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For the Gods and the Storytellers,
One and the Same

 



Greatness is a choice, a door that opens.
No one makes you walk through but

until you do, you can’t see what’s on the
other side.



Drew didn't like her outfit.
By the time they got to the house just off the Caradoc University

campus, it was after ten o’clock and Grace's stomach was already in
knots. She told herself it was because they were going to a university
party, even though they were both only seventeen, but deep down she
knew the truth.

The way he'd frowned when she came out the front door, and how
he wasn't holding her hand made it obvious. He always held her hand
when he liked how she looked. She wanted to cry, but that would
only make him impatient. Plus, she wanted to look pretty for all these
people. And for Drew. It might raise his mood.

She squashed the small voice within which asked why she cared,
and why she'd even considered what he'd want while dressing that
evening. And told herself Drew hadn't held her hand in quite a while
now.

Bass rattled the windows, and shrieks of laughter, punctuated with
splashing sounds, floated round the sides of the house. Drew raised
his hand and knocked at the door. Grace stood there, clutching her
handbag, and wondering if the night could be salvaged. Or maybe she
would feel like she had all through school up to this point: too tall, too
thin, too … different.

She ignored the inner voice she used to listen to, back when she
didn't have a boyfriend and it didn't matter, and held her head high
when the front door opened and Drew pushed through in front of her.

"Hey, come on in!"
The boy holding the door open raised an eyebrow as Drew went

past him, but recovered quickly as his gaze landed on Grace, and he
smiled. Sick over Drew acting so standoffish, she could barely muster
a grimace for him, and he soon gave up.

"Drinks are, well, pretty much everywhere. Help yourself."
This time she managed a half-smile before following Drew's swiftly

departing back through the crowds and out onto the terrace at the
back, but by the time she got out there, he'd gone. Between Chinese
lanterns dotted about and the light coming from the house, the terrace



and the garden below were well-lit, but she couldn’t see him
anywhere.

She stood there clutching her handbag, palms growing moist. She
swallowed and forced herself to relax her grip, then looked about for
the drinks. The best way to fit in at a party wasn't to stand around on
her own. Or, if she had to stand on her own, having a drink in her
hand would make her look a tiny bit less weird. I hope.

She lifted her head and walked purposefully towards a promising-
looking bowl of something red.

"Oh, you don't want that one," said a light, relaxed voice as a hand
landed on her arm. She turned to find a guy with light brown hair and
an open face and kind eyes looking at her. He started, and she knew it
was because of her eyes. There weren’t many people with eyes as pale
as hers. He recovered quickly, though, and gestured to the other side
of the terrace. "This is the non-alcoholic stuff. That's the real deal, right
over there."

She smiled, the first genuine smile of the evening, and feeling it
spread across her face made her relax.

"Thank you," she said. "I think I'll go and get some of that then. I'm
Grace," she added, holding out her hand on a whim.

He grinned and took her hand. "I'm Ben," he said. "Pleased to meet
you, Grace."

"There you are."
Three words were all it took to wipe the smile off Grace's face. The

tightness in Drew's voice warned her before she even turned around
that he wasn't happy. It took a physical effort to recall her smile and
say goodbye to Ben. But he was already backing away, obviously not
wanting to tread on anyone else's territory.

"I've been looking all over for you," said Drew.
Grace bit back the words dancing on the tip of her tongue, longing

to point out he was the one who had left her behind.
"The drinks are over here," he said, pulling her towards the non-

alcoholic stuff.
"But that's non-alcoholic," she said, noting the half-empty cup in his



hand. "The real stuff's—"
"The real stuff's far too strong for you. You don't want to get ill, do

you?"
Grace opened her mouth to say she didn't mind, but realised that if

she did overdo it, Drew would have to look after her, and that
wouldn't be fair on him. So she let him lead her over to the non-
alcoholic bowl and fill her a cup.

"There," he said, handing it to her with a smile. "Much better."
Seeing him smile loosened the knot of tension lying like snakes

below her navel and she smiled back. They touched their cups and
sipped, then he turned to look at the goings-on around them and she
followed suit.

Girls in very skimpy bikinis swam in the pool below and boys were
taking turns to run up and throw themselves in, fully clothed. For a
moment she wished she'd known there'd be a pool. It was warm and
she wouldn't have minded swimming, but she hadn't brought a
costume. She turned her attention back to the terrace in time to see a
girl walk past with legs that seemed to go on forever. About the same
height as Grace, due to several inches of spike heels, her skirt was as
short as it could be without flashing anything. Grace turned to Drew,
expecting to see his face twisting with disgust.

A cold shiver ran over her skin. He couldn't take his eyes off the
bare legs parading across the terrace in front of him. She swallowed
and her stomach flipped. She looked away, straight into the eyes of a
stranger standing opposite. Something sparked between them and her
gaze was bound to his.

Taller than her, judging by the height of the bar against his hip, he
seemed older than the others, although she couldn't put her finger on
why. There was no grey in his midnight hair, no lines on his face, and
his green eyes sparkled. But where all the other boys on the terrace
were looking at all the girls, this one only had eyes for her. She
blinked and the snakes in her belly came alive, slithering over each
other and crawling up the walls of her stomach.

"Who's that?"



Drew's voice jerked her out of her trance, and she snapped her eyes
to his, feeling a flush of shame warm her face.

"I don't know," she said, sipping at her cup to buy herself some
time.

"Can't take his eyes off you." His voice was tight, his eyes shooting
daggers across the terrace. She started to bite her lip, then had an idea,
and licked it instead, holding his gaze.

"You should be flattered then, shouldn't you?" she said, turning to
face him and running a finger along the line of his jaw. He jerked, but
his gaze only shifted over her shoulder a couple of times before
coming to rest on her face, and then lower.

"Why did you wear this? I can't see anything of you," he
complained, plucking at the purple top.

Knowing full well what his reaction would have been if she had
worn something more revealing, she resisted the temptation to roll
her eyes.

"You want everyone seeing what you get?" She was taking a risk
and she knew it. They hadn't actually slept together yet, but only
because she'd come up with enough varied excuses to prevent it.
Drew's eyes were already a little wild and she remembered the half
empty cup she'd seen in his hand when he first found her. What if
he’d already downed one before that? She pushed the thought out of
her mind. Drew wasn't that bad. It was only her and her silly instincts
messing things up. He wasn't that kind of person. He would never—

Drew leaned in for a kiss, sliding his hand around the back of her
neck to jerk her toward him. She tensed, then cursed herself for it as
he pulled harder, determined to have his way. She relaxed a little, just
enough to allow the gap between them to close without their lips
clashing so hard they split. His tongue stabbed into her mouth and
her stomach revolted against the force of it and the sharp tang of
vodka, but she held the feeling in check. Somehow she'd always
known it would be like this, and wasn't that to be expected with
teenage boys?

Unbidden, an image of the man who she'd seen standing against the



bar on the other side of the terrace slid into her mind. She pushed it
away, but it stayed, hovering on the edges of her mind's eye. He
wouldn't be like this, he would—

An almighty crash, a combination of wood breaking and glass
shattering, resounded inside the house. Drew released her, albeit
reluctantly, as she automatically swung away from him to see what
was happening.

"Someone's fallen off a table," Drew grumbled, pulling her back. But
they were both startled by the wave of screaming that followed. Three
gunshots in quick succession stunned everyone into silence, but while
no one else moved, Drew stepped away from her, towards the steps
leading down to the garden. Then a man stepped through the terrace
doors and lowered his gun at Drew.

"Where do you think you're going?" He wore black, from his
balaclava to his Army boots. Even the gun was black.

"I … I … nowhere?"
The balaclava left only the stranger's eyes and mouth free, enough

to see the twist of his lips as he smiled.
"That's right. You," he said to another man who came through the

doors, gesturing to the far side of the terrace. "Over there. Right,
everyone, money, watches, jewellery. You've seen how this goes on
TV. Hand over your valuables and no one gets hurt."

She felt Drew tense and shift his left arm between them and she
knew immediately what was going to happen. His dad had given him
a genuine Rolex on his last birthday. He was so devoted to it he rarely
wore it, but of course he'd worn it tonight. A university party, full of
guys older and cooler than him? Of course he'd worn it. He wouldn't
give it up without a fight.

But these guys had guns, and all Drew had was himself. There
wouldn't be much competition. She bit her lip and swallowed as he
fidgeted behind her. Her vision was suddenly drowned in black and
she started backwards, as a balaclavaed face loomed only inches away
from hers.

"Alright, beautiful, what have you got?"



"Er, I, I haven't got anything," she stammered. He started to open
his mouth and she fumbled with the clasp of her handbag, her fingers
all thumbs as she struggled to prove what she was saying. "I didn't
bring any money. It's a party. I, I didn't think I'd need any."

She finally got the bag open and upended it on the terrace. Her
wallet fell out and the man scooped it up and opened it. Sure enough,
no notes, or even coins. Just her driving licence with her full name and
address on it and some bank cards. Her mouth went dry and she
prayed he wouldn't take her ID.

"I really am terribly sorry," she said, and the man locked eyes with
her, then his lips pressed together so hard they turned white. He
seemed angry, but then she saw the twinkle in his eyes and realised
he was trying not to laugh. She felt her cheeks burn for the second
time in ten minutes. "May I have my wallet back?"

He handed it back and she dropped it into her handbag, grateful he
hadn't found the hidden compartment holding her keys and
emergency twenty.

"What about you, lover boy?" the man asked Drew over her
shoulder. "What have you got?"

The brush of Drew's hands against the small of her back startled
her. What was he doing?

"Er, nothing, sorry."
The man's eyebrows vanished under the woolen balaclava.
"A young man comes to a party with no money? I can believe it of

the young lady here, but not—" His hand whipped out and spun
Grace to the side, so fast she didn't even see it coming. One moment
she was standing there with her back to Drew while he fiddled with
the back of her jeans, and the next she was off to one side, facing him
and the stranger and seeing the Rolex in his hand. He must have been
trying to stuff it down the back of her jeans.

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she thought, wow, he must be
really desperate. But most of her seized up in fear. Drew stared at the
robber for a long moment, and nobody moved, or even breathed. And
then Drew leapt sideways, towards the steps to the garden.



With his back towards them as he ran for the steps, she saw what
Drew didn't: the gun rising, the barrel coming to bear as the robber
prepared to fire.

She saw every line, every etched groove. The curve of the trigger,
the trigger guard, the jut of the barrel. And she moved before she
realised what she was doing, throwing herself past the gunman,
towards Drew. But she was too slow, too slow.

There was a bang, like the world had cracked, and then a kick to her
chest sent her flying. Something hit her back, then her face, and the
world curved around her in a kaleidoscope of brown and white and
black and purple and white again. She came to rest, and realised she
was numb, except for her chest, which was painfully cold and getting
colder.

Somewhere, a very long way away, people screamed and yelled. A
cool breeze curled around her fingers and toes. Strange that she could
feel it through her shoes and socks. It danced gently over her skin,
gradually moving higher, up to her wrists and ankles and beyond.

Far above her, the sky glistened, stars shimmering as though seen
through water. Someone leaned over her. Drew. He must have been
so scared to see her fall.

But it wasn't him.
This person's hair was darker and they moved differently. Did he

say her name? She couldn't be sure. Her hearing was funky, like she
was underwater. Maybe it was Drew. Her vision was blurry for some
reason. Then he leaned closer, and his eyes sparkled green. No. It
wasn't Drew.

Why wasn’t she surprised? Somehow she'd always known he
wouldn't stand by her if something bad happened. He didn't seem to
be anywhere close by and tears pricked at her eyes and trickled into
her hair. She wanted Drew, not some stranger, but Drew wasn't there.
Everything she'd given up counted for nothing.

How did I fall again? Someone kicked her, or punched her, and she'd
fallen down. Then she remembered the bang and suddenly felt stupid,
so stupid.



I've been shot.
She'd tried to get to Drew, to warn him, to pull him out of the way

of the gun and she'd been shot instead.
How idiotic to think she could outrun a bullet.
Her next thought was, I don't want to die.
The sky seemed further away now, and grey, as though light were

leaching through from a place she couldn't yet see. Would such a
violent death mean she went to Valhalla, as her family had always
maintained? But didn't the stories say only warriors went to Valhalla?
She hadn't exactly died on the field of battle. Perhaps that part was
open to interpretation.

Right now, though, she wasn’t focussed on Valhalla and feasting for
eternity.

I don't want to die.
The sky was getting brighter, streaked with lightning.
"Oh, Thor," she murmured in a voice which crackled like autumn

leaves underfoot. "Don't let me die. I beg of you, don't let me die."
She couldn't hear her voice. She couldn't hear anything. The cool

breeze had reached the tops of her arms and legs now and everything
seemed a long way away. Far too distant to affect her, or to be of any
importance to anyone, really. She didn't want to be cold, but she was
getting colder and she knew there was no way out. Ice filled her chest,
pulling the breeze in from around her arms and legs, dragging the
cold in from everywhere and everywhen, like the whole of Creation
was spiralling into the black hole at the centre of her being.

Above the cold but below the lightening sky, beyond and yet
behind her eyes, one simple, overriding desire.

"Mighty Thor, please don't let me die …"
"What's in it for me?"
She hadn't expected to hear a reply. Her eyes flicked open and she

stared.
She was looking down at the terrace, at herself, in fact, sprawled

across the wood. Her own eyes stared up at her, dull, gunmetal grey.
Someone was leaning over her, pressing something against her chest.



They lifted their head, black hair glinting, and she saw it was the same
man who'd been looking at her earlier. He was holding his shirt over
her, pressing down on her chest with it. Blood welled between his
fingers, soaking through the pale fabric. Her blood. It bothered her
less than she thought it would. From up here, it didn't seem like her.
More like a doll, something that looked like her, but wasn't truly her.
Because the real her was up here, right?

The man pressing down on her chest was shouting, but she could
barely hear him. She followed his line of sight and saw Drew,
cowering against the railing of the terrace. A few feet away, on her
other side, the man with the gun kept it pointed at Drew, whose
fingers opened and closed convulsively on the railing, his body
tensed, prepared to flee.

Grace shook her head. He should have been at her side, not a total
stranger. Anger welled in her chest. Funny how she only felt this fury
on realising her boyfriend really was a pathetic loser, and not on
seeing herself lying in a growing pool of her own blood. He cared
more about his damn Rolex than about her. She needed to rethink her
priorities. She glared at Drew. Even though he couldn't see her, it
made her feel better.

"That one would never have made it on the battlefield. Why would
you be with such a weakling? It's shameful in one such as you."

She turned to look at the speaker and her breath caught in her
throat. It wasn't his height, nor the breadth of his shoulders, although
both were impressive. It wasn’t even his face, which had apparently
been carved out of stone in such a way as to tempt women to throw
themselves before him. It was the curving helm, the furs wrapped
around the shoulders, and, most of all, the massive hammer held
loosely in one huge hand.

Miölnir.
"Th-Thor?" she stammered.
"Who else?"
"B-but—"
"You are surprised?" Thor finally turned his attention from the



scene below them and focused on her. "When one of the Valkyrie
requests the presence of a god at her deathbed, it is only respectful to
comply."

She frowned. "Valkyrie?" She looked down at her body again. Her
eyes didn't see herself, hovering above, just a few feet away. Indeed, it
was as though no one could see her. "Am I already dead?"

Thor’s face suggested it was borderline.
"The rules are not the same for you as for others. If that spineless

child," he indicated Drew with a flick of the hammer, "had been struck
with such a weapon, he would have been dead before he hit the
ground."

She winced. Thor's tone held a certain relish.
"But I'm …?" She trailed off, unwilling to believe he'd really called

her a Valkyrie.
"You didn't know," said Thor, turning to meet her gaze. "Of your

heritage, I mean."
Grace shrugged. "My parents raised us to believe in the gods, the

old ways. But they didn't mention me being a death goddess at all. I
would have remembered."

He smiled. "You are descended from a long line of Valkyrie. As
such, you have the right to call on the gods for help in times of great
need. Therefore, I am here. Your request, however, is a grave one.
And so I ask again: What's in it for me?"

Grace wished her usual quick intelligence would come up with
something, but getting shot in the chest seemed to have dulled her
wits, because she couldn't think of anything.

Except maybe … one thing.
"My virginity?" She couldn’t look at him. She could barely see

anyway through the heat of the blush searing across her face. It only
intensified when Thor boomed with laughter.

"What would I do with such a thing?" he managed to ask between
great gales of mirth. "No. I have a better idea."

That got her attention. She turned to face him. "Anything," she said.
"Your skill," he said.



That wasn't what she'd been expecting. "My what?"
"Valkyrie traditionally take the fallen from the battlefield to

Valhalla."
"I know that," she snapped.
"I want you to fell them."
Once again, her breath stopped. This time her stomach jumped, a

nervous dance in the pit of her belly. She blinked, then looked around
at the house, the terrace, the silent garden and her own body, so close
and yet so far away. He didn’t really mean it, did he? Of course he
did. Thor was many things, including a straight talker. He meant
exactly what he’d said. But…he couldn’t be serious. He just couldn’t.
Panic flared.

"I don't understand," she eventually choked out.
"I think you do." He leaned down, just a little, so their noses nearly

touched.
She could see sparks of lightning in his eyes.
"There are certain … individuals … in your world whose mere

existence greatly displeases the gods, but we cannot touch them. It is
against the rules. You, however, can. I want you to fell those whom I
tell you. Improve your world. Cut out the rot."

She swallowed. Looking down, the scene was fading, greying over
like the end of a film.

"You must choose quickly. Life? Or death?"
The terrace was almost gone, only the faintest of outlines remaining

to show her body and the head of the stranger fighting so hard to save
her life.

"I don't even know how to kill people," she whispered. "I wouldn't
know where to start."

"You will," Thor murmured in her ear. "Which is it to be?"
It was the glint of the gun which caught her eye, a metallic gleam

visible even through the descending curtain gradually cutting her off
from her world. The man who’d shot her still held it, still pointed it at
Drew. Her boyfriend. Hers.

"Life," she said. The word was a knife through her heart and wings



on her back.
"So be it," Thor murmured, in tones of distant thunder.
Her body slammed down so hard her eyes sprang open. She barely

had time to wonder when she'd closed them, or to register the people
shouting and screaming around her, or the pressure on her chest
where someone was pushing down on it, when the world lit up in
shades of turquoise and white and deep, deep blue.

She actually saw it coming. A bolt of lightning curved round
between the stars and the trees and the roof of the house, blasting
towards her and slamming into her chest. The man pressing his
blood-soaked shirt over the wound in her chest was thrown
backwards as the lightning lifted her off the wooden planks of the
terrace and held her in the air, arms thrown out, crucified by
electricity.

Now she felt it. Pain. So much pain. She opened her mouth to
scream but found her mouth already open. White and blue and
shadowed indigo crackled across her vision as she stared out of her
flesh-bound prison at the pale faces below. The whites of their eyes
gleamed like pearls while sparks showered, golden and red, across
everyone and everything. As she watched, coruscating white fire shot
from her outstretched hands and the sound of screaming redoubled,
harmonies she hadn't known a human voice could produce, low and
high and shrill.

And then the lightning released her, she fell, and everything went
dark.

* * * * *
"Grace? Are you alright?"
Grace  snapped her head around to face her mother. "Sorry, Mum, I

was miles away. What was that?"
Mrs. Walken gave an uncertain smile. Grace couldn't blame her.

Getting struck by lightning, or something, had changed her in ways no
one could understand, even though the hospital had run every test
they could think of. They’d only released her today because she was
so obviously healthy, even though it made no medical sense at all. The



skin of her hand prickled and she lowered her gaze to watch a tiny
bolt of lightning crackle between her forefinger and her thumb, then
looked out the window again. No one even knew about that particular
change yet. She just hoped she didn't electrocute anyone. Then she
remembered the deal with Thor.

Okay, I hope I don't electrocute anyone by accident.
Her mother opened her mouth and then closed it again. Normally,

Grace would have asked why, but right now she didn't want any
awkward conversations. Certainly nothing about electricity.

"Did you have any weird dreams?"
Grace's head snapped round so fast something clicked in her neck

and she grimaced at the stab of pain, shaking her head to clear it. The
moment gave her time to realise that, yes, her mother really had just
said what she thought she’d said. What on earth did she do now?

"Er, like… what?"
Her mother didn't look at her, keeping her gaze fixed straight

ahead, but her knuckles tightened on the steering wheel. Her skin was
white where the bone pressed beneath and Grace’s heart sank.

"I mean, like, dreams. Hallucinations. After you … you were shot."
The words fell in clumps, as though she didn't want to say them, but
felt they needed to be said.

Grace sat frozen in her seat. How did she know about the…
whatever it was? Dream? Hallucination? How could her mother know
that? And then she remembered Thor's words about Valkyries. Could
it be true? Her mother's hands slid on the steering wheel, shifting back
and forth, and the white bone pressed up against her skin.

"No," she said. "Nothing at all."
There was a moment of utter stillness, like the world, Grace's world,

held its breath, and then her mother blew out a sigh and her knuckles
faded back to pink and tan.

"Was there anything you wanted for dinner? I know it's early yet,
but …" She trailed off uncertainly.

Grace opened her mouth to say she wasn't hungry but was cut off
by a massive rumbling gurgle from her stomach. Good grief! She'd only



eaten breakfast an hour ago!
"Sounds like someone missed breakfast," said her mother cheerily.
Grace smiled at her, hoping to hide the rising sense of disquiet. If

this was a sign of things to come, she was going to have some
problems.

"Pizza would be nice," she said, suggesting the first thing that came
to mind. In fact, pizza sounded really good. "Actually, could we have
pizza for lunch?"

"Of course, darling." Her mother beamed.
A healthy appetite must mean I'm fine, right? Grace turned away to

look out the window again. She hadn't dreamed anything. She hadn't
seen anything. It was all just … nothing. That was it. Nothing at all.

Her mother turned onto their road, and Grace frowned. Drew's
rust-red car parked outside her house. He hadn't come to see her in
hospital, but she’d only been there thirty-six hours. Still, he was here
now. Maybe he was going to turn over a new leaf. She smiled. Maybe
this was what he'd needed to realise how important she was to him.
She couldn't really blame him for being useless at the party. Seeing his
girlfriend get shot must have been horrifying.

"Is it okay if Drew stays for lunch?"
"Mmmm," said her mother, frowning at Drew's car.
Grace rolled her eyes and slid out of the car. Her parents had never

had much time for Drew, but here he was at her place, waiting to see
her after she ended up in hospital because of him.

Well, no, that wasn't quite fair, she corrected herself. He hadn't
made her step in front of that gun. It wasn't his fault. She lifted her
head and tossed her hair over her shoulder. Forget it. That's all in the
past now. She grinned and ran inside.

Her father didn't say a word when he saw her. He simply
enveloped her in a hug that threatened to cut off her oxygen. Standing
there, pressed so close to his heart, she realised how close she'd been
to not coming home at all. The word 'miracle' had been tossed around
a few times by the doctors, and tears pricked her eyes as she realised
she might never have got to hug either of her parents again. Her



mother came and hugged her from behind, and Dad moved one of his
arms to include her. They stayed like that for long, warm moments, a
family complete. A second chance in the flesh.

Footsteps upstairs made Grace raise her head and smile, kiss both
her parents, give them another squeeze and head for the staircase.
When she saw Drew in her room she had a grin all ready, but it faded
as she took in the sight of him. He didn't look pleased to see her, but
that familiar frown wasn't what held her attention. It was the
cardboard box on her bed.

For a moment, her mind refused to process it. Maybe he'd brought
her a present? But then he wouldn't be frowning. And then she saw
the t-shirt lying on top of the box. It was a bright pink KEEP CALM
AND PLAY BALL t-shirt she'd borrowed soon after they started going
out and had never got round to returning. She took a step towards
him and he took a step back. What the hell?

"Drew?" She frowned at the box. "What's going on?"
He sighed. "You weren't supposed to be back until this afternoon,"

he said, not meeting her eyes.
"Well, no, but the doctors said I was fine and I wanted to get home.

Besides, if I hadn't left early I would have missed—"
Grace looked down at the box, then up at his face. Icicles stabbed at

her heart. "You weren't even going to say goodbye."
His Adam's apple bobbed.
"I thought it would be easier this way," he said. She hated that

plastic tone, so cool and calm.
"You're leaving me?" Even as the words fell out of her mouth she

wanted to kick herself for sounding so stupid, as though she’d only
just put it together. But part of her wanted to hear him say it out loud.

"What happened the other night was—" He shook his head
impatiently. "I'm sorry, but it was just too weird. I can't be with
someone who gets struck by lightning!"

Her mouth fell open, but she recovered fast. "I took a bullet for you!
I—" She caught herself before saying she'd signed over her life to a
god for him, too. He obviously couldn't deal with any crazy at all, let



alone the crazy he didn't even know about. "I nearly died, Drew."
"I didn't ask you step in front of the gun," he snapped, slapping his

hands down on top of the KEEP CALM t-shirt.
Her face burned as he unknowingly repeated exactly what she'd

said to herself only a few minutes earlier. Somehow, coming from her
it had sounded reasonable. Coming from him it sounded …
ungrateful. She took a step forward and saw his eyes flicker before he
controlled himself.

"But I did, Drew. I did step in front of it. And I nearly died."
"And then you came back from the dead, got struck by lightning

and apparently healed up right then and there because the
paramedics couldn't even find the bullet hole! It was only the blood
that convinced them you'd been shot in the first place! I don't know
what kind of freak you are," he said, grabbing the box and sidling
towards the door. "But I don't want anything to do with you."

She wanted to stop him, to say or do the right thing that would
make him change his mind, make him stay. Instead, she moved aside
as he came towards her, cringing away from the fury and fear on his
face, and watched him go, tears pricking at her eyelids. Her chest
tightened and she wondered if the wounds of the day before had
somehow torn open. Looking down her top, however, there was only
smooth, unblemished skin. Like her heart hadn't been shot,
electrocuted, and broken, all in the space of two days.

She dropped onto the bed and stared at the door. It was only when
her mother spoke that Grace realised she’d entered the room without
her noticing.

"Darling? Drew left. The pizza's in the oven."
Grace nodded. She didn't dare speak for fear the nausea slithering

in her belly would make a break for her throat. In fact, food was
probably a bad idea.

"I'm not sure I—" Her stomach interrupted with a loud rumble and
she rolled her eyes. Her body just couldn't make up its mind.

"I know you probably don't feel like it, dear, but your body has
needs, you know." Her mother patted her knee and headed for the



door. "I'll call when … I'll come and get you when it's ready."
* * * * *

It took the police three days to come to the house. Grace was too
busy moping to be surprised. Not about Thor and the conversation
they'd had, the bargain she'd made, which she was gradually  
convincing herself really had been a dream, and not one her mother
needed to know about. She'd seemed very worried about the
possibility of Grace dreaming something, and she didn't need any
more stress, particularly over something stupid like gods and
Valkyries and bargains for lives nearly lost. No, it was more serious
than that.

No one's called.
Not a single person, including her ex-boyfriend, had phoned, just to

make sure she was all right. She was even just a tiny bit bitter that
Madeleine hadn't called. They’d been friends for years before she
made her fatal mistake of going out with Drew.

Well, that wouldn't have been so bad if she'd stuck up for herself a
bit more. But Drew had made it very clear that her geeky friends
weren't going to mix well with the track and field set he hung out
with, the cool kids. She should have told him that was tough, that if he
wanted to go out with her, he was going to have to cope with her
friends, too. She'd played that scene out so many times in her mind
when they first started dating, imagined how he'd knuckle under
when she made it clear how she felt, and that she wasn't going to back
down.

But she'd never actually said the words out loud. Somehow, every
time she started to open her mouth on the subject, he'd given her a
look, and she'd closed her mouth again and let it go. She'd let her
friends go, sitting with a different group at lunchtimes and breaks.
Found excuses not to meet up with them in the evenings or at
weekends because Drew said even her being seen with them, with or
without him, would look bad.

And I believed him.
She'd kicked herself a few times over the last few days. Losing Drew



meant losing all the so-called friends she'd had through him, and
she'd driven her real friends away nearly a year ago. She hadn't
realised how much of an impact that would have on her life. But then,
she'd never thought anything like this would happen. His friends
were supposed to be her friends, too, or at least some of them were.
Like Susie Green, the perky blonde cheerleader who looked like she'd
come straight from a Barbie factory, but who in fact regularly scored
As in class. She just kept it quiet, to fit in.

Grace sighed. Seemed like everyone was playing a double game
somewhere along the line. And hers had come back to haunt her.

The arrival of the police in the form of Officer Langdon, a female
officer not much older than Grace, reminded her that something more
serious than the death of her social life had occurred. When she
wondered aloud that they'd left her alone for several days, Langdon
informed her they'd had to identify the body from the robbery before
visiting her.

"What body?"
Her mother poured tea and offered the woman in uniform a cookie.
"Oh, I'm terribly sorry." Langdon got flustered.
Grace felt bad, but also confused. Surely she was the only person to

get shot? "Did somebody else get shot?" she asked. How could she not
have noticed? Although, thinking about it, she'd been kind of busy
getting shot herself. She could probably be forgiven for not noticing
much of anything else that had happened at the time.

"Oh, no," said Officer Langdon. "No, the other, er, deceased, was
one of the attackers. In fact, it was the man who sh—, er … who was
responsible for your injury."

That was surprising. Grace considered this for a moment, then
frowned.

"He wasn't shot?"
"No. No, he wasn't." Officer Langdon's hand shook as she raised her

teacup to her lips.  "He was, um … well, it really was quite unusual,
but he was also electrocuted. The bolt of lightning that struck you
evidently struck him too. Only, in his case, the encounter was fatal.



We had to identify him from his dental records."
Oh. Grace wasn't sure how she felt about that. On the one hand, the

guy had shot her. She would have died if it hadn't been for— nothing.
Nothing. Her survival was a miracle. A normal, non-god oriented,
miracle.

"Well, I'm glad he's dead," said Mrs. Walken, shocking Grace and
the policewoman into staring at her. "What? He shot my little girl. I'm
glad he died. That's karma."

"Some would call it an act of God," said Langdon, sipping her tea.
Grace dropped her cookie and snatched it up again, carefully

avoiding eye contact with either woman.
"So," said her mother, her voice strangely bright. "You said you

identified the man?"
"Oh, yes," said Langdon, who seemed grateful for the change in

subject. "He works for a man called Zargucci. Domingo Zargucci.
These armed robberies have become quite frequent, but this is the first
time they've resulted in loss of life. Usually the students do as they’re
told and they lose their valuables but no one is hurt. If Drew Sanders
hadn't made a run for it, probably nothing would have happened."

Grace rolled her eyes.
"He told you that, then?" her mother asked.
"Not immediately, no. Tried to tell us Grace was the one who tried

to run."
Grace's mouth fell open in astonishment.
"Don't worry," Langdon assured her. "We got sworn witness

statements from half a dozen people who were either on the terrace or
in the garden below. They saw the whole thing. So we went back to
Drew and eventually he told the truth. He didn't have much choice by
then."

"Will … will he be charged with anything?" Grace asked. Part of her
wanted him to be, but that was probably just because she was still
upset about being dumped.

"No," said Langdon sourly. "Being a coward isn't illegal."
"More's the pity," Grace’s mother muttered.



* * * * *
It happened on the fifth day while Grace washed up after lunch, her

mind on nothing as she stared out at the back garden. Between one
blink and the next, there he was. Thor. Complete with furs, Miölnir,
and craggy, horribly good-looking face. He raised the hammer in a
warrior's salute, a slight smile tugging at his lips. Her breath
abandoned her and she stared, gasping tiny, useless wheezes, unable
to blink again or look away.

"Grace?"
Grace blinked, finally, and he was gone. She swallowed and felt her

throat close up as tears threatened. She stared down at the sudsy
water around her hands, unwilling to turn around in case she started
crying and freaked her mother out. She was still opening Grace's
bedroom door in the middle of the night when she thought Grace was
asleep and just standing there, weeping quietly, watching her
daughter. Grace hadn't the heart to move during those night-time
moments, so she would remain silent and still as her own tears soaked
into her pillow.

But she couldn't do it anymore.
"Mum," she said, turning around.
"Yes, darling?"
She already knows. The knowledge stole her thoughts from her mind,

and for a long moment, several heartbeats, she only stood and looked
at her mother, whose pale cheeks told their own story. Was it strange
that she'd never considered her a warrior? With platinum blonde hair
and razor-edged cheekbones, she'd always thought her mother
capable of modelling, but not killing. Now, with a different
perspective, she saw strength in a face where she'd only ever seen
beauty.

I guess you can have both. Sometimes, she added, thinking of her own,
workmanlike face.

"Grace?" Her mother's face was the colour of angels' wings.
"When you asked me if I'd had any dreams … You know, in the car,

after you picked me up at the hospital?" Grace couldn't continue, but



the way tears welled in her mother's eyes, she knew she didn't have
to. The only question that came to mind was the one she asked.
"What's it all about, Mum?"

Her mother swallowed. "Who did you see?" she asked.
If she knew to ask 'who' and not 'what', she knew. How?
"Thor," Grace told her.
Her mother gasped, then sighed.
"He said I'm descended from Valkyries."
Mrs. Walken nodded, got up and made the tea, then put the mugs

on the table and sat.
"We are descended from the Valkyrie," she said. "The warrior

women who carry the deserving fallen from the battlefields to
Valhalla are real. What the legend missed out was any mention of the
Valkyrie themselves fighting, which is a pity because they were very
good at it."

Grace snorted.
"Guess that skipped a generation."
Her mother raised her eyebrows.
"The Valkyrie weren't up against firearms," she pointed out.

"Anyway, both your father and I have Old Blood in our veins. I
always knew you'd be found sooner or later. I'd just hoped it wouldn't
be until after you'd finished school."

Typical. I find out I'm some sort of warrior woman and she's worried
about my education.

"What else did the legends miss out?" asked Grace.
"That ferrying the good-hearted to Valhalla was really a side job for

the Valkyrie. Their true task was to apply the gods' justice to mortals."
Grace's heart skipped a beat.
"So …."
"It was said that if a Valkyrie was after you, you were better off

turning and putting up a fight. She'd kill you faster for having a
backbone."

So Thor hadn't lied. Although it had never occurred to Grace that he
might have done. She'd thought her own brain might have lied to her,



but she didn't count Thor as a conniving one, not like Loki.
"Are Valkyries mortal?" she asked Grace, sipping her tea and

discovering it had gone cold.
"Well," said her mother, looking uncomfortable. "They start out that

way, but they're not really Valkyries until a god calls on them to, you
know, fulfil their destiny."

Grace gazed at her.
"I'm confused," she said finally. "What am I?"
Her mother reached out and took her hand."You are A, my

daughter. B, a potential Valkyrie. And C, my daughter."
"Am I mortal?" Grace stared at the back of her wrist, which was all

she could see of her hand, engulfed in her mother's.
"Yes," her mother replied. "Kind of."
"Kind of," said Grace, her tone indicating how unsatisfactory her

mother's answer was.
"If he comes back …." Her mother swallowed, then patted her wrist.

"If he comes back and gives you any instructions, you tell me. And
we'll go from there."

"What aren't you telling me, Mum?"
"Darling," said her mother, rising from her chair. "There are some

things you truly don't need to know until we reach a point where you
have to. Please, just trust me on that."

Grace bit back a sigh.
"You're the Valkyrie. You know best."
"No, I'm not."
"What?" Grace stared at her mother. "Confused again."
"It's hard to explain, but like I said, if Thor gives you any

instructions, you come to me. Before you do anything at all, okay?"
Her voice was hard, a granite voice in someone who'd only ever
seemed to Grace like soft chalk.

"Okay," said Grace, holding her hands up in surrender. "Okay."
* * * * *

Grace gazed through the glass at the people walking by on the
pavement outside. They all looked so normal. Normal clothes, normal



lives. Normal relationships, she noted sourly, as the odd couple
strolled past, hand in hand.

Technically, she was supposed to be at school. Technically, they
weren't supposed to leave the premises during the day.

Of course, technically, you weren't supposed to accidentally-maybe-
a-bit-on-purpose electrocute your boyf—, ex-boyfriend's locker just as
he opened it. She hadn't meant to. Honestly, she hadn't. She'd been
standing there getting her stuff and then he came and got some of his
stuff out of his locker, three away from hers. Seeing him act so normal,
and decidedly flirtatious with Susie Green, had made a tide of …
something rise within her. And she'd looked down at her hand and
seen the electricity arc between her fingers and she'd wondered.

So she'd lifted her hand and touched the locker. Just to see what
would happen. She'd hoped he'd get a shock. Had hoped to hear him
say "ow" and know that he was hurting, just a little bit, like she was
hurting. Although there was no way he could hurt as much as she did.
She was starting to think he'd never cared about her at all.

Would he have stepped in front of that gun for me?
Her thoughts were interrupted by a scream and a bang and she'd

snapped her eyes up to see Drew on the floor with Susie kneeling over
him. Everyone stared, and she'd dropped her head, closed her locker,
and walked away, her stomach knotted with guilt, hoping no one saw.

But no such luck. The moment she stepped into the hall at lunch,
she knew. The way the conversation faded around her and people
tried not to look while doing their best to stare. Everyone knew. Drew
had told everyone she was a freak, and someone had seen the
electricity thing.

Of course, it might not have been that. The thing with the locker
was before she'd even spoken to anyone. So it was before she'd found
out that Drew had told everyone not to call her so as to "give her some
space" after what happened. And it was also before she found out he'd
also told everyone he'd given her CPR after she got shot, that he'd
saved her life, that the paramedics said it was only because of him that
she'd survived.



And that she'd then dumped him.
Why had she done that, Julie Cross wanted to know at morning

break. It had taken several minutes of confused questioning to find
out what Julie was talking about. It turned out Drew had told
everyone the same story he'd initially told the police. Except, of
course, none of the university kids who'd also spoken to the police
and given the true version of events went to this school. And the
worst thing was, when Grace tried to set her straight, Julie wouldn't
hear of it.

"Why are you saying such horrible things? Drew wouldn't do that.
He saved your life! God, Grace, you're so selfish. I'm glad you
dumped him. You don't deserve him anyway."

She'd vanished into the morning corridor crowds and Grace had
realised something. She'd thought her social life was dead before. This
was worse. This was undead social life. It had come back from the
other side and it wanted to eat her brains.

She'd considered brazening it out, getting her lunch and finding
somewhere to sit and just pretend like nothing had happened. But
she'd only taken two steps towards the line when the sheer weight of
all those not-looking-stares pressed up against her like a solid wall,
and she'd turned and left. Walked straight out of the school, down the
road and into town.

The cafe was busy, normal for lunchtime, but not so busy people
had to scream at each other to be heard. It was ideal, actually. The
perfect place to hide away in plain sight. There were enough people to
look at that no one would need to stare at her.

Her stomach, temporarily forgotten in the pressurised atmosphere
of the school canteen, had woken up again when she left. By the time
her lasagne arrived she was about to start eating her teacup and she
fell on the meat and pasta as though she hadn't eaten in a week.

If this was going to be permanent, she would need more snacks.
She ate with a single-minded fervour that might have terrified her if

she hadn't been so hungry. But she was so hungry, and the world
around her faded away as she fuelled up. She gradually slowed down



to the point where she could savour the food, but it was only when
she finally put the cutlery down and wiped her lips with the paper
napkin that she became aware of someone sitting next to her, and
even then only because he spoke.

"Hungry, eh?"
Her head snapped round to stare at him and she felt a familiar

electric crackle between her fingertips. He didn't say anything else,
though. Just watched her calmly. Eventually she swallowed and said,
"Yes." Then she had to clear her throat and repeat herself because her
throat had gone dry.

Jet, midnight, raven's wing, whatever you wanted to call it, his hair
was black. So black it seemed to absorb light. His eyes, on the other
hand, glittered like the sea under a summer sun. But green, not blue.
And then it clicked.

"You were at the party?"
He nodded slowly.
"You … saved my life." It felt stupid saying it, and of course, he

hadn't saved her life. Thor had. With the bloody lightning that seemed
to have taken up residence in her body.

"I think I may have had a little help there," he said, with a wry smile
which drew an answering one to her lips. "I'm surprised to see you
out of hospital so soon."

Was it her imagination, or did his tone hold a hint of a question?
She couldn't really blame him. He'd seen her get shot through the
chest. She shouldn't even have been conscious, let alone walking
around and shipping her bodyweight in lasagne.

"Yeah," she said, unable to hold his gaze. "The doctors called it a
miracle."

He didn't reply to that and a gentle silence fell. It was amazing.
She'd never been with anyone, apart from her dad, who was happy to
just sit quietly. The waitress came to take her plate away and when
she asked if Grace wanted anything more, it took all of three seconds
to place an order for some garlic bread and a slice of pizza. As the
waitress walked away, Grace was afraid to meet her new friend's eyes,



but when she finally risked it, she saw no judgement there.
"How's your boyfriend doing?"
She grimaced.
"That well, huh? I'm Lucas, by the way." He held out his hand and it

seemed the most natural thing in the world to shake it. No electricity
crackled, but then, Grace reflected, she felt very calm right then. Not
stressed at all. Maybe that had something to do with it.

"So, boyfriend still about? I only ask because he didn't look very
happy with me just looking at you the other night. I can only imagine
what he'd do if he found us actually having a conversation."

She grinned, then her smile faded."Yeah, well, he'd have to just deal
with it, I guess." She faced him and registered the raised eyebrow. "He
dumped me. 'Couldn't handle the weirdness', he said. Of course, that
didn't stop him from telling the whole school he saved my life, and
that I then dumped him."

"Hmmm."
"Yeah," said Grace, taking her newly arrived garlic bread out of the

waitress' hands and tucking in. "That's pretty much what I thought."
Lucas watched her eat, and she'd almost finished the pizza when

she remembered her manners and offered him some of the garlic
bread. He waved it away with a smile.

"You look like you need it," he said.
"Ifuhfo—" She stopped, swallowed, and started again. "I don't know

what's wrong with me. I'm just so hungry since … well, you know."
It felt wrong to talk about it, somehow. Like her surviving was all a

huge mistake and if she talked about it, someone would remember
she was supposed to be dead.

Like Thor.
"What are you going to do now?" asked Lucas.
"Go back to school," she told him, her face falling. He grinned and

she felt like a child. Of course, he was at university. He could laugh at
her still being in school. She scowled.

"I meant about your boyfriend," he said. "And, you know,
everything."



"Everything?" Her skin prickled. How much does he know?
"Yeah. I mean, you got a new lease of life, right? A second chance?

What are you going to do with it?"
She leaned back in her chair as she realised she'd misunderstood his

original question. It seemed impossible to answer, though. What am I
going to do?

"I don't know," she said. "Excuse me." She stood and walked away.
She needed some space.

The bathroom was small and clean, one toilet and barely enough
room for one person in front of the tiny sink. She locked the main
door, but when she came out of the toilet she was thankful she'd
closed and locked that door too, because otherwise Thor would have
caught quite the eyeful. As it was, she jumped about three feet straight
up when she opened the door.

"What the hell are you doing in here?" she hissed. "And how did
you even get in?"

She tried to see if the door was still locked, but he took up all the
space. It simply wasn't possible to look around him. He gazed at her
until she stopped craning her neck in every direction and finally met
his eyes.

"Are you finished?" he asked.
She blushed furiously and gave a tiny nod.
"Excellent. It is time for your first assignment."
"My wha—?" She didn't even get the sentence out before she

realised they weren't in the bathroom any more. The air was fresh and
cool and greenery surrounded them. Thor lifted an arm and swept
back some leaves in front of them, allowing Grace a clear view of the
swimming pool beyond.

A man lay on a sun lounger, tanned, moustached, and only wearing
the briefest pair of swimming trunks. The temperature seemed low to
be swimming outside, but if the pool was heated and he could run
back inside whenever he wanted, it was probably fine.

Then she shook her head. Most people would be jealous the guy
had a swimming pool in his back garden. Why did she always think



of other people first? She lifted a hand and rubbed her chest. It hadn't
got her very far.

Of course, depending on how you looked at it, it had also taken her
further than she'd ever wanted to go.

"Domingo Zargucci," Thor murmured in her ear. "A very bad man.
Kill him."

Grace swallowed. Zargucci. The man responsible for the robbery.
But not the man who actually shot her. That guy was already dead.

Zargucci lay calm, serene even, on his sun lounger. The waters of
the pool glittered and lapped gently against the ceramic tiles around
the edge.

"Now," said Thor.
Grace stared up at him.
"I-I can't," she said. His face was as still and watchful as church

statues. She turned to look at Zargucci, laid out on his sun lounger. "I
don't know how. And … I couldn't anyway."

"Either he dies, or you die."
"But …" Grace flicked a look down to her hands. There was no

crackle now, no glimmer of electricity between her fingers. She
swallowed, tears burning behind her eyes. "How?"

Eyes on his face, she hoped to see some indication that he
understood. That he wouldn't hold her to the bargain she'd made. The
moment she thought it, she wanted to kick herself. Better than anyone,
she should have known. A bargain with a god is a bargain made
forever. It can't be unmade.

"I don't know how to kill," she said, choking on the tears building in
her throat.

"I suggest you learn. Fast." Thor's arm dropped and the greenery
separated her once more from … her target? Her destiny? My makeover
into an assassin? Miserable, she stared at the ground between her feet.

"You have until sunset."
Her head snapped up, words of denial or bargaining on her lips, but

Thor was gone. She was in the bathroom, staring at herself in the
mirror. As she watched, a single tear overflowed and she tracked its



crystal path down her face.
"I'm dead," she said to no one in particular. "All that, for nothing."
She ran the tap and passed her wet hands over her face, then dried

off and unlocked the door.
"I should have let him shoot Drew," she muttered as she left the

bathroom.
Lucas still sat where she'd left him, and he gave her a strange look

when she apologised for being gone so long.
"So, have you decided yet?" he asked.
"Decided what?" In her shock at Thor's demand, so soon after their

bargain was made, Grace had completely forgotten what they'd been
talking about. Lucas didn't seem to mind, though.

"What you're going to do with your second chance at life," he
reminded her, smiling.

Grace felt the blood leave her face, chilling her skin and her flesh,
right down to her stomach, which curled and slithered uneasily.

"Grace? Are you all right?" Lucas reached out to touch her arm but
she flinched away and he snatched his hand back. "I'm sorry, I—"

"No, it's all right. I have to go," Grace said, grabbing her coat and
trying not to look at him. She was pretty sure she wouldn't see him
anyway, through the veil of tears blurring her view. She didn't want
him to see that. She didn't want anyone to see that. "I have to get back
to school."

"There's always a choice, Grace."
The softly spoken words stopped her in her tracks, partway through

slinging her coat around her shoulders. She blinked, trying to see him
clearly without causing the trembling tears to overflow.

"What was that?"
"I said there's always a choice." Lucas turned away and looked out

the window. "It might not always seem like it, but …"
She walked away, knowing he wouldn't realise she was leaving

until too late, unwilling to debate him on this when she couldn't tell
him why she didn't see a choice.

Well, she had a choice. Kill someone else or die. Had Zargucci



specifically ordered the robbery that nearly killed her? Did he really
deserve to die? Why hadn't she insisted on a clause allowing her to
turn a job down? What the hell had she been thinking, to consider
even for a minute that she would willingly trade someone else's life
for her own? To think that she could! She could barely kill
mosquitoes, for gods' sake! How had she ever thought she could kill a
human being?

As she strode back to school, she couldn't avoid the answer to that
one. It was very simple, and unforgiveable. She hadn't thought the
bargain was real. Even after she woke up in the hospital and the
doctors spoke of the miracle of her survival, she'd figured she must
have dreamt it all. And now she knew it was real, so real it would kill
her, because even if she decided to kill this Zargucci person, she had
no idea how to find him. Certainly not before sunset. And how would
she kill him? With her bare hands?

She gave a short, sharp laugh, which hardly sounded like a laugh at
all.

Her bare hands. There was a joke. The electricity seemed to have
finally faded from her body, leaving her tired and weak. Human.

Mortal.
The school gates appeared in front of her and she walked through

the front door just as the bell went for afternoon classes. The corridors
cleared and an idea struck her, hard enough to jolt her out of her
pocket of depression. Indeed, it was so good that she lifted her head
and smiled a sharp, bitter smile. She might have only a few hours left
to live, but there was one thing she could do, and she was going to
enjoy it.

She trembled with the effort of holding herself back as she walked
to the classroom. She had to be as late as possible. Everyone had to be
there. Even the teacher. It wasn't just the students who looked at her
sideways since she came back from the dead.

The stares that hit her as she walked in weakened her knees and for
a moment, she considered backing down. Walking away. Like she
used to. Like she had for the last year whenever Drew wanted



something she didn't, or vice versa.
Her jaw tightened and she looked around the room. Some of the

smirking smiles faltered as her gaze passed over them. She knew she
didn't look like a victim, and the thought gave her a smile of her own.
Even Drew's expression faded a little as her eyes met his.

"Hi, Drew," she said, her voice carrying clearly. She was making a
point. He hadn't spoken to her that day. He hadn't spoken to her since
dumping her. "How are you today?"

He didn't want to answer, but she let the silence drag out, even as
her heart was slowly crawling into her mouth. What if he didn't cave?

In the end, it was the curiosity of others that broke him. It only took
one person, Bradley Gant, to turn around and stare at him, and a
couple more heard, or maybe only felt, the movement, and followed
suit, creating a wave. Faced with a dozen blank stares, Drew shifted in
his chair.

"I'm fine."
"Of course you are," said Grace, and the faces turned to her. It was

like a tennis match, except everyone knew who was in charge here.
"Because you weren't shot."

Silence.
"Because I took the bullet for you." She took a step forward. "And

then you dumped me."
"No, I di—"
"Yes, you did. And then you told everyone not to call so you could

tell your story first." She gazed around the room. "If you don't believe
me, try the police. He told them the same story he told all of you, that
he saved my life. That I tried to run and got shot for it. Only there
were, what was it, half a dozen witnesses? Who all told the cops the
truth, so he had to change his story. To the true one. The one where I
tried to save his life, because he ran away like a little bitch."

Her voice shook on the last sentence, and she stopped, but the
silence gave her hope. Previously it had been expectant, pregnant, just
waiting for the axe to fall. This silence was the kind you got when you
simply didn't know what to say. She drew a breath to steady herself,



then another. She'd only get one chance to do this. She had to get it
right, and that meant not letting the sorrow and abandonment burst
out of her chest like it was trying so hard to do.

"I was faithful," she murmured shakily, her eyes fixed on Drew. Her
voice carried regardless. You could have heard an angel's heartbeat in
there, the room was so still. "I was faithful, even though you weren't. I
dressed how you wanted me to. I even turned away from my old
friends because I knew you wanted it, and that's on me."

She looked around the room, trying not to blink so the tears
gathered on her eyelids wouldn't fall. For the first time since she and
Drew got together, she met the eyes of her former group, the Set
Squares, as they called themselves. Maths geeks to a man, or woman,
and previously the best friends anyone could have asked for. Until she
gave them up for a cool boyfriend.

"That's. On. Me." Her voice caught but she controlled it. "But then
we went to a party, and you tried to hide your Rolex in my back
pocket. And then you ran away from the guy holding a gun." A few
raised eyebrows confirmed what she had suspected. Drew had been
very selective with how much of the story he told. "When you ran
away, I did what I would do for any of my friends. I tried to stop him
from shooting you. And I got shot instead."

She couldn't stop her hand from rubbing her chest where the bullet
had hit, slamming her backwards and onto hard planking, and almost
out of this life for good. She steeled herself. If she was going to die
today after all, she'd make sure the world knew what a spineless
weasel Drew Sanders really was.

"And while I was in hospital, recovering from being shot in the
chest, and then struck by lightning, you were at my place, collecting
your stuff. Because, what was it now? Oh yes." She put her head on
one side and smiled wryly. "You couldn't handle the weird."

More silence. But this one was filled with vultures ready to strike.
"I see you recovered quickly enough to be all over Susie the very

next day. No offence, Suze." Grace nodded at the blonde sitting at the
desk next to Drew.



"None taken," Susie replied, then turned to look at Drew. "You ran
away? And then you lied? To the cops?"

Drew's mouth opened. Closed. And then he shot Grace a look of 
such pure venom  that she could only smile.

"You bitch," he said.
She shook her head and her smile grew wider.
"I got shot because you ran away," she pointed out. "Did you really

think they'd never find out?"
"You're such an idiot, Drew," said Susie, in tones of disbelief. "You

don't mess with Zargucci's guys. You of all people should know that."
"Who?" said Grace. How did Susie know about Zargucci?
"Zargucci? Big gangster guy? Lives up on Stenson Heights, right by

the cliff? Runs the whole city? Wow, Grace." Susie shook her head.
"You really don't know anything, do you?"

Grace looked around, her head spinning. No. It seemed like she
really didn't know anything. The nausea was back, trying to climb out
of her stomach on a ladder made of lasagne and garlic bread. She put
her hand over her mouth, and swallowed hard before taking a deep
breath.

She headed toward an empty desk. It was only when she reached it
that she realised it was the one where she always used to sit. Before
Drew. Before she cut off her real friends.

The Set Squares watched her suspiciously but she didn't push her
luck by trying to talk to them. It was enough that she was back where
she belonged, where she had always belonged, even they weren't sure
they wanted to let her back in just yet. And the truth was, right at that
moment, she simply didn't care. She sat down and considered just
laying her head down on the wood in front of her to stop it flying
away, but she didn't want to look weak in her moment of victory.

Susie knew where Zargucci lived. How did she know that? Not that
it really mattered. What was important was that she knew.

And now Grace knew too.
* * * * *

Stenson Heights was a long road, curving up the hill and ending



where the ground fell away two thousand feet to the commercial
district below. Fifty-odd mansions were dotted along the hill, each set
in their own grounds, far enough back from the road that you could
only see greenery and guard dogs. But only one was right by the cliff,
because that was where the road ended. Right in front of Domingo
Zargucci's house.

Grace hurtled out of school the second the bell rang, ignoring the
sound of her name being called behind her. Sunset was only a few
hours away, but she couldn't take any chances. Every second might
count.

The problem she had now, as she skulked on the corner near the
entrance to Stenson Heights, was that it was a gated community. It
wasn't enough that every house had its own gates and guard post, but
the road itself was gated. You had to identify yourself to the guards at
the entrance and have them let you in before you got anywhere near
the pavement of the Heights, let alone the houses.

She heard a car engine behind her and started guiltily, sliding into
the bushes as best she could. The last thing she needed was to get
arrested, and definitely not here.

"Grace?"
The sound of her name made her automatically hunch down more,

even as she rolled her eyes at the futility of it.
"Grace? Are you in there?" Madeleine sounded uncertain.
"Are you sure you saw her?"
Bradley. Madeleine’s little brother.
"I thought I did. I mean, her hair's kind of hard to miss."
Grace grimaced, then stood up and took a long step out of the

bushes. She and Maddy both jumped as Grace's stride brought her
nose to nose with her best … ex-best friend. She gulped and backed
up.

"Sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to startle you."
Maddy bit her lip.
"What are you guys doing up here?" Grace asked. She had a terrible

feeling.



"We were looking for you," said Bradley, when Maddy didn't reply.
"Oh."
Dammit.
She hesitated, unsure as to how much she could say without

sounding like a total whackjob.
"We thought you might be looking for—ow!" Bradley rubbed his

arm where Maddy had just punched him. Maddy glanced over her
shoulder, towards the guard post just around the corner, then back at
Grace.

"Honestly, he's got a mouth like an anaconda," she said, rolling her
eyes towards Bradley.

Grace grinned in spite of herself. When no one said anything, her
smile faded. Finally, Maddy spoke, all in a rush as though she had to
get the words out before she changed her mind.

"We thought you might need some help."
Grace couldn’t help but raise her eyebrows.
"You want to help me?"
Maddy looked away. Bradley examined the ground at his feet.
"Drew's a dickhead," Maddy said, gazing down the road. She

looked back at Grace. "You were a cow, too. Throwing us over for that
pencil-dicked weasel."

Grace swallowed. This had been coming for over a year, but looking
around, she could see the shadows lengthening on the road. She
literally didn't have time for it right now, but she couldn't bring
herself to say so. Just having Maddy talk to her again felt like such a
gift. Was it worth her life? Maybe not. But even so, she didn't want to
give it up.

"But you came to your senses, and you haven't whined and tried to
act like nothing happened, or like you didn't have a choice." Maddy's
firm voice snapped Grace's attention back to her friend. No longer her
ex-friend. "So we decided we'd help you."

Grace considered her for a moment."Do you know what I'm trying
to do?"

"Nope," they said in unison.



Then Bradley added, "But you obviously need help. I've never seen
you run so fast as when you left school today."

Grace looked away.
"What do you need, Grace?" whispered Maddy.
Grace wished she could tell her to leave. Wished with all her being

that she could say something to make Maddy angry so that she'd go
away and wouldn't have anything to do with all of this. If she died,
she didn't want Maddy anywhere near and if she lived …. She pushed
that thought away and considered the guard post, currently hidden
from view by the bushes.

"I need to get into Stenson Heights."
"You trying to get to Zargucci?"
Bradley barely got the words out before Grace's hands wrapped

around his neck and dragged him into the bushes. Maddy followed
behind, trying and failing to break Grace's grip.

"Grace, what the hell are you—?"
"Don't either of you mention his name? You got me?" Grace

whispered harshly. "No one can know you had anything to do with
this. If you can't keep it quiet, leave now!"

She released Bradley, who dragged in great wheezing gulps of air.
"Jeez, Grace, all you had to do was ask," he rasped.
"Grace?" Maddy didn't sound herself at all. She sounded … unsure.
"I'm sorry. I've got to get in there, and …." Even now, Grace couldn't

do it. Couldn't tell them to go, to forget they saw her here, that they
ever saw her anywhere, that they ever knew her name.

"We can get you in," said Maddy, turning away.
"What?"
"Come on." Maddy was already walking down the road, followed

by her brother who was still massaging his throat. Grace watched
them go, confusion holding her still. Eventually she shook herself and
ran after them. They were getting into Maddy's car. She frowned as
the doors closed and just stood there as Maddy drove towards her.
The car stopped in front of her and the window came down.

"Are you coming?" asked Bradley from the passenger seat. "Do you



want this guy or not?"
It wasn't really a decision, in the end. Grace found herself opening

the back door and sliding onto the passenger seat.
"How can you even—?"
"Lie down," Bradley told her.
She did as she was told and he pulled a blanket over her while her

head spun with thoughts of lightning and gods and death and
glittering blue water. The car came to a halt and an electric window
hummed.

"Hi," said Maddy. "We're here to see Mr. Nashiguro at number
thirty-nine? He's helping us with a research project."

Beneath the blanket, Grace smiled. Only Maddy would contact
multi-millionaires to help her with research projects. And only Maddy
would actually get that kind of help after making such a contact.

A murmured response came, and then more electric humming, but
deeper this time. The gates were opening. The car moved forward and
she was about to sit up when Maddy spoke.

"Stay down, Grace. They can still see us. I'll drive further up so that
you don't have too far to walk."

She lay there, listening to the rumble of the car's engine and Maddy
and Bradley going over questions for Mr. Nashiguro.

"Okay, you can sit up now."
Grace threw off the blanket. It felt so dishonest to hide, even though

she knew her chances of getting through those gates would have been
slim to none otherwise.

"What's the project?" she asked.
"The possibility of creating unicorns through DNA manipulation,"

said Bradley, his face alight with enthusiasm as he turned to face her.
"They're making some brilliant advances these days, and Mr.
Nashiguro's company employs some of the most gifted scientists in
their field. He agreed to talk to us about it."

"Because he's hoping Brad will go and work for him when he
graduates in about two years' time," Maddy added, catching Grace's
eye in the rear view mirror.



Grace closed her mouth."Unicorns?" she asked, then wished she'd
moderated her tone a bit, so she didn't sound quite so disbelieving.

"Sure, why not?" said Bradley.
She relaxed. If he'd noticed her tone, he hadn't minded.
"I reckon that's where the future is taking us. Just imagine, a world

with fantastical creatures, things no one ever thought existed except in
story books."

Like gods. Of course, if those existed, why shouldn't Bradley get his
unicorns?

"If anyone can make a real unicorn, I reckon it's you, B-Square." She
reached out to ruffle his hair and he pulled away and stuck his tongue
out.

"You need to get out here, Grace. I've come up as far as I can, but
number thirty-nine is way back down the hill and I don't want anyone
to get suspicious."

"Sure," said Grace, and she slid out of the car and watched Maddy
do a three point turn in the road. Her window came down just as
Grace turned away to walk up the hill.

"Be careful," Maddy told her. "We want to see you back in school
tomorrow."

"Of course." Grace couldn't bring herself to give her friend a proper
smile, so she waved instead, before turning away and walking on. She
wasn't going to think about what had happened a week ago, or what
happened a year ago when she ditched her best friends for a boy who
wasn't worth it. Or what she'd just done, involving a friend in this
ridiculous scheme, or about what might happen now, or what she
would do if she succeeded.

Instead, she walked up the road looking at the tarmac and the trees
and the way the leaves danced in the light wind, which ruffled her
hair as well. Tears burned behind her eyes and this time, she let them
fall.

The road was long, and grew steeper the higher she went. The
guard posts were all set back from the road, but unseen cameras
buzzed as she passed and she wondered if there was any point to this.



Even if she did the impossible and actually killed Zargucci, there
would be way too much evidence that she'd been there.

The shadows gradually lengthened around her and by the time she
reached the end of the road, she still had no answer. But it was cooler
and the sky wasn't as bright. She was running out of time.

She stood in the road for long moments before finally clenching her
fists and heading for the guard post at the end of what had to be
Zargucci's driveway. It was empty. She stared in, frowning, then
turned towards the open gates.

That was weird. Really weird. There were two cameras, but they
weren't moving. She looked more closely and picked out the
blackened mounts. They'd been fried, somehow. She remembered the
electricity which had crackled between her fingers and winced. At
least she wasn't responsible for this.

She carried on up the drive and found the place deserted. No
guards. Plenty of cars but no one moving around. She walked slower
and slower until she came to a stop in the quiet courtyard. What had
happened here? It was far too quiet and a shiver ran up her back,
making her twist her head around to see the path running around the
side of the house. Covered in greenery, it was like a fairy tunnel, and
her feet took charge, carrying her towards it without her deciding it.
Part of her wanted to run away screaming and curl up in a ball
somewhere until Thor came for her. Or maybe go home and hug her
parents one last time.

"So many things I could have done," she murmured. "Why am I
here?"

"Because you're late," said a hard voice she wished she didn't
recognise. "You have half an hour at the most. He's inside."

Thor stood just off the path, all but hidden in the shadows. She
couldn’t look at him.

"You've got the wrong person," she said. "I don't think I can do this.
I can't do this."

He put his head on one side, as though he were thinking something
through, and her heart leapt in her chest. Maybe he was thinking of



something else she could do?
"I mean, it's not that I'm not grateful," she gabbled. "I really am, but

I just … I'm not a killer. I can't just kill someone just … because. I …
please. I'll do anything else. Please?"

"Grace," he said, reaching out to place a huge, heavy hand on her
shoulder. "Life is a gift."

She smiled hopefully.
"You squandered yours by stepping in front of a lethal weapon. I

gave it back to you, but it is only on loan. These are the rules."
Her face fell.
"Either you, or Domingo Zargucci, will be dead by sunset. If you

don't want to die, carry on. If you do …." He lifted his hands. "Do
what you will."

She looked up the path towards the house, then the other way,
towards the courtyard.

"Do you think it would be fair to your parents, having come so close
to losing you once already?"

She snapped her eyes to him, glaring daggers. He raised his hands
again in a gesture of surrender, making her snarl. He was mocking
her, just for being normal and not wanting to kill a total stranger!

"You just made up with your friends again, too. It would be a real
pity if, after all this, the blame somehow fell on them."

The daggers melted away from Grace's eyes as the hair stood up
across the back of her neck.

"What do you mean? What blame? Nothing's happened!" Chills
danced down her spine, making her voice shrill.

"You mean, when you're found dead by the side of the road, and it's
discovered Madeleine and her brother were the last to see you alive,
there won't be questions? Especially when everyone tells the police
that you and Madeleine were almost mortal enemies due to your
choosing a boy over your childhood friend."

Grace gazed at him in horror. Surely no one would think such
things? She thought back to that day in school. She'd sat with them,
but they hadn't spoken. It had been the only free desk in the room.



Oh no.
"Sounds to me," Thor continued, "like she would have some very

awkward questions to face. I mean, you're still vulnerable. You only
got out of hospital a week ago. A great shock, a huge argument, any of
these things can induce heart failure in someone who is already in less
than perfect shape."

Suddenly there was a lot less air around and her chest heaved with
the effort it took to breathe.

"You wouldn't," she gasped around the knot in her throat.
"Of course I wouldn't. I wouldn't have to do anything. You being

found dead, her being the last person to see you alive …"
She wanted to slap that smirk right off his face. As her fists

clenched, she felt something crawl over them. When she looked down,
she wasn't surprised to see jagged lines of white light crackling over
her skin and between her fingers.

"I mean—"
"All right!" she snapped. "I'm going."
The outer doors weren't locked and she made sure to stay quiet as

she opened the one leading in from the terrace above the swimming
pool. The house was silent but she crept forward quietly anyway.
Thor was a god. If he said the guy was in the house, then he was in
the house. But she had no idea where.

A faint sound turned her head, and she headed for the stairs, a wide
spiral adorned with ornate iron railings. Solid marble, they didn't
make a sound as she went up, treading softly so as to hear what was
going on above. At the top, faced with three passages leading off in
front and to either side, she cocked her head again, but couldn't hear a
thing. Choosing a direction at random, she went left.

It was a good choice.
Or a bad choice, depending on your point of view.
The passageway opened out into a huge room overlooking the

valley. One wall was nothing but glass, providing a floor to ceiling
view of the world beyond. A man stood in front of the window with
his back to her.



"And so she comes," he said.
Grace froze.
"I was warned," said Zargucci. "And I said, 'Don't be ridiculous,

there are no gods.'"
He turned around and looked her up and down.
"Maybe I wasn't wrong. You are the vengeance of the gods?"
"Yes," she said firmly. Then she thought about it. "Maybe."
He raised his eyebrows. "I guess they had to sub-contract some of

the work out."
Pain erupted in Grace's palms as her nails bit into her skin. It

sharpened, then faded, and she looked down briefly to see the
electricity had healed the cuts. How amazing that something so
dangerous could also be helpful.

"So. Are you going to kill me?"
To be asked so plainly threw her. She simply didn't know. Was she

going to kill him? A stranger. An unarmed stranger, at that. Did she
have what it took to offer up his life for her own? Was she a killer?

Her fists unclenched.
"No," she said, looking at the floor before raising her eyes to his.

"I'm not like you."
"Like me?" He put his hand over his heart as though in shock. "It's

not my fault you got shot. As my man told it to me, you stepped in
front of the gun aimed at your boyfriend. Who was running away at
the time," he added.

She rolled her eyes.
"I know. But if 'your man' hadn't brought a gun, I wouldn't have

been shot, would I?"
"Entirely likely," he said, nodding slowly. "But what are we going to

do now? You've come here to maybe kill me. I can't have
schoolchildren wandering through my home with impunity. I have a
reputation to protect."

"Guess you gotta do what you gotta do then, eh?" she replied, with
a bravado she didn't feel. Her stomach sank. How was she going to
get out of this without killing this guy? Who was obnoxious and a



criminal and probably deserved to die, but that wasn't her decision to
ma—

She hadn't completed her thought when his hand whipped behind
his back, pulled out a gun, and fired.

How he missed, she couldn't tell. He was only twenty feet away, but
she felt the burn across her cheek as the bullet grazed past her face.
And then she was standing there, looking at someone who had just
shot at her, but seeing a different scene.

It was like she wasn't in her body, either then or now, but watching.
Watching herself reach towards Drew as he ran, hearing her wordless
cry as she tried to warn him, seeing her body buckle as the bullet
slammed home, watching herself fly across the decking to hit, hard.
And then it was Zargucci standing where she had fallen, looking from
her to the gun in his hand, his jaw open and eyes wide with horror.

And the air turned white.
Lightning arced from her outflung hands towards Zargucci and the

scent of burning hair filled her senses as his body arched, lifted
entirely off the floor by the electricity running through him. He
screamed and screamed and at last she closed her hands and the
lightning died, leaving the room dark and smoky and smelling of evil,
with a deep blue tinge to everything in it.

Cutting off the flow of electricity was like turning off a battery in
her chest, for suddenly she couldn't breathe. She doubled over,
bracing her hands on her knees, as she struggled to pull air into her
lungs. But that was worse, in a way. The air smelt foul, clogged with
the stench of burning meat. She wanted to run, to run out of this
house and never stop, not if she lived forever. Except maybe to throw
up.

But she didn't run.
Instead, she walked forward, toward the pile of remains that had

been a human being so few moments ago. Her chin trembled but she
made herself go forward.

"This is what you did," she told herself. "You should look at it."
'It' was really all you could call it. Burnt almost beyond recognition,



even as human, let alone any one person in particular. The body was
blackened all over, charred to a twisted coil. Even its clothes had
burned, reduced to black flakes around it. All that remained to remind
her it had once been alive were a few teeth still visible in its gaping
mouth. Most of them had split, but two or three retained their shape.

Finally, realising that staring at it wouldn't make it human again,
Grace looked up and out of the picture window. The sun was half
down, a perfect semicircle of golden red on the horizon.

And she was still alive.
"I made it," she murmured. But she didn't feel alive.  She didn't feel

anything, really, not her arms or legs, not her breath. She was a robot,
a mechanical construct with no emotions at all. Maybe she'd burned
them out of herself when she took Zargucci's life. Maybe this was
what it felt like to be a killer.

"Yes, you did," said Thor behind her. "Congratulations."
She didn't turn to face him. His words meant nothing. A week ago

she’d known who she was and what she was going to do with her life.
Now it was all gone and she didn't know who she'd turned into
instead.

"I'll be in touch, Grace."
"I'm not Grace anymore," she said.
"No?"
"No. My name is …." She noted the change in the colour of the sky

from around the gorgeous, glowing half-disc of the sun to the farther
edge of the horizon where it gave way to a deep, inky blue. It was the
same colour that had tinted the room after the lightning stopped. "My
name is Indigo."

"Well, that'll make a change."
A long time later, she turned around. The sky wasn't indigo

anymore. It was a pure, solid black, with stars burning like candles on
a shrine. Thor was gone. When she finally left the house, Stenson
Heights seemed unending.

She was nearly at number thirty-nine, walking down the black,
empty road, when she was bathed in yellow light. A car door opened



and closed, and Maddy appeared in front of her.
"Grace? Grace, are you all right?"
Indigo wondered how her friend could look the same, and sound

the same, when her world was so different now. She couldn't say
anything, couldn't even muster up a facial expression to reassure her
friend. That kind of thing belonged to Grace, who Maddy thought she
was talking to, of course.

She wondered if she could just leave town, start over somewhere
else. But she knew Maddy would look for her. Sooner or later, Maddy
would find her, too, thinking she was Grace and that she needed help,
when what she needed was to be far away from her old self. Far away
from those she'd loved, so that they didn't see what she'd become.

But right now she didn't have the energy or the will to walk away.
She barely had the strength to walk at all, and it was easy, too easy, to
allow Maddy to shepherd her into the car, cover her up with the
blanket, and drive her out of Stenson Heights the same way she'd
come in.

* * * * *
They had to stop a couple of times, luckily once they were clear of

the guard post. At first, Indigo didn't recognise the growing sensation
in her belly, and when she realised what was crawling up her throat it
was almost too late. As it was, she had no time to warn Maddy.

She could only reach out and open the door to vomit into the
rushing air. Maddy heard the door open and slammed on the brakes,
causing Indigo's head to crash into the edge of the door frame. But she
didn't say a word. It didn't really hurt, even though, as Maddy
pointed out in horrified tones while holding her friend's hair out of
her face, she was cut and bleeding.

Indigo didn't put her right when she called her Grace. It was just a
word, after all, and she was kind of flattered that her friend still
recognised her, or thought she did. The second time she threw up, she
was sitting up in the passenger seat and had time to warn Maddy so
that she could pull over in time for Indigo to vomit onto the grass
verge.



After that, there was nothing more to come up, which only meant
her stomach started growling long before Maddy pulled up in front of
Grace's home.

It wasn't home anymore. Not for Indigo.
Maddy lifted her out of the passenger seat, even though she insisted

she was able to walk on her own. Possibly the fact that she couldn't
muster up any kind of enthusiasm for anything played a part in
convincing her friend she needed help.

She had to stop thinking of her as her friend. It couldn't end well.
"Grace!" Her mother's shocked cry as they entered the house was

the first thing that impacted Indigo since the electricity raced from her
fingers in the mansion on Stenson Heights. Her mother's face, so pale
and grey, her eyes wide, glittering.

Something woke up, deep inside Indigo. Something which had been
Grace. Something which now remembered itself, but only when it was
already far too late. Looking at her mother, Indigo saw that she knew.
Susanna Walken knew what her daughter had become, and the shock
of it dropped her to her knees.

"Oh no," she breathed through her fingers. "I thought … I told you.
If he came back—"

"There was no time," said Indigo, regret lacing a delicate path
through her mind and setting careful hooks in her heart. "I only had
until sunset."

Her mother sobbed and in trying to stop it made only dry mewling
sounds, like an animal in pain.

Indigo felt herself being gently pushed sideways.
"Sit down," said Maddy. "You need to sit down."
Indigo sat, and only then realised her parents were staring at

Maddy.
"I got her into Stenson Heights," said Maddy.
Mrs. Walken glared daggers through her tears and Maddy linked

her hands in her lap and twisted her fingers around.
"I didn't know it was a bad thing. I just saw that she needed help

and …." She looked at Indigo, seeing Grace. "I wanted to help my



friend."
"I'm not your friend anymore," said Indigo calmly. Part of her, deep

inside, sat up and screamed that it wasn't true, that Maddy was her
friend, the best friend anyone could ever have, but Indigo knew the
truth. Maddy was the best friend anyone could ever have, but being
friends with someone whose primary purpose in life was to kill
people would only cause her to die young, and Indigo didn't want
that for Maddy. She didn't want that for Grace, the person she had
been.

"She is your friend," said Susanna, her voice crumpling around her
tears. "And I'm your mother. You're still you, Grace."

Indigo lifted tired eyes to her mother's face.
"I can't be," she whispered. "I can't."
Susanna rose from the floor, shaking off her husband's attempts to

help her. As she came to stand in front of her daughter, she seemed to
grow taller, and her eyes and hair shone like gold in granite.

"Now you listen to me, Grace Katherine Valkyria Walken. You are
different now, but you are still who you were. What has happened
does not define you. It is something extra, but who you were is still in
there. It's the power that's making you feel like this. It takes some
getting used to, that's what the stories always said. The transition is …
hard," she admitted. "But you will get through it, and when you do,
you will be glad you had friends and family that didn't turn away
while you were acclimating."

Indigo lifted a hand and pointed a finger. A jagged line of white fire
tore across the room, burning the air and smashing her least favourite
photo of herself from the wall. She'd been nine and all teeth and eyes.
She smiled grimly at the side benefit of shooting lightning from one's
hands.

"You honestly think I'm the same as I was before?" Her words fell
like rock into the empty well of the room. Wondering, she lifted her
hand to her head. Sure enough, the cut from the car’s door frame had
already healed. More proof she didn’t need of how much she had
changed.



Her mother pulled herself together first.
"You're different, but being Valkyrie, having that power, doesn't

change your soul. And that really was very childish. I know you hated
it, but I love that picture. And I have prints!" she snapped, before
turning and striding into the kitchen.

Her father lingered by the staircase. He met her eyes and smiled
sadly.

"I always knew this might happen. We always knew. Two Valkyrie
parents? It was practically guaranteed." He stood up straight, away
from the wall. "But she's right. You're still our daughter, and you're
still Grace."

His mouth worked, as though he wanted to say more, but he turned
instead and followed his wife down the passage. Indigo watched him
go, wishing for more and yet less than the empty feeling in her heart.

"Am I allowed to ask about all this Valkyrie stuff?" said Maddy, and
Indigo's attention snapped back to her.

"You don't seem very surprised," she pointed out.
Maddy made a 'yeah, not very' kind of gesture with her head."You

were always a bit different. Even when you took your shot with Drew
and cut us out, I was majorly pissed off at you, but part of me was
glad. Cos you never had a boyfriend, not in all the time I knew you.
The boys looked, oh they looked, but no one ever made a move, and I
always felt like that was a waste, cos you were so great. But you
changed with Drew, and I knew it wasn't right, but we weren't talking
by then. All I could do was wait." She swallowed and focussed on her
hands. "I didn't realise helping you was going to be such a bad thing.
What happened up there?"

Indigo smiled at her. She couldn't think of anything to say. She
couldn’t tell her the truth. Besides, she’d find out soon enough. Via
the evening news. Eventually she came to a decision.

"I need your help again."
Maddy raised an eyebrow.
"I'm not sure it's a good idea. I thought your mum was going to kill

me for a moment back there."



"She won't find out."
"She's your mother. She's gonna find out."
Indigo grinned, and it was a wild whiplash of pleasure, curling and

snapping inside her.
"Fair enough. But not until it's too late."

* * * * *
It was late when she slid her bag out of her bedroom window and

onto the porch roof below. Climbing out onto the tiles, she didn’t feel
the cold of the clay or the evening breeze. Maddy's car was parked at
the corner and she breathed a sigh of relief. She’d worried she
wouldn’t come after seeing what Grace/Indigo had done on the news,
but she had, and was parked far enough away that Grace’s parents
wouldn't have heard the engine.

But Indigo had. Indigo heard a lot of things now. Her mother was
right, Grace wasn't all gone. In fact, Grace wasn't even slightly gone.
She was still there, her thoughts were Indigo's thoughts. Her desires,
Indigo's desires. And they felt the same way about this. Because
Indigo's hearing had clued her in on her parents' conversation after
dinner, when they were in the kitchen and she was up in her room
and they'd thought she couldn't hear them.

"You know she's immortal now, right?" her mother had asked her
father.

"Yeah," he'd murmured.
"She won't age."
"No."
"I won't give her up."
"I wasn't going to ask you to." Her father sounded shocked that

Susanna would even suggest it.
"I know. Oh, I know. But sooner or later, someone from back home

will want to take her in. You saw what she did to the photo. Which
reminds me, I must dig the prints out of the attic."

Neither Indigo nor Grace wanted her parents to hurt any more than
they already did. Nor did she want them to wonder every day from
now until it happened, when someone would come along wanting to



take their daughter away.
So tomorrow they would know that it had already happened.
The bus station was almost deserted at this time of night. Only one

bus was leaving each hour to any of the major destinations, but that
was all she needed.

"Where will you go?" asked Maddy, then she rolled her eyes. "As if
you'd tell me."

Indigo grinned, then her face turned serious as she gazed up at the
departure boards.

"Look," she said, suddenly turning back to her friend. "If you need
me to get hold of me, call me."

"You're taking your phone? Your parents will be on that like dogs
on cats."

"I'll figure something out."
They hugged then, hard, fierce, straining against each other as

though to imprint the memory of each other's body on their own.
Then Indigo waved goodbye and waited until Maddy's taillights
faded before leaving the bus station and starting out along the road
heading west.

She knew exactly where she was going.
 

The end…?
 



Thank You

I’m so glad you decided to pick up this story and I hope you enjoyed
it. If you did (or even if you didn’t!) please consider writing a review,
or even just sharing your thoughts with your friends, so that others
can benefit from them.

Also, if you enjoyed the story and would like to read more of my
work, you can find a list of my published works here. If you’d like to
be among the first to know when I’m going to have a new release out,
you can sign up for my new releases mailing list here. It’s strictly for
telling you about upcoming releases and giving you the option to get
the newest story before anyone else.

If you’d like to contact me, please do! You find me on Twitter and
Facebook. I look forward to hearing from you!
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