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      Lying on my back, I stared up at the twinkling stars, the inky darkness of the sky laid out before me like a rich blanket of oblivion. A gentle breeze drifted over my skin, bringing with it the scent of blossoms from the crab-apple trees that made up the grove I’d passed earlier on my way to the pub on the outskirts of the Irish town of Cashel. My eyes fixated on the ocean of stars in front of me, beautiful and infinite, but unlike my ancestors, I would never know the glory of dwelling in the heavens.

      Well, that was if you believed that the gods of old actually dwelled in some palace in the sky, which I didn’t. I was more of an if I can see it or smell it kind of girl… punch it, even. Then, it’s real. Everything else was just a pile of…

      “Are you going to lie there? Or will you fight?” the voice said from somewhere in front of me. It was neither male nor female, just a booming gruffness that hurt my ears and caused the rain-damp earth to rattle beneath my head. But then, ogres who shed their glamour were like that—the only way to sex them was to get up close and personal with some of their more fragrant nether regions, and I’d much rather dine in Hell with Hades than get close to an ogre’s butt.

      That animated movie with the ogre who secretly had a heart of gold? Definitely a pile of horse shit. The ogres I knew would much rather eat a donkey than befriend it, and this one was no better.

      Raising my head from the grass, where it had thrown me, I narrowed my eyes to bring its ugly ass into focus. Definitely a blight on the rolling green hills that surrounded me. Even though it was dark, I could still make out their silhouettes against the night sky, silent giants sent to observe but never interfere.

      I peered up at the ogre, who was also silhouetted against the sky. It was tall, taller than most, leaving my modest 5’5” in the shade and setting me at a distinct disadvantage. It was covered from head to foot in ash-coloured skin that resembled rhino hide. I’d already snapped off one of my karambit blades when I’d scaled the ogre like a tree and unsuccessfully tried to stab it in the back of the neck.

      Springing to my feet, I rolled my shoulders like a boxer and eyed my opponent warily. Ogres had one weak spot, and it lay between the base of their skull and the thick pad of fat in the upper portion of their backs. I’d always imagined the weakness as being similar to the soft spot on the crown of a newborn’s head. The skin in just that one area was thinner—god knows why. As far as I was concerned, why would you create a great hulking creature like an ogre, who is built for war and destruction, and then give it a weakness? Kind of defeats the purpose.

      Despite looking like a mountain with small, beady black eyes, the ogre was surprisingly fast. It wouldn’t win any track medals or anything, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t capable of moving its ass when necessary. I’d lost the element of surprise, so now I’d have to do things the hard way. And if it got its great big shovel-sized hands on me? Well, it would be night-night, Jenna, as it snapped me in half.

      “Why are you so eager for death?” I asked, circling the creature slowly.

      “What makes you think that?” it said, its mouth spread wide, displaying thick, tombstone teeth. Appearances, however, were definitely deceiving, and I had the scars to prove that no matter how blunt an ogre’s teeth looked, they were razor-sharp. Teeth for grinding bone and ripping flesh.

      “Because instead of taking the advantage when you had it, you allowed me to get back on my feet,” I said.

      “I want to know who sent you,” it asked, the air fizzing with magic. The hairs along my arms stood to attention.

      It took only a moment for it to wrap itself in its glamour once more, bending the light around its body to appear more human, but if I allowed myself to watch it with a soft focus, I could still see its hulking shape.

      It wasn’t an it anymore, but a he.

      He wasn’t ugly, but he definitely wasn’t what I would call handsome. His forehead was a little too wide for my taste, and his brow reminded me of a model Neanderthal I’d once seen in a picture of a London museum. His eyes were brown, and his nose looked like the gods had simply placed it in the centre of his face without any care or consideration for how it would look alongside the rest of his features. He had perfectly shaped lips that on any other man would be made for kissing, but that was the last thing I’d ever want to do with him. The dimple in his cheek was a nice touch, though. Made him appear harmless. Approachable, safe…

      Although safe wasn’t a word that could ever be used to describe him.

      I kept my gaze trained above his waist and shook my head. “You realise trying to appeal to me as a human won’t work?”

      He nodded and continued to watch me with an air of nonchalance, a lazy grin playing around his lips as his gaze roamed over my body.

      “I thought I’d level the playing field a little. Can’t very well have my fun if I accidentally crush you to death.”

      The way he used the word “fun” brought bile racing up the back of my throat. I’d seen what his type of “fun” had done to his other victims. Four, to be exact. All women, all blonde, mid-twenties usually, although his latest had been thirty-one. I’d heard about the case on the news and known the monster committing such atrocities wasn’t human. From there, it wasn’t hard to use my contacts in law enforcement to get my hands on the case files. It’s amazing what happens when others owe you favours.

      I’d laid the nondescript blue folder open on my kitchen table. My brain took a couple of seconds to put the pieces together… literally as well as figuratively. I barely made it to the loo the first time, my stomach turning over so violently I was afraid I’d vomit up my lungs as well as the contents of my belly. It had taken three more trips to the bathroom to purge myself of the horror before I’d finally been able to study the pictures properly.

      I’d been right to think of him as a monster.

      “I’m not your type,” I said dryly, letting the grip of my whip slide off my wrist into my hand. He cocked his head to the side, and I knew he’d felt the slight rustle of magic as the whip went from cool armlet to weapon.

      The whip was old, older than I was, and I wasn’t even sure just how old that was. The one I’d stolen it from had said it was made from the skins of the snakes that crowned Medusa’s head. And considering what the whip could do, the story didn’t seem that far-fetched.

      “Kinky,” he said. “I look forward to opening your skin with it.” He lunged toward me, and this time there was no mistaking his speed.

      Light on the balls of my feet, I danced just out of reach and let the whip drop to the ground next to me. It hissed as though it was made from more than just snakeskin. I flexed my wrist and the whip came to life, snapping through the air as I caught the ogre across his face. His arrogant grin slipped away as the whip’s iron tooth split the skin across the bridge of his nose wide open, narrowly missing his right eye.

      “Bitch,” he hissed as blood raced down his face and his mouth twisted into a cruel snarl.

      He came at me again, a roar ripping from his lips as he closed the gap between us. I flicked the whip again, catching him around his neck as I braced my arm and jerked the weapon tight. His eyes practically bulged out of his head, and his skin took on a mottled purple hue that filled me with grim satisfaction as his tongue protruded from his mouth.

      He threw his head back like a spooked horse, his nostrils flaring as he sought to draw air into his lungs. He might have appeared human, but his strength was all ogre, and as soon as he jerked the end of the whip I was dragged forward into his embrace.

      “Shit,” I muttered as he grabbed my thick braid in one hand and pulled me closer.

      With his body pressed to mine, the cloying smell of his cheap aftershave invaded my senses, but it wasn’t enough to dispel his acrid ogre scent. Up close, I could see the petechial haemorrhages beginning to form in his eyes from the tightening of the whip.

      He wrapped his other hand around my throat, his thick fingers almost meeting on the other side of my neck as he squeezed. He would kill me before I could choke him out, that I was certain of.

      I relaxed the tension on the whip and fought the urge to struggle in his grip, my eyes fluttering half shut as though he had succeeded in choking me. He drew a gasping breath into his lungs, telling me the whip had released its hold on him. His hold on me, however, didn’t change, but since it didn’t tighten either I took that as a win.

      He shook me gently, but I kept my body deliberately loose, my limbs flopping uselessly. Keeping still wasn’t easy. My lungs screamed for oxygen, and every muscle in my body longed to tighten, to fight back, but I clung to the calmness in my mind. I had practice at this. He certainly wasn’t the first monster who thought he could have me all for himself.

      I felt his tongue against my cheek, the rough, almost sandpapery texture scratching my skin as he ran it up toward the corner of my eye. When he murmured his approval, it took every ounce of my self-control not to react.

      “I’ve never had a brunette before,” he said, laying me out on the ground while keeping a tight grip on my throat.

      His mouth came down over mine, his foul breath turning my stomach as he kissed me. His teeth slid over my lips, and I tasted our blood mingling on my tongue.

      I stared up into his brown eyes as I flipped over the second curved karambit blade in my hand and jammed it into his eye. He screamed and flung himself away from me, leaving the bloodied blade in my hand. My vision sparkled with thousands of tiny white lights as oxygen rushed back into my lungs, but I didn’t hesitate.

      I flipped back onto my feet and scrambled after him as he started to shed his glamour once more. He groaned and roared, his hands covering his face as I kicked him in the back of his knees, driving him to the ground.

      Gripping the blade tightly, I landed on his back and jammed the blade into the base of his skull. It slipped through the weakness in his skin easily, and with one quick twist I jammed it up into his brain. The result was instantaneous: with a half-choked grunt, he fell forward onto the grass, his glamour falling away completely.

      Grabbing the blade, I ripped it free and stumbled away from the ogre’s corpse. Every inch of my body ached, my throat burned, and the skin on my neck was tender to the touch. I dropped to the grass and sucked in a deep breath, then closed my eyes.

      “One less asshole in the world,” I said to myself.

      The sound of clapping brought my heart to a skidding halt, and I lifted my gaze to the tall, broad-shouldered man stepping out from the darkness of the trees lining the road. Despite the distance, I could feel the heat in his gaze. His eyes, so dark they were almost black, watched me with admiration and lust, the type of eyes that would have most women on their knees. Heat spread through my core as things low in my body tightened in response to his gaze.

      “Nicely done on the fake-out,” he said, his English accent clipped.

      “If you’re here to kill me, Grey, you’ll have to give me a minute to catch my breath,” I said, changing my grip on the blade as I picked up the whip and tore my eyes away from his.

      Grey Cooper was as dangerous as they came. His power as a druid made him one of the strongest preternaturals I’d ever met, and his magical abilities easily matched his physical prowess. Turning my back on him wasn’t a mistake I was willing to make. But seeing him again, after so much time had passed since I walked away from him, brought back the longing ache I thought I’d buried.

      “I’m not here to kill you, at least not until you hear us out.”

      I turned my attention to the young man standing next to him. He was young, like just-out-of-school young, more boy than man. His blond hair was gelled back from his angular, clean-shaven face, and the grey suit he wore looked like it was made for someone a little broader through the chest. Add to that the squeaky clean shoes and the determined set of his jaw, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was his first day on the job. My assessment now done, I turned my attention back to Grey.

      “There’s nothing you can say to me that I want to hear,” I said. “You said enough the last time I saw you.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice. I was being unfair, but I didn’t care.

      “You’ll hear us out, Miss Faith,” Man-Boy said, his deep, rich voice surprising me. I couldn’t stop the grin that spread across my face, though, as I named him in my head. He looked like a man-boy, not yet done growing.

      “Nope,” I said curtly. “Perks of no longer working for you lot.” I took a step back.

      Grey’s laughter caught me by surprise, and I jerked my head back to meet his gaze once more.

      “Just know this wasn’t my idea,” he said, smiling, and my heart flipped.

      “What wasn’t your…” I trailed off as I noticed that the man-boy was gone. The hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention.

      A pair of strong arms fastened around my chest, locking my arms down by my sides and rendering my weapons useless.

      “Call off your dog, Grey.” I gritted my teeth as Man-Boy tightened his grip further, making it difficult for me to draw a deep breath.

      “I am not his dog, I am his partner.” Man-Boy’s breath was damp against my ear. “And you will hear us out, whether you want to or not.” The indignation in his voice might have been funny if he hadn’t just crossed a big line of mine—laying his hands on me.

      “I’ve had about enough manhandling for one night, thanks,” I gritted out, struggling to keep my temper in check. “Final warning.”

      “Alex.” The warning in Grey’s voice was unmistakable.

      Rage washed through me, narrowing my focus, so that all I could think about was escape.

      “I’ve got this, I…”

      I didn’t wait for Man-Boy/Alex to finish speaking. Planting my feet firmly on the ground, I softened my knees and let my body slump forward in his hold. He moved with me, keeping me upright. Without warning, I drove my body back into his, pushing off him with my legs as I snapped my head back.

      I heard a muffled roar of pain as I fought free of his grip and spun to face him. I didn’t give him the opportunity to recover, delivering several quick punches to his stomach and ribs before I spun again and swept his legs out from beneath him with a low, sweeping kick.

      A hand on my shoulder had me spinning toward my newest assailant, my karambit raised as I prepared to drive the sharp blade into the throat of whoever stood behind me. I stopped my thrust at the last second.

      “Jenna.” Grey’s voice filtered through the rage-filled fog that had descended on me. He blocked my attack with one arm, holding me at bay as his dark eyes searched my face. This close, I could see the beginnings of stubble on his face, and I longed to reach out and touch him. There had been a time when that thought would have brought colour flooding into my face as I imagined us tangled together.

      I swung away, an apology hovering on the tip of my tongue, and flipped my karambit into my other hand. I kept my gaze averted, afraid of the disgust I would surely see reflected in his eyes.

      “Sorry, it’s just a reflex,” I muttered.

      “Don’t apologise, I shouldn’t have grabbed you,” he said, his voice suddenly gruff.

      I contemplated correcting him, but instead I let it go. We could stand here all night and argue semantics, but that wouldn’t get either of us anywhere.

      “Look, we both screwed up…” I hesitated as he raised his gaze to mine once more. It never ceased to amaze me that, where Grey was concerned, every word that left my mouth could have such loaded meaning. We had definitely both screwed up in the past, but dragging that up was just opening a can of worms I had no interest in.

      “Today,” I clarified. “We both screwed up today. So the least I can do is hear you out. But talk fast, Grey. I’ve got a flight to catch.”

      “I want you back,” he said, and my heart slammed to a halt as my mouth went dry.
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      “Division 6 needs you back.” He watched me expectantly as my stomach dropped into my boots and my heart started to beat once more. He wasn’t here because he wanted me back. He was here because the bigwigs in Division 6 decreed it. And I’d been stupid enough to think, for a moment, that he had meant something else. Would I ever change? Would I ever stop wishing things could be different?

      The sad truth was, probably not. When I’d walked away the last time, I swore to myself I wouldn’t ever get sucked in by Grey again. And yet, here I was, hearing him out. Anger bubbled in my veins, and I clenched my fists by my sides, gripping my blade hard enough for my fingers to cramp.

      I stared at him. His gaze was unwavering, and the hint of a smile played around his lips. Despite the anger swelling in my chest, a giggle bubbled up inside me and spilled out before I could stop it.

      “They said you were quite sane,” he said, watching me with sudden concern.

      “Whoever they are, they need to reassess their information, because it’s sorely lacking.” Crouching down next to Man-Boy, I cleaned my blade in the grass before attaching it to the loop on the side of my trousers. Then I studied the dead ogre in an attempt to get my thoughts and feelings under control. Focusing on my weapons always had a way of calming me down.

      “I have a proposal for you,” he said, moving closer.

      “Uh-huh. You know, the last guy who said that kept me locked in his dungeon,” I said, no trace of bitter hatred in my voice. I’d been working on my feelings. Or, at least, the last fourteen shredded punch bags suggested I was working on them. I was making progress too; the latest one had lasted longer than a week.

      Grey paused, and I watched him through half-lowered lashes as he tried to control his reaction. I had that effect on people. Apparently, my humour ran on the dry side of things, making it difficult to tell when I was being serious or just sarcastic as all hell. Unfortunately, in this instance I wasn’t being sarcastic, and I had the scars to prove it. Not that Grey would see them.

      “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”

      “Didn’t realise I was supposed to.” I straightened up and met his gaze head-on. He didn’t say anything, but I could see his frustration bubbling beneath the surface. “This proposal, what’s it about?”

      “It’s a delicate matter; we shouldn’t discuss it in the open. I know a place down the road from here… if you’d let me take you for a drink, I could…”

      I cut him off with a wave of my hand as a snort of laughter escaped me.

      “You’re telling me it’s a delicate topic of conversation? You just watched me kill an ogre, and you’re worried someone might overhear us? I think you’ve got your priorities all screwed up, mate,” I said, keeping my whip at the ready.

      “I’m aware of your infraction, Jenna.” He cast a sideways glance at the unmoving mountain of rotting ogre. He’d start to smell soon. That was the weird thing about ogres—they rotted into the ground so fast it was almost as though the earth itself wanted to reclaim them.

      “Infraction?” I tried to keep the irritation from my voice. “Don’t you mean community service? This piece of shit was raping, dismembering, and eating the young human women of this country. He’d have done the same to me if I hadn’t killed him first. I wouldn’t call saving countless lives an ‘infraction,’ I’d call it a bloody good job!”

      He raised one perfect and utterly maddening eyebrow at the pitch in my voice, and I could have sworn his lips twitched slightly upwards. His seeming indifference to the ogre’s crimes only served to enflame me further, and I tightened my grip on the whip so that it dug into my palm.

      “Still,” he said, “your objection to his habits was not brought before the Faerie Courts, and you made no attempt to contact the authorities with your information. Instead, you chose to go outside the law, vigilante-style, as it were, and ensnare the creature on your own. That was a considerable risk. One might even call it foolish.”

      His voice held an edge that I hadn’t expected—he was angry. His words hit me like a slap in the face, and I took a step back, drawing a deep breath. Describing the ogre’s crimes as nothing more than a group of undesirable habits that needed to be broken was more than I could take, hitting a nerve I’d thought I’d long since dealt with.

      “I have a thing about murdering, raping scum,” I said through gritted teeth. “You’d be wise to remember who you’re talking to, or the ogre might not be the only one I have a problem with.”

      “Look, I didn’t mean for it to sound so cold.” Grey scrubbed his hand over his eyes, and when he looked at me again I was suddenly aware of his exhaustion.

      “You never mean it, Grey.”

      The man-boy at my feet groaned, letting us know he was starting to come round. At least I hadn’t done any permanent damage; no doubt Grey would add  assaulting his new partner to the list of infractions for which I was responsible.

      “When did you become so hostile?” Grey asked suddenly, and his question caught me utterly off guard.

      “When you and Division 6 turned your backs on me,” I said, allowing the full weight of my bitterness to fill my voice.

      Grey’s expression hardened. “Is that how you see it? You don’t think that maybe you were the one who turned your back on us?”

      “Really? That’s the best you can do? Division 6 was only too happy to kick me to the curb when Crest came looking for me.”

      He pressed his lips into a grim line, and I could just make out a vein pulsing in the side of his jaw. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one getting irritated. Served him right; whoever had sent him here to talk to me had obviously lost their marbles.

      “He was a citizen of Faerie, and there was a procedure to follow. If you’d given us a chance, we could have cleared the debt.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Tell it to someone who cares.” He didn’t understand, and he never would. But then he hadn’t been held captive by a psychopath. He didn’t know what it was like to be owned, to be a slave with no rights over your mind, body, or magic. I’d escaped Crest once, and when he’d come calling the second time with the weight of the Faerie Court behind him, I had done what I’d deemed necessary to survive.

      As the man-boy climbed slowly to his feet, I closed the gap between Grey and me. Levelling my gaze at him, I leaned in toward him, and his dark eyes widened in surprise.

      “You can take your proposal and shove it. I’d rather rip out my own fingernails than go and work for you lot again. You can tell Division 6 I said that, by the way,” I said, addressing Man-Boy before returning my attention to Grey. “We’re done.”

      I turned away and started back down the road. I half-expected Grey to come after me, but I heard him telling the man-boy to let me go.

      As far as I was concerned, Division 6 could crawl back into whatever hole it had dragged its mangy corpse out of, and if Grey was wise, he would give me a wide berth. If he came sniffing around again, his new partner wouldn’t be the only one with a sore head.

      The air was suddenly split with the sound of sirens, and I cursed beneath my breath as I realised they were heading in my direction. Dealing with the local law enforcement was the last thing I needed.

      “You slimy…” I cut off as I glanced over my shoulder and found myself alone with the dead ogre. “Great, bloody great,” I said to the air. “You know this won’t endear me to you lot,” I called out as the sirens drew closer, the pulsing lights now visible against the night sky.

      If Grey could hear me, he gave no indication, and I stayed where I was. If the authorities caught me running away from the crime scene, I’d be in far bigger trouble. No, the best thing I could do was let the bruises that were beginning to bloom across my skin do the talking for me. Anyway, they’d take one look at the ugly oaf and refuse to believe I’d singlehandedly taken him down. Even when you were preternaturally-enhanced, sexism was still alive and well.

      Blowing out a long breath, I raised my hands over my head and dropped to my knees as the first of the Gardaí cars pulled to a stop in the middle of the road. I zoned out, choosing to ignore the worst of the commotion that erupted around me. Until they took me to the station, there was no point in trying to explain what had happened. The nearest officer pulled out a set of handcuffs and wasted no time in dragging my arms behind me, securing my wrists in place.

      If Grey Cooper believed I would help Division 6 after a stunt like this, he had clearly lost his mind.
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      The sound of the cell door slamming behind me did nothing to improve my mood. Just as I’d suspected, the Gardaí had not believed me when I’d told them the creature rapidly rotting into the ground was the same one responsible for the sudden spike in murders. But that was the problem with Ireland, a country built on the romanticised notion of magic and the creatures that wielded it. Those in charge behaved like the preternatural community were all happy-go-lucky fairy-tale stereotypes. They had an image to maintain. If people knew the truth, that it wasn’t all ‘top o’ the mornin’ to ya,’ pots of gold at the end of every rainbow, and fairies on toadstools waiting to grant wishes, but instead grotesque creatures with sharp teeth, backstabbing selkies, and monsters as old as the world itself who would sooner eat the beating heart from your chest rather than grant a wish, then tourism would definitely take a nosedive.

      I lay on the thin rubber mattress that covered the cement bench doubling as a bed. Despite my lack of height, my feet still dangled over the edge, and I knew without a doubt that, come morning, I wouldn’t be able to feel my feet.

      Placing my hands beneath my head, I waited. No way were they going to leave me locked in here for the night. Once they checked the body out properly, there would be questions…

      I closed my eyes and tried to count to ten, but I only made it as far as four before irritation got the better of me and I scrambled back onto my feet. Moving toward the solid metal door, I balled my hand into a fist and pounded against it hard enough to cause it to rattle in its frame.

      If I really wanted to, I could have battered the door, bending it until it ripped free of its moorings. But that would frighten the humans, and frightened humans usually led to one thing: dead preternaturals. For all of their weaknesses, humans had definitely managed to create some pretty impressive means of destroying those who threatened them. But who could blame them?

      “Hey, anyone out there?” I shouted through the door before pressing my ear to the metal in an attempt to pick up any signs of life on the other side.

      Only the faint stirrings of the officers working down the hall reached my ears, and I sighed.

      I stared around at my surroundings and shuddered. The last time I’d been in a room this small, with a locked door between me and freedom, it hadn’t ended well.

      Metal scraping against metal grated on my ears, and I hopped back from the door as it swung outwards. The man-boy I’d met earlier stood framed in the doorway, the artificial overhead lights playing across his skin and casting his face in shadows. He looked far more authoritarian than he had earlier. Despite his neutral expression, I could feel his irritation. I couldn’t really blame him; his right eye was beginning to swell shut and darken nicely, and by morning he would have a black eye any bruiser would be proud of.

      “What do you want?” I said, eyeing him with disdain.

      “I’m here to get you out,” he said blandly. His stance was loose and at ease, but there was something about him, something in the way his arms hung at his sides and the openness of his chest that suggested he was prepared to put me on my ass if I so much as breathed out of turn. Not that he could. He was strong and he had youth on his side, but that meant he was untrained, and experience trumped reckless and uncoordinated strength any day. Grey, however, was a different matter, with his broad shoulders, well-defined muscles, and years of experience under his belt. I’d never fought him outside the training yard, but I had a feeling he could snap me in half before I even had a chance to touch him if we faced each other as true opponents.

      Meeting Man-Boy’s gaze, I consciously let the tension in my shoulders seep away. Taking my frustration with Grey and the Division out on him was more than unfair.

      “Get me out?” I said. “I thought I was pretty clear I want nothing to do with you and your cronies.”

      His lips thinned as he let his gaze wander down over me. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard anyone use that word,” he said, “especially when describing the Division.”

      “I have other names for it, but I thought I’d be polite. Keep pushing and that politeness will go the same way as my patience.”

      “Why are you so prickly? I’m here to get you out,” he said with an exasperated sigh.

      “Riiight, and what, the police just happened to turn up after I killed the ogre?” I snorted. “Give me a break. We both know you and Grey called them to haul my ass to jail just so you could get me out and make it look like the Division was doing me a favour.”

      “Anyone would think you had trust issues,” he grumbled, before stepping out of the way and gesturing to the hall. “You are free to go, Ms Faith, no strings attached.”

      I stared at him, suddenly uncertain. I’d been so sure that as soon as I expressed an interest in leaving he would hit me with the hard sell. Had I misread him? It hardly seemed likely, and yet…

      I scooted out past him into the hall and headed down the corridor. Each step away from him had me waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “Ms Faith,” he called out, and I halted.

      “Yeah?” I turned to face him.

      “There is one stipulation.”

      Goddess, but I hated being right. “What’s that?”

      “The Gardaí want you out of the country tonight. While they appreciate what you’ve done, they don’t want or need vigilante justice.”

      “Vigilante justice? Pretty sure if they’re calling it that then it’s actually considered a crime. So why let me out at all?”

      “Because you are not human, and your crime falls under the remit of Division 6.”

      “And let me guess, you guys are letting me out through the goodness of your hearts?”

      He smiled at me then, making me think of a cat who had cornered a mouse. Well, if he thought I was a mouse then he was sorely mistaken.

      “We’ll be in touch. Your things are at the front desk, and there’s an officer waiting to take you straight to the airport.”

      “I told you I won’t work for you,” I said defiantly.

      “Go, before they change their minds and charge you with murder,” he said, completely ignoring my words. His dismissal only irritated me further, and the fact that he was right, and I knew it, was downright infuriating.

      “And Grey, where is he? Why couldn’t he tell me all this himself?”

      “He had important business to deal with,” Man-Boy said, “so he left me here to clean up your mess.” It was a deliberate attempt to wound me, and while I kept my expression empty his words still hurt. But then what did I expect? After what I’d said to Grey, I’d have been more surprised if he had turned up himself.

      Spinning on my heel, I headed down the hall and into the main office. I ignored the glances cast my way from the human Gardaí and didn’t stop until I reached the front desk.

      “Division 6’s lackey said I could pick my things up here,” I said, meeting the disapproving glare of the same officer who had booked me.

      Without a word, he thrust a familiar leather bag across the counter toward me.

      “Thanks,” I said, moving toward the door.

      “This used to be a nice place,” he said suddenly, catching me unawares.

      “I’m sure it was,” I said pleasantly, leaving out the ‘before young women started turning up dead,’ part from my sentence.

      “Until your kind turned up,” he added.

      Tension knotted the muscles in my neck and back, and it took all of my restraint, or at least what little I had left, to keep walking toward the door.

      “Never satisfied by what we give you, always wanting more. Greedy, murdering bastards, the lot of you,” he said. “If I had my way, I’d put you all down, starting with you.”

      “Would you really?” I turned to face him. “You think you give us anything? We, who were here before the first humans ever took a stumbling step upon the earth?”

      I paced toward him. “You’re only here because my kind have allowed it. Because we chose to live side by side with humanity. And yeah, there are some bad apples in the barrel, but you humans have your fair share too.” I sucked in a deep breath and reined in my anger.

      There was no point in taking my frustration out on him. He was just one of the many humans who believed that anything that wasn’t human was inherently evil. And on some days, I would have agreed with him.

      “You’re all monsters,” he said, as Man-Boy appeared in the doorway.

      “What the hell is going on out here?” he demanded, cutting across the other man’s tirade.

      “You’re right,” I said to the officer, ignoring Man-Boy’s question completely. “We’re all monsters, but I guess what they say is true: it takes a monster to hunt one.”

      I stalked out the door, leaving the older cop to splutter his indignation all over the other Gardaí who’d come to gawk.

      “You should really consider going into diplomacy,” Man-Boy called out to me as I reached the unmarked car waiting for me at the curb.

      “What can I say, I’m Miss Tact.” I grinned at him over my shoulder as I flung my bag into the backseat.

      He gave me a lopsided smile as I climbed into the car, which made him look even younger. Just what was Division 6 playing at, hiring kids straight out of school? It didn’t make any sense, but then they weren’t my concern anymore. I’d stopped caring about them the day I walked away, and I wasn’t going to get sucked back in now.
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      The taxi came to a halt on the main street of the sleepy little town of Ringworth that I’d come to call home. I dropped two twenty-pound notes onto the front seat next to the driver before hopping out. The sky was already beginning to brighten with the pre-dawn grey light, and I could feel the coming sun like a hand pressing against my skin.

      Sunlight didn’t bother my kind; we weren’t like the vampires, whose skin tended to be rather sensitive, but that didn’t stop me from being more of a night owl. Swinging the leather bag onto my shoulders, I walked to the familiar glass door leading to my studio. I’d contemplated going straight home, but I’d left my Land Rover parked on the street outside the studio space I rented, and at least here I could take out some of my frustration over Grey Cooper’s smug face on the punch bag upstairs.

      I switched off the alarm and took the stairs up to the studio two at a time. Despite the coming dawn, it was still quite dark inside, and I flicked on the overhead lights as my eyes searched the shadowed corners of the room.

      I didn’t necessarily expect to find anything there, but it was a habit I’d developed over the years. Despite knowing I was free, that the fae who had imprisoned me was dead, he’d left me with a sense of paranoia that I just couldn’t shake… and probably never would. The kind of trauma I’d experienced just didn’t go away, no matter how hard you tried to shake free of it. And, well, I considered myself one of the lucky ones. If my worst complaint was having an overly developed sense of vigilance, then I’d gotten off relatively scot-free.

      But that wasn’t all he’d left me with. The tattoo on my back suddenly began itching, and I felt an almost overwhelming urge to tear at my skin with my nails. No, Kypherous Crest had been careful to leave me with a few permanent reminders of our time spent together. I shrugged out of the grey sweater I’d pulled on over my camisole and turned so my back faced the wall of mirrors I’d installed in the studio. As I stared at the glittering green scales of the expansive, curling viper one of his fae minions had tattooed onto my skin, it didn’t fill me with the same horror it once had.

      I flexed my arms, my shoulder blades coming together, and the snake seemed to glide over my back, coiling and uncoiling as I examined it from every angle. I could almost hear the faint hiss as its tongue appeared to taste the air.

      Of course, it couldn’t really move or taste the air; it was all an illusion, a side-effect of the magic used to create it.

      When I’d first escaped from him, I’d tried to have the snake removed, but the one who had carved it into my skin had infused it with the wild magic of Faerie itself, making it impossible to get rid of. Learning to live with it certainly wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t as though I had any choice. And now, it was more a reminder that I’d survived, that despite his best efforts, Kypherous hadn’t destroyed me.

      Turning away from the mirror, I gave the punch bag my full attention. I pounded it with my balled fists, each satisfying thump sending a thrill through me. No, just because I wore the tattoo didn’t mean I was Kypherous’s victim. That time had long since passed, and I would never allow myself to be taken again.

      The third step from the top creaked, and I froze, catching the bag with both hands to stop it from swinging as I slowed my breathing. Closing my eyes, I focused on the sounds surrounding me, searching until I finally found what I was looking for.

      “You can come in, Megan, no need to hide in the hall,” I called out, releasing the bag as I let go of the breath I’d been holding.

      “How’d you know I was here?” She poked her head into the studio, her bright blue eyes taking in the empty space.

      Her delicate hands held two steaming paper cups of coffee, and judging from the sweet notes that coated the air I was guessing they were lattes. Probably caramel, or maybe vanilla. If I focused a little harder, I could have picked out each individual scent, but my arms trembled from my exertion on the bag and a hole as big as a fist was opening up in the pit of my stomach.

      Just how long had it been since I’d eaten? Clearly it had been too long, judging by the cramps forming and the fact that I hadn’t heard Megan approach until the creaking stair had given her away. Stupid and careless, Jenna, I thought to myself as I eyed the steaming cups in Megan’s hands.

      “I heard you on the stairs,” I said, telling her a half-truth. The loose floorboard was a convenient early alarm system; the fewer people who knew about it, the better for me. I glanced up at her, and my smile froze. Her hair was scraped back from her face and pinned into a tangled bun, but instead of the chestnut brown I’d grown accustomed to, her hair was now a vibrant fuchsia.

      “Wow, what happened to your hair?” I asked, inwardly berating myself for only noticing it now. I needed food, and fast. I was missing obvious little details, and so it was only a matter of time before I missed something important.

      “I’ve been practicing a new spell, but I’m not very good at it yet,” she said, sounding frustrated.

      “There are easier ways to colour your hair,” I said. “And less drastic.”

      “I wasn’t trying to change my hair colour. The spell is supposed to cause those around you to cast a blind eye your way, but…” She trailed off, sounding completely miserable and defeated.

      “Do you know where you went wrong?” I asked, crossing the studio to where I kept a closet full of laundered towels for the times when I forgot to bring my gear with me. Which was far more often than I liked to admit.

      “Not really, I was hoping you’d ask Adrian if he could show me…”

      I turned to stare at her. “Adrian.”

      “Yeah. Oh, and this one is for you.” Megan held the cup out to me, and I eyed it suspiciously. Her tone was far too nonchalant. She knew my policy—I didn’t act as a go-between for the people in my life. If she wanted to speak to him about magical tutoring, then she would just have to ask him herself.

      “A bribe?” I said, scrubbing the towel across my sweat-soaked skin. I took the cup and sniffed it cautiously, eyeing her over the plastic lid. “You know I can’t be bribed.”

      She grinned at me. “I know, that’s why I’d never try to bribe you. I just thought you might like to try the new twist I put on the caramel mocha…”

      I took a sip, and the sweet liquid melted across my tongue and down the back of my throat, causing a soothing heat to spread throughout my chest. Releasing my breath with a sigh, I closed my eyes and took another sip.

      “Bliss,” I said, more to myself than Megan.

      “You like it?” she asked.

      “Like it? It’s amazing! If you put this on the board, you’re going to have a line out the door night and day.” I lifted the cup to my face and drank in the scent. Something tickled at the back of my nose, and before I could stop myself I sneezed violently.

      I raised my gaze to Megan as another violent sneeze overtook me.

      “What’s in it?” The warm feeling was quickly beginning to fade, but at least I didn’t feel as shaky as I had when she’d first arrived. “Wait, is this another of your potions?” I forced the words out between sneezes. Getting up close and personal with some types of magic always made me sneeze, and Megan’s gift was no different.

      “I could feel how unsettled you were, and I just wanted to help,” she said, glancing down at the ground sheepishly.

      She wasn’t lying. Megan was the type of person whose naiveté often got her into trouble. With her there was no art, no artifice, and certainly no malice. What you saw was what you got. I’d often wondered if perhaps the old adage, ‘the road to hell is paved with good intentions,’ was penned especially for her.

      “I’ve told you before, no magic,” I said, pinching my nose in an attempt to cut off the strong scent of her magic.

      “If you just drink it, I promise it’ll make you feel fantastic,” she said.

      I thought about it for a second. It was certainly possible; in fact, before I’d drunk in the scent, I had felt a lot better. Then I glanced up at her indigo hair again and shook my head.

      “Until you get the side-effects of your magic under control, I’ll take a rain check.” I grinned at her in an attempt to remove the sting from my words.

      “I’m never going to get a handle on my magic,” she lamented, dropping into a chair against the wall.

      “It’s new. You’ll get a handle on it.”

      “You should have left me that night,” she said softly, staring down into her cup.

      With a shake of my head, I crossed the floor and crouched down in front of her. “Don’t you dare ever say that. Do you hear me, Megan? I mean it.” My voice vibrated with anger. And rightly so.

      I’d known her from around town; her parents owned the coffee shop just up the street, and Megan had worked there full time. She was utterly human—at least she thought she was—and completely vulnerable. She’d confided in me later that she’d always had an interest in the occult, but she’d imagined magic would be the same as on television.

      I’d never asked her how she met the vamp, but I’d known what he was from the moment I’d spotted him in the coffee shop. And somehow he had known what she was…

      “I don’t have anyone who can show me how to use it,” she said, setting her cup on the floor and burying her face in her hands. “Adrian is the only one who can teach me.”

      “Just because he owns an occult shop doesn’t mean he can teach you how to use your power,” I said, imagining Adrian’s face when I asked him for a favour as big as this. Not that I’d ever get to see that expression; being psychic made it a little hard to surprise him.

      My cell phone started to buzz and I jumped. Right on time, I thought to myself as I pulled it out and stared down at Adrian’s name pulsing across the screen.

      “Speak of the devil,” I said, answering the call as Megan raised her tearstained but hopeful face to mine.

      “We were just talking about you,” I said as soon as I lifted the phone to my ear.

      “No way, Jenna. I read tea leaves and do tarot for my customers, and that’s the extent of my involvement with people. You know this.”

      “She needs this.” I moved away from Megan and dropped my voice to a whisper. “You know I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t important.”

      “You haven’t asked anything,” he said. “And even if you had, my answer would still be no.”

      “Adrian, I’m afraid she’s going to hurt someone, maybe even herself, if she doesn’t get the hang of it…” That wasn’t entirely true, although considering she had tried to get me to drink one of her potions without warning, I couldn’t be sure. Untaught witches were dangerous, and Megan was about as untrained as they came. Hell, she hadn’t even known about her abilities until the vamp turned up.

      “She’s had it her whole life, Jenna. She doesn’t need me. And anyway, there has to be someone she can ask… a relative, her mother maybe?”

      “Her parents are dead.” I let the words drop into the silence that swelled between us. “Her mother bound her powers when she was born, and when she died…” I trailed off, leaving out just how Megan’s parents had died.

      “Shit,” Adrian muttered. “You know I don’t like this one bit…”

      “So you’ll do it?” I was unable to keep the excitement from my voice.

      “Ugh, but you owe me, bitch,” he said, and then the line went dead.

      “What did he call you?” she asked, her eyes wide. It never ceased to amaze me how she could be surprised by something so trivial, but then she’d never travelled outside of Ringworth and I’d never seen her hanging out with friends. By all accounts, Megan was socially awkward—maybe even more than I was, if that was even possible.

      “A term of endearment,” I said with a grin. “Adrian can be a little…” I struggled to think of the right words to describe my oldest friend, but nothing seemed to do him justice. “Adrian can be pretty full-on at times, but I wouldn’t take it too seriously. He’s harmless.”

      She swallowed hard and gave me a tentative smile. “I can’t believe he said yes! Everything you’ve told me about him suggested he wasn’t exactly open to helping others.”

      “He’s not,” I said. “It’s not that he doesn’t want to, it’s just…” I stopped. It wasn’t my place to tell her about the issues Adrian had with his gifts. If she spent enough time with him, she’d soon find out. “Let’s just say it’s pretty complicated, and if he wants to tell you, he will.”

      She sighed and glanced down at her hands. “I’m sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “For not telling you what was in the coffee. I really didn’t think it would do anything to you… I’ve drunk it myself and it seems fine.”

      I nodded. “Look, I know you meant well, but magic is a personal thing. Messing with others and using it to bend them to your will—” Megan wrinkled her nose in dismay and began to open her mouth to protest when I cut her off. “No matter how well intentioned, trying to shape another’s emotions is bending them to your will, and it’s beyond dangerous. Just because you think it’s for the best doesn’t make it true.”

      She sat in silence for a minute before clearing her throat and nodding. “I have a lot to learn, I get that. But for what it’s worth, I am sorry.”

      I reached out to her, wrapping my hand around hers as I pulled her to her feet. “I know, and thanks for thinking of me like that.” I gave her a gentle smile.

      “You didn’t tell me how your trip went,” she said, changing the subject abruptly.

      I imagined the look on her face if I told her about killing the ogre. Even though death had touched her in ways most people wouldn’t have survived, Megan was still very much an innocent. I often wondered if perhaps she had simply blocked out everything that had happened to her, but I didn’t want to ask her about her experiences and remind her of a time she’d much rather forget.

      “It was fine. Same old, same old really.” I shrugged before turning away and busying myself with the wraps on my hands.

      “You can’t lie to me,” she said. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      It was my turn to swallow hard. Just how fast were her abilities growing if she could tell I was lying? I turned sideways and eyed her, careful to keep my expression as blank as possible. How much had I missed over the last few weeks I’d spent tracking the Irish ogre?

      “It’s nothing,” I said, but seeing the expression in her eyes, I added, “Really, it’s nothing. It was the usual messy clean-up, and you don’t need the details.”

      “If you’re sure…” she said, and then her expression darkened. “Speaking of messy details, someone was murdered a few miles down the road.”

      “What, here?”

      “No, near Salisbury.”

      Salisbury was further inland, but it was an easy half-hour drive from town.

      “What happened?” I asked, trying not to sound too interested. Division 6 coming to look for me after a murder occurred just a few miles down the road was too much of a coincidence. There had to be a connection, but I had no idea what.

      “They’re not giving out details, just looking for anyone in the area who might have information on suspicious activity.”

      “Have they named the victim?” I asked. Knowing who it was would at least give me some place to start investigating. And, well, if it turned out to be nothing, then I could rest easy knowing Division 6 wasn’t as close to me as I feared.

      “They haven’t even said if it was a man or a woman,” Megan said. “Why, do you think it could be something supernatural?” Her eyes lit up with interest.

      “Nope, it’s probably nothing,” I said, trying again to sound disinterested.

      “But it’s suspicious, right?” she asked. “I mean, the fact that they won’t release any information on the victim… that has to be weird.”

      “They’re probably just trying to get in contact with the family first,” I said, brushing it off. “Anyway, I’ve got to get a move on, grab a shower and a little shut-eye before I drop by the shelter.”

      “Rachel wasn’t too happy about you taking off to Ireland like that,” Megan said, the barest hint of a smile lurking on her lips.

      Rachel was the woman who ran the local women and girls’ shelter in town. I’d started volunteering there from the moment I’d arrived in town, two years before Rachel had taken over as manager, and from the moment we’d met it hadn’t exactly been a match made in heaven. I was pretty certain the only reason she allowed me to stay on was because I’d built up a relationship with many of the women who frequented the shelter.

      “Rachel is never happy with anything I do.” I returned Megan’s smile with one of my own.

      “I am sorry, Jenna, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she said, suddenly downcast once more.

      “And you didn’t. We’re fine—no harm, no foul.” I could see from the unhappy look on her face that I hadn’t exactly succeeded in reassuring her. But perhaps where I had failed, Adrian would succeed.

      “I’ll let you get ready,” she said, heading for the stairs. “I’ve got to go and open up anyway, people need to be caffeinated.” Her tone was a half-hearted attempt to sound more upbeat than she truly was.

      Perhaps I’d been wrong to think she had buried the pain of her losses… not that she would open up to me. Megan liked to play everything close to her chest. No matter how hard I tried to get closer to her, nothing seemed to work.

      “You know if you need to talk, or…”

      She cut me off mid-sentence with a shake of her head.

      “You’ve already done more than enough for me. And anyway, I’m fine. Now go, or you’ll be late, and Rachel will send out a search party for you.” Without waiting for an answer, she disappeared down the stairs, the sound of the door slamming indicating she’d left.

      I was missing something with Megan, but I just couldn’t quite get a handle on it. Sucking in a deep breath, I closed my eyes and let the tension in my shoulders slowly ebb as I released the breath. You could only help someone who wanted it, and for now, I’d done all I could. I could only hope it was enough.
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      I parked the Land Rover, then hopped out and stared ruefully down at the weeds that covered the drive. I kept meaning to get to them, but that time never seemed to come, and now some of them brushed against my knees as I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed to the heavy wooden side door.

      As I was driving, I hadn’t realised just how tired I was until I’d spotted the familiar ramshackle farmhouse on the horizon on the outskirts of town.

      Shower and sleep. As desperate as I was to bury my head in a feather pillow, the thought of bringing the rancid scent of ogre into my bed made my skin crawl.

      Sliding the key into the lock, my hand brushed against the timber, knocking blue paint flecks onto the ground. The last person who had lived here had been obsessed with the colour blue, and while I didn’t find the colour particularly objectionable, it didn’t excuse the fact that they had painted over the beautiful oak door.

      Pushing open the door, I dropped my bag onto the cold, grey flagstones and let the door flop shut behind me. Silence flooded in around me, and I let out a long, slow breath. I’d never truly understood the saying ‘home is where the heart is’ until I’d discovered this house on an estate agent’s listing. It had sat idle for years, with lots of viewers but no one willing to take it on. The house wasn’t in great shape, and it would take a lot of time and work to get it exactly the way I wanted. But I had plenty of time, and I’d known from the moment I laid eyes on it that I had found my own little slice of heaven. And when I’d stepped inside…

      The sound of one of the doors slamming shut upstairs made me smile. Most people couldn’t bear the thought of living in a haunted house, but not me. The temperature dropped suddenly, causing goose pimples to rise along my arms and trail down the back of my neck.

      “I missed you too,” I said to the air around me.

      I could feel the presence pressing against my skin in what I imagined was its version of a hug. The sound of something smashing in the kitchen caused my brows to snap together. The ghostly presence in the hall vanished as quickly as it had arrived, and the pressure against my skin disappeared abruptly as I made my way down the hall toward the noise.

      While one ghost was friendly, the other was not. I’d heard some call it a poltergeist, a destructive spirit intent on harming those around it. Personally, I found it more irritating than malicious.

      Glass shards covered the middle of the kitchen, and I bent to pick them up with a sigh. A brisk knock on the front door made me jump, and one of the larger glass pieces bit through my skin. The air around me shivered, and I could feel the spirit’s happiness as my blood dripped out onto the stone tiles.

      “Yeah, laugh it up, but you won’t be happy when I call the priest in here to do a blessing.”

      The temperature dropped again, and my breath came in small puffs that formed in front of my face as I straightened up.

      “Behave!” Nothing happened for a moment, and then, as though the sun had come out, the temperature in the room spiked upward, and I knew the spiritual squatter had departed. For now, at least.

      I heard another knock on the front door, and this time it was a little more forceful. After dumping the glass into an overflowing rubbish bin, I headed for the door.

      I hadn’t noticed anyone on the road when I’d come in, and the house was isolated enough that visitors weren’t a common occurrence.

      Pulling open the front door, I gave the woman and child on the doorstep a puzzled look.

      “Are you lost?” I glanced past the blonde-haired woman in search of a car but saw nothing.

      Her blue eyes met mine, and my breath caught in the back of my throat. She was afraid. No, scratch that, she was terrified, and her fear spread outwards, washing over me in a wave that sucked all the air from my lungs.

      “No, no, not lost. My name is Carolyn.” She reached out to me with a trembling hand. “I need your help.”

      “Whoa,” I said, taking a step back, out of her reach. The last thing I wanted was to get any closer to the terror that seemed to be psychically leaking out of her and all over my doorstep.

      The little girl next to her squealed suddenly and flapped her hands, drawing my attention. Her brown hair was tied back in a hastily assembled ponytail, and she had the same blue eyes as her mother, but they sparkled with an inner light that instantly calmed my nerves. Her snub nose and round cheeks were rosy in the chill morning air, and as she looked up at me her lips spread wide in the biggest smile I had ever seen. I automatically smiled back at her.

      She looked so innocent, and the urge to protect her welled in my chest.

      “Friend,” she said, reaching out to me. I took her hand, and my concern over the terror I had seen in her mother’s eyes washed out of me. No one had ever looked at me like this, with such complete and unadulterated trust.

      “Meredith,” her mother scolded, drawing the little girl back onto the doorstep and just out of reach.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to me. “She doesn’t understand that she can’t just make friends with everyone. But Merry is special, and she has a real way with people. It doesn’t matter who you are; even if you were Jack the Ripper, Merry would still want to be friends…” Carolyn’s babbling drew my attention away from the little girl.

      “What?” I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my head and fight the overwhelming urge to look down into the little girl’s beautiful blue eyes. Instead, I dug my fingernails into my palms in an attempt to keep my head clear from the tendrils of magic that sought to cocoon it.

      “There’s more to it than just her gift with people. Merry isn’t like other children.” Carolyn added, “Please, can we come in? I’ll explain everything.”

      I met her gaze head-on and made a snap decision. The terror on her face was too much to ignore, and I recognised the haunted look reflected in her eyes—hell, I’d seen it in my own often enough.

      Moving aside, I let her usher Merry through the front door. Her shoulders drooped as soon as she stepped over the threshold, as though all the tension she’d been holding inside had suddenly vanished.

      “Who told you to come here?” I said, following them through to the kitchen.

      “I met a woman in the shelter in Bournemouth who said I should come to see you…” She averted her gaze and stared at the floor.

      “This woman, tell me about her.” I couldn’t keep the suspicion from my voice. There was no woman in a shelter, that much I was certain of.

      “Fine, Adrian told me I should come to you,” she said abruptly, drawing Merry in toward her. The little girl struggled and fought against her mother’s grip and squealed in frustration.

      The temperature in the hall had dropped, and I could feel the ghosts lurking in the shadows. They didn’t like guests. Even the friendly one disliked anyone who upset the house’s equilibrium, but I’d always managed to get rid of newcomers relatively quickly so there had never been an issue.

      “What lives here with you?” Carolyn said suddenly, her eyes scanning the hall as her breath formed in front of her face in little white clouds.

      “Adrian.” I ignored her question and repeated his name like a bad imitation echo. I’d spoken to him a little over an hour ago, and yet he’d never mentioned that I could expect guests. Adrian knew how much I hated houseguests.

      “Yes, Adrian. Now what lives here with you?” The woman’s terror was gone, replaced with rapidly rising concern.

      “Ghosts. Well, one restless spirit and a poltergeist, to be exact,” I said to her before I addressed the empty air. “Cut the drama!”

      The air grew still and heavy, making it harder to breathe. Merry chose that moment to break free of her mother’s hold and dart for the stairs. She wasn’t the athletic type, but her speed and determination caught us both unawares, and by the time I started to follow her she was already more than halfway up the winding stairs.

      “Merry, no!” her mother screamed after her, following me up to the second storey.

      The little girl stood at the other end of the corridor, her hand reaching upwards into what looked like empty air. But as she strained onto her toes, the air around her hand seemed to shimmer in the half-light that streamed in through the window. The beam of sunlight lit up the hall and Merry’s hand, illuminating the dust motes that danced in the early morning sunshine.

      But that wasn’t what held my attention.

      It was the other hand reaching out toward Merry’s. The sunlight passed through it and danced across the peeling yellowed wallpaper covered with blooming roses.

      “Merry, come back here, sweetheart,” Carolyn said from directly behind my shoulder.

      “Friend,” the little girl said, just as she had to me before I’d taken her hand.

      The sunbeam widened, exposing more than just the ghostly hand reaching out of the darkness. The woman’s face was difficult to make out, one half of it a whirling mass of shadows, but as she moved I glimpsed the evil that lurked beneath. Longing slammed into me, stronger than any feeling I’d ever gotten from the spirits living in the house with me.

      Merry saw the shadows shifting along the spirit’s face and her small hand hesitated, but she was far too close to the ghostly figure to pull away.

      And then, as quickly as it had appeared, the spirit pulled back into the darkness. Merry’s shoulders slumped, and I reached her before she tumbled backwards over the rumpled rug.

      Carolyn shoved me out of the way and wrapped her daughter up in an embrace that looked tight enough to squeeze the life from her. I’d always imagined my own mother would scoop me up in a similar embrace when she came for me. She’d never come, though, and as I watched Carolyn rock her daughter back and forth as they sat huddled on the landing, I couldn’t stop the short, sharp stab of jealousy that rocketed through my chest.

      “It’s gone,” I said. “I’ll be downstairs.” But my words fell on deaf ears, and so I left the two of them alone.

      There was no denying the little girl had power, though I would have to ask her mother just what kind she had.  Although I’d met plenty of powerful beings, none were so completely innocent and so…vulnerable. I’d seen it in her eyes when she’d stood in the doorway, and again when she’d reached out to the ghost. Her soul was as pure as the driven snow, and that made her valuable to anyone and anything that dealt in black magic.

      Christ, I’d been living in the house for nearly a year and not once had the poltergeist attempted to materialise to me. Two seconds inside the door, and the little girl was trying to make friends with the bloody thing.

      What was more worrying was why they were here in the first place. Adrian wouldn’t have sent just any stranger to my door; he knew my history, knew I wasn’t the type who wanted visitors. If he sent them, then he had a damn good reason for it. The only problem? I was the only one who had no idea what that reason might be.

      Questions swirled in my head, making it hard to focus. There was only one thing I could do. Without a backwards thought, I headed for the kitchen and flipped on the kettle before rummaging through the cupboards for the teabags and a suitable teapot. There wasn’t much that a good, strong cup of tea couldn’t cure. And I had faith that, even now, it would come through for me.
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      Sitting at the well-worn oak kitchen table, I cradled the steaming mug of black tea between my hands and stared out the window. After everything that had happened, all I really wanted to do was go to bed and rest.

      Exhausted didn’t begin to cover how I felt. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d used my magic, and it seemed the longer I allowed it to remain dormant the more exhausted I became. I had a feeling that, eventually, denying my true nature would become impossible, and I would be forced to use the power that coursed in my veins. And when that happened, the others would know where to find me.

      But I was tired of running.

      “Can I join you?” Carolyn asked, breaking through my reverie and jolting me back to the present.

      “Sure, there’s tea enough for two in the pot.” I set my own mug down and retrieved a couple extra mugs. I didn’t know if she drank tea, but Carolyn didn’t protest when I picked up the pot and poured a steaming cup of Earl Grey for her. I glanced over at Merry, who had some kind of juice box clutched between her chubby fingers, her blue eyes watching me intensely from her position beside her mother’s chair.

      “I don’t really have much in the way of food, but you might find a packet of biscuits in the cupboard…” I watched Merry’s eyes light up at the mere mention of the sweet treat.

      “Really, it’s fine…” Carolyn said, but I was already on my feet and moving for the cupboard where I’d stashed the last packet of Oreos. Even gorgons could have a sweet tooth, and the biscuits’ creamy centre was so heavenly it had turned me into a repeat offender. I’d been known to polish off an entire packet in one sitting and still consider going back for more.

      Merry watched me carefully as I carried the biscuits back to the table and ripped open the wrapper.

      “Is it okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sure, why not.” Carolyn smiled wearily as Merry edged toward the table.

      Holding the packet out toward Merry, I couldn’t stop the grin from creasing my face as she managed to tug four biscuits from the foil wrapper before her mother could protest.

      “Merry, take one!” Carolyn pointlessly tried to stop her daughter, but either she was as exhausted as I was or the little girl was just that fast. Merry skipped out of reach, humming happily beneath her breath as she bit into the first biscuit and scattered crumbs down the front of her pink unicorn jumper.

      “I’m sorry…” Carolyn said again, but trailed off as I held the packet out toward her.

      “It doesn’t matter. You want one?”

      Carolyn hesitated before taking one. She smiled nervously at me before dropping her gaze to her cup, suddenly engrossed in the chipped rim.

      “So, you want to tell me why Adrian sent you all the way here?” I kept my tone pleasant and casual as I studied Carolyn’s every flicker and movement.

      Something was making her nervous, but I was having a hard time believing I was the root cause. From the way her eyes darted to the side every couple of seconds, as though she was expecting something to suddenly pounce on top of her, whatever was making her uneasy had to be pretty damn serious.

      “He just said it was somewhere we would be safe,” she said, refusing to meet my gaze. “He didn’t say there’d be ghosts…”

      “Look, I’m not one for visitors, and Adrian knows this. The fact that he sent you up here tells me there’s something pretty serious going on.”

      “With Merry’s gift, we can’t stay at the regular shelter. It’d make everyone nervous.”

      “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me the truth,” I said, suddenly unable to keep the edge of irritation from my voice.

      “I am telling you the truth.” Fear coated Carolyn’s words.

      “No, you’re keeping things from me—things I need to know.” Anger coursed in my veins, and I gripped the edge of the table in an attempt to keep my emotions under control. What the hell was wrong with me? I didn’t like unexpected guests, but the rage I could feel in my chest was definitely not warranted.

      Merry’s happy humming stopped, and I found myself pinned down by her blue eyes, which were rapidly filling with tears.

      “Don’t cry,” I said, reaching out toward the little girl. The ball of rage in my chest dissolved, replaced with the kind of sorrow I had long thought myself completely rid of.

      There had been a time when I’d felt empty and worthless. Frightened and alone. Fit only to serve the whims of the one who owned me. But the day I’d taken his life, I’d promised myself I would never allow my fear and sorrow to turn me into the perfect victim. His perfect victim. But now, it all came crashing back, washing over my head in a wave that threatened to swallow me body and soul. A riptide of pain that would suck me down into the depths of despair.

      I’d survived it once, but it had very nearly cost me my life.

      I would not survive a second time.

      “Merry, enough.” Carolyn’s voice cut through the sorrow like a hot knife through butter. The emotional rollercoaster I’d found myself on disappeared abruptly and I slumped in the chair. I brushed my hands across my face, and they came away wet with tears. Silence filled the place within my head and chest where the tumultuous riot had been moments ago.

      Hopping up from my seat, I backed away from the table until my hip bumped the edge of the sink, leaving me with nowhere else to go.

      “She doesn’t mean to. I’ve been trying to bind her powers, but every time I think I’ve got them under wraps they spiral out of control again.” Carolyn’s voice was filled with fear once more, but I sensed she didn’t fear for herself. She was terrified for her daughter, for what I would do now that I knew Merry’s abilities. If Carolyn hadn’t stopped her, just how far would she have taken it?

      I wasn’t entirely sure what exactly she could do. All I knew for certain was that she had somehow gotten inside my head and manipulated my emotions. I’d heard of empaths who could experience the emotions of others, but nothing like this.

      “I don’t understand, I’ve never…” I trailed off, grateful that my voice didn’t betray just how off balance I felt.

      “I’m an empath, and she’s a reverse empath,” Carolyn said. “She can feel your emotions, the ones buried inside, but she can share her own too… make you feel what she’s feeling.”

      “So that’s how she feels?” I asked. Another wave of sorrow hit me like a punch to the guts, but this time it wasn’t because of Merry. If what Carolyn was saying was true… Tears welled in my eyes for the girl standing before me. No one deserved to feel like that. Everyone needed somewhere they were safe, deserved to feel protected, loved.

      “Sometimes I think her emotions get the better of her. And she can tap into buried emotions in others, draw them to the surface.”

      “How come you’re not affected by it?”

      “Natural immunity, I guess. I don’t really know…”

      I nodded. It made sense, in a roundabout kind of way. She was Merry’s mother, and she too was an empath. She could probably feel what her daughter was doing, but her empathic nature must act as a natural barrier to the true effects.

      “I don’t like others rummaging in my head and pulling out things I’ve buried. I put them there for a reason.” Folding my arms across my chest, I let out a long breath and forced my shoulders to relax.

      “It’s not her fault. She was upset and just wanted you to understand how she felt.” Carolyn brushed the stray strands of dark hair away from her daughter’s forehead, but Merry kept her face buried against her mother’s shoulder. I could practically feel her refusal to face me in the air. “Merry has Down syndrome, and so she doesn’t understand the motivations of others. She thinks because she’s so honest with how she feels that everyone else should be the same.”

      With a sigh, I let my arms drop back down to my sides and took my seat at the table once more.

      “Merry,” I said. “I’m sorry I frightened you. I didn’t mean to.”

      She sniffed but determinedly kept her back to me.

      “Give her a couple of minutes and she’ll be fine,” Carolyn said, attempting to manoeuvre the little girl. Merry had other ideas, though, and locked onto her mother with a grip that could have caused Carolyn’s jumper to tear.

      “It’s okay, I just wanted her to know I was sorry,” I said, feeling foolish. I’d overreacted, but the shock of feeling all those emotions I’d buried inside had taken me by surprise.

      “Adrian should have called,” I added, slumping back into my chair as I picked up my mug and sipped the now-cold black tea.

      “He said he would,” Carolyn said. “Perhaps he forgot. Look, I’m really sorry for turning up like this, we’ll go…” She hesitated, and I could feel her reluctance. Clearly whatever was following her had to be bad, at least bad enough that she didn’t want to leave the safety of a haunted house.

      “Stay,” I said. “And Adrian, forget? Not likely. He probably thinks it’s good for me. He’s always telling me I’m not spontaneous enough.” That wasn’t the only thing he was always telling me, since being a psychic gave him particular insight into who and what I truly was. But I’d shared enough with Carolyn.

      Carolyn gave me a watery smile and nodded.

      “So, are you going to tell me who you’re running from?” I asked, pinning Carolyn down with my gaze.

      She shuffled uncomfortably on the chair. “Running from someone? What made you think that?”

      “Look, I get it. You’ve got your secrets and I have mine, but if Adrian thinks you should be here then I’m not going to go against that.”

      Carolyn let out a long sigh before she burst into tears. I stared at her for a moment, suddenly unsure what to do. Give me a rampaging ogre or a vampire intent on ripping out throats, and I’d know what to do with them. But a sobbing woman? That was so far outside my remit.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you…” she babbled, the words almost incoherent through her sobs.

      “Don’t thank me,” I said gruffly, climbing to my feet and heading for the sink with my cup. “But if you’re not going to tell me who you’re running from, I still need to know how dangerous they are.”

      She hiccupped and clutched at Merry. “Not dangerous to you,” she said unsteadily.

      “And if I get in the way of who they truly want?” I eyed the child.

      “Adrian said you could take care of yourself,” she said warily. “That’s why he sent us here.”

      Nodding, I turned back to the sink and washed the cup beneath the hot tap. She had unknowingly told me everything I needed. Whoever was after her was dangerous, especially if Adrian felt she and Merry needed the protection of someone like me.

      Goddammit. He knew I was in hiding. This was a complication I did not need in my life, and it certainly wasn’t going to help keep my true identity safely locked away to have Goddess knows what kicking in my front door in search of Carolyn and Merry.

      But I’d also known from the moment I’d laid eyes on Merry that I would give them sanctuary.

      “I’m going to run into the city and get some supplies. Is there anything in particular you want or need?” I brushed my hair back from my face. I was tired, and my body was beginning to ache after the fight with the ogre, but no matter how much I longed to go and curl up beneath the covers, I couldn’t. Not when there was a psychic who needed the imprint of my boot on his ass.

      “No, we have everything… Are you sure you have to go?” Carolyn asked, and I could tell it had taken a lot for her to even get the words out.

      “You’re safe here, Carolyn. This place is warded up the wazoo,” I said confidently. The witch I’d asked to lay the wards down hadn’t been cheap, and when I’d asked her to double them… Well, let’s just say I’d more than paid through the nose for that one. “Although, I didn’t have the witch lay down anything for the spirits.”

      Carolyn shook her head and smiled. “I’ve got that covered.” She raised her hand to display her delicate beaded bracelet. “Merry has a matching one. If I’d known about the ghosts when we arrived…”

      I nodded, taking her at her word that she knew what she was doing. After all, she was the empath, not me.

      “I won’t be gone more than a couple of hours,” I said. “Make yourselves at home. There are a number of rooms to choose from; I’ve got the one in the back.”

      Carolyn frowned uncertainly at me.

      “Don’t worry, it’s locked. You can’t mistake it.”

      I contemplated having a shower before I went out but changed my mind when I saw Carolyn rocking Merry in her arms.

      Heading for the door, I grabbed the car keys from beside the cupboard and left the two of them to their own devices. They clearly needed some time alone. They were both more than a little strung out, and perhaps when I returned the tension that was currently hanging in the air would have dissipated a little.
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      The Land Rover’s front wheel hit the curb, causing the car to bounce and roll backwards a couple of inches. I killed the engine and peered out through the grimy windshield at the brightly painted shop set back from the pavement. Adrian always had a flair for the dramatic, and set amongst the other staid storefronts his occult shop stood out like a sore thumb.

      Hopping free of the front seat, I stretched my arms over my head, my spine popping as I shook out the kinks. A high-pitched wolf whistle caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand to attention. Dropping my hands back to my sides, I flicked the key fob, and the sound of the locking mechanism snapping into place cut the air.

      I turned back toward the shop, spotting Adrian instantly. Last time I’d seen him, his dark hair had been long enough to graze his shoulders. Now it was shaved on the sides, but the crown was still long, and I cringed to think just how much gel it would have taken to get the tousled and complicated style to stay in place.

      Adrian’s brown eyes sparkled as he took in my frown. “Looking good, Jenzie. Seems country living suits you.” He appraised me from head to foot.

      “Didn’t have you pegged for being sexist,” I said, crossing the pavement toward him.

      “Sexist?” A furrow appeared between his perfectly sculpted eyebrows as he frowned at me.

      “The wolf whistle, it seems beneath you,” I teased.

      “Sweetie, I can’t help it if you’re drop-dead gorgeous,” he said, before reaching out to wrap me in a hug. “Ugh, gorgeous you might be, but when did you last shower? You smell like the drain in my apartment when the neighbours clog their plug.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust as he pushed me out to arm’s length.

      “What, you don’t like my new perfume? It’s eau de ogre, with just a hint of prison cell… all the rage nowadays.” I kept a straight face as I allowed him to drag me into the store.

      Releasing me, Adrian grabbed a bottle from one of the nearby glass shelves and proceeded to spritz the air in front of my face. White musk and patchouli settled around me, tickling the inside of my nose, and I turned away, covering my face in an attempt to stop the sneeze that was threatening.

      “Oh, god, keep it away from me,” I said from behind my sleeve. “Smells worse than the ogre did.”

      “Don’t lie.” He grinned and spritzed the air once more before pausing, a horrified expression crossing his face. “I hope all of this,” he said, gesturing to my general aura, “wasn’t the result of a date with one of those beasts. Because if that’s the case, then there’s no hope for you.”

      “Trust me, it was no date. That creature had been killing women over in Ireland, and I decided to do a little clean-up of my own.”

      “Oh, a little vigilante justice. I like it. You need some spice in your life.”

      “Something like that. Speaking of spice, I’ve got a bone to pick with you. What’s the deal with the woman and child you said could stay with me?”

      “Oh, they got there safe, I’m so pleased,” he said, attempting to ignore my original question.

      “Adrian,” I warned, “‘safe’ is not the word I’d use for my house. The poltergeist already made a move on Merry.” I couldn’t shake the image of the dark tendrils reaching out to the little girl. It had never tried anything like that before, but something told me once wouldn’t be enough for it.

      “Is she all right?” Adrian asked, his tone suddenly serious as he set the spray bottle back on the glass shelf and then turned to face me.

      “Yeah, her mother and I got there before it could do anything… but we both know it’ll try again. Which leads me back to my original point: my house isn’t safe. So why the hell send them there? And why didn’t you tell me they were coming?”

      “Because I thought it’d be good for you, and we both know what you’d have done if I told you they were on their way,” he said, moving back through the shop.

      “Adrian, this is me, remember? Cut the bullshit and tell me the truth, or I’m going to drive them back down here to you.”

      He sighed and shot me a scathing glare that would have withered a lesser soul.

      “They had nowhere else to go.”

      “There are preternatural safe houses, Adrian. You’ve even been known to put those in need up yourself when push comes to shove, or was I just a fluke?”

      “Can you really imagine Meredith in a safe house? She’s cute as a button, but the kid is powerful, and she’s leaking magic everywhere she goes. Two minutes here and I had to cleanse the shop from top to toe.”

      “Her mother says she’s a reverse empath. Is there no way to help her control it?”

      Adrian shook his head. “I don’t know, maybe, but it’d take a witch versed in her power to do it. They’d have safeguards. Two minutes with that kind of power flowing free and I’d be a basket case.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why you sent them to me.”

      “Because you’re strong enough to help.”

      His words caught me off guard, and I stared at him, my mouth opening and closing like a fish stranded on dry land. I didn’t consider myself to be strong. Never had and, chances were, never would. Hell, if I couldn’t help myself, how was I supposed to help someone else? Never mind someone as vulnerable as Merry.

      “I know it sounds crazy to you, but trust me on this. I am the psychic, after all.”

      “You mean I’m physically strong enough to protect them? Does that mean something is coming for them?”

      “We both know the future isn’t set in stone…” He gave me a small smile. “Pun not intended.”

      “Just get on with it,” I said, my voice betraying my irritation. It didn’t help that a dull ache was beginning to form in the centre of my forehead, right between my eyes.

      “There is something. Or rather, someone. Carolyn attracted the attention of someone who doesn’t believe in taking no for an answer.”

      “Human or other?”

      “She didn’t exactly feel like sharing, and my judgement was clouded with Meredith around,” Adrian said.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “The future isn’t set, but what I got from Carolyn wasn’t pleasant. Every possible future I saw for her ended with either her or Merry dead. Sometimes they both died. The only future where they stood a chance was the one that involved you.”

      His words were like a punch to the gut, and I gripped the edge of the glass shelf next to me, knocking over several coloured candles.

      “You’re wrong,” I said, my words woefully inadequate. He had to be wrong. I was not a protector, not a hero. Keeping people alive, having others rely on me… that wasn’t my thing.

      Now killing things, I was good at that. Enjoyed it, even.

      “I know you like to believe that death is the only thing you’ve got to offer, but it’s not true, Jenzie,” he said gently, talking to me as though I were a child on the verge of a tantrum.

      “Don’t patronise me, Adrian. We both know what I am. For Christ’s sake, my grandmother was a monster that had her head cut off…”

      “Legends aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. And even if she was a monster, you’re not her. We shape our own destiny.”

      “Look, this vision thing you’ve had about me protecting Carolyn and Merry, what am I protecting them from?”

      He shook his head, his shoulders drooping, and he suddenly looked haggard. “I can’t see it. And I’ve tried, like really tried…”

      “Well, what about me? Can you read my future?”

      “That’s the problem, Jenna. I’ve tried to read your future, and there’s nothing.”

      I laughed, but it sounded wrong and terribly uncertain. “Maybe because I was too far for you to get a read…” I trailed off. I didn’t understand his gift, but my reasoning sounded pathetic even to me.

      “I’m not an amateur,” Adrian said, sounding offended as he busied himself with the checkout counter. “I know how to do my job, Jenna. For example, I knew you’d call to ask for my help with Megan.” He glanced up at me, one perfectly sculpted eyebrow arching upwards.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that, and I didn’t mean to drag you into the Megan thing, but she needs help. And, well, the situation with me… it’s just…” I paused and glanced around the shop, as though divine intervention might strike at any moment and dig me out of this mess. “Well, it’s just not a great thing to hear, now is it? People with no future are usually dead men, or, in my case, dead woman walking.”

      A smile curled the corners of his lips. “It’s a little bit more complicated than that. Futures disappear for all sorts of reasons.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said, rearranging the candles I’d knocked from the display next to me.

      “Please don’t mess with my candles, Jenna. You’re going to infect them with all your conflicted feelings, and I don’t want customers coming back to me looking for their money because your vibes screwed up their spells.”

      “See, I can’t even fix the candles, so how the hell am I expected to keep two humans safe?”

      Adrian smiled at me as he moved around the counter and drew me into a hug. “It’s okay, I still love you.”

      “Even though I smell like dead ogre?”

      “Even with the dead ogre smell.” He released his hold on me and pushed me back out to arm’s length once more. “But probably not enough to run the risk of getting the stink on my clothes. That’s the kind of shit that doesn’t wash out.”

      Rolling my eyes at him, I scooped up the candles I’d been toying with and hugged them to my chest before placing them onto the counter. “Well, if you’ve got nothing to share with me, I’ll take my ogre-scented ass out of here.”

      “You’re taking those candles with you,” he said.

      “Fine. I’ll take my screwed-up-vibey candles with me.”

      “That’ll be twenty-three pounds,” he said as he wrapped them in tissue and placed them in a small paper carrier.

      “Nope. You sprung two houseguests on me without so much as a phone call, the least you can do is give me the candles.”

      “You roped me into helping a wayward witch,” he said dramatically.

      “But I called first,” I said.

      “Nah-uh, I called you.”

      “But I thought about calling you, and that’s how you knew to call me, so really it’s like I called you first.”

      “Jesus, just take the candles,” he said, rubbing between his eyes. “You’re giving me a migraine.”

      I started to laugh and grabbed the wrapped candles from the counter.

      “Oh, and one other thing.” He reached beneath the counter and pulled out a small, black, oak box, the engravings on the top practically vibrating with magic. “This should help with the poltergeist-Merry issue.”

      “What is it?”

      Adrian shrugged. “Hell if I know, but I got it from a witch friend, and if anyone knows how to keep wayward spirits from causing trouble, it’s Sam.”

      I stared at the box dubiously before tentatively reaching out to touch it.

      “Thought you said you couldn’t see anything?” I asked.

      “Future-wise, no. But I met Merry, and I know the thing that lives in your house, so it didn’t take a genius to put two and two together.”

      I nodded and touched the wood carvings, half-expecting to feel power flow up through my arm. When nothing happened, I let out the breath I’d been holding.

      “It won’t bite,” he said.

      “Coming from you,” I said, picking it up, “can’t be too careful.”

      “Ouch!” He raised his hands to his chest in mock pain. “I was going to ask you if you wanted to hang and wait for me to lock up so we could go for something to eat, but after that remark…”

      Laughing, I started toward the door. “I’d love to, but I gotta get back. I’ve got some errands to run, and honestly, a hot bath is calling my name. Nothing like getting your ass beat to teach you about muscles you never even knew you had.”

      Adrian followed me out from behind the counter. “Jenzie,” he called after me, and I turned back in puzzlement.

      “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

      “I’m always careful, you know that…”

      “No, I mean really careful. I don’t know what it is that wants Carolyn, but between the visions I had of her death and not being able to see your future…” He sounded genuinely upset.

      “I promise,” I said.

      “I can’t lose you too.”

      “You won’t. I’m too stubborn, and anyway, look at what happened to the last guy that messed with me.” Merely saying the words brought bile coursing up the back of my throat, but I managed to keep my tone light and my expression neutral.

      Adrian needed to be reassured, and if dredging up my past and feeling a little uncomfortable could give it to him, then I was willing to go there. Even if it meant that the memory of Kypherous’s lust-filled eyes turning to stone would fill my mind, just as they did every time I tried to find oblivion in sleep.

      “Good,” he said, but I could tell he wasn’t entirely convinced. “Now get going before the motorways snarl up with evening traffic.”

      Plastering a grin on my face, I pushed open the door and stepped back out into the afternoon sunshine. I tilted my chin and basked in the warm glow, letting it wash away the memory. Now feeling a little more settled, I popped the lock on the car and slid behind the wheel, setting the package of candles and the wooden box on the passenger seat. I contemplated giving in to Adrian’s offer to get a drink; I could definitely have done with it, but staring down at the box made up my mind for me.

      If I was going to be the type of person Adrian seemed to believe I was, then I needed to start acting like it. Even if I didn’t want to, and even if I didn’t believe it myself. So long as he believed it was possible… Well, there was a reason he was a psychic and I was not.
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      Carolyn had already settled Merry into bed by the time I returned to the house, and after telling her of the special box Adrian had given me, I left them alone to their nightly routine. It was strange having guests in the house; I was so used to being alone. Even my years in Kypherous’s dungeon had meant spending long swathes of time without company, and honestly, I preferred it that way.

      With Carolyn and her daughter in the house, truth be told I was finding it difficult to settle.

      Sitting in the tub, I did my best to scrub the scent of ogre from my skin, but it still lingered. Chances were it would take several baths and showers to truly get rid of the entire stench. With a sigh, I lay back and closed my eyes, allowing the fatigue of the past several days to wash over me. I wasn’t good at the whole sleeping eight hours a night thing; I was lucky to get one hour that wasn’t plagued by nightmares and terror.

      But after a kill, sleep came easiest. Knowing I had put a stop to some scum-sucking asshole… well, after that, I tended to sleep like a baby.

      My cell phone chose that moment to ring, the sound shattering the calm. Groaning, I reached out and grabbed it from the edge of the sink.

      “Yeah?” I said, forgoing the usual pleasantries.

      “Need you to get down here, we’ve got a bit of a situation,” Rachel said. Rachel Needham was one of the organisers for the counselling program I worked with, and though we definitely weren’t friends, I respected her work and vision. She, on the other hand, thought I lacked vision, but she was more than happy to use my other, lesser-talked-about skills when the shit hit the fan. Calling me at this time of night could mean only one thing, and it wasn’t to discuss the upcoming fundraiser.

      “What kind of situation?” I sat up a little straighter.

      She sighed, and I could hear papers being shuffled about on her desk. “Do you remember the teen who came into the office three weeks ago, pretending to be eighteen, and I had to turn her over to social services?”

      “Yeah,” I said, an uneasy feeling filling the pit of my stomach. “I mean, I didn’t meet her, but I saw her. Tracey, wasn’t it?”

      There was a moment of silence, and I could practically imagine the cogs turning in Rachel’s head.

      “Yeah, Tracey Farley,” she said, and the pause caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand to attention. “Well, they’ve filed a missing person’s report, and I need you to come down here and give a statement.”

      I could tell from the hitch in her voice that she wasn’t telling me everything.

      “Cut the crap, Rachel. What’s really going on? And why do you need me? I just told you I had nothing to do with her.”

      While it was true, I had still seen the girl. She’d had that same haunted look in her eyes that I’d come to know from the women who passed through the shelter doors.

      “I screwed up, I know that, but…” She coughed and cleared her throat. I could practically hear her rearranging herself, brushing her hair back behind her ears as she straightened her shoulders and attempted to shake off whatever she was really feeling.

      “Look, I need you here because she’s missing,” she said. "I don't like this any more than you do, but I know if anyone stands a chance of finding her it's you."

      I supposed that was high praise coming from someone like Rachel, and under better circumstances I might have derived a sense of pleasure in knowing she recognized my talents. But hearing the guilt in her voice, and knowing she was keeping the truth from me, I took no pleasure in it.

      "How do you know she hasn't just run away? You know, like with her friends or something," I said, struggling to get my exhausted mind in gear. But it was sluggish, the heat from the bathwater lulling me into a sense of calm that wouldn’t help me. No, I needed to be alert if we wanted any chance of finding the girl.

      "I know she's missing because I know who took her,” Rachel said, dropping her voice to a whisper. Her hushed tone told me instantly she wasn't alone, or that she believed whoever was nearby was listening in on the conversation. If they were listening, then it was because they’d gotten the same feelings from her that I was, that she knew more than she was letting on.

      "Are you going to keep me in suspense, or do I have to guess?"

      "Her father has her, I’m certain of it. After we got social services involved, she was sent into emergency foster care. She ended up in a children's home, and from there she was going to be placed with a temporary family depending on what the investigation found. But I lost track of the case, there was so much else going on and… you know how it is?” Rachel sounded desperate, and I knew all she wanted was for me to agree with her and reassure her that she’d done nothing wrong. “But she came in here yesterday," she added, and I could practically hear the guilt in her voice.

      “Wait, what?” I said, caught off guard. “She came back yesterday? What happened?"

      "This isn't something I want to discuss over the phone, Jenna."

      “Let's be clear here, Rachel, this isn’t something we should be discussing at all, yet here we are.”

      She sighed, and I could practically hear her heartbeat ratcheting up several notches. She definitely felt guilty over something, that much was for sure, but unless she told me the truth I would be going out there with only half the story, and I’d discovered through the years that half-truths didn't lead to the best outcomes.

      "Fine, she was in here yesterday. I saw her and called her foster carer to come pick her up.”

      “Did she say anything to you? Did she say why she was there?”

      "She had some bruises, and I think maybe she was frightened, but I can’t be sure… Christ, Jenna, what was I supposed to do? This wasn't my case. I did everything by the book. And we had two new women come in yesterday, and there was so much paperwork to deal with.”

      "Rachel, what exactly did she come to you about?" I asked, dreading the answer.

      "I don’t know. I told her to speak to her foster carer, that there was nothing we could do for her, and it’s true. This isn’t our jurisdiction. You know we can’t interfere where minors are concerned. There’s a protocol, and we don’t even fit on the same ladder when it comes to kids.”

      "Yeah, you keep telling yourself that. Meanwhile, that little girl is out there facing God knows what because you turned her away." I ended the call abruptly, anger boiling in my veins. Deep down I knew that there was nothing Rachel could have done—the system was flawed. But she should have called social services  herself, told them about the bruises… rather than believe it was already getting taken care of. Even if she had, though, it might not have changed the outcome, which was truly frightening. The system was broken. The lack of funding and support meant it was a complete screw-up, which resulted in innocents slipping through the cracks. But that knowledge didn't make Tracey’s disappearance any easier for me to stomach.

      Hurrying out of the tub, I wrapped a towel around my body and darted for my bedroom, pulling on clothes as fast as my damp skin would allow.

      From the moment Rachel had called, I’d had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach that I just couldn’t shake. I hadn't known about the bruises the first time around, and I wanted to believe that Rachel hadn’t known either. But even if I had, what could I have really done?

      Killing preternatural beings that crossed the line and murdered humans was all well and good—part of me even felt it was fair game. After all, what chance did the humans have against a monster who was built to prey on them?

      Of course, the same could be said for a child against an adult. They, too, had no hope, not unless they could find somebody to listen to them, someone who cared enough to solve the problem.

      But this world was sorely lacking in those people, and the vulnerable always suffered the most because of it. I’d lived through my own version of that, but at least I had grown physically stronger, strong enough to put an end to my abuser.

      Some never got that chance.
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      The Land Rover’s tyres screeched as I brought the car to a halt on the wet tarmac outside the small office building where I volunteered and sometimes worked.

      I didn't consider being a shoulder to cry on for the countless women whose partners decided to use them as punching bags to be work. Nor did I consider training them to defend themselves against future attacks to be work either. But it paid the bills.

      As far as I was concerned, I was simply paying my dues. I’d found the strength to defeat my demon, and I wanted nothing more than to give these other women that same strength so they could defeat theirs too.

      I hopped from the Land Rover and quickly locked the door. It was still misting, and I could feel the moisture soaking through my thin jacket. Hurrying across the pavement, I pushed my way into the office. The front foyer was full of police officers.

      The uniformed ones were child’s play to pick out, but, for me, the plainclothes were just as easy. There was something about the way police held themselves, something in their presence that made them stand out.

      The foyer wasn’t particularly small, but it was crammed with bodies, which made me wonder if they were organising a manhunt. If that was true… My heart sank into my shoes as I caught sight of Rachel across the hall. Her face was blotchy, telling me she'd been crying. Clearly something had happened since she had rung me, because I’d heard no hint of tears in her voice then.

      "Rachel,” I called out across the crowd, wading my way through those gathered to where she stood. “What happened, what’s going on?"

      She lifted her face to me, and her blue eyes swam with unshed tears. "They think she's dead," she said, and a lump of ice formed in my chest.

      "What makes them think that?" I asked, struggling to keep my voice steady.

      "They found her father's car abandoned just outside of town. Jenna, they found blood in it."

      "Where? Where did they find the car?"

      Rachel gave me a confused look. “Whitly Fort, why? There's nothing you can do now. Police are organising a search of the area. Looking for a body…” Her voice broke and I turned away from her.

      While I hadn't known Tracey personally or even spoken to her, I had seen her in the office. Her long, dark hair swept up in a high ponytail, the grey skirt of her uniform a dead giveaway for her age despite the makeup she’d caked on her face to appear older. But I remembered her eyes most. They held the same look I’d come to associate with those who were hurting.

      Frightened, but not yet broken.

      Desperately reaching out for someone, anyone, who could help her, who could hear her. I’d seen that look and I'd ignored it; we’d all ignored it. I'd allowed Rachel to call child protective services. I headed for the door and pushed out into the night air. The mist settled on my face and into my hair, chilling me to the bone. She was out here in this somewhere, alone… hurt, or if Rachel was to be believed, dead.

      Climbing back behind the Land Rover’s steering wheel, I started the engine and pulled onto the road. The headlights illuminated the white lines ahead of me, and without thinking I headed toward where the police had found her father’s car.

      There had to be something I could do. I couldn’t just sit idly by and wait for news. Perhaps, if I was lucky, they would allow me to join the manhunt. Sure, I hadn't been able to help her before, but at the very least I could do this. Guilt ate at me as I pressed my foot down on the accelerator.

      I spotted the police cars along the road and pulled up behind one of them.

      Forensics were already on the scene. Just seeing them milling around in their white overalls had my stomach churning. If they were here, then more than just blood was found in the car.

      A young officer in a high-visibility police jacket approached the car and knocked on the window with a grim expression. As I rolled down the window, I could see the little droplets of water that had beaded across his face.

      “You can’t park here, the whole area is cordoned off,” he said gruffly, the lower half of his face hidden by the collar of his coat.

      “I work with the coroner’s office,” I said, lying through my teeth as I peered over his shoulder toward the crime scene.

      “Who called you lot? We don’t have any bodies yet,” he said, and I snapped my attention back to his face. He definitely wasn’t lying. “Can I see your ID?”

      “No body, but…” No body meant there was still a chance Tracey was alive.

      “You’re one of them reporters, aren’t you?” he said.

      “Not a reporter.”

      “Miss, this is a matter for the police. We can’t have citizens poking around. Now please, move along.” His tone of voice was rapidly edging toward irritated.

      “Look, I can help…” I trailed off, suddenly unsure how I was supposed to qualify my answer. How, exactly, could I help? Granted, I had better eyesight in the dark than the humans did, and my sense of smell was definitely heightened, but other than that? I’d never taken part in something like this, and I didn’t have the first clue about forensic protocol or even what methods they would use for searching.

      “If you have any information on this case, then I would urge you to return to town and drop into the station. But we don’t need the help of a civilian here.”

      Plastering a smile on my face, I nodded and started the engine once more. There was no way he would let me anywhere near the area, and even if I managed to give him the slip, I’d just come across another officer and end up in a cell before the night was over.

      “Are they hoping to bring her back alive?” I asked innocently, studying his face.

      “That’s always the hope in a situation like this,” he barked, his expression twisting into a grimace. “Now beat it before I arrest you.”

      I put the car into gear and drove away, watching the scene disappear in my rear view mirror. They hadn’t found them yet, so there might still be time. If she was still alive, then I could definitely help. I was certainly familiar enough with the area.

      I followed the road for a few miles before pulling over into one of the lay-bys. Killing the headlights, I stared out into the darkness, allowing my eyes to adjust. Once I could pick out the tree line to my left, I climbed from the car and headed for the gate nestled between the stone walls.

      Jumping the gate was easy, and I landed on the other side with a soft thud, my heavy boots sinking into the rain-damp grass without so much as a whisper. I moved quickly along the edge of the wall, searching for the perfect spot to cross the wide-open space. I had no idea how long I would have before the police started sweeping the area. They would move outwards in all directions, and a car abandoned on the side of the road would certainly draw their attention.

      Deciding I couldn’t wait any longer, I started across the field as fast as my legs would take me. The further in I ran, the longer the grass became. On a dry day, traversing the field would have been a piece of cake, but tonight, with the rain growing heavier and my booted feet sinking with each step I took, my progress was slowed considerably. The grass was denser here, and the faster I moved, the more it slapped against my thighs. The rainwater soaked through my jeans, chilling me to the bone.

      Reaching the tree line, I glanced back over my shoulder, scanning the road in both directions, but I saw no sign of light or movement on the horizon. As I stepped between the trees, the low-hanging branches tugged at my jacket. I jogged steadily forward, ducking beneath the heavier limbs and jumping the fallen logs that littered the forest floor.

      The forest was eerily silent, and while I knew that the birds had bedded down for the night, I wasn’t foolish enough to believe it should be this quiet. Many of the creatures were nocturnal, and so I should have heard rustling, snapping twigs, and the call of bats and owls searching for their next meals. But no matter how deep into the woods I moved, I heard nothing, causing a sense of unease to settle in my chest.

      Pausing, I lifted my face up toward the sky, catching only glimpses of the cloudy blackness through the canopy of branches and leaves. Straining to hear something, anything at all, I held my breath, slowing my heartbeat as I let my senses expand outward.

      I expected to hear the police searching the woods, but either I was much further away than I first thought, or they were still searching the car and its immediate vicinity.

      Closing my eyes, I drew in the scents of the forest with a deep breath: rain-damp earth, mould, rot, water, and the faint musky smell of a nearby rabbit, its tiny heart beating so fast it was little more than a faint vibration on the very edges of my senses. And that wasn’t all. Something else tingled there, but I couldn’t pinpoint it because the scents of everything else around me overpowered it.

      As I moved deeper into the woods, the sound of slow-moving water greeted my ears and I jogged toward it. Perhaps Tracey had come this way? Then again, maybe she’d never even been here. Maybe the young police officer had lied to me. But if that was true, then I was seriously losing my touch—he’d certainly given me no indication of deceit.

      There was also another possibility. Just because there was blood in the car didn't mean it was hers. Maybe she’d never been in the car at all…

      The silence was really beginning to get on my nerves. Picking up my pace, I gave myself over to the movement. The steady beating of my heart and slow, even breaths that formed small clouds in front of my face created a rhythm. I didn’t need to see where I was putting my feet because I could sense the ground beneath me, the heat signature it gave off guiding my movements. That was one of the benefits of not being human. My heightened instincts gave me an advantage others didn’t have. I ducked beneath a particularly well-concealed branch. Of course, it helped that I could see in the dark.

      A distant, muffled cry that cut off abruptly brought me up sharp, and I strained to see through the darkness. I definitely hadn’t imagined it.

      I started to run.

      The slow-moving stream came into view, and I paused. It wasn't really a stream, mostly just runoff created by the rain that had fallen in the past several hours.

      The water was black, and it took me a moment to register the difference between the forest’s shadows and the fact that the water shouldn’t have been quite so opaque.

      This time, I didn’t need to lift my face to scent the air; the smell was simply there, surrounding me. When had it become so clear?

      My heart rate picked up as my stomach started to churn. There was definitely no mistaking it—I was more than familiar with the smell of blood, and I was almost certain it didn’t belong to an animal. But that wasn’t all I could smell on the air.

      The scent of fear and death closed in around me. Now that I was aware of the smell, it was everywhere. I couldn’t escape it. The stench coated the inside of my nose and the back of my throat, and I could even taste it.

      I walked in the direction opposite the flow of water and the smell grew stronger, almost as though the water was drawing me forward, toward whatever horror lay at the end, like some kind of macabre rainbow. Only it wouldn’t be a pot of gold, that was for sure.

      The closer I got, the more I longed to turn back. It would be so easy. No one even knew I was out here, so it wasn't as though anyone was expecting answers from me… I’d seen enough horror in the past to last me a lifetime, though I didn’t consider my vigilante work to be in the same category. The monsters I put down deserved everything they got and more. But the thought of seeing innocence destroyed turned my stomach.

      If I left now, no one would need to know that I was a coward.

      Pull yourself together, Jenna, the small voice in the back of my head piped up, and I struggled to listen to it. Every cell in my body rebelled at the thought of what I would find at the water’s end. But my feet carried me forward. The voice had never led me astray in the past, and instinctually I knew it wasn't going to start now.

      Some called that voice their inner strength, or their conscience. Half the time I wasn't even sure where mine came from, because it was so much stronger than I was.

      I wanted to believe it was simply part of the gorgon blood running in my veins. After all, my grandmother had been Medusa, and by all accounts she was a fearsome legend who turned all those who dared cross her to stone. But I knew the truth was much darker than what I’d read in library books.

      I reached a particularly large fallen tree and placed my hands on the dark, moss-covered bark. My fingers slid in the warm, sticky, black substance that coated the moss, and I jerked back in surprise and stared down at my hands.

      The canopy cover prevented any kind of real light from penetrating the trees, making it impossible to tell what was on my hands. But it reeked of death, and I knew instinctively that it was the blood I sought. Closing my eyes, I found the other part of me, the one I kept buried, and let it flow up through my body. When I opened my eyes again, the world was different. I quickly picked out the splattered blood on the fallen tree; there was still a little heat left in it, which meant it had been spilled only moments before.

      Hopping up onto the tree, I crouched and stared down at the mess of limbs and flesh that lay in the leaves and mulch on the other side. The body was almost unrecognisable; only shreds of the victim’s clothes remained spread carelessly across the ground near the larger pieces of the body. The body was cooling rapidly, losing its heat signature, which made my gorgon vision pointless. I let the power sink back down inside me.

      Whatever had killed Tracey’s father had been strong enough to rip him apart, and unless some kind of wild big cat was roaming the woods, that meant his killer wasn’t human. I studied the scene from my vantage point on the trunk. The wounds covering the body were ragged, but without getting closer I couldn’t tell if they’d been caused by claws, teeth, or just the brute strength it would take to rend a human man limb from limb.

      Raising my gaze, I scanned the surrounding area but couldn’t pick out any signs of the girl. Where the hell was she?

      Now that I was practically on top of the bloody scene, I could tell it was the scent I’d been picking up on. Closing my eyes, I drew in a deep breath and attempted to parse out the different scents in the forest. But the only blood scent I got was from the body in front of me.

      Of course, Tracey’s blood would probably smell similar to her father’s. Familial bonds created a signature that carried through all the members. The possibility remained, no matter how small, that she was still out here… hurt or worse.

      Pushing down my disgust at the sight before me, I stood up and ran along the length of the tree. I swung from one of the roots that reached for the sky like the outstretched arm of a fallen giant and landed safely away from the body. I didn’t understand forensics, but I didn’t want to risk any type of contamination.

      I quickly found the tracks that led to the body, but I couldn’t pick out which sets of prints belonged to who, or even what. The whole area seemed to be a mish-mash of trampled leaves. Combing outwards, I finally found what I hoped were Tracey’s tracks. I started after them, letting them lead me through the trees before they ended abruptly.

      Frustrated, I slammed my fist into the nearest tree, knocking several pieces of bark free. It wasn’t possible for the murderer to simply disappear without the use of magic, and from what I could tell none had been used. My ability to see magical signatures was more than a little useful, but when there were none to be found…

      And humans didn’t just disappear into thin air.

      Closing my eyes, I pressed my forehead to the tree and sucked in a deep breath. The scent of blood out here was fainter, but it still prickled at the edges of my senses.

      Something to my left moved, and I whipped my head up in time to see a hulking shadow disappear into the trees. Reaching into the back of my jeans, I pulled the small blade I kept tucked into one of my belt loops free. I crept forward and peered into the darkness, but nothing else moved.

      “Tracey?” I called out, my voice echoing between the trees before bouncing back to me.

      Strong, clawed hands dug into my shoulders, tearing and ripping at my flesh as they scooped me off the ground as though I were nothing more than a rag doll. The air whooshed past me as my attacker launched my body through the trees.

      Raising my arms, I tried to protect my head and face as I connected with one of the ancient tree trunks and crumpled to the ground.

      My chest burned, each breath more of a struggle than the one before, and my vision ran in coloured streamers when I moved my head. Dragging myself onto my hands and knees, I clutched at the blade I’d dropped. Blood dripped from my head into the leaves, and I cursed beneath my breath. So much for not leaving any forensic evidence.

      “Help—” The girl’s scream was cut off, but the terror in her voice drove me onto my feet and stumbling in that direction.

      The darkness closed in around me, and I tried to blink away the blood trickling into my eyes. The air next to me shifted, the only indicator of the incoming attack. Raising the blade, I swiped down, the arcing motion cutting through the hulking shape that slammed into me. A high-pitched shriek said I’d struck my target, but my blade wasn’t enough to slow the attack.

      The ground rushed to meet me as my attacker rode my body to the dirt. Glowing blue eyes stared down at me from the void where its face should have been. Instead, I saw a swirling mass of darkness that shifted constantly, the features forming and then distorting faster than my eye could follow. I bucked beneath the creature in an attempt to dislodge it to no avail.

      Raising the blade, I attempted to stab up into its core, but the creature knocked my weapon from my grip, pressing my arm down into the leaves as it hovered over me.

      Fear flooded my veins as it lowered itself onto my body, the void where I imagined its face to be closing down over mine.

      Everywhere it touched me, I felt the warmth of my skin draining from my core as though it was absorbing my heat. Lips brushed mine, a kiss as tender as though my attacker actually cared for me. The edges of my vision went grey, and the air in my lungs became thin.

      I stared up into the glowing blue eyes, unable to move or fight back, every cell in my body screaming at me to do something. I hadn’t felt so helpless in a very long time. I felt Death’s gentle touch slide against me, stealing the colour from my skin as my heart slowed.

      Power flared through my body, a blinding brightness that engulfed everything in its path as my life force ebbed away. I felt my magic as it flooded my eyes and I stared up into the blue ones above me.

      The blue dimmed, turning grey, and a howl of agony erupted from my attacker. The scream echoed through the forest as the creature pinning me to the ground was suddenly ripped away from me and disappeared, leaving me alone in the dark.

      The flare of my power dissipated as my heart stuttered to a halt.

      Blood cooled on my face as a lone tear tracked down my cheek, trickling into my hair and soaking into my skin as the silence closed in around me. I stared up at the sky, but the stars grew dim as I spiralled down into the cold darkness that surged up to swallow me, body and soul.
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      I awoke with a start. The damp earth had soaked through my clothes, chilling me to the bone. The smell of blood and death still lingered in the air around me, but it was fainter, as though dawn’s grey fingers were pushing it back, inch by inch, to hide in the shadows that lurked amongst the roots of the trees that stretched upwards around me.

      It took me a moment to remember the full events of the night, but when I did, they slammed into me like a kick to the guts. I had no doubt that the girl was long gone, taken by whatever had attacked me.

      “I’ve got something over here!” a male voice called out as a dog’s howl cut the air.

      I was suddenly aware of the shuffling feet moving through the woods in my direction. Fear spiked my heart rate, and I rolled onto my stomach, scrabbling through the leaves as I struggled to climb to my feet.

      The voices and booted footsteps edged closer as I searched through the undergrowth for the blade I’d lost.

      “Jesus Christ!” The officer’s shocked exclamation told me he’d found the remains of Tracey’s father. They must be closer than I thought.

      Giving up the search, I grabbed a nearby tree trunk and dragged myself upright. Every inch of my body was stiff with the cold, and my arms and legs refused to obey my commands to move faster.

      As I staggered through the trees, it took every ounce of strength and sheer will to keep moving. The police dogs were barking frantically, and I knew they could smell me, but the humans handling them were far too overcome by the carnage to pay much attention.

      The more I stumbled through the trees, the faster my legs moved as my sluggish blood flow slowly returned. My foot slid out from beneath me as I struggled to climb a moss-slicked, rocky outcrop, and I went down, slamming my knees into the stone and grazing my hands as I tried to protect myself from the worst of the fall.

      The pain helped clear my mind, and the memory of the creature’s blue eyes filled my head. It had been strong and fast enough to keep catching me off guard, and whatever it had done to me had weakened me, making me slower, almost human slow.

      I’d come so close to death that my powers had kicked in and shut down my body, preserving the last of my life essence and giving me the time I needed to heal. Or at least regain enough strength so I could escape.

      A sobering thought, but it was the truth. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I couldn’t shake the knowledge that whatever had attacked me had bested me so completely I’d died, for all intents and purposes. The only reason I was struggling up the side of the hill away from the crime scene was because of the immortal blood that ran in my veins.

      I’d often wondered if the time would come when my power would fail me and I would die a true death. Kypherous’s attacks had certainly come close to making that happen. Waking up cramped and frozen hadn’t been a new experience. No, I’d spent enough time at the mercy of that monster to learn that immortality wasn’t a blessing but a curse.

      The first time he’d tortured me to the brink of total shutdown had been an accident, but once he’d learned the truth of what I could do, the torture never had to end. Just like Medusa, my grandmother, I was blessed with the longevity of immortality, and my gorgon abilities kept my body alive and young. I figured that so long as my power was never used against me, I could survive almost anything short of decapitation or a blade through the heart.

      It was, after all, how Medusa had died. Perseus had marched right in there and cut her head off.

      So long as my heart continued to beat, and I managed to keep my head firmly attached to my shoulders, I’d be all right.

      Closing my eyes, I fought back the crushing pressure in my chest that sought to suffocate me. I’d survived. I was a survivor, not a victim, and he couldn’t hurt me again. Not now, not ever…

      I pushed onto my feet once more and picked up my pace in an attempt to leave more than just the police dogs and the crime scene behind.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Pushing through the back door of the house, I slumped onto the floor and let out a half-strangled grunt of satisfaction. My legs were jelly, and every inch of my body felt as though it had been battered, but at least I could feel again, the pain sure as heck beating the frozen feeling of death.

      Merry skipped into the kitchen, her smile widening as she spotted me in the doorway. I waited for her smile to fade as she took in my dishevelled appearance, but it didn’t. Instead, she crossed the floor toward me and threw her arms around my neck in a tight, almost crushing hug.

      “Friend, friend, friend,” she sang in her high-pitched, childish voice as she attempted to rock me from side to side.

      “Merry, let Jenna come…” Carolyn’s words trailed off into a gasp of shock.

      Peering over Merry’s shoulder, I could gauge just how terrible I looked based on the horror reflected in Carolyn’s eyes.

      Carolyn grabbed her daughter’s arm and dragged her away from me and into the centre of the kitchen, putting the table between me and them. Jeez, I knew I looked bad, but not scary-bad. Merry’s happy smile slipped away as her mother’s fear slowly spread to her, and she looked at me with new eyes as her bottom lip began to wobble.

      “What happened?” Carolyn asked, her gaze darting past me, searching for something only she could see.

      “Took a run in the woods, the woods won.” I climbed slowly to my feet with a half-smile, but my attempt at lightening the mood had no effect on Carolyn.

      “Did he find you?” she asked. “How long do we have? Oh God, I thought this place was safe.” The rising hysteria in Carolyn’s voice grated on my nerves, and only Merry’s crumbling expression as fat tears began to track down her cheeks kept my temper in check. She was frightened enough; the last thing I wanted to do was add to it.

      “Unless he’s some kind of spirit creature, he’s not the reason I’m sporting forest couture, so you can take it down a notch or two.” I dragged out a kitchen chair and dropped down onto it.

      Carolyn stared at me, her eyes a little too wide, and I could tell she was trying to figure out whether she could trust what I was saying. I could have saved her the time by reassuring her, but I felt like I’d been run over by a ten-ton truck, and the migraine forming behind my eyes didn’t exactly make me the most gracious host.

      Merry made up her mother’s mind for her, choosing at that moment to let out a long wail that could have brought tears to a glass eye. Her emotions swept outwards, washing over me in a wave that nearly knocked me from my chair. I felt my throat constrict as my chest tightened and tears blurred my vision.

      Swiping at my eyes, I brushed away my own tears, but it was a fruitless effort. The harder Merry cried, the more intense my own emotions became.

      I sat at the table and sobbed, feeling like a complete idiot as my shoulders shook and I hiccupped through the worst of my tears.

      “Ssh, baby girl, it’s all right,” Carolyn crooned as she cuddled her daughter against her body and rocked her back and forth. “Everything is fine. Jenna is fine, see?” Carolyn gave me a desperate look over Merry’s head.

      “I’m totally fine,” I said, before another sob swallowed my words. And the more I thought about it, the more I realised I was fine. The emotions belonged to Merry, not me. Drawing in a shaky breath, I fought to push her emotions back, to find the calm within my own mind.

      It took several deep breaths and the nails of my right hand digging into my leg to regain my equilibrium. Blinking away the last of my tears, I met Merry’s watery gaze across the table and smiled at her.

      “See, totally fine,” I said, my voice finally even.

      The little girl gave me a small, tentative smile before her face broke into a wide grin. I'd never before seen a smile so pure, so perfect and innocent, on any living creature.

      Seeing her daughter relax made some of Carolyn’s tension ebb away. "Now you go and play," Carolyn said, pushing Merry toward the living room. I watched her go, a bright smile on her tear-streaked face. How she could change her mood so quickly was beyond me.

      The moment she was out of earshot, Carolyn turned back to me, her face a mask of concern. "What happened to you?"

      It seemed like such a simple question, something I really should have been able to answer. But how was I supposed to explain what had happened in the woods? Or about the creature that had attacked me? But, more importantly, how was I supposed to explain my failure to save Tracey? The knowledge that I’d let her down, that I’d allowed that monster to drag her off, gnawed at my insides, turning my stomach.

      Trying to explain would only draw Carolyn into a mess that didn't concern her, and from what I’d seen so far, she was already high-strung enough. She didn't need me adding to her problems.

      "I really don't think you want to know," I said, bracing my hands on the table and pushing up onto my feet.

      "Look, I get it, you’re secretive and mysterious. You've taken us in here, given us a roof over our heads, when others would have turned us away." I could see the struggle in her eyes, the emotion that ebbed and flowed there, and I knew it wouldn’t take much to push her over the edge. If she didn't get whatever was plaguing her off her chest soon, well, if Merry’s emotion could overflow, then I was pretty sure Carolyn’s could too. And if she blew her top, who would protect Merry? Who would bring Carolyn back from the brink of destruction? It sure as hell wasn’t going to be me. I could barely look after myself, so looking after anyone else was out of the question.

      “Well, you didn’t exactly give me much of a choice,” I said, softening my words with a smile.

      Her concerned look didn’t change, and she shot a worried glance toward where Merry was playing.

      “Is this going to come back to bite us in the ass?” she asked finally.

      “Honestly? I have no idea. In theory it shouldn’t, but like everything in this life I’ve learned there are no guarantees.”

      The tension in her shoulders disappeared suddenly and she sagged forward, dropping onto one of the kitchen chairs.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Not really, but I will be,” she said. “Adrian said you were honest and trustworthy, and I’m beginning to see what he meant by honest to a fault.” Her voice was devoid of any harshness, but the words didn’t exactly feel like a compliment.

      “And the trustworthy bit?”

      “Keeping secrets doesn’t exactly lend itself to that title, but I keep them too, so I’m not one to preach.”

      With a sigh, I grabbed a glass of water and a packet of painkillers before heading for the stairs. Carolyn remained silent and watched me go, but I could feel her curiosity boring beneath my skin, pricking at me as I took the stairs gingerly.

      Maybe she was right. Perhaps I wasn’t particularly trustworthy because of the secrets I kept. And maybe, given some time, I would change that, open up to her and tell her exactly what had happened in the woods. But that time wasn’t now, at least not until I wrapped my own head around what had happened. Until then, she could think of me as untrustworthy if she pleased.
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      I’d begun to feel somewhat more human, if that was even possible for a gorgon, after a shower and a couple of pain pills to ease the worst of the cuts and grazes I’d suffered as a result of my frolic in the woods. Stretching out on the bed had seemed like an even better idea, and two seconds after my head hit the pillow I was out.

      The sound of hammering on the front door woke me from a dreamless sleep. Watery sunlight streamed in through the curtainless window set high over the bed, and I stared up at the dust motes that danced overhead. I seriously needed to look into getting someone to clean this place out. A layer of dust an inch thick covered most of the unused surfaces in the bedroom.

      The pounding on the front door started up again, and I sat bolt upright in the bed, my body sinking into the soft, feathery mattress.

      I reached beneath my pillow, my fingers closing around one of my custom-made karambits. The wickedly sharp blade glinted in the sunlight as I slipped from the bed and crept to the bedroom door.

      The house was silent as the grave, and my senses bristled with unease. Where the hell were Carolyn and Merry? When I’d gone to sleep, it had been to Merry’s happy clapping and laughter as she played in the garden beneath my bedroom window.

      I slinked down the stairs and followed the curve of the wall, peering out through the living room window in an attempt to see who was trying to break down my front door. The back bumper of a black SUV was just visible through the window; it didn’t belong to the Land Rover, so I could only assume it was the method of transportation for my unexpected guest.

      “I know you’re in there, Jenna,” a familiar male voice called to me from outside the door.

      I froze, holding my breath.

      “Look, hiding isn’t going to make this any better. If you don’t open the door, I’m going to kick it in and pretend I heard someone in distress inside. It’ll be all the probable cause I need.”

      Swallowing back the bile that crept up my throat, I rolled my shoulders, my neck making a satisfying crack as I headed for the door. Repositioning the blade in my hand to keep it hidden behind my back, I tugged open the door and came face-to-face with Grey’s piercing black eyes.

      "See, that wasn't so hard, now was it?” A grin curled the corners of his perfect lips.

      Geez, Jenna, now is not the time to focus on his pleasing attributes… kissable lips mean absolutely nothing. The voice in my head had a point, and yet I couldn’t shake the thought of just how pleasing his attributes could be. I was positive he’d know just what to do with those lips to silence the voice in my head.

      Summoning every ounce of irritation I had in my body, and considering he'd woken me up from a nap there was quite a lot to be found, I glared at him and propped one fist on my hip.

      "What do you want?" I gritted the words out from between my teeth. “You woke me up.”

      “You going to invite me in?" Despite his light tone, I knew there was more to his question than he was admitting.

      “No.” I started to slam the door, but his booted foot jammed in the gap, bringing the door to a shuddering stop. He winced, and a sliver of satisfaction pierced through me. At least it had hurt.

      “You really should invite me in,” he said again, this time sounding a little less friendly.

      “Why?”

      "Because right now, I'm the only thing standing between you and the human police combing the woods from discovering your DNA at the crime scene." His voice was now completely devoid of warmth, which was at odds with the smile on his face, making me think he was far more dangerous than he wanted anyone to believe. But that only made me feel even more irritated. “Not to mention the tip the police received last night of a suspicious jeep left abandoned on the side of the road near the crime scene. The description of which matches yours…” He jerked his head in the direction of my Land Rover parked on the drive.

      His grin was infuriating, and I’d never wanted to wipe the smile from someone’s face so much in my entire life.

      "What crime scene?" I feigned innocence, flexing my fingers on the knife.

      He rolled his eyes. “Cut the bullshit,” he said, and pulled an evidence bag out from behind his back. He let it swing from his finger, giving me a clear view of its contents.

      Watching the satisfaction flood into his eyes did nothing to improve my soured mood. My missing blade sat inside the plastic baggy. So stupid. I never lost my blades, and I sure as hell never left them behind at crime scenes.

      “The crime scene where you dropped this," he said, his smile never faltering as his dark eyes flashed with amusement. He had me, and he knew it. I contemplated punching him. If anything, it would wipe the shit-eating grin off his face, and it might even make me feel a little better.

      "It's not mine," I said. I wasn’t admitting to anything until I had more information. "You could have gotten one of those anywhere." I gestured to the blade in the bag. “You know too much about me. For all I know, this is just another of your plans to get me back working for Division 6.”

      "Really?” He raised an eyebrow speculatively. “That’s a stretch, even by your standards, Jenna. Anyway, last time I checked, these custom-built jobs were pretty expensive.” He waggled the bag irritatingly in my face. “My own set me back a pretty penny.”

      I started to open my mouth, but he cut me off with a maddening smile. “Oh, I haven’t told you the best bit yet.” He paused for dramatic effect, and when he continued, his words sent both my denial and my stomach tumbling into my boots. “It’s covered in your fingerprints.” He brought the bag back to his own face and peered in at the blade. “I'm pretty sure, with a closer look and a little luminol, I’ll find the handle covered in your blood. That's the problem with leather grips; the blood soaks in, and it's nearly impossible to get it out. But then, you should already know that.”

      I kept my lips pressed firmly together and flipped the knife over in my hand before folding my arms across my chest.

      Only the faintest hint of unease crossed his features at the sight of the karambit, but he seemed utterly unsurprised that I was holding it.

      Glancing over his shoulder, I satisfied myself that his was the only car on the drive aside from my own. I couldn't see any other police officers, and he hadn’t brought his little Division 6 newbie with him, so he wasn’t here to arrest me. Which left just one option: he wanted something from me. And I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like whatever that something was.

      "Are you going to stay silent and force me to act on my information, or will you invite me in so we can chat?” His words held an edge that hadn't been there before. He hadn’t always been so impatient… what had happened to change him?

      Stepping back from the doorway, I gestured for him to come inside. It wouldn’t hurt to know what he had on me; in fact, I was pretty sure it was the smartest move I could make.

      He strode ahead of me, but I could tell from the tension in his shoulders that he wasn't entirely comfortable having me at his back. That knowledge alone was enough to make me smile. Grey definitely didn’t frighten easily, and yet his tension coated the air.

      “Just head into the kitchen," I said, manoeuvring him in that direction. "You want something to drink?" I sure as heck needed one, especially if I was going to be listening to whatever crap he was about to lay at my door.

      Grey shot me a curious glance over his shoulder. Whatever he saw in my expression caused some of the tension in his shoulders to ease.

      "Sure, I'll have whatever you're having."

      Nodding, I headed for the cupboard and tugged it open as he settled onto one of the wooden kitchen chairs. He laid the forensics bag containing my blade in the centre of the table. It was an interview tactic we’d learned at Division 6, a rule that said: keep your target off-balance by letting them know you have the upper hand at all times.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I took down two tumblers and a half-empty bottle of whiskey. I set it all out on the table and filled the glasses to the brim; any bartender worth their salt would have had a fit, but then they probably didn’t have many dealings with dead bodies and cops.

      Most would probably consider it too early to drink, but it was five o'clock somewhere.

      Grey raised an eyebrow at the amount of whiskey I'd poured for him but made no comment. Instead, he scooped it up with a shrug and knocked it back, grimacing slightly as he slammed the glass back down on the wooden table. When he met my gaze, I could see the challenge in his eyes, and it brought back memories of how it used to be between us.

      Without another thought, I followed suit, emptying my own glass in one gulp. The alcohol burned down the back of my throat, warming me from the inside out. I poured us both another glass. Alcohol didn’t affect either of us the same way it did with the humans. Being a gorgon meant I could finish the bottle without so much as getting even slightly tipsy.

      The joy of a faster metabolism. I didn’t envy the humans their hangovers, but having the ability to drink enough to forget my troubles? Well, if a hangover was the price, then it seemed one worth paying.

      "So why are you really here?" I asked, unable to contain my curiosity any longer.

      "What, not worried I'm here to arrest you?"

      A bubble of laughter escaped me, and I raised my palms in mock surrender. "Well, if you are, what's stopping you? I'm right here, agent.”

      He hesitated and stared down into his full glass. When he raised his gaze again, the easy smile I'd grown so used to was gone.

      "You're right, I'm not here to arrest you. Not yet, anyway," he said. "I want to know what you were doing in the woods."

      “No, you want to know if I killed the guy in the woods,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice.

      He shrugged. "Same thing."

      “Is it? You know me, Grey. Do you think I’m killing humans now?”

      “People change, Jenna. I don’t know what you’re capable of anymore.”

      His words hit me like a bucket of ice water, and I fought the urge to retort with a snide remark.

      "Nope." I picked my glass up from the table and emptied it in one gulp. The fiery liquid brought tears to my eyes as it burned down the back of my throat and settled in my stomach.

      Grey sighed with frustration. "Nope what? Nope, you didn't kill him, or nope, it's not the same thing.” He leaned across the table toward me. “Which is it, because from where I'm sitting, you're the best suspect we've got."

      "No, I didn't kill him. And where the hell do you get off coming into my house and telling me I'm the best suspect you have, when not so long ago you were begging for my help?" I couldn't keep the anger from my voice. I was so tired of jerkwads like him always telling me what I could and couldn't do. Or, in Grey's case, what I had and hadn’t done.

      "Listen, if you didn't kill him, then who did? And don't pretend you don't know, because we both know that’s a lie."

      "Not who, but what. And before you ask me, I don't know what it was. It’s a little hard to get a clear view of something like that in the dark when it’s using you as a punching bag.”

      He gave me an assessing glare before nodding. "Fine, but you did see something. I'd like to know what that something was.”

      I closed my eyes, and just like that I was back in the forest, the creature’s glowing blue eyes peering down at me as it sucked all the warmth from my body. What had it been trying to do? I'd never felt anything like that in my life, and I’d been around for a while and had suffered all manners of torture.

      But this had been something completely new. And if my power hadn’t kicked in when it did…

      "Honestly, I'm not sure where to begin describing it. It was like all the shadows in the forest flowed into one another, creating one swirling mass of darkness that was continuously changing form."

      "So it didn't have a body. But if that's the case, how did it rip apart its victim?" His voice was filled with curiosity. But he also didn't seem surprised by my description, which made me think maybe he knew more about this creature than he was letting on.

      "I don't know," I said. "I've never felt anything manipulate shadows like that. All I know for certain is that it’s strong. Strong enough to pick me up and toss me against a tree like I was nothing more than a sack of feathers." The sudden memory of its clawed hands slicing into my shoulders caused my eyes to snap open.

      Without registering who was sitting across the table from me and what he might think, I jerked down the sleeve of my T-shirt and stared at the freshly healed shiny pink scars that crisscrossed my shoulder blades.

      Grey was on his feet and crossing the floor toward me before I had a chance to tell him to stay where he was. My fingers snagged in the sleeve as I tried to shrug back into my T-shirt, giving him enough time to grip the neckline and tug it down once more, exposing the wounds.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but the words stuck in my throat as he gently traced his finger over the largest claw mark. I could still remember the creature’s touch, but Grey’s went a long way toward clearing my mind of that horror. His touch was feather-light, tender even, and my breath caught as I glanced up at his face with wide eyes.

      “Christ, Jenna, you didn't say it hurt you," he said softly, gazing down at me. I’d thought I’d never see that type of concern in his eyes for me again. But then the last time he’d looked at me like that, it hadn’t exactly ended well.

      I contemplated all the different ways I could answer him and finally settled for my old, reliable persona. You couldn’t really go wrong with snarky, and I didn’t like the warm feeling Grey was creating in my chest each time his thumb stroked rhythmically against my skin.

      “You’re going to give me whiplash,” I said. “One minute I’m your best suspect, and the next you’re fawning over me with faux concern. I thought we were past that, Grey.” I unhooked his fingertips from the neckline of my T-shirt and pulled it back into place. Then I rolled my shoulders and sucked in a deep breath as though that could wipe away the memory of his gentle touches.

      He continued to stare down at me, and while I could practically see the cogs in his mind turning over, his expression was utterly unreadable. Finally he pulled away, moving back around the table to take up his position on the opposite side once more.

      "Anything else you can tell me?" The tenderness in his voice was gone, his words now clipped and business-like. The moment, whatever it had been, was clearly finished.

      "It had blue eyes… these weird, glowing blue eyes."

      "I thought you said it was made of shadow. How could something be made of shadows and also have blue eyes?"

      “Look, it was dark, and I was a little busy fighting for my life, so excuse me if I forgot to ask it the physics behind its existence." I pushed up onto my feet. “Now if you're not here to arrest me, then I'm done with you wasting my time. I'd like you to leave."

      "Why did you go out into the woods, Jenna?" he asked abruptly. I stood there, caught off guard, my mouth opening and closing like a goldfish who had jumped from his bowl. The gears in my mind ground completely to a halt.

      He wouldn't understand. Someone like him would never understand the things that drove someone like me. So how the hell could I tell him that the real reason I’d been out in the woods had been because of my sense of guilt over a girl I'd never even spoken to? Heck, I didn't even understand the impulses that drove me half the time. My sense of responsibility for those around me, for those I felt were more vulnerable than I was, had been kicked into overdrive after my time with Kypherous.

      "Did you know Tracey Farley?” Grey probed. He was either oblivious to my turmoil over his first question or he knew exactly what he was doing and had chosen to press his advantage.

      “No.”

      Grey tilted his head to one side, the way a raptor might when its prey was in sight. "Do you expect me to believe that?"

      "I expect you to believe what you want. But it's the truth."

      Grey shook his head and smiled, but he didn’t look happy. "I find it a little convenient that you were in the woods last night, just what, jogging around the place and happening to find my crime scene?” His tone was caustic. “Especially when less than twenty-four hours previously I'd invited you in on the case."

      "This is the case you were talking about?" I asked with sudden interest.

      "Yup, and despite your refusal to get involved, I find you up to your neck in it, having already come face-to-face with the thing that’s killing people."

      "It has to be some kind of coincidence," I said, hating the words as soon as they left my mouth. Coincidences were for humans who didn't understand the different elements at play.

      Grey smiled and pushed onto his feet, facing me across the table. "I know you don't believe that, Jenna. Did you know that you’re the only one to face this thing and survive?”

      His words sent an icy bolt down my spine. It had to be a lie. I couldn't be the only survivor, because if that was true… "Tracey’s dead?"

      "We don't know yet, but if not, it's probably just a matter of time.” He sighed. “We've already got another crime scene.” I could tell he was trying to keep his emotions in check, but his balled fists and clenched jaw told me it was affecting him far more deeply than he was willing to admit.

      “Can I see it?”

      “You expect me to just let you walk in there as a civilian?”

      It was a reasonable question, and a loaded one, but I knew what the answer had to be. He had a job to do, and as much as I wanted nothing to do with Division 6 and all the complications they brought with them, I could respect his desire to continue working with them. If I wanted in on this case, then I would have to agree to the one thing I’d sworn I’d never do again. Getting away from Division 6 the first time hadn’t been easy. If I went back to them now, I had a feeling I wouldn’t walk away a second time. But what other choice did I have?

      "You know I can't just let this go now," I said, meeting his gaze head-on.

      "I was hoping you'd say that. But this time, we’d prefer that if you went running around in the woods, it was in a more official capacity."

      “Seems fair, but I don’t suppose I could convince you to make an exception for me? Let the ‘official’ part go.”

      He shook his head, and I sighed.

      “Fine, but I don’t want to be hindered by red tape, and I’m definitely not doing any paperwork,” I said grumpily. Riding a desk for hours at a time and filling out pointless reports was the part of the job I had truly detested.

      “Paperwork isn’t always optional, but for now we’ll go with just the basics…”

      I knew I wasn’t going to get a better offer from him. “Deal.”

      “And you promise you’ll come to me with any leads you get and not just take off into the woods to almost get yourself killed?”

      I didn’t want to make that kind of promise. Granted, I definitely didn’t want to get myself killed, but I was so used to working alone that the thought of being forced to work alongside someone else was stifling.

      “I’ll try,” I said, and seeing the irritation in his dark eyes, I added, “Hey, maybe the next time I take a wander in the woods, I'll have backup." I smiled in an attempt to add a little humour to the conversation.

      “Maybe,” he muttered darkly, and I knew he’d seen right through my inability to fully agree to his terms. Grey being so perceptive was definitely going to put a kink in my plans.

      “You ready to go?" he asked, moving toward the front door.

      I caught sight of Carolyn outside the window waving frantically at me in an attempt to get my attention and shook my head at Grey. "No, I've got a few things I need to organise here, but give me half an hour and I’ll meet you in town.”

      He stared hard at me, as though trying to see the thoughts swirling inside my head. When he finally shrugged and looked away, I felt the tension in my stomach slowly unclench.

      "Fine, half an hour, but don't be late. It’s going to rain again, and too much water is going to screw up my crime scene."

      Without answering him, I directed him toward the front door and watched as he climbed back into his black SUV.

      I waited for the red taillights to fade before I released the breath I’d been holding. What the hell had I gotten myself into? I’d thought I was done working for government agencies, especially the one that had dropped me like a hot potato the last time I’d been in trouble. If this hunt went bad, what was stopping them from doing the same thing to me again?

      But what choice did I have?

      Considering what the creature had done to me last night, how it had killed Tracey’s father and taken her, hunting it was the least I could do. And if my chances of catching it improved because I agreed to work with Grey Cooper, then so be it.

      If I was lucky, I wouldn't just be the one to hunt it.

      I'd be the one to kill it.
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      As soon as Grey's taillights were completely gone from the road, I made my way around the side of the house. There were fewer trees back here, and despite the watery sunlight that beamed down from overhead, the openness allowed a cold, cutting wind to sweep along the open fields that sprawled behind the house like a mismatched patchwork quilt.

      It was beautiful and utterly wild, which suited me just fine. In fact, it had been one of the many things that had drawn me to the house in the first place.

      "Carolyn," I said, raising my voice above the wind. I hadn't really thought about where she and Merry had gone. Grey's arrival had been disconcerting, throwing me off balance and causing me to forget important things. Hell, the man had even managed to make me agree to work with people I'd sworn I would never help.

      "Who was that?" Carolyn appeared around the side of the dilapidated green wooden shed in the overgrown back garden.

      “Here’s a better question: why are you out here instead of being in the house?"

      "I saw the car coming up the drive.” She hesitated before continuing. “I’m not sure what I was thinking. I just picked up Merry and ran." The naked honesty in her words surprised me. Every time I asked her a question she seemed to sidestep it with some sort of clever evasion, ensuring I never really got closer to the truth of why she was here and who she was running from. But this felt different.

      "His name is Grey Cooper, and he works for Division 6. I don't know if you've heard of them? They're a little bit like Interpol, but for the monsters."

      Carolyn paled visibly, and her hands shook as she pushed her hair back from her face.

      “You’ve heard of them?” I asked, watching her carefully.

      “Something like that,” she said, swallowing hard. Just as quickly as her fear had flooded to the surface it disappeared again, leaving her expression blank and unreadable. "Is that what you think of yourself? That you’re a monster?"

      It was my turn to feel surprised at the sudden turn in the conversation. But she was, after all, an empath. Her very essence involved reading between the lines and understanding people's deepest, darkest feelings and desires.

      "What I feel doesn't matter, but for the record, yeah, I'm a monster. Not the worst you'll ever meet, although I suppose that depends on who you ask."

      In the past, I’d been accused of feeling sorry for myself, of behaving like a martyr for believing that I was monstrous, but I didn’t see it that way. I was a monster. Any good book depicting the gods of Greece would certainly have agreed with me. I simply had no illusions about what I was.

      Merry chose that moment to appear from around the side of the shed, both of her small hands plastered in dark mud. Her cheeks were ruddy from the cold, and she gave me a wide grin as her eyes met mine. She ran toward me, and I instinctively scooped her up into my arms, swinging her around as she proceeded to press both muddy palms against my cheeks. Her laughter was like a balm that flowed over my cracked and broken soul, and I found myself laughing with her. The conversation I’d had with Grey, and the guilt I’d felt over Tracey’s disappearance, were like a knot in the centre of my chest, and it slowly eased as Merry grinned up at me.

      "You're not a monster, Jenna," Carolyn said, a small smile playing around her lips. "If you were, Merry wouldn't be drawn to you the way she is. You'd frighten her too much, and honestly, this is the most relaxed I've seen her in a while." Carolyn’s voice held an edge that suggested she wanted to talk to me, to spill her secrets, but something was still holding her back.

      "Down, down," Merry said, wriggling in my arms as she spotted something across the garden she wanted to explore. I set her down and watched her run through the long grass before turning my attention to Carolyn.

      “I’m here, you know,” I said, afraid that if I pushed her too hard she would clam up once more, but I hadn’t imagined her fear when I mentioned Division 6.

      She opened her mouth and knotted her fingers in the front of her jumper, but Merry chose that moment to squeal in excitement, and Carolyn’s attention instantly snapped to her daughter. Her lips thinned, and I knew she’d withdrawn once more.

      “I better see what she’s digging up this time,” she said, edging past me toward her daughter.

      “I’ve got to head into town. Said I’d give Division 6 some help with a case they’re working.” I deliberately kept my voice devoid of all emotion. The last thing I wanted was to allow Carolyn to see just how much her words actually affected me and how desperately I wanted her to let me in. Knowledge was power, and without it I felt as though I was fumbling in the dark, just waiting for her past to come back to haunt us all.

      “I’ll be making food later for Merry and me, want me to save you some?"

      With a shake of my head, I headed back toward the house. “No, it's fine, I’ll pick up something when I’m out.”

      I didn't need to look back at Carolyn to know she was staring at me. The sensation of her eyes boring into my back sent prickles of anxiety racing across my skin.

      She was intrigued by me, and that was dangerous, especially if she thought she could use her power to help me battle the inner demons that constantly tried to devour me from the inside out. I couldn't face them myself, so there wasn't a chance in hell anyone else could.

      I grabbed my coat from the hall before pausing to glance at my reflection in the old, rust-spotted mirror next to the door. I caught sight of the two muddy palm prints on my cheeks and smiled. Merry’s innocence still fascinated me, but I couldn’t figure out what she saw in me.

      Shaking my head to clear the thoughts from my mind, I darted back into the kitchen and leaned over the sink to wash my face. I paused, taking a moment to watch Carolyn in the garden with her daughter.

      Carolyn's face was still pale and drawn, like when she first arrived at my door. But the black circles that had ringed her eyes had shrunk. Despite the long jumper she always wore, I’d seen the bruises around her wrists from where she’d been restrained. They were slowly beginning to fade, but I’d worn the same marks often enough to recognise them. If only all things healed as easily as bruises.

      Sooner or later, she would have to tell me who she was running from. She still reeked of fear, but it had lessened a little. I hoped that the more time she had to recover and simply be herself, to not live in terror, the more she would trust me. Even if she didn't realise it, I knew that whoever was after her would eventually come looking for her. It was all just a matter of time… I just hoped she gave me enough time to prepare.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The drive into town was an easy one since I knew my way around the country roads like the back of my hand. I spotted Grey's SUV parked outside Megan’s coffee shop; it stood out next to all the other colourful, smaller compact cars. He stood next to it, his hip propped up against the bonnet, his cell phone pressed to his ear, and his usually unreadable expression animated. His dark hair was pushed back from his face, and I could see the dark stubble that was beginning to form along his jaw. A jaw I wouldn’t mind tracing with my fingers… Christ, what was I thinking? After all the time that had passed, I thought I was past those sorts of feelings, and yet every time I saw him I couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to taste him.

      Shaking my head free of the thoughts crowding it, I focused on simply observing his actions. I could tell from the gestures he was making that whoever was on the other end of the line wasn't telling him anything he wanted to hear.

      Parking my car behind his, I hopped out, wrapping my jacket a little tighter around my frame in an attempt to keep out the evening chill.

      Autumn was beginning to give way to winter. I could taste it coming on the air. The cold always made me a little more sluggish, and the urge to climb into bed and huddle beneath the covers was growing stronger.

      That was exactly what I’d done during my first winter outside of Faerie on my own. I couldn’t get sick the same way as a human, couldn’t catch colds and flus during the winter months. Instead, I grew weaker. The cold got into my bones, causing my reactions to slow, my senses to dull, and it was harder for me to recover after a fight. And judging by the bitter chill I could smell on the wind, this winter was going to be a nasty one.

      I waited until Grey finished his call before I approached him. His expression was dark and stormy, and since I didn't fancy having my head bitten off for interrupting his thoughts, I hung back a little.

      The door to Megan’s coffee shop opened, and light and warmth spilled out onto the pavement, bringing with it the rich aroma of their signature blend. My mouth watered at the thought of drinking a bubbling hot cup of coffee.

      "You want one?" Grey's voice made me jump even though I was standing beside him. I started to shake my head before changing my mind. He was about to take me to a crime scene, so the least he could do was buy me a cup of coffee.

      "Yeah, that’d be great," I said, casting a sideways glance in his direction.

      "Won't be a second." He jogged into the coffee shop without even asking what I wanted. He obviously hadn’t lost his presumptuous nature. For all he knew, I’d given up coffee and was now strictly a tea drinker. Without waiting for him to come back, I checked the handle on the passenger door and found it open. Slipping inside, I closed the door against the chill air that swirled in after me.

      The windows began to fog instantly, and I used the sleeve of my jacket to wipe clean the worst of it, giving me a clear view into the coffee shop. Grey stood at the counter, and from the way the young female barista was twirling her blonde hair around her fingers, he'd obviously turned on the charm.

      Funny how he’d never done that with me. I didn’t know whether to be insulted or flattered, but I couldn’t stop the pang of jealousy that twisted in my chest as I watched his wide smile have its desired effect on the barista.

      What the hell was wrong with me? Why was I feeling jealous over something so stupid? We’d only ever worked together, and despite my feelings for him in the past, nothing had ever come of it. He hadn’t felt the same about me, which he’d made perfectly clear. Closing my eyes, I leaned back against the leather headrest, drawing slow and steady deep breaths into my lungs, my chest rising and falling with each one. I kept it up until my heartbeat was nothing more than a faint pulse that came and went like the ebbing of the tide.

      At the sound of the car door clicking open, I opened my eyes a crack and watched Grey slide into the seat next to me.

      "That’s a neat trick you can do," he said, passing a steaming cup of coffee my way. I took it gratefully and sipped at the liquid slowly. The rich, full flavour of the freshly ground beans, and just the barest hint of hazelnut, danced across my tongue, drawing a sigh out of me.

      "What trick would that be?" I asked finally, leaning back in the seat once more.

      "It almost sounded as though you didn't have a heartbeat," he said, without a trace of emotion. "I'm pretty sure the barista in there thought I was mad when I slammed the money down on the counter and ran out like all the hounds of hell were chasing me." A wry smile twisted his lips before he raised the paper cup and gulped down a mouthful of his own coffee. If it was anything like mine, then it was blisteringly hot, and yet he didn’t show a flicker of reaction.

      "Why would you do that?" I asked, sitting up a little straighter.

      "Your heartbeat spiked, and then it just suddenly stopped.” He stared down into the cup before returning his gaze to mine. “Or at least from that distance it sounded as though it had stopped. It wasn't until I got into the car here I realised it was still beating." I could sense that Grey was telling me the truth. I’d actually managed to freak him out. It had been a long time since that little trick had that kind of effect. And knowing I’d managed to unnerve Mister Cool, Calm, and Collected gave me a sort of twisted satisfaction.

      "Wait a minute," I said, turning to face him a little more fully. "You're telling me you could hear my heart from in there?” I jabbed my finger toward the coffee shop. I’d never known him to have those kinds of abilities.

      Grey watched me from the corner of his eye before swallowing another mouthful of coffee with a shrug. "You've got your talents, I've got mine." Then he reached inside his jacket and drew out the car keys.

      He dropped them into the centre console before pressing the ignition button. The car roared to life around us, and I felt my tension seeping away as the warmth from the heated seats soaked into my bones.

      “Coffee okay?” he asked, breaking the silence.

      “You didn’t forget how I like it,” I said, taking another warming sip.

      “I never forgot, Jenna,” he said, and his words held a weight that caught me off guard. I glanced over at him, but his attention was fixed on the road. Clearly, he’d decided the conversation was over.

      "You ready to go?" he asked, setting his cup into the holder alongside the keys.

      Nodding, I leaned back in the seat again and pretended to close my eyes, all the while watching him from beneath my lashes.

      I longed to ask him just what he’d meant, but if I did, he’d know I cared enough to ask. And that was a complication I didn’t need.
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      We passed the rest of the journey in silence. I spent most of my time staring out the window at the countryside whipping past. The warmth of my seat only served to make me drowsier, and it was a struggle to keep my eyes open.

      "Jenna, we're here," Grey said, gently shaking me awake with his hand on my shoulder. I jerked upright with a start, his hand the only thing stopping me from slamming my face into the windscreen.

      "Where are we?" I peered out at the surrounding countryside and saw nothing but fields on either side of us. But to our left was the gentle fluttering of crime scene tape, telling me Grey hadn't been lying.

      “Up past Salisbury,” he said, deliberately vague.

      The sun had sunk into the horizon, but the lingering tendrils of light illuminated the sky with streaks of red and gold as we climbed out of the car. The colours, which reminded me of a summer evening, were misleading, and the wind was bitter in such a wide-open space, biting at my cheeks as I followed Grey across the uneven terrain. He raised the fluttering tape, allowing me to duck beneath it first.

      "I thought there'd be others here?" I asked curiously, drinking in the abandoned scene. There were footprints everywhere, and thanks to the rain-soft earth mud stuck to my boots with each step.

      "They left half an hour ago," he said, pulling a pair of forensic gloves from the pocket of his jacket. He handed me a pair before pulling on his own.

      "And the body?" I drew the gloves on my hands. They were far too large, but they'd serve their purpose.

      "Sent to the coroner. There'll be an autopsy to determine the cause of death. Despite visible injuries, it wasn't clear which one actually killed the victim."

      "You keep saying things like ‘victim’ and ‘body’; it's so cold and impersonal, I don't know how you do it. To me, each and every one was a person with a name, a family, at the very least someone out there who loved them.”

      "That's a luxury I can't afford to have," he said. "If I allow my emotions to get in the way, then I'm not going to solve the case, and not solving the case means the killer is never brought to justice. That's just not something I can have on my conscience." He strode ahead before pausing and turning back to face me. "And just so we're clear, not everyone has someone who loves them. Not everyone has someone waiting for them to come home. Some of us are alone, and we like to keep it that way."

      I let him go; he seemed pretty determined, and I didn't see the point in correcting him. Yet something in his voice told me he wasn't being entirely honest. Whether he was lying only to me or to himself too, I couldn't quite figure out.

      “At least tell me if the victim was male or female?” I called out to him.

      “Come and look at the scene, tell me what you see, and then I’ll tell you what I know.” It didn’t seem like a particularly fair trade, but I couldn’t do much to change his mind. At the end of the day, it was his crime scene. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was keeping information from me because he believed I had something to do with the murders. That perhaps I was responsible …

      We reached the edge of a small stone circle. Most of the standing stones had fallen over, but one or two remained upright, helping me to imagine what it must have looked like when it was first constructed. The grass had mostly worn away, probably due to tourist foot traffic. But if that was true, the crime scene was extremely exposed and high-risk. The killer could have been disturbed at any moment.

      The centre was now dominated by a large white forensics tent, its sides flapping and rustling in the wind that swept over the cliff edge behind the stone circle. Despite how exposed it was, I knew it was the perfect place for a sacrifice.

      I could feel it in my bones.

      I dropped to my knees and pressed my fingers into the earth. Magic pulsed faintly beneath the surface, and I could tell it was an ancient power. And this wasn't the first time I'd felt it.

      "How far are we from Stonehenge?" I asked, closing my eyes to sense the power beneath me. I reached out toward it with my own power, and it rolled beneath my fingers like a giant cat stretching out its body. I could almost imagine it pressing up through the earth, reaching toward me, but there was some sort of barrier between us that had nothing to do with the earth itself.

      I was surprised that it was reaching out to me. The power that flowed in my veins could never rival such wild magic, earth magic, the power of Mother Nature herself, yet something in it recognised me.

      "About three miles, why?" I could feel his gaze on me; clearly Grey did not feel the same as me about the power flowing beneath our feet. Or maybe, and this was a far more interesting thought, he didn't feel it the same way I did. I'd never met a preternatural being who couldn't sense magic.

      "You don't feel that?" I asked, opening my eyes to stare up at him.

      "Feel what?" His expression was neutral and unreadable.

      "There's magic here," I said, pushing up onto my feet. "I'm guessing it comes from Stonehenge. Although I can't be sure that this place doesn't have its own source of magic. I’ve heard that this area of England has a huge confluence of magic."

      "Who told you that?"

      "Does it matter?” I quipped back, irritation colouring my tone. “And anyway, who's to say I don't just know it?”

      “Was that the reason you moved here after…” He trailed off.

      “After I left the Division.” I finished his sentence, deliberately leaving out the part where I’d killed Kypherous. It wasn’t that he didn’t know; I just didn’t feel like bringing it up.

      “Yeah.”

      “No, I just liked the area.” It wasn’t entirely a lie, but something else had drawn me here, and now I had a feeling it had something to do with the wild magic coursing through the earth.

      He smiled at me, but clearly something I'd said had caught his attention, because I could tell he was assessing me to see just what else I knew.

      "You're really not going to tell me, are you?" he said lightly.

      "Nope," I said, taking a step forward.

      Drawing a deep breath, I crossed the stone barrier, my booted feet sinking into the mud. I expected to feel the magic spike, maybe even overwhelm me. The magic of the circles was renowned; they were places of intense power, and all manner of preternatural creatures was drawn to them. Kypherous had once described them as portals capable of replenishing the power of even the weakest creature.

      What I didn’t expect was the nothingness. I closed my eyes against the sudden loss of magic, my breath catching in the back of my throat as I searched for the power I’d felt just outside the stone barrier. But there was nothing.

      “What’s wrong?” Grey asked. I turned to see he was still standing outside the circle.

      “It’s gone,” I said, my voice sounding odd to my ears.

      “What’s gone?” He peered past me to the forensics tent. The sound of the plastic walls flapping in the wind seemed louder in here, as though the magic outside the circle had muffled it.

      “Step inside and you’ll find out,” I said, gesturing to him impatiently. He remained rooted firmly where he was, and even had the gall to fold his arms across his chest like I was the one being utterly unreasonable.

      “Just tell me.”

      It hit me then. He was afraid. I hadn’t seen it before, but without the power of the earth to distract me I could finally see him clearly. His denial of the power that coursed beneath our feet was simply a coping mechanism. He could feel the wild magic of the earth; he was, after all, a druid whose power came from the earth itself. His denial was simply his way of ensuring the magic didn’t overwhelm him.

      “You haven’t entered the circle, have you?” I asked.

      “What? Are you crazy? Of course I have, it’s my crime scene.”

      “Don’t lie, Grey. You were never capable of keeping the truth from me in the past, so why would now be any different?” He glared at me but didn’t deny it. “You’re afraid of what the stone circle’s power might do to you, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know if spending time away from the Division has caused you to go soft, Jenna, but I’m not afraid of a bunch of old standing stones,” he said, waving his arms toward the stones that stood sentry over the circle.

      “Then come inside.” I could have told him it was safe, that the magic that should have existed within the circle was gone, but a twisted part of me wanted to see him suffer a little. Plus, there was one thing I truly detested, and that was a liar. Seeing him sweat a little was no harm.

      “No, we’re here so you can read the scene. So can you just get on with it…” It was a pathetic excuse, and the look in his eyes said he knew it.

      “What are you really afraid of?” I asked, moving toward the centre of the circle.

      Grey sighed, and I heard him move away from the circle’s edge, each step catching in the mud. “Fine, if you must know… no, I haven’t been in the circle.”

      “That wasn’t so hard to admit, now was it?”

      “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?” he barked, the frustration in his voice palpable.

      “Honestly, no,” I said, moving closer to the forensics tent. The metallic tang of old blood hung on the air, overlaid with the much fresher scent of death and fear. I wasn’t sure what awaited me inside the tent. Grey had said they’d removed the body, but I wasn’t naïve enough to believe that was the only horror to witness. Places where death magic was performed were usually filled with potent magic and scarred by a power so malicious and evil that even the earth bore its echoes while ghosts and other spirits relived the horror over and over. I’d expected to find all of that here, but the nothingness frightened me more than anything else. Power like that didn’t just disappear, so where the hell was it?

      “Tell me what you feel, Jenna,” Grey called to me, his voice carrying across the wind.

      “Nothing. I feel nothing.” I came to a halt outside the zipped-up tent door.

      “Stop playing. I brought you here so you could help us identify the creature responsible for this. I don’t know anyone else with the ability to sense magical signatures the way you can, and now you’re trying to tell me you don’t sense anything at all.”

      “There’s nothing here,” I insisted. “No magic, no power in the earth, no scar, no echoes, no signature…” A shiver ran down my spine. I’d never known anything that could do this.

      Closing my eyes, I was once more transported back to the woods. The glowing blue eyes of the creature that had attacked me hovered over me, and I felt its shadowy weight pressing me into the damp, rotting leaves, sensed its desire to suck the life right out of me. It wanted me, desired everything I was, including my soul. I felt it devouring me piece by piece, and it would have succeeded had my power not saved me.

      “Jenna.” Grey’s voice cut through the memory. His strong hands were on my shoulders as he shook me gently. My eyes snapped open, and I stared up into his face. His dark eyes were a mask of pain and fear, and I unconsciously allowed myself to sink into his hold. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had simply held me.

      Grey’s arms tightened around me, and I pressed my face against his chest, drawing in the clean, fresh scent of his skin. In that moment, I wanted desperately to rip open his jacket and shirt so I could press my skin to his.

      “You don’t need to be afraid,” he said, and I could feel his lips against my hair. I wanted so badly to believe him, yet I knew it wasn’t true. There was plenty to fear,  including the creature we were hunting. And hanging around here in his arms wasn’t going to bring me any closer to catching it.

      I planted my hands firmly against his chest and pushed, and Grey released me instantly. He didn’t try to cling to me, or force me to accept the comfort he was offering, and when I looked up into his eyes I saw no reproach.

      “What made you risk it?” I asked, rolling back my shoulders in an attempt to regain control.

      “Risk what?”

      “Crossing the circle. You seemed pretty adamant you weren’t going to.” I took a shaky step away from him.

      He sighed and shook his head, a rueful smile crossing his lips. “You really don’t give up, do you?”

      “I thought you already knew this about me?”

      “I think maybe I’d tried to block out your stubbornness.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. At least I was beginning to feel more like myself again; the horrible sensation of the creature sucking the life out of me was slowly dissipating. At least when Kypherous attempted to kill me it was abrupt—pain, and then nothing but black. The creature had been different. I’d felt my life draining away, and I’d been completely helpless to stop it. If that’s what it was doing to its victims… I shuddered. It wasn’t an end I’d have chosen for my worst enemy, let alone a bunch of innocents.

      “I’m a druid… well, at least I used to be,” he said. “And the henges were places of great power for my kind, but I chose a different life. I haven’t entered one since I walked away from the darker side of my magic.”

      “When you say darker, you mean…”

      “Sacrifice. Not all used sacrifice to fuel their magic, but my family did. It fuelled our power and made us a force to be reckoned with.”

      “You mean human sacrifice,” I said.

      “Sometimes animals worked too, but the sacrifice of a human life is special.”

      I studied him carefully, listening as he spoke of his past with what sounded almost like longing.

      “What made you stop?  It has to have weakened you…”

      “Let’s just say there are some lines that should never be crossed.” A cloud crossed his expression, and for a moment my breath caught in the back of my throat. Right now, I saw darkness in Grey that I’d never witnessed before; he was always so careful to keep his past to himself, so why was he telling me the truth now? What had changed?

      “What keeps you from crossing the circles now?”

      “My abilities are directly connected to the magic that flows through the earth. What you could feel outside the circle was just a fraction of the power that should have been inside it.” He turned away from me and stared off toward the darkened sky. “It’s not something I like to admit, but I’m weak enough now that the magic flowing inside the circle could corrupt me.”

      I stared at him in shock. I would never describe Grey as weak. He was the strongest preternatural I knew, and I could still remember the thrill of fear I’d felt the first day I met him. His power was settled around him like a gun metal-coloured mantle. Wherever he went, the power was with him, and when he used his abilities his signature was tinged with green bolts of lightning.

      He turned back to face me with a sheepish grin. “Well say something! You’re the first one I’ve admitted that to, and your silence doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.”

      “Sorry, it’s just that I would never consider you to be weak. So to hear you say that about yourself makes it seem a little silly.”

      “It’s why I didn’t believe you when you said you felt nothing. I know you can sense magic, and the henges are normally overflowing with power.”

      “I think I know why there’s nothing in this one,” I said, staring down at the churned-up mud. I’d initially thought the foot traffic, the forensics, the police officers, and, of course, the Division 6 agents who had trampled around had created the mess underfoot. But while it had rained, not enough had fallen to turn the area into soup.

      “I’ve never felt so much nothingness before,” Grey said, crouching down and holding his hand above the ground.

      “The creature that attacked me tried to suck the life out of me,” I said, deliberately leaving out how it had succeeded.

      Grey’s attention snapped back to me, his dark eyes searching my face as though he could see through me. As though he knew I was holding back at least some of the truth.

      “Like a vampire?”

      “No, like it actually tried to suck my life force out through my mouth.” A cold shiver raced down my spine as I remembered the creature’s hold over me. “I felt the creature drawing it out, and I couldn’t stop it.”

      “How did you get away?” he asked.

      “I fought back, which it wasn’t expecting.” The lie tasted bitter on my tongue, but it was better than Grey knowing that I was a true immortal. As far as he was concerned, I was simply another kind of fae, and I intended on keeping it that way for as long as possible. Historically, gorgons hadn’t fared well if the myths were to be believed. We had a tendency to make those around us nervous, and I had no idea how Grey would react if he knew what I was. It just wasn’t a risk I was willing to take.

      I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not, but he didn’t press me any further on the topic and for that I was grateful.

      “What has that got to do with the circle not having any of its power?” Grey said.

      “Well, what if the creature used the victim as a means of tapping into the henge’s magic? It’s a life essence of sorts.”

      “And you think the creature is capable of drinking down that much power?” Despite his attempt at keeping his voice even, I saw him flinch.

      “It makes sense, though, doesn’t it? How else can you explain the lack of power in here?”

      He nodded thoughtfully, but I knew he was still keeping something from me.

      “What is it?”

      “This is the third henge we’ve found with a body in it,” he said.

      “And are they all empty?” My stomach sank.

      “I don’t know, we weren’t looking for something like that…”

      “Christ, Grey, you’re only telling me this now?”

      His phone chose that moment to ring, the shrill tone piercing the evening air. Without a word, he turned his back to me, and I could tell from the way his shoulders tightened that he wasn’t receiving good news.

      “Got it,” he said, then turned to face me once more, his expression grim. “There’s another body.”

      I balled my hands into fists at my sides. “Is it Tracey?”

      He shook his head, but he didn’t look hopeful. “The bodies aren’t visually identifiable, Jenna. It takes dental records and DNA. Whatever is doing this has never killed this quickly, but it doesn’t keep its victims for very long.”

      “Fuck,” I whispered, the tight knot in my chest returning with a vengeance. I’d failed. I’d been so close to saving her, and instead, the creature had kicked my ass. If I were stronger… If I wasn’t so bloody afraid of using my power…

      The thoughts swirled in my head, churning my stomach violently. I was supposed to stop shit like this from happening, and instead I’d probably made it worse. I’d pissed the killer off, and Tracey had paid the price with her life.

      “Stop blaming yourself,” Grey said, cutting through the bitter rhetoric filling my head.

      “Why? Someone’s gotta be held accountable for this, Grey. I’m as good as any.”

      “Let me take you home.”

      “Are you kidding me? Home is the last place I want to go right now,” I said. “No, you’re going to take me to the newest crime scene, and I’m going to try and pick up this thing’s trail before it goes cold.”

      He nodded and turned back toward the SUV. That was one of the things I loved about him: he didn’t question me when I was in the mood to rip things apart. It had made us a great team, and I only hoped we could recapture some of that same magic so we could put a stop to this creature once and for all.
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      The flashing police lights gave away the location of the crime scene long before we arrived. The rhythmic red and blue pulses lit up the sky, and my heart quickly fell into step with them. I’d thought I was done with this. I’d seen my last crime scene, brought my last preternatural criminal to justice, and I’d walked away, leaving it behind me.

      And yet here I was.

      Grey parked the car along the side of the road. The scene wasn’t what I’d expected, especially after what I’d seen at the stone circles—that place had been quiet, peaceful even. We were now on the outskirts of a town, and the hustle and bustle just didn’t sit right with me. The creature might have been made of shadows, but it would have a hard time hiding under the street lights, and I also had a feeling it had no use for houses.

      As we climbed out of the SUV, the other Division 6 officers cast curious glances in my direction. My black jeans and leather jacket definitely weren’t part of the dress code.

      “Why is half the police force here? I thought this was strictly Division 6’s territory.” I caught Grey’s eye as he made his way around the front of the SUV. Tension radiated from him, and the urge to touch his arm, to reassure him, overwhelmed me.

      “It’s supposed to be,” he said through gritted teeth, then he took off toward the nearest group of agents.

      I followed him, surveying the scene in front of me. I’d been off the job for five years, but I definitely hadn’t forgotten my training… and alarm bells were now going off in my head.

      Pausing in the middle of the road, I closed my eyes and allowed my senses to spill outwards. There was no magic here, no power flowing beneath our feet. But the air was stained with the stench of death… and something else. Using my senses to search the scene wasn’t particularly easy, especially when I kept the heightened half of my nature under wraps. Despite the difficulties, though, I quickly discovered the root of my unease. The creature was still here. And it was pissed.

      Snapping my eyes open, I scanned the scene and picked Grey out. I darted toward him, running headlong into the arms of a uniformed police officer who was crossing the street toward the squad cars.

      “Civilians aren’t supposed to be here,” he said, his arms tightening around me as he began to push me back from where I’d come. Even though I wasn’t using the gorgon side of my nature, my senses were still way stronger than any human’s, perhaps even stronger than some preternatural’s, and knowing that the creature was still here kicked my body into overdrive.

      “I’m no civilian,” I said, pushing back against his blocky body. The stale odour of cigarettes overlaid with antiperspirant slammed into me as I leaned into him.

      “Stop fighting.” He grunted with the effort of trying to stop me from pushing past him. Not that I was really trying… not yet, anyway. I was still trying to be polite, but the more I drank in the scent of the creature’s proximity, the more agitated I became.

      “The thing, the creature we’re after, is still here.” I took a sudden step backwards, causing the policeman to stumble after me.

      “We’ve done a thorough sweep of the area, ma’am. I can assure you there’s no monster here, just the poor sod who got in its way.” He grabbed my arm in an attempt at stopping himself from falling on his face.

      Since when did I become a ma’am?

      “I need to speak to Grey Cooper; he’s the Division 6 agent in charge.” I shrugged free and skipped just out of his reach. “I promise, I’m no civilian, and he knows I’m here. We came together.” I regretted that statement the moment it left my mouth, but there was no taking it back now. “Um, I mean we arrived together… in the same car.” Heat flooded up into my face and I could feel myself growing more flustered as the seconds ticked by. I didn’t have time for this. Dicking around out here, while the creature was in there doing Goddess knew what, felt wrong.

      I darted around him. The police officer grumbled but started after me. I couldn’t really blame him; it wasn’t as though I had any identification to show him. If I was going to work with Grey again, though, we’d have to get that sorted out sooner rather than later. The last thing I needed was well-meaning uniforms chasing me down and getting in the way of me doing my job.

      I swivelled around, searching the scene, but while I’d been chatting to “Officer Means Well,” Grey had disappeared.

      “Have you seen Grey?” I called to the nearest agent, who had his back to me. It was pretty easy to assume he was Division 6, since the suits tended to give them away. The red and blue pulsing police lights showed each and every crease in the guy’s outfit, making it look as though he’d slept in it. And maybe he had; a situation like this would surely be cause for all hands on deck.

      The agent turned toward me, his scowling face a familiar sight that I met with a smile. “Nice to see you again,” I said.

      “So you’re the reason Grey is late,” Man-Boy Alex said, his frown only deepening as he took in my attire. “I thought you wanted nothing to do with him?” The small plaster he wore across the bridge of his nose told me he’d needed stitches after our first meeting, and his eyes stood out against the dark black rings of bruising that covered his face. Regret swept through me; he wasn’t the enemy, and yet that was exactly how I’d treated him. Even if he had overstepped his bounds, I had a responsibility to keep my abilities in check, and using them against the innocent definitely wasn’t a good idea.

      “Changed my mind,” I said, keeping my smile firmly in place as the police officer who was following me caught up.

      “Sorry, sir, this one got through before I had a chance to secure the perimeter,” he said. I cringed at the way he called Man-Boy Alex ‘sir’; the guy was still wet behind the ears and hadn’t yet earned that right.

      Gotta stop calling him Man-Boy. You know you’re itching to slip up and ‘accidentally’ let him know exactly what you think of him, the voice in my head told me, and I had to agree. Part of me definitely wanted to keep yanking Alex’s chain, but pissing him off more than he already was wouldn’t win me any favours. And with Grey nowhere to be seen, and Man-Boy—no, Alex—in charge, I needed to make friends, not any more enemies than I already had.

      “Where’s Grey gone, Alex?” I rolled my tongue around the letters of his name in an attempt to familiarise myself with it. Officer Means Well once more tried to manhandle me away from the scene, but I planted my feet firmly, rooting myself to the spot. “And can you please tell this guy I’m supposed to be here.” Using the word “please” grated on me, but I tried not to show it.

      “Are you?” Alex asked, suddenly feigning innocence. “Last time I checked, only Division 6 and a select few local law enforcement are allowed inside a crime scene. You”—he jabbed a finger into my chest—“are neither.”

      Anger seeped into my veins, and I could feel its heat suffusing my cheeks. “Still sore about our initial meeting, are we?” I asked, struggling to keep both my voice and the urge to snap his finger off in check. He couldn’t know he was getting under my skin.

      He rubbed the back of his neck self-consciously as colour flooded into his face. “I’m still considering bringing charges.”

      “You do that,” I said. “Division 6 won’t be too happy to know one of their agents is incapable of taking care of himself in the field.” He spluttered, and I could practically taste his rage rising from his skin and tainting the air with its metallic tang. “Look, we can do the macho crap later. Right now, you need to get the techs and uniformed officers pulled back from the scene. The creature is still here.”

      “We swept the scene, it’s long gone.” Alex glanced back over his shoulder nervously, and I could sense his unease, which only served to amplify my own.

      The creature knew we were here—I could feel its anger all the way out on the street. But if I could sense it, then why couldn’t anyone else? More importantly, how the hell had they done a sweep of the scene and missed it?

      “I’m not arguing with you about whether you swept the scene or not. I’m telling you that thing is still here, and it’s pissed as hell,” I said, taking a step toward him.

      His shoulders stiffened, and I could see the denial in his eyes as he opened his mouth. A scream ripped the air, and I could tell it came from outside a nearby house.

      Alex froze, his expression betraying his fear. What the hell was Grey thinking, bringing little more than a child into a situation like this? He had to know that Alex was woefully unprepared for the job, for the creatures he would face, for the death and destruction, not to mention the constant threat to his own life. If it were up to me, I’d have sent him back to the office to ride a desk, only allowing him out for field training drills until I was sure he could handle himself.

      The colour had drained from his face, and I half-expected him to crumple into a ball and start sobbing. I’d seen tougher agents crumble.

      From the corner of my eye, I was aware of the other officers and agents darting toward the house. I spotted Grey fighting his way through the fleeing forensic officers until he disappeared around the wall of the red brick house. I felt my heart leap into my throat.

      “Grey needs backup,” I said, moving toward him.

      Despite his ashen appearance, Alex seemed to recover himself and followed me through the melee of people. One of the forensic techs dropped to his knees as he reached the roadside, the blue tinge around his lips and the unnatural colouring in his face suggesting he’d been starved of oxygen. He clawed at his throat as though that would somehow clear his airways.

      I left him behind; first aid definitely wasn’t my area of expertise. I had a working knowledge, enough to get by on, but certainly not enough to be of any real use to the wounded emerging from the property.

      My breath caught as I rounded the corner of the house. I wasn’t entirely sure what I’d been expecting, but it definitely wasn’t the scene that greeted me.

      Bodies littered the ground… not that they were recognisable as bodies anymore. The scattered remains made it impossible to get a true reading on just how many people had died. I’d only ever seen something like this after one of the great wars between the Faerie Courts. Kypherous had taken me out to witness the aftermath of the carnage. The fae of the UnSeelie Court had figured out a way to contain and compress their collective magics by forcing a type of possession on the lesser fae, making them go mad and then turning their fragile bodies into a type of bomb.

      The banshees had brought an end to the UnSeelie Court’s madness, but it had come at a great cost to them, completely devastating their numbers and forcing them underground.

      The humans had created weapons with the same capabilities, but I knew the destruction laid out before me hadn’t been created by a human device. The tang of the creature’s magic still rode the air, burning the back of my throat with each breath.

      “Christ Almighty,” Alex said beneath his breath, and I knew he’d caught up to me.

      As I surveyed the scene, it was clear to me that Grey and the creature had moved on, but I had no idea which direction they’d taken. If he caught up to it and was attacked like me, he wouldn’t survive. Druids weren’t immortal.

      “What can you tell me about the area,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Alex.

      Despite the shock evident on his face he recovered fast, schooling his features into a more neutral and assessing expression.

      “What do you mean, the area—” he started to say, but I cut him off.

      “I mean the thing that did this has gone to ground, and I need to know where. So what can you tell me about the surroundings that’ll give us a place to start looking for it and Grey.”

      Realisation dawned on his face, and he nodded before he pulled his cell phone from his pocket. I watched on impatiently, a gnawing feeling of trepidation filling my gut as he tapped away on the screen before finally pointing to the opposite side of what had once been a green lawn.

      “Through the back of those shrubs, there’s a path that leads down to what looks like the opening to some caves.”

      Without hesitation, I started in the direction he’d pointed, skirting the edge of the destruction to the best of my ability. The people who had died here hadn’t deserved what had happened to them, and I wasn’t going to disrespect them by racing headlong through the new crime scene.

      The overgrown shrubs covered an iron fence. If the creature had passed through it, then we clearly weren’t dealing with one of the fae.

      I found an area where several of the bars were bent back, forming a gap just wide enough for me to fit through. Drawing a deep breath in through my nose, I picked up Grey’s scent on the other side, and relief flooded through me.

      I hadn’t sensed him amongst the dead, but the overpowering stench of death and blood had been too much to get a true read. Knowing I’d been right, and that he had followed the creature away from the scene, made me feel marginally better.

      “Grey!” I called out, my voice bouncing back to me unevenly. The distortion of my voice told me that Alex had been right: there were definitely some sort of caves in the area.

      I took off, crossing the ground at breakneck speed, allowing my senses to sweep outwards as I searched for Grey and the creature.

      The metallic tang of blood hit my nose, and I paused, raising my face into the wind. I drank down the breeze, parsing out the different scents until I found the one I was looking for, the one that filled me with sour dread.

      I knew the scent of Grey’s blood. He’d been injured on the job before, a knife wound that had practically gutted him. I’d taken the scent of his blood then, filing it away for future reference as I’d applied pressure to the wound and prayed to the gods above that he survived to be a pain in my ass.

      He had then. And he would now.

      Alex caught up to me, his hand wrapping around my arm as he squeezed my bicep with enough force to make me wonder just what he was. Because he certainly wasn’t human.

      “What is it?” he asked, keeping his voice low. His eyes darted to the sides, and as I realised he was scanning the area, he came up in my estimation.

      “What’s your sense of smell like?” I asked, unable to shake the scent of Grey’s blood. It filled my nose, and I imagined it coating my hair and skin, settling into my clothes so that no amount of washing would ever get the stench out.

      “Slightly above average. I don’t have heightened senses, per se,” he said.

      I nodded. That made sense; not everyone could scent the air the way I could. The weres and shifters definitely could, their animalistic side making it almost second nature to them.

      “Grey is hurt and bleeding,” I said, cutting off as a low moan filtered back to us through the shrubs.

      “I’m calling in backup,” Alex said, grabbing a radio from the loop on his jeans.

      “You can’t, they’re not prepared for this thing,” I said, remembering the glow of its blue eyes as it had sucked the life from me. The human police wouldn’t stand a chance against it. The more I thought about it, the more I felt that even Division 6 was in over their heads with this one.

      Ignoring me, Alex pressed the big black button on the side of the radio. It came to life with a staticky crackle.

      “This is agent Alex Hayworth, calling in backup…” he said, moving away from me as he continued to give details of our location.

      Another moan floated toward us, but this time, and without waiting for Alex, I started forward. Scrabbling up the embankment in front of us, I clawed my way to the top, digging the toes of my boots into the muddy ground as I used the roots of the fir trees as leverage to boost my body up to the top.

      “Wait,” Alex said. I ignored him, sliding forward onto my belly as soon as I reached the top of the slope.

      The caves were visible from here, the opening to the largest one sitting fifteen feet above my head in the side of the grey slate rock. The light slanted down onto the mouth of the cave, illuminating only the opening and little else beyond. The creature could hide out just inside the opening, and I wouldn’t see it until I was practically on top of it.

      Shuffling forward, I pushed up onto my feet as the ground evened out beneath me.

      The scent of Grey’s blood was stronger here, and it ignited panic inside me.

      “Faith, get back here,” Alex said, using my surname as a kind of handle.

      I didn’t look back at him, instead pushing out from between the trees as I headed toward the base of the slate rock and stared up at the open cave mouth. Grey was up there somewhere, he had to be.

      Another groan floated down to me, and my heart rate picked up.

      “Grey,” I said, sliding my hand against the rocks in search of a grip. “I’m coming, Grey, just hang on.” The first grip was easy to find, and I made quick progress, dragging myself up the sheer rock face toward the cave opening.

      My hand closed around one tuft of grass that slid free of the rock face, sending shale and small stones skittering down the rocks. Digging my feet into the footholds I’d found, I sprang up, my hands closing over the lip of the cave entrance.

      I swung there for a moment, gathering my strength for the final climb. Despite my strength, dragging my body up using only my hands wasn’t as easy as they liked to pretend in the movies, but I did it, rolling over the edge. Without wasting a moment, I hopped to my feet, then crouched low in the cave mouth as I stared into the inky darkness.

      It was impossible to make out anything beyond the vaguest shapes of the rocks that seemed to fill the cave. Worse, there was no sign of Grey.

      He hadn’t sounded far away… was it possible the cave had magnified his voice? Or had the creature dragged him further inside when I’d called out to him?

      “Grey?” I called out into the darkness, and my voice bounced back, slamming into my face like an open-handed slap.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled to life. Something was wrong.

      “Jenna!” Grey’s shout sent my heartbeat into a frenzied gallop, and I turned.

      Grey was standing at the base of the rock face alongside Alex. My heart sank. I’d been tricked.

      My niggling feeling of unease grew as something at the back of the cave rustled. I turned back to face the cave mouth once more, and the blue eyes of the creature appeared. The darkness I’d thought was just the cave’s lack of natural light coalesced into one mass, forming a hulking figure that sped toward me.

      “Help!” it called out to me again, using Grey’s voice, and I knew it was mocking me.

      Before I had a chance to get out of its way, the creature’s sharp talons raked down over the front of my body. I raised my arm to protect my face, and its claws sank into the flesh of my arm. Seizing its opportunity, the creature slammed into me, shoving me backwards out of the mouth of the cave.

      My hands wind-milled uselessly in the air as I fought to regain my balance. I reached out to grab the creature; if I was going to fall, then at the very least I would take it with me if I couldn’t use its bulk to pull myself back up. But my hands slid pointlessly through the creature’s ethereal body, and my last chance to stop my fall slipped through my fingers.

      Air whipped past me, and I hit the ground with enough force to knock the breath from my lungs. The rocks I landed on dug into my body, and I felt my ribs crack, pain lancing through me as the world went suddenly black.
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      The sound of screaming brought me out of the darkness, ragged screams that cut through the cocoon of pain. As I fought to the surface of my consciousness, strong hands cradled me, and I became acutely aware that I was moving. Each forward stride jostled my already aching body.

      A low moan escaped my lips, and I opened my eyes, staring up into Grey’s face. His eyes were ringed with dark circles and his cheeks were sunken. He looked half-starved, and his expression was more than a little crazed.

      “What happened?” I asked as Grey glanced down at me, and I suddenly realised he was carrying me. We were moving fast through the trees, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how surefooted he was considering the terrain.

      “Shifters,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. When he turned, I caught sight of the blood that covered his cheek and reached up to brush my fingers against the smear.

      “It’s not mine,” he said, as though he could read my mind, and maybe he could.

      “Shifters?” I repeated, my brain a confused mish-mash of memories. I shook my head and planted my hands against his chest. “That’s not possible,” I said. “Please put me down.”

      Grey shook his head, and I could see fear reflected in his eyes.

      “They’re everywhere, Jenn. We were overrun. I thought you were dead.”

      Something was very wrong. He hadn’t called me Jenn in a very long time, and hearing him use the nickname he’d given me when things had been different between us hurt my heart. But that wasn’t all I felt.

      Fear and panic clawed at me, but they weren’t my emotions, and I tried to push them back. My last memory was of the creature slamming into me, but as Grey spoke about the shifters the memories of their attack formed inside my head. The only problem? I was a complete stranger to the actions playing out like a movie inside my memory.

      I didn’t remember fighting a man who shifted into a bear, his claws raking down over my arms as I raised them to defend my face from his blow. Glancing down at my arm, I noticed the bloody wounds under the sleeve of my jacket.

      “Stop!” I demanded, and Grey paused. His eyes were a little too wide, and there was far too much white showing around the dark irises. I’d never seen him so frightened. He usually prided himself on hiding his emotions, bottling them up and making him almost impossible to read. It was one of the things that made him such an asset for Division 6.

      “Alex? Where’s Alex?” I slid from Grey’s arms. My legs were unsteady as my booted feet hit the dirt, but at least they supported me.

      “The shifters grabbed him…” Grey trailed off and glanced over his shoulder. When he turned to face me once more, he grabbed my arm and attempted to drag me across the uneven terrain. “They’re coming. We’ve got to get out of here.” His panic didn’t sound as intense as it had in the beginning; clearly whatever magic was working on him was starting to lessen.

      “Grey.” I placed my hands on either side of his head and drew his face down toward mine. “There’s nothing there, the memory…” I paused. Trying to pull him out of whatever nightmare the creature had trapped him in was a long shot. I could completely relate to how he was feeling. Even though part of me knew what I, too, was remembering wasn’t real, an even bigger part of me insisted it was all true. And with the memory came the panic that hung at the peripheries of my mind, threatening to overwhelm me.

      “It’s not real,” I told him. “It’s in your head. It tricked us, and now it has Alex.”

      I wasn’t sure how I knew the creature had Alex, but considering I couldn’t hear him crashing through the undergrowth alongside us, it seemed a safe bet.

      Grey shook his head and tried to glance back over his shoulder again, but I held his face firm.

      “Stop. Listen to me. It’s a trick. I don’t know how the creature has used your mind against you, Grey, but I know you can feel it.”

      He stopped fighting me, but I could still see his doubt. “You’re sure about this,” he said. “Because I swear, Jenn, I know what I saw.”

      “When have you ever run from a fight? When have a few shifters ever frightened you like this? That alone has to prove to you that this is bullshit,” I said, keeping my grip firm on his face.

      I could feel the tension slowly seeping out of him as the doubt and fear in his eyes receded. But I knew the fear was still there, lurking, just like my own. It wouldn’t take much to tip him over the edge once more.

      “We have to go back,” he said, sounding far more determined than he had just seconds before. “Oh Christ, Jenna, what have I done?” He turned to face me, and I instinctively knew what he was thinking.

      He’d left one of his own behind. The creature had caused him to turn his back on his own partner. Yet something inside him had made him scoop me up and take me with him.

      “We’ve both done this,” I said, remembering the way the creature had used Grey’s voice to lure me up to the mouth of the cave. I’d been convinced that he’d been there, hurt and at the beast’s mercy.

      Squaring my shoulders, I released my hold on Grey. I didn’t move too far away, though, as I studied his expression, his every move. The last thing I wanted was for him to relapse under the creature’s control. If that happened a second time, I wasn’t so sure I’d be able to pull him back out.

      Grey slid his jacket back and pulled a long, wickedly curved blade free of its sheath. It blended so well with his clothes that I hadn’t noticed it before. He’d obviously spelled the blade in order to conceal it, allowing him to carry something so lethal, so completely intimidating, without risk of inciting panic and fear in those around him. Whatever spell he’d used was pretty neat. Perhaps one day, if we got through all of this, he’d teach it to me.

      The handle was black and ridged to give him a better grip, which also meant that any blood that happened to end up there wouldn’t cause the blade to slip as he used it. Grey caught me staring enviously at the knife and gave me a secretive smile.

      “She’s a beaut, isn’t she?” He twisted it so the sharp edge caught the light.

      “Does the groove not weaken it?”

      “Nope,” he said, sliding his finger up through the groove. “Stops the blood from spilling down over the handle. Keeps everything so much neater.” He spoke of spilling blood like it was nothing at all, and his sudden callousness sent a shudder racing down my spine.

      When I’d known him, he hadn’t been so cold, so quick to violence. What had happened to him in our years apart?

      He pulled his hand away from the blade and met my eyes. “I hope you’re right about this,” he said as he turned and started back in the opposite direction.

      “I am…” I whispered. But I really wish I wasn’t. I kept that last part to myself. Grey was already conflicted enough without having me add to the confusion. But I had a feeling that we were about to walk back into a scene that belonged in a nightmare, and I was almost certain that what we would discover would be more than either of us were willing to live with.
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      I broke through the trees first. I was faster than Grey—my gorgon nature tended to give me the advantage in situations like this—but a niggling part of my brain said that Grey had deliberately hung back. I wasn’t entirely convinced that it had been a conscious decision on his behalf; it was more than likely the residual trauma the creature had left with him, slowing his progress.

      I knew how that felt. The tiny voice in the back of my head that I so often relied on to keep me safe was currently screaming at me about how every step I took toward the cave mouth was the worst idea I’d ever had. All I wanted to do was turn around, tuck tail, and run as fast as my legs would carry me back to the original crime scene.

      Instead, I clutched my karambit a little harder, allowing the handle to dig into my palm. At least the pain helped keep some of the panic at bay. I could thank the Goddess for small mercies where that was concerned.

      The clearing was empty, the kind of stillness that tended to follow a massacre. Tilting my head back, I opened my senses and drew in a deep breath.

      The scent of pain, despair, blood, and viscera slammed into me alongside pheromones like fear and panic. It was almost impossible to tell who the panic and fear belonged to. At least it had been, until Grey moved up beside me.

      The salty tang of his skin tantalised my senses, and it took all of my strength not to turn and bury my face against his warm chest. Gripping my blade tighter, I tightened my shoulders and moved further into the clearing.

      The scent of blood, fresh and fear-filled, hit my nose as soon as I reached the centre of the clearing. Crouching down near the ground, I found what I was looking for, and my heart sank.

      “Whoever bled here—” I started to say, and then hesitated as I met Grey’s dark eyes.

      “Spit it out,” he said, rage colouring his voice.

      “I don’t think they could have survived,” I said finally. “There’s too much of it. It’s soaked into the ground.”

      I could practically sense the blood beneath me as it continued to cool and soak into the dirt.

      “I can feel it,” Grey said, his voice tight, and I knew it had taken great effort for him to even squeeze out the words.

      “The blood?” I asked. Despite him telling me that his family had once practiced blood magic, that he had abandoned them to it and chosen a different path for himself, it hadn’t occurred to me to ask whether he missed it. But judging from the way he spoke, as though each word was dragged from somewhere down inside him, I had my answer.

      “Yes.” Curt and clipped. I watched as he closed his eyes and dropped to his knees, his hands digging into the soil before he raised them and dragged them down his face.

      When he opened his eyes once more, his gaze was wild, almost feral, and power whispered on the air. It slid over my skin, questing, searching for something only he knew to look for.

      His face was bloodied and dirty, the black, fertile soil and red blood an intoxicating combination alongside his dark eyes and hair. I could almost imagine him raising his hands to the sky, spilling blood on his blade before he set his magic free.

      “Grey,” I said, unsure whether I should disturb him. I’d never seen him like this. So utterly free.

      His eyes met mine, and without thinking, I drew my blade up in front of me defensively.

      The wild look in his eyes slipped away as though I’d slapped him, and he blinked, staring down at his bloody and dirty hands as though surprised to find himself on his knees in the middle of the clearing.

      “What are you getting from the blood?” I asked, choosing to ignore his momentary lapse.

      “Pain,” he said quietly. “Fear…” He shook his head and glanced back at me. “More like terror.”

      I nodded. Everything we felt was the same.

      “It’s Alex,” he said, pushing up onto his feet. “And you’re right, no one could survive losing this much blood.”

      My heart sank. I didn’t want to be right. Alex had been a know-it-all irritation, but I definitely hadn’t wanted to see anything happen to him. In fact, quite the opposite. He was far too young and green to be out in the field like this. If this was Division 6’s new game plan, they had lost their mind. Sending children out to kill monsters was the stupidest idea I’d ever heard of. It would only end in heartache.

      Not that Division 6 would care. They would pretend, bitch and moan about how awful it was, and then they’d find another kid to feed to the creatures that went bump in the night.

      As though he could sense the direction of my thoughts, Grey moved up next to me and bumped his shoulder against mine.

      “This isn’t your fault, Jenna. This,” he said, spreading his arms wide, “this is all on me. If I hadn’t gone chasing after the thing, you two wouldn’t have had to come after me.”

      “You were doing your job,” I said, keeping my eyes fastened on the churned-up leaves and dirt beneath my feet.

      “I should have waited for backup,” he said.

      “Why do you do that?” I asked, anger clawing its way up the back of my throat.

      “What?”

      “This,” I said, jabbing a finger toward him. “Always taking the blame for their mistakes. You know it was wrong for them to send someone like him out here, and yet you stand there and pretend that you’re somehow the cause of Division 6’s mistakes.”

      “I’m not, I’m—”

      “Don’t,” I said with a shake of my head. “I don’t want to hear any more excuses. Let’s just find him. It’s the least we can do after we left him to face the creature alone.”

      I knew it was unfair. I knew my words were cruel and utterly uncalled for. Grey had been tricked, just as I had been when the creature had used his voice to lure me into a trap. We were both equally to blame. Alex had tried to stop me, and I’d ignored him.

      It hit me then that Alex had called out to me, tried to stop me from going after the voice I’d assumed was Grey’s. Had he known what the creature was doing? It hadn’t occurred to me to ask what Alex was, or even if he had any particular abilities beyond the parsing of scents.

      Grey stalked ahead of me, and I knew from the rigid set of his shoulders that my words had struck a nerve.

      “Grey, wait, I’m sorry,” I said, catching his arm as he moved away from me. He didn’t stop, his eyes stony and focused on the task ahead.

      “It’s fine.” We were right back to curt.

      “What was Alex?” I blurted out, my bluntness verging on rude, and Grey turned toward me with an incredulous expression.

      “You didn’t just say that aloud,” he said, barely keeping his temper in check.

      “I did, and I meant it. What was he?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Come on, what kind of preternatural was he?”

      “In the test he came back as psychic, although he couldn’t read the future. They tried to get him to read cards and such, but everything was a dud.”

      “I think he knew what the creature was doing. You said he couldn’t read the future, but what if he could read people, creatures,” I said. “You know, like he could see through their facades, glamours, and, in this case, the creature’s trick memories and mimicry.”

      Grey seemed to think about it for a moment before he nodded. “It’s possible. I mean, he was damn good at getting confessions, and he could pick one of the fae out in a crowd…”

      “You see, it makes sense,” I said.

      “So why would the creature kill him?”

      “Because it couldn’t trick him,” I said, my stomach flipping excitedly. “Which means its nest is probably somewhere nearby.”

      Grey glanced back up at the cave mouth. “You mean up there?”

      I nodded, swallowing back the bile that threatened to spill up the back of my throat. I could still remember the black shadows that had cloaked the mouth of the cave. There had been nothing to see, and then seemingly out of nowhere the creature’s eyes had appeared. The more I thought about it, the more I started to believe that the creature was protecting a nest of some sort, and I’d very nearly walked straight into the middle of it.

      Of course, the creature would try to move now, and the longer we dawdled out here, the less chance we had of catching up to it again. If Alex really was dead—and my instincts were telling me he definitely was—then I couldn’t let it be in vain.

      “We have to go up there. Tracey could be there…” I said, dropping my voice to a whisper.

      “We should call in backup,” Grey said, reminding me of Alex.

      “Alex tried,” I said, “but I don’t know what happened after that. I could hear you calling out to me, and I had to get up to the mouth of the cave.”

      Grey nodded. “I should still try. If we go in and…” He trailed off.

      “I know, they need to know where to look for our bodies if we don’t make it out.”

      He smiled at me as he pulled a small radio from his belt. “You always had a way with words.”

      I turned away as he called in our location. The cave looked empty, but I never had the chance to find out just how deep into the mountain it went. For all I knew, an entire network of caves and passageways could be up there. If so, we were definitely screwed.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I pushed away the negative thoughts. We would get lucky. After everything that had happened so far, we had to catch a break somewhere.
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      It was easier this time to scale the rock face, my hands and feet automatically finding the footholds in the loose rock. I dragged myself over the edge and scanned the area for signs of the creature but found nothing. The air prickled with magic, but it was merely a trace, a lingering on the air that tantalised and taunted me the way a scent could bring a long-forgotten memory to mind.

      Grey made no sound as he rolled over the lip of the cliff. Somehow, he’d managed to complete the climb with the blade still gripped in one hand. If we got out of this alive, I was going to have to ask him how he did it. I knew from experience that making things look effortless always took some kind of supreme effort to achieve. And Grey wasn’t that much of a special snowflake.

      “There’s nothing here,” he said, his dark eyes raking over the rocks.

      “But there was.” I pointed to a gouge mark in the rocks where the creature had used its claws to mark its territory.

      “Blood,” Grey said, his voice dropping to barely a whisper as he moved stealthily into the cave. He took five steps and then dropped to his knees, bending low over something only he could see. I followed and peered over his shoulder.  Grey moved slightly, allowing me a better view of the bloody droplets splattered on the rocks.

      “Alex?” I asked, but Grey shook his head.

      “No, there’s real power here. I think this is what is giving off the magical remnants,” he said.

      “The creature is injured?” I couldn’t keep the happiness from my voice. I wanted the creature hurt, to feel its victims’ pain and anguish.

      “Alex didn’t go easy,” Grey said, his tone as emotionless as always.

      But I knew that when Grey went cold, when his voice lost all of its colour and tone, he was hurting. This was just his version of tough-guy.

      I reached out and gripped his shoulder, then gave it a gentle squeeze. I wasn’t very good at the whole giving comfort thing, but I wasn’t completely heartless either. I understood that sometimes it took only a simple touch to ease another’s pain. At the end of the day, humans, preternaturals, we were all pack animals at heart, and we derived comfort from touch and closeness.

      “Don’t,” Grey said, and shrugged away from my hand.

      Curling my fingers back into a fist, I withdrew from him as he pushed up onto his feet.

      “We don’t have time for this,” he said. “I need to focus on finding Alex, whether he’s alive or dead.” I refrained from sharing my opinion on the matter, biting down on my tongue to keep the words from slipping out. If he needed to hold onto hope and delude himself into the belief that we would find anything but a corpse at the end of all of this, then I wasn’t going to burst his bubble.

      “I know you mean well, but…” He sucked in a deep breath. “The guilt is mine to carry, Jenna. I left him. I saved you and ran like the coward I am, like the coward we both know I am.”

      “You’re not a coward, Grey,” I said. “You were tricked—it’s part of the creature’s repertoire. But you’re right, we don’t have time for this now. I saw you were in pain and I tried to comfort you, that’s all…”

      He studied me, his expression unreadable in the half-light of the cave entrance. When he spun away from me, I let him go without question. He could have his secrets, and I would have mine. Maybe, when all of this was said and done, we would finally sit down and discuss what had gone wrong between us, but I had a sinking feeling that day would never come.

      There would always be something new. Another case. Another perceived insult. Another barrier between us.

      Sighing, I followed Grey as he moved off into the darkness, pushing all thoughts but those of Alex and the beast from my mind. One problem at a time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The walls closed in around us, getting more claustrophobic until we were trudging through a narrow passageway. If I deviated even slightly from placing one foot directly in front of the other, I would bump into the rocks, scratching and tearing my skin on their rough surface.

      Grey’s shoulders, on the other hand, were simply too wide to fit, and he’d been forced to turn to one side, making it look as though he was sliding along the walls. The air was much colder down here, and the scent of damp earth and rot tickled my nose, causing my eyes to water. The ground sloped downwards, and in the distance I could faintly make out the sound of running water.

      “How much further do you think this thing goes?” I asked, as Grey shone the beam of his mini flashlight on the ground.

      He shrugged. “Without seeing a map of the area, there’s really no way of knowing.”

      I contemplated suggesting that we turn around. For all we knew, we were wandering into a dead end and the creature had planted the blood at the mouth of the cave, once more tricking us into following a trail that led to nowhere, while it escaped through the trees. After all, we hadn’t figured out what had caused it to attack people at the new site; the circumstances were way too different from all the other attacks to have been merely coincidence. And the creature was smart; it wouldn’t just wander into a place like that without good reason and risk exposing itself to so many humans at once.

      “Did you hear that?” Grey asked, stopping so suddenly that I bumped into him.

      “I didn’t hear anything but water,” I said, straining to listen inside the echoing tunnel.

      Something splashed ahead of us, followed by an unmistakable squeak that sent the hairs on my arms standing to attention.

      “Rats,” I said, letting out a low hiss. I hated them. Rats as pets I could get on board with; I didn’t want one, but pet rats had a certain cuteness about them that I could see, if I tried really hard. But wild rats, the kind that ate through walls and scurried about in the sewers, were a different animal altogether.

      “Not a fan, I take it,” Grey said, shooting me a grin over his shoulder.

      “Nope.” Another splash caught my ear, and I froze. It was quickly followed by another and another. The lone squeak we’d heard was joined by another, and I wrapped my hand around Grey’s arm. Instinct was telling me that we needed to get the hell out of there.

      “Really? After the things we’ve faced, you’re afraid of a few rats.” He sounded way too pleased with himself. He’d discovered a weakness about me, and I knew it was something he would file away for use at a later date. Grey was the teasing kind, and this was something he’d more than get a kick out of.

      “I’m not worried about one, or two, or even three rats, Grey,” I said, my senses kicking into overdrive. “There’s a hell of a lot more than a few heading our way.”

      “I heard only one,” he said, glancing back down the tunnel. “You sure it’s not the creature playing with your fears?”

      That thought had already occurred to me, but I allowed my whip to drop down into my hand. I instantly felt my gorgon nature responding, working to push back my fear.

      Reaching out with my senses, I closed my eyes and allowed my power to flow down the tunnel.

      I gasped and dug my nails into Grey’s arm as my magic found what it was looking for. As though I were standing on the edge of the scene, I could see the black mass of furry, squeaking bodies swarming over Alex’s body. His eyes were wide and staring, but thankfully no spark of life was left in him.

      For that, at least, I could thank the Goddess for small mercies. I watched as the mass of rats tore at his flesh, fighting each other for the most tender pieces of meat.

      “I’m not imagining it,” I said to Grey as I kept my eyes closed and studied the scene. “There are so many, I can’t count.”

      The sound of splashing caught my ear once more, and I tried to stare past the heaving, writhing pile of feasting bodies. One rat paused and glanced up at me. Or at least that was how it felt in my head.

      You’re not really there, Jenna, I repeated in my head, forcing down the fear trying to work its way up my throat.

      The rat’s beady eyes glowed with the same blue light as the creature’s had, and it let out an ear-piercing shriek that seemed to echo through the tunnel. The moment the screech died away, the other rats turned to stare at me, thousands of blue eyes glaring up at me.

      When they moved, they moved as one, surging forward, toward me. They passed through me, sending a shudder rolling down my spine as I stumbled backwards. It felt as though the heaving mass of bodies had passed through me and not just the manifestation of my powers.

      “What’s wrong?” Grey asked, catching my hand.

      “They’re coming.”

      “I know that, I heard them squeaking, but—”

      I cut him off with a shake of my head. “No, these aren’t ordinary rats, Grey. They’re a part of the creature, or they are the creature. I’m not sure how it works, but their eyes glow with the same power, and there are so many of them…” I left out the part about seeing them eating Alex’s body. That could wait until later, if there even was a later.

      “We need to move, they’re way faster than us.” I turned and began heading back out of the cave.

      “What about Alex?”

      Pausing, I glanced back over my shoulder at Grey. Whatever he saw in my face caused his expression to harden. “You know he’s dead, don’t you?”

      “He’s dead.” I didn’t try to sugarcoat it. If Grey didn’t wrap his head around that fact fast, then we would join his partner.

      Without waiting for me to explain, Grey started after me. The speed and force of his movements knocked loose pieces of stone and dust, clouding the already damp air.

      I didn’t slow my pace, covering as much ground as I could, but despite our speed, I felt the rats gaining. My senses prickled as they closed in on our location.

      Within moments I felt the ground begin to tremble, and the squeaking I’d heard in the distance suddenly sounded as though it was just around the bend. The narrow tunnel magnified the sound as it echoed around us until I was certain I’d lose my mind.

      “Faster,” Grey urged, his hands on my back, pushing me ahead of him.

      The rocks grew slippery, and Grey’s hands suddenly disappeared from my back. He grunted as he went down, and I turned in the tight space, tearing my jacket and arm on a particularly jagged lump of shale that jutted out from the walls.

      Grey was scrambling to his feet, but over his head I saw the first of the rats appearing out of the darkness, their eyes lighting up the confined space with an ethereal blue glow.

      “They’re on us,” I said, as Grey made it to his feet and thrust the torch into my hands.

      He muttered something beneath his breath, and his hands were suddenly engulfed in flames. I took a step backwards as he did his best to turn in the tunnel. Everywhere he touched, the fire spread out, burning across the surface of the rock as though it were covered in accelerant.

      The rats squealed as the flames reached them, their fat black bodies writhing as they struggled forward despite the fire.

      The small tunnel started to fill with grey smoke that billowed back toward us, burning the back of my throat as I struggled to draw a clean breath.

      “Go,” Grey said, pushing me ahead of him once more. I didn’t need to be told twice.

      The path started to widen, and I could see the dull light of the tunnel’s mouth ahead. The squeaking rats continued to follow us, and I fought the urge to glance back at them. Smoke spread around me, making it more difficult to pick out the terrain beneath my feet.

      The closer we got to the mouth of the cave, the more slippery the rocks became, and it wasn’t until we were practically upon the entrance that I realised it was raining outside.

      I paused at the mouth of the cave, staring down the cliff face to the ground below.

      Grey caught up to me, and I glanced behind me to see the rats slowly spreading out in the cave.

      “We’ll never get down the rock face before they overrun us,” I said.

      “We jump,” Grey said, never taking his eyes from the rats that were cautiously creeping forward.

      He raised his hands, and the fire danced across his fingers, flickering on the cave walls. The rain slanted in toward us, causing the flames to spark and sizzle in the damp air, making the smoke much denser.

      As I stared at the ground, I knew that landing wrong would mean serious injury, but we had no other choice.

      “Jump.”

      Turning, I flung myself from the cave mouth, aiming for the soft dirt near the trees.

      The ground rushed up to meet me and I landed with a thud, knocking the air from my lungs as pain speared through my legs. I rolled with the momentum and came to rest at the base of a particularly large fir tree, sap sticking to my hands and arms as I scrambled back to my feet and looked around.

      But there was no Grey.

      Glancing back up, I could see the flicker of his druid fire lighting up the mouth of the cave.

      Panic and fear clawed at my insides, causing them to churn as my heartbeat sped up.

      “Come on, come on,” I muttered to myself as I waited for him to join me.

      One flaming rat fell from the cave, and my heart came to a shuddering halt. Where the hell was he?

      Grey suddenly appeared, arcing into the air as he jumped. He hit the ground far more gracefully than I had, using his momentum to push his body into a shoulder roll and springing back to his feet.

      Rats began to flood out of the cave, some on fire, others just little black furry balls of fury that squealed as they leaped after him.

      “We should get out of here,” he said, watching one of the rats that was on fire run in circles before it collapsed onto its side. He didn’t need to tell me twice, and I jogged after him back into the woods.
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      By the time we made it back to the main crime scene, Grey had already called in exterminators to take care of the rats that had followed us from the cave. Many of them had perished in the druid fire, but many hadn’t even been touched by the flames.

      Sitting in the passenger seat of Grey’s car, with the blanket from the backseat wrapped around my shoulders, I watched as he directed the other officers. My body trembled, icy shivers trailing down my spine despite the heat that blasted from the vents.

      It just didn’t make any sense. Why would the creature kill Alex? I’d been out for the count; if it had wanted to, it could have killed all of us. Neither I nor Grey were immune to its abilities, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that Alex had known what it was doing.

      His voice echoed in my head: “Wait!”

      The driver’s door was yanked open, and I jumped. Grey slid in behind the wheel, pushing his rain-damp hair back from his face as he slammed the door shut.

      “You all right?” He didn’t meet my gaze, but I knew he’d seen me jump at his sudden appearance.

      “As all right as can be expected,” I said, huddling down into the warm blanket.

      He sighed and folded his arms across the top of the steering wheel before burying his face in them.

      “I shouldn’t have dragged you into all of this,” he said, his voice muffled.

      “Last I knew, you didn’t drag me into anything,” I said. “I already knew about the creature. I’m still wearing its claw marks, remember?”

      Grey shrugged, then turned his head and peered up at me from his arms. The urge to brush his unruly hair back from his eyes washed over me in a wave so strong I had to shove my hands beneath my ass just to keep them to myself. His gaze darkened, growing more intense with each second that passed, and he slowly raised his head.

      “It’s not something I’m ever likely to forget,” he said, his voice low and laced with anger. “After seeing what that thing is capable of, I’m not sure how you managed to get away from it.”

      “Is that an accusation?” I tried to keep my voice neutral but failed miserably.

      “Not everything has to be an argument, Jenn,” he said softly, reaching out to wrap a loose strand of my dark hair around his index finger. “I know you don’t trust me, not after everything that happened, but I wouldn’t ever think you were involved with something like this.”

      “That wasn’t what you were saying earlier,” I said, remembering the way he’d used the blade I’d lost at the last crime scene to get me to help him.

      “I’m an idiot, okay? Is that what you need to hear?” He pulled away from me and stared out the windshield. “I’m an idiot who allowed his partner to be taken by that thing.”

      “Stop beating yourself up over that,” I said. “None of us are infallible. I followed what I thought was your voice up into the cave. It tricked me too.”

      “But when you woke up in my arms, you knew…” He sounded utterly miserable as he trailed off. “I can still remember the shifter attack, you know? That still feels more real in my head than what really happened.”

      “Do you remember what really happened?”

      My question hung in the air between us for a moment before Grey turned toward me. His eyes were filled with anger, terror, and another emotion that was much harder to read.

      “It didn’t have a body, it was more like a haze or a mist… That part is still pretty unclear,” he said, closing his eyes. I knew he was replaying the scene in his head, and that given half a chance he would use it to beat himself up even further for not seeing through the creature’s trap.

      “I didn’t see it at first when you fell. I ran to you, and this thing seemed to flow down over us, a darkness, and all I could see were its glowing blue eyes.” Grey fell silent, and I wondered if he was going to tell me what happened next. I didn’t have to wait long.

      He drew in a long, shuddering breath. “I think I was so shocked that it took me a second to react, but by then it already had a hold on me. I felt it drawing my life, trying to suck it out of my body, but…” Grey opened his eyes and shook his head.

      “But what?” I prompted.

      “My power prevents another being from tapping it, and so the creature couldn’t feed. Just like if a vamp bit me and drank my blood, it would find no sustenance from me.”

      I nodded without saying anything. This was the most Grey had told me about his powers in all the years I’d known him, and I wasn’t going to interrupt him when he was finally opening up to me.

      “Alex attacked it,” he said, scrunching up his face as though he was finding it hard to relive the moment. “Or at least, I think he did. I can’t be sure. Things changed then, and the memories the creature implanted in my head are stronger here.”

      “Try,” I said, reaching out to touch his arm. His eyes snapped open, and he stared down at my fingers resting against his bare skin.

      “Alex pulled his hunting knife. He tried to stab at the creature, but no matter how many times he swiped at that thing, none of his blows struck home…” Grey closed his eyes, a look of despair crossing his face. “He was screaming, oh, god, Jenna, he was screaming for me to help him, and I just stood there, holding you while it…”

      “Ssshhh,” I said, reaching out to wrap my arms awkwardly around Grey’s shoulders. Despite the SUV’s large interior, it wasn’t really built for what I was trying to do, and I ended up with the gearstick digging into my hip as I wrapped my blanket-covered arms around Grey. He leaned into me, his face pressed to my chest as he shuddered.

      Was he crying? I couldn’t tell, but I could feel his distress nonetheless, the guilt tearing at him. These were the kinds of emotions that would eat him alive, if he let them.

      “This isn’t your fault,” I said, running my hands over his back in what I hoped were soothing circles.

      “He was under my protection, and I failed him. I should have helped him, I should have saved him…”

      “How? By getting yourself killed? Because that’s exactly what would have happened.”

      “I should have found a way,” he said, sounding utterly hopeless.

      “We’ll get this thing. And when we do, we’re going to kill it. For Alex, for Tracey, for her father, and for all the other kids this thing has murdered.” My voice was hard as I remembered hearing Tracey’s screams as the creature dragged her away.

      I knew exactly how Grey felt, because while he’d stood and watched the creature murder Alex, I’d lain in the dirt and listened as it carried her off. Grey thought he’d failed, but he certainly wasn’t the only one. I’d had my fair share of failure, and where this creature was concerned, failure was becoming an all too familiar, if unwelcome, friend.

      “We don’t even know what it is,” he said, pulling away from me and straightening up behind the wheel.

      “Nothing that a little research can’t fix.” I tried to sound brighter than I felt. The thought of sitting around twiddling my thumbs and reading dusty old tomes while this thing looked for its next victim didn’t sit well with me.

      “We need to go and view the bodies in the morgue first,” Grey said, starting the engine, “but it’s going to take them time to collect the newest victims.”

      He looked exhausted, with dark circles beneath his eyes and a pale, gaunt face.

      “When did you last eat?” I asked.

      “Trust you to think of food before a trip to the morgue,” he said, not unkindly. Instead, I heard resignation and exhaustion.

      “I’m thinking you worked some serious magic up there and need to replace the lost calories.” I left out the part where I too needed to eat. The less he knew about my abilities, the better for both of us, and the safer for everyone involved.

      He started to shake his head, but I raised my hand, cutting him off before he could even get the denial out. “I’m not taking no for an answer. We can do drive-thru if that makes you feel better, but we’re going to get something to eat, Druid, like it or lump it.”

      That made him laugh, the sound joyous and carefree as it filled the car. It was the first truly genuine laugh I’d heard from him since he’d come to see me, and it caused an ache to grow in my chest.

      I’d missed that laugh.

      Hell, who was I kidding, I’d missed him, even if I wasn’t fully willing to admit that fact to myself.

      “Fine, I know a place we can go,” he said, turning the wheel and gunning the engine so we left the scene in a screech of rubber.

      Without another word, I settled back against the seat and closed my eyes.

      The sight of Alex’s unseeing eyes as the rats tore into him filled my head.

      I balled my hands into fists in my lap as guilt turned my stomach acid against me. I would kill this shadow creature, whatever it was. I would kill it, and I would salt the earth where it died so it could never come back. So that it could never destroy another innocent life.

      I could only hope that I managed to get to it before it struck again. I had seen enough death, and I was done watching those around me suffer.
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      Grey parked the car next to what looked like a Tudor cottage; the black wooden beams that crossed the white walls stood out like shadows in the darkening sky. But the warm glow cast out through the thick glass gave the place a welcoming appearance. I stared at it for a moment, soaking up the architecture.

      “You ready?” he asked, the interior light flickering on as he pushed his door open.

      “I thought we were getting something to eat?”

      “We are, this place does the best pub grub in the area.”

      I gave him a sceptical glance. It looked nice enough, but I was getting more of a ‘tourist trap’ vibe from the place, and the thought of sitting beside laughing groups of people intent on having a good time didn’t sit well with me.

      I was soaked to the skin and every inch of my body ached, and not just because of my latest run-in with the creature. I hadn’t healed properly from our first encounter, and the lack of sleep and food were adding to my difficulties.

      “Trust me, Jenn, this place is good,” he said, softer this time.

      Nodding, I reluctantly removed my blanket and slid from my side of the car, the gravel crunching beneath my boots as I followed him across the parking lot to the open front door.

      The moment I crossed the threshold, my senses were assaulted with the rich scents of gravy and ale, and my mouth instantly started to water. Closing my eyes, I paused in the doorway, drawing in the scents and the murmurs of the gathered guests.

      “You okay?” Grey whispered against my ear. The press of his chest against my body warmed me from the outside in, and for the first time in days I felt some of my tension slip away.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, opening my eyes to find his face only inches from mine. “This place is good.”

      He gave me a wide, genuine grin that tugged at my heart, and I stuffed my hands into my pockets to stop from reaching out to him. What was wrong with me these days? I’d thought I was over him, and yet he was back in my life for only five minutes before I was fawning all over him again.

      “I told you you’d like it here. Wait ’til you try the food.” He turned away and headed for a booth in the far corner, next to a wide-open fire. I followed a couple of paces behind him and slid onto the bench opposite him.

      My skin prickled, and I fought the urge to glance over my shoulder at the other people in the bar. I didn’t like sitting with my back to the door; it went against every one of my instincts, but Grey had taken the seat in the corner with his back to the wall, giving him the advantage of watching everyone who came and went. And while I could have slipped in beside him, the thought of sitting pressed so close to his body made me uncomfortable. I was already wound tight enough as it was without adding to my misery.

      Grey’s dark eyes met mine, and his grin lost some of its happiness. He leaned across the worn tabletop, his fingers tracing a deep score that marred the dark oak.

      “None of this is your fault,” he said, his words catching me completely by surprise.

      Rather than jump on him for his statement, I waited for him to continue. It wasn’t like him to even insinuate blame, and I couldn’t help but feel I was missing something vital in the conversation.

      “Alex knew the risks,” he continued. “He knew what the job entailed, and he agreed to it.”

      I bit down on my tongue to keep from answering him. There was no point in bringing up my belief that Alex had been too young. He looked barely old enough to legally drink, never mind work for the likes of Division 6. He hadn’t really lived yet, so how could he be old enough to make such important decisions? Decisions that had led to his death.

      “He was stubborn, you know? Didn’t want to listen when I said he needed some more experience before coming out on a case like this…” Grey stared out through the lead-lined window, but I knew he wasn’t really seeing what was outside. He’d always been like this, and he would replay Alex’s death over and over until it drove him mad.

      It hit me then that he was waiting for me to blame him, to tell him he’d been wrong to let Alex out in the field. That he had failed to be the responsible adult. And if that was what he truly wanted from me, then he could wait until Hell froze over.

      “Stop blaming yourself,” I said.

      “If not me, then who?”

      “Blame the creature that murdered him. Blame the assholes you work for. Hell, blame Alex for refusing to listen to sense, if you have to. But this,” I said, “this is not your fault.”

      “I…” Grey started to speak, but I raised my hand, effectively cutting him off.

      “I don’t want to hear how you should have been some kind of superman and avoided the creature’s ability to mind-fuck you. I mean, I don’t want to sound big-headed, but I’m way more powerful than you are and it still mind-fucked me.” I kept my expression utterly serious and my voice flat.

      Grey stared at me for a second before starting to laugh. The sound was infectious, and as he doubled over, tears running down his face, I couldn’t help but laugh with him. Maybe it was the exhaustion, the hunger, the emotion of losing Alex, but we sat in the booth laughing our asses off as the others in the pub shot us curious glances.

      “You two want menus?” A female voice cut through our laughter, and I turned to meet the violet gaze of an Amazonian fae. Magic seemed to fizz in the air around her, and it took me a second to focus in on her properly.

      Her blue hair was secured in a messy French braid that fell below her hips. She flipped it back over her shoulder like a whip and stared down at me like I was a bug that had crawled into her pub.

      “Yeah, two, please,” I said, scrubbing at the tears that continued to course down my cheeks.

      “Siobhan, this is Jenna Faith,” Grey said, sliding out of the booth. “Jenna, this is Siobhan Keene, owner of the pub, and the best cook in England.”

      “Only England?” She pretended to sound offended. “Last time you said it was the realm.”

      Grey grinned at her, and before I could open my mouth, she’d dragged him into an embrace, her lips finding his as her hands slid around his neck and twined in his hair. I dropped my shocked gaze to the scarred table. An ugly combination of jealousy and rage swelled in my chest, practically choking the air from my lungs.

      Cut the crap, Jenna. What did you expect? Of course he moved on. Who wouldn’t with someone like Siobhan on offer?

      “Shit,” Grey said, sounding flustered, and if I hadn’t been so irritated, I might have found the look on his face funny.

      “It’s been too long, Grey,” Siobhan practically purred, and I cast a sideways glance up at the two of them. She trailed her finger down over his cheek, and Grey caught her hand in his.

      I contemplated leaving. Had he lost his mind, bringing me here? Was this some kind of cruel and unusual punishment? If so, then it was definitely working.

      Grey laughed, and the sound grated on my ears. I pushed back against the bench as the other woman slammed a menu down onto the table in front of me.

      “Your usual?” she said to Grey.

      “Siobhan,” Grey said, “you can drop the act. Jenna is one of us.”

      Surprise slammed into me, and I practically rocked in my seat as I shot Grey a confused glance. What the hell was he talking about?

      “Oh, shit,” Siobhan said. “I’m so sorry.” The fae’s sudden contrition took me by surprise, especially when she grabbed my arm and dragged me from the booth and into her arms.

      She smelled of bread, rosemary, and sweet summer strawberries; there were other herbs in the mix, but I couldn’t quite discern them as she crushed me against her body. I flailed against her for a moment, unsure of what I was supposed to do, and she used my uncertainty against me, tilting her face down as she pressed her lips to mine.

      Shock rooted me to the floor as my breath caught in my lungs. Magic raced across my skin, and I opened my eyes, meeting Siobhan’s violet gaze. The colour bled out into her eyes, making her look almost blind. And I could feel her magic spreading inside my head like hundreds of tiny fingers, sifting through my brain, probing and searching.

      I jerked out of her grip and pressed the tip of my karambit to her throat. She released me, her eyes widening in shock as I pushed the tip a little harder. A tiny droplet of her blood balanced against the steel. She released me and I took a stumbling step backward, bumping the edge of the table with my hip hard enough that pain flared inside me.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I practically spat the words at her as I sought to keep my temper in check.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, reaching out toward me. I kept the blade out in front of me, an unspoken warning that if she came closer I would gut her before she would even know what hit her. When I didn’t respond, she curled her fingers back and let her hand drop back to her side. “I didn’t know. If I had, I wouldn’t have tried to read you like that.”

      “Read me? Lady, you weren’t trying to read me, you were inside my goddamned head!”

      “I was just—” But she cut herself off, sealing her lips shut as she gave me a defiant glare.

      “You were just what?” I demanded, flipping the knife over as I folded my arms over my chest in an attempt to stop myself from trembling. I was dangerously close to completely losing my temper. The days of others violating me, sifting through my thoughts, owning me, using my body as both their toy and weapon, were long gone, or at least that was what I’d told myself. And yet she had waltzed into my brain like she owned the joint.

      “Siobhan, what did you do?” Grey sounded as though he was barely keeping his rage in check.

      “I know what you’re like,” she said, turning to Grey. “You always fall for the wrong kind, and then they walk all over you, breaking your heart, and I’m left to pick up the pieces.”

      My anger suddenly slipped through my fingers, leaving me with an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. She’d been worried about Grey. Worried that I wanted to hurt him, that I would break his heart.

      I shot Grey a quick look, and his face was a mask of shock and embarrassment. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes snapped with anger, but I couldn’t tell who he was mad at.

      “I don’t need you to protect me,” he said, his voice low and dangerous.

      “I only wanted to help,” she said, before turning back to me. She spread her hands wide, her expression completely open. “If you’re worried about your secret, then it’s safe with me. But you can believe me when I say that I meant you no ill will. My mistake was made out of a misguided attempt at protecting someone I care about.”

      Was I supposed to just forgive her? What she’d done was rude, but I had overreacted a little…okay, a lot.

      “Do you do that with everyone he brings by?” I asked, meeting her gaze. The rich purple in her eyes had receded so that it now resembled the bloom of a summer violet. The more I stared into her eyes, the more clearly I could imagine the sounds of birds in the trees and the gentle rustle of grass dancing in a warm summer breeze.

      I pulled my gaze away and stared down at the floor. The moment I was free of her, the world returned with a pop, but the warmth of the summer breeze lingered against my skin like the remnants of a sweet dream.

      “Most of them,” she said. “Except for the guys—those I read for fun.” I heard laughter in her voice and fought the urge to look up at her once more. She was powerful, there was no denying it.

      But I couldn’t figure out why a fae with so much raw power was out in the human realm. Most of the truly powerful fae remained in Faerie, since the human realm tended to pose a pretty big risk to them. Iron was the biggest threat, but it certainly wasn’t the only one. After a period of time, most metals would have some kind of detrimental effect.

      Her power, though… Simply remembering it sent a shudder through me. The last fae to capture me so easily was dead, and since then I’d consoled myself with the idea that he’d only been able to roll me because I’d been nothing more than a child. The moment I was old enough, strong enough to fight back, I had killed him.

      “Where’s Alex?” she said, and I dropped back into the booth seat.

      “Alex is…” Grey stopped and gazed down at the table.

      “Dead,” I finished for him, keeping my eyes on the karambit still in my hands.

      “Oh my Goddess,” she said, sounding genuinely shocked and saddened. “Grey, I am so sorry.”

      Grey didn’t answer her as he slipped back into the booth opposite me. I gave him a quick glance, and he caught my eyes with his dark gaze.

      “You want to go?” he asked me, and though he didn’t let on, I could sense that he didn’t want me to say yes.

      I was no longer angry at Siobhan. Grey and I were hungry, cold, and exhausted, and once we were done here we had to go to the morgue to view the creature’s victims. The thought of leaving the warmth of the pub, no matter what Siobhan had done, filled me with dread.

      “Nah,” I said. “I figure after her little stunt, the fae owes me dinner on the house.” I raised my gaze to Siobhan’s face, meeting her eyes as I let the sharp edge of the blade dig into my thumb hard enough to draw blood.

      Her magic pricked at me, but this time I couldn’t hear the summer grass or feel the warm breeze on my skin. Either she wasn’t trying to roll me and was simply so powerful that the images she had conjured in my mind had been accidental, or she was a raging bitch who enjoyed wielding the power of those around her. I was hoping it wasn’t the latter.

      “Whatever you need is on the house,” she said unhappily.

      “Great.” I pushed as much joy into my voice as I was capable of, which, considering my gorgon nature, wasn’t a whole lot. But it was still more than enough to irritate the woman standing next to me.

      I pulled my gaze away and set my blade on the table. Technically I was supposed to keep it hidden—knives, particularly curved, ornate blades like the karambit made people nervous—but right now I really didn’t care. I wanted Siobhan to see it. She’d backed off, and she was even being as gracious as any fae could be, but I could feel the undercurrents of her emotions as they rippled from her and washed over me. If she could have rolled me, exposed me for what I truly was, then she would have.

      And while she’d explained her need to sift through my head, I wasn’t buying her bullshit story about an overly developed need to protect Grey. He was a grown-ass man who could protect himself. No, as far as I was concerned, Siobhan was hostile, jealous, and more than a little possessive. Whatever relationship she had with Grey, well, that was her business, but she viewed me as a threat.

      “I’ll give you both a few minutes,” she said, turning away from the table and practically skipping back to the bar.

      Grabbing the napkin from the table, I started to wipe the blood from the blade. It was going to need a good oiling when I got home, but this would have to do for now.

      “I’ve never seen her behave like that,” Grey said, the minute she was out of earshot.

      I tried to cover up my surprise by examining the knife a little harder.

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Why would you?” he asked, catching my hand as I flipped the blade. I glanced up at him, but his face was unreadable in the warm glow of the pub’s lighting.

      “Jenn, if I thought she was going to behave like that, I never would have brought you here.”

      There was no trace of a lie in his face, no malice in his intention, and I let my breath escape me in a small whoosh as the tension in my shoulders slowly melted away.

      “You know she’s really powerful, right?” I said, before sliding the blade back into the sheath at my waist.

      “Yeah, but she never tried to use her powers on me before now. She’s always been like a sister to me, but when she kissed me I could feel her power bleeding out all over the place. I’ve never seen her so uncontrolled before…” He trailed off and cast a glance toward the bar, but Siobhan had disappeared into the kitchens.

      I bit my tongue, keeping my thoughts to myself about what kind of relationship he must have with his sisters if that was how he behaved with Siobhan.

      “I’m going to nip to the ladies’ room,” I said, sliding out of my seat. Grey nodded almost absentmindedly, his eyes still trained on where he’d last seen Siobhan.

      I had no intention of going to the bathroom; instead, I made my way around the pub and then doubled back. Keeping an eye on Grey, I waited for his attention to slip, and once it did, I nipped into the kitchens. If Grey said Siobhan was behaving weirdly, then I would take him at his word. And that wasn’t the only thing I was curious about.

      She’d said at the table that she would keep my secret, but I didn’t feel that she was being entirely honest with me. The thought of someone like her knowing my secret just didn’t sit right with me. Whether she liked it or not, I was going to find out just what it was she thought she knew about me.
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      Pots and pans bubbled on the large cooking station at the back of the kitchens. The chef moved methodically back and forth from his station as he stirred stews and chopped vegetables. Everywhere else it was a hive of activity, waiters and waitresses moving quickly, carrying laden trays to and from the kitchen, but as I searched through the faces, Siobhan was nowhere to be found.

      Grabbing a young waitress by the arm, I jerked her to a halt, catching the heavy tray of empty plates she was carrying to stop her from dropping it. Her eyes were a little unfocused as she stared up at me, and I could feel her straining at my hold as though she needed to keep moving.

      “Where’s your boss?” I asked, studying the young woman’s face. Her tan skin was pale and almost ashen, and there was a sheen of sweat beading across her face and upper lip that didn’t look quite right. The kitchen was warm, but it wasn’t that bad.

      “Upstairs,” she said, pointing toward a small, winding staircase at the back of the kitchen.

      Dropping her tray onto the counter next to the sinks, I swung the girl around to face me and focused my eyes on hers.

      “Go for a break. Splash some water on your face and get some air,” I said, keeping my voice calm.

      The girl shook her head, and when I let her go she wandered off toward another tray of food that seemed ready to leave the kitchen.

      Shaking my head, I headed for the stairs. Whatever was going on here left me feeling cold. Either Siobhan had them all spelled so that they worked to their full capacity, or her magic was gradually spilling out of control. Either way, it wouldn’t lead to a good outcome.

      I took the steps two at a time, and as I reached the narrow landing at the top, I saw Siobhan stepping out of her office. She had her back to me as she pulled a large key from her pocket and slipped it into the door. The lock clicked home, and she replaced the key in her pocket.

      When she turned around, her eyes were a little red-rimmed, and a small gasp escaped her as she came face-to-face with me.

      “You’re not supposed to be up here,” she said, her voice hardening with each word.

      “I think maybe we need a chat.” I took a small step toward her. “You said you knew what my secret was. Care to elaborate?”

      “I told you it was safe with me.” She gave a nervous laugh as she pressed her back to the door.

      “Siobhan, what aren’t you telling me?” I closed the gap between us, feeding my power up through my body. Heat radiated down my limbs, and I could tell my magic glowed in my eyes when the fae sucked in a shocked breath.

      She trembled and her glamour fell away, revealing a much smaller and terrified-looking fae. Her eyes were entirely violet, her naturally black hair glimmered with blue highlights, and her black skin was crisscrossed with blue and violet veins that seemed to stand out. But it was the wings that unfurled behind her that shocked me the most.

      I’d never seen wings like it. Many of the true blood fairies, the ones close to the throne, still had their wings, a delicate gossamer affair that appeared as though they would disintegrate if a strong wind happened to come along. But this fae’s wings were entirely different.

      They were reptilian in nature, covered in heavy gold and red scales that shimmered as though lit from within by a power equal to the sun. I realised then that large, glittering patches of scarlet and gold scales covered her body. Heat radiated from her, and with every breath she took the temperature seemed to go up several degrees.

      “You’re not Siobhan,” I said. I wasn’t sure how I knew that the fae standing before me wasn’t Grey’s friend—she was definitely the same fae who had kissed us both downstairs—but something in my core told me the glamour she wore was not her own.

      “No,” she said, her voice a rumbling roar that filled my head.

      “What are you?”

      “An outcast,” she said. “My mother was a changeling, my father one of the dragons of old…”

      My mouth dropped open. I’d heard of the dragons, but I’d considered them to be little more than myths, which, now that I thought about it, seemed utterly ironic, considering most would look at my kind as being a myth too.

      “Where’s Siobhan?” I asked, but the outcast shook her head and gave me a mournful look.

      “I don’t know. She left me in charge two weeks ago, said she had something she needed to do, but then never came back.” The rumbling roar of her tone was beginning to give me a headache.

      “Can you do the glamour again?” I asked, and her expression shifted to one of despair and hurt.

      “The others couldn’t bear to see me in my true form either,” she said. “Siobhan was my friend, and she loved my true form.”

      “Trust me, it’s not that I don’t appreciate what you are,” I said, and meant it; she was beautiful. “It’s just your voice, the power you’re bleeding out…” I hesitated as she cocked her head to one side, observing me the way a small bird would. “It’s giving me a headache,” I said finally.

      “Oops,” she rumbled, and the air above her skin shimmered with magic before she shifted into the form of a petite young woman. Her black hair swung over her shoulder in the same French braid she’d worn as Siobhan, but this time it reminded me of the tail she’d had only seconds ago.

      “Grey is going to be pissed about this.” I bit down on my lip. This wasn’t our problem to deal with; we definitely had more than enough on our plate with the creature on the loose, but I had a feeling that the minute Grey found out about his missing friend he would want to know all the details. He’d probably ride off half-cocked to go looking for her.

      “What’s with the workers in the kitchen?”

      “It’s a spell Siobhan has on the place. It makes sure the place runs smoothly no matter what happens, but without her around to keep it in check…” She shrugged and her eyes filled with tears. “I’ve been so afraid that the men would come back and take me away.”

      I rubbed my aching head and closed my eyes in frustration.

      “What men…” I began, then realised I didn’t even know her name. “What’s your name?”

      “Triskel,” she said with a wobbly smile as the first tear hovered on the edge of her lashes. I held my breath, hoping against hope that it wouldn’t fall. I really didn’t want to be dealing with a crying outcast dragon changeling creature… Was there even a name for her kind? The tear fell, and she sniffed but scrubbed her hand over her face, dashing the tears away.

      “Triskel, who are these men and did they come for Siobhan?”

      She nodded and sucked in a deep breath. Now that she was back in her own glamour, she wasn’t bleeding power all over the place, and I found myself able to draw a deep breath of my own.

      “I think they came for me, but Siobhan helped me hide. When they left, she was pretty shaken up, but all that mattered to me was they were gone.” She closed her eyes, and her shoulders shook. “A couple of days later, she said she was going to run some errands and left me in charge… I haven’t seen her since.” Triskel’s eyes flew open and she reached out, grabbing my arm in a vice-like grip. “I swear that’s all I know.”

      “I know,” I said. She was definitely telling the truth; the air around her was clear and held no trace of the usual bitterness that clouded the auras of liars. “We need to tell Grey.”

      “No. He’ll be so mad, and I…”

      I shook my head, cutting off her panicked rambling. “I promise he’ll be fine. Yeah, he’ll probably be a little pissed you lied to him, but we need to tell him. He’ll know how to stop Siobhan’s spell on this place.”

      She nodded solemnly, but I could practically feel her nervousness vibrating in the air around her.

      “Earlier, when you kissed Grey…” I said, unable to keep my question to myself.

      “I was just so happy to see a friendly face,” she said, managing to appear both shy and pathetic.

      Great. How was I supposed to stay all righteous and pissed off at someone who seemed as lost as a little lamb? She had power, but from what I could tell, Siobhan had mothered her, keeping her safe from those who sought to steal her away, no doubt to use her magic for their own.

      “And me?” I said.

      “You’re pretty,” she said with a smile. “And your magic, it tickles the air… I wanted to know what it tasted like.”

      I gave her a sideways glare. Was she being serious? I’d never had anyone describe my magic like that. As for being pretty, well, that I could definitely dismiss. I was attractive, but it was more a part of my power. My magic made me beautiful, and that came with a price—Kypherous had instilled that in me often enough. Now, whenever someone described me as beautiful or pretty, I tended to push the thought away. I’d been those things when I was his victim. Now I was strong, capable, and no longer at the mercy of someone who viewed me as his toy.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.” I started back toward the stairs.

      The thought of telling Grey weighed heavily on me, and I made my way back out into the main area of the pub with a growing sense of dread.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So you’re telling me you have no idea where Siobhan is?” Grey demanded as we stood in the kitchen.

      I told Triskel to wait for me as I retrieved Grey and gently broke the news to him about Siobhan being missing. At the time, it had seemed like the best idea to pull him out of the main section of the pub so we could talk freely. But now that we were standing inside the swing doors as he ranted, I was beginning to regret that choice.

      “I’m sorry,” Triskel sobbed, the words almost unrecognisable as she buried her tear-streaked face in her hands.

      “Sorry?” Grey said. “You tried to trick me and…” I grabbed his arm and dragged him toward the corner of the kitchen, away from the crying fae.

      “She feels bad enough without you making a tit of yourself by berating her for something that isn’t even her fault.” I kept my voice low and my grip on Grey’s muscle-corded arm tight.

      “I can’t believe you’re siding with her about this,” he said in exasperation.

      “It’s not about taking sides, it’s about knowing that this is not her fault. She was doing what Siobhan asked.” He started to interrupt, but I shook my head. “No. I don’t care what you think about all of this, Grey, you know I’m right. It was foolish, but stop blaming her.”

      His eyes snapped with anger, the darkness seeming to grow as the tension in his body increased. And for a moment, I wondered if perhaps I’d pushed him too far. Maybe, after everything that had happened, he’d finally had enough. Who could blame him?

      Grey drew in a shaky breath, momentarily puffing out his chest before releasing it, sending all the tension in his body with it. He slumped forward and scrubbed his hands over his face before raising his gaze back to mine.

      “You’re right, I can’t blame her for this.”

      I nodded and gave him a quick smile as one of the waitresses hurried past me. She didn’t even bother trying to slow down as she reached the kitchen door, simply slamming into it, sending her tray covered in plates and cutlery crashing to the floor.

      The waitress couldn’t have been more than eighteen, and this was probably a part-time gig to earn her a little extra cash. Dropping to her knees in the middle of the broken glass and plates, with no thought for what the sharp edges would do to her fragile skin, she started scooping things back onto the tray. Blood dripped from her fingers as tears ran in rivulets down her cheeks, but still she grabbed piece after piece of broken glass and bits of shattered plate.

      “Jesus H. Christ,” Grey said, his eyes widening as he took in the sight.

      Kneeling next to the young woman, I wrapped my arms around her and attempted to lift her from the mess on the floor. But despite looking as though she hadn’t slept in days, she fought my hold like a wild animal. Our fight drew a ragged scream from her that froze the blood in my veins, but still she fought me.

      I lifted her from the floor, and Triskel moved to intercept me.

      “Oh no, you can’t stop them from doing their jobs,” she said, wringing her hands as she moved from one foot to the other like a small child.

      “She’s hurting herself. I can’t just leave her like this,” I said, holding the struggling woman.

      Although the waitress didn’t weigh much, she fought me as though her life depended on her ability to get everything off the floor fast enough, and that worried me. It certainly wasn’t normal.

      “Grey, can you do something about the spell?” I gritted my teeth as the young woman clawed at my hands, which were still banded around her waist. She kicked and lashed, throwing her head back, and I narrowly avoided having her head-butt me. Another scream tore from her lips, and the others in the kitchen cried out as though they too felt her agony.

      “Come on, this shit isn’t normal,” I said, dragging the young woman toward the door that led to the back of the pub.

      “You can’t take them outside,” Triskel said, sounding even more panicked.

      I hesitated. “Why can’t I take her outside, Triskel?”

      “The spell, I told you, it’s getting out of control…” She knotted her hands into the front of her pink T-shirt.

      “And what?” Grey moved beside the uncomfortable fae.

      “It makes them worse.” When she lifted her face, I could see fresh tears glittering in her eyes.

      “You tried to take one outside, didn’t you?” Grey asked, his voice oddly cold.

      Triskel nodded and tried to speak, but no words came out. A sick feeling twisted in my stomach. I didn’t want to know what had happened to the unfortunate soul she’d tried to take outside.

      “Where…?” I asked, unable to form the words to complete the question, but Triskel seemed to understand just fine.

      She pointed to a door to my right. I released the waitress, and she fell to her knees, crawling across the kitchen floor with unnatural speed. The moment she reached the mess, she began scrabbling around in it once more, gathering up the bits and pieces of broken items and heaping them onto the tray.

      I watched as she tried to get up, but her legs failed her and she flopped on the floor again. Had fighting with me weakened her to the point where she now couldn’t even stand? Guilt slammed into me. By trying to help, I’d made the situation that much worse.

      Grey bent over and lifted the tray from the young woman, then carried it to the counter and set it down. When he returned, the waitress was still struggling to get back onto her feet, but Grey’s act had quieted at least some of the desperation that seemed to flow through her.

      “What’s her name?” He didn’t look at Triskel when he spoke, and I could feel his anger.

      “Mandy,” the fae said, her eyes wide as she watched Grey.

      I watched as he reached down and cupped Mandy’s chin between his index finger and thumb, tilting her head back until she was forced to stare up into his dark eyes. For a moment she seemed to fight against him, but Grey blew gently on her face, quieting her instantly.

      “Mandy, it’s time for a break,” he said. His voice was gentle, but there was no denying the undercurrent of magic.

      She struggled again, but Grey never released her. “Mandy, I said it’s time for a break. You don’t want to make Siobhan mad, do you?”

      As though all the life had fled from her body, Mandy slumped forward into Grey’s arms. He caught her, gently scooping her from the floor and into his arms. He carried her out of the kitchen, and I watched through the doors as he laid her in our booth.

      Grey returned a moment later, but I was already moving toward the door Triskel had indicated earlier. I didn’t really want to know what had happened to the poor, unfortunate soul. I had a pretty good idea that whatever I would find would probably follow me in my nightmares in the weeks to come.

      The big metal door was freezing, and I knew without having to open it that it was a walk-in cooler.

      Great.

      A cooler wasn’t exactly where you stored people who were still alive.

      The door initially resisted when I pulled on the handle, so I gave it an extra tug. It gave way with a hiss as cold air spread out toward me and into the kitchen. I sensed more than saw Grey behind me, the warmth of his power settling around me like a fur coat, and I resisted the urge to lie back against him.

      The light inside the cooler was a cold blue, giving the contents an eerie glow. My breath formed little clouds in front of my face as I stepped inside and batted away the rubber separators that hung in the doorway.

      Everything inside the cooler was completely frozen, and ice particles sparkled across the surface of the boxes and slabs of meat.

      I came to a halt and Grey stepped into me, his body pressed to mine as he stared over my shoulder. I knew the moment he saw the body at the back of the freezer because he stiffened.

      The man, or at least what was left of him, lay on his side. I couldn’t tell how old he might have been, his face was too badly distorted, but judging by his torn jeans and the converse trainers he wore, I was guessing twenties at the very oldest.

      His face was a mask of blood and other thicker fluids that had frozen in place, giving him a ghoulish appearance. From where I stood, he looked as though his head had imploded, the skull crumpling in on itself. The rest of his body was much the same, and in my exhausted mind I couldn’t help but think the body looked a lot like a half-empty tube of toothpaste that had been violently squeezed in the centre.

      I let out a low whistle, words failing me as I stared at the remains. The spell that had done this was clearly powerful, but why would Siobhan do this to her staff? And if she’d known she was leaving, then why not remove the spell first?

      From everything Triskel and Grey had told me about Siobhan, I found it hard to believe that she would deliberately allow something like this to happen. Maybe she hadn’t known she would be gone for so long, that she’d left in such a hurry she had forgotten to disarm the spell.

      Of course, there were also two other possibilities, but I was pretty sure neither Triskel nor Grey would be open to them.

      “Siobhan would never have wanted her spell to do this,” Grey whispered to me, leaning down so his warm breath fanned against my ear.

      “Then why use it at all? She had to know that an outcome like this was possible,” I said, gesturing to the body. “The spell was too dangerous.”

      “She wouldn’t hurt a human. She was one of the good guys, Jenna. I have to believe that she didn’t know this could happen.”

      From where I was standing, his answer sounded moronic. By all accounts, Siobhan was a powerful fae. Her using magic that she didn’t understand just didn’t sit right with me and my knowledge of what the fae were like. But Grey obviously cared about her, and so it made a little more sense that he was burying his head in the sand.

      “Look, I didn’t know her, but…”

      Grey cut me off. “You’re right, you didn’t know her, so you have no idea what you’re talking about.” His anger caused his power to lash out at me.

      It stung against my skin, but I shrugged it off as I followed him out of the cooler and back into the humid kitchen air.

      “I get that you’re worried, but don’t you dare take this out on me,” I said, barely keeping my own temper in check.

      “I need to get the spell under control, or at least disrupt it enough that we can get the staff somewhere safe before they all end up like that guy in there,” Grey said, seeming to ignore me.

      “Grey, I mean it. This is not my doing. I am not the enemy.”

      He didn’t answer me, but he gave me a curt nod, which was the best I could hope for. That had always been Grey’s way. He had always found it nearly impossible to admit when he was wrong. And while he’d mellowed a little in the years since we’d worked together, deep down he was the same hot-head I’d fallen for.

      I always did have a thing for the unattainable bad boys.
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      Locking the staff into the kitchen with us sounded easier than it really was. Grey had gone to the SUV to grab some last bits and pieces he needed to craft a workaround to Siobhan’s spell, leaving me and Triskel to round up the staff.

      “I’m sorry to ruin your dining experience this evening, ladies and gents,” I said, addressing the pub, “but we’re closed for the rest of the night.”

      The patrons grumbled as they downed the last of their drinks and began heading for the doors. One last group remained at their table, determined to finish their food.

      With an exasperated sigh, I crossed the floor as the sound of smashing plates and glasses drifted to my ears. The longer Triskel kept the staff locked in the kitchen, the more agitated they were getting. We could only hope they wouldn’t turn violent.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again, addressing the group of diners still at their table. “I really do need you to leave.”

      “We bought and paid for this meal,” one of the men said, jabbing his fork in my direction. “Now why don’t you run along and comp us a bottle of wine for the inconvenience of hurrying us to finish.”

      His arrogance floored me, and I curled my fingers into fists. I had no idea how people could work in the food industry, especially when dealing with this kind of crap. Plastering a smile on my face, I leaned down toward the table, getting into the asshole’s face.

      “I’m not comping you anything,” I said, keeping my smile firmly in place. “If you don’t get out now, you’ll find yourself in the hospital awaiting a little procedure to remove your head from your ass.”

      Shock twisted his features as the others gathered around the table gasped. There were protests, things like, “You can’t speak to us like that,” and “Just who do you think you are?” but I ignored them, keeping my gaze firmly fixed on the man in front of me.

      “Move,” I said, letting power flood into my eyes. A slow hiss slid from between my lips.

      He didn’t need to be told twice. His chair scraped back on the hardwood floor so fast it toppled over, the sound echoing inside the nearly empty space. He pulled out his wallet and flung several wadded-up notes onto the table.

      Whatever he’d seen reflected in my eyes had clearly frightened him enough to send him running for the hills. The rest of his group rushed to catch up with him as he practically ran for the doors.

      Grey made his way inside, sidestepping the last group with a look of surprise. He turned to me with a grin, but it died as soon as he saw my eyes.

      “Please tell me you didn’t use your magic on them.”

      “Of course not. Do you think I’m a fool? I just let a little trickle into my eyes.” I folded my arms over my chest as I eyed the pile of items in his arms. “You get everything you need?”

      “Yeah, I can grab a couple of herbs from the kitchen,” he said, sounding distracted.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know if this will even work,” he said. “I have no idea what kind of spell this is, so it’s all guess work, and trying to disrupt a working spell with nothing but guesswork is a pretty bad idea.”

      “Leaving those people to die of exhaustion or explode if they try to leave is a worse idea,” I countered, unable to erase the mental image of the dead man in the freezer.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      He still didn’t sound happy, and I couldn’t really blame him. So many things could go wrong, but not trying to help was so much worse. These people would die if we didn’t stop the spell, that much I was certain of.

      “We don’t have anything to lose,” I said.

      “What if I kill them all?”

      I shook my head. “You won’t. You’re good at what you do, Grey.”

      “I’m not as strong as I should be, Jenna, I told you that.”

      I knew what he meant—blood magic, like the kind that came from human sacrifice, made everything so much stronger, but there was no reason he wasn’t capable of performing what seemed to me like a simple working without resorting to human sacrifice.

      “You can do this,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. The little voice in the back of my head was only too happy to pipe up, whispering, What if he can’t? What if he fails?

      I just had to believe he wouldn’t. Belief and blind faith were hard, Goddess knew, but there were days when I really hated magic. Give me a troll whose ass I could kick any day of the week, and I was a happy little gorgon.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grey removed his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves, revealing the sharp-edged lines of the vine tattoos that crawled up his arms. I’d only ever seen them when we trained together, and Grey had gotten nervous every time I asked him about the vivid designs.

      I stared at the tattoos, wondering just how far up his arms they extended. I wanted to cross the floor to him and push his shirt off his body, then trace the lines with my fingers.

      I snapped out of my thoughts. What the hell was it about those bloody tattoos that made me go all gaga every time I saw them? I turned and tore my gaze away from him to push aside the distraction and refocus.

      The first time I’d seen those tattoos, Grey had gotten the drop on me, and I’d ended up with a mild concussion. The memory didn’t sit well with me.

      As though he could read my thoughts, he glanced up at me, a sly smile curving his lips. He lifted a silver athame from the box of tricks he’d carried in from the car. I watched as he popped the lid off the tub of salt he’d borrowed from the kitchen and began walking a circle of power, salt trailing along the ground behind him.

      Grey’s lips moved soundlessly, and I heard the unmistakable rustle of magic slowly spreading through the room.

      “Hold out your hand,” he said, pausing directly in front of me from his position inside the circle.

      “Why?” I couldn’t keep the hostile curiosity from my voice. When someone asked for my hand during spell work, it nearly always ended with me bleeding, and I had a feeling that this time would be no different.

      “Don’t be such a baby,” he said, then sighed and gave me a pointed look. “Fine, I need the blood of those of us unaffected by the magic. We don’t need this spell screwing us up.”

      I nodded and bit my lip, keeping my thoughts to myself. What he really meant was, if this spell went wrong, the only ones affected by it would be the unfortunate members of the staff. We would walk away unscathed, or at least untouched by the magic.

      I thrust my hand toward him and reluctantly uncurled my fingers, my palm facing upwards. Twisting the knife over in his hand, he sliced along the flat of my palm with the wickedly sharp silver blade. I sucked my breath in with a sharp hiss of pain. The wound itself wasn’t particularly painful, but the silver of the blade combined with the magic in the air increased the sting.

      Grey held a small black ceramic bowl beneath my hand to catch my blood as it spilled from my cupped palm. Clenching my fist, I squeezed out the last of my blood, and when he nodded, I withdrew my arm.

      He moved over to Triskel, who didn’t hesitate when he held the knife out toward her. When the blade bit into her skin, she let out a small yelp, her violet blood spilling quickly into the bowl before mixing with mine.

      Grey moved back to the centre of the circle he’d created and set the bowl on the floor. Without a word, he cut his own hand, slicing into the flesh deep enough that any normal human would have needed stitches. The metallic tang of his blood tainted the air as he let it trickle into the dish. When he was done, he dipped the blade into the bowl and gave the contents a hasty stir before sprinkling droplets of blood around the salt circle.

      “You sure that’s just to keep us out of the working?” I asked. I’d seen enough magic in my time to know that what he’d told me about our spilled blood being used to keep us out of harm’s way wasn’t strictly true. He had gathered enough blood to both keep us free of the magic and use the power contained within it to strengthen the spell.

      Grey shook his head wordlessly, which was all the answer I needed.

      He reached back into the box of tricks and pulled a withered twig from the depths. I opened my mouth to ask him what it was, but the words froze on my lips as he dipped the twig into the bowl of blood. Between one breath and the next, the twig sprouted leaves and then began growing longer and thicker until it resembled a black staff.

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      Grey didn’t look at me as he gripped the staff and reached down into the bowl. He covered his hand in blood and smeared it down over his face. In the poor light, the blood looked black against his ashen face.

      He slammed the butt of the staff into the floor and walked the circle backwards. It wasn’t until he drew level with me once more that I noticed the colour of his eyes. Usually they were dark enough to appear almost black, but with his power riding him, they were now the colour of liquid silver. The whites in his eyes were gone, having been completely swallowed by the sparkling silver that seemed to be lit from within. Staring into his eyes, I had the sudden urge to cross the circle and join my magic to his.

      His power called to me, promising me power, vengeance against those who had hurt me. I only had to join with him, to give myself, body and soul, up to the power that crackled along the edges of Grey’s body.

      Lightning flared in his eyes, a beautifully brilliant white spark of power that drew me in further. My gorgon nature woke within me, sliding free of the place in the pit of my body where it lay curled. I felt the viper’s strike as it bit down on my mind, and I jolted awake. I stumbled back from the edge of the circle, scattering tiny granules of salt in my wake.

      Had I lost my mind? The only thing that had kept me from crossing the circle had been the other half of my power. I’d always imagined my power to be a viper’s nest—it certainly felt like that as it lay coiled and poised for action inside me. Add to that the viper I had tattooed across my back… Kypherous always said it was a physical manifestation of my true nature, and if I wanted to, I could call it to me.

      But what the hell would I do with a human-sized viper? The thought alone was enough to terrify me.

      Grey moved away from me, walking back around the circle as the words he muttered beneath his breath reached a crescendo.

      As soon as he reached the centre of the circle, he slammed the staff into the floor, and the tiles cracked with the force of the blow. The circle broke apart and magic flowed out.

      It slammed into me, knocking me from my feet and sending me flying back across the kitchen. I hit the far wall, my breath whooshing out of me as the scalding wave of Grey’s magic continued to wash over me like the waves of the sea.

      The air grew warm, and then hot, until it was uncomfortable to draw a breath. Something hot and wet trickled down my face, and I reached up to my nose. My hand came away bloody, and I scanned the kitchen.

      Triskel was across the room, on her side and, from the looks of it, completely unconscious. She’d shed her glamour, and her gold and red scales glittered in the kitchen light.

      The kitchen staff gathered near the circle. Their eyes were blank and their faces slack, but at least they looked unhurt by the power blast that had knocked me on my ass.

      Climbing to my knees, I searched for Grey and found him standing in the centre of the broken circle.

      Blood ran from his nose and eyes, and when he turned his head to look at the people gathered around him I could see that it dripped from his ears too. The temperature in the room continued to climb until it was scalding and each breath I took burned my lungs.

      Suddenly, there was a pop as cool air flooded into my lungs. The people gathered around Grey collapsed as one, landing in a heap around the edges of the circle.

      Grey dropped too, falling to his knees with a muffled groan that tore at my heart.

      Scrambling up from my position on the floor, I raced over to him. I didn’t hesitate at the edge of the circle; it had already been broken, and the power was now gone. Grey lay on his side in the centre of the circle, his blood drying on his skin.

      “Can you hear me?” I crouched next to him and brushed his hair back from his closed eyes.

      He stirred and let out a low moan, and my heart started to beat again.

      He opened his eyes and stared up at me, the silver lightning now gone. “Did it work?”

      I nodded, even though I wasn’t entirely sure. I took a moment to watch as the humans began to snore lightly.

      “Yeah, it worked,” I said in relief.

      Grey smiled at me before his eyes rolled back in his head and he passed out, leaving me alone in the middle of the circle.

      “Great, everyone gets to play sleeping beauty but me,” I grumbled. Then I pushed up onto my feet and got to work.
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      I left the humans where they slept. Waking them after everything that had happened seemed like the worst idea ever, but I managed to wake Triskel, and together we gathered enough pillows and blankets to make them as comfortable as possible. How much they would remember, I had no clue. That was definitely going to be a question for Grey, whenever he decided to wake up, of course.

      I sat down in a booth with a steaming bowl of stew. The gravy was so rich it was practically black, and I jabbed another piece of crusty bread into it to soak up the meat juices. The butter had melted into the bowl, settling on top of the stew, its golden colour glistening in the overhead lights.

      Jamming the bread into my mouth, I chewed and swallowed as quickly as my bruised face would allow. So far, I’d been thrown from the mouth of a cave and tossed across a pub. Not to mention last night, when I’d faced the creature and had my ass handed to me. All of this had led to a much slower healing process than I was used to.

      Of course, being tired and hungry definitely wasn’t helping, but the large bowl of stew would go a long way toward remedying that.

      “How long was I out?” Grey’s voice drifted to me from across the pub, and I turned to watch him stumble from the kitchen.

      His dark hair was tufted around his head, giving him the appearance of a creature with horns. Seeing the always suave and in-charge Grey looking so dishevelled made me smile, and I ducked my head back to the bowl of stew to keep my grin to myself.

      “A while,” I said, struggling to keep my voice free of the laughter that bubbled up inside me.

      He slid into the booth across from me, throwing his head back with a low groan as he stretched.

      “Food,” he said, sniffing the air. “My god, where did you manage to get food?”

      “The kitchen,” I said, shoving another piece of crusty bread into my mouth. I chewed and swallowed before adding, “Seemed a shame to let it go to waste.”

      Grey’s stomach grumbled audibly, and he dropped his head, giving me a wide grin.

      “You totally want me to go and get you some too, don’t you?” I asked with a sigh, pushing up from the table.

      “You’re an angel,” he said.

      “Don’t get used to it,” I quipped back. “I’m only doing it this once because you saved those people.”

      I darted back to the kitchen, filling up a bowl and grabbing another basket of crusty bread rolls from a tray, then made my way back into the pub to find that Triskel had joined Grey at the table.

      Grey was leaning back in the booth, and the smile on his face could have melted the hearts of a thousand women. Triskel was clearly not immune to his charm. She was practically draped across the table, her whispers inaudible from where I stood. I watched as she reached across the table and ran a finger up over one of the tattoos visible beneath the sleeve of his white shirt. Her finger disappeared beneath the fabric, pushing it aside to reveal even more of the intricate design.

      Jealousy, raw and unbridled, roared through me. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced, and my hands shook with the effort of not crossing the floor and dumping the contents of the stew bowl onto her head.

      Not for the first time, I wondered if I was losing my mind. My reactions were way out of control and bordered on neurotic.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed away the jealousy and crossed the carpet to the booth. Triskel raised her gaze to my face, and in her violet eyes I saw a challenge.

      Ignoring it, I set the bowl down in front of Grey and plopped down into my seat once more. If she wanted to flirt with him, then so be it. Grey didn’t belong to me, no matter how much part of me wished he did. We’d had our chance and screwed it all royally to hell.

      Grey lowered his face over the bowl and drew in a deep breath, a low moan escaping him as he closed his eyes.

      “This smells so good,” he said, opening his eyes, his dark gaze capturing mine. “Thank you.” His words were heavy with meaning, and I knew he wasn’t just thanking me for bringing him food.

      Hearing Grey express gratitude was definitely new to me, and I couldn’t keep the surprise from my face.

      “No problem,” I said, jamming another piece of bread into the bowl before I crammed it into my mouth.

      I could feel his eyes on me. What else did he want me to say?

      He sighed, and the sound of his spoon hitting the side of his dish told me he’d given up.

      “I was just filling Grey in on what a fantastic job he did with the spell,” Triskel said, her voice sickly sweet and laden with admiration.

      “Yup, it was fab.” I lifted a spoonful of beef and potatoes to my lips.

      “It was more than that. If he hadn’t interfered, those poor people would still be stuck. They’d have died without his help, it was so…” She trailed off in a mock attempt at searching for the right word. “Heroic.” Her voice was breathy, and I half-expected her to swoon right into Grey’s bowl.

      I met Grey’s eyes and raised an eyebrow at him. Colour had flooded into his cheeks, and he looked positively uncomfortable at the praise Triskel was heaping on him. The jealousy I’d felt only moments before completely fled, and a grin twisted the corners of my lips as I watched him squirm.

      He hadn’t been this uncomfortable a moment ago. What had changed?

      “Have you always been a witch?” she asked, and I practically choked on the stew.

      “Eh, a witch?” Grey said. “I’m not actually a…”

      Triskel cut him off again as she rambled on in her quest to impress him. “And the way you turned the twig into a stick with just a little blood! I couldn’t believe it.”

      I set down my spoon and watched Grey’s face. There was no way I could continue eating while listening to this conversation; I’d only end up choking on something in an attempt to smother my laughter.

      Seeing my amusement, Grey shot me a helpless look as Triskel continued to gush about how amazing his magic was.

      “So, did Siobhan give you any indication of where she was going?” I asked, my pity for Grey’s discomfort overcoming my desire to watch him squirm.

      Triskel shot me a look that might have withered a lesser person, but I stared her down, meeting her glare with a blank expression. Had she been playing me before? When she had acted so scared and almost helpless, I had viewed her as much younger than she probably was. She was, after all, one of the fae, so perhaps her behaviour was just another aspect of her glamour. I now knew without a doubt that little Triskel had an edge to her, one she wouldn’t hesitate to use against me.

      “No, I think I said that already.” Her voice was sharp enough to cut glass. “But did I—”

      “Well, you didn’t tell us who the men were,” I interrupted.

      “What men?” Her irritation had her curling her fingers into the table, and I watched as a small piece of the wood came away under the pressure.

      “The ones you said you’d thought were coming for you.”

      She glared at me before her violet eyes cleared suddenly, and I watched as she widened them slightly, making herself look more innocent.

      “I was so frightened,” she said, turning back to Grey. “If you’d been there, I wouldn’t have been frightened at all, because I’d have known you could get rid of them.”

      “But who were they?” I probed again.

      “Hunters.” Her voice was low, and this time there was no mistaking her genuine fear.

      “I thought the hunters had all been run out of England,” I said, meeting Grey’s concerned glance with one of my own.

      “So did I,” he said. “So did everyone.”

      “What would bring them back now?” I mused, mostly to myself.

      “They said they were collecting rare and valuable creatures,” Triskel said. “They wouldn’t say why, but they knew what I was.”

      “How did Siobhan get rid of them?” I pushed my spoon around in the stew, no longer feeling quite so hungry.

      “She had me go into the cupboard upstairs. The other spell she has on this place keeps my magical signature hidden.”

      “Shit.” I dropped the spoon into the bowl with a clang. “You’re telling us that now?”

      Grey swore violently beneath his breath and dropped his own spoon.

      “What does it matter?” Triskel said, and I stared at her. Was she really that naive?

      “Grey brought down all the spells covering this place, and that includes the one that keeps your signature hidden,” I said. “If these hunters are looking for you, Grey may as well have served you up to them on a platter.”

      My words seemed to finally sink in, and Triskel looked genuinely perturbed. Her face fell and tears welled in her violet eyes.

      “I didn’t think it would bring down all the spells,” she wailed. “Can’t you put it back up?” She turned to Grey and latched onto his arm, her fingers digging into his flesh. Her glamour started to fail, gold and scarlet scales glittering across her throat.

      Grey swore, and I realised her fingers were no longer those of a human but had instead become talons, her red nails long and curved like the blade on my karambit. She dug them into his flesh hard enough that blood began to well against them.

      Pulling my blade, I moved fast. I thrust up from the bench seat and perched on the edge of the table, one knee pushing into the centre of Triskel’s chest and forcing her backwards. I pushed the edge of my karambit against her neck, holding it so that if she so much as breathed without my say-so, it would split her throat without any effort on my behalf.

      “Let him go,” I said, my voice low and quiet. She released Grey, raising her taloned hands so that I could see them in my peripheral vision.

      “I don’t want to die,” she whispered, tears spilling down over her black lashes.

      “The spell is gone, so we need to take you out of here.” I kept my knee pressed into the centre of her chest as I spoke. “But if you try to hurt either of us again, I won’t hesitate to hand you over to the hunters.”

      My lie had the desired effect, and Triskel’s eyes widened in horror.

      “You wouldn’t, not really,” she said in shock.

      “Try me.” My voice was cold.

      “If you get me out of here to somewhere safe, I promise I won’t try to hurt either of you,” she said solemnly.

      Nodding, I withdrew my blade and twisted so that I could jump onto the floor, my booted feet landing with a thud that ricocheted up through my bones. I needed to sleep, to recover. I was strong, but there was only so much of a battering I could take before it caught up to me.

      My mother might have been a gorgon, but my father was human, and it weakened me. And while I was still immortal, I was no good to anyone if my responses and reactions were compromised.

      “Can Division 6 find a safe house?” I said to Grey.

      He opened his mouth to answer, but Triskel let out a low sob that had my heart skittering to a halt.

      “I’m not going back to one of those holding cells,” she cried, scampering over the edge of the table, shedding her glamour entirely as she moved.

      “Crap on a cracker,” I said with a sigh as I watched Triskel dart toward the kitchen.

      “I was going to say that we don’t have any room in the safe houses right now,” Grey said.

      “So what the hell are we going to do?”

      “You could…”

      I raised my hand, silencing him as I shook my head vehemently.  “Not a chance in hell, Grey. She’s crazy, and anyway, I have houseguests…”

      “The empath and her daughter,” he said, his dark eyes studying me carefully.

      My mouth dropped open. I wanted to ask him how he knew, but it seemed utterly pointless. He worked for Division 6; they had their noses in everyone’s business.

      “Yeah,” I said instead. “They needed somewhere to stay, so I helped them out.”

      “They’re trouble, Jenn,” he said, causing me to instantly bristle. Who the hell did he think he was? From what I’d seen so far, the only one to bring trouble into my life was him. Merry and her mother had been nothing but a joy.

      Even though I wasn’t entirely sure if that joy was my own, or if Merry’s infectious enjoyment of life had spilled over onto me.

      “I know, I know,” he said, raising his hands. “It’s none of my business, but I can’t help but worry about you sometimes, so I checked them out.”

      “Find anything interesting?” Attacking him was pointless; he would continue to snoop into my business anyway, and getting mad at him was only a waste of time.

      “When we’re done here, I’ll fill you in,” he said cryptically, which told me I probably wouldn’t like whatever he had discovered.

      “Fine, but you better,” I said. “This still doesn’t answer what we’re going to do with Triskel, though.”

      Grey shook his head, and a sinking feeling filled my stomach.
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      We sat in the car outside my house, and I stared up at the dark windows. I was hoping Carolyn and Merry had gone to bed, and that this wasn’t another case of Carolyn being so terrified of someone coming to take them away that they were hiding.

      Triskel sat in the backseat, her silence telling me exactly what she thought of the plan. Although I knew if Grey had offered to take her back to his place to lay low for a couple of days, she would have practically snapped his hand off in her haste to take him up on the offer. Not that any of that mattered now.

      She needed somewhere to stay, and I had both the space and the warding to keep her magic hidden.

      Lucky me.

      “You remember what I said.” I twisted around in the seat and met her silent glare.

      “Yeah,” she said sulkily as she slid lower in her seat.

      “You leave Carolyn and Merry alone,” I repeated.

      “Yeah, I heard you the first time,” she said. “I’m not an idiot.”

      Turning back in my seat, I met Grey’s half-smirk.

      “What about the morgue?”

      He glanced down at his watch and shook his head. “It’ll be open all night, but Antony, the guy we need to speak to, will have gone home by now.”

      Nodding, I stared down at my fingers. My sudden unwillingness to leave the warmth and safety of the car was completely unlike me. I usually couldn’t wait to get away from Grey, and now I was half-contemplating inviting him inside.

      “You want to come in and get a coffee?” I asked, and Triskel’s head suddenly appeared between the seats.

      “Please do, and I’m sure if we ask nicely enough, Jenna will have a couch you could crash on.” The desperation in her voice made me smile and at the same time feel somewhat better about asking Grey inside in the first place. Her statement and tone of voice made my asking him suddenly appear less needy by contrast. Less like I desperately hoped he’d agree to come inside, even though that was exactly how I felt. There was something about being in his company that brought me a sense of peace I hadn’t felt in an age. But being near him also screwed with my head, making me feel completely out of control. It was a complication I could have done without, but then life was notoriously tricky like that, always throwing curveballs into the mix.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said, and my heart sank. “Carolyn wouldn’t be comfortable.”

      Triskel groaned and opened her mouth to protest, but I shook my head. “Cut it.” I glared back at her, and she fell silent instantly.

      “I need to know if the danger is an immediate threat.” I stared up at the darkened house. I didn’t really know Carolyn, but Merry and I had a connection. The thought of anything happening to her filled me with panic and fear.

      “Right now,” Grey said, “no. Well, as far as I know anyway. And,” he continued before I could interrupt him, “you don’t need to worry about me telling anyone they’re here. My lips are sealed.”

      I nodded and pushed the car door open, the overhead light flickering to life and illuminating Grey’s exhausted eyes. Driving home while he was so tired seemed like a bad idea on so many fronts.

      “Look, you did a major working tonight. I’ve got a couch you can crash on if you want it, but I won’t force you to stay.” I let out the breath I’d been holding and kept my gaze trained on the gravel beneath my boots. It was easier to deal with disappointment when you had something to concentrate on.

      “Maybe a couple of hours wouldn’t hurt,” he said. “At least this way we can leave early and catch Antony as soon as he gets into the office.”

      I kept my smile hidden, choosing instead to shrug, as though his decision to stay hadn’t just caused my heart to leap into my throat.

      “Yeah, great,” I said as non-committedly as I could manage.

      Triskel groaned and climbed from the car. “You guys are pathetic.” She threw the statement back over her shoulder with a flick of her dark hair.

      The moment she was clear of the car, I started to laugh, and Grey quickly joined me. Maybe she was right, but even so, I certainly wasn’t going to let her know that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I got Triskel set up as quickly as I could in the bedroom on the opposite side of the house from where I knew Carolyn and Merry slept. No sooner had I passed her the spare blankets I kept in the airing cupboard than she had slammed the bedroom door in my face, the sound echoing through the house.

      As the silence settled back into the house, I paused on the top of the stairs, listening for any sign that Carolyn was awake. But even the ghosts were quiet.

      I tiptoed back to the kitchen, where I’d left Grey. He was slumped over the table, his head on his folded arms, and the sound of his light snores made my heart ache.

      He looked so peaceful, but I knew he couldn’t possibly be comfortable. Approaching him gently, I brushed my hand over his hair, pushing the dark strands from his face. The serious expression he wore when he was awake was smoothed out when he slept, making him look much younger. But that was one of the perks of being a druid: you could live for hundreds of years, maybe even a thousand, and not look a day over thirty-five.

      Did Grey consider that to be a gift? I’d never asked him. I wasn’t convinced that my immortality was a gift, but then that was the difference between us. Grey could die. If he was wounded badly enough, his life would draw to a close; no amount of magic could cure a mortal wound. If he taxed himself where his magic was concerned, especially as he’d chosen to eschew human sacrifice as his means of ritual, the life would drain from him.

      I, on the other hand, always imagined myself to be more like a rechargeable battery. The creature had drained the life from me, and yet my heart had not stopped beating completely. I’d woken the next morning, stiff, cold, and with the knowledge that I had died, but my magic brought me back.

      Gently tugging Grey’s arm over my shoulder, I helped him up from the table and half-walked, half-carried him to the large couch that sat mostly untouched. Up until yesterday, I’d left the dust cover on it, but Carolyn had removed it so Merry could sit on it.

      “I missed you, Jenn,” Grey mumbled in his sleep, the words barely recognisable.

      “I missed you too,” I whispered as I helped him onto the couch and tugged off his boots. Sliding his legs up onto the couch, Grey rolled over and mumbled again. I leaned in a little closer in an attempt to understand him.

      “Cheeseburgers don’t need rabbit food,” he muttered before he snorted and his breathing deepened once more. Trust Grey to dream of cheeseburgers and his hatred for salad. Or at least I assumed that was what he meant. He’d certainly told me often enough about his dislike for ‘rabbit food,’ as he dubbed it.

      A gentle tapping on the back door caught my ear, and I froze. When I heard it again, I was on my feet, blade in hand, in an instant. Flicking off the kitchen lights, I tried to see out through the windows.

      Whoever or whatever was outside at this time of night couldn’t be good. The noise came again, but from the kitchen it sounded much more like scratching on the back door rather than tapping.

      Creeping to the window next to the sink, I peered out into the darkness. But the window was opaque, making it impossible to see anything beyond the hint of my own reflection in the glass.

      I let out a slow breath and reached across the back door to the light switch. I flicked it upwards, and light flooded the small yard outside the door. I scanned the area, and while everything looked normal, my heart continued to beat a tattoo into my chest.

      I was losing my mind. Jumping at shadows and freaking out over tiny sounds that were probably just mice. Out here in the country, small rodents were an issue. You could always get a cat?

      As soon as that thought popped into my head, I pushed it away. No way was I getting a cat. I could barely look after myself, and now my house was full of people I needed to protect. The last thing I should add to that was even more responsibility.

      Flicking off the light, I kept the blade in my hand as I made my way through the house, checking the doors and windows, ensuring each one was locked. Not to mention I had the wards that kept anything supernatural out, except for the ghosts, who had been here from the start. I imagined they would still be there long after I had moved on.

      I slipped my blade back into its sheath as I made a beeline for my bedroom and came face-to-face with Merry. She stood in her doorway, her long nightgown brushing her toes, her blonde hair a curly mass. She scrubbed at her eyes, and when she raised her face to mine, I could see the mark from the pillow creasing her cheek.

      “Friend,” she said happily, before she yawned. She crossed the floor toward me, and before I could move, she’d locked her arms around my waist, pressing her face against my stomach and hugging me hard enough to knock the wind out of me with a small grunt.

      “Merry, you should be in bed,” I said, holding still for a second, unsure if I should hug her back. It wasn’t exactly something I was used to doing.

      But then a wave of warmth and love washed over me, and I closed my arms around her.

      “Love friend,” she murmured. “Worry about friend.” Her words caused an ache inside me.

      I wasn’t used to hugs, and I definitely wasn’t used to having someone at home who worried about me.

      “I’m here now,” I said. “Safe.”

      Merry looked up at me, her blue eyes swimming with tears. “Safe,” she echoed, and I knew that, for her, the word meant much more than I’d intended.

      Untangling her arms, I crouched down in front of her and cupped her ruddy cheeks in my hands. Her skin was soft and warm, and she smelled faintly of cookies, bringing a smile to my lips.

      “Here, Merry, you are safe,” I said. It was silly to make promises, especially when life had shown me there were definitely no guarantees, but with her, it was vital. I wanted her to know I would keep her safe, or at the very least I would die trying. That thought hit me out of the blue. I barely knew this child, and yet here I was thinking about laying down my life to keep her safe.

      Deep down, I knew I felt that way in part because of her power, but there was also so much more to it than that. Something in Merry called out to me, an innocence that I had to protect no matter the cost.

      She was important—to her mother, to me, to the world. I knew that deep in my soul, and it was a knowledge worth fighting for. No matter what it took.

      “I promise I will keep you safe.” I had no idea if she completely understood me, but the happy intelligence in her eyes told me she believed me. Trusted me.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a long hug before releasing me with a giggle and racing back toward her bedroom. She paused in the doorway and looked back at me, throwing a kiss in my direction with wild abandon. I mimed catching it and placing it in my pocket, and Merry’s giggles filtered through the house as she disappeared into the bedroom and slammed the door behind her.

      Pushing back onto my feet, I headed wearily for my own bedroom. The sheets were still rumpled from earlier, but that felt like a lifetime ago. After stripping off my clothes, I climbed beneath the covers and fell into a fitful sleep.
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      I dreamt that something was pinning me in place, a darkness that held my arms close to my body and pressed its face against my ear, muttering words I couldn’t quite understand. My brain settled on Kypherous; it could be no one else.

      Struggling against him, I tried to free my arms, but his grip was too strong. Panic swelled in my chest, solidifying the air in my lungs, making each breath harder than the one before it.

      I kicked and thrashed with my legs, but it was no use. His dark form sat high on my chest as his tongue, wet and warm, slithered up over my cheek toward my eye.

      I awoke with a start, the warm dampness cooling on my cheek.

      The man above me paused, his body silhouetted in the light from the window.

      Not a dream.

      Kypherous was here.

      I tried to raise my arms, but he had pinned them to my sides with his weight. In the darkness, I couldn’t make out his face.

      The panic I’d felt in the dream slammed into me once more. Power flared in my veins and spread to my eyes.

      He couldn’t be here. I’d killed him, just as I would kill whoever was sitting on my chest.

      “Move or die,” I said, my voice hoarse with fear, and I inwardly cringed at the emotion bleeding into my words. I’d sworn I would never again feel so afraid, so helpless.

      He laughed. But it wasn’t Kypherous’s laugh. The sound was familiar, though, and I scrambled to place it.

      “I didn’t think the great Jenna Faith would be so easily subdued,” he said, leaning down toward me. His eyes were masked in darkness, but the light within them was as familiar as the voice.

      “Alex?” I said in disbelief. He was dead. I’d seen him in the cave, the rats feasting on his flesh.

      “Who’s Ky-for-us,” he said, sounding out the name phonetically.

      “Get off me,” I growled, bucking against him, which only made him laugh a little harder.

      “Easy, tiger,” he said. “I was only getting a little payback for you tossing me on my ass in Ireland… and, of course, leaving me to die in the caves.” He paused and pressed his face in against my ear the way a lover might. “That really wasn’t nice, you know.”

      I pressed my head back into the soft pillow as far as I could and then snapped my neck forward. My forehead connected with his nose with a resounding crack, sending him tumbling backwards onto the floor.

      Scrambling up, I crouched near the headboard, clutching the blade I kept beneath my pillow.

      “That really fucking hurt,” he said, his voice distorted and muffled as he clutched at his face. “You broke my nose… again!” He climbed to his feet.

      “I don’t apologise,” I said coldly. I felt stiff as adrenaline coursed in my veins, heightening my senses. He smelled like Alex, he looked like Alex, he even had the same bad attitude as Alex, but there was no way the thing standing in the middle of my bedroom, clutching his face, could possibly be Alex.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing in here?” I demanded, slowly repositioning myself on the bed so he would have to reach much further if he tried to get his hands on me again.

      “It’s me, Alex,” he said. “You know, the one you think is a giant pain-in-the-ass child.” When I didn’t respond, he shook his head and let out a sigh. “Maybe this will jog your memory,” he said, dropping onto the bed in front of me. His eyes went wide and staring, and he lay before me perfectly still.

      When I still didn’t respond, he groaned. “Come on, give a guy a break. If you turned up in my bedroom when I thought you’d died, I wouldn’t head-butt you out of my bed.” He crawled his fingers across the bed toward me.

      I thrust the blade out toward him and rolled off the bed, landing on the floor in a crouch that was vaguely catlike. He eyed me carefully, giving special attention to the blade in my hands.

      “If you promise not to stab me, I’ll explain everything.”

      “I don’t make promises,” I said.

      “You had no problem making them earlier,” he said with a sly smile.

      He’d been in my house for some time, that much I was certain of. Had he, or it, or whatever he was, been the cause of the scratching I’d heard?

      “Just spit it out.”

      “Fine.” He dropped onto the floor, folding his legs beneath him in a sort of half-lotus position, and kept his hands up in an attempt to show me how harmless he was. That, of course, was a lie. The fact that he could get into my house, through the wards spelled specifically to keep out supernatural creatures, told me that whatever he was, he was dangerous.

      “I’m like you,” he said, the shadow of his smile hovering around his lips as he studied my reaction.

      “And what am I?”

      “An immortal,” he said. “I’m thinking a demi-goddess of some sort, maybe even one of the fates, but I’ve got my doubts on that. You’re far too violent.”

      His smile widened as my mouth dropped open in shock. He was far too close to the truth. A cold sliver of fear slid down my spine as I tried to gather my thoughts and school my features into something unreadable.

      “I’m not a goddess,” I said.

      “Ah, I said demi-goddess,” he corrected. “You’re not denying the rest of it, though, so I’m obviously right.”

      “I still don’t see how that means you’re like me,” I said. “Alex wasn’t an immortal.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I am an immortal. The creature just caught me unawares; packs quite the punch, though.” He sounded genuinely impressed.

      “Get to the point.”

      “Right. I’m just better at hiding what I am; I’ve been doing it longer than you.”

      “You’re barely old enough to work for Division 6, so how can you have been doing ‘it’ for longer, whatever ‘it’ is.” I didn’t bother to hide my irritation. He had all the charisma of a fae, and I had a feeling that he enjoyed twisting his words around in knots to throw the other party off the scent of his true intentions.

      “Look, I am Alex. Alex is”—he gestured to himself—“an immortal.”

      “What sort of immortal?”

      “I was worshipped as a god,” he said smugly.

      I sighed, and my hand began to tremble. I was either going to have to use the blade or put it down. Neither option sat particularly well with me at that precise moment in time.

      Choosing to rest my arm in my lap, I glared over at the man claiming to be Alex.

      “I don’t believe you,” I said. “If you were an immortal, worshipped as a god, then when you tried to subdue me in Ireland you should have done it easily.”

      “Fine, I wasn’t worshipped as a god,” he said sulkily, running his fingers through the carpet. “But I am the son of one. Well, two gods…”

      “And…?”

      “Ares was my father, and my mother was Aphrodite,” he said.

      “Your father was the god of war?”

      “Why does everyone always latch onto that bit,” he said, sounding more than a little aggrieved. “Yeah, he was. He was also a jackass.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      “So you believe me?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I sighed. Why would he pretend to be the son of two long-forgotten gods? It just didn’t make any sense… though all signs seemed to point to the fact that he was Alex. And if that was true, then there was only one way he got out of the caves.

      “You died,” I said finally. “I saw your body.”

      “So that’s what that was,” he said. “It was creepy as hell.” I glanced up at him. “Not the dying part,” he added. “I’ve done that before. You didn’t find me in the caves, your magic did.”

      I nodded, remembering the way my power had flowed through the cave system, searching for him. The memory of finding him filled my head, and I tried not to gag as an image of the rats chowing down on his dead body played behind my eyes.

      “Yeah, that really wasn’t pleasant,” he said, sounding less pleased with himself.

      “So if you’re the son of two gods, what can you do?” No sooner had the question left my mouth than I regretted it.

      Fear washed over me, swamping my thoughts. My heartbeat sped up until I was sure it would beat so fast it would crash out through my ribcage. The shadows along the edges of the walls seemed to lengthen, reaching toward me with long, skeletal fingers that quickly morphed into Kypherous’s.

      I remembered the cruel twist of his lips as he gripped my chin between his fingers and forced my head back so that my eyes met his. The obsidian blade glittered in the lights of the hall as he raised it and then brought it down on my body.

      Pain.

      Pain.

      Pain.

      It flared like lightning through my body as strike after strike fell on me.

      “You taste of death,” Kypherous whispered against my ear, his teeth closing over my lobe as he bit down. I swallowed back my scream. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me afraid.

      He’d taken enough from me. I wouldn’t give him that too.

      “Jenna.” The vision disappeared, and I found myself twisted in the bed sheets. Sweat beaded my skin as my breathing came out in pathetic panting gasps.

      “Where is he?” I asked, my voice barely recognisable.

      “Who?”

      “Kypherous, the fae who was here.” I ran my hands across my chest, lifting my T-shirt to expose my unmarked stomach. “How is this possible?” I whispered.

      “It’s what I do,” Alex said, catching my attention. “Fear. It’s my thing. My gift, if you like.” He sounded bitter, and when I glanced at him, I saw his gaze trained on a spot on the carpet.

      “You did that?” I shoved my T-shirt back into place and sat up, feeling the hard press of the headboard against my back. It felt real, solid, and I needed that right now.

      “Yeah, I took your fear and spun it out. I can use memories to create new realities,” he said. “Ares used to use it on the battlefield to disorient the enemy.”

      “But that wasn’t his gift,” I said, my voice beginning to edge back to normal. I wanted to be angry at him, but I couldn’t find it in me. Instead, I felt shame for being tricked so easily. I’d allowed my fear of Kypherous to overcome my rational brain. I knew he was dead, and yet…

      “Nope,” Alex said. “When I said he used it, I mean he used me. Well, my brother and me anyway. We made him powerful, and we defeated all who came against us.”

      “Where’s your brother?”

      “Dead.” He uttered the word with absolutely no emotion, which was enough to tell me that he felt the loss keenly.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be, you didn’t know him. Phobos was an asshole.”

      I racked my brain, trying to remember the books I’d read on Greek mythology. I’d mostly read the passages about Medusa and the other gorgons, not that there had been much to read. It was amazing how someone who’d been so badly abused, raped, and then transformed into the creature the world remembered her as could be relegated to little more than a paragraph in the story of a hero. But, as I’d found, that seemed to be the plight of most strong women. History enjoyed taking their stories, twisting them until they were utterly unrecognisable, and then rewriting them to suit whatever narrative they were pushing at the time. It wasn’t a phenomenon that occurred only in the history books, either. Life was full of situations where women found themselves subjugated and used before being hung out to dry as the bad guys.

      “You probably don’t know us,” Alex said, and I realised he’d still been talking.

      “You were twins,” I said, pulling myself from my thoughts. “Phobos’s ability lay in panic, and you were Deimos, or ‘fear.’”

      Alex smiled up at me. “Most people don’t know us.”

      “I went through a phase of reading every Greek mythology book I could get my hands on.”

      He nodded and folded his hands on his lap. “So, now that you know who I am, are you going to tell me what you are?”

      I contemplated keeping my secret. It had been so long since I’d had someone I could confide in. In fact, I was pretty sure the last ones to know the truth about me were Kypherous and his Court.

      “Gorgon,” I said, making a snap decision. I was probably going to regret it later, but the moment I said the word I felt as though a weight had lifted from my shoulders.

      “Holy shit,” he said, his own mouth dropping open in surprise. “Really? Like Medusa and her sisters?”

      “Medusa was my grandmother.”

      “Your grandmother? That’s not possible, she didn’t have any children…”

      I smiled at him and shook my head. “And that’s where history went wrong. She had three children: two boys and one girl. The girl was my mother, also a gorgon,” I said, “and her brothers were human. Strong, but still just human.”

      “Why doesn’t anyone know this?”

      “For obvious reasons,” I said. “Look at the stories: Medusa was considered a monster and was beheaded for her troubles. My mother thought it would be better to keep what we were hidden…” I trailed off as I remembered what Kypherous had told me about her.

      “Where is your mother now?” Alex asked, as though he could tell from my sudden silence that my thoughts were dark.

      “Dead.” I clenched my hands into fists.

      “But she was immortal?”

      “We can die, you know… We’ve got the living forever bit down pat, if we want, but if someone wants to try hard enough, we can be killed. You’ve only got to look at my grandmother and her sorry story to figure that one out.”

      “So, something killed her; your mother, I mean,” Alex said.

      “Not something, but someone. He took me from her.” A bitter laugh escaped me. “I say ‘took,’ but I should say she sold me to him. She sold me to a fae lord, and then he killed her so she couldn’t have more children. He wanted the only gorgon all for himself.”

      Simply remembering the story was enough to rip open the old wound, leaving it as raw as the day it had been created. I flinched, and bit down on my cheek in an attempt to ground myself, keeping my tears from pricking at my eyes. My own mother had sold me to him, knowing what he was, knowing what he wanted from me.

      “He wanted to see what would happen if a fae and a gorgon had a child,” I added abruptly, then climbed from the bed and darted toward the bathroom. I made it there in time to clutch the edge of the toilet bowl and purge the contents of my stomach, as though my body were trying to rid me of my history. If only it were that easy.

      Scrubbing the back of my hand over my mouth, I closed my eyes as my stomach twisted again, but all I could do was dry-heave.

      I climbed slowly to my feet and leaned over the sink, splashing icy water across my face before I rinsed my mouth out. Finally, I raised my head and stared at my reflection in the mirror. My face was drawn, and with my dark brown hair scraped back, my eyes looked too big for my face. The remnants of the terror Kypherous had evoked in me lingered in my gaze, giving me a haunted expression.

      And to think others honestly believed I was capable of protecting those beneath my roof. The thought was laughable.

      Making my way out of the bathroom, I kept my eyes focused on the floor. The last thing I needed or wanted right now was to see the inevitable look of pity in Alex’s eyes.

      “I can die too, you know,” he said, catching me by surprise.

      I hesitated for a moment before climbing into bed. “Well, plenty of people have tried damn hard to kill me, and I’m still here.”

      “But they weren’t also immortal,” he said. “It takes a god to kill a god, and all that good stuff.”

      “So is that why you’re here, then?”

      “To kill you? No,” he said with an indignant splutter. “Doll, if I wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”

      “Don’t call me Doll.”

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “So why are you here, then?”

      Alex shot me a sad smile and laughed. “Because I naively thought you’d understand. It’s been a long time since I’ve had another immortal to talk shop with, and while you’re not exactly the most pleasant…” I glared at him. “You see, it’s all the glaring and smart comments—makes it hard to have a friendly chat.”

      I started to laugh, the sound bubbling out of me unexpectedly, and Alex stared at me as though I’d gone completely bonkers. The more incredulous his expression became, the harder I laughed, until I was doubled over in the bedcovers laughing into my pillow.

      Finally getting myself under control, I stretched in the bed and yawned, wiping away the tears of laughter that had tracked down my face. Alex was sulking, his back turned to me, and I sat up a little straighter in the bed.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just…” I cut off. I’d been going to say it had been a long day, but Alex had died, been eaten by rats, and come back. If my day was long, then his had been pure hell.

      “Did you learn anything about the creature?” I lay down on my side, sliding my blade back under my pillow. It was silly. I should have been wary of him, but everything he’d told me had been the truth; I’d tasted it in the air. And he was just as lonely as I was. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, we had a lot in common, and there was no point in pretending otherwise.

      “I think he’s a Pied Piper, maybe even the Pied Piper,” he said.

      I stared at him. “Did being dead screw with your head? Maybe you’re not fully back…”

      “Ha-ha. No, I’m serious.” He waited for me to agree with him, but I shook my head instead. “Really,” he said in frustration, “you’re a goddamned gorgon, a beast with snakes for hair was your grandmother, and you’re finding it hard to wrap your head around the idea that the Pied Piper was a real thing?”

      “Medusa is completely misunderstood and…”

      “Fine, snowflake, she’s misunderstood, but you’ve really never heard of a Pied Piper?”

      “Nope. I’ve heard of the story, the one told to little kids, the lessons in morality and all that.”

      “He was real, terrorised the town of Hamelin and took their children to feed from. All one hundred and thirty of them.”

      Shock washed through me as I remembered the way the creature had fed from me, sucking the life from my body. It had been an excruciating experience, and I couldn’t imagine the same thing being done to so many innocent children.

      “But why?”

      “The very thing you and I have in spades,” he said, his smile grim. “Immortality. He’s a wight, a kind of wraith, or at least that’s how it begins. The more he feeds, the more real he becomes, and the stronger.”

      “How real is he now?” I asked, thinking about the creature feeding from me and Alex. We were both immortals, and while the creature hadn’t taken our immortality, our essence still had to pack a punch.

      “He was strong enough after feeding from you to trick both you and Grey. After feeding from me, I can only surmise that he’s almost to full capacity…”

      “But they can be killed, right?”

      Alex shrugged. “That’s a question for our resident druid. I’ve never faced a wight before, only heard of them. They’re wily, dangerous bastards.”

      I had to agree with him. The creature had easily tricked us, and it was strong. Not only that, but how could you kill something that wasn’t completely corporeal? That could change its physical form at will?

      “I’ll go and get some coffee going,” I said, climbing from my bed. I glanced back at the rumpled covers longingly and sighed. When this was all over, I was going to take the longest nap ever. I might not even leave the bed for a whole month… maybe even a year.

      Consoling myself with that thought, I headed for the shower. Cold water and coffee… weapons of choice for the chronically sleep-deprived.
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      Grey was even paler than usual as he stared at Alex, who was sitting on the other side of the kitchen table. At least Grey was now standing in the same room as his partner; when he’d initially seen Alex, his reaction had been to run, casting spells as he went.

      “And what, you woke up in the cave?” Grey said, scrubbing his hand over the stubble that had darkened the lower half of his face.

      “Yup, came around, a little nibbled on but nothing too egregious,” Alex lied smoothly, keeping his face completely straight.

      He was good. From where I stood, I couldn’t spot a tell, and that concerned me. If he was this good at lying, then nothing was stopping him from lying straight to my face about whatever in hell he wanted.

      What if he was lying about who and what he was? What if it had been a trap, and I’d fallen for it hook, line, and goddamned sinker, all because I was desperate for someone to confide in?

      I pushed the thoughts away and focused on the conversation unfolding before me.

      Grey shook his head, but he didn’t look completely convinced.

      “I mean, I don’t know what I’m supposed to say to you,” Grey said finally. “We thought you were dead. You said he was dead.” Grey directed his accusation in my direction, and I raised my hands.

      “Don’t blame me, you know magic isn’t an exact science.” The irony in my statement was not lost on me.

      That seemed to appease Grey, and he returned his attention to Alex once more. “I failed you.”

      “If anyone did any failing around here, it was me,” Alex said. “I was caught by that thing, and the fact that I’m here at all is sheer luck…”

      Lie number two, I thought.

      “But now that I am here, there’s something you need to know,” he said, giving me a quick glance. “I’ve already told Jenna what I know.”

      “What is it?” Grey seemed impatient, and I couldn’t tell if it was caused by anger toward himself or because Alex had come to me first. Without knowing all the facts, if I were in Grey’s shoes, I’d probably be pissed too.

      “The creature is a pied piper, maybe even the Pied Piper,” Alex said. “A wight.” Hearing it a second time didn’t make it any easier to swallow. I’d always thought of the fairy tales as being just that—fairy tales that taught children important lessons on morality to keep them on the straight and narrow. But I’d certainly never believed that any of the stories had any trace of truth running through them. Which, in a way, was probably utterly ridiculous.

      I could believe in monsters, fairies, trolls, and werewolves. There were also witches and druids, gods and spirits, but give me a fairy tale come to life and that was where my doubt started to creep in.

      “That explains its interest in children,” Grey said, but if he was happy to know the creature’s identity, he didn’t show it.

      “Can it be killed?” I asked.

      “No, they’re already dead. Both dead and undead,” Grey said when he saw my look of confusion.

      “Then it’s a zombie?”

      “No, they’re corporeal. Wights are like wraiths, stuck in a kind of limbo, making it impossible to kill what’s already dead.”

      “That thing that attacked me felt pretty real,” I said. “And when I stabbed it, I hurt it. I heard it scream.”

      “Wait, you stabbed the thing?” Grey said.

      “Yeah, when it knocked me to the ground, I stabbed at it with one of my blades… the one you have in evidence, as a matter of fact.” I gave Grey a pointed look, but he ignored it. Turning on his heel, he darted from the room, and I heard the front door click open.

      He soon returned carrying the plastic baggy containing my karambit blade.

      “You’re sure you stabbed the creature with this?”

      “Yeah, I’m more than sure. Why?”

      “Because if we can get the blood from this, then we can track the thing.” Grey sounded so happy with himself. At least if we knew where the creature was, we could potentially stop it from hurting anyone else. But we needed more than just its location. We needed a plan to stop it permanently.

      “And when we track it, what then?” I asked, and Grey’s face fell.

      “I don’t know. Generally wights have to be trapped, but I have no idea how we’re supposed to do that.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” I said, sensing he was holding something back.

      “Fine, I do know how we’re supposed to do it, but I can’t…”

      “Grey,” Alex said, butting in, “I don’t think this is the time to hold back. This thing is killing kids, it’s stealing their lives in the most excruciating way possible. The things it does to them…” Alex peered out the kitchen window. “Well, I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      I knew exactly what he meant. Feeling the creature suck the life from my body had been an experience I never wanted to repeat. To think that the children it had murdered had died like that, that their final moments on earth had been filled with pain and despair, knowing they were dying and being unable to do anything to stop it… It didn’t bear thinking about.

      “Human sacrifice,” Grey said quietly. “That’s what it takes to trap a wight.”

      His words were like a bucket of ice water over my head. I suddenly knew why he’d said he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do it. I didn’t blame him in the slightest.

      Murdering someone in order to trap that thing just didn’t seem right.

      “Great, so where does that leave us?” I watched as the sun rose over the hills, casting strange shadows across the frozen ground.

      “Back at bloody square one,” Alex said, shooting me a meaningful glance.

      I wasn’t sure what that look meant, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t like it.

      The sound of small feet running around on the floor upstairs told me that Merry was up and about.

      “Can we do it without the sacrifice?” I asked.

      “Maybe a goat or something bigger could work,” Grey said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

      “Great, then I need you to go and check into it.”

      His head snapped up, and he shot me a curious glance. “Trying to get rid of me?”

      “Merry and Carolyn are up,” I said, pointing upstairs. “And I’d really rather not freak them out too badly with all of this.”

      He nodded in understanding. I wanted to ask him what he knew about Carolyn, but he’d promised to tell me once we were done with the case, and I had to trust that. If he thought I was in danger, I knew he would have already told me… or at least I hoped he would.

      “Come on, you,” Grey said to Alex. “We need to get out of here.”

      “What about Triskel?” I said, following the two men to the front door.

      Grey tugged it open and gave me a wide, winning smile. “I’m sure you two will get along just fine. You know, so long as you don’t act like a tit around her and upset her too much.” He grinned at me as he threw the words I’d used on him last night right back in my face.

      Balling my hand into a fist, I drew back to sock him in the arm. He’d clearly seen my move coming, though, because my hand slammed into flesh that was far too solid to be just skin, muscle, and bone. The force of the blow ricocheted up my arm, making my teeth chatter, and I carefully uncurled my fingers. Bruising was already beginning to bloom across my knuckles.

      “Now, now, why get angry when you can get even?” Grey teased as he stepped out the front door.

      “When you least expect it,” I vowed, then slammed the door in their faces, locking them out in the cold.

      The sound of Grey’s car engine starting up and the crunch of the tyres over the gravel filled me with dread. And I suddenly remembered that I’d driven into town to meet him yesterday and hadn’t picked up my car since.

      Now I was stuck here until I could get a lift into town.

      Footsteps thumped across the wooden floorboards above my head, telling me Triskel was up.

      “Great, just bloody great.”
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      “Thanks for doing this,” I said to Megan before I hung up the phone. At least I’d managed to secure a ride into town. Now I just had to figure out a way to get Triskel out of the house so Carolyn didn’t feel so panicked about the strange fae.

      “We can leave,” Carolyn said, watching Triskel sitting on the couch in the living room.

      Merry was creeping around the chairs, every so often pouncing out at the fae before running away whooping with joy.

      “She hasn’t moved since you sent her in there,” she said, turning back to face me.

      I sat at the table, drinking a particularly strong cup of tea. The bag still floated in the water, and I contemplated fishing it out but changed my mind. I needed all the fortitude the warm drink could offer me, particularly with what I had in mind.

      My cell phone buzzed next to me, Adrian’s name flashing on the screen. Right on time.

      I swiped to decline the call. No way was I going to have him turn me down on the phone—that was far too easy. No, Adrian was going to get a personal visit, and face-to-face was the best way I knew to bring him around to my way of thinking.

      “She’s fine, I think she’s just sulking,” I said, loud enough for Triskel to hear. She was definitely sulking, although I had no idea why, apart from the obvious: she hadn’t gotten up early enough to see Grey.

      “We’re really inconveniencing you,” Carolyn said, staring down into her cup.

      “Honestly, it’s not you.” I didn’t bother elaborating; it seemed pointless. Triskel was more of a minor irritation, and her immature attitude baffled me. I’d never met a fae like her, either in personality or abilities.

      “I’ll look for somewhere new today,” Carolyn said, continuing as though she hadn’t even heard me.

      “Carolyn,” I said, cutting across her. “You’re not an inconvenience. Neither of you are.” I stretched my hand across the table toward her, but I didn’t touch her, choosing instead to leave my hand sitting in the centre of the table. I knew what it was like to be touched without consent, and for a long time after escaping Kypherous, I’d been wary of anyone who wandered too close to my personal space. Without knowing her background, I didn’t want to overstep my boundary and make her feel worse.

      She smiled at me and wrapped her hand in mine, squeezing my fingers gently before releasing me.

      “I don’t know why you’re being so kind to us,” she said quietly.

      “Because you both need a little kindness,” I said. “And anyway, I wouldn’t call giving you a place to crash kindness. The way I see it, it’s a human right, and you’re both welcome to stay until you get on your feet.” I twisted my head and caught Triskel’s dark glare. Something was definitely eating at her, and it was getting worse.

      “The ghosts haven’t bothered you, have they?” I asked Carolyn almost absentmindedly as I studied Triskel.

      “No, ever since you brought the box into the house, they’ve been pretty quiet,” Carolyn said. “I think Merry is a little disappointed.”

      The young girl chose that moment to burst into the kitchen. She darted across the floor and dived beneath the table in a flurry of activity, and I could feel a wide smile spreading across my face.

      I felt a small hand on my ankle, and I leaned back in my chair, peering under the table. Her wide-eyed gaze met mine, and she giggled loudly as she pressed her fingers to her lips in an attempt at a shushing motion.

      “Hidey-hidey,” she whispered, loud enough that had I been in the living room, I still would have heard her.

      Carolyn’s face fell, and she reached beneath the table. “Merry, come on, you know I don’t like you playing that game anymore.” Her voice was strained with pain.

      The little girl darted from the room once more, humming happily to herself as she continued to dash around the house.

      “Hide-and-seek,” I said quietly, studying Carolyn’s expression.

      She buried her face in her hands and then shoved her fingers back through her tangled blonde hair with a sigh.

      “I have to make everything a game or she gets upset.”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. If she wanted to open up, then I wasn’t going to interrupt.

      “She doesn’t understand danger, or the fact that some people want to hurt her or don’t care that all she wants is to be happy…”

      “Who wanted to hurt her?” Even imagining that anyone would want to take the smile from her face or dull the mischievous sparkle in her eyes caused an ache in the pit of my stomach.

      “He was the head of the local coven,” she said. “When he found out about Merry, he was just a little interested, and then that interest became something else. Magic runs in her veins, and she’s pure of heart, so apparently she would make a powerful conduit…”

      “A conduit for what?” I asked, fighting to keep my rage in check.

      “He didn’t say, and I didn’t hang around to find out…” She trailed off, and I knew she wasn’t telling me something. Carolyn met my gaze, but her eyes shimmered with tears. “I suppose I should tell you that he’s her father.”

      “I guessed as much,” I admitted. “When did you see him last?”

      “Six months ago,” she said. “Every so often he catches up to us, and when he does…”

      “All hell breaks loose.”

      “He has connections.” She hesitated. “Connections with Division 6. They consider him an invaluable asset.”

      Her words sent a bolt of fear through me. Grey knew she was here, he knew about Merry. Hell, he’d known without me ever saying anything to him, and if he knew then it was a safe bet that others in Division 6 would too.

      “So when I saw the Division 6 agent turn up yesterday, I got worried… I didn’t know that you knew them too.”

      “In the interest of full disclosure,” I said, “I used to work for them.”

      “But you still do, or else why would two of the agents have stayed over last night?” she queried, and I went still. How had she known about Grey and Alex? Heck, Grey hadn’t even known Alex was here until the early morning hours, and they’d both left before she’d appeared in the kitchen with Merry leading the charge.

      “I’m helping them out on a case,” I said, which wasn’t a lie.

      “You want to go back to work for them, though.”

      I glared at her. “Please stop reading me, it makes me itchy and more than a little uncomfortable.” I fought to soften the edge in my voice.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just force of habit. We’ve been running for so many years now, it’s second nature for me to read those around me.” She fidgeted with the small gold band on her finger. “It’s the only thing that’s kept us both alive. So far anyway…”

      “Why do you say ‘so far?’”

      Carolyn gave me a sad smile. “I’m not the only one who has bad habits. Merry showed me what your friend Adrian saw…”

      I jolted in my seat. The memory of what Adrian told me had stayed with me. But as far as Carolyn and Merry were concerned, the only future they had was with me… well, me and my non-existent future.

      “His vision gave her nightmares… Took me days to get her settled again, but she hasn’t had one since we came here. She feels safe here, with you.”

      That made me smile. At least I was good for something, and making Merry feel safe seemed like a pretty worthwhile cause.

      “These friends of yours,” Carolyn said, tracing the lines on the table, “can they be trusted?”

      I had no doubts about Grey, especially as he’d already told me that he would keep their secret. Clearly, whatever he’d read in the file had been enough to make up his mind on that front, which told me that whatever was in the file was bad. Like really bad.

      Alex, on the other hand… He was definitely a loose cannon, and while we’d seemingly bonded over our shared secret as immortals, I sensed that if the right offer was made, he would sell me and everyone I cared about down the river in a heartbeat. That knowledge didn’t exactly fill me with confidence, but what was I supposed to tell Carolyn?

      “Your silence tells me all I need to know,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll start packing.” She stood.

      “Wait.”

      Carolyn eyed me carefully before taking her seat once more.

      “Look, Grey can be trusted. He wouldn’t hurt you or Merry,” I said.

      “I’m not worried about him hurting me, but if he tells the wrong people…”

      “He won’t,” I said, more confidently than I felt. What if he had already told Alex?

      “And the other one?”

      I shook my head and spread my hands. “Honestly, Alex is new territory for me too.” Carolyn’s face fell. “But I will say this: if he opens his mouth, I will kill him.”

      Carolyn started to laugh, but quickly let it die off as she realised I hadn’t joined her. I watched as her expression grew much more serious.

      “You’re not joking, are you?”

      “Nope. At the end of the day, this goes way beyond you and Merry. If I can’t trust Alex to keep my guests out of his reports, my secrets out of his reports, then he’s a danger not just to you but to me as well.”

      Carolyn nodded, and I wondered just how much she understood. I always found it fascinating how appearances could be so deceptive. Most people, when pushed to the pin of their collars, would kill to protect the ones they cared about, and Carolyn had the look of someone who’d already been there, done that, and bought the T-shirt.

      “Even if you do end up killing him, by that time it would be too late,” she said.

      “Look, let me get done with this case first. One thing at a time, eh?” I gave her a wide grin.

      “Okay, we’ll wait until this case is done…”

      “Great.”

      “New friend!” Merry chirped, appearing in the kitchen. She was dragging Megan, who looked as surprised as I was, by the hand.

      “Where did you come from?” I said, glancing down at my cell phone. As soon as I realised the time, I swore beneath my breath. We’d been talking for an hour, and I hadn’t even packed the weapons I’d planned to bring with me.

      “This cutie let me in,” Megan said, giving me a concerned look.

      “Merry!” Carolyn said. “What have I told you about the front door?”

      Merry’s bottom lip jutted out and wobbled dramatically as her eyes filled with tears. I couldn’t tell if she was merely reading the tone in her mother’s voice or whether Carolyn was giving off far stronger emotions that had genuinely frightened the little girl.

      “New friend,” Merry repeated, her voice on the verge of breaking.

      “You know not to open the door to strangers,” Carolyn said, and her own voice cracked with emotion.

      Megan met my gaze, and I saw that her eyes were also filled with tears. “She didn’t mean it,” she said quietly.

      “What in Goddess’s name is that?” Triskel said, appearing in the kitchen.

      I jumped at the sound of her voice and dashed away the tears tracking down my own cheeks. Crap. Merry’s emotions were sweeping out across the room, and I dug my fingers into my leg in an attempt to blot them out.

      Triskel’s hand touched my shoulder, and I glanced up at her. She had a look of fierce determination on her face, and as soon as her hand touched me, Merry’s broken-hearted emotions subsided.

      “What is she?” Triskel asked, her fingers spasming against my shoulder, and I knew she was struggling to keep Merry’s emotions from consuming her too.

      “She is my daughter,” Carolyn said angrily, whirling on Triskel.

      “Carolyn, stop,” I said. “She didn’t mean anything by…” My words died as another wave of emotion slammed into me.

      Carolyn’s face crumpled. “I didn’t do the binding spell on Merry…” She choked the words out.

      My tears came faster then, and I felt a sob rise up the back of my throat as I climbed to my feet and headed for the cupboard. I had to step over Megan, who was curled in a ball on the floor next to Merry, her face red and her eyes puffy as she sobbed into her arms.

      Merry’s wails rose above everyone else’s, and it took every ounce of my strength not to succumb. Maybe it was because I knew about her power, or perhaps it was due to my gorgon nature, but I found it easier to fight back the tears that blurred my vision. I swallowed around the thick lump in the back of my throat as I pulled a packet of cookies from the cupboard.

      “Merry,” I said, my voice hoarse, “I know they’re not Oreos, but how about chocolate chip cookies?”

      She gave a cough and a small, hiccupping sob, her face redder than I’d ever seen it, but as I held the open biscuits out to her, she gave me a watery smile. Then she took the packet and set it on the table, and I watched as she took one biscuit. She stared at it for a minute before turning to her mother and handing the cookie to her.

      “Don’t cry…” she said, and I had a feeling that this was Merry’s attempt at an apology.

      Crouching on the floor next to Megan, I helped the young, bewildered witch to her feet as she swiped at the tears drying on her face.

      “What happened?” she whispered, leaning toward me.

      “Merry got a little upset is all,” I said, but my stomach churned with concern.

      She’d taken us all down without so much as a thought.

      Carolyn had taken the biscuit and was staring at Merry as she happily munched into her own cookie, crumbs tumbling down onto the table.

      “Carolyn, can I have a quick word?” I said.

      She nodded and climbed to her feet, staring at her daughter as though she hadn’t truly seen her before. I paused in the hallway, waiting for her to catch up.

      “What was that?”

      “I forgot to do the binding ritual this morning, with everything that’s been going on… She rolled me like I was just another bystander.”

      “I thought she couldn’t do that? You said you were immune.”

      Carolyn nodded. “That’s what I thought, but I guess I was wrong. I’ve been binding her power daily for the past six months, ever since we had the last run-in with her father. It stops him from tracking us through her.”

      It made sense, especially considering who her father was. He would have the ability to track her, blood to blood, without ever needing something personal of hers. It was simply another version of the spell Grey planned to perform using the creature’s blood from the blade I’d used to stab it.

      “With all the binding I’ve been doing, I didn’t realise just how much her powers had grown.”

      “Well, you can do the binding spell now,” I said. “We’ll get out of your hair, give you the space you need.”

      “I think that’s best. The more of an audience Merry has, the less likely she is to cooperate.”

      Merry came skipping from the kitchen, a chocolate moustache visible above her lips. She held out a piece of chocolate to Carolyn.

      “New friend,” she said, gesturing for Carolyn to take the sweet.

      We returned to the kitchen, and I found Megan sitting at the table chatting with Triskel, who seemed far more animated than she had all morning.

      “I had some chocolate bars and a couple of muffins from the café,” she said in response to my raised eyebrow over Merry’s chocolate-covered face.

      “You really didn’t have to,” Carolyn said.

      Megan shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, every woman needs a little chocolate to cheer her up every now and then.” She reached out and brushed a couple strands of blonde hair back from Merry’s face. “Isn’t that right, monkey?”

      “No monkey!” Merry said defiantly, but she wore a wide grin and her voice was filled with joy as she ran at Megan and planted a kiss on the young witch’s cheek.

      Megan started to laugh and then climbed to her feet.

      “You ready to go?” she said to me. “I’ve got to go in and relieve Jack.”

      “Couple of minutes,” I said, darting for the stairs. I took them two at a time and raced into my room, grabbing the wooden box I kept beneath my bed.

      Flipping the lid, I rummaged around inside it before pulling out another set of karambits. The ones I’d been using needed sharpening and a proper cleaning, but I didn’t have time for that now.

      A long obsidian sword lay in the bottom of the box, and I tugged it free. I stared down at the opaque blade and ornate stone handle and contemplated tossing it back into the box.

      Kypherous had the blade specially made for me, back when he’d thought he could mould me into a weapon for his own use.

      I’d stabbed him with the blade, driving it up into his body. But he’d moved at the last moment, and it hadn’t been a killing blow. The ragged scar beneath my breast itched, and I remembered the feel of the blade as he’d sunk it into my body as payback for what I’d done to him.

      It had been the first time he’d managed to kill me.

      The first of many.

      I tossed the sword back into the box, closing the lid on the blade to hide it from view. Not that it really mattered. Every scar I had was another reminder of what Kypherous had done to me.

      I shook my head.

      No. Not a reminder of that monster.

      Every scar was a reminder of what I’d overcome.

      He hadn’t beaten me. And this creature was no different.

      I would stop it. Even if I couldn’t kill it, I would at least stop it.
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      Sliding into the front seat, I started the engine on my Land Rover and waited for the heat to kick in. Triskel sat in the front seat, her arms folded across her chest, instantly reminding me of a petulant child.

      “Not even Merry sulks the way you do,” I said quietly.

      “Well, she’s an idiot,” she said, and her words stunned me into silence.

      I twisted around in the seat and met Triskel’s gaze.

      “What did you say?” My voice had gone low, lethal, and the gorgon inside me relished the sudden uncertainty in Triskel’s eyes.

      “Nothing, it doesn’t matter,” she said, unfolding her arms.

      “Yes, it does. What did you say?”

      Triskel opened her mouth and then closed it again. She stared at me, the scent of her panic filling the car, and I drank it down, using it to fuel my dark nature. I let my power spread up through me, holding it in check as it filled my eyes. A low hiss slipped from between my lips.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it…” she said.

      “What did you say?”

      “Why do you want me to repeat it when it offends you?”

      “Say it…”

      “I called her an idiot,” she said, the tremble in her voice bringing me joy.

      “You think you’re better than her? That because you can walk and talk freely, live your life without needing the help of others, that it somehow makes you special?”

      “I didn’t say that,” she insisted.

      “But it’s what you feel.”

      “That’s not what I mean…”

      “Merry understands those around her more than you ever will. You think you’re special, but you’re just like everyone else. You live your life desperate to fit in with society, and she is the one living her life freely,” I said. “She lives for the moment, taking everything as it comes. And she loves without condition. You sit there in judgement, but I watched Merry with you this morning. No matter how hard you tried to ignore her, she tried to make you smile. All she wanted was to make you happy, and you have the cheek to think you’re better than her?”

      “I don’t.”

      The anger slipped out of me. What was the point in trying to explain something like this to Triskel? She was spoilt and selfish, believing that the world revolved solely around her. She would never understand what it felt like to care about another person.

      I turned back to the wheel, and we drove out of the car space.

      “Why do you do that?” she asked suddenly.

      “Do what?”

      “Decide I’m not worth the argument?”

      “I barely know you, and what I’ve been exposed to so far doesn’t exactly paint a pretty picture.”

      “Yet you think you know me and my life. That my opinions don’t count?”

      I shrugged and kept my gaze trained on the road ahead. What was I supposed to say to her? I didn’t understand her way of thinking. I could never look at Merry and think she was anything less than perfect. Her power was intense, which worried me, but something about her made me feel as though I was supposed to protect her, that she and Carolyn had come to me for a reason beyond me having a spare room.

      Scratch that, I didn’t feel like I had to protect Merry and her mother. I wanted to.

      I didn’t know what the higher purpose was yet; maybe it didn’t exist at all, and I was simply ascribing purpose where there wasn’t one.

      Triskel sighed. “I don’t think she’s an idiot.”

      Simply hearing her say it again made me bristle, and I clenched my hands over the wheel, squeezing until my fingers turned white.

      “I just don’t want to get caught up in all of that,” she said, gesturing in the air as she searched for the right words. “I know you feel it, which is why you reacted so strongly just now.”

      “Feel what?”

      “The draw of what she is. I know you think I’m an asshole,” Triskel said, “and maybe I am. But if I’m honest, Merry frightens me, because I’ve seen what the world does to people who are that pure of heart.”

      Her words stunned me. I shot her a sideways glance, but her arms remained folded across her chest as she stared out the passenger window.

      “That’s not really a reason to be a jerk.”

      “Maybe not, but I know for certain that getting close to that little girl will result in her breaking your heart. Maybe not today, or tomorrow, but one of these days.”

      I’d known Triskel less than twenty-four hours, and in that time she’d managed to show so many sides to her personality, most of them unpleasant, that I was beginning to feel whiplash.

      “The best things in life are worth the risk, Triskel,” I said. “And the very best people will always break your heart in the end. That’s life. There are no happy endings, just happy right now, and when you find that, you have to grab it with both hands.”

      She laughed, the sound tinkling and high, like the wind chimes that hung outside my back door. “Now who’s being all wide-eyed and naïve?”

      I didn’t answer her, but her words had struck a nerve, and I felt as though I’d peeled away another of her prickly layers. Had I judged her too harshly?

      Perhaps her behaviour and attitude had nothing to do with being an asshole and instead were a method of protecting herself. She’d told me that Siobhan had been like a mother to her, and to have that ripped away clearly hadn’t left her in a good place. Had I misread the signs completely? Was her poor attitude simply because of the trauma she’d suffered?

      I bit back the questions itching to be asked and instead concentrated on the road. There would be time for questions later, although I had a feeling that if I pushed too hard, she would lock down tight. Then the real issues would begin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I parked the car in front of Adrian’s shop, and before I’d even managed to switch off the engine he was out the front door and crossing the sidewalk toward me. His lips were moving, but from inside the car his words were muffled. He waved his hand in my general direction in a vaguely shooing motion, the bracelets that decorated his arms glittering in the watery sunlight.

      “Wait here,” I said to Triskel, pushing open the door and sliding out. The morning air was chilly, and I pulled my black jacket a little tighter around my body in an attempt to keep out the biting air.

      “Hey,” I said, slamming my door.

      “Go ‘hey’ somewhere else,” he said, sounding genuinely irritated.

      “Whoa, what bug crawled up your ass?”

      “Uh, that one.” He gestured to Triskel. I glanced over my shoulder at her, but she rolled her eyes and sank lower in the seat as though she could hide from view.

      “You know her?” I asked. I had told her where we were going, but other than informing me it would be pointless, she hadn’t bothered to tell me why it was a bad idea. As I looked back at Adrian, I was beginning to see her point.

      “Know her? Little cow robbed me just last week, took my entire stash of black candles and one of my ancient books that wasn’t even for sale,” he said, glaring over my shoulder.

      “What was in the book?”

      Adrian rolled his eyes and threw his hands up into the air. “What does it matter? She’s bad news, Jenzie. You should have left her where you found her.”

      I shook my head and put my fists on my hips. “Really, you think I should have just abandoned her?”

      “If she’s capable of stealing my shit, then she’s more than capable of looking after herself,” he said angrily.

      “There are some guys after her. We think they have the woman she was staying with and…”

      Adrian cut me off, the colour draining from his face as he stared at Triskel.

      “She’s dead,” he said suddenly, his eyes rolling back in his head as he clutched at my arm. “She owes them something and…”

      “And what?” I asked, leaning in toward him, supporting his body with my arm.

      Generally Adrian disliked physical contact, but when he had visions he stopped caring. He always said that if you already had a migraine, adding a headache into the mix wasn’t really going to put you up or down the ladder.

      “They’re going to sell her,” he said, the whites of his eyes sliding back as he refocused on me. “Ugh, Christ, I hate vampires,” he said.

      “Vampires?” Triskel hadn’t mentioned blood-suckers, but then she hadn’t mentioned much of anything beyond the initial story she’d told Grey and me last night.

      “Yeah, they’re not from around here, though,” he said, sounding exhausted.

      With my hand around his waist, I could feel his ribs poking out through his black T-shirt. I studied him a little harder. His face was drawn, his eyes sunken, and the circles beneath them were big enough for blood witches to use them as portals to summon demons.

      “What have you been doing?” I asked.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” He tried to pull out of my grip, but he was barely able to stand on his own two feet let alone push me off.

      “You know exactly what I mean,” I said, suddenly weary of the games everyone in my life seemed to be playing with me.

      Adrian sighed and slumped against me. “Can’t lie to you, can I?”

      I shook my head but kept my lips sealed.

      “Fine,” he said. “Bring her in and I’ll put the kettle on. But if she touches or breaks anything, you’re paying for it, Jenna.”

      I nodded and bit down on my lip. The fact that he was using my full name instead of his pet name for me concerned me, and being able to feel all of his ribs through the thin material of his top worried me even more. Adrian liked his food; in fact, when I’d first met him he’d been a hundred pounds heavier.

      Getting away from those who’d made him feel bad for the choices he made in his personal life had been a huge leap forward for him, even if it had broken his heart in the process. But he was happier for it and, as he’d said himself, less inclined to eat his feelings because he didn’t have to wake up every morning and lie to the man staring back at him in the mirror.

      But this, whatever it was, was different.

      I gestured to Triskel and she climbed from the car, traipsing after us as I helped Adrian into the back room of his store.

      “Stick the closed sign on the door, will you?” I said to her, settling Adrian on a small couch.

      She moved away, and I listened to the lock on the door sliding into place.

      “I can’t really afford to close during peak business hours,” Adrian said.

      “Mmm-hmm, you were really busy, but I’m sure all those customers that Triskel tossed out on their arses will come back.”

      “Very funny,” Adrian said. “One of these days your smartass comments will get you into trouble.”

      “One of these days.” I grinned at him, and he shot me a weak one in response.

      Moving to the small sink in the corner of the room, I quickly filled the kettle and set it back on its base. I reached into the cupboard above my head, grabbed Adrian’s teapot, and set it down, rummaging around until I found the loose leaf tea he had hidden in a biscuit tin.

      Moving methodically, I set up everything in a couple of minutes, then sat down opposite him as I waited for the kettle to boil.

      “So are you going to tell me what’s going on with you?”

      He sighed and sat up a little straighter. “Honestly?” He met my eyes.

      “What else, Adrian? Tell me the truth, you’re starting to freak me out now.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “The visions are getting worse, and every time I have one it takes so much out of me…” He stared down at his hands. “They’ve never been easy, but they were never like this either.”

      “Have you been to a doctor?”

      “What, so he can tell me it’s all in my head?” Adrian laughed, a bitter sound that hurt my heart.

      “It’s not like that; everyone knows about the supernats, so it’s not like you’d be an anomaly.”

      “You’d think that,” he said, “but when you can’t see it or touch it, they tend to find it harder to wrap their heads around. We humans have a wonderful capacity for burying our heads in the sand and pretending that whatever we don’t understand isn’t real.”

      He wasn’t wrong, I’d seen it often enough myself to know the truth, but I still couldn’t imagine that they would dismiss him so easily.

      “Anyway,” he said, “I don’t think a doctor could tell me why they’re becoming more frequent. That’s something no human can explain.”

      “So what else are you experiencing aside from the visions getting worse?”

      “Well, with them comes the usual fun bag of tricks.” He gave me a grim smile. “Lack of sleep. Can’t eat without upchucking everything. Headaches so bad they affect my vision… Yesterday, I thought I was going blind.”

      I stared at him in surprise. He’d been suffering through all of this and hadn’t thought to tell me?

      “Why didn’t you call?”

      “Because I know you’ve got enough on your plate, Jenzie. You don’t need to worry about me too.”

      Reaching out to him, I tugged the edge of his jumper, my own attempt at comfort without having to put him through the pain of actual contact. He grabbed my hand suddenly and squeezed hard enough for it to hurt.

      “I’m scared, Jenzie. Really, honest-to-god scared.” He didn’t need to tell me; I could hear the terror in his voice. His gift was spiralling out of control, and he didn’t know how to stop it. But there was absolutely nothing I could say or do to help him.

      “We’ll figure this out,” I said as the kettle began to boil. Adrian smiled at me, but the happiness never reached his eyes. He released my hand and dropped back onto the couch, as though that little bit of movement had exhausted him beyond his capabilities.

      And maybe it had.

      That alone was a terrifying thought. Pushing onto my feet, I filled the teapot with boiling water and watched as the leaves began to swirl inside the infuser.

      As though on cue, Triskel appeared in the doorway and gave Adrian a sheepish look.

      “I’m sorry about nicking the stuff,” she said, twisting her fingers around in her shirt.

      “Are you going to pay for them now?” Adrian asked, his voice cold enough that I half-expected icicles to appear on the inside of the window.

      “I don’t have any money.”

      “Do I look like I came down in the last shower, sweetie?”

      “Look,” she said, raising her chin defiantly, and I knew from the way she’d started that no matter what she said next, Adrian wasn’t going to accept it. “I needed them. Mostly, I needed the book.”

      “Did it work?” he asked.

      “Did what work?” Triskel’s eyes widened in a poor attempt to make herself look young and innocent.

      “The spell. The one you did to get them off your scent and onto someone else’s.”

      The moment the words left Adrian’s mouth, my hand froze over the sugar bowl. What he was saying couldn’t be right.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just wanted to apologise for stealing your gear, but if you’re going to be an asshole about it…”

      “Bullshit!” Adrian exploded onto his feet. He wavered for a moment and then dropped like a stone back onto the sofa. “I know you did the spell. I know you’re the reason she’s dead…”

      I turned and glanced between the two of them. Triskel’s face drained of all colour, and I watched as her glamour momentarily failed, the scarlet and gold scales appearing before she took back control.

      “She’s dead?” She sounded genuinely shocked, and there was certainly no faking the fear that filled her eyes.

      “What did you expect would happen?” Adrian asked, his voice melancholic.

      “I didn’t want her to die, I just wanted them to leave me alone!” Triskel darted from the room.

      “She’s done a spell,” Adrian said to me. “It’s a little like an identity swap, and the vamps that went looking for her found the one she’d spelled instead… Wherever she’s staying, I’d check the places nearby for odd occurrences.”

      “Like maybe people working until they dropped and exploding if you tried to remove them from the confines of the spell?” I asked, remembering the pub staff’s behavior. Triskel had tried to pass it all off as a spell Siobhan had done, but I had a feeling that Adrian knew more than he was sharing.

      “That could be it,” he said cautiously. “She’s not spelled anymore, then?”

      I shook my head. “Grey broke it last night. She claimed it was a protection spell Siobhan had worked.”

      Adrian nodded thoughtfully. “They’ll be coming for her, then.”

      “Can you see them?”

      “Not yet, the decision hasn’t been made yet… but I figure if they were willing to come in the first place, then they’ll come again.”

      He was right. Vamps could be tenacious and dogged in their determination. If they’d killed Siobhan thinking she was Triskel, then they’d be doubly pissed.

      “Great,” I said, “just what we need.”

      Adrian grinned at me as I set his mug in front of him and poured a steaming cup of the tea.

      “What are you grinning about?”

      “Just never seen you acting all ‘wifey’ before,” he said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Digging out the teapot, brewing loose-leaf, pouring… You usually leave me to do it, and only when you’re pushed will you make an attempt at it, and even then you don’t pour my tea. Grey is obviously having a good effect on you,” he teased.

      “I can dump the pot in your lap, if you’d like,” I said acidly.

      “Oh, come on. I know you, Jenzie. You’re utterly smitten.”

      I bit down on the sharp retort hovering on the tip of my tongue. He was wrong, I wasn’t smitten…

      “I’ve never seen it this bad,” he said. “Even when you worked together before, you weren’t this bad. I take it the old druid has aged well? I’ve heard they’re like fine wines…”

      “Shut up,” I said.

      Adrian started to laugh, and I felt my mood lift. “I hope you choke on your tea,” I said, but I gave him a small smile to soften my words.

      I took a mouthful of the scalding tea and then remembered my other reason for visiting.

      “What do you know about wights?”

      He scrunched up his face and closed his eyes in concentration before shaking his head. “Not much, why?”

      “Because that’s what we’re after, specifically a pied piper,” I said.

      “Well, they’re usually wraiths, living and not, if you get my drift, and a hell of a lot scarier than those things we saw on Evil Dead.”

      Setting my cup down on the table between us, I laughed. “I enjoyed that movie.”

      Adrian rolled his eyes. “You would.” He took another sip of his tea, the colour slowly creeping back into his face. “I’ve never heard of a pied piper, though.”

      “That makes two of us. One of the bodies was found up near a small stone circle near Stonehenge. It was weird; outside I could feel the henge’s power nearby, flowing in the earth, but as soon as I crossed the barrier there was nothing, like it was all cut dead.”

      “Like it was leeched out?”

      I shrugged. “Could be, and that’s not the only weirdness. The creature sucks the life out of its victims.”

      Adrian raised a hand and set his cup down before climbing unsteadily to his feet.

      “Do you need a hand?” I asked, then regretted it when he gave me a scathing look.

      “I’m not an invalid, Jenna.” He disappeared through the beaded curtain that separated the main area of the shop from the back room and reappeared a moment later with a newspaper. He dropped it into my lap with a triumphant smile. “I always knew my hoarding tendencies would come in handy.”

      I glanced at the front page and spotted the story in the corner, buried beside a full headline about some football tournament.

      “I didn’t hear about this,” I said, scanning the page quickly.

      “Most people missed it,” he said. “But it’s possible, right?”

      The article stated they’d found an old burial chamber while the council had been digging to replace sewer lines. One of the pipes had burst, forcing them to dig deeper than they’d initially planned.

      “They say it’s as old as Stonehenge itself,” Adrian said. “And it fits the timeline for when the murders started.”

      I nodded. “Three of the workers died during the dig, their remains so badly damaged that they had to be identified with dental records…” An icy shiver trailed down my spine.

      Grey had said wights could only be trapped. And after reading the paper, it looked as though it had been accidentally released. I opened my mouth, but Adrian interrupted me.

      “Go ring him,” he said. “And yes, she can stay here with me.”

      “After everything? Maybe it’s best if she comes back with me.”

      Adrian shook his head. “You’ve got work to do. She can help out in the shop; it can go toward paying me back.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him, and he grinned. “She’s safe here, Jenzie, Scout’s honour I won’t do anything to her.”

      “But if those guys come looking for her…”

      “I’ll ring you straight away if anything changes,” he said. “Until then, go. The sooner this thing is stopped, the sooner you and Mr Druid can go bom-chick-a-wah-wah.”

      I groaned and shook my head, heat spreading over my face.

      “So it’s true! You want to?”

      “I’m not answering that.”

      “You don’t have to. Your tomato head tells me everything I need to know.”

      Hopping to my feet, I tried to glare down at him, but the shit-eating grin he wore made it virtually impossible to keep a straight face.

      “You’re ridiculous,” I groaned.

      “And you’re losing your touch.” He pushed up onto his feet and shooed me toward the door. “Now go, before I change my mind.”

      There was no sign of Triskel in the shop. As I passed behind the payment desk, Adrian grabbed something small from a shelf beneath the counter and paused. He stared down at the object clutched tightly in his hand, his eyes unfocused.

      “This came in a little over a week ago, but I don’t remember ordering it,” he said, before shooting me a smile. “That wouldn’t be the first time I’ve done that.”

      “What is it?”

      He shrugged and held out a tiny glass vial that looked more like an upside down light bulb. It hung from the end of a necklace, the top of it was twisted with what looked like copper, and within the vial I could see a small amount of powder and what appeared to be a seedling.

      “Does it look like anything to you?” he asked.

      I shook my head, but my fingers itched to reach out and touch it. There was definitely something strange about it.

      “It’s for you,” he said, shoving it toward me a little more forcefully.

      “Why for me?”

      “I have no idea.” He sighed. “All I know for certain is that you need it, or at least that’s how it feels.”

      “How do I use it?”

      Adrian shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. I can’t read your future, so while I know you need it, I don’t know why.”

      I nodded and gave him a sceptical look, but took the necklace from his fingers. I hadn’t really been expecting anything to happen, but when nothing did I was still disappointed.

      “You feel anything?” Adrian asked as I slipped the necklace over my head.

      “Nope.” I raised the vial and peered into it, twisting it this way and that in the light. The powder inside shifted around like tiny particles of sand.

      “I don’t know,” Adrian said. “With everything that’s going on with me, I’m starting to think I might be losing my touch.”

      “Never,” I declared confidently. “You’ve never been wrong, Adrian. If you say I need it, then I’ll wear it until I figure out what it’s good for.”

      He gave me a sad smile, and the urge to wrap my arms around my friend was overwhelming. But I knew if I did, I’d only bring him more pain, and that was the last thing he needed.

      “I’ll talk to you later,” I said, heading for the door.

      “Don’t call me when the soaps are on,” he said. “You know I don’t like to miss them, and these days they’re the only excitement I’ve got.”

      “I won’t.”

      He followed me to the door and shut it firmly behind me without saying goodbye. It was one of his quirks. Adrian never said goodbye, and though I’d always meant to ask him about it, I’d never found the time. And now definitely wasn’t right.

      I slid in behind the wheel of my car and gave the necklace another glance before starting the engine and driving away from the shop.
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      I was already on the road by the time I remembered my plan to ring Grey. Drawing the car over onto one of the lay-bys, I pulled my cell out and quickly dialled his number.

      My skin prickled with unease as I waited for him to pick up, and when he finally did he definitely didn’t sound happy.

      “Go,” he said, his tone gruff and weary.

      “Hello to you too,” I said.

      “Jenna, sorry…” His voice was strained with worry and fear.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Is there another body?”

      “Not as such…” He paused, and the line crackled. “One of the officers from the scene yesterday died in the hospital this morning.”

      Through his voice, I could imagine Grey rubbing his hand over his eyes in an attempt to control his emotions. Anger spread through me, hot and biting, as Grey continued to talk.

      “He had a family, a wife and two small girls… They were expecting their first boy.”

      “I’m sorry.” My words were merely platitudes, but they were all I had to offer at the moment. If I could have served the creature’s head on a platter to Grey and the victim’s family, I would have. Heck, if I could have brought the man back, I would. But all I could do now was focus on what we knew and kill the thing when the opportunity presented itself.

      “Thanks,” Grey said, and I listened as he coughed in an attempt to clear the lump from his throat. “You need a lift?”

      “No, I’m already on the road. I was ringing to find out where you were. I’ve got some info I think will help.”

      “What is it?” Instantly, the emotion was gone from Grey’s voice and he was right back to the calm and collected Division 6 agent I knew. It was all a facade. Grey took each death personally. He carried them with him, their ghosts shadowing his every waking moment and haunting his dreams when he decided to catch a few hours of shut-eye. It was just another of the things I admired about him—he cared, which was more than could be said for most of the Division 6 agents.

      “I think I know the original burial site of the Pied Piper.”

      “How did you find that out?” Grey’s facade slipped, his excitement shining through in his voice. “We can use the original burial spell to trap it again.”

      “I was hoping you’d say something like that,” I said, unable to keep the grin from my face. I ignored the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that told me it was all working out too good to be true.

      “We’re done at the hospital, and Alex and I are just about to head into the morgue to see Antony, if you want to swing by…”

      I nodded, and it took me a second to realise Grey couldn’t see me.

      “I’ll be there. Give me twenty minutes,” I said.

      “We’ll grab a coffee,” Grey said, and the line went dead.

      Tossing the phone onto the passenger seat, I glanced out the windows before putting the Land Rover into gear and doing a narrow U-turn in the middle of the road. As I gunned the engine, my feeling of unease refused to leave. The closer I got to the hospital, the more it grew.
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* * *

      The hospital car park was already full, leaving me no choice but to use a nearby parking lot. The mortuary sat next to the hospital but wasn’t directly connected to it. The squat brick building looked like any other, which made it all the more eerie as I headed inside.

      Grey stood in the entrance hall, two paper cups in his hand, and as he saw me slip in through the doors, he held one of them out toward me.

      “You’re late,” he said, and I took the cup gratefully.

      “Parking’s a nightmare.”

      I followed as he headed down a wide hallway, his shoes squeaking on the polished floors.

      Alex stood at the end, deep in conversation with a smaller man. They looked up as we approached, and Alex flashed me a half-grin. If he thought we were now best pals because we’d shared secrets as though we’d been having some kind of crazy sleepover last night, then he was sorely mistaken. I still didn’t trust him, at least not until he proved himself.

      “Antony here was filling me in on the report,” Alex said, holding out a thick cream file to Grey.

      “You’ve seen the bodies?”

      Alex nodded, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “Definitely unpleasant.”

      “Can I see them?” My question seemed to catch all three men off guard, and Grey raised his eyebrow at me.

      “Is that such a good idea? I mean, I’ve got the file right here, you can read it.” He held the file out toward me, and I took it, my eyes scanning the paperwork.

      “I’d still like to see the bodies,” I said. “There are some things you can’t get from written reports.”

      Antony visibly bristled and folded his arms across his chest. “Everything you could possibly want is in those reports,” he said, managing to sound as offended as possible.

      “That’s not what I meant, I…”

      “It’s fine, I’d like to see them myself,” Grey said smoothly, and Antony turned his glare on him instead.

      “Do you not trust me?”

      “Of course I do, but you say in the report that there are some odd carvings on the bodies, and I’d like to see them in person.” I frowned. I’d given the report a cursory glance but had obviously missed the part about the carvings.

      Antony relaxed a little and unfolded his arms. “Fine, just so long as you’re not questioning my ability…”

      “I wouldn’t,” Grey said with a smile, but I knew it wasn’t genuine. It was his version of cop face. I’d seen him use it often enough as a way to ingratiate himself with whoever he was attempting to get information from. “And I know Miss Faith here meant no offence either.”

      I jolted at the mention of my name and glared up at him. It was all well and good for him to apologise for himself, but I didn’t take too kindly to him apologising on my behalf too. It wasn’t my fault that Antony was a bit of a snowflake.

      When I didn’t agree with him, Grey gently nudged me. I gave him a tight-lipped smile in response, leaving him with absolutely no doubts that he’d crossed the line.

      His expression never changed, but I could feel him stiffen slightly next to me, the only indication he’d understood.

      “You’ll need gloves,” Antony said, before turning back to the double doors and swiping a card down a reader next to the wall. After an audible click, he pushed the doors inwards, and the scent of chemicals and death poured into the hall. The smell was subtle enough that a human wouldn’t notice anything except the overt tang of chlorine in the air, just like at the swimming pool.

      Without uttering a word, he led us down more hallways. Each one looked the same as the last, but after entering the last set of double doors, we found ourselves inside a large room. The wall opposite the door was covered in metal drawers that I knew held the bodies.

      He directed us to a set of boxes containing gloves. I took a pair and snapped them on, my heart beating a little faster as I watched him pull open the first drawer.

      The metal slab made a grating noise as he tugged it out, and the body that lay on top was unrecognisable. I stared at it in wonderment, refusing to believe that the mummified husk on the table was once a living, breathing human being.

      Grey approached the body, bending at the waist in order to get a closer look at the misshapen, desiccated corpse.

      “Happy now?” Alex asked, leaning in a little closer so he could whisper into my ear.

      “What?”

      “You seemed pretty eager to get in here to see the bodies. Now that you’re here, are you happy?”

      “Why would you think I’d be happy to see this?” I said, gesturing to the body.

      “I don’t know, I figured it was either a gorgon thing or you had some kind of fetish for death.” He shrugged. “Either is fine by me, but I don’t think druid boy would appreciate the latter.”

      “You’re making jokes, when only a short while ago that was a living, breathing human being,” I said, turning on him angrily. “Why are you even here if you care so little about everything that’s going on?”

      Alex continued to grin at me before reaching out and tucking a strand of hair back behind my ear. It was a patronising move, and I felt my blood pressure rise as he let his gaze roam over my face.

      “Because I like watching you twist yourself into knots over them,” he said. “I don’t get it personally, but it intrigues me. You intrigue me.” He leaned in once more. “Did you know it was my idea to bring you in on the case? Druid boy didn’t want to involve you at all, but I’ve got a little sway with the brass up top and they agreed with me.”

      I clenched my hands into fists and pushed away from him, then crossed the floor toward Grey and the body on the slab.

      Grey’s eyes slid away from my face as I reached his side, and I knew he’d been watching my conversation with Alex intently. Rather than question me, I felt him swallow his anger down, his expression becoming cold and unreadable once more.

      I wasn’t sure why Alex’s words pissed me off. So what if Grey hadn’t wanted me on the case? Heck, when he’d caught me off guard in Ireland, I hadn’t wanted anything to do with him either. But hearing Alex say that still hurt. A pretty big part of me desperately wanted Grey to want me.

      “What do they mean?” I asked, peering down at the sigils that covered the body’s torso. The same markings were etched into the face. The straight and curved lines looked ancient, and as I looked a little closer I realised the wight had leaned too heavily on its weapon and carved through to the bone in most areas.

      “I’ve never seen them before,” Grey said. “At least not like this.” He pointed to one of the symbols on the victim’s cheek. “This one here is the rune for ‘release,’ but this over here”—he moved his finger to a sigil carved below the victim’s breast bone—“this one means ‘cage.’”

      “So the wight was both releasing and caging them?” I said, leaning a little closer. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It does if it was stealing their souls,” Alex said quietly. “I don’t recognise all of the markings, but it looks similar to a spell I’ve seen before.”

      “What kind of spell?” Grey asked.

      “One that allowed the spell user to trap the conduit’s soul while feeding from their body.” Alex folded his arms over his chest as though simply remembering the spell made him uneasy. “Like I said, it’s similar but not completely the same. The wight doesn’t feed from the flesh, at least not personally; instead, it feeds from the essence. If it can take the soul too, then that would allow it to feed for longer…”

      Bile crept up the back of my throat.

      “It’s keeping them alive as it eats them,” Grey said with unmistakable horror.

      “My guess is that it’s repeating the process over and over until finally it takes their souls too,” Alex said.

      “What’s it hoping to gain?” I asked.

      “Probably the same thing most monsters want,” Grey said. “A chance at immortality.”

      Alex shot me a quick glance that I ignored.

      “Are all the bodies like this?” I asked, turning back to Antony, who was watching us in fascination.

      “Yes, they’ve all got the same markings, from what I can make out. Some of the bodies are in worse condition.”

      “What about the three men who died at the burial site they found near Stonehenge? Did they have marks like this too?”

      Antony seemed surprised, but he shook his head and turned back to a filing cabinet set into the wall behind him.

      “Not as far as I know, but when the bodies were found they were quite badly decomposed.” He rummaged through the files before pulling a bulky one free. “Nobody knew what happened. The men were working late, and when they didn’t come home, their families raised the alarm. They were found the following morning; the area was flooded, but the bodies looked as though they’d been there a lot longer than was possible.”

      “Could the same thing have killed them?” I asked.

      “Theoretically it’s possible, but their bodies weren’t mummified as these were. Whatever attacked them was much more violent. Most of their internal organs were missing, and the bodies had been exsanguinated instead. The bodies’ conditions are different enough that we wouldn’t connect them.”

      “Where were the bodies found?” Grey asked the question that had been hovering on the tip of my tongue.

      While the newspaper had reported the deaths, it hadn’t given an exact location for either the burial chamber or the bodies.

      Antony went to a map on the wall and pointed to an area almost adjacent to Stonehenge.

      “At the entrance to the burial find,” he said. “Until the inquests are heard, they’ve had to shutter all excavations at the site itself.”

      At least that was something in our favour. With no more excavation work being done, we were guaranteed that the site would be as untouched as when the creature escaped. That meant Grey would find it easier to study the original spell used to trap it.

      Grey gave me a look that said as much. I barely paid attention as he thanked Antony for his time and work, my gaze dragging back to the body on the table.

      “Who was this?” I asked, studying the face. The mouth was twisted into an expression of what I thought looked like horror, although the body being mummified made it almost impossible to discern any true expression. The lack of lividity in the skin had caused the tissue to shrink back from the lips.

      But I’d also been attacked by the creature, and I knew the pain it caused. By all accounts, its attack on me had been hasty and unplanned. Whatever had happened to this victim had taken longer, the suffering more pronounced and prolonged.

      “Amelia White,” Antony said, reading from the file in his hands. “She was sixteen, went missing while walking home from the bus stop.”

      I clenched my hands into fists as I stared down at the lifeless body. I would kill this thing. I would kill it and hope that small gesture would be enough to bring Amelia and the other dead some peace.

      It would never really be enough, of course. Killing the creature wouldn’t bring them back, and it wouldn’t take away the families’ pain. But I could at least hope that the knowledge that their loved ones’ killer was dead would bring them some solace.

      I didn’t truly imagine it would, but I could always hope.
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      I parked in the visitors’ car park next to Stonehenge. We were only a short walk from both the iconic stone circle and the burial site where the creature had been released. I killed the engine and slid from behind the wheel soundlessly. The silence around me brought me no peace. Where were the birds? The small rodents that should have been rustling in the scrub?

      The wind slapped into me, and I braced myself against the sudden onslaught as it whistled through the grass. Even with the sudden squally gusts, the place was far too quiet, and I closed my eyes, allowing my senses to travel out and across the ground, searching…

      There was nothing. The entire area felt dead. The first fingers of fear tickled along the base of my neck.

      Grey’s SUV pulled in beside me, the tyres crunching on the rough surface of the road. I watched the two men, their faces animated. Despite being unable to hear them, I knew they were arguing. I tried to read Grey’s face, but the minute he saw me watching, his expression smoothed out. Only the slight thinning of his lips let me know that he was still pissed.

      Alex’s door swung open and he hopped out. He landed next to me, his boots hitting the dirt with a thud.

      “You made good time,” he said, sounding cheerful enough, but there was a tightness around his eyes and his smile never made it past his lips. “I didn’t think that rust bucket could move so fast.” He gestured to my Land Rover, and I stuck out my tongue as I glared at him.

      “This bad boy can handle any terrain,” I said. “Yours is all flash and no knickers.”

      At that, Alex started to laugh, the sound bouncing and echoing in the wind before it was thrown back at us.

      Grey chose that moment to walk toward us, his dark eyes sliding over Alex before coming to rest on my face.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Alex quipped back before I could even open my mouth. His answer only seemed to irritate Grey further, and I wondered for a moment if they were actually going to end up beating the ever-living crap out of each other.

      Grey released a long breath before he turned away and gazed out at the fields surrounding us. The tension that had stretched out between the two men only moments before faded. I pulled out a map I’d dug from my glovebox and flipped it open, studying the area carefully.

      “We can follow the path up along here,” I said, pointing away from the henge.

      Grey nodded but didn’t turn to look at me, and I couldn’t tell if he was actually listening.

      Alex lifted the SUV’s hatch to reveal a large backpack. He tugged it free and slung it easily over his shoulders, though I noticed that his movements were a little stiff. I had to wonder if he had completely healed after the creature’s attack.

      That was for him to decide; I had no intention of interrogating him as to whether he felt up to facing the monster so soon after it had bested him. Pushing the thoughts aside, I cleared my mind, checking the extra blades I had strapped to my body.

      I slid the whip a little further down my arm so it was closer to my hand if I needed it. Not that I really believed it would work against the wraith. Without a body, our weapons were useless.

      “So what happens if we find the thing?” I asked, keeping my eyes focused on the task of checking and rechecking my weapons. Even if they were useless against the wight, the simple actions gave my hands something to focus on, keeping my fear at bay.

      “Then we trap it back inside its burial chamber,” Grey said. “If we can.”

      “And if we can’t?”

      Grey sighed and gave me a withering look. “Then we find another way to trap it.”

      “Would that be before or after it kills us all?” Alex asked, and I could tell from his tone that he was needling Grey. Was this what they’d been fighting about?

      “Alex is of the belief that we should do more research and try to find a way to kill the creature,” Grey said, managing to sound both bored and weary, as though Alex were an irritating child who kept asking stupid questions.

      I could definitely see Grey’s point.

      “I thought you said there wasn’t a way to kill it?” I checked the karambit blade strapped to my thigh, tightening the strap until it dug into my flesh. It was better to be a little uncomfortable than for the strap to slip and slide around while I was in motion.

      “There isn’t,” Grey said.

      “There might be,” Alex corrected him.

      “Can one of you please make up your goddamned mind?” I glared at them both.

      “There isn’t a way to kill it.” Grey glared at Alex before returning his attention to me. “Alex just believes we should involve the rest of Division 6 in this.”

      I could feel Alex’s eyes practically boring holes into me. Why did he want to involve Division 6? In all the cases I’d worked with Grey in the past, not once had we done that, unless armed response was required or multiple civilians were at risk. Everything else, whenever possible, we took care of ourselves. As far as I was concerned, this was no different. But Alex seemed to have a different opinion, and that worried me.

      “We should get going,” I said, choosing to ignore Alex, at least until I could corner him and ask him just what the hell was going on.

      I glanced up at the darkening sky and shivered. Night was coming in fast, and once it did, the creature would have one more advantage against us. If we didn’t move, and soon, then we would lose all element of surprise. If that happened, I didn’t fancy our odds.
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* * *

      It was a short trek through the scrub to the burial site. The closer we got, the more I could feel the creature’s pull. Its scent was everywhere, and that alone was enough to set my nerves to jangling.

      “Can you feel that?” Grey whispered, barely audible above the wind whistling around us.

      Rather than answer, I gave a short nod. My skin crawled with the creature’s power, but it felt different this time. Was the difference somehow connected to the spell that had been used to trap it?

      We reached the edge of the barriers that had been set up around the site. I paused on the edge of the dig, staring down into the churned-up mud. It didn’t look like much; sections of the area had been cordoned off into smaller grids, with pegs and string blocking out the sections. The ground was made up of varying levels, as though whoever had been doing the digging couldn’t decide just how deep they wanted to go.

      Or perhaps this was how an archaeological dig was supposed to look. I’d never been to one; playing in the mud whilst digging up bones and bits of pottery that was often younger than I was didn’t hold much appeal.

      At the top end of the deep pit, a couple of large, mud-covered rocks were embedded in the ground. The topmost rock had been lifted aside, and from where we stood I could just make out the darkness that seemed to disappear down into the earth itself.

      The burial site.

      I hopped down into the trench and started toward the entrance as Grey’s hand wrapped around my upper arm. He jerked me to a halt and I whirled on him, anger spreading through my veins as I stared up into his face.

      He pointed to something on the ground just ahead of me, then pulled me backwards a couple of paces. I stared at the spot where I’d been about to put my foot. The ground looked normal enough, and I gave Grey a questioning glance.

      He nodded toward the ground once more, and this time I stared at it with my senses in full flow. The mud was a sticky orange and clung to my boots, caking into them, making each step harder. Even before they’d found the burial site, I knew for a fact that nothing would have grown above it. Fertile soil was dark and rich, while this looked sickly and wrong, but that wasn’t what Grey wanted me to see. Above the orange mud sat a silken web, the threads so thin as to be almost invisible to the naked eye. Not until I used my magic could I see the web for what it was.

      Magic.

      “What is it?” I whispered, so that only Grey could hear me.

      “Remnants of the ritual used to trap the creature,” Grey said, but it was the way he said ‘remnants’ that worried me most.

      “That’s good, though, right?” I glanced back at the sparkling web. It appeared to be broken, sinking out of sight only to reappear a few feet closer to the cave entrance. “That means it’s still there, still active?”

      Grey shook his head and stared at the silken silver strands. “It really doesn’t,” he said. “It’s been broken. I don’t know if the creature destroyed it or if the excavations disrupted whatever was used to set the web in the first place. Whatever it was, the spell has been destroyed.”

      “You could recreate it, though,” Alex said, moving up beside us. “You’re a druid, so don’t you know how to bind the thing back together?”

      “Maybe if we find what originally set the spell in the ground we could use that to…”

      Grey cut me off. “It’s been destroyed.”

      “How can you tell?” Alex asked. Although it sounded like he was questioning Grey’s abilities, I saw nothing but genuine curiosity in his eyes.

      “Because I can feel it. They sacrificed five people here to seal the goddamn thing inside the structure, and I’m betting that the roots you can see sticking out of the ground over there belonged to a white poplar tree.” He pointed to some dirt-covered roots that stuck up from the ground like skeletal fingers.

      “They dug the tree up before the excavations started, and that destroyed the spell and the magic. That’s what released the creature…”

      “But…” Alex started to say, but Grey turned on him.

      “I’ve told you already, it takes a sacrifice, and I’m not willing to murder five humans on the off chance it might work.” The anguish in Grey’s voice caught me off guard. I hadn’t realised just how badly affected he was by the situation.

      “We’ll find another way,” I said, but Grey shook his head.

      “This creature feeds on life, Jenna. The only way to stop it is with blood magic and death.”

      A scream ripped the air around us, turning the blood in my veins to ice. I knew that voice. I knew that scream.

      It came again, the sound filled with terror and pain, and without thinking, I started to run, my karambit already in my hand as I dived over the top of the webbed magic embedded in the dirt. My brain tried to warn me that it could be a trap, but instinctually I knew it wasn’t. The scream had been real, and I wasn’t going to fail Tracey again.

      I was through the door of the burial chamber before either man could catch up to me. The floor sloped away beneath me, and I misjudged my step, tumbling down the incline that led into the earth.

      I loosened my body, tucking in my head to protect myself as I moved with the fall, turning it into a controlled roll. I reached the bottom and dug my booted feet into the dirt, halting my forward momentum as my eyes adjusted to the candlelit gloom.

      There was a large stone altar on the opposite side of the room. The stone was covered in runic symbols and other Celtic designs that I didn’t recognise. The stone itself called to me, as though the power within me wanted, needed, me to get closer to the altar.

      The creature stood on top of the stone altar, crouched over Tracey’s prone body. It leaned down toward her, and her scream choked off as the wraith’s mouth met hers. The shadow creature’s clawed hands dug into her shoulders as it lifted her up, drawing her into a lover’s embrace.

      Her hands spasmed, falling away to her sides as the air in the room grew thinner. The sconces on the walls flickered, the flames growing dimmer as the creature started to feed.

      I threw myself across the space toward it, hopping onto the stone altar and drawing my karambit along where I hoped its neck was. The creature released Tracey and let out an ear-splitting howl, the sound echoing round and round in the confined space, and I realised my blade was covered in something thick and black.

      This is new, I thought, remembering the first time I’d managed to stab the creature. There had been no blood then, just a slight residue on the blade.

      Did that mean the creature was becoming more real?

      The creature slammed into me, throwing me backwards across the chamber so that I crashed into the wall near the entrance. Lights danced in my vision, and the wraith was upon me before I could get back onto my feet.

      Its clawed fingers dug into my arms as it lowered its face toward me. This time I saw more than just shadows and two blue eyes peering out at me; now, the creature actually had a face. It was wreathed in shadows, but as it moved closer its face became clearer.

      It drew in a deep breath, the blue glow of its eyes brightening.

      “You smell like life, innocence, and something else… What is it?” The creature’s voice seemed to fill my head. I tried to shake free of its grip, but it held me still, my eyes caught in its gaze. I could feel it sifting through my head, but no matter how hard I tried to block it out, I was helpless against its mental assault.

      Music filled my head, a melody I couldn’t quite pinpoint. It called to me, bringing with it warmth and joy.

      “You’re home,” it whispered, and the creature’s raspy voice was enough to pull me out of whatever mind control it was attempting to exert over me. Bringing my hands together over the grip of the karambit, I turned it so that the curved blade faced upward toward the creature.

      I attempted to stab the wraith, but its shadowy hand gripped my wrist, slamming my hand back onto the rocks with enough force to shatter bone. Power flooded my veins, and I managed to keep my grip on the knife.

      The wraith howled again and thrust its free hand against my chest. One minute its palm was against my skin, and the next, I could feel the bony tips of its fingers caressing my heart.

      The creature’s mouth slammed down over mine as it started to feed, and I was only vaguely aware of the metallic tang of blood in my mouth. Something burned against my skin, and a bright blue glow grew, almost blinding me with its intensity. The creature screamed and ripped away from me, and when I glanced down I could see that the glowing object was the necklace Adrian had given to me.

      My heartbeat slowed, and I spotted Alex at the creature’s shoulder. His voice was muffled, but I saw his silver blade catch the glow from the flame. Its wickedly sharp edge glinted in the gloom before the sconces guttered and we were plunged into darkness.

      The wraith screamed, and I was suddenly free of its hold.

      The rough stone rocks of the wall near the entrance scraped against my skin as I slid down to the compacted dirt. I couldn’t see anything, but I heard the muffled sounds of a struggle just ahead of me.

      Staggering to my feet, I tried to call out, but there wasn’t enough air in my lungs to form words. Light flared in the centre of the room, and I caught sight of Grey standing next to Tracey. I watched as his mouth moved, but his words were garbled and I couldn’t make sense of them.

      I focused in on the creature in the middle of the room. It had Alex in its embrace, and he struggled against its grip as it fed from him. The more it fed, the more real the wraith became, and I staggered to my feet, my blade clutched in my injured hand.

      My injuries would heal, and I’d certainly had worse. But I’d felt the creature’s desire to finish whatever dark ritual it had begun all those years ago, before it had been trapped here. I couldn’t let it leave. It had to be stopped.

      The creature’s hunger was imprinted on my mind as I crossed the dirt floor to where it was struggling with Alex.

      I drew the blade up as the wraith released Alex and whirled on me. I struck, the knife slicing down toward the creature’s shadowed face. I felt my blade bite home as power slammed into me, sending me backwards into the stone wall once more.

      My head struck the rocks, and darkness closed in on me. I fought against it, but I couldn’t stop from slipping into unconsciousness. My failure to slay the creature was compounded by the knowledge that it would get away, and its next victim’s blood would be on my hands.
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      I awoke in the semi-darkness. The light from the wall sconces flickered, giving off barely enough glow to illuminate my hands in front of my face. I pushed upright, and as my vision ran with streamers of colour I tried not to vomit.

      “Tracey, can you hear me?” Grey’s voice seemed far away, but when I glanced up I realised he was standing only a couple of feet from me.

      He was leaning over the girl on the stone altar. Her skin looked dry, almost papery, and she was very still.

      “Is she…?” I asked, watching as Grey pressed his fingers to her throat.

      “She has a heartbeat, but it’s very faint,” Grey said, glancing back at me.

      “I’ll call an ambulance.” I searched my pocket for my cell phone.

      “It’s already done; Alex called them when we heard the scream.” Grey gave me a concerned look. “You’re bleeding.”

      I stared at him in shock. “I thought you didn’t want to call in the reinforcements?”

      “Hearing her screaming was different. When it was just us, I thought we could handle it. With an innocent’s life on the line…” He shrugged, not needing to finish. I knew what he meant anyway. We knew the risks, and when we put our lives on the line it was always with the intention of keeping innocent bystanders out of it, ensuring the loss of life was kept to a minimum.

      We, on the other hand, were expendable.

      As I rolled over onto my side, my stomach rebelled, and I began dry-retching as I dug my fingers into the dirt. The blow to the head definitely hadn’t helped matters, but I also knew part of the nauseous feeling in my stomach came from panic.

      “I need to get out of here,” I said, staggering to my feet.

      Sirens split the air, making the pain in my head so much worse.

      “You need to let someone look at your injuries,” Grey said, his hand pressed against Tracey’s head. The faint glow of his blue-tinged magic played around his fingers.

      “No.” The thought of being looked over by paramedics left me feeling cold. I’d never been a good patient, and I wasn’t about to start now. “What are you doing?”

      “Keeping her stable until they get in here. She’s strong, but…” Grey trailed off, and I knew what he meant: strong wouldn’t stop death from taking her.

      Alex’s voice floated down from the entrance to the chamber, and it was quickly joined by others. I turned, heading for the chamber mouth as the paramedics made their way inside. I avoided Alex’s questioning glance and climbed outside.

      The fresh air helped clear my head a little, but not enough to get rid of the dizziness that washed over me every couple of minutes. If I didn’t get a grip soon, driving was going to be a real problem.

      The blue and red lights from the gathered ambulances and police cars illuminated the area, and the panic I’d felt inside the burial chamber only increased. I was missing something, I knew it, but the more I tried to focus in on it, the more elusive it became.

      I tugged my cell phone from my pocket, a frustrated growl trickling past my lips as I stared at the large crack that had splintered the screen. As I pressed the home button, the phone lit up, but it was impossible to make out the jumbled and broken words that covered the screen.

      Were they missed calls? I couldn’t be sure. I tried unlocking the phone, but it let out an unhealthy-sounding beep before the screen went dark. I tried to bring it back, but the screen remained dark.

      Great.

      Grey’s hand brushed against my shoulder, and I jumped. I’d been so engrossed in the cell phone that I hadn’t noticed him joining me.

      “How is she?” I asked, struggling to quiet the erratic beat of my heart.

      “Critical. They’re trying to stabilise her down there now, and then they’ll move her.”

      I nodded and stared out across the open expanse of wild grass. Stonehenge was visible on the hill, and the urge to race across the open fields toward it was almost more than I could stand. The standing stones called to me, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.

      “You really need to get your head looked at, Jenna,” Grey said, pushing my hair aside so he could take a closer look at my face.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not, you keep spacing out on me,” he said. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said the entire time we’ve been standing here.”

      I tore my attention away from the standing circle and met his eyes. Concern and worry filled his dark gaze, and I could feel its warmth spreading across my skin.

      “I thought I’d lost you,” he said. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop it.”

      “This isn’t your fault.”

      “I wanted to help, but she was dying…” Grey stared down at his hands. “When I saw it hurl you across the space, heard the sound your head made as it connected with the stone…” He raised his eyes to mine once more. “I don’t know how you’re standing here.”

      “It wasn’t that bad. I’ve got a pretty tough noggin,” I lied, the taste like bitter ashes in my mouth. I wanted to tell him the truth. I wanted to tell him what I was, that the reason I was standing here wasn’t because the creature had failed to kill me but because I was an immortal. That unless it too was immortal, it couldn’t end my life.

      It hit me then. I knew what the creature wanted, and I had a sinking feeling that we’d given it exactly what it needed.

      “You saw the creature when it left,” I said, and Grey nodded. “What did it look like?” He gave me a confused look. “Did it have form, or look human?”

      Grey nodded. “Yeah, you hit it with Alex’s sword and it bled. By the time it left, it had healed, but it definitely looked human.”

      “Where’s Alex?” I said, turning away from Grey.

      “He was with the paramedics when I left,” he said.

      Without waiting for Grey to ask me why I needed Alex, I stalked toward the chamber just as he stepped out into the night air.

      “We’ve got a problem,” I said, without waiting for him to open his mouth.

      “What is it?”

      “We know the creature wants a second chance at life, but because it’s a wight it needs to keep feeding to regain its power, right?”

      Alex’s eyes studied mine, but he didn’t dispute me.

      “What happens if it feeds from an immortal?”

      “I don’t know, I’ve never seen it happen before. What are you getting at?”

      “But have you ever seen a wight that looks human?”

      “No…” Realisation dawned on his face. “You don’t think feeding from me gives it immortality too?”

      “It already can’t die, but what if draining you gives it life again? Isn’t that a kind of immortality anyway?”

      “Shit,” Alex said. “You’re telling me that bastard can kill me because I helped make it an immortal?”

      “I don’t know, but it seems pretty likely,” I said, but something else niggled at the back of my mind. I knew I wasn’t connecting all the dots.

      “What is it?” he asked as Grey joined us.

      “I don’t know, there’s just something I can’t quite put my finger on…”

      “We’ve got another problem,” Grey said, and I glanced up at him. His expression was grim.

      “It’s not Tracey, is it?” I asked, and when he shook his head I couldn’t stop the sigh of relief that flowed out of me.

      “The Pied Piper has taken the SUV. It’s got my druid box, and there are things in there that I wouldn’t want just anyone getting their hands on…”

      “Do we know where it’s heading?” Alex asked.

      Pain like white-hot heat flared inside my head, momentarily rendering me blind. The heat seemed to sear through every cell inside my mind, and Adrian’s voice echoed in my ears as though he were standing next to me shouting my name.

      My vision cleared, and I found myself clutched in Grey’s arms.

      “What’s wrong?” His grip tightened on me as he helped me back to my feet.

      Panic swelled inside me, and I clamped down on it, blocking out every other emotion and feeling that threatened to overwhelm me. I didn’t have time for that; Adrian needed me, and panic was far too dangerous an emotion to entertain.

      “I need to get out of here. I need to see Adrian,” I said, my voice devoid of emotion. I tried tugging away from Grey’s grip, but he managed to hold onto me.

      “You’re not fit to go anywhere,” he said.

      “Grey, let me go.” My voice sank low, growing cold enough that surprise flashed in his eyes.

      “I’m coming with you,” he said, rather than releasing me.

      I didn’t fight him. If that got me out of here faster, then I wasn’t going to argue.

      “I guess I’ll stay here and deal with the scene and the cops,” Alex said, and I knew the only reason he was being so helpful was due to the tone of my voice.

      Ripping free of Grey’s hold, I trudged over the grass, picking up my pace as the urge to run swept through me. Adrian… something was wrong with Adrian. Was that the reason for the missed calls on my phone?

      Grey kept pace easily with me, and as I reached the Land Rover he held his hand out toward me.

      “Keys,” he said.

      “I can drive.”

      “This isn’t a debate, Jenna, you’ve got a head injury. If you want to get there in one piece, then give me the goddamned keys.”

      I tossed them over to him and opened the passenger door. I couldn’t feel my heart beating… was that because it was beating too fast or had whatever Adrian done to reach out to me finally cause it to stop?

      I slipped into the car, and Grey said nothing as he started the engine and reversed out onto the road. Under normal circumstances, his erratic driving might have worried me, but not now.

      Now, I could only think about my friend. In all the years we’d known each other, he’d never called to me like that. I needed to get to him before it was too late.
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      Adrian’s shop was lit up when we pulled to a halt outside. An ambulance sat at the curb, along with a couple of police cars. My heart sank as despair clawed its way through me.

      “No. No. No. No. No.” The one-word mantra repeated over and over drew a sideways glance from Grey as I slid from the car and darted toward the barrier that had been erected on the pavement.

      I slipped beneath the tape and made it as far as the shop door before a tall, wiry police officer brought me up short.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, suspicion coating each word.

      “My friend, he owns the shop, is he…”

      The policeman shook his head. “I can’t tell you anything about…” He paused, and I could feel power flooding my veins as I stared up at him. He stuttered, and a bluish blush spread out from his lips.

      The police officer raised panicked eyes to someone behind me, and I could suddenly feel Grey at my back. His hand gripped my shoulder, and I released my magic, letting it drop back into the pit inside me as the officer gasped.

      “Division 6,” Grey said, sounding authoritative. “What happened here?”

      “The owner of the store was attacked,” the officer said, sucking in a deep breath with a slight wheeze. “Knocked around pretty badly, but the ambulance crew has him now…”

      Relief made my knees weak and instinctively I reached out, grabbing the door frame. The police officer jumped as though I’d tried to make a grab for him and took a step backwards into the shop. I tried to follow, but my body refused to cooperate, and I knew if Grey’s hands hadn’t been on me, my legs wouldn’t have kept me upright.

      “He’s all right?” I asked shakily.

      “Well, that’s up to the ambulance crew to decide.”

      I stepped into the shop, and the officer hesitated, then changed his mind and quickly moved out of my way. Inside, I saw that most of the shelves and displays had been destroyed. My boots crunched over the broken glass.

      “I need to talk to her.” Adrian’s voice filtered through to me from the back room, and I moved past the counter and stepped through the beaded curtain.

      He sat on a stretcher in the middle of the floor as two paramedics fussed around him. The whir of the inflating blood pressure cuff met my ears, and the steady beat of his heart registered on the monitor.

      “Jenna!” The relief in Adrian’s voice when he saw me tore at my heart. His face was beginning to swell on one side, blood was crusted around his nose, and I knew that in a couple of hours he’d have two shiny black eyes.

      “What happened?” I asked, my voice choked. “Did Triskel do this?”

      “Triskel? You don’t have her?” Panic twisted his voice. “No, this wasn’t her…”

      “Then who?”

      “The vamps who are after her paid me a visit…”

      “I thought you said they hadn’t made the decision to come back!” I swore beneath my breath, and Adrian winced as one of the paramedics tightened a strap across his lap.

      Adrian shook his head. “It’s a long story, and I really don’t have time to get into it now, but the three that paid me a visit were definitely the vamps I’d seen in my first vision. I told her to run when I felt them coming… Jenna, I think they’ve got a witch working with them. It’s the only thing that makes sense, and the only way they could have shielded their thoughts from me. I didn’t know they were coming until it was too late.”

      I swore again. “Where did she run to?”

      “She said she’d go back to your house, that she felt safe there.”

      “Did they go after her?”

      Adrian nodded, his face twisting in pain. “But I saw something else, Jenna, before Triskel left.”

      “What?”

      “Merry.”

      He didn’t need to say anything else. The moment her name left his mouth, the niggling thought that had been plaguing me ever since I’d felt the creature in my head came crashing together.

      The Pied Piper was going after Merry. He’d seen her in my head, felt her innocence, her power. She was the key to him finishing the spell he’d started all those years ago.

      “The Pied Piper,” I said, and Adrian nodded.

      “He needs her…”

      “I know. She completes the spell.”

      “A pure soul,” Adrian said, and the intonation in his voice made the hairs stand on the back of my neck. He sounded just like the creature when it spoke in my head.

      “You need to go. I tried calling you to warn you, but…”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

      “Jenzie, go, you have to stop them. The vamps and that abomination…”

      I felt torn. He was right, but I still didn’t want to leave him. He was family, and I’d failed him.

      “You haven’t failed me,” he said, and I jerked my gaze up to him. “But you’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t leave now.”

      He was right.

      “We need to load him up now,” the paramedic next to me said, and I could feel the weight of his gaze as he took in my bloodied appearance.

      “I’ll come and see you as soon as I’m done,” I said, trying to keep my voice light. I succeeded in sounding like I was going to get my nails done rather than face an immortal wight and at least three vamps intent on destroying everyone under my protection.

      Adrian smiled at me. “Give ’em hell.”

      Without another word, I turned on my heel and ran for the car. Time was not on my side. They had a head start… how much of one, I couldn’t be certain. But it was enough that if I didn’t get a move on, there would be nobody left to save.
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      This time I didn’t let Grey drive. He’d tried to protest, but I slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine, leaving him with a simple choice. Get in or get left behind.

      From the corner of my eye, I watched his fingers turn snowy white as he gripped the dashboard. I spun the wheel, easily manoeuvring the car around a hairpin bend, our speed causing two of the wheels to gently leave the ground.

      “Try them again,” I said, gritting my teeth as I pressed my foot a little harder on the gas pedal.

      Grey hit redial and I listened as the phone rang without an answer. I flicked off the headlights. I could see well enough in the dark without them, and the last thing I wanted was to alert anyone at the house that I was on my way. An ambush outside the house wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. The Land Rover moved smoothly over the darkened road, as though it knew the way home.

      As we crested the last hill, the house came into view. Every window blazed with a green glow, but I knew it didn’t come from any light in the house; it was the colour of the magic used to create the wards that protected the whole house. And judging by the luminous green glow, the wards had been activated.

      They’d be safe so long as they stayed inside with the doors bolted and the windows locked. The wards would protect them from anything and everything that tried to gain access… But they’d have to stay indoors, and knowing how skittish Carolyn was, I could only hope that she’d really listened to what I’d told her about the wards.

      Triskel, on the other hand, was different. I didn’t even know if she’d made it back to the house in time.

      An image of the fae, hurt or worse, popped into my head, and I almost drove the car off the road. Jerking the wheel forcefully to the right, I managed to keep the car on the road by the skin of my teeth. The sound of Grey muttering curses beneath his breath might have made me laugh at another time, but right now it only managed to draw a grim smile out of me.

      “If you get us killed, we’re no use to anyone,” Grey said quietly, the strain evident in his words.

      “Sorry,” I said, keeping my eyes trained on the uneven, narrow road. He was right.

      I really didn’t need to think so negatively right now. I had to concentrate. They would all be safe. And when I got there, I would deal with whatever monster, or monsters, had triggered the wards.

      I’d failed enough people tonight. I wasn’t going to fail anyone else.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gravel sprayed up around the sides of the Land Rover as I pulled into the driveway and stamped on the brakes hard enough to crash into the seatbelt as we came to a sudden stop. The sound of Grey’s breaths coming in short bursts was the only noise I could hear inside the car.

      I studied the house, my heart sinking as I caught sight of the front door. It was wide open, and though the eerie green glow from the wards spilled out onto the front steps, I couldn’t see anything moving within.

      My body protested as I twisted awkwardly in the seat and slipped my karambit from its place on my thigh. My wrist still ached; the healing process was still going on, and the arm would be weaker until it was fully cured, but I didn’t have time to worry about that now. So long as I could hold the blade in that hand and still have enough strength to drive it into the heart of anyone that attacked, everything would be fine.

      I kept telling myself that as I checked the small throwing knives I had placed in the cuffs at my wrists. Then I reached up and turned off the automatic interior lights.

      Grey’s hand caught mine in the darkness as I pushed open the car door. The wind was beginning to pick up, but that was the only sound I could hear. The silence alone made me nervous. Where was the noise, the sounds of the creature as he fruitlessly attacked the house? Hell, where was the sound of anyone…?

      Maybe they’re all dead. I pushed the thought away as soon as it slipped into my head. They weren’t dead. They couldn’t be. I’d know if they were… wouldn’t I? Wasn’t that how it worked in the movies?

      “What’s your plan?” Grey whispered, so low that even if the vamps had been nearby they wouldn’t have heard him over the whistling of the wind.

      “Go in, figure out what’s going on, and kill the thing, or things, that set off the wards,” I said.

      “You need a better plan than that. Running in blind is going to get you killed,” Grey said furiously.

      “Yeah, well, I was hoping to soak in the tub tonight with a beer, but I guess we don’t always get what we want.”

      “Jenna, don’t be so bloody stubborn…”

      “Look, while we’re out here gossiping like old ladies, Carolyn, Merry, and Triskel could be in there dying. I’m not going to sit around here and wait for a plan to come to me, knowing that every minute they’re alone with that thing, it’s probably torturing them. Knowing that I could stop it if I’d just get off my ass and do something.”

      Grey’s hand slid away from mine. It wasn’t until it was gone that I realised just how much I missed the warm comfort his touch had brought me. Don’t think about it, just move.

      I slid from the car soundlessly, staying as light on my feet as I possibly could, considering the terrain. As I tiptoed toward the front door, I was suddenly glad that I hadn’t yet had time to get rid of the weeds; their thick, glossy leaves cushioned at least some of the noise of my boots on the gravel.

      I made it to the front door and peered inside, but the hall was empty and I couldn’t hear anything moving. Drawing my magic up, I let my senses heighten as my power slipped away from me and spread out through the house. I knew every inch of the place, and my power quickly found what I was looking for.

      Darting down the hall, I slipped into the kitchen and pressed my back to the wall. The cold breeze that wound its way in through the splintered back door caught my eye the moment I entered the room. The chairs were overturned and the table was pushed back to the wall, but it was the dark puddle on the floor that really caught my attention.

      It lay near a particularly large piece of splintered wood from the door, and part of it was streaked on the tiles, leading me out of the house to the night beyond.

      “Blood,” Grey said, catching up to me.

      I nodded grimly, peeling my eyes away from the pool that appeared black in the moonlight.

      “Not enough to kill,” Grey said, answering the question that pounded in my head.

      “There’s no one in the house,” I said quietly, “and the tracks lead out of the house anyway.”

      “This place is warded, so how did someone get in here without getting fried first?”

      I shrugged. I’d paid enough that the wards should have kept everything out, even an immortal wight. And yet…

      A strangled sob cut the air, and I ran through the broken remnants of the back door before the sound cut off. The garden was empty, as was the place where Merry and her mother had been digging just yesterday. I scanned the area, searching for whoever had made the sound.

      The vampire caught my eye first. His body had been thrust down through one of the wooden fence posts. Judging by the way his legs and arms were flailing about, the wood had clearly missed his heart.

      I watched him hiss and kick, but his movements only succeeded in causing his body to slide further down the post. I felt no pity, only a silent wish that the sun would rise a little faster so he could meet his true end before he escaped.

      I stared past him to the open paddock next to the house. Carolyn, her face bloodied and her clothes torn and dirty, was clutching Merry in her arms. Her expression was one of pure terror as the wight closed in on them.

      Triskel stood between them. Her glamour had completely fallen away, and her huge gold and scarlet wings were unfurled behind her. The moonlight glinted across her body, causing the blue and violet veins to sparkle against the black backdrop of her skin. Magic shimmered just above the surface of her body, and where her feet touched the grass, it was scorched black.

      The creature ducked in toward her, and she grabbed it with her hands, fire spreading across its chest and up toward its face.

      But the creature didn’t seem to care. As it reached for her again, I started to run.

      “Don’t let it touch you!” I screamed hoarsely. I could still remember the music that had filled my head when the creature had captured me inside the burial chamber.

      It had been the Pied Piper all right, and it had earned its name. To be caught in its grip was to become ensnared by its magic.

      She batted at its hands, but her gaze swivelled toward me automatically, breaking her concentration. It was the opening the creature needed.

      “No!” My voice cracked out like the whip that was wound around my arm, but I was too far away to do anything.

      The Pied Piper closed its hands on one of Triskel’s wings, ripping it sideways, separating the wing almost completely from her body as it dragged her back in against its barrel-shaped chest. Triskel screamed, her pain palpable, and Merry screamed alongside her. The sound echoed through the surrounding fields.

      The Pied Piper’s blue eyes met mine as it wrapped its hands around her throat.

      Something slammed into me, driving me to the ground. A grunt of pain slipped out of me as I struggled to escape the weight pinning me down.

      Cold air fanned down the side of my neck, and I jabbed my arm up into the vamp’s ribs, driving him backwards but not before his sharp fangs grazed the skin of my shoulder.

      Pain sizzled where his teeth had broken the skin, and I tried to roll away as he scuttled after me. His eyes were dark, filled with longing and hunger, and blood so dark it was black covered the lower portion of his mouth. Was it the Piper’s blood? The vamp lunged for me again. I waited until the last second before I rolled to the side, bringing my blade up so that the sharp edge sliced through the muscle and sinew of his neck.

      Blood sprayed across me but I kept moving, using the vamp’s jump to ride his body to the ground. I hacked at his neck, severing the arteries and muscles.

      His body twitched, but I knew it would take time and blood for him to heal, two things he didn’t have a whole lot of. Crouching over the vamp’s spasming body, I met the Piper’s blue-eyed gaze as it stroked its thick fingers across Triskel’s terrified face.

      “Let her go!” I screamed, but the only response I got was the smile that slid across the creature’s face. It was toying with me.

      Pushing off from my crouched position, I ran faster, my lungs burning, muscles aching. But it didn’t seem to matter how much power I allowed to flood my veins as time slowed to a crawl. Triskel fought against the Piper’s hold, and I saw its fingers tighten on her as I closed in on them.

      It jerked her head roughly and the light in her eyes went out, her movements ceasing as she hung limply in his arms.

      “No!” The air rushed from my lungs in a hollow scream as the Piper let her fall.

      Triskel’s body landed in a tangle of limbs and wings, as though nothing was left inside her. It wasn’t possible. She was a fae, and they were notoriously hard to kill.

      Yet as I reached her side and dropped onto the grass next to her, I couldn’t deny that there was no heartbeat. I pressed my fingers against her neck, searching for a sign that the creature hadn’t snuffed out her life, but though her body was warm it was completely still.

      “Jenna!” Carolyn screamed my name, and I looked up as the creature closed in on her.

      She’d pushed Merry behind her, but if the Piper could kill Triskel, one of the fae, then Carolyn stood no chance.

      Drawing one of my throwing blades from my wrist sheath, I flicked it through the air, putting every ounce of my strength into the throw. The Piper moved, a mere roll of its shoulders, but it was enough for the blade to miss its target. Instead of landing in the base of the creature’s neck, it landed harmlessly in the thick muscle that covered its shoulder.

      I was on my feet, racing toward it, when the Piper turned to face me. But Grey beat me to it.

      The creature screamed as Grey sliced down its back, the wickedly sharp edge of his deer horn blades biting into its flesh. The Piper lunged toward Grey as he continued to slash and slice at its flesh. While each blow hurt the Piper, no sooner had one of the blades torn into it than the wound had healed.

      I reached the action as the Piper slammed into Grey, knocking him to the ground. Magic swirled in the air, tickling my nose, and I fought the urge to sneeze.

      A third vampire swooped down, but I spotted him before he could run into me. I danced out of his reach, slicing down his back with my karambit as he slid past me. He reversed his momentum, twisting back toward me as though his spine didn’t work like everyone else’s. And maybe it didn’t; he was technically dead, so perhaps that gave him the advantage of not having to move like the rest of us.

      I lashed out, kicking him square in the stomach and knocking him back on top of the Piper, who was trying to hold Grey down. It was a momentary distraction, and the Piper’s eyes glowed, the brilliant blue blinding to anyone who looked directly at them. The vamp let out a pained scream as he ducked away from the Piper.

      Grey sliced upward with his left hand, but the Piper moved out of the way as though it could anticipate Grey’s movements.

      I let my whip drop down my arm and into my hand. It whispered across the ground, and the air was filled with the sound of hissing vipers. It was enough to pull the Piper’s attention to me for a moment, but a moment was all Grey needed.

      He drove his blade up into the centre of the Piper’s body before he planted his feet and thrust the creature up and over his head. A frustrated scream escaped the Piper, and I gestured to Carolyn and Merry to run for the house.

      The Piper landed near the cowering vampire. Bile raced up my throat as the Piper thrust out a hand and grabbed the vamp by the throat, dragging the other man beneath it. The Piper fell upon the screaming vamp, cutting off his cries, swallowing them down. The entire process took only a second.

      Shock riveted me to the ground as the Piper moved like nothing I’d ever seen, as though the laws of physics didn’t apply to it. The creature was on the ground one second, and the next it was standing behind Grey as he rolled back onto his feet. What had been a vampire only a second ago was now a pile of dark grey ash that floated away on the wind.

      The Piper’s hand thrust against Grey’s back, and I watched in horror as Grey’s eyes went wide with shock and pain.

      Rage and pain roared in my ears as Grey collapsed to his knees.

      The whip cracked through the air, wrapping around the Piper’s throat. I jerked it tight, allowing the poisoned tip to embed in the creature’s throat.

      It pushed Grey away, and there was nothing I could do as Grey slumped over onto his side.

      He’s not dead, Jenna. He can’t be dead. He’s stronger than that. He’s hurt. He’s not dead. The voice in the back of my head struggled to soothe my anguish, but all I could see was the shock on Grey’s face as the Piper grabbed him.

      I felt a tug on the whip and dug my heels into the ground to stop myself from being dragged toward the Piper. I’d learned my lesson when I’d fought the ogre. Just because the Piper was bigger than I was didn’t mean I wasn’t equally strong.

      The Piper’s blue eyes met mine, and it smiled. The whip went slack, and I fell forward. The creature was gone.

      I blinked, trying to make sense of what had just happened, but my brain felt sluggish.

      Something heavy struck my shoulders, driving me to my knees and sending sparks of pain flaring through every nerve ending in my spine. I felt the air move, a split-second warning that another blow was imminent, and I rolled out of the way. The Piper growled in frustration as it followed me.

      I flicked the whip out once more, letting it curl around the creature’s leg as I jerked my arm back. With anyone else, the move would have worked, but before the whip could fully close around its leg, the Piper was gone.

      Strong hands wrapped through my hair, lifting me up from the ground. Flipping my karambit over, I stabbed it up into the arm holding me, but the Piper didn’t even react.

      It pulled me in close to its face and stared into my eyes.

      “Why are you fighting me?” Its voice surprised me. “You are not like the others; there is darkness in you, I feel it… I have tasted it.”

      “Because I have a thing about bullies,” I said, struggling against its hold. The Piper held me easily, and an amused grin crossed its face.

      “You think I enjoy what I do?”

      “You seem to,” I spat back, swinging in closer and bringing my blade up. It was a long shot, but I had to try something.

      The Piper dropped me before I could stab into its thick neck. I landed on the ground in a crouched position directly in front of it, but the creature made no move to hurt me.

      “This was not the life I chose,” it said, its voice filled with sorrow.

      “Then stop doing this,” I said. “Haven’t you hurt enough, killed enough? They were just children, and you murdered them.”

      “They created me, left me with no choice but to be the monster I have become.”

      I shook my head. “There’s always a choice.”

      The Piper smiled at me, but the expression held no happiness. “Such conviction for one so young… I will show you.”

      Before I had the chance to react, its hand wrapped around my throat and its blue eyes captured mine. I fought against its hold, but magic spread over me and my head filled with music.

      “Stop fighting and it will be easier…”

      The blue glow swallowed me, and still I fought. The music increased, and my heart fell into sync with the heavy drumbeat that echoed in my ears.
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      We stood in the centre of a wide-open field, but instead of moonlight overhead, the sun beamed down, warm and inviting. But where I stood, within the confines of a circle of power, there was no light, no warmth, only sorrow and pain.

      The language spoken around me was familiar, but it was nothing I recognised, and it took a moment to make sense of the words.

      “I’m all she has,” the man on his knees pleaded. His red hair was filled with blond highlights, and there was a familiarity to his blue eyes that took me a moment to place. Then it hit me. He was the wight, the creature, the Pied Piper I’d been trying to kill. But what knelt in front of me in the soft, dewy grass was no monster; he was as human as the others gathered around us.

      A petite girl of maybe seven or eight, similar in age to Merry, stood shivering in a muddy shift. Her feet were bare and she curled her toes into the grass. Her cheeks were aflame with colour, and from where I stood I could feel the heat of her fever radiating from her in waves. Her strawberry-blonde hair was stuck to her sweaty forehead in little curls, and the rest of it was braided down her back. But it was her eyes, the same blue eyes as the man’s, that tore at my heart.

      She had to be his daughter—the resemblance between them was uncanny.

      “She was my daughter,” the Pied Piper whispered to me, leaning in close, and I jumped. I hadn’t heard it approach, or had it been here all along? I couldn’t tell for certain.

      “Her name was Unnr,” the Piper said, and I could hear the longing in its voice.

      I tried to move away from the creature, but my legs refused to budge.

      “You cannot take me from her,” the man on the ground pleaded, grabbing the dark green robes of the man who appeared to be in charge. He had dark hair and even darker eyes, and I could feel the power that radiated from him, instantly reminding me of Grey.

      “Agilulf, there is nobody else. What we will give to you, the life we will grant you, is a great honour.”

      I glanced up at the Pied Piper. “This was you, this Agilulf?” I tried to pronounce the guttural name and failed miserably.

      The Pied Piper gave me another sorrowful smile. “Yes.”

      “Just let me stay with her until…” Agilulf trailed off as one of the men nearest his daughter grabbed her suddenly. “What are you doing? Stop!”

      The little girl screamed as the man’s rough hands tilted her head back. Her eyes were wide and terrified, and I tried again to move toward her. The stranger holding her placed a rust-coloured crude blade against her throat.

      “She’s dying, Agilulf, you see this. Think of those you can save,” the man in charge said.

      “Father, please!” The little girl’s voice was half-strangled by the knife pressed against her throat.

      “She doesn’t have to die! Please let her live!” Agilulf’s voice rose in panic.

      “If she lives, you will fight us, and we need this too badly. Our children will die…”

      The man who reeked of power nodded once, and the stranger holding the little girl drew his knife across her throat from ear to ear. She screamed, the noise cutting off suddenly as he severed her vocal chords.

      “Unnr!” Agilulf roared, stumbling onto his feet. He tried to reach her as she dropped to the ground.

      But the men surrounding him held him down.

      The one whose power felt like Grey’s leaned down, bathing his hands in the blood that spilled onto the grass. Unnr’s fingers twitched and dug into the ground as the light in her eyes died.

      “She was the light in my life. After the death of my wife and son, she was all I had left,” the Piper said. It—or I should say he—crouched next to the fallen body of his daughter, stroking her face softly, although I knew this was nothing more than a memory. He was merely touching the echo of who she had been.

      “They created me. Murdered my child, and then demanded I save their sons and daughters.” The Piper’s face twisted with disgust. “I saved their children from the suffering they would have endured at the hands of such parents. I saved them from the knowledge that their parents were killers…” He turned his gaze up to me, his blue eyes glowing with a ferocious inner light. “I saved them the pain this world would have given them. I took it into myself, and when they realised what I’d done, they locked me away…”

      The sunny meadow covered in Unnr’s blood disappeared, and we were suddenly back in the paddock next to my house.

      I stumbled backwards, my heartbeat hammering as I struggled to regain my breath. I felt as though I’d run a marathon, even though I’d been standing still, locked in the Piper’s grip.

      Everything looked exactly as we’d left it, as though no time had passed at all. I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “You wear your pain like a cloak,” he said to me. “Together we could bring this world to its knees. Make them suffer for the things they have done to us.”

      “I already slayed my demons,” I said, straightening up. “I killed them, but I didn’t take my vengeance out on a bunch of innocents. I’m nothing like you.”

      The Piper shook his head. “And that is where you’re wrong.” He closed his eyes, and the music I’d only ever heard inside my head filled the air.

      I tried to move, but my legs were frozen in place. Merry’s excited squeals reached my ears.

      “Merry, stay with me, baby,” Carolyn said, fear twisting her words.

      The Piper crouched down and held out his arms, and I twisted at the waist in time to see Merry running across the grass toward him.

      Panic clawed up my chest as I tried to fight the Piper’s hold.

      “Why are you doing this? Why her?” I asked, desperation filling every cell in my body.

      “Because she can take my suffering. I cannot die, but I have lived so long with this pain. The memory of my Unnr haunts me, and I do not want to be broken anymore…” He swept Merry into his arms, cradling her against his body.

      She smiled up at him as the music grew louder, and I watched as she planted her chubby hands against his cheeks.

      “Merry!” Carolyn’s voice was frantic.

      I drew my power up from my core. It was a dangerous move, a last resort. I knew using it would mean the other immortals, the gods of old, if they existed anymore, would sense me. But what other choice did I have? I couldn’t let him win. I wouldn’t let him kill her. She was far too precious.

      The magic anchoring me in place gave way, and I crossed the grass toward him.

      The Piper’s smile faded as he watched me break free of his hold, and his music increased until it was almost unbearable.

      “You will not take her from me,” he said, and Merry’s smile faded.

      The tattoo on my back started to burn as my power grew. It hadn’t felt this strong in Faerie, and the ferocity took me by surprise. The burn spread, and I threw my head back, letting out a ragged scream. My skin felt as though it was tearing apart, cell by cell, before being remade only to be ripped asunder once more.

      I dropped to my hands and knees, digging my fingers into the dirt.

      Something slithered away from me, and the sound of its body sliding through the grass as the pain subsided brought me crashing back to reality.

      Merry started to laugh and clap her hands joyously as a huge viper circled us. It looked suspiciously like the viper Kypherous had tattooed onto my back, but that seemed impossible. Its green scales shimmered with magic, and its ruby eyes were lit with inner light. It watched the scene with an uncomfortable intelligence.

      “Friend!” she cried happily, but the Piper didn’t share her joy.

      He placed her on the ground and grabbed her face. I threw myself across the space, my body colliding with his as Merry let out a startled sob.

      “You cannot kill me,” he said, grabbing my jacket by the lapels. He gathered his legs beneath him and prepared to buck me off, but I planted my knees on either side of his barrel chest and captured his blue eyes with my gaze.

      Magic poured up the back of my throat with enough power that I felt as though I might choke on it before I achieved my aim.

      “What are you?” His voice grew rougher, and I let the power I’d amassed spill from me.

      His eyes turned grey, before they turned to stone, my magic driving outwards so that his cheeks and jaw were also consumed by my magic. The more I gave in to the power, the faster he turned to stone, and within seconds his body was solid beneath mine.

      Trembling, I tugged myself free of his stony grip, my jacket ripping as his fingers crumbled rather than give up the fabric.

      I didn’t dare look at Merry. I could still feel my power pumping through my veins, and it longed to be let loose upon the world.

      “Close your eyes, sweetheart,” I said, keeping my back to Merry as I pushed up from the ground.

      The Piper’s body crumbled away to dust as something dark and formless burst forth from its centre. He couldn’t be killed. Not even turning his body to stone could keep him contained.

      The wight bore down on Merry, and I threw myself between them, preparing for him to slam into me. His blue eyes flashed with anger, but as he reached me, the glittering viper intercepted him. I had just enough time to turn and wrap my arms around Merry, shielding her body with my own as the viper’s jaws spread wide. I glanced over my shoulder and watched as the viper swallowed the wraith whole, the darkness disappearing down its huge maw.

      The viper then turned on itself and slithered back toward Merry and me.

      The necklace I still wore glowed with a blue light bright enough that I was forced to shield my eyes or risk going completely blind. And between one breath and the next, the viper was gone.

      We were alone once more.
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      Merry planted a wet kiss on my cheek as Carolyn raced across the field toward us. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she swept Merry into her arms and twirled her around, squeezing her hard enough that I wondered if the little girl could breathe.

      Leaving them to share their moment, I ran over to Grey. He climbed unsteadily to his feet and gave me an incredulous look.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked, then reached out and brushed his thumb over my cheek.

      “Damned if I know,” I said, not entirely honestly. Kypherous had hoped I would develop the ability to call forth a viper, but I’d never done it then, and I still wasn’t sure how I’d managed it now.

      “Triskel,” I said, turning back toward the fae, who lay where the Piper had left her. Grey hobbled after me as I turned her over in the grass, straightening her out as I searched for signs of life.

      “She has no heartbeat,” I said, raising my gaze to Grey’s.

      “She needs to shift,” Grey said, but he may as well have been speaking another language for all the sense he made.

      “Her glamour is down,” I said.

      Grey shook his head. “This is only one form. She needs to shift into her dragon to heal the damage, and the fact that she hasn’t concerns me.”

      It concerned me that she hadn’t moved the entire time I’d fought the wight.  Was there a time limit on how long a half-changeling, half-dragon could be without a heartbeat before she died? If she’d been human, she would simply be dead. But the fae were different, and where others would succumb, they tended to survive. I could only hope that Triskel was the same.

      “Can you help her?”

      Grey nodded, then placed one hand over her eyes and the other over her chest. I felt his magic fill the air, pushing against my skin, and for a split second it felt as though his hands were pressed to my body too, and not just the dying fae’s.

      The sound of sirens split the air, and I twisted around to see the telltale blue and red lights of emergency services flashing against the predawn sky.

      Grey’s magic surged, and I dug my nails into my palms. Triskel’s body grew longer, her bones popping and rearranging, her skin running from her body like ink from a page, and within seconds she was covered in shimmering scarlet and gold scales. Her face elongated, a long snout popping out as her features took on a distinctly reptilian appearance.

      As quickly as the change came over her, she shifted back. Her clothes lay scattered around her in tatters, and I found myself holding my breath as I waited for something, anything, to tell me she was still alive.

      Suddenly her eyes popped open and she surged up from the ground. Her chest thrust toward the sky as she dragged in a long, frantic breath. I jumped and fell back onto the dirt with a painful thump that ricocheted up through my spine. I was going to be one massive bruise come morning. She collapsed back toward the earth once more, and Grey caught her, setting her gently back on the grass, careful not to let her hurt her head.

      “I think she’ll be fine, but I’m no expert where the fae are concerned,” he said, studying her carefully.

      Paramedics and police swarmed onto the field, and Alex appeared, leading the charge toward us.

      “Don’t tell me I missed the fun,” he said, managing to sound genuinely put out.

      “Is Adrian all right?” I asked, and Alex nodded.

      “He’s fine, gone off to the hospital, which he’s pretty pissed about.”

      I smiled. That sounded like Adrian.

      “You can tell them that the threat has passed,” I said.

      Alex shot me a quizzical look, but I shook my head. “It’s a long story, and one I have no intention of getting into now.”

      “We should get Triskel and the others inside,” I said to Grey as Alex jogged toward the police, who seemed to be milling around looking more than a little confused.

      “Are you all right?” Grey asked, his face a mask of concern. I nodded and pushed up onto my feet, then stretched. My body ached, I was exhausted, and hunger gnawed at my stomach like some sort of rabid animal. But as I glanced over toward Merry and her mother, my discomforts faded into the background. Carolyn was rocking her daughter back and forth in her arms, her face pressed against the girl’s blonde hair. Merry looked entirely serene despite everything that had happened.

      “I’m fine,” I said, my throat constricting with the tears I tried to swallow back.

      Everything had worked out. Or at least everyone was still in one piece. As I continued to watch Carolyn with her daughter, I couldn’t stop a small kernel of worry from springing up inside me, but I tried to crush it down. We’d won. The creature was gone. But that alone wasn’t enough to quash my worries. Merry’s trusting nature had very nearly gotten her killed. Others would come for her and the gift she possessed, but for now she was safe.

      I could only hope that it would be some time before another evil like the Pied Piper arose to threaten the little bit of safety we’d found here together.
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