise over the distant hills. Golden light spilled over the landscape like butter, gilding the treetops with a halo of sunlight.
But I knew all too well that, whilst this place might be free from darkness, something out there was waiting for me to leave.
And today I’d take my first step toward facing it.
Wednesday was my free day, so I had no lectures or seminars that morning. I buried myself in reading for a few hours, preparing for my classes later in the week. But I was distracted; my mind kept skipping to the meeting. Finally, glancing at the clock, I left the flat and walked across the student village to the common room.
The only person inside was a disinterested-looking bartender who didn’t give me a second glance. It took me a while to find the Games Room, which was upstairs, because the staircase was tucked away out of sight in a corner. I walked past it at least six times before I noticed it.
Heart beating fast, I pushed open the door and climbed the cramped, narrow stairs. I heard the buzz of a television and several voices behind the red-painted door at the top, and, before I could lose my nerve, I went in.
For a second, I thought I’d wandered into the wrong room. I counted four people, grouped around a large flat-screen television. As I edged closer, I saw the two guys were playing some Xbox game, whilst the two girls watched. One guy was large and muscular with fair hair, the other smaller with unruly dark hair and wearing a T-shirt with the slogan “Why so serious?” underneath a picture of the Joker. The second guy seemed to be winning the game.
Claudia turned around as I entered. She wore a plain black skirt and a red shirt today, her hair tied back in a ponytail.
“There you are!” she said. “Guys, this is Ash, she’s our newest, um, recruit.”
The other girl cast me a disinterested look, then turned her eyes back to the screen. She was striking-looking, with glossy black hair streaked with red, multiple piercings, and a butterfly tattooed on the arm she’d draped around the back of the sofa.
There was no response at all from the guys, who appeared to be locked in an intense wrestling match on-screen.
“Come on, man!” said the blond guy. “Give me a fucking chance! That wasn’t fair!”
“Life’s not fair, Howard,” said the other guy.
“You’re an asshole,” snarled Howard.
“That was totally legit, and you know it. You just can’t take losing.”
“Shut up!”
And to my complete and utter astonishment, the blond guy stood up―he must have been at least six and a half feet tall―and hurled the wireless Xbox controller at the other guy’s head. The smaller guy ducked out of the way just in time, and the controller hit the floor with such force the batteries shot out in all directions.
“I’m sick of this bullshit!” the blond guy roared, and he stormed out the room.
“Jesus,” said the dark-haired guy, shaking his head. “Who pissed him off this time?”
“Some venator came knocking on his door this morning,” said the girl on the sofa. “Said he wanted him to come and register. Again. Howard nearly tore his head off.”
“You might have warned me.” He put the controller down and started groping under the sofa for the missing batteries.
“Gods,” said Claudia. “Did they give him another warning?”
“I don’t think so. It was some new kid who did it; I think Howard scared him enough that he won’t tell.”
“At least there’s that,” said Claudia. “Sorry about that, Ash. Howard’s a little… volatile.”
“So I see!” I said, a lot more composed than I felt. I was beginning to regret ever agreeing to come.
“Anyway, you’ve not met Berenice or Leo yet, have you?”
“Um, no.” Feeling I might as well make the best of the situation, I said, “Hi, I’m Ashlyn, but I prefer being called Ash. Nice to meet you.”
“Hey.” Leo emerged from underneath the sofa with two of the missing batteries in hand. “I’m Leo. You’re a Fresher, too?”
“Yeah,” I said. “What course are you doing?”
“Same as you. English Literature. I saw you at the lecture yesterday. Decided to show up for once.”
“I guess I didn’t see you,” I said. “I’ve had a lot of new faces to learn.”
“I joined up with this crew a couple of weeks ago,” said Leo, “but my brother, Cyrus, is the one who started this little group of misfits a year ago.”
Berenice snorted. “Well, Cyrus isn’t here, he’s working. I guess we won’t be able to teach the newbie any of our tricks.”
“I can teach her,” said Claudia. “I told you, she doesn’t know―”
“Anything?” Berenice snorted again. “A fine little circle of sinners we are. Demons the world over should tremble in fear.”
What had I done to rattle her chain? I’d only just walked in!
“What exactly do you do, then?” I said. “What do you mean by ‘circle of sinners’?”
“I picked the name,” said Leo, sprawling on the sofa in the space where Howard had been sitting. “There are people―even in the Venantium itself―who think all magic-users are servants of Satan. Which is kinda ironic, really. You have any questions, then?”
“I don’t really get who the Venantium are,” I said, ignoring Berenice’s derisive snort. I wanted to learn everything I could. “What do they actually do?”
“The original Venantium was a group of sorcerers dedicated to protecting our world against demons,” said Leo. “That’s the reason for their name; venantium means ‘hunters’ in Latin, and each member is known as a venator. Sounds more impressive than it is, trust me. Most venators I’ve met are total dickwads.”
“Why?” I said. “Claudia told me they help protect everyone from demons. How can that be a bad thing?”
“They’re blackmailers,” said Leo. “The underhanded shit they get up to, you wouldn’t believe. Howard knows it, and he won’t forgive them for it. They arrested his parents for experimentation with magic when he was a kid―don’t ask me what they were doing, I’ve no idea―and he hasn’t seen them since. He tried to break into their Headquarters for answers about five years ago, and they blocked his magic for breaking the laws.”
“That’s horrible,” I said. “Can they arrest anyone for using magic without their permission?”
“In theory, they can, but they often don’t know about it. Simple protective spells will keep most sorcerers from detecting magic-users if they’re done right; we’d never get any peace otherwise. I take it you want me to do it to her?” he said to Claudia.
She nodded.
“Right,” he said, turning back to me. “Don’t freak out, but I’m going to put a spell on you. A shield. It’ll stop anyone from knowing if you’ve used magic. Even a Venantium member could look at you and not know you from a normal person without breaking cover and using magic on you.”
I don’t know what expression he saw on my face, but he seemed to interpret it as nervousness.
“Don’t worry, it definitely works. Only me and my brother can do it, but we learned from an expert – someone in the Venantium itself. Seriously, don’t panic. Just relax.” He spoke in soothing tones, and, for some reason, this grated on my nerves.
“You think I’m going to freak out? I’ve seen demons. Trust me, it’ll take more than a little magic to scare me off.”
He laughed. “Okay. Well, Berenice freaked out when I did it to her. Nearly clawed my eyes out.”
“No danger of that happening,” I said, holding up my bitten nails.
He laughed again. The expression on Berenice’s face would have sent anyone else running for cover, but Leo didn’t look particularly fazed.
“Right. The shield isn’t totally fool-proof, but, even if you run smack into a venator, they won’t know you from an ordinary person.”
“And demons?” I said. “Will they stop staring at me?”
“They stare at you?” Leo gave me a curious look. “That’s a new one.”
“Everywhere I go. Well. Except here, and in Blackstone.”
“Hmm,” said Leo. “Must be fun, that. All the time? Do they stare at you when you’re in the shower?”
“Leo!” said Claudia.
“Just curious,” said Leo, shrugging.
“They don’t come into my house, so no,” I said, but I was pretty sure my face was on fire all the same.
“That’s weird.” Claudia frowned. “Do your parents have a protective shield put on the house?”
“No. No, I don’t think so. They don’t know anything about demons.”
“That’s not possible. Someone must have put a shield up there. Who else visited your house?”
“Huh? I don’t know, I can’t remember everyone. I’ve lived there all my life.”
“Could’ve been the previous owners,” said Leo doubtfully. “Strange. I’ve never heard of the demons taking an interest in one person before. When did it first happen?”
“Nearly a year ago. The first time I saw one was in the middle of a school assembly, just before Christmas last year.”
“Really?” said Leo.
“Yeah, it was on the day people said the world was going to end.”
“Same day the Venantium went apeshit,” said Leo, giving Claudia a significant look.
“Huh?” I said.
“There was a demon attack in Manchester on that day,” said Claudia. “It almost made the news, but the Venantium worked their subliminal magic and managed to cover it up. Some smart-arse sorcerer decided to summon a demon, and it escaped. It took a day for the Venantium to catch it. Found the sorcerer in his secret lair, where he’d been up to all kinds of crazy shit. They killed the demon, but it was too late for the sorcerer.”
“Manchester?” I felt that chill again, and trembled. They call it the touch of instant death… “I live there. Is that why I started to see demons on that day?”
“I don’t know, but I’m guessing it’s because there was more demonic activity than usual,” said Claudia. “I’ve never heard of it happening before the connection, though. Being able to see demons… that’s something that usually comes after years of practise contacting the Darkworld.”
“There’s a theory that loads of people have the connection but don’t realise it,” said Leo. “If you grow up with it, like the kids of people in the Venantium, then you know how to use magic―or rather, not to―from an early age, but, if no one in your family’s a magic-user, you’d have no idea.”
“What about you guys, then? How did you find out?”
“My parents used to be in the Venantium,” said Claudia. ‘They both quit when I was born, said it was too risky. They’d made too many enemies of rogue sorcerers. They told me about the connection, but said that I could make my own mind up whether to use it or not. I know the venators are keeping an eye on me in case I decide to go rogue.”
“Sounds like paranoia,” I said.
“It’s bloody ridiculous,” she said. “They’re watching Berenice, too, and Leo. Leo and Cyrus’s father’s really high up in the Venantium.”
“Really?” I said.
Leo shrugged. “Haven’t seen the tosser in years. He left me when my mother died, said he was going to devote his life to ridding the world of all demons, or some overblown claim. Moron.”
“What? Your dad left you?” I said.
“It’s not uncommon for higher venators to totally denounce their families,” said Claudia. ‘They claim it’s for safety reasons, but it’s really the power that attracts them. They think they’ll be the one to find a way to cut this world off from the Darkworld for good.”
“Which is impossible,” said Leo. “Our world can’t exist without the Darkworld. They might put Barriers up, but the Venantium are afraid that demons will find a way to break through anyway. It’s their biggest fear―the monsters will overrun their defence systems.”
“Is that possible?” I said.
“No, not unless someone undid the work of a hundred generations of sorcerers,” said Claudia. “The Barrier’s a tightly wound net of spells, strengthened over the years. No magic can touch it. Human or demon.”
“So what are they worried about?”
“Losing their power? Who knows? Anyway,” said Claudia, “you never told me whether anything happened that day, any reason your connection might have awakened.”
“Just a power-cut,” I said. “All the lights went out, and then I saw it. Then they kept appearing.”
“That’s… bizarre,” said Leo.
“I thought she must have sorcerer blood,” said Claudia.
Leo nodded. “Could be. Have you ever seen your family tree? What’s your surname?”
“My surname’s Temple. No, I haven’t seen a family tree. But, even if I had, how would I know if my ancestors were sorcerers or not? No one in my family’s ever been famous enough to make it into the history books, anyway.”
“There’s a way of finding out.” A smirk settled on Leo’s face. “Howard’ll love it. Oi, Berenice!”
No answer. Berenice appeared to be asleep.
“Berenice, you’re not fooling anyone.”
“Oh, so I exist again now, do I?” She sat up, flicking her hair back over her shoulder, and glared at me.
“Stop being a drama queen,” said Claudia. “You could have joined in the conversation.”
“I’m not interested in babysitting the newbie.”
I bristled at that. “I never asked you to, so there’s no reason to be a bitch.”
“What did you call me?”
“Berenice! Stop trying to start an argument! And stop laughing, Leo.”
“Yeah, it’s not funny,” snapped Berenice.
“Course it isn’t,” said Leo, still laughing, like I’d told a hilarious joke without even realising it.
“Anyway,” said Claudia, “we wanted to ask if you’re up for a little breaking and entering.”
“Count me out,” said Berenice, glaring at me. “I’ve got other stuff I’d rather be doing. Like sleeping. Or getting pissed.”
“Breaking and entering?” I said. “Why?”
“The Venantium’s library has records of every sorcerer who ever walked the Earth,” said Leo. “If there’s anything on your ancestors, it’ll be in there.”
“And we have to break in… why?”
“Technically, I’m allowed in, but you won’t be,” said Claudia. “It’s only for use by registered sorcerers. Howard’s banned, too.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” I said. “Wait a minute―”
“I’m not convinced one night will cover it,” said Leo.
“Well, we’ll see what we find. We’ll do it next week, after the meeting.”
What the hell have I gotten myself into?
“Don’t I get a say in this?” I asked. “I mean, it is my ancestors we’re talking about.”
“Exactly,” said Leo. “If it were me, I’d want to know which naughty sorcerer in my family decided to hide him or herself from the Venantium. It’s not exactly a light decision.”
“You’re jumping to conclusions!” I threw up my hands, utterly frustrated. “I keep telling you, no one in my family can use magic. If you’d met my parents, you’d know. I’m just an anomaly, a freak of nature.”
“We’re all freaks of nature,” said Leo. “But the demons want something from you. If you come with us, we could help you find out what it is.”
He was right, of course. I did want to know. And if there was no other way…
“All right,” I said. “Count me in.”






nce Leo put the shield spell on me, which took less than a second and felt like slipping underneath a large, feather-light coat, Claudia tried to get me to conjure fire again.
“I never asked you before, have you ever accidentally used magic before? I mean, done something you never intended to do?”
“I don’t think so,” I said automatically, but one incident stole to the front of my mind, unbidden. “But… well, I don’t know if I did it or not, it could have been a coincidence, but in the middle of an exam, I… well, the clocks stopped, with five minutes left of the exam. I don’t know whether it was me, but I was thinking about how I needed to finish my essay in time, and…” I trailed off.
They both stared at me incredulously.
“It’s probably nothing, just coincidence,” I said.
“What, you think you can stop time?” said Berenice, whose eyebrows had practically disappeared into her curled fringe.
“No, of course not. Just the clock. Anyway, it was probably broken.”
“Or you could have used subliminal magic accidentally,” said Claudia. “That’s seriously tricky to work, that is, but it could have been.”
“Subliminal?”
“Influence,” said Claudia. “Generally, it works only on people, not objects, but that’s what it sounds like. You really want something to happen, so you make it so, sometimes without even realising it. I sometimes use it accidentally if I want to be left alone. It can make you… not invisible, just unnoticeable. People avoid you, but they don’t know they’re actually being manipulated subconsciously.”
I remembered with clarity the way people had avoided me in the corridors at school, even people I didn’t know. Had I caused that myself, without even realising it? All the times I’d been depressed, in a bad mood, and it was like people looked straight through me… and even the teachers didn’t seem to notice me in their lessons half the time.
“Well, if it was, we know one thing,” said Leo.
“What’s that?” asked Claudia.
“Ash’ll be in trouble if it ever gets out she cheated in her exam.”
“It wasn’t cheating,” I protested, flushing. “It doesn’t count as cheating if you don’t do it on purpose.”
“Tell it to the examiners!” Leo seemed highly amused by this. “I didn’t mean to subconsciously give myself an extra five minutes!”
“Stop laughing at me!” I said. “It hardly matters now, anyway. I’m here.”
I turned to Claudia, pointedly ignoring him.
“So, anyway, do you have any tips for conjuring fire?”
“Just keep your concentration. And it helps if you really want it to happen―like stopping that clock.”
So I tried. I concentrated so hard on fire that the room should have burst into flames. But nothing happened. Reluctantly, I let Leo take over the lesson. I got the distinct impression he’d only gotten involved so he’d have the chance to show off to the newbie. His arrogance annoyed me; I wasn’t sure if I liked him or not.
“The first thing you should know is that magic isn’t a trick,” said Leo. “And it isn’t doing the impossible as much as manipulating the laws of nature to do as you tell them. You can’t conjure or create anything, but you can meddle with what’s already there. There’s always the potential for fire; all it takes is a little persuasion. Look.”
Sparks danced down his arms to his fingertips and flames sprang into being. He held the small fire in one hand, then tipped it gently and it fell. He caught it on one foot and kicked it into the air like a football. As I watched, mesmerised, he rolled the ball of flames from one shoulder to another. Then it split in two, then four, spreading in a faint line until shimmering flames outlined his entire body.
“I’m the man on fire,” he grinned.
I was too stunned to roll my eyes at his theatrical performance.
“Wow,” I breathed. “Doesn’t it hurt you at all? Or at least burn your clothes?”
“Not if I don’t want it to. You try.”
I didn’t even know where to start. And, although I was new to this, it still unsettled me that everything I did went against some unwritten rules. What if the Venantium caught me?
Leo seemed to read my mind.
“Look,” he said, “if the worst happens and you do get caught by the Venantium, you can claim innocence and blame it on us. We’ve all been in trouble before.”
His would-be casual tone suggested, however, that the consequences for breaking into the Venantium’s library would be more severe than he was letting on.
“I don’t want to drag you guys into this.”
“Honestly, it doesn’t matter,” said Claudia. “Half the crap Howard gets up to, it’s a miracle we aren’t locked in the cells. Try the fire, anyway.”
I tried. But I could no sooner summon a flame than leap out the window and fly.
“This really isn’t working. Look,” I said, hesitantly, “there’s something else you should know about me.”
“What’s that?” said Leo.
“Ever since I first saw the demons, I haven’t been able to get warm. And I don’t really feel the cold any more. I used to, I used to be cold all the time, but now I just don’t feel it. The doctor thought I was lying, but it’s true. I don’t know if that’s what might be stopping me from conjuring fire.”
Claudia looked at Leo. “Have you ever heard of that happening?”
“No.” He shook his head. “I’ve heard of a lot of strange things, but this is a new one.”
“Great,” I said. “And I thought I was a regular person, just a magic-user who can see demons.”
Leo laughed. “Well, you’re certainly full of surprises. All right, forget about the fire for now. It’s the Venantium’s library we’re breaking into. There’s no place you’re less likely to encounter a demon. But there’s something else you might find useful.”
“Like what?”
“This.”
The lights in the room suddenly went out.
“What―?”
I jumped back as he blazed all over with dazzling white light. The brightness faded slightly, but his skin continued to glow eerily white. Then the light seemed to condense into a point in the centre of his right palm, a glowing white ball, pulsing like something alive.
“Better than a torch?” he said.
I blinked; the initial glare was still imprinted on my eyes, and I saw blurred shapes everywhere.
“Leo, stop showing off,” said Claudia.
“What, it’s not every day I get to dazzle someone.”
The world came back into focus. “How’d you do that?”
“You can feel your connection to the Darkworld, right? Use that, and imagine you’re holding a bright light. Focus on the palm of one hand, and tap into the magic at the same time. It’s as easy as that.”
It didn’t sound easy to me, but I held out my right hand and focused all my attention on it, at the same time thinking of the Darkworld.
Light.
And, this time, something in me responded. A chill shivered down my arms, and the tiniest globe of light sprang into existence in the centre of my hand.
I stared at it, shocked speechless.
“Nice!” said Leo.
“Good job,” said Claudia.
At that moment, the spark went out. “Oh.”
“It takes practice and concentration,” said Leo. “Not everyone gets it the first time. Keep at it, you’ll get there.”

“Where on earth have you been?” asked Alex, as I came into the kitchen that evening to find all my flatmates, apart from Terrence, sitting around the table.
David looked up and smiled at me.
“At the Gaming Society induction meeting,” I said. That was a reasonable excuse, given I was the only one of us remotely interested in video games.
“Oh, right. We thought you were dead.”
“Sorry to disappoint.” I said with a smile. “What’s with the little meeting?”
“Terrence,” said Alex. “We want to get him kicked out of our flat.”
“Why?” I pulled out a chair between David and Sarah.
“Because he left raw meat all over the kitchen. If we all get salmonella, it’s his fault.”
“Raw meat?”
“Yeah, dripping blood everywhere. For all I know he’s harvesting human organs or something.”
“Highly unlikely,” I said, “but that’s kinda out of order. We all live here, and we’ll get charged if he leaves the flat in a mess, right?”
“Exactly,” said Alex, nodding at Sarah. I could tell they’d been arguing about this for a while.
“Who gives a crap?” said Pete, who looked more interested in whatever game he was playing on his phone. “He’s not doing any harm.”
“What, you want to get poisoned?” said Alex. “Or eaten?”
“I don’t think he’s going to eat us, Alex,” said Sarah.
“You never know. What’ve you been up to today, anyway?” I said.
“Not much. Sarah and I went for a walk.”
“I had a job interview,” said Pete, rather self-importantly.
“Where?”
“The student union bar.”
“They’ve told him there’s no drinking on the job,” said Alex, with a snigger.
“Well, good luck with that,” I said, turning to David. “Been up to much?”
“I’ve just been reading,” said David. “Didn’t get much sleep last night.” He did look rather tired; his eyes were red-rimmed.
“Have you read Hamlet yet?” I asked.
“Already read it years ago, but I’m looking over it,” said David.
“Yeah, we’ve got that psycho-lecturer as a seminar tutor,” said Alex. “Whatsisface―Dr Payne.”
“Who’s he?” I said.
“According to some second years I talked to, he’s the harshest marker in the department. Never grades anyone higher than a C.”
“Wonderful,” I said. “Are you in the eleven o’clock group, too?”
“I am,” said Alex.
Sarah groaned. “You guys are lucky. Mine’s at nine in the morning.”
“Ouch,” I said.
“As fascinating as this conversation is,” said Pete. “I’m off. I have a date tonight. It involves my cock in someone’s mouth.”
“Whose, your own?” Alex inquired.
He ignored her and swaggered out of the room.
I raised my eyebrows. “Is he telling the truth?”
“I’d guess not,” said Alex. “I think his ‘date’ is with a porn video. Does every flat have at least two freaks, or did we just get lucky?”
“God knows,” I said.
David stood up. “I have to go,” he said. “I’m meeting some people from my politics seminar. I’ll see you guys later?”
He was looking at me as he spoke.
“Sure,” I said.
Alex was still muttering about Pete. “I mean, there’s good-weird, like you two―”
“Speak for yourself,” I said.
“―and there’s bad-weird. Like him. You know, the guys in the flat upstairs are nice, normal guys, and we had to get saddled with the weirdos.”
“Got your eye on someone, Alex?” said Sarah.
“No, I’m just saying!” But she couldn’t disguise the flush that spread across her face.
“Is it Rex?” I said. Rex was one of the guys from the Literature Society. He seemed nice enough, if a little too obsessed with Lord of the Rings. “Didn’t he ask if you wanted to come and watch a film sometime?”
“He wasn’t asking me out!” said Alex.
“Well, if you watch all three Lord of the Rings films, it’d be a pretty long date!” I laughed.
“Speaking of dates, what about you and David?” she said.
I should have seen that one coming.
“We’re just friends,” I said.
“He’s always looking at you.” Alex grinned at Sarah, like it was a private joke.
“Really?”
“Oh, so you do like him!”
“That’s not what I said!”
Even with them teasing me, it was nice to have a normal conversation, after the day I’d had.
Tempting as it was to spend the evening conjuring lights, I was aware I’d been neglecting my friends. That evening, Sarah, Alex, David, and I went to the bar, where we played a few games of pool. Alex insisted on pairing me with David, who seemed oblivious to my embarrassment. I wasn’t sure what that signified, but I was too preoccupied to think on that one. It was as much due to my lack of concentration as to my mediocre pool skills that we lost the game, although it didn’t help that Alex was ridiculously good at it.
Claudia had invited me to join her and her friends at Satan’s Pit that night, but I’d declined. I didn’t want another late night with lectures the next day. Whatever she’d said about first year not counting toward my final grade, I was a workaholic by nature and the party lifestyle didn’t appeal to me, however much Claudia and Leo had tried to persuade me that it’d be fun. In truth, the memory of the shadow-fox was enough to quash any desire I might have had to return to Satan’s Pit.
When I returned to my room that night, I found the light still on, to my surprise. I almost never forgot to turn it off.
Feeling something amiss, I looked around. The window was open a crack, as if someone had hastily shut it, and I could smell something odd. I looked closer and saw a line of black marks on the sill that looked like fingerprints.
I opened the window farther and ran my finger lightly over the marks; it came away black, imprinted by an odd, tar-like substance.
Who’s been in my room? I couldn’t see anything out of place, but I double-checked that my valuables were still safe. I’d been given the impression when I’d applied for on-campus accommodation that the rooms were impossible to break into from the outside; all the bolts fastened on the inside. If someone had actually been in my room, why would there be marks on the windowsill? Either way, it unsettled me.
I turned to my course reading to take my mind off it. Because of the meeting, I still needed to finish preparing my seminar work. I didn’t want to get behind already, and it seemed to me that trying to live three lives at once was a sure-fire way to get myself stressed again. The last thing I wanted was to turn back into the walking zombie I’d been at sixth form.
But another worry kept intruding. Whatever I’d thought student life would be like, breaking into a library certainly hadn’t been on my mind as one of the things I wanted to do before I left university.






aybe it was the thought of the fingerprints on my windowsill, but I slept badly the next few nights. I almost forgot to set my alarm for early Saturday morning for the hike. When I met the others in the corridor, wrapped in thick layers to protect ourselves from the cold, only Alex looked remotely awake.
“This better be worth it,” yawned a puffy-eyed Sarah.
“Sure it will.” Alex’s eyes gleamed with enthusiasm. “We’re climbing the highest peak in England!”
“I’ve never even been hiking before,” said Sarah. “I’ll be miles behind.”
“You’ll be fine,” said Alex.
The morning was cold and grey, the slate-coloured sky a mass of thick clouds. The minibus waited for us at the edge of the student village.
I ended up sitting next to David on the bus. He dozed off on my shoulder once or twice; as he told me, someone had sabotaged his motorbike the other day, so he’d been up half the night fixing it.
“That’s why I’ve got oil all over my hands,” he said, showing me his blackened palms and fingertips. “It’s been stuck to me for days.”
A jolt shot through me as I remembered the marks on my windowsill the other night. Surely not―
No, that was stupid. What reason would David have to break into my room? Couldn’t I even trust my friends?
Just ask.
“Did you see anyone come into my room the other day? My light was on and the window was open when I came back. I know I didn’t do it; I’d have remembered.”
“Huh? You think someone broke into your room? I didn’t see anyone.”
It couldn’t have been him, then, I thought, relieved. He looked genuinely puzzled..
“Someone broke into your room?” said Alex.
I explained about the fingerprints on my windowsill.
“Terrence,” she said, instantly. “Was that after we went to complain about him?”
“Nah, it was the night before,” I said.
Our attempt to get Terrence to take responsibility for the mess in the kitchen had been ineffectual; he never answered to the cleaner’s knocks, and, in the end, the college secretary helpfully told us to talk to him ourselves. Alex had yelled after her, “If he murders us, I’m holding you responsible!”
Alex interrupted my musings with a shriek. “Deer!”
I looked up in time to see a small, lithe shape dart past the minibus.
“Wow!” said Sarah, leaning over. ‘I’ve never seen one in the wild before!”
“We get them all the time,” said Alex. “Perks of living in the countryside! My house isn’t far from where we’re going, actually.”
“Must be nice,” said Sarah. “Wish I’d had my camera out.”
“I’ve seen them a couple of times,” I said, remembering the summers I’d spent at Aunt Eve’s cottage in Windermere. “But we sure don’t get them in the city!”
We were in the Lake District now; I could see the snow-capped mountains dominating the skyline. We drove past lakes of crystal-clear water reflecting the peaks above. Puffy, white clouds dotted the blue sky, and the sun shone brightly, belying the freezing temperature. Even wearing three layers, waterproof trousers, and a thick hiking jacket each, Sarah and Alex were still shivering. Though I couldn’t feel the cold, I couldn’t fathom why the hiking leaders were wearing shorts.
There were about thirty of us in total, ranging from us newbies to the clearly seasoned hikers. Apart from my flatmates, I didn’t recognise anyone else. The leaders consulted maps and planned routes, whilst Alex bounced impatiently on the balls of her feet.
“Calm down, Alex!” I said. “Save your energy for the hike.”
We divided into groups, the hard-core hikers trekking off first, while the newbies and Alex, who said she wanted to keep us company, waited for the signal. Finally, one of the leaders shouted, “Let’s go!”
I discovered in less than ten minutes that I was about as unprepared for this as I could possibly have been. The ascent was not only steep but also uneven; we had to clamber up stones jutting out of the cliffside, clinging to whatever we could to prevent ourselves from falling. We crossed foaming rivers via precarious stepping-stones―all the more tricky when wielding a camera, determined to catch every stunning view of the sprawling valleys and towering peaks. Far below, the sun shone on fields of autumn colours, red, yellow, and green, dotted with clumps of heather and bracken.
I tried to keep pace with David, even though I barely had breath to spare to talk. David told me in detail about his motorcycle difficulties.
“Why’d you bring it to uni?” I asked. “Aren’t you worried it’ll get stolen?”
“The security around the village is pretty tight. Stuff rarely gets nicked here. Haven’t you noticed?”
“No,” I said honestly. “I haven’t seen any hidden cameras or anything.”
“They’re pretty well-concealed. They’re one of the reasons I wanted to live on campus here.”
“It’s convenient, too,” I said. “Did you say your brother came here?”
“Yeah, he graduated last year. Why?”
“I was just wondering how you heard of this place. It’s not in the league tables, is it? No one else in my sixth form had heard of it; it was kinda weird.”
“My dad came here, too,” said David. “I guess it’s kind of a family thing. Even though they wanted me to go to Oxford originally.”
“Really?”
I remembered what Claudia had said about this place attracting people with a connection to the Darkworld, but several people from the same family could like a place without anything sinister being involved. It didn’t mean they had anything to do with the Venantium…
I found myself thinking almost wistfully about our conversations last week, before I’d found myself suspecting everyone. This was university, for crying out loud. Some people were open; others put on a front. Could I really judge people based on a few misleading observations? I tried to put it out of mind.
Before long the ascent steepened, almost vertically, and it was all I could do to keep on climbing, feet slipping on pebbles, muscles screaming. For several minutes, we walked through clouds so thick we could barely make out the path, having to wedge our feet into gaps between rocks we couldn’t see. I kept my eyes on the ground to make sure I didn’t slip, knowing the slightest mistake could send me plunging to my untimely death. Then the clouds thinned out, revealing an unrecognisable world.
Snow coated everything, snow deeper than any I’d ever seen, at least two feet, judging by the depth of the footprints in it. The scene was a winter wasteland, paper-white with stones jutting out like tombstones. It was strangely beautiful―and colder than cold. Even I began to shiver, forcing my numbing feet to keep walking. For the first time, I could understand how people died out here. The cold made me feel like giving up, lying down in the snow, and letting myself drift away.
But I heard our leader’s voice from above, muffled by the wind, shouting something about reaching the summit.
“Victory!” Alex crowed, leaping on top of a rock triumphantly. God only knew where her energy came from. My limbs pleaded with me to let them collapse. It was a struggle even to drag myself up the final stretch and collapse next to my friends.
We rested for a bit, watching the clouds drift around us. I’d wanted to get a photograph of the view but couldn’t see anything below the thick, white clouds. It was like we were suspended in an alien, rocky landscape in the sky. Sooner than I’d have liked, the leaders called for us to stand.
It got dark as we descended. This made it even harder to see the path downhill. I fell behind, not knowing who was behind or in front of me, not even knowing if I was still on the path, or if I’d unknowingly wandered away. I was totally alone.
And there was a dark space in front of me, gaping like an open wound.
I froze as I saw something crawl out of it. Something large.
The wind snatched away my scream as I half-fell down an incline, stumbling away from the colossal, black shape that fast approached, bearing down on me. Slavering jaws snapped inches from my head. I rolled over through the snow, sliding downhill, toward the jagged piece of Darkworld that someone had torn open right here, on the mountain.
How? I thought, dazedly. My legs felt like dead weights, sinking deeper into the snowdrift. I remembered the dream where ice covered me all over, locking me in place. The creature towered over me, its slitted, red eyes and pointed, yellow teeth patches of colour on its dark form. A guttural voice echoed through my head. Kill.
There was no time to question, not even to ask why. Where could I run? The darkening, white wilderness seemed to go on forever, and one wrong step could send me plummeting over the edge. I had no weapons of any kind, no way to defend myself. I couldn’t even conjure fire, the only way to kill a demon.
No. It’s not a dream this time. I could still move. And I could fight it.
The idea filled me with a fierce will to survive, and, as the creature lunged at me, I reached out to the Darkworld with everything I had.
As I held out my hands to shield my face, the cold burned me like fire. Fire.
The Darkworld answered my call, and I felt icy numbness pierce even deeper into my skin. I gasped as ice flowed from my fingertips like water, spreading across my palms. The beast crashed into my outstretched hands―and simply glanced off, as if encountering an invisible barrier.
My hands wore gloves of ice, rock hard, impenetrable ice. As I watched, astonished, the ice became something else, something fluid and transparent, like blue fire, burning cold and hot. Streams of icy fire flared from my palms, striking the creature squarely between the eyes.
The beast roared, shaking its head as if trying to dislodge something. Cracks began to appear in its shadowy form, spiderwebbing across its face. Its roar turned to a piteous whine, then it turned away from me and ran, back through the gap in the universe, leaving shards of darkness behind like flaking skin.
The world blurred before my eyes, and I drifted into a blackness as profound as the Darkworld itself.

“Ash! Ash!”
The world swam back into focus. I could see concerned faces peering down at me. The hiking leaders. Sarah and Alex.
“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
I tried to open my mouth to reply, then let out an involuntary moan as my lips cracked.
“I’m fine,” I mumbled, tasting blood.
Numbly, I managed to pull myself into a sitting position. I stared at my hands. My knuckles had split open, blood seeping through the cracks.
“Can you get up?”
I was so tired, my legs felt like dead weights, but I was unhurt. By sheer force of will, I managed to pull myself out of the snowdrift.
“You must be freezing.”
“Can you walk? There’s a blizzard forecast. We have to get down as fast as possible.”
I nodded mechanically, forcing my legs into motion. I barely heard the voices around me as I walked, stumbling on rocks. My brain seemed to have frozen along with my body.
It wasn’t until I was back in the minibus, absently clutching a blanket someone had given me, that I allowed the most pressing thought to enter my mind. I won.
I’d beaten the shadow-beast. How, I wouldn’t think about. I’d save that for next week’s meeting. For now, I was just going to concentrate on the victory. After all, how many people could say they’d climbed the highest peak in England and defeated a giant shadow-creature in their first few weeks of university?
However, I couldn’t help noticing David was avoiding my eye. When the others had come back to me, David had been nowhere in sight. Had he known about the monster? Or was I overthinking things again?
Was I afraid to think he might have been involved?
The creature being there could hardly be coincidence. Who had summoned it?






eedless to say, I was less than attentive in lectures the two days before the next meeting. I was so distracted in Dr Payne’s droning lecture on Milton that it was fifteen minutes before I realised I hadn’t actually written any notes. David leaned over to ask me if I was all right.
“I’m fine,” I said, writing a quotation down at random.
“You seem a bit restless.”
“Just worrying about how much work I have to do!”
“Don’t stress yourself out too much; it’s only the second week.”
“Yeah, I’ll try not to.” I forced a smile.
I’d said pretty much the same to Cara when I’d last Skyped her―once she’d finished telling me about all the cute guys she’d met at uni. I already wished I hadn’t mentioned David to her; she insisted on coming up to visit and meet him on her next free weekend. Knowing Cara, she’d frighten him off with her overwhelming personality.
But, right now, David was the last thing on my mind, whatever Alex and Sarah seemed to think. They were convinced there was something going on between us, and nothing I said would deter them.At least they were none the wiser about where I’d spent Wednesday afternoon. How long I could keep them in the dark, I didn’t know, but I had no intention of alienating myself from my friends―or worse, putting them in danger.
I arrived at Wednesday’s meeting ten minutes early. When I pushed open the door to the Games Room, at first I thought there was no one there. Then I saw someone sitting on the sofa reading a book, a guy I didn’t recognise.
I stood there awkwardly, not knowing whether he was part of the group or not.
He looked up and saw me. “Hi, are you Ashlyn?”
“Yeah, I’m Ash.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m Cyrus, Leo’s brother.”
I saw the resemblance, even though Cyrus was sandy-haired and freckled, and at least a head taller than Leo.
“The others should be here soon,” he said.
At that moment the door opened and Howard barrelled in, followed by Leo and Berenice. Leo gave his brother an affectionate punch on the shoulder, which Cyrus returned in kind.
Howard switched on the Xbox without so much as acknowledging me. Berenice joined him, draping her arm around the back of his head and playing with a lock of his fair hair.
“Hey, Ash,” said Leo, who’d commandeered the sofa, sprawling across it. His T-shirt today depicted an ice cream in the shape of a human head with brains oozing out.
“Hi,” I said. “Nice shirt.”
“Cheers,” he said. “What’s the latest? You still being stalked by demons?”
Berenice snorted. Seeing that Leo was sprawled across the sofa, she perched on the edge of an armchair and began filing her nails.
“I got attacked by a shadow-creature on Saturday, actually,” I said.
“Seriously?” said Leo, sitting up.
“Seriously what?” said Claudia. She closed the door with a snap, which made me aware of the silence in the room. Everyone looked at me.
“Ash got attacked,” said Cyrus.
“How?”
I told them the story in one breath, relieved to finally have the chance to talk to someone about it. Keeping quiet had been driving me mad.
“Who else was on the hike?” Claudia’s first question caught me off guard.
“Um, me and my flatmates, and a bunch of people I didn’t know,” I said. “I couldn’t tell you all their names.”
“It’s too big a coincidence,” said Leo, who looked unsettled.
Cyrus nodded. “I’d say the beast had to be waiting to ambush you. We can’t rule out the possibility it was meant for someone else, of course, but―”
“Was anyone acting suspiciously?” asked Claudia.
“Not that I saw. I wasn’t really paying attention. I―” I broke off. “Something else weird happened last week. I think someone broke into my room, the day of the first meeting.”
“Someone broke into your room?” said Leo.
“Yeah, when I came back that night, my window was open, and there were black fingerprints on the windowsill. But nothing was missing. I checked.”
“That seems suspicious,” said Claudia. “Whoever they were, they clearly didn’t care whether you noticed they’d broken in or not. Can you think of anyone it could have been?”
“No,” I said. “I don’t understand why someone would, if not to steal anything. And I thought the windows were burglar-proof.’
“They are,” said Claudia. “Someone must have broken in using magic.”
“Which means there’s another magic-user around,” said Cyrus. “Are you sure you have no ideas? What about your other flatmates?”
“Well, Pete’s a total pervert,” I said, “but I can’t see him as a magic-user. He spends all his time stalking Danielle and drinking himself into an early grave, anyway. And Terrence… well, he’s a weirdo; I don’t know that much about him. He’s really unfriendly, stays in his room most of the time.”
“I’ll investigate him,” said Claudia decisively.
“I don’t think―”
She cut me off. “So, what’s the plan for tonight, then?”
“Tonight?” said Cyrus, looking blank.
“We’re planning another trip to the library,” said Claudia. “This time we’re going to find out more about Ash’s ancestors. You in?”
Cyrus rolled his eyes. “You might have mentioned it to me before.”
“None of us have seen you all week. We figured you were up to something top-secret.”
“I’ve been working on my dissertation.”
Claudia rolled her eyes back at him. “God forbid we keep Cyrus from his First.”
“You lot might want to think about actually doing some work this year,” said Cyrus. “Second year’s a bitch. Just saying.” But he said this in a light tone. “Anyway, I guess I’m obliged to come along tonight, if just to keep you lot in line. Howard, we don’t want any more accidents, do we?”
“It slipped out of my hand,” said Howard defensively. In the middle of the conversation, he’d started playing a racing game, whilst Berenice finished filing her nails and joined him. I doubted that they had heard a word I’d said. I couldn’t decide if it was because being attacked by shadow-beasts was too commonplace in their book to warrant attention, or if they just didn’t like me.
On cue, Berenice rolled her eyes. “Why are we even bothering with this? Surely if the demons are after Ash, then if we get involved, it’ll put us all in danger, too. What’s she to us?”
The latter, then.
“If the Venantium get involved, it could affect us anyway,” said Cyrus. “To have a connection to the Darkworld and be unaware of it is almost unheard of. She must have sorcerer blood, and it’s better for her sake―for your sake, Ash―that we find out how before the Venantium do.”
“Yeah,” said Leo. “Ash is one of us. She deserves to know the truth, and she needs our help to get to it. If you don’t want to come, no one’s forcing you.”
I blinked, both surprised and bolstered by this show of support.
“Howard?” said Berenice. “Are you getting involved with this ridiculous break-in?”
“Sure, why not?” said Howard. “I’ve wanted to get my hands on that book for a while, anyway.”
“Seriously? Why?”
“That’s my business.”
Berenice looked affronted, but she tossed her hair defiantly. “You’re all idiots. I’m surprised at you, Cyrus.”
“I’m not surprised Miss Princess doesn’t want to cooperate,” said Leo.
“What’re you getting out of it?” said Berenice.
Leo shrugged. “I dunno, it’s just something to do.”
“Seriously.” Berenice glared at me, like she blamed me for everything.
“Well, anyway,” said Cyrus. “If we’re going to do this, then we need a plan.”
The plan was simple. We were all going to go to Blackstone at different times in order to avoid drawing any kind of attention, and then meet up at the Coach and Horses at around eight. Then it was a small matter of breaking into an out-of-bounds magical library.
So much for simplicity.
I couldn’t help feeling I’d be responsible if anything went wrong; everyone else was taking the risk for my sake, after all. But I had the feeling that certain members of the group would have gone ahead with it with or without me; they seemed glad of an excuse to make trouble for the Venantium.

Just after seven, I grabbed my coat and, steeling myself, left my room.
“Ash? Where’re you going?”
Shit. What was David doing in the corridor again?
“Um, Gaming Society social. In town.”
“Ah, right. I was just wondering if you wanted to come to the bar with some of my mates, but if you’re busy, then that’s cool.”
“I won’t be out late; I’ll come join you then,” I said, even though I didn’t know when we’d be back.
“Well, have fun.”
“Bye,” I said.
This had better be worth it, I thought as I waited for Claudia outside. Once again, rain poured down, forming puddles around the student village and dripping from roofs. I was beginning to think a dark rain cloud hovered permanently over the university, underneath the demon-proof shield.
“Hey.” Claudia snuck up beside me without my noticing. “You ready?”
“Not really,” I admitted.
“Well, you’d better get used to it. We rarely plan ahead. I don’t think Howard has any notion of what a plan is.”
I thought of his temper tantrum the week before. “Is he likely to make trouble?”
“Cyrus’ll keep him under control. Besides, he won’t hurt anyone with Berenice there.”
“Berenice? I thought she wasn’t coming.”
“She can’t stay out of stuff like this. Plus, she won’t let Howard go on his own.”
“Are those two like, together, then?” I said, thinking of her flirtatious behaviour earlier.
“Howard and Berenice? No, but they did have a one-night stand a few months ago, and she hasn’t been able to leave him alone since. He doesn’t seem that arsed about her, unless he’s pissed. Then they’re all over each other; it’s revolting. But I don’t think the guy’s capable of understanding the meaning of a relationship. He’s kinda self-absorbed. Mind you, so’s she, so, in theory, they’re the perfect match.”
“Why do you hang out with him? I mean, he threw an Xbox controller at Leo’s head!”
“Howard gets into fights at least once a week; we’re used to it.”
“Jesus. You’d think he’d have been arrested by now.” I hesitated. “Has he?”
“No,” said Claudia. “Well, there have been a couple of close calls. He’s made a lot of enemies in the Venantium, anyway, but he’s learnt his lesson about picking fights with the venators, thankfully. Well, most of the time.”
Good to know!” I said. “Is there any reason Berenice seems to hate me so much?”
“She hates everyone apart from Howard. Sorry she was such a bitch to you. I’ll get Howard to have a word, maybe she’ll listen.”
“So she just comes to meetings because of him?”
“Basically, yeah. But she hates the Venantium, too, even more than she hates demons. Sometimes I think she hates everything.”
“And have the shadow-beasts ever gone after her?”
I thought of her pristine make-up and carefully straightened hair. I couldn’t picture her getting into fights with shadow-beasts. Though her acid tongue was enough of a weapon in itself.
“They’ve targeted all of us at one time or another. She’s not really a fighter, but she can throw a punch if she’s pissed.”
The woods were eerie rafter dark, the moonlight throwing menacing tree-shadows on the ground. Even following the path, it was difficult to tell if we were going the right way. Tree trunks suddenly loomed up out of the shadows, and roots snaked underfoot to trip us up. I concentrated on the Darkworld, trying to summon a small light to my hand, but the feeble spark kept going out. Clearly, this was something else I needed to work at.
Blackstone at night turned into a maze of dark streets winding between shadowy buildings. I began to see Cara’s point when she had said it looked like a horror movie set. One of those strange, giant black birds swooped overhead as we approached the Coach and Horses.
“What are those?” I asked Claudia. “I keep seeing them everywhere.”
“They’re the Venantium’s harpies.” She pushed open the door, and we stepped over the threshold into warmth. “They send one as a warning before they turn up somewhere.”
“Harpies?”
“They’re the one thing we really don’t want to run into tonight.”
“There you are,” said a snide voice. Berenice waited for us just inside the Coach and Horses; evidently, she’d decided to come after all.
“Nice to see you, too,” I said. I was nervous, and her tone made me irritable.
“Whatever,” said Berenice. “Let’s get this over with. Oi, Howard! Get over here.”
“Draw attention to yourself, why don’t you?” said Howard, as he came stomping up behind us. I could picture him making mincemeat of shadow-beasts. Volatile temper aside, he was built like a tank and had to duck to fit under the roof beams. “C’mon, Leo.”
“Let me finish my drink!” said Leo.
“Is Cyrus here?” said Claudia.
“I’m here,” said a voice behind Howard.
Leo downed the rest of his pint in one. “Let’s go.”
“Why’re you so eager all of a sudden?” muttered Berenice. “You’ve been saying for the last hour you’d rather stay in the pub.”
“That guy over there’s looking at us,” he whispered.
I turned round, and my heart somehow sank and flipped at the same time. It was David.
“That’s my flatmate,” I whispered. “I told him I was at the Gaming Society social.”
“Anyone bring a Nintendo DS?” said Leo.
“I think we should leave,” I said. “Before he comes over.”
“Good thinking,” said Claudia. “Let’s go.”






couldn’t stop looking around uneasily as we made our way through the dark streets, Cyrus leading the way. I didn’t see any of the strange birds swooping overhead, but somehow that made me more nervous, as though we were being watched by unseen eyes. We crossed the town square in silence, like thieves, and slipped into the alleyway between the Art Gallery and the cathedral.
“Where are we going?” I whispered to Claudia.
“The library entrance is hidden in the cemetery,” she replied. Sure enough, Cyrus jumped over the stone wall onto the damp grass that surrounded the gravestones.
“Really?” I said, following him over the wall. “Seems a weird place to hide a library.”
It was even creepier at night; the sense that the dead were present all around us was almost suffocating. An almost-full moon was caught between two spires reaching from the cathedral into the indigo sky, surrounded by a halo of ghostly light. Black shapes flitted overhead; knowing they were some sinister messenger-birds belonging to the Venantium did nothing to ease my apprehension.
“The Venantium seem to have a thing for creepy places,” said Claudia. “This place has been around as long as the library itself―about five hundred years,” she added, for my benefit. “I’m guessing they figured no one would go snooping around a graveyard at night, especially right under their noses.”
“They thought wrong,” said Howard. “I’ve sneaked in there a dozen times, at least.”
Cyrus stopped in front of a pedestal, on which stood a large statue of a weather-beaten gargoyle. The rough stone was covered in so much moss it was impossible to make out any of its features. The foot of the statue was on a level with Howard’s head and towered over the rest of us.
Cyrus was rummaging in the pockets of his jeans. He pulled out a silver key.
“I didn’t steal it,” he told me, before I could ask where he got it. “Leo borrowed it from our guardian, who works for the Venantium.”
I wanted to ask more, but he’d already inserted the key into a hole on the side of the pedestal and turned it once, clockwise. With a grating sound, the front of the stone pedestal swung open, revealing the top of a dark staircase.
“Lights,” whispered Cyrus, and five small white lights flared up in the others’ hands. I concentrated hard on the connection to the Darkworld, and it responded, my hand igniting like the others’. I hoped it wouldn’t go out.
Down we went, down into the darkness. At once, the sense of claustrophobia hit me, but I forced back my panic and concentrated on keeping up with the others. The staircase gradually grew steeper, and the walls became narrower until Howard’s shoulders brushed them on either side.
Just as I thought we must be a hundred feet underground, or more, the stairs opened out into a wide passageway. I saw several tunnels branching off it, but Howard led us in a straight line. Candles cast an eerie blue light from old-fashioned brackets either side, each clasped in the claws of a crudely carved stone bird.
“Who lights those?” I said.
“Lucky venators,” said Leo. “Some poor sod has the joy of checking they’re still burning every few hours. It’s magic fire; it doesn’t go out easily.”
The tunnel was obviously manmade; the walls so even it was as if they’d been expertly dug out, then smoothed by some sort of machine. Magic, I thought, remembering Claudia had said the tunnels were hundreds of years old. It couldn’t have been anything else.
Strange, how quickly my life had gone out of my own control. Magic was real; the old laws that governed the universe no longer applied. Now it was perfectly rational to take a night-time stroll through a tunnel hidden beneath an old graveyard to find answers.
Our footsteps echoed eerily behind us, as if our own shadows pursued us. A musty smell hung in the air, the sort of aroma I associated with old books. One final pair of candles marked the end of the tunnel. The last two statues were so horrible I stopped for a second to stare. They looked like some kind of grotesque hybrid creatures, old crones crossed with birds of prey. Each was the size of a small child, with cruel, hooked talons. As we passed, I could have sworn one of them moved, a sunken eye flickering in our direction, but, when I saw the library, I forgot all about it.
For a good minute, all I could do was gape. The circular room appeared at first glance like a giant maze―a maze formed of bookshelves that seemed to grow out of the walls of the tunnel itself. Books beyond counting lined the shelves, towering up to a ceiling so high it was lost in darkness.
“Impressive, huh?” whispered Claudia.
“Yeah.” I had to exercise extreme self-control to stop my quivering hands from picking up some of those enticing volumes. I breathed in the scent of old tomes and felt a smile creep onto my face. “It’s bloody awesome.”
Then I remembered why we were there, and my smile faded. “How on earth are we supposed to find what we’re looking for in here?”
“That’s why we have Howard,” said Claudia.
Howard said, from somewhere amongst the shelves, “The Sorcerer’s Almanac isn’t here.”
“Seriously?” said Leo. “I thought no one could remove it.”
“Only senior Venantium members,” said Cyrus. “Maybe they’re investigating someone?”
“Right,” said Leo. “Well, that makes things tricky. The Almanac has the details of every magic-user known to the Venantium.”
“We can still look in the records, though,” said Claudia.
“If they’ve repaired the damage,” said Leo. “Remember last time?”
“I told you that was an accident,” said Howard, through gritted teeth.
“Why, what happened?” I said.
“There was an incident involving a candle and a shelf of priceless manuscripts.”
“Ah.”
“Okay. Let’s just look around for a bit. You might find something.”
So I walked amongst the shelves, moving my gaze along the rows of books, scanning titles as if I were merely browsing in a bookshop. A large leather-bound volume caught my eye, and I felt a strange shiver pass through me. I pulled the book from the shelf. It was called The Seven Princes of the Darkworld: A General Guide to Demons.
“Not exactly what I had in mind,” I said, as I opened it at random to be greeted by the grinning face of a demon.
“Neat, I’ve been looking for something like this,” said Claudia. “It’ll help you understand demons, too.”
In the end, I had a small stack of books piled at the entrance, and we each took one―except Berenice, who was playing Angry Birds on her mobile instead, as though she was bored with the whole thing. Why did she even come in the first place? I wondered. It wasn’t as if Howard was paying her the slightest attention.
None of the books I’d chosen contained a single mention of the name Temple, or my mum’s maiden name, Francis. I realised too late I didn’t know the surnames of my grandparents before that; if my parents had ever told me, I didn’t remember.
“I’m bored,” Berenice announced.
“Then go,” said Cyrus.
“We can’t check every book,” said Berenice, without moving. “We’ll be here all night.”
Cyrus put down his book. “I suppose we could wait a couple of weeks, then come back and see if the Almanac‘s here.”
“And what if it isn’t?” said Howard.
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re clearly not going to find any―”
There was a noise above, somewhere in the gloom of the ceiling.
“What was that?”
“Shit,” said Howard.
I heard another noise, a ringing shriek―and one of the crone-bird-creatures dived at me, talons outstretched.
I flung my arms in front of my face to shield myself, crying out as the claws sliced deeply into my skin. For a moment, I stood frozen in shock and pain.
“Run!” shouted Cyrus, and, in a flurry of dropped books, we fled the library.
The instant we ran into the corridor, all the candles were extinguished, plunging the tunnels into an absolute darkness that even our hurriedly conjured lights could barely penetrate. Horrible, shrieking cries echoed around us, and, every time I felt the rush of something fly overhead, I ducked farther down, until I almost ran at a crouch.
“They’re blind, but they can hear us!” shouted Howard.
“Shut the hell up then!” said Leo.
But it was impossible to run quietly; the echo of our footsteps continually pursued us, as though we were followed by a ghostly army. Terror gripped me as I narrowly dodged the swipe of another creature’s claws. I wasn’t imagining it. They were targeting me.
Then my light went out.
“No,” I whispered. Light!
Nothing happened. I could just make out Claudia’s outline ahead of me, pelting down the tunnel, but I wasn’t fast enough―I was falling behind―
Talons grazed my scalp as the creature flew at me yet again. I ducked and ran flat out, faster than I’d ever run before. I could have sworn my feet hardly touched the ground. Each breath tore at my throat, but fear kept my feet moving in tandem with my thudding heart. I heard an exclamation up ahead and skidded to a halt, narrowly avoiding a collision with Claudia.
“The stairs have gone,” she whispered. “Someone must have raised the alarm.”
“But―then we can’t get out, right?” Panic squeezed my heart once again.
“Don’t worry, Howard knows another way out.”
“Come on,” said Berenice from somewhere up ahead. “I’d quite like to get out of here alive.”
“Shut up, I’m trying to think,” snarled Howard. “I don’t plan on any of us dying down here, you clear?”
After a moment, he said, “All right, it’s this way.”
He took one of the other tunnels that branched off the main one. No sound of the bird-creatures followed us; that struck me as suspicious. Had we lost them in the tunnels? The others no longer ran, but walked swiftly. I took advantage of this to catch my breath.
“Claudia?” I whispered. “Wha―what were those?”
“Harpies. I used a spell to put them off our scent, but it took a while to aim. Did they get you?”
“Yeah,” I whispered. I could feel blood dripping down my arms, and my skin burned as though it was aflame.
I lost track of time as we walked on through the darkness. My arms felt heavy and numb. It took me a moment to realise we’d reached the ladder, and the others were frantically hauling themselves upward.
I grasped the rungs with sweaty, shaking hands and pulled myself up after Claudia.
The night air had never smelt as sweet as it did in that moment. I inhaled, purging the stuffy air of the tunnel from my lungs.
We were back in the cemetery, but a different part; the ladder came up in a ditch directly behind a large memorial statue. Howard slumped against it, cursing.
“Please tell me none of you used magic,” said Cyrus.
“Only to throw the creatures off the scent,” said Claudia.
“And the lights,” said Leo. “Shit―I forgot.”
“Lights’ll be okay,” said Howard. “The Venantium will know someone trespassed, but not who it was. As long as none of you hit the creatures with any kind of spell.” He gave me a hostile glare. “Did you use magic?”
I shook my head. I felt incredibly dizzy.
“Good. Then we’re safe.”
“I hardly think that matters,” said Berenice, tossing her hair. “We shouldn’t have taken the risk. It wasn’t worth it. Not for her.”
“Well, I vote we get the hell out of here,” said Howard.
“Yeah, you’re right,” said Berenice. “I’m going back to my flat. You coming?”
“Sure, why not? You lot all take alternate routes,” he said to the rest of us.
“We know,” said Leo, as Cyrus shook his head.
“Those two,” he said. “I’ll never understand them in a million years. One minute, they’re at each other’s throats, the next―”
“Ash!”
I dropped to my knees as a wave of dizziness engulfed me. I saw Howard turn back to face me, and the others moved closer.
“Shit,” said Claudia. “The harpies―”
I looked down at my arms. They were stained with blood. In the disorienting, white moonlight, the streaks looked black and somehow glowed.
White-hot pain burned both arms, and my head pounded like I had a severe migraine. Spots danced before my eyes, and everything blurred into a dark mass interspersed with dazzling lights.
“We have to get her to Madam Persephone!” said Claudia.
“Shit. She’s marked. It’ll bring the Venantium right to our doorstep!” I heard Berenice say. “Someone’ll have to fix that glowing; I’m not getting arrested.”
“Spoken like a true philanthropist,” said Leo.
“Don’t start arguing now!” said Claudia.
“Madam Persephone’ll be in her tent,” said Cyrus, taking charge. “Howard, you carry her.”
“I thought you were coming back with me!” said Berenice indignantly, as I felt strong arms lift me into the air.
“Are you for real?” said Leo. “She’s hurt, you absolute―”
“Berenice, no one’s forcing you to stay,” said Cyrus.
“Stop arguing!” Claudia said. “Let’s go, already!”
“Where?” said Howard, and I felt him shift my position.
“Town square,” said Cyrus.”Come on, we have to hurry.”
The last thing I saw was Leo’s concerned face, peering down at me, before everything faded away.






he world swam in and out of focus. I could hear a flurry of movement around me, and realised I was lying down on a hard surface. A bench. Wooden slats poked me in the back.
“What happened?” said a low, urgent voice. It sounded familiar; then I placed it: the fortune-teller.
“Harpies attacked us in the library,” said Howard.
“You were in the library again?”
“We were trying to find out about Ash’s ancestry.”
I heard a sharp intake of breath. Cold hands traced the burning wounds on my arms, and I moaned, though the pain lessened rapidly.
“Hang on, Ash!” said Leo. “You’ll be okay. They got me, too, couple of weeks back.”
“That’s because you punched one of them!” said Claudia. “Ash didn’t do anything to provoke them. Have you any idea why they might have targeted her?”
“No,” said the fortune-teller, quietly.
In spite of myself, I raised my head, dizzily, and said to Leo, “You punched one of them?”
“He was drunk,” said Claudia, and, from her tone, I imagined her shaking her head. “First night of Freshers’ week, and he has to attack a harpy. Ash, are you OK?”
I sat up. The pain was almost gone now, and ,for the first time I could see my surroundings. I was in the fortune-teller’s tent, and, above me, a cluster of starry charms glittered in the light of a hundred scented candles. Their mingling aromas didn’t quite mask the smell of something bitter and sharp, which seemed to be coming from somewhere nearby. I looked down at my arms and registered with shock that the cuts had completely healed, leaving only twin faint pinkish scars that ran the length of each arm, from wrist to elbow.
The fortune-teller surveyed me with a look of satisfaction from between her white curtains of hair. “That should suffice. The scarring’s a little more than I expected, but the Venantium will have no reason to suspect it was one of their harpies that attacked you. Can you stand?”
I nodded, and slid off the bench I’d been lying on; evidently, someone had dragged it in from outside. I could see my own blood splattered over the wooden panels and could hardly believe it. I felt totally normal, almost energised, even, as though the attack had never happened.
“Why won’t the Venantium know?” I asked. “If they see these scars―I mean, they’re pretty noticeable. I’ve no idea what I’m going to tell everyone I did.”
“Even if they recognised it for a harpy’s mark, the Venantium control only a select number of them. Do you know much about harpies?”
“Only that I wouldn’t want one as a pet.”
Leo laughed. Even the fortune-teller looked mildly amused.
“They’re trained to mark intruders, so they aim to wound, not kill,” she explained. “But, as with any Darkworld creatures, any sorcerer is at liberty to summon and control one. The Venantium control the harpies around here.”
“So why did they pick on me?”
“Because you’re the newbie?” Berenice still hovered around, pacing by the door, like she was desperate to leave.
“Brilliant,” I said, irritably. Tiredness washed over me without warning, my sudden energy depleting. I swayed, unsteady from losing so much blood.
The fortune-teller said, “I’ll put a cover-spell on you so you’ll be invisible to the Venantium for a few hours. That should be enough to get you safely home.”
She looked at me. “Be careful, Ashlyn. Someone is after you. That much is clear.”
And, on that note of confidence, we were dismissed.

An hour later, as I walked up the hill to the student village with Claudia, she pulled me away from contemplating the fortune-teller’s words by muttering, “Maybe it wasn’t a coincidence.”
“Huh?” I said.
“Maybe someone took that book out on purpose.”
“What, you think someone knew we were after it? How would they know?”
“I don’t know; it just seems strange. Cyrus and Howard have been breaking into that place for over a year, and it’s always been there. I had the impression even members of the Venantium itself didn’t dare consult it except in the case of an emergency.”
“What exactly is the book?”
“It’s like a giant family tree, detailing the interrelations of every magic-user in existence. Without exception, all sorcerers are connected in some way, distantly. It has the details of the original Venantium members, who, odds are, are in your ancestry somewhere. They’re in mine, and Cyrus’s, and Howard’s―everyone’s.”
“But why’s it dangerous?”
“Because it’s laced with all the protective spells the original venators could place on it. Anyone who isn’t a sorcerer―well, they’d be burnt alive if they so much as touched it. It’s an old curse, and no one’s been able to remove it.”
“That’s horrible,” I said, with a shudder.
“Well, it’s always under lock and key, anyway… Ash, why’s your light on?”
We’d reached the right building, and I saw with a sinking heart that, once again, my window had been thrown open, and my light blazed onto the field in the misty night.
“I didn’t leave it on,” I said. “I never forget to turn it off. I’m totally OCD about that. Someone’s been in my room again.”
Claudia followed me up to the window. The black marks were still there, and fresh ones overlaid the ones from before.
“Looks like tar,” Claudia commented. “Or―or oil or something. Whose is the motorbike?”
My heart sank. “My flatmate, David’s,” I said, reluctantly.
“Is he the weirdo?”
“No, that’s Terrence.”
“Which is his room?”
“Round the other side, I think.”
I cast a fleeting glance at David’s window as we passed it, but the curtains were tightly closed. So were Terrence’s, though Claudia tried her best to peek through the slight gap at the top.
“There’s a weird glow in there. I think he has a TV on.”
“Or he’s conducting evil experiments.”
Claudia looked at me. “You think that?”
“Eh? I’ve no idea. It’s just this joke my flatmates and I have, because he went out the other night saying he was going to the ‘lab.’”
“Hmm. Does he have anything against you?”
“Me? No, he’s rude to everyone. But he lives in the same flat as I do. He wouldn’t have a reason to break in from the outside.”
My room was, as before, just as I’d left it. Apart from the light and the window, nothing was amiss at all. I felt utterly baffled.
“Is there a spell I can put on my room to stop people breaking in?” I said, as I examined every item on my desk to see if anything was out of place.
“That’s what I was about to suggest,” said Claudia, who seemed interested in my painting collection. “Okay… you need to envision an invisible barrier, surrounding the whole room. It’s the kind of magic that needs more than one person to do it right. I’ll stand over here”―she moved over to the window―”and you stand by the door. Now, when I say, contact the Darkworld, and I’ll guide you from there. Got it?”
I nodded.
“Good. Let’s go. Now.”
As I made contact with the Darkworld, I gasped as my arms flared with white-hot pain again and a voice―if the sound could be called a voice―shrieked something unintelligible.
A second later, the pain vanished.
“What―?”
“What’s wrong, Ash?”
“N-nothing.” That was weird. “Let me try again.”
This time nothing stopped me. I reached out to the Darkworld, and it sent me a shadowy cloak to drape around the room, extending to just outside the window. I could see it only if I concentrated hard, but its presence already reassured me.
“No one can break in using magic now. It won’t stop someone picking the lock, but these flats are designed so you can’t do that anyway.”
“That’s good enough for me,” I said, though something still didn’t feel right. What was that scream?
“Anyway, I’m shattered, and I have a seminar at nine tomorrow morning. See you at next week’s meeting?”
“Um, sure,” I said. “‘Night.”
I couldn’t get to sleep, partly because my nerves still buzzed, and partly because I kept thinking I heard footsteps outside my door. Several times I actually got out of bed and went to peer through the spy-hole in my door, but I couldn’t see anyone in the corridor. Finally, I gave up on sleep and pulled back the curtains, letting the weak dawn light flood the room.
And nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw David, standing about a metre away from my window. He wore an expression of utter fury.
“David!” I said, pushing open the window.
“Oh, hey, Ash!” He forced his face into an unconvincing smile. “You’re awake early.”
“Speak for yourself! What on earth are you doing out there?”
“Someone’s tampered with my bike again. It’s worse this time―they’ve trashed it.”
Even from here, I could see the bike was no longer the gleaming model it had been a couple of weeks ago. Both of the tyres were punctured, and mud coated the handlebars.
“Who would do that?”
“God knows.” David still looked livid. “I’m seriously considering just leaving it at home in future.”
“Maybe someone got drunk and decided to take it for a ride?”
“It was padlocked, but someone’s totally mangled the locks. I wouldn’t say anyone who was wasted would be capable of it. These locks are practically impossible to get off.”
Not if they used magic. The thought crossed my mind unbidden, and a chill went through me. Did this have something to do with whoever had broken into my room?
“I’ll have to take it into town later. God knows how, I can’t ride it like this, and there’s no way in hell they’d let me take it on the bus…”
“I can help,” I offered. ‘We can go into town when the shops open. I don’t have any lectures ‘til afternoon today. I don’t mind.”
David smiled at me, a genuine smile this time. “Cheers, Ash. That’d be great.”
“Um, sure.” I awkwardly adjusted my position at the window, elbows propped on the sill.
“How was that Gaming Society thing, anyway? I saw you in town last night.”
“Did you?” I decided feigning ignorance was the best move. “It was pretty good, yeah. We just went to a couple of bars.”
“I saw you at the Coach and Horses. That big guy you were with looked pretty rough.”
“Howard? Yeah, he’s a real sore loser at Xbox.” That much, at least, was true.
Once again, I was lost for anything to say. I wanted to divert the conversation away from last night, and yet―
“Oh, great,” I said.
“Huh?”
I held up my arm. “What the hell’s this stuff? It’s all over my window!”
David looked puzzled. “That’s oil, isn’t it?” He stared at his bike, confusion furrowing his brow.
“Why’s it on my window?”
“Very good question.”
No one could be that good an actor, I thought, and I felt relief rush through me. Of course it wasn’t him.
David seemed to be coming to conclusions of his own.
“I reckon it was someone in our block who trashed my bike,” he said.
“But who would do that?”
“God knows.” He looked angry once again. “I’m going to see our head of college now. Their security’s shit if they let stuff like this happen.”
His abrupt departure took me by surprise.
“I’ll see you later, okay?” I called after him, but he didn’t seem to hear.
With a sigh, I withdrew into my room. It looked like my pyjama sleeve would be permanently stained black.
I whiled away the hours until the shops opened rereading Paradise Lost and making a start on some of my seminar work for next week. I kept getting flashbacks to the night before, to the library, and, every so often, a random sense of claustrophobia would seize me, like I was in those tunnels again.
Eventually, I went for a walk around the woodland trail just for something to do and got back to the flat to see David’s bike was gone. Had he left without me?
I went back inside, where I found Alex and Sarah engaged in a heated discussion about Paradise Lost, today’s seminar’s text for discussion. I knew it backward already, of course.
“It’s not crap, Alex, it’s a great poem,” Sarah said.
“It’s waaaay too long,” Alex complained. “How’re we supposed to read it all by next week?”
“It’s not that bad. I did it for A-Level,” said Sarah.
“It’s a good read, once you get into it,” I said. “Have either of you two seen David?”
“Why?” Alex looked up from the hefty anthology she’d been perusing.
“We were supposed to be going into town, but it looks like he’s gone.” I joined them at the table, sitting in a vacant chair.
“You sure he’s not at a lecture?”
“His bike’s gone. We were supposed to be going to get it fixed.”
“Wait, you were going together?” Alex and Sarah exchanged raised eyebrows. “And you still don’t realise what’s going on?”
“Nothing’s going on,” I said. “We’re just friends.” The words rang false even in my own ears. Maybe it was time to be honest. “Well, he hasn’t said otherwise, anyway. I’ve not seen any hints.”
“Maybe you keep missing them.” Alex made no attempt to hide her smirk.
“Look,” I said. “I’ve never had a boyfriend before, all right? No guy’s ever so much as looked at me. So I probably wouldn’t recognise the signs even if they were there.”
“They are,” said Alex confidently. “But the most important thing is to get a definite answer. Don’t let him mess with your head.”
“I won’t.” Perhaps she was right; perhaps I did need to get an answer from him… but I had enough to think about already.
I wondered who’d taken David’s bike. Could it really have been someone in our flat? If someone had broken the locks using magic, then it couldn’t have been anyone I knew; they’d all been at the library last night. Was there a rogue sorcerer at our university―or was there something Claudia and the others weren’t telling me?






never had a chance to ask David about his strange behaviour because I didn’t see him at all over the next few days. I didn’t see Claudia or any of the others, either, even though I kept an eye out for Leo in English lectures. Maybe he, like so many other first-years, didn’t bother coming into early morning lectures. I could sympathise with that.
I was having trouble sleeping again. Even though nothing odd had happened since Claudia had helped me put up the shield in my room, I kept thinking I heard someone outside during the night. Every time I closed my eyes, harpies dove at my face, demons appeared out of rips in the universe, and I sank into snowdrifts, paralysed, whilst giant shapeless monsters bore down on me. So much had happened in such a short space of time that moving away from home seemed insignificant by comparison.
I spent most of my time hanging out with Alex and Sarah: staying up too late chatting, going to more Literature Society meetings, and making new friends. I kept up with all my reading, wrote a plan for my first essay, and got involved with the student magazine, contributing some articles and book reviews I’d written. Next term, I thought I’d try for an editorial position.
Meanwhile, Pete was spurned by Danielle no fewer than seven times in a five-day period―as we inferred from his drunken shouting outside the building―and managed to get himself fired from his job by accidentally flashing some members of the Cheerleading Club.
“Real charmer, that one,” said Alex.
Terrence continued to annoy everyone in the building by playing opera music at full blast, usually after coming back from visiting the mysterious lab at night. He never failed to give the rest of us dirty looks if we happened to be sitting in the corridor chatting when he came out his room. Alex made a point of talking loudly about him when she knew he could probably hear us through the door.
“I just don’t get that guy,” she said. “How did we wind up living with the weirdos? The Lit-Soc guys upstairs, Jake and Rex, they’re nice, normal guys, but we had to get stuck in the nutters’ flat.”
“David’s not a nutter,” I said.
“He’s a grumpy bastard. Did you hear him ranting about his bike?”
“No,” I said. “Well, I haven’t seen him all week anyway. He never seems to be around.”
He’d also stopped showing at the Literature Society, preferring, I assumed, to hang out with the other politics students instead. This was understandable, but I still missed talking to him.
Cara and I Skyped every few days, just to keep up to date. I couldn’t help imagining her face if I told her about the library and the harpies. Guess I really am living a horror movie, I thought wryly. My life’s really tipped over into the land of crazy, now.
Alex tried to talk me into signing up for the hike at the weekend, but I’d made the excuse that my parents were coming to visit on Saturday. I hadn’t seen them for ages, so this was easy to arrange.

“We’ve missed you, Ash,” said Mum, hugging me as I opened the door to the flat.
Dad joined her. “You’ve settled in okay?”
“Yeah,” I said.
There didn’t seem to be much I could say. So much had happened in the last few weeks, yet there was so little of it I could actually tell them.
Yeah, in my first few weeks of uni, I broke into a library and got attacked by harpies. Just your typical Fresher’s experience.
I related some amusing stories from Freshers’ week instead, whilst giving them a tour of Blackstone. Still, part of me couldn’t help but wonder. Can they feel this place is different? After what Claudia told me about the Darkworld connection being hereditary, I’d been wondering. If I’d inherited it from distant relatives, why did neither of my parents have it? I’d seen no evidence last year that they’d had the slightest inkling there was something more sinister than exams on my mind.
“Dad,” I said, as we sat down to a late lunch at a pub in Blackstone, “does Aunt Eve still have our family tree?”
“I think so,” said Dad. “Why?”
“I was just wondering. We were talking about our Victorian ancestors in last week’s English seminar.”
“Well, we haven’t heard from her in a while,” said Mum. “When was the last time she phoned? Last Christmas?”
“Must have been.” Dad frowned. “Come to think of it, she was asking about it then. Said it was missing. Don’t you remember?”
“Vaguely,” said Mum. “She said a few things went missing when she moved, didn’t she?”
“Doesn’t surprise me. Her house was bursting with old junk. Still is; she never managed to sell it.”
Although I often forgot about my token crazy relative, I remembered Aunt Eve’s peculiarities. Distant and reserved, she never showed up to family gatherings and had once said she’d stay living in her little Windermere cottage until she died. She’d surprised to all of us when she’d packed up and moved to Canada five years ago, without so much as a warning. She still sent money every Christmas and on my birthday. The amethyst pendant was the only material thing she’d given me.
Suddenly, something occurred to me. I was fairly sure she’d written in the letter she’d sent with the pendant that it had belonged to someone in the family. Maybe she knew of other heirlooms, gifts passed on through the generations? If anyone knew about magic, Aunt Eve did. She’d always loved old myths, and she used to read to me from books of fairy tales when we’d stayed with her at summer. She’d even looked a bit like a witch, albeit a kindly one, not a fairy-tale hag. I couldn’t clearly remember her face; my memory was hazy. I made a mental note to write back and ask her about the family tree. I still haven’t thanked her for the present. Why did I forget?
Surely someone would be able to give me answers. None of my grandparents was still alive, and my dad’s brothers had never expressed an interest in family history. So that just left Aunt Eve.
After Mum and Dad left late afternoon, I started sorting through the jumble of letters and leaflets in my drawer, looking for the letter from Aunt Eve. I’d thrown everything in haphazardly, from bank statements to vouchers for Bargain Burgers. Eventually, after combing all my papers extensively and even emptying out my drawer, I admitted defeat. Maybe I’d left the letter at home. I texted Mum asking her to look for it, then joined my friends in getting ready for our first big night out since Freshers’ Week.
Since it was Halloween the next day, Alex insisted we go to Satan’s Pit’s Saturday Night Extravaganza, even though she wouldn’t be back until late from the hike. She’d also insisted the three of us dress up as the three witches from Macbeth. My black dress worked fine, so I didn’t have to buy a costume, and I also wore my amethyst pendant again.
As it turned out, Sarah had a gift for applying face paint, and we actually looked pretty cool when we finally set out. She drew elaborate cobweb patterns on our faces and shadowed our eyes so we looked like we hadn’t slept in weeks. I look almost as bad as I did this time last year, I thought wryly.
“Annnnnd… Satan arrives!” boomed the loudspeakers as we descended the spiral staircase into the nightclub. The customary guy in the devil costume descended via the rope from the ceiling to wild applause.
Since Satan’s Pit already looked the part for Halloween, there wasn’t a whole lot the decorators could do to make it creepier. They’d enhanced the cobwebs and eerie red lights with the addition of glowing skulls hanging from the ceiling and replaced the candle brackets with pumpkins. I absently readjusted the pendant around my neck as I looked around, wondering if David was here. I hadn’t seen him since he’d disappeared on me, and for some reason that made me anxious. You’re being stupid, I told myself, but I couldn’t help it. That night at the library had increased my paranoia tenfold, and coming back to the club was really the worst thing I could have done, considering what had happened last time.
As this thought crossed my mind, I caught sight of Claudia, dressed to kill in her off-the-shoulder shimmering black dress and a pair of unconvincing rabbit ears. Guys surrounded her as she danced wildly amongst the flame-like strobe lights.
Then I saw David, with a group of people I didn’t recognise, possibly the people he’d been with at the pub the other night. I tried to catch his eye, but he wasn’t looking at me. I couldn’t decide whether I felt more disappointed or relieved I didn’t have to talk to him in front of all his friends. Which was a totally irrational thing to feel, but I was starting to think the rational part of my mind had long since departed.
The heat, the lights, and the pounding music made me feel slightly dizzy. I realised the scars on my arms were throbbing again. The flames on the walls and floor began to change colour, pulsing from green to red to blue. My pendant glowed, and it felt cold against my chest. I watched, almost hypnotised, as a monster stole across the dance floor, pushed through a troop of people dressed as Santa, knocked several people aside, and posed behind Claudia.
Even from here, my eyes filmed by dazzling lights, I knew it was no Halloween costume, but a similar creature to the one from the hike, only smaller―a shapeless mass around four feet high, with slavering jaws agape and madness in its red eyes.
My cry of warning was lost in the cacophony of music and laughter, but Claudia seemed to realise the danger a split second before the creature pounced.
In one fluid movement, Claudia caught hold of the monster’s shadowy fur. There was a flash that was indistinguishable from the strobe lights, a squeal of pain no one but the two of us could hear, and, a second later, Claudia held the creature in a headlock.
No one else seemed to notice anything. Ignoring the dizziness that made my feet unsteady, I pushed my way through the crowd.
“Claudia!” I shouted.
“Ash! Couldn’t give us a hand, could you?”
There really is nothing more difficult than trying to drag a great shaggy monster out of a packed nightclub, I thought. True enough, no one gave us a second glance, but the creature kept trying to squirm out of our grasp. Every time it tried to escape, Claudia’s hand blazed with fire and it howled and went limp. But I knew she couldn’t do anything too overt for fear of drawing unwelcome attention.
“Wish―Howard―were―here!”Claudia panted.
Without warning, the creature lunged at me, fangs bared. I instinctively cringed, and that one movement was enough for it to break Claudia’s hold.
“No!” she shouted as the creature disappeared into the crowd of Halloween revellers on the stairs. They scattered, some of them looking around, baffled; plainly, none of them could see what had pushed them.
We ran, slipping on the floor now wet with spilled drinks.
“I’m sorry,” I panted.
“Don’t worry about it,” gasped Claudia. “If I ever find the idiot who summoned it―”
We emerged from the nightclub into a storm. Curtains of rain completely obscured the street, and in the darkness, it was impossible to see where the creature had gone.
“Shit,” said Claudia. “Shit.” She groaned. “Howard won’t be happy.”
“Howard?” I said. “Why?”
“He’s paranoid the Venantium are on the lookout for unregistered sorcerers,” said Claudia. “And, let’s face it, most of the time, they are. Every time something like this happens, the blame always lands on someone who isn’t registered. And he’s both unregistered and a troublemaker. Because of the mess he got into a couple years ago, some of them are convinced he’s a user of forbidden magic, and they’re determined to catch him at it.”
“Seriously?” I said. “Is he even out tonight?”
“Probably, if Berenice dragged him out. Shit, this is bad.”
“Should we try to find it?”
She shook her head. “There’s no chance now. The best we can hope for is that it went straight back to the Darkworld.”
“Why did it go for us?”
“God knows. This is getting ridiculous. Last year, the only time we saw shadow-beasts was when we went after them ourselves. Now, they’re targeting us. Or, more specifically, you.”
“You think the person who summoned them is after me?”
“Has to be. Of course, they could easily be after both of us, or any of the group, but you were the only one of us on that hike. Whoever they are, they clearly don’t expect much of your abilities, if they set just one creature on you. My guess is they don’t know what you’re capable of.”
“Neither do I,” I said, finally voicing one of the anxieties that had plagued me ever since the beginning of term. “I didn’t know I’d be able to fight that creature―I just reacted instinctively.”
“That’s all magic is, most of the time,” she said. “The one limit is your own strength, and the only way to find that is to test it.”
“Right,” I said. “Well, it would help if I had more of a clue what’s going on. And if I knew more about demons.”
“I’ll tell you more at the next meeting. Howard has some useful books; they’ll explain it better than I can. Look, your friends will be wondering where you are. Go back and find them. I’ll text you later, okay?” She turned back to face Satan’s Pit, sighing heavily.
“Uh, sure.” True, I needed to get back to the others. Would they swallow the helping-a-drunk-girl-to-the-bus-stop story twice? I hated lying to them. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want secrecy and paranoia. I wanted life to go back to normal―even though a part of mewanted to explore this hidden world further.
Was this the lure of the Darkworld? Would I be drawn in deeper and deeper, until it was impossible for me to escape?
A loud noise drew me back to the present―the roar of a motorcycle. A second later, it appeared on the road adjacent to us, leaving a trail of black oil that gleamed in the moonlight.
And a dark space.
“Claudia!” I called, and she turned back.
“Holy crap.” She looked at me, eyes wide, and whipped out her fan. “Stay back. I’ll take care of it.”
“I’m coming,” I said, following her across the road. The darkness blotted out the lamplights and seemed to grow wider as we approached. I shivered as coldness bit deeply into me.
Something crawled out of the dark space. Several small shapes. Shadow-foxes.
“Oh, hell.”






laudia summoned fire to her palm and threw out her other hand, urging me to stay back. I counted seven shadow-foxes, slinking toward us across the pavement. They seemed to carry the darkness with them, the square shape of the Darkworld extending as they moved until it was difficult to see each creature within it.
“Back off.” She threw a handful of fire, briefly illuminating the darkness. A pitiful screech indicated she’d hit her target. “I. Said. Back. Off.”
Fire blazed along the length of the fan, and she brought it down like a whip. Again. Again. But the darkness remained.
“That’s not right,” she said. “Come on, already.” She held up her other hand and summoned another flame. I hesitated, not wanting to get in the way of the flames.
Then something grabbed my ankle. I swung around, stumbling, and saw a dark shape clinging to my ankle. Not a shadow-fox; this was humanoid, albeit hideous and as wrong-looking as a harpy. Its limbs were overlong, hands ending in curved claws instead of fingers. Sunken, red eyes gleamed from holes in a face that was more like a skull and unnaturally large in proportion to its tiny, shrivelled body. I shuddered with revulsion.
“Let go!”
I kicked out, but it clung. I felt those nails pierce my skin and winced. It turned my stomach to even look at it.
“Fucking hell!” Claudia swung around. Another hideous creature clung to her back. “Ghouls! The crafty bastard’s set a trap.” She dropped her fan as she tried to keep the creature’s claws from piercing her neck.
As for me, I tried to focus. I struggled to reach out to the Darkworld, like I did on the mountain, to the cold that waited like an old friend. Ice sprang to my fingertips, and I directed it down my leg to the creature that clung there. With a piteous squeal, it let go, rolling over on the ground.
I rushed to help Claudia, but she’d dislodged the creature, kicking it with her heeled foot suddenly ablaze.
“Any more of them?” she said, aiming another fireball at a shadow-fox about to bite my ankle.
I spun on the spot, but no other ambush waited. Still, five shadow-foxes remained.
Come on! Fire!
I could summon only ice, so cold it burned. But maybe it was enough. I imagined a ball of frozen fire in my palm, and felt my connection to the Darkworld deepen, like sinking into water. The ice flickering over my palm moved fluidly, and I gathered a handful and threw it at the nearest shadow-fox.
Without as much as a yelp, the creature broke apart, shattering like glass made of darkness.
Holy crap. Did I really do that?
Claudia was preoccupied with another shadow-fox that kept dodging her attacks. I threw a second handful of ice-fire and hit it square on the forehead, almost as though something else directed my hands. Whirling, exhilaration filling me, I turned on the remaining shadow-foxes, which backed away. The darkness receded with them, and in one leap, they jumped back into the dark space.
Panting, Claudia said, “They’re all gone?”
“Looks like it,” I said, but didn’t take my eyes off the dark space all the same. I trembled all over, my hands quaking, and, now that the adrenaline started to wear off, the stark reality of the danger sank in. I instinctively raised my hand and found it closing around the amethyst pendant I’d forgotten I was wearing. Its smooth, cold surface countered the chill of the Darkworld.
“This is more than just a regular sorcerer. This one has serious nerve. Ghouls. God. They’re like a step up from shadow-beasts, and freaking vicious. Ugh.” She kicked off her other heel; one lay smoking on the ground. “I can only summon fire to my hands,” she explained. “Otherwise I tend to set things ablaze. You need real control to do what Leo does. Ouch.” She showed me her blistered foot. “Don’t suppose you have any spare shoes?”
“Nope,” I said.
“You manage to summon fire there? Good shot, by the way.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I don’t really know what it was, but it worked.”
“Well, I take back what I said about the sorcerer underestimating you. Question is, who was it? Did you see anyone?”
“Apart from that motorbike? No.”
“Motorbike?” She hobbled over to the road. “Hell, you’re right. There’s oil all over here. You don’t think…?”
David’s face came to mind. No way.
“It moved too fast for me to see who rode it, but I swear that dark space wasn’t there before…”
“You sure?”
“Honestly?” I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’m starting to question everything. It might have already been here.”
Claudia limped into the road. “The bike went this way, right?”
“You’re not thinking of following it?”
“I just want to see where this leads.” She gestured toward the thick, glutinous oil.
“Even if it’s true, wouldn’t it be best to leave it up to the Venantium to catch the sorcerer? And I wouldn’t stand in the road,” I added.
“Right. Good point. Death by bus after killing shadow-beasts and ghouls? That’d suck.” She re-joined me on the pavement. “Hmm. I guess walking into a sorcerer’s lair probably isn’t a good move either. But I want to know.”
“Me, too. But I don’t think we should do anything reckless.”
“Can’t hurt to look, I suppose… I’ve tracked shadow-beasts before,” she added. “Ghouls, too. They’re vicious, but stupid. This is low-level stuff.”
“Don’t speak too soon,” I said. “Have you ever met a demon, for real?”
“‘Course not,” she said. “If I had, I wouldn’t be alive. I’ve seen them on the other side of the Barrier, of course, but that’s different.”
“Pain in the ass, though. But I’d take staring eyes over ghouls and shadow-beasts.”
“You’re braver than I am.”
“Nah.”
“Trust me. I saw my first demon a week after my parents told me about them, and I nearly passed out. I knew all the theory by then, but it has nothing on the reality. I couldn’t imagine living with it like you did. I’d go mad.”
“Well, I thought I was mad,” I said. “Or that my subconscious hated me or something.”
“You’re not mad. Just… different. And who wants to be normal?”
She started walking again.
“Where are you going?”
“Just to take a look!” She gestured. “The trail goes in a straight line for a bit. Come on. If we can get an idea of where the sorcerer went…”
“Then what?” I hurried to catch up; she moved fast for someone with no shoes on.
“Then… I don’t know.”
I sighed. I couldn’t let her run off alone. Besides, I vaguely knew where we were from when I’d come here with David. We stood on the main road leading into town, the location of several other bars recommended to us by the Freshers’ Reps.
“Tanner’s Wine Bar,” she said, as we passed it. “Might pop in for a quick one on the way back.”
“Shit,” I said. “My friends will be leaving now.”
“Text them saying you met someone.”
I groaned as I saw several missed calls on my phone. “Hell. Alex’ll think I’m dead.”
“Really? Intuition?”
“No, she’s just very dramatic. But I’d better let her know I’m alive anyway.”
I sent a quick text as we passed the wine bar. The trail of oil continued along the road, growing thicker as we reached the junction where the three main streets met. Then it veered away to the right, a large pool gathering where the rider had turned a sharp corner.
I started shivering again as we followed. Poor lighting accentuated the shadowed alleys between shops, and every instinct told me to turn back.
Claudia stopped dead, frowning. The trail ended abruptly at the roadside, but there was no sign of the bike.
“Come on. Let’s head to the bus station. I suppose it’s quicker to get it from here, now.”
She didn’t answer.
“We can’t stand here all night,” I said-as I felt something burn my chest. I looked down and saw the pendant glowing. “What the―?”
Fear gripped me. I felt certain something watched me, calculating. A menacing presence.
“It’s been too long, Ashlyn.”
I looked down the alleyway, into the violet eyes of a demon.
Claudia said, “Holy shit.”
“What―what do you want?” I said, my voice shaking.
“You might find it wise to leave soon, Ashlyn. They are coming.”
“Who’s coming?”
Claudia grabbed my arm, pointing at the sky. “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding. Harpies? Now?”
“Guard your heart well, Ashlyn.”
The eyes vanished.
Before I could even process the demon’s words, Claudia seized my arm again and dragged me into an alleyway.
“Shit,” she whispered. I felt her body trembling beside me. “Shit. Oh God. If the Venantium blame us for this…”
“They won’t, will they?”
“Duh, ‘course they will. We’re unregistered. You’ve got a shield on you, but they know my parents worked for them. Oh, God.” For the first time since I’d met her, she seemed on the verge of a breakdown. I didn’t blame her.
What the hell did that demon mean?
“Ash, you are in some serious shit. That demon spoke to you!”
“Don’t ask me what it meant,” I said. “It’s only the second time it’s happened.” I wondered vaguely if it was the same demon I’d thrown a dictionary at. With no features, there was no way to distinguish one demon from another. That must get confusing, I thought, and then berated myself for even thinking that now, with us knee-deep in shit.
We hung back for a few minutes before Claudia dared peek out to see if the coast was clear.
“No harpies,” she whispered. “Come on. To the bus station.”
Thankfully, the bus depot was only a short walk away, and I thought Claudia might cry with relief at the sight of a bus already at the station.
I paid for both of us and dragged her to the back. She collapsed into a seat, groaning. “Never. Again.”
I rested my head on the seat opposite and closed my eyes. My heart raced and tremors still rocked me.
“Okay,” she breathed. “I’m okay. You?”
“Never better,” I said. I felt cold sweat on my back and even on my forehead. Brushing my hair out of my eyes, my hand caught on the pendant around my neck. It no longer shone, but I remembered the way it glowed just before I saw the demon. And in Satan’s Pit, too.
Never mind that now.
“I reckon the Venantium will have caught the guy,” she said, a touch of her old confidence back in her voice. “He won’t get away.”
I didn’t want to contradict her, so I nodded.
The drive to campus passed in no time, and I’d never felt more relieved to see the comforting lights of the student village.
“I’m going to sleep for a year and a half,” said Claudia, using her fob to open the door to House 12. “Nah. I won’t sleep after that. See you soon, anyway. I’ll text you if anything comes up.”
“Sure,” I said, as we parted ways inside the block, Claudia heading upstairs to her own flat.
“By the way, you were totally awesome back there,” she called down the stairs.
“Same to you,” I said. “‘Night.”
More like morning, really.
Back in my room, I sighed heavily, kicking off my shoes. Before I pulled my curtains shut, I looked at the field―no sign of David’s motorbike outside.
Could it have been his? Maybe he just took it home, like he said he would.
My head spun. I fell forward onto my bed and gladly let the dreams take me.






he one thing that dominated my thoughts over the next few days was that at this rate, I’d be lucky to survive my first term at university. Since I was terrible at hiding my feelings, Alex and Sarah knew there was something on my mind, and, in the absence of any other evidence, they latched onto what they thought was the only possible cause.
“Just talk to him!” Alex finally yelled at me.
I jumped, having been absently contemplating the patch of grass beneath our kitchen window for the past few minutes.
“Huh?”
“David! Stop your bloody moping, and just ask him whether he’s going to ask you out or not.”
“I’m not moping,” I insisted. “I’m just… tired. And I’d ask, if I ever actually saw him.”
“You live in the same flat. It’s not hard to knock on his door.”
“He’s never in.”
Alex rolled her eyes.
I said nothing. If letting them think me a love-struck moron would divert attention from the real cause of my problems, then, like it or not, I’d have to endure it. At least it’d stop them telling me off for ditching them the other night.
Not that I particularly wanted to discuss David at the moment.
“Speaking of people not being in, have either of you seen Terrence lately?” I said.
Sarah shook her head. “Not for a while.”
“I have,” said Alex. “He was sneaking off to the ‘lab’ again last night. If you ask me, he’s conducting Frankenstein-style experiments in there. If we get attacked by animated corpses, we’ll know who’s to blame.”
“Highly unlikely,” said Sarah, though she looked amused.
“You never know,” I said. “I saw a weird glow coming from his window the other day.”
“Maybe he’s an alien!” said Alex. “And when he’s ranting on Skype, he’s actually communicating with his mother ship. That’s why there are so many weird noises coming from his room.”
I laughed. It wasn’t hard to send Alex off on a complete tangent.
“As for Pete,” she said, “He’s going to end up with a restraining order on him if he’s not careful. He won’t leave Danielle alone. He keeps ambushing her as she leaves her flat. Oh, and he got hold of her mobile number and keeps sending her pictures of his cock.”
“Seriously?” I said. “Doesn’t she mind that he’s stalking her?”
“She seems to find it funny,” said Sarah. “She and her friends were laughing about it the last time I saw her.”
“Yeah,” said Alex. “To be honest, none of them seem that bright. They probably consider it an honour to have a stalker.”
We discussed Pete’s stalkerish tendencies and Terrence’s possible extra-terrestrial origins for a while, but of course I couldn’t expect them to forget about David entirely.
“Really, Ash,” said Alex. “It’d be better if David was stalking you. At least then you’d know.”
“I don’t want a stalker,” I said. “Hell, I don’t even want a boyfriend. I just want him to be straight with me.”
“I’ll ask, then,” said Alex. She stood up and made for the door.
“What are you doing?”
“Doing you a favour.” She knocked on David’s door with both hands. “Open up, David! We want to talk to you!”
“Stop doing that!”
But there was no reply, to my relief. “He must be out.”
“I’m going to pounce on him when he comes back.”
“That’s a bit stalkerish, to be honest,” I said.
“No, it isn’t!” She hesitated. “Actually, it kinda is.”
And we left the subject of David behind. But, even as we planned a film night for that evening, I couldn’t help but think Alex had a point; at least with a stalker, I would know where I was. And that was, generally, as far away as possible from the person in question.
Where I was now, God only knew. It felt like someone else controlled my life like a puppeteer, and I didn’t appreciate it at all.
Right now, I just wanted to know who was trying to kill me. I wasn’t the only one wondering, as it turned out.
“Maybe there’s a conspiracy,” said Howard, at the next meeting. “Maybe the Venantium are trying to provoke you into using magic, so they’ll have an excuse to arrest you.”
“The Venantium would never summon shadow-creatures, Howard,” said Claudia, who sounded weary of the topic by now. The others’ initial shock at our lucky escape had turned into another argument with Howard about the ethics of the Venantium, and, to be quite honest, I wanted out of there.
“They use harpies,” said Howard. “They’re shadow-creatures. Fucking hypocrites, the lot of them.”
“Be that as it may, there’s a limit. Harpies are easy to control. Shadow-beasts and ghouls, though? They just wouldn’t go so far against their own principles.”
“You would say that. Just ‘cos your parents used to work for them.”
“I have nothing to do with them, and you know it. You just want to blame them for everything.”
“Shut the fuck up,” snapped Howard.
“Chill out,” said Leo, who looked rather bored by the whole thing. He lounged on the sofa, more absorbed in the Xbox than in the conversation. Once again, he and Howard battled it out on some fighting game.
“I think the newbie’s attracting the demons’ attention,” said Berenice, glancing up from her copy of Cosmopolitan. “They’re drawn to her like mosquitoes.”
“Lovely image,” I said, though part of me feared she was right. “So what is it I’m doing to attract their attention?”
“Don’t ask me. Subliminally telling them to follow you?”
“You can’t use subliminal magic on a demon, Berenice,” said Cyrus. “You know that.”
Berenice shrugged. “Whatever. There’s something not right about the newbie, anyway.”
“Excuse me?” I said. “I’m right here, in case you hadn’t noticed, and I do have a name.”
“Fine.” Berenice rolled her eyes. “There’s something not right about Ash.”
“Stop being bitchy,” said Claudia, who’d started skimming through a large leather-bound book that looked suspiciously as if it had come from the Venantium’s library.
“I just don’t want any of us to get killed on her account!”
“I’m not trying to get you killed!”
“That’s not what Claudia tells me.”
I looked at Claudia, hurt and surprised.
“I didn’t say that,” said Claudia, calmly. “I just said it’s weird that you’re always there when the creatures appear. That seems to suggest whoever’s summoning them is after you―like I said.”
“But is it my fault?” I said. “What if I am doing something to draw their attention?”
“Demons are attracted to overt use of magic,” said Claudia. “And you haven’t used any, really, before now, have you?”
“No. The demons were always there anyway.”
At that moment, Howard and Leo’s heated game-related discussion reached its peak; I didn’t hear what Leo said, but it must have been rude because Howard backhanded him across the face and stormed out of the room.
Berenice sighed, looking at the door as it slammed. Then she put down her magazine, grabbed the Xbox controller, and took his place, as Leo threw his own controller down, shaking his head.
“Geez,” said Claudia.
“Why do you bother playing with him if you know he’s going to overreact?” I asked Leo. He looked up at me as if he’d only just noticed I was there.
“Hey, Ash. Didn’t see you there.”
“Well observed, considering I’ve been standing here for the last twenty minutes,” I said dryly.
“Sorry, I was―”
“Absorbed in your thrilling game, I know.”
“Hey, don’t trash WWE. It’s awesome. Want to play?”
“I’ll kick your ass, newbie,” said Berenice, and I actually felt tempted to rise to the challenge.
“All right,” I said, taking the controller from Leo. “Might as well. My flatmates think I’m at the Gaming Society meeting anyway.”
“Your flatmates? They’re not―”
“Like us? No. And I plan to keep them out of the loop on demons and shadow-beast attacks and harpies and whatever the hell this crazy universe throws at me next.”
“Good plan,” said Leo. “I forget how mental this must be for you. I’m used to balancing life with the weird shit, but I guess you must be going through some tough times now, right?”
“What, apart from being attacked?” I laughed. “Honestly, after seeing demons for a year and not knowing what they were, it’ll take a lot to beat that in the traumatising factor.”
“Told you she’s braver than me,” said Claudia to Leo.
“More like all talk,” said Berenice. “All right, newbie. Let’s do this.”
She beat me at the game in two minutes flat, but I didn’t particularly care. I was aware of Leo watching me, and Claudia’s comment on my so-called bravery made me feel strange, like I’d unintentionally stolen someone else’s position. Old Ash would never have fitted into this world.
“Ash?” said Claudia. “Would you say the creature that attacked you on the mountain looked like this?”
She held open her book on a picture of a ferocious-looking black shadowy mass. The picture alone brought me out in chills, conjuring an image of a desolate landscape, a snowdrift, a monster bearing down on me.
“Yeah, that’s the one. Like the one in Satan’s Pit, except bigger.”
“How big? Six feet or taller?”
“I don’t know, probably. I was up to my neck in snow at the time. Does it matter?”
“Not really,” said Claudia. “Just a standard shadow-beast; they’re equally dangerous whatever form they take. Even shadow-foxes can take a bite out of you.”
“I was wondering,” I said. “Can shadow-beasts possess you, like demons?”
Claudia shook his head. “No, they can’t. They might be able to cause physical damage, but they have none of the advantages a true demon has. They’re fairly stupid, whereas demons are at least as intelligent as people are―more so than most.”
“Not that shadow-beasts are harmless,” Cyrus added. I’d almost forgotten he was there; he’d taken a neutral position during our debate and refused to take sides with Howard or against him. “They take on different forms, but they all share the trait of being semi-corporeal. In other words, they can walk between this world and the Darkworld, taking on a partially physical shape in our world. They’re easy to summon and control, which is why so many rogue sorcerers summon them. It’s like having a troop of well-trained dogs.”
“Can they kill you? Is it different than an actual dog biting you?”
“It’s like being mauled to death by a lion,” said Leo.
“Lovely,” I said.
“It also makes them easier to kill, and not necessarily by using fire,” said Claudia. “That’s how you did it, right?”
“Actually,” I said, remembering the rush of icy flames from my hands. “It’s more like I used their own strength against them; on the mountain, it was freezing, but too cold even for them. I couldn’t even imagine fire, but I swear it was ice I hit it with. I did the same thing to those shadow-foxes, too.”
“Liar,” said Berenice. “That kind of magic is beyond you.”
“I’m not lying,” I said. I found it ever more difficult not to slap her smirking face. Even the bitchiest girls at my school hadn’t been that obnoxious.
“She’s not lying,” said Claudia. “I thought that fire didn’t look quite right when you stopped that shadow-fox. Ice-fire?”
“Maybe,” I said. “Stranger things have happened to me.”
“Whatever,” said Berenice, unimpressed. “You might have got all this lot under your little spell, but I’m not so naïve. And I’m damned if you’re going to put anyone else in danger.”
“That’s very noble of you,” said Leo, “but you’re damned anyway, so it makes no difference. Same as the rest of us.”
“What, you really think we’re going to Hell?” said Cyrus.
“No, I don’t believe in Hell. But you know what the original Venantium used to say about magic-users. They think we get our power from the Devil.”
“That’s ridiculous,” said Claudia. “They used magic themselves; they couldn’t have created the Barrier without it.”
“They say using magic to defend humanity against the demons of the Darkworld doesn’t count,” said Cyrus. “I don’t agree with it either, it’s the most hypocritical attitude you can have. Thankfully, these days, the Venantium are more open-minded.”
“You’d say that,” said Berenice. “What about Howard?”
“I’m not saying I agree with their policies, but what they do is necessary,” said Cyrus. ‘If it wasn’t for them, we’d be screwed; the demons would use our world as their playground. That’s why they want every sorcerer on their side, to make sure they have maximum support.”
“Even if they break their own rules,” said Berenice. “Look at the harpies.”
“I have a question,” I interrupted her, addressing Cyrus. “How can a demon be killed with fire if they’re not physically here? Shouldn’t it go right through them?”
“Technically, it should,” said Cyrus. “But, when a demon enters this world, it can’t stay unless it has an anchor. Generally, this means they attach themselves to a person by means of possession, but if a sorcerer wants to maintain control over them, they need a talisman. Precious stones are a favourite amongst rogue sorcerers. Charge one with enough magic energy, and it becomes a stone of power. The demon can’t resist the lure of the magic and latches onto it, feeding on the energy, until the stone becomes one with itself. That’s how you can tell when someone’s possessed. The stone fixates here.” He tapped the centre of his forehead. “Like a third eye. They call it the demon’s heart.”
“And to send a demon back to the Darkworld,” said Leo, “you need to cut off the anchor. Demons are instinctively creatures of darkness. Light and fire are their enemies. But fire has more effect than that; magical fire burns away a demon’s energy supply.”
“But that doesn’t kill it?”
“You can’t kill a demon,” said Berenice, in the tones of one explaining to an incredibly slow person that the Earth was round.
“True,” said Claudia. ‘But you can send them back to the Darkworld powerless, and that’s all you really want. The Barrier stops them from getting back through.”
“Can I have a look at that?” I asked, indicating her book. Actually. it was the first one I’d picked at random from the library: The Seven Princes of the Darkworld: A General Guide to Demons.
“Sure. I wouldn’t look too closely at the pictures, though.”
I could see why. Images of demons and shadow-beasts, so realistic they could have been painted from real life, sent a deep chill through me. The hideous ghouls sat side-by-side with harpies, their almost-human faces the creepiest to look at.
I skimmed through the book. The further into it I got, the worse the images became. The book was divided into two parts: Shadow-Beasts and Other Lesser Demons and True Demons. Within the latter section, I flipped open the book onto a later chapter entitled “Higher Demons.”
“Are some demons more powerful than others, then?” I asked.
“Yeah, they have a hierarchy within the Darkworld,” said Cyrus, “but no one really understands it, not even the Venantium’s Demon Researchers. They say the highest demons have the ability to make the human they possess live forever, as they do, but there’s no proof of this.”
“So, naturally, some sorcerers summon as many demons as possible in an attempt to gain enough power to contact these so-called higher demons,” said Leo. “It’s a waste of time. Read that book. It says the higher demons appear in this world only when they want to; they can’t be controlled. They walk around in a human-like form, so no one can track them in either world. That’s what the legends say, anyway,” he added, “and, generally, what the Venantium dismisses as legend turns out to be true.”
“What about angels?” I asked, looking at the pictures of twisted creatures and thinking of Dante, of Milton, of all the poets who summoned up a vision not only of Hell but also its opposite, Heaven, a supposed antithesis to the place of evil. “The fortune-teller told me they don’t exist, but how do we know for sure? In all the myths about demons I’ve read, angels always appear as the opposite.”
“That’s where people get the wrong end of the stick,” said Cyrus. “They think demons are pure evil in themselves, but they’re not, not as evil as some of the sorcerers who conjure them. Really, the problem with demons is that people have this image of them as servants of Satan, but all they’re really doing is acting in their own self-interest. Which is pretty human, in my opinion.”
“Or you could look at it like this,” said Berenice. “People made up the myth of Heaven to escape from the fear of the reality of Hell. But there are no angels. No one can save you.” She wore a twisted smile, as if revelling in her personal vision of Hell.
“Which is why beer exists,” said Leo, opening a can.
“Anyway,” said Claudia loudly. “Anyone want to come to the bar tonight?”
“Can’t. I’ve got to finish my seminar work,” said Cyrus. “Next week, definitely.”
“I’ll come,” said Leo. “How about you, Ash?”
“Er… I shouldn’t; I have work to do.”
“Come on, Ash. Just come for one drink.”
“Well, okay, then. But I’m not going back to Satan’s Pit!”






t was surprisingly fun at first, just like hanging out with Alex and Sarah. Claudia, Leo, and I played a three-way game of pool; I ended up watching since the other two were so much better at it than me. Then we went to the common room and watched Family Guy on the widescreen TV. Leo had us in stitches doing a word-for-word impersonation of the whole episode. But then a group of football fanatics took over the TV to watch the match―including Howard, who reappeared without so much as an apology for hitting Leo. Berenice flounced over, too, and the mood rapidly deteriorated. Claudia and Leo were happy to take shots of Jäger until the sun rose, but I made an excuse and went back to the flat early. As I let myself in, I heard someone in the corridor. I opened the door and saw David, just going into his room.
“Hi,” I said.
“Hey. Where’ve you been?”
“The bar, with some people from GameSoc.” I crossed the corridor to my own room.
“I figured.”
“What have you been up to? I haven’t seen you in ages.”
“Just doing work. We’ve got our first essay in a couple of weeks, right?”
“Yeah,” I said, realising with a twinge of guilt that I’d forgotten all about the essay myself. Still, two weeks was plenty of time. “Did you manage to get your bike fixed?”
David’s face darkened. “Yeah, and then someone nicked it again. I found it halfway across the field the other night, like someone just dumped it there. Bastards are playing a game with me. I still don’t know how the hell they’re breaking the locks. It’s supposed to be foolproof.”
“Won’t the security cameras have picked it up?” I said, my heart sinking as I remembered the bike in Redthorne, and the trail of oil.
“Angela, the college secretary, checked them. Someone’s tampered with the footage from the last few weeks. It keeps going blank, like the screen’s been obscured by something. Haven’t you seen all the posters around campus asking for information?”
I shook my head.
“Well, anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
So now there was another mystery. All the evidence suggested there was someone at the university―most likely within the student village―who was a magic-user. But was this the same person who was summoning the shadow-beasts? I didn’t know, but I couldn’t fight the growing feeling that there was something very wrong.
The next day, however, drove all thought of foul play from my mind. As we waited for Sarah and Alex to come out of their rooms ready to go to the afternoon’s lecture, David asked me, “Do you want to come and hang out with me tonight?”
His words didn’t register immediately. When they did finally hit home, I’m pretty sure he could read the total shock written all over my face.
“Um, sure,” I said. “With your friends?”
“No, I don’t think they’ll be around. I’ve been invited to a party, but I’m not really feeling it. I’ll let you know later, okay?”
Before I could gather my thoughts into a coherent reply, Alex came out of her room.
“Ready for another thrilling lecture?”
“I don’t mind Payne’s lectures,” said David.
“Are you kidding me? Payne’s a psycho. I think he wants us all to fail.”
I let them carry on about the famously bad-tempered lecturer without joining in. My thoughts spun out of control. Was this it? Had David just asked me out?
God, I needed to get a grip. I didn’t quite trust David not to disappear again.

But he didn’t. We went to Bargain Burgers, which, whilst hardly being a five-star restaurant, gave us the chance to have our first proper conversation in what felt like ages. Free of the suspicion that he’d been the one who’d broken into my room, I found myself relaxing around him entirely. He seemed in a much better mood, too.
But then things went wrong when David suggested going for a drink in the college bar.
As luck would have it, Claudia, Berenice, and a few people I didn’t recognise sat at a table right by the entrance. I couldn’t possibly avoid them.
I tried not to catch Claudia’s eye, but Berenice spotted me anyway, and called out, “Hey, Ash!” like she was pleased to see me. But her smile was more like a smirk.
I ignored her and walked with David to the bar, but he’d already seen.
“Who was that?”
“Someone from GameSoc,” I said evasively.
“Right. I’ll get the drinks. You can go sit with your friends, if you like.” His voice took on an irritable tone, like the presence of the others annoyed him.
“No, it’s fine, I’ll come with,” I said, wanting to get out of Berenice’s sight. She looked at me as if daring me to come and speak to her. What was with her?
David fidgeted, constantly checking his phone whilst we waited at the bar. He kept looking around, and his eyes lingered on the table where Berenice and the others sat. Although none of them looked at me, I saw him catch Claudia’s eye, and a strange expression crossed his face. Like recognition.
Finally at the front of the queue, David starting lining up shots of tequila on the counter.
I said, confused, “I don’t like tequila.”
“I know, they’re for me.”
I watched with raised eyebrows as he started downing them.
“Holy cow,” I said. “I thought you just wanted to come for one drink?”
“I’m going to a party,” he said shortly. “You remember?”
“I thought you said you weren’t going.”
“It’s my mate’s birthday. I can’t not go.”
That’s not what you said earlier, I thought, but I was too aware of Berenice’s gaze on my back to argue.
“Oh, right.”
“Sorry,” he said, not meeting my eyes. “You can go if you like.” But what I heard was Go away.
I didn’t quite make it back to the flat before the tears came. I tried to get inside without drawing attention to myself, but Alex and Sarah accosted me as soon as I opened the door.
“You went on a date with David, and you didn’t tell us?” said Alex. “I’m ashamed of you.”
“How was it?” said Sarah.
I was too choked up to speak.
“What’s wrong?”
“It wasn’t a date, and he doesn’t even like me anyway.” The tears came thick and fast now. “He totally spurned me.”
Alex hugged me. “What a prick. Tell us all about it.”
“I don’t know what happened. We were getting on fine, then we got to the bar and he suddenly said he had to go to this party and ditched me! He’d already told me he wasn’t going. It was like he just changed his mind.”
“Maybe he’s bipolar,” said Alex. “What an asshole. Don’t bother with him.”
“But… I don’t get it. I thought he liked me,” I said, cheeks burning with humiliation.
“It is pretty weird,” said Sarah. “You didn’t say or do anything that might have upset him?”
‘Not that I know of,” I said.
“Asshole,” said Alex, again. “He’s not worth your time.”
It was all very well for her to say that, but his abrupt personality change was more than upsetting; it was frightening. Had Berenice had something to do with it? Things had been fine until she’d spoken to me…
Sarah and Alex talked me into watching Disney films until the early hours of the morning, to cheer me up. All I could hear in the background was the pounding of loud music coming from Terrence’s room.
“He’s not happy,” Alex remarked. “I saw him arguing with a guy outside earlier. I thought they were going to get into a fight.”
“At least he’s stopped leaving crap in the kitchen,” said Sarah.
I heard something else, then—the sound of people coming into the flat. Two voices in conversation: a guy and a girl. Before my brain caught up with me, I’d shot to the door to peek out the spyhole, shame at my pathetic behaviour only catching up with me as I recognised the guy as David. I couldn’t see the girl―she was just out of view―but I felt colder than I had on that mountain. David wouldn’t―would he?
I pressed my face against the door, but, short of actually opening it, there was no way of telling what was happening. David and the girl talked in low voices, too quiet for me to catch the words. Then I heard his door close.
It felt as if a dark space was opening up inside me, a growing hollowness that took my breath away.
“What’s going on?” said Alex.
“David’s out there. With another girl.”
“What?”
“What a dick,” said Alex, and made to open the door.
“Wait!” I said. “Don’t! Just leave it. He clearly never liked me anyway. It doesn’t matter.”
“Oh, Ash, don’t be so melodramatic!”
It was five a.m. before I eventually fell into bed, not to sleep but just to recuperate a little. One minute, emotionally overwhelmed, I felt I could never get up; the next, restlessness seized me and I leapt up to pace the room. I noticed in a detached way that ice crystals were beginning to form on my palms. Does magic react to strong emotions? I wondered.
To test this theory, I imagined my hurt and anger to be like a fireball inside me. I tried to coax the Darkworld into responding, but the cold feeling dominated, and I ended up lowering the temperature in the room so much that icicles formed on the windowsill. Not for the first time, I wondered about the extent of my abilities. Was there a limit to what I could do?
I watched as ice crept over my hands. Admiring the way the gleaming transparency covered my hands, I imagined slamming my fists into David’s and the anonymous girl’s faces.
Better control that urge.
I knew I had no right to be angry, that I’d never had a claim to him anyway, but I just felt wrong-footed and confused by the way he’d just taken off. I wanted answers, and I resolved to confront him in the morning, whether he had another girl with him or not.
I wish I’d kept my mouth shut. The truth is, I wouldn’t have got so carried away if people hadn’t kept asking me about him.
Letting the ice on my hands melt, dripping onto the carpet, I wondered again, why couldn’t I summon fire? Fire was supposed to be the simplest kind of magic, yet I hadn’t even come close to it. If I could do so much with ice, then why was this sort of magic beyond me?
Drained, I collapsed back on my bed and actually fell asleep this time.
I dreamt I was in the library in Blackstone. Numerous labyrinthine pathways ran between rows of endless bookshelves, and, when I turned around, I found I wasn’t by the entrance, but in the middle. I could no more discern the way I’d come in than I could the way out.
But something out there seemed to call out to me. Somehow, I knew there was something waiting for me at the end of one passage, even though in appearance it was identical to all the others. I took a step forward, into the maze.
Instantly, all the candles went out, plunging the tunnel into darkness. For a second, I panicked, then I remembered I needed only to contact the Darkworld to conjure a light of my own.
Holding the light above my head like a strange, wobbling piece of torchlight, I began to walk.
After only a short time, I heard footsteps behind me. I spun round, heart in my mouth, but there was no one there.
Every few minutes or so, I heard another noise, yet every time I turned around, I saw nothing but shadows.
I felt a sense of urgency building up inside me. I needed to find what I was looking for fast, before it was too late. What too late meant, I didn’t know. But I had to get there soon…
Then I rounded a corner and saw it. A pedestal at the end of the path, and, on top of it, a book. I couldn’t make out any details from here, but there was no doubt in my mind that this was what I was looking for.
I walked faster. The footsteps―yes, they were definitely footsteps behind me―seemed to quicken, too, but I was too intent on my goal to pay attention. Until a pair of hands clasped around my neck.
I was choking. Cold hands squeezed my throat, cutting off my air supply. I writhed, my vision going blue around the edges, a roaring in my ears, a bleeping sound, like an alarm―
I jolted awake. For one heart-stopping second, I thought there really was a stranger’s arm wrapped around my neck, then I realised it was my own. I’d been sleeping on it, and my entire arm had gone numb.
I sat up, flexing my arm to get feeling back into it, and looked at the clock.
Shit. I’d forgotten to reset my alarm, and now had only fifteen minutes to get to campus.
I jumped out of bed and started feverishly pulling on my clothes. One glance in the mirror to check I was decent, then I grabbed my bag and left my room―
I stopped dead. David stood outside. And he wasn’t alone.
To her credit, the girl looked ashamed. She glanced at me, biting her lip, not meeting my eyes.
It was Claudia.






stared at her. My insides felt as though they’d plunged into something ice-cold.
“Hey, Ash,” Claudia mumbled. I’d never seen her look so uncomfortable. “Um, you’ve got a lecture now, right? I’ll catch you later, okay?”
I stood, numb, and watched her leave-until I noticed David was half-out the flat door. I crossed the corridor and blocked his way.
“What?” he said.
“What do you mean, what? What the hell was that? What was she doing here?”
“It’s none of your business who I talk to,” he said, pushing past me and striding off across the courtyard.
“Hey!” I followed him, having to speed-walk to keep up. “Why did you take off on me yesterday?”
He turned to face me, and the hostility in his expression rooted me to the spot.
“I’d have thought that was obvious,” he said, coldly.
And he hitched his bag back onto his shoulder and walked away.
“What,” said Alex, from behind me, “the hell was that about?”
I shook my head. “I’ve no idea. I didn’t say anything. I don’t know what’s with him. First he acts like I insulted him, then he hooks up with―”
I couldn’t go on.
“He’s a Class-A asshole.” Alex gave me a hug. “Don’t let him get to you.”
“We’re going to be late,” said Sarah. “We’d better move.”
“Ignore him!” said Alex, as we walked uphill toward campus.
“I just wanted to talk to him,” I said. “Don’t I deserve to know why he was such a dick?”
“Corner him after the lecture,” said Alex. “It’s in a public place. He won’t be able to make a scene. And, if he’s a twat, I’m happy to kick him in the balls for you.”
I managed a feeble smile. “Thanks.”
I’d never concentrated less in a lecture than my life. I just couldn’t believe how quickly things had gone downhill. David had treated me like shit, but that was nothing compared to the pain of Claudia’s betrayal. True enough, I didn’t think I’d ever mentioned David around her; she couldn’t have known I’d liked him―but surely he’d seen us together, had known she was my friend. I just couldn’t understand his complete personality change. I’d thought he was nice.
My attempt to corner him totally failed. He’d taken a seat right at the back of the lecture theatre, so I struggled to keep an eye on him and take notes at the same time, and he must have slipped out of the room early, because, when I looked for him, he simply wasn’t there.
Not that I was about to give up so easily. I knocked on his door as soon as I got back to the flat, but got no answer. Alex joined me in enthusiastically hammering away at his door.
“Stop it, Alex,” I said. “He’s going to complain that we’re harassing him. Just leave it.
I jumped as the door opened. David glared at me. “What’s your problem?”
“I’m not the one with the problem,” I said. “I think you owe me an explanation.”
“For what?”
“Don’t play dumb,” said Alex. “I don’t think sleeping with someone’s so-called friend is a nice thing to do.”
“It’s none of your business who I sleep with.”
“It’s not that,” I said. “I just want to know why you ditched me last night. I deserve to know why you were a dick.”
He hesitated, biting his lip. “Look, Ash, I don’t know how to say this, but I don’t think we should be friends any more. I don’t think you should talk to me.”
“But―why?”
“Trust me, it’s for the best. I have my friends; you have yours. That’s okay.”
“What about that other girl?” Alex cut in. Right then, I wished she wasn’t there; it made this even more difficult. “She’s Ash’s friend. Well, she was.”
“Look,” he began, then shook his head. “Whatever. Sorry. I’ll leave you alone now. Just don’t talk to me anymore, okay?”
And he shut the door. I heard the bolt click and knew he’d knocked it from the inside.
“What,” said Alex, “is his problem?”
I had only one answer―me. Somehow, I’d made an enemy of him. Why, I didn’t know. But if he wanted to ignore me, then I wasn’t going to act like a pathetic stalker and hang around outside his door. However much it might hurt, if he wanted me to be invisible to him, then I would be.
That didn’t stop me from Skyping Cara and ranting for a good hour about what a douchebag he was. Cara agreed wholeheartedly with my plans to pretend he didn’t exist, though at first I had to convince her coming up to campus and drop-kicking him in the face wouldn’t help matters much. However entertaining this might be to watch.

Alex and Sarah guessed I didn’t want to talk about him. They wanted to take me to Redthorne on a shopping spree that Saturday, which I agreed to, partly because it would get me out the flat, away from David. Although I didn’t have much money, it was still fun just trying on crazy outfits and making fools of ourselves. I was genuinely having a good time, before I walked out of H&M and right into a dark space.
I felt the odd sensation of seeing two worlds at once, one a bright high street, one a dark tunnel, before I passed through the space and saw, with a sinking heart, a pair of violet eyes watching me from an alleyway.
Alex and Sarah, having disappeared into the next shop, didn’t notice me halt.
“What do you want?” I hissed, after checking no one was near enough to hear me. I had a sense of déjà vu from the last time I’d been here, with Claudia. Was it the same demon?
I felt all the anger and frustration I’d been suppressing well up inside me. I clenched my fists, my fingertips growing numb.
“We want you.”
The voice was ice-cold, with the hint of a death rattle. I shivered, even though I knew the creature couldn’t harm me.
“Why? What do you want from me?”
“Your heart.”
I blinked, uncomprehending. “What do you mean?”
“You will know, if you can find it. But you’d better be quick.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
The demon grinned at me. “It’s in your interests to come to us, before we come to you. Because at that time, we may have no choice in the matter.”
“You could take lessons from the fortune-teller,” I muttered. “What does any of that mean? Someone else is controlling you?”
The demon just grinned at me. Then, like a light fading out, the patch of darkness vanished.
Well, that did it. I was sick of living a double life. From now on, I’d concentrate on what mattered: my degree and my friends, and ignore the demons the way I used to. No more sneaking around libraries, no more secret meetings. I wasn’t getting anything out of them anyway, apart from an increasing sense of frustration. I could figure out my problems on my own.
Alex, Sarah, and I went to watch fireworks in Blackstone that night. There was also a bonfire in a nearby field, across the road from the ruins of the Blackstones’ house. The fire spread arms of searing heat out into the frigid air. Sarah and Alex wanted to huddle as close as possible to the flickering flames, but I hung back.
Then I saw them: Claudia, Leo, and Cyrus. Berenice and Howard stood a little farther away, playing tonsil hockey.
I blanked them completely. I had no desire to confront Claudia, certainly not in front of the others. The fewer people who knew about whathappened, the better.
Thankfully, due to the cold, Alex and Sarah didn’t want to linger. When I got back to campus, I noticed with a sinking heart that my window was ajar, my light on. Who had got past the protection on my room?
I rushed back into the flat, finding my door unlocked and slightly open; someone had wedged a book in the doorway.
And my room had been totally trashed.
All my belongings were strewn everywhere. Clothes and books littered the floor; lecture notes had been ripped from their bindings; and my jewellery box was upturned. Black marks stained the windowsill, on both the inside and outside. The intruder had done nothing to hide his trail.
But if they’d got through the window and my door was open, then that meant they’d come in through the flat.
My mind made the logical, if irrational, connection, and, before I knew what I was doing, my feet had taken me to David’s door and I was knocking loud enough to wake the dead.
“What the fuck were you doing in my room?” I demanded, as he appeared at the gap in the door, looking slightly alarmed.
“Huh?”
“Look, I know you don’t like me, but it’s no reason to destroy my things. What the hell were you even looking for?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Don’t lie,” I hissed, and cold anger swept through me, so sudden and so intense it took my breath away. I realised I’d stepped right up to the threshold of his room, and ice was forming at my fingertips, and I had no control over it.
He let out a faint noise of surprise as ice began to form on his hands too, spreading up his arms and across his torso. Ice flowed like water, encasing him entirely from head to toe.
I watched, half detached, half in fearful anticipation, as David turned to ice before me, still wearing an expression of surprise.
Then the spell broke. I dropped to my knees, a sob rising in my chest. What had I done? How had I done it? David was a living ice statue! I had to find a way to free him―but it was too late. He’d seen me use magic.
Whatever Claudia had done, Leo and the others didn’t deserve any more trouble from the Venantium. How could I ensure he kept quiet? He hated me.
As I hovered in indecision, I heard a knocking from within his room.
Claudia was knocking on the window. I knew from her face she’d seen it all.






got to my feet shakily and went over to the window. It took me several attempts to open it.
“Ash,” she whispered. “What have you done?”
“What does it look like?”
Claudia wore a pained expression. “Ash, I’m really sorry―the other night, it wasn’t what it looked like.”
“It looked like you slept with my flatmate,” I said coldly. “Pray tell me how I could have misinterpreted that?”
“Look, please let me in, I can put him right, erase his memory and everything―”
“Good for you.”
“Seriously, Ash! Look, I didn’t sleep with him, I was interrogating him. I told you I was going to investigate your flatmates.”
There was an awkward silence.
“I thought you meant Terrence,” I said lamely.
“Him, too, but this guy confused me. I thought I’d seen him before, and I was right. Can you let me in?”
“Oh, sure, whatever.” I ran to the door and out into the foyer. She met me there, having let herself back into the building.
David still stood frozen in the corridor. Not a drop of the ice had melted; whatever spell I’d put on him, it was good.
“You don’t do things by halves,” she said. “Why didn’t you just ask me about it?”
“That’s not why I did it,” I said. “He trashed my room.”
“What? No, that can’t be right.”
“Come and see.”
She swore when she saw the mess. “Who did that?”
“David,” I said. “It couldn’t be anyone else.”
“That’s illegal, though! The Venantium never break into someone’s property uninvited unless they suspect them of consorting with demons.”
“What makes you think it was―?”
Then it hit me what she’d said.
Claudia took a deep breath.
“David’s one of them. He’s an agent of the Venantium,” she said.
I said nothing, numb again.
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I thought you should know. I think he was supposed to be investigating you, but he got cold feet about bringing you in for questioning. At the bar the other night, there was another agent supposed to be showing up, but he sent you away. I think that was why.”
“But how―how did you know he was one of them?”
“He talks to the harpies. I’ve seen him, leaning out of his window, sending messages. I didn’t realise you were friends, but I thought it would be quicker to get it over with. I told him to leave you alone. I think he was glad to do that; I imagine he was stuck in a moral dilemma for a bit.”
“So… is he going to report me?”
“He wasn’t. He might change his mind after this. I’ll use a subliminal magic trick, make him forget he saw you tonight. God, I hate Influence, but we can’t risk it.”
“What about this?” I indicated my strewn possessions.
She shook her head. “I have no idea. Is anything missing?”
“I haven’t checked.”
“Do that. This whole thing seems like a set-up. Right, I’ll unfreeze that guy.”
I followed her out of my room to where David stood. She contemplated him. “How’d you even do that?”
“I’ve no idea.”
“Right.” Fire sprang from her palms, and I felt both its warmth and the paradoxical chill that meant a connection to the Darkworld. Shadows spread along the corridor, gathering around Claudia as I watched.
She touched the fire to David. Nothing happened.
“Maybe you have to take it off yourself.”
My heart sank. “Really?”
Right now, I preferred him like this. At least he couldn’t cause me any more grief as an ice statue.
“Yep. No getting around this one. Come on, Ash. You faced down shadow-beasts.”
“Right.” I placed my hands uncertainly on David’s forehead, feeling uncomfortably like I was taking advantage of him or something. I reached for my connection to the Darkworld and tried to direct it to undo the spell. Shadows gathered around my hands, and the ice seemed to evaporate before my eyes, turning to smoke that dissipated almost instantly.
“Wow,” I said, then jumped back as David blinked at me. Oh shit. He really will think I was assaulting him.
“Ash?”
“Quick question, venator,” said Claudia. “How much do you value your memory?”
“Huh?”
“We could do this the easy or the hard way. If you play nice and don’t report us, I’ll leave you untouched. If you can’t promise that, I’ll remove all your memories of the last twenty-four hours. You’ll still walk away unscathed. I’m feeling generous.”
His face paled. “Remove my memories?”
“Yeah. You venators love Influence, don’t you?”
“You’re not registered! It’s illegal.”
“Oh, cry me a river. You won’t remember it anyway.”
“Look.” I could see his hands shaking; Claudia genuinely scared him. “I won’t say a word, but they might read it from me anyway. You don’t lie to them and expect no repercussions.”
“Coward. All right, then. Ash, help me.”
She drew the shadows around her once again, and the cold feeling rushed through my body. Suddenly, I saw a series of images before my eyes, David talking to me, ice forming over his body…
Not images. Memories.
Claudia’s voice spoke from somewhere nearby.
“Just the recent ones.”
“How―”
But some strange sixth sense guided me. The closest comparison I could think of was using a computer mouse or game controller to guide the actions of an on-screen character. I was both here and not here, holding the images in my hands and scattering the ones that showed past events. Me turning him to ice, our argument, Claudia following him into his room.
A pang went through me at the sight of David and me sitting at the bar. Would I have to erase that one, too?
“Stop.”
The images faded away, and, with them, the shadows creeping in around my vision. The fluorescent lights of the flat corridor seemed unnaturally bright after the fog of memory.
“I thought you’d be a natural,” said Claudia. She leant on the wall, panting as though she’d run a long distance. “Right. You, go back to bed.” She kicked open David’s door and pushed him inside. His mouth was half-open and his eyes glazed.
“It’ll take him a few minutes to come to his senses, but he won’t remember any of it.”
“Mind telling me how I did that?”
“We broke into his mind through the Darkworld.” She sank to the floor. “Holy hell. You know, it’s only the second time I’ve done it. The last job took four of us. Leo’s overly-curious flatmate saw us using magic,” she added. “This guy was tougher, being a magic-user. Did you see the shadows?”
“Um.” My mind struggled to process what she said. “Did you say we broke into his mind?”
“Yeah. So?”
“Isn’t that what you said demons do?”
“No! Well, I guess… it’s the same principle, but we couldn’t go any deeper in than that. Demons go right through, see every thought and memory of your entire life at a glimpse. They have total domination. Magic-users can manipulate memory and sometimes dreams, but no more than that.”
“Dreams,” I said. “Sometimes I’d swear someone was manipulating mine.”
“Maybe they are,” she said. “The Barriers are strong here, but low-level mind-manipulation like this still works here. And dream manipulation, I guess. It’s where the idea of nightmares come from.”
“And sleep paralysis?”
“I’ve no idea. Look, the fortune-teller’s an expert on that kind of thing―well, all sorts of magic, really. She’s the person to ask.”

So the next day, after a sleepless night spent returning my room to its former state, I went into town with Claudia and, for some reason, Leo, who turned up outside our block saying he was bored.
“Paradise Lost isn’t interesting enough,” he said. “It gets boring after the part with the Devil. Milton was blatantly Satan’s bitch. You read it?”
Claudia interrupted before I had the chance to reply. “When you’ve finished your intellectual discussion,” she said, “we should get a move on.”
“Why, do you think the venator will come and arrest us for talking outside the flat?”
“It’s not funny, Leo.”
I said nothing, just ignored the unpleasant plummeting sensation inside as it hit me that everyone thought David was the enemy. Whatever he’d done, I didn’t think he was a bad guy. But maybe I was just blind.
Blind and stupid.
The market wasn’t on in town, as it was a Sunday, but the fortune-teller’s tent was still there, tucked away in a corner of the square near the entrance to the cemetery. The tent this time looked smaller, folded in upon itself, and no one else seemed to acknowledge it, leading me to conclude it was hidden to everyone except us. The three of us approached it casually, and, without bothering to ask for admittance, Leo slipped through the front gap.
Madam Persephone sat behind the table, as if she waited for us.
“You again,” she said to Leo. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Master Blake?”
“It’s Ash who needs to talk to you,” said Claudia. “There’s a spy for the Venantium in her flat, and we think he broke into her room.”
The fortune-teller looked at her sharply. “Broke into her room?”
I nodded. “My room was totally ransacked. I don’t think he took anything, but he didn’t even bother to cover up his tracks.”
“Are you sure the intruder took nothing?”
“I think so. Nothing important.”
“Check again. Make sure.” She looked more troubled about the possibility of a thief than that one of my flatmates was a spy. “As for the venator, I’d advise you not to do anything rash. Do you have any proof he was the thief?”
“Well, no,” I said, “but he hates me. Isn’t that proof enough? I don’t know anyone else who would do something like that. Besides, only a magic-user could have gotten past the spell Claudia put on my room.”
“And only demonic magic could have undone those bindings,” said the fortune-teller, “which leads me to conclude that either this young man is a traitor, or there is another magic-user at your university, one dabbling in demonology.”
“And they’re summoning the shadow-beasts?”
“That is most likely.”
“A demon gave me a warning yesterday,” I said suddenly. “In town.”
“A warning?” Madame Persephone’s eyes flashed.
“Well, I think it might have been a warning. It was pretty vague.” I repeated the demon’s words, as well as I could remember.
“They’re after your heart?” said Claudia blankly. “What the hell does that mean?”
“Who knows?” said the fortune-teller. “It is not uncommon for demons to fabricate, to beguile and deceive you. I would not dwell on it. Now, you should leave.”
Taken aback by this abrupt dismissal, I said, “But what about David? I can’t let him get away with breaking into my room.”
“Do you have a shield?”
“Yes, but it didn’t work. The intruder got in through my flat. That’s why it must have been David. He lives just down the corridor.”
“If that’s the case… just make sure you always lock your door.”
“Helpful,” I said, sarcastically. “I did lock it, I’m sure of it. And I always put the bolt on the inside when I’m sleeping.”
“I see.” She frowned. “Does the shield cover the door?”
“Oh, crap,” said Claudia. “That must be it. We only put it on the room. The outside of the door wasn’t affected.”
“An easy mistake to make,” said the fortune-teller.
Claudia groaned, slapping her forehead. “I’m an idiot for not thinking of it. Sorry, Ash.”
“It’s no problem. I didn’t consider it, either.”
“So,” said Claudia, addressing the fortune-teller again, “back to the demons. Do you think they’re after something from Ash?”
“Demons prize magic above all else. They target those with strong magical potential who can see them. But, in Ashlyn’s case, they may be after something else.”
“But what?”
“Who can say? It’s an enigma.”
There was something in her eyes I couldn’t place, something like sadness, or regret, carefully repressed. Was she telling me the full truth? What were the demons after? Did I have some power they desired? I still had no idea of my own strength, and it disturbed me to think of what I’d done to David, instinctively and viciously. I had to learn to keep my powers under control—but how could I do that when the only advice the fortune-teller gave was cryptic nonsense?

The flame-like lights of Satan’s Pit span around me as a stranger approached across the dance floor, masked. He took my hand and I accepted. As he twirled me around, I said, laughing, “Take off the mask, I want to see your face.”
He obliged, and I froze as I looked into the blank, violet eyes of a demon. A third eye winked at me from the centre of his forehead, this one ice-white and gleaming like a single star in the night’s sky.
I backed away, into the crowd of other masked figures. One put his hands on my shoulders; I instinctively wriggled away, twisting to find myself faced with another demon. This one’s eyes burned with a fevered light, and the third eye―the demon’s heart―gleamed vivid blue, like lapis lazuli. Beside him, another figure removed its mask to reveal purple eyes, and its gleaming hematite heart.
One by one, the figures unmasked and look at me with their true eyes, until I looked at a constellation of lights, gleaming in the darkness, demon hearts glittering like the collection of precious stones inside the fortune-teller’s tent―
“Give us your heart, Ashlyn,” the demons whispered.
And I knew.
I knew what they meant.
I lifted the amethyst pendant over my head and held it up, so the stone was positioned in the centre of my forehead. I saw myself reflected in the eyes of the demon closest to me, and I saw, with a thrill of horror that jolted me awake in an instant, my own eyes burning violet, like those of the other demons.
I lay in the darkness and felt waves of horror course through me.
I am one of them. I am a demon.
That was why I couldn’t summon fire. That was why they were so fascinated by me. That was why shadow-beasts stood no chance.
And that was why someone wanted me dead.
Did David know? Was that why he’d ransacked my room, looking for―?
I leapt out of bed in an instant. I’d assumed nothing had been taken, but now I thought about it, I didn’t recall seeing―
I rummaged frantically through my jewellery box, panic rising with every second.
No.
“No,” I whispered. “Oh, God, no.”
What was it Claudia had said? A demon’s heart attracted other demons because it was a potent source of magic… David had seen me wearing it plenty of times…
Aunt Eve, I thought. She’d sent me the pendant; she must have known what it was. Now I thought about it, that letter she’d sent with the necklace had sounded a little odd. I couldn’t remember the wording, but I was almost positive I’d read the words, “Guard your heart well.”
But the letter was gone, too… Had the same thief taken it? How could anyone else possibly have known about it?
Without even beginning to formulate a plan, I left my room. I stood in the middle of the corridor, my heart beating fast, indecision rooting me to the spot.
A voice spoke behind me without warning, a familiar one.
“Be grateful I didn’t kill you.”
I turned around.
“It would have been much easier, but I need you alive. You shouldn’t have interfered.”
The world was beginning to blur before my eyes, and it felt as though someone sifted through my mind, scattering memories like scraps of paper.
“Why?” was the only word I managed to say, before everything went black.

The next thing I was aware of was someone yelling, “Ash? Ash? Are you okay?”
“Of course she’s not okay, she’s passed out on the floor!” said Alex to Sarah. The two bent over me, concern etched on their faces.
“I’m fine,” I mumbled. The glare of the fluorescent light hurt my eyes. I felt dizzy, and my head throbbed. Had I really passed out in the hallway?
“Jesus, what were you drinking last night?” said Alex.
“Nothing,” I said—though, truth be told, my memories of the previous night were a little hazy. I remembered something about a nightclub. But I hadn’t gone out. I’d just gone straight to bed, right?
“I must have been really tired. Guess I’ve been overworking.” I got to my feet, trying to gather my dignity.
“You’re telling me,” said Alex. “I haven’t even started that bloody essay yet.”
Relieved at having diverted attention from my mysterious appearance in the hallway, I joined in with bemoaning the difficulty of referencing, whilst wondering what the hell happened last night. Something was missing, but my head hurt when I tried to think back to the last part I remembered. I’d spent the evening with my friends after the last cryptic conversation with the fortune-teller, then got an early night. I remembered drawing the curtains and falling into bed… and that was it. Had I sleepwalked into the corridor? Unease crept along my skin, and I felt like I was missing a vital clue. I trusted my own memory, right? I must have come here myself and fallen asleep on the floor. No other explanation made sense.
Again, that feeling of wrongness, like something important was missing.
So now I had memory loss to add to the list of weird things happening around me. I wondered what Claudia would say to that.
Claudia. How could I have forgotten? She’d told me to be careful, and I’d just gone and fallen asleep on the floor. David could have done anything to me while I was lying there. Even knowing he’d apparently faced some moral conflict over whether to report me to his bosses, I knew I could never trust him again. He’d lied to me; there was no getting around it.
For now, I’d just avoid him.






y plan worked surprisingly well. Over the next few weeks, I rarely saw David, which would have perhaps been strange in other circumstances, given that the two of us lived in the same flat. But he seemed to be avoiding me, too. I did glimpse him occasionally from the flat window, and sometimes on campus, but, for the most part, we acted like strangers. Just one of six thousand students, albeit one who, whether I admitted it or not, still set my heart racing whenever I saw him. But I made sure to control this irritating involuntary reaction and didn’t even make eye contact with him, even though it cost me a twinge of regret every single time. If I admitted it, I missed talking to him, but my memories were tainted by the fact that, all the time I’d known him, he’d been spying on me.
I was busy, anyway. Our first spate of deadlines was upon us, and often Alex, Sarah, and I stayed awake until the early hours of the morning, chatting in the kitchen whilst procrastinating or finishing our essays. Occasionally, we saw Pete walk past in relentless pursuit of Danielle. He’d wait at the bottom of the flat stairs, then pounce on her as she entered the building. Whilst this behaviour was undeniably creepy, it was also rather amusing to watch, since she invariably spurned him and left him standing forlorn, clutching a handful of drooping flowers he’d obviously picked from a nearby field. Then he’d shake it off and head to the student bar to get hammered.
“Someone,” said Alex, “needs to get a life.”
According to Claudia, David spent a lot of time at the student bar, too. She seemed to think I wanted an update every time he did anything, which began to get irritating, especially since he was apparently always surrounded by a group of girls.
“If you ask me,” she said, “you had a lucky escape. Venators always cheat on you in the end. Well, that’s what I’ve heard.”
“Did Howard tell you that, by any chance?” I said. We sat in the meeting room waiting for the others to arrive.
“Maybe.” She shrugged. “My motto is, don’t get involved with sorcerers.”
“What about Cyrus? And Leo?”
“Nah. They’re not my type. Cyrus is leaving this year, anyway, and Leo… I don’t know. He’s a bit too arrogant for me. And childish. You know, he and Howard thought it would be funny to try and shoot down a few harpies the other day, in the middle of the courtyard. I mean, not to be a killjoy, but it was right out in the open!”
“That’s kinda stupid,” I said.
“Anyway, I’d avoid it, if you can. Love,” she said, in answer to my puzzled look. “It ruins your life. Especially if you love someone who doesn’t deserve it.”
I didn’t know what to say to this. It seemed a rather bleak way of looking at it. I didn’t quite get Claudia, sometimes. I’d thought she was a bit of a wild card. The number of guys she’d hooked up with this term alone seemed to suggest so, anyway. Often she’d act so ditzy I’d think she was a bit dim, but then she’d randomly come out with insightful advice that was exactly what I needed to hear. Like what she said next.
“Anyway, perspective. You’ve loads of time to think, to live life. Nothing is ever set in stone. There’s no point in fixing your mind on something because everything changes.”
That was true. I’d let myself get so caught up in everything, I’d forgotten I had a choice. I’d chosen to take on this double life, to learn more about what I could do, and, although I’d entertained dropping it for a while, something always brought me back to the meeting room every Wednesday afternoon.
I still didn’t feel entirely at ease around the rest of the group. Howard was always liable to randomly snap at someone or throw something, and Berenice still regarded me as if I was some kind of novelty the others had dragged in for her entertainment. Strangely, her snide comments never triggered a reaction in me the way David had. Really, if there was anyone who deserved to be frozen into a block of ice for a while, it was Berenice.
Claudia suggested doubtfully that joining a self-defence class might help me to unlock my hidden anger―as Leo put it―but I didn’t think that was the problem. Magic wasn’t working for me the way it used to, compared to a few weeks ago, when it always hovered underneath the surface. I could still lower the temperature, still summon ice to my fingertips, but the response from the Darkworld always felt oddly muted, as if I called through a glass wall. I couldn’t fathom why, and none of the others could either. Cyrus suggested asking the fortune-teller, but, when we arrived at the stall-packed town square, we found her tent absent.
“That’s odd,” Cyrus remarked. “She’s always here, even when the other stalls aren’t around.”
We searched high and low, but there was no sign of the black tent. Leo disappeared for a few minutes, and, when he emerged from the alleyway between the cathedral and the museum, he clutched a piece of paper.
“This was on the Blackstone Memorial,” he said. “Not exactly respecting the dead!”
He held up the paper. The handwriting was so looped and elaborate that I had difficulty making out the words.
“Gone travelling, by the looks of it,” said Cyrus.
“Seems random,” said Leo.
“Maybe she’s gone away for the holidays?” Cyrus said, frowning. “Never happened before, though.”
“Maybe the Venantium were on to her, and she had to scarper,” said Howard.
“You would bring them into it,” said Leo.
“Well, maybe it’s true,” said Berenice.
I rolled my eyes. Here we go again.
“Come along, children,” said Cyrus. “I’m freezing. Let’s go back.”
The fortune-teller’s absence made me uneasy, though I didn’t know why. No shadow-beast had attacked any of us since the incident at Satan’s Pit, and no demons had spoken to me, either. They were still there; I saw them every time I went outside the area, lurking, but I no longer felt their eyes on me constantly. Why that should feel unsettling, I had no idea. I’d hated the feeling of a thousand penetrating eyes studying me all the time, but, in its absence, I felt oddly exposed.
Whilst the fear that I’d get attacked again never quite left my mind, I refused to stay confined to campus. I even went hiking with Alex and Sarah. Nothing took my mind off stress quite like scaling a colossal mountain in below-freezing temperatures, trying to keep up with our far-too-enthusiastic leaders.
In my spare time, such as it was, I read books on magic. Claudia lent me the Seven Princesbook; I was right in thinking that Howard had liberated it from the Venantium’s library. The old-fashioned language was a little confusing, but I was an English Literature student for a reason. Something about the book intrigued me. I wanted to learn more about magic, of course, but I couldn’t deny demons fascinated me, and I seized the chance to study them. I wanted to make sense of their behaviour around me. Surely this comprehensive guide to demons would have answers?
A good third of the book was devoted to these so-called Seven Princes. According to popular belief, there were seven demons more powerful than any others, who had abilities beyond any other magic-user, demon or human. Able to take on human form, they were largely blamed for the rise of forbidden magic users, since it was believed that whilst disguised in human form they could mate with humans and pass on their abilities to their offspring. These children were human in all aspects, apart from their magical abilities, which were generally more geared toward demonic magic.
The legend said that whenever a demon took a human lover, the demon entrusted the lover with its demon heart, which was held by the family and passed down through the generations, serving as the repository of the family’s stored magic.
Something told me this ought to be resonating with me, but why, I didn’t know. I often skimmed through the book when I was bored, when Berenice was being annoying, or when Howard was trying to start a fight. Sometimes, getting another look at the book was my only motivation for attending meetings.
I learned about the other demonic creatures, incubi and succubae, now mostly eradicated. Both were able to take on human form for a short time in order to seduce humans, both male and female. The Seven Princes were apparently androgynous, taking on whatever form they pleased in order to spread the demonic gene amongst mortals.
The one thing about this book that stood out to me was that unlike many of the venators’ other books, it wasn’t biased in favour of the Venantium. The Venantium implicitly distrusted anyone who wasn’t related to a venator, even if they intended no harm. Some independent sorcerers did live in an uneasy truce with them, however.
“Like the fortune-teller,” said Claudia. “She’s not allied to anyone we know of. The Venantium let her run her little stall in exchange for her silence. Sometimes, even they need to ask her advice. To tell you the truth, I thought it was part of the deal that she could never leave Blackstone.”
“I think the Venantium might have something to do with her disappearance,” said Howard. “And I’m not just saying that!” he added, as Leo started to say something. “There’s something odd about it. The venators are far more paranoid than usual. I saw hundreds of harpies flying over Blackstone the other day.”
“Maybe you’re right,” said Claudia, “but we can’t prove anything.”
The fortune-teller’s absence bothered me; I felt like I needed to talk to her about something, but when I thought about it, my reasons slipped away. This happened a lot recently. I’d get strange impulses and reactions that seemed totally disconnected from what was happening around me. Sometimes, I’d wake up in the night from dreams of being chased and swear there was something I urgently needed to do. Maybe it was stress; those essays were killer. But the dream suggested something was wrong.
It always started with me walking through Blackstone in the dead of night, cobbled streets deserted, the windows in the houses dark. No harpies swooped overhead, and the starless sky looked like an empty void. Always, just ahead of me, there was a figure, tall and black-cloaked.
Usually I awoke before I got farther than the town square, but this time was different. I followed a path I could walk blindfolded now, through the hidden alleyway, into the cemetery. I followed her past the weather-beaten, lichen-splattered tombstones. Every time I rounded a corner, I saw a cloak whipping out of sight. Eventually I reached the low stone wall at the back of the cemetery, and climbed over.
The woods were as silent as the town; not so much as a single night creature stirred, and even my own footsteps were muted. In no time at all, I passed through the trees and emerged onto the cliff top.
Waves lashed against the cliff’s edge, throwing salt spray into the air. The figure stood overlooking the sea, silver-fair hair streaming out, long black dress billowing. The fortune-teller turned to me and cried out a warning I couldn’t hear.
Then the waves rose up to engulf her, and, when they fell with a deafening crash, she was gone.
I stood rigid, drenched in seawater, so cold―
―and awoke, once again, to sleep paralysis and the sound of my alarm clock.






hen I’d coaxed my limbs into moving, I drew back the curtains to be greeted by the rather beautiful sight of the first snow of winter. The field was a glittering white carpet, and frost coated the edges of the window, outlining the view like a scene from a Christmas card.
I smiled at the thought of going sledging with Alex and Sarah later, maybe having a snowball fight―then fell back onto my bed with a groan, as I remembered today was the day of the Big Hike, the one Alex had talked me into signing up for. Looking at the foot-deep snow piled against the building, I could already tell it wasn’t going to be fun.
Alex had to literally drag Sarah out of bed and instruct her, in a mock-stern voice, to get ready. As it was, we barely made it to the meeting place on time. The minibuses were there, and as we climbed aboard one, I saw in the other a face that made my heart sink.
David.
I took a deep breath. It was okay. I didn’t have to talk to him. I rarely had the energy to communicate on hikes, anyway. Besides, he was a spy, and a cowardly one, at that. Try as I might to forget, just a glimpse of him reminded me of how angry I was at being taken in.
The sky was deceptively clear, the winter sun harsh, blinding. We walked past a lake, its smooth oval surface like a silken cloth, reflecting the snow-covered ridges and peaks surrounding it. It was beautiful, but I soon had to put my camera away, needing both hands to keep my balance as we crossed frozen rivers, skirted icy rocks and climbed a slope that gradually steepened until it was almost vertical.
Newly fallen snow coated the path, often masking ice beneath; nearly everyone fell over at least once. Melting snow soaked through my clothes to the skin.
The blizzard started as we neared the summit. A curtain of powdery white flakes swept over us, and soon, we could see nothing but whiteness. Even the leaders looked worried―never a good sign.
“We’ll have to get down soon!” one of them said.
But the path we were meant to be following had disappeared in the whirling maelstrom. Sure enough, an hour later, the leader shouted at us that we were lost.
Everything looked the same coated in white, so this didn’t surprise me.
“If we die up here, I’m blaming you, Alex!” said Sarah.
“We’re not going to die!” Alex insisted, though her bravado had slipped somewhat over the past hour. Snow clung to our hair and melted; I shuddered as it trickled down my back.
On the descent, my torchlight flickered and died, leaving me in semi-darkness penetrated only by an endless swirl of snowflakes. Blindly, I struggled on, not knowing if we were even following a path any more. I’d faced death so many times lately, it seemed absurd that it might be the elements that killed me after all.
It was so cold the breath felt frozen in my lungs. Gasping, dragging my numb feet, I reached out to the Darkworld and conjured a small light. It made little difference in the blizzard, but I felt less hopeless, less resigned to defeat.
Then I heard a relieved shout from up ahead; someone had spotted a landmark. In minutes, we were within sight of the small village where we’d parked the two minibuses.
Sarah was almost sobbing. “Thank God,” she said.
We piled back into the minibuses, too exhausted to speak. Icy mud coated my hiking boots, and snow had piled up inside my hood. I just wanted to take a hot shower and fall into bed.
Half an hour’s drive later, through winding country roads buried under snow, the minibus started to slow. When we reached a particularly steep hill, the tyres lost all grip. The bus slid downhill and backed with a groan into a wall of packed snow.
Again and again, the driver struggled to guide the minibus up the hill. Eventually, someone told us to all get out and push, which we did, pushing our protesting limbs into action, but even the combined strength of the entire group couldn’t shift the minibus. We were stuck.
As I sank against a snowdrift, utterly spent, pain shot up my arms and a queer feeling shivered through me. I found myself standing up and moving closer to look at a dark patch of trees just off the path.
Someone was standing there, just in the shadow of the trees.
I walked toward the figure, almost against my will. I couldn’t see his face, but he looked familiar. A guy with dark hair.
David?
Pulled by some instinct, even though a voice in my head screamed at me that I was stupid, I followed him.
It was hellishly cold. Icy water penetrated every inch of my clothing, soaking into my skin. But another kind of coldness drew me, one that writhed in my veins like slow poison, drawing me toward the forest, even as instinct told me to flee.
I walked on, stumbling over the snow-covered undergrowth. Not a pinprick of light penetrated the thick canopy above. These were unfamiliar paths, not like the woodland trail on campus. The trees were gnarled, hostile figures, clustered around me like conspirators drawing me into a sinister trap.
Get out of here!
But still I walked; I had no control over my legs, and I felt more terrified than I’d ever been in my life. It was like I was possessed. I couldn’t turn back, not even to look at the path behind. Something was controlling me. Subliminal magic?
We walked until the trees thinned out, revealing a run-down, overgrown cottage. Flurries of snow danced around us, like spectres. The figure stopped.
He turned back to look at me. He wasn’t David. Of course he wasn’t.
Terrence grinned at me, holding up my amethyst pendant. A wild light shone in his grey eyes, and I could see that in the centre of his forehead, another stone winked at me, white as the snow around us. The heart of a demon had melded into his skin.
It happened in a lightning flash of clarity. I remembered it all. I was part demon. The crystal was my demon heart. And he had it. He had control over my every move.
“Did you think I was that loser? I didn’t expect you to be so blind.” This was the first time he’d ever spoken to me directly, and it was only now that I realised his voice was completely emotionless. It was like being addressed by a machine. The smile that stretched his face looked unnatural.
Through frosted lips, I managed to speak. “You have something of mine,” I croaked, indicating the necklace.
Idiot, the voice in my head said. Way to state the obvious.
“I know,” said Terrence. “Well, technically, it’s your family’s treasure, but it’s yours by right of birth. This must have the combined strength of ten generations, at least. And only you can control it. Which is why you’re going to help me.”
His smile widened. It looked almost inhuman now. I couldn’t remember ever having seen him smile before―or say so much at once. It was like he’d been saving his words for this moment.
“I―I don’t understand,” I said, desperately playing for time.
“It’s quite simple. See, few things can dominate a demon. You can threaten it with fire, but that’s an unreliable method at best. For absolute control, you need the power of another demon. A stronger one. You. You get me?”
A shadow flitted across his face, and, for a second his outline blurred, showing something else beneath.
A dark space.
“I knew you were something different. I knew you were like me. But I never guessed you were a demon. Now we’re more alike than ever.”
He laughed, and the sound echoed around the open space like a death toll.
“Doesn’t it bore you, having to pretend to be like them? To be normal?”
I didn’t answer.
“I tested you, you know. I wanted to see what you were capable of, but I didn’t believe it until I saw what you did to that shadow-beast, on the mountain. Only another demon could have left marks that distinct. I knew you must have another power source somewhere. And I was right.”
He waved the necklace, and its purple glint flashed in his eyes for an instant.
“So, I need you to do something for me. I can’t access all this power myself. I need you to unlock it. Contact the Darkworld.”
I shook my head. “No fucking way.”
“You don’t have a choice.” The words came out jaggedly, as if he was in pain. “Contact the Darkworld!”
The shadow flitted across his face again.
I felt the demon before I saw it. My spine prickled, and a familiar fear chilled my blood. Terrence grinned. His eyes glowed violet. The third eye shone out from the centre of his forehead, pure white in colour, with a red outline where it had pierced the skin.
“I know what you are.”
It wasn’t the human who spoke. I knew because the voice was inflectionless, emotionless, ageless. I heard it echo in my ears, and I knew it was too late, far too late, to save him.
“Come with me, Ashlyn.”






he demon watched me with unfathomable eyes. I looked away into the dark forest, clinging to the last remnant of hope that one of the others, Claudia or Leo or Howard, might miraculously appear to join me, that I wouldn’t have to face this battle alone.
No such luck.
I met the creature’s eyes again. In silence, we stared each other out.
I felt the snow turn to ice as it made contact with my skin, coating my hands in gloves solid as steel. The Darkworld responded to my call, giving me strength, preparing me for the blow.
The demon leapt.
Ice curled around my fingers, forming a set of icicle-like claws. I ran them across his face, tearing through skin with an ease that filled me with revulsion as Terrence’s blood splattered the snow. His grin remained in place. The demon was entirely unaffected.
What could I do? How could I beat a true demon? Even if I killed Terrence―and there was no way I could do that―the creature would make for the next available target. Me.
Veins pulsed all over his face. It looked as though Terrence was locked in a battle of wills with the demon, making a tremendous effort not to surrender complete control. But, from what Claudia had told me, the instant he’d let a demon into his mind, he was already dead.
He still held the amethyst pendant. I took a deep breath. This was my only chance. Maybe several generations’ worth of magic would be enough to beat the demon.
“Join me, Ashlyn. No one else need suffer.”
“Give that back!” I yelled as I threw myself at him. My hands scraped against his knuckles.
Terrence writhed on the ground, yelling in pain; there was an inhuman hissing sound, too. The demon. It wasn’t fully in control yet.
“This is mine!” Terrence roared, his face contorted in agony. “I need it. I need your power. Give it to me! Then all demons will obey me, and me alone!”
He’s mad, I thought. To think we used to joke about him being crazy, when all the time he was summoning shadow-beasts…
His hands locked around my throat, choking the breath from my lungs. It was like being in one of my nightmares once again.
“You’ll never control it,” I gasped, each word like glass in my throat. “He’s lying to you. Demons don’t share power with anyone.”
“What do you know about it? You might possess this power, but you’re weak. Gullible. Tricking you was too easy. Let me take your power, and I might ask the demon to spare you.”
His grip tightened. The world went blue around the edges, and I could hear a roaring in my ears.
“Your choice!” roared Terrence. Blood ran down his face in rivulets. “Contact the Darkworld―or die.”
“I won’t,” I whispered. His face flickered in and out of view as the darkness threatened to claim me. I sucked in a last breath of freezing air, knowing I was about to die.
Cold.
So very cold.
All I could see was a black void. The coldness of the Darkworld penetrated every inch of me. My skin buzzed with it.
If I was dying, then why did I feel so much more alive than ever before?
Terrence cried out. His grip loosened, and I gasped for air.
Another voice said, “Give her the heart.”
“No!” Terrence screamed. “I have control over you! Possess her! Take her power and give it to me!”
I was paralysed, outside and in, but something still buzzed through my veins. I felt a presence touch my mind, something vast, something powerful. My head began to throb. I felt a sharp pain behind my eyes, and for a second, the black void flashed purple.
I was looking through a demon’s eyes.
I heard the demon’s voice like a whisper in my ear. “Set me free. I cannot possess you, any more than I could possess another of my kind. He does not know that. He is merely an ignorant human.”
The world pulsed black. Then it came back into focus.
“You are one of us. You must understand.”
“I’m not,” I croaked. “I’m not one of you! I’m human.”
The demon’s cold laughter pierced the night. Terrence’s grip loosened even more. Now I could see his face. He looked terrified, and his eyes had gone back to their normal grey. But beside him was a maelstrom of black smoke, from which a dark shape grinned.
“You may have the blood of a human, but your heart belongs to demonkind. Take it from him. Take your heritage.”
The pendant. It hung loose in Terrence’s grip, as though he had forgotten he held it.
“You have power. Use it. I cannot claim the power of one of my own. It is yours. I am not your enemy.”
I made my decision and reached for the pendant. As my hand closed around it, I felt a surge of coldness so strong it burned my palm. It jolted me back to full awareness with a gasp.
The demon still grinned at me.
I hovered on the brink, indecisive. Terrence, not the demon, was my enemy. But I knew the demon wouldn’t hesitate to kill any other human it encountered. I couldn’t let it stay free.
I’d never done this before, but I knew the theory. I reached out to the Darkworld and felt the vast stores of magic flow through me, bringing icy fire to my fingertips. I shaped it with my thoughts, guiding the ice into the form I wanted.
I raised the dagger, a weapon of pure frozen fire, and stabbed the glittering white stone in the centre of Terrence’s forehead.
The demon heart.
A piercing cry rent the air. The smoke dissipated, and for a second, all I could see was the endless black hole of the Darkworld. Then the blackness was gone. Even the dark space was gone.
I dropped back to my knees, still clutching the pendant. Someone was on the ground beside me. Terrence.
He lay face-down in the snow. I ran to him and turned him over, my heart suddenly beating loudly in my ears.
There was no pulse, no whisper of life. The demon had killed him. Like a light switch… it can switch off your life. A sob rose in my chest.
I don’t know how long I knelt there, numb, but I eventually became aware of another sound. Hurried footsteps.
I looked up. The fortune-teller ran toward me, gasping as though she’d run for miles.
“Ashlyn,” she whispered. “Thank God! I felt a demon here, and I thought I was too late.”
“How―how―?” I couldn’t get the words out.
“Come with me. In here.”
I stood up, shakily, and saw she pointed to the run-down cottage at the edge of the clearing.
“Come on. Tell me everything.”
So, huddled in front of a fire she rekindled using magic, I told her everything―including what I was. I told her how it had been Terrence who’d been practising demon magic, that he’d sent all the shadow-beasts after me, intending to test me, and finally stolen my demon heart. Then I told her what had transpired between the two of us―and the demon.
When I finished, the fortune-teller shook her head. “I expected to have more time to prepare you for this. I was almost too late.”
“Prepare me?” I echoed. “What do you have to do with it?”
“Everything.” She sighed again. “I’ve not been straight with you, but there’s a reason for it. Every second we spend in each other’s company puts the both of us in unimaginable danger. You see…” She took a deep breath. “I sent you the pendant. I knew the time had come for it to pass on to you.”
“You? But I thought my Aunt Eve―”
She shook her head and regarded me with eyes full of a deep sadness. “I’m sorry, Ashlyn. I’m sorry for lying to you.”
And her outline blurred before my eyes. I half-leapt to my feet, expecting to see another demon―but instead found myself looking at my Aunt Eve.
“I learnt long ago how to change my appearance at will using magic. It’s something very few people can do. It wouldn’t surprise me if I was the last remaining person with the skill.”
I gaped at her. Words failed. This was too much.
“So…” I said, slowly, “you’re not my aunt?”
She shook her head. “Your Aunt Eve is just one of the identities I have constructed over the years.”
“I―what?” My mind span. It made no sense. “You disguised yourself as my aunt?”
She nodded, sadly. “It was necessary. I had to be close to you.”
I thought about Aunt Eve, really thought about her. It was as though a veil lifted from my mind, like when my memories came back.
“You told me stories,” I said. “You told me about how you travelled around the world. But Mum and Dad never talked about you at all, even when I asked. It was like you existed only when you rang us or when we came to visit you. Was that a subliminal mind trick?”
“It was necessary.”
“You lied to us!” I was barely aware that I was shouting, like a child in a tantrum. The words poured out in a rush. “What gives you the right to mess with our heads? How do I know you’re not doing it right now?”
“Believe me,” she said, “I did no more than necessary. I didn’t want to interfere with your lives. I hated to fool your parents, but the only way to get close to you was to trick them into thinking I was a relation.”
“Who are you, then, part of the Venantium’s Family Demon Heart division? Is it your job to screw up people’s lives?”
“No.” She shook her head. “I told you, I have no allegiance to anyone, least of all the Venantium. My aim is to ensure no one can use your heart for evil.”
“So do you have a lot of them?” I said, imagining hundreds of people like me, half-humans. I couldn’t decide if the idea made me feel comforted or scared.
“No. Yours is the only true demon heart. I am certain of it.”
“Do my parents know anything about this? I thought this”―I held up the pendant―”was a family heirloom.”
“It is, in part, but its power skips generations frequently. No one has had the connection to the Darkworld in your family for over a hundred years.”
“You seem to know a lot about it―about me. Why did you have it?”
“I’m an expert in family histories. It’s an obsession of mine. But I also want to help magic-users who desire to remain independent of the Venantium. So I make a point of tracking potential magic-users.”
“Who gave you the necklace?”
“It is, as you say, a family heirloom. But it was always meant for you. Your ancestors’ power dwells within it. I could look after it only until I knew you were ready, to prevent those who would use it for evil from claiming it.”
“Demon magic.” I shook my head. My breathing had calmed now, although my anger hadn’t quite abated. “I don’t understand how I can be part demon. I mean, they’re spirits, aren’t they?”
“I thought you’d have read that book. It tells you all about higher demons. Shapeshifters. The Seven Princes.”
“I thought it was just legend. That’s what the book says. I mean, how can they know someone’s a half-demon, and not just possessed by one?”
“There’s no doubt. The Seven Princes exist, although none currently walks among us. One of them is your ancestor.”
“That’s… bizarre.” I shook my head again. “What now, then? I suppose the Venantium will want me dead?”
“No!” she said sharply.
I jumped at her tone.
“No one will harm you,” she said, her words softer now, almost motherly. “Not as long as I am here. Even when my own life was in danger, and I was forced to drop the mask of your Aunt Eve and fake emigration, I stayed here. This house may be abandoned, but I still use it as a place of safety. If your life is ever in danger, you will be safe here.”
I looked around. Underneath all the dust, I recognised the room we were in: the sitting room of Aunt Eve’s lakeside cottage.
“How―?”
“This is the place where your heart has the most power. Terrence was drawn to it, even though he didn’t know why.”
I shook my head. Nothing made sense any more.
“But…” I thought of another question. “How did you know I had the demon magic? I hadn’t seen you in years.”
“I knew. I always knew. I intended to stay here, but, when circumstances conspired against me, I sent you the necklace at the first opportunity.”
“Seems awfully risky, sending it in the post.”
She gave me a slight smile at that. “Magical protection. It’s one of my talents. You might say it’s the reason I’m still alive after spending so much time around fugitives and covert sorcerers.”
She kept silent, whilst I tried to sift through the questions jostling around in my head.
“You said you were an expert in family trees,” I said. “And… Aunt Eve had a copy of my family tree, right? Would it tell me who the demon was?”
I was still having trouble believing I was talking to Aunt Eve. Her face might have changed, but the woman before me still had the mannerisms of the fortune-teller.
“The tree was a fake,” she said. “A necessary deception.” She paused. “I think there’s someone outside.”
I turned to peer out the dust-encrusted window. She was right; someone was walking toward the house.
“Friend or enemy?” I said, as she made for the door.
She stood in the hallway, indicating I should go out first.
“You decide,” she said.
It was David.






slipped the pendant into my pocket as I walked out into the clearing. I didn’t want anyone else to know about it yet―if ever. As far as David was concerned, I was just another unregistered sorcerer.
“David,” I said. He didn’t smile. We looked at each other, as if in a staring contest. He broke away first.
“Where have you been, Ash?” he said. “Everyone’s looking for you.”
“Don’t play dumb with me,” I said. “Didn’t you know what Terrence was?”
“Terrence? He―” His eyes widened as I pointed to Terrence’s crumpled body.
“You killed him?”
“Of course not!” I snapped. “A demon did that. The same demon who tried to possess me. Isn’t that your job, tracking down rogue demons?”
“I’m more in the Admin division.” David looked rather embarrassed. “I’m not high up enough for that yet. Jesus. All along, there was one right in front of us.”
“Maybe you’d have spotted him sooner if you hadn’t been so busy spying on me.”
Perhaps I was being unfair, but I’d had enough. I was bone-tired, freezing, and sick of all the lies.
“Look,” he said. “I’m sorry about what happened. I really do like you. But―”
“But we can’t be friends. I know. Well, good for you. Didn’t you say when we first met that to judge people was sad?”
He started to reply, then shook his head.
I seemed to have cowed him into silence.
The fortune-teller spoke. “I’ll deal with this,” she said quietly, indicating Terrence. “The Venantium need not know, if that’s what you wish, Ashlyn.”
I nodded, my mouth dry. They couldn’t find out about how I’d beaten the demon, otherwise they’d find out what I was. And then I’d most likely be arrested. Shit, my life’s a complicated mess.
“I won’t say anything,” David gabbled. He seemed terrified of the fortune-teller. I suppose she did look quite intimidating, back in her familiar guise with her fair hair flying and her knowing eyes piercing. Even though I now doubted that was what she actually looked like and suspected that this body was another disguise.
“Good. Now that’s cleared up. I’ll escort the two of you back to your group. And David?”
David gulped. “Yeah?”
“Tell Ashlyn why you didn’t report her to your superiors.”
David looked blank.
“You know what I’m talking about.”
Not looking at me, David mumbled, “I ran a scan on your magic, to make sure you weren’t working against us. I had to. I did it in the first week of term, in your room.”
“So you did break into my room?” Anger swelled within me, but exhaustion dragged me down. I didn’t want to fight with him anymore.
“Sorry, I had to check. It’s part of my duty to monitor magic-users.”
“Well, it’s none of your business. That’s why you made friends with me, too, right?”
“No.” He shook his head. “Honestly, I liked you, really.”
“Well, you know what, David?” I said. “I really hate guys like you.”
And I followed the fortune-teller back through the woods, toward my friends.

“How about this one?”
I rolled my eyes as Cara presented me with Dress Number 45. Like the others, I’d never be seen dead in it in a million years.
“No. Absolutely not.”
“Come on, Ash, you can’t own just one dress.” Cara rolled her eyes.
“Why not? I like it.”
“You need a new one. This is a ball we’re talking about.”
“It’s a fancy name for a Christmas night out, that’s all,” I said. After hearing we could invite outside guests to the Winter Ball, I asked Cara if she still wanted to come and visit. Her initial huffiness at my having unintentionally ignored her for the last few weeks vanished at the prospect of a good night out, and she invited herself to come and stay a few days early, so she could drag me shopping in Redthorne. Term for her had ended a week ago, so the timing worked out pretty well.
I’d used the workload and the problem with David as an excuse for why I’d not been in contact, and, to my relief, she didn’t ask too many questions. I’d had enough of that from Claudia and the others. I was sure they knew there was something I wasn’t telling them. They meant well, but I couldn’t tell them the full story. Not yet. They might claim to be non-judgemental, but after David―well, it was out of cowardice, admittedly, that I kept silent.
Really, after that, I needed to do something normal. Even dress shopping.
Eventually, I caved and bought a cheapish blue dress. I drew the line at new shoes, though. By now, nearly all my money was gone. A good thing it was the end of term.
I saw a few dark spaces in town that day, but I didn’t acknowledge them. Like it or not, I knew it was only a matter of time before someone noticed whenever a demon saw me now. It would bow its head, regarding me not as an enemy, but as one of their own. As their superior.
I still felt horrified, sometimes, to think I had demon magic. The one comforting thought was that the blood in my veins was purely human―demons didn’t have blood, after all. I’d read every page of the Seven Princes book, goaded by nightmares of never growing old, of simply enduring, as demons did. But the book assured me, almost as if the author knew what was on my mind, that human-demons weren’t immortal. Other than the pendant I now wore everywhere, and kept close to my heart, I was human in every way.
Thank God. Who wanted to live forever?
As for Terrence, Claudia had ransacked his room and found all kinds of awful occult stuff in there. He’d been messing about with demon magic all year. Though his fate still gave me nightmares, I couldn’t deny he’d brought it on himself.
Thanks to Madam Persephone, no one, aside from a select few of us, knew what had happened. As far as the university was concerned, he’d never existed in the first place. I wasn’t sure if anyone would move into his empty room. God only knew what twisted shit he’d been up to in there.
A few days after the hike, Alex told me David had requested to be moved to a different flat. I felt nothing but relief at that. I was free.
The Winter Ball might have been taking place in a rented room in a hotel in town, but it was still great fun. The bar was decked out in silver and blue, with Christmas trees and mistletoe everywhere. Cheesy Christmas music blared from the speakers and a troupe of Santas led a conga-line around the dance floor.
“Hey, there’s Pete!” said Alex, and we all tried unsuccessfully not to laugh as we watched him pursue Danielle with a clump of mistletoe, dodging in and out of the crowd and finally face-planting in the middle of the dance floor.
Danielle wasn’t the only victim. After being chatted up no fewer than five times in a four-hour period, Cara found herself being dragged under the mistletoe by none other than Pete, who, by now, looked rather the worse for wear.
“Take a bath, you loser!” she yelled at him, which finally persuaded him to let go, looking wounded.
“That’s told him,” said Alex, giggling uncontrollably. She’d been at the red wine again. “Just because you’re a student, it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t shower!”
I did see Claudia and the others later, but thankfully they weren’t huddled in a corner like conspirators. That must mean nothing was wrong. Berenice and Howard were lip-locked in the corner; Claudia commandeered the dance floor, surrounded by a throng of admirers, and Cyrus stood at the bar with some other people I didn’t recognise.
“Hi, Ash.” I turned to see Leo behind me. To my surprise, he actually wore a tuxedo, and the dark colours made his dark eyes stand out, somehow. He looked totally different―less scruffy, for one thing.
“Hey, Leo,” I said. “How’s it going?”
“Not too bad. I told them to leave you alone tonight,” he added, indicating Claudia and the others. “Figured you could use a break from the questions.”
“Thanks!” I said, and meant it.
“Um.” He hovered, looking for the first time like words were a struggle. “I just wanted to say… well, congratulations on beating the demon.”
“Not dying’s always a good thing,” I said, smiling in spite of myself.
“Also, you look really pretty.” He said this in a rush, his face reddening.
I looked at him suspiciously. “Are you drunk?”
He blinked. “No. Well, not yet, anyway.”
“Um, thanks, then,” I said, lamely. Great response.
“Well, I’ll see you later, Ash.” He’d gone before I could say anything more.
Cara came over. “Who was that guy?”
“No one. Just a friend from GameSoc. Don’t you even think about it,” I added, as much to Alex as to her; I could see her whispering to Sarah, wearing her most mischievous expression.
I refused to think about what Leo had said. I didn’t need this crap complicating my life again. It’s not worth making a fuss over.
I was going to miss the student life over the holidays, even though by now most of my depleted student loan was gone. I also desperately needed to do laundry, and my sleeping pattern had totally reversed, thanks to deadlines and late nights. But I’d miss living with my friends, the strange conversations in the early hours of the morning, and the even stranger sights I often saw on campus; after witnessing a group of people dressed as lions enter the on-campus shop to buy a crate of beer, I suspected life at home would seem unbearably dull by comparison.
But maybe I needed that. Maybe I needed two lives in order to keep both in perspective. I might have some power inside me that even I didn’t fully understand, but, tonight, as I danced to Christmas hits with my friends, I could ignore it.
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Five: Out of the Dark, by Holli Anderson
 (http://j.mp/19xqDmO)
Five teenagers who’ve recently discovered they have magical powers and are living in the Seattle underground feel it’s their responsibility to protect unsuspecting humans from otherworldly foes. Things are going well until Johnathan, their unofficial leader and the boy sixteen year old Paige is in love with, is bitten by a changeling. Page vows to find a cure, no matter the cost.
If that’s not enough, the Five are also gearing up to face their toughest and most dangerous enemy yet—a powerful and ruthless Warlock who will go to any means, including high school, to build his Dark Army.






Buried, by Gerilyn Marin
 (http://j.mp/15sVw5n)
Fane’s Cove isn’t the average coastal town- not with wandering apparitions, disembodied voices and poltergeist activity occurring on a regular basis- but the residents are used to it. As far as they know, it’s simply always been that way.
Somehow, Cadence McKenna can’t shake the feeling that the seemingly-normal new resident, Gray Addison, is hiding something stranger than all of the town’s odd happenings combined and she’s determined to find out what that is – by any means necessary.






Real Vampires Don’t Sparkle!, by Amy Fecteau
 (http://j.mp/14QqF5K)
Matheus Taylor didn’t ask to be murdered. Quin didn’t care. A seventeen-hundred old Roman, Quintus Livius Saturnius had a different view of morality than most people. Killing Matheus and hijacking his undead existence seemed perfectly acceptable to him.
Now, Matheus spends his nights running for his life, questioning his sexual orientation, and defying a mysterious new threat to the vampires within his city. Not that he set out to do any defying; he just wanted to be left alone. Unfortunately, that was never going to happen.






Sweet Dreams are Made of Teeth, by Richard Roberts
 (http://j.mp/18xnQ95)
Have you ever had the nightmare of being chased by a beast? Then you’ve met Fang. He’ll be the first to admit that he’s a very simple nightmare. All he knows is hunting your dreams and dragging them into the Dark.
He’s not ready for his life to get complicated. He’s not ready to be dragged into his best friend’s schemes to make dreams so terrifying they break people. He’s not ready to love, or to be loved, or to meet someone who makes him happy.
He’s not ready to grow up. When he does, one thing will stay the same: he’ll stay an artist, and he’ll paint your dreams with fear until they’re beautiful.






Scrapbook of My Revolution, by Amy Lynn Spitzley
 (http://j.mp/19z2ecy)
I may as well say it up front. I’m Malian. Yeah, one of the freaks. I’ve got gold skin and the ability to read emotions. It’s great fun, too, believe me. Right… Anger. Frustration. Desire. Try reading those all day!
But I’m not the only one who’s frustrated. We’re all mixed-up and sick of the bad press and attacks from Regulars. Things are changing, though. I’m getting other Malians at school together. We might be able to show people that we’re just as human as they are…
…unless one of my best supporters is really public enemy number one.






The Gathering Darkness, by Lisa Collicutt
 (http://j.mp/161ihTZ)
They say “third time’s the charm”, and for sixteen-year-old Brooke Day, they had better be right.
She doesn’t know it yet but she’s been here before—twice in fact. Though, she’s never lived past the age of sixteen.
Now in her third lifetime, Brooke must stay alive until the equinox, when she will be gifted with a limited-time use of ancient power. Only then will she be able to defeat the evil that has plagued her for centuries.
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