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      “No, no, no, no…” The words left my mouth but I wasn’t even aware of forming them.

      The words on the wall danced in front of my eyes, mocking me.

      You have only one father.

      Turning back to face Graham I was once more faced with the horror of his end.

      “Graham, come on, wake up,” I said, knowing he was gone and yet unable to stop the pointless words from escaping me. Reaching out toward him, I pressed my fingers against the side of his neck, his cooling skin slick with blood.

      “You can’t be gone,” I said through gritted teeth, searching for the pulse I knew I wouldn’t find. “Come on, we’ve been through so much worse…”

      Power flared inside me and instinctively I thrust both my hands against his chest. The magic spilled from me into him, searching for that divine spark that existed within all living beings, some called it the soul, or the spirit. However, I knew it was so much more than that because my magic had tasted its unique flavour before.

      I’d experienced it within Mia when I’d brought her back from the brink of death, using the spark that existed within the demonic priest to keep hers alight.

      But the zombies created by Jason and Heddou had been a different matter. Granted, they had retained an element of their souls but there had been no spark.

      And when I’d held my mother in my arms as she’d died, her spark had been quenched and only Darcey’s presence and her words of warning had prevented me from doing something truly abominable.

      There were after all, lines that should never be crossed…

      There were rules meant never to be broken. The balance needed to be maintained.

      With my hands planted against Graham’s body there was no denying the perfect stillness that held him in its grip. The kind of halcyon feeling that accompanied true death.

      Screw the rules. Graham was dead. He wasn’t supposed to be. It wasn’t meant to be like this. And I could do something about it. The magic inside called to me, a siren song I no longer wished to deny.

      People think it takes time for decomposition to set in, as if because you can’t see it, it’s not really happening. What they don’t realise is that from the moment the heart ceases pumping and respiration halts, the body begins to break down. Carbon dioxide builds, cells rupture, and enzymes are released which immediately begin digesting the very cells they have originated from.

      Rigor mortis stiffens the limbs and the blood pools into the lowest parts of the body, leaving the skin strangely pallid in places and almost marbled in others.

      Without that special little spark, or soul, to drive the process of living, the body is little more than an organic husk and so it was with Graham too.

      My magic flowed through him but there was nothing to cling to, no flame to reignite, no spark to tend.

      He was dead.

      Everything he had been, everything he would be… gone.

      “No!” Power built in my chest like a bubble that made breathing nearly impossible. If I held onto it, I knew I would go mad. It was too much, too strong. My emotions tangled with the power that resided in the very core of my being.

      My skin burned, sweat sliding into my eyes, blurring my vision. I wouldn’t let him go, couldn’t let him go… and it was that one all consuming desire that drove me to let go the violence building inside my head like a scream I couldn’t voice. It ripped from me and for one sickening moment I felt each and every cell in my body, the power burning through them all like an inferno that sought to consume me from within.

      Graham’s body jolted as though struck by some great electrical current. His body arching up from the blood soaked carpet.

      Through my magic, I felt his damaged heart as it took a tentative beat. The muscle contracting suddenly as it struggled to force the coagulated blood through the arteries and veins that had already begun to break down.

      “Come on.” I gritted the words through my teeth, my voice taking on the hollow ring of my power as it surged once more and slammed into his chest. His heart took a second shuddering beat, and then another. It was sluggish, slower than it should have been and that knowledge, the knowledge that his dead heart was now beating hovered at the edges of my mind.

      But I couldn’t see past the tears in my eyes and I pushed the thought away.

      I’d saved him once before. Brought him back from the brink of death, forced my power through his body so that his stopped heart beat once more. Of course it had been different then, he’d only hovered on the brink of death for a moment, teetering on the edge of the precipice. He hadn’t gone over then…

      “Don’t leave me.” The words were little more than a whisper, dragged from the very depths of my soul, “Please…”

      Graham’s blank eyes stared up at me and then for one perfect moment  everything he had been returned. Recognition flared, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiled.

      “Graham!” My exaltation was short lived.

      Confusion washed over his face, brow creasing as he met my gaze. His body heaved in my arms, back arching, bones crunching as they were forced to contort in ways they weren’t created to move in. The smile died on his lips as his face twisted into a mask of pain.

      “Amber, please! Oh God—” Graham’s voice was wet and weak as his words choked off and his face went suddenly slack. The animation that had been Graham was gone, wiped away a if it had never been there at all.

      My body felt hollow, as though a great fist had punched a hole through the centre of my ribcage.

      The recognition I’d seen in his eyes was gone, lost beneath the grey film of true death.

      Dread coiled in my stomach as I searched his face. Below the grey of his dead staring eyes, there was something else, something that lurked beneath the surface. An uncomfortable intelligence that caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand to attention.

      “Graham, I’m going to get you to a hospital, I’m going to get help…” My words provoked no response, no flicker of recognition in him and yet I could feel the sluggish beat of his heart beneath my hands.

      It was wrong, it was all so wrong.

      I was powerful but I wasn’t a god and just because I could bring Graham’s body back didn’t mean I could restore his soul. It was gone, I knew it… beyond my magic. But left in its place was a hollow darkness that threatened to swallow all the light around us.

      I stared into his eyes, a scream welling in the back of my throat.

      The body shifted in my arms, Graham’s corpse shuffling as though the limbs no longer functioned as they once had.  He raised his arms awkwardly from the floor, elbows bent in the wrong direction. The pop of his joints brought bile racing up the back of my throat. Flexing his fingers as though only realising for the first time that he had fingers, he balled his hands into fists.

      I tried to move away, to shuffle out of reach and as I moved, panic closed icy hands around my throat, cutting off my air so that the control I had over my magic slipped. It took only a second but as soon as I lost the hold I had on him, something wholly malevolent sparked into the eyes of the man I’d once called my friend.

      I tried to pull him back under with my magic. If I could reassert control, then everything would be fine. Graham’s head whipped to the side, vertebrae grinding. A chunk of ruined flesh hit the saturated carpet, the audible plop making me lightheaded.

      This was my friend…

      This was Graham…

      This wasn’t happening…

      His grey eyes fixed me with their dead stare.

      What lay on the floor was definitely not human.

      He twisted suddenly, the wet sound of his ravaged body squelching as his arm whipped out, lightning fast. He grabbed my throat, fingers digging into my soft flesh as he flipped me over. My back hit the wet floor hard, knocking the breath from my lungs as a dull thud travelled up my spine. Graham landed on me, pinning me under his weight. The shock lost me a couple of precious seconds.

      Graham, or at least the creature now wearing his body like a cheap suit, tightened his grip on my throat, cutting off my air supply. He was surprisingly strong, his eyes vacant, movements slow and controlled, fingers crushing my throat with an ever tightening vice-grip that showed no sign of letting up.

      My heels hammered the blood-soaked carpet, beating a tattoo of sound that echoed in my ears. Digging my nails into Graham’s blood stained hands, I tried to pry his grip from my throat but only succeeded in gouging my own flesh.

      My heart rate slowed, black eating at the edges of my vision so that it was like staring up from the bottom of a long dark tunnel. I knew the face above me so well I could have traced every line with my eyes closed. His lips stripped back revealing his teeth in a wide monstrous grin, eyes blank and staring, not an ounce of humanity visible. He was so unfamiliar, so alien as to be unrecognisable.

      I tried to summon my magic but panic, along with a lack of oxygen, held me in its teeth and the harder I tried to latch onto it, the quicker it slipped through my fingers.

      My movements weakened, death hovering at the edges of my mind like a dark spectre. I knew it and a jolt raced through me as I realised the creature above me knew it too. It yearned for my end… thirsted for my death as surely as the earth thirsts for the rain in the summer heat.

      Would my death restore Graham’s soul? Would it bring him back fully, a life for a life? An eye for an eye and the whole world goes blind… The ridiculous thought popped into my mind and I felt hysterical laughter bubbling in my chest.

      My fingers slipped from his hands, my body growing slack as the last of my fight slid away. Graham’s face twisted above me, moving in and out of focus.

      Silence roared in my ears as the darkness overtook me. As much as I wanted to fight it, I had nothing left to give. My magic guttered within and finally faltered. My heart stalled as the last of my oxygen was burned.

      I found Graham’s eyes and prayed for him to return but there was nothing. I’d brought a monster back and it seemed fitting that my end would be at his hands and not at the mercy of some strange creature dreamt up in Hell.
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      The warm press of a hand cupped against my cheek.

      My name echoed over and over, brushed the edges of my mind, like the hushed and hallowed devotions to a god long dead. He called me. Nic. I would recognise his voice anywhere.

      Fiery pain sat like a band of iron, circling my throat making each breath a labour of love.

      Agony jolted in my chest as strong hands thudded against my body, my ribs protesting under the force exerted.

      “Amber!”

      It was his fear that brought me around. Raw and unadulterated terror that tore at my soul.

      “Please, Amber… not like this.”

      “Nic—” His name felt foreign on my tongue, as though spoken by someone else, someone removed from the horror that had unfolded. There was something I was supposed to remember… I knew it, deep down inside but the mind is a thing of beauty and mine had decided that remembering now would be far too painful.

      He stopped pummelling my chest as I spoke and dragged me up from the ground and against his body. I hadn’t the energy to stop him and hung limply in his grip as he squeezed so tight I wondered if he would crush me to death under his relief.

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted Nic’s machete lying next to him on the floor. The dark blood on the blade only vaguely registering in the back of my mind.

      There was a cold detachment in my thinking. Everything that had come before seemed terribly far away, as though it had happened to someone else, someone that wasn’t me.

      Another Amber had been forced to destroy Tess while fighting to save her friends. A stranger that had faced Jasper and Kalfu in the cemetery, preventing them from completing their nefarious plans. She had beaten back the ghouls, using her power to make them corporeal so that the others could stand a chance at killing them. And it had been that other Amber who had used the coin given to her by Baron Samedi to bring young Peter back from the otherside.

      And for what?

      Despite the hold he had on me, I managed to turn my head to the side, bile rushing up the back of my throat as I caught sight of Graham’s bloodied hand, his fingers reaching out toward me, pleading… imploring me…

      I’d failed.

      A soundless sob scrabbled in the back of my throat as Nic picked me up from the floor and carried me to the door. I fought against him, the urge to go back to Graham strong. But my body was weak, my spirit broken.

      “I just want to hold his hand, please just let me hold his hand—” My voice was not my own in that moment, it was spoken by some wounded creature that twisted in Nic’s arms, writhing and wriggling in a pathetic attempt to go back.

      “You don’t want to see him like that, Amber.” Nic’s voice was soft, placating and utterly infuriating.

      “Let me go!”

      I summoned my power. If he wasn’t going to release me, then I was going to make him.

      Nothing happened.

      The flame within stuttered and then extinguished, leaving me wrung out and weak as a newborn.

      I tried again and again I was left wanting.

      Nic carried me into the main office, setting me down in the nearest swivel chair he could find. I tried to stand but my legs wouldn’t support me. Tilting my head up, I stared into his eyes, finding in them a reflection of the pain I felt.

      “What happened?” he asked, his voice soft as he crouched before me.

      There was blood on his face and beneath the warm gold tan of his skin, I could see an ashen hue.

      “I found him and—” I couldn’t bring myself to form the words.

      I was no stranger to death. I’d been around enough bodies in my time and had witnessed the deaths of those I cared about.

      I was even responsible for the death of my father.

      Yet this time, there was something different about it all.

      Graham had been tough, smart, and strong. I’d have trusted him at my back for any case the Elite could throw my way and yet…

      I glanced over Nic’s shoulder and caught sight of the bloodied hand prints on the door leading to Graham’s office.

      “Why didn’t you try to stop him?” Nic asked gently.

      “I couldn’t,” I said, my voice hoarse. “He got a hold on me and I couldn’t shake him free and—” I cut off, closing my eyes as I remembered the feel of his fingers digging into the soft flesh of my throat.

      “You tried to resurrect him,” Nic said, a statement of fact without a hint of the accusation I had expected from him.

      “I wanted to save him.” I buried my nails in the palms of my hands a poor attempt to quell the agony that raged within. Perhaps, if I could make it external to my body, I would be able to take a breath that didn’t feel like my heart was going to rupture inside my chest.

      “I know, sweetheart…” There was such tenderness in Nic’s voice and it brought a fresh bout of tears to my eyes.

      “How did you…” I swallowed hard, my throat burning as I tried to find the right words.

      “It’s better if you don’t know,” he said with grim determination.

      I dragged in a ragged breath but it didn’t fill the void in the centre of my being. Panicked thoughts fluttered inside my head and my heart hammered my ribs like a trapped bird beating itself against a window because it can see freedom beyond the glass.

      “I caused it, Nic. If I hadn’t… meddled, then you wouldn’t have needed to stop him.” I wanted to jump to my feet and run from the room and keep running until the ache in my heart eased.

      “Anyone would have tried to do the same,” he said quietly.

      “Even you?”

      He lifted his face to mine. “For the right person I would do whatever it took…”

      His gaze was so earnest that it forced me to look away.

      The pain of losing Graham was too much and in Nic’s eyes, I could see such empathy as though he knew exactly how I was feeling. I knew if I pressed myself against him, climbed into his lap and tucked my head into the curve of his throat, the agony would lessen, even for a moment. And I wanted that. I wanted it so badly I could practically taste it.

      But with everything I knew, how was I supposed to trust the voice in my head urging me to accept the comfort I knew he could give? Was it driven by the genuine feelings I had for him, or—and this was painful to even contemplate—was my overwhelming desire for his touch caused by him sharing a piece of his soul with me? If I gave in and this was just a side-effect of his healing me, how would I cope when it wore off and he went right back to trying to kill me?

      We were mortal enemies…

      Clinging to the tattered shreds of willpower I had left, I gripped the edge of the table and pushed onto my feet.

      “What are you doing? You need to sit and—”

      I shook my head. “I need to see him,” I said, raising my hand to silence the mutinous expression I saw in his eyes. “There are clues in there, ones that will lead me to his murderer.”

      Nic continued to look unconvinced.

      “I owe him everything, Nic,” I said. “Let me do this for him…”

      “Fine…” He managed to fill the word with exhaustion but he let me move around him without interference.

      My legs felt as though they’d been crafted from jelly, my knees weakening with every step I took. The distance between my seat and the door to Graham’s office suddenly looked impossibly vast and I wondered if it wouldn’t be better to turn and flee back to the safety of the chair and Nic’s arms.

      Steeling my resolve, I straightened my shoulders. Graham had taught me to face my fears head on. He’d never been derelict in his duty, never shied away from facing the horrors of the job. He never hid from the monsters we hunted; monsters that were nightmares made real.

      If he could do it, then so could I.

      I reached the door and gripped the frame with my shaking hands. The dark carpet was darker than it should have been and was still sticky with Graham’s blood. The metallic tang clung resolutely to the air but now it was overlaid with something worse, fetid and rotten. My fingers curled as I fought the urge to cover my mouth and nose.

      The soles of Graham’s shoes faced the open doorway, painted rust red from the blood drying there. My eyes travelled up over his legs, the right one bent at the knee, the other lying limply to the side. They made me think of a doll’s limbs tossed callously aside by their owner.

      I reached his waist. The end of his shirt was untucked and lay over his trousers. The hem of the normally pristine white shirt was stained with the same blood that covered the soles of his shoes. My eyes travelled upwards and my breath caught in the back of my throat as I reached the upper portion of his torso. It took me a moment to piece together the scene and when I did, vomit spilled up my throat and I spun away, making it only as far as the waste paper basket next to a desk outside the office door.

      Collapsing to my knees, I gripped the basket and proceeded to rid myself of my last meal. Once empty, my stomach continued to heave, as though I could physically expel the images from my brain out through my mouth.

      Closing my eyes, I counted backwards from ten, praying my stomach would settle enough that I could do what my job demanded. But as soon as my eyes were shut, the macabre scene sprung up behind my eyelids.

      “His head—”

      “I had no choice, he was going to kill you.”

      With my eyes closed, I nodded and fought to swallow past the acrid taste of vomit in my mouth.

      “Amber, there are others who can do this, others who can—”

      I shook my head, shrugging free of the gentle hand Nic had placed on my shoulder. The same gentle hand that had wielded the machete which severed Graham’s head from the rest of his body.

      “No, I have to do this, Nic, he was my—” The words stuck in the back of my throat. “He was my friend and I owe him this...”

      Nic crouched next to me, carefully tucking a stray strand of my hair back behind my ear. His compassionate gaze found mine.

      “You need to let someone else do this,” he said. “It’s too much. Graham wouldn’t want you putting yourself through this.”

      I opened my mouth to fight him but Nic took my hands firmly and pulled me to my feet.

      “No arguing, Amber, you tried…” he sighed and the unspoken words hung in the air between us.

      “I failed…” Hot tears pricked at my eyes but I fought to keep them in check.

      “You’re not God,” he said, gently cupping my cheek. “You can’t hold yourself responsible for—”

      The sound of the door to the office slamming open made me jump.

      My stomach dropped into my boots as I spotted Jason marching through the office. Why the hell would Nic call him of all people?

      “What the fuck, little brother, why the cryptic—” Jason halted mid-sentence, his expression shifting from bemused to angry as he spotted Nic’s hands on my shoulders. “Am I interrupting something?”

      Jason’s gaze searched my face, concern quickly replacing the anger that had ignited in his eyes. “What happened? Are you hurt? Did he do this?”

      He fired the questions at us machine gun fast and I opened my mouth to answer but Jason crossed the room in two large strides and came to a halt directly in front of us.

      “Amber, I—”

      I knew the moment he saw Graham’s body stretched out on office floor. Jason’s mask of concern slipped, unbridled horror taking over as he took in the scene.

      “Jesus Christ! What the fuck?” He started as though he meant to move toward the office and then changed his mind, turning his attention first to his brother and then to me. “What happened?”

      “He was murdered,” Nic said. The moment he said the words aloud, I felt the air in my lungs constrict as though it had become somehow trapped.

      “Well, I already guessed he didn’t decapitate himself,” Jason hit back. “I asked what happened?”

      “We don’t know.” Nic shrugged. “We got back from the hospital and Amber was checking in with her boss when we found him dead.”

      I wanted to speak but the words refused to form, leaving me to stand there mute.

      “And how did he lose his head?” Jason narrowed his eyes. “And before you come up with some cock and bull story about not knowing how he lost his head, I know that’s your machete in there, little brother. So lying is definitely not in your best interest right now…” Jason’s gaze flickered to my face. “Even if it’s done with the best of intentions.”

      The implication in his words was clear. He believed I was responsible for Graham’s death, whether directly or indirectly. He was holding me accountable.

      Not that I could blame him. He knew what I was. If I’d been him, I’d have blamed me too…

      I might not have struck the killing blow but there was no doubt in my mind that Graham was dead because of me. The message on the wall was proof of that.

      “He tried to kill Amber,” Nic said. “I had no choice but to intercede.”

      Under other circumstances the mixture of shock and bafflement that swamped Jason’s face might have made me laugh but with Graham’s blood drying under my fingernails, I couldn’t bring myself to find the humour in the situation. Instead, I started to shiver and Nic’s grip on me momentarily tightened, his touch comforting.

      “You said he was dead,” Jason said.

      Give that man a cookie…

      “Good job, Captain Obvious,” Nic said, managing to sound both irritated and bored at the same time. “Considering our line of work, when has death ever stopped an attack from occurring?”

      Jason’s gaze slid to my face once more, his countenance softening. If I hadn’t witnessed his behaviour out at the water’s edge not that long ago, I might have thought he cared about me. But I knew the look in his eyes was little more than a lie. He didn’t care for me. He was obsessed and there was a world of a difference between those two emotions. It made him so much more dangerous to me than any monster that might seek me to test its power against mine.

      “I need to go and wash up,” I said suddenly breaking the moment entirely.

      “I can’t let you do that,” Jason said with a sigh, tearing his gaze away from my face. “If that’s Graham’s blood, then it’s evidence.”

      “Come on, Jason, making her stand around covered in his blood is cruel, even by your standards…” There was an edge to Nic’s words that sent a shiver down my spine.

      “I don’t make the rules, little brother.” He darted a look at me. “Everything and everyone that came into contact with the body and the room is now evidence. I want you both to wait here.” He indicated the chairs at the next desk over. “I’m going to secure the scene and call the others in.”

      Nic opened his mouth to argue but Jason’s expression grew stony. “If you fight me on this, I will consider you an accessory to the crime, Nicholas, and as such will charge you and Amber with Graham’s murder.”

      For a moment it looked like the two brothers would go to war with one another. Jason’s hands curled into fists at his sides and the tension in the room shot up, making it difficult to draw breath.

      “We’ll stay,” I said quietly. I didn’t want to fight. What I really wanted to do was climb into a scalding hot shower and scrub until every last drop of Graham’s blood was cleaned from my skin. But Jason was right, I couldn’t do that, not when I was wearing the evidence.

      Every last scrap of it would have to be mapped, catalogued, and photographed. Samples would have to be taken. Not to mention the fact that someone was gong to have to walk the scene in there…

      I wanted to do it so badly it made my teeth ache but after my earlier reaction, I wasn’t entirely sure I could. I wanted to go to him, sit with him, and be there for him. After all, there was nothing else I could do. But the more I thought about it, the more I found myself unwilling to set foot anywhere near the room where his body lay.

      I sat on the seats Jason pointed to, shame burning on my face. How could I call myself Graham’s friend when I didn’t even have the guts to enter the room where he now lay?

      “Stop it,” Nic said, crouching down in front of me. His hands closed over mine, his warmth sliding into my bones. “Stop blaming yourself for every little thing, Amber.”

      “I should be in there with him, Nic,” I said my voice hoarse. “I should be the one to walk the scene, see what he saw…”

      “We’ve been over this,” he said patiently. “There is no shame in grieving for him, you know? It doesn’t make you weak, Amber, it makes you human.”

      “But he deserves more…” The tears I’d been holding at bay started to fall. Nic climbed into the chair next to me, drawing me in against his chest. He held me without saying a word. All the things I’d worried about before suddenly didn’t matter anymore.

      Only the feeling of his arms around me, the scent of his skin, and the warmth he radiated mattered. And so I gave myself to the emotions I’d been fighting and clung to him as I cried for Graham. Everything he could have been, everything he meant to me, everything he would never see, or touch, or know.

      And no matter how much of the pain I released, it did nothing to ease the void I felt.
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      The buzzing from the overhead lights drilled into my brain, making it hard to hold onto one thought for more than a second. Images flipped continuously through my mind, as I retraced all of my steps, over and over. I’d missed something. Had I missed something?

      Why him?

      Why now?

      What did the words scrawled on the wall mean?

      Digging my fingers into the edge of the plastic seat beneath me I tried to use the pain to focus my mind. But no sooner had I found a sort of relief than the memory of Graham’s face, frozen in terror, filled my head once more.

      Whoever had done this had enjoyed their work, staging the body was for maximum effect.

      Staging Graham, I corrected myself. He wasn’t just a body. Oh god, I was thinking of him as nothing more than a body now, reducing this to nothing more than another case I needed to work. He was a human being. A man. He was my friend. He was as close to family as anyone.

      Tears clouded my vision and I scrubbed my hand across my face in attempt to swipe them away. The moment my bloodied fingers brushed my cheek, I jerked my hand away.

      Despite having the blood scraped out from beneath my nails, Jason still wouldn’t release me to wash my hands.

      They had my clothes. I was wearing one of the white crime scene boiler suits and with the air-con on high, the thin material was no protection against the artic air blowing out of the overhead vents.

      Nic prowled up and down the office, like some sort of caged animal. He’d given up his seat next to me in favour of pacing and while I missed the touch of his skin beneath mine, I was also a little grateful for the space. Skin to skin contact wasn’t conducive to my being able to think clearly. And I needed to think.

      You have only one father.

      The words painted in blood on the wall of Graham’s office kept coming back to haunt me. They meant something, I was sure of it. But who would write something like that on the wall? Was it someone who knew what I’d done to my father? But if that were true, and they were trying to teach me a lesson, why come after Graham at all?

      Nothing made sense.

      “The techs are finished with you for now,” Jason said, managing to sneak up on me. My heart leaped in my chest before starting to hammer against my ribs. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” He sounded genuine enough but I’d seen beneath the mask of geniality he seemed to be hiding behind now and I wasn’t falling for this new act.

      “Do you need a ride back to your apartment?”

      “I can take her,” Nic said, before I could form an answer of my own.

      “Afraid not,” Jason said, with only the barest hint of pleasure. “You’ve got some questions to answer so I need you to stick around for when they walk the scene.”

      “Maybe I should stay…” I said but both men shook their heads, almost in perfect unison. They didn’t see eye to eye on many things but clearly there were some situations they still agreed on.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Jason said.

      “Why because you think I can’t handle it?” I fired back hotly. Anger was an emotion I understood, it was one I could deal with. It cleared my mind like nothing else, gave me purpose and strength.

      “Not exactly,” he said, before awkwardly clearing his throat.

      “You’re a suspect, Amber,” Nic said, before his brother could say another word.

      “What?” I hopped to my feet, inwardly cringing at the weird crinkling noise made by the plastic suit I wore. “You can’t seriously believe I would hurt Graham, that I would…” I choked off, unable to finish the sentence. It was too painful to even think about it.

      “We don’t know what happened here, yet,” Jason said, glaring at his brother. “We’re in the dark and well we’ve got to do this one by the book.”

      “And what does that mean?” I kept my voice low and steady.

      “It means until we can clear you, we’ve got to act accordingly. There are those who would see you hang for this, Amber. I have no choice but to cover all my bases in order to clear you.”

      “In short,” Nic said, “you’re the number one suspect and I’m your accomplice.”

      It hurt to think anyone could think me possible of something so terrible, I loved Graham. But I wasn’t a fool. I knew how it all looked. Jason had walked in on me covered in Graham’s blood. I had defensive wounds from when he’d attacked me but there was always more than one way to spin a story.

      He was doing his job. And as much as I didn’t want to admit it, my fate rested in his hands now.

      “I didn’t kill him,” I said flatly.

      “I don’t think you did,” Jason said. “No matter what my brother might want you to believe about me, I’m not the monster he wants to paint me as.”

      I bit back the words that hovered on the tip of my tongue. He wasn’t a monster but I couldn’t trust him either. Obsession had a nasty habit of turning deadly and I did not want to be on the receiving end of Jason’s emotions when it all went to shit.

      “But we can’t have you here when we walk the scene. Some might say you influenced the outcome in your favour and when I exonerate you, I want it to be beyond reproach.”

      I couldn’t argue with his logic.

      “Fine, I’ll go.”

      Jason’s eyes bored into my back as I walked away, the intensity of his attention making the spot between my shoulder blades itch. I wanted to look back, to try and get a read on the emotions I knew would be playing across his face. Instead, I kept walking, not pausing until I made it outside the building.

      “Amber!” Nic’s voice instantly calmed the uneasy churning of my mind.

      I waited for him to catch up to me right outside the doors of the Elite. Without a word he wrapped his arms around my shoulders, drawing me into a tight bear hug that crushed the air from my lungs.

      “We’ll get through this,” he said softly, speaking into my hair. “I’ll make sure they walk the scene correctly. Whoever is responsible, we won’t let them get away with it.”

      “Whoever killed Graham isn’t going to be stupid enough to get caught out by the Elite’s ability to walk the scene,” I said bitterly. I’d had some time to think about it and the longer I did, the more convinced I became. Whoever killed Graham was professional and strong. Not just anyone could have taken him down like this and if I was right, then this wasn’t going to be something the Elite could fix.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said, gently pulling free of his hold. “I need to get cleaned up and…”

      “I know,” he said, brushing his thumb over my cheek, forcing me to look up into his face. “I’ll swing by later, all right?”

      A refusal hovered on the tip of my tongue but I couldn’t summon the will to tell him no. Instead, I nodded as he hailed a cab for me and proceeded to bundle me into the backseat.

      “It’s going to be all right, Amber,” he said, watching me like a hawk. “We can get through this.”

      I gave him a tentative smile and bit my tongue as he shut the door and the car pulled away from the curb.

      He was wrong. Things would never be all right ever again. Graham could be a right pain in my ass. He had more rules than I’d had hot dinners and his desire to always stay within the law sometimes made it difficult to work the kinds of cases we found ourselves involved with. But I’d learned to accept, even love, all that about him because as much as he drove me mad, I knew he cared for me. Loved me even.

      My power frightened him but not because he was worried I would hurt him but because it might expose me to the wrong kinds of attention. He worried that one day, the knowledge of my being a Shadow Sorceress would fall into the wrong hands and I would go from hunter to hunted in the blink of an eye.

      At every turn he’d tried to protect me, sometimes even at his expense.

      He’d meant so much to me. Had I told him that?

      No… Nic was wrong to think things would ever be all right.

      Someone had stepped into my world and ripped out someone I cared about. They had made it personal and this was something I couldn’t ignore. If Jason and the Elite thought I would stand by and let the one responsible get away, then they had another think coming. I couldn’t let that stand.

      I would find the one responsible and when I did… I would make them wish for death.
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      I stood beneath the scalding water’s spray until it ran clear. The tears had started up again as soon as I’d seen the rust coloured water swirling around the plug-hole. And yet, I knew the full force of the grief that would come hadn’t hit me yet.

      There was a strange numb feeling in the centre of my core that refused to budge.

      Switching off the taps, I grabbed the towel hanging on the rail nearby and wrapping it around my body, I stepped out onto the grey mat. The moment I was out from under the heat of the water, my teeth began to chatter. I kept my gaze averted from the bathroom mirror, still unable to meet my own reflection, lest the memory of Fionn snatching me from this realm crawled insidiously back inside my head. He’d given me enough nightmares to last a lifetime.

      Exiting the bathroom, I paused in the bedroom, soaking in the silence that surrounded me.

      A slight scratching at the front door drew my attention, turning the blood in my veins to ice. Moving to the bed, I pulled open the bedside drawer and tugged my gun free. The familiar weight of it in my hands made me feel a little more confident as I crept out into the hall and stealthily moved toward the front door.

      Rising onto my tip-toes I glanced out through the peephole but there was no one in the hallway beyond. Just the constant flickering of the overhead lights that caused the tension headache I had to intensify.

      Pulling away from the peephole, I dropped back against the wall and closed my eyes. Now I was imagining things too, great.

      An itch started up on my shoulder, making it feel as though the skin on my back was crawling. Before I could jerk away from the wall, the itch turned into a burn as I realised only the lines of the demon mark were affected.

      Pain ripped through me and I lost my grip on the gun. My mind only vaguely registering the noise it made as it hit the floor. The agony ratcheted up several more notches. Making me feel like I was being branded… again. As though the demon had planted his hand against my back and seared his demonic seal onto my skin once more.

      Stuffing my fist into my mouth, I tried to bite back the scream that threatened to spill out of me.

      “Hurts you too, I see,” a familiar male voice cut through the haze of pain surrounding me.

      Strong hands grabbed my shoulders and I fought blindly against the one who’d grabbed me. My eyes snapped open and I caught a glimpse of the one manhandling me inside my own apartment.

      His bronze hair caught the light in my hallway, giving him russet highlights that any hairdresser would have been proud of. A pair of azure eyes met mine for a moment and while I knew I’d never seen them before, I couldn’t shake the overwhelming sense of familiarity that swept through me.

      Strong, sure fingers traced over the demon mark on my shoulder quenching the fire that had erupted beneath my skin.

      I slumped against the wall, feeling utterly wrung out.

      “Better?” His hands appeared on the wall either side of my head as hot breath tickled across the back of my neck. The deep baritone of his voice slid over my body making me think of things that happened in the dark between lovers.

      Turning slowly, I found myself trapped between his chest and the wall. I was standing so close I could have touched him with my body if I’d drawn a deep enough breath.

      From the corner of my eyes, I noticed the tawny skin of his arms was covered in fine golden hairs making it look like his creator had taken a paint-brush to his body ornamenting him with pure gold.

      “Who are you?” My voice was surprisingly steady.

      “Oh, good, we’re not doing the usual tango you human females like to partake in,” he said. I stared at him in confusion and he rolled his eyes. “You know, ‘get out! why are you doing this? What are you doing here? What do you want from me? My boyfriend will be home soon…’ You know,” he said “boring shit.”

      His words sent a shiver of fear down my spine.

      “At least now, we can get straight down to business.” He leaned in close, his eyes sliding shut as he drew a deep breath in. He was scenting me… Revulsion caused my skin to crawl as the fear I’d felt grew.

      “You killed Graham,” I said.

      Azure eyes snapped open, pinning me in place with their unreadable stare.

      “I promise you this, Amber, I did not kill him…”

      There wasn’t a hint of deceit in his words, not that it meant much. There were plenty of creatures out there capable of lying convincingly enough. He knows my name…

      I contemplated dropping to the ground and grabbing my gun but I knew no matter how fast I might be, he would be faster. He had after all gotten inside the apartment without me knowing. And he’d done something to the demon mark so I knew he definitely wasn’t human. No, sudden moves would probably only get me killed.

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I know quite a bit more than just your name,” he said, reaching out to wrap a damp strand of my hair around his fingers.

      “Back away,” I said, keeping my voice steady, fighting the panic his proximity created.

      “But we work so much better up close and personal,” he said, his voice dropping low and sensual, tightening things low in my body. My breath caught in the back of my throat.

      What the fuck was wrong with me?

      “I have a way of sliding under your skin, don’t you think?” He trailed a finger over my shoulder, moving down the front of my chest to the top of the towel.

      “Get your hands off me,” I said, searching for the power that resided in my core. Instead of the well of untapped energy I’d grown accustomed to finding there, I hit a solid wall of nothingness that stole the strength from my legs and threatened to spill me onto the floor. He’d stolen my power when he’d screwed with the demon mark, I was certain of it. It was the only explanation that made sense.

      “I’ve been much closer than this.” He continued to speak, not noticing or not caring about the full blown panic that now screamed inside my head.

      “You and I make quite the team, don’t you think?”

      I struck him square in the chest with the palm of my hand. It wasn’t much but it was enough to give me a little room to think and breathe. Not that I wasted time doing either of those things. Instead, I let my training take over, body sliding into auto-pilot as I dropped to the ground and snatched the gun up from where I’d let it fall.

      I dived across the floor, landing in a crouch that allowed me to bring the Glock up in a two-handed grip. I levelled it at the man who’d broken in.

      He hadn’t moved. Pushing up through my heels, I straightened, keeping the gun trained on him. He simply stood there, staring at me with a slightly bemused expression on his arrogantly handsome face.

      “Who are you?”

      He moved then, his body a blur as he closed the distance between us. The sound of the gun going off in the cramped confines of my apartment was enough to make my ears ring. I squeezed the trigger until the gun was empty, firing point blank into the chest and face of the one moving toward me. He crumpled to the ground, dropping in front of me like a stone. The dull thud of his body as it hit the floor sent a frisson of relief coursing in my veins.

      I nudged at the body with my foot but there was no movement. The tension sliding out of my shoulders as I released the breath I’d been holding.

      Backing up, I headed for my bedroom and the phone I had in there. If I wasn’t the one to call this in, one of my neighbours would and the last thing I needed was a bunch of human cops kicking the door in.

      The body on the floor remained where it had fallen and I felt the knot of fear in my stomach slowly unfurl. Ducking into the bedroom, I made it as far as the bedside locker. Reloading the gun took only a moment and I snatched the cell phone from its resting place on the pile of books next to the bed. Hurrying back to the hall, my stomach dropped. The body was gone.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered under my breath. This was just like every god-damned horror movie ever made. Girl thinks she’s killed the intruder and goes for help, only to return to find the body gone.

      Awareness prickled along the back of my neck and I swung around, coming face to the face with the man I’d gunned down.

      His hand clamped down over the gun, ripping it from my grip in a show of raw power, he tossed it aside as though it were nothing but a toy. I twisted away from him, bringing my hands up into a defensive position but the stranger moved with me as though he knew every one of my moves.

      I tried to bat his hand aside but he fought through my defence, his hand wrapping around my throat, he walked me backwards until my spine hit the wall.

      His expression never changed, a bemused smile playing on his full lips, blue eyes unfathomable.

      Lashing out at him, I tried to land a punch square in his face but with his free hand he caught my arm and slammed it against the wall, pain ricocheting up through my shoulder and down my body.

      “You really don’t know me?” There was no mistaking the curiosity in his voice as he pinned me to the wall.

      My response to his question was little more than a choked mumble, the hold on my throat too tight for me to talk around.

      “You humans have such short memories,” he mused, his fingers sliding up over the skin of my arm. He found a scar on the inside of my elbow and paused to explore it. His touch was feather light, more a caress than anything else and the feel of his fingers on my skin caused my breath to quicken.

      Suddenly, his fingers closed over my arm, jarring me as he squeezed hard enough to make the bones groan in protest. It hadn’t been that long since I’d broken my arm and despite it healing, it still ached whenever the weather turned cold and rain fell.

      A constant reminder of the rain soaked battle in the graveyard against Lily and…

      Shock sliced through my core as I met the eyes of the man standing before me.

      “You’re weak and pathetic. Far too weak to harness the gift I bring…”

      The moment the words left his mouth I was transported back to that night in the cemetery. The ugly face of the demon a sharp contrast to the man who stood before me now. But as I stared into his soulless eyes, I knew they were one and the same.

      “How?” The word croaked out past my lips.

      The demon released me, my head spinning as I sucked in a deep breath and rubbed my throat. Getting choked twice in one night was a little much, even by my standards.

      “So you do remember?”

      “How could I forget? You branded me with your mark,” I said, straightening up.

      “A mark that has saved your life more times than you can count,” he said, crossing the living room and dropping onto the couch. “Ingrate.” The word was muttered below his breath but I still heard him.

      I opened my mouth but he raised his hand. “Don’t start with the questions,” he said, dismissively. “You were doing so well and that shit gets boring real fast.”

      “So you said,” I said dryly, “but that doesn’t change the fact that I have questions that deserve answers.”

      His laughter grated against my skin like nails on a chalkboard. “I owe you nothing,” he said, “you summoned me here and I’ve repaid you by not killing you.”

      “So why don’t you then?”

      “Then we both go back to Hell,” he said with a derisive snort. “I thought you were supposed to be smart?”

      “So why not take the demon mark back?”

      The question clearly caught him by surprise if his reaction was anything to go by. He cocked his head to the side, his gaze appraising as he looked me up and down.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about my kind, isn’t there?”

      “The only thing I need to know about your kind,” I said, “is that you can be killed.”

      His gaze slid away from my face, before he climbed to his feet once more and roamed the room. Was he looking for something?

      “What do you want?”

      “You seem sad,” he said suddenly, changing the subject so abruptly I found myself doubting if I’d even spoken aloud at all. “Your scent is of one who has suffered a deep loss. I would ask if the Saga scum was dead but we both know that is not it…”

      His words instantly conjured my memories of Graham. The look in his eyes as he pinned me on the floor and proceeded to choke the life from me. The feel of his fingers digging into my throat. The knowledge that in that moment he had wanted me dead…

      “He is closer than I thought,” the demon said, suddenly breaking through my thoughts.

      “Who is?”

      “The one hunting us,” he said cryptically. He paused in the door to the kitchen and threw a glance over his shoulder at me. “Do you have anything worth eating in this flea-pit?”
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      Ten minutes later, dressed in a pair of sweatpants and a loose jumper, I stood in the kitchen watching the demon demolish the last of a loaf of bread and a chunk of mouldy cheese I’d found in the fridge. He ate like someone worried it would be a long time before his next meal. His movements furtive, shoulders tense, eyes constantly scanning the area as though someone would wrestle him to the ground for the piece of bread he was ripping into.

      “I don’t understand why you don’t have anything more substantial in this place,” he said, “there’s so much to enjoy in this world, yet you somehow manage to make it a chore instead of a pleasure.”

      “I haven’t really had the time to get groceries,” I said, turning to the sink and filling a glass of water. I took a small sip as I contemplated my next move. I really only had one avenue open to me, confrontation. Especially if I wanted him out of here as quickly as possible.

      “Are you going to tell me who is hunting us?” It sounded weird to use the word ‘us’ when referring to something I’d summoned from Hell and had vowed to send back there one day.

      The demon paused and scanned me all over. “Not yet,” he said, “you don’t even know my name.”

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, I pushed up and away from the sink. Drawing myself up to my full height I stood in front of him. Not that it mattered; he still towered over me.

      “Fine. What’s your name?”

      He grinned at me. “Alastor.”

      “So, Alastor, are you going to tell me everything?”

      He shook his head.

      “Right, if you’re not going to tell me, then you can get the Hell out of here.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Pun intended?”

      “You know what I mean.” Frustration crowded in on my mind, ratcheting up the tension headache I’d been nursing all evening.

      “Look,” he said, his voice infuriatingly calm. “I don’t like being here anymore than you like having me here.” He levelled his gaze at me. “I don’t like you. In fact, I detest you. But you’ve got my mark so that makes you my problem and I think leaving now would be the wrong thing.”

      “No one asked you to be here,” I said, “the door is right there, anytime you want to leave. I’m certainly not going to stand in your way.” I snatched the last chunk of cheese he was holding from his hands.

      “Somebody’s got their knickers in a twist,” he said.

      I contemplated throwing the lump of cheese at his head but something told me he’d only catch it and finish eating it. Too much like playing into his hands and I was too tired for the games he seemed to enjoy playing.

      “I might not like you, or even trust you enough to tell you everything but I can’t afford to have anything happen to you either.” He sighed as though it were the worst possible complication in the world. “And anyway, it’s just a theory right now, I’ve got no proof.”

      “Wow, a demon who does his due diligence.” I didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm from my voice. “And I think you’ll find, I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

      The demon smiled, a wide grin that reminded me of the same smile he’d shared when I’d summoned him to earth. Of course, then his mouth had been filled with rows of razor sharp teeth made for ripping and tearing flesh from bones.

      “How can you look human,” I said. “You’re a full blood, you should be…” I trailed off suddenly unable to think of the words to describe how a full blood demon should look.

      “When you’ve got enough juice in the tank the way I do, you can look however you want,” Alastor said, snatching the piece of cheese back from my hands and popping it straight into his mouth. He swallowed without chewing and before I could stop him, he’d stolen my glass of water from my other hand and proceeded to drain the contents in two large gulps.

      Sliding his hand over his mouth, he met my gaze head on. “Cheese is a little dry,” he said as though that explained everything.

      “So you’re what, a super-charged demon?”

      Alastor shook his head. “Hell has tiers. I’m one of the upper tiers. Not a member of the Inner Circle but definitely not one of the foot-soldiers neither.”

      I stared at him in surprise. I’d always assumed the demon I’d summoned had been some sort of lesser being. Dangerous—just as all Hell’s denizens were—but definitely not as powerful as the one standing before me claimed to be.

      “You don’t believe me,” he said. It was more statement than query.

      “I don’t know how I’m supposed to,” I said carefully. “I brought you here but when I did, I didn’t know who or what I was. Even now, I’m not entirely sure I’m capable of all the things others seem to think I am.”

      The demon rolled his eyes at me. “Fuck me but you’re whiney.”

      I felt my jaw drop.

      “Honestly, accept it already. You’re a Shadow Sorceress. Power beyond all others, yada, yada, yawn! Your kind exists to maintain the balance between the worlds, balancing light and dark within yourselves so that both sides can work in tandem here.

      Of course you could summon someone like me without knowing what you were doing. Your power is intuitive, it comes from here.” Alastor jabbed a finger against my chest as he spoke. “The ability to direct your power is a boon but ultimately unnecessary, at least in the grand scheme of things.”

      He left the kitchen and headed back to the living room, leaving me to stare after him utterly speechless. “How anyone can put up with your shit is beyond me, little witch.” He threw the insult back over his shoulder at me.

      I wasn’t going to let him get away that easily. He could insult me all he liked but it didn’t change the fact that I needed answers and he would give them to me, whether he wanted to or not.

      “So if you’re not here to kill me, then why are you here?”

      “I thought that would have been obvious considering I said someone is hunting us,” he said, dropping down onto the couch with a sigh.

      “Nothing is obvious with you,” I said, “you’re a demon for Christ’s sake.”

      Alastor cringed at my use of the word Christ. “Don’t like that word, huh?” Excitement fluttered in my stomach. I could use it to my advantage, make him tell me what I wanted to know and—

      He started to laugh, the rich sound made my toes curl and I had the sudden urge to join in. Instead, I stood in the door, arms folded as he doubled over on the couch.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He finally managed to get himself under control, scrubbing away the tears that had tracked down over his cheeks with the back of his hand.

      “You,” he said struggling to draw enough breath to speak. “You’re so serious all the time, you honestly believe one little word could have so much power over someone like me?”

      “I know it’s a word used in exorcisms,” I said, feeling suddenly foolish. “God is stronger than your kind.”

      “Ah but, Amber, which God?” He spread his hands out in front of him as though he’d just performed some kind of magic trick.

      “Well I suppose any god,” I said, “but I know the Catholic Church performs exorcisms and they invoke the name of Christ in the ritual performed.”

      The demon grinned. “I’ll admit, a true believer, one who is pure of heart and intention can do some pretty nasty damage to our kind but the rest of them.” He snorted and rolled his eyes. “Might as well try and summon the great flying spaghetti monster to banish me as ask ‘god’ to do it.” As he said the word god, he used air-quotes to emphasise his feelings.

      “The Saga-Venatione have dominion over your sort,” I said quietly, “I could call Nic and Jason now and they would send you right back where you came from.”

      Alastor’s smile widened but it wasn’t a pleasant expression. There was a cruelty in his eyes that sent a shiver of apprehension racing over my skin.

      “If you called them here, I would have no choice but to defend myself,” he said softly. “I’m not a lowly ambassador from Hell, Amber. To banish me would take more faith and courage than those two nit-wits possess and all it would achieve in the end is the deaths of all those in the general vicinity. I don’t think you want something like that on your conscience?”

      “Nic is coming over here,” I said, the courage I’d felt earlier fleeing in the face of his callous words. “I don’t want you to hurt him. He’s innocent in all of this.”

      “No one is truly innocent, even one like you should know that.” He cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “You can’t hurt him,” I said again. “I won’t let you.”

      Alastor was on his feet faster than I could register. He crossed the room in a blur of speed, coming to a halt in front of me, his azure eyes burning with the kind of intensity I didn’t expect from something like him.

      “But I can hurt you,” he said, “You’d like me to hurt you.” His voice was a caress against my skin. “You’d like me to show you all the things a true Shadow Sorceress is capable of… And I could do it, I could open your eyes to the world. Give you access to the kinds of power you’ve only dreamt of.”

      The demon mark on my shoulder started to tingle, sending tendrils of heat radiating out through my body in a slow pleasant pulse that made my knees tremble.

      “Stop it,” I said, my voice a hoarse whisper.

      “Let me in,” Alastor said, “you did once before and I protected you. Kept you safe from all those who would bend you to their will… Just let me in…”

      “I said stop…”

      He took a step closer, his breath fanning against my cheek as he dipped his head toward mine.

      “There are things I could show you, Amber, pleasure as you’ve never imagined before…”

      Alastor’s hand cupped my cheek, fingers sliding into my hair. It would be easy to give in, so easy to give myself up to everything he promised. Most people thought of demons as liars, corrupters of the truth. And some were deceivers. Their duplicitous nature evident in everything they did but this one… The one I’d summoned from Hell, the one whose mark I bore told only the truth. I could taste it on my tongue.

      But Alastor was a demon. The last time we’d met he’d tried to kill me and even though I was a Shadow Sorceress, and everyone else thought I was bad news, I just didn’t see myself as evil. Couldn’t imagine myself giving in the way he desired.

      I hit him then, the sound of my fist connecting with his jaw created a satisfying crunch and I knew I would pay for my brash decision later.

      Alastor stumbled backwards and touched his hand to his mouth, his fingers coming away bloodied. A pair of azure eyes locked onto mine, the colour intensifying with each thunderous beat of my heart and for a moment I thought he was going to absolutely lose it.

      Laughter bubbled out of him then, and I stared at him in shock. He straightened up and touched his lip gently making me think it was tender.

      “Good right hook,” he said, “I couldn’t have done it better myself.”

      “What was that?” My body trembled with unspent energy and the demon mark on my shoulder continued to throb pleasurably.

      “Just a small taste of what I offer,” he said. “I wasn’t lying. I offer you power and pleasure like you’ve never known it.”

      “You just said you detest me and now you want to what—? Possess me? Screw me?”

      He shrugged. “Either is fine by me.”

      “You’re not making any sense,” I moaned.

      “No, you’re the one who makes no sense. Sex is just sex, I don’t have to like you to take pleasure from your body.” He tried to trail his fingers over my shoulder once more but I slapped his hand away.

      A slow growl trickled from his lips and I raised my gaze to his once more. “What?” The word ripped from my lips, irritation colouring it.

      “You don’t think I could satisfy you?” There was the faintest hint of anger in his voice, as though I had been the one to insult him.

      Sliding my hands over my eyes, I pinched the bridge of my nose between thumb and forefinger. Talking to him was like  playing tennis and the constant back and forth wasn’t something I could keep doing. Not after everything that had happened. I needed sleep. Space to think, time to clear my head. And I could do none of those things with Alastor here.

      “I think you should leave,” I said, looking up at him. I was tired of the mind-games he seemed to enjoy playing with me.

      He shrugged. “Nah, I’ll be fine on the couch.”

      Frustration gnawed at my insides and the urge to run washed over me. I wasn’t even sure where I would run to but anywhere but here seemed like a good idea. “Alastor, why are you here?”

      “Because the one who hunts us has a plan, one I don’t particularly care for.”

      “So tell me then,” I pleaded, “at least then I can defend myself properly.”

      Alastor fell silent, seemingly contemplating what I’d told him. “I told you before, I don’t know who he is yet but I intend to find out and when I do...”

      “Then how do you know someone is hunting us?”

      He shifted his gaze away from my face. “Call it a hunch…”

      “You’re lying. You weren’t before but you are now, so what are you hiding?”

      He curled his lip in disgust and returned his gaze to my face. “Fine. You want to know how I know someone is hunting us?”

      I nodded, disliking the sudden intensity in his voice.

      Without warning Alastor’s hand whipped out and caught mine. He jerked me forward, drawing my hand to his chest and the soft fabric of his T-shirt. I tried to pull away but he was so much stronger than I was and fighting against him only resulted in making my arm ache. He dragged his shirt up, exposing a body hardened by hours of training. I cringed as he pressed my palm to his muscular torso.

      His skin was feverish beneath my touch as he pulled my hand upwards beneath the fabric of his top. Heat burned in my cheeks as he held my gaze.

      “I know he hunts us because this is what he did to me…”

      My fingers found the hard knot of scar tissue on the right side of his chest, three long gouges in the flesh. With my free hand, I pulled his T-shirt up a little higher exposing the still red and angry scars that crisscrossed his torso. I sucked a harsh breath in.

      “It must have gone all the way to the bone,” I said, more to myself than the demon before me.

      “Pulled three of my ribs out,” he said. “Tried to rip my heart out through the hole.”

      A wash of cold fear flooded through my system and I withdrew my hand, letting him drop his shirt back into place.

      “How did you get away?”

      “Cut the bastard’s head off,” he said, a smile playing on his face as confusion played out on my face.

      “But you said—”

      “I said someone was hunting me but he’s not doing his dirty work himself. Sent a demon after me, Jeckel, a gun for hire and immensely powerful demon. Well he was.”

      The smile faded from his face. “But I got lucky,” he said, bitterness lacing his words. “If he sends a greater demon out to get me, I’m not sure I’ll be so victorious. And if you get a demon on your ass I’m definitely Hellbound.”

      “What does he want with you?”

      The demon shook his head. “Not me, you. He wants your power…”

      “This is all pretty circumstantial, this could just be some sort of—”

      Alastor cut me off with a growl. “This isn’t just my problem, little witch. The death of your boss proves that.”

      His words hit me like a sledgehammer. “Graham’s death, I don’t… How can…”

      “You’ve clearly pissed him off. He knows he can’t control you so destroying you for your power is his only play here. I’m just a bonus.”

      “So why not just take the mark back?”

      He twisted his face up into a grimace. “It’s not that easy…”

      “You can’t do it, can you?”

      “It’s irrelevant,” he shrugged. “All that matters is—” He cut off, cocking his head to one side as though listening to a tune only he could hear.

      “What is it?”

      “Shit’s about to get awkward,” he said softly, levelling his gaze at the front door.

      I expected something heavy to thud against the door and my heart crawled up into my mouth. But instead of the explosive violence I’d expected, there was a soft knock at the door.

      My gaze slid away from the hall to the demon who stood frozen in the middle of the room, his attention riveted on the doorway.

      “I think you should get it,” he said.

      “Who is it?”

      The question had barely left my mouth when I heard Nic call my name.

      “Amber, it’s just me,” he said, “I came over as soon as I could get away…” He paused and my heart rate started to speed up. If he came in here and saw the demon… How in the name of everything that was holy was I supposed to explain this to him?

      “Amber?” He called through the door again, this time a little louder. “Are you all right in there?”

      Anxiety turned my stomach inside out but I headed for the door. I couldn’t leave him out there on his own, it didn’t seem right and yet…

      Sliding the lock from the door, I hesitated, glancing back over my shoulder at the demon. Alastor nodded, the movement so slight to be almost imperceptible.

      I tugged open the door and found myself face to face with Nic. The relief on his face as his gaze slid over my body and he found me all in one piece was palpable.

      “You had me worried, I could feel your anxiety and—” Nic cut off, his eyes widening as he took in the man behind me. “You have got to be kidding me,” he said, his expression hardening. “Who’s he?”

      “Nic, I can explain…”

      Nic crossed the threshold and froze. I glanced back at Alastor whose eyes had changed, the azure colour fading, swallowed by the darkness that took over.

      “Saga scum,” Alastor said, his voice like gravel.

      “Demon,” Nic said, drawing power to him as easily as I drew breath.

      They would kill each other. I knew it as surely as I knew neither would back down without some kind of intervention. Nic pushed against me, moving me further into the apartment as Alastor’s form began to change.

      I needed to do something and fast…
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      “Shit,” I muttered, swallowing down the fear that threatened to choke me.

      “Both of you, that’s enough,” I said but they ignored me, their attention focused solely on one another. Without another thought, I stepped between the two men and jammed my fingers in my mouth, the ear-splitting whistle enough to halt their progress.

      Alastor had once more begun to advance across the room when I raised my hand and jabbed my finger into his chest. “No,” I said, staring into his black eyes. “You stay here.”

      Turning my attention back to Nic, I planted both hands against his solid chest and pushed. “You,” I said, noting that Nic’s eyes had started to lose their colour and turn white. “You come with me.”

      Without looking over my shoulder, I shoved Nic out into the hall and pulled the apartment door shut behind me. Leaving Alastor to fume in the apartment as I faced Nic.

      “That’s a demon in there, Amber, you need to get out of the way and let me banish him.”

      “I need to do no such thing,” I said, with a sigh.

      “He’s dangerous.” Nic’s expression softened. “I know you want to catch Graham’s killer but this isn’t the way to do it. Consorting with demons leads to nothing but bloodshed…”

      “That’s not what I’m doing here, Nic…” I shoved my hand back through my drying hair. “Is that what you think this is, that I’m so grief-stricken over Graham that I’ve lost my mind and summoned a demon to do my dirty work?”

      “Well…” Nic trailed off and stared down at his shoes. “No, that’s not really what I think,” he said finally. “It’s just you open the door and he’s there and I know how upset you’ve been… I’m sorry, I think I just lost it for a minute.”

      He jerked his gaze back up to meet mine. “Hang on, how come I didn’t register the demon until I crossed the threshold?”

      “I don’t know,” I said thoughtfully.

      “Shit, how powerful is he, Amber?”

      “Not the Inner Circle,” I said repeating what Alastor had told me. “But pretty high up the food chain. Why does that have an effect on your abilities?”

      “Well it never has in the past,” he said, glancing back at the door. “You do realise he can hear every word we say, right?”

      Objectively I knew it but it hadn’t even occurred to me, I’d been so concerned with just getting Nic out of the apartment and away from Alastor that I hadn’t thought too far beyond keeping him safe. But now that he’d said it, I was acutely aware of every creak of the floorboards on the other side of the door.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Anything I’ve got to say, I would say in front of him.”

      “Oh, it’s ‘him’ now is it?” There was just the barest trace of jealousy in Nic’s voice. “Well I hope you’re not too attached because when I go back in there, I’m going to kick his ass all the way back down to Hell.”

      “You could do that,” I said, cautiously, “but you’d be sending me there too.”

      Nic stared at me for a moment, shock rendering him momentarily speechless. It was my turn to look surprised when he started to laugh, the sound bouncing off the walls surrounding us.

      “Good one. For a minute there I thought you were telling me I couldn’t send that ugly bastard packing.”

      “I am, Nic,” I said. “If you banish him, you banish me.”

      “I don’t understand.” He looked genuinely lost as he started to pace. “That’s a demon!” He jabbed his finger in the direction of my apartment. “A full blood damned demon, Amber, and you’re telling me I can’t do the one thing I was created to do. The one thing I’ve been charged to do?”

      “You don’t understand what I’m saying.” I blew out a long breath. Even though he’d been there the night the demon had marked me, Nic had been unconscious for the fateful moment that had changed everything. He knew the mark existed but he didn’t understand the full implications of it all.

      “Then explain it to me,” he said “because honestly, right now you’ve completely lost me. Is it a friend of yours or something?”

      “No.” The thought of having Alastor as a friend was enough to make the curdle my stomach. “The mark,” I said, picking at the stitches along the edge of my sleeve. How was I supposed to tell him, that I’d summoned Alastor from Hell? It was one thing to know about the mark, it was another altogether to meet face to face the creature at the other end of the connection.

      Nic caught my chin, lifting my face so I was forced to meet his gaze head on. “There’s nothing you can’t tell me, Amber. No matter what it is, I’m here, I’ll always be right here.”

      There was such feeling in his declaration and I desperately wanted to believe him. After all, I’d waited so long to hear him utter those words but knowing what I knew about our connection it left me with a bittersweet feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “You remember the graveyard, when Lily had taken the little girl Christina, she planned to use her as a conduit?”

      Nic nodded. “Yeah, Lily had Graham’s daughter in thrall to her.”

      “And you remember the demon I summoned to stop Lily?”

      Nic shot an uneasy glance over his shoulder in the direction of my apartment once more. “You’re not going to tell me that’s the demon?”

      “In the flesh,” I said.

      “But he…” Nic trailed off, a troubled look on his face. “Shit, Amber, he’s got some serious mojo if he can conjure a human body for himself.”

      “I know,” I said, “I wasn’t sure I believed it myself when he first told me…”

      “Demons lie,” Nic said, “he could be lying to right  now, trying to get you to let your guard down so he can kill you.”

      “He doesn’t need me to let my guard down to kill me, Nic, he could have done it a million times over in there.”

      Nic’s expression darkened. “Did he hurt you?”

      I thought about the feel of Alastor’s hand around my throat, the feel of his fingers against my skin and the way he threaded them through my hair.

      “No,” I shook my head to add emphasis my answer. “He hasn’t hurt me.”

      “Yet,” Nic said blackly. “How can you be sure that he’s the demon who marked you?”

      “Because…” I trailed off, how was I supposed to explain the feeling? It was a little too close to the kinds of intimate acts I’d performed with Nic. And with our own relationship in a sort of limbo after the events of the past few months, I couldn’t be certain of Nic’s reaction to that kind of confession.

      The door to my apartment burst open and Alastor stood framed in the opening. “She knows because of the way I make her feel.” He smirked. “If you hadn’t interrupted when you did, I could have shown her what true pleasure at the hands of a true Master feels like.”

      I grabbed Nic’s arm as he took a step toward the demon. “If you lay one hand on her…”

      “I laid more than one hand on her, boy,” Alastor said, his smirk widening. The prick was enjoying this.

      “Enough,” I said, stepping between the two once more. “I’ve had enough of your posturing bullshit,” I said turning on Alastor. “You know and I both know you’re not really interested in me so why are you doing this?”

      He stared at me, confusion marring his handsome features. “You really don’t know?”

      “No,” I said honestly. “I haven’t got a clue. I don’t know why you would bother to try and screw my life up more than you already have.”

      “She’s not the brightest bulb in the box,” Alastor said to Nic in a sudden show of solidarity. He turned his attention back to me once more. “I’m a demon, doll face. Screwing with people’s lives is what I do. Chaos is my jam and I take great pleasure in seeing you squirm. I mean, there are other kinds of squirming I’d rather see but this will do just fine too.”

      Nic took a lunging step forward and Alastor side-stepped him easily with a chuckle. “Temper, temper, boy, it won’t do you any favours in a fight against me. I’ve eaten tougher witch-hunters than you.”

      “Leave.” There was only a slight tremble in my voice as I spoke and for that I was grateful.

      “You need me,” Alastor said, the smirk never leaving his face. “It’d be better for everyone if you asked this impotent fool to leave. At least I can protect you.”

      “I don’t care what you think you can do,” I said, “I would trust Nic with my life but you…” I jabbed my finger into the centre of Alastor’s chest as I spoke. “I could never trust you. I would never choose you above him. He’s worth a thousand of you. So if anyone is going to leave, it’s going to be you.” I punctuated each word with a jab of my finger until the tip ached.

      “Fine,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. “I can play nice, but only because you’ve insisted.”

      “No.” I practically growled the word. “I want you gone. I’m done with your games. You’ve warned me, job done, you can now crawl back into whatever hole you scuttled out of and leave me the hell alone.”

      “You’re not serious, Amber,” he said, and for the first time since he’d broken into my apartment I could see just how uneasy he was. Scared even. “We’re stronger together. You know this…”

      “You might need me, Alastor,” I said, “But I don’t need you.”

      “You’re making a mistake.”

      “Then it’s mine to make.”

      “Not if your stupidity costs me my freedom,” he said, a hint of his demonic nature slowly seeping into his voice.

      “Trust me, Alastor, if I get sent to Hell, bringing you with me won’t be a regret of mine. In fact,” I said, getting up in his face. “I’ll consider it a bonus. One less scumbag out there torturing innocents.”

      Darkness flooded his eyes, swamping the brilliant azure until they were entirely opaque.

      “And if that happens, you’ll be on my turf. Down there, you’re mine, to do with as I please and I guarantee you won’t like the methods we’ve got for breaking stubborn little witches who don’t know what’s good for them.”

      “Idle threats,” I said but his words struck a chord of fear deep in my soul. He meant every word and I could only imagine the kinds of torment that would await me if I found myself at his mercy in Hell.

      “Just go,” I said suddenly exhausted. I was tired of always being afraid. Of constantly living in fear of what new horror awaited me around every turn. I didn’t want to be afraid anymore.

      Alastor’s glare burned through me but after what felt like an age, he nodded. “I’ll go but remember what I said, Amber, if you screw up and I’m not there to save you…”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’ll torture me in Hell…”

      “And I’ll enjoy every second of it,” he said, turning on his heel and sauntering away down the hall. “Perhaps going back to Hell won’t be such a bad thing after all.”

      Between one heart beat and the next he was gone. I blinked suddenly unsure if I could trust my vision or not but he was definitely gone. It was a neat trick, one I wouldn’t have minded knowing.

      “I think we need to talk,” Nic said, his tone serious. “I wanted the guy gone but now I’m not so sure it was a good idea…”

      “Well, I still think it was a good idea,” I said, stifling a yawn. “Any news on Graham’s—” I cut off abruptly. Would I ever be able to say the word murder aloud in the same sentence as Graham’s name? The two things seemed far too disparate to be connected and yet… Graham was dead, murdered by an as yet unknown assailant.

      “They think a demon murdered him,” Nic said gently, “but there was definitely something else there too. They couldn’t get a read on it though. It was weird, like bad reception on a radio or something.”

      “Alastor was attacked by a demon too,” I mused, “it makes sense that whoever was controlling the demon was there too.”

      Nic nodded, his expression concerned. “What did he mean, Amber?”

      “What?” Exhaustion was beginning to get the better of me and all I wanted in that moment was to climb into bed and sleep for a month. Not that I would ever get the lucky. Graham’s killer was still on the loose and I had a feeling I would be seeing him before too long.

      “About you going to Hell,” Nic said. “If he hurts you, I’ll rip his heart out through his mouth.”

      “Alastor won’t hurt me,” I said but I only half meant it. I could still remember the feel of his hand on my skin as he’d spoken of the pleasure and pain he could bring me. “He came to warn me,” I said.

      “About what?”

      “Someone is hunting us. They want my power and their willing to take it by any means necessary.”

      “And why would he warn you? I’d have thought a demon like him would be only too happy to see an end to someone with your power.”

      “The mark links us, if one of us dies, it takes the other one too. So if he is sent to Hell, I get dragged down there after him.”

      Nic’s face turned ashy. “You never told me that was possible before,” he said, “why wouldn’t you warn me of something like that? Think of all the Saga Venatione who have tried to send Alastor back to Hell, all the times you could have been killed… Amber, this is serious.”

      “I know that,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure Alastor can take care of himself. He’s managed fine so far.”

      “You mean, he’s gotten lucky so far. What happens when he stops being lucky?”

      I swallowed hard. “I don’t know, Nic, I don’t have all the answers…”

      “I’m sorry, I’m just—” He cut off and shoved his hand back through his hair. “I’ve just found you again. The thought of losing you like this is…”

      “I know,” I spoke gently as I reached out to place my hand on his arm. He caught my hand, his finger intertwined with mine as he tugged me toward him.

      “I can’t lose you to something like this. When Fionn took you, Amber, I thought…” he trailed off, his voice gruff with unspoken emotion.

      “I just wanted to get back to you,” I said, remembering the nightmare of being held captive by the fae that had tried to enslave my mind. “I was so scared…”

      “I know, and I was the fool who wasn’t there for you when you did escape.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “I’m just hoping you’ll be able to trust me again.”

      “I want to,” I said softly, feeling suddenly vulnerable. I wanted to trust him more than anything else. I wanted nothing more than to go back to how we’d once been but if the past year had taught me anything it was that you couldn’t ever go back, no matter how much you wanted to. There was only one way and that was forward. We’d already lost so much time and we’d both made mistakes, there was no denying that but I couldn’t shake the fear I felt. I’d trusted Nic before and he’d nearly killed me.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I’m willing to work for it.”

      There was no denying the honesty in his words. He meant everything he said and I knew he would do whatever it took to earn back the trust he had lost. The only problem we faced was the fact that I had some of his soul coursing in my veins. It wouldn’t protect me forever and I couldn’t just forget what he was.

      Without thinking, I brought my hand up and traced the vine like tattoos that trailed down his neck and below the collar of his T-shirt.

      “I won’t let them come between us again,” he whispered before his lips found mine.
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      His kiss was all consuming, setting my body alight with the kind of passion I’d thought my broken heart had extinguished. I melted against him as his hands slid around my waist. He lifted me from the ground, carrying me into the apartment without once breaking the contact of his lips on mine.

      Carrying me into the room, we spilled onto the bed. I let my hands slide beneath his T-shirt, pushing it up his chest and forcing him to shrug out of it. My heart stalled in my chest as I stared at his chest and the mess of tattoos that covered almost every inch of his body.

      “Oh, my Goddess…” The words slipped out before I could stop them causing Nic to pause.

      “They’re just tattoos, Amber,” he said. It was a lie and we both knew it.

      “But they’re not just tattoos, Nic. We both know that, it comes from them, it’s part of the power you have and to deny that is to lie straight to my face.”

      He glanced away, staring down at the rumpled sheets. He rolled off me then onto the other side of the bed as he grabbed his shirt from where he’d discarded it mere seconds before.

      “What do they all mean?” I asked, reaching out to tentatively touch one trailing vine that ended in a spiralling sun shaped disk.

      “They each represent the different aspects of the power I wield,” he said, stiffening beneath the touch of my fingers. He tried to shrug away from me then but I sat up, catching his arm before he could move out of my reach. “And the vines, what do they mean?”

      “They represent the connection we all share with one another. The Saga Venatione we’re all interlinked with one another, it’s how we stay safe.”

      I pressed my fingers against a series of symbols I didn’t recognise and Nic flinched.

      “Don’t,” he said, pulling away from me.

      “What is it?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at me and the hopelessness in his eyes cut me to my core.

      “Nic,” I said, brushing his arm, “what is it?”

      “Those represent each being the Saga destroy,” he said, his voice hoarse.

      I stared at the tiny marks, each one intricate in its ornamentation. “I don’t understand,” I said, “there has to be at least a hundred here… How can there be so many—”

      I cut off, realisation slamming into me. He didn’t mean the types of species the Saga destroyed. Each mark was a notch in Nic’s belt. A score sheet for the numbers of beings he had destroyed as a Saga Venatione.

      “I should be on here,” I said absently, reaching out toward the marks once more.

      Nic spun around, catching my hand before I could touch his skin once more.

      “You won’t ever be there,” he said, “not so long as I have the strength to draw breath, Amber, I swear it.”

      “That’s not a promise you can make,” I said sadly.

      He blew out a harsh breath. “Of course I can, I choose my own course in everything.”

      “You didn’t tell me what would happen if the Saga Venatione ever found out you shared your essence with me?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me,” I said, tugging free of his grip. “You tell me I should trust you but you’re keeping secrets. I need to know just what you’re risking with all of this…”

      “Amber, please, I just want—”

      “Tell me.”

      He moved to the edge of the bed and sat there, elbows resting on knees as he buried his face in his hands.

      “They’ll kill me,” he said as easily as if he were telling me the weather forecast. “Or at least I may as well be dead.”

      “You’re not making sense.”

      “There are some soldiers,” he hesitated. “Maybe monk is a better name for these guys. Whatever they are, they’re not quite human. They were once witch-hunters but now they’re…” He shook his head. “I don’t even know what you’d call them. It’s like all the humanity has been sucked out of them. Everything they were, every ounce of personality that made them individuals is gone, burned away.”

      “And you’re telling me this is what will happen to you if they find out about us?”

      He shrugged. “Like I said before, they won’t find out about us, Amber, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      “We both know shit goes wrong, people find things out, Nic. Especially when those people are super creep witch-hunters working for the Vatican.”

      He smiled at me then. “You think I’m super creepy?”

      I punched his shoulder, which only resulted in his smile widening. “Don’t be an asshole, this is serious.”

      His smile became a grin. “Sorry, it must be the creepiness in me leaking out.”

      Tears pricked at my eyes and I tried to blink them away but it was already too late and they started to roll down my cheeks.

      “What’s wrong, what is it?”

      “I just,” my voice broke and I stifled a sob. “It’s just everything,” I said finally. “I just got you back and Graham is dead and I don’t want to lose you. Not now… Not after everything.”

      “Shit, Amber, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” He crawled up onto the bed next to me. “I’m a complete asshole.”

      “Yeah you are,” I said through my tears and the sheepish smile he gave me was enough to draw a tentative smile to my own lips.

      “I’m not going anywhere, I promise.”

      “But…”

      “No.” His voice was firm. “I mean it. You’re stuck with me now, for as long as you want me here.”

      Nic sucked in a deep breath. “I love you, Amber Morgan. Every part of me,” he said, “loves every part of you.”

      “Even if you sometimes want to kill me?”

      “Doesn’t every relationship have its ups and downs?” He cocked an eyebrow at me and wrapped his arms around my shoulders, drawing me down onto the bed next to him.

      I let him hold me, enjoying the strength of his body as he folded himself around me.

      Despite the joy of feeling his warmth seeping in through my back, I couldn’t shake the cold tendrils of fear that wrapped themselves around my soul. I’d waited so long for this and now that I had it, I knew it would all the more painful to lose.

      I couldn’t let anything happen to him. I wouldn’t let anything happen to him. Not so long as I had breath in my lungs.
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      The feel of someone watching me drew me from my slumber. Opening my eyes, I blinked against the harsh light that filtered through the gap in the blinds.

      The silhouette of a person moved, momentarily blocking out the stream of light that sliced across my eyes.

      “Nic?” I said, struggling up through the bedclothes.

      Nic lay on the opposite side of the bed to me, one arm sprawled out spanning the space on the mattress between us. Jerking my gaze up, I caught Victoria’s hard stare.

      “You waste no time,” she said, “I thought even you would have more sense than to throw yourself back into bed with him.”

      “What are you doing in here?” I hit back, feeling the sting of her words a little too keenly.

      She snorted in disgust and turned her back to me as she stalked for the door.

      “I came to see how you were when I heard about Graham.”

      Her words brought the events of the night before flooding back to me. Scrambling from the bed, I followed her into the hall.

      “Have they got any news?”

      She turned on me, her eyes flashed black and her skin rippled as though some great beast lurked beneath, waiting to escape. I took a step back, keeping a close eye on her movements.

      “You didn’t think to tell me?” Despite the obvious hostility in her voice, each word was tinged with the barest hint of sadness.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just…”

      “It’s always something with you,” she said bitterly. “You think of no one else but yourself in all matters. As though you are the only one who would mourn his passing.”

      “Victoria,” I said spreading my hands out in front of me. “I’m sorry. It was all so messed up last night, finding him and—”

      Victoria’s expression had twisted into one of disgust, as though every word out of my mouth repelled her. Right up until the moment I said I’d found him.

      “They didn’t say you had found him.” she said, “Just that you were there and…” She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath, when she opened them once more the darkness of her changeling nature had receded. “I think I owe you an apology.”

      “No,” I said, “I’m the one who should be apologising to you. You were right, I should have called you. Leaving you out of the loop like that…” I shook my head, disappointed with myself for having screwed up so royally. “Well it’s just not what partners do.”

      One quick nod of her head and I knew I was forgiven. That was the beauty of changelings. They weren’t one for grudges, or at least Victoria wasn’t anyway. So long as you weren’t a banshee she could pretty much forgive anything. And whatever she didn’t, well she tended to murder those who found themselves on the wrong side of her.

      “Why are you sleeping with him?” Her question took me completely by surprise.

      “Excuse me?”

      “He’s dangerous, so why are you back in his bed?”

      “I think you’ll find it’s A. My bed and B. None of your business what I do or who I do it with.”

      “He will hurt you again,” she said gently, “relationships between your kind always end in heartache and bloodshed.”

      “Well aren’t you just sunshine and roses,” Nic said, sourly from the doorway to the bedroom.

      “I’m simply telling her the truth.”

      “It’s fine, Nic,” I said, “I know Victoria is just looking out for me.”

      Victoria’s face twisted into a grimace. “I am looking out for myself,” she said, “the last thing I need is to be partnered with someone suffering the after effects of a bad break-up. That’s the kind of thing that could get a changeling killed.”

      “Why are you here?” Nic asked, moving further into the room.

      “As I said to Amber, I came to find out how she was after I heard about Graham.”

      Nic shook his head. “That doesn’t track,” he said, “you’re a changeling, you don’t have feelings for others.”

      “Nic, that’s not exactly fair,” I started to speak but he cut me off.

      “Well not human feelings anyway. You’re here because you know something.”

      I bit back the words that hovered on the tip of my tongue and gave Victoria my full attention once more.

      “There’s a case for us,” she said stiffly.

      “Yeah,” I said, “Graham’s case takes precedence over everything.”

      She shook her head and turned her gaze on the floor as though her steel-toe-capped black boots were suddenly the most interesting shoes in the world. “Not for us it doesn’t.” She spoke so quietly I almost didn’t hear her.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, “Graham was murdered. He’s one of our own, of course his case gets everyone’s full attention.”

      “The others will work his case,” she said, “but it was decided that you and I should perhaps place our attention elsewhere.”

      “Bullshit,” I said, “I have to help, I—”

      “No.” Victoria sighed. “As much as I hate to say it, Amber, I agree with their assessment. Your concentration will not be what it should if you work Graham’s murder. Some part of you must understand that you are too close to this to see things clearly.”

      Anger flooded my veins causing my blood pressure to climb. My chest constricted and I tried to fight through the rage that threatened to derail me completely. How could they do this? They knew how close I was to Graham. He’d been my first partner and now they expected me to just walk away and let them sort it all out? It didn’t make sense. If anyone was going to catch his killer, it should be me… Would be me.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, “that it doesn’t matter what they think, we can work both cases…”

      Lifting my gaze to her, I shook my head. “I wasn’t thinking that at all,” I said. “I won’t do it.”

      It sounded so simple in my head. Yet I knew as soon as the words left my mouth that it wouldn’t be so easy. Disobeying a direct order was a complicated matter, especially where the Elite were concerned.

      “You don’t even know what the case is,” she said, pursing her lips in displeasure.

      “Well you answer me this, Victoria,” I said, “you’re one of the fae, your loyalty is legendary. Do you really think we should just walk away from Graham’s case and let someone else take it over.”

      “I don’t want to,” she said grudgingly. “But I am not a fool. I know that I must step aside if I hope to see his murderer brought to justice.”

      “How can you be so callous?”

      Nic touched my shoulder, the feel of his fingers against my skin calming. I unclenched my fists as the tension slowly leeched from my shoulders.

      “I wouldn’t screw it up,” I said, hating the whiney note in my voice. “I cared about him, loved him even. I would never do something to jeopardise his investigation.”

      “I know, love,” Nic said, sliding his hand around my shoulders as he drew me back against his chest. Victoria’s eyes narrowed as she observed us and I knew I would have to talk to her about her feelings toward Nic.

      “Nobody is saying you would screw it up.”

      They were right, deep down I knew it. I was too close to the case. Hell, my instinct when I’d found his body had been to attempt a resurrection. I was utterly untrustworthy, my emotions unpredictable. I would be a liability. But the ache in my chest and the hatred that burned inside my veins didn’t want to agree with them. Couldn’t agree with them.

      “Graham deserves the very best shot, Amber,” Nic said. “And some part of you knows that you’re too close to this to be objective. Nobody blames you for that but you know focusing your mind elsewhere and letting the Elite get on with the job of finding his killer is the best thing for all involved.”

      “What’s the case,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Victoria shrugged. “I don’t have all the details. I was just told to get my ass into the office along with you for the debrief.”

      “I’ll get ready,” I said.

      “They said to bring a bag,” Victoria said. “Enough items for a few days apparently.”

      I had a ‘go-bag.’ Everyone in the Elite had one on stand-by for cases that required us to travel but I’d never gotten around to using mine yet. Every case I’d taken had happened in the city or in one of the smaller satellite towns.

      “They’re going to make sure we can’t intervene,” I said flatly.

      “Looks that way.” Victoria grimaced, it was an expression I was used to seeing her wear but it was the emotion behind it that took me by surprise. The fae weren’t known for their attachments to humans. In fact, I was pretty sure that Victoria often thought we hindered her more than anything else. We were too slow, too emotional, too fragile.

      She relied on logic, never allowing her feelings to get in the way of the job. In her own way she was terrifying.

      But as I studied her, I knew there was more to her mood than just being pissed off getting kicked off Graham’s case.

      “You care for him,” I said.

      Victoria’s head jerked up, her eyes shifting to changeling black as she met my gaze head on.

      “He’s dead. What I felt or didn’t feel for him doesn’t matter anymore.” She turned on her heel and stalked for the door. “I’ll wait for you in the car.”

      As soon as we were alone, I let the tension I’d been holding onto go.

      “The fae don’t like to show vulnerability,” Nic said softly. “She won’t ever admit just how much Graham meant to her.”

      “I know,” I said, “she doesn’t have to. I can see it in her. She cared for him the only way she knew how.”

      “I’ll swing by my place and grab some clothes,” he said. “It won’t take me long, I tend to travel light these days.”

      “You can’t come,” I said, “I need you here. I need to know there’s someone here looking out for Graham’s interests.”

      “Amber, I—”

      “Nic, please. I know I have to go but I need someone here I can trust.”

      He opened his mouth to argue further before changing his mind. “Fine. I don’t like it but I’ll stay.”

      Wrapping his arms around my shoulders, I let him draw me in against his warm body.

      “Just promise me you’ll be safe.”

      I nodded, not daring to answer him. I couldn’t make a promise like that when I didn’t even know what was wrong with my powers and we had no idea what we were walking into.

      “I love you, Amber,” he said, pulling back so he could look into my eyes. “We’ll figure all of this out. We’ll get through it.”

      “I know,” I said. There was so much left unspoken between us but I couldn’t go dredging it all up now. All I knew for certain was that I needed someone here to keep an eye on the investigation into Graham’s death and Nic was the one person I could trust to do that for me.

      “I should go,” I said, untangling myself from his grip but before I could pull away entirely, he tugged me close once more. His fingers slid up into my hair, tilting my head upwards towards his as his lips found mine.

      The kiss was tender, more a promise for the future and I found myself opening up to him.

      It would be so easy to let him back in and I wanted to… But now was not the right time.

      I broke the kiss first.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said, reluctantly releasing my hold on him.

      “Please be careful,” he said, his eyes searching mine for something I wasn’t entirely sure I could give him.

      “You too.” And with that I let him go, crossing into the bedroom, I shut the door firmly behind me. Busying myself in the room, I dragged my go-bag out from the back of the closet and proceeded to throw the last of my personal items into it before I grabbed a change of clothes and dived into the shower.

      By the time I was ready and had emerged from the bedroom, Nic had gone and part of me was glad that he wasn’t here to make my leaving any harder than it already was. Perhaps now I would be able to think a little more clearly without the constantly feeling torn in two directions. I wanted to go after him, to feel his skin against mine, take the strength he offered. And as much as I wanted to, I knew it was wrong.

      My feelings for Nic had never before clouded my ability to do my job, until now.

      No. My reasons for asking him to stay hadn’t strictly been because I knew he would keep a close eye on Graham’s investigation. I needed the time apart to see just how badly my judgement was impaired because he’d shared his essence with me.

      Before Graham’s death, I’d been willing to forget everything negative that had happened between us. I’d been willing to brush aside the fact that he’d tried to kill me. And then I’d found Graham and the shock of his death had been enough to cause me to question my sudden eagerness to ignore the danger Nic posed to me.

      And he was dangerous. Every time I let myself fall into his arms, I gave him the power to destroy me, body and soul. I just needed to figure out if it was love that made me so vulnerable around him or if the piece of his soul he’d shared with me had let him creep beneath my defenses.

      Because with the way I felt when he held me, I knew if Nic tried to take my life again, I would let him. And it was the knowledge that I would welcome death at his hands that truly frightened me.
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      Victoria was silent for the entire ride over to the Elite offices. Sitting next to her in the SUV, I could sense there was something bothering her but I’d worked with her long enough to know that asking her outright what the problem was wouldn’t get me the answers I needed. Instead, I sat and stared out the window, watching the busy city streets pass us by.

      She parked across the road from the Elite offices, the outside of which was a hive of activity. Staring up at the glittering office block, with the officers scurrying in and out of the main doors I was reminded of a hornets nest I’d once disturbed when I’d been ten. The sound of the buzzing still rang in my ears and I could practically taste the fear I’d felt all those years ago resting on the tip of my tongue now.

      The Elite officers were just like those hornets. Their nest disturbed, one of their own murdered right inside the hive. They would search out the interloper and destroy him and anyone who got in their way.

      “Earth to Amber,” Victoria’s voice cut through my thoughts like a knife.

      “Yeah,” I said, scrubbing my hands over my face. My eyes felt dry, almost gritty. Last night I hadn’t been able to stop my tears and today… Well today I hadn’t even managed to shed one tear for the man I’d called my friend.

      I felt numb, my mind and body cocooned from the truth that he was really gone. Had I made a mistake? Maybe, I’d dreamt the whole ordeal and when we walked in the doors of the office, Graham would be waiting by my desk to chew me out over being so god-damned late…

      “We should go in,” Victoria said a little more gently. “We don’t know how far we’ll be going and getting on the road before the afternoon traffic hits will be a big help.”

      Swallowing past the solid lump in the back of my throat, I nodded and climbed from the car. The day was already far too hot and I knew before we reached midday the temperature would have bypassed triple digits on the thermometer.

      We crossed the road in companionable silence and I tried to ignore the strange looks we received as Victoria pulled open the main door.

      If I’d thought outside had been busy, I’d been mistaken. The lobby was jammed with people, including the press and T.V. Crews. They were gathered around the reception desk, generally getting the usual no comment stock response from Sylvia on the front desk. As we skirted the edges of the lobby, I caught wind of the words press-conference and man-hunt bandied about. Obviously there had been some sort of break in the case or they wouldn’t be considering letting the press in on any of it.

      “Shit, who do you think tipped them off?” I nudged Victoria as we tried to slip through the crowd unnoticed. I didn’t have Jason pegged for the type to want anything to do with the press. As a rule, the Saga Venatione were a group that preferred to stick to the shadows, that way it was easier to sneak up on whatever prey they were stalking.

      “Ms Morgan!” A reporter near the edge of the crowd caught my eye and broke away from the others. “Ms Morgan, is it true your boss Graham Lance has been the victim of an attack here in E.F.P headquarters?”

      “No comment,” I said catching up to Victoria who had already made it to the elevators.

      “Ms Morgan, are you a suspect?” His question took me completely by surprise, making me stumble as I stepped into the elevator. Only Victoria’s hand on my elbow kept me upright and moving ahead.

      The doors slid shut in the face of the nosey reporter, leaving me to stare at my own wan reflection in the high-polish metal.

      “Why would he think that?” I mused aloud. Not that I was really expecting an answer.

      “It’s always the one closest to the victim that gets looked at first,” Victoria said with a languid shrug of her shoulders.

      “What does that mean?” The words came out sharper than I intended and Victoria shook her head.

      “Nothing, Amber,” she said, “it means nothing.”

      I wanted to demand an answer from her but the elevator spat us out on our level. The screech of the metal doors sliding open, seemed louder than usual in the quiet hush of the hallway.

      Just beyond where we stood, I could see the double glass doors leading to the bull-pen. The familiar yellow crime scene tape set up inside. Crime scene techs wandered among the desks in their white overalls, searching for the slightest piece of evidence that could be used to hunt down the monster that had committed the crime. And there was no doubt in my mind that the one responsible for Graham’s death was a monster.

      Jason pushed open the double doors and appeared in the hall. The shirt he’d been wearing the night before was untucked from his jeans and his usually perfect hair stood on end from the number of times he’d run his fingers through it.

      “What are you doing here?” Jason asked, staring between us both in confusion.

      “I got a call, telling me to get down here,” Victoria said, “they said Amber and I would have a case and—”

      “So nice of you to join us.” The voice made the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as the blood in my veins turned to ice.

      It couldn’t be.

      I turned to find myself face to face with Jon, the former leader of our department. Graham had replaced him after a botched raid on my apartment that had resulted in Jon figuring out what I was. And I’d thought I’d seen the last of him, but here he was, standing in front of me, with the usual patronising smug grin on his face.

      “I know it’s been a while since we’ve all worked together but after the untimely demise of our colleague, Mr Lance, the brass thought I should take over. At least until something more permanent could be arranged.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Victoria said under her breath.

      “I’ve got jurisdiction here.” Jason’s authoritative voice cut through the tension building in the hallway. “The Elite are only working this at my discretion.”

      Jon smiled and it wasn’t a pleasant expression. His eyes met mine as he spoke and I felt the first tremors of fear travelling down my spine.

      “Of course,” he said, “the Elite are here at your disposal. However, a few interesting issues have recently been revealed to Elite Command, issues that should they prove true would cast more than a little doubt over the Saga Venatione’s ability to take operational command of a case involving witches, or—” Jon let out a small chuckle, “—the known case involving a Shadow Sorcerer.”

      “What kinds of issues?” There was a tightness to Jason’s voice that made me wonder if he was truly in charge of his own emotions regarding the suspicion he now found himself under.

      “There’s a little rumour circulating that the Saga Venatione don’t know how to keep it in their pants where the witches are concerned.”

      “How dare you, you bastard,” Jason said, through gritted teeth.

      Jon’s smile widened. “That you’re not as immune to their, shall we call them charms?” Jon’s gaze slid down over me as he took a menacing step toward me. “As you all claim you are…” He turned back to Jason, completely ignoring me once more.

      But I’d heard the implication in his words. Jon knew what I was and he would take great pleasure in exposing me for what I truly was.

      “This is my case,” Jason said.

      “Those in charge believe it’s best if I take operational command of the investigation.”

      “You can’t, I—”

      “I think you’ll find I already have,” Jon said, “it wasn’t my call. I’m just following orders as you are and well we both want to get to the bottom of these concerning rumours circulating, now don’t we?”

      He’d backed Jason into a corner completely. There was no choice now but to go ahead with allowing Jon to take control of the investigation. And the moment any of us opened our mouths to protest we would find ourselves on the wrong end of the probe into the Saga Venatione.

      “You’ve done a wonderful job, so far… Jason isn’t it?” Jon’s smile was saccharine sweet and I fought the urge to let to let my anger boil over. Punching him the way I wanted to right now wouldn’t get me anywhere.

      Jason could only manage a tight nod, his lips a grim line of determination as he stared daggers at Jon.

      “Now Amber and Victoria,” he said, turning toward us once more. He touched my arm, his fingers clammy against my skin as he gripped my elbow and steered us down the hall and away from the office where Graham had been murdered. “I’ll give you your new orders and you can both be on your way.”

      Shrugging free of his grip, I fought the urge to rub my arm where he’d touched me, he’d only enjoy the my discomfort if I showed him just what I thought of him anyway. And that man would get nothing from me if I could help it.

      He directed us to an empty interrogation room, which judging by the laptop and files spread out across the desk he’d set-up before hand as his base of operation. Lending credence to the idea that he’d lain in wait for us to show up so he could confront us all together.

      “I’d offer you a drink,” he said, “but I’m afraid I don’t have those facilities here yet.”

      “What do you want?” I kept my voice flat as I asked the question.

      “We’ll come back to that,” he said effectively dismissing my question. “Right now, I’ve got a case I want you both to look into.” He paused, and when we said nothing he continued.

      “There have been a spate of missing people in the town of Fortune,” he said, “far more than normal.” He paused and pulled a file out, his gaze scanning down over the page. “The authorities there have asked for an intervention from the Elite because of the high-numbers. They’ve introduced a curfew and several urban legends have sprung up in the area. Mostly talk amongst the youth,” he said, “but we can’t ignore it either.”

      “Any clues as to what is down there?” Victoria asked.

      “None.” There was an edge to Jon’s answer and the same smile he’d worn earlier when he’d been telling Jason of the Elite’s suspicions played around his lips once more.

      “So you’re sending us into a situation that could be nothing or—” Victoria narrowed her gaze, “—more probably could be something very dangerous and you don’t even have the remotest clue what it might be?”

      Jon shrugged. “I’m sure you ladies will be more than capable of taking care of yourselves, you’ve certainly proven your resourcefulness over the time you’ve spent with the Elite.”

      “This isn’t right,” Victoria said, “you don’t just send your people in with no back-up. It’s against protocol. This is suicide.”

      “Victoria is right,” I said, “we need some sort of back-up. You said it yourself, Jon, people are going missing and we both know it’s never because a bunch of unicorns rode into town and took them away to rainbow land.”

      “If it were unicorns they wouldn’t be missing,” Victoria said in all seriousness. “You’d have a bunch of bodies, half eaten and with evidence of impalement.”

      “Not really the point,” I said, incurring a speculative look from Victoria.

      “My decision is final, ladies,” Jon said, dropping down the chair arranged on one side of the table. “You’ll find the weapons and files you require awaiting you in the armoury. Some things are changing around here, so you’ll find you’ve already been assigned the weapons you may use on this case.”

      Anger began to burn a hole in the centre of my being. Digging my fingers into the palms of my hands, I tried to keep my temper in check. Not even as a rookie had I needed particular weapons assigned to me. We were being set-up. I had the distinct feeling that when we went to the armoury that what we would find waiting for us in the way of weaponry wouldn’t get us very far.

      Victoria stormed from the room, slamming the door open with enough force to crack the glass in its frame as it thwacked into the solid concrete wall. I started to follow her but Jon’s raised hand halted me.

      “Amber, if you’d spare me a moment of your time.”

      I hesitated, halfway to the door. It would be so easy to just leave.

      Jon climbed to his feet and moved around me, closing the door before I could make up my mind.

      “Please,” he said, “sit.” He reached out to take my elbow once more but the thought of feeling his skin against mine sent a shudder of revulsion rolling through me.

      “I should go, Victoria—”

      “I said sit.”

      It wasn’t a request. Moving over to the proffered chair, I sat on the edge of it. Acutely aware that I was once more on the wrong side of an interrogation desk to Jon. This was where he wanted me, I could sense his desire to wreak vengeance for all the wrongs he believed I’d committed against him.

      He moved around the desk and perched on the edge of it like some sort of predatory beast of prey sensing the impending kill. The seconds ticked by and I waited for him to speak but he chose to watch me with a gloating look on his face instead.

      Finally, he leaned forward, until his face was mere inches from my own. “I know what you are.” His voice was calm, measured but in his eyes barely contained excitement danced.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said quietly.

      “Yes you do… I remember that day, I remember what I saw in your eyes. I got a glimpse behind the curtain that day, Amber, and what I saw…” He let out low whistle, the air brushing against my face.

      “I don’t know—”

      “Come, come,” he said, “we’re both adults here. I know your secret now.” He paused, his gaze searching mine. “You’re a witch.”

      I opened my mouth to answer him but Jon cut me off.

      “Not just any witch, you’re a Shadow Sorceress. I know because I saw it in your eyes.”

      “Trick of the light,” It had been one thing to think he might know what I was, it was another thing altogether to actually hear him say it aloud. An accusation like that was not the kind of thing you levelled at someone unless you were reasonably certain you were right.

      He reached up, his hand hovering over the side of my face before he pushed a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “I’ve got proof,” he said.

      My chest constricted in panic and I had the sudden feeling that the walls were closing in around me.

      “If that were true,” I said, licking my dry lips. “We wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation. You’d have tossed my ass in a cell and thrown away the key by now.”

      Jon shrugged. “True enough,” he said, his nonchalant tone grated on me. “I might not have the damning evidence I need but—” he lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “—make no mistake about this, Amber, I will find it. I won’t have a witch like you ruining the Elite. At least not while I have breath in my lungs.”

      “Is that all?” My voice was tight with my barely restrained rage.

      “Of course,” he said, “I just wanted you to know where we stand.” Jon’s smile widened. “Run along now, Ms Morgan.”

      I pushed up from my chair and skirted around Jon. As I passed him, he reached out and caught my arm, his grip vicious, fingers digging into the flesh of my bicep.

      “You be careful now, Amber, it would be a terrible waste of such a pretty package if you fell foul of whatever beast is terrorising the people of Fortune.”

      Ripping free of his touch, I balled my hands into fist rather than give into my desire to rub the spot where he’d touched me.

      “Don’t worry, Jon, I’m more than capable of looking after myself and neutralising any threat. Anything that came after me better watch its step, least he found himself on the wrong end of my wrath.” I kept my voice even but there was no mistaking the meaning in my words.

      Jon’s mouth turned down in a moue of displeasure, as though my response to him hadn’t at all been what he’d hoped for or been expecting. But that was a good thing. The more surprises I could hurl his direction the more I could keep him off balance. And the more unbalanced he was, the less likely he was to find the proof necessary to put me at his mercy.
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      Victoria’s rage was palpable as I joined her in the armoury.

      “What kind of crap is this?” she demanded of the young Elite officer behind the desk.

      A small hold-all sat on the counter between them. The zip was open and even from across the room I could tell it contained only the bare necessities.

      “Have you seen this?” Victoria rounded on me as I approached. She lifted the black hold-all from the counter and threw it at my feet. “How are we supposed to hunt with this? There’s not even enough ammunition for a reload if we find ourselves under fire.”

      I scooped the bag up, my heart sinking as I realised just how light it was.

      “Any body armour?” I peeked inside and was disappointed to find it void of any kind of protective gear.

      “Sorry,” said the young Elite officer whose name tag read Tom, “he said you wouldn’t need it.”

      “You mean Jon?” Tom nodded, giving me all the confirmation I needed.

      “I’m going to nail his balls to the wall,” Victoria said, her tone low and dangerous.

      “No.” I touched her arm and she flinched away from me as though I’d just tried to burn her instead of comfort her. “We’ll be fine,” I said, “we’ve both got our own gear in the car anyway. And if we run short we’ll go shopping.”

      Victoria pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and index finger. I’d never seen her stressed before and I still couldn’t be entirely sure that what I was seeing in her now was stress but something was definitely making her more volatile. And I had a feeling that it wasn’t a good thing to have a unstable changeling out  on a hunt…

      “I don’t like this, Amber,” she said under her breath. “I feel as though we’re walking into a trap.”

      I nodded. “You’re not the only one but we’ve got a job to do…”

      She wrinkled her nose up in disgust before scooping the bag up from the floor. “Fine. The sooner we get out of here, the better…”

      Nodding, I followed her to the door, catching sight of Jason as he disappeared into the training room.

      “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Victoria didn’t say anything as she stalked down the hall, the expression on her face enough to cause those walking toward her to scurry out of the way. The drive to Fortune was going to be an absolute peach with her in such an extreme mood.
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      Pushing open the door to the training room door, I watched as Jason proceeded to land a bone shattering kick to the heavy bag he’d been working. It broke free of its moorings and slammed into the back wall, the metal chain that had secured it in place clattering noisily across the hardwood floor.

      The others who had been sparring in the centre of the room grabbed their gear hurriedly and passed me in the doorway with only a backwards glance at Jason.

      We were alone and I let the door slide noiselessly shut behind me. With his attention so focused on the task in front of him, he gave no indication that he knew I was there.

      It wasn’t until I was halfway across the space that I noted the change in his posture. His shoulders tightened, muscles bunching beneath the black training vest he wore.

      “You hear to gloat?”

      “No. I came to see when you were leaving,” I said.

      “Why would I leave?” There was an odd note to Jason’s voice but I ignored it.

      “Before Graham died, we agreed it was better for you to leave town. Now you’re not working the case I assumed…” I trailed off, unable to keep the surprise from my voice as Jason whirled around, his face a mask of pure rage.

      “Did you tell him?”

      “Tell him what?” I stood my ground, as Jason prowled toward me, like some kind of caged animal intent on its prey.

      “About what happens between Shadow Sorcerers and witch-hunters? I told you that in confidence, I needed you to understand and instead you took it and used it against me.”

      “I didn’t tell Jon,” I said, “I wouldn’t tell that man if he were on god-damned fire. I detest him.”

      “Then why don’t I believe you?” Jason asked. “You’re the only one who could have said anything. The only one who knew the truth.”

      “What about Lily, does she know?”

      “No, only you.”

      “I didn’t tell him, Jason…”

      “Liar.”

      “I came to see how you are, not justify myself to you, Jason, I don’t need to I—” I saw his hand coming up and dived backwards out of the way but Jason was faster.

      He followed me, grabbing the front of the sweatshirt I wore in his balled up fists. I felt my feet leave the rubber mat that covered the sparring ring floor.

      Twisting my body, I tried to kick out at him but he jerked me around and slammed my back into the wall, causing small bursts of light to explode behind my eyes.

      “You ruined everything…” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Get your hands off me…” I ground the words out, pushing aside the pain that sparked down through my spine.

      He released me as suddenly as he’d grabbed me and I plummeted to the ground once more, landing in an awkward crouch on the mat.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Amber,” he spat the words at me. “This little game you’re playing with me isn’t going to work. I know how things are supposed to be, I know what you need and soon enough you’ll come to the same conclusion.”

      “You’re not making any sense…” I pushed onto my feet and faced him.

      “I want you, Amber, and sooner or later, one way or another I will get what I want.” The promise in his words rang clear.

      “I told you, Jason, I love your brother. Nothing is going to change that.”

      He nodded, a stiff tilt of his head. “We’ll see…” He turned on his heel and strode off across the hall, leaving me to stare after him.

      Something warm trickled over my lip and I raised my hand to my face, surprised when my fingers came away from my nose bloodied. Jason hadn’t struck me, so why was my nose bleeding?

      I searched for my power deep within but came up empty. It was still gone… There would have been a time when I might have been glad to be rid of such dangerous magic but not anymore. I might not have the full control necessary but I was a quick study and I was getting better at dealing with it. And now without it, I was more vulnerable than I had ever been.

      Without my power, I was a sitting duck for whatever Jason had planned for me.

      My cell phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it free. I stared down at the message from Victoria, the angry emoji’s drawing a burst of laughter from me that sounded suspiciously like it belonged to someone hysterical. Not that I had time for those kinds of destructive emotions. As much as I wanted to curl into a little ball and hide from the world, I couldn’t.

      And I needed my wits about me for the case ahead. Graham had taught me too well for me to just give up now. No matter what was thrown at me, I would overcome it because to do anything less would tarnish Graham’s memory too much.
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      Three hours later, I found myself standing in the centre of Fortune. The sign as we’d entered the town had boasted of a population of 6,099, a population which had been heavily impacted by the recent spate of missing people.

      Pausing outside the local Sheriff’s office, I stared up at the squat beige building and drew in a deep breath of warm, oppressive air. Sweat trailed down my spine and I found myself longing for the cool oasis of the air-conditioned SUV.

      “This reminds me of the swamps of Faerie,” Victoria said suddenly as she leaned against the car door. The large black sunglasses she wore took up most of her face, making her look gaunt, her complexion more wan than usual.

      “Are you all right?” I straightened up, ignoring the way my jeans clung to my legs as though they’d been painted on. As soon as we were done here, I planned on heading to the motel to take an ice cold shower. Anything just to wash the sticky grime of the day’s work from my skin.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, “just need to drink more water is all.” She sounded grumpy, more than usual which for Victoria was an achievement all by itself.

      The screech of a lone bird of prey tore at my ears and I glanced toward the road in time to see a hawk dive bomb toward the asphalt. There was something small and dark in the middle of the street and the hawk landed on it, wickedly sharp claws that would rip the flesh of its victim apart extended.

      I blinked against the sun as the hawk rose into the air once more, carrying its prey away in its talons.

      “In the swamps that bird would have been bigger,” Victoria said, watching the hawk with the same interest I had.

      Without saying anything else to her, I headed for the glass doors that led to the Sheriff’s office and pushed it open, praying for a blast of icy air. Instead, I was slapped in the face with a wall of heat, making it difficult to draw breath as I stepped onto the parquet floor of the reception area.

      The place reeked of coffee, overlaid with the unpleasant scent of body odour and men’s body spray.

      I was suddenly glad I’d skipped lunch.

      “Can I help you, dear?” A woman with pearly white hair, piled high in a bun on her head, who I judged to be in her mid-sixties sat behind the high wooden counter that ran the length of the confined reception space.

      I hadn’t been here more than a minute and already I was claustrophobic.

      “We’re here from the Elite,” I said, “we were asked to come and investigate some strange disappearances…”

      As I spoke, Victoria stepped into the reception and the welcoming smile the woman had worn quickly faded. Her cheeks paled as her gaze travelled over Victoria’s imposing appearance. Her otherworldly vibe was suddenly stronger and I fought the urge to turn and look up at her to see if her eyes were still human behind the glasses she wore.

      “Of course,” the woman said swallowing hard. “I’ll buzz you straight through. The Sheriff is out back in his office…” I could tell there was something else she wanted to say to me but she held back.

      She hobbled to her feet and made her way toward the end of the counter, unhooking a latch from her side so she could lift a section of counter out of the way.

      “Here,” I said, moving forward to take the weight from her, “I can help.”

      “Don’t you mind,” she said, with a cheerful smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’ve got it, dear.” She swung it up with practiced ease and gestured for me to step through the gap created.

      Her arthritic hands hit a button beneath the counter and a large buzz echoed from somewhere behind the door to our left. The door clicked and I pushed the door open, revealing a short corridor beyond.

      She nodded her encouragement and I stepped through, noting how the air back here seemed at least a little cooler than the reception had been.

      Rounding the end of the corridor, we stepped into a small office space. Three wooden desks were scattered around, a desktop computer took up most of the space on each workstation but they all had their share of files and papers lending the whole space a cluttered atmosphere.

      The door at the back of the room marked Sheriff stood slightly ajar and it was that I headed straight toward. Leaving Victoria to follow me.

      I rapped on the glass of the door and was greeted with a gruff voice that bid me enter.

      Pushing the door open, I stepped inside and found myself face to face with a tall man, whose wide shoulders almost touched the walls on either side of his desk.

      “Who are you?” he barked the question out before I could even get my greeting out.

      “My name is Amber Morgan,” I said, “and this is my colleague Victoria Tellon.”

      “The Goon Squad,” the sheriff said before I could tell him we were with the Elite.

      “Some people call us that,” I said.

      “Well what would you call it?” There was an edge to his voice and I could tell from the way he was eyeing us both up that he was wholly unimpressed with what the Elite had decided to send down to him in the way of investigative help.

      I shrugged. “What I call it doesn’t really matter,” I said, “so long as by the time I’m done here the monsters are back in their boxes.”

      “I’m Sheriff Kevin Smith,” he said grudgingly. He pursed his lips and gestured to the chairs opposite his desk. “Grab a seat. I’ll get you up to speed on what we’ve got so far.”

      I shook my head. “If it’s all the same with you, Sheriff, we’d much rather go and visit the location where the last known person disappeared.”

      “If you think I let my guys screw the pooch on the crime scene you’ve got another thing coming,” he said, the hostility in his voice ratcheting up by several notches.

      “Not at all,” Victoria said smoothly from her vantage point in the doorway. “It’s just there’s things we can do with a crime scene that others can’t and the longer we leave this, the less likely we are to get an accurate read on things.”

      He glanced between us and I could tell he wasn’t entirely convinced. It would be so easy to pull the jurisdiction card, to claim this as an Elite case and lock him and his guys out for good but then any intel they’d already gathered would be lost to us. No, in cases such as these it was to our advantage to keep the locals on our side rather than make enemies of them.

      “Look,” I said, “we’re only here to help you.”

      “You think we need help?” The hostility was back in his voice.

      “Normally, I would say no but when it comes to the monsters,” I said, “who better to hunt them than the monsters themselves?”

      I gave a subtle nod in Victoria’s direction and watched the Sheriff’s eyes widen in fear as Victoria shifted seamlessly from human to her Changeling form and then back again.

      He rammed his swivel chair back violently from the desk, knocking a pile of files that had been stacked precariously on the edge of his desk, to the floor. He opened his mouth but no sound came out and his skin had turned ashy beneath the warm tan he had.

      Not that I could blame him for his reaction. I’d seen Victoria shift from one form to the next enough times now to be used to it and yet I still wasn’t. There was something in the way her skin rippled, like it wasn’t solid but a malleable fluid that flowed outward from her eyes.

      “What the fuck are you?”

      I dropped my gaze to hide the smile I knew I wore. The last thing he needed was to think we were laughing at his discomfort when I definitely wasn’t.

      “We’re the Elite and like I said, we’re here to help you.” The Sheriff began to splutter, as he climbed to his feet, unable to get his words out quick enough as he put his chair between him and us. “But,” I said, effectively silencing him, “you need to understand that there are things we’re just better at doing and when it comes to whatever is taking your people you’re going to want us out there on the front line and not your men.”

      “And you swear you won’t…” he trailed off, suddenly unable to meet our eyes.

      “If you’re worried will I eat any of your town,” Victoria said, managing to sound utterly bored, “you can rest easy. I’ve got a sweet tooth that humans just don’t quite satisfy.”

      I didn’t think the Sheriff’s eyes could widen anymore than they already had. I was wrong and for one terrible second I thought he was going to keel over and I so didn’t want a dead body on my hands this soon into the investigation. We were here to try and preserve life, not end it.

      I gave Victoria a withering look and she shrugged as if to say, ‘what, I was just being honest.’

      The Sheriff gripped the back of his chair and nodded. “Fine, I’ll take you to the place but we’re taking separate vehicles,” he said.

      “Done.”

      I turned to leave the room.

      “Hang back a sec,” he said, his voice sounding steadier with each passing moment. I turned to face him and while the colour hadn’t returned to his cheeks, he also wasn’t hiding behind his swivel chair anymore either.

      “Don’t go showing the others ‘round here what you can do,” he said, more to Victoria than me.

      “Why not?” Victoria furrowed her brow.

      “Because fear can make some men forget what side of the law you actually walk on.”

      “Are you telling us, that if Victoria’s abilities are exposed someone is going to try and hurt her?”

      The Sheriff shrugged. “Take it as a piece of friendly advice is all. I’m not saying anyone would try and hurt you per se but we don’t get many of your sort out here and the townsfolk are already spooked enough. I don’t want any misunderstandings…”

      Victoria opened her mouth to argue but I shook my head at her. There was no point in arguing. Fear of the unknown caused overreactions in people, the Sheriff wasn’t wrong there. The best we could do in this case was get in, figure out the issue, bag the one responsible and head home. The sooner the better…

      “If I have to defend myself, Sheriff,” Victoria said, “I will. No matter the emotion driving their response. I’m not willing to die because of another’s ignorance, I value my life a little more than that.”

      Victoria left, leaving the Sheriff to stare after her. I followed suit, not wanting to get dragged into another back and forth conversation that would only result in us wasting more daylight.

      And Victoria was right. Too often people hid their actions behind their ignorance. Getting away with the most heinous of acts that would normally be deemed as criminal. It would continue until we declared an end to the excuses. But I had a feeling that nothing would change until those with the true power decided to fight back.
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      I parked the SUV behind the Sheriff’s car. We were just outside the town, surrounded by open fields, the dry heat baking the ground beneath my feet as I stepped out of the car.

      The rumble of an engine ground against my ears and I turned my head in time to see a huge truck roar past, just inches from where I stood. The blast of heat kicked up from the road slammed into me, along with the dust. I blinked away the worst of the gritty dirt and shielded my eyes with my hand as the truck speeded into the distance. The back of the truck was loaded down with large logs, held in place with heavy duty straps. The gentle breeze carried a unpleasant mixture of diesel and tree sap on the air.

      “Someone’s in a hurry,” I said as the Sheriff climbed stiffly from the front seat of his car.

      “We’re on them continuously to slow down. Nothing seems to work…”

      “They’ll kill someone if they keep it up.”

      “Already did,” he said sadly, “A young local boy was killed in town just a few months back. Driver wasn’t drunk or anything, just going to fast when the boy ran out in front of him chasing after something or other…”

      “And they still won’t slow down?”

      Sheriff shook his head. “Nah, they’ve got contracts to meet and schedules to keep. His death slowed them down a little but he wasn’t in the ground five minutes when it was all forgotten and they were right back up to speed.”

      “Can you not talk to them about it?”

      The Sheriff let out a short bark of a laugh and shook his head.

      “They own this place,” he said, “we talk to them until we’re blue in the face but it doesn’t make a difference. They give us assurances and then nothing changes.”

      “Maybe we should talk to them,” I mused, “who runs the operation?”

      “Rikerson Logging Inc.” He plopped his hat on his head, shading his eyes so I could no longer read the expression in them. “You’re welcome to go and talk to them but don’t expect anything from it. The only god they know is the one that’s printed on a dollar bill.”

      Victoria hopping a fence on the opposite side of the SUV caught my attention and I watched as she disappeared into the immature trees that lined the embankment.

      “How does she know where to go?” The Sheriff called to me as I hurried after the Changeling.

      “Following her instincts,” I said.

      I climbed the fence, dropping down onto the other side with a muffled thud. Despite the trees thriving in here, the ground itself was dry and arid beneath my boots.

      I turned and watched as the Sheriff huffed his way over the fence. For such a large man, he moved quickly, as sure-footed as any cat. If he wasn’t so out of breath from the heat and exertion, I might have considered him stealthy.

      “This way,” he said, nodding in the direction Victoria had disappeared.

      The ground sloped sharply away beneath us and I used the trees to keep my footing as we proceeded cautiously through the trees.

      “So how did you find this place?”

      “Jessie Owens was out here with her boyfriend,” the Sheriff said a little breathlessly. “It’s a popular spot for the high-school kids to come to, they do things out here they don’t want their parents finding out about.”

      “I remember her name from the files,” I said, “the deputy her interviewed her couldn’t get much out of her except that Steve, her boyfriend was missing.”

      “Taken,” the Sheriff clarified. “Jessie said Steve was taken. That one minute they were getting hot and heavy with one another and the next he was snatched away…”

      The sound of a river rushing past grew louder as we descended through the trees. And when we broke through the cover of the trees, I found myself on a grassy bank next to a wide and fast flowing waterway.

      “Shame too,” the Sheriff said joining me. “The Taylor’s are a good family, Steve was a smart kid, heading to college next year.”

      “She sure he didn’t just fall in the water?” I said, catching sight of Victoria off to my left prowling along the riverbank. “It’s fast, it’d be easy to get dragged down in that.”

      The Sheriff shook his head. “It’s not always like this,” he said, gesturing to the water, “we had a big storm last night and the river has swelled. Give her a day or two and she’ll calm down again. Be quiet as a mouse and peaceful as a church.”

      “And it was calm when Jessie and Steve were here?”

      The Sheriff nodded. “No rains for two weeks, she’d dwindled all the way down.”

      “And Steve wouldn’t have left or—”

      “I’ve got blood here,” Victoria said, from somewhere in the bushes.

      Tracking the sound of her voice, I found her crouched over a patch of dark earth.

      “You sure?”

      Victoria cast a withering glare over her shoulder in my direction. “Are you really asking me that?”

      “How does she know it’s blood?” The Sheriff asked, catching up to us. “We swept this whole area here, couldn’t find anything.”

      “Dogs?” I straightened up and pushed my red hair back out of my face.

      “Pardon me?”

      “Did you use dogs or did you and your men scour the area yourselves?”

      “We used dogs,” he said indignantly. “We’re not stupid, we always use dogs for missing persons like this…”

      “Wouldn’t have done any good,” Victoria said, bending over so her face was scant inches from the ground. “The scent markers here are too muddled for any dog to figure it out.”

      “Our dogs wouldn’t miss blood. Old Bill is the best bloodhound in the country. He—”

      Victoria shook her head. “You mistake me,” she said, “a dog is an animal. He could smell the blood but whatever took your guy was a true predator. Your dog was too smart to lead you back to the predator’s nest, getting you and your men killed in the process.”

      “You’re telling me the dogs were too afraid to signal that there was blood here?” The Sheriff’s face had lost its colour once more.

      “I am,” Victoria said, “he probably saved your lives.”

      “Well shit…”

      I found myself nodding in agreement with the Sheriff’s colourful descriptor.

      “You should walk the scene here,” Victoria said, pointing to where the blood had long since soaked into the earth. “I can’t be sure but our guy lost a significant portion of his blood right here. I think he fought back and it’s probably what saved the girl.”

      It made sense. It was unlike any preternatural I’d met to leave behind a potential food source. However if Steve thought they were going to go back for Jessie and he fought back to save her… It was a sad end for the kid but if it were true he was a hero.

      “If I do it right, I can start where he was snatched from,” I said to Victoria, indicating the grassy bank behind me. “That way, we’ll have a wider view of how they operate.”

      She shrugged. “Good enough for me.”

      I turned to the Sheriff. “You might want to head back to the car…”

      “If it’s all the same with you, I’d much rather stay.”

      “You don’t need to be brave,” I said, “these kinds of things tend to get weird and magic isn’t for everyone.”

      The Sheriff huffed a breath. “I appreciate the concern but I knew this boy. I know his family… Heck, I know everyone that’s gone missing here and if this is how we catch the ones responsible then so be it. I might not like it but I do need to stay, to witness it all so I can look his family in the eye and tell them I did everything I could to bring their son home alive.”

      I couldn’t fault him. It was an honourable desire to have, under the circumstances it was probably foolish but that didn’t stop his little speech from pushing him up in my estimation.

      “Stay,” I said, “but stand over there out of the zone with Victoria.”

      The Sheriff nodded and moved toward the path we’d climbed down, Victoria was already there, her dark gaze watching my every move.

      Closing my eyes, I sucked in a deep breath and shook my hands out. “All right, Amber, time to get this over and done with,” I whispered. I pushed my senses outward, searching for the energy tied to the place. I still couldn’t feel my own magic but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

      The atmosphere was heavy and my shirt clung to my skin. Insects buzzed in the air and inside my head the sound of the rushing river was so much louder. I waited for the magic to hit, for my power to light the place up so I could walk the scene.

      “Amber?” Victoria’s voice cut through my thoughts.

      “Yeah, just give me a minute,” I said, fighting to keep my concentration in check.

      Someone touched my arm and I flinched, my eyes snapping open.

      “It’s not working, Amber, you’re going to have to do it the old-fashioned way…”

      “I just need a minute, I—”

      “We’ve been out here for half an hour,” Victoria said softly, “and nothing is happening… There isn’t so much a pip out of your power.”

      “I…” I stared around at my surroundings and nothing had changed except for the position of the sun in the sky. “But I just closed my eyes?”

      “No,” she said, “you’ve been standing there muttering to yourself for thirty minutes. The Sheriff has gone back to the car because I thought he was going to keel over out here in the sun.”

      “What’s wrong with me?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know, has this ever happened to you before?”

      “No, I’ve had visions since I was young and walking the scene is just an extension of that. I tap into the traumatic energy left behind and…” I turned around on the spot. “I don’t understand…”

      “I’ll get the kit from the car,” she said, “and you can walk it the old-fashioned way.”

      Before I could say another way, Victoria jogged toward the path, leaving me alone with my thoughts on the bank of the river.

      What was wrong with me? I’d really thought my power wouldn’t let me down if I tried to walk a scene. The ability to sense traumatic and even death energy was so innate for me, I’d never honestly thought it would let me down so badly. Was I broken? Maybe I was no longer a Shadow Sorceress, was that even possible?

      I didn’t think so but then again, I hadn’t thought losing my abilities was possible either.

      And if they didn’t come back, what would I do then? Who was I, if I didn’t have my magic?
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      “You sure this will work?” I asked, spilling the last of the powder onto the ground.

      Victoria scrubbed her hand back over her face, managing to smear blood onto her cheek in the process.

      “It better,” she said darkly, “I don’t appreciate messing around with the bodily fluids donated by Elite officers.”

      I stared down at the symbols she’d made on the ground using the blood bags. Words written in Latin and runic symbols meant to open the path to the past.

      “There’s just this left,” she said, holding out a small vial of black viscous liquid.

      I took it from her and popped the rubber cork out of the top, the smell of rotted vegetation overlain with the potent scent of sulphur hit me full in the face.

      “Ugh,” I said, wrinkling my nose in disgust, “why does it always smell so vile?”

      Victoria shrugged. “Whatever it’s made from, I suppose,” she said unhelpfully.

      Eyeing the vial once more, I shrugged. “Bottom’s up,” I said, tipping the contents into my mouth.

      The last time I’d walked a scene using the Elite’s ritual had been my training exam, despite my ability to recreate the scene without their spell, I couldn’t very well let anyone else know I could. Of course, the last time I’d done the ritual my own powers had been securely locked away from me behind my mother’s binding spell.

      The thick goop, clung to my tongue and the roof of my mouth and I struggled to swallow it.

      “Eyes wide, heart open,

      No vengeance do I seek.

      Should I speak false let my flesh be the penalty.”

      I made my first turn of the circle, chanting the words aloud, all the while trying not to gag on the foul residue coating my tongue.

      “Blood for blood, I willingly pay the price.”

      I took the knife tucked into the back of my jeans and using the wickedly sharp tip I pricked my finger and allowed a drop to fall onto the blood circle already laid down by Victoria.

      “Let the seekers of justice who’ve walked before me

      Grant me safe passage to the past.”

      Moving into the centre of the circle, the power building around me pressed uncomfortably against my skin.

      “Give me eyes to see, hands to touch, tongue to speak.

      Show me now and show me true, lead me not astray.

      Circle bound, I summon thee

      Come forth the wronged so I might bear witness to your end.”

      A cymbal crash of pain ripped through my head, dropping me to my knees. I hit the grass, my vision blurring as I groped around in front of me, searching for something anything to cling to as the world tilted violently.

      Opening my mouth, I tried to scream but the sound wouldn’t leave my lips, couldn’t leave my mouth. The thick black fluid I’d drank blocked my throat keeping the sound in my chest just as the cork in the top of the vial had kept it trapped inside.

      The power pressing against my skin became needles that pierced my body, opening me up to the power of the circle. I scrabbled at my neck, my lungs burning because I couldn’t draw breath and still the thick liquid in my mouth sealed my throat closed.

      The sound of laughter pulled me up sharp and I jerked my head up, sucking a deep breath of air in through my mouth as I did so. My vision was still a little blurred but the pain was gone, only a faint memory of it still prickled against my back but I could breathe and move.

      Scrubbing my hand over my eyes, I peered up at the sky. Night had fallen, the crescent moon hung low over the river and it was the only light by which to see my surroundings.

      Lowering my gaze once more, I froze two feet in front of me, a young man lay on a picnic blanket next to young woman. Moving into a push up, he hovered over her as she reached her fingers up to caress his cheek. He wrapped his fingers through hers, pushing her beneath him as he rolled over her.

      I recognised him from the picture in the file we’d received from the Sheriff’s office. I’d read it on the drive over with Victoria.

      How was this possible?

      Steve Taylor was very much alive as he dipped his head down over Jessie’s.

      The Elite ritual had never been this real before. It should have only been capable of creating ghostly impressions. Fleeting glimpses into the past. But I actually felt as though I was there with them, as though I could reach out and touch them if I wanted to.

      “I fucking love you, Jess,” he whispered against her mouth. His lips found hers in a kiss that saw her cling to him. She moaned, arching up into his body as pinned her arms above her head with one hand. His mouth moved from hers as he trailed fiery kisses over her face, down her cheek, moving to her neck.

      Heat climbed into my face as I watched him force a knee between her legs. Lifting my gaze, I searched the tree line.

      Whatever had attacked them had to be here somewhere.

      Jessie moaned again and I glanced back at the pair of them as Steve rose up above her, pulling his T-shirt off over his head as he unbuckled his belt.

      “Shit,” I swore under my breath, looking away once more.

      Steve froze. “Did you hear something?” He crouched protectively over Jessie, shielding her with his own as he scanned their surroundings.

      My breath caught in the back of my throat. This felt real, much more real than anything I’d ever experienced before and yet, it wasn’t possible. Was it?

      “There’s nothing there, baby,” Jessie said, reaching up to smooth her hands over Steve’s chest. Her hand slid lower, disappearing beneath the waist band of his jeans and he groaned, losing whatever concentration he’d hand moments before.

      “Fuck, Jess, I need you.”

      I scanned the trees, my senses attuned to the sudden silence that had befallen the river bank. Where, just moments before there had been the sounds of crickets and other nocturnal creatures going about their business, now there was nothing and the void of sound that had swept in was utterly deafening.

      My gaze swept the river bank and I spotted something scuttle over the edge. The dark shape kept low to the ground as it closed the distance between the river and the couple’s picnic blanket.

      Pushing up onto my feet, I gripped the dagger in my hand as the creature straightened up and loomed over Steve.

      Skeletal arms grabbed the hapless young man by the shoulders, jerking him backwards and away from his girlfriend.

      Jessie screamed, the sound echoing over the surface of the river and the creature dropped Steve, turning back to the young woman who was at that moment scrabbling back over the grass. It swiped at her body, sharp talons ripping into her shoulder and arm as she tried to roll out of reach.

      “Get the fuck away from her!” Steve landed on the creature’s back, wrapping his strong arms around its neck. He jerked its head back, revealing the creature in all its glory.

      “A troll? You’ve got to be kidding me?” I muttered to myself as I watched the troll try and shake Steve free.

      “Run, Jess—” Steve’s scream cut off as the troll reached back and grabbed him with its large shovel sized hand.

      As a rule the creatures were pretty dumb but their size and strength more than made up for the lack of brain cells. However, the troll that was grappling with Steve was like no troll I’d ever seen in my life.

      It was emaciated, its grey skin hung from its frame making it look like a partially deflated balloon.

      The troll roared and I slapped my hands over my ears to try and block out the worst of the hellish noise.

      It ripped Steve from its back, holding him aloft like he was nothing more than a child’s doll and not a fully grown man. The troll grabbed Steve’s head and started to squeeze.

      “No!” A high-pitched voice cut the night air like a knife and I started. Turning, I glanced over my shoulder at the emaciated figure standing in the trees where Victoria had found the blood.

      “You can’t spill a drop out here, not here in the open…” It beckoned to the first troll who had halted its execution of Steve and now stood on the edge of the riverbank.

      “But I’m so hungry, mother,” troll number one said, “just let me suck the juice out?”

      I cringed as Steve squirmed and fought in his attackers grip. His struggles were lessening and I could see blood smeared down over his mouth. For one split second, I locked gazes with Steve, his eyes widening as he saw me. And there was no doubt in my mind that he saw me.

      “Help me!” he mouthed, the words barely squeezing out through his lips.

      There was nothing I could do, this was just a memory, the trauma of his death forever burned into the ground. As real as it felt, I couldn’t help him.

      The troll’s head turned, its gaze sweeping over me as it searched the area. Was he looking for me?

      “Please!” Steve said, his eyes glassy with unshed tears.

      “I don’t want to die…” he whispered the words in my ear and I whirled to find Steve standing next to me.

      “This isn’t real, you’re not really here. You’re dead…” I said, taking a small step backwards.

      “You let me die,” he said, the rage in his voice unmistakable.

      “I wasn’t there,” I said, as he advanced toward me.

      “Just look at me,” he said, suddenly lunging forward and grabbing my face. His grip was punishing and where his skin pressed against mine I could feel his touch searing into my flesh. Steve’s grip was impossible to shake free as he jerked my head around, forcing me to watch the troll carry his limp body toward the tree line.

      “You let this happened, you could have helped me… You could have saved Jessie.”

      Bringing the blade up, I sliced it down over his arm and he dematerialised. I spun around but he was nowhere to be seen.

      “I’m going to make you pay,” he said, the words brushing past my ear. I whirled to face him, following the sound of his voice but there was nothing there. Searching within for my power, I prayed for a miracle. The circle wouldn’t fall until the memory was complete and I couldn’t break it without running the risk of releasing the magic into the world.

      The cold void where my power should have been sat inside me like a gaping wound.

      Something solid slammed into my back, knocking me to the ground. I scrambled to my knees but Steve’s foot landed square in my ribs, setting fire to the air in my lungs.

      “I wasn’t here,” I wheezed, “you’re already dead. If I could have helped you, I would…”

      He kicked me again and I yelped, rolling away as he prepared to land another devastating blow.

      “She’s gone and I can’t find her,” he said, “I keep looking but I can’t find her…” His anguished words reached me and I held my hand out toward him.

      “Jessie’s not dead,” I said, “that’s why you can’t find her…”

      “You’re lying…”

      I grabbed the knife and held it in front of me as he moved toward me.

      “I’m not, Steve. If she were dead, she’d be here with you but she survived…”

      “I’m not stupid,” he said, tears glistening in his eyes. “The other one went after her and the last thing I remember was listening to her screams as that monster murdered her...” A tear spilled over onto his cheek. “I loved her.”

      “I know,” I said, “but I swear to you, I’m telling the truth. Jessie is alive.”

      He hesitated and I could see the struggle in his eyes. He wanted to believe me, I could tell but the trauma of his murder and the shock to his spirit was feeding the rage growing inside him.

      “Prove it,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “She’s in the hospital,” I said, “she raised the alarm, tried to get help for you but it was too late…”

      “That’s not proof.”

      “I can’t bring her here, Steve, you know that deep down. She’s safe in the hospital…”

      “How can I trust you?”

      “I’m here because Jessie managed to get away. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t be here now, talking to you.”

      “I don’t want to be die,” he said sadly, “I don’t want to be here. I just want to go home.”

      “I know,” I said, “but we can’t change what has already happened, Steve.”

      “But you’re here, you can see me and if you can then…” he trailed off a strange light growing in his eyes. “Maybe I don’t really have to die.”

      He took an involuntary step forward.

      “You’re already dead, there’s nothing I can do…”

      Fear crawled down my spine as he took another step toward me. I could practically see the cogs in his head turning as he eyed me up.

      “I don’t have to stay dead…”

      He leaped toward me and I brought the blade up, my hand passing straight through him as he dematerialised just before I could hit him. And then he was whole again. His hand grabbed my wrist, twisting my arm down and away from my body, rendering the blade useless.

      “I think if I take you for a ride, I’ll know if you’re telling me the truth about Jessie.”

      With his free hand he grabbed my throat, his grip like a vice. The harder I fought against him the more he clung to me. The cold of his skin sank in against my own, chilling me to the bone and still I fought him.

      “It’ll hurt less if you give in,” he said, tightening his grip.

      What was it with guys and their desire to climb inside me? My body was my own. I didn’t want to share it with anyone. Not Fionn, not Alastor, and definitely not the ghost of Steve Taylor.

      A scream pierced the air and the magic holding the circle in place collapsed around me. Steve’s grip disappeared and I hit the ground. Sucking a deep breath in through my mouth, I closed my eyes and fought back the sudden wave of nausea that washed over me.

      “What the hell was that?” The Sheriff’s voice carried over the distance between us and I turned to see him standing with Victoria.

      Just what I needed. How was I supposed to explain to him what had happened, when I wasn’t entirely certain myself?
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      “So wait, is Steve dead or not?”

      I sighed my frustration. It wasn’t his fault. He wasn’t used to seeing things like this but it didn’t change the fact that explaining something as complicated as this twice already all while he continued to ask the same questions was beginning to wear thin on me.

      “Steve is definitely dead,” I said.

      “We think,” Victoria added helpfully. “We don’t have a body yet so it’s still technically an assumption on our part.”

      “So not helping right now,” I said to her under my breath.

      “I’m not trying to be helpful,” she said, “I’m being accurate.”

      I stuffed the jar of grave dirt back into my bag and scooped it up before I climbed to my feet.

      “Steve is dead,” I said, shooting a warning glare in Victoria’s direction. “I felt him, he’s on the other side.”

      “And those creatures,” the Sheriff said.

      “Trolls,” I corrected.

      “Fine, those trolls, they took him why?”

      “To eat most likely,” Victoria answered. “He’s no use as a mate. The females can’t carry a half-breed. It only works with a female human and male troll. The human dies giving birth to the troll, which then eats its way out of the mother.”

      I shook my head, noting the way the Sheriff’s face had paled considerably at the mention of babies eating their way out of their mothers.

      “We can take it from here,” I said, “we’ll finish up here and then make our way back to town. You should head back ahead of us, Sheriff.”

      The grey haired man, pushed the brim of his hat back from his face before rubbing his hand down over his eyes. “I never thought I’d hear myself say this but I sure am glad you ladies are here to take charge of this. My men are good but I wouldn’t want to pit them against these man-eaters…”

      I nodded. “That’s smart,” I said, “this’s why the Elite exists. We’re here to deal with the things, the humans can’t.”

      The Sheriff shot me a curious glance. “I can understand how she takes care of herself,” he said inclining his head in Victoria’s direction, “but you’re human. How can you fight these things?”

      Before everything with Graham and losing my power, I might have given the Sheriff a flippant answer about the training I went through with the Elite. It wasn’t strictly a lie. I was well trained but ever since my power had started to grow I’d grown careless, sloppy even. My time with Steve was proof of that. There were so many things I could have done differently. So many times I could have sent him on his way and instead, I’d allowed my own panic and fear to unravel every bit of training I had.

      If I planned on surviving this and I definitely wanted to survive. There was so much I still wanted to do. Not to mention the fact that I wanted to see Graham’s killer brought to justice. And I couldn’t do any of that if I let my lapse in training get me killed.

      “Or are you not human either?”

      “I’m human,” I said. Jon and the Saga Venatione might argue with that but as far as I was concerned being a witch didn’t make me inhuman. “I’ve spent years training and so far I’ve been lucky. But the day will come when that luck runs out.”

      “And then what happens?” he asked.

      “Then,” I said, “if I’m lucky, I’ll be dead. If I’m not lucky then I’ll become one of the things the Elite hunt. And I’ll eventually find myself put down.”

      “That’s a cheerful outlook,” he said, “the worst thing I’ve got to worry about is how I’ll fill my days once I retire.” He sighed and stared out over the river for a moment before he turned back toward the path that led up through the trees to the road. “If you’re sure I should go, then I guess I will.”

      “We’re sure,” Victoria said, there was almost an eagerness to her words and I found myself wondering just what she had noticed while I’d been walking the scene.

      The Sheriff tilted his hat politely and started the climb back up toward the road, leaving us alone.

      I waited, until the noise of ascent grew further away before I turned back to Victoria. “What do you know?”

      “I couldn’t see everything,” she said. “I saw enough, more than if the spell had been performed by a normal member of the Elite.”

      “And?”

      “And, Mr Taylor was correct when he said the second troll went after the girl.”

      “But if it did, then why is Jessie sitting safely in the hospital, instead of facing the same fate as her boyfriend?”

      Victoria shrugged. “I don’t have the answers. The circle didn’t extend all the way into the tress.”

      “You looked?”

      She nodded and stalked toward the edge of the trees next to the path up the embankment. “The troll disappeared in here,” she said, her voice growing fainter, “and then Jessie began screaming…”

      Victoria’s sudden silence worried me and I followed her. Settling the bag a little more securely across my chest as I entered the tree line.

      “Have you found something?”

      “There was a struggle here,” she said, her voice muffled.

      Twigs and branches tugged at my hair and scratched my skin as I pushed through the dense underbrush. Pushing aside a particularly prickly patch of branches, I broke into a small clearing to find Victoria crouched over something on the ground.

      “More blood?”

      She nodded, without lifting her gaze. “Definitely blood,” she said, “although too much to belong to Jessie.”

      “Could it belong to Steve?”

      Victoria shook her head. “No, the troll carrying him went in the other direction and look at this.” She straightened up, holding a thin scrap of pale, almost bleached fabric from the tip of her pen.

      “That looks like a piece of the shift the second troll was wearing,” I said, moving to get a closer look at the fabric. “Is that blood?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “We’re going to have to pay a visit to Jessie,” I said. “She has to have seen something, whether she wants to remember or not.” I pulled a plastic evidence bag from my pocket as I spoke and waited while Victoria shoved the scrap of fabric inside.

      “And another thing,” I said. “The trolls were emaciated. I’ve never seen them like that before, have you?” Not that I was an expert on trolls, the limited experience I had with them said they were big, lumbering creatures. Muscular, their bodies packed solidly with a combination of fat and thick corded muscles that made them dangerous opponents if they got their hands on you. But the trolls that had attacked Jessie and Steve were none of those things.

      Victoria pursed her lips. “Once,” she said, “I’ve seen trolls like that once before as prisoners of the fae. They were starving them as punishment.”

      “Do you think the fae are doing the same thing here?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t be certain but I’ve seen no evidence of the fae here at all so my guess is no. But there’s definitely something strange about the whole situation. Trolls don’t usually come out of hiding to hunt, they’re more opportunistic types. It takes a really screwed up troll to break habits that have been ingrained into them over centuries of conditioning.”

      She was right. It wasn’t entirely unusual to hear of trolls murdering humans but never usually like this.

      “Wasn’t there a case out in Norway, or Sweden, a few years ago that saw a bunch of people disappear from a camping trip?”

      “They discovered the den,” she said thoughtfully, turning her attention back to the scene before us. “Do you think the den is somewhere nearby then and Steve and Jessie were just the unlucky two who stumbled over it?”

      It was a possibility but also pretty unlikely. “No,” I said, “I’m really just spitballing here. The others who disappeared were closer to town.”

      “We should check those places out too,” Victoria said, “see if we can find a common thread between he locations.”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I shielded my eyes against the glare of the setting sun. The orange fiery ball was sinking behind the horizon, leaving the sky coloured with vibrant reds and purples.

      “Something wrong?” Victoria touched my elbow.

      “Just thinking we should probably head back.” I sighed. “If this is their hunting ground, I’d rather be prepared for a confrontation and this knife isn’t going to do much besides irritate them.”

      Victoria left and I took one last look around at my surroundings. There was definitely something more going on here. The trolls were behaving too out of character for my liking and when creatures of that size started acting out, it was only a matter of time before the humans started paying the price. A price Steve had already paid.

      

      Pushing open the door to the diner, we slipped inside. There was one booth in the corner free. I headed there and flopped into the seat. I was grateful to be doing something other than driving. My stomach grumbled and I grabbed the menu, flicking through the pages quickly as I tried to ignore the curious stares from the patrons in the restaurant.

      “You think they know we’re from the Elite?”

      Victoria cast a speculative glance at the other customers. “Most certainly.”

      I spotted four familiar faces observing us from the booth across the aisle. The moment they realised they’d been caught, they turned away and leaned in together, conversing in hushed tones.

      “We can hear you,” Victoria said loud enough for the boys to hear.

      They glanced amongst themselves before finally digging up some courage. They scrambled from their booth and crowded around ours instead.

      “Is it true you hunt monsters?”

      “We eat children too,” Victoria said without the slightest trace of humour in her voice.

      “You work for the Elite, right?” the serious one with the dark eyes asked.

      “Paolo, isn’t it?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Yeah, we work for the Elite.”

      “And you’re here about the disappearances?”

      It was my turn to nod. “Yeah, we’ve been asked to investigate. Why, do you know something?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe…”

      The middle boy jabbed him in the ribs. “Don’t be such a douche,” he said. “We do know things.” He gave me a coy smile and held his hand out. “I’m Harrison…”

      “Amber,” I said, taking his hand and pumping it up and down.

      “So, boys,” I said, “what have you got for us?”

      “We know it’s trolls,” he said. “We think me might even know where they…”

      It was Paolo’s turn to jab his friend in the ribs. “Don’t mind him, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

      I nodded and bit my lip, trying to keep my smile in check.

      “I don’t want you boys investigating on your own, it’s not safe.”

      The one I remembered as Keith rolled his eyes dramatically. “You sound just like my mom…”

      “Well, she’s right. These are dangerous creatures. You could get hurt. Or worse.”

      “Or die,” you mean the one with the glasses said, shoving them back up the bridge of his nose.

      “That’s right,” I said. “Leave the investigating to us is all I’m saying. But if you find something out, feel free to call us.” I fished a business card out of my pocket and held it out.

      The one with the glasses took it.

      “If it’s all the same with you, we’ll probably just call the Sheriff,” Paolo said. “He’s a real cop.” He turned on his heel and stalked away from the table. The other three boys followed, making me think Paolo must be the ring leader.

      “I think I’ve lost my appetite,” I said, pushing up from the table. Victoria hopped to her feet too.

      “I’ll order to go,” she said, making her way to the counter, leaving me to follow the boys outside but by the time I’d made it out there, they were long gone.
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      I left Victoria in her room at the motel and headed for my bed. After the last few days I’d had, all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball and sleep.

      The room was small and stuffy, the mattress lumpy and the sheets made me itch. Knowing my luck it was probably full of bedbugs. With that final cheerful image firmly planted in my head, I climbed out of the bed and headed for the vending machine I’d seen outside. I pulled my holster on over my T-shirt and checked the gun before I left the room. People were disappearing, it wouldn’t be particularly smart to go wandering around in the dark, alone, and unarmed. Especially with my power on the fritz.

      I suddenly found myself wishing I could talk to my mother. We hadn’t been particularly close, I’d always resented her for sending me away at such an early age, believing she hated me because I wasn’t like her. I’d been wrong, the older I got, the more I was beginning to realise I was wrong a lot. Of course, now that she was dead, that knowledge was cold comfort.

      My hand strayed to the cell phone in the pocket of my jeans. Graham would know what to do, he always did. He’d know why the trolls were starving, why people were disappearing and better still, he would know why my power was screwed up.

      My fingers closed over the hard plastic shell of the cell phone and the realisation slammed into me. Enough to buckle my knees and I found myself sagging against the cool glass front of the vending machine.

      Graham was gone. Dead. And it was my fault…

      I wanted to scream, to vent my pain and anguish to the sky but there was nothing. My eyes were dry, chest tight.

      Everyone I’d come to count on was gone. Even Victoria was acting off with me.

      “You don’t have to be alone in this, you know?” Alastor’s voice cut through my thoughts. Jerking my head up away from the glass, I met his steady azure gaze.

      “What are you doing here?” My voice was hoarse, making it sound like I’d been crying when the truth was, I didn’t have any more tears in me.

      “I’m never very far away, Amber,” he said, quietly. “We’re bound, remember?”

      “And whose fault is that anyway?”

      He chuckled, the sound sending a frisson of desire racing through me. Was I nuts? Alastor was a demon, the one I’d summoned to kill my sister.

      He’d tried to kill me...

      And when that failed, he’d branded me with his mark.

      Not to mention the fact that I loved Nic.

      “You fight it,” he said sounding genuinely curious. “Why is that?”

      “Why is what?” I snapped, straightening my spine.

      “Your desire for me,” he said, “I can smell it on your skin. Yet you fight it… Why is that?”

      “Because it’s wrong,” I said, “I don’t want you. The only thing I want from you, is for you to leave me alone.”

      “Just out of curiosity,” he said, “how are your powers?”

      I’d started to stalk around him but his words saw me freeze.

      “Why would you ask me that?”

      “Just answer the question truthfully and I’ll leave you alone,” he said.

      “They’re just fine,” I lied.

      Alastor chuckled again making me squirm inwardly. “You’re a terrible liar, it’s a wonder you’ve managed to keep your secret as long as you have.”

      “It’s none of you business,” I gritted the words out.

      “But it is,” he said, his voice hardening. “You think everything is about you, don’t you?”

      Unease wrapped cold fingers around my spine.

      “People think demons are selfish but humans are far worse. You think the whole cosmos revolves around you and your petty problems.”

      “What do you want, Alastor?”

      “I want you,” he said. “We need each other. You don’t see it. And I can understand why. You love your little witch-hunter and it’s blinded you to the truth.”

      “I don’t need you,” I said, “I never wanted anything to do with you.”

      “Then why summon me?” It was a simple question but I could see the pitfall of answering. I’d summoned him because I’d needed him. In that instance he was right, I had never wanted him but I had needed him.

      But that was then.

      “You think you have all the answers,” he said, “when really you’re just a child playing with matches. Did you know all the Shadow Sorcerers were bound to demons?”

      I shook my head, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth.

      “It was a necessary precaution,” he said. “The human body is not built to deal with the kinds of power you can wield. Those without a demon as a counterbalance, destroyed themselves.”

      “So what, you were actually doing me a favour when you marked me?”

      He shrugged. “There are certain perks that come from being bound to a Shadow Sorceress,” he said, “I’m not a fool but you… You continue to disappoint me.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m not living up to your expectations,” I said bitterly, finally moving past him and the keys gripped tightly in my hands.

      I opened the door to my room and he was there before me, the same infuriating smirk playing around his full lips.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” I asked, leaving the door open, perhaps by leaving it open, he would get the hint and leave. I crossed the floor to my bed and sat down hard on the edge of it.

      “I told you already, we can help each other. We both want the same thing, Amber, all you need to do is say yes…”

      “And if I don’t?”

      His shoulders dropped and for the first time since I’d met him, the self-satisfied smile he’d worn slipped.

      “We’re just going round in circles,” he said, “I thought threats would work but they haven’t… You’re not open to seduction…”

      He closed the distance between us, the demon mark on my shoulder tingling in anticipation of the nearness of his body.

      “I told you, I want nothing to do with you.”

      He shrugged. “I tried listening to you but you’re untrustworthy.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means, you went off half-cocked to this two-bit-town in the middle of nowhere and to screw up a spell that even the most unremarkable of humans could perform unscathed.”

      “How do you know about that?” Remembering the feel of Steve’s essence as it clung to my skin. The helplessness I’d felt as he’d tried to take me over. Alastor was right, my power had failed me and I had no idea why.

      “I told you, I’m never very far away…”

      “What’s wrong with me?” The words left my mouth as a whisper before I could think to stop them.

      Alastor climbed onto the bed next to me and propped himself against the headboard, crossing his lean legs at the ankle. “So you admit, there is a problem?” He watched me from beneath half-lidded eyes.

      “My power is gone,” I said, “every time I search for it inside, there’s just nothing…”

      “It’s still there,” he said, “our bond would have failed if it was gone.”

      “But the mark,” I said, “it used to do more… but now it just…” I shrugged. “I doesn’t do anything anymore.”

      “Because it was a distraction,” he said, as though it were the most obvious answer in the world. “The more you embrace your power, the less of a distraction the mark becomes. Before your friend was murdered you were beginning to accept who you were. And more than once you loosened your hold enough to give me a taste of who you might become should you chose to. But now…” He eyed me carefully, his gaze travelling over my body from head to toe, as though mentally undressing me.

      “Stop that,” I snapped and Alastor grinned.

      “Sorry, force of habit.”

      “You were about to tell me why my power has changed?”

      “It’s obvious really, you’ve locked it down tight. You’re pretty much sealed up like a drum and nothing is going to change that until you come to terms with whatever is holding you back.” He sighed. “My guess would be you’re feeling guilty over the death of your mentor.”

      “And how would you know what I’m feeling?” I said, feeling suddenly defensive about the entire situation. How could he possibly know what I was feeling? Especially when I didn’t even know what I was feeling myself.

      “Sometimes you can be dense,” he said not unkindly. “We’re connected, remember? I feel what you feel.”

      “Wait, how can that be?”

      “Simple,” he said, “I’m your demon now, when I marked you, I pledged myself to you, to your power. What you feel, I feel. What you suffer, I too suffer...” Noting the confused look on my face he grinned. “Look, have you ever heard of mirror spells?”

      I shook my head. My mother had tried to teach me the craft when I was young but I’d shown no aptitude for it and she had given up after I’d nearly burned down half the house when a spell went astray. We hadn’t even gotten close to looking at something as advanced as mirror spells.

      “Well, the demon mark works a little like a mirror spell but it’s more like a two-way mirror,” he said. “I can feel your emotions, your power. I can feel when you get hurt... In fact, I absorb most of the injury which allows you a greater chance at survival.”

      “Is that why when Graham tried to choke me out, I didn’t die?” Even talking about what had happened was painful and I swallowed hard around the lump in my throat. I kept my gaze trained on the floor, it was easier that way. At least when I stared at the floor, I didn’t have to meet Alastor’s eyes, it made the sudden vulnerability I felt easier to handle.

      “It was a close thing,” Alastor said, “lucky for you I’m a tough bastard to kill.”

      “Without my power, I’m vulnerable,” I said, more to myself than to him.

      “Extremely. And the one hunting us, is counting on it.”

      “Did he kill Graham in the hopes I would lose my power?”

      Alastor shrugged. “Who knows. All I do know is so long as your power is out of commission, we’re both at risk.”

      “Then tell me what to do to change it,” I said. “I don’t want to be like this, I want everything to go back to how it was before...”

      He shook his head and leaned back on the bed once more. “Amber, I’m a demon, not a grief counsellor. This whole human emotions and feelings thing is all new to me.”

      “I thought you said you felt what I felt, doesn’t that mean you feel Graham’s loss just as much as I do?”

      “It hurts. But my empathy, my very humanity was burned out of me a long time ago. Experiencing your emotions is more like having a toothache...”

      “So what, you think I should just get over it?”

      Alastor shrugged. “It’s not for me to say, but you cannot go back to how things were. Only forward... That would suggest you have no choice but to ‘get over it,’ as you so aptly described it.”

      “Thanks,” I said, “that makes a lot of sense.” Despite the sarcasm in my voice, Alastor merely smiled.

      “You’re welcome. You know, maybe I should look into this whole counsellor thing. Perhaps, it’s a strength I never knew I had.”

      “Still don’t have,” I said. “Anyway, I need to sleep, so thanks for dropping by but...” I gestured to the door.

      Alastor cocked an eyebrow at me. “I’m perfectly comfortable here, thank you.”

      “I want you out.”

      “No.” He closed his eyes and his breathing became deeper, more even.

      “You are not going to sleep here,” I said, pushing onto my feet and grabbing a pillow. I threw it, but Alastor’s hand shot up and caught it before it could even get close to his face. “That’s no way to treat your guest, Amber.”

      “You’re a not my guest, you’re an unwanted visitor. Like a spider, or a snake...”

      “I could be very wanted if you’d only let me show you,” he said suggestively.

      “Oh, my god, do you ever quit?”

      He waggled his eyebrows at me in the most ridiculous expression I’d ever seen. “Quitting is for losers. I on the other hand, never lose.”

      “At least give me the bed,” I said.

      He smirked at me and spread his arms across the mattress. “There’s more than enough room here for us both. Unless you’re worried you’ll be unable to resist my charms in the middle of the night?”

      “I’m not worried about what I might do,” I said, leaving the rest of the sentence unspoken.

      “I am many things, Amber, but I am not a rapist.” He actually managed to sound offended. “I have never needed to force a woman into my arms, in my very long existence. They’ve all been willing participants and all thoroughly enjoyed everything I gave them.”

      “Fine, you’re a noble demon,” I said with a snort of laughter.

      “Laugh it up, little witch,” he said darkly, “but I’m not moving from this bed. Not unless you can move me, which considering the pathetic state your powers appear to be in, I would very much enjoy watching.”

      With a growl of frustration, I grabbed two pillows from the bed and snatched the blanket from the foot of the bed. I tramped over to the armchair in the corner of the room, all the while feeling Alastor’s humour filled gaze boring into my back.

      I flopped into the chair and pushed the pillow beneath my head, struggling to get into a position that would at least allow me a few hours sleep.

      The sound of Alastor’s even breathing once more filled the room and I found myself sneaking a look in his direction. By all appearances he was asleep but I couldn’t quite bring myself to believe it. He was a demon after all, maybe he was simply waiting for me to go asleep and then he would...

      I cut my train of thought off and ran back over the day’s events. Tomorrow we would visit Jessie in the hospital and then we were going to visit a few of the other places where people had disappeared.

      My eyelids were leaden and despite my discomfort, I found myself slipping into the oblivion that sleep offered.
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      “Amber.” Victoria shook my shoulder, jolting me awake.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, narrowly avoiding sliding off the chair as I shot upright. Gripping the edge of the blanket, I stared at the rumpled but empty double bed on the other side of the room. Alastor was nowhere to be seen, which wasn’t a bad thing.

      “Two more people have gone missing,” she said, her words slowly filtering through my brain.

      “What? There’s a curfew, how is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know, I received the call from the Sheriff about five minutes ago, these two went missing from their own backyard...”

      Stifling a yawn, I climbed to my feet and dumped the blanket back on the bed. My back ached and my neck refused to operate the full range of motion it should have been capable of but I had slept and at least that was something.

      “Why didn’t you use the bed?” Victoria asked, glancing curiously at the bed.

      “Mattress was too uncomfortable,” I said quickly. The less she knew about Alastor the better.

      She eyed me suspiciously but said nothing as I made my way to the bathroom.

      Switching on the taps, I called back over my shoulder to her. “How did they find out about these two?”

      “Their daughter came downstairs for breakfast and found her parents missing...”

      “And they know they were taken from the backyard how?”

      “There’s blood,” she said. “A lot of blood. The Sheriff actually sounded quite ill on the phone.”

      “How old is the daughter?”

      “Nine.”

      “Shit,” I mumbled around the toothbrush I’d jammed in my mouth. I’d seen my father get ripped apart by a demon I’d summoned when I was twelve. And there was some trauma you just never fully recovered from. There were still some nights I woke up screaming, the image of his tortured expression seared onto the inside of my mind.

      Rinsing my mouth out, I stepped out of the bathroom to see Victoria lifting the gear bag onto the bed.

      “I take it we’re going straight to hunting,” I said, fixing my holster on over my shoulders. Despite the discomfort of wearing it, I hadn’t felt safe enough with Alastor around to take it off while I slept. Tugging the Glock free, I gave the gun a once over before returning it to its place.

      “I think it’s only right,” Victoria said, “I’m hoping we won’t have to use the guns, we don’t have enough ammo for reloads but I’ve always been a bigger fan of swords anyway.”

      She swung the bag onto her shoulder as I checked my cell phone for messages.

      “Was there someone here with you last night?” she asked, the question taking me so much by surprise that I tripped out the door after her. I caught myself on the door frame before I fell and made a complete fool of myself.

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “I heard voices.”

      “I was on the phone.” I wasn’t sure why I lied. It wasn’t as though Alastor was some big secret I was trying to keep and I certainly wasn’t ashamed of anything that had happened. But the voice in the back of my head told me to keep his presence to myself. Victoria had a tendency to see the world in black and white, expecting her to understand the complex situation with Alastor wasn’t fair. And I already had a pretty good idea how she would react to the fact that he was a demon.

      She was after all, the kill first, ask questions later type and if she killed him, then I was in big trouble.

      “To Nic?”

      “Yeah...”

      She didn’t answer and I chose not to add anything else to my lie. The less said, soonest mended.
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      It took us only a few minutes to drive to the address given to us by the Sheriff. The red and blue lights cast an eerie glow over the houses on the tree lined street, mingling with the early morning glow as the sun rose into the sky. It was cool enough for me to slip my Elite jacket on as I climbed from the SUV.

      Pausing on the sidewalk, I stared up at the white slat built house. It was like deja-vu all over again. The house reminding me of the very first case I’d worked with Graham. The memory was a painful one. I hadn’t trusted Graham then and he’d tricked me into working with him. Not that I would change any of it, not now, not after everything we’d been through together.

      “You all right?”

      I turned to find Victoria assessing me as though she expected me to go off the deep end any moment.

      “Yeah,” I said, “I’m fine, just reminds me of the first case I worked with Graham is all. Even down the bicycle on the lawn.”

      Victoria’s gaze scanned over the perfectly manicured grass to where the bike lay discarded on its side.

      “I heard about that case,” she said, “children are never easy.”

      “You work many in New York?”

      She shook her head. “No.” It was the kind of answer that begged for an explanation.

      “Oh, it’s just you seemed to understand.”

      “I do,” she said, “I’m a changeling after all and I didn’t always work for the Elite.”

      It took me a few moments to register her words.

      “You mean, you took children for the Faerie Court?”

      She nodded and started up the steps that led to the front door.

      “Wait just a second,” I said, following her. Catching up to her, I grabbed her arm, drawing her to a halt.

      “You’ve just admitted to abducting children for the Faerie Court, Victoria, that’s not something I can just overlook.”

      “I was young,” she said, “I didn’t fully understand the implications of my actions. And anyway, when I took them away it was to a better life.”

      “You stole them from their families,” I whispered furiously. “You have to know how wrong that was?”

      “I gave them the chance to live, Amber. If I hadn’t taken them, they would have starved, or died of exposure. What does it matter anyway, it happened long before you were ever born and I haven’t stolen a child for the Court since I bought my freedom.”

      Her words stunned me into silence and she shrugged free of my hold. “You know, at least I told you the truth. You keep secrets from me and lie to my face like I don’t really matter to you.”

      “That’s not true, I—“

      She shook her head. “We have a job to do, this is not the time nor place for this discussion.” And then she was gone, her long stride eating up the steps between her and the porch.

      I let her go, watching as she disappeared into the house and I couldn’t help but wonder, if I really knew her at all?
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      I followed the small gravel path that led around the house to the back garden. An iron gate stood between me and the crime scene beyond. The trolls hadn’t entered through the gate anyway. Like most fae, iron had a terrible affect on their bodies, burning them upon impact. The gate was too high for them to have jumped it, trolls were not the most agile of creatures and I doubted their gymnastic ability.

      No, they would have looked for an easier way in. Something that wouldn’t result in them impaled on an iron spike. Pushing the gate open, I stepped into the garden.

      Back here, the garden backed onto some open fields, the remaining stumps of trees that had been recently cut down dotted the landscape like the splintered bones of buried giants that split the surface of the earth.

      “It’s not pretty but the work it brings to the area is needed,” the Sheriff said from directly behind me. I’d heard him approach, his heavy gait a dead giveaway for his identity.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The trees,” he said, “I saw you looking at the stumps left behind. Ugly, but necessary.”

      I nodded and turned my attention back to the lawn.

      There was a dark stain in the centre of the garden, judging by the arm that lay next to it, I was guessing the puddle was blood that hadn’t yet fully soaked into the ground.

      “There are no witnesses?” I asked, moving closer to the scene, careful not to step in something that might later prove important. Crouching next to the dark stain, I pulled a pair if black crime scene gloves from my back pocket and slipped my hands into them.

      “Have forensics been through here yet?” I asked, noting the look of surprise on the Sheriff’s face.

      “We don’t have a dedicated forensics team out this far,” he said. “The coroner usually takes care of this type of thing.”

      I kept my thoughts to myself. It wasn’t my place to interfere but I knew no matter how good the coroner might be, they wouldn’t pick up on everything a dedicated forensics crew would. It just wasn’t the same.

      “We don’t usually get a lot of crime like this,” he said, as though that explained everything and in a way it did. “No matter how much the mayor lobbies for facilities for Fortune, the Governor just isn’t willing to send the funds our way.”

      I bit my tongue and studied the arm. It had been ripped from the torso at the shoulder, the edges ragged and sloppy, telling me that no blade had been responsible for the damage. It was at least consistent with the kind of damage a troll could inflict on its victim.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of one of the deputies eyeing me speculatively. His gaze roaming over my as I was crouched over the arm. It made me uncomfortable, making me feel like I was some sort of specimen under a microscope to be studied. Just what had the Sheriff told them about Victoria and me?

      “It seems likely it was the same trolls,” I said, pushing up onto my feet, “although, without walking the scene, I can’t be sure.”

      “Isn’t there some magic mumbo-jumbo you could do to tell what created this mess?” The Deputy standing off to the side asked as he sauntered across the grass to where I stood with the Sheriff.

      “Until the coroner gets here and goes over this place for evidence, I wouldn’t even attempt to try magic,” I said.

      “Why afraid of what might happen?” he asked, his tone openly hostile.

      “We’ve got more blood over here,” Victoria called from near the backdoor.

      Ignoring the Deputy, I stalked over to where she stood.

      “It’s human, arterial spray.” She glanced up at me. “It’s still warm...”

      “Shit,” I swore vehemently under my breath and scanned the area. “Do you think they’re still here?”

      “It seems possible,” she said, “the sun is just coming up and they don’t do so well in daylight, stands to reason they might try and take cover somewhere nearby...”

      Turning back to the Sheriff, I crossed the grass to where he stood having a heated argument with his Deputy.

      “Sheriff,” I said, not caring that I was interrupting them. “We’ve got a potential problem on our hands.”

      “What is it?” He turned, his expression utterly bland except for the two-spots of colour high on his cheeks letting me know just how upset he was.

      “The blood is still warm,” I said.

      “And?”

      “And, if these are trolls we’re dealing with they’ll have gone to ground somewhere near here to escape the sun.”

      “You think they’re still here?”

      I shrugged. “It’s entirely possible, have your men searched the entire property yet?”

      “They’re still checking things out,” he said, concern colouring his words. “If they can do this,” he said gesturing to the arm and the blood on the ground, how much danger are my men in?”

      I wanted to be honest with him but it would only create panic and right now we didn’t have time for panic. If the trolls were still here, then we needed to clear the humans off the scene so we could do a proper sweep of the area.

      “I need you to call all your men back,” I said, “I want everyone out front where we can do a headcount and we’ll go from there.”

      The Sheriff wasted no time getting on the radio and barking out his orders. Sliding my gun from its holster, I headed for the house.

      “Where are you going?” The Sheriff called after me.

      “I’m going to make sure your men get out,” I said, pushing the sliding glass door open before I stepped into the kitchen.

      I could hear the Sheriff’s voice echoing somewhere deeper in the house and the muffled voice of one of the deputies as he responded.

      “Deputy,” I called out, waiting for his response as my voice bounced off the walls.

      “My name is Amber Morgan and I’m with the Elite,” I said, “I need you to say nothing but move as quickly as you can toward my voice.”

      The sun was already beginning to beam in through the kitchen windows and I proceeded to pull the blinds up, flooding the room with warm puddles of the warm yellow light.

      “It’s fine,” the disembodied voice of the deputy floated up to me from somewhere below my feet and I swore under my breath. “I’m just going to finish clearing the basement, I’m already down here and—“

      His voice cut off and my heart sank into my boots. Silence was never a good sign.

      Victoria was right outside the door and I gestured for her to follow me. She crept into the house, her steel-toe-capped boots never making a sound as she crossed the tile floor. Pausing in the hallway, I held my breath, straining to hear even the slightest noise. Something to tell me we were on the right path but there was nothing at all.

      Signalling with my hand, I headed out into the gloom of the hall and found a door beneath the stairs ajar. With a two handed grip on my gun, I swung around the doorway and aimed downwards into the dark.

      Cool damp air, swirled up the steps that sank into the floor, leading into the gloom below. The one paltry light bulb that swung above my head wasn’t enough to cast light down the stairs into the dark.

      “It’s not safe to go down there,” Victoria said. “The space is small and if we get caught...”

      It wasn’t like her to turn away from the possibility of a fight but in this case I could understand her reticence.

      “We have no choice,” I said muttered, “the deputy was down here and we can’t—“ A scream cut my words off before I could finish speaking.

      I started down into the dark, clicking on my flashlight. The light cut a beam through the dark as I swept it back and forth across the cellar’s contents.

      Another scream and the hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention.

      “Please, God,” scrabbling noises filtered up from the darkness. “No, please!” There was a deafening crunch and the voice was reduced to wet sobs that tore at my soul.

      Victoria’s hand on my arm halted my downward flight. “It’s too dangerous, Amber,” she said.

      Shrugging free of her hand, I glared back up at her. “We can’t leave him to be eaten alive by them.”

      I didn’t wait for her answer, diving down the steps as quickly as my legs would carry me. My booted feet hit a compacted dirt floor, the shock of the sudden end to my descent sending a shock up my spine.

      There was a wet gurgling noise and I followed it, using the beam of my flashlight to pick through the mouldy cardboard boxes stacked around the floor.

      The air next to my face shivered and I drove toward the ground, turning my body into a forward roll as a roar reverberated through the confined space. The troll’s fist smashed through the pillar, cracking the concrete as it sent a puff of dust into the air where my head was just seconds before.

      I brought the gun up and fired into the creature’s chest point blank as his emaciated form  towered above me. He screamed again as the light hit his eyes and reflected off the surface making them glow with a brilliant white light.

      Scrambling back to my feet, I pressed my back against the wall, and crab walked sideways, keeping the flashlight’s beam directly in front of me as I step the light over and back across the room. As thin as he was, there was no doubt in my mind that if he got his hands on me I would suffer much the same fate as the owner of the arm in the garden.

      My foot hit something solid on the floor and I swung the beam around to find the deputy I’d been looking for sprawled out on the ground. His chest had been cracked open, the broken shards of his ribs glistened wetly in the light from my torch. His organs were spilled out onto the dirt floor around him as though something had taken a giant spoon and scooped his innards out. In a way something had, if the size of the trolls hands were anything to go by.

      “Goddamn it,” I muttered as the flashlight caught the dead staring eyes of the deputy in their beam.

      “Hungry...” The voice came out of the darkness, followed by a high-pitched keening sound that made me want to slap my hands over my ears to block it out.

      I jerked the flashlight beam up once more and scanned the boxes, catching the edge of something tall and dark that ducked behind a tall stack of boxes in the back corner.

      Taking a chance, I sucked in a deep breath. “Is there anyone else in here?” There was still one victim unaccounted for and I just couldn’t leave the basement without knowing all hope was lost. If I left and found out later that the other victim had been alive... I wasn’t sure I could live with the knowledge.

      Silence swept in around me and still I kept the flashlight beam moving, back and forth across the space.

      “Hungry....” the voice moaned again and this time it sounded closer. Jerking the light around, I caught sight of the troll as he tried to slink back out of sight. Where the torch light touched him, his skin turned dark grey and a scream tore from his lips.

      It seemed hunger had the ability to drive them to desperate measures.

      “Why are you doing this?” I called out into the darkness. “It isn’t like your kind. to randomly attack people in their gardens.”

      “Hungry...” The voice came again, the word like gravel in my head.

      “Tell me what’s happening and maybe I can help you,” I said, “but you need to talk to me.”

      “I’m so hungry,” it said again, making me think it was the only thing it knew how to express.

      There was a noise from the left corner of the cellar and I swept the beam across the wall, searching for something, anything that would tell me just where he was hiding. The thundering sound of footsteps pounding on the dirt floor alerted me to my mistake and I tried to swing the flashlight back in the direction the troll was coming from. But it was already too late.

      His body slammed into me, knocking me into the middle of the room. I lost my grip on the flashlight and it went skittering across the ground, the beam bouncing around dizzyingly until it came to rest pointing away from where I lay.

      The troll landed on me and even in the darkness I could see the crazed reflection of his eyes above me as his face dipped toward mine. The gun was gone, knocked from my hands the moment the troll had barrelled into me. My fingers closed around the knife on my belt and I ripped it free, driving the pointed tip up into the troll’s stomach. He roared, that sound blotting out everything else and when he stopped, there was still a ringing in my ears.

      Warm blood dripped down over my hands, making the leather grip on the knife slippery but I held on. The stomach wound wouldn’t kill him, wouldn’t even really slow him down. He raised himself up above me, preparing to bring his fists crashing down on my body in a crushing blow that would see me mashed into paste.

      Without wasting a second, I wriggled out from beneath him. My body ached but I pushed it aside, hopping to my feet, I swiped my knife at the hand that shot of the darkness to grab me once more . My angle was all wrong, and there wasn’t enough force behind my attack, the blade failing to even pierce his thick hide. I lunged out of reach, grabbing a tarp from the pile of boxes next to me. I faced the creature once more as he clumsily reached for me. I flung the tarp in his face, the momentary blindness giving me the only chance I was going to get. Diving toward him, I grabbed his flailing arm and swung myself onto his back.

      Come on Amber, it’s just like climbing a tree… Right?

      Trees were easier to climb, especially as they didn’t move and attempt to shake you loose as you climbed them. I dug my booted heels into his back, drawing another deafening roar from him.

      The troll lumbered to his feet and I grabbed the tarp, tightening it over his face. He stumbled backwards, slamming me into a pile of boxes, winding me and sending the boxes crashing to the ground around us. With a firm hold on the tarp, I shimmied up his back. Ignoring the ache in my spine, and the shake in my legs as I clung to him for dear life.

      There was only one way to successfully kill a troll, sever the spinal column where it entered the base of the skull.

      Definitely easier said than done.

      The troll shook himself, a deep shuddering movement that saw his loose skin slip and slide over his body as though it was only draped over his bones and not actually attached to anything. I held, clinging to him as he fought to shake me free.

      His hand came down over his shoulder, fingers curling into my hair as I pressed the tip of the blade to the soft spot at the base of his skull.

      He jerked his hand up, almost ripping my head clean off my neck as I rammed the sharp tip of my knife into his body. The skin parted beneath my blade like water and the grip on my hair went suddenly slack. The troll moaned, the sound rumbling through his body as he sank to his knees and dropped onto his face.

      Breathing hard, I propped myself up and pulled the knife free of his neck with a sucking pop that made me cringe. Climbing to my feet once more, I crossed the floor and scooped up my flashlight from where it had landed during our fight. Every inch of my body ached as I made my way for the steps once more.

      With my foot on the bottom step, I cast the light from the torch around the room one last time. Avoiding the deputy’s dead body on the opposite side of the room. Something tucked beneath the steps I was standing on caught the corner of my eye and I turned the full beam of light on the pile of rags.

      My breath caught in the back of my throat as I realised the pile of rags was in fact a bloodied and battered woman.

      “We need a medic down here,” I called up the stairs as I moved around the steps and crouched next to the woman.

      “We’re going to get you out of here and fixed up,” I said, doing a quick assessment of her injuries.

      She had her right hand buried in against her abdomen, holding an old cloth over the lower half of her body.

      “Can I have a look?” I asked, meeting her glazed gaze head on. She was going into shock, the trembling in her body a dead giveaway. Brushing my fingers against her cheek, I tried to get her to focus on me.

      I lifted her hand and in the half light I knew there was something not quite right about it but it took me a couple of seconds to realise just what was wrong.

      “Oh Christ,” I whispered.

      Four of her fingers were gone. Chewed, or ripped off, I couldn’t tell which in this light.

      The cloth across her stomach was soaked with blood and when I lifted it up, I my heart climbed into my mouth. The gaping wound in her stomach brought bile racing up the back of my throat. He’d tried to eat her alive...

      She moaned and tried to clutch the cloth back to her abdomen once more. I let her, applying pressure of my own.

      Was she even going to make it? The wounds I could see were bad... Fatal even. Who knew what else was wrong with her.

      “My... my...” she mumbled, her teeth chattering in her head as she tried to speak.

      “Don’t,” I said, “it’s all right. Help is on the way.”

      The sound of feet on the floor above our heads gave me hope.

      “My... my daughter...”

      “She’s safe,” I said, “she’s perfectly fine. You don’t need to worry. You’ll see her soon enough.”

      Her eyes rolled in her head showing only the whites as the EMT’s arrived.

      “Shit,” I said, hastily climbing out of the way. “She’s got an abdominal wound and she’s lost a lot of blood.”

      The woman nearest to me nodded. “We need light in here,” she said, and I scrambled backwards out of the way. Making my way to the stairs. There was nothing else I could do. The troll was dead but there was another one out there and I would hunt that one down too.
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      “I don’t have a pulse...” The EMT’s barked orders at one another, working quickly to try and stabilise the victim.

      Although, how you could stabilse those kinds of wounds... I wasn’t sure. It would take some sort of miracle.

      “Amber,” Victoria’s voice cut through my thoughts as she appeared at my elbow. “We should go. They need to work on her.”

      “Where were you?” I turned on her, my gaze searching hers.

      “I told you,” she said calmly. “It was too dangerous. The space was far too confined, the risk too great.”

      “So what, we should have left the troll down here to eat them? Or what?”

      “I would have burned him out,” she said stiffly. “It was the least amount of risk. The officer down here was already dead.”

      “But you didn’t know that for sure,” I spat the words at her. “You didn’t know any of it for sure. You’d have let the monster eat that woman alive and it wouldn’t even have bothered you, now would it?”

      “I do what I think is best for the majority,” she said.

      “And to hell with everyone else, is that it?”

      “I’m not like you, Amber, you know this. I see things more rationally than you do. I know if I had come down here, I would have gotten injured. I’d be impaired to do my job and for what?” She lowered her voice and glared at me.

      “I thought you understood how important what we do here is,” I said, “we’re not the monsters, the choices we make have to be better than that.”

      “I’m not the monster here,” she said, quietly, turning her head away and stalking for the stairs.

      I went after her, following her out of the house and into the garden. From the corner of my eye I could see the coroner examining the arm in the garden.

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” I asked, catching up to her just inside the gate that led to the front of the house.

      “I saw it in your eyes,” she said flatly.

      “Saw what in my eyes?”

      “What you truly are,” she said, “I trusted you with who I was. I told you how dangerous it was for a changeling to get close to death. Yet in the cemetery when we were fighting Kalfu and you grabbed me, I saw my death in your eyes.”

      “I said I was sorry about that... I didn’t mean to, it’s just...”

      “I know,” she said, “your power is greater than you are. Bigger than you but it’s causing you to make mistakes, Amber, and I’m concerned that one of these days I’ll end up being one of those mistakes you make.”

      “I would never hurt you,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t mean to,” she said, “but I think and deep down I think you know it too, that you can’t always tell the difference between friend and foe when your power is up. It’s hungry, Amber, I can feel it rolling off you in waves. There’s something different about it since you beat Kalfu and if I’m honest...” she glanced down at the ground, “it frightens me.”

      I stared at her. She had never admitted to being afraid of anything in her life and the idea that she was afraid of me seemed so utterly ridiculous that I fought the urge to laugh out loud. But searching her face, I could see she was telling me the truth.

      “I have never had a real friend,” she said, “until you. Changelings don’t bond well with others, it’s in our nature to push those closest to us away.” She sighed and met my gaze head on. “I’ve also never been afraid of anyone or anything in my long life... until you. Two firsts for someone who has lived as long as I have is a little much.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, the words woefully inadequate for what she had just told me.

      “You said that already.”

      “But I mean it...”

      “That might be true,” she said, “humans can lie as well as any changeling. But I don’t think I can trust you, not after everything that has happened.”

      “So what, you want a different partner?”

      She shook her head. “Anyone else wouldn’t keep up with me the way you do. As reckless as you are, you are still the strongest Elite officer there is. But I need you to know that from now on, I won’t have your back every time we head into a fight.”

      I stared at her dumbfounded. “That goes against everything I’ve ever trained for. Having each other’s backs is why we partner up in the first place. We may as well go solo.”

      “If that is your wish, when we return to the Elite I will put in for a transfer.”

      “Victoria, I...” I didn’t know how to tell her how sorry I was. I hadn’t realised just how much my behaviour had affected her.

      “Ms Morgan, Ms, Tellon,” the Sheriff’s interruption gave Victoria the chance she needed to escape and she took it willingly. Slipping out through the gate before he could catch up to us both.

      “Where’s she going?” the Sheriff asked, more than a little out of breath from hurrying to reach me.

      “She’s got a phone call she needs to make,” I said, plastering a smile on my face.

      “What I can do for you?”

      “I appreciate you going in there,” he said his eyes sorrowful. “Keller was a good man.”

      I assumed he was referring to the deputy who had died and nodded.

      “I’m just sorry I couldn’t get to him on time.”

      The Sheriff nodded. “You did your best and that’s all that matters...”

      Digging my fingers into the palms of my hand, I said nothing, he didn’t know how untrue that was. If I had my power, if they weren’t so screwed up I could have saved him. I could have put a stop to the troll without ever having to confront him in a head on fight.

      “Anyway,” he said, “the coroner has found an anomaly and he’d very much like your input.”

      “What kind of anomaly?”

      “The kind you’re going to understand,” he said, “me, I don’t do the whole monster thing so when he starts talking about them, I tend to tune out until he’s done. Course, it gets right up Miguel’s nose but he knows it’s not my thing.”

      “I’ll have a chat to him,” I said with a smile, glancing back over my shoulder in the direction Victoria had taken off in. There was no point in following her, I would just say something to make the whole situation that much worse and I really didn’t want to do that.

      So with one last regretful look over my shoulder, I headed back into the garden where I’d last seen the coroner.

      The slight man crouched over the limb in the garden was nothing like any of the coroners I’d ever worked with back in King City. There was no white coveralls, no mask. As I reached his side, I was somewhat relieved to find him wearing gloves.

      “You the girl from the Elite?” he asked, eyeing me distrustfully.

      “Amber Morgan,” I said, “the Sheriff said you had something you wanted to tell me?”

      “You lot still only hiring humans or have the monsters infiltrated your ranks yet?”

      “The anomaly,” I said as patiently as I could, “what is it?”

      “The arm wasn’t ripped off by a troll,” he said, “something else did it.”

      I stared at him in surprise. “Excuse me?”

      “Are you deaf?” He quipped back fast as lightning. “I said the arm was ripped off by something other than a troll.” The last part he said loud enough to draw the attention of everyone milling around.

      “But, the troll in the cellar,” I said, glancing back toward the house. The paramedics were wheeling the woman I’d found away on a gurney but nobody looked particularly hopeful. “Why would he be here if he wasn’t the one responsible for doing this?”

      The coroner gave me an incredulous look. “That’s your job, missy,” he said, “I’ve done my part.”

      “How can you be certain it wasn’t the troll,” I said, turning my attention back to his face once more.

      He sighed, making me feel like I’d just said the most stupid thing he’d ever heard in his life.

      “See these marks here,” he said, twisting the arm around so I could see the severed end more clearly. The bone protruded from the top, the ragged flesh was discoloured and the there was definite clotting in places. He pointed to the discoloured skin that looked like someone had peeled it back from the muscular flesh. “These are claw marks.”

      “Trolls have claws,” I said, remembering the long curved nails at the tips of the troll’s fingers.

      “Not like this,” he said, “these are...” He trailed off and glanced up at me. “Best guess, and that’s all it is. These marks are consistent with something birdlike. Like an eagle but bigger... obviously.”

      “Great, so we have a troll problem and now you’re telling me big bird is running around and dismembering people too?”

      With a wry smile he set the arm back on the ground. “As I said, not my problem.”

      “Is that it then?”

      “That’s it,” he said, “now shoo fly and get hunting.”

      With one last look of disbelief I walked away. He was definitely odd but I couldn’t shake what he’d just told me. Trolls were bad enough.

      But what else was the little town of Fortune hiding?
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      “We should take a look down by the river in town,” Victoria said as soon as I made it back to the car.

      “Oh, so you’re talking to me now?”

      “I would have thought that was obvious, or did you hit your head a little too hard when the troll rang your bell back there?”

      “You told me you were going to look for a transfer and now you’re behaving like everything is just hunky dory, excuse me for not keeping up.”

      Victoria gave me an appraising look. “I intend to do the job we were sent here for,” she said, “and that involves interacting with you about things we need to do.”

      Ignoring her, I pushed my hands up over my face, hating the feel of dried troll blood on my hands. All I wanted to do was head back to the motel for a shower and something to eat.

      “Why are we going down by the river?”

      “The other troll was seen there in the early hours of the morning,” Victoria said, starting the engine as I hopped in the passenger side and pulled a packet of hand wipes from the glove compartment.

      “My god, does no one in this town obey the curfew?”

      She shot me a curious sidelong glance as we pulled away from the curb. “I thought you would understand human behaviour better than I do,” she said. “They dislike rules and constantly seek out ways to disrupt them.”

      “It just seems stupid with trolls running around taking people,” I said.

      “They don’t know it’s trolls though.”

      “There’s something else stalking the people,” I said, “something birdlike apparently.”

      Victoria said nothing, keeping her eyes focused on the road ahead.

      “I didn’t mean to frighten you,” I said, struggling to find the right words with which too apologise.

      “I don’t need more apologies, Amber,” Victoria said, turning the wheel so we swung onto the main street, which at this time of the morning was completely deserted. At the bottom of the road, a large church stood guard over the town. The spire a finger pointing directly to the heavens above as though in censure of the folks who sought forgiveness inside the belly of the building.

      “Then what do you need? Because I’m at a loss here.”

      “I need things you can’t give me,” she said with a sigh. “Turns out I don’t understand human motivations as well as I thought I did.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “You forgave Nic,” she said softly.

      “Is that what this is about? You’re unhappy because I’m giving it a go with Nic.”

      “Who you have sex with is your business,” she said. “But your power is tied to your emotions, Amber, and he’s no good for them.”

      I glanced out the window noting the numbers of houses with sold signs hanging outside them. The sheriff had been right about Rikerson buying up the property around this part of town.

      “You have no idea what’s good for my emotions.”

      “You need time to learn about your power, without complicating things with heartache.”

      “How do you know, Nic, is going to cause me heartache?”

      As she parked the car, she gave me a sympathetic glance. “Only a fool would think it would end another way.”

      “Way to go for a vote of confidence in our relationship,” I said bitterly. Regretting the words as soon as they left my mouth. I couldn’t blame Victoria for her distrust of Nic. Hell, I wasn’t entirely sure I could trust him or myself being around him yet. Everything was still far too new.

      “I know it seems strange,” I said, quietly, staring down into my lap. I knotted my fingers around the edge of my leather jacket, studying the way the material bunched up in my grip rather than meeting Victoria’s leaden gaze. I could practically feel her disapproval as it rolled off her in waves.

      “But I really do love him.”

      “I know,” she said kindly. “That’s what makes all this harder to watch.”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      When she said nothing I found myself sneaking a quick look in her direction. Victoria was staring out the driver’s window, her mind clearly elsewhere, lost in her own thoughts.

      “Once,” she said, “I thought he loved me.”

      “What happened?”

      “He didn’t love me.” Her voice was devoid of all emotion, a pattern I was beginning to notice in the changeling whenever she wanted to avoid a topic of conversation.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She sighed and twisted in the seat to face me once more. “I’m tired of hearing you say that. It’s getting boring.”

      I opened my mouth and swallowed the apology back down before it could trip off my tongue.

      “You’re the first partner I’ve worked with,” she said, “that I haven’t wanted to murder.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I said with a grin.

      Victoria didn’t return my smile and I felt it wither and die on my lips. “Would you work with someone you couldn’t trust?” Her question took me somewhat by surprise.

      “I don’t suppose I would want to,” I said. Even in the beginning with Graham, when he had tricked me into working with him, there had been a part of me that had always known I could trust him. That despite everything, he would have my back.

      “Trust is not lightly given by the fae,” she said. “We are naturally distrustful. It’s our nature. It’s the reason we have survived as long as we have.”

      “And you don’t trust me.”

      “I did.”

      “And now?”

      “And now,” she glanced out the window once more. “I don’t know.”

      It was a simple answer really but it definitely wasn’t the one I wanted to hear. There was a small petty part of me that felt like everyone I’d ever cared about, anyone I’d ever allowed to get close to me, was now deserting me. First Graham, now Victoria... Who was next?

      Not that I really thought Graham had deserted me. He’d been murdered. The rational part of my brain understood that but the irrational half—the part formed entirely of emotion—couldn’t understand why he hadn’t wanted to stay with me. It was unfair but then that was grief for you. If irrational thought was a car, then emotional turmoil was the highway it drove on and grief was the severed brakes.

      “We should go,” I said. “Better to get this done in daylight at least.”

      Victoria got out of the car without another word, leaving me behind. I had screwed up and I hadn’t even realised it. I knew what she was talking about. I could remember the moment I’d held her by the throat, the feel of her life in my hands and just how easy it would have been to snuff it out. Only Nic had stopped me. I hadn’t had enough control to stop myself. I’d tasted my power and given myself over to it all wholeheartedly.

      Was Alastor right? Perhaps he knew how I could control my powers, if I ever figured out how to get them back. It was a thought for another time. Right now, I had a troll to hunt and with the way I was feeling, I was more than up for a fight.

      Moving around to the back of the car, I watched Victoria choose the weapons she planned to bring with her. I clicked another flashlight onto my belt before I slipped into my bullet proof vest. Not that I really expected trolls to carry guns but the vest was still good protection when going up against creatures who had claws as long as my fingers.

      I pulled a machete from the bag and eyed the blade.

      “It was the best I could do,” Victoria said, noting my disapproving study of the notched blade.

      “It’s definitely seen better days,” I said. “Is it sharp?”

      “Yeah, but feel free to test it,” she said with a smirk.

      “I’ll take your word for it.” I grabbed a sheath from the bag and stepped myself in, sliding the machete into place on my waist. Its weight reassuring against my thigh.

      “I really wish I had a flame thrower right about now,” Victoria said longingly.

      “It’s one troll,” I said. “I don’t think we’ll need a flame thrower.”

      She rolled her shoulders and closed her eyes, letting her head fall back on her neck for a moment. Her breathing slowed and I watched as her body changed, her skin rippling as her changeling half emerged. Her obsidian skin glittering from within as though filled with glittering diamonds. I’d never seen her change out in the sun before and I found myself staring. Everywhere the light touched her, Victoria’s skin drank it down. Her power growing with every moment that ticked by, the air growing heavy as I stood next to her as she let her full power peek out.

      I had tasted it in the cemetery; she definitely wasn’t some one to screw with.

      And between one breath and the next, her changeling half was gone, sinking back into her body as though it hadn’t been there at all.

      “Good to go?” she asked.

      Sliding an elastic band off my wrist, I secured my hair into a high-ponytail before I nodded. “As good as it’s going to get. Let’s go hunting...”
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      The river was still swollen and flowed swiftly just beyond the grassy ledge that marked the banks. The birds swooped low overhead, darting in and out of the long grasses to eat the insects that buzzed around. It was the perfect summer’s day as we headed for the high bridge.

      Long logs drifted down the river in groups of three and four and I found myself pausing to stare out at the disappearing forest on the other side of the bank.

      The scent of something rotten hit my senses as I drank in a deep breath and I wrinkled my nose in disgust.

      “What is that?”

      Victoria was ahead of me, making a beeline for the shade provided by the bridge. I followed suit, the smell only growing stronger as we passed into he cover thrown by the large cement structure.

      Following the smell, my nose led me down to the bank of the river. A large pipe spilled into the river, the grate over the front had been peeled back by something strong enough to twist steel into a whole new shape. Worst of all, the smell was definitely emanating from the pipe and grew stronger the closer we got to it.

      “Please, don’t tell me that’s raw sewage,” I said, eyeing the run off disdainfully. The thought of wading through crap wasn’t exactly my idea of a fun time.

      “It looks more like a strain drain run-off,” Victoria said, crouching on the muddy river bank. She grabbed a stick from nearby and began to poke through the silt and mud gathered near the mouth of the drain.

      “What have you got?” I moved carefully through over the slippery ground, landing on my ass wouldn’t do me any favours right now.

      She dropped the stick and reached into the mud and pulled something free from the wet ground. Cleaning the worst of the mud free from the oddly shaped item, she held it up into the light so I could see it a little more clearly.

      “Is that a jawbone?”

      Victoria nodded. “Certainly looks that way,” she said, “it must have washed out of the drain and gotten stuck in the mud here on the riverbank.”

      “Well, at least we know we’re in the right place,” I said, with a sigh. There would be no rescue of those who had been taken. Not that I had really believed that this would be a rescue operation. Deep down, I’d always known that this was nothing more than an extermination. The part I couldn’t quite understand however, was why the trolls were behaving the way they were.

      They weren’t the brightest of creatures, preferring to stay in the shadows. They could use glamour as well as any other member of the fae but that was as far as their ability to blend in went. Two minutes in the company of a glamoured troll was a dead giveaway for their true nature.

      And while they were man-eaters, they were opportunistic killers. Waiting in the dark for their victims to stumble into their lair, rather than going out to hunt for food.

      Pulling my torch off my belt, I flicked it on and directed the beam into the mouth of the pipe. Something glistened on the steel bars but I had to step into the mouth of the tunnel to get a closer look. It was almost tall enough for me to stand straight inside it, if the trolls were using this as an entrance to their lair, then they would have to crawl through it at a squeeze.

      “I’m going in,” I said, without looking back over my shoulder to check on Victoria. She would follow at her own pace.

      Keeping my head down, I followed the pipe, the water gradually growing more sluggish as the ground grew muddy.

      “Are you sure this is the best use of our time?” Victoria’s voice was muffled somewhere behind me.

      Apparently changelings didn’t like trudging through dirt and mud either and the further into the tunnel we went, the more mud we encountered.

      Reaching a junction, I paused and met Victoria’s gaze in the torchlight. “Which way from here?”

      She studied the tunnels, before shining her light at the one we had been following. “Straight ahead,” she said, “the others have less waste running through them which makes me think this is the one to stick to.”

      I nodded. I just hoped she was right and we weren’t just taking a pointless stroll through a metric-ton of troll crap for no reason.

      Each step I took resulted in my booted feet sinking almost up to my ankles in the thick dark sludge that covered the floor and it was only getting deeper. Trolls living in a lair built under a bridge. The irony of it. However, these definitely weren’t the kinds of trolls who lay in wait to eat smart ass goats that passed by. These were the kind who would eat my face if I made just the slightest mistake.

      “Do you have a better plan?” I called back to her with a grimace as my foot became particularly stuck in the soft ground underfoot.

      Please don’t let this be troll crap.

      Hoisting my foot up from the sucking mud I took another step, my foot coming down on something that hard and dome shaped the rocked unsteadily beneath my boot. Hopping sideways, I planted my hands firmly against the wall in an attempt to steady myself and stared down at the place where my foot had been just seconds before.

      “What is it?” Victoria asked, coming up level with me. Her shoulders brushed mine, the tunnel just wide enough to take us both. At least it had started to widen and I could now stand up tall without worrying about smashing my head off the solid cement ceiling.

      Good thing I wasn’t particularly claustrophobic or I might have been in real trouble. Handing my torch off to Victoria, I reached down into the mud. The closer I got to the ground, the more putrid the mud itself seemed to smell, like mouldering food and rotting meat. Wrapping my gloved hands around the object I’d stepped on, I hefted it free of the mud. The forensic gloves I wore weren’t as long as I would have liked but they covered enough and I lifted the skull into the light of Victoria’s torch.

      “It’s not a human skull,” she whispered and the urgency in her voice wasn’t lost on me.

      She was right about one thing, it was definitely too large to be a human skull but it didn’t paint a pretty picture.

      Examining the skull a little closer, I noticed the odd gouges that lined the bone, as though something with wickedly sharp teeth had cleaned the flesh from it.

      “They’re cannibals,” I said, my stomach dropping into my boots.

      “We’ve got a bigger problem,” she said, turning the torch light so it pointed in the direction we were heading in.

      “Seriously, a bigger problem than cannibal trolls?”

      “Think about it,” she said, “these are supposed to be solitary creatures and yet when you walked the scene there were two trolls involved in the attack.”

      “Right,” I said, struggling to keep up with the speed at which her mind jumped from one idea to the next. “It could be a mother and son, that wouldn’t exactly be unheard of. I mean even Grendel lived with his mom.”

      “But you’re holding the skull of a male troll in her hands,” she said, “an adolescent one at that. I could buy a mother and son living together but not more than one male. They’re far too territorial and the women are the same...”

      “You think there are more,” I said, my voice hushed as I stared down at the fleshless skull in my hands.

      “And if I’m right,” she said, “we’re seriously out of our depth.”

      “We need to go back,” I said, “call in SWAT.”

      She hesitated. “You know Jon isn’t going to agree to it,” she said.

      “Then we won’t tell him. We’ll tell Jason and Nic and let them deal with the logistics but if you’re right, Victoria, then we need to get the hell out of here...”

      She held her hand up in a gesture of silence, her eyes trained on something further along in the tunnel that only she could see.

      I strained to listen but whatever she could hear was lost on me. Faster reflexes and the ability to take more damage than I could and still keep fighting weren’t the only advantages Victoria had as a changeling. Heightened senses was another and it was an ability I’d wished I’d had on more than one occasion. And this was definitely one of those occasions.

      “What do you hear?”

      She cocked her head to the side as though listening to music only she could hear.

      “It’s not much farther but they already know we’re here,” she said, her lips set in a grim line as she stared off into the darkness.

      “Great, so surprise is out of the question,” I said, with as much false brightness as I could push into my voice.

      “Surprise was never an option with trolls,” she said with a disappointed shake of her head.

      She held a wide mouthed evidence bag out towards me and I dropped the skull inside, the mud smearing along the clear plastic making the contents difficult to make out.

      Victoria was already on her back down the tunnel in the direction we’d come in. Ripping off the gloves, I fished a second pair out from my pocket and dragged them on before striding after Victoria.  She moved faster than I did and I practically had to run to try and keep up with her.

      “Why are you here?” A voice called out from the darkness of the tunnel directly behind me. Victoria came to a sudden halt and I brought myself up short to stop from running into her back.

      The gravelly voice was painfully familiar and a fragment of memory popped into my head. The trolls who had taken Steve, it sounded suspiciously like troll number two. The one who had chased Jessie.

      “Why are you here?” The voice demanded again and this time it came from everywhere and nowhere, making me think the tunnel was larger than I’d first believed it to be.

      “What can you tell us about the human remains we found at the mouth of your lair?” I said, letting my voice carry into the void.

      “Storms wash all sorts of debris down her, we’re a peaceful group.” Her use of the plural caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand to attention. Victoria was obviously correct and we had just stumbled into a god damned nest.

      “We have no wish to bring the wrath of Faerie down on our heads.” The disembodied voice added.

      I shot a questioning look in Victoria’s direction but her expression was blank and unreadable. Typical, trust her to chose now to get secretive about the methods the fae employed to keep their wayward citizens in check.

      “We’re not from Faerie,” I said, “my name is Amber Morgan. I’m an Elite Officer and I’d much rather have this discussion face to face.” I waited as the silence slowly rippled back in around me.

      Victoria’s body had gone statue still and I found myself holding my breath. What exactly was I waiting for?

      I wasn’t sure but it certainly wasn’t the stooped, emaciated creature that appeared at the edge of Victoria’s torchlight. It was the same troll I’d seen when I’d walked the scene and up close and personal as we were in the small confined space of the tunnel, I could tell it was a female.

      The woman, if I could even call her that, had long grey hair that hung over her face like a curtain, keeping her face almost entirely hidden from view. Her frame was as I remembered it, skeletal, the skin hanging from her bones as though there was nothing beneath to keep it properly attached.

      She lifted her face, her cheeks hollow and gaunt. She watched me with sunken eyes, the epitome of pitiful but in her eyes I could see lurking there an intelligence that told me not to trust everything at face value. Appearances after all could be deceiving and I knew looking at the troll before me that I was in the presence of a cunning predator.

      “The light hurts my eyes,” she said, raising one skeletal arm to shield her eyes. Her voice was even more grating and hoarse in person, making it sound as though she didn’t use it very often. And maybe she didn’t. Trolls weren’t exactly big talkers and no matter how many of them down here with her, there was no saying how long it had been since she last conversed with another intelligent being.

      “Tough,” Victoria said, distaste dripping from her voice and she kept the torch light steadily trained on the creature in front of her.

      “I came out here because you asked to speak face to face and this is how you treat those who would cooperate?”

      “What can you tell me about this?” I asked, lifting the evidence bag with the human jawbone inside it.

      “Nothing, I’ve never seen it before. As I said, many things get washed down here. You humans are terribly wasteful, throwing away things that should be protected,” she sighed. “Some of the things are interesting but I don’t take note of them all. I don’t have the time.”

      “What’s your name?” It seemed the direct approach wasn’t going to work and if we were to get out of here unscathed then I needed to find another angle that might put her on our side, instead of making her our enemy.

      “Something your human tongue couldn’t wrap itself around,” she said, and this time there was no mistaking the look in her eyes.

      This was all nothing more than a distraction. She was standing between us and the exit... A delaying tactic for whatever else they had planned for us.

      I took a small imperceptible step back. The space was too confined for a gun, too high a chance of a ricochet and I didn’t fancy taking a stray bullet while fighting a troll. I gave myself a little more room between Victoria and I, if I had to draw my machete, I didn’t want to hit her with the blade accidentally.

      “Victoria, we need to go,” I said, keeping my gaze trained on the woman in front of me.

      “It’s one troll,” she said. “This one I could take with my eyes closed.”

      “You were right the first time,” I said. “It’s a nest and this...” I glanced down at the muddy ground. Just how many of them were down here?

      Every bit of evidence we had, said that trolls were solitary. At the very most they could tolerate living in pairs, usually mother and son but even that was rare.

      “It’s a nest,” I said.

      “We don’t live in nests,” the female troll said, her eyes narrowing in my direction.

      “Really? Then who was this?” I pulled the evidence bag clipped to Victoria’s belt free and lifted it into the light.

      The troll in front of us hissed with displeasure. “A fool,” she said, “couldn’t do as he was supposed to. Couldn’t stick to the rules. He led death back to our door...”

      “What did he lead back here?”

      She shuddered and shook her head, her long hair falling in front of her face, obscuring her expression from view once more.

      “I hate living with them,” she said, her voice growing higher with every word. “But we have no choice. We need the numbers, there is safety in the numbers...”

      “Safety from what?” I asked.

      “Leather wings,” she hissed.

      I unclipped the strap keeping my machete in the sheath.

      “You won’t get the chance to draw your blade, human,” the troll said smiling at me with a mouthful of jagged and rotten teeth.

      “And if you push this, you will die,” I answered, pushing my fear back down inside where it belonged.

      The first prickle of Victoria’s changeling magic washed over my skin and I fought the urge to throw my head back and bask in its warmth the way a cat plays in the heat thrown by the fire.

      The troll standing outside the light straightened her body, rolling her shoulders back until she towered over us both. Her skin hung from her bones and down the front of her chest were three deep gashes, opening her body from shoulder to groin. They bled sluggishly but even as she stood before us, I could almost see the skin knitting together.

      “You brought a changeling,” she roared and it wasn’t a question. Her voice sent a ripple of activity racing through the darkness surrounding us and the back of my neck prickled with anticipation.

      She had declared war.

      The air currents next to me shifted, giving me the momentary warning I needed. Ducking beneath the huge hand that reached out of the darkness for me, I tugged my machete free and hacked into the sinuous arm the hand was attached to.

      Something a little too close to me, released a guttural scream of pure pain as the arm dropped lifelessly into the mud at my feet. Another hand appeared out of the darkness, drawing the severed arm backwards. There was a pause and the sickening sound of bones crunching and lip smacking hit me.

      It was eating its own arm...

      The thundering sound of running feet met my ears and the fear I pushed down inside climbed back up into my throat. Just how many of them were down here? And how had the Elite not realised there was an infestation of trolls in Fortune?

      I swung the blade around, hacking at anything that came into view. The troll blocking our path to escape grinned and took a step forward. “You will make but a small snack but beggars can’t be choosers.”

      Victoria shuddered, shedding her human form completely. The troll disappeared into the darkness and Victoria dropped her torch and went after her, leaving me to stand in the light alone.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered, narrowly avoiding another grasping hand. It seemed so long as I stayed in the light, the other trolls were unwilling to step into view.

      So far, the trolls hadn’t behaved anything like the Elite’s records had suggested they would. The only thing that seemed to be consistently true was their inability to tolerate light. Natural light would have had a much more harmful effect on them, turning their bodies to stone but the artificial beam from my torch seemed to do just fine at holding them at bay.

      “Victoria,” I called into the darkness, “anything you want to get out of here...” The sudden silence sent my senses into overdrive.

      What if they had her? What if they’d taken her hostage, or worse, killer her? Could a troll kill a changeling? Victoria’s reticence at going into the cellar back at the crime would seem to suggest they could but I didn’t know for sure.

      We needed more light and the only way we would get it, was if I could make my power work.

      Something scraped, the sound of stone on stone, making me jump. Tightening my grip on the machete, I sucked in a deep breath I searched for my power and once again found myself disappointed. Alastor was right, I felt guilty.

      Graham’s death was my fault, I was certain of it. I had failed him and I was using that failure as a means to punish myself. My subconscious had decided I wasn’t worthy of my power, what good had it done me? I had only ended up hurting the people I cared about.

      And if I didn’t get a grip on it now, my subconscious would be right. I would fail to protect Victoria, fail her as badly as I’d failed Graham.

      Something cracked inside me, the ache in my chest intensifying so that the tears I’d thought I’d cried out blocked up the back of my throat.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “I’m sorry, I let you down but please help me, please let me help her...”

      My words were flung back in my face as they bounced off the walls around me.

      A lone tear tracked down my cheek, quickly followed by another and when I raised my hand blue sparks danced along the tips of my fingers. It wasn’t perfect but it was something. I’d spent enough time as a witch with no power, I’d learned a trick or two, even if it was mostly just the ability to set fire to objects, mostly candles that I was trying unsuccessfully to light.

      In this case, setting fire to something would definitely be my benefit.

      Raising my arm over my head, I called for my power.

      “From darkness, bring light,” I said, adding an unspoken prayer to anyone who was listening to help me.

      The demon mark on my shoulder started to burn and the sparks on my fingers burst into flames that exploded along the ceiling of the tunnel. Magic flowed upward, the demon mark on my shoulder crawling beneath my skin as red and blue sparks twisted and morphed to form symbols on the roof, illuminating the length of the tunnel with light as bright as any sun.

      The trolls screamed, the light searing into them. The scattered in every direction, fighting one another to hide from the unrelenting brightness that hissed and fizzed overhead.

      Victoria stood a few feet away, her hand locked around the throat of the female troll who had initially spoken to us.

      The troll thrashed and fought Victoria’s hold but her movements were slow as though cement was slowly filtering through her veins, turning her body to stone from the inside out.

      “Do you still say you know nothing about the missing and murdered humans?” Victoria asked, her voice different, almost hollow with the power coursing in her body.

      “We never take more than our fill...” the troll said and howled as Victoria’s grip tightened.

      “You know what the fae will do to someone like you,” Victoria said, leaning in closer. “You know what the price of exposure is.”

      The troll thrashed harder, a low hiss escaping her.

      “Victoria, what do you mean the price of exposure?” I started to speak but something heavy crashed into my back and I dropped to the ground, pain reverberating up through my spine as whatever had slammed into me, rode me into the mud.

      The second my attention wavered, the magic I’d been using to illuminate the tunnel evaporated. The light extinguished and we were once more plunged into darkness.
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      I choked, finding myself face down in the mud and shit that covered the ground. My lungs screaming for release as I fought against the weight pinning me down.

      Long bony fingers dug into my shoulder and I lifted my head, screaming as the muscle was twisted against my shoulder blade.

      The troll holding me down rammed me back into the mud, forcing my face beneath the surface, drowning my scream in the thick sludge.

      This was not how I imagined my death.

      I needed to get a grip. If I didn’t, I was going to drown in this troll shit and then I would be eaten. Not exactly the peaceful death everyone usually wished for.

      The troll leered down over me, its breath hot on the back of my neck. I jerked my elbow backwards at speed, slamming it into the face of the creature that had been sniffing at my hair. It clearly wasn’t used to its victim’s fighting back because the blow was enough to knock it off balance.

      I surged upright, the mud clouding my vision as I fought to clear my face of the foul smelling substance.

      Just don’t think about it, Amber... It’s totally fine... It doesn’t matter that it’s in your mouth...

      I gagged. If I got out of this alive, there wouldn’t be enough hot water in the world to make me feel clean again.

      Strong arms wrapped around my chest, hoisting me into the air like I was merely a sack of potatoes. I brought the heel of my boot down sharply on my attackers foot, drawing a cry of pain that ricocheted through the tunnel. The troll dropped me and I scrabbled around in the dirt, searching for my machete. My fingers closed around the blade and I choked back a whimper as the wickedly sharp edge bit into my fingers.

      Picking it up, I grabbed the handle and whirled around. The blade bit into flesh and the troll screamed again. I swung blindly with the blade but in the dark they had the advantage. They could see me while I couldn’t see jack-shit.

      “Victoria!” I screamed, hoping against hope that she was still alive.

      Blood dripped onto my face alerting me to the proximity of the troll I’d been fighting. I ducked low,  the sound of its jaw snapping shut somewhere near where my face had been just seconds before sent a shiver of fear racing through my body. The memory of the female troll’s rotten and jagged teeth flashed through my head. If it sank those into me... Well it didn’t bear thinking about.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I swung the blade again and once more struck flesh.

      Long fingers wrapped in my hair, jerking my head back at an unnatural angle. The creature behind me, forcing me into a vulnerable position against the troll in front of me. Jagged teeth tore into the front of my Kevlar vest, pain exploding across my chest as the bullet proof vest failed to stand up to the assault. The creature wrapped its hands around waist, drawing me up from the ground so that I was suspended between my attackers. Its moist breath fanned against my stomach, if I could feel it breathing on me that meant it was through the vest and I was as good as dead.

      A flare of light caught the corner of my eye and something let out an inhuman scream.

      “Release my partner or I will kill her,” Victoria sounded suspiciously out of breath but there was no mistaking the icy edge to her voice. There was a flare on the ground next to her, the luminescence casting strange shadows across her face.

      The female troll we’d spoken to was on her knees in front of her, Victoria’s sword pressed against the soft spot on the back of her neck. One wrong move and the troll would die.

      The troll holding my head and shoulders released me and I flopped backwards, the only thing keeping me in the air was the tight grip of the troll holding me around my hips. The troll with its face buried in against my abdomen was a little slower to comply.

      Its tongue slid against my skin, teeth scraping as it rolled its eyes up to meet Victoria’s.

      “I could kill her quicker than you could react,” he said, his voice muffled against my body.

      Gripping the machete a little more firmly in my hands, I pressed my body in against his face. Crying out as his teeth bit into me. I swung the machete and brought it down on the soft spot behind his thick neck. The blade half decapitated him, the force of the blow driving his teeth further into my stomach.

      We plummeted to the ground, his dead grip holding me in place and I hit the mud hard with my back. The air whooshed out of me and for what felt like an eternity stars exploded in my vision.

      “Amber!” Victoria’s voice cut through the ringing in my head. “Can you get up?”

      I wriggled free of the corpse lying on top of me and pushed unsteadily to my feet.

      “Mother...” A voice hissed from the darkness and I curled my hands into fists, the longing ache in the strange voice gave me the creeps.

      “Amber, are you all right?” I couldn’t see Victoria’s face but there was something in the way she spoke that said she was struggling. Just how badly was she hurt?

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine...”

      Another hiss filled the tunnel and I suppressed the urge to shudder. Showing these creatures my weakness would not help get us out of here in one piece.

      I crossed the tunnel, making it to her side unscathed.

      With her free hand, she passed me another flare. “It’s the last one,” she said, “make it count.”

      Nodding, I pulled the top off the flare, the bright blinding as it joined the rapidly fading glow from the one on the ground. The trolls that had drawn closer, moving in on us as the light had faded, pulled away with shrieks of pain.

      I thrust the flare down into the mud in the centre of the space. The bright light illuminated the walls of the tunnel as I worked.

      Victoria’s hand closed over my arm as she jerked me to my feet and began to drag me down the tunnel in the direction we’d come in from.

      Victoria’s eyes met mine. “It won’t hold them for long,” she said, breathlessly. Her face was pale and I could see the strain of dragging me along after her, etched into every feature.

      We reached the junction of the tunnel and the sound of feet pounding after us, drove my heart into my mouth. They were catching up.

      “Do you think they’ll follow us out of the tunnel?” I asked.

      “I don’t think they’ll need to,” she said, “they’ll reach us before we ever make it to the exit. You need to move faster.” She said the last with a growl of frustration.

      Biting my tongue, I kept my thoughts to myself. She was right of course, I needed to move faster but my lungs were already burning from the exertion and my legs were on the verge of cramping up. I was human after all.

      Victoria might be able to flit from one place to the next without so much as a thought, just as all fae could but my sorceress gifts didn’t afford me that luxury.

      Pushing aside the pain rampaging through my body, I picked up my pace and drew even with Victoria. She glanced at me and I threw her a self-satisfied smile but instead of acknowledging me, she lengthened her stride and pulled easily out in front of me once more.

      Thundering footsteps echoed in my ears and I resisted the urge to look back over my shoulder. Doing that would be too much like tempting fate and knowing my luck it would only lead to me face-planting in the middle of the tunnel, all so I could confirm the trolls were indeed chasing us down.

      With the grate just ahead of us, I put on one last burst of speed as something tackled me from behind. I hit the ground with enough force to stun me, what little air I had in my lungs disappearing in the blink of an eye so I couldn’t even cry out as pain exploded through the front of my chest.

      Instinct told me I couldn’t stay still and I rolled to the side as the troll who had grabbed me drove its fist into the place where I’d lain just seconds before. The cement pipe groaned under the blow and cracked beneath me, tilting me violently back in the direction of the troll.

      It turned on me, face twisted into a snarl as I drove my booted foot into its chest sending it backwards.

      “Amber, come on!” Victoria cried, her sword slicing down on the head of my attacker. The head hit the ground next to me, the hollow unseeing eyes staring up at me as I scrambled to my feet.

      Victoria was already moving to the grate and I was hot on her heels when something grabbed my foot.

      It clung to me as I tried to shake it off but it was no use. Victoria was already through the grate and I grabbed the twisted metal in my hands, desperately fighting to pull myself forward despite the creature trying to claw its way up my leg.

      Victoria grabbed the collar of my jacket, fighting to jerk me forward into the light but the troll was stronger.

      I caught her arm and met her gaze.

      “Use your power,” she urged.

      I searched within but I was exhausted and what little magic I’d managed to reclaim earlier slipped through my fingers as pain lanced through my leg where the troll’s teeth bit down on my calf.

      “There’s nothing, I can’t do it,” I whispered, desperately clinging to her.

      Victoria’s expression shifted, growing cold and distant. “Then I’m sorry for you,” she said, “at least one of us needs to get out of here and go for help.”

      She released her hold on my jacket and I frantically tried to cling to her arm. Victoria slipped out of my grip.

      “I’m sorry, Amber, I won’t die here... Not for you, not for anyone.”

      And then she was gone. My fingers slipped from the grate and the troll clinging to my leg dragged me back into the tunnel, into the darkness.

      Light so bright it blinded me exploded from deep within the tunnel. I felt the heat coming and so did the troll I was holding at bay.

      Its teeth snapping just inches from my face as it fought to tear into me. My arms shook with the effort of keeping it at bay.

      “Please, please, no...” I whispered, fighting back the tears that stung my eyes.

      The troll stopped fighting, its face twisting in surprise before it burst into flames. It scrambled up from the ground, flailing around above me as I scooted toward the grate and out of its reach.

      The heat from its burning body was so intense it turned the air in the tunnel to molten lava.

      Scrambling backwards, I fell out of the tunnel as the troll’s body began to break apart and disintegrate.
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      I hit the dirt with a thump, the panic in my mind still screaming at me to get up to move but my body refused to cooperate. Instead, I lay there, staring up at the bridge above me.

      “How did you do that?” Victoria asked, I turned my head to find her standing off to one side of the tunnel mouth. And next to her were the same group of kids we’d met in the diner in town.

      “That was way cool,” Keith said, his eyes wide in a combination of fear and awe.

      “Can you teach me how to do that?” Paulo asked, “the guys in the yard wouldn’t mess with me if I could do that to them.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I said, struggling to sit up. Victoria held her hand tentatively out toward me and I ignored her. Pushing upright, I did a quick mental check over my body.

      No broken bones was definitely a plus but my leg wasn’t in the best condition. My jeans had thankfully taken most of the damage and I pulled the fabric aside to see the wound beginning to heal. So while my magic was on the fritz, my accelerated healing was at least still in full effect. I could be thankful for small mercies.

      I climbed to my feet, grateful that I was at least steadier than I actually felt.

      “We know you said we should stay away from this stuff,” Harrison said, scuffing his sand coloured boots in the mud. “But we had a hunch about the trolls.”

      “You were the ones who called the sighting of the female troll into the Sheriff’s department,” I said, suddenly realised I’d been played by a bunch of school children.

      “And we were right,” Keith said indignantly. “We found what we thought were bones and well...” He shrugged, managing to both look a little scared and smug at the same time. A look he carried off quite well. I couldn’t remember being quite so cool about the whole supernatural element to life when I was his age. But then again, by the time I was thirteen, I had already summoned a demon from Hell who had proceeded to rip my father apart before dragging him back to the pit. It had definitely left an unfavourable impression on my young mind.

      “Anyway,” Paolo said, “are you going to teach me that magic trick or not?”

      “I didn’t do it,” I said, stretching my back so that my spine popped. The wounds might heal on the outside but I was still going to feel the beating I’d taken when I woke up in the morning.

      “It was probably that dude,” Harrison said knowingly.

      “What ‘dude’?” I focused my full attention on the four boys, noting how Xander wouldn’t quite meet my gaze. Was he afraid of me?

      “The one who’s been following you around town,” Keith said as though it were the most obvious thing in the world and I was just too dumb to have not figured it out.

      “Handsome,” I said, “tall—“

      “Gross,” Harrison said, joining with the others in a grimace of disgust. “He’s just some dude and we’re clearly not the ones into him.”

      There was only one person it could be and he wasn’t even a person. At least, I was pretty sure demons didn’t count as people. But if Alastor was the one who had saved me then I owed him and if there was one thing I hated more than a mystery it was being in debt to those I didn’t trust.

      “Who is he?” Victoria asked.

      “None of your business,” I said coldly. I couldn’t forget the look in her eyes as she’d slipped free of my grip. The way she had just left me to the mercy of the trolls, the kind of mercy that would have resulted in my very agonising and slow torturous death.

      “Look,” she said, “I don’t think you should take it personally, I—“

      I cut her off with a shake of my head. “You don’t think I should take it personally?” I asked her, the incredulity in my words putting my voice several octaves higher.

      “Somebody’s pissed,” Keith said while smothering a giggle.

      “You four scram,” I said, “before I tell your parents just what kind of Scooby Doo shit you’ve been up to.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Paolo said confidently.

      “Really?” I folded my arms across my chest. “You want to try me, because I’m in just the kind of mood right now to go spoil your monster hunting fun by letting your parents in on the secret.”

      “Dude,” Keith said, grabbing Paolo’s arm, “don’t, she’s clearly having some kind of mental breakdown. And if my parents find out, I’m grounded for the rest of my life...”

      Paolo allowed himself to be dragged away by his friends but I could tell from the defiant look in his eyes that this wouldn’t be the end. He was definitely the kind of kid I needed to watch out for. The kind to go looking for trouble and find it too.

      “We should talk about this,” Victoria said placatingly.

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” I grabbed the machete from the mouth of the tunnel glanced inside at the ash still swirling in the air.

      “Do you think they’re all dead?” she asked, joining me.

      “Yes.” I sighed. “But we’re going to have to go back in there and check before we can check this box off the list.”

      “List?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “they weren’t the only ones hunting the people of this town. And you heard the trolls, the female leader spoke about something called ‘Leather Wings’...”

      Victoria furrowed her brow. ”You said the coroner mentioned a bird-like creature had severed the arm back at the house.”

      “I’m guessing they are one and the same. After all something was spooking the trolls so much they had changed their patterns to live in a community, understanding that there was safety in numbers.”

      Victoria said nothing as she turned and walked away from the tunnel. “We really should talk about what happened,” she said again.

      “So what kind of creature can frighten trolls into changing their evolutionary behaviour? Something big, with leather wings...”

      She studied me for a moment. I could feel her gaze boring into me but I chose to ignore her. She sighed. “I guess, a Night-Wing is the only thing that fits the bill,” she said, “we used to get them back in Faerie.”

      “Why would they be here?”

      She shrugged. “They’re everywhere, there was a case not too long ago of Night-Wing attacks up in Algonquin Park in Canada. But in that case it was mostly picking off demons, they have a preference for preternatural snacks.”

      “I thought I read they lived in wooded areas though,” I said gesturing at the scarred landscape beyond the river. “They’ve been chopping down the trees here, would it draw a Night-Wing into town?”

      Victoria pondered the landscape alongside me. “I don’t think so,” she said finally. “If it is a Night-Wing then just like the trolls it’s acting out of character. Something is causing it to hang around the town and attack people and trolls...”

      “Didn’t the Sheriff say something about the logging company buying up properties around town super cheap?”

      She nodded. “I don’t understand what that has to do with a giant bat...”

      “Well stick with me a second,” I said, “just suppose you were a super rich asshole who found himself constantly under attack from the local town. You know, because your trucks drive really fast through town and the locals don’t like it. Not to mention the fact that you’ve got all that forest out there,” I gestured to the opposite side of the river that lay untouched. “And you can’t log it because people have objected to it... You’re losing money and then one of your truckers kills a local kid. What would you do?”

      “Well I wouldn’t use a Night-Wing to terrorise the town,” she said.

      I smiled. “But you’re not thinking like a desperate business man. With everyone in town gone, Mr Rikerson is free to do as he pleases with the forests surrounding the town.”

      Victoria looked unconvinced. “I’m not sure,” she said, “it sounds a little far fetched to me.”

      “It could well be,” I said, “but I’ve seen humans kill for less than money before and greed has a way of twisting the hearts of men.”

      “If he were keeping a Night-Wing where would he be hiding it,” she said, “it has to be in town...”

      “I know just the spot,” I said, starting up the river embankment toward the place where we’d parked the SUV.

      “I think you need to have a shower and change of clothes first,” she said, following close behind me. “I’m down-wind of you here and if it really is a Night-Wing then covered in all that troll crap you’ll only smell like his favourite treat.”

      Pausing next to the SUV, I sniffed at my arm. She had a fair point, I stank to high heavens. The fact that I hadn’t even noticed bothered me. You really weren’t having a good day when you managed to forget you were covered in foul smelling troll shit.

      “We’ll hit the motel first and then the Sheriff’s,” I said, “we’re going to need to borrow some guns and ammo.”

      “I don’t think he’s going to be too happy loaning us his weapons,” she said.

      “He’s not going to have a choice, not if he wants to keep this town safe.” I climbed into the driver’s seat. “And anyway, I have a few questions for him about his pal, Rikerson and I need to do it face to face. Because if I get even one whiff that the Sheriff is in on this, then I’m going to feed him to the Night-Wing along with Rikerson.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s against our job description...”

      I shrugged. Sometimes you had to be a little unethical to get the job done and after the afternoon I’d just had, I was tired of playing by the rules.
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      One shower and a change of clothes later, I found myself standing in the middle of the Sheriff’s office.

      “And you need to use my guns why?” he asked again for what felt like the millionth time.

      “Because we think you’ve got a Night-Wing problem,” I said, “and that requires a little more fire power than we currently have with us.”

      “Sounds like something from one of the ridiculous superhero movies,” he said, “what does this Night-Wing do then?”

      “The arm,” I said, “in the garden, your coroner said it was severed by something with large talons, Night-Wings have talons. Not to mention something was making the trolls act out of character.”

      “And just where do you think this Night-Wing creature is hanging out?”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “I think it’s in the church...”

      The Sheriff started to laugh until the tears trailed down his cheeks. “You think we’re hiding some big bat thing in the church? We have mass in there every Sunday, don’t you think we’d have noticed if there was something big and ugly hanging from the rafters?”

      “I don’t think it’s in the main part of the church,” I said, “I think it’s being kept in the Spire...”

      His expression sobered up. “You said kept... Do you mean like a pet?”

      Perching on the edge of the nearest desk, I contemplated just how much to tell him. The last thing I wanted to do was alienate him. We needed access to his armoury after all and while I could pull the jurisdiction card, I liked him and wanted to keep him on side.

      “Not like a pet,” I said with a frustrated sigh. “I have a theory but my partner...” I glanced in Victoria’s direction, “thinks I’m way off base with it.”

      “Well spit it out,” he said, “we don’t have time for silly games around here.”

      “I think someone is using the fear the Night-Wing creates to drive down the price of property and push the townsfolk out of Fortune.”

      “You think Alan Rikerson is doing it,” he said, flatly, “because I told you he was buying up property on the other side of the river.”

      “I’ve got no proof,” I said, “but these creatures don’t just come and hang out in towns. They don’t like being around people and they prefer preternaturals as a food source over humans.”

      “And where would Alan have gotten himself one of these things from? Last time I checked, Petsmart wasn’t selling them.”

      I pointed out the window to the forest beyond. “My guess,” I said, “and that’s all it is, is he got it in the forest. Probably just stumbled across it accidentally when they were logging.”

      The sheriff shook his head. “I can’t condone rumours like these,” he said, “if you could bring me proof then I’d be the first one in line to arrest Alan but without it...” He spread his hands wide. “There’s not much I can do.”

      “You can loan us some of your guns,” I said again, “full compensation package from the Elite for any loss or damage done while we have them.”

      “How dangerous are these things,” he said. “Do we need to evacuate the town?”

      I shook my head. “One Night-Wing won’t be a problem, we’ll trap it and call down a containment team to take it away. It’ll be over in no time.” I cringed inwardly. I sounded way too chipper about the whole scenario. We still weren’t one hundred percent sure we were dealing with a Night-Wing and until we laid eyes on it, we wouldn’t know.

      But I needed to sound like I knew what I was doing, that I had everything under control. Telling the Sheriff we didn’t need to evacuate the town was definitely a risk but so long as the curfew stayed in play, we would be fine.

      He nodded. “Fine, you can borrow some guns... Still don’t know why you couldn’t come down here with enough of your own. Seems a little silly that you need to borrow them from the local police force.”

      “Couldn’t agree with you more,” I said, with a smile.

      “The sooner we do this,” Victoria said from her vantage point at the window, “the safer it’ll be for all involved.”

      “Why?” I wasn’t trying to be deliberately awkward with her but it definitely sounded that way. Perhaps my subconscious was retaliating against her for what she had done. If it weren’t for Alastor’s last minute intervention I would have died, there was no doubt in my mind about it.

      “The sun will go down in a couple of hours,” she said, “it’ll be more active at night. At least this way we stand a chance of sneaking up on it while it’s still sleeping.”

      It was a valid point. I’d never seen a real Night-Wing in close quarters but I’d read enough about them to know they were deadly. Like giant bats but they had arms to grab and claw at the their prey.

      “I’ll call Nic,” I said. “You get what you think we’ll need.” She nodded and I stepped out of the room, drawing my cell phone from my pocket.

      I’d expected him to call me, I had after all asked him to keep an eye on Graham’s case for me but since we’d arrived in Fortune I hadn’t heard a thing from him. And I missed him.

      Hitting the call button, I listened to the call as it rang and finally rang out. It wasn’t like him not to answer his phone, then again, I couldn’t expect him to wait next to it for my call.

      Pulling up Jason’s number, I contemplated calling him. We hadn’t exactly left things on good terms but I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling in the centre of my gut that there was something wrong, something I wasn’t seeing.

      I hit the call button and pressed the phone to my ear. He answered after the second ring.

      “Amber,” he said, sounding more than a little out of breath, “is there something wrong?”

      “I tried to call, Nic,” I said, taking note of the sharp intake of breath from Jason’s end. “But he isn’t answering.”

      “He’s a little tied up at the minute.” Jason’s frustration travelled down the line. “I’m not my brother’s keeper, Amber. I’d appreciate it in future if didn’t call me to keep him in check.”

      “That’s not why I’m calling,” I said, “I was worried and...”

      “And you thought calling me would make you feel better?” he said scathingly.

      “I can see it’s a bad time,” I said, preparing to hang up.

      “No,” he said, “I wasn’t doing anything important.” The sound of feminine giggling in the background caused my stomach to churn uncomfortably. It didn’t bother me that he was with another woman, in fact, the sooner he moved away from the crazy ideas he had about the two of us and found himself someone else, the better. It was the hitch in his voice as he spoke to me, making me think I had definitely got him at an intimate moment.

      “How’s the case going there?” he asked, practically tripping over the words as he forced them out.

      “We’ve got a Night-Wing situation,” I said, “we’re going to need a containment team to come down and pick it up.”

      Jason shifted on the other end of the line and the feminine giggling stopped abruptly. “Back off,” he growled.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” he said, his tone once more even. “You said you had a Night-Wing?”

      “Yeah, we’re going to contain it here but I’d really appreciate it if you could have the Elite send a team down here to do the rest. I’d call them myself but I’m pretty sure Jon would forget to send in the back-up as a way of punishing me.”

      “You’re not the only one on his shit-list,” he said. “He’s got it in for us all.”

      “How is Graham’s case going?” I was pleased to find my voice remained steady despite the painful ball of emotion lodged in my chest.

      “No one knows,” Jason said. “The bastard won’t let us anywhere near it. Says we can’t be trusted and the top brass are supporting him on this.”

      Groaning inwardly, I sucked in a deep breath. “When I get back, we’ll figure something out...”

      “You sure just the two of you can handle your Night-Wing?”

      “We just dealt with a nest of trolls,” I said, keeping my tone deliberately light. “I think we can deal with one Night-Wing...”

      “Amber, they’re extremely dangerous. Second only to dragons...” he lowered his voice, “I don’t think you need me to tell you to be careful.”

      “We’re just going to secure it,” I said, “I’ve had my share of action for the day.”

      “You sound tired...” his voice had dropped to a husky whisper. “I wish I was there with you.”

      “Will you contact the Elite, Jason?”

      He sighed. “Fine, I’ll get onto them as soon as I’m off the phone. Do you need me to come down?”

      I opened my mouth to ask him to send Nic and then bit the words back. We were actually managing to converse over the phone without him swearing to end me and everyone I cared about. If I pushed my luck too far, I was afraid I would only alienate him once more.

      “No,” I said, “we can manage and we’ll be back sometime tomorrow if we get this wrapped up tonight.”

      “Fine.” His tone was business as usual, and for that I was grateful. “I’ll call them now.” He paused, the only sound passing over the line was his breathing.

      “Please be careful.”

      “I’m always careful...”

      He laughed then, the sound wrapping me in warmth so that it drew a smile to my own lips. Why couldn’t he be like this all the time? He wasn’t a bad guy per se, but with whatever obsessional curse was in action between us, he was definitely bad for me.

      I ended the call before he could say anything else. The last thing I needed was for him to pledge his undying loyalty to me once more. As soon as I was back, I was going to have to find a way to break whatever it was that was going on between us before we hurt each other. Of course, doing that meant I ran the risk of him turning on me completely, he was a witch hunter after all. But it was a risk I was going to have to take.
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      Victoria appeared in the doorway a moment later. “Did you speak to him?”

      “I spoke to Jason,” I said, “he’s going to get us a team down here ASAP.”

      She nodded. “So how are we going to contain it until they get here?”

      “We still have the tranq-gun in the car?”

      “You think we can knock it out?”

      I shrugged. “Have you got a better idea?”

      Victoria met my gaze. “Not really...” she sighed. “I hate Night-Wings...”

      I grinned. “Scared of them?”

      “No,” she said, “I enjoy the kinds of hunts that result in my killing things, it’s why I joined the Elite. This is simply a glorified babysitting job.”

      I couldn’t argue with her there. Catch and release jobs were definitely not my idea of a fun-time but they were also necessary. Screwing this up would only result in all out war with Faerie and things were bad enough already without that little added bonus.
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      “You sure this is the place?” Victoria asked, glancing up at the church. The large stained glass window in the front caught the light from the evening sun. From here it was beautiful. I could only imagine what it would look like from the inside, the brilliant blues and reds, cast across the hallowed space. It reminded me of the churches back in Ireland, making me homesick for a place I had long thought myself separated from. Part of me wanted to slip inside and just soak up the atmosphere but we really didn’t have time for side trips.

      The front of the church was dominated by a large fountain, the water splashing out from the top and then pouring down through the levels before lapping against the side of the large basin at the bottom invitingly.

      Not that I had time to be admiring a fountain. Refocusing my attention once more, I studied the building with a more critical eye.

      “The spire.” I pointed up the tall thin towered structure alongside the church. “It’s the highest point in town. Where better to place something like a Night-Wing than there?”

      “I suppose,” she said. I could practically see the cogs turning in her mind.

      “They’re territorial,” I said. “They don’t like to go far from their base and the town is too far from the forest. Don’t you find it a little suspect how there were no Night-Wing attacks in all the years the town has existed alongside the woods. Until the loggers moved in and started cutting everything down?”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” she said. “We’ll find out soon enough if you’re right.”

      Moving around to the side of the church, I searched for the door the Sheriff had told me led to the stairs inside the Spire.

      The door when I found it was locked, the bright and shiny new padlock sitting on the iron bolt making me all the more suspicious. Somebody didn’t want anyone getting inside and that was for certain.

      Victoria wasted no time and kicked the door on the side near the hinges. The wood splintered inwards, the sound of the door smashing off the stone wall inside the spire echoing upwards through the building.

      I hesitated, straining to listen to any sound of movement from within but there was nothing.

      “You could have woken it up,” I said.

      “It’s still daylight, it’ll be dead to the world until dusk.”

      Carrying the tranquilliser gun over my shoulder, I stepped into the base of the spire first and found myself staring up at a ladder that climbed all the way to a platform near the top. Just like the lock, the ladder looked suspiciously new.

      “Why couldn’t it have been stairs?” I muttered. “I mean, would it have killed them?”

      Victoria shrugged. “Ladders don’t bother me,” she said.

      Biting back the words that hovered on the tip of my tongue, I grabbed the rung above my head and stepped onto the ladder, testing its strength against my weight before beginning to climb. By the time I reached the hatch that opened onto the platform near the top, I was breathing hard, the gun across my back weighing me down.

      Turning my head up, I stared at the padlock that kept the trapdoor shut. Swearing violently, I pushed against the hatch but it was pointless. At the best of times, I couldn’t compete with Victoria’s preternatural strength but in this position below the trap door, I definitely couldn’t hope to use brute force to get the hatch open.

      “What’s the problem?” Victoria asked from just below me.

      “It’s locked,” I whispered. I glanced down. That was a mistake. The ground seemed terribly far away and a wave of dizziness washed over me. I had never been good at heights and this was definitely too high up for me.

      “Can you force it?” Victoria asked.

      I started to shake my head before getting an idea. I didn’t have to force it. Wrapping one hand through the rung above me on the ladder, I reached into my pocket with my free hand and pulled a tiny pouch of powder out.

      It wasn’t easy to open the top and grasp a pinch between my fingers but I managed it and sprinkled the powder over the top of the lock. Gripping the lock tightly in my hand, I closed my eyes.

      “Open sesame,” I whispered and the lock popped open.

      “I thought that was from a story book,” Victoria said from beneath me as I pulled the padlock free and slipped it into my pocket along with the small bag of powder. “I didn’t think it would actually do anything.” The confusion in her voice drew a smile from me.

      “My mom used to say it when she would use the powder,” I said. “It doesn’t actually do anything, I guess. It’s just a little bit of witchy humour.”

      Victoria mumbled something to herself as I pushed the bolt across and lifted the hatch up. The platform was in almost complete darkness, only the small shaft of light that filtered through from a vent near the roof allowed light into the space.

      Just what was it with monsters and their desire to hang around in dark places? Just  one time, I would have liked to find myself facing a monster in full sunlight. At least then I would be able to see just what the hell was going on instead of always groping around half blind.

      “Can you see it?” Victoria asked.

      I craned my neck around, searching the space but I couldn’t see anything at all.

      “No,” I said, “there’s nothing. I—“ The sound of something shifting above my head cut me off and I turned my face up. Peering into the gloom, my eyes struggled to focus on what was above me and it wasn’t until two red eyes the size of dinner plates opened up that I realised just what I was looking up at.

      “I told you this was a waste of time. We should—“

      “Victoria,” I said urgently.

      “What?”

      “It’s hanging directly above me and...” I trailed off as the creature blinked sleepily before opening its huge mouth. Hot air washed down over me, the smell of rotten meat making my stomach flip over as I was bathed in its breath. Trails of sinew were stuck in its rows of razor sharp teeth. I’d once watched a documentary about sharks and the Night-Wings gaping maw made me think of that. Its triangular blade-like teeth definitely wouldn’t have looked out of place in the mouth of a Great White.

      Saliva dripped down onto my face and it took all of my will power to hold still beneath it.

      Its eyes were still unfocused and I was almost certain it hadn’t actually seen me but if I moved or made a sound, then it would all change in the blink of an eye.

      Victoria tugged at my leg and I fought the urge to kick her.

      The Night-Wing blinked lazily and then closed its eyes once more, its mouth sliding shut as it finished its yawn.

      I waited another few moments to ensure the creature really was once more asleep before I pushed up through the hatch. Rolling soundlessly into the space, I scrubbed my now-free hands across my face, clearing the saliva from my cheek.

      Victoria appeared a moment later and, climbed gracefully into the attic space.

      She pushed to her feet and moved around the Night-Wing, her booted feet making no sound.

      Sliding the gun from my back, I checked the chamber. I’d loaded it with the darts before we’d left the Sheriff’s department and for that little bit of forward thinking, I was grateful because I really didn’t fancy my chances at loading tranq-darts into an unfamiliar gun in the dark.

      Beckoning Victoria over to my side, I aimed the gun and discovered I couldn’t see a god-damn thing.

      “You’re going to have to shoot it,” I whispered. “I can’t see anything in here.”

      She took the gun and levelled it at the creature. Her finger depressed the trigger and the crack as the dart was deployed echoed throughout the room.

      I had expected the creature to wake up once we hit it with the dart. I hadn’t prepared myself for just what it would do once it woke up.

      Its wings spread out, and it grabbed Victoria in its hands, picking her up as though she weighed nothing at all, it slammed her into the wall and I watched as her head smacked the stone. The look of shock in her eyes might have been comical under different circumstances. It slammed her into the wall once more and there was an audible crack that sent my body into overdrive. Victoria hit the ground, her body crumpling beneath her like she was some kind of doll and not my partner.

      The Night-Wing reached for her once more, its mouth open.

      “Hey!” I screamed, drawing its attention. It unfurled its wings once more and I tried fruitlessly to dive out of the way but the leathery wing caught me, the claw on its tip tearing into my shoulder as it knocked me backwards.

      I hit the ground and scrambled quickly to my feet as the Night-Wing turned its full attention to me once more.

      The leathery wings were huge, brushing the inside walls of the small space. In the scuffle it had knocked one of the boards covering the windows out of place and the room was filled with the dying red and pink light from the setting sun.

      For once, I could see it clearly. The body was covered in a combination of fur and scales intermingled in equal measure.

      The Night-Wing dropped toward the ground, flipping its body over in mid-air allowing it to land on its powerfully muscular back legs. The five claws on its back feet ripped into the wooden floor beneath it, leaving long gouges behind as it moved. The same kind of wounds I’d seen on the female troll down by the river.

      It opened its mouth and let out a long shrill cry that tore painfully at my ears. Clearly, it did not appreciate getting shot with a tranquilliser. The Night-Wing screamed again and then started to scuttle across the floor toward me.

      The gun lay on the floor near Victoria and I dived across the floor, narrowly avoiding the Night-Wings attack. Grabbing the gun from where Victoria had dropped it, I ejected the spent cartridge and fired a second dart directly into the creature’s chest as it barrelled toward me once more. It screeched its displeasure over getting shot backing up into the corner, it tried to pull the darts free but its movements were definitely slowing down. Clearly, the sedatives were beginning to work and as though it wished to emphasise that point, it wobbled on its over developed back legs.

      Victoria lay on the ground and I reached out toward her, touching my fingers to the inside of wrist as I searched for a pulse.

      It was faint but there was no mistaking it and I let out a sigh.

      The Night-Wing faced me once more, its red eyes alight with rage. The collar around its neck caught the light filtering through the open window. I’d seen a version of a collar like it before but where?

      The Night-Wing let a plaintive screech out and I half expected it to run at me one last time. Instead it dropped to the floor with a crash, its eyes rolling up in its head as it hit the ground.
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      Victoria woke a few minutes later and judging by the look on her face, I could tell she had a headache.

      “It worked,” she said, sounding somewhat surprised as she sat up and glanced over at the Night-Wing.

      “Looks that way,” I said, wincing as I examined the deep cut bisecting my arm. It wasn’t healing in the same way my other wounds did, making me think there was something in the Night-Wing’s claws that kept the wound open and bleeding. Perhaps some kind of anti-coagulant?

      She got slowly to her feet, which for Victoria was most unusual, and I watched her from the corner of my eye as she crossed the floor and crouched next to the Night-Wing.

      “You saved me,” she said thoughtfully, as though tasting the words.

      “You’re my partner,” I said. “It’s what partners do...” My words hung in the air between us, more accusation than statement. We both knew the score. When I had needed her, she had left me to my fate. And when it had counted, I had saved her ass.

      With her back to me, I couldn’t read her expression but I could feel the tension in the room.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” she said finally.

      “Sorry might be nice...”

      “But I’m not.”

      It was like a slap in the face and I felt my anger rising in response. “Seriously, you’re not in the least bit sorry that you left me there to die?”

      “You misunderstand,” she said. “I don’t know how to be sorry. Everything I have ever done, I have done for my own benefit. I spent a lot of time in debt to others. Everything I had, everything I was, was theirs to command. It is the way of the changelings. We must earn our right to a life.”

      Perhaps if she had told me this before the events in the tunnel, I might have felt something. Instead, I felt nothing as she struggled to explain her rationale to me. I’d screwed up with my power, there was no doubt about it. And her anger toward me was completely justified but I was new to my power. It didn’t forgive my actions but I was learning on the job and I would never deliberately try to hurt her. She was my friend... and when I needed her most, she had betrayed me.

      “That doesn’t make it all right,” I said. “We’ve all got our baggage but I would never leave you to die simply to save myself. It’s just not how I work.”

      “Then you’re a better person than me,” she said simply.

      Cradling my arm against my body, I pushed up onto my feet. “Have you seen the collar?” I said, choosing to change the subject. If she couldn’t understand why I would try and save her after everything, it wasn’t my job to break it down for her.

      She opened her mouth as though she planned to say something more and then changed her mind. “I’ve seen this before,” she said. “The Saga Venatione have a collar they use to control their witches.”

      Confusion raced through my mind as I cast back to my visits with Lily in the prison. She hadn’t been wearing a collar the last time I’d been there. I was sure I would remember something as dehumanising as that.

      “Lily wasn’t wearing one,” I said. “When I visited her...”

      “No, Amber,” Victoria said patiently. “I’m talking about the Saga Venatione of old. The inquisition and the witch trials. They created the collars as a way to tame the witches, render them harmless so they could use them to fight the Shadow Sorcerers.”

      “They used witches against other witches?”

      She nodded. “It was a slaughter but the witch-hunters didn’t care. They used the witches to do whatever needed to be done. Some even bedded the witches, deliberately breeding with them to create even more powerful witch hunters.”

      Shock rooted me to the spot. The kinds of violations she spoke of were beyond abominable.

      “Why do you think Nic and Jason’s power is so strong?”

      “But their mother isn’t a witch,” I said quietly.

      Victoria’s smile was cruel. “But someone in their family line was. And with a power as strong as theirs is, I don’t think you’d have to trace the lineage back very far to find a witch.”

      Bile crept up the back of my throat. “Do they know?”

      Victoria nodded. “All Saga Venatione are told of their heritage when they are accepted into the order. They both know. It’s necessary to accept the oath.”

      “There’s an oath?”

      “One that demands fealty on pain of death.”

      “Oh...” It was a pathetic response to her revelation but I couldn’t think of anything better to say. My immediate reaction was to confront Nic, demand the truth from him. Victoria, after all, could lie. Changelings were not trapped by the same rules as the fae. But there was no lie in her words now. What use would she have for telling me something so damning?

      “Now do you understand why I distrust him so much?”

      “Thanks for telling me,” I said flatly. “We need to get the collar off and secure him before the team gets here.”

      “Amber, are you even listening to me?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t begin to unpack what you’ve just told me,” I said. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with it, I—“

      “You love him,” she said. “I know it makes the truth that much more painful.”

      “It does. So can we please just focus on the task ahead?”

      She nodded. “Suits me just fine. The sooner we’re finished here, the better.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more with her.

      “Now,” I said,  moving over next to her, “how do we get that collar off?”
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      After nearly a full hour of struggling, we managed to get the creature strapped up and down the ladder. We laid it out on the tarp we’d borrowed from the sheriff, securing it at the side of the church.

      However, nothing could remove the collar we discovered as we searched carefully for the release. Short of cutting the creature’s head off, which I was pretty sure was against the treaty with the fae, I couldn’t think of another way of getting the collar off... Unless.

      “You said the witch-hunters use the collars to control the witches,” I said, “does that mean there’s another part to it, something they need to use with the collar?”

      Victoria’s eyes turned black. “There is another component,” she said, “we just need to find the person with the other piece and we can unlock it.”

      “I think I know who might have it...”

      Our work had attracted a small crowd, mostly people coming to see the creature that had helped terrorise the town over the last few weeks. Near the gate of the church, I caught sight of the four boys and shook my head. Apparently telling them to go home was only a suggestion and not actually an order.

      I beckoned them over and they practically tripped each other up trying to get in the church gates.

      “What is that thing?” Keith asked, wrinkling his nose as he got a better look at the Night-Wing who was now wrapped up tight and more closely resembled a burrito than any kind of dangerous flying monster.

      “A Night-Wing,” I said. “Listen, I need your help.”

      Victoria eyed me suspiciously as I drew the boys in around me. “I need you to tell me if anyone from the logging company is here...”

      The four boys stared up at me with wide eyes. “You mean like Mr Rikerson?”

      “Well, like anyone,” I said, as nonchalantly as I could.

      “He’s standing over there.” Paolo said, pointing in the direction of a man in his forties who was at that moment pacing up and down outside the church railing.

      “Thanks boys,” I said, moving away from them.

      Alan Rikerson saw me coming and decided that would a good time to beat a hasty retreat. I made it as far as the gate when I saw Alastor leaning against Rikerson’s car, preventing the other man from getting into the driver’s seat.

      “You wanted him?” Alastor asked, giving me a wide smile.

      “I just want to ask him a few questions,” I said.

      “I have nothing to say to you people,” Alan said, “I came down here like everyone else to see what was going on...”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about a particular collar said monster is wearing?” Not that I expected him to answer my direct approach but there was the slightest flicker of fear in his eyes as he tried to sidle past Alastor.

      “A collar?” Alastor said, sounding suddenly interested. “Like the kind the Saga scum use?”

      “God, does everyone else know about that but me?”

      He shrugged and shot me a good natured smile. “You can be a little slow to pick things up.”

      Ignoring him, I followed Alan to his car. He tried to open the door and I slammed it shut before he could get in.

      “What’s your problem, lady?” he barked, turning on me. He jammed his index finger into my chest, pushing me back a couple of steps. “You magical freaks are all the same, you really think you can intimidate someone like me and—“

      Alan screamed and I jumped. Alastor had caught the man by the finger he’d been jabbing into my chest and was in the process of bending it back in the opposite direction to the one it was supposed to go in. There was an audible snap as the bone gave way and I suddenly discovered my voice.

      “Stop,” I said, grabbing Alastor’s muscular arm. He paused, glancing down at me, his eyes entirely black. The demon mark on my shoulder began to crawl with power that sent tiny trickles of heat racing down my spine. “I said stop, Alastor.” I pushed as much authority in my voice as I could.

      He released Rikerson and took a step back, glaring at the other man. “He shouldn’t touch you like that.” There was true hatred in his voice and I suddenly found myself glad that I wasn’t the one on the wrong end of his wrath.

      “You know something about the collar,” I said to him. “Do you know how to take one off?”

      Alastor nodded. “I might,” he said. “What’s in it for me?”

      “How about you’ll have done a good thing? A step in the right direction to help make up for all the bad shit you do.”

      He glanced back at Rikerson. “You really want me to do this?” he said and I suddenly wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or the man standing in front of us.

      “I want you to take the collar off,” I said. “Please...” I touched his arm and Alastor glanced down at the spot where my fingers curled over his bicep.

      “Sure,” he said with a wide smile. He took off, slipping through the gates of the church and making his way up to where the Night-Wing lay, still thankfully unconscious.

      I caught up to him at the side of the church. “Why are you here, Alastor?”

      “I told you before. I want you.”

      “No,” I said, “really, why are you here? You don’t like me, you don’t like being bound to me so why bother with all of this… Why bother to save my life earlier in the tunnels?”

      “For one thing,” he said holding a finger up as method of counting off his points, “I didn’t save you earlier. I was at a strip joint one town over.”

      “Really, a strip joint?”

      “What can I say, I like watching humans behave like animals. Helps keep me grounded. But…” he sighed, “I came straight back when I felt your fear…” he sucked in a deep breath.

      “And two?”

      “Two… I’m tired of running scared of the one tracking me. I want to fulfill the promise of my birth. I want to pledge myself to you, become your demon.”

      “Sounds kind of cheesy,” I said.

      “Well when I put it like that, it does,” he said. “But it doesn’t change what it is. I can’t offer you romance, Amber. I don’t believe in love. You’ll have to find that elsewhere. But what I can offer you. besides mind-blowing sex, is my soul, my essence, and my power. Everything I am, is yours if you’ll only just let me in…”

      “I told you already, I said—”

      My cell-phone began to buzz in my pocket and I tugged it free.

      “We’ll discuss this later,” I said and Alastor shrugged as he stalked off in in the Night-Wing’s direction.

      The number on the screen was unfamiliar as I answered the call.

      “Is that Ms Morgan?” The male voice on the other end of the line was brusque and instantly set my teeth on edge.

      “Speaking,” I said, “who is this?”

      “This is Commander Jones,” he said. “We got a call that you needed a containment team down in Fortune for a Night-Wing?”

      “That’s right,” I said, feeling a weight lift from my shoulders. “Are you nearly here?”

      “I’m afraid there’s been a delay,” he said. “A truck overturned on the highway just out of town, it’s blocking all vehicles from entering and exiting the town.”

      I glanced in Rikerson’s direction once more and my stomach lurched painfully as I noticed him on the phone.

      “This wouldn’t happen to be a truck carrying logs now would it?” I asked, hoping against hope that I was wrong.

      “Yeah,” he said, “they’re everywhere. We were lucky we weren’t directly behind them when it went over.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t think it was an accident...”

      “Excuse me?” Commander Jones said, his voice turning icy.

      “How long of a delay do you think there’s going to be?”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. “It’s hard to say, no one seems to know what’s going on here. We’ve called in reinforcements but they’re at least another two, three hours out from your position. Have you secured the creature?”

      “Yeah, the little guy is all tied up here on our end,” I said, “strapped down tight. He isn’t going anywhere in a hurry.”

      There was another pause on the other end of the line. “Hold on, Ms Morgan, how big is your Night-Wing?”

      I glanced over at the long bundle stretched out across the ground. “At least thirteen feet,” I said. “And that’s with its wings tucked into its body and I’m not counting the tail.”

      Commander Jones swore loudly on the other end of the line and the first real trickles of fear tracked down my spine.

      “Why, what’s wrong with that?”

      “It’s a baby,” he said. “It’s not the mother...”

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “It’s on its own. There isn’t a mother around.”

      “Oh, she’ll be there somewhere,” he said. “She’s looking for her young. Mark my words. If I were you, Ms Morgan, I’d get the hell out of dodge before she finds you.”

      I glanced up at the sky as the sun sunk below the horizon. “I can’t leave all these people here,” I said.

      “Then I hope for your sake and theirs that it doesn’t wake up and start calling...”
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      An ear-splitting screech cut through the air and I cringed, glancing over at the Night-Wing still securely wrapped up on the ground.

      “Shut that thing up,” he said, “or everyone there is dead.” The line went dead and I stared blankly down at my phone as another screech tore the air. It wasn’t the same sound it had made when we had hit it with the tranquillisers inside. This sound carried, like vibrational frequency that passed through the body and turned you bones to jelly.

      The four boys stumbled backwards from the Night-Wing, blood trickling from their noses as they clutched their hands over their ears.

      The Night-Wing cried out again, the sound like an amplified car alarm. Alastor turned to face me, the collar clutched in his hands.

      “Put it back to sleep,” I said to Victoria, who was still standing next to it.

      “It is asleep,” she said. “It hasn’t woken up, we just took the collar off and—“

      A much louder answering call ripped the night air apart, the noise driving me to my knees.

      It felt like every cell in my body was being ripped apart before slowly knitting itself back together again.

      Turning my face up to the night sky once more, I expected to see the shape of a huge Night-Wing bearing down on us but there was nothing. No dark shape, no winged death to mar the indigo sky.

      “What is that?” Victoria asked, as the Night-Wing on the ground stirred and began to fight against the restraints keeping it bound.

      “That’s the sound of its mother,” I said, as another bone-rattling screech ripped through the air. The alarms on the parked car on the street outside the church gates began to sound off, joining with the general melee to create an atmosphere of panic.

      “We need to get these people inside,” I said, struggling to my feet. The scream from above came again and this time it sounded closer than it had ever been.

      I grabbed Harrison and Paolo by the shoulders and shoved them in the direction of the church doors and did the same Keith. Xander was on the ground curled into a ball, his glasses lying next to him, the lenses cracked. I tried to pick him up but teenage boys as it turns out are a lot heavier than they initially seem.

      “Let me help.” The Sheriff appeared as though out of nowhere at my elbow and scooped Xander up from the ground. There was blood on his face and I found myself hoping that it was all just superficial and not because the lenses shattering had done any real damage to him.

      Victoria was directing people in through the doors of the church as the Night-Wing landed in the middle of the road.

      She reminded me of an exhibition of dinosaurs I’d seen when I was a teenager. Her body was at least forty feet long. Spines extended from her back carried on all the way down to the tip of her tail, which she used as a sort of whip.

      It shot out, sending three of the parked cars on the street careening down the road. The scream of metal and glass breaking melding with the horrifying scream she released.

      The baby Night-Wing answered her and the mother’s huge head swivelled around in our direction.

      Turning to Alastor, I screamed at him. “We need to move it away from the church.” In my mind I could already see the mother stomping all over the building like some sort of Godzilla-like creature.

      He followed my lead, grabbing one end of the straps securing the baby. We dragged it across the ground and out onto the grass next to the church, the mother following our every movements with her huge red eyes.

      “Now what are you doing?” he said as I hastily began undoing the straps holding the baby down.

      “She wants him,” I said, “so I’m going to let her have him.”

      “You do know she’ll probably destroy the place anyway...”

      “It’s a risk I’ve got to take,” I said. “She’s going to destroy it now as it is.”

      Alastor released a long suffering sigh. “Nothing is easy with you, is it?”

      I didn’t answer him, choosing instead to concentrate on loosening the bindings enough for him to slide out.

      The Night-Wing didn’t waste any time. The moment he was free of the straps, he shook himself off like an overly-large dog and stretched his wings. Letting a small joyful chirp as he crossed the grass, running for his mother.

      Her response wasn’t so cute and I felt something warm and wet trickling down over my lips as her screech washed over me.

      “Do you always bleed this much?” Alastor asked, studying me.

      My heart caught in the back of my throat as I realised the baby had stopped running. It raised its head, lifting its huge snout into the air before drawing in several deep breaths.

      “What is it doing?” I asked, scanning the area.

      “It’s scenting the air,” Alastor said, “they do this when they catch the scent of their prey...”

      “Everyone is in the church,” I said, “there’s no one around too...” I trailed off as my eyes latched onto Rikerson’s car.

      At the same moment as I had, the baby’s head dropped, his large red eyes focusing on exactly the same spot as me. He screeched and Mommy’s answering call was enough create the taste of metal in my mouth.

      When this was all done, I’d be lucky if my eardrums weren’t ruptured.

      The smaller Night-Wing lowered its head further and started to flap its wings, the large leathery wingspan lifting its long heavy body into the air. The wind from its wing beats slapped me in the face as I crossed the grass back in the direction of Rikerson’s car.

      The larger Night-Wing spotted me and roared, the sound reverberating through my body. I hit the ground like a stone, the blood in my veins boiling as the pressure in my head built to an almost unbearable level. For one terrible moment I thought my brain was going to explode and simply leak out through my ears but her cry cut off as abruptly as it had begun, as though she had no real interest in killing me, she only wanted me to let her baby do his thing.

      The baby rose into the air above Rikerson’s car before violently diving toward the top of the SUV. Metal groaned and glass exploded as the Night-Wing’s body struck the car. Long gouge marks appeared in the roof and I watched as the smaller Night-Wing began to peel the top of the car back like it was nothing more than a tin can.

      Alastor crouched next to me. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I croaked. “But if Rikerson is in that car he’s not going to be all right for very long.”

      “There’s nothing we can do,” Alastor said. “Night-Wing’s gotta eat.”

      The sound of gunshot ripped the air and I jumped. I turned to see Rikerson crawling around the side of his SUV, a shotgun gripped in his hands.

      He pumped the barrel, ejecting the spent cartridge before shooting again.

      The first shot had obviously only winged the Night-Wing. It had landed completely on the top of the car, one wing dragging down over the windscreen.

      The second shot however had a much more devastating effect, hitting the smaller Night-Wing square in the chest.

      The Night-Wing chirped a low pitiful sound as it fell from the top of the car and landed on the ground in front of Rikerson. He pumped the gun again and fired, repeating the action over and over until the Night-Wing in front of him stopped moving completely.

      He dropped the gun and ran for the church, leaving the Night-Wing dead on the ground.

      “Oh, god...” I said, watching as the mother crossed the street, her wings tearing into the shop fronts, ripping the buildings apart as though they weren’t made of bricks, wood, and glass but cardboard.

      She screeched, a short bark of sound that cut off abruptly. There was a moment of silence as she tipped her head to the side and studied the fallen body of her baby.

      “We need to get out of here,” Alastor said, and for the first time since I’d met him there was actual fear in his voice.

      “She’ll kill them all, “I whispered. Horror punching a hole in my chest.

      “We need to move now,” he said grabbing my arm and hoisting me to my feet.

      “I can’t leave them...”

      The mother nudged the body of the baby. A low whimpering growl that sent a vibration of sound through the ground under my feet. She nudged the body again, her long rough tongue curling from her lips to lick the body.

      She rose up onto her hind legs and screamed, the sound rocking the foundations of the buildings surrounding her. The glass fronts on the shops that weren’t already shattered exploded. The church window I had so admired earlier shattered, sending a flurry of coloured glass into the air.

      “Amber, there’s nothing you can do. You can’t stop her she’s going to—” Alastor’s voice cut off as the sound of the Night-Wing’s screech ripped the air apart.

      Light exploded behind my eyes and the next thing I knew, I was being carried across the grass, the ground moving at a sickening pace beneath my feet.

      “Put me down, “I moaned, fighting Alastor’s hold.

      “No, I...” I hit him. Not hard but enough to draw him up short.

      He dropped me and I hit the dirt with a grunt.

      “You’re going to get us both killed,” he said, “there’s nothing you can do for them.”

      “There’s always something,” I said, hopping to my feet.

      The sound of answering cries echoed in the skies and in the distance over the top of the church, I could see a black cloud rising from the forest.

      “There are others,” I said, feeling bile crawl up my throat.

      “Hundreds,” Alastor said. “Maybe thousands. Night-Wings live in colonies much like bats.”

      “There won’t be anything left of the town when they’re done,” I said, thinking of all the innocent people who would die.

      “That’s why we need to leave.”

      “You said if I agree to let you in, that I’ll get a power boost.”

      A dark light illuminated Alastor’s azure gaze.

      “You will,” he said. “Have you changed your mind then, little witch?” There was the echo of his demonic nature in his voice, sending a prickle of heat racing over my the mark on my shoulder.

      “Will it be enough to save these people,” I asked.

      “More than enough,” he said, “if you use it correctly...”

      The chittering screeches and howls of other Night-Wings flying through the air toward the town grew louder.

      “What do I need to do?”

      “A kiss,” he said gently, his azure gaze disappearing beneath the darkness of his demon half.

      “Seriously, can’t we just shake on it or—”

      He shook his head and glanced at the mother Night-Wing in the street. She screamed again, her cry slicing across the ground like a well directed missile hit. It struck the side of the church and the spire began to crumble.

      “She will kill them all, Amber, make your mind up...”

      I swallowed back my fear. There was nothing else I could do. I couldn’t leave them in there to die, not when there was something I could do to save them...

      “I agree,” I said, feeling the ache in my chest intensify.
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      Alastor’s hand cupped my face, his touch firm whilst remaining tender. His head dipped toward mine, his lips brushing against mine in a feather light touch.

      The demon mark on my shoulder started to burn, searing through my skin, but it was as though the pain didn’t matter anymore. It dug deeper, burrowing into me and I felt the mark sear itself onto my very bones.

      Pain so intense it bordered on bliss made my knees weak as Alastor’s mouth took mine. His tongue slipped between my lips and I opened to him as he plunged into me. An all consuming, devouring kiss.

      I clung to him, the hunger inside me suddenly insatiable. I kissed him back, moaning as his hands slipped around my waist and he jerked me against his hard body.

      What he offered me, I took. And then I demanded more.

      The chattering of the Night-Wings the demented orchestral backdrop to my willing submission to a demon.

      He bit my lip, his sharp teeth shearing the tender flesh. I bit him back, welcoming the warm flood of his sulphurous blood against mine.

      I’ve always believed I had a soul but until that moment I’d never felt it. Before now, it had been a nebulous concept, alien to me outside of theological discussion. But as Alastor’s kiss deepened, as he fed from my mouth and I from his, I felt his brand as it reached my soul. The brilliant blue hue suddenly tainted black. Tendrils stripped away the purity of what it had been, leaving behind an obsidian taint that brought tears to my eyes.

      The wall I’d built, constructed from my own guilt and grief over the loss of Graham, was suddenly gone. There one moment and gone the next as though it had never existed at all.

      Power so strong it pulsed in every cell of my being flooded through me.

      There was no beginning and no end to the things I could do. Bend the world to my will if I so wished it...

      “Amber!” Nic’s voice cut through the bliss of Alastor’s kiss, jerking me back from the edge of the precipice I’d so nearly willingly leaped into.

      The power was still there, so intense my skin felt like it might burst and pure light flow out.

      “Let me in, Amber,” Alastor whispered inside my mind.

      “Come in if you can,” I said. “Come in if you’re worthy.”

      He pushed against my defences and I held fast, the part of me that still clung to my humanity knew that if he broke through I wouldn’t care what happened to the townsfolk. There would be nothing of who I had been. Nothing of the daughter my mother had raised. Nothing of the woman Graham had mentored.

      I would cease to exist and in place of me would be this twisted thing, corrupted by the power that threatened to overwhelm me.

      Alastor pressed again, his fingers digging into my skin.

      “This is not what we agreed.” His furious words echoed inside my head, closer than they had been moments before.

      “Amber!” Nic again.

      I ripped free of Alastor’s kiss, meeting his blazing eyes, my breath coming in heaving gasps.

      “You lied,” Alastor said, managing to sound incredulous. “You lied to me...”

      “Then we’re both liars,” I said. Reaching into my core, I tugged at the power I found there. It unfurled beneath my touch and coursed through my veins. Without thinking, I threw my head back, basking in the warmth of the its heady intoxication.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Nic’s anger cut through my enjoyment and my head snapped up. I met his gaze head on and his eyes widened. “Jesus Christ what are you?” he whispered, his voice hoarse as whatever he saw in my eyes terrified him.

      “Amber, what have you done?”

      I turned from him, ignoring his question. Instead, I turned my attention to the gathering storm above the town.

      The mother Night-Wing had been busy and I could see one side of the church had caved in completely.

      Crossing the grass, I strode toward her, my power driving me on.

      Her red-eyed gaze washed over me and she opened her mouth. There was a moment where I knew if she hit me with her scream my brain would rush out of my nose, eyes, and ears, my body destroyed under the force of her grief. And in that moment I pitied her. She had only wanted to protect her young.

      Could I bring it back?

      “That’s not how this works,” Alastor said bitterly.

      My power crept across the ground and found the Night-Wing’s broken body. There was no spark, no nothing, just as there had been nothing with Graham. I could bring it back but it would not be the baby. It would be something wearing his body, something dark and twisted.

      The screeching cries of the Night-Wings above intensified and I glanced up as they began to funnel downwards, like a black tornado made of teeth and claws. It would rip the town and its inhabitants apart.

      “Dissere.” I spoke the words aloud, feeling the power channel through me and into the ground at my feet.

      The mother Night-Wing’s screech released just as the ground beneath her overly large body gave way and she disappeared into the black pit.

      I felt the gravitational pull of the gateway I had opened as it tugged at me, begging me to step within.

      But I had too much to do before I gave myself to Hell’s mercy.

      The Night-Wing’s who had started their descent tried toward the town tried to change direction but the pull of the portal I had opened was too great and I watched as they were sucked one by one inside.

      With the last one disappearing beneath the edge of the pit, I called the earth to close. The ground shook once more and the hole closed over, leaving the grass unscathed.

      I felt the lives of those injured in the Night-Wing attack as the hovered on the edge of passing over.

      The world began to slow down as I made my way over to what remained of the church ruins.

      The sobs of those inside tugging at me. I found the first dead body beneath a broken pillar. Brushing my hand over the woman’s still warm skin I felt her spark and placed it back where it belonged. The effort it took to push back to my feet left me light headed.

      “This is the price for betraying me,” Alastor said. “If you had let me in as you promised, there would be no weakness. These people would rise again.”

      “They would not live again,” I said, suddenly understanding the difference. “I could heal those on the edge. I could even give a life for a life but I was not a god... And as such could not give back the souls of those who had already passed over. “They would still be dead.”

      I reached out with my power and found those still on the brink, pulling their bodies back together easily.

      “Xander, come on man, wake up...” Keith’s voice filtered through the wreckage and I scrambled over the top of the ruins until I reached the boys. Three of them were crouched over the body of their fallen comrade.

      “He couldn’t see and then it hit him and I tried to warn him but...” There was a dent on one side of Xander’s head and without needing to touch him with my magic, I knew he was dead. His ghost hovered near his body, looking bewildered and more than a little sad.

      “Isn’t there something you can do, you fixed those others and...” Harrison said, his voice getting higher with each word.

      “He’s gone,” I said, brushing my finger down over Xander’s arm.

      “But you could—”

      “She won’t help us,” Paolo said, “she has all this power and she won’t use it. She’s just like the others, pointless waste of space.”

      From the corner of my eye, I watched Rikerson stumble out of the rubble of the church and start to run. I’d felt him when my power had healed him. Known where he was...

      “Let me end him,” Alastor said.

      The words hovered on the tip of my tongue. I should refuse him. Forbid him from killing him but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Many people had died, many were injured and for what...

      Straightening up, I reached out with my hand. Rikerson’s headlong flight came to a juddering halt.

      My power squeezed around him, drawing his life out. I felt, as he hit the ground, the rough asphalt beneath his hands as he bent forward and coughed. I tasted his blood on his lips and still I pulled. It came like a thread, his whole future unravelling before me.

      Crouching next to Xander, I touched my hand over his heart and drew Rikerson’s life through me, letting it mingle with the power coiled in my core.

      It scalded my skin and I wanted to scream aloud but the sound wouldn’t leave my throat and still I pulled.

      “Time to come back,” I said, speaking to Xander’s ghost which had begun to fade.

      “Amber, don’t do this,” Nic’s voice, he sounded far away. I blocked him out, focusing only on exchanging one soul for another, a life for a life. The balance would be maintained.

      Xander jerked beneath my hand, his body twitching as his heart shuddered to life. Closing my eyes, I felt the bones in his body knit, the injuries to his tissues and heal.

      His hand gripped mine and I glanced down to find his eyes open. “I can see you,” he said softly, his voice so quiet I wasn’t sure if he had actually spoken aloud or not. “I can see you without my glasses...”

      Keith and Harrison started laughing as they swooped in over their friend. Only Paolo was silent, his dark eyes watching me.

      “You killed him,” he said. “That man. You killed him and brought Xander back.”

      I flicked a look in Rikerson’s direction, he was face down on the road, his body unmoving.

      “I did...”

      He nodded, his expression solemn. “Thanks...”

      Pushing upright, I swayed on my feet and only Victoria’s hand on my arm stopped me from tipping over completely.

      “What did you do?” Nic asked, moving up beside me. “You killed someone, murdered him...”

      “He deserved to die,” I said simply.

      “You don’t get to make those choices,” he said, “he needed to be brought to justice but not this... Not like this...”

      “I saved a boy,” I said. “It was the right thing to do.”

      “Not like this, Amber,” he said again and I could feel his sorrow as though it were my own.

      I reached out to him but the world tilted violently beneath me and before I knew what was happening I started to fall.
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      I awoke in the hospital. The distant sound of beeping the only giveaway to where I was. Opening my eyes, I found Nic studying me.

      “How long have I been out?”

      “Twelve hours,” he said. “We brought you here because I thought maybe you were hurt but when they checked you over they said aside from some dehydration and a little malnourishment you were fine.”

      “Malnourished?” I pushed upright. My body felt stiff, like I had done an intense work out the night before. In a way I had...

      The memory of what I’d done came back to me but as much I knew I should feel remorse, I couldn’t bring myself to feel it.

      “The fae are pissed. They believe we deliberately broke the treaty and they want someone’s head.”

      “I saved them,” I said, “I did what needed to be done.” My voice was calm, measured, and felt as though it belonged to someone else entirely.

      “So you said.” Nic looked away. “Do you love him?”

      “Who, Alastor?”

      Nic nodded but he couldn’t look at me.

      “No, I don’t love him,” I said, the words tasted like ash on my tongue. I didn’t love Alastor but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a part of me that craved him. A part of me that wanted more of what he promised in his kiss. It would be easier with him, that much I was certain of.

      “Then why kiss him?”

      “It was the only way I could save them...”

      “There’s always another way, Amber, you didn’t need to—“ He cut off as Xander and the three other boys peered around the door.

      “They said you were in here,” Keith said, strutting into the middle of the room like he owned the joint.

      “How are you feeling?” I said to Xander. “No weird side-effects?”

      He shook his head. “I feel great. Doctors told my mom it was a miracle.”

      “Something like that,” Nic said beneath his breath. “I’m going to get something to eat and stretch my legs. I’ve been here all night. I’ll leave you with your new fan club...”

      He left without looking back and the hollow pit in my stomach grew larger. Would he ever forgive me for what I’d done?

      Alastor poked his head around the door as Harrison plopped down into Nic’s vacated seat.

      “I thought he’d never leave,” he said dramatically.

      “I didn’t think you’d be here,” I said.

      Alastor shrugged. “There’s nowhere else for me to go now. We’re irrevocably bound.”

      I opened my mouth to answer him when Paolo cut in.

      “We should go,” he said. “We only wanted to drop by and see if you were all right.”

      “It was good to see you,” I said, noting the way Paolo refused to meet my gaze head on. He glanced at Alastor with fear in his eyes.

      “Man, we just got here,” Xander complained.

      “We need to go and let them talk,” Keith said, nudging Paolo in the ribs.

      “Hey,” I said, as the boys headed for the door. “You wanted to know who did the magic show in the tunnel with the trolls.”

      Three of the boys turned back, eager expressions on their faces. Paolo looked less than thrilled about it all.

      “Well,” I said, gesturing to Alastor. “This is him. He says he wasn’t there but we know—“ I cut off as Harrison started to shake his head.

      “It wasn’t him,” he said. “It was an older dude.”

      “Show her the picture, Xander,” Keith prompted.

      Xander pulled his cell phone out from the pocket of his robe and scrolled quickly through the images.

      The hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach grew larger as I watched his finger flick by. If it wasn’t Alastor, then who the hell was it?  Xander paused and then held the phone out to me.

      The image was a little grainy, due to the lighting but there was no mistaking who the man was. He was older, his hair greyer, face a little more haggard than I remembered but it was still him. I would have bet my life on it.

      My heart stalled in my chest as I stared at the image. It couldn’t be him. It simply wasn’t possible.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “He followed you into the tunnels, we snapped him just as he was about to head in after you and... hey, are you all right?” Harrison said, sounding concerned.

      “That’s him,” Alastor said, “the one who has been following me too.” He met my eyes. “Who is he?”

      “That my father,” I said. “But he’s dead...”

      “Well so was I,” Xander said.

      I shook my head. “No, he really is dead. I watched him die.”

      “Maybe you’re misremembering,” Keith said, sounding a little spooked.

      “I know he’s dead,” I said, “because when I was twelve I summoned a demon and sent him to Hell.”
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