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Chapter 2

"You are a dead man."

When the blaze died down a lion stood on the cobblestones next to Jud. He settled 

his golden fur with a slow shake of his massive body. Tiny sparks rose into the wet night 

air like mini-fireworks into the sky. Beneath the lion’s skin muscles stretched and 

rippled.

Jud ducked under the eaves of the nearest building. “Show-off.”

White fangs gleamed wickedly under the single lantern lighting the quiet street.

“I don’t think they saw us pass through.” Maverick’s inky eyes stayed trained on the 

solid wall that had served as their portal.

“They would be here by now, if they did. Let’s go. We’ll soon be missed.” Jud 

started walking in the direction of the Gardens that they had crossed minutes before on 

the other side of the thin barrier that separated the human world from the Zodiac lands, 

a barrier that could only be breached by passing through one’s own shadow.

Nobody knew where the portals had come from or how long they had been there. 

Some fanciful minds claimed they had opened to save the Zodiacs when the mass 

killings began.

Beside Jud, the Lion cocked his head, ears flicking. Moments later, the sound of 

horses’ shoes rang from the uneven ground. A four-in-hand appeared at the mouth of 
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the alley, the crest of the Gemini King blazing in golden lettering against the midnight 

black of the carriage door. In front of the carriage a quartet of powerful mechanical 

stallions worked in perfect accord.

High on his perch a bull of a man gathered the reins and brought the vehicle to a 

coordinated halt that spoke of long familiarity with the animals and the coach.

“Your Royal Highness.” The man jumped off the perch, bowing gracefully despite 

the heaviness of his body. “Ballatar, at your service. Your father, the King, requests your 

attendance at court.”

“Why does my father, the King, request to see me, Ballatar?”

The Bull’s eyes flicked to the wall behind them, before coming to rest on Jud’s face 

once more. “I am afraid, I have not liberty to say, Sir.”

“I see.” Sleazer. “In this case, we shan’t let my father, the King, wait.”

“Sir.” Ballatar bowed again then stood, holding the carriage door open.

Jud mounted the metal stairs, catching a glimpse of a fifth horse tied to the back of 

the carriage, a mare, even more exquisite than the stallions harnessed in front. White 

steam curled gently from two perfectly formed nostrils, the gears, screws and 

cogwheels holding the powerful body together a perfect piece of engineering.

“I see you brought Dove.” Jud seated himself on the soft cushions of the wooden 

bench facing the rear window. “Maverick will be most grateful. He mentioned she was 

ready to ride.”

“Ready to ride. Ha.” Ballatar glared at the horse. “The demonblood almost took two 

of my fingers trying to get her tied.”

Jud took a closer look at the mare dozing peacefully on three legs. “She looks 

docile as a lamb to me.”

Ballatar reached for the reins.

Dove stomped her hoof and threw back her head, eyes rolling white as her ears 

flattened against her body. The mare’s hip smashed against the window making Jud 

jump.

“I see what you mean.”

“This one is a killer, Sir. She should be put down.”

“Then I should be put down.” Maverick paid no mind to the horse’s antics as he 

neared the back of the coach. Grabbing hold of the leather strap, he unwound the 
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tether and patted the horse’s neck when the mare stopped prancing long enough to rub 

her head against Maverick’s chest. He mounted the horse in one smooth motion, 

undaunted by Dove’s show of strength as she immediately morphed back into the 

vicious creature that had threatened to take a chunk out of the Bull’s hide. “Are you 

offering to do the honour?”

The animal reared back on her hind legs, front legs kicking. 

The Bull took a hasty step back. “Your skill is a gift, Master.”

Maverick gathered the reins, keeping his balance with expert skill as he guided 

Dove’s feet back to the ground, his body countering the horse’s every attempt to throw 

her rider. Dove bucked and spun then stood still, flanks quivering. “Tell that to the 

father of the last girl I killed. She was eight years old. A baby for all she understood of 

the world.”

He loosened the reins and the horse took off down the road under a clatter of 

hooves.

The Lion loped after the duo with ground eating strides.

Ballatar swallowed visibly. “I did not mean to upset the Scorpion. It is not good for 

one’s health, I hear.”

Jud took in the Bull’s pallor, the frightened expression on his face. “How old are you 

Ballatar?” 

“Eighteen.”

Younger than the Bull’s heavy stature and expertise handling the coach suggested.

“How long have you been in my father’s employ?”

“A month this Saturday last, Sir. I was working as a coachman in the Shadow of 

Cambridge before.”

“It explains why you think you must fear the Scorpion.” Those familiar with the 

Scorpion didn’t doubt, they knew to fear him. “It also explains the lack of restraint 

engaging a member of the Royal Family in conversation.”

Ballatar’s eyes went wide before he gave a crooked smile. “My sincerest apologies, 

Sir, it was my hands not my mouth that recommended me for the job.”

Jud grinned. He was starting to like the young Bull. “I suggest you put your hands to 

good use and get us going.”

Some of the Bull’s anxiety returned. “Straight away, Sir. We shall make haste. The 
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King, was most unhappy when I left.” He shut the carriage door and stepped back on 

the perch, guiding the stallions into a quick pace.

Jud leaned back against the wall, watching the familiar landscape roll past—the 

River Thames, then the Great Clock striking the hour. 

All of this would one day be his. The land, the buildings, the people. An endless list 

of responsibilities he didn’t want.

He nodded his gratitude at the Bull, when Ballater opened the carriage door upon 

their arrival and strode across the forecourt to the entrance where a butler pointed him 

towards the Throne Room.

Pulling off his wet jacket, Jud entered the room to his father’s booming voice and 

came to an abrupt halt.

“What do you say this is?” The King bent over the rolling cart before him, 

examining the small rectangular item on it from every angle.

Sleazer extracted a pair of magnifying goggles from the leather satchel at his side 

and laid them on the metal tray next to the see-through object. His hair was still damp 

from the ongoing rain outside, the burnished brass pocket watch that had been missing 

earlier dangled from the right leather strap of his biker jacket.

Jud folded his arms over his chest and counted back from ten. If he spoke now, he 

would rip his cousin to shreds.

“A transparent microchip, Your Majesty. The latest development in human 

communication technology.” 

The King picked up the goggles, pushing them against his bulging eyes. Years of 

indulgence in pork and port hadn’t done his appearance any favours.

“Does it work in the Zodiac lands?” His breath came harder as he bent over a 

second time motioning for Sleazer to power on the small lamp affixed to the end of a 

large coil underneath the cart’s glass top.

Sleazer pressed the button affixed to the cart’s wooden frame, making the 

microchip glow darker in some areas than others. “I’m afraid not, Sire. Like most of 

their recent inventions the integrated circuits are too fragile and susceptible to 

interference from our bodies stronger bioenergy fields.” He followed the veins of 

deeper colour with the nail of his little finger. “We can detect the wires, but it will take 
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time to replace them with something suitable for our environment.”

Jud’s father righted himself, hitching his trousers higher on his hips, his ever-

growing waistline defying his efforts. He nudged the microchip with the strap of the 

goggles and huffed a breath. “Another of their devil inventions designed to thwart us 

until we can remodel it for our world.”

 Jud pushed further into the room. “I don’t think you can accuse a race that has 

forgotten we exist of trying to thwart us, father. Some members of the Royal Family, 

however, have the concept down to a fine art.” He glared at Sleazer. “Don’t look so 

surprised, cousin. You’ve been my father’s spy for years. Your regular visits to the human 

world have given you insight into their customs and culture. You knew how ill 

equipped we were to blend in at that bar. You removed your own prized piece of 

jewellery to make yourself look more human, yet you didn’t forewarn the rest of us to 

adjust our clothing. You allowed us to look like fools.”

“I told you that you were making a mistake.”

“Many mistakes, as it turns out. Most of which I could have avoided with your help, 

starting with my choice of attire.”

Sleazer sneered. “You believe a different jacket, a change of shirt, would have 

allowed you to become like them? Don’t be ridiculous. Your mission was destined to 

fail from the start. The curse of the Scorpion gave you away long before your sense of 

fashion did. Your own behaviour gave you away. Do not heap guilt upon my head 

when it was your own stubbornness that put our whole race in jeopardy. My only 

mistake was the disguise I affected out of habit, not the lack of assistance in committing 

a felony trying to steal away that woman from her own kind?”

The King who had followed the exchange, laid a hand on Sleazer’s shoulder. “Wise 

words, nephew.”

Jud stared at his father. “You agree with him?  He’s the reason I have to go back 

there.”

The King’s jowls quivered with outrage. “You were trespassing into the human 

world without permission. Now you want to repeat your mistake? Are you mad?”

“I was looking for my mate. Now I must return to get her.”

“You will not.” The King spat the words. “The Gemini heir does not have a human 

mate. The woman you thought you found is nothing more than a passing fancy.” He 
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straightened to his full height, as if his imposing frame—made more imposing by the 

brass and purple brocade cape draped across his shoulders—and his deep 

commanding voice could make it true.

Jud shook his head.

His father had the whole Shadow of London kneeling before him, but this was one 

argument he couldn’t win. The bond between the Gemini couple was unbreakable 

even by the King.

“How would you know if she was or she wasn’t my mate, you haven’t been there.”

“I didn’t need to be.”

Jud glared at Sleazer. “What did you tell him?”

“The truth, cousin.” Sleazer pulled a lighter out of his pocket and flicked the lid 

open with a snap. A flame sparked to life with a flick of his finger, before he 

extinguished the glow with a snick of the lid. “Even the Lion noticed you weren’t as 

taken with her as the legends suggest.” He repeated the motion.

Jud refused to be distracted. “You of all people should know why.” It had taken Jud 

the better part of the coach ride back to the palace but he had eventually figured out 

what he had missed while he was blinded by the lure that was his Gemini.

The flame danced long enough to give the King pause.

“What is he talking about, nephew? Speak.”

Sleazer held Jud’s gaze a moment longer, before snapping the lid of the lighter shut 

one last time and slipping the device back in his pocket. He looked back at the King. 

“We are all a Shadow of ourselves in the human world.”

“You speak in riddles. Explain yourself.”

Sleazer picked up the microchip from the cart and rolled it between his fingers. 

“The way our bodies natural energy fields interfere with the greatest gift and curse in 

the human world—their use of minute electrical impulses to create, manipulate and 

store data, the resulting abundance of electromagnetic fields in their world interferes 

with our own gifts and curses. The fear of the Scorpion, for example, is strong enough 

to give him away, but it isn’t so overwhelming the humans are paralysed with fear. The 

attraction between the Gemini heir and his future queen is equally diminished.”

“Why was this not in any of your previous reports?”

“The reports focus primarily on priority topics. Weaponry. Modes of 
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communication. Anything that would impact our immediate survival in case of another 

war between the races. Fashion,” his eyes slid to Jud, “and the impact of the human 

environment on Zodiac psychology and physiology aren’t considered immediately 

relevant.”

“Then you are suggesting this…this abomination could have been the Gemini mate, 

and my son’s lack of response foreseeable?”

“It is possible, Sire.”

“You lied to your King?”

Sleazer took a deferential step back. “Never, Sire. I spoke only what I believed you 

wished to hear. I saw your mind was made up on the actions that needed to be taken. It 

occurred to me you were looking for validation of these actions. If I am wrong, if I 

overstepped, I offer my sincerest apologies.” He bowed deeply.

Jud felt a sense of premonition overpower him at his cousin’s words. “What actions 

is he talking about, father. What must be done?”

The King’s expression was one of grim acceptance when he said, “The law must be 

satisfied.”

Jud stared at his father. “You are going to kill your own son, your only heir, for 

trying to find his mate. You know I had no choice.”

“Your life is not in jeopardy. It is well-known that a Gemini cannot resist the lure of 

his mate. You are blameless if foolish not to seek my support.” He turned to look at 

Sleazer. “Bring me the Scorpion.”

Jud blocked Sleazer’s path as the Scorpion’s words came back to him. “Why 

Maverick? He has done nothing wrong.”

“Someone has to die. The law demands retribution. Do as you are told, nephew, or 

suffer the consequences.”

Always a coward Sleazer hurried out of the room.

Jud stomped after his father, who waddled towards a backdrop of golden drapes 

gracing the walls. A hand-carved rosewood throne was set up on a low stage a couple 

of feet away, its decorative ornaments covering legs and arm rests and twining together 

on top to shape the Gemini crest. A ruffled golden taffeta skirt ringed the seat. Another, 

smaller throne stood a respectful distance away. In it sat a grey-haired woman so 
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quietly Jud didn’t notice her presence until he was almost upon her.

“Mother.” He gave the woman a curt nod, his entire focus returning to the King 

before she could speak. “Maverick has served you loyally for many years.”

“And he will continue to do so for many more.” The King’s breath sighed out of his 

lungs as he lowered himself onto the cushioned seat of the throne. “Your mate, 

however, shall never set foot into this kingdom and you will stop trying to make it so.”

“What you’re asking is impossible.” Only death could make a Gemini stop 

searching for their mate. The words Jud meant to say stuck in his throat as the 

implications hit him. “You want to kill my mate?” His voice came out hoarse, as if his 

chest was being crushed by a thousand horses. 

Behind Jud the door to the Throne Room opened and closed with a barely audible 

click.

“I want the Scorpion to kill your mate,” the King said.

The dark figure at the door bowed deeply. “As Your Majesty commands.”

Jud stared at the man he had so vehemently defended a moment ago.

“Don’t do this.”

Maverick straightened his eyes cold. Detached. Remorseless.

“You can’t.” Jud wasn’t certain who he was pleading with, but it was the King who 

answered.

“I can and I will. If we don’t act now, she will one day rule you, the way you are 

destined to rule the Zodiac lands. You think her lure is strong today? It will be a 

thousand times stronger if you are mated.”

“I am aware of the stipulations of my gift.”

The King leaned forward, small eyes penetrating. “She’s the curse, son, not the gift. 

She will destroy this place. She will expose our existence before the sun rises after your 

wedding night. Think what will happen then. Think. Our secret will be whispered 

among the human race, then shouted, then roared. Until the mob will invade our 

lands, until their billions will kill our millions, our women and children. They will kill 

you, too. She will kill you.”

“She’d have to kill herself. Once we are mated our hearts beat as one. If I die, she 

dies.”

“She’ll die in glory. A paragon. A martyr. That’s what they will call her.”
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“Not everyone wants to be hailed a hero and dead. Some want to live.”

The King wasn’t appeased. “So she’ll keep you alive. She could keep you 

imprisoned.”

“She would feel my pain.”

“The way a master would feel his hound’s. She wouldn’t care.”

“She would.”

“How can you be so certain? You barely know her. How can you claim she has a 

soul?”

“I saw it in her eyes.” The words were a shout.

Pity darkened the King’s features. “You are blinded by fate, but you shall be free. 

Once this abomination is taken care of you can move on with your life. You can find a 

mate who is suitable and kind, who will stand by you through the trials of your reign.”

“I won’t let you do it.” Jud was shaking with fury.

“I don’t see how you have much choice, son.” The King’s voice was final.

“Mother, please.” Jud turned to the woman who had followed the exchange in 

silence. “He has gone mad. Make him see reason.”

“I’m sorry, my son.” She shook her head. “Only a true mate has the power to sway 

the King’s decision.”

“What are you saying?” Apprehension stole through Jud’s body. “You are his true 

mate.”

His mother’s eyes were sad when she answered. “Your father’s mate was dead long 

before we met. He was free to choose his own Queen. He chose me.”

“No, I don’t believe you.”

On the throne Jud’s father shifted. “She’s speaking the truth.”

“You never breathed a word.”

“There was no need.”

“There was every need. You should have told me the truth. You should have told me 

why. Why her?” 

His mother answered, her mouth bracketed by lines of old grief. “After my brother 

died, my father could no longer look at me without remembering what he had lost. He 

wanted me gone. As for your father—”

“He needed a son.” Jud’s laugh was bitter when he realised his father’s ploy. His 
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genius. “No wonder he chose a Virgin bride.” The only Zodiac sign guaranteed to bear 

an heir to the Gemini King.

It was a Virgin’s gift that her firstborn should be male and of the sign that made her 

bleed. It was her curse that all other children should be female and Virgin.

Before his eyes his mother straightened, her shoulders squared. “Do not belittle my 

role in this relationship. We may not have started out as the destined Gemini couple, 

but we have built a strong alliance over the years. I have done my duty by your father 

and he has given me two beautiful daughters in return. It was all I ever wanted, to be a 

mother.”

“A mother who refuses to help her children.”

“In this, I must. A mother protects her children first, always and at any expense.”

“You should start travelling north immediately.” The King pressed a button inlaid in 

the armrest of the throne. Two footmen came rushing in. “Ready the carriage for the 

heir.” He turned back to Jud. “The farther away you are from your mate when the 

Scorpion succeeds in ending her life, the smaller the impact it will have on you.”

“You mean loosing her will only almost kill me.”

“Don’t be absurd. You’re unmated. You could stand next to her and her death 

wouldn’t kill you.”

“That’s where you are wrong, father. I won’t be standing next to her. I will be right 

in front of her, shielding her. As long as I draw breath into my lungs. I will not give her 

up. The Scorpion will have to go through me to get to her.”

“Don’t be a fool. You cannot fight the Scorpion. I forbid it.”

“And how, pray tell, will you enforce this order? I do not fear any consequences.”

“I could throw you in jail for the time being.”

“By all means, lock me away like a master would lock away a disobeying hound.”

His father flinch at having his own words fed back to him.

Jud wasn’t finished “How long, you think, until Leo finds out? His brothers are in 

possession of the jail cell keys. From what I’ve heard they are an incorruptible lot, they 

tend to do what’s right rather than easy. I reckon I’ll be out by morning. You think your 

pet can work this fast?“ He sneered at the Scorpion. 

“You have to understand, son—”

“Don’t call me that. No father of mine would force me to choose between my 
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family and my future. As to you,” He turned to the killer he had called his friend for 

longer than he could remember. “Get your affairs in order. You are a dead man.”
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