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      I twirled Carmine’s blade around my fingers, twisting them faster and faster, until the knife was nothing more than a blur.

      “Where’s your head at?” Grey asked.

      The knife slipped, plummeting toward the beige carpet that covered his office floor. Snatching it from the air before it hit the ground, I sucked in a deep breath and looked up at the man standing over me. I hadn’t heard him approach.

      But that wasn’t the real reason for my being so clumsy. Before tangling with Carmine and the Elder God in Whitby, Grey sneaking up on me would not have been enough to make me drop the blade.

      I turned my arm over and stared at the pink scar tissue that covered the back of my hand. Apparently, driving a stake through your hand to seal a window between worlds made for a much slower healing time.

      Not to mention the symbols Carmine had carved into my stomach. Every time I climbed out of the shower and looked in the mirror I was treated to that horrifying sight all over again.

      Grey cleared his throat, bringing me back to the present with a jolt.

      I was spacing out a lot lately.

      I wasn’t the only one affected by everything that was happening. Grey dropped onto the couch next to me and closed his eyes. He let his head fall back onto the plush navy blue cushions that made up the back of the sofa. He was pale. His eyes were still bruised from the time he’d spent under Carmine’s care and the dark marks stood out in stark relief against his skin. His cheeks were hollow, making him appear almost gaunt. Clearly, I was not the only one healing painfully slowly these days.

      I twirled the blade once more. Perhaps it was more than just a ceremonial knife?

      Grey sighed and I returned my attention to him once more. My fingers itched to reach out and touch the three-day-old stubble that lined his jaw.

      I clutched the knife a little tighter.

      “I’m wondering when the hell we can stop sitting around here scratching our asses. We should be in London already. Not stuck here on desk duty while Alex slowly wastes away,” I said.

      “You know Sofia is doing everything she can but getting into London isn’t that easy.”

      “Grey, every minute we waste, is a moment lost for Alex. He’s rapidly running out of time. And you can’t keep giving him blood.”

      “I’m fine,” Grey said crossly, opening his eyes.

      “You’re not.” I raised my hand to cut him off as he opened his mouth to interrupt. “Don’t fight me on this. You know I’ll win. You’re not fine. You look like a wrung out dish rag.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said, but there was no anger in his voice.

      “And that’s not the only reason,” I said, feeling the hollow sickness that had filled my stomach after seeing Alex just a few short hours before. “I saw Alex this morning. He doesn’t think it’s working anymore.”

      “What did he say?” Grey’s voice was tight.

      “He thinks whatever residual energy was left over by the Elder God is fading.” That wasn’t entirely true. Alex’s words had been a lot more colourful. As far as he was concerned, the Elder God’s power was gone, taking with it the little amount of relief the transfusions were giving him.

      “It’s not fading. It’s gone.” Grey’s expression was grim as he leaned forward on the couch and buried his face in his hands. “I can feel it. It’s like this chasm in the middle of my being.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything to me?”

      “I suppose I was hoping I was wrong.” He raised his face and looked at me. The hopelessness in his dark eyes very nearly undid me.

      “I feel so useless,” he said. “So weak. Everything I do, everything I touch. It just falls apart in my hand, Jenna.”

      I knew exactly how he felt but I also knew we couldn’t spend our time feeling sorry for ourselves. It wasn’t going to get us to London and put the cure for Alex’s sickness in our hands. Only taking action would do that.

      “Now is not the time to backslide into self-pity” I said, keeping my voice gentle to offset the harshness of my words. “We’re going to get through this. And Alex is going to massively owe us. I’m thinking washing my car and filing every report that comes across my desk for the rest of his life should suffice. Bearing in mind he’s immortal, I’m thinking it’s going to be pretty painful.”

      Grey chuckled and the sound warmed my heart, drawing a smile to my lips.

      “How is he coping at your place?” Grey asked, reaching out to tuck a strand of my unruly hair back behind my ear. It was a tender gesture, done absentmindedly. My skin prickled when his fingers brushed against my ear.

      There were lots of unresolved issues between us but if Carmine had taught me one thing, it was that life was far too short to keep dredging up the past.

      That didn’t mean I was willing to just forget Grey’s betrayal of me but I was at least willing to listen to his reasons. After that, well it was anyone’s guess.

      It was all academic anyway until we could find a way into London.

      “He’s fine,” I said. “A little stressed but I think that’s more to do with feeling helpless. The ghosts, however, are not pleased with his presence. Not to mention Carolyn. Although Merry is thrilled at having such a captive audience.”

      Grey grinned. “Is she still sneaking the cookies into his room at night for a midnight feast?”

      I shook my head. “No, Carolyn managed to stop that but Merry insists on bringing him breakfast every morning, whether we like it or not.”

      “Well that’s nice.”

      I grinned back at him. “Without supervision, Merry tends to favour the more abstract form of breakfast. Yesterday morning, she brought him Oreo’s floating in a bowl of milk.” I started to laugh, tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. “You should have seen his face.”

      “What’s so funny in here?” Sofia’s voice cut through my laughter, instantly dampening the mood.

      I snapped my head up. “Do we have the go ahead?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. They’re still not happy about the events at Whitby and the Vampire Council have convinced them that this little trip is nothing more than a fool’s errand.”

      “Shit,” Grey swore beneath his breath.

      Anger sent my blood pressure rocketing and I hopped to my feet, pacing back and forth in the cramped space between the sofa and Grey’s desk.

      “They can’t do this. You told them about the Elder god’s heart?”

      Sofia gave me a withering stare. “No, I left it out completely,” she said, her voice laden with sarcasm. “Of course I bloody told them. I’m not a complete idiot. They just don’t believe it.”

      “Well then let me try and convince them,” I said. “Let them tell me it wasn’t real once they’ve seen my scars.”

      Sofia shook her head. “It’s not a good idea. There’s already a query about your ability to work a case at all.”

      I paused my pacing long enough to stare at her. “Explain?”

      Sofia sighed and leaned against the edge of Grey’s desk. She folded her long arms across her chest and somehow managed to make herself look smaller than she actually was.

      “Carmine is causing them some difficulties.”

      “Difficulties is not quite the word I’d use for all the harm Carmine has done down through the years. She’s a murderer, plain and simple.”

      “As far as the Vampire Council is concerned, so are you.” Sofia’s expression remained impassive and bland but her words were anything but. “The vampire Carmine was involved with has accused you of murder.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I spluttered, laughter spilling from me before I could stop it. Seeing Sofia’s grim expression made the laughter die on my lips. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      She nodded. “He says Carmine was his property so they’re demanding that you stand trial for the crimes you’ve committed against him.” Sofia drew in a deep breath and glanced down at the floor.

      “There’s more isn’t there?”

      She nodded. “They want to open an investigation into the death of the fae who had claimed you as his chattel.”

      The blood in my veins turned icy.

      “They have no right...”

      “You’re right, they don’t.”

      “But you said...”

      “The relationship between the fae and the vampires is tenuous at best. Right now, anything the vampires have to say about your role in the death of your former master is not something the fae want to hear.”

      “He wasn’t my master,” I said. My voice shook with the barely controlled emotion that thrummed in my head. “He was a manipulative, narcissistic monster who kept me in a cage for years and emotionally and physically tortured me for his pleasure.”

      The room went silent. Only my preternatural hearing told me the two other bodies in the room with me were still alive.

      “He kept you in a cage?” Grey’s voice was like gravel in my ears and I cringed inwardly. I hadn’t intended to blurt it out in front of him. Or anyone for that matter. I didn’t need their sympathy or their carefully curated glances when they thought I wasn’t paying attention. All I wanted was to get on with my life and forget about that part of my history.

      “It’s done,” I said. “Ancient history.”

      I could feel his desire to ask more questions pressing against my skin like the hand of a giant. However, he remained silent and for that I was grateful.

      “And what do the powers that be think of all of this?” I directed my question to Sofia, determined to move on with the conversation.

      “They’re inclined to agree with the Vampire Council.”

      “Motherfu—”

      “There’s no need for language like that,” Sofia said, cutting me off before I could get the word out.

      I finished it beneath my breath and suffered the wrathful glare Sofia threw in my direction.

      “They agree with the council that your involvement in the Whitby affair that resulted in Carmine’s death deserves some form of restitution. So they have suggested a small financial settlement, which Division 6 will of course cover. And they believe a formal apology from you should be sufficient to stop this from going to a trial.”

      Shock rooted me to the spot. I opened my mouth but the words refused to come out.

      “I’ve been asked to tell you to think about it, Jenna. It’s looking like the only way we’ll get you into London at this point.”

      “No way,” I said, anger making my voice curt.

      “Think about it at least,” she said. “I know it’s hard but this isn’t just about you.”

      Goddess-damnit but she was right.

      “They can’t ask me to do this,” I said. “They sent us in there. We did our job. Going back on it now and apologising for the death of Carmine feels like Division 6 is admitting they were wrong.”

      “It’s politics,” she said. “The vampires and the fae are on the verge of war with one another. I’ve heard rumblings that the treaties between the humans and the preternaturals are beginning to breakdown or be discarded altogether. You don’t need me to tell you that if that happens and war is declared, hundreds of thousands--maybe even millions--of humans will die.” Sofia spread her hands in front of her imploringly. “You have to understand, Division 6 and the other groups are concerned only with keeping the peace between the factions.”

      “Are you saying that if I don’t go and apologise, I’ll be the cause of a war breaking out between the vampires and the humans?”

      Sofia shook her head. “It’s not that simple but if helps you to think of it like that, then yes.”

      “This isn’t right, Sofia,” Grey interjected.

      “I never said it was right,” she said. “I’m only the messenger in all of this and Jenna can always say no.”

      Turning away, I found myself face to face with Grey. He stared at me hopefully and I dropped my gaze to the beige carpet.

      “I need time to think,” I said. “How long do I have?”

      “Twenty-four hours,” she said. “But hurry. We all know what is truly at stake here.”

      She didn’t need to say it. If there was going to be any chance of getting to London and finding the Elder Heart then I needed to go and play nice with the bloodsuckers.

      The thought of doing it made my skin crawl but it wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to swallow my pride and do what was right, rather than what was comfortable.

      It didn’t mean I was going to just say yes immediately, though. No point in making the powers-that-be feel as though they really held all of the cards in this.

      But I would make them sorry for putting me in this position. Again.
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      I left Grey and Sofia in the office and headed for Adrian’s shop. The drive over, which under normal circumstances had a calming effect on me because it gave me time to think over all my possibilities, was fraught with irritation. I parked the car across the road from the shop and folded my arms over the steering wheel before burying my face in them.

      Thankfully, my eyes were dry. I’d done all the crying I was ever going to do over life’s ability to be utterly cruel. But that didn’t stop me from getting tired. And right now, I was bloody exhausted.

      I needed to keep moving. It was the only way to stay ahead of everything. And anyway, it was only an apology, right?

      But I knew it was much more than that. Division 6 were asking me to apologise for taking out the person who had gleefully helped Kypherous torture me. And I wasn’t sorry. I was glad she was dead. The only thing I was truly sorry about was not ensuring she was dead sooner.

      Climbing from the car, I locked it behind me and hurried across the road.

      Oddly, Adrian’s door was shut, the sign on the front door telling me he was closed. He hadn’t mentioned he was going anywhere.

      I tried the handle and found the place unlocked. Dread curled in the pit of my stomach as I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      I knew if I closed my eyes I would see the flash of emergency lights that had bounced off the walls that fateful night when the vampire’s searching for Triskel had attacked him. Even now, I could still hear the terror in his voice when he’d reached out to me with his power and begged for my help.

      The shop was gloomy and as I crossed the threshold my nose was assaulted by the usual scents of incense and perfumes.

      Sliding my karambit off my belt, I crept up the aisle and paused at the cash register. If I called out and there was someone in the shop who didn’t belong I would only alert them to my presence. Of course if they were a preternatural like me, then chances were they already knew I was here.

      They would kill Adrian before I had the chance to catch them.

      Rather than waste time by going around the counter, I planted my palm firmly on the glass top and hopped gracefully over it, landing silent and catlike on the other side.

      A muffled noise came from the back room. Was that a cry of pain? The sound spiked the fear curling around my spine and I crept over to the doorway and carefully pushed aside the beads separating the main shop area from Adrian’s private space.

      My eyes adjusted quickly to the candlelit gloom beyond.

      Adrian sat on the edge of the couch, his upturned face flushed with colour. His dark hair--which was normally sculpted into some complicated hairstyle which he insisted was fashionable--was tousled and strands of it clung to his sweaty forehead.

      The man who stood over him had his back to me as he bent down toward Adrian. Something glowed in his hands.

      I crossed the room before he could touch him. My hand slid into the stranger’s thick hair, jerking his head back as I pressed the tip of my karambit to his throat.

      Whatever he’d been holding clattered noisily to the floor.

      “Jesus on a bicycle, Jenna, what are you doing?” The panic in Adrian’s voice was the first clue to my mistake. The fact that he was resorting to the kind of language he’d used as a clueless teen was the second clue.

      Candles.

      Soft music playing in the background.

      The stranger swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing against the press of my blade.

      “Let him go, for Christ’s sake. Let him go!” Adrian was on his feet, his hand on my arm. My gaze swept over him and the way his shirt flapped open revealing his chest.

      I let go of the stranger.

      “Is that candle wax?” Heat crawled up into my face. “Shit, Adrian, did I just...”

      The man I’d assaulted collapsed and crawled up onto the couch behind Adrian.

      “Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?” Adrian asked, irritation colouring his words.

      “The sign said you were closed but the place wasn’t locked.”

      “So you definitely should have knocked.” He turned to the man cowering behind him. “Ben, I’m so sorry.”

      “Sorry?” I shook my head. “Adrian, I was worried something had happened to you and I walk in here to find a stranger standing over you with—” I gestured to the extinguished candle on the ground.

      “Really? You just walk into everyone’s house and assault their guests?”

      “You’re freaking psychic, you should have known I was coming over.”

      The pink flush on Adrian’s cheeks deepened to a rich crimson. “I was... a little preoccupied.”

      “Is this the Jenna?” The man next to Adrian asked.

      “Yeah,” Adrian said. “This wasn’t quite how I planned to introduce you two but...” He shrugged. “Jenna, this is Ben. Ben meet Jenna, my psycho friend who apparently doesn’t believe in knocking.”

      The fear in Ben’s eyes was very real as he peered up at me with large brown soulful eyes. Sweat beaded on his forehead, making his russet brown skin glisten.

      “I think maybe I should go,” he said.

      “You don’t have to,” Adrian said, touching the other man’s arm with a tenderness that squeezed my heart.

      Ben smiled and it transformed his face. “I think I better go,” he said. “I’ve got an appointment at four and I would have been late if your friend hadn’t arrived when she did.”

      Adrian pouted, drawing a rich peel of laughter from Ben.

      “Don’t pull that face on me, you know I’ve got to work.”

      “Ugh, fine,” Adrian said. “Go then, abandon me to my fate with this gorgeous creature here.”

      Ben rolled his eyes and climbed onto his feet. “I’m sure you’ll be just fine.”

      He tucked his royal blue shirt back into his tight black jeans and then gave me a tentative smile. “I’m sorry for the confusion,” he said. “I didn’t mean to freak you out.” He held his hand out toward me and I took it, careful to keep my strength under wraps.

      “I’m the one who should be sorry,” I said. “I really thought...”

      Ben nodded, his expression thoughtful. “I get it. You were worried about your friend. There’s no need to be sorry. All is forgiven.”

      I returned his smile with one of my own and let him slip past me to grab his boots from the corner of the room.

      Adrian climbed to his feet and padded after Ben, out into the main part of the shop. I could hear them speaking, their voices a low murmur, but I turned my attention back to the room. I couldn’t exactly give them the privacy they deserved. My preternatural hearing prevented that but by concentrating on other things, I could somewhat block out my ability to pick up on the gist of their conversation.

      The candle Ben had dropped when I’d grabbed him still lay on the floor in front of the sofa and I scooped it up, setting it back on the small table.

      Crossing the room, I grabbed the kettle and filled it beneath the small tap at the sink before switching it on. Pulling open Adrian’s cupboards, I searched through the assortment of teas he had.

      “The jasmine and chamomile is particularly good.” Adrian’s voice broke through my silent observations and I grabbed the box, quickly dropping two bags into the teapot. One for each of us. I dropped in an extra bag just for luck and set the box back on the shelf.

      “Just say it,” he said, dramatically.

      “You and Ben, where did you two meet?” I glanced over my shoulder at him.

      “He was my physiotherapist after the attack. He helped get me back on my feet, if you know what I mean.” Adrian quirked an eyebrow at me suggestively.

      “You didn’t tell me you were seeing anyone,” I said, filling the teapot with the freshly boiled water from the kettle.

      “You never asked,” Adrian said.

      I bit my tongue and Adrian sighed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But you’ve been working so hard and with everything going on lately, I didn’t think you’d want to hear about my love life.”

      There wasn’t a good answer I could give him so I grabbed two cups and carried everything over to the table.

      “Does it really bother you that much?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I think maybe it does.” It was my turn to sigh. “I guess it’s just knowing that you felt like I was too busy to be your friend.”

      Adrian grinned at me. “You’re always going to be my best friend, Jenna, but like everything, there’s a time and a place for this stuff.”

      “Is it serious between you two?”

      He poured the tea and added sugar to his cup before settling back onto the couch and answering me.

      “Maybe a little. We haven’t really discussed it.”

      “Well, I’m happy for you,” I said, picking up my cup.

      “I know you are.” He tapped the side of his head. “Psychic, remember?” He stuck his tongue out at me and I fought the urge to make a face back at him.

      “So, what brings your sexy ass over here? Because I know it wasn’t to get a progress report on my love life.” He smirked at me over the top of his tea cup.

      “You’re the psychic one,” I said. “You tell me.”

      Adrian’s bright smile faded. “You’re going to London, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not set in stone yet,” I said. “We’re still trying to smooth out the details.”

      Adrian grimaced and took a large mouthful of his still-scalding tea.

      “We both know that’s a lie. You’re going to apologise because Alex needs you to.”

      I shrugged. “True but Division 6 are hoping it’ll be enough to get us the permissions we need. It’s not a guaranteed way in.”

      “Yes it is,” Adrian said. “They’ll agree to it because it’s ultimately a trap.”

      I sat up quickly and tea sloshed against the side of my cup. “What do you mean it’s a trap?”

      Adrian closed his eyes and lay back against the soft cushions of his couch. The minutes ticked by and the silence surrounding us grew thick with tension.

      “Adrian, what do you mean it’s a trap?”

      He twisted his mouth into a moue of distaste. “Jenzie, you remember how I said you don’t have a future?”

      I nodded and then realised he couldn’t see me because his eyes were still closed. “Yeah.”

      “Well, imagine you’re me for a moment. I’m trying to see the potential outcomes of this trip to London but right in the heart of it all is a great big gaping hole where your future should be.” He groaned in frustration and slammed his cup onto the table next to the couch. The fine bone china shattered in his hands and the faintest hint of blood caught my nose.

      “You’re hurt,” I said, hopping to my feet. I grabbed a cloth from the kitchen and returned to Adrian’s side. His eyes were open and he was cradling his injured hand against his chest.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Really.”

      He didn’t stop me when I wrapped his bleeding fingers in the cloth. Instead, he clung to my hand and closed his eyes again. Sweat beaded on his upper lip as he furrowed his brow in consternation.

      “I can’t get anything,” he said. “This is ridiculous. What good am I if I can’t even tell you your future?” His eyes snapped open and he pinned me in place with his heavy gaze.

      “I don’t know why I bother keeping you around,” I said, keeping a straight face as I gathered up the broken pieces of china.

      Adrian stared at me for a moment before he started to laugh. I joined in and I laughed until tears streamed down my cheeks.

      “I’ll be fine, Adrian,” I said. “You don’t need to worry about me.” I caught my breath as he shook his head.

      “I don’t know. That’s the problem. If you ask me what the lottery numbers will be, or what the weather is going to be like next week, I can tell you. I’ve got all this useless crap floating around my head. But when it comes to something important--something like the fate of my best-friend--it’s like a giant black hole in there.”

      He buried his face in his hands and groaned.

      “What about Alex?” I said. “Can you tell me his future?”

      Adrian shook his head. “I’ve got nada for him too. It’s another blank.”

      “Do you know when everything started to disappear on you? Because I don’t remember you always having such a blindspot where I was concerned.”

      He nodded. “I used to be able to see your future,” he said. “The moment Carolyn and Merry appeared on the scene everything went dark. It’s like someone switched off the lights.”

      “Not to worry,” I said, crushing the unease in the pit of my stomach. “I’ll be fine. I’m tough like that.” I pushed onto my feet but Adrian caught my hand in his.

      “Jenzie, promise me you will be careful. London is dangerous and unpredictable.”

      I nodded. I already knew how dangerous London could be. The last time I’d been there I’d been Kypherous’s chattel and I could still remember the power that pulsed within the magical borders that made up the city.

      “I’ll be careful.” Seeing the look of fear in his eyes, I added, “I swear it.”

      He released me slowly and dropped back against the couch. “Good. Because I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

      “Probably have a much more successful love life,” I said with a grin as I took my seat on the other side of the room once more.

      Adrian pulled a piece of dried wax off his chest and flicked it in my direction.

      “Yuck, keep your sex wax to yourself.”

      His laughter filled the small room, the sound so infectious I couldn’t help but get involved.

      When we finally quietened down, I nodded my head toward the pot of cooling tea. “You want another one?”

      “No, I better get this place locked up and go back to the apartment. It’s Triskel’s turn to cook and I’m really not looking forward to finding out what sort of concoction she’s dreamed up this time.”

      “Has she stopped stealing from you?” I finished the last of my tea as Adrian shook his head ruefully.

      “Hell no. The sad part is, she still thinks she can get away with it.”

      “What do you think she’s trying to do?”

      “The best I could glean from her was that she wanted to find those who’d killed Siobhan.”

      I groaned and set the cup aside. “I told her they’re already dead. There’s no one to catch up with.”

      Adrian shrugged. “She’s young and a dragon fae.”

      “She’s older than you are,” I said. “She’s probably older than the two of us put together.”

      He grinned. “She’s definitely not older than you. Nobody is that old.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “Watch your mouth.”

      “Tell Carolyn I said hi,” he said as I climbed to my feet. “And give that Alex a big fat kiss from me.”

      “If you want to kiss him, you can come over and do it yourself.”

      Adrian shook his head. “I can’t, I’m in a committed relationship now.” He actually managed to sound disappointed.

      “Well I ain’t doing it.”

      “Fine then give Grey a kiss from me.”

      “No.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “I’m not supposed to be.” I headed for the door and ducked out through the beads that separated the back room from the shop front.

      “You know what they say, Jenzie,” he called after me. “All work and no play makes you a grumpy gorgon.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He grinned. “If you say so but you don’t want to turn the wrong things to stone now do you?”

      “Do you kiss Ben with that mouth?” I quipped back to the sound of his laughter.

      “I do.” he said. “He loves my filthy humour.”

      I rolled my eyes at him as Adrian pulled open the shop door and I stepped out into the fading light. The fact that it was already beginning to get dark took me by surprise. Just how long had I been in the shop?

      “I’ll see you later,” I said. The words had no sooner left my mouth than Adrian had dragged me into a bone-crushing hug.

      I laughed and hugged him back as he clung to me.

      “What’s this for?” I whispered against his neck.

      “Just be careful, Jenna. And remember who your friends are. Not everything is as it seems in London.”

      He released me almost reluctantly but I knew better than to ask him what he meant. This wasn’t the first time I’d been on the receiving end of Adrian’s cryptic clues. The last time had been just before Kypherous had taken me back. And it had been Adrian’s words--whispered in my ear before I’d left to confront the fae bastard who’d claimed me as his--that had wound up saving my life.

      “You are not helpless, Jenna. Even when afraid, you’re powerful. Never forget you have a viper’s kiss and a gorgon’s curse.”

      “Just come home to me,” Adrian said. “Life would be far too boring without my best bitch in my life.” He grinned at me and I knew he was trying to lighten the suddenly solemn mood. His eyes were unreadable as I took a step back.

      “I always come back, Adrian. You know that.”

      Turning away, I jogged back to the car. Popping the locks, I slid in behind the wheel and waved to him before I started the engine and pulled away.

      My gaze slid to the rearview mirror. Adrian still stood there, his reflection getting smaller as the Land Rover ate up the road ahead.

      The truth was, even before I’d arrived at his shop, I’d known deep down that I was going to London. Part of me had hoped he’d be able to tell me if I was on the right path or not. But I would just have to settle for cryptic clues and warnings about my forthcoming trip.

      “London here we come,” I whispered as I left Adrian behind.
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      “Nenna!” Merry’s gleeful voice came from somewhere overhead in the house as I pushed open the front door and stepped inside.

      The sound of running filled the hall.

      “Merry, not the stairs!” Carolyn’s voice was a little muffled and I glanced up in time to see Merry appear at the top of the stairs.

      Her ruddy cheeks practically glowed with exertion as she started her headlong flight downwards.

      But I was already halfway up them and I caught her as she tripped over the faded carpet in her excitement.

      Merry’s squeals of delight only grew louder as I swept her down the stairs and wrapped her small, delicate body in a tight hug.

      “Hey, gorgeous!”

      Her arms closed around my neck and she squeezed with every ounce of strength in her body. She was so determined, I could hear her teeth grind together as she tried to crush me beneath the weight of her affection.

      “Did she go down the stairs, or wait for you to come get her?” Carolyn’s voice cut through my thoughts.

      “She started down them,” I said. “But I was already on my way up to catch her.”

      Carolyn tutted and descended the stairs quickly.

      “If you weren’t so fast on your feet, would you have caught her before she was hurt?”

      Carolyn raised an expectant eyebrow in my direction and I was forced to shake my head. She was right, of course, but that didn’t stop me from feeling I was to blame. Merry would never have been on the stairs if it weren’t for me.

      “Don’t do that, Jenna,” Carolyn said, carefully unwrapping the little girl from my arms.

      “No, mommy, Nenna!” Merry said, stringing her words together with careful consideration.

      She’d grown in leaps in bounds since she and her mother had moved in. I wasn’t sure what exactly was proving to be such a positive influence on her. It certainly wasn’t me. My liberal use of swear words and other choice language as Carolyn had reminded me wasn’t exactly helpful to Merry.

      But there was no denying the little reverse empath was coming out of her shell more and more with every day that passed.

      “It’s because she feels safe here,” Carolyn said, as though she could read the thoughts flitting through my mind.

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

      She smiled and released Merry, allowing her to wrap herself around me once more.

      “Because thoughts are a lot like feelings. And I’m an expert at reading feelings. When you’ve been doing it as long as I have, you learn to decipher people’s true thoughts.”

      I nodded. It sounded far too complicated for me. I much preferred my method of figuring out what others were thinking. I’d learned long ago that if you hit them hard and often enough, they were only too happy to spill their guts.

      Carolyn gave me a curious glance. “What were you thinking just now?”

      “Why?” I turned my back on her and carried a giggling Merry to the kitchen.

      “Because whatever it was, it made you extremely happy.” Carolyn caught up to us as I opened the kitchen cupboard.

      Ignoring Carolyn, I grabbed the packet of Oreos stashed in the back. “I think I’m in need of a cookie.” I whispered the words into the little girl’s ear so only she could hear. It only served to intensify her giggling.

      “You’re spoiling her,” Carolyn said. But I could tell from her tone of voice that she wasn’t in the least bit worried about it.

      I sat Merry down at the table and split open the packet. The little girl reached in and scooped out three biscuits with her chubby fingers and before her mother could stop her, she was gone.

      “So what was it?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t remember.”

      “That’s a lie,” she said with a sigh. “It was something violent, wasn’t it?”

      “Maybe.” I grabbed an Oreo and crammed it into my mouth quickly.

      For good measure, I picked up a couple of extra cookies before dramatically handing the rest over to Carolyn. “Please, take them away from me before I forget myself and finish the packet.” I spoke carefully around my mouthful of biscuit.

      “Is Alex sleeping?”

      She shook her head. “He’s watching some inane cartoon about a yellow sponge. Maybe letting Grey put that television in his room wasn’t such a good idea. He’s becoming a little reclusive.”

      I smiled but kept my thoughts to myself. She was right. Alex hadn’t left the room in two days now, as far as I was aware. He was gradually withdrawing into his shell more and more with every moment that passed but I couldn’t see a way to stop it.

      “I’ll talk to him.” I trotted out into the hall and took the stairs three at a time.

      Pausing at the end of the hall, I let my hand hover over the wood of the door without knocking.

      What was I supposed to tell him about London?

      “Quit loitering and come in already.” He sounded grumpy.

      I pressed open the door and stepped into the room.

      “It smells like socks in here,” I said, wrinkling my nose in disgust as the smell hit me.

      “It’s these,” he said, holding up a half-eaten packet of cheese flavoured tortilla chips.

      I pulled back the curtains and pushed open the window, letting the cold night air inside. Turning back to the room, I took in the sight of Alex. He looked a little worse than he had earlier. The dark circles beneath his eyes were deepening and his skin was ashy beneath his naturally golden tan.

      Alex turned toward me and I caught sight of the ugly grey veins that had begun to march up the side of his neck.

      “Shit, Alex, your veins.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I noticed.” He sighed and grabbed another fistful of tortilla chips and crammed them into his mouth before turning his attention back to the television.

      If I’d had any doubts about apologising to the vampires for killing Carmine just so I could get into London before; seeing the veins on Alex’s neck had cured me of my reticence.  This was too important for me to start acting precious. Words were cheap. Alex mattered to me and I wouldn’t see him die because I let my pride get in the way.

      “So it really has failed then?”

      He nodded. “I told you this morning it had. I’m a dead man walking.” He gave me a dark smile.

      I’d never seen him so hopeless before. This certainly wasn’t the Alex I knew and the change in him was shocking.

      “We might have a way of getting to London,” I said, sitting on the rocking chair in the corner of the room.

      “Oh?” He cocked an eyebrow at me but his eyes were still trained on the TV screen in front of him. The eerie glow cast him in an odd light, drawing the shadows out on his face so he looked like he was wearing a macabre mask.

      “Division 6 wants me to apologise to the vampires for killing Carmine.”

      Alex tore his gaze away from the screen. “You’ve got to be shitting me. Why would you apologise for killing her? She was utterly bat-shit.”

      “Dracula is claiming she was his. She belonged to him and I killed her. Therefore, as far as he’s concerned, I’ve stolen from him.”

      Alex dropped back against the pillows that were propped behind him. “Well obviously you can’t apologise to him. It wouldn’t be right.”

      “I’ve already made up my mind,” I said. “I’m going to do it.”

      “You can’t do it,” he said before he held his finger up to his lips in a shushing motion.

      The door handle twitched and the door slammed open, revealing Merry standing on the threshold wearing a fluffy panda pyjama set.

      “Lex!” She grinned at the man in the bed and raced across the floor, her bare feet slapping against the wood before she bounced onto the bed next to him.

      He caught her in mid-leap and I spotted the strain on his face as he hoisted her over his head. It should have been easy for him to do it. Clearly, the veins re-appearing weren’t the only side-effects of the elder god’s poison coursing through his body.

      He was weakening and it would only be a matter of time before he succumbed to it completely.

      Merry’s laughter flooded the room and, despite the seriousness of my thoughts, I found myself laughing along with them.

      “Say good night to Jenna and Alex,” Carolyn said, appearing in the doorway.

      Merry wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck and before he could move, she planted a smacker on his lips.

      “Love you.”

      She wriggled away from him before he could say anything to her and then launched herself from the edge of the bed into my arms. Her innocence and complete trust in me shone in her eyes as I caught her and it rocked me to my core. How someone so beautiful inside and out could look at me with such complete faith never ceased to amaze me.

      “Night, Nenna.” She planted her hands on my cheeks, forcing me to look her in the eyes. “It be good. No sad.”

      I glanced up at Carolyn, who shrugged. “I told you, feelings are a lot like thoughts. One is just much more honest than the other and Merry understands feelings better than anyone.”

      “But what does it—” I never finished the question.

      “Jenna.” Alex sat more upright and grimaced before he grabbed his stomach. He curled over the bed, clutching at his core. The muscles in his neck strained, his face turning an unbecoming shade of puce as he writhed on the bed. It was then I noticed the veins in his neck had begun to pulse as they crept ever higher.

      Handing a struggling Merry over to Carolyn, I crossed to Alex’s side.

      I grabbed him, holding onto him as he thrashed across the covers.

      “Jenna, I can’t...” His words were choked off with pain.

      Fear, icy and paralyzing, crept over me.

      “It’s a neat little trick isn’t it? Him being able to conjure me from your mind.” Kypherous’ voice whispered in my ear and I jerked, gritting my teeth against the touch of his hand on the back of my neck.

      “This isn’t real. You’re not real.” I’d been on the wrong end of Alex’s power once before but that had been a demonstration of his abilities. This was different. Whatever this fit was that he was having, it was unleashing his power.

      “Alex, relax. Please, just relax.”

      I held the writhing man in my arms, fighting to keep him from bucking his body off the bed. All the while, Kypherous nibbled on my ear, his hot breath insistent against my neck as his excitement built.

      The desire to give in to my fear was overwhelming but I knew that if I did, Alex would hurt himself. Or worse, I would hurt him. Or maybe even Carolyn. Or Merry. It was that thought alone that kept me from tipping over the edge of the yawning precipice before me.

      “Merry!” Carolyn’s scream split the air but I didn’t have time to look in her direction.

      Alex’s body stiffened in my arms, every muscle in his body going rigid.

      “Scream for me, Jenna. Scream for me while I ruin you.” Kypherous’ hand slipped into my hair, his grip tightening as he tried to drag my head back.

      “No sad, Nenna,” Merry said. The sound of her voice made my eyes snap open. The fear choking me suddenly doubled in intensity as Kypherous sighed with pleasure.

      “What do we have here?” I knew he was talking about Merry. And I knew what he would do to her if he got his hands on her.

      “No sad, Nenna.” Merry’s voice again. She reached out toward me and I tried to move away from her touch but with Alex’s body rigid in my arms, I had nowhere to go.

      The second her fingers clasped onto my arm, Kypherous’ touch disappeared. The fear that had until that moment been trying to claw its way out of my throat dissipated, leaving only the tendrils of unease that followed a particularly vivid nightmare.

      Merry pressed her hand against Alex’s chest and two things happened simultaneously.

      Alex’s body went slack in my grip as Merry’s eyes rolled back in her head. She teetered on the edge of the bed for a moment before collapsing backwards into Carolyn’s arms.

      “Merry?” Carolyn called to her daughter but Merry was out cold.

      I lay Alex down on the bed. His heart rate had returned to a more normal rhythm and the veins in his neck, though still there, were no longer pulsing as they had been during his fit.

      His eyes were closed, his breathing even, and I released the breath I’d been holding as I climbed off the bed.

      “She’s unconscious,” Carolyn said, barely keeping her panic at bay.

      “She saved him,” I said, turning my attention to the woman and her daughter as they crouched on the floor inside the bedroom door.

      “She could have been killed,” Carolyn said. “You know she has no sense where danger is concerned. And now look at her. Why won’t she wake-up?”

      I crouched next to them and pressed my fingers against Merry’s throat. Her pulse was strong and even, just as Alex’s had been.

      Raising my gaze to Carolyn’s face, I shook my head. “I don’t know what this is,” I said. “Could she have exhausted herself?”

      I’d heard of some preternatural beings who could wear themselves out by giving too much of their power to those in need. It seemed reasonable that Merry had done just that in her attempt to push back Alex’s power and the illness slowly eating him from the inside.

      “I suppose,” Carolyn said, sounding more than a little skeptical. She turned her attention to me. “What was that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, a fit maybe?”

      “I don’t mean that,” she said, sounding a little more frightened. “His power. I could feel it. I could feel the fear and for a moment I could have sworn...” She shook her head.

      “You saw something, didn’t you?”

      “I saw—” She cut herself off decisively. “I don’t know what I saw. It was madness.”

      “You saw the one chasing you,” I said. I was pushing her but I needed to know if Alex’s power had affected only me, because I’d been touching him, or if it had gone further and also affected others. If it had gone further, just how far had it bloomed?

      “You saw him too?” Carolyn’s face twisted into an expression of terror and she clutched Merry a little tighter to her chest. “Does he know where we are? Can he track us?”

      I grabbed her arm, drawing her attention back to my face. “I didn’t see anyone,” I said. “At least no one connected to you. I have my own demons to contend with.” I sighed and buried my face in my hands before looking back up at her. “And no, the one hunting you can’t find you. This was just a taste of Alex’s power. He controls fear, plucks your worst nightmare right out of your brain and exposes you to it.”

      “How?” Her voice shook as she rocked back and forth on her knees. Whatever she’d seen had definitely terrified her. Merry stirred restlessly in her arms and Carolyn glanced down at her. “If he finds us.”

      “He won’t,” I said, a little more forcefully than I’d intended. “I won’t let anything happen to you or Merry. I can protect you, I promise you that.”

      Carolyn let out the breath she’d been holding. “I’m sorry, it’s just...”

      “No need to explain. I get it, more than you know.”

      “I could feel your terror,” she said. “Even now, it clings to your skin.” She sucked in a deep breath. “He hurt you badly, didn’t he?”

      I nodded and my tongue felt thick in my mouth, making it difficult to form the correct words.

      “But he made you strong too,” she said quietly. “I know what that’s like.”

      “How could he have made me strong?”

      “Your desire to protect those around you stems from your fear. You know what it’s like to be afraid and you don’t want anyone else to suffer the way you did. It’s shaped you. Abuse like that breaks some people but it forged you into a formidable weapon.”

      “I’m not a weapon.” I glanced over at Alex sleeping in the bed. “Every time I try to protect those I care about it blows up in my face.”

      Carolyn’s laughter pulled me away from the dark thoughts in my head.

      “You don’t see yourself the way the rest of the world does. Just then, when I could taste your fear on my tongue—while my own tried to suffocate me—it helped. Just knowing I wasn’t the only one afraid cleared my head. It made it easier to fight and I knew I had to fight because Merry needed me. But I also knew that if I failed, you would save her. You would push back the dark for her.”

      Listening to Carolyn brought back the memory of Kypherous and his glee over seeing Merry. It had felt so very real. I raised my hand and rubbed the skin behind my ear, almost to reassure myself that he hadn’t been there.

      “I would protect you both.”

      She nodded. “I know. It’s the reason I stayed. But now...” She glanced up at Alex and sighed.

      “I don’t know if we can stay here with him. Not if his power is going to do crazy shit like that. It’s only going to get worse. I can’t expose Merry to that.”

      I nodded. I could understand her unwillingness to stay around Alex. When he’d been poisoned initially, his power hadn’t had the chance to spiral out of control. But this slow decline meant it would get worse before the end.

      “Whatever Merry has done, I don’t think he’s going to wake-up any time soon. But I’ll get onto Division 6 in the morning and find out if there’s something we can do to contain him.”

      Carolyn reached over to me and put her hand on mine. “I’m sorry about your friend, Jenna. Really, I am.” She shook her head. “No one should have to suffer such pain as he just did.”

      “Was it really bad?” It had looked terrible but I wasn’t an empath. I couldn’t feel what Carolyn could.

      “I wouldn’t have wished a fate such as this on my worst enemy,” she said, climbing unsteadily to her feet. “He’s suffering. Even when he doesn’t show it. I can feel his pain. It infects the house with its misery. He’s strong, which I think for him is a bad thing. If he’d been weaker it would have already taken him, which would be a blessing.”

      She turned and carried Merry from the room, leaving me to sit on the bed next to Alex.

      “Shit, Alex.” I muttered beneath my breath. A lock of blond hair had fallen over his eyes and I brushed it back gently. I would let him sleep, for now at least, but come the morning, everything would change.

      “I’ll fix this,” I said. “I promise, I’ll fix this.”
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      Standing in the hallway with Grey, I peered in through the door at Alex. I’d sat with him during the night but he’d thankfully remained asleep and the fact that he hadn’t suffered any more fits gave me a small amount of hope.

      Grey scrubbed his hand over his face. “What kind of fit?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Medical matters are not exactly my area of expertise. I much prefer killing things over figuring out what might be wrong with them.”

      “And you’ve called Sofia?”

      I nodded. It hadn’t been an easy decision to make. Despite everything that had happened in Whitby, I still wasn’t entirely sure of Sofia’s loyalties or where they lay. Especially with her being a harpy. From everything I’d read of the creatures, they weren’t exactly the most trust worthy of the preternaturals. Then again, as far as history was concerned my grandmother was a monster deserving of having her head chopped off, so I couldn’t exactly trust everything I read.

      “Yeah, she’s going to arrange to have him moved.”

      “Moved where?” Alex’s voice was groggy but he was obviously awake enough to have heard our discussion.

      “How are you feeling?” Grey asked, moving ahead of me into the bedroom. “Jenna said you had a rough night.”

      “About as rough as you look,” Alex said, pushing upright with a grimace. “Come on dude, at least I have an excuse for looking like a bear’s arse. I’m dying. What’s your excuse?”

      Grey’s lips thinned into a line but he said nothing as I rolled my eyes.

      “Clearly not dying yet,” I said, stepping into the bedroom.

      “Did you tell him?” Alex asked, batting his eyes in our direction. The innocent look on his face told me immediately that whatever he was about to say next would be said to cause maximum irritation.

      “Tell me what?” Grey said, walking right into the trap.

      “She had her legs wrapped around me last night. Couldn’t get her body close enough to me, really.” Alex settled back against the pillows, his skin ashen. He grinned, his eyes fever bright as he drank down Grey’s discomfort.

      “The only time I’m going to put my body anywhere near yours is when you’re in convulsion and at Death’s door,” I said, folding my arms over my chest.

      “Oh come on, you enjoyed it. You’ve been desperate to cop a feel ever since you met me.”

      “Well after last night’s little stunt, Division 6 have agreed to have you shipped out of here and into a secure containment.” The idea of Alex being under Division 6’s complete control didn’t sit well with me but I couldn’t see another option. He needed help, the kind I couldn’t give him here.

      Alex’s eyes darkened with rage. “I’m going to London with you.”

      I shook my head. “Not a chance, Alex. London is dangerous enough without bringing you along. You can barely stand, never mind defend yourself right now.”

      “I can defend myself just fine,” he said. “And anyway, you’re going to need to have me nearby.”

      “And why is that?” Grey rocked back on his heels, his body loose as though prepared for a fight.

      “Because of what I can do,” he said. “Not to mention that if you get your hands on the Elder god’s heart you’ll need me close so you can administer the antidote quickly. Let’s be honest here, I don’t have much time left. You can hardly afford to waste what little of it we do have fighting your way out of London with an artefact of that nature.”

      He had a point. Getting into London was difficult enough. Getting back out again with the heart in tow would be nearly impossible, if not all out suicidal.

      “You can’t know that,” Grey said.

      “He’s right.” I shook my head. “I hate to say it but the smug prick is correct. We won’t get the heart out of London, at least not in time to save him. And the only reason I’m going to apologise to those bloodsuckers is because of him.”

      Alex placed his hand over his heart. “Aww, I love you too. But that’s another thing. I don’t think you should apologise to them. I was going to say to you last night—before you so rudely interrupted and jumped my bones—that the vampires won’t accept the apology whether you give it or not. But it will give them leverage over you to enact whatever their true intentions are.”

      “So what do you suggest, oh wise one?” I let the full weight of my skepticism weigh my words.

      “By all means, tell the Division you intend to apologise but you’ll only do it in London, when you’re face to face with the blood-suckers.”

      “And what happens when we get there and I refuse to apologise?”

      Alex shrugged, wincing as he moved his body. “The Division will have to intercede. I’m not saying they’ll like it but at least you won’t be admitting wrong doing to a bunch of assholes who want your head.” There was an extra layer of meaning to Alex’s words that I understood.

      Grey had seen me in action. He knew of my ability to turn things to stone but I hadn’t told him what I was. It was one thing to tell someone you could turn something to stone and another thing entirely to admit to being a gorgon. And not just any gorgon but the granddaughter of the reviled Medusa herself.

      “It sounds even more risky,” Grey said. “But I can see your point about the culpability.”

      Alex nodded. “See, you know it’s dire when Mr. Tall Dark and Brooding agrees with you.”

      “What’s to stop them from killing us there and then?” I asked the one question that hovered at the forefront of my mind.

      “Absolutely nothing,” Alex said. “But I can’t imagine Division 6 will allow them to overstep like that.”

      “But they’d let me apologise and potentially face the consequences of those actions just fine?”

      Alex nodded. “They’re a complicated bunch, there’s no doubt about it, but there’s a world of difference between those two scenarios. By admitting guilt with your apology you’d be forfeiting the safety of the Division. They could claim you’d acted outside of their instructions.”

      I turned and glanced at Grey but he just shrugged. “I think he’s right. The Division have screwed up and they’ll do anything to set things right.”

      “What do you mean they’ve screwed up? What else have they done?”

      Grey dropped his gaze to the floor. “I thought it was strange that when you came to my rescue you didn’t come with backup. It’s standard practice to go in heavy for a situation like that.”

      “And?”

      “When I asked Sofia about it, she said her request had been denied.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Alex coughed and I glanced in his direction. There was blood on his lips and his gaze was riveted on his hand.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I’ll live long enough for Division 6 to sell us all down the bloody river.”

      The knock of the front door reverberated through the house making me jump.

      “That’ll be Sofia,” I said, noting the look of unease that flitted across Alex’s face. “Don’t worry, I won’t let her take you anywhere you don’t want to go.”

      “Good, because I don’t want to be another of the Division’s casualties.”

      He was right. The more I thought about the situation, the more it stank to high heaven. And as difficult as it would be to stick together, it was the best we could do.

      “How are we going to get you to London without the journey killing you before we even get a shot at the heart?” I folded my arms across my chest and levelled my gaze at Alex.

      “I’ve got one last trick up my sleeve,” he said with a sigh. “I’ve been saving it, in case everything went to shit and well my impending death seems pretty shitty.”

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to get something for me. It’s in my apartment.”

      “What is it?”

      He sighed. “Under the bed, you’ll find a chest. The item inside is what I’ll need for my close-up with Mr. DeMille.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Alex sighed. “Just bring it to me and I’ll explain once I have it.”

      I eyed him suspiciously. “Nothing is going to attack me if I go to your apartment without you, is it?”

      Alex gave me his best wide-eyed innocent stare. “Why would you suggest such a thing?”

      “Because I know what you’re like.”

      He grinned at me. “So long as you don’t open the chest, everything will be just fine.”

      “Great.” I headed for the door as the sound of Sofia’s knocking grew louder. “That really puts me at ease.”

      Alex’s laughter followed me down the hall and onto the stairs.

      Whatever he wanted me to get for him had to be formidable. Certainly serious enough to be used as a last resort. And that was what worried me. Whatever he was going to do, I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like it. But if it meant he was strong enough to stand with us, then I couldn’t exactly refuse him.
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      Ten minutes later I was sitting in my Land Rover on my way to Alex’s house.

      Sofia sat next to me with a sour expression on her face.

      “I don’t know why you couldn’t let me see him at least,” she said. “You were the one who called me, remember?”

      I gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Look, trust me on this. Doing it this way, you can claim ignorance if everything goes to shit.”

      She shook her head and returned her attention to the fields zipping past the window.

      “How do you live out here?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It’s so isolated. How can you stand to live in a place that’s so far from others?”

      I gave her a sideways glance but there was nothing in her face to suggest she was screwing with me.

      “I like my privacy.”

      “Clearly,” she said with an impatient sigh. “Has he deteriorated?”

      “Things weren’t looking particularly hopeful last night,” I said, carefully edging around the truth. How much could I trust her?

      “I’ve got a question for you,” I said.

      Sofia raised an eyebrow in my direction. “I’m an open book, ask me whatever you want.”

      “Why did Division 6 refuse us backup in Whitby?”

      “Who told you that?”

      It was my turn to give her skeptical glare.

      “Grey,” she said, sighing and settling back against the seat. “That man doesn’t know when to keep his mouth shut.”

      “So it’s true?”

      Sofia bit down on her lip and turned her attention back to the countryside beyond the glass. “Things are complicated.”

      “So that’s a yes, then.”

      “Fine.” She snapped. “It’s a yes. Are you happy?”

      “Not really.” I kept my gaze trained on the road ahead, despite feeling her eyes boring into me. “Why would they do that?”

      Sofia went quiet and I chanced a sneaky look in her direction.

      “You really haven’t guessed?”

      I shook my head. “Surprise me.”

      “It’s you,” she said, her voice low.

      My attention slipped for a second and the car swerved. I jerked the steering wheel to the right, putting us back on course before we hit the grass verge.

      “Why would I have anything to do with this?”

      “Best guess,” she said. “They know what you are and want to get rid of you.”

      A sliver of icy fear tracked down my spine. I’d always known deep down that using my power in public—as I’d been doing more and more lately—would draw some undesirable attention. I just hadn’t expected it to come from the people I worked for.

      “Are you saying they set us up?”

      Sofia’s smile was cold and a lesser person might have wilted under the weight of it.

      “Let’s just say our kind isn’t liked.” She folded her hands in her lap. “Don’t get me wrong, the run of the mill preternaturals are just fine. Werewolves, shifters, even vampires. They’re all just accepted.”

      “What about the fae?”

      She sighed in frustration. “Of course the fae are too. They’re far too powerful. The Division wouldn’t stand a chance if they attempted to do anything about them so they leave them alone.”

      “But we’re fair game?”

      “We’re the old ones,” Sofia said. “And I don’t just mean by age, although I have been around the block more than once.”

      “When you say the old ones?”

      “It’s frustrating to forget that although you are a creature of the old world, you yourself are nothing more than a baby.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but Sofia shook her head. “Don’t bother arguing with me, Jenna. I speak the truth. My intention is not to insult you. In comparison to me, you are just a babe, not yet fully formed.”

      I bit back my retort. I had no idea how old Sofia was but as far as I knew, harpies had been wiped out before the old fae had come into existence.

      “We come from the time of Gods and Goddesses,” she said, her voice taking on a heavy melodic lilt. “They’re afraid that our presence means a turn from the times we find ourselves in now back to the old ways.”

      “They’re worried we’ll bring the old gods back?”

      She shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps they worry that we are the makings of the new gods...”

      I turned onto the street where Alex’s apartment was located and parked a couple of car lengths away from his front door.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “I’m not a god, I’m a gorgon.”

      “There are some who would suggest you are one and the same.”

      “If I were a full blooded gorgon, I might be convinced to believe you,” I said. “But I’m not. I’m half human.”

      Sofia’s laughter grated on me. “And how strong do you think your human side is, Jenna Faith? Because from everything I’ve seen of you, there’s nothing human about you at all.”

      I opened my mouth to answer her but Sofia’s hand closed over my arm suddenly.

      “Get down,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

      Without needing to be told twice, I slid down in the seat behind the steering wheel.

      “What is it?”

      Her eyes scanned the area. “Can you not feel it?”

      I shook my head and then paused. There was something in the air, although I hadn’t felt it until she’d pointed it out to me. It was like a distant hum that raced over my skin and the more attention I paid to it, the more insistent it became.

      I scrubbed my hands over my arms. “Whatever that is, I don’t like it.”

      Sofia nodded. “That makes two of us.”

      “How would they know where we were going?”

      She shook her head. “They shouldn’t have. I told no one. I wanted to assess the Alex situation for myself.”

      “Shit.” I swore violently beneath my breath.

      “What is it?” She turned her attention to me.

      “If you didn’t tell them, then it means they’ve been listening into your communications. Every phone call, every email. From them to know to come here, that means Division 6 have to be spying on you.”

      “But why come here at all?” she said, sliding a little lower in her seat. She grimaced as though the hum was beginning to cause her discomfort.

      “Because they don’t know where Alex is,” I said. “They’re obviously trying to secure him before we can make a move.” Alex had said we would need him in London because of what he could do. I hadn’t fully understood what he meant but perhaps Division 6 knew more about the situation than we did.

      “Whatever Alex has in that apartment, we need to get it before they do.”

      Sofia nodded. “Agreed.” She squared her shoulders and flashed a smile. “I’m going to enjoy this,” she said, her eyes darkening.

      “Remember,” I said. “They know what you are.”

      Sofia’s grin revealed a mouth full of needle sharp teeth. “Oh, there are still a few things they’re unaware of.”

      She pushed open the car door and slipped out, leaving me behind the steering wheel. Sucking in a deep breath, I checked my blades and the whip I kept wrapped around my wrist before I opened my own door. Sofia wasn’t the only one who was going to enjoy this.
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        * * *

      

      I crept along the inside of the parked cars lining the road in front of Alex’s apartment. The hum had grown stronger since I left the car and seemed to be intensifying with every step that took me closer to his building.

      Although I couldn’t see Sofia I had to trust that she was out there, doing her job.

      I reached the last car and peered around the edge of it. The only thing that seemed remotely out of place in the street was a black van parked three car spaces away on the opposite side of the road.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to laser in on the deafening hum. The harder I tried to pinpoint its location, the more it seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

      Turning around, I planted my back against the wheel of the car I was hiding behind and stared up at Alex’s apartment.

      Summoning my power, I let it move outwards and away from me. As it flowed over the ground, I could feel every pebble, every blade of grass, each and every thing that lay on the ground between me and the building, as if I had touched them all with my own hands.

      I hit the source of the humming before I reached the building. My power ran straight into the invisible barrier that surrounded the apartment. The force of my magic hitting it knocked the air from my lungs in a loud whoosh as though someone had punched me in the solar plexus.

      My eyes snapped open and I stared at the point where I’d struck the blockade. The air hissed and fizzed with bright gold sparks that slowly faded into nothing.

      “Shit.” The word slipped out before I could stop it and the hum spiked, pinching and biting against every bit of my skin that lay exposed to it.

      If my power couldn’t get through the barrier, I knew I had one thing that might.

      Climbing to my feet, I crossed the pavement to where I’d last seen the sparks. Raising my hand, I carefully pressed my palm to the air, feeling out the power that cloaked the building.

      The second I touched it, the hairs on the back of my arms and neck stood to attention as though I’d just come in contact with a metric ton of static electricity. Power surged beneath my palm and the air surrounding me suddenly became a lot harder to breathe.

      I had one shot to open the barrier that lay between me and Alex’s apartment.

      I grabbed the small blade tucked into the back of my jeans and pulled it out. It was the same blade I’d taken from Carmine. The same blade she had used to inscribe the runes on our bodies to open the rift between our world and that of the Elder god she was trying to summon.

      I’d done a lot of reading since I’d grabbed the blade back in Whitby, none of it good. There wasn’t a whole lot of information out there on blades that could rip open worlds, which was unsurprising to say the least. Nobody wanted a hole in the veils between worlds and writing down just what a blade of this sort could do was a little too much like tempting fate.

      But I’d gleaned enough from my perusal of the information that did to exist to know that the blade could do more than just open a window between this world and another.

      Of course, if I was wrong, it was probably going to kill me. Or at the very least fry me to a crisp.

      I raised the knife up and pressed it against the barrier.

      Nothing happened.

      “Jenna!”

      Glancing back over my shoulder, I spotted Sofia. She was holding a dark-suited man in a headlock but it was his friend racing toward me that she was really warning me about.

      I jabbed the blade into the barricade and dragged it down toward the ground. The roar of the barricade’s energy as I ripped it wide open was deafening. It tore at my senses and the taste of blood filled my mouth.

      There was a boom and power slammed into me, sending me airborne.

      Twisting my body in midair, I landed in a crouch on the ground as the rest of the magical wave washed harmlessly over my head. My chest burned and there was something warm dripping down my face.

      I slid the back of my hand over my nose. It came away bloodied.

      Sofia appeared at my elbow, her gaze raking over me.

      “What the hell was that?” Her voice sounded as though it came from far away and I shook my head like a dog coming up from beneath the waves in an attempt to clear my hearing once more.

      “Magical barrier,” I said. “Someone went to a huge amount of trouble to keep us away from Alex’s apartment.” I climbed unsteadily to my feet and was forced to accept Sofia’s proffered arm just so I could stay upright. The world rolled and heaved beneath my feet and it took several deep breaths before it stopped its movement.

      “What happened to our friends?” I glanced back toward where I’d last seen the two men.

      One of them was propped up against the side of the black van. The huge body-shaped dent in the side panel told me something powerful had slammed him into it.

      Was it Sofia or the magic wave?

      The other lay on the ground in front of the van, his eyes wide and staring, neck at an unnatural angle.

      “You killed him,” I said, shock washing over me.

      “He tried to kill me first,” she said. “It was self defence.”

      “You didn’t think to tell him who we were?”

      Sofia sighed. “He wasn’t exactly in the listening mood,” she said. “And anyway, he went berserk the moment he saw you touch that barrier or whatever it was. I had no choice.”

      There was nothing I could say to her. She was right. It had been self defence and I certainly couldn’t begrudge her that. In her shoes, I would have done the same thing.

      I had done the same thing at other times.

      “You think there’s something in the apartment waiting for us?” I asked, glancing back at the converted redbrick townhouse in front of us.

      “Guarantee it,” Sofia said. “They didn’t block it off with power that strong and leave two guards out here just for the fun of it.”

      “Is there any chance they don’t know we’re coming?”

      Sofia laughed, the sound carefree and joyous made her seem so much younger as she threw her head back.

      “Are you really that naive?”

      I shook my head. “No, I guess I was just living in hope.”

      My answer only served to draw another rich peel of laughter from Sofia.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” I said, striding away from her.

      The sound of her low-heeled boots clicking over the tarmac was the only clue I had that she was following close behind. The air where the barrier had stood still shimmered faintly. As I passed through the place where it had been, the remnants of whatever power had built the barricade travelled over my skin, pulling and tugging at me like the gossamer threads from a spider’s silken web.

      Sofia’s laughter came to an abrupt halt and I glanced over my shoulder at her. She was staring at the place where the barrier had been, almost transfixed by what remained.

      “I know this,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I recognise the power this was spun from.”

      “What was it?”

      “Not what,” she said. “Who.”

      I halted and turned to face her. “You’re not making any sense.”

      Sofia’s eyes were brimming with emotion as she reached up and twined her fingers around the silken threads that were rapidly beginning to fade.

      “You’ve hurt her,” she said, softly. “Maybe even killed her.”

      “Who?” I repeated. “Who are you talking about?”

      “Arachne,” Sofia said. “You don’t know your Greek myths at all, do you?”

      “The weaver?” I had a vague recollection of reading a story about a young woman who had boasted she was better at weaving than Athena. In the end, the goddess, in a fit of pique, had turned the young woman into a spider. It had seemed a little too far fetched to be completely true. And yet I couldn’t deny it probably held a kernel of truth just as many of the Greek tales did.

      “Not just any weaver,” Sofia said. “She stood against a goddess and lived to tell the tale. Albeit she was changed afterwards but you should have seen her then. I’ve never seen courage like it in any other.”

      “Well if she’s so wonderful, what the hell is she doing working for Division 6?”

      Sofia shrugged. “I could ask you the same thing. We all got into this because we believed it was the right thing to do at the time.”

      I couldn’t argue with her there. The only reason I was back with the Division at all was because Grey had backed me into a corner. Granted, working with them gave me a better chance for helping more people but there was a higher price to pay with them too.

      Turning my back on Sofia I left her to admire the fading strands of magic still floating in the air.

      Alex’s apartment sat on the third floor of the converted town house. I took the stairs up to his floor two at a time, careful to keep my tread light over the creaking floorboards.

      Whatever awaited above knew I was coming but I didn’t need to give my position away.

      The hallway that led down to the Alex’s front door was eerily empty as I waited on the top step. I’d expected some sort of welcoming party.

      Drawing my karambits from my belt, I flipped them over in my hand and crept forward toward the door. It was ajar, a thin shaft of light from the apartment falling across the floor in front of me. Toeing the door open, I scanned Alex’s apartment quickly.

      The piles of clothes strewn around the floor were unsurprising. Ever since he’d come to stay at my place, he’d behaved like a slob. Evidently that was just how he lived.

      Stepping into the hall that opened onto the living room, I pressed my back to the wall that separated the kitchen from the rest of the apartment. The place was silent. Too silent. Unease curled in my stomach.

      What the hell was I doing here?

      As I stood and listened to the silence stretch out around me, I couldn’t help but feel like I’d been sent on a fool’s errand.

      “Come out, little one.” The rasping voice hurt my ears and it took every ounce of my willpower not to clap my hands over them to stop the terrible sound from tearing out my eardrums.

      “You have a rift opener. There is no use hiding from me now. I know you are here.” The voice came again, neither male nor female.

      The sound of many feet scuttling on the floor sent every alarm bell in my head into overdrive. Was I wrong to think the story of Arachne and Athena had been overblown? Or was I going to walk into the living room and find myself face to face with a giant spider?

      My mind conjured an image of huge hairy house spider with the face of a woman and I shuddered.

      “Who sent you here?” I called out, tightening my grip on the blade in my hand.

      The sound of scuttling feet grew nearer.

      “Why, do you have a better offer?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Was it Division 6?”

      Something hard and black exploded through the wall next to my face. I ducked, dropping to the ground beneath the wickedly sharp spear that withdrew from the wall. It showered me with broken plaster and dust as it retreated.

      Another spear burst through the plaster, missing me by a fraction of a millimetre. If I didn’t move now, she was going to impale me on one of the blades sooner rather than later.

      Before the last one slid out of the wall, a second black blade came crashing through the wall, nicking my arm as it sliced through my jacket.

      “I liked this jacket,” I grumbled, glancing down at the hole above my elbow.

      The laughter--if that’s what you could call it--erupted from the other side of the wall. Tensing up, I let my body coil like a spring awaiting release. Both spears withdrew from the wall and I chose that moment to move.

      Diving forward, I let my momentum carry me across the ground and into the living room. The wall above me shattered as three spears burst through at once. If I’d waited just a moment longer, I would have been impaled like an insect on the end of a pin. My shoulder hit the floor as I rolled forward and I was back on my feet between one breath and the next.

      The creature screamed with frustration as she wheeled around and thrust another spear in my direction. My eyes adjusted as I ducked the incoming blow.

      They weren’t spears, they were legs. All eight of them were wickedly bladed spears that punctured the wooden floor every time she struck it. Her upper body however, was all human. Arachne tensed and dropped down into the nest of legs that supported her.

      She held a long staff in her hands, the ends of which gave way to two long curved blades, like a double headed scythe. And she twirled it with a prowess that would make any majorette proud.

      Great, just what I needed. A giant fucking spider woman wielding the grim-reaper’s scythe on goddess-damned steroids.

      She darted toward me, her two front legs raised in front of her body. I didn’t wait for her to reach me. I hit the floor and slid underneath her as she stabbed at the air where I’d stood a split second ago. I brought my karambits up, slicing at the delicate joints where her supporting legs met her body.

      She screamed, stumbling to the side as two of her legs buckled beneath her weight. I rolled with her as she moved, the other six legs working overtime to keep her upright. As I rolled, I sliced and hacked at them and narrowly avoided one of the deadly tips that crashed into the floor next to my face.

      “Arachne!” Sofia’s voice cracked through the room.

      The spider woman paused mid-strike and turned in the direction of the front door.

      “You!” She spat the word, managing to make it sound more like an insult than anything else.

      If I’d thought for a second that Sofia was going to make this situation any better, I was sadly mistaken.

      The creature spun and darted toward her. It was the opportunity I needed and I seized it with both hands. Raising my karambits, I sliced down on one of her back legs. My blades bit through the sinuous joint at its narrowest point, severing the lower limb completely from the rest of the body. Warm blood splattered down over my arms and chest as Arachne stumbled overhead.

      She howled in agony, her cry echoing through the room. Rolling out of reach, I made it back to my feet in time to see her face when she caught sight of her severed leg still twitching on the floor behind her.

      “I didn’t come here to fight you,” Sofia said, her voice awash with pain as she slowly approached the injured creature.

      Arachne’s legs retreated into her body. Her spider form receded, leaving her human and much more vulnerable. She stood for a moment before she hit the ground with a loud thud. The white hippie skirt she wore was splattered with crimson blood and she gathered the material to her hip in an attempt to stem the worst of the blood flow.

      “If you’re going to kill me, do it quickly,” Arachne said, her voice much more tolerable now that she was in her human form.

      “I’m not here to kill you,” Sofia said. “We’re not here for you at all.”

      Arachne shook her head. “I don’t believe you. Look at what your dog has done to me.” She gestured to the now still leg on the floor.

      “Firstly, I’m not a dog,” I said. “And secondly, you attacked me. I was defending myself.”

      “This is not your apartment,” Arachne said. “You do not belong here. I was given orders to protect the one whose apartment this is.”

      “Protect?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice.

      She nodded. “He’s in grave danger.”

      “From what?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking the question.

      “They didn’t tell me,” she said. “Just that I was to come here to collect him and protect him at all costs.”

      Sofia shook her head. “They have lied to you. Alex is not in grave danger. Certainly not from us.”

      “He’s my friend,” I said.

      “And how do I know you are telling the truth?” Arachne said, suspicion heavy in her voice as she struggled into a kneeling position.

      “You don’t,” I said with a shrug. “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      “I need to see him,” she said. “I cannot trust until I know for certain you are telling me the truth.”

      I shook my head. “Not going to happen, I’m afraid. I’ve got a job to do and I’m going to do it.”

      Arachne pushed up onto her feet, her skirt falling around her lower body. It was a convenient disguise, allowing her to begin her shift without alerting those around her of what lurked beneath the floaty fabric but I saw the first of her eight legs as it touched the floor beneath her skirt.

      “If you get all leggy with me again, I’m going to have no choice but to restrain you.” The warning was implicit in my voice. “I’ve already removed one leg, don’t make me dismember you entirely.”

      Arachne’s laughter spilled from her lips. “It will grow back.”

      She leaped toward me, legs sliding out from beneath her skirt. I raised my hand, my karambit catching the light. Something heavy and sticky hit me square in the arm, weighing me down.

      Web. Bloody brilliant.

      It glowed briefly with Arachne’s golden power before she jerked me forward and began to spin more threads. Within seconds, my lower arm was encased in a thick golden web.

      The karambit in my hand was useless so I dropped it, allowing my whip to slide down my arm into my still free hand.

      The crack as it cut through the air startled Arachne long enough for her to stop spinning.

      The sharp tip of my whip coiled around two of her legs and I jerked hard, knocking her off balance.

      “Anytime you want to join in,” I said to Sofia, who stood in the doorway.

      “You’re doing just fine,” she said, giving me a thumbs up.

      Arachne loosed another silken skein of web, striking Sofia in the chest and driving her back out the door.

      I cracked the whip again, this time securing it around Arachne’s throat. I pulled hard and her eyes bulged in her head. For a moment, she struggled and I tugged the whip tighter and tighter around her throat.

      It was then that she changed tactics. She crossed the floor toward me, the whip going suddenly slack in my grip as she closed the space between us.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” I muttered, narrowly dodging her first attack. I tried to duck away from her but I had nowhere to run, at least not with her web still wrapped around my arm.

      A hellish scream erupted from the hall and something dark barreled into Arachne, knocking her off course. Sofia came at her again, slamming her body into the front wall; the sound of shattering glass telling me the window was broken.

      I was still attached to Arachne. The fight between the harpy and the spider creature sent me flying across the room. I hit the floor with a thud, pain burning in my shoulder as Arachne jerked me after her.

      Pulling the rift ripping blade from my belt, I cut through the web wrapped around my arm and wriggled free in time to see Sofia slam Arachne against the wall for a third time. It splintered around the spider creature’s body and she disappeared into the room beyond in a cloud of plaster dust and falling brickwork.

      “Is she down?” I asked, rubbing my arm as Sofia turned to glare at me.

      “She’s out cold,” she said. “Now if you wouldn’t mind loaning me that knife so I can clean this crap off myself.” She gestured to the webbing that coated the front of her jacket.

      “Knock yourself out,” I said, tossing her the knife before I picked my karambits off the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Arachne lay on her side on the floor, her body hog-tied and secure in the shackles Sofia had found in the black van outside the apartment. They were marked with the usual power binding runes that Division 6 favoured and I found myself wondering if they would work on Alex if his Hail Mary failed.

      “Alex is going to be mad when he sees this place,” I said, surveying the damage.

      “If he survives this, I don’t think he’s going to care about a little structural damage,” Sofia said archly.

      Leaving her to watch Arachne, I crept into the ruined bedroom. A wooden beam lay across the bed, which had sagged toward the floor in its centre. Crawling beneath it, I grabbed the chest Alex wanted and pulled it free.

      It was dusty but still intact. Thank goddess for small mercies.

      I blew off the worst of the plaster dust from the box, the top and sides of which were covered with decorative panels; depictions of ancient Greek civilisation. The stories of the Gods and Goddesses expressed in picture form. Running my hand over the top of the box, I could feel the power that came off it in waves. As my fingers traced the images they began to move. Battles waged, won, and lost, cavorted across the timber panels.

      Power curled around my fingers, begging me to lift the lid.

      Jerking my hand back, I stared down at the now-still images.

      Whatever was in the box, it was powerful.

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” Sofia said from the doorway.

      “And satisfaction brought it back,” I finished, glancing up at her.

      “Not many people know the full quote,” she said. “I’m impressed.”

      I wasn’t. The only reason I knew the complete saying was because it was Kypherous’ favourite thing to say to me every time he drove me to the very edge of death. Even now, on the floor of Alex’s ruined apartment, I could hear Kypherous’ voice as he whispered into my ear as I lay on the floor of my cell.

      Pushing aside the memories that threatened to overwhelm me, I climbed to my feet and lifted the box into my arms.

      “We need to go,” I said. “Alex needs whatever this is. Especially if we’re going to prove to Division 6 that we’re all fit to go to London.”

      Sofia stared at me. “Wait a minute. This is all so you can go to London?”

      I nodded.

      “They won’t let you all go,” she said. “They want you to apologise to the Vampire envoy here. Then and only then will they think about letting you go to London.”

      I shook my head. “Not a chance. I do it in person in London, or not at all.” I left out the last part of the plan where I had no intention of apologising at all. Sofia might have had my back but I still didn’t entirely trust her. And until I did, if I ever did, the less she knew about our true intentions, the better for everyone.

      Maybe I would never trust her.

      She curled her lips in distaste. “They’re not going to like this.”

      “They already don’t like it,” I said. “Look around you, Sofia. They sent Arachne here to trap us. At the very least, they sent her here to trap Alex. It’s almost as though they don’t trust you to bring him in yourself.”

      Her unhappy expression only grew worse.

      She nodded. “Fine. I’ll tell them your proposal.” She looked around at the scene surrounding us. “You take the box to Alex. I’ll call them from here. They’re going to need to know what happened.”

      “Maybe you should come with me,” I said, eyeing the scene surrounding us. Division 6 were not going to be happy about it and I couldn’t help but feel that Sofia was putting herself in unnecessary danger by hanging around.

      She shook her head. “I’ve never run away from anyone in all my very long years, Jenna. I’m not going to start now. They don’t frighten me.”

      “Just because you’re not afraid, doesn’t mean they can’t hurt you.”

      She smiled, the first tender expression I’d seen from the harpy.

      “Your concern for my welfare is noted and I’m grateful for it but I cannot go. I owe Arachne the truth. She needs to know and understand the kind of people she has thrown her lot in with.”

      “You care for her,” I said.

      Sofia stiffened but she nodded just the same. “We were close, once.”

      “What happened?”

      “That, little gorgon, is a tale for another time. You hold up your end of the bargain and get the heart in London. I will do everything I can here to keep Division 6 off your back.”

      “And what are you going to tell them?”

      Sofia smiled at me but it wasn’t a friendly expression. “I’m going to tell them the truth of course. That their little minions attacked their own.”

      “And what if they don’t care?”

      Sofia shook her head. “It’s all about leverage, Jenna, and when you do this as long as I have, you find yourself in possession of quite a bit of leverage.”

      Nodding, I followed her from the room. Arachne was still on the ground, her breathing even and measured. There was a bloody cut over one eye that was slowly healing.

      “I’ll call you when I have their answer.”

      “Tell them not to take too long,” I said. “If they do then I’ll find another way into London and the mess that’s going to create is not one they want to clean up.”

      “I’ll tell them.”

      Pausing in the doorway, I turned back to face Sofia one last time.

      “Please be careful. I don’t want to have to come back here and rescue you too.”

      “Heed me on this, gorgon, if this goes sideways for me I do not want your help. There is much you must do in this world and saving me is not one of them.”

      “But—”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to hear it. If you come for me, I will kill you myself.”

      Her words were like a slap of icy water but there was nothing I could do. If she didn’t want my help, then so be it.

      With a curt nod, I left her there to deal with the fallout of our actions.

      The street was still eerily quiet when I made my way outside and back to my Land Rover. Climbing back into the car, I set the box on the passenger seat.

      The wheel of fortune was already in motion. I just hoped it wasn’t about to crush us all when it finally turned in our direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone I’d dropped onto the passenger seat next to the chest began to ring, the sound echoing in the confined space of the Land Rover. Flipping on the indicators, I turned off the road and parked in the lay-by. The traffic zipped past as I grabbed the phone.

      I was definitely going to have to invest in some form of bluetooth hands-free for the car. I’d seen Grey use it often enough in his own car and it looked more than a little handy. Especially at a time like this when I was in a hurry.

      The number for my self-defence studio flashed on the screen.

      “Hello?” I said, picking up the call.

      “Jenna, are you coming in today?” Megan’s voice carried over the crackling line.

      “Shit,” I said, glancing down at the box next to me. With everything going on with Alex, I’d completely forgotten to bring in an instructor for the classes I was missing.

      “Who’s on the schedule this morning?” I said. The sound of buzzing greeted me over the line and I swore again.

      “Hello, Megan, can you hear me?”

      “Jenna,— I—” The line went dead.

      Glaring down at the phone, I tossed it back onto the seat. I was so close to Ringworth now it was a waste of time to try and call her back when I could just call into the studio myself. It was after all on my way home.

      The phone started to ring again and I ignored it as I pulled back out into the traffic and headed for town.

      A couple of minutes later, I was parked haphazardly outside the building that housed my studio. I pushed the box onto the floor and covered it with my jacket before climbing out of the car and locked the door behind me. The last thing I needed was someone finding the box in the front seat.

      I contemplated bringing it with me but the thought of touching it again left me cold.

      Halfway to the studio door, I paused. What would happen if someone broke into the car and discovered the box? We so didn’t need a Pandora’s box situation. And I couldn’t guarantee what was inside the chest. It could be anything.

      And it could be lethal.

      Sighing, I turned back to the car and fetched the box out of the passenger side. Rather than touch it, I kept it wrapped in my jacket as I carried it with me into the studio.

      The moment she saw me, Megan hopped to her feet. Her face was flushed as she darted around the desk.

      “I couldn’t stop him,” she said, not bothering with a greeting.

      Her words set me instantly on edge. “Couldn’t stop who?”

      The sound of shouting met my ears and I was already on the bottom step before Megan could say anything else to me.

      “He said he could teach the class for you, that you wouldn’t mind. But I—”

      I left Megan behind in the foyer as I took the stairs three at a time. The shouting grew clearer and I recognised the familiar stances I taught in my self-defence class.

      That wasn’t the only familiar thing. I reached the door and pulled it open, my gaze seeking Eli out as he lead the class in my stead.

      His eyes met mine and the large grin that cut across his handsome face was enough to cause my breath to catch in the back of my throat.

      “Let’s take a break ladies,” he said, his rich voice sliding over my skin like warm silk. “We’ll start again in a few minutes.”

      He was already walking toward me, his long strides eating up the ground between us.

      “Are you all right?” His voice was heavy with concern as he reached me and his hand crept up to my cheek.

      Shying away from his touch, I set the box down on the table at the back of the room.

      “I’m fine, I’ve just got a lot on my plate at the minute,” I said, noting the look of disappointment on his face at the way I’d avoided his touch. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      He shrugged and glanced back at the gaggle of women milling around. “I know. I wanted to. You do so much already, I just wanted to get stuck in and help out for a change.”

      His gaze travelled down the front of my body. “You’re hurt,” he said, turning his attention back to my face once more.

      I’d been in so much of a hurry that I hadn’t even thought to look in the mirror. I glanced down at the front of my jacket. It was black and for that I was grateful, the blood while still visible wasn’t as obvious.

      “The blood isn’t mine,” I said quickly.

      “Your face is bruised,” he said, rubbing his thumb over my jawline. His grin widened. “Nope, just a smudge of dirt.”

      “I must look a state,” I said, feeling suddenly self-conscious as I stood in front of him.

      Eli’s warm laughter caused my toes to curl inside my boots. It was a good sound. It was the kind of laugh you could wrap yourself in, the kind that warmed you all the way down to your very core.

      “Not at all,” he said. “You’re beautiful.”

      Heat bloomed on my neck and spread up onto my face. Seeing my reaction caused Eli’s laughter to change. It was deeper, the kind of chuckle you hear from men who know exactly the effect they’re having on you and are relishing the experience.

      “You really didn’t have to do this,” I said again, feeling the redundancy in my statement as soon as it left my mouth.

      “Like I said, I wanted to.” He sucked in a deep breath. “You seem troubled, what’s up?”

      “Just a little stressed,” I said, rolling my shoulders almost reflexively. I carried every ounce of stress in my shoulders and neck, it was a terrible habit but I couldn’t seem to break it.

      “You want to sub in,” he said, his tone husky.

      “What?”

      “Here,” he said, gesturing to the room. “Do you want to take over?”

      “I can’t,” I said, casting a sideways glance at the box on the table next to me. The thought of getting stuck into a class was a tempting one. Especially if it meant spending more time in Eli’s company.

      I knew I could spend the frustration I’d been feeling since Whitby if I just gave myself a good enough workout. It would do wonders for my mood.

      “We could spar,” he said, raising an eyebrow at me and I suddenly felt the weight of the double meaning in his words.

      “I know a good work out always rids me of stress. Stretching muscles I wouldn’t normally be able to if I was just practicing on my own.”

      I opened my mouth to answer him and suddenly found myself without words. Was he genuinely just asking me to spar or was there more?

      Any doubt I might have had in my mind about his intentions disappeared as he took a step closer and trailed his hand down over my shoulder. There was no electricity in his touch, not that I’d expected there to be. That crap was just a myth. But there was a weighted heat to his gaze as he drank me in.

      “I can’t. Not that I don’t want to,” I said, “I do. I really do.” My gaze travelled over his body and the urge to reach out and touch him swept over me. I could already imagine the feel of his hard muscle beneath my hand. Drawing in a deep breath, I drank down his scent and let the weight of my meaning take root with him.

      I knew it the second he understood me, his eyes widened slightly, the sound of his heartbeat picking up its tempo.

      He reached out for me.

      “Like I said, I want to but I can’t.” I took a reluctant step backwards and my hip bumped the side of the table, jostling my jacket so that it slid off the top of the box.

      For one split second his gaze slid away from my face and fell on the box. Recognition seemed to flicker in his eyes and then it was gone.

      “What’s that?” His tone suggested mild interest but I was almost certain I’d seen the true expression in his eyes.

      Was it lure of the chest, or was there something more?

      “Nothing,” I said, flipping my jacket back over the top of the chest. “Just something I needed to get for a friend.”

      “It looks old,” he said, moving a step toward the table. “Like really old. Is it Greek?”

      “They’re getting antsy,” I said, suddenly changing the subject. “I really appreciate you doing this for me. But if you let them cool down too much it’s going to be a lot harder to get back into the flow of the movements.”

      I snatched the chest from the table, careful to keep my jacket covering the top of it.

      Eli grudgingly tore his gaze away from the chest in my arms and turned his attention back to the class.

      “I guess you’re right,” he said. “It’d be a pity to waste so much potential.”

      Nodding, I made for the door, smiling politely at the greetings from a couple of the regular class attendant.

      “You’re in good hands here, ladies,” I said, addressing them with a wide smile. A couple of them returned my smile. I watched as one woman’s eyes dropped, the smile freezing on her face as she spotted the blood on my clothes.

      The realisation that I was wearing bloody clothes spread through the class like a ripple.

      “Is—Is that blood?” The question came from a woman closer to the front of the room.

      “Jenna is doing some stunt work for a movie,” Eli said smoothly. “She’s in high demand these days.”

      The horror on the women’s faces faded slowly as they believed his lie. It was definitely easier to believe I was covered in fake blood, rather than to believe that I was standing in front of them covered in the blood of another living being.

      That was the thing about people. They never wanted to see the nasty or vicious side of life. They desired only to be exposed to all things good and pure. It was easier to live that way.

      Who wanted to spend their time dwelling on the things that went bump in the night, human or otherwise?

      Tucking the box beneath my arm, I made it to the stairs before Eli caught up to me.

      “If you were in trouble, you would tell me,” he said, catching my arm before I could stop him.

      “Eli, I’m fine. You should get back.”

      He studied my face for a minute before he nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer.

      “Give me a call when you want to have that match,” he said, and his eyes blazed with hunger.

      Laughing, I pulled away from him and made my way back down the stairs.

      Getting back into the Land Rover, I could feel someone watching me and I glanced up to find Eli studying me from the large fan-shaped window that overlooked the street.

      He raised his hand in salute and I waved back before starting the engine and reversing out of the car space.

      It wasn’t until I was halfway home that I remembered the look in his eyes when he’d spotted the box. I hadn’t imagined it, he’d definitely seemed more than a little keen over the chest. But it was entirely possible that his interest had stemmed from the power of the box itself.

      I had after all felt its pull back in Alex’s apartment and I was a preternatural.

      Glancing in the direction of the box one last time, I pushed the prick of concern to the back of my mind. I needed to stop being so paranoid about every bloody person in my life. If I carried on like this, I would have no one left.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I flicked on the radio and let the soft rock music wash over me.

      Eli wasn’t getting near the box again, not when I was imminently handing it off to Alex. And once I did, then it wouldn’t be my concern again.

      But if that were true, why did I feel like I was being a naive fool?
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      The house was quiet when I arrived back, which made me nervous.

      Shoving my key in the front door, I pushed it open, half expecting to hear Merry’s whoop of delight at my coming home.

      Silence greeted me and the hall seemed colder than usual.

      “Hello?”

      “We’re still up here,” Grey said, calling to me from the top of the stairs. Leaving him with Alex had seemed like a good idea at the time. With the silence closing in around me I suddenly wasn’t so sure.

      “Where’s Carolyn and Merry?” I said, carrying the box up the stairs.

      “Adrian dropped by and took Carolyn and Merry to his for a few hours. At least until everything with Alex stabilises.

      Guilt gnawed at me. I’d promised her I would have Alex out of the house come the morning and it was now mid-afternoon.

      “Are you all right?” Grey asked, catching my arm gently as I reached the top step. Exhaustion rocked me back on my heels as I let the events of the past twenty-fours hours catch up with me.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “I just need a little sleep and something to eat.”

      “If you want to get some rest, I can stay here with Alex.” Grey jerked his hand in the direction of the other man’s bedroom. “He’s just sleeping.”

      I contemplated waking Alex up but seeing the sheen of sweat on his ashen face as he stirred restlessly made me change my mind. Whatever was in the box could wait a while longer.

      Carrying it carefully into the bedroom, I set it down on the locker next to him and tip-toed back out into the hall.

      “You don’t mind babysitting him?” I took in Grey’s profile as he studied Alex in the bed.

      “I feel responsible,” Grey said, the emotion in his voice stark. “This is all my fault. The least I can do is stay with him.”

      I touched my fingers to his arm, his warmth seeping up through my fingertips. He turned to face me and I got a glimpse beneath the facade he’d been keeping in place. There was a flicker of hope in his eyes.

      “If I could do things differently, Jenna.” I found myself wondering if we were still talking about Alex. Or if Grey had changed the game on me as he usually did.

      “But you can’t.”

      The hope in his eyes faded and impulsively, I reached up to touch my hand to his face. He nestled in against my touch and the scratch of his stubble against my palm sent a thrill of desire racing through me.

      What was it about this man that constantly drew me back to him, time and time again?

      Eli would be safer. But he was human and even though he knew I wasn’t, I could still remember the uncertainty in his face when he’d realised what I was.

      Grey on the other hand was complicated. We had history. The real question I needed to ask myself was this all just water under the bridge? Or was there something worth salvaging?

      Grey’s fingers closed around my upper arms as he tugged me to him.

      Even though I expected the kiss, as soon as his lips touched mine passion crashed through me.

      I wanted him.

      Wanted this.

      Wanted everything he offered.

      Opening up to him, I felt his tongue tangle with mine, tentative to begin with and then more confident as the kiss deepened.

      My back hit the wall and Grey crushed his body to mine. The feeling of his strength beneath my hands tightened things low in my body. Heat coiled in my centre like a contented viper stretching beneath the warmth of the sun’s rays.

      Everywhere Grey touched me, flurries of molten heat zipped through my veins. His hand slid up the side of my face to tangle in my hair.

      This kiss was nothing like the one I’d experienced in Whitby when Carmine had tricked me with one of her vampires.

      No sooner had the thought formed in my brain than my desire turned to ice in my veins.

      Planting my hands on Grey’s chest I pushed. Fear sending a spike of adrenaline coursing through me.

      He stumbled away from me, a mixture of confusion and hurt filling his eyes as he read my expression.

      “Jenna, I’m sorry. What did I do?”

      The simple act of him letting me go settled my heartbeat into a more regular rhythm once more. Leaning against the wall, I closed my eyes and let my head drop back, drawing clean fresh air into my lungs with each deep breath I took in.

      “Do you want me to go?”

      “No.”

      “Then tell me what I did wrong?”

      I shook my head. “You did nothing wrong,” I said, lifting my face to look at him once more. “It just made me think of something else.”

      “Kypherous?” Hearing him say the name of the one who had tortured me sent a shock through my head.

      “For once, no. Not him. You would never make me think of him.” It wasn’t entirely true. In the past I had used Grey’s feelings for me as a stick to berate him with for his betrayal.

      But the time had come to set that aside. I couldn’t keep carrying it around with me; it wasn’t healthy. And in all the time I’d let it take up space inside my head, it hadn’t once made me feel better.

      Grey smiled and ducked his gaze. “Well that is at least a relief. But something changed then, if not him, then what?”

      “Back in Whitby,” I said, squaring my shoulders. I hadn’t told him what Carmine had done. How she’d used my desire for him against me.

      Grey’s face twisted into a grimace and I found myself doubting whether I should continue or not.

      “Maybe this is a bad idea.”

      “Tell me, Jenna, please. How can I hope to help if I don’t know everything?”

      He was right. I couldn’t let this lie between us.

      “When you were taken from the B&B in Whitby, Carmine left a little surprise behind for me.” Grey’s face visibly paled as I spoke.

      “There was a vampire in my room, waiting for me when I got back that evening. I thought it was you. He sounded like you, looked like you. Hell he even smelled like you.”

      “How is that possible?” Grey asked, turning away to pace in the small hallway.

      “I don’t really know,” I said. “I guess Carmine used my desire for you against me. She had a way inside me. I think maybe it helped that she had you there with her.”

      Grey nodded. “I suppose. What happened?”

      “I killed him,” I said, my voice flat.

      “That’s not all that happened, Jenna. I can tell from the look on your face that there’s more to it than just that.”

      “I thought it was you and...” I couldn’t meet his gaze.

      “What did he do to you?”

      I tilted my head to side, exposing the length of my neck beneath the collar of my jacket. The scars weren’t pink anymore. They would fade almost completely eventually but until then, they were still there, taunting me for my own stupidity.

      Grey’s fingers traced the outline of the vampire’s bite, his touch making me jump as it sent a jolt of an emotion I couldn’t quite name through my body.

      “He pinned me against the wall, I couldn’t move. Couldn’t reach the blades in my boots,” I said through gritted teeth. “His hands were everywhere and then they were in my hair. I thought—” I swallowed hard over the memory. “He jerked my head back and bit me, worried at the wound like a rabid dog.”

      Bitter tears gathered in the corners of my eyes. I’d been so foolish to let my guard down. Even though I’d fought him off, there was still a part of me that felt the familiar prickle of fear Kypherous had created in me when I thought of the vamp’s attack. They weren’t the same thing, not even close. And yet...

      “I should have been there for you,” Grey said, his voice soft.

      “You were taken,” I said. “This wasn’t your fault. There was nothing you could have done.”

      “And I could say the same to you,” he said. “This wasn’t your fault. Carmine tricked you. She tricked us all.” There was a darkness in Grey’s eyes when he said her name that I had noticed back in his office.

      “She did something to you too?”

      He nodded. “She made me think she was you. We did things... I nearly—” He turned away from me and let his fist hit the wall at the top of the stairs. The blow was enough to rattle the doors in their frames.

      “She’s dead,” I said softly, pressing my hand against his back. “She can’t hurt you now. Not now, not ever.” Hearing him admit what had happened between him and Carmine created an ache in the centre of my chest.

      Grey was a good man. He didn’t deserve to be subjected to the kind of twisted cruelty Carmine had been capable of.

      “I know,” he said, softly as he pressed his forehead against the wall. “I know she’s dead but sometimes—” He choked off as though he couldn’t physically get the words out.

      “Sometimes it feels like she’s still here with you.” I finished the sentence for him because I knew exactly how he felt. I knew what it was like to wake in the middle of the night with the weight of your tormentor weighing heavy on your chest and their moist breath still wet on your face.

      He nodded. “Yeah. That’s it exactly.”

      “When that happens, you need to remind yourself that you survived the crazy bitch. She’s the one lying in the bottom of the ocean somewhere, not you.”

      Grey gave me a tentative smile. “You’re good at this whole giving advice thing,” he said. “But I have a feeling you don’t often take your own advice to heart.”

      “Sometimes I listen to myself.”

      Squaring my shoulders, I peered back in the door at Alex who was still asleep. With the box next to him, he seemed to be calmer. The sheen of sweat I’d seen on his brow earlier had faded and to my tired eyes, his colour seemed a little better.

      “Does he look a little better to you?” I gestured to the room.

      Grey glanced in the door and nodded. “Yeah, there’s something different about him. Maybe just having the box nearby helps?”

      I shrugged. It was certainly possible. I’d definitely felt something from the chest and there was no denying Eli’s reaction to it.

      “Beats me,” I said. “I need a drink and some food if I’m going to stay on my feet. You want something?”

      “What have you got?”

      I started down the stairs without a backwards glance. The familiar presence of Grey at my back was a comfort I hadn’t known I needed. Even now, even after everything we’d just shared, I still wanted to turn around and bury my face in his chest. As though if I just let him hold me it would cure everything wrong in the world.

      If only it were that easy.

      Grey settled in at the kitchen table, his dark eyes following me as I pulled a bottle of whisky from the cupboard and set it down on the table between us. I hit the fridge next, pulling out some cold meats, butter, and a selection of cheese I’d somehow acquired.

      Not that there was any mystery in how my fridge had come to be so well stocked. Carolyn was a whiz in the kitchen and she preferred to have an over-flowing fridge and larder. Since she had taken over the weekly food shop, I found myself with an ever-expanding taste palate for foods I’d never thought to try before.

      Not to mention an ever-expanding waistline if I allowed myself to indulge at the rate Carolyn suggested I should. Thank goddess I was a preternatural. One week in Carolyn’s presence would be enough to destroy all the years of hard work which had sculpted my body into a lean, mean, fighting machine.

      Grabbing a couple of knives and forks, I set everything on the table along with a couple of plates and a loaf of bread.

      “Holy shit, are we feeding an army?” Grey asked, eyeing the spread on the table.

      “Carolyn is always telling me if I don’t eat it will go off. And I’m tired and hungry so I’m going to take her advice.”

      Grey grinned as I grabbed a block of cheddar and proceeded to cut three large chunks off. I jammed the first one into my mouth and relished the creamy taste of the extra-mature cheese.

      “If Carolyn ever leaves, I don’t know how I’m going to cope.”

      Grey’s laughter warmed me and I found myself chuckling along with him.

      “She certainly has a way of making a house a home,” he said.

      “What, you don’t think this place was a home before she got here?”

      He quirked an eyebrow in my direction. “I know you, Jenna, are you sure you want me to answer that?”

      “No.” I buttered two thick slices of the home made bread and lay my selection of ham and cheese out on top before I jammed the second slice over it all.

      “You never could cut a straight slice of bread, could you?” Grey said, pointing to the uneven sandwich on my plate.

      The slices were only slightly lopsided, which was a definite improvement over the mess I used to make out of the loaves in the past.

      “For someone so talented with a blade, you’d think you’d know how to cut a straight line.”

      “Bread is hard,” I said. “It’s squishy and it doesn’t stand up under my assault very well.”

      Grey grinned as he proceeded to prepare his own perfectly shaped sandwich.

      Reaching across the table, I poured him a generous measure of whisky before I poured my own.

      “Is Sofia willing to go to bat for our plan?” Grey asked as he picked up the tumbler and downed the contents in one shot.

      I followed suit and refilled the glasses while I mulled over my answer.

      “She doesn’t really have much of a choice,” I said. “If she doesn’t, I’ll do it myself.”

      “You never told me what happened when you went over to Alex’s? Judging by the state of your jacket, I’m guessing it wasn’t all plain sailing.”

      “No.” I shook my head and picked up my sandwich. “Division 6 were waiting for us.” I took a bite of the sandwich and closed my eyes as I let the rich taste of the fluffy bread overwhelm my senses. Carolyn was a woman of many talents.

      “And?” Grey prompted bring me back from the edge of bliss with a jolt.

      “They’d sent Arachne to contain Alex.”

      Grey shot me a puzzled look and I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading over my face. “Thank goddess, I thought I was going to be the only one unsure of who she was.”

      “Who is she?” he asked, screwing his face up before he added. “And why does her name make her sound like a spider?”

      “Have you ever heard of the tale of the young woman who claimed to be better at weaving than the goddess Athena?”

      Grey hesitated and then nodded. “I’ve got a vague idea, why?”

      “Because at the end of that story, Athena punishes the young woman for being better than she is by turning her into a spider.” I took a mouthful of the fiery whisky and swallowed it before I continued. My body was beginning to ache but the whisky was adding a pleasant layer of warmth which numbed everything.

      “And Arachne is that same woman.”

      “Holy shit,” Grey said, staring at me with wide eyes.

      I nodded and took a bite of my sandwich.

      “So what happened?”

      “We fought and she’s now shackled and under Sofia’s watchful gaze until she contacts Division 6.”

      Grey sat back in his seat and stared out the kitchen window. “What do you think the Division’s game plan is ultimately?”

      I wanted to tell him Sofia’s suspicions but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I knew what Grey was like. Telling him would only lead to him blaming himself for drawing me back into the Division 6 in the first place. If keeping this secret protected him from the inevitable guilt he would feel, then it was an easy secret to keep.

      “I don’t care,” I said. “So long as they give me the green light for London.”

      The phone chose that moment to begin ringing and I jumped in my seat.

      I snatched it up from the table and put it on loudspeaker so Grey could hear too.

      “They’re in agreement,” Sofia said, managing to sound flustered. “They don’t like it but they’ve said yes.”

      “When do we leave?” I asked, nervous anticipation fizzing in my stomach.

      “Transport is being arranged as we speak.” Sofia’s words hit me like a punch to the stomach and I stared down at the phone in disbelief.

      Sofia coughed, the sound wet and painful.

      “Sofia, where are you?” There was a yawning pit opening up in the centre of my stomach that told me whatever I was missing wasn’t good.

      “I’m in HQ,” she said. “They’re listening in as we speak.” There was no mistaking the warning note in her voice.

      “Are you all right?”

      Sofia coughed again and the sound made me wince. “I’ve been better.”

      “Sofia, I—”

      “Remember what I told you, Jenna.” There was an edge of warning in her voice that brought back her words from Alex’s apartment.

      “I can’t leave you to them,” I said stiffly. “If they’ve hurt you…” Grey placed his hand over mine and shook his head. It was almost as though he knew exactly what I was going to say.

      There was silence from the other end of the line. I dug my nails into the palms of my hands in an attempt to keep my temper under wraps as I waited for her to say something.

      “If you come back from London, they want to meet you,” she said. “They’ve given me their word that I will be here to see you.”

      Her words sent an icy chill racing down my spine. An assurance like that wasn’t a particularly good one, there was far too much wriggle room for them to do something terrible while still holding up their end of the bargain.

      Not to mention their use of the word ‘if’, didn’t exactly fill me with confidence either. They didn’t expect me to make it back from London, that much was clear.

      “Tell them, if they harm you further I will take my vengeance out on their skin.”

      Sofia’s laughter travelled down the line. “You do know how to make enemies, don’t you?”

      “I also know how to beat assholes down. Let that sink in with them.”

      “Careful,” Sofia warned. “You have much to lose.”

      Grey’s expression was grim as he watched me.

      “But, they’ll agree to those terms.” Sofia sighed. “You have one hour to get ready before transport arri—.” The line went dead.

      “Well shit,” I said, slamming the phone down on the table.
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      I stood and my chair scraped back, clattering into the wall behind me.

      “I knew it was a mistake,” I said, running my hands back through my hair.

      “You knew they were going to do this?” Grey asked. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

      I hadn’t told him everything.

      “Sofia has a theory,” I said. “She thinks Division 6 knows what I am.” Noting the look of confusion on Grey’s face, I added, “What I really am.”

      “And what are you?” His words were guarded and his body tense, as though he expected me to launch myself across the table at his face.

      “I’m a gorgon,” I said. Grey’s eyes widened. “More specifically, I’m Medusa’s granddaughter.”

      “Oh, goodie, is it confession time?” Alex said, leaning against the doorjamb. I hadn’t heard him coming down the stairs.

      “Because if it is, I’m going to confess to hating Grey’s new aftershave. It makes him smell like a hooker, and not the good kind.” He wobbled on his feet and Grey caught him before he fell over.

      Grey got Alex settled at the kitchen table before looking up at me. “Why didn’t you tell me what you were before?”

      “Probably because she was afraid of you reacting pretty much the way you are right now,” Alex said, grabbing the other half of my sandwich and jamming it into his mouth before I could say anything. He screwed up his face. “Got any hot sauce?”

      Rolling my eyes, I fetched the sauce from the cupboard and set it down in front of Alex. “Can you stop interrupting now, so I can answer Grey myself?”

      He shrugged and snatched the bottle up.

      “Alex is right, I was afraid of how you’d react. Most people don’t exactly meet the news with joy.”

      Grey nodded, his expression thoughtful. “I already knew.”

      I rocked back on my heels. Had I misheard him?

      “You knew?”

      “Yeah. When Kypherous took you, I did a little digging. I couldn’t find anything solid but when you came back and with your ability to turn things to stone, I put two and two together. Not that you’re the granddaughter of Medusa but...” Grey shrugged. “It makes sense.”

      Bile crept up the back of my throat. “You knew all this time?”

      “I figured you’d tell me when you were ready.”

      All the concern I’d carried over telling him the truth and he’d known the whole time? I blew out the breath I’d been holding and sat back down.

      “Shit, you really know how to take the wind out of a girl’s sails.”

      “So you think the Division knows what you are?”

      I nodded. “Like I said, it’s Sofia’s theory but I’m willing to agree with her, especially after that phone call.”

      “She’s worried that because we belong to the old gods, Division 6 views us as a threat.”

      “Bunch of lily-livered bastards,” Alex mumbled, before he finished the last of my sandwich.

      “How much of the rest of the conversation did you manage to eavesdrop on?” I turned to Alex.

      “I know we’re going to London,” he said grimly. “Can’t say I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Finally, something we’re all in agreement with.” Grey blew out a harsh breath.

      “You all know we’re walking straight into a trap, right?” I paced in the small space between the kitchen sink and the table. “I mean you heard Sofia when she said, ‘if’, I return from London she’ll still be alive.”

      Grey and Alex both nodded but it was Grey who spoke. “We need to go in there prepared for every possibility.”

      “I’ve got weapons here,” I said. “But they’re not going to let us through the border if we go in there loaded to the gills.”

      “It’s personal weaponry only,” Alex said. “Or at least it was the last time I was there.”

      “And that was?” I quirked an eyebrow at him.

      “Oh, about fifty years ago. I try to only expose myself to places capable of killing me once every century.”

      “I guess you’ll have to add Whitby to that list,” I said with a smile.

      “Already done.”

      I dropped back down into my seat. “About the box,” I said, my thoughts once more straying to Eli’s reaction to it. “Time to spill the beans.”

      Alex closed his eyes. “It’s not something I can really explain,” he said. “And I can’t show you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the amulet in the box is a direct source of my power. If anyone other than me comes into contact with it.” Alex drew his thumb across his throat. “No one can withstand it.”

      “Then why does it feel like I should open it every time I handle the box?”

      Alex smiled grimly at me. “That’s because the source of your power is rooted in fear, just like mine is.”

      “What about humans?”

      He shrugged. “They tend to be repelled by everything they fear. If they got their hands on it—although considering how strongly they’re repulsed by the thing, I don’t see that happening—they would go instantly mad.”

      I sucked in a breath. “But could they be drawn to it? Like us?”

      “In theory,” he said. “But in all honesty, I’m not sure I’d want to run into the human who’s drawn to that thing. It gives me the skeeves and it was created for me.”

      “Why?” Grey asked, his shrewd gaze travelling over me.

      “Just curious,” I lied, digging my fingernails into my palms. “I thought it was better to be prepared for everything.”

      He nodded, seemingly satisfied, but I knew Grey and I also knew that my answer would not be enough to completely put him off.

      “Well,” I said, slapping my hands on my knees before climbing to my feet. “I’m going to grab a shower and a change of clothes before our transport gets here.”

      Grey nodded. “I’ve got everything I need in the car.”

      “And I’m going to do my thing,” Alex said, uneasily.

      I left them to it in the kitchen and took the stairs up to my room. As soon as I was inside the door, I pressed my back to the wood and closed my eyes.

      Alex hadn’t been lying when I’d questioned him about the box. Could I have been mistaken earlier with Eli? Maybe it was just normal curiosity over the box...

      Ultimately, it was a problem for another time. Pushing away from the door, I made my way into the shower, stripping off my dirty clothes as I went. But even under the scalding spray of water from the shower head, I couldn’t quell the agitation in my mind over what I’d noticed in Eli’s eyes when he’d seen the box.

      I was missing something and it made me feel vulnerable and unprepared. And I hated it.
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      Less than forty minutes later, I was ready. Which for me was a bit of record considering I’d been forced to decide which weapons to bring with me.

      Some people had children or pets. I had weapons.

      “Where is he?" I said, joining Grey in the kitchen. The druid wore a long sweeping grey coat and as he turned to face me I caught sight of a tired looking twig peeking out from the inside pocket.

      I’d learned my lesson not to judge a book by its cover, or in this case a twig. With a little of Grey’s blood smeared across the worn bark, it would become a long black staff. I knew because I’d seen him perform that trick once before in Siobhan’s kitchen when he’d broken a spell over her pub; the one keeping her staff enthralled.

      "He went back upstairs," he said. "I thought you'd have seen him."

      The noise of a heavy truck pulling onto the gravel outside sent me to the window.

      "Looks like our transport is here," I said, fingering the blades I'd strapped to my waist.

      I'd gone lighter than I would have liked for my weapons, choosing only to bring the very bare necessities for a girl's survival in magical London.

      The holster on my back itched. But the long blade sheathed down the length of my spine pressed comfortably against my skin, making any discomfort caused by the holster completely worth it.

      "I'll see what the hold up is," I said, starting for the stairs. I made it as far as the bottom step when the front door slammed open. The crack of timber against the plaster of the wall echoed in the unfurnished hallway.

      Something metallic hit the ground near my feet and I shielded my eyes as it detonated.

      The flash bang sent me stumbling back toward the stairs, my vision filled with exploding stars. Something brushed my arm and I lashed out, my fist connecting with something hard and flesh covered. There was a satisfying crack of bone.

      Then a muffled grunt of pain as I landed a kick to the stomach of one of my attackers.

      The sting of something sharp behind my ear made me curse as I reached for one of my blades. But I was slowing down. My fingers fumbled over the release that kept the karambit secure as my legs buckled.

      My vision cleared long enough for me to see the masked men that spilled in through the open doorway. The balaclavas they wore concealed their faces entirely so that only their eyes were visible. I locked my gaze onto the leader, whose brown eyes were hard and unforgiving as he directed his men.

      My knees hit the ground. Whatever they’d darted me with numbed the pain of my body crashing against the hard tile floor.

      There was shouting but I was only vaguely aware of it.

      Stay awake goddess damnit!

      I needed to stay alert. If I passed out now...

      The world swam in front of my eyes and my stomach rolled painfully.

      Shit. I was going down.

      The ground rushed up to meet me and the last thing I heard was Grey's voice as he called my name.
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      Awareness flooded in through the crack in my consciousness. My head felt like it was twice the size it should have been. Opening my eyes, I stared up at the stone roof over head.

      Rough hewn rocks. Some were even covered in moss.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I wrinkled my nose in disgust at the smell of damp earth, rot, and decay.

      “Do you not approve of your accommodation?” The strange voice needled at me and I snapped upright.

      The moment I moved, I regretted it. The world ran in multicoloured streamers that brought every ounce of food I’d eaten in the last twenty-fours hours racing back up my throat.

      I closed my eyes and waited for the nausea to pass. When I opened them again, I found I was sitting on a cot, the mattress of which had definitely seen better days.

      The room I was in wasn’t as small as I’d first thought either. The walls were formed of grey stone, the same as the ceiling. The floor beneath my feet was black dirt, compacted over time.

      “Are we in a cellar, or is this a really clichéd cave?” I said, letting my eyes adjust slowly to the gloom.

      “We are.” The voice came out of the darkness at the other end of the room. As much I tried to see who it was that I was talking to, the murky shadows made it impossible.

      “We are what?” Talking made it easier to focus on my surroundings.

      “It’s a cellar.” Was that amusement in the strange voice?

      “Why are we in a cellar?”

      “I thought it might be safer to bring you around down here than risk ruining some perfectly good carpeting upstairs.” That was definitely a hint of humour. Clearly he found my predicament funny.

      “Where am I?”

      “London.”

      “And my friends?”

      Silence greeted me and I staggered onto my feet. The world was still determined to run away from me but I managed to stay upright without having to hold onto the damp, moss covered wall next to me. At least I had that part of my body under control.

      “I said where are my friends?”

      “Around.” The voice was maddeningly vague.

      “Take me to them,’ I said as I lurched in the direction the voice had come from. “I want to see them.”

      There was a frustrated sigh and the world shifted once more. Light so bright it was blinding washed over me and the sensation of falling sent my stomach plummeting into my boots.

      “Happy now?” The disembodied voice asked.

      Groaning groggily, I realised I was on my back once more. What was it with me lately and the lying down?

      Opening my eyes, I found I was no longer in the cellar. Dirty sunlight streamed in through the windows that lined the room. It reminded me of something I’d seen in one of the period dramas Carolyn liked to watch on a Sunday afternoon. What was it they called this kind of room again?

      A drawing room, that was it.

      “Jenna!” Grey’s voice cut through the inane ramblings of my mind. Strong hands slid under my shoulders and pulled me upright.

      At least the floor here looked cleaner than the cot in the cellar had.

      “Not so fast,” I said, as everything tilted precariously around me and my stomach gurgled a warning.

      “Be careful with her, I just had these carpets cleaned last week.” The disembodied voice was no longer bodiless, I realised as I opened my eyes and found myself staring into the bluest eyes I had ever seen.

      “Jenna, are you all right?” Grey asked. I turned my head and stared up into his dark eyes.

      “I’m afraid the sedative takes a little getting used to. I keep forgetting you are part human,” he said.

      “I’m fine,” I pushed myself up into a sitting position. My hands moved to my belt, searching for the familiar press of hard steel but there was nothing there. I searched for my other hidden blades, my movements becoming frantic as the first stirrings of panic spilled through me. He’d taken my weapons.

      “I had no choice but to take your weapons,” The stranger with the blue eyes said.

      “Where are they?”

      “Somewhere safe. At least until I’m certain you have no intention of hurting me. Or yourself for that matter.”

      “I want them back.”

      With Grey’s help, I got on my feet. His warm arm around my waist was a comforting weight and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to adjust to my new surroundings.

      “Did you teleport us here?” I asked, opening my eyes once more and pinning the stranger with my gaze.

      He laughed, a deprecating sound that to my ears at least sounded false. Spreading his hands out in front of himself, he smiled. “I have few gifts. Teleportation is amongst them. You seemed eager to get to your friends and I wasn’t going to be foolish enough to stand in your way.”

      I studied him. From his carefully trimmed grey beard to the glint in his blue eyes, everything about him seemed contrived to put me at ease. Even the way his eyes creased when he smiled at me felt like an act. When he’d moved us from the cellar to this place, I’d felt his power and it had been vast. I hadn’t felt a power like that before in all my years. Not even Kypherous, for all his strength, could rival our host.

      The man standing before me could crush me like a gnat if he wished it. I knew it with every fibre of my being and it terrified me. It would be all too easy to accept him at face value but I wasn’t buying it.

      Tearing my gaze away from him, I turned my attention to Grey. “Are you all right?”

      “How sweet,” the stranger said. “Your concern for your friends is certainly admirable.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” I snapped. Grey’s hand tightened on my waist and I glanced up into his eyes. There was a warning note there.

      Was he as afraid of our host as I was? Or was he just warning me not to be so rude?

      “I’m fine,” Grey said. “Troy has been very accommodating.”

      “Troy?” I quirked an eyebrow at the stranger standing on the other side of the room.

      “Of course, how inconsiderate of me. I’m Troy and this is my home. You are welcome here for the duration of your stay in London.”

      “Why were we attacked?”

      Troy shook his head. “A silly oversight on my colleague’s behalf, I’m afraid. They should have told you that passage into London is a jealously guarded secret. There is no way in or out unless you belong to one of the many factions who live here. As you three don’t qualify, it was deemed necessary to protect the route in.”

      I bit back my retort. It was a convenient story. Preventing us from seeing how we got past the magical barrier surrounding London meant we had no way of leaving without the help of Division 6. No matter how this all panned out, we were stuck here for as long as they wished.

      “You work for Division 6?” I asked.

      Troy shook his head but not before I saw the flicker of distaste that crossed his face. “No. They are simply my allies.”

      “You owe them, for some reason,” I said. It was nothing more than a fishing expedition but the moment the words left my mouth Troy’s pleasant expression disappeared.

      “I owe them nothing.” His voice was tight, his barely controlled rage sliding beneath the surface of his skin. And then it was gone, the rage simply wiped away as though I’d imagined.

      I hadn’t imagined it though. Not if Grey’s hand tightening on my waist was any indication.

      “You will have the run of the city, of course,” Troy added. “And anything you might need. All you have to do is ask.”

      “A map of the city, the barrier, and a complete list of all the safe exits from the city,” I said.

      Troy’s smile widened but there was no warmth in his eyes. “That is something I cannot provide. I’m sure you understand why.”

      “Actually,” I said. “I don’t. Am I to believe we’re prisoners here?”

      “These are all the same questions your friends asked,” Troy said. “Perhaps you should confer with them first before you exhaust yourself questioning me.”

      And then he was gone, leaving me to stare at an empty space where he had stood just a moment before.
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      “How long have you been here?” I asked, glancing over at Alex who sat on a chintz couch. He looked better than he had in a while.

      Aside from his grey suit being a little rumpled, there was nothing to indicate that he’d been on his death bed just a few hours before.

      “About a half hour,” Grey said, touching my face softly. “Are you all right? When he wouldn’t let me see you, I thought I would have to rip this place apart.”

      “I wasn’t worried,” Alex said, leaning over to grab a small cucumber sandwich from the silver tower erected in the middle of the polished table. “I tried to tell him you’d be all right but he wouldn’t listen.” He munched into the sandwich before pulling a face and spitting it back out into a napkin that was monogramed with the initials TZ. “Who the hell makes cucumber sandwiches and skimps on the cream cheese?”

      “What does the ‘Z’ stand for?”

      Alex glanced down at the napkin. “No clue.”

      I scanned the room once more but I couldn’t see a door.

      “Have you guys noticed this place seems to be missing something vital?”

      Grey nodded. “There are no discernible doors, in or out. Although, some of the panels look pretty promising.”

      “Who needs doors when you can teleport?” Alex grumbled, as he picked through the rest of the sandwiches.

      “Are you seriously going to sit there and eat?”

      “Maybe.” He looked at me petulantly. “I’m hungry, ok? This amulet is no joke.” He patted his jacket pocket.

      “They let you keep it?” I said, making my way over to him.

      “They couldn’t take it from me even if they wanted to.”

      “Do I want to know the reason?”

      “It’s stitched into his chest.” Grey’s voice was muffled and I turned to find him sliding his fingers over a decorated panel inset on the wall. “Don’t get him excited about it again, it’s definitely not something you want to see.”

      He sighed in frustration and stepped back from the wall. “I really thought that one would open.”

      “Did you see the change in his face when I suggested he owed Division 6 something?”

      Alex pursed his lips and nodded. “Yeah, there’s definitely more to that story than he would like us to believe.”

      “Why else would he work with them? He’s obviously powerful. He has no reason other than he’s in hock to them for something big.”

      “Perhaps he’s more entwined with them than he let us initially believe,” Grey mused.

      “Whatever it is, I don’t like it.” I folded my arms over my chest. “I don’t like feeling like I’m being led around in the dark.”

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t speak of this out loud,” Grey said. “For all we know, he’s listening in.”

      I took stock of the room, the lush furnishings, and the expensive looking tapestries that hung on the main wall. Everything looked antique but the lack of a door disturbed me.

      I’d been a prisoner once before, I didn’t want to end up back in the same position. But Grey was right.

      “Troy!” I called out into the air, feeling more than a little ridiculous talking to someone who wasn’t even around.

      Silence greeted me and I sighed.

      “Troy, I know you can hear us, cut the shit.”

      “Yes?”

      Something moved directly behind me, my senses kicking into overdrive. I spun around and Troy was standing a couple of steps from Grey. His power of teleportation would definitely come in handy in a fight. Although, the thought of finding myself having to face off against him left me cold.

      It would be all too easy for him to just disappear and reappear at will before I could land a blow.

      “There are no doors,” I said, stating the obvious. “We can’t all teleport like you.”

      He stared blankly at me for a moment before he nodded and his face was once more wreathed in smiles.

      “How silly of me,” he said. “We don’t often get your kind here.”

      “My kind?”

      “You know,” he said. “The kind with very little magic.”

      Incredulity spread across my face and Troy’s smile widened, becoming a little sharper as he took in my discomfort. “I know deep down you have plenty of magic but it’s the kind that’s only worthwhile for certain pursuits, if you know what I mean.”

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat.

      “You’re what my kind likes to call a blood sacrifice. Or, of course, there’s the much more pleasant option of breeding.”

      Had he just threatened me? Or was I imagining it?

      He crossed the room and came to a halt in front of me. “If I wanted to threaten you, dear, you’d know it.” His voice was a whisper that slid across my mind and was gone between one heartbeat and the next.

      Shit.

      “Indeed,” he said aloud, quirking one silvery white eyebrow at me.

      “Unfortunately, giving you access to a door would not be in everyone’s best interest,” he said, his voice carrying around the room. “We’ll shortly be leaving to meet with the Vampire Council and it’s easier if I know where you are at all times.”

      “I’m going to need my weapons back before you take us anywhere near those bloodsuckers.” I folded my arms over my chest.

      “Of course.” Troy let his gaze drop over me. “Although, how you plan to conceal them all in the outfit you’ll be wearing is sure to be interesting.”

      “Not a chance,” I said. “I’m not wearing any bloody outfit. I’m here to apologise and then I want—”

      “The heart?” Troy’s voice was like silk.

      If he could read our minds, then it stood to reason he knew everything about the heart anyway.

      “You know where it is?”

      He nodded. “I’ve been after it for quite some time myself.”

      “Why not just take it?”

      He recoiled from me as though I’d just proposed he sleep in a poisonous snake pit.

      “Where is the sportsmanship in that? We don’t all just go taking things here in London. We are not common thieves.”

      “You have all this power. It would be so easy,” Alex said. “What good is having all of this if you can’t have the things you want most in the world?”

      Troy’s smile widened. “I didn’t say I couldn’t have everything I wanted. Just that I would not steal it. There’s a difference. If one is fool enough to lose, misplace, or just generally neglect that which they possess and I step in and claim it, it is a different matter entirely.”

      “You enjoy talking in riddles.” I brushed my hand over my face. Whatever had been in the sedative from earlier still hadn’t completely left my system. “So where is the heart?”

      “Dracula has it,” Troy said, managing to sound both bitter and disgusted all at once. “He is a pathetic pustule placed here to deliberately vex me.”

      “Why? Because you can’t bend him to your will? Or because he hasn’t lost interest in the heart?”

      Troy paused and honestly seemed to contemplate my questions.

      “Perhaps a little of both.” He sighed. “Although, I think it is more that he is weak.”

      “Weak?” How could someone weak possess something as valuable as an Elder god’s heart? It didn’t make any sense. If he were truly weak, then the Vampire Council would have done away with him as soon as they discovered he had it in his possession and claimed it for themselves.

      “There are many forms of weakness,” Troy said, plucking my thoughts straight from my head. “He craves power in all its forms. Dominating any who are more vulnerable than he is. He enjoys tormenting those souls who are unfortunate enough to fall under his sphere of influence.” Troy closed his eyes, a pained look crossing his expression. “Although, perhaps that is more a fault of his vampiric nature rather than a personal flaw. I don’t think I have met a more monstrous species. They desire to annihilate all that is beautiful.” He shuddered. “There is nothing beautiful in death.”

      “There are some who would disagree with you there,” Grey said.

      “Trust a druid to believe that,” he said bitterly.

      Troy’s expression brightened once more. “But no more of this, you will see him soon enough and then all of this will simply be academic.”

      “Well what are we waiting for?” I asked, rolling my shoulders. “Why don’t we just go now and get this over with?”

      Troy looked me over with surprise. “I would have thought you’d be tired. I was being courteous by giving you all some time to recover after your ordeal.”

      I shook my head. “We don’t need time. If we’re going to do this, we should do it now.” I left out the bit about it still being light out, making it easier to face the vampires. If it all went to shit, then at least they wouldn’t be able to follow us.

      “Very true,” Troy said. “You have the mind of a strategist. I like that.”

      With a sigh I rolled my eyes at Grey who was looking at us both with some interest.

      “Is there something I’m missing?” Grey asked, edging closer to me.

      “Aside from the fact that our host is capable of reading our minds,” I said, with a brittle smile. “No, everything is just peachy.”

      Grey visibly paled and shifted uncomfortably.

      “Don’t worry, little druid,” Troy said with a lascivious wink. “Your thoughts are safe with me. Although, I applaud your taste. I too have not had the pleasure of indulging myself with that particular creature. Although I know others who have. Perhaps, I should introduce you. That way you could get some pointers on how best to proceed.”

      I had the sudden discomforting knowledge that the creature Troy was referring to was probably me. My certainty was only compounded by the look of panic Grey shot me.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

      Troy clasped his hands together. “If we are all ready, we should proceed to the cars.”

      “Cars?” I asked, feeling dubious over his use of the plural.

      “I wouldn’t spare any expense for your transportation. I wouldn’t want to put tongues wagging amongst the vampires that I couldn’t provide every possible accommodation for my guests.”

      “Can’t we all travel together?” Grey asked.

      “I’m afraid that, for security reasons, travelling together won’t be possible.”

      “But—” Grey never finished the sentence.

      Between one breath and the next I found myself alone in the room with Troy.

      Spinning around, I scanned the space for Grey and Alex but they were nowhere to be seen.

      “Where are they?”

      “As I said, they are in the cars already.”

      “Why aren’t I?”

      “Because we have no need to go anywhere. Yet.” His smile broadened. “I know what your plan is. I know you have no intention of apologising to the Vampire Council. And we both know that as far as the illustrious Division 6 is concerned, that just won’t do.”

      Fear slid up my spine as he circled me slowly.

      “And you?” I said. “How do you feel about my refusal to apologise?”

      He shrugged. “I do not care either way. You are correct to believe an apology like that will lead to your execution. Or for one such as you, something much, much worse.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “If you don’t care, then why are we still here?”

      Troy grinned. It wasn’t an improvement over the knowing smiles he’d been sharing with me.

      “Do you care for your friends?”

      “What kind of question is that?” I snapped, panic making me irritated.

      “It’s a straight forward kind of one, I would have thought.”

      “You can read my mind,” I said. “You tell me.”

      Troy tapped one long elegant finger against his lips as he studied me. “You love the druid. That much is plain even for one unable to read minds. The other...” His eyes widened in surprise. “You love him too.”

      “I care for them,” I said, through gritted teeth. “It’s not the kind of love you’re insinuating.”

      He tutted at me as he once more began to circle around. “Have it your way but I’m the one who can see into your mind. You might lie to yourself, Ms. Faith, but I know the truth.”

      “Fine. What does it matter?”

      He leaned in toward me. I fought the urge to flinch away from him. I’d barely registered his movement before he’d invaded my personal space. His stubble tickled against my cheek as he whispered in my ear.

      “If you value your friends, then you will do exactly as I say.”

      “You can’t blackmail me,” I said but I could already sense the futility in my words.

      His laughter confirmed my suspicions.

      “Such strength for one so young. But this is not blackmail. You care for your friends, you will do as I say. If you don’t...” He sighed. “London is a dangerous city. It would a shame if something terrible were to befall them.”

      “What do you want?”

      His smile faded a little around the edges, almost as though he was disappointed by my swift capitulation.

      “We will go to meet the Council. When they demand your apology, you will request a little time to mull over their request. You will not fight them on their demands, just ask for more time. And then, as a show of good faith, you will offer to stay with them.”

      I stared at him in disbelief.

      “You expect me to stay with the vampires?”

      He nodded. “Your friends will remain here with me. Obviously I will play my part and act as shocked as I should be.”

      “And what happens when you leave and I’m alone with the vampires?”

      “There will be the usual advances,” he said. “If I were you, I wouldn’t bother with sleep. They have humans who are loyal so even during daylight hours they will be dangerous.”

      “And if they kill me?”

      “You wish to survive, yes?”

      I nodded.

      “Then make sure they don’t kill you.”

      “What do you really want from all of this?” I asked. There was something I was missing and I wanted him to say it to my face.

      My weapons appeared in a tidy heap on the floor in front of me. I wasted no time scooping them up and securing them to my belt. Taking my whip, I coiled it quickly around my wrist and up my arm.

      “They may not let you keep your weapons once we arrive so I hope you are capable of defending yourself without the aid of that whip and those knives,” he said, ignoring my earlier question entirely.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “You want the heart?” he said, his tone abrupt.

      “You know we do.”

      “Then this is the only way.”

      “You’re trying to help us?”

      Troy shook his head and his laughter was both inside my mind and in the air around me. The effect was more than a little disorienting.

      “This is not me helping you. This is you doing as you’re told.”

      “To hell with that,” I said, moving toward him.

      The ground was suddenly no longer beneath my feet and I started to fall. Troy’s arm around my waist brought me to a grinding halt that rattled my teeth in my head.

      I blinked back my disorientation as I realised we were standing outside a set of double iron gates.

      “Where are we?” I asked, searching my surroundings for something, anything, familiar.

      The walls on either side of the gates towered over us, the rich green ivy that spread over the brick work was painfully bright, almost acid in colour. The plaque next to the wall read Highgate Cemetery. Trust a bunch of vampires to choose to live in a cemetery.

      “We are here,” he said, glancing down at his watch in impatience. “I thought I had timed this perfectly.”

      “Maybe the vampires are making you wait on purpose. You know, telling you just how little they think of you.”

      He pursed his lips. “Perhaps.”

      The gates swung open and Troy nudged me ahead.

      “Wait, where are the others? Grey and Alex? I won’t do this without them.”

      Troy shook his head. “I told you already. If you value them, you will do as I have instructed.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but the look of rage that flashed in his eyes stilled my tongue. I tried to speak but the words wouldn’t come.

      He had silenced me.

      My hand slid to my waist and he shook his head, the warning implicit. If I attacked, he would kill the others.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I squared my shoulders. I might not like it but I could take it. I was so close to getting the heart. And that was all that mattered.
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      I moved ahead of Troy along the tree lined winding pathway. The rough gravel on the ground crunched beneath my boots. It was strange but down here, the sunlight was only sluggishly capable of penetrating the arched tree branches overhead.

      We came to a portal, a tall stone archway flanked by stone pillars, the tops of which were barely visible beneath the encroaching ivy. Each side of the portal was adorned with a tall obelisk.

      “Egyptian Avenue,” Troy said. “It’s beautiful isn’t it?”

      I stared up at the Greek crosses set in relief on the stone work and shuddered. “That’s one word for it,” I said, feeling the chill as the sun slipped behind the dark clouds overhead.

      “Have you been here before?” To some, Troy’s question might have seemed innocent enough but I knew different.

      “Not here,” I said. “But I’m not a stranger to London.”

      “Oh of course,” he said. “The one you murdered. He brought you here did he?”

      “I was born here,” I said, biting back my retort.

      “Why did you murder him?” Troy asked, feigning interest.

      “Do you really need me to answer that?” We passed into the tunnel that separated one section of the cemetery from the other.

      “Indulge me.”

      “It was self defence,” I said, tightly.

      Troy tutted behind me and I fought the urge to turn and read his expression.

      “How can you defend that which isn’t yours to begin with?”

      “My body is my own,” I said. “Always has been, always will be.”

      “But your mother sold you. It was no longer yours. You belonged to him.”

      “Is this an interrogation?”

      Troy’s laughter wrapped around me. “Not an interrogation. Just curiosity.”

      “You cannot sell another being,” I said. “We are not items to be traded.”

      He sighed. “There is much you need to learn. Everything has a price, living beings included. Your mother had her price.”

      His words drove me over the edge and I turned on him. Power boiled in my veins.

      I didn’t think, I simply acted, instinct taking over as I grabbed him. Wrapping my hand around his throat, I drove him back against the wall until his spine smacked into the stone.

      Troy’s eyes were wide as he stared into mine.

      Drawing power from my core, I let it spread down my arm and out through my hands, just as I had done in Whitby.

      A grey colour spread up over his throat as his skin turned to stone. But Troy’s reaction took me by surprise. Instead of the fear I was so used to seeing in the eyes of those who felt my power, his whole body shook with barely suppressed laughter.

      He caught my arm in his large hand. The heat radiating from his palm was almost scalding.

      “You are strong. But not as strong as you like to think,” he said.

      I pushed my power harder, driving it into his body, urging it to spread faster. Instead, it receded, as though pushed back by something so much stronger.

      Troy’s laughter echoed in my ears.

      “That tickles,” he said. And, as if a switch had been flipped,, the laughter died on his lips. The grip he had on me became unbearable, squeezing my bones until I was sure he would crush them to dust. Troy jerked my hand off his arm and thrust his other palm against my chest. There was a jolt of something akin to electricity as his hand met my body.

      His blow struck the dead centre of my ribcage, driving the air from my lungs in one painful evacuation. The force cracked my ribs and I felt my heart stutter as my body was suddenly airborne.

      Black ate at my vision.

      I tried to draw breath but couldn’t.

      Slamming into the other side of the tunnel with a bone rattling crash, I collapsed to the dirt. The gravel dug into my palms as I struggled to draw breath.

      Get up. Get up damnit.

      My heartbeat was irregular, stuttering and stopping. What had he done to me?

      Troy’s beige loafers came into view as he crouched down next to me. His large hand wrapped into my braid and he jerked my head up, forcing me to meet his blue-eyed gaze.

      “You need to learn your place. You have no business attacking someone like me. I am so far above you, Jenna, you are nothing more than an ant to me.”

      “If I’m so beneath you, then why are you here with me? Why not let Division 6 do its own dirty work?”

      Troy smiled, a sly curling of his cruel mouth. “Because for now I have use for you. But try that again and I will let you live long enough to watch your friends die.”

      He released his hold on my hair and I let my head hang down between my shoulders as I coughed and spluttered, struggling to get my breath back. Troy held a hand out toward me and it took every ounce of willpower I had not to flinch.

      “Get up.” His voice was pure steel.

      I pushed to my feet without his help and he shrugged, the bemused smile back on his face.

      “What are you?” I asked, brushing the dirt from my clothes. My heart still hadn’t recovered but it had at least quit its stuttering. Instead, my whole chest ached like Troy had cracked my ribs wide open and grabbed my heart in his meaty hand.

      “All good things come to those who wait.” He started down the tunnel ahead of me before he paused. “But know this: there are others here in London who will not be as tolerant of your poor attitude. I would have thought someone like you would intuitively know that, especially as those who came before you learned it the hard way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Troy shook his head and raised his finger to his lips, his voice whispering over my mind. “Show time, Jenna.”

      The sound of running feet caught my ear and I straightened in spite of the bone weary ache in my body. The vampires would not see me weak. No matter what happened, I wouldn’t give them that satisfaction.

      A boy who looked to be about thirteen appeared at the end of the tunnel. Despite the distance between us, I knew he was human. The sound of his rapid heartbeat echoed in my ears as he panted.

      “My Master bids me welcome you,” the boy said. “They are most honoured to have one such as you here.”

      Troy preened, enjoying the slew of compliments far too much.

      “If you will both follow me,” the boy said, directing us to follow him.

      Bile crept up my throat. Why would a boy so young be here with the vampires?

      “Perhaps his mother is a consort,” Troy offered, falling into step next to me as though we were friends. “Or--and this seems more likely--perhaps the vampires are truly as despicable as I suggested.”

      Catching up the boy, I caught his thin arm in my hand. He looked up at me with wide brown eyes and smiled.

      “You are very beautiful,” he said. “The Master will be pleased.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked, ignoring the creepiness of his statement.

      “I work here,” he said, confusion creating a furrow in the centre of his brow.

      “What kind of work do you do?”

      “Whatever the Master requires. Now please come with me.” He slipped free of my hold and skipped out of reach.

      There was definitely something I was missing and I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it might be.

      Troy moved up next to me. “You heard the child. He does whatever is required of him.”

      “Shut up,” I snapped.

      Troy raised his hands in mock surrender.

      I balled my hands into fists at my sides. “If you’re so concerned by this, then why don’t you do something about it?”

      “Because I am no hero,” Troy said. “It has never been my area of expertise. And it is usually below my interest.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I am interested,” he said. “But not enough to want to get my hands dirty.”

      “Typical,” I said.

      We left the arched tunnel. Directly ahead, I could see an old gnarled cedar tree that more closely resembled a cultivated bonsai. The branches were twisted and spread out over the island of green that lay beneath it.

      “Welcome to the Lebanon Circle,” the boy said, gesturing for us to move down a set of stone steps.

      I did as he suggested and found myself enclosed on all sides by stone tombs. Some had Egyptian architecture while the outer ring was predominantly made up of more classical structures.

      As we passed the tombs, things moved and shifted behind the heavy iron doors. I heard snorting and howls of despair as creatures hammered on the barricades that kept them entombed. Behind other doors, I could hear the pitiful sobs of people as they implored us to release them.

      “What is this?” I asked Troy, horror colouring my words.

      “The vampires use these tombs as their holding pens,” he said, sounding as disturbed as I felt. “I’ve heard stories of creatures being kept here but I’ve never seen it with my own eyes.”

      My stomach soured. Was this where they were going to keep me? Would I too be shuttered in the dark like an animal?

      “What’s your name?” I called out to the boy, who had subtly picked up his pace.

      “Griffin,” he said. “Like the bird.”

      “Griffin, who are the beings behind these doors?”

      As soon as I asked the question, the boy began to shake his head. “I can’t tell you that. Those are not my secrets to share.”

      “Are they people? Is your Master keeping humans locked up here?”

      Griffin glanced down at the ground as something howled in agony from behind a nearby door.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t get told about the secrets of the Lebanon Circle.”

      “Shit,” I swore beneath my breath moving over to one of the doors.

      I pressed my ear against it, listening to quietly pitiful sobs emanating from within the tomb.

      “Can you hear me?” I said, tapping gently on the iron door.

      The crying intensified.

      “Perhaps you shouldn’t torment them,” Troy said, gently. “There is nothing you can do for them.”

      “The hell I can’t,” I said. “Division 6 can’t allow the vampires to carry on like this. It isn’t right.”

      Troy gave me a rueful smile. “As we both know, Division 6 doesn’t exactly see things the same way you do.”

      “They’ve still got a job to do,” I said. “They need to know about this.”

      “Who says they don’t already know about it? London is filled with wild magic. Division 6’s power does not extend past our borders the way you seem to think it does.”

      With my hand pressed to the cold iron door, I shook my head. “This isn’t right. Even you see that.”

      Troy shrugged. “It’s not my place to know or care about what the vampires get up to here in their own domain.”

      “We must go,” Griffin said. “My Master will be displeased with the delay.”

      Troy gripped my elbow and turned me back toward the path and away from the door. Something slammed against the inside and screamed. The anguished howl tearing at something deep inside me.

      I started to dig my heels in but Troy shook his head. “Remember your friends, Jenna. You wouldn’t want them to face a similar fate.”

      Allowing him to lead me away felt like a betrayal. I was supposed to help. But I was outmanned and outmatched.

      For now at least.
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      Griffin led us in through the open door of the central tomb beneath the cedar tree. The stone steps led deep under ground, the air growing staler the further we progressed.

      Moisture clung to my skin and the scent of death hung heavy in the air.

      How was I supposed to stay here?

      We reached the bottom step and only my preternatural senses prevented me from tripping over the uneven ground. Troy moved along the dark passageway as though it were daylight.

      “Do you need help?” I said to Griffin as I caught up to him on the bottom step. “I know you can’t see in the dark.”

      He smiled up at me and shook his head. “I’m ok. I can manage.”

      Griffin took off, moving easily over the uneven ground without so much as a stumble.

      I followed at a distance, watching the boy carefully. Was I missing something? He was definitely human, that I was positive about and yet he had no issues navigating the dark, narrow corridor.

      It took me a couple of minutes of following and observing him to realise Griffin had his eyes closed and was traversing the space from what must have been memory.

      Just how many times had he stalked these underground corridors? How long had he been here?

      The corridor opened up suddenly into a large cavern. The gnarled roots of the cedar tree lined the walls like the veins of some huge beast, making me feel as though we’d been swallowed alive.

      We stood on the upper steps of what appeared to be a large amphitheatre. The stairs descended down to a marble circle where there was already a small gathering. The space here was lit by sconces set into the walls, the blue flames of the fire that burned within them no ordinary fire.

      “Welcome,” the voice of one of the men gathered below boomed, the shape and structure of the place lending volume to his voice.

      Troy started down the steps ahead of me and I followed at a much slower pace. From the corners of my eyes I could see the other bodies that moved into the room from other doors and corridors I hadn’t initially noticed.

      Vampires.

      I knew their scent anywhere.

      “Troy, if we had known Division 6 was sending you as their envoy, we would have done something special,” the stranger standing in the centre of the marble dais said.

      “You know I despise fanfare.” I could taste the lie on the air as Troy answered him.

      I reached the dais a moment after Troy and scanned the others standing before me.

      Two men and one woman. All three were vampires. Old vampires at that.

      The one who had addressed Troy turned to me. “And you must be, Ms. Faith,” he said, gliding over the floor toward me. “I would say it’s a pleasure but under the circumstances, I’m afraid that would be a lie.”

      His dark hair was poker straight and hung down to his shoulders. His features were a little too harsh to be considered handsome. But when he smiled, it softened his face, making him almost arrogantly handsome. His ruby red lips rich and luscious spread over his perfectly white teeth. I found myself staring. There was something not quite right… It took me a moment but it suddenly hit me and I bit back the laughter that threatened to escape me.

      “I didn’t realise veneers were a thing vampires could have,” I said, struggling to keep my expression bland. “Are your fangs fake too?”

      His face crumpled, the smile on his lips dying.

      “You stupid—”

      The other male vampire standing a few paces away shook his head. “Rudeness is not a becoming trait in a young woman.” His heavy Russian accent took me by surprise. “Vlad, it is not worth getting upset over.”

      “I told you not to call me that,” he said, his lips twisting into a pout. “It’s DeVille now. Even Dracula is better than that old name.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at the vampire standing directly in front of me.

      “So you’re the infamous, Dracula?” I said, pursing my lips as I let my gaze travel over him. “I thought you’d be taller.”

      A range of emotions flitted across his face as he balled his hands into fists. It was foolish to piss him off but I was tired of always bowing and scraping before others. I’d done enough of it in my life and these bloodsuckers certainly didn’t deserve my respect.

      “She can’t talk to me like this,” Dracula said, sounding more like a petulant child than an ancient vampire. “Oskaar, tell her she can’t speak to me like I’m some sort of commoner.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Hey,” I said. “What century do you think this is?”

      Troy shot me a warning look and I caught Oskaar observing us with some interest. Dracula might not be someone to be overly concerned with but I had a feeling that underestimating Oskaar in a similar fashion would be a mistake I might not survive.

      “Do you realise who I am?” Dracula moved into my personal space, his nose almost brushing against mine. His breath smelled of old blood and rotten meat and I fought the urge to gag.

      I hated vampires.

      “Yeah, you’re the idiot who decided to get into bed with a lunatic. Or should that be coffin? I’m not really sure on the etiquette these days where bloodsuckers are concerned.”

      Dracula’s cheeks reddened. He’d obviously fed recently. Without meaning to, my gaze travelled to Griffin who stood to one side watching the proceedings with some interest.

      “I’m going to kill you, you ungrateful—”

      I shook my head. “You’re not killing anyone.”

      “I think we’re getting a little off track here,” Oskaar said, interceding smoothly. “Did you just come here to insult Dracula, Ms. Faith? Because if that’s the case then we can end this now.” He turned his attention back to Troy. “You can inform Division 6 that the vampires will no longer be partaking in the treaties. I’m sure as soon as the fae realise we no longer have anything to restrain us, they will follow suit and—”

      “Wait,” I said, digging my nails into my hands. “I’m not here to insult him.” I jerked my thumb in Dracula’s direction.

      “Oh?” Oskaar inclined his head. “Then why are you here?”

      “You’re the one with the Elder god’s heart,” I said, studying his expression. “You’ve got it and I want it.”

      “And why would you want it?” Oskaar asked, placing a possessive hand on Dracula’s shoulder.

      I sighed. There was no point in keeping Alex’s illness a secret. The vampires knew the only reason I’d agreed to come here in the first place had been because of the heart.

      “My friend was poisoned,” I said, “With the blood of an Elder god. I need the heart to cure him or he will die.”

      “Your friend should already be dead,” Oskaar said thoughtfully. “How has he survived this long?”

      “He’s tough.”

      Oskaar’s smile revealed a mouth full of yellowed teeth. His fangs glistened wetly in the dull light thrown by the sconces.

      “That’s not the reason,” he said. “I have seen strong warriors fall to the poison. There is something you are not telling me about your friend.”

      “And I’m not going to tell you,” I said. “It doesn’t concern you.”

      “And that’s where you’re wrong. You want the heart and as you said, we have it—”

      “The heart is mine, Oskaar. You can’t seriously be considering letting this ingrate anywhere near it,” Dracula interrupted, drawing a wrathful glare from Oskaar.

      He turned his attention to me. “I hope your friend dies in agony. It’s only fair. You murdered my consort.”

      “I didn’t murder her,” I said through gritted teeth, remembering the way Carmine had been dragged from the cliff in Whitby by the dying Elder god she’d attempted to summon.

      “This is getting us nowhere,” Troy said smoothly, moving up between Dracula and me. His presence forced me to a take a couple of steps backwards and Dracula did the same.

      “We are not here to partake in a slanging match.” He turned to Oskaar. “What is your purpose for inviting us here?”

      The vampire laced his fingers together. “You have been brought here because we were led to believe there would be reparations made for the loss of my brother-in-arm’s consort.”

      Troy turned back to me and winked. “And what do you have to say to this, Jenna?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure, I think I need some more time.”

      The vampires in the room stilled. The sudden cessation of movement was eerie and I jerked my head up, looking at the vampires that filled the seats in the amphitheatre.

      “You would kill my beloved and then refuse us justice?” Dracula stared at me and for a moment, I found myself wondering if the emotion I saw reflected in his gaze was true. Had he cared for Carmine? Truly cared for her, the way I cared for Grey?

      It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. Vampires could love. Just because they were dead didn’t have to mean they were unfeeling to boot.

      “I demand reparations.” His voice was firm and he took a step toward me.

      “What did you have in mind?” Troy asked. His question caught me off guard and I felt the sinking feeling in my stomach that he was about to go complete off script.

      This isn’t what we agreed to.

      I knew he could hear me but the only indication that he’d picked up on my thoughts lay in the slight stiffening of his shoulders.

      “She took what was mine. Stole my happiness. It’s only fair that I have the same.”

      Troy shook his head. “That is not what was agreed to. You will have a financial settlement that I think you will find more than satisfactory.” He turned to face me once more. “What do you say, Jenna? Are you willing to apologise or do you need more time?” I could hear the implied threat in his voice. If I didn’t ask for more time and throw myself on the mercy of the vampires, Grey and Alex would die.

      He’d played me. He’d known the vampires would demand more than an apology.

      “I need more time.”

      There was a collective intake of breath that swept through the room.

      “You will—”

      I raised my hand to silence Dracula. “However, until such time as I make up my mind about the apology, I will submit myself to your care.”

      The tension in the room shot through the roof.

      “You would allow us complete access?” Oskaar asked, eyeing me carefully.

      “Yes.” My voice was firm, despite the disgust churning inside me.

      “You would allow us the chance to help you see that the damage you have done is grievous?”

      “Jenna, are you sure this is wise?” Troy’s expression was all concern. And the brush of his fingers on my arm was a nice touch but I could see through him. He was delighted. Whatever reason he needed me here for, I was playing straight into his plans.

      Oskaar’s dark gaze was difficult to read. “You submit to being our guest?” There was no denying the emphasis he placed on the word. I wouldn’t be a guest, that was for certain. I would be their prisoner and as such, they would be free to do whatever they pleased with me.

      “If Jenna is going to insist on this,” Troy said. “Then I must make some stipulations of my own.”

      Oskaar looked on with some interest. “Go on.”

      “Her agreement to stay here will be restricted to forty-eight hours. When I return, I expect her to still be alive.”

      I snapped my attention to Troy. We hadn’t agreed an amount of time I had to stay with the vampires. Forty-eight hours was a long time when you were having the shot kicked out of you.

      “You’ll do just fine. You never know, they might surprise you.” Troy’s words filtered through to my mind slowly.

      “Just alive?” Oskaar asked and I knew exactly what he was thinking.

      “Alive.” Troy smiled.

      The fact that he didn’t ask them to keep their hands off me meant that once he left, I would be fair game. They could beat me to within an inch of my life if they so chose and so long as I was still breathing when Troy returned, there would be no repercussions.

      Of course, there was one advantage; I would be one step closer to getting my hands on the heart.

      “One last thing,” Oskaar said. The sharp glint in his eye made me uncomfortable. “If she admits to her crimes while she is here, she will forfeit her right to leave.”

      Troy’s gaze flickered over the gathered vampires, his sudden discomfort sending a sliver of unease trickling down my spine. Was he still acting or was his discomfort genuine?

      Not that it mattered. No matter what the vampires had in store for me, I wouldn’t admit to something I hadn’t done. I hadn’t murdered Carmine. At least not in the strictest sense.

      Troy straightened. “If, after forty-eight hours, Jenna does not admit to her crimes, you will release her into my care.” Oskaar began to nod but Troy shook his head. “I’m not done. You will release her into my care and you will give her the heart as recompense for her show of good faith here today.”

      “No!” Dracula said, his anger sending a flurry of activity racing through the room. “It belongs to me.”

      “Agreed,” Oskaar said, ignoring the other vampire’s righteous rage.

      I swallowed hard, my tongue sticking to the suddenly parched roof of my mouth. All I needed to do was survive the next forty-eight hours and the heart would be mine.

      I closed my eyes, the memory of Alex lying in my arms as his body went rigid filling my head. It would be easier to walk away now. To wash my hands of this mess and face Division 6’s wrath on my own terms. But Alex would not survive. Not to mention the fact that Troy would ensure neither Alex nor Grey survived, thanks to my direct disobedience.

      This I could do. I was strong enough. I’d survived worse. No matter what happened, I would be all right. If Kypherous couldn’t break me, then the vampires definitely wouldn’t get the better of me.

      There was an eagerness to Oskaar as he held his hand out to Troy and the two shook over my future. It felt wrong.

      “Heed my words, vampire,” Troy said. “If I return to find her dead or worse...”

      A naive person might believe there wasn’t something worse than death. I wasn’t that foolish.

      A broad grin split Oskaar’s face. “I will personally see to her safety.”

      Troy turned his attention back to me. “I will come back,” he said softly. “Remember your promise.” I was never going to get used to the sound of his voice inside my head.

      And then he was gone.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I slowly uncurled my hands and faced the vampires before me.

      I could kill them. The thought settled inside my mind, a comforting weight. I could kill these three. But the rest...

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention as I let my awareness of the others spread out from me.

      There were too many of them. I would never take them all. I would die and Alex would lose his best shot at survival.

      Dracula stalked toward me and his dark eyes flashed triumphantly.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, raising his hand.
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      “No.” Oskaar said, interrupting before Dracula could hit me.

      Dracula froze and glanced over his shoulder at the taller vamp. “What do you mean, no? She killed Carmine, she’s going to pay for her crimes.”

      He moved faster than my eyes could follow. Fiery pain erupted down the side of my face as his hand struck my cheek, his sharp nails digging into the flesh. The blow knocked me off my feet and I hit the ground with a dull thud, my ears ringing.

      A booted foot landed a sharp kick to my abdomen as I tried to get back on my feet and suddenly, I was airborne.

      Landing among the other vampires that had stayed to watch the proceedings, I found myself having to fight off their sharp claws as they pawed at me.

      One particularly brutal looking vampire wrapped his hand in my hair and very nearly removed my head from my shoulders as he jerked my head backwards, pinning me in place as Dracula approached.

      “I should drain you.” Dracula’s voice was strained and high. “I should forfeit the deal and kill you now while I have the chance.”

      Blood trickled down into my eyes, blurring my vision, and the vampire holding me bent low, his rough tongue sliding over my face as he lapped at the crimson trickle.

      “Get the fuck off me,” I said through gritted teeth, struggling against his hold.

      “Enough!” Oskaar’s voice cut through the chattering excitement of the encroaching vampires. “You will remember who is Master here.”

      His voice carried power and it slapped against my body in a burning rush. The vampire holding me released me reluctantly. His eyes never strayed from the blood that still dripped from my cheek..

      Dracula’s hand caught the front of my jacket and with one powerful tug, he jerked me back onto my feet.

      “She is mine, Oskaar. You know not to interfere. Alpha and Omega have given their permission.”

      “So young,” Oskaar said, his accent deepening as his anger grew. “You are short-sighted, DeVille. You do not see the potential that is laid out before us.”

      “What potential?” Dracula said, his interest suddenly piqued.

      Raising my hand, I scrubbed it over my face, smearing my blood on the back of my sleeve. Better to see clearly than have my vision impeded.

      “The fae have us trapped here,” Oskaar said. “Their weapons are superior to ours. We lost many of our best fighters and our powers cannot match theirs.” He sighed and closed his eyes as though what he was saying genuinely pained him. “We have been forced to run from them ever since the treaty fell in Ireland.”

      The room went silent. I stood perfectly still, my breathing shallow so as not to draw attention to myself.

      “We cannot cross their lines. They slaughter us at every turn while we struggle to do the same to them. And for what?” Oskaar’s voice rang out in the amphitheatre and I could feel the attention of every vampire riveted to him.

      “However, she does not have the same problem.” Oskaar pointed one long and bony finger in my direction. “She’s not a vampire. Their wards will not destroy her the way they do us.”

      “What does it matter?” Dracula said. “There is nothing she can do.”

      Oskaar’s smile was vicious and I fought the urge to shudder as he levelled it in my direction.

      “There is plenty she can do,” he said. “If she can cross the wards, then she can bring us what we need.”

      My skin prickled with icy sweat.

      “No way,” I said. “I’m not helping you to infiltrate jack-shit. We have an agreement. I stay here for forty-eight hours and in that time you can try and get me to confess. No one ever said anything about using me to break past the fae’s defences.”

      “Everyone out,” Oskaar said, his tone abrupt.

      The vampires remained seated. Their stillness was disturbing.

      “I said get out,” the words were little more than a whisper but I felt the power that followed them and I found myself cringing against the weight of it.

      I’d met plenty of old vampires in my time but never any with this level of power at their disposal. Of course, I’d never found myself trapped in a nest in the middle of London either so that was a little different.

      One by one, the vampires left until only the five of us were left behind. The female vampire lounged on the bottom step of the amphitheatre. Griffin stood in the middle of the room, looking a little lost. And then there was Oskaar, Dracula, and little old me.

      Good times…

      I smiled over at Griffin, who tentatively smiled back. The desire to ease the boy’s discomfort swelled within me.

      When I got out of here, I was bringing him with me. Whether he liked it or not. He didn’t belong here. No living person did.

      “What I am asking of you is not so difficult,” Oskaar started to say but I shook my head.

      “You have your answer,” I said. “You can try and make me confess but I have nothing to confess to so it won’t work.”

      “I know,” Oskaar said with a sigh.

      “What?” Dracula’s voice went high

      “Seriously, dude,” I said, directing my attention to Dracula. “If you’re squeaking like that then your trousers are way too tight.”

      His expression darkened and he back-handed me across the face. This time I was prepared for the blow and managed to stay on my feet. I even gave him a cheeky grin as I swilled the blood around in my mouth.

      “That one was a freebie,” I said, a warning in my voice. “Next time I’ll hit back.”

      “Children please,” Oskaar said, with irritation. “Can we concentrate please.”

      He turned his attention on me once more and I found myself wishing he hadn’t. “Forty-eight hours is not enough time to break someone like you,” Oskaar said. “Forty-eight years wouldn’t even be enough time. Kypherous’ failure was proof of that.”

      I said nothing, biting my tongue. If he thought he could goad me into betraying what I had done, then he was in for a surprise.

      “Even attempting it would be beyond foolish.” He sighed. “However, I could force you into admitting your guilt.”

      I shook my head. “You just said you couldn’t break me,” I said.

      Oskaar’s smile was cruel. “I did. I wouldn’t need to break you, Ms. Faith. You see, I don’t know if you realise this but there are those among our kind who are gifted.”

      Clenching my hands into fists at my sides, I kept my mouth shut.

      “Cassiopeia here,” he said, delicately gesturing in the direction of the female vamp who reclined on the bottom bench. Her black hair was piled high on her head, strands of it framing her delicately featured face. The white blouse she wore was tucked into her tight leather trousers that looked like they’d been poured on her lean legs.

      Trust a vampire to slid into something no living person would be caught dead in.

      At the mention of her name, she pushed up onto her feet and crossed the floor and came to a halt at Oskaar’s side. “She is very special. They say her touch has the ability to enslave.”

      Without meaning to, I shook my head. “That’s not possible.”

      “But it is and if I wished it, she could turn you against yourself. If I asked her to, Cassie would make it so that when your little friend returned, you would admit to every crime ever committed against the vampires.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      Oskaar pressed his hand to his chest in mock hurt. “Me, bluff? My dear, you do not know me. I’m not a gambler and bluffing is for those who are foolish enough to put their faith in risk. I don’t need to.”

      “It’s not possible,” I said. “Not even Kypherous could bend me to his will.”

      Oskaar reached his hand out toward Griffin. “Come here, my young friend.” The boy walked over to him and took Oskaar’s outstretched hand.

      “Leave him alone,” I said through gritted teeth, shrugging free of Dracula’s hold.

      “So it’s true,” he said, watching me with sudden interest.

      “What is?”

      “You feel a strange responsibility toward those weaker than you.”

      “I don’t like bullies,” I said. “I came here of my own free will. I submit to your care. You know this. He has nothing to do with it. He didn’t choose this, I did.”

      Oskaar shook his head and moved Griffin in front of him. He planted his hands on the young boy’s shoulders and my stomach churned. I wouldn’t let him hurt the boy. Walking away from the tombs outside and the screams of anguish I’d heard coming from within had been hard enough. I could not stand by and allow him to hurt the boy.

      “You don’t think Griffin here chose this life?”

      “He’s a child. Children cannot choose something like this.”

      Oskaar’s hands tightened on the boy’s shoulders and Griffin grimaced. “Do you agree with our friend here, Griff?”

      “I’m here because I want to be,” Griffin said. From where I stood, I could see the fear reflected in his eyes as Oskaar rubbed his hands over his thin shoulders.

      “You want to be a vampire when you are old enough to join us,” Oskaar said. “Isn’t that so? Is that not why you left your old life behind, your family, your friends?”

      “Yes, Master,” Griffin said, his voice a little more sure now. “I’ve always wanted to be like you.”

      Oskaar’s smile was broad and warm as he glanced down at the young boy.

      “You see, Ms. Faith, Griffin has chosen just as you have. Are you telling me that his choice is less worthy than your own?”

      “He’s a child,” I said, taking a step forward. “Leave him out of this. Your problem is with me.”

      Oskaar nodded. “My problem is that you do not believe me when I say I could have you admit your guilt. To have you do what I need you to do, I need you to see that I speak the truth.”

      “Fine,” I said. “I believe you.” I took another step forward and strong arms closed around my chest.

      “Stay where you are, Ms. Faith.”

      “Leave the boy alone,” I said again. I struggled against the grip that constricted around my chest.

      “Cassie,” Oskaar said, to the female vampire at his side. “Show Ms. Faith here what you can do.”

      “No!” I struggled against the hold on my body as Cassiopeia reached out and took Griffin by the hand.

      “Hey, Griff,” she said, her voice melodic.

      Power flooded my veins, climbing up my throat as it strained against every cell in my body, searching for release.

      The viper on my back burned as though I was being split in two but it couldn’t break free of my body.

      Sofia had cut me in Whitby, marring the tattoo.

      Had her actions trapped it inside me?

      Sliding my hand down to my belt, I pulled a karambit free and stabbed it into the abdomen of the vampire holding me. He grunted and dropped me.

      Without hesitating, I turned and ripped the blade across the front of his stomach, gutting him before he had a chance to move.

      “Please, I’ll be good, I’ll—” Griffin’s cries cut off.

      My whip was in my hand but I didn’t remember reaching for it.

      Dracula made a grab for me but one kick to his chest sent him tumbling backwards.

      Flicking my wrist, I brought the whip up around my head as Cassiopeia released her hold on the boy.

      Fluidly, she caught my whip as it cracked toward her. It coiled around her hand, the wickedly sharp viper toothed tip biting into her arm as I jerked her off her feet.

      “Griffin!” I hated the panic in my voice.

      He stood where Cassiopeia had left him, a cut throat razor pressed against his narrow throat. Where had it come from?

      Everything was happening too fast.

      “You don’t need to do this,” I said, my words tripping over one another to escape me.

      A tiny trickle of crimson trailed down his slender neck as the razor bit a little deeper.

      “I want to,” he said. I met his gaze and the blissful expression I saw there ripped open something deep inside me.

      This wasn’t how it was meant to be.

      “No!” The scream left my mouth as I started toward him, hand outstretched. Power boiled in my veins so that I felt like my head might explode if it didn’t find some form of release.

      Griffin drew the blade across his throat as the vampire I’d gutted just moments before grabbed my hand.

      The magic I’d felt building inside me jumped and the vampire turned to stone. It wasn’t as gradual a process as it normally was. One moment he was a living moving creature and the next he was a rock hard statue, with his hand still clamped over mine.

      Griffin hit the ground as I struggled against the solid mass pinning me in place.

      “You are a woman of many talents,” Oskaar said, admiration in his voice as he circled me slowly. “But do you understand now, what it is that I can make you do?”

      “You killed him,” I said, staring at the still body of the boy on the ground. Blood spread out from his corpse and pooled on the floor around him, glistening.

      “Cassie merely suggested it,” Oskaar said. “You heard Griffin. He wanted to die.”

      “I won’t do as you ask,” I said, squaring my shoulders. “I won’t do it.”

      “Do you need another demonstration?” Oskaar asked, sounding more bored than anything else. “I know Griffin brought you past the tombs with their prisoners. I can bring another child here and have Cassie demonstrate for you once more.”

      “I won’t,” I said, unable to tear my gaze away from the blood on the marble floor.

      “Think of your friend,” Oskaar said. “If you fail who will save him from the poison slowly eating away at him?”

      “I’m going to kill you for this,” I said, my voice icy as I watched the dark puddle continue to spread. “I will remove your head from your body and I will enjoy every single second of it.”

      Oskaar shrugged. “You might,” he said. “Or--and this seems much more likely--once you have done as I ask, we will not cross paths again.”

      I shook my head. “No. I promise you this. Before I am done in this world, I will see you dead.”

      Oskaar smiled. “You are not the only beautiful woman to have made a promise such as that. She has yet to succeed and she swore vengeance long before you did here today.”

      I snapped my wrist free from the statue of the vampire standing between Oskaar and me. Without taking my eyes from Oskaar’s, I brought my leg up in a powerful kick and reduced what had once been a vampire to nothing more than rubble and dust.

      If Oskaar understood the implied threat in my actions, he didn’t show a flicker of fear as he continued to stare me down.

      “Take her to the tombs, we’ll see how she feels after a stint in the dark with nothing but her failure to save another innocent to keep her warm.”

      Strong arms secured themselves around my waist hoisting me off the ground. I fought with every ounce of strength in my body, breaking free of the grip. I spun and kicked the nearest vampire square in the face. There was a satisfying crunch of bone as my boot connected with his nose, ramming it back into his face.

      I started to turn but something hard slammed into the base of my skull and my legs went from underneath me. As I hit the ground, I stared up into Cassiopeia’s azure eyes, a mixture of pity and disgust reflected there.

      Her foot came down on my face and the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke in the dark. The dank smell of decay and mold tickled my nose as I struggled to let my eyes adjust to the complete lack of light.

      The tombs we’d passed on the way in to meet the vampires. My eyes could barely pick out the shifting shadows surrounding me. I could always use my power--my ability to see in the dark was pretty good--but I already knew it would do nothing for me aside from drain me further. And I needed all the energy I had to heal.

      The base of my skull ached and I remembered Cassiopeia’s blow. When I got out of here, I was going to—

      I wasn’t alone.

      In the darkness, something shifted and the sound of gentle breathing met my ears.

      For a moment, panic so encompassing it sealed the air in my lungs washed over me. Who was in the dark with me and what the hell had happened when I was unconscious?

      My hands slid over my body and I was happy to find my clothes didn’t seem to be interfered with. Not only that but my blades were still where I’d put them on my belt.

      Pushing upright, I winced as I shifted my head. My hands trembled as I raised them to my neck and felt the dried blood crusted on my skin.

      My fingers found the two neat puncture wounds in my throat and rage flooded my body with an icy heat.

      It was one thing to get bitten when you were awake and could fight back. But to wait until I was out cold to drink from me was a violation.

      Not that it surprised me. Oskaar was a clever old vampire. He knew my history, knew that it would bother me. It was a manipulation, plain and simple.

      If they could violate me like that when I was asleep, what else had they done? It was a deliberate act to make me paranoid. I couldn’t let him win. Closing my eyes, I let my mind replay the final moments before I’d blacked out. But all I could remember was the expression in Cassiopeia’s eyes as she stood over me.

      “Shit,” I swore and balled my hands into fists before I slammed them against the ground.

      “It was Dracula.” The female voice came out of the darkness making me jump.

      The breathing had been so measured, I’d thought my bunk mate was asleep.

      “What was Dracula?”

      “He bit you,” she said, and the sound of movement to my right sent my senses into overdrive. She sounded human enough but I was still disoriented and the stench of death surrounding us was making it difficult for me to get a proper read on her scent. “The woman had to drag him off.”

      I gritted my teeth as my fingers played over the wound on my throat. “He’s a coward,” I said, imagining how satisfying it would feel to use my blades to remove his head from his shoulders.

      “They all hate him,” she said. “But not enough to get rid of him. They’re too desperate.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the fae have them trapped here and the other vampires in Europe won’t send them any more help.”

      “I didn’t know the fae had gained so much power?” There had been nothing from Division 6 to suggest the fae had stepped up their attack on the vampires.

      “I don’t know what it’s like outside London,” she said. “But here the fae are almost as powerful as the gods of the city.”

      I shook my head. “What did you say?” My mouth went dry. There were no gods in London. “There aren’t any gods left...”

      “You’re not from here, are you?” she asked, her voice a little closer.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because you don’t believe the gods are here.”

      “It’s impossible, they were wiped out centuries ago.”

      “No. They just went to sleep.” She was closer.

      “Stop,” I said. “I can hear you creeping closer. What are you?”

      “I’m human,” she said. “Why, what are you?”

      “Not quite human,” I said ruefully.

      “Oh...” The sound of her heartbeat in the darkness accelerated and I caught the faint whiff of fear as she shuffled backwards. “I’ll fight. I’m not worth it.”

      “What?”

      “I’m too thin to be of any use to you. I’m more stress than I’m worth and you’ll just waste your energy—”

      “I’m not going to eat you,” I said. “I much prefer food I can buy in a supermarket.”

      She wanted to believe me, I could feel it.

      “How do I know you’re not lying to me?”

      I pulled a small blade from my belt and tossed it across the stone floor in her direction. “Here. Now if I’m lying you can use that to fight me off.”

      The sound of metal scraping on the ground told me she’d picked the blade up.

      “Thank you.” There was such gratitude and heartache in those two words.

      “How long have you been down here?”

      “Too long,” she said. “I don’t remember.”

      “Why are they keeping you here?”

      “Food,” she said. “For when the fae lay siege to the cemetery. And sport. They like to watch us fight each other and some of the other creatures they capture. And there are other things they make us do.” The sound of her swallowing echoed in the small space.

      “I used to be allowed out. They passed me around like I was a lump of meat and when I fought back I wound up in here.”

      There was nothing I could say to her. Words would not make the pain go away, or heal the wounds, both physical and mental.

      “What’s your name?”

      She sighed. “They call me many names.”

      “Not what they call you,” I said. “What is your name. The name you were given when you were born.”

      “Kate.”

      “I’m Jenna.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jenna,” she said with a giggle that bordered on hysteria. Just how long had she been down here?

      “Are you hurt, Kate?”

      “No. Not at the moment anyway.”

      Her words dropped into the darkness between us.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Originally, I’m from Cornwall. I came to London for work.”

      “How did you get a job in London?” As far as I was aware, it was beyond rare for a human to get work in London, at least it was since the vamps and the fae had started fighting again.

      “I was head hunted,” she said. “My boss gave me a job, put me up in my own apartment in the city. I thought this was going to be my big break.”

      “And what happened?”

      “Dracula liked how I looked and decided I would do a lot better under his care.”

      “Your employer sold you?”

      “No,” she said, vehemently. “He wasn’t like that. Dracula took me, brought me back here, and within a week he was bored of me and passed me off to the other vampires to use.”

      Bile swept up the back of my throat. Killing Dracula was quickly moving to the top of my list of things I had to do.

      “Kate, I’m going to try and get you out of here, ok?”

      “Ok,” she said, the edge of resignation in her voice making it difficult to breathe.

      “I mean it.”

      “I know,” she said with a sigh. “And it’s sweet. It really is. But neither of us are getting out of here.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because others have ended up in this place and they swore we would get out too and—” She sighed again. “Reach your hand out.”

      I did as she asked.

      “A little to the right...”

      My fingers curled around something soft and silken. It took me less than a second to realise it was hair. I jerked my hand back and there was a soft sucking noise as the hair and something softer and slimier came away with my hand. The stench of putrefaction wafted up to assault my nostrils.

      I gagged.

      “There’s more than just that one,” she said.

      “How have you survived?” I asked, placing my hand over my nose.

      “Sometimes there are rats,” she said, her voice sounding a little far away. “I eat them when I can. And the rainwater runs in under the door so I drink that.”

      She fell silent.

      I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life locked up in here. Even when Kypherous had held me captive he had at least ensured I was fed and had a source of clean water to drink.

      “We’re getting out of here, Kate. That’s a promise.”

      “I know.” Her voice drifted off into the darkness.
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      After what seemed like an eternity, there was the sound of a huge bolt sliding over the outside of the iron door.

      It opened and what little moonlight hung in the night sky formed a square on the floor directly inside the doorway.

      “Are you ready to talk, Ms. Faith?” Oskaar’s voice drifted into the tomb and I pushed myself to my feet.

      My legs cramped painfully beneath me from spending too long on the cold dank floor. Just how long had I been in here?

      The moment Oskaar spoke, Kate began to keen, the noise coming from the corner of the room.

      “I see you made a friend,” Oskaar said.

      Three vampires entered the tomb and I eyed them suspiciously. “I can manage,” I said.

      The nearest vamp--a young man who looked to be in his twenties--reached for me. The second his hand closed over my arm, I whipped my karambits from my belt and sank one into his throat.

      It wasn’t a killing blow but I didn’t need to kill him to make a point.

      “The next one to touch me loses their head,” I said. The vampire released me and staggered back toward the exit clutching at the wound in his throat.

      Oskaar tutted. “That’s no way to treat your host, Ms. Faith.”

      “Well, I guess we’re even then because last time I checked, locking someone in a tomb was no way to treat a guest.”

      Oskaar’s laughter drifted over the air. “Bring the other one,” Oskaar said, his voice sliding insidiously into the darkness of the tomb. “I don’t believe our guest has sufficiently learned her lesson from this morning.”

      Kate sobs became screams as the vampires who’d been sent to get me turned their attention to her.

      “Leave her the hell alone,” I said, crossing the small cramped space.

      “Hurt another one of mine and I will see her dead before she leaves this cell,” Oskaar said. This was no idle threat, he meant it. I could hear it in the icy tone of his voice.

      “Fine,” I said, holding my hands up. “Just be gentle with her.”

      From my vantage point inside the cell, I could see Oskaar as he stood outside with his thin, bony hands clasped in front of his body. He looked like some sort of monk about to lead prayer service.

      He inclined his head in my direction, dark eyes glinting with amusement. “Very well,” he said. “You heard her. Go gentle with our little hellion.”

      The vampires raised her from the corner she had crawled into as though she were made from spun sugar and carried her from the cell.

      “If I do his for you, will you release Kate and the other prisoners you have?”

      Oskaar shook his head. “I cannot make that promise. I have many vampires, both young and old who require food.”

      “They’re not food, they’re people.”

      Again he shook his head. “It was not part of the bargain we struck. Do as I ask and survive and you can leave here with the heart. Just as you have given me a show of good faith I will offer you this, do as I bid and the hellion here is yours to take from this place. Refuse, and your friend dies, as will many other innocents.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, my gaze drawn to Kate who hung suspended between the two vampires. Her large green eyes watched me, reminding me of a terrified rabbit paralysed by fear.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      Oskaar’s smile lit up his face. “Wonderful.”

      Seeing the look of happiness on his face was enough to make me believe I’d made a mistake in agreeing to help him.

      Not that I had a choice. I knew when I was well and truly beat. And in this instance, Oskaar had me over a barrel. He would carry out his threat if I failed to agree to his terms. And before the night was over, I would be standing waist deep in the bodies of dead children and whoever else they had trapped in these tombs and I still wouldn’t have anything to show for it.

      No. Live to fight another day was just something I was going to have to learn to accept, no matter how painful the lesson turned out to be.

      I would do as he asked and if the option to kill him presented itself, then so be it. He was old and powerful but he wasn’t invincible.

      Nobody was.
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      “Take her to get cleaned up,” Oskaar said to the two vampires left holding Kate. “If any harm comes to her while in your care, I will see to it that death does not come for you on swift wings.”

      Kate began to struggle in their grip. “I don’t want to. Please, I don’t want to go with them. Just put me back in the dark. Please, put me back!”

      I started to go to her but Oskaar caught my arm.

      “You have a bargain to uphold.” His obsidian gaze was unrelenting.

      “I could just—”

      He shook his head. “I will kill her.”

      “Fine,” I snapped, my frustration and anger tainting my words. I shrugged free of Oskaar and followed him back towards the amphitheatre, Kate’s screams echoing in my ears.

      We headed down a side corridor and into unfamiliar territory.

      “Where is Dracula?”

      Oskaar shrugged. “I have no doubt he’s soothing his bruised ego somewhere far away from here.”

      Oskaar had cheated him of his vengeance and I’d seen the look in the petty vampire’s eyes when Oskaar had turned his back on him.

      If Oskaar wasn’t careful, it wouldn’t just be my wrath he would have to watch out for.

      We walked in silence. The vampire nest was a warren, a network of tunnels that interlinked with one another, all laid out beneath the above cemetery.

      It was a maze in which it would be far too easy to get lost. I hurried to keep up with the old vampire whose feet whispered across the ground as though he were floating rather than walking.

      Clutching my hand to my side, I dragged in a deep breath. The air down here was stale and my body struggled to draw in enough oxygen. Healing the injuries I’d sustained from both Troy and the other vampires was taxing my body’s resources. I needed food, fresh air, and rest. The best I could hope for was one out of three.

      “You are injured,” Oskaar said, as he came to a halt near a heavy oak door.

      “I’m fine.” I straightened and dropped my hand away from my side. Showing weakness was not a smart move.

      He sighed and pushed open the door. “You can get cleaned up in here while we talk.”

      I peered over his shoulder as he stepped into the room. The golden light gave the place far too much of an intimate feel for my liking. The room was furnished with dark heavy looking mahogany furniture. The back wall of the large room was dominated by the biggest bed I’d ever laid eyes on. The canopy over it was made from a heavy red velvet and the sight of it made my skin crawl.

      “Are you coming?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at my unwillingness to cross the threshold. “I won’t bite.”

      “Is that your attempt at vampire humour?” I balled my hands into fists as I stepped into the room.

      Oskaar slid around me, closing the door gently. His hand on the small of my back sent my instincts into overdrive and I jerked away.

      “You are very jumpy, for one who has my assurances that for now, at least, no harm will come to you.”

      “You expect me to believe you?” I scanned the room surreptitiously, searching for potential exits. My fingers strayed to the remaining blades on my belt.

      “I could snap your neck before you would ever get the knife out,” he said, moving further into the room.

      He paused next to a large bureau and picked up a crystal decanter. “Brandy?” he asked. “To warm you up after your ordeal.”

      His words hit me like a punch to the stomach and I was treated once more to the memory of Griffin’s expression of bliss as he slit his own throat.

      “Do you have any feelings?”

      “Some,” he said, honestly. “Although probably not the same ones you do.”

      “Griffin wanted to be just like you. Doesn’t it bother you that you wasted his life, his potential, because you wanted to show off?”

      “Doesn’t it bother you that his life could have been spared if you had just agreed to do as I asked the first time?”

      I gritted my teeth against the sting of his accusation. Part of me knew he was right. If I had just agreed to his plan, Griffin would still be alive.

      But the real question was, for how long?

      As much as I felt guilty that I hadn’t been able to save him. I also knew his death wasn’t my fault. If there was blame to be had, it didn’t belong solely on my doorstep.

      He carried a crystal tumbler over to me and I took it. The childish part of me considered tossing it back in his face but I’d never seen the point in wasting good alcohol. At least not when it could help me.

      I downed it in one fiery gulp, letting the burn soothe and warm me from the inside out.

      “I can see you’re not one to appreciate the finer things in life,” he said archly.

      “It serves a purpose, nothing more.“

      He smiled and it left me feeling cold.

      “You’re a very forthright woman. I can see why your former Master kept you.”

      My fingers spasmed around the tumbler in my hand but I kept my temper in check.

      “It bothers you, doesn’t it?”

      “What does?”

      “When I mention him, the one who had you before.”

      I opened my mouth to answer and then cut myself off. There had been a time when it bothered me. There had been a time when I’d believed I’d deserved everything I suffered at the hands of Kypherous, even after I’d killed him.

      But now.

      “Not for the reasons you seem to think,” I said, calmly.

      “Then explain it to me.”

      “That’s not part of our deal,” I said sweetly. “Tell me what it is you want me to do?”

      Oskaar sighed. “You people these days, you’ve forgotten the true art of discourse.”

      I said nothing, drawing my energy down into my core so my body could heal a little faster. The years of training and honing my body had at least given me the benefit of being able to speed up the healing process and now was as good a time as any to use that skill.

      “The fae have stolen something from me, I want you to retrieve it.”

      “I’m not a thief,” I said. “This really isn’t my area of expertise.”

      Oskaar smiled. “I’m aware of your area of expertise, Ms. Faith. If I didn’t think you were capable of doing as I ask, then I wouldn’t ask you to do it.”

      I sighed and let my shoulders drop. The air in the room was warm and that combined with the brandy I’d just drank was doing wonders for the knots in my shoulders. Perhaps there was something to this whole living underground like a mole thing after all.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s an orb. The fae lord Baelkin keeps it in the great tower of London.”

      “Baelkin as in, King of the Seelie Court’s son, Baelkin?”

      “One and the same,” he said. “He prefers London to Faerie and his father has handed the defences of the fae courts interests over to his son. Here at least.”

      “You want me to steal an orb, from the fae king’s son?”

      “I’m sorry, has your time in the tombs damaged your hearing? Yes, I want you to take back what is mine.”

      “And how do you propose I do that?”

      Oskaar smiled. “There is to be an event there tonight. The tower is open to all. All except for vampires of course.” There wasn’t an ounce of bitterness in his voice which surprised me.

      I rolled my eyes. “What is it with you lot and your parties?”

      “When you live as long as some of us have, you learn to enjoy the more pleasant things life has to offer. They are simply distractions in an other wise prosaic routine.”

      “And you think I’ll be able to just walk in there and he’ll let me?”

      Oskaar’s smile broadened. “Of course he will. You are a charming creature and Baelkin has a soft spot for raven haired beauties. I will provide you with the clothes you need—”

      I cut him off with a shake of my head. I’d done all the dressing up I was going to do in Whitby.

      “Not really a dress and heels kind of girl. I’ll go as I am.” I gestured to my own clothes. My black leather jacket had seen better days and my jeans were dirty and ripped but at least they were mine. They still smelled of the cherry blossom fabric conditioner Carolyn had started using in the wash. They reminded me of home. And right now, all I wanted to do was go home. It wasn’t going to happen but catching the faint whiff of the blossom conditioner made it a little easier to keep my perspective.

      Oskaar eyed me disdainfully.

      “If you’re sure,” he said uncertainty in every word. “It would be no trouble.”

      With a shake of my head I answered. “I’m more than sure.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      I drew in a deep breath. “When do I leave?”

      “The party does not start for a few hours. You may rest and prepare here in my private quarters.”

      As I opened my mouth to protest, Oskaar shook his head. “I will leave you in peace. I know your distaste for my kind.”

      I clamped my mouth shut as he headed for the door.

      “Oh, when she has been cleaned of her foul odours, I will send the hellion to you. I trust she will be safe in here with you?”

      I nodded. “What happens when I go to the party? Dracula is not exactly pleased with either of us and Kate told me he was the one who brought her here. Isn’t he going to be pissed that you’re letting me get her out?”

      Oskaar pursed his lips. “Leave Dracula to me and while you are gone, I will protect her myself.”

      “Can I ask you something,” I said, as Oskaar’s hand touched the door handle.

      He turned back and smiled. “Go on.”

      “Why are you willing to give the elder god’s heart to me?”

      His smile widened. “There are some in this world who should not have power because it doesn’t suit them.”

      “Is that your way of telling me you want rid of Dracula?”

      “I would never say such a thing about one of my brothers-in-arms.”

      “But you kind of just did.”

      “Kind of just did, is not the same thing as me telling you I would like him out of my hair because I cannot stand the insufferable fool.” Oskaar’s smile remained in place as he pulled the door open. “Now, if you would excuse me. I have some preparations to make.”

      He left me standing in the middle of the room.

      There was no doubt in my mind that Oskaar was a ruthless and coldhearted bastard but it seemed we shared a mutual disgust for Dracula.

      Perhaps there was some truth to the old adage, ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ after all.
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        * * *

      

      Opening my eyes, I stared up at the wood-paneled ceiling above my head. Sleep wasn’t on the agenda, not while I was in the vampire’s lair. But the little bit of rest I’d been able to have had allowed me to fully heal.

      Turning my head, I stared at the woman curled up on the bed next to me. Her light brown hair had dried into frizzy curls that lay matted against her thin shoulders. The olive complexion of her skin was marred by a sickly yellow tone and spoke of someone who hadn’t seen true sunlight in far too long.

      Oskaar had personally dropped Kate off at the room after the vampires had finished ‘cleaning’ her up. When he’d shown her into the room, wearing nothing but a thin grey shift dress, she’d thrown herself onto the floor at my feet and sobbed until exhaustion had overcome her completely and she’d passed out.

      It was better this way. At least if she was sleeping, she wasn’t getting terrified by the vampires.

      Sliding off the bed carefully so I wouldn’t wake her up, I checked my blades. Oskaar had very graciously sent some oil and a couple of cloths to the room so I could clean my knives. Sitting down at the bureau, I poured myself a healthy measure of brandy and set my karambits out on top of one of the cloths.

      The familiarity of my actions brought me a sense of peace. The rhythmic cleaning of the blades lulled me into that place in my mind where I went to escape whatever traumas my brain was trying to trick me into reliving.

      So engrossed was I in the task at hand that I nearly missed a gentle tap at the door.

      But the moment the doorknob turned, I was on my feet, polished blade held ready in my fist.

      “It’s time,” Oskaar said, barely registering the blade I held.

      Clipping my knives back onto my belt, I gave one last glance at the woman asleep on the bed.

      “What if she wakes up?” I said. “She’s going to be frightened.”

      Oskaar shrugged. “Then I would advise you to hurry, Ms. Faith. I will not harm her but I must admit I’m not a fan of sobbing, screaming women. I have seen too many of them in my life and they bore me.”

      “I would have thought that was exactly how you liked them,” I said.

      He shook his head. “It is much more interesting when they fight back. I enjoy the challenge of breaking a strong spirit.”

      Disgust rolled through me.

      “It’s why you would make for a fascinating experiment. But,” he sighed dramatically, “we have a deal and I am a man of my word.”

      I said nothing, preferring to keep my thoughts of watching his skin turn to stone beneath my touch to myself. For now, at least, I could play nice. But once this was over and done with we’d see which one of us made for the more fascinating experiment.
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      Less than half an hour later, I found myself standing on the sidewalk staring up at the Tower of London. From where I stood, I could make out the sound of running water that came from the moat surrounding the building and the scent of summer blossoms drifting on the warm air.

      There had been a time when there was no water in the moat, back when the human population still had control over the city. But once the fae and the vampires took over everything changed.

      Even if Oskaar hadn't told me that this was where the fae I was looking for lived, I could have guessed. The fae's affinity for nature was the one and only redeeming quality they seemed to have, at least as far as I could tell.

      The gardens surrounding Kypherous' house had been the most stunning I had ever laid eyes on. Not that he had wanted me to enjoy them. I had one purpose as far as he was concerned and it didn't involve skipping around in the meadows.

      I settled the small black canvas rucksack onto my back. It had been my one request. If I was going to steal an orb from the fae king’s son, I wasn’t going to run around carrying the goddess damned thing in my hands.

      Oskaar was definitely right about the event.

      Soft orchestral music drifted from the tower and out onto the street. The attendees were adorned in their finery, most of them not bothering with a glamour to conceal their true natures.

      Two hulking creatures ambled past and I sank back into the shadows to watch their progress.

      What the hell were they?

      From what I could tell, their outfits seemed to be constructed entirely of bones. It should have made their gait awkward but instead there was a fluidity to their movements that I found fascinating.

      As I moved, one of them turned its head in my direction and I drew in a sharp breath.

      I’d expected to find myself staring into a head covered with skin, even scales. Instead, the white bone of its skull was exposed and glistened in the sparkling lights that hung in the air. Two large curved horns extended up and out of its shimmering, silver braided hair. The eyes were two pits of smouldering darkness that pinned me in place as its gaze met mine.

      The creature grinned, exposing a mouthful of molars. Teeth made for crushing, grinding, and chewing the bones of its victims. It returned its attention to its companion once more and I shuddered.

      I’d never seen a bone fae out in the open before and if I never had the chance to see another one, it would be all too soon.

      Returning my attention to the milling crowd, I sighed. Merriment hung in the air, punctuated by the excited chattering and laughter that arose from the throng.

      How the hell was I supposed to blend in? I caught sight of the guards manning the main doors and watched from the shadows as they checked the tickets of the guests.

      Shit. There was no way I was going to get through that door without a ticket. I glanced down at my clothes. No way was I going to admit Oskaar had been right to raise an eyebrow over my choice of clothing. I would see him in hell before I’d admit to that.

      I needed to find another way in.

      On the street directly in front of the tower, the cars pulling up to the curb caught my eye. I watched on as a grey Porsche disgorged its glittering occupants before it was taken by quick-footed valets. I’d never seen pixies work as valets before. I was seeing a lot of ‘firsts’ here in London.

      The pixie I was watching slipped into the grey Porsche and the car lunged forward onto the street before disappearing around the corner.

      The cars were clearly being parked elsewhere.

      Keeping to the shadows, I slipped around the side of the tower. There had to be a service entrance around here somewhere, something I could use to slip inside undetected.

      Five minutes of searching revealed nothing.

      Closing my eyes against a pain in my head that was beginning to grow, I saw Griffin’s lifeless eyes. If I didn’t get in there somehow, then Alex, Kate, and countless others would join him.

      Pressing my forehead against the cool stone of the tower, I sucked in a deep breath and found myself suddenly regretting the fact I hadn’t told Grey how I felt about him.

      Get a grip, Jenna. I could do this. And once it was done, I would tell Grey how I felt. Seeing Griffin lying dead on the floor of the amphitheatre had suddenly brought home to me the fact that just because I was immortal didn’t mean I could waste my life and potentially throw away my chance at happiness..

      I deserved to be happy, didn’t I?

      Sucking in a deep breath, I pushed the distracting thoughts aside and concentrated on the situation I found myself in.

      If I couldn’t get in through a door, then a window would have to suffice.

      I glanced up. The closest window was at least twenty-feet up and it was covered with bars.

      My gaze travelled higher. The roof was my only hope.

      Pulling two sharp throwing blades from my belt, I tested my grip on them before sliding the first one into a slot in the stones. How hard could it be? It was just one hand over the other and it wasn’t as though I couldn’t do a pull up.

      I slotted the knife into the next available crack and dragged myself up from the ground, digging my boots into the wall as best I could in order to gain a foothold. Tensing my muscles, I pulled the first blade free and I started to climb.

      I was wrong. Scaling the side of a bloody tower was definitely not the same thing as doing a pull-up. Not unless you were training for the pull-up marathon.

      Every time the guards performed a perimeter check, I was forced to flatten myself against the dark stone of the tower, hanging motionless in the dark as they passed below. It was definitely testing my body’s abilities.

      I sucked in a deep lungful of cool air. When this was over I was definitely going to kick my training up a notch.

      Fifteen minutes later, I dragged myself onto the roof and collapsed into a sweaty heap.

      Rolling onto my feet, I studied the ruined blades in the moonlight. It would take more than a little oil to fix these. I tossed one in my hand and it flipped awkwardly in the air. I caught it before it hit the stone beneath my feet. They were as good as useless. I shoved them back into my belt.

      Someone was going to buy me a new set of throwing knives when this was all over and done with.

      My gaze swept the area and settled on a metal hatch in the centre of the roof space.

      Creeping over to it, I slid the bolt open and raised the cover. Darkness greeted me below and it took several moments for my eyes to grow accustomed to it. A small wooden ladder led straight down into the belly of the tower.

      Swinging myself over the ledge, I dropped silently into the opaque gloom and landed on the middle of the ladder. Nothing moved inside the room and I quickly descended the last few rungs and hit the wooden floor silently.

      The room was plain, more of a roof space than an actual room and I found myself having to duck my head to avoid the heavy wooden beams overhead.

      At the far end of the room, I spotted the door and crossed the space as quickly as my legs would carry me.

      Breaking and entering certainly wasn’t what I’d had in mind when I’d contemplated coming to London for the Elder god’s heart.

      Pulling open the door, I stared out into the small corridor and froze. At the top of the stone staircase was a guard.

      He stood with his back to me, his dark hair tied back in a leather thong whose colour matched the azure of his uniform. Cursing my luck, I leaned back against the wall and slowed my racing heartbeat.

      It wasn’t exactly unexpected. And I’d already been lucky not to run into one on the roof. It was testament to Baelkin’s arrogance that he hadn’t stationed more guards at the vulnerable access points to the tower. Clearly he didn’t expect anyone to be bold enough to scale the building and break in through the roof.

      Sliding the whip off my arm, I wrapped it in my hands and slipped out through the open door. Crossing the floor silently I thrust the whip around the guard’s throat, cutting off his startled cry as I jerked the whip tight.

      He struggled, lashing and kicking as he fought to turn around but I held tighter, slowly strangling him.

      His knees went first, his body buckling toward the ground. I went with him, never relenting on my hold. I waited until the last of his breath slipped out of him and he went limp before I released the whip. He slid over to the side, landing in an awkward heap on the floor.

      There was nothing to secure him with. I caught sight of the leather thong in his hair and tugged it free. My fingers moved deftly as I secured his hands behind his back quickly and efficiently. If Division 6 didn’t want to work with me anymore, perhaps I had a career in cat-burglary.

      Pushing back onto my feet, I slipped down the stairs, keeping my back pressed to the solid stone blocks that made up the walls.

      Noise drifted up to me before I reached the bottom step and I paused as the shadow of two men crossed by the bottom of the stairs. I waited until the sound of their footsteps had faded before I started forward once more.

      The short corridor I found myself in held a door at both ends. The noise from the revelry below drifted up through the wooden floorboards beneath my feet. Sucking in a deep breath, I turned right and headed toward the door nearby.

      The moment my hand brushed the handle, I felt the first crackle of raw power. It sealed the air in my lungs and I fought the urge to sneeze.

      The animated chattering of the two guards I'd heard just moments before was carried on the air and I pushed the door open, sliding inside as they trooped up the stairs from below.

      The door shut silently behind me and I found myself in a large room. I scanned the area, the sound of the guards drawing ever closer. There were four large marble pillars in the room, each stretching toward the impossibly high ceiling.

      Magic tickled in the back of my throat. The space was too large for the tower, the ceiling too high. There was definitely some sort of magic at play in the room but I couldn't tell if it was just a glamour or something else.

      The door started to open and I darted toward the nearest pillar, placing it between me and the guards who were standing in the doorway.

      "We could always slip into the party. I heard Baelkin's patrol picked up some vampires outside their territory. You know they always make for some interesting entertainment."

      "Serran caught me skiving off last week. If I'm caught again, he said he'll take one of my ears and you know that crazy bastard doesn't mess around."

      “Oh, come on who's going to know—”

      I closed my eyes as the door closed with a click, their voices fading as they retreated once more down the corridor. If they went upstairs and found their hog-tied comrade, then I was screwed.

      Speed was definitely required.

      Slipping out from behind the pillar, I scanned the room, my eyes coming to rest on the raised stone dais in the middle of the room. In the centre of the dais rested a violet orb. It had to be what Oskaar was after.

      Stealthily I crossed the floor and paused in front of the dais. The power I’d felt when I’d put my hand on the door was definitely coming from this orb. There was no denying the choking energy that pulsed around it.

      Just grab the bloody thing and get out of here.

      Tentatively, I reached out, my fingers hovering just above the surface of the orb.

      “Hey!”

      I turned and found one of the guards standing in the doorway. I could only imagine that my own startled expression matched the one he wore.

      “Where in Unseelie did you come from?” he swore as he drew an obsidian blade from his belt and advanced across the floor toward me.

      I had nothing to lose.

      I snatched the orb from the centre of the dais. The sudden screeching wail of alarms flooded the air.

      The orb tingled and churned with raw energy in my hand and I found myself grateful that the fabric of my gloves lay between it and me.

      Jamming it into the canvas bag, I darted for the corner as the fae guard came after me.

      He was fast. I ducked as the sword slashed through the air where my head had been just a heartbeat before. It clanged as it struck the pillar, sparks flying as I rolled out of reach.

      My whip hit the floor with a whisper and I flicked my wrist, bringing it up and around in an arc.

      The tip kissed the side of the fae’s face. He roared in surprise and stumbled back. A wide gash opening on his cheek. Violet blood dripped down onto the collar of his azure uniform.

      He came at me again, rage lighting his violet eyes as he closed the distance between us in two large strides.

      He jabbed the sword in toward my chest and hopped to the side. I held a karambit in my free hand and brought it down across his wrist in a vicious swipe that would have severed the hand of a human. The sword clattered to the floor and I delivered a rib crunching kick to the fae’s chest that sent him backwards into the pillar.

      His head snapped backwards as his spine struck the marble and his eyes became unfocused before he slumped to the ground.

      The sound of running feet greeted me as I turned and darted for the exit. I made it to the hall as three more fae guards appeared at the far door.

      Without hesitating, I raced for the stairs. They rushed at me with raised swords.

      I zagged to the side as the first fae swung his short sword at me. Leaping into the air, my booted foot hit the stone wall and I pushed up, the boost giving me the height I needed. He turned his face up toward me, a look of surprise sweeping over his handsome features as I came down on his head. My elbow smashed into his face and the crumpling of cartilage and bone reverberated up through my arm as I crushed his nose.

      My boots hit the ground and I thrust a foot backwards. My kick landed square in the centre of his back and sent him face first into the stone wall.

      Feinting to the right, I slashed the next guard with my karambit, my wickedly sharp blade hooking him along the inside of his arm as he attempted to dodge my attack.

      The third fae waded into the battle, slashing and thrusting with his short obsidian sword. They were too close for me to use my whip effectively but twisting my hold on the leather grip, I struck the third fae over the top of the head with the solid iron pommel. He stumbled away from me, looking dazed as a large red welt rose on his skin where the iron had touched him.

      The second fae was bleeding. The sharp metal of my blade had opened up the inside of his arm and his violet blood splattered across the wooden floorboards every time he moved. I’d obviously caught an artery and fighting me was driving up his heartbeat, causing his blood to pump out faster than he could heal the wound.

      If he didn’t stop soon, he would bleed to death. Grabbing him by the neck, I jerked him down, forcing my knee into his face. There was a satisfying crunch and I released him as he collapsed toward the ground, unconscious. The third fae had recovered and rushed toward me as his comrade fell.

      Forward rolling over the downed fae’s flat back, I landed a double kick to the solar plexus of the last fae, driving him backwards.

      He went with the fall, rolling back up onto his feet like a big cat. His violet eyes flashed as a smile curled his lips.

      “You’re not as fast as you think you are,” he said, gesturing toward my body.

      I glanced down and spotted the clean slice in my jacket as I became aware of the burn in my ribs. One of them had gotten past my defences. Not that it surprised me. Everything had happened so quickly, I wouldn’t be surprised to find more cuts and bruises later once I was safe and could take an inventory of my injuries.

      I shrugged. “Hazard of the job,” I said. “It’s nothing I won’t recover from.”

      He grinned, swinging the sword in front of his body like a propeller blade. “Then please, let me give you something you won’t recover from.”

      I squared my shoulders, noting the tensing of his shoulders as he prepared to attack. The fae tossed his sword into the air, catching it in his right hand as he darted toward me, his movements a blur.

      My whip sliced through the air, the metal tip sliding past his sword before biting into his face. I flicked my wrist and the tip ripped through his eye. His scream hurt my ears and the first stirrings of guilt ate at me as he hit the ground. The sword landed next to him and I kicked it out of reach as he attempted to claw the whip’s tip from where it had become lodged in his cheekbone beneath his eye. Or what was left of it.

      Blood and other fluids ran over his fingers, trickling from the socket. The viper’s tip had punctured the eyeball, tearing it open before it became stuck in the orbital bone.

      He pulled the tip free and the sound of his flesh tearing was drowned out by his guttural scream.

      “I can’t see,” he sobbed, clutching at his face. “What did you do to my eye?”

      Drawing the whip backwards, I coiled it around my arm once more before I stepped over him.

      The fae grabbed at me but missed. His depth perception was shot to shit now that I’d blinded him in one eye. The Seelie would no longer welcome him as one of their own now that he was no longer beautiful.

      “Help me!”

      “I can’t,” I said, the guilt gnawing at me. This wasn’t my fight. I shouldn’t be here. I hesitated. “I’m sorry.”

      He sobbed and cradled his face in his hands. Given half a chance he would have done far worse to me but not even that could assuage the guilt clawing its way through my body like a rabid animal hellbent on destruction.

      I reached the bottom of the stairs before another fae reached the hall.

      “Stop!” There was a power to the voice, I could feel it curling around me. My instincts screamed at me to keep moving.

      I placed my foot on the bottom stone step leading up to the roof and paused. Energy pulsed in the air around me, causing my breath to stick in the back of my throat.

      I'd never been particularly fond of being suffocated. The panic it created tended to rob those experiencing it of their senses.

      I tried to raise my foot but found myself unable to even lift my boot, never mind actually take another step forward.

      Wrapping my hand around the leather handle of my karambit blade, I gripped the knife as tightly as I could and fought to draw an even breath.

      “You’re fighting me.” There was genuine curiosity in the voice of the stranger who had entered the hall and I chanced a quick look over my shoulder.

      “Baelkin I presume,” I said through gritted teeth. The lack of oxygen was really beginning to send my senses into overdrive. The orb pulsed in the canvas bag.

      The fair haired fae looked surprised before the expression was replaced with one of pleasure.

      “And you are?”

      “Just leaving,” I said, my hand inching toward the canvas bag and orb I’d slipped into it.

      Oskaar hadn’t specified that the orb needed to be in one piece when I brought it back and I had a feeling that if I used it to beat the fae king’s son over the head, his rock solid skull would shatter it.

      “So soon?” His smile widened and I was shocked to notice his teeth were thin and needle-like. “But we just met.” His eyes were two different colours, one blue, the other violet. They were both flat, like those of a shark hunting for its next meal.

      He reached out to me as my fingers closed over the orb. There was a pop and the magic he’d been using collapsed. Baelkin staggered as though struck but when he recovered, a set of wings, taller than his body height, unfurled from his back.

      One of the wings was a thin membrane, almost entirely transparent. Thin violent lines criss-crossed the surface. As the light from the hall filtered through it, the wing acted like a prism, creating brilliant rainbows of colour that danced over the walls.

      The other wing was terribly familiar. Short brown hairs covered its surface, broken by a pattern of large black eyes. It took me a moment to realise it reminded me of a moth’s wing. Even down to the dust that drifted over the floor as he stretched it out.

      His eyes snapped open and the black eyes on the moth wing did the same, making me feel nauseous as I was pinned beneath the terrible gaze of the fae’s many eyes.

      “Did anyone ever tell you you’re one ugly bastard?” I said, meeting his odd eyes.

      The orb pulsed through the cloth of the bag and Baelkin stumbled as though something had pushed him. A look of pure horror crossed his expression as his gaze fell onto the canvas bag I was holding.

      “What have you done?” His voice was nothing more than a whisper.

      “What I needed to do to save the people I love,” I said, before I turned and raced up the stairs.

      A flurry of activity broke out on the floor below me as I pounded past the guard I’d left tied up. He glanced up at me groggily, the mark where my whip had dug into his throat looking painful.

      I slammed out through the door, ducking and weaving to avoid the wooden beams above my head. Wasting no time I raced up the ladder and crawled out onto the roof as the first of the fae guards reached the upper part of the tower.

      Standing on the edge of the roof, I glanced over the edge at the dizzying height. The water in the moat below glistened darkly in the moonlight.

      There was no way I was getting down the side of the tower the same way I got up. Not without getting caught.

      I glanced at the water again and grimaced. It was going to be cold and I didn’t even know how deep it was…

      “I’ve got her!” The triumphant shout went up as one of the guards crawled out onto the roof after me.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I jumped, arcing up and away from the reach of the guards. Gravity tugged at me and as I began to plummet toward the icy water. I tucked my head in, straightening my arms out in front of me.

      Impacting the water drove the air from my lungs as I dived beneath the surface. It was freezing and I fought the urge to suck in a breath. Unless I’d somehow managed to grow gills since I’d come to London, breathing underwater was definitely not one of my talents.

      I kicked toward the water’s surface and broke through near the muddy embankment that led back up out of the moat.

      Crawling free of the icy clutch of the water, I scrambled to my feet. The sounds of the guards beginning their search along the water’s edge driving me on. If I was caught again, I wasn’t going to be able to fight them off.

      I caught sight of the valet parking and stumbled over toward the nearest pixie.

      “What’s going—” I grabbed the keys from her hand and pushed her gently out of the way before I clambered into the silver Mercedes parked at the curb.

      From the corner of my eye, I could see the guards racing toward me as I gunned the engine and peeled away from the gathering crowd.

      Relief flooded through me as I left the bewildered pixie and the furious guards in the rearview mirror.

      Things were finally starting to look up.
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      Ditching the car near the cemetery wasn’t the smartest idea I’d ever had but I was too cold to care. And with the orb in the canvas bag on my back, I didn’t fancy wandering around town alone. Goddess knew what kinds of preternaturals would find themselves attracted to the energy that sent rippling pulses of power out into its surroundings.

      Crossing the street toward the iron gates of the cemetery, I caught sight of Troy who leaned nonchalantly against the wall.

      “I thought the deal was that you stay with the vampires for the forty-eight hours?” he said, sounding more bemused the angry.

      “I haven’t broken any agreement,” I said. “Just brokered a new one.”

      “Found anything interesting during your stay?”

      “Aside from the fact that they’re a bunch of sadistic bastard’s only too happy to murder for their own gain. No, nothing.”

      Something akin to irritation slipped through his eyes.

      “Have you managed to free their prisoners yet?”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Why are you suddenly interested in that?”

      He grinned at me. “It’s your M.O, right? You’re the great Jenna Faith, the underdog’s fearless protector. Freeing the vampire’s prisoners seems like the kind of thing you’d want to do.”

      “Now you’re just trying to bait me.”

      “Why not use the orb there to barter a new deal, one that sees the vulnerable victims of the vampires released?”

      “How’s Alex?” I asked, choosing to change the subject.

      Troy gave me a tight smile. “Your friends weren’t too pleased by the idea that I double crossed you all and sent you into the vampires unaided.”

      “I can see why they’d be pissed at you.”

      He nodded. “Pissed enough to come looking for you.”

      My heart sank. “You can’t be serious. You let them come after me?”

      “I didn’t let them do anything. Your little druid friend was particularly insistent and performed a little jail-break with his buddy.”

      “Where are they now?”

      Troy inclined his head in the direction of the cemetery. “I presume they’re in there. As for whether they’re still alive or not—”

      I was already gone. Shoving open the heavy iron gate, my feet pounded over the gravel as I raced toward the Lebanon Circle.

      Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead.

      The words echoed over and over in my mind. It was all worthless if Grey and Alex were dead at the hands of the vampires.

      Rounding the corner, I reached Egyptian Avenue. The sound of my boots slapping the ground echoed in the tunnel.

      “So nice of you to return,” Dracula’s voice drifted out of the darkness and my headlong flight came to a sudden halt.

      “I’ve done everything that’s been asked of me,” I said, fighting to keep my heartbeat steady in my chest.

      What if Grey and Alex hadn’t been caught? What if Troy had been mistaken about their whereabouts and—

      “Give the orb to me and your friends will live to see the morning.” Dracula moved out of the darkness, his sneer twisting his features into an ugly mask.

      “You know I can’t do that,” I said, knotting my fingers through the strap on the canvas bag a little more securely.

      For all I knew, Dracula was bluffing.

      “The deal I made was with Oskaar. I can’t go back on my word.”

      “Your word?” Dracula’s voice was scathing as he stalked toward me. “Your word means nothing here. You are nothing here. I should kill you here and now—”

      “Then what are you waiting for?”

      “Excuse me?” he said, sounding more than a little unsure.

      “I said, why don’t you kill me then?”

      He opened his mouth to answer and I shook my head.

      “You can’t kill me, can you? You’re not vampire enough to do it.”

      He lunged toward me and I side-stepped him, catching his hair and ramming his head into the wall next to me. Dracula went down with barely a whimper of sound and I stared down at him in disgust.

      “Bravo, Ms. Faith,” Oskaar’s voice chilled me to the bone. I hadn’t heard him approach and if there was one thing I hated more than being in the presence of vampires, it was vampires with the ability to sneak up on my undetected.

      “My friends, are they here?”

      “They are nursing two sore heads but other than that, they are in one piece.”

      Relief so powerful it nearly caused me to stagger flooded through me. They were fine. It was all nearly over. We would go home and—

      “You brought me the orb?” There was an eagerness to Oskaar’s voice that set my teeth on edge.

      “I need you to uphold your side of the bargain first,” I said. “I want to see my friends. I need to know they’re all right.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “If you were in my shoes would you believe you either?”

      Oskaar’s smile was broad enough to expose his fangs. “I don’t suppose I would, no.”

      “Good, then let’s get this over with because the sooner I can get out of here. The better for everyone.”

      Oskaar clicked his fingers and two vampires melted out of the darkness on either side of Dracula. Sliding a hand under each arm, they proceeded to drag him toward the Circle.

      “Can’t we do this outside?” I asked, the thought of going back into the dark tunnels left me feeling cold and more than a little uneasy.

      “The sun shall rise shortly and I don’t wish to be caught out in it.”

      “But I thought your kind could tolerate it at least?”

      “We can tolerate it, yes. But that doesn’t mean we will if we have another choice. You tolerated the beating you took tonight but that didn’t make it any less painful.”

      He had a point.

      “Fine. The Circle it is.”

      “I can take that from you, if you’d like?” he said, gesturing to the canvas bag on my shoulder.

      “Nice try. I can manage it for now.”

      Oskaar raised his hands in mock surrender. “I was only trying to be a gentleman.”

      I said nothing as I followed him back towards the Circle and the amphitheatre underneath. I was far too close to getting out of here and calling him on his bullshit games now just didn’t seem worth the risk.
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      Alex and Grey sat in the centre of the marble circle on the floor of the amphitheatre. Despite having a few bumps and bruises they both looked relatively  unharmed.

      Alex’s skin was a little greyer than I remembered him being the last time I’d seen him but he was still alive and breathing. I could be grateful for small mercies.

      “Jenna!” Grey’s voice rang out in the space as I darted down the last few steps toward them.

      “Why are you here? You shouldn’t have come,” I said.

      Ignoring me, Grey swept me into his arms, his kiss sending a thrill of shock and desire coursing through my veins.

      His kiss was punishing as he dragged me in against his hard chest. All the panic and fear he’d felt for me poured into the moment our lips met. The depth of his emotion staggered me and I forgot where we were. My arms slid up around his neck, my fingers tangling in his dark hair as I returned his kiss, my passion matching his.

      “I don’t mean to break up this vomit inducing reunion,” Alex’s voice broke through. “But we’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

      I pulled away first and Grey reluctantly released me. His usually eyes silver with the promise of his power.

      “I would have pulled this world apart to find you. I swore I wouldn’t ever let you down again, I meant it.”

      “There’s the matter of our bargain,” Oskaar said, before I could answer Grey.

      I pulled away from him and turned to face the vampire’s at my back.

      “I have kept my side of the deal,” he said, gesturing with one hand.

      “Let me go! Where is Jenna? Please, please, I’ll be good!” Kate’s plaintive screams cut me to the bone.

      As though he could sense my pain, Grey’s grip on my shoulder tightened. The feel of his fingers as they pressed into my flesh was comforting.

      Her eyes met mine. “Jenna! I thought you’d left me.”

      The vampire holding her let her go and she flew down the stairs. I tensed, expecting one of the vampires--or even Oskaar--to stop her as she raced toward me. But nobody moved and Kate barreled into me, knocking me backwards into Grey, who managed to steady us both.

      “I thought you’d left me,” she sobbed.

      “I told you we were going to get out of here,” I said, stroking her hair with my free hand. “I meant it.”

      She stared up at me with watery green eyes filled with hope. Her grip on me bordered on painful.

      I returned my attention to Oskaar. “You’re going to let us all walk out of here with the heart and I will—”

      Oskaar shook his head. “I have given you my word.” There was a savage edge to his voice. “I have taken your insults and barbed words. No more. You will give me the orb and you will leave.”

      “And the heart?”

      Cassiopeia sauntered down the steps, a large oak box in her hands.

      “You will have your heart for all the good it will do you.” Oskaar spat the words at me.

      She paused next to him and held the box out.

      “Oskaar, I—”

      He took a threatening step closer. “Do not push me on this.”

      I slid the canvas strap off my shoulder and gripped the bag in both hands.

      “I have your word?”

      “I do not care for you or your friends. My concern lies in what will happen to my people if the fae continue to hold the upper hand.”

      “Jenna, what’s in that bag?” There was no ignoring the concern in Grey’s voice.

      My gaze roamed over the room the rag-tag bunch gathered around me. Troy had been right about one thing, I would do whatever it took to protect those I cared about.

      Grey caught my eye. “We’re getting out of here.”

      Extricating myself from Kate’s hold, I took a step forward, the bag held out before me.

      “A fair exchange,” I said.

      “You can’t do this!” Dracula’s voice cut through the proceedings. He stood at the top of the amphitheatre, his lithe body quivering with barely suppressed rage.

      Kate clutched at me, a whimper of fear sliding from between her lips as Dracula descended the steps.

      “It is mine. She cannot have it.”

      Oskaar smiled at the other vampire. “I rule here, not you.”

      Dracula’s smile was triumphant as he came to a halt in front of Oskaar.

      “Are you sure old man?”

      Oskaar’s eyes widened as Dracula raised his arms dramatically into the air and vampire’s flooded in through the doors.

      “We’re all tired of your stupid games. Your determination to keep us down. If you would just allow us to, we could rule this city. But you’re afraid of the fae, afraid to do what must be done.”

      “You do not understand the danger the fae threat pose to us,” Oskaar said. “How many wars have you fought and won?”

      “You are a product of the past. I represent the future. And Alpha and Omega saw that when forced you to listen to my plans.”

      “They only allowed you to stay because you had an army at your back,” Oskaar said. “Where is that army now?” He laughed, a cruel sound that made my skin on the back of my neck crawl. “They are long dead. Destroyed because your bitch in Whitby couldn’t keep her need for revenge out of your business.”

      “Don’t you speak of her like that.” I didn’t think it was possible for a vampire’s face to become paler than it was but Dracula managed it. He blazed with a white-hot fury that made his dark eyes practically black.

      “The heart is mine. And I will have my vengeance here, and now. There is nothing you can do to stop me.”

      Oskaar made a move to take a step but Dracula shook his head.

      “We are too many for you to fight us all, old man.”

      “This is a mistake,” Oskaar said as Dracula moved around him and headed in our direction.

      “You and I have unfinished business,” he said as he came to a halt in front of me. “I will murder your friends and—”

      He never got the chance to finish his sentence. Kate broke free of my side and from beneath the thin cardigan she wore, she pulled out the blade I had given to her in the tomb. I started to move but she was fast--impossibly fast for a human--and struck Dracula in the centre of his chest with the iron blade.

      “That’s for every bit of pain you inflicted on me,” she said. The sound of the blade cracking his ribcage open made me flinch. “And this…” she said, before she twisted the blade and drove it through his chest. “…is because you talked too much while you did it.”

      Dracula stumbled backwards and stared down at the blade that had all but disappeared into his chest.

      “That’s not poss—” He never finished the sentence.

      His jaw dropped as his body went rigid. He dropped to his knees, his skins turning grey and then black. By the time he hit the marble floor he was nothing but ash that broke apart on impact with the ground.

      Silence slid in around us as the vampires that were gathered in the amphitheatre stared on in shock.

      “Well shit,” Alex said, breaking the stunned quiet.

      “You gave her a knife?” Oskaar said, turning his ire on me.

      “She defended herself. Everyone is entitled to do that.”

      “She has killed one of mine,” Oskaar said.

      “From where I’m standing, she did you a favour,” I said. “He would have killed you.”

      “He would have tried,” Oskaar said, the chill in his voice making me wonder if perhaps he’d planned it all this way to begin with. If Dracula’s little staged coup had gone ahead and we had died. Oskaar would have stood by and watched it happen before finally intervening to squash it before it gained any true momentum.

      The orb in my hand pulsed. He would have had everything he needed to do it all.

      With the power of the orb under his control the vampires would have returned to serve under him. It was the perfect plan. Well it was until Kate had killed Dracula.

      “You’re not going to let us out of here, are you?”

      Oskaar shook his head and grinned. “I can’t. You have murdered one of mine in the heart of my territory. If I let you go now, it will be an admission of weakness. We would not survive the fallout.”

      “Right then.” I sucked in a breath through my teeth as I rolled my shoulders. “Hit me with whatever you’ve got.”

      I glanced in Alex’s direction and smiled. “You ready for your close up Mr. DeMille?”

      “Always.” He gathered himself and power flooded the room. It was so strong I found myself choking on it. Grey’s fingers dug into my shoulder blades as the vampires in the rows above us began to scream.

      Their terror feeding Alex and the terrible power he’d unleashed upon them.

      His eyes went black as even Oskar and Cassiopeia were affected by the fear he’d unleashed upon the room.

      “We should leave,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I can’t guarantee how long I can hold this for.” Sweat beaded across his forehead. He was far too weak for the level of power needed to control such a large space.

      I pushed Kate, Alex, and Grey toward the steps.

      “Go, I’m right behind you.”

      I lunged toward Oskaar and Cassiopeia, who were at that moment engaged in a struggle with an invisible opponent.

      My shoulder hit the floor as I rolled between them and scooped up the oak box. Flipping the latch on the lid, I stared down at the contents. My heart stalled in my chest as the meaning of Oskaar’s words came back to haunt me.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting but it wasn’t this.

      The heart in the box was made of stone. I touched it but there was nothing. No power, just a complete void. It was as though I was touching nothing more than a morbid knick-knack.

      Slamming the lid shut, I tucked the box under my arm before I started after the others.

      The crack of a whip cut the air. My legs were jerked out from under me. I hit the ground, the force of my fall driving the air from my lungs.

      “That’s an interesting trick your friend can do,” Cassiopeia said, glaring at me from the middle of the circle.

      “I’ll tell him you said so.” I kicked free of the whip and hopped to my feet.

      “You know I won’t let you out of here.”

      The memory of Griffin flooded back to me. “I’m counting on it,” I said through gritted teeth as I set the box down and pulled my blades free.

      She darted forward, her movements fluid as she flicked her wrist and made the whip dance to music only she could hear.

      I lunged out of the way as the whip hit the steps where I’d been crouched. Leather whistled through the air as she twirled and the whip moved with her, never pausing, no hesitation. She and the whip were in constant motion. A deadly combination.

      “I can take your pain away,” she said.

      The whip kissed my back and curled around the edge of my hip as I skipped to the side to escape a direct hit. Pain ripped from my hip and extended up the length of my spine, making me feel as though she’d lit me on fire.

      “I can make this feel like pleasure,” she purred as she flicked the whip again and caught me across the back of my thighs.

      She was toying with me, the way a cat toys with a mouse.

      “In the end everyone likes what I give to them.”

      I closed my eyes as her whip caught me again across the shoulders. Blood slid down my back, warm beneath my clothes.

      She would torment me, just as she had Griffin. Whatever she’d whispered into his ear, whatever poison she had dripped into his soul, had killed him. She’d stolen his future. Ripped it away from him just as surely as if she had drawn the blade across his throat with her own hand.

      “No.” It was more of a guttural sound than a word as it tore from my lips.

      The whip whistled through the air again and I raised my hand, catching it in mid-strike just as she had done. It stung, the whip opening the skin of my palm.

      Blood smeared on the whip, turning it instantly to stone.

      Cassiopeia’s smug expression turned to one of surprise as my power spread like a virus down the length of the whip.

      She realised too late what was happening and attempted to drop the whip but I caught her gaze, my power brushing against her fingertips, allowing it to latch on.

      Her scream was cut off as her body stiffened, her skin hardening, organs shutting down, vocal chords unyielding as she became a living statue.

      Oskaar’s battle with whatever demons Alex had released within him caused him to bump into her, knocking her sideways. She shattered into a million rocky pieces as she hit the ground, taking her terrible power with her.

      I grabbed the box from where I’d left it and ran, leaving them behind.
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      I burst out through the door that led into the Lebanon Circle and found Grey half-dragging half-carrying Alex across the gravel. Slamming the iron door behind me, I secured the bolt across the front. I needed as much of a distraction between us and the vampires as possible if we were going to get out of this alive.

      “What happened?” I said, catching up to them.

      “He just collapsed,” Grey said, struggling to keep the other man upright.

      “Jenna, I can’t—”Alex’s words were slurred and his eyes rolled in his head. The veins in his neck had returned and were creeping higher with every second that passed.

      “You’ve done enough, Alex, let them go.”

      His body went limp the moment I spoke and the furore from below became eerily silent.

      “He’s not holding them back anymore,” I said. “The vampires are going to be on us any minute and when they do—”

      “You’ll need a way out of here,” Troy said, making me jump.

      I spun and found him leaning against one of the iron doors.

      “You took your time getting here,” I said.

      “I’m early. Your time isn’t up yet, you still haven’t—” He cut off, his eyes focused on the people behind me.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Grey, Alex, and Kate. Was she the reason he’d sent me in here? And if she was, then who the hell was she to him?

      “Kate?” There was a tremor in his voice I hadn’t been expecting.

      She glanced up and shrank away from him. “Troy, I—”

      The iron door I’d secured to keep the vampires trapped, rattled on its hinges as something large slammed into it.

      “We need to go,” I said.

      The door exploded outwards, slamming into the tomb directly across from it and shattering its intricate stone-carved adornments.

      Oskaar stepped out onto the pathway. “You murdered her,” he said, his voice quivering with barely suppressed rage.

      “This was not our agreement,” Troy said, moving between us. “You had the time you needed to get a confession from her. I’m going to take your last statement as a sign that you failed.”

      Oskaar turned his gaze on Troy. “You sent her in here. You sent that monster into my home and now you’re telling me you want me to just let her go? After everything she has done?”

      Troy smiled. “I’m saying you had your chance and you failed. Our deal is done.”

      “She is mine!” Oskaar said. “They all are. I demand a life for a life. She will die by my hand and there is no one to stand in my way.”

      Oskaar started toward us. Troy shook his head as though the other man had just deeply disappointed him.

      “You will let this go,” Troy said.

      Oskaar grabbed Troy by the front of his shirt and picked him up as though he weighed   nothing at all before tossing him away. Troy hit the cedar tree planted on top of the central tombs and collapsed onto the ground.

      “I will drain you dry for what you have done to my Cassie.”

      “Touch them and I will end you where you stand.” Troy’s voice rolled and growled around us like the crash of thunder and it took every ounce of my strength not to cower and cover my ears.

      Vampires poured out of the tomb like ants prepared to defend their nest and Troy raised his arms. Power slashed through them, dropping their bodies where they stood and reducing them to piles of smoking ash.

      “I will leave nothing for the fae to squabble over,” Troy said, advancing across the ground toward Oskaar.

      The vampire stood his ground, black blood oozed from his eyes and nose as he faced Troy.

      “You will regret this,” Oskaar said.

      “I have lived a very long time,” Troy said, with a wicked smile on his lips as he advanced toward the vampire. “And yet, I have not felt this emotion you call regret.”

      Power split the ground in front of Oskaar and the vampire tumbled into it like a rag doll dropped from the hand of a careless child.

      Fear coiled around my spine as I watched the other man deal with the ancient vampire. Although, man wasn’t quite the word I wanted to use on him.

      The rumbling of the earth split the tombs surrounding us, bending the doors and cracking the walls. People screamed from within as the roofs caved in on them. I was beginning to think Kate had been right all along about the gods existing in London.

      And if it were true, then there was only one god Troy could be.

      “You’re killing them,” I said, lurching toward the nearest tomb and the frightened screams of those trapped inside.

      “Better they die swiftly than at the hands of those who had them.”

      Troy turned his attention to us once more, his eyes blazing with blue fury.

      “I think now it’s time I take you from London before you cause an all out war.”

      The ground rolled and my stomach plummeted into my boots as light exploded in my vision.
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      My back hit the ground and I coughed, rolling onto my side before scrambling onto my knees. This whole teleporting thing was really beginning to grate on me. I sucked the air in slowly through my nose as I fought the urge to vomit.

      If I was going to face off against Zeus, or Troy, or whatever he was calling himself now, I wasn’t going to do it lying down.

      Pushing onto my feet, I realised we were standing in the field at the back of my house where I’d defeated the Pied Piper.

      “Don’t bother,” Troy said, as I reached for my blades.

      I turned to find Troy facing me, my weapons in a neat pile at his feet. Kate was draped over his arms, her body limp and unmoving.

      “Is she...?”

      He shook his head and gazed down at her tenderly. My stomach flipped in disgust. I’d read enough stories about Zeus to know what his kind of ‘love’ really was.

      “You don’t understand,” he said, reading my thoughts. “She is mine. We belong to one another.”

      “She’s a grown woman. Wake her up and let her make up her own mind about what she wants to do.”

      He shook his head. “She doesn’t know who she is yet. She needs time.”

      “Then she can stay here,” I said. “With me. I’ll help her recover her—”

      “No.”

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted Alex laying on the ground a couple of feet away, along with Grey who was beginning to stir.

      “I didn’t just help her escape from one hell whole to let her fall into another one with you.”

      “And I can’t let you interfere with what is meant to be.”

      His words sent me over the edge. I’d heard enough of that kind of talk from Kypherous when he’d kept me captive. Spouting nothing but bullshit about how we were destined to be. And telling me that nothing would come between us, not even my hatred for him.

      I couldn’t stand by and watch it happen to someone else. Gritting my teeth I launched myself at him.

      Power slapped into me, sending me ass over head onto the ground. I came to a stop and stared up at the sky, my breathing shallow as my heart stuttered in my chest.

      The bastard had done it again.

      “You are strong, Jenna,” he said. “But if you knew who I was you wouldn’t even try to fight me.”

      I sat up but Troy was gone and Kate with him.

      Rage so intense I thought it would consume me flooded my veins.

      “Jenna, we’ve got a problem over here,” Grey said, the panic in his voice dousing the fire inside me as effectively as if he’d tossed icy water over it. “Alex isn’t breathing.”

      “Get him into the house,” I said, spotting the box on its side in the grass.

      Grey lifted Alex into his arms and ran with him toward the house as I gathered the box and my weapons up once more. The canvas bag lay at the bottom of the pile and I wasn’t surprised to find it empty.

      It seemed Kate wasn’t the only thing Troy had wanted me to liberate. He’d wanted the orb too.

      I’d felt its power and I cringed to think of what someone like him could do with that much raw energy at his disposal.

      The prick could already shoot lightning from his bloody hands, how much more bloody power did he need?

      Discarding the empty bag, I followed Grey back to the house.

      The house was in darkness, all except for the kitchen where Grey had taken Alex.

      The druid had cleared the table and laid Alex out on his back on top of it.

      “Come on,” he said, undoing the top buttons of Alex’s shirt and loosening his tie.

      “I can’t get a pulse,” he said. “I can’t even feel his magic.” There was genuine fear in Grey’s voice. Even though the two men seemed to constantly gripe at one another, there was no denying the intense emotional distress Grey was now presenting with.

      The dark veins that before had only been visible on his neck had now spread up onto his face and head. But now they no longer throbbed and pulsed with the poison that had once coursed in his veins. They no longer pulsed because his heart had stopped beating entirely.

      I set the box on the table and flipped the lid open. The heart inside was still just a piece of rock.

      “Is that it?” Grey asked, peering over my shoulder into the box.

      “Apparently,” I said.

      “Well what do we do with it?”

      I lifted the heart from the box and set it down on Alex’s chest.

      Uncertainty washed over me as I waited for something, anything, to happen.

      “Maybe we’re supposed to grind the heart down?”

      “Jenna?” Carolyn’s voice carried from the hall and into the kitchen. “What’s going on in—” She cut off as she stepped into the kitchen in her pyjamas. “Alex!”

      She hurried over to his side and touched his arm. Carolyn jerked her hand back and stared up at me, her eyes reflecting her horror.

      “He’s dead.”

      “He can’t be dead,” I said, moving next to her. “We got the heart. It’s going to work. He needs some time and—”

      Carolyn brushed her fingers against my arm, her blue eyes over flowing with tears.

      “Jenna, I’m so sorry. He’s gone.”

      “You’re wrong,” I said, my voice going high with panic. “How would you know, you’re not a doctor.”

      “But I am an empath and I can’t feel anything. There’s nothing there anymore. Who he was before, it’s all gone.”

      Turning away from her, I grabbed Alex and shook him. “You’re wrong. He’s going to prove you wrong. I know it. I know it!”

      Grey’s arms slid around me, drawing me back against his chest.

      “Jenna,” he said gently. “Carolyn is right. Alex is gone. He’s dead.”

      “No.” My voice cracked. “He’s not dead. If he was dead, I would know it. I would—”

      My voice broke off. I couldn’t admit to them my true feelings. My true fear.

      If Alex was dead, then I had failed. I’d failed him the day I’d killed Kypherous and walked away from my prison without checking to see if Carmine was dead too.

      I’d failed the moment my demons had come back to haunt us all.

      “Alex,” I said. “Please, come on.”

      Tears blurred my vision as the ache in my chest swelled to an impossible size. I needed to let it out somehow or I was going to suffocate beneath the weight of my grief.

      “He can’t be gone…”

      “Nenna!” Merry’s bubbly voice pierced the veil of grief that had swamped me.

      “Merry, sweetheart, not now.” Carolyn caught her daughter before she could reach me.

      “It’s fine,” I said, scrubbing my hands over my face. “She loved him too. She deserves to be here.”

      Carolyn reluctantly released Merry and the little girl crept over to me. Crouching down so I could meet her serious blue eyes, I held my arms out to her.

      Merry came to me without hesitation and I scooped her up in my arms, squeezing her small body tightly against my chest.

      “Silly, Nenna,” she said, with a sad smile. “No sad.”

      “But I am sad, Merry,” I said, my voice breaking over each word. “Alex is gone.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at Alex and turned her bemused expression back to me.

      “Lex, no sad.”

      Burying my face in against her neck, I inhaled her soft sleepy scent. “No, Lex isn’t sad.”

      “No sad, Nenna,” she said, wriggling in my grip. I set her down on the ground once more and she skipped over to the table.

      “Hi, Lex,” she said, touching his black veined arm. “No make, Nenna, sad.”

      Before any of us could speak, or move to stop her, Merry touched her fingers to the stone heart resting on Alex’s chest.

      “Merry!” Carolyn grabbed her daughter and tugged her backwards and away from the heart.

      There was a tiny snick of sound that in the silent kitchen may as well have been a crash of thunder. A large crack appeared down the front of the heart as dust crumbled across Alex’s shirt.

      The black veins in his arms and face slowly began to recede as though they were being drawn back into the heart on his chest.

      The crack got wider, spreading until the stone shell covering the outside fell away to reveal a large, pink, healthy-looking heart sitting in the middle of the broken stone.

      Alex’s chest heaved upwards as he gasped, a loud sucking of air that filled his lungs.

      He sat up, the heart falling into his open hands with a wet plop.

      “Fuck a duck!” Alex said.

      Carolyn shot him a dirty look as Merry began to giggle. “Nuck Duck! Nuck Duck!” She sang as she skipped from the kitchen, leaving the rest of us to stare in shock at Alex.

      “You were dead,” I said finally, managing to find my voice.

      Alex continued to stare down at the heart and I found myself wondering if he was all the way back. Or was there something else riding his body…

      I’d heard tales of people being resurrected but without a soul the body was usually inhabited by some sort of parasitic entity determined to create as much destruction as possible.

      “I was dead,” he said finally. “Shit.” He snapped his head up and grinned. “I was dead but now I’m back.”

      He glanced back down at the heart and shuddered. “Does someone want to take this thing away from me? I think I’ve had my fill of elder gods to last me a lifetime.”

      Picking up the box, I held it out to him and he let the heart drop back onto its velvet cushion with a thunk.

      I snapped the lid shut and put the box aside before I dragged Alex into a tight hug.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” I said, my voice muffled against his shoulder.

      “I know.”

      I drew back and stared at him.

      “What do you mean, you know?”

      “I was still here.” He shook his head and slid to the edge of the table.

      “So you weren’t dead then?”

      “Oh I was dead all right. Dead as a goddamned doornail.” He rapped on the table as though to emphasise his point. “But I’m an immortal so we don’t really get the whole die and go to heaven thing some humans like to believe in.”

      “What do we get?”

      “We get to stay here,” he said. “Alone in the cold. I could see you all. I was shouting at you to look at me but you couldn’t hear me. I couldn’t touch you, though I tried. Until Merry.”

      I stared at Carolyn. “Did you know she could do that?”

      She shrugged. “She can see the ghosts in the house here, it makes sense she would be able to sense Alex.”

      He shook his head. “She didn’t just sense me, Carolyn, she saw me like I’m seeing you now.”

      Alex turned his attention to Grey who until then had remained silent. “And you,” he said. “Next time you try to cop a feel I’ll have your ass in a sling.”

      There was a moment of tension that built in the kitchen before a grin lit up Grey’s face.

      “You bastard,” he said. “Next time you should stay dead.”

      “What so you can comfort poor sad Jenna over my corpse? If it’s all the same with you, I’d rather you didn’t desecrate my body like that.”

      I punched him lightly in the arm.

      “How do you feel?”

      He stretched his hands out in front of himself and stared down at his clear arms. The veins were gone completely, without any trace of ever having been there at all.

      “Good,” he said. “Better than good. I feel like I’m several centuries lighter.” He turned to Grey. “You should try it.”

      “I’m good thanks,” Grey said with a grin. “I don’t fancy what it did to your face but I have to say the black veins were an improvement over your current look.”

      “That’s just because you’re jealous that Jenna was crying over me and not you.”

      “Guys,” I said, drawing in a deep breath. Now that the adrenaline was fading my body was beginning to ache in ways I hadn’t thought possible.

      “What’s that?” Alex asked, gesturing to the torn neckline of my t-shirt.

      “What’s what?” I glanced down but I couldn’t see what he was pointing to.

      “Can I?” Grey asked, all the amusement of a few moments before was gone.

      Gently, he tugged the neckline of my t-shirt down, exposing the upper portion of my chest.

      I followed his gaze and gasped before I jerked away from his hold and raced to the mirror on the wall.

      Jerking down my t-shirt myself I stared at the angry red lines that zig-zagged down over my skin and disappeared beneath the edge of my black camisole top.

      “What is it?” Grey asked, concern edging his voice.

      “It’s where Troy struck me with his power,” I said, unable to take my gaze off the mark.

      “It looks like lightning,” Carolyn said, studying my reflection in the mirror. “But it’s glowing.”

      “I’ve seen it before,” Alex said and his tone of voice didn’t exactly fill me with confidence. “Back in the times of the gods there were those—mortals usually—who were god-touched.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, not liking the sound of it.

      He shrugged. “They were usually champions for the gods that marked them. Called up whenever the god wanted or needed something from them.”

      I let my t-shirt fall back into place against my skin. “If he thinks I’m going to do as he asks, he’s got another think coming,” I said bitterly. “He took Kate, said he knew her but he didn’t exactly give her a choice in the matter.”

      Alex nodded. “Typical.”

      “I’m going to put the kettle on,” Carolyn said. “Anyone want a—” She trailed off and cocked her head to the side. “Do you hear that?”

      I started to shake my head and then paused. I could hear something. A rhythmic echoing thud.

      “It’s coming from the box,” I said, pointing to the box still resting on the table next to Alex.

      He leaped from the table as though the box had bitten him, his face pale.

      “It’s coming from inside the box,” he clarified.

      Crossing the floor, I put my hand on the top of it as Grey’s fingers slid over mine.

      “Be careful.” I smiled up at him, pleased that he hadn’t tried to stop me as he might have done in the past.

      Alex was right. The rhythmic beat was definitely coming from inside the box.

      Lifting the lid, I stared down at the heart and felt dread prickle its way across my scalp.

      The heart still lay on its velvet cushion in the middle of the box but there was now a dark aura permeating the air surrounding it.

      The heart jerked and I blinked. Had I really just seen it beat?

      The heart beat again and I pushed the box away, sending it sliding across the table.

      Glancing up I met the panicked gazes of those in the kitchen. The darkness I’d seen around the heart was spreading, growing in the corners of the kitchen with every pulsing beat of the heart.

      It was then I heard the first of the whispers. Confused and terrible whispers as the ground beneath our feet began to shake.
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        If you’ve enjoyed reading my book, please consider leaving a review on the book’s Amazon page.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want to get your hands on the next Jenna Faith book?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To learn more about this series and upcoming books, join Bilinda’s mailing list for a chance to get ARCs, member giveaways and sneak peeks.

      

      

      
        
        Mailing List: http://eepurl.com/bEgDrT

      

        

      
        Website: bilindasheehan.com

        Email: bilindasheehan@gmail.com

      

        

      
        You can also keep up to date and follow her on Facebook

        Facebook Page for Bilinda Sheehan Author

        Facebook Group

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Bilinda Sheehan

          

        

      

    

    
      Jenna Faith Series

      Cast in Stone

      Stakes and Stones

      Heart of Stone

      

      The Shadow Sorceress Series

      A Grave Magic

      Blood Craft

      Grim Rites

      Wild Hunt

      Touch of Shadow

      Embrace of Darkness

      A Wicked Power

      

      Bones and Bounties

      Banshee Blues

      Huntress Moon

      Kiss of the Banshee

      Roll the Bones

      Book 5 - Coming Soon
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