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For Mum, of course, and for Ellen, my best friend. I’m so happy you fell into my world. You make it so much brighter. I love you endlessly, always.
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PROLOGUE

And so our story begins. Not here on Earth, although we’ll get there soon, but in a place just out of reach. Here, concealed beyond the sky and hiding within the very stars of the galaxy itself, is a boy.

Away from Earth’s harm, the boy is safe. But every so often a shooting star escapes from the gilded cage it’s kept in, slipping away from the Herders who try to tame it and dashing through the night, ripping open the sky. Through this tear, the world above and below become connected for a brief time, until the wound heals into a scar, closing the void once more.

It happens every single day all around the globe. Down on Earth, humans hear a thunderous sound as the shooting star escapes. It’s a warning. Hunters far and wide assemble, ready to protect Earth from the monsters that will soon fall into our world. And, as the star completes its journey, the Hunters raise their weapons.

Now a shooting star makes a break for freedom, awaking chaos from its slumber. It moves at a frightening speed, whooshing through the sky as if it’s being chased, and soon there’s no hope of catching it. The sparks from the star’s tail seep into the folds of the night, cutting through the sky like a knife and tearing it apart. It lasts for just a moment, but a moment is enough.

The sky begins to split.

The Hunters take aim.

And

the

boy

begins

to

f

a

l

l.
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CHAPTER 1 Welcome to the Authority

I don’t want to start this story off on a negative note, but if I’m being completely honest, which I’ve promised myself I will be, I knew the day I met Dad’s boss for the first time was going to be a disaster.

There were a few possible reasons why I thought this before we’d even left the house. For one, I can be real clumsy, especially when I’m nervous, and I could already see myself tripping over my own feet and breaking something irreplaceable. I also talk a whole lot when I’m feeling under pressure, and so what if I said the wrong thing? I could end up looking silly, or, worse, embarrassing Dad. I didn’t want to disappoint him. I wanted the exact opposite. But the final reason seemed the most likely of all – I was worried about the Assessment.

The Assessment was kind of an unofficial test, although not like one you might do in school. There were no papers or pens or even questions. I think that’s what made me so worried in the first place. There was nothing you could do to prepare for it. It didn’t matter how many books you’d read or how much you knew about the stars. Once the child of an Authority employee turned twelve, like me, you were brought in front of the Superior, Dad’s big boss, to be assessed. The whole thing was supposed to highlight your best qualities, something I was pretty sure I had few of. I don’t think sneaking snacks from the fridge counts. Still, one day I wanted to be just like my favourite Hunters: Aurora Blaine, Larry Lewis and, most of all, my dad.

We’d come back home especially for the Assessment. We’d just spent a month on the south coast while Dad trained up some new apprentices. Dad’s status as the First Hunter, a title he’d had for even longer than I’d been alive, meant we moved around a lot, never really staying in one place long enough to settle properly. Shooting stars wreaked havoc all around the world and each time they did Dad and his squad were on hand to help smaller local Authorities protect humans from them – the Demons that fell from the sky. They were heroes to some, more like celebrities to others. Hunts had become something of a sport over the last few years. It was all about how many Demons you captured, how skilled you were at doing it, how charismatic you were when being interviewed afterwards. I think even Dad saw Hunting as more of a sport than a public safety role. He loved the spotlight and adoration it gave him, and he considered himself the best there was. The numbers in the Hunting League, which ranked every Hunter based on their number of captures, more than proved that. Dad had the most by nearly double. It was in my blood to be just like him when I grew up and I was determined not to let him down. I was praying that the Assessment would prove that.

That morning the sky was bright and blue, haloing the Authority headquarters that loomed in the distance. It was a large and menacing building, all sharp, straight edges that looked like they’d been carved out of dark stone. Only one circular shape jutted out from the middle of the roof, topped with a glass dome – a sculpture of the Hunter and the Star, the emblem of the Authority. The same image in platinum was pinned to Dad’s lapel, shimmering in the morning light. He was the only person who had the platinum medal, although every Hunter wanted it.

Dad was trying to act like he wasn’t nervous as we got closer to the Authority, but I could see his knuckles turning white as he gripped the steering wheel hard, focusing on the road ahead. I tried not to think about what waited for us when we arrived. It would be my first time meeting the Superior, the person in charge of the Authority. I had to make a good impression for Dad’s sake. That meant not letting my mouth get me in trouble.

‘Please try to keep your witty thoughts to yourself today, Zed,’ Dad said as if he’d read my mind, his voice a quiet rumble. ‘You’re to be on your best behaviour in front of the Superior. That means no smart comments. You understand?’

‘Yes, Dad,’ I murmured, shrinking back into my seat as the car pulled up in front of the enormous double doors of the Authority. The Hunter and the Star emblem was chiselled into the middle of the doors, so that when they opened the image broke in half, the Hunter going one way and the star the other.

Dad turned his head to face me as two suited men appeared by the front doors. He ignored them and stuck his hand out into the space between us, ready to make a pact. ‘How about we grab an ice cream when we’re done? No trouble and you get an ice cream. Deal?’ His eyes – green like tiny pebbles, the complete opposite of my dark brown ones – met mine, urging me to agree.

I shrugged as if I met with the Superior for lunch every day. ‘I’ll stay out of trouble, Dad. Promise.’ I kept the fingers of my left hand crossed as we shook on it. You know, just in case. I didn’t want to break my promise, but it wasn’t like I could predict the future and I had a funny feeling about today.

Two men in suits appeared in the entranceway as we stepped out of the car, both swiftly bowing their heads in Dad’s direction.

‘Good morning, sir,’ they said in unison.

Dad nodded an acknowledgement before throwing his car keys in their general direction. One of the men plucked them from the air and slipped past us like a shadow.

As soon as we entered the building, I felt a rushing sensation inside me, as if my curiosity had mixed with my fear and started to bubble like a potion. The Grand Lobby was impressive in every way. It was a large square with enormous archways leading through into separate wings of the Authority. The floor was tiled in dove-white marble, the opposite of the ceiling, which didn’t look like it was there at all. Instead, above us was a glass dome that showed nothing but an endless sea of black.

‘It mirrors the night sky and the galaxy beyond,’ Dad said, catching my gaze and looking up himself. ‘Mappers use it to keep an eye on the stars so they can make sure one hasn’t escaped.’ He gave it another glance, as if a Demon was about to fall through the roof and land at our feet. Now Dad had mentioned it, I could see the faint wisp of clouds and the stars twinkling in the pitch-black sky. When stars weren’t a sign of danger, they were pretty nice to look at.

Dad walked through the Authority with the confidence of a man with power, his nerves from before safely tucked away where nobody else could see them. He once told me that the key to success was not to let other people know how you really feel, so I tried to mimic him, pushing my worries away, jutting out my chin and puffing my chest. It felt … well, stupid really, but I tried anyway.

People melted out of our way and into the walls as they caught sight of Dad, some nodding their heads and others all but bowing before him, admiring the gleaming platinum medal on his lapel. He didn’t pay anyone attention, nor did he take a second glance at any of the marvels we passed on our way to the Superior’s office. As we hurried through the archway straight ahead, I glimpsed a giant orb slowly rotating in mid-air in the centre of a cavernous room to my right. It was a model of Earth as it appeared from space. A huddle of people in long jackets holding clipboards were observing it quietly, making notes every now and then.

‘Morning, Alistair,’ a cheery voice called.

Dad turned, smiled and shook hands with a red-headed woman, with pale freckles scattered over her nose and cheeks. The medal pinned to her jacket wasn’t gold, silver or even bronze – instead, it was a simple black circle with trails of gold, the symbol of a Mapper.

‘Morning, Lizzie,’ Dad said. ‘How are those stars looking?’

Lizzie fell into step with us as we mounted a set of wide marble stairs. ‘Some interesting movement actually,’ she said carefully. Dad threw her a quick sideways glance. Lizzie opened her mouth to say more but caught me ogling like I didn’t know how to mind my own business and changed her mind, shrugging instead. ‘Just … you know, something to beware of.’ She gave Dad a meaningful look. He nodded, his jaw set.

When we reached the top of the stairs, we were met with a giant door that was open a crack, offering us a peek at a room drenched in darkness. The only light came from the black screen on the ceiling, where stars burned as brightly as they had done in the lobby. Some were tagged with names and co-ordinates, while others appeared dimmer, as if they were slowly dying. A dozen or so comfy-looking armchairs were positioned under them, illuminated by the glow of the stars. About half of them were occupied by Mappers wearing goggles, reclining backwards with their arms outstretched, their hands making funny flicking signs.

‘This is me,’ Lizzie said. She gave Dad another look and disappeared inside. I wanted to ask him about it, but I could tell by his face that now wasn’t the time. We kept charging on until eventually we reached another narrower set of stairs that led to a solid door marked SUPERIOR. I fought the tremor that was threatening to erupt inside me, forcing one foot in front of the other until I was standing behind him as he knocked sharply three times. A small square of the door slid away, revealing the eye of a scanner. Dad moved aside and nudged me towards it. I gulped as it flashed a holographic light over my face.

‘Name?’ an almost bored robotic voice asked.

‘Z-Zed,’ I murmured, throat dry.

‘Full name,’ the scanner said impatiently.

‘Oh. Zediah Smyth.’

The scanner blinked, its light mutating into a line that examined my face from top to bottom, then left to right and back again for good measure. In a split second, the light transformed until I was looking at a virtual version of my own face. Light brown skin, short black hair, dark brown eyes, ears bigger than I would’ve liked. Even though I’d tried to mask it, my nerves were clear to see too. There wasn’t a single part of me that looked like Dad, with his pale skin and blondish-brown hair. Well, aside from the ears. I’d clearly got those from him.

The light then turned green, but the door remained closed. Dad patted me on the shoulder, then stood in my place before the scanner.

‘Alistair Smyth. First Hunter,’ he said.

Once again, the light moved over his face, then reflected it back at him. ‘You are late,’ the scanner said when it was done.

‘It’s nice to see you too, Beverley,’ Dad snapped back. ‘If you don’t open the door, we’ll be even later.’

‘With that snooty attitude, I will not be opening the door at all,’ Beverley said haughtily. ‘And besides, I cannot proceed until the guests behind you have stated their name.’

We both turned round and groaned in unison at the sight of two people sloping towards us. Lilith Jones – better known as Lith – was one of the best Hunters the world had ever seen, second only to Dad. But while Dad was sent on missions to help other Hunts around the world, Lith’s job was to stay here in the city in case a Demon fell closer to home. She was known for her ferocious attitude and, although only one Demon ever fell through the sky at once, she’d famously captured seven of them in a row over a particularly chaotic period just before I was born, when shooting stars seemed to be escaping every other day.

Her daughter, Aro, looked almost identical, with sharp, pale features and a smug smile etched on her face. To say we weren’t friends would be putting it lightly. She hated me simply because I was the son of the First Hunter, which to her made me competition. Meanwhile, I hated her because she was infuriatingly arrogant and unnecessarily nasty. Since I was home-schooled and away with Dad I lot, I rarely saw her, which was a blessing. But whenever I did, she always made sure to say some kind of rude comment to make her group of friends laugh.

They walked towards us with confidence, both dressed in black from head to toe. Lith wore a leather jacket that reached her boots and a gold version of Dad’s medal was pinned to her chest. They had matching raven-black hair, although Aro’s was cut shorter, a flick of unruly spikes on top, while Lith’s shimmered down to her waist in a plait like a waterfall made from the night.

‘Well, well, well,’ Lith said silkily. ‘If it isn’t my superior, finally back in town. If you ask me, we were doing just fine without you.’

‘A pleasure to see you as always, Lith,’ Dad said, unmoved and unimpressed. ‘I hear you’ve been doing a great job in my absence. Huxley caught the last Demon the other month, right? And wasn’t it Willow who caught the one before that? I’m worried that you’re losing your touch …’

Lith’s jaw tensed. ‘The Demon should’ve been mine. I slowed it down; Huxley got in my way before I could finish the job.’

The corner of Dad’s mouth quirked into a smile. Lith narrowed her eyes, but only for a moment before that same smug confidence came back. She raised her eyebrows as if in challenge. ‘I see our Assessments have been booked in at the same time. What a coincidence.’

Dad’s smile dropped. ‘I’m sure you’ll allow us time alone with the Superior,’ he said, his tone hardening a little.

Lith barked a laugh. ‘Why? Worried your protégé won’t live up to his surname?’ Aro snickered behind her, fixing me with a glare.

‘I doubt it’s a coincidence,’ Lith continued. ‘The Superior probably wants to see how our children measure up against each other. What fun.’ With a sarcastic grin, she slipped past my dad and up to the door, letting Beverley scan Aro’s face first and then her own.

‘Lilith Jones, Second Hunter,’ she said.

The light flashed green once more, and this time the door swung open.

‘Welcome to the Superior’s office,’ Beverley said. ‘Once you have stopped your bickering, please do come in.’
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CHAPTER 2 Assessment

Beyond the door was a simple corridor lined with chairs along one side. Gilded frames adorned the other wall, showing pictures of Hunters in all their glory over the years. There was Dad looking proudly at the camera with a big grin, his platinum medal catching the light. To his right, Lith stood rigid, face slightly pinched, her own gold medal shining a little less brightly from her lapel.

At the end of the corridor another door was already open, revealing a great hexagonal office, five of its walls lined with bookshelves that stretched up to the ceiling. The last wall had been replaced entirely with glass, offering an enormous window to the outside world. An imposing desk sat on a plinth in the centre with stone steps leading up to it, one plush armchair behind it and two in front.

‘Wait there,’ Dad ordered, nodding over to the chairs in the corridor. Lith tilted her head for Aro to do the same. Then they both strode through the door, closing it behind them.

‘Welcome home, loser,’ Aro said as soon as we were alone. Her pale blue eyes looked me up and down with vague amusement, taking in the black hoodie with a yellow smiley face logo that I always wore because it made me feel comfortable. She laughed under her breath, then threw herself down into a chair, acting as if she owned the place. She glanced at me once more, then made up her mind. ‘How does it feel knowing you’re about to prove that you don’t belong here?’

‘Who died and made you Superior?’ I muttered, choosing a seat as far from Aro as I could. ‘Considering you’re also not a Hunter, you don’t belong here either. So I guess that makes us equal.’ I turned my back so I could sit there in peace, but I should’ve known better than to believe she’d let us wait in silence. What is it with mean people always believing they have something to say that everyone else needs to hear?

‘I will be a Hunter one day. It’s in my blood,’ Aro said confidently. ‘I’ll be the First Hunter – just wait and see. You, on the other hand? Hmm …’ She pretended to ponder. ‘I guess they might need someone to clean the Authority’s marble floors.’

‘If you’re following in your mum’s footsteps, you’ll be Second Hunter at best,’ I snapped before I could stop myself.

Aro shot up and shoved me hard, sending me flying off my chair. It didn’t hurt, but my ego was bruised, especially when I rolled over to find Aro standing over me like she’d just won in a fair fight.

‘You can’t live behind your surname for ever,’ Aro said with a smirk. ‘Your dad might be First Hunter, but you?’ She looked me up and down with a sneer. ‘You’re nothing.’

Footsteps sounded behind the door before I could think of a smart response that might’ve got me into even more trouble. As quick as a cat, Aro slid away from me and settled back into her chair like she hadn’t been doing anything at all. When the door opened fully, Dad and Lith were standing there, watching me roll around on the floor like a worm. The Superior stood by her desk, observing my flailing. A great first impression. Dad looked furious.

‘If you are quite ready, you may enter,’ the Superior said calmly. I scrambled to my feet, but not before Aro barged past me and nearly sent me flying again. I inwardly cursed her and followed.

I’d seen the Superior on TV, posters and in books, but never in real life. She was both older and taller than I expected, and a smart tailored suit covered her slender frame. She had a sharp face framed by grey hair that came to a severe stop at her chin as if it had been cut with a ruler, thin lips and grey analytical eyes that zeroed in on me the second we walked through the door. In her own day the Superior had been a Hunter herself, infamous for the Unspeakable Hunt almost thirty years ago that saw one Demon seriously injure three Hunters. The Superior had been the one to capture the Demon and end the Hunt, propelling her up the career ladder. The Superior had made it her life mission ever since to take charge of the Authority and the responsibility of protecting humanity.

The Superior glanced at our parents, then inspected us both in silence for a moment, taking us in with her steady gaze. Aro stood upright with perfect posture, somehow at ease with being scrutinized like an insect under a microscope. It was almost as if she did this every day, like she was born for this. I stood beside her, shrinking into myself, wishing I was anywhere else but here. When the Superior was done, she sat down behind her desk and clasped her hands together.

‘I am sure you are both aware that your surnames carry a reputation thanks to your parents,’ she said slowly. Her words were careful, her voice brimming with quiet authority. ‘I look forward to seeing your growth in the coming years. There will undoubtedly be a place for you both here should you reach your parents’ potential and follow in their footsteps …’

It wasn’t exactly a question, but Aro nodded immediately. I realized I was expected to do the same and copied her, although more tentatively. The Superior raised an eyebrow before continuing.

‘I have asked you here today for an Assessment,’ she said, leaning over the desk. ‘It is too early in your young lives to decide what you might wish to do in the future, but I like to meet the offspring of my top Hunters when they are still young to see if they possess any traits that could benefit the Authority in the future. And I guess you could call me curious. All the same, this will only take a moment.’

She beckoned to Aro, who moved forward with confidence, mounting the steps until she stood before the desk. The Superior tilted her head this way and that, seemingly weighing something up that she found quite amusing.

‘Top of your classes?’ she asked, although of course she already knew. Aro would be in her first year at the high school in the city, although I was sure she’d graduate into the Authority’s Academy in a few years, switching from normal classes like Maths and Science to more Demon-specific lessons such as Hunting, Mapping and Star Tracking.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Aro said with a satisfied nod while I tried not to roll my eyes.

The Superior smiled, although only slightly. ‘And the build of your mother, I see. You will be fast and agile, I am sure. Hunting is most definitely in your blood. Those Demons above should fear you already.’

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ Aro said with a smile.

The Superior gestured to the chair opposite her desk, which Aro took. ‘Lie back and tell me what you see above. Beverley, the lights.’

The room suddenly went dark, making me yelp in surprise. But before I had time to be embarrassed, the ceiling began to transform. Just like in the lobby and the room filled with Mappers, stars appeared in a night sky.

‘Do you see anything of interest?’ the Superior asked.

Aro hesitated, but only for a moment. ‘I see the scars left behind by shooting stars,’ she said, her tone tightening. I was glad to hear that, despite her arrogance, she seemed to be a little nervous too. But when she spoke again, she sounded relieved. ‘And I see the constellation of Eras, the Ancient Hunter.’

‘Beverley?’ the Superior’s voice said.

There was a brief pause. Then: ‘She is telling the truth.’

My heart sank into my trainers. Centuries ago, Eras, the Ancient Hunter, was the hero who had protected humans from the first Demons to fall from the sky. Seeing his constellation in the Assessment was a sign that you were destined to follow in his path and become a Hunter too. It wasn’t like I was planning on lying, but … I don’t know, I’d thought if I didn’t see the constellation of Eras, like Dad and Grandpa had before me, I could maybe embellish the truth a little.

‘Thank you,’ the Superior said as the lights came back on. She gave Aro an approving nod. ‘As I suspected. You will no doubt make a great Hunter.’ Aro hopped up from the chair and joined me once more. With her back to the Superior, she slipped me a malicious smirk.

‘And now … you.’ The Superior’s eyes found me again. It was as if she was looking straight through me and could see my fear for herself. I glanced down at the floor, praying with all my might that I wasn’t already proving that I didn’t belong here.

‘Zediah Smyth,’ the Superior said, as if she were weighing up my name and hadn’t made up her mind about it yet. ‘Take a seat.’

I didn’t move, paralysed by a fear that was consuming every part of me. Dad cleared his throat pointedly and then all but pushed me up the steps. With shaking legs, I perched on the edge of the chair, heart hammering in my chest as I thought of all the possible ways I could fail this Assessment. The Superior ignored my discomfort, letting me fidget in the silence for a moment.

‘As the son of the First Hunter, and arguably the best Hunter we have ever seen, I am most intrigued by you, Zediah Smyth.’ The Superior inspected me carefully. ‘As you are home-schooled, I have little knowledge of your abilities. However, I do hear that your Year Six exam results in all subjects were distinctly average.’

Aro snorted. My mouth felt dry. Was the Superior asking a question? Was I supposed to answer and admit that, yes, I was far from extraordinary where school was concerned? In my defence, it was hardly my fault. We’d moved around so much that I’d never been able to really focus on school stuff and homework. Besides, lessons like Maths and Science had never really interested me. I much preferred the creative ones, like Music and Art.

‘Not to mention that physical activities are hardly your strong suit, either. You placed last in the Authority’s Sports Day, did you not?’

Ouch. A low blow. We’d only come back from a two-week trip the night before that Sports Day. Dad had been helping an Authority station in Paris hunt a Demon who was proving elusive. Dad and his squad had caught it eventually, but I hadn’t exactly expected to run the hundred metres the morning after we got home.

In the silence I panicked. So I did exactly what Dad told me I shouldn’t do and I let a smart comment slip. ‘Well, my thoughts run laps around my head all day, so I’d say that counts as physical exercise, right?’

The Superior’s face didn’t change, but there was a small twitch at the corners of her mouth. I didn’t dare turn round to see what Dad thought of my joke. Hadn’t he told me to keep my thoughts to myself? It wasn’t my fault the Superior was making the situation awkward, though. If you asked me, I had no choice but to diffuse the tension with a joke or two.

‘Quite,’ the Superior said. She quirked an eyebrow, mulling over something. ‘Of course, there are other roles at the Authority, although none as admired as the role of a Hunter. But I do wonder what you can see. Sit back in your chair for me and let us find out.’

I turned to Dad for reassurance. His face was stony but he nodded once. Aro and her mum watched on, Aro sticking out her tongue. Fear coursing through my veins, I turned back to the Superior and shuffled into the armchair until I was perfectly nestled within it.

The Superior smiled. ‘If you will, Beverley,’ she said.

My chair began to recline until I was horizontal and staring up at the ceiling and, just like before, the room went pitch black. In the darkness, stars began to appear once more – a scattering at first and then dozens all at once until there were hundreds above me. I swept my eyes over them in awe, lost in this field of twinkling diamonds.

‘Now, tell me what you see,’ the Superior’s voice said, reminding me that I was still in her office here on Earth.

I shuffled a little, searching the stars for the constellation of Eras. He had to be there somewhere. But no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t find his telltale bow and arrow. The stars were nothing but a jumble. It was impossible. Dad was the First Hunter. My grandpa before him had been one too. It ran in the family. It was in my blood. If becoming a Hunter wasn’t in my stars, then what, or who, would I be?

I searched some more, panic digging its claws into me as I desperately looked for something. Anything. Maybe another constellation might appear like the Gemini Telescope, which came from the legend of the first-ever Mappers, a pair of twin sisters who’d been gifted at reading the stars and knowing what their movements meant. Or maybe I could spy the Quill, symbolizing those who worked in the archives, tasked with documenting every Demon and subsequent Hunt. But no constellation appeared. The sky was full of stars, and yet it showed me nothing but an empty future.

And then I saw it. At first the star looked just like the others, locked in place in the sky. But then it made a break for freedom, darting out of nowhere and streaking through the pitch black. There was a loud rumble, one so deep that it settled in my bones, and suddenly I felt a rush of excitement and fear.

‘There!’ I exclaimed, pointing to the star as it passed by. ‘A shooting star! That means …’ I stopped. Everyone knew that a shooting star was a sign of danger. ‘It’s the sign of a Demon coming,’ I finished confidently. Easy-peasy. Maybe I wasn’t such a failure after all.

The room remained silent as the star escaped, disappearing from view and leaving a silvery scar in its wake. Then my chair began to bring itself upright and the lights of the Superior’s office slowly came back on. When my eyes had adjusted, I saw her face and my heart dropped. It was pinched and pale, and her eyes were narrowed as if I had just claimed to be a Demon myself. Aro and Lith were fixed in place, eyes wide. What had I done? I chanced a guilty glance at Dad, who was standing behind me with a pained look on his face, his mouth slightly open.

‘What did you just see?’ the Superior asked. I couldn’t tell if her question was bursting with curiosity or suspicion.

‘Th-there were stars,’ I stammered. ‘A shooting star too. I mean, you could even hear it …’

I tailed off uncertainly. I knew what seeing other constellations meant. But it had only just occurred to me that I had no idea what seeing a shooting star during your Assessment could mean. Every eye in the room was fixed on me, but none blazed brighter than Dad’s. I didn’t know how but I’d disappointed him. It made my heart sink even further.

The Superior stood up and wandered over to the large window behind her desk, peering outside up towards the sky. When she turned back, she laid her eyes first on Dad and then on me.

‘Interesting,’ the Superior said quietly. ‘Very interesting indeed.’
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CHAPTER 3 The Treehouse

The car ride home was, to put it mildly, incredibly awkward. Dad and I sat in complete and utter silence, the air between us crackling with unsaid words and humiliation. I had, in a small way that I’d tried to ignore over the years, felt like I’d never live up to our family name. Becoming a Hunter was expected of me, as if my entire future had already been sketched out in permanent ink that couldn’t be altered or erased. And I wanted to live up to that expectation with all my heart. I was just always scared that I wouldn’t, and maybe today had proved that.

The car pulled into our street, where large houses were separated from each other by tall shrubs. At number eight we slowed down, waiting for the wrought-iron gates to open before we slid through, creeping up the driveway until we came to a stop before the garage. Dad turned off the car, but he didn’t move from his seat. Instead, he sat still, staring through the windscreen.

‘Dad, I’m sorry,’ I said quietly. ‘I only told her what I could see. I didn’t mean to …’ My voice broke a little in the face of his barely contained disappointment.

‘Let’s forget it happened for now,’ he said stiffly, straining to keep his voice even. His dismissal hurt just as much as anger might have.

‘I’m sorry,’ I tried again, even though I still didn’t know what I’d done wrong. ‘I don’t know how to be like you, but I’m trying, I swear.’

Dad sighed and finally turned to face me. ‘You’re my son,’ he said, as if that was answer enough. ‘No matter what the stars say, Hunting is in your blood, just like it’s in mine and your grandpa’s before me. It’ll come to you in time.’ He didn’t sound so sure.

‘But what if …?’ I stopped, scared to say it out loud. ‘What if I’m not like you?’ I whispered. ‘What if I’m not—’

Dad shook his head sharply, cutting me off. ‘You will be,’ he said, like there was no choice in the matter. Then, without another word, he climbed out of the car and strode into the house without a backwards glance.

My eyes began to sting as I remained seated in the car, alone and defeated. I bit my lip, trying not to let the tears escape, but I couldn’t fight them for long. They fell, leaving trails down my cheeks. I couldn’t go into the house. Not yet. Not when Dad’s disappointment would be lying like a fine fog over everything, while still unpacked suitcases from our last trip reminded me that, even though this was our house, I’d never really felt like we had a home. So instead I got out of the car and mooched round the side of the house, heading for the place I’d claimed as my own little sanctuary.

The back garden was large and rectangular, luscious green grass stretching down towards a fence that separated it from a small field that led into a wood. Near the boundary where our garden became the field was a great tree, which contained a big treehouse. It was simple enough: one big room nestled within the branches, mostly hidden from sight by the canopy of leaves that surrounded it. Rungs of a ladder had been embedded into the trunk and I’d dragged a variety of blankets and cushions inside to make the place more homely.

Once I’d climbed up, I peered back towards the house. It was a large brick building with three floors and a pointed black-tiled roof. To one side there was a cylindrical turret that reached higher than the rest of the house, ending in a point where a golden symbol of the Hunter and the Star shone in the sunlight. Dad’s study was up there, hiding behind a locked door and a circular staircase. He’d told me a million times that it was out of bounds, which only intrigued me more. Everything to do with Demons and the Authority was shrouded in so much secrecy. But what exactly was so special about Dad’s study? No doubt he would be up there now, busy working as usual. Maybe it was his safe haven, just like the treehouse was mine.

I dropped on to a large beanbag, allowing it to swallow me up, and let out a huge groan. Somehow things were going from bad to worse. Having a friend to talk to might’ve made things better, but since we were always away on the move, I’d never really had the chance to make any. Well, except Bobby. He was the son of a Mapper who I’d hung out with a couple of times. His parents and Dad were friends, so it was easy for us to start talking too. The only problem? Bobby and his parents lived in Scotland, hundreds of miles away. It wasn’t like I could just go and knock on his door to ask him if he wanted to hang out.

The whole friend thing was something that played on my mind a lot, especially when I saw groups of other kids my age hanging out together. Sometimes I felt like the loneliest person in the world with nothing but my thoughts for company. I guess that’s why I liked my books so much. In those I could escape to far-off lands and pretend I was the Hunter who saved everyone. I could be anybody I wanted to be, I just had to choose the right book first.

Most of my books were in up in my room, but I had a stash of some favourites in the treehouse. I shuffled through them for a moment before settling on An A–Z of Hunters in History. It was one I’d read a million times and never got tired of. Inside was every great Hunter who’d ever lived, from Eras the Great to Aurora Blaine. She was Dad’s favourite Hunter when he was a boy like me, and I had a poster of both her and Eras on the wall over my bed.

I settled into my beanbag, starting to read. And as I did, in the back of my mind, I dared to hope that, despite what had happened this morning, I might become like one of the heroes in my books too.
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CHAPTER 4 An A–Z of Hunters

My glum mood was lifted later that evening by the arrival of Dad’s pack, the team he worked with to hunt Demons. They burst through the front door without knocking, their babble of noise floating into the kitchen, where I was tucking into a ham and cheese sandwich. Dad’s pack were like family to us. Wherever we went, the three of them came with us. They were all we had, the only consistency in a life of constant movement and change.

First, there was Scythe, my godmother and Dad’s second-in-command. She was a large muscly woman with a shaved head, tattooed arms and pierced ears. Her muscles seemed to ripple under her skin with every movement, and she was never more than a few seconds away from letting out a warm bellowing laugh. When she entered the kitchen, she scooped me up in a tight bear hug with one arm while using her other hand to steal a bite of my sandwich.

Scythe’s younger sibling, Rex, gave me a high five when I was back on firm ground. They were only slightly smaller than Scythe with a mess of tangled hair dyed bright purple falling into their eyes. They were the weapons master of the pack, always tinkering with some gadget that could probably blow our whole street off the map. As they hopped up on to the kitchen counter, they dug out a small metal oval that looked like a silver pebble. They threw it in my direction, which scared the living daylights out of me, but thankfully I caught it. It was smooth and light.

‘What is it?’ I asked warily.

‘A new thing I’m working on,’ Rex said with pride. ‘Tap the back twice, throw it towards your target and boom, any Demon in a fifty-metre radius will get knocked off its feet by a force field. They won’t stand a chance of escaping, and that’s only if they get past our arrows first.’

Scythe rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, but it’s no use if we get knocked out by that death trap too,’ she muttered, rubbing her forearm. I had no doubt she’d already been injured from testing out the new weapon.

Rex blushed. ‘Yeah, well, I’m still working on the fix for that. But once I do, it’s game over!’

‘Nothing beats a good old bow and arrow if you ask me,’ Teardrop said, slinking into the kitchen and patting me on the shoulder before taking a seat at the dining table.

Teardrop was the smallest of the pack, barely any bigger than me, but he was twice as mean as any of the others. He hadn’t got his nickname because he cried – I had doubts over whether his tear ducts actually worked – but because he enjoyed seeing others sad. It was like he feasted on a diet of misery. That was what made him so cruel but, in Dad’s opinion, the perfect Hunter. Thankfully Teardrop was rather nice when he wasn’t working. If you were on his good side anyway.

‘How did the training go, boss?’ Scythe asked as Dad wandered into the kitchen.

‘Good,’ he replied. ‘The local Authority in Cornwall has some promising Hunters on its hands. I think most of them want to get in on the action, though. A Demon hasn’t fallen there in almost ten years.’

‘They should hope it stays that way,’ Rex murmured.

‘Too right,’ Scythe said. She glanced at me. ‘And the Assessment?’

Dad’s eye’s flicked in my direction and, for a moment, I held my breath. But he shook his head and put the kettle on. ‘Lith made the experience as pleasant as ever.’

Scythe snorted. ‘It’s not like she was going to throw you a welcome home party.’

Dad laughed, setting out six cups on the counter as the kettle began to whistle.

Rex frowned. ‘Hate to contradict your maths, Al, but there are only five of us here.’

As if on cue, the doorbell rang. Dad turned round with a smile. ‘And now there are six. Get the door will you, Zed?’

As curious as ever, I gladly left the remains of my sandwich, which Scythe stole before my back was fully turned, and headed for the front door. Through the frosted glass, I could see the silhouette of someone waiting. When I opened it, a young girl with a halo of silvery-white curly hair stood there, her hands thrust into the pockets of a black jacket. She looked a few years older than me, with dark brown skin and even darker brown eyes that inspected me carefully.

‘Uh, hi,’ I said, not really knowing what to say, but for some reason wanting to make a good impression and come across as cool. I think we can all agree my stumbling greeting was a great start.

The girl offered me a fleeting smile. ‘I’m here to see Alistair Smyth?’ Her words were calm and steady and instantly put me at ease.

I nodded. ‘That’s my dad,’ I said. Then I stood in the doorway looking gormless, staring at this stranger without really knowing what to do next.

‘Are you going to let me in then, or shall we stand on the doorstep for the rest of the evening?’ the girl asked slowly, a smile lighting up her words.

‘Oh! Yeah, come in,’ I said, fighting a blush. I closed the door after her and led the way into the kitchen, where Dad and the pack were waiting with thinly veiled interest.

‘Since old Wilf retired last year, we’ve been in need of a new Tracker,’ Dad was saying. ‘But not just any Tracker. We needed the best Tracker.’ He strode over and patted the girl on the back. ‘So welcome Selena Jepson, the newest member of our pack.’

Scythe immediately walked over to shake Selena’s hand, then thought better of it and pulled her in for a hug instead. Selena disappeared into her embrace for a few seconds before reappearing looking bemused, if not flustered.

‘I’ve heard so much about you,’ Scythe said, a little breathless and clearly impressed. ‘You’ve been the talk of the town. They say you’re the best Tracker we’ve seen in a while.’

I glanced at Selena, who smiled and shrugged. A Tracker’s job was almost as important as a Hunter’s. They were responsible for finding Demons as quickly as possible after they’d fallen from the sky, creating a map to lead the pack right to them. Tracking was an impossible job for most as Demons were such elusive creatures. Few people were talented enough to find them. Nothing was more valuable to a Hunter than their Tracker. Well, maybe their bow and arrows.

‘I heard you found a scented apple in the woods in less than a minute during your training,’ Rex said, hopping down from the counter to shake Selena’s hand.

‘And you’re the youngest person to ever qualify from the Authority’s programme,’ Teardrop added. Although he didn’t get up from the table, he gave an impressed nod, which was as good as anything where he was concerned. ‘Seventeen years old?’

Selena shook her head politely. ‘Sixteen. But thanks for the warm welcome. I’m glad I chose a pack that already has so much success under their belts.’

Scythe nodded at Dad with a grin. ‘Can’t find a better Hunter than him. You made a good decision joining us. We’ll be unstoppable with you in our ranks.’

‘All right, all right, let’s not talk her ear off with compliments,’ Dad interrupted, gesturing to the dining table. ‘We’ve got work to discuss.’

I tried to quietly slip into the seat next to Teardrop, but Dad clocked me instantly and shook his head with a chuckle. ‘Adults only, Zed. Nice try. Go on up to your room.’ I moaned and grumbled, muttering under my breath as I grabbed a couple of snacks from the cupboard. It’s not like Selena was really an adult either!

‘It’s about the stars, isn’t it?’ I asked at the door. I remembered Lizzie’s words earlier and the look on her face. Dad hesitated but nodded. I took a deep breath. ‘They’re moving, aren’t they? It’s a sign. A Demon’s coming.’

A tense quiet enveloped the room, creeping into every corner of the kitchen, but Dad didn’t flinch from my question. ‘Most likely. When a Mapper sees movement in the stars, it’s usually a warning that a shooting star is imminent.’ Before I could ask any more questions, he clapped his hands together. ‘Now, upstairs. And close the door after you.’

I sighed under my breath but did as I was told. Well, almost. I lingered outside the kitchen for all of twenty seconds before Dad’s voice called out, ‘I know you’re still there, Zed.’ I couldn’t catch a break! I groaned and climbed the stairs to my bedroom where my suitcase from our trip to Cornwall was still stuffed in the corner, waiting to be unpacked. I gave it a moment’s thought, shook my head and ignored it.

Instead, I went over to my towering bookcase that took up most of one wall. Dozens of books stretched all the way up to the ceiling, and a wooden ladder leaned against the shelves to help me reach the highest books. Most of them were fiction, tales of far-off lands and fantastical beasts. I felt safe in stories because they allowed me to escape into new worlds. But there were a handful of other books too, ones that Dad had made sure I had.

These books were thick volumes and they sat on the top shelf, their spines adorned with gold lettering. I’d used some of them for schoolwork before. In between Maths, English and other regular lessons, we learned about Demons too. In History, we were taught about when they’d first fallen down to Earth, and how humans had battled against their savagery ever since to keep us safe. In Science, we learned about the stars and how they moved, potentially forecasting the next Demon to fall into our world.

Considering what Dad had just said in the kitchen, now seemed like the a good time to grab one of the top-shelf books. I climbed up the ladder, grabbed one and took it to the corner of my room where I’d created a reading nook with a large beanbag, blanket and a lamp. I settled in and observed the cover of the one I’d chosen: The Demons Who Fall From the Sky and Those Who Hunt Them. A classic I’d read a million times before. Still, I began to read.


Chapter One

The Legend of Eras the Great

Demons have always resided above us, hiding beyond the sky, concealed by the stars. These savage beasts have threatened the very safety of humans for centuries, for when they fall into our world, they do so with evil intentions. They are animals with an unquenchable thirst for blood, and humanity are their prey. Many tales have been told about Demons, but none so well known as the legend of Eras the Great, known by his nickname the Ancient Hunter.

The first Demon to fall from the sky did so in the eighth century and tore towns apart as it hunted humans, wreaking havoc on all it came across and leaving a path of destruction in its wake. People ran in fear, while others perished at its hand. There was no hope. But then came Eras the Great.

In the face of great terror, Eras fought back. Instead of running away from the Demon, he pursued it, finding the beast as it prepared to ravage yet another village. It is said that when Eras stumbled upon the creature, he cried out to the heavens in disbelief, asking what kind of beast he faced. Legend says the monster answered back with a growl, the word ‘Demon’ forming on its tongue as if spoken by the dark and evil entity within it. The ensuing battle was bloody, but using his trusted bow and arrow, Eras defeated the Demon, ending what is now regarded as the First Hunt.

With courage and determination, humans proved they could fight back and defend the world from evil. The elimination of that Demon saw Eras named as the First Hunter and protector of humankind, paving the way for the packs of Hunters who defend us today. Additionally it led to the birth of the Authority, the institute in charge of protecting us at all costs. To date, there are hundreds of Authorities situated around the world, ready to leap into action should a shooting star open up the sky once more. But let us not forget that it all started with the legend of Eras the Great and a story of bravery in the face of danger.



The legend of Eras the Great was by far the most well-known story in relation to Demons. It had been adapted into nursery rhymes, books and films and was even taught in schools around the world. Of course, each retelling was slightly different, having been passed down through generations, but it always ended the same way. Humankind won.

Next to the story was an illustration of the magnificent Eras the Great, a golden glow emanating from his very being. He was impossibly muscly, and his face showed no hint of fear. He didn’t wear the metal vest that Hunters wore now, nor did his bow and arrow look anything like the ones Dad and his pack used, but even without the armour he was a sight to behold, bearing down on the Demon, only seconds away from defeating it.

The Demon itself fitted the general rumoured description of one – a black-furred monster that walked on two legs but hunched over on to all fours when hunting for blood, larger than a wolf, with sharp yellowing teeth, a snout and completely black eyes. But even today nobody really knew what one looked like. Hunters took an Oath that forbid them from speaking publicly about what they protected Earth from. But this just gave everybody a free pass to let their imaginations run wild. Most people said Demons were made up of darkness, moving quickly and destroying anything in their path. Then again, in the movie Demons Strike Back, which had to be the worst sequel of all time, they had green fur and horns, with hooves for feet. Every single kid below the age of ten dressed up as that version of a Demon for Halloween.

And what happened to Demons once they were captured? Well, nobody really knew that either. The Authority only said that they were eliminated, which sounded about as morbid as you could get. Like I said, shrouded in secrecy.

I sighed, wondering if I should even bother continuing reading. I didn’t look anything like Eras the Great. I wasn’t magnificent or special in any way, and I definitely didn’t have muscles like him. I was just a kid, one who was below average height, kind of scrawny and who tripped over their own feet while running. I’d never be like Eras. I’d never be like Dad. The sooner I accepted that, the sooner I could try to get over the disappointment.

I shut the book and let my head fall back, closing my eyes and praying that things would somehow miraculously change. And that’s when I heard the chilling, all-consuming rumble of a shooting star.
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CHAPTER 5 The Escape of a Shooting Star

ZOOM! WHOOSH! RIP!

I sat bolt upright, a prickle climbing over my skin. My heart started pattering against my chest, like it knew what the sound meant before my brain could catch up. A star had escaped. The sky had opened. A Demon was about to fall to Earth. And a Hunt was about to begin.

I scrambled up to my window on shaky legs, already breathless with a mix of fear and excitement. I looked up to the sky and … there it was. The star was already fading from sight, but it had left behind a luminous scar. I’d seen scars in the sky before when Demons had fallen to Earth, but they were never any less majestic. The silvery trail bled into the night and sparks in various colours showered down from it like tears, marking where the Demon had fallen. It was close, maybe a mile or so into the woods. I fought a shiver and told myself to be brave.

Dad.

It was a Hunter’s job to protect the human population. Across the city, packs would now all be preparing to pursue the Demon. As the First Hunter, Dad would too, determined to catch it before anyone else. Safety came first, but victory came a close second. When a Demon fell, it became a competition to see who could capture it first.

I crept across my room and edged open the door, peering down the hallway. I could hear the faint murmur of a commotion downstairs, followed by the kitchen door bursting open and footsteps heading for the stairs. Dad took them two at a time, only briefly glancing at me as he passed my bedroom before ducking into his own.

‘You know the drill,’ he murmured. ‘Stay inside the house. Don’t leave until I get back. Call the Authority if you spot anything out of the ordinary.’ His voice was tight, the words coiled, springing out of his mouth all at once.

Downstairs, it sounded like the rest of the pack were frantically preparing for the Hunt. But despite my heart thundering in my chest, a knot of curiosity was unfurling too. Whenever Demons had fallen before, they’d never been so near. I had always felt pretty safe away from the action, locked up in a house wherever we were in the world, protected by high-tech defences – impenetrable locks, electrified shutters, wailing alarms that were high pitched enough to deter Demons. This time the chaos was closer to home than ever.

I moved into the hallway and could see Dad in his room on his phone, tapping a message with frantic fingers, his shoulders rising and falling quickly. He muttered something to himself, then raised the phone to his ear. ‘Ma’am? Yes … We’re always prepared … The pack is already assembled … The Demon will be captured immediately.’

The Superior. Of course Dad was the first person she’d call. She’d be on the phone to Lith straight after, who was no doubt be gathering her own team.

‘It won’t have got far,’ Dad continued. ‘My bet is that it’s still recovering from the fall. Follow the sparks from the star and if we move quickly, we’ll catch it before it causes any harm.’

Balancing the phone between his ear and his shoulder, Dad strapped his armoured vest made of thin but impenetrable steel over his chest. As the Superior made her final orders he shrugged into his hunting jacket. On the front of it, pinned to the left over his heart, was his platinum medal. It glinted and sparkled like a thousand stars even in the dim light.

‘Yes, ma’am. I’ll report back immediately.’ Dad listened as the Superior said something else. He turned his head, eyes landing on me in the hallway. ‘A coincidence, ma’am. I’m sure it means nothing.’ My breath caught in my throat. They were talking about me and what I’d seen earlier at the Authority.

Dad listened some more, then hung up, pulling on his boots. There was nothing but the sound of our breathing between us. I couldn’t bear it.

‘Dad …’

‘Zed.’ His tone was stern, but his face softened as he took me in. He walked over to me and crouched so we were eye level. ‘The defences will be activated when I leave, just like normal. Nothing will be able to get into the house. And I’ll be back before you know it. You’ll be brave for me, won’t you?’

I hesitated, then nodded.

Dad stood up straight with a small smile and headed for the stairs. I followed him to the landing and glanced down.

Scythe, Rex, Teardrop and Selena were already gathered by the front door, hunting jackets on, weapons in hand. Scythe’s face was set in stone, determined, and she held three double-ended daggers. More were strapped to her belt. They looked deadly sharp and I knew once they found their target, they would electrocute a Demon into submission.

Rex, who was rocking on their heels, favoured a bow with silver-tipped arrows that burst into blinding light on impact and dazed a Demon long enough to catch it. Teardrop’s arrows were pure black with a neon-green tip: non-lethal poison that inflicted enough pain to floor a Demon trying to run. He smiled to himself as he patted them. Selena had tied her hair back and drawn a short rod from a sheath at her waist. It looked like a thick pen, but when she snapped her wrist, it extended into a spear that seemed to vibrate in her hands. It looked lethal, but I knew it wouldn’t be. The Authority were very clear about one thing – Demons were to be caught and handed over to them. Alive.

Dad made his final adjustments, then reached into the cupboard next to the front door and retrieved his weapons: a bow the colour of the night and a quiver filled with platinum-tipped arrows. If one found its target, which it always did, a sleeping serum would be deployed and a Demon would drop where it stood, knocked unconscious. Finally, and for good measure, Dad grabbed a small metal cylinder called a trap that would spring an inescapable net if aimed right. This is what would help them deliver the Demon to the Authority.

‘Ready?’ Dad asked, taking in each member of the pack as I descended the stairs. They all nodded, one by one. ‘Eyes on me. Stay together as always. And let’s catch this beast.’

Scythe whooped in response and Rex cracked their knuckles. Teardrop rolled his neck, still smiling to himself as he clutched his weapon. Selena’s face hadn’t changed, but her eyes were watching everything unfold carefully. Dad opened the door and the others slipped out into the night. I stood by the keypad in the wall, ready to do my job. Dad glanced at me and I think he looked proud that I’d already got myself into position without him telling me to. He gave me a quick hug and ruffled my hair.

‘We’ll be back soon, I promise,’ he said.

I nodded, putting on my bravest face. ‘Good luck, Dad.’

With that, he turned on his heel and was gone. The door closed after him and I immediately tapped a code into the keypad. When it was unlocked, I clicked the symbol that would activate every defence we had. There was the sound of bolts, dozens of them, all sliding into place around the house, securing the doors and windows with me safe inside. The reinforced shutters lowering over the ground-floor entry points gave me a little comfort. All over the city, most other houses would be doing the same.

As it always did when Dad left for a Hunt and I was alone in the house, my imagination started to play tricks on me, eclipsing everything else with visions of a Demon breaking into my bedroom and devouring me for dinner. I tried to shake it away.

‘I’m not scared,’ I said out loud, my voice echoing back to me. Dad would return safely soon, just as he always did, and I would be perfectly fine in the house until then. ‘I’m not scared,’ I said again, just to emphasize my point. There was nothing but silence in response.

NEOWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW!

The sudden wailing of the Authority’s siren sounded. Even though it happened every time, it still made me jump. With adrenaline pumping through my veins, I legged it back to my bedroom and slammed the door closed, leaning breathlessly against it. The siren blared again, a slow and keening call. The Hunt had officially begun. And, seemingly out of nowhere, an idea started to form.
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CHAPTER 6 Bright Ideas and Other Extreme Sports

I was going to find the Demon myself.

The more I thought about it, the crazier the idea seemed. Considering it came from me, I probably should’ve ignored it, because, as Dad likes to say, curiosity always gets the better of me and overpowers my common sense. And yet … maybe this idea was the answer to all my problems. This morning had been a disaster. The only way to fix it was to prove myself – prove that I could be a Hunter, just like Dad. That I did belong. So I was going to track the Demon and capture it myself. How difficult could it be?

On second thoughts, don’t answer that.

Thanks to following Dad around the world for years, I knew the basics. First, you needed a weapon, so I went back downstairs and searched in the cupboard by the front door. I found the training bow that I’d had since I was six. The only problem? It was too small for me now, and even if it wasn’t, there were no arrows to be found. Not to be disheartened, though, I solved this first problem by running back upstairs and searching in my sock drawer until I found the slingshot and metal pebbles that Teardrop had got me for Christmas last year. Sure, I’d been a terrible shot when I tried it out, but that was beside the point. I also grabbed a spare trap for good measure. If I was going to actually catch the Demon, I’d need one of those.

Armed? Check.

Next, I needed to be inconspicuous. It was technically a low-level crime to be outside during a Hunt as it meant you might get in a real Hunter’s way. Of course, many people had broken that rule, mostly adventurers (or idiots, according to Dad) trying to catch a glimpse of a Demon for themselves. There was a pretty hefty fine if an unauthorized person was caught participating in a Hunt, though, and I couldn’t afford that, both metaphorically and literally. So I chose all-black clothes and my trusted black hoodie, hoping I’d blend into the night.

The final thing was tracking the Demon itself. Now, this would be the tough part. The sparks raining down from the sky showed where the Demon had landed, but you had to use your wits and all your senses to locate it. Dad had Selena for that specific job. I had … well, myself. I wasn’t exactly qualified, but if I was going to do this, then I’d have to make do.

Refusing to let my fear stand in the way, I slipped over to the window to peer out into the night. The silver trail was still very much there, but parts of it were falling away, drifting off into the black ocean of the sky and leaving behind a second scar. Sparks of colour continued to rain down, highlighting a spot in the woods behind my house. The Demon hadn’t landed far away at all. A chill travelled down my spine.

I tried the window but had no luck. Duh, that was what the defence system was for. Ignoring the fact that having to go back downstairs again might be a sign to give up, I headed for the keypad by the door, took a deep breath and tapped in the code. When it was unlocked, I weighed up my options. I could deactivate all the defences, but that seemed dangerous. It might be a good idea to keep at least some of them turned on. So I clicked another option and deactivated the upstairs defences instead. I grimaced as the sound of the windows unlocking echoed through the house. If I wasn’t right about this being a good idea … God, I was in so much trouble.

Back in my bedroom, I pulled up the window to get a better look and was met by frigid night air. Usually that would be enough to make me retreat. I guess you could say I’m not really the outdoorsy type. But not this time. A little cold never hurt anyone, right?

All over the city people would be locking their doors. Even the neighbouring towns would have got an alert to lock up until the Demon was caught in case it got further afield. It was unlikely – once a Demon fell, Hunts usually only took a few hours and they tended to stay in the vicinity of where they fell. And yet here I was throwing open the window and preparing to venture out into the dark.

I should’ve been doing the same – staying home and turning on the TV to watch the footage taken by Shooters, the people authorized by the Authority to join the Hunt with cameras and capture the whole thing for everybody else’s entertainment. It was silly really, considering Demons couldn’t be captured on film. Not properly, anyway. If you took a picture or video of one, only a shimmering outline would be visible on screen. But, all the same, Shooters took the Oath and had turned Hunts into a sport that everyone loved to watch while supporting their favourite Hunters.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I grabbed the final bits – a torch, an extra jacket, a cap, some gloves and my rucksack. Then I was ready.

With the doors and windows downstairs still locked and bolted, that left me with only one choice. I approached my bedroom window again, and the shimmer of my reflection looked back at me. Maybe it was my eyes, but somehow I looked smaller, like I was a little kid dressing up. I supposed I was. Now was my last chance to back out. But the memory of the look on Dad’s face swam into my mind and I shut down any final doubts. I would make him proud. I had to.

I perched on the windowsill, sliding one leg outside and then the other. I hesitated, letting the night’s silence greet me. Then, taking a deep breath, I leaned forward and … fell out of the window.

Yep, in an ungraceful tumble and with a yelp that was snatched away by the breeze, I landed in a soft patch of grass in a heap of tangled limbs. A sharp pain immediately stabbed my shoulder, morphing into a dull throb. Ouch.

A perfect start. I forced myself up, making sure I hadn’t actually broken any bones, before freezing, waiting for an alarm or SWAT team to bust me. But still there was nothing. The Demon siren, which only blared every few minutes for the first half an hour so the Hunters could focus without distraction, had stopped now and the night around me was still, as if it was watching my every move.

Now I was outside I could see the trail of the falling star more clearly, confirming that whatever had fallen was close by. I shivered at the thought. Rumours said Demons were monstrous – beasts that struck you down before you could even scream for help. I know I said Demons Strike Back was a terrible movie and you shouldn’t necessarily take their word as gospel, but one of the Demons in that literally bit a man’s head off.

This was a bad idea. A terrible idea actually. My worst one yet. But I willed myself on. If I was going to redeem myself, I had to do this. So with adventure calling out to me while fear continued to simmer in my stomach, I began to run towards the woods.

Had I thought this plan through? Well, I think I can trust you enough by now to tell you that, no, I hadn’t. I was running into the dark head first without a second thought. Maybe I should’ve listened to Dad and stayed safe in my bedroom, but it was too late to go back now. Besides, I had a job to do.



I was lost in the woods, hemmed in by tall trees, the whisper of the wind and voices, dozens of them, surrounding me. Every Hunter in the city had come here to catch the Demon. I didn’t dare turn my torch on, scared that I’d attract the attention of a Hunter or Shooter. What if they mistook me for a Demon and turned their weapons on me? No, thank you. I had to stay quiet. Undetected. That was the only way my plan would work.

The woods went on and on until I found myself in a small clearing, the trees forming a jagged circle round it. I sat on a fallen tree trunk, my palms clammy and heart pounding from adrenaline. I’d been moving for a short while already and had found nothing. Not even a trace of what I was looking for. So far, so bad.

Think, Zed, think. Where would a Demon be hiding?

I didn’t have a clue how to find one. The Authority and Hunters themselves have never divulged their secrets. It was part of the Oath, but also to avoid the competition from using their tactics to find the Demon first. Everything they did was kept under wraps and veiled in mystery. Dad would never break his pledge. All he ever said was the same thing Hunters had been telling the world since time began: A Demon is made up of darkness and hate. If you see their eyes, it’s already too late.

A rustle nearby derailed my train of thought. It was different from the sound of the leaves moving in the breeze. It was heavier. A Hunter, perhaps? A Shooter? Or was it the Demon? All I knew for sure was that it was quickly coming closer, and I was a sitting duck.

Heart racing, I dived in the opposite direction, scraping my knee on a branch as I went. Pain seared through me, but I couldn’t cry out. I fell behind a large tree trunk, clamping both hands over my mouth to try to quiet my breathing. But how could I silence my heartbeat? I was almost certain it was going to give me away.

My thoughts started to run away with themselves; the stories I’d heard of Demons painting pictures in my mind of a monster that was about to devour me. Brady Fallinger, the son of a Tracker in Edinburgh, who I’d met once on a work trip with Dad and whose stories seemed to be slightly exaggerated, swore that a friend of a friend had seen a Demon and they’d said it had skin like a lizard. In A Hunter’s Guide to Catching a Monster, Demons had two heads, although the ‘Hunter’ who’d written the book was later outed for lying, having never hunted themselves.

The rustle now clearly sounded like footsteps. The tree hid me from view, but it also blocked me from seeing who had entered the clearing, which only terrified me more. Slowly they crept forward. Leaves and twigs crunched and snapped. The breeze seemed to pause, enjoying watching this game of cat and mouse.

More footsteps.

Then nothing.

The night was silent. The only sound was my hard and heavy breathing trying to escape my hands that were still clamped over my mouth. I was going to be caught. I was going to become a story that appeared in history books for the next hundred years. EATEN ALIVE BY A DEMON! I could see it now.

‘Who’s there?’ a stern voice said, all low and menacing.

My body recognized it before my brain could, recoiling like it wanted to run. Dad.

‘Come out, come out, wherever you are.’

I heard him take another footstep. He was now only metres away on the other side of the tree. A few more steps and he’d see me. I was done for. I almost wished it was the Demon instead.

‘FREEZE!’ another voice screeched.

There was a flurry of noise as Dad reacted, and I jumped half out of my skin.

‘Jepson,’ Dad muttered, ‘take it easy, will you?’

‘Sorry,’ Selena said, clearly embarrassed. I could imagine her blushing. ‘I got a bit excited.’

‘You need to stay calm and level-headed,’ Dad said. ‘This is different from finding scented apples in the woods. This is a real Demon.’

As he started to give Selena a hushed lesson on how to capture a Demon, I took my cue and got quietly to my feet, edging further into the woods and away from them. That had been way too close. I didn’t want to think about how much trouble I’d have been in if Dad had seen me. Only slightly relieved, I started off in the direction of home, using the very faint lights in the distance to guide me. This had been a stupid idea. If I stayed out here any longer, I was going to get caught. Or worse.

I was so close to relaxing – well, as relaxed as you can be when you’re in the woods in the middle of the night with a monster on the loose nearby – when it happened.

A sound.

Not like before. It wasn’t the sound of movement but a whimper, soft and broken. I stopped dead in my tracks, trying to listen for it again. Had I imagined it? No, there it was! It was so quiet I could almost pretend that I hadn’t heard it. But I had.

The edge of the woods was so close now. Home was just beyond that. The warmth and safety of my bed beckoned. But I heard the whimper again, and before I could stop myself my feet were moving me towards it, my brain too curious to put up a fight.

It was coming from a bush. I crept closer, and as I did the whining stopped, like it sensed I was near. My head was telling me to run, but my heart said the opposite.

‘Wh-wh-who’s there?’ I stammered into the dark.

The leaves rustled but nothing else followed.

‘I … I promise I’m not going to hurt you.’ I let go of the slingshot I’d been gripping in my pocket. It sounded like someone who needed help.

I reached slowly towards the bush in front of me, grabbing a branch and moving it slowly aside. Every part of my body was alive and screaming, a fresh burst of adrenaline firing through me like a cannonball. What was it? With one last steadying breath, I whipped the branch away … and screamed. The sound ricocheted off into the woods and, in the distance, voices. But I wasn’t focused on that right now.

The thing in front of me screamed back, its face wide with terror. At the sight of it I fell backwards, letting go of the branch and stumbling over my own feet. I crashed into the ground hard, the fall stealing the breath from my lungs and ending my shrieks.

I scrambled back, although by now I knew it was too late to run for safety. I’d seen its eyes. They weren’t human. I’d looked into them for just a brief second, but surely that was enough. My end was near. All I could do was wait and hope that it’d be quick.

Its hand appeared first, slowly reaching out of the bush. I could almost fool myself into thinking it was human, except its skin shimmered like it was made of starlight. I shrank back as the arm came next, followed by a foot and then a leg. I wanted to scream but I couldn’t find the air in my lungs. I was frozen to the spot, fear binding me in place. Finally the Demon completed its reveal, stepping out into the open almost reluctantly.

We took each other in for a moment, the electrifying silence bringing the night around us to life. Its eyes flitted over me, deciding whether I was an ally or an enemy. Mine did the same, searching for the answer. Or maybe I was searching for what I’d been taught about Demons all my life. Surely by now its jaws should’ve opened wide to eat me alive, my head seconds away from being in its mouth, And yet it didn’t move. It stood still, watching me carefully, its head tilted to one side.

Up close the Demon’s skin glittered even more magnificently. Its hair was white like sun-kissed snow, so pure it was nearly blinding, and its eyes weren’t black like in the textbooks I’d read in school – they glittered like stars, and they were looking right at me.

But the thing that struck me more than anything was that the Demon was just a boy. A boy who looked like he might be my age; who looked terrified of everything around it; who looked lost. This Demon wasn’t a monster at all. It was different in almost every way, but somehow it was just like me.

It made a small movement, and I flinched in response, shrinking backwards and screwing my eyes closed. But when I dared to open them, I saw a hand reaching out into the space between us. Did it want to … help me? Or was this a trap? Was it simply figuring out which part of me to eat first?

But the same fear I felt was reflected in its eyes, and I could tell it was just as scared as I was, its glance flitting around like it suspected a Hunter might be near. When its eyes rested on mine once more, the light in them seemed to shine even brighter. It nodded at its outstretched hand. Hoping I wouldn’t live, or die, to regret it, I grasped it.

I’d expected the Demon to be cold, freezing even. The white of its hair, the shimmer of its skin, it all reminded me of winter. And yet its hand was warm. Safe. It pulled me upright, then took a step back, still looking for signs of danger that might be lurking just out of sight.

‘You’re … you’re a Demon, aren’t you?’ I asked quietly, scared every Hunter would be able to hear us if I spoke any louder.

It flinched, moving away from me, and began to tremble. ‘We’re not Demons,’ it said. Its voice was soft, calming almost, like a familiar song.

But of course it was a Demon. It had to be. Sure, I hadn’t known what one looked like before tonight, but what else could it be? Humans didn’t walk around sparkling like stars in the night sky.

‘It’s okay,’ I murmured softly, taking a step towards it, and putting my hands up in the air to show it I didn’t mean any harm. It took another step back. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’

The slingshot in my pocket and the trap in my rucksack reminded me that harm was exactly what I’d planned. Guilt and shame blossomed in my stomach. The Demon stared back, its starry eyes searching for something in my face. Its jaw, sharp and angular, was clenched as tightly as its hands, which were balled into fists at its side.

‘Maybe I can help you?’ I tried. ‘Maybe I ca—’

‘FREEZE!’

My blood ran ice-cold. The Demon jumped, its eyes darting over my shoulder to where the voice had come from. Then came the click of something metallic behind me. I knew immediately what it was. The trap.

I held my hands up. The fierce spotlights of a thousand torches blazed on my back, casting my shadow over the Demon. It looked at me, eyes pleading. I didn’t know what to do. We’d been caught.

But the Demon didn’t look dangerous. It wasn’t anything like what I’d been told or taught. I couldn’t stand by and let it be taken away when it already looked so scared. Heart beating out of my chest, hands still in the air, I made my decision.

‘Run,’ I whispered. The Demon stared back like it didn’t understand what I’d just said. Maybe it didn’t. I tried again. ‘Run!’

It blinked, as if snapping out of a trance, and nodded with a small jerk of its head. Then, with one final look, it bolted in the opposite direction, away from the torchlight and into the dark.

‘It’s escaping!’ the voice behind me yelled. ‘FIRE!’

I tensed as a trigger was pulled and the weight of a heavy net came down upon me. I fell to the floor, entangled in the trap. There was no point in fighting it. I knew these things were pretty much inescapable.

Footsteps approached, heavy breaths punching the air. Now, there were probably a dozen people around, more Hunters arriving with each passing moment to investigate the commotion, but I knew who that voice belonged to.

Rough hands found me and pulled me upright. I swayed on my feet but managed not to fall again, facing the Hunters who’d trapped me, their bows and arrows raised in my direction. Facing Dad.

‘It’s … you,’ Dad said, confused. His eyes roamed over my face, searching for answers. ‘What …?’

Dad looked over my shoulder into the darkness where the Demon had been standing. When his eyes found me again, they’d hardened with barely contained fury. ‘You let it escape,’ he said, his words low and dark. ‘What have you done, Zed?’
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CHAPTER 7 The First Hunt is Always the Worst

‘The Demon is still at large! First Hunter Alistair Smyth, known around the world as one of the finest Hunters to have lived and the current holder of the platinum medal, appears to have let the Demon escape, despite being mere seconds away from ending the Hunt altogether! Drone footage sent in by Shooter Wickson Bolt shows Alistair and his pack had located the Demon and were closing in with their arrows raised. However, in a plot twist nobody saw coming, the First Hunter’s own son got in the way, allowing the Demon to scarper!

‘It’s a shocking turn of events that will surely impact who holds the platinum medal, awarded to the most skilled Hunter. Sources say Lilith Jones, who currently holds the gold medal, is in hot pursuit of the Demon, and more Shooter footage shows that her daughter, twelve-year-old Aro Jones, has joined the pack. Yes, this Hunt has turned into a battle of the offspring, with one ruining his father’s chances at capturing a record seventy-third Demon while the other helps her mother towards greatness.

‘Now, of course, I must remind you all to stay indoors as there is still a Demon on the loose. Deploy your home defences, sit back and watch as the night unfolds, because this Hunt is far from over!’

Dad grabbed the remote control and muted the news channel, his rage rolling off him in waves. We were back home in the living room, the rest of the pack scattered around watching the footage of their failed Hunt. With the volume off, an awkward silence filled the room, nobody quite knowing what to say next. But I knew all eyes were on me, and none blazed with more anger than Dad’s.

I couldn’t even think about the Demon I’d just faced. The one I’d let escape from Dad’s clutches. The creature I’d seen had been pushed to the back of my mind. Had I really stood that close to a Demon, spoken to it, touched its hand? Or had it all been one very bad dream? In that moment, as Dad sat furious on the other side of the room, I couldn’t even remember what the Demon looked like.

All I’d wanted to do was prove that I could be a Hunter and be just like Dad, even if I hadn’t seen the constellation of Eras in my Assessment. Instead, I’d only made a mess. And to make matters even worse, Aro had officially joined Lith’s pack, almost as if she was purposefully trying to rub it in my face. Yep, things were looking bleaker than ever.

‘We can still catch the Demon,’ Scythe said. ‘It was a mistake, that’s all.’

‘Mistakes cost reputation,’ Dad snapped. ‘They cost legacy. We’ll be a laughing stock if we don’t sort this mess out.’ He stood up abruptly, making me jump. ‘I want everyone back out there. We can’t let Lith get the edge on us. If she knows we’ve failed, she’ll do anything in her power to make sure she succeeds. I won’t see that happen.’

The pack murmured ‘Yes, sir’ in unison, strapping their bows and arrows back over their shoulders.

‘And remember, there are Shooters all over the city catching every last second of this Hunt on camera. We’ll be on every TV screen in the city by now. We can’t afford to fail again. I’ll join you out there shortly.’

‘You’re not coming with us now?’ Rex asked.

Dad shook his head. ‘I have matters to deal with here first.’

I’m not scared to admit that I felt my stomach drop and almost leave my body hearing Dad’s words. I’d been waiting to learn what my fate was since I’d been caught. I was probably going to be grounded for the rest of my life, or maybe Dad was just going to abandon me altogether. Could you do that? Could you stop being someone’s parent if you felt like your child had disappointed you enough? I was about to find out. The pack began to file out, Scythe giving me an apologetic half-smile and a gentle bump on the shoulder as she went. Once they were gone, I started to count to five in my head. I was barely at two when Dad opened his mouth.

‘Do you have any idea what danger you put yourself in tonight?!’ he shouted, his fury boiling to the surface. ‘You could’ve been killed! If we hadn’t arrived when we did, who knows what might’ve happened!’

I opened my mouth automatically to say that actually the Demon had been just as scared as I was and didn’t seem all that dangerous at all, but I caught myself and quickly clamped it shut again. I was already in enough trouble.

‘Not to mention that you’ve made a mockery of this pack, and in front of the entire world!’ he went on. ‘I specifically told you to stay inside and yet you defied my orders. We were expected to capture this Demon, and you’ve made a complete mess of it! Are you happy with yourself?’

I shuffled uncomfortably on the sofa. ‘Well, n-no, I’m not happy about it,’ I stammered. ‘I only wanted to help!’

‘AND LOOK WHAT YOU’VE DONE INSTEAD!’ Dad roared. ‘You’ve only made things worse!’ He began to pace the room, muttering things to himself that I couldn’t hear. He was about to open his mouth again, no doubt to continue his ranting, when a knock at the front door interrupted him.

That can’t be good, I thought to myself. Nobody besides those authorized by the Authority were supposed to be outside right now. Maybe it was the police, here to arrest me for breaking the law.

But it turned out it wasn’t the police. It was, somehow, even worse.

‘Good evening,’ the Superior said when Dad opened the door with me standing meekly behind him. She was still wearing her immaculate suit from earlier, but now it was slightly wrinkled, as if news of the Demon falling to Earth had bedraggled her.

‘Ma’am,’ Dad said with a nod of his head, standing aside to let her in. The anger in his voice was still just about there, but it had mostly subsided in the face of the Superior. My own fear had only intensified.

‘Well, Alistair, I do not think I need to tell you what a disaster tonight has already been,’ the Superior said when we’d settled back in the living room. Her words were calm on the surface, but they didn’t sound as sure of themselves as they had this morning, which now felt like a lifetime ago.

‘It was a mistake, ma’am. Nothing more,’ Dad said with a certainty I was sure he didn’t feel. ‘We’re resolving the matter as we speak.’

‘So I can see,’ the Superior responded, unimpressed. Dad blushed. As the First Hunter, he should’ve been out there with his pack, not at home ready to ground his son for all eternity. The Superior shrugged. If it wasn’t for the roaming of her unsettling eyes, she could’ve convinced me she was perfectly at ease. ‘Luckily all is not lost, Alistair. I will be preparing the invitations for the Victory Ball shortly.’

Both me and Dad started at that. The Victory Ball was a formal ceremony held to mark the capture of a Demon. It was an event that occurred the week after and anyone who was anyone was invited to the celebration at the Authority headquarters.

‘The Demon has already been caught?’ Dad asked in disbelief, worry lines creasing his forehead.

The Superior raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, not quite, although I believe the end is almost near. Lith called while I was on my way here. She and her pack have located the Demon and will have concluded the Hunt within the hour.’

I thought of Aro and her mum closing in on the Demon, getting ever closer to victory. It made my insides cringe thinking about it. The creature I’d seen had been so helpless and scared. I imagined Lith’s arrows aimed right at it, ready to take it down, and a wave of sadness broke over me. I looked to Dad, but he just seemed stressed by the idea of Lith claiming the win, which gave me a sharp pang of guilt.

‘Alas, I am not here to discuss the matters of this evening,’ the Superior said, surprising us both. ‘I am here to discuss the matter of this morning.’

I shrank back into the sofa, hoping it would swallow me whole and spit me out in another dimension. Of course that’s what the Superior wanted to talk about. She wanted to know what I’d seen in her office. Maybe she wanted to know how. All were questions I didn’t have an answer to.

‘That was a coincidence,’ Dad said immediately. ‘It’s impossible for it to have been anything else.’

The Superior tilted her head. ‘So you think me a fool for considering otherwise?’

‘I’m merely suggesting we focus on the matters at hand, ma’am,’ Dad said without hesitation.

But the Superior smiled and fixed her eyes on me. I gulped. How was it possible that today, with all its mishaps and misfortunes, could be getting worse? ‘It appears to me, Zediah Smyth, that we have a peculiarity on our hands. You see, the Assessment is important. The constellation you see has great bearing on what your future may become. It tells us where you will best fit in the Authority should you join its ranks. In the past, children have seen dozens of constellations: the Quill, symbolizing the archives, the Gemini Telescope for Mappers, even the Fox, for those with the wits to be placed in any department.’

My mind was racing as I tried to keep up with what the Superior was saying while also wondering how I was going to get out of this without making more of a mess. So far, I had zero ideas.

‘This morning, I asked you what you could see,’ the Superior continued. ‘And for a moment, I thought you were going to give me the answer we all expected of you – the constellation of Eras himself. But then you surprised me – you saw something quite different.’ She shook her head, as if the whole thing was laughable, and then began to pace. ‘Now, the thing is, no child before you has ever seen such a thing. So I wonder how it came to be that you saw a shooting star, which, as we all know, is the symbol of an incoming Demon. And I also wonder how it just so happens that on the very day you saw this shooting star, a Demon fell from the sky.’ She stopped her pacing and looked me dead in the eyes. ‘Peculiar, do you not think?’

The silence she left hanging in the air begged me to fill it with something. An explanation, a perfectly reasonable excuse as to why I’d apparently seen something occur before it’d even happened. But nothing came to mind, so, once again, I did the one thing that was sure to make everything worse – I made a joke.

‘I guess next time you should ask me for the lottery numbers,’ I said. I tried to smile but fear wouldn’t let me.

The Superior didn’t move a muscle. ‘Perhaps,’ she murmured.

Before she could say anything else, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a vibrating phone. She smiled when she saw the name lighting up the screen.

‘I hope you have good news,’ the Superior said when she answered. She listened intently for a few seconds, her smile slowly getting bigger. It was almost creepy to watch, but I wasn’t exactly in a position to tell her that, so I sat in silence, refusing to look at Dad because by now I was certain his anger and disappointment would incinerate me.

The Superior nodded. ‘Excellent.’ Without saying goodbye she hung up the phone and spread her arms wide. ‘The Demon has been caught. The Hunt is now over.’

Dad’s face crumpled for a moment, his body sagging in defeat, but he quickly corrected himself, standing up tall and nodding his head. The Superior didn’t notice; her eyes were trained on me, unmoving.

‘I will be keeping a close eye on you, Zediah Smyth,’ she said, the threat lingering just behind her words. It made me shiver. ‘I am sure we will meet again soon.’
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CHAPTER 8 Medals are for Winners

The Demon had been caught. It was all over the news, the moment it had been captured replaying on a loop. A net from the trap that had been deployed thrashed on the ground, but, of course, the Demon itself wasn’t picked up by the cameras apart from a faint shimmer. What the cameras could see was the pack who had claimed the victory celebrating, high-fiving each other with wide grins on their faces. In the middle of it all stood Lith and Aro, jubilant in their triumph. Dad was so angry that I was surprised steam hadn’t started coming out of his ears.

Since the news had been announced, Dad had shut himself up in his study. This was probably a good thing as it gave me a chance to escape his disappointment, but I knew that living under the same roof was going to be unbearable unless I came up with a way to fix my mistake. It seemed like an unlikely feat considering the Demon had, you know, already been caught. Unless another one fell from the sky tomorrow and I captured it in record time, I wasn’t quite sure how I was going to make everything better.

Instead, I sat in my room for the rest of the night, unable to sleep, captivated by the news online. In the glow of my laptop, I scrolled through the footage, watching as a Shooter called Dexter controlled a drone that captured Lith and her pack tracking the Demon somewhere in the depths of the city. That seemed odd to me because it was in the complete opposite direction to where we lived on the outskirts of town. I guess I had told the Demon to run. He must have been incredibly fast.

I watched as Lith raised her bow, expertly reaching into the quiver on her back for an arrow that she shot into an alleyway to daze and confuse the Demon. There was an explosion of blinding light as it made impact with the wall. With an evil grin on her face, Lith quickly switched to her trap. She raised the metal tube, took aim and fired, sending an inescapable net flying through the night. It appeared to stop in mid-air, wrapping its tentacles round the shimmering outline of the Demon. Then the net, and the creature caught inside, fell to the floor.

I didn’t know how to feel. All over the internet the public were celebrating another successful Hunt. There was even some disappointment that it was over already. Some wanted it to last longer, to keep the entertainment going. People were already planning parties, which would take over the whole city for the next few days until the official Victory Ball was held in a week’s time. There would be balloons and fireworks, music and dancing – a whole festival to mark the Demon’s capture.

But I felt sick. Not because it was my fault that Dad had failed – I felt guilty about that, sure – but because I’d seen the Demon for myself. I’d looked it in the eye. It had helped me. And I’d let it escape. I remembered how frightened the Demon had been when I’d found it. I couldn’t get the image of its trembling out of my mind. It almost looked just like any other kid, one who was lost and couldn’t find a way back home. But that went against everything I’d ever been taught about Demons. They were supposed to be these terrifyingly savage monsters that feasted on human blood, but surely if that was the case, I wouldn’t be alive right now?

It scared me to realize that I wanted it to be safe. I wasn’t supposed to feel that way. I was supposed to be like everyone else right now, preparing to celebrate tomorrow. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible had just happened.

It was the middle of the night when I finally turned off the laptop and plunged myself into darkness. I sat still in my desk chair for a moment, overcome with exhaustion but also fear. What was going to happen next? With the Superior no doubt watching me even closer now, I thought it best to keep a low profile and wait for this whole thing to blow over. Then everything would go back to normal, and we could pretend none of this had ever happened.

I got up to head to bed but was momentarily distracted by a gap in the curtains, through which the sky beyond was visible. I slipped the curtain aside properly and gazed up into the night. The stars were calm and settled now, but the scar in the sky remained, burning over the city. Its light had dimmed, but its trail still sparkled brightly. The wound was already closing. Soon enough it would be like it had never existed at all.



The rising sun brought about a new day, and with it the first rumbles of a party. Even here on the outskirts of the city a steady hum of activity was getting stronger and louder as each minute passed. It was Hunter’s Day, a time for people to honour the bravery of those who protected us.

The first thing I did when I opened my eyes was dive for the window and rip apart the curtains. It was harder to see in the daylight, but against the washed blue of the sky the star’s trail was still there, a pale silver dash that seemed to have split into two, stretching towards the horizon. When I looked back down to Earth, Mr and Mrs Crick next door were in the back garden, putting up colourful decorations. They’d already tied dozens of balloons to the fence and trees, and Mr Crick was now fighting a losing battle with bunting that he was trying to hang between the house and the garage. A crate of fireworks sat on the patio, as if there was any doubt that our neighbours would be celebrating Hunter’s Day just like everyone else.

I scooted downstairs, passing Dad’s open bedroom door. His bed looked like it hadn’t been slept in at all, and at the other end of the hallway the door that led up to his study was firmly shut. I wondered how long he planned to lock himself away up there and if he’d have forgiven me by the time he came out.

In the kitchen I prepared a bowl of cereal and a glass of apple juice, then switched on the TV. Of course, every channel was reporting on the events of last night. Clips of Lith and Aro celebrating their win flashed up on the screen, while another channel focused on the success of a new lone Hunter called Fate Evans, who had only just graduated from the Authority. He was still a teenager, no older than eighteen, and he’d almost caught the Demon by himself with no help.

I flicked the channel again, only to be met with the video of me getting caught in the net, surrounded by Dad and the rest of the pack. I quickly switched it over. I didn’t need to see that ever again. But the next channel was just as bad – it was the Superior standing on the front steps of the Authority giving a speech.

‘We are, of course, exceptionally happy that another successful Hunt has come to an end,’ she was saying, as calm and collected as usual. A bustle of news reporters jostled round her, trying to get into the best position to ask the next question. ‘The Demon has been captured and we look forward to celebrating yet another Victory Ball.’

One news anchor managed to shove free of the pack, thrusting her microphone into the Superior’s face. She was far from impressed, but the reporter didn’t seem to care. ‘What do you have to say about last night’s mishap involving First Hunter Alistair Smyth and his son?’

I froze, a spoonful of cereal suspended in mid-air between the bowl and my mouth. The Superior remained composed, flashing a charming smile. But even through the screen I could tell it was fake.

‘We all make mistakes. Alistair has been a fine Hunter over the years, capturing more Demons than anyone else before him. He has been of great service to the Authority.’ The Superior paused, mulling over her words. ‘However, our peaks cannot last for ever. Maybe Alistair’s time has now passed.’

There was gasp from the crowd of reporters, following by a hushed silence. My stomach clenched, nervous butterflies fluttering once more.

‘You mean to say Alistair Smyth’s time as First Hunter is coming to an end?’ the reporter asked, shock written all over her face. Had Dad just been fired on live TV?

‘Who knows …’ the Superior answered simply. ‘All I can say for sure is that Lilith Jones and her daughter Aro performed wonderfully last night. Lith has held the gold medal for some years now, but perhaps it’s time for change.’

Before she could answer any further questions, the Superior nodded and turned on her heel, striding back inside the Authority, the doors instantly closing behind her. The symbol of the Hunter and the Star etched into the wood was left in her place.

‘Get yourself ready, Zediah,’ Dad’s voice said behind me, making me splutter Cheerios all over the kitchen counter. He didn’t look happy when I turned round with milk dribbling down my chin. He had dark circles under his eyes and somehow looked ten years older than he had yesterday. ‘We’ve been summoned to the Authority. Be ready in ten minutes.’

I gulped. Based on what I’d just seen, this meeting wasn’t going to be a celebration.

Dad’s expression wasn’t one of disappointment or rage. He seemed to be looking right through me, like I wasn’t even there. It wasn’t often that he called me by my full name, which only made me feel worse. I got ready as quickly as my trembling fingers would allow, getting dressed and brushing my teeth in record time. Dad was already in the car when I came downstairs, his seat belt fastened, ready to go.

Just like yesterday morning, Dad sat in silence as we drove to the Authority. Although the air between us now felt tense, all around us were signs of celebration. The roads were paved with colour and every house and shop was decorated with balloons and flags. One blank wall in the centre of the city had been completely transformed, spray paint creating an enormous mural. I couldn’t help but notice that the Demon on the wall looked nothing like the one I’d seen last night. Instead, it looked like a monster, exactly as we’d been taught over the years. Above the illustration, sprayed on to the wall in black writing, were the words: THE GREAT HUNT, 2023. VICTORY TO LITH. Dad kept his stony face turned away from it as we drove past.

The glass dome of the Authority appeared on the horizon and my body tensed automatically. Dad didn’t seem to be feeling any better; his breathing was heavy and shallow as we approached. Giant banners hung from the roof to the ground, rippling in the breeze. Each one was a different colour, from green and blue to yellow and pink, but they all showed the same thing – Lith’s jubilant face surrounded by an explosion of stars. Dad sighed as he parked and turned off the engine, then heaved himself out and headed for the doors, ignoring my entire existence. Well, it was better than him shouting and ranting I supposed.

The bustle and excitement in the city had seeped into the Authority, the buzz lingering in the lobby and sweeping through the halls. People rushed around in every direction, some carrying files and folders, others excitedly talking as they hurried by. More than one person stared at me and Dad as we walked through the Grand Lobby. I went to duck my head so I could pretend people weren’t watching, but Dad gave me a subtle nudge.

‘Keep your chin up,’ he said out of the side of his mouth, his lips unmoving. ‘Don’t let them see you as weak.’

By the time Beverley scanned us into the Superior’s office, Lith and Aro were already there, standing to one side like the cats who’d got the cream. Or the Hunters who’d caught the Demon.

‘Alistair,’ the Superior said with a nod, stepping out from behind her desk. ‘And Zediah. A pleasure.’ I couldn’t read her tone. It wasn’t exactly mocking, but it wasn’t far off either. I chanced a glance over at Aro, who raised her eyebrows with a wicked smile. My dread was only getting worse.

‘It’s so lovely to see you again, Alistair,’ Lith said in a sing-song voice that made a seed of anger bloom inside me. Dad’s jaw clenched but he just bowed his head once and looked straight ahead at the Superior.

‘Before we celebrate the capturing of another Demon, I thought it would be wise to bring us all together so we might iron out some details.’ Lith was all but bouncing on the spot as the Superior spoke, eager to hear every last word. ‘A Hunt has always been a moment for us to remind those who look to the Authority for safety that we are as strong and mighty as ever. I believe that last night, in many ways, we succeeded. In others, however, we did not.’

The Superior stepped down from her desk, coming to a stop before me and Dad. My heart was in my mouth and thudding in my ears. Dad appeared unmoved. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lith and Aro watching eagerly.

‘As the First Hunter, people look to you to lead the way, Alistair,’ the Superior said, staring Dad straight in the eye. ‘But last night you failed.’

Dad blinked. ‘With all due respect, ma’am, I’ve captured seventy-three Demons, more than any Hunter before me. I believe one mistake does not leave my reputation in tatters.’

The Superior shrugged. ‘In tatters it may not be, but a blemish is now upon it. I am sure you can understand why the First Hunter must be a figure everyone can trust in. Our safety is in the hands of Hunters. They cannot let us down.’ The Superior held out her hand and I nearly fainted on the spot. ‘Your medal please, Alistair.’

The ground tilted below me. This couldn’t be happening. One mistake – my mistake – surely couldn’t have cost my dad his position as the First Hunter. But the Superior didn’t seem the type to make a joke and her hand remained open. Dad went to say something but quickly closed his mouth. Instead, he removed his medal and handed it over without a word. The Superior didn’t hesitate. She moved towards Lith and Aro, who were all but salivating, their eyes never leaving the medal.

‘You proved yourself worthy last night, Lilith,’ the Superior said. ‘I believe you have earned this.’ She handed over the medal, which Lith took with greedy glee, removing her own gold one and passing it back. Aro seemed so bedazzled by the platinum medal that I thought she might keel over.

‘And you, Aro, have proved yourself quite worthy of the Authority when the time comes,’ the Superior said, much to Aro’s joy and my dismay. ‘You will be a valuable asset should you officially follow in your mother’s footsteps once you have completed your schooling. The same cannot be said for everyone.’

My heart sank.

When the Superior came back to stand before us, Dad held out his hand in defeat. But the Superior smirked and pocketed the gold medal, producing a bronze one instead. I gasped. I couldn’t help it. Dad had seen it too and his eyes widened. The medals were a sign of distinction. While there was only one platinum, one gold and a handful of silver medals, bronze signified everybody else. It was the most common rank, the sign of an average Hunter, one who might’ve just joined the ranks and wasn’t yet highly skilled, or perhaps one who was ready to retire …

‘Things are changing, Alistair. It seems you are no longer equipped to hold the platinum medal, and I believe Fate Evans deserves the gold after tracking the Demon across the city.’ I wracked my brain to try to remember where I’d heard that name before. It came to me quickly – on the news this morning they’d been talking about the new teenage Hunter on the scene. ‘If it had not been for Lilith’s quick Hunting, Fate might have got there first,’ the Superior continued. ‘And as for the silver medal, I will be giving it to Wickson Bolt for putting himself in harm’s way to capture the best footage of the night.’ I cringed. Wickson Bolt had been the one who’d videoed my catastrophic failure. The Superior was adding insult to injury. ‘So I am afraid bronze is all I can offer you.’

Lith let out a breathless laugh. It seemed she hadn’t expected such a demotion either. And, of course, she was going to be totally humble and modest about it. ‘Don’t worry, Alistair,’ she said, winking as she held up the platinum medal. ‘I’ll take good care of this.’

The Superior glanced down at me, and I immediately looked away, scared that if I made eye contact, she’d see something else in me that she’d want to keep a close eye on. But it was only for a second, and then she moved away to sit behind her desk once more.

‘You are all excused,’ she said.

And that was it. The result of my stupidness had finally come to light. I had cost Dad everything he’d worked so hard for over the years and proved I wasn’t worthy of the Authority at the same time. I traipsed out of the Superior’s office, as miserable as ever, wondering if there was any way I could make things right.

‘Nice going, loser,’ Aro muttered with a grin as we walked down the hallway, keeping her voice low enough so that Lith and Dad ahead wouldn’t hear her. ‘The floors look like they could do with a clean, to be fair. And now that your dad’s all but out of the Authority, maybe you can ask him to help you.’

‘Come on, Aro,’ Lith said with a smug smile. I was sure it would never leave her face again. ‘We can’t stand around chatting all day. We have celebrations to prepare for.’ With one last scathing glance, Lith and Aro sauntered off, but they had barely gone three steps when Lith paused and turned back once more. ‘After your performance last night, Alistair, who knows? Next time you might be stripped of your medal entirely. So enjoy next week’s Victory Ball, won’t you? It might just be your last.’
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CHAPTER 9 Under

Rumour of Dad’s demotion had already spread around the Authority, no doubt helped by Lith and Aro who were probably screaming about it from the rooftops. The bronze medal rested dully on Dad’s jacket where the platinum medal had once sat with pride. As we headed towards the lobby, whispers chased after us. Everyone could see that the rumours were, in fact, true. There was no hiding from it.

We hadn’t gone far when Dad suddenly stopped in his tracks. ‘I have to do something,’ he said, almost to himself as if in a trance.

‘Uh, Dad?’ I said cautiously, worried about bringing my existence to his attention. It took a moment, but then he snapped out of his thoughts.

‘I need to speak with the Superior alone and see if I can make this right,’ he said, starting off in the opposite direction. I made to follow him, assuming I had to, but he stopped and shook his head. ‘Alone. Go and wait in the car. And, Zed?’ I looked up from the floor and into Dad’s eyes. There was still a storm of disappointment there. ‘Do as I say this time and stay out of trouble.’

‘Yes, Dad,’ I said quietly.

He nodded to himself and stalked off without a second glance, leaving me alone to fend off the watchful eyes.

I ducked behind a group of Authority employees, trying to press myself up against the wall to avoid being noticed. By now I knew everyone would have seen the footage of me ruining the Hunt. They’d all know my face. I needed to get out of here, and fast.

‘Poor guy did his best. If it wasn’t for his son, he would have succeeded,’ one man said as I skirted behind his back. ‘I guess Hunting doesn’t run in his blood, huh?’ The man and his companion burst out laughing.

My eyes began to sting, but I kept on going, head bowed as I tried to block out the sound around me, letting my feet carry me through the Authority. It was only when things began to quieten down that I realized I had no idea where I was. I stopped, looking around for a sign that would point me in the direction of the nearest exit. But there was nobody else here, just a quiet hubbub floating down the corridor from somewhere far away. I was completely alone.

I found myself in a long hallway, dozens of doors of all shapes and sizes leading off it on either side. Each had a brass plaque on it inscribed with letters revealing what lay behind. I began to walk slowly down the corridor, inspecting the doors with intense curiosity. A large, formidable door made of silver metal with a scanner embedded in its centre read: THE STAR FILE. A shorter door made of green wood with a golden handle said: ARCHIVE. The next sign, hanging from a bright orange door with a cluster of stars etched into its wood, read: MAPS, TRACKS AND TRAILS. Then there was WEATHER CONDITIONS AND THEIR MEANING, which was a wide glittering door made up of every colour in the rainbow. Behind it, however, came a threatening rumble that made a shiver sweep over me.

On and on the doors went until towards the end of the hallway a circular door without a handle stood. A plaque on the wall next to it read: THE STAR FORECAST. At first glance it looked to be pure black, but when I stopped to take a closer look, a swirl of colours began to dance across it, making it almost look like a tunnel into another world.

Before I could inspect it further, however, I heard voices. I peered back down the way I had come, worried about being caught somewhere I shouldn’t be. I was already in enough trouble as it was. The voices were getting closer so I took off, running in the other direction to the end of the corridor, where I reached a large circular space with a bunch of spiral staircases stationed in seemingly random spots. Most of them ascended to doors at different levels, but one spiralled downwards into the depths of the Authority. I didn’t have time to inspect which staircase was the best route so I chose the one closest and followed it down just as the voices became people at the other end of the hallway.

I continued creeping down further, spiralling in a tight loop until I was sure I must be near the centre of the Earth. There didn’t seem to be an end in sight. How deep did the Authority go? Finally the staircase wound to an end, levelling out into another corridor just like the one above. Except here the floor and walls were the black of a night sky, and pinpricks of light floated beside and above me like stars. Apart from that there was nothing else. It was a long infinite space that stretched on and on.

For a moment, I didn’t think I could see an end to it, but when I squinted I was just about able to make out what seemed to be a golden doorknob. Well, it was either hike back up several hundred stairs, where I could still hear the vague sound of voices, and be caught by whoever had appeared, or keep going and hope that there was another way out. I didn’t fancy the exhaustion of climbing back up, nor did I like the idea of getting caught. So onwards I went through the tunnel of stars.

As I got closer, the golden doorknob became clearer until, a few steps away from it, I was finally able to see the door itself. It was camouflaged against the walls, but there was a slight crack that created its outline. Without hesitation I made to open it. My first instinct had been to escape the people I’d heard, but now I’d got this far, a vague curiosity fluttering in the back of my mind was urging me to investigate while I was here. I’d already got this far – what was the worst that could happen now? Sure, Dad would go through the roof if he knew what I was doing, but I was already in trouble with him anyway.

I opened the door and found myself in gloom, the only source of light coming from neon orange tubes evenly spaced high up on the walls that bathed everything in an eerie glow. I was standing on a small metal platform in a rounded room with a rusty railing in front of me. To my left and right, metal stairs spiralled downwards into the shadows below, where a faint symphony of hums and drones seemed to be coming from.

I inched forward until my hand gripped the metal railing and I could peer over the edge. The stairs led to a circular space illuminated by panels of dull light, and archways that looked like corridors jutted off from the centre, leading who knew where. But neither of those things were what caught my attention. There, at the bottom of the void, was the Demon.

Like last night, it looked different to how I’d imagined. If you took the sparkling skin, white hair and glittering eyes away, it really did look just like a normal kid. It was curled into a ball in the corner of a clear pod, completely still, eyes carefully watching the small huddle of people who were surrounding it. They wore white lab coats and scrawled notes on clipboards, glancing over at the Demon every now and then.

I watched, breath caught in my throat, as one of them knocked sharply on the glass. Instantly the Demon leaped up and thrashed against the glass, teeth bared and snarling. They weren’t exactly the fangs I’d learned about growing up, but a few of the scientists jumped and another dropped his clipboard altogether. I was so scared I fell backwards, scrambling away from the railing. By the time I’d plucked up the courage to peep over again, the Demon had settled back in the corner, hugging its knees to its chest.

As if it felt my presence above, the Demon looked up, locking eyes with me. Tear tracks stained its face, while more brimmed in its eyes, but it didn’t look away, and I found that I couldn’t either. It was like the Demon was trying to say something without words. Like it was asking for help.

But there was something else about it too. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what but, looking closely, the Demon seemed … different. It stood up slowly and as it did it clicked in my head what was so different about this Demon. It was …

The moment was broken by an eruption of colour as the orange lights above turned red and began to flash ominously. Somewhere in the belly of the Authority, an alarm began to shrill, consuming me with panic. I staggered back from the railing, my heart thrashing with fear that made me feel light-headed. It was a warning. A warning that I was about to be caught if I stayed here any longer.

Taking one last look at the Demon, I tore myself away, ripping the door open this time and hightailing it back through the corridor of stars. At the base of the stairs I was met with an unmistakable sound, one that filled every inch of me with dread. Footsteps. Lots of them. Thundering down the steps. Coming right towards me.

I couldn’t go back. There was nowhere to hide. Except …

I dived into the shadow beneath the spiral stairs, pressing myself against the wall and closing my eyes, praying I wasn’t about to be caught. Footsteps crashed above me until eventually they were echoing down the corridor. I heard the door at the end open, the footsteps clanging on the metal gangway. There were voices now too, but I was too far away to make out what they were saying. Instead, I counted to ten, made sure there were no more footsteps above me, and slipped out from my hiding place, dashing up the stairs.

I was almost certainly going to be in trouble, but I had to find Dad.

I needed to tell him something important.
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CHAPTER 10 One is Sport, Two is Trouble

Back in the main part of the Authority, everything appeared normal. Here no alarms sounded and no lights flashed a warning. Everything was ordinary and just as it had been before. Except now I was breathlessly sprinting through the building, not caring who saw me. People stared as I went, some calling out in annoyance as I barged into them, but I didn’t stop. I needed to find Dad.

Instead, I found Aro …

‘It squealed like a pig when we caught it,’ I heard her say just before I rounded a corner into an empty corridor.

I stopped and slowly peeked round to see Aro standing, chest puffed out, with a small huddle of friends who were listening eagerly and hanging on to her every word with open mouths. I recognized a few of them as children of people who worked in the Authority. There was Quentin, a short boy with a floppy fringe whose parents were both average Hunters at best. Then there was Mabel, a girl with dark brown hair, a pointed nose and glasses. Her dad was a renowned Archivist, and they lived at the other end of my street. She was friendly enough to say hello if I ever saw her, but if she was with Aro, she’d stay silent and look awkwardly at the floor without a word.

It didn’t take a genius to guess that Aro was talking about last night’s Hunt and she was clearly loving every minute of it.

‘Honestly, that thing was no match for us. It was basically game over as soon as we were on its tail.’ Aro’s words were slick with arrogance and bravado. ‘Mum was going to let me take it down, but she decided in the end that it’d be best if she caught it. Obviously the platinum medal was at stake, otherwise I’d have been the one to do it.’

The entire group looked amazed, marvelling at the idea of Aro taking down a Demon by herself even if it sounded like the most ludicrous lie to my ears.

‘What did it look like?’ Quentin asked, his eyes lighting up at the prospect of hearing about a first-hand encounter with a Demon.

Aro shrugged as if she was talking about a dog she’d been petting in the park. ‘Well, you know there’s an Oath my mum can’t break, Quentin, but, between us …, it was huge, like seven feet tall. And it had fangs too. It tried to bite my hand off, you know?’ Quentin, Mabel and several others gasped.

‘I told you they had fangs, Mabel,’ Quentin said in her direction.

She looked embarrassed to have been wrong and her cheeks immediately blushed red.

‘Yeah, if I hadn’t been so quick, I’d be standing here now without my arm,’ Aro continued. ‘But I used some basic defence techniques and made sure it thought twice about trying that move again.’

Aro paused, staring off into space with a vague smile. To the untrained eye it looked like she was milking the moment, but I would’ve bet my black hoodie she was simply concocting another lie.

‘Now that I think about it, it was me who set the wheels in motion for Mum to capture the Demon,’ Aro said after a second, acting as if she was pretty chill about the whole thing. ‘I stunned it with this move that … Well, I can’t show you now because it’s not the right time or place, but it dazed the Demon and then Mum swooped in to finish it off.’

I looked to the others for a reaction. Surely someone was going to call out Aro for being a liar. By now nearly everyone in the city would’ve watched the footage of the Demon being caught and would’ve seen Aro had nothing to do with it. The only thing she had done was follow in her mum’s shadow. But, to my horror, every single head was turned towards her, tilted as if in the presence of an all-powerful god. Quentin was so in awe it looked like his mouth would never close again. Aro could’ve told them all she was being promoted to First Hunter and everyone in the circle would have believed her.

Disgusted, I spun on my heel and started back towards the lobby. It was even more crowded than before, people milling in every direction and chatting excitedly, but I soon spotted Dad marching down a corridor. His eyes were trained on the door ahead and he wasn’t paying attention to the stares that took in his bronze medal. He walked as if it was still platinum.

‘Dad!’ I called, sprinting after him.

I caught up to him by the main door and tugged on his jacket. He whirled round in annoyance, but when he saw it was me he relaxed.

‘Dad!’ I said again, breathless for more than one reason. Firstly I was exhausted from all this running around, but secondly, and most importantly, I hadn’t quite decided how to tell him what I’d seen, and what I’d figured out as a result.

‘Didn’t I tell you to wait outside?’ he asked, his expression darkening as he realized I had disobeyed him yet again. But I cut in before he could tell me off.

‘I … well, I got lost and I … I wasn’t snooping, I promise! But …’

Dad sighed. ‘Spit it out, Zed. I haven’t got all day.’

My instincts told me to back away, but I stood my ground and raised my chin. ‘They’ve caught the wrong Demon,’ I blurted.

I could tell by Dad’s confused reaction that he’d been expecting something else, anything else. ‘What are you talking about?’

I shuffled on the spot, itching to get everything out just right. ‘I got lost trying to find my way outside and I … Well, I know I shouldn’t have been down there, but I accidentally found the Demon they caught and I’m certain it’s not the same one we saw. It’s a different Demon altogether!’

Dad’s eyes narrowed. He quickly looked around us, then grabbed me by the arm and marched me outside to a quiet spot.

‘What do you mean?’ he asked when he was sure nobody was listening.

I swallowed, but now wasn’t the time to be scared. Dad was leaning in to me, quietly eager to hear what I had to say, and his eyes seemed to have lit up too, as if he was excited about the possibility of righting the nightmare of last night and today. The chance to be back in Dad’s good books spurred me on. I glossed over the fact I’d been snooping because I definitely didn’t need to get into any more trouble.

‘I found where they’re keeping the Demon. I saw it for myself. But when I took a closer look, I knew there was something not quite right. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but then the Demon stood up.’ I was practically vibrating, the words tumbling over themselves to get out into the open. ‘It was too small. The one I saw last night was bigger than the one being held downstairs.’

Dad frowned. ‘You’re quite sure?’ He looked over his shoulder to make sure we weren’t being overheard. ‘I should not be telling you this. It’s part of the Oath. But –’ Dad lowered his voice, checking behind him once more – ‘a Demon can change the way they look. They can even take on the form of a human. It’s what makes them so dangerous.’

I blinked in surprise. I hadn’t known that. Was that why Demons always looked different in every movie and book about them? And was that why when I’d seen the Demon for myself it had looked more human than monster?

But Dad was shaking his head. ‘They can change features at will, but what they cannot do is change their size.’ Dad paused, thinking hard. ‘Zed, are you sure about what you saw?’

I hesitated. If I was wrong, it would be the end of me. I couldn’t afford to put another foot out of place. But as I looked around to avoid eye contact with him, thinking hard about what I’d seen, I noticed the pale scar in the sky that the shooting star had left behind. It was still there, although in the harsh light of day it was almost invisible. Almost. And when I looked harder, I remembered something else.

‘Look!’ I pointed up towards the sky.

Dad whirled round as if he expected another Demon to be flying towards us, but as he inspected the sky, he saw it too. The scar had split into two, although only just. Last night, it’d looked like nothing more than the trail of the star bleeding into the night, but now there was no mistaking that it was a second line altogether.

‘Think about it!’ I said excitedly. ‘We saw the Demon by our house, on the edge of the city. The Demon escaped, but could it really have made it into the city centre to be captured by Lith so quickly? And the Superior said it herself – Fate Evans had been tracking that Demon in the city before Lith found it. How could the Demon have been in two places at once?’

Dad’s expression changed as he thought it over. His eyes became wider and his mouth dropped open. Then he did the last thing I expected at that moment – he laughed, like he’d just been told a funny joke (clearly not one of mine).

‘You know what this means, don’t you?’ Dad said, his words brimming with excitement. ‘There’s another Demon to be caught, and nobody else knows about it. This could save us.’

Fear nipped at me as he spoke, but Dad was far from scared. He dug out his phone, tapping the screen quickly, and raised it to his ear.

‘Scythe?’ he said, his excitement growing by the second. ‘Get the pack together. This Hunt isn’t over just yet.’

He stepped away, muttering fast, and leaving me with my own thoughts. The Demon I’d seen the night before was still on the loose. Maybe it was somewhere close, hiding just out of sight and biding its time. A small part of me felt relief that I’d earned back Dad’s respect. Maybe for once I’d done something right. But as I looked out over the city, wondering where the Demon could be, its whimpers from last night echoed in my ears. The Demon had been scared yet had still helped me. If they were as dangerous as everyone said, why had it not attacked me when it had the chance?

‘The pack will meet us at the house,’ Dad said, already striding towards the car. ‘There’s no time to waste!’

I trailed after him, trying to tell myself that what I’d done was the right thing and not a huge mistake.




[image: ]

CHAPTER 11 An Uninvited Guest

The Hunt was back on. Except this time, everything was different. Last night, the whole city had been locked down as Hunters far and wide began searching for what had fallen from the sky. Everyone was on high alert. But now only a handful of people knew that the Hunt had resumed and that a Demon was still on the loose.

Dad’s pack were already waiting outside our house when we arrived. Scythe was by the front door, her arms folded and eyes wandering around the garden as if the Demon could be hiding in the bushes. Rex was fiddling with a new gadget that looked like a metal boomerang, while Teardrop was counting the arrows in his quiver, restless and raring to go. Selena was there too, standing aside from the others and observing everything with a quiet analytical stare. There was something slightly different about her today, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, apart from the fact her silvery hair appeared somewhat darker. She swept her eyes over me as I clambered out of the car, but quickly looked away when our gazes locked.

‘What’s going on then, boss?’ Rex said, following Dad as he strode into the house.

‘There’s another Demon still out there,’ Dad said simply once the pack had assembled in the kitchen.

‘Impossible,’ Scythe blurted. ‘Demons fall one at a time. That’s always been the way.’

‘That might be true, but this time is different,’ Dad said. ‘I didn’t realize it before, but Zed pointed it out.’ Everyone turned in my direction, quizzical looks on their faces. Even though I could feel myself blushing, I was proud of myself, especially when Dad gave me a reassuring nod and smile.

‘We know the Demon landed around here. We were tracking it in the woods.’ Dad pressed a key on his laptop, typed something, then clicked a button so his screen appeared on the TV mounted on the wall. It was a map of the city, our house marked by a red cross. The others stared at it intensely, but no one said a word, clearly confused.

‘Not quite sure what you’re getting at here, boss,’ Scythe said, as if she’d just been presented with a mathematical equation. Rex and Teardrop nodded, glad that they weren’t the only ones not to have understood. I thought I heard Selena tut under her breath.

‘If the Demon fell around here and we all but caught it, there’s no way it could’ve then appeared in the middle of the city moments later,’ she said. Her voice was quiet but confident. The others wheeled round to face her. ‘Lith and her pack were already hunting the Demon before they captured it. It’s not the same Demon as the one we were hunting.’

Dad’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘You knew this already?’

Selena shrugged. ‘Not exactly. I thought the scar in the sky looked strange, but two Demons have never fallen at the exact same time. When Lith caught one, I assumed that was the end.’ She nodded over to the others. ‘Just like everyone else.’

Dad didn’t seem happy about this, but he couldn’t deny that he’d also thought the Hunt was over when Lith had caught the Demon, so he let it go and started hatching a plan to begin the new Hunt in secret. Everything had to be kept under wraps to avoid Lith, or anyone else, catching wind that it wasn’t over. This way Dad’s honour would be restored. He might even get the platinum medal back, and I’d be off the hook entirely. The problem wasn’t fully solved, but it was a start, and I went up to my bedroom feeling a little lighter. Now I had to sit back, mind my own business and wait for Dad to get everything under control. Easy-peasy.



The afternoon was wearing on and I was bored. If you ask me, boredom is one sure-fire way to get yourself in trouble. I wasn’t looking for any bother, honest; I just wanted something to do that wasn’t sitting around twiddling my thumbs while I waited for Dad to capture the second Demon. So I decided to head out to the treehouse. I was positive no trouble could reach me there.

When I got downstairs, Dad and the pack were finishing their last preparations in the kitchen. I could hear them strapping on their armoured plates and checking their bows and arrows. The metallic click of the trap being loaded made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, reminding me that the last time I’d faced one of those it had ended in complete and utter disaster.

‘Going somewhere?’ a voice asked.

I jumped half out of my skin, whirling round to find Selena behind me. She’d tied her hair back away from her face, making her look even younger.

‘Just out to the treehouse,’ I said casually, as if there wasn’t a Demon on the loose. ‘Don’t worry, though. I’ll be safe out there.’

Selena snorted. ‘I’m not worried about that.’ Her eyes wandered over my shoulder towards the kitchen, as if her worries lay there instead.

‘So your name’s Selena?’ I asked. I felt an urge to keep the conversation going. Friends were hard to come by when you were a little awkward and always on the move.

Selena regarded me with wary eyes for a moment, then she seemed to decide I wasn’t a threat and let her guard down, although only slightly. ‘I guess we were never properly introduced. Selena Jepson,’ she said, sticking her hand out into the space between us. ‘And you’re Zediah Smyth, son of the First Hunter.’

My cheeks began to heat up as I limply shook her hand, wishing more than anything I was a bit cooler. ‘Well, he’s not the First Hunter any more,’ I said glumly. I tried to grin because nobody likes a misery, but I’m not sure it was very convincing. ‘Zediah Smyth, but you can call me A Nuisance for short. Or, you know, Zed. That works too.’

Selena smiled, although at what I couldn’t be sure. It touched her eyes, which were a warm brown that concealed some kindness behind her steely guard. Our conversation was interrupted by Dad who appeared in the doorway with his bow strapped to his back and a quiver of arrows in his hand.

‘We’re ready, Selena. We’ll need your best tracking skills if we’re going to find this thing.’

Selena stiffened but quickly offered me another smile. This one barely pulled at her lips. ‘Of course,’ she said. She made to walk past me, but as she did, she whispered, ‘See you around, Nuisance. Stay out of trouble.’

Someone like Aro would’ve made that sound like an insult, but coming from Selena it felt like an inside joke. I watched her disappear back into the kitchen, until I realized Dad was staring at me with narrowed eyes.

‘No trouble this time, Zed,’ he said. Unlike when Selena said it, this sounded like a stern order. ‘You’re not to wander off. Stay inside until I’m back. I can’t make myself any clearer.’

‘Can I at least go out to the treehouse?’ I whined. I knew it was a lost cause. Dad was obviously about to have me turn on the house defences. But I was surprised when he sighed and nodded instead.

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Selena suspects the Demon has wandered north, through the woods and away from here. But you’re not to go any further than the treehouse and you’re to stay out of trouble, okay?’

I was still confused that I wasn’t being barricaded inside the house as usual. And come to think of it, wasn’t it like … super dangerous to have a Demon on the loose that nobody else knew about? If Dad wasn’t planning on raising the alarm, nobody else would know the possible dangers that lurked out there. What if the Demon turned up and bit someone’s head off? Or went on some bloodthirsty rampage around the city? Sure, the Demon I’d seen didn’t seem like much of a threat, but what if it turned or got hungry? Would Dad not get in trouble for keeping this a secret? I wanted to ask but now definitely didn’t seem like the right time. I had to trust that he knew what he was doing.

‘Yes, Dad,’ I said. ‘I promise I’ll stay out of trouble.’

And I meant it. I really did, I swear! As Dad joined the rest of the pack, I scuttled out into the back garden and climbed the ladder into the treehouse. Not long after, the pack emerged, Dad leading the way with Selena by his side and the rest following in their wake. They passed under the tree and hopped over the fence, heading for the woods once more. Dad paused briefly to give me a wave, then disappeared into the trees.

‘I wonder how long it’ll take them to find me.’

‘Hopefully it’ll be over soon,’ I murmured, before realizing that the jolly voice I’d just heard next to me couldn’t possibly exist when I was in the treehouse all alone.

I slowly turned round.

And screamed.

Then I screamed some more.

And added another for good measure.

In fact, I screamed so much that as I scrambled backwards in terror, I tripped over my own feet and landed hard in the nest of my beanbag. I fought to free myself from the folds of my trap, but it was proving almost impossible. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried getting up from a beanbag before, but it’s hard work. It was like I was sinking further into it the more I fought to get out. But I had to escape because there was a stranger in my treehouse bearing down on me with a concerned look on its face. The Demon had somehow found me once more.

Trying not to look it directly in its eyes because it might be able to turn me to stone like that woman with the snakes in her hair, I clambered free of the beanbag and sprint-crawled along the floor towards the ladder.

‘I don’t think there’s any need to react like that,’ the Demon said with a sigh. ‘I was wondering if you could help me, that’s all.’ It sounded polite enough and not at all like the whimpering creature I’d seen the night before, but fear was spurring me on.

I reached the ladder and tried to cling on to the top rung, but I slipped, and with one final yelp that was snatched away by gravity, I fell through the gap and right out of the tree. I landed in a heap on the grass below, my shoulders and knees immediately searing in pain. I was a little dazed, staring up at the tree I’d just fallen out of, but then the face of the Demon appeared at the top of the ladder, and it pulled me back to reality. It looked … well, to be honest, kind of concerned. But I didn’t have time to think about that.

‘DAAAAAAAD!’ I yelled at the top of my lungs.

Instead of charging for the house where, you know, I might be safe, I started off towards the woods with a limp, dragging myself over the fence and landing in yet another ungraceful pile. The Demon, who had clearly experienced no problem getting down from the treehouse and over the fence, landed next to me with a bright smile on its face.

‘Need a hand? No offence, but your co-ordination could use some work.’

The Demon offered me its hand as some kind of truce, but I scrambled away from it and started off towards the woods once more, like I could outrun it if I tried hard enough, even if I was a Sports Day failure. The Demon jogged along beside me, whistling to itself and admiring the surroundings like it was a meadow full of beautiful flowers. I hadn’t even made it halfway over the field when I had to admit defeat, falling to the ground in breathless exhaustion.

‘If y-you’re going t-to e-e-eat me alive, then j-just g-get it o-over with,’ I stammered, struggling to fill my lungs with air.

‘Now why would I want to do that?’ the Demon asked, a bounce in its words as if it was just happy to be here. It lay down next to me, shifting on to its back to look up at the sky. ‘I know I come from another world and everything but eating humans seems quite barbaric. Not to mention they don’t exactly look tasty or nutritious. No offence.’

My mind was telling me to start running again, but my body was little more than a breathless husk that couldn’t move if I begged it to. Besides, hadn’t the Demon just said it wasn’t going to eat me alive? My memory repainted the image of last night when the Demon had been crying in a bush. It had helped me then too. There was a pattern emerging, and nothing about it seemed dangerous. In fact, it was quite the opposite.

While I tried to slow my heart rate back down, I glanced at the Demon out of the corner of my eye. It was staring up at the sky with a faint smile on its face. Its white hair caught the daylight, revealing waves of colour within it. Just like yesterday, its skin glistened, although under the glare of the sun it was more difficult to see than it had been in the dark. When it flicked its eyes over at me, I could see stars in them again.

I snapped out of my trance and looked away, trying to ignore the fear slithering around inside me. I sat up, confident that I had enough oxygen to finally move without keeling over again. The Demon followed suit and grinned widely.

‘So, now that all the fuss is out of the way, how about I introduce myself properly?’ The Demon slowly extended its hand. ‘It’s nice to meet you. My name’s Spark, and I think I need your help.’
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CHAPTER 12 Hi, Not So Nice to Meet You

Far be it from me to have any common sense, but I quickly realized that having a conversation with a Demon in the wide-open space of a field wasn’t the brightest idea. Especially since Dad was currently hunting for said Demon and, you know, Demons weren’t exactly well received by us humans down on Earth. I’d already successfully ruined one Hunt, and I wasn’t about to repeat my mistakes.

I was still wary of getting too close to him, despite his sunshine and smiles, but we’d already proved that I couldn’t outrun him and that screaming like a banshee hadn’t exactly helped either, so I decided it was best to head back to the treehouse.

‘It’s a nice place you’ve got here,’ Spark said when we were safely inside. ‘Real comfy too.’

I gawped at that. ‘You’ve been staying in my treehouse?’

‘It was either sleeping here or up in the trees using a branch as a pillow. This was much more appealing. I promise I didn’t touch any of your things, though. I’m not that rude.’

As if my presence was all the permission he needed, he began wandering around, picking up books and pencils, marvelling at them, then moving on to something else. He was particularly enthralled by the snow globe I’d received from Scythe for Christmas one year.

I still wasn’t sure whether this Demon was trying to lull me into a false sense of security so I hadn’t let my guard down completely. But as I watched him move around the space, inspecting my belongings with genuine curiosity, I began to listen to the thought in the back of my head that told me he wasn’t here to cause me harm. Maybe he did just need my help.

He was tall, at least a head or two taller than me, and he never seemed more than a second away from breaking out into a grin or laughing at something. Now that I looked at him properly, I felt a sense of calm settle the fear that had been sitting deep in my chest.

‘Sorry for scaring you, by the way,’ Spark said, turning to face me. He gave me a sheepish smile that, for some reason, made me smile right back.

‘You didn’t scare me,’ I tried. The lie sat between us with blinking neon lights around it.

‘Really? You could’ve fooled me,’ Spark said with a grin. ‘I mean, you did fall out of this tree when you saw me. That had to hurt. Are you sure you’re okay?’

My shoulders and knees said otherwise, but I nodded all the same. I didn’t want to look like a wimp when I’d already embarrassed myself enough with all the screaming and running.

‘So … your name’s Spark?’

He nodded. ‘And, yes, I’m a Demon. Surprise!’ He waved his hands like he’d just revealed brand-new information. ‘How about you?’

‘I’m Zed. And I’m … well, I’m a human, I guess.’

‘You guess? You don’t know if you’re a human or not?’ he queried.

‘No! I mean, yes, I do. I am human. I just haven’t had to say that out loud before.’ Spark giggled to himself. I chuckled too, until a new thought pinched at me. ‘I saw you last night, didn’t I?’ Spark nodded, leaving silence for my real question. ‘But you said you weren’t a Demon when we spoke then.’

Spark weighed this up, nodding to himself. ‘I meant … not in the way humans say we are.’ He brushed his hand through his hair, making it messier than it already was. Inside, away from the sunlight, it gleamed just as brightly. ‘Yes, I’m a Demon. But humans have used that against us for a long time. When your kind say it, they act like it’s a dirty, evil word, as if it’s something to be ashamed of.’ Spark shrugged. ‘I was a little dazed when I fell from the sky, so I don’t think I explained myself too well.’

‘You were crying,’ I said without really meaning to. It’s kind of rude to point out when someone has been crying, especially if they don’t bring it up themselves.

Spark blushed. ‘I think we can forget about that part.’ He shook his head, and forced a new smile in place. ‘Anyway, it appears that I have a slight problem. Well, by slight problem, I mean huge and potentially life-threatening problem, but let’s not dwell on that. You see, that nuisance of a shooting star escaped from its cage while I was sneaking around the Galaxy Highway with my brother Speck. Okay, fine, we shouldn’t have been anywhere near there in the first place because everyone knows you don’t want to mess with a Star Herder, but that’s neither here nor there. I didn’t exactly plan for a star to escape while we were snooping, I just thought it’d be fun to explore. But, anyway, a star escaped and without any warning it tore open the sky and Speck fell right through the gap, straight down to Earth. That’s a long fall in case you hadn’t realized.’ Spark stopped to take a breath, but he wasn’t finished. ‘I tried to look around for help but, like I said, we shouldn’t have been on the Galaxy Highway in the first place so there was nobody else around. It was down to me. Just before the tear closed, I jumped through after him. But by the time I landed on Earth and gathered my senses, my brother was nowhere to be seen. I assume he must’ve taken off to hide somewhere. I knew he’d be scared because he’s younger than I am, so I immediately started looking for him, but now hours have gone by and I still can’t find him and if I don’t get to him soon, I’m worried about what will happen and …’

Spark seemed to realize he was talking faster and faster without pause, working himself up into a panic. He stopped and took a deep breath. When he exhaled, it trembled slightly. ‘So, yeah, long story short, I need some help.’

My mouth hung open for at least five seconds before I managed to pull myself together. ‘You just said a load of things I don’t understand,’ I murmured, still kind of in a daze myself. ‘Let’s start from the beginning. You were sneaking across the Galaxy Highway? What the hell is that?’

Spark sighed impatiently. ‘The Galaxy Highway is the nickname for Wild Space where the stars reside.’ I went to open my mouth, but Spark beat me to it. ‘And it’s a Star Herder’s job to capture and tame those stars so they don’t cause trouble. Ever wonder why the stars look stationary to you in the sky? That’s because Herders have locked them in little golden cages. That way, they can’t just tear open the sky between our worlds. But stars are powerful and even a thousand Star Herders can’t keep an eye on them all. Sometimes they escape from their cage and all that pent-up energy just like, explodes. That’s how you get a shooting star.’

I tried to settle all this information in my head, although my mind was well and truly blown. I tried to picture how on earth you went about capturing a star anywhere, but now didn’t seem like the appropriate time to ask when there were more serious matters at hand. Namely Spark’s younger brother. That detail immediately triggered the image of the second, smaller Demon I’d seen locked up inside a glass pod in the depths of the Authority. That must’ve been Speck.

‘The details aren’t really important here,’ Spark said, interrupting my thoughts. ‘All you need to know is that I’ve lost my little brother. I’m one hundred and four, so I can look after myself, but he’s only eighty, so he needs a helping hand.’

‘You’re … a hundred and four years old?’ I spluttered.

Spark looked at me confused, as if I hadn’t understood something very basic, then his face relaxed. ‘Oh, yeah, you humans are weird with your ages and stuff. Okay, fine, in human years I’m …’ He looked up at the ceiling and did some quick maths. ‘I’m thirteen, and Speck is … ten.’ He nodded, satisfied. ‘I need to find him so we can figure out a way to get back home. That’s all I want – to get back home.’ He steadied himself and looked me straight in the eye. ‘Will you help me?’

‘I-I …’ I stuttered, still trying to make sense of everything. Spark took a step closer to me, the seriousness of his plea etched on to his face.

The inside of my head was a mess of confusion. Everything I’d ever been taught told me Demons weren’t like humans – they were the enemy. My whole life it’d been drummed into me that they were evil monsters who deserved to be hunted because they threatened our safety. Looking at the boy in front of me, I found that hard to believe. He didn’t want to be here on Earth – he wanted to find his brother and go home. And I already knew where Speck was being kept. I could help.

But then I thought of Dad. All my life it had been us two. My parents had divorced just weeks after I was born. Dad didn’t like to talk about it – he said all I needed to know was that Mum had left us and that he was always going to be there for me. Sure, he could be tough at times, but he loved me. I knew that, even after all the trouble I’d caused. He’d taught me almost everything I knew about Demons. Why would he lie? Hadn’t he said that Demons could change their appearance, which is what made them so dangerous? What if Spark was pretending to be someone else, someone who looked more human so he could earn my trust? And I’d seen Speck’s rage for myself in the Authority. He might not have looked like the monsters in books, but it was enough to scare me. Maybe Spark was tricking me so I’d help him find his brother and then the pair of them together would unleash hell on Earth. Why would I trust a stranger who’d quite literally fallen out of the sky from another world over my own dad?

And finally, despite the outcome of the Assessment, I still wanted to make Dad proud. I still wanted to prove to him and to everyone else that I could be something. Be someone. A son Dad would be proud to call his own.

If I wanted all that, then I couldn’t help Spark. So that’s what pushed me away from him.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, not looking him in the eye because I didn’t want to see the hurt there. ‘I can’t help you.’

‘Zed,’ Spark said desperately. ‘Please.’

I shook my head, trying not to listen to his plea. ‘You can’t be here. You have to go.’

Before he could say another word, I turned and disappeared down the ladder, heading back to the house, guilt weighing down on my shoulders the whole way.
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CHAPTER 13 Don’t Mind Me While I Eavesdrop

I traipsed back into the house, feeling sick for refusing to help Spark. My brain was telling me that I’d done the right thing by turning my back and leaving him to fend for himself. I could almost fool myself into thinking that what I’d done wasn’t even that bad considering I didn’t plan to tell Dad I’d encountered the Demon he was so frantically hunting. But a nagging thought in the back of my mind and the guilt in my gut told me I’d made a huge mistake.

The posters that hung on my bedroom walls looked down on me as I slumped on to my bed. Eras the Great seemed to be staring at me as if he was urging me to do the right thing. Every other Hunter on the walls joined in the chorus that was echoing in my mind, telling me to either capture the Demon myself or tell Dad where he was hiding.

But I couldn’t help the questions flooding my mind, asking whether that’s what I really wanted to do. Did I want to be one of them, hunting for sport as much as safety, capturing Demons that fell into our world? Or was that what I thought I wanted because I knew it would make Dad proud?

I rolled over in bed, trying to block out my emotions, but when I did I came face to face with the bookshelf on the other side of the room. Those books had taught me and millions of other children about Demons. The gold lettering on their spines glinted as if they were bragging about the secrets they held. Some books said Demons thirsted for blood. Others said they fed on the fear of humans, their hunger insatiable. That was what Hunters were supposed to fight against. We had built an entire institute that claimed to keep us safe. But from what? From a lost boy who wanted to go home?

For the first time I wondered something that scared me. Was it all a lie? Dad said Demons could change their appearance at will to look more human, but if that was the case, why had Speck still been more human than monster when he was already locked up? Wouldn’t he just give up the pretence if he’d already been caught? And what if that anger I’d seen when he lashed out was actually fear? Spark had said his brother was ten years old in human years. He must be terrified. I was twelve and knew I’d be just as scared if I’d been captured and locked up by strange people in a world I didn’t recognize.

So was it possible all the books I’d read, all the history I’d been taught, had twisted the truth to fit a different story? And was it also possible that the Authority, and therefore Dad and every other Hunter who swore an Oath of secrecy, had lied about how dangerous Demons were so they could still hunt them with no questions asked?

I stayed lost inside my own head until the sound of the front door opening and closing downstairs a little while later, just as early evening was starting to take over from the day, knocked me out of my thoughts. For a moment, my guilt was replaced by a new seed of fear. Dad was home from the Hunt. Had they caught Spark? Had they handed him over to the Authority?

‘I’m going to check on Zed,’ I heard Dad say, followed by the creak of the stairs.

Almost before I could pretend to be napping, he was outside my door. I quickly squeezed my eyes tightly shut, hoping to avoid any questions he might want to ask me. He’d almost certainly see through my lies.

He stood there for a few moments as I tried my hardest to keep my eyes closed and my breathing even. But eventually he sighed softly and closed the door once more. When his footsteps had faded back downstairs and I heard the murmurings of a conversation coming from the kitchen, I crept out of bed and over to the door, slipping quietly into the hallway until I was at the top of the stairs where I could hear the voices more clearly.

‘It could be anywhere in a fifty-mile radius by now,’ Scythe was saying. She seemed tired and grumpy. ‘It’s like finding a needle in a haystack.’

‘Selena’s tracking is second to none. She’s outside monitoring the stars as we speak. She’ll pick up something, I know she will.’ Dad sounded certain of that fact.

As if she knew she was being spoken about, a shadow stepped into the light at the bottom of the stairs, the unmistakable silvery hair of Selena appearing. She seemed to be listening into the conversation too, standing still so she could hear every word.

‘Do you definitely think we can trust her?’ Teardrop asked, his voice a low drone. ‘She might have graduated top of her class, but she’s just a kid. Seems too good to be true if you ask me.’

‘Are you questioning my judgement?’ Dad snapped. ‘She’s part of our pack because she’s a brilliant Tracker, and if we’re going to catch this Demon, we need every bit of help we can get.’

I shifted from one foot to the other, the floorboard creaking underneath me as I did. I inwardly groaned as Selena’s head whipped round, her eyes landing on me. We looked at each other for a moment, both unmoving as the voices from the kitchen continued to float down the corridor. Like a cat, she gracefully twisted on her heel and jumped up the stairs two at a time until she was crouching next to me.

‘Uh, hey …’ I said. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop …’ I lied, quickly realizing I probably didn’t need to apologize when Selena had been listening in to the conversation too.

She shrugged. ‘It sounds like I should give them a minute to get their issues off their chests anyway,’ she said quietly, smiling to herself. ‘Who knew a kid could cause so much drama, huh?’ There was a hint of a laugh in her voice, which always seemed to be warm with confidence whenever she spoke. But the way her eyes shifted in the dim light, as if they were inspecting the shadows for signs of danger, gave her away. She was on edge about something.

‘You’re new to the pack,’ I murmured to fill the silence between us.

‘Is there something you’re trying to ask?’ Selena sounded defensive, which made me panic. Making friends had never really been my strong point.

‘No!’ I said desperately. Then I thought about it and tried again. ‘I mean, yes. I suppose I just wanted to know more about you, that’s all.’

Selena seemed to be eyeing me with suspicion, but she eventually shrugged, deciding that I wasn’t a threat, which was a fair evaluation. ‘Your dad heard about me from the Authority a few weeks ago. As the stars have been acting strangely recently, he hired me as his Tracker, just in case I was needed.’

I thought about this, mulling it over in my head. ‘And your parents have no problem with you running around looking for Demons?’ Dad would rather eat an old boot than let me join a Hunt. Then again, that was probably because I’d only get in the way.

Selena snorted softly. ‘My parents aren’t around any more. It’s just me.’

I gawked at that. ‘Just you? But … you’re just a kid!’

‘And so are you,’ Selena snapped, as if I’d said something offensive. Her eyes hardened as they looked at me. ‘I’m sixteen. I can look after myself.’

‘I didn’t mean …’ I stopped, unsure how to right the situation. So I made one of my jokes instead. By now, we all knew how well that was going to go down. ‘At least you can stay out as late as you want, right? My dad’s all but grounded me until the Demon’s caught.’

As Selena smirked to herself, a new thought entered my mind – how long would it take for Selena to track down Spark? If she was as good as Dad said she was, it surely wouldn’t take very long. I mean, I’d found him twice already without even trying!

In the silence that followed, Dad’s voice floated up to meet us. He sounded determined. ‘I want that Demon found. I don’t care how we go about it, but we can’t fail again. Use every trick in the book. Use whatever force you need to.’

‘What’s the rush?’ Teardrop grumbled. ‘No other pack is even aware that there’s a Demon to hunt. We’ve got a free pass. It’s not like the thing will attack a human unless it’s provoked.’

I froze.

‘Because the sooner we catch it, the sooner our reputation is restored,’ Dad snapped. ‘The other packs might be oblivious for now, but we can’t be sure that one of their Trackers won’t accidentally stumble upon it. So I want that Demon found. That’s an order.’

‘Yes, boss,’ the rest of the pack chorused.

I shrank back into the darkness of the hallway, suddenly breathing quicker. Teardrop had said it himself – a Demon wouldn’t attack a human unless provoked. It was self-defence. That as good as answered the questions I’d been asking myself since talking to Spark. Which meant the danger Demons posed had been greatly exaggerated by the Authority.

And by Dad. He’d lied to me my whole life.

I felt a crushing wave of sadness, but it was quickly overwhelmed by panic. Spark. I’d refused to help him. If I didn’t do something, the pack were going to capture him using whatever force they needed to.

Selena seemed to notice my reaction, narrowing her eyes in my direction.

‘Tired …’ I tried, but the lie was transparent, snitching on my plans before they’d even had a chance to properly form in my head. ‘I’m going to head to my room. I’ll see you around,’ I said, almost running back to my bedroom.

‘Zed?’

I paused, turning to face Selena.

She watched me carefully, as if she was trying to read my mind. ‘Be careful out there,’ she said eventually. Before I could respond, she crept back down the stairs to join the pack once more.

I crashed into my bedroom, my heart beating faster by the second as my plan solidified. I couldn’t leave Spark out there all alone to defend himself. I had to do something.

I looked out of my window to where darkness was now sweeping into the sky. Somewhere out there Spark was hiding. If I was lucky, he’d still be in the treehouse. But soon Dad would be on the hunt again. There was no time left to worry about choosing a side. I had to find Spark myself. I was going to help him get back home.
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CHAPTER 14 A Change of Heart

‘Spark!’ I hissed in an attempt to keep my voice down.

It was the following afternoon, and I’d successfully managed to execute the first part of my plan: sneak out of the house. I hadn’t been able to the night before as the pack had been taking it in turns to stay at the house and ‘keep an eye on things’. I took this to actually mean ‘keep an eye on Zed’, but each member of the pack also had to rest at some point, so our house had become their base.

However, by lunchtime the next day they still hadn’t gone. The pack were regrouping, figuring out where best to continue their search. They huddled in the dining room, poring over maps and star co-ordinates, while I itched to get away without drawing attention to myself. Eventually, and with a new plan in place that involved searching closer to the city, the pack had departed together and I was left to my own devices.

Now I just needed to complete the second stage of my grand plan: find Spark.

I checked the treehouse first with no luck. There wasn’t a single piece of proof that he’d ever been there in the first place. That left the woods. If I couldn’t find him there, then I didn’t know what to do. I tried to push away the thought that if Spark was nearby, Selena would’ve found him by now.

Selena had led the pack to an area she said she’d wanted to check out, which was closer to the city in the opposite direction. Teardrop, however, wasn’t happy about it. He suspected the Demon would take refuge in the woods so it could hide.

‘It’ll be getting hungry now too,’ he’d said. ‘Human blood might not be its first choice, but it’ll sink its teeth into a person if it has to in order to stay alive.’

I thought of Spark and his gentle smile full of sunshine. The difference between what the Hunters were looking for and who Spark actually was couldn’t have been starker. Their lies, and the lies I’d been fed my whole life about Demons, only made me want to help him more.

‘Spark! I know you’re here somewhere!’ I hissed again, even though I wasn’t sure if I believed that. The trees surrounding me seemed to mock me with their silence; not even a rustle of leaves interrupted the quiet. ‘I’m not kidding! If you’re here, you’ve got to come out!’ I felt silly talking out loud and almost certainly to myself. Who even knew if Spark had stuck around? Scythe had said it was like finding a needle in a haystack. He could be anywhere. He might’ve even figured out a way to go home. Was he still in this world at all?

After more than an hour of searching, I slumped against a tree, taking a swig of water from a backpack I’d filled with necessities. Other essentials included four packets of crisps, a pack of digestive biscuits, a bottle of Coke, A Beginner’s Guide to Tracking and Hunting Demons (a present from Dad a few birthdays ago) and a packet of Fruit Pastilles, because I was certain I was going to need the sugar to keep me going. Breaking the rules was hard work.

‘You called?’

I jumped, spinning round on the spot and searching for where the voice had come from. I saw nothing but trees and bushes in every direction.

‘Up here, dummy!’

I jerked my head up towards the sky, and there, crouched high up in the branches of a tree, was Spark, poking his head out between the canopy of leaves that was otherwise hiding him from sight.

‘What are you doing all the way up there?’ I gasped.

‘Did you really think I was going to stay down there on the ground so one of you humans could catch me? No, thanks! You people really need to learn how to welcome others into your world. Bows and arrows are hardly the gift I was hoping for.’ Spark raised a sarcastic eyebrow. ‘And I saw with my own eyes what they did to you when they caught you in that net – it did not look fun. Honestly, what happened to the cup of tea and biscuits you people are apparently so fond of? Or have our teachers been lying to us this whole time?’

‘First of all, I have biscuits in my backpack if you stop complaining for a minute and come down here.’ I unzipped my bag, dug out the digestives and waved them in Spark’s direction. He frowned at them suspiciously. ‘And, second of all, you have teachers that tell you we like tea and biscuits?’ If you asked me, this was important information. I had visions of a school in a far-away galaxy, teachers pointing to images of humans boiling the kettle.

‘Tea, biscuits and a fondness for destroying the planet you live on,’ Spark listed. ‘Oh, and unnecessary violence, which, based on my limited experience of this world since falling into it, I’m finding easy to believe.’

I couldn’t really argue with that. I pointed to the biscuits, as if they would make up for everything. ‘Well, I don’t have a weapon, I only have these biscuits, and I’m willing to share them if you come down here.’

Spark frowned. ‘And why should I trust you? You’ve already refused to help me. How do I know this isn’t a trap? I might hop out of this tree, only to be taken down in an instant.’

Now it was my turn to frown. ‘If you really think I can take you down in an instant, then you’re overestimating my strength … or underestimating my clumsiness.’

Spark checked the bushes below him with narrowed eyes. ‘Isn’t your dad currently hunting for me with an arrow that has my name on it?’ My heart plummeted and it clearly showed. I’d been wondering how to break that news to Spark, but it seemed he was one step ahead of me.

‘How did you know …?’ I whispered.

Spark shrugged, as if being hunted was an everyday occurrence and he was used to it. ‘You don’t exactly look alike, but you do live in the same house, so I connected the dots. Not to mention I saw him and some other people leaving for the city this morning with a bunch of weapons that looked far from friendly.’

I felt myself blushing, shame creeping up through me and into my cheeks. ‘I’m not with them,’ I said quickly, feeling the urgent need to explain myself and apologize on Dad’s behalf. Spark raised his eyebrows. ‘I mean, I’m not part of the Hunt. My dad is a Hunter, and, yes, he’s out looking for you. But I’m not on his side, I swear. I want to help you.’

Spark searched my face for a lie. I looked straight back at him, unblinking, hoping with all my might he’d believe me.

‘And why should I believe you?’ he finally asked.

‘Because … I don’t think you’re as dangerous or bloodthirsty as humans have been made to believe,’ I said quietly.

Spark cocked an eyebrow at that. ‘You’re not wrong. I mean, blood? From humans? Gross.’

‘Couldn’t agree more,’ I called, and we both laughed. ‘Now will you come down? My neck hurts from looking at you all the way up there.’

He seemed to conclude that the danger I posed was limited, shrugged and somersaulted out of the tree. I gasped so loudly that I was sure anyone in a mile radius would’ve heard it. But Spark had just thrown himself out of an impossibly high tree – what else was I supposed to do?! He twirled in the air, twisting like a graceful ballet dancer, and landed as lightly as a feather next to me without so much as a stumble. My eyes were bulging out of my head.

‘Uh, Zed?’ Spark said, waving his hand in front of my face. ‘Oh, wait, I forgot you humans can’t throw yourselves about like that without causing irreversible damage. My bad. I’ll keep those moves in check from now on.’ He nodded to himself. ‘So, are you going to help me?’

‘Yes,’ I said without hesitation. ‘And I already know where y—’

‘Well, well, well. Look who we have here. If it isn’t the son of a failed Hunter.’

Aro popped out from behind a tree and my heart began to beat double time. I wondered what on earth she could be doing here, but then Mabel, the girl who lived down the street from me, appeared too, looking a little embarrassed. Her garden backed on to the woods, just like mine did. Quentin followed, staring at us like he’d smelled something bad. Panic filled every crevice of my body. I’d stupidly let us be caught, and by Aro and her cronies no less. Spark was done for. He was as good as hunted. He was …

Not Spark.

I whirled round, ready to tell him to run and get out of here, but the person looking back at me wasn’t Spark.

He was the same height, but his pale skin no longer sparkled and now he had short spiky blond hair with brown eyes that were the exact same shade as mine. He didn’t look like Spark at all. For one, he looked perfectly human.

‘We saw you heading across the field from Mabel’s bedroom window and got thinking about what you could possibly be up to creeping around in the woods on your own.’ Aro nodded at Spark with a smirk. ‘I didn’t know a loser like you had friends.’ She stepped closer, inspecting the Spark who was no longer Spark with an inquisitive eye. ‘Another loser too, I assume? How fitting that you’ve found each other.’

‘Well, that’s not very kind, is it?’ Spark said. I could hear him behind the words, but he’d changed his voice to sound slightly deeper. ‘You should be a little nicer when you meet someone for the first time.’

Aro’s nostrils flared. I could see this wasn’t going to end well. ‘Leave it, Spark,’ I muttered under my breath. But Spark was now grinning so wide that it was only winding Aro up even more.

‘Your nostrils flare when you’re angry,’ Spark said, trying to contain his giggles and failing. ‘No offence, but it kind of reminds me of a pig.’

Mabel and Quentin’s mouths dropped open. Clearly nobody ever dared to speak to Aro like that. Not even I would’ve said those words, and my own mouth had a habit of getting me into trouble.

‘What did you just say?’ Aro said darkly. She cracked her knuckles as she took another step forward. ‘You should watch your mouth, before I introduce you to my fist.’

Spark looked at me with a pointed glance that said, I told you so. ‘What did I say about humans and unnecessary violence?’ he whispered quietly enough for only me to hear, which seemed to enrage Aro further.

‘Hey, freak. I’m talking to you,’ she spat.

Spark held up his hands in mock surrender. ‘Bit mean, but I did call you a pig, so I guess we’re even. Now, why don’t you leave us alone and we’ll forget any of this happened. Deal?’

Aro’s expression changed to one of smug satisfaction. ‘Scared, are you?’

Spark rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, absolutely petrified. But, to be fair, picking a fight with a farm animal is never a great idea.’

Aro was now so red in the face with rage that I thought she was going to explode.

‘Get him, Aro,’ Quentin urged, settling his face into a mean frown. If you asked me, he looked like he needed the toilet, but now didn’t seem like the right time to point that out. Mabel stayed quiet, her eyes wide with worry. But spurred on by Quentin, Aro took one last step forward, raising her fist and … was sent flying backwards into a bush three metres away, where she vanished from sight altogether.

Silence followed, broken only by Aro’s splutters somewhere in the depths of the bush. I guessed my own expression must have mirrored Mabel’s and Quentin’s, who were both staring in complete and utter shock at the spot where Aro had just disappeared. Spark’s arms were still frozen in the exact place where his hands had connected with Aro’s shoulders and pushed her backwards.

‘Well, that was easier than expected,’ he murmured to himself. ‘You humans are pretty delicate.’

Mabel seemed to snap to attention at that, staring at Spark as if he were a creature from out of space. Well, I guess in a way he was, but Mabel couldn’t know that or we’d be doomed. Her eyes narrowed as her brows came together in a frown. I waited for her to say something, to out Spark as a Demon, but just as she went to open her mouth, Aro appeared with a splutter, clambering out from the bush and toppling on to the floor on her hands and knees. It was quite a sight.

When she finally stood up, Aro was as furious as ever, but now she was wary too, eyeing Spark with suspicion. She didn’t dare take a step too close and instead backed away.

‘I’ll get you back for that, freak,’ she said, but her words lacked bite. Was she … scared?

Before Spark could say anything else to get us into trouble, Aro gestured to Mabel and Quentin and they started off in the opposite direction, muttering between themselves.

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ I moaned, heaving a deep sigh. ‘Aro’s not going to forget it in a hurry. Why did you have to go and make her mad?’

‘She was already mad!’ Spark said, holding his hands up defensively. ‘She basically had steam blowing out of her nostrils and ears. Besides, I didn’t like the way she was talking to you. Or me for that matter, but I’m able to defend myself.’

‘And what if she figures out who you are?’ I said, ignoring the swell of happiness I felt at Spark standing up for me, while also ignoring the fact he’d all but called me weak. ‘I’m ninety-nine per cent certain Mabel heard what you said about humans being delicate. If she works out what that means and tells Aro, we’re done for! Do you know who her mum is?’

‘Not a clue. Mrs Pig?’

I groaned as Spark chuckled to himself. ‘I’m glad you’re finding this so funny. Aro’s mum is the First Hunter. If she finds out you’re here, every pack in the city will rejoin the Hunt and we’re done for!’

‘My bad.’ Spark looked a little regretful, but he perked back up quickly. ‘So what were you saying before we were so rudely interrupted?’

I looked all around us as if I was scared Aro and the others would reappear. I shook my head. ‘Not here. We need to get out of the open before we get into real trouble. Let’s head back to my treehouse. We can talk properly there.’

Spark agreed and we started off in the direction of home.

‘What’s with the new look anyway?’ I asked as we went.

Spark seemed to remember he didn’t look like his usual self and stopped in his tracks. ‘I nearly forgot,’ he said with a grin. He focused on a spot in the distance, closing his eyes briefly. For a moment, he looked tense, wincing in anticipation, then he began to transform. His skin sparkled once more, his spiky blond hair turned white and started to grow, and his eyes were back to looking like stars. In just a few seconds he was the old Spark again.

‘Better?’ he said, chuckling when he saw the look of amazement on my face.

‘The blond spikes were kind of fun,’ I joked. Spark nudged me in the shoulder, laughing to himself. ‘Why can’t you do that all the time? The Hunters would never find you if you changed the way you look? And it’s so cool you can do that!’

Spark frowned. ‘It’s the opposite of cool actually. It’s excruciatingly painful and feels like a million little scratches grating across my skin.’ Now the wincing made sense. What Spark described hardly sounded like a good time. ‘The more I change about myself to transform into someone else, the more it hurts. Rejecting who you are, forcing yourself to become someone you’re not, is painful. I can only do it for minutes at a time, and even then, it’s sometimes unbearable if I’ve changed too much of myself. That’s why I try to avoid doing it unless I absolutely have to.’

I grimaced. I guess disguising yourself didn’t sound so fun after all. ‘No changing who you are then,’ I said, nodding. ‘Got it.’

We drifted through the woods, sharing snacks and talking in quiet murmurs, even though I was certain no one else was around. Selena had led the pack in the opposite direction, so there wasn’t anything to worry about. Only the spring sun and trees kept us company.

I say we talked in quiet murmurs, but what I actually mean is that Spark spoke in quiet murmurs while I listened. He really did talk at an astonishing rate. He spoke about the Galaxy Highway and the Star Herders once more, as if they were things I should know all about. He told me about his little brother and how he was always getting up to no good, but that he’d probably inherited that trait from Spark himself. He gave his opinions on our world so far, and surprisingly not all of them were bad considering he’d been greeted with the pointy end of a Hunter’s arrow. Spark liked the gravity here, which was slightly different to where he was from. According to him, if you jumped too hard or too high in his world, it could take you ten seconds to start drifting back down to the ground again. He also told me more about the stars.

‘Herders harvest them once they’re captured,’ Spark explained. ‘Lots of things are made with stardust or powered by starlight. Stars are a natural and powerful resource. They’re beautiful; it’s just wild stars that are a nuisance. Tamed ones are pretty cool.’

Even just a short while with Spark had made up my mind. If this was what having a friend felt like, I’d really been missing out! I wanted to help more than ever, and I was determined not to make a mess of things like I always did. So what if Dad was the Hunter prowling in the shadows, determined to capture my new friend? I wasn’t him. And for once I was okay with that.
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CHAPTER 15 New Friends

Once we got back and I’d hidden Spark away in the treehouse, I headed to the house for some supplies. Snacks seemed a good idea for the conversation we were about to have, and I needed to get Spark something comfortable to sleep in since the sun was already slipping in the sky. None of that should’ve been a problem, but when I walked through the back door, I quickly realized Dad was home. He was talking to Selena in the other room about where they should search next, so I sneaked into the kitchen.

Now I’ve never exactly been a subtle person. I’m about as inconspicuous as an elephant doing cartwheels with a sombrero on its head. Securing snacks and supplies should’ve been easy enough, and it would’ve been … if I hadn’t stumbled and smacked into the fruit bowl, sending it flying across the counter and crashing to the floor. Apples, oranges and bananas went soaring in all directions and I cringed, frozen to the spot.

‘Do I even want to know what you’re up to now?’ Dad asked, striding into the kitchen and giving me a suspicious eye as he saw the fruit on the floor. ‘I thought you were out in the treehouse?’ Selena was on his tail, just as confused by the mess. I fought a blush as she frowned in my direction.

‘I, uh, just needed some snacks, that’s all,’ I said, pretending to be casual and unsuspicious.

Dad’s raised eyebrow signalled I wasn’t doing a great job, but I carried on regardless, collecting snacks and trying to ignore the fact that both Dad and Selena clearly believed I was up to something.

‘That’s a big old feast for one person,’ Selena said under her breath as Dad stepped out into the hallway to make a phone call.

I shrugged under the pile of food and drinks in my hand. ‘Bit peckish,’ I called over my shoulder as I tried to climb the stairs without falling flat on my face.

Once I was in my room, I stuffed the snacks into my backpack along with a comfy pillow from my bed. I thought some more about what Spark might need and decided to throw a book in with the stash too. You know, just in case he got bored overnight. I made sure it didn’t include any mention of Demons, though – I was sure Spark would be horrified and baffled to know what humans really thought about him, even if he had probably guessed as much by himself.

Once I was prepared, I snuck back downstairs, ready to steal out of the back door.

‘Something tells me you’re up to no good,’ Selena said, stepping in front of the door before I could reach it. In an attempt to look innocent, I tried to smile, but I could tell by Selena’s face that I’d done little more than admit my guilt. Selena leaned in with narrowed eyes, as if she was trying to hear my thoughts.

‘I’m just taking supplies out to the treehouse,’ I murmured, stepping backwards and desperately trying to figure out how to get out of Selena’s suspicious eyeline. I vaguely considered diving through the window, but given my lack of co-ordination I thought better of it. The last thing I needed was to end up in hospital with a broken arm.

Selena sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘The least you could do is try not to look like you’re stealing the Crown Jewels.’ She paused, turning to glance out of the back door towards the treehouse. When she looked at me again, my breath caught in my throat, the seconds counting down until she figured everything out.

‘Don’t be out much later, Zed,’ Dad said, stepping into the kitchen as he pocketed his phone. ‘It’s already getting dark.’ He looked between Selena and me. ‘Everything okay?’

I went to stutter some form of response, but Selena beat me to the punch. ‘Couldn’t be better. Shouldn’t we be getting back to work?’

Dad nodded. ‘Right you are. That Demon won’t catch itself.’ He pulled out a chair and spread a pile of annotated maps on the kitchen table, leaning over them thoughtfully. Selena gave me a final pointed glance, then joined him.

I was finally free! I slipped out of the back door and scarpered to the bottom of the garden. Little did Dad or Selena know, the Demon they were looking for was far closer to home than they realized.

‘I don’t really know what you eat,’ I said as I climbed into the treehouse, a bit embarrassed as I set the backpack down on the floor. ‘Surprisingly we’re low on starlight here on Earth.’

‘We don’t eat starlight,’ Spark said with a giggle. ‘That would be absurd.’

‘Oh, and being made out of starlight isn’t absurd at all.’

Spark inspected his skin, which continued to sparkle in the dying light of the day. ‘Just because you’re not used to it, doesn’t make it absurd,’ Spark replied simply.

‘So you are made of starlight then?’ I tried to ask the question casually enough, but I could hear the end of the sentence flicking up, revealing my excitement.

‘Among other things, but starlight is a part of my DNA, yes.’

‘Other things?’ I asked warily.

Spark tilted his head to one side, thinking carefully about his next words. ‘Demons are not just one thing. We come from different places, we have different backgrounds and languages and accents. We’re different in the way that humans are different from each other. At our core we’re the same, but we’re also unique.’ Spark got up and went to stand by the window, gesturing for me to follow him. ‘Some of my brothers have moonlight in their DNA,’ he said, pointing up to the faint slither of moon that had appeared in the darkening sky. ‘Then I have friends who are made of sunlight. Others contain the energy from planets. Some even have traces of shooting stars in their blood, although that’s rare.’

My mind boggled at all this new information. ‘I’m nowhere near as interesting,’ I said, a little glum that I wasn’t made of starlight too.

Spark placed his hand on my forearm and lifted it up, putting his next to mine so we could see ourselves side by side. The brown of my skin looked dull and boring next to his, but Spark seemed enthralled. He pointed to a tiny scar near my elbow, the result of a bike crash when I was younger. I guess you could say I’d always been clumsy. Then he traced his finger to the freckles and birthmark shaped like a banana near my wrist.

‘You’re not uninteresting at all!’ Spark said. ‘My grandma says that every single person is made up of things that make them unique. Every little thing they like, or don’t like, every dream they’ve ever had, every thought that’s come to their mind. She says no two people are exactly alike, and that’s the most interesting thing about us all. It’d be boring if we were all the same! And so every person, no matter what they’re made up of, is remarkable in their own way – even if they can’t see it for themselves.’

I felt a shiver down my back as I took in Spark’s words and glanced down at my arm next to his, trying to see it from his perspective. The scar was pale against my skin, the freckles slightly darker, the birthmark not so much a blemish as something that was uniquely mine. In the scar I could see a memory that lived on my body that reminded me of a time I might otherwise forget. That seemed pretty remarkable in its own special way.

I glanced at Spark out of the corner of my eye. He’d dropped his arm now and was looking up at the sky instead. He seemed to be thinking about something, his body next to mine but his mind somewhere that I couldn’t see or get to. The silence stretching between us wasn’t awkward, and for once I didn’t feel the need to fill it. I just stood next to Spark, looking up too, lost in my own thoughts about everything that had happened since I’d stumbled upon him in the woods a few days ago.

‘What are you thinking about?’ I whispered eventually. At first Spark didn’t seem to hear me, but then he smiled, his eyes glittering.

‘Home,’ he said. ‘I miss it.’

I could feel how much he missed it just from standing next to him, like his emotions were connected to mine.

‘I’m going to get you back there,’ I said, more determined than ever.

Spark tried to smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. ‘First, I’d like to find my brother.’ My heart dropped. I still hadn’t told him about Speck.

I shuffled uncomfortably. ‘About that …’ I started. Spark’s eyes widened, alarm swimming in them. I didn’t know how to reveal the information, but it seemed my stuttering was enough.

‘He’s been captured, hasn’t he?’ Spark cried. I paused, then nodded. He dropped his head into his hands and groaned. ‘Please tell me he’s okay.’

‘He is!’ I said, but then I remembered how he’d been trapped in that glass pod, and I wasn’t entirely sure if that counted as being okay. ‘He’s being held at the Authority.’

‘Then we have to go,’ Spark said, jumping to his feet as if he was ready to break into the building right then and there.

I grimaced. ‘I don’t think it’s as easy as just breaking into the Authority. Besides, that’s literally the home of Hunters. Won’t it be like walking straight into their hands?’

Spark folded his arms. ‘I don’t care. If my brother’s in there, then I’m going to get him.’

I knew it was no good trying to sway him, and to be fair there didn’t seem to be much other choice. More than just Speck resided in the Authority. Potential answers might too.

‘I’ve been thinking about how we get you home too,’ I started slowly. ‘There’s only one way our worlds connect, right? Through a shooting star. So the first step is figuring out when the next one might escape.’

Spark bounced his head from side to side. ‘But how would we do that? We can’t predict when a shooting star might break free. We could be waiting weeks for one to escape.’

‘ZED!’ Dad’s voice called from the house. I froze. ‘It’s getting late. Time to come back inside.’

‘Coming!’ I yelled back, quickly standing up and checking Dad wasn’t on his way to inspect the treehouse. He beckoned to me with a wave, then disappeared back inside. ‘I won’t be able to sneak out tonight,’ I said, talking quickly as Spark rolled his eyes. ‘If my dad catches me, then he’ll almost certainly catch you too. But if we’re going to break into the Authority, we need a plan. We can’t just run up the steps and hope to find what we’re looking for. But we will figure this out. Just wait one more night and we’ll come up with a plan to save Speck, okay? I promise.’

Spark sighed but eventually nodded. When he caught my eye, though, I was surprised to see he was smiling. ‘I’m glad I found you, Zed. It doesn’t feel as scary being here now that I have a friend.’

I felt warm and fuzzy and emotional all at once. I’d never had a proper friend before. Besides Bobby that is, but, like I said, he lived miles away, all the way up in Scotland and I only got to see him a couple times a year. Now I was standing in my treehouse with Spark, feeling less alone than I had in a long time. Maybe ever. But before I could fully take in the swirl of emotions bubbling in my belly, Spark wrapped his arms round me and hugged me tightly.

‘Hey, let’s not crush me to death before we’ve managed to save your brother and get you home,’ I joked, mostly because I didn’t know what else to say. I felt a little – well, a lot – awkward, but Spark didn’t seem to mind. After a second, I hugged him back. Well, it was more of a weird pat on the shoulder, but it was something.

‘Thank you,’ he said once he’d pulled away.

‘Don’t mention it,’ I murmured, feeling embarrassed. ‘I’d better go in. You’re going to be okay in here?’

I’d decided that, as risky as it was for Spark to be so close to the house, and therefore so close to Dad, it might just be the double bluff we needed to keep him hidden. Dad would never suspect that the Demon he was hunting was hiding in the back garden. Besides, it felt good to have Spark close. I’d be able to see the treehouse from my bedroom window, and that made me feel much better than I would have if he was out in the woods alone.

Spark dived on to the beanbag, nodding happily. ‘More than okay. You’ll be lucky if you get me out of this thing in the morning.’ He grinned. ‘I’ll be just fine.’

‘I’ll see you in the morning then,’ I said, starting to climb down the ladder.

Spark nodded. ‘Goodnight, Zed.’

I smiled at my new friend. ‘Goodnight, Spark.’




[image: ]

CHAPTER 16 Don’t Believe Your Eyes

I’m sure you’ve never tried to hide a Demon in your back garden before, but, let me tell you, it’s not exactly easy! I couldn’t sleep all night, terrified Dad, his pack or someone else might discover Spark. I crept out of bed more than once to spy out of the window and check on the treehouse. No light came from it (I’d warned Spark about turning a lamp on in case Dad was looking) so there was no way to tell if he was okay. I just had to hope for the best.

I eventually fell into a restless sleep full of nightmares about Spark being hunted. As the sun rose and I shook away the dreams, the events of the day before slowly tiptoed back into my consciousness until they settled in my brain and woke me up with a start. I bounded over to the window, where a greyer day was stealing into the sky, and checked the treehouse for any obvious sign that Spark might be awake. But there was nothing to see, which was probably for the best.

I quickly changed out of my pyjamas and thundered downstairs where I found a handwritten note on the kitchen table.


I didn’t want to wake you up. Gone hunting. I’ll be back later. Stay out of trouble and call me if you need anything. Dad x



Well, at least that was one less thing to worry about. I gathered some breakfast supplies and made for the back door, heading for the treehouse.

‘Morning!’ I said with barely contained excitement once I reached the top of the ladder.

I was met with nothing but heavy silence. The beanbag had been tucked neatly into the corner, while the blankets I’d left behind had been folded, the pillow from my bed placed on top of them. But there was no sign of Spark.

‘Spark?!’ I whisper-shouted, panic already beginning to consume me. Where had he gone? Had he been caught in the middle of the night? Had something happened that meant he needed to escape? Was he hurt?

‘Spark?’ I said again, the desperation in my voice making my words tremble. I could feel the fear prickling across my skin, whispering darker thoughts in my ears as I imagined the worst. Please let him be okay.

‘Sp—’

‘Didn’t you tell me to keep the noise down? All that yelling will have us caught in no time.’

I whirled round to find Spark crouched in the window as if it was completely normal for him to be there. But I was too relieved to question how or why he was perched on the windowsill like a bird. As he stepped into the treehouse properly, I crashed into him with all my might and pulled him into a hug.

‘Where did you go?!’ I cried, only releasing him when I realized he was struggling to breathe.

‘I just … well …’ Spark blushed, a sparkling redness appearing on his cheeks. ‘As great as this accommodation is, it doesn’t come with a bathroom. I needed to …’

I snorted. ‘Did you just pee in my garden?’ I said with fake offence.

‘Mind your business,’ Spark muttered. ‘Anyway, don’t we have a plan to be getting on with?’

I nodded as I poured some fresh apple juice into two glasses and shared out breakfast between us. ‘Right, let’s get started,’ I said, biting into a cereal bar and trying not to spray crumbs everywhere. ‘I know just the place to start.’



With Dad still intent on hunting Spark, I didn’t have to worry about him being home as I snuck into his study. What I did have to worry about was the simple task of, uh, opening the door, which was locked. We were off to a great start.

‘And what on earth does this do?’ Spark said, picking up a dark glass bottle from Dad’s dresser as I rooted through his sock drawer, looking for the key.

‘Don’t!’ I exclaimed, but it was too late. Spark had pressed down on the top of the bottle and the aftershave sprayed into his eyes and mouth. He coughed and spluttered while I tried not to laugh.

‘I think I’ve just been poisoned,’ he muttered.

‘Serves you right for being so nosy,’ I said. ‘This must be it!’ I pulled my hand out from under a pile of Dad’s socks, a golden key glinting between my fingers.

We bounded down the hallway, holding our breath as I slid the key into the lock. I twisted it slowly and a soft click sounded before the door swung open.

‘Success,’ Spark said, offering me a high five that I gladly took. ‘There’s no mystery we can’t solve.’

Behind the door, carpeted steps formed a tight circle leading up into the roof. At the top there was another door, although this one was already slightly ajar. Carefully, as if the whole place was booby-trapped and an alarm was about to shrill at any moment, I pushed it open, revealing the study beyond.

We both peered around the space without moving, taking everything in. The room was circular with a hulking desk towards the back and a large chair made of sumptuous leather behind it. To the left, a curved bookcase took up half of the wall, with thick volumes crammed on to the shelves. I recognized some of them as famous books on Hunting, such as The Elimination of Demons and Why It’s Essential, but others I’d never heard of in my life. Then, to the right, by the window, was a large telescope pointed up towards the sky.

‘Cool place,’ Spark said next to me in the doorway. ‘But, uh, what’s with the lock and key? What’s the big secret?’

I looked around some more from the doorway, but I had to agree with Spark. There didn’t seem to be anything here that required the whole room to be kept hidden away. Nothing jumped out at me as being worth keeping secret.

‘I guess we should start snooping,’ Spark said, nudging me with his shoulder and taking the first step into the room. Thankfully no net dropped from the ceiling. I followed his lead and began to investigate.

First, I browsed the bookcase, as if that was going to give me exact instructions on how to break into the Authority, free a Demon and escape again without being caught. As you can probably imagine, there was no such book on Dad’s shelf. There were other titles that caught my attention, though: Properties of a Shooting Star; A Future With No Demons; The Day the Sky Was Torn Apart; The Fine Art of Tracking and Mapping and How Demons Could Destroy Our World.

Spark scoffed, but only half-heartedly. ‘You humans really do hate us, don’t you?’ But before I could say anything or even begin to apologize for, you know, the entire human race, he moved on and began tinkering with the telescope.

I started for the desk, sitting in the large chair and assessing the stacks of paper. Nothing really made sense to me. It was all co-ordinates and diagrams, which didn’t seem very interesting. I wiggled the computer mouse and the screen in front of me lit up, asking for a password. I gave it some thought, then tried the same password Dad used for nearly everything – my first name and the day I was born.

ACCESS GRANTED.

I was in!

Dad’s desktop background was his official Authority portrait with the platinum medal. But at first I couldn’t find anything of much interest. There were holiday pictures from trips away, boring to-do lists and folders full of uninteresting reports. But one folder caught my eye. It was simply labelled SEVENTY-THREE. I frowned. Was it a coincidence this was the number of Demons Dad had caught? I clicked into the folder and a bunch of videos appeared. Seventy-three of them to be exact, organized by date. I almost didn’t dare, but I opened one at random from 2019 and footage started to play.

I gasped.

The clip had been taken by a Shooter a little above ground level, probably from a tree or something. There was Dad, Scythe, Rex, Teardrop and the pack’s old Tracker Wilf. They had their weapons drawn and were closing in on a cornered target – a Demon. But what made me freeze wasn’t the fact they were hunting. It was the fact I could see the Demon for myself. The Demon was a woman, much older than Dad in human years, with tightly curled white hair and glittering skin. She looked terrified as the pack advanced on her, but she couldn’t escape. She’d backed up against a bunch of close low-hanging trees that were hemming her in with nowhere to go.

There was no shimmer, the way I was used to seeing Demons on camera. I could see the Demon as plain as day. She was right there. But I’d seen this footage myself back when the Hunt had been concluded and Dad had emerged as the victor. The video that had been on the news and all over the internet wasn’t this one – it had been edited so the Demon couldn’t be seen.

My hand trembled on the mouse. Another lie endorsed by the Authority. They were editing Demons out of video footage taken by Shooters so humans would never know they looked just like them. In doing so, they encouraged the fear humans had for Demons. Wasn’t that what I’d been so scared of all my life? That Demons might be these shadows of evil with fangs, thirsting for blood? By showing their own edited version of every Hunt, they were purposefully hiding the truth to work in their favour. If people didn’t know what they should be scared of, they could be more easily persuaded that they did indeed need protecting.

I closed the video and logged out, sick to my stomach, and stood up, breathing heavily. With every Authority lie that I uncovered, my whole world seemed to shift on its axis. Was anything they’d said true?

As I stepped round the desk, the emblem of the Authority caught my eye on a slip of paper sitting next to the computer. When I picked it up to inspect it closer, I realized it was a letter. I began to read.


To all Oath Takers,

We are happy to announce that the recently captured Demon will be taken care of at midnight following the Victory Ball. The official victor of the Hunt was Lilith Jones, who has been awarded the platinum medal for her services. Fate Evans has been awarded the gold medal, while Wickson Bolt has been awarded the one remaining silver medal. Alistair Smyth has been demoted to bronze status.

A final update for those concerned – the security breach at Authority HQ was resolved quickly by a small team of Authority Guard. No further action is needed. The scheduled transfer to Underworld will go ahead as planned once initial tests have taken place and the Victory Ball has concluded.

As always, we implore you to keep all details of the Oath confidential. Oath Breakers will be punished.

Yours sincerely,

The Superior



My heart plunged as I finished reading the letter. There was so much secrecy surrounding the Authority. Nobody really knew what happened to Demons once they were captured. Only Oath Takers had that pleasure. Whispers and gossip claimed that Demons were simply eliminated. Considering they were never seen again, that was understood to be fact. But were they transported to this Underworld place first so they could be eliminated there? Or was Underworld something else entirely? Whatever it meant, Speck was being sent there on the night of the Victory Ball. It dawned on me that date was tomorrow.

Spark scoffed over my shoulder. ‘Underworld? What in the name of stars is the Underw—’ He broke off as he finished reading the letter. ‘What are they going to do to Speck?’ he asked, his voice rising with panic.

I tried to think of something, anything, to say that wouldn’t hurt Spark more than he already was. I could see it in his eyes, and it made me hurt too.

‘Maybe it means …’ I tried, but the words died in my mouth.

‘They’re going to get rid of him,’ Spark whispered. ‘Underworld? Are you going to tell me that doesn’t sound like a place you send a Demon to get rid of them properly?’ Tears started to run down his cheeks until they gathered on his chin and dripped down on to the desk. ‘Zed, we have to save him before it’s too late.’

‘We will, Spark. I promise,’ I said.

Even though we both knew I couldn’t promise such a thing, Spark gave me a nod. ‘Thank you,’ he said quietly, sniffing and wiping his tears with his sleeve.

I went to reply, to tell him not to be silly and that he didn’t need to thank me at all, when something snapped me to attention. The downstairs door to Dad’s study had just opened.

There was nowhere to hide. Unless we threw ourselves out of the window, which didn’t seem like the worst idea in the world, we were well and truly stuck. The sound of Dad’s footsteps on the stairs multiplied my fear. He was about to find a Demon in his study, standing next to his son.

‘Spark …’ I started, but before I could turn and tell him to hide, Dad had appeared in the doorway.

‘Zed? What are you doing in here?’ he asked. He already sounded angry, but there was a tinge of concern to his words too. His eyes flicked to his computer for just a moment.

I was going to reply when I realized surely that was the least of Dad’s worries considering, you know, the Demon he’d been frantically hunting was standing right beside me. But when I turned to check on Spark, he was …

‘Mabel?’ Dad frowned at the person next to me who was definitely too tall to be Mabel.

‘Hey, Mr Smyth,’ not-Mabel said brightly. It was definitely not Mabel’s voice but Dad wouldn’t know that since he’d probably never heard her speak.

Dad’s frown deepened before he turned on me. ‘Zed, what are you doing in here?’

I dragged my stare off not-Mabel and tried to think of an excuse, but nothing came to me. I just bowed my head and waited. Sure enough, Dad’s anger bubbled to the surface quickly.

‘I have specifically told you to stay out of my study. You know it is out of bounds and yet you have purposefully defied me.’ His face was beginning to flush red and a vein was beginning to throb in his neck. Oh, I was really done for now. I was going to be grounded for life and that was the best I could hope for. I was going to be …

Saved by a phone call?

I didn’t have that on my bingo card, but I’d take it. Dad’s phone began to ring. He checked the screen and sighed, emptying the contents of his pockets on to the desk and sinking into his chair. ‘Stay out of my study in future, Zed. Do you hear me? Or there’ll be big trouble.’ He turned on not-Mabel. ‘And I’ll be telling your mother about this.’ With a final glare that could melt solid steel, he swivelled in his chair to face the window.

I got the hell out of there, not-Mabel on my heels. We made it into my bedroom, where I slammed the door closed. Spark immediately reappeared in Mabel’s place, groaning with the pain of transforming.

‘Ooof, that one hurt,’ Spark moaned.

I searched Spark for signs of damage, worried that he’d hurt himself. ‘Are you okay?’

Spark shrugged. ‘I have other things to be worried about.’ He lay back on my bed and stared up at the ceiling as I sat on the floor with my back to the door – an extra precaution now Dad was home. I was more than a little worried about what Dad had said about telling Mabel’s mum, but it was nothing compared to Spark’s misery.

‘I can’t believe Speck’s trapped in that prison,’ he murmured.

There was silence, and for a moment I thought Spark had started to cry again, but when I raised myself up to check I saw he was looking at something. I followed his line of sight and realized his eyes had landed on the posters on my walls. Eras the Great stood over him, almost gloating.

‘It’s funny, isn’t it?’ Spark said quietly, sitting up straight and turning his back on the poster. He tried to hide it, but I saw him shiver. ‘All your life you’ve been taught that it’s us who are the monsters. That it’s us who you should fear. But who should really be scared? The ones doing the hunting, or the ones being hunted?’

Before I could reply, Spark got up and threw open the window. ‘I need to be alone. I’ll meet you in the treehouse later.’ Without another word he jumped through the open window and disappeared. When I ran to check, he’d already gone.
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CHAPTER 17 Winging It

A glum sense of misery found a house for itself in the pit of my stomach. Spark was right, of course. We were the monsters. And it wasn’t just the Hunters who were cruel beasts either; it was the entire institution of the Authority that had built up so many lies so they could continue their Hunts and look like the heroes.

And it was my dad too. Those videos showed Demons as they really were – not monsters but people. He knew this, and yet he seemingly felt no remorse or guilt about what he was doing. Instead, he kept those videos as mementos of his achievements, like something he was proud of. It made my stomach clench with disgust. I couldn’t believe I’d wanted to be just like him for my entire life.

Furious at just about everything, and still not sure what to do to make it better, I stood up on my bed and tore down the posters that had clung to my walls since I was a kid, tossing the crumpled balls into a corner. Every Hunter who I’d wanted to be just like at first, and then feared I’d never become when I got older, hid a lie that made me nauseous. I couldn’t face seeing them any more. When I was done, the blank spaces where the posters had been stared back at me. It didn’t change anything, but, for a brief moment, it made me feel better.

Dad had gone out to join the Hunt once more, informing me that he’d be home late. That left me to mope around, waiting for a sign that Spark was ready to talk. It wasn’t until late afternoon, as I was nestled into the beanbag in the treehouse, that he finally appeared out of nowhere, perched on the windowsill and looking sheepish. I stood up and we faced each other awkwardly, neither of us really knowing what to say.

‘Spark, I’m sorry,’ I started, but he shook his head, climbing inside.

‘You have nothing to be sorry for. I saw those Hunters on your wall, and it pushed me over the edge. I just needed some time to myself.’

‘You have to know that I’m not one of them,’ I said with urgency, desperate for Spark to hear me and know I was on his side. ‘Those posters have been up on my walls since I was a little kid, when I thought I wanted to be like my dad – when I believed everything he told me. But I don’t believe in it now. Not any more.’

Spark smiled, and it was like sunshine breaking through the clouds. ‘I know you’re not like them. You’re a friend.’

I allowed myself to relax for a moment, slumping back down into the beanbag. Spark sat down across from me, something else clearly playing on his mind. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what.

‘I have to save my brother,’ he said. He didn’t sound determined or sure of himself. It wasn’t quite defeat, but I could tell he was worried.

‘We have to save your brother,’ I replied. ‘Besides, do you really think you’re going to get into the Authority without me? Or without this?’ I slipped a hand into my pocket and produced a shiny metallic card with a grin. Dad’s security pass. I’d swiped it from his desk as he’d turned his back to answer the phone.

Spark’s eyes lit up, understanding immediately that we had a way into the Authority and maybe, just maybe, a way to save his brother from its clutches. The fear and thrill of the idea trembled in the air between us.

‘When do we go?’ Spark asked, standing up and beginning to pace.

I thought about it. ‘Not now,’ I said carefully. Spark visibly deflated, but I kept on going. ‘It’ll be too busy. But it’s almost the end of the day. We just need to wait until it gets dark, when almost everyone’s gone home, and then we can make our move.’

‘What, we’re just going to walk right in?’ Spark didn’t look convinced. ‘Why do I get the feeling that’s not going to work the way you think it will?’

He was right. Even with all the employees gone, the Authority Guard would still be on watch, and there would probably be countless scanners to get past locked doors. But looking at Spark, an idea suddenly popped into my head, the most obvious one of all.

‘We go in together, through the front door, like we belong in there,’ I said. The expression on Spark’s face made it obvious he thought I’d just been hit over the head and lost my senses, but I carried on. ‘I go in looking like me, but you go in looking like my dad. And with this –’ I held up the security pass – ‘nobody will think to stop us.’

‘Wait a second, you want me to go into the Authority looking like your dad?’ Spark looked repulsed by the thought, but then it seemed to settle in his mind and I could tell he’d just realized what a genius idea it might be, if I did say so myself. ‘Maybe it could work …’

‘It’s the only chance we have. We can’t just storm in there. We need to be one of them. And I know where they’re keeping Speck.’

Spark nodded his head slowly. ‘I suppose it’s the only idea we’ve got.’ He grimaced. ‘It’s going to hurt, though, changing myself that much.’ He rubbed his arm absently as if the idea itself was already causing him pain. ‘But I can do it. If it means saving Speck, I’ll do anything. But if I suddenly lose my powers and get stuck looking like your dad, I won’t be happy.’

He stepped up to the window and inspected the early-evening sky. ‘I guess we have some time to kill. We could find a place to hide near the Authority so we’re ready?’

I nodded. ‘Good idea. No time like the present, I suppose.’

‘Aye aye, captain,’ Spark said, saluting. Then he dived backwards out of the window, somersaulting in mid-air and landing gently on the grass. Talk about showing off.

‘It’s a long walk to the Authority,’ I said once I’d clambered down the ladder and we’d set off for the woods. ‘We’ll have to take the long way round so we can stay out of sight for as long as possible.’

Spark shifted uncomfortably on the spot. ‘I have an idea that might help,’ he said. ‘But first you have to promise not to freak out.’

I frowned. ‘What do you mean, don’t freak out …?’

We’d reached the canopy of trees. Spark hesitated, then began shrugging his shoulders and arms. ‘I suppose we should just get this over with,’ he murmured, rolling his eyes. He took a deep breath, gave me one last glance and then closed his eyes.

At first nothing happened.

Then something began to emerge. It was slow at first, spreading outwards, further and further. I saw ripples of dazzling colour and heard air swirling as they grew bigger. Then Spark rolled his shoulders and a giant pair of wings erupted from his back, snapping to their fullest span.

My jaw dropped, my eyes widened and a thrill sparked through me like electricity. Spark’s wings were translucent so you could see the trees through them, but there were swirls of brilliant colour too. Purples and blues and smaller glimpses of pink caught the light and shimmered over everything they touched, dancing over me and the trees. At their full height the wings were as tall as Spark, flowing down to the ground.

‘Uh, Zed? Everything all right? You look a bit … vacant.’ Spark sounded genuinely concerned but I was still speechless. ‘I guess a little shock was to be expected. Better than you screaming and running in the opposite direction.’

I finally managed to pull myself back together somewhat. ‘Fine. I’m completely fine! But didn’t you think to tell me that you were hiding a pair of literal wings behind your back this whole time?!’

Spark laughed. ‘Well, it’s not really something you brag about to a stranger. Especially when, you know, it’s another point of difference between us.’

‘I, for one, think it’s pretty cool. I mean, wings! Come on, what’s cooler than that?’ Another thought occurred to me. ‘Wait, if you have wings, then why can’t you fly back home?’

Spark shook his head sadly. ‘Shooting stars are the only thing capable of tearing open a hole in the sky. Without it I can’t get back home.’

‘Then why didn’t you fly back through the tear when you fell through the shooting star in the first place?’ I wondered out loud.

‘We’re taught to tuck ourselves up and wait to land if we ever fall through a tear. If we were to open our wings, the force of the fall would rip them off our backs entirely.’

I thought of our earlier plan, which seemed a whole lot easier now I knew Spark could fly through the scar in the sky. ‘So now we just need to figure out when the next shooting star will escape,’ I said, thinking out loud.

Spark nodded. ‘The tear is only open for a short time. When we land on Earth, we’re too dazed to fly back up to it in time. But if another shooting star was to escape, then we might have a chance.’

‘Has it ever been done before?’ I asked, although I already knew the answer.

Spark shook his head sadly. ‘Every Demon has been captured before they’ve had a chance to try. Hundreds of us have fallen to Earth, and not one of us has made it back home.’ He sighed, but quickly replaced the grim look on his face with a small smile. ‘But there’s a first time for everything, right? We can worry about that later. Shall we get going?’

Spark held out his arms. Not realizing what he meant, I gave him a high ten. He laughed and wiggled his arms and fingers at me, shaking his head. My stomach clenched when it dawned on me.

‘No. Way.’ I said, already slightly breathless with panic. ‘There is no way you’re flying me anywhere. Have you lost your mind? What if I fall?!’

‘Then I’ll catch you, of course,’ Spark said without hesitation. The sun was beginning to sink in the sky, draping us in shadows. ‘Do you trust me?’ he asked.

I hesitated, but only for a moment. I swallowed my fear, or tried to anyway, and nodded. ‘I do,’ I said.

Spark took me by the shoulders and spun me round so I was facing away from him. Then he hooked his hands under my armpits and round my body, clasping them together over my chest like a makeshift seat belt, and hoisted me off the ground as if I was light as a feather.

‘I promise you’ll be fine,’ he said in my ear. ‘Who knows, you might even enjoy it.’

‘I doubt that,’ I muttered. ‘No proper seat belt?’

Spark laughed. ‘Hold on tight.’

We both looked up to the darkening sky, now a patch of blue streaked with the beginnings of sunset, and, with my heart in my mouth, we took off.
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CHAPTER 18 Back to the Authority

Flying with Spark was every bit as exhilarating and terrifying as I’d expected. But what I hadn’t anticipated was how much I would enjoy it. You know, once I got over the fact we were flying at dizzying heights above the Earth.

We soared into the sky, Spark’s wings beating powerfully until the ground looked a long way down. We were so high that it would be impossible for anyone to see us up here. The lights of my world were now tiny dots, as if the sky had traded places with the ground and the stars shone from below. A frigid wind whipped at our faces, bringing tears to my eyes, but as I looked all around I felt freer than I’d ever felt in my life.

‘How you doing down there?’ Spark yelled over the wind.

I looked up at him and he gave me the biggest grin in the world. Even with my heart threatening to give out entirely, I couldn’t help but return it.

‘Not so bad once you get over the turbulence!’ I called back.

Spark laughed. ‘How about some real fun?’

Despite my wariness, I nodded enthusiastically.

Spark beamed and tightened his grip on me. ‘How’s this for turbulence?’

Suddenly he folded his wings close to his body and for one delicious moment we hung in the sky, completely still. Then gravity greedily tugged at our bodies and pulled us back down towards Earth. I tried to scream, but it felt like every organ in my body had jumped up into my throat. If you can imagine the big drop of a roller coaster? Take that and times it by a million.

Spark hooted and let us fall for a few seconds, then snapped open his wings and caught a wind current that lifted us higher once more. I’d never felt more exhilarated in my life.

After a short time, Spark began to lower us back down, angling for a small clearing encased by trees on the outskirts of the Authority. It was a meadow-like space, the lush grass catching the last rays of evening sunlight, and wildflowers sprouted from the ground in every colour, creating a rainbow of petals.

Spark set me down once we landed, laughing to himself as my shaking legs completely gave out and I plonked to the ground. ‘The life of the sky isn’t for everyone,’ he said with a grin. In the light of the setting sun a soft glow seemed to pulse outwards from him, as if his heartbeat was emitting an aura of light.

From here we could see the Authority between the trees, standing like an impenetrable fortress. In its clutches was Speck, and hopefully the answers we needed to get both Spark and his brother home again. But this close to the Authority, fear started to creep up my spine, whispering in my ear that our plan would fail.

The building was still buzzing with activity, workers milling past lit windows. We couldn’t risk breaking in with so many people still in the Authority, so we settled down on the grass to wait as the last scraps of sunlight faded in the sky. I stared up at the symbol of the Hunter and the Star sitting atop the dome, the only circular part of a building made up of sharp edges. Now when I looked at that emblem all I saw was a lie.

Before I knew it, it was completely dark, with nothing but the soft glow of Spark, the moon and the stars above us for light.

‘Are you nervous?’ I asked, in the hope that talking would quench my fear.

Spark hugged his knees to his chest. For a moment I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then he turned his head in my direction. ‘Yes,’ he said eventually. He took a deep breath and lay back on the grass, staring up at the sky. There were hundreds of stars out tonight, maybe even thousands. ‘When I was little, my grandma used to say if I was ever scared or nervous, I should look up at the stars to remind me I’m not alone.’ He reached out a hand, as if he could touch the stars. I settled in the grass with him, amazed by their beauty.

Spark began pointing out stars and the constellations they made, tracing patterns in the sky with his finger. ‘Those three stars make up Pluto’s Triangle, where Demons go to eternal rest. And do you see the small cluster of stars straight above us that kind of looks like a circle drawn by a five-year-old? That’s Fortune’s Loop. Legend says prophecies are born within the circle and set free among the stars. And over there, just a little up from Fortune’s Loop, is Wisher’s Well, which contains the brightest star in the world. Apparently some of you humans wish on it, which is a bit odd if you ask me, but that’s how it got its name.’

I snorted, then followed Spark’s lead and traced Wisher’s Well with my finger. ‘What about that one over there?’ I asked, pointing towards a gathering of bright stars.

Spark inspected it for a moment. ‘That’s the Heart of Aurora. Our spirits are born there and drift onwards until they find the body they’re supposed to live in. The Heart of Aurora, where we’re born, sits in the east, and Pluto’s Triangle, where we rest for eternity, lies in the west. It’s like life is a sunrise and a sunset.’

‘So my spirit could’ve been born there too?’ I asked in wonder, suddenly feeling very small on this little spinning rock we called Earth.

‘I suppose. Everyone’s spirit has to start somewhere, right?’

I gazed at the stars some more and for the first time realized I wasn’t scared of them. Not any more. ‘It seems way more interesting up there than down here,’ I murmured. ‘And more beautiful too.’

Spark sounded happy about that. ‘I’m glad you can see the beauty of the stars now. They’re not as dangerous as they seem.’ He sat upright again, staring at the Authority. It beckoned, daring us to enter. It looked emptier now, with only a handful of cars left in the car park.

‘I’m ready if you are,’ Spark said, standing up. He looked determined.

I stood up too, feeling that same fire burning in my belly.

And then I heard a metallic click that sent fear ricocheting through me. I didn’t even have time to react, to tell Spark to run. The whistle of the net in the dark grew louder, and, before I knew it, the trap had whipped past my head and wrapped itself round him, knocking him to the ground.

‘Spark!’ I yelled, throwing myself down to try to free him. But it was useless.

I turned round, searching for what I knew was coming. At first I couldn’t see a thing, but then a torchlight blinked on, closer than I expected, followed by several more. Footsteps interrupted the silence and soon enough we were surrounded. A silhouette separated itself from the shadows, stepping into the light so I could see him properly. Dad looked delighted, a wicked smile lighting up his face.

‘Thanks for leading us right to the Demon, Zed,’ Dad said, patting me on the shoulder. ‘I knew I could rely on you.’

A flash of hurt glanced over Spark’s face. He looked like he’d been winded as his eyes found mine.

‘What? No, I didn’t—’ I tried to say, but Dad’s fingers dug hard into my arm, robbing the words from my mouth. When I looked into his eyes, they were alight with scorching fury. I shrank under his stare.

Dad turned to the rest of his pack. Scythe and Rex looked triumphant, while Teardrop inspected Spark in the net, leering over him with an evil eye. Selena stood apart from them all, her eyes darting from Spark to me and back again. She shook her head slightly. She was telling me something. But what?

Dad gave Spark a once-over, checking that the net was secure, then he raised his hands in celebration. ‘I believe this Hunt has finally come to an end.’
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CHAPTER 19 Captured

Much to my panic, we were not only back at the Authority, but back in the Superior’s office once more, except this time it was night. Just like before, we weren’t the only visitors either – Lith and Aro had been summoned too.

Spark had been taken away, probably into the bowels of the Authority like his brother. He’d looked terrified as they hauled him off, giving me one last fearful look before we were torn apart. I imagined him sitting alone in the pod downstairs, waiting to learn his fate, and my heart broke into even more pieces.

‘Explain yourself, Alistair,’ the Superior said calmly, seated behind her desk. Even though it was late, she was still dressed in her neatly pressed suit. She appeared relaxed, but I guessed her guard only thinly covered the swirling thoughts bubbling below the surface. Her inquisitive eyes raked over Dad and me, never quite resting.

Dad stepped forward, bowing his head slightly in acknowledgement of the Superior. ‘Well, ma’am, it came to my attention that a second Demon might’ve fallen into our world at the same time as the first. It’s something that has never happened before, and so I wanted to be sure before I raised the alarm to begin another Hunt.’

‘He’s LYING!’ Lith spat, unable to contain herself. ‘He knew for certain there was a second Demon out there and he didn’t want to bring it to our attention so he wouldn’t have to suffer another embarrassment when he lost to me again!’ Aro nodded defiantly, standing in her mum’s shadow with a pinched expression on her face. She looked paler than usual, her hair sticking up erratically just like it had when she’d emerged from the bush after her confrontation with Spark.

‘Lilith,’ the Superior said firmly, a clear warning coating the word. She gave her a stern look, then turned her attention back to Dad. ‘And how exactly did this possibility come to your attention, Alistair?’

Dad stepped aside and gestured to me. It felt like the blood was turning to ice in my veins. ‘It was my son,’ he said. If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of pride in his voice. ‘Zediah came to me and said he had noticed a second trail in the sky, one that seemed to deviate from the first. I assumed it was the remnants of the star’s tail, but when I looked more closely I could see it for myself. However, I would not have realized had Zediah not brought it to my attention first.’

I knew what Dad was doing. He was trying to redeem us both, hoping that by doing so he would right the wrongs I’d made during the last Hunt. I wanted to argue my point and tell them that it hadn’t been like that at all and that I wanted them to free Spark immediately, but instead I wavered under the steely stare of the Superior.

‘Is this true, Zediah? It was you who noticed the second scar in the sky?’ The Superior’s glare was so intense that I nodded, scared to do anything else.

‘They’re cheaters,’ Lith tried once more. Her long black hair had been swept back into a ponytail, revealing just how much anger was painted on her face. ‘You mean to tell me they conducted a Hunt of their own for this Demon and chose not to raise the alarm until they captured it? Cheaters!’ Aro looked uncertainly from her mum’s furious face to the Superior’s, then scowled at me when she caught me looking.

‘I merely chose not to raise a commotion in case it was a false alarm,’ Dad said as if he were exhausted by Lith’s nonsense. ‘Had I raised the alarm and it turned out to be nothing, the whole city would have been up in arms. I chose to assemble my pack and investigate further. I just so happened to find the Demon soon after.’

Lith looked like she wanted to throw something at Dad, which probably wasn’t helped by the fact he now appeared extremely smug, just like she had the last time we were here. But in the presence of the Superior she let the words she really wanted to utter die on her lips.

The Superior pondered all this for a second and then shrugged. ‘It seems to me that a fine job has been done and no harm has been caused in the process. Alistair, I am glad to see you back at the top of your game. I was worried for a moment.’

Dad bowed his head briefly. ‘It was all a misunderstanding.’

‘And you,’ the Superior said in my direction. I froze. ‘It seems you have more than made up for the … situation that arose during the last Hunt. I commend you for your quick thinking. I am sure we will make a fine Hunter of you yet.’

Aro started at that, enraged at the praise suddenly being heaped on me, but Lith put a hand out to stop her from saying anything and she settled into a furious silence instead. The pair of them looked like they were both sucking on a lemon. Meanwhile, I fought to keep my own face straight, but inside I was cringing so hard I was sure I was about to keel over. I wouldn’t want to be a Hunter now if it was the last job on Earth. I didn’t care how much Dad wanted that for me, or how proud it would make him. I didn’t care about my surname or my legacy. I’d eat my own hand before I became someone like him.

‘There is one thing still left to do,’ the Superior said, standing up and striding round her desk. She came to a stop in front of Lith, holding out her hand.

Lith’s face was blank, and then realization dawned, first in her eyes and then spreading outwards until her expression was one of even greater fury. ‘But—’ she started.

The Superior raised a hand to cut her off. ‘As the First Hunter, it is your job to make sure all loose ends are tied up,’ she said. ‘Had you not been so jubilant in your victory, you too might have noticed the second scar in the sky and captured the other Demon for yourself. Instead, you acted with haste. But this is an important lesson for you to learn, Lilith – never underestimate a downed opponent.’

Lith opened and closed her mouth like a goldfish, but seemed to know, for now at least, that the battle was lost. Begrudgingly she unclipped the platinum medal and handed it back to the Superior.

‘I will see that the gold medal is returned to you,’ the Superior said. ‘Fate Evans will take the silver and Wickson Bolt return to bronze.’ Then she walked over to Dad, removing the bronze medal and pinning the platinum one to his lapel. ‘I believe this is yours, Alistair. Continue to wear it with pride.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Dad said, unable to keep his glee at bay. He flashed his eyes in Lith’s direction and smiled.

The Superior gave us all one last look-over, her eyes lingering on me for just a second longer. ‘You are excused.’

We all turned to leave. As soon as we were outside the Superior’s office, Lith whirled round to face Dad. ‘I’ll wipe that smile off your face one day, Alistair,’ she snapped.

Dad just smiled. ‘But it won’t be today, so I shall enjoy this victory for all it’s worth. Thank you for keeping the medal warm for me these last few days.’

Lith looked so furious I thought she might punch Dad in the face. Instead, with one last glare, she stormed off, Aro following in her wake. That just left me and Dad. He turned his eyes on me and they hardened immediately. The fury that burned in them made me want to fall through a hole in the floor. I’d been caught trying to help a Demon. I was going to be in so much trouble.

‘We’ll talk about what happened tonight later,’ he said, his words dark and stormy.

I hardly dared to answer him, but I was saved by his phone ringing. He retrieved it from his pocket and brought it to his ear with a smirk.

‘Scythe?’ he said. ‘Get your party hat on. We’re back at the top, where we belong.’

Dad set off for the stairs, murmuring excitedly into his phone, as I scurried along behind him, wondering how on earth I was going to help Spark and his brother now.
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CHAPTER 20 Third-Time Lucky

The celebrations at home were unbearable. It was like a party had been thrown in honour of a funeral. All I could see when I looked at the balloons and confetti, the jubilation and victory thick in the air, was Spark. He was alone in the Authority, petrified about what was going to happen to him. The thought filled me with dread. I had to do something.

The whole pack, plus other people I didn’t recognize, filled the downstairs of my house and spilled out into the garden, invited to a small last-minute party to celebrate the capture of another Demon and Dad’s repromotion. He held a glass of fizzy liquid and a huge smile was plastered on his face as if this was the best day of his life. Meanwhile, it was the worst of mine.

I snuck away and headed upstairs to my room to start planning how to get Spark out of this situation.

‘Not enjoying the party then?’ a voice said when I reached the top of the stairs. Selena appeared at the end of the hallway, stepping out of the shadows by Dad’s study.

‘You could say that,’ I muttered. ‘What are you doing up here anyway?’

‘I don’t really feel like celebrating,’ Selena said with a smirk. There was something different about her, but in the shadows it was hard to properly make out what it was. ‘I was actually waiting to get a moment alone with you.’

My heart leaped in my chest, then started pounding at an accelerated pace. ‘You want to talk to me? About what?’

Selena nodded in the direction of my bedroom. ‘It might be best if we do this where there aren’t any listening ears.’

Without waiting for an invitation Selena slipped through the door and into my room. I might’ve thought this rude on any other day, but a voice deep down told me what she was about to say was important. I double-checked nobody else was around, then followed, closing the door tightly shut.

‘So …’ I said as Selena inspected my room with a curious eye. She glanced at the crumpled-up posters in the corner, then at the empty spaces on the walls where they’d once been. She smiled to herself before turning her gaze to me.

‘I know you’ve made friends with the Demon,’ Selena said casually. She delivered it as a fact, not even bothering to ask if what she was accusing me of was true. She watched my reaction carefully, waiting for her words to draw out a confession. I tried to remain still, unblinking, but it wasn’t long before I cracked, my body sagging as it all but let go of my secret, as good as revealing the truth.

I began opening and closing my mouth like I didn’t know how to form words any more. Selena laughed to herself, but it wasn’t mocking. She seemed perfectly at ease.

‘I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I couldn’t track down the Demon, would I? You didn’t even try to make me word hard. The treehouse, really?’ Selena let out a giggle while I squirmed on the spot. ‘I can’t decide if that was a brave move or an entirely stupid one, but it certainly seemed to work. Your dad really had no idea.’

‘Wait, you knew where Spark was this whole time?’

Selena shrugged. ‘It’s my job to know.’

I looked at her closely, inspecting her face – the dark brown of her skin, her wide brown eyes, the dimples in her cheek when she smiled or smirked, the tight silver curls of her hair. It was the same Selena I’d seen before. And yet …

‘You knew where we were this whole time, even when we were hiding out in the garden, and yet you didn’t catch us until this evening,’ I said, speaking my thoughts out loud as quickly as they came to me. ‘You appeared out of nowhere and joined the pack as a Tracker, and my dad wouldn’t have recruited you if he didn’t think you were the best, but you chose not to reveal where we were. Why?’

Selena paused, but I didn’t need her to give me an answer because I’d already pieced together the puzzle.

‘I thought there was something different about you the last time I saw you, and I had that same feeling again today, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. It was almost like your face was changing.’

An injection of adrenaline kicked my heart into another gear, a shiver crawling all over my skin as I remembered being in the forest with Spark, just as we’d stumbled across Aro’s path. And then, finally, Dad’s words from outside the Authority came to me: A Demon can change the way they look. They can become anything or anyone. They can even take on the form of a human. It’s what makes them so dangerous.

‘You’re a Demon too,’ I whispered.

A shadow passed over Selena’s face; the merest twitch giving away that I was right. I felt the world tilt just a little bit, the floor beneath me swaying. I needed to sit down, but instead I stood up straight and looked Selena in the eyes.

‘You’re a Demon,’ I said more confidently.

‘Okay, keep it down!’ Selena blustered, shooting a wary look at the bedroom door. When she looked back at me, she hesitated, then nodded. ‘Yes, I’m a Demon.’

Even though I’d worked it out myself, I gasped and had to sit down on the edge of my bed. I looked up at Selena, and she closed her eyes and her skin began to sparkle for just a moment. When it stopped and she opened her eyes, I was staring at her in a way that was quite rude; my mouth was wide open as if I’d never seen a Demon in my life.

‘Shouldn’t you be used to this by now?’ Selena murmured. ‘You’ve been hanging out with a Demon for days now.’

‘Well, yeah, but I didn’t know another one had been in my house this whole time, did I?’ I countered. ‘And right under my dad’s nose too … How have you not been caught yet?’

Selena laughed. ‘The whole tracking thing has been the perfect cover. I joined the Authority’s training programme to hide in plain sight. You don’t look inside your own bubble when you think the danger comes from outside it.’

I had to admit the double bluff was impressive. I looked at Selena properly and remembered what Spark had said about Demons changing how they looked. ‘But doesn’t it hurt, camouflaging yourself like that?’

‘Boy, does it,’ Selena muttered. ‘I’ve only changed a few things about my appearance so it doesn’t hurt as much if I’d changed everything. But is it uncomfortable? Absolutely.’

‘And how long have you been on Earth?’

Selena mulled this over. ‘Just over a year. The Wild Space Council hired me for a secret mission to better understand what humans are doing to Demons when we fall into your world. That way, we might stop so many of our kind getting caught and eliminated.’

Based on what Spark had told me of his world, I could already guess that the Wild Space Council must be some kind of governmental body for Demons. But I was still utterly bamboozled.

‘Why did they send a kid to do something so dangerous?’

‘I’m not a kid – I’m one hundred and twenty-eight years old, thank you very much.’ Selena saw the look on my face and sighed. ‘That’s sixteen in human years.’

Well, I guess that was more adult than me, but it still sounded kinda young to be doing something so serious and important. But the defensive look on Selena’s face warded me off the subject, so I went for the other obvious question.

‘But what are you doing here? Like, how did you even fall into this world without anyone knowing? A shooting star would’ve given you away, and it’s impossible to get here otherwise!’

Selena tapped her nose. ‘Not impossible when you have a little stardust.’ She clocked my blank stare and snorted. ‘A shooting star is the only thing that can tear open the sky. All you need to do is harvest some dust from one and you can rip open a tiny hole big enough for one person to fall through. From your world it just looks like a dot among a sea of stars, if you can even see it at all. Then, after a few minutes, it closes up again. It’s technically illegal, but I had special permission from the Wild Space Council.’

I thought about how cool it must be to harvest stardust. But then another question occurred to me, one that I was interested in for more than one reason.

‘But how will you get back home?’

Selena threw me a glance out of the side of her eye as if she was worried she was saying too much. But I guess she knew about my friendship with Spark, so she relaxed.

‘The Wild Space Council are keeping a close eye on things. We have a deal. Every night at ten p.m., they tear open a small hole in the sky. If I’m in trouble or danger, I throw some stardust into the air and it forms a little golden cloud.’ She retrieved a drawstring pouch from round her neck and opened it just enough to give me a glance at the golden dust within. I was in awe. ‘If the council see it, they have permission to clear the immediate area of Demons and release a shooting star from its cage. Then I can fly up through the tear and back home.’

I couldn’t keep a lid on my excitement. ‘This is it! If your council people can release a shooting star, we can get Spark and his brother back home!’

‘Ah, Spark’s his name, is it?’

‘You knew about him all along?’

Selena nodded. ‘I tracked him when he fell from the sky, and it led me straight to you. That’s why you weren’t caught before today. I’ve been leading the Hunt away from you both. So please tell me whose bright idea it was to fly right into our laps when I’d purposefully moved the pack out of the way? I’m dying to know. You should’ve been nowhere near the Authority.’ Selena folded her arms, far from impressed.

I shuffled uncomfortably. When she said it like that, it did sound kind of stupid. If only she knew … ‘We were trying to break inside and free Spark’s brother,’ I blurted.

Selena nearly choked on thin air. ‘You were going to do what? How were you planning to get away with that?!’

‘Spark’s brother, Speck, is the Demon that was caught on the first Hunt, and he’s being held at the Authority. We couldn’t just sit back and do nothing,’ I said defensively, trying to ignore Selena’s huffs and eye rolling. After a moment, she took a deep breath and let go of the frustration she was holding on to, rather unfairly if you ask me.

‘So I guess we have some friends of yours to save.’

I stood up from the bed, suddenly raring to go and just as determined.

‘Yes, we do,’ I said. ‘And I know just the place to start … the Victory Ball.’
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CHAPTER 21 Void

The party came to an end late into the night. I heard the final guests leaving, the sound of their cars drifting down the road. Selena had left too, leaving me all alone in the house with the last person I wanted to be anywhere near.

When Dad came up to my room, I was sitting on my bed, trying to read a book. It was one of few I owned that wasn’t about Demons, but I’d been reading the same page for the last hour, unable to concentrate on anything but the idea of breaking Spark and Speck out of the Authority.

I put the book down, ready to be met with Dad’s fury, but instead he heaved a deep sigh as he sat on the end of my bed, facing away from me.

‘You’ve disappointed me, Zediah,’ he said.

His words didn’t sting like they might have once upon a time. Instead, they illuminated the void that continued to grow between us, one I was almost certain could never be bridged. I didn’t say anything, so Dad continued.

‘It took me longer than I care to admit to figure out you’d been helping this Demon the whole time. I might not have even guessed had I not caught you in my study with Mabel.’ A look of guilt must’ve crossed my face because Dad pursed his lips and raised an eyebrow. ‘I called Mabel’s mother to inform her of what had happened, only to be told that Mabel had no idea what I was talking about. She’d never been here. I thought that strange, and still, I didn’t guess. I assumed she was lying. It was only when I caught you red-handed that I realized the truth.’

Dad shook his head, disbelief outweighing his fury.

‘What were you thinking, trying to help a Demon, Zed? They are not us.’

‘Yes, they are,’ I said before I could stop myself.

Dad’s shoulders tensed. ‘They are not our kind. They do not belong here. I would’ve expected you to understand that, but clearly I was wrong.’

I was tired of cowering in the face of my dad’s disappointment. I was tired of being lied to. And that gave me the courage to find a voice of my own.

‘They’re people, Dad. You must know that!’

‘They’re animals.’

‘Then what does that make you?’

Dad stood up and turned to face me. His face was lined with anger, but I didn’t shy away from him. I got up too, standing my ground.

‘You hunt Demons, and for what? To make yourself feel big and strong? Like some kind of hero?’ Dad’s jaw clenched but I continued. ‘In the time I’ve spent with Spark, he’s never even been close to hurting me. All he wants is to go home. What’s so dangerous about that?’

Dad shook his head as if I was talking utter nonsense. ‘You know nothing of their kind. You’ve clearly allowed yourself to be deceived. You’d really betray your kind to befriend them?’

‘What’s so wrong about that?!’ I yelled, my own anger rising up from my gut. ‘What, because he’s different from me in some way, he’s a threat? Am I meant to be frightened of everyone that’s different from me? Because if that’s the case, I know exactly where to start.’

Dad flinched as if my words had struck him in the face. But then his expression settled back into one of dark rage and, I thought, resentment. ‘You’d choose Demons over your own father?’

I shook my head. ‘No. I choose the truth over every lie you’ve ever told me.’

The silence seemed to devour my room whole. With the quiet tension pulling itself around us, I almost wanted to break and say I was sorry. But I knew I wouldn’t mean it. We’d both chosen our sides. There was no going back.

‘No son of mine will fraternize with Demons so long as I live.’

I felt the sting and, even though I tried to hold them back, tears pooled in my eyes. ‘Then maybe I’m no son of yours.’

Dad blinked. But he didn’t say sorry. He glanced at the crumpled posters in the corner of my room and the blank spaces they’d left on my walls. He shook his head and left. And he didn’t look back.
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CHAPTER 22 The Victory Ball

I tossed and turned all night long, replaying my fight with Dad in my head. I felt exhausted. Heartbroken. But visions of Spark alone in a pod in the depths of the Authority pulled me out of complete despair, giving me something to fight for. We had to free him and alert the Wild Space Council so they could release the shooting star that would allow Spark and Speck to return home. The sooner, the better.

Selena and I had agreed that the Victory Ball was our one chance to free Spark and Speck. We’d already be in the Authority for the party, so we didn’t have to worry about sneaking inside. And I was certain I could find that hallway of doors once more, which would lead to the staircase down into the belly of the Authority.

Selena had listened to the original plan Spark and I had concocted, and surprisingly she didn’t think it was a bad one. Transforming into Dad, she said, would be the perfect cover if we needed it, but she was hopeful that everyone in the Authority would be too distracted by the celebrations to wander away from the party. If we were seen by anyone, Selena said she’d transform into Dad, and who would dare question the First Hunter? She’d also promised to figure out a way to do the hard bit – breaking into the sealed pods. I just needed to worry about finding the staircase that would lead us there.

Morning couldn’t come quick enough and it dawned with celebration in the air. Today was the Victory Ball, and Dad was going to be the guest of honour. Dad had never let me go to one before, saying I was too young, but this time was different. Maybe he was trying to make a point after our argument the night before, or perhaps he was trying to mend my reputation after messing up the first Hunt. Either way, I was going.

Dad was happier than I’d seen him in a while when I came downstairs for breakfast, humming along to a song and sounding dreadfully out of tune. But when he saw me, his smile dropped, and an awkward tension rippled in the air between us. It was so present I felt like I could almost reach out and touch it.

‘Fine day for a Victory Ball,’ Dad said woodenly, refusing to look directly at me. He took a bite of his toast, the platinum medal shining on his chest.

‘Sure,’ I murmured, readying a bowl of cereal and trying not to look guilty.

I couldn’t escape breakfast quickly enough, certain that if Dad looked at me properly, he’d be able to see the thoughts running through my head. I locked myself in my bedroom instead as morning gave way to afternoon, going over the plan again and again until I was certain I knew it off by heart. We couldn’t mess this up. We wouldn’t have another chance to make this right. And if we were caught in the act, then Selena would be inspected and almost certainly discovered to be a Demon. She would be eliminated too. It felt like a huge responsibility, and one that I wasn’t sure I was ready for, but I refused to let Selena, Spark or Speck down. I was going to face this responsibility head on. I was going to do it for them.

At seven p.m. I bundled into the car with Dad, dressed in a suit that was slightly too big for me and shoes that were more uncomfortable than I would’ve liked. It wasn’t exactly a saving the world outfit, but it’d have to do. I matched Dad, which he seemed to think was of the utmost importance. At least I’d blend in with the other guests when we arrived.

The Authority had been decorated with enough splendour to rival a carnival. Large flashing lights greeted us at the entrance as we pulled up in front of the main doors. There was a slight chill to the April evening air that rippled the black-and-white banners that had been draped from the roof of the Authority. The symbol of the Hunter and the Star was emblazoned on them in gold, as if we needed reminding what we were here for.

A polite queue of guests trickled through the open doors, all dressed to impress. There were expensive gowns and suits, watches and pearl necklaces, high heels and fur shawls. Everyone, it seemed, had made an effort. Even Lith and Aro, who looked an even mix of miserable and furious at the whole spectacle, were dressed in their finest. Lith was in a floor-length dress that showed off the tattoos on her arms, and Aro was in a tailored suit and shiny shoes. She glared at me as they swept past us, muttering something under her breath that I was sure I didn’t want to hear.

The only other person there my age was Mabel, whose mum briefly stopped to congratulate Dad. ‘Hi, Zed,’ Mabel said quietly while our parents chatted.

‘Hey,’ I said, a little flustered in my suit.

Mabel looked about as awkward as I felt. She played with a loose strand of her hair, blushing slightly. She glanced around, making sure nobody was listening, then said, ‘I just wanted you to know that I didn’t like what Aro said and did in the woods when you were with your … friend.’ She said that last word with enough emphasis for me to take notice. I remembered how she’d overheard Spark calling them humans. Did she know he was a Demon?

‘I know how Aro can be sometimes,’ Mabel pushed on. ‘I … well, I only hang out with her because our mums have been friends since we were babies. She’d kill me for saying this, but I think she’s the way she is because she’s scared of not being the best.’ Mabel seemed to regret saying that last bit, but rushed on before she could take it back. ‘That doesn’t make it right or okay, though. I’m going to tell her to stop. I just … well, I thought you should know that.’

‘Thanks, Mabel,’ I said. And I meant it too. ‘Hey, you live down the street from me, right?’

She nodded.

I swallowed, feeling nervous. A few weeks ago, I would’ve chewed my hand off instead of putting myself out there like this. But if Spark had taught me one thing, it was that having friends was worth taking risks for. ‘I have this treehouse in my garden. Maybe you could come over and hang out sometime. If you wanted to, of course.’ It was my turn to blush furiously, but Mabel beamed.

‘I’d like that,’ she said.

Mabel and her mum said their goodbyes and disappeared into the crowd. And then I saw Selena. She’d pinned her hair back for the occasion and had dressed in a sparkly suit, one that caught the light and reflected it back in dizzying ways. She smiled tightly when she saw me, giving me a single nod. It was so small that it might not have even been there, but then she vanished into the crowd, and I knew she was getting into position. We needed to move while everyone was still entering the Authority, before the speeches started. Now was the time.

‘I need the toilet,’ I said to Dad, still refusing to look up at him in case he guessed I was up to no good. But he was too distracted by Scythe, Rex and Teardrop, who came bowling over with high fives and cheers, bundling him into a victorious group hug. I took the opportunity and ducked away, diving behind a group of guests and walking fast with my head down low.

I rounded the corner, still concentrating on the floor, when Selena fell into step beside me.

‘It’s thrilling doing something you shouldn’t, isn’t it?’ she said with the hint of a smile in her voice. If the situation wasn’t so serious, I’d probably smile too, but I was far too sick with worry for that. Selena checked her watch. ‘The Council will open a hole in the sky in just under an hour. If we miss the chance to send the signal, we’ll have to wait until tomorrow night.’

‘Well, let’s make sure we don’t miss it,’ I said, picking up the pace and searching for the hallway filled with mismatched doors. ‘It’s got to be here somewhere.’

We rounded another corner, and then another and another, until eventually we stumbled across a quieter part of the Authority, and there it was.

‘Here!’ I hissed. ‘The stairs are at the end of this corridor.’

We made our way down it, but before long I realized I was walking on my own. I turned to find Selena inspecting the doors, reading their plaques under her breath.

‘We don’t have time for this,’ I muttered.

‘Just give me a minute, will you? We might find some valuable information hidden behind one of these.’ I guessed this must be to do with her investigating for the Wild Space Council, but considering I was relying on her to break Spark and Speck out of their pods, I didn’t have much choice but to wait.

Selena wandered along, gazing at each door and shaking her head until she reached one made of metal. It looked formidable, with the eye of a scanner in its centre. I read the plaque, vaguely recognizing it from the last time I’d been here. THE STAR FILE.

‘It’s this one,’ Selena said excitedly. She stepped up to the door and gave it a gentle push, but of course nothing happened.

‘What do you mean “this one”?’

‘I overheard Scythe and Rex talking about it. The Star File – it’s where the Authority keeps a record of every shooting star and the Demon that fell through the tear.’

My attention piqued at that, suddenly intrigued. Selena gave the door another firmer push, but it didn’t budge.

I pointed at the eye of the scanner. ‘You won’t get in there unless you …’ I petered off and Selena grinned.

‘Right you are, Zed,’ she replied and closed her eyes.

I gasped as her brown skin turned white, her hair receded into a sharp grey bob and her face narrowed. When she opened her eyes, they were a pale grey, just like the person Selena had morphed into. Staring back at me, in the most uncanny and frightening fashion, was the Superior.

Except, of course, it wasn’t the Superior at all. It was Selena. She was still the same height, at least half as tall as the actual Superior, but maybe, just maybe, stealing the Superior’s features would be enough.

Selena stepped up to the scanner, which came alive and cast a holographic glow on to her face. It narrowed into a thin line, scanning one way and then the other. I held my breath, certain that an alarm would sound and we were about to get caught, but then the light turned green and the metal door opened a crack. Selena, or rather the Superior, glanced at me with a grin, pushed open the door and waited for me to follow her inside. When I stepped forward, she’d already changed back into her usual self, all trace of the Superior gone.

Beyond the door was a dark room shaped liked the inside of a fish bowl. It wasn’t very big, maybe the size of a large living room, with curving walls and a rounded ceiling that created a neat dome. As we stepped inside, the entire room glowed pale white, seemingly coming alive. But the space was empty.

I was disappointed, until Selena took another step into the room and the light went out completely just as the door slammed closed behind us, leaving us in pitch blackness. I made an odd noise that sounded like a mix between a strangled bird and an elephant honking in fear.

‘Okay, first of all, how about we stay calm?’ Selena’s voice whispered somewhere close to my right in the dark.

‘How about we find the light so we can get out of here?’ I hissed back, flailing my arms around wildly in an attempt to find the door. This only caused me to accidentally slap the back of Selena’s head, which resulted in a word I won’t repeat.

‘Will you stand still and let me deal with this?’ Selena said in a huff. ‘Let’s just take one small step …’

I personally wasn’t going to move a foot until I could see where I was going, but I heard Selena take one for the team and edge further into the room. As she did so, a quiet whirring began, followed by a faint glow as tiny twinkling pinpricks appeared all around us. They grew bigger, swirling along the walls and ceiling, leaving trails of what looked like multicoloured glitter in their wake. It felt like we were in in the centre of the universe. And then it hit me. We were. This was space, and the twinkling lights were …

‘Oh my God,’ whispered Selena. ‘They’re stars.’

The simulation was so realistic it felt like we were floating above the Earth, lost in a sea of constellations. As we gazed around at the wonder surrounding us, one star separated itself from the rest and lowered into the room. As it got closer, I realized it was a physical thing that we could touch. It stopped right in front of us and I saw that it was actually a small screen embedded in a flat piece of metal no bigger than a mobile phone. On the screen were a bunch of folders, each labelled with a different year. Selena frowned, then tapped 2024.

The screen immediately changed, offering specific dates. There were a couple of dozen to choose from, including yesterday. That one stuck out to me and for a very specific reason. I reached over and pressed it and the walls around us began to go dark. Then a shooting star broke free in front of us, leaving a silvery scar in the sky. Below it glittering words began to appear.


This shooting star escaped on 15 April 2024.

The Demon was captured by Alistair Smyth.

Location: Authority HQ

Pod Number: 248163

Status: Alive



‘That’s Spark!’ I exclaimed.

Selena quickly tapped the backwards arrow and chose the previous date, which was a few days ago. The same thing happened: the shooting star escaping and glittering words appearing on the wall in front of us. But this Demon had been caught by Lith.

‘And that’s Speck!’ I was glad to see his status still said alive too.

Selena brought up the information for various other dates too, trying different years for good measure. I felt sick to see how many had been captured by Dad, but I was heartened by the fact that the status of all but a few Demons said alive.

‘Zed, do you know what this means?’ Selena cried out, a mix of emotions dancing across her face.

I shivered as realization burst in my chest. I’d already seen a Demon in a pod with my own eyes. For decades everyone had assumed they were simply eliminated once they were caught. But they weren’t. They were …

I gasped. ‘The captured Demons are being kept alive!’

Only two Demons – Spark and Speck – seemed to still be in this Authority. Other recent captures were being held in various Authority outposts around the world. I assumed it correlated with where the Demon had fallen on Earth. But the majority of Demons – every one that had been captured more than a few months ago – were being held in a place called Underworld. I recognized the name from the letter in Dad’s study and guessed it to be some kind of prison, but I had no idea where it might be. It could be anywhere.

Selena was practically vibrating with energy, which was contagious, and adrenaline started shooting off in every direction, pulsing through me with every beat of my heart. But it didn’t last long. After a short while, when the glittering words on the wall told us of a Demon who’d been captured in Ireland, Selena seemed to deflate, her eyes pooling with tears.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quickly, using her sleeve to hide her face for a moment. ‘It’s just … hard, seeing how my kind – my people – have been captured and imprisoned for simply existing. I want to help them, free every single Demon who’s been caught. But it feels …’ She trailed off, as if she’d run out of breath and energy to fight any more.

‘It feels impossible,’ I finished quietly.

Selena hesitated, then nodded. ‘I don’t want to be negative, but it’s like we’re looking at this giant mountain of a problem and I’m only one person. How am I meant to climb it?’

I reached for her hand without really thinking and gave it a squeeze. ‘I get what you mean, but you’re wrong about something.’ Selena frowned. ‘We’re two people. You don’t have to do this by yourself. I won’t let you. All we have to do is take one step at a time, together. You’re not alone, Sel.’

I wrapped my arms round her, hoping that she’d feel less alone in the shadow of this mountain we stood at the bottom of. She stiffened against my embrace, then softened and hugged me back. Kind of.

‘Thank you, Zed,’ Selena said, stepping back. Then she frowned. ‘But please never call me Sel again.’ We both burst out laughing.

Before we left, Selena glanced at the words up on the wall one last time, no doubt memorizing every detail. Then she tapped the screen, and they began to vanish, fading into the sea of stars.
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CHAPTER 23 Home

We stepped back out into the hallway, carefully closing the metal door that protected THE STAR FILE from prying eyes (although clearly not well enough). I nodded to the other end of the corridor, where the row of spiral staircases waited for us. Shadows crept over them, making the downwards one even less appealing, as it appeared to lead to nothing but complete darkness. But now wasn’t the time to be scared.

‘Which one is it?’ Selena asked, investigating the staircases with curiosity. ‘I wonder where all these go.’

‘No time to find out, so don’t even think about it,’ I said, pointing at the only staircase that led down. ‘It’s this one.’

Just as before, I followed the steps into the depths of the Authority, although with Selena by my side it felt a little less frightening. If we weren’t trying to free two Demons from under the noses of those who wanted nothing more than to eliminate them, it might have felt like quite the adventure. Alas, my heart seemed to have made a home in my throat and was threatening to leave my body altogether with all the thrashing about it was doing.

We reached the bottom of the stairs, the tunnel of stars unchanged from the last time I had seen it. At the end the golden doorknob glinted, revealing the door that would lead us to Spark and Speck. Well, I hoped so. If it didn’t, I was all out of ideas.

‘Are you sure you know how you’re going to free them once we get in there?’ I asked nervously. ‘The pod I saw looked pretty unbreakable.’

Selena smirked to herself and whipped the jacket of her sparkling suit to the side. Strapped to her back was a slim bow and a handful of arrows all tipped with gold. As she loaded one of the arrows, its sharp point began to glitter.

‘It’s stardust,’ Selena said, catching my look of awe. She admired the arrow herself. ‘You didn’t think I’d come down to your world without a way of defending myself in case things went south, did you? I’m a teenager, not a fool.’

‘And you think that will be enough to break the pod?’ I asked, unsure that anything could penetrate it.

‘Listen, if stardust can’t break that pod, then we may as well admit defeat. You won’t find anything stronger. It literally tears open the sky. A little bit of a glass should be no match. Now, shall we get this show on the road? We can’t stand around here chatting all day.’

Without waiting for an answer Selena started down the tunnel of stars, her bow and arrow ready for action. We reached the door, giving each other one last look. It was hope. Faith that we could do this. Selena nodded and nudged the door with her shoulder.

It didn’t budge an inch.

Panic began to dissolve into my blood as I pushed it myself and was met with nothing but steely resistance.

‘It was open last time,’ I gasped, giving the golden doorknob a frantic rattle. But the door still refused to give way.

Selena sighed. ‘Well, if it won’t open politely, I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way. Get behind me.’

I did as I was told as Selena backed away from the door until she was halfway up the tunnel. She raised her bow swiftly, pulling back the string so it was by her ear. The arrow seemed to vibrate, the golden tip shimmering. Selena let out a long, slow breath, and then she fired.

The arrow zoomed down the corridor in a straight and powerful line, leaving a trail of gold in its wake. As soon as it made contact with the door, there was a small explosion of gold light followed by a loud bang as it was blown off its hinges. We shared a look of complete horror as the noise echoed off the walls. Our cover would be blown before we’d even got past the door.

‘Subtle,’ I muttered. ‘Why not just go upstairs and sit on the Superior’s lap while you’re at it?’

‘Did you have a better idea?’ Selena snapped. ‘The door’s op—’

As if on cue, a blaring siren began to ring. We both jumped, whirling around for signs of danger. Nothing yet – maybe everybody was too occupied with celebrating upstairs.

‘Let’s get a move on,’ Selena said tensely. ‘I have a feeling we’re not going to be alone for much longer.’

We bolted for the door, all but falling through it. The room looked just like I remembered: the metal stairs spiralling down into a void of darkness. When we crashed into the railing and looked over the edge, there was the pod at the bottom. And inside it was …

‘Speck!’ I shouted, recognizing the Demon I’d seen here before. There wasn’t really a need to keep my voice down now that the alarm had already rumbled us.

Speck was already up on his feet, searching for the cause of the disturbance. His gaze found us and he jumped up in the air. ‘You’re here! Spark said you’d make it! Please tell me you’re here to get us out.’

I nodded but somewhat distractedly. ‘Uh, Speck? Where’s your broth—’

‘Wow, days of friendship and I don’t even get a hello?’ a familiar voice interrupted with the hint of a sulk behind his words. My eyes darted further into the shadows to where another pod sat. Behind the glass, with a smirk on his face as if he knew I’d be here to save him, was my friend.

‘SPARK!’ I yelled, relief washing through me.

Spark grinned, his face lighting up. ‘Am I happy to see you or what?’ He glanced at the alarms flashing red. ‘I don’t mean to hurry you or anything, but if there’s some spectacular plan to break us out of these cages, now would be the time to get on with it.’

‘We’re getting you out!’ I called down, unable to contain my excitement now that I could see Spark and Speck for myself. ‘And we have a way to get you both home too.’

Spark and Speck both punched the air gleefully at the same time. ‘I knew I could rely on you to deliver good news,’ Spark said with a grin. He pointed to Selena. ‘And who’s the new friend?’

Selena lithely jumped up in the air and landed in a crouch on the rail, unfurling her wings at the same time her feet touched down. They were even bigger than Spark’s, swirls of blue and pink rippling through them. ‘Selena Jepson. I believe we’re one and the same.’ She let her skin sparkle for a moment, and a look of pure relief washed over Spark’s face.

‘God, is it good to see another Demon. These humans were really starting to get on my nerves.’ He glanced at me. ‘No offence, Zed. You were the exception, of course.’

I grinned, then quickly shook it away. ‘No time for sweet talk. We need to get you out of here before someone comes.’

‘On it,’ Selena said, folding her wings away and raising her bow once more. She aimed it at Speck’s pod. ‘Might want to close your eyes and send a prayer.’

‘Stardust? Are you trying to kill us?!’ Spark screeched, eyeing the golden arrows. Speck, eyes wide with panic, edged backwards.

‘If you can think of another way to crack that pod open, then you’ve got two seconds to tell me,’ Selena said, the string of her bow already pulled taut.

Speck looked to his brother for reassurance. Spark sighed and nodded. ‘It’s going to be fine, Speck. Just cover your eyes and we’ll be out of here in no time, okay?’ Speck, still looking unsure, nodded and crouched in the corner of his pod, turning his back to us. Selena took aim and let her arrow fly.

Just as before, it shot through the air with a quiet whistle, leaving a trail of glittering sparks in its wake. It crashed into the glass in an explosion of gold, but when the light cleared the pod was still intact, although it had a giant crack down the middle.

‘You only have a few arrows left,’ I said in horror. ‘What if they’re not enough?’

‘Yes, thank you for the maths lesson,’ Selena huffed. ‘Keep your pants on. I’ve got this.’ She quickly loaded another arrow and took aim.

‘You might want to hit the same spot as before. It’ll be weaker there,’ Spark called up.

‘I really wish you boys would stop telling me what to do,’ Selena retorted. ‘Two of you are imprisoned and the other is human, so none of you are really in the position to dish out orders.’

‘Touché,’ Spark said.

Selena drew another arrow and without hesitation sent it flying. It hit the exact same spot, but this time there was the unmistakable sound of shattering glass. When the light cleared, there was barely anything left of the pod. Speck did a little whoop and jumped into the air, unfurling his wings and flapping them powerfully, coming to land next to us on the gangway.

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ I said, offering him a warm smile. Speck, unable to contain his excitement, dived towards me and Selena and pulled us in for a hug.

‘Thank you,’ he said, his words alive with adrenaline.

I went to reply, but my own words were cut off by heavy footsteps at the top of the spiral staircase above us. We were running out of time.

‘We need to free Spark!’ The words tumbled out of me in desperate urgency, but Selena was eyeing the door.

‘We need a diversion,’ she said tightly. Her eyes flicked down to Spark in his pod and she frowned. Then she nodded to herself, coming to a conclusion. ‘This is either the best or worst idea I’ve ever had.’

‘Exactly how all good ideas are born,’ Spark called up.

‘Here, take this,’ Selena said, thrusting her bow and the last four arrows into my hand. ‘Speck, grab one of those white coats down there and change the way you look. Make yourself an adult. No time to make it perfect, just … I don’t know, make yourself old and pale-skinned. They seem to like that in this world. It’ll hurt but we just need to do it long enough to get out of here.’

Speck didn’t hesitate. ‘Got it,’ he said, and he leaped over the railing followed by Selena, both changing their appearance as they went. By the time they’d snatched up two white lab coats from the hooks on the wall, they looked as close to adult scientists as they could in the time. They both flew back up, where I was standing like a dummy, completely gobsmacked.

‘There’s no way you’re about to just walk out of here,’ I muttered.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Selena said. ‘We’re going to run like our behinds are on fire and we’re in the most dire peril. We’ll tell them Spark and Speck have already escaped up the stairs, which is why the door’s been blown wide open.’

‘You really think that’ll work?’ Speck asked hesitantly.

‘I don’t hear any of you coming up with better ideas. But if you’d all like a debate session about the pros and cons, I estimate we have …’ Selena paused and listened at the door. The footsteps were closing in. ‘Sixty seconds. So all the time in the world.’

Speck peered over at Spark, who shrugged. ‘I’ve got nothing,’ he shouted up. ‘Speck, stay with Selena. And I’ll just … Wait, how am I getting out of here?’

Selena looked at me. I was still holding her bow and arrow, although I was definitely doing so incorrectly. She raised her eyebrows as if it was obvious. A shiver of nerves trembled through my body.

‘Me?!’

Selena nodded.

But that was impossible. I couldn’t do it. I knew with absolute certainty that I couldn’t. I wasn’t like Dad or any of the other Hunters. I wasn’t like Aro. I was me, a little kid who couldn’t mind his own business or live up to expectation. The one who made a mess of everything. I always had been, and I probably always would be.

Selena, sensing the negative energy seeping out of me like toxic fumes, stepped into my eyeline. ‘Zediah Smyth, you can do this. I believe in you.’

‘And I believe in you too,’ Spark called up.

‘Me three,’ Speck added.

‘I can’t …’ I tried.

‘Yes, you can,’ Selena said firmly. ‘And you know why?’ I shook my head. ‘Because that’s your friend down there and he needs help. You’re the kind of kid who’ll do anything for their friends. Look at what you’ve done already. You protected Spark, even when you didn’t think you could. Even when all the odds were stacked against you.’ She put both her hands on my shoulders, forcing me to look her in the eye. ‘You did that. All of it. And you can do this too. You can do anything you put your mind to, okay? Believe you can, and you will.’

With one final nod Selena tapped Speck and they both ran off down the corridor. I turned and looked down at Spark, the bow and arrows hanging limply in my hand. He didn’t look scared or worried. He looked determined. He looked like he believed in me.

That was enough. As if the sun had risen after a storm, I felt calm.

I could do this.

I raised the arrow, trying to remember the way Selena had positioned it. How had she make it look so simple? At first the arrow wouldn’t stay loaded in the string, and then I couldn’t figure out which hand to use to aim. The flashing red lights and feeling of impending doom weren’t exactly helping.

‘Stand back,’ I said when I was as ready as I’d ever be.

Spark gestured to the cell he was in. ‘Yes, let me make use of all the room I’ve currently got in this tiny little pod,’ he murmured sarcastically. Despite everything, I smiled as Spark turned his back on me.

I took a deep breath, steadying my aim. I closed my eyes for a second and sent up a prayer to help me. And then I let go.

The arrow flew out of the bow with so much force I had to take a step back. It soared through the air and a second later crashed into the glass. Just like last time it didn’t break it completely but it left a small crack behind.

‘Good! Now go again,’ Spark called, clapping his hands encouragingly.

I took aim for a second time, feeling more confident now that I’d done it once, and … I missed. Not even by a little bit. I mean, the arrow hit the wall a few metres above the glass, leaving a medium-sized hole in the concrete.

Spark grimaced but quickly plastered a bright smile on his face. ‘Can’t be perfect all the time. Try again – you’ve got this!’

As if the flashing red lights weren’t enough, the sudden sound of Selena and Speck shouting for help reached my ears. They’d obviously met the Authority Guard a little way up the stairs.

‘They’ve already gone! Up that way!’ Selena yelled, doing a great job at pretending of being scared out of her wits. Or maybe she wasn’t pretending.

‘Help us!’ Speck shrieked, his voice now slightly deeper.

‘Get them out of here!’ a gruff voice bellowed. ‘I want half of you upstairs, the rest of you down here with me.’

My heart stuttered in my chest. Selena and Speck had succeeded in stopping almost everybody from coming to check the basement, but we were still going to get caught if I didn’t hurry up.

Trying to push the thought from my mind, I took aim. One deep breath. Two. Prayer. Then fire. This time the arrow shot from the bow with authority, and when it made impact there was an almighty crack and an explosion of gold and glass. When it cleared, Spark was free. He did a little victory jig, then launched himself upwards, spreading his wings and flying up to me. I crashed into him, barely able to contain my excitement at having my friend back.

‘Thanks for coming to save us,’ Spark said when he stepped away. ‘You’re a true friend, Zed.’

Our celebration was short-lived, however; the thundering footsteps were now so close that I felt like I was going to be sick.

‘I guess that way’s out of the question,’ Spark said, pointing at the door with a sigh. ‘I don’t want to be negative here, but … I think we might be trapped.’

I thought of the Authority, this impenetrable prison we found ourselves in. But as the image materialized in my mind, it came to me. Spark raised an eyebrow as I retrieved the last arrow and loaded it. ‘Spread your wings, friend – we’re about to fly.’

I aimed upwards into the shadows above. There didn’t seem to be anything there at all except darkness. But in my mind I pictured the outside of the Authority headquarters, what I had been looking at while we waited to break in. The building was almost entirely made up of sharp edges and straight walls – except for that glass dome on which the golden symbol of the Hunter and the Star was perched. This room was circular too. I might be wrong. I might be about to waste our final arrow and our last chance at freedom. But what if …?

I took one last deep breath and let the arrow fly.

At first nothing happened. The arrow disappeared into the dark, leaving behind only golden sparks. We were so far below ground. Even if the dome was up there, would the arrow still reach it?

CRASH!

A shower of shattered glass answered my question. Instinctively Spark pulled me into him, unfurling his wings and forming a transparent shield around us. The glass couldn’t touch us. When it was safe, Spark unfurled his wings but kept them spread wide. The footsteps were now upon us, the first ones reaching the bottom of the stairs and charging down the corridor.

‘I’d usually ask for permission but …’ Spark swept me up, and with two quick beats of his wings we were flying upwards, away from the guards who’d just burst on to the gangway where we’d been only seconds before.

It took a few moments, but then we broke free, bursting out into the open air above the Authority headquarters. Selena and Speck were already hovering just over the roof a short distance away, their disguises gone, frantic eyes sweeping over the entire building waiting and hoping to catch sight of us. I soon noticed that a puff of gold was floating high above the Authority. Selena had already alerted the Wild Space Council.

It was Speck who spotted us first, pointing with relief and zooming over, Selena flying after him. We all landed on the roof, hidden from sight from the streams of people leaving the Authority below, the sound of the alarm chasing after them.

‘We need to go,’ Selena said, pointing to me and then herself. ‘People will start to wonder where we are. Nobody can suspect a thing because—’

‘There are other Demons to save,’ I finished.

I thought of what we’d seen in THE STAR FILE, and the names of all those Demons who’d been captured.

Selena nodded. ‘Underworld.’

Out there, somewhere, more Demons were being kept. Who knew what or where Underworld was, but a fire burning ever brighter in the pit of my stomach was telling me to find it. I wanted to free every Demon that had been captured.

‘Is the star going to be let loose soon?’ I asked, looking up at the night sky. Selena nodded. I glanced at Spark. ‘Then it’s almost time for you to go.’

‘Absolutely not!’ Spark said. ‘We’re not leaving you guys. We want to help.’

‘Yeah, we’re not leaving you guys behind!’ Speck added, just as determined as Spark.

Selena held up her hands in surrender. ‘And you can help, by going back home and telling the Wild Space Council everything. If Demons are being kept somewhere on Earth, we’ll need all the help we can get. The Authority is one thing. Underworld will likely be something worse.’

Spark went to argue but his mouth folded into a grim line instead. He knew Selena was right. She already had her cover in place here. It didn’t make sense for her to leave now.

‘Get home, find help and then come back,’ Selena said. ‘We’ll wait.’

‘You’d better,’ Spark muttered. ‘Don’t go saving the world without us.’

Selena grinned. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it. Now, before we’re all caught …’

I turned to Spark, who looked just as awkward as I felt. This was goodbye, at least for now. I couldn’t think of any words to possibly fit a moment as delicate as this one. Despite the fact I knew it was the right thing to do, I didn’t want Spark to go. He’d been my first proper friend. Someone who made me laugh, who made me believe I was brave enough, who made me feel like I belonged. That’s what friendship was meant to feel like, I guessed, and even though it had only been a few days, I’d experienced it in bucketloads.

‘We’ll give you a minute,’ Selena murmured, tapping Speck on the arm. They stepped away, leaving us alone.

‘Spark …’ I said, trying to gather the words that would tell him exactly what I needed him to know. But in the end all I could say was: ‘Thank you. For everything.’

Spark blew out a breath. ‘I don’t like goodbyes, so I won’t say it. But thank you too. For showing me kindness and for accepting me for who I am.’ His skin sparkled brighter than ever, as if the bond of our friendship was lighting him up from the inside out.

‘You’ll come back?’

Spark didn’t even hesitate. ‘You just try to keep me away. Once I’ve spread the word, I’ll be back. Besides, what would you and Selena do without me? Someone’s got to bring the laughs.’

There was a sudden and unmistakable rumble from above. We all looked up, a shiver of anticipation crackling the air around us like electricity. Nothing looked different at first, and then the shooting star escaped, flitting across the sky.

‘Time to fly, boys,’ Selena said, rejoining us with Speck and ignoring the screams and shouts of guests down below who’d seen the star and wrongly assumed a Demon was about to fall into our world.

Spark nodded and grabbed Speck’s hand. They unfolded their wings together, looking up to the trail that the star had left behind. ‘I guess we’ll be seeing you soon then,’ he said.

Ignoring the tears that had sprung to my eyes, I crossed the space and wrapped my arms round him and Speck. They didn’t hesitate to do the same back, and Selena’s arms soon found us too. When we broke apart, there was a new feeling in my heart – one of warmth and safety, of friendship and of hope.

Spark and Speck shook out their wings and jumped into the air, hovering a few metres above us. ‘It’s not goodbye,’ Spark said, winking. ‘It’s see you later.’

They both beat their wings once, twice, three times, getting higher and higher until they were above the houses and the trees. Selena and I watched from the roof as they got smaller, until we couldn’t see them at all. Her hand found mine and gave it a squeeze.

‘You okay?’ she asked quietly.

‘You know what? I am okay,’ I said, and I meant it too. Spark would come back. I had that much to hold on to, and it was enough.
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CHAPTER 24 This is Not the End

We snuck down from the roof and lost ourselves in the crowd gathered outside the Authority, which was being evacuated after the escape of the shooting star. Guests in fancy suits and dresses were hurrying to get away, as if being near the Authority was bad luck. No doubt they’d be heading home, deploying their defences and sitting back on their sofas to watch footage of the Hunt unfold on their flatscreen TVs. I was reminded that this would be edited so people still wouldn’t know what Demons looked like. It made me feel sick.

‘Where have you been?’ Dad said when I found him. He was breathless with … excitement? Adrenaline? A new Hunt was about to begin. I had no doubt that he was eager to get out there, which made me feel sick. I was glad there would be no Demon for him, or any other Hunter, to find.

‘I got lost looking for the toilet,’ I lied. I was saved by Scythe, who bumped Dad’s shoulder with her fist.

‘The pack’s ready, boss,’ she said, flexing her fingers. Rex nodded by her side, Teardrop on the other, scanning the crowd with narrowed eyes. Selena appeared behind them, having looped round so we weren’t seen arriving together. We didn’t need anyone being suspicious about what we’d been up to.

I saw Aro and Lith through a parting in the crowd. Lith was talking quickly to Aro and a bunch of others that were part of her pack. Then she leaned down and grabbed the hem of her dress, yanking it with all her might so it ripped up to her knees. With one last word to her pack she took off sprinting in the direction of a car, Aro and the others in hot pursuit.

‘We have to go,’ Dad said, his voice strained with tension. ‘I want everyone back at the house. Now!’

Dad took off running, and Scythe, Rex and Teardrop headed for their own car. Before I could go after them, Selena tapped my arm.

‘I don’t mean to cause alarm, but I think someone important is staring at you,’ she said, ducking her head. ‘Try not to make it obvi—’

But it was too late. I swung round with little grace, searching the faces in the crowd. It didn’t take me long to find who Selena was talking about. Standing on the stone steps by the open doors was the Superior. She was looking at nobody else but me. The heat of her glare was searing hot. Did she know that I’d helped two Demons escape from under her watch? Or was she just observing the chaos of another Hunt beginning? I didn’t want to stick around and find out.

I went off after Dad, flinging open the car door and strapping myself into the passenger seat, breathing hard as Selena slid into the back. Dad had started the engine and floored the accelerator before either of our doors were fully closed.

‘Another Demon already,’ he said to himself, almost in wonder. ‘What on earth is happening?’

I stared out of the car window, as we raced through the city. The trail of the star slit through the sky like a knife, leaving behind the open wound that Spark and Speck would be escaping back through. I wondered if they’d made it. Were they beating their wings this very second, desperately trying to reach the shooting star so they could get home and tell the others about what we’d learned?

The Demons who had been captured were being held captive on Earth.

They were still here.

And they needed to be saved.

I thought of the countless Demons who’d fallen from the sky over the years, waiting to be rescued. I thought of Underworld itself, out there somewhere, hiding like a secret. I wondered where it might be and how we could even begin to think about saving the Demons.

When we arrived home, Dad jumped out of the car immediately, heading inside to prepare for another Hunt. The others weren’t far behind, barrelling into the house after him.

‘You good?’ Selena asked quietly.

I nodded. ‘You?’

Selena shrugged. ‘What’s saving the world between friends?’ We laughed together, and, despite everything, it felt good. ‘I suppose I’d better get in there and see what I can do to help them find a Demon that doesn’t exist.’

Selena disappeared inside, leaving me in the dark alone. Although I didn’t feel alone. Not really. How could I when I had friends? Spark. Speck. Selena. Maybe even Mabel. They’d be with me wherever I went, whether they were physically here or not. I smiled to myself. Having friends, who I could laugh with, cry with, share differences with, was pretty great.

Before I stepped inside the house, I looked up at the night sky for a final time, taking in the twinkling stars staring back at me. I didn’t fear them any more. Instead, I searched them with awe, looking for something in particular – Wisher’s Well.

Apparently some of you humans wish on it, which is a bit odd if you ask me, but that’s how it got its name.

Spark’s voice came back to me like a familiar, comforting echo. He might think wishing on Wisher’s Well was silly, but what was the harm? I gazed at it and sent up a silent wish, hoping with all my being that it might just come true.
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CHAPTER 1 SOME SECRETS TO TELL

So, you’re standing in the bookshop reading this, right? Or maybe you’ve just unwrapped this book for your birthday in front of all of your friends and you’ve quickly flicked to the first page to see what kind of story you’re in for. Well, can you do me a favour before we get started? I need you to look over your shoulder. Your right shoulder or your left shoulder, it doesn’t really matter which one. But I need you to look over one of them and double-check that nobody is behind you. If there’s one thing I know about people, it’s that they are all very curious, and by that, I mean they don’t know how to mind their own business.

Okay, so the coast is clear? Good, because I’m about to tell you some of my most secret secrets and I don’t want just anybody reading them. But, before I tell you my secrets, you have to PROMISE not to tell anybody else. Not one single soul. I mean it! This has to stay between us, okay? Also, it’s probably best that your parents don’t know you’re reading this book. I don’t want them to think that I’m giving you any bad ideas. This book is a little adventure, sure, but I don’t want you getting in trouble.

I’m Archie by the way. Archie Albright. I would tell you my middle name but I’m not sure I trust you that much just yet. Maybe later.

Right, so the first secret. I’m actually four feet seven inches tall. Yes, I told Amber Patel that I was four feet nine inches tall and yes that was a lie. But I didn’t think she would be my friend if I said I was four feet seven inches tall because Caveman Kyle is exactly five feet tall and everybody wants to be his friend. To be honest, I’m not quite sure why the first thing I ever said to Amber Patel was ‘Hi, I’m four feet nine inches tall’ but I can’t take it back now.

Fortunately, my two best friends in the world, Seb and Bell, know my true height and don’t hold it against me. In fact, they know all my secrets, even the ones I can barely admit to myself. The three of us have been best friends for a year now, since Bell joined our school from one ‘up North’ as Dad puts it. Before she came to Vale Gate High, it was just me and Seb, blundering through life together. I’m glad there’s three of us now.

The second secret is pretty much why I’m telling you all of this in the first place. It’s important to the story but it makes me cringe to think about, even now. You see, my mum and dad kind of hate each other. They try to pretend that they don’t when I’m in the room, but they’re not very good at hiding it. Adults love to think that us kids are dumb, but half the time we know way more than they give us credit for.

Mum and Dad haven’t always hated each other. In fact, they used to be in love, not that you would know it now. According to my gran, they met on Dad’s twenty-first birthday, when Dad still had a giant afro that he cared for more than anything in the world. When he tried to say hello, he tripped over and poured his drink, which was blood red, down Mum’s dress, which was white and brand new. If you ask me, that sounds exactly like something Dad would do. He can be really clumsy.

Mum is a foot or so shorter than Dad, even when she’s up on her tiptoes. But in all the photos they’ve collected over the years, she looks even smaller thanks to Dad’s afro. Back then, Mum wore clothes that made her shoulders look bigger than they were, and her hair was blown out into these dark brown curls that fell all around her face, framing it like a picture. Now, it’s always tied back because Mum thinks it just gets in her way otherwise.

While Mum still looks something like the pictures she has saved in the family photo albums, Dad couldn’t look more different. He shaved off his hair the same year I was born. He used to say that it fell out from the stress, a joke that made Mum laugh no matter how many times he told it. He wears glasses now too, although only when he reads and not all the time like he should, which Mum nags him about because his eyesight will only get worse. She used to nag him about it, anyway. She doesn’t so much any more.

Anyway, they were in love and now they’re not. Even though Dad moved out and they rarely talk unless it’s about me, Gran says they still love each other deep, deep down and I think that’s true. I’m still getting used to this weird new normal, even if it sometimes feels like a storm cloud is floating over my head. I see Dad all the time for our weekly arcade trips and video game nights, but it still makes my heart jump when he drops me off at home and drives away to his new house.

The final secret I have to tell you is something really important, so I hope I can trust you to keep it to yourself.

What happened next, it was all my fault.

Sure, Seb and Bell had their say in the matter, but the whole idea was mine and I dragged them into it. They just came along because they’re my best friends and that’s what best friends do. It wasn’t even Oscar’s or Dean’s fault, though Mum and Dad would disagree on that specific point. If I have one criticism of them both, it’s that they really should have been paying more attention. But I guess I dragged them into this whole mess too. So yeah, I take the blame for everything. Well, almost everything. I just needed to get that off my chest.

You’re probably wondering what I’m talking about and, to be honest, I’m not sure if I’m even telling this story very well. So I think I’d better go back to the point where this all started, because that seems like the obvious place to begin a story. It was the middle of the night – no really, it was, I’m not just saying that for dramatic effect – and it suddenly hit me that things were starting to get a little weird.
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CHAPTER 2 AN AWKWARD BEGINNING

I knew there was something wrong. Don’t ask me how I knew there was something wrong, I just had this feeling. It was almost as if the Earth had tilted just a little, but I was the only one who could feel it and therefore I was the only one who knew for a fact that something was definitely, without a doubt, one-hundred-per-cent wrong.

It all started with a phone call earlier that day. I never usually answer the phone if I can help it, but Mum and Dad were across the street at the Bakers’ house, which was odd in itself. I’d watched from the window, my tummy a knot of nerves, as they walked over the road, at least a metre of space between them. I hadn’t seen them that close together in a while. Mr Baker, who is actually called Richard, is Dad’s friend, and Mrs Baker, who is actually called Annette, is Mum’s friend. I don’t go to the Bakers’ house because I think it’s boring. However, I was curious when Dad arrived at the house unannounced and Mum grabbed her coat, giving me a peck on the forehead at the door. Apparently, the trip to the Bakers’ house was for adults only, which meant I couldn’t go with them. This only made my curiosity boil even more.

So, the phone started to ring and I ignored it at first because talking on the phone is awkward and embarrassing and usually never good news. But it started to ring again so I had no choice. I picked it up and held it gingerly to my ear, hoping it would just be a wrong number and I could go back to playing video games. But it wasn’t a wrong number. It was Doctor Sammy.

Doctor Sammy’s real name is actually Doctor Ferguson. She doesn’t like that name, though, and insists we call her Sammy. She’s not a doctor doctor, like the ones you go to see if you’re ill. If I’m not well, Mum or Dad take me to see Doctor Kiligrew. But if we go to see Doctor Sammy, then something entirely different is wrong.

The first time I went to see Doctor Sammy, I was only little. Mum and Dad took me because, when I was four years old, I hadn’t started speaking yet and everybody was pretty worried about me. I don’t remember what that was like because I was four and nobody remembers that far back. I’m twelve now and, if you hadn’t already guessed, I talk way too much.

The last time we went to see Doctor Sammy was just before Dad decided to move out. Mum and Dad had been arguing for a while. It was always about nothing in particular, but it was never-ending. So they went to Doctor Sammy’s office together in a bid to make things better. But they couldn’t even agree on that and, after less than a month, they stopped going altogether and told me they were getting a divorce instead, which just started yet another argument. The only thing they seemed to agree on was that they both wanted me to see Doctor Sammy too. So they took me to her office. Doctor Sammy insisted that neither of them sat in on the conversation. It was just me and her talking over a ginormous desk about everything that was happening. It was weird and awkward and included a lot of questions like ‘and how do you feel about that?’ but it made Mum and Dad happy – or happier – that I was going.

Anyway, that was almost three months ago, so I was more than a little confused when I picked up the phone and heard Doctor Sammy’s voice.

‘Hi, Archie, it’s Doctor Sammy.’

‘Hello,’ I mumbled. Like I said, I hate talking on the phone.

‘Is your dad there?’

‘No, he’s across the street at the Bakers’ house.’

‘Ah, I see. Is your mum there instead?’

I shook my head, then remembered that Doctor Sammy couldn’t see that.

‘No, she’s with Dad and he’s across the street at the Bakers’ house.’

‘Okay, no problem. Could you get your dad to give me a call back when he’s home?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘No rush, just whenever he’s back.’

‘Okay.’

Doctor Sammy said goodbye and hung up the phone. I frowned but didn’t really think anything of it again until Mum and Dad got home a little while later.

‘Doctor Sammy called,’ I said offhandedly as I marched into the kitchen in search of snacks. I had ducked my head into the crisp cupboard, trying to sneak a second packet under my shirt, so it wasn’t until I turned around that I realized everybody was frozen to the spot. Dad, in particular, looked as if he were about to throw up. Mum was beginning to blush, breathing heavily.

‘What did she say?’ Dad said, turning greener by the second.

‘She just asked you to call her back.’ I looked from Mum to Dad. They were sharing a look between themselves.

‘Okay, sweetheart. Nothing to worry about!’ Mum patted me on the head – she does that a lot – and steered me out of the room. Just as we were leaving the kitchen, I saw Dad pick up the phone. But before I could see anything else, he closed the door behind him, which I think meant he didn’t want to be heard.

I ducked into the living room to wait for Dad because he’d promised we could play Mario Kart before he went home. That was our thing and I didn’t see why a phone call with Doctor Sammy had to ruin it. But even from the living room, I could hear Mum muttering to herself as she mounted the stairs.

‘Running up my phone bill and he doesn’t even live here any more,’ she said, without caring who could hear her. She closed her bedroom door with a little more force than necessary.

When Dad finally got off the phone and came into the living room, he looked … well, a little odd, like he might be in a daze or hypnotized by something I couldn’t see. He fell down onto the sofa in a slump, stroking his stubble absently. His eyes, a brown so dark that they were almost black, stared intently at the wall, looking through it rather than at anything in particular. But he snapped out of it when I offered him a controller, grinning mischievously and holding it aloft.

‘You’re going down, kid,’ he said, his voice deep and booming like some of our favourite movie villains. We traded trash-talk until the game finally booted to life, offering nothing but silence while we took on the important task of picking a character that would race us to victory.

‘How’s that smoke looking?’ Dad grinned, shooting out into the lead as the race started. ‘Think you can keep up?’

I ignored his gloating, leaning with my controller like I was really driving the car on screen, Baby Mario leaning with me until I was finally in second place, right behind Dad’s Bowser.

‘You were saying?’ I smirked as I drifted around a corner and slipped into the lead with one lap to go.

The race was tight until, at the very last moment, I slipped on a banana peel I’d thrown down the lap before. My car spun off the track for just a second, but it was enough for Dad to swoop in and cross the line in first place.

‘Winner!’ he hollered, jubilant and smug. ‘There’s just no beating the best, Arch. Valiant battle, though, I’ll give you that. You’ll make a fine driver someday. Just look out for any banana peels lying about.’

Dropping the controller at my feet, I leaped into action, barrelling into Dad so he fell off the sofa and landed with a soft thud on the carpet. I sat on his back and waved my hands in the air, counting to three. Dad laughed and pretended to struggle, but he let me get the win and eventually tapped out. We fell back onto the sofa in fits of giggles, exhausted. Just another casual night in the Albright household.

After that, we watched a movie – Dad, as the winner, chose Top Gun, like I knew he would – until it was finally time for him to go home. In the Before Days, Mum would’ve laid out a feast of snacks and cuddled up between us, only to complain about our choice of film and eventually fall asleep on Dad’s shoulder. Sometimes they’d both doze off, gently snoring in time with each other. There was no chance of that now.

From the top of the stairs, I snapped to attention and gave Dad an over-the-top salute as he plucked his coat off the hook. ‘Goodbye, Father, sergeant of House Albright and runner up of phone bills,’ I said in the most dramatic voice I could muster. Dad snapped to attention too, returning my salute.

‘I bid thee a good evening and goodnight,’ he mimicked. Just as he turned to leave, he seemed to think of something. ‘Runner up of phone bills?’

I shot a pointed look at Mum’s closed bedroom door.

‘Ah, of course.’ Dad smiled to himself. ‘Well, she’s called me a lot worse, I guess. Still on for Friday night?’

I nodded. We were tied three-all on the air-hockey table at Mack’s Arcade. Me and Dad had been going there every Friday for as long as I could remember. Mum was always happy to get us out of the house for a couple of hours so she could curl up on the sofa and share a scandal or two with her friends over the phone.

‘Be prepared to lose. I’ve been practising,’ I said, puffing out my chest.

‘Fighting talk, young sir.’ Dad nodded at the bedroom door. ‘Make sure she’s okay, will you?’

‘Sure,’ I said, shrinking into myself slightly at the thought that she might not be.

And that was it. Dad left, Mum reappeared, and I got into bed wondering what on Earth that phone call could’ve been about. That’s why I was awake in the middle of the night, thinking about what Doctor Sammy could possibly want with Dad now. Yes, something was definitely wrong, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what. It was kind of like a structure that from far away seemed to be standing strong, but up close you notice that a bolt is missing so the whole thing could come falling down at any moment.

I hoped that I was just being silly, that everything was actually okay and Doctor Sammy was just calling Dad because she wanted to catch up. The more I thought about it, the more adamant I was that everything was actually fine. It had to be. After all, we’d already had our fair share of bad things happen three months ago.

What else could possibly go wrong now?
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