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      The silence in the church drew Rebecca back week after week, but if she was truly honest, it was the feeling of peace that kept her sitting there long after early morning mass was complete. The only other person left in the church was the young woman who’d joined only a few weeks previously, and no matter how many times she saw her attending mass and hiding out down the back of the church, Rebecca hadn’t been able to bring herself to so much as say hello. She had too much on her own plate to deal with.

      Life was overwhelming; simply finding the will to survive from one day to the next was suffocating and the thoughts about ending it all were back.

      Usually they were easy to bury, but not this time. Living was too much like wading through quick sand. No matter how many times she found a foothold, it was whipped out from beneath her.

      Closing her eyes, Rebecca pressed her hand to her flat stomach. The leaflets and support groups all said it got easier, that time was the only thing to bring some level of clarity, the ability to cope, but really, all she’d found was more pain.

      “Rebecca, child, what’s the matter?” His voice was kind and Rebecca smiled despite the war raging within herself.

      Opening her eyes, she stared up into the gentle face of Father Matthew, concern etched into every line in his face.

      “I haven’t seen you look so lost since….” He trailed off and took her hand. The feel of his warm fingers around her own brought the most comfort Rebecca had felt in a long time.

      “I didn’t know where else to go. The thoughts, they’re back…” she whispered. Fear gnawed at her; if she spoke too loudly, it would make the demons haunting her all the more real.

      “Well, I’m glad you came. You know you’re safe here. No matter what your thoughts are, no matter what you might do, there is no judgement.”

      Shaking her head, Rebecca chewed the inside of her cheek. He was wrong, but he meant well and she couldn’t blame him for that. Since his arrival at the church six months previously, his methods had been unorthodox, but people liked him and he brought many the comfort they sought.

      “I just want to understand why He would let this happen? Why would He take my baby from me? Was it something I did?”

      Father Matthew shook his head and patted her hand softly. “You did nothing wrong, Rebecca. There is always a reason for the things He does; we cannot presume to know what they are, but know your child is at peace, He accepted her in through the gates of Heaven into His warm embrace, and one day soon, you will join her.”

      Rebecca nodded and scooped her purse up. He was right—he was always right, and this constant questioning wouldn’t change anything.

      “Are you leaving?” he asked, as she pushed up onto her feet.

      “It’s been a long day and I think I need to get a good night’s sleep,” she said with a smile.

      Father Matthew returned the smile, but Rebecca couldn’t help but feel that he was disappointed as he stood to let her pass. “Rest well, my child. I’ll see you at the next Mass.”

      Rebecca nodded and moved out into the aisle. Father Matthew followed, but he went in the direction of the sacristy and Rebecca watched him disappear behind the altar as she dipped to genuflect.

      The young woman was still sitting in the last pew at the end of the church, and Rebecca kept her gaze averted as she hurried past. Everyone had their own problems; she wasn’t going to get involved with someone else’s when she didn’t so much as know their name.

      

      Their babbling, incomprehensible cries filled Mia’s mind and she ducked her head lower in an attempt to blot it out. There was so much pain and grief in the world. So much heartache, and it seemed to be getting worse.

      The church with its mostly-empty pews and gravely sombre atmosphere was the last refuge against the constant crying out for help, the voices that begged for one last chance or for it all to simply end. The young woman sitting a couple of pews ahead spoke to the priest, an unremarkable man whose name Mia couldn’t remember. The woman’s words were low and impossible to pick out, but Mia didn’t need to hear what she was saying to know how she felt. Her grief screamed itself to anyone willing to listen. A loss so profound that many did not recover.

      Mia kept her gaze trained on the floor as the young woman said her goodbyes to the priest and hurried out of the church.

      Silence flooded in around her once more and for the first time that day, Mia sucked in a deep breath and lifted her hands away from her head. The thick stone walls provided some relief from the world outside; despite the priest still being inside the building, Mia couldn’t hear any of his thoughts. The place was oddly silent and it brought a kind of relief that only true solace can.

      Some days were better than others—some days the constant chatter could be quelled and controlled, but not today. Last night had been like living with a radio on full blast inside her head, loud enough to bring her to tears and utterly inescapable.

      Until now.

      A scream ripped the air and instinctively Mia covered her head with her hands once more, but the noise in her mind was quiet.

      Another scream.

      This wasn’t coming from inside her head, this wasn’t the usual pleas for help, pain, grief, happiness … this was terror, and it was coming from outside the church.

      Without thinking, Mia hopped to her feet and raced for the door. Cool night air greeted her the second she crashed out through the main doors, and the usual chatter of those living near the church returned tenfold.

      There was another scream, but this one sounded closer than before and muffled. Taking the steps at the side door of the church, Mia rounded the corner into the parking lot where only a small handful of cars remained.

      The woman from the church, the one whose grief had made Mia want to vomit or pull out her own hair, stood in the middle of the parking lot. She struggled in the grip of the man holding her and Mia’s steps faltered as she caught sight of the blade he held in his hand.

      The grief-stricken woman lifted her frightened gaze to Mia’s face and this time Mia didn’t need to hear her terrorised thoughts to know what she was thinking. It was etched into her face, into the plea in her wide, wild eyes.

      The man’s head jerked up, his gaze falling on Mia. The second she felt his cold, reptilian gaze on her, she wished she’d never caught his attention. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before.

      Images flipped through Mia’s head faster than she could keep up with them. The taste of blood against her tongue and the smell of flesh as it was stripped from the bones of those who had fallen invaded her senses, sending her reeling backwards, gasping for air.

      Christ, what were they? It was like nothing she’d ever experienced; humans didn’t think like this, or at least no human Mia had ever come in contact with before.

      The woman he was holding had fallen silent, her body limp in his arms and he tossed her to the ground. The curiosity in his gaze was enough to send bile creeping up the back of Mia’s throat and she started to back pedal.

      If she could just get back inside the church, then she’d be safe. Turning, Mia sucked in a breath. The woman standing on the top of the steps near the church door stared down at her with the same unblinking curiosity that sent her heart hammering in her chest.

      Mia ran, her feet pounding across the pavement and down the sidewalk that led towards home. Nothing could touch her if she just made it home, nothing but the screaming anguish of those around her, but even that paled in comparison to whatever those things were back at the church.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention and still she ran, not daring to look back, instinct telling her they still followed. If she faltered, if she glanced back even for a moment, it would be enough to break her stride, and once that happened, they would have her.

      Ripping the keys from inside the old and battered hoodie she wore, Mia flung herself up the front steps on her porch and slammed the keys into the lock. The door opened without much protest and she collapsed into the hall; the entire house shook with the force of the door closing behind her.

      Stumbling into the living room, she tugged the cellphone from her pocket. Her hands shook hard enough to make it almost impossible to find the number she needed. There was only one person who would understand what she had seen, only one person who wouldn’t look at her like she’d completely lost her mind.

      A knock on the front door sent her to the window. Pulling back the heavy drapes, Mia peered out through the glass to the man and woman standing on the front porch.

      “We just want to talk, Mia…” the woman said, her voice soft, gentle even, the tone of voice reserved for frightened animals.

      Biting down on her tongue, Mia held her breath. The woman gestured something to the door and the man shook his head. Their words were a garbled mess, like someone playing a recording backwards, and no matter how hard she tried to figure out their conversation, it still didn’t make sense.

      The woman lifted her hand to her mouth and bit down on the fleshy part of her palm, causing Mia to cringe. Who did that? What was the point of biting herself? It certainly wasn’t going to entice Mia out, not after watching them attempt to abduct that woman back at the church.

      The woman slammed her hand against the front door, scrubbing her bloodied palm into the wood, and the house itself groaned under the pressure.

      Lifting the phone to her ear, Mia listened to it ring until it rang out, the answer machine kicking in as her heart sank.

      “You’ve reached the voice mail of Amber Morgan. I can’t come to the phone right now, but leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you….”

      The beep took forever to arrive, and when it did, Mia could feel her skin beginning to crawl. Something was coming, and whatever it was it wasn’t friendly.

      “Amber, please, it’s Mia. You need to help me…. I saw something tonight at the St Anne’s church on Trinity. It’s followed me home. You know I’m not crazy, but you’re the only one who can help me. Please….”

      The line went dead and Mia stared down at the screen, the words “no signal” flashing in time with her heartbeat.

      A sound at the front door sent Mia’s heart crawling up into her throat. The lock popped open and the wooden door creaked as it swung in, sending all of her senses into overdrive.

      She waited for the assault on her mind, but there was nothing but silence. Dead silence and just the faintest hum of static in her ears. He stepped into the hall and Mia’s stomach dropped into her boots as he came into view.

      “You…” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

      “Hello, Mia. I think you and I need a little chat about what you saw this morning….” His eyes flipped; the soul-eating darkness that filled them tore a scream from her throat and then there was nothing but static.
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      “Shall we go over that once more, Amber?” Jon asked, leaning back in the chair that sat on the opposite side of the table to me.

      I’d never been on the wrong side of the interview table before, and if I was honest, the view wasn’t really that much different. But the feeling in the pit of my stomach sure as hell was, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      “How many more times, Jon? They attacked me and I acted in self-defence.”

      “There are eight dead bodies out there, Amber, you’re telling me you did all that yourself and you expect me to just believe it.”

      “No, as I said, Nic helped me.”

      It was hard to keep my expression neutral, when all I really wanted to do was race to the nearest bathroom and wash the blood from under my finger nails. The street had been a mess, and the warm feeling of their blood sliding across my skin wasn’t something I could just wipe from my memory.

      “And when did he get there?” Jon needled as he sat forward in his seat and laid his hands across the table. My temper began to flare and it took every ounce of what little self-control I had left to keep myself in check. This was just what he wanted, the perfect excuse to get rid of me. If he could spin it in the press that I’d gone off the rails and murdered eight innocent people….

      “Jon, listen, I’ve told you over and over. They were shifters; it was revenge for what happened to their friend the other night. They jumped me on the street and I fought back with the help of Nic.”

      He flopped back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I guess we’ll just have to wait for the blood tests to come back. Then, at least, we’ll be able to corroborate some of your story.”

      “So, am I free to go?” I asked, pressing my palms against the table in a kind of push-up motion.

      “I’m going to need your gun and your badge….”

      “What for?” I said, the hostility in my tone unmistakable.

      “Until we look into all of this, I’m going to have to suspend you. Come on, you know the drill.”

      I slipped my badge from my pocket and slammed it down on the table, which was bolted to the floor.

      “And your gun?”

      “It was taken as evidence by forensics … you know, in the last case I solved.” I said, bitterness coating every word.

      “Don’t go too far, we need you available to answer questions….”

      I didn’t wait for him to finish; instead, I shoved up from the table, sending my chair clattering to the floor before I spun for the door.

      “Amber, you know I never wanted it to be like this, but I’ve got to follow protocol.”

      “Were you following protocol when you sent Graham half a file that wound up nearly killing him?”

      “We’re going there again? I thought we were past that….”

      “Go to Hell, Jon.” I said, and pushed open the door, stepping out into the main hallway that led past the Elite office.

      My pulse thundered in my throat as I hurried down the floor toward the main exit. I was mad, seriously pissed off, and Jon hadn’t done anything to help ease my temper. But, if I was honest about everything, I was angrier at myself.

      Maybe scared would be a better word.

      I didn’t know what happened; I couldn’t remember killing those shifters, and yet, I knew I hadn’t woken up bathed in their blood because they’d all gone kamikaze on themselves.

      The demon mark burned and I cringed. Luckily, the black veins extending out of it had receded back into my body. I’d have had a hell of a time trying to explain that to the forensic guys who had come to take swabs from my hands and face.

      Was it taking me over? Is that what the blackout had been about? That and the overwhelming urge to rip my attackers limb from limb; that had to be a demon thing. But I couldn’t be sure. Demons didn’t hang around to chat psychology or the inner workings of their minds. Not usually anyway.

      Reaching the foyer, I paused as my gaze came to rest on Nic. He sat on one of the hard plastic seats in the waiting area, the front of his white T-shirt covered in blood, his head thrown back and resting on the wall behind him. From where I stood, I could just make out the smudge of his eyelashes as they sat against his cheeks.

      “When did they let you out?” I asked, coming to a halt next to him.

      “About half an hour ago,” he answered, slowly straightening up, stretching his arms up over his head as he yawned. The movement caused the bloodstained shirt to stick to his chest. “What did they ask you?”

      “The usual stuff, basically just the same questions over and over. I guess Jon really hoped he would find a way to trip me up.”

      Nic grimaced and pushed onto his feet. The act of going from sitting to standing put me at a disadvantage and he suddenly towered over me.

      “You want to get coffee or something?” he asked hopefully.

      “Covered in blood? Not particularly,” I said, gesturing to the front of my shirt.

      But it wasn’t as though I could go home; the forensics were still combing the area and the last thing I wanted to see was all the blood still staining the sidewalk. No, what I really wanted to do was run and hide from everything that happened. It wasn’t going to be possible but it didn’t mean I didn’t feel like it.

      “You could come back to mine, I’ll take the couch if you want to crash for a while…” he said, and the sudden intensity in his gaze made me want to squirm under his scrutiny.

      Was it good idea, going back to his place? What if I blacked out again and woke up covered in Nic’s blood?

      “You won’t hurt me, Amber, I trust you…” he said, as though he could read the insecurities swirling in my head.

      “But you don’t know that for certain,” I answered. Sighing, I pushed my hand back through my hair and grimaced as my fingers became tangled. My hair was beginning to harden with the dried blood.

      “Fine, but if anything happens….”

      Nic grinned, “I’ll be certain to handcuff you to the bed.” There was a wicked glint in his eyes that suggested he wasn’t entirely teasing me. My head was suddenly filled with images of him handcuffing me to his bed. Heat spread up my chest and into my face before I could stop it.

      “You’re actually thinking about it, aren’t you?”

      “No!” I said, a little too forcefully, and I was instantly reminded of the famous line from Hamlet about ladies and their protests. “So what if I was? Last time I checked, the Thought Police weren’t a real thing.”

      Stalking toward the front door, I tried to keep my back straight and my head high. The muffled sound of Nic’s laughter behind me only made the heat in my face flame more.

      I was a dork, a giant dork, one that needed a giant sign over her head that read, “dork available to make complete and utter fool of herself for shits and giggles”. Stepping out onto the sidewalk, Nic caught up to me and caught my arm; the feel of his hand against my skin sent little bubbles of excitement racing in my veins.

      “I’m sorry for laughing,” he said, the grin still firmly fixed in place on his face.

      “You do realise that continuing to grin at me like a smug idiot isn’t doing much for your apology?”

      “I know, but I’ve got a pretty good reason to….” I waited for him to continue but he remained silent.

      “Fine, what is it?”

      “Well, it’s just, I remember rather distinctly the first time I ever kissed you. You pretty much threatened to tear me a new one if I ever did it again.”

      “Because you kissed me to help you hide from someone else.”

      He sighed and released his grip on me. “You going to hold it against me forever?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      He moved in closer, close enough that I could see a swirl of blue right in the centre of his grey eyes. “Well, just so you know, I wouldn’t mind handcuffing you to my bed for reasons other than you trying to kill me….” There was a huskiness to his voice that I hadn’t noticed before and it tightened things low in my belly. I wanted to crush my body against his, to feel his lips on mine.

      “I thought you said all that stuff was too Fifty Shades of Grey for you?” I said. The second the words left my mouth, I cringed inwardly.

      Shit, shit, shit, what the hell was wrong with me?

      “What?” Nic said, a smile curling his lips, and the hungry look he’d been giving me melted away.

      I was definitely a dork.

      “Never mind, but if the offer of your place is still open, I’m definitely going to take you up on it. I need to get cleaned up before I can go and see Graham. Please tell me you’ve got a shower and hot water?”

      Nic threw his arm across my shoulder, “I got you covered on the shower and hot water … I’m just not sure about the towel situation. A hand towel will cover all the important bits anyway, right?”

      I stared at him in horror and he laughed, the sound rumbling from the middle of his chest; it lifted my mood for the first time that evening.

      “Honestly, Amber, anyone would think you’d never heard of jokes before,” he said.

      I smiled, and perhaps if the situation had been different, I would have laughed along with him. But there was only so much lightening that could be done to my mood. The thought of laughing after what I’d done—well, it just didn’t sit right with me. I’d killed all those men, and no matter what they’d tried to do to me, they hadn’t deserved to die so horribly; nobody deserved that except maybe the demon who’d given me the mark in the first place. The sooner I could get rid of it and send that creature back to Hell where it belonged, the better it would be for everyone….
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      Standing beneath the water’s spray, I watched the crimson colour as it swirled away down the drain. Why did it always come back to this? Every time I finally thought I was getting somewhere with the Elite, I found myself back at square one. And for what?

      Was this what I wanted from my life now? I’d started working for the Elite in order to find out who’d killed my father. Well, I had that answer now, so why continue? Was there a point to any of it anymore?

      If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t have the same drive I’d had before. There was far more death and destruction than I’d been expecting; some of it had been caused by me, and how I was supposed to reconcile that within myself—well, I just didn’t have the answer to that.

      But what else could I do? From the moment my father died, I’d been so determined to find a way to bring his killer to justice. And now that I knew that was me, how was I going to pay for my sins?

      Was helping people my chance at redemption? I certainly wasn’t a hero; nobody would write songs or make movies about my life and my eternal struggle with the war that raged within me, a war I was pretty sure I was rapidly losing. I dropped my gaze to the swirling circle branded into my skin. The black edges of it raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

      To the rest of the world, it looked like a normal tribal tattoo, but this didn’t belong to any tribe on Earth. It wasn’t until you really stared at it, allowing the edges of the swirling lines to blend into the rest of the surrounding skin, that you could truly see it as it moved and shifted against my body. A living, pulsing entity all of its own.

      It shifted again, the words “Animae Damnotorum” appearing through the black lines and my body shuddered. “Soul of the Damned”; it wasn’t exactly something you wanted to see written across your own body, particularly when it wasn’t by choice. How anyone willingly sold their soul and could live with the brand was beyond me. Wearing mine made my skin crawl.

      Flipping off the spray of water, I stepped out of the shower and wrapped myself in the fluffy black towel Nic had given to me. At least he really had been joking when he’d threatened only having hand towels. I was comfortable in my own skin—well, as comfortable as any woman was going to be—but that didn’t mean I fancied strolling around someone else’s apartment with something that just covered the important bits….

      Pausing in front of the mirror, I could just make out my outline through the steam coating the glass and I flipped open the cabinet. It was nosy as all get out, but I didn’t care; poking through other people’s medicine cabinets was a little like getting a glimpse into their souls. You could tell a lot about a person’s intentions by what they kept inside it.

      For example, if the cabinet was ridiculously tidy, everything coordinated, their labels uniformly facing forward, with focus-enhancing drugs alongside caffeine pills, you were probably dealing with a control freak. Of course, the opposite also applied. If the cabinet was in complete disarray, dangerous prescription medications placed alongside benign over-the-counter drugs, packets split wide open, spilling their contents across the shelves and a general appearance of uncleanliness … well, it probably wasn’t kept by someone you wanted to entrust your life to if it came down to fighting your way out of a tight corner.

      Nic fell somewhere in the middle, with the usual pain pills and bandages I’d expect to see for someone who hunted monsters for a living. His razor sat on the middle shelf, the bottle of shaving foam spilling over and down the side, which made me smile, until something along the back wall caught my eye. Reaching through the mishmash of items, I ran my fingers along the circle and a frisson of power darted beneath my skin.

      A flash of imagery crashed through my skull the way a bull might charge through a china shop. Blood, screaming, the smell of incinerated flesh invaded my nostrils, and I was gagging as my lungs burned, filling with water.

      I jerked my hand away and the world returned: the stark bathroom, white tile running with moisture after the shower I’d had. Sweat beaded along my brow and my finger still tingled.

      He was a hunter, but what in all Hell was he doing with a witch hunter symbol etched into the back of his medicine cabinet? My stomach dropped and I pressed my hand against my chest as my breaths came in small, shallow pants.

      Get a grip, Amber, it’s probably nothing!

      I fought against the feeling of betrayal that opened up in the centre of my chest. Along with the Shadow Sorcerers, it was long believed the witch hunters had died out. After the purge, they weren’t needed anymore and went underground, but the originals, the ones who hunted witches because it ran in their blood—they’d completely died off.

      Or at least that was what I’d always been lead to believe. But then, everything I’d thought I knew had been a lie. Why would this be any different?

      But if Nic was a witch hunter, then it was literally in his blood, a calling that couldn’t be denied. So, despite knowing what I was, why hadn’t he tried to take my head yet?

      “You nearly done in there?” Nic called out. His voice sounded as though he was standing directly outside the door and my heart started to gallop in my chest.

      “Yeah, I just need a few more….”

      Who was I kidding? I needed more than a few minutes to digest this—there wasn’t enough time on Earth to get to grips with it. And anyway, none of it made sense. If he was what the symbol said he was, then I wasn’t going to hang around here playing roommate.

      Tightening the towel around my chest, I jerked the door open and came face-to-face with him.

      His gaze met mine, before it dropped lower, the intensity in his eyes increasing as he realised I was wearing nothing but the black towel he’d given me.

      “I didn’t mean … but hey, I can’t say I’m not pleased with this development….” There was a huskiness to his voice that tightened things low in my gut, and the demon mark tingled. It would be so easy to give into my carnal desires. To sate myself with his body.

      “No!” I said, more to myself than to Nic and he jerked his gaze up to meet mine once more.

      “What’s wrong? Did something happen?” he asked, staring past me into the bathroom. After the way he’d found me earlier in the night, he was probably expecting to see a collection of dead bodies piled around the toilet.

      “What the hell is that thing?” I asked, jerking my arm back in the direction of the bathroom and the still-open medicine cabinet.

      “What’s what?” he asked, confusion filling his face.

      Anger bubbled in my veins and power crowded my head. The light bulb hanging overhead exploded in a burst of sparks and cascading glass that rained down over our heads.

      Nic jumped, covering his head with his hands as he stared at me, a little wide eyed.

      “What was that for, Amber—Christ, what are you thinking?” The huskiness I’d heard in his voice had disappeared, replaced with an anger that threatened to rival my own.

      “You’re a witch hunter,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m a hunter. I thought that was pretty obvious.”

      “Not just a hunter. Don’t play me for a fool, you’re a witch hunter, Nic—don’t lie to me, not now, not now I’ve seen the mark.” Anger continued to bubble in my veins as he shook his head, tiny shards of glass falling from his hair.

      He stormed past me into the bathroom and slammed the cabinet door back against the wall, causing the mirror to crack straight down the centre. A stupid part of my brain wanted to chastise him for bringing seven years’ bad luck on his head, but I bit the words back behind the hurt that welled within me.

      “This thing?” he asked, pointing to the mark on the wall. I could still feel the tingling burn of it against my fingers.

      “Yeah, Nic, that thing,” I said, forcing myself to sound stronger than I truly felt.

      “It’s not mine, Amber, it belonged to my brother!”

      The world swam in colour and I gripped the door frame hard enough to chip my nails. It wasn’t his. He wasn’t the one after me, and his brother was dead….

      “Shit…” I said, a mixture of relief and embarrassment flooding down my limbs, turning them to jelly.

      “Yeah, you could say that,” Nic answered. The look of anger and irritation in his face made me shrink back on myself and I took a trembling step back.

      I wasn’t afraid of him, but I’d never realised before just how much his opinion mattered to me. When had that happened? Because whenever it had occurred, well, it was going to be a pain in the ass to deal with. And after the stunt I’d just pulled, things were going to be awkward with a capital A.

      “You can take my room down the hall; I need to shower.” There was a disappointment in his eyes that I hadn’t been expecting and it cut me straight to the core.

      He slammed the door, leaving me to stand in the hall surrounded by shards of broken glass, and my heart sank in my chest once more. He hated me, and if I was honest, I couldn’t really blame him.
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      Sitting on the edge of the bed, I listened to the sound of water as it switched off. He was pissed at me, and how could I blame him? I’d accused him of being something that had gone down in history as truly horrendous. The witch hunters’ reputations had certainly preceded them, their acts so heinous that they’d been wiped from the history books. Those who’d been affected—witches from my mother’s line being one such instance—had never forgotten, the stories passed down from generation to generation.

      So what the hell had his brother been doing leaving witch hunter symbols in the bathroom? It wasn’t the sort of thing you could get yourself into. Witch hunters were born, not made, especially the sort who could create symbology with as much of a kick as the one in the medicine cabinet.

      Glancing down at my finger, I noticed the small blister that had formed on the tip—the tip I’d touched the mark with. If simply touching the mark could do that much damage, then what would happen if I ran into the maker of said mark?

      It didn’t bear thinking about and I closed my eyes as the bathroom door down the hall swung open. Nic strode out into the hall. The sight of him in his combat boots while wrapped in only a towel brought a small smile to my lips. He caught my gaze and glared at me before disappearing into the living area.

      Whatever little trust we’d been building, I’d definitely damaged it. But how could he blame me?

      He doesn’t understand, the small voice in the back of my mind piped up, and for once I didn’t instantly dismiss it. It was true—he didn’t understand, how could he? He knew as much as the rest of the world about the true history between the witch hunters and the Shadow Sorcerers.

      I’d heard the stories from my mother, but what I’d witnessed in the bathroom from simply touching the symbol—that was something else. I’d felt the bubble of my flesh, the feel of the red hot poker as they’d pushed it into places that should never be abused. The rush of water as it filled my lungs and I fought against the iron bands wrapped around my body. I’d touched the mark for only a second, but I’d experienced the torture of a multitude of souls.

      Grabbing my clothes, I quickly dragged them on, wrapping my hair up into a knot that I secured with an elastic. I pushed my feet into my boots and crunched down the hall over the broken glass. After what had happened, there was no quiet way to move around.

      Pausing in the doorway, I scanned my surroundings; the living room was bare, apart from a battered brown leather couch and a huge wide screen television. Littering the floor in front of it, I could see at least two different game consoles and plastic game boxes. Across the room, near the largest window in the apartment, sat a dining room table, its surface covered in books. Without exploring further, I crossed the room and paused in front of the table.

      The books were old, their pages yellowed and stiff with age. Many of the inscriptions I couldn’t read, due to them being in some language I definitely didn’t speak. Nic could speak more than one language? It didn’t seem utterly unlikely and, well, I’d never bothered to ask him if he could or not.

      Come to think of it, there were a whole lot of things I didn’t know about him. A whole lot of things I was going to have to find out, especially if his brother had been a witch hunter.

      “Find something else you’d like to accuse me of?” he asked, making me jump. I spun around to face him. He’d gotten dressed, his hair still wet and slicked back away from his face.

      “Can you read all of this?” I asked, picking up one text that had particularly caught my eye. There was something about it, something so very familiar, but I had no idea why it should be. As far as I was aware, I’d never seen it before in my life.

      “Some of it I’ve got a working knowledge on, the rest I use dictionaries for, and if it’s a language I just don’t recognise then I take it to someone who can.”

      “Like who?” I said, running my finger down across the writing on the page. The symbol that sat in the centre drew me in, enticing me to….

      Nic’s hands closed over mine and he snapped the book shut. “Maybe spending too much time with this stuff isn’t such a good idea for you.”

      “Why not? What are they?”

      “I found them in my brother’s stuff after he … well, you know what happened to him.”

      I did know what happened to him; he’d been killed, but now I had an inclination that it might have been more than Nic thought. If his brother had been a true witch hunter—and, judging by the symbol on the wall in the bathroom, he definitely had been—then there was more to his brother’s death than just simply getting caught out by a rogue shifter pack.

      “Nic, how much did you know about your brother?”

      “He wasn’t a witch hunter, Amber, can we please just drop this now?”

      He sounded tired, almost weary, as though this wasn’t the first time he’d had this argument—but then, if that were true, who had he spoken to about all of this before?

      “Actually, no, I don’t think I can drop it….”

      He lifted his gaze to mine and the disappointment in his eyes surprised me; it was the last thing I’d been expecting to see. Anger, resentment, sorrow even, but not disappointment.

      “Look, even after everything that happened out there tonight, I didn’t question you. I didn’t ask you to explain it to me; I trusted you. Can’t you just do the same thing for me?”

      “Nic, with everything I know, I can’t. I get it. You don’t understand how dangerous the witch hunters were, but….”

      “Enough, I know what the Saga Venatione were. You don’t need to explain it to me. Just because I can’t see what you can doesn’t mean I haven’t done my share of research.”

      His words shocked me. The witches never dared call them by the name he’d just used. Call it silly superstition, but they’d always believed that to use their true name would be enough to bring their wrath down on your home.

      I took a step away, my back connecting with the dining table behind me, and I peered over my shoulder at the piles of books.

      “They belong to the….”

      “The Saga Venatione? Yes.”

      “And you’re telling me you found all of this with your brother’s stuff, and he wasn’t one of them? You really expect me to believe that?”

      “He was born to it, but he wasn’t one of them, Amber. My brother was a good guy. We had our ups and downs, but he wasn’t like the savages I’ve read about.”

      I shook my head and crept along the edge of the table, slowly sliding out of reach. I’d put so much trust in Nic—part of me had even believed I was starting to fall for him—when all along, he was a witch hunter? He’d said he wasn’t, but how was I supposed to believe that after everything he’d revealed?

      “So what are you doing with all this stuff then?” The book in Nic’s hand continued to call to me in a language I couldn’t comprehend. It seemed the further away from it I went, the more insistent it was that I return and pick it up once more.

      “When I found out what you were, and with the demon mark, I thought maybe there would be something in one of these books that could help.”

      I didn’t speak aloud the thoughts swirling in my head. The only one something out of these books would help would be another witch hunter. I was simply the target that needed to be destroyed by any means necessary. But from the expression on Nic’s face and the earnestness in his voice, he actually believed what he was telling me. He really thought something like this could help me….

      “That book you’re holding—what is it?” I asked, pointing to the leather-bound tome still in his hands.

      “This? I’m not sure. I’ve been trying to translate it, but it’s hard going. Every time I start, all I want to do is fall asleep.”

      I nodded; he didn’t even realise what he was holding in his hands. He wasn’t supposed to translate it; no witch hunter was, especially if it truly was a grimoire, and judging by the yellowing of its pages, it was really old….

      I sighed, and closed the distance between us, my hands wrapping around the book. I tugged at it, but Nic kept a grip on it.

      “What are you doing? I’ve heard the books can be … unhealthy for witches.”

      “They can, but this doesn’t belong to you,” I said, putting a little weight behind my words.

      The book slipped from Nic’s grip, popping into mine. He stared at me, stunned, and I gestured to the other books on the table. “Will you clear a space? I don’t want to risk touching the others.”

      His expression was wary as he cleared away some of the books, leaving a small end section of the table free. Grabbing one of the chairs, I tugged it out from beneath the table and plopped down into it, laying the book out before me and cracking it open to the first page.

      The page was curled and marked; along the edges I could see scorch marks. Obviously before they’d decided it might be useful, they’d tried to burn it. Or maybe it was just that they couldn’t destroy it—nothing was impossible.

      Nic dropped into the seat next to me as I slipped my athame out from my belt. Pressing the tip of it to my finger, I pierced the skin and squeezed until the blood began to well. Blood trickled down the side of my finger and dripped onto the page.

      “Amber, what are you doing? Do you know how old that book is?” Nic said.

      I ignored him, allowing the blood to flow faster and drip down onto the page. Magic rustled across my skin like a summer breeze, nothing more than a gentle caress, but it held the promise of so much more. Nic fell silent and I knew he’d felt it too. The drops of blood soaked into the book, disappearing into the aged paper as though the book itself was drinking it.

      Something popped and energy flowed outwards like the shock wave after an EMT. I gasped, dropping back into the chair as black lines ran outwards in spiralling circles from the point of contact my blood had made.

      The power dropped and I held my hand just above the surface of the book as it pulsed and throbbed. A name appeared, the words written in a dark, rusty ink that I knew instinctively was blood.

      Brigid Dubhacht

      “Who is that?” Nic asked, leaning over the table to get a closer look at the writing.

      “It’s her name,” I said, remembering a story my mother had told me of the Shadow Sorcerers of old who had originated in Ireland, their magic as old as the land itself and far more powerful than anyone could have ever imagined. They’d drawn the source of their magic from the earth, using it to bend others to their will and rule with an iron fist.

      Brigid Dubhacht had been one of the first, I was almost certain of it.

      Flipping the page, the letters shifted, forming words and then sentences in a language I couldn’t read.

      “What does it say?”

      I shook my head and squinted down at the page, unable to figure out the meaning of the scrawling letters and what I assumed were words.

      “I don’t know. It’s written in Irish, a really old form of it; the words don’t even make sense to me,” I said, disappointment welling in my core. “Where did your brother get this?”

      Nic shrugged. “I don’t know. It wasn’t really something I could ask him about.”

      “Well, this doesn’t belong to him; this doesn’t belong to any witch hunter,” I said, running my fingers down over the foreign words. I’d learned a little Irish in school, but I was pretty sure that no amount of honours Gaeilge was going to make this readable.

      “I can see that,” Nic said. I turned, his gaze weighing heavily on me. “Amber, I….”

      He paused as the shrill ring of my cell phone cut him off mid-sentence. Without hesitating, I scooped it from my pocket and answered the call.

      “Hello?” I said, my gaze never leaving Nic’s serious expression.

      “I did what you wanted, he’s awake. Now I hope you’ve got what I want?” Lily said impatiently, and her voice sent a frisson of fear down my spine.

      “I have it….” I couldn’t commit to giving her the Bone Blade; I had no idea myself what it was even capable of. But I’d seen what Zeck could do with it, and the thought of handing over something as powerful as that to someone like Lily—well, it felt like the worst idea in the world.

      “Is that hesitation I hear in your voice, Amber? Because I’d hate to pay Graham another visit….”

      “Look, I said I’ve got it, but I need to know what you’re going to do with it. You can’t just expect me to hand it over without some sort of—”

      She cut me off. “I don’t owe you an explanation; suffice to say you’ll bring me the blade or Graham is dead.”

      She was right, I couldn’t say no to her. Lily wanted the blade, and by saving Graham, she’d put me in a corner. If there was anyone on this earth with the power to end Graham’s life, it was she. How could I risk him like that?

      “Where?” I said, with a sigh.

      “I’ll come to you. It’ll stop you from wasting my time.”

      “I’m not at my apartment,” I said, “and anyway, I need time. I need to go and see Graham for myself. I need to see him with my own eyes to be sure you’ve really kept your word.”

      “Always so distrustful….”

      “Dealing with you, I have to be. You did try to kill me and those I care about.”

      “Only because you killed my father,” she said, the bitterness in her voice creating an ache in my gut. But the pain was caused by guilt, my own guilt. I’d brought all of this down on myself, all because I’d been a spoilt child who wanted her own way.

      “I’ll give you until tonight. If you don’t hand the blade over by then, Graham is dead.”

      The line went dead and I stared down at the screen for a minute before sucking in a deep breath and slowly letting the tension slide out of my shoulders.

      “Lily?” Nic asked, his expression wary and closed, as though he was too afraid of my reaction to let me see his true feelings on the subject.

      “Yeah, she wants to meet, have me hand over the Bone Blade, the one Zeck used.”

      “You can’t seriously be thinking about handing it over to her, can you?”

      “I don’t have a choice; she brought Graham back from the brink. She’s the only reason he’s alive right now, and if I don’t hand it over to her, he won’t stay alive.”

      Nic dropped his head and buried his face in his hands. “Christ, it just gets more and more complicated.”

      “Tell me about it….”

      “Have you spoken to Graham about any of this?”

      “He knows what she did and what she wants … but I need to go and see him. If I do hand it over, I need to know that whatever she’s done to bring him back won’t suddenly reverse….”

      “Could she do something like that?” Nic asked.

      “Where Lily is concerned, nothing is impossible; we both know that.”

      Nic nodded before pushing up from the table and grabbing his jacket, which was slung across the back of the sofa.

      “Well, if you’re going to check on Graham, there’s no time like the present.”

      “You don’t need to come. I can do this myself.”

      Nic shook his head and smiled. “What, and miss an opportunity to spend some more time in my favourite place on Earth? Are you kidding me, of course I have to go.” His voice was filled with sarcasm, and I smiled in spite of myself.

      “Fine, but don’t expect Graham to be too thrilled to see you,” I said.

      “I don’t think that man is ever too thrilled to see anyone. His default mode seems to be grumpy old dude.”

      I laughed and pushed up from the table after Nic. The book in front of me called to me, the magic urging me to sit back down and forget about everything else I needed to do. It wanted to share its secrets with me, but as powerful as it was, I had things I needed to do first.

      If Lily got her hands on something like this … well, it didn’t bear thinking about. She was powerful enough already, the last thing she needed was to get super-amped.

      “Where can we hide this?” I asked, reluctantly flipping the cover on the grimoire closed.

      “I’ve got a safe where I’ve been stashing everything; I’ll put it in there until we get back,” he said, taking the book from my hands.

      I didn’t want to give it to him. There was a part of me that wanted to snatch the book back and run away with it screaming about how “precious” it was. It was utterly irrational and yet the thought still crossed my mind, and part of me still believed it would be a good idea. Was I so drawn to it because of what the book was, or the power it held? I had no clue; I couldn’t even translate the God damned thing.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I let Nic walk away with the book. The sound of the safe door sliding open and the electronic click as he sealed the book inside slowed my heart to a more normal rate. The further the book was from me, the easier it was to concentrate. There would be plenty of time for it later—right now, I had bigger fish to fry, and if I didn’t get a move on, night would fall and Lily, I could imagine, would be only too happy to make good on her promise to kill Graham.

      No matter what happened, no matter how hard it all was, I simply couldn’t let her get away with it and I wouldn’t let her hurt him. No matter what happened, I would keep Graham safe.
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      Standing outside Graham’s door, I stared in at him through the small window. It was a very different scenario to the one I’d faced before. The nurses hadn’t tried to stop me when I’d turned up at the desk asking for him.  This time they welcomed me with smiles and quickly pointed me in his direction.

      Fighting back the emotions that welled within me as I watched him flick through the television channels, I pushed open the door and stepped into the room. The relief on his face made me smile, despite the tears that burned at the back of my throat.

      “Am I glad to see you! Maybe you can convince them that I don’t need to be here anymore…” he said, letting the remote drop onto the bed next to him.

      “You nearly died. I think a few days of getting checked out and resting isn’t going to do you any harm,” I said, making my way across the room and dropping down into the chair next to his bed.

      “‘Nearly died’ is such an exaggeration….”

      “No, it’s not, Graham. You might not remember it, but I do. ‘Nearly’ doesn’t cover it. You did die; they brought you back, but….” It was my turn to trail off as my words became strangled at the back of my throat.

      I didn’t want to do this, sitting next to his bed crying like some sort of wet blanket. It hadn’t been my plan, but I found myself unable to keep the tears at bay and they tracked their way down my cheeks in hot trails that had my shoulders heaving with emotion.

      “Shit, Amber, don’t cry. I’m fine, I’m still here, you know how tough I am.”

      And I did know. He was one of the Elite’s finest, legendary in fact, but that didn’t change the fact that I’d screwed up and he’d come too close to never waking up again.

      “You and I both know it’s got nothing to do with how tough any of us are. There will always be something tougher waiting to knock the shit out of us.”

      “But it didn’t work this time. Zeck is dead and I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, about that…” I said, biting the inside of my mouth. He knew a little of what was going on and I was pretty sure I already knew what his answer would be when I mentioned Lily’s name, but there was no choice in the matter.

      “If this is about your sister, you’re not to give her what she wants, Amber.”

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, sidestepping his words.

      “I feel fine,” he said, staring at me curiously. “Why?”

      “You don’t remember what Lily did to you?” I asked. I needed to know if she’d put a failsafe in place. If I handed the knife over to her, would she keep her word, or would her magic simply fail, sending him back to the critical list?

      “No, I just remember waking up and she was rambling about the knife. You can’t give it to her….”

      Drawing my power up from my core, I let it flow outwards as though, with my power alone, I could taste the very essence of Graham’s life. It flowed through him and over him, nothing obviously out of place popping out to me. For all intents and purposes, he was healed.

      “There’s no choice. If I don’t hand over the Bone Blade by nightfall, this miracle you’ve got the doctors yammering on about all goes away….”

      I waited for my words to sink in, but Graham continued to stare at me with his unwavering determination.

      “And your point is what? Do we even know what she plans to do with the knife? She’s dangerous enough without giving her some sort of weirdo weapon. How do you know it won’t give her the edge she’s looking for?”

      “I don’t, but it’s a risk I can’t take, unless you have some sort of better idea?” Graham remained silent and I folded my arms across my chest. “I went to see Jessica,” I said, watching his face carefully for his reaction.

      He swallowed hard and dipped his head, his gaze trained on his hands folded across his lap. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have said he wasn’t bothered by my announcement, but I did know better. I knew exactly how much Graham cared about his daughter, how far he was willing to go to protect her. I even knew that if he was given the opportunity to sell me down the river to save her from being executed, he would do it.

      “I thought you wanted nothing to do with her case?”

      “Don’t give me that bullcrap, you know that’s not true. I said I wasn’t sure what I could do to help her. We both know she’s guilty; how can I try and save her when she doesn’t even show remorse over the things she’s done?”

      “Because that’s not my Jessica, she wouldn’t do those things and not care. Whatever Lily did to her, it changed her.”

      “Graham, she’s a vampire. We both know that only brings out the true nature. She had a darkness in her to begin with; getting vamped only amplified it all. But the choices she made, they were her own….”

      Graham slammed his fist down against the covers and gritted his teeth. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I know my own daughter, and that wasn’t her. They made her do it, she’s innocent, I know it.”

      There was no point in arguing with him. He wouldn’t ever believe Jessica was to blame for the terrible crimes she committed with her boyfriend; he was blind to all of her faults. But I’d seen Jessica’s face when she’d tried to rip Graham’s throat out. She had wanted to do it; there was no remorse, no care. She had wanted him dead, and if Nic hadn’t stopped her….

      But there was no convincing Graham of that point. He just saw the good in her, the little girl who adored him, the one I’d seen in the pictures on his walls.

      “Your wife was here….”

      He snorted and I stifled a laugh.

      “I don’t know why she bothers. We split a long time ago. I’m not sure what she was expecting out of being here.”

      “She told the nurses not to let me in, behaved as though I was the one who’d put you in the hospital,” I said with a smile.

      “Bloody typical. Let me guess, she had her goon in tow?”

      “There was a man with her. She had a fit of the vapours outside your door when she realised I was in here with you. Collapsed on top of me. It was a sight to behold,” I said with a grin.

      Graham started to laugh, the sound lifting my spirits, and then he cringed, rubbing his hand across his chest as his expression shifted back to one of pain.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Yeah, just laughing makes me ache. I feel like I got punched in the chest by the Hulk.”

      “Well, as good as,” I said with a smirk before I pushed up onto my feet.

      Graham reached out and caught my hand, halting my movements. “Promise me you won’t give her the blade?”

      “I can’t do that and you know it, Graham. I almost lost you once; I’m not going to do it again.”

      “Amber, she’s too dangerous.”

      I shook my head. If he was going to be obstinate and refuse to see how remorseless his daughter was, then I was going to be just as obstinate and refuse to give into his demands. If Lily demanded the blade in exchange for Graham keeping his life, then that would be the trade.

      “I’m going to do what needs to be done, Graham, you know that. Don’t ask me to lie to you,” I said.

      He let his hand fall away from my arm and nodded. “I know you’ll do what you think is right. But my life is not worth putting something so dangerous into the hands of a lunatic….”

      I smiled and shook my head. “You still don’t get it. I need you, Jessica needs you … there is far too much work to do, and even if we lose this battle against Lily, she hasn’t won the war. I’d much rather have you by my side for the day we figure out a way to stop her.”

      My cellphone buzzed in my pocket, making me jump, and Graham nodded at me.

      “Go, you’ve got things to do,” he said.

      “I’ll come back. I won’t leave you stuck in here with bad television and terrible food,” I said with a grin.

      “Next time you see me, I’ll be at home,” he said, scooping up the remote control once more.

      My cellphone buzzed again. Whoever had rung had thought it important enough to leave a message.

      “Now go, before I have them kick you out of here again,” he said with a smile.

      Laughing, I headed for the door and paused with my hand on the handle. “I’m really glad you’re all right, Graham,” I said without turning to look at him.

      “Me too, Morgan, me too,” he said.

      Pulling the door open, I stepped out into the corridor and pulled my cell phone from my pocket. The missed call was from an unfamiliar number.

      “You can’t use that in here, you need to step outside,” The nurse standing at the desk said to me as I scrolled down the screen on phone. Nodding, I slipped my phone back into my pocket. Whatever it was could wait.
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      Stepping out into the mid-morning sunshine, I blinked rapidly. Fluorescent lighting had never been my friend, and with the way my head was beginning to pound and my eyes water, sunlight wasn’t exactly on my side either. Slipping my phone out of my pocket, I stared down at the unfamiliar number. There weren’t many people who had my cell number, and not many who would bother to call me even if they had it.

      Curiosity got the better of me and I pressed redial. The line hummed and popped before finally ending with a beep. Staring down at the phone, I sighed. Whoever it was obviously didn’t want me to call them back. Or at least, if they did, their phone was dead.

      The voicemail message flashed on the screen and I lifted the phone to my ear. The woman’s panicked voice sent a shiver of familiar fear down my spine.

      Mia was right, I hadn’t thought she was crazy; I’d known what she was. Empaths were a rare and sought-after commodity in the preternatural world, their powers both a blessing and a curse, and I’d known which side of the fence Mia believed her power fell on. Considering what she was, she’d known who I was. Of course, if I met her now, she’d probably be more than a little surprised to find I was more than just a garden variety witch.

      She was overdramatic at the best of times, always choosing to hide away from world. It wasn’t a surprise to hear she’d found trouble at a church. Her life revolved around home and church; she’d always claimed there was nothing else for someone like her. And as far as I’d been concerned, it was nothing more than an excuse.

      Mia had never wanted her gift. She hated it, hated what it did to her, hated the insight it allowed her, and I’d never understood why. Part of me had always imagined how nifty it would be to feel what others felt. At least that way there would never be any confusion.

      “Amber!” Nic called out from the opposite side of the road. He hadn’t been overly distraught when the security guard had asked him to leave. Apparently, it hadn’t been Nic’s first trip to the hospital. The guard had babbled something about “destruction of property” and “banned for life”. It was pretty damn impressive; it had never occurred to me that you could get banned for life from a hospital, but trust Nic to be the only exception to the rule.

      Jogging across the street, I listened to Mia’s message once more. She sounded terrified, and that wasn’t her M.O. Plus, she wouldn’t have called me unless she actually needed me; we hadn’t parted on good terms and, given a choice, I knew I was the last person she would want to have come near her.

      “How is he?” Nic asked, pushing up away from his motorbike.

      “How is who?” I asked, my mind still struggling to process the information Mia had given me.

      I didn’t have her address, not anymore, but she had been kind enough to share the name of the church where something had happened. Maybe if I called there first, they could get me her address….

      There was a far easier way to do it, but it involved Dex, and I hadn’t seen him since the paramedics had carted him off in the back of an ambulance. The guilt over what had happened to him still gnawed at me and I hadn’t honestly been able to bring myself to call him up. Of course, he hadn’t called me either, not that I was keeping score.

      “Graham, your partner?” Nic said, snapping me out of my train of thought.

      “He’s doing really well, reckons he’ll be out the next time I see him,” I answered with a small smile.

      “Did Victoria call you, do you have a case?” Nic asked, curiosity intensifying his gaze.

      “Suspended, remember?” I said, shaking my head. “Just an old friend of mine, she’s in trouble….”

      “Well, I’ll come with you, be your unofficial back-up,” he said with a wink that made me squirm.

      I desperately wanted to say yes, but Mia was sensitive, and meeting strangers wasn’t top of her list for fun things to do. The chances of her even opening the door to me if I brought Nic with me were pretty slim, but then, she had called me looking for help. If she really wanted it, then she would understand.

      “I’m not sure if it’s such a great idea,” I said, hesitantly. “I’m not even sure where I’m supposed to start. I don’t have her address….”

      If he found it strange that I didn’t know the whereabouts of one of my friends, he didn’t even mention it.

      “Can’t you call Victoria and ask her to look it up?”

      It hadn’t even occurred to me that I could ask Victoria for help, but he was right. I’d been thinking of Mia as just an ordinary human, when really she was anything but. Being an empath meant she would have an entry in the Elite database. Everyone in King City with any kind of gift had one … well, except for me, but that was only because I’d covered my tracks as carefully as possible. Of course, it hadn’t stopped everyone who’d gotten close to me from figuring out I was a witch.

      Calling Victoria’s number, I listened to the dull ring tone. On the last ring, Victoria picked up, her voice clipped and curt as though something had happened to particularly piss her off.

      “Where are you?” she said, her voice laden with irritation.

      “Well hello to you too,” I said with a sigh. Victoria might have been a changeling, but it wouldn’t kill her to learn a few basic manners.

      “I don’t have time for that, where are you?”

      I froze, remembering the black soulless depths to her eyes and the ease at which she had snapped Zeck’s neck. But she’d kept my secret, and that had to count for something, right?

      “Why, what’s wrong?” I asked, noting the change in her voice.

      I sighed again and rubbed my finger against the furrow in my brow. If I continued to frown so much, I was going to have to buy some really good wrinkle cream before I started to resemble one of those English Bulldogs.

      “I’m suspended pending investigation. I was attacked by a rogue shifter pack and…”

      Victoria cut me off: “I don’t care who you killed, we have a case and despite what Jon thinks I won’t work with anyone else. They’re mortals; I won’t risk their lives….”

      “But you’ll risk mine? I’m mortal, too, you know.”

      Victoria snorted, an unflattering sound that did nothing to endear her to me. “We both know what you are, Amber. Working with you allows me to concentrate. I’m not risking your life, and if something were to go wrong….” She trailed off, and I had the sudden urge to start researching changelings. I didn’t actually know anything about them, aside from what I’d learned when I’d seen her change into her true form. She was strong, stronger than I was, and she had enough magic to hold her glamour in place.

      “What could go wrong, Victoria?”

      “It doesn’t matter…. When can you come to the crime scene?”

      “What part of ‘I’m suspended’ didn’t you hear?”

      “I heard it, I just don’t believe in it. Jon is a small-minded fool and I have no intention in listening to him. If he thinks I’m going to hop around from partner to partner, he has another thing coming.”

      Despite knowing she couldn’t see me, I still tried to smother the smile that threatened to break across my face. There was no point in being flattered; I definitely wasn’t that. Victoria wasn’t the type to give out useless compliments and I had a feeling that the only reason she was so interested in working with me was due to our mutual concern for secret-keeping.

      “Does he know you’re planning this?” I asked.

      “I told him, if that’s what you mean. I don’t think he believed me, but I really don’t care.”

      The thought of turning down the case didn’t sit right with me, but what else was I supposed to do? I didn’t have a badge anymore, and my gun had been taken into evidence. It made things more than a little uncomfortable. And I knew what Jon would do to me once he found out I’d taken Victoria up on her offer. He was looking for a reason to get rid of me, and if I directly disobeyed orders now, he’d get his way.

      “Victoria, I….”

      “Listen, I think this one is your wheelhouse; you’re going to want to see it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I need you to meet me at the intersection of Haven and 53rd street. If after you’ve seen it, you decide not to go ahead, I won’t say anything else.”

      It sounded so reasonable, but there was something about the way she said it was in my wheelhouse that told me I wouldn’t be going home after.

      “Look, before I go racing over there, I’ve got someone I need to see and I need you to get me the address.”

      “What could be more important than solving a crime?” Victoria asked. Her needling tone suggested she honestly believed that dangling a dead body in front of me would be enough to make me want to hop to it.

      “A friend of mine is in trouble and I don’t let my friends down….” Silence greeted my words. “You still there?” I asked.

      “That’s good to know. I can get you the address and the longest I can hold the scene for is an hour. Dead bodies don’t exactly stay fresh.”

      “I’ll be as fast as I can,” I said. “Find me the address for a Mia Harris,” I said, but the line was dead. Had she even heard me?

      My answer came in the form of a beep as a text message appeared on the phone screen seconds later.

      “What’s going on?” Nic asked.

      “It seems I’ve got a case….”

      “But you’ve been suspended? And I thought we were going to see this friend of yours?”

      “Yup, but Changelings don’t hold much store in that kind of thing. Anyway, Victoria seems to think it’s something I’ll be interested in, and I’m inclined to believe her. I’ve got Mia’s address here; I’ll swing by her place first and check it out.”

      “Wait, Victoria’s a Changeling?” Nic said, his eyebrows disappearing up into his hair line.

      “Shit,” I muttered. Nic hadn’t been in the room when I’d watched her change and snap Zeck’s neck, not to mention the fact that I’d promised to keep her secret.

      “I’m guessing that was something you weren’t supposed to tell me,” Nic said, with a wide, smug grin.

      “No, I bloody well wasn’t. Christ, what’s wrong with me? I’m normally so careful. I’ve spent years keeping my own secret, and two seconds with someone else’s and I spill the beans without even a second thought.”

      “Well, I guess it goes to show you’re comfortable enough around me to forget yourself…” Nic said, swinging his leg over the bike once more.

      “That’s really not the point,” I said, frustration making me clench my hands into fists.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I won’t tell anyone,” Nic volunteered.

      “Thanks,” I said, shame sending heat flaming into my cheeks.

      “Now, where are we going again?” he asked.

      “I’m going alone, Nic….”

      He shook his head and his smile only grew wider. He looked like an idiot—a drop-dead gorgeous idiot. An image of him slamming me into the table, his hands on my body as his mouth trailed fiery kisses lower and lower, filled my head, unbidden, and the heat in my face burned hotter. The demon mark tingled as though to prove how easily it could manipulate me, and I gritted my teeth.

      “Nope, I’m going, too. You’re suspended, remember? You need all the backup you can get,” he said.

      “And you’re a civilian; when we go to the crime scene, they won’t let you anywhere near it.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m a registered hunter; it means I can work on Elite cases if I’m invited on. Sorry, babe, in this case, you’re the civilian.”

      “Did you really just call me babe?” I asked, my voice as dry as tinder as I planted my hands on my hips.

      “Maybe…” he said, with a smirk, and the bike roared to life.

      “Well, don’t!” I said, folding my arms over my chest before I mentally kicked myself. There was nothing snappy about my comeback—in fact, it bordered on pathetic. All I could do was chalk it up to the morning I was having. Clearly, turning into a mass murderer dulled my sarcastic wit. The sooner I could get to the bottom of whatever was going on with the mark on my shoulder, the sooner I could get back to the relatively normal life I’d attempted to build for myself.

      Although, how would I do that after everything I’d learned? One step at a time. And unfortunately the first step involved another crime scene. It seemed that in King City, all the residents wanted to do was kill each other, and when it was preternatural, well, I could only imagine the mess I was about to walk into.

      “You going to stand there all day looking adorable?” Nic teased.

      With a sigh, I dropped my arms and grabbed the helmet from his hands once more. Life was certainly complicated enough without adding a sex-on-legs distraction into the mix. Although, if I was honest with myself, I was glad he was coming with me—I just couldn’t let him know that. The longer he believed I was simply suffering his presence, the better for both of us….

      Shit, I really needed to learn to lie to myself a little better.
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      The street was eerily silent as Nic killed the engine on his bike. Either everyone was still in bed or … well, I wasn’t really sure what the alternative was.

      Tugging the helmet off, I shook my hair free and stared around at the empty houses. Everything looked run-down and more than a little dilapidated. Mia’s yard had a look of neglect, far more than any of the other houses in the area, and as I peered up at the front door and the windows, I swallowed back the pity that threatened to squeeze my throat shut. Every one of the windows were covered in a thick layer of newspaper and cardboard.

      I could already imagine what the inside of her house looked like.

      The last time I’d seen her, she was struggling to control her empathetic nature. Going out in public was getting harder and harder, and by the looks of the house, it had come to a climax.

      Guilt gnawed at my insides. I shouldn’t have left her alone; I should have done more to help her. Of course, wishing I could change things now wasn’t going to do her any favours. If I could help her with whatever problem she’d called me about, then maybe it would go a little of the way towards easing my own conscience.

      “What did you say your friend was?” Nic asked, his gaze taking in the abandoned street with all the training of someone who’d spent time in the military running drills in preparation for covert operations.

      “I didn’t,” I said, my attention consumed by the house in front of me.

      “And she’s a friend, right?” Nic said, his hand sliding to the gun I knew he had clipped on his back beneath his jacket. I’d felt it pressing into me for the entire ride over.

      “Mia? Yeah, why? What’s wrong?” I asked, dragging my gaze away from the house.

      “You don’t feel it?” he asked, casting a sideways glance in my direction.

      “Nope, what am I supposed to feel?” I asked, pushing my emotions away as I fought to control my senses. If Nic was feeling something, then I should have been able to feel it, too. I wasn’t used to being so sensory blind; my magic usually gave me a pretty good read on everything going on around me, but this….

      “There’s nothing,” he said, and I placed my hands on my hips, confusion causing my headache to intensify.

      “Nothing? I thought you said there was something to feel?”

      “That’s what I mean, there’s nothing. Nowhere in the city is there such a feeling of emptiness. Come on, Amber, tell me you feel it, too.”

      I closed my eyes and reached out with my magic. I expected to feel the usual heartbeats of those around me; humans had a particular hum to them, and part of me had always wondered if perhaps it was their soul I could feel, but I’d never bothered to examine it too closely.

      But this … Nic was right, there was nothing. Even if everyone was asleep, I should have been able to feel them.

      “Shit,” I said, panic curling in my gut. Without waiting for Nic, I strode forward up the path that led to Mia’s porch. There were only four steps and I took them two at a time, allowing me to reach the door swiftly.

      A symbol etched on the door caught the corner of my eye, but when I tried to focus in on it, it simply disappeared, shimmering just out of view. I pounded on the wood, the sound echoing through the empty air. If Mia was home, she’d know who it was long before she opened the door.

      Silence slipped back in around me and panic gripped my stomach. Taking a step back, I eyed the door before lifting my leg and kicking it with every ounce of force I had.

      You could have just magically popped the lock… the voice in the back of my mind reminded me, and I groaned as pain ricocheted back up through my hip into my back.

      I didn’t wait; moving into the house, I crept through the downstairs rooms. The place was a mess, exactly how I’d imagined it would be, but there was something about the living room that sent my senses into overdrive. Something had happened—the mess wasn’t just because Mia didn’t have a maid.

      Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I peered up into the gloom and started forward.

      A hand on my shoulder sent a thrill of fear through my body and I spun around. Magic spread inside me like a wildfire as I rammed my would-be attacker back against the wall.

      Sparks danced along the tips of my fingers as I stared into Nic’s amused eyes, one arm pinned across his throat holding him in place.

      “I don’t think you realise just how hot a woman who can protect herself really is,” he said with a smirk.

      Heat flooded into my face and I released him just as suddenly as I’d grabbed him, forcing my magic back down into the place it belonged inside me. I’d been so on edge, I hadn’t even realised just how close to the surface my power had been. One false move and I’d have fried Nic….

      That thought alone was enough douse the spark of my power completely.

      What was wrong with me? If it kept on behaving so erratically, I was going to kill someone, and as far as the law was concerned, when it came to death by magic, there was no such thing as an accident.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his smirk disappearing.

      How was I supposed to explain it to him? Sorry, I almost fried you and I’m concerned I might actually kill someone with my out-of-control magic, didn’t exactly roll off the tongue.

      “You shouldn’t sneak up on me. I could have hurt you,” I said, choosing to go on the defensive.

      “I didn’t, you just didn’t hear me calling you,” he said sharply.

      Great, so not only was my magic growing at such a pace that it was spiralling out of control but I was also losing touch with my surroundings. How was I going to do my job if I was so consumed by my own thoughts that I couldn’t tell the difference between the good and the bad guys?

      “There doesn’t seem to be anyone here, anyway,” Nic said, softening his voice as he gestured to the downstairs.

      “I haven’t looked upstairs yet,” I said.

      “Don’t you think if your friend was here she’d have come down to investigate the sound of someone kicking in her front door?”

      He had a point, but that didn’t exactly make me feel better. What if she was here but was hurt or…. I let my own thoughts trail off, unfinished. I couldn’t keep thinking like that.

      Letting a small tendril of my magic creep forth, I stepped onto the stairs, the timber beneath my feet creaking noisily. If she was upstairs and hurt, then I would know it….

      My magic found something and my steps faltered. Whatever it was, it was dead; there was no mistaking the soul-sucking emptiness of it.

      “There’s something dead upstairs,” I said aloud to Nic as I continued up the steps.

      He caught my hand, causing me to pause near the top of the stairs. “Are you sure this is a good idea? She was your friend, Amber, maybe I should go first….”

      I shook my head and plastered my best soldiering-on smile on my face. He was right, she was my friend, and I had already let her down once; I wouldn’t do it again. If it was her body upstairs, then I would do the decent thing and find out what had happened; she deserved that, at least.

      He let his hand fall away and I took the last couple of steps with legs that trembled. Every cell in my body urged me to turn tail and run but I moved down the hall towards the place where my magic had found the emptiness of death.

      Pushing open the bedroom door, I prepared myself for the sight awaiting me. My eyes scanned the room quickly until they fell on the edge of a boot poking out from behind the bed. Crossing the room, a long breath whooshed out of me as my gaze fell on the body of a woman. The terrified look in her wide death-greyed eyes churned my stomach.

      “It’s not her,” I said, as I felt more than heard Nic catch up to me.

      “Then who is it?” he asked, his voice laden with the confusion I felt.

      “I have no idea,” I said, crouching down next to the body. The woman held something in her hands, clutching it as if for dear life.

      Slipping a pair of gloves from my pocket, I tugged them on and folded back her stiff fingers. The woman’s grip was unrelenting, similar to the hold death had on her body and soul.

      “Do you always carry forensic gloves?” Nic asked.

      “My job usually involves some kind of dead body; it makes sense to carry them. The day you don’t is the day you’ll find yourself wrist-deep fishing a vital piece of evidence from some sort of cavity in a corpse,” I said with a grunt of triumph as I ripped the flyer free.

      “What’s it say?” Nic asked, and I could feel his body heat through my jacket as he leaned over my shoulder.

      “It says, ‘maybe you should give me a chance to unfold it,’” I said irritably. There was something about having him so close to me that sent my brain into meltdown. Concentration went straight out the window and even the simply task of unfolding the sheet of paper without ripping it took a monumental effort.

      Nic smiled at me as he gestured the act of sealing his lips. Sighing, I returned my attention to the pale yellow flyer and carefully opened it up. The woman’s grip had crushed the paper almost completely, but I smoothed it out against the floor and the words were still readable.

      “A bake sale?” Nic said, but it wasn’t the promise of cakes and pastries that interested me.

      “It’s the same church Mia said she saw something at. See the address,” I said, pointing to St Anne’s church name and the small symbol across the top of the leaflet.

      “Would your friend have gone back there?” Nic said, moving over to the body on the floor to take a closer look.

      “I wouldn’t have thought so, but it’s been a while since I saw Mia, so maybe she’s changed….”

      “Enough to have murdered a woman?” Nic asked pointedly.

      I shook my head, although, if I was honest, I wasn’t sure anymore. I didn’t know Mia now. I wouldn’t have imagined her house looking like a complete dive, so she’d clearly deteriorated.

      It was my fault.

      “I really don’t know. I don’t think so, but,” I gestured to our surroundings, the piles of boxes, stacks of newspapers, rubbish, and the thick coat of dust that had settled across every stick of furniture in the room; “clearly I don’t know her as well as I once did,” I said, with a sigh.

      “Why do I get the impression you’re not telling me something?” Nic asked.

      “Because you’re a know-it-all,” I said, pushing up onto my feet.

      “Ouch.” He feigned hurt, clutching his hands to his chest as though my words had physically wounded him. His expression made me smile despite the turmoil going on in my head. “There’s a smile,” he said, his voice softening as he climbed to his feet.

      His voice sent a frisson of longing through me. What was it about him that made me want to throw caution to the wind and forget everything I was, if only I could get another taste of his lips?

      Coughing awkwardly, I glanced down at my watch. “We need to get going,” I said. The moment was broken and yet Nic continued to watch me for a few seconds more, his gaze searching mine.

      “Where to?” he asked, an almost imperceptible sigh escaping him. If we hadn’t been standing so close, I would have missed it.

      Was he honestly disappointed? The idea certainly wasn’t impossible, but why would he be? Pushing the rogue thoughts aside, I focussed on the flyer I still held in my hands.

      “We’re going to church,” I said, with a shudder. The last time I’d been to church had been when I was still living in Ireland. Organised religion didn’t exactly look favourably upon witches and truly devout priests seemed to have a sixth sense for my kind. Meeting with them tended not to end with them inviting me back for tea and biscuits.

      “And what are we going to do with her?” Nic said, gesturing to the stiff body of the woman in front of us.

      “I want to find Mia first, make sure she’s safe, and then I’ll call the Elite.  However this went down, there isn’t a mark on the woman; it had to be a preternatural kill…. If Mia’s safe, then I’ll come back here and walk the scene,” I said, pity flipping my stomach as I stared at the woman’s unseeing stare.

      Whatever had happened to put the look in her eyes had terrified her, and no one deserved to die like that. Death was bad enough without your last moments on Earth being filled with terror and pain.

      “Victoria is going to be pissed,” Nic said with a smile. “Are you sure you want a Changeling being that angry with you?”

      “I’m a big girl now; I can take her if I need to….” I spoke with confidence, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. I’d seen what Victoria had done to Zeck—the last thing I wanted to ever do was fall on her bad side. I had a feeling it would end with me cold and stiff like the body on the floor.

      “Let’s go,” I said, striding out of the room. The less I thought about that, the better I would sleep at night. And, for now at least, I had bigger fish to fry.

      My plan was simple: find Mia and make my mistake right … no matter the cost.
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      Standing outside the church, I stared up at its stained glass windows and shuddered. So much could go wrong with this plan. I’d heard tales of Shadow Sorcerers of old entering churches, the gargoyles screaming out their warning right before the witch was reduced to little more than a heap of ash.

      Not that I really believed that story … or at least, I’d spent a lot of time telling myself that. And of course I’d attended church when I lived in Ireland. It was simply a part of the curriculum and everyone was expected to toe the religious line. That had been fine until I’d come face to face with a priest who was truly devout.

      He’d known what I was—maybe he’d even know what I truly was, what my potential was. If he had, he hadn’t mentioned it, but I wasn’t ruling anything out. That particular priest had only been too happy to make an example out of me, drawing me up in front of the class to inform my classmates that an abomination walked among them.

      That had been the first time in my life that I’d wished my mother had taught me black magic instead of white. If I could have turned that man into a toad—or worse—I would have….

      “Are we going in?” Nic asked, breaking into my thoughts.

      I jumped. I’d been so lost in my own mind I hadn’t even remembered he was with me. I really needed to stop doing that; it made me far more vulnerable than I was honestly comfortable with.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I said, crossing the busy street.

      Hesitating, I paused with my hand on the wrought iron gate that stood closed against the street. The trickle of whatever power religion itself had hummed against my skin. Tightening my grip, I shoved the gate open and the hum disappeared. Stepping onto the hallowed ground, I waited for the gargoyles to start up their screaming, but there was nothing but the warm autumn breeze that brushed my face.

      “Are you all right, Amber?” Nic asked, pausing next to me.

      Nodding, I smiled. “I’m fine, it’s just considering what I am, part of me still expects to get struck by lightning when I set foot inside the gates of a church.”

      “Nah, that only happens when you step inside and show yourself for the heretic you are to the face of God.”

      Faltering I stared at Nic, my mouth dropping open. “That doesn’t happen,” I said.

      “No, of course it doesn’t—jeez, Amber, sometimes you’ll believe anything,” he said with a wide grin, before he ducked out of my reach and jogged towards the steps in front of the church.

      “Funny, ha-ha,” I called after him. My heart rate had picked up and I hated that I was so gullible. Following him at a much slower pace, I climbed the steps and waited as he pulled open the heavy wooden doors.

      The inside of the church was gloomy, but there was a type of peace that couldn’t be found anywhere else on earth. It was one of the things that had amazed me about the Church; how could something that so often passed judgement on its congregation possess a place that was so utterly calming?

      The smell of incense and candle wax assailed my senses and I moved into the aisle, my gaze drawn down the centre to where the large, ornate altar stood.

      It was beautiful, everything about it setting my mind at ease. I let my gaze wander across the wide space filled with pews until I caught sight of something to one side near the front of the room. Several people stood, their backs to me as I watched them.

      Power prickled down the back of my neck and I fought the urge to shudder.

      “Can I help you, my child—are you lost?” A warm gentle voice spoke directly behind my shoulder and I jumped as though something had slithered across my skin.

      Spinning around, I came face-to-face with who I could only assume was the priest running the church. His eyes were filled with kindness, the lines in his face telling me he had lived a long life that wasn’t free of hardship. He looked like the type you’d find down at the soup kitchen, feeding the sick and starving.

      The moment my eyes met his, I cringed. I could feel him; his purity rang through my head and the urge to cower before him rushed in my veins. I’d never met anyone like him before. I’d known devout priests and I’d avoided them at all costs, but their power had never made me feel like this. Either I was truly evil, or he was so good he was as close to angelic as any human was going to get.

      Magic flared in my veins and I watched the expression in his eyes change. Any second now, he would recognise me for what I was, and then the real fun would start.

      The demon mark on my shoulder tingled the darkness washing over my own power and quenching. A flicker of confusion filled the priest’s eyes for a moment and then passed as though it had never been there. His smile returned and he held his hand out to me in greeting.

      “My name is Father Bailey. Come in and make yourself comfortable.”

      It was my turn to feel confused and from the look Nic shot me, it must have shown in my face. This wasn’t what usually happened when I was recognised. Witches get a bad rap; everyone assumes we worship the Devil when it really couldn’t be further from the truth. Naturally, there are those who worship the dark but it’s not really the Devil, more the dark side of nature.

      The world exists as a duality—light and dark—and witches practice using that duality and balance. Magic itself isn’t evil, only ever the person wielding it. Some gifts naturally lend themselves to the dark or the light, but there is always a choice in how it can be used. Humans didn’t really take any of that onboard; they preferred to believe the fairy stories of witches who lured little children back to their lairs to cook them into a stew.

      And the Church had always been our biggest problem. They wanted to be the biggest players in the game, and anyone with more power than then was a problem. It didn’t help that the majority of the Shadow Sorcerers had been female. It was a long, bloody history of female suppression that had now become wrapped up in superstition.

      “Father, I’m actually looking for a friend of mine. Her name is Mia Harris. I know she frequents the church sometimes. She’s very timid and shy, so maybe she didn’t introduce herself….”

      “Mia, of course I know her. She’s our newest flock member. Father Matthew is introducing her to some of our more devout following right now.”

      I felt my mouth drop wide, but there was nothing I could do to stop it. Clearly, he’d made a mistake. Mia wouldn’t get involved with the daily activities in the church; it couldn’t have been further from who she was as a person.

      Tucking my arm into his, Father Bailey led me down the centre of the church towards the group I’d spotted the moment I’d entered. We veered towards them, through the pews, and the closer I got, I realised they were circled around something or someone.

      “Father Matthew, is Mia there with you?” Father Bailey asked, his voice crystal clear as it rang out through the church. It was the type of voice I could imagine sitting and listening to for hours, soothing and calm. There would be no censure in his words, no talk of eternal damnation.

      The crowd parted and for the second time that day, my mouth hung wide open. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to start catching flies as my father would have said.

      Mia stood in the centre; a tall thin man dressed in a black shirt and trousers stood next to her, his white collar indicating he had to be the Father Matthew I’d been told about.

      But it was Mia’s face that shocked me the most. She stared up at the man next to her as though it was God Himself who spoke. The look of peaceful serenity in her eyes was honestly something I’d never expected to see from her, ever.

      We reached the edge of the circle and a feeling I couldn’t quite pinpoint slid down my spine. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation, but I rolled my shoulders anyway in an attempt to shake it off.

      “Mia, I went to your house….” I trailed off as the man next to me stiffened slightly and I shot him a sideways glance.

      His expression was neutral, but there was something about him that just sat wrong with me. Was I getting paranoid? The demon mark on my shoulder tingled as though in agreement, and I returned my attention back to Mia once more.

      She barely managed to tear her gaze away from the priest next to her, and when she looked at me, her eyes were unfocussed. Had she started doing drugs? Was her gift really that bad, that the only way out was to get so high she barely recognised anyone around her?

      It wasn’t impossible; when we’d been younger, she’d certainly attempted substance abuse. The night I’d walked in on her lying prone on the bed, the needle still stuck in her arm, would haunt me for the rest of my life.

      Was that why she’d called me? Was it a cry for help?

      “Why?” she said, her voice soft and relaxed.

      I fought the urge to cross the space between us so I could shake some sense into her. She had to be using again—being this spaced-out wasn’t normal.

      “You called me, remember? Said you needed my help….” I trailed off. The hairs on the back of my neck were beginning to lift, and I had the feeling that the less I shared with the group, the better.

      Mia shook her head slowly and smiled at me before turning her head to beam up at the silent man next to her. “I don’t need your help, Amber, I was wrong … Father Matthew is the only one who can help me now,” she said, her voice dreamy.

      I couldn’t help myself—crossing the space between us, I reached Mia and grabbed her hand before I started to drag her away from the group surrounding us.

      “Amber, what are you doing?” she said, but her voice was still sluggish and her attempt to pry my fingers off her wrist was pathetic at best.

      I dragged her towards the main doors that led out of the church and the grumblings of the gathered group behind us sent a shiver down my spine. I’d heard of organised religion, but not like this. The way everyone was staring up the priest reminded me more a cult than anything else.

      “Amber, no,” Mia dug her heels in, but I’d been working out and I was stronger than she was.

      Pulling her out into the morning sunshine, I spun her around on the top step to face me as Nic followed us outside.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, Amber? Everyone seems pretty pissed off in there and….” he trailed off as he cast a quick glance over his shoulder. “I don’t know, there’s just something not right,” he added.

      “Mia, look at me,” I said, grabbing her face with my hands and forcing her to focus on me.

      She stared at me with a look akin to horror as she fought my hold. “Get away from me, you’re nothing more than a monster!” she screamed, her voice rising in hysteria.

      I released her, my hands falling back to my sides. She couldn’t have hurt me worse even if she’d slapped me. I’d been wondering the same thing about myself lately; my actions certainly weren’t those of a good person and I’d contemplated whether or not I was actually a true monster. But despite everything that had happened between us, despite how I’d wronged her, Mia had never called me a monster….

      Until now.

      She sucked in a deep breath and lifted her chin defiantly. “You were always a monster, I was just too pathetic to tell you,” she said, her words like ice picks against my skin.

      “If that’s true, then why did you call me? Why did you beg for my help?”

      She shrugged. “I was feeling desperate, lost … I don’t know. A person is allowed to have a lapse in judgement.”

      “Mia, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you, but if you need my help now … I promise I’ll do everything in my power to—” she cut me off with a short, abrupt burst of laughter.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. A promise from you isn’t worth jack shit and we both know it. All I want from you, Amber, is for you to leave and never come back.”

      Swallowing down my hurt, I tensed my shoulders and clenched my fists. If she was going to behave like that, then there was really only one other card I could play.

      “If you don’t need my help, then why was there a dead body of a woman upstairs in your house?”

      Mia stared at me and I could tell how uncomfortable she suddenly was. “It’s none of your business, actually, but if you must know, she attacked me.”

      She was lying. I might not have known this new Mia, the one who didn’t seem to be bothered by her gift anymore, the one who didn’t feel the strain of the world the way she always had before, but I could still tell when she was lying. That hadn’t changed, at least, and the moment the words left her mouth, I felt a small sliver of relief pierce my chest. If that hadn’t changed about her, if she was still the godawful liar she’d always been, then maybe everything else wasn’t really her.

      After all, “a leopard doesn’t change its spots” was a saying for a reason.

      “And, what, you thought coming here was a better idea than calling it in?” I said.

      “I needed to atone for my sins. Father Matthew said he would help, that he knew what needed to be done….”

      She spoke with all the zeal of someone utterly brainwashed. If I hadn’t heard the panic and fear in her voice this morning, then maybe I could have ignored it. But she’d called me for help and I still couldn’t forget the way she’d pleaded with me.

      “You need to call the police, and if this was anything other than a human kill, then you need to call in the Elite,” I said, fighting to keep my voice as level as possible.

      “Father Matthew is going to help me,” she said again, and I suddenly wasn’t sure if she meant he would help her with the small issue of the dead body in her house or if he would help her with something else.

      “Is everything all right out here?” Father Matthew said, poking his head out through the door.

      “Speak of the Devil,” I muttered beneath my breath.

      He looked like a gentle man, one you could trust your darkest secrets to without fear of recriminations. But there was still something that didn’t ring right about him. And whether or not that was just my own paranoia speaking over my past experiences with the Church, I just couldn’t tell anymore.

      “What was that?” he said, the full weight of his gaze falling on me.

      The urge to scurry away and hide beneath the nearest rock I could find washed over me. Father Bailey, it seemed, might have been willing to overlook what I was, but I could tell from the look in Father Matthew’s eyes that he wouldn’t be extending me the same curtesy.

      “Nothing,” I mumbled, ducking my gaze in the hopes my not staring him in the eye would cause the feeling to abate.

      It didn’t.

      “Mia, look—if you change your mind, you can call me at any time, but you really need to call in that issue we were discussing. It can’t be left any longer….”

      She nodded and stepped into the church after Father Matthew. Reaching out to her, I caught her arm, halting her movement.

      “I really am sorry for everything,” I said, my words woefully inadequate in the face of everything that had happened in the past. Asking for her forgiveness was definitely asking for too much and I knew I wouldn’t be getting it, but I still needed to apologise.

      Mia’s gaze fell to her shoes as she shook her head and when she lifted her face once more, her eyes were filled with tears. Terror lurked in her gaze and I tightened my grip on her arm.

      “Mia, what is it?” I said, stepping closer.

      She closed her eyes and when she opened them once more the tears were gone, her expression closed and cold as she stared at the place where my hand touched her skin in disgust.

      “I know what you are, Amber; I can see it. You’re a monster, pure and simple, and I want you gone from my life.”

      She turned on her heel and jerked her arm free of my grip before disappearing back into the gloom of the church. I let her go, my hand falling back to my side as I stared after her.

      “Amber, are you all right?” Nic asked, moving up beside me, his hand on my shoulder, feather-light.

      “There’s something going on here,” I said, without taking my gaze off the disappearing view of the inside of the church through the closing gap in the door.

      “I think she was pretty clear. She doesn’t want your help….”

      “Oh, come on—she clearly doesn’t know what she wants. You and I both know there’s something freaky at play here. Mia’s an empath and she has the dead body of a woman in her house. Are you really going to buy the story that that poor woman attacked Mia?”

      Nic shook his head and I turned away from the door, starting down the steps that led towards the street. “No, I suppose you’re right. There’s something weird, but I have no idea what it is.”

      “I might not know, but I’m going to find out. I owe her that, at least.”

      “What really happened between you two? Are you sure that this need to figure out the truth isn’t some sort of guilt from whatever went on in the past?”

      I flinched, Nic’s words hitting home. There was every chance that my desire to get to the bottom of what was going on stemmed from guilt, but it didn’t change the fact that there was something going on. Digging a little deeper was the right thing to do, and did it really matter if I was doing that out of guilt or a moral sense of right and wrong?

      “What does it matter?”

      “Well, what if this is what she really wants?”

      “It’s not,” I said, but I couldn’t be sure anymore.

      My cellphone buzzed and I scooped it out and stared down at the screen. Victoria’s message was filled with lots of angry emoticons and exclamation marks.

      “If we don’t get over to the crime scene soon, I think Victoria is going to have kittens…” I said with a sigh as I slipped the phone back into my pocket.

      Nic nodded and he didn’t push the Mia conversation; I was grateful. I didn’t need anyone to make me feel any worse. There was something wrong, something that Mia either couldn’t or wouldn’t share with me now, but I would get to the bottom of it all.

      I’d deserted her once; I wouldn’t do it a second time.
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      Dark rivulets ran down between the cobbles in the alley and I moved to avoid them instinctively. The light was too poor to tell if it was blood, but the taste of old pennies, which coated the back of my tongue with each breath I took, told me everything I needed to know.

      Pausing at the edge of the crime scene tape, I peered into the alley. The forensic guys had set up a decent perimeter, which at least meant the reporters wouldn’t be getting any sickening photos for the front page news with this case.

      “Victoria,” I called to her as I watched her stalk around the side of a van parked in the mouth of the alley itself.

      Lifting her head, she scanned the area and for a second I could have sworn her eyes flickered, the colour swallowed by the darkness I knew dwelled within. She caught my eye and smiled, crossing the distance between us. I shook my head in disgust. I’d never noticed her eyes to change until I saw her transform; I was probably just imagining it. Either that or seeing her without the glamour of her human form made it easier to see through the facade. It was something I would have to ask her when I had time.

      “You took your time,” she said, lifting the tape for me to duck beneath.

      “I told you, I had things to do. Lucky for you, Nic gave me a ride,” I said, jerking my thumb in his general direction. I’d left him securing his motorbike.

      “You brought him to a crime scene. Is that such a good idea?” The disdain in her voice couldn’t be ignored.

      “He’s a registered hunter. He has more right to be here than I do, at the moment.”

      Victoria studied me for a second longer before shrugging, her dark hair falling back over her shoulder to drape down her back. “Fine, but if he gets in the way, he’s your responsibility,” she said.

      “I’m not deaf, you know,” Nic said, slipping beneath the tape and closing the gap between us.

      “Good to know,” Victoria said curtly. She paused, her lips stripping back from her teeth as she stared into his eyes. “He knows…” she said, anger causing her eyes to flip black.

      “I’m not going to tell anyone. Amber told me in confidence….”

      “It was not her secret to share,” Victoria said, taking a threatening step forward.

      Moving between them, I grabbed Victoria’s arm, forcing her to stare down at me. “He knows my secret, too. He won’t tell anyone; you can trust him.”

      “You tell everyone your secret, Amber? Your recklessness will get you killed. I haven’t survived two centuries by telling every handsome man that catches my eye what I truly am.”

      “That’s not true,” I said. But she had a point, everyone close to me knew what I was. Graham had guessed, Nic had seen it, and, well, Victoria herself seemed to just know. It was probably a Changeling thing—maybe it was a gift they all had.

      “If my secret gets out, I will know who to look to for retribution.” Her threat wasn’t veiled; it couldn’t have been clearer, and the look she gave Nic as she said it sent a shiver down my spine.

      I’d seen what she’d done to Zeck. Part of me was beginning to wonder if she’d allowed Zeck to capture her, just so she could get close to him. But if that were true, why wait until I got there to strike? It just didn’t make sense. Just something else to add to my list of questions for her.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to share your secret, but I really do trust him, Victoria; you can too.”

      She glared down at me, her lips thinned down until they were barely visible. Finally, she nodded, the anger slowly ebbing from her eyes, and her shoulders dropped as she began to relax.

      “Fine, let’s get this over with. I don’t know about you but the smell is really beginning to bother me,” she said, the weariness in her voice surprising me.

      I didn’t disagree with her. It wasn’t particularly unpleasant, but knowing what caused it made the smell denser, more cloying. Following her up into the alley, we moved around the van and the scene became instantly apparent.

      The body lay on the ground at the end of the alley—well, what was left of the body. It looked more like a mangled heap of raw meat. The last time I’d seen something even close to it had been during my Elite training, and we’d been on assignment with one of the trainers. He’d taken us to a fake scene, one where the victim had been pushed from the  40th floor of a skyscraper. It wasn’t something I would ever forget, and staring at the human remains at the end of the alley, I knew this would go with all the other carnage I’d witnessed.

      “This is going to give me nightmares for weeks…” I said, locking my shoulders to prevent the inevitable shudder that threatened to roll through me.

      Victoria shot me a curious glance. “Considering the things you can do, why would this give you nightmares?”

      Her question caught me off guard and I stared at her, my mouth simply opening and closing as I struggled for an answer. It was a fair question. I’d raised demons; one of them had even murdered my father, ripped him limb from limb. I was still new to the job, but the cases I’d worked had been some of the most gruesome King City had to offer.

      “Because only a few hours ago, this was a living breathing human being and now he is so much raw meat,” Nic said. And he was right. Whatever had done this to him was still out there. He’d been a person with hopes and dreams, and now all of that was gone, simply wasted as his blood continued to run in little trails down the alley.

      She turned and gave the scene laid out before us a contemplative look before nodding. “I suppose I see your point.”

      “Do things like this not bother you?” I asked, unable to keep my curiosity under wraps.

      “Physically, yes, the smell and—well, visually, it’s disturbing, but ultimately, it’s a life lost like so many others. I’m more concerned with what happened and catching the one responsible.”

      There was something clinical in her statement that made me uncomfortable. She wasn’t wrong; it was another life lost like so many others and really I needed to get my head in the game and focus on catching the guilty party. But it didn’t change the fact that I couldn’t separate the body with the person who, up to a few hours ago, had a future until it was violently ripped away.

      “So why did you think this was in my wheelhouse anyway?” I asked, moving carefully across the blood-soaked ground. The closer I got to the body, the more apparent it became that the dark trails were in fact blood tracks.

      “A few things,” she said, walking up to the body and crouching down next to it.

      I followed suit, and watched as she used one gloved hand to lift the victim’s arm. It flopped awkwardly and I knew without needing to read a forensic report that the bones were broken. The skin shifted as though it wasn’t connected to anything within and I felt my stomach roll.

      Victoria turned the arm over and I caught sight of the mark through the bruising around the wrist. The body had clearly belonged to a man, and despite the blood and viscera surrounding him, he’d obviously been tall and well-built but that wasn’t what interested me.

      Leaning closer, Victoria held a pair of gloves out to me and I took them without a word, sliding my hands into them before taking the arm in my hands. Focusing on the mark, I ignored the feel of the bones as they slipped around beneath the skin, lending the arm a jelly-like consistency that made the hairs on the back my neck stand to attention.

      My heart lurched in my chest and my breath caught in the back of my throat as I stared down at the tattoo. I’d seen it before. In fact, I’d seen it a few hours before, scored into the wall of Nic’s bathroom.

      Dropping the arm, I jerked backwards and barely kept my balance as my booted foot slipped on one of the many bloody trails leading away from the body.

      “What’s wrong?” Nic asked, peering over my shoulder at the body.

      “So it’s true, then?” Victoria asked, and from the expression in her eyes, I could tell she knew exactly what the tattoo meant.

      “You’ve seen it before?” I said, my breaths coming hard and fast, making it sound as though I’d just run a marathon.

      “Yes, but not in a very long time…” she said, and turned her gaze from me, but I’d seen the sorrowful look in her eyes before she’d gotten the chance to look away.

      “What’s wrong,” Nic repeated, a little more impatiently.

      “It’s a witch hunter,” I said, dropping my voice to stop the other Elite officers and forensic guys from picking up on what I was saying.

      “You said they were all gone, wiped out,” Nic said, moving around me to get a closer look at the body.

      “Yeah, I thought that right up until I found the mark in your bathroom.”

      Victoria raised an eyebrow in my direction and I shook my head. Now was not the time to go explaining the complication that was Nic’s murdered older brother who happened to be a witch hunter.

      “So what does this mean, then?” Nic said, studying the mark on the body.

      “I don’t know … beyond the obvious,” I said, my stomach sinking into my boots.

      “They know you’re here,” Victoria said, voicing the words I was too afraid to speak aloud myself. “The Saga Venatione have come to King City.”

      I nodded and Nic shot me a look filled with fear. “Have they come for you?”

      I shrugged, “Me or Lily; either way, having them here is really bad news….”

      As though today couldn’t possibly get any worse.
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      “Do they know what happened yet, what could have caused something like this?” I asked.

      If the witch hunters were in King City, there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn’t exactly make them leave. In fact, the best I could hope for was the ability to fly beneath their radar so they didn’t ever find out I was here in the first place.

      So far, I was doing a wonderful job, if the pile of dead shifters outside my apartment was anything to go by. The demon mark stung me and I cringed, rubbing my hand across it almost instinctively.

      “At first they thought it was a jumper, but as you can see, there aren’t exactly any buildings in this part of town tall enough to create this kind of mess,” Victoria said, gesturing to the surrounding shop fronts.

      She was right; the only body I’d ever seen that looked vaguely similar had come off a forty-storey drop. There was nothing in this part of town that even remotely resembled that. Downtown maybe, but here, definitely not.

      “The body wasn’t moved. Where we found him is where he died,” she continued.

      “Yeah, way too much blood for him to have been moved. I don’t suppose they’ll know actual cause of death until they do the autopsy?”

      She shook her head and turned back towards the scene as the forensic guys slipped the victim into the black body bag. Every time I thought of him as a victim, I felt an overwhelming swell of pity. Even now, knowing he was a witch hunter, knowing that given the opportunity he would do this and perhaps worse to me, I still couldn’t help but feel it was a cruel way to die.

      “It’s possible Lily caught up to him,” I said, the words aloud without thinking about it.

      “What makes you think that?” Victoria asked.

      “Because of the way he died. It had to have been painful; he went out in agony. Lily is the only witch I know with that kind of power and temperament.”

      “Could it have been a shifter, or a vamp?” Nic suggested.

      I shook my head. Of course, I couldn’t be one hundred percent certain, but it didn’t stop me from having a hunch, and a hunch wasn’t something I was going to ignore.

      “Shouldn’t you walk the scene?” Victoria interjected, the look in her eyes unreadable.

      “Uh, I’ve been suspended, remember? Anything you find won’t be admissible in court.”

      “Is that the only reason you don’t want to do it?” she needled, and I clenched my fists at my sides.

      It wasn’t the only reason—it was a damn good one, but I certainly had a better one. Of course, that one made me look like a giant wimp, but it was bound to when I was discussing it with two people who didn’t understand it from my point of view.

      “No, and if you’ve met a witch hunter before, you should have a pretty clear idea of why I don’t want to,” I said, gritting my teeth.

      “Well, I can’t do it,” Victoria said, the matter-of-factness of her statement catching me by surprise. She may as well have declared that she enjoyed ice cream, or long walks on the beach.

      “What do you mean, you can’t do it? You’re an Elite officer, it’s your job,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Amber, I’m a Changeling. The dead aren’t our thing—we cling to the living. Put us that close to death and it tends to get fatal….”

      “Why?” I asked, unable to stop the word before it erupted from my mouth.

      She sighed and shook her head. “Considering you work for the Elite—and who you are, the gifts you possess—you’re unbelievably innocent of the world you live in.”

      I opened my mouth to answer her but she held her hand up in a gesture of silence, and I found myself unable to speak. The smile that crept across her lips told me she was the cause of my sudden loss of words.

      “Look, faeries are immortal. Death doesn’t concern them, and why should it? However, just because they can live forever doesn’t mean they can’t be killed. Changelings, on the other hand—when we are born, our very existence hangs in the balance. If we are we not given the chance to thrive, we wither and die.”

      “And if you thrive?” Nic chipped in.

      Victoria’s smile broadened and she did a small spin on the spot. “If we thrive, then you end up with something like me. What will kill a faerie won’t even hurt me; our life spans run a thousand years, and if we spend too much time around death, it rubs off on us…. Banshees are definitely not on the friends list.”

      “If you can’t walk the scene, then you’ll need someone else down here to do it for you,” I said, my voice coming back with a squeak.

      “Not if you want the whole world knowing what happened to that guy up there and what he was. Do you really want to take that risk?”

      Her words made sense and I hated her a little for it. I didn’t want the world finding out about me. And if the threat of the witch hunters and their existence could be kept under wraps, then the better it would be for everyone involved. The second the Elite found out he was a witch hunter, it wouldn’t take them long to put the pieces of the puzzle together.

      “Fine, but like I said, it’s not going to be admissible in court,” I said from between gritted teeth.

      Victoria shrugged and the urge to punch her washed over me. Why was she so cold about everything? What was the point of working for the Elite if she simply didn’t care about those who died? I’d seen her form of justice and it wasn’t my kind, or at least I’d been certain it wasn’t. After what I’d done to the shifters, I wasn’t certain about anything anymore.

      “I’ll walk the scene but I’m not sure it’s a good idea with so many others milling around. I’m not sure how I’m going to react to him and it could get nasty,” I said.

      The thought of what I was going to do made me nauseous. I’d simply touched the mark in Nic’s bathroom and it had been enough to blister my finger, plus the visions had been the kind of things that would give me nightmares for months to come. Actually getting up close and personal with a witch hunter … well, it didn’t bear thinking about, but I was going to do a hell of a lot more than just think about it.

      “I’ll have the guys clear out of here, give us some space so you can do your thing…” she said, turning on her heel and making her way back up the alley to the small huddle that made up the forensics crew.

      Nic caught my arm, and the touch of his fingers against my bare skin sent a shiver of electricity racing over my skin. I bit back a sigh.

      “Amber, you don’t need to do this, there are other ways. She could get someone else in here to do it—hell, if you teach me, I’ll do it.”

      I shook my head. “Victoria’s right, we don’t have time for that. We need to find out if it was Lily or not, and if it was, then we need to be prepared to deal with the consequences.”

      “Which are?” Nic asked.

      What was I supposed to tell him? I didn’t have the answers any more than he did; it was going to be one of those situations where you were forced to fly by the seat of your pants until something turned up or went right. Not that things ever worked out like that—life had this awful habit of screwing things up irreparably.

      “It’s clear,” Victoria called to us, and I sucked in a deep breath before squaring my shoulders.

      “Well, we’re going to find out about the consequences now, aren’t we?” I said, with a small smile that I hoped made me look braver than I actually felt.
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      The forensic guys had been busy while we were chatting at the mouth of the alley. The body had been bagged, as much of the evidence as was possible collected and boxed in little plastic containers, ready for shipping back to the main lab. Not that any of that mattered to me; even if they’d taken the body back to the lab, I could still have walked the scene. There was enough traumatic energy left over for me to walk the scene even if this case had been cold for the last ten years.

      I paused at the edge of the scene, keeping my feet clear of the pooled blood, and closed my eyes. My magic was coiled in my centre and as I reached for it, Nic spoke.

      “Don’t you need to touch the body or something? I thought they had to actually touch the corpse to get the best picture.”

      Rolling my shoulders, I let out a sigh, “I’m not exactly following protocol here,” I said.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I reached out with my magic. I imagined drawing it out from my core, letting a thin cord of it flow from my hands, out across the scene laid before me.

      The jolt as I hit the brick wall that was the witch hunter’s body sent me stumbling backwards, and my foot slipped on the wet cobbles. I went down, my hands instinctively bracing against the fall. The moment my magic connected with the witch hunter’s blood, my body contorted. Magic so strong I choked on it poured in through my mouth and down my throat.

      Dark eyes stared back at me, peering into my soul, but I didn’t recognise them. Demonic energy flowed thick and heavy in the air, making me lightheaded as I drank it down.

      “Amber, you need to step back. You’re safe here with me.” Nic’s voice came from very far away. But I wasn’t the only one who heard him. The demon stared past me to something only it could see, hunger filling its soulless eyes.

      “You know what he is. If you don’t kill him, he will destroy you, Amber,” It spoke to me, and I jolted, staring down at hands that weren’t my own.

      How was it doing this? How could it possibly speak to me through a vision of something that had already occurred?

      “Amber, listen to me, you’re using too much magic,” Nic said, his voice wrapping around me.

      “He’s right, you know; if you keep this up, you’ll bleed out….”

      The demon was gone and I stared down at the gaping wound in my chest, blood quickly soaking out through the black shirt.

      This isn’t me. I’m Amber Morgan, Elite Officer. I am not a witch hunter…

      I closed my eyes against the blood spilling forth. It was almost hypnotising and I needed to find myself once more. It was easier with my eyes closed; I could feel Nic, his chest against my back, his arms around my body as he held me close.

      Power surged through my body and I opened my eyes once more. The alley was empty, the body bag and little plastic containers gone. Peering into the darkness, I could make out a dumpster sitting against the back wall of one of the buildings, and a chain link fence closed off the other end of the alley, making it a dead end.

      Something moved in the darkness and I turned to see the witch hunter creeping over the cobbles towards me. He moved past me, and I watched as he slipped his hand inside his jacket, pulling out a wicked looking blade that sent a shiver of fear rolling down my spine.

      Something tall slithered out of the darkness, grabbing the arm that held the knife. The demon bent his arm backwards; the sound of the witch hunter’s bones snapping and popping brought tears to my eyes.

      With its other arm, it thrust forward, punching a hole as large as my head straight through the centre of the witch hunter. The urge to close my eyes was almost unbearable as I watched the demon pull the man’s guts out through the hole. Reality flowed in around me, erasing the look of surprise on the witch hunter’s face.

      Nic’s grip on me tightened and he pulled me back onto my feet. The second he went to move his hand from mine, I tightened my hold on him and he stared at me in surprise. I wasn’t going to let something the demon said hold me back. Pure evil didn’t deserve a voice or an opinion.

      “Was it her?” Victoria asked, stepped forward.

      “No,” I said, straightening myself, “all demon. A type I don’t recognise off the top of my head, but he’s definitely a pure breed.”

      “A demon?” Victoria repeated, sounding surprised.

      “Yeah, I wasn’t really expecting it myself. I think the guy had been hunting it for a while and then it just caught him unawares….”

      I left out the rest of it; I wasn’t going to tell them that the demon had spoken to me as though it could see me in the vision. It was too weird, even for me.

      “If that’s the case, then the witch hunter must have been here for the demon and not for you,” Victoria said, her expression grim as she stalked across the space towards the body.

      “Could you have said that any louder?” I said furiously.

      “I could, but I don’t see how it would help?” she said, shooting me a confused look. “We can’t let them find the witch hunter symbol.”

      “Victoria, what are you doing…?” I didn’t get to finish my sentence, her intentions becoming all too clear the second she bent down and pressed her hand against the body bag.

      Flames licked across its surface, spreading rapidly before I could even open my mouth to protest.

      “What have you done?” I said, meeting her gaze, the blue flame reflected in her eyes.

      Heat stung my face, forcing me to step back, and Victoria hopped to her feet and followed us back to a safe distance. “I’ve done what needed to be done. If the Elite figure this out, Amber, there will be Hell to pay, in more ways than one.”

      “You can’t just burn evidence!” I said, watching as the body was quickly engulfed, reducing the body bag and its contents to so much ash.

      “You can’t, but accidents happen,” she said.

      People dressed in forensic overalls swarmed onto the scene, their voices muffled by the surgical masks they wore, but I didn’t need to know what they were saying to hear the anger and surprise in their voices. Someone appeared with a fire extinguisher, the foamy spray dampening the flames as it reduced what was left of the remains to a wet, sopping mess. Jon was not going to be impressed with the mess, but then, I was still on suspension, so what he thought wasn’t really my problem anymore. Victoria would have to explain to him what happened and part of me that agreed with her over the witch hunter symbol, and couldn’t wait to find out what she would come up with.

      However, her destroying the body did create one problem. The medical examiner wouldn’t be able to get any evidence from the remains now, there would be no picture to paint for us, no background information, especially as identifying the body would be impossible.

      How could she in one fell swoop both save my ass and screw us over so utterly and completely? I stared down at the smouldering mess that was left. At least I knew what was to blame for all of this; the demon had killed him for a reason. It’d lured him into the alley and murdered him. It was entirely possible it had done it just because it could. Nothing was beyond the capabilities of a demon as far as I was concerned, but a gnawing feeling in my gut told me there was more to it than just simple murder. It had some sort of a plan, and if it had a plan, there was a pretty good chance that it was bad news for everyone else.

      All I needed to do was figure out the plan and stop it.

      Simple.

      My stomach rumbled noisily and I groaned. My body was constantly letting me down at the most inopportune times.

      “Go and get something to eat, or you’re going to pass out like last time,” Victoria said, but there was no malice in her voice.

      “I didn’t pass out…” I said churlishly.

      “Could have fooled me,” she answered with a smile. When I made no effort to move, she sighed. “I’ll come and find you afterwards, then we can plan our next move.”

      My stomach grumbled in agreement and I nodded. I didn’t need to be told twice. I hadn’t passed out the last time, but I’d come damn close to it and it wasn’t an experience I wanted to repeat, at least not if I could help it.
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      I slid into the blue faux leather diner seats. Choosing the booth at the back of the restaurant had luckily been pretty painless. It seemed Nic shared the same level of paranoia as I did. The desire to always have a wall at your back and an unimpeded view of the rest of the room wasn’t always possible, but this morning we were lucky.

      I watched him grab two menus from the counter and then return to the table with them. Without waiting for him to even drop the menu in front of me, I caught it from his grip, my stomach audibly rumbling.

      I’d been foolish the last time I’d used my magic, allowing it to deplete my energy. It wasn’t a mistake I would make again. Learning to live with my new abilities definitely required a learning curve. If I could even call them new—I mean, I’d had them all my life, I just hadn’t known about them until Lily had done her thing and unblocked the protection spell my mother had used on me.

      A protection spell that had left me open and vulnerable.

      I still hadn’t spoken to her about it. I’d contemplated it a million times, and yet every single time I picked up the phone to call her, something stopped me.

      “Earth to Amber,” Nic said, cutting through my thoughts.

      “Sorry, what did you say?” I met his gaze head on, the curiosity in his eyes causing my stomach to flip.

      “Have you decided what you’re going to order?” he asked, gesturing to the menu he held in his own hands.

      “That’s not what you really want to ask me, so spill it,” I said, letting out a long sigh and rolling my shoulders back so the joints popped.

      He dropped his gaze to the table and I noticed the tightening in the muscles of his shoulders as he stared down at the vinyl table top.

      “You started to bleed back there, like full-on bleed…” he said, his words dropping into the silence between us.

      I glanced down at the front of the black top I wore. If it was covered in blood, then I couldn’t see it. I did a quick mental check, running over every inch of my body searching for any new injuries that I’d somehow managed to overlook, but I couldn’t find any.

      “I fell in the blood, maybe you saw,” I started to speak, but Nic shook his head and lifted his face to meet my gaze.

      “It wasn’t his blood, it was yours, Amber, look….” He held his hand out towards me and I stared down at the blood stain smeared across his hand. It had dried in and he’d obviously tried to clean it away, but that was the problem with blood: it was nearly impossible to completely get rid of it and this was no exception.

      Shaking my head, I plastered a smile on my face. “Nic, I’m fine, you can see that I’m fine. Really hungry, maybe, but not a scratch on me.” I put on my best reassuring voice but I couldn’t even convince myself of that, never mind actually try and convince Nic of it.

      Something had happened. I’d put too much power into walking the scene and I’d come pretty damn close to paying for it with my life. I’d felt the demon’s hand sink in to my chest, felt its claws grate against my rib bones as it sought entry, grinding inwards until the sharp claws had brushed against the muscle of my heart, splitting it wide open.

      But why? Why would my power come so damn close to actually killing me? Wasn’t it supposed to help me? It was an extension of me, and as such, at all costs, the instinct should have been to preserve and save.

      “You guys ready to order?” The waitress’s too-happy voice and smile curdled my stomach. Considering everything I’d gone through that morning and the thoughts running through my brain, I was tempted to glare at her. But if I did that, all I’d be doing was giving into my bitchy side, and it really wasn’t her fault, especially not when she was just doing her job.

      “I think we need a couple more minutes,” I said, lifting my tone so I didn’t sound as though everyone I knew and loved had just been horribly murdered. My attempt was a complete failure, my voice sounding more like a teenage boy whose voice was breaking.

      Nic shot me a sideways glance and then gave the waitress his most winning grin. She instantly melted. Well, “melted” doesn’t even fully do it justice. She practically puddled at his feet and her girlish giggle set my teeth on edge.

      She leaned down over the table, turning her back to me in the process as she gave Nic as much of a view down the front of her blouse as she could. The pen she’d been holding just seconds before found its way into her mouth as she continued to giggle and fawn over him.

      “We’ve got a special on today with the pancakes. You can have any sauce you want; I’ll even throw in a side order of cream if you like?”

      How she could possibly make pancakes sound like the promise of sexual favours was beyond me. Nic opened his mouth and I rolled my eyes at him.

      “What the hell, you’ve twisted my arm. I’ll have the pancakes, Tessa, and that side order of cream you promised. Also a pot of coffee….”

      “I’ll have the same,” I said, breaking apart the moment they seemed to be sharing. “Can you also bring him some hot water and a towel so he can clean the blood from his hands, Tessa, or would that be asking too much?”

      The waitress shot me a dagger-filled look over her shoulder before side-eyeing Nic’s hands. I knew the second she saw the blood, her eyes widened, her pupils dilating. I wasn’t really sure what I expected her to do, but continuing to smile at Nic and giving him puppy dog eyes was not it.

      “I’ll bring it right out,” she said, giving Nic a gentle pat on the arm before sashaying away from the table.

      “Seriously, how do you do it?” I asked the second she was out of earshot.

      “Do what?” Nic said, a hint of a smile hovering around his mouth.

      “Don’t play coy, you know exactly what I mean. How do you do that with women? I watched you do it with the demon in Sanctuary, and every woman we come into contact with can’t seem to keep their eyes off you.”

      He shrugged and gave up all pretence of trying to hide a smile, giving me the same winning smile he’d just shared with the waitress. “I guess women just find me irresistible.”

      I snorted and quickly clamped my hand over my mouth, heat suffusing my cheeks as I realised just how loud the noise had actually been.

      “Well, I take it from that reaction you don’t agree?” Nic dropped his voice and I felt it slide across my skin, instantly transporting me back to the kiss we’d shared in my apartment.

      “Just cut it out…” I said abruptly, wiping the smirk from his face.

      “Fine, then, if we’re going to play it like that. Explain to me exactly what happened back in that alley.”

      “What am I supposed to say, Nic? You know as much as I do.”

      “I know you nearly died and now….” He trailed off as the waitress returned to the table and set a heaped plate down in from of him.

      She dumped mine, not even looking at me as she poured two cups of coffee before she slipped something across the table to Nic.

      “In case you get bored,” she said with a smirk before leaving the table.

      “Please don’t tell me that was her number,” I said, the first real prickle of jealousy flaring in my gut.

      “Would it matter if it was?” Nic asked, his gaze serious.

      I shook my head and picked up my knife and fork. “I guess not.”

      He sighed and dug his fork into the food set out in front of him with enough vigour to make me worry for the plate.

      “I’m still waiting for an answer,” he said before he crammed his mouth full of pancake.

      “I don’t know what happened. I guess I made a miscalculation. I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect.”

      “A miscalculation? Amber, I’d love to believe that that was all it was, but I nearly watched you die and there was nothing I could do to stop it.”

      “You did, actually,” I said, remembering the sound of his voice calling to me as the blade had twisted in my chest.

      “I did what?”

      “Pulled me back, listening to you, the feel of your hands on me … it anchored me somehow. Forced me to remember who I was.”

      Nic shook his head my cellphone started to ring, the sound startling me enough to make me drop my fork. It clattered onto the plate and then down onto the floor as time slowed to a crawl.

      Glass shattered, but everything sounded off, the pieces sparkling as they slowly exploded inwards into the diner from one of the large front windows. I watched as people moved as though in slow motion to escape the shards, but it was what had caused the glass to shatter that really caught my attention.

      A demon propelled itself through the broken window, the blur of its red leathery skin telling me it instantly that it was one of Madeline’s own pets. The Elite had been dealing with these types of underlings for longer than I could remember.

      They were notoriously hard to kill and dogged in their determination. Whatever this one had in mind, I knew I wasn’t going to like it one little bit.

      It darted across the diner, making a beeline in my direction; one flash of its yellowed teeth made me shudder and I pushed up from my seat, sliding out of the booth as fast as my body was able to.

      The demon was faster, barrelling into my chest at full force and knocking me onto my ass. Planting my hands either side of its sinewy shoulders, I held it off me, its mouth snapping just inches from my face as it fought to sink its teeth into me. The underlings, though smaller, were just as deadly as their larger counterparts. One bite and my body would begin to seize, my limbs freezing, joints fusing, giving the demon time to drag me off somewhere quiet to eat me in peace.

      My arms started to ache, my elbows weakening as I fought to keep it off me. As though it could sense my weakness, the demon howled in anticipation, the sound reverberating through my body, tearing at my eardrums.

      The world jolted back into action, time catching up with the demon’s actions. A flash of movement at the corner of my eye had me break my concentration and the demon sank lower over me, its saliva dripping down onto my shoulder, soaking though my shirt with a sizzle.

      Nic’s booted foot connected with the demon’s midriff, sending it spinning off me. It screamed, the sound sending everyone else in the diner huddling for cover as I rolled to my feet and grabbed a knife from the diner table.

      The demon lunged again and this time I met it head on, not giving it the opportunity it craved to barrel into me once more. I drove the blunt knife up into its jaw, forcing its mouth shut as the blade came out the top of its face. It fell away from me, screaming and writhing on the floor as it clawed at its now-useless mouth.

      Reaching down into my core, I prepared to draw my magic out. I didn’t have time to call in the Clean Up crew; they wouldn’t get here in time, and the underling would get the knife out of its jaw in a matter of seconds. The moment it did, everyone in the diner was at risk, and that wasn’t a chance I wanted to take.

      “I command thee back to Hell!”

      I paused, energy bubbling in my core, and I fought to hold it in check. This wasn’t something I was used to doing; normally when I called my power out, it had somewhere to go, a target to focus on.

      A man’s bulky form pushed past me, elbowing me out of the way as the underling pulled the knife out of its jaw and bared its teeth once more. The smell of incense filled the air and I fought back the urge to sneeze. It reminded me of the churches back in Ireland; the strong smell of incense, candle wax, and something else. Something I’d never been able to put my finger on, but my mother had always assured me it was nothing.

      Peering around the stranger’s body, I watched as he doused the demon in a thick, viscous liquid; it dripped down over its leathery red head and body, searing through the skin of the creature everywhere it came into contact.

      “I drive thee back to Hell, in the name of God. Never walk this plane of existence again!” A box of matches appeared in the stranger’s hand and he cracked one against the side of his belt, the flame glowing blue before he flung it at the creature which was still scrabbling at the smouldering ruin that had been its face.

      There was a moment of nothing, and I searched the floor for signs of the match. Maybe he’d missed his mark? Although, the confidence in his voice and the manner he’d shoved me out of the way suggested this was something he was more than used to doing.

      The demon screamed as flames engulfed it. It was always such a strange thing to witness; I always imagined demons would enjoy fire, or at the very least not be bothered by it, and yet it was one of the only sure ways to kill them. “Kill” was the wrong word; sending them back to Hell was a far more accurate description. And even then, you needed a special blend of Holy Oil sent straight from the Vatican—for some reason, it was something they were always so stingy about supplying.

      The demon writhed on the floor, its body disintegrating, and the stranger turned his back on it. I stared up into the man’s face and there was something so familiar about it that, for a second, I found myself merely opening and closing my mouth.

      “Jason?” It was the shock in Nic’s voice as he said the name that snapped me out of my reverie.

      Why was the name so familiar? Why was this guy’s face so familiar? There was something I was missing.

      “You know him?” I asked, glancing back in Nic’s direction. The colour from his face had drained away as though he’d seen a ghost. What the hell was going on?

      “Hey, little brother. Long time, no see…” the stranger said, addressing Nic.

      The pieces of the puzzle snapped into place and the contents of my stomach curdled as the world lurched around me.

      Jason. Nic’s dead brother, the one supposedly murdered by a rogue shifter pack while in the army … the same brother who’d drawn the witch hunter mark in the bathroom of Nic’s apartment. Alive. In King City.

      Nic’s brother held his hand out to me and I could see the same witch hunter mark on the back of his hand. The world lurched again.

      “Saga Venatione,” I said, without meaning to. Jason gave me a considering look.

      “Everyone calls me Jason … only the ones I hunt call me by my professional title.”

      I clenched my hands into fists at my sides. There was something in his voice when he spoke to me that suggested he knew more than he was saying. Or maybe it was just my paranoia over who and what he was that was throwing me off.

      Oh, God, I just needed to act normal, get myself under control, and everything would be fine. All I needed was a little time to….

      “You bastard!” Nic said, launching himself past me, his fist connecting with Jason’s face, sending both men sprawling to the floor.

      They fought, rolling across the floor, and I stood by, watching them.

      I’d needed a distraction and I got it. Perhaps God was listening after all? And if He was, would it be asking too much for this all not to end in death?
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      The brothers continued their fight, neither one gaining the upper hand, and yet I could tell to look at them that Jason was holding back. Was it because Nic was his brother and he didn’t want to hurt him, or he just didn’t want to give away what he was capable of?

      Sighing, I stepped into the fray, grabbing the collar of Nic’s jacket and hauling him back from his attempt at battering his brother’s brains out. Jason lashed out, his leg hooking behind my knees and sending me sprawling onto my ass for the second time that day. Growling, I rolled back up into a crouch and dodged the stray punch that swung in my direction. I drew back my fist and caught Jason square in the jaw.

      I could tell from the look of surprise, but not pain, on his face that it didn’t hurt. I was certain of that—or at least I was certain it hadn’t hurt him. His face seemed to be made of marble and my knuckles seemed to be the victims in the story.

      Hopping to my feet, I tried to brush off the pain in my hand, but it continued to niggle at me.

      “What was that for?” he said, rubbing the side of his jaw. Maybe I had hit him hard enough to make it hurt.

      “For knocking me down. It’s not something I take too kindly to,” I said, forcing as much irritation into my voice as I could.

      “Well, if you didn’t insist on getting caught in the middle of something that wasn’t any of your business, I wouldn’t need to knock your ass out of it.”

      He was a jerk, plain and simple.

      “Don’t talk to her like that, Jason. The only one in the wrong here is you. What happened to you? We all thought you were dead, you broke Mom’s heart.”

      Jason dropped his gaze to his heavy-duty army boots and for the first time since he’d strolled in and set the demon on fire, his smug expression slipped, his face a mixture of pain and regret. Just as quickly as it had slipped, it was back in place, his shoulders stiffening as he shot Nic an arrogant look.

      “You’re questioning me? What about you? You were supposed to be there that night to bail me out, but if I remember correctly, you were too busy getting drunk off your ass and starting bar brawls with blood suckers.”

      I knew how much guilt Nic carried over that night; he hadn’t told me in so many words, but he hadn’t needed to. I’d seen it in his face, reflected in his eyes as he’d told me what happened. For Jason to bring it up now had to hurt, and I could see the flinching around Nic’s eyes as his brother spoke.

      “I’ve changed…” Nic said through gritted teeth, “but I see you haven’t.”

      “Changed? From the looks of it, little brother, you haven’t changed at all. You’re still hanging around with trouble makers, getting in way over your head, and letting your dick lead you down blind alleys….”

      Anger made me bristle and it took every ounce of self-control to keep my power under wraps. If he was truly a witch hunter of old as the mark on his hand suggested, the least brush of magic would set off alarm bells in him. That was more than I could afford.

      No matter how much I wanted to drive my power through his chest.

      I cut off the dark direction my thoughts seemed to be taking and swallowed hard. My inability to control even simple things such as the thoughts that occupied my mind was getting worse. I needed to work harder at pulling it all under wraps; if I couldn’t, then I was in more trouble than I’d ever imagined possible. What I really needed to do was find a way to neutralise the demon mark—maybe if I could do that, things would get easier.

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” Nic asked, but his voice had dropped low, the same way the winds drop when the eye of a storm passes overhead.

      Jason didn’t seem to see the danger—either that or he just didn’t care—and jerked his thumb in my direction. “Let’s be honest, little brother. She’s cute, but are you sure hanging around with a demon magnet is the best way to get laid?”

      Nic lunged forward once more but I planted myself between the two brothers, blocking him from getting his hands on Jason the way he wanted to.

      “Get out of the way, Amber, this is between him and me….”

      “No, he’s not worth it. He’s here for a reason. He wants something or he’d still be off elsewhere, playing dead….”

      It was Jason’s turn to get angry; his entire body seemed to tighten like a coiled spring or a viper before it struck. Nic relaxed in against my back, his heat seeping through my jacket and spreading through my body.

      “Why are you here?” Nic asked, his voice a little more controlled.

      “Can’t I just come back to visit my family?”

      “You were dead. I’m pretty sure we both know the answer to that is a resounding ‘no,’” Nic said dryly.

      “I did my job, Dominic. You have no idea what that’s like; you’ve never had to carry responsibility like this, and I hope you never will. But I came back as soon as I could.”

      “You’re sure you’re not back here for a job?”

      Nic’s question was met with silence and it was the only answer we needed. He wasn’t back because he really cared about his family, he was back to hunt for someone or something. Swallowing hard, I crossed my fingers behind my back. Could I really be so unlucky that he’d have found out about me? It was entirely possible, but I needed to cling to the belief that he hadn’t; it was the only thing stopping me from going super nova.

      “When I heard the job was here, I jumped at the chance to come back, you’ve got to believe that…” Jason said. The sudden earnestness in his voice made me suspicious. He was a jerk and now he was a liar. He wasn’t doing a good job of selling himself and I knew Nic felt the same way.

      “How did you find us?” I asked, breaking Jason’s intense eye contact with his brother.

      “I tracked the demon here…” he said, but there was something in the way he said it and the shifty look he gave the now-smouldering corpse of the demon that told me it was nothing but another lie. But I couldn’t exactly prove it, and I definitely couldn’t just accuse him of lying, not without proof of some sort.

      “Where you’d get your supply of Holy Oil? Not even the Elite get bottles of it like you’ve got. The best we can do is daub the sign of the cross on a demon’s head without getting bitten and set it on fire.”

      Jason grinned, and this time it was a genuine smile, one that instantly reminded me of Nic. That was why he’d looked so familiar to me in the first place. They were brothers, but they shared an uncanny resemblance. Of course, Jason looked a little older, and his unshaven face gave him a wilder appearance, but it was there, lurking beneath, and it came out when he smiled.

      “The Vatican supplies us with it,” he said with a smirk.

      “The Vatican supplies it to everyone, hence the name Holy Oil—I meant how do you have so much of it?”

      “We work for the Church, or at least we used to. There was a period of time when our numbers dwindled after the destruction of the Shadow Creeps, but recent years have seen our numbers on the rise once more.”

      “Is that not kind of odd?” I asked, trying to keep my anger over his name-calling under wraps.

      “Not when there have been so many sightings of witches again. We were born to hunt them; if they become a problem, then it’s our job to keep them under control, wipe them out before they can cause any real damage.”

      He was so matter-of-fact in his description, so easily blaming witches for everything. How could they have come to that conclusion? I knew the Shadow Sorcerers were powerful, and obviously some of them misused their power, but not every witch was a Shadow Sorcerer and not every Shadow Sorcerer wanted to raise Hell. There was more to the story than what the history books would have had us believe; I was certain of that.

      “Look, I need to know about any suspicious cases that come in, things that can’t be explained away by the usual run-of-the-mill Elite party line.”

      “We don’t have a party line, we get cases and we do our damnedest to solve them.”

      Jason rolled his eyes and I caught sight of Victoria standing outside the broken window. She gestured towards Jason, her eyes filled with questions before she moved to the main door of the diner.

      People were still huddled in small groups, their terrified expressions telling me they’d seen more than they’d ever seen in their lives. There was a reason the Elite liked to keep things under wraps. Not causing mass hysteria and uncontrolled panic was one such good reason.

      “What happened here?” Victoria asked, crunching across the broken glass that littered the floor. The second she caught sight of the smouldering heap that had been the demon, her dark eyebrows shot up, disappearing beneath the heavy fringe she had.

      “Underling demon attack,” I said.

      “I killed it,” Jason said, his smug tone grating on my nerves.

      “And you are?” Victoria asked, her voice cold enough to freeze Hell itself. It seemed I wasn’t the only one irritated by Jason’s arrogant attitude.

      He held his hand out to her. “I’m Jason Holt,” he said.

      Nic grunted and stalked away. I followed him, catching up to him as he reached the front door of the diner. Sirens split the air. Someone had obviously called the cops—when would they learn the police couldn’t help them with something like this? No matter how many times the citizens of King City were told to call the Elite when they came into contact with any sort of strange goings on, it still hadn’t sunk in. I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d ever learn.

      “Nic, what’s wrong? I thought you’d be pleased to find out your brother was all right?”

      “How can I, Amber? He lied to me, lied to my parents. You have no idea what his death did to my mother, it practically destroyed her. And my father….” Nic trailed off and stared off into the distance. “He put them through all of that, and for what?”

      He was right, of course, but it didn’t change the fact that Jason was still alive. If I could somehow find out that my father was still alive after all these years, well, I’d always imagined I’d be happy. But maybe I wouldn’t. Maybe the thought that the person you cared for, loved, hadn’t returned to you, that they would rather live another life, would hurt too much.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, brushing my hand against his arm.

      He glanced back at me and gave me a half-hearted attempt at a smile. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about, and you did a pretty awesome job with that knife and the demon’s mouth. I’d never have thought of doing that,” he said, the admiration in his voice causing heat to flush into my face.

      “You’d have thought of it,” I said, but I couldn’t keep the pride from my voice.

      “You two ready to take a trip down to the Elite office? Nic, your brother has information he needs to share with us, and you’re both needed for your statements on the demon attack,” Victoria said, her eyes signalling a W.T.F to me.

      She’d obviously seen the witch hunter mark on him—either that or he’d straight up told her. From the look on his face and the way his eyes couldn’t seem to stray any further than the wiggle in Victoria’s ass, I was betting she could have asked him anything and he’d have given her the answer.

      “I really need to get home and get cleaned up….” It wasn’t a lie, and I was hoping the forensic guys were done with the street in front of my apartment block by now. They’d certainly had enough time.

      “This won’t take long,” Victoria said, nodding to the cops outside the door. “I’ll get it all squared away here and then we can get going.”

      I sighed. There was no getting out of it. For the second time in as many hours, I was going to find myself on the wrong side of the interview table. The only bright side I could see in all of this was that whatever information Jason had to share with the Elite, Victoria would find it, and once she did, I knew she’d pass it along to me. Something had drawn the first witch hunter to King City and if Jason found out his buddy was dead then we’d never get rid of him, at least not until he found the party responsible. It’d certainly make it easier, having someone like him around to help hunt down the demon responsible, but it was also too much of a risk.

      With someone like him around, there was too big a chance that he’d decide the party responsible for everything would turn out to be me. And I needed all the warning I could get before that happened.
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      Sitting in the waiting area of the Elite building, I picked at my finger nails. My mother had always called it a disgusting habit, but I’d developed it as a way to not chew my fingernails down to the butt. I’d given up one but there was no way I was giving up the other.

      I watched the other officers come and go. Their side glances told me they knew about the dead shifters. No one else in the office had taken down a pack single-handedly—no one else had tried either, but that didn’t come into it. I wasn’t even sure what they thought had happened. I mean, how do you fix that one in your mind? How could I murder eight shifters, all in the same place, at the same time? No one had mentioned me having any sort of special abilities. I knew for a fact if Jon honestly believed I had some sort of power, he’d have shouted it from the rooftops. His determination to get rid of me knew no bounds.

      Nic appeared around the corner of the corridor, his expression a mixture of concern and irritation. Whatever they’d said to him had put him into a seriously foul mood.

      He spotted me, crossed the waiting area, and plopped down into the same plastic seats we’d sat in a few hours before.

      “Deja vu or what?” I said, cracking the hint of a smile in an attempt to get him to loosen up.

      “Have you been in yet?” He asked, cracking his knuckles.

      “Nope, no one’s been out to collect any information from me. It’s a little weird, they all just keep side eyeing me as they go in and out instead.”

      “They had Jason sit in while they questioned me and took down my statement. From the second he walked back there with Victoria, they’ve been treating him like some sort of Messiah….”

      My stomach started to knot uncomfortably and it took all of my will power not to bolt for the door. The second I did that then it was all over. They’d know I was guilty of something and Jon would be only too happy to find something he could make stick against me.

      “Amber?” Victoria called to me and I pushed up from my seat. My palms were sweating and I scrubbed my hands against my jeans. It was a mistake; the blood of the witch hunter we’d found dead in the alley smeared up onto my hands, making them sticky.

      Great, because what I really needed when going into to face a witch hunter was my hands covered in the blood of his dead comrade.

      “Don’t look so worried, it’s just routine,” Victoria said, leaning in to whisper against my ear.

      “If it’s so routine then why is Jason sitting in on the interviews? Shouldn’t he be getting interviewed too?”

      “Jon tried, but the second he did, Jason handed him a card with a number on it and when Jon got off the phone, suddenly Jason was running the show. I don’t know what kind of connections he’s got, but they’re seriously high up in the food chain.”

      I nodded. It made perfect sense, he was bound to have powerful connections. Everything I’d ever read about the witch hunters said they were wealthy aristocrats, men in positions of power that the Church recruited to wipe out the scourge that was the Shadow Sorcerers.

      I shot Nic a contemplative look before I followed Victoria down the corridor that led to the interview rooms and the pen. If Jason came from a family who wielded the kind of power that had their son chosen to be a witch hunter, then why hadn’t Nic ever mentioned any of it before? He’d told me of his failed attempt at getting into the Elite—was it because of his family and who they were, or had his family decided the Elite was below their son?

      It wasn’t something I was going to get answers on anytime soon but it certainly gave me pause.

      Following Victoria down to the interview room, I avoided the eye contact of everyone I met in the hall. Seeing their curious glances and, in some cases, downright hostile glares, had my mind reeling, making it almost impossible to actually concentrate on anything I was supposed to focus on.

      Victoria stood to one side and gestured for me to step into the interview room. Jason sat behind the desk, his booted feet propped up on the table as he leaned back with his eyes shut. He was the epitome of a man at ease and yet there was an undercurrent of tension that ran through the room. He was nervous about something, but I couldn’t get a read on what it was.

      “Take a seat, Amber, and tell me in your own words what happened with the demon,” Jason said, the false boredom in his voice putting me even more on edge than I had been. He was definitely digging for something, some sort of information.

      “Well, you were there, why don’t you enlighten me, seeing as it was you who killed the demon….”

      Jason opened his eyes and let his feet drop from the table with a thud. He studied me for a couple of seconds before his easy smile returned once more.

      “You know, I’ve never understood what my brother sees in smart-mouth little bitches. But I will give him this, he definitely has a type and you are it….”

      Anger pulsed in my veins and I could feel the knot tightening up in my gut. This was what he wanted. He wanted to piss me off, draw me out. Probably wanted to see what I was capable of. And if that were true, then it meant he was suspicious of me.

      “Are you always so charming? Or is this just your special interrogation technique?” I said, plastering a fake smile on my face.

      Jason laughed and it, surprisingly, sounded sincere. Could it be that he actually had some sort of sense of humour buried beneath all that tough asshole exterior?

      “Look, I know you’re not interested in my brother. I’ve seen women like you and all you’re interested in doing is using him before you move on.”

      “I’m not sure I understand what this has to do with the demon attack in the cafe,” Victoria interjected, her voice dry and curt.

      “Listen sugar tits, this has to do with whatever I damn well please. I’ve got full rein to use this branch of the Elite for whatever I deem necessary. Now, if you don’t like the way I’m talking to your little friend here, you can get the hell out.” Jason’s voice brooked no argument and I dropped back into my seat as Victoria pushed up onto her feet.

      “That’s a good girl, don’t forget to—” He cut off, his voice strangled as Victoria wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and rammed his head into the table faster than he could react.

      He swung wildly with his arms and Victoria grabbed one of his wrists, jerking it back up behind him with enough force to snap a lesser man’s arm.

      “If you ever speak to me like that again….”

      Victoria’s voice was hollow and her eyes had taken on a dark bottomless pit expression that had my stomach clenching uncomfortably. I shook my head at her, trying to convey with my gaze that she needed to stop.

      Her Changeling status was still a secret, but it wouldn’t remain that way for long if she lost her shit in the interrogation room and snapped Jason’s neck the same way she had Zeck’s.

      The darkness slid out of her eyes and part of me couldn’t help but wonder where it all went to. It moved like something living, like something that had a mind all of its own, and maybe it did. She nodded to me and released him abruptly.

      Jason swung around, ramming the chair backwards with enough force to send it smashing into the wall where the two-way mirror sat.

      “What are you?” he asked, his face a nasty shade of puce as he practically vibrated with rage.

      “What’s the matter? Find it hard to believe you could be bested by a woman?” I taunted, drawing his ire.

      He could piss me off all he wanted; I’d simply sit here imagining all the ways I would enjoy kicking his ass. Victoria, on the other hand, I was pretty certain didn’t have that in her. She was far too straight-forward and whatever she thought, she had a tendency to enact. And right now, I could visualise her ripping Jason’s spine out through his stomach.

      “I know you’re trying to distract me,” he said through gritted teeth and from the look in his eyes I could tell he was struggling to control his anger.

      “Well, you do look like someone about to….” I trailed off as I watched him suck in a deep breath.

      What was wrong with him?

      “Get out,” he said, his voice little more than a growl.

      “What do you mean?”

      Victoria didn’t need to be asked twice and she reached my side of the table in record speed. Grabbing my arm, she jerked me onto my feet and towed me towards the door.

      “We need to leave, Amber,” she said quietly as she pulled open the door and shoved me out into the hall.

      “What the hell is going on, Victoria?” I asked, peering over her shoulder into the room beyond.

      Jason’s hands clutched at the table, his head hanging low. His body was tense and there was an odd tremor that seemed to run through his muscles. I’d never seen anything like it.

      “There’s a lot you don’t understand about witch hunters, and one of those things is their inability to control their gifts when they lose their temper,” she said, closing the door quietly after her.

      “Their gifts?” I asked, unable to keep the incredulity from my voice. As far as I knew, witch hunters were just human. They didn’t have any magic and so the idea of Jason having a gift was utterly beyond me. The thought had never even crossed my mind.

      “It changes them, the anger and bitterness it takes to control it. I’ve heard it can destroy those who were chosen but who were unable to bear the responsibility.”

      Jason lifted his face, the veins in his neck standing out as he let out a long agonised roar that reverberated throughout the entire building. People paused in their work, and the frightened looks they cast in the direction of the interrogation room said it all.

      “What did they do to him?” I asked, staring at the man in the room as his spine contorted with the effort it was taking for him to control himself.

      “This is why they don’t let them come home. They are as good as dead—the Vatican arranged it to be this way for a reason.”

      The sound of screaming metal met my ears as Jason picked up the table that just seconds before had been bolted to the floor and bent the legs backwards on it before slamming it into the wall. He darted forward, slamming into the door, causing it to shake in its frame.

      “You need to leave. If he catches you….” Victoria trailed off as she shot the man behind the door another quick glance.

      “If he catches me, Victoria?” I asked, prompting her once more.

      “You won’t be able to withstand what he’ll force you to do. No one can…” she said, pushing me back from the door.

      “What about you?” I asked, refusing to budge.

      I wasn’t about to let Victoria throw herself on her own blade for the sake of protecting me from Jason and I sure as hell wasn’t going to run from a fight. I was many things, but coward wasn’t one of them, and as much as I didn’t want him to find out what I was, I wouldn’t back down from a fight either.

      Jason slammed his fists into the door and peered out through the glass. I gasped; his eyes were white, as though the eyeball itself had rolled into the back of his head.

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered as I stared up at him.

      Whatever the Vatican had done to them, it was beyond anything I’d ever seen before. I knew what the face of true evil looked like; I’d stared into the soulless eyes of demons before, but nothing like this. Jason wasn’t a demon; he was a man. A man the Church had taken to use for their own purposes. They’d ruined his life, stolen any chance he might have at happiness.

      Power flooded my veins and poured up my throat, practically choking me. Jason zeroed in on me, his white blank gaze digging into my very soul as he searched me for something only he could see, only he could find.

      Pushing away from the door, I did the only thing I could do. I ran.
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      I was a coward. Darting between the desks, magic continued to claw its way up my throat. I could feel it dancing in my veins, called by a song only it could hear.

      The sound of wood splintering tore at my ears and I tried to pick up my pace, but my body was sluggish in its movements as though whatever Jason was doing to me had already wounded me. I limped towards the door, coughing and hacking, blue sparking magic spluttering from my mouth.

      Christ, he was actually drawing my power out. Was this what they could do?

      I glanced back over my shoulder as the sound of screaming erupted in the office. The sound of twisted metal and shattering glass drew my attention and I watched Victoria draw herself back up out of the tangle of twisted filing cabinets.

      Jason strode down the floor after me, his white-eyed gaze locked on mine. Magic pulsed in the air and I could taste it on my tongue. I felt it bleed through my eyes and I knew without needing to see them that they were filled with the true colour of my magic. I clamped my eyes shut; I had to hide what I was.

      Pain burned in my shoulder, an irritation at first. But the irritation quickly spread down my arm. Darkness quenched my magic; everywhere the power of the demon mark flowed, I felt my own magic disappear beneath it.

      I screamed, pain lancing through my shoulder as my knees buckled beneath me, driving me to the floor. I scrabbled at my clothes and stared down at the place where the mark sat, the dark symbol twisting and swirling as the spidery black veins poured out from its centre.

      My insides felt as though they were being slowly ripped apart. I could feel whatever Jason was calling to my magic, but the demon mark was so much more powerful and it crushed my true self back down into my core.

      Jason’s hand wrapped around my throat and he lifted me from the floor. My fingers tore at his hold as he tightened his grip on me, slowly cutting off my oxygen.

      “I know what you are,” he said, his voice ringing hollow with a power that threatened to scald me.

      “You’re reading this all wrong,” Victoria said, moving up behind him.

      “I don’t think so, Changeling. I cannot kill you, but I can report you,” Jason sneered, his gaze never leaving mine.

      “She’s not a witch, she has been marked by a demon….”

      I groaned and fought Jason’s grip harder. As much as I appreciated Victoria trying to help me, I couldn’t imagine that Jason really cared what I was. Demon was just as bad as witch, he’d kill me either way….

      Jason cocked his head to one side and studied me carefully before his other hand whipped out and he ripped my T-shirt. The fabric burned against my skin with the force and if I’d had any air in my lungs I might have protested, but with his grip wrapped firmly around my airway, I was in no position to complain.

      His eyes widened a little as he caught sight of the mark, but I didn’t know him well enough to tell if that was a good thing or not….

      “How?” he asked, shaking me a little as though that would entice me to answer him faster.

      I slapped at his grip and his fingers relaxed almost imperceptibly, but it was enough to draw a breath.

      “My first case, hunting vampires, and I got caught out…” I lied. I couldn’t exactly tell him the truth. I’d summoned the demon, something no human could do, and he needed to believe I was human.

      “She was hunting a witch,” Victoria said, cutting me off.

      “A witch?” Jason asked, suddenly sounding more interested.

      The look Victoria gave me over his shoulder told me I needed to tell him about Lily.

      “What witch?” he asked, shaking me again hard enough to cause my teeth to rattle.

      “Not any witch, a Shadow Sorceress,” I said, a bolt of guilt ripping through my core.

      I wanted to catch her myself and she definitely needed to be stopped, but she was still my sister. It was my fault she was as warped as she’d become. I’d basically created the monster she’d become and so serving her up on a platter to the Saga Venatione just didn’t sit right with me. It was a primal instinct more than a truly rational thought.

      Jason released me and I plummeted to the earth like a rock. Instincts kicked in and I broke my fall, rolling up onto my feet the way I imagined a cat might. It was the first time I’d successfully managed to get the move right—every time I’d practiced it in training, I’d ended up on my knees.

      The white in his eyes fled, leaving his very normal and human gaze behind. But it was something that would haunt my nightmares. I’d heard stories of the witch hunters, but I’d always believed them to be fairy-tales told to small children to ensure their compliance and good behaviour. The last thing I’d imagined was that a true witch hunter could be worse than the stories of old.

      “Where is she now?” he asked. His voice had lost the hollow sound to it. Jason crossed his arms and stared down at me with the look of a man who hadn’t decided if he planned on killing me yet or not.

      “We don’t know,” I said honestly. There was no point in lying to him. Not now that he knew Lily existed—he’d only find out about her anyway.

      He narrowed his eyes in my direction and I felt heat creeping up into my cheeks. “Why do I get the impression there’s something you’re not telling me?” he said.

      Dropping my gaze back to the floor, I stared down at my booted feet and sighed.

      “There’s something else,” I said, raising my gaze back to his face. I fought the urge to look at him with defiance. If I could make myself seem as insignificant as possible, then he was more likely to forget about me and move on.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “She wants me to give her Zeck’s Bone Blade,” I said, simply keeping my voice devoid of all emotion.

      “And why would she think you would?”

      “Because we made a deal,” I said.

      Jason started, his expression shifting to one of surprise and then glee. He honestly thought he had me, that I was guilty of something he could have me locked away for.

      “You made a deal with a Shadow Sorceress? What did she give you?”

      “She saved Graham, she said she could bring him back if I gave her the Bone Blade, so I agreed.”

      Jason’s gleeful expression faded around the edges, the light dimming in his eyes as it dawned on him that I wasn’t the evil bitch he’d decided I was. He didn’t know the truth, but the more I could make him believe that he was wrong about everything he knew about me, the better it would be for me.

      “And Graham is?”

      “My partner. He and I were working on the Zeck case when he was hurt, hurt really bad. They didn’t think he’d make it, so I made the deal with the witch.”

      I purposefully kept her name out of it. I didn’t need to give him any power over her. If he was going to hunt Lily down, then he would do it without the ability to cripple her before she even had the chance to see him coming. It was stupid; I should have been helping him, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d just betrayed her by giving him the knowledge that she even existed.

      Why I felt like this, well, I had no idea. I shouldn’t have. She was bad news, and given the opportunity, she would kill me. But there was still a small part of me that couldn’t overlook the fact that she was part of my father.

      It didn’t make any sense and I wasn’t in any mood to try and wrap my mind around it now. At least not with a real life witch hunter standing across from me.

      Jason nodded and I let my shoulders drop. He believed me, or at least he was giving all the appearances of someone who believed me. What that man really thought, well, it would take someone a lot stronger than I was to crack that thick nut of his.

      “Can I go now? The last few hours haven’t exactly been peachy and I need a shower…” I said, gesturing to my ruined clothes.

      “Have you given her the knife yet?” he asked.

      “No, she said she’d contact me and tell me where,” I said, suspicion rising the hairs across the back of my neck.

      “Well, when she does, I want you to tell me. She thinks she has an in with you and we’re going to use that. If she wants the blade, we’ll give it to her, but I’ll be waiting, and she won’t escape me….” There was something in his tone of voice that curdled my stomach. Bile crept up the back of my throat and it was an effort to keep my expression as neutral as possible.

      He spoke about her as though she wasn’t human at all, and part of me couldn’t help but wonder: if he was given the opportunity, would he kill her or bring her in for trial? Jason had a sort of a greyness about him, and I wasn’t honestly sure what he’d prefer to do.

      “Fine, I’ll tell you, but you won’t just kill her, you’ll bring her in for a fair trial?” I said.

      He cocked an eyebrow in my direction and a slow smile crept across his face. “Are you feeling an attachment to her? Maybe feeling bad for what might occur after everything you saw here this morning?”

      “You mean the part where you went nuts and tried to kill me? You could say I might have some reservations about your abilities to do your job without bias.”

      He stiffened and stared at me; the smile remained on his face and I couldn’t help but wonder how he did it. Whatever I felt was usually reflected on my face. I was working hard to perfect my blank cop face but I still hadn’t fully mastered it yet. Jason, on the other hand, had it nailed down flat.

      “If she cooperates, she’ll be brought in for trial. If not, then….” He shrugged, the smile never leaving his lips.

      I could tell simply to look at him which scenario he’d prefer to have happen, and it wasn’t the one where he brought Lily in for questioning.

      “We still need your statement, Amber, over what happened with the demon,” Victoria cut in, the look in her dark eyes telling me she wanted to do more than talk demons.

      “Not right now, and anyway, Captain Cardboard here saw everything I did. He can fill you in just as well as I ever could,” I said, spinning on my heel and stalking out towards the main doors.

      Nobody followed me, and for that I was grateful. I’d had enough, and the last thing I needed was someone asking me questions. Reaching the foyer, I paused and stared at Nic. He sat waiting for me, his arms folded across his chest, his legs stretched out in front of him.

      How could he be so utterly different from his brother? They were like chalk and cheese. Nic knew what I was and, despite being a hunter, he hadn’t tried to turn me over to the authorities. Yet, anyway.

      “We good to go?” he asked, pushing up onto his feet.

      “Maybe I should go alone. I think your brother is going to want to have another chat with you,” I said, forcing my voice to remain light.

      I couldn’t blame Nic for his brother’s bad attitude.

      “I have nothing to say to him,” Nic said curtly.

      He was hurting. I could see it in his gaze. And what was worse, he clearly didn’t understand the full implications of what his brother truly was. Hell, I hadn’t understood it until I’d seen Jason flip out.

      “And I think you do…” I started to say, when Nic shook his head.

      “Look, I know you mean well, but don’t try and tell me what I do or don’t feel or need where my asshole of a brother is concerned. I have nothing to say and there’s nothing he can say to make things all right between us….”

      I bit my lip and nodded. There was nothing I could say, he was right. But if he allowed it to go on as it was between them, it would simply fester. What Jason had done was really and truly unforgivable, and yet there was a part of me that could understand it. He’d only done what he thought was best, what he thought would protect his family, and I really couldn’t blame him for that.

      Jason appeared in the door and Nic strode straight out past me to the door. I let him go without trying to stop him. This wasn’t my fight and it certainly wasn’t my place to try and fix whatever had gone wrong between them. If I interfered, all I’d really achieve was driving a wedge between Nic and I.

      Jason’s gaze flipped to me and it was more than a little hostile, but I shrugged it off. If he wanted to blame me for the way he’d screwed up his family, then he could; I didn’t care anymore. I had more than enough on my plate, and my desire for a shower far outweighed any other concern I might have had.

      Pushing open the door, I turned my back on Jason and the Elite, the afternoon sunshine beating down on my face. If only life was made up of moments like this, part of me couldn’t help but believe it wouldn’t be half as complicated as usual.
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      Pushing open the front door of my apartment I sucked in a deep breath and let the tension slowly melt from my shoulders. It felt like an age since I’d been inside my own home; in reality it was only twenty-four hours, but it had been a tough day, and all I really wanted to do was wash the grime from my body beneath the spray of my own water.

      The smell was the first thing to hit me and I wrinkled my nose in disgust. Nic followed me inside and cringed.

      “Did you unplug your fridge?” he asked, covering his nose and mouth with his arm.

      I shook my head. It wasn’t a habit of mine, and yet there was no denying the smell of rot. Fear prickled along my scalp and I took a tentative step forward.

      The smell wasn’t coming from the kitchen, so it couldn’t be the fridge. Moving along the hall, I let my magic roam without needing to think about it. It was becoming instinctual, to simply use my magic, and while I was happy, there was a small part of me that couldn’t help but worry that perhaps I was getting a little too comfortable with relying on my magic all the time.

      “What do you think it is?” Nic asked, moving up along ide me. He already had his gun out.

      “I have no idea, but I know yesterday the place didn’t smell like death….”

      Creeping down the hall, I paused outside my bedroom door and toed it open carefully, peering inside as it swung wide. The body lay spread-eagled across the bed and my stomach revolted instantly. I raced down the hall to the bathroom and barely made it in time to vomit into the toilet bowl. Bile raced up the back of my throat, my nose, and eyes, stinging as my stomach continued to rebel over and over.

      “Amber,” Nic called to me and I crawled to the edge of the bathroom door and flopped back against the wall.

      “What?” My voice sounded strange even to my own ears.

      “I think you need to get back here…” he said, and there was something about the way he said it that had me push onto my feet once more.

      The last thing I wanted to do was step back into the room. Steve’s body still lay across the bed, the smell sending trickles of bile racing back up my throat once more. What was wrong with me? I dealt with death nearly every day and this shouldn’t have caused me to react so violently. But then there was a huge difference between preparing yourself to go to a crime scene and coming home to find the remains of one spread across your duvet.

      “Look,” Nic said, pointing to something just out of sight behind the corner of the bed.

      I took another step into the room and my knees threatened to buckle beneath me. Sonia sat with her knees tucked up under her chin, rocking her body back and forth against the wall. I could tell from the blood smeared across her clothes that she had obviously been the one to move Steve. How had she even gotten his body up here without someone stopping her?

      “Sonia?” I said, keeping my voice low as I called out to her.

      Her head snapped up and she stared at me with the blank expression of someone who had well and truly slipped into shock.

      How long had she been sitting here?

      “You can fix him, Amber, you can bring him back. I know you can fix him, I….” She trailed off, confusion washing over her expression once more.

      “I can’t remember why I know you can bring him back…” she said, peering up at me. She looked more like a small child than a grown woman, and my heart clenched as though someone had wrapped their fist around it.

      I’d wiped her memory. I’d cleared the memory of Steve’s death from her head by accident, and now this was the outcome….

      Shame welled within me and I dropped to my knees on the floor next to her. Her hand reached out, closing around mine, and I let her. The very least I owed her was a little human comfort.

      She’d figured out what I was and she would have used it against me, I was certain of it. But that didn’t change the fact that what I’d done was wrong, unforgivable even. I’d taken my own selfish needs and placed them above the rights of another human being. How was I ever supposed to atone for something like that?

      Sonia clung to me, her nails digging into my arm as her wide and frantic eyes stared up into mine.

      “You can bring him back, Amber, I know you can….”

      I glanced back at the bed and my stomach once more threatened to revolt. She wasn’t wrong; some Shadow Sorcerers had been known to raise others from the dead. Usually the one they were raising had to have some sort of magic to begin with. But that level of magic had disappeared from the world long before the Shadow Sorcerers had been wiped out. Even among their own, it was a power considered too dangerous because of the effect it had on the balance.

      And to a witch, there was nothing more important than the preservation of the balance.

      “Sonia, I can’t…” I said, but she didn’t hear me.

      Dragging herself up onto her knees, her grip on my arm tightened to the point where it was becoming uncomfortable. But I’d caused this and if the worst I had to endure was a little discomfort, then I’d be lucky. For what I’d done to her, I deserved everything I got.

      “No, I know you can, I know it…. He’s not dead, Amber, I can still feel him!”

      “Sonia, he’s gone. I’m so sorry, but there’s nothing I or anyone else can do. Nobody has that kind of power….” The words were a mistake the second they left my mouth, and regret welled within me.

      “You do, you’re a witch!” she said, clapping her hands wildly before grabbing my face.

      She smelled of rot and decay and her hands were coated with dry blood. I didn’t want to think about the things she’d needed to do in order to get Steve’s body here, but he wasn’t capable of bleeding anymore, so where had the dried blood on her hands come from?

      “I can’t,” I said.

      Her face twisted into an expression I’d never thought another human capable of. She lashed out at me, her fist connecting with the side of my face before I had the chance to react.

      I fell back awkwardly but she was already crawling over the top of me, slicing at my face and arms with her nails. Grabbing her arms, I tried to force them down at her sides, but she was stronger than me, her grief giving her a strength I wasn’t expecting.

      Nic appeared, wrapping his arms around her waist as he lifted her from me, and I rolled onto my feet. She fought his grip, her screams enough to raise the dead from their slumber.

      “Silence,” I muttered the word beneath my breath and my magic rolled out to coat the apartment.

      The last thing I needed was for the neighbours to hear the commotion and call the cops. How was I going to explain the rotting corpse and his inconsolable, pregnant girlfriend who believed I could bring him back from the dead?

      My ears popped as the spell settled around us. I had no idea how long it would last, but I was hoping it would be enough time to get Sonia to calm down and see sense.

      “Are you going to help me?” Nic asked, as Sonia wriggled around in his grip and caught the side of his neck, her fingers leaving little bloody trails down over his skin.

      “Sonia, stop, we can talk about this…” I said.

      What the hell was I supposed to do? Talking her down didn’t really seem like an option, but I wasn’t sure what other choice I had. An uneasy sensation in the pit of my stomach told me that perhaps bringing Steve back wasn’t outside my abilities, but I couldn’t take that chance. An inexperienced witch was a dangerous one and I was definitely inexperienced. The fact that I didn’t have full control over my powers frightened me, and I wasn’t about to start testing the bounds of my abilities with something as dangerous as necromancy.

      She shot me a look over her shoulder and spat in my general direction; the expression in her eyes was wild and a thread of fear raced through me. What I was looking at wasn’t just grief, it was something so much more than that.

      What had I done to her?

      “You bring him back or I will kill you!” she said, managing to bring her elbow back into Nic’s ribcage enough to make him cringe.

      “I can’t bring him back, somewhere deep down inside you have to know this.”

      “Why?” she asked, slowing down a little to glare at me.

      “It’s too dangerous…” I started to say and then paused. It wasn’t just dangerous, it was downright illegal, immoral, and a whole host of other equally nasty things.

      “I don’t believe you,” she screamed, and resumed her attempt at tearing Nic apart. She brought her head back, catching him in the face with enough force to cause my eyes to water.

      Breaking away from his grip, she ran at me, wrapping her hand around my throat as she rammed my back into the wall. A picture hanging next to my head crashed to the floor, the glass spraying everywhere.

      Staring into her face was like staring into the face of insanity itself, and my stomach clenched painfully. I’d brought her to this. Her fingers tightened and I choked.

      Magic swirled in my veins near the surface; it was simply waiting for me to give the word, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Magic had gotten me into this predicament. Whatever I’d done to Sonia had been a step too far.

      “Bring him back,” she snarled.

      Closing my eyes, I shook my head. She didn’t know what she was asking of me. The balance couldn’t be disturbed.

      “You did this, why won’t you bring him back?” she asked, her voice suddenly dropping, and I felt her grip on my throat lighten.

      “There’s a balance, Sonia, to bring him back would require an exchange….” I swallowed hard. I didn’t know exactly what it would take to bring him back, but I had a pretty good idea and the thought left me feeling cold.

      “You mean a sacrifice?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, swallowing past the bile in my throat.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” she said, her smile lighting up her tear-stained face.

      “I can’t sacrifice someone to bring Steve back,” I said, but I could tell from the look on her face that there was more than she was telling me.

      “If you don’t, I’ll release your statement to the world, Amber; everyone will know what you are, what you’ve done….” As she spoke, she tugged her cellphone from her pocket and I could see the little red light on the screen that indicated she’d recorded everything we’d said.

      Anger flared through and, without thinking, I crashed into her, my momentum taking us both to the floor as I snatched the cellphone away from her. My heart sank lower as I stared down at the screen. She hadn’t just recorded everything—Jon’s home number flashed on the screen indicating the call was still live.

      I smashed my thumb against the screen, ending the call as panic ran riot in my head.

      “You called, Jon? Did you expect me to bring Steve back while I awaited execution? Or did you hope I’d feel bad enough for you that I’d do it before Jon could arrest me?”

      “Relax, it’s his answering machine. You’ve got time to do as I ask and then I’ll go and erase the message….”

      “You’re crazy,” I said, smashing her phone against the floor.

      Rage welled in my core and the urge to rip and tear the nearest living thing to me surged inside me.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she said, scuttling backwards across the floor.

      Nic crossed the room and grabbed my shoulders, shaking me until I was forced to blink up at him.

      “Amber, get a grip…” he said. The trace of fear lurking at the back of his voice was unmistakable, and it washed over me like a bucket of ice water, quenching my rage as though it had never been there.

      “I’m fine,” I said, shrugging out of his hold, my heart sinking in my chest as I realised there was nothing I could do.

      “Your eyes went dark, that’s not exactly what I would call fine….”

      I shook my head, ignoring him. I could only afford to deal with one issue at a time and the threat of immediate exposure was a pretty good one to focus on.

      “Can you bring him back?” Nic asked suddenly, and I jerked my head up to look at him. He couldn’t be serious. Even if he was, he had to know just how dangerous something like that was.

      “No,” I said, but I couldn’t stop the slight hitch in my voice, and I knew from the way Nic was looking at me that he’d noticed it too.

      Dragging my gaze away from him, I stared at Sonia, who’d taken up her position next to the bed. I watched as she lovingly stroked the side of Steve’s bloated and discoloured face. If I didn’t do something soon, things were going to get a hell of a lot more awkward when Steve’s body started to break down.

      Of course, I wouldn’t have to worry about that anymore if Jon went home and found the message on his answering machine first….

      “I need to talk to you privately,” I said, keeping my voice low enough that Sonia wouldn’t hear me.

      Nic didn’t need to be asked twice and simply followed me out into the hall. I had no choice, I would tell him the truth, and then perhaps he could decide for himself if he would help me or not. All I could hope was that he didn’t start to see me differently once he knew what I’d done to Sonia.

      Karma’s a bitch. I just hadn’t expected her to start catching up to me so quickly.
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      “I know you can bring him back, why not just do it and get all of this over with? At least then you won’t have to worry about getting exposed,” Nic said the second we were out of earshot in the kitchen.

      “Because I can’t. The bit that you and Sonia are missing is that if I bring Steve back, it’ll screw with the balance….”

      “Yeah, I heard you tell her that, and I know there’s a sacrifice involved….”

      “I’m presuming there is, I don’t actually know the spell for raising the dead. It wasn’t something they taught in school,” I said sharply, running my hands back through my hair. “And anyway, there’s a huge chance I wouldn’t be able to do it even if I wanted to,” I said, releasing my breath and blowing my cheeks out.

      “Well, you’ve got to at least look as though you’re willing to do it,” he said, “that way maybe you can convince her to give you more time and she’ll scrap the message on Jon’s machine.”

      The seed of a thought took root in my mind and I clapped my hands either side of Nic’s face, drawing him close.

      “You’re a genius! The book you put in your safe, the one that belonged to Brigid Dubhacht—if you bring it here, there’s bound to be something in it I can use…” I said.

      Nic’s eyes darkened, his initial surprise fading, and his breath fanned across my cheeks, making me all too aware of just how close we were.

      “If you’re sure it’ll work,” he said, his mouth close enough that if I just pushed onto my toes I could steal a kiss.

      “I’ll make it work—hell, even if I have to attempt a séance. I just need her to think he’s there….” Pulling out of his grip, I watched as disappointment flashed through his eyes for a second.

      But it wasn’t just him; I felt it too. Maybe when all of this was over with, maybe if I wasn’t exposed, then I would get the chance to figure out exactly what was going on between us.

      “You go and I’ll keep her occupied here,” I said, pushing him towards the door.

      “You sure?” he asked. “She seems pretty unstable and….” I didn’t wait for him to finish his sentence. I didn’t want to think about what might have happened in the room, the urge that had flooded through me.

      “We’ll be fine,” I said, “just hurry.”

      He didn’t need to be asked a second time and my stomach knotted as he jogged to the door and disappeared out into the hall, the sound of the front door closing echoing around the apartment.

      “Where’s he gone?” Sonia asked, poking her head around the door.

      “To get something I need,” I said curtly. “Are you sure this is what you want? I’ve heard stories of those who came back from the dead and they weren’t the same….” I trailed off, opting to leave out the bits where the dead had feasted on their loved ones before having to be put back in the earth by the Sorcerer that had raised them.

      ‘You’re going to do it?” she asked, sounding far more excited than I would have liked.

      “I’ll try, but I’m not promising anything, especially if the spell calls for things that are outside my remit.”

      Frowning, Sonia shook her head and folded her arms across her chest. “If you want that message gone from Jon’s machine before he has the chance to listen to it, then nothing is outside your remit,” she said harshly.

      “Whatever,” I said, turning away from her and busying myself with the coffee pot on the counter.

      I’d been looking forward to getting home, to locking the world out, having a shower, and clearing my head after everything that had happened. Having Sonia here with Steve’s body couldn’t have been further from my mind. And yet here I was.

      The bed definitely had to go….

      The thought popped into my head and I couldn’t stop the short burst of laughter that escaped me.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked, sounding a hell of a lot closer than she’d been moments before.

      I spun around and pressed my back into the cupboard as Sonia peered into my face. There was still something missing inside her. I could feel it, see it in her eyes when she stared at me, but I had no idea what exactly it was. Obviously, it was connected to whatever I’d done to her in the evidence room, but I wasn’t even a hundred percent certain what had happened.

      I’d taken her memories, taken more than I’d intended to, and the outcome was the Sonia that now stood in front of me.

      Put the memories back. The thought popped into my head unbidden, but it made perfect sense. I’d taken something from her, surely I could put it back?

      Of course, it wasn’t that easy. Taking the memories was relatively easy; I’d simply erased them, building a lie into her mind, constructing it around something that already existed. Putting back what I’d taken would involve constructing the truth and basing it on something that didn’t exist anymore. Raising the dead seemed a hell of a lot easier.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, sounding suddenly afraid.

      I blinked and stepped back. When had I moved towards her? I didn’t remember doing it, but there was definitely a part of me that felt somehow cheated that we hadn’t just gone ahead and experimented on her with magic.

      “Look, Sonia, you know what I am. I’m not sure why you’re doing this when you know how dangerous I am….”

      “She’s not the one you need to worry about, Sonia. An untrained Shadow Sorceress isn’t going to be much help to you in your predicament.” Her voice sent a shiver of fear down my spine and I reacted without thinking.

      Grabbing Sonia, I shoved her back and planted myself between her and Lily. Sonia was volatile enough without getting mixed up with Lily and as far as I was concerned, the day was already a big enough disaster without adding fuel to the fire.

      “I thought you were going to contact me?” I said, keeping a punishing grip on Sonia’s arm.

      “And here I am. I’m pretty sure standing in front of you counts as contact…” Lily said, a wide grin spreading across her lips. “Or are you this disappointed because my being here screws up the little plan you had with your friend the witch hunter?”

      I tried to school my features into a blank expression, but it was pointless. Lily had surprised me and she knew it; I could practically taste her glee from where I stood on the opposite side of the room to her.

      “Didn’t know I could do that, now did you?”

      “I’m not even sure what ‘that’ is, Lily….”

      “Precognition. It’s a new gift, but one that I’m enjoying immensely. How do you think I found out about the Bone Blade and Zeck to begin with?”

      I had wondered, but the thought had never occurred to me that it was due to an ability to see the future.

      “So if you already know the future and know I’d planned to hand you over to the witch hunter, why are you even here?”

      “Because I came to get the Blade and….” She trailed off dramatically and peered past me to where Sonia stood. “Because of the little predicament you’ve found yourself in,” she said finally.

      “This is none of your business. This is something I have to do, and if you want to see that knife at all then you’ll leave Sonia out of this,” I said from between clenched teeth.

      Lily wagged her finger in my direction and stared at me disapprovingly. Where she’d learned her mannerisms was beyond me; the more time I spent in her company the more I was beginning to feel I was in the presence of some awful vaudevillian. There was nothing real about her, everything was an act and I couldn’t quite pin point the reason.

      “This concerns us both. I need you alive, your power isn’t much use to me if you’re dead….” She slapped her hand across her mouth with a loud giggle. “I’ve already said too much—naughty, Amber, I won’t say another word on the subject.”

      I brushed her words aside. I had no idea what she was talking about. As far as I was concerned, she’d tried to take my powers once and failed, and that had been when my power had been brand spanking new to me. I’d had time to experiment, and it wasn’t much, but I understood it a little better…. Who was I kidding? I was still a child when it came to the abilities I possessed; I might never truly figure out the depth of them, but there wasn’t a snow ball’s chance in Hell that Lily was going to steal them from me.

      “You’re making no sense,” I said with an impatient sigh.

      “Neither is your friend,” Lily said, a cold smile sending a shudder racing through me.

      Turning to face Sonia, I stared into her face as her eyes rolled back in her head and she dropped to her knees.

      “What are you doing! Stop it!” I said, grabbing Sonia. The shock of Lily’s power as it raced across Sonia’s skin and up through my arms drew a string of swears from my mouth that would have made any sailor proud.

      Sonia started to convulse, her head snapping backwards hard enough that for a split second I was certain I heard the sound of her neck breaking. Drawing her in against my body, I wrapped my own energy around her still-jerking body and drove Lily’s power out without enough force to send the bitch stumbling backwards.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed as she pushed back, her energy coating mine like venom.

      “She’s pregnant, you can’t hurt her. We don’t need to hurt her…” I said between the breaths that I fought to draw in through my chattering lips. Sonia wasn’t convulsing anymore, and thankfully she wasn’t even conscious, but Lily’s power was beginning to wear on mine. I wasn’t strong enough to hold her off from both of us.

      Lily stopped, her power washing away from mine like a wave receding across the sand. “She’s willing to expose you and you want me to leave her be? That makes no sense.”

      “I’ve done enough to her. She’s pregnant and I’m the reason her boyfriend is dead…” I said, guilt lacing every word.

      “I take it the god-awful smell is the dead boyfriend?” Lily asked, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

      Nodding, I shuffled around until I could get a better look at her. “We don’t need to hurt her, she just wants Steve back and….”

      “And I can give her Steve,” Lily said, planting her hands on her hips.

      “You can bring him back?” I said, unable to keep my surprise to myself.

      “Yes.”

      The word hung in the air between us and it felt far too easy. I wasn’t doubting Lily and her abilities, I’d felt the strength of her power and it had been enough to steal the air from my lungs. I could already imagine her bringing Steve back, but why would she?

      “I don’t understand, Lily, why do this?”

      “I never said I would….”

      “Well, if you won’t, then I will. I don’t want her death on my conscience, too, and if that’s the only way to get her to erase the phone messages, then I’ll do it,” I said, pushing up onto my feet.

      My body felt stiff and bruised as though I’d gone several rounds in the boxing ring with Lily.

      “Fine, I’ll bring him back, but she deletes the message first.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re in no fit state, and I told you, I need you around. If you’re exposed, they’ll execute you, and I can’t take that risk.”

      “And if you’re exposed?”

      Lily shrugged, but there was something lurking in her eyes that told me she had a plan for every possible outcome already in place. And I just couldn’t imagine it involved her allowing herself to get caught.

      Lily snapped her fingers and Sonia jerked awake with a gasp. She clutched at her chest and stared up at me with an accusatory glare.

      “You tried to kill me,” she said, her voice hoarse as though she’d spent the last few minutes screaming on the top of her lungs.

      “Not her, me,” Lily chimed in, drawing Sonia’s glare with a small wave.

      “You bitch,” Sonia said, climbing awkwardly to her feet and launching herself in Lily’s direction.

      With one flick of her wrist, Lily sent Sonia flying back into the wall, the plaster cracking and collapsing around her body as dust plumed upwards.

      “Stop it! I said I don’t want her dead!” I said, racing across the room to drag Sonia out of the heap of rubble she lay dazed in.

      “Yeah, yeah, so boring…” Lily said, lifting her hand to examine her nails.

      “Who is she?” Sonia asked, pain evident in her face as she took my hand and let me pull her to her feet.

      “She’ll bring Steve back, but she wants the message deleted first…” I said.

      Sonia shook her head. “Not until I have Steve…” she said.

      “I don’t have time for this. Either you delete the message or I turn your lover into charcoal.”

      Sonia bit down on her lip and shook her head. “How do I know you’ll really bring him back otherwise?”

      “Because I promise she will,” I said. “If she doesn’t, then I will.” I shot Lily a dirty look over Sonia’s shoulder.

      “Go then,” Lily said, waving Sonia away dismissively.

      Sonia jerked out of my grip and made her way with a limp to the door. Pausing with her hand on the door, she glanced back and said, “If you don’t, I will kill you, both of you.”

      She disappeared out through the door as Lily’s laughter filled the apartment.

      “Some people are just deluded. She does realise she’s talking to two Shadow Sorcerers, right?”

      Shaking my head, I brushed my hands across my face and sighed.

      “So, let’s have a look at this body, then,” Lily said, her voice fading, and I jerked my hands away from my face in time to watch her disappear into the bedroom.

      If I called Jason now, all of this would be over. Lily was powerful, but there was something about Jason—I’d heard stories of the witch hunters but nothing could have prepared me for what he truly was, and part of me knew Lily wouldn’t have expected it either.

      Following Lily, I paused in the doorway and stared at her as she sat on the bed next to Steve’s body. Her fingers danced across the mottled and swollen flesh of his chest, sparks of her magic appearing for a second only to be swallowed up once more and disappear completely. They moved so quickly I couldn’t make out the symbols from where I stood.

      “What are you doing?” I said, crossing the room and grabbing Lily’s arm in my hand, jerking her up from the bed.

      “Preparing him. You don’t just raise an unprepared body,” she said angrily.

      There was a kernel of truth to what she was saying, but ultimately it was still a lie—and, as I gripped her arm, I could see the lie winding its way around every word that left her mouth.

      “Get out,” I said as my cellphone started to buzz.

      “There are things I need to do,” she protested, but I could still see the lie.

      “Get the hell out before I change my mind and kill you myself,” I said from between gritted teeth.

      “Don’t make promises you cannot keep, Amber.”

      Anger flared in my core, bubbling in my veins as it sent my blood pressure through the roof. I could see myself slamming her into the wall, ripping her throat out with my bare hands. The image was enough to shock me and I jolted, ripping my hand away from her.

      “There’s something different about you,” she said, narrowing her eyes as she studied me.

      The demon mark on my shoulder itched and I fought the urge to brush my fingers against it. I didn’t need to look at it to know what it was doing; it was becoming a part of me and I could feel the symbols shifting on it, the words disappearing and reappearing….

      “Get out,” I said again, but this time even my voice was different.

      Lily studied me for a second more before whatever she saw in my eyes had her change her mind. She pulled away, moving around me as she hurried to the door. Pausing, she stared back at me, and I could still see the curiosity in her eyes. She had no idea what it was that made me different, and for the first time in a long time, I actually began to feel as though I might actually have the upper hand.

      Lily ran, leaving me to stand alone in the centre of my bedroom with Steve’s dead body still spread across the bed. Grabbing the sheet that lay tangled at the end of the bed, I dragged it up over him before my stomach flipped once more, sending me dashing for the bathroom.
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      Jogging down the street towards the strange apartment block, I stared down at Victoria’s message in an attempt to verify the address.

      Grabbing a shower while Steve’s dead body lay in the bedroom had been a weird but necessary evil and one I hoped I wouldn’t have to repeat anytime soon, but I’d needed it; spending any more time than I had to wearing clothes soaked in blood hadn’t been funny the first hundred times it had happened, and it sure as hell wasn’t getting any funnier.

      The message Victoria had sent only contained an address, one I didn’t recognise. There was no name attached either, just to make it even more confusing. Pausing next to the apartment block, I spotted Victoria’s SUV parked across the street and crossed over to where it stood empty.

      Clearly, she hadn’t thought it worth her while to wait for me. What we were even doing here was beyond me. Dialling her number once more, I pressed it to my ear and listened to it ring.

      “What took you so long to get here?” her voice against my ear made me jump and I nearly dropped the cellphone as I spun around to face her.

      “I’m not even sure what I’m doing here,” I said, glaring at her as I slid the phone back into my back pocket.

      “I thought you would have wanted to investigate the witch hunter’s apartment,” she said.

      “An apartment? How long has he been here?” I asked, nervousness making my stomach churn uneasily.

      How much had he known?

      “According to the lease, he rented it three weeks ago and planned to stay for at least six months….”

      Nodding, I stared up at the apartment block. He’d been here for three weeks—what had happened in that time to draw him here?

      “Well, let’s go then,” I said impatiently. The longer we hung around outside, the more time I wasted. Getting back to my own apartment was imperative—I couldn’t allow Sonia to change her mind and back out of the promise she’d made. It didn’t help that I didn’t trust Lily not to do something stupid.

      Victoria nodded and started towards the building. Either she hadn’t noticed the impatience in my voice or she simply didn’t care enough to ask me what was wrong; either way, I didn’t mind. Especially if it got this over and done with fast.

      We took the stairs as Victoria muttered something about enclosed spaces being evil. I couldn’t say I blamed her; the thought of ever getting caught out in a space as cramped as an elevator didn’t exactly fill me with joy either, and, well, we had no idea about what we were about to walk into.

      Reaching the tenth floor, Victoria paused and cocked her head to one side before gesturing for me to follow her silently down the hall. We moved simultaneously, each step as silent as the grave, and part of me wondered if perhaps Victoria had glamoured our movements. I didn’t really know the extent of her abilities, at least not beyond her obvious strength and short temper.

      Pausing next to one of the generically marked apartments, Victoria tried the door handle but it wouldn’t budge. Flexing her hand, the door popped open, the lock coming away in her grip with an almost inaudible pop.

      Dropping it to the floor, she crept inside, staying low to the ground as I brought up the rear with my athame drawn. It wasn’t perfect, but it was as good as it was going to get, considering Jon had confiscated my Elite issue gun.

      Light spilled across the hall floor, emanating from what I assumed was the living room beyond, and we crept towards it. Clearly someone was home, and it wasn’t the guy who was supposed to be living here. Well, not unless he had the ability to come back….

      Victoria paused and her low intake of breath brought me up sharp. She dropped her arms, lowering her gun until it was back at her side once more, and strode forward, all pretence of creeping around gone.

      “What are you doing here?” she said as I rounded the corner and came face to face with the man she was referring to.

      Jason greeted us both with the barest hint of a smile, but he didn’t lift his gaze from the sheaf of papers he held in his hands.

      “I’m staying here,” he said.

      “It’s not your name on the lease,” Victoria said, her anger causing the hairs on my arms to stand to attention as her power crept outwards like an ever-encroaching flood.

      “I wasn’t aware it had to be. The Vatican rented the place originally for DuVal and he hasn’t checked in lately,” Jason said, finally lifting his gaze. The second his eyes fell on me, he shifted uncomfortably, his expression hardening.

      “What are you doing here? You don’t even work for the Elite,” he said.

      “Victoria asked me to come, so here I am.” I spread my arms wide and grinned at him, keeping the same level of ice in my gaze as he had in his.

      “Did you contact the witch and tell her to meet you yet?” he asked, the weight of his gaze uncomfortable against my skin.

      Nic wasn’t like this; he didn’t make my skin crawl and he certainly didn’t make me feel uneasy. Had this always been Jason or was it just the weight of his responsibility that made him such an enormous douche?

      “Not yet,” I lied. No way was I telling him what the real plan was. The less he knew about Sonia’s involvement, the better.

      “We need to look around,” Victoria said, cutting across the conversation.

      Jason’s expression turned thunderous and I bit my lip hard in an attempt to keep my laughter to myself. It was nice to see him so uncomfortable for a change; giving him a taste of his own medicine was ridiculously satisfying.

      “Look around for what?” he asked suspiciously.

      “We need to know what DuVal was here investigating,” she said. “The Elite can’t exactly have witch hunters running around in our territory, investigating preternatural beings without our consent. It’s just not how things are done.”

      “For a second I thought you were going to admit you knew DuVal was dead, but I guess we’re going with more lies,” Jason said, his tone suggesting he was bored. “Be my guest, look around, but from what I can tell he was looking into some church….”

      My stomach flipped and I took a step forward before I even realised what I was doing. It seemed a little coincidental that this DuVal character would be investigating a church in King City at the same time I’d get a frightened phone message from Mia.

      “What church?” I asked, trying to keep the interest out of my voice as I moved towards the piles of pictures and scraps of papers scattered around the large dining table in the middle of the room.

      As I came level with Jason, he grabbed my arm, his power prickling along my skin. Clearly, he wasn’t done testing me yet, but the demon mark flared to life beneath my clothes. The feel of it burning beneath my skin had me gritting my teeth, but I refused to let Jason see that his actions were having any effect on me.

      “If you try anything…” he warned.

      “Yeah, yeah, you’ll execute me,” I said, forcing as much irritation into my voice to cover my pain as I possibly could. Jerking out of his grip, I rolled my shoulders and slipped my athame back into my weapons belt as I grabbed the first picture sitting on the edge of the table.

      The second my hand closed around it, I realised my mistake. Images crashed through my head, the smell of sulphur burning the back of my nose as my eyes started to water from the heat.

      I had just enough time to see St Anne’s church before the photograph I was holding burst into flames.

      “Shit,” I swore, dropping the picture as the flame consumed it within seconds.

      “Get away from them,” Jason ordered as a spark from the photo I’d been holding caught the edge of the nearest paper.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I protested. He pushed me out of the way and started to pray in Latin. Or at least I thought it was Latin—strange languages weren’t exactly my area of expertise.

      The fire died, grey plumes rising from the rest of the untouched paperwork as Jason turned on me once more.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking I was going to have a look at the pictures,” I said. “Look, what is your deal with me? I’m not the enemy here.” It was a lie, but only because he was a prejudiced, pompous asshole. I had no intention of creating armies or murdering innocent victims so I could practice my black arts. Of course, as far as he was concerned, my kind may as well have been cavorting with the Devil Himself.

      “You’ve got a demon mark. DuVal wasn’t an idiot, he was hunting demons, and he cursed the evidence so no one could trap him using it.”

      My eyes widened as I stared down at the table covered in scribbled notes and pictures he’d taken in the area surrounding the church.

      “You can do things like that?”

      “Of course. We need some way of keeping our stuff out of the monsters’ hands.”

      The way he said the word “monster” had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. This was the man I was going to hand Lily over to. There was no forgiveness in him and I couldn’t help but question his ethics…. He had the gall to call my kind monsters when he and the other witch hunters were willing to kill first and ask questions later.

      “You keep calling them monsters because they have power you don’t understand,” Victoria interjected, “but you seem to forget that you have a power yourself.”

      “My power doesn’t come from somewhere evil. It’s not corrupted by the constant desire for more the way theirs is. Mine is a divine power and I am merely its conduit.”

      “That’s horse shit,” Victoria blurted out, her hands calling into fists as she faced off against Jason. “I can remember a time when the witch hunters didn’t believe their own hype, when their interest lay in protecting those who were weaker than they. With you, all I see is a man desperate to prove he has the biggest balls in the room.”

      Her tirade surprised me, and clearly I wasn’t the only one it surprised. Jason stared at her as though she’d just sprouted a second head, righteous indignation practically dripping from his pores.

      “The power you draw on doesn’t come from a god, not in the way you believe it does, anyway. It comes from the world around you, just like a witch’s power does…” Victoria continued.

      “You’re wrong,” Jason said. His voice had dropped and I half expected to watch his eyes roll back in their head as they had back in the Elite office.

      “Unless there’s an angel on Earth to draw your power from, you’re pulling it from nature just like the rest of us,” she said, folding her arms across her chest.

      I’d never seen her so argumentative. I knew she had a short temper, but this was getting ridiculous—at this rate they’d start facing off to each other like prize fighters any second.

      “How do you know there isn’t one?” Jason asked, all trace of confrontation gone from his voice.

      “I’d feel it. There’s not much on this earth that you can hide from the Fae—we see all, know all, feel all. Our connection to the earth and its inhabitants is the strongest you’ll come across, and an angel on earth would feel like a meteor strike.”

      Jason nodded and turned away from her and back to the table; his shoulders had dropped and the tension that had tightened every muscle in his body just moments before was now gone. How was that even possible? And what had Victoria said that had made him so relaxed? It just didn’t make any sense, but then, even by my standards, what part of the last twenty-four hours made any sense?

      “He was investigating St Anne’s Church over on Trinity,” Jason said, scooping up one of the singed pictures and studying the outside of it.

      “Why?” I asked, my curiosity overwhelming me.

      “Demonic activity. He suspected one of the priests there had been possessed. It’s highly unusual, but I suppose if the Shadow Sorcerers are back, possessed priests aren’t exactly a huge leap of the imagination.”

      “Crap,” I said, the word slipping out as I turned to leave.

      “You know something, don’t you?” Jason said, grabbing my arm once more.

      “No, I left my oven on,” I said with the sweetest smile I could muster.

      “If any of your little friends are caught up in this place when I go in, they better stay out of my way,” he said, the warning in his voice implicit.

      Without answering him, I stalked away to the door and paused before I hit the hall.

      “What did he think the priest was doing?” I asked.

      “I guess what any lower level scum demon usually does,” Jason said, his face devoid of all emotion. “Raise Hell.”

      Groaning, I stepped out into the hall and slammed my fist into the wall. How had I not seen that the priest was possessed? And if he was, then why hadn’t he known what I was? For a demon, recognising a witch shouldn’t have been a problem, and yet I’d watched both priests look at me as though I was no more interesting than any other human who wandered in off the street.

      “What was that about?” Victoria asked as she followed me out into the hall.

      “I’ve been to the church,” I said, gesturing for her to follow me down the hall and away from the apartment. “That friend I was helping out, well, she left a message on my voicemail begging me to help her and some babbling about the church.”

      “And when you went to see her?” Victoria asked, pulling open the door to the stairs.

      “There was a dead body of some woman in her house and she was down at the church. She wanted nothing to do with me, told me to leave her alone and never come back … but the priest didn’t feel like he was possessed. There was something weird about him, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.”

      “That mark is clouding your judgement,” she said, flicking a finger in the direction of my shoulder.

      “That’s not possible,” I said, ducking away from her touch.

      “I’ve seen it happen before. Those who are marked by a demon find it difficult to recognise friend from foe,” she said.

      “Great.” I huffed out my cheeks as we jogged down the seemingly never-ending flights of stairs.

      “It works both ways; you cannot see the evil hiding in plain sight, but they cannot see what you truly are either. How do you think you hid your true self from the Saga Venatione?”

      I’d wondered how I’d managed it, but I’d been so busy with everything else going on around me, I hadn’t thought to sit down and really contemplate why he’d overlooked my Shadow Sorcerer side, especially considering how sure he’d been that I was a witch.

      “How do you know all of this?” I asked.

      Victoria shrugged and said, “When you’ve been around as long as I have, you pick things up.”

      She looked young, late twenties at most, but there was something about her air that suggested she’d seen things no other twenty-year-old could have seen.

      “Just ask me,” she said, staring at me pointedly as though she knew exactly what thoughts swirled in my head.

      “How old are you?”

      “A few hundred, give or take…” she said coyly.

      I’d known vampires could live to great ages, but I’d never really contemplated just how old the Fae could be, and Victoria had a fantastic grip on the modern world surrounding her. For someone who’d been alive for several centuries, she’d obviously adapted remarkably well.

      “What are you going to do regarding Lily?” she asked, her question catching me off guard, and I stumbled on the steep steps—only Victoria’s hand wrapping around my forearm prevented me from tumbling head first down the cement stairs.

      “I have to do what he wants, I can’t run the risk of exposure,” I said, biting down on my lip.

      Lily was dangerous and she wanted me dead, but the thought of handing her over to someone like Jason just didn’t sit right with me. But I couldn’t see a way out of it. I knew from the cold look in his eyes that if I didn’t hand her to him on a silver platter that he would take my head instead.

      “I agree, but I sense your reticence, and he will too,” Victoria said, the softness of her tone surprising me once more.

      “Well, I don’t suppose you’d want to hand anyone over to him either?”

      Victoria smiled, a small sly smile creeping across her lips. “I know a few I wouldn’t have any hesitation over,” she said. “But that is not the point, it’s what you’re willing to do….”

      Was I really going to go through with it? Lily was willing to help someone like Sonia, and if that were true, then was she really so evil she deserved to end up in the hands of a Saga Venatione?

      If I was really honest with myself, it just didn’t feel right.

      Stepping outside, I sucked in a deep breath. If anyone was going to take her down, then it would have to be me.

      “Are we going to the church first?” Victoria asked. “Or are we paying a visit to your friend?”

      “Neither, actually, there’s something I need to do first, a loose end that needs tying.”

      “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the strange message left on Jon’s answering machine, would it?”

      Halting, I spun around to face her, my mouth hanging wide as I stared up into her face. How the hell had she known about the message? How could she have known unless…. My heart sank and sweat broke out on the back of my neck.

      “How do you know?” I asked, staring at her.

      “I called by his house to do a little damage control and happened to hear the message….”

      “Did he hear it?” I said, fighting to keep the panic from my voice.

      “I deleted it before he could.”

      Scrubbing my face with my hands, I swallowed back the bile that raced up the back of my throat. “Are you sure he didn’t hear it?”

      “More than positive, he was a little busy at the time.” Victoria trailed off and a look of distaste crossed her face.

      “Wait a minute, you said ‘damage control’—does that mean what I think it does?”

      I just couldn’t imagine someone like Victoria agreeing to have sex with Jon, especially as she seemed to despise his very existence.

      “No, I did not have sex with him; I merely reminded him that keeping my secret could be a very beneficial arrangement.”

      Even that sounded seedy, and I tried to keep my expression neutral. Evidently, I failed by the wrinkling of Victoria’s nose as she stared down at me.

      “What is with humans and your belief that your bodies should be used as currency? There are other things much more valuable than just the exchange of mutual pleasure.”

      “I don’t need to know,” I said, raising my hands in mock surrender. The thought of finding out what a Changeling might consider to be intrinsically more valuable just didn’t appeal to me.

      “Shit,” I muttered, glancing down at my watch. “I really need to get going.”

      “I’ll give you a ride,” Victoria offered.

      Nodding, I followed her across the road to where the car stood. I’d already been away too long and the faster I could get back, the faster I could help control the situation brewing in my apartment. Sonia was going to be pissed that someone had beaten her to the punch on the message on Jon’s answering machine, and Lily didn’t exactly strike me as the patient type—if I took any longer, she’d probably kill Sonia out of sheer spite, and there had already been enough killing.
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      Victoria didn’t ask me why I was in such a rush to get home, and for that I was grateful. The journey passed in blissful silence, silence that allowed me to wrap my head around what was really happening.

      I’d been so consumed by fear that I’d missed out on the danger Mia was in. Not only that, but I’d screwed up and hurt Sonia, I’d stolen something precious from her and nothing would restore it, no matter how much I wished I could turn back the clock.

      Of course, I’d done it for a good reason, but as the saying went, the road to Hell is paved with good intentions. It didn’t matter what I’d been trying to do; I’d messed up and Sonia and her unborn child were paying the price. I couldn’t change it, but I could try to make amends….

      Victoria drew the car to a halt and peered up at my apartment building.

      “You want me to come and help?” she asked.

      “No, I’ve got to do this myself,” I said; “but thanks,” I added.

      Victoria didn’t respond and part of me wondered if she’d even heard me. Climbing from the car, I waited for her to drive away, but she didn’t budge, sitting perfectly still behind the wheel as though waiting for something only she knew was coming.

      Closing the car door, I made my way up the steps to the front door and pushed it open. The building was eerily silent and I paused. It had never been this quiet before…. Letting my magic roll outwards, I felt along the walls, but I couldn’t sense anything out of the ordinary.

      Shrugging off the feeling, I started up the stairs, my long stride forcing me to take two at a time, and I reached my floor in record time for me.

      My apartment door stood ajar and energy prickled along my skin. Someone had beaten me back here and they’d obviously not been interested in hanging around outside.

      Reaching the door, I paused and pressed my hand to the wood, letting the door swing inwards.

      “Took you long enough,” Lily said, her voice causing my heart to sink as I stepped into the room.

      Deep down, a part of me had known it was her. I’d ordered her out, but there had been a part of my mind that had known she’d return; she was just the type.

      Moving into the room, I paused as my eyes took in the mess surrounding me. Books littered the floor, my furniture stood upended, and there was now more than one hole in the wall.

      “What did you do?” I asked, searching for Sonia.

      “Boyfriend has quite the temper…” Lily said, sounding utterly disinterested as she thumbed through a book in her hands.

      “Who?” I asked, but the second the word left my mouth, I instantly regretted it. I knew who she was talking about and my heart crawled into my throat as I realised just how stupid I’d been.

      “What have you done with Nic?” I asked, fear causing a tremor to start in my knees and work its way up my legs.

      “He’s not dead, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she said, jerking her hand in the general direction of the kitchen. “I just wanted the book and he was very insistent you be the only one who have it.”

      Without waiting for another word, I hopped over a fallen chair and skidded into the kitchen. Nic’s eyes were wide, his colour an unhealthy shade of puce as the vines that had sprouted from the kitchen wall tightened around him like boa constrictors.

      Climbing across the sparking and broken fridge, I grabbed the nearest branch and tugged at it. But the more I pulled, the tighter it grew, and Nic gurgled noisily.

      Reaching into my core, I pulled a cord of my magic from within and let it flow from my hands into the branch I held. The vine withered away from my touch, a black tar-like substance spreading up through and outwards across the other branches.

      Nic dropped from the wall, his body heaving as he sucked in one breath after another.

      “How sweet, you saved him!” Lily said from behind me and I spun around to face her.

      Lashing out with my magic, I let it flow through my body as though I was nothing more than a conduit for it. My skin danced with blue sparks as I let the energy gathering in my core go.

      Lily didn’t even scream as my power slammed into her, throwing her backwards into the living room the way a child might throw a rag doll in a tantrum. Pushing onto my feet, I moved after her, energy flowing beneath my skin, and I was suddenly aware of the other people in the building. It would be so easy to take their lives and use them for what needed to be done.

      Why were there so many people in the building? And why the hell hadn’t I felt them before? The thoughts popped into my head, but I brushed them aside as I spotted Lily on the opposite side of the room, dragging herself to her feet.

      Blood tricked from one side of her mouth, but instead of looking angry, she actually looked pleased. What kind of crazy was she? If someone had just tossed me across a room like trash, there would be no way I’d be standing there looking happy about it.

      “Amber,” Nic called out to me, the breathlessness of his voice sending another bolt of rage through my core. I let go with my power once more.

      Lily didn’t budge. This time, my magic hit her but it just slid away from her body as though it was nothing more than water across an oil slick. Drawing more magic from my centre, I pushed it against her but still she stood, a maddening grin fixed on her face.

      Nic wrapped his hand around my arm, jerking me backwards. My knees buckled beneath me, but still, I couldn’t break the focus I had on Lily.

      “Amber, she’s draining you,” Nic said, his words snapping my attention back to him.

      My power faltered as I sucked in a deep breath. He was right, I felt weaker. I’d been so busy running around chasing people and getting caught out by those who wanted to see me dead that I hadn’t stopped to consider the consequences it might have on my power. On the very energy that kept me alive.

      “Crap, crap, crap,” I muttered, drawing another shaky breath into my lungs as I fought to reorient my body. I’d lost way too much to Lily, throwing myself into a fight I really wasn’t capable of winning.

      “Can you stand?” Nic asked, and I began painfully aware of the fact that it was his warm, hard body holding me upright, while I felt like a jellyfish.

      “That was quite the show, Sis. I didn’t know you had such a fierce loyalty to those around you,” Lily said, sauntering across the room.

      I pushed out of Nic’s grip in a pathetic attempt at standing but my knees buckled beneath me and I hit the floor, anger sending my heart rate into overdrive. Get up, you have to get up. If you let her see weakness, then she’ll use it against you, the voice in my head urged me on, and it was right, I needed to get up. Lily would chew me up and spit me back out if I let her. And that was the very last thing I needed to have happen.

      “Sonia, bring him out here, please…” Lily called out, and my heart sank. It seemed Nic hadn’t been the only one to get caught out by Lily.

      The sound of Steve’s body hitting the floor caused my stomach to flip, and the sound of it as Sonia dragged it across the floor wasn’t something I would forget in a hurry.

      Sonia appeared in the bedroom doorway, her arms wrapped around Steve’s upper body as she tugged him out into the middle of the floor. His smell was really not getting any better and if Lily didn’t hurry up and resurrect him, he was going to hit the point of no return pretty soon.

      “I keep my promises, unlike Amber here. I said I’d bring him back if you deleted the message and, well … you didn’t, but the message was deleted nonetheless.”

      I fought my way to my feet, every instinct in my body telling me that what was about to happen would not be good. Lily had a plan, and whatever it was, it didn’t involve keeping her promise.

      Power floated on the air, the smell of damp earth and electricity dancing across my skin as Lily closed her eyes and started to chant in a language I didn’t recognise.

      It was wrong, it was all wrong. I wasn’t sure how I knew but there was a part of me that understood that what she was doing wouldn’t bring back the Steve Sonia was looking for.

      “It’s voodoo, Nic, she’s using Voodoo!” I said, forcing my body to react.

      I lumbered across the room. My lungs were on fire and every joint and muscle my body ached as though I was the one who’d just been newly raised from the dead.

      I reached Sonia just as Lily reached the crescendo of her chanting. Her hand whipped out lightning fast; the flash of the silver blade in her hand caught me by surprise, and I half expected Lily to bury it in my chest. Instead, she sliced Sonia’s arm from elbow to wrist, the blood dripping down onto Steve’s bloated body.

      Heat slammed into me and I had just enough sense to wrap my arms around Sonia and take her with me to the floor and out of Lily’s reach. I choked on the power Lily had called forth, the magic causing goose bumps to lift on my arms and down the back of my neck.

      Was this how frogs felt when you boiled them alive in a pot?

      Sonia fought against my grip, her elbow catching me in the ribs and driving the scalding air from my lungs. She clawed her way back across the floor to where Steve lay and I let her go, my body refusing to cooperate beneath the weight of Lily’s power.

      In that moment, I knew that if she wanted to kill me, there was not a thing I could do to stop her.

      “Elite! Put your hands on your head and get on the floor!” Jon screamed, his voice a little higher than it should have been, and a bout of giggles erupted from me. I couldn’t stop them, and I laughed until tears blurred my vision and ran from my eyes to drip into my ears.

      What was wrong with me? Why was I so goddamned hysterical?

      I did a mental check of my body, and while my ribs hurt, it wasn’t enough to send me over the edge like this. I turned my attention inwards, searching through my metaphysical defences, and it was there I found the leak.

      Lily was channelling me; it was the reason I felt her magic as strongly as I did. She was still standing next to Steve’s body and instinctively I knew the only reason she was still standing after her little Voodoo conjuration was because of the way she was channelling me. That was why she’d drained me; it was the only way she could create a hole big enough in my defences to worm her way inside.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to shut her down, but my heartbeat was beginning to slow, the voices and shouting around me becoming distorted as my body fought against the desire to shut down completely. She’d taken so much that I couldn’t even break the connection with her.

      My heartbeat echoed in my head and it was joined by the echoing beat of everyone’s heart in the room. Just like it had before, the urge to drink down the energy of everyone else in the building washed over me.

      I could swallow them whole, drink them down until there was nothing left. Then I’d be strong enough to face Lily.

      Opening my eyes, I rolled over onto my stomach and cast a look around the room. The Elite had swarmed into the room, Jon leading the charge in his too-big bullet proof vest. He looked like a complete idiot, and yet from the expression on his face, he honestly believed he could take Lily down.

      My gaze fell on Sonia, who had Steve’s head in her lap as she stroked his face. Had Lily’s magic failed?

      Steve jerked, his leg convulsing, and Lily’s power spiked once more, drawing a ragged soundless scream from my lips as the connection flared within me. Digging my hands into the floor, I pushed myself onto my hands and knees as Steve’s spine bowed upwards, his grey, dead eyes rolling in his head as his hands found purchase in Sonia’s soft flesh.

      The room immediately erupted into chaos, Lily’s laughter echoing through Sonia’s screams and the Elite’s shouts of confusion. I let what was left of my power flow outwards, drawing forth just enough energy from everyone in the room to replenish my depleted life. I could feel guilty later, when I wasn’t dead and everyone around me was still alive and hadn’t been eaten by a zombie.

      I choked on the power rush and from the corner of my eye, I was just vaguely aware of Jon dropping to his knees as he clawed at the black helmet he wore. Drawing in a deep breath, I rolled my shoulders and flexed my arms. It wasn’t perfect, but until I could find a way to properly heal, this would have to do.

      Sonia screamed again, the pleading in her voice snapping me back to the reality of the situation. I’d been right to think Lily would do something to screw everything up.

      Climbing to my feet, I crossed to where Nic stood, his arms wrapped around Steve’s neck as he struggled to hold his head back. But the second I was close enough, I felt my stomach drop out through my ass as my eyes focussed in on what was really going on.

      There was blood everywhere; Steve’s arms up as far as his bloated and mottled elbows were covered in the stuff and Sonia fought against his clawing grip.

      Grabbing his arm, I dragged him backwards, lending my strength to Nic’s. Steve turned his head toward me and I fought the urge to gag as his eyes bulged. Lily hadn’t even bothered to give him a true connection, at least not in the way the usual Voodoo Priests did. Instead, she’d brought back this—whatever in Hell it was, because it sure wasn’t Steve—and she’d cut him loose from her power.

      Something wrapped itself in my hair, jerking my head back sharply and forcing me to lose my grip on Steve. I turned in Lily’s grip and came face-to-face with her.

      “You thought you could outsmart me? You thought by bringing your team here you could stop me?” she said.

      Grabbing her hand, I broke the grip she had on me and twisted it up behind her back. “No, I didn’t. The last thing I wanted was for the Elite to come bursting in here during this,” I said, gritting my teeth as she fought against me.

      I was better trained physically, and in a fight Lily wouldn’t stand a chance against me. But her magic was far more controlled than mine.

      With her free hand, she twisted her fingers and my throat closed off, the air getting thinner as the oxygen in my lungs depleted. Throwing myself away from her, I clawed at my neck at the place where I could feel her invisible grip tightening on me.

      “Just give me the blade and I’ll leave you be,” she said.

      I shook my head, but that just caused the colours in the room to blur into each other.

      Lily grabbed my head and pressed her forehead to mine. “Tell me where it is,” she said.

      “No.” But it was already too late, I could feel her fingers sifting through my head as she searched for the place where I’d hidden the blade. Fighting her grip sent black sparks flying in my vision and the sound of Sonia screaming once more broke my concentration.

      “She wasn’t pregnant,” Lily whispered before she released me.

      Her words didn’t make sense and I pushed them aside as she tried to move away. Grabbing her ankle, I jerked her leg from underneath her, driving her into the ground. Lily’s frustrated cry gave me a momentary jolt of satisfaction.

      Magic coiled within me. This time I knew her weakness, the connection she’d created between us would act as a conduit and no amount of attempting to deflect me would work this time.

      “Amber!” The panic in Nic’s voice drew my attention and it was then I realised what I was listening to.

      Sonia’s screams had cut off; her bubbling sobs filling my head with images I didn’t want to witness. There was only one thing that could make that sound.

      Releasing Lily, I flung myself back across the room in Sonia’s direction. She wasn’t even trying to fight Steve off anymore, her hands scrabbling uselessly at the floor as her eyes stared, unseeing, up at the ceiling.

      Nic had wrapped his body around Steve and from where I stood, I could see Steve’s dismembered arm lying next to them on the floor. Nic hacked at him with the small blade he had, but it wasn’t enough.

      Dropping onto the floor next to Sonia, I dragged her out from underneath Steve. Her lower half was a complete bloodied ruin that brought stinging tears to my eyes. I’d done this to her. I’d caused all of this.

      “Jesus Christ, Sonia,” I whispered, dragging my jacket off and pressing it against the blood that bubbled from her midsection.

      Steve, by the looks of it, had tried to eat her; there was a clear bite mark on the inside of her arm, the flesh ragged and torn, but that was the least of her problems.

      My magic still coiled within me as Sonia’s breaths became more and more laboured.

      “Cut the head off, it’ll help,” I said to Nic as my heart hammered in my chest.

      Sonia’s was slowing; I could hear it through the wet gurgling of her breaths and I knew she wasn’t going to last long. Even if an ambulance had been standing outside the door, I was pretty certain there was nothing on this Earth that could bring her back from the injuries she’d sustained.

      Sonia grabbed my arm, her fingers digging into my flesh, and for one stupid moment I imagined all the zombie movies I’d watched down through the years were real.

      Lily screamed, the sound echoing around the room, and I lifted my face in time to watch her send Jon and some of the other Elite guys crashing out into the hall. Sonia’s fingers spasmed and she coughed, blood spraying up onto her face as her eyes focussed in on my face.

      The accusation in her eyes tore at me. I was to blame and she knew it. She blinked and one tear trickled from the corner of her eyes. Turning her head, she stared at Nic as he struggled with Steve’s reanimated corpse.

      “You can stop him, you can give him rest…” she said, her voice little more than a whisper and almost impossible to hear over the wheezing, wet gurgling of her breathing.

      “Yes,” I said honestly.

      “Do it,” she said, a shudder of pain racing through her body as she convulsed in my grip. “I don’t want to die knowing I left him in this torturous limbo….”

      “He’s not really in there,” I said, glancing up as Nic grunted in pain. Steve fought with the relentless power of those who didn’t feel pain, of those who knew nothing but an all-consuming hunger, one that couldn’t be quenched.

      “You didn’t look into his eyes. She brought his soul back, it’s in there, but he’s trapped….”

      I stared down in horror at the truth in Sonia’s eyes. “How do you know?”

      “She did it before you got here….” Another spasm of bloody coughing wracked Sonia’s body and I tightened my hold on her.

      “That’s not possible, she would have needed a sacrifice, a life for a life….”

      “She said she could use the baby, that it would be enough, and I agreed….”

      “Sonia….” I trailed off my words trapped in the back of my throat as I realised what she was saying. She’d given up her unborn child’s life to bring back this monster.

      “But I lost the baby when they told me Steve was dead … I miscarried and….” She cut off and tears clouded her eyes. “I thought it wouldn’t matter….”

      I didn’t answer her; there was no answer for the things she’d done. Grief could drive a person to desperation and I knew that. And maybe the piece of her memories I’d taken had contributed to her decision. But it suddenly became clear as to why Steve had turned on her. She was the life—it was her soul in exchange for his….

      “Oh, Christ,” I said, suddenly realising the extent of the mess we were in.

      Steve would live, truly live, but only when Sonia was dead.

      Horror washed through me, turning my blood to ice in my veins as I watched Nic struggle with the reanimated corpse.

      Laying Sonia out on the floor, I scrambled towards Nic and caught his hand as he attempted to bring his blade down on Steve’s neck.

      “You can’t!” I said, terror doing its best to claw its way out of my throat.

      Grabbing Steve’s face between my hands I pulled his face towards mine and stared down into his eyes. It was there, lurking beneath the surface of his death-glazed eyes. His soul swam inside him, the smell of terror and horror suddenly overwhelming the stench of his rotting flesh.

      “Rest,” I said, my voice echoing with power, a power that tasted different on my tongue.

      He struggled in my grip for a moment longer, his soul suddenly surfacing as his eyes cleared and then, just as quickly as it had appeared, he went limp in my grip. His flesh felt slimy beneath my touch and I laid him gently back on the floor.

      I cast a glance in Sonia’s direction, but her chest was no longer rising and falling with her laboured breathing and the terrible gurgling noises she’d been making had ceased. They were both gone.

      “What the fuck is going on, Amber!” Jon’s voice cut through the static buzzing in my head and I turned to face him, but whatever he saw in my eyes had him stumbling backwards out through my apartment door.

      “Amber, your eyes…” Nic said, fear in his voice, but he wasn’t afraid of me—I was certain of that. He was afraid for me.

      “Crap,” I muttered and scrubbed my hands over my face. “Well, I guess if the cat is out of the bag, then there really is no point in hiding what I am,” I said with a sigh before I pushed up onto my feet. “But before the shit well and truly hits the fan and Jon tries to kill me, there’s someone I need to help.”

      Jon peered around the door, his gun raised and pointed in my direction. “I know what you are!” he shouted; the fear in his voice told me just how dangerous he truly was.

      “I don’t have time for this, Jon,” I said, raising my hands in surrender as the first gun shot rang out, the sound deafening in such close proximity. Pain burned in my arm as the bullet grazed it and I swore beneath my breath when I heard the sound of other gun-toting Elite preparing to fire through the walls.

      Nic barrelled into me, taking us both to the floor, the force of his body hitting mine and knocking the air from my lungs as the roar of gunfire blew through the apartment. We rolled across the floor as the gunfire ceased as quickly as it had started.

      “Go, I’ll keep them busy,” Victoria’s voice called to me from the doorway, and I didn’t need to be told twice.

      I was on my feet before Nic was on his knees and I held my hand out to him but he shook his head.

      “You need to go, Jason is coming here, we both know it, and someone has to head him off in the pass….”

      He was right, Jason would be coming, and if I was still here … well, we both knew how it would end.

      “Be careful,” I said with a smile before I turned away.

      “You too,” Nic said.

      I took off at a run, my legs a little unsteady beneath me as I crossed the apartment and raced down the hall to the window that led out onto the fire escape. There wasn’t a chance in Hell that Jon was going to catch me and accuse me of being a witch. That was one victory I wouldn’t ever give him.
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      St Anne’s was quiet as I crossed the street and reached the locked gate. It seemed unusual to find the gates locked; I’d always imagined churches to be open at all times. After all, sin didn’t have a watch and absolution could be given at any time.

      Grabbing the railings, I hooked my leg up across the middle bar and hoisted myself over the top, flipping my body over the sharp spikes carefully. My bullet-graze burned as my muscles strained against my arm and I dropped down onto the ground on the other side of the gate.

      Keeping low, I crossed the parking lot as silently as I could. Demons, like vampires and shifters, had incredible hearing and getting caught out here just wasn’t a good idea.

      Spotting one of the side doors that led into the church, I crept towards it and tried the heavy iron door handle. It popped open easily and I slipped soundlessly inside.

      The church was silent but it wasn’t the kind that usually brought peace. Closing my eyes, I let the atmosphere wash over me, and I shuddered. I was so used to the churches back in Ireland being a place of peace and contemplation. Hell, I didn’t even remember it feeling so claustrophobic when I’d been here earlier; something had obviously happened to change things, but what that was….

      Creeping up the aisle, I paused as I realised what it was that had changed so drastically.

      The older priest that had welcomed me earlier lay across the altar, his eyes wide and unseeing as he stared at me. The altar cloth that was usually white had dark bloody patches decorating it now instead.

      Staring up at the cross that hung overhead, I tried to imagine what He thought of all of this. Did God even have a plan? Or were we really just put on earth and cut loose from His care to get on with living ourselves? Survival of the fittest, but then, how was a human supposed to compete with something like a demon?

      “So many conflicting thoughts, Amber,” Mia’s called to me, and I jumped.

      She stepped out through a concealed doorway to the right of the altar, her expression neutral as she let her gaze drift over the dead priest. There had been a time when something like this would have bothered her. But not now….

      “Mia, what happened here, what happened to Father Bailey?”

      “I didn’t think you were the empathetic sort; you always gave the impression that nothing touched you. That deserting others, leaving them broken in your wake, was just something you did. And yet, here you are, actually upset over the death of a man you didn’t even know….”

      “Mia, just tell me who did this.”

      Throwing back her head, she laughed, a long, raucous sound filled with joy and light. In all the time I’d known Mia, I’d never actually heard her laugh before. Everything was always far too painful, there was always too much going on inside her head, too many feelings belonging to everyone around her to process.

      “This isn’t you,” I said, taking a small step forward.

      The laughter stopped and Mia returned her gaze to mine. I watched as the colour in her eyes disappeared to be replaced with a darkness that caused my stomach to clench. This was definitely not quite what I had in mind. If Mia was possessed, then that made life a hell of a lot more complicated.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, this is more me than I’ve ever been. No more suffering, no more pain. I don’t have to cower in the shadows because my gift is overwhelming me. I can finally live my life and I don’t have to give a damn what anyone else thinks or feels.”

      “And that’s still not you. I wish you knew how to control your power but not like this, not at the expense of who you truly are….” I took a step towards her and Mia let her head drop to one side, her eyes assessing me the way a hawk watches a mouse scurrying through the grass seconds before it drops from the sky on wings of death.

      “You do realise I know exactly how you feel about me and my gift, right?” she said, a cruel smile twisting her lips.

      “Yeah, I do. The part you forget is that my feelings are centred around getting that crazy-ass demon out of you before it makes you do something you’ll regret,” I said, flexing my hands as my power surged within me.

      “Oh, I dunno, I think we’re pretty much past the point of no return,” she answered with a small flick of her eyes in the direction of Father Bailey’s body.

      It was enough of a distraction, my attention crossing to the dead priest for a second. It was all Mia needed as she launched herself across the space between us, time folding in on itself as she moved, and before I could react, she was on top of me.

      I went down, taking the hit of her body and rolling with her to absorb the impact of hitting the marble floor. Pain flared through me, stealing my breath as Mia’s hands scrabbled at my face as though she had claws.

      That was the only good thing with demon possession: they forgot the human body couldn’t adapt the way an actual human body could. They could take extreme amounts of damage; wounds that would normally kill a human could be absorbed and healed. Of course, in situations like that, the second they weren’t possessed anymore, the body would die, sending the human soul on its merry way.

      All I needed to do was make sure Mia didn’t get the upper hand, and stop her from getting an injury that would kill her if she wasn’t possessed. Easy-peasy.

      However, breaking bones was so not off-limits.

      Ramming her arms back, I wrapped my legs around her waist and flipped her over until she was beneath me.

      “I command thee, demon, leave this poor soul,” I said, forcing as much authority into my voice as I could.

      Mia writhed beneath me, her black eyes filled with rage, but it had absolutely no effect on her demon half.

      “In the name of God, I cast you out. You cannot have this woman,” I said again, panic swelling inside me as Mia started to laugh.

      “Lost your touch, Amber?” she said. “Or is it because you’re a witch? Maybe God has deserted you after all….”

      Fear clenched my heart; it certainly wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. Since everything had happened, I hadn’t tried to exorcise any demons, I’d just assumed I could still do it. It was, after all, just a straight forward possession and anyone with a little training and the right attitude could perform one.

      Except for me….

      Sound fluttered near my ear and I turned my face in time to see something black and heavy slam into my head. Pain exploded behind my eyes, bright lights erupting in my vision as I rolled off Mia and dropped to the marble.

      I fought to get up, but my head spun and it was an effort just to keep the contents of my stomach in place. Lifting my head, Mia grinned down at me as she lifted her booted foot and brought it down on my head, driving me into the ground.

      Darkness tried to swallow me, but not before another voice caught my attention.

      “Take her to the back room and prepare her,” he said.

      Whatever they were going to prepare me for, when my body stopped trying to spill its guts everywhere, they were going to be in for a world of hurt…. I just needed a second to close my eyes.
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      Closing my eyes wasn’t an option, the warm trickle of my own blood seeping down through my hair line and onto my face kept me alert as strong arms grabbed my arms and legs, scooping me up from the floor as though I weighed nothing at all.

      Demons were a pain in the ass.

      I feigned unconsciousness as they carried me up onto the altar, past the dead body of Father Bailey, and out through the side door Mia had appeared through. As soon as I got her out of this mess, I was going to kick her ass for getting caught up in it to begin with … or at least that was the thought I consoled myself with. I wouldn’t really kick her ass, but it was a nice thought as my head pounded violently.

      The two men carrying me brought me into a small room at the back of the church and set me down on the floor in the centre of a circle of candles. Circles of any kind never meant good things where demons were concerned and the moment they set me down, I peeked out from beneath my lashes at the markings on the floor.

      There was something terribly familiar about it all, a nagging familiarity that tugged at my mind, making my headache worse. Blood dripped from my head onto the floor and I felt the air around me shimmer with power.

      Crap. The ones who’d carried me inside didn’t seem to notice the change in the air. Either they were utterly stupid about what was about to happen or this was normal and they were ignoring it. I couldn’t imagine it was normal, so it seemed stupid was the only choice.

      Pulling myself up into a semi-sitting position, the demon nearest me moved towards me. I could see the intentions in its eyes as though it had spoken them aloud and I really wasn’t in the mood for another blow to the head.

      “Stop,” I said, raising my hand as another drop of my blood hit the symbols on the floor and the power shimmered a little higher.

      The demon smiled and placed its foot on the edge of the circle. I felt the power snap around it as soon as its leg touched the chalk drawn symbol and I sucked in a deep breath as something dark and black spread up its leg.

      I tried to blink the blood from my eyes as the darkness on its leg crept higher and then it dawned on me what I was seeing. It was ash … black ash.

      It tried to step off the symbol but the black ash moved faster, spreading through its core and reaching its chest before it could even get a cry out.

      Its body was engulfed completely, a pillar of black ash on the edge of the circle in the shape of a man. I let out the breath I’d been holding and it collapsed inwards, the ash dropping to the ground in a pile of black, charred remains.

      “What did you do?” the other one asked, taking a step closer before he halted and seemed to think better of it.

      “What did I do? I told your friend to stop and he didn’t listen. Stupid is as stupid does…” I said, and raised my hands, drawing the second demon forward with my gift.

      He fought me but his body erupted in a dark black cloud of ash as soon as his foot crossed the barrier of symbols, leaving me alone to cough and choke on the dust that swirled in the air. My head throbbed and another drop of blood dripped onto the ground, the symbols surrounding me beginning to glow a faint orange colour.

      Glowing demonic symbols were never a good sign, no matter how helpful they might have been just moments before hand.

      Climbing onto my feet, I stared around at my surroundings; the room had clearly been some sort of office, but the furniture had long since been cleared out to make room for whatever in Hell this now was. Glancing down at the floor, my vision swam in sickening streamers and I pushed the urge to vomit aside.

      One of the lines swirled across the floor and I stared at it before I grabbed the edge of my shirt and dragged it away from my shoulder. It suddenly wasn’t surprising that the symbol was so goddamned familiar. I was wearing one that could practically have been its twin on my shoulder.

      “What happened to the others?” Mia asked, stepping into the room and neatly sidestepping the two large piles of ash that decorated the ground.

      “Don’t cross the symbols,” I said, gesturing to the floor, and Mia instantly halted.

      “You care for her very deeply don’t you?”

      I started; it was the first time I’d heard the demon refer to Mia as though she was a separate entity. There was no more bullshit about this being the true her and I couldn’t help but feel a surge of hope. I just needed the demon to feel as though Mia wasn’t a viable match anymore and it would leave her. But how I could do that … well, it just didn’t seem like something I could straight out ask it to do.

      “Yes, and when I get out of here, I’m going to kick your sorry ass all the way back to Hell where you belong,” I said, clenching my hands into fists at my sides.

      “For one who is going to die, you’re very sure of yourself,” she said, moving slowly around the outside of the circle. I followed her movements carefully, never letting my gaze leave hers.

      “And you’re pretty certain I won’t succeed. Mia’s an empath, not a psychic, so I know along with a lot of the other things that have come out of your mouth, you’re a lying sack of shit.”

      Mia laughed, the giggle escaping and filling up the tiny room as though I’d just told her the wittiest joke known to man.

      “Is she ready?” I whirled around at the man’s voice and stared up at the priest who’d been introduced to me as Father Matthew.

      There was still something off about him, but I honestly couldn’t tell that he was a demon, at least not in the usual sense. I knew deep down he had to be, but staring into his eyes was like staring into a reflection. All I could see was myself staring back at me.

      “Where are the others?” he demanded, toeing the nearest pile of ash as though it might come back to life if he just poked it hard enough.

      “They decided to go back to Hell, where you belong,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

      My attempt at an exorcism hadn’t worked on Mia, so how in all that was Holy was I going to exorcise the thing animating the priest? Especially considering he was clearly the mastermind behind the situation.

      “Did they?” he asked, raising one perfectly-shaped eyebrow. “Mia, darling, you didn’t tell me she could incinerate demons….” He didn’t sound particularly concerned but I could tell from the slight narrowing around his eyes that he was beginning to look at me differently.

      “She can’t, or at least she couldn’t, but there is something different about her…” Mia said, and I could feel her gaze on the back of my neck as she tried to bore a hole through me. She was trying to get into my head, and usually for someone like Mia, it was something she didn’t even have to work very hard to accomplish.

      Instead, I could feel her scrabbling at my defences, searching for a way. She was like a rat, searching and scratching, seeking a weakness only she could find, a chink in my armour that only she could exploit.

      “Well, what is it?” Father Matthew asked, sounding suddenly irritated.

      “I don’t know, she’s just blank…” Mia said, her confusion bringing me a glimmer of satisfaction as I stared down the priest.

      “I can tell you what it is if you want,” I said with a grin as I spread my arms wide.

      He nodded, but his expression was still neutral as though he waited for me to tell him something utterly mundane.

      “I’m a Shadow Sorceress…” I said, studying his expression. The flicker of fear that crossed behind his eyes widened my smile.

      I wanted him afraid; a demonic creep like him would know what the Shadow Sorcerers were capable of. Of course, he didn’t need to know that I wasn’t as powerful as the ones of old.

      “You didn’t tell me she was one of them.” He spat the words out and I could tell from the bead of sweat that appeared on his forehead that he was getting nervous.

      “I didn’t know, I swear I didn’t know…” Mia said, and suddenly the room was filled with the smell of fear.

      I wrapped it around myself, using it to fuel the magic building through the demonic symbols on the floor. I was capable of raising a demon born of Hell—even if I couldn’t exorcise a demon in the usual sense, I should definitely be able to force one out. All I needed was a little concentration.

      I felt Mia searching once more for a weakness, and my momentary lapse in concentration to congratulate myself on a job well done in frightening the demon gave her the opportunity she needed. My mind was flooded with pain, horror, terror … the emotions bombarded me one after the other, faster than I could keep up with them, and the weight of it all drove me to my knees.

      Digging my hands into the floor, I tried to force them out but it was no use; she was well and truly in my head, burying deeper at every turn. My heart rate accelerated, adrenaline pumping through my system as Mia crushed me beneath the weight of her fear.

      And it was her fear. I could taste it on my tongue, bitter enough that it brought tears to my eyes.

      My magic waned, the power that had filled the symbols on the floor just moments before flowing away as though it had never even existed. I tried to hold onto it, but it kept slipping through my fingers like the sand from the beach.

      Father Matthew crossed the barrier I’d created and nothing happened. Reaching the centre of the circle, he cupped my face in his hands. Soft hands that had never felt a true day’s work in their lives.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, darkness filling his eyes.

      His hands burned against my face and I squirmed in his grip. Heat flooded through my body, chasing away the last of my power, and his smile widened.

      He started to mutter, his words coming low and fast, too fast for me to follow, but I got the gist of it and I was pretty damn certain that whatever he was doing, I wasn’t going to like it.

      “For you, I’ve got a special surprise…” he said.

      From the corners of my eyes, I could see the symbols beginning to glow once more; the colour was different, the faint orange glow gone, replaced by an inky black that spread around the circle and travelled inwards to where we were in the centre.

      I fought his hold, but he had me, my eyes pinned on his as the darkness swelled around us. A faint roar met my ears, growing and expanding as the circle moved faster.

      He was summoning a demon, a real flesh and blood demon … the sound of claws on cement, its brimstone breath hot on the back of my neck, sending a frisson of panic racing through my body.

      The feel of its leathery flesh brushing against mine made me gag instinctively and I felt the first stirrings of my demon mark. Its white-hot heat seared into my skin in a blinding flash of pain just as it had the first time I’d received it.

      “You bring me one who is already owned….” The demon’s gravelly voice rumbled through my body because of the way it was pressed against me.

      “No, she’s a Shadow Sorceress, her power is yours….”

      “Lies, she is claimed. I cannot take her soul, I cannot own her body or her power!” the demon roared, the sound echoing around the room. I cringed away from it.

      The priest released his grip on my face and trailed his hand down to my shoulder. The heat of my demon mark spread through my body and I knew without having to look down that the black veins were spiralling outwards. He tugged the neckline of my T-shirt down, exposing the mark, and his expression changed to one of shock.

      “Surprise,” I said through gritted teeth as the demon behind me dug its claws into my arms.

      Jerking out of its grip, I swung my fist upwards and straight into the face of the priest. He stumbled backwards as blood exploded from his broken nose.

      Swinging around to face the demon, I dragged my athame free from my belt and jabbed it up into the demon’s soft underbelly. It roared, striking out at me, its clawed arm catching me across the face as it sent me flying back into the wall.

      I hit the ground, but instantly scrambled to climb to my feet. Staying down would only be a mistake, and mistakes right now would get me killed. The demon barrelled towards me and I drew the athame down over my hand, drawing forth my blood.

      The moment it was within touching distance, I slammed my hand into its chest, my blood mixing with the acid of its blood.

      “By blood and bone I command you back to Hell. With the breath in my lungs and the life in my veins, I banish you back to the depths from which you crawled out of. Stand no more, my blood to your blood exiles you forevermore….”

      I’d learned the spell off by heart after I’d failed to send my own personal demon back to Hell, and I’d planned to test it out on him first, but beggars couldn’t be choosers and at least if it worked I’d know for certain that I could succeed.

      The demon threw its head back and roared once more. The sound reverberated around the room as its body disintegrated into the air. Within a matter of seconds, there was nothing but the overwhelming smell of sulphur and a smattering of ash that danced in the air like dust motes playing in sunlight.
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      “You’re a fool,” the priest said from behind me. Turning to face him, I tried to keep my expression neutral as he held Mia pressed to the front of his chest, a short, sharp blade pressed to her neck. “She’s not yet dead. If you let me go, you can bring her back…” he said.

      “I want to speak to her, expel the demon, and I’ll think about it,” I answered, keeping my place. The last thing I wanted to do was spook him into killing her accidentally.

      “I don’t want—” The demon possessing Mia started to speak, but Father Matthew lowered his face and whispered against her ear.

      She bucked and heaved in his grip, hacking and coughing as the first plumes of black smoke escaped her nose. Mia gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head as the demon burst out through the front of her body, it’s black, shadowed shape darting in circles before it fell apart and sank through the floor.

      Mia slumped in the priest’s grip and I forced myself to stand still. He still held the blade to her neck and I could tell from the wide-eyed look he had that the last place he wanted to get sent was back to Hell, especially after his epic screw up.

      “Mia,” I called out to her, keeping my voice soft. “Can you hear me, Mia…?”

      She stirred and then jerked suddenly awake, her eyes wide and frightened as she tried to take a step towards me, and then paused as the blade that was pressed to her throat dug into her flesh.

      “You came,” she said to me, the relief in her voice only adding to the guilt I felt.

      “Of course I did. You said you needed my help, I wasn’t going to just leave you alone.”

      “You’ve spoken to her, now do we have a deal?” Father Matthew asked, pressing the knife a little harder into Mia’s neck.

      “You can go, just leave her alone,” I said.

      “Amber, you can’t let him go. The things he’s been doing to people, the pain he inflicted on innocent souls…” Mia cried out, her voice filled with a passion I hadn’t known from her before.

      “I have to make sure you’re safe,” I said to her, gesturing for her to take a step towards me.

      “My life isn’t worth something so monstrous getting away,” she said, and before I could open my mouth to speak, she spun in Father Matthew’s grip, her hands planted either side of his face.

      For a moment, time itself seemed to stand still, the expression Father Matthew wore slowly changing from one of surprise to one of utter horror as Mia shared with him the true extent of her gift. I’d felt it; I knew what it was like to have the weight of the world’s emotions dropped on your shoulders like a ton of bricks. I could imagine the way his chest would constrict as panic tried to take hold.

      Grabbing her shoulder, he drove the short knife up into her chest, Mia’s spine bowing beneath the force of his blow. He withdrew the blade and she dropped onto him, her knees buckling beneath her as her hands slid away from his face.

      I could feel her heart stutter and stop, my own clenching in my chest as I ran to catch her before she hit the cold floor.

      “You idiot, Mia, I had a plan…” I didn’t, really, but Father Matthew wouldn’t have gotten far once I knew she was safe.

      Instead….

      Her eyes stared, unseeing, up at the low vaulted ceiling, her lips parted in surprise, but there was nothing left within her. Her skin was warm, but it wouldn’t last. The spark that had made her Mia, her very soul, was gone.

      Closing my eyes, a ragged sob tore from my mouth as I cradled her body against my own and sank to the floor. I’d screwed up in the past, but never like this. I should have saved her; it had been my job to keep her safe and instead I’d gotten her killed. She’d been braver than I would ever stand a chance of being.

      The sound of metal scraping on the stone floor had my eyes springing open and I stared at Father Matthew as he backed slowly toward the door. He’d dropped the knife, the metal scratching on the floor as he’d brushed it with his foot. Glancing down at the blade, I could see the small trail of Mia’s blood smeared on the ground.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” he said, raising his hands in surrender as my eyes met his.

      “There’s always a choice,” I said, raising my hand. My magic flowed through me and the door snapped shut behind him with a resounding bang.

      Father Matthew’s eyes went wide, filling with the darkness of his demonic side, and he snarled in my direction, but I didn’t care. He didn’t frighten me.

      Power built within me, a heat I wasn’t used to when I used my magic. I felt it spread from me down into Mia; everywhere her body touched mine I could feel sparks rising from my skin, hopping from me to her.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, panic lacing his words. Closing my eyes, I could taste his fear on my tongue and I wanted more.

      Opening my eyes once more, I stared up at him and I let my magic flow. It spread through the room, filling it up the way water flows into a void.

      I felt his heartbeat as though it were my own and I wrapped my magic around it. His demonic half resisted but it was no match, and I drank him down as though he was nothing more than a cool drink of lemonade on a warm summer’s day.

      Father Matthew dropped to his knees, his hands clawing at his chest, and it brought a smile to my lips. If he thought he could rid himself of my power then he was far more stupid than I’d first thought.

      He turned and crawled towards the door, his hands scratching at the wood uselessly, seeking a way to escape from me and the magic that was slowly eating him alive.

      His hands dropped to the floor and I felt his heart beginning to falter.

      “Please, don’t do this … I didn’t mean to kill her….” His words came in little heaving gasps and I knew he was suffocating beneath the weight of my magic.

      “And the others you killed, were they accidents, too?”

      “I didn’t…” he lied, his demonic nature incapable of ever telling the truth.

      “I know what you are. I know you’re a born demon—one human parent taken by a demon and used to spawn something as despicable as you….”

      The stories I’d read about what some of the pure demons did to their chosen mates sickened me. A child born of a terrible sin committed upon the flesh of an innocent. They were abominations and simply thinking about it fuelled my power with rage.

      “You think I’m an abomination; what of you? What of your kind and the things you will do to this Earth … this place was better when your kind were wiped out…” he spluttered, his face changing colour as he tried and failed to suck in enough air.

      I forced my power into him, holding his heart and forcing it to fall still, once and for all.

      His life bubbled within my grasp and without thinking, I glanced down into Mia’s face. Her blood had soaked out around the hole in her pale pink sweater.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Magic breathed through me, scalding my insides as it took everything I’d stolen from Father Matthew and poured it down into Mia. I felt the second her heart restarted, the damage slowly repairing.

      Heat spread through my core and up into my chest. From there, it spread to my face and into my head as I imagined Mia happy and free, complete, body and soul, no part of her left untouched by the magic I pushed into her.

      The heat became almost suffocating as the demon mark flared on my shoulder and swallowed the demon essence I’d taken in from Father Matthew. The heat became an inferno and I cried out, my body convulsing before the darkness threatening the edges of my vision swamped me.
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      I didn’t pass out, despite wishing I would. Pain bloomed in my head but the heat slowly subsided, leaving me exhausted and as weak as a kitten. Something wet and warm trickled from my nose and even the effort of lifting my hand seemed like too much.

      Brushing my fingers against my face, they came away wet, the crimson stain surprising me. It wasn’t pleasant, but at least it meant I was alive.

      “Amber…” Mia said, her voice hoarse and broken.

      I jerked, surprise sending my heart into overdrive as I dropped my gaze to her face. She looked up at me, but her eyes were different; the spark that only existed within a living human was back and she blinked back tears that started to fill her eyes.

      “You’re alive?” I said, more to myself than Mia.

      She pushed up and lifted her hands to her chest and the blood soaked hole in her jumper.

      “How?” she asked, pulling her jumper up to reveal her pink bra and the small pink scar that sat between her breasts. It looked newly healed and, in a way, it was. “I was dead…” she said, glancing back up at me with a mixture of fear and wonderment in her eyes. “What did you do?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure what I’d done. I’d felt Father Matthew’s life, dragged it out of him, but what had happened then … it wasn’t possible. People didn’t just come back from the dead, not without some serious magic drawing them back, and I certainly hadn’t used any spells….

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked, pushing up against the cold wall.

      “I remember telling you we couldn’t let him go and then….” Mia dropped her head and stared down at her hands. “I let him feel everything,” she whispered.

      “And then he stabbed you,” I said, finishing the sentence for her. Her death had been instantaneous; the angle and force the half-breed Father Matthew had forced the blade into her heart had been enough to stop it dead.

      Mia glanced back over her shoulder at Father Matthew’s prone body pressed up against the doors.

      “Did you do that?”

      Nodding, I tried to focus on the pain radiating through my body. I felt like someone had hit me with a truck before reversing over me for good measure. Clearly, it was a side effect of bringing someone back from the dead.

      The handle of the door rattled, causing us both to jump. If Father Matthew had friends, then we were in big trouble.

      Mia cast a glance in my direction, naked fear in her eyes. “Please tell me that’s your back-up,” she said.

      “I’m not the one who can read other people’s feelings. Whoever is outside that door … well, I can honestly say I wasn’t expecting them,” I said, cringing, as I forced my body to respond.

      I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

      Mia closed her eyes and her shoulders dropped suddenly as the tension left her body.

      “They’re friendly,” she said with a wide smile before she pushed up onto her feet.

      Watching her carefully, I studied the serenity that seemed to fill her face. What exactly had happened to her? She’d just died, and yet she was the calmest I’d ever seen her.

      The door burst open, and Nic pressed his shoulder against it as he shoved Father Matthew’s body back out of the way.

      His worried gaze searched the room, finally coming to rest on me. The intensity in his gaze sent a wave of heat flooding through my body and I fought the urge to squirm. What was it about him that turned me so badly upside down?

      “Amber, what happened?” he asked, crossing the room, his strong arms wrapping around my shoulders as he helped me to sit up a little straighter.

      “I could ask you the same thing. I thought you needed to head Jason off at the pass,” I said, gritting my teeth as my body protested over the movement.

      “He did.” Jason’s voice sent the tension in my body ricocheting upward.

      “He understands, Amber. You needed to get over here to help Mia…” Nic said, his eyes desperately trying to communicate with me, but my brain was mush, which made picking up on his signals almost impossible.

      “You do know you’re an idiot?” Jason said, crossing to where Father Matthew lay.

      “Yeah, because you’re…” Nic’s grip on my arm tightened in warning and I bit my tongue. Whatever was going on, apparently I needed to keep my mouth shut and just let it all play out.

      “Rushing in here without proper back-up could have gotten you and your friend killed,” Jason said as he rolled Father Matthew’s body over.

      “I didn’t exactly have a choice. I couldn’t wait for Jon to see sense and let me explain.”

      “I guess that was my fault. I didn’t let him on my little discovery of your demon mark. He jumped to conclusions after the occurrences in your apartment.”

      I didn’t speak; it seemed pointless, and I’d obviously lost all of my marbles during the fight with Father Matthew. Perhaps the blow to my head was worse than I’d first anticipated because there was no way Jason, a witch hunter, was standing in front of me, explaining away everything that had happened.

      “Once I reassured him there was nothing to be concerned about, at least not yet anyway, he came to the conclusion that he was mistaken.”

      My mouth dropped open. The thought of Jon admitting he was mistaken, well, it was too good to be true, and I simply couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “I think the appropriate response in this instance is to thank me…” Jason said, his smug smile causing my blood to boil.

      He was toying with me—I could see it in his eyes. He wasn’t convinced by my innocence, but clearly he was going to give me the rope to hang myself. All I needed to do was stay one step ahead of him.

      “Thanks,” I said, climbing to my feet.

      “We’ll need to get you both down the station to ask you a few questions. We need a full statement of what happened here … and I’ll need to do an examination of your friend,” Jason said, his gaze levelling on Mia.

      Her hand wrapped around mine and she didn’t need to tell me what she was feeling; I could feel it. Images jumbled in my brain, fear coating my tongue, thick enough that I would never be able to brush my teeth enough times to scrape it away.

      Don’t trust him. It didn’t come to me as words but more a collection of feelings that amounted to the same thing.

      I shot a glance in Mia’s direction and she smiled at me. She really was different; it wasn’t just her demeanour that had changed, apparently. She now had the ability to communicate mind to mind.

      “No problem,” I said with a wide smile.

      If we were going to play games, then I needed to get on board with a plan. Without one, he would trip me up—I just needed to make one mistake and he would have me. At all costs, I needed to make sure that didn’t happen.

      Victoria appeared in the doorway, her dark hair swinging around her shoulders as she stepped into the room. Her gaze probed mine and I kept my smile fixed in place.

      “Good, you’re not dead,” she said, her bluntness expelling the tension rippling through my muscles as I burst out laughing.

      “I’m glad you didn’t die either,” I said, when I finally caught my breath once more.

      It was as close to happy relief that I wasn’t dead as I was ever going to get from her and, considering what she was capable of, I was willing to accept it for what it was.

      “Can we make a pit stop for food before you drag me back down to Elite?” I asked, doing my best to look as harmless as possible.

      Jason nodded and turned his back on us, his attention completely taken up by the body and the piles of ash on the floor.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said, as I looped my arm around Nic’s waist and let him take my weight.

      He gave me a surprised look, but it was quickly replaced by a wide smile as he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and dragged me closer.

      “You’re freezing,” he said, pressing his lips against my hair.

      “That’s what you get when you bring someone back from the dead,” I whispered, cuddling closer so I could steal some of his body heat.

      Nic jerked and his muscles tightened for a second, his expression almost comical as I shook my head at him.

      “Later,” I said, as we passed Jason.

      Jason’s gaze bored into my back, his hatred and fear prickling along my spine as we stepped out into the hall.

      I definitely needed a game plan if I was going to go toe to toe with someone like Jason and come out of it with my life.

      But that could wait until I’d at least eaten and regained some of my own strength.
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      “And you’re sure there was no one else in the church? No other demons?” Jason asked, his eyes searching mine.

      I leaned back in my chair and threw my hands up in the air. The fact that Jason had allowed my statement to be taken in Jon’s office and not the interview room told me just how far he was willing to go to give the appearance of not having a problem with me.

      “Well, I’m as positive as I can be. They were the only ones I saw and, well,” I said with a shrug and a smile, “the other two were pretty stupid; anyone with a brain in their head will tell you that mixing blood and circles of power is a dangerous combination.”

      “But you have no idea why it became so dangerous?” Jason probed further and I sighed.

      “Look, you and I both know it probably had something to do with the mark on my shoulder. But outside of that, I really have no idea….” I trailed off as the sound of screaming cut through the air.

      “What now?” I said, turning in my chair to peer out through the half-closed blinds that covered the glass between us and the rest of the office.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Jason said, and he pushed onto his feet as a body hurtled past the window and slammed into the wall.

      I hopped to my feet, my body still a little unsteady despite my devouring three burgers and two plates of fries with a large chocolate milkshake to wash it all down. Under normal circumstances, eating like that would have left me in a food coma, but it seemed raising people from the dead turned me into the human equivalent of a bottomless pit.

      Jason was out the door before I could even turn around; shouting and the sound of glass breaking filled the air, making the office seem more like a war zone than a workplace.

      Stepping out onto the main floor, I scanned the room and my gaze fell on her. Lily stood at the opposite end of the room, a broad smile on her face as she flicked her wrist and sent another Elite officer hurtling through a wall.

      Jason paused and I felt his power flex; it called my magic to the surface, and I grabbed the doorframe in an attempt to hold onto the part of myself that was in control. The demon mark surged, stealing my breath as its own power roared through my body, crushing my power beneath its darkness as surely as I could crush a bug beneath my boot.

      Lily’s smile faltered as Jason’s power slammed into her, her eyes widening before her magic flooded to the surface. Throwing her head back, she screamed an ear-piercing, soul-shattering cry of agony before she raised her hands over her head and dropped to her knees.

      Her irises had disappeared, swallowed beneath the green glow of her power. She shuddered and convulsed, green sparks dancing through her dark hair and along her skin. I knew what it felt like, knew the power of having your magic dragged to the surface and exposed.

      We were of the shadows and as such, our magic didn’t belong in the open. To have it so painfully exposed was excruciating.

      “I’m not here to fight, I’m here to hand myself in,” she said, her voice hoarse with the echo of her power.

      My heart came to a crashing halt. There had to be a mistake; it wasn’t possible that I’d heard her say what I thought she’d said….

      “You submit to the power of the Saga Venatione, to the judgement that will ultimately be passed?” Jason said, pausing in front of her.

      Lily nodded and dropped her head, her spine bowing as she dug her fingers into the floor. “I will not fight you, you do not need to do this,” she said painfully.

      Jason’s power disappeared like someone switching off the lights. One moment it was there, determined to drag every ounce of magic out into the open, and the next it was gone.

      I stumbled slightly, my knuckles turning white as I clung to the door. What was she doing? I’d thought her crazy, but not suicidal. It wasn’t possible that Lily would simply hand herself over without a plan in her mind first.

      Jason moved around her. Drawing her hands behind her back, he slapped a pair of handcuffs over her wrists before dragging her back onto her feet.

      “Let’s have a chat…” he said, pushing her ahead of him towards one of the warded interrogation rooms.

      Lily held my gaze as she moved up the room. She passed me, and my stomach flipped as she winked in my direction. There was no doubting it—she was definitely up to something, and whatever it was, we would all pay the price for falling for her tricks.

      Reaching out, I caught Jason’s arm, drawing him to a halt as he came level with me.

      “She’s lying. She’s doing this for a reason. You can’t trust her,” I said.

      Jason shook his head and smiled at me with a condescending look. “You let me worry about whether she’s telling the truth or not. Go home and get some rest—you’ll find your badge and gun at the front desk.”

      “You’re reinstating me?” I asked.

      “We know what happened with the shifters, and with that mark we can’t exactly cut you loose. Keeping you as a member of the Elite is the best way to keep an eye on you.”

      Jason pulled away from me as he led Lily down towards the interview rooms.

      My head spun, but this time it wasn’t from lack of food. Lily had the power to singlehandedly destroy me. The moment she decided she wanted to come clean to Jason about who I was, it would be the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    
    
      Poking my head around the office door, I smiled at Graham as he set his belongings out on the desk and he gestured for me to step inside.

      “I’m still not sure I believe they gave you Jon’s position,” I said as I dropped down into one of the leather chairs across from the desk.

      “You can’t believe it? How do you think I feel?” Graham said, setting a gilt framed picture of Jessica on the desk next to his computer.

      “Did they give you a reason as to why he was moved on?” I asked.

      “Nope. The same one they told everyone here, but I would imagine it had something to do with the botched raid he did on your place when he went after Lily,” Graham answered as he sat into his seat behind the desk.

      Glancing back over my shoulder, I stared out into the main office area at where Victoria’s empty desk sat. I had a feeling that Jon’s sudden massive screw up had something to do with her, but when I’d asked her she’d feigned innocence over the matter. I’d mistakenly been under the impression that the Fae couldn’t lie until I dug a little deeper into Changeling lore and found out they could lie just fine.

      “Have you heard anything about Lily?” I asked, sitting forward in my chair to grab Graham’s name plaque from the desk. I twirled it around in my hands, my mind tripping back over the events that had led to Lily’s incarceration.

      “Apparently she’s a model inmate: doesn’t ask for anything and stays out of everyone’s way….”

      “You mean they don’t have her in isolation?” I said, the plaque slipping from my fingers toward the floor. I caught it before it hit the carpet, and under Graham’s long-suffering glare, I set it back in place.

      “Why would they? As far as the Saga Venatione are concerned, they’ve got her. They don’t really see her as a threat,” Graham answered. “And from everything I’ve read, they’re right. Are you sure you need to be so concerned about all of this?”

      Dropping my head back, I let out a long sigh. “I’m damn sure I need to be concerned. The fact that they’re not means she has them right where she wants them, and we both know that nothing good can come of that.”

      Graham nodded as he steepled his fingers together. “Look, until she does something, there’s nothing much we can do.”

      Frustration washed through me and I pushed onto my feet.

      “Amber, I mean it. Until something happens, there’s no point in winding yourself up. The facility is secure; there’s not a whole lot she can do, and when she faces judgement, well, we both know what the outcome will be.”

      He was right. The facility was secure, and maybe I was overreacting, but I just couldn’t shake the feeling in the pit of my stomach that we were just sitting around waiting for something to happen.

      “I suppose so,” I said, making my way to the door. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any cases?” I said hopefully.

      “Not until every last case report has been filed for the last three cases you’ve worked,” Graham answered with a grin as he leaned back in his leather chair. “You know, I really think I could get used to this.”

      “What? Spoiling my fun?” I said, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Well, there’s that, and there’s the pay rise.” He smirked at me before making a shooing motion. “I expect those files before end of day,” he said.

      Glancing down at my watch, I groaned. “That’s in half an hour.”

      “Then you better get cracking.”

      Pushing away from the door, I stuck my tongue out at Graham with a fake petulant expression on my face. His laughter followed me out into the main office as I headed back to my desk and stared at Victoria’s empty seat.

      Where the hell was she? Going A.W.O.L. simply wasn’t like her, and her absence was doing nothing to ease the tightness in my chest and the queasiness of my stomach.

      Despite agreeing with Graham that I was probably overreacting, I couldn’t shake the bad feeling in my gut that seemed to be growing with every day that passed. Add to the mix a demon mark that was a heck of a lot stronger ever since it had eaten Father Matthew’s demonic essence, and a budding relationship with Nic that seemed to be growing more complicated by the day, and I was left with one major ball of anxiety.

      Of course, the Nic thing wasn’t that complicated, especially as he’d asked me out on a date and I’d accepted. Whatever happened, happened, and I wasn’t going to fight against it anymore. If the last couple of months had taught me anything, it was that was life was way too short to not do the things that felt right. And kissing Nic felt right … more than right.

      All I needed to do was make sure my half-sister didn’t expose me and Nic’s brother didn’t burn me at the stake.

      Why in Hell was I worried?

      It would be a piece of cake.
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